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Polish is spoken by nearly 40 million people within Poland and about 10 million elsewhere in the world, including such countries as Australia, Brazil, Belarus, Canada, France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Kazakhstan, Lithuania, Latvia, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Ukraine and the USA. The fact that Chicago is considered the second largest Polish city in the world (after Warsaw) might come as a surprise to some. This statistic, however, might soon be challenged by the growing number of Polish inhabitants settling in Dublin, London and Edinburgh, the cities that have recently experienced the largest waves of post-2004 migration movement from Poland. 
Polish belongs to the family of twelve Slavonic languages and as such shares many similarities with Czech, Croatian, Bulgarian, Slovak, Slovene, Ukrainian or Russian, just to name a few other widely spoken ‘sister’ tongues. Among them, Polish is the third most common, after Russian and Ukrainian. Like most European languages, Polish has an Indo-European origin, hence some of its nouns (like the ones describing family relations) share a similar word stem with other European words. For example, the English word sister is rendered as siostra in Polish, Schwester in German, and syster in Swedish. There are other more direct cognates, such as words that stem from our common Latin or Greek heritage and whose meanings can be easily guessed. Consider, for example, words like doktor, kolor, natura, proces, muzeum or religia. Polish also includes many words borrowed from German, French, Italian, Russian, Ukrainian as well as Turkish or Yiddish, but most of them have been assimilated into Polish so well and so long ago that Polish native speakers are seldom aware of their origins. The largest pool of newly acquired vocabulary comes from English and covers highly specialised terms as well as very colloquial expressions of everyday use. There is some anxiety regarding the overwhelming tide of Englishness that has flooded Polish over the past few decades or so but most linguists agree that there is no fear that Polish will ever lose its ‘magic’ sounds created by a row of consonants that appear unpronounceable to foreigners. 

Unlike English, Polish is an inflected language where case endings – not the word order – define the relationships between words in the sentence. Polish has seven cases, four basic patterns of verb conjugation, two different time aspects and three basic tenses. Its alphabet generally consists of Latin-based letters but some are modified with various marks (diacritics) while others consist of two joined consonants (digraphs) that make just one sound. Polish spelling is highly regularised and has a straightforward pronunciation key that after a few hours of learning presents no mystery to foreign learners. The language uses no articles at all, so learning them in English is a real challenge to native Poles. On the other hand, when English speakers study Polish, one of the most demanding habits to learn is the official and unofficial forms of address. Polish observes strict rules regarding these forms and any speaker’s attempt to discard them suggests lack of sophistication, if not plain rudeness. 
Before Polish got the way it is today, it was spoken for over eleven centuries, but it was during the Golden Age of the Renaissance during the sixteenth century that it became firmly established as a separate and refined literary language. Today we can distinguish in it about six dialects, the major being Great Polish (spoken in the west), Lesser Polish (spoken in the south and southeast), Mazovian (spoken throughout the central and eastern part of the country), Silesian (spoken in the southwest) and Kashubian (spoken along the Baltic coast near Gdańsk). These dialects can be quite remote from standard Polish, but being clearly different, they often cause less confusion than differences encountered between standard written and colloquial Polish. Many foreign learners find this difference quite demanding, if not annoying. When visiting Poland, they understandably feel cheated as not a single waiter/waitress uses the proper dictionary form for tea or coffee. As most native speakers, they use endless diminutives – which in speaking often signify politeness and kindness. Thus, the ordinary dictionary word for coffee can have at least four different versions with a variety of suffixes attached to its basic core. Oddly enough, such diminutives – when pronounced by native Poles – are not easily recognisable by a learner who has not been warned in advance. Consider the following versions of the basic word kawa: kawka, kawusia, kaweczka, kawunia. Fortunately, learners can eventually recognise the most common suffixes and enjoy creating diminutives of all other words they just learned. 

Polish – like all other languages – does not exist in isolation and its communicative function must be considered in its proper local context. In order to make this context more familiar to those who are curious or linguistically and culturally minded I can recommend a selection of Polish literary texts in fine English translation. They offer insights into historical changes and patterns of thought that many readers might find highly revealing and illuminating when compared with their own native milieu. Even though Polish modern literature is sometimes characterised as being unreadable, our students believe that the following works defy this perception and helped them to understand both Poland and Poles better. Well, give it a try and see for yourself! 
1. Andrzej Szczypiorski, The Beautiful Mrs. Seidenman, trans. Klara Glowczewska (Grove Press, 1989)
2. Tomek Tryzna, Miss Nobody, trans. Joanna Trzeciak (Doubleday, 1998)

3. Antoni Libera, Madame, trans. Agnieszka Kolakowska (Canongate Books, 2001)
4. Olga Tokarczuk, House of Day, House of Night, trans. Antonia Lloyd-Jones (Granta Books, 2002)
5. Pawel Huelle, Mercedes Benz, trans. Antonia Lloyd-Jones (Serpent’s Tail, 2005)
Happy summer reading!
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