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The article proposes a synthetic model 
of Polish mountaineering literature 
in the context of the history of Polish 
mountaineering and of the general 
pattern of modern mountaineer-
ing. Mountaineering is approached 
here from the perspective of Martin 
Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, 
as it provides a liminal experience 
which exposes the structure of cultural 
boundaries surrounding the mountain-
eer. In this model, the climbing route, 
as a kind of ridge between culture and 
nature, becomes the metaphor for 
a way of life governed by what could 
be called the school of vertical promo-
tion. In this context, mountaineering 
literature mediates between the oppo-
sition upon which the idea of climb-
ing is founded. The history of Polish 
mountaineering, with its diverse and 
rich literature, serves as an illustration 
of this general approach.

Artykuł przedstawia syntetyczny 
model polskiej literatury alpinistycznej 
w kontekście historii polskiego alpiniz-
mu oraz ogólnego wzoru kulturowego 
wykształconego przez nowoczesny 
alpinizm. Alpinizm rozumiany jest 
tutaj jako swego rodzaju Heidegge-
rowska ontologia fundamentalna, 
ponieważ w tym przypadku liminalne 
doświadczenie ujawnia strukturę 
kulturowych granic wokół człowieka. 
W tym modelu droga wspinaczkowa 
– swego rodzaju grań łącząca kulturę 
i naturę – staje się metaforą swoistego 
stylu życia postrzeganego jako szkoła 
awansu pionowego. W tym kontekście 
literatura alpinistyczna spełnia funkcję 
mediatora pomiędzy skrajnymi opozy-
cjami, na których ufundowana jest idea 
alpinizmu. To ogólne rozpoznanie po-
twierdza historia polskiego alpinizmu 
z jego bogatą i obszerną literaturą.
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1 
I refer here to the 
definition of culture 
offered by Ralph 
Linton (21): ‘A culture 
is the configuration 
of learned behaviour 
and results of behav-
iour whose component 
elements are shared 
and transmitted by the 
members of a particu-
lar society.’ 
 
2 
Alfred Louis Kroeber 
(92–93) speaks 
of ‘basic patterns’ 
as relatively ‘pervasive 
and permanent forms 
assumed by a specific 
mass of cultural 
content’ which ‘tend 
to spread from one 
society to others’. Basic 
patterns are ‘nexuses 
of culture traits 
which have assumed 
a definite and coherent 
structure, which 
function successfully, 
and which acquire 
major historic weight 
and persistence’. These 
‘grand aggregations 
of culture’ assume dif-
ferent forms, depend-
ing on the particular 
cultural tradition 
to which they belong. 
 
3 
My main point 
of reference here is the 
thesis about the cultur-
al model of moun-
taineering which 
I developed in my book 
on mountaineering, 
which I partly based 
on my fieldwork and 
interviews within the 
community of Silesian 
mountaineers (see 
Pacukiewicz: 2012).

The STyle of cliMbing

If one tried to determine the substance and the form, the goals and 
the functions, the meaning and the essence of Polish mountaineering 
literature, one would do well to describe the cultural context in which 
it came into being. But rather than a simple description of a passive 
background, this should be an analysis of a broad set of networks 
whose elements are of both global and local provenience. With this 
aim in mind, I will attempt to present a synthetic model of Polish 
mountaineering literature with reference to both the history of Polish 
mountaineering and the general pattern of modern mountaineering.

Although mountaineering was developed in Europe, the preva-
lent model of mountaineering is perceived as having a global validity, 
as an international community takes part in a common discourse where 
the experience of mountaineering is seen as articulating the human 
condition. What tends to be shared is not only the history of mountain 
exploration but also such figures as George Leigh Mallory, Edmund 
Hillary, Tenzing Norgay, Jerzy Kukuczka and Reinhold Messner. Yet, 
every cultural phenomenon also takes on numerous local forms, de-
pending on different cultural traditions and their diverse histories. 
This can account also for the undeniable differences between, say, the 
climbers mentioned above. They influence the gear the climbers use, 
the mountains they climb, and, first and foremost, the culture which 
has formed them. Culture is a universal mark of humanity, but there 
is no universal culture, only its local variations.1 In this article, I will 
try to describe the uniqueness of Polish mountaineering against the 
backdrop of the universal pattern2 of climbing.3

