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Trans-/national Modernism(s)

The afterlife of modernism1 is palpable 
to any reader visiting a bookstore in 

Poland, glancing at new Polish translations 
of some of the canonical modernist works: 
Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, 
Franz Kafka’s The Diaries, James Joyce’s 
Ulysses, Katherine Mansfield’s Collected 
Stories, Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood, Joseph 
Conrad’s Nostromo, Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. 
Dalloway2. But what “the common reader” 
might not even be aware of is that what 
he/she encounters is just a small part of the 
broader, international phenomenon which 
has already been problematized in human-
ities and variously named as “new” or “con-
temporary” modernism, neomodernism, 
metamodernism3 and which manifests 
itself not only explicitly in retranslations, 
but also implicitly in contemporary literary 
practices based on both intertextual refer-
ences to texts of the past and the continu-
ation of “the aura, that is to say the recog-
nizable narrative tools and stylistic devices, 
of modernist literature”4. In a multitude 
of different perspectives, relatively little 
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attention has been devoted to a particular 
connection and concrete artistic imagi-
nation through which the woman-author 
dialogues with the legacy of modernism5. 
The legacy that, after all, oscillates be-
tween a strong male voice ( Joyce, Proust, 
Kafka, Mann etc.) and the beginning of 
an emancipatory voice for women (Woolf, 
Nin, Mansfield etc.) and delineates one 
of the tensions constituting the internal 
structure of this period6. Additionally, the 
major part of the discussion around revital-
izing modernism in contemporary female 
writing has been devoted to Western and 
English-language authors, like Jeanette 
Winterson, Zadie Smith, Dorris Lessing7. 
Eastern European women writers, and the 
Polish authors among them, are still being 
cast away to the margins, although their 
writings create a particular set of connec-
tions with the past, especially when seen 
against the background of socio-political 
changes and increasing reception of En-
glish-language literature in the post-com-
munist literary environment8. 

What should be acknowledged before 
starting any specific analysis, is that framing 
contemporary women’s writing in Poland 
within the Anglophone modernist legacy, 
raises the question of not (only) the “male” 
and “female” canon, the binary division 
which has already been contested in fem-
inist literary criticism, but also about the 
relationship between national and global 
literatures, including the place of modern-
ism as such. In contemporary research, the 
question of what we mean by modernism 
– what quality, value, set of characteristics – 
has been replaced by the question of whose 
modernism, to paraphrase the title of one 
of the chapters of The Oxford Handbook 
of Global Modernisms, published in 2012, 

we have in mind. For even if we limit the 
field of study to literature, the tension be-
tween modernism and national literatures 
that depend on diverse political situations 
and socio-cultural traditions, still becomes 
problematic9. And yet, in Douglas Mao’s 
and Rebecca L. Walkowitz’s acclaimed 
text New Modernist Studies (2008), it is the 
“transnational turn” that is considered the 
most important determinant of the con-
temporary modernist studies. Modernism, 
as the authors stated, is a period of intense 
intercultural and international exchange10. 
However, the concern of the scholars 
raised by the tendency for modernism to 
be globalized refers to the situation where 
“the national” is absorbed to the univer-
sal, dominant Anglo-American model. A 
similar attentiveness is presumed by Polish 
scholar, Włodzimierz Bolecki: 

Indeed, almost all authors of Polish 
publications avoid as much as possible 
the qualification of the “nationality” of 
modernism and treat this formation 
(modernism) exclusively as a name 
for universal or at least pan-Europe-
an phenomena. This perspective is, of 
course, justified and even necessary 
when speaking of general and meta-
historical or comparative issues – key 
to the multilingualism of Central Eu-
ropean culture – but in practice it most 
often serves to mechanically shift from 
general issues to interpretations of the 
Polish literature, which function as 
simple illustrations of modernism as a 
universal phenomenon11. 

