
J o sep h  W i t t l i n
G i a n t  o f  P o l i s h  L e t t e r s

IACH of us,” Joseph W ittlin  
said in an  interview  w ith  the 

| F rench  critic  Cham pigneulle, 
“has some I th ac a  to reach.”

To a m an such as W ittlin , accus­
tom ed to  view life as an odyssey, full 
of blind buffetings y e t purposeful 
w ithal, the senseless and aw ful events 
th a t  have taken  place since he le ft 
W arsaw  la te  in A ugust, 1939, fo r w hat 
he supposed w as to  be a r e tre a t  nea r 
P aris, do not seem  rem arkab le . Long 
before they occurred, W ittlin  had 
learned, p a rtly  from  the  shock of his 
first w ar, in which as a  Pole from  
Galicia he served in the A ustrian  
arm y, p artly  from  years of studying 
H om er and the Bible, and from  con­
tem plation  of the life of St. F rancis 
of Assisi, to  rem ain  unshaken by the 
ja r  of ea rth ly  happenings. As a  resu lt, 
the h o rro r of his second w ar, which 
brings him  now an exile to  America, 
has le ft W ittlin  w ith  no perceptible 
scar. F rom  g rea t l ite ra tu re  and from  
long practice of the contem plative 
life, W ittlin  had learned  before the 
presen t h o rro r took shape the secret 
of personal quaran tine.

All th e re  is to  know about th e  shy, 
gentle, alm ost m onkish m an whose 
“Saga of the P a tie n t Footsoldier” has 
been nam ed by the Polish P E N  Club 
as its candidate for the Nobel Prize, 
m ay be learned  from  the Saga itself, 
th e  first volume of which has already  
been published in an  English edition 
(1939) under the  tit le  “S a lt of the 
E a r th ;” and is soon to appear, perhaps 
w ith  ancither title , in an A m erican 
edition.

W ittlin  has often been called the 
Polish Andreev, and it is of Andreev 
one is rem inded a t  once by the tit le  of 
the  Saga: one th inks instinctively  of 
A ndreev’s “Confessions of a L ittle  
M an during G reat D ays” and reflects 
th a t  it is justifiable to  link  th e  Pole 
w ith  the Russian, since W ittlin ’s work, 
if not the  “Confessions of a L ittle  
M an,” is unquestionably th a t  “L ittle 
M an’s” odyssey. W ittlin ’s hero, P eter, 
moreover, is certain ly  the very arch- 
type of those m asses of m arching men 
in Andreev’s Red Laugh who “did not 
know w here they w ere going,” nor 
“w hat the  sun w as for,” who, in fact, 
“d>-I not know anything.”

Again, they  call W ittlin  the Polish 
Barbusse, and in a  sense he is, for 
his P e te r  is the very flesh and blood 
and h ea rt and soul of w hat B arbusse’s 
poilu-hero would be if he w ere a Pol- 
ish-U krainian A ustrian  like P eter. F or 
P e te r  is a  single individual who stands 
for a ll the individuals who, draw n 
from  the “em ptied towns and ruined 
villages” constitu te the  “m a teria l of 
w ar” crowded by B arbusse into Le

SOME call W ittlin  the  Polish R e­
m arque, and again w ith  a certa in  

am ount of justification. W ittlin ’s saga, 
like R em arque’s fam iliar “All Quiet 
on the W estern F ro n t,” is conceived 
in p ity  and elaborated  w ith fine-edged 
irony, and we can be certa in  th a t 
w hen P e te r  passes from  the scene, if 
he does a t  the end of the saga as it 
is projected  in W ittlin ’s mind, the re ­
p o rt issued by his superior officer— 
perhaps by the exquisite B achm atiuk 
him self—will read  as the one did a t 
the  end of R em arque’s tale, “N ichts 
N eues im W estern”

B ut W ittlin  differs from  his Russian 
and F rench  and G erm an contem po­
ra rie s  despite the common denom i­
n a to r  of background, w hich is the  
F irs t W orld W ar, and of hero, which 
is the  ord inary  individual. Andreev 
surveyed the  common scene and found 
the  poor c rea tu res  who m arched blind­
ly down the sunbaked roads a ll mad. 
B arbusse saw  th e  sam e m en in the 
filthy trenches of F rance  as in s tru ­
m ents, some consciously b u t the  m a­
jo rity  w ithou t knowing it, of a  p u r­
pose. R em arque saw  the  m ass of those 
who fought fo r G erm any as men 
lost beyond possibility of reclam ation. 
W ittlin  saw  them  as sim ply—Peter, 
the  H ucul ra ilroad  guard  from  the  
m ountain  ham le t of Topory-Czernieli- 
ca whose single am bition in life was 
to  w ear the cap which w as the sign 
and symbol of Im peria l service.

W ho is P e te r?  He is the Unknown 
Soldier, the one un iversally  apotheo­
sized in the inter hella years and re ­
m em bered w ith  cenotaphs and ever­
lasting  fires. V isiting diplom ats placed 
expensive w rea th s  on his tom b and 
passers-by tipped th e ir  h a ts  in his 
memory.

B ut w hat sort of being was th is Un­
known Soldier? Nobody can say. No­
body knows. He was as unknow n hu ­
m anly  as if he had never existed w ith ­
in a  hum an fram e or draw n a hum an 
brea th . The thought of this, of the 
blank, em pty, u t te r  Unknownness of 
the m an stru ck  W ittlin  as appalling, 
and he conceived the idea of reveal­
ing him. He se t about the ta sk  in 1925.

