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Instead of Abstract

Melancholic stories, writing and reading….


I — the Polish reader — am proposing the melancholic reading of three Polish contemporary narratives (Dom dzienny, dom nocny by Olga Tokarczuk, Dom Małgorzaty by Ewa Kujawska and Niebieska menażeria by Izabela Filipiak). I cannot leave the Polish context unnoticed. These are the Polish texts, about the Polish people, Polish history by Polish authors. I am inclined to read as a Polish reader. Nevertheless, it will not be an investigation of the nationalist traces. On the contrary I will try to oppose the political, nationalistic and ideological Polishness (just as the narratives do) to display the figure of stranger, the foreigner that the national borders create. 


I intend to explore an intimate relationship between the text and the writers as well as between the reader and the text as if in the one heuristic neigbourship. 


I will be reading as a neighbour, glancing into the next-door houses of the literary heroines. I — the contemporary nomad, leaving between the countries, having lost the intimate space of the neigbourship — will trace the moments of the modern catastrophe of loosing the identified space, inhabited by the well-known people for generations.
 I will search for the  neigbourship which is enrooted in time and space intimate relationship that does not require any contact or agreement. It will be the melancholic reading. 


The stories are about the women who move to the new houses or are forced to leave their own ones, and they face the new, the fundamentally foreign space. These are the melancholic stories about the lost cosy neighbourhood and one’s own space, and at the same time about the intimate neigbourship born in the awkward and strange circumstances.


I have chosen the women’s narrative, in which the main stress is put on the female, the archetypical space of the domesticity and neighbour’s closeness. I am searching for the link between the images of the heroines (or the heroine’s imaginary) and the women’s writers themselves, suggesting that in the chosen stories the women tell their own stories, or the stories of their grandmothers, mothers or sisters. This intimate narration can be found not only in the autobiographical inter-text but also in the poetics of the narrative. The writer creates the narrator as a neighbour who peeks into the lives of the other women, and they can gossip, talk about, get friendly, annoyed with each other, but always stay close, embraced by/trapped in the same story (as in the neighbourhood). This is the melancholic writing. 

***

Introduction

The neighbour Dismantling the Mirror. Melancholic Stories:

In a strange land within my own country


Julia Kristeva starts her Étrangers à nous-mêmes with the Aragon’s motto “In a strange land within my own country”, which points out to the phenomenon of the foreigner, the stranger, which “lives within us” (Kristeva 1991: 1) and turning our “we” into a problem. The stranger which “sleeps” in us “wakes up” when confronted with the fundamentally different, the other who does not understand us, who treats us as an enemy, who does not speak the same language. But only through such a confrontation a subject can become aware of oneself, and — in fact — become a subject. Tomek Kitliński, the Polish empathic reader of Julia Kristeva writes that according to the French philosopher “the strangeness, extraordinariness (l’etrangeté, das Unheimliche) is within subjectivity” (Kitliński 2001: 14, tranl. - UCh
). The feeling of strangeness comes to our “inhabited space”, our homes. In this situation the affinity of a space, the familiarity of our “being-in-the-word” is confronted and questioned, and our “being take therefore the existential modus of being “not-in-your-own-home” (op.cit.). The subjectivity is in the constant process. It transforms and changes. That what is familiar, domestic, plain, intimate, known is at the same time hidden, secret, suspicious, demonic, strange, frightening, foreign. In this Kristevian understanding of subjectivity, the female subjectivity stops being the passive mirror of the male desire. It was Virginia Woolf in her A Rom of One’s Own who saw women as a mirror, reflecting the desires of men. A mirror stage in Lacanian theory is a stage of recognizing one’s singularity and therefore becoming part of the Symbolic Law, and breaking up with the semiotic “Thing” as Kristeva puts it, the primal connection with the Mother. Men will find the ground for their identity within the symbolic through the identification with the Father, but women — lacking such an identification and loosing the connection with the M/other — will posit themselves as a mirror for men. Nevertheless, this stable female position cannot be sustain, especially when the foreign comes, the war, the horror, suffering, the experience of abjection. The abjection cracks the Symbolic, and gives a chance for the forgotten maternal bonds, even though the bonds are dangerous, because they cause the melancholy. 