The basic pattern of mountaineering is organised around the media-
tion between the universality of nature and the particularity of culture. 
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Writing on ‘the ontology of the climbing route’ as the core of the phe-
nomenon of mountaineering, Andrzej Matuszyk (134) argues that the 
climbing route is both part of nature and a text belonging to culture. 
In my view, the category of climbing can be further extrapolated to ad-
dress the ‘ontology of life’. And I derive this thesis from the following 
proposition offered by Jacek Kolbuszewski (1991: 37):

There is an obvious relationship between a style of climbing/mountain-
eering assumed in a given time (or a mode in which it is understood and 
fulfilled) and a style of that time. Either its philosophical tendencies 
or the trends dominating in the arts can be influential. The notion of the 
style of the epoch should also apply to hierarchies of values and life 
styles occurring in the general social culture of a given time. […] 
 
The relation between climbing and the style of an epoch (that is one 
dominating pattern of intellectual, artistic and moral culture) seems 
to be found on four levels. They are: ideology (i.e. climbers’ self-knowl-
edge), climbing practice (or climbing style), organizational dispositions 
within climbing community, and creativity reflected in artistic produc-
tions on mountains and mountaineering, as well as expressed in local 
climbing traditions, e.g. songs, stories, dialects, etc.

From this follows that, for a mountaineer, some of the domains of cul-
ture are structured by the idea and practice of the climbing route, 
as they influence the patterns of conduct and the values which form 
a personality. It can be said then that there is also a mountaineering 
culture built on a unique climbing experience in, for instance, the 
Polish tradition. One could speak of a historically constructed con-
figuration which shapes the personal model of conduct – an ethos. 
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The ideal pattern of mountaineering would hence be a kind of ethical 
model of conduct. According to Ralph Linton (34), ideal patterns of cul-
ture ‘have been developed by the members of a society by themselves’, 
as ‘[t]hey represent the consensus of opinion on the part of the socie-
ty’s members as to how people should behave in particular situations’; 
moreover, ‘[t]he extent to which such ideal patterns have been devel-
oped will vary greatly in different societies’. Historically, the ‘basic 
pattern’ of mountaineering emerged in the West in the late nineteenth 
century and has since become the keystone of modern mountaineering; 
‘the model of mountaineering created during that time,’ writes Ewa 
Roszkowska (451), ‘did not go to waste, as it continues to offer the core 
framework to the contemporary climbing sport’.

In the early days of modern Polish mountaineering, Zygmunt 
Klemensiewicz, writing the first Polish-language mountaineering 
handbook, argued that the essence of modern mountaineering lies 
in a ‘variegated texture’ which only allows for the recognition of its 
‘main threads’ (Klemensiewicz 1913: 12). According to Klemensiewicz 
(1976: 87), the problem of mountaineering is reminiscent of a hank 
of yarn which the public opinion throws up like a ball so that peo-
ple can spool on it ever new ‘catchwords and poetical nonsense’ while 
‘everyone also tries to spool on it something from the thread of their 
own thoughts’.

Indeed, the modern exploration of mountains was defined by a num-
ber of European discourses of the time, including scientific, political, 
economic, ecological, ethical and aesthetic discourses. The resulting 
spool of discourses formed a good example of what contemporary hu-
manities call a nexus or network. However, whether it has been defined 
as a sport, a type of exploration or even an art form, mountaineering 
has always transgressed these discourses in the eyes of mountaineers 
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themselves: they have always seen in mountaineering a unique practice 
and experience which amounts to something more, as it were, and quite 
often to a way of life or a state of mind. Here, the concept of tactics 
as proposed by Michel de Certeau (xiv–xv) comes to mind, insofar as, 
be it in the mountains or in the sphere of culture, mountaineers em-
ploy specific tactics based on the experience of an ontological network 
of boundaries.

