Metamorphosis and (Not) Everyday Life
in Stefan Zeromski’s fiction

Summary

In this thesis I analyze four nineteenth and early twentieth century novels by Stefan
Zeromski: Syzyfowe prace [The Labors of Sisyphus] — 1897, Promien [The Ray] — 1898,
Ludzie bezdomni [Homeless People] — 1899, and Dzieje grzechu [The Wages of Sin] — 1908. 1
aim AT showing that metamorphosis, as I Define it, a never-stopping, dynamic process of
change, plays a principal role not only in his characters’ spirituals and intellectual lives, but
also in the world that surrounds them, thriving, multidimensional and complex world of
nineteenth century modernity.

In the first part of my thesis I present an attempt at an untraditional Reading of one of
Stefan Zeromski's widely known novels, Syzyfowe prace. In most cases this work is
interpreted as a representation of cruel trials which boys and young men in partitioned Poland
had to experience inside a tsarist highschool, where they were not permitted to use their
mother tongue and fell prey to severe persecution due to their nationality. However, in this
dissertation a Russian highschool in aprovincial Polish town, so eloquently and vividly
portrayed by Zeromski, is recognized as a form of a total institution, one of those described by
Erving Goffman. Permanent supervision and systemic violence is simply inherent to that
place, any national issues notwithstanding. Despite being so objectified and oppressed,
students find some strategies of rebellion that enables them to live through this degrading
experience. To analyze these forms of subversive protest, I use Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of
carnival and the culture of laughter, along with never scholarly Works on this subject, most
notably Eric Griffiths’ and Georges Minois’. Furthermore, I describe two patterns of a
specific rite de passage, concerning not a group of boys, but individual persons. These are
novel’s protagonists: Marcin Borowicz and Andrzej Radek. The former makes his way
towards adulthood discovering a fascinating realm of the forest and is supported by a peculiar
local Hero, a poacher, a storyteller and a trickster In one person (my interpretation of this
episode is based on classical Works of cultural anthropology, especially those by Mircea
Eliade and Arnold van Gennep, and on close Reading of symbols and archetypes shaping and
enriching the narrative). The latter character, son of a farmhand, is secretly taught b
benevolent tutor hi red by a family of local squire. I place his experience Ina context provided

by historic research on living conditions of nineteenth century farm laborers (Krzysziof



Groniowski) and authors representing contemporary turn toward people’s history In Polish
humanities (Kacper Pobtocki, Michal Rauszer, Andrzej Chwalba and Wojciech Harpula).
When Radek finally reaches highschool and tries hard to change his cultural habitus, the most
appropriate theoretic framework that makes us better understand his situation seems to be
Pierre Bourdieu’s and Jean-Claude Passerons’ koncept of reproduction.

The second part of my dissertation is concentrated on side plots and forgotten
characters of Ludzie bezdomni, a canonic narrative traditionally interpreted exclusively as a
furious cry of social criticism. However, | see it also as a novel with a well-hidden, but
decipherable queer subtext. One of its minor, but extremely intriguing characters is a refined,
stylishly dressed outsider called Korzecki, cynical and oversensitive in the same time, whom
we might observe in an intimate relation with one mysterious blue-eyed ,,smuggler”, as He
calls him. The novel’s protagonist, Tomasz Judym, who AT the end surprisingly leaves his
loving and charming fiancée, also tends to contemplate strong and beautiful male bodies with
intense pleasure. In my interpretation I apply theoretical concepts of such scholars as Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick, German Ritz, Craig A. Williams, Wojciech Smieja and Tomasz
Kalisciak. Next chapter presents Judymowa, Tomasz’s relative, who is a Warsaw cigar
factory worker and risks a great one-way journey by train to Switzerland, taking with Her two
children and wanting to join Her husband, who Has emigrated earlier due to both economic
and political issues (He is most probably a member of illegal socialist party). Judymowa
knows no other languages beside Polish and Has never left Her hometown before. Making use
of Jacques Derrida’s thought, I interpret Her experience as fundamental in the context of
modernist reality and sensitivity, because the adventures she faces en route reshape Her
perspective completely, making Her an unsettled, ever-wandering subject most typical for
modern world.

In the last part of my dissertation I discussDziejegrzechu and Promier: as two novels
dealing bravely and surprisingly with some themes and ideas specific for the turn of century
imaginarium. Literary works of Stefan Zeromski have been eloquently and fruitfully analyzed
in search of schemes and conventions specific for popular literature and culture of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. However, these ingenious interpretations did not
emphasize a crucial aspect of Zeromski's attitude toward popular fiction, which may be
described as metaconscious. Dzieje grzechu is a novel in which Stefan Zeromski most
unashamedly and outspokenly used various advantages and possibilities offered to him by the
realm of popular culture. Yet, in this case being both outspoken and unashamed is not

equivocal with a lack of literary self-awareness, as some earlier commentators suggested.



Therefore, a central point for my interpretation is a famous scene of homicide committed by
the novel's protagonist, Ewa Pobratynska, on her lover during their erotic act. This scene, so
long and so often dismissed by reviewers and researchers as exaggerated, sordid, cruel, and a
sign of the writer's declining taste, is in fact a verbatim quotation from the late 19th-century
penny dreadful as a specific literary convention. When Ewa's two relentless partners in crime
first present her that project, she herself exposes its trivial sources, calling it a "rank idea"
taken directly from a vulgar romance. In this way, Dzieje grzechu unmasks fictional and
popular elements of its own construction. Yet, it avoids becoming a sheer pastiche, remaining
a multidimensional text of several facets and perspectives.

The next chapter analyzes complex and ambiguous aspects of modernisation, depicted
by Stefan Zeromski in his intriguing but rather obscure novel Promies. The writer chooses a
provincial town for his scenery — although based on Kielce, it receives a fictional name —
which experiences an industrial revolution in miniature. A railroad built in the area, old, solid
shops and enterprises brought to death by the modern way of trade and a shockingly radical
local newspaper ran by the novel’s protagonists are just a few most striking symptoms of that
inevitable and unsettling process of change.
Keywords: Stefan Zeromski, The Labors of Sisyphus, Homeless People, The Wages of Sin.

The Ray, 19-th century, Polish fiction, initiation, queer, modernity, popular literature.



