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HISTORY AND HISTORIES

It was in the famous essay On the Concept of
History where Walter Benjamin rendered „em-
pathizing” – a process of empathy – an invalid
method of historical materialism. Its origin is
acedia, „the indolence of the heart”, which, in
failing to grasp and hold the genuine historical
image that flares up briefly at the very moment of
its obliteration, takes for its image what is given,
that is, what has survived (Benjamin, 2005).
Benjamin asks a simple question: with whom the
adherents of historicism actually empathize as they
reconstruct the facts? The answer is scandalous
for historians as it passes irrevocable judgment: it
is with the victors and victors only. In the history
of madness the „victor” is „medicine” with its
complex diagnostics, while the „victim” is the
madman himself with his naked and simple life.

Benjamin, persistently discontented, adds:
„There is no document of culture which is not at
the same time a document of barbarism. […] The
historical materialist therefore dissociates himself
from this process of transmission as far as possible.
He regards it as his task to brush history against
the grain.” (Benjamin, 2005, p. 392).  It is, there-
fore, compelling a task to address the question
whether The History of Polish Madness, intimi-
dating and highly commendable in many regards,
indeed brushes history against the grain (Marcinów

2018).  Conformist reading is like hand-sanding
along the grain, merely producing a smooth finish,
a gesture cancelling time, an open signal to the
world that nothing has happened. Reading against
the grain, however, is akin to raising the alarm. It
would do justice to madness to know whether Mira
Marcinów, in writing the history of nineteenth-
century reverie in Poland, empathizes with the
Polish madness, and if that were so, with whom
does the author empathize? One should likewise
wish to know, whether there is one concept or one
affect in grasping the enormity of Polish madness?
Is there at our disposal a fixed concept of melancholy?

In my remarks about the book The History of
Polish Madness I am trying to elucidate the Polish
thread. What I am asking about is the specificity
of Polish madness. If madness is always construc-
ted and fabricated, if madness is „transactional
reality” or „temporary mental illness”, then, what
is the specifics of the fabrication of Polish mad-
ness, the Polish transactional reality? Why the path
of Polish madness begins from and is paved by
melancholy, „gloominess”, „stuffiness”, „Polish
hyper-spirituality”? Why is Polish reality „gloo-
my” and not „cheerful”, for example? Does the
Polish discourse on this „gloominess” bring
something new to the global discourse? What kind
of gallery or archive of cases of „reverie people”
does the author present us with? What is it that
they are mulling over so much? Are these men or
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women? Do we know anything about their sorrows
and personal stories? How does the author want
to convince us that the characters present therein
are real? What does the nineteenth century con-
stitute for the author? It would well seem it is a
kind of „optics” rather than a classic „epoch”.

The author repeatedly remarks that she is not a
historian. Who then is Mira Marcinów in this book
– an archaeologist, a genealogist, or, perhaps, a
therapist? Is the history of melancholia in Poland
a history of social emotiveness or rather a pious
history of the idea of disease? Let me ask again:
why does the author begin with melancholia in-
stead of psychosis or hysteria – which the author
heralds to be dealt with in the future – or even not
stupidity, understood as the absence of reason,
which the author makes no reference to and pro-
bably does not even recognize?

Friedrich Nietzsche claimed that history be-
longs to the living person in three respects. It
belongs to him as an active and striving person; it
belongs to him as a person who preserves and
admires; it belongs to him as a suffering person in
need of emancipation. This trinity of relationships
corresponds to a trinity of methods for history, to
the extent that one may make the distinctions, a
monumental method, an antiquarian method, and
a critical method (Nietzsche, 1878/1995). In this
context, we must ask the question what kind of
history is the Mira Marcinów’s  history of Polish
madness?

The task I set before myself in this text is
therefore two-fold. I am reading Mira Marcinów’s
book upon recognition of its importance in two
ongoing debates; that on the subject of madness
and its conditions, and that on Poland and its
character, i.e. the specificity of Polish melancholy.
Here, I am not merely inspecting the work of the
author. In my reading, apart from reconstructive
motives and the sole desire to read, I dare to feed
my speculative will, the will to reflect upon the
status of melancholy in culture and its unique
position. In this endeavour, I attempt to recognize
the structure of the melancholic subject and its
problematics. Above all, however, I wonder whe-
ther – by any chance – the melancholic indeed has
no doubts about his life. A fairly justified hypo-
thesis would be that the melancholic sees himself
as a dead rather than a living body.

THREE SETS: AUTHOR’S VOICE,
MAD IMAGES AND LEARNED WORDS

At first glance, the book consists of three sepa-
rate parts – the author’s lecture on the Polish ship
of fools, an anthology of native psychological and
medical magazines, and a fairly eclectic album of
photos and engravings on the theme of madness.
We have, then, the author’s own text, the original
texts of Polish psychiatrists of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and images scattered in time, from the famous
photography of Foucault and Sartre demonstrating
on the streets of Paris in 1972 and the photographs
of anti-psychiatric demonstrations, through adver-
tisements of various drugs, to Wojciech Weiss’
painting The Melancholic and The Consumptive,
and a cadre from the 2017 movie Pieniądze albo
życie… zaczyna  się jutro („Money or Life ...
Begins Tomorrow”) directed by Dziadkiewicz and
Śmiałek. It begs the question what connects the
words of Mira Marcinów, dusty words of doctors
and those eclectic images of madness, more often
than not – of non-Polish origin? Well, all three
elements find a common denominator in one
research purpose: to account for the birth of the
Polish psychological thought and to depict the
birth of Polish melancholy. Perhaps Polish mad-
ness can only be framed and described from the
outside, with non-Polish reason. This should not
be ruled out as a hypothesis.

