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Poetic Traces in 
the Home Archive 
of Julian Przyboś1

Agnieszka Kwiatkowska

The Warsaw apartment shared by Julian Przyboś and Da-
nuta Kula is home to several dozen folders brimming with 
typed and handwritten manuscripts, letters, press clip-
pings, conference programs, and event flyers (often an-
notated with the poet’s notes). Most of the work in the 
collection has already been published. Mixed in with the 
manuscripts are typewritten pages noting final revisions 
to implement before publication. A traditional approach 
to these materials so meticulously organized by Przyboś’s 
wife would turn up little of note to expand scholarship on 
the poet. Perhaps a few redactions in the manuscripts bear 
mention, for we could use them to reconstruct alternative 
versions of specific poems, even if the resulting variations 
would be subtle. The archive, however, also bears witness 
to the poet’s life and offers a record of its time. Several 

1	 This	publication	was	financed	by	the	Ministry	of	Science	and	Higher	Education’s	program	
“National	Program	for	Advancing	the	Humanities”	(“Narodowy	Program	Rozwoju	
Humanistyki”),	2015–2018.	0059/NPRH4/H1b/83/2015,	Julian	Przyboś	–	Edition	of	
Uncollected	and	Unpublished	texts.
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folders are full of the petty scribbling of daily life, calen-
dar pages, postcards, and notes offering material for anal-
ysis that may be difficult to decode but are nonetheless of 
value on a literary, linguistic, and material level. We can 
also read into the kind of paper used, the color of the ink, 
the effort and haste evident from the handwriting, inci-
dental notes in the margins of whatever papers were at 
hand, and the condition of the pages (which often retain 
the traces of having been handled several times over, as 
if the poet liked to tamper with his notes). The material 
value of the documents added to the archive during the 
publication process has certainly degraded over time. We 
could, of course, edit the textual contents of the notes and 
publish them with commentary that gives shape to these 
findings. Yet, with certain objects, the word recedes to the 
background, and such editorial maneuvers seem misguid-
ed, for they capture only a narrow aspect of the materials 
in question to preserve and share with readers.

In the Archival Cabinet: Yellowing Papers
Take, for instance, a certain typewritten page, now thor-
oughly yellowed and of shoddy paper stock. On this sheet 
we find the following things, side by side: a poem by Maria 
Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska titled National Colors (Barwy 
narodowe), a hastily sketched forest of spruce trees, and 
the mysterious phrases “by safety fuses – off-switch / 
shutdown / deficient electricity kills / energy” (the letters 
‘f’ in ‘deficiency’ and ‘safety fuses’ are linked together by 
a scrawled dash, and this graphic emphasis on the conso-
nant points to the potentially poetic nature of seemingly 
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abstract expressions culled from Przyboś’s fascinating 
research on electricity). On the same page, we find data 
stripped of poetic weight: “Stefan Moszkowicz / 654-81 / 
men’s tailor.” Moszkowicz’s telephone number, the poet-
ic musings on safety fuses, and Pawlikowska’s lyric verse 
all appear to have been written with one pen.2 Together, 
they form a puzzling, albeit incidental, artifact, and pro-
vide a record of the poet’s life. The sheet of A4 paper has 
been visibly handled on numerous occasions. It is frayed 
at the folds and its corners are damaged, as if it had been 
stuffed hastily into a portfolio or folder or crammed be-
tween papers.

The archive also includes a page torn from a calendar (or 
more specifically, the piece of a page with uneven, ragged 
edges, and in the bottom margin, these words: “Septem-
ber 30 / October 1 1967,” item II151). The page features 
a note on the time of a dentist appointment alongside 
some facts on a magical sword from Nordic mythology. 
The notes read: “dentist / Tuesday 5-7 / Thursday 12-2 
/ Tyrfing – a magical sword / used by Heidrek to attack 
Odin.” Why did the poet decide to tear out this half-page 
and store it for safekeeping? We might assume the note 
on mythology was more of a determining factor than the 
notes on dental procedures. Could he have planned to use 
this information in his work? Perhaps as a metaphor? Both 
pieces of information, however, are written in the same 

