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Rose-colored cups and saucers  

And flowery demitasses. 

You lie beside the river 

Where an armored column passes. 

Winds from across the meadow 

Sprinkle the banks with down;

A torn apple tree’s shadow

Falls on the muddy path;

The ground everywhere is strewn

With bits of brittle froth–

Of all things broken and lost

Porcelain troubles me most.

From “A LITTLE SONG ABOUT PORCELAIN” 
by Czesław Miłosz (1947) 



“Most of all, I miss the porcelain.” That’s how Yale history professor Timothy Snyder 
began his Forward for a newly published collection of essays by Polish author Krzysztof 
Czyzewski: Toward Xenopolis. Visions from the Borderland. These same words from 
Czeslaw Milosz's poem are inscribed on the wall of a cafe in Krasnogruda, a village in 
northeastern Poland where, as a young man, Milosz spent his summers, swimming in 
the lake and drinking tea from porcelain cups decorated with flowers. The house once 
was a pension run by two of Milosz’s aunts and in September 1939, when the area was 
overrun by Soviet tanks and later ceded to Nazi Germany, they buried the precious 
porcelain for safekeeping. As Snyder explains, thIs poem “juxtaposes the timeless 
happiness of youth with the shocks that break time in two—into childhood and 
adulthood, peace and war, before and after. Pink swimsuits and flowered teacups are 
left by the riverbank, the one now crossed by the treads of a tank.” In effect, the 
fragmented porcelain cups were metaphors for lost civility and culture. 

Milosz, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1980, believed that Polish poetry is 
steeped in history while in the United States poetry is much more individualistic — A 
Little Song about Porcelain” is a good example. Robert Pinsky, also a Nobel Laureate, 
who translated this poem into English, recalled that once, after he read it in Berkeley, he 
was hissed by somebody who apparently thought that Miłosz should have written: “Of 
all things broken and lost…The Jews trouble me most.” According to Pinsky, “the poem 
is saying something much more drastic, because the porcelain, with the pastoral scenes 
on it, is the history of the European culture which maimed and destroyed itself.”  (From 
Pinsky, Walcott, Zagajewski: Poetry and Empire. Oct, 2004.) 

In 1989 Milosz encouraged Krzysztof Czyżewski and three other young artists to 
establish The Borderland Foundation in Sejny, a former shtetl that is six miles from 
Krasnogruda and close to the Polish-Lithuanian-Belarusian border — thus the 
Foundation’s name. (Sejny is about 50 miles north of Dabrowa Bialostocka, the village 
from where my paternal grandparents immigrated to America during the 1890s.) Milosz 
was instrumental in getting the Ford Foundation to sponsor the project as a non-
governmental NGO. Its headquarters was located in an old synagogue and a former 
Hebrew school in the town’s abandoned Jewish quarter that once had housed 70% of 
the population. Its mission was to promote peaceful co-existence among diverse 
peoples who occupy this region and beyond.  



Since 1990, the organization has sought to develop new forms of cultural, educational 
and artistic practice, especially for young people. They hope to develop an ethos that 
turns “other” into “ours” by providing forums and guest lecturers. Theatrical 
presentations feature stories that nearly were erased during the German and then 
Soviet totalitarian occupations The region has a complicated multicultural history, which 
is a common story in the eastern borderlands of Poland. Before World War II, 
inhabitants included Poles, Lithuanians, Jews, Gypsies, Germans and Tatars who lived 
near each other in relative tolerance, if not harmony. In 2011 the Borderland Foundation 
opened an International Centre for Dialog in the reconstructed former manor house of 
Milosz's family where intellectuals from far and wide consider how to coexist not only 
with those beyond their borders, but within them. On some nights klezmer music is 
played in the former cafe and the tables are full — as Timothy Snyder wrote, “The 
Borderlanders found the porcelain.” 

  
      The old synagogue that now houses The Borderland Foundation. 



