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EXCERPTS OF A CONVERSATION *
with Adam Zagajewski

DanNieL MEDIN: In one of his poems, Milosz talks
about the poet as the “secretary to the invisible.” How
do you feel about this in terms of the way you approach
your vocation and the relationship between inspiration
(ecstasy) and craftsmanship (the practice of this
vocation)?

ADAM ZAGAJEWSKI : | don’t know if I believe in the
daimonion. I believe in inspiration, but I believe that
I read Kafka too eatly. I was too overwhelmed by
him. To be influenced by someone, you have to have

eseeeeeseesesAdom Zagajewksi was born in 1945 in Lviv,
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Hand. The extracts below are non-verbatim: the
conversation is franscribed from my nofes and
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Harriet Lye

something of your own first. I was lacking elements of

my own substance. For me, writing is two forces that

coincide. Inspiration - the irrational force - meets the river of reason. Inspiration is a feast, a
rare moment, but we can always reason and think. There is nothing magical about it; it’s how
the human mind works. This process of thinking takes years; you formulate slowly your point
of view. The beginning of the maturity of a writer is when these two rivers meet. The fruit
of reading and writing is that you gradually begin to know where you are.
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Secrﬁfory of the invisible: not my phrase, | hasten to Q. | borrowg’f_ from a secrefary of a higher order,
Czeslaw Milosz, a poel, perhaps known to you, to whom it was dictated years ago.
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Coetzee is critical of this. He takes it seriously but then quotes it in a way

that shows how you can use this idea to make yourself innocent. As a writer,

I find Coetzee sarcastic, sceptical, and atheistic. Milosz was a writer with a

quest. Eliot said that at 25, a poet should know his milieu. This is very

optimistic. I would say maybe that a poet finds his milieu at 45, maybe even later. When you
are young, you still experience these moments of happiness when you write, but you write
crap!

re. Quest: It doesn’t have to be for god, maybe just for some kind of fraternity, daimonion, or
for inspiration. Inspiration is mysterious; we don’t know entirely what happens.

Jeffrey Greene: Is there another river or stream? That of experience?

AZ: That goes without saying. But the way we look at a landscape is shaped by our ideas.
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“And men go about to wonder at the heights of the mountains, and the mighty waves of the sea, and the wide

AZ: Yes, mountains didn’t even exist until the 18th century. They used to be seen
as unnecessary monsters. The ocean was okay, they thought, but who needs the
mountains? Landscape is always subject to cultural verification. Petrarch, for example

*climbed le Mont Ventoux in Provence in 1336 which was a very unusual thing to do, a thing

considered dangerous and meaningless... He was warned against it. And now his feat is seen
as a premonition of Renaissance; it was a very un-medieval gesture.
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sweep of rivers, and the circuit of the ocean, and the revolution of the stars, but themselves they consider not.”
- Saint Augustine, Confessions

DM: German writers during the nineteenth-century saw the view from such peaks
differently — that is, as an evocation of the bottomless human soul.

AZ: Right. For the Romantics, mountains were just marvellous rocky metaphors.

Question: Did you write your poem “Line 4 while you were actually on the Paris
Metro, or afterwards?

AZ: 1 jotted down a few words at the time, but I wrote it later. You make a photo, then
you develop the film at home.

Question: Do you have a favourite philosopher, or someone you find inspiring?

AZ: 1 am not a philosopher. I have realized that. I am so much more interested in the
concreteness of things and of human beings. I could never finish any philosophy
books that I started; I was never really a good philosophy student. Many philosophy
students speak of the illumination of reading someone like Kant, but I thought that
Kant was a bad writer and a little boring,

Writers look at the world through concrete

events; as a writet, you'’re not interested in the THINGS THAT MARK KAFKA FOR ADAM Z.
general ideas of things. Philosophers and writers ~ Ka landscape of doom

are two people digging tunnels in a mountain,
but the tunnels never meet. This is why I'm a
little afraid of Kafka now: His work is governed - .
by ideas. He is a kind of philosopher. I am not R the precision of scripture
dismissing Kafka, he is such a giant. There are Kreligious longing

some writers who are more innocent in the way

they see the world. I am afraid of re-reading

Kafka now, as he had such an influence on me then. I do not want to walk down those
dark corridors again.

M all the detailed hopelessness
of a medieval painting

DM: Kafka can be dark, yes, but there’s also a feeling of anti-climax in his work.

He has a sense of humour about the darkness, it has all-too-human weaknesses. I’m
fond of the anecdote told by Brod in his biography. When Kafka asserted that we are
nihilistic thoughts in God’s head, his friend responded by referring to the Gnostics

and the notion of an evil demiurge. But no, Kafka corrected, it was nothing so radical:
God just had a bad day.”
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Question: You say that writers are interested in the concreteness of human beings,
but what is concrete about the fluxus of human beings?

AZ: If you are a Heidegger, or a Sartre, or a Husserl, you try to pin down and describe a
general state of humanity. I think writers are interested in the variety of what it means to
be human. You see 200 ways of being human. In this way, you’re more humble when you
are a writer, and I like this feeling of humbleness, that we know so little about yourselves.
These philosophers know such a tiny bit about what it means to be human, but can’t
know everything, Simone Weil is a fascinating philosopher, but she’s so serious. It strikes
me that she never sees the comedy of being human. Philosophers are not flexible - they
have one huge skein, one window, for everything,

Question: In Coetzee’s novel Elizabeth Costello, the title character says that “as a writer,
I can’t have any beliefs.” You say that writers need to have their own way of seeing the
world, but at the same time you say that they shouldn’t try to know anything general
about the world.

AZ: You’re absolutely right, there is a contradiction in what I said. My answer to your
question would be that a good writer should have some ideas, but not know them well

-- just know their direction. Of course writers have political and philosophical ideas, but
the difference is that a writer forgets what he or she knows and then finds them again
after a few weeks or months. The ideas are imperfect, underdeveloped, and are always
forgotten -- this, for a writer, is freedom. You have something to say, but you will never
know exactly what it is. Twenty years later, a critic might look at all of your work and tell
you what it is about, but you will likely never really know.

DM: Language, history, and place were important for Kafka. These have also been
significant factors for the many Polish writers who made Paris their home. With regards
to this, can you talk about your expetience in this city [the Paris you lived in for 20 years,
leaving 8 years ago|?

AZ: Like so many other people, I was rejected
by Paris. I saw it as this beautiful place, but it
didn’t want me. In Paris, you are nothing, you
are just an observer. But it is a beautiful thing
-- why do you need to own a city? I could walk,
I could have lunch. I couldn’t make a living
though. I was sceptical of what was fashionable
then, with the methodologists: Foucault,
Barthes. I looked at Paris, and still do, as a city
which has lost its soul. It used to be a city of
artists but now it’s a city of bureaucrats. It’s like
that banal metaphor of a dead star whose light
you still see. Paris for me is a dead star in the
gray sky. I was not unhappy though. I loved it
for what it was.

Cards
Colleen Maclsaac
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