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42 n o n f i c t i o n ,  r e p o r t a g e  a n d  t e s t i m o n y

Maria Delaperrière

Testimony as a Literary Problem

D isputes on authenticity
Testim ony as a form  o f literary representation is based 
on a paradox:1 the notion o f testim ony already assumes 
accuracy o f rendering som eone's experiences b y  him / 
herself, w hereas literariness (traditionally understood 
as a group o f stylistic and fictionalizing values) seem s 
to disqualify the truthfulness of such m essage in advance. 
However, it is a known fact that, as Georges Perec argues, 
“facts don't speak for them selves”  hence any discussion 
over a possib ility  to present so called “naked facts” b e 
comes futile.

1 B ib lio g ra p h y  c o n c e r n in g  lite ra ry  t e s t im o n ie s  is e n o r m o u s  an d  c o n 

s id e r a b ly  g o e s  b e y o n d  p u re ly  l ite ra ry  p ro b le m s, a lso  c o v e r in g  th e  

a r e a s  o f  p h ilo so p h y  an d  a n th r o p o lo g y . S p e c ia l a t t e n t io n  sh o u ld  be 

paid  to  Paul R ic o e u r 's  w o r k s  su c h  a s  O so b ie  sa m y m  ja ko  in n ym , tran sl. 

B. C h e łs to w s k i,  e d . an d  in tro d u c tio n  H. K o w a lsk a  PW N , W a rsa w  20 0 3 . 

S e e  a lso  S . B o n z o n , R. C e lis , M . S ie r ro  D e  , u n e  n u é e  d e  té 

m o ins, „E tu d e  d e  le t t r e s "  19 9 6 , n o  3 -4 , (A u to ur de la  p o é tiq u e  de  Pau l 

R ico eur)  12 5 - 13 9 ;  D. C h r is t e n se n , H. K o rn b lith , Testim on y, m e m o ry  

a n d  th e  lim its  o f  th e  a priori, „P h ilo so p h ica l S tu d ie s "  19 9 7 , vo l. 8 6 , n o  1; 

R. K e a rn e y , R em e m b e rin g  th e  p a st: th e  q ue stio n  o f  n arrative  m em ory, 

„P h ilo so p h ica l &  S o c ia l C r it ic ism " 19 9 8 , v o l. 24 , n o  2-3 ; T. K en yo n , Rearle  

R e d isco ve rs  W hat w a s  n o t lost, „D ia lo g u e "  XXXVII, 19 8 , 1 1 7 - 13 0  .

2 C f. a n  o p in io n  a r t ic u la te d  in t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  R o b e rt  A n t e lm e 's  b o o k  

L 'E sp è ce  h u m a in e , P a r is  19 5 7 . P e r e c  f r e q u e n t ly  u n d e r lin e s  t h a t  " th e  

c a m p  re a li ty  c a n  o n ly  b y  e x p r e s s e d  v ia  lit e r a tu r e "  (L e s  C a m p s  e t  la  

litté ra tu re , „La L ic o rn e "  n o  51).
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From this perspective, it is im portant to notice the role of a writer who, also 
being a w itness, is not only an advocate o f facts, experiences and feelings he/ 
she is affiliated w ith  alone, but also “a guarantor o f existential authenticity.”3 
The w riter needs to both “testify” to w hat happened and “attest” the truth
fu lness o f his/her m essage. In the first case, w e speak about intention, the 
second approach could be called “attention,” i.e. caution and concern about 
the genuineness o f the m essage. Here, we shouldn't ignore its recipient for 
w hom  such testim ony has both an inform ative and perform ative function.4 
A n d  there appears a necessity  to find the m ost adequate form  for convey
ing the truth. It isn 't difficult to observe that the notion o f “form  adequacy” 
goes beyond the spectrum  o f traditionally understood literariness and refers 
to any narration. We could, hence, be satisfied w ith such solution but for the 
fact that m odern narratological studies strongly relativized the truthfulness 
o f narration -  regardless o f its relation w ith literariness. The crisis o f literary 
representation, in  w hich facts are only “effects o f reality”5 (Barthes), w hile 
narration itse lf equals unceasing circulation o f signs (Peirce) or an idealistic 
illusion (Derrida), also affected narration of scientific aspirations.

W riting about historiographic narration, R icoeur underlines that every 
description o f h istorical events is inevitably reduced to “dram atization” o f 
reality capture in tim e (mise en intrigue)6 -  a thought affirm ed by Genette who 
repeats after Searle that “there is no textual, syntactical or sem antic (and so 
narratological) property which would prove that a given text is fictional.”7 The 
opposite situation could be defined the sam e w ay: there is no textual, syntac
tical or sem antic (and consequently, narratological) quality which would al
low  us to consider a given text as non-fictional. Treating narration as a process 
of fictionalization is directed against testim onial literature where the problem 
o f conveying the truth o f events is particularly acute: the witness “know s” that 
he/she carries their traces and that the value o f his/her testim ony lies in its 
singularity, but the recipient m ay never be absolutely certain about it.

