
The Invisible
Bartłomiej Juszczak. Poland

You think to yourself  that it’s going to go 
smoothly. You pop in for a few hours, talk about 
the project, the benefits, present the calendar 
of  events, and the village head will kiss your 
feet. After all, everyone should be interested 
in culture, especially the kind of  culture that 
doesn’t deplete the local budget; on the con-
trary, almost a free promotion of  the town, 
the development of  its inhabitants’ awareness 
and interest in the region. Sounds wonder-
ful, right? So much is said that culture builds 
national identity, that in developed countries, 
and you regard Poland as one, aesthetic needs 
and self-fulfillment are becoming more and 
more common as the people have met all the 
other needs from Maslow’s hierarchy. At least 
in big cities, at least that’s what they say, at least 
this is what it seems to a person working in an 
institution of  culture, or you.

“You’re young,” they will say, “you have 
not seen the world yet and you have not yet 
gotten to know all the games that go with it.” 
True, you are aware that the world is not built 
on honesty, but it’s worth guiding it towards 
honesty. Youthful enthusiasm in the dream job 
is able to overshadow the minimum national 
salary, inconveniences resulting from the lack 
of  funds to cover travel and training costs, 
overtime or superhuman effort in the name of  
carrying the torch of  education. After all, you 
work in culture, it’s a job with a mission, you’re 

like a doctor, a nurse, a priest, a teacher, among 
such prestigious professions that the thought 
of  having a different opinion about it does not 
even pass through your head.

You go to a meeting at the commune office. 
There’s coffee, tea, a cookie, a smiling secretary 
and a village head, who is only a little late. 
You are ready for the meeting, you know how 
it goes; what monuments, museums and open-
air museums there are in the area, after all 
you work in a cultural institution and do your 
job well, because that’s what needs to be done. 
In the office, there’s a comfortable armchair, 
a white eagle on the wall, a cross and the coat 
of  arms of  the commune — all is in its place. 
The village head forewarns that he has 15 
minutes for you. You planned a 2-hour meet-
ing to explain everything, answer any doubts 
and ensure the attractiveness of  the project. A 
small rural commune, ten thousand inhabit-
ants, there will be guided tours, meetings for 
the local community, trade fairs promoting 
traditional products along with performances 
by the folk song and dance group, and finally 
a photo exhibition on the fences of  houses 
throughout the village. That’s not all! People 
from nearby towns and provincial cities will 
come, so tourist indicators will go up, but 
above all it will be an opportunity to meet and 
strengthen the cultural identity of  the inhabit-
ants, something they should be proud of. Here 
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you catch your breath and explain that all the 
costs are covered by the institute, all you need 
is logistic and organizational help, and you 
are leaving an example program and plan of  
events. Fourteen minutes, fifty-nine seconds. 
A stone facial expression. “We’ll think about 
it,” you hear.

A week passes, there is no answer. You call, 
you ask, request a telephone conversation with 
the village head. You will find out in a moment 
that it is an additional problem for the com-
mune to organize such events, because they are 
not proud of  the fact that they are famous for 
the production of  potatoes, and besides, they 
have other problems here. They also have a 
castle and tower of  Polish kings, beautifully 
restored using funds from the European Union. 
Thousands went into it, so they would sooner 
agree if  you were to organize a fashion show at 
this tower and help, of  course. But not so much 
for some kind of  rural festival, guided tours and 
meetings for village housewives.

Five years of  studies, training in the man-
agement and limiting of  stress, yet nothing. It 
hurt. You try, but you feel that you are wasting 
your breath. You ask for a meeting one more 
time and once again drive a hundred kilometers 
to sit in the office of  the village head. The man 
with the mustache and beer belly does not 
even try to understand what you really mean. 
What, where, who, for whom, what for, why? 
Culture has never been important. It’s true, 
Jews once lived here, though they’re not proud 
of  it; they’re not proud of  the potato; they’re 
not proud of  their small town, either. However, 
they are proud of  the restored tower of  Polish 
kings and have real problems like building a 
pavement at the church, which the owners 
of  the land adjacent to the road do not ap-
prove of. This is a real problem, you think; but 
you also feel that you are speaking in foreign 
languages and maybe even different cultural 
codes. Fortunately, this conversation is different 
from the others, thankfully this time you’re 

not talking face to face with the village head. 
There are also two senior officials responsible 
for the culture and promotion of  the region in 
the room. Unfortunately, you cannot rely on 
them. But there is also a young lady director of  
a rural community center who listens to your 
story with curiosity and growing enthusiasm. 
She will later confess that she has dreamed of  
such a large initiative involving and bringing 
together the residents around common heritage 
and traditions, but there has never been any 
money for such widespread activities. She was 
glad you came. At least her!

