
GOGOL: ARTIST AND THINKER*
DMITRY ČIŽEVSKY

I
To present an exhaustive analysis of Gogol as artist and thinker 

is clearly impossible within the scope of these few pages. The pur
pose of this article is merely to raise certain fundamental problems.

That a single individual should combine the functions of artist 
and thinker is in itself essentially paradoxical, though it is doubt
less not too infrequent a phenomenon in the history of world liter
ature. It is the nature of the literary artist to strive for esthetically 
satisfying verbal expression, and this primary esthetic factor often 
forces him to sacrifice the clarity and coherence of his thought. 
The thinker in him then comes into conflict with the artist; more
over, any thinker is confronted with the fundamental inadequacy 
of any verbal formulation of thought. This conflict between word 
and idea, content and form, is a chronic complaint from which 
every writer must inevitably suffer if he attempts—however un
wisely—to be artist and thinker at the same time.

The tragedy of Gogol stems from this contradiction, which is 
inherent in all his work. It was this conflict which led him at the 
end of his career to renounce all his earlier writings, as he did so 
strikingly in his Author’s Confession·, it also explains the anomaly 
of the Selected Passages From My Correspondence With My 
Friends, in which the level of verbal expression proved so far below 
the author’s expectations. This tragic inner conflict in Gogol’s work 
must be regarded as inevitable: it is not to be explained away by 
any of the various myths which have grown up to becloud the 
image of Gogol in the eyes of his contemporaries and of later gen
erations—the myth that he passed through a religious crisis and 
even a phase of “religious insanity”;1 that he was right in confess-

* This article, with a few small changes, is based on a lecture given by the author at a 
session of the Academy in New York. The short time allotted to the lecture accounts for 
the brevity of exposition. The author is also responsible for the spacing of the quotations 
from Gogol.
1 It should be noted that the first writer on Gogol to deny the existence of any sharp 
“breaks” or crises in his development was N. G. Chernyshevsky. In Chernyshevsky’s opinion 
Gogol had always been a religious “reactionary.” This should not be forgotten by admirers 
of Chernyshevsky I
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ing to a failure of his creative powers in his later years; that he was 
ruined by the baneful influence of Father Matvey Konstantinovsky 
(indeed this particular myth is rejected even by Soviet scholars); 
there are many others.

II

Yet Gogol was not only torn by the contradiction between his 
ideological intentions and the problem of formulating his ideas in 
words. Both his artistic method and his ideas are themselves shot 
through with inner contradictions, though they are not the sterile 
contradictions of creative impotence, but spring from a profoundly 
productive antagonism between the strength of his creative intui
tion on the one hand and the power of his searching mind on the 
other.

The formal aspect of Gogol’s work presents a strange mixture 
of exceptional finish and perfection of craftsmanship with incredi
ble carelessness and disregard of the most fundamental rules of 
style and even of grammar. Yet we know how carefully, atten
tively, and painstakingly Gogol worked over every detail of his 
writings. He himself advised N. Berg, then a literary novice, to 
revise every manuscript until there was no room left for further 
corrections, then recopy it and revise it again; this process was to be 
repeated seven times. “I recopy seven times,” Gogol is supposed 
to have said. This might be regarded as an exaggeration on Berg’s 
part if we did not possess a number of Gogol’s manuscripts, which 
prove that he worked in exactly this way. His final texts were 
arrived at only after innumerable revisions and corrections of every 
sentence, every expression, and every word.

But one puzzle is left unsolved: if Gogol labored so endlessly 
over his style, how could his language be left in such a state? For 
Gogol’s is the most incorrect Russian ever written by any profes
sional writer. To be sure, the problem of “correctness” in literary 
language is complex and cannot be judged from a narrow, school- 
masterish point of view. But Gogol not only uses words which 
are not found in any dictionary and do not occur in any dialect; 
he even employs forms “forbidden” in normative grammars and 
nonexistent in the living spoken language. Since it is impossible
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to cite examples here,2 a reference to Andrey Bely must suffice. 
Bely was a great admirer of Gogol, but at the conclusion of one of 
his linguistic analyses he is reduced to exclaiming, “Reader! This 
is really terrible!”3