3  R. N y c z , Teksto w y św iat. P o sts tru k tu ra lizm  a w ied za  o lite ra tu rze , IBL, W a rs a w  19 9 3 ,  24 6 ,

4  A s  a c u t e ly  e m p h a s iz e d  b y  Z o fia  M ito s e k  w h o  w r it e s  a b o u t  m im e s is :  "T h e  o n ly  re a li ty  to  w h ic h  

l ite ra tu re  co u ld  re fe r , is o b v io u s ly  t h e  real r e a c t io n  o f  t h e  r e c ip ie n t” (M im e sis  -  m ię d z y  

u d a w a n ie m  a  re fe re n c ją , [in:] S p o rn e  i b e z sp o rn e  p ro b le m y  w sp ó łc z e s n e j w ie d z y  o lite ra tu rze , e d , 

W. B o le c k i , R. N y c z , IBL, W a rsa w , 2 0 0 2 ,

5  Z o fia  M ito s e k  u n d e r lin e s  t h a t  a c c o r d in g  to  B a r th e s ,  " th e  re a li ty  e f f e c t  a ls o  c o n c e r n s  t e x t s  d i

r e c t e d  to  a n n o u n c in g  t h e  tr u th  a s  e a c h  t y p e  o f  r e fe r e n c e  is in flu e n c e d  b y  lin g u is t ic  a n d  su p r a -  

l in g u is t ic  s e m a n t ic  c o d e s  c a m o u f la g in g  t h e  real w o r ld ”, ib id ., 24 2 ,

6 P. R ic o e u r , L e  T em p s e t  le  R éc it, v o l. 3 ,  S e u il ,  P a ris  19 8 5 .

7  G . G e n e t t e ,  F ic tio n  e t  d ic tio n , S e u il ,  P a ris  19 9 1 ,  16 7 - 16 8 .
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This dramatic conflict between the urge to testify and the inability to com 
pletely convince the addressee o f its credibility is an inherent element of every 
testim ony. Not incidentally, the Greek word martyros still today m eans both 
a w itness and a m artyr. This is an extrem e exam ple but it allows us to seize 
the -  characteristic to testim ony -  link betw een the word and the body, the 
text and the experience.8

This is how  it is possible to define the ontological essence o f testim onial 
literature w hich  gained m uch significance after the W orld W ar II. The ca
lam ity o f w ar exceeded the lim its o f not only im agination but also express- 
ibility, not in  the m eaning habitually assigned to this term  (expression) but 
in  the sense o f inadequacy o f w ords trying to convey the very experience.9 
We could return here to Barthes' sceptical opinions negating the p ossib ility 
o f representation  and form ulate a th esis th at theories challenging repre
sentation w ould have never becom e so radical i f  it had not been  for the war 
experiences, w hich A dorno concludes by stating the im possib ility  to write 
“after A uschw itz”.

It is im possible to write and it is necessary to write. It is a paradox faced 
by the post-w ar w itness. Ricoeur form ulates it in  ye t another w ay w hen he 
w rites that “in reference to Auschw itz, the only possible com m entary should 
be reduced to the biblical word ‘Zakhor' (remember) taken from  the Book o f 
Deuteronomy.10 Otherwise, fictionalizing narration w ill generate a new  -  this 
tim e negative -  epopee which, instead of a universal legend o f w inners, w ill 
create a m ythology o f suffering. Ricoeur develops an alternative, “either w ill 
we count dead bodies, or w e w ill becom e a legend.”11

These com m ents, o f  course, are valid  to every reference to the past but 
a w itness's account is distinguished by his/her physical engagem ent in the 
described past. The very act o f giving testim ony can be perceived as an act 
o f violence against oneself, not only due to the dram atic struggle w ith  the

8 A n a ly z in g  th e  in d e x ic a l c h a r a c t e r  o f  a lite ra ry  d o c u m e n t ,  R y sz a rd  N y c z  p o in ts  to  a n  im p o r t a n t  

ro le  o f  " th e  a c t  o f  s u b je c t iv e  t e s t i fy i n g "  in le a rn in g  t h e  tr u th : " it  is tr u th  c e r t a in  in b o th  m e a n 

in g s . It r e s u lt s  fro m  t h e  th e  v e r y  a c t  o f  s u b je c t iv e  t e s t i fy in g  w h ic h , b y  p ro n o u n c in g  it -  re la t iv -  

iz e s  it a t  t h e  s a m e  t im e . It is , th u s ,  tr u th  w h ic h  is b o th  p r o s p e c t iv e  a n d  in te r p r e t e d . A  c e r ta in , 

s o m e o n e 's ,  o n c e  le a rn t, a r t ic u la te d  in th is  a n d  n o t  o t h e r  w a y  -  t r u th . T ru th  a lw a y s  su p p o r te d  

b y  s o m e t h in g  o r s o m e o n e  w h o  'c h e c k s  w ith  o n e s e l f '  an d  o n e s e l f  -  o n e 's  life , k n o w le d g e  and  

e x p e r ie n c e  -  a n d  v a l id a t e s  t h e  th in g s  t h a t  a re  to ld  to  u s"  (T e k sto w y św ia t, 246).

