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            ‘One of the most interesting voices in contemporary literature.’

            — Pedro Mairal, author of The Woman from Uruguay 

            
                

            

            ‘Some authors seem to work by following the ellipses of a previously established canon. And there are others who seem to be guided by a sort of intuition, a pulse that is a mix of desire, desperation and fearlessness of the unknown. Mercedes Halfon belongs to the second category.’

            — Mauro Libertella

            
                

            

            ‘With the sensitivity of a keen observer, Halfon speaks of herself when she speaks of the world, and vice versa.’

            — Alan Pauls, author of The Past

            
                

            

            ‘Halfon’s work achieves something that rarely happens in these types of biographical texts: it brings Gombrowicz back to life, makes him walk again through Buenos Aires, allows him to inhabit his everyday life.’

            — Imanol Subiela Salvo, Página/12

            
                

            

            ‘A book that can almost be read in one sitting, where the reading revives the experiences of the Polish writer and makes us want to seek out all his work.’

            — Andrés Manrique, ANRed

            
                

            

            ‘An atypical writer herself, as demonstrated by the subtle El trabajo de los ojos and Diario pinchado, Halfon does not sugarcoat the peculiarities or contradictions of her subject. Gombrowicz was a difficult man. Those seeking the origin of the myth will find it, but they will also find tools to think about literature, its behind-the-scenes world, and forms of consecration and circulation.’

            — Raquel Garzón, Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos4
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            ‘Let the legend be written by a stranger.’

            — Rosario Bléfari8

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Epigraph

                  	Outsider Everywhere 

                  	Bibliography

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      9
         The scene is something like this: one leaden winter morning the Chrobry, a luxury liner that set sail in Poland and has been travelling across the Atlantic Ocean for over twenty days, approaches Buenos Aires. The passengers include diplomats, businessmen, politicians and writers invited by the shipping company to cover the vessel’s maiden voyage. They include Witold Gombrowicz, a young avant-garde writer with piercing eyes and a dis­dainful grimace. From the estuary of the River Plate, the city looks mysterious, almost smudged, its lines seem­ing less refined than those of Paris but more modern than Warsaw’s. The passengers disembark to discover this distant country, cold and damp, their hands in their pockets. Beyond the new port’s small promenade Retiro, the Torre de los Ingleses and Calle Florida appear. Some go back onto the ship, where they are met with multiple receptions laid on for ambassadors and personalities from the Polish and Argentinian community. But not Gombrowicz. He keeps walking. He returns to the ship to sleep before going out again. Over several days, he exhausts those streets, those faces, those features of the men and women of the South. Something opens. Or breaks, perhaps. Something becomes detached.

         Much later, in Trans-Atlantyk, he will write: ‘I was look­ing as if through a Telescope, and, seeing Strangeness everywhere, Unfamiliarity and Puzzle.’

         As the warm welcomes, teas and receptions contin­ue, news comes in from across the ocean. The tension between the major countries is rising. Germany and the Soviet Union sign their non-aggression pact. War seems imminent. The Chrobry is ordered to return to Europe with all its crew. Gombrowicz goes to the port, puts his luggage on the ship, says his goodbyes and boards. But when the alarm sounds, indicating that the ship is ready 10to depart, he acts on impulse. Carrying his two cases, he quickly descends the gangway onto the dock. He will not return to Poland, to the war that seems so likely. He has 200 dollars and just a few changes of clothes. He hardly knows anyone. And no one knows him.

         Some say it was 20th, others 21st, others 22nd August 1939. He himself gave different dates in his Diary, in the book of interviews called A Kind of Testament and in the novel Trans-Atlantyk. The story, which he also told in person to anyone who would listen during his time in Argentina, is that the outbreak of war anchored him to this distant land. But that wasn’t exactly the case. The anchor was dropped on impulse a few days after the war started.

         Much later, he wrote in his Diary: ‘I don’t know if I will be speaking lucidly enough when I say that from the first, I fell in love with the catastrophe that I hated, that, after all, also ruined me. My nature told me to greet it as an opportunity to join with inferiority in darkness.’

         Later still, he said that walking off the ship that after­noon holding his two cases, trying to understand what he had just done, was the most tragic moment of his life.

      

   


   
      
         11That the Second World War started on 1 September 1939 is not in doubt. And that, to be specific, it started when Poland was invaded by the army of Nazi Germany. From a South American perspective, those events must have felt at once terrifying and distant, as if seen through tint­ed glass. For Gombrowicz, who had left Warsaw almost three weeks previously, the war was a shadow that walked behind him.

