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Abstract 

Stanis!aw Ignacy Witkiewicz (1885-1939), better known by the pseudonym Witkacy, was 

a Polish painter, photographer, playwright, novelist, philosopher, and art theoretician. This thesis 

focuses on one phase of WitkacyÕs career, the portraiture he made starting in 1925. In that year, 

Witkacy set up the ÒS. I. Witkiewicz Portrait Firm,Ó which produced only pastel 

portraits. The Portrait Firm became WitkacyÕs major occupation and source of income. Besides 

calling his one-artist studio a Òfirm,Ó Witkacy whimsically  took on the nomenclature of corporate 

business and sold portraits as if they were commercial products. Witkacy put out a menu-

like ÒRulebook,Ó which functioned as a ÔcontractÕ between Witkacy and his ÔclientÕ/sitter, and 

from which sitters could order portrait types. This thesis analyzes how central to WitkacyÕs Firm 

was the game with the portraitÕs and viewerÕs gaze. 

 This first chapter analyzes WitkacyÕs portraits in terms of how he handles the 

gaze of the portrait itself as well as the gaze of the viewer. Looking at four of WitkacyÕs 

portraits, this chapter argues that the artist rejects the traditional practice of making the sitter 

the primary object of scrutiny. Witkacy introduces a challenging and reciprocal gaze to his 

portraits. This chapter also analyzes WitkacyÕs annotations, which he included on the surfaces of 

his portraits. On a formal level, the annotations function as ÔspacingÕ of vision and as a 

disturbance in the perpetual field. As writing, the annotations seem to float above the figures in 

the portrait, as if they were explanatory mediators between the viewer and the image.   

The second chapter focuses on annotations and signatures which appear on WitkacyÕs 

portraits in comparison to the practices of Marcel Duchamp, looking at how both artists 

humorously and ironically included written language in their works. The chapter examines how 

they both use their signature as a complex trope and as a ÔshifterÕ to indicate and question the 
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presence and the role of the artist in a work of art, as well as to question the basic assumptions of 

authorship and signature as a commodity. 

The last chapter analyzes WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm in light of the recurring themes of the 

standardization of art under the bourgeoise. It also discusses how WitkacyÕs strategy in 

his Portrait Firm, combined with the issue of the gaze and his understanding of art, might 

suggest a different answer to avant-garde debates on Ôthe end of art,Õ in particular to DuchampÕs 

and DadaÕs approaches to this question.  
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1.! Introduction  

Stanis!aw Ignacy Witkiewicz (1885-1939), better known by the pseudonym Witkacy, was 

one of the most complex and challenging Polish artists of the twentieth century. Born as an only 

child to an aristocratic family, Witkacy grew up in a highly controlled environment. His father, 

Stanis!aw Witkiewicz, was a recognized painter, art critic, and the creator of the first Polish 

national architectural style, Styl Zakopia!ski. WitkacyÕs father wanted to raise a genius and an 

individualist. He home-schooled Witkacy to insulate him from the levelling influence of public 

schools. To help him cultivate his individualism, Witkacy was given private lessons by artists, 

historians, and scientists of the Polish cultural and intellectual milieu, pre-selected by his father. 

WitkacyÕs father believed strongly in the value of a lone genius, yet he trained Witkacy 

according to his own notions of how to become a great artist. The artist, according to Witkiewicz 

Senior, should be an accomplished draftsman who could faithfully reproduce the forms of nature 

and stay true to them. He also tried to cultivate in Witkacy the idea that the artist should serve 

society. Witkacy would eventually abandon draftsmanship and an interest in naturalistic 

representation, becoming more interested in the importance of form and color. Despite his 

fatherÕs protests, at the age of 20, Witkacy enrolled in the Jan Matejko Academy of Fine Arts in 

Krakow. In Krakow, Witkacy became a pupil of W!adys!aw " lewi#ski's, himself a student of 

Gauguin, and J—zef Mehoffer, one of the most celebrated representatives of the Modernist Young 

Poland movement.  

Except for a short-lived membership in the Polish art movement Formists (Formi"ci), an 

attempted fusion of Fauvism, Futurism, and Cubism, Witkacy opposed the idea of art 
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movements. Instead, Witkacy constructed his own general theory of art, which he called Pure 

Form Theory. One of the major premises of Pure Form Theory is that a work of art is based on 

unity in multiplicity, where each of the elements is simultaneously its own totality and a part of 

the whole. While the workÕs content is necessary but insignificant,1 the relationship among its 

formal qualities create Pure Form which allows viewers to experience a Òmetaphysical feeling,Ó 

related to the Òstrangeness of existence,Ó2 a rare realization and bewilderment over oneÕs own 

existence.3  

It might seem that Pure Form Theory invites a comparison with the Wagnerian concept of 

the Òtotal work of artÓ or Gesamtkunstwerk, which Wagner meant to stand for a synthesis of arts 

in the service of a cultural and social rebirth, ultimately anticipating an artwork of the future and 

of a new utopian society, especially through a semi-religious, or spiritual, function.4 The concept 

of Gesamtkunstwerk is recurrent in avant-garde art, as David Roberts thoroughly points out.5 

WitkacyÕs Pure Form Theory shares with Gesamtkunstwerk the understanding of the spiritual 

capability of a work of art (especially in painting, music, and theater), as well as perceiving all 

arts as being able to embody this spirituality. Pure Form, however, does not anticipate a utopian 

future. Witkacy believed that Pure Form has been achieved since humans began to create, only 

its expression has changed due to the progress of civilization. Due to mechanization and 

                                                
1 Barbara Tatar. ÒForma jako idea! dzie!a sztuki: Witkacy i jego formistyczna teoria jako odpowied$ na problem 
niewyra%alno&ci j' zyka.Ó Acta Humana, 2 no. 1(2011): 37Ð52. http://bazhum.muzhp.pl/media//files/ 
Acta_Humana/Acta_Humana-r2011-t-n2/Acta_Humana-r2011-t-n2-s37-52/Acta_Humana-r2011-t-n2-s37-52.pdf 
41. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. It is important to point out that for Witkacy there is no 
binary opposition between form and content. Both form and content require each other for their existence, argues 
Witkacy. However, the significance of form and its alliance in accordance with Òunity in multiplicityÓ should prevail 
over the content. See more in Stanis!aw Ignacy Witkiewicz. Nowe Formy w malarstwie i wynikaj#ce st#d 
nieporozumienia. Szkice Estetyczne. Edited by Degler, Janusz, and Sok—!, Lech. (Warszawa: Pa#stwowy Instytut 
Wydawniczy, 2002), esp. 18.  
2 Witkiewicz. Nowe Formy w malarstwie, 15-17.  
3 Tatar. ÒForma jako idea! dzie!a sztuki,Ó 46. 
4 David Roberts. The Total Work of Art in European Modernism. (New York: Cornell University Press and Cornell 
University Library, 2011. https://doi.org/10.7591/9780801460975) 1-8.  
5 Roberts, esp. 144-164. 
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standardization for the sake of general happiness, Witkacy argues that the only way to achieve 

Pure Form is through a perverse deformation of formal qualities.6  

In 1924, Witkacy declared that he was not able to reach the aims of his Pure Form Theory, 

and forsook oil painting. He finished his last oil paintings, or Òcompositions,Ó as he called them, 

and in 1925 started working exclusively in pastel, charcoal, and pencil. The same year he set up 

the S. I. Witkiewicz Portrait Firm, a one-man capitalistic enterprise which was to become his 

major occupation and source of income until his death in 1939. 

Witkacy was a fiercely individualist artist. He cannot be neatly identified with any single 

avant-garde movement, nor can his work be summed up by a manifesto. Few artists have worked 

in as many fields and media as Witkacy. Besides oil paintings, pastel portraits, drawing, and 

photographs, his Ïuvre includes novels, plays, philosophy, art criticism and art theory. One 

might suggest that he treated life itself as a theatrical play. He staged experimental social 

situations, such as inviting an unsuspecting dignified woman for a lunch where she would find 

herself seated with a prostitute, just so Witkacy could silently watch the two interact.  

Literature Review 

Though largely ignored and misunderstood by art critics in his own lifetime, since 

WitkacyÕs death in 1939, there has been enough writing about him for it to become a discipline 

unto itself in Poland: Witkacologia or ÒWitkacology.Ó By the 1960s, art historians began to 

express interest in him, and by the 1980s Witkacy became a sort of national figure in the Polish 

                                                
6 Stanis$aw Ignacy Witkiewicz. O Czystej Formie i Inne Pisma o Sztuce, by Stanis!aw Ignacy Witkiewicz, edited by 
Janusz Degler, Bohdan Michalski, and Lech Sok—!. (Warszawa: Pa#stwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 2003), 7.  
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pantheon of celebrated artists and writers. For the purpose of this discussion, writing on Witkacy 

can be divided into four main categories: 

1. Pure Form Theory and philosophy. A significant part of academic inquiry analyzes 

WitkacyÕs Pure Form Theory from an aesthetical and philosophical standpoint, hence often 

referring to his theoretical writings or oil paintings executed in Pure Form.7  

2. Biography. Another debate has centered on Witkacy himself, namely his life,8 invented 

personas, and imagined pseudonyms.9 Examples of scholarship with this focus often include 

discussion of WitkacyÕs visual works, such as his photographic self-portraits,10 or pastel self-

portraits.11 Related to the issue of WitkacyÕs biography, seeing Witkacy as a dandy figure has 

become a subject unto itself,12 with a focus on both visual and literary evidence from WitkacyÕs 

Ïuvre.  

                                                
7 Some of the examples include: Piotr Piotrowski. ÒArt in the Crucible of History: Witkacy's Theory and Practice of 
Painting.Ó The Polish Review 33, no. 2 (1988): 123-42. Retrieved from www.jstor.org/stable/25778345. 
5; Christine Kiebuzinska. ÒWitkacy's Theory of Pure Form: Change, Dissolution, and Uncertainty.Ó South Atlantic 
Review 58, no. 4 (1993): 59-83. doi:10.2307/3201007; Tatar, ÒForma jako idea! dzie!a sztuki;Ó Anna (akiewicz. 
ÒPrzestrze# barwna Czystej Formy. Kolor w teorii i praktyce tw—rczej Stanis!awa Ignacego 
Witkiewicza.Ó Przestrzenie Teorii, no. 14 (2010), 123-136. doi:10.14746/pt.2010.14.7; Mariusz Ozi' b!owski. 
ÒFunkcje sztuki w teorii Czystej Formy Stanis!awa Ignacego Witkiewicza.Ó Ruch Filozoficzny 75, no. 1 (2019): 69Ð
84. doi: 10.12775/rf.2019.005. 
8 Janusz Degler. Witkacego portret wielokrotny. (Warszawa: Pa#stwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 2009); Krzysztof 
Dubi#ski. Wojna Witkacego, czyli Kumbo$ w galifetach. (Warszawa: Iskry, 2015); Maciej Pinkwart. Wariat z 
Krup—wek. (Nowy Targ: Wagant, 2015); Ma!gorzata Czy#ska. Kobiety Witkacego: Metafizyczny harem. (Krak—w: 
Wydawnictwo Znak, 2016).  
9 E.g. Pawe! Dybel. ÒWitkacy and His DoppelgŠngers.Ó Eidos. A Journal for Philosophy of Culture 3, no. 4 (2020): 
55Ð66. https://doi.org/10.14394/eidos.jpc.2019.0042. 
10 Stefan Oko!owicz. ÒÔMusz'  mie) mask' , w&ciek!* mask' .Õ Polemika z Mari* Ann* Potock*.Ó Przestrzenie Teorii, 
no. 14 (2010): 217-233. 
11 Irena Jakimowicz. ÒO rozmaitym u%ytkowaniu lustra, czyli autoportrety Witkacego.Ó Rocznik Muzeum 
Narodowego w Warszawie 31 (1987): 499Ð531; Dorota Niedzia!kowska ÒWitkacyÕs Self-Portraits as Manifestations 
of the Dandy Figure.Ó The Polish Journal of Aesthetics 189Ð206, 31, no. 4 (2013): 189Ð206. 
http://submission.pjaesthetics.uj.edu.pl/art/31/eik_31_17.pdf; Dorota Niedzia!kowska. ÒDr Jekyll i Mr Hyde.Ó 
Teologia Polityczna 8, no. 204 (2020 February 24). https://teologiapolityczna.pl/dorota-niedzialkowska-dr-jekyll-i-
mr-hyde. 
12 Grzegorz Grochowski. ÒDziwactwa i Dzie!a. Inspiracje Dandysowskie w Tw—rczo&ci Stanis!awa Ignacego 
Witkiewicza.Ó In Osoba w Literaturze i Komunikacji Literackiej, edited by Edward Balcerzan and W!odzimierz 
Bolecki, 132Ð48. (Warszawa: Instytut Bada# Literackich Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 2000);  
Tomasz Gryglewicz. Groteska w Sztuce Polskiej XX Wieku. (Krakow: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1984); 
Niedzia!kowska, ÒWitkacyÕs Self-Portraits as Manifestations of the Dandy Figure.Ó 
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3. Witkacy vs. the world. Regarding WitkacyÕs visual works, there have been several 

attempts to situate him against and/or within movements contemporary to him. One of the first 

and most common associations is with Expressionism and Kandinsky.13 The first major 

monograph of Witkacy as a visual artist was written by Wojciech Sztaba in 1982, yet it focused 

mostly on WitkacyÕs oil paintings and drawings. Sztaba discusses similarities between Witkacy 

and Dada, and links him to Hugo Ball, Kurt Schwitters, and Marcel Duchamp.14 Piotr 

Piotrowski, on the contrary, argues that Witkacy was contrary to being identified with any avant-

garde. He also discusses WitkacyÕs Pure Art Theory and his painting practice by opposition to 

those of Kandinsky, Malevich, and Mondrian.15  

4. Witkacy as an imaginative writer. The English-language literature on Witkacy tends to 

focus on his written work.16 Daniel C. Gerould was one of the first English-language scholars to 

study WitkacyÕs writings, often offering the first translations of WitkacyÕs works into English.17 

Two major compilations of articles on Witkacy were recently published,18 however, these reflect 

a strong focus on WitkacyÕs novels, philosophy, and plays, rather than on his works of visual art. 

                                                
13 Hanna Blum. Stanis$aw Ignacy Witkiewicz. 1885-1939. Malarstwo i Rysunek. (Warszawa: Zach'ta, 1967); Irena 
Jakimowicz. ÒCzy Witkacy By! Ekspresjonist*?Ó In Tessera: Sztuka Jako Przedmiot Bada!, edited by Jan 
Bia!ostocki, Tadeusz Chru&cicki, Zofia Go!ubiewowa, El%bieta Grabska, Lech Kalinowski, Piotr Krakowski, 
Andrzej Kurz, Adam Ma!kiewicz, Henryk Markiewicz, and Maria Poprz' cka, 83Ð99. (Krakow: Wydawnictwo 
Literackie, 1981); Piotr Piotrowski. Metafizyka Obrazu: o Teorii Sztuki i Postawie Artystycznej Stanis$awa Ignacego 
Witkiewicza. (Pozna#: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu Im. A. Mickiewicza, 1985).  
14 Wojciech Sztaba. Gra Ze Sztuk#: o Tw—rczo"ci Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza. (Krak—w: Wydawnictwo 
Literackie, 1982).  
15 Piotrowski. Metafizyka Obrazu: o Teorii Sztuki.  
16 Kiebuzinska. ÒWitkacy's Theory of Pure Form: Change, Dissolution, and Uncertainty;Ó Piotr Piotrowski. ÒArt in 
the Crucible of History: Witkacy's Theory and Practice of Painting.Ó  
17 e.g. Daniel Charles Gerould. Witkacy: Stanis$aw Ignacy Witkiewicz as an Imaginative Writer. (Seattle, WA: 
University of Washington Press, 1981); and Daniel Charles Gerould. The Witkiewicz reader. (Evanston, Ill: 
Northwestern University Press, 1992). 
18 Teresa P' kala, eds. Witkacy: Logos and the elements. (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang Edition, 2017); Kevim 
Anthony Hayes and Mark Rudnicki, eds. Witkacy: 21st Century perspectives. (London: Witkacy Convention & 
Heritage Company, 2014). 
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The Portrait Firm 

One of the components of WitkacyÕs Ïuvre which I am the most interested in is his S. I. 

Witkiewicz Portrait Firm. Witkacy executed around 3000 portraits both as a product of his 

commercial service and as a noncommercial, free-of-charge experimental activity. For the 

purpose of his Firm, Witkacy created a Rulebook. As specified within the Rulebook, the clientÕs 

(that is, the sitterÕs) acceptance of the rules constituted a contract with Witkacy. The Rulebook 

contained WitkacyÕs own classification of portrait types, ranging from Type A to Type D, with a 

brief description of the qualities and price for each. The portrait type (or a mix of types) would 

be inscribed on the portrait after its completion, alongside the substances (or the lack thereof) 

which Witkacy consumed while producing the work.  

WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm has been an object of academic inquiry from several 

perspectives. Andrzej Kosto!owski, in one of the first attempts to analyze WitkacyÕs Portrait 

Firm, sees the Portrait Firm as similar to DuchampÕs practice of Òart as project,Ó and as an 

artwork in itself.19 On the contrary, Piotrowski argues the Portrait Firm as evidence for 

WitkacyÕs opposition to the avant-garde.20 The Portrait Firm is symbolic of WitkacyÕs 

catastrophic worldview, since by embracing the context of mass culture Witkacy expresses the 

inevitability of the end of art and the demise of ÔtrueÕ culture claims Piotrowski. He also argues 

that the systematization of portrait types implies a Òpre-programmed artist-machine.Ó Hence 

portraits are not art, but, rather, a commercial product or a symbolical object of social prestige. 

