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WOMEN AMONG THE CREATORS OF INTELLECTUAL 
AND ARTISTIC CULTURE IN POLAND 

(26-27 September 1995)

T he research  into the history o f  wom en in Polish territories initiated in 1989 at the W arsaw  
U niversity  and coordinated by Anna Tarnow ska and the present author resulted already in 
th ree vo lum es o f  studies and essays w hose sub jec t-m atter is reflected in the titles: Woman 
an d  S ocie ty  (W arszaw a 1991, 2nd ed. 1995), W oman and E ducation  (part 1 -2 , W arszaw a 
1992, 2nd ed. 1995) and W oman and the World o f  P o litics  (part I, W arszaw a 1994, part 2 in 
the press). T he conference that took place at the Institute o f  H istory o f  W arsaw  U niversity  on 
S ep tem ber 2 6 - 2 7 ,  1995 w as devoted to the place and role o f  w om en in the m ilieu o f  creators 
o f  cu ltu re  and should m ake possible a continuation o f  this series o f  publications. Ju st like 
during  the earlie r fem inological m eetings o f Polish historians (cf. e.g . M aria B ogucka’s report 
in “A cta Poloniae H istorica” v. LXI, 1992, p. 239 -240) the attention w as focussed on the 
period from  the close o f the 18th c. up to the outbreak o f W orld W ar Two, that is the era o f 
relatively  fast though uneven advancem ent o f wom en in various spheres o f life, an era o f their 
strugg le  for equal rights and for benefitting from the opportunities they created. The present 
conference w as interdisciplinary in character, as it w as attended by historians (here especially 
s tuden ts o f the history o f  science, learning and culture), historians o f  art and researchers into 
litera ture. T he organizers intended to depart from traditional approaches, exem plified by 
b iographies o f  outstanding  w riters and artists, in favour o f collective portraits presenting the 
careers o f  w om en-in te llec tuals against the background o f m ilieus w here they developed their 
activ ity  and creative w ork. T he participants w ere also  to consider the question o f the attitude 
o f  the m ale part o f  intellectual e lites to the grow ing num bers o f  w om en am ong them , w hile 
pay ing  due regard to the universal processes o f  professional activization o f  the fem ale 
population .

A t the conference 12 papers and 5 reports w ere delivered. T he inaugural paper o f 
G rażyna S z e l ą g o w s k a  (W arsaw ): W om an— the M edium  and  C reator o f  C u ltu re— w as 
devo ted  to the analysis o f  exam ples o f “passive” participation o f  w om en in culture, confined 
to  inspiring  creators and perform ing organizational functions; th eau th o ra lso  tried toestab lish  
w hen  and to w hat extent wom en becam e their full right partners. She d rew  attention to the 
sphere o f  m ass culture, especially the film , d iscussing the careers o f  actresses, w om en-sce- 
narists and d irectors, above all in the United States. In her opinion fem inization cannot be 
regarded as a gradual though steady phenom enon. O n the contrary, from the 1920s up to the 
1950s the num bers and the role o f wom en in the A m erican film industry w ere greater than in 
the later period. Perhaps w e have to do here with a phenom enon (corroborated by sociological 
stud ies) o f  m asculinization (or rem asculinization) o f  the profession w hich starts bringing 
larger profits than before.

