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“Realism from realism does not make Art. The public 
turns its back on fiction made from fiction. What is 
left is fiction from reality – the discovery of Russian 
cinema – after Einstein, Pudovkin, detective novels, 
and reality of fiction – ballet, opera, certain novels 
for women”.
[entry in Stefan Themerson’s diary, January 
5, 1941; Themerson and Themerson 98]
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“But autobiographical things are like a motor car you take 
with you (or rather it takes you to sightseeing). You can’t 
avoid it, but you behave as if it were not there” explained 
Stefan Themerson in a letter to the Swedish translator 
of Bayamus, who asked by mail for some clarifications on 
this matter. The author of The Adventures of Peddy Bot-
tom writes that “you censor [the car] in your mind, you 
exclude it from the mental sphere of [the] picture of the 
landscape. Same, I think, with autobiographical details. 
They must be in the book, but we should act as if they 
weren’t there”1 – the writer closes the metaphor; how-
ever, understanding that from the translator’s perspec-
tive this problem may be perceived differently, he still 
addresses some facts about which Lars Gustav Hellström 
inquired.

When introducing himself in the letter to the transla-
tor, Themerson – who never displayed autobiographical 
details in his work – does not conceal the fact that the 
narrator of the story is his alter ego: “Born 25th Janu-
ary 1910, as you may deduce from BAYAMUS page 27” [ 
Letter]. He also adds that many true biographical facts 
can be found in this improbable story. Let us note that 
in the car metaphor the writer clearly speaks of “cen-
sorship,” “exclusion,” that is, intentional and conscious 
acts of ignoring the fact that the car mediates the ex-
perience of passing by landscapes. In Bayamus, how-
ever, this outline of Themerson’s metaphorical vehicle 

1 Transcribed from a typescript. I would like to thank Honorata Sroka for sharing the scanned 
letter. The writer informs here that the text for Bayamus was written in 1945. On the 
translation aspects of this correspondence, see [Derdowska]. 
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is sometimes too clear for us not to be tempted to act 
contrary to the author’s request. At the same time, this 
work is, after all, everything but an autobiographical 
story: it talks about otherness, strangeness, and muta-
tions, in which all categories, from gender through log-
ic to ethnicity, become “queerized”. It is also concep-
tual prose with a semantic poetry project in the center, 
or going further, a parable about the intellectual path 
and dismantling of persuasive discourses. The novella 
subjects the language of art and science to a laborato-
ry experiment, while being a lecture on the philosophy 
of language and a grotesque, in whose distorted mirror 
the reality turns out to be more incredible and twisted 
than fiction.

My goal is not to track the autobiographical traces in this 
text nor to reveal them against the intentions of the au-
thor, who was averse to similar operations. Often – also 
in Bayamus – Themerson expressed his distance (to put 
it gently) towards this type of interpretation with psy-
choanalysis at the forefront. However, knowing that the 
car is simply there, I want to focus my eyes on it, and 
not on what you can see through the windshield of the 
moving vehicle. From a tourist-driver’s point of view, it 
is better that the car you are driving is not visible – and 
it is possible until it breaks down, revealing its presence 
quite sharply – because the passing landscapes and their 
direct experience are the purpose of this trip. However, 
an external observer finds it difficult to ignore the car, 
which is probably why the Swedish translator kept ask-
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ing about autobiographical details. Respect for different 
perspectives from which one can look at the same thing 
remains consistent with both Themerson’s aesthetics 
and ethics.

“Fiction from reality”
On the page to which Themerson refers the Swede, we 
can actually read that Bayamus – the titular three-legged 
protagonist of the short story, which appeared for the 
first time in Polish in installments in “Nowa Polska” ed-
ited by Antoni Słonimski, and then in 1949 in English, 
published in Franciszka and Stefan’s London publish-
ing house, Gaberbocchus – was born on April 25, 1909. 

“– What a coincidence! – I interrupted – That’s approxi-
mately the day when a certain union of two gametes and 
of their nuclei and chromosomes took place and gave rise 
to me”. [Bayamus 16] – the narrator comments on that 
fact, pointing to the bond between him and both Bayamus 
and the author of the story, Stefan Themerson, born on 
January 25, 1910, exactly nine months after Bayama’s 
birth, who, to the discontent of her caregiver, grew up to 
be a boy, Bayamus. Thus, the person wandering through 
the strange and unnatural world of the novella towards 
the Theater of Semantic Poetry shares a biography with 
the writer.

