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The nineteenth-century author Nikolai Gogol

.occupies a key place in the Russian cultural pan-

theon as an ardent champion of Russian nafionalism.
Indeed, he created the nation’s most famous literary
icon: Russia as a rushing carriage, full of elemental

“energy and limitless potential.

In a pathbreaking book Edyta Bojanowska topples
the foundations of this Russocentric myth of the
Ukrainianborn writer, a myth that has also domi-
nated his Western image. She reveals Gogol's cre-
ative engagement with Ukrainian nationalism and
calls attention 1o the subversive irony and ambiguity ;
in his writings on Russian themes. While in early
writings Gogol endowed Ukraine with cultural
wholeness and a heroic past, his Russia appears
bleak and fractured. Russian readers resented this
unflattering contrast and called upon him to pro-
duce a brighter vision of Russia. Gogol struggled to
satisfy their demands but ultimately failed.

In exploring Gogol's Huctudting nationalist commit-
ments, this book traces the connections and ten-
sions between the Russian and Ukrainian nationalist
parodigms in his work, and situates both in the
larger fmpericl contfext. In addition to radically new
interpretations of Gogol’s texts, Edyta Bojanowska
offers a comprehensive analysis of his reception by

contemporaries.

Brilliantly conceived and masterfully argued,
‘Nikolai Gogol fundamentally changes our ur)dér—
standing of this beloved author and his place in

Russian literature.
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A Note on Transliteration

In the Notes and Bibliography, I use the Library of Congress transliter-
ation system for Russian and Ukrainian. In the text proper, except for
quoted Russian or Ukrainian phrases, I use a simplified version of this
system: I (1) omit palatalization markers, (2) transcribe Russian surnames
ending in —skii or —ii/yi as —sky or —y (for example, Belinsky and Afanasy
instead of Belinskii and Afanasii), (3) use the customary spelling of Iurii
as Yuri and Fedor as Fyodor, and (4) spell surnames such as Herzen or
Sekowski according to their original German or Polish spelling. Certain
Russian and Ukrainian first names ending in —i7 retain both vowels, for
example, Andrii, Georgii, or Mokii. In the text, [ use the spelling “Kiev/
Kievan” for both the ancient principality and the Ukrainian city, while in
the Bibliography and the Notes I adopt the current spelling “Kyiv” as a
place of publication. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
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Introduction

When Aleksandra Osipovna Smirnova asked Nikolai Vasilevich Gogol in
1844, “In your soul, are you a Russian or a Ukrainian?” she confronted
the writer with a question that puzzled his contemporaries and continues
to generate debate to this day.! The topic had first arisen at a gathering
in Russian high society, at which Gogol was accused of an apparent lack
of love for Russia and excessive devotion to Ukraine. Gogol, who was
Smirnova’s close friend, answered her characteristically blunt query with
a peculiar reply: “You say, ‘Reach to the depths of your soul and ask
yourself, are you really a Russian, or are you a Ukrainian?” But tell me,
am I a saint; can [ really see all my loathsome faults?”’? Rather unexpect-
edly, Gogol associates the question of his national identity with moral
imperfection. He then launches into a tirade that reveals his deep-seated
insecurity about the issue: he chastises Smirnova for failing to point out
his faults, gripes about mean-spirited speculations on his two-facedness,
suspects his friends of ill will, complains about the insults he suffered,
and stresses his desire to become a better person. In short, Smirnova’s
straightforward question elicits a defensive reply that reveals the embat-
tled position Gogol saw himself occupying in the nationalistically charged
climate of the 1840s. His colleagues and critics were pressuring him to
be more “Russian,” and in some measure he internalized this imperative.
His Ukrainianness was becoming a liability, which comes through in
Gogol’s equation of imperfect Russianness with a moral failing.
Significantly, neither Smirnova, who grew up in Ukraine and shared
Gogol’s nostalgia for it, nor Gogol uses a neutral term such as “a
Ukrainian” or “a Little Russian.” Instead, they choose khokhlik, a dimin-
utive version of the Russian ethnonym khokhol, which one might loosely
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2 Nikolai Gogol

render with the Canadian “Uke,” with strong overtones of “hick.” This
usage resembles the practice of embracing a society’s dismissive labels by
today’s marginalized social groups. In the end, Gogol does engage Smir-
nova’s question, if only indirectly: “You know that I may have more pride
and may have done more wrong than others, because, as you know, I
united in me two natures: that of a khokhlik and that of a Russian” (PSS
12, 360). According to this letter, the union of Russianness and Ukrain-
ianness appears to have multiplied Gogol’s wrongdoings and faults.

It took Gogol two months to pen a calm and rational response:

I'll tell you that I myself don’t know what soul I have: Ukrainian [khokh-
latskaia] or Russian. I only know that | would grant primacy neither to
a Little Russian over a Russian nor to a Russian over a Little Russian.
Both natures are generously endowed by God, and as if on purpose,
each of them in its own way includes in itself that which the other
lacks—a clear sign that they are meant to complement each other.
Moreover, the very stories of their past way of life are dissimilar, so that
the different strengths of their characters could develop and, having
then united, could become something more perfect in humanity. (PSS
12, 419)

Here Gogol celebrates his hyphenated identity, emphasizing the perfect
compatibility, richness, and benefit for humanity that results from such
a merger of Ukrainianness and Russianness. Rather than doubling his
afflictions and faults, his binationalism doubles his advantages. Always
careful about his public image, Gogol replaces the previous letter’s an-
guish with a carefully balanced response for the consumption of Russian
salon society, in which Smirnova served as one of his emissaries.

These two quotes epitomize Gogol’s conflicted attitude toward his
Russo-Ukrainian identity, which he alternately bemoaned and embraced.
His fiction and other writings offer equally conflicted and striking treat-
ments of national identity and nationalism. Gogol struggled with these
ideas throughout his creative life and made the definition of Ukrainian-
ness and Russianness one of his principal concerns. An analysis of Gogol’s
treatment of these issues is the subject of this book.

While aspects of Gogol’s approach to nationalism are discussed in var-
ious general sources on Gogol, this is the first comprehensive study of
this topic in any language. The probing and innovative research on na-
tionalism and imperialism, including postcolonial theory in recent de-
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cades, has created an inspiring intellectual environment for writing it.
The book is also timely with regard to the ongoing post-Soviet rethinking
of Russian and Ukrainian identities. Though Gogol’s relevance for Russian
nationalism has remained strong irrespective of the political regime, a
renewed focus in Russia today on the nationalist discourse of the tsarist
era makes this a particularly important moment to reexamine Gogol in
this light. Recent political events in Ukraine—its rise to independent
statehood as well as the Orange Revolution that followed Russia’s med-
dling in Ukraine’s 2004 election—provide a vivid contemporary frame of
reference for a work that explores Gogol’s presentation of the Russian-
Ukrainian cultural interface as a zone of extraordinary tension.

This book grew out of a personal need to make sense of Gogol’s treat-
ment of Russia and Ukraine, which in my reading and teaching refused
to conform to standard opinions on this topic. The project began from
a paper on Taras Bulba, in which I compared the text’s two redactions
and found confounding complexities lurking beneath the work’s much-
commented-on Russian chauvinism. Then, repeated close reading of Eve-
nings on a Farm Near Dikanka time and again revealed anti-imperial
allusions and motifs that struck me as quite subversive. Teaching Dead
Souls to American students confirmed my growing conviction that there
was more to Gogol’s treatment of nationalism than meets the eye. Con-
fronted with these students’ very reasonable claims that the novel’s ending
made no sense whatsoever in the context of the entire book, I felt quite
powerless to defend the text’s integrity. In their earnest reading, Gogol’s
satiric gallery of pathetic fools and wretches, bedbug-ridden Russian inns,
and inhospitable vistas of dreary landscapes simply did not add up to an
exalted message of Russian messianism. To recite the traditional expla-
nations for this cacophony of tonalities meant to confront their tenu-
ousness. I began to wonder to what extent the standard readings of
Gogol’s nationalism reflected the realities of the Gogolian text and to what
extent they enacted a time-honored ritual of Russian culture that has
sought to monumentalize Gogol as a national prophet.

The standard Russian view of Gogol holds that he was an ardent and
sincere Russian patriot. His Ukrainian heritage, for all the fruit it provided
his inspiration, amounted to no more than an accident of birth that he
shed like a cocoon once he found his true place in Russian culture. A
quaint ethnic flourish, Ukrainianness enriched Gogol’s Russian works. To
the extent that it matters, it apparently does so due to the writer’s ability
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to subsume it so seamlessly and artlessly in his Russianness. Gogol’s over-
riding allegiance to Russian nationalism, according to this canonical view,
shines through brilliantly and unambiguously in his writings, which fur-
nish ample “proofs” for reconstructing the writer’s national psyche. The
artistic integrity of Gogol’s works, their embeddedness in larger social and
nationalist contexts, their irony, and the complex devices of narratorial
misdirection and distancing that Gogol practiced with considerable skill
can all be brushed aside in this grand project of nationalistic exegesis.

Far from an argued position, this view of Gogol is one of the cardinal
axioms of Russian cultural criticism, implicitly underlying virtually all of
Russian and Western scholarship on the writer.> Only recently, in the
context of post-Soviet national anxiety, have some Russian scholars felt
the need to affirm Gogol’s Russianness explicitly, making statements such
as this:

From childhood Gogol felt close to the traditions, customs, and artistic
creativity of the Ukrainian people. [But] the future writer regarded
Russia as his homeland. He viewed Ukraine (Little Russia) as an insep-
arable part of Russia, just as he viewed Little Russian culture as an
organic part of Russian culture. Gogol considered himself a Russian
[russkii chelovek] and a Russian writer, who united, however, in his work
the achievements of both the Ukrainian and the Russian nation.*

Western critics, skeptical as they are of other Russian myths, have failed
to question this approach to Gogol. Partly due to their concern with more
“timeless” and “artistic” aspects of Gogol’s work, they have been more
than happy to cede the topic of Gogol’s nationalism to Russians and
Ukrainians, who appear so unfashionably obsessed with the phenomenon.

Yet nationalism has not been merely an aspect of Gogol’s posthumous
reception. It constituted a key dimension in Gogol’s creative process and
in his contemporary reception. To ignore it is to diminish our under-
standing of Gogol’s work and its place in Russian culture. Moreover, this
topic offers many surprises that have been hiding in plain view. I mean
by that the “anomalous” texts that have been available in scholarly edi-
tions of Gogol since the late nineteenth century and that to this day have
not been integrated into a holistic analysis of Gogol’s work. Preeminent
among these texts is a fragment called “Mazepa’s Meditations,” which
portrays the hetman who tried to separate Ukraine from Russia in a
positive light. An excerpt from Gogol’s “Notebook for 1846-51" called
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“An Overview of the Process of Enlightenment in Russia,” with its grim
assessment of Russian national identity, may serve as another example (I
discuss both texts in Chapter 3). Furthermore, certain “anomalous” bi-
ographical data about Gogol remain similarly marginalized. Accounts of
anti-Russian pronouncements that Gogol apparently voiced when abroad
and his contacts with Polish refugees from tsarism belong to this obscure
category (see Chapter 5).

The Russocentric view of Gogol is thus ripe for interrogation. Indeed,
this book finds this view reductive and misleading. Contrary to O. V.
Novitskaia’s dogmatic assertions in the quote above, Gogol’s position in
Russian culture was that of an outsider who tried, but ultimately failed,
to establish himself as “fully Russian.” Far from considering Ukraine as
consubstantial with Russia, Gogol quite often treated it in his writings as
a separate national paradigm, despite what, late in life and in the context
of a Russian nationalist backlash against him, he told Smirnova. Indeed,
Gogol’s Ukrainian nationalism ran stronger than is commonly assumed,
while his service to the cause of Russianness was deeply ambivalent and
riddled with problems, as some contemporaries were quick to note.
Gogol’s gospel of Russian nationalism rings hollow when compared to
his enamored celebration of Ukraine in the early stories, a contrast that
greatly bothered Gogol’s contemporary readers. My encounter with
Gogol’s works, including both public and private or unpublished pro-
nouncements, yields a complex picture of a superimposition of national
and imperial paradigms, their malleability, and Gogol’s conscious efforts
to negotiate their meaning with his audience.

The year 1836 stands as an important caesura in the evolution of
Gogol’s nationalist ideas. At some point during this year, Gogol re-
nounced his ambition to launch a career in the civil service and in aca-
demia and decided to become a professional writer. While this led to his
very public espousal of the Russian national cause, up to that point—
that is, for half of what is commonly considered his “creative period”
(1830-1842)—Gogol was primarily involved with Ukrainian nationalist
concerns. Due to the beleaguered position of Ukrainian literature in the
institutional context of the Russian empire, Russian literature offered far
greater possibilities to ambitious authors. Since nationalism for Gogol was
the principal form of a writer’s social utility, for him becoming a Russian
writer meant becoming a Russian nationalist. Yet however earnest and
dogged his quest to divine a suitably flattering vision of Russia, his heart
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was not in it, so he stumbled and ultimately failed. At the same time,
Gogol’s public espousal of Russian nationalism did not mean that Ukraine
no longer mattered to him. On the contrary, the most cursory overview
of Gogol’s biography contradicts the often-invoked teleology of the in-
exorable disappearance of his Ukrainian interests and sympathies.®

In the continuation of his second reply to Smirnova about his national
identity, Gogol includes a warning: “Do not draw from [my works] any
conclusions about me.” Heeding this warning, and recognizing the futility
of an archeology of any authorial consciousness, this books focuses on
the nationalist discourse of Gogol’s texts and avoids the question of his
personal national identity. Yet the analysis carried out in this book allows
for some limited conclusions about this complex question. These conclu-
sions do not flow from any one text or any particular grouping of them
but, rather, from a cumulative examination of how Gogol handled this
topic in his imaginative and scholarly texts and in his correspondence.
Most important, Gogol’s national identity, as the treatment of nationalism
in his texts, cannot be framed as an either/or question, since ample
evidence shows that he positioned himself within both Russian and
Ukrainian nationalist discourses.

Gogol’s Russianness was defined by imperial patriotism and a civic
commitment to furthering the welfare and glory of the Russian realm.
His Ukrainianness determined his cultural identity and a sense of ethnic
belonging, which until 1836 he was eager to dress in the fashionable guise
of Herderian nationalism and which represented his inner refuge until
the end of his life. It is likely that Gogol’s Ukrainian mentality doomed
his civic project of Russian nationalism. It is also likely that the Herderian
underpinnings of Gogol’s nationalism—especially its reliance on cultural
factors when defining a nation—fit well his image of Ukraine, while ad-
hering much less to his perceptions of Russia (this in fact may also explain
the Russians’ own preference for Hegelian nationalism, in which the con-
cept of the state was key). Though contemporary Ukraine, like contem-
porary Russia, inspired his satire, Gogol was kinder to the place of his
birth, for which many Russians reproached him.

Whether Gogol was a Russian or a Ukrainian is thus the wrong question
to ask. This book asks instead how Gogol’s writings participated in the
discourses of both Russian and Ukrainian nationalism. This larger ques-
tion can be broken down into more concrete components. What are the
characteristics of the Ukrainian and Russian nations for Gogol, and how
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do these conceptions evolve in his writings? How do they interact with
each other and with other models of nationhood popularized in Gogol’s
time? What political risks and inducements contextualize Gogol’s repre-
sentations of Russia and Ukraine? What political reverberations follow
their dissemination? More fundamentally, how do Gogol’s texts reveal a
nation to be a meaningful unit of humanity? What determinants does a
nation have for him? How does it come into being, “live,” “die,” become
“reborn,” and how does interaction with other nations or empires influ-
ence its development? It is a measure of how thoroughly Gogol inter-
nalized a nationalist worldview that an analysis of his texts and their
reception offers answers to all these questions.

This study of Gogol’s nationalism incorporates the perspective of im-
perialism, which facilitated such split loyalties as Gogol’s but which has
been lacking from scholarship on the author. Just as it is impossible to
understand Russian nationalism without recourse to its imperialist his-
tory, as I discuss in Chapter 1, so do many of Gogol’s choices, concerns,
aspirations, and dilemmas remain unclear if viewed apart from the im-
perial context in which he functioned. The newest voices from Ukraine,
taking a cue from postcolonial theory, offer thoughtful attempts to intro-
duce the imperial dynamic into the study of Gogol.®

Exclusivist and essentialist thinking about nationalism and the highly
politicized, indeed nationalistic, scholarly atmosphere of both imperial
and Soviet Russia and Ukraine have adversely affected previous attempts
to study this topic. Gogol’s personal national allegiance—the ultimate
interest of critics—was forced into a Russian or, much less frequently,
into a Ukrainian identity. Despite scattered voices that doubted Gogol’s
sincere devotion to the cause of Russianness, the official view of Gogol
as a fervent Russian patriot has not been challenged. Instead of consid-
ering the two nationalist paradigms that appear in Gogol’s work dialog-
ically—seeing their connections and points of tension—the proponents
of Russifying Gogol focused on his works on Russian themes and ignored
or dismissed his Ukrainian corpus. The proponents of Ukrainianizing him
performed the opposite selection. This books aims to correct these errors
by encompassing Gogol’s entire oeuvre, that is, both fiction and nonfic-
tion, the works on both Ukrainian and Russian topics. It also recreates
how Gogol’s works functioned within the imperial public sphere, which
was sharply attuned to their nationalistic import. This book’s compre-
hensive analysis of Gogol’s contemporary reception and of the writer’s
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responses to these polemics takes the Gogolian text out of its discrete
existence on the printed page and transforms it into a lively and well-
attended event in the cultural life of Nicholaevan Russia.

While it is understandable why Russian critics would refuse to consider
Gogol’s contrast between Ukraine and Russia as a national juxtaposition,
it is less obvious why Ukrainian critics have largely followed suit. Perhaps
a testament to the robust hegemony of the Russian cultural narrative, the
Ukrainians have confined themselves to rounding out Gogol’s Russocen-
tric image by stressing the formative, lifelong influence of Ukrainian cul-
ture on the writer. Focusing on Gogol’s Ukrainian subject matter, their
studies gloss over the ideological, nationalistic dimension in his treatment
of Ukraine. Though Ukrainian critics, often engaged in postcolonial re-
thinking of their history within the empire, now claim that Gogol’s work
belongs equally to the Ukrainian, not just Russian, literary tradition, they
stop short of claiming Mykola Hohol (the writer’s name in Ukrainian)
for Ukrainian nationalism.” This may also stem from the either/or
thinking about nationalism. Since Gogol’s participation in Russian na-
tionalism cannot be denied—he made his ambitions in this regard public
with great fanfare—surely he cannot be simultaneously counted among
Ukrainian nationalists.

Yet Gogol’s treatment of Ukraine until 1836 did have a definite na-
tionalistic orientation. Well aware of the political strictures on this topic,
however, he knew better than to be explicit, which is why his Ukrainian
nationalistic message appears more subdued and indirect in the published
writings, often cloaked in the Aesopian language of humor (the Ukrainian
Gogol is bolder in his private and unpublished pieces). It may appear
that the ideology of Romantic nationalism would consider an allegiance
to two different nations a perplexing anomaly, like professing two creeds.
Yet fluid, ambiguous, and strategic national loyalties abounded in the
multicultural and multilingual landscape of eastern Europe, as elsewhere,
especially in imperial contexts. Sir Walter Scott, an author Gogol read
avidly, found it possible to champion both Scottish and English nation-
alist ideas. Gogol’s case of multiple nationalist commitments is similar,
and it deserves proper elucidation within a single Russian-Ukrainian an-
alytical framework.

Attempts to reconcile the Russian and Ukrainian aspects of Gogol have
been made in the past by Ukrainian critics, although they invariably fo-
cused on the writer’s self rather than on his work. Can these hypotheses
about Gogol’s hyphenated national identity help elucidate his writings?
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One turn-of-the-century notion held that Gogol suffered from dvoedu-
shie, or a case of “double-soul.”® According to this view, in the trauma
and sacrifice of Gogol’s self-Russification lurk the origins of his eventual
psychological breakdown. This model of national schizophrenia smacks
of an essentialist view of national identity, as if repressing one’s “natural”
national identity were as severe a violation of the natural order as stop-
ping oneself from breathing. Though my analysis corroborates that
Gogol’s losing battle to live up to his professions of Russianness caused
him great anguish, this applies only to the later Gogol and seems less a
psychological problem than one of cultural politics: divided Ukrainian-
Russian loyalty bothered Gogol only inasmuch as his Russian audience
refused to accept it. Besides, how to tell a split identity, with its impli-
cation of unnaturalness, from a union of natures, as Gogol ultimately put
it to Smirnova?

According to another hypothesis, Gogol was an “all-Russian on a Little
Russian foundation.” This chimerical designation is based on the fact
that Gogol wrote his works in Russian, here understood as the common
language of the multinational empire. While an imperial context is highly
pertinent to a study of Gogol, limiting nationality to language, especially
the (nonexistent) “all-Russian” language, is an unreliable and long dis-
credited proposition, as any practicing bi- or multilingual will attest.
Count Cavour wrote his most impassioned arguments in support of
Italian nationalism in French, the same language that Fyodor Tiutchev
used in his articles on Russian nationalism. The notion of all-Russianness
(obshcherusskost'), moreover, rests on a fiction of a supranational imperial
culture, and as such it represents a screen for what in fact was simply
Russian culture, the privileged culture of the Russocentric empire, how-
ever multiethnic its inspiration.

Rather than follow these outdated and narrow models for approaching
Gogol, I construct a framework that incorporates the recent theories of
nationalism and the histories of its Russian and Ukrainian varieties. This
scholarship has advanced ideas and notions that antiquate, if not invali-
date, much of what has previously been said about Gogol in this regard.
Aiming for a greater contiguity between literary analysis and other schol-
arly disciplines that have theorized about nationalism, I harness in
Chapter 1 various studies of nationalism for the task of interpreting
Gogol’s participation in it. This chapter explains my terminology, but I
should note here that I treat nationalism as a discourse of educated elites
that articulates the idea of nation and of national identity, a discourse
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with important ideological functions in Russian nineteenth-century cul-
ture. As such, this discourse invokes various social and political loyalties
and culls elements from the fields of religion, history, ethnography, and
language in order to construct a new national amalgam. My use of the
term “nationalism” is thus not predicated upon the existence of national
political movements or national identity in either Russia or Ukraine.