The ridge of culTure

In 1923, George Leigh Mallory was asked by an American journalist why 
he wanted to climb Mount Everest. Mallory replied: ‘Because it’s there.’ 
(Cited in Gillman and Gillman: 221) This four-word retort is important 
to almost every mountaineer I have talked to. When it comes to their 
goals and reasons for climbing, sooner or later everyone says that 
Mallory’s justification is the best one. But his statement is not as obvi-
ous as it might seem. To begin with, it was not a creative paraphrase 
by an imaginative reporter, nor was it irony: Mallory really said it, and 
he really meant it. In the same interview he also admitted as follows: 
‘Everest is the highest mountain in the world, and no man has reached 
its summit. Its existence is a challenge. The answer is instinctive, a part, 
I suppose, of man’s desire to conquer the universe.’ (Cited in Gillman 
and Gillman: 222) There are at least three clues here which can be used 
for my kind of investigation: a universal perspective, climbing as con-
quest and, finally, human existence. And there is the particular context 
of ‘Because it’s there’: that it is ‘there’ implies that Mallory refers to a real 
space; not points on any mountain, but points on Everest, whose summit 
he has to find and climb. Thus, a mountaineer’s goal is never abstract; 
it is a concrete being, an entity which exists here and now.
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In this respect, Mallory’s four-word reply is reminiscent of an idea 
developed by a philosopher and Mallory’s contemporary, Martin Hei-
degger. In Being and Time, Heidegger defines his ‘fundamental ontology’ 
(10) by stating that ‘[t]he ontic distinction of Da-sein lies in the fact 
it is ontological’ (ibid.: 11). To my mind, this means something very 
specific, namely that there is no entity in culture which exists out-
side an ontological structure. What is more, within the peculiar model 
of mountaineering every experience is always ontological, as it is more 
than a momentary impression or sensation. Hence, to a mountaineer, 
the summit is not the most important thing because the climbing route 
itself is the aim. To a mountaineer, the world is therefore the very 
structure of experience.

These two statements mark the modern shift in the perception 
of experience. Both Mallory and Heidegger emphasise the ontolog-
ical experience as the core of human existence. According to Martin 
Jay, the problem of experience and the discussion of the very category 
of experience introduce a duality which is crucial to modernity and 
postmodernity alike:

In trying to step back from experience as a lived reality and coolly 
examine its modal subtypes as cultural constructs, we immediately 
come across an apparent paradox: the word ‘experience’ has often been 
used to gesture toward precisely that which exceeds concepts and even 
language itself. It is frequently employed as a marker for what is so in-
effable and individual (or specific to a particular group) that it cannot 
be rendered in conventionally communicative terms to those who lack 
it. (Jay: 5)
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This difference between Erlebnis and Erfahrung, to use the terms of Hei-
deggerian phenomenology, seems to be relevant to mountaineering, 
which has revived experience in a time when ‘the unlamented “de-
mise of experience” became in some quarters almost conventional 
wisdom’ (ibid.: 3). What is crucial here is that mountaineers are per-
sons of experience, and that the experience of the limit defines both 
the mountaineer and mountaineering. Mountaineers experience the 
limits of culture, of humanity and of civilisation. Hence the centrality 
of the unspeakable: ‘touch’ – as in Touching the Void, the title of Joe 
Simpson’s book – is at the core of mountaineering, not discourse. But 
mountaineers tend to display a particular attitude towards ultimate 
situations. For Karl Jaspers, who approached the Heideggerian fun-
damental ontology as a ‘situation’, the ultimate experience is a point 
of no return: ‘We call these fundamental situations of our existence 
ultimate situations. This is to say, they are situations which we can-
not evade or change.’ (Jaspers: 20) In such situations, mountaineers 
do not surrender, but rather apply their tactics; in this respect, the 
existential character of the climbing route is not the Heideggerian 
being-towards-death.

Anna Zeidler-Janiszewska argues that the category of boundary 
in culture has obtained a rather negative meaning, as it has begun 
to stand for a mechanism of restriction. It has become that which hu-
man beings are supposed to fight by employing ever more advanced 
scientific and technological tools to overcome their physical and 
mental limitations, as if they belonged to the homo transgressivus (see 
Zeidler-Janiszewska). Needless to say, cultural anthropology has taught 
us that humans could not exist without culture and that every culture 
brings with it some kind of hierarchy, difference and boundary. And 
no human being can fully transgress all the limitations of his or her 



54

MAREK PACUKIEWICZ ▶ Liminal Literature and the School of Vertical Promotion

body or mind, as Michel Foucault has shown in the following ironic 
remark on transgression:

The limit and transgression depend on each other for whatever density 
of being they possess: a limit could not exist if it were absolutely un-
crossable and, reciprocally, transgression would be pointless if it merely 
crossed a limit composed of illusions and shadows. […] Transgression 
carries the limit right to the limit of its being; transgression forces 
the limit to face the fact of its imminent disappearance, to find itself 
in what it excludes (perhaps, to be more exact, to recognize itself for 
the first time), to experience its positive truth in its downward fall? 
(Foucault: 34)

But the experience of mountaineering seems to be closer to what Vic-
tor Turner grasps with his concept of liminality. According to Turner, 
specific experiences create cultural models and patterns of life; he re-
gards liminality as a conscious experiment in the field of culture and 
follows Brian Sutton-Smith’s view of ‘liminal and liminoid situations 
as the settings in which new models, symbols, paradigms, etc., arise – 
as the seedbeds of cultural creativity’ (Turner 1982: 28). In this sense, 
the climbing route can become a model for a way of life. Mountaineers 
experience limitations of culture, of body and of mind, and they experi-
ence them as concrete boundaries rather than metaphorical limits. For 
mountaineers, transgression can mean death – their own death or the 
death of their climbing partners. This has led me to propose the con-
cept of ‘the ridge of culture’, as one might translate the title of my 2012 
book, Grań kultury. The ridge separates two valleys, but it also unites 
two climbing walls. For a climber, it is both a site of danger and a useful 
climbing route. The ridge of culture marks a boundary, but, as part 
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of a climbing route, it is not an isolated place. My thesis is that the 
world of culture is an example of a system of the kind of boundaries 
which are experienced by mountaineers. The most important of these 
boundaries is the nature–culture divide, which I view as the matrix 
of boundaries. But there are also borderlines between cultures and 
within cultures which mountaineers experience in the mountains. The 
ultimate route of Polish mountaineering can be said to lead through 
this kind of system of boundaries and borderlines.

The School of VerTical ProMoTion

As one of my interlocutors has put it, what makes a mountaineer is the 
ability to climb difficult routes from the base, a condition which de-
mands of an aspiring mountaineer to become a trained and self-reliant 
person. The skills mountaineers possess broaden and deepen their 
experience with every step and every grip on their climbing route 
as well as on the path that is their way of life. Voytek Kurtyka, a guru 
of Polish mountaineering, develops the idea of the path of the mountain 
by taking a commonplace of Zen Buddhism and transplanting it into 
both the climbing activity and the mountaineer’s attitude towards life. 
His manifesto is worth citing at some length:

[T]here is a very intriguing resemblance between the Path of the Sword 
and mountaineering or to say it correctly the Path of the Mountain. 
To mention but a few of these common features such as confrontation 
with death, the requirement of courage, striving for psycho-physical 
perfection or the notion of style and sense of honour. […] Climbing sur-
passes the circle of hackneyed and repetitive situations and escapes from 
the monotonous routines of reason and logic which usually don’t allow
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 the busy man to notice the sky over his head. Therefore climbing stirs 
a lot of various and dormant spheres of sensitivity and it opens eyes. […] 
The distinguishing feature is the extreme nature not only of the inner 
world of psychic sensations, but also of external situations arising dur-
ing climbing, which a mountaineer inevitably has to face. […] Moun-
taineering engages almost all kinds of human energy, moreover, because 
of the extremity of experiences and situations, it engages those ener-
gies to the highest degree. […] The climbing community is considered 
rather smart and innovative. This is no surprise as the demanded scope 
of knowledge on different countries, customs, cultures and mentalities 
makes life an exciting puzzle. To say nothing of the tangle of admin-
istrative regulations, customs, etc. what calls for the special attention 
of intellectual effort is the enormous variety of problems in mountain-
eering. I hardly see any better chance to look into the intricate structure 
of the modern world than going on a Himalayan expedition. (Kurtyka 
1988–1989: 38–42)