In the letter to the Swedish translator, Themerson 
confirms the truthfulness of several other details, in-
cluding the story of his father, doctor Mieczysław (ac-
tually, Chaim Mendel – it is not necessarily important, 
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although this Jewish name also appears in Bayamus in 
a rather significant context, more on it later). While 
discussing roller skates, the narrator mentions his fa-
ther being sent in 1914 as a military doctor to the tsa-
rist army and the family’s return to their hometown of 
Płock five years later [see Askanas]: “You see, my father 
was a doctor, and he had been mobilized by the Russian 
army. When the front was moving towards the East we 
were traveling to the East also, in order to be on the 
same side of the firing-line as he was. We means his 
family. I was 4 when the war started, and 8 when the 
armistice was signed. Well, then we came back to my 
native town, to our old home, which I didn’t remember 
very well” [Bayamus 20].

It is certainly a reference to Płock, the city where Them-
erson was born – when reminiscing that in his child-
hood there was no place he could skate, the narrator 
mentions the “Za Tumem” esplanade “stretching high 
up alongside the river,” where “the surface [...] was wet, 
pulpy earth which stuck to iron wheels” [20]. Although 
other hints about Themerson’s father appear simply 
funny and surreal – and were probably treated so by the 
Swedish translator, since he asked about the following 
fragment of the text in the letter, among other things 

– there is no doubt that this story really happened: “It 
is amazing how people can suffer from lack of applause. 
[…] and my father died after reading an irritating, harsh, 
unfavorable review of his novel in a provincial magazine. 
[...] the reflexive tendency to act in a manner serving 
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the preservation of the species had combated a certain 
thought that occurred to me, namely, that it was better 
for my father to have died in 1930, and not 10 years later, 
because in this case, the last moments of his life would 
have been harder, more terrible […]” [BAYAMUS 13]2.

The narrator refers not only to what could have happened 
to his father in 1940 (similarly to most Polish Jews), but 
also to the literary activity of Mieczysław Themerson 
and a scathing review (by Jan Wiktor) of his novel Bunt 
krwi [Blood revolt]. Reading the critique of his work al-
legedly gave Themerson’s father several consecutive 
heart attacks, the last of which was fatal. At the same 
time, the deterioration of the doctor’s health may have 
also been affected by earlier events related to his social 
activism: the efforts to adapt the former stables of the 
Russian cavalry to housing for the poorest residents of 
Płock and an arrest for alleged communist activity. The 
narrator of Bayamus, like the Polish avant-gardist, has 
a brother, does not like being pointed at, and ridiculed. 

“The doctor’s family, however, found themselves so des-
titute that when nine-year-old Stefan was sent to school 
[...] in his sister’s red velvet beret and was laughed at by 
the children, they had to get indebted to the hat maker 
to buy him a school hat” [Askanas 38]. He grew up in 
an environment with significant socio-economic strati-
fication, in which not everyone could afford roller skates, 
which made the narrator – a happy owner of this means 
of transport – feel guilty.

2 This quote comes from the original, Polish version of the novella, as it was redacted from 
the English translation published in 1997, used in this essay – trans. note.
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In the context of the relationship with critics, not a very 
good reception of the narrator’s first film is mentioned. 
The motif of rejection and misunderstanding of art is, 
thus, seamlessly connected with the theme of the trag-
ic story of underrating Mieczysław’s work (although in 
the letter to the Swedish translator, Themerson clearly 
distances himself from his father’s work, claiming that 
he had never read it): “I still remembered the applause 
and booing that interrupted the screening of my first 
so-called avant-garde film. I certainly preferred it to 
silence, but behind me in the cinema there was a gen-
tleman yelling every now and then: ‘Auntie, stop clap-
ping!’. Not one of my aunts was in the cinema at the 
time, but I was very unhappy because my mother was 
there, and I knew she was definitely clapping. But all 
of this is a thing of the past” [BAYAMUS 13].3 The nar-
rator of the story is also linked with Stefan Themerson 
by similar memories from interwar Warsaw, as well as 
an acquaintance with Eugeniusz Cękalski, the found-
er of the famous Association of Art Film Lovers “Start” 
and a promoter of avant-garde film in interwar Poland. 