There have been attempts to explain the “terrors” of Gogol’s 
Russian by attributing it to his bilingualism, his habit of using 
Ukrainian as a medium of thought. This explanation is of course 
correct as far as it goes, but it does not really go very far. In the 
first half of the nineteenth century there were a considerable num
ber of Ukrainians writing in Russian, some of whom wrote in 
Ukrainian as well. Many of them were extremely popular in their 
day, and not all of them are entirely forgotten even today: V. 
Narizhny and H. Kvitka-Osnovyanenko belonged to the older 
generation, while Porfiry Baysky (Orest Somov), Hrebinka, and 
Nestor Kukolnik were contemporaries of Gogol himself; Panko 
Kulish came somewhat later, and there are many others. It was 
they who created the so-called “Ukrainian school” in Russian liter
ature. But not one of them wrote Russian like Gogol’s! Further
more, there is no adequate biographical explanation for the imper
fections of Gogol’s language. Even if he did not acquire a complete 
mastery of the Russian language while studying at the Nizhyn 
lyceum, he had plenty of opportunity to do so later. Gogol’s manu
scripts show how carefully and assiduously he collected materials 
for his stories, including vocabulary. If he made no attempt to cor
rect his Russian even when contemporary critics pointed out his 
mistakes, it was not because he could not, but because he did not 
care to do so.

In his early works Gogol had created a peculiar language of his 
own, a sort of mixed Ukrainian-Russian. None of the representa-

2 I cite a few examples of Gogol’s “Russian” : kjoten\i, reben\i, vorobenbj, doskj. nakladeny, 
brichka vy\achannaya, zagoryunilsya (instead of “prigoryunilsya”) , ohjad (instead of 
“uklad” or “sklad”), ne proizvel izumleniya na obshchestvo, ne poluchiv uspekha, pesni s 
derevni, tseluyut gde-gde sumrachnoye more, byl uzren shlagbaum, skladennye drova, 
oglokhly, stoskovaly vzor, nevyraznaya toska, spokoysya, rastoskuet, vozdymilas (instead 
of " vozdymalas”) , rozovaya dalnost, menya predchuvstvie beret, vzyekhal vo dvor, svet 
dosyagnul do zabora, sad zaglokhly, obsmotret, na byure, and even— on menya ponravil!
3 It cannot be proved that it is Gogol who is referred to in Pushkin’s famous statement: 
“I speak much more incorrectly—almost the way *** writes.” This would mean that 
Pushkin regarded Gogol’s language as a “model” of incorrectness.
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tives of the “Ukrainian school” would have dared to use as many 
Ukrainian words in their Russian works as Gogol did. He used 
hundreds. There are about two hundred of them listed in the 
glossary which he appended to Evenings on a Farm Near Di\an\a. 
It is typical of him that he did not provide explanations for nearly 
all the words which would have been incomprehensible to the 
Russian reader of his time, to say nothing of the humorous proper 
names, the gist of which was also beyond the grasp of most Rus
sians (and also, fortunately, of the censors). The point is that in 
stylistic and linguistic details Gogol is not in the least concerned 
about meaning. He is much more interested in the sound of his 
prose, and no one has yet discovered the secret of the incomparable 
euphony and rhythm of his Russian, for instance in A Terrible 
Vengeance or Taras Bulba or the fantastic passages in Viy. Among 
other things, the effect is achieved by a constant interplay of Rus
sian and Ukrainian, using the rhythms of Ukrainian folk songs 
and dumy and to a considerable extent Ukrainian colloquial speech. 
Gogol has occasionally been reproached by Ukrainians for not 
writing “simple” Ukrainian. But Gogol’s use of Ukrainian was in 
no sense designed to provide “local color”; he could have done 
that better by writing pure Ukrainian. It was a special, private 
language which sounded in his ears, a language no one in the world 
has ever spoken. Whether it is the language of the angels or the 
demons I shall not undertake to decide. . . But this unearthly lan
guage was shaped and moulded out of elements borrowed from 
actual “earthly” languages. And so it is not surprising that at 
times the laws of earthly language and earthly grammar had to 
submit to Gogol’s own will—or willfulness.

