






















































































































































































































































































































The revelation of fundamental human values and a readiness to spring 
to their defence are, to Norwid, the ways art and above all poetry 
contribute to the shaping of Christian society, as laid down in the New 
Testament. In his lectures on Juliusz Słowacki Norwid states that in his 
view the revelation of Christ's coming created the need for a 
restatement of the poet's task. It was no longer a question of preparing 
an individual but society to receive the Word. 

Read within this context, "Circle" with its emphasis on "coming out 
into the light", the revelation of self, refers the reader to the mystery of 
divine revelation. Man by revealing himself, carries out the divine plan 
to bring mankind together, as expressed in the commandment to love 
one another. Man thus responds to Christ's call to follow him and the 
human "uncovering of self' becomes a historical continuation of divine 
revelation. 

Awareness of the need to follow the example of Christ, particularly in 
shaping human relationships according to the principles he had 
established, is crucial to the understanding of Norwid's idea of the role 
of poetry. Norwid's poet is not one of the chosen, unlike Orpheus, the 
favourite of the Gods who had the unique gift of transmitting 
knowledge, he is only one of the human multitude, all of whom had the 
truth revealed to them. His mission is to accept the words of the 
revelation and to become an apostle, "following the Saviour with his 
own cross". 

The very title Vade-mecum refers the reader to Christ's "Follow me". 
Norwid deliberately linked his poetic cycle to the Latin version of 
Christ's summons to his disciples. 

* * * * 

In his lecture on Juliusz Słowacki Norwid refers to the crucifixion 
scene in Slowacki's Anhelli: 

This crucifixion does not stand in need of explanation. It happened 
many times (in life, not in a metaphor) and it will happen again 
and again in all the Northern lands. Wherever hate presses 
brutally until it tears open the background cloth; whatever the 
figures painted on it are, be they of an ass, a frog or a goat, a 
wooden cross will be disclosed behind the rents in the cloth. 

(VI, 446) 

We find in Norwid's work two versions of the symbolism of the Cross: 
the Cross on which man crucified God and another, that of man 
crucifying man. The first, watching over the world for nearly two 
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thousand years ("Oh, streets and streets and cities above which the 
Cross . . . " ) radiates hope, and provides a key to the understanding of 
man in the spirit of hope. Its arms stretch into the space inhabited by 
humankind, providing it with a structural scaffolding of moral order; 
they accomplish what the Babel tower failed to do: they unite humanity 
around the values for which the Cross stands. 

The other cross, put up by man for man, symbolises a failure in 
human intercommunion. It was that cross Norwid spoke of in his lecture 
on Słowacki. That cross is part and parcel of humanity. It stands in the 
space given to man. It has little in common with the symbol of salvation: 
it is its negation and symbolises the contradiction inherent in man and 
society. But the cross, like all symbols, carries more than one meaning; 
it can indeed bond the opposed meanings together. As soon as we start 
to read its symbolism from the direction of one pole, we find ourselves 
within the field of the other. While still speaking of the Cross of 
salvation dominating streets and cities, Norwid enters the region 
dominated by the cross of hate, prejudice and disharmony. In the poem 
"Nerves" ("Nerwy") Norwid faced this situation literally when, caught 
by a nail in a mouldering beam, he recognised in the plank of rotting 
wood an arm of Christ's own Cross. 

Most of Norwid's thinking on human communication is marked by the 
symbolism of the Cross.2 Not only as the symbol of faith, but as an 
instrument of human cruelty which mankind, torn apart by contra-
dictions, will continue to erect. 

We cannot acquire knowledge of man without paying attention to the 
oppressive presence of contradiction in his relation to others. If we 
follow Józef Tischner and accept three structural divisions of human 
communication: the sphere of reciprocity, the sphere of contradiction 
and the sphere of domination,3 Norwid was most closely concerned with 
the sphere of contradiction. The human continuum is not a sphere of 
harmonious reciprocity if regarded from the ethical standpoint as the 
poet does in the poem "Harmony": 

I nerwów gra, i współ-zachwycenie, 
I tożsamość humoru — 
Łączą ludzi bez sporu: 
Lecz bez walki nie łączy sumienie. 

Trudne z łatwym w przeciwne dwie strony 
Rozerwą wprzód człowieka, 

2 See: F. J. Corliss, "Dimensions of reality in the lyrics of Cyprian Norwid", Antemurale 
1972, vol. XVI, p. 95-186. 

3 J. Tischner, "Przestrzeń obcowania z drugim", Analecta Cracoviensia 1977, vol. IX, p. 
81. 
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Nim harmonii doczeka — 
Odepchną wprzód, gdzie zmarłych miliony. 

W gwiazd harmonię poglądać weselej 
Przez wiele lat samotnych, 
Niż w źrenicach błyskotnych 
Wvczvtac raz — co? serca rozdzieli! . . . 

Excitement, and elation, 
And the affinity of humour 
Bring men together with ease: 
But conscience cannot do it without a struggle. 

Ease and hardship pull apart 
Tear man asunder, 
Afore the coming of harmony — 
They will thrust him to where there are millions of dead. 

It is better to contemplate the harmony of the stars 
Alone, for many years, 
Than, in a pair of luminous eyes 
Read but once — what? that which rends hearts asunder! . . . 

(II, 21) 

Nature is the paradigm of harmony. Man, in as far as he is a part of 
nature, participates in the accord. But the harmonious world of nature is 
surmounted by the world of human values, governed by different laws. 
As Tischner says: 

The organisation of the continuum of communication is the 
outcome of outside factors: the values. The structure cannot be 
understood without reference to axiology.4 

All human activity is related to ethics which do not know harmony. 
There can be no accord between good and evil, or between various 
degrees of either. 

Norwid did not seek harmony in the sphere of human relations: "I am 
an enemy of harmony in matters of conscience . . . " he wrote in one of 
his letters. The first verse of "Harmony" tells us that only superficial 
accord is possible between men, achievable only at the price of 
eliminating conscience from the relationship. Man can find harmony 

4 Ibid., p. S3. 
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only by abandoning his humanity and accepting the rules of the world of 
nature. But is that feasible? In the second verse, the problem is restated: 
the condition of harmony is not achievable in this life, man is doomed to 
struggle until that last instant of disharmony, death. The seventeenth 
century poet M. Sçp-Szarzynski with whom Norwid has much in 
common, put it most tersely: 

Peace is happiness but our fate on this earth is to struggle.5 

In the third verse, Norwid considers the nature of the difficulty 
inherent in human relationships: prolonged solitude and isolation is 
easier to bear than a single experience of "that which rends hearts 
asunder". The contrast between a long period of lonely contemplation 
of cosmic harmony and a traumatic glance into the eyes of the person 
loved serves to bring out the disunion and disharmony man experiences 
in relating to another. 

Norwid's continuum of human relations is built on the principle of 
contradiction: there can be no harmony in matters of conscience, no 
harmony that is, in the sense of accord. Many names come to mind 
illustrating the crucial part the dialectic of contradiction plays in modern 
philosophic thought. Enough to remember Marx, whose man exists 
within the confines of class struggle and Jaspers, who maintained that 
only borderline situations define man for what he really is. Norwid's 
own sense of contradiction derives, ultimately, from the Gospel: 

Think not that I am come to send peace on earth: I came not to 
send peace but as word. For I am come to set a man at variance 
against his father, and the daughter against her mother and the 
daughter in law against her mother in law. (Mat. 10, 34-35) 

He who brings the new commandment of love had been foretold by 
Simeon as "a sign which shall be spoken against". (Luke, 2, 34) Above 
all, he is the fulfilment of the promise of the Creator who, being above 
good and evil, chose to stand from the beginning on the side of good, 
throwing a curse on Satan after the Fall and foretelling the coming of the 
Messiah: 

And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between 
thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head and thou shalt bruise 
his heel. (Genesis 3, 15) 

From the beginning, it was foretold that the history of man and of the 
5 M. Sęp-Szarzvński, Rytmv abo wiersze polskie oraz cykl erotyków, Wrocław 19 /3, p. I o. 
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world, rooted as it was in the contradiction between good and evil, 
would not develop harmoniously. From the beginning also, God 
entered into a covenant with man in the name of good, of which he 
himself is the highest embodiment. Norwid's choice to consider human 
relations in terms of ethics arose from his belief that man, rent by the 
perennial antagonism of good and evil, of the Word and the Anti-Word, 
was yet able to rely on his covenant with the highest Good. 
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IV 

"ARCHITECTURE OF THE WORD": 
NORWID'S THEORY AND PRACTICE 

The range of Norwid's linguistic interests can be glimpsed not only 
from his notes on philological and ethno-philological subjects and from 
essays such as "Słowo i litera" (Word and letter), "Milczenie" 
(Silence), "Rotacje słowa" (Word's motions), but also from his lectures 
on Juliusz Słowacki, analysis of "Bogurodzica" and the poetic treatise 
"Rzecz o wolności słowa" (Poem about the Freedom of the Word). The 
writings Norwid refers to in his notes and letters indicate that his 
interests ranged widely, from grammar to philosophy of language. The 
names of Max Muller, Eugene Barnouf, Constantin F. Volney, Jan 
Nepomucen Kamiński1 all appear in his notes. These names do not, of 
course, represent Norwid's complete "Linguistic Library", which could 
be reconstructed by a detailed study. It must be said that the author of 
Vade-mecum does not make such study easy: Kazimierz Wyka 
remarked once that Norwid's posture suggested his reading did not 
extend beyond Dante, Shakespeare and Byron: "While his short stories 
show that he had read E. A. Poe, whose work had been already 
introduced into European literature by Baudelaire, neither name 
appears in his letters".2 

