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THE PRESENTATION OF THE DEMONIC IN
GOGOL'S TALES

VID SNOJ (LJUBLJANA)

The article deals with the demonic and the divimthe cycle ,Petersburgian Tales”
by N. V. Gogol, especially in the short story Paittr

Keywords: N. V. Gogol, the demonic, the divine, Portrait.

The 19th century is a period not only of realidtiot also of fantastic
literature. Fantastic fiction, most often taking tform of a short story or tale,
came to the fore in the period of romanticism arab wnaintained, even after
the emergence of the realistic novel, throughoat Bth century as a marginal
companion to that great genre. The fantastic wagenrby many important
realistic and even naturalistic 19th century wsterot only at the beginning of
their literary careers, as was the case with Batwadostoevsky, but even later,
as in the case of de Maupassant.

Gogol, the author dbead Soulswhich is considered the first great Russian
prose novel, wrote the fantastic from the beginnmthe very end of his literary
writing career. In 1831 he published the first voluof a collection of his Ukrai-
nian tales entitled&venings on a Farm near Dikan’kahich established his re-
putation, and the year 1842 produced, in additmrhis Overcoatand Dead
Souls the second version dhe Portrait a tale from the Petersburg cycle, which
had appeared in its first version in theabesque®f 1835. Thereafter he public-
shed no more literature till his death in 1852. Wi#iat setsThe Portraitapart
from Gogol's other works is not merely that it wasvorked and published for
a second time by the author himself, before hihdvawal into literary silence.
According to Ann Marie Basom, this tale, existing i does in two versions,
belongs to Gogol's both early and late, both to,hikrainian“ and ,Petersbur-
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gian“ periods, and is thus ,critical to an undemsiag™ of his fantastic fiction. It

was this special status dhe Portraitin Gogol's oeuvre, which is, as | will
attempt to demonstrate, committed to portraying deenonic even in its non-
fantastic, ,realistic® part, as well as the thematization of the questibather art
can be a medium of such portrayal, that led med¢ad on this tale.

The name for the fantastic as a literary genreased on the Greek verb
phantazo ,make visible, present to the eye.“ The fantasstitius a work ophan-
tasig of ,imagination,” but certainly not in the sense whigas acquired by this
human faculty in, let us say, Kant's seminal Modége theory of knowledge.
Not in the sense oEinbildungskraft ,the faculty of image making®, which
performs its task on the materials supplied bysmmrses under the control of our
understanding as a ,faculty of concepts.” On theti@y: the very name for the
fantastic as a work afnrestrainedmagination has a negative connotation of the
phantasmathat is, ofappearance, which is at the same time a mere appadr
phantom The ,fantastic” contains in its very name a judgn a sentence even,
on itself. This sentence is pronounced by the comeense, that sense which is
by nature common to all, establishing sensibleitioiu as a basis for grasping
and knowing reality. The only reality is the wopérceived with our own eyes
outside the mode of a pre-existing idea, a seaddrivorld with no unshowable
beyond. From the common sense perspective, theer,otlwhich invades this
world is seen as fantastic, as merely apparerd, @eception of the senses. Any
sensible intuition out of keeping with the natysedpensity of the common sense
is only a matter of auto-affection, either by riigs faith (or dogmatic belief), or
by a psychogenic disorder. It is a form of what seel suffers apart from this
propensity, a form of psychopatology — somethirgg th evident in advance in its
semblance, indeed, in its falsity.

This established, even popular understanding ofathtastic was plumbed to
the greatest depth in literary criticism by TzvefBodorov in the beginning of
1970s. His fundamental observation is that thetitotige element of the modern
literary fantastic as formed in the 19th centuryars event which disrupts an
accustomed, intelligible course of events in suchay that it admits no final
explanation, either supernatural or natural, in nlaerative. This event arouses
uncertainty at the ontological level and hesitatithe epistemological level for
protagonist and reader alike. The fantastic is hanpom, no distortion of the

! BASOM, A. M.: The Fantastic in Gogol's Two Vers®ofPortret, The Slavic and East European
Journal, 1994, No. 3, p. 421.

2| refrain from discussing Gogol's realism, whiclasvaddressed as early as the 19th century in
Rozanov's critical observations on the lack of lifeéGogol’s literary characters.

390



THE PRESENTATION OF THE DEMONIC IN GOGOL'S TALES

normal sensible intuition; rather, it engendersispgnsion of certainty, maintain-
ning the appearance of something different from twhagenerally considered

real. It is not lacking in depth, but this deptheistirely obscure, hidden in the

appearance itself. The fantastic is destroyed df when it steps out of its un-

certain appearance, that is, when it allows itselbe recognised either as the
manifestation of a background supernatural entita® a psychical projection.