                                                
19Andrzej Kosto!owski. ÒFirma Portretowa ÔS. I. Witkiewicz:Õ Pr—ba Interpretacji.Ó Studia Muzealne / Muzeum 
Narodowe W Poznaniu, 77-98. Pozna#: Muzeum Narodowe w Poznaniu, no. 7 (1969). 
20 Piotrowski. Metafizyka Obrazu: o Teorii Sztuki. 
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Stefania Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska discusses the Portrait Firm as a Ògallery of the 

Polish psyche.Ó21 She argues that Witkacy turned the encounter with the sitter into an 

experiment, while the annotations mark the end of the experiment. The Portrait Firm, argues 

Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska, is a study of human psychology and a stage for WitkacyÕs theater 

of life.  

Irena Jakimowicz argues that WitkacyÕs Portrait FirmÕs Rulebook shows the duality of 

WitkacyÕs understanding of his enterprise, as certain portrait types allow the work to be 

considered Pure Form.22 Additionally, Jakimowicz argues that there is a strong contrast between 

a more ÔrealisticÕ handling of the sitter and a more fantastic and sketchy background. Above all, 

Jakimowicz claims that Witkacy created a set of Ôhuman types,Õ which are based on characters 

from his dramas and novels. Hence, the Portrait Firm is WitkacyÕs Ògame with reality,Ó where 

he attempts to play with the sitter by trying to inhabit the portrait with his own imagined 

characters.  

In a recent article, Sztaba considers the Portrait Firm as a Ògame with tradition.Ó23 

Witkacy, argues Sztaba, showed interest in re-appropriating cultural texts and subverting them 

into commercially attractive objects of polysemic meaning. Sztaba analyzes a specific way of 

executing what he calls a Òpedestal portrait,Ó which was a way of handling the neck of the sitter 

regardless of portrait type. Sztaba argues that it was crucial Òto spice up (É) the FirmÕs offerÓ 

due to its commercial character.  

                                                
21 Stefania Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska. Firma Portretowa Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza. (Krak—w: 
Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1989). 
22 Irena Jakimowicz. ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu. Kilka Uwag w Zwi*zku z Firm* Portretow* ÔS.I. 
Witkiewicz.ÕÓ In Portret: Funkcja, Forma, Symbol: Materia$y Sesji Stowarzyszenia Historyk—w Sztuki, Toru!, 
Grudzie!  1986, edited by Anna Marczak-Krupa, 49Ð66. (Warszawa: Pa#stwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1990).  
23 Wojciech Sztaba. ÒZ Laboratorium Firmy Portretowej: portret podstawkowy.Ó Witkacy! 1, no. 2 (2018): 48Ð55. 
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However, in his monograph titled ÒA Game with Art,Ó Sztaba proposes a more complex 

understanding of WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm.24 He sees the portraits as missing a ÒsoulÓ which is 

instead replaced by a mask. The portraits, he argues, become a collection of certain states of 

human consciousness. Consequently, the Firm is a collection, a kind of Kunst- and 

Wunderkammer, argues Sztaba, a Ôroom of curiosities.Õ Sztaba considers the Portrait Firm to be 

WitkacyÕs artistic failure, the action of an artist unable to create ÔtrueÕ art. The Firm, therefore, 

becomes a Ôparty game,Õ a stage for a social game with friends and clients, writes Sztaba. 

ÔLookingÕ at the Portraits  

WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm is often discussed as a Ôgame with artÕ and a Ôgame with the 

sitter.Õ However, how does our understanding of WitkacyÕs aesthetic and commercial positioning 

change if we examine his portraits as devices to Ôplay games with the viewerÕ? The following 

three chapters are an attempt to answer this question by considering several intertwined issues 

concerning WitkacyÕs portraits and his Portrait Firm.  

Chapter one will focus on the question of whether there is such a thing as a Òportrait 

gazeÓ in WitkacyÕs work. The chapter will contain a few case studies crucial for the discussion 

of how the formal elements of selected portraits, including in their writings and annotations, 

orient viewership, and how they work as devices to structure ÒsubjecthoodÓ and Òobjecthood.Ó 

The second chapter will focus on annotations and writings which appear on the portraits 

and the Firm rulebook with its portrait typology. The question of how those elements suggest 

different modes of viewing and different (avant-garde and anti-avant-garde) viewerships will 

invite comparisons with the practices of Marcel Duchamp, and the use of language as meaning-

shifter. 

                                                
24 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#. 
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The third chapter will analyze WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm in light of the recurring themes of 

the standardization of art under the bourgeoise. The chapter will also discuss how WitkacyÕs 

strategy in his Portrait Firm, combined with the issue of the gaze and his understanding of art, 

might suggest a different answer to avant-garde debates on Ôthe end of art,Õ in particular by 

comparison to DuchampÕs and DadaÕs approaches to this question.  

The methods applied throughout this thesis will rely on the issues of the gaze, vision and 

visuality, agency, and viewership devices. The crucial literature on this topic includes the works 

of Hal Foster, such as Vision and visuality25  as well as works by Rosalind Krauss, including The 

Optical Unconscious,26 and Martin JayÕs Downcast Eyes,27 as well as literature dedicated to the 

relation between the viewer and Marcel DuchampÕs Readymades, such as Dalia 

JudovitzÕs Drawing on Art. Duchamp and Company28 and Julian Jason HaladynÕs Duchamp, 

Aesthetics and Capitalism.29 

 
  

                                                
25 Hal Foster, ed. Vision and Visuality. (Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1988). 
26 Rosalind E. Krauss. The Optical Unconscious. (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1996).  
27 Martin Jay. Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought. (University of 
California Press, 1993).  
28 Dalia Judovitz. Drawing on Art. Duchamp and Company. (Minneapolis, Minn: University of Minnesota Press, 
2010). 
29 Julian Jason Haladyn. Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2020).  
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Chapter One. The Gaze of the Portrait and the Gaze of the 

Viewer 

This chapter focuses on the question of the Òportrait gazeÓ in WitkacyÕs pastel portraits. 

Four case studies are examined. The first and most detailed is an analysis of Falsehood of a 

Woman - Self-Portrait with Maryla Grossman (1927), a rare case of a large composition 

containing three portraits. The three other works examined in this chapter are: Portrait of 

Prosper Szmur$o (1931), Portrait of Helena Bia$ynicka-Birula (1931), and Portrait of Maria 

Witaszczak (1936). Without neglecting other formal aspects, I will pay particular attention to 

WitkacyÕs handling of the gaze and how he orients the portraitsÕ viewership. I shall also 

comment on annotations that Witkacy made on their surface. In this chapter, I will focus on how 

the annotations affect the visual perception of the portraits, whereas in the next chapter, I will 

analyze both the meaning and the linguistic game that the annotations invite.  

An analysis of the Òportrait gazeÓ in WitkacyÕs portraits must take into account the 

unconventional business arrangements of WitkacyÕs Firm which led to social and economic 

tension in the Witkacy-sitter encounters. The practice of modern portraiture can be viewed as a 

product of bourgeois sentiments, where the financial status of the sitter is attested to by the 

ability to commission such a representation.30 The artistÕs role is to provide the bourgeois portrait 

with an assumption of uniqueness.31 Witkacy ambiguously positioned himself within these 

bourgeois portraiture conventions. WitkacyÕs major source of income was the portrait 

                                                
30 As argued in Richard R. Brettell. Modern Art, 1851-1929: Capitalism and Representation. (Oxford History of Art. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 164-65. 
31 Brettell, Modern Art, 1851-1929, 166. 
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commissions coming from the Polish intelligentsia and bourgeoisie, ranging from politics to 

businessmen.32 This reinforces the view of WitkacyÕs portraits as Òsymbolical objects of social 

prestige.Ó33 However, WitkacyÕs relations with his customers suggest that he took a sardonic 

view of bourgeois pretentions to aristocratic posing. Most portrait painters in the 19th and 20th 

centuries assumed a polite role in a genteel patron-artist relationship, downplaying the 

commercial aspect of portraiture. Witkacy, in contrast, adopted a blunt, business-like tone in 

these relations, treating patrons as clients.  

Witkacy mocked the primary function of bourgeoisie portraiture by questioning the 

conventional expectation that a portrait conveys the uniqueness of the sitter. By writing out a 

menu of portrait types, ranging for Type A to Type E (see Table 1), and providing his clients 

with catalogs of ÒsampleÓ works, Witkacy placed his art in a 20th century capitalist commodity 

landscape. As in any production of the Ôculture industryÕ WitkacyÕs portraits required a 

conscious, purposeful injection of superficial individualization for the sake of product 

differentiation. 34  It has been argued that WitkacyÕs systematization of portrait types implies that 

Witkacy himself was a Òpre-programmed artist-machine.Ó35 However, if portraits were indeed 

standardized by a pre-programmed machine, one should be able to group them into a coherent 

system. This, however, proves to be an infeasible task. WitkacyÕs portraits often betray his 

parodic ideas, and present interesting sitters who do emerge from his portraits as distinct, 

interesting, and perhaps even unique personalities. The formal qualities of his portraits and the 

content of their annotations escape any coherent system. The boundaries between portrait types 

                                                
32 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska, Firma Portretowa Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza, 35. 
33 Piotrowski, Metafizyka Obrazu: o Teorii Sztuki, 106. 
34 Adorno, Theodor W, ÒCulture industry reconsidered.Ó New German Critique, no. 6 (Fall 1975), 12-19. 
Similarities in philosophy of Adorno and Witkacy have been discussed in Rafa! Czekaj. ÒWhere Adorno Meets 
Witkacy. Common Philosophical Themes.Ó In Witkacy: Logos and the elements, edited by Teresa P' kala (Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang Edition, 2017) 198-204. 
35 Piotrowski, Metafizyka Obrazu: o Teorii Sztuki, 105. 
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merge. Witkacy created his system and rules only to keep on breaking them, or at least to remain 

in an ambiguous Ôin between.Õ  

It is important to note that Witkacy, unlike most modern painters,36 was not a member of 

the bourgeoisie, neither was he a worshiper of a utopia to come. Witkacy saw contemporary 

society as the last stage before the total standardization of people for the sake of their apparent 

happiness. This standardization was to result in the collapse of culture, the destruction of 

individuality, and the end of art.37 Thus, WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm is a double-edged sword; 

Witkacy amplifies the tension between revolting against and embracing the conditions of the 

approaching dystopia.  

Witkacy conceives his portraits as ambiguous products of the tension between his dual 

role: as artist, and as a factory producer. WitkacyÕs portraits can be seen as Òmutinous drawings,Ó 

which, Òby holding on to the convention of portraiture, neglect it in a conspicuous manner,Ó as 

Sztaba argues. 38 SztabaÕs point is that Witkacy often seemed to use his sitters as an excuse for 

something else, e.g., creative expression. Witkacy operated within the constraints of his 

commercial and systematized Portrait Firm, social and economic relations with his sitters, and 

his own notion of what art should be. This tension culminates in his portraits. This tension, as I 

argue in this chapter, is most evident in WitkacyÕs handling of the gaze. Witkacy uses the 

Òportrait gazeÓ to confront and confuse the viewer. He orients viewership through a series of 

expressive elements, such as eyes and annotations. For the viewer, however, the act of viewing 

                                                
36 Brettell, Modern Art, 1851-1929, 162. 
37 Literature on WitkacyÕs vision of approaching standardization and dystopia includes: Marcin Lubecki. ÒIstnienie i 
metafizyczny niepok—j w filozofii Stanis!awa Ignacego Witkiewicza.Ó (Estetyka i Krytyka 30, no. 3 [2013]: 72-86); 
 Stefan Symotiuk. ÒMrowisko i ÔWielka MaszybaÕ - Witkacy a Wizje Kolektywizacji Ludzko&ci.Ó (Annales 
Universitalis Mariae Curie-Sk$odowska 39, no. 12 [2004]: 177Ð89); Agnieszka Smrokowska-Reichmann. 
ÒPrzesycenie. Koncepcje JŸrgena Habermasa i Jeana Baudrillarda na tle katastrofizmu meohumanistycznego 
Stanis!awa I. Witkiewicza.Ó (Analiza I Egzystencja 30 [2015]: 127-149); Wojciech Sztaba. ÒT!o zmieszane z 
niczego. Problem nihilizmu u Witkacego.Ó (Przestrzenie Teorii 21 [2014]: 247-297).  
38 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 117. 
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discovers but does not resolve the tension present in WitkacyÕs portraits. Rather, the viewer ends 

up lost in ambiguity without ever reaching any meaningful climax or resolution. 

Falsehood of a Woman Ð Self-Portrait withÉ  

Falsehood of a Woman - Self-Portrait with Maryla Grossman (Fa$sz Kobiety Ð 

autoportret z Maryl# Grossmanow#) is a pastel composition executed in January of 1927 on a 

large paper sheet (115,5x184cm), glued onto canvas, currently located in the National Museum 

in Warsaw.39 It was commissioned by Maryla Grossman, the wife of a wealthy businessman 

from Warsaw.40 The portrait was executed in Type A,41 and its price was perhaps one of the 

highest ever paid to Witkacy: 500z!, roughly the equivalent of a twice the monthly wage of a 

white-collar worker.42 In Falsehood of a Woman, most of the foreground is occupied by the 

reclining figure of Grossman (fig. 1). To the left, in a plane behind Grossman, is Witkacy, who 

included his self-portrait as a seated figure depicted in an act of portraying Grossman, with her 

Ôportrait within a portraitÕ placed in front of him. 

The lines of GrossmanÕs flesh are ÔlickedÕ and slick, making her skin look matte and soft. 

Grossman has almond-shaped eyes, dark lips delicately upturned in a barely visible smile, and 

short hair, falling on her left eyebrow in apparently nonchalant way. Her hands are executed 

similarly to her face, in naturalistic mimesis. The highlights on her hands and arms are made of 

short, thin white lines. Highlights on her fingers, especially of her left hand, are more jagged than 

                                                
39 Irena Jakimowicz. ÒÔThe Falsehood of WomanÕ or the Duality of Existence in Witkacy.Ó Translated by Krystyna 
Malcharek. In Bulletin Du MusŽe National De Varsovie, 10-24. (Warszawa: Muzeum Narodowe w Warszawie, 
1993. https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.18942.4) 10. 
40 Jakimowicz, ÒÔThe Falsehood of WomanÕ or the Duality of Existence in Witkacy,Ó 10. 
41 See Table 1 for a detailed description.  
42Stefan Szulc and Tadeusz Czajkowski. Ma$y Rocznik Statystyczny - 1939. (Warszawa: G!—wny Urz*d 
Statystyczny, 1939).  
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those on the right hand which is closer to her face. A stronger white highlight runs down her legs 

indicating light reflecting off her precious silk stockings and her fashionable bobbin-heeled 

Mary-Janes. 

Grossman is dressed in a crimson sleeveless dress. The softness of its execution shows an 

elaborate use of two shades of red, a lighter and darker one, in addition to grey and mustard 

yellow highlights. The highlights are intertwined with shading produced by wide black lines. 

However, a similar type of line is used to indicate folds of the wrinkled dress, and a possible 

trimming of the dressÕ buttoning with black lace. The execution of the dress suggests a precious 

textile, perhaps Duchesse satin. The dress is highly ornamented at the bottom hem, with a large 

peplum band of geometrical shapes and lines similar to the brocade around the dressÕ buttons and 

collar. The patterns are executed with thicker and looser lines, contrasting with the softness of 

GrossmanÕs skin. The preciousness of her dress is also indicated by the jewelry she wears: a 

couple of gold bracelets on each wrist, two rings with visibly large and light-reflective stones 

(possibly diamonds and an amethyst), and a long neckless made of pearls.  

Grossman rests on a large and puffy armchair or chaise longue. Her left hand is situated 

on elaborated curved armrest. Its circular, shell-like forms wind back and off the frame, 

providing a resting place for her elbow. The armrest is light brown with a significant amount of 

shading and highlights, indicating polished wood. Grossman rests her back on a large, round 

pillow. The textile is slick and wavy, its color ranges from verdigris to seaweed green, with 

aquamarine highlights. The black lines, indicating folds, are more evident and looser in the 

armchairÕs texture than in GrossmansÕ dress, often following a zig-zag pattern. The rougher 

execution is even more evident in that the paper, on which the portrait was made, is visible 

among the wider strokes of green and black pastels.  
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In the bottom right hand-side corner of the composition, and to the left of GrossmanÕs 

hand, stands a little wooden table visible only by its tabletop. On it rests a large white plate with 

several objects: fruit, perhaps nectarines and grapes, three leaves, a diamond-suit playing card, a 

box of matches or small case, and maybe some beading. While the fruit and leaves are executed 

with sharp lines, bearing resemblance to the lines of the armchairÕs textile, the playing card and 

the box, as well as the plate, are smoother in execution.  

At far left, behind GrossmanÕs feet, sits a small furry cat. Despite loose black and white 

pastel lines, with the paper visible between them, the volume and softness of its fur is clearly 

exposed. Its long fur and whiskers reflect the light as if they were made of silk. Its tail curves 

down and disappears partly beyond the frame of the picture. The catÕs attentive, highly 

contrasting turquoise eyes are intensely focused on Grossman. The catÕs gaze seems to be 

pointing directly at her eyes.  

