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It is no coincidence that, together with his most well-known novel – Ferdydurke – 

which placed him as one of the most important Polish Modernism writers, Gombrowicz, 

around the same period, got himself involved in the writing of a gothic novel: 

Possessed; or, The Secret of Myslotch [Opętani]. Under the pseudonym of Z. 

Niewieski, Gombrowicz published Possessed in an insert/booklet from June 6th to 

August 30th, 1939. The German attack on Poland interrupted its publication.    

 Despite the expected style differences and its creation circumstances, Possessed 

is not just a detour or pastime from the ‘serious’ topics appearing in Ferdydurke; quite 

the contrary; within the gothic genre, Gombrowicz would surely find, in a pure and 

condensed state, some of the elements that would become central to his work: the 

obsession for the bordering states in which a body gets dismembered and its parts 

become differentiated; the anomalous subjectivity of an I inhabited by the otherness; the 

degrading aristocratic class´ genealogies, certain paranoiac, persecutory states, and 

above all, a monstrous condition symbolically affecting the subjectivity that defines it.  

The ‘monster’, key gothic figure not surely shown as a supernatural creature, plays a 

fundamental role in Gombrowicz´s work, and this is the point I intend to raise here. The 

monster is a figure which allows for Gombrowicz´s literature to be thought of in at least 

two of his main obsessions. In the first place, because most of his characters – and, 

above all, Gombrowicz himself – are in a way ‘monstrous’, they suffer from a 

distortion, a light or severe rarity, a singularity trait which deviates them from ordinary 

human beings but which, at the same time, appears as an unclassifiable statement, 

difficult to be reduced to a formula. Gombrowicz´s characters always exhibit an excess 

or a lack of traits which place them in the borders of “normality”; they are not actually 

outside the flock but slightly out of place: they are used to making others 

uncomfortable, disrupting all harmonious feelings among the rest. In the second place, 

the monstrous is linked to an aesthetic quality: the attraction that his characters 

experience is often inappropriate; they find pleasure in things not associated with the 

beautiful or with what is supposed to be conventionally desirable; instead, they are 

prone to the ugly, the unshaped, the abhorring. For example, Alice, at the end of 



“Virginity” when she urges Paul to do it together, to gouge a bone left half-eaten by the 

dog. “It makes me sick”, Paul says, and Alice answers: “it is something blind, 

mysterious, modest, languid…”, “I… feel this languidness, Paul” (Gombrowicz 1986: 

128). And this is also the type of aesthetic pleasure that Gombrowicz´s literature puts 

forward before the reader. A primary pleasure bond to what is dirty, disgusting, 

heinous: monstrous-related qualities.  

We know that Gombrowicz made of himself his main character. In most of the 

cases – to mention, as an example, Gombrowicz or Gonzalo in Trans-Atlantyk, in the 

‘Witold’ of Cosmos, during the prolonged and diverse construction of the character in 

the Diary, in that semblance of a passenger in Peregrinaciones argentinas – 

Gombrowicz chooses to portray himself in a mirror game in which he is never to be 

found where he is looked for: he multiplies the images to diffuse himself, carefully 

avoiding any coherent portrait. However, in A Kind of Testament, a little less winding, 

he precisely optimizes the monster image when portraying himself: Gombrowicz refers 

to his development as an anomalous conjunction – and without integration – of different 

possibilities, or of different personalities:  

 

“I was growing up. In three different, unconnected ways. 

 Firstly, as a ‘son of a good family’, educated, quite healthy, neither ugly 

nor handsome, just acceptable, flirting with his cousins, a mediocre student, 

slightly tied to his mother´s apron strings, delicate, restless, and, at the same 

time, mocking, talkative, provocative […] 

Secondly, as an atheist and intellectual, already flirting with art [...]  