The problem, however, is that there is no such
moment of „birth”. There is no such moment to
account for the birth of madness. Foucault and
Derrida had already discussed this in the context
of the History of Madness in the Classical Age
(Foucault, 1965; Derrida, 1978; Foucault, 1997).
Similarly, let us not make mistake, there is no and
will be no moment to account for the birth of
hysteria and psychosis – two other grand themes
announced as the following volumes of Mira Mar-
cinów’s writing. According to Georges Didi-
Huberman what is at our disposal is a moment
when hysteria was photographed in a Paris hospital
in Salpêtrière, which marks the beginning of the
iconography of hysteria (Didi-Huberman, 2003).
Hysteria, however, always remains in images and
in the service of images. Melancholy always
remains in allegory and in the service of allegory.
Melancholic dies because it is the only way to get
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a place in an allegory. The life of a melancholic turns
out to be a life for a corpse, the body dies to become
a corpse.

It can be argued that the above a manner of
writing renders a certain judgment about what
melancholy is and what is its axial symptom.
Placing the melancholic in the frame without life,
I suggest that melancholy is unable to live, or, that
it lacks the will to live. Lack of the will to live
ensues, above all, the inability to love and making
affective investment in the objects of the surroun-
ding world. In fact, Freud – already in his famous
Mourning and Melancholia – warned us that
melancholy is a „wavering concept”, especially
in descriptive psychiatry, because it occurs in vari-
ous clinical constellations, the reduction of which
to the common denominator never seems certain.
The same Freud, in the same text, however, deci-
des in favour of such a concept of melancholy in
which the key symptom is the loss of ability to find
a new object of love (Freud. 1917, pp. 237-258).
The melancholic becomes dead in life. He is not so
much in doubt as to whether he is dead or alive,
but, rather, holds a simple conviction that he is dead.

Freud in the cited text also adds that, for the
melancholic, what becomes poor and empty is not
so much the world as it is the Self. The subject of
melancholy appears to be empty, a shell of an egg
devoid of life. The author of Mourning and Melan-
cholia adds, saving no one and writing from the
level of his clinical realism, that by subjecting itself
to increased and ruthless self-criticism, the melan-
cholic may actually be close to self-knowledge.
In doing so – Freud posits, the melancholic nears
learning the truth about humanity. Hamlet is for
Freud a paradigmatic figure of the melancholic
who, having lost the object of love, experiences
the simultaneous destruction of his Self. Melan-
cholic in the clinic is the result of consistent criti-
cism. It is this criticism of the world and of himself
which deprives him of the will to be in the world
and to be himself, and therefore condemns the
melancholic subject to clinical existence. We
should therefore not refrain from asking an
awkward question: why does one need to develop
illness to reach the truth about oneself?

Well, the simplest answer to these questions
would be a sober one and harsh: one has to develop
illness because the subject of health is not the sub-

ject of the truth on his own subject. The subject of
health is not a subject of truth on itself. The subject
of health is not a subject of truth due to the neces-
sity to maintain itself in a state of health forcing it
to constantly produce „good” and „untrue” fanta-
sies about itself. These fantasies are idealizations.
The will of life is the will to deceive oneself. Chari-
table fantasies support „well-being” and life itself.
These „good fantasies” have left the melancholic.
His body, having these pro-health fantasies left,
becomes empty, i.e. the melancholic becomes an
empty tomb of its Self.

ORIGIN AND BEGINNINGS

For Nietzsche and Foucault, the image of the
source is a false image. The origin is a multitude
of disturbances and uncertain entries. The premise
of genealogy is not to search for the origin (Ur-
sprung), but to either study the genesis or the
emergence of the event (Enstehung) or its decent
(Herkunft). Genealogy does not pretend to go back
in time to restore an unbroken continuity that
operates beyond the dispersion of forgotten things.
Its duty is not to demonstrate that the past actively
exists in the present, that it continue s secretly to
animate the present, having imposed a predeter-
mined form on all its vicissitudes. The search for
descent is not the erecting of foundations: on the
contrary, it disturbs what was previously consi-
dered immobile; it fragments what was thought
unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was
imagined consistent with itself (Foucault, 1977).

Walter Benjamin in the The Origin of German
Tragic Drama wrote: „Origin [Ursprung], alt-
hough an entirely historical category, has, never-
theless, nothing to do with genesis [Entstehung].
The term origin is not intended to describe the
process by which the existent came into being,
but rather to describe that which emerges from
the process of becoming and disappearance. Origin
is an eddy in the stream of becoming, and in its
current it swallows the material involved in the
process of genesis. That which is original is never
revealed in the naked and manifest existence of
the factual; its rhythm is apparent only to a dual
insight. On the one hand it needs to be recognized
as a process of restoration and reestablishment,
but, on the other hand, and precisely because of
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this, as something imperfect and incomplete. There
takes place in every original phenomenon a
determination of the form in which an idea will
constantly confront the historical world, until it is
revealed fulfilled, in the totality of its history.
Origin is not, therefore, discovered by the exami-
nation of actual findings, but it is related to their
history and their subsequent development” (Benja-
min, 1977, p. 46). The category of origin is neither
historical nor it is logical; origin is not isolated
from the background constituted by statements of
facts, but it concerns pre- and post-history. The
origin is therefore in a swirl. The origin is a plura-
lity of processes of becoming. Does Mira Marci-
nów’s book deal with such a swirl and such a
plurality of processes to becoming „melancholy”?

