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In the Personal 
Archive
Lucyna Marzec

1.
The order of the archive is bound up with the order 
of narration.

2.
A brief quote from Michel Foucault’s The Archeology of 
Knowledge. The same quote appears in many texts in 
the archive. I bought my own copy fresh out of my first 
few classes in literary theory. I came across it in a used 
bookstore – a labyrinth of romance novels redolent with 
mildew and encyclopedias saturated with dust. The book-
store was wedged between housing blocks and garages, 
in the shadow of Collegium Altum. The quote I have in 
mind is on page 154 of the Polish edition. The publisher 
is some ephemeral outfit – De Agostini Polska, Printed in 
Spain. Price: fifteen Polish złoty. Hardcover, shoddy de-
sign. At that point, I personally preferred the publication 
series “+/- infinity sign” – a symbol of membership to all 
those initiated into the realm of theory, the self-aware (in 
the humanities, this means something). The series was 
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a fetish object for ambitious women studying at the uni-
versity: keep track of all the books the lecturers bring to 
class from their personal libraries and acquire them all. 
Acquire them, spend time with them. Gradually master 
the archeology of knowledge they propose so that you too 
can dispute it or elevate it as truth, or do both in turn, 
depending on the readings of the day.

That overpowering boredom of the archive, the 
blurring of formulas, the endless gray of cardboard 
boxes, the predictability of their contents paired 
with the fear of the impact they may have on you, 
critical proximity, reading with understanding, 
misreadings. 

A library is not an archive. And yet, notes scrawled in the 
margins of a book, personal notes, smeared ink, news-
paper clippings, bookmarks, or index cards used in their 
place – all these things have inherent value, and their ma-
teriality is unyielding. A museum might well take them 
into its stores to study and protect them. In a used copy 
of Archeology of Knowledge, I come across an anonymous 
reading history in the form of underlined passages I might 
otherwise have missed; I am learning through another: 
my reading companion. The anonymity smooths the pro-
cess. I do not need to engage. That nonchalant and almost 
bashful comment when you lend someone a book: “Ignore 
the markings.” The statement tries to circumvent vigilant 
reading while downplaying the gesture of lending some-
thing (to you, in fact). Threads snared in a knot, reading 
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in the archive mode. Which is to say, a loving mode. And 
so, we are left with the whole range of activities that come 
with inheriting a library, and the reluctance to lend out 
books: the writing in the margins, the dogeared pages – 
this is the archive of reading.

A quote from page 154 of my edition of The Archeology of 
Knowledge: a synecdoche of the Foucauldian tradition as 
a whole, a legacy to which we seek membership, to which 
we long to grow intimate, so often to no avail. A lockpick 
slipped into one’s pocket so the philosopher-genius’ words 
might somehow pry open some complex and obscure pas-
sage and enlist this passage as accomplice to the breach 
that is the analysis of discourse. These operations smear 
the signature of the text. The glue that seals impenetrable 
thoughts, illogical thoughts, thick and pithy. We lure in 
just a speck of something we can make our own.

An ill-fated quote, for it has been used to defy the Fou-
cauldian manifesto, in violation of the archeology of 
knowledge that does not seek to be a history of ideas, of-
fer an allegory, or lay bare the secret of origins. It is used 
against the practice that either consigns it to the history 
of ideas, uses the “archive” as a trope, or points out the 
mysteries lurking within the specific archive of a specific 
person.

“The archive is first…”
No – let’s leave it out.
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3.
Two or three metaphors from Derrida’s Mal 
d’Archive: the house of the archon, fever, destruction. 
Freud’s death drive.

At the reception for a conference in the Hague on rela-
tions between women writers (intertextual and personal), 
I sat next to an archivist who had come without a paper, 
simply to listen. As the collaborative projects of a program 
called Women Writers in History wrapped up, my neigh-
bor twirled her glass in her hand and confessed: “I am so 
enamored with archival collections that I just want to de-
vour them all. This is archive fever.” How true: preserve 
and devour. Absorb and annihilate. The room swelled 
with resounding laughter.

A few words (careful, they are mouthfuls) 
stationed in the waiting room of “migrating ideas:” 
consignation, hypomnemata.

Rumors that a Polish translation of Archive Fever is in 
the works have been circulating among Derrida’s devo-
tees for years now. The publisher has already announced 
the book – there is a cover, there is even an ISBN num-
ber. So, I call up IBL in January of 2017. I wanted to read 
the book before this issue of Czas Kultury went to print 
so that I could use Polish terms consistent with the new 
translation. I find out the work is still underway – this is 
now in June. Archive Fever/Archival Fever calls for nothing 
short of monumental gestures. These things take time. 
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Half a year is nothing in the publishing cycle of the hu-
manities.

