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Premiere June 22, 2013 at the Big Stage of the National Stary Theatre
The performance of the Strzępka/ Demirski duo – as could have been expected – is not a historical fresco analyzing the causes and consequences of the so-called Miracle at the Vistula, thanks to which the Poles stopped the Red Army. It is searching for an answer to the following question: what does independence really mean? What was the whole game about? What benefits did our grandfathers/ great-grandfathers have from the fact that the Bolsheviks did not enter Europe at that time?

Embodiments of well known historical figures appear in the play, such as Piłsudski, Witos, Broniewski czy Dzierżyński, as well as the Polish Mom. However, the authors are more interested in the contemporary Poland and the world which surrounds us here and now. The world in which certain mechanisms have stopped working, certain solutions stopped being valid and new ones have not yet been found. As declared before the premiere, their purpose was not easy criticism of national characteristics, but – on the contrary – reflection upon the fact that thanks to such characteristics certain things could have happened/ can happen “only in the Republic of Poland.” 

From today’s perspective – in the context of the Soviet offensive of 1920 in Poland and the great mobilization to fight the “Bolshevik invasion”, as well as everything that happened later – the statement of Karl Marx of 1875, quoted in the performance, acquires a completely different, paradoxical and thought-stirring sense:

“The workers’ party of Europe is strongly interested in liberating Poland and the first programme of the International Association of Workers deems reconstruction of Poland one of the purposes of its working policy. What are the reasons of this special interest of the workers’ party in the fate of Poland? First of all, there is sympathy for a conquered nation which, by its incessant and heroic fight against its conquerors proved its historical right to national independence and self-determination. There is no contradiction in the fact that the international workers’ party aims at rebuilding the Polish nation. On the contrary: only when Poland is independent again, when it is able to determine its existence as an independent nation, only then its internal development will commence and Poland will be able to participate independently in the act of social reconstruction of Europe.”

This reference testifies to the fact that the authors wished to look at our mythologized narrations from a completely new and not so obvious perspective. As recounted by Marcin Kościelniak in “Tygodnik Powszechny” (26/2013) in a text with a telling title “Battle for the Present Day”:

“On the eve of the battle, the following persons meet on the stage: Piłsudski, Dzierżyński, Broniewski, Rosa Luxemburg, Witos, Maxime Weygand and “ordinary” people: a peasant, an actress and legionaries. This mixture of historical characters and anonymous heroes from the third plan is significant: the counter-history of Demirski/ Strzępka is a grass roots history, co-created by people who were deprived of voice at the charts of great history. The manner in which historical characters are presented is equally interesting. Demirski and Strzępka ask about personal motivation and emotions behind the decisions which impact millions; however, they do not do it in order to evaluate and discredit, but to perceive people of normal size in statue-like heroes. Dzierżyński declares: “My life did not happen as it was supposed to happen.” “Is a small Józef going to be ashamed of me?” asks Piłsudski. This is the purpose of introducing the figure of the Polish Mom to the performance: to show the world where everybody is (to a certain degree) a small actor in a great history which rolls by their lives and bodies. (…) In a series of digressions, the authors go back to the questions which they asked in earlier plays: the difference between a murder sanctioned by the state and a bloody revolution, the position of peasants in history. These digressions form the discussion on the stage, where the “Battle of Warsaw” becomes a battle for the shape of the modern Poland. It is not an accident that Piłsudski meets Dzierżyński here – it is not an accident that polemics between the left wing and the right wing are conducted here. The play is written in the layout of binary opposites and the authors oscillate among them, not proving anybody right. A toast is proposed on the stage for these who govern so that they stop governing; the system of democratic voting is presented as promotion of illiteracy. These are strong statements and journalistically expressive, yet they are formed from a utopian position of an observer who remains outside. It is even more interesting to note that there are places in the performance where comfortable solutions are avoided; instead of it, more questions are asked. An impasse, to which such discussion leads, is a place of little satisfaction from a journalistic point of view; however, it is interesting in the political and the theatrical aspect. In “The Battle of Warsaw” the awareness of failure wins; there is the vague feeling that in the modern Poland (and in general in the world), nothing is it at the right place and nobody knows who to change it – however, we should not stop trying. This tone that has appeared recently in the authors’ performances, adds a bitter taste to the fierceness and bravado of the “furious duo” (…). Choosing the Battle of Warsaw as the basis for the discussion is not accidental; this is the foundation moment for the independent Poland. This is not the customary honorary defeat to which we have grown accustomed by the celebrated history of uprisings, but a victory. The perfidy consists in the fact that this day when – according to history textbooks – the Polish army stopped the Bolshevik revolution and prevented it from spilling onto Europe, is shown as a moment forecasting defeat…”

