“Planes, Trains, and Automobiles.”

Modes and Metaphors of Motion in the Poetry of Adam Zagajewski

1. Introduction

It is a truism to state that the experience of “being on the road” is central to the poetry and essays of Adam Zagajewski.
 As it appears, archetypical notions of “homelessness” and “wandering” tend to be evoked by Zagajewski in a dual way. On the one hand, the author of Jechać do Lwowa (To Go to Lvov) seems to be inclined to revive (and modify) age-old tropes of nomadic existence. Its negative manifestation is, of course, the idea of exile (exilium), embodied by the fate of the Jewish people (the loss of the Holy City, the Babylonian exile, the Diaspora). Its positive manifestation is the notion of a pilgrimage (peregrinatio), i.e. the visiting of a holy place or a sanctuary.
 Whereas the idea of exile might be said to be “archaeological”, as it concentrates on the loss of the archè (the roots), the concept of pilgrimage may be called “teleological”, as it focuses on the telos, the purpose or the goal of the  travel.

On the other hand, however, these traditional tropes of wandering (exile and pilgrimage) seem to go along in Zagajewski’s poems with various modern (not necessarily religion-related) manifestations of “being on the road”. The previous speaker has already referred to the idea of flaneurship that seems to be central to a great deal of Zagajewski’s writings.
 In the mean time, however, it should be noted that Zagajewski’s “poetry of streets and roads” seems to carry other emblems of modernity as well. His lyrical alter ego is not only a flâneur, an observant pedestrian extensively exploring urban (and other) spaces, but also a chauffeur, a driver-traveler who makes use of all kinds of mechanized means of transportation and who seems to pass a great deal of his time in various types of vehicles: cars, trains, streetcars, planes, metro trains, … Moreover, the setting of his poems is often traffic-related and located in places such as airports, highways, and train stations. Rather than go into a lengthy enumeration of fragments and poems, let me just quote some titles of Zagajewski poems:

Ostatni tramwaj (The Last Streetcar), Pociąg z Krakowa do Warszawy (The Train from Krakow to Warsaw), Lusterko samochodu (A Car Mirror), Lotnisko w Amsterdamie (Airport in Amsterdam), Czytelnicy książek w kolejce podziemnej (People Reading Books in the Subway), Pociąg do Maisons-Laffitte (The Train to Maisons-Laffitte), Muzyka w samochodzie (Music in the Car), Jadąc pociągiem wzdłuż Hudson River (Crossing the Hudson River by Train), Wielki piątek w korytarzach metra (Holy Friday in the Tunnels of the Métro), etc. etc. 

Also, in many other cases, the incipit of a poem immediately situates the lyrical subject in a travel-related environment, for instance:


• O świcie (At Daybreak):

O świcie z okien pociągu widziałem miasta / niezamieszkałe




From the train window at daybreak / I saw empty cities sleeping

• Nad Ameryką (Over America)

Samolot leci w burzy, ruchomy / piorunochron. 

The airplane flies through the storm, a mobile / lightning rod.

• Opus pośmiertne (Opus Posthumous)

Pociąg zatrzymał się w polu (...)

The train stopped in a field (...)




• Szybki wiersz (A Quick Poem)

Słuchałem śpiewu gregoriańskiego / w pędzącym samochodzie

I was listening to Gregorian chants / in a speeding car

At first glance, the abundance of this traffic-related scenery might seem to be nothing but a marginal matter. It might be claimed, among other things, that it quite simply reflects the major role of traffic and public transportation in contemporary life: traffic shapes the world we live in, and as such it also affects – in a direct or an indirect way – the art forms that deal with reality. In Zagajewski’s case, for instance, it is pretty obvious that travel-related imagery comes more and more to the surface from the moment he leaves Poland and becomes a – to use a Czesław Miłosz expression – “podrozny swiata” (“a traveler of the world”). Undoubtedly, the 1985 poetry volume Jechać do Lwowa can be regarded in this respect as an important demarcation point. In some cases, however, the traffic- and travel-related settings in Zagajewski’s poetry seem to transcend their function of being merely situational frames. In this paper, I will attempt to explore some of the dimensions of Zagajewski’s preoccupation with mechanized means of transport and the way these forms of motion have impressed themselves on the poet’s literary imagination. More particularly, I will try to show how the poet’s treatment of modes of mechanized mobility goes along with a highly interesting modification of the age-old concept of the via mystica (“mystic road”).