Ill

This being the case, there is no cause for surprise that Gogol has 
been regarded as the founder of a much later tradition—the trans
sense language of the Russian “Futurists.” In fact there has not 
been a single current in Russian literature since Gogol which has 
not claimed him—and not without some justification—as its primo
genitor. In any event, Gogol was the first Russian writer who was 
not afraid of linguistic nonsense; it became, in fact, one of his main-
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stays. There are a good many passages in his works which simply 
cannot be deciphered on a rational basis, and these are often the 
very passages over which Gogol labored with especial care: for 
example the second request of Ivan Nikiforovich, which transla
tors into all languages usually render as a “meaningful” text, while 
in fact its whole meaning lies in its utter meaninglessness. It con
tains only a bare allusion to any kind of sense, and that is a mere 
commonplace. Such passages also occur in the Diary of a Madman, 
but there they have a more legitimate motivation in the insanity of 
the main character. There are likewise a number of passages which 
can actually be translated, but are also essentially meaningless. Here 
are a few examples:

Khlestakov’s famous “We shall retire beneath the shade of streams.”
At a banquet in Mirgorod a dish is served which looks “like boots 
dipped in kvas.”
Anton Prokofevich’s trousers were “of such a peculiar character that 
whenever he put them on, all the dogs bit at his calves.”
A matchmaker sings the praises of a series of prospective bride
grooms. One of them “is such a wonder he could hardly get through 
that door.” Another “drinks. I won’t deny it, he drinks. What 
can you do? He’s a Titular Counsellor.” But “he doesn’t drink all 
week long: sometimes a sober day turns up.” The third is an “Aulic 
Counsellor. . . Whatever he says, he lies. . . What can be done? God 
made him that way. He’s sorry about it himself, but he just can’t 
keep from lying.”

It is mentioned that something has happened to a certain young girl. 
“Yes, there was something, I remember something did happen.
She either got married or broke her leg.”

And the motivation of the suitors’ visits to the prospective bride:
“I learned from the newspapers that you desire to contract for a 
supply of firewood.” This explanation is perhaps credible, but it 
induces the other suitor to say, “I too saw some advertisement in the 
papers. All right, I thought to myself, I’ll go. The weather has 
turned out to be good, and there’s grass all along the road. . . . ”

“Reader! This is really terrible!” one would like to repeat after 
Andre Bely. Talleyrand said that language is given man as a cloak 
for his thoughts; it is apparently given to Gogol’s heroes to conceal 
their total absence of thought!
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Any one of Gogol’s artistic devices is enough to reveal his extra
ordinary originality. In particular, Gogol’s “nonsense,” as a device, 
is somehow reminiscent of the inner contradiction which pervades 
his work as a whole: I mean the use of images and expressions in 
which he juxtaposes utterly incongruous elements. Any number 
of these incongruities could be culled from any one of Gogol’s 
works. Frequently they are put in the mouths of his characters; at 
other times they are “objectivized” in various ways; and occasion
ally they are uttered by the author in propria persona. Such expres
sions may be considered a type of oxymoron. Here are some 
examples:

Vasily Fedorov, a foreigner
a wine consisting of “burgognon and champagnon together” 
a tailor “from London and Paris”
a mayor who “celebrates his name-day both as Anton and as Onufry” 
a Turkish dagger on which was engraved by mistake: “Master 

Savely Sibiryakov”
Ivan Ivanovich Pererepenko, a “bandit and nobleman” 
at once a Counsellor of State and a bassoon 
a nose which proves to have “the rank of a Counsellor of State” 
a well-built carriage without a single spring 
a hot-blooded young horse, seventeen years old 
and finally, the classical formula of the matchmaker in The Wedding: 

“After that you are a villain, even if you are an honest man!”

It is a strange world in which such things are possible! But still 
stranger is the fact that this kind of antithetic oxymoron is in 
some sense a parody on the coincidentio oppositorum (the coexist
ence of opposites in any true being), which in turn is a traditional 
device in religious literature.4

IV
There are other artistic devices which Gogol uses for purposes 

quite different from those they are ordinarily designed to serve. 
The most outstanding of these is hyperbole. A great deal has been 
written about Gogol’s hyperbolic images and expressions, begin

4 On the coincidentio oppositorum in the history of philosophy cf. my book, Filosofiya 
H. S. Skpvorody (Warsaw, 1934), pp. 9-17.
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ning with V. V. Rozanov’s attacks and Valerij Bryusov’s characteri
zation of Gogol as “the great master of hyperbole.” A few examples:

a tart as big as a hat
laughter so sonorous that it was “as if two bulls were facing each 

other and bellowing at once” 
ladies so thin that any one of them could have been hidden in a 

scabbard
cockroaches as big as plums looking out from all the corners of the 

room
another cockroach the size of a loaf of rye bread (omitted by Gogol 

from the final version of the text) 
bedbugs that bite “like dogs”
teacups on a tray—“as great a mass of cups as birds on the seashore” 
the leg of the Greek heroine Bobelina in a painting was “bigger 

than the entire torsos of those dandies who fill . . . our drawing 
rooms”

the hero who “for a midnight snack” eats “a crust of bread weigh
ing half a pood and four pounds of lard” 

the look which Ivan Ivanovich gives his enemy Ivan Nikiforovich: 
“And what a look! If that glance had been granted executive 
powers, it would have turned Ivan Nikiforovich into dust.”