Behind the cat, and Grossman, sits Witkacy. His back faces the viewer. WitkacyÕs right 

arm awkwardly curves upwards, with an elbow bent at a ninety-degree angle. This gesture serves 

to exhibit the pencil or pastel he holds in a caricaturally expressive and exhibitionist manner. 

WitkacyÕs left arm is bent behind his back, his fist is firmly clenched, as though he were hiding 

something in it. He is facing the viewer with his eyes too large, nose too pointy, taut lips baring 

white teeth in a shady grin. His head is energetically turned to his right, in an attempt to catch the 

viewerÕs gaze. He is wearing a large, Bohemian coat.  

WitkacyÕs figure, by comparison to GrossmanÕs, is caricatural. While Grossman is 

executed in fleshy and luxuriant fullness, Witkacy is sketched without hints of material reality. 

WitkacyÕs figure is formed with black lines, while a few white lines indicate highlights, mainly 

on his hands, cheeks, chin, forehead, and in between barely outlined hairs. WitkacyÕs skin is of 
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the same color as the rest of his body and the coat. There is no filling between the lines, as the 

color of the paper replaces any pigment: his figure resembles a preparatory pencil drawing or a 

quick sketch. The highlights are made with delicately smooth, wide pastel lines. By contrast, the 

coatÕs outline and folds are executed in strong, pointy black lines. The harshness of black lines 

suggests rapid and expressive execution, where the pastel is forcefully pressed onto the sheet of 

paper. The outline of WitkacyÕs figure is a set of the most evident and strong lines in the whole 

composition. 

Witkacy sits in front of an easel with a large portrait of a woman. The face occupies most 

of the picture, but its center is located in the left corner, with the top of the head cut off by the 

frame. The womanÕs features are reduced to overwhelmingly large and red lips, simplified round 

balls for eyes, a crudely outlined nose, pointed eyebrows that join curls of black hair. Despite 

this portraitÕs distortions, the resemblance to reclining Grossman is flagrant. The background is 

dominated by wide and smooth white lines of pastel, with some black lines blended in. The 

upper left corner of the portrait is occupied by an annotation, written with black bold letters in 

pastel.  

Behind GrossmanÕs head and behind her Ôportrait within the portrait,Õ the background too 

is ambiguous. A field of yellowish beige, seemingly a cloth or a sandy hillside, contrasts with 

GrossmanÕs darker arm, neck, and head. Directly behind GrossmanÕs head, two buildings are 

visible. One cluster of structures is located behind her head, while the second one is situated 

more to the left, with a barely visible staircase leading up to it in the far distance. The windows 

and doors are irregular black rectangles, suggesting ruins or a carved rocky structure rather than 

a modern building. The color of the buildings is the same as the background behind Grossman. 

In the top right corner, a branch with leaves and fruit, similar to those on the plate, is visible. At 
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he work's left edge, a bush is partly cut off by the frame; it consists of several branches of more 

densely placed and sharper leaves, with small orange dots indicating flowers. The colors of both 

plants - on the far right and far left sides of the canvas - are similar, thus framing the 

composition. 

Behind the bush, on the left, a costal landscape emerges, consisting of a rocky sand beach 

which, at a far distance, is enclosed by a high cliff. The light blue sea spreads from the left to the 

right side of the composition, behind Witkacy and the portrait of Grossman which he is 

executing. The turquoise sky is partly overcast with several white clouds. A mountain range is 

visible behind WitkacyÕs head. The bottom left corner, on which GrossmanÕs legs and the cat 

rest, is an uneven, grayish-white surface, patterned as though it were made of seashells. The lines 

are thick, often revealing the paper support, the corners of the ÔseashellsÕ are outlined with strong 

black contours.  

Line, Color, and Composition 

WitkacyÕs use of line in portraits is often referred to as restless, spontaneous, and 

nervous.43 However, its diversity and apparent lack of cohesion are not accidental. The line in the 

figure of Grossman, her flesh in particular, is executed with meticulous consistency and 

smoothness. Instead, the handling of line in WitkacyÕs figure, and the background in general, 

dramatically contrasts with the softness of GrossmanÕs flesh. WitkacyÕs use of line in Falsehood 

of a Woman imitates different types of pictures, such as preparatory sketches, drawings, and 

sharp-definition photographs. The diversity of line creates the sensation of a picture made on the 

                                                
43 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska, Firma Portretowa Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza, 39; Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 
108. 
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cut-and-paste basis of collage: three portraits, each made with different levels of naturalistic 

quality, are placed within a discordant landscape. In this way, Witkacy constructs various layers 

of representation. In Falsehood of a Woman, each portrait is more abstract than the one which 

ÒprecedesÓ it: GrossmanÕs figure conveys the most naturalistic rendering of lines, Witkacy is a 

caricature, and GrossmanÕs portrait within a portrait is the furthest removed from the principles 

of mimesis. These different levels of representation correspond to typologies of lines: from the 

softest, most dense and short, to the widest, harshest, and longest. 

WitkacyÕs expressive use of line is intensified by the way in which he operates with 

color. The color is rich, vibrant, and aggressive. It is color that energizes the composition, 

bringing a sense of life-like quality to often abstracted forms and seemingly fleeting lines. It is 

color that adds volume and substance to depicted objects: the preciousness of GrossmanÕs dress, 

the softness of the catÕs fur, the mysterious purity and depth of the sea. It is also color which 

unifies foreground and background through identical shades of blue and green. Color, therefore, 

is the only formal quality which links the figures and their surroundings to the seascape behind 

them.  

WitkacyÕs portraits have been suggestively described as Òdrawings of color,Ó44 or 

Òilluminated compositions,Ó45 made of Ògliding lines of color.Ó46 This illuminative quality of 

WitkacyÕs pastels is particularly evident in the portion of the landscape behind Grossman. A 

bright-yellow hill seems to brighten-up the composition. The light, rather than submitting to 

descriptive qualities, gilds the space around GrossmanÕs head, creating an artificial halo. Since 

no direct source of light can be detected, the composition seems unnaturally illuminated. For 

                                                
44 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 116. 
45 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 110. 
46 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#., 116. 
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example, while GrossmanÕs neck, left hand, and legs are illuminated from the bottom right 

corner, the background behind Grossman is much brighter than her figure. Both Grossman and 

Witkacy are illuminated by a source of light located beyond the frame's right corner, yet the 

background is lit up by an even stronger light-source shining evenly throughout the landscape. 

This strong light recalls artificially-lit photographic portraits. There seems to be a grotesque 

imitation of the characteristics of Òtawdry photographs,Ó such as the unnatural light in WitkacyÕs 

portraits. 47 In Falsehood of a Woman, however, the light suggests more than just parodic tone. 

Paradoxically, the landscape appears to be lit with artificial indoor-lamps, whereas GrossmanÕs 

figure, placed in a setting of indoor furniture, is lit with a more subtle, ÔnaturalÕ source of light. 

The setting of Falsehood of a Woman is also paradoxical. A scene of this kind, depicting 

the artist at work and the sitter, is usually situated indoors, in the artistÕs studio. This convection 

is also suggested in Falsehood of a Woman: Witkacy has an easel, Grossman is reclining on an 

extravagant armchair, with a small table and fruit next to her. Yet Witkacy is displacing the 

scene by placing it in a half-marine, half-mountain landscape. In portraits, Witkacy Òplays a 

game with the real,Ó argues Jakimowicz. 48  This game is apparent, as she rightfully points out, in 

the contrasting duality of the Òmore realÓ face, usually executed in detail, and Òthe unreal and flat 

background,Ó49 in this case, a Òdichotomous landscape.Ó50 The space in Falsehood of a Woman 

could be, in fact, easily divided in two separate planes (see fig. 2), or three separate planes, 

where each one centers around one gaze directed at the viewer (see fig. 3). Despite this 

separation in space, the submarine world relates or even, as discussed, intrudes into the 

foreground: the floor and the armchair recall the submarine motifs of seashells and seaweed, 

                                                
47 Gryglewicz, Groteska w Sztuce Polskiej XX Wieku, 101. 
48 Jakimowicz, ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu,Ó 54 
49 Jakimowicz, ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji PortretuÓ, 55. 
50 Jakimowicz. ÒÔThe Falsehood of Woman,'Ó 12. 
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respectively. The exotic fruit tree and bush in the background echo the fruit on Grossman's plate, 

providing, if ambiguously, a dialogue between these two layers.   

A body of water, just as exotic as are the plants, ruins, and fruit, belong to a set of motifs 

which reappear in WitkacyÕs portraits,51 especially as part of his iconographic repertoire of Type 

A portraits.52 One could argue that they are yet another borrowing from a portrait photographerÕs 

repertoire, especially given that many modern painters were using the same conventions as 

photographers.53 However, the ruins, as well as the bestial iconography, have been explained as 

an inspiration taken from WitkacyÕs friend and a writer, Mici#ski,54 and thus representing the 

dark side of the human soul and the dualism of human nature.55 Therefore, the placement of ruins 

behind Grossman, as Jakimowicz suggests, is not accidental, since Òthe intellectual and not quite 

real Witkacy is to be found on the left, while feminine perverse ambiguity is set against ruins.Ó56  

Ambiguous Readings 

Ambiguity, however, is what precisely defines the whole composition. The objects 

around Grossman, rather than define her, obscure her essential character. The playing card, for 

example, is partly hidden by the small box, and thus could be four, five, or six of diamondÑsuit 

playing card. Why is it outside the deck? Is it just a still life, as it could be suggested by the fruit 

and the playing card? Are these symbolic objects or attributes; and if so, how do they contribute 

to portraying Grossman? Could they be objects of vanity and play, perhaps pointing towards 

                                                
51 Jakimowicz, ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu,Ó 58. 
52 For a comparison, see Portrait of Jadwiga Witkiewicz (Portret Jadwigi Witkiewiczowej) 1925, Szczecin Library; 
Portrait of Irena Wiedyskiewicz-Polniakowa (Portrat Ireny Wiedyskiewicz-Polniakowej), 1926, private collection; 
Portrait of Maria Nawrocka (Portret Marii Nawrockiej), 1929, National Museum in Krakow;  
53 Brettell, Modern Art, 1851-1929, 169. 
54 Jakimowicz, ÒÔThe Falsehood of Woman,'Ó 22; Gryglewicz, Groteska w Sztuce Polskiej XX Wieku, 103. 
55 Jakimowicz, ÒÔThe Falsehood of Woman,'Ó 22. 
56 Jakimowicz, ÒÔThe Falsehood of Woman,'Ó 22. 
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GrossmanÕs sociable, bourgeoisie lifestyle, flippantly unconcerned about serious and meaningful 

matters? Or are they a simple portrait convention? If the objects are indeed attributes, the code to 

decipher them is missing. They are suggestive but remain ambiguous.  

GrossmanÕs portrait within the portrait, executed in Type D,57 invites another set of 

ambiguous readings. Critics have generally described this portrait type as exposing inherent 

demonism understood as the evil, egoistic, and instinct-driven part of human nature;58 the hidden 

aspects of oneÕs personality that only the artist can reveal;59 a mask from WitkacyÕs theater and 

dramas;60 a character from his own mythology;61 or not even a portrait, but rather Òan 

autonomous artistic creation meeting the criteria for the theory of Pure Form.Ó62 The Type D 

portrait of Grossman depicts abstracted, even demonized, cat-like features, and surely fits those 

readings.  

Two academics, Jakimowicz and ( akiewicz, offer interpretations of GrossmanÕs Type D 

portrait. Both Jakimowicz and ( akiewicz agree that Witkacy is revealing the darker side of 

Grossman.63 ( akimowicz also adds that Witkacy, by juxtaposing Type D portrait with Type A, 

managed to depict the subjective nature of the creative act which Òdepends on the convention 

adopted.Ó64 Both of these insights are more persuading when one compares the scholarly 

interpretations of Type A Portrait. While Type D, as mentioned above, ÔrevealsÕ something about 

the sitter or human nature at large, Type A is Òempty like a polychrome cast,Ó65 and rather than 

                                                
57 Type D was supposed to provide the same visual effect as Type C, yet without any narcotics involved. For a 
detailed description, see Table 1. 
58 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 64. 
59 Jakimowicz, ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu,Ó 50. 
60 Jakimowicz, ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu,Ó 52. 
61 Oko!owicz, ÒÕMusz'  mie) mask' , w&ciek!* mask' ,Õ 218. 
62 Anna (akiewicz, Witkacy. Translated by Jessica Taylor-Kucia. (Krak—w: Wydawnictwo Bosz, 2015), p. 67. 
63 ( akiewicz, Witkacy, 67; Jakimowicz, ÒÔThe Falsehood of Woman,ÕÓ 22. 
64 ( akiewicz, Witkacy, 67. 
65 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 119. 
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being an attempt to express the likeness of the sitter, points towards hiding, obscuring, and 

masking.66 

However, what if one assumes that Grossman is in on the joke too? Grossman did not 

belong to WitkacyÕs circle of friends, nonetheless one can assume that she knew about WitkacyÕs 

eccentric reputation. Grossman might have wanted to have her portrait done by Witkacy for its 

ambiguous and distorted nature. In such a case, it is Witkacy, just as much as the service that he 

offers, that constitutes the product. What, then, if Falsehood of a Woman speaks more about the 

artist, Witkacy, than about its sitter?  

 Besides WitkacyÕs own conventions of representation, he also borrowed motifs from the 

past. The representation of Grossman and the portraitÕs title might even relate to a specific genre 

of portrait, which is suggested by GrossmanÕs odalisque pose and the iconography of a reclining 

woman. It belongs to a sexist tradition of paintings complaining about the falsehood of women, 

the femme fatale, the vanity and narcissism of women. But Witkacy seems to be doing a parody 

of this misogynistic tradition where women are lampooned for their vanity. The title itself 

suggests that he is aware of and playing with this tradition. In the end, Witkacy is the one who is 

making GrossmanÕs beauty last while also attempting to demonize her. Grossman commissioned 

the portrait to be flattered, wanting her beauty to be presented in the picture, and it is. Witkacy is 

the one who is the most caricatural of the three portraits.  

The execution of WitkacyÕs figure, however, has not been linked to a self-deprecating act 

by the artist. Jakimowicz argues that Witkacy is only Òa mere commentator,Ó Òa sign that the 

author actually exists outside the picture. What the artist mainly intends to communicate here is 

his conviction of the omnipresent duality of the world and human existence.Ó67 ( akiewicz claims 

                                                
66 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 119. 
67 Jakimowicz, ÒThe Falsehood of Woman,Ó 18. 
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that Witkacy Òassert[s] his independence from the demands of his wealthy client. He thus added 

a self-portrait - with a roguish facial expression and his left hand balled up into a fist.Ó68 

Additionally, ( akiewicz argues that Witkacy Òleaves us no delusions as to the intentions of an 

artist who certainly has no desire to recreate the world, even if he paints it realistically; instead, 

he creates it anew every time, according to his own rules.Ó69 Falsehood of a Woman is certainly 

an example of meta-art, or a Velasquez-like imbedded narrative, in that it represents the act of a 

sitter posing but no less an artist creating a portrait.  

Nonetheless, from an iconographic point of view, it is Witkacy who seems to be the most 

ridiculed and exposed in this composition, as well as caught in the act of exhibiting this 

revelation to the viewer. Not only is his face cartoonish, but his expression and posture imply 

mischief, the pose of a trickster. How could an artist reveal the inner nature of Grossman if he 

himself looks so mischievous? Even if Grossman embodies all the negative qualities as implied 

in interpretations above, it is Witkacy who quite literally performs something Ôbehind her back,Õ 

as he seems to be hiding something behind, in his left hand, which only the viewer is aware of. 

Consequently, Witkacy engages the viewer not only by exploiting what the viewer is able to see, 

but also by confronting the viewer with his own powerful gaze. Witkacy appears to be an actor 

on a stage, caught in the act of proclamation, turning to speak directly to the audience, in an a 

parte. If one were to put into words what WitkacyÕs portrait seems to proclaim, one might be: 

Òwatch what I am doing, watch how I will handle this.Ó Through his direct and intense gaze, as 

well as his gesture of mischief and trickiness, Witkacy is making the viewer enter into a sort of 

conspiracy based on the ability to look.  

