
1 

 

Balbina Maja Tarnowska 

Bruno Schulz and theatricality 

Summary 

Bruno Schulz did not write plays nor theatre reviews. In fact, he was not directly associated 

with the theatrical world of his times. According to the people who knew him, even as 

a spectator, he could not be considered a “regular” in any theatre. Friends occasionally took him 

to performances, and he was acquainted with several playwrights, actors, actresses, and theatre 

directors. However, it still seems that he was not particularly interested in theatre as a whole. 

In this context, it is more astonishing that he perceived reality through theatrical categories in 

both his personal life and artistic philosophy. 

Consequently, the central argument of the dissertation states that while Schulz was not 

a “theatre person”, yet he nonetheless cultivated a “theatre thinking”. This is evident in the auto-

analysis of the first volume of his short stories, where Schulz wrote that the reality of the 

diegetic world is based on “the principle of panmasquerade”. A closer examination of his works 

and surviving biographical sources reveals that this principle applies not only to this particular 

volume but to Schulz's entire oeuvre, including his prose, letters, critical texts, drawings, cliché-

verre works as well as in some way even his personal life. 

Firstly, it should be noted that theatricality itself is a complicated and semantically 

diverse concept, as the history of this term clearly shows. From Plato and the Hindu concept of 

Maya, the veil of delusion recalled by Schopenhauer, to the literary metaphors of Shakespeare 

and others, the ideas of the theoreticians of the Great Theatre Reform, and the contemporary 

humanist thoughts of Roland Barthes or Jacques Derrida, the concept of theatricality has 

evolved significantly. The old metaphor of the world as a stage emerges in Schulz’s works in 

different variations, i.e., depicting theatricality as the artificiality of the space and people’s 

behavior, as a masquerade of being, or as an eternal and endless movement of matter, with its 

variability, constant fluctuation, and emergent metamorphoses. 

Consequently, Schulz’s world can be seen as a theatrical stage, but not one illuminated 

during the performance. Instead, it resembles a stage with an “extinguished landscape”, 

a “demolished backstage” and  “abandoned masks” scattered across its boards. 

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that theatricality does not appear to be considered 

negatively by Schulz. On the contrary, as the main character Józef describes the Street of 
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Crocodiles, “we felt drawn to the tacky charm of the neighborhood” and confesses “we are far 

from unmasking the show”. 

After all, theatricality is a fundamental characteristic of matter, at least according to the 

principle of panmasquerade, which likely organizes Schulz's outlook on the world. It is closely 

related to the notion of “re-theatricalization” purported by the theoreticians of the Great Theatre 

Reformers of the early 20th century, who advocated for a return to theatricality. In particular, 

the idea was explored by the Russian theoretician, director and playwright, Nikolai Evreinov, 

who championed theatricality as a motion, movement, primal instinct, a kind of impulse. Later 

on, this idea was approached from a different angle by Derrida, who identified a “permanent 

movement of meanings” in the figure of the ballerina in one of Mallarme’s texts. Swirling and 

changing, always different, yet the same. Furthermore, as Samuel Weber noted, “If the 

ballerina’s pirouette is eminently theatrical, that is because its complex movement winds up 

going nowhere”. 

These aforementioned approaches align with the Schulz’s perspective, who also, as 

previously mentioned, wrote about the fluctuations of matter, constant changes, continuous 

metamorphoses, transformations etc. Consequently, according to him, the ever-present state of 

“buffoonery” connected with the notion of panmasquerade claims everyone and everything, 

dead or alive, no matter whom or what. 

Interestingly, the semantics of the term “theatre” directly relate to a “spectacle” 

(spectācŭlum in Latin meaning a spectacle, theatrical performance, show in a circus, sight, and 

miracle). Fair shows of miracles, exhibitions of wax figures, circus freaks shows, acts of 

masochism, ordinary walks in the park – all these “spectacles” are arranged in Schulz's theatre, 

which is mainly the space of sight. But not only the sight, after all, theatre is a “bodily co-

presence”, a meeting of the watching and the watched, co-existing together, hic et nunc. Schulz 

has likely kept that in mind when describing the bodies, much like Roland Barthes, in theatrical 

contexts, when designing scenes of his masochistic theatre, when constructing and wearing his 

masks of a seducer, the dog-man, the idolater, the pierrot, of the trickster. Through these acts he 

was unveiling his theatrical self. 

In fact, Schulz had a notable tendency to theatricalize his life, much like his 

contemporaries Witkacy or Gombrowicz. This inclination is evident in his penchant for fooling 

around, making faces in front of the mirror, and his predilection for improvisations and dramatic 

declamations performed before a modest audience of close friends. This is even more 

interesting when contrasted with the common stereotype of Schulz as a silent, shy, and poor 

teacher of drawing from the so-called “cultural backwater” of Drohobych. 
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These observations lead to the conclusion that Schulz was not interested in theatre per 

se, yet he saw the world around him precisely as a theatre, a perspective that forms the main 

claim of this thesis, serving as its foundation and its resolution. This theme is further explored 

in several essays that form this dissertation, attempting to analyze the theatricality of Bruno 

Schulz’s work and life. Additional aspects of this phenomenon are considered, such as whether 

it is possible to be sensitive to theatricality without having an appreciation for the theatre, or 

whether authenticity has a place in the Schulz's world at all. 

A thorough analysis of the sources, such as Diaries of Zofia Nałkowska or a memoir 

written by Izabela Czermakowa, helps reconstruct Schulz as a spectator, in the theatre of his 

time. Contextual reading of texts and images also enables to describe the phenomenon of the 

puppet, the mannequin, and of the unfortunate wax figurine. The preserved The Guide to 

Heinrich Traber’s Panoptikum, whose troupe visited Drohobych in 1913, provides a kind of 

framework for interpreting Schulz’s work. It raises questions about the condition of the Other, 

often conceived in in the late 19th century as a category of the “human freak” to be mocked and 

shown at fairs. 

Looking at Schulz's obsessive drawing practices, one can see their particular 

performativity, which manifests itself in the constant movement of multiplying the same 

masochistic scene repeatedly. The theatrical perspective adopted aids, last but not least, in 

understanding Schulz as a skilled user of masks, behind which he concealed his own “eternal 

face”, as a jester, who is able to provoke, to fool around with those close to him, despite the 

constant awareness of his deep and ceaseless loneliness. 