2. Topographical and historical configurations

First of all, I would like to point to the fact that the particular topography of Zagajewski’s poetry can be pretty easily described in terms of modes of transport. The image of Cracow, for instance, is dominated undoubtedly by the tracks of the tramwaj. The central position of streetcar traffic in the city’s topography (at least outside of the Planty) becomes very obvious if we take a look at Zagajewski’s last volumes of poetry, Powrót (The Return) and Anteny (Antennas). At the same time, however, its beginnings can be traced back to the middle of 1970s, when Zagajewski published his first (semi)autobiographic book of prose, the Cracow-set novel Cieplo, zimno (Warm, Cold) (the main character of which, Krzysztof Oremus, takes up a job as a streetcar driver at a certain point). The metro, secondly, is one of the obvious topographic denominators of the Western metropolis, most likely Paris or New York. Airway traffic, in turn, is mostly linked in Zagajewski’s poems to transatlantic and transamerican traveling, whereas railroad traveling is usually situated on the European continent. Zagajewski’s highway-related poems, finally, are often located on the French autoroutes.

Apart from these specific topographic configurations, some of the aforementioned modes of transportation also seem to carry particular historical connotations. This is definitely the case if we take a look at the representation of train traveling in Zagajewski’s poetry. Very often, trains are related to scenes from the Second World War and are portrayed as harbingers of catastrophe and misfortune, be it the Holocaust (deportation of the Jews) or the post-war resettlement of the Polish inhabitants of the “Kresy”, the eastern borderlands.

3. The society of mechanized mobility

More important, however, seem to be some aspects of anthropological analysis that underly Zagajewski’s treatment of the contemporary society of mechanized mobility. It seems to be obvious that over the past few decades technological innovations have led to a thorough transformation of human mobility, and a far-reaching transformation of life as such. It has been claimed, among others by Wolfgang Shivelbusch (1986), that new modes of transport have effected “changes not only in conveyance and communication but in thought, feeling, behavior, and human consciousness”. First of all, the rise of mechanized transport has made the world a smaller place (and turned it into a global marketplace): distances that used to be measured in days have been reduced to hours or even minutes.
 Secondly, whereas in the nineteenth century traveling was still the privilege of the happy few, the twentieth century has become the age of mass tourism. It should not surprise, then, that much of twentieth century literature (and popular culture, not in the least American culture), has been marked by “road narratives”, or even – as Ronald Primeau (1996) has called it – “romances of the road”, praising the freedom and pleasure of being out on the road.

If we take a closer look at Adam Zagajewski’s road narratives, the element of adventurous romance seems to be difficult to discern. On the one hand, some of Zagajewski’s poems seem to convey a subtle critique of particular social and economic phenomena that have come to the surface in the age of mechanized mobility. In the poem Historia starożytna (Ancient History), for instance, trains and automobiles are presented as emblematic representatives of a routinized society of commuterism.

(...) miasto było ogromne, tysiące ludzi

po całym dniu bezużytecznej pracy

wracało do podmiejskich domów, pociągami i autami,

jak ołowiani żołnierze w pudłach kartonowych

wymoszczonych świeżym sianem.

(…) the city was vast, thousands of people

returned to the suburbs

by train or car

after a day of useless labor

like toy soldiers in cardboard boxes

packed with fresh hay.

In another poem, Pokoj (The Room), airplanes and cars are used to incarnate today’s economy of leisure and consumerism (searching to satisfy man’s longing for ever new kicks and adventures). 

Czasem w oddali błyśnie szyba samochodu

albo, wyżej, srebrna łuska samolotu.

Najwyrazniej inni nie tracą czasu

gdy ja pracuję, szukają przygód

na ziemi i w przestworzach.