There are countless numbers of these. Yet in traditional poetics 
the hyperbole was prescribed for descriptions of a higher order of 
being; Gogol uses it for just the opposite purpose—he applies it to 
the lowest orders of being. From the Lay of Igors Raid to Der
zhavin the hyperbole had been used to describe what was great and 
important; in Gogol it is used to describe the trivial. To be sure, 
this technique is not entirely new. The device of “estrangement” 
has been employed in satirical literature since ancient times.

What is remarkable is Gogol’s use of a particular kind of hyper
bole known as hyperoche, i.e., the ascription to an object of dimen
sions of grandeur exceeding all possibilities of description, all verbal 
techniques known to the author, all imagination, and even all hu
man experience. Here again Gogol follows the same procedure: 
he applies this “inflated” figure to a lower order of being. For 
example:

a moustache incapable of depiction by pen or brush 
such waists as you have never even dreamed of
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a nymph’s breasts |jn  a painting] such as the reader has surely 
never laid eyes on 

a boot so gigantic that a leg to fit it could hardly be found anywhere 
a name which was even hard to remember
a cart which “bore no resemblance to anything at all and represented 

some sort of strange creation, quite without form and extraordi
narily fantastic” 

such letters as have never been seen in the Russian alphabet 
sateens, muslins, and satins of such pale, pale fashionable colors that 

names for them could not be invented 
a cap such as this earth has never seen 
beauty of shoulders such as this earth has never seen 
such dance steps as no one has ever taken even in his sleep 
the charm [of a kind of cloth] was so great that it cannot be 

expressed in words. . . It may be said with assurance that there 
was never anything like it in this world, 

such nonsense as not only bore no resemblance to the truth, but 
even bore no resemblance to anything at all.

Hyperoche, even more than hyperbole, was normally used to des
cribe the lofty and the sacred; it traditionally occurs in descriptions 
of unearthly beauty or when the writer indicates his inability to 
depict the exploits of saints or represent the heights of the God
head.5 Derzhavin’s Ode to God is a notable example of the tradi
tional use of hyperoche:

Traceless One, unfathomable!
Now I cannot see Thy face:
My imagining’s too feeble 
E’en Thy shadow here to trace.

Such usage of this device can be traced all the way back to the 
“negative theology” of the Church Fathers, in particular the 
Areopagitica.6

Here again Gogol seems to parody the high style by transferring 
devices essentially designed for the representation of lofty and 
sacred things into the mundane sphere of everyday life, of point
less stupidity and vulgarity.

5 There are numerous examples of hyperoche in the Bible (there is nothing like it "on the 
earth” or “under the heavens”)—e.g., Judith 11:19; Genesis 6:17; Job 28:24; 41:2; Daniel 
7:27; 9:12, etc.
6 P. Struve collected some interesting material on this in his article “Neizyasnimy, Neposti- 
zhny” (in one of the Prague miscellanies).
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How can we explain the paradoxes of Gogol’s style? What is 
their significance in his system of artistic devices, and what do they 
tell us about his ideology?

V
This transference of devices by their nature designed to charac

terize the great, the lofty, and the sacred into the sphere of every
day trivialities might be regarded as an instance of the typical Roman
tic dualism or “ambivalence” of judgement and expression. It is 
this Romantic dualism which leads Gogol at one moment to write 
a pathetic and ecstatic rhapsody on “Rus” (by which, of course, 
he means—with certain limitations—the Russia of his time), and 
at another to let fall the observation that “there is no living in 
Russia for good people; only swine can live there.”