The stories of the heroines of Kujawska, Filipiak and Tokarczuk shows the lives of the three women whose home was confronted with the horror (war, revolution and transformation), and their passive female position of reflecting the desire of the other was questioned by the other women, the neighbour. The other women often isn’t an invited guest, a friendly neighbour, but a frightening stranger. Let’s review shortly the three stories. The historical time of the stories spans from the late 1920s till the late 1990s. Hildegard (from Kujawska’s novel The House of Margorzata, Dom Małgorzaty 2007) is the devoted mother of Wilhelm and Johannes. Her house — which her husband built for her in the German town Danzig in the lat 1920s. — has been transforming altogether with her. The narrator, who is like a next-door neighbour, hardly ever leaves the yard of the neighbourhood. Yet, the storyteller makes a story full of extraordinary events: the house is animated, feels as a alive creature and has a special connection with the housewife. One day Hildegrad is left by her husband and her sons who go to a war. From now on Hildegard’s only companion are the house and the other abandoned wives and mothers. She will never see their beloved sons again. After the war she — by the whims of the historical (political) agreements
 — gains new tenants. The Polish woman with her son Staś comes to live with the house of Hildegard. Overnight the house of Hildegard becomes the house of Małgorzata. The new tenets becomes the ultimate neighbours with whom Hildegard has to share her home. The events at Hildegard’s house, where the two women become the “intimate neighbours”, at the same strange and close to each other shows the forgotten drama of the war, which has got its official story, the story of the battles, soldier’s struggle, but which private, intimate story is still silenced. The two women are bond with each other despite their will. Hildegard — not leaving her own house — finds suddenly herself in the foreign country and she becomes a foreigner. Similarly Małgorzata, who tries to “domesticate” the new space after her own house being bombed during the war, feels that she is in the foreign space in this “her new” house. She knows that this house will always belongs to silent, wise but distant Hildegard. The story of Hildegard and Małgorzata is a story of the difficult neigbourship, from which arises the friendship and love. These two women tell each other their stories:

The moments when they went off somewhere together, when they walk together step by step, were not seldom at all. Małgorzata admitted to herself, not without a bit of confusion, that she liked their excursions so much that she would not imagine the Town without them (…) The shared outing with Hildegard change the map of the Town. The Invisible Absent People came back to their houses for a short time (Dom Małgorzaty, 157/160)

But this friendship has to be hidden from the eyes of the other Polish newcomers and it has to be broken by the official decision of Hildegard’s expelling. Hildegard takes with her the leftovers of the neigbourship between her, the place, house, other people she loved. This neigbourship was for a moment revived by the love between Hildegard and Małgorzata, by this new strange neigbourship could not save the old one. 


Izabela Filipiak (The Blue Menagerie, Niebieska menażeria, 1997) tells us the story of the student in the same town, Danzing, now the Polish town—Gdańsk in the 1980s. In one of the chapters/short stories, the first-person Narrator/the heroine describes her stay at house of Weronika and her son, Seweryn. The Narrator/heroine depicts the time as Weronika’s tenant as magical, full of music, art, and expressions of unconventional attitudes to the world (they listen to hippy music, smoke, discuss international politics, literature and art). All this ends when the landlady, Weronika and her son get involved in the underground, anticommunist movement (Solidarity “revolution” of the early 1980s). The Narrator portrays the gradual change of Weronika: from the open-minded, liberated–libertarian woman and liberal mother, into the patriotic fighter, the Mother of the Pole. This transformation effects not only the neighbourly relation of the Narrator and Weronika, by the good bonds of the mother and the son. The new, political circumstances creates unbearable hierarchy between them. The new order embraces traditional roles and obligations:

While earlier on she wanted to be everything for him, now she became the law, the defender of national values, family rights and sacred, maternal rights. He hated her, I think, for this transformation (Filipiak 1997: 151).

Beside Weronika’s engagement in clandestine (and patriotic work), underground activity is generally shown as a male thing:

At the back of the church, in the library that was left there and was being still extended, and thanks to the willingness of the academic teachers, there was created the temporary, substitute university. It was a winter evening, when one of my friends, who I knew very well from the meeting in Seweryn’s apartment, a very nice troll with the curriculum vitae as colourful as the troll’s hat, stopped me in the front of the church’s gate and explained, as gently as he could, that I could not came in. My friends, just as the renaissance scholars, discover in these hard times that the deceitful female element could interfere in the seriousness of their meeting. (Filipiak 1997: 153).