Sometimes a windshield glints in the distance

or, higher up, an airplane’s silver husk.

Clearly other’s aren’t wasting time

while I work, seeking adventures

on earth or in the air.

On the other hand, Zagajewski’s poetry seems to suggest that, notwithstanding various technological innovations in the field of transport and communication, nothing has substantially changed in the reality of human condition. From this particular point of view, modes of mechanized motion tend to be depicted by Zagajewski as contemporary metaphorical carriers of the age-old idea of man being a homeless and wandering being. In the poem Podwodne miasto (Underwater City), for instance, human existence is referred to as living “on suitcases, in waiting rooms, an airplane, a train” (“na walizkach, w poczekalniach, w samolocie, w pociągu”). The poem Lotnisko w Amsterdamie (Airport in Amsterdam), dedicated to the memory of the poet’s mother, seems to reinforce the illusiveness of the very idea of a sedentary lifestyle. As the poet suggests, the social arena of the airport and its numerous transit lounges are nothing but contemporary (technologically updated) configurations of nomadic existence. The airport is referred to as “a great tent” (“wielki namiot”) and is called “a hectic valley where tears are for sale” (“dolina pośpiechu, tam, gdzie łzy są na sprzedaż”), consisting of “corridors without apartments” (“korytarze bez mieszkań”). In a similar vein, airplanes are compared by the poet to “hawks without prey, hungry” (“jastrzębie pozbawione łupu, głodne”). 

Another traffic-related public space that reappears in Zagajewski’s poetry and that seems to bring up similar negative associations is the metro station. Yet, whereas the airport may be regarded as the Walhallah of contemporary mass tourism, the particular locus of the metro station seems to bring up slightly different connotations. Not only is it one of the main transit spaces in the area of metropolitan commuterism, it is also one of the preferred locations and gathering places for the modern homeless.
 The most elaborate and most impressive account of metro experience in Zagajewski’s poetry is to be found in the aforementioned poem Wielki piątek w korytarzach metra (Holy Friday in the Tunnels of the Métro). One of the main features of the poem is the mixing of contemporary realia and traditional religious motifs. The metro station is crowded – as we read in the first lines of the poem – by “Jews of various religions” (“Żydzi różnych religii”). The poet, of course, does not exemplify how the shared Jewishness of the people in the metro should be understood, but it seems quite obvious that it relates to the one and only feature that these people of “different religions” seem to have in common: their being on the road.
 This interpretation is reinforced by another religious context that is brought up in the poem, viz. the fact that the metro scene takes place on Holy Friday. First of all, this particular time frame brings up associations with the well-known motif of the wandering Jew. Secondly, and more generally, it also brings to mind the image of the Way of the Cross, which is probably one of the most powerful metaphors of human existence within Christian religion. The idea of the metro as a space of ultimate pain and suffering (a calvary in its own right) is exemplified in the final verse of the poem:





W korytarzach metra ból się nie przemienia,





tylko trwa, boli bez wytchnienia.





In the tunnels of the Métro no transformation of pain,





it is there, it persists and is keen.

As the author seems to suggest elsewhere in the poem, there are two approaches that might be able to sublimate (or transform) this existential experience of pain and suffering. The first one, which is referred to in the second stanza of the poem, is a religious one, viz. the teleological (and theologically motivated) dimension that is ascribed to the problem of human suffering (in the case of Christianity: the belief that the Way of the Cross is the inevitable way to resurrection and immortality). The second approach is an aesthetic one and is exemplified in the third stanza of the poem (by referring to the art works of Bach and Celan, which “transform pain into beauty”). However, as the final part of the poem seems to suggest, in the underground space of the metro there is no (spiritual or physical) sublimation of pain at all.