But what happens when the oeu-
vre of a particular author, as well as his/
her biography and experiences, refuses to 
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clearly qualify to one literary tradition? 
Ewa Kuryluk had emigrated from Poland 
to the United States in the 1980s, where 
she started her international artistic career. 
Now known as an autobiographical writ-
er, she expressed her literary connection 
to the avant-garde primarily in the prose 
fiction of the 90s, and especially in her ex-
perimental novel Century 21, published in 
English, in 1992 by Dalkey Archive Press. 
In this afabular, intertextual and linguisti-
cally opaque prose, Kuryluk creates a string 
of references to authors such as Malcom 
Lowry, Djuna Barnes, Marcel Proust, and 
most of all to Joseph Conrad, who emerg-
es, as a protagonist of the novel, as the 
leading authorial alter ego. Her dialogue 
with Conrad, an English author of Polish 
descent, cannot be delineated without con-
sidering the contradictory discourse sur-
rounding his work: in his time, he was con-
sidered a traitor to the Polish cause (Eliza 
Orzeszkowa), a writer “who ceases to see 
the world colored by his own language” 
(Robert Lynd), only later to be “rehabili-
tated” as an ambassador of Polish culture 
to the West, whose work became an exem-
plary representation of national romantic 
and patriotic values (Wiesław Krajka)12. 
These rather radical discursive approaches 
are leveled by Zdzisław Najder, who points 
to the fact that Conrad’s work can be seen 
as “at the same time national (or multina-
tional) and not alien; as written in English, 
suffused with Polish and French elements, 
and essentially European”13. 

The aim of this article is to see how 
through Conrad’s literary imagination, 
Kuryluk understands and combines her 
own double national and artistic identi-
ty. The image of an “in-between” subject, 
who simultaneously seeks completion and 

intelligibility, can be reflected in a broad-
er modernist intellectual thought that was 
marked by Richard Sheppard as “the sense 
of crisis” and involved two poles: “at one 
there is a sense of extreme constriction 
and at the other there is a sense of being 
swept along or assailed by raw, unleashed 
energy”14. The idea of the subjectivity that 
is stretched onto symmetrical places, resur-
rected by Kuryluk herself, turns out to out-
line not so much the universal, as Bolecki 
feared, but the transnational field of re-
flection on oneself and one’s personal past, 
which can only be fulfilled in transition. 

Between Conrad and Konrad  
in Kuryluk’s Century 21

The protagonist of Century 21, Joseph 
Conrad, is the most interesting of Ewa 

Kuryluk’s artistic alter egos. For already an 
intuitive comparison of these two creative 
personalities, the poetics of their texts, but 
also the place they occupy in the literary 
field builds a number of tensions. Kury-
luk is definitely a non-mainstream author: 
appreciated, but little known in Poland, 
especially due to the emigration and un-
favorable political and social atmosphere – 
because of her Jewish heritage and her par-
ents’ difficult wartime experiences, she had 
to face the post-memorial trauma against 
the Polish anti-Semitism of the 1960s. 
Conrad is a canonical writer, and his Heart 
of Darkness is read as a compulsory school 
reading. Kuryluk in her work reaches for 
the tools of experimentation, Conrad, from 
an aesthetic perspective, is a predominantly 
realistic writer; Kuryluk is close to femi-
nism, Conrad – definitely not15. However, 
the works of both are set against the back-
drop of important historical events: for 
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Kuryluk, it is World War II, the Cold War, 
the War in Afghanistan, communism in 
Poland, including March ’68; for Conrad: 
partitions, World War I and the restoration 
of Poland’s independence, and, of course, 
the 19th-century colonial expansion. If one 
were to compare their biographies, they are 
bound together by their Polish origins and 
emigration, building an English-language 
literary career, growing up in the orbit of 
key political changes in Poland and later 
measuring themselves against the conse-
quences of aggressive Western policies. In 
her meta-critical work, Kuryluk calls her 
own career – “Conradian career” (kariera 
Conrada). In one of her interviews, asked 
why she had been writing in English, she 
answered:

 
I finished Century 21 in 1988. I had 
been living in America for seven years 
and, I had just received the news that 
my passport would no longer be re-
newed. At the time, I predicted that 
the Polish People’s Republic would 
fall no sooner than around 2010. I had 
no chance to publish in Poland, and I 
didn’t want to be stuck in the emigra-
tion circuit, because I’m not suited to 
it. Since childhood, I have been a cos-
mopolitan, a person unaccustomed to 
sitting in any small ghetto. Therefore, 
I decided to write in English16. 