The author seemingly follows medical dis-
course within the bounds of the clinic: diagnosis,
nosology and therapy. Of course, the medical
discourse must always address what it is dealing
with, where does it come from, and how to bring
an end to it. That is why The History of Polish
Madness presents us with extensive diagnostics
spanning the nineteenth century; the insane is
obsessively brooding over his littleness (Raps),
falls ill to „sympathetic nerve disease, the cause
of his tormented melancholy writings” (Łowicki,
pp. 85-96), or has insanity brought upon him due
to multiple reasons (Ostafin), or yet, insanity may
be unpredictable as in a case when a man accuses
his wife of betrayal or refuses to recognize his
paternity. Similarly, the therapies of melancholics
follow in that many directions as many there are
the diagnoses – one needs to travel to other count-
ries, one needs to return home, one needs to keep
on writing so that his black bile gets absorbed by
ink, one needs to undergo electroconvulsive shock
therapy, occasionally cold showers are necessary,
occasionally a conversation, or loneliness is neces-
sary. Perhaps the breakthrough in this diagnostic
fever is a book published in Kraków by Krzyża-
nowski Publishing House in 1900, by Mieczysław
Nartowski entitled Zaduma: Melancholia („Broo-
ding: Melancholia”) – the first Polish scientific
monograph devoted entirely to melancholia.

We have to remember that the author draws
inspiration from the work of both a philosopher
of science – Ian Hacking, in particular from his
famous book Mad Travelers: Reflections on the

Reality of Transient Mental Illness (Hacking,
1998), an archaeologist and genealogist of know-
ledge – Michel Foucault, albeit not so much from
the History of Madness in the Classical Age
(Foucault,  1961) or Mental Illness and Psychology
(Foucault, 1954/1976), but his lectures on life and
norms, i.e. The Birth of Biopolitics (2004). Finally,
we come across more than a mention - authentic
use – of the work of Arthur Oncken Lovejoy The
Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of
an Idea (Lovejoy, 1939). We have here, therefore,
a blend of many attempts to create the history of
concepts, the history of ideas, the history of
thought, intellectual history, cultural history, in a
word: a multiple „history of multiplicity”.

SPEECH OF MELANCHOLY
AND SPEECH ABOUT MELANCHOLY

For the author, however, the stake is neither
politics without concepts nor an idea without poli-
tics. Mira Marcinów’s book is a book about the
birth of the „language of madness”. Language is
probably the most fascinating element of this huge
encyclopaedia. Everything begins with mythology
and literature, which had a monopoly on madness
and the words for madness long before medicine.
The author reminds us that in the mythology of
the Slavs, „going mad” had its equivalent in the
Polish word „owileć” – getting possessed by „vila”
– a woodland fairy or nymph the name of which
was derived from Indo-European root meaning
„divinity” but also „rave”, „wild”, or „rage”. It
was in Juliusz Słowacki’s Kordian: First Part of
a Trilogy: The Coronation Plot (1834) where
Doctor invites our protagonist to go overtly mad:
„Just think of ways to stop yourself from thinking.
Go mad and be a saint in Istanbul” (Słowacki,
1834/2010). Notably, this dervish motif associates
madness with a holy madness. The main characters
of Mira Marcinów’s book – pioneers of Polish
medicine and psychiatry of the nineteenth century,
are all looking for a language of madness. Where
do they find it? This is not a projective search, it
is not coming up with new concepts or a new
medical dictionary, it is not even re-thinking
concepts or their new casting, but rather borrowing
and annexing words and concepts found in
colloquial language.

Ø. Âðóáåëü
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Colloquial expressions for madness come in
aplenty. Melancholia is, therefore, man-fever (Pol.
„chłopodur”), demon-mania (Pol. „demono-
mania”), daftness (Pol. „durnica”), gloominess
(Pol. „posępnica”), „dissimulation of specters”,
„despondency of the spirit”, „loathing for life”.
Ludwik Perzyna calls melancholia a feverish-
sadness (Pol. „smutnodur”), Stanisław Chomę-
towski refers to it as melancholic craze (Pol. „szał
melancholijny”), Leon Blumenstok calls it a pa-
roxysm of trepidation (Pol. „napad trwogi”), and
Kazimierz Kralczyński describes it as a rush of
pensiveness (Pol. „napad zadumy”). The key and
seemingly important for the author concept of
„gloominess” was introduced into Polish language
by Bartłomiej Frydrych, in a direct translation of
the French notion of lypémanie. What follows this
standardized colloquial side of the language is the
work of Klemens Malaszewski Analysis of another
corpse (Rozbiór innego trupa, 1846), introduction
of Stanisław Chomętkowski’s concept melancho-
lia catalepitica, Karl Ludwik’s „depression of
will”, and Antoni Hieronim Munkiewicz’s „lan-
guage of a morose”, to end with a reference to
Alexander Niewiarowski’s Manuscript of my
cousin, a madman (Rękopis mego kuzyna wariata,
1853). The struggle for language is not only the
struggle for a diagnosis, a dictionary that would
allow both patients and doctors to describe the phe-
nomenon of melancholia, it is above all the strug-
gle for tools or for machine tooling of the Polish
way of fabricating madness. Words are never inno-
cent. Words are used for blaming and are them-
selves the cause of many blames. The battle of dis-
courses does not take place at the patient’s bed, nor
even at the hospital, but in the court where averment
of a madman confronts that of forensic medic.

The privileged position that the language of law
holds results from two negations. The „patient’s
bed” is itself an integral territory of melancholy,
the place from which the disease has emerged,
whereas the hospital is an artificial place in which
melancholy may lose both its sovereign language
and its face. The courtroom and the spectacle of
generating a court judgment give the impression
of a neutral place, in which the „language of
melancholy” and „language about melancholy”
can confront each other. However, such confron-
tation does not entail their unification, let alone

reconciliation or mutual recognition. The language
of law formulates verdicts, not diagnoses nor
confessions. Madness in the book of Marcin
Marcinów stands before the law and situates itself
in the face of the language of law.

