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UNDERLINED TEXTS AND IMAGES ATTACHED TO THEM PROVIDE LINKS TO AUDIO-VISUAL MATERIALS. 
EXTERNAL LINKS MARKED

AND

We would like to express gratitude to 
Adam Hawałej and The Grotowski Institute in Wrocław 

for permission to include photographs of Tadeusz Różewicz and his work



This chapter is comparative in approach and introduces the work of
two classic post-war dramatists, Samuel Beckett and Tadeusz
Różewicz. Both artists are usually perceived as leading representatives
of the theatre of the absurd. We discuss to what extent their work is
really convergent, and to what extent the artistic means they use carry
different meanings. One of the questions we ask is whether silence
and speechlessness can relate to other experiences, when created, in
the theatre, by these two playwrights.
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Introduction

Photo: Adam Hawałej



Radomsko. This is a city of 45,000 inhabitants in central Poland,
where Różewicz was born, brought up, and attended gymnasium
(high school). Together with his brothers, he was a regular visitor to
the cinema-theatre Kinema. He stayed in Radomsko throughout a
major part of World War II and left the city only after the War was
over. He moved to study at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków. 

Gliwice. This is a city in an industrial part of southern Poland,
where Różewicz lived for some twenty years with his family,
before moving to Wrocław. It is where he wrote his most famous
play Kartoteka (The Card Index). You can see his recollections – and
images – of this period of his life in the documentary Gliwickie lata
Tadeusza Różewicza (The Gliwice Years of Tadeusz Różewicz). In the
film, he insists that he lived in Gliwice even when studying in
Kraków, as he regularly visited his future wife Wiesława
Kozłowska there.

Różewicz: four places
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Since 2008, the annual Różewicz Open Festival has been

organised in Radomsko. It celebrates the life and work of

the Różewicz brothers (Janusz, Stanisław, and Tadeusz).

Joanna Lisiewicz is one of the regular guests at the festival. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gJjuF9bhx4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gJjuF9bhx4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gJjuF9bhx4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gJjuF9bhx4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gJjuF9bhx4
http://rozewiczopen.pl/
http://rozewiczopen.pl/
http://rozewiczopen.pl/
http://rozewiczopen.pl/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gJjuF9bhx4


Wrocław. A major centre of literature and theatre in Poland after
World War II. It is where Tadeusz Różewicz settled in 1968, and
where he spent the rest of his life, and where he died. He was the
first poet to be awarded the Silesius Poetry Award when it was
established in 2008. In 2016, the city was the official European
Capital of Culture. Other prominent Polish artists that have been
associated with Wrocław include Olga Tokarczuk, Aleksandra
Kurzak, and Jerzy Grotowski.

Karpacz. A tiny mountain resort in the Karkonosze Mountains, in
southern Poland, where Różewicz was a frequent visitor from the
early 1990s. His fascination with the place originated in his
friendship with Henryk Tomaszewski, the founder of the Wrocław
Pantomime Theatre, who lived in Karpacz. Różewicz’s visits to
Karpacz are well documented in the photographs of Zbigniew
Kulik. It was the last will of the poet to be buried in the cemetery
by the 12th-century Scandinavian (!) Wang Church in Karpacz.
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www.karpacz.pl/wang-church-en

http://silesius.wroclaw.pl/laureaci-2/silesius-2008/
http://silesius.wroclaw.pl/laureaci-2/silesius-2008/
http://silesius.wroclaw.pl/laureaci-2/silesius-2008/
http://silesius.wroclaw.pl/laureaci-2/silesius-2008/
https://www.karpacz.pl/wang-church-en/at
https://www.karpacz.pl/wang-church-en/at
https://www.karpacz.pl/wang-church-en/at


Dublin. This is where Beckett was born and brought up. He studied
at Trinity College Dublin, and participated in the city’s artistic life
before he decided to leave Ireland, somewhat disappointed by its
narrow perspectives. 