9 In s o m e  la n g u a g e s ,  t h e r e  is a c le a r  o p p o s it io n  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  n a m e s ,  e .g . in G e rm a n : u n 

a u sd r ü c k lic h / u n sa g b a r  o r in F re n ch : in e x p r im a b le / in d ic ib le  -  t h e  f ir s t  o n e  r e fe rr in g  to  in tern al 

e x p e r ie n c e s ,  t h e  s e c o n d , to  s p e c i f ic  re a lity .

10  P. R ic o e u r , Le  tem ps...

1 1  Ibid.
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m em ory but because o f inevitable antinom y betw een one's knowledge and 
the m eans o f rendering it.

The above reveals the existential dim ension of the account which seems 
to sufficiently legitimize the fact of separating the category of literary testim o
ny from  other forms w hich compose so called non-fiction. Its distinctiveness 
is disclosed in  the very author's intention: non-fiction is a broader category 
and relates to all forms of presenting observed, experienced or heard facts. The 
foundation o f testim onial literature is the experience o f the speaking subject 
w hich m akes it resem blant to auto-biographical form s, how ever there are 
certain discrepancies betw een the tw o. Auto-biography,12 as w e know, ex
hibits the w riting subject and, at the sam e tim e, show s its auto-creational 
intentions, w hereas in  literary testim ony, the role o f the very  figure o f the 
author-w itness -  even i f  he/she is present in  the text -  is interior towards 
the described experiences.

Literary testimony, thus, oscillates between document and auto-biography, 
although the boundaries o f these three genres are certainly liquid: journal, 
reportage, auto-biography m ay be classified as testim onial literature under 
the condition that their dom inant trait w ill be the intention to provide the 
addressee w ith the testim ony for the purpose o f not only learning it but also 
experiencing it.

Let us reiterate: the w riter-w itn ess is not lim ited to searching for traces 
of the past recorded in  his/her m emory. The quality (adequacy) o f the m es
sage, inscribed in  the narrative tissue, is substantial.^ A  w itness who wishes 
to visualize “his/her ow n” (as it w as experienced by him /herself) story, con
fronts with aporia defined by Searle as a contradiction between what was said 
(le dire) and w hat one w anted to say  (le vouloir dire), hence, in  consequence, 
betw een the real and the fictional.

Literary testimony, therefore, is conceived out o f its continuous clash with 
both rem iniscences vanishing from  one's m em ory and the form  o f the m es
sage. It's not difficult to notice that in  the m ost thrilling testim onies written 
down m any years after the described situations, as in  the case of Białoszewski, 
Kertész or Semprun, this conflict concerned the choice of the language which 
would recreate the experience m ost truthfully. However, the fundam ental is 
sue here is: what is the link between those choices and literariness? Undoubt
edly, literariness -  due to the unlim ited m eans o f  expression -  m akes the 
transm ission of experience em otionally favoured. On the other hand, fiction

12  T h e  te r m  " a u t o - b io g r a p h y "  is u se d  h e re  in a b ro a d  s e n s e  c o v e r in g  all c a t e g o r ie s  o f  a n a rra tiv e  

d is c o u r s e  in c lu d e d  in t h e  "a u to -b io g ra p h ic a l p a c t "  (jo u rn a l, a u to - f ic t io n , d ia ry , etc .).

13  C f. Z o fia  M ito s e k 's  a n a ly s is  in S e m a n ty c z n e  a sp e k ty  lite ra tu ry  faktu , [in:] e a d . M im e sis , PW N , 

W a rs a w  19 9 7 , 2 6 7 -2 8 0 .
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o f literariness in  transm itting the truth o f experience requires being more 
precisely exam ined on the basis o f specific texts.