The effect of authenticity.
A groundbreaking discovery.
A phenomenal forgery.

Julian Barnes’ Flaubert’s Parrot can be read as an anti-
dote to A.S. Byatt’s Possession. The latter is an archival 
romance in which the chance discoveries of contemporary 
literary scholars and a passion for knowledge gradually 
disentangle biographical conundrums and alleviate anx-
ieties of identity. A trail forms, made up of traces secret-
ed away within books, letters, and other corners of the 
archive: a baby carriage for dolls (a secret between two 
lovers – a child), a casket (pack things away into a cas-
ket to safely await the time when your shame has finally 
subsided?). The archives reveal what is true. In Posses-
sion, as in any proper romance, professional and roman-
tic fulfillment are one and the same. In Barnes’ novel, the 
opposite holds true: not yet satisfied with his knowledge 
on the author of Madame Bovary, Flaubert’s self-appoint-
ed biographer is left in a state of intense frustration and 
personal anxiety. Letters that just might radically revise 
the existing body of scholarship on Flaubert are burned – 
more or less in plain sight of the horrified biographer who 
desperately seeks them. Flaubert’s biography is therefore 
condemned to eternal incompleteness. The archives lie 
and deceive. They dispel illusions of one person’s inten-
tions to master the secrets of someone else. I come across 
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a certain scene (to which I was led by a conversation with 
Marek Osiewicz as we selected photographs from the ar-
chive of the departmental library for a book celebrating 
the Institute of Polish Philology). The scene is straight 
out of a film:

Aside from the passages we are well acquainted with 
today, de Saussure also drafted a comprehensive 
outline for a book on general linguistics. So much we 
can gather from a collection of manuscripts discov-
ered in 1996 in the orangery of a hotel that belonged 
to de Saussure’s family. The manuscripts have since 
been housed in the Municipal University Library of 
Geneva.

So: clandestine cabinets in an orangery (yet how could 
this be? For three whole generations the de Saussure fam-
ily neglected to clean out this one particular area, the 
orangery of a Geneva hotel? Were the linguistics man-
uscripts carried from place to place like some object of 
enormous value that must be kept close at hand at all 
costs, even if its purpose is not exactly clear? After all, the 
work we now think of as Course in General Linguistics is, in 
fact, an aggregate of notes collected by the scholar’s dili-
gent students and organized according to the structure of 
his lectures. It is true – the basis of the division between 
signifier and signified remains somewhat obscure, and yet 
without this division, all of twentieth-century philosophy 
is hard to fathom. Do de Saussure’s manuscripts become 
more or less valuable after Lacan? After Derrida?)
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Museum storage. A royal mess, in an attic.
Entropy. A rubbish heap.

A passage from Ludmiła Marjańska’s poem Banana Peel 
(Skórek od banana) (a poem of which I would know noth-
ing without Ewa Rajewska’s book on Marjańska, a poet 
and translator): “Allow me to be your garbage man: give 
me this banana peel / this orange peel, oh, and also / the 
refuse of your thoughts, / the remainders of your dried up 
feelings, / the discarded shells of your shattered illusions. 
I’ll take it all.”

I find myself wondering if Marjańska has perhaps con-
fused the biographer’s method with that of the tabloid 
paparazzo. The eponymous banana peel is both trash 
and pop cliché: the second we see it, we know someone 
is bound to slip and topple over. This “scavenging of left-
overs” is reminiscent of Hollywood reporters who sniff 
around for scandals. At the same time, it evokes the daily 
labors of the archeologist. The poem lists “a photo album, 
letters to your mother, blue notebooks” all stored in a pri-
vate or family archive – this is no trash. Trash is all that 
is excluded from the archive, all that is discarded. On the 
other hand, this is not to suggest that all that falls with-
in the archive’s scope is gold. The archivist is goldsmith 
and engraver both. “I am what I keep with me. I am what 
I throw away.” (I want to be what I keep with me, I don’t 
want to be what I throw away.)

Sublime collecting, compulsive hoarding.
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I am thinking about Jonathan Culler’s Junk and Rubbish: 
A Semiotic Approach when I find myself in Zoe’s apart-
ment in Athens. Zoe is a film producer. She will tell you 
your horoscope, and she is fluent in the art of aromather-
apy. Her apartment is brimming with objects. The space 
resembles an exclusive antique store where most objects 
are doubled by counterparts from other decades, in oth-
ers’ styles. For example: one shelf features twenty, thirty 
pairs of glasses, all rather chic and in good taste. Little 
jars, glass bottles, figurines. A cabinet in another room is 
filled to the gills with film reels. I take it all in with won-
der, perhaps a touch overwhelmed.

