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INTRODUCTION





Like all important undertakings in one’s life, this one was over-determined. In 1989, when the revolutions in Eastern Europe began to reverberate like a series of powerfully plucked harp strings, I knew this was one historical event I wanted to see for myself.


‘Eastern Europe’ has been for me a notion potent with personal associations. I was born in Poland and got my primary schooling there, along with an intense early education in politics and the sentiments. I emigrated in early adolescence; but for a long time afterward, Poland – and by extension, Eastern Europe – remained for me an idealized landscape of the mind. Because I had loved and lost it, because I had been cut off from it summarily and, it seemed, irrevocably, it stayed arrested in my imagination as a land of childhood sensuality, lyricism, vividness, and human warmth.


To a great extent, Eastern Europe had stayed arrested in actuality as well. I had grown up in Poland under the aegis of Communism – the force that had provided, or inflicted, the ruling narrative on a large region of the world for more than four decades. The given of the ‘system’ imposed certain unbudgeable conditions on the lives of several generations; it divided whole societies into bipolar oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘Them.’ Throughout the various thaws and freezes, the liberalizations and the tightenings of screws, the basic elements of that overriding situation held in place. But now, in 1989, the meta-narrative met its abrupt end; nothing much was clear about what would happen next, except that Eastern Europe was going to be changed, changed utterly – and I wanted to go before that happened. This was the most personal urge behind my long excursion: that I wanted to see ‘my’ Eastern Europe before it disappeared, but to see it, this time, without my childhood fantasies and projections. I wanted to make an attempt, at least, to understand it for what it was – from a larger, more robust, and more informed perspective. Happiness, Freud said, is the fulfillment of a childhood wish; meaningful knowledge, perhaps, is the satisfaction of a childhood curiosity.


But there was, behind my expedition, a less private – and undoubtedly more presumptuous – impulse as well. I was not immune to the kind of fascination that suddenly made the eyes of the world turn on Eastern Europe. It was clear, as the amazing events of 1989 unfolded, that history was happening there – and I thought that this was my opportunity to catch it in the act. I wanted to see how it took place day by day and near the ground; to understand what such a momentous social transformation means in the lives and psyches of particular people. In other words – aside from my very personal reasons for going there – I wanted to witness history in the making, to catch it in vivo, on the wing.




 





But to see any place for what it is is a famously difficult undertaking – and perhaps nowhere more so than in Eastern Europe. Our psyches seem to be so constructed that we need and desire an imagined ‘other’ – either a glimmering, craved, idealized other, or an other that is dark, savage, and threatening. Eastern Europe has served our needs in this respect very well. For many centuries, it had been, to some extent cut off, separated, and – for all the insignificant geographic distances – strangely unknown. And for centuries, it had served as a stand-in for the exotic, the other. When Shakespeare wanted to indicate a fabulous never-never land, he called it Illyria (which, as a real place, used to be situated in what is now Bulgaria and Albania), or ‘the Seacoast of Bohemia’ (that notoriously nonexistent geographic entity). And when he wanted to suggest a shadowy realm, somewhere on the outer margins of our political concerns, he made a glancing reference, at the end of Hamlet, to the kingdom of Poland.


The real Eastern Europe is a region of civilizations as old and strongly defined as those of the West. The Greater Moravian Empire, the ancestor of modern Czechoslovakia, was established about A.D. 800; the first Bulgarian kingdom rose to its height in the seventh century; Poland and Hungary can each claim a social and cultural, if not a political, continuity of over a thousand years; and Romanians still profess a kinship with the Dacians, whom the Romans found so hard to conquer that they celebrated the eventual victory for thirty years. But while the civilizations have survived and retained their identity, the national borders in this part of Europe have shifted in the last ten centuries with the capriciousness of a checkerboard puzzle being rearranged by a particularly wanton player. Poland, Hungary, and Bohemia all had their imperial, expansive phases before the seventeenth century; but more recently, Eastern Europe has been the arena for imperial struggles and expansion from both East and West. Partly because of their location on trade routes and partly because of geographic structure – several countries squeezed into a relatively small area – the nations in this part of Europe have been perennially subject to invasion, colonization, great-power bargaining, partitioning, and sheer conquest.


No wonder, then, that the region rarely achieved long periods of stability or economic growth, and that, in the imagination of the West, it never quite ceased being ‘the other Europe’ – less developed, less civilized, more turbulent and strife-ridden than the Europe we think of as the real thing. Even in modern times, when it became more accessible and better known, Eastern Europe tended to be seen as a source either of primitive savagery or of operetta entertainment. Still, during the interwar years of the twentieth century, some of the invisible barriers between the West and its sister Europe had begun to come down. Poland and Czechoslovakia once again became nation-states, with some admired political figures to represent them; the cultural achievements emanating from Eastern Europe were beginning to be appreciated as a salient part of modernism; and the region’s capital cities became plausible places to visit.


But whatever penetration had become possible during that interval was abruptly curtailed by the eruption of the Second World War and the subsequent descent of the Iron Curtain. For the following forty-some years, Eastern Europe subsided into an even darker invisibility than before. To a large extent, normal communications and travel between East and West came to a halt. And ironically, while the literal distances became ever more trivial, the rifts of culture and life conditions widened. While the West, after World War II, started moving along a galloping accelerator of material development, Eastern Europe came close to an economic standstill, or even regression. And while the West, willy-nilly, had to experiment with various forms of democratization and pluralism, the East suffered a virtual stasis of political demagogy and centralization as well.


During those decades, Eastern Europe once again became a Rorschach test for Western wishes, dreads, and misunderstandings. To some, it was a repository of utopian ideological hopes; to others, a heroic region struggling against a demonic dystopia; but to most, I would hazard, ‘Eastern Europe’ had become a lifeless, monochrome realm where people walked bent under the leaden weight of an awful System.


From growing up there, I knew at least that it wasn’t the latter, that life was as multifarious and surprising in Eastern Europe as anywhere else, and just as impossible to summarize or reduce to a few concepts.


Nevertheless, before setting out on my travels, I made some working assumptions about what I was going to be looking at. I realized, of course, that the very notion of ‘Eastern Europe’ is to some extent a fiction, and that the countries through which I was going to travel have distinct histories, traditions, identities. And yet I thought that the fiction was at least useful, and probably based on some measure of historical reality. This has been particularly true since World War II: The history of that period was largely unchosen, but definitely shared. The interval of Soviet domination created Eastern Europe, even if such an entity didn’t exist before. And while I am well aware that the current debate about restoring the distinctions among Central Europe, Central Eastern Europe, and Central Southern Europe is much more than semantic, it did not seem crucial, for my purposes, to resolve it. For the sake of simplicity and convenience, I refer to ‘Eastern Europe’ most of the time, though occasionally ‘Central Europe’ seems clearly more appropriate; the same holds true for ‘Balkans.’


The five countries through which I decided to travel – Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria – could all plausibly be said to have been part of the older Eastern Europe, as well as the postwar one; they were also the countries where ‘the revolutions’ had already happened by the time I went there. I decided not to go to the places where the exit from Communism was following highly exceptional routes – i.e., Yugoslavia and Albania; and I left out East Germany from my trajectory because it had not been historically a part of Eastern Europe, even if it became a member of the ‘fraternal’ bloc after the war.


But while I thought there were good reasons to speak of Eastern Europe, I also knew that this was a region full of its own social and ethnic variety. One of the myths imposed on Eastern Europe in the last forty-five years, and quickly abolished by recent events, was the myth of uniformity. Now that the stifling blanket of Communism has been lifted, the countries of Eastern Europe are once again revealed to be a mélange of ethnic groups, classes, and subcultures, many of which have survived the ideology of sameness with their identities – and, alas, often their antagonisms – seemingly intact. In my explorations, I tried to do some justice to these striations and distinctions. I traveled to peripheral villages as well as the capital cities, visited factories as well as editorial offices, talked to peasants and workers and newly uncloseted aristocrats, to Polish Jews and Hungarian Gypsies and Bulgarian Turks.


Though this was not part of my original plan, I made the journey from the Baltic to the Black Sea twice – once in the summer of 1990, and again in the summer of 1991. Partly, I needed to go back because I felt that seeing twice is believing. I needed to reassure myself of certain impressions and deepen others, to continue conversations that had gone unfinished, soak up the atmosphere of certain places more fully. But also, going back afforded me a glimpse of how ‘the changes’ were unfolding in each country a year later. I’ve indicated the division into two journeys within each chapter.




 





As I made my way from the Baltic to the Black Sea, I listened to narratives of people’s lives. Eastern Europeans do not yet have Cuisinarts, but they do have stories – historically embedded stories, intimately shaped by the turbulent events that have repeatedly swept through these small countries. History has often seemed thicker, more pressing, and oppressive in Eastern Europe; few lives have been disconnected from it, or unaffected by it. This was perhaps especially true in the last decades, when the question of Communism became a sort of controlling theme. In its various forms and guises, this subject infused and permeated everything, both as an idea and as a palpable, daily presence. There was no escaping it, no ignoring the large public events perpetrated under its aegis, or the private consequences of those events. The system was indeed very systematic, and it was one of its accomplishments that it nearly abolished the distinction between the personal and the political – an achievement that must surely throw some doubt on the desirability of such an equation.


What this means, however, is that individual biographies are often more intelligible – and representative – in Eastern Europe than in the more radically fragmented societies. Obviously, there is a qualitative disparity between an individual life and the life of a nation. Yet, as I observed the social landscapes around me, I was surprised by the consistency of certain patterns; by how often certain kinds of stories recurred in each country, and how much they mirrored each country’s history and situation. Countries, cultures, societies are organisms, after all; and the parts do, to some extent, reflect the whole.


And if story is closer to history in Eastern Europe, it’s also closer to moral drama – for it was another of the system’s accomplishments that it forced people to make difficult, risky, ethical choices often and under considerable pressure. Just about everyone had to decide, at one time or another, whether he or she was for or against, whether to raise a hand at a meeting to approve someone’s destruction or to leave it at one’s side, thus approving one’s own; whether to inform on a neighbor, sign a dangerous petition, stand by silently during an anti-Semitic campaign, or risk imprisonment by protest.


It often seemed to me that human character was more strongly defined in Eastern Europe – both more strongly formed and more strongly deformed – by such pressures. Of course, I met people whom I liked more or less, of whom I approved more or less wholly; but most often, I was impressed by the resilience, the strength, and the open-eyed consciousness with which Eastern Europeans are confronting the changes. The obstacles under which they labor are enormous; the X-factor of human energy and inventiveness makes almost anything possible.




 





How do societies go about overturning all their institutional arrangements at once? How do people adjust to the dismantling of a worldview that may have been hated but that deeply conditioned their lives? How do they reposition their daily and long-range methods for living? In the countries through which I traveled, the changes were almost universally desired, almost entirely nonviolent (with the exception of Romania) and accomplished with nary a protest from the ruling powers. As historical change goes, this is a best-case scenario, revolution in its most velvet guise. And yet the deeper transformations taking place there are profoundly dramatic and often disorienting. The landscape I saw after the changes was accordingly a mix of tonalities and moods, of calm and passionate conflict, optimism and wariness. It was also an eerie mixture of epochs, somewhat like a newly excavated and upturned archeological site, in which the relics from various historical strata have all been brought to the surface in a simultaneous jumble. Eastern Europe today is haunted by its various pasts, pursued equally by its memories, its amnesias, and its willful deletions. There is the immensely complex legacy of the Communist era, of course, but also the nearly palpable presence of earlier periods, whose ghosts were supposedly slain by Communism. Once the false unity of the system was breached, a congeries of attitudes, antagonisms, customs, and even political parties were resurrected wholesale from earlier eras – a strange reiteration of the past released from its artificial arrest.


If the past is very alive in Eastern Europe, the future is very uncertain. We have no ready names, no precedents for the experiment taking place in Eastern Europe today. We know it is of historical significance; but history tends to dissolve as you get closer, to fragment into a billion bits of ordinariness. Except for very heightened moments, and sometimes even then, we are usually, in relation to history, in the position of Stendhal’s Fabrizio at the Battle of Waterloo: on the outskirts, missing the main event. Most of the time, one does not see it happen; what one does see is particulars.


At the time when I made my trips, Eastern Europe was within the very center of the turning gyre, but the patterns emerging from it were, as yet, difficult to discern. Moreover, any observer’s experience is filtered through her, or his, own lenses and quirks, and all travelers are at the mercy of haphazardness and chance. And so, while the subject and the territory of a book such as this are large, the claims for it have to be very modest indeed. What follows is an account of a particular journey, and of one person’s encounter with a region of the world at a particular historical juncture – a series of meetings, conversations, reflections, and impressions from which, as from fragments of a mosaic, the larger shape and picture can, I hope, not inaccurately emerge.
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One


POLAND I





‘The unexpected, the divine unexpected, is better found elsewhere,’ Stendhal wrote in one of his journals of provincial peregrinations. The hit of the unexpected is what we travel for. I am traveling to an elsewhere that was once my home, but still I feel the raised pulse of anticipation as the LOT airplane dives into Warsaw and the milky morning. No more than two years have passed since I was last in Poland, but in my mind my native country has become defamiliarized. In the interval, dramatic events have taken place there, events that have provoked enormous headlines: REVOLUTION, END OF COMMUNISM, END OF AN ERA. In my mind, these headlines have become superimposed on my private images of the country where I grew up. Poland has taken a leap away from me, not in distance but in time, and somehow I expect it to be altered in ways I can’t quite imagine.


But on the bus ferrying us from the plane to the airport, I instantly find myself in a familiar atmosphere. As we’re about to disembark, a man’s voice declares with a cutting flourish, ‘The flower of Polish culture returning to the Polish soil!’ and everyone breaks into knowing laughter. Most of the people on the flight are probably working-class emigrants of the last decade – people who usually left Poland on political pretexts, but really to try to improve their lot in the land of supposedly universal opportunity. They’re hardly noble exile types, and this is what the sharp, shared self-deprecation acknowledges. It’s a mode of humor I know well, a sort of signature of the local character – and I experience a small pleasure of recognition at seeing it so spontaneously adapted to new circumstances.