The moment of uncertainty must last throughout nberative, or else the fan-

tastic will change either to the marvelous or te timcanny (in that case, the pure
fantastic will develop the subgenres of the fantas@arvelous or the fantastic-

uncanny). The fantastic is a delicate, ephemenategea vanishing genre,” but

since it calls in question the nature of realityjsi at the same time the very
,quintessence of literaturé.”

The development into a subgenre and — in the secersion — the presser-
vation of the narrative at a pure fantastic level arguably evident in Gogol’s
Portrait. According to Ann Marie Basom, the presentatioreeénts in the first
version of the tale draws on Gogol's early, Ukramifantastic; in Todorov’'s
terms, this version belongs to the marvelous otafgtit-marvelous (sub)genre.
The mode, however, changes in the second versibichwhus comes to repre-
sent the fantastic in its pure form.

How, then, is Gogol'®ortrait made?

The framework of the story, the events with thaik$ and sequencing, is
the same in both versions. Both consist of twogpdrhe first part describes the
encounter of a young painter, Chertkov, with thetnait of an unknown person,
which is made arresting and disturbing especiaflyhie sitter's eyes, and the euvil
influence of the portrait on the young man’s sulbesd career. The second part
reaches back, giving the preliminary story of hdwe portrait of the unknown
man, a moneylender, first came into existencetfroubling influence on the
artist both during the painting and later, andeed, of its fatal influence on all
who ever came in contact with it, comparable ta #eercised by the money-
lender himself. In both versions, the first partakl by the authorial narrator and
the second part by the painter's son, who largelynrearises his father’s
confession. The theme remains unchanged as wellislitation of the demonic
and the question of its portrayal in art.

3TODOROV, T.: Introduction a la littérature faniasie, Paris: Editions de Seuil, 1970, pp. 47 and
176. The claim that the fantastic is the quintessesf literature implies that literature essenyiall
reexamines reality. Its underlying assumption, h@keis that realistic, mimetic literature leaves
reality untouched in the unquestionability of ourcastomed comprehensieran assumption
which is certainly questionable itself in its turn.
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But in contrast to the first version, the play dw tmarvelous element is
restricted in the second. To cite an example: itlséfersion has the portrait, after
its discovery by Chertkov in an antique dealer'spsimysteriously appear in his
apartment, whereas the second version has Chantlemwtiate its price with the
dealer and carry it home himself. Another exampie: first version has Chert-
kov’'s reputation as a portrait painter spread imatety on his acquiring the
portrait by virtue of the acquisition alone, whilee second version has Chartkov
use part of the money stashed in the portrait fremeay for a newspaper article
which begins to spread his fame. The decisive meamsever, by which the
marvelous element is restricted in the second eersf the tale is thenodality of
perception As noted by Ann Marie Basom, Chartkov's encountéth the
portrait is rendered with an emphasis on this veogality:

The portrait, it appearekdzalos), was not finished; yet the power of the
painter’s brush was amazing. The most strikinguieatvas the eyes: it appeared
(kazalos) that the artist had spent on them all the povidri©paintbrush and all
his diligent industry. They simply glared, glaredt @f the portrait itself, as if
[kak budtd their strange liveliness destroyed its harmdny.

The play of the narrative on the modality of petaap indicated bykaza-
los’ andkak budto permits the possibility of seeming. But only apassibility,
for the possibility of the marvelous is balancedabyossibility of the uncanny. In
other words, the possibility of a supernatural arption is balanced by the
possibility of a natural explanation of the everss, that the tale is left open-
ended: Is the portrait indeed an embodiment of?e@it is its evil action merely
a psychical projection? What follows from this uaidibility is that ,events
presented as marvelous or fantastic-marvelous én Rbtersburg edition are
transformed into the fantastic in the Rome editin.

According to Ann Marie Basom, the marvelous anduheanny (as defined
in Todorov's general theory of the modern literéagtastic) match the direct and
the indirect or veiled fantastic which are distiigied in Gogol by Yurii Mann,
one of Russia’s central contemporary Gogol scholEngs distinction is based on
the observation that Gogol's fantastic figures,hsas the devil, the witch and

4Chertkov, whose name in Russian evidently sugdestls chert ,devil“, and cherta ,line* or
sboundary,“ was changed by Gogol to Chartkov.