The interest in Norwid's philosophy of language was signalled by the 
appearance of a work by K. Bereżyński: Filozofia Cypriana Norwida 
(Cyprian Norwid's philosophy). The author discusses Norwid's 
interpretation of logos, a key concept in the poet's linguistic thinking, he 
analyses and comments on the "Poem about the Freedom of the Word". 
Bereżyński presents Norwid's thoughts on the word thus: 

The word breaks the dichotomy of human and divine nature. It has 
two facets, the inner one, representing the spiritual resources of 
man and therefore divine in origin, and the material facet, strictly 
human. The harmony between the two is Norwid's 'aim and 
masterpiece'. History of mankind oscillates, sometimes closer 
sometimes further away from the ideal. Christianity brought about 

1 See also Norwid's letter to August Cieszkowski, dated 20.7.1878: "Actes de la Société 
Philologique de Paris"; list of members: Norwid (Comte de); also gives details of Norwid's 
participation in the activities of that learned body: the Basque language, decyphering a 
Mexican inscription, glossolalia, origin of speech; „Sur l'origine du langage — sur l'origine 
de la lettre — sur la liberté de la parole du point de vue scientifique" (X, I 19) 
2 K. Wvka, Cvprian Norwid. Poeta i sztukmistrz. Kraków, 1948, p. 65-66. 
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the longed for harmony, Christ being its revealed sign, the Word 
in which divinity and humanity united.3 

Bereżyński deals with Norwid's theory of silence and recognises its 
fundamental importance in the poet's philosophy: 

The speech is not the only way in which the human spirit reveals 
itself. The sound and the silence are of equal importance; they are, 
in a sense, the two sides of the word.4 

Twenty years after the publication of Bereżyński's work Ignacy Fik 
published Uwagi nad językiem Cypriana Norwida (Observations on 
Norwid's language). The author collected an impressive array of 
material to illustrate the links between Norwid's poetical practice and 
his philosophical views. Some of Fik's opinions anticipated the approach 
of a later generation of critics. Take, for instance, this statement: 
"Norwid's aim was to stretch the language beyond the commonly 
accepted meanings"5 

The latest attempt to present Norwid's philosophy of language comes 
in the first chapter of Z. Lapinski's book: Norwid: Filozofia i poezja 
języka6 (Norwid's Philosophy and Poetry of Language). Łapiński 
employs arguments from a number of disciplines, including information 
theory. He argues that three assumptions formed the core of Norwid's 
views: the dialogic quality of language, the principle of "reticence" and 
"approximation" and, finally, the conventional nature of language. 
Having thus define Norwid's concept of language Łapiński develops an 
outline of Norwid's poetics. 

Łapiński's work, and the writings of Fik and Bereżyński, have greatly 
influenced my own thinking. 

• * * * 

To his unfinished work on the history of art, "Sztuka w obliczu 
dziejów jako syntetyki księga pierwsza" (Art and History, the First 
Chapter of a Synthesis), Norwid gave a motto from St. John's Gospel: 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. 
The same was in the beginning with God. 
All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing 
made that was made. 

3 K. Bereżyński, Filozofia Cvpriana Norwida. Warszawa 1911, p. 19. 
4 Ibid. p. 26. 
5 I. Fik, Uwagi nad językiem Cypriana Norwida, Kraków 1930, p. 72. 
6 Z. Łapiński, Norwid, Krakow 1971. 
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The concept of logos which had played such an important role in 
Polish Romanticism, the mystical poetry of Słowacki and Mickiewicz's 
Paris lectures, appears here, in the work of Norwid's early maturity, in 
its fundamental Christian context. St. John uses the Greek word of 
many meanings to define the relation of Christ to God the Father: 
Father who created the world, and revealed himself to it through his 
Son.7 John the Evangelist is an apologist of the Word: only God's love 
for the world could cause the Word to be made flesh and to dwell among 
us (J. 1, 14). The word revealed became the intermediary between 
Divinity and mankind, between the world of spirit and the material 
world. The dichotomy of the linguistic sign is also to be regarded from 
the perspective of Christian tradition.8 

In the preface to the "Art and History", Norwid points out sources of 
art, both formal and spiritual. They are to be found where, for the first 
time, "the spirit reveals itself and indicates its own relation to nature" 
(VI, 279). This first encounter between the creative human mind and 
nature stands at the beginning of the relationship between man's 
predisposition to order reality and to express its meaning. Earliest 
linguistic signs were of a symbolic nature. 

The ability to designate and to create symbols is common to all 
mankind, it is a gift given to man. Therefore sources of art are to 
be found everywhere, although they mirror diverse circles of the 
firmament of heaven and earthly landscapes. By going back 
through history of the arts to their inner source we descend as if 
into the art of arts, whence art developed through words, numbers, 
sound, form and colour. (VI, 279) 

The ultimate, indivisible elements and sources of art are the symbolic 
primal forms: right angle, triangle, square, circle and oval from which 
are derived the primal sounds (a, e, i, o, u), numbers (from 1 to 5) and 
the basic colours, also five. The concept of five "£/r" elements, common 
to all the arts, serves to demonstrate their closeness and common origin. 
The awareness of the basic elements, and the ability to create symbolic 
signs, were not acquired by man somewhere along the evolutionary 
chain, but were given to him at the time of creation: 

The primal numbers, sounds, forms and colours were given to all 
nations without exception, as they are a part of man and derive 
from the Word revealed to him in the beginning. (VI, 280) 

7 A. H. Armstrong, Wiara chrześcijańska a filozofia grecka. Transi. H. Bednarek. 
Warszawa 1964, p. 27-28. 
8 On this subject see Bereżyński, op. cit., Z. Kopczyńska, Język a poezja. Studia z dziejów 
świadomości językowej i literackiej Oświecenia i romantyzmu. Wrocław 1976, chap. 6. 
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The Word, given to man at the time of creation, therefore an organic 
part of him and the symbolic Ur-forms derived from it are contained in 
the lesson of the Gospel: "That was the true light which lighteth every 
man that cometh into the world" (John 1, 9). Thus, even in "Art and 
History", a relatively early work, Norwid made the word carry an 
anthropological content within the framework of Christian philosophy. 
The ability to create symbolic signs although its ultimate source is God, 
is an integral part of human nature. It is this which enabled man to 
create cultural constructs. 

The argument comes up time and again in Norwid's later writings, 
particularly as ammunition in his critique of Darwin's theory of 
evolution. It is not possible to consider Norwid's "word as a linguistic 
act" apart from "the Word as an act of God's creation". Indeed, the 
origin of the word as a linguistic act is inseparably linked with the act of 
creation in the image and after the likeness of the Creator and a part of 
the revelation of the Word through which all things were made. 

The language is, because of its origin but also because of its creative 
potential, a mirror of the Word, which was with God in the beginning. 
In another unfinished treatise given by its editors the title 'słowo i 
litera" (Word and letter), Norwid again discussed the nature of the 
word and the part it played in the development of culture. These views 
were expanded in the later work, a poetic treatise "The Poem about the 
Freedom of the Word" which will now be discussed. 

At the start Norwid re-examines the concept of "freedom of the 
word", questioning the commonly accepted interpretation brought 
about, he thought, by lack of genuine understanding: 

So far the freedom of the word is no more than gaining the freedom 
to reveal the word. It is therefore only an attribute of personal 
freedom. 
But the freedom of the word itself has not been even considered. 
( . . . ) 
What is commonly called freedom of the word is in fact freedom of 
speech: la liberté de dire ... (III, 559) 

The title of the poem indicates anthropological approach. Of all the 
attributes of the word the freedom is the one Norwid selected. The poet 
tells us what he understands by freedom of the word in the first lines: 
Norwid contrasts the commonly accepted meaning with the new one: an 
autonomous creation, independent of man and not simply an instrument 
in human hands. By its nature, the word is as free as man is: "Word is as 
free as humankind" (III, 573). True freedom of the word does not lie in 
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man's right to use it, freedom is as much an essential part of the word's 
existence as it is of human existence. Consideration of freedom of the 
word is also consideration of freedom of man: man realises his freedom 
through the word and freedom of the word comes to fruition in man. 