London. As many Irish people before and after him, Beckett spent
some time in the capital of Britain when he decided to leave his
native country and to pursue his artistic career in the wide world.
There is a plaque at 48 Paultons Square to mark the first house
that Beckett rented in the 1930s in London. There are some
literary traces of his three-year experience of London, particularly
in the novel Murphy. 

Tunisia. Contrary to what may be expected from his bleak artistic
visions, Beckett at times visited the Mediterranean. Reportedly, he
learned about being awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature when
resting in Tunisia, and his famous reaction to this news was “C’est
une catastrophe” (“It’s a catastrophe”). 

Paris. Beckett settled in the capital of France in 1938, following the
steps of many avant-garde writers of that time. Another notable
example in an Irish context is James Joyce, the author of the
famous experimental novels Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake, whom
Beckett knew and admired. 

Beckett: four places
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https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/blue-plaques/samuel-beckett/
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/blue-plaques/samuel-beckett/


7

Samuel Beckett. Much to his surprise, Samuel Beckett was awarded
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1969, “for his writing, which – in new
forms for the novel and drama – in the destitution of modern man
acquires its elevation.” Born in 1906 in Dublin, he is a rare example of a
bilingual writer – the majority of his mature works are in English and
French language versions written by the author himself. He was
descendant of the Huguenots, persecuted French Protestants, who
found a home in Ireland in the 17th century. His Protestant
background was of some relevance in a predominantly Roman Catholic
Ireland, where he lived before he left the country for London and
finally Paris. He published essays and narrative fiction in the 1930s,
but the work that brought him international fame was written and
published in the years after World War II. His most famous plays
include: Waiting for Godot (En attendant Godot), Endgame (Fin de partie),
and Happy Days (Oh, les beaux jours!). His later dramas are highly
experimental, as can be observed in: Breath (it lasts less than one
minute), Not I (the stage is covered in darkness but for the mouth of
the speaker and the figure of a listener), and Ohio Impromptu (the
action is reduced to reading the final pages of a long book). Beckett is
also famous for his narrative experiments. These include his puzzling
novels like Murphy and The Unnamable, as well as thought-provoking
short-stories like “Lessness,” “Company,” and “Worstward Ho!”. He
died in 1989 in Paris. 

Short biographies



For more information see: 
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www.nobelprize.org

www.bloomsbury.com

www.dib.ie

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1969/beckett/facts/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1969/beckett/facts/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/damned-to-fame-the-life-of-samuel-beckett-9781408857663/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/damned-to-fame-the-life-of-samuel-beckett-9781408857663/
https://www.dib.ie/biography/beckett-samuel-barclay-a0533
https://www.dib.ie/biography/beckett-samuel-barclay-a0533
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1969/beckett/facts/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/damned-to-fame-the-life-of-samuel-beckett-9781408857663/
https://www.dib.ie/biography/beckett-samuel-barclay-a0533
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culture.pl
britannica.com
wroclaw.pl

Tadeusz Różewicz. one of the key figures in Polish literary history after
World War II. He was born in 1921 in Radomsko and he died in 2014 in
Wrocław. His active engagement in the resistance movement during
the war, and the experience of guerrilla life as a soldier of the
underground Armia Krajowa (Polish Home Army), were formative for
his bleak poetics. Sceptical about the communicative power of
language in general and words in particular, he explored the expressive
potential of subtext, ellipsis, and above all silence. In his poems and
plays, Różewicz is far from creating heroic myths; on the contrary, he
exposes the distressing ambiguities of a survivor. Poems such as
“Ocalony” (“The Survivor”) and “Warkoczyk” (“The Pigtail”) are as
canonical in the history of Polish, perhaps European, literature, as his
play Kartoteka (The Card Index). For many years, he was associated with
the monthly literary journal Odra, which is still published in Wrocław.
Różewicz was fascinated with film and cinema, and he had
considerable access to the secrets of the craft as his brother Stanisław
was a leading Polish film director. Różewicz’s achievements were
widely celebrated in 2021, with numerous theatre productions,
exhibitions, publications, and other more or less formal cultural events
in Wrocław and elsewhere. The Grotowski Institute was the main
organizer of these events.