T he presence o f  w om en in Polish literary life at the close o f  the era o f  Enlightenm ent 
and in the days o f  Rom anticism  w as the subject o f  Jerzy  S k o w r o n e k ’s paper (W arsaw ): 
W om en A m o n g  the Creators o f  Sentim ental and P opu lar C ulture in the F irst H a lf o f  the 19th c. 
T he  authoresses o f  those days rather adopted current conventions and literary vogues than 
participated  in their creation or transform ation. A fter the dow nfall o f  independent Poland 
patrio tic m otivations becam e an im portant stim ulus for their creative w ork. O therw ise, the 
less esteem ed literary genres, such as educational litera ture  for children and youth and stories
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for country-folk and towns-people remained the main field of their writing. Although this 
specialization in a large measure continued to be the domain of women, in the second half of 
the 19th c. they reached out for themes and motives of the main-stream of literature, so far 
cultivated mainly by male-authors, and competed with them for the palm, winning it 
sometimes in accordance with their individual talents. This thesis was defended by the paper 
of Grażyna Borkowska (Warsaw), entitled Literary Tradition and Female Genius—the 
19th and the Beginnings of the 20th c. She also presented an interesting suggestion of 
distinguishing three stages in the writing of Polish women-authors, which would represent an 
adaptation of the typology applied by historians of English literature. The first stage would 
embrace 1840-1870, when part of women-writers did not go beyond an apology of tradition 
while others posed uncertainquestionsas to the place of women in society and tried to reconcile 
postulates of change with elements of the heritage of the past. The second stage (1870-1910) 
was marked by imitation of‘“male” literatureand only in the third, after 1910, can one perceive 
typically feministic accents, not always connected with social commitment but representing 
a reflection and analysis of “the female way of experiencing the world”.

The papers of Hanna K i r c h n e r (Warsaw) Women Authors of the Inter-war Period 
and by Jolanta N i k l e w s k a (Warsaw) Authoresses of Literature for Children and Youth 
in the Russian Partition in the 19th-20th c. were marked by a clear difference of perspective. 
The first paper dealt with several well-known authors, the second with ordinary hacks. As it 
could be expected, the creative work of the first group reflected the changes in the social 
position of women, it also featured some struggling, contesting characters. The second group 
largely approved of the traditional model of the family, where a woman personifies above all 
domestic virtues.

The further papers and reports were delivered by Maria Wierzbicka (Warsaw), 
Barabara Jakubowska (Warsaw), Women-Authors and Their Works—Women in Polish 
Historiography in the Inter-War Period, Alicja Kusiak (Poznan), Łucja Charewiczowa
— Initiator of Studies on the Fate of Women, Elżbieta P a k s z y s (Poznan), Women in Polish 
Analytical Philosophy. On the Hundredth Anniversary of Lwów-Warsaw School, Dorota 
Mazurczak (Poznań), Academic Careers of Women in Inter-war Poland as Observed at 
the University of Poznań, Dorota Zamojska (Warsaw), The Academic Career of Cezaria 
Baudouin de Courtenay. The all helped to define the role of women in Polish learning and 
science of the first half of the 20th c., above all in university centres and in humanities. Women 
entered the world of learning gradually, with a delay caused by inaccessibility of higher 
education to women that continued in Polish territories until the first years of our century. 
They had to overcome antifeminist prejudices of the conservative part of the professorial body 
(the authors of reports can be given the credit for unearthing the unknown sources that 
document this fact). Polish women-scholars of those times numbered few outstanding 
individualities that could pave the way in particular branches of knowledge; however a large 
part of them could boast of considerabledidacticachievements. In the 1930s the feminization 
of academic milieus was considerably intensified. In this decade as many as 30% of doctoral 
degrees in history were granted to women and their presence in lecture-rooms and libraries 
(although not yet in the chairs!) ceased to be something exceptional.

Similar phenomena took place at the same time in the milieus of painters, sculptors and 
actors. They were discussed in the papers by: Maria Poprzęcka (Warsaw) Boznańska and 
Others. The Careers of Women-Painters at the Turn of the 19th c., Anna Sieradzka 
(Warsaw) Not Only Stryjeńska. Women-Artists as Co-Creators of Art Déco in Poland, Maria 
M ed ucka (Kielce) Actresses about Themselves. Memoirs of Polish Actresses before 1939. 
Here also the inaccessibility of specialized education delayed the passing of women from 
amateur to professional creativity. However as early as in the inter-war twenty years talented 
and well-educated women painters, sculptors and actresses were not only numerous but
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enjoyed an equal status with their male colleagues and contributed to the adaptation of new 
currents of European art on the Polish ground.