The woman at the passport control makes an effort at a smile. It’s obviously strained – her facial muscles are quite unused to being set in this position – but I note it with appreciation nevertheless. Better the pretense of civility than the sincere glower that used to greet me here. In the tiny, single terminal of the truly primitive Okȩcie airport, there are actual porters – and they’re hustling as I’ve never seen anyone in Poland hustle before. The one who grabs my luggage, with a bow, no less, is so eager to do his job that, after depositing my bags on the sidewalk, he clicks his heels and runs for the next customer before I manage to take my ‘greens’ out of my purse.


But the city, the city of course looks unchanged, as I drive through it with Zbyszek, a filmmaking friend who has come to pick me up at the airport. On this early May morning, it’s unseasonably chilly, drizzly, gray. Zbyszek is preoccupied by a terrible, but perfectly prosaic, toothache. Warsaw looks perfectly prosaic, too, a city that defines the nonexotic. It’s positively antiexotic, tending to reduction rather than excess, to understatement rather than extreme effects. We pass quiet neighborhoods of low, gray stone buildings, a stretch of tree-lined promenade along the Vistula river, children with leather satchels strapped to their backs, on their way to school.


I detect in myself a slight disappointment at the quiet spectacle, and simultaneously upbraid myself for this odd reaction. Just what unexpectedness did I expect? Banners announcing the triumph of the revolution? Less grayness, more light? Or did I think that the pollution would be blacker just because it has been recently more publicized? On some level, I did, I guess, even though I had been here fairly recently, for such is the great power of headlines and selective images – that journalistic Heisenberg effect by which our contemporary perceptions are so strongly formed.


To right my balance, I ask Zbyszek about his sense of what has happened here.


‘Oh, I’m more pessimistic all the time,’ he briskly informs me. ‘Things are falling apart.’


‘But are they falling apart more than before?’


‘It doesn’t matter whether they’re falling apart more. Before, it gave me pleasure when they fell apart; they were falling apart for Them. Now, it’s all closer to me. I won’t say it’s mine exactly, but I feel for these people who can’t seem to manage.’


I know that for a Pole to lose his pessimism is to lose his honor, so I prod a little further. ‘But has anything good come out of all this so far?’


‘Well, I was in this provincial town recently, and there are fewer of those horrible mugs in which They specialized – you know those faces I mean.’


‘I wonder what has happened to those mugs.’


‘Oh, those mugs can change!’ he declares resolutely. ‘If such a mug begins to care about something, or stops to drink, the mug begins to look different. Those mugs are somewhat reformable, you know.’


I’m intrigued by the notion that people’s very faces can undergo change; but now we’re approaching the place where I’ll be staying. I’ve accepted a generous offer from a friend who’s abroad, an apartment that appears to be situated in one of those ubiquitous blocks called ‘anthills’ in the local jargon. This complex, no different from so many others, looms in a graceless mass of vertical boxes, sticking out of the bare ground with no lawn or shrubbery to soften the effect, and eying the world with bleak, stingily crowded windows. Behind, a muddy stretch of untended field. In the parking lot, some kids are learning to skateboard; on a cement path, two rough, brawny men stroll about not too soberly, arms clasped around each other in half-drunk camaraderie.


I’ve never stayed, or lived, in an ‘anthill,’ but the apartment is of a kind I’ve visited often: a generic Polish apartment. It’s tiny, decorated in a generic beige, constructed out of materials that to a Western eye look insubstantially thin. It is in such apartments that much of Polish – of Eastern European life – has happened; it’s for such apartments that people waited and bribed and hoped. In this one, every bit of available space is filled with books; Polish literature, learned journals, translated American classics. Zbyszek peruses them with approval. Then his toothache becomes more acute; he winces with pain and says good-bye, leaving me alone in my new quarters. I scan them with some nervousness. Automatically, I start running myself a glass of water, and then stay my hand. I have been warned not to drink the tap water on pain of poisoning or dysentery. Fortunately, a neighbor, who is supposed to ease my entry here, arrives to see how I’m getting on, and makes me a gift of bottled spring water – though she surrenders it with some reluctance.


I decide to walk around the neighborhood a bit to get my bearings, and to look for signs of change. None is in evidence. Architecturally, Warsaw has suffered from being built mostly after the war, in the most dreary decades; and this part of town bears all the marks of the almost willfully pedestrian socialist-collectivist style. There are no restaurants, posters, or neon lights, nothing to reassure one that the passing show of urban life, the refuge of a well-lit space or a good cup of coffee, is nearby. Only the broad streets, the depressing buildings, and the gray.


I know this grayness; I even used to love it, as part of the mood and weather with which one grew up here, and which sank into the bones with a comforting melancholy. Why, then, does it seem so much more desolate than before? I guess I’m looking at it with different antennae, without the protective filters of the system, which was the justification, the explanation for so much: even for the gray. Indeed, the drabness was partly Their doing, a matter not only of economics but of deliberate puritanism. Being no fools, They knew very well the connection between esthetics and desires – and the use of bright colors on public posters, for example, was restricted by censorship, lest such hues summon dreams of a more colorful reality.


No one has put up colorful posters yet, and now this neighborhood is just what it is, bareness stripped of significance. Something momentous must have happened here after all, to compel this altered reading even of the simple scene before me.


Back in the apartment, I make myself coffee and try to make a few phone calls. This turns out to be an exercise in sheer futility. Two times out of three, the phone refuses to give a signal or connect. When it does, often there’s a busy signal that might, or might not, indicate that the line is busy. Briefly, I nurture a fantasy of calling someone in New York, but after reaching the long-distance operator through sheer persistence, I’m told it’ll take four to six hours to get a connection.


I give up on making contact with the outside world and crawl into bed under several layers of blankets. The drizzle outside has turned into serious rain, and inside the apartment it’s piercingly chilly. This, this is Eastern Europe, not the headlines, not history; how could I let myself in for several months of it?! I reach for a book, and remember why books led such an intense life here. Of course, during the dark ages of disinformation and censorship, they often brought more trustworthy news than the press; but also, books were an antidote to all this, a resting place for the mind, an assurance that reality wasn’t circumscribed by these thin, unsteady walls, that one could temporarily escape not only into fantasy, but into other kinds of worlds and truths.


*


History is a hyperbole, I keep thinking as I walk around Warsaw’s streets. Where is it happening? Has anything happened here at all? But closer to city center marks of change do appear. To begin with, there are the inconspicuous signs, affixed to shop façades or hotel entrances, announcing foreign currency exchanges. I walk into a makeshift shack bearing such a sign, as well as one announcing the sale of vegetables. Inside, next to bins of carrots and potatoes, there is a blackboard with official exchange rates listed in chalk. Such is the hold of habit that I’m tempted to look over my shoulder as I accomplish this once-illicit transaction. The money changer, of course, is quite used to this by now; the sums he calmly hands over are grotesque, bombastic, Weimarian. For my $50, I get nearly half a million zlotys. I feel momentarily very rich, but I can see how the heady descent of the currency’s value might have given people some discomfiting moments.


‘Well, but now it’s stable and a man can give a lady real money,’ the changer says when I ask him about this. ‘A man could do O.K. for himself now, if only they would leave him alone.’


‘They? Who’re they?’


‘Oh, what can I tell you – shady groups. They want to control this business. With guns. Me, I’m an independent. But they’re mafiosi, that’s all they are, and you may be sure half of them are from the nomenklatura. Or from the militia. Who else has guns around here?’


The low-built streets near the central New World artery are crowded with improvised stands and with people selling a few jumbled items directly off their car hoods, or from newspapers spread out directly on the sidewalk. A pair of thick panty hose, a Hawaiian shirt, a bottle of vodka. Some bananas, some strawberries. These are the seeds of a new economic order. But how shabby it all looks, how poor! The objects, shorn of their context or glossy packaging, have a kind of sub-surrealist melancholy – fortuitous juxtapositions minus the poetry.


At the nub of downtown, dusty, overbroad avenues, perfectly dull buildings, crowded sidewalks, people coming out of a gloomy restaurant in good humor. I pass the Communist Party headquarters, another boring structure trying to look imposing through insistent stolidity; darkened windows. Two men with briefcases stand in whispered conversation in front of it. I wonder what goes on in there now. Then more fruit and vegetable stands, more tired-looking people inspecting the carrots and oranges carefully. I know that I’m supposed to see all this as jaunty, hopeful symptoms of entrepreneurial energy and venturesomeness. Instead, after my quick tour, I feel the same sort of letdown as yesterday. Before, there was a presumptive dignity in the deprivation; the utter absence of everything was like an absurdist joke in which one could take a certain sort of morbid pleasure or even malicious satisfaction. But now, as with the dismal architecture, this is what there is; and the meagerness of the improvements points up the pathos of the background. This is what Poland is starting from as it enters a brave new age – this ground zero, this trampled field.


I meet my friend Renata in an utterly ordinary cafeteria, and order a sandwich and a salad. An old woman has been contemplating the sparse offerings for some time, and as she sees what I order, she mutters, ‘Some people have enough money in their pockets to fill their bellies.’


‘See what’s going on?’ Renata says when we sit down. ‘This never used to happen here. People didn’t envy each other on this pathetic level. What was the point? They knew that nobody had anything much. This is going to become a different country.’


Yes, undoubtedly; and for a while it will combine the syndromes of poverty with the pathologies of capitalism. I tell Renata about my own sense of dismay at first impressions. ‘Melancholy of transition, that’s what you’re feeling,’ she informs me. ‘You’re just getting a tiny dose of it, but we’ve all been through it in spades. Or I should say we’re all going through it. I mean, nobody knows what to expect. We have to relearn the whole ball game from the start.’


‘You don’t mean, of course, that things were better before.’


‘No, of course not. Not better – but they were simpler. Us, Them. It was a predictable game. Now we’re in an utterly open situation. We don’t know how things are going to turn out from day to day. I mean, we don’t know what’ll happen to our jobs, or who the anchor will be on evening news tomorrow, or whether the local child-care center is going to close. It’s all up for grabs, and there’s no one to blame. It does incline one to melancholy.’


‘But isn’t open better?’ I ask.


‘Come on, don’t sound so much like an American,’ Renata chides me. ‘Yes, better, undoubtedly, except what do I get out of it? My salary is now worth about half what it was before it all happened. And the shopping takes longer because I have to go from place to place to compare prices. It used to be, you bought an egg, you paid for an egg. Now they all think they can charge whatever they want!’


At this, her voice rises in something like indignation. Renata teaches biology in a high school, has three children, and little time to do comparison shopping.


On the way home, I decide to do some shopping for basic provisions myself. The time of severe shortages is clearly over, though food hardly comes in Western abundance or variety. One kind of cheese, one of salami, and in the vegetable store, a few tomatoes and carrots; that’ll do very nicely, thank you. The prices, however, given the average Polish salary, are daunting. In my adopted neighborhood, putting together even a few items involves going to several stores, rather inconveniently set apart, and I’ve forgotten that nobody gives you bags, and so, since I haven’t brought my ‘net,’ which people use for shopping, I end up struggling with several unwieldy packages, loosely wrapped and about to slide out of my arms. On the way back home, on a nearly empty street, a military man in uniform and high leather boots saunters contentedly, two enviable shopping nets neatly balanced in his hands and bouncing against his shins. And then, as if from nowhere, an old, bent-over woman in a scarf comes toward me, and recites a singsong plaint: ‘Everything hurts me,’ she complains in a sweet voice. ‘My neck hurts me, my back hurts me, my legs hurt me …’ O perennial Eastern Europe, I think, you’re still here, though probably not for long. She’s not bitter about her pains, she looks into my eyes so trustingly, her eyes are baby blue, and she’s sure she can tell me what hurts her because we’re all human, and all the same.


*


I look in on a meeting of the Writers’ Union, which takes place in the Old Town, a picturesque section of Warsaw, reconstructed from utter ruin. At first saunter, the Old Town looks like a well-conserved section of a typical European city, with winding, narrow streets, Renaissance and Baroque townhouses lined up neatly around a large market square, the requisite number of churches, and a royal castle extending serenely on an escarpment of the Vistula. But for all its convincing patina of age, the Old Town, except for a few pieces of authentic old stone, is a very recent creation.


It was one of Hitler’s ambitions to make of Warsaw ‘a second Carthage,’ and during the city’s two-month uprising in 1944 he almost succeeded, with the Germans bombarding the city literally to rubble, while the Soviet Army stood on the other side of the Vistula and watched; the Germans, after all, were doing the work of subduing the Poles for them.


The reconstruction of the Old Town began almost immediately after the war was over. Surely, in their devastated city, the inhabitants of Warsaw needed basic housing or medical facilities more urgently; but there must have been something unbearable about this bloodletting in stone, this abrupt loss of so much accumulated history. And so the Poles, who had put up a strenuous resistance to the Nazis, and who suffered devastating human losses as well, set about the beaver labor of reconstructing an area of the city that took centuries to accrete naturally – an act of dedication to memory that took place not only in the imagination and partisan polemics, but in brick and mortar.


To tell the truth, I’m not enchanted with the Old Town, not right off. Perhaps because I’m conscious of its newness, it strikes me a bit as a stage set. Or maybe it looks like that because of its careful preservation, its incongruous, well-maintained prettiness in the midst of Warsaw’s grit and grime. Anyway, I’m not taken with the kitschy art mart in its central square, or the touristy shops in antique-seeming interiors. But as I begin to notice its details, the mullioned windows and the wrought-iron door handles, the heraldic ornaments and the arched cellars, and as I contemplate the work that went into making them, the Old Town begins to gain layers, not so much of history as of meaning. There’s something about this dedication to the past, this stubborn loyalty to what was cherished and defeated, that seems as romantic to me now as it did when I was growing up here and was being inculcated into the ethos of heroic Polish moments.


And the work was tremendous. The reconstruction of Baroque façades and Gothic churches proceeded from photographs, prints, drawings. To accomplish an accurate rendering of the Castle, with its marble galleries, its intricate wooden inlaid floors and tapestries, its period furnishings and glittering chandeliers, battalions of Polish craftsmen reeducated themselves in forgotten skills, and abandoned quarries were reopened for the right kind of stone. One of the painters consulted by the postwar architects was Bernardo Bellotto, the nephew of Canaletto, who had done for Warsaw what his uncle did for Venice. Bellotto’s views of eighteenth-century Warsaw now hang in the royal castle, whose reconstruction was in part based on those paintings. If history goes on long enough, the life of a culture and its art start mingling like old, cross-fertilizing compost.