I find my favorite object: a toy. An old dexterity puzzle 
with five silver balls you have to coax into their rightful 
slots, arranged around the head and body of a jolly-look-
ing clown. Even when the balls rest for two, three seconds, 
they remain in motion. You might say the same of the val-
ues of the objects in this room: they fluctuate. Rarely are 
they stable. Culler describes two tendencies: objects ini-
tially assigned a high value that gradually declines, and 
objects of modest value at the moment of production that 
then accumulate value over time.

The dexterity puzzle is made out of a matchbox with clear 
plastic fitted into the lid, while the sides retain the strips 
of powdered glass used for striking a match. The toy ap-
pears to be handmade. At the same time, it is a classic col-
lector’s item: surely someone made it for kicks, or perhaps 
as an exercise in craft. By the time Zoe came across it in 
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a flea market, it had already been stripped of the third val-
ue Culler writes of, a value whose currency remains stable 
in the Polish language: sentimental value.

The archive is a repository for objects of sentimental val-
ue. Their meaning and value are incomplete without com-
mentary. They are spawned by the stories we tell of them.
September, 2015. It is my birthday. I do not tell Zoe, but 
when I arrive, she gives me a present anyway: a fur coat 
tailored half a century earlier by her mother – for her-
self. Her mother was a renowned seamstress, Zoe adds. 
She gives the fur the endearing name “Polish coat.” Even 
without appreciating its full value, I feel giddy, lighthead-
ed. Two years later, in September of 2017, a chill lingers 
the whole month through, and the fur coat is just the 
thing for long strolls around Lake Rusałka.

A fur coat from Athens: a status symbol, a symbol of suc-
cess. And yet, somehow, this handmade piece (yes, fur 
coats are sewn by hand!) and mother’s memento winds 
up in Poznań, where it is pulled from the closet every year 
or so to shield me from the cold. Even today, the gift is 
bound up with a story that begs to be told. An explana-
tion, as it were.

Clothing from the archive – the storage and showroom of 
Grażyna Hase. It takes a lot of space to archive a fashion 
collection. Mannequins, clothing hangers, valets, racks 
displaying fabric samples. And on top of all this, a life in 
papers: photographs (currently tallying at 16,000 scans), 
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newspaper clippings, binders, invitations, sketches. De-
signs by Grażyna, by others. Golden slippers salvaged 
from the trash – the masterful craftsmanship of one of 
Warsaw’s finest cobblers.

In the archive of Hanna Faryna-Paszkiewicz, there is 
a monogram cut from bedsheets, embroidered by her 
grandmother.

Dust. A trace. Particles.

At a seminar on archives organized by a project team led 
by Monika Rudaś-Grodzka called Archive of Women: Those 
Who Write, Katarzyna Czeczot presents on Carolyn Steed-
man’s Dust. She speaks of the intimacy of the dust that 
coats the documents housed within an archive, dust you 
breathe in, dust that makes you sick with pneumoconio-
sis. It is no different from the fine powder that is the re-
mains of the dead, or the ashes left behind in the scourge 
of a fire. Work in the archives means, among other things, 
inhaling the ashes of the dead.

June: a storm picks up just as I am leaving Poznań for 
a seminar in Pułtusk. Lightning and hail trail me on my 
way to Warsaw. In the train, and later on in a bus, I recall 
an article by Jadwiga Żylińska called To See Pułtusk (Zo-
baczyć Pułtusk). Several photocopies of the article are in-
cluded in the writer’s archive, which was moved by Marian 
Pilot to the Władysław Golus Regional Museum in Ostrz-
eszów shortly after Żylińska’s death. I spent two summer 
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months in this town in the Greater Poland region while 
working on my dissertation. When I first arrived, I lived in 
a school dormitory that shared quarters with an orphan-
age. Later on, I moved to a hotel located in an estate that 
once belonged to the Hulewicz family. Both places were 
only a few minutes’ walk to the museum (which shared 
quarters with the town hall). I worked in the top floor of 
the building, in a railroad room bookended by permanent 
exhibitions: during the Nazi occupation, Norwegian of-
ficers were imprisoned here. Antoni Serbeński painted 
here. Ignacy Moś, the great devotee of Sienkiewicz, lived 
here.

I had my own little work station, which consisted of 
a desk, chair, and table space for a scanner I had brought 
from home. This was my first intense encounter with the 
archive. It was no private archive, nor was it entirely pub-
lic (the collection had not yet been cataloged, and I was 
only able to access it with special permission from the 
director). Once a week, tour groups would walk past me, 
usually made up of children from nearby summer camps. 
In these moments, I felt I was but one of many artifacts in 
the museum’s holdings, a living library in a ready position 
to explain her work. Kicking up dust, much to the dismay 
of the cleaning woman.