                                                
68 ( akiewicz, Witkacy, 67. 
69 ( akiewicz, Witkacy, 67.  
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The Challenging yet Ambiguous Gaze of WitkacyÕs Portraits 

Witkacy was interested in eyes and the gaze in both his literary and visual work. His 

novels and dramas include detailed descriptions of charactersÕ eyes and glances,70 while his 

short-lived portrait photography practice, involving only his friends and family, shows particular 

attention to eyes. In photography, Witkacy attempted to catch the fleeting moments of facial 

expressions where the changes of the emotional states are visible, and used Òtight cropping (É) 

to expose the psychological aspect of the person captured,Ó71 argues Szymanowicz in an essay on 

WitkacyÕs photographs in the MoMA collection. Witkacy would often isolate the eyes while they 

were Òilluminated with natural light, visible, wide open, shining,Ó72 making them Òthe most 

active point of the photograph,Ó73 adds Szymanowicz. Oko!owicz also acknowledges that 

Witkacy was particularly interested in reaching the effect of living, seemingly ÒdampÓ eyes, as 

the Ômirror of soul,Õ as an enigmatic depth of the very core of the sitterÕs existence. 74 He even 

claims that Witkacy managed to put his sitters into the condition of Òoffering him their very own 

soul,Ó that was to be caught in the photograph focused on the eyes. Oko!owicz also points out 

that it is generally accepted that those photographic portraits, executed prior to 1914, were the 

experimental field for what were to become the pastel portraits of WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm.75 

The impact which Witkacy achieved in photography, he managed to recreate and extend in his 

pastel portraits. Just as photography can be used to produce Òstatic and fixed representations of 

                                                
70 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska, Firma Portretowa Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza, 44. 
71 Maciej Szymanowicz, ÒIn the Private Sphere: The Photographic Work of Stanis!aw Ignacy Witkiewicz.Ó In 
Object: Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909Ð1949. An Online Project of The 
Museum of Modern Art, edited by Mitra Abbaspour, Lee Ann Daffner, and Maria Morris Hambourg. (New York: 
The Museum of Modern Art, 2014. http://www. moma.org/interactives/objectphoto/assets/essays/ 
Szymanowicz.pdf.) 7 
72 Szymanowicz, ÒIn the Private Sphere,Ó 7. 
73 Szymanowicz, ÒIn the Private Sphere,Ó 6. 
74 Oko!owicz, ÒÔMusz'  mie) mask', w&ciek!* mask' ,ÕÓ 223. 
75 Oko!owicz, ÒÔMusz'  mie) mask', w&ciek!* mask' ,ÕÓ 225. 
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what were nonetheless fleeting moments of evanescence,Ó76 so pastel portraitÕs eyes are caught 

frozen in a flash of expression, united in their definitive and powerful rendering.  

The varieties of the gaze in Falsehood of a Woman is particularly puzzling and complex. 

There are four gazes in the composition: that of Grossman, GrossmanÕs portrait, Witkacy, and 

the cat. The catÕs gaze is the only gaze which does not face the viewer. Instead, it points directly 

at GrossmanÕs eyes. Despite the fact that Grossman is looking directly ahead, seemingly facing 

the viewer, her gaze escapes any personal encounter. Her eyes are absent, her gaze is a Ôthousand 

yards stare,Õ as she is looking beyond the viewer in a dreamy way, also reflected in her 

contemplative hand gesture. The gaze of GrossmanÕs portrait within the portrait resembles 

GrossmanÕs, which is one of a few direct similarities between the sitter and her portrait within 

the portrait. Both of these gazes are looking towards an undefined point, meeting the viewerÕs 

gaze fleetingly, but remaining unreachable, bearing superiority. By contrast, WitkacyÕs gaze is in 

bipolar opposition to GrossmanÕs. It is cheeky, mischievous, aggressive. He confronts the viewer 

with his rattling gaze, and yet spontaneously seems to fraternize with the viewer. WitkacyÕs gaze 

is not threatening, and appears to be a dubious attempt to spur the viewer to keep on looking, to 

come closer to the picture.  

Both WitkacyÕs and the catÕs gazes are attentive, mischievous, and signaling, directing 

the viewerÕs attention. They also provide two counter-directions in which to look: WitkacyÕs 

eyes point to the left, while the catÕs eyes point to the right. However, seeing the gaze as a 

compositional device provides only confusion. Despite the fact that the catÕs gaze and WitkacyÕs 

seem to orient the viewership across the picture, any cohesive narrative is missing. Even though 

the figures are in the same space, they do not share it. Their gazes never cross, and they are 

                                                
76 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought. (University of 
California Press, 1993), 152. 
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detached from their surroundings. Their gazes show that they do share the same experience 

either. Witkacy is interested in showing the viewer the making of the portrait, in which the sitter, 

Grossman, is not interested at all.  

The sheer fact that Grossman, GrossmanÕs portrait, and Witkacy, are all gazing in the 

direction of the viewer, might reflect WitkacyÕs refusal or rejection of the straightforward praxis 

where the subject is being looked at and the viewer and the portraitist are the lookers. In 

Falsehood of a Woman, both the sitter and the artist acknowledge the existence of the viewer. 

While GrossmanÕs gaze displays no interest in engaging with the viewer, WitkacyÕs gaze 

challenges the viewer with a look of confrontation. Thus, the act of viewership is transformed 

into the act of being looked at. This transformation of viewership is directly linked to the 

different stages of representation which appear in the picture (naturalistic rendering of 

Grossman, sketchy figure of Witkacy, and the abstracted portrait of Grossman). When the picture 

was conceived, this Ôother dimension,Õ towards which all gazes point, was even more evident: 

the fact that there was a real woman, who was an actual sitter and, after the portrait was done, 

she existed as a viewer beside this multi-layer representation. One can only image how bizarre 

the experience of viewing this portrait had to be when the guests would arrive at GrossmanÕs 

apartment in Warsaw and face the picture. 

Three Portraits but the Same Gaze 

The above qualities and the way of rendering the challenging yet ambiguous gaze are not 

specific to Falsehood of a Woman, neither they depend on portrait Type or WitkacyÕs personal 

relation to the sitter. I would like to proceed with a short description of the characteristics of the 
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portrait gaze in three additional WitkacyÕs portraits. Portrait of Helela Bia$ynicka-Birula77 is an 

example of a portrait executed outside of the commercial sphere of the Portrait Firm, and of a 

person who was very close to Witkacy. Helena Bia!ynicka-Biurla and her husband Teodor lived 

in the same town as Witkacy in the years 1920-1933, and for a short period of time, Witkacy 

rented a room in their villa.78 Teodor was a doctor, and he oversaw WitkacyÕs experimentation 

with drugs, which often took place in Helena and TeodorÕs villa. Hence Witkacy created many 

portraits of Helena. Helena and Teodor collected over one hundred portraits by Witkacy.79  

Another portrait discussed will be the Portrait of Prosper Szmur$o.80 The identity of the 

man portrayed is usually attributed to Prosper Szmur!o, a scholar and an enthusiast of 

metapsychology and the psychological effects of narcotics.81 However, it has also been argued 

that the portrait represents Szmur!oÕs colleague, Soko!owski, also a scholar and a doctor.82 In 

both cases, the portrait represents a man who was not a member of WitkacyÕs closest circle of 

friends, but nonetheless assisted Witkacy on a few occasions in his experiments with narcotics, 

mainly peyote.  

The last portrait discussed will be the Portrait of Maria Witaszczak,83 which represents a 

woman who the available sources do not identify. Due to the portrait execution in Type B, one 

                                                
77 Portrait of Helela Bia$ynicka-Birula (Portret Heleny Bia!ynickiej-Birula), was executed on May 8, 1931, in pastel, 
in Type E+D. It is of WitkacyÕs standard portrait size, 65 x 50 cm, and it is currently in the collection of Museum of 
Central Pomerania in S!upsk (MP" -M/70.). 
78 Janusz Degler, Anna Mici#ska, Stefan Oko!owicz, and Tomasz Pawlak. Kronika %ycia i Tw—rczo"ci Stanis$awa 
Ignacego Witkiewicza. (Warszawa: Pa#stwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 2017), 424. 
79 Degler, Mici#ska, Oko!owicz, and Pawlak, 420. 
80 Portrait of Prosper Szmur$o (Portret Prospera Szmur$y), was executed in June of 1931 in type B+d in pastel, 
measuring 63.5x47.7 cm. It is currently located in the Museum of Central Pomerania in S!upsk (MP" -M/1426). 
81 Degler, Mici#ska, Oko!owicz, and Pawlak, 397. 
82 Tadeusz Pawlak, ÒMedialna Diagnoza. Nieznany Portret Tadeusza Eugeniusza Soko!owskiego czy Prospera 
Szmur!y.Ó Witkacologia.eu (2014). https://witkacologia.eu/uzupelnienia/T.Pawlak/Szmurlo_diagnoza.pdf. 
83 Portrait of Maria Witaszczak (Portret Marii Witaszczak) was executed in Type B in 1936 in pastel and charcoal 
on grey paper, measuring 65x50 cm. It is currently in the collection of Tatra Museum in Zakopane (S/2848/Mt.). 
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can assume that there was an apparent lack of any close relation between Witaszczak and 

Witkacy. Thus, her portrait is the closest, in its nature and execution, to GrossmanÕs. 

The eyes in the Portrait of Helela Bia$ynicka-Birula are constructed of straight, sharp 

lines, creating a horizontal break within the picture (fig. 4). Notably, the line of eyebrows 

provides a separation between an enclosed face with an outline and the background which 

dissolves into HelenaÕs forehead. The line of the mouth suggests another horizontal break. Both 

of these breaks are linked by the strong vertical of the nose (fig. 5). The horizontal lines between 

eyes and mouth create a tension which focuses the viewerÕs gaze on the eyes. Once the viewerÕs 

gaze lands on the eyes, it gets caught between the strong line of the eyebrows and that of the 

month. The viewer is forced to face the challenging and even aggressive gaze of the sitter. Yet 

again, however, her gaze is not for the viewer to behold. Her sharply-outlined eyes, the focal 

point of the portrait, make her look confident and powerful, but her gaze seems to escape the 

viewer. It is the same type of gaze as that of GrossmanÕs in her D Type portrait: a fusion of 

WitkacyÕs active reaching out to the viewer and of GrossmanÕs passive dreaminess pointed at the 

viewer's general direction.  

In the case of the Portrait of Prosper Szmur$o, it is clear that the most prominent part of 

the face are the eyes, again the focal point of the composition (fig. 6). The harsh line indicated by 

the eyebrows almost circles the eyes. Its black pupils are highlighted by the sparkling dots of red, 

yellow, and light blue, acting like a prism, where light is not reflected but refracted. It seems as 

though stars were embedded in the eyes, especially given the contrast with the black pastel 

around them. The eyes are also the densest elements of the picture. Their execution seems 

particularly focused yet, simultaneously, the pupils appear hazy. The gaze is aggressive and 

expectant, as if awaiting confrontation with the viewerÕs gaze. The exaggerated size of the eyes 
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and the intensity of the gaze makes the eyes become the portrait, rather than the portrait being the 

face.  

The eyes in the Portrait of Maria Witaszczak are executed with astonishing detail, 

especially when contrasted to the execution of WitaszczakÕs background and jacket (fig. 7). Her 

eyes seem lively and real, damp as though made of glaze or water. Her left eye, which reflects 

more light, is bigger than the right one. They differ in size, and a slight shift sideways in her left 

eye makes her gaze particularly ambiguous. On the one hand, it seems that her gaze is as dreamy 

and absent as that of GrossmanÕs. On the other hand, her right eye is clearly more attentive, and 

faces the viewer directly. Her look is not aggressive or confrontational like the ones previously 

discussed, and yet it is not indifferent to the viewer. The viewer is challenged by her eyes, each 

of which seems to show a different gaze, a different emotional overtone in and of her looking. 

The viewer is thus confused with what, at first glance, appeared a rather straightforward portrait.  

The Viewer Behind the Gaze 

In describing PicassoÕs Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, Hal Foster points out that the picture 

is Ònot only more direct in address but also more hallucinatory in effect: it becomes the 

encounter of the viewer as well.Ó84 Putting aside the obvious differences in style and the lack of, 

in WitkacyÕs case, figurative connotation with an unconsciously desired and feared primal scene, 

the gaze of WitkacyÕs portraits produces a similar effect on the viewer. The viewer is exposed to 

an aggressive encounter with confusing and contrasting gazes. The doubling of gazes exists both 

within the picture frame and outside of it: GrossmanÕs gaze is duplicated by her Ôportrait within 

the portrait,Õ WitkacyÕs gaze is reflected in GrossmanÕs abstracted rendering, in her deformed 

                                                
84  Hal Foster, Prosthetic Gods. (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2004), 36. 
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eyes. As stated before, the viewer is expected to arrive in front of this portrait and to return the 

gaze, in particular WitkacyÕs gaze. The act of encountering and returning the gaze between the 

viewer and the figures in Falsehood of a Woman not only generates a feeling of anxiety, but also 

arouses the fear of being observed without consent. Not only that: the gazes in Falsehood of a 

Woman are supposed to awaken feelings of unrest and angst in the viewer. Witkacy attempts to 

intimidate the viewer with the power of his portraitÕs gazes.  

What becomes useful at this point is to emphasize the possible consequences of this 

doubling of returned gazes. In Falsehood of a Woman, as well as in the other Witkacy portraits 

discussed, it is both the portrait that returns the viewerÕs gaze and the viewer who returns the 

portraitÕs gaze. By providing the portrait with a gaze, the figures assume a certain level of 

agency. Thus, their gazes are not only the simple outcome of having open eyes; they are a source 

of looking, which is capable of objectification.85 The difference between the eyes and looking is 

discussed in detail by Jean-Paul Sartre, when he distinguishes between ÒvoirÓ and ÒregarderÓ: 

It is never when eyes are looking at you that you can find them beautiful or ugly, that you 
can remark on their color (É). The Other's look hides his eyes; he seems to go in front of 
them. (É) This is because to perceive is to look at, and to apprehend a look is not to 
apprehend a look-as-object in the world (unless the look is not directed upon us); it is to be 
conscious of being looked at.86 
 

Is the portrait interested in looking at the viewer, or is the viewer an intruder to the portraitÕs 

gaze? The gaze that Witkacy provides the portraits with challenges to viewer. Consequently, one 

could apply a parallel to WitkacyÕs viewer-portrait encounter to an encounter with the OtherÕs 

stare, in which the viewer is pitted against Òthe uncanny experience of being looked at 

completely [which] blots out the possibility of returning the gaze.Ó87 In case of Falsehood of a 
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Woman, the viewer might attempt to turn their gaze away, but instead one is interrupted by 

WitkacyÕs, GrossmanÕs, and GrossmanÕs portrait gazes. WitkacyÕs challenging portrait gaze 

results in the viewerÕs confusion: the portrait clearly challenges one to do something, yet the 

portrait gazeÕs fleeting and unreachable nature creates a vail of ambiguity around any possible 

intentions. On the one hand, the viewer turns into the subject of the portrait gaze, becoming a 

Òspectacle to anotherÕs sight.Ó 88 On the other hand, the viewer is reminded that once having an 

agency to look, they are now turned into an ÒintruderÓ 89 to the portraitÕs Ð the one who looks Ð 

challenging yet ambiguous gaze.   

Annotations 

The viewerÕs gaze is not only interrupted by the looks coming from the portrait, but also 

by the annotations which appear on its surface. But their existence in the field of the picture not 

only responds formally to the rest of the composition, but also functions as ÔspacingÕ of vision 

and as a disturbance in the perpetual field. I would like to borrow the concept of ÔspacingÕ of 

vision which relates to Surrealist photography, and apply it to annotations in WitkacyÕs portraits. 

The spacing of vision, as Jay explains, is that Òit destroys the fateful linkage of vision with pure 

synchronous presence and introduces the interruption of discursivity, or (É) Žcriture.Ó90 In 

Surrealist photography, it is precisely the privileged and indexical relation of the medium to the 

real which, through the introduction of fetish or distortion, creates ÔspacingÕ for the sake of 

                                                
88 Norman Bryson. ÒThe Gaze in the Expanded Field.Ó In Vision and Visuality, edited by Hal Foster, 86Ð114. 
(Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1988) 89. 
89 Bryson, ÒThe Gaze in the Expanded Field,Ó 89. 
90 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 251. 
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uncanny.91 WitkacyÕs portraits lack the notion of uncanny in the Surrealist sense. Nonetheless, 

the annotations in WitkacyÕs portraits can be perceived precisely as ways of ÔspacingÕ of vision.  

In Falsehood of a Woman, two types of annotations appear: an annotation in the left-side 

corner of the composition, referring to the whole picture of Type A, and an annotation in the left 

corner of the portrait within the portrait, marked as Type D. In this case, the annotations are not 

an obvious part of the formal composition of the picture. However, the annotation in the portrait 

within the portrait is formally significant. On the one hand, it references the placement of the 

first annotation (both appear in the left corner of their frames), creating a visual parallel. On the 

other hand, the annotation of the Type D portrait is much more engaged with its setting. The 

second line of writing bends down, as though it were dragged down by the falling eyebrow, and 

it emphasizes the perpendicular movement towards the center of the face, which is reflected by 

the lips curving as if pressured from the top (see fig. 8).  

In the Portrait of Helena Bia$ynicka-Birula, the formal function of annotation is easily 

spotted (fig. 9). The annotation is located in the left bottom corner of the portrait, written out in 

the same yellow pastel which occupies the bottom of the opposite corner. It consists of five, 

partly tilted, horizontal lines of different lengths. The annotation bears a resemblance not only in 

color to the lines in the opposite corner, but also in its movement. The annotation suggests an 

upward movement towards the center of the composition. It creates a direct opposition of 

movement to the black lines of the background. The annotation simultaneously appears to share 

the same plane with the picture and to serve as a separate layer, above it. 

In Portrait of Prosper Szmur$o, the annotation is placed in the bottom right-hand corner, 

and consists of three lines, the first of which is yellow, while its last word and two other lines are 
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executed in bright, cold blue. Two strong black pastel lines, showing the folds in the manÕs coat, 

divide the annotation into two parts, seemingly framing them. The colors of the annotation, 

yellow and light blue, are the same as the sparkles in the manÕs pupils, providing a formal 

connection between the two. Thus, the annotation can be analyzed as a formal element of the 

portrait, even in dialogue with the rest of the composition, or as existing on a separate plane.  