The sentiments that energized this enormous effort cut across all factional lines. The rebuilding of the castle itself didn’t start until twenty-five years after the war, and was underwritten by a Communist government, for whom it might have seemed ironic to be engaged in recreating royal residences; but probably there were very few Poles, even internationalist, Communist ones, in whom all vestiges of patriotic feeling had disappeared. And everyone must have felt that in a country that had suffered so many violent ruptures, signs of continuity have a value that is more than ‘only symbolic.’


The Literary Club itself is a comfortably elegant building – one of those refuges that made life chic and bearable for Poland’s prophets and scribblers. Like everything at this pivotal moment, the meeting, too, has the extra charge of a historic occasion. It’s the first one After. Even the location is steeped in significance. When martial law was imposed in Poland in 1981, there was a split in the Writers’ Union between those who decided to cooperate with the government and those who would have none of it. The dissidents, who of course represented most of Poland’s legitimate literature, were barred from the comforting premises of the Literary Club, and they’re here for the first time in ten years, vindicated on a grand historical scale.


All this is alluded to in a dignified and understated address given by the outgoing president, a man with the gravitas and sturdiness of an oak tree. The meeting itself is quite formal, marked by the extreme courtesy of all declarations, dialogues, and hallway chat. There’s none of that feyness, or impishness, or pleasure in provocation that is the expected accompaniment of such gatherings in the West. Polish writers rarely style themselves as enfants terribles or anti-bourgeois terrors. Perhaps because the antibourgeois position was claimed by the Communists, it didn’t have the same inversely snobbish appeal here as in the West. And perhaps because of the enormous importance writers have always been accorded in Poland, there has never been the same drawing of lines between middle-class philistines and the chosen avant-garde few. The writer was supposed to speak for the nation, and was supposed to do so as a serious person, and not as some blithe hippie or naughty subversive.


But the conditions of being a writer are, at this very moment, about to change quite radically. The manners in this room are impeccable, but literature is hardly mentioned. The talk is all business. Culture in Poland is about to be thrown into the belly of that dreaded and worshiped beast, the free-market system – and the agenda of the writers at this Congress is to figure out whether the beast will feed them or will swallow them.


The latter seems much more likely. ‘Do you mean that some people will get paid more than others for the same amount of writing?’ someone asks in a perplexed tone, after the rules of capitalist publishing have been unfolded from the lectern. ‘And what about these advances, will they be calculated per page? No? Then how?’ ‘And then sometimes you can get paid twice, once before the book is published and then afterward?’


An elderly man from Łódź, who has apparently just figured out the implications of all this, stands up and declares, in a shocked voice, that, under the new system, it’s possible that good, serious books may make less money than mediocre or even very bad ones.


Not possible, likely! I want to inform him, with the perverse pleasure of superior knowledge and longer suffering. But my momentary malice quickly gives way to sympathy. Some of the dignified and cultivated people in this room, some of the less adaptable or the less savvy, the ones who are too attached to the old, coded style of writing, and also those who hid their lack of talent under a veneer of political seriousness, are in for a very bad time.


And, though they have suffered as much as many, they have more to lose than most of their countrymen. For all the trials of censorship, the written word in socialist Poland was not only highly valued but also, in effect, subsidized. It’s true that writers had to resort to unwieldy allegorical maneuvers in order to get around the censor, and that at certain times, the honorable among them refused to be published officially; but much of the time, their writing – of no matter what quality or popularity – was compensated like honest labor, at uniform, fairly privileged, per-page rates. Moreover, to make up for the scarcity of titles, books were issued – by Western standards at least – in stunningly large editions. Then there were those gigs in the West – an interview in Germany, a lectureship in Denmark – which yielded precious, hard-currency fees exchangeable in Poland at highly advantageous black-market rates.


All that lost. As a culmination of the morning’s proceedings, a deputy minister of culture – a Solidarity man – arrives to defend the policies of his governmental body. His speech stirs something close to a commotion at this civilized gathering. Words and questions fly, though their purport is roughly the same: How can the ministry cut subsidies to, of all things, culture – the culture that has preserved Polish identity when everything else was going straight to hell?!


The deputy pleads with the assembled litterateurs to think it all through with him, all together. There’s simply no money to support culture on the same scale as before, surely they can understand that? But the market system will create its own prosperity – that’s the point. That’s exactly the point. Real talent will always rise. And if popular books are popular, well, who’s to say they shouldn’t be? Anyway, that’s how things are done in normal countries – and surely we all want to be a normal country, don’t we?


But alas, solidarity can no longer hold. The deputy is one of the smart young men – well-trimmed beard, the supple movements of someone not used to an official persona or a suit – who fought the good dissident fight, and who probably never had a public job, or even any regular job, until recently. He undoubtedly has many good friends in this audience. But now he has crossed the power barrier, and the laws of power, and its divisions, are taking over with astonishing speed; and by their inexorable logic the deputy minister is all of a sudden on the other side. By that logic, also, and for all the good will in the world, there’s an intrinsic incompatibility between the broad and the individual view, between planning for the whole and the interests of a particular group. Not surprisingly, the writers’ anxieties aren’t allayed by the deputy’s appeals to the larger picture.


Luckily, there’s always lunch – lunch, the saving grace of conferences. This one is served in a modest dining room downstairs, known for having nourished generations of literary luminaries, and it is served by Krysia, a combination hostess and waitress, whose doubles I’ve seen in many Polish institutions. Krysia, whose pretty face is severely framed by pulled-back gray hair, has been at the Literary Club so long that she seems to be its most stable embodiment – and she has a no-nonsense way with its famous and almost famous members.


‘Patience and humility,’ counsels a woman at my table when some of us get fidgety from hunger and long waiting. ‘You don’t want to irritate Krysia.’ The food, when it finally comes, is delicious – delicate, tart pickle soup, light blintzes filled with cheese, and sweet apple crepes with a wonderful soft consistency. At very low prices, these, too, have been among writerly perks and privileges.


Afterward, I go upstairs to have some tea in a pleasant sitting room. The room empties quickly, leaving only me and a writer whom I briefly met earlier.


‘They wouldn’t adopt a resolution about respecting Polish values, can you imagine that?’ he informs me.


I shake my head mutely; what follows then is an astonishing verbal avalanche. The writer is a small man, but all that I really see emerging from the deep armchair is his head, which is large and rather beautiful, in a Polish way – regular, chiseled, with dark, deeply set eyes and a neatly trimmed beard. His mouth twists a little when he becomes impassioned, giving him a slightly mad look; but he speaks in precise, controlled, though darkly intense tones.


‘Why are we so ashamed of ourselves, why do we feel so guilty, why do we have to beat our breasts about being Polish?’ he queries rhetorically. ‘Why is it that this country is the whipping boy for the whole world and that we consent to being whipped? Are we so much worse than anyone else? Have we done such monstrous things? We’re accused of being anti-Semites from birth, we’re accused of having behaved terribly during the war. But for God’s sake, this country was in a terrible situation! I’m an engineer as well as a writer; the language of mathematics speaks to me. I’ve looked into this and I know it was statistically impossible for Poles to save all the Jews, given that there was a death penalty for anybody harboring Jewish people. But people did save Jews – my family … oh, well, I don’t want to tell you personal stories. I deeply regret that most of the Jews have left. Believe me, I was heartbroken when some of my Jewish friends felt they had to emigrate. I studied the history of Polish Jews, and it was a unique, a wonderful marriage’ (he pronounces this word in the French manner), ‘the marriage of the vital Polish culture and six thousand years of Jewish wisdom. My favorite literature is written by Polish Jews … it was a wonderful marriage!’


‘But you must admit …’ I begin. I signaled to him at some point that I’m Jewish, to give him a chance to stop or change tracks. But he is honest enough not even to pause.


‘Yes, I know, there’s a lot to admit, but why are criticisms allowed in only one direction? If you want a real conversation, brother, you must let me have my say! And Lithuania? Now we’re being blamed for the woes of Lithuania because we helped the Soviets defend them from the Nazis at the beginning of the war. What harm did we ever do to Lithuania? Not enough to scrape under a fingernail!’


I’m quite overcome by the sheer brio and conviction of this tirade, but I decide to interrupt, this time more firmly. ‘If you were to defend the honor of Poland,’ I ask, ‘what would you particularly point to?’


The answer surprises me. ‘I would defend what I know,’ he says. ‘The feats of Polish engineering in the 1920s and ’30s and that much misunderstood September defense of 1939. It’s simply not true that our army acted like quixotic buffoons.’


And then he’s off again: ‘We’re supposed to be a nation of irrational fools, we’re supposed to be dirty, noisy, barbarian. Is that what you see on our streets? I recently visited an aunt of mine in New Jersey who now feels very superior because she thinks she’s made it into the greater world. But believe me, Newark is not more cosmopolitan or beautiful than many Polish towns!’ (I believe him.) ‘And what about this Old Town, where we are? I don’t come here often, I’m from Łódź, but yesterday I walked around, and for heaven’s sake, it makes you feel warm, it wraps itself around the heart … But I must stop,’ he says abruptly. ‘Perhaps I have bored you.’


‘Not at all,’ I tell him, quite sincerely.


‘It was such a pleasure to talk to you,’ he says, not smiling at all, looking at me very directly and shaking my hand forcefully. And then he walks away, a tormented incarnation of a beleaguered, proud Polish patriotism, the writer as the knight of the nation’s honor indeed. As I look around the sitting room, still empty, but now grayed by the dusk, I’m not at all sure whether he has walked back into today’s Congress or into the pages of a nineteenth-century Polish epic or historical saga.


*


On the street in front of the Literary Club building, there are several long tables covered with books. Stands like this, mostly tended by determined-looking young people, have appeared all over Warsaw, and they seem to me the only genuinely cheerful symptoms of the new capitalism. On the other hand, I see from them what the writers inside the Literary Club are worrying about. From living my bookish life in America, I know that a book is the most mobile, the most easily produced, the most demystified of contemporary commodities. So, to some extent, is literature. On these stands, the process of demystification is proceeding apace. The potpourri of titles, the mix of high and low was unthinkable before. There are biographies of starlets, cookbooks, soft porn, and hard thrillers, the latter mostly imported from America and referred to as ‘the Ludlums,’ in a bow to the extreme popularity of Robert Ludlum’s productions. All of these are brought out by dozens of independent publishers, who have quickly caught on to what the appetites of the moment might be. Junk writing, like junk food, has an instantaneous appeal, perhaps by its very definition, because it requires least effort and offers least resistance. And Western junk is doubly irresistible here right now, because it has the added glamour of the new; for while the ancien regime produced, by command or reaction, a perfectly adequate amount of drivel, it was earnest or serious drivel, and almost never the frivolous kind.


Well, of course I’m a bit sorry that literature is going to lose its exalted status – but at the same time I find myself impatient with Western pundits who are quick to shake a metaphorical censorious finger at this instant absorption of Western trash – as if Eastern Europeans were somehow supposed to be better than us, our impoverished but nobler conscience.


The new frivolity hasn’t entirely displaced seriousness, though that too comes in new varieties. There is a striking absence of important new fiction, and a predominance of autobiographies and other personal documents: sagas of suffering within the Soviet gulag, memoirs of formerly closeted aristocrats, and confessions of Communist potentates. An account of his years in power by Edward Gierek, a former prime minister, has been a runaway best-seller. The first need, in these new times, seems to be for the new; the second, for a recovery of history. These are the basic chronicles, journals of the plague years, the documentaries. In new times, the chronicle always comes before fiction; imagination, inventive reworking, will have to wait till later.


In the meantime, there’s the basic fact of variety and confusing choice. In the more monolithic times, people stood in long queues whenever a ‘hot’ title came out; everyone read the same books and discussed them with some passion. It made for a kind of community of reading and, I fancy, for a deeper engagement. But now, how does one choose among these indiscriminately mixed goods? What to read, when, how thoroughly? What book to buy, given that there are so many of them, and why buy a book in the first place, now that there are so many other kinds of goods beckoning? What are the chances that somebody else will read the same book? Sheer quantity – that most pervasive contemporary force – is beginning to exercise its effect, and reading is bound to become a more consumerist, and a more private, endeavor.


*


Sunday in Warsaw. A church on New World Street overflows; there are people standing outside, straining to hear the sermon, and kneeling on the pavement to pray. I take a taxi to Łazienki Park, one of the oases of the city. The taxi driver, like most drivers here, sits very straight, talks politely, and drives unflappably. He multiplies the sum on the meter by two hundred to account for inflation. On the streets, family groups in Sunday dress and people carrying bunches of flowers. One doesn’t go visiting without a bouquet, no matter how bad things are. Łazienki Park is one of the most beautiful city parks I know, enormous and varied; there are ponds and picturesque bridges, dipping hills and formal allées, and various royal buildings dating from the eighteenth century – pavilions and gazebos and other pretty architectural caprices. In front of a dramatic statue of Chopin, children play. It’s quiet. It’s one of the striking things about Warsaw, the quiet – going counter to all stereotypes of noisy, badly behaved Poles; going counter, even, to my preconceptions of temperamental and explosive people. In fact, I’ve rarely heard raised voices in public places, and I’m beginning to note something downright imperturbable in the Polish manner – though whether this comes through being subdued by circumstance or through having learned to maintain sangfroid in any circumstance is hard to tell.


*


I visit the offices of Gazeta Wyborcza, Poland’s first post-Communist newspaper, established by Solidarity during the Round Table talks, which ushered in the transitional government now in office. In a quiet courtyard, an inconspicuous sign points to a hard-to-find door. Inside, a look of barely controlled disarray. In the rush of events, Gazeta has taken over a space previously occupied by a kindergarten, and the offices – though the word seems a euphemism, like so many terms imported from wealthier and more stable climes – have incongruously childish dimensions and the charm of improvisation. Tiny desks made of unvarnished wood, people huddling round them in twos or threes, sharing computers, telephones, and cigarettes. On the walls there are Solidarity posters, of course, but also some photographs of the Pope and one of Lenin, with a Solidarity button affixed to his lapel. The image, in this setting, seems to have produced an almost conspiratorial wink; remember me, it seems to say, I’m the old familiar ogre of everyone’s kindergarten past.