In this tradition, the summit is not the real aim for a mountaineer, but 
a mere stage in a longer journey which one of my interlocutors has called 
the school of vertical promotion; in other words, mountaineers can only 
develop their skills step by step. In the case of Polish mountaineering, 
rock climbing is followed by climbing in the Polish Tatra Mountains 
(first in summer and then gradually in winter as well), which can then 
be followed by climbing in the Alps and the Dolomites (starting, again, 
with summer expeditions), which in turn can eventually lead beyond 
Europe, with climbs in the Caucasus, the Andes and, finally, the Himalaya 
and the Karakoram. In all these cases, climbing skills are paired with 
experience in expedition logistics, which makes Polish mountaineering 
a good example of what is meant by the model of vertical promotion.
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As Wacław Sonelski has argued, Polish mountaineers have always 
tried to compete with the leading figures in mountaineering: ‘Conse-
quently, we always strove to catch up with or master true mountain-
eering, the kind which everyone secretly dreamed about.’ (Sonelski: 
47) In the late nineteenth century and up to around 1918, when Poland 
reached national independence, Polish mountaineering was limited 
to the Tatras. In his 1931 essay ‘Dlaczego Liljowe zamiast Everestu?’ 
(Why Liliowe Instead of Everest), Jerzy Golcz (4) recommended climbers 
to leave the Tatras and turn to the Alps as ‘a transitional sphere’ on their 
path to the highest mountains. Expeditions outside Europe took place 
only in the 1930s. In 1933, an expedition reached the summit of Acon-
cagua and Mercedario while exploring unknown terrain. In 1939, still 
largely unaccustomed to the Alps, Polish climbers nevertheless managed 
to climb Nanda Devi East in the Garhwal Himalaya, but the expedition 
took the lives of two Polish mountaineers, Adam Karpiński and Stefan 
Bernadzikiewicz. The loss of their colleagues did not dissuade Polish 
climbers from searching for new goals and challenges: the next summit 
to be climbed was K2, but the plans of the expedition were scuttled by the 
outbreak of the Second World War.

After the war, the geopolitical situation in Poland changed radical-
ly. Under communist rule, Poland was closed behind the Iron Curtain. 
There was no possibility of travelling abroad, and even climbing in the 
Tatras was difficult because of the proximity of the state border. Despite 
these harsh conditions, Polish climbers continued to look for the highest 
possible goals:

The Afghan Hindu Kush was then our high mountaineering playground. 
The wall of Kazalnica, on the other hand, offered a lesson in advanced 
rockcraft and the big wall climbing techniques. The most exciting 
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regions of the Hindu Kush are very close to the Russian border and rail 
transport via the USSR was quite cheap in those years. Therefore, some 
wild and not even fully mapped high mountains of Central Asia, not 
to mention their virgin climbing potential, were within our reach and 
at full disposal. Thanks to these happy circumstances, we stood a chance 
of competing in the high mountains with alpinists from the rich West. 
Kazalnica, a really big wall of the Alpine and Dolomitic character, has 
always been attractive for the comfortable conditions it has: a large 
margin of safety, a short walk-up, an easy and quick descent. However, 
for the climbers of the 60s it was still a huge, dangerous, and fearsome 
rock wall – in fact, our only ‘big wall’. It is not improbable that had the 
Soviet frontier not skirted the Noshaq massif and the Kazalnica wall 
been 300 meters further and beyond the Polish border, then 20 years 
later Poles would not have climbed so much and so well in Himalayas. 
(Sonelski: 52)

There is no consensual view on the development of Polish climbing 
in the Himalaya. For some, that stage of Polish mountaineering was 
a heroic struggle because of lack of equipment and international ex-
change. For others, the socialist economic model, with its combina-
tion of ample leisure time and scarce career opportunities, enabled 
mountaineering to act as an alternative career path: Polish Himalayan 
climbers were Freedom Climbers, to use the title of Bernadette McDon-
ald’s book on the subject. Obviously, Polish mountaineers had to be very 
conscious of the political, social and cultural context in which they 
pursued their goals; in the words of Ignacy Nendza, they had to have 
‘a wonderful ability to adjust themselves to any circumstances’ (cit-
ed in Anonymous: 64). This also defines the existential model of life 
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in mountaineering as what I have called vertical promotion through 
the ridge of culture.