I w ill select tw o rad ically  different exam ples: The Pianist b y  W ładysław  
Szpilm an and M iron Bialoszewski's A  Memoir o f the Warsaw Uprizing. This set 
o f works m ay seem  surprizing because, even though both texts present dra
m atic experiences o f the year 1944 in  W arsaw, w hat m akes them  essentially 
d issim ilar is their narration. B iałoszew ski w restles w ith  the form . It took 
m any years of extrem ely personal struggles w ith the language to equalize his 
experience and its representation. Szpilm an doesn't think about the form  as 
an unusual story o f his wonderful salvation becom es m ost vital. Białoszewski 
doesn't use the anecdote. The event is constituted by the dram atic recording 
o f his im pressions and attem pts to express them  b y  m eans o f  the un bear
ably resistant language; the poet paves his w ay  through its tissue in order 
to reach the reality and testify to the truth. Szpilm an doesn't and in  fact does 
not have to generate any distance betw een the story-teller and the story told. 
He is carried by the anecdote itself. In both texts, we can find the geography of 
W arsaw but it's considerably distinct: in  The Pianist, it is subordinated to the 
chronology o f events m easured w ith  two uprizings; in A  Memoir, there is only 
space of underground canals transform ed into a sym bolic maze.

The above juxtaposition could be concluded w ith a hackneyed statement: 
Szpilm an's story is realistic, w hile B iałoszew ski w rote a poetic piece. W hat 
seem s to be m ore im portant, how ever, is that Szpilm an, not being a born 
writer, m ainly w anted to deliver his own story and add it to the G reat Book 
o f Holocaust containing hundreds o f other stories. A s every w itness, he at
tem pted to establish a thread o f understanding w ith his reader.14 Resorting 
to the traditional narrative rhetoric (dialogues, rhythm  accelerations, tran si
tion from  narration to description, close-ups, dram atization o f events), he 
w rote a story w hich not coincidentally turned out to be an excellent script. 
Szpilman also fulfilled his duty towards the reader for his story reads as a w rit
ten live... novelli5 Hence, he chose a form  characterized by literariness close 
to fictionalizing effects.™

1 4  In t h e  in tro d u c t io n  to  t h e  2 0 0 3  e d it io n , t h e  a u th o r 's  so n  s p e c i f ie s  t h a t  t h e  b o o k  -  in s p i t e  o f  

b e in g  m u tila t e d  b y  c e n s o r s h ip  -  a llo w e d  t h e  a u th o r  to  t r a n s c e n d  t h e  h o rro r o f  th e  w a r  and  

" e a s e  h is re tu r n in g  to  life "

15  T h e  "n o v e l"  s t y le  ( ro m a n e sq u e )  is m a in ly  c h a r a c te r iz e d  b y  a t t r a c t in g  a t t e n t io n  to  t h e  v e r y  

c o u r s e  o f  e v e n t s .

16  S z p ilm a n  d id n 't  h a v e  to  th in k  a b o u t  t h o s e  is s u e s  n o t  o n ly  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s n 't  a w r ite r , b u t  a lso  

b e c a u s e  h is b o o k  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  f ir s t  w o r k s  w r it t e n  live . T h e  p ro b le m  a p p e a r e d  m u c h  later, 

w h e n  t h e  in c re a s in g  n u m b e r  o f  a c c o u n t e d  w a r  s t o r ie s  e n ta i le d  a risk  o f  th e ir  b a n a liz a t io n . T h e 

q u e s t io n  a b o u t  o v e r c o m in g  t h e  th r e a t  o f  b a n a liz a t io n  is c o n n e c t e d  w ith  t h e  s e a r c h  fo r  n e w
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The literariness o f A  Memoir is the negation o f the novel-like narration. 
Białoszewski's m anner o f w riting is a cause o f m isunderstandings and con
troversies. A ccording to Zofia M itosek, his chatter has stylistic traits o f the 
“fictionalizing effect” because it takes place in  the present.17 However, we 
should add here that the scholar's assessm ent o f Białoszew ski is made from 
the non-fiction point o f v iew  -  in  this context, his w ork com es off particu
larly unfavourably and, in  com parison w ith e.g. M oczarski, he turns out to be 
a regular chatterbox!

It is necessary then to provide a distinction betw een “literary docum ent” 
and “literary testim ony”. I f w e assum e that Białoszew ski does not specialize 
in non-fiction but w rites as a w itness confirm ing tragic events w ith his own 
experiences, his jabbering turns out to m ost convincingly validate the authen
ticity o f his testim ony as the language he uses is closest to the body. Elements 
of logic and causality are of lesser importance. W hat counts is the very experi
ence encoded in one's consciousness, rendered by the w itness and destruc
tive to the trad itional narrative. B ia ło szew sk is w ork could be perceived as 
areferential i f  the idea o f reference w as only lim ited to h istorical facts but, 
looking for the com m on ground w ith the recipient's em otions, the author of 
A  Memoir uses his pre-reflective language so powerfully that even the reader 
who is not equipped with sufficient knowledge about the uprizing, m ay almost 
physically live through it.

We arrive at the essence of enquiring about the role o f literariness in a tes
tim onial text. Let us go back to the above m entioned Searle, G enette and 
Ricoeur's theories announcing lack o f differentiation betw een a real (seri
ous) story and a fictional (successful) one. The above enquiry appears to be 
particularly helpful for it doesn't identify literariness w ith fiction.

