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The aation takes plaae in a aell fo~ ~aving maniaas in the 
lunatia asylum, at the Sign of the Jugged Ha~e. 

The~e will be ur a~t:z mJ:uaoe inte~mission .. , •zu •net •f 
ate tl !P . 

The following p~og~am note was w~itten especially fo~ the 
Honolulu p~oduation of THE MADMAN AND THE NUN by Daniel C. 
Ge~ould. Mr . Ge r ould has translated THE MADMAN AND THE NUN 
and many other plays by Witkiewiaz into Eng lish. 

"Better to end in beautiful madness than in gray, boring 
banality and stagnation ... 

---Witkacy 
WHO IS MAD ? 

Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz 
February 24, 1885- September 18, 1939 

Witkiewicz, or Witkacy as he called himself , is Poland• s 
outstanding avant-garde artist in the period between the two 
world wars. Painter-dramatist-novelist-esthet i cian-philos
opher, Witkacy attempted to create a total system capable of 
dealing with man•s position in the universe and he has left 
an i mpressive body of work in all the fields which he assayed. 
However, recognition and inderstanding constantly eluded hi m. 
Witkacy has always been a source of controversy, both in hi s 
lifetime and after, and the story of his fortunes has prdved 
as fantastic as any of his plays. 

Most of his contemporaries considered Witkacy a drug 
addict, sex fiend and madman. When his first play to be 
performed, Tumor Brainiowicz, reached the stage in 1921, it 
was called "the ravings of a syphilitic in the last stages of 
creeping paralysis," and "an unnatural aborti on that should be 
kept in alcohol and studied by psychopaths." An attempt to 
revive the play in 1926 led to a revolt by the actors, who 
refused to appear in such ridiculous ·nonsense : Of ·another 
play, a critic wrote, "The whole thing creates the same effect 
as being whacked on the head with castanets for several hou rs 
without interruption. In the second act the spectator has th e 
feeling the author is a madman. After the third act, he•s 
s ure of it." 

Assailed as a 11 madman" throughout his career, Witkacy 
fought an endless, losing battle with the critics, who mad e 
his life mi serable . The unrelenting hostility and la ck of 
acceptance never caused Witkacy to give up, but he became 
deep 1 y .d.i s cou raged and 
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r;n ce said,"There's a whole bunch of fatheads who try to convince 
~~ c ple that I' m just playing around and fooling people, and that 
~ater on I'm going to say it was just a joke and start laughing. 
, .. There are also those strange half-wits who, on the basis of 
t he deformation in my plays, consider that it's not suitable to 
t r eat me seriously . .. ! am and have been completely isolated 
and alone. 

Before the literary establishment categorized him as a 
l un atic, Witkacy was sympathetically concerned with madness and 
the question of who in fact is mad in a world gone mad. In 1913 
he himself had felt, during a prolonged period of acute depres
s io n, that he might be a madman: ''I put out the light and I 
axpe rienced a monstrous feeling, the feeling that I was going 
mad---this time not figuratively, but really.'' At this point, 
Witk acy went to the first Polish Freudian psychoanalyst, Dr . 
Karol Beaurain for treatment. Here began his life-long interest 
i n psychoanalysis and admiration for Freud, a number of years . 
befo re Andre Breton and the French surrealists .discovered the 
Viennese master. Witkacy's apparent mockery of psychoanalysis 
in The Madman and the Nun is only characteristic of his complex, 
iro nic treatment of all his own cherished beliefs. Dedicated 
to '' all the madmen of the world," The Madman and the Nun is a 
protest against social institutions that limit and confine the 
individual. For Witkacy, modern artists must become more 
dera nged because of their inability to quench their metaphysical 
thirs t, except in art. In the regulated mass society of the 
fu ture, art becomes insanity, and there are only two places left 
for metaphysical individuals: prison or the insane asylum. 

Witkacy commited suicide shortly after the Nazis and Com
mu nists invaded Poland. His posthumous artistic recognition has 
exceeded all expectations. In post-war Poland, his plays had 
to battle the vagaries of changing ideologies as mysterious 
an d capricious as those depicted in his plays. Pronounced 
no n-existent during the period of socialist realism (1948-1955}, 
Witka cy was resurrected immediately thereafter as the pre
cursor of the Theatre of the Absurd and as the father of modern 
Po lish drama. On one of his self-portraits, painted in 1931, 
he wrote: "for the posthumous exhibition in 1955," predicting 
with almost perfect accuracy his discovery after the thaw. 

--- New York City, February 1, 1973 