Like so many authors, Żylińska took good care of her ar-
chive, accumulating materials that constitute an autho-
rized monograph of her life and work. Some of this work 
she had outsourced to an agency called Glob Press (this 
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was common practice in the socialist period). The agency 
seal marks several portfolios of press clippings.

From Żylińska’s article on Pułtusk, I learned many things 
for which I had no use in my dissertation, although I still 
remember them vividly. They filled out my picture of the 
writer. The article is a critical essay about her visit to a town 
that had hastened to put on a show for this high-profile 
tourist visiting from Sweden. The town, however, had 
been so neglected on a physical and administrative level 
that it scared her away. The museum was unwelcoming, in 
a restaurant, she was served a sloppy plate of lunch that 
had gone cold, the houses on the main square had fallen 
to ruin, and the riverbank was strewn with trash. Żylińs-
ka bitterly recalls this historical landmark and the town’s 
storied history. Żylińska’s Ostrzeszów comes across very 
differently in her writing (over the course of the year, I re-
turned there often). The Pułtusk I encountered during the 
seminar was another story. The town been transformed, 
with the help of municipal and EU subsidies. 

This journey retraced on Żylińska’s trail had no impli-
cations for my research (although I have heard and read 
of such things). The few years I spent getting to know 
Żylińska and her work left imprints in my memory – I ob-
served Pułtusk today through this bias, sensitized by the 
opinions of a tour guide from another era and its own, 
very different definition of cultural tourism. On the way 
to Pułtusk, my body recalled the burning sensation I had 
felt in my eyes – an allergic reaction to the dust that 
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floated so beautifully in the well-lit museum hall, and 
the surprise of an intimate conversation (as sometimes 
happens among strangers) with a mother of twins in the 
waiting room of an Ostrzeszów optometrist.

Private/public. Intimate/political.
Narration (narrative, oral history, storytelling).
Memory (the study of memory, the study of ghosts, 
hauntology).
Affect (feelings, the senses, the body).
Performance.

The archive is a metaphor for a cultural condition.
And so on.

4.
A photograph from Roland Barthes’ personal archive. 
First, in Camera Lucida: “I studied the little girl and at last 
rediscovered my mother,” and later on in Mourning Diary: 
“Maman’s photo as a little girl, in the distance – in front 
of me on my desk. It was enough for me to look at it, to ap-
prehend the suchness of her being (which I struggle to de-
scribe) in order to be reinvested by, immersed in, invaded, 
inundated by her goodness.” The photo is not reproduced 
in the book, although “hundreds” of scholars have seen 
it, deciphered it, and described it in full. The photograph 
clarifies the difference between stadium and punctum 
– the promise of the personal archive: “It conveyed the 
whole essence. It fulfilled the impossible utopian dream: 
the study of a unified being.”
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The photograph belongs with a quote from Izabela 
Czartoryska – a quote beloved among scholars of Polish 
archives: “We all seem to uniformly grow attached to the 
most trivial mementos left behind when someone dear to 
us dies – a mother, a child, a close friend. It is as if each 
object cuts a pathway back to them, and although these 
things may be saturated with sadness, the very sight of 
them also brings relief.”

Through Czartoryska’s work, family mementos of inter-
connected aristocratic lineages (archives) have constitut-
ed the foundation of the national museum. In this light, 
the patron’s words read as kind of Aesopian message from 
within the partitions. Brushed against the grain, like the 
holdings of the Czartoryski Museum, these words reveal 
their own contingencies and ties to the state. Archives 
(museums, libraries) exclude, ignore, and bypass all that 
is not privileged by the archon.

The private archive is not the inverse of the public 
one.

The words “Past – Future” inscribed in the Temple of 
the Sybil give form to Derridean digressions on the 
never-not-present nature of the archive. “The keep-
sake of a beloved mother – her last words of advice to 
her daughter” by Klementyna Hoffman (née Tańska) 
is a collection of cautionary tales and instructions for 
the future. The text is a private archive, “the source of 
a source,” the prehistory of a public archive. Like any 



18

CzasKultury/English 2/2017

prehistory, it is an elusive yet hypothetical and narrato-
genic institution.