But naturally Gogol had no inclination for the sort of parody of 
“sacred language” which occurs in seventeenth-century parodies 
on the liturgy, like the Lamentations of the Kiev Mon\s and simi
lar works, which are investigated with such diligence by Soviet 
scholars. . . On the contrary, in Gogol this transference of artistic 
devices from one sphere to another, this parody of the hyperbole 
and hyperoche, and this oxymoron-like application of the coinci- 
dentio oppositorum are all intended as an original means of demon
strating the insignificance, unreality, and illusory nature of this 
lower, earthly existence. In this “mundane” world there prevails 
a mundane point of view, a mundane attitude toward everyday and 
lowly things. They are seen “from below.” Thus in the eyes of 
people engrossed in the life of this world what is ordinary and 
trivial is transformed into something grandiose and magnificent. 
Dwarfs appear to be giants; huts become palaces; and ant heaps, 
Monts Blancs. All that is required is a change of perspective. Gogol’s 
story The Overcoat, a very important document for his ideology, 
is entirely constructed around this device.7 The countless repeti
tions of the word “even”—it occurs several times on every page—

7 I presented an analysis o£ The Overcoat in my article in the Zeitschrift für Slavische 
Philologie, vol. XIV (1937), No. 1-2, pp. 63-94 and in Russian in Sovremennye Zapiski, 
No. 67 (1938), pp. 172-195. Recently certain details of these analyses have been utilized 
in some American works on Gogol.
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accentuate this “view from below” both of the fictitious narrator 
who tells the story and of the hero.

If promotions had been granted him according to his zeal, he . . . 
might even have become a Counsellor of State. . .

Misfortunes which bestrew life’s path not only for Titular, but even 
for Privy, Actual, Aulic, and any other Counsellors. . .

At a season when even those who occupy high positions feel the 
frost hurt their foreheads and make the tears come in their eyes. . .

Petrovich has a wife who even wears a mobcap. . .

The landlady made so much smoke in the kitchen that you couldn’t 
even see the cockroaches. . .

The boldest most daring thoughts even flashed through his mind: 
shouldn’t he just put some marten fur on his collar. . .

Once while copying papers, he even narrowly missed making a 
mistake. . .

Oh, how can he [the chief clerk’s assistant] show that he is not 
proud and even associates with those beneath him. . .

The important personage stamped his foot and raised his voice to 
such a powerful pitch that even somebody besides Akaky Akakie
vich would have been frightened. . .

The backs and shoulders, not merely of Titular, but even of real 
Privy Counsellors were subjected to a thorough chilling on account 
of this nocturnal removal of overcoats. . .

And so on. There is an “even” on every page of the story. The 
purpose of this undoubtedly deliberate repetition—we know how 
carefully Gogol worked over his style—is to underscore the “view 
from below” of the narrator and his hero. . .

But Gogol also has other means of showing not only the insig
nificance, but the ephemeral, illusory, phantasmal character of this 
world. These devices are central in the system of “natural stylis
tics”8 which he created. The first is the fusion of reality and dream,

8 On the significance of Gogol’s “natural style” as an expression of his romantic Weltan
schauung cf. my article “Neizvestny Gogol’ ” in Novy Zhurnal, No. 27 (1951), pp. 126- 
159 and especially pp. 154-155.
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the dematerialization of images. Such, for instance are the cities 
which dissolve into nothingness:

[Here is Petersburg in the evening.]] But as soon as the twilight 
falls on the houses and streets, and the policeman, covered with 
matting, scrambles up the ladder to light the street lamp, and engrav
ings which do not dare to show themselves in the light of day peer 
out of the lowly windows of little shops, then the Nevsky Prospect 
comes to life again and begins to stir. Then begins that mysterious 
time when the lamps give to everything a sort of alluring and 
miraculous glow. . . At that time you feel that there is some sort of 
purpose, or rather something like a purpose. There is something 
extraordinarily unconscious about it; everyone’s steps quicken and 
become in general very uneven. Long shadows flicker along the 
walls and the pavement, and their heads almost reach the Politseyski 
Most. . .

[Paris is the same.] Toward evening all this magic pile flared up 
under the magic illumination of gas—all the houses suddenly became 
transparent, shedding a strong light from below; the windowpanes 
in the shops seemed to have disappeared, vanished entirely, and every
thing that had lain inside them was left unguarded right in the 
middle of the street, glitteringly reflected in the depths of mirrors. . .

These images recall the visions later beheld by Dostoevsky’s heroes 
(A Faint Heart) of a Petersburg rising in smoke and vapor into 
the dark nocturnal sky, a representation of the city as a deceiver 
and a deception. This too is stated by Gogol:

Oh, do not believe this Nevsky Prospect! . . .  It is all deception, all 
a dream, all not what it seems! . . .The whole thing breathes decep
tion. It lies at any time of day, this Nevsky Prospect, but most of 
all when the night settles over it in a thick mass and disjoins the 
white and straw-colored walls of the houses, when the whole city 
turns into thunder and lightening, myriads of carriages rumble off 
the bridges, the post-boys shout and leap on their horses, and when 
the Demon himself lights the lamps only to reveal everything not 
as it is.