However, in her prose, in the words of 
her characters, she strips the question about 
national identity of balance and shows that, 
in fact, these are personal matters. The dis-
tance with which she surrounds herself in 
the interview, talking about the practicality 
of choice, in the space of fiction rests on 
intertextuality; when the author is secured 

by it, she can, in a different tone, intensely, 
even aggressively, describe the foreignness 
of Conrad. In the words of the protago-
nist of Century 21, Malcolm Lowry, she 
addresses Conrad, as if addressing herself: 

Your English, a Pole-made eng, is so 
slow, so eng. Really, it feels less com-
fortable than a marsupial bag […]. 
Pan Józef, take my arm and let’s polak 
together to the tune of a polka, wash 
down the polnische Wirtschaft with a 
splash of vodka, toast the Lumumba 
heart of a Congo night, save a couple 
of savages – since we cannot rescue 
even a single Pole – and get killed in 
a preposterous protest staged by one 
of your patriots. Sweet Joe, you pic-
ture yourself a cosmopolitan, but you 
belong to Bydgoszcz city. And so it is. 
Malcolm alone understood the diffi-
culty of entering the heart of anything 
if you’re from the provinces17. 

This fragment is an excellent example 
of Kuryluk’s poetics focused on the sound 
layer due to alliterations, consonances, 
paronomasies. The accumulation of the p 
sound (splash, Pole, preposterous protest), the 
use of Polish lexis and the themes raised 
in the semantic layer draw a reference to 
concept of Polishness, which is primarily 
associated with the uprising history –  the 
important part of Polish national identity. 
Conrad, an inheritor to this powerful tra-
dition, emigrates both geographically and 
personally, distancing himself from the 
values that literary discourse so strongly 
associated with his father, Apollon Korze-
niowski. He was an acclaimed writer and 
patriot, who played a part in prepara-
tions for the January Uprising (1963), the 
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longest-lasting insurgency in partitioned 
Poland, that was aimed at regaining in-
dependence but principally organized 
against the Russian occupation18. For his 
pro-liberation activities, Korzeniowski was 
arrested and sentenced to exile. According 
to Wieslaw Krajka, the Polish name given 
to Conrad at birth – Konrad – was meant 
to refer to the national Romantic tradition, 
embodied in the actions of his father, but 
in literary history mostly associated with 
the works of Adam Mickiewicz: “Giving 
the boy this name may have been a con-
scious attempt on the part of his parents to 
raise him according to a Romantic-patri-
otic-martyrical axiological pattern”19.

In the fragment from Century 21, 
Conrad is being inculpated on the basis 
of these romantic values – but in an ironic 
way distancing him from the traditionally 
understood national identity. And yet, the 
clear complex of the emigrant who tries un-
successfully to break away from the nation-
al tradition invites considering of Kuryluk’s 
“Polishness”. The enigmatic “marsupial 
bag” is an autobiographical signal, for this 
was the childhood nickname that was used 
by Kuryluk’s brother, Piotr20. The autho-
rial indication is significant, allowing us 
to believe that Conrad is a figure repre-
senting the author’s experiences, similarly 
torn between two linguistic and cultural 
systems. The end of the excerpt, in which 
Conrad’s cosmopolitanism is ridiculed, is 
particularly self-ironic – as seen earlier in 
Kuryluk’s interview, she considered herself 
a “cosmopolitan”. The poetic nature of the 
passage would not so much be a symptom 
of Kuryluk’s entrenchment in the English 
language, but of her need for constant lin-
guistic experimentation, and therefore the 
appropriate distance to both Anglophone 