A  fictional story always has its beginning and its end. It aim s at arranging 
the world. It brings the feeling o f security because it refers to stable values. 
On the contrary, literariness has other goals: it em phasizes the distinction 
betw een w hat has been said and w hat has been experienced. In other words, 
according to Shusterm an, it reveals the conflict betw een the telling subject 
and the object told, introducing heteronom y (components im posed from  the 
outside) to the narrative structured8

fo r m s  o f  lit e ra r in e ss .  It is c le a r ly  v is ib le  in t h e  o u t p u t  o f  H an n a Krall w h o , fro m  t h e  v e r y  b e g in 

n in g , a s s u m e d  a ro le  o f  ”a s e c o n d -h a n d  w i t n e s s ” an d  d e c id e d  to  te ll s t o r ie s  o f  o t h e r s .  If th e s e  

s t o r ie s  c a n  b e  c o n s id e r e d  a s  b e lo n g in g  to  te s t im o n ia l  l i te ra tu re , it is b e c a u s e  Krall d e fe n d s  th e  

u n iq u e  n a tu r e  o f  e a c h  t e s t im o n y , e m b o d y in g  its  c h a r a c t e r s  w h o  e n t r u s t  h e r  w ith  th e ir  e x p e r i

e n c e s .  S e e  e .g .  a s h o r t  s t o r y  P o w ie ść  d la  H o lly w o o d u  [in:] e a d . H ip n o za , A lfa , W a r s a w  19 8 9 .

1 7  Z . M ito s e k , M im e sis  -  m ię d z y  u da w a niem ..., 2 3 8 -2 3 9 .

18  J.-J. L e c e r le , R. S h u s t e r m a n ,  L 'E m p r is e d e s s ig n e s ,  S e u il,  P a r is  2 0 0 2 , 2 2 9  an d  n e x t.
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This differentiation pertains to entire literature but it seem s to be espe
cially valuable in  our analysis o f testim onial literature in which the strength 
of the m essage directed to the reader is determ ined not by the anecdote but 
by the w itn ess-addressee exchange ow ing to their bond o f em pathy w hich 
enables them  to experience anam nesis. In other words, the literary act means 
crossing the tim e border dividing the teller from  the recipient -  and this b e 
comes possible thanks to going beyond classic literariness and ideologically 
stam ped narration.

In th is context, w e could exam ine the function o f  “literarin ess” in  The 
Pianist and A  Memoir. Szpilm an em ploys the m ost trad itional form  o f lit
erariness, nam ely narration  w hose m ain  feature is fictionalization, w hile 
the text's authenticity are guaranteed by explicit referentiality. Conversely, 
B ia ło szew sk i w eaken s re feren tia lity  and ach ieves a rank o f  literariness 
understood not as equivalent to fiction, but as a d iscussion  o f the w riting 
subject w ith  the fictionalizing features o f the narration. We could suspect 
th at The Pianist is on ly  saved from  ob livion  b y  the figure o f the author -  
the fam ous virtuoso (this rule also applies to the functioning o f num erous 
contem porary diaries o f im portant politicians or film  stars). The success of 
The Pianist, however, has som e other underlying reasons. Significantly, Szpil- 
m an's story, w ritten  im m ediately after the w ar, attracted public attention 
only today, w hen a G erm an publisher com bined his edition w ith  fragm ents 
o f a journal w ritten  dow n in the POW  cam p by Szpilm an's defender from  
SS. Put together, both texts contribute to creating a shocking intertextual 
dialogue. They construct each other -  w hat is striking about them  for the 
reader is not so m uch the story o f the m iraculously rescued artist (story) but 
the clash  o f tw o typ es o f  narration: the sm ooth and appropriate one and 
the fragm ented, torn  one. This also sign ifies the birth  o f  n ew  literariness 
perfectly delineated by Edward Balcerzan who underlines that “any specific 
substantial quality o f the text cannot be the universal distinguishing feature 
o f literariness” but its qualifier should be looked for in  “relations betw een 
com ponents o f  the text”. T h is way, B alcerzan com es up w ith  a concept o f 
“contradiction” literariness w hich does not put em phasis on the very m eta- 
phorization .19 In th is sense, literariness b ecom es not only a possib le but 
alm ost indispensable factor validating a testim ony -  it sim ply em bodies 
the search o f the m ost adequate form  o f sym biosis betw een denotation and 
connotation; the intention o f the author-w itness and the intention o f the 
recipient.