This dematerialization of the capitals of the world is bound up 
with Gogol’s own experiences. “Petersburg, the department, the 
snows, the scoundrels—I only dreamed all that,” he confesses in 
one of his first letters from Rome. But this is only one of the ele
ments in his exposure of the illusiveness of “base reality.” Gogol
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has other tricks up his sleeve, among them ones which approach 
the techniques of contemporary “surrealism.” It is difficult to un
derstand why none of the numerous—and usually worthless—com
mentators on The Nose has linked it with Franz Kafka’s early 
novel Metamorphosis (Die Verwandlung), a work very close to it 
in basic intention. In The Nose actual reality is “lifted,” excluded 
in order to reveal to the author and the reader means of discovering 
the spiritual reality of the experiences of “Major” Kovalev, a person 
who at first glance would seem incapable of having any experiences 
at all. But even in The Inspector-General the “Inspector-General,” 
Khlestakov, is an illusion and a dream, a shade and a phantom 
which emerges from the depths of the bad consciences of the mayor 
and officials of the town. And in the same way the image of Chi- 
chikov at the end of the first part of Dead Souls is overcast with 
an impenetrable cloud of gossip, rumor, conjecture, and supposi
tion, the source of which is also in large measure the bad con
sciences of the inhabitants of N. (“Everyone began searching in 
himself for such sins as didn’t even exist.”) Thus what would seem 
to be the “super-real” world of officialdom proves to be in the power 
of illusions, fantasies, and specters!

The clearest instance in Gogol of a phantasmal reality concealed 
behind the concrete world is his device of realization of metaphor. 
Reality proves to be concealed behind a metaphor or simile or else 
simply turns into one. After beginning a simile Gogol seems to 
forget about it, and a strange process takes place: a sbitenshchi\ 
(a vendor of hot mead) turns into a samovar, Chichikov into a for
tress, and Petr Petrovich Petukh into a watermelon.

A sbitenshchi\ was standing at the window with a ruddy copper 
samovar and a face as ruddy as the samovar, so that from a distance 
you might have thought there were two samovars in the window 
if one of them  had not had a beard as black as pitch.

Nozdrev. . . looked the part of a lieutenant storming a fortress, des
perate and at his wit’s end. . . .  The fortress he was attacking £Chi- 
chikovj looked anything but impregnable. On the contrary, the 
fortress was in such a fright that its soul hid in its very heels.

Along with the fish a round sort of man had got entangled [in the 
net], a man as wide as he was tall, a perfect watermelon or barrel.
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He was in a desperate situation and was shouting at the top of his 
lungs. . . The watermelon was evidently not afraid on its own 
account. . .
QKorobochka’s carriage enters the town at night.] A very strange 
vehicle, which inspired doubts as to what one should call it. It was 
. . . rather like a fat-cheeked, swollen watermelon on wheels. The 
cheeks of this watermelon, that is, its doors, . . . were very hard to 
close.. .T h e  watermelon was filled with chintz pillows,. .  . crammed 
full of bags of bread loaves, twisted rolls, rusks, biscuits, and pretzels 
of scalded dough. . .
The sidewalk rushed along beneath him, the carriages with their 
galloping horses seemed motionless, the bridge stretched and broke 
at its arch, a house stood upside down, a sentry-box was rushing 
toward him, and the sentry’s halberd together with the gilt letters 
of a signboard seemed to glisten on his very eyelash. And all this 
was brought about by a single glance, a single turn of a pretty head.

Thus the world disintegrates and dissolves into nothing; every
thing proves to be something other than it is; real objects pass 
through complete metamorphoses: Sobakevich is a “medium-sized 
bear”; Plyushkin is a “tear on the cloth of humanity”; a nobleman 
is a “bandit”; a nose is a “Counsellor of State,” “a gentleman in a 
uniform . . . sewn in gold, with a high stand-up collar, wearing 
suede trousers and carrying a sword at his side.” But this fantastic 
world is described by Gogol so vividly, so graphically, so plastically, 
and in such bright colors that its equal is hardly to be found in any 
literature.