If we take Czartoryska’s words in good faith, we find they 
harbor nostalgia, longing, and mourning – forces without 
which there would be no such thing as an archive of keep-
sakes: “something of my mother’s essence” (Barthes) pre-
served (enshrined) in the archive will bring “some relief” 
(Czartoryska). The elusive nature of the description min-
gles with the promise of a “unified being.” In Camera Lu-
cida, Barthes writes about science, while Mourning Diary 
speaks to the radical splitting between mother and child 
(even when the so-called “child” is a fully-grown litera-
ture professor). The child experiences this splitting as an 
excruciating wound. The mother’s entire archive consists 
of a photo album: leafing through this keepsake reveals 
fantasies of pre-symbolic unity with the mother (utopia, 
the non-verbal, the sensorial).

The archive that remains of the mother – the mother’s ar-
chive – is the first archive, the archive of archives. “It’s 
funny how we become fixated on the objects that once be-
longed to our loves ones who have died – our ghosts. We all 
become curators, literally, for we are overcome with care for 
these objects when we tuck them away in little cabinets or 
caddy-boxes. We treat these boxes as safes for protecting 
valuable goods – protecting the immensity of our personal 
archives. On the other hand, if we stop to think, packing 
objects into boxes is also a process of disposal. The same 
can be said of storing objects in the boxes used in public 
archives. A crate so easily becomes a coffin, at this point, 
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recovery ceases to be an option.” – These are the words of 
Alessandra Violi, an expert on the work of Joseph Cornell, 
the artist who made boxlike vitrines and caskets for beau-
tiful objects nested in curious arrangements.

The inverse of tidying the apartment or room of someone 
recently deceased – a process of elimination that produc-
es the archive – would be to set these boxes, archives, and 
keepsakes into motion. Barthes uses his mother’s photo-
graphs – intimate mementos of a personal archive – to 
generate knowledge. The longing for unity takes the form 
of intellectual agitation and writerly gesture. One portion 
of the domestic archive is made public, while everything 
else remains closed off.

As a rule, however, “the same examples repeat them-
selves.” The accumulative mode by which we list the 
contents of the boxes left behind by our dearly departed 
rarely proceeds by degree. It is the memory of details that 
counts here (“the stem of a glass with no smear of wine / 
broken from the cup”), which is then contrasted with ab-
sence. “And only your hands, your arms were lacking / the 
knees you kneeled on / when at dusk, you brought out all 
that was pissing, / ringing, shimmering, / so fragile they 
were fleeting / that is, now, eternally yours – just as I am” 
– Bogusława Latawiec writes these words in Things about 
Things (Rzeczy o rzeczach), a text dedicated to her mother.

When it comes to a mother’s archive, it is no easy task to 
keep one’s distance. The personal archive is the domain 
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of cursed objects, emotional stimuli – a utopia of inti-
macy. (To test the power of an image, W. J. T. Mitchell 
recommends scratching the eyes off the portrait of your 
mother).

In the personal archive, mixed in with the gold and the 
dust, there is a sense of pathos imbued with the banal (we 
are not so different after all, you and I). In a letter to her 
dead mother (pathos), Violi writes in plain terms (the ba-
nal): “boxes don’t actually come in handy for storing the 
objects of our dearly departed – our ghosts. What they ac-
tually accomplish is the erasure of time.” Barthes has also 
emphasized the resistance the archive mounts against 
time, invoking Marcel Proust.

The multiple layers of the archive (chronology, narrative) 
complement / conflict with the timelessness of collecting 
and the ordering of space (the home, the box, the cabinet).
Box, dresser, cabinet. Cocoons of memory, sarcophagi 
of feelings. Geysers of narrative: wait long enough, and 
a whole elaborate story will spring forth. In the twentieth 
century, these geysers were prone to frequent outbursts.
Box, dresser, cabinet. The technologies of the archive, 
machines for ordering and facilitating the fabrication and 
consumption of memory. They come with their own his-
tory, their own time.

5.
A few salient notes on how the issue of “Czas Kultury” on 
the personal archive came into being.
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#Bucket with rubble from Wanda Gosławska’s 
mosaic.

I ask Hanna Faryna-Paszkiewicz to help me get acquaint-
ed with the personal archive of an artist she knows. We 
arrange to meet with Anna Rudzka in the home studio of 
Józef Gosławski. Ever since I was writing a monograph on 
Maria Jehanne Wielopolska, I have kept up a correspon-
dence with Hania, who is the author of several books, 
including Saska Kępa in Letters, Notes, and Memories… 
We have met on several occasions. We share certain pas-
sions: archives, unpopular female archetypes. Some bib-
liographic notes direct me to a Wikipedia entry on the 
sculptor and coin-maker Gosławski. The entry has been 
scrupulously prepared. It is as good as a monograph. The 
space of the home studio on Warsaw’s Nobel Street is also 
rather impressive: there’s a spacious room with high ceil-
ings and a glassed-in door to the garden. This time, the 
visitor is just me (in Hania’s company, of course), but once 
a year, for the Night of Museums, this house where Anna 
Rudzka lives with her family opens its doors to anyone 
who wants to see how the artist behind the famous five-
złoty fisherman coin once lived and worked.