and Polish culture. Kuryluk admits that 
she feels like a foreign stranger in English; 
as the author writes in the introduction to 
the Polish edition of the Century 21: “The 
English of foreign writers is always a bit 
strange. On the surface it is breakneckly 
bold, on the inside it is lined with panic, 
like a traveler on false papers in a transit 
zone”21. Significantly, Conrad was too con-
scious of his foreignness and spoke with a 
Polish accent until the end of his life; this 
was not to be without influence on his 
work – in some critical circles it was even 
said that reading Conrad was like reading a 
great translation from a foreign language22. 

Modernist Artistic Imagination.  
A Sunset as the Place of Transition

The matter of national identity is pre-
sented both explicitly and implicitly 

through literary language of intertextual 
dialogue. The reference to the poetics of the 
Heart of Darkness is, however, best visible 
in different passages of Century 21, where 
Kuryluk reveals her artistic imagination. 
As she admits in another interview: “I am 
concerned with capturing the shadow and 
I go back to Plato’s cave, I assume that the 
‘true image’ is the inner image, I use the 
metaphor of the membrane or inner mem-
brane on which everything is imprinted. I 
would like to take it, something completely 
immaterial, out of myself and show it”23 . 

It seems that Kuryluk’s comment can be 
echoed by Conrad himself. In the preface to 
the novella The Nigger of the “Narcissus”, also 
known as The Children of the Sea – Conrad 
changed the title of the first American edi-
tion because of the racist overtones of the 
word “Nigger”24 – the author represents, in 
his opening words, the definition of art as 



68
Izabela Sobczak 

“the highest kind of justice to the visible 
universe [...]. It is an attempt to find in its 
forms, in its colours, in its light, in its shad-
ows, in the aspects of matter and in the facts 
of life what of each is fundamental, what is 
enduring and essential—their one illuminat-
ing and convincing quality—the very truth of 
their existence”25. In response to Conrad’s call 
to pay attention to shapes and colours, light 
and shadows, let us pause for a moment at 
the descriptions in which these very elements 
come to the fore; these are at once seeming-
ly the most sentimental and impressionistic 
landscapes in the history of literature, name-
ly sunsets. Kuryluk’s novel Century 21 begins 
with an introduction to this special moment 
of transition from day to night:   

SUNSET IN THE PERSIAN 
GULF. The red sea of my mind. Sail-
ors sleep, their heads dropped between 
their fists. In empty coffeehouses 
marble-topped tables doze away. An 
oriental flower fades in a male hand. 
[…] A woman pretends to resist her 
lover. A woman resents his measured 
caresses. Ideals of love, old-fashioned 
blossoms of sentiment. A collage of 
carnal decay. Prostitutes count their 
money and their years. Surprises await 
readers who reject surprises, pristine 
images, tints of many books, anthol-
ogies of fiction with poetry, shrines 
dedicated to Lowry and Conrad, and 
the name Simone Weil knotted into 
Anna Karenina’s black riband. In the 
Persian Gulf literature is born out of 
insufficiency and longing. (p. 3)

The twilight is for Kuryluk, as she 
admits in a conversation with Agniesz-
ka Drotkiewicz, a primordial source of 

metaphors, the basis of Western metaphys-
ics; it is not without reason that she points 
to its “foreignness”, when “in English” she 
is captivated by “the sound of the short 
word sunset, heralding the night of nature: 
the season of sleep and darkness, love and 
death, sex and conception, but also, figura-
tively, the ‘night of the mind’, that is, time 
of superstition and obscurantism, violence, 
lawlessness, war”26. The author’s words re-
veal her love of mutually related phenom-
ena that occur in tandem: “the red sea of 
the mind” refers to both “ideals of love” and 
“a collage of carnal decay”; the nightfall is 
the moment when the old twins, Eros and 
Thanatos, awaken, and the oneiric atmo-
sphere of sleeping sailors only emphasiz-
es their modernist origins27. This opening 
paragraph of the novel is where Conrad 
is mentioned for the first time, seemingly 
– just nominally, but the very type of out-
lined image prompts the reader to return 
to another prelude, a memorable sunset 
over the Thames, in which the interfer-
ence of phenomena, simultaneously paired 
and antagonistic, foreshadows the path of 
meaning of Heart of Darkness:  