Filipiak situates her Narrator against the mythical aura of Solidarity. What is at stake here, is not the accusation of the exclusively masculine character of Solidarity as an organisation. However, it is important to disclose the “manly faces” of every fight in so-called “hard times” and the misogynist fear of “female elements” so well known from history.
 


What is especially interesting in this story is the women’s impossibility to cooperate with each other. The Narrator as well as Weronika are rejected by men activist, still they do not overcome this rejection by telling each other the stories (just as Małgorzata and Hildegard do). Once Weronika has prepared her son for the fight, even at the cost of sacrificing her relationship with him, Weronika — as well as the Narrator — must be rejected as the sort of alien element which is at odds and, perhaps even spoils, the serious spirit of the men’s clandestine meetings. The choice that women are facing after this rejection, is either to accept the position or to revolt against patriotic exploitation. However, Weronika takes neither of these choices, her untold stories affect her health and she becomes mad. Weronika’s madness is another literary picture of the marginalization of women - symbolized in insanity as the rejection of patriarchal order, rules, and language. Filipiak’s creation of the Narrator or Weronika, represents women who tried to stay side by side by men. At the same time they want to reflect their desire ( to be a mirror for her son, as a mother), but also to be an active agent in the events. These are contradictory, impossible to meet drives, which has to be rejected or stopped by the Symbolic. The Narrator and Weronika do not communicate with each other, do not tell each other the stories. Their naigbourship fails, and perhaps this is the reason why both of them loose in the game of social importance dominated by men. They untold stories made them lonely and abandoned. 

The final story of Olga Tokarczuk (House of Day, House of Night, Dom dzienny, dom nocny 1998, 2nd ed. — 1999) tells the story of the Narrator/heroine who moves to one of the old German house in the West land of Poland, in so called Ziemie Odzyskane. Similarly to the previous novels, the language of the House of Day, House of Night is poetic, building a magic-like reality of a small town, where everyone has its place, importance and meaning (the old woman who is making the wigs or the drunkard), but it is also a place where the “Absent People” (as if taken from Kujawska’s stories are present). Tokarczuk “smuggles’ in her stories the information about the 1990s transformation in Poland, which re-opened the debate on the expulsion of German population from the ex-Eastern German territory which was annexed by Poland according to the Yalta Treaty
. This controversial topic appears with no tension:

In the early morning the Germans appear on the meadows. Their white hair flow through the ocean of grass. Their silver glass-frames spark cheerfully in the sun’.

And further on:

“Why someone would be interested in our house – I asked Marta irritated.

And she answered:

- Because he built it (Tokarczuk 1999: 89)


The Narrator concentrating on the houses and the places visited by the old Germans who left them more than 50 years ago, is also a debate on her own homelessness. She has just moved to the new house, she is not connected to the place, she learns about it through the old neighbour, who familiarizes her with the past. She, the Narrator is a very similar position to Małgorzata, who witness “the nostalgic come back of Hildegarda”. Through her story of moving to the new house, she tries to reconstruct the story of the previous inhabitants, and this is done within the conversation between two female neighbours: The Narrator and the old Marta. Marta tells her about the past. Through the narrative connection between two women, the neighbours, the traditional female roles (as a wife, mother, caretaker etc) are suspended, the new experiences can be told, what affects both heroines.