VI
Thus the “nothingness” of this world is revealed by techniques 

once used exclusively to scale the heights of “true being,” with its 
coincidentio oppositorum, seemingly unattainable and inexpressible. 
The world dissolves into nothing; its deceptiveness is disclosed by 
the mere fact that everything in it proves to be like something else. 
Moreover, the likeness is usually to something “lower” than itself; 
Gogol’s metaphors are very frequently “downward metaphors,” 
i.e., comparison of a higher order of being to a lower—in particular 
of human beings to animals or even objects.9 Does not Gogol’s

9 On “downward metaphors” cf. the article just cited, p. 155.
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work thus become much more negative and destructive than his 
nineteenth-century critics supposed? For they regarded him as a 
realistic satirist who used his art to scourge society, to lay bare the 
evils of the “Nicolaitan Russia” of his time. But does not his satire 
in reality appear to be directed against the world itself?

Such a conclusion is tempting, but at bottom erroneous. Gogol 
did not regard destruction and negation as the aim of art or of 
literary art in particular. Art is called upon not to destroy, but to 
create: art must be an “imperceptible step toward Christianity.” 
And for Gogol this means not destruction, but amelioration; not 
annihilation, but transformation of existing reality:

My friend, in this world we are called upon not to destroy and 
demolish, but . . . to turn everything to good ends, even that which 
man has corrupted and turned to evil.

For Gogol the central idea in Christian doctrine is precisely this 
notion of “transformation,” of “turning things to good ends.” No 
matter how insignificant this mundane world may be, it is merely 
corrupt, but not fundamentally evil. In all the “nastiness,” “swind
lers,” “bribe-takers” and “scoundrels” Gogol feels a primary respon
sibility to seek out the good that lies there hidden and disfigured.

If you consider a swindler not merely as a swindler, but as a man 
as well, if you consider all the spiritual powers given him for good, 
which he has turned to evil or left unused. . . only then will you 
feel how noble our species can be . . . even in a swindler.

And knowledge of “nastiness” helps to show us the way out of 
this world, where the good is corrupted and disfigured. We

have forgotten that the paths and the roads to this bright future 
lie hidden here in this dark and tangled present. . . Since I began 
looking deeper into the nastiness around me, the light has shone 
forth in my spirit: before my eyes ways of egress, means, and paths 
begin to be revealed.

The principal method is love for mankind:
Perhaps this man was not born utterly dishonest. . . Perhaps a single 
drop of love would be sufficient to set him back on the path of 
righteousness.
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It may well be that the concrete means of salvation Gogol pro
posed in his “strange book,” Selected Passages From My Corres
pondence With My Friends, are very naive, unsatisfactory, and un
convincing. In fact, their chief weakness is that they are too con
crete. Concreteness is the greatest defect of all utopias. And, by 
accompanying his outline for a moral and religious utopia with 
bits of concrete advice on what should be done in the concrete his
torical situation of Russia under Nicholas I, Gogol himself weak
ened the efficacy and attractiveness of his utopia. He is a paradoxi
cal figure, this Gogol, divided in his allegiances and striving to 
reconcile the opposites in his work and combine them into a single 
moral and religious doctrine. He was by no means a one-sided 
eulogist of his time, as many passages from this same “reactionary” 
book make clear. Often he considers the Russia of his time simply 
as a country “of the past”:

On the ship of duty and service each one of us must now be borne 
out of the slough. Each one of us must now serve, not as he used 
to serve in the Russia of the past, but in another, heavenly realm, the 
head of which is Christ Himself.

And Gogol even considers the possibilities of the utopian social
ism of that time in the most ecstatic—and probably most successful 
—essay in the book, The Glorious Resurrection:

How fitting this day would be, I thought, for this nineteenth century 
of ours, when thoughts about the happiness of mankind have be
come the favorite thoughts of everyone, . . . when many are dream
ing about how to transform all man\ind, . . . when people have even 
begun to say that everything should be held in common—houses 
and lands.