I go quite unnoticed, and this in itself is notable. I remember visiting languid offices of yore, where everyone was in effect on a low-level strike, and a visitor was an instant excuse for a long, leisurely coffee break. Here, energetic young people walk about with a look of drop-dead seriousness, fully absorbed in what they’re doing. At an editorial meeting, people wander in and out, and so do several house dogs. Not a jacket or other bit of formal wear in sight. The meeting is led by Adam Michnik, one of the genuine heroes of the underground, and now editor-in-chief of Gazeta. Aside from his other attributes, he’s known as a charmer, and he conducts the proceedings with informality and humor. There seems to be none of the pecking-order anxiety often prevailing in comparable American establishments. Jokes fly, and so do mundane journalistic matters. How should a headline sound, what should be explained in an article, how to maintain the sound of impartiality? Everything has to be decided from the ground up – and somehow it’s done without pomposity, with that sharpness and wit that the Poles identify with style.


But the nonchalance of manner is deceptive, for even in the few months of its existence Gazeta has become an utterly serious organization, as well as a highly successful newspaper. There are pages of advertising – a practice defunct for several decades in Poland – plans for expansion, for offering competitive salaries, for employee shareholding. I’m startled, and impressed, by the speed and the sophistication of it all – but perhaps I shouldn’t be. Gazeta is run by hip, well-educated younger people; why should I think that they couldn’t cope with the new conditions? There’s been a sort of assumption in the West that post-Communist Eastern Europe is in an adolescent phase, from which it’ll have to grow into ‘our ways’ awkwardly and slowly. But the ways of the West aren’t that mysterious after all, and Eastern Europe isn’t made up of bumbling teenagers. As I contemplate the hustle and bustle around me, I think, This is freedom, this is its prosy sound, the concentration and crackle of real work – not pretend work, or enforced work, or boycotted work. It seems to me, from the energy and intelligence in evidence here, that everyone had been poised in preparation for this during all those cynical years, ready to spring and go at the moment of release.


*


After I spend a few days in Warsaw, Krzysztof Kieślowski, a filmmaking friend, invites me on a short excursion to Szczytno, a provincial town some 150 kilometers north of Warsaw. He’s going there with a friend to complete the purchase of land on which they’ve built their country dachas, and which they were leasing until now.


‘You must be ready at five-thirty in the morning,’ he instructed me when I said I’d like to go.


‘You must be kidding,’ I said, but he wasn’t, and so now I’m staring out the car window through early-morning bleariness at the flat, moody countryside. The road is marked by willows and corridors of poplars, quick reference signs that to me say ‘Poland.’ Occasionally, a horse-drawn plough makes its slow way along the border of a field. At village crossings there are roadside chapels – lovely, pastel-colored folk artifacts, in which a wooden saint, usually a Madonna, stands in a small, roofed enclosure, as in a nest, surrounded by symmetrical, neatly carved patterns and flowers. For better or worse, this has remained.


It must be typical of the confusions of this period that Krzysztof and his friend disagree about whether this is the first moment when they could have bought the land legally, or whether they could have done so some time ago. In Krzysztof’s village, we meet his peasant landlord, a strapping, tall blond man with somewhat watery blue eyes, and his wife, who’s dressed in an odd assortment of clothes – a purple flowered skirt, a blue striped blouse, a heavy red sweater. These must be the best items of clothing she owns, and she has put them all together for this special trip to town.


At the Szczytno courthouse, rows of farmers, with ruddy faces and few teeth, sit on long benches waiting their turn. The deputy judge calls us in rather quickly – privileges of the city intelligentsia, no doubt. She is a pleasant, vivacious woman, who chatters at us spiritedly and without cease, all without interrupting her task of filling out enormous forms (with several carbon copies) on an antique typewriter.


‘It’s complete chaos right now,’ she assures us. ‘A mess of gigantic proportions. From one day to the next, everything changes. People come here to ask me about selling land or buying something, and I don’t know what to tell them. And do you think over in Warsaw they know what they’re doing? They’re in chaos too – look what they send me practically every day.’ And she shows us little slips of Xeroxed paper with clumsily typed directives about some new fillip in the legal regulations.


‘And this?’ she points to a bookshelf. ‘They’ll have to rewrite all of this too!’ I peruse a bookshelf of legal tomes. The prospect of rewriting, or even rereading, the thousands of onion-skin pages of rules and regulations seems quite hellish; an Augean-stables labor of turning over the social soil. But our amiable deputy judge doesn’t seem overwhelmed; her dismay is too vigorous and eloquent for that.


A girl of about ten, who is the judge’s daughter, comes in to report on her morning in school. Her mother greets her delightedly, and then instructs her to sit quietly while she goes back to her oversized forms. Somehow, from this image of an easy continuum – the judge chatting with such immediate, frank friendliness, the little girl following her usual routines – I begin to sense one way in which people get through this period of deep, fundamental change: just this way, step by step, coping with what’s in front of them, and commenting all the way, knitting the present to the past even before a larger picture can emerge.


Our business completed, Krzysztof’s landlord wants to stop by at a local watering hole to celebrate the sale, which has just been signed and sealed. Krzysztof agrees without much enthusiasm, and when we go in, I understand his reluctance. Thanks to our merciless starting time, it’s only about eleven o’clock, but the inn’s interior – dirty, unadorned, with naked cement floors – is filled with drunken men. Not congenially or reservedly drunk, as they might be in an English pub: these men reel across the floor, shout, stare at each other with glazed eyes and vacant, toothless faces. There’s something quite infernal about the spectacle, and slightly comical, too – the drunks look so much as if they were play-acting the classic drunk. But Krzysztof thinks that they are seasonal alcoholics: farmers who have very little to do at certain times of the year, and who come here while the women cook and clean.


We leave our peasant host to his buddies and vodka, while we go to look at the land Krzysztof and his friend have just purchased. The cottages themselves are modest affairs, built from prefabricated materials and set right next to each other; but there are fresh fields, hens waddling about, a crisp brook nearby and now it’s theirs, all theirs.


When we go back to pick him up, the landlord emerges from the inn weaving. Somewhat weavingly still, he bends to kiss my hand when we drop him off – for this is one of the gallantries that has never died, not even under Communism. It was everyone’s small protest against comrade-style egalitarianism, and it’s the farmer’s way of saying that he has as much class as any cultivated city person.


On the way back to Warsaw, driving through a pleasant rural stretch, we’re arrested by a curious sight. At the edge of a dewy, unmown field, a group of peasants have gathered around a small foldout table placed directly on the grass. On the table there’s a red rug, and on the rug a powder-blue statuette of a Madonna.


‘We’re having the field sanctified,’ a ruddy-faced peasant, with bony, precise features, tells us in response to our inquiry.


‘It’s time to go back to old customs, don’t you know.’


‘Do you remember doing this a long time ago?’ I ask.


‘Well, no, I can’t say I do,’ he answers cheerfully, ‘but the priest remembers, he does, he knows what it’s about.’


‘And where is the priest?’ I ask, wondering whether we should wait for the ceremony itself.


‘Ah, he’s running late, he stops by at each village and sanctifies the field and collects money. Everyone has his bit of interest, don’t you know.’ And he gives a good, hearty laugh.


And there’s a bit of Poland as well, I think – with its respect for tradition, its religiosity, and its sturdy, irreverent skepticism about both.


*


Back in Warsaw, I have a visit scheduled with Bronisław Geremek, one of the new cadre of politicians whose worldly positions, in a short span of time, have shifted as radically as the positions of the planets in a new astrological phase. Geremek is a highly respected medieval historian by profession, and until recently he was one of the main intellectual advisors to Wałȩsa, a member of the highly subversive opposition. Now he’s ensconced at the very heart of power, as the leader of the Citizens’ Clubs, one of those improvised political formations that emerged all over Eastern Europe in the heat of the changes. This makes him, in effect, the leader of the parliamentary opposition, and even more than that: although the Communists were guaranteed two-thirds of the Parliamentary seats in the current government, they’ve been keeping a surprisingly low profile; General Jaruzelski has made it clear that he will resign before the next elections. In effect, the reins of power are in Solidarity’s hands. And in the interim elections, many of the Solidarity candidates were writers, artists, and other intellectuals, resulting in a rare spectacle of a government, if not of philosopher kings, then at least of the intelligentsia.


I visit Geremek in the Parliament, or Sejm, a pleasantly unassuming, modernist structure, which happens to be one of the two buildings in downtown Warsaw to escape destruction during the war; the other was the National Museum. Inside, the hushed hubbub of significant action. The foyer of Geremek’s office is full of people waiting to see him, among them a writer-turned-senator, whom I’ve met before, in the old days when he spent his late mornings not in Parliamentary corridors but in coffee houses frequented by the Warsaw literati. He’s an impressive-looking personage – broadly built, with a big, handsome head, a shock of white hair, and thick, overhanging eyebrows. It’s a thunderous face, a face from which streaks of lightning could come. But when I ask him how he likes his new role in life, what comes out is a deep rumble of complaint, accompanied by eloquent gestures of his large hands.


‘I tell you, if I had known what this job is like, I’d have never taken it,’ he says, with quite disarming frankness. ‘I can’t wait till the term is over so I can get back to writing. I’m exhausted. I can’t keep up … ah, it’s too much.’


‘Do you have an office staff to help you?’ I ask.


‘Office, what office?’ he asks with rhetorical sarcasm. ‘We have no offices. I’ve been answering all my letters myself. Do you know how many letters I get? And of course you have to answer some pensioner in the provinces who’s worried about his retirement pay. Now I’ve hired a nice lady, she comes to my house and she’s going to do it. And my poor wife, she’s been doing nothing but answering the phone. I’m lucky to have a phone, of course, but that’s not what she wants to do with her time!’


But in the middle of this tirade, his name is called, and so he waves it all away with a resolute flick of his broad wrist, kisses my hand, and strides into Geremek’s office.


By the time it’s my turn to go in, I expect to see a very harassed politician, but Geremek is one of those people who, though he’s presumably under considerable pressure, has the gift of acting as though he has all the time and attention in the world to give you. He is a compact man with precise, vigorous movements, and he speaks with a measured orderliness. The central matter on his mind right now is the new constitution, which is being drafted under his supervision.


The constitutional committee, he points out, has a long native history to hark back to; contrary to their reputation for political backwardness and ineptitude, the Poles have an unusually long and at times unusually advanced democratic tradition. By the beginning of the thirteenth century, various regions of Poland had assemblies called sejms, or parliaments, which used the voting method to decide important issues. From the end of the sixteenth century, Polish monarchs were elected, and the voting privileges were gradually extended from a small group of magnates to all of the szlachta – a class, or caste, that included small nobility and gentry, and that comprised a considerable portion of Polish society. During the Renaissance, the constitutional law of the then-extensive Polish Commonwealth included remarkably liberal clauses providing for religious freedom and individual rights.


‘And, of course, we have our Constitution of May 3rd,’ Geremek says – for this is a document of which the Poles are very proud. Drafted in 1791, it was the first written constitution in Europe, and it was celebrated all over the world; Edmund Burke called it ‘this great good’ and Thomas Paine acclaimed it as a breakthrough in the advancement of liberty.


But in their effort to forge an up-to-date document, Geremek says, his committee will also study American, French, and Spanish constitutions. And they’ll also consider what to retain from the current Polish constitution, bequeathed by the Communists: the right to work, for example, or the right to education and medical care.


I’m impressed by his calm, unpolemical relation to the past – even the near past. Of course, constitutions are only blueprints of the best intentions, and this one won’t guarantee what it promises anymore than others; but it may be an advantage to have a historian in charge of a founding document.


On the way out of Geremek’s office, I look more carefully at the dented antique plaque he has affixed to the door. For a small object, it’s rife with symbolism. First of all, it features the old, prewar Polish eagle with its royal crown still on – the original tiara on the original bird, which must have been preserved in some attic chest. At the bottom of the plaque is an archaic word, soltys, which means something like ‘village chief.’ I leave the Sejm hoping that both this amiable self-irony and the senatorial senator’s impulsive frankness can survive the constraints of official politics.


*


I am taking a gift from New York friends to people I’ve never met, and a friend drives me to where they live, in a block on the outskirts of Warsaw. In the lobby, bare cement floors, bits of wire hanging from the ceiling, smell of urine, no light. The architecture of diminishment. ‘Harlem,’ my friend briskly opines, and despite the gloom of the surroundings, I’m somewhat bemused by the incongruous ring of the word in these precincts.


I ascend in a stuttering elevator, a cramped box made of dented metal. But the apartment I enter has been made decently neat, and my hosts have put out a Polish version of afternoon tea, with several kinds of cookies and cakes – those cakes that are the last things to be sacrificed in the Polish diet. Zofia, a plump woman with a broad face and a braid coiled around her head, has the slightly stilted manners of someone trying to affect the best manners possible. Her husband, Jurek, is gaunt and tired-looking. Inevitably, the conversation turns to the one subject on everyone’s minds nowadays: what is it like now; and how the changes have changed things for them.


Oh, not for the better, not at all. The fortunes of these people have declined just as rapidly as some others have gone up. Jurek has just lost his job, which he describes as protecting old buildings from vandalism. This probably means that he was in the low rungs of the militia, though more exact descriptions aren’t forthcoming.


‘Now they’re writing wise articles about how quickly a person falls into a depression after he loses his job,’ he says. ‘How you get up later and later in the morning. They don’t have to do studies, they could ask me, I’ll tell them!’


Why did you lose your job? I ask, though in this case I don’t expect a complete answer. ‘Oh, you think they were fair about it? I tell you, these new people are just as bad as the old. It’s all patronage, they don’t care who’s competent. It’s a new elite. So O.K., so I walked into some of the buildings where a Solidarity strike was going on. I wanted to do my job. Wasn’t that what I was supposed to do? But no, they looked at me as if I was some kind of monster.’


‘They’re giving me trouble too,’ Zofia throws in. ‘I do my job well, better than some. But all they want to know is, Did you belong to Solidarity. I’m willing to leave them in peace, if they just let me be.’


‘Were you in the party?’ I ask Jurek. ‘Well, yes,’ he says, ‘I was in the party. I grew up in a family of real workers. My father was a railroad man. But I wasn’t any sort of fanatic. I went to some meetings, that’s all. They didn’t even ask you to do very much. This party wasn’t much of anything in the last years. I’m more a believing Catholic, anyway, though I don’t go to church. So you see, I’m a believing-non-practicing Catholic, and a practicing-non-believing Communist. What can I tell you, this is not a normal country.


‘You see, we try to live a decent life here,’ he continues in an angry rush. ‘We made this little world for ourselves. We listen to music, we go to the movies. Zofia went to America once, to work for somebody. Why do they want to bother us?