In 1966, Jerzy Warteresiewicz (78) posed the following suggestive 
question: ‘The Himalaya – with or without us?’ When Polish moun-
taineers returned to the Himalaya after the Second World War, all 
fourteen eight-thousanders had already been climbed. This brought 
about the idea to ty to scale these summits above eight thousand me-
tres in winter; the so-called Ice Warriors were born. Needless to say, 
some found this idea irrational; Kurtyka’s notion of ‘the art of suffer-
ing’ provided the best retort to that view (see Kurtyka 1988). Indeed, 
what Kurtyka called ‘the Polish syndrome’ (see Kurtyka 1993) was not 
based in reckless behaviour, as it was immersed in vertical promotion, 
with experience being gained step by step. After Noshaq was climbed 
on 13 February 1973, there was a long step-by-step path leading to the 
first winter ascent in the Himalaya: on 17 February 1980, Leszek Cichy 
and Krzysztof Wielicki reached the top of Everest as the first people 
to climb an eight-thousander in winter. Only then it became clear that 
the Polish style of climbing and the so-called Polish character constitute 
a good basis for this kind of mountaineering. Andrzej Zawada, the lead-
er of many Polish expeditions in the Himalaya and the father of the idea 
of winter Himalayanism, rejected the allegations that such a project 
was irrational and claimed: ‘When we exhort each other to conquer 
the Himalaya in winter this is because we are ready to reach this goal 
both in technical terms and in terms of sport.’ (Cited in Adamiecki: 13) 
Significantly, Jerzy Kukuczka, the second person in the world and the 
first Polish person to reach the so-called Crown of the Himalaya, that 
is, the summits of all 14 eight-thousanders, climbed all but one of these 
mountains either by going up a new route or in winter.
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After this golden era of Polish Himalayanism, mountaineering all 
but collapsed in the new democratic and capitalist Poland. Symbolically, 
this was marked by the deaths of Kukuczka on the Lhotse South Face 
and of five other veteran Polish Himalayan climbers on the Lho La col, 
all in 1989, and by the death of Wanda Rutkiewicz on Kangchenjunga 
in 1992. In the so-called new Poland, great mountaineering goals were 
subjected to the new economic reality, where careerism became more 
important and more accessible, while climbing was reduced to an ex-
treme sport which one partakes in for fun. Large national expeditions 
had no place in the new Poland.

In 2001, Wielicki, a conqueror of the Crown of the Himalaya like 
Kukuczka and a member of Kukuczka’s generation, published his in-
fluential ‘winter manifesto’, ‘Manifest zimowy’, in which he expressed 
his belief that the tradition of Polish national expeditions should be re-
sumed. He went as far as offering his help to newcomers who wished 
to reach new and ambitious goals (see Wielicki: 4). By 2010, the Polish 
Winter Himalayan Programme was initiated. Lead by Wielicki and 
another representative of the old guard of Polish Himalayan climbing, 
Artur Hajzer, it was supported by the Government of Poland. It was 
successful, resulting in the first winter ascents of Gasherbrum I and 
Broad Peak, but also tragic, as it took the lives of Maciej Berbeka, Tomasz 
Kowalski and Hajzer himself. For many, the Polish Winter Himalayan 
Programme is an expression of the Polish ethos in mountaineering, but 
for some it is an artificially created pursuit of national mirage. On the 
one hand, the Programme belongs to the school of vertical promotion 
in which young adepts are trained following the steps represented 
by a series of expeditions; on the other hand, both within and beyond the 
climbing community there are those who think that the Programme had 
accumulated all the indispensable means except for human resources. 
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In any case, the fact that a Nepalese expedition summited K2 in January 
2021 as the final eight-thousander to be scaled in winter may or may not 
change the course of the Polish school of vertical promotion.