The poem is, in principle, a historic sequence but it also proclaims a 
theory of the word and describes the process of "inner reading". The 
historic sequence coexists with theoretical argument, they complement 
one another. In order to find a key to the understanding of the poem, it 
is essential to reconstruct Norwid's own definition of the word. Norwid 
makes a consistent use of a metaphor, which had appeared earlier in 
Promethidion where the word is likened to a building and given its own 
"architectural" characteristics (III, 434). Kazimierz Wyka pointed out 
the importance of "architectural reflections" in Norwid's poetry,9 here 
the architectural image serves to define the nature of the word. A 
similar analogy (architecture of a building — architecture of the word) is 
present in the "Poem about the Freedom of the Word": 

Słowo więc całość w sobie od początku niosło, 
Rozwinęło je tylko uczone rzemiosło, 
I od początku była część zewnętrzna słowa 
I wewnętrzna — jak wszelka świątyni budowa. 
— Duch, miał czym się na zewnątrz wyrażać lub w górę 
Monologiem podnosić; miał — archtekturę! 
Lecz budowa, gdy części w ciążeniu się miną, 
Czołem zapada w ziemię i sterczy ruiną 

From the beginning the word carried within it the whole, 
The role of the craftsmen was to bring it out, 
From the beginning the outer aspect 
And the inner one coexisted as in temple buildings. 
Thus the spirit was given means of expression and of scaling 

heights 
All by itself; it had architecture! 
But when the two aspects no longer fitted together, 
The whole building sank into the ground, a wretched ruin. 

(Ill, 582) 

Romanticism tended to consider language in terms of its two aspects. 
The word is a material creation as well as a spiritual one, earthly as well 
as heavenly, human and superhuman, mirroring human nature of flesh 
and spirit. Mickiewicz used Stanisław Potocki's image: "The word is like 
a globe of two hemispheres, one of them invisible, the other accessible 
9 K. Wyka, op. cit., p. 82-89. 
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and material, one of heaven and the other of the earth. The spirit and 
the flesh, the whole of man".10 

In support of this definition Mickiewicz brings in the common usage 
of uneducated people who while they do not know "either the rhetoric 
or the French Dictionary", yet they have retained the sense of 
anthropological unity of the word. This awareness is, however, 
uncommon in every day speech and given only to those marked by a 
charismatic sign. The speech of most people ignores the totality of the 
word, neglects its spiritual dimension. Paradoxically the word is the 
least known thing (or known most imperfectly). Everyone speaks, 
"pouring words out like water", but hardly anyone asks "What the 
purpose of the word is . . . how to read in itself?" (Ill, 565). 

Norwid saw the process of debasement of the word as a historical 
phenomenon and as a contemporary ill. The "Poem about the Freedom 
of the Word", in presenting the historic perspective of the word — 
logos, emphasises its creative culturogenic role. The instrumental view 
of the word Norwid contrasts with the creative vigilance over the word's 
"architecture" preserving the original balance between the spiritual and 
the material. 

The inner word is, in Norwid's language, first a spiritual act, given the 
ability of vocal organs to articulate; secondly it is the material world, the 
verbal act (VI, 311). A similar set of definitions is to be found in the 
writings of St. Thomas Aquinas who distinguished between the inner 
model of the word and the externalised word i.e. the language. The 
verbal act is a sign of the inner word, which is the meaning and the cause 
of the former.11 

The relationship of the inner word to the externalised one cannot be 
regarded as a simple two part relation of the signifiant and signifié, the 
inner word is not only a model of the outer sign, it is also the model of 
the word — logos, and therefore a part of the tripartite relation: idea — 
expression — object. The reader's difficulties in decyphering the "Poem 
about the Freedom of the Word" stem partly from Norwid's habit of 
treating as interchangeable such pairs of concepts as: word as a 
linguistic, "psychical" act of the psyche and word as logos; linguistic sign 
and a form of culture; inner essence of the word and cultural construct. 
Again as in "Silence" ("Milczenie"), the same laws which govern the 
development of culture are deemed to operate in the realm of language. 

In the fragment quoted above Norwid expressed the relation between 
the inner word and the material one in terms of architecture. The 
linguistic sign (the material, externalised word) has always been "the 
10 A. Mickiewicz, Literatura słowiańska. Kurs IV. In: Dzieła. Wyd. narodowe. Vol. I l. 
Warszawa, p. 374. 
11 Thomas Aquinas, Questiones disputante De Ventate, q. IV, art. I. 
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temple", "the carapace", of the essence (the inner word); the inner 
word always had, from the beginning of time, its own architecture. Just 
as an architectural work survives owing to the precision of its design so 
there is a need for the inner and the externalised word to remain in 
balance. Otherwise the word loses its strength and, like a building 
"Sinks into the ground, a wretched ruin". 

Norwid rejected both the Darwin theory of evolution and the 
assumption of the conventionality of the linguistic sign. He sided with 
those linguists who took a rationalist view of the relation between the 
sound, its graphic expression and the inner word. This was the position 
taken by Jan Nepomucen Kamiński in the debate on the philosophic 
quality of Polish language. Kamiński developed a theory of natural 
origins of linguistic signs, suggested earlier by Kopczyński and 
Wyszomirski. We have to bear in mind that the supporters of that 
theory held it was no longer possible, in a contemporary language, to 
reconstruct the original meaning of the signs. That was Kopczyński's 
opinion: when dealing with current linguistic forms, he used the term 
"linguistic habit", which brought him nearer to the conventional 
definition, which employed this concept. Norwid knew Kammski's work 
and shared many of his views, ascribing, together with Kamiński, 
meanings not only to the roots of words but also to letters of alphabet 
and to numbers. Although Kamiński's writings may seem, today, 
ridiculous in their pseudo-scientific superficial etymology, and his 
language is nearly impenetrable, it must be said that in their own time, 
they formed an important bridge of understanding between philosophy 
and poetry.12 Norwid, while accepting many, questioned some of 
Kammski's assertions, (e.g. VII, 386). 

The "architectural" aspect of the inner and the physical word is 
inherent not only in verbal act but also in letters of the alphabet. The 
form of letters is neither a matter of chance nor a convention, but a 
"perennial element" of which the letter itself is but a mirror: "The 
perfect architectural edifice should be transparent, even if built of 
granite; it can be called that if its facade allows us to gather its plan and 
the internal structure of the whole" (VI, 407). The same applies to the 
letter, the basic linguistic sign which allows us to glimpse behind it the 
multilevel, symbolical contribution of language. The basic function of 
letters, their ability to "establish" words, cannot be understood without 
accepting the close connection between the form of letters and the inner 
world of meaning. A letter is not an arbitrary sign "without its 

12 Z. Kopczyńska (op. cit., p. 140) says: "they provided material which made it possible to 
build bridges between philosophy and poetry, pointed to the poetic sources of the 
philosophic quality of language and to the vitality of the links between the philosophic 
aspect of language and writing of poetry". 
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architecture". It also was established at the beginning and contains a 
particle of eternity. (Ill, 572). 

The form of letters has the element of imitation in it. Created in the 
remote past, it is an externalised expression of inner essence. While the 
direct link is no longer clear, it is possible to reconstruct it, just as it 
proved possible to decypher the runic writing. 

The conviction that letters and phones carry semantic content, so 
popular among the scholars of the Enlightenment, such as Charles de 
Brosses, Court de Gébelin, did not lack adherents among the linguists, 
philosophers and poets of the Romantic era. August Schlegel, among 
others, devoted considerable attention to the semantic value of vowels 
and consonants. He concluded that national character and spirit was 
reflected in the relation between the former and the latter and in their 
respective characteristics (Sprache und Poetik). Victor Hugo, we know, 
looked in the signs of alphabet for images capable of conveying a 
synthesis of man and the universe. 

The poetic interpretation of alphabetical signs tends to see them in a 
causal relation with the human predisposition to designate by means of 
symbols. When this occurs on the level of primal elements of language 
the letter, being a part of the sign system, acts also as "a link between 
the inner and the physical world". (VI, 322). 

The word and the letter formed an indissoluble entity since the 
beginning of human existence. Man's development produced new forms 
of expression including alphabet. The development was not always 
harmonious and the natural link between the word and the letter was 
often blurred, yet Norwid's conviction that in this matter every language 
conforms to universal linguistic laws never wavered.13 

The primal universal idiom has not been lost; only its material, 
external shell has been destroyed. God's own safeguarding of language 
meant that its inner structure, created perfect, remained unaltered and 
that it still unites languages of the earth. In "Notes on Mythology" 
Norwid recorded: 

Man does not invent language but he keeps vigil over ancient 
tongue and respects ancient words. 
"Vetera Verba majestas quaedam et, ut sic dexerim, religio 
commendai" (Quintilianus). 
Noah's original language was lost and can no longer be identified 
(Babel). "Ecce unus est populus et unum labium omnibus (Gen. 11) 
If the language were of man's making, every family would speak 
its own" (VII, 253) 

13 The topicality of some, at least, of Norwid's linguistic speculation, is illustrated by the 
fact that linguistic universais are much discussed in modern science of language. 
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During the 18th Century interest in the origin of language was 
universal. Two hypotheses were advanced. The first proclaimed that 
language was a gift of God, given to man at the time of creation fully 
developed and perfect in every detail. The alternative theory saw in 
language a man-made, slowly developed, construct. Norwid rejected 
unequivocally the latter theory, developed mainly in Great Britain by 
thinkers such as Bernard Mandeville and Adam Smith. He also rejected 
another idea, which developed from the theory of "exclamations", first 
advanced by Democritus, followed by Epicurus, Lucretius, Vico and 
Rousseau and taken up by Darwin. In Norwid's view, one of the 
arguments against the naturalistic approach could be deduced from the 
fact that early man was sensitive to beauty and searched for it beyond 
the world of the senses, "beauty more than skin deep" ("Szukał jakiegoś 
piękna ponad piękno — skóry zmysłowe"). (III, 570). 