The annotations in the Portrait of Maria Witaszczak are particularly engaged in their 

space. In this asymmetrical and distorted portrait, the two lines of annotation follow the opposite 

direction to the lines of WitaszczakÕs face (fig. 10). The annotation starts in the bottom left-hand 

corner, and continues horizontally through the whole length of the picture downwards, only to 

reach the bottom of the frame. By contrast, the lines of WitaszczakÕs face, suggested by her lips 

and eyes, indicate a movement upwards from the left to the right side of the picture. Thus, the 

annotation seems imbedded in the compositional form of the portrait but the annotation appears 

to float above the plane of the portrait. The annotation seems to belong to a separate, invisible 

layer. It crosses though WitkaszczykÕs arms and torso, whereas in previous cases, the annotations 

were placed in a space where it did not directly intervene on the sitterÕs body.  

The annotations embody the paradox of being engaged with the space and yet existing 

beyond it. The fact that they are writing, despite their formal function, ultimately results in 

viewerÕs tendency to see them as being above the figurative plane, even above the work's 

surface. The annotations interrupt the viewing process by seemingly floating through the picture 

plane, as if they existed on a layer of glass put atop of the portraits. Thus, one could argue that 

they not only disturb the perceptual field, but also create one. Krauss, in her discussion of the 

difference between the visual and perceptual fields, states that:  
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The perceptual field is, after all, forever behind its objects; it is their background, their 
support, their ambiance. The modality of the visual fieldÑvision as structure, vision Ôas 
suchÕÑhas nothing, however, of this behind, this afterward, this successiveness.92  
 

Annotations allow the viewer to perceive the portraits from different depths: whether annotations 

are a formal part of the picture existing among other elements, or whether they are a separate 

entity, they hover above the surface of the portrait.  

WitkacyÕs interest in challenging viewership might be related to another part of his 

Ïuvre. In SztabaÕs monograph on Witkacy, Sztaba makes an interesting point by suggesting that 

Witkacy was ÔplayingÕ with the act of looking in his oil compositions.93 WitkacyÕs paintings can 

be viewed as consisting of separate elements that exist on their own. Thus, they can be 

interpreted on their own. However, when one attempts to read them together, as a whole, the 

meaning collapses. As Sztaba rightfully emphasizes, it is unlikely that WitkacyÕs intention was 

to include such Òa conceptual threshold for the viewer to stumble uponÓ in his Pure Form 

compositions, as Witkacy conceived them as having no meaningful content. 94 Since it was the 

form that mattered, the attempt (and its attendant failure) to approach WitkacyÕs paintings with 

an interpretive intention, misses WitkacyÕs goals. Hence the problem of viewing, concludes 

Sztaba, is only Òan indirect creditÓ of WitkacyÕs oil compositions. 95 Indeed, Witkacy might not 

had been interested in challenging the conventions of viewing in his oil paintings because their 

aim was to represent WitkacyÕs formal principal of unity in multiplicity and his theory of Pure 

Form. Nonetheless, it is useful to remember that it was precisely the act of viewing that arouse 

metaphysical feeling in the viewer, the aim of WitkacyÕs art.96 Falsehood of a Woman, similarly 

                                                
92 Krauss, Rosalind E. The Optical Unconscious. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996), 15. 
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deeper aesthetical pleasure, one has to absorb the ÒunityÓ of work directly rather than attempt to analyze it rationally 
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to the other three portraits, despite not meeting the criteria for Pure Form, despite being Ônon-artÕ 

according to WitkacyÕs system, and despite its playful and sarcastic attributes, is precisely 

exploiting the problem of viewership. One can only speculate that the aggressiveness and 

confusing rendering of gaze, of both figures and the viewer, is not meant to confront the viewer 

of WitkacyÕs dystopia; the viewer who has lost the ability to experience metaphysical feeling, 

who has lost his soul. The characteristics of the gaze (as confronted with expressive eyes, 

transformed and objectified) and the orientation of viewership (through compositional elements 

and annotations) can be applied not only to Falsehood of a Woman, but also to most of 

WitkacyÕs portraits. It reinforces the deliberate and conscious choice that Witkacy repeated in his 

portraits, that of the formal and conceptual focus on the gaze. The following two chapters 

include a further elaboration on WitkacyÕs interest in sittersÕ and viewersÕ gazes, including, but 

not limited to, a discussion on WitkacyÕs annotations and their possible implications for the 

viewer; and an inquiry of how WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm and his artistic and philosophical 

worldview on the end of art could shape his relation to the viewersÕ and sittersÕ gazes. 

                                                
(Witkiewicz, Nowe Formy w malarstwie, 23). A work has to Òarose the viewer to a direct act of experiencingÓ 
(Witkiewicz,. Nowe Formy w malarstwie, 243). By visually perceiving the formal elements of an artwork, one can 
reach the deeper aesthetical pleasure which ultimately leads to aesthetical understating and metaphyseal feeling 
(Witkiewicz, Nowe Formy w malarstwie 28).  
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2.!Chapter Two. Marcel DuchampÕs and WitkacyÕs Use of 

Signatures and Annotations 

The incorporation of writing into the practice of portrait-making was for Witkacy more 

than the mere act of conventional signing. It is precisely though the inclusion of a variety of 

different signatures, alter-egos, and annotations of different kinds that Witkacy mocks the 

expectations of the viewer. Witkacy provokes the viewer by using the written words as shifters 

between linguistic and visual perception, suggesting different modes of viewerships, both avant-

garde and anti-avant-garde. WitkacyÕs approach to annotations invite a comparison to the 

practice of Marcel Duchamp, especially in terms of the annotations Duchamp included in his 

Readymades. A recently-obtained article, by Kosto!owski (1969), dedicates a paragraph to this 

comparison, which has been, from the onset of my research, a central element of comparison to 

analyze Witkacy's modes of viewing. Kosto!owski follows a very narrow view of Duchamp, 

especially in that his major argument is that both Duchamp and Witkacy embody the concept of 

a Òman-as-work-of-art.Ó97 Consequently, despite hinting at similarities in their use of 

                                                
97 Amelia Jones criticized the tendency of overseeing DuchampÕs Ïuvre by reducing it to a limited Ôman-and-his-
work,Õ or Òthe readymade DuchampÓ perception. See Amelia Jones. Postmodernism and the En-Gendering of Marcel 
Duchamp. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1994). For a more recent discussion of the tendencies in 
reception of Duchamp see David Hopkins. ÒRe-Thinking the ÔDuchamp Effect.ÕÓ In A Companion to Contemporary 
Art since 1945, edited by Amelia Jones, 145Ð63. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2006. 
https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.18942). Many scholars who studied Witkacy attempted to compare him to Duchamp. 
Their interest lied mostly in associating Witkacy with Dadaism, Dandyism, or conceptual approach to art. Most 
notably, Sztaba (in Gra ze Sztuk#) argued that it is the interest in collecting peculiar objects that brings Duchamp and 
Witkacy together. Piotrowski (in Metafizyka Obrazu) offered a comprehensive criticism of Kosto!owski, but 
misjudged Duchamp as passive in his Òart experiments,Ó and with an interest ÒonlyÓ in linguistic and optical paradoxes. 
Piotrowski concluded that Duchamp reveals that by Òdoing nothing,Ó but being perceived by the society as an artist, 
Duchamp is creating art, whereas Witkacy is not interested in any relativism of art reception, but rather in 
demonstrating a degeneration of society and culture at large.  
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annotations, Kosto!owski simplifies their complexity and perceives them as being either ÒironicÓ 

or ÒDadaisticÓ in nature.98  

Artist and Identity: Duchamp -Rrose SŽlavy and Witkacy-Ignacy Witkiewicz   

The tradition of signature relates to the notion of the social prestige Ñ of being an artist and 

of the workÕs market value. Since the early Renaissance inclusion of painting and sculpture 

among the liberal arts, the signature has functioned as a signifier of the claim over oneÕs 

intellectual property, the pride in oneÕs artistic achievement, and the ultimate ownership over the 

piece. However, for both Duchamp and Witkacy the tradition of signature becomes a playground 

for a mocking commentary of the commodification of art, and, thus, a commodification of the 

signature itself. By alternating between signing with their name and signing as alter egos, both 

Witkacy and Duchamp raise a number of questions regarding the parameters of art and to what 

extent artist is or is not a part of the work of art. Above all, they exploit how language as a tool 

or an instrument like a brush (with which they ÔcreatedÕ e.g. variations of their names) can be 

used as a shifter of the objectÕs meaning for the purpose of indicating the artistÕs presence in the 

work.99 

The authorship of a piece is not to be conventionally asserted in many of DuchampÕs objects. 

Putting aside DuchampÕs preference for collaboration with other artists (Man Ray, Francis 

                                                
98 Kosto!owski. ÒFirma Portretowa ÔS. I. Witkiewicz:Õ Pr—ba Interpretacji,Ó 94. Kosto!owskiÕs analysis of annotations 
lacks contextual complexity and stirs some serious doubts from a contemporary point of view. Kosto!owski sees 
annotations as a Òsymbolical-ironicÓ system, but he suggests that the only function of DuchampÕs writing in 
L.H.O.O.Q. is that of a pointer to Leonardo da VinciÕs sexual life. Kosto!owski then connects this ÒironicÓ writing to 
paintingsÕ titles of Witkacy, as also being ironic and they also are Òlacking any meaning,Ó similar to the Large Glass 
by Duchamp. Then, in Kosto!owskiÕs view, WitkacyÕs and DuchampÕs usage of different pseudonyms is primary a 
Dadaist action. 
99 Rosalind E. Krauss. The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1993), 202. 
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Picabia), Duchamp often made a signature an intrinsic part of an artwork. For example, his 

Fountain (1917) signed ÒR. Mutt,Ó were it without title, signature and exhibition conditions, 

would be a urinal but not a work of art. However, Duchamp extends his commentary over 

commodification and the power of signature when he invents the character of Rrose SŽlavy. 

Rrose SŽlavy was DuchampÕs alter ego, a fictional female character whom Duchamp 

embodied both in person and in writing. Duchamp conceived of Rrose SŽlavy in a series of 

staged portrait photographs in drag, shot by Man Ray circa 1920-1921.100 Duchamp not only 

physically brought to life the character of Rrose SŽlavy by providing it with a material visual 

identity, but also signed these staged photographs as his alter ego, as Òlovingly / Rrose SŽlavy / 

alias Marcel Duchamp.Ó101 It did not take long for a number of objects, including some of the 

Readymades and DuchampÕs optical and commercial creations, or perfume bottles, to be signed 

only as creations of Rrose SŽlavy. An inscription on DuchampÕs Fresh Widow (1920) reads 

ÒCOPYRIGHT ROSE SELAVY 1920.Ó One way to deconstruct the business-status of the 

signature is to turn it into a fictional construct. The other way is to turn it more fully into a brand-

name logo or trademark: ÒCOPYRIGHT ROSE SELAVY 1920.Ó  One might say that this is the 

same parodic effect achieved by going to the opposite extreme. Duchamp presents Rrose 

SŽlavyÕs signature as Òread-makingÓ of an equivalent of the Coca-Cola trademark, as a work-in-

progress in splitting his own identity. DuchampÕs play with his split identity between himself and 

his female counterpart is summed up by the inscription ÒRrose SŽlavy and I,Ó written around the 

disk of the Machine Optique (1920), which, as pointed out by Rosalind Krauss (1993), could be 

read as Òthe division of the self into an ÔIÕ and a ÔyouÕ through the adoption of an alter-ego.102  

                                                
100 Dalia Judovitz, Drawing on Art. Duchamp and Company. (Minneapolis, Minn.: University of Minnesota Press, 
2010), 31. 
101 Judovitz. Drawing on Art, 31. 
102  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 200. 
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The signature of Rrose SŽlavy reveals more than DuchampÕs interest in his double. The name 

of DuchampÕs alter ego is intended to be a pun, a language game. If read in French, Rrose SŽlavy 

phonetically means ÒŽros, cÕest la vie,Ó which can be translated as either Òlove is lifeÓ or Òthe sex 

drive is life.Ó Dalia Judovitz (2010), in her research on Duchamp, points out that the choice of 

his alter ego was more than a humorous one-off act, but also a way of Òalluding to the various 

traps associated with the artist as both producer and as commodified product or image in the 

public sphere.Ó103 Consequently, the inclusion of Rrose SŽlavyÕs signature in both DuchampÕs 

Òart piecesÓ and his quasi-commercial objects, questions and mocks the very tradition of 

signature and the nature of authorship in the context of 20th century commodification.  

Witkacy merits the same conceptual attention to signature and language, and he also included 

two main types of signatures in his game with authorship.104 For most portraits executed in Type 

A and Type B, the signature reads Ignacy Witkiewicz, but for other types, especially Type D, 

Type +d, and Type C, the signature says Witkacy. This split is peculiarly juxtaposed in the 

Falsehood of a Woman - Self-Portrait with Maryla Grossman (1927), where the Ôportrait within 

the portrait,Õ executed in Type D, is signed as Witkacy, while the overall composition, executed 

in Type A, is signed as Ignacy Witkiewicz.  

WitkacyÕs ÔsplitÕ is, at least partly, related to the split of artistic identity based on the 

approach that the artist takes in executing the work. As Witkacy uses these two signatures in 

accordance with his system of portrait types, one could wonder if these two signatures reflect the 

tension in his own position within the Portrait Firm. On the one side, there is the Portrait-maker, 

                                                
103 Judovitz, Drawing on Art, 28-29.  
104 WitkacyÕs search for alter egos also includes a visual incarnation of a female opposite: on October 11, 1927, 
Witkacy executed A Self-Portrait as a Woman. In scholarship, it has been briefly discussed as an attempt to find the 
direct opposite of oneself (Jakimowicz, ÒO rozmaitym u%ytkowaniu lustraÓ), or as an example of a Dandy posing 
(Niedzia!kowska ÒWitkacyÕs Self-Portraits as Manifestations of the Dandy FigureÓ). However, Witkacy did not 
engage with signatures or annotations as his female counter-self. 
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who uses the official signature Ignacy Witkiewicz, in a more naturalistically-rendered portraits, 

executed as a commodity. On the other side, there is Witkacy the Artist, or rather the ÔFallen 

Artist,Õ who still uses his pseudonym Witkacy on portraits which are more expressive, which 

carry the marks of his late Pure Form theory, a sparkle of the now dead belief in oneÕs ability to 

create ÒtrueÓ art.  

The proliferation of names by which Witkacy signs his works is so notable that critics have 

developed theories as to why he uses certain names. According to one of these theories, one can 

perceive the split in names as indicative of the level of concealment of the inner personality of 

both artist and sitter. The perfected, official, and posing of Type A and B, are signed by Ignacy 

Witkiewicz, and the truth identity of the sitter is expressed in portraits signed by Witkacy.105 One 

of the most interesting of such theories, however, is by Pawe! Dybel (2020). Dybel uses 

psychoanalysis as his method to argue that characters of fluctuating identities in WitkacyÕs 

novels and dramas are a reflection of WitkacyÕs own struggle with the self, which resulted from 

Òthe instrumental treatment of Witkacy by his father.Ó106 Additionally, Dybel draws attention to 

the meaning of WitkacyÕs name on both a linguistic and symbolical level: 

The father tries to seal his [own] desire to dominate his son on a symbolic level by giving 
him his own name Ð Stanis!aw. As a result, the only difference between a son and a father 
is the formerÕs middle name Ð Ignacy. But this, being the name of the grandfather, further 
testifies to the sonÕs forced dependence.107 

                                                
105 Jakimowicz, Ò'The Falsehood of Woman,'Ó 9. 
106 Pawe! Dybel, ÒWitkacy and His DoppelgŠngers.Ó (Eidos. A Journal for Philosophy of Culture 3, no. 4, 2020), 
55Ð66.  
A similar name-identity conflict has been explored in terms of self-portraits by Francis Picabia, where the signature 
split indicates both irony and son-father relation through the ÒName-of-the-FatherÓ interplay (See George Baker, 
ÒLong Live Daddy.Ó October, no. 105 [Summer 2003]: 37Ð72), e.g. ÒFrancis by Picabia 1920;Ó ÒPicabia by Francis;Ó 
ÒLong Live Daddy. Francis, the FailureÓ (Baker, ÒLong Live Daddy,Ó 40-42).  
107 Dybel, ÒWitkacy and His DoppelgŠngers,Ó 57-58. 
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Thus, creating the pseudonym Witkacy as a combination of Witkiewicz-Ignacy might constitute a 

reconciliation of WitkacyÕs identity, adds Dybel. The first record of the pseudonym Witkacy comes 

from a signature on a letter from 1913. Around 1913, however, Witkacy also tended to use the 

pseudonym Maciej, a name that, as Dybel argues, is chosen to additionally remove oneself from 

WitkacyÕs father. The pseudonym Witkacy disappeared right after its first use in 1913, and only 

after the first World War began to appear again in letters, paintings, and drawings, alongside new 

pseudonyms, in a continuous struggle with his Ôdouble,Õ claims Dybel.108 

Witkacy does not limit himself to one, two, or even three alter egos. Witkacy uses a 

constantly growing repertoire of signatures, ranging from imaginary co-workers from his 

Portrait Firm, to different ÔartistsÕ who create the portraits. These alter-egos reveal WitkacyÕs 

demiurgic skills in playing with and deforming language. Often, his alter egosÕ names are 

variations of WitkacyÕs own, such as ÒVitkacy, Witkacjusz, Vitkatz, Witkotek, Won Witkacy, 

Vitkasse, Ritter von Vytkevitsch.Ó109 Stefan Oko!owicz also refers to the WitkacyÕs pseudonyms, 

One time, he is Mahatma Witkac, the other time, the boss of a Portrait Firm Witkasiewicz 
and Co., while yet another time he is the CompanyÕs secretary general Witkaze, cashier 
Witkasi#ski or courier Witkasik. Sometimes he reveals himself as ÔDer Kaiser des 
Monadenreiches Vitcatius.Õ110  

WitkacyÕs variety of pseudonyms subsists in all portrait types. For example, in the Portrait of 

Franciszek Straniewicz (1930)111 (see fig. 11), executed in Type C, the annotation reads: 

Witkasiewicz / with his corrupted / sense of humor / and stupid remarks / T. C. While taking into 

consideration all previously-mentioned interpretations, one can also read WitkacyÕs repertoire of 

signatures that appears on the portraits as a deliberate action directed at the viewer. The viewer 

                                                
108 Dybel, ÒWitkacy and His DoppelgŠngers,Ó 63.  
109 Dybel, 63. 
110 Oko!owicz, ÒÕMusz'  mie) mask' , w&ciek!* mask' ,Õ 217.  
111 Portrait of Franciszek Stroniewicz (Portret Franciszka Staroniewicza), 1930, pastel, 66 x 51 cm; Museum of 
Central Pomerania in Slupsk, Poland; MP" -M/121. 
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assumes that the signature would refer to the author of the work, which is not a given in this 

case. One assumes that the name would say ÒWitkacyÓ or ÒWitkiewicz,Ó and only after the act of 

reading the signature one realizes that the signature represents neither. The viewer is forced to 

shift oneÕs process of cognition towards the more linguistic level, removing oneself from the 

actual portrait. Witkacy raises a question whether the person writing the annotation is the same 

person who made the portrait. Who is Witkasiewicz? The words that come after the signature, but 

relate directly to it, add more confusion. The pseudonym becomes a pointer to a range of other 

linguistic associations, be it a provocation to characterize the ÒpersonÓ behind the signature or 

behind the annotation. Witkacy is clearly painting a negative image of whomever Witkasiewicz 

could be, with the Òcorrupted sense of humor,Ó indicating a moral decline or a low social status, 

and Òstupid remarks,Ó as if Witkasiewicz was an irritating employee of the Portrait Firm who 

annoys his boss by commenting on how to draw the sitters, or remarks on the sitters themselves. 

