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Many scholars have mentioned in passing the importance of provocation in Witold Gombrowicz’s literary career, but there has yet to appear an in-depth study, analyzing the sources, strategies, and successes of his scandals. By the time Gombrowicz published his first work in 1933, two generations of artists had already sought to épater les bourgeois. Though certainly part of this international lineage, which includes the Decadents, Futurists, and Dadaists, I claim that the influences most crucial to Gombrowicz were local. Drawing on memoir materials, I demonstrate the role of Warsaw’s literary café culture and Stanisław Ignacy Witkiewicz in the formation of Gombrowicz’s provocative persona.


This persona becomes an essential part of Gombrowicz’s art and features prominently in all of his novels and his three-volume Diary, where the lines between protagonist, author, and narrator become blurred. This device emerges out of the theories Gombrowicz developed in critical essays written in the 1930s, calling for the presence of the author’s personality within the text. Equally vital to Gombrowicz’s strategies of provocation is his theory, also constructed in the 1930s, of the relation between the author and the reading public. Gombrowicz, like Bakhtin, believes that all utterances are shaped by the interaction between the speaker and his audience and that even the most fiercely individualistic speech genre, artistic literature, is not free from outside influence.


Such meditations feature prominently in Gombrowicz’s debut novel, Ferdydurke, which generated a furor in Poland after publication in 1937. However, when Gombrowicz, living in emigration in Argentina, brought out a Spanish translation of Ferdydurke in 1947, it made barely a ripple in the Argentinian literary scene. By exploring this contrast, I illustrate some of the societal factors which determine whether a provocation will succeed.