It must be stressed that nationalism is not a tiny peripheral niche of
Gogol’s work. This theme is quite fundamental to both his fiction and
nonfiction. My difficulty lay not in finding texts that relate to my topic
but, rather, in finding ones whose discussion I could omit. Nationalism
was also central to the contemporary reviews of Gogol’s work. The ap-
propriateness of Gogol’s image of Russia may well be the single most
important theme that runs through these reviews, and it was debated
with all the fervor that one would expect of a society in the full grips of
nationalism. Yet while nationalism, whether Russian or Ukrainian, is
central to Gogol, Gogol is also central to Russian and Ukrainian nation-
alism. His writings typically appear in anthologies of Russian nationalism
and are discussed in studies on Russian and Ukrainian national identi-
ties. Since the idea of Ukraine poses the most essential problem in con-
sidering the idea of the Russian nation, the fact that Gogol straddles
this fault line further increases his centrality in Russian nationalist dis-
course.

As a study of nationalism’s famous “literary” case, this book relies on
a larger social and political context. One cannot read Gogol’s nationalist
ideas as if they were caréfree records of his fancy. Since nationalism was
a part of the government’s official ideology, implicitly since 1825 and
explicitly since 1834, Gogol’s treatment of it must be put in the context
of the official discourse concerning national history, language, and cul-
tural heritage and of the censorship that surrounded these issues. In ex-
ploring Golden Age classics, scholars of Russian literature, especially So-
viet ones, have been particularly mindful of these works’ democratic,
constitutional, or otherwise “progressive” ideas, often merely alluded to
between the lines. They often foreground the authors’ skirmishes with
the censors, give great care to the recovery of censored passages, and are
sensitive to the practice of self-censorship. Since the reality of censorship
extended to nationalism and particularly to the topic of Ukraine, the same
vigilance should be given to the problem of Gogol and nationalism,
without, however, the past excesses of this approach. I therefore pay close
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attention to the tone and connotation of Gogolian texts and, since Gogol
textology often leaves much to be desired, to alternative publications,
manuscript variants, and drafts. These are helpful in prompting certain
readings, demonstrating the direction of Gogol’s work, and restoring per-
fectly viable options that were dismissed by Soviet textologists and can-
onizers.

To offer just one example of what we gain by going beyond the ca-
nonical text, let me note here Gogol’s use of the words narod and natsiia
in his article on Ukrainian history, which I discuss in Chapter 3. While
natsiia (pl. natsii) unambiguously means “a nation” and carries a political
overtone, narod (pl. narody) is more vague and politically innocuous, as
it may mean “a people” or “a nation,” depending on the context. In the
article’s manuscript version, Gogol reserves the term natsiia exclusively
for Ukrainians and labels all non-Ukrainians as narody. In the published
version, however, Ukrainians become a narod, while their Russian and
Polish neighbors are referred to as natsii. Since the article appeared in an
official government journal, censorship likely influenced this reversal of
terms. Yet it is certainly helpful to know the genealogy of Gogol’s state-
ments when examining his nationalist sympathies and the ideological
pressures that assisted his work.

I am therefore interested in the Gogolian text as a palimpsest that
records its own becoming rather than a fixed, authoritative end product.
I view it as a dynamic entity, rather than a stable canon established by
often tendentious editing of his works. I am interested in how Gogol’s
texts functioned at the time they appeared and how they looked to his
contemporary readers, which is why, whenever pertinent and possible, 1
recover their original published version. Furthermore, I consider Gogol’s
entire body of works as evolving. These texts respond to changing external
circumstances and reflect Gogol’s changing ideas and objectives. Gogol’s
decision around 1836 to become a Russian writer represents just one such
circumstance that had major repercussions for his art. I avoid, however,
viewing Gogol’s early work through the lens of the late, presumably ma-
ture and more perfect one, especially as regards ideology. This book paints
a picture of growing complexity in Gogol’s handling of nationalist ide-
ology, particularly pre- and post-1836. A fairly straightforward contrasting
of Ukrainian and Russian national characteristics in Gogol’s early texts,
even if rhetorically obfuscated due to the topic’s political sensitivity, be-
comes later a more nuanced attempt to synthesize the two paradigms, as
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in the Taras Bulba of 1842. The rather cursory allegiance Gogol paid to
the government’s Official Nationality in his historical articles in Ara-
besques (1835), grows into a deeply involved yet perilously unorthodox
paean to this doctrine in Selected Passages from Correspondence with
Friends (1847). This complexity, however, is not inchoate in Gogol’s early
work. [ hope to arrive at an image of Gogol’s authorship that includes
ruptures and discontinuities and is not a mere monolith with all edges
smoothed out. These tensions are due to the development of Gogol’s
ideas, the changing expectations of his readers, and his own changing
status in Russian culture, all of which necessitated complex adjustments
of his position with regard to various ideologies of his time, both official
and unofficial.

The structure of this book intentionally departs from classic studies of
Gogol. I treat in one large chapter what has hitherto been viewed as the
main corpus of Gogol’s works: the Petersburg stories, The Government
Inspector, and Dead Souls. 1 devote separate chapters to other, often dis-
regarded texts, such as Evenings on a Farm, the historical notes and Ar-
abesques articles, Taras Bulba, the second volume of Dead Souls, and Se-
lected Passages. This rebalancing of the Gogolian canon throws light on
some musty corners of the Gogolian oeuvre. It also facilitates a new, fuller
vision of this important writer, one based on a roughly diachronic de-
velopment of Gogol’s ideas and writings rather than an aesthetic judgment
of value. Despite the book’s ambition to be comprehensive, some exclu-
sions were necessary. 1 omitted two of Gogol’s most famous Petersburg
stories, “The Nose” and “The Overcoat,” since they do not concern na-
tionalist themes. I also refer only in passing to three of the four stories
from the Mirgorod collection: “Old-World Landowners,” “Viy,” and “The
Tale of How Ivan Ivanovich Quarreled with Ivan Nikiforovich.” Their
critical treatment of contemporary Ukrainian realities continues the trend
that began with “Ivan Fedorovich Shponka and His Aunt” from Evenings
on a Farm, which I discuss in detail in Chapter 2. I excluded these Mir-
gorod stories since they do not add anything new, as far as Gogol’s vision
of Ukraine is concerned, to the themes and patterns established by
“Shponka.”!

I begin the book by sketching out my theoretical approach to nation-
alism and the history of its Russian and Ukrainian varieties up to the
middle of the nineteenth century. This opening chapter emphasizes the
imperial context in which both nationalisms functioned. Chapter 2 ex-
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amines the Herderian determinants of Gogol’s conception of Ukraine in
his cycle of stories Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka, revealing the work’s
intertwined anti-imperial and nationalist agendas. Chapter 3 proposes a
comprehensive analysis of Gogol’s engagement with history, suggesting a
new perspective on much of Gogol’s unpublished historical notes (most
articles from Arabesques are discussed in this chapter). It pays particular
attention to Gogol’s writings on Ukrainian history, which mark the height
of his Ukrainian nationalism. Gogol’s view of Russia emerges from my
interpretation in Chapter 4 of his Petersburg tales, the comedy The Gov-
ernment Inspector, and his major novel Dead Souls, which reveal that
Gogol saw Russia as bereft of the qualities that make up a worthy nation.
Of all the chapters, this one features the largest reception component: it
shows the critics’ reaction to Gogel’s image of Russia and Gogol’s re-
sponses to his critics. Chapter 5 argues against the common view of Taras
Bulba as an unproblematic epic by offering a comparison of the 1835 and
1842 redactions. The work represents Gogol’s attempt at constructing a
Russian nation out of Ukrainian historical material and ethnic specifici-
ties. Chapter 6 includes a discussion of the unfinished continuation to
Dead Souls and Gogol’s volume of epistolary essays Selected Passages from
Correspondence with Friends, his last published work and his paean to the
Russian government’s official nationalist ideology. Here I examine ways
in which Gogol’s confrontation with the Russian audience over his earlier
works on Russian themes caused him to search for ways of adjusting his
image of Russia and rethinking his service to its national causes.

Because Gogol shied away from any active participation in politics, he
never appreciated the degree to which writing on nationally sensitive
topics would draw him, willy-nilly, into a political orbit. Gogol’s shocked
reaction to the reception of his play The Government Inspector testifies to
this naiveté on his part. By placing Gogol’s writings on a public-private
continuum and in a dialogic relationship to the larger Russian debate on
national questions, this book draws out the ideological aspects of Gogol’s
works and shows the writer enmeshed in the politics of his time. Through
such layering, this book also exposes the seams of identity formation
within Gogol’s writings, catching him in the act of constructing nation-
alism—its images, values, and ideologies.



_]___

Nationalism in Russia and Ukraine

In stark contrast to contemporary sensibilities, nationalism and imperi-
alism shone brightly on the horizon of nineteenth-century culture. So-
cieties were aspiring to be nations, and empires were viewed as particu-
larly successful states. Nationalism especially influenced every European
society, and its impact on nineteenth-century European culture cannot
be overestimated. It produced a fertile intellectual climate and advanced
on a variety of fronts: political, scholarly, and cultural. Essentially, all
aspects of human activity witnessed a call to self-reflection and rethinking
in order to accommodate a new worldview according to which humanity
is divided into nations, nationality being the highest social aim and the
worthiest allegiance. Russia partook of this ferment. The nationalist sen-
timent that budded in the eighteenth century flowered in the nineteenth
into a set of ideologies and embraced all spheres of Russian life. Gogol’s
work and its reception played an important role in this process.

Nationalism: General Theory

In keeping with the widespread view of historians and theorists that na-
tionalisms precede nations, I consider national identity a goal of nation-
alism, as something that nationalism is in the process of creating. “Pro-
cess” is a key term here that allows one to move away from essentialist
thinking about national identity as a type of collective identity whose
“essence” resides in a set of immanent characteristics that exclusively de-
fine a certain population and can be objectively ascertained. On the con-
trary, national identity is not an unchanging and discrete essence. The
concept and form of a nation undergo a continuous process of negotia-

14
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tion and redefinition that responds to current social, historical, and cul-
tural realities. National identity coexists with other forms of identity, such
as class, gender, or religion. Moreover, it need not be exclusive, as shown
by the example of immigration-based states or multiethnic populations
of empires, like Russia in Gogol’s time. As in the age of empires, so now
one’s passport frequently offers a hopelessly reductive image of the com-
plex thing called “national” identity. It was certainly true of the
Ukrainian-born citizen of the Russian empire, with Polish admixtures in
his ancestry, who is the subject of this study.

The notion of national identity as an end result of nationalism is cru-
cial for this book, which largely eschews the question of identity and fo-
cuses instead on the discourse of nationalism in its examination of
Gogol’s writings. To watch nationalism at play in these texts is to trace a
construction of nationalistic ideas, to see the seams of their formation,
hence to face nationalism as the human invention that recent scholar-
ship has shown it to be.! That nations are invented or imagined but
not (re)discovered has become a widely accepted idea in the scholarly
community. Other, more debatable aspects of nationalism led to the
proliferation of theories, none of which, however, can serve as the all-
applicable “master variable,” as Craig Calhoun rightly notes. While Cal-
houn considers nationalism too diverse a phenomenon for any one
theory to explain fully, he nonetheless systematizes it by identifying its
three broad dimensions:

First, there is nationalism as discourse: [emphasis mine] the production
of a cultural understanding and rhetoric which leads people throughout
the world to think and frame their aspirations in terms of the idea of
nation and national identity, and the production of particular versions
of nationalist thought and language in particular settings and traditions.
Second, there is nationalism as project: [emphasis mine] social move-
ments and state policies by which people attempt to advance the inter-
ests of collectivities they understand as nations, usually pursuing in
some combination (or in historical progression) increased participation
in an existing state, national autonomy . .. or the amalgamation of ter-
ritories. Third, there is nationalism as evaluation: [emphasis mine] po-
litical and cultural ideologies that claim superiority for a particular na-
tion. ... In this third sense, nationalism is often given the status of an
ethical imperative: national boundaries ought [emphasis in original] to
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coincide with state boundaries, for example; members of a nation ought
[emphasis in original] to conform to its moral values.?

Calhoun’s elastic model of nationalism as existing in dimensions—of dis-
course, project, and evaluation—accommodates the simultaneity and in-
terpenetration of various nationalistic phenomena. It also allows one to
distinguish the nationalism of xenophobic preachers of ethnic hatred
from the relatively innocent nationalism of folklore collectors.

What, then, is a nation? In its political aspect, a nation is a “people”
understood as a locus of political legitimacy, and nationalism as a dis-
course helps to establish “who the relevant people are.” Yet even in this
political sense, nations are discursive, rhetorical constructs. Among their
possible features Calhoun lists boundedness of territory or population,
indivisibility, sovereignty or the aspiration to it, direct membership of
individuals in a nation, popular participation in collective affairs, shared
culture and history, common descent or racial characteristics, and special
historic or sacred relation to a territory. None of these features alone can
define a nation; it is the combination and pattern that matter. Most of
them, needless to say, are not empirically verifiable. Nations are what
Richard Handler calls “subjective groups,” which means that they are
marked not so much by the features that each of the members objectively
possesses as by the members’ sense of themselves as possessing these
features.* In the words of Calhoun: “[N]ations are constituted largely by
the claims themselves, by the way of talking and thinking and acting that
relies on these sorts of claims to produce collective identity, to mobilize
people for collective projects, and to evaluate peoples and practices.”

The existing theories all too often separate the political and cultural
aspects of nationalism. National identity, whatever its political function,
is often constructed upon cultural commonalities and even civic nation-
alism has been shown to be no exception.® In fact, culture is politics,
which is why a distinction between political and cultural nationalisms is
a false dichotomy. Roman Szporluk puts it best when he claims that
nationalism is

political ab initio—even when those engaged in nationalist activities
denied any political intent or meaning, or insisted that their sole object
was a scholarly understanding of political culture, folklore, or local his-
tory. Such a view is grounded in an understanding of power as some-
thing political not only in the classic formulation (that is, a monopoly
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on the legitimate use of force); there is also economic power, as well as
social and cultural power—power over the production and dissemina-
tion of symbols, values, and ideas. . . . Thus, “national awakeners,” ques-
tioning by virtue of their endeavors established power structures, power
relations, and the values upholding them, are quite obviously engaged
in what is at least an inherently political undertaking.’

Furthermore, though political and socioeconomic factors helped prepare
the ground for nationalism’s emergence, it is the cultural-intellectual elites
that articulated its ideas and preached its gospel, making nationalism into
a force that changed the world. These elites’ activities are all the more
crucial in Russia’s case, owing to the absence of popular political partic-
ipation in Russia and a roughly 5 percent literacy rate in the first half of
the nineteenth century—literacy being almost exclusively the domain of
the nobility, the intellectuals, and the clergy.® For these reasons, this book
treats nationalism as a phenomenon “from above,” as a discourse of ed-
ucated elites rather than a popular sentiment.

By using the term “nationalism” I thus make no claims about the
degree of national self-awareness among the broad Russian or Ukrainian
populations. Nor do I equate nationalism with national political move-
ments, whose existence in Russia and especially Ukraine in the first half
of the nineteenth century a historian may dispute. The term is used in
this book in the sense of a discourse, as Calhoun defines it, or—when
this discourse significantly involves power relations within the imperial
society—in the sense of an ideology.® Gogol’s texts richly constitute such
nationalism. These texts’ resonance for contemporary and future Russian
and Ukrainian nationalists makes Gogol a key figure in the development
of both nationalisms.

Russian Nationalism and Gogol

Russians have quested to become a nation since at least the late eighteenth
century, making an attainment of this status and its recognition by other
nations their principal concern. Though in the views of many this goal
eludes Russians to this day, Russian nationalism has been none the weaker
for it. Most scholars date the emergence of modern national conscious-
ness in Russia to the last decades of the eighteenth century.”® In the early
nineteenth century, these aspirations acquired special terms of narodnost’
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and natsional'nost', which can be rendered in English as “nationness” or
nationality."!

Though overwhelmingly concerned with dynastic interests, Russia’s
rulers often had the effect of spurring nationalism. By putting Russia on
its path to modernity, Peter I (reigned 1689-1725) created conditions for
the development of a modern national consciousness. He is credited with
popularizing, if not indeed introducing, the concepts of a nation (narod)
and a state. Peter also enabled limited social mobility—an important
nationalizing factor—by opening the state bureaucracy to nonnobles
through the introduction of the Table of Ranks (1722). It was an official
hierarchy of civil service in which the nobility, however, predominated
and enjoyed certain privileges. Peter opened Russia’s “window” to the
West by securing a foothold on the Baltic Sea. Wishing to remake Russia
in the image of a Western country like Sweden or Holland, he trampled
old Russian traditions that he viewed as obstacles to progress. Peter’s
controversial legacy determined the ideological fault lines of the Russian
nineteenth-century intelligentsia. Gogol himself was ambivalent about
Peter’s impact on Russian culture in his official pronouncements and, in
unofficial ones, openly critical.

Catherine II (reigned 1762-1796) continued Russia’s territorial expan-
sion and Peter’s efforts to strengthen the state. She solidified imperial rule
in the peripheries, a need for which became apparent after the revolt led
by Don Cossack Emelian Pugachev. Catherine’s centralizing policies
aimed to establish administrative uniformity throughout the empire. She
eliminated most vestiges of Ukraine’s autonomy and offered Ukrainian
elites a significant stake in the empire. Gogol portrayed these processes
critically in his early stories on Ukraine.

Russia became a major European power and an imperial giant. Its
victory over Napoleon in 1814, after all of Europe failed to stage effective
resistance, manifested this new status to the world and to Russians them-
selves. Alexander I’s campaign against Napoleon caused an upsurge in
patriotic pride. The defeat of the French “Antichrist” gave rise to innu-
merable cultural myths and made Russians feel like the savior of Europe
from a tyrant. The 1815 Congress of Vienna granted Russia the right to
participate in vital matters of European politics through the creation of
the Holy Alliance, as proposed by Alexander 1. It was a league of Christian
rulers committed, at least in principle, to preserving peace in Europe,
which in practice often meant keeping the revolutionary and nationalist
ferment in check.
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Having become a world power that spread over a staggering mass of
Eurasian land, Russia now needed a culture that would validate its im-
portance. Yet Russia’s cultural development lacked the vigor of its political
ascendancy. The secular culture that emerged in the aftermath of Peter’s
reforms followed Western, mostly French, neoclassical models, although
in the late eighteenth century critiques of excessive imitation as well as
calls for subject matter closer to home began to hold sway. This culture
was to a large extent sponsored and, as a result, controlled by the state.'?
Much of the cultural production served the imperial state by buttressing
its ideology and constructing its image. The rich tradition of eighteenth-
century odes extolling rulers demonstrates this well. In contrast to most
national literatures, in which the vernacular entered through low, parodic
genres, Russian literature began to be written in modern Russian in high
genres by salaried state employees.'* The tsars kept a close eye on the
developments in Russian culture and acted as its sponsors and censors.

Though confident in rattling its saber and flexing its political muscle,
Russia could juxtapose to the accomplished and sophisticated Western
cultures only its own weak and derivative one. Nationally minded, edu-
cated Russians experienced a sense of cultural inferiority vis-a-vis their
European peers. “[I}n sharp contrast to other politically strong imperial-
izing modern states,” Andrew Wachtel notes, “Russia found herself in a
culturally subordinate, one might even say colonized, position entering
the nineteenth century.” The modernization and Europeanization of
Russia, Wachtel writes, produced an ambivalent legacy. In addition to
laying the groundwork for the great artistic achievements of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, “it also produced a strong case of culture
shock and a nagging sense of inferiority. And it was in this matrix of
political power and cultural inferiority that Russian nationalist thought
crystallized in the first decades of the nineteenth century.”'*

Though confronting the other helps constitute any identity, including
national, the historians of Russian nationalism are right to accord it a
particularly catalytic role. For precisely this reason, Hans Rogger calls
eighteenth-century Russian national consciousness “compensatory.” He
treats it as an aspect of Russia’s Westernization, brought about by intense
contacts with other cultures and nations in the aftermath of Peter’s re-
forms. In a similar vein, Liah Greenfeld argues for a seminal role of
ressentiment in Russia’s forging of national identity.'s Ressentiment meant
that, on the one hand, Russians accepted a Western model and realized
their inability to surpass it and, on the other, rejected this model precisely



20 Nikolai Gogol

due to this inability. Jane Burbank claims that the “setting up of an es-
sentialized ‘West’ as a model for the future as well as an essentialized
‘Russia’ as a basis for social and state construction” affected Russia ad-
versely, since “an imagined ‘West’ became the model or the anti-model
for an imagined Russia, and this binary rhetoric limited the possibility of
other cultural projects.”'s

Russia’s ambivalence about the West proved pervasive. In the nine-
teenth century, it bifurcated into the distinct intellectual movements of
the Westernizers and the Slavophiles. Though extremely heterogeneous
and evolving over time, the two movements differed most poignantly on
the issue of Russia’s proper attitude toward the West. The Westernizers,
enthusiastic about the progressive traditions of European culture, linked
Russia’s future with that of Europe. The Slavophiles, by contrast, believed
that Russia’s uniqueness rendered Western models unsuitable and called
for a turn toward indigenous values and traditions. It is important to
stress that both factions pursued nationalistic agendas; they disagreed
about the content of the national idea but not about its validity or use-
fulness. Alexandr Herzen, a leading Westernizer, captured this in the
image of a two-faced diety of Slavic mythology, Janus: “From early on,
they (the Slavophiles) and we (the Westernizers) developed one powerful,
unreasoning, physiological, passionate feeling of limitless love for the Rus-
sian people, Russian life, the Russian mindset that encompassed all our
being. We, like Janus, looked in different directions, but all along only
one heart was beating.””

By the first quarter of the nineteenth century one can speak of a general
consensus among educated classes regarding the existence of the Russian
nation; it is this nation’s specific identity that was being sought, imagined,
invented, and contested. The eighteenth-century formulations were be-
coming outdated in the context of the new Romantic nationalist sensi-
bility that was sweeping Europe. Aided by German philosophy, most no-
tably Schelling, Herder, and Hegel, Romantic nationalists embraced the
task of reinventing indigenous traditions and cultural wellsprings that
could be used for a new amalgam of national values.