19  It co u ld  b e  m e ta p h o r iz a t io n  s t e m m in g  fro m  " th e  h u n g e r  o f  u n e q u iv o c a ln e s s "  a s  in th e  

c a s e  o f  T a d e u sz  B o ro w s k i o r re s u lt in g  fro m  t h e  f a c t  o f  c h a lle n g in g  t h e  n o rm . E. B a lc e rz a n , 

S p rz e c z n o ś c io w a  k o n c e p c ja  lite ra ck o śc i, [in:] S p o rn e  i  b ezsp orn e...
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Temoin-martyr
The exam ples o f The Pianist and A  Memoir v iv id ly  indicate th at there is not 
one literary form  applicable to the testimony. Sim ilarly, there is not a single 
form  assigned to literary docum ent. The tw o texts are different both from  
non-fiction (the authors involve their own experiences in  the presented tes
tim ony) and auto-b iography (they do not produce se lf-portraits). One of 
them  is interested in the cognitive value, the other -  in  empathy. Following 
this thinking, I w ill refer to yet another exam ple o f the text to w hich the two 
values are equally crucial.

One o f the m ost outstanding m odels o f a rem arkable harm ony betw een 
the cognitive value and em pathy in  the conveyed testim ony is the already 
mentioned A  World Apart (Inny Swiat) by Gustaw Herling-Grudzinski. It is hard 
to im agine a m ore authentic and thrilling docum ent of life in  a labour camp. 
The w riter com piled his m em ories only a few  years after leaving the camp -  
he m ade no attem pts at keeping to the chronology o f events. He did not tell 
his story. W hat w as fundamental to him  w as the very account complemented 
ex post w ith  historical com m entaries about the totalitarian system  in  Soviet 
camps w ith  w hose functioning he got acquainted already after having been 
released. The consequence is specific polyphony of his narrative mingled with 
the discourse. The first voice belongs to the narrator-observer who takes up 
the responsibility o f inform ing about the reality unspoken in the Stalin times. 
This cognitive layer o f the text is subject to the referential pact. The narrator 
transforms into the historiographer who makes meticulous and detailed notes 
regarding the everyday life determined by the camp regulations: “Basically, in 
all brigades, working tim e w as set to eleven hours but after the break o f the 
R ussian-G erm an war, it w as extended to twelve hours [...] effectively, only 
due to ‘overtime', our norm  usually oscillated betw een 150  and 200% .”2o

H erling en lists everything he can in  num bers: gram s o f daily food ra 
tions, num bers o f the sick, days spent in prison. These figures have the value 
o f m aterial evidence but th ey are also a stable piece o f  the tim eless re a l
ity. The author goes further: he locates the cam p h istory in  the context of 
the general history. Recalling political events, he perform s tasks typ ical of 
a h istoriographer -  w ith  precision  in  provid ing in form ation , “the tran sit 
barrack in  our camp also had a function o f the Institute o f Research over the 
Political S ituation w ith  live updates on the prices o f slavery and ideological 
deviations in the form  of new ly arriving prisoners. And so -  according to my 
com panions -  in  1939 , it hosted the rum p o f the dying out Great Purge...”2i

20  G . H e rlin g -G ru d z iń sk i , In n y  św ia t, C z y te ln ik , W a rs a w  19 9 6 , 62,

21 Ib id ., 8 3,
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A p art from  provid ing naked facts, the author tries to analyze and explain 
them, “Despite the com m on suppositions, the entire system  o f forced labour 
in Russia -  including investigations, im prisonm ent and life in  a camp -  is 
directed less tow ards punishing a crim inal, and m ore tow ards exploiting 
him /her econom ically and transform ing him /her com pletely.’^

First, H erling-G rudziński decides to assum e a role o f a chronicler who 
notes down historical facts, trying to m aintain objective neutrality. This n ar
rator seem s to be outside the anecdote and he uses the denotative language 
close to the language o f scientific reports. This aspect o f H erling-Grudzińskis 
text would be enough to locate it among the m ost valuable non-fiction docu
ments. But the w riter is not content w ith establishing the objective truth. He 
seeks to resurrect anam nesis w hich is a difficult task especially as he invokes 
m em ories o f the “other” w orld from  w hich he definitely tries to cut off. The 
act o f story-telling becom es both an experience and its rejection; it offers 
sym pathy and creates distance. In other w ords, it has to turn into a text o f 
the rank of antique tragedy or Shakespearian theater where the horror is fo l
lowed by the prom ise o f catharsis and sublim ation. This is the goal, but how 
to achieve it? How to preserve the m em ory and still surmount the nightmare?

The author o f The World Apart frequently employs narration which illustrates 
experience observed from various perspectives, “At a given signal, two hundred 
pairs o f eyes moved from  the ceiling to focus on the small lens of the peephole. 
From under the oil-cloth peak, an enorm ous eye w as looking at us...”23 This 
opening image in Herling-Grudzińskis book is charged with intentionality: its 
axis is perception. Intentionality here is caused by the prisoners' glimpses cross
ing with the glance of the guard peeping inside the cell and transmitted to the 
recipient without a commentary from  the narrator's side. The confrontation of 
the recipient w ith the im age resem bles reception o f a film  scene. Numerous 
dualistic connotations im m ediately come to m ind: dominating/dominated, 
freedom/prison, rebel/subordination, tyranny/helplessness, etc.