Or is Witkacy suggesting that an artist is never one single personality, that one is reinvented each 

time one produces something, or perhaps that ÒartistÓ is a by-product of ÒworkÓ?  

Witkacy is not only a self-conscious artist, but a conscious artist ironically performing the 

role of the artist, objectifying himself as an artist-producer embodied in the studio-factory 

environment. Hence, both Witkacy and Duchamp can be discussed and compared in their 

common, partly ironic, partly joking, interest in the use of signature as a ÔshifterÕ to indicate and 

question the presence, and the role, of the artist in a work of art.  

  The Words in the Frame 

The inclusiveness of the written word into the medium of paintings has a long tradition, 

similarly to that of signing a work. Artists have mixed written words and images in many ways 
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over the long tradition of painting, words that work in various semiotic ways in conjunction with 

images. In 20th-century art, however, a different approach to incorporating writing into the 

artwork emerges. Writing starts to have a different function, often raising ontological questions 

about the nature of painting, as well as calling the status of mimetic art into question. The very 

convention by which titles should relate to what is shown is broken. 

The particular image-text relation of modern art is also questioned by the advent of 

photography. At least with Duchamp, it seems that he appropriates the language of magazine 

captions, as Krauss suggests in her discussion of DuchampÕs Large Glass.112 As his Readymades 

are ÒsnapshotsÓ drowned in aesthetic vacuum and contextual meaninglessness, it is the caption Ð 

the writing -  that proves artistic value and the right to be.113 In photography, the caption is 

considered a necessary part to understand the image, providing the necessary context: Òfor the 

fi rst time, captions have become obligatory. And it is clear that they have an altogether different 

character than the title of a painting,Ó writes Benjamin. 114 Duchamp, as well as Witkacy, might 

have seen an opportunity in turning this logic upside down. Often, the writing which they 

incorporate does not relate to the object/image itself, and it often seems to ridicule the idea that 

such writing has to have any rational meaning. 

When DuchampÕs objects incorporate text, the very existence of that text often tends to 

be of a greater significance than the object itself. Duchamp, in the words of Martin Jay, 

Òproposed a Ôpictorial nominalismÕ in which arbitrary designation replaced aesthetic 

essentializing.Ó115 It is the writing, the title, or the annotation that elevate the status of 

                                                
112 Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 205.   
113 Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 205.    
114 Walter Benjamin, ÒThe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.Ó In Illuminations, edited by Hannah 
Arendt, translated by Harry Zohn, 1-26. (New York: Schocken Books, 1969) 8. 
115Jay, Downcast Eyes, 162.  
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Readymades from mass-manufactured objects of common-day consumption into conceptually-

complex work of art.116  

A different understanding of the incorporation of words within a modernist artwork is 

explored by Krauss (1998) in her text ÒPenny for Picasso.Ó117 Krauss suggests that words in 

PicassoÕs collage become abstract signs as the reference gets lost. Krauss compares this process 

of abstracting to the consequences of replacing gold coins for banknotes. The shift in currency 

emptied out its significance, leading to an arbitrary status of banknotesÕ value.118 Picasso does 

similar in his collage works, by makes turning newspaper clippings into Òa visual sign free to 

circulate within pictorial space.Ó119 

One cannot discuss the object-text relation in modern art without mentioning the case of 

RenŽ Magritte. In Magritte, the text and image are of equal status, as his major preoccupation 

centers on the ambiguity and paradox of representation on both visual and linguistic grounds.120 

Magritte often tends to treat the writings on paintings as slogans, remaining in an ambiguous 

relation to the traditional function of a title. MagritteÕs slogans tend to propose a direction for the 

                                                
116Judovitz, Drawing on Art, 7. 
117 Rosalind E. Krauss, The Picasso Papers. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998).  
118 Krauss, The Picasso Papers, 6-7.  
119 Krauss, The Picasso Papers, 12. It is worth noticing that Krauss compares PicassoÕs incorporation of various 
materials in collage, including newspapers texts, to pastiche approach of Stravinsky,  

Òpastiche asserts an almost endless access to ÔstyleÕ as a series of personal and capricious choices open to the 
artist-subject as a kind of consumer browsing among compositional options (É) The medium of Picasso's 
fraudulence is thus the same as Stravinsky's in that-as pastiche-it is an art about art that redoubles the idea of 
modernist immanence and self-reference but does so now in the register of content rather than at the level of 
formÓ (Krauss, The Picasso Papers, 17-19).  

Witkacy also used a very similar comparison. For Witkacy, there is no significant difference between painting and 
music, and both are generally equal as arts (Witkiewicz, Nowe Formy w Malarstwie, 33). In WitkacyÕs introduction 
to Pure Form Theory, he even suggested a parallel between understanding qualities of StravinskyÕs work and 
PicassoÕs work: 

ÒPeople who are not cultured music-wise, after having heard StravinskyÕs ballet, can endure only a ferocious 
scratching of their nerves and nothing more; music-wise, they do not grasp it. If one who does not 
comprehend Pure Form in painting, (É) sees PicassoÕs painting and attempts to search for any objects in it, 
one must either stultify or recognize all these new forms as a bluff. (É) In order to judge, one must first learn 
to see and comprehend all art.Ó (Witkiewicz, Nowe Formy w Malarstwie, 31) 

120 Georges Roque, ÒMagritteÕs Words and Images.Ó (Visible Language 23, no 2/3 [1990]: 221-237). 222. 
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reading of a piece, but also often remain in a juxtaposition to what is depicted.121 Magritte goes 

against the formula according to which the title explains the image to the viewer, or for which 

the image is a direct depiction, an illustration, of the title.122 In that sense, Magritte exposes both 

the conventions of representation, and conventions of its seeing and reading. 

Unlike Magritte, who makes the language one of the obvious aims of his work, WitkacyÕs 

annotations and graffities are more obscured, encrypted, and more settled. His annotations 

escape hierarchical systematization. The sheer variety of WitkacyÕs annotations is startling: the 

concise list of any substances he consumed in the process of making a portrait, ranging from 

cocaine and peyote to tea and nose drops; short poems; direct remarks about the picture or 

WitkacyÕs artistic talent, or lack of thereof; comments in different languages, including English, 

French, Russian, and Hungarian; references to types of portraits or a portrait convention used; 

and many others which are often difficult to decipher. However, in Witkacy, it seems to be, 

above all, the image Ñ understood as a product of both the artistÕs talent and the process of 

making Ñ that determines the existence and meaning of annotations.  

The Gaze of DuchampÕs Annotations 

 
To gaze is different from seeing. The ÒseerÓ becomes a viewer equipped with a gaze the 

moment he is informed by the understanding of his relation to the artist-maker, and made to play 

the role the spectator. While DuchampÕs interest did not lie in the visual as much as the 

conceptual, he was highly exploitative of the gaze.123 His Readymades are primarily meant to 

                                                
121 Roque, ÒMagritteÕs Words and Images,Ó 221.  
122 Roque, ÒMagritteÕs Words and Images,Ó 221. 
123 The conceptual interest of Duchamp is well summaries in Krauss, ÒTo Pierre Cabanne, for example, he 
characterized his attitude as ÒantiretinalÓ and therefore opposed to a preoccupation with Òvisual language,Ó open 
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activate the role of the spectator, not only to make the viewer aware of the power of their gaze, 

but to make the gaze the creator of the art.124 As Duchamp himself put it:  

The aesthetic result is a phenomenon with two poles. The first is the artist who produces, 
and the second pole is the spectator. . . . I sincerely believe that the picture is made as much 
by the onlooker as by the artist.125  

Duchamp thus making the visual engagement with the object Ñ  the experience of the gaze, Ñ

the core of his Readymades.126 As summed up by Hans Richter, ÒLooking at it made it into 

art!Ó127 

Duchamp felt disdain for the predictable routine of museum viewers lining up to praise 

ÒmasterpiecesÓ and Ògreat artÓ without actually seeing it or being aware of the staged ritual they 

engage with. The best example of this is Leonardo da VinciÕs Mona Lisa. How does one disrupt 

the pious ceremony of standing before a celebrated ÔmasterpieceÕ? Duchamp critically evoked 

the role of the viewer in his L.H.O.O.Q., where he appropriated the image of the Mona Lisa and 

added a mustache and a ÔnewÕ title. The writing shifts the viewerÕs gaze to being aware of the 

process of viewing. Besides the phonetic pun of L.H.O.O.Q, it is the preoccupation with the 

viewerÕs gaze that is most exploited by Duchamp in his mocking of La Joconde. As suggested by 

Judovitz (2010), L.H.O.O.Q. is primarily a criticism of those who view art, of the commodified 

gazes caught in the act of an encounter with the work of art:  

L.H.O.O.Q.Õs visual violence is directed less toward the Mona Lisa as its prime object than 
toward the spectatorÕs gaze, which is put on view and scrutinized in terms of its lubricious 
and consumerist impulses. (É) Instead of mirroring its model, L.H.O.O.Q. mirrors the 
spectatorÕs gaze, thus bringing him or her face-to-face with the act of consuming art.128  

 

                                                
instead to matters that are Òconceptual.Ó In talking to others this distinction between retinal and conceptual, or the 
world of material sensation and the world of ideas, would again be described as an opposition between the retina and 
the gray matterÓ (Krauss, The Optical Unconscious, 108). 
124Judovitz,. Drawing on Art, xx.  
125Quoted in Judovitz, Drawing on Art, xxiv.  
126 Julian Jason Haladyn, Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism. (Routledge Focus on Art History and Visual Studies. 
New York, NY: Routledge, 2020), 30.  
127 Hans Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art. (The World of Art Library. London: Thames & Hudson, 1965), 88. 
128 Judovitz, Drawing on Art, 12-13.  
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What Duchamp does in L.H.O.O.Q. is to bring out the self-consciousness of being the spectator, 

while bringing to light and criticizing its culturally- and socially-constructed implications.  

DuchampÕs the Comb (1916/1963/1964)129 is yet another example of the 

instrumentalization and criticism of the viewerÕs gaze and their encounter with the work. 

Duchamp inscribes the steel comb with a sentence in French, Ò3 OU 4 GOUTTES DE 

HAUTEUR N'ONT RIEN A FAIRE AVEC LA SAUVAGERIE,Ó meaning Ò3 OR 4 DROPS OF 

HEIGHT HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH THE WILDLIFE (or SAVAGENESS).Ó In the 

discussion of this piece by Haladyn (2020), Duchamp is quoted as saying that he is interested in 

shifting the perception from the visual to the linguistic realm (that of ÔthinkingÕ), in addition to 

having the text complicate the act of reflect-less viewing. As Haladyn points out: 

ÒSuch a moment of text is meant to complement (like complementary colors) the object 
that is its surface, the two forming a complex balance of the material and imaginative 
qualities of individual experience. Too much of the scholarship on Comb favors these 
purely conceptual interpretations of the work, with a hint of the psychoanalytic (É) of 
equal importance is the taking serious of the already existing object Duchamp chose to be 
this readymade.Ó130  

DuchampÕs annotation on the Comb redirects the viewerÕs gaze from the object itself to its 

inscription. The annotation is seemingly putting the object in a constant flux of disappear-appear, 

conditioned by whether the viewerÕs gaze focuses on the object or on the writing, and thus 

shifting the perception to a linguistics sphere. In addition to this, Duchamp uses word puns and 

ambiguous titles for one more purpose: in all above examples, Duchamp undermines the most 

basic communicative function of language.131 

                                                
129 In this argument, I am referring to the first version of Comb or Peigne. 1916. New York. Gray steel comb. 16.5 + 
3.2 + 0.2 cm. The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Accession Number: 1950-
134-72 
130 Haladyn, Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism, 18.  
131 Jay, Downcast Eyes, 165.  
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 Witkacy and his Remarks 

Witkacy uses annotations in a similar way in that he attempts to get in the way of seeing 

the work in an instant, and as routine process for the spectator. WitkacyÕs annotations, however, 

can be divided into two types: symbols and characters related to the type and process of making 

of portraits, and more literary writings including comments and titles.  

WitkacyÕs typology of portraits can be traced back to the time before he created his 

Portrait Firm. Some suggest that such annotations as Type A or Type C already existed in some 

portraits from 1918 or even 1917, thereby proving that WitkacyÕs system was already in place 

before the Firm was conceived. 132 It is also worth noting that in a 1921 publication dedicated to 

his art theory, New Forms in Painting (Nowe Formy w Malarstwie), Witkacy attempts to classify 

artistic value. In his system created for this purpose, the letter ÔA,Õ stands for a Òpiece of crap, a 

mixed saladÓ while the letter ÔCÕ relates to the work of Pure Form and its variations, such as 

ÒCDÓ and ÒC�„Ó 133 

Alongside portrait type, Witkacy included annotations related to the process of its 

making. Besides the signature and the date, one finds information such as which drugs were 

taken or from what substabces he abstained.134 For example, in the Portrait of Helena 

Bia$ynicka-Birula (1931)135 the annotations reads ÒWitkacy 8 V 1931 (T. E+D) NP68/69 +porter 

+cof / +tokaij.Ó In addition to his signature, date, and portrait type, Witkacy notes that he did not 

smoke (NP) for 68/69 days. Then he adds Ò+porterÓ which refers to the type of beer he had, and 

                                                
132 Kosto!owski, ÒFirma Portretowa ÔS. I. Witkiewicz,ÕÓ 80; Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 121.  
133 Witkiewicz, Nowe Formy w malarstwie, 288-289.  
134 However, it is important to note that Witkacy experimented with drugs for only a short course of four years, as 
after discovering their effects on art, he was no longer interested in using them, in addition to being aware of a threat 
of addiction (Jakimowicz, ÒO Wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu,Ó 51). 
135 Portrait of Helena Bia!ynicka-Birula (Portret Heleny Bia!ynickiej-Birula). 8 May 1931.!Pastel. 65 x 50 cm. 
Currently in the collection of Museum of Central Pomerania in Slupsk, Poland  
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Ò+cof,Ó meaning he had coffee, and Ò+tokaijÓ that refers to a type of Hungarian wine. The 

question arises: should we indeed trust Witkacy that he did not smoke for 68/69 days, or is it a 

joke aimed at his own system? Should we perceive the substances as co-authors of the work? Is 

he taking a self-mocking pose in recognizing the substances as co-authors of the work, or is he 

undermining the concept of artistic talent? Is Witkacy ironically giving us a recipe for a Ôdo-it-

yourselfÕ portrait? Witkacy argued that he included those inscriptions as part of his 

experimentation with the impact of different substances on artistic capacities. Yet in another 

annotation, Witkacy included such expositional element as Ôbackground music.Õ 

In one particular case, Witkacy wrote a short article where he directly refers to his 

annotations on portraits. One of the reviews of an exhibition in which Witkacy showed his 

portraits (inaugurated on January 1932, with 58 portraits by Witkacy)136 was very skeptical and 

critical. Witkacy, deeply moved by what he called the intellectual ignorance of a dumb-witted 

society (in a letter to his wife he refers to the review as Òa miracle of stupidity,Ó and that Òeach 

time such a pig writes something stupid and it harms the image of the FirmÓ), decided to write an 

official response to the criticism of his portraits and works exhibited along his, to be published in 

a newspaper.137 For unknown reasons, the article did not get published until after WitkacyÕs 

death in 1949.138  

In this response, titled ÒA Case for the Continuity of the Painterly-Critical Gibberish. The 

voice of a ÔVisual ArtistÕ Crying in the Wilderness,Ó Witkacy writes as follows, including the 

direct quotes from the review he refers to: 