“– Well – said I – … and do you know that many years 
ago Cękalski and I were the first people to start clap-
ping [for] your Cabinet of Dr. Caligari at a private show 
in Warsaw?” [5]  – says the narrator to Karl Mayer. The 
film, co-written by the Austrian artist, was indeed 
screened for the first time in 1930 by the “Start” group 
in Warsaw (and again two years later), when Themer-
son had already been living in the capital. Members of 

3 See the previous footnote.
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“Start” also organized a screening of Pharmacy, the first 
avant-garde film attempt by the Themersons’ [see Bi-
skupski]. In the letter to his wife of November 7, 1941, 
the writer noted that back then, out of their joint activ-
ities “[o]nly secondary activities, like books for children 
or competitions announced by Wiadomości Literackie 
were accepted by our milieu” [Themerson and Them-
erson 275], which made up for a hardly uplifting bal-
ance of their pre-war successes. (Does he simply refer to 
a “Literary News” competition, Wesoła podróż p. Grypsa 
naokoło świata [A happy journey of Mr. Gryps around 
the world], issue no. 27 from 1937, in which the couple 
won the first prize, a LOT flight with a stay abroad? [see 
Szpakowska]). It is also true that at the time of writ-
ing Bayamus, Karl Mayer, one of the protagonists of the 
text, was already dead, but – as Themerson informs in 
the letter to the Swedish translator – he had met him 
in London, and three-quarters of their conversation re-
corded in the story actually took place. The third pro-
tagonist of this scene, Kurt Schwitters, as we know, was 
friends with Themerson, who greatly appreciated his 
art and devoted several texts to this German artist [Dz-
iadek], especially, the first book in England on this artist, 
Kurt Schwitters in England, published by Gaberbocchus 
Press. But so what if the events told and the characters 
appearing in Bayamus are sometimes real, while the 
space of the text, strange as it may be, is a conglomer-
ate of Themerson’s autobiographical places [Czermińs-
ka]? The world of Bayamus remains unreal, the events 
presented there are impossible and uncanny, although, 



Czas Kultury / English 2021 / Special Issue

140

simultaneously, sometimes completely real. We are in 
London, a French-speaking policeman and a song in 
a brothel evoke associations with Themerson’s stay in 
France, similarly to Bayamus, who was born in Nor-
mandy; the narrator also recalls his knowledge about 
Poland – not only about Płock, but also about Warsaw, 
where Themerson studied. If, however, we perceive the 
narrator as the author’s alter ego, it turns out that the 
space in which he moves, though autobiographical, is 
completely alien to him. The narrator rambles, does not 
know his way around, gets lost, and is in the transi-
tional space not only in an etymological sense – con-
stantly moving from one room to another – but also 
figuratively, because in each of these places he seems 
equally alienated. Moreover, in the scene taking place 
in a hotel we learn that he is just passing through and 
waiting for the train.

The late Austrian director, the narrator, and the Ger-
man collage artist meet, undoubtedly, in London’s 
scenery – it is emphasized by the real address of Cafe 
Royal, located in the story on Regent Street, W1. De-
spite the surreal nature of the situation, it is embedded 
in the biography of all its characters. Probably Mayer 
and Schwitters meet exactly because their biographies 
have something in common: they both fled to England 
from Nazi Germany – the former in 1933, the latter had 
gone to Norway after 1935, and five years later, after 
Hitler had seized it, he ended up in London. However, 
the biographies of these two emigrant artists – a Jew-
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ish-precursor of German cinema and an engaged pac-
ifist activist working in exile for the British army, and 
a German refugee in wartime London, hostile towards 
the Reich – are simultaneously a reflection of Themer-
son’s own existential situation. What they have in com-
mon is emigration, the experience of alienation, transit 
camps, shelters, constant waiting for documents, vi-
sas, the next accommodation, life at the tram stop, as 
Themerson describes his situation in a letter to his wife 
of July 1941 [Themerson and Themerson 229]. Under 
an entry in a diary dated November 7, 1940, when the 
writer wandered around France, waiting for permission 
to travel to England, we find a comment that is signif-
icant in this respect: “Stefan will spend another night 
in a hotel – the thirteenth from the beginning of his 
journey” [74].

