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Book Review: Writing on the Margins

The punchy, moody novels of Marek Hlasko, a postwar Polish writer who wrote and died in exile.

By NATHANIEL POPKIN
March 28, 2014 2:56 p.m. ET

The narrator of Marek Hlasko’s novel “Killing the Second Dog” (New Vessel, 138 pages,
$15.99), a Polish exile living in Israel named Jacob, is an only somewhat reluctant con
man who pretends to fall in love with lonely middle-aged women in order to relieve them
of cash. His partner, Robert, a combative would-be theater director with a penchant for
performing "Macbeth” during the pair’s stints in jail, has written the lines that Jacob
delivers as he works the con. But as Jacob nears payoff with Mary, an American tourist, he

drops the seript and admits the truth.

[t's not that he has "become more sensitive all
of a sudden” about the feelings of his prey, he
claims. Does he see a chance for an emotional
connection and even love? Or is he so attuned
to the psychology of his mark that he knows
she won't believe him when he tells the truth?
Is this attempt to spare her heart—earnest or
not—meant to deepen her endearment and

further the ruse?

For Jacob, and indeed for Hlasko (1934-69),
who grew up under Germany’s brutal
occupation of Poland during World War 11 and
then suffered the want and fear and terror of
Soviet communism, the borders between the
hustle and the heart, between living and

surviving, between his own despair and his

Hlasko in 1960. After two of his novels were
censored, he left Poland in 1958 and never
returned. ALAMY

characters’ madness are thin and prone to
bleeding. "Books are only worth writing after
you cross the outermost boundary of shame,”

he once wrote.

His books are certainly worth reading—as rather hardboiled but empathetic testaments
of deceit, double-dealing and deprivation and as a lens on the psychological manipulation
endemic to postwar communist Poland. After a youth spent working as a truck driver for
various cooperatives, where he created elaborate scams to supplement his meager salary
and was sometimes employed as a police informer, Hlasko burst onto the Polish literary
scene in 1956 with the publication of "First Step in the Clouds.” Ile won a prominent
literary prize the following year. But officials denied publication of his next two novels,
"Next Stop—Paradise” and "The Graveyard,” and he fled to France, beginning a restive
exile that would last the rest of his life.

New English editions of his witty, despairing autobiography, "Beautiful
Twentysomethings” (Northern Illinois, 232 pages, $24.95), translated by Ross Utberg,
and the slender 1958 novel "The Graveyard” (Melville House, 160 pages, $15.95),
translated by Norbert Guterman, appeared late last year. Now, Mr. Ufberg's publishing
house New Vessel Press has brought out a handsome paperback edition of "Killing the

Second Dog” (1965), translated by Tomasz Mirkowicz. The two novels, together with the
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autobiography, make a useful introduction to Hlasko’s punchy, moody prose. His writing
is taut and psychologically nuanced like that of the great dime-store novelist Georges
Simenon, his novelistic world as profane as [saac Babel's. In postwar Poland, he saw the

raw material of art. "Looking at it logically,” he writes in "Beautiful Twentysomethings,”

there are few nations who have so many chances for good literature as we, the Poles, do.
We've got everything: misfortune, political assassinations, eternal occupation, informers,
mystery, despair, drunkenness. By God, what else could you ask for? When I was in Israel,
I lived with the scum of the earth, but still I never met people as desperate, detestable,

and unhappy as in Poland.

Some of these people indeed make their way into "The Graveyard,” whose protagonist,
the honest and hardworking factory worker Franciszek Kowalski, has fallen into a
totalitarian hell. Stopped by the police after a joyous night out drinking with an old army
buddy, the usually sober Kowalski is accused of insulting the officers and thrown into a

cell. "What could I have done?” he asks,
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speaking to himself rather than his neighbor. "What in the world could I have done? 1
keep trying to recall every word I said, everything that happened, and I can't understand a

thing. If only they would tell me, but they won't. What could I have done?”

The stranger stretched luxuriously. "Each of us imagines he didn't do anything,” he said.
"Each one of us somehow thinks he is innocent. But then a moment comes when others
begin to have power over him, and then our thoughts don’t matter, and only what they
think about us matters.” He sighed and turned over. "Thank God I'm nothing but a

drunk,” he said. "That's the only thing that gives me some sort of assurance.”

Kowalski can't believe his jail-cell neighbor, but before he has even managed to get
himself released, he has come to doubt his own innocence and loyalty to the party.
Hoping to reconfirm his standing, Kowalski walks across gloomy Warsaw—the weather in
Hlasko is either trigid and raw or blistering hot—seeking out his old army companions;
surely they can vouch for him. But one after the other has been destroyed by paranoia, by
the "fear you've got to live with, constantly, without interruption, from morning till

night.”

When Hlasko asked why the authorities wouldn’t allow the publication of "The
Graveyard,” they told him: "This Poland doesn’t exist.” He knew he could no longer live
there. Hlasko sought refuge in France, West Germany, hardscrabble Israel, where one
could shed one’s past, and the U.S., drawn there by old Warsaw friend Roman Polanski,
who put him to work in Hollywood. But he found exile another kind of hell. "I didn't know
back then,” he writes in "Beautiful Twentysomethings,” that “the world is divided into
two halves: in one of them it's impossible to live, and in the other it’s impossible to

survive.”

Hlasko felt profoundly alone. No one cared to hear about his disillusionment with
communism; no one, he thought, would believe his stories. He worked some, drank, ran
scams, drifted in and out of prisons and mental wards, where he would be taken after fake
or real suicide attempts—truth and untruth always a volatile mix—and continued to
write. "Killing the Second Dog” is an analogue for this anguished period of his life. The
result is to make way for a vulnerability and humor in the characters that is missing from
"The Graveyard.” That book, written in hubris and anger, hits like an anvil; beyond
Kowalski, the other characters emerge as ciphers for various forms of madness. In
"Killing,” through the narrator Jacob, Hlasko seems to want to bare himself, to break free
of his life, to connect and love, and ultimately to exist as a writer. Lying next to Mary,
whom he had meant only to scam, Jacob thinks: I had spoken my own lines, departed

from Robert’s seript. . . . It was very pleasant to lie like that, totally still. .. ,”
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thinking of her face; then I thought of her soft sloping belly and the small, light scars she
had from giving birth to Johnny. She smelled the way a woman should, with a smell
resembling the aroma of ripe corn, gentle and strong. There was nothing it could be
compared to; and now the bed and this small, dark room were permeated withit.. ..
When she leaves this room in the morning, I thought, her smell will disappear after a
time, though it would be so much nicer if this room and this city retained her smell
forever; then I would always remember she was with me once and life would somehow be
more bearable. ... I should have told her all this. I wouldn't have needed Robert and his

goddamn instruections to do it either.

In 1969, feeling himself responsible for the accidental death of a friend, Hlasko died after
taking sleeping pills and drinking alcohol. His death was a suicide, intentional or not; the

pain, ultimately, was unbearable.

—Mr. Popkin is the author of

“The Posstble City” and the novel "Lion and Leopard.”
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