The question, however, is whether even a
plethora of words describing madness can ever
make up for something more, whether it helps to
disclose the assembly line of Polish madness.
Should it be otherwise, these obsolete words are
at best simply inert, suspended, or disordered. If
the battle for Polish madness is a battle of words
and for words, then one should ask the author how
the Polish madness is produced and fabricated.
How does the author perceive this „assembly line”
of Polish madness or does the author even consider
it at all? What, indeed, is the factory for producing
Polish madness? It would seem that the author
recognizes a certain „reality of madness”, which
becomes the subject of her description, like any
other „object” in the world. There are, however,
certain limits of constructivism in this book, which
from the outset, falsely, admits to constructivism.
For Mira Marcinów madness and its meaning are
not so much described or fabricated here, as they
are negotiated. However, if negotiated, then be-
tween whom? What are the rules for negotiating
Polish madness? Is Polish madness negotiated at
the Polish psychiatric „round table”?

The simplest of answers would be that a round
table connects doctors and melancholics. The
author operates on two sets – that of great Polish
nineteenth-century clinicians-writers and that of
melancholics-madmen who either on the stage of
the hospital or in the intimate scene of their home
recreate the drama of Polish madness. One should
compare these two sets, describing them in detail
and considering what are the conditions for these
two sets to meet, if they meet at all. Who is here
talking to whom? What language does a madman
speak, and what language does the doctor use?
Does the doctor speak the language of a madman?
Or is it that the madman speaks the language of
the doctor? Who is being quoted here? Or maybe
both are using some „third party language”, for
example, language remaining in the service of li-
terature or religion?

I therefore return to my intuition telling me that
we do not have a uniform concept of melancholia.
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The word „melancholia” deludes us only with its
single number. While the author seems to be aware
of it, does she use this knowledge? For me, it is
not a reliable hypothesis to assume that in this
work Mira Marcinów fulfils herself as a historian
of ideas, an archaeologist of concepts or a genealo-
gist of knowledge – knowledge whispered before
„institutional knowledge”. Bartłomiej Frydrych,
whom the author seems to revere, says that the
way to recognise a patient is in „their thoughts
and feelings are always exaggerated and confused,
the simplest situations are considered very impor-
tant and the conclusions drawn from these are the
saddest. They are afraid of the faintest rustling,
and they are disturbed by complete silence”. To
know madness of the patient is to learn about the
exaggeration in thinking and feeling, in speaking
and acting. Madness is an exaggeration. Madness
is often also a façade. The façade of what? It is
the facade for the lack of authentic thoughts, or,
sometimes, any thoughts at all.

SATURN CONSTELLATION:
EROTICISM, PHANTASM, POETRY

Melancholy has traditionally been associated
with Saturn, the god of time. The erotic component
of melancholy is thus a kind of original loss. The
inaccessible or forbidden object becomes integra-
ted in the subject via an introjection of the libido.
The melancholic thus “keeps his or her own desire
fixed on the inaccessible’” (Agamben 1993, p. 14).
Giorgio Agamben calls this motif “erotic con-
stellation of melancholy”’. The constellation
demonstrates how the love object is neither appro-
priated nor lost, but both possessed and lost at the
same time, since “melancholy appears essentially
as an erotic process engaged in an ambiguous com-
merce with phantasms’’ (1993, p. 24).  The lessons
of melancholy are thus that ‘only what is un-
graspable can truly be grasped and that love itself
is a form of ‘‘melancholic diligence’’ (Pettman
2006).

According to Freud, the dynamic mechanism
of melancholy borrows its essential characteristics
in part from mourning and in part from narcissistic
regression (Freud, 1917). As when, in mourning,
the libido reacts to proof of the fact that the loved
one has ceased to exist, fixating itself on every

memory and object formerly linked to the loved
object, so melancholy is also a reaction to the loss
of a loved object; however, contrary to what might
be expected, such loss is not followed by a transfer
of libido to another object, but rather by its with-
drawal into the ego, narcissistically identified with
the lost object.

Nevertheless, with respect to the genetic pro-
cess of mourning, melancholia presents a relation-
ship to its origin that is especially difficult to
explain. Freud does not conceal his embarrassment
before the undeniable proof that, although mour-
ning follows a loss that has really occurred, in
melancholia not only is it unclear what object has
been lost, it is uncertain that one can speak of a
loss at all. According to Agamben covering its
object with the funereal trappings of mourning,
melancholy confers upon it the phantasmagorical
reality of what is lost; but insofar as such mourning
is for an unobtainable object, the strategy of melan-
choly opens a space for the existence of the unreal
and marks out a scene in which the ego may enter
into relation with it and attempt an appropriation
such as no other possession could rival and no
loss possibly threaten.

The imaginary loss that so obsessively occupies
the melancholic tendency has no real object be-
cause its funereal strategy is directed to the impos-
sible capture of the phantasm. The lost object is
but the appearance that desire creates for its own
courting of the phantasm, and the introjection of
libido is only one of the facets of a process in which
what is real loses its reality so that what is unreal
may become real. If the external world is in fact
narcissistically denied to the melancholic as an
object of love, the phantasm yet receives from this
negation a reality principle and emerges from the
mute interior crypt in order to enter into a new
and fundamental dimension. No longer a phantasm
and not yet a sign, the unreal object of melancholy
introjection opens a space that is neither the
hallucinated oneiric scene of the phantasms nor
the indifferent world of natural objects.

“The object of love is in fact a phantasm”,
writes Agamben, ‘‘but this phantasm is a spirit,
inserted, as such, in a pneumatic circle in which
the limits separating internal and external, corpo-
real and incorporeal, desire and its object, are abo-
lished’’ (Agamben 1993, p. 108). In Stanzas
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Agamben extends such a notion to medieval in-
terpretations of intelligence, especially refracted
through Aristotle, in which this faculty is perceived
as ‘‘something unique and supraindividual”. We
moderns, perhaps because of our habit of stressing
the rational and abstract aspect of the cognitive
processes, have long ceased to be amazed by the
mysterious power of the internal imagination that
animates dreams, memory, sensation, language
and intellect at the same time. It not easy for us to
understand the obsessive and almost reverential
attention that medieval psychology devoted to the
phantasmagorical constellation of Aristotle.