For more information see: 

https://culture.pl/en/artist/tadeusz-rozewicz
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Tadeusz-Rozewicz
https://www.wroclaw.pl/portal/tadeusz-rozewicz-biografia-magdalena-grochowska-premiera-2021


He was an avid fan of cricket and boxing, even at a time when
radio live broadcasts were the main way of following international
sport events.

He visited New York (and America in general) only once, when his
sole film – entitled Film – was shot in the city. The American silent
film actor Buster Keaton starred in the production and it turned
out to be one of the last film roles in his long acting career.

One of the reasons Beckett decided to move to London in the early
1930s was to undergo psychoanalysis with Wilfred Rupert Bion.

On 2 March 1936, Beckett wrote a letter to the famous Russian
director Sergei Eisenstein, asking for the admission to the Moscow
State School of Cinematography “for a year at least.” More or less
at the same time, he applied for the position of lecturer at the
University of Cape Town (South Africa). Neither of the applications
was successful.

Beckett travelled through Germany from October 1936 to April
1937. He met endangered artists and watched banned art, so he
had first-hand experience of hardships of life in the Third Reich.

Samuel Beckett
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Do you know that...?



During his student years in Kraków, he rented a room in a house
where other future writers lived, among them the Nobel Prize
winner Wisława Szymborska, and the famous Polish playwright
Sławomir Mrożek. 

His first visit to Western Europe took place in 1957, when he was
36. He visited Paris.

In 1975, Różewicz watched the American premiere of his Białe
małżeństwo (The White Marriage). Several poetry readings were
organized at this occasion in New York.

He had one granddaughter and one great-grandson.

He was a friend to many painters, including Jerzy Nowosielski.
Różewicz himself painted.

Tadeusz Różewicz
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Photo: Adam Hawałej



On Tadeusz Różewicz
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“Tadeusz Różewicz (1921-2014) might need a few words of
introduction for English-speaking readers, although he shouldn’t.
Poet, dramatist, writer of film scripts, prose writer, satirist,
translator, he is one of the central figures of post-Second-World-
War Polish (and European) literature. Author of plays from the
1960s through the 1990s – Kartoteka (The Card Index) (1960) and
Do Piachu (Into the Sand) (1979) are well known, but there are many
others – he was also a major poet, and recognized as such from the
mid-1940s. Czesław Miłosz said of the early work that it
transformed Polish verse, establishing some kind of sense after the
horrors of 1939-1945 (which Różewicz knew and experienced at
first hand). His poetry has been well-served in translation, as have
his plays. In his long life, he became a classic, widely taught in
schools, highly regarded by commentators of different political and
social persuasions, and quite simply read by lots of people.” (David
Malcolm in The Theatre Times)

A photograph from the open-air performance 

"W sieci" ("In the net") which was part a series of events 

"Archipelag Tadeusza Różewicza" (Różewicz's Archipelago).

Fot. Tobiasz Papuczys | Instytut im. Jerzego Grotowskiego 

https://thetheatretimes.com/laughing-in-darkness-reading-rozewicz-anew/
https://grotowski-institute.pl/projekty/archipelag-tadeusza-rozewicza/


“Tadeusz Różewicz is one of the most significant post-war
playwrights. This isn’t a casual definition, perhaps no other
dramatist was so profoundly shaped by the Second World War. He
was a partisan, his wife was a courier, his beloved elder brother
was killed by the Gestapo; he witnessed the partial annihilation of
his generation and the atrocity of the camps. But while Adorno
soke of the impossibility of creating art after Auschwitz, Różewicz
set about doing it, deriving meaning from the rubble, and few poets
have written with more modest restraint and power about
Auschwitz itself.” (Tony Howard, British literary scholar)

“It seems to me that writers like Różewicz speak out of a disbelief
in many of the doctrines which we in the West hold unthinkingly
and without reflection. […] Here is a poetry which has utterly
rejected that adjective ‘moving’ which critics of poetry in this
country attach like a harmless sticky bomb to poems they admire.
[…] Sometimes I wonder how he might approach certain English
subjects and forms – light verse, cricket, dogs, old dukes, corn
fields, the royal family. Would he write poems in praise of royalty?”
(John Osborne, celebrated British dramatist of the 1950s and
1960s)