My reading of that three novels resembles the meeting of the women, the neighbours. I read the women’s writing about the women as a woman, and I recognize my own experiences. I read as a Pole in English for the international listeners, and this context of the different language puts me in a position of a stranger, the foreigner who “suffers because she cannot speak her mother tongue language” (Oliver 1993, 136). My counter partners are the heroines with their stories and their bodies that hurt, transform, give births, wanted to be beautiful and attractive etc. The authors are also present in this assemble, their biographies, from which the stories are weaved. I read the stories as partially autobiographical
, the stories that are the “writing a woman’s life”, what was advocated by Carolyn Heilbrun, who said: “Women must turn to one another for stories; they must share the stories of their lives and their hopes and their unacceptable fantasies” (Heilbrun 1989, 44). There are the stories of the private, intimate sphere. There are the stories about home, in which the “big history”, politics, ideology is smuggled by the sound of the radio, intimate conversation, photo of the soldier, the very personal, physical suffering. But home in these stories is the place where the most important events happens. “Jane Austen was born knowing a great deal — for one thing, that the interesting situation of life can, and notably do, take place at home”, wrote Eudora Welty (Welty 1969, 4-5). Welty discribed the private sphere as the one that should be prised by women, what was criticized by Carolyn Heilbrun as a nostalgic writing. “Nostalgia (…) is likely to be a mask for unrecognized anger” — says Heilbrun in context of Welty writings. It is an anger because of women’s difficulty of finding their own language to express their experience. Nostalgia, and even melancholy — which bring up the notion of mental illness — in women’s writing is a “forbidden anger” (Heilbrun 1989: 15). These stories I read are melancholic, they talks about the forgotten women’s spaces, the silenced and impossible to express suffering. They witness the suffering which can never be soothed, unless their stories will be told and heard.


I read about women, the author tells me about the women, the women talks to me — as if in the neighbours’ every-day’s assemble. The phenomenon of neigbourship, and especially the female neigbourship has been left unnoticed for a long time, just as the female conversations, women’s stories that were trivialized in opposition to the serious man’s talk. Such a reading, in the close connection to the heroines and the authors, to the context, to my and theirs Polishness and/or their foreignness, is also a move toward that what Teresa de Lauretis called “consciousness raising”, to be aware of aware talk, our stories, and the importance of the home space and its neighbourhood (De Lauretis 1984, Heilbrun 1989: 45). It is a reclaiming the women neighbours’ stories. 

***

Interpretation

Heroine, Her Home, and Their Ruined Bodies…

1. The foreigner who survives with a tearful face turned toward the lost neighbourhood..


The narrator, peeking into the next-door houses, displays the stories that are on the margins of the historical events. The loneliness and unhappiness of Hildegard who has to leave her home, her homeland, the madness of Weronika who locks herself in the room believing that she is afraid of men who took away her house, or the ruined and invisible houses visited by the previous owners in Tokarczuk’s story represent the physical dimension of these melancholic narratives. Nostalgic or melancholic for Kristeva is a love for the lost homeland, and the maternal semiotic element, the Thing (Kristeva 1991: 9). It is not the politically understood Poland or Germany, but it is a neighbourhood. This is why in Kristeva’s statement that “we all know the foreigner who survives with a tearful face turned toward the lost homeland” (Kristeva 1991: 9), I would suggest to replace the word “homeland” into “home or neighbourhood”, because this is towards where my heroines turn their faces. They are the victims of the official narratives and through the melancholic drive (the impulse of telling the lost), theirs stories should be reclaimed within the language. This reclaiming in the narration is possible through the sophisticated process of writing and reading (as a specific naigbourship space), but this is also possible by the very specific story which reinforced the notion of female neigbourship. In all the stories the drama of the heroines is vivid thanks to the neighbour’s look, and thanks to her (the neighbour’s) tale. 


Left by everyone Hildegard, who by nature is introvert and silent, rarely communicate with the neighbours. Mostly because from the beginning she disagrees with any justification for war. When her friend tried to persuade her some ideological, patriotic arguments, she oppose: 

If someone asked her, she would answer honesty that she does not care either about the Nation nor the war. Her house, where she lived with Fritz and the boys, the yard and street made up the world she knew best and which was enough for her. The other worlds were not of her interest. She got angry at them (Kujawska 2007: 14)

Despite her opposition towards the war, Hildegard is left alone, and the only thing she does is waiting and observing the slow process of aging: “During the night Hildegard was listening to the silent rustle of the whitening hair and the sighs of the skin which was loosing its wetness” (Kujawska 2007, 69). One summer her German friend, now widowed and crippled ex-soldier, Mr Andreas Herbiger, stays with Hildegard for few weeks. This is the only moment when Hildegard experiences a bit of intimate relationship with a man. He left her pregnant. Unfortunately the little daughter Elsee is born dead. The dead daughter, who could have been a motivation for breaking up with the unbearable waiting, lives on with Hildegard’s head. The heroine looks after the imagined child as if she was alive. The moment when her neighbour Hennelore realizes the “madness” of Hildegard shows the irrational bonds between the two women, the neighbours linked together by not only by the yard, but moreover by the similarity of their fate and mother’s, woman’s experience:

Incorporeal Elsee woke up. Hildegard bring the chair closer to the cradle and started to sway her steadily, singing silently:

—You are so anxious, my child (…)

Hannelore appears at the door. (…) With her eyes wide opened out of the astonishment she looked at the neighbour, swinging the empty cradle and talking in a way the mothers talk to their babies—warmly and cooingly. (…)

Finally Hildegard started to unbutton her dress with her hands dirty from the garden’s soil. She wanted to take her breast out and feed her invisible child.

—Hildegard! — screamed loudly Hennelore, when she realized what the peeked woman was doing. —What, for God’s sake, are you doing?

—Hush — Hildegard hushed her — I have to feed her.

—Who?—asked shocked Hannelore.

—My child, Elsee. (Kujawska 2007, 73/74)

Disturbed Hennelore tried to persuade her that Elsee is dead, but soon she realized that her poor neighbour is unable to understand it, her logic is different. In a female solidarity Hennelore decided to help Hildegard. She offers to look after Elsee from time to time. She asks about her, and doing so — in the neighbourship’s solidarity —the women help each other to overcome the trauma of the failed pregnancy. Elsee was for Hildegard a chance to takes her away from the unbearable loneliness. The other (especially the daughter as symbolic and gendered physical opposition to those who abandoned her) can liberate Hildegard from the permanence of waiting for the lost. Against all the hopes, the war brings only death: the death of her family and consequently the death of her house. When Małgorzata and her family moves in, Hildegard — after few years of waiting for their sons — decides to leave. Neither Małgorzata or her husband, Franciszek want her to go away, but the heroine does not change her mind as if in the final stage of destroying the last remnant of the lost world: from the death of her husband, sons, daughter until the symbolic death of her house. What Hildegard feels is the physical pain, the suffering that change her whole body:

The only thing she felt was pain, so strong and deep that change into she change into the live wound, and her nerves were trembling with the absolute certainty that the wound would never heal (Kujawska 2007: 184)

Małgorzata now stays in the house, and only she — thank to her intimate connection to Hildegad — realizes that the house slowly turns into ruins, what is not just a metonymy of Hildegard’s tragedy, but a real, physical tragedy of the destroyed neighbouship. 

After Hildegar left, Home was closing himself. 

Getting smaller.

Getting shrunk.

Built around with the rumbling silence (…)

Małgorzata saw, how life is going away from the House (Kujawska 2007: 193)

Even though the place stayed untouched physically (geographically), the connection between people who loved the place was lost. Disturb by war neigbourship could not be saved by the friendship of Hildegard and Małgorzata.

2. There was something in the air, something like murder…


Weronika’s drama from Izabela Filipiak’s story shows how important is the neighbours’ talk. Whereas both Hennelore and Małgorzata helped Hildegard in the processing her trauma (and vice versa), Wronika and the Narrator of Niebieska menażeria are left by themselves. In the bad time, when the men get hermetic and do not want to cooperate neither with the Narrator or the eccentric Weronika, the two women do not find the neighbourship space to tell their stories to each other. This results tragically for Weronika, she becomes mad and finally dies abandoned by everyone. The narrator regrets that she does not find the way to help her: “If I could find myself at Weronika’s house again, during that winter, I wish I could touch her hand and ask, what she wanted most” (152).


The neighbour is the foreigner that can touch the intimate part of other’s dreams without jeopardizing her own integrity: the neighbours are close, but they are not the same, their relation is intimate but not demanding, personal but not hermetic. The neighbours’ talk facilitates creating other’s story which is important to make the reality sensible. S/he asks but any answer is not binding for her, both the question and the answer are for the asked. The neighborship is a connection by space and the intimacy which does not require obligation. This is why the neighbour is our stranger, and s/he is me in fact, because it is the voice of the other within me. The neighbours, the “foreigner” helps me to create my own biography, my story by her questions and by her strangeness. It is especially vivid in women’s storytelling, in which the female subjectivity is in constant move and negotiating. In the very important text advocating the personal narratives Anna Cristina Conlan quotes Shoshana Felman as addressing “the importance of reading in the formation of a feminist consciousness of self” (Conlan 2004: 265). Felman writes:

Trained to see ourselves as objects and to be positioned as the other, estranged to ourselves, we have a story that by definition cannot be self-present to us, a story that in other words, is not a story but must become a story. And it cannot become a story except through the story of the Other (the story read by other women, the story of other women, the story of women told by others), insofar as this story of the other, as our own autobiography, has as yet precisely to be owned. I will suggest that it cannot be owned by our attempting a direct access to ourselves as women (‘getting personal’) or by pretending to leave culture or to step outside the text (by becoming a ‘resisting reader’). Rather I will here propose that we might be able to engender, or to access, our story only indirectly – by conjugating literature, theory and autobiography together through the act of reading and reading, thus, into the texts of culture, at once our sexual difference and our autobiography as missing. (Felman, 1993: 14)

Filipiak’s Narrator’s story is a amalgamate of the author’s own biography and Weronika’s life. Unfortunately the Narrators failed as a neighbour (the reader of the Weronika’s story), she did not ask, did not touch her by her presence, therefore she did not let Weronika’s tale “to become a story”. Weronika was left alone, left with her role as a mirror in which the sons of the Nation must reflect. Finally she:

locked herself in the room, and didn’t want to open to anyone. Not even Seweryn. Especially not him. She said, she was afraid of men. Also of him. Especially of him. He was a man after all (Filipiak 1997: 155)


The ruined body of Weronika, her slow degradation until her death gave the Narrator chance to self-reflect upon her own position. She feels guilty:

Did my presence matter to Weronika? Then I though that not, but now, when I get older, I guess that I was wrong.

I left her home, when I felt horror.

There was something in the air, something like murder (Filipiak 1991: 161)


Filipiak’s narrative symbolizes the failed neighbourship. It shows that in the time of revolution when the traditional roles of women and men become especially vivid and when the women become the visible strangers, there is a striking need of women’s neighbourship, of telling each other the story as the Other. If the story cannot be told, the Other, the foreigner, the stranger within me faces the horror, the murder which cannot be avoid.

3. the most important role of human being is saving what is getting into ruins,

 not crating the new


In Olga Tokarczuk narrative the Narrator/the heroine (also very autobiographical) is a storyteller of the neighbourhood. At the same time, Marta, her neighbour, helps her to understand the new space where she has just move to, and where, in fact, she is a stranger. Through their mutual relation the lost story of the German past and the houses left alone is told. The Narrator is for the stories as the careful housewife who finds the little things during the tidying up:

With a time passed the houses gave back their interior more happily. The pots, plates, mugs, duvets, and even clothes, almost new, sometime quite elegant. Sometime people found simple wooden toys, which they gave to their children at once — it was a real treasure after the war (…) Germans left in their cupboard the spices, the salt cellars, the rest of the oil in the bottles (…) In some houses there were books left (…), but the world converted to other language (Tokarczuk 1999, 228)

This ruined, abandoned houses, now are re-inhabited, often already do no exist as the Narrator told us:

The Germans were getting out of the coaches, which stop shyly at the roadsides so they not attract too much attention. (…) They took the photos of the empty spaces, what was very sprucing for people. Why don’t they take the photo of the new bus stop, the new roof of the church, but of the empty spaces grown by the grass (Tokarczuk 1999, 90)

Nevertheless, only through the neighbour’s look the story can be told, only in the intimate space the silenced story can be re-claimed for the language. Both the Narrator and the German characters are melancholic figures, they look for the past, for the lost neighbourhood, and cannot find it. The Narrator just as the Germans are the strangers in the spaces, they destabilize the identity of the place and undermined its belonging, just as the Kristevan foreigner does. But this destabilization is possible only through the personal story, the story of the marginal, unimportant as the remnants of the German past in the ground:

If one could see through the ground as in X-ray, just as it is possible to X-ray the human body, what one would see? (…) the treasures hidden in the ground, just as the strange elements, like the implants or the bullets (Tokarczuk 1997: 231).