In the constellation the pneumatic link, uniting
phantasm, word, and desire, opens a space in
which the poetic sign appears as the sole enclosure
offered to the fulfilment of love and erotic desire
in their roles as the foundations and meaning of
poetry, in a circulation of utopian topology. In this
way the poetic word was presented as the site where
the fracture between desire and its unattainable
object is healed, and the mortal “heroic disease”,
through which love assumes the saturnine mask
of melancholic delirium, celebrates its rescue and
ennoblement.

This constellation occupied a central position
in the spiritual firmament of the Middle Ages. In
this exegetical process, in which the Middle Ages
concealed one of its most original and creative
traditions, the phantasm is polarized and becomes
the site of the soul’s most extreme experiences:
the place where it may rise to the dazzling limit of
the divine or plunge into the vertiginous abyss of
evil and perdition. This explains why no epoch
has been, at the same time, both so idolatrous and
so idoloclastic as the Middle Ages, both the “spi-
ritual mediator” between reason and sense and the
“vain imaginations” that seduce the soul into the
error. This constellation is responsible for the birth
of the child of Polish Saturn. This constellation
gives birth to Polish love for poetry. The inclusion
of the phantasm and desire in language is the
essential condition in order that poetry can be
conceived as “joy of love” or “love’s joy”.

POLAND: A PLACE, LANGUAGE, NATION

The great problem of Mira Marcinów’s work
is that there is no such thing as Polish madness.

All there is are plural Polish madnesses. Plurality
is necessary here. The real problem and the bane
of this work is that there is also no such thing as
Polish psychiatry. Władyslaw Biegański writes
that if Polish medicine disappeared it would make
no dent in the nineteenth century world medicine
(Biegański, 1896). There is no Poland, hence there
is no Polish medicine. All these learned people,
mentioned by the author, assimilated medical
science in German or French. The problem is the
lack of language. Lack of language can be even
more annoying than the lack of an image.

Mira Marcinów’s book is thus suspended be-
tween the vision of melancholia from Saturn and
Melancholy by Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Pa-
nofsky and Fritz Sax, where the bust of all mour-
ning is Albrecht Dürer’s 1514 engraving Melen-
colia I, and the twentieth century Peter Kramer’s
attempt to reduce melancholia to depression, epi-
tomizing the era of cosmetic psychopharmacology
(Klibansky, Panofsky, Saxl, 1964). Somewhere
between these two poles we find a Renaissance
monograph about black bile – Marsilio Ficino’s
Three Books on Life and Robert Burtons The
Anatomy of Melancholy. It seems valid a question
to ask who is the melancholic suspended between
these two poles? What is the subject in this long
run to „becoming melancholia”? Where does the
melancholic come from? Does the melancholic
come from Poland?

Melancholics come from a planet whose quality
is sadness – Saturn. Saturn, on the one hand,
named after the Roman god of agriculture, is a
planet that is as heavy as the earthly vale, cold
and dry, and produces only material people who
are fit for farming. This quality indeed corresponds
to Poland. On the other hand, Saturn, the highest
of planets, produces highly spiritual beings who
tend to shy away from the earthly life and whose
fulfilment is in constant deepening of their
spirituality. The latter quality, in turn, is in no way
reminiscent of Poland. Setting Poland aside, we
are allowed to conclusively determine the me-
lancholic to be an extreme subject. Saturn itself is
a planet of extremity. Melancholia is extremitas.
Saturn is a demon of opposites, it brings upon the
souls inertia and dullness, but also an immensity
of intelligence and contemplation. The melan-
cholic is associated with Kronos, Kronos who is
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impotent and yet he spawns, it is an absolute
monster sporting the highest intellect. Melancholia
is a monstrosity spawning impotence.

Has melancholia ever had its glory days? Today,
these are the days of glory for psychosis and
depression, melancholia does not even begin to
come close. Melancholy paradoxically found itself
most comfortable in the Renaissance, not the
Baroque. The Renaissance appears to the Baroque
not as a non-religious, pagan epoch, but as a mo-
ment of secular freedom in the lives of believers.
Medicine from Salerno, and in particular Con-
stantine the African, provides a straightforward
answer to the question: who is a melancholic? It
is a dry and cold subject, jealous and dismal,
greedy, possessive, unfaithful, shy, and with earthy
complexion. Melancholy is insatiable in thinking,
yet this thinking is submerged in finitude and
curled up as a scroll. Melancholic inscribes the
infinity of thinking into the finiteness and the
closed space of secular cosmos.

Melancholic writes its words with black bile.
The black bile that spills out from the spleen is
poisoning. The melancholic is thus afflicted with
acedia, or „tszczyca” – carefree indifference to life,
sourness and blemish. Blemish, on the other hand,
becomes a sublimation, it becomes another health
and another life – albeit more etherical. Melan-
choly is hyperesthesia, hypersensitivity, hyper-life,
but it is also an infinite indifference towards the
affairs of earthly life. Melancholy is also the
inability to experience intensity and loss of affect,
but it is also hyper-affectivity, hyper-reactiveness.
Melancholy never ceases to amaze as a violent
rejection of the boredom of life for another, more
extreme life.

It brings us back to the problem of the language
of madness. The language of madness is always
the language of a generalized state of emergency.
This language is subject to the antinomy of reifica-
tion and over-determination. Reification of the lan-
guage means that it is devoid of subjectivity. In
melancholic speech it is the things which speak
and things alone; it is a strictly objectified language
that is supposed to fill the subject’s apparent emp-
tiness, after the annihilation of all objects of love,
and after the annihilation of the Self. Likewise,
its over-determination means that the meaning of
each expression is determined by more than one

element, and in principle it is always in the transi-
tion between the breakdown of one object and the
birth of a new one.