Herder's view that language was a work of man must have also been 
unacceptable to Norwid. Locke's theory which limited divine interven-
tion to giving man the ability to form articulated sounds could not have 
satisfied him. But even within the orthodoxy recognising in language the 
gift of God, it was possible to occupy positions as diverse as those of 
Sussmilch and Saint-Martin. In considering the origin of language 
Norwid consistently refers to the authority of the Bible. In the "Poem 
about the Freedom of the Word" his main argument is based on the 
Book of Genesis. In the introduction to the poem Norwid states: 

Man has not created the word by himself: God lent him power to 
give names, and he brought forth the word out of him, a word 
which, from the beginning, defined the essence of the creation.14 

Designating, or, in Norwid's language "fitting" names onto objects, 
was in the beginning God's prerogative. By lending this power to man, 
God shared with him his own perfection: 

And the God called the light Day, and the darkness he called 
Night. (Gen. 1, 5) 
And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the 
field, and every fowl of the air and brought them unto Adam to see 
what he would call them And Adam gave names to all cattle, 
and to the fowl of the air and to every beast of the field (Gen. 2, 
19-20) 

14 See Notes on Mythology: Word: not a human invention: perfect from its inception, 
because "expressing". Almost, in a sense, the more primitive, the truer. The word in the 
beginning: Adam names in words. Man created perfect. "Et videt quod esset bonum" 
(Genesis) (VII, 253); In Genesis "Adam will name the animals: it is said, with their own 
names" (VII, 262). 
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And Adam called his wife's name Eve; because she was the 
mother of all living. (Gen. 3, 20) 

In his poetic adaptation of this fragment from Genesis Norwid makes 
it clear that the original names given by man to the creation were neither 
arbitrary nor a matter of chance. God brought animals to man and "man 
called them all by their own names . . . " (Ill, 573). The perfection of the 
original language lay in it being an expression of immediate and true 
understanding, comprising signifiant and signifié. 

The truth of the word resided, from the beginning, in both its spiritual 
aspect and the letter which is a representation of nature, fitting the 
word: Words, when born, "measure their fitness against the substance 
of nature". (Ill, 574). 

The primal speech carried within it the universal Logos, in which was 
expressed the act of creation by God himself and by man united with his 
Creator. It was so at the beginning of history. The changed condition of 
the world, after the fall and the dispersion, must have affected the 
language. There are interesting parallels between Norwid's views and 
those of Louis Claude de Saint-Martin, a Romantic in spirit, although 
he happened to live during the era of the Enlightenment. That leading 
Illuminatus held that there existed a close link between history of man 
and that of human speech, they being but two facets of the same act of 
creation. Man fell from the state of perfection through sin: a few shreds 
only remain to remind him of his former condition. But those poor 
remnants are a partial proof of man's divine descent and their presence 
supports his longing to return to unity with God. Just as mankind moved 
from original perfection through fall to expiation and the way towards 
God so also the flawless primal speech, lost through sin, left behind a 
few vestigial remains in today's languages. Yet those shreds of meaning 
have the power to direct man back towards the lost paradise. Saint-
Martin thought that the poetic language was the one closest to the lost 
universal speech. In poetic language names and objects fit to perfection. 
Early man must, then, have been a poet. Norwid expresses a similar 
thought in "Silence": 

The absence of prose is the universal phenomenon, occurring at 
the beginning of all literature. Man, making first steps in the world 
was a complete thinking being: a poet! (VI, 242) 

Language is thus not only an instrument of perception, it is under-
standing itself, an expression of spiritual forces of creation. The closer 
man is to God, the closer to perfection his speech becomes: a revelation 
of truth, its designation given by God himself. When man becomes 

200 



separated from his Creator, after the fall through sin, he is banished 
from truth and doomed to conduct a semantic activity on his own. 
Saint-Martin calls the speech created by God "language", the speech of 
man after the fall "langue". "Langue" carries only feeble reflections of 
the primal speech but it signals its existence: the relationship between 
the two is similar to that between natura naturata and natura naturans.15 

Norwid's philosophy of language considers not only linguistic signs and 
their inner essence, but also their connotations of divine Logos and its 
historical presence. 

Original sin was a turning point in the history of man: from the 
moment it was committed, a gruelling search for lost perfection started. 
In the "Poem about the Freedom of the Word" original sin becomes an 
act of self destruction of man's integrity but also a starting point on his 
way back to "wholeness". In the beginning "man was whole and 
beautiful", since the fall it is "the toil which possesses, shapes him and 
makes him regain something of what he had lost". (Ill, 571). 

Harmonious balance of the spiritual and the material was, in 
Paradise, given to man. Now, if it is to be attained at all, it has to be 
through unceasing effort. In presenting the history of man as the history 
of the word, Norwid refuses to restrict it to its linguistic aspect; he looks 
at its widest possible anthropological implications. In "Silence" and 
"Word and Letter" the laws governing language were said to rule also 
human history, in the "Poem about the Freedom of the Word" the inner 
and the material word are treated as matrices of cultural change. 

It is not by chance that language is made to play such a decisive part in 
this poetic vision of history. Saint-Martin signalled the interpretation of 
language as a model of mankind, Norwid's own period carried the trend 
much further. The writings of Wilhelm Humboldt gave it its fullest 
expression. Humboldt, like Saint-Martin, considered language not as a 
completed work but as an activity, a process (energeia rather than 
ergon), requiring a leap of imagination to give expression to inner life.16 

Saint-Martin thought of it in terms of the history of mankind. Humboldt 
regarded it synchronically correlating the phenomena of externalised 
and inner form of language. The greatest linguistic scientist of his 
century, while treating the mystery of the creation of language with 
circumspection, Humboldt evolved a theory of language, based on 
synchronic analysis across the linguistic borders. Humboldt perceived 
language as a dynamic whole, capable of changing the world to make it 
"das Eigentum des Geistes". He recognised the external form of 
15 Z. Florczak, Europejskie źródła teorii języka i gramatyki. Wrocław 1978, p. 17. 
16 W. von Humboldt, O różnicach w budowie ludzkich języków oraz ich wpływie na 
duchowy rozwój rodzaju ludzkiego. Cont. in: Teoria badań literackich za granicą. Ed. S. 
Skwarczyńska. Vol. 1. Kraków, p. 147. 
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language ("áussere Sprachform") and the inner form ("innere 
Sprachform") which, in case of each nation, defined its national 
character. 

Norwid's distinction between the inner and the material word seems 
to comprise, in its complexity, both the metaphysical approach of Saint-
Martin and Humboldt's anthropological view.17 

In the "Poem about the Freedom of the Word" Norwid devotes some 
attention to that Eighteenth Century survival, the problem of linguistic 
universais. He does not reject the Cartesian assumption of a universally 
applicable linguistic structure, mirroring the common mechanism of 
perception. He left some interesting notes on the subject, jotted down 
while he was reading the work of Max Miiller:18 

100. Does multiplicity make common origin impossible? Max 
Muller thinks it may be so. 
Indo European — Chinese — American Indian — Semitic — 
Finnish and Hottentot, there is no trace of common origin. 
Max Miiller's answer: let them first prove that they cannot be 
reconciled. 
110. Missionaries and travellers have found after a few years' 
absence whole languages of South Sea Islanders, Kaffirs and 
Amerindians irretrievably changed. (VII, 393) 

Norwid shares the view that diversification of language does not 
negate a common origin and therefore the existence of an underlying 
common structure. 

But even before pronouncing the Cartesian principle in the "Poem 
about the Freedom of the Word": 

All languages share the same origin 
Surviving to this day in identical parts of speech! 

(Ill, 574) 

Norwid tried to prove the underlying structural identity in "Art and 
History" and "Word and Letter". His principal "proof' was concerned 
with the existence of "primal shapes", common to all mankind and their 
complementary units of sound "primal phones", or vowels. Norwid saw 
the link between the primal shapes and the primal phones in the 
17 As so many theoretical solutions, these had their forerunners in the early Greek 
thought, the metaphysical view of the language being represented by Heraclitus and the 
opposite, which postulated that "man was the measure of all things" by the Sophists. 
18 Norwid's ethno-philological notes confirm that he had read the Oxford lectures of Max 
Muller (Lectures on the Science of Language. Vol. 1-2. London 1862-1864), which made 
more accessible Schleicher's linguistic notions, while modifying them slightly. 
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similarity of their form; thus: a pyramid, a projection of the primal 
triangle, is linked with the letter A, a symbol of one of the primal 
phones, vowel a. The symbolic primal shapes, even before the 
Phoenicians organised them into an alphabet existed as architectural 
forms expressing the intentions of rulers and the embodiment of the 
spirit of "ukase". 

