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Abstract 
 
When the Polish avant-garde novelist and playwright Witold Gombrowicz (1904-1969) was 
departing, in mid-August 1939, from the Baltic port of Gdynia on a two month state-sponsored 
voyage to Buenos Aires (and Rio) as a cultural ambassador for the Polish interwar republic, not 
in his wildest dreams could he possibly have imagined that his expatriation from Poland would 
be final or that his sojourn in Argentina would last 23 years. He arrived in the port of Buenos 
Aires in late August, on the Polish passenger ship MS Chrobry of the Gdynia-America Line, and 
disembarked with a suitcase full of books, publicity materials and several fine suits, as well as 
90 US dollars in his pocket. Two days later Germany declared was on Poland, and the Baltic 
would soon be blockaded (as a side note that also speaks to the dramas of forced migration of 
objects, Gombrowicz may have stayed behind, but MS Chrobry was turned around from 
Argentina and sailed as far as the UK, with most of the original crew and passengers choosing 
to make the journey; she was soon re-converted in Glasgow shipyards for use by the Royal 
Navy as a troop and munitions carrier; bombed by a German U-boat, she was scuttled in May 
1940 off Norway’s coast). Gombrowicz’s story of protracted and reluctant acculturation in the 
hosting place, as well as his remarkable forays into the literary avant-garde of the Argentinean 
capital once he had declared himself a bona fide exile, are the stuff of a still under-researched 
legend of a man whose self-appointed task was (paradoxically) to try to “liberate” himself from 
the cultural baggage of his Polishness so that he could be merely a human being – his basic 
homelessness a sign, paradoxically, of a kind of homecoming. 

For cultural historians, Gombrowicz’s life story – especially his forced transformation from 
traveler to cultural ambassador to exile to a hybridized bicultural subject – is profoundly unique 
in Polish letters, yet it is absolutely symptomatic or even archetypal of the waves and modalities 
of migration from East Central Europe to the new world(s) during the long 20th century, 
particularly for creative individuals. My proposed talk, with a special focus on the transit of 
cultural objects, will be comprised of four elements. 1. I will examine concrete traces of material 
culture of “Gombrowicz in Argentina,” such as his collaborative translations, anonymous 
reviews, essays written for expatriate organizations such as the Polish Embassy and the Banco 
Polaco in Buenos Aires, and frequently re-circulated elsewhere, in particular Paris and London, 
and even post-WWII Socialist Poland; 2. Analyze his legacy on a generation of Spanish-
speaking poets and writers, his “circle” that congregated in the Rex Café in Buenos Aires (some 
of these authors were expatriates and exiles like him, from places like Cuba and Chile); 3. 
Comment briefly on Gombrowicz’s conception of cultural dialogue between worlds Old and New 
– including forms of consciousness-raising cultural terrorism – that inspired and is reflected in 
his 1953 novel, Trans-Atlantyk, a quasi-autobiography and in the end a “home-in-language,” set 
in contemporary Argentina albeit with a kind of intense Polonizing gloss on it (as Czeslaw Milosz 
described the book in an early review, the estancia on the pampas transmogrifies into a manor 
house in a Slavic forest); and 4. Attempt to situate Gombrowicz’s personal story – its material 
and spiritual or mythopoeic components – within that broader context of particularly East-
Central European migrations to the Americas, whether prompted by war or repression, the lure 
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of new opportunity, or simply wanderlust (and it was very rarely a matter simply of wanderlust – 
including Gombrowicz’s own, putatively innocent literary “adventure” of the summer of 1939).  

   

 