Anything, a person or a relationship can always
mean the opposite. The language of melancholy
is not a mere convention of expression, but it is
the expression of termination of all convention,
that is, denunciation of all authority. The language
of melancholy becomes a rubble, for it has ceased
to serve the purpose of communication and as a
newborn „object” it ex-poses its dignity before the
dignity of gods and kings. The language of the
melancholic is rich in material. Perhaps the lan-
guage has never been less winged, because the
weight of metaphors makes it now impossible to
fly or sail. This language finds is fulfilment merely
in sound or language gestures. The split between
a meaningful image of the concept and the stun-
ning sound of a word forces the melancholic to
look into the „language of things”. There, however,
he finds only the evil infinity. Melancholy always
exalts the art of sound over the depth of meaning.
Speech of the melancholic is ultra-sensual and
fragmented to the state of pure debris. The crum-
bling of speech is a funeral song, a lamentation of
the melancholic. Freud writes that lamentations
(Klagen) of melancholy are also accusations
(Anklagen). The language of melancholy is being
constantly shaken with the eruptions of its rebel-
lious elements (Freud, 1917).

The question then is whether madness is lived
within the language and the language itself is an
abyss of chaos, or, on the contrary, language is the
only barrier against madness and allows one to
walk over the abyss. Martin Heidegger perfectly
diagnoses this problem when he writes that in
speaking we walk on a light suspension footbridge
balancing over the abyss. Things reify and cap-
tivate mortals renouncing them. The naming God
of the world is nothing but a fugue of tear. Howe-
ver, this tearing is a pain. The way language always
speaks is «the ringing of silence,» and everyday
speech is a forgotten and used poem. Madness
(Wahnsinn) does not imply absurdity of thinking.
„The word Wahn (delusion, error) belongs to the
old German wana and means: ‘without’ (ohne).
Madman thinks (sinnt), thinks like no other except
him. At the same time, he remains deprived of the
senses of others. Himself, he has a different sense.

Ø. Âðóáåëü
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Sinnan means originally: to travel, to go towards
..., to take direction; the Indo-Germanic root sent
and set means ‘the way’” (Heidegger, 1982, p. 41).
Melancholic thinks, and he does so either as an pre-
maturely deceased subject or a never born subject.

NUMBER:
THE FACE AND FACES OF MELANCHOLY

Although Mira Marcinów knows all this she is
mysteriously silent about it. She writes in Polish
about Poland, which – as a matter of fact – does
even not exist. The poverty of Polish melancholy
stands in stark contrast to the affluence of the
German Baroque melancholy or the Italian melan-
choly of Dante’s times. It brings us back to Poland
and the Polish language. What Mira Marcinów
presents us with, in addition to the collection of
Polish scholars and „Poland of psychiatrists”, a
collection of male and female melancholic. In The
History of Polish Madness, we find the cases of
„people in their reveries” in Poland, something
that the author calls a „melancholy syntax”.

Thus we find a collection of Polish female
melancholics – Dorota S, Joanna O, and Kune-
gunda J. who was diagnosed by Frydrych in 1845.
This collection begins to grow to a level compa-
rable to Freud’s and Breuer’s famous collection
of hysterics from their study of hysteria (Breuer,
Freud, 1895/1955). Mira Marcinów does not try
to describe these cases in terms of gender or even
feminism or psychoanalysis, although her account
certainly introduced a feminine version of
melancholy. Maciej Łowicki, serving here as the
Polish anticipation of Julia Kristeva, describes two
types of melancholy – thoraco-abdominal and
solely abdominal (Kristeva, 1989). The same
doctor is the first to write about „genitality of
female melancholics” and testifies that „sub-ab-
dominal melancholics” have „inclination to lust”.
Mira Marcinów describes this series of female
melancholies in terms of everyday misery of life.
It is a great value of this work that it uses everyday
language to describe everyday melancholy. Mira
Marcinów not so much trivializes Polish melan-
choly, but rather reads it at the „zero level”, at the
„level of the earth”, at the level of Polish soil,
without succumbing to the illusion of depth.

There also follows a collection of male me-
lancholics. Ignacy Mazurkiewicz is the most inte-

resting case in this collection – a mad criminal
who is known for writing a letter to the priest about
killing or hurting his father. It opens debate similar
to the French debate around the famous text „I,
Pierre Riviére, having slaughtered my mother, my
sister, and my brother” (Foucault, 1975) with a
foreword by Michel Foucault. Polish psychiatry
and Polish judiciary, resorting to the intellect of
Kazimierz Kralczyński, poses a question about the
rationality of madness, that is, the question: why
did Ignacy Mazurkiewicz kill his father? The mur-
derer himself answers briefly and pragmatically –
his father had problems with digestion, he was
grim, obese, he had bad blood, and he did not allow
anybody be happy. Polish madness is within
reason, not from beyond reason. Poles are mad
for reason, not against it.

What I truly miss in the book is more data on
Polish melancholics. What I truly miss is an index
or an album of Polish melancholics. I would like
to know them closer, I would like to see their
portraits and look into their faces, I would like to
know about their age, their lives, their dreams, their
work, their maturation, and their family histories.
I would like to know when and due to what reasons
they lost interest in life. I would like to make sure
whether they all come from Saturn, this dry and
cold planet. Finally, I would like ascertain whether
Saturn is akin to Poland. Unfortunately, The His-
tory of Polish Madness does not provide all that
as it falls victim to the lack of archaeological data,
scarcity of the source material, and – at the same
time – the syndrome of „archive fever”. Mira
Marcinów presents us with an image of but one
constellation, that of singular madness. I find not
a glimpse of sun on this Polish soil in the black
sky of melancholy.