It is through the connection between the Narrator and old neighbour Marta that the story are told. Marta, just as a old village witch, describe the world around, and when the Narrator looks at the Germans, and they love for the old, ruined houses with surprise, Marta says: “the most important role of human being is saving what is getting into ruins, not creating the new” (Tokarczuk 1999: 91). The relationship of the Narrator and Marta and their bonds created by the neighbourhood are a good example of the fortunate neighbourship. It shows the possibility to sooth one’s strangeness, homelessness through the storytelling in the female neighbourly talking.

***

Conclusions

The Writer and the Reader as the Neighbours

According Julia Kristeva, the authors of the melancholic writing compose their stories from their longing for the lost M/otherland. They look for the loss. The Kristeva’s reader points out that “the melancholic (…) is melancholy because she cannot give up the maternal (…) She is forever mourning the loss of the maternal territory, her mother/land” (Oliver 1993: 139). 

Izabela Filipiak’s novel has got the autobiographical traces: in the 1980s studied in Gdańsk and then decided to leave Poland. Tokarczuk novels is also very autobiographical, her parent came to the Ziemie Odzyskane (West Lands) after the WWII. In her novel the leitmotifs of homelessness, dislocation are very vivid in almost all her novels. Ewa Kujawska’s story is distant from her own time, but it is also connected to the place she was born. The writers who came back to the stories about the small towns, family stories, little villages, and childhood are inclined to the melancholic writing, where the understanding of one’s position can be only found through the story about my roots
. Polish literary critic Przemysław Czapliński writes that in the novels after the transformations “the past is treated as the collection of the fate’s gifts, as the treasury of experiences, to put is blunt, it is treated nostalgically”, as “the sentimental diary” with a strong “autobiographical approach” or “the biographical pact” (Czapliński 2001: 249) The Polish context, the context of one’s language is all the time present.

Kujawska dismantles the division between the “we” and “they”, the Polish newcomers and the Germans who still live in Gdańsk in 1945. The Polish soldier announce to Małgorzata that “Those, who haven’t yet left, behaved calmly. They know, jerks, that their time is limited” (Kujaska 2007: 103). Nevertheless, the story destabilizes the cosy ‘we” and clear understanding of “they”. Małgorzata does not want to be part of the “we”, in the strange neighbourship with Hildegar, she discovers her own story, similar to Hildegard, and through the friendship they help each other to overcome the trauma of war.

Filipiak’s Narrator, as a nomad, is between Poland and the emigration. She looks for the osmosis of language which she can find only in Poland, in her mother tongue space: 

Every details, (…) dried up flowers, decorations, old-fashion lamp remind me about life I left behind (…) One has to be close, very close to me to feel this enduring stream of pain flowing through me (Filipiak 1997, 7). In Poland “there is no the invisible barrier between ma and the space of language (…) something like a delicate osmosis” (Ibidem, 288)

The transformation of the place through the language is grabbed by Tkarczuk in her reflection on someone who one day must have re-named the West Land from German into Polish:

Who was this man, who during the nights changed the German names of the space into Polish? (…) He named from the beginning, created this hilly, not plain world. he made some Nieroda from Vogelsberg, he patriotically re-baptised Gotschenberg into Polish Mountain, from the melancholic Flucht he made a banal Rzędzina (…) Worlds and things created the symbolic spaces, just as mushrooms and the birches. The worlds grow on things and only then they are mature in sense, ready to express, only when they grow in the landscape. Only then one can play with them like with the ripe apple, one can smell and taste them (…) such words will never dies, unless the whole language dies” (Tokarczuk 1998: 168).

The nostalgic, melancholic narration of the stories is reflected in the language which sustains the private. Everything we, the readers, know is a hermetic neigbourship. The narration is fragmentized: from the storytelling to the personal reflections. This personal dimension binds me as the Polish reader. I cannot distance myself from the context I read. Kinga Dunin, Polish feminist scholar, points out “The place, from where I read, is a place of national sentiments, familiar habits (…), The place, from where I read, is a particular space, close and open at the same time. It can be re-interpreted again and again” (Dunin 2004: 78). While reading the women’s stories in the novels I confront “the ideal of scholarly writing [which is] rhetoric that arose in the context of nineteenth-century rationalism and empiricism. It is characterized in particular by claims of objectivity, transparency, and authority. It purports to be a dispassionate écriture, from which emotion and subjectivity have been evacuated” (Fleishman 1998: 977). Moreover, gender has to be banished, gender of all three: the author, the reader, and — preferably — the narrator from such a writing. My reading confront this, and confront also the Polish symbols or Polish official political and historical narratives. I search for the stories of the margins. It is true that “after 1989 the liberated (self-liberated) from the patriotic limits women-authors started to search the new format of writing that would be closer to their social, psychological, and body experience” (Iwasiów 2002: 11). The women’s writing requires a women’s reading. My interpretation goes along with the feminist reading, which, I believe, longs for the creation of new reading neigbourship where the women’s stories by the women’s storytelling will be read with all the respect to their gender, their experiences, and it will correspond with the reader’s locatedness and personal background.
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�	 Zygmund Bauman call modern society — a liquid society:


	“Liquid modernity differs from traditional society which was an inﬂexible, hierarchical social order and solid modernity which cast aside traditional society in favour of what it imagined could be a better egalitarian blueprint for human society. What characterizes liquid modernity by contrast is the abandon�ment of the search for a blueprint, to search out and impose a newer, better solid form of social order. Instead, we have slowly but surely undermined and undone all forms of inﬂexibility and restraint, most dramatically perhaps with nation state borders and the freedom to travel – whether the cargo is trade goods, informa�tion or human travellers. It is precisely this world that we need to grasp, yet, like all liquids it does not hold its shape for long. Transformation and states of becom�ing are the social realities we have to deal with and Bauman has characterized our central roles as consumers in liquid modernity as rather like tourists. Importantly, Bauman tends to use tourism as a metaphor for contemporary life in Western societies”. In the same text-interview Bauman states: “Myself, I happen to travel a lot, lecturing in all sorts of universities, in all sorts of countries. Apart from Albania I have been to universities in all the European countries. But wherever I go, whenever I give a lecture, the questions are always the same. I don’t feel like really being in a different country . . . I meet each time, I suppose, an audience as ‘extraterritorial’ as myself, the guest. And I believe that the feeling is reciprocated. I guess that people, who ask the questions, probably ﬁnd it easier to communicate with me than with their next-door neighbour. We all, complete with the language we use, the topics we debate, the style of expression, the fashion of narrating the world, formulating problems, constitute a world in its own right, but loosely tied to our respective physical environments”. In: “The tourist syndrome 


	An interview with Zygmunt Bauman by Adrian Franklin University of Bristol (� HYPERLINK "http://www.sagepublications.com/"��www.sagepublications.com �), http://www.intothepill.net/texts_theory/Bauman,%20Zygmunt%20-%20The%20Tourist%20Syndrome.rtf





�	 If not stated otherwise, all text Publisher originally in Polish were here translated by me.


�	 See the footnote 5.


�	 See: Shana Penn and her Solidarity's Secret The Women Who Defeated Communism in Poland.





�	 After the Soviet invasion of Poland following the corresponding German invasion that marked the start of World War II in 1939, the Soviet Union annexed eastern parts (so-called ‘Kresy’) of the Second Polish Republic, totaling 201,015 km² and a population of 13.299 million. Poland was partially compensated by the Soviet Union with former German territories, the so called ‘Recovered Territories’ (‘Regained Territories’ or ‘Western and Northern Territories’ , Polish: Ziemie Odzyskane, Ziemie Zachodnie i Północne) was a term used by Communist Poland's authorities to denote the territories, which form a part of Poland since the end of the Second World War. In the late stages of this war, the area was occupied by the Red Army. Following the Potsdam Agreement, the Territories were taken under Polish administration, and the ethnic German population either fled or was expelled. The new border was formally recognized by East Germany in the Treaty of Zgorzelec (1950), by West Germany in the Treaty of Warsaw (1970), and affirmed by the re-united Germany in the German-Polish Border Treaty (1990). Both Kresy as well as Ziemie Zachodnie, became a topic of re-telling the stories, silenced after the WWII by the official pro-Soviet propaganda,


�	 I wrote about it in Chowaniec 2001.


�	 Melancholy, and melancholic writing: Jakub Momro Przygoda stylu i przestrzeń języka pomieszczonym w tomie zbiorowym: ‘A mnie się marzy…’, pod red. A. Nęckiej i D. Nowackiego, Katowice 2003; Marek Bieńczyk, Melancholia. O tych, co nigdy nie odnajdą straty, Warszawa 1998