 Thirdly, as a twisted, degenerate, abominable and lonely freak, walking 

tied to the walls. Where to look for that secret judgment that threw me away 

from the human flock? In physical desease? The truth is that, with the exception 

of some slight, age-frequent, lung-originated, not too serious temperature 

condition (which made me spend one or two months in the mountains), I was 

quite healthy… Where could then that internal laxity come from? That laxity 

that made of myself, a normally happy boy, a strange monster attracted to all 

existence deformities and abominations. I unsurprising and unprotestingly was 

an abnormal being who could never confess what he was to anybody, and who 

was doomed to hide, to “conspire” (Gombrowicz 1991: 38).  

 



The monstrous character presented in a brief text called “Yo y mi doble” [I and my 

double] is much more intense. The text tells about a kind of ghost or spirit that appears 

before Gombrowicz and who turns out to be his double. The description of the “other” 

is dominated by the asymmetry, inconsistency, and, eventually, by the disgust feeling 

produced in the looking ‘Gombrowicz’:   

 

I kept looping at him, examining him as if he were a cow on a fair, a goose, a 

trapped pig, while doing the inventory. Inventory madness has caught hold of 

me.  A too short ear, a crooked nose, an ill leg, something unpleasant in the eyes, 

a stupid impact: a failed product, a deformed cow, a damaged object, a mistake, 

a skull, a rarity, an extravagant creature, neither good for raising nor for 

slaughter (Gombrowicz 1996: 5).   

 

“I was… an abnormal being”, Gombrowicz said of himself in A Kind of Testament. In 

another passage, he says:  

 

[…] A normal young man in appearance (despite some harmless extravagances) 

who, however, did not keep, deep in his heart, any illusion regarding his black 

sheep, flock-casted condition, along the nowhere leading path, and who knew 

himself as being favorable to all forms, including the most bizarre ones, as those 

gutta-percha figures that can be indefinitely modeled and with which the ugliest 

monster can be made (Gombrowicz 1991: 40).  

 

That last quote shows an important feature: Gombrowicz defines himself as “very 

normal in appearance (despite some harmless extravagances)”, although he knows – and 

this is different from the rest – that infinite possibilities lie in the potential. 

Gombrowicz´s literature will always be interested in the potential and not in the 

realization. But this raised duality does not mean that the silenced and hidden, evil-held 

other is concealed behind the “normal appearance”. The topic of the double, we know, 

is a widely-explored literature topic. But in its traditional version, what is hidden behind 

the harmless and correct appearance, behind the fragile civilization image – Dr Jeckyll 

and Mr. Hide – is exactly the opposite. The double refers to a hidden, silenced, sinister 

aspect – in Freud´s version – of the I, to his night face, almost always associated with 

evil. In fact, its sign, its metaphor. In Gombrowicz, on the other hand, the reason for the 



repetition of the double in his work, does not conceal any secrets and lacks its malignant 

connotation; the other living in us does not indicate our “dark side”; it does indicate 

something repressed, something struggling to come out into the surface, which is not 

evil, at least not in the moral sense posed by the double motive. Gombrowicz puts 

forward a duality, the existence of two Ies – or two aspects of the I – as the subject 

constituents, though this opposition does not comprise the good – bad, or normal – 

abnormal, but, instead, a different dichotomy: maturity - immaturity. Maturity, or in 

Gombrowicz´s terms, the form, refers to convention, repetition, our gregarious sense, 

intelligibility, the roles already assigned and the available subjective models. Thus, in 

Ferdydurke, as Saer points out, “la Moderna gets dressed, talks and acts at all times as a 

modern person, in such a way that she is finally known as such, as she believes she is, 

“the Modern”. Saer notices that “when you believe you are somebody, something, you 

run the risk of becoming an archetype, a caricature, while fighting for matching the one 

self who is undistinguishable to an abstraction (Saer 1997: 19). Saer is right in this 

sense: normality in Gombrowicz refers to what is closer to caricature. On the monster´s 

side, evil is not there: only the protection against the caricature futility, against the 

trivialization of a subject who is infinitely always more diverse, shapeless and multiple 

than what the normality of the ‘I’ taking part in the social games forces us to abide by.  