In pursuit of such a usable past, the Slavophiles embraced the pre-
Petrine era as a time of cultural integrity and as the treasury of the
Russian spirit. Gogol’s principal connection to the Slavophiles was
through his friendship with the Aksakov family, who were prominent
members of Moscow’s cultural milieu. Though he cannot be listed among
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their members, Gogol sympathized with the Slavophiles’ nostalgic ideal-
ization of a patriarchal social order and devotion to Orthodoxy. He had
no taste, however, for their program of reversing Westernization. Having
chosen to live most of his adult life abroad, Gogo! did not fancy their
philippics against the West, critical though he was of certain aspects of
western European civilization. His Slavophile friends called for his return
from the decaying West to the salubrious embraces of “mother-Russia.”
He heeded their appeals as little as their incessant ‘solicitations for con-
tributions to the Slavophile journal The Muscovite.

The state soon ventured to put its own stamp on nationalism, both
fearing its revolutionary power and sensing its integrationist potential.
The state version of Russian nationalism found expression in what later
became known as the ideology of Official Nationality. It was conceived
in the mid-1820s and became systematized in 1834 by the newly ascended
minister of education, Sergei Uvarov. He encapsulated it in the famous
triad of “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality.” According to this ide-
ology, Russia enjoyed special providence from God by virtue of its loyalty
to Orthodoxy, seen as the only true form of Christianity. The principle
of autocracy maintained that the tsar was linked to God and that his
power was absolute. The doctrine’s most obscure and contested notion
was nationality. It was often defined with the help of the previous two
concepts (that is, the Russian nation is characterized by fervent Ortho-
doxy and its love for the tsar), yet in the end it proved most amorphous
and controversial.'® Uvarov’s statist-dynastic conception of nationality was
at odds with the Romantic view of it. As Cynthia Whittaker notes, instead
of letting the people inform the content of nationality that the govern-
ment would then embrace, Uvarov believed that the state should define
and dictate national values to the acquiescent people. Whittaker compares
Uvarov’s approach to “pouring the new nineteenth-century wine of na-
tionality into the old eighteenth-century bottle of enlightened abso-
lutism,”®

Yet neutralizing the creativity of the people, far from a misguided
error, may have been precisely the point. Szporluk sees Official Nation-
ality as autocracy’s effort to counteract the formation of a Russian na-
tion that would be separate from the state and instead to define this
nation by its subjection to autocracy.®® Paradoxically, many Russian na-
tionalists found their enemy in the Russian state. In particular, many
Slavophiles, who attempted a conceptual divorce between the Russian
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nation and the state, were deemed ideologically subversive and were
even punished by imprisonment. Official Nationality represented an ef-
fort to remake nationalism into an instrument of social contro] and a
pillar of the dynastic rule. Since this rule extended over many ethnici-
ties, the state juggled the claims of ethnocentric Russian and local na-
tionalisms so as to further its own overriding goal, which was to ensure
political stability. Before it felt confident enough to attempt Russifica-
tion, the government exploited, for example, local Ukrainian nation-
alism for its anti-Polish value.

Though popularized in the domain of educational policy, Official Na-
tionality was sanctioned and promoted by Nicholas I and his government
as an overarching state ideology. It had a tremendous influence in the
cultural arena through the state’s education policy, censorship, and dis-
pensation of journal-publishing privileges. Some of Gogol’s closest
friends, such as Stepan Shevyrev and Mikhail Pogodin, were among the
chief theoreticians and proponents of Official Nationality (they also had
strong leanings toward Slavophilism). The two were active in journalism
and worked as professors of Russian literature and Russian history, re-
spectively, at Moscow University. Just as his other ideologically committed
friends, the men of Official Nationality placed on Gogol considerable
pressure to adopt “correct” views. The writer’s own deep-rooted imper-
ative to serve his country also predisposed him toward this doctrine.
Being no revolutionary, he believed, especially in his late period, that the
tsar’s agenda for the Russians was a worthy one. While in Gogol’s early
publications as a state-employed academic his adherence to Official Na-
tionality seems calculated and strategic, his late collection of epistolary
essays, Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends, reflects a deeper
involvement. Yet, heedless of the doctrine’s underlying agenda to protect
the political status quo, Gogol transgressed heavily against it by exposing
a wide range of social problems and proposing a reformist agenda. Thus,
ironically, Selected Passages—Gogol’s strained tribute to Official Nation-
ality—Dbecame his most censored publication.

Of the three nationalist factions, Gogol had least in common with the
Westernizers. Unlike the conservative Slavophiles, the Westernizers sup-
ported Russia’s pro-Western course and espoused liberal European values.
They called for progressive social, political, and educational reforms and
for the abolition of serfdom. They believed that the power of autocracy
should be curtailed and harshly criticized what they saw as the hostility
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of the Russian Orthodox Church to the cause of much-needed social
change. Far though they were from the uncritical acceptance of the first
two parts of Uvarov’s triad, Orthodoxy and autocracy, their nationalism
ran strong. It was the kind of Russian nation that they envisaged—more
progressive, egalitarian, pro-Western—that distinguished them from the
Slavophiles. Like the proponents of Official Nationality, they treated the
eighteenth century as a source of national pride. Russia’s strides toward
progress in that century became proof of its tremendous potential, of its
ability to catch up with and surpass the West. What took Europeans
centuries to develop, Russians could assimilate and improve upon in a
fraction of the time.

Much as Gogol kept his distance from the Westernizers, they refused
to reciprocate. Their key early leader, the influential critic Vissarion Be-
linsky, hailed Gogol’s talent and played an important role in establishing
him as a major writer. Yet Belinsky failed to win over Gogol for the
Westernizers’ cause, which became evident upon Gogol’s publication of
Selected Passages. In response, Belinsky fired off the famous letter to Gogol
in which he chastised the writer’s conservatism and obscurantism, dis-
missed his agenda for Russia as pernicious, and portrayed him as a lackey
of the establishment. The letter widely circulated in copies among the
Russian intelligentsia and became one of Lenin’s favorite texts of Russian
nineteenth-century literature (PSS 8, 743). This scandal surrounding Se-
lected Passages notwithstanding, future generations of Westernizing critics
placed Gogol on their banner as the progenitor of the progressive trend
in Russian literature, a notion that later secured Gogol’s position in the
Soviet pantheon of national writers.

The National-Imperial Complex

Russia had been a multiethnic empire long before it undertook to become
a nation. Though imperial tactics already assisted the consolidation of the
Muscovite state, Muscovy embarked on the imperial course proper in the
1550s, with Ivan IV’s capture of the large, ethnically non-Russian and
sovereign Khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan. Russians refer to the former
process by the deceptively benign and conceptually muddled metaphor
of the “gathering of the Russian lands.” From the middle of the sixteenth
century onward, this “gathering” began to involve lands that would have
appeared progressively less “Russian” to anyone but the ideologues of
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imperial expansion. Ivan’s conquests doubled Muscovy’s territory, which
in 1600 equaled that of Europe, and after the conquest of Siberia in 1639,
Russia tripled Europe’s size.?! In the eighteenth century, to these unde-
veloped and sparsely populated expanses were added densely populated
and developed regions: the Baltic provinces, the Crimea, and Poland’s
eastern territories. The expansion continued in the nineteenth century
in Transcaucasia and Eurasia. Hundreds of ethnic groups found them-
selves under the tsars’ rule, making Russians, in 1834, a minority within
the empire (constituting less than 50 percent of the population).?? When
Peter I adopted the official title of Emperor of All Russia (Imperator
Vserossiiskii) in 1721, he recognized his dominion as a diverse empire,
though one in which the Russian component was crucial. Unlike the
starker English/British distinction, the new term for the citizen of the
empire, rossiianin, rang quite similar to, and likely derived from, the
ethnic term for a Russian, russkii. From early on, Russian nationalism
and imperialism formed a peculiar hybrid.

The complexity of Russian nationalism owes much to the unique na-
ture of the Russian empire. Unlike England and France, with their far-
flung, overseas, racially distinct colonies, Russia expanded into neigh-
boring territory and subjugated peoples with whom it often had a history
of social and cultural intercourse that the imperial framework only in-
tensified. As Geoffrey Hosking put it, “Britain had an empire, but Russia
was an empire—and perhaps still is.”? While the Habsburgs did not make
a determined effort to refashion their empire into a nation, leaving the
ethnic communities largely intact, the Romanovs did espouse such a goal.
This project’s original site was the non-Russian East Slavic lands, espe-
cially Ukraine.

And yet the empire’s management of multiethnicity resists a unitary
narrative. In his groundbreaking study, Andreas Kappeler shows that the
traditional early policy of pragmatic tolerance and cooperation with the
elites was followed in the first half of the eighteenth century by forced
integration and violence.?* In part due to its ineffectiveness, Catherine
rescinded such measures and returned to the policy of flexible and prag-
matic restraint, even though this central policy and its implementation
in the peripheries diverged widely throughout Russia’s history. According
to Kappeler, the colonial model does not entirely fit Russia’s case, but he
claims that Russia steadily moved in this direction in the course of the
nineteenth century. While political and strategic goals motivated early
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expansion, modernization and industrialization increased the importance
of economic goals. Russia’s gradual Westernization resulted in the adop-
tion of Eurocentric values by the elite and the state, which bred a sense
of superiority over ethnic minorities, especially in Asia. Around the mid-
nineteenth century, ethnicity and nationality became more important
markers of identity than the previous supraethnic categories of member-
ship in an estate and a social class. After 1831, Kappeler notes a growing
policy of oppression toward the minorities, which in the 1860s was in-
stitutionalized as the policy of Russification (however uneven its imple-
mentation). East Slavs, especially the Ukrainians, were under the greatest
pressure to assimilate. Aggressive metropolitan nationalism typically aims
to sustain an empire, but in Russia it largely proved counterproductive.
While in some regions Russificatory measures met with success, if often
temporary, in others, especially in the Western borderlands and the Cau-
casus, they had the opposite effect of fueling local nationalisms. Russia’s
boundless appetite for new territory resulted in a case of imperial indi-
gestion.

Russia’s status as a multiethnic empire had profound repercussions for
Russian identity. Russian nationalism has always had to contend with the
fact that the Russian state included a great many non-Russians. The strat-
egies and objectives of reconciling the empire and the nation evolved over
time. The eighteenth-century Russian nationalists took pride in the em-
pire’s ethnic, geographic, and cultural diversity and trumpeted it as a
mark of national strength.? In the first half of the nineteenth century this
multiethnic model began to give way to Russocentric conceptions, which
insisted on the primacy of the Russian ethnic and linguistic component.
The nineteenth-century nationalist discourse concerned itself less with the
rossiiskii people, a notion popular in the previous century that denotes
the population of the empire, than with the russkii people, which more
narrowly refers to ethnic Russians. This adjectival shift marked a moving
away from the conception of Russianness that was tied to the territorial
span of the empire toward a focus on it as an ethnic category, a property
of the empire’s ruling group. Still, the temptation to prove Russian great-
ness by reference to imperial successes proved irresistible. All in all, “tra-
ditional imperial patriotism,” Kappeler writes, “gradually acquired the
character of imperial nationalism.”? The coincidence of imperial and na-
tional projects, it has been argued, “fus[ed] the sense of Russian nation-
hood with the habit of imperial domination.””
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Though nation and empire are traditionally viewed as antagonistic con-
cepts, Jane Burbank claims that they were not so in the Russian context.
The double project of constructing a nation and an empire resulted in
the emergence of what she calls the imperial-national identity in Russia.
James Cracraft similarly posits a national-imperial complex as a charac-
teristic feature of Russian identity. He claims that “both absolutism and
imperialism were inherent in Russian nationalism virtually from the be-
ginning.” Though she does not consider the possibility of a national-
imperial identity, Vera Tolz shows the propensity of Russian nationalists
to treat the Russian empire as the Russian nation—state. Mark Bassin
makes the most forceful argument for the inextricability of nationalism
and imperialism in Russia. He claims that Russian nationalists of all ilks
unanimously and unquestioningly embraced the empire and its contin-
uing expansion as proof of the Russians’ superior national qualities that
raised their status vis-a-vis the Westerners. He concludes: “The imperialist
project thus assumed a significance for the national psychology as what
Adam Ulam has called a ‘mechanism of compensation for backwardness,’
and its real concern was accordingly not with the object of conquest and
incorporation but rather with Russia itself.” This national-imperial atti-
tude characterizes in Bassin’s view the entire political spectrum of Russian
society and has been present from the beginning of Russian nationalism
to this day.?

The imperial-national complex is broadly reflected in the culture of
the nineteenth century and underpins many Golden Age classics, from
Pushkin to Tolstoy. Only recently have literary scholars, mostly in the
West, begun to examine this important dimension.? For my purpose, the
rise of Gogol as a writer from the Ukrainian periphery to an icon of
Russian nationalism demands an analytical framework that pays equal
attention to imperial and national issues. Certainly, Gogol himself over-
laid an exploration of the national differences between Ukraine and
Russia with an acute awareness of the imperial connection that linked
them. In the Taras Bulba of 1842, for exampie, he constructs a nationalist
ideology against the imperial backdrop. This imperial context also ex-
plains a great deal about the Russians’ approach to Gogol and his work,
with all the attendant assumptions and biases. Their reviews of Gogol
attest, for example, to a belief that his work in Russian literature validated
Ukraine’s position under the imperial mantle and proved that Ukrainian
identity could only be a constituent part of the Russian one. Gogol’s
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involvement with nationalism was shaped by the tangible effects of the
national-imperial dynamic in the Ukrainian periphery, such as the Rus-
sificatory and pro-imperial education imparted to him at school. Yet he
was also shaped by the memory of Ukraine’s autonomist traditions and
took pride in the ethnocultural uniqueness that characterized his milieu
and the Ukraine of his time. These local sentiments conflicted with
Ukraine’s status as Russia’s imperial possession.

Ukraine as Russia’s Imperial Periphery

Contemporary Russian public opinion considers Ukraine an integral part
of Russia and views the Ukrainians’ claim to independence with dismayed
incomprehension. It may thus seem incredible that the idea of Ukrainian-
Russian relatedness was concocted only in the second half of the seven-
teenth century by the Ukrainians themselves.*® The Ukrainian churchmen,
who then dominated the Russian church hierarchy, developed the notion
of East Slavic kinship so as not to be regarded as outsiders. The Russians
found the idea so appealing that subsequent generations of Ukrainian
nationalists found it hard to disabuse them of it.

And yet nineteenth-century Russian attitudes to whether Ukrainians
are really Russian were conflicted. The idea of kinship collided with the
actual perceptions of Ukraine, which to Russians who bothered to visit
seemed surprisingly foreign. Indeed, culturally, linguistically, politically,
and socially, the degree of separation between Ukraine and Russia was
significant after centuries of separate political existence during which the
two realms had few, if any, ties. Despite homogenizing imperial policies,
these differences persisted. Much of the extensive travel literature of the
first half of the nineteenth century, which tried to render this unknown
land comprehensible to the Russians, exudes a sense of surprise at the
degree of Ukrainian distinctiveness.* Gogol could play up Ukraine’s ex-
oticism in his stories of the 1830s because it was still so exotic to a
Russian. Declarations of Ukraine’s synonymy with Russia seemed to rest
less on any factual assessment than on a force of conviction that it was
such an excellent idea. Those who proclaimed it often did not really seem
sure about it, and this uncertainty tended to correlate with the vehemence
of the proclamations. After all, the Russians are the ones who, through
Gogol’s friend Smirnova, present the writer in 1844 with a question: are
You a Russian or are you a Ukrainian? Contrary to the official discourse
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of unity, the distinction clearly did matter, and from the mid-nineteenth
century onward it mattered ever more.

The idea of Russian-Ukrainian kinship is rooted in the notion of
common historical roots. Official Russian historiography adopted it, pro-
moting a schema of a primordial unity of all East Slavs, their subsequent
separatior, and a triumphant reunion. According to this view, the me-
dieval Kievan state, which united East Slavs and ended with the
thirteenth-century Tatar invasion, represented the origin of Russian state-
hood. To escape the Tatar “yoke,” this statehood was then transferred
north to Muscovite lands, while the Kievan principalities fell victim to
evil foreign domination, first Tatar, then Lithuanian, and—after the Lithu-
anian Duchy’s 1569 union with the Polish crown—Polish. The “reunifi-
cation” began when the Hetmanate republic, on the left bank of the
Dnepr, became a protectorate of the Muscovite tsar in 1654. More
Ukrainian lands were “restored” to the Russian fold in the late eighteenth
century as a result of three partitions of Poland (1772-1795). Russian
historiography presented these processes as the righting of historical evils
and the restoration of the primordial Rus unity. (“Rus” and the corre-
sponding adjective “Rusian”—not to be confused with “Russia” and
“Russian”—denote all East Slavic Orthodox lands before the rise of the
Muscovite state.)

This historical narrative, though amply exploited in official ideology,
has had its discontents. The “confluence” (sliianie) of the Ukrainians with
the “fraternal” Russian nation was far from a consensual and mutually
beneficial union. Through violent and peaceful means, the Ukrainian
Cossacks, who were a semimilitarized society, resisted tsarist encroach-
ments on their autonomy. Though from the mid-seventeenth until the
late eighteenth century Ukrainians had intellectual leadership in the Ro-
manov empire, the metropolitan pull as well as concrete imperial policies
eventually drained local cultural resources. Nor is the notion of primor-
dial Rus unity to be taken for granted. To this day the Kievan inheritance
represents a contested ground for both Ukrainian and Russian histori-
ographies since it has singular importance for both national identities.
For Russians to allow Ukrainians a separate identity that derived its his-
torical roots from ancient Kiev would mean to forego their own claims
on it, thus truncating Russia’s glorious history. The Russians preferred to
view Ukrainians as schismatics from the monolithic ancient Rus identity.»
Ukrainians, however, claim Kievan Rus as their own origin and locate
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Russia’s beginnings in the subsequent rise of the northern principalities
of Vladimir-Suzdal and then Moscow. The notion of political continuity
between Kievan Rus and Muscovy has since been challenged by scholars,
and Gogol himself researched the Kievan period with an eye to appro-
priating it for Ukrainian history.»

Evil foreign oppression may also not be the best way to characterize
the epoch preceding the Russian rule in Ukraine. Ukraine’s ties to an
advanced political culture of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, with
its traditions of contractual relations, representative bodies, and elective
offices, had a certain positive influence on Ukrainian forms of social,
political, and cultural life. Though the commonwealth did practice im-
perial politics toward the East Slavs within its borders, the Ukrainians
who defended their autonomy after annexation to the Russian empire
framed their aspirations through references to earlier laws and privileges
granted them by the commonwealth. The tsars were hard-pressed to erad-
icate this influence. Far from being a tabula rasa prior to the introduction
of Russian “civilization,” Ukrainian regions had developed a host of local
institutions that met the civic, political, fiscal, juridical, religious, and
military needs of the population. The inclusion of the Hetmanate within
Russia’s borders meant an imperial incorporation of a separate polity with
a different and superior culture.* Gogol went so far as to claim in “A
Glance at the Making of Little Russia” that the “separation” from Russia
led to nothing less than the formation of the Ukrainian nation, whose
cornerstone was the Cossack republic.

The Cossacks’ military services to the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth for a while ensured them a degree of autonomy. They served as
the republic’s border guard against the Turks and the Tatars and often
fought Muscovy alongside the Polish-Lithuanian army (Gogol’s ancestor
distinguished himself in one such venture). The proselytizing and Polon-
izing trends, however, fueled discontent that found outlet in Bohdan
Khmelnytsky’s uprising. The uprising led in 1654 to the incorporation of
the first significant part of Ukrainian lands into the Russian state. Seeking
a strategic advantage over the Poles, Khmelnytsky petitioned the Mus-
covite tsar to turn the Left-Bank Ukraine into a Muscovite protectorate.
The tsar acceded, but, tragically for the Ukrainians, both parties under-
stood what came to be called the agreement of Pereiaslav differently. The
Russians took it as a unilateral submission, while the Ukrainians consid-
ered it a contractual agreement of equals, a view that Gogol voiced in his
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unpublished historical notes. To the dismay of subsequent Russian rulers,
the Ukrainians persisted in demanding the autonomy that was guaranteed
by the Pereiaslav agreement. Though the tsars signed and periodically
reconfirmed it, they did not consider it binding.

The erosion of the regional prerogatives was accelerated after the Cos-
sack leader, the Hetman Ivan Mazepa, tried to secede from Russia in 1708
by joining Peter I's nemesis, the Swedish king, Charles XII. The tsar bru-
tally suppressed the effort and curtailed Ukrainian autonomy. Yet contrary
to the official demonization of Mazepa, Gogol portrayed him in an un-
published fragment as a prudent statesman and a Ukrainian patriot. In
1785 Catherine II formally abolished the Hetmanate and brought Ukraine
into conformity with the administrative system of the empire. She began
the process of equalizing the status of Russian and Ukrainian military
and noble elites, which was completed in the early nineteenth century.?
Gogol presented these developments critically in his Ukrainian stories and
unpublished notes. The official imperial term for Ukrainian lands, Little
Russia (Malorossiia), facilitated the conceptual dissolution of Ukraine
within Russia. It comes from a fourteenth-century ecclesiastical desig-
nation that marks the lesser distance of the Ukrainian, as opposed to the
Northern Rusian, lands from Constantinople. Muscovy adopted the term
after incorporating the Hetman state. Yet in the imperial context, the term
“Little Russia” stressed the “unity” of both Russias and promoted the
image of Ukrainians as lacking seniority and importance, which was the
prerogative of their big northern “brother.”

Much like the Scots and the Irish in the British service, Ukrainians
gladly accepted Russia’s invitation to join its imperial venture, helping
settle new territories and providing administrative know-how in exchange
for land, serfs, and lucrative government posts. Many made brilliant ca-
reers in the capital and returned to posts in Ukraine. Among them were
Prince Bezborodko, Catherine’s personal secretary and the brother of the
founder of the Nizhyn gymnasium that Gogol attended, as well as Gogol’s
relative Dmytro Troshchynsky, whose lavish library the future writer used.
It is important to realize that in the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies loyalty to the cause of Russian empire did not necessarily mean
disloyalty to Ukraine. The Scottish and Ukrainian cases, as compared by
Stephen Velychenko, show imperial and regional identities as quite com-
patible in that period. Precisely this sentiment underlies both Walter
Scott’s admission that his heart was Jacobite while his reason was Han-
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overian and Nikolai Gogol’s celebration in his letter to Smirnova of the
two equally valuable parts of his identity: the Ukrainian and the Russian.’