The last papers: Michał Śliwa (Cracow), Women among Polish Socio-Political 
Thinkers in the First Half of the 20th c., Helena Brodowska (Łódź), Helena Radlińska, 
Co-Creator of Polish Open University, Magdalena Marcinkowska (Warsaw), Women- 
Publicists from the Circle of Radical Intelligentsia — “Głos” 1901-1905, Andrzej Chwal­
ba (Cracow), Controversy About Values: Sympathizers with Emancipation Movement in 
Relation to Religion and Catholic Church, confirmed the weakness of Polish feminist 
movement in the strict sense of the word, signalled already in previous studies. The movement 
had its beginnings in the first years of the 20th c. and resulted from the efforts of a small group 
of women activists from the circlesof more or less radical left. However, despite the stereotype 
opinion they did not always find support in the leadership of the parties and social organizations 
active on the left side of the political scene. While formulating the programme of creating a 
new model of relations in the family and society they came across a violent opposition of the 
Catholic Church: those women activists themselves launched a much stronger attack than 
some socialists against the Christian vision of the family propagated by the clergy, which was 
in their opinion responsible for the many ages of underprivileged position of women. However 
these concepts did find any larger following, even in the circles of intelligentsia.

The participants in the discussion frequently indicated a necessity of enlarging the field 
of observation and of applying new methods of research in historico-feminological studies. 
It will not be easy to meet the postulate of comparing the processes of women’s entrance into 
the circles of creators of culture in Poland with other European countries (these threads were 
present among others in the statements of G. Szelągowska, G. Borkowska and M. Poprzęcka). 
The application to these problems of semiotic methods seems alsodifficult, though promising. 
It is worth mentioning that another conference, devoted to the role of women in the transfor­
mation of culture of everyday life in the 19th and 20th c. is planned to take place next year.

Andrzej Szwarc

EVERYDAY LIFE, A NEW TREND IN RESEARCH 
INTO THE HISTORY OF CULTURE

Everyday life, oneof the most fruitful trends in contemporary historical research, hascountless 
supporters and as many staunch opponents. Scholars engaged in this research are accused by 
its opponents of ahistoricity, quest for cheap popularity and even commercial ism. Such being 
the situation, polemics over the question of everyday life are becoming increasingly frequent; 
in Poland this gave rise to a conference Everyday Life —A New Trend in Research into the 
History of Culture, which wasorganized in Warsawon September 29, 1995 by the Commission 
for the History of Culture of the Historical Sciences Committee, Polish Academy of Sciences.

Eight papers and communiques were read at the conference; they dealt with general 
questions (methodology of research, questions of definition) as well as with various detailed 
aspects of research into the Poles’ every day life in the 16 th—20th centuries. The debates opened 
with Tomasz Szaro ta’s (Warsaw) text Everyday Life —A Research Subject or Mere 
Popularisation? in connection with the editorial scries of Hachette (France) and the State 
Publishing Institute (Poland). Szarota characterized the two popular series, French and Polish, 
pointing out the similarities and differences between them. In his opinion, the series published 
by the State Publishing Institute in Poland comprises many valuable historical studies written by 
professionals (among others, M. Bogucka, B. Geremek, W. Czapliński and A. Mączak); its 
editorial level is also higher than that of Hachette. I n concluding hisopinions, Szarota declared 
that everyday life should be regarded as a separate trend in research and expressed regret that 
through methodological discussions on this trend had been started only in the last few years.

http://rcin.org.pl



248 NEWS

N ext, M aria B o g u c k a  (W arsaw ) characterized European d isputes over the character 
o f  “everyday life” research and its definition. S he focused attention on vehem ent disputes held 
especially  by G erm an historians, som e o f w hom , e.g . H ans Jürgen T euteberg, R ichard van 
D ülm en and Peter Borscheid ardently  support research into everyday life w hile others, e.g . 
Jürgen K ocka, K laus Tenfelde and H ans Ulrich W ehler, critic ize it. In sum m ing up the G erm an 
discussions Bogucka said that the main criterion  d istinguishing  “everyday life” from  o ther 
subjects o f  historical research is its repeatability  w hich m akes it possible to define the essence 
and character o f w hat is “everyday life” and to m ark its boundaries. T h is concept o f  “everyday 
life” includes not only  w eek days but also  holy days, w hich also  recur and co -c rea te  the 
fram ew ork o f the existence o f both ordinary p eo p leas w ell as m em bers o f social elites. In her 
paper Bogucka presented also  her ow n model o f the historical process w hich, in her view , 
takes place m ainly on three planes: those o f  everyday life, o f  social m entality and o f great 
events. In B ogucka’s opinion great events (e.g . w ars and natural calam ities) e x e rl a strong 
direct influence on everyday life, even though everyday life is by nature resistant to  sudden 
changes. On the o ther hand, by shaping social m entality  everyday life exerts an indirect but 
essentional influence on great historical events. T h is m eans that it is an extrem ely  im portant, 
not to say fundam ental, e lem ent o f  the historical process, an elem ent w hich should be the 
subject o f  further serious interdisciplinary research.