‘I even voted for Solidarity in the elections,’ he goes on, ‘because I thought having an opposition is good, it shouldn’t all just be one party. But I tell you, if things don’t get better in this country, I’m going be out there on the streets, beating them.’ I’m surprised again, this time by the venom in his voice.


‘But who are you going to beat?’ I ask.


‘Whoever is beating me,’ he responds furiously, and I sense the full force of his bitterness, this new down-and-outer whose privilege didn’t amount to much in the first place, and who has now slipped off whatever social ledge he was holding on to – a perfect candidate for politics of resentment and disaffection and extremism.


*


For me, one of the entertainments of being in Poland is watching the Polish language itself as it spawns new expressions and zestful slang. These are some of the things that crop up in conversation these days:


‘The road to Europe’ is the ubiquitous formula, more slogan than slang, and like all slogans, too multipurpose by half. Getting to Europe is the great unquestioned desideratum, but what it means depends on who you are and what you want. It means the pure free market to the shock reformists who want to move to capitalism as briskly as possible, and social democracy to ‘the Third Way’ people who want to combine the best of free market and socialism, and ethnic homogeneity to the nationalists, and pluralism to the progressives. I’ve heard ‘the road to Europe’ invoked by a bishop, speaking on television, as a justification for introducing religion in schools. According to him, the mixing of church and state is an all-European idea.


Then there’s ‘joint venture.’ Ah, the permutations of the joint venture! If ‘the road to Europe’ is the ideological sine qua non, the joint venture is the libidinal object of desire. Probably the road to Europe is paved with these beautiful, shimmering, ineffable business propositions, which, of course, have to involve a respectable Western partner – though ‘Western’ has come to include Japan and Hong Kong as well.


‘Man of money’ is probably someone who has succeeded in a joint venture already. Given the vagaries of Polish vocabulary, it’s really ‘person of money,’ which is certainly more accurate because women are beginning to make fortunes too. ‘Person of money’ is uttered with respectful gravity and with no insult or irony intended, the way Poles say ‘person of the theater,’ or ‘man of the cloth.’


In an antithetical relationship to ‘persons of money’ are ‘beautiful souls’ – those poor exalted spirits who keep believing in social Utopias, or the life of the intellect, or art for the sake of art. Even people who could have themselves been ‘beautiful souls’ till yesterday pronounce this phrase (or rather word) with considerable condescension. After Communism, the thing to be is a tough-minded pragmatist, and not a wimpy transcendentalist.


Aside from these personae, there are ‘sweating men in pursuit of power,’ a phrase coined by a young politician to express contempt for politicians who’re in it purely for what politicians in ‘normal countries’ are usually in it for. I myself think these sweating men are a nice counterpart to those American men with briefcases, who, of course, never sweat.


‘Our Polish hell’ is both perennial and always new. This Polish version of hell is a caldron of quarrels and fragmentation, of anarchic individualism and telegrams and anger – all with slightly domestic overtones. It’s an almost cozily familiar condition, and everyone thinks there’s a bit more of it just now, when everybody can say what’s on his or her mind, and they all seem to have minds of their own.


On the other hand, there’s the resolutely antimelodramatic ‘prose of life.’ Do I only imagine that this lovely expression comes up more frequently than before? ‘It’s just this prose of life,’ people say when they explain some mundane task they have to perform. Or, contemplating an ordinary day before them, of which, after all, there are so many – ‘Well, it’s time to go back to the prose of life.’


*


The express train to Cracow is crowded, though very quiet. ‘You must try it, it’s so convenient, it’s like something in the West,’ Renata urged me before I left. Well, not quite – it’s too nostalgically smoke-filled for that – but the seats are comfortable and the dining car serves some very acceptable canapés; in the corridor, people chat in muffled voices.


Cracow is where I grew up, and I am half nervous about going there. It is the place that is the root and model for my notions of Poland and Polishness. And so I find that I don’t want the changes to violate the Cracow that was so changeless during the last few decades. I want change to come in just the right measure there, or perhaps I don’t want it to happen at all. There’s an incipient regret I sense in myself – though I hardly want to admit it even in thought – for the Poland that is about to pass; for that familiar, reduced reality, for the safety of very slow time. Perhaps I simply don’t want to lose my memories; but I have sensed this in other people here too – an unspoken and inadmissible ruefulness about the passing of something hardly loved but nevertheless known.


It’s been fourteen years since I was last here; but once I start walking around Cracow, I quickly refind something of the peculiar, gnomic magic that the city had for me in my childhood. Cracow’s layered age, its cobblestoned streets, its surprises, are both a soothing potion and a liberation. There are stone townhouses dating from the fourteenth, sixteenth, and eighteenth centuries; historic churches; statues that burst the bounds of stone. What a comfort this all is, this excess, this going beyond function and necessity! Oh, reason not the need, I keep thinking. There’s a level of material meanness that renders our souls mean, makes us shrink to fit the surroundings.


The squares and courtyards where footsteps echo and old gentlemen take pensive walks; the old pharmacies with the medicinal fragrances and the orderliness of tinted glass and dark wood; the caprices of clouds and lively light – they seem, once again, to be at the heart of something; perhaps of Central Europe. Here, even the rain comes with a gemütlich, old bourgeois sound, rather than with a harsh post-Communist starkness.


As I walk about, I am caught in a sudden downpour, and I run for the first shelter I see. I run straight into the past. The doorway in which I’m huddled belongs to a movie house I used to come to as a child, but haven’t seen since; I got conned here once, by a man who talked me out of some money when I was ten years old, and the memory comes full and unbidden, sharp as day. I really did live here once, in a long-ago world.


The new looks better here too, within the context of the old. There’s less merchandise on the streets, and more in lovely nineteenth-century shops with arched vitrines and chrome-handled doors. The old Galician connection shows up in shops full of Austrian and German cosmetics, which I never saw in Warsaw. In an archway between two streets, an accordion and violin duo play kitschy melodies. In one of the more frequented downtown spots, Russian women stand in a row, selling gold rings – dozens of them, displayed on the merchants’ fingers, or strung on wooden rods. The women have come here to sell their wares for the suddenly valuable and fully convertible Polish zloty; but judging by all that gold, even the woebegone Russian economy must have a few hidden resources.


None of this disrupts the quiet continuity of the city. Ancient Cracow can absorb these new sights without being fundamentally altered by them. But of course, deep change is brewing here as well. In the afternoon, I meet Zygmunt Matynia, whom I last saw in New York. Soft-featured and soft-spoken, Zygmunt is one of those people for whom integrity seems to be not a choice but a necessity, whose sensibilities are palpably bruised by vanity or lies. I think he suffered more than most under a system that made lies into an institution; he thought about emigration, decided to stay, but resigned his job as a professor of legal theory at the Jagiellonian University because of the compromises it required him to make.


Now Zygmunt has been asked to participate in Cracow’s ‘self-government,’ and he approaches the prospect with enthusiasm and with a great deal of informed intelligence. ‘Self-government’ is a new institution in Poland, and Zygmunt talks about possible arrangements for it, and the problems it will face, with a sort of sweet and open reasonableness. He has thought about the respective merits of the French and American models; about the dangers of too much central government control and too much regional independence; about which of Cracow’s historical buildings should be considered private property and which national legacy. Cracow’s local government is, at this point, at that most hopeful of stages – in potentia – and one can unfold philosophical thoughts about it with a nice tingle of anticipation.


Part of our conversation takes place at Michalik’s, one of Cracow’s famous coffeehouses. Early in the century, this cozy, cavelike interior was a gathering place for the Cracow bohemia, and the dimly lit walls are decorated with frescoes in rich red hues, and with pungent caricatures and paintings donated to the management by grateful artists in lieu of more usual payments. In the back, there’s a small recessed stage, and, next to it, a display of adult marionettes – really, witty satires of various classes and types – used in the cabaret performances of yore. In the absence of political power, cabarets and satire have always thrived in Poland.


Zygmunt and I choose a room with tiny marble-topped tables, and odd, manneristic chairs whose unnaturally high, curved backs provide a playfully exaggerated frame for the sitting figure. On weekends, Cracovians take their afternoon tea quite seriously, and we spend a leisurely interlude there. Afterward, we stroll over to Cracow’s ancient and stately main square. This cobblestoned expanse, with its Renaissance merchants’ hall named Sukiennice, its Gothic thirteenth-century Church of St Mary, and a tower from which a broken trumpet tune is played each day to commemorate the advent of Tatar armies, was one of the centers of gravity of my childhood. Pigeons used to hold great convocations here, and the archways of Sukiennice echoed with dusky emptiness. Now they’re crowded with shops, stalls selling wooden folk crafts, Russian matryoshka dolls, and ghastly tourist trinkets.


This afternoon, the square has been turned into an enormous outdoor church, through which a procession, celebrating a religious holiday, moves slowly. The sculpted saints borne on people’s arms are taking an old, traditional route from a nearby church through the square. Children in colorful regional costumes follow the statues; and they, in turn, are succeeded by a poignant group – aged resistance fighters, in uniforms encrusted with medals, with hunched shoulders and worn faces. This is probably their first appearance in public in a long time, since they were in effect forced from one underground into another as soon as the war was over. It is odd for me, almost eerie, to see these old warriors, whose existence was only whispered in my childhood, in their living regalia – a few frail threads of continuity between the old era and the new. So much past has been preserved in Poland, behind closed doors, by a stubborn cleaving to memory. It is so difficult, after all, to erase any part of history entirely.


In the evening, another kind of spectacle. Cracow is in the throes of a festival dedicated to Slawomir Mrożek, a playwright, cartoonist, and satirist, who left two decades ago under political pressure and is now returning for the first time. Returns – this is a time for them. There are performances, receptions, press conferences; the staid, ancient city-hall tower in the middle of the main square has been wrapped in a large natty tie – Mrożek’s trademark – which goes sooty from pollution within a few days. People wait on the street for hours to catch glimpses of the shy author himself. Mrożek is one of the native sons who has made good abroad, and his considerable fame is even further inflated from this angle back home.


The Slaughterhouse, the play I go to see at the Stary, or Old Theater, is a sharp satire of the Polish propensity to worship art, culture, the Higher Values. There are strong traces of the war in its revelation of brute physicality – meat, blood, slaughter – behind the formalities and good manners. The production is top-notch, the acting precise and strong. This is the side of Polish temperament I find most invigorating – this acerbic, dark skepticism, this puncturing of the vanities and of mystifications.


On the way back to Warsaw, in my train compartment an elderly man keeps asking confused questions of his wife, who answers him with scalding sarcasm. ‘Where are we?’ he asks. ‘How fast is the train going? When are we going to get there?’ – and each time, she chastises him without mercy.


Toward the end of the trip, he dozes off and then wakes up abruptly.


‘Has the Uprising started?’ he asks anxiously. ‘Are we in time for the Uprising?’ The Warsaw Uprising, he means. This time, his wife doesn’t answer.


*


History; where is it happening? Partly in the great rush to the past; a reverse tug of the current. The emergence from Communism is partly a retro revolution. It seems sometimes that Poland is trying to take a great leap backward, over the last forty years. Millions of royal crowns have been painted on the previously bald Polish eagles; Communist street names have been erased, to be replaced by older ones, and aristocratic residences are once again referred to by their former owners’ names. There’s a strengthened cult of Marshal Pilsudski, the interwar leader who presided over Poland’s brief period of twentieth-century independence, and an intensified consciousness of the Polish Commonwealth, which from the fourteenth to the eighteenth century extended over large, multinational territories and to which many now refer as Poland’s golden age.


‘Myths, that’s what they’re going back to,’ my friend Renata says with disdainful impatience. ‘They think they’re going back to tradition, or history, but they’re falling for mythology. They put crowns on eagles, they put on some funny hats, and they think it means something. It’s a chimera, a charade.’


‘But I suppose people are looking for some kind of identity, some symbols….’


‘And you think that painting a royal crown on the Polish eagle is going to give people an identity?’


‘Well, but what is? The very meaning of being Polish is up for grabs. I can see why they would fumble around for some signposts.’


‘Well, they’re not going to find them in the Polish Commonwealth,’ Renata interrupts. ‘The Commonwealth wasn’t as great as they make it out to be anyway. The Poland they think they’re going back to never existed in the first place. As far as I’m concerned, being Polish right now means getting down to work and not worrying about crowns on eagles or cults of dead heroes. Think about the present, that’s what it means. The past will take care of itself,’ Renata concludes high-mindedly.


But Renata’s is a minority view. The Poles have a tradition of tradition, a talent for historical memory – if only because for so long they had to live by it alone. They preserved their identity through memories of Poland, and through a potential ideal of Poland during more than a century of partitions, when the real Poland was virtually wiped off the map. It’s partly where the Poles’ strong sense of themselves comes from – this defiant maintenance of memory. They sustained themselves on unofficial versions of their history during the Communist decades, when the official versions tried to wrest their idea of Poland away from them. From growing up here, I remember how teachers tried to sneak bits of real history into the tedious, obligatory Marxist narrative – and how much such morsels of risky information mattered. I remember from my later visits the night-to-dawn discussions that the Poles call ‘compatriots’ nocturnal conversations,’ and from which ‘the question of Poland’ was never absent.


But each beginning needs to construct its own history. The changes have thrown all of the Polish past into new perspective, just as a sudden rounding of a bend in a road reveals the vistas we’ve just crossed in an entirely new configuration. In the newspapers and daily debates, different notions of Poland are being invoked: there is a nationalist story of Poland and a liberal one, and new emphases on the history of a mercantile Poland, and even of Poland as a ‘normal country,’ which has always belonged within the mainstream democratic tradition of Europe.


But in addition to the reclamations, appropriations, and revisions of the old past, there’s the problem of the brand-new past, just produced by the latest division of time into ‘before’ and ‘after.’ For this, too, is at the heart of the events that have taken place here – that four decades have been added to the category of history. Moreover, it’s a chunk of history that was largely unwanted, and already a debate is stirring about the proper stance to take toward it.


The first post-Communist president, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, has enjoined the Poles to draw a ‘thick line’ between the past and the present. The ‘thick line’ has caught on, and is repeated in many articles, conversations, and graphic representations. It’s a nobly intended motto, urging against bitterness and for forgetting – for getting on. On the other side, there have been some urgings of revenge against the former Them – though fortunately, so far, they’ve been rather muffled. And everywhere, the impulse to cancel that unfortunate time is evident: in the toppling of the statues – of the Lenins and Stalins and the Dzierżyńskis; and in those attempts to revert to the symbols and rituals and putative glories of earlier times. Indeed, it could be said that the reversion to that further past is a form of repressing the more recent one.