Yet the dynamic of Russo-Ukrainian relations changed in the course of
the nineteenth century. The increased pool of qualified ethnic Russians
made provincials less desirable for the empire’s bureaucratic machine. The
Great North Road, to use David Saunders’s term, which led ambitious
Ukrainians to imperial careers, was becoming crowded. Luckily for world
literature, Gogol’s own journey on this road proved unsuccessful. Rus-
sians increasingly resented Ukrainians seeking imperial careers, labeling
the influx as “Little Russian infestation.”” The extreme and intolerant
centralism of the imperial government and the rising ethnolinguistic Rus-
sian nationalism increased expectations that the peripheries, especially
Ukraine, be Russified. Compound identities were becoming unacceptable.
For Russians, loyalty to Ukraine began to connote disloyalty to Russia.
They came to expect unequivocal answers to questions such as the one
Smirnova posed to Gogol. His difficulties in answering it reveal that he
understood very well the pressure to be “fully” Russian and to renounce
his Ukrainianness. Yet that he could never do.

The policies of the tsarist government and changing attitudes in Rus-
sian society radicalized the separatist element in Ukrainian society and
helped galvanize Ukrainian nationalism. The Scottish and Ukrainian pat-
terns, according to Dominic Lieven, diverged in the 1830s and 1840s. At
the time when Scots were “at their most contented” within the British
Empire, Ukrainians took on a separate path from the one laid out in St.
Petersburg.’® The modern Ukrainian national consciousness that emerged
in the late eighteenth century developed in the early nineteenth century
through the activities of intellectuals and academics (the Ukrainian elites
were largely Russified), who, as Marc Raeff notes, “systematically devel-
oped its scholarly and philosophic justification” and who sharply opposed
the imperial establishment.* The Ukrainian identity, in Szporluk’s words,
was thus being constructed by “ ‘name givers,’ classifiers, and concep-
tualizers,” who, as I show in Chapters 2 and 3, included Gogol. Yet their
venture was unmistakably political:

Whether framed in ethnographic, linguistic, or historical terms, decla-
rations of a distinct Ukrainian cultural identity had political significance
from the first moment. Their effect was to modify the official definition
of the nation in a way that was contrary to the aims and intentions of
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the empire. If the official ideology held that Russia was an autocracy,
then collecting and popularizing folk songs that extolled “freedom”
served to question that system.®

The imperial center viewed Ukrainian nationalism as apostasy from the
Russian nation. As far as the Russians were concerned, the Romanov tsars
had restored the nation’s original wholeness by “reincorporating”
Ukraine, the ancient patrimony of Muscovite tsars. Due to its explosive
tmplication for Russian identity, the Ukrainian national movement was
therefore persecuted with singular ferocity. The imperial government
aimed to eradicate any sense of Ukrainian separateness, be it political,
religious, or cultural. The empire’s southwestern borderlands, particularly
Ukraine, had served as a testing ground for the policy of institutional and
cultural Russification already since the eighteenth century. The repressive
measures with respect to Ukrainian culture were enacted in the area of
educational policy and through restrictions on publications in the ver-
nacular.*' The Ukrainian language was persecuted with particular severity.
In 1804 it was banned from schools. Alexander II’s decrees of 1863 and
1876 proscribed Ukrainian from print altogether. These measures aimed
to prevent the emergence of a modern Ukrainian culture that would be
capable of sustaining a separatist nationalism. The affair of the Cyril and
Mechodius Brotherhood, a group committed to a Ukrainian nationalist
program whose members were arrested in 1847, was an early sign that
the assimilationist policy was ineffective. Under Nicholas I’s authoritarian
rule, Russia was losing appeal for educated elites in the periphery. What
Ewa Thompson views as Russian colonial rule was “usually based on
power alone, rather than on a combination of power and knowledge.”
She claims that Russian imperialism failed to Russify the peripheries be-
cause it “did not succeed in replacing cannons with ideas.”?

This exemplifies for Thompson one of many reasons why Russian im-
perialism evades postcolonial taxonomies. The Russian empire diverged
from a classic colonial model most decisively in its Western borderlands.
The appropriateness of calling Ukraine Russia’s colony, or “internal
colony,” has therefore been called into question.*> Nonetheless, the poli-
tics of identity in" the Russian-Ukrainian sphere of contact did have co-
lonial overtones. Though Russians wished to assimilate all Ukrainians—
and no Western imperial power extended such an invitation to any of its
colonial subjects—this certainly implied a hierarchy of identities, whereby
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the Russian one was deemed superior to the Ukrainian one. Russians
liked to stereotype Ukrainians as either bucolic rustics or brave Cossacks.
When expedient, these could be negatively refocused to simple-minded
yokels and anarchic bandits, respectively. Some Ukrainians internalized
these stereotypes. Gogol and Smirnova play on this when referring to
themselves as khokhly in the quotes with which I opened my Introduction,
which is roughly equivalent to “hicks.” Something closely resembling the
superiority of a colonial master race characterized the attitudes of some
of Gogol’s closest Russian friends. Sergei Aksakov, writing about Gogol’s
1850 birthday party, describes the Ukrainian guests—or, as he calls them,
khokhly—as almost grotesque savages. Under Aksakov’s disdainful gaze,
their singing of Ukrainian folk songs becomes a horrific spectacle of
whooping noises, twisty gestures, and grimaces that remind him of
Russia’s Asiatic subjects.** It appears that some of Gogol’s chauvinistic
Russian friends vouchsafed to forgive him his embarassing Ukrainian “id”
only because of the “superego” of his artistic talent that benefited Russian
culture.

The notion that Ukraine had its version of a colonial experience, par-
ticularly in the sphere of culture, has been stressed by many postcolonial
critics and is gaining currency in today’s Ukraine.*> Myroslav Shkandrij
claims that literary representations of Ukraine invite postcolonial analysis:
“The legitimation of colonial expansion in Russian and Ukrainian liter-
atures parallels that in texts that now hold canonical status in colonial
and postcolonial studies.” Such legitimation, as I mentioned, also ap-
pears in Russian reviews of Gogol. Loyalist Ukrainian intellectuals flocked
to Russian culture as a universal fount of enlightenment, thus internal-
izing Russia’s typically colonial self-fashioning. Though adopting the em-
pire’s premise of universalism initially allowed for local nationalism, in
the sense of patriotic pride in the region’s history, institutions, culture,
and customs, a perception of such symbiotic potential began to wane
toward the mid-nineteenth century. Universalistic ideals were redirected
into the much narrower channel of Great Russian nationalism, whereby
serving Russia no longer meant support for a supranational empire.

The increasingly assertive Russian nationalism cum imperialism found
a separate Ukrainian identity unacceptable and proliferated justifications
for Russia’s domination over Ukraine. Since in the nineteenth century all
Cossack institutions had long been destroyed, and the Ukrainian elites
were viewed as Russified (albeit imperfectly), Ukrainianness came to be



34  Nikolai Gogol

associated with the peasants. This bred a conviction in many Russians
that Ukrainian culture and hence the Ukrainian nation were axiomatic
impossibilities, since peasant masses and their “uncivilized” languages are
incapable of generating high culture, on which nations necessarily de-
pend. Though the notion of Ukrainian literature as a tributary to the
Russian one was welcomed, the possibility of their split made Russians,
around the 1840s, increasingly indignant. Belinsky’s hostile reception of
Ukrainian literature, which I discuss in Chapter 5, is indicative of this
trend.”” The state’s policies and the public discourse regarding Ukraine
worked together to legitimate Russian discursive hegemony and maintain
Ukraine’s status as an imperial possession.

And yet a sense of Ukrainian uniqueness—of not only cultural and
historic but also political difference with the Russians—continued to
exist, however embattled its circumstances, and continued to generate a
culture that served nationalizing functions. Commenting on the “far-
reaching syncretism of social and cultural life” in Ukraine, George Gra-
bowicz remarks that Ukrainian literature “became more a carrier of na-
tional consciousness and a surrogate for political action than a form of
art.”®# An imperial periphery of various states was striving to become a
nation. Gogol’s writings on Ukrainian history and Evenings on a Farm
Near Dikanka were his contribution to this process.

Gogol between Ukraine and Russia

His Ukrainian sympathies notwithstanding, Gogol belongs to the long
line of Ukrainians who since the seventeenth century “put their eggs in
the Russian basket” and contributed to the development of Russia’s
imperial-national ideology.* From the churchmen who dominated Mus-
covite ecclesiastical institutions in the seventeenth century to Peter I’s
ideologues of imperial expansion and the East Slavic Orthodox brother-
hood, from the big and small empire builders of Catherine’s age to the
early nineteenth-century enthusiasts of Ukrainian folklore, history, na-
tionalism, and all things Slavic, Ukrainians were at the forefront of de-
fining and influencing the course of Russian culture, its orientation, and
its concerns. Emerging from a culture in which Western political and
philosophical ideas, often transmitted by way of Poland, had been initially
assimilated or reformatted for the Slavic world, these Ukrainians found
themselves in a position to capitalize on Muscovy’s westward turn by
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taking up service to the emperor. Nationalism became an important part
of this package in Gogol’s time. According to some estimates, of the
nonnoble intellectuals who contributed to the rise of Russian nationalism,
as many as 50 percent were Ukrainians.>®

Contrary to the popular image of Russia as an independent agent on
the stage of European culture, which came of age in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Russia continued to rely on non-Russian Slavic if not mediation,
then at least precedence. The very origin of the Russian word for “na-
tionality” illustrates this trend. It was coined in 1819 by Prince P. A.
Viazemsky, who in a letter to a friend wrote: “Why not translate nation-
alitt—narodnost'? After all, the Poles said: narodowosé! The Poles are not
as fastidious as we are, and words which do not voluntarily jump over
to them, they drag over by the hair, and the matter is done. Excellent!”s!
Viazemsky took the word from the groundbreaking Polish treatise “On
Classicism and Romanticism, or on the Spirit of Polish Poetry” (1818)
by Kazimierz Brodzinski, who introduced it in the Polish context.>? In
Gogol’s time, during the quest for a “national idea” in Russian literature,
Ukraine provided an appealing alternative to the Westernized settings,
such as Livonia or Estonia, with which Russian writers had been exper-
imenting earlier. It offered a model that was most importantly Slavic and
Orthodox and based on cultural, historic, and ethnic ties made fashion-
able by Romantic cultural nationalism gaining currency in Russia at the
time.

This is the wave that Gogol rode with his Evenings on a Farm Near
Dikanka that struck such a deep chord with his Russian readers and
launched his fame. Gogol’s successful transplantation into Russian liter-
ature of a Ukrainian vision of national uniqueness and ways of encoding
it in art belong to a long tradition of Ukrainian contributions to Russian
culture. Rather than see it as an almost traitorous act of “sealing and
delivering” Ukraine to Russia, as George Luckyj did, I propose a less
judgmental perspective, one that takes cognizance of the imperial context
within which Gogol operated and stresses the interface of Russian and
Ukrainian cultures—their interaction and sphere of contact.’* In addition
to many narratives of imperial domination and exploitation, the case of
Ukraine shows the influence of the “periphery” on the “core.” This indeed
represents a new direction in colonial studies, increasingly concerned with
constructing a single analytical framework for examining the metropolis
and the colony and more sensitive to ways in which imperial projects
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influenced the core, imperializing cultures themselves.** Unlike Luckyj, I
see Gogol’s devotion both to the topic of Ukraine and to the thematic
and narratological patterns of Ukrainian literature as a testament to the
strength of his Ukrainian identity and culture. As the circumstances sur-
rounding the 1842 Taras Bulba show, Gogol kept “delivering” Ukraini-
anness to Russia even when no such deliveries were wanted. At that point,
his Russian public expected a flattering artistic portrayal of the Russian
nation, but Gogol found himself unable to fill that order.

Gogol’s Ukrainian heritage pertains to key issues involved in a study
of his nationalism. The persistence of Ukraine’s separate cultural and
ethnic identity explains why, having spent his formative years in Ukraine,
Gogol kept alive his interest in it, looked to it for inspiration throughout
his literary career, and even in his last years claimed that his Ukraini-
anness was as important as his Russianness. Ukraine’s location in the
imperial periphery and the embattled position of the Ukrainian language
are good reasons why, being an ambitious person, always concerned with
his impact on the world at large, he chose to write in Russian. Ukraine’s
status as Russia’s imperial periphery with a strong sense of cultural sep-
arateness and local traditions made it possible that both Ukrainian and
Russian national sentiments found expression in Gogol’s works. A civic,
patriotic commitment to the Russian empire and a sense of Ukrainian
cultural and local nationalism represented two identities that were su-
perimposed for many Ukrainians, including Gogol. With time these com-
pound identities became increasingly unacceptable from the viewpoint of
Russian nationalism and soon thereafter for the radicalized nationally
minded Ukrainian intelligentsia. But by that time, Gogol no longer ac-
tively participated in Ukrainian nationalism, though Ukrainianness re-
mained a strong part of his identity. Instead, he joined the quest to de-
cipher the enigma of Russianness, thus taking a thorny and uphill path
for which he lacked a native’s instincts.



__2__

From a Ukrainian to a Russian Author

Gogol emerged as a writer at the height of the Romantic fashion for
national specificity in art. Yet for all the enthusiasm with which the Rus-
sian audience received Gogol’s first book, the nation reflected in Evenings
on a Farm Near Dikanka (1831-1832) was not Russia but Ukraine. Far
from smoothing over this difference, the book in fact accentuated it.
Though the work’s early critics saw it as an emanation of Ukrainian na-
tionalism and treated Gogol as a Ukrainian writer, its subsequent recep-
tion has deemphasized the book’s Ukrainianness and diluted it in notions
of folksy or Slavic phantasmagoria. Gogol’s eventual status as a major
Russian writer played an important role in this reappraisal. This chapter
aims to reverse this trend by reading Evenings as a major fictional man-
ifestation of Gogol’s Ukrainian nationalism that springs from an anti-
imperial impulse. Gogol’s first book is grounded in a Herderian concep-
tion of nationalism, which saw nations as organic communities that were
shaped by specific natural and geographic settings and linked through
culture, history, and language. Herder paid little heed to states, viewing
their totalizing impetus as inimical to the happy flourishing of national
diversity. The Ukraine of Gogol’s Evenings emerges as such an organic
national community that struggles against dissolution in the imperial Rus-
sian state.

Gogol’s Ethnic Background and His Discovery of Ukrainianness

Gogol was not born or raised a Romantic Ukrainian nationalist. He grew
up within a mixture of cultures that was characteristic of the early
nineteenth-century Ukrainian gentry. Gogol’s father epitomizes this
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milieu best. He wrote comedies in Ukrainian, subscribed to the Polish
journal Monitor as well as The Ukrainian Herald, and penned letters to
his wife in the Russian language of sentimentalist prose.' The family lived
off their estate in Vasilevka, in the Poltava district in eastern Ukraine.
They were imperial loyalists, partly Russified, like most Ukrainian gentry
at the time. Yet this did not erase their Ukrainianness, which constituted
a vital part of their culture and daily life, though it was far from any self-
conscious national particularism. Little Nikola, as his mother called him
in a mixture of the Ukrainian and Russian versions of the name (Mykola
and Nikolai), took part in the staging of Ukrainian plays at the home
theater of his uncle Dmytro Troshchynsky, a wealthy patron of Ukrainian
arts, and used his uncle’s extensive library.? The entire family spoke and
corresponded in Russian, if often Ukrainianized, though with some family
members and friends they used Ukrainian. Nikolai Gogol grew up bilin-
gual, speaking Russian and Ukrainian, and like his father, he had a
reading knowledge of Polish.> The Russian language of his prose, and
even more so0 his letters, bears an indelible Ukrainian stamp.*

The family heritage also had a Polish component, but Gogol tried to
distance himself from it. His mother came from the Polish-Ukrainian
gentry, and as far as Gogol knew, his Cossack ancestor Ostap Hohol
(Gogol) was granted nobility by a Polish king for his services in a war
against Muscovy.® The family’s name was in fact Gogol-Ianovsky (Polish
transcription: Janowski), and their estate was known as Ianovshchyna
(PSS 10, 235). Yet while Nikolai’s parents mostly used the Polish “Ia-
novsky,” Gogol was to reject it in favor of the Ukrainian “Gogol.” In St.
Petersburg he used the Polish surname ever less and dropped it com-
pletely around the time of the Polish Upyising of 1830-1831.¢ In his story
“Old-World Landowners,” Gogol ridiculed those Ukrainians who dis-
guised their origin upon arrival in the Russian capital by adding the letter
v to their Ukrainian last names (which ended in —o, hence creating the
Russian —ov ending). Yet by dropping his Polish surname, Gogol himself
had engaged in a similar act of ethnic disguise. Incidentally, before opting
for “Gogol,” the future author of “Old-World Landowners” experimented
with Russifying the Polish “lanovsky” as “Ianov.””

If only through the example of Troshchynsky, Gogols’ parents were
aware of the wealth and security that comes with loyal service to the
empire. Unsurprisingly, they tied their hopes for their son with govern-
ment service. They sent him to the newly established Nizhyn Lycée, which
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trained young Ukrainian noblemen for careers in the imperial military
and administration (indeed, a great majority of Nikolai’s classmates chose
this path). Gogol seemed certain that he was destined for a brilliant gov-
ernment career. He went to St. Petersburg in December 1828 in order to
launch it, his budding artistic interests notwithstanding. These plans came
to naught despite his connections.

Gogol’s impatiently awaited move to the imperial capital proved a dif-
ficult transition, and his high hopes never materialized. Petersburg as a
city disappointed Gogol. His poverty and the failure of his civil service
plans no doubt contributed to this feeling, but ultimately the city itself
bred Gogol’s lifelong aversion. He described his initial impressions in a
letter:

Petersburg appeared to me completely not how I expected. [ had imag-
ined it much more beautiful and grand. Instead, what people say about
it are lies. . . . Petersburg is unlike all other European capitals or Moscow
[Gogol then knew neither firsthand—E. B.]. In general, each capital is
characterized by its nation that casts on it an imprint of nationality
[natsional'nosti], but in Petersburg there is no character whatsoever:
foreigners who settled here...no longer resemble foreigners and the
Russians, in turn, became neither one nor the other.. .. [T]here is no
spirit in the people, all around one sees only civil servants who are
serving time, all talk about their departments and boards, all are de-
pressed and buried in insignificant occupations, in which their life
passes uselessly. (PSS 10, 137, 139)

This rejection of Petersburg coincided with Gogol’s newfound appre-
ciation of Ukraine, whose roots appear as much nostalgic as pragmatic.
On the one hand, he seemed genuinely to miss Ukraine, and his close
circle of Ukrainian friends in Petersburg must have fanned this feeling.t
On the other hand, he could not but take notice of the fashion for all
things Ukrainian that was sweeping St. Petersburg’s literary world. He
decided to capitalize on it.

The stories about Ukraine that he began writing in April 1829 suited
his knowledge and talents incomparably more than his first literary effort,
Schillerian idyll Hans Kiichelgarten (1829). Around this time, he asked his
mother for detailed ethnographic descriptions of Ukrainian dress, cus-
toms, and beliefs and for his father’s Ukrainian comedies, since—due to
the craze for “all things Little Russian”—he might try to stage them. He
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later renewed these inquiries, adding a request to collect Ukrainian an-
tiquities (PSS 10, 141-142, 165-167). The turn to the more familiar and
now highly popular realm of his native Ukraine resulted in Evenings on
a Farm Near Dikanka, a two-volume collection of stories that quickly sold
out and launched Gogol as a promising new talent.

It was only St. Petersburg, where he went at the age of twenty, that
made Gogol into a self-conscious Ukrainian. There he felt for the first
time like a foreigner and discovered the cultural difference that separated
him from Russians. It is a familiar scenario: a cross-cultural encounter
catalyzes a newfound sense of national identity. While Gogol’s upbringing
and education fostered the identity of a Russian nobleman (who hap-
pened to live in Ukraine), he now found himself perceived as a Ukrainian,
at worst a khokhol. Gogol’s interest in Ukrainian culture and history dates
from his Nizhyn school years, as his miscellany “A Book of Odds and
Ends” attests (1826—-1832). In St. Petersburg, however, Gogol juxtaposed
his embrace of Ukrainianness to his disinterest in Russianness and de-
veloped the notion of a national contrast between the two. Evenings on a
Farm richly thematizes this opposition, which is also evident in Gogol’s
letters.?

The Storytellers of Evenings in the
Ukrainian-Russian Contact Zone

Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka consists of eight stories collected in
two volumes, each accompanied by a preface. In the original publication,
Gogol concealed his authorship under the guise of the beekeeper Rudy
Panko, the stories’ purported collector. In this he likely follows Sir Walter
Scott, who popularized the device of simple-folk narrators and a fictitious
publisher with a quaint name.!® The invented persona of Rudy Panko
playfully engaged aspects of Gogol’s own biography. Far from entirely
fictitious, this pseudonym came from the Ukrainian name of Gogol’s
grandfather, Panas (in Russian, Afanasi), whose grandson would be called
Panasenko or Panko.” The Ukrainian word rudy, which means “red-
haired,” apparently described the tinge of Gogol’s hair. The use of pen
names, often based on Ukrainian places of origin, was especially wide-
spread among writers from Ukraine, for example, Hryhory Kvitka or
Vladimir Dal (Grigory Osnovianenko and Kazak Lugansky, respectively).
Gogol marked his place of origin in his book’s title: Dikanka in fact
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bordered with Gogol’s estate Vasilevka and was a favorite destination of
his walks. It belonged to the magnate Viktor Kochubei, Alexander I's
interior minister and a descendant of the Kochubei who had warned Peter
I about Mazepa’s treason. Gogol describes Dikanka in his first preface as
a provincial backwater:

When you, dear sirs, come to see me, take the high road straight to
Dikanka. I have put Dikanka on the first page on purpose, so you could
get to our farm faster. About Dikanka, 1 think, you must have heard
enough. And it’s true that houses there are a little cleaner than some
beekeeper’s. And the garden, what is there to tell: you probably won’t
find one like it in your Petersburg. Once you arrive in Dikanka, just
ask the first boy you see, who tends geese in a soiled shirt: “Where does
the beekeeper Rudy Panko live?”—“Right over there!” he’ll say, pointing
with his finger. (PSS 1, 106; the narrator continues to describe the poor
condition of the roads in the area)

Since Kochubei, who was recently made prince, liked to boast about his
grand estate in Dikanka, this description was likely aimed to pique the
newly baked grandee.’”> Among the possible reasons for his grudge against
Kochubei, Gogol’s pro-Mazepist sympathies may have played a role.