2	 The	catalogue	of	Julian	Przyboś’s	home	archive,	Item	I054.	This	catalogue	has	been	
organized	under	the	auspices	of	a	grant	project	and	will	be	published	along	with	the	
archive’s	contents	on	a	website	in	2018.	In	subsequent	passages,	I	will	provide	the	catalog	
item	number	of	various	examples	in	parentheses	in	the	body	of	the	text.
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color ink. There is no space between them. Przyboś does 
not even make use of all the space available on the page. 
It is difficult to fathom that the description of the Tyrfing 
sword was intended to comment on his dental appoint-
ment (as terrifying as the latter’s lethal instruments may 
be and as much as dental tools may resemble the accursed 
sword), but the two notes’ juxtaposition yields an unin-
tended comic effect. This would hardly be worth noting if 
the page did not come with a sequel of sorts: some notes 
jotted down directly after the dental procedure, either at 
home or still in the dentist’s waiting room. The somewhat 
bloodied poet, mouth stuffed with gauze and unable to 
speak with two teeth freshly pulled, must have reached 
into his pocket or briefcase to pull out whatever scrap of 
paper was at hand to jot down a brief memo informing his 
loved ones of his current state of mind:

the dentist wanted to pull only one – then she asked 
how I felt and I – ho! Ho!
The Cossack pulls another! so I’m without a dental 
bridge, and in 6 weeks – a full renovation
of the interior of the mouth, and on the outside
Watch out, since I got a smack in the face and specif-
ically in the mug –
Watch out that you and I not be an interconnected 
system!
frankly, already, the third tooth on the right
I’m supposed to sit here until 12:15 with this gauze 
then she’ll check!
But I’m out of here and won’t ever come back
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But to chomp? I’ve got nothing! And she told me so 
stiffly
in two hours
the numbness would wear off
and then the pain begins!
(item II144).

These phrases point to a dialogue that has only partially 
made it onto the page. They respond to the typical ques-
tions one asks at the dentist (does it hurt; how long until 
I can eat?). In his signature pedantic style, Przyboś scorns 
punctuation and uses elliptical syntax, uttering only 
truncated, isolated turns of phrase.

The paper marked with these doodles is an invitation to an 
evening of music and poetry called Writers of the Capital 
(Pisarze swojej stolicy), to be held on February 2 of 1970 
with a host of popular artists in attendance: Zbigniew 
Zapasiewicz, Mieczysław Voit, Zdzisław Wardejn, Wo-
jciech Stockinger, Józef Fryźlewicz, Andrzej Fedorowicz, 
Józef Duriasz, Danuta Nagórna, and Agnieszka Kossakow-
ska. The boldly underlined lines “frankly, the third tooth 
/ on the right” runs into the list of actors. Is it possible 
that the message, which is not entirely legible if one reads 
it literally, contains some linguistic puzzle connecting its 
parts? Is Przyboś suggesting that the literary event will 
entail splitting a grin, perhaps seated in the third row on 
the right side of the aisle? Is it possible that the contents 
of this randomly selected invitation launched him into 
a series of intellectual and linguistic puns within the stark 
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reality of the dentist’s office and the accompanying bodily 
feelings? Today, there is no way to resolve this once and for 
all. It would be no easy task to arrive at an explanation on 
the basis of a single document without turning to its ma-
terial properties. Surely, the notes reflect a certain impa-
tience on the part of the patient. Perhaps Przyboś wanted 
to settle his dental problems as quickly as possible, ideally 
in one go, and therefore opted for the double extraction 
and felt content that this would be his last visit for a while. 
On the other hand, he knows he has not seen the end of 
these dental misadventures, for a “full renovation” awaits 
him, as well as the arduous process of adapting to the new 
bridge. We could just as easily assume Przyboś visits the 
dentist regularly and that there is no end in sight to these 
procedures. At least two visits scheduled for fall of 1967 
do not seem to have spared the poet from these long and 
cumbersome procedures in early 1970.

