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Female-authored fictionalization of alcoholic women is not novel, though, admittedly, not 

frequent either. Most examples can be found in Anglophone literatures, Dorothy Parker’s Big Blonde 

and some of Jean Rhys’ fiction being good examples. Apart from fiction, the theme has also been 

focalized in numerous alcoholic/recovery memoirs, such as Caroline Knapp’s Drinking: A Love Story 

(1999) or Rosie Boycott’s A Nice Girl like Me: A Story of the Seventies (1984). 

As far as Polish literature is concerned, thematizing alcoholism is a domain occupied by men, 

both in terms of the authors and the fictional characters, the latter usually depicted as ‘drowning 

their sorrows’, particularly in the post-1945 literature, written during the communist period. In 

recent years, however, there have been several attempts by female writers to write about alcohol-

dependent women: Barbara Kosmowska’s Gobelin (2002), Patrycja Pustkowiak’s Nocne Zwierzęta 

(2013), and, one of the latest, Inga Iwasiów’s Pięćdziesiątka (2015). 

Inga Iwasiów is a scholar specializing in literary studies, but her interest in literature extends to 

being a writer herself. Although Pięćdziesiątka is Iwasiów’s fifth novel, it conspicuously resembles 

her earlier fiction, mainly because all her protagonists are women, but also because her writing 

seems to be, in part at least, autobiographical. Although it is not obvious whether Iwasiów merges 

facts with fictive elements, or merely allows her female protagonists to recount their own fictional 

biographies, there are telltale signs in favour of the former. For instance, in most of Iwasiów’s fiction 

the setting is her home city of Szczecin, and in two of her earlier novels, Ku Słońcu (2010) and Na 

Krótko (2012), the main characters are academics, much as Iwasiów herself. 

The title of Iwasiów’s novel is a play on words, for the eponymous pięćdziesiątka refers to being 

fifty, but also denotes a 50 ml measure of a vodka shot. The novel’s central character, Małgorzata, is 

a recovering alcoholic approaching her fiftieth birthday, the occasion used here for an extended 

résumé, as it were, of her alcoholic past and sobering present. At the time of writing the novel 

Iwasiów was reaching the same age as her protagonist, but, without knowing anything about 

Iwasiów’s personal relationship with alcohol, one can only speculate whether the novel is a 

fictionalized memoir, in which she veils some of her own experience. 

Considering the fact that Pięćdziesiątka is not a singular example of fictionalizing women and 

alcohol, one would naturally expect more than a compilation of stock images which alcoholism 

connotes. Unfortunately, this is not the case, and instead the novel reiterates clichéd depictions one 

can find in numerous writings on the theme. There is no compulsive charge offering the reader 

insights into an alcoholic frame of mind. The first apparent problem is the obsessive focus on what 

could be labelled as the physicalities of alcoholism. In her study on drinking, Marty Roth observes 

that “intoxication is visible [and] addiction is invisible” (xvii). It seems that Iwasiów concentrates on 

the former, expounding what is most noticeable at the expense of dissecting the hidden nature of 

‘the beast’. As a result, the novel is virtually packed with minute details concerning drinking and 

sobering routines, the latter very much revolving around implant therapies undertaken by 

Małgorzata. 

However, while the sobering-up narrative is fairly lightweight, the graphic depictions of binge 

drinking, followed by detailed reports on the alcohol-induced sickness, are quite the opposite: “So I 



Wojciech Klepuszewski, ”Book Review: Pięćdziesiątka by Inga Iwasiów.”                                                        

Use and Abuse: From Alcohol Addiction to Modern Media Intoxication 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 6, no 2/2017  Page 3 

 

hated puking, but got used to it. It is an element of personal hygiene in one’s drunken life. An 

indispensable part of a drunkard’s biography” (118).
1
 

Such ‘vomitorial’ references are abundant in the novel, occasionally taking more extreme forms, 

as in “puking on one’s own piss yellowing in a white toilet bowl” (Iwasiów 51). Paradoxically, this 

ever-present vomiting in the novel does not reflect the real nature of alcoholism, because in fact it is 

a feature characteristic of people who are not seasoned drinkers, so in this respect Iwasiów’s 

representation is somewhat incorrect.  