Though passages of exquisite, lyrical Russian prose occur in some sto-
ries, the quote above is closer to the work’s linguistic mainstay: a heavily
Ukrainianized Russian idiom that reflects the personas of Gogol’s simple
Ukrainian narrators. In fact, both prefaces include lists of Ukrainian
words with explanations in Russian. Seen in a postcolonial perspective,
the language of Evenings on a Farm represents an instance of a peripheral
patois that invades the culture of the imperial center. According to the
distinction made by the authors of The Empire Writes Back, between En-
glish (“standard” British English) and english (a colonial variety), one
could say that Gogol wrote his Evenings in russian.?

Yet this russian text targets a Russian audience, particularly in the im-
perial capital, as signaled by the reference to “your Petersburg” in the
.quoted passage. Though the book asserts Ukrainian uniqueness and ac-
centuates its antinomy with Russianness, it is ultimately produced for
Russian consumption, as the Ukrainian-Russian glossaries appended to
each volume clearly indicate. As such, it also engages the imperial dis-
course on Ukraine in producing its own representation. Mary Louise
Pratt calls this kind of dialogicity “autoethnography” and writes that such
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texts often become points of entry for their authors into the metropolitan
culture.'* Evenings on a Farm played precisely such a role in Gogol’s career.
The work does its fair share of pandering to the Russians’ assumptions
about Ukraine through its selection of plots, conventions, and characters.
In translating his native Ukrainian culture into the Russian imperial one,
Gogol takes the utmost care to make his material palatable and attractive.
Foremost in the prefaces, cross-cultural mediation sharply diminishes in
the stories themselves, which delve more directly into the life and culture
of Ukraine and challenge the imperial stereotypes more freely.

Gogol was by no means a trailblazer in this cross-cultural enterprise.
The project of imperial translation had been in full swing since the eigh-
teenth century. By his time, Ukraine had generated a rich literature in
the Russian language, from travelogues, memoirs, and histories to literary
works, which attests to its importance for Russians.' In addition, Gogol
used literature written in Ukrainian, by authors such as Kotliarevsky,
Hulak-Artemovsky, or Kvitka. He firmly linked Evenings to this Ukrainian
tradition in the stories’ epigraphs. The writer’s indebtedness to the tra-
ditional Ukrainian puppet theater (the vertep), the Ukrainian baroque,
and his father’s Ukrainian comedies have also received wide attention.'¢
The existing literature on Ukraine provided Gogol with a body of estab-
lished themes, motifs, and conventions. Descriptions of the Dnepr and
the steppes, Cossack exploits and tricks, the water nymphs (rusalki), or
Kiev witches were topoi of the literature on Ukraine well before Gogol,
but he made these motifs memorable.

Given the context of a fairly saturated market of books on Ukraine,
the collection opens, appropriately, with an assumption of the readers’
objections to its appearance:

What sort of a wonder is this: Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka? What
evenings? And what’s more, flung into the world by some beekeeper!
Good God! As if not enough geese were plucked for quills and not
enough rags wasted for paper! Not enough folks and riffraff of all kinds
soiled their fingers in ink! And here some beekeeper also gets the urge
to tag after all the others! (PSS 1, 103).

By preempting the readers’ objections, this kind of confrontational
opening tries in fact to win their favor. This discursive strategy marks
Panko’s preface as belonging to the genre of the suplika, widely practiced
by Ukrainian writers since the sixteenth century. In the nineteenth cen-
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tury, the suplika typically dealt with issues of Ukrainian identity and did
so in the context of the Russian metropolitan culture that posed a threat
to its survival.’” Panko’s conversational idiom represents yet another
trademark of the “Ukrainian school.” It imitates the oral speech of the
simple folk, with its anacoluthons, malapropisms, and truncations.'

Panko’s first preface articulates cultural borders between Ukraine and
Russia rather than facilitating their homogenization. It delineates the geo-
graphical and social divisions that separate Panko’s milieu from that of
his readers. Panko addresses the book to the “dear readers” who are not
“us.” His own cultural and geographic space is that of the Ukrainian
khutor, or farmstead; his readers’—that of the “big world” of the imperial
capital in which his stories were published. The culture of Panko and his
fellow khutor-dwellers is oral, immediate, and organic. It needs not be
written down in books and read in private, since it is enacted in the daily
life of the community. Proud of its richness, Panko offers to share it with
his Russian readers, but he wants them to be mindful of the dichotomy
between the two worlds. This emerges, for example, in the explanation
of the Ukrainian vechernitsy, or evening get-togethers:

These are, if you will, these are similar to your balls, only not completely.
If you go to your balls, then you do that just to fidget with your feet a
bit and yawn into your sleeve. In our parts [u nas], a crowd of girls
will gather in one hut with no ball in mind, but with a spinning wheel,
or with combs, and at first they will take to working: spinning wheels
hum, songs flow, and none of them will so much as raise their eyes.
But as soon as young men with a fiddler fill the hut—noise will rise,
craziness will break out, dancing will begin, and such pranks will take
place that there’s no describing. (PSS 1, 104)

Panko maintains the division into “we” and “you” throughout the
preface and often presents the world of “we” in a better light than the
world of “you.” The roads near Dikanka may be bumpier than in the
capital, but its inhabitants surely know better how to enjoy themselves.
To metropolitan ennui Panko juxtaposes provincial vitality. To the extent
that Evenings invokes imperial models and cultural institutions as equiv-
alents for local concepts, it does so with the full sway of destabilizing
ambiguity and subversive mockery that postcolonial theory ascribes to
the practice of mimicry. Though the reveling villagers in the quote make
no attempt to imitate a Petersburg ball, the statement of the two events’
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ambiguous equivalence (similar, “only not completely”) functions as de-
liberate misappropriation of the imperial norm (the reduction of a ball
to a boring ordeal) for the purpose of asserting the peripheral culture’s
superiority.

The notion of a contact zone, which also comes from postcolonial
critical practice but is applicable to any situation where cultures come
together and interact, captures well the adversarial relation between Rus-
sian and Ukrainian cultures that the prefaces to Evenings on a Farm il-
lustrate. A contact zone is what Pratt calls a “social space . . . where dis-
parate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination.”*® The two pref-
aces portray the Ukrainian and Russian cultures as such a contact zone.
They foreground the tensions between the two cultures through a focus
on contentious issues of narrative mode and authority that I will explore
in the continuation of this section. While the prefaces, consistent with
their function of pitching the book to the Russian reader, ostensibly af-
firm the dominant status of Russian culture, they also articulate the
Ukrainians’ effort to emerge above their subordinate position.

Another helpful model that illustrates this dynamic is Yuri Lotman’s
theory of the semiosphere. Analogous to the biosphere, Lotman’s se-
miosphere functions as the semiotic space of a culture that allows for the
existence and functioning of languages (meant broadly as codes). The
relations between core and periphery within a semiosphere are asym-
metrical, as the core seeks to impose its normative language on the pe-
riphery. A periphery can try to conform, but it can also become a site of
contestation and revolutionary semiotic ferment.? If we take imperial
Russian culture as such a semiosphere, then Evenings makes us see
Ukraine as its breakaway periphery, one that conceives of itself as a se-
miosphere in its own right. Rejecting the norm exported by the imperial
center, Gogol’s Ukrainian protagonists engage in intense self-description,
codifying their own cultural practices and languages, and establish se-
miotic boundaries with the larger imperial context. The prefaces, in-
cluding the glossaries of Ukrainian terms, enunciate this effort very well.
Instead of searching for a common imperial language, the Ukraine of
Evenings resists creolization, even though Evenings as a published text may
be seen as its instance.

The author of the comparison of a vechernitsa to a Petersburg ball,
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Rudy Panko, straddles the semiotic boundary between the Ukrainian and
imperial cultures. For Lotman, boundaries are natural domains of bilin-
gualism and translation. He defines them as “mechanism(s] for trans-
lating texts of alien semiotics into ‘our own’ language.”*' Panko, however,
faces the boundary the other way, translating a text of “our own” semi-
otics into a language of an alien culture against which Ukraine strains to
assert itself. He offers equivalents for what his Russian readers may find
unfamiliar. Yet he also emphasizes the untranslatable aspect of his culture,
its uniqueness and embeddedness in the Ukrainian language. Ultimately,
a vechernitsa does not resemble a Petersburg ball (as defined by Panko)
in the least. Though Panko provides the Russian equivalents for the
Ukrainian words in the glossary, he deems the Ukrainian terms irreplace-
able in the stories themselves. Were they not integral, why not just use
the Russian equivalents? The use of such “local color” authenticates the
text’s cultural and ethnographic basis. Again, Gogol here follows Walter
Scott, who made his characters from the non-English periphery, mostly
Scotland, speak in their native tongue or in a heavily dialectal English.
Scottish-English glossaries, epigraphs taken from Scottish folk songs, and
an elaborate scholarly apparatus, including footnotes and appendices, fre-
quently accompany Scott’s fiction. Yet beyond this authenticating func-
tion, “local color” also limits the imperial language’s access to the rep-
resented culture and privileges local usage over imperial norm. Such is
the function of Panko’s vechernitsa.

Panko’s awareness of Russian attitudes comes through in his allusion
to the Russians’ stereotype of Ukrainians as a homogenous mass of
peasants. His desire to undermine this stereotype prompts him to differ-
entiate the better Ukrainian society that gathers in his house from the
peasants: “And one must say that these people are not at all of a common
kind, not some kind of village peasants” (PSS 1, 104). This represents a
clear instance of autoethnography: a periphery creates an image of itself
that engages in a dialogue with its imperial image. Nonetheless, Panko
almost immediately undercuts his defense of the Ukrainian society by an
elaborate example that, paradoxically, grants some validity to the Rus-
sians’ stereotype. In a typically Gogolian twist, Panko’s praise of Foma
-Grigorevich, the Dikanka priest, though delivered in a tone of awe, makes

clear that although not a plain village peasant, Foma is not terribly far
from one:
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He never wore a gaudy robe in which you see many village priests. You
visit him even on a regular day, and he will always see you in a loose
gown of thin fabric, the color of congealed potato starch, for which he
had paid in Poltava almost six rubles per measure [a very insignificant
amount in Petersburg prices—E. B.]. And his shoes? No one in our
village will say they smell of tar, and all know that he cleans them with
the best lard that, I think, a peasant would gladly put in his porridge.
(PSS 1, 105)

It is doubtful that such criteria of social differentiation as shoe polish~—
in particular, of the edible variety—would have led Panko’s metropolitan
readers to revise their low opinion of Ukrainian high society.

This passage exemplifies a palpable tension in the preface. Panko’s de-
sire to enlighten the Russian readers about life in Ukraine and show it to
its advantage competes with just as urgent a concern not to condescend
and thus run the risk of antagonizing them. In the prefaces, Panko makes
his readers feel comfortable and superior, even as he at times gently
proves them wrong. His tactics resemble those of the Greeks sending a
gift of a wooden horse to Troy. For while in the prefaces Panko treats his
audience as well-disposed friends from the Russian capitals, engaging in
a degree of flattery and ingratiation, in the stories themselves he exposes
them to rather unflattering references to Russianness. As if wishing to
cushion their shock, Gogol wants his readers to delve from the preface
into the stories with a benevolent chuckle and hastens to confirm their
sense of superiority with regard to the simple folk of Little Russia.

The role of Panko’s initial preface within the cycle as a whole corre-
sponds to the stuffed pastry made by Panko’s wife. By placing it on the
table at the right moment, she dispels impending confrontation between
two guests: “The hand of Foma Grigorevich, instead of folding into a
shish [a vulgar gesture—E. B.], reached toward the pastry, and, as it al-
ways happens, everyone started praising the hostess” (PSS 1, 106). The
disagreement that brings about this perilous moment involves the
volume’s two narrators, Foma Grigorevich and a gentleman in a pea-
green coat. It concerns the subject of the proper narrative mode. The
gentleman in a pea-green coat represents a Russified Ukrainian who opts
for the fancy language of printed books, whose intricacy Panko appreci-
ates, yet which he often finds utterly unintelligible. Foma stands for a
traditional technique and the local, ancestral language. Though the words
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“Russian” and “Ukrainian” are not used, these meanings are encoded
indirectly.

Foma criticizes the gentleman’s pretensions through the parable of a
young man who, after obtaining education from a priest, becomes so
“latinized” that he pretends he no longer understands “our Orthodox
language.” One day he claims to have forgotten the word for a rake and
asks his father, “How is it called in your language?” He recalls it quickly
when he steps on the rake, and it hits him on the head. He cries out: “A
damn rake!” (PSS 1, 105; emphasis mine). The gentleman in a pea-green
coat understands that Foma’s parable is aimed at him: do not scorn the
local language and custom, which are an integral part of you, and be
aware that your worldly airs merely render you ridiculous. The gentleman
responds to this personal assault by initiating an elaborate ritual of par-
taking of snuff, thus flaunting the kind of behavior that Foma has just
censured. He also mutters a saying about pearls before swine, which
brings him and Foma close to a fight, were it not for the well-timed deus
ex machina in the form of the stuffed pastry. The gentleman’s dress,
manners, and language signal a Russified Ukrainian nobleman, very much
resembling Gogol, who in the gentleman’s image may well be taking an
ironic view of himself. Foma Grigorevich, in turn, represents unadulter-
ated and self-confident Ukrainianness.

Rudy Panko positions himself between the two. He shares Foma’s view
of the gentleman without sharing Foma’s outrage. Glad that his wife’s
pastry managed to prevent a confrontation, Panko includes the gen-
tleman’s two stories in the first volume, but strikes him from the roster
of storytellers in the second. This time, Panko’s tone is more dismissive.
He metonymically equates the gentleman’s person with the vegetable that
gave name to the color of his coat: from “a gentleman in a pea-green
coat,” he becomes, literally, “a pea gentleman” (gorokhovoi panich; PSS 1,
195). Panko also divulges more details about this “pea gentleman.” He is
a nobleman by the name of Makar Nazarovich, a resident of Poltava, who
has connections to the authorities anointed by the imperial government.
His uncle was a commissar—a salaried state official who performed po-
licing functions—and he himself once dined at the governor’s table.
Makar’s questionable knowledge of local culture occasions another dis-
pute with Panko’s circle. This time the contended issue is the proper
method of pickling apples. Contrary to everyone present, Makar Naza-
rovich insists that a certain kind of grass must be added to the brine. The
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idea is so absurd that Rudy Panko attempts to dissuade him from
spreading it, lest he make a complete fool of himself. Perhaps since the
gentleman’s recipe simultaneously calls into question Panko’s wife’s cu-
linary expertise, no pastry arrives this time to restore peace. Rudy Panko
bids Makar Nazarovich good riddance:

Just because his uncle was once a commissar he now puts on airs. As
if commissar were such a rank that there is no higher one in the world.
Thank God, there is a higher one than commissar. ... Here’s the ex-
ample of Foma Grigorevich for you. It seems he’s not a man of a high
station, but just look at him: a certain importance glows in his face,
even when he sniffs ordinary tobacco. Even then you can’t help but feel
respect. In church, when he starts singing—such pleasure cannot be
described! You just want to melt away, all of you!...And that other
one . .. well, good luck to him! He thinks one can’t do without his tales.
Well? Here’s a book that is full without them. (PSS 1, 196-197)

This, again, is calculated for a chuckle from the Russian readers in the
capital, who are meant to convert imaginatively Panko’s loving descrip-
tion of Foma Grigorevich into an image of a fat bellowing yokel. Yet this
autoethnographic farce at the same time serves as a shield for anti-
imperial rhetoric. Panko’s persona of a naive bumpkin gives him a safe
haven from which to defend local custom against imperial politics. He
subscribes to the traditional community ethos and places no stock in the
imperial importation of Petrine ranks, in reality much resented in
Ukraine. No matter that commissar is not a rank but an administrative
function; both are alien elements in Panko’s world. Rejecting the rigidly
quantified system of official administrative promotions, he believes re-
spect and status are earned by excelling in an expression of the traditional
values of the community (like church singing) and a person’s inner qual-
ities (the “importance” that glows in Foma’s face). In the eyes of Panko
and his companions, Makar Nazarovich’s status is defined by the imperial
system, while Foma’s status organically grows out of communal values.
Makar’s alienation from this local Ukrainian culture renders him an out-
sider in Panko’s circle, while he also remains a foreigner in the society of
Russians. The fancy language of his stories, which imitate the literary
language of Russian books, renders him just as unintelligible to his Rus-
sian audience as he was to Panko’s friends: “the best heads of even the
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Muscovite people” cannot comprehend him (PSS 1, 195). In Panko’s final
analysis, once out of his native element and onto the larger imperial
waters, the Poltava gentleman is doomed to a cultural no-man’s land.

The question of narrative authority remains a deeply contentious issue
beyond the first preface. Who has the right and the requisite knowledge
to write about Ukraine? When Foma hears Makar’s printed rendition of
his own story, the irascible priest erupts: “Spit on the head of the one
who printed this! He lies, son of a Muscovite [breshe, suchii moskal'l. Is
that how I told the story? He lies like the devil loosened some screws in
his head!” [“Shcho-to vzhe, iak u koho chort-ma klepky v holovi”] (PSS 1,
138). Makar’s botched job incenses Foma so much that he slips into
Ukrainian curses. These are italicized in the published text to mark clearly
the linguistic switch from Russian. In reviling Makar, Foma transforms
the vulgarism suchii syn (son of a bitch) into suchii moskal (roughly,
“Muscovite son of a bitch”). This mildly derogatory Ukrainian word for
a Russian, moskal, can be compared to “red coats,” which was used by
England’s colonial subjects in reference to the English (though moskal,
like “red coat,” originally referred to the imperial troops, by the late
eighteenth century it came to denote any Russian). The insult succinctly
reveals that Makar appears to Foma as a foreigner, a Russified lout. It
also shows that in Foma’s world being a moskal clearly does not mean
anything good. Incidentally, Gogol grew up hearing the word moskal used
at home in reference to the Russians.??

These narratorial rivalries attest to an intensive process of what Lotman
terms self-description—the formation of a normative language within a
semiosphere. For this reason, the proper recipe for pickling brine and the
proper way to tell a story are exceedingly important matters. Arguments
over these issues signal the dynamic of codifying a cultural grammar that
is under way in Ukraine. Yet the Ukrainian storytellers at the same time
must contend with the norm emanating from the imperial center. Makar’s
effort to generate a “correct” form based on the center’s norm causes
resentment among his peers, who prefer their own “incorrect” text or,
rather, aim to standardize it as correct within their own culture.

Interestingly enough, the actual author of Evenings has more in
common with Makar Nazarovich than with any other persona in the
stories. Like Makar, he is a Russified nobleman from the Poltava region.
Yet one must remember that Nikolai Gogol is hiding behind Rudy Panko,
an autochthon like Foma. Since Gogol comes into a literary scene that is
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crowded with writers like Makar, who represent a Russified, external per-
spective on Ukraine, he attempts to distinguish himself by assuming the
persona of a more authentic, reliable source from within Ukraine. By
criticizing Makar, Gogol in fact tries to destroy the image of his com-
petitors, though his relation to Ukraine is as removed as theirs by a
generous layer of Russification. Moreover, the invented persona of Rudy
Panko allows Gogol to indulge in the Romantic dream of a patriarchal
existence unspoiled by modernity and civilization. While Gogo!’s fictional
images of Ukraine exude such romanticized organicism, his vision of
Russia evokes a fragmented modern world.

In his prefaces, Panko offers his Russian reader a reverie of belonging
to the kind of organic community that gathers at his home, telling stories
and partaking of his wife’s delicacies. He creates a seductive illusion of
an immediate personal contact with his reader through a familiar, inti-
mate form of address. In a conclusion to the first volume’s preface, he
even invites them to visit him at his farm near Dikanka. He provides
driving directions and entices prospective guests with his wife’s Ukrainian
dishes. Panko thus welcomes his readers into abundance, both narrative
and nutritional, ethnographic specificity, and familiar closeness. Like his
wife’s pastry, all this is meant to smooth out the encounter with a content
that is frequently uncomplimentary to Russians and to present the stories’
collector as well-intentioned.

The quarrels over narrative authority between Foma Grigorevich and
Makar Nazarovich present the zone of Russian-Ukrainian contact as an
area of contest and clash, rather than cooperation, of antinomy, rather
than homogenization. Thus the narrative frame of Evenings anticipates
the notion of absolute disjunction between Ukrainian and Russian worlds
that the stories themselves will accentuate. The society that gathers for
Panko’s evenings resists acculturation to the metropolitan core and cul-
tivates a sense of its own, unique identity.

Ukraine as Herderian Nation: Geography, Culture, History

Nations were for Herder facts of nature, and they appeared this way also
to Gogol. The national character of Ukraine in Evenings has been influ-
enced by its natural setting, and conversely, the book describes this setting
using nationalizing tropes. Despite Foma’s dismissal of Makar as a qual-
ified storyteller, it is he who authors some of the most powerful images
of Ukraine, the beauty of its landscape and the wholeness of its culture.



From a Ukrainian to a Russian Author 51

In the opening to the first story in the volume, “The Fair at Soro-
chintsy,” Makar treats his reader from the “cold North,” as Petersburg
and its environs were often regarded, to a poetic description of a summer
day in Ukraine: “How intoxicating, how delightful is a summer day in
Little Russia! How wearisome is the heat of these hours when the midday
{sun] glistens in silent sultry heat, and it scems that the immeasurable
blue ocean, having leaned over the earth its voluptuous dome, fell asleep,
all immersed in languor, while pressing the earth’s beauty in an airy
embrace” (PSS 1, 111). The description of the river Psel, which flowed
near Gogol’s estate, is equally enchanting. Like the loving embrace of the
sky and the earth in the preceding quote, Psel emerges in an anthropo-
morphized image of a beautiful, seductive young woman, “capriciously
willful” and changing its course almost each year to “adorn herself” with
ever new landscapes.