Anna Rudzka is an art historian. She uses her father’s 
former studio as her workplace (her own bibliography in-
cludes a study on her father’s work). Before she took over 
the space, her mother Wanda (Gosławski’s wife, who was 
also a ceramicist and sculptor) had adapted the studio 
into an apartment.
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I explore the room. I touch the artifacts displayed in this 
micromuseum. I am familiar with most of the objects 
(from photographs in an album I encountered on a school 
fieldtrip to Żelazowa Wola, a town known for its requisite 
landmark – the Chopin monument).

What I am really looking for are the family jewels: Christ-
mas ornaments that Gosławski made for his loved ones in 
the 1950s and ‘60s. Masterpieces: little cardboard nativity 
scene figures that fit in the palm of the hand. Even their 
facial expressions are unique. Their clothing suits their 
roles. They wear the attire of kings, farmworkers, the gen-
try. A monkey’s tail loops around the arm of a gypsy. The 
materials Gosławski used evoke a time when you could 
fashion small wonders out of leftover fabric and tinfoil. 
Even the glue was homemade. This particular box in the 
home studio of Józef Gosławski seems to be of a personal 
nature.

For the past few months, however, the studio has a new 
object on display. No one quite knows what to make of it. 
The object is a pail holding pieces of a mosaic by Wan-
da Gosławska that once adorned the former offices of 
the Passenger Lift Factory located at 12 Progress Street 
in Warsaw. Today, the pieces look like a bucket of rubble, 
though if you peer inside, here and there, the debris is 
flecked with bright ceramic tile.

#Stanisław Barańczak’s Notes
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I complain to Ryszard Czapara of an excess of materi-
al. I get excited (in turn) by this theme that I have lived 
by ever since I found myself in the archive of Jadwiga 
Żylińska at the Regional Museum in Ostrzeszów, when 
I was writing my dissertation. It must have been the 
19th or 20th of May in 2016. It was right after the gala 
for the first annual Stanisław Barańczak and Adam Mick-
iewicz Award. Much to our surprise (and to Anna’s), we 
are asked to meet with Anna Barańczak, the festival’s 
guest of honor, to help her organize Stanisław’s archive. 
We approach the housing estate where Barańczak wrote 
his poems (and in the adjoining room, filled his patients’ 
cavities) only to get lost and walk past Anna’s apartment 
several times.

Ryszard is more prepared than I. He has the proper gloves, 
the bins, the tape and postal slips. All I have to show for 
myself is a bouquet of lilies of the valley that I bought for 
Anna from an old woman posted by the gate on Fredra 
Street.

Anna needs our help to pack up the manuscripts and ship 
them to her house in the United States (the fact that I, 
too, once lived outside of Boston and had this in common 
with Anna as well was another matter, and a third thing: 
I work in the same department that she and her husband 
both taught in some thirty years ago). There is no time to 
open the folders, but we can easily assume they hold man-
uscripts (maybe drafts) of Barańczak’s research.
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The three of us toil side by side in the basement (on the 
ceiling, I spy an inscription, “I love SB”, that Anna now 
notices, after all these years; the archive of an anonymous 
affair, surely from his distant schooldays?). The weight of 
the boxes, the long line at the post office. The lilies of the 
valley get lost somewhere along the way. The whole time, 
Anna carries four notebooks with dark bindings that she 
took from the apartment.

She invites us to lunch, and after the second glass of wine 
tells us she cannot wait for the day to end. She cannot 
wait to go up to her hotel room, open the notebooks filled 
with Barańczak’s notes, and devour them. She wants to 
take her time with those “beloved letters.”

Hugging the notebooks close – these notebooks she dared 
not open in front of strangers, even helpful ones who may 
very well have taken an interest. To take one’s time with 
those beloved letters.

It is a definition of the personal archive, coined from 
within the personal archive – it is intimate. It stirs up 
emotions and memories that sometimes need to be pro-
tected (for it is the custodians of private archives who call 
for defensive measures more often than the archives’ he-
roes). At other times, they need to be exposed. Institution 
before institution (although by this logic, how could law 
have functioned before the law?).
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There is no such thing as access to the personal archive. 
The archon is unwilling to indulge these reversals. There 
are no procedures to be obeyed or misconstrued.