In the meantime, there’s the ongoing recovery of suppressed knowledge of the darkened decades. Almost every day, the newspapers carry articles based on archival discoveries: about the Soviet occupation of Eastern Poland at the beginning of World War II, about the Soviet-Polish relationship since the war, about the history of the Polish Communist Party.


But of course, memory is not so easily controllable. The release of the older past from its artificial arrest has produced monsters as well as glories – extreme nationalism, anti-Semitism, the gamut of unpleasant social tendencies. As for Communism, neither the physical infrastructure it left behind nor its internalized inheritance – the daily habits, the modes of thought – can be smashed as easily as the statues. Still, there’s a lot of healthy discussion on all these makers, and sufficient appeals for moderation and sanity. Indeed, for now, the fervors seem marginal; the center seems to be occupied by an almost strange calm.


I’ve been staying for a few days with an elderly lady I know. She’s been squeezed tightly by the economic reform – her pension money goes only half as far as it used to – but she’s managing, in the Polish way. There are relatives abroad who send some dollars – one of the secret sources of the Polish economy. There’s a helper who bustles in once a week, bringing cheese and meat purchased at very low prices – she has her ways, too, probably consisting of relatives on a farm. Still, Mrs Ranicka, my hostess, dispenses her Sanka and her pieces of ham very carefully.


There’s a tenant in the apartment, a young man who comes and goes very quietly and negotiates his movements around us with unfailing politeness. He’s a film technician, and like everybody, he’s worried about losing his job; without subsidies, the film industry is likely to suffer quite badly. For now, his film ‘co-operative’ is keeping afloat somehow, though his salary has hardly kept up with inflation.


One evening, they both come into my room, which has a television, to watch Interpelations, a program of debate on which a leading public figure is interrogated by political opponents and counterparts, and by a group of ordinary citizens. Television has quickly become a public forum for debate, ‘our big new café,’ in Renata’s phrase; and Interpelations has the entire country glued to its sets each Thursday night. The discussions tend to be brisk, sharp, and, in comparison to the stammering rhythms of American political debate, highly articulate. So for, they’re not yet fruitlessly, polemically polarized; the point still seems to be to figure out what is best to do, rather than to court popularity or show yourself politically correct; blessedly, for the moment, nobody knows what politically correct is.


This time, the program features Leszek Balcerowicz, the engineer of Poland’s drastic and tough economic reform, and the subject of the discussion is whether to accelerate the ‘shock reform,’ as it is called, even further, or whether to slow it down. This is the hottest and the most salient issue of the day, and the stakes are high. The reform is meant to generate fast-forward movement toward free enterprise, initiative, the creation of wealth; its failure would result in more unemployment, galloping inflation, an even greater misery for an already devastated country. Both my hostess and her tenant have suffered from the reform already; and yet they both view the situation with a philosophical acceptance.


‘Doesn’t the thought of further acceleration make you nervous?’ I ask, thinking it would make me very nervous indeed.


‘Oh, my dear, I well remember the reform in the twenties,’ Mrs Ranicka replies. ‘That was much worse.’ And then, to my amazement, this woman in her eighties, who sometimes gets confused about what she did yesterday, recites the details of the various monetary reforms she has lived through, complete with rates of inflation and changes in her salary. The inflation during the twenties’ reform was so extreme that, on payday, she picked up her father’s salary and went shopping immediately, because the money would be worth much less after lunch. And then there was the war, with its terrible troubles. ‘Anyway,’ she wraps up her recollections, ‘I guess they won’t let a person starve.’


‘Of course, I don’t love it, but it’s necessary,’ the young man avers. ‘And anyway, it’s not working so badly. The capital is beginning to circulate. You’ve got to take the longer view, you know.’


This is the mood I’ve sensed in most of my conversations here: a sort of stoical sobriety. Oh, of course there are the dark comments, the self-criticism, the gusto of disgust. But almost nobody I talk to is panicked, or angry, or bitter. We must get through this somehow, is the message I keep hearing over and over again; we’re in it together. Amazingly, there’ve been no strikes, no protests, no large-scale violence. Amazingly, so far the government continues to have a very high approval rating, despite the fact that it has been performing a painful operation on the country, without anesthesia.


The calm – while it adds to the strange sense that maybe nothing has happened here at all – seems to me to be one of the most interesting things that have happened. It takes a certain political maturity, after all, to exercise patience and restraint in bad times, or to refrain from blaming one’s elected representatives even for inevitable ills. But this is an exceptional moment, and the curious quiet is probably the payoff of the exceptionally turbulent Polish history. My hostess, who has lived through the war and a few other things as well, isn’t going to be easily shaken by several zeros being added to her banknotes; and the young tenant has experienced not only the hardships of ordinary life here, but also the outbursts of protest and violence that have punctuated the Polish postwar period like eruptions from an exceptionally active volcano: 1956, 1970, 1977, 1980, 1981. And of course, 1989.


In omniscient retrospect, one might speculate that these eruptions probably constituted an excellent preparation for the present pass. There was no country in which the opposition to ‘the system’ was more widespread than in Poland; and over the years, a kind of oppositional culture grew out of the grassroots activity, out of samizdat and unofficial education and inventive local tactics – out of the direct political education. This is the useful, usable past – and it seems to be paying off in the odd phenomenon of a patient Polish population.


This is undoubtedly a pause, a lull – a moment that cannot last. But I find that I want to say, ‘Please notice this. Please note what hasn’t happened as well as what has, and that for once, even if for the briefest moment, the situation isn’t as bad as it very well might be.’ That’s probably too much to ask. But if I were queen, I think, indulging in a bit of wish fulfillment instead of sober analysis, I would move Poland forward to a certain point and then I would stop. I would give it a few neon lights, but not enough to make for the tacky garishness of Times Square; I would put a few more cars on the street, but not enough to create traffic snarls; I would provide the incentives of private enterprise, but not enough to produce glaring inequalities; and I would keep some of this moment’s stoicism, and its sense of a common situation, in the more democratic, and undoubtedly more fragmented, future.


*


A Saturday evening; I meet a friend for dinner. Janusz Głowacki is a playwright who comes from here but has lived in New York for the last few years. He looks more restless than usual in his native city, and stands on the street for a while turning this way and that, trying to figure out where we could possibly get dinner at the unorthodox hour of nine o’clock. We begin with the Victoria, a hotel mostly frequented by foreigners; no places left, we’re told by the impassive maître d’, though infuriatingly, we see several empty tables. We stomp off to the Europejski, another hotel. No tables in the small restaurant. We go to the big one. It’s not big, it’s gigantic. The ceilings are too high, the tables too large, and all of it is bathed in a yellowish light. In front of the room, a stage has been set up. Janusz and I sit down and settle in for a long wait. The waiters don’t look as though they’ll be easily persuadable in the matter of service. ‘They make ten times the ordinary salary because of their foreign currency tips, why should they bother with us?’ Janusz says. But we’re in for something else. The front of the room lights up glaringly; TV cameras are wheeled out, and a folk-dancing group makes its way onto the stage. Their colorful costumes, their heavy make-up, their fake cheerfulness, and the merry sounds of the music are so depressing that Janusz and I look at each other and, as one, get up and make for the door.


Out on the street, we stand once again, not knowing in which direction to turn. ‘We could go to P.’s, there’s always something to eat there,’ Janusz says. That’s how Polish social life is conducted, in people’s homes, where one can always casually drop in. But since I am reluctant, we begin to wander through the dark, empty streets. No cars; no neon lights. About the only person we come across is a decrepit drunk. Two restaurants are closed for the evening. Finally, Janusz remembers one that might be open. It is. Of course, most items on the menu are gone, but there’s shashlik and Janusz says, ‘Please note that it is good.’ He seems genuinely satisfied by this small victory. I am so depressed that I drink two vodkas. I begin to understand the genesis of Polish drunkenness. ‘See, this is how life has been here,’ Janusz says. ‘These have been our accomplishments and victories. If you found a good meal, or got your shoes repaired, you felt you’d moved mountains and you returned home in great triumph. How else were you supposed to do anything else?’


*


One evening, I spend some time talking with Helena Łuczywo, who coedits Gazeta Wyborcza with Adam Michnik. We’re driven to her home by the newspaper’s ‘chauffeur’ – though the disheveled state of his car belies his dignified title, and his conversation with Helena had nothing of a boss-employee formality. This bit of instant privilege notwithstanding, Helena lives as modestly as almost everyone here does, though her block is one of the nicer ones in Warsaw, with tiny bits of garden outside. She has told me that people are beginning to accuse intellectuals like her of not knowing enough about the real conditions of Polish life. ‘But, frankly, I don’t know what they’re talking about,’ she says, and it seems to me she’s right. The reductive Communist pseudo-egalitarianism had some genuinely equalizing effects; and Eastern European intelligentsia has not suffered the sense of remove from ordinary people that occasionally assails their Western counterparts.


Once we have settled in her small living room, and her daughter has brought us some brandy, Helena breathes a great sigh of relief. In the last few months, Gazeta has become one of the most successful newspapers in Poland, and since much of the time she is in charge, she works relentless hours, at a relentless tempo.


Helena is part of the new intellectual elite that has just emerged from the underground, and that has had such a crucial role in shaping recent history. The larger circle, which includes her and others I know, is probably the real magnet that keeps drawing me back to Poland, and to Eastern Europe. Every immigrant has a second, spectral autobiography, and in my revision of my own history I would have stayed in Poland long enough to become involved in the oppositional politics of my generation. The postwar intelligentsia in Poland met an enormous historical challenge with panache and moral power, and they got to live out something that for Western intellectuals of that generation was the great, unlived romance: they made a revolution, or at least they were in its vanguard. The social movement they sparked seems to me one of the most inspiring anywhere or anytime, propelled as it was by lots of intelligence and inventiveness, and by political ethics that were both uncompromising and unfanatical.


In any case, their version of dissidence constitutes my favorite Polish tradition. I’ve met them over the years and heard them talk, with high vivacity and wit, about their shared history of common action and clandestine study groups, of strategy sessions and periodic imprisonments. But behind the irony and the brio, one can glimpse qualities for which only certain old-fashioned terms seem appropriate – terms like integrity and courage and moral commitment.


Certainly Helena had her moments of great risk, of defining decisions. She is a small, soft-featured woman, with a quick, warm smile, a rapid-fire way of speaking, and a resolutely antipompous manner. Helena’s father was a member of the Communist inner circle, or at least, as the deputy chief of propaganda, the inner circle’s outer fringes. Helena says she knew few specifics about his work when she was growing up. Neither was there much talk about the fact that they were Jewish – partly because her father was a principled internationalist to whom such facts didn’t matter. For people like him, ethnic self-identification was a retrogression. In any case, Helena thinks it’s just as well that these subjects remained unspoken. ‘I don’t believe in this American system of endlessly talking about everything,’ she says crisply. ‘That’s not what it’s about, anyway.’ But she attributes her optimism and basic security and strength – for she thinks of herself as a strong person – to being very well loved by both of her parents.


Nevertheless, Helena knew certain things. She knew she was Jewish clearly enough to be sickened by herself when she was sent to a summer camp and attempted to hide the fact. This episode was one of those decisive points in her self-knowledge, for she resolved never, never again to fall into such bad faith.


And she could sense, from early on, that something was rotten in the state of Poland, and of Communism. There were features of her family’s situation, for example, that struck her as incongruous with what she was taught – for after all, whatever was discussed at home, her education was heavily permeated by ideology. She noticed the kinds of facts that may be particularly transparent and grating to a young person. Although equality was supposed to prevail, her family lived in special housing reserved for the nomenklatura, which was luxurious by Polish standards, and that they enjoyed other privileges as well. Certain historical discoveries distressed her. When she was in high school, she heard a budding dissident talk about the killing of various nationalities by Stalin – a horrifying revelation. On the other hand, when she first went abroad and got her hands on the émigré publication Kultura, she was dismayed by the frankness of its anti-Communist language; at that point, such criticism still had the force of sacrilege. Occasionally, ideology reared its head even within her family; for example, she remembers how her father struck her physically on the street when she was already quite grown-up, because he found out that she had crossed out the names of all the candidates in the voting booth as a protest against the falseness of the elections. ‘And he really adored me,’ she reminds me, showing no resentment toward him. ‘He just went mad for that moment.’


Helena’s conscious politicization, however, didn’t start until 1967, when she was already twenty-two. That year, there was a double shock of events that shaped the consciousness of her whole generation. There was the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia; and there was the Polish government’s campaign against Jews and intellectuals, which, according to the Polish custom of referring to dramatic historical punctuation marks by the months in which they happened, came to be called ‘March.’


‘I considered March an utterly senseless show,’ Helena says sharply. ‘But it was utterly impossible not to get involved.’ Perhaps what made detachment impossible was the extreme virulence of the anti-Semitic campaign. Many Jews left then, in an emigration consisting largely of the political elite and the intelligentsia. Helena was among those who didn’t think of leaving. The reasons for such choices are always partly rational and partly adventitious. Helena never experienced anti-Semitism personally, and her future husband, who wasn’t Jewish, was here. Like many Polish Jews of her generation, she was powerfully formed by Polish culture; and, though she might be loath to use such words, her subsequent actions can’t really be understood without the spur of solidarity and love of her country, without something like patriotism.


But, in her nascent politicization, the subliminal messages of her upbringing may have been taking effect as well: Helena, after all, grew up in a climate of social engagement, in which certain ideals, though they were regularly violated, were nevertheless professed. As it happened, her initiation into political activism repeated, in form if not in content, her father’s political baptism some forty years earlier. Just as he, a young Communist, printed and distributed illicit leaflets – an action for which he was promptly thrown in prison – so Helena, with a friend, printed leaflets appealing for worker-student solidarity, and dropped them in the factory settlement of Ursus.


Helena got away with her bit of agitation; and after this first spurt of involvement she forgot about politics. She went on to get married, have a child, work in a bank, and then study English so she could get away from her dull job. Until, that is, the next tremor of the Polish ground, and the next moral turning point. In 1976, Jacek Kuroń, a friend who later became one of the charismatic oppositional leaders and, later still, a member of Parliament, asked Helena to help KOR, a new organization formed in response to the persecutions of workers and one of Solidarity’s seeds. Kuroń wanted her to act as an English translator for a Swedish TV team doing a documentary in the same Ursus factory where she had once dropped her illicit leaflets.