The river’s feminine image foregrounds the story’s depiction of the
rural Ukrainian milieu. As George Grabowicz explains, Gogol saw
Ukraine in two principal social modalities: that of settled, peaceful agri-
culturalists and that of warlike, nomadic Cossacks.?*> “The Fair at Soro-
chintsy” portrays the life of the former group, which for Gogol denoted
a more feminine mode of existence. The Poltava nobleman reveals his
remove from this class of Ukrainians through his paternalistic designation
of the story’s hero as “our muzhik” (PSS 1, 112). Incidentally, in this he
confirms Foma’s and Panko’s accusations of haughtiness and alienation,
yet he also resembles Gogol himself who, inquiring about the customs of
Ukrainian peasants in his letters, called them with some condescension
“our Little Russians” (PSS 10, 141).

While the rural world of “The Fair at Sorochintsy” seems to reflect
fairly contemporary times, the masculine, Cossack world of the second
volume’s “A Terrible Vengeance” is grounded in a distant, mythically
transformed past. The second story belongs to an unnamed guest at
Panko’s parties who presents it in a third-person narration that is no less
ornate than Makar’s. The river whose description bejewels this story is
the mighty, majestic Dnepr. Its grandeur, untamable nature, and a com-
bination of magnanimous generosity and destructive power correspond
to Gogol’s vision of the Cossack ethos that the story aims to capture.
During good weather, the masculine Dnepr seems cast out of glass. The
black forest wants to cover the river with its long shadows—but in vain:
“There is nothing in the world that could cover the Dnepr.” A silver
current glittering in its surface resembles a Damask saber, a common
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Cossack weapon. The narrator exclaims: “Even then it is marvelous, and
there is no river in the world that can match it!” Yet when dark clouds
fill the sky, the Dnepr is terrifying, and the waves that beat against the
rocks resemble the anguish of a Cossack’s mother sending her son to war.
Overall, the river’s description evokes Cossack values and references to
Ukrainian history’s sunny days and cloudy nights. The passage stresses
the Dnepr’s—and through it, Ukraine’s—singularity and superiority.
Through this metonymic parallel, Ukraine emerges as a self-sufficient
realm that, in keeping with Herder’s romantic dream, represents the par-
ticular while partaking of the universal. According to the passage, all the
world’s stars find reflection in the Dnepr (PSS 1, 268-269).

Gogol’s pervasive “nationalization” of nature continues in “A May
Night.” The story represents a significant shift in Makar’s terminology.
While in “The Fair at Sorochintsy” he calls the summer day “Little Rus-
sian,” in “A May Night,” the “Ukrainian sky,” “Ukrainian night,” and
even “Ukrainian nightingale” all make their appearance (PSS 1, 155, 159,
180). The word “Ukraine” (Ukraina) dates from the sixteenth century
and was frequently used in Ukrainian folk epics (dumy) and Cossack
chronicles. In the nineteenth century, “Ukraine” bore an association with
the independent Cossack past, while “Little Russia” represented the offi-
cial imperial standard that stressed the “unity” of both Russias. Gogol’s
shift from the term “Little Russian” in “The Fair at Sorochintsy” that
describes peasant folk culture to “Ukrainian” in “A May Night,” rooted
in the milieu of the Cossacks, thus taps these social connotations and
signals the Cossacks’ rejection of the imperial idea of “Little Russia.” Like
the descriptions of Ukrainian rivers, the portrayal of Ukrainian nightscape
in “A May Night” abounds in baroque language, elaborate similes, an-
thropomorphism, exclamations—in short, a style that aims to capture the
sensory and emotional excess aroused by the magnificence of the land-
scape. As in the Dnepr passage, the particular, the Ukrainian, merges with
the universal as the moon is made to lose itself in the “Ukrainian” night-
ingale’s song.

The continuity between nature and man represents a distinguishing
feature of the world of Evenings. In “The Fair at Sorochintsy,” for ex-
ample, a country fair is likened to a waterfall. Uncontrollable energy and
picturesque disorder characterize both:

You have probably happened to hear a distant cascading waterfall, when
the anxious environs fill with rumbling, and the chaos of magical, in-
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distinct sounds carries like the whirlwind in front of you. Isn’t it true,
won’t these same feelings grip you in the whirlwind of a village fair,
when all the people grow into one huge odd creature that moves
around with its whole torso on the square and in the narrow lanes, and
shouts, cackles, roars? Noise, swearing, mooing, bleating, howling—all
coalesce into one dissonant speech. Oxen, sacks, hay, Gypsies, pots,
womenfolk, gingerbread, hats—all is bright, motley, disorderly. (PSS 1,
115)

Man, his beast, his wares, and the village itself all merge into one effer-
vescent motley body. A similar image closes the story. Obstacles over-
come, Paraska gets to marry her Gritsko, and their wedding guests trans-
form themselves into one dancing and rejoicing organism. The use of the
singular noun vsé (all) in references to the merrymaking guests under-
scores the notion of people as a unitary body. The wedding music makes
former discord instantly dissipate: “[W]illingly or not, all [vs¢] turned
into unity and concord. People whose sullen faces have probably never
seen a smile were stamping their feet and jerking their shoulders. All was
moving. All was dancing [singular verb forms—E. B.]” (PSS 1, 135). Even
old women with one foot in the grave join “the new, laughing, living
person” and “quietly nod their tipsy heads and dance with the rejoicing
crowd” (PSS 1, 135-136). In the story’s ending, this vision of wholeness,
vitality, and joy gives way to a wistful reminder of their ephemerality; the
carnivalesque dissipates, leaving only “something like a murmur of a dis-
tant sea” (PSS 1, 136).

Gogol’s image of the Ukrainian people and their culture is rooted in
his own experience of Ukrainian customs and traditions while growing
up in the Poltava region and in numerous ethnographic and literary
sources—Russian and Ukrainian, contemporary and historic. The em-
beddedness of Evenings in this rich matrix of influences has been dis-
cussed at length.>* Though often analytically weak, these studies provide
philologically useful lists of motifs, characters, plot devices, and stylistic
elements that link Gogol’s creation with this larger Ukrainian context.
Most important for my analysis, however, are the intertexts with relevance
for national issues. For Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka and its Volk-
based Herderian nationalism, the most crucial Ukrainian cultural inter-
text is what came to be known as kotliarevshchyna. The term derives from
the name of Ivan Kotliarevsky (1769-1838), the “father” of Ukrainian
literature and author of the foundational text of modern Ukrainian lit-



54  Nikolai Gogol

erature, the burlesque Aeneid (1798). Three epigraphs to “The Fair at
Sorochintsy” come from Aeneid, fragments of which Gogol copied to his
“A Book of Odds and Ends” when still in Nizhyn.

Though traditionally the term kotliarevshchyna has pejoratively referred
to Kotliarevsky’s mediocre yet prolific epigones, I use it in the noneval-
uative sense that George Grabowicz suggested to mean a “broadly rami-
fied style and mode initiated by Kotliarevsky’s travesty of Virgil’s Aeneid”
that has provided a basic model of Ukrainian identity and self-assertion.?
Kotliarevsky’s mock epic includes a wealth of ethnographic detail about
life in Ukraine through persistent cataloging of Ukrainian personal names,
foods, drinks, dances, musical instruments, costumes, and even words
themselves (for example, strings of synonyms). This makes Aeneid a ver-
itable “encyclopedia” of Ukrainian life. The Ukrainian Aeneas and his
Cossack companions provide a composite model of a sly yet brave, happy-
go-lucky, freedom-loving hero. The “simple” provincial narrator imbues
the work with crude and earthy humor and creates a sense of familiarity
with his reader. The Ukrainian world is contrasted with that of foreign
“others,” who are either demonized or ridiculed. The language of kotli-
arevshchyna, in George Shevelov’s apt characterization, abounds in “dial-
ogisms, an excess of vulgarisms or diminutives, a circling around the same
word, coordinate syntax and catalogues, avoidance of foreign words and
their substitution by descriptive locutions or approximate ad hoc inven-
tions . . . or through a folk phonetics and folk etymology, the use of purely
local facts as if universally well known, an excess of exclamations, prov-
erbs, interruptions, etc.” All of these elements—the ethnographic cat-
alog, the Ukrainian character types, the humor, the “simple” narrators,
the attitude to foreignness, the stylistic peculiarities—are reflected in
Gogol’s Evenings.

Kotliarevshchyna represents a strategy for capturing Ukrainian unique-
ness. Yet it also responds to the larger imperial context in which it is
grounded. In Grabowicz’s diagnosis, the primary function of kotliarevsh-
chyna is to “mock the inflated, self-important, artificial, cold, and ulti-
mately ‘inhuman’ world of normative imperial society and normative
canonical literature.” For the author, Grabowicz points out, kotliarevsh-
chyna provides a mask that “allows [him] to assume a subversive stance,
mock the ‘foreign’ and emphasize his own separateness, his ‘native’ emo-
tional and cultural code—without direct risk.” Grabowicz is right to see
in Gogol “a powerful projection of this modality onto the literature of
the ‘center’ ” and hence an instance of the peripheral literature’s infiltra-
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tion of the metropolitan canon.” 1 wish to take Grabowicz’s idea further
to argue that in Gogol’s Romantic rendition kotliarevshchyna as an ethnic
self-assertion feeds an invention of a national identity conceived in Her-
derian cultural terms. The embeddedness of Evenings in the imperial con-
text facilitates this invention. This is consistent with the widespread dy-
namic whereby imperial encounters catalyze national identity formation.
By confronting its overbearing “other”—imperial Russia—as well as a
host of minor “others,” the Ukraine of Evenings gains a bounded space
and an articulated self.

The images of foreignness in Evenings help define what Ukraine is by
specifying what it is not. Such a division of the world into “us” and
“them” represents for Lotman a foundational act in the emergence of a
semiosphere. Most important, Ukraine of Evenings is not Russia. As the
various storytellers vie for narrative authority in the two prefaces, they
define imperial Russia by its book culture, urban power centers, aristoc-
racy, and system of ranks, all of which are foreign in their world. The
stories themselves, however, link Russianness with less exalted values. In
the “low,” folksy world of the provincial narrators, a Russian is a moskal
(a Muscovite), a foreigner and an intruder, at best a carpetbagger, at worst
a thief in cahoots with the devil. This image of a Russian had been pop-
ularized by Kotliarevsky and by writers in the tradition of kotliarevsh-
chyna. One such Russian attends the Sorochintsy fair: “a moskal, stroking
with one hand his goat-like beard, and with the other...” (PSS 1, 116;
ellipsis Gogol’s). The goatlike beard elicits an association with the
Ukrainian ethnic slur used in reference to Russians, katsap, based on the
word tsap, which means a male goat.”® In one letter Gogol himself refers
to Russia as katsapiia (PSS 10, 273). The insinuation of a licentious ac-
tivity in which the moskal in Gogol’s story engages with his other hand
adds to the debasement. The word katsap is used twice in “Ivan Fedo-
rovich Shponka and His Aunt.” Shponka’s companion Storchenko claims
to have grown partly deaf after a cockroach crawled into his ear while he
was sleeping in a Russian inn. He finds the Russians’ filthiness outrageous:
“The damned katsapy have bred cockroaches all over their Russian huts”
(PSS 1, 297). He also mentions that “the damned katsapy ... even eat
their cabbage soup with cockroaches in it” (PSS 1, 291). In addition to
their uncleanliness, the Russians are also known in Ukraine for their
thievery. In “The Fair at Sorochintsy,” Paraska’s father guards his goods
during the night so that “moskali don’t by chance pinch something” (PSS
1, 122).



56  Nikolai Gogol

This negative perception of a Russian among both Ukrainian peasants
and Cossacks in Evenings is shown to be so entrenched that it has become
proverbial. “Expect as much benefit as from a hungry moskal”; “I cheered
up as if moskali carried off my old woman”; “to carry on like a moskal”
(moskalia vezt'), meaning “to lie,” as Gogol explains in a footnote; and
“when the devil or moskal steal something, you won’t even remember its
name”—it is in such unflattering stereotypes that the agents of imperial
Russia are seen in the Ukraine of Evenings (PSS 1, 117, 133, 138, 169).
The scribe in “A May Night” refuses to repeat some vulgarisms by saying:
“[S]uch words—it’s a shame to repeat them; a drunken moskal will fear
to reel them off with his profane tongue” (nechestivym svoim iazykom;
PSS 1, 169). The word “tongue” seems to denote both the content of a
Russian’s speech and his language. As such, it contrasts with Foma’s re-
spectful notion of “our Orthodox language,” by which, in light of this
dismissive mention of the Russian language, he likely meant Ukrainian
(nash iazyk pravoslavayi; PSS 1, 105). Responding to Russia’s linguistic
imperialism, which promoted the view of Russian as the perfect and
purest Slavic tongue and denied Ukrainian the status of a language,
the Ukrainian writers in the tradition of kotliarevshchyna frequently re-
versed the tables and presented Ukrainian as the standard and mocked
Russian as an anomaly (for example, Kvitka-Osnovianenko or Hulak-
Artemovsky). Foma’s pride in Ukrainian taps this common motif. Pro-
fanity is tied to foreignness in the cycle. The Poles and their language are
also called profane (PSS 1, 267).

The notion of Russian-Ukrainian kinship promulgated by the imperial
ideologues is absent in Evenings. Instead, the work presents the relation
between the two realms as that of fundamental difference. The costume
of a moskal functions as a disguise in carnivalesque rituals of reversal and
estrangement among costumes of Gypsies, Jews, and devils, all of whom
were stock figures in the Ukrainian puppet theater, the vertep. In Evenings,
these masks of foreignness make one look “unlike a man,” that is, some-
how “inhuman” by virtue of not being Ukrainian (PSS 1, 147). Even
though Jews and Gypsies have long inhabited Ukraine, they do not belong
to Gogol’s imagined community of Ukrainians, which he defines by
ethnos and religion.

Foreignness and devilry remain intimately linked. The anatomy of a

»

devil in “St. John’s Eve” represents a template of “otherness,” non-
Ukrainianness:
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From the front, he was a regular foreigner. His narrow little mug, con-
tinuously fidgeting and sniffing everything in sight, had a round snout,
just like our pigs. His legs were so thin that if our lareskov village chief
had such legs, he’d break them the first time he danced a kazachok. But
from the back, he was a real province prosecutor’s clerk in a uniform
[gubernskii striapchii], because his tail was sharp and thin just like the
uniform’s folds these days. Only by the goat-like beard on his mug and
the tiny horns sticking up on his head, and because he was no cleaner
than a chimney-sweep, could one guess that he was no foreigner and
no province prosecutor’s clerk but simply a devil. (PSS 1, 202)

The devil’s one side emblematizes a more radical foreignness, that of a
Frenchman or Swede, while his other side stands for the imperial admin-
istration ruling Ukraine, borne out by the motifs of the gubernia (a Rus-
sian administrative unit), the prosecutor’s clerk, and his uniform. To-
gether with horns, uncleanliness, and a goatlike beard—the last associated
throughout Evenings with Russianness—these attributes produce a veri-
table devil. The mention of the creature’s thin legs quite likely betokens
a reference to Peter 1. His draconian measures in the wake of Mazepa’s
rebellion, intended to solidify Russia’s sovereignty over Ukraine, earned
him a demonic image in Ukrainian popular culture and one that em-
phasized his foreignness.

The sorcerer in “A Terrible Vengeance” represents perhaps the most
demonic of all foreigners in Evenings. After twenty-one years spent in
foreign lands, where “nothing is as it should be,” he returns to Ukraine
to live with his daughter Katerina, her husband Danilo, and their new-
born son (PSS 1, 244). After his foreign sojourn the sorcerer has become
a stranger to all the traditional determinants of Ukrainianness, particu-
larly culinary, that have been elaborated in Evenings. He refuses to partake
of traditional Ukrainian foods and drinks, such as mead or vodka or roast
boar with cabbage and plums. This emphasizes his estrangement from
the ethnic community and signals to Danilo the sorcerer’s possible alli-
ance with abstemious aliens, such as Turks and Jews (PSS 1, 254-255).
However, what makes the sorcerer particularly dangerous is that he rep-
resents a foreignness that cannot be linked to any of the Cossacks’ tra-
ditional foes and allies; he epitomizes pure foreignness, the absolutely
unfamiliar. Danilo learns this when spying on the sorcerer in his castle
and notices weapons that are worn by “neither Turks, nor the Crimean
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Tatars, nor Poles, nor Christian folk, nor the famous Swedish nation” and
the writing that is “neither Russian nor Polish” (PSS 1, 257).

The sorcerer’s appearance spells death and destruction for Danilo, his
family, and the Cossack Ukraine that their homestead comes to represent.
This metonymic equation emerges through expansion of spaces and en-
largement of boundaries that Robert Maguire has noted in the story.”
Danilo, being a frontiersman who lives at the edges of Ukraine, is par-
ticularly exposed to the threat of contamination by foreignness and its
concomitant evil. The proximity of Tatars, Turks, and Poles, against
whom he frequently fights, signals the precarious geopolitical location of
Ukraine itself. Yet the sorcerer poses an even greater threat, since he
possesses an insider’s ties to the community, being Katerina’s father and
a Cossack. He uses this status to infiltrate the community and destroy it
from within. His pursuit of an incestuous relationship with his daughter
serves the same symbolic goal of infiltration.

The sorcerer’s presence threatens to transform Ukraine from a space
bounded by ethnic custom and natural borders into a confluence of var-
ious “others.”*® The arrival in Ukraine of a mysterious horseman who
pursues the sorcerer to mete out retribution coincides with a portentous
event, whereby suddenly “all ends of the world” become visible from
Ukraine: the Black Sea, the Crimea, Galich, the Carpathian Mountains
(PSS 1, 275). Like all the world’s stars that reflect themselves in the Dnepr,
this image foregrounds Ukraine as the absolute center of the represented
world. For what the narrator describes as “all ends of the world” appears
as not-too-distant “ends” of Ukraine. The Carpathian Mountains in par-
ticular function in the story as an “end” of the East Slavic world. They
separate the intelligible domain of “Rusian speech” (this umbrella term
for all East Slavic languages renders best Gogol’s archaic term russkaia
moly") from areas where one cannot hear a “native word” (PSS 1, 272).
The mountains trail south past Wallachia and Transylvania, reaching the
Galich and the Hungarian peoples (PSS 1, 271). It is in this foreign re-
move that the story’s apocalyptic battle will play out. The mysterious
horseman will wreak his terrible vengeance and cast the evil sorcerer into
the abyss where corpses will gnaw him for eternity.

Of all the foreigners, the Poles emerge in the story as Ukraine’s prin-
cipal foe and the gravest threat. No other nationality in Evenings is por-
trayed with as much hostility—no other being as harmful, despicable,
and insidious. They mock Orthodoxy and Ukrainians and work tirelessly
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to destroy Ukraine. They become allies of the scheming sorcerer in his
campaign to bring down the house of Danilo. They attempt to wedge
themselves between the Cossack communities by building fortresses on
their territory. Danilo hears that one such fortress is planned in order to
cut him off from the Zaporozhian Cossacks. Should this be true, he
swears to “stamp out this devil’s nest” (PSS 1, 247).

This theme of the Polish oppression in “A Terrible Vengeance” reso-
nates with the November Uprising (1830-1831) of Poles against Russia.
The story was most likely written in the summer and fall of 1831, the
time of Gogol’s visits in Pavlovsk to see Pushkin and Zhukovsky. Around
the same time, these poets publicized their views on the subject of Polish-
Russian relations in a brochure containing poems that wholeheartedly
supported Russia’s imperial sovereignty over Poland. Pushkin in his “To
the Slanderers of Russia” (“Klevetnikam Rossii,” 1831), occasioned by
some talk in the French Parliament concerning aid to Poland, emerged
as a zealous imperial apologist who threatened anyone wishing to interfere
in this “family quarrel.” Pushkin posed the following fundamental ques-
tion: “Will the Slavic streams flow together into the Russian sea? / Or will
it dry out?” The poem champions the former alternative: the inevitable
confluence of the Slavic streams in the Russian sea. Whatever Gogol’s
own thoughts on this subject (I attempt to convey their complexity in
the section “Gogol and the Poles” in Chapter 5), he seems to have echoed
the general anti-Polish sentiment in Russia occasioned by the uprising,
though this sentiment is also present in his principal source, History of
the Rusians.* He may have intended “A Terrible Vengeance” as his con-
tribution to the civic effort undertaken by Pushkin and Zhukovsky in
their poetic brochure. In doing so, he did not neglect to relegate Ukraine’s
ties with the discredited Polish nation to the past. This emerges in an
interpolation added as if ex post facto to Danilo’s speech: “Last year, when
I was planning with the Poles an expedition against the Crimean Tartars
(I then still held hands with this disloyal nation)” (PSS 1, 260). The only
instance in the book when a character’s speech includes a parenthetical
remark, this awkward insertion seems the most direct echo of the Polish
uprising.

Despite the Poles’ machinations, however, Ukraine’s inner turmoil and
divisions are the true cause of its downfall. After all, Danilo’s Cossacks
do manage to defeat the Poles. It is the sorcerer, a kinsman, who kills
Danilo. Thus the “last of the Cossacks,” as the story mythically treats
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him, falls by the hand of another Cossack, a traitor. The song of the
Ukrainian bard that closes the story explains that the origin of the sor-
cerer’s curse lies in his perfidious murder of a fellow Cossack with whom
he had been united by an oath of brotherhood. When reminiscing about
the golden glory of Cossackdom under Hetman Konashevych, famous for
his lucrative raids against the Turks, Danilo contrasts it with the discord
that now reigns in Ukraine: “There’s no order in Ukraine: the colonels
and captains are fighting with one another like dogs. There’s no senior
chief over everyone. Our nobility has taken on Polish customs, has be-
come, like them, crafty . .. and has sold their soul by accepting the Union.
The Jewry oppresses the poor people. Oh, times! Oh, times! The time
that passed!” (PSS 1, 266; ellipsis Gogol’s). The internal divisions within
Ukraine and its Polonization prove more fatal than any outside military
force. This reverberates with the tension in the cycle’s prefaces between
those who oppose foreign contamination and those who succumb to it.
Gogol’s story warns against the deracination of Ukrainian identity, which
constitutes a danger graver than any foreign power.

