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I would like to begin by saying that it was a real pleasure to discover a new writer in a society that many of us know little about. It was a long slog, but learning about Prus was gratifying.   

Boleslaw Prus was his nom de plume. He was born on August 20, 1847 as Aleksander Glowacki. His family was not wealthy, even though they were part of the nobility. His father was manager of a private landed estate near Lublin, east of Warsaw. 

His mother died when he was only three years old and his father about 6 years later. He was brought up by his grandmother and then his aunt. He returned to his home region in 1862 and attended a school where his elder brother, Leon Glowacki, taught history. 

The other notable event in his early years was that he took part as a partisan and guerrilla movement in the Polish Rising of 1863, to free Poland from the yoke of the Czar.  This doomed revolution had the support of revolutionaries in the surrounding regions. Aiding the Poles were volunteers from Garibaldi units in Italy, as well as freedom fighters from France, Hungary and the Czech Slovak region. Even Marx and Engels hailed the uprising as a new beginning for the oppressed peoples throughout the world, later leading to the First Socialist International. 

Prus was badly wounded even though he was not yet eighteen and spent several months in the hospital. He was imprisoned and released when his relatives falsified his birth certificate to show that he was only 15 years old. The Russians also took away his Noble rank. After release, he was returned to school and graduated the gymnasium in 1968, around the age of 21 or 23. He was accepted to the Main School of Warsaw in the faculty of Mathematics and Physics. The main school was formerly known as the University of Warsaw. But after the Uprising, the Russians tried to obliterate any vestige of the old Poland, such as acknowledging its major university and instituting the Russian language in schools and all official venues. This Polish defeat, ended any serious attempt by the Poles to overthrow Russian rule.

Glowacki had a mental breakdown in school and inadequate finances added to his woes, forcing him to drop out after two years. He then transferred to a school specializing in agriculture and forestry, but did not stay there long. With his early experience with budding Socialist ideology, he, according to Czeslaw Milosz, “took seriously the slogan that called for the intelligensia’s getting to know the life of the masses directly; he worked for a while in a metallurgical factory …spending all his free time devoted to self-education.” His sympathy for the downtrodden is apparent in every section of The Doll such as his sympathetic view of peasants, Jews and other outsiders and his critique of the Nobles. He was not a Socialist, but accepted some of their views about the injustices of society.  He differed when he talked about the futility of revolution as way for change. In The Doll, he even admired Wokulski’s financial success, even in the armaments industry. Marx would have been appalled.      

He was influenced by the work of Herbert Spencer and Comte, which meant that he was a student of evolution, and organic change and growth. He also had a genuine and lifetime interest in science and its application to societal progress. Evolution and science are important in understanding his novels. 

Money remained a problem for a budding intellectual and he wrote in his journals that he needed a job that would give him as much money as possible and that would leave him as much time as possible for learning. This led to tutoring, which did not meet this goal, but eventually, he became a contributor of verse and prose to humor magazines. Milosz said of this period that he acquired the dubious position of a literary buffoon, which caused him problems later when he turned to novels. He wrote humorous essays for over forty years, and this genre included short pieces on various subjects, such as Parisian mores, mostly sexual, theater gossip, scandals, artist lives, etc.            

So what about his name, Prus? At the age of 25, he adopted this name from his family’s coat of arms for his humor and journalistic work, reserving his original name Glowacki for “serious” writing, maybe on philosophy and science.

He produced a monumental amount of work. From 1872 and for another 30 years he produced 1,100 weekly feature articles, taking up 20 volumes. He also produced several books of short stories and four major books and several others that have not been published, one of those being an historical novel Pharaoh, a genre that he once roundly criticized, but became one of his most successful. 
He married a cousin, in whose home he lived briefly after his parents died. They never had children, but lived devoted lives. He suffered from Agoraphobia, which restricted him to familiar haunts and locales. He spent most summers in a country town and was close to a number of writers, whose work he championed, including Stefan Zeromski.  He died in Warsaw in 1912, aged 64. 
The Other Novels

Prus passed to fiction gradually after becoming disillusioned with journalism. But he continued writing for it for most of his career. He was indebted to a number of Polish authors for learning his craft, but also to Charles Dickens and to Mark Twain. He also was influenced by the work of Zola, but less tragic, and the novels of Flaubert, such as Madame Bovary. 
About the other novels:

The Outpost

The Outpost appeared in 1886. It is a study of a Polish village. It is a story about a peasant named Slimack (meaning snail). All the inhabitants are illiterate. There is no school and religion consists mainly of magic. Prus focuses on the changes about to happen in the village. A railway extension is being built to accommodate German settlers who are encouraged by Bismarck to move across the boundary to Russian Poland. The plot deals with Slimack who refuses to sell his plot to German settlers. He is not a strident nationalist or anti-German; he simply does not want to sell land that has been in his family for generations. In the story are the usual Prus characters, including a Jewish peddler, who befriends Slimack, and views Slimack’s misfortunes with his wife and his life as his own. It is also about  nature’s niggardliness and the pleasures of country life, even though Slimack’s wife has died and his farm has burnt down. There is also the struggle by these peasants to survive against progress represented by the German settlers. 

The Pharaoh

This was written in 1894-95. It deals with the reign of Ramses XIII, who never existed. We all know Ramses the II in these days of Passover, but no one beyond. Prus tries to discover why this out-of-the-way kingdom, in the wrong place became a world power. They had a number of challenges: to control nature—the flooding and the destruction of crops; the marauding of nomad tribes and other enemies, such as the Assyrians. He deals with the decline of this Pharaoh, as an example of the decline of most great empires—our own included? When the priestly class or the Pharaonic equivalent of Gordon Ghecko get bigger and more powerful at the expense of the lower, society declines, through excessive taxation and forced labor. Prus weaves the story around a chief priest, Herhor, who thinks that Ramses is a fool. He has delusions of power and plots to become Ramses The Great. He ahs a plan to unite the people, conquer the Assyrians and restore the greater glory of Egypt. Milosz thinks that Ramses is a metaphor for the Polish Magnates and their delusions of power. There are sections dealing with the Ramses scorn of science. At the end Ramses is assassinated and Nerhors becomes Pharaoh. He has a realistic program that seems to succeed. Milosz draws from this an implied critique of the Roman Church, as well as the naiveté of the romantic view of power and progress, which cannot succeed in the end.  
I will add just one additional idea to this summary of Prus’ life and that is he was a follower of Spencerianism, which was au courant in Poland and Europe. It meant that science and individual effort can deal with society’s problems. He was Ayn Rand’s intellectual fountainhead. Positivism of Spencer advocated maximum freedom for all individuals to contribute, including peasants, women, Jews and other minorities. It argued for the end of class barriers, clericalism, obscurantism,  etc. Spencer and his followers believed that society was an organism and only when all the parts functioned smoothly will the organism or society grow. Thus, science and rationalism are the formative steps to human growth—and not religion or romanticism. It meant that the older forms, such as a rigid clergy and the nobility, cannot compete in the new world. This could not be expressed plainly in Poland, under Russia, and writers and activists used literature as a way to promote this viewpoint about the decay of the nobility and the oppression of the Czar. This is plain enough in the Doll. 
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