cracked diScourSe

The historical climbing route of Polish mountaineering is a long and 
beautiful one. It also continues to be a very important cultural phe-
nomenon for the Polish people: the number of news articles, books, 
interviews and public discussions attests to the richness of this dis-
course. Despite the changing political context, mountaineering contin-
ues to be perceived as belonging to the national heritage. Both success 
and failure in mountaineering are often explained in terms of Pol-
ish national features, such as a sense of honour, bravery or rashness. 
Mountaineering as a window on the world is still regarded as a trait 
of Polishness as well as of the human condition as such. Polish moun-
taineers are expected to work towards the convergence of the ideal 
pattern of conduct with common behaviour. Even the notion of Polish 
climbers as Ice Warriors points at nobility of a moral kind. Thus, for 
instance, Wawrzyniec Żuławski’s famous motto according to which one 
cannot leave one’s climbing partner even when he or she is just a block 
of ice is still heard in discussions provoked by climbing accidents in the 
Himalaya, even though it was coined with regard to a very different 
style and milieu of climbing in the Tatras and the Alps. Therefore, Polish 
culture is marked by a tendency to describe mountaineering not only 
in the categories of experience but also with a reference to the notion 
of ethos, which is structured by the idea and the experience of the 
climbing route as well as of the national tradition. As a result, Polish 
mountaineers are frequently perceived either as heroes or as villains.
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Writing on Polish mountaineering, Agata Rejkowska-Pasek intro-
duced the notion of cracked discourse to discuss its binary nature, 
specifically its rootedness in such oppositions as route versus summit, 
spirit versus mind and community versus individuality (see Rejkows-
ka-Pasek: 174–82). Insofar as this falls within the category of disconti-
nuity in the Foucauldian theory of discourse, one can confront it once 
again with the concept of cultural tactics. So, when their discourse 
suffers fissures and cracks, mountaineers tend to fix it by employing 
their tactics of climbing and their ethos in a way which makes them 
important cultural mediators in contemporary Polish culture and prob-
ably beyond – hence the idea of the ridge of culture. Put differently, 
if there were no cracks or fissures on the face of a culture there would 
be no climbing route.

One parallel way of fixing the cracks in the mountaineering dis-
course is by writing mountaineering literature. Indeed, this has a very 
long and rich tradition in Poland: mountaineering books have been 
a staple of Polish culture since the late nineteenth century and remain 
very popular today. Following the work of Jacek Kolbuszewski (1978: 
63–64), one can treat this literary tradition as belonging to and in many 
ways mirroring a changing national literature. As Kolbuszewsk admits 
(1961: 23–24), literary scholars often view mountaineering literature 
as schematic and awkward, and even Polish mountaineers have posed 
the question, ‘Could Polish climbing literature be less bad?’ (to cite 
the title of an essay by Zbigniew Tumidajewicz). Nevertheless, more 
important than aesthetic nuances is ‘the mode of existence’ (to cite the 
title of an article by Kolbuszewski [1978: 55]). This is why I claim that 
the Heideggerian being is at the core of both mountaineering and its 
literature; as I argued elsewhere (see Pacukiewicz 2010: 218), trans-
gression gives mountaineering literature its unique substance, but 
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it also forms it as an expression of an ambiguous kind of experience. 
Mountaineering literature mediates between opposing poles of binary 
oppositions both at the universal level of being and at the particular 
level of culture.

First, narration in mountaineering literature creates a kind of ridge 
between nature and culture, insofar as it is both extremely objectified 
by the environmental context and extremely subjectified by the climb-
er’s psyche (see ibid.). The transgression of the boundary between 
the culturally constructed self and the nature of the world is always 
unspoken and unnamed, yet it supplies narration with a strong on-
tological frame. The experience of mountaineering exposes an inac-
cessible background (see ibid.: 225), which is not a kind of Derridean 
hors-text authenticating narration but rather testimony to the strug-
gle between nature and culture. This makes it possible to observe the 
tactics of the experience of mountaineering through mountaineering 
literature. Therefore, following Turner’s suggestions about liminality 
(1974), one could speak of liminal literature alongside the liminal ex-
perience of mountaineering. In this regard, liminal literature would 
be the narrative representation of the ‘social limbo’ (Turner 1982: 24) 
in which individuals find themselves and which results in ‘periodical 
reclassifications of reality and man’s relationship to society, nature, 
and culture’, that is, reclassifications which spur both thought and 
action (see Turner 1969: 128–29).

Second, in Polish mountaineering literature we can observe the 
tension between the public and the private. This tension results from 
the above confrontation between an ideal and transgressive modes 
of conduct. A particularly popular theme of Polish mountaineering 
literature is the confrontation between community and individuality 
during an expedition, which very often brings about a mixture of the 
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official, professional tone and very intimate and subtle observations. 
This confrontation often leads to a more or less conscious undermining 
of literary forms and narrative schemes and even to cases of osten-
tatious denial of given literary strategies (as, for instance, in the title 
of one of the classic texts by Ferdinand Goetel [102]: ‘Wycieczka – jak 
się o niej nie pisze’ [A Mountain Hike – How One Should Not Write 
About It]) and apprehension of literary banality (as in the following 
statement by Wiesław Stanisławski [278]: ‘Why on earth should I spoil 
the pleasure of a sixteen-hour struggle and describe my feelings or re-
fer to my ideology?’). Furthermore, there is always the confrontation 
between a we (a group, a nation, human beings in general) and an I and 
the resulting search for the purpose and meaning within the confines 
of a given culture.