Sct. BASOM, A. M.: The Fantastic in Gogol's Two \&ons of ,Portret”, p. 423; for Gogol’s text,
see Sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh, Vol. 3: Biov&oscow: Izdatel'stvo ,Khudozhestven-
naya literatura,” 1966, p. 78.

bct. BASOM, A. M.: The Fantastic in Gogol's Two \&#ons of ,Portret p. 428.
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others, never ,appear on the contemporary but onlthe past temporal plané.*
From this, Mann concludes that it is only in théle fantastic that the fantastic
action reaches into the present; in the directaftitt, on the other hand, where
the devil appears in his own figure, it is alwagsia the past.

All tales from the collectiorEvenings on a Farm near Dikan’khustake
place in the past. They are removed to the distanear past by the narrative of
the authorial or personal narrator, the beekeepekd— in the introduction or at
least in the conclusion. The only exceptions aectétfesSorochintsi Fair where
the fantastic events are conveyed in the ,formuofiours” serving to remove the
action to the near past, amday Night, or The Drowned Maidenvhich uses
neither a narrative frame nor a rumour embeddetthénnarrative to effect this
removal. The only one of the Petersburg tales widcmade similarly to the
Ukrainian tales is the first version dhe Portrait except that it is not both
bearers of the fantastic action who pass to th@deah plane of the present — that
is, the moneylender as well — but the portrait alon

In a shorter, later text on the two versions oftdle, Mann, like Ann Marie
Basom, observes that the fantastic (or, in Todertefms, marvelous) element in
the second version is mitigated while the ,psychdation of the action” is
strengthened, although it does not decisively pteatathe end As for the
mitigation of the marvelous, both authors stregswiew sounded at the end of
the painter’s confession: ,| know that the worlderts the existence of the devil
[d’javola], so | will not speak of him*For my own part, however, | wish to
stress something else: the voice of the world,tbé ,jmplied reader,” to use the
term of Ann Marie Basorif.is a voice which has no bearer in the narrativkian
allowed to speak only indirectly, within the painseconfession. Its appearance
means a concession, an act of yielding, of makaugr for the view of the mo-
dern secularised world — indeed, it means a dieddgdipening of the painter’s
confession itself. But in the dialogical situatiaich opens within his confes-
sion, the painter’s voice at the same time unyigjlyi advocates a view contrary
to the voice of the world. The painter’s confessatrout the portrait, embedded
in the narrative of his son, which adds to it thmours of the moneylender’s evil

7MANN, Y.: Poetika Gogolya, in: idem, Tvorchestvoo@dlya. Smisl i forma, St. Petersburg:
Izdatel'stvo Sankt-Peterburskogo univerziteta, 2@Q07/1. The text was first published as a mono-
graph in 1978.

8¢t MANN, Y.: Khudozhnik i ,uzhasnaya deistvitetst.” O dvukh redakciyakh povesti ,Portret,"
in: idem, Tvorchestvo Gogolya. Smisl i forma, p83%he text dates from 1990.

® GOGOL', N. V.: Povesti, p. 133.

10 BASOM, A. M.: The Fantastic in Gogol's Two Versowf ,Portret,” p. 429. Cf. also MANN,
Y. Khudozhnik i ,uzhasnaya deistvitel'nost,” p. 368
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influence, is a testimony to the actual existentéhe demonic. Gogol's tale is
open-ended, but the weight of the testimony insliteewvards the truly demonic
rather than towards a psychical projection.

Raising our eyes from hoihe Portraitis made, we perceive the emergence
of a deep problem which plagued Gogol increasingth regard to his own art.
In my opinion, Gogol's problem was not so much howadapt the fantastic to
the mentality of a contemporary Westernised Russiach as BelinsKi rather,
it was howto balance or outweigh the demonic, which waspme way or other,
presented in his literature, by the divine

The problem, however, is exacerbated through thg imawhich The
Portrait addresses the question of art as a medium for mregethe demonic.
The answer to the question is negative: the firstsion shows Chertkov
wondering whether the portrait is art or sorcemng she second version has the
painter of the portrait expressly deny that it migé art** True, Gogol may have
put intoThe Portrait,more of himself than into any other of his wot®3 so that
there is an indisputable analogy between the podfahe tale and his art. It was
in The Portrait if anywhere, that he rejected his own art throtig painter’s
character. In other respects, however, the analoggs: his art, which lies
precisely in the presentation of the demonic, igenglenounced as non-art with
the authorial voice. Rather, he sought for the pofgposite of the demonic, by
which it might be counterbalanced.