There is such a thing as access to the personal archive. 
There are letters of introduction, phone calls (alongside 
the unanswered calls, the messages never sent, the im-
probable acts of erasure in the cloud). There is polite in-
terest (alongside reluctant sneers). There’s the invitation 
to the home, the visit.

I am in the kitchen of a small apartment on Radziłowska 
Street in Saska Kępa (I know the address by heart, for this 
was the address Iłłakowiczówna wrote on thousands of 
postcards and dozens of letters addressed to her sister and 
nieces). I am perusing family miscellany, an archive of in-
terpersonal relations and complex social constellations.

I get a similar feeling in the apartment of Edward Balcer-
zan and Bogusława Latawiec. The personal archives of 
magazine editors, human institutions of the literary world. 
They are like the old estates along the Amber Road that 
retain the imprint of their owners and guests. Individual 
and double lives consolidate and intersect within these ar-
chives. As they are institutionalized to be made available 
to the public, these lives are dispersed. They are shipped 
off as donations to museums devoted to single authors, to 
the public libraries of far-flung towns. These are not the 
archives of our dearly departed (our ghosts), but the per-
sonal archives of public personas, authors – continuously 
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emerging and continuously dispersing (donated by…), in 
constant motion (bound by the rules of order and disorder), 
abolishing the archive fetish and foregoing the archive as 
metaphor to instead assert the archive as a repository of 
traces of the past.

Professor Edward Balcerzan, in lecture mode, or perhaps 
over a cup of tea and a helping of applesauce, recites a ty-
pology of the archive’s contents. I take note (in yet an-
other notebook labeled: personal archive): a) family keep-
sakes, letters, b) literary and editorial correspondence, c) 
event documentation: flyers for readings, photographs, d) 
magazine clippings (“our texts, texts about us”), and e) 
drafts, manuscripts.

Here, in this archive, I feel at ease, for it is not so differ-
ent from a public archive. In fact, it reveals the fact that 
no personal archive is ever strictly personal. The moment 
an archive includes correspondence, minutes from meet-
ings of editorial mastheads, gifts from famous figures and 
there, a mother’s diary, a grandfather’s letters, things mo-
bilized in poetry, prose, essays, and already, the archive 
belongs, in a way, to the public sphere.

In the Saska Kępa kitchen (just a few years earlier), I feel 
less comfortable. I get the feeling the heirs of the Czer-
wijowska/Iłłakowiczówna archive feel the same way. 
The archive consists of family keepsakes – an archive 
of affects and emotions. An itemized list will not suffice 
here.
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#Krzysia Czerwijowska’s Purse

A leather purse, not too large, beige in hue. And inside it: 
lipstick, an ID under the name of…, tissues (apparently 
used), a container of pills for….

The ID and pills might explain something, but not neces-
sarily.

The purse of a woman who, at the age of forty-one, 
jumped out the window of an apartment in Saska Kępa. 
An archive left behind by the family (or simply left un-
touched?) To whom did it belong? Whose story does it 
tell? Krzysia’s? The grieving mother’s? The story of a girl 
who could not bring herself to part with a memento of 
her sister and therefore left it to her extended family? The 
Wołków family shows me the purse with a subtle air of 
embarrassment. At the time, I must have pieced together 
the Krzysia I knew from letters and from Iłła’s poems and 
footnotes: the poems name political parties, labor unions, 
and the ingredients of prescription drugs. This does not 
contradict the sense that the contents of the purse in fact 
reveal very little of Czerwijowska’s private life: perhaps it 
gives rise to a string of probable stories that would befit 
hackneyed historical dramas with their political, medical 
and social inclinations. So-called family tragedies prolif-
erate in so many forms of discourse.

Later on, right after the publication of the annotated Let-
ters, I read Alice Yaeger Kaplan’s suggestion that the prop-
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er place for archival pursuits in academic discourse is the 
footnote. The paratext, the margin – perhaps the most 
appropriate, but rather inconvenient, for it’s entirely too 
cramped. This is the place for confessions, for reports from 
the field of archival passion. Despite certain cultural tropes 
and trends in contemporary art, what really counts is not 
the process of searching, but the discovery itself. Displaced 
from the primary text of archival narratives (that should 
be understood, regardless, as reproductions of schematic 
mythical tales and of beloved popular genres), rooted in 
a pact of love that the scholar makes with herself.

I am well acquainted with this pact of love: its ambivalence 
is laid bare by all questions about how I arrived at a cer-
tain footnote, all requests to annotate the annotations. 
I see no place for the archive’s passion and bitterness in 
the paratexts of scholarly work.