In conclusion, the strength of Mira Marcinów’s
book is that it poses disturbing questions rather
than provides easy answers. First and foremost,
in the course of reading this book it becomes appa-
rent that it is not clear how to develop the epistemo-
logical history of melancholy – understood as a
scientific idea seeking coherence and adequacy
with the language of medicine, and political history
of melancholy – understood as a symptom of a
given cultural context, material or political, in this
case regarding Poland. Science creates or assem-
bles concepts, but it assembles them always in a
specific place and time.
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Secondly, we do not know how to distinguish
the very language of melancholy, which is the
language of the state of emergency, from the
language of medicine, which is the language of
description of a certain medical disorder. Medicine
to a greater extent than we think refers to normality
than to the problematic concept of health. Medi-
cine, while managing human life, adopts a norma-
tive attitude, which does not amount to providing
advice on how to live wisely, but allows to influ-
ence the whole of physical and moral relationships
connecting the individual with the society.

Thirdly, it seems that the very concept of melan-
choly remains mobile and fluid. The proposed
„erotic constellation of melancholy” suggests that
the melancholic subject loses the ability to find
new objects of love. This incapacity condemns it,
at the same time, to open nihilism, which is not
only the „nothingness of the will”, nor the ordinary
„will of nothingness”, but above all the discovery
of the nothingness of knowledge and the futility
of the process of cognition. Inability to find objects
worth love is at the same time an inability to find
objects worth the effort of knowing. The reasons
for melancholy, from this point of view, go beyond
the trivial case of loss and include all resentments,
rejections, failures, disappointments, including
disappointments related to the process of cogni-
tion. Melancholy brings the subject to ruin. In this
sense, melancholy would be the limit of all medical
knowledge, declaring that in clinical cognition
there is no mystery of „disorder”, that there is no
secret of madness, and that there is nothingness
of the very cognition of madness. Madness is the
recognition of nothingness of the world.
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ÀÍÎÒÀÖ²ß

Âðóáåëü Øèìîí.
Ìåëàíõîë³ÿ, àáî ä³òè ïîëüñüêîãî ñàòóðíà.
Ñòàòòÿ ìàº ïîäâ³éíå çàâäàííÿ, çâàæàþ÷è íà çì³ñò

êíèãè Ì³ðè Ìàðö³íîâ, ÿêà º âàæëèâîþ ç äâîõ äèñêó-
ñ³éíèõ òåì: áîæåâ³ëëÿ òà éîãî óìîâ ³ âïëèâó íà Ïîëüùó
òà íà ¿¿ ñîö³ºòàëüíó ïñèõ³êó, çîêðåìà íà ñïåöèô³êó
ïîëüñüêî¿ ìåëàíõîë³¿. Âèêëàäàþòüñÿ àâòîðñüê³ ì³ðêóâàííÿ
ïðî ñòàòóñ ìåëàíõîë³¿ â êóëüòóð³ òà ¿¿ óí³êàëüíå
ïîëîæåííÿ ó ñóñï³ëüíîìó æèòò³. Ñòàâèòüñÿ ïèòàííÿ: ÷è
íå ñóìí³âàºòüñÿ ìåëàíõîë³ê ó ñâîºìó æèòò³? Äîñèòü
âèïðàâäàíîþ ã³ïîòåçîþ áóëî á òå, ùî ìåëàíõîë³ê áà÷èòü
ñåáå ñêîð³øå ìåðòâèì, à íå æèâèì ò³ëîì. Çíà÷óù³ñòü
öèòîâàíî¿ êíèãè ïîëÿãàº â òîìó, ùî âîíà ñòàâèòü
òðèâîæí³ ïèòàííÿ, à íå äàº ëåãê³ â³äïîâ³ä³. Ïåðø çà âñå
ñòàº î÷åâèäíèì íåçðîçóì³ëå – ÿê ðîçâèâàòè ãíîñåîëîã³÷íó
³ñòîð³þ ìåëàíõîë³¿, ÿêó ðîçóì³þòü ÿê íàóêîâó ³äåþ,
êîòðà ïðàãíå äî óçãîäæåíîñò³ òà àäåêâàòíîñò³ ìîâ³
ìåäèöèíè, òîä³ ÿê ïîë³òè÷íó ³ñòîð³þ ìåëàíõîë³¿
âèòëóìà÷óþòü ÿê ñèìïòîì ñîö³îêóëüòóðíîãî êîí-
òåêñòó, â äàíîìó óïðåäìåòíåíí³ ñòîñîâíî Ïîëüù³.
Íàóêà  â öüîìó âèïàäêó ñòâîðþº àáî â³äáèðàº
êîíöåïö³¿, õî÷à é ñèñòåìàòèçóº ¿õ çàâæäè ó ïåâíîìó
ì³ñö³ òà ÷àñ³. Ïî-äðóãå, íà ñüîãîäí³ íåçðîçóì³ëî, ÿê
â³äð³çíèòè ñàìó ìîâó ìåëàíõîë³¿, ÿêà º ìîâíîþ ñòèõ³ºþ
íàäçâè÷àéíîãî ñòàíó, â³ä ìîâè ìåäèöèíè, ÿêà º çàñîáîì
îïèñó ïåâíîãî ìåäè÷íîãî ðîçëàäó. Ìåäèöèíà á³ëüøîþ
ì³ðîþ, í³æ ïðèéíÿòî äóìàòè, ñòîñóºòüñÿ íîðìàëüíîñò³,
àí³æ ïðîáëåìíî¿ êîíöåïö³¿ çäîðîâ’ÿ. Ìåäèöèíà,
êåðóþ÷è ëþäñüêèì æèòòÿì, ïðèéìàº íîðìàòèâíèé
ï³äõ³ä, ÿêèé íå çâîäèòüñÿ äî íàäàííÿ ïîðàä ïðî òå, ÿê
æèòè ðîçóìíî, àëå äîçâîëÿº âïëèâàòè íà ô³çè÷í³ òà
ìîðàëüí³ ñòîñóíêè ãðîìàäÿí, ùî ïîâ’ÿçóþòü ¿õ ³ç
ñóñï³ëüñòâîì. Ïî-òðåòº, ñòâåðäæóºòüñÿ, ùî ñàìå ïîíÿòòÿ
ìåëàíõîë³¿ çàëèøàºòüñÿ äèíàì³÷íèì ³ çì³ííèì.
Çàïðîïîíîâàíå “åðîòè÷íå ñóç³ð’ÿ ìåëàíõîë³¿” ñâ³ä÷èòü
ïðî òå, ùî ïðåäìåò ìåëàíõîë³¿ âòðà÷àº çäàòí³ñòü
çíàõîäèòè íîâ³ óïðåäìåòíåííÿ ëþáîâ³. Öÿ íåçäàòí³ñòü
îäíî÷àñíî ñïðÿìîâóº îñîáó äî â³äêðèòîãî í³ã³ë³çìó,
ÿêèé º íå ò³ëüêè “í³ê÷åìí³ñòþ âîë³” ³ çâè÷àéíîþ
“âîëåþ í³ê÷åìíîñò³”, ùå é â³äêðèòòÿì í³ê÷åìíîñò³
çíàííÿ òà ìàðíîñò³ ïðîöåñó ï³çíàííÿ. Íåìîæëèâ³ñòü
çíàéòè ïðåäìåòè, ùî âàðò³ ëþáîâ³, ïîâ’ÿçàíî ç òðóäíî-
ùàìè â³äíàéòè ïðåäìåòè, âàðò³ äîêëàäàííÿ çóñèëü.
Îòîæ ïðè÷èíè ìåëàíõîë³¿ âèõîäÿòü çà ìåæ³ òðèâ³àëü-
íîãî âèïàäêó âòðàòè é îõîïëþþòü óñ³ îáðàçè, â³äìîâè,
íåâäà÷³, ðîç÷àðóâàííÿ, âêëþ÷àþ÷è çíåâ³ðó ó ïðîöåñ³
ï³çíàííÿ. Ìåëàíõîë³ÿ ïðèçâîäèòü ïðåäìåò äî ðîç-
ïàäàííÿ, òîìó âîíà ïîñòàº ìåæåþ âñ³õ ìåäè÷íèõ çíàíü,
çàÿâëÿþ÷è, ùî â êë³í³÷íîìó ï³çíàíí³ íåìàº òàºìíèö³
“ðîçëàäó”, ùî íå ³ñíóº ñåêðåòó áîæåâ³ëëÿ ³ ùî ³ñíóº
í³ùî ñàìîãî äîñë³äæåííÿ áîæåâ³ëëÿ. Âèñíîâóºòüñÿ, ùî
áîæåâ³ëëÿ - öå âèçíàííÿ ì³çåðíîñò³ ñâ³òó.