To sum up, a parallel between the climbing route and the liminal 
ridge of mountaineering literature can be observed in the meeting 
of a literary scheme and an unnamed experience. As such, moun-
taineering literature should be treated not as a purely aesthetic 
phenomenon but rather as ‘a kind of logical tool’ (to use Claude Lé-
vi-Strauss’s description of the Oedipus myth [434]) which can fix the 
cracks in a discourse by testing new tactics. Having evoked the struc-
turalist theory of culture, I want to conclude by suggesting that moun-
taineering literature is marked by myth-like narration where the main 
characters are heroes and tricksters and, more importantly, where the 
result is mediation. Within Polish culture, mountaineering literature 
gives us a history of vertical promotion. It confronts a form patterned 
on a rich cultural heritage with liminal experience and thereby adds 
a new perspective on it. ❦
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Povzetek

Članek razvije model poljske alpinistične literature v okviru zgodovine 
poljskega alpinizma in splošnega vzorca modernega alpinizma. Al-
pinizem obravnava z gledišča heideggrovske fundamentalne ontologije, 
saj vidi v njem mejno izkustvo, v katerem se problematizira struktura 
kulturnih meja, ki obkrožajo alpinista. V tem modelu postane plezal-
na smer, ki je nekakšen greben med kulturo in naravo, prispodoba 
za življenje, kakršno si zamišlja t. i. šola vertikalnega napredovanja, 
ki poteka korak za korakom (od Alp in Tater prek Andov in Kavkaza 
do Himalaje in Karakoruma, pa tudi od spomladanskih do zimskih 
vzponov). Kolikor je greben ne le ločnica med dvema dolinama, ampak 
tudi stičišče dveh plezalnih smeri, je osnovni vzorec alpinizma vzorec 
mediacije med univerzalnostjo narave in partikularnostjo kulture.

Kot zgled nam lahko velja zgodovina poljskega alpinizma in njegove 
bogate literarne tradicije. Poljski alpinizem se je že v tridesetih letih 20. 
stoletja preizkusil v Himalaji, kamor se je v povojnem času opazneje 
vrnil šele v sedemdesetih letih, ko je z izjemnim nizom prvenstvenih 
in zimskih vzponov na osemtisočake začel svoj pohod na vrh svetovnega 
himalajizma. Za zgodovino poljskega alpinizma je značilna dvojnost 
med eleganco plezalne smeri in diktatom vrha, med voljo duha in preu-
darnostjo uma, med centripetalnostjo skupnosti in centrifugalnostjo 
individualizma. Prav te razčlembe na obrazu kulture pa kažejo pot: 
zgodovina plezanja ni nič drugega kakor zgodovina izkoriščanja teh 
in sorodnih razčlemb.

Vzporeden način spoprijemanja z razpokami v alpinističnem 
diskurzu pa je pisanje alpinistične literature. Alpinistične knjige 
so stalnica poljske kulture vse od konca 19. stoletja naprej, ko je bil 
moderni alpinizem še v povojih. Alpinistična literatura je mediacija 
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med poli binarnih opozicij alpinizma tako na univerzalni ravni biti 
kakor na partikularni ravni kulture. Prvič, literarna pripoved vzpostavi 
nekakšen greben med naravo in kulturo, s tem ko je istočasno izjem-
no objektivirana zaradi svojega kronotopa in skrajno subjektivirana 
zaradi svoje avtobiografskosti. Drugič, poljsko alpinistično književnost 
prežema napetost med javno in zasebno perspektivo. Od tod prilju-
bljena tematika trka skupnostnega in individualističnega načela med 
odpravo in s tem povezana zmes uradniškega, poklicnega stila in in-
timističnih pasusov. Liminalnemu izkustvu alpinizma tako ustreza 
liminalni diskurz alpinistične literature.
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