Another problem with Pięćdziesiątka is the plotline. Iwasiów utilizes the fact that Małgorzata is 

approaching her fiftieth birthday in order to insert flashbacks to her past, including childhood. While 

this can be a cunning device in portraying alcoholic characters, superbly employed by such masters 

of thematizing alcohol as Charles Jackson (The Lost Weekend, 1944) and Kingsley Amis (The Folks 

That Live on the Hills, 1990), in Iwasiów’s case such recollections are lengthy and often remotely 

consistent with the context. The very few alcohol-related memories are rather perfunctory. Some of 

them include schooldays and the first experiments with cheap wine (“The apple plonk caused 

sudden vomiting, particularly when combined with sweets”; Iwasiów 35), or various strategies to 

access ‘the forbidden fruit’: "We started serious drinking from emptying the drinks cabinet. I opened 

it one morning instead of going to school” (Iwasiów 105). Most often, however, the reader has to do 

with irrelevant fillers, a prime example to be found in the protagonist’s reminiscences of being a 

teacher of English. Here, quite inexplicably, Iwasiów inserts whole chunks of English texts used by 

Małgorzata in her classes, texts which, even more absurdly, are subsequently translated into Polish 

(138).  

Finally, Iwasiów’s tendency to focus on the ‘technical’ details of alcohol abuse. For instance, she 

feeds the reader with lists of alcoholic beverages, as if it were axiomatic that writing about 

alcoholism required a great number of such particulars. Thus, in passages depicting Małgorzata’s 

youth in the pre-1989 communist Poland, there appear home-made fruit liqueurs of different types 

(Iwasiów 163), and the then officially available beverages, all produced in the Eastern Bloc, such as 

the Bulgarian Sophia wines and the Hungarian Egri Bikavér, along with Yugoslavian and Bulgarian 

vermouths (Iwasiów 35). When Małgorzata refers to the later phases of her alcoholism, this 

‘compendium’ extends to whisky, brandy, gin, Campari, Passoã (Iwasiów 36), and various other 

drinks she comes across during her foreign travels, of which Margaret’s ultimate choice is “an 

umbrella drink” (Iwasiów 197-199). Much in the same vein, Iwasiów focuses on what might be called 

the logistics of alcoholism: binges, benders, blackouts, alcohol-propelled promiscuity, and the like. In 

fact, Pięćdziesiątka is flooded with such references. Were it not for the fact that they are blown out 

of proportion, they could function as a kind of staffage, a background landscape, complementary, 

but not superfluous as is the case. 

Despite the promising title, Pięćdziesiątka disappoints, not only because it is not a compelling 

reading as such, but, more importantly, because it is generally lacking in deeper reflections, and fails 

to present an insightful dissection of alcoholism. Iwasiów does occasionally try to employ a more 

philosophical perspective, exemplified in lines such as “an island of temperance drifting in the sea of 

spirits” (148), but stylistic exercises of this kind hardly break new ground as far as fictionalizing 

alcoholism is concerned. To Iwasiów’s credit, she does render some of the economic and cultural 

peripherality characteristic of the pre-1989 Poland, the former manifested, for instance, in shortages 

of goods, alcohol included. However, as portraying the zeitgeist of the communist era in Poland is 

not the essential focus of the novel, its value in the context is limited. 

If one takes into account the possibility of Pięćdziesiątka being semi-autobiographical, the 

conclusion can only be that regardless of whether a novelist writes from alcoholic experience or has 

never personally approximated such a problem is irrelevant, for after all what counts is the quality of 

                                                
1
 All translations are mine. 
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the fictional representation. A writer with a drinking problem can produce a heart-rending account 

of addiction, much the same as one with no such background
2
. Conversely, both can fail. 
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2
See, for example, A.L. Kennedy’s excellent novel Paradise (2004). 