Mixed in with rather literal memos, a certain apostro-
phe catches the eye: “Watch out that you and I not be an 
interconnected system!” The phrase is addressed to Da-
nuta Kula. It is entirely plausible that Kula accompanied 
the suffering Przyboś to the dentist. Perhaps this laconic 
note, stripped almost entirely of punctuation, harbors the 
implication that the lovers have become an interconnect-
ed system and therefore experience one another’s reac-
tions to feelings, sensations, and emotions. The sensorial 
experience of one yields somatic effects on the other, who 
then reacts to the mediated stimuli. This corporeal bond 
– a hybrid perception shared between two people bonded 
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by passionate emotion – seems compatible with Przyboś’s 
vision of the world. Figures of similar relations appear 
throughout his work, as in the poem Visual Experience 
(Doświadczenie wzrokowe) from the collection Instrument 
of Light (Narzędzie ze światła), where the poem’s protago-
nist reacts to a visual stimulus experienced by his lover by 
seeing an afterimage: a woman sees the greenish current 
of a river, and the protagonist watches the walls of his 
home grow pink.

In Virtual Space: Reconstruction
The most convenient medium for sharing this kind of 
document seems to be the Internet. If select texts from 
the archive were to be published in a traditional mono-
graph, they would lose their materiality, and readers 
would only be able to access the documents on the level 
of language. Making the material available online, on the 
other hand, would allow one to share scanned versions of 
the text and to reconstruct the archive’s actual structure. 
The organization of the website and its materials could be 
modeled after the organization of the wooden cabinet in 
the Warsaw apartment where Danuta Kula collected pa-
pers from the poet’s desk for years. Snug rows of twenty 
folders (many of which contain two or three subfolders 
or packets of paper), lacking titles or descriptions, must 
be organized. Individual documents must be classified 
according to categories: typewritten manuscripts, hand-
written manuscripts, poetic fragments, pragmatic notes, 
business correspondence, personal correspondence. Yet 
the borders separating these categories are by no means 
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clear, and several documents would belong in multiple 
categories. Surely many pragmatic notes (such as the tele-
phone number of the aforementioned tailor) double as 
manuscripts. Business memos bear marginalia scrawled 
by the poet’s hand, and several typewritten manuscripts 
feature supplemental passages written by hand. It is of-
ten the case that documents belonging to multiple cate-
gories are interrelated in meaningful ways: they broach 
the same issues and refer to one another, ultimately be-
coming alternative versions (handwritten and typed) of 
one text. The online format would allow one to imple-
ment multiple classification systems simultaneously. The 
default system would reconstruct the archival cabinet. 
Visitors to the website would be able to peruse twenty 
folders corresponding to their paper counterparts. Here, 
they would find scanned documents annotated with crit-
ical commentary and any necessary explanatory notes. 
With meticulously tagged items, visitors would be free to 
reorganize the materials, generating an index of manu-
scripts or postcards or grouping together a particular set 
of texts. Equipping the page with a search function would 
allow one to isolate all handwritten notes that reference 
a specific motif, theme, or author. In this way, the ar-
chive’s functionality, user-friendly format, and the ability 
to quickly locate specific materials will facilitate research, 
while the reconstructed structure of the archive itself will 
project an illusion of materiality: the researcher exploring 
the digitized materials will feel that they are opening and 
peering into the actual folders, free to explore the docu-
ments according to their own impulses.
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An online platform’s essentially limitless potential for 
publishing materials of various formats (text and image 
files) allows one to share critical editions of archival ma-
terials alongside scanned documents. It will therefore be 
possible to see the graphic organization of the notes, their 
placement on the page, the worn edges of papers, doodles 
on the margins of newspapers, and their links to the ar-
ticles they annotate. It will be possible to read the same 
text published in editorial format, adapted to current style 
guidelines, and somewhat decoded and clarified. The ref-
erence system (hyperlinks) will also allow one to retain 
and identify connections between documents (such as the 
one between two notes on the dentist appointment) and 
direct the reader to external sources (such as scholarship 
on the poet’s body of work).