T he paper presented by Elżbieta K o w  e c k a (W arsaw ) w as less general and concen ­
trated on the usefulness o f  various historical sources for research into the everyday  life o f 
Poles in the 19th century. In K ow ecka’s view , posthum ous inventories, desp ite  certain 
shortcom ings, are  the m ost valuable w ritten source for th is type o f  research. T hese inventories, 
in w hich belongings arc listed in the G erm an w ay  (by kinds o f  objects) o r the English w ay 
(descrip tions o f  each room ), som etim es contain the prices o f  individual com m odities and thus 
m ake it possible to ev aluatea  legacy. S ince there are so  m any o f  them , 19th century  inventories 
can be subjected to a statistical analysis. A s regards o ther w ritten sources useful in research 
into everyday life, K ow ecka m entioned lists o f  trousseaux, accounts o f household expenses 
(including the very valuable lists o f goods stockpiled  for future use), s ilva rerum  (n o b lem en ’s 
records), econom ic and social correspondence, diaries and belles lettres. She said that 
interesting inform ation on everyday life w as also  provided by 19th century cookery  books, 
practical guides and new spapers (including advertisem ents). O f the relics o f m aterial culture, 
the m ost im portant in K ow ecka’s view  w ere inconographic sources (p ictures, portraits, 
w oodcuts, photographs), as well as collections o f  luxury objects and articles o f  everyday use.

T he m orning debates concluded with an interesting com m uniqué by D ariusz J a r o s z  
(W arsaw ), w ho  pointed ou t that secret bulletins issued by the C entral C om m ittee o f  the Polish 
United W orkers’ Party w ere o f  great im portance for research into everyday life in Poland 
during  the S talin ist period. T he bulletins are  based on am ple correspondence, thousands o f  
petitions, protest letters against dism issals from  w ork, requests for pardon, denuncia tions and 
letters concerning o ther m atters. T he bulletins present a d istressing  picture o f the so c io -e c o ­
nom ic and political reality during that lime.

A ndrzej P o ś p i e c h  (W arsaw ) discussed the correlation betw een three elem ents o f  
the provincial nob ility ’s life in the Po lish-L ithuan ian  C om m onw ealth  from the 16th to the 
18th centuries, nam ely, the people, the ob jects used by then, and everyday life. H aving 
analyzed several hundred inventories o f  noblem en from G reat Poland, Pośpiech d rew atten tion  
to changes in the nob lem en’s attitude to things, an attitude frequently  tinged wi th sen tim en­
talism . T his show s that dry posthum ous lists o f  belongings can be useful not only i n d escrib ing  
the m aterial conditions o f  hum an existence but also  in research into social m entality .

In a paper The E veryday L ife  o f  Landow ners in G reat P o land  in the 19th C en tury  W itold 
M o l i k  (Poznań) d iscussed the Polish nob lem en’s  transform ation into landow ners in G reat 
Poland at the end o f the 18th century. He drew  a ttention to the correlation betw een econom ic 
changes (m odernization o f  landed estates, use o f  technical inventions, im proved organ ization
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o f  w o rk  a t  h o m e  a n d  on th e  fa rm ) a n d  ch an g es in thearch itec tu re  o f  m anorhouses (new  in terior 
arrangem en t in country  residences, establishm ent o f a s tu d y -cu m -o ffice  at the expense o f 
parlours). T hese changes helped to shape a new m entality and a new  w ay o f  life w hich laid 
stress on  w ork  rather than entertainm ent.