In the offing the sea and the sky were 
welded together without a joint, and 
in the luminous space the tanned sails 
of the barges drifting up with the tide 
seemed to stand still in red clusters of 
canvas sharply peaked, with gleams 
of varnished sprits.  […] And at last, 
in its curved and imperceptible fall, 
the sun sank low, and from glowing 
white changed to a dull red without 
rays and without heat, as if about to 
go out suddenly, stricken to death by 
the touch of that gloom brooding over 
a crowd of men28.
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The oxymoronic juxtapositions of 
“glowing white” and “a dull red”, the con-
trasting impression of the light and dark-
ness, calmness that is being interrupted, 
emphasize the importance of the bound-
ary between day and night and create a 
distinct symmetry. It is the symmetry that 
marks the trajectory of so many readings of 
Heart of Darkness, especially the symbolic 
and postcolonial ones, juxtaposing civiliza-
tion vs. barbarism, culture vs. nature, white 
people vs. black people; the symmetrical 
structure can be found in the narration: for 
example, in the symmetry of the two rivers, 
over which the reader observes two sun-
sets. As dusk falls over the Congo in the 
Conrad’s story, we read that: 

The current ran smooth and swift, but 
a dumb immobility sat on the banks. 
[…] It was not sleep – it seemed un-
natural, like a state of trance. Not the 
faintest sound of any kind could be 
heard. You looked on amazed, and 
began to suspect yourself of being 
deaf—then the night came suddenly, 
and struck you blind as well (p. 46). 

It is easier to find connections in this 
passage with Kuryluk’s initial image of 
sleeping sailors, but what is also significant 
is that, in Century 21, we find a second sun-
set, observed, as in Conrad’s, from the deck 
of a ship sailing on a river: 

A band of violet, tinted with rusty 
spots, occupies the lower portion of 
the sky and meets above zones of 
azure and shades of blue into which 
a clear lilac is infused. Tints of pearl 
and gray mottle through it, and where 
the red ball casts its reflection, the 

darker colors give way to pale yellow 
hues and sparkles of turquoise. Un-
der the beam of light, water ripples 
obliquely, and shines with the dull-
ness of an old quicksilvered mirror or 
a new razor blade. Against the lem-
on-colored glow, the sinuosities of the 
bank and all objects along the shore 
are brought out in black relief. In the 
crepuscular light, eyes are misled and 
perceive things where there is nothing 
(p. 67-68). 

It is noteworthy that here the writer’s 
diction changes: extended sentences, par-
ticiple phrases, visuality based on the play 
of colours are elements that indicate a style 
of the 19th-century description, Conrad’s 
poetics. The perspective that forms the 
intersection is that of an outsider, an em-
igrant who moves on the ship and who at 
the same time observes the threshold mo-
ment; the sailors sleep and the tables “doze 
away” (Kuryluk), enhancing the experience 
of “trance” (Conrad);  “not the faintest 
sound” reigns (Conrad), because everything 
is based on “images” and “tints” (Kuryluk); 
the absence of sound and dynamics makes 
the depicted phenomena to seem as photo-
graphs evoked in words; at the same time, 
however, the imminent arrival of night dis-
qualifies even observation, for night “struck 
you blind” (Conrad), dusk “deceives the eye” 
(Kuryluk). The annihilation of the sens-
es positions artists in a different tradition 
than the impressionist one. Polish scholar, 
Przemysław Czaplinski, recognizes Con-
rad’s description of the moment between 
day and night in existential terms:

The narrator notes an ordinary phe-
nomenon, that is, the coexistence of 
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light and darkness. But this coexis-
tence, mutual interfusion, struggle of 
the two elements is too much for us 
not to understand that it is the writer 
himself who draws our attention to 
a certain quality of being. Generally 
speaking, it is based on the fact that in 
human reality no place is exclusively 
light or exclusively dark. The meeting 
of the two qualities has the nature of 
a dramatic struggle, happening con-
stantly and everywhere29.