         Jeremy Stempowiski, director of GAL, the shipping company that brought the Chrobry to Argentina, oversaw the welcome receptions, organizing them with as much pomp as possible. The entire diplomatic corps was pres­ent, with even the president of Argentina attending one of the meetings, a fact recorded in all the newspapers, nat­urally. It was there that Stempowiski met Gombrowicz, who was introduced as the correspondent from a Polish daily. In various testimonies, Stempowiski has told of how he saw him tirelessly wandering the streets, and the enormous sense of curiosity that the city produced in him. He is the closest witness to those confused days of arrival, when Gombrowicz was giving off a sense of increasing nervousness, wavering between returning to Poland or staying and waiting for an end to hostilities. It was also Stempowiski who greeted him at the dock when he came down from the ship for the last time, overwhelmed and alone, before it departed for good. Gombrowicz was shaking, repeating over and over: ‘I can’t, I can’t.’

         The ship set sail and they sat down on a bench at the port and talked about the available options. Stempowiski tried to calm Gombrowicz down. He took him in a com­pany car to a basic, clean guesthouse in the centre. He promised to help him over the following days: introduce him to people, find him a modest income. And he did 12exactly that.

         Gombrowicz just had to get through that first night in the city of Buenos Aires, surrounded by an unfamiliar language that filtered in, like the winter cold, through the windows and under the door. The ship that had carried him there was advancing across the ocean, fast and far away, also taking its name with it: Chrobry, which means ‘brave’ in Polish, in honour of King Boleslaw I Chrobry. It’s not much of a prognosis, at least on this night of trembling.

         But the decision to remain in Buenos Aires had now been taken. What he doesn’t know, since there is no way of intuiting it yet, is that the war will soon begin and even when it ends he will still not be able to return to Poland. He will spend many other nights there, many, many more, just under half of his life. Twenty-four years in Argentina await him.

      

   


   
      
         13Many of the people who knew Gombrowicz at that time mention that he came across as very juvenile, almost ado­lescent. The photo in the visa granted by the Argentinian Embassy in Warsaw in July 1939 attests to this: harmoni­ous features, smooth, resplendent skin. His hair is light brown and combed tightly back, displaying an ample forehead, suspicious eyes, his mouth in its typical posi­tion, corners pointing downwards, as if on standby.

         Despite appearances, upon arrival Gombrowicz was already 35 years old, with a play, two published books and a serial novel under his belt. He occupied a margin­al, controversial place in the interwar literary salons of Warsaw, as well as in the cafés, such as Ziemiańska and Zodiak, full of smoke, poets and misfits, where there was always a table reserved for him and a group of waiting admirers. They had written texts for and against him. He had made some of his great literary friends, such as Stanisław Ignacy Witkiewicz and Bruno Schulz. And some good enemies. 

         He had published stories, plays, but most of all Ferdydurke, the novel with which he kicked at the doors of the world, so to speak, where he put on display his obsessions and his philosophical assumptions and made it clear what battles he expected to fight over the course of his life. The rejection of maturity, of form and the quest for the imperfect, for the immature, for youth.

      

   


   
      
         14Who exactly was Gombrowicz? Where had it all begun? Before Buenos Aires, before the Chrobry, before Warsaw even, before bohemia, literature, way before.

         He had been born in 1904 to Jan Onufry Gombrowicz and Marcelina Antonina Kotkowska, a family that belonged to the declining landowning nobility. His father ran a farm but also worked in industry. The paternal branch originated in Lithuania, where his grandfather Onufry Gombrowicz was born into an aristocratic fam­ily that had owned properties there for 400 years. After the January Uprising of 1863, the Russian Tsarist gov­ernment confiscated some of their wealth and property, leading them to flee and settle in Poland where, with the money he had managed to salvage, Onufry bought land in Jakubowice and then Małoszyce. It was there, many years later, that the marriage between Jan Onufry and Marcelina Antonina took place, and where all of their children were born: Janusz, Jerzy, Irena and, last of all, Witold.

         In the village today there is a red stone monument in his memory. Nothing too sophisticated, just a solid block with his face carved into it. It is surrounded by what looks like open countryside. And it was in the country, with the customs of the well-off landowning families that had remained untouched for centuries, that Witold Gombrowicz was born.