This is an antipode of Szpilman's narration. The narrative element is o f the 
secondary m eaning. Descriptive narration replaces event narration, showing 
ousts telling. In other words, the image itself becom es a cognitive instrument. 
H erling-G rudzińskis m etaphorical descriptions refer to the internal and ex
ternal reality, preserving perception and interpreting the reality at the same 
time. Paradoxically, subjectivization strengthens the truthfulness o f the image 
which escapes formal m im etic and im m erses into the reality experienced and 
felt b y  prisoners. A nother exam ple: “The m oon w as slow ly becom ing dim,

22 Ibid ., 9 1.

23  Ibid ., 1 1 .
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frozen on the cold surface o f the sky like a lem on ring in jelly. The last stars 
w ere dwindling, still glittering for a m om ent against the quickly brightening 
background.’^4

Herling-Grudzinski does not have to remind the reader that prisoners who 
w ent to work in the forest early in  the morning, suffered the m ost due to in 
credible frost. The “tran ssensual” m etaphor visualizing experiences which 
nearly turn into hallucinations, m ake the readers feel the cold on their own 
skin. Sim ultaneously, the sam e vivid m etaphor introduces them  to the world 
of unreality referring to the sym bolic title o f the book.

Special consideration should be paid to the polyphony o f  the text. A l
though it is generally obvious “w ho speaks” -  a question w hich seem s re 
dundant in  an auto-biographical text -  H erling-Grudzinski introduces a few 
enunciators as if  transgressing through the prism  o f his consciousness. This 
results in splitting the subject into separate gram m atical form s: “I”, “w e”, “he” 
-  all o f them  still representing him.

The plurality of the subject underlines representativeness of the testimony. 
The narrator m ost often uses it to describe everyday life in  the cam p. It is 
a subject o f the so lidarity o f hatred characterized by only one “bond” -  the 
co-prisoners' awareness of humiliation. A lso in this context, metaphorization 
triggers transfiguration o f behaviour, vesting atavistic outbreaks in  the camp 
w ith a surrealist quality, “W alking along the m eandering, w inding paths, we 
looked like tentacles of a huge, black octopus with its head in the zone, pierced 
with four spears of spotlights, bearing to the sky its teeth o f the barrack's w in 
dows glim m ering in  the darkness.’^5

In opposition to the collective subject, the subjective “I” is rarely used and 
it never reports on intim ate states or feelings of the narrator. In compliance 
w ith w hat has already been said about literary testimony, the w riter does not 
expose h im self. A t first, h is “I” p lays a purely form al role o f the connector 
betw een sequences o f the narrative. His presence becom es m eaningful only 
in the chapter Martyrdomfor the Faith where the w riter talks about his hunger 
strike which resulted in ending o f his im prisonm ent. It's the first m om ent of 
revealing the narrator's physical suffering and it's especially m oving as its de
scription distances him  from his own body, “How pitifully I m ust have looked, 
crouching on the board covered w ith  ice in  the thin Soviet arm y jacket with 
m y eyes set on the p lain  lashed b y  the blizzard -  crying w ith  tears o f  pain 
and pride !”26

2 4  Ib id ., 55 .

25  Ib id ., 96 .

26  Ib id ., 27 2 .
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This act o f creating distance has an unexpected effect: an image of the body 
reduced to a caricature contrapuntally highlights the awareness o f one's own 
humanity. Nonetheless, the m ost im portant incarnation o f the narrator is the 
third one, w hen Herling-Grudziński deliberately steps back and observes oth
ers as if  he observed him self, “A  dozen o f w iry hands covered w ith batches of 
dried blood, black from  work and blue w ith cold, raised above the flam es, eyes 
lit w ith a sickly glare, faces mortified w ith pain licked by the shadows of fire.”27 

The narrator's quick glim pses at his companions, w hen he perfectly knows 
that he belongs to this group h im self and w hile speaking about them , he in 
fact presents him self in  the third person, are a significant method of regaining 
dignity by creating distance towards h im self which at the sam e tim e means 
being identified with others. Expressive power o f the collective image directly 
affects the recipient, w ithout subjective m ediation, as if  such m ediation did 
not exist. A nd  precisely this negation o f a gram m atical person, silencing the 
auto-biographical rem iniscences, is the reason w hy the text has assum ed the 
rank of literary testimony...