Early Russian criticism already observed that thly subject or the main
protagonist of Gogol's works was the déVilThe tales fronEvenings on a Farm
near Dikan’kaintroduce first the devil of the Ukrainian Chrésti subculture or
folklore, reminiscent of the devil from the WestrBpean medieval religious
drama, who was familiar to Gogol from the Germamaaticism. This ,Ukrai-
nian“ devil, taken over from Gogol by other authafs Russian literature as
well,” is, above all, a tangible figure. His tangibilityakes him both ridiculous
and controllable: soul-hunting, he runs into diffiees and is, as his intrigues

¢t his review of the first version @he Portraitin a text entitled O russkoi povesti i povestyakh g
Gogolya, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, Vol. 1, btog: Akademiya nauk, 1953, p. 303.

et GOGOL', N. V.: Povesti, pp. 255 (for the firgrsion) and 133 (for the second version).
13 ANNESKY, I. Knigi otrazhenii, Moscow: Nauka, 197%9, 14.

ey, MEREZHKOVSKY, D.: Gogol and the Devil, in: Reti A. MacGuire (ed.), Gogol from the
Twentieth Century. Eleven Essays, Princeton, Newede Princeton University Press, 1974, pp.
57-58; Dmitry Chizevsky, About Gogol's ,Overcoatt: iop. cit., p. 319.

15¢t. LEATHERBARROW, W. J.: A Devil's Vaudeville. &h Demonic in Dostoevsky's Major
Fiction, Evanston, lllinois: Northwestern UniveysRress, 2005, p. 4.
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come to nothing, finally disgraced. We need oniykhof the devil in the tale
Christmas EveHere, he steals the moon in the sky to envelepetirth in solid
darkness and confuse mankind, but before he sugéeddding the moon in his
pocket, he burns himself; later, however, he iswidted by Vakula the
blacksmith and forced to fly the latter on his backthe Tsarina’s court in St.
Petersburg. The Petersburg tales, by contrastonget feature the devil as a
hairy figure with horns and a tail. The demonicelests figure, becomes de-
figured. Without a figure, that is, without a shagecountenance, its action beco-
mes more diffuse; it is dispersed but at the same it moves, penetrates into
and through maff Both in its ridiculous, controllable manifestatiaa the devil
and as something penetrating through the otherdgguntangible and horrifying,
the demonic is at the heart of Gogol’s fantastisnd not the fantastic alone.

The intangible demonic, which passes into the wdhbugh a human
figure, is already portrayed at the end of Gogeksly tale,Sorochintsi Fair in
the form of dancing hags. The hags at the finaldiregl feast, not dancing but
merely imitating dancing without any living feelinglriven by the very power of
drunkenness, like a dead automaton by its mechartsnperform something
human-like*®*—these hags, dancing like marionettes, are prelye@émonic: an
image of something no longer human but only ,hurilkee* of the demonic
destruction of man made in God'’s image. Therefoeechilling image of dancing
hags is extremely important in Gogol's oeuvre. Awddically moving their feet
while dead inside, the hags ,foreshadow the margcqgd in Gogol's later
works“' a number of characters displaying death-in-lifeadhess as the
unmaking of the human. They are the first amongdbsdypical ,dead souls,"
which are not limited to the fantastic but foundaain other works foregrounding
the humanposhlost ,banality* or ,pettiness.” The dead heart pbshlostis
demonic. It sours the laughter.

8¢y, CONNOLLY, J. W.: The Intimate Stranger. Meggnwith the Devil in Nineteenth-Century
Literature, New York etc.: Peter Lang, 2001, p. 45.

Y The basis for the formation of the all-inclusiveszactum L<demonic,” which may appear in Gogol
as a figure in its own right or act through theestbharacters, is of course tti@imonin the New
Testament sense of ,the evil spirit.”

18 GOGOL’, N. V.: Sorochinskaya yarmarka, in: ldenob&nie sochinenii v semi tomakh, Vol. 1:
Vechera na khutore bliz Dikan’ki, Moscow: lzdatélfs ,Khudozhestvennaya literatura“ 1966,
p. 44.

19 KOPPER, J.: The ,Thing-in-ltself* in Gogol's Aegtics: A Reading of the Dikanka Stories, in:

Susanne Fusso and Priscilla Meyer (eds.), Essay&agol. Logos and the Russian Word,
Evanston, lllinois: Northwestern University Pres892, p. 40.
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In The Portrait on the other hand, the demonic does not penetrttehe
world only through another — an alien, human — riggbut also through the
portrayal of this figure, namely through the eyésh® moneylender’s portrait,
whose glare is, as the first version puts it, ,sodvyet dead® (and expressive of
the inner man, according to ancient psychology)Chsrtkov begins to muse on
the action of the portrait, it occurs to him thigt author had imitated his model
too faithfully, especially in the minute renditioof the eyes. Thus he had
overstepped the line — and run into ,something e&i@ble flesozdavaempdy
the labour of man,” into ,a horrible reality* whighust have opened for him like
under the anatomist’s knifé.In Chertkov’'s musings, it is thus precisely the
painter’s transgression into a horrifying, shapelesality uncreatable by man —
into a reality which finally turns out to be deawtahus an un-reality — that opens
up the path for the entry of the demonic into therldt The demonic may
likewise translate itself through the portrait,ahgh the figure of a human figure,
through the eyes in this figure of a figure, affee painter's brush has opened,
like a scalpel, the dead insides behind the humges.eThe eyes in the
moneylender’s portrait vividly express the dead.