In a footnote, I inform the reader of someone’s member-
ship in a union. I believe I come across as well informed. 
I cover the tracks of the bodily experience of touching 
(after all, looking is only a metaphor) the contents of the 
purse. I conceal the memory of my indiscretion and the 
consequence of my careless gesture of opening the lip-
stick shaped so delicately to fit the curve of the lip. I do 
not cite the source.

6.
In many an anecdote, J. L. Clifford warned against the 
scenario where “just a little bit of luck saves the scholar 
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from a fiasco resulting from his own negligence.” A few 
sentences earlier, he writes: “You have to confess that 
in some cases, we have pure chance to thank for what 
could only have been achieved with greater effort.” I do 
not think I believe that accidents and discoveries hap-
pen without effort. Combing through the archives takes 
time. It is not something you do for entertainment, nor is 
it some naïve hobby. And similarly, building an archive – 
more often than not, this is the project of a lifetime, even 
if the archive is only studied/organized decades after it 
was collected.

To enter someone’s personal archive is an existential ex-
perience. “We’ve all experienced that autumnal morn-
ing, that morning in summer, late spring, or winter, that 
evening when we stand at the doorway of someone else’s 
apartment, or stand before the wardrobe, desk, or cabi-
net that we must empty.” – thus writes Ewa Daszewska in 
the diary she wrote while organizing the house-archive of 
her mother-in-law. “Going through that archive was like 
taking a tour of the life of an entire family through one 
woman’s experience,” remarks Adam Dziadek about his 
work on the not-yet-entirely organized papers of Aleksan-
dr Wats (and his wife Ola) at Yale’s Beinecke Library. Here 
are the places set aside for personal archives within public 
ones: “miscellany,” fossils, “& other.” In supplementary 
and hypertrophic bins and folders labeled thus, the order 
of authorial signatures intersects (albeit through a disor-
der of forms) with the order of the archivist and his or 
her research. It is at this intersection that knowledge and 
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affect emerge, as well as primary and auxiliary texts, an-
notations and errata. The personal archive craves excess 
and chaos. Sure, someone might put up a temporary resis-
tance to this, but eventually, they will succumb to it – and 
on this will go, back and forth, without end, and all the 
while, the process generates an archive of its own: the ar-
chive consorts with the archive, the archive of being with 
(inside) the archive.

7. Archive of readings (in place of a bibliography)
A. Aleksandrowicz, Izabela Czartoryska: polskość i europejskość, Lu-

blin 1998.

A. Assmann, Canon and Archive, [in]: A Companion to Cultural Memo-

ry Studies, ed. A. Erll, A. Nünning, Berlin 2010.

 “Autobiografia. Literatura. Kultura. Media” 1/2013 – 6-7/2016.    

R. Barthes, Mourning Diary, trans. R. Howard, Berkeley – Los Ange-

les 1994.

R. Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. R. 

Howard, New York 1982.

H. Bradley, The seductions of the archive: voices lost and found, “Histo-

ry of the Human Sciences” 2(12)/1999.

K. Chmielewska (ed.), Znikanie. Instrukcja obsługi, Warsaw 2009.
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S. Roszak, Archiwa sarmackiej pamięci. Funkcje i znaczenia rękop-

iśmiennych ksiąg silva rerum w kulturze Rzeczypospolitej XVIII wieku, 

Toruń 2004.

W. Rybczyński, Home: A Short History of an Idea, New York 1987.
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iej Wojny, Warsaw 2016.

F. de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. P-M. and H. Saussy, 

trans. W. Baskin, New York 2011.

A. Sekula, Photography Against the Grain, London 2016.

C. Steedman, Dust. The Archive and Cultural History, New Brunswick, 
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And:
Meeting with Grażyna Hase at the designer’s home.
Meeting with Anna Rudzka and Hanna Faryna-Pasz-
kiewicz in the home studio of Józef Gosławski.
Meeting with Edward Balcerzan and Bogusława Latawiec 
in their home.
Several visits to the home studio of Kazimiera Iłłako-
wiczówna in Poznań.
Research visit at the Władysław Golus Regional Museum 
in Ostrzeszów.
Research visit at the Adam Mickiewicz Museum of Litera-
ture in Warsaw.
Research visit at the Literary House at the Raczyński Li-
brary in Poznań.
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Several visits to the home archive of Ewa Kraskowska and 
Lech Dymarski, which also included the archive of Pro-
fessor Kraskowska’s grandfather: http://kraskowska.blog-
spot.com

And finally:
Chance conversations with friends and strangers, quarrels 
at public readings and social gatherings, interviews that 
left much unsaid, broken off contacts and dashed expec-
tations, euphoric reactions and unexpected gifts, scraps 
of overheard remarks, and all that has been appropriated, 
recalled, forgotten…

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose
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