Czapliński’s remarks lead to reconsid-
eration of the coexistence of two contra-
dictory predicates, like light and darkness, 
that are essentially complementing each 
other, like the pair of Eros and Thanatos. 
Not surprisingly, it is Conrad for Kuryluk 
who becomes the medium for this sym-
metrical imagination:  at the end of Cen-
tury 21, Conrad-protagonist admits that: 
“I took Malcolm’s advice and went further 
than any other Pole – but not far enough. I 
should have dwelt a little less on the mys-
terious symmetry of love and death” (p. 
210). However, “the meeting of the two 
qualities”, to apply Czaplinski’s comment 
to Kuryluk, is not just a “quality of being” 
for the contemporary author, but rather an 
essential moment for the creation of the 
subjectivity. In the first pages of her novel, 
one can read: “The same metaphors recur, 
[…]. Ships leave traces on the surface of 
the water. Roads and railroad tracks meet 
and cross. Like all emigrants, I’m fascinat-
ed with places of transition […]” (p. 8). 
Crossing the border – literally referring to 
Kuryluk’s (and Conrad’s) “dual” national 
identity – here outlines a reference to the 
modernist philosophy of the subjectivity, 
which oscillates on the edge and ultimately 

creates itself in its crossing (transgression). 
As Richard Sheppard points out the dom-
inant image of modernist subjectivity was 
precisely the “balance  amid conflicting 
opposites”30. The conflict definitely had a 
psychological aspect – an oscillation be-
tween consciousness and what remains in 
its shadow – but it also overlapped with 
social and cultural conflicts. A similar 
sensibility can be found in Conrad’s, who 
writes in one of his early letters: “Events 
are casting shadows, more or less distort-
ed,  shadows  deep enough to suggest the 
lurid light of battlefields somewhere in the 
near future, but all those portents of great 
and decisive doings leave me in a state of 
despairing indifference”31. In these words, 
one discovers a vision of war, which is 
foreshadowed by the political scene of the 
time, but what is particularly noticeable is 
that in the face of various conflicts, Conrad 
is unable to take a clear position. Accord-
ing to Najder, the writer “saw it as a world 
in a state of multifaceted crisis; of change 
which did not translate into progress, as 
many of his contemporaries tended to be-
lieve; of overt and violent clashes between 
forces and tendencies none of which de-
served full support”32. Perhaps it is only in 
the lack of clear identification, that Conrad 
calls “indifference”, one is able to preserve 
a “balance” in terms of Sheppard – the bal-
ance in the symmetrical struggle of oppos-
ing forces.