                                                
136 Janusz Degler, Bohdan Michalski, and Lech Sok—!, eds. O czystej formie i inne pisma o sztuce. By Stanis!aw 
Ignacy Witkiewicz. (Warszawa: Pa#stwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 2003.) 250.  
137 Degler, Michalski, Sok—!, O czystej formie, 251.  
138 Degler, Michalski, Sok—!, O czystej formie, 253. 
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Ô[the portraits are] equipped with various digits, letters, chemical formulas (!) and other 
[characters which are] incomprehensible for the broader or narrower part of the public.Õ So 
digits, letters, and chemical formulas are characters of such a kind that is generally, for 
everyone, incomprehensible Ð they are such a new thing, besides that there are no chemical 
formulas in my drawings. (É) Finally, Mr. X comes up with a brilliant thought, that I (a 
man of forty-seven years, the author of a dozen or so theater plays, eight of which have 
been staged, of two novels Ð a man who has been concerned for many years, because thirty 
years, with philosophy etc. Ð I am saying this as even if this fact alone might prove a point 
which would go against the psychological intuition of Mr. X) will be including some stupid 
characters in portraits, in order to Ôadd to a given petty picture (!) some sensation of 
mysteriousness or thoughtful incomprehensibility,Õ or Ôto make the bourgeois wonder what 
the French would call: pour Žpater les bourgeoisÕ! (É) Ô[Witkacy] reached his goal, in that 
a few people already have asked me what I think of those [annotations].Õ What could Mr. 
X think of those? Perhaps the meaning of such characters as e.g. Witkacy 1932 13/XI even 
he is not able to guess.139   

Despite WitkacyÕs seemingly oppositional stance on seeing his annotations as anything else than 

a straight-forward record of the process of making, many scholars attempt to propose their 

possible implications. Sztaba (1982) argued that the annotations seem to resemble Òalchemical 

writingsÓ (with, indeed, an inclusion of Òchemical symbolsÓ) that turn the act of creating the 

portrait into an alchemical procedure.140 Jakimowicz (1990) suggests that the annotations 

resemble an attempt to record WitkacyÕs Òlife as theater.Ó141 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska 

(1989) notices that a lot of annotations are either incomprehensible to today's reader, or are 

made-up words that can be thus considered the Òliterary absurdÓ of Witkacy's game with 

language.142 

The inclusion of writings in WitkacyÕs portrait is not limited to this partly self-mocking 

Ôrecording process.Õ Witkacy included many ironic comments and ambiguous phrases on the 

                                                
139 Stanis!aw Ignacy Witkiewicz. ÒRzecz o Ci*g!o&ci Bzdury Malarsko-Krytycznej. G!os ÔPlastykaÕ Wo!aj*cego Na 
Puszczy.Ó In Stanis$aw Ignacy Witkiewicz. O Czystej Formie i Inne Pisma o Sztuce, 76. 
It is also worth mentioning that in this review Witkacy relates to his practice of calling himself Òthe Firm:Ó 
ÒBy talking about Ôthe Portrait Firm,Õ nowise I tease myself and the viewers, as my enemies tend to hedge in saying, 
but I openly say what e.g. third-class tradesmen who purport as artist to the muddle-headed society, do not say.Ó 
(Witkiewicz, ÒRzecz o Ci*g!o&ci Bzdury Malarsko-Krytycznej, 74) 
140 Sztaba, Gra Ze Sztuk#, 223. 
141 Jakimowicz, ÒO wielorakiej Funkcji Portretu,Ó 55.  
142 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska, Firma Portretowa Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza, 38. 
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surface of his portraits, which also called the attention of certain scholars. Niedzia!kowska 

(2013) argues that Witkacy embraced the figure of the Dandy though self-discrediting strategy 

and roleplay, as particularly visible in the operating of the Portrait Firm and the annotations on 

portraits.143 To prove her point, Niedzia!kowska very briefly examines several portraits. She 

concludes that WitkacyÕs annotations on the portraits can be seen as a recipe for artistic talent, a 

mockery of his own system, and a mockery of the concept Ôartist.Õ Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska 

(1989) sees the annotations as titles, which Witkacy treated as a literary game to show off his 

skills as an imaginative writer.144 Sztaba (1982) argues that the often ironic annotations are 

meant to show the attitude of Witkacy towards the portraits, the sitters, and the position in which 

he has to act like a Òportrait-maker.Ó145  

WitkacyÕs sense of humor interlaces with an irony and gloominess that leaves the viewer 

confused. How does the experience of viewing a portrait change, if the portrait includes 

WitkacyÕs annotation T.U., meaning Òthe talent has diedÓ? On the polar binary of self-

deprecating annotations, Witkacy includes very narcissistic ones,  

for example, the charcoal self-portrait for Anna Oderfeld (1912) was Òmade in an hourÓ 
and on the self-portrait with a samovar (1917) Witkacy noted Òplease, donÕt bother me with 
talent.Ó It is likely that such notes are iron[ical] and should be treated more [as] mockery.146 

Yet another example of a type of annotation is the one located in the Portrait of Helena 

Bia$ynicka-Birula (1931).147 The inscription reads ÒFor the posthumous / exhibition / of 1955 / 

Witkacy / 1931 I / (T. C+Co).Ó The statement in this case seems to be saying more about 

Witkacy himself, and his judgment of this particular portrait. One could unpack this statement as 

                                                
143 Niedzia!kowska, ÒWitkacyÕs Self-Portraits,Ó 189Ð206. 
144 Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska, Firma Portretowa Stanis$awa Ignacego Witkiewicza, 38.  
145 Sztaba, Graz e Sztuk#, 67. 
146Niedzia!kowska, ÒWitkacyÕs Self-Portraits,Ó 195. 
147 Portrait of Helena Bia!ynicka-Birula (Portret Heleny Bia!ynickiej-Birula). January 1931.!
Pastel. 63 x 47 cm. Currently in the collection of Museum of Central Pomerania in Slupsk, Poland.  
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meaning Òthis portrait is a very good portrait; therefore it will be included in my posthumous 

exhibition in 1955,Ó or ÒBy 1955, I shall be dead,Ó or Òonly after I die will people understand 

what a great artist I was.Ó148 WitkacyÕs remark lacks the naughtiness or the frivolousness of 

DuchampÕs annotations. Witkacy, knowing his art is under-appreciated seems reluctant to 

believe that only after his death his artistic judgments shall be vindicated.  

In his novels, Witkacy often used language to imitate the act of commenting upon action 

in real time, as if he were suddenly ÔspeakingÕ over the action, or as if he were trying to insert 

frowning or winking into the text.149 Thus, one could consider that Witkacy is using several of 

those annotations as a kind of one-way dialogue between himself and the work's viewer. Witkacy 

then speaks through his annotations and often shares with the viewer his personal remarks, full of 

irony and self-reflection. Whereas in Duchamp, it is the signature that makes the artwork (the 

Readymade), in Witkacy it is the artwork (the portrait) that makes the signature.  

The Case for Dentists 

Despite the difference in their attitude to the modern progression of society and culture, 

both Duchamp and Witkacy are aware of the value of modern art as commodity, and both seem, 

to a certain degree, amused by the fact that works of art become commodities. One can use 

writing on the object of art to highlight this fact, and, with writing, call attention to the artworkÕs 

capacity to sell itself. Both Duchamp and Witkacy do so, and both of them do so as way of 

                                                
148 One could point out that Witkacy on several occasions fall into deep states of depression, claiming in the letters to 
his wife and friends that the only Òway outÓ is by committing suicide. Eight years after this portrait was made, Witkacy 
did commit suicide upon finding out that Soviet Union invaded Poland. 
149 Grzegorz Grochowski, ÒDziwactwa i Dzie!a. Inspiracje Dandysowskie w Tw—rczo&ci Stanis!awa Ignacego 
Witkiewicza.Ó In Osoba w Literaturze i Komunikacji Literackiej, edited by Edward Balcerzan and W!odzimierz 
Bolecki, 132Ð48. (Warszawa: Instytut Bada# Literackich Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 2000) 146-147. 
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turning art objects into a form of ÒpaymentÓ for their dental appointments. Though it is highly 

unlikely that Witkacy was aware of DuchampÕs Tzanck Check (1919), in 1928 he created a 

portrait with an inscription which is both highly similar and different to DuchampÕs version. 

Nonetheless, their attitude towards ironically perceiving art as a form of payment is the same, 

and in both cases it is the written word which enables this function of the art object.  

 Duchamp criticized modern painters for operating with the same ideas only for the 

purpose of selling the work, hence Ònot even producing paintings but cheques.Ó150  It did not stop 

him, however, from exploiting this idea to its fullest by executing a drawing of a check titled 

Tzanck Check (1919),151 and handing it to his dentist, Daniel Tzanck, in New York, instead of 

cash. DuchampÕs execution of the check itself is exceptional, as Haladyn notes,  

Tzanck Check mimics precisely the visual characteristics of a personal cheque, a modern 
bill of exchange between two individuals or parties. Through this written/textual order one 
party - Marcel Duchamp Ð The Teeth's Loan and Trust Company Consolidated Ð to - one 
hundred fifteen and no/100 dollars - to the party addressed (hailed) by the object Ð Daniel 
Tzanck.152 

As Haladyn argues in his discussion of that piece, DuchampÕs interest in the commercial was 

mostly conceptual. Duchamp explored the relation between the object as commodity and art as 

commodity, taking into consideration the human relations which can determine value and, thus, 

see the drawing of a check to be valuable in the monetary sense. It is even more ironic, as 

Haladyn points out, that this Duchampian provocation and exploitation of the art-money relation 

does not end with the moment of TzanackÕs acceptance of the check. This Òprocess was extended 

                                                
150 Judovitz, Drawing on Art, xviii.  
151 Marcel Duchamp, Tzanck Check, 1919. Ink on paper. 21 x 38.2 cm. The Vera and Arturo Schwarz Collection of 
Dada and Surrealist Art in the Israel Museum. 
152 Haladyn, Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism, 48.  
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when, years later,Ó Haladyn writes, ÒDuchamp purchased the cheque back from Tzanck for more 

than the amount noted on the work (readymade inflation)Ó.153 

WitkacyÕs ÒPortrait of Zofia NawrockaÓ (1928)154 (see fig. 12), belongs to a series of 

portraits made for the family of Nawrocki, WitkacyÕs dentist. In this context, Witkacy used his 

portraits in a pseudo-barter economy. For the services of his dentist, he would ÔpayÕ by making 

portraits.155 The annotation on the portrait of NawrockiÕs relative reads as follows: ÒJust as you 

do my teeth / I do your family / You shall judge it all, when I will be gone / The teeth will go to 

hell / The portraits will remain / And all of that business / Will be one big pain.Ó In this short 

rhyme, Witkacy condenses his approach to annotations. Irony and amusement mix with 

bitterness in WitkacyÕs attempt to use the rhetorical tradition of Vita brevis, ars longa, the 

concept of exegi monumentum, and of a highly reflective age-long tradition of vanitas. Yet, 

instead using it with pathos, Witkacy turns it into a skepticÕs joke, a bitter parody. In this 

annotation, amusement contrasts with to self-reflection and pragmatic observation. Witkacy 

introduces the idea of a barter economy, presenting his portrait-making as yet another profession, 

no different than that of a dentist or shoemaker. And yet again, just as in the case of the 

annotation in the portrait of Helena Bia$ynicka-Birula (1931), Witkacy remains in an ambiguous 

in-between in judging his art. Witkacy clearly foresees, if we take his annotations as serious 

remarks rather than as empty jokes (which is also a possibility), that his portraits will live on and 

carry on his memory; yet rather than do so in splendor, they produce  Òpain,Ó perhaps by 

recalling the lack of understanding and appreciation that  Witkacy suffered from in his own time.  

                                                
153 Haladyn, Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism, 51.  
154 Portrait of Zofia Nawrocka (1928-08-09), pastel, 69x50 cm, Museum of Central Pomerania in S!upsk. MP" -
M/703. 
155 ( akiewicz, Witkacy, 74. 
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Duchamp includes annotations in order to bring attention to how such a trivial action can 

elevate an object to the status of artwork. It is the annotations that give a false sense of 

differentiation that make Readymades more than just mass-produced objects.156 Duchamp, as a 

kind of ironic comedian of commodifier of art, exploits those weaknesses rooted in artistic 

tradition and the art marketÕs system, in an attempt to draw attention to a different sphere of 

occupation: one this is more intellectual, linguistic, retinal rather than visual, and consequently 

one that proposes a new approach to the problem of the commodification of art. Witkacy, despite 

showing a similar approach to annotations however, is more concerned with the very fact of 

including the annotations in his works. Witkacy has a romanticized and tragic side to him, 

related to his catastrophism, which is not the case for Duchamp.157 WitkacyÕs embracement of 

irony and humor amount to his perception that these are, tragically, the only options left for him 

to cope with the commodification and standardization of human life. Therefore, if Duchamp adds 

annotations for artistic value, Witkacy adds them for their commercial value. Its mocking targets 

both the viewer, and Witkacy himself.   

 

                                                
156 Haladyn, Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism, 20 
157 Piotrowski, Metafizyka Obrazu, 23.  
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3.!Chapter 3. Anti-Art  

The graphic language of WitkacyÕs portraits developed mostly before the advent of the 

First World War, especially in its formal qualities of deformation. The first annotations of 

portrait types already appear on pastel portraits from WitkacyÕs stay in Russia during the period 

of the Great War and the October Revolution. WitkacyÕs Pure Form Theory crystalized during 

the war years. Across Europe, artists attempted to find a solution to the crisis of art that the Great 

War fueled. WitkacyÕs portraits and his Portrait Firm offered a response to this crisis, yet in 

WitkacyÕs understanding this was only a response, not a true solution. 

Duchamp and Dada  

The two most evident attempts to resurrect art flourished in the classicization of the body 

during the Return to Order and in the mechanization of the body in a search for the ÒNew ManÓ 

of revolutionary Russia.158 The anti-art sentiments grew particularly strong in the programs of 

Marcel Duchamp and Dada.  

The reality of the Great War strengthened DuchampÕs dissatisfaction with (retinal) art as 

being too limited, mostly due to art market pressures.159 Duchamp saw the decline of art as 

inevitable but challengeable with a new understanding of art. He therefore sought a solution that 

would at once conclude in an Òostensible ÔendÕÓ of art, but also provide Òa strategy that would 

not simply lapse into negation, thus reaffirming through antithesis the very definition of art he 

                                                
158 Foster, Prosthetic Gods, 110. 
159 Judovitz, Drawing on Art, xviii; 6.  
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sought to challenge.Ó160 Duchamp was not looking for anti-art, as that would fall into a binary 

relation ultimately reinforcing the existence of art. Thus, Duchamp preferred a more neutral, and 

less essentialist, designation of Ôanart.Õ161 Even if Duchamp declared that retinal art, the art of 

painting, had ceased to be, Òthis declaration of nothingness is free from cynicism and from 

regret,Ó as Hans Richter fitly points out.162 A certain nihilism is reflected in DuchampÕs 

indifference to the end of (retinal) Art, but his indifference is not an attempt to kill  art. 

Similarly to Duchamp, Dada also criticized art and its conditions under the 

bourgeoisie.163 One has to acknowledge that Dada as a movement was not a monolith, and that 

the fractions in ZŸrich, Cologne, Berlin, Paris, and New York had their specific hues. For the 

purpose of this discussion, one can nonetheless note that generally Dada deployed a paradoxical 

strike on conventional beliefs.164 Dada denied both what was outside and inside of it, 

proclaiming that Òthere is no hope, all values are leveled to a universal monotony, there is no 

longer a difference between good and evilÑthere is only an awareness.Ó165 Yet DadaÕs anti-art 

can be viewed as only a partial rejection of art, or as Òa deeply engaged critique of the 

procedures of modernism.Ó166 DadaÕs nihilistic meaninglessness of modernity and bourgeois 

society had a spark of hope and a search for spirituality in it.167 As Hans Richter explains,  

This was the reason why we were forced to look for something which would re-establish 
our humanity. What we needed to find was a balance between heaven and hell, a new unity 
combining chance and design.168 We wanted to bring forward a new kind of human being, 

                                                
160 Judovitz, xxiii.  
161 Judovitz, 54. 
162 Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 91.  
163 Peter BŸrger, Theory of the Avant-Garde. Translated by Michael Shaw. (Minneapolis, MN: Manchester 
University Press, 1984) 22.  
164 Rubin, W. Dada, Surrealism, and Their Heritage. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1967), 12. 
165 Georges Hugnet, ÒDada.Ó In Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism, edited by A. H. Barr, Jr. (New York: The Museum 
of Modern Art, 1937) 15 
166 Leah Dickerman. ÒDada Gambits.Ó October, no. 105 (Summer 2003): 4Ð12. doi:10.1162/016228703769684137. 
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167 Malcolm Turvey. ÒDada Between Heaven and Hell: Abstraction and Universal Language in the Rhythm Films of 
Hans Richter.Ó October, no. 105 (Summer 2003): 13Ð36. doi:10.1162/016228703769684146. 13. 
168 Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 58.  
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one whose contemporaries we could wish to be, free from the tyranny of rationality, of 
banality, of generals, fatherlands, nations, art-dealers, microbes, residence permits and the 
past.169  

 
Thus, Dada attempted to create a new human being by destructing the old. 