Both before th is tim e and afte r, 
W ittlin  had lived a good deal in the 
com pany of acknowledged heroes. He 
en tered  th e ir  com pany in an  A ustrian  
w ar hospital when he began reading 
the “Odyssey” to  pass aw ay the idle 
hours of convalescence. The poem be­
cam e so absorbing to  him  th a t soon 
he w as tran s la tin g  it in to  Polish verse. 
This was a  gigantic undertak ing  and 
it took W ittlin  a long tim e to  accom­
plish, so th a t for m onths and even 
years he lived in close association w ith  
the G reat Men of a g rea t world w ar.

W ittlin  knew, however, from  his 
own participation  in the tw entieth  cen­
tu ry  co u n terp art of the G reco-Trojan 
duel, th a t it is not the  Ulysseses who 
m ake a w ar bu t the nam eless, long- 
suffering soldiers who trav e l on foot. 
The idea of these men as heroes fused 
in W ittlin ’s mind w ith  the idea of re ­
vealing the Unknown Soldier, and so 
the “Saga of the P a tie n t Footsoldier,” 
whose very nam e N iewiadom ski m eans 
“Son of an Unknown F a th e r,” was 
born.

TH E quality  which m ore than  any 
o t h e r  Uistin-gmshes WiLLlin from  

contem poraries to  whom he has been 
com pared is his Biblicalness. His style 
is essentially  th a t of the g rea t stories 
in the Bible: clear, simple, and de­
tached, w orthy of significant deeds. 
His trea tm e n t of individuals is Bibli­
cal : each becomes a symbol and each 
is as com pletely evoked in his sym ­
bolic role as a  Job or a Daniel. His 
m anner of com m unicating m ass emo­
tion has a Biblical quality  too. W ittlin  
realizes the em otion sim ply and poign­
an tly  th rough the gestures and sounds 
of strik ing  and symbolic figures, as in 
the  unfo rgettab le scene of m ass de­
spa ir on the p la tfo rm  of the s ta tion  of

Topory-Czernielica the m orning when 
the  troop -tra in  bearing  P e te r  and the 
o ther H uculs and a ll the assorted  
m ountain  types to  the  w ar begins to  
pu ll out. W ittlin ’s sense of th e  m ysti­
cal un ity  of a ll life is Biblical too and 
now here m ore m ajestica lly  brought 
in to  p lay  th an  in th e  early  scenes of 
the  story  w here P e te r  is s till in his 
native village above the m ist-hung 
gorges of the P ru t  and the Czeremosz.

The Biblical quality  of W ittlin ’s 
saga, as well also as th a t  of his ea rlie r  
w ar poems (Hymns), is by no m eans ex­
clusively of the Old T estam ent, though 
the  Old T estam en t is unquestionably 
W ittlin ’s first and g rea tes t model. His 
a ttitu d e  tow ard  a ll hum ankind, not 
only tow ard  P ete r, whom he loves and 
who is, in fact, him self, b u t tow ard  
the  A ustrian  officer B achm atiuk a t  the 
o ther end of the social scale, is C hris­
tian  and New T e s ta m e n ta l: he has re ­
gard  for both the least and the g re a t­
est of m en and he sees both deluded 
in equal m easure by the very  quality  
in them selves th a t  m akes them  nobler 
than  the beasts, th e  capacity  m en have 
fo r selfless devotion to  ano ther hum an 
being or to  an ideal. W ittlin  enfolds 
sim ple P e te r  and elegan t B achm atiuk 
alike in a common m antle  of P ity  for 
th e ir  blind loyalty  to  a shaky old m an 
called the  E m peror in far-off V ienna 
who w as in no w ay w orthy of th e ir  
devotion and only used it  to  destroy 
them .

In  bulk the  sum  of W ittlin ’s w rit­
ings is no t g rea t, fo r two reasons. F o r 
one th ing  he is an  ascetic and requires 
long periods of silence for contem pla­
tive reflection. F o r another, he is a 
painstak ing  craftsm an  and a n  a lm o s t  
excessively scrupulous checker of facts. 
He says he stands in positive te rro r  of 
giving an im pression th a t does not ac­
cord w ith historic tru th . The resu lt 
is th a t  it took him  ten  years to  w rite  
“S alt of the  E a r th ” alone, and th is 
p a r t of the  “S aga” is a record of only 
a very  sm all p a r t  of the odyssey of 
P eter. M asses of m a te ria l shedding 
ligh t on the w ar had to  be gone o v e r : 
old new spapers, old photographs, a r ­
chives in every p a r t of the E m pire had 
to  be exam ined lest the le tte rs  which 
W ittlin  im agined arriv ing  to  te ll him  
he had p erp e tra ted  an u n tru th  should  
ac tua lly  arrive!

I t  is to  be hoped W ittlin  will find 
in New York the island of silence he 
never found in W arsaw , w here he told 
me he had to  stuff his ears w ith  cotton 
to keep out the drone of airp lanes 
tra in ing  overhead. Here, i t  is to  be 
hoped, he will com plete the  “Saga of 
the P a tie n t Footsoldier” and also, a f­
te r  a period of gestation, w rite  some­
th ing superior to  anything th a t  has s o 
fa r  been u o n c — though ue VMS"

tried  it in “F lo tsam ” and Feuchtw ang- 
er before him  in Paris Gazette—w ith 
the them e of the “VHikerwanderung” 
of the tw en tie th  century. No one is 
b e tte r  qualified to  do it  than  W ittlin, 
for he knows E urope thoroughly, from  
the m elancholy expanse of the  Podo- 
lian steppe, which is native country 
to  him, to  the clo ister of Assisi and 
the cafes of P aris. He loves Europe 
and still believes in w hat he calls 
“Europe-ism ” : perhaps he w ill be able 
to  show Americans, who for the mo­
m ent a re  sceptical about it, the good­
ness and beauty  which are  still a t  the 
h ea rt of th is em battled  concept.
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