As the scholars of the Enlightenment before him, Norwid, while 
aware of the diversity and multiplicity of languages, was trying to 
establish common principles and existence of universal elements of 
speech. As for the origin of the prodigality of linguistic variation, he 
referred back to the disastrous incident described in the Bible. N. 
Beauzée, the author of the entry "langue" in "Encyclopédie 
méthodique" wrote much in the spirit of Port-Royal: "This was the 
beginning of the multiplication of tongues. It happened at once, 
suddenly". The "Poem about the Freedom of the Word" also leans on 
the biblical legend in order to explain the motley diversity. 

God confused and dispersed the human tongues, because man in an 
attempt to reach beyond established limits found himself getting further 
and further from God. Even if, in the intention of its builders, the tower 
of Babel was to be a symbol of unity (Gen. 11, 3-4), Jehovah perceived 
potential danger of building a formally organised community and 
decided to prevent it. Not until the advent of Christ did a unity resting 
on love come into being, its symbol the gift of tongues. In the Old 
Testament, God disrupted the communication between men (the 
material word) in order to preserve the unity between men and Himself 
(the inner word). As Norwid puts it: "The reason for the scattering of 
tongues was in the spirit" (III, 576). 

The multiplicity and diversity do not negate, however, the existence 
of universal laws. In a sense, they even represent two aspects of 
language: the inner and the material word. Norwid does not support in 
toto the universalist view of the Age of Reason, but he does not follow 
to its conclusion the romantic tendency to see linguistics in national 
terms. Language represents unity in multiplicity, the structure of 
language, like human structure, is realised simultaneously "within 
oneself' and in community, whether national or supranational: 

Oderwać się od siebie i wejść w siebie: słowem 
Aby być narodowym — być nad-narodowym! 
I aby być człowieczym, właśnie że ku temu 
Być nad-ludzkim . . . dwoistym być a jednym — czemu? 
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Tear oneself away and yet enter oneself: in a word, 
To be of the nation one has to stand above it! 
And to be truly human, 
One needs to be above mankind . . . of dual nature, yet one — 

why? 
(Ill, 569) 

Like many romantics, Norwid believed in correspondences, the links 
between the visible and the invisible world achieved with the aid of 
symbolic language. A linguistic sign was like an iceberg, its visible part 
enabling us to calculate the size of the greater part hidden under the 
watery mirror. The totality, signalled by the sign, is the word, the fruit 
of logos having been grafted on human nature. The inner word is 
externalised in the form of language, at the level of its primal elements 
but also in its higher reaches and, finally, in culture, widely interpreted. 
The freedom of the word is, for Norwid, a principle of harmony 
between the two aspects of the word. The link between the sign and its 
inner essence can be broken — when: 

Words change their sound time and again 
(III, 610) 

and the freedom of the word my be lost. The poet follows human history 
from its inception and the tumultous story of the freedom of the word, 
the inner instrument of change. Whenever the material word outgrew its 
inner core and thus the principle of harmony was violated, slavery 
intervened. Slavery came into play whenever a community lost its sense 
of authentic values and replaced them by an empty form, which became 
an aim in itself: 

Niewola — jest to formy postawienie 
Na miejscu celu. — Oto uciśnienie ... 

Slavery means allowing the form 
To replace the aim. — That is slavery ... 

(Ill, 376) 

But excessive growth of form and the resulting formalism, are not the 
only causes of slavery. Inadequacy of form, a traditional weakness, 
according to Norwid, of Polish culture, may also be its cause. 

The antiquity, although it developed a wide range of forms, thus 
providing the means or expression for the inner word, was inclined "to 
fall into idolatry", which "repressed the spirit", or the inner word. Yet 
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the prophets, vigilant in their guardianship of the integrity of the word, 
prepared the advent of the Word which was made Flesh. Christ 
introduced an era of Christian anthropocentrism, which replaced the 
theocentrism of the Old Testament ("Not only God, Man also had been 
revealed to humankind" (III, 587). Christ revealed to man his real 
purpose and the supremacy of the spirit; He returned to the inner word 
its true stature. Search for truth replaced the urge "to create great 
marmoreal masterpieces" of the ancient world: the function of 
formalised means of expression was now to mediate between the world 
of the spirit and the material world. The externalised word was to serve 
the inner essence, "until it reaches the state of seeming impotence, even 
depersonalisation, and finally the absence of all bias and Truth!" (Ill, 
560). 

In the "Poem about the Freedom of the Word" the poet intended to 
take stock of his own mother tongue, to weigh its material and its inner 
aspects. Polish art and its cultural background had been subjected to 
similar treatment in Promethidion; now the poet's language was to be 
judged against universal principles. In Promethidion Norwid hurled at 
Polish art this accusation: "You have no form to fit your spirit" (III, 
441). 

Language is now subjected to a similar charge: while it possesses 
"word's spiritual riches", its formal aspect, its "letter" remains 
inadequately developed. 

The formal laxity of Polish language Norwid ascribes to historical 
causes but also to the lack of respect and understanding for "the letter" 
(meaning not only the formal side of the language but also the arts and 
skilled craftsmanship). Without the recognition of "the letter", there 
can be no historical continuity, only a kind of febrile pulsation, its high 
amplitudes marked by actions coming too early and books published too 
late. The impoverished condition of the language,19, its "uncertain 
spelling, muddled punctuation, use of foreign terms and the inadequacy 
of its own terminology" (III, 613) and the absence of polemical skill, all 
go to prove that the Poles fail to care sufficiently for "the letter". 

Norwid's own experiments in neologising and in developing his own 
style of punctuation arose, no doubt, from his concern for the common 
neglect of the language and a conviction that a great effort was needed 
to improve matters. 

Norwid's linguistic views are firmly grounded in the tradition of the 
Age of Reason, but the influence on them of comparative linguistics and 

19 See a letter to Karol Ruprecht, dated 12.8.1868: "Truly, Polish language has been so 
neglected, the errors are such, that a single writer cannot hope to make much difference, 
whole society must go into action". 
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the romantic theory of symbols of his own century cannot be 
disregarded. 

The theory, which assumed a reciprocal determination between the 
form of a language and its essence guided early comparative linguistics: 
the resemblances found in different and remote languages were believed 
to prove man's natural ability to create symbolical signs (not necessarily 
linguistic). 

The theory of symbolic prototypes followed the reasoning behind the 
hypothesis of Johann G. Hamann on fundamental resemblances present 
at the source of all languages.20 Norwid thought that linguistic signs 
symbolised natural phenomena and he looked to symbolic elements, 
common to different languages and cultures (primal or Ur — sounds, 
shapes etc.) for confirmation of his insights. Their symbolic quality lay 
in Norwid's view, in their form representing observable natural 
phenomena: 

Słowa się po sprawdzenie odnoszą gdy rodzą. 
Swoją zaś ścisłość mierzą natury obrazem: 
Są z prawdy, ducha i są z litery zarazem 

Newly born words need to be tested. 
Their fitness is to be measured against the substance of nature: 
They come forth from truth and the spirit but also from the letter. 

(Ill, 574) 

The ability to create symbolic signs can be equated with the seminal 
gift of creating language itself, a symbolic construct in that its form not 
only signals ideas and objects but acts as their defining equivalent. It 
should be possible, therefore, to establish, etymologically, not only the 
historical origin and the original meaning of words but deduce also the 
definition of the signifié from the structure of the word itself. This 
approach to "reading" of language rests on the belief in the allegorical 
quality of both the letter and the word. For Norwid the allegory, the 
parable and the symbol are interchangeable. Going further, beyond the 
letter and a single word, into a general interpretation of language, 
Norwid applies this method to all linguistic phenomena (including 
silence and irony), situations and events and to literary interpretation 
20 J. G. Hamann, Kreuzzuge des Philologen (1762). Quoted from R. L. Brown, Wilhelm 
von Humboldt's Conception of Linguistic Relativity. The Hague 1967, p. 61. The parallels 
between Norwid's and Hamann's concepts are numerous. They both considered language 
to be numinous but also human, expressing man's reaction to the system of signs inherent 
in the world. They both viewed it as an act of direct perception and not of abstract 
cognition. (See also K. Krzemień, kkO myśli estetycznej J. G. Hamanna". Studia 
Estetyczne, 1969, p. 215-227). 
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(e.g. Bogurodzica, Slowacki's Balladyna). For the author of Quidam 
each letter, each word, each character and almost any incident repre-
sented in poetry or prose is an allegorical strucutre, turning abstract into 
concrete terms. 

Norwid's persistence in searching for allegorical and parabolic 
meanings gives the impression of an identical method being employed to 
interpret history, culture and the contemporary concerns and circum-
stances. This is so: Norwid uses the allegorical interpretation in the 
analysis not only of literary structure, but also in "reading" history, 
culture and the multiplicity of signs marking human existence.21 The 
allegorical interpretation recognises universal content behind the literal 
meaning, bestows life on the writings of the past, endows contemporary 
texts with a universal perspective; it conquers time. Norwid's own view 
of the past fitted well with this approach. The past continues, changing 
its form: what has happened, comes back, pregnant with more meaning 
than before. As in Norwid's "Post Scriptum" (I): 

Nie tylko przyszłość wieczna jest — nie tylko! . . . 
I przeszłość, owszem, wieczności jest dobą: 
Co stalo się już, nie odstanie chwilką . . . 
Wróci Ideą, nie powróci sobą. 