Here’s how Samantha Avalos described her three day visit to the Borderlands Center in 
2014 as part of a student seminar: 

           “When we first arrived at Czeslaw Miłosz’s former manor in Krasnogruda I had no 
idea what was in store for me. Here, we were arriving at this remote manor in the 
Polish countryside from Vilnius, a rather lively capital city, I in no way anticipated 
that over the course of the next three days the Borderland Foundation and the 
members of the foundation would have such a tremendous impact on not only 
my worldview, but my future aspirations as well.  

           Our stay in Krasnogruda began with a discussion with Krysztof Czyżewski, one 
of the founders of the Borderland Foundation. Here was this man with no 
connection to the eastern Polish region before the creation of his foundation, 
speaking with such fervor about building the bridges to understand the 
multicultural history of the town and move forward towards a better, more united 
future. He gave us the general background of why he, his wife, and a fellow 
couple felt the urgency to create their foundation in Sejny, and more specifically 
house it in the old synagogue. Czyżewski also gave us just a snippet of what laid 
in store the following day at the Borderlands Foundation Center. 

           During our day at the Borderlands Foundation Center the organization’s goal was 
made crystal clear, they were focused on bringing back the memories and 
traditions lost during the twentieth century through more organic means such as 
music, art, and children’s programs. It was during the first workshop when we 
watched the film of visiting American musicians in Sejny that I realized that 
reconciliation can be in other forms besides the “cookie-cutter” discussions 
between diplomats, it can happen on a much more local level and in a more artist 
manner. The notion of using music to understand the history of a city had never 
occurred to me, but while watching the movie I was instantly filled with the joy 
that the citizens felt when hearing the traditional Jewish songs played at the 
concert. It was undoubtedly a beautiful movement. I began to get a better grasp 
on the workings of the Foundation. 

           The day continued with another workshop at the Center with Bozena Szroeder, 
the head of the children’s program and another founding member. Bozena’s 
discussion truly resonated with me for the simple fact that her program was 
focused on educating the younger generations as a means of reconciliation. 
When she discussed “The Sejny Chronicles” and its concept with such passion, 
that she herself was moved to near tears, I was flooded with emotion.  



           Here were these students ranging in ages partaking in these intergenerational 
conversations dealing with such powerful memories of the good and bad in the 
town. These were conversations that no one in Sejny cared to have before, yet 
Bozena and the rest of the Borderlands Foundation were supporting and 
encouraging these students to do so.  

           The untraditional children’s program and its approach at education with its full 
support of children’s artistic and personal development was obvious. Rarely do 
you see an organization supporting such artistic means of expression as a form 
of reconciliation let alone inviting world-renowned animation artists to aid in their 
students project’s to better their understanding of their town’s multicultural 
history. This truly struck me, if a model such as this can garner such success 
over the course of twenty-four years that they have continuously built “bridges” 
why has it not been taken else where, into other political and cultural hot spots? 

           There was hardly a moment during our day spent at the Borderlands Foundation 
Center and the days at the International Center for Dialogue in Krasnogruda, or 
what we warmly referred to as “The Manor,” where I wasn’t moved by the 
passion of the people we met, or touched by their unyielding efforts to improve 
the town for future generations.  

           Those three days in Sejny and Krasnogruda had such an everlasting impact on 
me. They have helped me realize the importance of having a deep understanding 
of not only the current situation in a region, but the history as well, along with the 
diplomacy and empathy to improve the future. With my head full of new 
knowledge and ideas, I will move forward with a better grasp on methods of 
reconciliation, and much greater appreciation for the work of organizations such 
as the Borderlands Foundation.” 

Did you notice the reference to The Sejny Chronicles? That was the title of a musical 
play written by Bozena Szroeder, a co-founder of the Center. It premiered in 1999, was 
presented in many Polish cities, later in Bosnia, Lithuania, Germany and Denmark, and 
in April 2008, at the La MaMa Theater in New York. The Sejny Chronicles told the story 
of the village and the actors were local teenagers telling true stories they’d heard from 
their grandparents and great grandparents — finding their own roots.  



