
EDITOR’S NOTE

Th e Terminus issue that you are now holding in your hands is diff er-
ent from previous issues of our journal. Th e majority of texts pub-
lished here are editions prefaced with indepth studies, and only one 
paper is a “classical” study.

We set out to create an issue devoted to women’s literature in 
the early modern Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. We expected 
an infl ux of analytical and synthetic papers discussing a question 
that has been studied for three decades. However, instead of getting 
a general perspective, we found ourselves in medias res, on the front 
line of the research, which means we can observe what is current-
ly happening in studies of women’s literature. Th e fi rst conclusion: 
there is a lot happening now; the second conclusion: it is too early to 
make syntheses; the third conclusion: the image of literature in early 
modern Poland is changing – by evolution –  before our eyes.

It is an evolution because it consists chiefl y in publishing texts, 
which is reinstating this part of Polish literary heritage that has been 
consistently passed by in silence by (predominantly male) research-
ers. Publishing texts is arduous and takes a lot of time, and so one 
should not expect a quick breakthrough. It is rather a slow way of 
reaching the conclusions presented by the authors (Joanna Partyka 
and Julia Lewandowska) of the introductory paper in this issue.

Women were much more present in the literary life of ear-
ly modern Poland and Lithuania than scholars three decades ago 
deemed. According to the authors, it is now possible to show this 
thanks to inter disciplinary analyses of early modern texts, mainly 
those bordering between literary and cultural studies. It enables us 
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to „«reinstate» female authors, patrons and other female characters 
who actively participated in cultural life”.  In their methodological 
paper Joanna Partyka and Julia Lewandowska propose a dialogical 
perspective, which „allows going beyond the programmatic and 
methodological frames of feminist studies, in which a «woman» and 
a «man» are presented as permanent and closed categories that can 
only be used to describe various social roles, but do not lead to any 
critical interpretation of these roles”.

It was the cultural turn that made it possible to extend the scope 
of questions concerning the literary activity of women. No longer 
do we ask about the work and the author, but we enquire about the 
whole social context in which texts functioned: what did people (in-
cluding women) read in those days? Who had, and why did they 
have access to books? How did literary communication work? What 
was the role of literary patronage in a certain epoch, and how did it 
infl uence the fi nal shape of a literary work? What was the role of ed-
ucation in the production, distribution and accessibility of literature? 
What was the gender dependence of texts? And this is only a piece of 
a much larger research questionnaire.

Th ese questions force today’s scholars to reach for texts that lie 
outside the strict canon. Th e majority of them are manuscripts. Most 
scholars of the 19th and 20th centuries treated them with paternalistic 
disdain: what could possibly be the value of chronicles from nunner-
ies or other gibberish written by an untrained womanly hand, when 
compared with the Memoirs of Jan Chrysostom Pasek?

Th e situation has signifi cantly changed in the last three decades. 
First, the literary output of nuns has become appreciated. Both male 
and female scholars have taken notice not only of the writings of 
women, but also of the manner they used texts, especially in con-
vents. Studies on medieval and early modern literacy largely contrib-
uted to this change. Today, we know that the fi rst Polish writer was 
a woman: the daughter of Mieszko II, Gertruda (from the second 
half of the 11th century); it was a woman, Katarzyna z Sobieskich 
Radziwiłłowa, who was the most important patron of emblematic 
literature in the Commonwealth; another of the Radziwiłł women 
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was a very important person when it came to the development of 
drama at the turn of the 17th and 18th centuries; and 17th and 18th cen-
tury nunneries were intellectual and literary centers, teeming with 
life and decidedly diff erent from those run by men.

Th ree critical editions published in this issue of Terminus con-
fi rm this active participation of women in the literary culture of the 
early modern Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Th e fi rst edition 
and paper present fascinating fi ndings about the reception of the 17th 
century bestseller, Pia desideria, by Herman Hugo in the circle of 
the Carmelite Sisters in Lublin. For example, an adaptation of this 
text was preserved in a manuscript of Jagnieszka Konstancja od Pana 
Jezusa Baranka (1636–1723). It is presented in this paper by Anna 
Nowicka-Struska.

Th e next edition reveals texts from the 18th century that come 
from a completely diff erent environment: the magnates, or emerging 
Polish-Lithuanian aristocracy. Szymon Dąbrowski prepared an edi-
tion of poems in honor of Elżbieta z Branickich Sapieżyna (ca. 1734–
1800). In contrast to these occasional verses is another text from the 
mid-18th century, Modlitwa o zachowanie czystości (A prayer for re-
taining chastity), edited by Małgorzata Marcinkowska-Malara. It is 
an extremely interesting literary relic whose main addressees were 
women. Th is collection of normative rules is a unique tombstone of 
the patriarchal order, which at that point was already beginning to 
crumble, which is evident from the political, social and sexual activ-
ity of Elżbieta z Branickich Sapieżyna.

Th e issue ends with Mariola Jarczykowa’s review of a book by 
Jolanta Gwioździk, Th e Culture of Writing and Books in Contempla-
tive Nunneries in the 16th–18th century Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth.

Enjoy reading!
Jakub Niedźwiedź
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