The fate of Danilo encapsulates the mythic vision of Ukraine’s past.*
Although Gogol’s historical writing is the focus of the next chapter, it is
important to appreciate here the historical dimensions of Evenings, in
addition to the cultural and ethnographic ones, since only together do
they provide a comprehensive vision of a Ukrainian nation. The Ukraine
of Evenings is not merely a “dancing and singing tribe,” as Pushkin con-
descendingly characterized it, but a community well aware of its differ-
ences with other ethnic groups and bound by a shared historical expe-
rience.”® Danilo’s references to the Cossack freedom and the fatherland
(otchizna; PSS 1, 249, 251), like the notion of “camaraderie” (tovarish-
chestvo) in Taras Bulba, appear in Ukrainian locutions palpably enveloped
in the air of Ukrainian history.

A nostalgic tone pervades the tragic fall of the Cossack Ukraine in “A
Terrible Vengeance.” The wedding in Kiev that opens the story—an oc-
casion that in other Dikanka stories affirms communal unity and vi-
tality—here coincides with the appearance of the evil sorcerer. The oth-
erwise fun-loving Cossacks are unwilling in this story to break into song
when journeying back from the wedding, troubled by Ukraine’s hard
times caused by Tatar advances and Polish machinations. In Katerina’s
lamentation, in cadence and imagery fashioned on Ukrainian folk songs,
Danilo’s slaughtered body emerges as “the Cossack glory” that lies tram-
pled on the ground (PSS 1, 268). Their child, who in the words of Ka-



From a Ukrainian to a Russian Author 61

terina’s lullaby was to grow up for the glory of Cossackdom, falls victim
to the sorcerer’s magic. With this tragic extinction of the Cossack ethos,
is Ukraine to be no more?

In answering this question, one must look to the story’s ending, which
glimpses the contemporary perspective removed from the events in-
volving Danilo. It features a blind bard playing the bandura, a traditional
Ukrainian string instrument, to a crowd gathered in the town of Glukhov
(now Hlukhiv), which was an important site in the history of the Cossack
state. Its name derives from the adjective “deaf” (glukhoi). This delight-
fully Gogolian detail—a blind bard in a “deaf” town—lowers one’s initial
expectations of the performance’s success. Yet these handicaps are shown
to be overcome. The bard appears as if he regained vision, and his music
falls on keenly attuned, rather than deaf, ears:

In the town of Glukhov, people [narod] gathered around an old, blind
bandura-player and have been listening to him play his instrument for
over an hour. No other bandura-player has ever sung so well and such
marvelous songs. First he started about the former Hetman State at the
times of Sahaidachny and Khmelnytsky. Oh, it was a different time:
Cossackdom stood tall, trampled enemies with its horses, and no one
dared mock it. The old man also sang cheerful songs and followed the
people [narod] with his eyes, as if he could see. His fingers, with ivory
plectra attached to them, were flitting about like a fly over the strings,
which seemed to play by themselves. The people [narod] that gathered
around—the old ones having hung their heads, the young ones having
raised their eyes at the old man—dared not even whisper among them-
selves. “Wait,” the old man said: “I will sing for you about what hap-
pened long ago.” The people [nurod] came together even more closely,
and the blind man started his song. (PSS 1, 279)

In contrast to the times about which the bandura-player sings, the Cos-
sack glory is now dead, and the Cossacks are being mocked. Yet though
its golden era is over, the memory of Cossackdom survives through the
art of the bandura-player. This art exerts a powerful influence over its
audience, some of whom may have experienced the era’s passing per-
sonally (the old ones who hung their heads). The image of young
people expectantly raising their eyes to the singer suggests that the his-
torical memory revived by the song carries potential, an inspiring force
that could motivate the young generation possibly to seek its own
“glory.”
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The bard scene in Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley, which seems a subtext
for the bandura-player scene in Gogol, further encourages a reading that
stresses the bard’s contemporary significance for his community. Scott’s
bard also plays the role of an impassioned custodian of a national
memory that functions as a motivating force for the present. His histor-
ical lays offer “exhortations to [the Scots] to remember and to emulate
the actions of their forbears.”* In “A Terrible Vengeance,” the bandura-
player’s performance has a unifying impact on the community. In contrast
to the internal divisions and discord that plague the world of Danilo and
of Ivan and Petro, the image of the people gathered to hear the song
stresses the communality and unity that have characterized Ukrainians in
Evenings’ other stories. In the elevated diction of the passage, the four-
time repeated word nared, though best translated as “people,” acquires
overtones of “a people.” Grammatically, its use causes “people” to appear
as a singular body, as they do in so many other communal events in
Evenings, such as weddings. The unifying power of the bandura-player’s
historical lay causes this “people” to “come together even more closely.”

Just as Gogol’s lighthearted fare dominates Evenings, the bandura-
player’s repertory also includes many cheerful songs. However, it is the
historical saga that impresses the old bard’s audience most deeply. Having
finished it, he “started to strum the strings again, and to sing funny ditties
about Khoma and Erema, about the glass-cutter Stokoza. .. but the old
and the young, still unable to come to themselves, stood for a long time
with their heads bowed low, thinking about the terrible events of yore”
(PSS 1, 282; ellipsis Gogol’s). The story “A Terrible Vengeance” is meant
to play the same role in Gogol’s cycle as the bandura-player’s song does
in his performance. Though surrounded by humorous and light enter-
tainment, the story aims to cause its readers to pause and ponder the
“terrible events of yore” in tragic Ukrainian history. Far from being an
assemblage of yokels, Ukrainian society shares a heroic, glorious past that
has seen the likes of Danilo, with his “Cossack soul” in a “nobleman’s
body,” shed their blood (PSS 1, 267). This past, through the treasures of
folk epic poetry, retains its animating power. In the age when a powerful
potential for national self-affirmation was seen in ancient, forged or gen-
uine, epic traditions, such as the poems of Ossian or the Finnish Kalevala,
the image of the Ukrainian bard that closes Gogol’s story cannot but play
a similar role.
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Ukraine within the Russian Empire

The period between the fall of Cossack Ukraine and the Russified present
of the Ukrainian gentry, especially the era of Catherine II, appears in the
vignettes embedded in many of the Dikanka stories. They portray the
dynamic of Ukraine’s relation with imperial Russia as fraught with ten-
sion. This issue is handled with Walter Scottian humor and a propensity
for overcoming historical strife with cozy domesticity: the stories treat
lightly serious social problems and the thorny issue of Ukraine’s au-
tonomy. Gogol’s Aesopian language of humor, however, provides merely
a thin veneer behind which there lies a vivid picture of inequalities and
fractures in the Russian-Ukrainian body politic.

The first such images appear in “A May Night.” The story pokes fun
at a pompous and authoritarian village chief whose inflated ego has been
fueled by his onetime encounter with Empress Catherine II. He inces-
santly brags that during Catherine’s visit to Ukraine he was chosen by
the commissar as “the most clever” of the Cossacks to serve as a cere-
monial “guide” for the empress (PSS 1, 171). Years later, this event con-
tinues to send him into rapturous frenzy, but no one seems impressed
or willing to listen. Some interrupt the story, referring to the chief’s
imperial career with unequivocal contempt: “There’s no point in talking
about it! Everyone already knows how you exerted yourself to gain royal
favor” (PSS 1, 171).

The motif of the chief’s encounter with the empress refers to the actual
1787 voyage that Catherine II undertook to survey her empire, particu-
larly the newly annexed Crimea. With an entourage that included foreign
observers, she wintered three months in Kiev and then journeyed south
down the Dnepr amid the simulated splendor of peasant huts garlanded
by Potemkin in rococo fashion. The imperial trip through Ukraine was
also embellished by staged displays of picturesque local color, in which
the Cossacks featured prominently.” Such was likely the role that the
village chief from “A May Night” played in this quasi-ritual reenactment
of imperial sovereignty. The narrator ironically recounts: “[The chief]
held this office for two whole days and even was vouchsafed to sit in the
driver’s seat with the Empress’s coachman” (PSS 1, 161). While this
doubtfully grand function undercuts the chief’s self-aggrandizement, it
also serves as a bitter reminder of the role to which “the most clever” of
Cossacks were relegated after Catherine dismantled the remnants of
Ukrainian autonomy.
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The villagers acknowledge the chief’s authority, wary of his slave-
master ways. He practices extortion and other forms of economic ex-
ploitation, assigns whomever he pleases to various public works, and car-
ries on like a sexual predator with respect to the female villagers. The
power he imposes on the village is entirely based on imperial promotion
and the backing of the commissar, himself anointed by the metropolitan
power.* The token gestures of respect mask the villagers’ actual resent-
ment.

The chief’s own son, Levko, angry at his father’s refusal to let him
marry Galia (the chief himself is interested in her), incites other young
Cossacks to a night of high jinks at the expense of the haughty tyrant
whom they all wish to take down a peg. Unnerved by their pranks, which
include the singing of a ribald song that disrespects him and his office,
the chief fulminates: “These fools took into their head that I am equal to
them. They think I am some kind of a brother to them, a simple Cossack!
... As an example to others, this devil in a turned-over sheepscoat [one
of the pranksters—E. B.] should be put in chains and punished. Let
everyone know what authority means. Who gives the village chief his
power if not the tsar?” (PSS 1, 170-171). Thus the representative of im-
perial power clashes with the grassroots forces in the community. To
demonstrate their opposition, the village Cossacks stage what appears a
fairly good-natured and nonviolent rebellion. The notion of externally
imposed political authority clashes not only with unofficial distinction
and prestige, such as Foma’s, that organically emerge from within the
community but also with the democratic principles represented by the
Cossacks that Gogol was soon to portray in Taras Bulba and in his writ-
ings on Ukrainian history.

The overtones of these democratic Cossack values, the cornerstone of
which is freedom, do appear already in the Dikanka stories. Levko’s
speech accusing the chief of abuses finds instantaneous support among
the Cossacks: “He rules over us like some sort of a hetman. It’s not
enough that he rides roughshod over us as if we were some peasants; he
even makes passes at our girls. ... How could we, my friends, be treated
as peasants? Aren’t we of the same station as he? We, thank God, are free
Cossacks! Let’s show him, lads, that we are free Cossacks!” (PSS 1, 164).
In contrast to the office of the hetman, elected by the Cossacks themselves
(and abolished by Catherine II in 1764), the function of the chief is that
of an imperial lackey. The prospect of opposing him stirs up in the young
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men the traditional Cossack abandon and freedom worship: “ ‘Have a
good time, Cossack head!’ said a robust lad, having slapped his knee and
clapped his hands. “What rapture! What freedom! When you start to run
riot, it seems you remember old times. The heart feels such delight, such
liberty, and it seems the soul’s in paradise. Hey, lads! Hey, let’s have a
good time!”” (PSS 1, 164). The chief may be lured by imperially sanc-
tioned authority, but the young generation seems to relish the more el-
emental power of the apparently surviving Cossack ethos.

This anti-authoritarian streak is not limited to the Cossacks in the
story. The peasant Kalenik shares the sentiment. His drunken state no
doubt emboldens him to inveigh against the chief’s authority: “What does
he think . . . because he’s a village chief . . . he can stick up his nose in the
air?! Fie, chief. I am my own chief. May God strike me down, strike me
down right now, but I am my own chief” (ia sam sebe golova; PSS 1,
160). Kalenik later insults the chief to his face, unaware of the chief’s
presence: “What is the chief to me? May he kick the bucket, son of a cur!
I spit on him! May he, the one-eyed devil, get run over by a cart!” (PSS
1, 166).

The chief considers these challenges to his authority in eminently po-
litical terms. He threatens his ineffective policemen that he will denounce
them as rebels to the commissar. In an ending that anticipates Gogol’s
future comedy The Government Inspector, the commissar himself appears
in the form of instructions he supposedly penned to the chief, ordering
him to allow Levko to marry Ganna (Levko obtained the note in the
story’s supernatural plot line). Once boy gets girl, all political tension,
power struggle, and the young lads’ intoxication with Cossack freedom
dissipate from the story. As in Walter Scott, romance overcomes political
strife; as in kotliarevshchyna, comedy overcomes historical tragedy; yet just
as in Shakespeare’s comedies, the happy ending, far from solving all prob-
lems and patching up social rifts, merely makes them recede to the back-
ground. Thus “A May Night” closes with an image of Kalenik, the one
unappeased enemy of the chief, as he wanders over the village, looking
for his hut.

While “A May Night” offers an image of Catherine II visiting Ukraine,
“A Lost Letter” and “Christmas Eve” exhibit reverse directionality—one
that was more characteristic of the Russian-Ukrainian relations—that is,
of Ukrainians making a pilgrimage to Russia’s center of power. “A Lost
Letter” concerns the adventures of Foma Grigorevich’s grandfather,
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whom a Cossack hetman sent to Petersburg with a letter to the empress.
On his way, the grandfather befriends a Zaporozhian Cossack with whom
he spends time drinking and carousing. Foma describes with relish the
colorful figure of the Zaporozhian:

He wore loose trousers, red as hot coals, a blue caftan, a colorful, bright
belt, carried a saber on his side and a pipe with a copper chain reaching
up to his heels—who else could it be but a Zaporozhian! Ekh, folks!
He would rise, straighten himself up, glide his hand over his dashing
mustache, clink his spears—and there he goes! His legs danced as fast
as a spindle in a woman’s hands. Then like a whirlwind, he sounded all
the strings on a bandura, and the next moment, his hands propped on
his waist, he danced a kazachok, then burst into song—a soul rejoices!
... But good times have passed: Zaporozhians are no longer around.
(PSS 1, 183)

In his stereotypical costume and behavior, the Zaporozhian is a perfect
national type, one whose passing makes Foma nostalgic. As Foma’s grand-
father learns later, the Zaporozhian has sold his soul to the devil, who
comes to claim it that very night (this may be a folksy allusion to the
historical “devil” responsible for the destruction of the Zaporozhian re-
public: Catherine II). Unfortunately, the Zaporozhian carries with him to
hell the grandfather’s cap with the letter to the empress. The hapless envoy
finds the band of devils and wins back the cap in a game of cards. He
then manages to arrange a ride home on an infernal steed, possibly
through hell itself: “He looked underneath and got scared even more: an
abyss! terrible steepness! But for the satanic animal it’s nothing—goes
straight across it. The grandfather tries to hold on, but in vain. Through
tree stumps, through hummocks, he went flying into a funnel and at its
bottom grasped the earth so hard it seemed he breathed his last. At any
rate, he didn’t remember any of what happened to him then” (PSS 1,
190).

Foma’s grandfather then sets out again for Petersburg, this time
without stopping at fairs, and delivers the letter to the empress. At her
palace, Foma says,

[The grandfather] saw such wondrous things that he had plenty of sto-
ries afterwards: how they took him to the chambers, so tall that if you
put ten huts on top of one another, even then maybe you wouldn’t
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reach the ceiling. He goes into one room—nothing, the second—
nothing, the third—still nothing; even in the fourth—nothing. In
the fifth room, though, she’s there alone, wearing a golden crown, a
spick-and-span gray vest [svitka,] and red shoes, and is eating golden
dumplings [galushki]. How she ordered his cap filled with ‘signats
[sinitsami—a pidgin version of the Russian word assignatsia, denoting
paper money—E. B.], how ... —one can’t even remember it all. (PSS
1, 191)

The description of Petersburg stylistically resembles the account of the
ride through hell. Both feature acute estrangement and hyperbole and
conclude with the narrators’ claims that they cannot remember any fur-
ther details, apparently being overcome by the oddity of the experience.

The Cossack’s account Ukrainianizes the empress’s image, describing
her in the trappings of Ukrainian material culture. While Rudy Panko in
the prefaces was translating Ukraine’s foreignness into Russian terms,
Foma’s grandfather performs the reverse operation by translating the im-
perial foreignness into familiar Ukrainian terms. Unlike Panko, however,
the grandfather does it unconsciously. He does not find equivalents; he
sees in equivalents his absolutely unified Ukrainian worldview allowing
no dualities, no multiplicity of codes. Thus, to his eyes, the empress is
wearing a Ukrainian vest, called a svitka, and eating Ukrainian dumplings,
called galushki. The word used to describe the gift from the tsarina—
sinitsy—represents a Slavicized version of the non-Slavic foreign bor-
rowing in Russian, assignatsia, which denotes paper money (in use 1769—
¢. 1840). The grandfather nativizes this imperial invention, bringing it in
line with his own linguistic code.

It is perhaps ironic that in receiving the hetman’s envoy the empress
does not even deign to postpone her meal. She rewards the envoy’s service
by a capful of paper money, worth much less than the traditional metal
currency. This gift calls into question the imperial munificence and breaks
out of the passage’s fairy-tale convention. Significantly, the grandfather
covers his traveling expenses by paying the innkeeper in zolotye, the more
valuable metal coins (PSS 1, 185; the word also means “golden” in Slavic
languages). The empress’s parsimonious treatment of the envoy—no
golden coins come his way—jars with her gobbling up of golden dump-
lings. This may be an opaque reference to a disadvantageous situation of
the periphery in the imperial economy.
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The story that opens the second volume, “Christmas Eve,” develops
the connection between infernal forces and Russia’s capital to which “A
Lost Letter” only alludes. In “Christmas Eve,” the devil himself transports
the blacksmith Vakula to Petersburg, where he quests after a pair of the
empress’s shoes. He must get them for his beloved Oksana, who has
promised to marry him on this condition. In performing this Jabor of
love, the infernal thoroughfare between Ukraine and Russia’s power
center proves indispensable. Like Foma’s grandfather’s sinitsa, Vakula’s
directions to the devil stress the foreignness of the Russian capital’s name
that he familiarizes in his speech: “To Petemburg, straight to the tsarina!”
(PSS 1, 226; emphasis mine). The ride on the devil frightens the black-
smith incomparably less than the sight of Petersburg itself:

[S]uddenly, Petersburg glittered in front of him, all in fire. (For some
reason an illumination [illiuminatsin] was taking place just then.)
Having passed a barrier [shlakhbaum], the devil transformed himself
into a horse, and the blacksmith found himself on a shabby mount in
the middle of a street. My God! Rumble, thunder, glitter. Four-story
walls clamber up on both sides; the rattle of a horse’s hooves and the
sound of the wheels come from all four directions in a thunder. Each
step farther, the houses grew and seemed to be lifting themselves up
from the earth; the bridges trembled; the carriages flew by; the coach-
drivers and postilions [foreitory] shouted; the snow swished under a
thousand sleds that rushed from all directions; the pedestrians huddled
and crowded under the houses studded with lampions, and their gi-
gantic shadows reflected fleetingly [mel'kali] on the walls, reaching roofs
and chimneys with their heads. The blacksmith looked all around
astounded. It seemed to him that all houses directed at him their in-
numerable, fiery eyes and looked on. (PSS 1, 232-233)

Petersburg in this passage emerges eminently demonic. From Mikhail
Epshtein’s list of Gogol’s demonic tropes, this fragments includes: a stub-
born gaze (here: the houses looking at Vakula), bright light and loud
sound, glittering whose origin is artificial (here: the “illuminations”), fast
riding (here: sleds and carriages), and fleeting reflections (mel'kan'e). This
passage corroborates Epshtein’s claim that through such style Gogol con-
veys a demonic image of Russia.”” Gogol’s later story “Nevsky Prospect”
will convey a similar image of Petersburg. The Russian capital’s non-Slavic
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foreignness is accentuated by such lexical items as shlakhbaum and for-
eitory. This also echoes Gogol’s complaint in a letter to his mother about
Petersburg’s unnational character. Cultures, as Lotman claims, create not
only their own types of “internal organization” but also their own types
of “external disorganization.””® The chaotic descriptions of Petersburg by
Evenings’ Ukrainian visitors represent exactly such a form of external
disorganization that ultimately puts in relief their own culture’s internal
“order.”

Terrified by the city, Vakula takes refuge in the company of Zaporo-
zhian Cossacks who have just arrived with letters to the court, just like
Foma’s grandfather. Vakula had met them earlier when they were passing
Dikanka. When they refuse to take Vakula along for their audience with
the empress, he resorts to the services of his old servant, the devil, who
influences the Cossacks in Vakula’s favor.

In a scene grander than Foma’s grandfather’s royal reception, the Za-
porozhians are led to a chamber where the tsarina awaits them with an
entourage of generals and grandees. Among them is Potemkin, a Ukrain-
ian who was Catherine II's favorite courtier and a lover, and who became
famous for the villages he ornamented on her trip south through Ukraine.
He is described in unflattering terms as a corpulent man wearing a
hetman’s uniform: “He had disheveled hair.” His one eye was a bit
crossed. His face expressed a certain haughty stateliness, and his every
move showed a habit of giving orders” (PSS 1, 235).

Vakula takes Potemkin to be the tsar. A friendly Zaporozhian corrects
Vakula: “What are you talking about: the tsar! That’s Potemkin himself”
(PSS 1, 236). Vakula seems unaware that Russia currently has no tsar, yet
the propensity to associate the Ukrainian uniform of a hetman with the
highest office seems instinctive to him. The Zaporozhian’s odd use of
“himself” (“Kuda tebe tsar'! eto sam Potemkin”) suggests that in his hi-
erarchy the hetman stands higher than the tsar. Russian censors who
reviewed Gogol’s works for a posthumous publication in 1855 apparently
found this line of the story troubling, since they included it in their list
of objectionable passages.*® These subtle hints imply that Vakula and the
Cossacks naturally expect that the persons in positions of authority over
them would be fellow Ukrainians. Vakula’s faux pas in taking Potemkin
for the tsar appears doubly egregious considering Catherine II’s purported
participation in the assassination of her husband, Russia’s rightful tsar,
Peter III, and her legendary sexual promiscuity.
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Upon Catherine’s arrival, the Cossacks stage an act of such emphatic
prostration that they embarrass even Potemkin, who had trained them in
court etiquette: “The Zaporozhians suddenly all fell to the ground and
yelled out in one voice: ‘Have mercy, mother! Have mercy!” The black-
smith himself, [blinded by the glitter,] spread out on the floor zealously.”
The empress orders them to rise, but they steadfastly refuse until Po-
temkin persuades them to obey. In the context of the Cossacks’ cult of
machismo and their absolute rejection of any attempts by a woman, be
it mother, wife, or daughter, to influence their actions, this infantilized
behavior and servility appear pregnant with irony.