However,  Bayamus is not about the facts of life, but 
about the structure of the war-emigration experience, 
towards which both the spatial fabric of the story and 
the identity of the characters are homologous, and, thus, 
it is projected outside. This work, although containing 
memories and autobiographical experiences, equates 
them with conceptual abstraction, grotesque, and fic-
tion, a circus laboratory of forms and shapes, and, there-
fore, shifts them to the plane of experimental unreality, 
strips real events of probability, distances the narrator 
from them, building such “a fiction from reality,” in 
which reality – in this case – one’s own past is blurred 
and distanced.
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“Realism from fiction”
Bayamus is, above all, a story about language and test-
ing its semantic potential. We can find here both pre-
cise descriptions of the architecture that Themerson 
studied at Warsaw Polytechnic, as well as the languages   
of mathematics and physics that the author learned as 
a student of Warsaw University. The latter, however, is 
sometimes tinged with a mockery of nationalism, for 
example, when the author substitutes the values   of Volt, 
Watt, Ohm, and Ampere with the nationalities of the 
scientists to whom we owe these names. Both Warsaw 
universities also appear in the story in contexts more 
directly related to the linguistic experience of interwar 
Warsaw, for instance, in the story of the narrator’s uncle 
who supposedly lost his leg after students had thrown 
him out of a tram yelling: “you sheeny, you mangy yid, 
go back to Palestine!”, even before Hitler had come to 
power, which is a little puzzling to Bayamus. The narra-
tor explains: “Well – said I – he4 found it quite natural. 
[…] If somebody who was a Jew set himself against a bap-
tized person engaged in the acquisition of knowledge at 
Warsaw University or engaged in a course of study at 
Warsaw Polytechnic, then he got thrown out of trams. 
That was quite ordinary and quite normal. Quite in ac-
cordance with the body of rules, usages, or principles, 
with the procedure, action and behavior recognized by 
custom and usage as correct” [Bayamus 14–15].  We can-
not assume that the capital’s colleges, which introduced 
bench ghettos in the 1930s, functioned in a parallel 

4 The Polish version of Bayamus reads here: “He found it quite natural,” and the English 
version: “I found it quite natural”. Trans. note and emphasis. 
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universe to Themerson, who studied there since 1928. 
These are certainly worlds that converge and meet, and 
similar fragments of Bayamus show that the writer does 
not conceal anything about this issue. The statements 
of the circus director with a Slavic-sounding name 
Kravtchenko are, in fact, a penetrating, sociolinguis-
tic analysis of the anti-Semitic mechanism of exclusion 
and stigmatization: “How can one who was baptized af-
ter he was born, one who was told to be good because, if 
he wasn’t, a Jew would come and take him away in his 
sack; […] one who was told he couldn’t have two-pence 
to buy ice-cream because there was rent to be paid to 
that rich Jew, father of… […] one who was told: aren’t 
you ashamed? this dirty Jew Isaac is better than you 
in geography!; one who was told: don’t be as stupid as 
this Jew Yoyne is; or: as arrogant as the Jew Chaim; or: 
as cowardly as the Jew Mendel. […] one who was told 
the Jews are sleeping on gold stolen from Christendom; 
[…] one who was told: he couldn’t go to the University 
because his place had been taken by Jews; […] or: one 
who was told: he had to free Christianity from those to 
whom even God’s Love had closed the entrance to Heav-
en – do it?” [84–86]. In other words, the linguistic im-
ages of the world – in the literal sense, because it is also 
about seeing and perceiving things through language 

– that Themerson deals with in Bayamus are not a lit-
erary fiction or only universal mechanisms of abstract 
language, but a historical and social fact that today has 
been thoroughly researched and described, taking place 
in the same reality in which the young co-director of 
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Pharmacy lived. It is worth adding that the fragments of 
diary entries devote considerable attention to the topic 
of ONR (The National Radical Camp), also in the con-
text of Polish war emigration.