 

Witkacy & Co.  

ÒThis year I exhibit portraits only, since my compositions [oil paintings] nobody 

appreciates, nobody needs, and nobody buys, while the critics either stay silent about them or 

write of them irrelevant things, or sometimes even total gibberish.Ó170 With these words, Witkacy 

opens the catalogue entry to his first exhibition dedicated to portraits, which took place on April 

11, 1925. Witkacy signed that text as ÒThe Firm: S. I. Witkiewicz,Ó adding the addresses of two 

locations where the Firm was located, that is, where he lived. Simply by referring to himself as a 

portrait firm, Witkacy is owning up (jokingly and under no direct pressure) to the commercial 

enterprize of his portrait-producing business. And the way he negotiates with clients furthers this 

self-mocking posture of the painter as an owner of a light industrial company. He deliberately 

depersonalizes his relationships with customers by offering them a ÒmenuÓ of portrait types. He 

presents himself as the one who is providing a service like any other, one fundamentally no 

different than that of a decorator, or even a shoemaker. 

The ways in which Witkacy questions the aesthetics (rather than the economics) of art is 

more complicated. Witkacy did believe in the theoretical desirability of a pure art, an art that 

reaches for spirituality beyond its commercial activity. Thus, WitkacyÕs Pure Form Theory, with 

                                                
169 Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 65.  
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its philosophical underpinnings, can be viewed as a romantic idea of a revival of spiritual 

experience against the capitalistic mechanization of life.171 Yet for Witkacy there is no place for 

Pure Form in the society of the future, the society that Witkacy had in mind while creating his 

Portrait Firm. Stefan Szuman, a close friend of WitkacyÕs and one of a few public supporters of 

his portraiture practice who in 1931 published a review of WitkacyÕs art, stated that, for Witkacy 

Òrationalization has killed in humans the metaphysical sensation of beauty.Ó172 This concise 

statement reflects the very foundation of WitkacyÕs theoretical and philosophical writings. Pure 

Form is doomed in the mass society to come.173 

The Portrait Firm is a manifestation of WitkacyÕs worldview, it is an anticipation of the 

inevitable end of art and the fall of culture, Òthe culture he is in solidarity with, yet cannot stop 

its collapse.Ó174 Therefore, one can say that the Portrait Firm, similarly to all of WitkacyÕs 

Ïuvre, is marked with simultaneous notions of grotesque and tragedy.175  

Is WitkacyÕs position contrary to those of the avant-gardes, then? Not necessarily. The 

purpose of the avant-garde was to criticize and attack the general function of art in bourgeois 

society, for the sake of transformation; Òart was not to be simply destroyed, but transferred to the 

praxis of life where it would be preserved, albeit in a changed form.Ó176 Thus, the avant-garde 

was to be on offence until the birth of a new art, or as long as the social conditions allowed for its 

                                                
171 Lorenc, Iwona. ÒExperience and Language: Witkacy in Contemporary Interpretative Contexts.Ó In Witkacy: 
Logos and the elements, edited by Teresa P' kala, 301-313. (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang Edition, 2017), 306.  
172 Szuman, Stefan. ÒZw*tpienie Sztuki Samej w Sobie.Ó Gazeta Literacka 32, no 5 (1931): 70-71. 
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existence. Poggioli suggests that the social conditions that would not allow for the avant-garde 

are that of totalitarianism: 

We could say that avant-garde art is destined to perish only if our civilization is condemned 
to perish, that is, if the world as we know it is destined to fall before a new order in which 
mass culture is the only form of admissible or possible culture, an order that inaugurates 
an uninterrupted series of totalitarian communities unable to allow a single intellectual 
minority to survive, unable even to conceive of exception as valid or possible.177  
 

This is precisely the scenario which echoes throughout WitkacyÕs philosophy and art. Witkacy 

seems to suggest that a new society will  create a new art: an art without metaphysics, spirituality, 

or individuality. However, this new art, in WitkacyÕs understanding of Pure From, is no longer 

Art. Furthermore, Witkacy does not say that the cultural catastrophe to come necessarily has 

implications for societyÕs general happiness. Quite the opposite, Witkacy suggests that by 

providing society with the fulfillment of their basic needs and a standardized notion of 

happiness, society will no longer be subject to a confusing and threatening Òmetaphysical 

feeling.Ó Yet, for Witkacy, such a state would be equal to the death of what constitutes humanity. 

Consequently, WitkacyÕs remarks on art and culture, including those written in portrait 

annotations, are a mix of ironic bitterness, Òresistance to ideologically na•ve avant-garde 

fascinations,Ó and catastrophism.178 In one of WitkacyÕs dramas,!The Anonymous Work: Four 

Acts of a Rather Nasty Nightmare (1921), the newly created society, born out of a proletarian 

revolution, is described as follows: 

We are going to create a true paradise on earth without any leaders and without any work! 
[...] We! The uniform, grey, sticky, stinking, monstrous mass: a new Separate Being, 
defying all metaphysics based on the concept of the individual and hierarchy! There are no 
individuals!! Down with personality! Long live the uniform MASS, one and indivisible!!! 
Hurrah!!!179   
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The fastidious practice of the WitkacyÕs Portrait Firm, especially its typology of 

portraits, suggests that each portrait falls into a category of standardized objects. Typology of 

portraits suggests calculation, repetitive execution, standardization, while the usage of drugs and 

WitkacyÕs own artistic input suggest certain amounts of chance and change. However, WitkacyÕs 

offering of a menu of portrait types in his ÔRulebookÕ shifts the act of decision-making from the 

artist to the sitter. Hence, one could say that Witkacy anticipates the consumerism of late-

capitalism. Witkacy provides a restricted choice of options, which gives a certain illusion of 

freedom for the client. It is the moment of choosing that grants the client the belief that they 

define their own individuality.180 In this, Witkacy is similar to Duchamp, whose Readymades 

both accelerate and reveal this consumeristic decision-making process, but, with a glimpse of a 

potential escape form the paradigm of consumerism: 

This is the choice economy that controls the possibilities of experience, providing a limited 
world of seemingly endless yet meaningless possibility and choice. Against this model, the 
readymade aesthetic demonstrates that the individual is capable of creating by choosing 
differently, by creatively (Nietzsche would say willfully ) choosing to push beyond socially 
and culturally prescribed experiences, meanings and values.181 

 

Witkacy reveals the choice behind the consumer-commodity encounter, yet he does not attempt 

to give his clients any alternative decision-making challenge. Instead, he fully embraces and 

accelerates the capitalistic mechanism of an individualÕs commodity Ôchoice.Õ 

Witkacy attempts to reach a mechanical repetition befitting the society of a dystopian 

future, where art is no more. Yet he fails. If one of the understandings of originality in the avant-

garde context is that Òthe self as origin has the potential for continual acts of regeneration, a 

perpetuation of self-birth,Ó182 one can see how WitkacyÕs portraits are utterly surprizing and 

                                                
180 Haladyn, Duchamp, Aesthetics and Capitalism, 21.  
181 Haladyn, 70.  
182 Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 158. 
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unimaginable, and original. For example, Maryla Grossman could not image what her portrait 

would end up looking like, despite the choices she made as to the type of portrait and the fact 

that she wanted to have her whole figure portrayed. She could have a vague sensation of what to 

expect, but she would not be able to predict all of the elements, paradoxes, and ambiguity which 

Witkacy included in the image. One cannot imagine what the product Ð the portrait Ð of Witkacy 

would look like, because unlike in the mass-production of cars or lightbulbs, WitkacyÕs portraits 

are much more than a sum of menu choices from his Rulebook. Witkacy even leaves for himself 

a margin of freedom, stating Òa portrait can also be an artwork of Pure Form (É) Ð can be, 

though today, in most cases, it is not,Ó he states in the text preceding the first version of his 

Portrait Firm ÔRulebook.Õ WitkacyÕs menu of types is as much an illusion of control as actual 

control.  

Therefore, each time, what Witkacy produces becomes art, despite his continuous 

attempts to diminish it. As Szuman puts it: 

The art of Witkiewicz is an inconsolable reflection upon the problem of whether art still 
has a right to live. He denies its right to exist. (É)  The turbulent and impetuous flow of 
creative urge clashes within him against the rocks of cold, unrelenting reflections. The 
question is: why is he still creating?183 

Szuman suggests that a certain psychological split in WitkacyÕs identity leads to a conflict 

between his theoretical (PhilosopherÕs) and practical (ArtistÕs) ideals.184 The philosopher in 

Witkacy, Òkeeps on breaking the artist. Artist-Witkiewicz does not fit into art; itÕs too narrow for 

him.Ó185 However, the Philosopher in Witkacy produced self-doubt which was both destructive 

and enabling. Thus, the tension between doubting and overcoming those doubts lead a new 

                                                
183 Szuman, Stefan. ÒRzecz o zjawisku &mierci w sztuce. Tw—rczo&) Stanis!awa Ignacego Witkiewicza.Ó Przegl*d 
Wsp—!czesny, no. 110 (1931): 335-351. http://mbc.malopolska.pl/dlibra/publication?id=35818&tab=3. 348-349. 
184 Szuman, ÒRzecz o zjawisku &mierci w sztuce,Ó 349. 
185 Szuman, ÒZw*tpienie Sztuki Samej w Sobie,Ó 70. 
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genre, what Szuman calls a psychological portrait. This tension is also evident in the variety of 

portraits Witkacy executed. If one sees WitkacyÕs portrait practice as a spectrum, works on one 

end are the portraits that the menu calls for, while the portraits from the other end of the 

spectrum exceed WitkacyÕs own typology. 

Through the portraits, Witkacy reveals that his sitters are individuals, yet through their gazes, 

he turns them into a mass. They challenge the viewer, but what for? They are ambiguously 

unreachable, leaving the viewer confused, in a state of lacking or longing. Hence, just as the 

avant-garde attacks art as is it, Witkacy attacks the very subject of the art to come: its viewers, 

who are also its clients. 
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4.!Conclusion 

The Future of the Past 

The kind of questions Witkacy is asking has not become less relevant over time, but more 

relevant than ever to us today, and perhaps Witkacy himself has become more relevant today 

than he was in his own time. Witkacy questioned the function, standardization, 

commercialization and very status of art. In the digital age, ownership of intellectual and artistic 

property has become more complex than ever before. In particular, the relationship between 

image provider and image purchaser, as well as the issue of who the consumer of the image is Ð 

whether it is the sitter, the viewers of the portrait in the sitterÕs house, or the viewers of the 

dystopian future Witkacy anticipated Ð which Witkacy so ironically questioned in his Portrait 

Firm, has become more puzzling.  

The present age of digitalization is particularly concerned with images, in matters of 

standardization, reproduction, distortion, and market value. Contemplating Witkacy today is a 

way of taking the doubts and questions he posed and applying them to tools that are available to 

us now, in order to question them from the perspectives of history and representation.  

The aesthetic menu Witkacy tried to establish has now caught up with the business menu 

of choices. It is now directly applicable to the way we represent ourselves digitally. Where 

Witkacy had offered clients a ÒmenuÓ of portrait options, Instagram and Facebook now offer us 

drop-down menus of filters and frames that enable us to remake our own images.  Just like 

WitkacyÕs portrait types, each Instagram filter is a ÔType,Õ which can be described as 
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beautifying, abstracting, etc. It follows a consumeristic pick-and-choose menu of self-

representation which, nonetheless, lacks the artistÕs mediation. Instead of a human actor who 

abstracts or beautifies, there is a machine, an algorithm, which Ð for Witkacy Ð would be the 

height of the death of art, and perhaps also the very concept of the portrait Firm on a level which 

Witkacy predicted, but was as yet was unable to reach. Portraiture, which has morphed through 

many forms from the painting, to the snapshot, to the selfie (and all of these forms still 

exist), still begs the questions that we find in Witkacy: who owns the portrait, and by what right? 

What role has the client in making choices about their representation? Do we indeed create our 

self-representations, or do we choose our representations from a few commercialized options 

given under a veil of apparent freedom? 

Well in advance of the iconic turn, WitkacyÕs instrumentalization of the gaze, informed 

by his philosophical Ôsystem,Õ his ÔartisticÕ considerations and his keen awareness of a historic 

shift in avant-gardism provides prescient tools for the cultural historian's critique of postmodern 

consumerism.
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Figures and Images 

 

Type A Relatively the most Ôspruced upÕ type. Rather more suitable for womenÕs faces 
than menÕs faces. ÔSlickÕ execution, with a certain loss of character in the interests 
of beautification, or accentuation of Ôprettiness.Õ  

Type B  More emphasis on character but without any trace of caricature. The technique is 
more dab-like than in type A, with a certain touch of character traits, which does 
not preclude 'prettiness' in womenÕs portraits. Objective attitude to the model.  

Type B + d  Intensification of character, bordering on the caricatural. The head larger than 
actual size. The possibility of preserving ÔprettinessÕ in womenÕs portraits, and 
even of intensifying it in the direction of the 'demonic.'  

Type C, C + 
Co, Et, C + 
H, C + Co + 
Et, etc.  

These types, executed with the aid of C2H5OH and narcotics of a superior grade, 
are at present ruled out. Subjective characterization of the model, caricatural 
intensification both formal and psychological are not ruled out. Approaches 
abstract composition, otherwise known as ÔPure Form.Õ  

Type D  The same results without recourse to any artificial means.  
Type E  and its combinations with the preceding types. Spontaneous psychological 

interpretation at the discretion of the Firm. The achieved effect may be the exact 
equivalent of that produced by types A and B Ð the manner by which it is attained 
is different, as is the method of execution, which may take various forms but never 
exceeds the limits of (d) A combination of E + d is likewise available on request.  

 

ChildrenÕs 
type Ð (B + 
E)  

Because children can never be still, the purer type B is in most instances 
impossible - the execution rather takes the form of a sketch.  

Table 1.  

This version of The Rules of the ÒS. I. WitkiewiczÓ Portrait Painting Firm was taken from The Polish Journal of Aesthetics 31, no. 
4 (2013), and was translated by Beata Brodniewicz based on the version published in Witkacy in S$upsk. The ÒS. I. WitkiewiczÓ 
Portrait Painting Firm, edited by Beata Zgodzi#ska & translated by Beata Brodniewicz. S!upsk: The City Hall in S!upsk, 2010.  
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Figure 1. 

Falsehood of a Woman - Self-Portrait with Maryla Grossman (Fa$sz Kobiety Ð autoportret z Maryl# 
Grossmanow#), January 1927, pastel on a paper sheet glued onto canvas, 115,5x184cm. Currently located in the 
National Museum in Warsaw, Poland. Rys.W.11538 MNW. https://cyfrowe.mnw.art.pl/pl/katalog/655797 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

Portrait of Helela Bia!ynicka-Birula (Portret Heleny Bia!ynickiej-Birula), May 8, 1931, pastel on 
cardboard, 65 x 50 cm. Currently in the collection of Museum of Central Pomerania in S$upsk, 
Poland. MP&-M/70. https://bibliotekacyfrowa.eu/dlibra/publication/15992/edition/12868 
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Figure 5 
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Figure 6 

Portrait of Prosper Szmur$o (Portret Prospera Szmur$y), June 1931, pastel, 63.5x47.7 cm. 
Currently located in the Museum of Central Pomerania in S!upsk, Poland. MP" -M/1426. 
https://www.muzeum.slupsk.pl/images/Witkacy/M1426.jpg  
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Figure 7 

Portrait of Prosper Szmur$o (Portret Prospera Szmur$y), June 1931, pastel, 63.5x47.7 cm. 
Currently located in the Museum of Central Pomerania in S!upsk, Poland. MP" -M/1426. 
https://www.muzeum.slupsk.pl/images/Witkacy/M1426.jpg  
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Portrait of Maria Witaszczak (Portret Marii Witaszczak) 1936, pastel and charcoal on grey paper, 
65x50 cm. Currently in the collection of Tatra Museum in Zakopane (S/2848/Mt.). 
http://muzeumtatrzanskie.pl/portal/pozycja/Muz/2858/obraz_Portret_Marii_Witeszczak/ 

    

Figure 8 
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 Figure 9 
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Figure 10 
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Figure 11. 

 Portrait of Franciszek Stroniewicz (Portret Franciszka Staroniewicza), 1930, pastel, 66 x 51 cm. 
Currently in the collection of Museum of Central Pomerania in Slupsk, Poland. MP" -M/121. 
https://bibliotekacyfrowa.eu/dlibra/publication/15979/edition/12847 
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Figure 12. 

Portrait of Zofia Nawrocka (Portret Zofii Nawrockiej) August 9, 1928, pastel, 69x50 
cm. Currently in the collection of Museum of Central Pomerania in S!upsk, Poland. 
MP" -M/703. https://bibliotekacyfrowa.eu/dlibra/publication/15515/edition/11683 