In the Archives of the Master-Poet: Morsels of Knowledge
By publishing this home archive in virtual space, we will 
be in a position to simultaneously preserve the materi-
al’s ephemeral character while also organizing it by the 
criteria of literary scholarship. The bulk of the collection 
consists of documents from the 1960s accumulated in the 
close quarters shared by Danuta Kula and Julian Przyboś. 
At the time, Przyboś was an acclaimed poet, and he was 
often asked for his opinion on questions of literary, cul-
tural, and social life – subjects ranging from the major 
books of the last quarter-century to the location of the 
Monument to the Heroes of Warsaw. Przyboś eagerly 
made himself available as a mentor to young writers. He 
vigilantly studied and criticized everything he perceived 
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as a threat to the beauty of literature and art – poets who 
eschewed punctuation for no good reason or the authors 
of clunky poems in school primers. To a large extent, the 
materials collected in the home archive reflect his or-
ganized personality, systematic tendencies, and love of 
order. On the other hand, they yield some surprises for 
Przyboś scholars. In his daily life, for instance, the poet 
was often irked by things he found ugly. He complained of 
the filthy auto shop whose unpleasant smells drifted up to 
his apartment. He is amused by unintended and startling 
poetic incongruities. He jotted down the word “ha!” on 
the invitation to an event where a conversation with city 
council candidates would be followed by a screening of 
the film “Agnieszka and the Gangsters” (“Agnieszka wśród 
gangsterów” (item II076).

The home archive reveals Przyboś as a writer, but also 
as the regular client of a certain tailor, a dental patient, 
a peruser of bookstores and libraries, a traveler, the-
ater-goer, and an unusually bold man who took an in-
terest in diverse cultural fields. His papers are rife with 
notes on electricity, bibliographic descriptions of me-
chanics textbooks, meticulously noted names of exot-
ic plants and animals, definitions, and terms of literary 
criticism. Together, they form a record of how the poet 
thought, illustrating the mechanisms of his poetic lan-
guage. In Przyboś’s poetics, all metaphorical meanings, 
given or implied, rest on the solid foundation of literal 
meaning. The dense metaphors first criticized by Karol 
Irzykowski in the interwar period, and later on praised, 
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can always be traced back to a reference point rooted in 
reality. In fact, they reference the sensory perception of 
a mimetically reflected world. At the foundation of Przy-
boś’s avant-garde poetics lie the basic premises of real-
ism. “I see and I describe” we might say, following the 
beloved Mickiewicz. This, however, implies that Przyboś 
“saw” as no one saw before him. Through his observa-
tions, he called a new reality into existence, giving rise to 
unprecedented lyrical situations.3

Przyboś writes: “A real painter paints only what he ob-
serves. […] The realist, which is to say, the true painter, is 
known by the labor of his eye as it continuously discovers 
the reality of a side of visuality that has not yet been dis-
cerned.”4

Przyboś’s comments on realist and abstract painting also 
carry over to poetry, where the poet describes exactly 
what he has experienced and sensed on a corporeal and 
emotional level, discerning new and unaccounted for 
aspects even in universal and commonplace experienc-
es. Every metaphor references a tangible reality that has 
been experienced empirically and sensually and therefore 
requires accurate knowledge of the laws of physics, me-
chanics and biology that describe how light functions in 
literal terms.

3	 The	term	“lyrical	situation”	was	first	introduced	by	E.	Balcerzan	in	“Sytuacja liryczna” – 
propozycja dla poetyki historycznej,	[in:]	M.	Głowiński	(ed.),	Studia z teorii i historii poezji,	
series	II,	Wrocław	1970,	p.	338.