4. Poetics of the road

By means of its dense imagery, Wielki Piątek w korytarzach metra seems to provide a very apt example of the particular way Zagajewski employs contemporary motion-relationed scenery to say something essential about the spiritual and existential condition of today’s society. In the mean time, however, the poem also exposes another interesting element characteristic of the way the poet seems to deal with issues of mechanized mobility. When referring to contemporary traffic-related scenery, Zagajewski often puts the horizontal perspective of being on the road next to the vertically oriented space of a religious sanctuary or a sacred place. So, in the second part of the metro poem, the (horizontally structured) underground area of the metro tunnels is opposed to the vertically oriented “pyramids of synagogues and churches” (“piramidy synagog i kościołów”) above them. In the particular case of this poem, however, there is no point of interference or contact between both axes. The metro area seems to be a kind of parallel world that does not intertwine with the sphere of religion (nor with the sphere of aesthetic experience). In a similar vein, in a poem dedicated to the memory of W.G. Sebald (Nasz świat - Our World), the narrator seems to perceive a link between the ongoing process of desacralization of the world and the age of mechanized mobility. At the very end of the poem, the poet opposes the image of a world “full of empty churches” to a landscape that is torn apart by trenches, rail tracks, and highways:

nasz świat pełen pustych kościołów,

pocięty torami kolejowymi, bliznami

dawnych okopów, autostradami,

pocięty niepewnością, nasz ślepy świat

mniejszy teraz o ciebie.





our world full of empty churches,





torn apart by railroad tracks, scars





of former trenches, highways,





torn apart by uncertainty, our blind world





now without you.





In the central part of my talk, I would like to discuss in more detail this particular juxtaposition of horizontal (traffic-related) motion and vertical (religiously connotated) stasis by analyzing a couple of poems that contain similar motifs. Interestingly, in all of these poems, the poet seems to transgress the level of anthropological analysis and enters the sphere of artistic principles, creating a contemporary (descriptive) poetics of the road.

A first seminal text is the short poem Lusterko samochodu (A Car Mirror) from the poetry volume Jechać do Lwowa. The poem, which describes a car trip in northern France, provides an interesting account of what seems to be an epiphanic experience: all of a sudden, in the flash of an instant, the driver sees a reflection of the enormous cathedral of Beauvais in one of the tiny mirrors of his car. 

W lusterku samochodu zobaczyłem

nagle bryłę katedry w Beauvais;

rzeczy wielkie mieszkają w małych

przez chwilę.

In the mirror of my car I suddenly

saw the huge block of the cathedral in Beauvais;

great things live in small things

for an instant.

Generally speaking, one might say that the poem provides an interesting contemporary modification of the epiphanic motto from William Blake “to see a world in a grain of sand” (the grain being replaced by a car mirror!). The epiphanic features of the event described in the first two lines are exemplified in the second part of the poem: the lyrical subject describes an unexpected sensual experience (“zobaczyłem”), characterized by suddenness (“nagle”) and momentaneousness (“przez chwilę”). Moreover, the event seems to entail a conflation of opposites, on several levels. The cathedral (“bryła katedry”), on the one hand, embodies greatness, stasis, verticality, and sacredness. The scenery of the car, on the other hand, represents smallness (“lusterko”), motion, horizontality, and worldliness. The momentaneous conflation of opposites is suggested also on a more formal level. The mergence of the two spheres is suggested by the chiastic structure which holds together the first and the second part of the poem:




lusterko samochodu


bryła katedry





rzeczy wielkie



małe

Interestingly, the very moment of mergence of both spheres is expressed lexically by the verb “mieszkać” (“to have a home”), which inevitably brings up associations with notions of domesticity (as opposed to the idea of being on the road). So, on the one hand, the poem can be opposed to the aforementioned poems Wielki Piątek w korytarzach metra and Nasz świat, since it seems to suggest that the contemporary experience of mechanized mobility does not exclude a sudden experience of meaningfulness. On the other hand, however, it seems to be quite obvious that the described epiphanic event has a highly degenerated character, in the sense that it does not entail a particular religious revelation or the sudden appearance of some kind of essential reality. The only thing the epiphanic moment actually seems to reveal is a vestige of sacrality (not the appearance of the divine or the transcendent as such, but the appearance of a majestic object that refers to the realm of sacrality). The described experience breaks up – at least for one moment – the quotidian horizontal perspective of exploring the world and acknowledges that there exists a vertical mode of exploration as well (although the vertical axis is represented only in a mediated way, incarnated by the impressive architecture of the cathedral). So, as it appears, the configuration of epiphanic experience in this car poem is utmost contemporary: instead of experiencing, for instance, the heavenly light shining through the glass stain windows of a medieval cathedral, the only experience that seems to be accessible to a contemporary traveler speeding on the highway is the sudden discovery of a trace of majesticality in a seemingly desacralized world. Simultaneously, instead of being a direct religious experience, the described experience appears to reside rather in the sphere of aesthetics (the cathedral is not simply called “duży”, but “wielki”, which evokes figurative connotations of “greatness” as well).