         The maternal line originated in the nearby region of Sandomierz. Witold’s mother was the daughter of a land­owner, Ignacy Kotkowski, who, at the moment of their marriage, was in a better economic position than Witold’s father. The agreement was beneficial for both, since Jan Onufry offered the superior Lithuanian lineage. That country’s nobility, richer and settled in their lands for many years, could boast of a greater tradition.15

         ‘We Gombrowiczes always regarded ourselves as “rather better” than the landed gentry of the Sandomierz region,’ he wrote. ‘I’m not convinced, though, that the Sandomierz gentry shared this point of view.’

         In Polish Memories, he described his father as an elegant, serious, responsible man. His mother was the opposite: sensitive, impulsive, a dreamer. The Kotkowskis had a historical propensity towards madness, he noted, and a fear of insanity was always a concern to him. His mater­nal grandmother Aniela Kotkowska lived in a big, rather isolated house in Bodzechów, with her mentally ill son Bołeslaw. At night, he would try and soothe himself with strange speeches that transformed into unsettling chants and finally into spine-tingling howls, unnerving even for those who, like Witold, had grown used to them.

      

   


   
      
         16Yet it was another unreality that most disturbed him: the one lived every day by his family and their aristocratic peers, as if it were a natural order. Well into the first half of the twentieth century, the rural Polish upper class were still engrossed in their ancient habits and customs, lack­ing any true contact with the outside world. Gombrowicz spent the first decade of his life in that shut-off universe, with governesses who taught him French, domestic serv­ants, and games played with the children of peasants and workers, which gave him a glimpse of other possible ways of living. When he was 11, the family moved to Warsaw, where he began attending school and encountered class­mates from equally wealthy backgrounds. He suffered, struggling to find his place. Gombrowicz retrospectively criticized those ways, that bad conscience, that natu­ralization of the privileges bestowed upon him and his classmates at birth. It is not strictly a political critique but perhaps a more profound one, cultural and philosophical in nature. As he wrote in Polish Memories:

         
            Thus, at about the age of ten, I had discovered something awful: that we “masters” were an utterly grotesque and ludi­crous phenomenon, something foolish, painfully comic, and even abhorrent. Yes indeed! I cared little whether we were exploiters of the common people or about our moral­ity, but I was appalled that we look so absurd in comparison to ordinary people. It was America that finally cured me of this complex.

         

         Nevertheless, in Argentina he would call himself a count.

      

   


   
      
         17On 21 August 1939, La Nación newspaper publishes an item with the title ‘New ship arrives bearing Polish flag’. In it, the Argentinian journalist Pizarro Lastra interviews the three writers who came on board the luxury transat­lantic liner. He writes: ‘Among the travellers who came on the Chrobry was … Witold Gombrowicz, a modern humourist, a man of great learning. He has just had a resounding success with a potboiler entitled Ferdydurke.’

         Other pieces were published about the ship’s arrival, but this is the only one Gombrowicz mentions in Kronos. He sees it as a first defeat. They call him a ‘humour­ist’, his novel a ‘potboiler’. Gombrowicz was already Gombrowicz when he arrived in Argentina. But over here in Argentina no one knew that.

      

   


   
      
         18Bohemian lifestyle, poverty, illness. Gombrowicz’s first five years in Buenos Aires – the war years – can be described using that sad litany, in the chronology recorded in his Diary. It is a period marked by financial difficulties, linguistic difficulties, general difficulties. He is driven by making a reputation for himself and by find­ing a way to survive but he doesn’t always make things easy for those who want to or can help him. This is an unprecedented situation for a boy from a well-off family who has never wanted for anything. He comes across as haughty and eccentric and many of these early encoun­ters end badly.

         During his first year, he stretches out the few dollars he has brought with him from Poland. He lives hand to mouth, in quasi-monastical austerity. Often, he only eats once a day. Sometimes not even that much. He sleeps in different guesthouses in the centre, in Almagro, and is thrown out of one for being unable to pay. At some point he settles in the Flores neighbourhood, where he resides on the tree-lined Calle Bacacay. The sounds in this environment must have seemed very strange to him and, years later, he would use the street’s name as a new title for his only book of stories, originally titled Memoirs from the Time of Immaturity. Through Stempowiski, he is introduced to the more well-off Polish community. He goes to receptions where he is introduced as ‘a young Polish writer in difficult circumstances’. Despite his not always agreeable manners, they help him. One lady sends him milk and bread in the mornings. Another gives him a blanket and some darned clothes that used to belong to her husband. Another gifts him a kerosene heater to stay warm. The months go by. There are recruitment drives to go and fight in Poland. Some question his refusal to enlist, but he never feels that kind of patriotism. Still, 19he presents himself at the embassy where he is declared ‘unfit’ due to his asthma. His papers are in order.