Modernism  
and Symmetrical Subjectivity

The axis of symmetry is a landmark 
for the modernist subjectivity. What 

comes to mind here are the famous words 
from Joyce’s Ulysses, when at the end of the 
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novel Leopold Bloom finds himself in an 
ambiguous sphere between the “The irrepa-
rability of the past” and “The imprevisibility 
of the future”33 or from Kafka, who in one 
of his parables of the collection He states 
that: “His dream, however, is to take ad-
vantage of an unsupervised moment [...] to 
find himself outside the line of battle and 
rise, through experience in combat gained, 
to the role of judge of his opponents fight-
ing each other”34. The symmetrical field of 
subjectivity is also temporal: it is defined by 
the past and the future. But what outlines 
the boundaries of I? “The self is the skin”, 
writes Kuryluk in her later novel Grand 
Hotel Oriental (1997), in which the Parisian 
hotel serves as a place bringing order to the 
chaos of the inner world of the main char-
acter, who is lost in his own past traumat-
ic experiences. In this fictional story, time 
and space, past and future overlap: “What’s 
inside and what’s outside are one and the 
same. The self is the skin. Time forges 
space. Space feeds on time. Memory and 
expectation meld together. Consciousness 
is a compass, a clock, a living map, time and 
space. The mind knows where it is and what 
time it is”35.  Different times and spheres 
converge in the consciousness, and it seems 
that in this contemporary novel Kury-
luk also echoes the modernist subjectivity, 
whose characteristics are determined by the 
experience, as Sheppard stated, of a rupture 
between the self and the world, and whose 
questions of cognition are overlaid by the 
uncertainty of physical world (includ-
ing Einstein’s subatomic theory). This ac-
knowledged multiplicity of worlds reflect-
ed in the consciousness of the individual is 
also realized by Conrad when, in an excerpt 
from a letter dated September 29, 1898, he 
writes in a quasi-scientific manner:  

But, don’t you see, there is nothing 
in the world to prevent the simulta-
neous existence of vertical waves, of 
waves at any angles; in fact there are 
mathematical reasons for believing 
that such waves do exist. Therefore it 
follows that two universes may exist in 
the same place and in the same time 
— and not only two universes but an 
infinity of different universes —  if 
by universe we mean a set of states of 
consciousness36. 

It is the delineation of a certain event 
horizon that becomes the common ele-
ment of Conrad’s and Kuryluk’s artistic 
expression. What is important, above all, 
is embedding this moment of subject-cre-
ation in the visual boundary (the place of 
transition) over which this transformation 
takes place. The artistic image, which Kury-
luk described as “capturing the shadow” 
and reflected, following Conrad’s path, in 
description of sunsets, could be compared 
to Eliot’s famous concept of “objective cor-
relative”. He defines it as “a set of objects, 
a situation, a chain of events which shall 
be the formula of the particular emotion”37. 
The sunset which, in Eliot’s understanding, 
is the “sensory experience”, evokes a certain 
emotion, however the significant difference 
in the concept of Kuryluk is that it is in 
fact an intimate, not objective, “correlate”, 
which reveals its personal charge in the in-
tertextual dialogue. Capturing the shadow 
means capturing one’s own shadow – one’s 
twin: it creates a subject-forming model in 
which becoming oneself, especially when 
it comes to the emigration experience, can 
take place only in duality, in dialogue; not 
so much with oneself, but with the Oth-
er. What is especially visible in modernist 
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poetics, is the balancing on the edge, the 
sharpening of the axis within which trans-
gression takes place, sometimes violently 
and traumatically – this axis is nothing 
but a “Kampfline” as Kafka calls it but also, 
especially for the emigrant, the “place of 
transition”, to use Kuryluk’s term.  

Kuryluk and Conrad emigrate from 
Poland at the time of important polit-
ical events. However, their motivations 
for leaving the country are not political, 
but primarily personal. In the lack of un-
equivocal identification with Polish culture, 
there is a chance to transcend the limits 
of self-knowledge and an affirmative ap-
proach to dialogue with the modernist 
tradition – the tradition that is equally, as 
Walkowitz and Mao pointed out, trans-na-
tional. Modernism reflected through 

trans-national perspective, that artistically 
rests on inter-textual dialogue, presents op-
portunities for intergenerational and inter-
cultural colligations. In Kuryluk’s case, what 
is both transnational and modernist, link-
ing Poland to the broader West, concerns 
the model of identity placed in-between 
two poles. The emigrant subject stands for 
Kuryluk “in transition” even linguistically: 
both in the sense of lexical interference of 
different languages and intertextual con-
nections that appeared in the text. In this 
case then, transnational modernism would 
be connected mostly to the artistic repre-
sentation of modernist subjectivity that, as 
Richard Sheppard pointed out, emerges as 
the response to the times of epistemologi-
cal, esthetical and ethical crisis that marked 
the turn of the 20th century. 
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