One has to admire the authors of the performance for their consistency and courage in asking uneasy questions, constant escapes from mental schemes in which it is so easy to become comfortable, for the perversity of insolent, honest and often politically incorrect evaluations. This is what Witold Mrożek noticed in “Gazeta Wyborcza” (147/2013):

“Even though the expected battle, postponed multiple times by subsequent digressions, finally takes place, not much results from it. After yet another great event and a heroic deed, we are left with emptiness. Thence, two accusatory monologues addressed to the modern people. They are uttered by two opponents from 1920. The socialist Broniewski talks about deprivation of the political language from facts and contact with reality. He accuses the “more or less left-wing” compatriots that they only repeat slogans about “European standards”; the “more right-wing” ones that they chant the following slogan like a mantra: one has to go to war, because “grandfather went to war and father went to war”, because “the Bolsheviks will come.” “I could puke from boredom. I love you people, but you tend to be outrageously stupid.”

Dzierżyński the Chekist accuses the next generations that they renounce the accomplishments such as an 8-hour work-day, insurance and holiday leave too easily. Their disappearance means that the entire drama of the 20th century, where various left-wing factions shed their own and other people’s blood for a more just society, is invalidated. Bolsheviks – they shed the blood of others much more often.

It is a risk to allow Dzierżyński to talk from the stage about emancipation; Poland is a country where the entire historical workers’ movement is treated in the same way – there is no differentiation among all the opposing factions for which the red banner denoted various things. We have a very rich tradition of democratic socialism which is hardly remembered today. A welfare state was not invented by the Bolsheviks. However, this is not a performance from which we could learn the 20th century history – on the contrary, good familiarity with such history allows us to catch the irony of the play. Strzępka and Demirski repeated many times that they believed in the spectators’ competence. And very often, they pull no punches.

One more thing before conservative journalists will tear the play apart: no, the “bloody Feliks” does not become a patron for the present-day left-wing party. This is only the manner of showing how the history retreats to people who do not notice it and who treat the welfare state as a Bolshevik idea.” 

Even though Strzępka and Demirski’s play is full of really funny scenes and the entire performance provides an excellent opportunity for the actors of the Stary Theatre to present their phenomenal skills, in the foreground, the note is slightly more serious and emphasizes the complexity of human motivation, choices and the need of constant sensitive observation of the world and challenging easy diagnoses. 
Monika Strzępka
Director. M. Strzępka specializes in critical theatre, using pithy, impertinent and witty language, making references to pastiche, grotesque and elements of political cabaret. She became famous on account of performances prepared together with Paweł Demirski, author of texts, including: “Diamenty to węgiel, który wziął się do roboty”, “Niech żyje wojna”, “Był sobie Andrzej Andrzej i Andrzej”, “Dziady. Ekshumacja”, “Śmierć podatnika, “Tęczowa trybuna 2012”, “W imię Jakuba S.”, “Firma”, “Położnice Szpitala św. Zofii”, “O dobru.” Laureate, together with Paweł Demirski, of Polityka Passport and Grand Prix at the Divine Comedy Festival 2010.

Paweł Demirski
Playwright. Author of numerous plays devoted to current problems, analysing conditions of Polish conflicts, including: “Kiedy przyjdą podpalić dom, to się nie zdziw”, “From Poland with Love”, “Wałęsa. Historia wesoła, a ogromnie przez to smutna”, “Dziady Ekshumacja”, “Był sobie Polak, Polak, Polak i diabeł”, “Sztuka dla Dziecka”, “Niech żyje wojna!!!”, “Tęczowa Trybuna 2012”, “O dobru”, “Firma”; together with Michał Zadara – “Ifigenia. Nowa Tragedia” and “Tykocin.” Scholarship holder at the Royal Court Theatre in London; between 2003 and 2006, he worked as the literary director in the Wybrzeże Theatre; author of a project entitled “Rapid City Theatre.” Member of the team of “Krytyka Polityczna.”  

The project  is co-financed by the European Union as part of The Malopolska Regional Operational Programme 2007-2013


4