Not the future alone lives in eternity — not only! 
The past is also its particle, a day in it: 
What took place, will not be erased in a fleeting instant . . . 
Its Idea will yet return, though not itself. 

(I, 366) 

In the opinion of Michał Głowiński, Norwid's all-pervading 
preference for parabolising was the main reason for his rejection by the 
reading public of the second half of the 19th Century. For them, the 
allegory and the parabole as one of its forms became anachronistic 
rhetorical figures, to be replaced by symbol. To make matters worse, 
Norwid not only displayed a preference for it, he also employed it in 
contexts previously unheard of.22 It was the latter, more so than the 
former, which led to the public's resistance. The process of rejection 
and the disowning of the allegory by poets started with Goethe at the 
end of the previous century but only the Symbolists were to bring out in 
full the contradiction between a symbol and an allegory and to draw 

21See M. W. Bloomfield, "Allegory as Interpretation", transi. Z. Łapiński, Pamiętnik 
Literacki 1975, No. 3. 
22 M.Głowiński, "Norwida wiersze — przypowieści". In Cyprian Norwid. W 150-lecie 
urodzin. Warszawa 1973, p. 106-107. 
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practical conclusions. Yet, in the best known works of Polish romantic 
poets the dominant modes of expression are allegory and symbol.23 

Głowiński discusses also the use of parable (understood as a form of 
continuous allegory) in Norwid's shorter poems: this construction, with 
its two level semantic content, played an important part in the poet's 
work. 

Norwid's liking for the allegorical construction may be better under-
stood in the context of his overall attitude to the problems of language. 
Allegory accords with the structure of language as he saw it, not only at 
the level of single signs but also of more complex forms. Allegory 
employed as a poetic device provided means to express the 
"architectural" complexity of linguistic signs and events. Yet, for 
Norwid, allegory was but one of the means serving to represent the 
architecture of the word; penetration into its semantic content was 
another. The substance of reality cannot be perceived other than 
through understanding the word, nor can an object be named without it. 

Ponad wszystkie wasze uroki, 
Ty! Poezja, i ty, Wymowo, 
Jeden — wiecznie będzie wysoki: 
( ) 
Odpowiednie dać rzeczy — słowo! 

Above all your enchantments, 
Yours, Poetry and yours, Eloquence, 
One stands highest and perennial: 

Ready to give each object — its name! 
("Ogólniki") ("Generalisations") (II, 13) 

By choosing to give these attributes to describe the highest reaches of 
the poet's mission Norwid came close to the classical definition of truth: 
Veritas est adaequatio rei et intellectus. The demand that object and word 
should "fit" is not the same as the principle of rhetoric "suitability" 
(iaptum), repeatedly criticised by the poet. Norwid noted with 
displeasure the principle's survival, be it in modern form: 

There are those who teach that poetry needs subject matter 
neither insensitive nor unpleasant That kind of poetry, which 
needs sensitive subjects . . . and awaits the advent of pleasant 
ones, is beyond my competence. (Ill, 557) 

23 J. Krzyżanowski, "Alegoria w prądach romantycznych". Przegląd Humanistyczny 1962, 
No. 5, p. 10-13. 

208 



Again, in the poem "Co słychać" ("What is the News?") Norwid 
attacks those who want the subject matter of poetry to be restricted to 
"naturally" poetic concerns, thus narrowing its range by using it as a 
tool of their imaginings. 

The final line of "Ogólniki" ("Generalisations") declares 
proclamation of truth and representation of the word — logos, of which 
truth is the key the chief objects of "seasoned" poetry. The first two 
verses of the poem prepare the reader for its ultimate conclusion; they 
describe the gradual climb towards the accord of object and word. 
Aristotle's definition makes truth depend on objective reality. Norwid 
accepts this and evolves a universal principle, which makes it incumbent 
on the poet to develop a language capable of representing growing 
complexity of reality. 

The process of perception must go hand in hand with the 
intensification of linguistic prowess, as the word which was "fitting" 
yesterday may have ceased to be so and has to be replaced. The formal 
structure of yesterday, if it survives only for its own sake, is no longer 
capable of carrying today's meaning: it acts against Janus like quality of 
the word. When the link between the form of the word and its content 
loosens, when a schism proclaiming word as enemy of thought takes 
place, the belief in the organic quality of the word vanishes. The whole 
of culture is in danger, the balance of representation and content having 
been disturbed. 

Norwid was aware that the culture of his own country was going 
through a crisis of that sort, the condition of poetry, in particular, giving 
rise to concern and anxiety. The romantic poets failed their "office of 
the word", were guilty of escapism in fleeing from reality into the refuge 
of dreams. They were like false prophets, riding in brilliant chariots 
away from the genuine cares of the world: 

Our literature, having, in poetry, reached nearly to European 
heights must yet be blamed for the neglect of our own crucial 
concerns to such a degree that, in fact, we know nothing about 
matters which concern us most. ("Slavery") (III, 390) 

The bias and onesidedness of the romantic poets led to the neglect of 
the word's cognitive function: the late followers of romanticism 
represented a threat of destroying the means of expression offered by 
the language. In "Slavery", Norwid attacked the romantic poetic of 
inspiration, but only for its onesided bias: for him also poetry was not 
only a debate or a treatise but an act of creation, as he asserted in 
"Liryka i druk" (Poetry and Print). Zofia Stefanowska noted that 
Norwid's programme for a new poetry assumed conquest of both the 

209 



romantic and classical bias.24 Romanticism, in its role of a militant 
counter-formalism, had been a necessary to step to neutralise the 
formalism of classical poetry.25 Both models of poetry are injurious to the 
word in their way and they both tend to destroy its totality: by 
overstressing either content or formal structure and encouraging 
excessive growth of either inner or material word. 

In his argument, Norwid makes the case for a synthesis of the thesis of 
classicism and the antithesis of romanticism: it would free the word from 
dangerous disproportions in its "architecture" and make poetry a guide 
in search of truth. 

It is time to turn from "Generalisations" to detail and to analyse 
Norwid's ways of freeing the word from romantic bias. We have already 
discussed his philological piety, which resulted in much etymological 
research, and his preference for allegory. We will now try to find out 
whether Norwid, in his own poetry, "gave each object — its name" and 
whether he had done justice to the "architectural" complexities of the 
word, particularly in its semantic aspect. 

Although the poem "Kingdom" ("Królestwo") as a whole is an 
interpretation of the concept of freedom, only its final part reaches 
towards a positive definition. The purpose of all the rest is to persuade 
the reader that freedom as commonly understood has little to do with its 
own true meaning, dictated by history. Our times, says Norwid, tend to 
restrict, in practice, the meaning to what is, in effect, libertas, an 
absence of external constraints, an ability to exercise personal and civil 
rights. The awareness of that kind of freedom does not lead to progress 
of humanity but to madness (lines 1-8). Freedom, so perceived, turns 
against man. 

But the opposite position: acquiescing in slavery as a way of breaking 
free from the burden of making one's own decisions deprives man of 
dignity and threatens him with descent to an animal condition (lines 
9-12). 

Norwid discusses an intermediate solution of bringing together and 
reconciling the two extremes but rejects it with some disdain. The inter-
pretation of either freedom or slavery within the narrow confines of 
libertas is bound to bring forth a disordered sick structure which could 
not be treated successfully with its own medicine (lines 13-20). Only in 
24 Z. Stefanowska, "Norwidowski romantyzm". Pamiętnik Literacki 1968, No. 4. 
25 See the introduction to "Slavery" (Niewola) (III, 365): "Now, after the spiritual and 
de-formalising treatment it has received, this literature will, I have no doubt, be spurred 
into activity ( . . . ) . Today, we stand on the threshold of an endeavour which may meet with 
fiercer obstacles than the earlier one, which was all inspiration and knew no rules. It can be 
said that that movement was able to press forward on the strength of its opposition to form 
alone. In this new task, if it is to flourish and come to fruition, direction will be needed, 
conscientious moderation and an acceptance of definite principles of conduci". 
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the last verse, the restricted connotation of libertas having been 
discarded, Norwid's own definition of freedom makes its appearance. 
As, commonly, the word is associated with "libertas", another Latin 
term would have to be translated to do it justice. It would have to be 
liberum arbitrium, free will or free choice, concepts which Norwid is 
happy to equate with a definition of Christian inner freedom. The word 
itself having acquired through ill use a pejorative connotation would not 
serve. Liberum arbitrium has to be polonised by means of a paraphrase 
in order to return to freedom its right dimension: 

Nie niewola ni wolność są w stanie 
Uszczęśliwić cię . . . nie! — tyś osobą; 
Udziałem twym — więcej! . . . panowanie 
Nad wszystkim na świecie i nad sobą. 

Neither slavery nor liberty can 
Bring you happiness . . . no! you are a person: 
And have a right to more than that! Dominion 
Over all the world's creation and over yourself. 