13



14

Shared themes and motifs
There is much ground for comparative studies of the work of Beckett
and Różewicz. Indeed, one may find many similarities in their attitude
to language, their concepts of stage imagery, and their world-views.
Both writers have usually been seen as representatives of the theatre
of the absurd. The term was popularised in the 1960s by the scholar
Martin Esslin to describe a group of European playwrights that
challenged the conventional realism of the theatre. Useful as it initially
was, the concept seems at present to obscure substantial differences
between the playwrights. As a case in point, there is no doubt that
Beckett and Różewicz shared a fascination with disintegration,
scepticism, and detachment, but the experiences and meanings they
attempt to convey are not always homogeneous. There is a great deal
of resemblance, say, between Różewicz’s Hero from The Card Index
and Beckett’s Victor Krap of Eleutheria, but their rejection of social
bonds and aspirations is motivated by a different kind of experience of
war-time atrocities in Poland and France. As Joanna Lisiewicz
convincingly argues in her comparative study of the two playwrights,
their exploration of the semantic capacity of silence and
speechlessness is another feature shared by them. And yet, their
silences resound with a the whole range of subtle meanings. The third
point that may illustrate diversity in the apparently similar, is their
preoccupation with garbage on stage. Różewicz’s play Stara kobieta
wysiaduje (The Old Woman Is Hatching) (1968) presents an elderly lady
in a restaurant that is physically being attacked by rubbish. Beckett’s
shortest play Breath (1969) provides a glimpse on a stage totally
covered by horizontal rubbish. 
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Whereas the former develops an evolving metaphor in which life is
increasingly bombarded with waste (words / futility / information), the
latter echoes an old concept that life is a stage. It is frustrating that for
Beckett the stage of life is covered with rubbish. Taking it all into
account, one may conclude that there is still much interpretative
potential for a comparative approach to Beckett and Różewicz.
Biographical and aesthetic differences between them may be
informative for contemplating diversity in parallel world-visions,
especially at a time when a world covered by garbage has ceased to be
merely a refined intellectual concept.

Here you can watch and listen to a discussion about the work of
Tadeusz Różewicz that was recorded during the Between.Pomiędzy
Festival in May 2021. Speakers include: Joanna Lisiewicz, Jean Ward,
David Malcolm, Wolfgang Görtschacher, and Tomasz Wiśniewski.
Start from 29 minutes into the recording, unless you want to learn
something about translating Bolesław Leśmian, another fascinating
Polish poet.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLPDM_-JCBk&ab_channel=FestiwalBetween.Pomi%C4%99dzy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLPDM_-JCBk&ab_channel=FestiwalBetween.Pomi%C4%99dzy


Complicité is one of the most innovative and influential theatre
companies in the world. Since 1983 it has been based in London. In
2009, its artistic director Simon McBurney produced Samuel Beckett’s
Endgame and the performance met with much critical acclaim.
Complicité reads this apocalyptic play within the context of an ongoing
ecological disaster, and this theme has been recently explored by the
company even further. You may see the production details here. 

The company also provides an interesting resource pack based on their
production here.

Two productions
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This poster is based on an image from 
Complicite's Engdame, and was created by 

Agnieszka Kochanowska for 
the first festival we organised

http://www.complicite.org/productions/Endgame
http://www.complicite.org/media/1438094516Endgame_resource_pack.9lr.pdf
http://www.complicite.org/productions/Endgame
http://www.complicite.org/media/1438094516Endgame_resource_pack.9lr.pdf


Grzegorz Bral is the director of the Song of the Goat Theatre. The
company was founded in 1994 and is established in Wrocław, a city
famous for physical and vocal experiments in the performing arts. On 9
October 2021, Teatr Polski in Wrocław presented Stara kobieta
wysiaduje (The Old Woman Is Hatching), a play by Tadeusz Różewicz,
directed by Grzegorz Bral. The production was a part of the
celebrations connected with the centenary of Różewicz’s birth, and it
premiered on the exact day of the playwright’s one-hundredth
birthday. The part of the Old Woman was played by a male actor
(Bogdan Koca), and the stage became increasingly covered with
rubbish (large piles of paper). For further details on the production, see
here where you can also find a trailer for it. Note that the poster was
devised by the internationally-celebrated poster artist Andrzej
Pągowski. 