Gombrowicz´s subject is not inspired in the Cartesian Cogito but in the self conception 

proposed by the Baroque; for this conception, the association with the monster is worth 

thinking of. In Celestina’s Brood (1993: 198-199), González Echevarría describes the I 

conception, characteristic of the Baroque, as the assumption of the Other strangeness, as 

an awareness of the Self strangeness. Being is to be a monster, one and the other at the 

same time, the same and different. What is at stake here is the awareness of the 

otherness within oneself, of the novelty. In this sense, the being sensation in the 

Barroque is more concrete and more tangible than that of Descartes cogito. It is a 

feeling of one´s own strangeness, of the singularity, of the distortion. This sensation is 

also at stake in Gombrowicz´s autobiographic passages – as much as in self-fictional 

intrusions. This portrait of the I as a monster – singular, rare, distorted – also appears 

intimately linked to the authenticity issue. If the normal I, the one institutionalized, the I 

that identifies itself with a role to participate in social exchange, is stigmatized in  

Gombrowicz as pure ‘convention’, the dimension of one´s own otherness arises, 

instead, as a dimension not regulated by conventions. However, as it is not regulated, it 

lacks its own language to express itself. The monstrous dimension is thus fundamental 



in the work: one of its main objectives precisely lies in finding a language to express 

that rarity:   

 

If man can not express himself, it is not only because the others deform him; he 

cannot express himself mainly because what is already arranged and mature in 

us is only expressible, while the rest, our immaturity, is silence (Gombrowicz 

2005: 343). 

 

In this sense, Gombrowicz´s literature takes us to an inversion: by reading him, we 

increasingly get the feeling that the monstrous is the conventional – and, to that end, 

Gombrowicz shows it as a caricature – and that, on the other hand, in those characters 

slightly or intensely discordant with their environment – think of Alice from 

“Virginity”, of Stefan Czarniecki, of the character of the “Adventures”, of “Lawyer 

Kraykowski´s Dancer”, of el puto in Trans-Atlantyk – a strange type of authenticity can 

be found.  

 

There are two more features of the monster which are central when thinking of  

Gombrowczian aesthetics:  

 

In The Gothic (2004), David Punter and Glennis Byron say about the monster figure:   

 

Etymologically speaking, the monster is something to be shown, something that 

serves to demonstrate (Latin, monstrare: to demonstrate) and to warn (Latin, 

monere: to warn). (…) These early monsters are frequently constructed out of 

ill-assorted parts, like the griffin, with the head and wings of an eagle combined 

with the body and paws of a lion. Alternatively, they are incomplete, lacking 

essential parts, or, like the mythological hydra with its many heads, grotesquely 

excessive (Punter/Byron 2004: 263) 

 

As Punter and Byron point out, the figure of the monster is made up through a dialectics 

between showing and hiding, between making see and not letting see. The monster 

exhibits its difference, or the difference is so obvious that it shows itself, but, at the 

same time, the monster is hidden and this is due to the fact that the monster is 

semiotically opaque. We do not understand; we can not put together a coherent figure; 



in the end, we are just confronted with a pile of disconnected parts which resist to be 

integrated as a whole.   

 This exhibition and concealment dialectics is one of the main self-representation 

strategies Gombrowicz uses, specially in his autobiographic writings.  

The opening of his Diary, exemplary condenses that gesture: 

 

 “Monday 

Me. 

Tuesday  

Me. 

Wednesday  

Me. 

Thursday  

Me.  

Friday  

 Józefa Radzymińska has generously provided me with quite a few numbers…”)  

 

The “me” repeats itself obsessively and exhibits itself excessively. At the same time, 

there is no information to let us decipher who that “me” is, what he is, and what he is 

like. The nomination is empty, the same as the nameless monster.  