What is it like to be a young director of  a 
rural community center? Probably tough. You 
feed on air, the fantasy that building a commu-
nity begins with respect for tradition, customs, 
culture and the past, as well as integration and 
spending time together. In a village like this 
one, anyone who can erects his own little palace 
and would most like to separate himself  from 
others with a fence and drown in his luxuries, 
regretting that he must live in a country like 
Poland. There are, of  course, the less affluent 
residents, who must save up for two years to 
repair a hole in the roof, and those who could 
not live without the help of  the commune. You 
look at this landscape, alarmed. And yet this is 
not your only project.

In the meantime, you travel through Poland 
— that’s the job — visit the next communes 
and in some places, it goes easier, while in oth-
ers it’s uphill again. You will ask yourself  how 
to save a heritage that is disappearing; buildings 
that have hardly survived the test of  time; sto-
ries that no one remembers. They will say that 
it is not important to them right now that there 
are more important issues than cultural educa-
tion and community, and after work they will 
sit at their TVs to watch tour programs about 
their region, and on the holidays mechani-
cally replay their grandparents’ rituals. What 
is invisible in these places is already happening 
on a larger or smaller scale. There are rural 
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libraries, there are rural cultural houses, there 
are oases in the churches, there are additional 
classes in school clubs, there are circles of  rural 
housewives being reactivated after many years. 
And all this, here and there, are mainly run 
by young women who have given up on their 
careers, luxuries, social prestige, and power for 
the benefit of  local activities. You have no doubt 
that if  it were not for them, there would be no 
holiday of  the local community, no celebrations 
or fairs. You see allies in them, as if  a wise and 
reasonable woman stood behind every village 
head. It is thanks to them that most of  the 
projects can be successfully implemented.

The village head, after being persuaded, 
agrees to your project, but the rural community 
center deals with the organization of  it after 
hours. This is not your provincial city, there 
are not hundreds of  volunteers or trainees 
who could work for free. You do it yourselves, 
sacrificing your free time, to get everything 
on track and cross the Ts, and still some of  the 
things they do here in their own way. During 
the summer, grand celebrations are of  course 

held. Most things get organized. Then there are 
thanks given to the village head that he agreed 
and actively joined in carrying out the cultural 
project promoting the heritage of  the region; to 
officials responsible for cultural development; 
to employees of  the commune office who got 
involved in the preparations; to the residents 
for their active participation in events; to two 
volunteers who found a few hours to help poster 
the neighboring villages; to a local carpenter’s 
shop for help to nail the photos onto the fences; 
to the cultural institute that came out with the 
initiative; to the provincial authorities for their 
financial support; to everyone who contributed 
to this project, and finally to the director of  the 
community center for coordination. You are 
not taken into account, you will receive flow-
ers from the head secretary, a small gift hand 
made by the ladies from the village housewives’ 
circle, a touching phone call from the local 
community center and a spoken “thank you” 
from your boss. And there is also the satisfaction 
that thanks to you, we have matured a little as 
a community.
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Living in a Beehive
Khamsa Harabi. Tunisia

Does anyone of  you know where honey is made 
other than Bees’ nests? 

I have the answer because I had the chance 
to meet bees in person. I talked and worked 
with them. I have been their close friend. I liked 
their world. Is it not crazy to live in a beehive? 

You may ask me how I found these extraor-
dinary bees? That was not difficult for me. 
I found them thanks to their buzz. I adored 
their anthem. I learned it by heart and started 
buzzing, too. 

It all began in late 2017 when I first came 
across an online application form, calling 
for voluntary openings in an organization. I 
opened the link and read the content. They 
were asking a lot of  questions! I skimmed it 
for the last time and, then, filled in it. The 
application form came at the right time. I 
was a fresh graduate who was still recover-
ing from the stress of  exams and the fatigue 
of  the daily struggle in the crowded public 
transportation and university restaurant. I 
spent three years, surrounded by papers and 
pens. My only refuge was the few hours that 
I stole from my busy day to read some pages 
in my best book, listen to my favorite music, 
or have long talks with friends. 

During the three years, as a student at uni-
versity, I learned a lot about British and Ameri-
can literature and civilization. I read novels by 
George Orwell and Nathaniel Hawthorne. I 

wrote essays on the first- and second-generation 
poets. I struggled to read the language of  
Shakespeare. I read about the United States’ 
Declaration of  Independence and I repeated 
again and again with a strong voice: “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit 
of  Happiness.” My teacher told us that Ameri-
cans dream big and that The British Empire is 
“the empire on which the sun never sets.” Is not 
that amazing! I learned that I have to let my 
tongue dance inside my mouth, moving right 
and left, up and down, and back and forth to 
make sounds. I came to realize how complex 
my name is not only when trying to explain its 
meaning to the curious people who were driven 
by the strangeness of  the word, which is a long 
story that we may dwell into another time, but 
also because the poor tongues lose balance each 
time trying to pronounce the very first sound 
of  my name that does not exist in the English 
phonetic system.

Three years were enough to give me a thor-
ough idea about English history, literature, and 
language. I learned to write and read in English 
but, unfortunately, I forget to live. Life was 
passing by and I was simply busy. Papers and 
pens were quite selfish; they refused to share 
me with anything else. They released me after 
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