In a com m uniqué entitled A N ew  Look at E veryday L ife  in the C ycle o f  E xhibitions “The  
S tree ts  and  L anes o f  O ld  P o zn a ń ”, H eld  in the M useum  o f  the T o w n ’s  H istory, M agdalena 
M r u g a l s k a - B a n a s z a k  (Poznań) discussed the principles o f the exhibitions w hich 
p resented  various aspects o f  everyday 19th and 20th century life in P o znań’s distric ts o f W ilda, 
Jeżyce  and C hw aliszew o. D ifferent territorial, chronological and them atic arrangem ents w ere 
app lied  in the exhibitions organized in 1991-1994 in order to fam iliarize the public w ith the 
everyday  life o f  old Poznanians.

T he paper by Edm und K i z i k (Cìdańsk), w hich closed the debates, dealt w ith the 
partic ipation  o f G dańsk pupils and school teachers in funeral cerem onies in the ló th -1 8 th  
centuries. O n the basis o f  a rich source m aterial, the author show ed that funeral obsequies 
o ccupied  an im portant place in the everyday life o f schools in G dańsk. T hey gave teachers an 
opportun ity  to earn extra m oney for funeral speeches and the organization o f  p up ils’ proces­
sions and w ere also  o f benefit to pupils, w ho received alm s and a repast for participating in 
funeral cerem onies. K izik said that the schools o f G dańsk com peted for participation in 
funera ls and frequently  adapted their tim e-tab les to the tim e o f  funerals. Since participation 
in funera ls w as very  frequent (each school took part in a funeral 3 -4  lim es a w eek), it can be 
regarded as an elem ent o f  the you th ’s everyday life in G dańsk.

M any participations in the conference took the floor during  the discussion on the paper. 
T heir rem arks and proposals concerned questions o f  m ethodology and defin ition  as well as 
new  fields o f research into everyday life, w hich is o f  enorm ous im portance for the study of 
the past. For instance, Janusz Ż a r n o w s k i  (W arsaw ) drew  attention to the necessity  o f 
corre la ting  research into social structures with research into everyday life; he w as sceptical, 
how ever, about the influence o f everyday life on great historical events. Ryszard K ie r s - 
n o w s k i  (W arsaw ) w ondered w hether it w as purposeful to precisely define the concept o f 
everyday  life, an analysis o f  w hich has alw ays been, and still is, extrem ely useful. S tanisław  
G r z y b o w s k i  (C racow ) em phasized the im portance o f  research into m entality  in everyday 
life , and Janusz T a z b i r  (W arsaw ) said that research into everyday life show ed that Poles 
had been part o f  Europe; on the o ther hand, it frequently broke false m yths created by 
contem porary  m ass m edia (e.g . about everyday life during  the G erm an occupation). Anna 
Ż a r n o w s k a  (W arsaw ) reflected on how to com bine research into the life o f  the average 
m an w ith  the h istory o f a society as a w hole. Teresa J a k i m o w i c z  (Poznań) proposed that 
research  be conducted into the reception o f w orks o f  art by o rdinary  people. T adeusz 
R o s l a n o w s k i  (W arsaw ) reflected on how  to exam ine the role o f household articles in 
everyday  life in various historical epochs. In the opin ion o f  S tanisław  Ru s s o c k i (W arsaw ), 
research  in toeveryday  life isan  indispensab lestarting  point for generalizations about the past.

In concluding the debates M aria B o g u c k a  said  that they had dem onstrated  the 
purposefulness o f  system atic studies on everyday life regarded as a separate field o f in terd isci­
plinary and com parative research. The correctness o f  this sta tem ent is not underm ined by the 
still unresolved d iscussion  on questions concerning defin ition  and m ethodology. The source 
m aterials for research in to  everyday life, the m ost essential criterion  o f w hich is repeatability , 
seem  to be rich and diversified. In B ogucka’s opin ion, certain problem s m ay arise  in research 
into contem porary tim es, for som e sources portraying various elem ents o f  everyday life (e.g. 
m em oirs, d iaries, inventories, last w ills, correspondence) are  on the decline. But this gap  m ay 
be filled by m ass sources not used in this research so  far (e.g . public opinion polls, accounts, 
film s and the like).

Andrzej Karpiński
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