(II, 64) 

Liberty and slavery affect only the senses but man is a person and 
according to Thomist hylomorphism, a unity of spirit and flesh. 
Freedom, that "dominion over all creation and over yourself' is an 
inalienable attribute of man. The word "dominion" carries two 
meanings which are also two aspects of free will. Freedom enables man 
to rule over the world and it orders him to exercise control over himself, 
over his passions and his senses. St. Thomas said that the condition of 
perfect freedom excludes the temptation of evil.26 Man is free by 
nature, whatever his circumstances; the only way to gain happiness is by 
spiritual progress which is also the true road to freedom, man's vocation 
defined by St. Paul in a letter to the Galatians: 

For you brethren, were called to freedom; only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for the flesh but through love be 
servants of one another. (Gal. 5, 13)27 

26 J. Keller, Katolicka teoria wolności jako swobody od determinacji psychologicznej. In: 
Antynomie wolności. Z dziejów filozofii wolności. Warszawa 1966. 
27 The words, spoken by Cardinal Karol Wojtyła during a Vatican retreat (A Sign Which 
Shall Be Spoken Against . . . Vatican Retreat, 5-12 March 1976) could be a commentary 
to Norwid's "Kingdom". The subject was the Christian concept of freedom: "The key to 
the moral greatness of man, to his "royal" stature, his lordship, which in its humanist 
aspect is, more than anything else, a dominion over oneself, can be found by obeying one's 
conscience" — Znak 1976, 10, p. 1349. 
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The degree of freedom man is called to is to be measured, according 
to Christian personalism (and to Norwid) by the degree of dominion 
over self: 

Wtedy to próba jest, wtedy jest waga, 
Ile? nad sobą wziąłeś panowania; 
Wartość się twoja ci odsłania naga — 
I oto widzisz, ktoś — ty? . . . bez pytania. 

Then you are tried and weighed, 
How much are you a master of yourself? 
Your naked substance is exposed. 
You see who you are . . . no questioning is needed. 

(IV, 458) 

In everyday speech and in social consciousness the concept occurs 
only as a social and political term. It is deprived of depth suggesting 
inner freedom and its ethical aspects. The accepted view of the word 
does not "fit" its proper essence, it stands like a building without a 
structural frame. Not surprisingly, the poet in questioning the accepted 
usage goes back to the essential meaning which accords with the 
conceptual structure of Christian anthropology. To give freedom 
measured on human scale its right name, Norwid creates a synonymatic 
framework ("dominion over all the world's creation and over 
yourself'), which describes multi-faceted human freedom; not the one-
sided view of it, presented and dismissed in the initial verses of the 
poem. This definition of freedom corresponds, of course, with the 
indeterminist view of man.28 

"Tenderness" is another word Norwid subjected to a searching 
analysis. Like freedom it also has been made by common ill use to stand 
for conditions and circumstances which have little in common with its 
true semantic content: 

Czułość — bywa jak pełny wojen krzyk, 
I jak szemrzących źródeł prąd, 
I jako wtór pogrzebny . . . 

1 jak plecionka długa z włosów blond. 
Na której wdowiec nosić zwykł 
Zegarek srebrny — 

28 See G. Gomori, Chapter "Against Slavery" in Cvprian Norwid, New York 1974, p. 
122-134. 
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Tenderness — is like a full cry of war; 
And like the current of whispering streams, 
And like a funeral march . . . 

And like a long plait of golden hair 
On which a widower wears 
A silver watch — 

(II, 85, transi. A. Czerniawski)29 

The poem is divided, graphically and structurally, into two symmet-
rical parts each carrying a different meaning of "tenderness". The first 
verse brings in three widely diverse uses of the word, thus demon-
strating its range. The fourth simile, with tenderness treated as a static 
fetish or symbol, operates in quite a different plane. The first verse 
demonstrates the range of semantic possibilities, the second restricts the 
concept of tenderness to a conventional token. An ironically treated 
particular usage is contrasted with extensive scope and poetic viability of 
the word. 

A category of words Norwid explored in order to restore their true 
meaning are designations of time.30The words like "times", "periods", 
"eras", "epoch", "years", "days", "instants", "past", "future", and 
"eternity" appear in Norwid's poetry in contexts which bring out their 
buried content and focus the reader's attention on the connotation 
blurred in everyday speech. 

The second poem of Vade-mecum cycle "The Past" (Przeszłość) 
centres on the meaning of the title word. Its last verse, referring to a 
parabole built into the poem describes the past thus: 

Przeszłość — jest to dziś tylko cokolwiek dalej: 
Za kołami to wieś, 
Nie jakie tam coś, gdzieś, 
Gdzie nigdy ludzie nie bywali! ... 

The past is today but a little further away: 
A village beyond, not immediately seen 
Not a place somewhere 
Where men have never been 

(II, 18) 

In order to define the past Norwid employs simultaneously categories 
of time and space. The description "the past is — today but a little 
29 Polish Poetry Supplement No. 2, p. 17. Oficyna Poetów, London 1973. 
30 See J. Trznadel, Czytanie Norwida. Próby, Warszawa 1978, p. 90-93. 
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further away" reveals, astoundingly, a relationship which can be more 
easily understood today than a hundred years ago when the reasoning 
behind it may have appeared obscure. In our time, when watching the 
sky at night, we inevitably read into it what we know of the relativity 
theory "the past is — today, but a little further away". 

But time and space in "The Past" are not of cosmic order: they are 
historical categories. Only a child believes that what happened 
yesterday no longer is, that it has escaped somehow from time and space 
of today. The continuity of time and space exists despite efforts to 
disrupt it; despite Hegelian dialectics, the past is not just a step on a 
ladder of progress, to be pushed away when its task is done. Time and 
space have God's promise of eternity, so has man. Neither death nor 
any other cataclysm can disrupt the perennial bond of man and history. 
The first two verses of "The Past" make this point: 

Nie Bóg stworzył przeszłość, i śmierć, i cierpienia. 
Lecz ów, co prawa rwie; 
Więc — nieznośne mu dnie; 
Więc, czując złe, chciał odepchnąć spomnienia! 

Acz nie byłże jak dziecko, co wozem leci. 
Powiadając: "O! dąb 
Ucieka! . . . w lasu głąb . . . " 
— Gdy dąb stoi, wóz z sobą unosi dzieci. 

God has not made the past and death and suffering 
They are a lawbreaker's work 
Who cannot bear the time 
And who, conscious of evil, wants to repulse the memory ! 

Like a child, who, riding in a cart 
Says: "Look! the oak 
Is running away! Into the wood . . . " 
The oak stands still, the cart carries the child away. 

(II, 18) 

Norwid's poetical definition of the past is interesting not only for his 
semantic speculations but also for etymological insights it suggests. The 
parabole makes clear that while man changes his place in time and 
space, time and space remain stable; the word past carries etymological 
implications, in Polish as much as in English, of man having passed (i.e. 
left behind) things which nonetheless continue to exist. 
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Norwid's poems provide us with many examples of this kind of 
creative activity. We have discussed three poems, "Kingdom", 
"Tenderness" and "The Past": they illustrate the poet's resolve to 
reinterpret words, their semantic but also their conceptual and moral 
strata in order to uncover meanings blurred by usage and to build on the 
latent riches of readers' associations of ideas.31 

Consistency with which Norwid confronted the common semantic 
usage with the meanings suitable to be enshrined in the "lexicon" of a 
Christian moralist lead us to believe that it was his preferred way of 
presenting his own views on the nature of language: the word which is 
numinous (in its layer of logos) and human in its expression. The 
purpose of the confrontation was to bring language as practically 
experienced closer to the ideal meaning established in logos and to 
make it the means of perceiving truth and of expressing it. This was to 
be a perennial task, to continue throughout man's historical existence. It 
is because the word has "architecture" which extends to both its 
external and its inner (and in a sense latent) area, that a poet's task was 
to create "lexicons" which would bring them closer. The means of doing 
so include etymologising, the use of allegory and parabole, semantic 
reinterpretation and redefinition in depth. These attributes of Norwid's 
poetical theory become clearer in the light of his view of language and 
aims he wished his poetry to achieve. 

Transi, by Krystyna Griffith-Jones 

31 Sec: I. Fik, op. cit., I. Sławińska, "Chrześcijaństwo w przemyśleniach Norwida", Znak 
1966, 6; J. Błoński, "Norwid wśród prawnuków". Twórczość 1967, 5; S. Sawicki, "O 
śmierci C. K. Norwida. Z zagadnień semantyki poetyckiej", Tekstv 1972, 4. 
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WALERIAN MEYSZTOWICZ 
(1893 - 1982) 

Father Walerian Meysztowicz, Canon of St. Peter's, professor of the 
University of Wilno, founder and president of the Polish Historical 
Institute of Rome, died there on May 29, 1982. 

He was nearly ninety. Anyone whose fate it has been to survive for 
the last four score and ten, lived through a period of change more 
dramatic than any earlier generation. Walerian Meysztowicz, born in 
Lithuania into a well-to-do land owning family, had a blissful childhood 
and a happy youth. I felt that his own retelling of the stories of those 
years brought back the atmosphere of Pan Tadeusz. He himself seemed 
surprised when I mentioned it, as it had clearly never occurred to him 
that life could have been different. The memories of the idyllic Polish-
Lithuanian world, gone but never forgotten, stayed with him to the end, 
although he lived long enough to witness the advent of the nuclear age. 