At first she refused. The action carried a considerable element of hazard. Most of all, she was worried about ‘anti-Semitic shit in the press’; she simply didn’t want to be subjected to something so ugly. And so, with another friend, who also went on to become an important Solidarity leader, Helena ‘deliberated’ about what to do. ‘For three days I deliberated,’ she says, ‘and on the third day, I started feeling revulsion, against myself and against my friend. If I agreed to work with KOR, I was convinced they’d throw me out of work, start another campaign against me – but I came to the conclusion that I couldn’t refuse. That’s not how you behave. The people at Ursus really got a horrible kick in the ass, and I knew I couldn’t turn away. That’s just not how you behave. And once I made that decision, I never turned back.


From then on, she and her husband, Witek, devoted their best energies on KOR. Jacek Kuroń, in his wonderful memoirs, conveys something of the intense involvement, the fearlessness, and the strategic brilliance that went into dissident politics in the KOR days. The great breakthrough of KOR politics was to go, in effect, public, and to protest all persecutions of workers on purely legal grounds, thus calling the authorities on their own rules, and beating them at their own game. This was the period when thousands of people knew Kuroń’s phone number, so that, when an arrest occurred in a public place, someone could call him immediately. He, in turn, could notify Radio Free Europe or other useful organizations. It was a period, also, of forty-eight-hour weekend detainments, which became so routine that Kuroń and others would tell their friends to call back on Sunday night, after they got out of the clink.


Helena and her husband helped out wherever they were needed – putting together KOR’s information bulletins, or contacting Western media. ‘It turned out that we were great at whatever we had to do,’ Helena says, with an objectivity that comes from a well-balanced ego. She tends to speak about herself as she would about others, praising or criticizing herself without false modesty or false vanity.


The Polish difference – the unique feature of the Polish ‘revolution’ – was that, largely owing to KOR’s efforts, the fabled alliance of workers and intellectuals, the Marxist summum bonum, actually occurred here – though, of course, in opposition to the Marxist state. When Solidarity started up, Helena became the editor of its Information Bulletin; Witek worked on the production side. She worked ‘unbelievably hard’ on it, she says, harder than she does as editor of Gazeta. ‘There were two hundred pages of information, it came out twice weekly, and it had no mistakes.’


In the 1981 crackdown, Helena and Witek narrowly avoided arrest. On the night of December 12, on which martial law was declared, they stopped at their office on their way back from a movie – ‘the first movie we had seen in a year.’ By the time they arrived, the phones in the office had been cut off; so had the telexes; when they looked out the window, they saw troops of militia approaching from the front and the back. Some of their colleagues who were in the office wanted to defend it, but Helena thought that this was heroizing ‘nonsense,’ and that the only solution was to run. She and Witek made their getaway and ducked for shelter in a nearby building – they were instantly gathered in by a concierge – just as the troops were entering the building.


For the next two years, they lived on the lam. Those were the conspiratorial days of the underground, and it is only through the details of Helena’s account that I begin to understand what that darkly glamorous notion actually entailed. Helena and Witek couldn’t go home; they would have been picked up by the militia immediately. They hid in other people’s apartments, which they changed every two weeks, so that it would be harder to track them down. Their daughter, Łucja, who was then seven, was taken in by Helena’s mother; they saw her once a week, usually on a walk in a park. It was during this period that the marriage broke up, when Witek got involved with one of his women hiding companions. Through it all, however, they never interrupted their political activities. With several friends, they produced Mazowsze, the main underground journal, under conditions of extreme hardship. Helena shared her hideouts with two women friends; they slept three to a sofa, with their legs extended on chairs. ‘I slept in the middle, because I could always sleep, no matter what the circumstances,’ Helena says. ‘My resilience really passed the test then. When others couldn’t go on, it seemed I could.’ She could work through the night, or fall asleep under a table while somebody was typing on it.


The most exhausting aspect of hiding, for Helena, was having to act like a guest all the time. The apartments in which they took refuge were small, their owners ordinary people eager to talk, to find out what was going on. ‘But they were all so nice to us,’ she adds, ‘I really owe them a large debt of gratitude.’ When I ask if the fleeting tenants paid for their hostelries, however, she is shocked by the very idea. ‘No way, of course not, it wouldn’t even occur to us,’ she protests in her machine-gun style. ‘This is some kind of an American question. Nobody here would have thought of it.’


And apparently nobody would have thought of mistrusting their hosts, or each other, or themselves. ‘This was one of the characteristics of hiding here,’ Helena says, ‘that in this country we knew who to trust. We thought there were practically no informers.’


Indeed, this must have been the defining condition of dissident life in Poland, and one that distinguished it from other countries in Eastern Europe. The breadth of the opposition, which unified most segments of society, and the trust that people could accord each other at least in this respect, surely enabled many ordinary people to take extraordinary risks.


And there was an ethos of bravery that goes deep in the Polish tradition, deep enough to have the force of an imperative. While Helena didn’t have the experience of prison, she, like almost all of her comrades-in-arms, had her share of apartment searches and secret-police interrogations. Helena says that everyone developed his or her own technique, a style of response. ‘Jacek Kuroń carried on some discussions with the cops, to keep from being bored; and besides, he thinks that one should talk to everyone. Adam Michnik was ironic, or tried to convince them that they were wrong. I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t feel like it. I knew all their tricks, and it was dull as dishwater. It went on for hours. It wasn’t dramatic at all, just small potatoes. The cops knew we were nonstarters; they didn’t have a prayer with us.’


But for all of Helena’s nonchalance about the dangers of being a kind of outlaw, there were occasions, she says, when she felt she was in The French Connection. On some evenings, on the way to work on her journal, for example, she abandoned several cars en route to her destination, or zigzagged her way, or ran under viaducts, in order to put potential pursuers off her scent. But eventually, the conspiratorial season came to an end; the political air changed, and Helena and others judged it was time to surface – though she still had to use considerable ingenuity to avoid having charges pressed against herself. Eventually, in the late eighties, Solidarity regained some of its strength and began negotiating with the government again – although they were unprepared for the extent of their triumph.


‘It was utter lack of imagination on our part,’ Helena says – for while Solidarity was appealing for no more than official status as a union, the Communists had already seen the handwriting on the wall, and were ready to give up part of their total power.


But if they were taken by surprise, they were certainly quick on the uptake. Gazeta Wyborcza was launched even during the 1989 Round Table talks, in which the shape of the transition government was negotiated. Helena was asked to join the newspaper by Adam Michnik; since then, she’s become the publisher as well as the deputy editor. She seems quite undaunted by her new role, or the entry into the thickets of capitalism. I’ve seen her presiding over the disheveled offices of Gazeta with quiet self-assurance, and trying to figure out how to arrange housing loans for her staff from an American bank. On a TV documentary about Gazeta she said, in her soft, decisive voice, that if you really want to do something, difficult circumstances are no obstacle. You can always find a way, with whatever means and materials are at your disposal. Her plans for the newspaper are grand, though I sense that her ambition is not yet purely personal; it’s still for the cause, and for Gazeta, which she wants to make competitive with the best newspapers in the world – ‘a sweet little miracle.’


And while such attitudes might seem practically American, after talking to her I can see that their provenance is more local. In a way, the underground provided perfect preparation for the more open world Helena has now entered. For while dissidence emerged out of a high idealism, it was also a training in taking enormous risks, making quick, hard decisions, and assuming difficult responsibilities. Helena is one of the lucky ones for whom the transition from one era to the next has been almost seamless, not only in her work, but in something perhaps rarer – an untroubled continuity of conscience. She has no dross of self-reproach to carry forward with her, no guilty secrets to stuff away or regrets to leave behind.


Does she feel there are particular difficulties in being a woman in a position of such power and responsibility? ‘No, that’s not any kind of problem,’ she says. ‘That’s why I couldn’t understand American feminists when I spent a year in the U.S. But you see, in Poland it’s different for women. On one hand, they’re in a worse situation – all those queues after coming home from work – but on the other hand, they’re better off.’ They’re better off, she thinks, because of the Polish tradition, which includes a long lineage of female activism and authority. Women took part in the many uprisings and conspiracies when Poland was an endangered nation; they participated in the resistance and later in the underground. It’s possible that the commonality that came from fighting for the same fragile cause was a stronger force than the polarizing stereotypes of gender; it accounts in part for the formidable examples of feminine strength I’ve encountered in Helena and others.


It’s getting late, and Helena’s daughter, Łucja, who has been doing her homework, comes in to ask her mother about a detail of English grammar. Helena told me that the most painful aspect of hiding was ‘thinking about Łucja, worrying that you’ll skew your child’s life. But Łucja is all right. There are certain personalities that get strengthened by such experiences.’ Indeed, Łucja doesn’t seem like a young person whose life has been skewed. She’s a slight, very attractive girl of sixteen, with a saucy face and light movements; Helena is delighted with her daughter’s beauty, with her resilience during those difficult times, and with her work as a general girl friday at Gazeta. Now, though, she upbraids Łucja energetically. ‘Come on, Łucja, stop being so lazy, you can figure it out, just exercise your brain a little!’ Her tone is sharp but fond, and I can see that Łucja doesn’t mind being so challenged or taken to task. There seems to be no animosity or generational gap between them. And in this little exchange I fancy that Łucja is being initiated into that Polish system of relations that I still remember from childhood, in which people manage to treat each other with affection but without sentimentality – because they are all equally subject to certain common expectations, to certain ideas of what is required from themselves and each other. Perhaps it is some such sense of a shared dignity that is ultimately at the core of solidarity and of Helena’s strength.


On the way out, as Helena accompanies me downstairs to help me find a taxi, I put to her what I know is another ‘American question.’ Why, I ask her, did she do it all, why did she put herself through such strain and hardship with every chance of punishment and so little chance of reward?


‘Oh, come on, Eva, give me a break,’ she says, as I expected. ‘Well, you know.’ She pauses in some embarrassment. ‘From a sense of duty. To maintain myself in some sort of dignity. One doesn’t descend into such shit. I’ll tell you,’ she says in a different tone, as if she finally hit on the real explanation. ‘This reality here was odious. It was impossible to accept it. Now, some people don’t like us, because they knew what ass lickers they were. I didn’t go for that – I didn’t want to lie, didn’t want to lead a double life. And perhaps people have an intrinsic moral sense after all; they know when they aren’t in the right, and they know when they are. One doesn’t behave in certain ways, that’s all.’


*


When I was growing up in Poland, on the social and literal peripheries of Cracow, They were remote figures, and one wanted them to stay that way: They were, after all, the limbs and parts of that great monster, of the thing that governed our lives for ill. Later, I read memoirs of Communists who lapsed, or reformed, or struggled with their demon; I read accountings of conscience and researches of the soul and analyses of the God that failed. But I hadn’t met Them; one didn’t, in the natural course of events, not in the Poland that I inhabited. Aside from the Iron Curtain, there was an internal one as well.


It was a porous curtain, of course, and in certain circles people walked through it regularly – though always with the sense that they were, indeed, crossing an invisible border, or peering behind a veil with a slightly voyeuristic excitement. They were a nation within a nation, in a sense, a quarantined minority, Bluebeards trapped in their own castle.


But as I talk to my dissident friends, I discover an interesting twist on this schema – for it turns out that many of them are Their children. Helena is not exceptional in this respect; the number of leading Polish dissidents whose fathers and mothers were among the early, leading Communists is quite striking; the crème de la crème giving rise to a sort of anti-crème – or vice versa.


My friends are often a bit vague about just what their parents did; perhaps they prefer not to know. But while they heartily dislike what the older generation stood for, they tell fond, bemused anecdotes about their actual parents.


There’s, for example, an episode my friend Marta recounts – this is one of my favorites – from the time she was held in prison in 1968. Perhaps because she was the daughter of a prominent Communist, Marta received a letter from the then-premier of Poland offering her release on the condition that she make certain concessions and statements. While she was struggling with how to answer the premier, her father came to visit her in prison, and told her a story about his own father, who, before the war, had come to visit him in prison, where he was then serving a sentence for Communist activity. There had also been an offer of amnesty, on similar conditions. ‘I don’t know what you’re going to do,’ Marta’s grandfather said to her father. ‘As you know, I’m not a Communist, and I do not agree with you. But as for mercy – we do not plead for it.’ After receiving this message, Marta knew what to do; she refused the premier’s offer.


Of course, the dissidents’ parents were the early Communists, who often began in idealism, even if they ended in corruption and abuses of power. One day, I finally meet one of Them – Helena’s father. Right off, he puts me incongruously in mind of a minor character in one of Tolstoy’s novels – an outmoded Enlightenment rationalist who has outlasted his time, and who continues to putter in his private laboratory, ignoring the world that has overtaken him, and performing his pointless scientific experiments with great clarity of mind and sturdy cheerfulness.


Helena’s father, Ferdynand Chaber is a small man, thinned out in the way of old people; but at age eighty-four, he has retained full agility of movement and robustness of speech. He’s proud of his age and his vigor. ‘I lead a rational lifestyle,’ he tells me happily, and with a marked touch of didacticism. ‘I eat healthily; I have done exercises every day of my life, half an hour in the morning and half an hour in the evening; I work on my garden plot; I never watch television, because it’s chewing gum for the mind. I lend myself to others. To stay healthy, you need to have thought, and you need to have action. Also, I should add that I have very optimistic temperament.’


When he gets excited, Chaber’s voice rises to great oratorical decibels, and he punctuates his sentences with rhythmical gestures. He seems, sometimes, to be speaking to the masses, or to an invisible audience he needs to rouse, as much as to a person sitting next to him at a table over cookies and tea.


But then, Chaber’s eyes are still – always – on the Cause and some entity like Mankind, as much as on the cookies and the present. We’ve hardly begun talking when his voice gains rhetorical force, and his finger begins to tap out each phrase on the table, as he peers into the still messianic future. ‘Right now, we’re living through a turning point in the long revolution. America has won the Cold War – but the war before us is harder – a war against cholera, the destruction of jungles in the Amazon, hunger, and famine. I don’t want to exaggerate, but this is the last hour, and we need the Communist Party to help shape the new consciousness. I would like to live till the year 2000, when Communism will regain its historical mission.’