Of course, this is not an expression of sympathy for socialism, but 
it indicates a hope that Gogol’s utopia might satisfy the socialists 
too; he does not even attempt to brand their ideal with any nega
tive epithet.10

But the main thing for Gogol is not an external, juridical, social

10 V. Gippius called attention to this passage in his brilliant book entitled Gogol* (Lenin
grad, 1924, p. 184). Gippius’s book contains a number of excellent observations on Gogol’s 
ethics, but unfortunately “for reasons of censorship” he was obliged to be very timid in 
his references to the central religious motifs in Gogol’s philosophy.
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transformation of the world, but the transformation of each indi
vidual man, that “renascence” which was to have been the theme 
of the later parts of Dead Souls. The theme is hinted at even in 
the first part:

Human passions are as numberless as the sands of the sea, and all 
are different from one another, and all of them, base and noble alike, 
all begin as man’s servants and only later become his terrible mas
ters. . . But there are passions the selection of which comes not from 
man. . . They are inscribed in us from on high, and in them there 
is something which summons us incessandy our whole life long. 
They are destined to accomplish great things on this earth: no 
matter whether they pass by in an image of gloom or a vision of 
light, bringing joy to the world—they are equally sent us to per
form good works unknown to man. And perhaps in Chichikov 
himself his driving passion springs not from him, and in his cold 
existence there is something hidden which will then cause men to 
fall on their knees in the dust before the wisdom of the heavens.

VII
This fragment, which usually passes unnoticed by most readers 

of Dead Souls, contains the central nucleus of Gogol’s philosophy. 
It likewise helps to explain the fundamental peculiarity of Gogol’s 
writings: the combination of satire and utopianism, of affirmation 
and denial, of pessimism and optimism, of “laughter visible to the 
world through unseen and unknown tears.” Laughter is used to 
lay bare the insignificance of this world. Gogol’s tears are shed for 
a world created beautiful by God, yet now corrupted and disfigured. 
If the artist’s glance causes the world virtually to dissolve and dis
integrate into nothing, what lies behind this deceptive veil of cor
poreity and everyday reality is not Nothing, but, on the contrary, 
true reality, the realm of grace:

Merely glance at the world: it is filled with God’s grace. . .
All events, especially unexpected and extraordinary ones, are God’s 

messages to us.
The darkened firmament is the herald of a bright and triumphant 

dawn.

Gogol was perhaps too optimistic about the means of attaining 
this world of grace; he believed that if people only recognized the
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utter insignificance of this world, the gates of “Supreme Eternal 
Beauty” or “Heavenly Beauty,” as he calls the Divine Reality, would 
open before them, and not only after this life, but during it. Gogol 
believed, as we have seen, in the possibility of morally transforming 
each individual man. He also believed that in this life one could 
live “another life”:

Blessed is he who in this life lives by the happiness of another life.

Is not every striving by which noble souls seek one another, loving 
only the other’s divine, and not his earthly attributes—is this not a 
striving toward Christ?

Wherever God manifests Himself, there nothing remains in equili
brium, but marches forward, ever striving to become better and 
better.

As cosmic satirist, Gogol conceived his function as a means of 
aiding the reader to recognize the insignificance of this insignifi
cant world and thus further the destruction of demonic deception 
and unreal illusion; in this way he opens up the path to the world 
of “Supreme Eternal Beauty.” This process is reinforced by his 
function as preacher: in his private letters, in the Selected Passages 
From My Correspondence With My Friends, the Author’s Confes
sion, the Interpretation of the Divine Liturgy, and of course in 
personal conversation with persons who regarded him not only as 
an “accuser” of the contemporary world, but as a guide to Eternity. 
In a literary sense, at least, Gogol’s attempt to propagate his ideas 
among a wider circle of readers was by and large a failure. The 
reasons for this failure are various and complex: Gogol’s “positive” 
work did not possess the same straightforwardness and solidity he 
had revealed as a satirist; his capacity for expressing and formulat
ing his positive ideals proved inadequate to the requirements of his 
age. He was too far removed from the spiritual needs of his con
temporaries—Westernizers and Slavophiles and all the other schools 
of the period—to be able not only to rebuke them, but also to give 
them encouragement and faith. It was difficult to find words to 
touch their hearts. And in general there were no “words” capable 
of doing this, if one considers the state of the Russian literary lan
guage in Gogol’s time: the 1840’s marked the beginning of a period
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of extreme decline in the tradition of homiletic and “sacral” lan
guage. The succeeding generation took an ironic attitude toward 
Gogol’s sermons, regarding them as a set of utterly pointless “letters 
to a Kaluga governess.” Gogol did not succeed in “singing a hymn 
to Heavenly Beauty,” and what he said about “Supreme Eternal 
Beauty” evoked almost no response in that spiritual desert.

But Gogol’s failure does not give us the right to forget his im
portance as a thinker and to consider only one aspect of his work. 
We must not allow the artist to blot out the thinker.


