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Wisława Szymborska

A Speech in the Lost-and-Found Office

I lost a few goddesses on my way from south to north,
as well as many gods on my way from east to west.
A couple of stars went out for good, open up, O sky.
One island, another was lost to me in the sea.
I don’t even know for sure where I left my claws,
who walks around in my fur, who inhabits my shell.
My kith and kin died off when I crawled out onto land,
and only some small bone within me celebrates the anniversary.
I’ve jumped out of my skin, squandered vertebrae and legs,
taken leave of my senses many and many a time.
I’ve long since winked my third eye at all that,
snapped my flippers at it, shrugged my branches.

It’s lost, it’s gone, it’s scattered to all four winds.
I myself am amazed at myself, how little of me remains:
an individual being, for the moment of human kind,
who yesterday merely lost an umbrella in a streetcar.

             translated by Magnus J. Krynski and Robert A. Maguire

  The number of people is growing, 
they are getting closer to one another, 
the ever thickening net of rules and so-
cial standards increasingly resembles 
the matrix.
  It turns out – and that is truly sad news 
– that the rules themselves less and less 
the rules we heard about from pour 
grandparents reminiscing on good old 
Times, forever gone like Paradise. 
That Paradise, today referred to as 
belle époque, ended in the nineteenth 
century, which lasted until 1914 („the 
longest century”). The unbelievably 
flourishing spiritual and material cul-
ture (industry, science, literature, arts) 
were rather suddenly quenched by de-
mography and by hardly predictable 
social changes. The public scene was 
dominated by the masses, culture was 
replaced by mass culture.
  The masses gain full power in all as-
pects of social life: modern mass man 
is in fact a primitive being, sneaking 
onto the old and respectful scene of 
civilization trough the back door. He 
managed to do so for one basic reason: 
he felt safe and free from responsibi-
lity. He gained a high degree of cer-
tainty that the world is simple enough 
for him to cope without any effort to 
educate himself and without advice 
from educated people. The masses be-
came bolder in relation to the minori-
ty; they do not obey the minority, they 
do not imitate or respect it. On the 
contrary, they push the minority aside 
and replace it. Jean-Paul Sartre, having 
read The revolt of the Masses coined 
the famous maxim: stroke a brute, and 
hi will kick you; kick a brute and he 
will stroke you. Andrzej Szczypiorski, 
whenever anybody addressed him by 
saying: I am but a simply man... – 
would interrupt immediately, saying: 
please, complicate yourself at least 
a bit!
  People forming a crowd are headless 
and brainless. Instead of thinking, they 
present themselves. Gestures, masks, 
poses and embodiments are enough. 
The weird thesis coined nearly three 

hundred years ago by George Berke-
ley: to be is to be perceived (esse, est 
percipi), today is gaining wide recog-
nition. The crowd is governed by the 
average rule (mediocentrism). That 
leads first to the rule of the average 
(mediocracy), and soon to autocracy: 
somebody has to shape the mass, give 
it a direction and set the standards.
  The animator, the director of inert 
puppets that make up the crowd – the 
archpriest of the interpersonal church, 
the political autocrat, party leader, fa-
shion designer, source of artistic tastes, 
lawmaker of behaviours and custom 
– where did he come from? What lends 
legitimacy to his power? There are
many explanations for this phenome-
non, but all of them incorporate one 
basis condition: he must respond to 
collective desires and opportunities. 
The Mass, like Narcissus, want to take 
pride in its reflection it has created.
Which – given the dullness of the ori-
ginal, reverses their relationship, gains 
autonomy and starts dominating. It be-
comes an idol, a god, a reference point 
for a snob, a person devoid of their own 
values, guided by fashion, trends, wide-
spread customs. The idol eagerly be-
nefits from the universal identification 
of excellence and popularity. The idol, 
a comedian, an emanation of collecti-
ve expectations, must also be devoid 
of inside. It is an offer for a packag-
ing, not its content. Janusz Czapiński: 
In fact, people do not listen to him, 
they just watch and try to imitate what 
results from that perception. Social 
trends determine a seemingly indivi-
dualized and sovereign aspect – artistic 
creation. An artist wishing go to with 
the flow of current fashion – ironically 
says Włodzimierz Karol Pessel – defi-
nitely prefers the film freeze frame to a 
portrait, a show to an exhibition open-
ing, an event to a genre scene, a perfor-
mance to the hard work at the studio. 
For his further professional develop-
ment he is not satisfied with Warhol̀ s 
soup cans. Oil paints, canvas, coal 
or stone are just utensils, quarter-me-

saures. Gigantic structures, such as 
multi-screen video installations, laser 
shows, complex photo processing, are 
most highly praised.     
   José Ortega y Gasset writes about 
triumphant hyperdemocracy, a new 
form of dictatorship worse than the 
tyranny of an individual satrap who 
is at least identifiable. The growing 
acceptance for such opinions should 
by alarming. Sociocentric standards 
increasingly worry people who could 
hardly be accused of suffering from 
democratic phobias. They are evident-
ly irritated by phenomena whose extent 
exceeded the limits of the absurd long 

ago. The shapeless crowd becomes a 
reference point for nearly all areas and 
kinds of activity. The media are guided 
by indicator reflecting the number of 
viewers. Artist shape their activity on 
the basis of marketing study results. 
Their works are evaluated by sms and 
computer mouse clicks. State authori-
ties take strategic decisions based on 
opinion polls. Politicians appeal for 
an even higher integration of the na-
tion. Religious faith is measured by 
pilgrim crowd. An argument given for 
restoring the death penalty is the fact 
that a high number of people support 
it. Trade-unionists on strike recall the 

general welfare of patients, passen-
gers, teachers and students. On-line 
encyclopedia is created by Internet 
users. Ryszard Kapuściński: So we 
have mass culture and mass hysteria, 
mass tastes (or rather lack of taste) 
and mass insanity, mass enslavement 
and finally – mass annihilation. The 
only protagonist on the world scene is 
the crowd, and the main characteristic 
feature of the crowd, the mass, is ano-
nymity, impersonality, lack of identity, 
facelessness.
  Where does that lead us? It is now 
clear – to the end of man perceived as 
a person. 
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