The fate of the party has always given Chaber’s life its shaping narrative, and its purpose. His story has all the elements of a panoramic Communist saga from which Soviet film epics used to be made: conspiratorial meetings and fiery illegal speeches, prison sentences and close escapes, a tour of duty in the Soviet Union during the war, a rise in the party ranks, and eventual expulsion. Like many old activists, he has a formidable, a passionate historical memory. He can still recall, with intense partisan excitement, the factional fights and ideological arguments of fifty years ago.


Helena’s father became a Communist the way many young people did in the prewar period – because he was scandalized by the poverty he saw in villages where he spent vacations with his well-off parents, and because, in the roiling, industrializing, impoverished Poland, he thought that Communism provided an answer to these and other social ills. He joined the then-illegal party in 1928, and within a year, he was writing illegal leaflets – just as, forty years later, his daughter would write leaflets against the regime in which he had come to play an important part. He was promptly arrested, and received a four-year sentence, the first of six he would serve in his lifetime.


Helena suspects that during his career, her father went on to do ‘monstrous’ things; and she has spent much of her life fighting the doctrine to which he remained faithful. And yet there is a continuity of posture, and partly of fate, between them. Ferdynand Chaber thinks he got ejected from his highly positioned party job because of his children’s subversive activities. In the late 1960s, both Helena and her brother participated in student protests led by a reformist Communist youth organization called The Commandos. The group was a target of particular party ire, as family dissenters usually are, and Chaber was asked by his superiors whether he would criticize The Commandos publicly. ‘Criticism’ was a highly charged word in those days. Good Communists were supposed to engage in ‘self-criticism,’ and were promptly punished for it; they were required to ‘criticize’ others on command; the refusal to ‘criticize’ could be deadly. Chaber refused, and defended his children to his comrades; he said that’s how he brought them up, and he was proud of them and their ideological spirit. ‘Internally,’ he says – for internal reactions are for him clearly a separate and a secondary reality – ‘I was happy that my children lived for a cause.’


Living for a cause: that certainly has been as true of the important dissidents as it was of the early, believing Communists. The content of the cause has been quite different; while the Communists hardened their convictions into dogma, the children became principled moderates, skeptical of all militant ideology. I asked Adam Michnik once what he thought had really gone wrong with Communism. ‘I’ll tell you one thing I learned from it,’ he answered. ‘I’ll never try to make anyone happy by force.’


Yet both generations have been involved in the same drama: they’ve been locked in an agon whose nature they both recognize. This is the drama that has now come to an end. But perhaps, just as parents often pass on to their offspring not what they are but how they ideally imagine themselves, so the early Communists may have passed on a sort of social ego-ideal of a political morality and social engagement – an ideal that ironically carried the seeds of its own reaction, and their eventual defeat. But that ideal, and that drama, may also be one clue to that firmness of personality, that straight-backed, strong scaffolding of character that I sense in so many people here; whether that will survive the more diffuse and complex circumstances of the new era is as yet unknown.


*


One afternoon, I make a visit to a fortune-teller. This is not anything I would do in my ordinary life, but I tell myself I’m going to see her out of socially redeeming interest. All kinds of people go to fortune-tellers in Poland, and to spiritualists and alternative healers. There’s been a massive rise in this kind of thing lately, perhaps because other explanations are failing so massively.


This one lives on the Avenue of the People’s Army and she’s a perfect crone, bent and toothless and swathed in kerchiefs and sweaters. She takes out a stubby pencil, an oily piece of paper, and an ancient deck of cards. ‘You’ll come into a lot of money, lady,’ she intones, ‘but first you have to wait out this goddamn shock reform.’ A politically informed soothsayer! ‘Your heart, it’s all right,’ she assures me, ‘but it never hurts to get an EKG.’ I haven’t given her any clues as to who I am, and when I inform her, toward the end, that I am an emigrant, she throws me a sharp, furious look. I’ve cheated! In retaliation, she charges me four times her usual fee – though by international standards, she’s still a bargain.


*


Walking into the Marriott Hotel is a jolt; instantly, one is in San Francisco, or Connecticut, or the Midwest. The marbleized floors and mirrored surfaces, the long leather couches and the careful flower arrangements, all emanate a kind of carefully modulated, luxurious neutrality that assures one nothing bad can happen here; nothing much can happen. The hotel was built just a few years ago, and it’s become the premier elegant place in a town in which such places may still be counted on the fingers of one hand.


I’m meeting an American journalist for a drink. The bar is filled with foreigners, and Poles returning for their post-Communist visits, and high-class prostitutes, and the new persons of money. A vodka – a Polish vodka, for heaven’s sake! – costs ten real American dollars. In the dusky lobbies, men in tacky suits bend over low tables, talking joint ventures. Others just wait for something like a joint venture to appear, and there’s a phrase for them already – ‘the Marriott sitters.’


The journalist is relieved to be at the Marriott, which to him is about the only bearable spot in Warsaw; when he’s here, his movements take on the confidence of someone who’s at home. He’s come with a friend from California, who has a theory that the reason the Poles aren’t smarter is because they have an unhealthy diet. It doesn’t seem to bother her that she has hardly talked to anybody Polish.


I’ve been relieved to be here myself on occasion, to relax from shabby, spiky Warsaw, to sink into the comforting vapidity of the carpeted restaurant, into the comforting comfort. This evening, however, the place seems slightly monstrous, stifling; a slap in the face of the city outside. A chanteuse sings an international medley, including several Yiddish melodies; they seem to be very fashionable this summer. Overdressed Poles come in, looking as if they want somebody to notice them, and a group of underdressed Israelis. More American journalists join us, and gripe about what an impossible, dreary place Poland is. I feel surprisingly defensive, surprisingly implicated.


*


The break in Solidarity comes not exactly with a bang or a whimper but with a resounding crack. By chance, I learn of it practically as it happens, when I visit Gazeta Wyborcza again and look in on Adam Michnik.


Michnik is a shortish, surprisingly mild-faced man, whose hair is as mussed as his shirt and whose grayish-blue eyes are perpetually lit up by alertness and irony. His famous charm seems to me to be made up partly of a sort of elegant playfulness, partly of a talent for directness, for saying unguardedly the simple, true thing. This is perhaps also one source of the enormous moral authority he has exercised – albeit in a charmingly casual manner. The stories about him are by now part of Polish political folklore. When he was about fourteen years old, Adam founded something called The Club for the Quest of Contradictions, which, high school affair though it was, became one of the seeds of Poland’s later, mature opposition. This group, with its discussions about democracy and Marxism and Polish history and ideology, was such a thorn in the regime’s side that the then-premier of Poland paid the teenage Adam the enormous compliment of singling him out for a reprimand.


From then on, Michnik, whose first ambition was to be a historian, proceeded on a career of activism, imprisonments, and writing – the last of which owed much to the time provided by his stints in jail. Many of his exploits and utterances have become legendary. There is a much-repeated anecdote about how Michnik, finding himself accidentally in the midst of a violent crowd, got up on an improvised podium, and – despite the disadvantage of a marked stutter – managed to quiet the rioters and stop them from attacking the policemen in their midst. He did this, even though there was no love lost between the police and himself; but Adam profoundly abhors violence and vengefulness. He has written about how, when he was in prison during the martial law period, he was given the offer of ‘a Christmas on the Côte d’Azur’ from the government, which preferred to be rid of him rather than have the embarrassment of his presence. He answered in a series of biting epigrams whose stylishness to me has the sound of true grace under pressure. He wrote (1) ‘To admit one’s disregard for the law so openly one would have to be a fool.’ (2) ‘To offer to a man who has been held in prison for two years the Côte d’Azur, in exchange for his moral suicide, one would have to be a swine.’ (3) ‘To believe that I could accept such a proposal is to imagine that everyone is a police collaborator.’


During the early Solidarity days, Michnik was one of Wałȩsa’s main advisors, and the two became great personal friends. It was a friendship with a high symbolic content – for it was a particularly attractive, distilled expression of that alliance between intellectuals and workers that made Solidarity such a unique phenomenon in its fighting days. There are many images of Michnik and Wałȩsa literally putting their heads together and whispering in urgent consultation, while the president, or prime minister, or another personage representing power waits for their statement.


One could not have asked for a better pair to personify the larger collaboration: both very energetic, funny, and very smart. Smart and charming in different ways, which was part of the romance. Wałȩsa claims to be entirely unlettered, speaks a salty, peasant-inflected Polish, is publicly devout, and has shown brilliant, unerring instincts for handling heated situations, crises, and crowds. Michnik’s manners have a touch of the old Polish formality; he’s the complete intellectual, with a tutored sense of history and the big picture, and is said to have been the strategic brain behind Wałȩsa’s tactics.


There was, of course, great romance to Wałȩsa’s and Michnik’s friendship; but now, as is so often true in romantic relationships, the differences that brought them together are breaking them up. This afternoon, Michnik has received a letter from Wałȩsa asking him – or rather, ordering him – either to resign from his job as the editor of Gazeta or to remove the Solidarity logo from the newspaper’s masthead. Michnik quickly fills me in on the background of this startling gesture. The fracture line that led to this outburst has been increasingly pronounced during the last few months. Partly, the split is personal. Gazeta has published articles critical of Wałȩsa; there was a survey of public opinion that included some unfavorable remarks about his manners and his ignorance of French, to which Wałȩsa took particular exception. These were ‘the intellectuals’ casting aspersions on a man of the people; and Wałȩsa’s vanity is known to be easily wounded.


Still, ordering Michnik to resign is an extraordinarily high-handed act, and one that can only spring from Wałȩsa’s assumption that he is Solidarity’s embodiment and imperial head. ‘Solidarity, c’est moi,’ is essentially his letter’s message, and the irony of that has too many potential consequences in Polish life to be merely amusing.


I must confess that I don’t want to lose my notion of Wałȩsa as a sort of genius of a place and a people, risen to fight not for himself but for all of Poland. I still have fresh images in my mind of him goading his opponents brilliantly, finding just the right repartee, the right stance, in the midst of the most confusing melees, speaking as if inspired by the collective fury and intelligence of all those fellow workers, and fighting for them – what else did he have to fight for? In leadership, Wałȩsa never seemed egotistical. But perhaps, just as some people are corrupted by power so others can be corrupted by powerlessness. During this transitional year, Wałȩsa has had no way to fight, or to act. In the division of power over which he presided during the Round Table talks, he neglected to give any role to himself; and for the last few months he’s been living a private life, and clearly fuming all the way. For the first time in his career, this man, who has never lost his political balance, has made awkward gestures, as if not quite able to square the enormous importance he actually has in Polish life with the ineffectuality to which he’s consigned himself.


Michnik shows me the letter he has drafted in response to Wałȩsa. It’s written in a tone of dignified informality, as if he were trying to recall Wałȩsa to the spirit of their friendship, while stating with a sort of regretful firmness that he, Michnik, has no intention – even no right – to fulfill either of Wałȩsa’s requests. Gazeta is a cooperative, he reminds Wałȩsa; the editor is appointed by his colleagues and important decisions about logos are made collectively, too.


‘Is it all right, what do you think?’ Michnik asks me, with a touch of writerly gratification at having penned a forceful document. But he seems quite deeply saddened by this turn of events, and I feel the gravity of it as well; this quarrel, after all, involves much more than an argument between old buddies. The rift is larger than that, and has been growing in the last few months. There’s been a widening split between ‘Gdańsk’ and ‘Warsaw,’ between the populist part of Solidarity and the intelligentsia. There are beginnings of mutual reproaches, and of polarized character casting: in this new scenario, the Gdańsk people are presented as nationalists, with tendencies to potential demagoguery, mixing Church and state, and insufficient diplomatic savvy. The intellectuals are castigated for the usual things for which intellectuals get castigated: their superiority complex, being out of touch with the people, and – what else? – being soft on the Communists.


From the observer’s point of view, it seems fairly clear that there’s a sort of structural logic, a political fatedness, about these developments. Now that its common enemy has been, to all intents and purposes, defeated, Solidarity, with an almost mathematical predictability, is splintering, as if no longer held in place by a great magnetic field. Without that unifying force, people turn out to have different opinions, temperaments, wills – the usual symptoms of human nature.


But inevitable or not, I can understand why the breakup of a friendship, which is also the breakup of Solidarity, would be exceedingly painful for Michnik. ‘Wałȩsa is the godfather of my child, you know,’ he says, and looks, again, genuinely sad. The period of history that brought them so close also brought out the best in many others: a capacity for camaraderie, courage, and a mature criticism of power. But that terrible, heroic chapter is over. What comes next is multiple interests and the unavoidable conflicts between them: competition, election campaigns, sloganeering, and struggles for power – the prose of democracy; prose of life.


*


A few months later, I see Wałȩsa in person, at a meeting of television employees. In the intervening summer, he has announced he will run for the presidency, and his appearance at the television station is, in effect, one of the first salvos in his campaign. The room is packed to the rafters and hot with anticipation. When Wałȩsa comes out, he immediately announces that he has a cold and a sore throat and has to leave for another engagement in an hour. He looks pale and tired and pudgy; and his speech, when he isn’t addressing the issues, is an odd mix of defensiveness and vanity. And charisma – the all-important X-factor. It’s in the energy and the horse sense and perhaps even in the vanity itself; it’s also in the way he plays with the audience, once the back and forth begins. That’s when he’s at his most brilliant, quick, sure-footed, and salty; this is clearly what he loves. He’s impulsive; he takes risks. He alludes to his Nobel Peace Prize much too often, but then makes self-mocking remarks; he teases people sharply, makes colloquial jokes. This is not yet the cautious politician. Among other things, he accuses the new team of treating him too harshly. The new head of television explains that they’re simply playing by the rules of nonpartisan journalism; they can’t single out Wałȩsa as their fair-haired boy. But I can see how, in the Polish context, the notion of impartiality might be hard to swallow. There is something unnatural about the idea that the withdrawal of personal passion and opinion and preference is a value in itself – and after the ardent fights and the high-minded partisanship of the last few decades, it’ll take some getting used to.


In the meantime, there’s still lots of passion and engagement in this room. At the end of the hour, Wałȩsa’s assistant says it’s time to go, but Wałȩsa brushes him off, saying he’ll go on. He loves this; he’s in the action again. He talks about what kind of a president he’ll be – ‘a president with an axe,’ cleaning out the previous nomenklatura. This is meant to be a contrast to the gentle Mazowiecki. It’s highly probable that Wałȩsa will be running against Mazowiecki, the man whom he in effect designated as the prime minister less than a year ago. The new battle is joined; the next stage begun.
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