A second monster´s feature is his lack of unity. In all its variants, the monster is, 

without exception, a hybrid being. Chaotic mixtures, anomalies defying the possibility 

of classification in each case.  

As Eco and other authors point out, the monster´s hybridity, the fact of being a 

reunion of disconnected parts never reaching a coherent integration, is what makes the 

monster what he is. The monster – or the monstrous – is thus associated to an 

unmanageable dynamics, to its unlimited mutation capacity, to its permanent challenge 

to reach a definitive form and to stay in it. Conjugating the three distinctions proponed 

by Stewart, the monster appears as a figurative representation of the anomalous, the 

ambiguous, and the ambivalent. This hybridity is the main characteristic that defines 

subjectivity in Gombrowicz. While referring to Filifor preface in Ferdydurke, and in 

relation to the subject conception given there, Reinaldo Laddaga says:  

 



The first admonition (and the backbone of the text “philosophy”), refers to the 

fact that not matter how much he wants to ensure its consistency, every 

individual is made up of parts, and the stitches of those parts can never be 

perfectly finished, to such an extent that any and all integration ends up being 

precarious: every human being is a component and force assembly line 

(“particles” is the expression the text prefers) which can never fully let loose 

from certain incoherence margin, since each “particle” obeys its own tendencies, 

and these tendencies not always benefit the interests of the whole including 

them. “Humanity… is a mixture of parts”, “man” is “a merging of body and soul 

parts” (73), the text says (…) This “philosophy” of “Filifor Preface…” could be 

described, in a simplified way, as follows: every human being is composed of  

parts dominated by a tendency to mutate under the influence of the others, due to 

an imitation fatality; this human being possesses the will to give himself out as a 

stabilized and coherent whole, but whose intent to do it can fail because of an 

original languidness which is constantly leading him to establish contact with 

what, in itself, belongs to incoherence dimension, mutability, and the larval 

domain upon which its own sufficiency builds itself (Laddaga 2000: 83).  

 

The monster functions in that way, not only as a description of what Gombrowicz 

believes to be the subject – a reunion of heterogeneous parts and a desire for that 

heterogeneity as well – but also as a warning, or as a sort of protection against the 

danger of the significant forms the social game imposes on subjectivity.  

As Punter and Byron remark,  

  

What is primarily important for the Gothic is the cultural work done by monsters. 

Through difference, whether in appearance or behaviour, monsters function to 

define and construct the politics of the ‘normal’. (…) they police the boundaries 

of the human, pointing to those lines that must not be crossed (Punter / Byron 

2004: 263).  

 

Inversely to the monster´s classical function which is to safeguard the limits of the 

normal within culture, it appears in Gombrowicz to remind us of the dangers stalking 

that normality. Shapeless monsters – or with an excessive, improper, lonely shape – are 

the incarnation of that impulse which is repeatedly portrayed in Gombrowicz´s literature 



regarding the fall of indifferentiation – the scene belongs to Ferdydurke, in Trans-

Atlantyk and also to some Bakakai´s stories. The monster – or the monstrous – may 

function as a key to his writing in as much as they encode a scene which Gombrowicz is 

obsessively trying to capture: the moment in which, within the social, ordered and 

expected game, an individual produces a dissonance – as if it were a note which, in the 

middle of a concert, suddenly detunes –. What happens if, instead of correcting the 

mistake, we insist on that discrepancy? What are the reactions? What causes that which 

avoids a demand, conformity or adequacy, that which does not adhere to the form 

dignity? Maybe it is not much. This is not about great transgressions. Instead, it is about 

that dissonance in which there is a feeling for that freedom which Gombrowicz               

–through disgust, ugliness and dirt‒ urges and teaches us to recover. Gombrowicz 

seems to tell us that only that monster, not the monster living in us but the monster we 

are, will make us a little more free.   
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