As Anna Czabanowska-Wróbel (2005: 93) has pointed out already, the setting of the poem Lusterko samochodu seems to be closely linked to another car-related poem that was published a few years later, Szybki wiersz (A Quick Poem). While driving on a French highway, the lyrical I listens to a recording of monks singing praises to God, in a chapel at dawn. The affinities between both poems are, however, much deeper than the mere combining of religious imagery and a scene in a car. Just like Lusterko samochodu, Szybki wiersz seems to draw on an extensive set of binary oppositions. The situation of the lyrical I is described in terms of motion (“jechałem”, “szybki wiersz”), homelessness (“ucieczka”, “daleko od domu”), horizontality (“brzytwa horyzontu”, “ziemia”), and darkness (“czarny pająk wieczoru”), whereas the position of the monks is linked to tranquility (“głosy tak spokojne”), domesticity (“mury”), verticality (“niewidzialny Pan”), and brightness (“o świcie”). Moreover, the “vast walls” of the chapel are opposed to the “sheet metal” of the car.  The hymn of the monks, finally, is put in opposition to the “quick poem” written by the poet. Once again, the poet seems to link particular features of the “speed and haste” society to the opposition between a horizontal and vertical perspective. Whereas the monks represent the pole of contemplation and meditation, the author of the “quick poem” represents the pole of horizontal motion. On the one hand, it might be claimed that Zagajewski’s poem expresses a nostalgic longing to a pre-modern (or “medieval”) way of life (symbolized by the scenery of old cathedrals, chapels, and Gregorian music). On the other hand, however, the poem might also be said to suggest that we are not completely deprived of these distant (and idealized) spheres of the past. Just like in Lusterko samochodu, the poet seems to experience vague traces of sacrality (which are, in this particular case, incarnated by the voices of the monks accompanying the poet on his trip: “Razem ze słodkimi mnichami / zmierzałem w stronę chmur” / “With the sweet monks / I made my way toward the clouds”). So, once again, we seem to be dealing with a mediated experience of transcendency: while being out on the road, the poet is not capable of taking up himself the position of a contemplating monk, the only thing he is capable of is having the (aesthetic) experience of someone else’s (religious) experience.

5. The modern “via mystica” 

So, in spite of its predominantly negative evaluation of some characteristical features of today’s society of mechanized mobility, Zagajewski’s poetry also seems to perceive the possibly positive features of being on the road. From this point of view, one might say that some of his poems provide a contemporary implementation of the age-old idea of the via mystica. Whereas in traditional thought the “mystic road” is said to consist of several stages of purification and illumination leading finally up to a union with God, in the case of Zagajewski’s road poetry, the “via mystica” is a horizontal, worldly trajectory that intersects with the vertical sphere of spirituality only at certain (unpredictable) points and moments. The idea that traveling through the world actually might obtain some of the features of a mystic experience is clearly exemplified in Zagajewski’s well-known poem Mistyka dla początkujących (Mysticism for Beginners).

i podróże, wszystkie podróże,

to była tylko mistyka dla początkujących,

any journey, any kind of trip,




are only mysticism for beginners

In the same poem, the poet enumerates some of the things that might become a part of this mystic experience “for beginners”: 

i witraże w kościołach jak skrzydła motyli

pomazane pyłkiem kwiatów,

mały słowik, który ćwiczył recytację

tuż przy autostradzie

and stained-glass windows like butterfly wings




sprinkled with pollen,




and the little nightingale practicing




its speech beside the highway

As a more recent poem, Poezja jest poszukiwaniem blasku (Poetry is a Search for Brightness), indicates, this experience can take place at the most unexpected moments, even during a bus trip. 