In its most horrifying form, the demonic in Gogelparasitic. As that which
is dead, it seeks for a human life in which it nigdke shape, it seeks a figure
through which it might acand it can pass into this life only by causingdiésth.
The demonic parasititves the human death

What, then, did Gogol see on looking back on hi® &vhat could it have
been but a terrible vision of Russia, a processibthe living dead winding its
way into the future?

After 1842, which saw the publication of the seceondsion ofThe Portrait
as well as of the tal&@he Overcoatand the noveDead Souls Gogol tried to
continue his novel. True, he never referredTiee Overcoatagain, and he
described his feelings while writing Part OneDEfad Soulss revulsioff — like
the painter of the portrait, who even denies itstic quality in the second
version of the tale. Nevertheless, as | have stabteve, the analogy limps: in
Selected Passages from Correspondence with Frignddished in 1847, Gogol
does not call in question his @$ art With his gaze directed forward to Russia’s

2 GoGoL, N. V. . Povesti, p. 255.

2L |bid. For the metaphor of dissection applied ® painter’'s procedure, see also the second version,
p. 83, op. cit.

e GOGOL', N. V.: , Avtorskaya ispoved’, in: iderBobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh, Vol. 6:
Stat'i, Moscow: Izdatel'stvo ,Khudozhestvennayaidtura“ 1967, p. 443.
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future, he merely reiterates its uselessness.nfedire the following words from
his letters orDead Souls

No, there are times when it is not possible to tsogiety, or even one
generation, towards the beautiful, so long as ihas shown the depths of its
present abasement; there are times when one magventspeak of the sublime
and beautiful, if the way and roads to it for everg are not shown clear as day.

In the statement cited above, Gogol's art seemfintb a justification in
seeking the polar opposite to the presentatiom@fdemonic. This search makes
his art a two-step project: one must first desdenthe demonic and then soar to
the divine, which should outweigh the former. Hettee notion of prophecy. The
idea of poet-as-prophet in Russian literature heenbintroduced in the poems
dedicated by Pushkin and Yazykov to each other,itoutas Gogol who first
expressed it in prose. In fact, it was Gogol whouthht of associating this idea
with the ,Russian idea,” the proclamation of Russidessianic mission among
other nations, and founded it on the ideal of tie Testament prophét.In his
relationship to Yazykov, he assumed the mentors despite being his junior
(Pushkin was already dead by then). Although hewndttien no poetry save for
his first and failed attempt, the long po&@anz Kichelgartenhe thus took his
place in the line of Russian poets-prophets stiegcfrom Lomonosov through
Derzhavin to Pushkin and Yazykov. This enabled rlatgiters, especially
Dostoevsky and Solovyov, to spread the idea of peop from poetry to all of
Russian literaturé

But Gogol did not speak out with a prophetic voitke did not receive
divine inspiration. He did not speak like a propkeekiel (37:5-7): ,Thus says
the Lord God to these bones: Behold, | will causeath to enter you, and you
shall live. [...] So | prophesied as | was commanded as | prophesied, there
was a noise, and behold, a rattling; and the baadése together, bone to its
bone.” Gogol's dead never came to life. The chatg@sfiguration even, of the
characters which he planned for Part Two, or ewaah Phree, oDead Soulsand
sought to provide with his asceticism, failed.

s GOGOL’, N. V.: Four Letters to Diverse Personsomms Dead Souls, in: idem, Selected Passages
from Correspondence with Friends, trans. JesseirZelthshville: Vanderbilt University Press,
1969, p. 109.

2 ey, esp. the sections ,On the Lyricism of Our Bbetnd ,Subjects for the Lyric Poets of the
Present Time," op. cit., pp. 48-64 and 85-89.

Bt DAVIDSON, P.: The Validation of the Writer'sréphetic Status in the Russian Literary
Tradition: From Pushkin and lazykov through GogoDiostoevsky, Russian Review, 2003, No. 4,
pp. 508-536.
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After he had burnt the first draft for Part Two@éad Soulsthe major part
of the second draft, too, was consumed by fire idiately before his death.
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