         Thanks once again to his friend Stempowiski, he meets noteworthy Argentinian writers of the era, such as Manuel Gálvez and Arturo Capdevila. The bond with the former is strong and continues to unfold in letter form over the years, but in his Diary Gombrowicz dis­misses him: ‘Gálvez showed me the finest hospitality and helped me in many ways, but the deafness he suffered pushed him to the sidelines, into isolation…’ It’s not even close to being the most wicked thing he ever wrote about someone. He struck up a more assiduous relationship with Capdevila and his wife, though it’s not really them he talks to when he goes to their house but Chinchina, their 20-year-old daughter. Gombrowicz gives a series of informal talks to her and her friends after they pool some money, with themes such as ‘The Argentinian woman’s style’ or ‘Love in Europe’. Those flippant talks form a pattern that is repeated over the years. He earns a living through informal talks to young bourgeois wom­en who are dazzled by him. Philosophy for young ladies. Chinchina described it as follows:

         
            I remember Witold always dressed in grey and wearing a hat. He had a long overcoat that went down to his ankles. We viewed him as an oddity but not as an object of ridicule. I remember his filthy raincoat. Witold used to say that, for a raincoat to be distinguished, it had to be very well-used.

         

      

   


   
      
         20We might say that he survives this period due to the kind­ness of strangers. Penniless and looking like he’s still in his twenties, as if the Argentinian youth with which he was so fascinated had got stuck to his face. It’s the start of a link that will define the entirety of his time here: the connection with the young people he meets in bars, squares and on the streets. It’s worth quoting his Diary:

         
            Yes. I have to confess this: under the influence of the war, the strengthening of the “inferior” and regressive powers, an eruption of some sort of belated youth took place in me. I fled to youth in the face of defeat and slammed the door. I had always had the inclination to seek in youth, that is, in my youth and that of others, a haven from “values”, that is, from culture.

         

         In the present day, with the appearance of Kronos, his secret diary, other details of his life in Buenos Aires have come to life which he had expressly omitted from his autobiographical work. His wanderings around Retiro, Plaza Constitución, Plaza Flores or Calle Corrientes were not purely those of a flâneur. In the margins, Gombrowicz is living a busy erotic life, frequenting young men and women from humble backgrounds who make brief appearances in his diary, like the shoeshine man who shows him the beauty of the Kavanagh build­ing, opposite Plaza San Martín. Or the train worker who teaches him Spanish but also steals his shirts, pen and gold watch.

         He loses himself in the night, in those walks, he redis­covers himself, lives as if enchanted, as if drugged by this beautiful, poor South. He gets caught up in raids and spends nights in police stations. He holds back for a while because he is seeking permanent residence in 21the country. But not for too long – he’s soon out on the town again. In the Diary, these adventures are sublimat­ed, poeticized, synthesized into the figure of ‘Nights in Retiro’ which overlaid his everyday life in Buenos Aires. He explicitly denies being homosexual but writes: ‘bewil­dered, divorced from myself, disinherited and derailed, fed by blind passions kindled in me by my crashing world and bankrupt fate – what was I looking for? Youth.’ 

         In Kronos, the year 1940 ends like so: ‘That was the year of the “initiation”. I am getting to know Argentina. I lose my old sense of discretion. I become a bohemian.’

      

   


   
      
         22Ernesto Sábato, the renowned Argentinian writer, whom he met towards the end of the war years and who was one of his most enduring friends, describes him back then: ‘Adolescent, skinny, scrawny, furiously smoking and sucking on cigarettes; he was theatrical, contradictory, provocative, haughty and he had an incredible sense of humour.’ 

         Gombrowicz enjoys himself, is young again, but this youth is different, a new kind of youth.

         One afternoon, while out walking on Avenida Corrientes with an occasional companion, he admits to being hungry. His friend says, ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got a corpse, there’ll be enough for two.’ They take a tram to the suburbs, where they attend a stranger’s funeral in a family home in a working-class neighbourhood. In the room adjacent to the coffin and the flowers is a buffet, laid out for the attendees. Gombrowicz and his friend slip into the room, where they eat sandwiches and drink wine until they are sated.

         This cadaverous banquet, he writes in A Kind of Testament, will become the symbol of that period.
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