Another version of The Old Woman Is Hatching, which was directed in
2021 for Polish Television Theatre by Andrzej Barański, can be
watched here: 
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https://www.teatrpolski.wroc.pl/przedstawienie/stara-kobieta-wysiaduje/
https://www.teatrpolski.wroc.pl/przedstawienie/stara-kobieta-wysiaduje/
https://vod.tvp.pl/website/stara-kobieta-wysiaduje,56157922
https://vod.tvp.pl/website/stara-kobieta-wysiaduje,56157922


The Beckett Research Group in Gdańsk is affiliated to the Department
of Theatre Arts in the English and American Studies Institute at the
University of Gdańsk. It brings together people in English, Romance,
and Polish studies and artists from various centres in Poland and
abroad. Its honorary patron is Professor S.E. Gontarski of Florida State
University in the USA. BRGiG works together with Beckett scholars
from Poland and the world (Trinity College Dublin in Ireland, the
Federal University of Goiás in Brazil), and with translators and artists
engaged in work related to Beckett. Indeed, the encounter of academic
and creative worlds – searching for varied and not always
complementary ways of seeing Beckett’s work – is the main axis of the
activities of BRGiG. We organize regular Beckett seminars in the
Tricity area, and also theatre workshops/laboratories and discussions
with poets, writers, film makers, and theatre workers. We also engage
in publishing activities and support various artistic projects. In 2012,
the collections of essays Samuel Beckett. Tradycja-awangarda (2012),
and Back to the Beckett Text (2012) opened the Between.Pomiędzy
series published by the University of Gdańsk Press. In 2017, the
eleventh volume in the series appeared, entitled Beckett w XXI wieku.
Rozpoznanie. In 2016, from Maski publishers, the book Przedstawienie
Becketta (Representing Beckett) appeared, containing Polish
translations of essays by S.E. Gontarski. 
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Beckett Research Group in Gdańsk



Cooperation with the Sopot Dance Theatre has led to the production
Wszystko co widać. Ohio and the film All This This Here. Professor
Gontarski’s laboratory work from the Festival is documented in the
film “…but the clouds…,” which has been shown in Poland, Italy, and the
USA, during the Beckett Summer School at Trinity College Dublin, and
at the Charles University in Prague. In 2010, the documentary film
Back to the Beckett Text (Beckett na Plaży) appeared, and at the 2019
Between.Pomiędzy Festival, S.E. Gontarski’s film Beckett on the Baltic
had its world premiere. Joanna Lisiewicz who has been an associate of
BRGiG from the very beginning is particularly important in the field of
comparative approaches to Beckett and Różewicz.
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A happening by Martin Blaszk

Prof. H. Porter Abbott (USA), 
Prof. Enoch Brater (USA) 
and Tomasz Wiśniewski 
at the Back to the Beckett Text
festival in 2010 in Sopot.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDdQITh7WNU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDdQITh7WNU
https://vimeo.com/412847598/ff619c5dfe
https://vimeo.com/412847598/ff619c5dfe
https://vimeo.com/412847598/ff619c5dfe


Workshops by Douglas Rintoul 
(at the time associate of Complicite) organised
as part of Beckett Research Group in Gdańsk

20



www.nationaltheatre.org.uk
www.youtube.com
www.roh.org.uk

www.haroldpinter.org
www.britannica.com
www.pintersociety.org

www.tate.org.uk
www.youtube.com
pl.khanacademy.org

culture.pl
www.britannica.com
www.youtube.com

www.britannica.com
vimeo.com
alparslannas.com

Artists that are at times discussed in connection with Samuel Beckett
and/or Tadeusz Różewicz:

Sarah Kane 

Harold Pinter

Alberto Giacometti

Sławomir Mrożek

Eugène Ionesco

Other artists
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https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/blog/five-best-sarah-kane-plays
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FcTVc2iGdmA
http://www.roh.org.uk/people/sarah-kane
http://www.haroldpinter.org/home/index.shtml
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Harold-Pinter
https://www.pintersociety.org/
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/alberto-giacometti-1159/when-alberto-giacometti-met-samuel-beckett
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vRsejf8xdC0
https://pl.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-1010/post-war-european-art/postwar-art-in-switzerland/v/giacometti-walking-man-ii
https://culture.pl/en/artist/slawomir-mrozek
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Slawomir-Mrozek
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CwCt2BiSI5M
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Eugene-Ionesco
https://vimeo.com/112247586
https://alparslannas.com/2009/08/25/beckett-ionesco-the-absurd-resistance/


Further research

A report on celebrating Tadeusz Różewicz’s work at the festival in
2021. 

“Głos poety” (“The Poet’s Voice”) is a collection of essays edited by
Joanna Lisiewicz and published in the quarterly Tekstualia. They
attempt to approach Różewicz’s work from a new angle in the year
2021. Authors include: Ewa Szkudlarek, Maja Dziedzic, and Jean
Ward. 

A comparative study on Beckett and Różewicz by Joanna Lisiewicz
(in Polish).

Four films documenting conferences, laboratories, and workshops
focused on the work of Samuel Beckett produced in
Sopot/Gdańsk:

https://vimeo.com/412847598/ff619c5dfe
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDdQITh7WNU
https://vimeo.com/412762730/c1806cf305

In this chapter we recommend a number of publications, films, and
interviews that have been produced by the Between.Pomiędzy
associates.
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https://thetheatretimes.com/laughing-in-darkness-reading-rozewicz-anew/
https://thetheatretimes.com/laughing-in-darkness-reading-rozewicz-anew/
https://tekstualia.pl/index.php?lang=pl&p=numery&s=rozewicz&val=&pid=
https://tekstualia.pl/index.php?lang=pl&p=numery&s=rozewicz&val=&pid=
https://tekstualia.pl/index.php?lang=pl&p=numery&s=rozewicz&val=&pid=
https://tekstualia.pl/index.php?lang=pl&p=numery&s=rozewicz&val=&pid=
https://www.ibuk.pl/fiszka/194335/milczenie-w-teatrze-samuela-becketta-i-tadeusza-rozewicza.html
https://vimeo.com/412847598/ff619c5dfe
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDdQITh7WNU
https://vimeo.com/412762730/c1806cf305


Four exercises
Exercise 1
Realism in the absurd. Describe situations in which the most irrational
and unexpected events turn out to be an everyday experience. Think
of paradoxes of everyday life and situations in which the unexpected
and absurd become reality. You may wish to present this in the form of
a film, essay, short-story, a sequence of photographs, or any other
form that you find of interest.

Exercise 2
A single image to describe the world today. For Beckett, it is a stage
covered in rubbish. Can you think of the one that would work today?
Would it be more optimistic? Can it be less? 

Exercise 3
What was the last situation in which you were struck by silence around
you? Where would you go to experience silence? Is it easy to find such
a place in the world today?

Exercise 4
In a small group, try to sit together, in a circle or otherwise, for a
couple of minutes. Find a good place for this. Make sure your intention
is not to escape the presence of others – be as much together as
possible in this mode of speechlessness. Describe the experience
afterwards to others in the class.
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Group project
Devise an international campaign to promote the work of Tadeusz
Różewicz in the global context. Your budget is at this stage unlimited
but you need to estimate costs. What kind of media are you going to
use? Whom you would like to get involved? Do you think poems and
plays by Różewicz need international recognition? Why? Why not? Is
your campaign limited in terms of geography and cultures involved?
Do you think references to internationally recognised figures such as
Beckett may help in the campaign? Formulate the main slogan and the
title. Suggest a logo concept. Is there any image that might be
emblematic for your campaign?

All This This Here by the Sopot Dance Company. Photograph by Piotr Czarnecki