Êëþ÷îâ³ ñëîâà: ìåëàíõîë³ÿ, ñóìí³â, òðèâîãà, ìîâà
ìåëàíõîë³¿, ïñèõ³÷íå çäîðîâ’ÿ, íîðìàòèâíèé ï³äõ³ä, í³-
ã³ë³çì, áîæåâ³ëëÿ.
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ANNOTATION

Szymon Wróbel.
Melancholy either Children of Polish Saturn.

The article has a double task, considering the content of
Mira Marcinów’s book, which is important in two contro-
versial topics: madness and its conditions on Poland and its
societal psyche, in particular the specifics of Polish melancholy.
The author’s views on the status of melancholy in culture and
its unique position in public life are presented. The question
is: does the melancholic doubt his life? A fairly justified
hypothesis would be that the melancholic sees himself as a
dead rather than a living body. The significance of the quoted
book is that it raises troubling questions but doesn’t give easy
answers. First of all, it becomes obvious an unclear – how to
develop the epistemological history of melancholy, which is
understood as a scientific idea that seeks coherence and
adequacy of the medicine language while the political history
of melancholy is interpreted as a symptom of this sociocultural
context, in this case in relation to Poland. Science in this case
creates or selects concepts, although it always systematizes
them in a certain place and time. Secondly, it is not clear today
how to distinguish the language of melancholy itself, which is
the language element of the emergency state, from the language
of medicine, which is a means of describing a certain medical
disorder. Medicine to a greater extent than we might think
refers to normality than to the problematic concept of health.
Medicine, while managing human life, adopts a normative
attitude, which does not amount to providing advice on how
to live wisely, but allows to influence the physical and moral
relations of citizens that connect them with society. Thirdly, it
is argued that the very concept of melancholy remains dynamic
and changeable. The proposed “erotic constellation of
melancholy” shows that the subject of melancholy loses the
ability to find new objects of love. This incapacity simulta-
neously leads a person to open nihilism, which is not only the
“nothingness of the will” and the usual “will of nothingness”,
but also the discovery of the nothingness of knowledge and
the futility of the cognition process. The inability to find items
worth loving is due to the difficulty of finding items worth the
effort to know. Thus, the causes of melancholy go beyond the
trivial case of loss and cover all resentments, rejections, failures,
disappointments, including despair in the process of cognition.
Melancholy brings the subject to ruin, so it is the limit of all
medical knowledge, stating that there is no secret of «disorder»
in clinical cognition, that there is no secret of madness, and
that there is nothing but the study of madness itself. It turns
out that madness is recognition of nothingness of the world.

Key words: melancholy, doubt, anxiety, the language of melan-
choly, mental health, normative approach, nihilism, madness.

Ðåöåíçåíòè:
ä. ïñèõîë. í., ïðîô. Êàðïåíêî Ç.Ñ.,

ê. ïñèõîë. í., äîö. Ì’ÿñî¿ä Ï.À.

Íàä³éøëà äî ðåäàêö³¿ 18.09.2020.
Ï³äïèñàíà äî äðóêó 19.10.2020.