Szukamy blasku o szarej godzinie,

w południe lub w kominach świtu,

nawet w autobusie, w listopadzie,

kiedy tuż obok drzemie stary ksiądz.

Finally, another recent poem, Przemiana (Transformation), exemplifies what this search for “blask”, a sudden revelation, actually means. What seems to precede this particular existential experience, is not necessarily an act of static contemplation, meditation, or spiritual concentration, but an act of motion (in this case on foot).

Chodziłem na długie spacery,

spragniony tylko jednego,

błyskawicy,

przemiany,

ciebie.

As it appears, the desired epiphanic experience (“błyskawica”) has a double dimension: a changing of the Self (“przemiana”) combined with an orientation towards the Other (“ciebie”). The poet’s wandering through the world seems to take up, then, the form of a particular via mystica that involves the Self and the Other (more particularly, a movement towards the Other that also affects the Self).

6. Coda: The motion of metaphor

To conclude, I would like to draw further on these motion-related notions of transformation and striving to the Other by referring to a highly interesting and somehow enigmatic verse in Anteny w deszczu (Antennas in the Rain), the final poem of Zagajewski’s most recent poetry volume Anteny (Antennas). Up till now, I have been talking mainly about various motion-related metaphors in Zagajewski’s poetry. Interestingly, however, the concept of metaphor itself might be said to be closely linked to the whole idea of motion as well. In Anteny w deszczu, the poet depicts an extensive series of one-sentence scenes (or moments) which do not seem to be directly related to each other. One of these scenes is situated on a highway in Greece:

W Grecji na autostradzie samochody dostawcze z napisem Metafora.



On a highway in Greece pick-up trucks with the sign “Metafora”

In this particular case, obviously, the Greek substantive “metafora” does not refer to the linguistic or poetic notion of a metaphor, but to the primary meaning of the Greek lexical root metapherein: to carry something or someone across, or – in terms of contemporary traffic business – to transport or to transfer something. In the context of what I have said before, the verse might be very well understood as a metapoetic commentary on the notion of motion –  mechanized and other – in Zagajewski’s poetry. Just like in the case of the poetic metaphor, the transport-related meaning “metafora” seems to involve two elements: one element that is moved into the direction of the other. Just like in the case of language metaphors, the movement ultimately affects both parties, in the sense that they become close to each other (through the very process of metaphorization), but in the mean time they remain distinct. From this point of view, the concept of “Metafora” might be said to refer not only to the linguistic means used by the poet, but also to what seems to be an essential part of his existential state: a state of motion that entails a continuous movement from Self to Other.
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� See for instance Shallcross (2002: 5-39), Klejnocki (2002: 83-128), and Czabanowska-Wróbel (2005: 15-116). An obvious poetic account of Zagajewski’s ongoing preoccupation with the fact of “being on the road” is the cycle W drodze (On the Road) in his 2003 poetry volume Powrót (The Return).


� See Klejnocki (2002: 83-128) for a discussion of the notions of exile and pelgrimship in Zagajewski’s poetry.


� See also Klejnocki (2002: 109-128) and Shallcross (2002: 5-11).


� A rather signicifant poetic account of this evolution can be found in a poem by Czesław Miłosz from the beginning of the 90s (Capri):


Dobijam osiemdziesiątki, lecę z San Francisco


do Frankfurtu i Rzymu, pasażer, który niegdyś jechał


trzy dni bryką z Szetejń do Wilna. 	


� See for instance Zagajewski’s poem Bezdomny Nowy Jork (Homeless New York).


� Cf. the well-known fragment from Jechać do Lwowa in which Jewishness is linked to homelessness: “dlaczego każde miasto / musi stać się Jerozolimą i każdy / człowiek Żydem” (“why must every city / become Jerusalem and every man a Jew”).
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