His school years were spent in St. Petersburg where, in the 
Alexandrowski College, he acquired a thorough knowledge of the spirit 
and history of Russia. Few Poles equalled him in understanding the true 
nature of our neighbour. This made him recognise Russia as a potential 
threat to the world; it also gave him a deep sense of foreboding which 
played an important part in his later life. 

His knowledge of Russia grew further, enriched by his experiences of 
the war period 1914-1920. During the first world war Meysztowicz 
served in the Russian army. In the Polish-Soviet war he fought in the 
Polish cavalry and won the Virtuti Militari Cross. Today that war, 
fought on horseback, has acquired a patina of history. For him, it 
remained one of his happiest memories. Meysztowicz stayed, 
temperamentally, a cavalryman to the end of his days. His country, 
living and fighting for it, was the very core of his existence. 

Meysztowicz entered the Wilno seminary in 1921, immediately after 
the end of the war. Here, his sense of purpose widened and deepened. 
Service to Poland within the Church and to the Church in Poland 
pervaded all he thought, wrote and did from then on. 

On taking holy orders, Meysztowicz went for the first time to Rome, 
to study canon law. He was awarded a doctorate (iuris canonici) in 1926 
at the Institutum Pontìficium S. Apollinaris. He then returned to Wilno 
to continue his theological studies. Law remained an abiding interest. 
He was very much aware of the structural part it played in the cultural 
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division between Western and Eastern Europe: Western civilisation had 
been built on the foundation of Roman law, the East was governed by 
ukase. Meysztowicz knew that the West ended where lawlessness 
began, on the eastern border of Poland. Beyond that border stood 
another world, a threat to Poland and to other nations. 

On the completion of his theological studies, Meysztowicz decided on 
an academic career. His work Dobra kościelne w Wielkim Księstwie 
Litewskim (Church Owned Lands in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania) 
brought him the title of assistant professor in the Stefan Batory 
University, Wilno. In 1938 Meysztowicz published La religion dans les 
constitutions des états modernes; it won him international recognition. 
He wrote it in Rome, where he returned in 1932 as a counsellor at the 
Polish Embassy to the Vatican. 

He was appointed professor of canon law in Wilno University in 1936. 
He was the first of the students enrolled at the University on its post war 
recreation to be given a chair and this distinction gave him much 
pleasure. He kept his position at the Embassy, returning to Rome 
during each university vacation. 

In the university, he devoted much time to looking after the student 
community; it became a joy and a passionate interest. His own 
perennially youthful and lively temperament fitted him admirably for 
the task and he became very popular with the young. 

The outbreak of the second world war found Meysztowicz in Rome. 
Against considerable odds he managed to reach Wilno where, as 
chaplain, he joined the only detachment of his regiment, the 13th Wilno 
Lancers, still there. His unit was forced into Lithuania by the advancing 
Soviet troops. From there, Meysztowicz made his way to Sweden, 
where he found at the Embassy telegrams recalling him to Rome. He 
returned, to live there till the end. 

In 1940, after Mussolini's entry into the war, the diplomatic staffs of 
the countries at war with Germany had been offered shelter in the 
Vatican by Pope Pius XII and they remained there until the end of the 
German occupation. Meysztowicz found the confinement very difficult 
to bear. Life in conditions of personal safety, far from the activities of 
the war, was at odds with his military temperament. He rarely talked 
about that period and when he mentioned it at all it was with a degree of 
embarrassment. 

His duties included keeping the Vatican informed about 
developments in Poland and providing facts to counter the 
misrepresentations of the German propaganda machine. During this 
period, he came to know well the future Pope Paul VI, then Monsignor 
Montini. His task was made exceedingly difficult and complicated by the 
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fact that regular contact with Poland and the Polish government in exile 
was tenuous and often impossible. 

But Meysztowicz turned his confinement to excellent use in another 
direction. While some members of the diplomatic corps, confined in the 
Vatican, filled their time playing bridge, Meysztowicz devoted months 
and indeed years to the Vatican archives, plying through their 
unexplored labyrinth. Meysztowicz's knowledge of their contents has 
not been equalled by any Polish historian. 

During the war Meysztowicz developed a strong conviction that it was 
his duty, now that military activity was out of his reach, to concentrate 
on research into the history and culture of his country. With this in 
mind, he embarked on the publication of documents in the Vatican 
archives concerning Poland. Among others, he published at that time 
Repertorium Bibliographicum pro Rebus Polonicis Archivi Secreti 
Vaticani and De Archivo Nuntiaturae Varsaviensis. 

When the Allies reached Rome, the Polish Embassy (still, at the time, 
officially recognised), had to undertake new tasks, hard to carry out in 
the far from normal circumstances. It had to deal not only with the 
direct propaganda of the new occupants of Poland but also with the 
influence they exercised through their Lublin (and later, Warsaw) 
adherents. 

Meysztowicz, while still engaged on diplomatic duties, continued his 
academic work. For many years, he had been interested in the earliest 
period of the Polish state's existence, the time of the country's baptism 
and its entry into the Western community. He wrote extensively on the 
subject (see the bibliography). His work in the fifties included 
Koronacje pierwszych Piastów (Coronations of the Early Piasts), Szkice 
o Świętym Brunie-Bonifacym (Essay on St. Bruno Boniface) and La 
vocation monastique d'Otton III. In those works he analysed the 
relations between the early Polish heads of state and the Empire, 
including the events of the year 1000 and the relationship of Bolesław I 
the Brave and the Emperor Otto III. He also published the earliest 
known 11th Century manuscript of the Piast dynasty: Manuscriptum 
Gertrudae, filiae Mesconis / / , regis Poloniae. 

In 1945 Meysztowicz founded the Polish Historical Institute in Rome 
as a focus for independent Polish research. At the start, the work took 
the form of lectures and meetings, providing a forum for presentation of 
new work and for discussion, invaluable to young research workers 
(most of them priests) in Rome at that time. It soon widened its scope to 
include established Polish historians working in Europe and America. 

In time the Institute started publishing on its own behalf and 
continues to do so. It publishes two series: the annual Antemurale (for 
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which this is written) and an irregularly published series Elementa ad 
Fontium Editiones. Antemurale has been given its name by Meysztowicz 
to indicate the importance he attached to that particular aspect of 
Poland's role in Europe. From the start, the contributions appeared in 
the main European languages so as to make the material accessible to 
Western scholars. 

The source material series Elementa ad Fontium Editiones, of which 
57 volumes have so far appeared, contains documents concerning 
Poland, preserved in the Western archives. So far, documents from the 
following archives have been published: in Italy: the Vatican Archives, 
the archives of Trent, Brisighella, Parma, Aquila, the Medici Archives 
in Florence; in the United Kingdon the Public Record Office and the 
British Museum; in Spain the National Archives at Simancas; in 
Denmark the Royal Archives at Copenhagen and in Germany the 
Koenigsberg Archives, now in Berlin. The texts are published in the 
original language. Meysztowicz edited himself the seven volumes of 
documents now in the Spanish archives. He went to Spain on a number 
of occasions, came to know and love the country, and was made a 
member of the Spanish Academy. He also edited the documents from 
Parma, Brisighella and Florence. 

The original intention was to publish documents preserved in the 
West to replace, in some degree, the grievous losses suffered through 
the destruction of Polish archives in the second world war. This, 
however, proved to be only partially the role of the series. The material 
came in the main from national archives and it soon became evident that 
its principal relevance was to throw new light on the relations between 
Poland and the countries concerned; hence the presence in the series of 
Documents on the relations between the Roman Curia and Poland, 
Documents on the relations between England and Poland. In fact, the 
series brought together source material for a future and as yet 
unplanned history of Polish foreign policy. Elementa gained 
considerable recognition and are frequently referred to by working 
historians. 

Meysztowicz's last work appeared (in Polish) in two volumes called 
respectively Poszło z dymen (World Gone for Ever) and To co trwałe 
(World That Survived). He gave them an overall title Gawędy o czasach 
i ludziach (Notes on People and Places). The two slim volumes had no 
academic purpose, yet they are a valuable source for the history of our 
time. Altogether there are ninety profiles of people representing a wide 
range of background and achievement. Meysztowicz describes peasants 
from his own Lithuanian countryside, his father (at one time Polish 
minister of justice) to whom he was greatly devoted, his country 
neighbours, army friends and Wilno priests, some of whom died 
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martyr's deaths. Volume 1, which portrays graphically figures from the 
earlier years, includes also a strikingly original profile of Piłsudski. 

A gallery of six popes, painted in frank detail, opens the second 
volume, followed by sketches of cardinals, prelates and diplomats. The 
volume closes with silhouettes of some other people Meysztowicz knew, 
of little wordly importance but large in spirit. 

Meysztowicz, who refused to write formal memoirs, gave us in this 
modest work an equivalent by conveying in evocative and vivid 
portraiture of others much of his own personality. 

Karolina Lanckorońska 
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