4	 J.	Przyboś,	O realizmie w malarstwie,	[in:]	idem,	Linia i gwar,	vol.	1,	Kraków	1959,	pp.	164,	
166.
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In Przyboś’s earliest collections (Screws / Śruby from 1925 
and With Both Hands / Oburącz from 1926) reveal the po-
et’s extensive knowledge of modern mechanics. Przyboś, 
for instance, was well acquainted with the structure and 
operating principles of the lathe that carries such complex 
metaphorical meaning in the poem Snatched by a meta-
phor (Porwany przez przenośnię). The eponymous figure 
(the Polish word przenośnia signifies both metaphor and 
the transmission belt of a machine) simultaneously en-
trances and ensnares the poem’s hero, one Józef Rąb: poet 
and lathe operator.5 The text’s metapoetics are construct-
ed on the basis of literal meaning: an accurate account 
of the daily labors of a lathe operator. In his later poems, 
metaphors increasingly reference the natural world. New 
layers of meaning are generated from the names of an-
imals and plants often cited in foreign languages, as if 
our poetic protagonists want to verify which names are 
most congruent with the reality they describe. This is the 
case in the poem Lesson (Lekcja), which appears in Poems 
and Images (Wiersze i obrazki, Warsaw, 1970, pp. 48-49). 
In this poem, a stroll through a park becomes the pre-
text for a metaphorical climb up into the boughs of a syc-
amore tree. Przyboś lists the names of plants and animals 
in search of the most fitting name. This prompts him to 
interrogate the metaphorical aspects of naming as the act 
of calling into existence. A father and daughter – the po-
em’s protagonists – admire the yellow star-of-Bethlehem 
(gagea lutea), fox (vulpes vulpes; vulpes fulva), sycamore 
(acer pseudoplatanus), and finally, the squirrel, to which 

5	 E.	Balcerzan,	Julian Przyboś,	Warsaw	1989,	p.	54.
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they apply a host of foreign names (écureuil, sciurus, squir-
rel, káterica). One can easily imagine the notes Przyboś 
must have generated to write this poem.

The home archive is rife with these morsels of encyclo-
pedic knowledge. Often, this information has little to do 
with Przyboś’s formal education and interests (although, 
as Edward Balcerzan has noted, the poet was interested in 
everything).6 In these cases, the only way to justify their 
presence in the archive is to think of them as research 
or the building blocks from which Przyboś assembled the 
space of signification for his metaphors. In one archival 
document, he notes: “judas tree / a Jewish tree / desert 
candle / Eremurus robustus” (Item I053). The notes refer 
to two plant species – the Judas tree is a tree that blooms 
with abundant flowers in the spring (budding directly 
from the trunk and older boughs). It is associated with 
the biblical Judas, who hanged himself from its branches. 
The desert candle, meanwhile, is a perennial plant with 
a slender inflorescence that is entirely at home within the 
poet’s sensibility. Might we read this note as a trace of his 
search for the right exotic plant that might resonate with 
the image of the pole jumper and his dynamic movement 
in the poem Butterfly (Motyl)? This poem was inspired by 
the landscapes of Serbia and Croatia. The wildlife of this 
region is associated with various plant metaphors, and of 
all these options, the poet ultimately selected not the Ju-
das tree or the desert candle, but the yellow and purple 
flowers called šeboj-vihojle (a name for which there is no 

6	 E.	Balcerzan,	Poezja polska w latach 1939–1965. Cz. 1,	Warsaw	1982,	pp.	198–199.
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Polish or English equivalent) and the green and yellow 
agave flower. The slender sprout of the agave blends into 
the surrounding landscape and goes unnoticed until its 
resemblance to a nearby moving object calls it out of non-
existence. The flower resonates with the trajectory of pole 
jumping: “I discerned, / as tall as the pole vaulter’s leap 
/ a green agave flower on its stem / the afterimage leapt 
up” (Butterfly, from Unidentified Flower / Kwiat nieznany, 
1968).7 Could the flower, discernible for its vertical con-
tours recalling the flight and form of the athlete’s leap, 
have been the desert candle? Can we tie this image back 
to the archival note? Why did Przyboś ultimately decide 
on the agave? These questions will go unanswered, and 
even if archival research feeds speculations, these trivial 
notes ostensibly unrelated to his poetry are the record of 
a life, and they offer material for reconstructing the poet’s 
creative process and method for building metaphors.

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose

7	 “[S]pojrzałem,	/	wysoko	na	skok	o	tyczce	/	zielony	kwiat	agawy	o	swojej	łodydze	/	wystrzelił	
jak	skok	powidok”	(Motyl,	Kwiat nieznany,	1968).
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