 

he actors became their own ancestors, embodying memories of Gypsy caravans, pagan 
legends, Lithuanian weddings, beggars outside the church and the story of Rachel, the 
young daughter of a Jewish tailor who escapes from certain death. What follows here is 
taken from a review in the NY Times of the production at LA MaMA. 

          The Polish town of Sejny, at the borders of Poland, Lithuania and Belarus, has 
always had a rich mix of cultures. Predominantly Jewish before World War II, 
Sejny (pronounced SAY-nee) embraces Polish, Lithuanian, Belarusian and 
Romany ([gypsy] influences. Today the town’s diversity continues to flourish; its 
example as a model of coexistence is illustrated in “The Sejny Chronicles,” now 
at La MaMa as part of the Borderlanders: Finding Their Voice festival in the East 
Village, a series of events celebrating the region. 

          The festival is the result of efforts from the Borderland Foundation, a group in 
Poland founded by the poet, essayist and social activist Krzystof Czyzewski 
(pronounced KSHISH-tawf Chi-ZHEF-skee). Mr. Czyzewski, mobilized by the 
bitter lessons of the ethnic conflict in the former Yugoslavia, has sought to 
encourage tolerance with art initiatives he has brought to countries like Bosnia, 
Armenia and Indonesia. 



          The Sejny Chronicles, written and directed by Bozena Szroeder, is based on oral 
histories handed down by Sejny residents before World War II. It is performed by 
a cast of largely teenage actors speaking and singing in Polish, Lithuanian, 
Yiddish and Russian. (Subtitles appear on a screen behind the players.) The cast 
members,  all residents of Sejny,  surround a small clay model of the town, and 
one by one step forward to tell a legend, or re-enact an anecdote from village life, 
or deliver a folk song.  

            
           The audience sees a Lithuanian wedding; hears the story of a Jewish girl, 

Rachel, and her fiancé; is soothed by a Polish lullaby. The evocation of the 
Eastern European milieu is vivid, and the fresh-faced performers are almost 
entirely assured and endearing, never more so than when, toward the end, they 
disperse amid the audience and each speaks directly to spectators in English. 
The hourlong show is a modest, gentle expression of cross-cultural appreciation, 
conveyed by a cast impossible to resist. It’s a humble triumph, but its cause is 
always well worth fighting for. 

•

                             The Miłosz family manor house in Krasnogruda. 



                                                                      Krzysztof Czyżewski 

Timothy Snyder visits Sejny frequently and has suggested in his blog that the current 
flood of refugees from Ukraine to Poland must be handled by many small organizations 
and that  “one of the very best is the Borderland Foundation, whose mission for 
decades has been cross-border cultural understanding. These are people I know well 
and trust. The Borderlanders have mobilized to take Ukrainian refugees and to build a 
network across Poland.” Since the start of the conflict, the Foundation has been housing 
Ukrainian writers and artists in Sejny, and also at the Miłosz family manor, so that, even 
as porcelain shatters in Kyiv and Lviv and MariupoI, the flowery cups are full of coffee 
and tea in Krasnogruda as Klezmer music fills the air. 

Both Krzysztof Czyżewski and Czeslaw Milosz were friends of the Polish poet Jerzy 
Ficowski who was the first to be awarded the Center’s honorific “Borderlander.” 
Czyzewski’s new book, Toward Xenopolis, contains a chapter about Ficowski’s 
Holocaust poetry, including a poem titled “Letter to Marc Chagall” that happens to be the 
subject and title of my own new documentary film. Earlier this year Czyzewski spoke at 
the Kosciuszko Club in New York City about his book and afterward, when I went up to 
ask him to autograph my copy, I was able to mention my forthcoming video. Several 
months later, I e-mailed him the just completed documentary and he replied 
enthusiastically, suggesting that he intended to use it in some of his classes at The 
Borderland Center. What an honor it will be to have our work discussed at this splendid 
organization which is dedicated to building bridges of tolerance among all people. 
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