A nother question concerns fictionalization. It is obvious that H erling- 
G rudziński's w ork, as any other text (including the h istoriographic ones), 
cannot escape fictionalizing processes w hich are inherent to every n arra
tion. But th is process can be overcom e and its  effects can be dim inished 
b y  m eans o f strategies w h ich  do not rule out “literarin ess” o f  the text. In 
com parison w ith  Szpilm an's text w hich follow s the rules o f classic, strictly 
related w ith  fiction, narration (literary treatm ent helps in tensify the effect 
o f the events' extraord inariness), H erling-G rud zińsk i so ftens the p lot in 
favour o f m anifesting the presented reality w hich he tries to render to the 
recipient just like he rem em bers it. He sim ultaneously introduces h isto ri
cal references o f  the cognitive m eaning. The visib le  tension  b etw een  the 
quasi-h istorical docum ent and the personal testim ony generates space in 
w hich  cognitive ob jectivity  and sub jectivity  o f the subject m elt w ith  and 
com plem ent each other. A s already m entioned, literary testim ony faces us 
w ith  a fundam ental question about the truthfu lness o f  the text conveyed 
to recip ien ts.28 Since nothing enables the reader to d istingu ish  betw een 
truth and untruth, facts and fiction, he/she has to trust the intentions o f the 
w itness who is obliged to tell the truth and nothing but the truth. Paraphras
ing Lejeune, this could be defined as the “testim onial pact”29 w hich can be

2 7  Ibid ., 65.

28  C f. R. N y c z , T ek sto w y  św iat, 24 6 .

29  It s e e m s  t h a t  t h e  re la t io n  b e t w e e n  a s e n d e r  a n d  a re c ip ie n t  c o u ld  b e  d e fin e d  in a s im ila r  w a y  in 

th e  " lit e r a r y  t e s t im o n y ” r e fe rr in g  th is  w a y  to  t h e  "a u to -b io g r a p h ic a l p a c t ” o f  Ph . L e je u n e .
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“verified” by the recipient against his/her ow n references. Regardless o f the 
intentions o f the author and even i f  all conditions o f the pact are satisfied, 
the fundam ental m atter is: how  can literary m ediation strengthen the au
thenticity o f the text?

Both H erling-G rudziński and Szpilm an tell unique and original stories 
but w hile Szpilm an's story rem ains unique and raises our interest (as any 
other unusual story -  true or im agined)30 and is even m ore satisfactory as it 
ends w ell for the author, H erling-G rudziński struggles w ith  narration, tries 
to am plify  the perform ative effect o f the language through its sym boliza
tion (supported by e.g. m etaphorization, interruptions in  the continuity of 
storytelling, intertextual reflections, especially  in  references to The House 
o f the Dead b y  D ostoyevsky). O w ing to th is treatm ent, the story  b ecom es 
un iversal: it's a story w hich  never happened to us but w e experience it  as 
i f  it w as our own.

A ll three analyzed exam ples confirm  that literariness itse lf is not a guar
antee o f the objective truth. The texts by Szpilman, H erling-Grudziński and 
Białoszewski are inscribed in  auto-biography but at the sam e tim e transcend 
it because the intention o f the narrator-w itness is not to discover h im self 
but “his own participation in  the presented.”31 In the context o f non-fiction 
dom inated by the referential and im personal m essage, the discussed works 
are discerned by the exceptional character o f a specific experience that cannot 
be identical to everyone.

A ll those categories intertwine but their analysis in  separation also sheds 
som e light on the problem  o f literariness w hich, as the analyzed exam ples 
proved, doesn't ham per testifying -  quite the opposite: it is a necessary de
term inant o f anam nesis. None o f scientific -  therefore denotative -  texts 
w ould m anage to conceptually present suffering to the recipient w ho has 
never experienced it so intensely, as it is possible in  a literary piece in  which 
a group o f connotations allows to go beyond rational cognition and face the 
indescribable experience.

Strategies o f speaking about experiences turned out to be particularly 
valuable in  w ar accounts but also challenged the traditional form  o f narra
tion, especially a historical novel. Not so much the accum ulation o f events in 
the cau se-an d -effect order as their visualization becam e the source o f the 
phenom enological approach to testim onies o f the past.

Literary testim ony discloses insufficiency o f the linear narration by op
posing to it a fragment, an understatem ent, blanks spots of om issions, often

3 0  Je a n - M a r ie  S c h a e f f e r  w r it e s  a b o u t  t h e  n e e d  fo r  f ic t io n a liz a t io n  in P o u rq u o i la  fic tio n , S e u il,

P a ris  19 9 9 .

3 1  T h e  e x p r e s s io n  in tro d u c e d  b y  R. N y c z  (T e k sto w y św ia t, 254).
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being only a prom ise o f the unachievable truth. It also contributes to the final 
underm ining o f the traditional understanding o f literariness often identified 
w ith  novel fiction and at the sam e tim e, it challenges the extrem e theories 
speaking about the auto-referential nature o f any literature and decline of 
the subject. Together with the subject, references return and literariness gives 
them  the necessary m ark o f authenticity.

Translation: Marta Skotnicka
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