As Justyna Jaworska writes: “although the author him-
self avoided autobiographical themes, it is impossible 
to understand his work without a personal context” 
[439]. The story of the three-legged mutant proves that 
Themerson does not spare all these details, although 
first, he presents them as elements not of his own bi-
ography, and secondly, as completely impersonal. It is 
significant, however, that the writer does not always es-
cape from deriving his works from private experiences, 
for example, when he anecdotally deduces the idea of   
a photogram in motion from his first contact with an 
X-ray machine – a discovery, paid for with a huge dose of 
radiation, which was possible thanks to an unfortunate 
injury [see Filmy].

Themerson also refers to X-ray vision in Bayamus, when 
he X-rays not only what the narrator sees, revealing 
subcutaneous phenomena and processes, such as the 
flow of electricity that makes a lamp glow, but also 
when he unmasks and exposes the construction of lin-
guistic images of the world. Simultaneously, he shows 
the ease with which they become naturalized. Traces 
of the racial discourse of that time – in today’s terms, 
simply racist – can be found even in the official letter 
of the representative of the Republic of Poland in Por-
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tugal, who on March 27, 1942, using racial arguments 
as final and natural, explains to Franciszka Themerson 
why her husband had to wait so long for permission to 
leave France for London: “You simply have no idea how 
terribly difficult it is to get anything out of the Portu-
guese – not only because they are frightened of offend-
ing the Germans or don’t want to have anything to do 
with foreigners, but simply because they are a half ne-
groid race and made lazy under the southern sun, and 
the simplest thing to be done that takes minutes at our 
latitude, here takes days if not weeks” [Themerson and 
Themerson 332].

In Bayamus, discriminatory discourses are an important 
focus of Themerson’s interest, but so is the broader lan-
guage of the era: of social engineering, medicalization, 
the biopolitics of modernity, and even – let us put it 
bluntly – eugenics. Bayamus, an otherwise likable mu-
tant-tripod, does a truly Debordian interception of the 
latter. Using this practice for an entirely opposite pur-
pose, he is planning the future society as a communi-
ty of racially impure individuals, mutants like himself, 
but does it in accordance with the laws of Mendel and 
progress.

The biographer of the writer’s family from Płock is sur-
prised that “when Themerson was leaving Płock, he only 
spoke German and some Russian. In an amazingly short 
time, he managed to master French so as to write poet-
ry in this language and such proficiency in English that 
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aroused admiration among stylists” [Askanas 41]. He 
adds that the writer learned the basics of French at home 
thanks to the help of his sister Irena, and he learned Ger-
man in middle school. In this light, it may seem equal-
ly astonishing that the multilingual writer barely used 
German or Russian. During his wartime vagrancy, he 
read Ulysses in French translation, which is inevitably as-
sociated with the idea of   translation as a path to seman-
tic poetry. Even that, which constitutes the essence of 
the translation experiments in Bayamus suggests a con-
cept derived from one’s own refugee experience tangled 
between languages. Therefore, if we treat language as 
an inherent element of identity, in this biography, it is 
primarily a subject of free choice and one’s own decla-
ration or decision, evoking the situation referred to in 
Śledztwo (The investigation) from 1945, a text which col-
lects Themerson’s experiences from a temporary apart-
ment in a PCK (Polish Red Cross) shelter: “According to 
the Nuremberg criteria, there were twelve Jews in the 
hostel. According to the criteria of the French variation, 
the number was six. According to the affiliation to the 
Jewish religious community, the number was four. Ac-
cording to their belonging to the linguistic Hebrew or 
Yiddish group, there were none” [Themerson and Them-
erson 387].
Both at the level of autobiographical facts and the lan-
guage, Bayamus is a story about an integral non-iden-
tity reinforced by wartime experiences [Chymkowski], 
perhaps best summed up in a self-reflection of the 
narrator  who – let us recall – does not identify with 
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himself after having Kravtchenko’s body transplanted 
onto him: “Nobody knows that, and nobody ever will 
know that, because they hide the very fact that there 
is a small nothing broken in them; because they pre-
tend to be the same as they were before the war; and 
because they want to take that secret with them into 
the grave. I’m one of them, I’m fed-up with them a well” 
[Bayamus 74].

However, according to Themerson, this autobiographical 
non-identity is not a burdensome and heavy piece of bag-
gage that one takes on a journey, on the contrary, it is 
a car that makes it possible to take the journey at all.

Translated by Katarzyna Szuster-Tardi

Article first appeared in: “Czas Kultury” no. 3, 2020, pp. 129-136
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