The empress is pleased to meet the representatives of one of the many
nations over which she rules. She curiously looks them over and listens.
Finally, one of the Zaporozhians commences to plead the case that
brought them to Petersburg:

Have mercy, mother! Why are you destroying your loyal people? How
did we earn your anger? Did we hold hands with the pagan Tatar? Did
we agree in anything with the Turk? Did we betray you in deed or
thought? What caused your disfavor? First we heard that you ordered
the building of fortresses to divide us. Then we heard that you want to
turn us into carabineers | karabinery—italicized by Gogol]. Now we hear
about new encroachments. Of what are the Zaporozhian troops guilty?
Of escorting your army through Perekop and helping your generals
chop the Crimeans to pieces? (PSS 1, 237)

The Cossack invokes the services of the Zaporozhian Sich for the empire,
such as shielding it from the Turks and the Tatars and, most recently,
facilitating Catherine’s annexation of the Crimea. Instrumental in the em-
pire’s victories and security system, the Cossacks consider Catherine’s ef-
forts to curtail their rights and privileges unjust. Among the grievances,
the Zaporozhian mentions the construction of fortresses by the Russians,
which in fact took place in 1735 and was aimed at controlling the Za-
porozhian Sich. (This echoes Danilo’s criticism of the Poles in “A Terrible
Vengeance” for such divisive tactics aimed to control the Cossacks.) This
represents perhaps the most overtly political moment in the book and
one that refers most directly to the actual historical reality: the destruction
by the Russians of the last remnant of Ukrainian autonomy, the Sich
republic. After winning, with the help of the Sich Cossacks, the Crimean
War of 1769-1774, the Russians sought direct and free access to their
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new territory, and the Sich was in the way. On Catherine’s orders, the
Russian army returning from the Crimea treacherously attacked the un-
suspecting Sich in 1775, after which the surviving Zaporozhians were
incarcerated, dispersed, or deported to the Kazakh steppe.

To the Zaporozhian’s daring, straightforward complaint about Russia’s
policy with respect to the Sich, Catherine responds by asking solicitously
what it is they desire. Vakula, seizing the moment, blurts out: “May your
royal highness not get angry, but what are the shoes she is wearing made
of? I think that no shoemaker in any state on earth could make such
shoes. My dear God, that would be something if my wife could put on
such shoes!” (PSS 1, 237). The Zaporozhians think that Vakula has lost
his mind, while the tsarina good-naturedly laughs and presents the Di-
kanka blacksmith with a special pair of her gold-embroidered shoes. She
then proceeds to ask the Cossacks about their customs, clearly preferring
the discourse of colorful local custom to that of political rights. The sub-
ject of their grievances and possible remedies never returns after Vakula
has derailed the potential for addressing it. Catherine II thus manages to
“buy” the Zaporozhian Sich for a pair of used shoes and, with it, the last
vestige of Ukrainian independence.

The political irony of this symbolic exchange between the Russian em-
press and the Ukrainian blacksmith surpasses any similar “deals” and
property exchanges that conclude political conflicts in the world of Walter
Scott’s fiction. The irony is heightened by the fact that Oksana, having
discovered her love for Vakula during his absence, loses all interest in the
tsarina’s shoes and confesses she would have married him without them.
While the empress gets her way with the Sich, the net gain for the Cos-
sacks is a worthless pair of shoes. In the story’s closing, the Cossacks no
longer appear in the flesh but in images with which Vakula, now happily
married and with children, has decorated his home. The warlike past of
Ukrainian Cossacks, portrayed throughout the Dikanka stories as the core
of the Ukrainian nation, is replaced by an image of happy family life and
domesticity.

The work’s penultimate story “Ivan Fedorovich Shponka and His
Aunt” shuttles forward to the early nineteenth century and in its tone
and themes prefigures Gogol’s next volume of stories, Mirgorod. The story
Tepresents a stark ironic contrast to “A Terrible Vengeance,” which it
precedes in the volume. It focuses on a Russified minor Ukrainian no-
bleman, Shponka, who is weak, morbidly shy, and entirely ineffectual. In
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a poignant contrast to the manly national heroes of yore, like Danilo
from the previous story, he remains completely under the charge of a
virago of a woman, his aunt. His school curriculum, we learn, features
Russian (rossiiskaia) grammar (PSS 1, 284; this adjective denotes Russia
as an empire), and he chooses a career in an imperial army. He befriends
another pathetic Ukrainian, the obese Storchenko who has had such bad
luck in the cockroach-infested Russian inns. Unlike the traditional Cos-
sacks, who enjoy sleeping out in the open, under the open sky of
“Ukrainian nights,” Storchenko exerts an uncanny amount of energy on
obtaining the most comfortable sleeping arrangement inside the inn and
consumes an enormous meal worthy of a glutton. The name of his estate,
Khortyshche, ironically reverberates with Khortytsia, the main of the
Dnepr islands that were the nest of the Zaporozhian Sich.

The small-minded, petty occupations and concerns of these effete types
stand in stark contrast to the Cossack ethos celebrated in “A Terrible
Vengeance” and other stories. The dissolution of this ethos, indicated
earlier by Vakula’s reduction of the Cossacks to an ornament, now
emerges in the character of Storchenko’s servant who wears a Cossack
vest and is brutally commandeered by his slothful master. The magnifi-
cent descriptions of Ukrainian nature and dignified descriptions of
Ukrainian abodes are replaced in the story with an image of Shponka’s
estate, overrun with yelping dogs licking the larded axles of the arriving
carriage, boys in soiled shirts, and a grunting sow parading through the
yard with sixteen piglets. The life-affirming, exuberant abundance char-
acteristic of other Dikanka texts gives way to an abundance that is stul-
tifying and numbing, and this pertains particularly to images of food. The
peasants still speak Ukrainian, and the aunt lapses into it herself, but this
linguistic habit appears as an anachronism, a sign of backwardness (PSS
1, 293, 294, 303, 306). The past times, symbolized by the aunt’s image of
past crops, seem incomparably better than the present: “ ‘I remember
how in the old times buckwheat was up to the waist, and now—God
knows what it is. Though they also say that now everything is better.’
Here the old woman sighed” (PSS 1, 304). The aunt does not seem con-
vinced that “everything is better” now, despite the propaganda to the
contrary. Evhen Malaniuk captures well Gogol’s image of early
nineteenth-century Ukraine: “Against the background of an exuberant
sun-drenched landscape, amidst ruins of a turbulent past, the farms and
estates of former Ukrainian aristocracy, who now are members of a Pan-
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Russian squirearchy demoralized by the policies of Petersburg, have fallen
into a deathly slumber.”*

The image of the Shponka family carriage vividly captures the notion
of Ukraine’s decline. The venerable vehicle, the narrator claims, had
served our ancestor Adam and was purportedly saved from the biblical
flood in a special compartment on Noah’s ark. The carriage appears as
an epitome of grotesqueness:

[The aunt] was very pleased with its architecture and always regretted
that such equipages had gone out of fashion. She very much liked the
very lopsided construction of the carriage—that is, the fact that the right
side was fairly higher than the left—because, as she said, an undersized
person [maloroslyi] can sit on one side and an oversized person [veli-
koroslyi] can sit on the other.... Around midday, Omelko, having pre-
pared the carriage, led out of the stables a trio [troika] of horses slightly
younger than the carriage and began tying them up with a rope to the
grandiose equipage. (PSS 1, 304)

The words used for the undersized and oversized persons reverberate with
the terms commonly used for Ukrainians and Russians: naloros and ve-
likoros (from Malorossiia [Little Russia] and Velikorossiia [Great Russia]).
This lopsided carriage functions as an image of Ukraine itself, under the
leadership of insignificant Ukrainians and weighty Russians. Compared
to the later image from Dead Souls of Russia as a speedy troika—which
explicitly demonstrates Gogol’s associative link between carriages and
nations—this decrepit, sluggish, troika-drawn Ukrainian carriage could
not provide a more pessimistic contrast.

“Shponka” was probably written last of all Evenings stories, at the end
of 1831 (PSS 1, 549). It looks forward to such Mirgorod stories as “Old-
World Landowners” and “The Tale of How Ivan Ivanovich Quarreled
with Ivan Nikiforovich.” Yet how does it function within the larger land-
scape of Evenings on a Farm? Evenings is a story cycle, a genre whose
principal feature involves a dynamic between interdependence and in-
dependence of stories within the larger whole, each one being simulta-
neously connected to other stories but also autonomous. A reading that
privileges “Shponka” and “A Bewitched Place,” the two final stories in
the collection, as a teleological conclusion to the whole book thus loses
sight of the way the genre operates and instead applies to it a novelistic
expectation.*” Moreover, in assigning “Shponka” a role in the cycle, one
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must not ignore the context of Panko’s prefaces. As an image of con-
temporary Ukraine, the story competes with other contemporary im-
ages, such as those provided by the cycle’s narrative frame. The story of
Shponka has been told at Panko’s evenings by Stepan Ivanovich Ku-
rochka from Gadiach, who wrote it down for Panko. Both to the story’s
author and his listeners at Panko’s house, Shponka must have appeared
as ridiculous as to the reader of its printed version. The values and atti-
tudes cherished by the guests at these gatherings do not correspond to
the ones that characterize the world of Ivan Fedorovich Shponka. The
soulless, quotidian existence of the Shponkas of this world foregrounds
the vitality, wholeness, and heroism of Ukraine as presented in the other
stories.

Readers of Gogol usually assume that his portrayal of Ukraine’s decline
signals his support of imperialism: the Ukrainian national organism is
shown not to be viable. He dwells on social rifts in Ukrainian society,
particularly between the peasants and aristocratic elites. After Evenings on
a Farm, Gogol’s next collection of stories, Mirgorod (1835), included two
more stories in the spirit of “Shponka.” They portrayed contemporary
Ukrainian gentry as petty and ineffectual, lacking any meaningful culture
or activity. Such artistocratic, “national” old families, as the narrator calls
the gluttonous protagonists of Mirgorod’s “Old-World Landowners,”
hardly appear as a sturdy pillar of a nation (PSS 2, 125). Because of such
images, critics typically complain of Gogol’s complicity in Russia’s im-
perial project. He relegates the Cossack ethos to the past, we are told,
and exposes the comical provincialism of contemporary Ukraine, thus
reinforcing its colonial image.*

In my view Gogol’s work participates in the discourse of Russian im-
perialism only superficially—and to read Gogol through surface meanings
and main plot lines is to miss much of his point. Both Gogol’s own
proclivity for irony and playful narrative strategies and the tsarist gov-
ernment’s censorship on Ukrainian topics necessitate a reading that ex-
plores details and margins, the backstage of Gogol’s plots and his rhetor-
ical innuendo. My interpretation of Evenings is an attempt at such an
analysis. In this work Gogol contrasts the insignificant imperial present
with the preimperial glory and by doing so undermines the imperial
project. The imperial inclusion has not made things better for Ukrainians;
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it has made things worse. The work attributes the inertia and decline of
present-day Ukraine to its imperial status, even though Gogol exercises
the requisite understatement when broaching this sensitive topic. The
Cossacks used to uphold ideals of freedom and heroicism, but this value
system has not been replaced by anything worthy. Russia’s civilizing mis-
sion is shown to be an abysmal failure—not the least because of the
quality of the Russian “civilization” that the empire employs. A moskal
appears as a thieving, devilish carpetbagger. No mention is made of
Russia’s great poets, but much is made of cockroach infestation in the
Russian land. Shponka’s study of the imperial rossiiskaia grammar does
nothing to develop his eloquence. That the Ukrainians are not in com-
mand of their country is made clear through the characters’ pilgrimages
to the center of imperial power, St. Petersburg, which is portrayed as
demonic. The imperial ideology, which held that the extension of the
Russian rule ameliorates socioeconomic conditions in the periphery and
" spreads enlightenment, is shown to be a sham.

This pessimistic view of Ukraine’s contemporary realities coexists in
the book with a celebration of its cultural wholeness and ethnic unique-
ness, which function as an assertion of Ukrainian identity that has sur-
vived imperial encroachments. Dissatisfaction with the imperial present
coexists in the work with nostalgia for the golden era of the Cossack
Hetmanate. References to such past glory indicate that the sorry condition
of contemporary Ukraine is not endemic. These contrasts continue be-
yond Evenings on a Farm. Mirgorod’s most prominent text, after all, is
the first version of Taras Bulba, a long heroic tale with a pronounced
Ukrainian angle. It directly follows “Old-World Landowners” in the col-
lection, as if to foreground the clash of visions. To call these pathetic
landowners “national” in such textual proximity to the larger-than-life
Cossack heroes of Bulba is to reproach this class of Ukrainian society for
a betrayal of tradition, a shirking of their historic responsibility.

It is true, Evenings’ historic saga about Cossack Ukraine, “A Terrible
Vengeance,” focuses on Ukraine’s fall. This dramatization of defeat—
which may appear to go against the claim of Gogol’s Ukrainian nation-
alism—was in fact a staple of east European nationalism and beyond,
Tepresented, for instance, in the Serbian myth of Kosovo Polje. Its Polish
Romantic version, to take an example closer to Ukraine, drew powerful
sustenance from the tragedy of Poland’s defeat by Russia and the moral
superiority of victimhood. Celebrating patriots like Danilo, who fell
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while defending the nation, had a nationalistic resonance for contem-
porary society. The Russian authorities soon understood this well and
came to oppose heroic portrayals of the Cossacks, fearing a rise in political
separatism.* The clash between the heroic past of the Ukrainian Cossacks,
whom Gogol in both his fiction and nonfiction treated as the historic
basis of the Ukrainian nation, and the decay and degeneracy of contem-
porary Ukrainian society serves as a spur to recapture some of that past
national glory.

The antiquarian dimension of Evenings has precisely such a national-
istic function. The glorious Cossack times have passed, and Ukraine as a
Herderian community is under assault by imperial forces. However,
Gogol makes its image in Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka into a pow-
erful cultural artifact that carries significance for the early nineteenth-
century imperial and Ukrainian cultures. The impulse to preserve the
native ethnic culture, perceived to be in danger of extinction, inspired
innumerable cultural projects in the Romantic era whose ultimate sig-
nificance and meaning was nationalism. This is the impulse behind the
collecting of folk songs, the unearthing of ancient epics, and the gathering
of antiquities. This Romantic glance toward the past, the search of pur-
ported roots of true collective identity, unspoiled by modern fragmen-
tation and cosmopolitanism, carried contemporary nationalistic import.
Such indeed is the significance of Gogol's Dikanka stories. Despite
Ukraine’s imperial status, the community of Ukrainians gathering at
Panko’s house takes pride in and is sustained by the tales of the bygone
Cossack heyday. Through the stories, they celebrate an image of Ukraine
as a vibrant national community: bounded by its own culture, history,
and language and embedded in a specific natural setting. This community
is radically different from the Russians, the Poles, and all other foreigners,
whom the book, in keeping with its folksy convention, portrays as mostly
demonic.

In the context of Russia’s imperial drive to annihilate Ukrainian alterity,
this accentuation of a separate identity played a decidedly nationalistic
role. Through its discourse of Ukrainian nationalism, Evenings on a Farm
thus transcends a classic colonial scenario and inverts imperial hierar-
chies. While the prefaces present Ukraine in accordance with the imperial
paradigm, as a provincial adjunct to the Russian metropolis, the world
of the stories largely inverts this paradigm, placing Ukraine as the self-
contained center of the represented world and Russia as a foreign pe-
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riphery and a source of abusive, disrespected political authority. While
the prefaces attempt to revise Russian stereotypes of Ukraine gently,
without alienating the Russian readers, the stories themselves risk antag-
onizing those readers by presenting unflattering stereotypes of them, Un-
like other Ukrainian-Russian writers, such as Orest Somov, Gogol is not
interested in offering well-packaged peripheral specificity upon the altar
of imperial abundance. Though Gogol’s critics have entirely disregarded
this vital aspect, the world of Evenings is set against Russian imperial
culture. Gogol dwells on cultural differences and political tensions in de-
scribing the Ukrainian-Russian body politic, even though he overlays this
sensitive topic with Aesopian humor and fairy-tale disguise. V. V. Gippius
was right to count Gogol in this period among the defenders of the
Ukrainian language and nation as alive and full of potential. (There exists
a later, not entirely reliable, account of Gogol’s opposition to a literary
use of Ukrainian).* The exuberant celebration of Ukrainian nation in
Evenings would in time become a sore point of reference for those of
Gogol’s Russian critics who chastised him for the inadequacies of his
Russian nationalism. Indeed, nothing Gogol wrote about Russia ever
matched the apotheosis of Ukraine he achieved in his first work.

A classic Russian stereotype of Ukrainians in Gogol’s time and beyond
was that of a “sly Little Russian” (khitryi maloros). Though wary of other
Russian stereotypes, Gogol fully embarced this one. In an amazing array
of real-life situations and narrative postures, he used this strategic slyness
to his advantage, hiding subversive actions or meanings behind a mask
of naive obtuseness. This “slyness” was an excellent adaptive response to
the contingencies of working in a repressive imperial state. It allowed
Gogol to have his cake and eat it too. He thus composed Evenings as a
work that passed through censorship, pleased imperial elites, and, to use
Myroslav Shkandrij’s formulation, presented a “resistant Ukrainian iden-
tity” as a case of “imperial indigestion.” Similar feats have happened.
As Katie Trumpener has shown, one of Gogol’s favorite authors, Walter
Scott, managed to appeal to provincial nationalist, imperialist, and over-
seas colonial audiences alike.® Yet the reception of Gogol’s sly balancing
act changed over time. The Ukrainian nationalism in Evenings challenged
Russian imperial nationalism, in whose scheme Ukraine played an im-
portant role. Pushing this particular envelope in the early 1830s was
somewhat risky but ultimately forgivable, given the fashion for folksy
national stylization and the lesser self-confidence of Russian nationalism.
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As of the 1840s, however, after Gogol had chosen to promote himself as
a Russian writer, Evenings became for him an uncomfortable liability, and
my reading of this text suggests very good reasons why that would be so.

Evenings on a Farm and Its Critics

Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka satisfied the long-standing demand of
the Russian critics for a literary expression of nationality that would ap-
pear organic, rooted in cultural commonalities and in the people, the
indigenous Slavic Volk, rather than the Westernized elites, yet would not
be merely populist or vulgar (to use the Russian terms then in use, Gogol
gave his Russian audience narodnost’ without prostonarod'e). For a while
these critics had been noting Ukraine’s special aptitude for this kind of
representation, worrying that a Jack of similar descriptions of Russia re-
flected its inherent unsuitability for an art that would be national. The
great success of Evenings on a Farm also owed much to its fashionable
Romantic handling of folklore and the supernatural, its deft balance of
the familiar and exotic in depicting Ukraine, and its magnificent rendition
of folksy oral speech. Gogol combined these attractive ingredients in a
more accomplished artistic whole than works on Ukrainian themes by
" other writers, such as Vasily Narezhny or Orest Somov.

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the work’s reception is that the
author of Evenings was taken to be a Ukrainian, rather than a Russian,
writer. Russian literary history has been very successful in forgetting this
fact. Only a gradual recognition of his talent and his new fictions on
Russian themes led critics later to reclassify Gogol as a Russian writer. As
such, he was advised to leave the topic of Ukraine and turn to Russian
themes. Gogol’s emergence as a Ukrainian writer stemmed from what
was praised as his “national” representation of Ukrainian uniqueness in
his stories. The critics valued this representation, however, only insofar
as it proved useful for nationalizing Russian culture itself. Ukraine’s in-
clusion in the empire, according to this logic, made it a legitimate cultural
resource for the ruling nationality. However, coexisting with this view of
the two cultures as contiguous was a view that treated them as opposites.
Some reviews thus drew national contrasts between Ukraine and Russia
in ways that belittled the former. In particular, discussions of Gogol's
Ukrainian humor served as a proxy for drawing national distinctions that
often discredited Ukrainian specificity. Yet in the end, even Gogol’s humor
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was proclaimed to be purely Russian. The existence of two sets of reviews,
which treat the original 1831-1832 edition and its 1836 reprint, helps
document the evolution of critical opinion toward Gogol, the Russifica-
tion of his authorship, and the appropriation of his achievement for Rus-
sian culture.

Among the first reviews of Evenings was V. A. Ushakov’s article in The
Northern Bee. Ushakov, who was a staff writer for The Bee, locates the
work within contemporary Ukrainian literature despite Gogol’s use of
the Russian language, a factor that later for Belinsky constituted an ir-
refutable proof of Gogol’s Russianness.*’ Rejecting language as a criterion
of national classification, Ushakov treats the work’s genuine expression of
the Ukrainian national spirit as a more reliable indicator. This expression
remains unparalleled, Ushakov claims, by any such efforts undertaken in
Russian literature, which he criticizes as contrived and imitative.

For Ushakov, the national spirit of Evenings proves the existence and
viability of a Ukrainian nation itself. He reminds his Russian readers, as
if encouraging them to follow suit, that the Ukrainians cherish their na-
tionality by collecting folk songs, legends, historical accounts, and an-
tiquities. Ushakov notes that Russian writers who wish to enhance their
works with “national colors” reach for Ukrainian motifs. He also claims
that the expressiveness of Panko’s Ukrainian words “gives them the right
of citizenship in the general Russian language.” Ushakov values Ukrain-
ianness only insofar as it could help define Russianness, to enrich the
Russian language and facilitate Russia’s Slavic about-face. Such an instru-
mental, self-interested approach to other Slavic cultures was quite char-
acteristic of Russian intellectuals at the time and featured prominently in
journalistic polemics.

The historian, writer, and journalist Nikolai Polevoi suspected that the
Evenings’ author was in fact an urban Russian who feigned “Little-
Russianism.” Dismayed by the author’s anonymity and by The Northern
Bee’s praise, Polevoi complained in his journal The Moscow Telegraph
about the stories’ poor style, narrative technique, and even lack of
humor.*® In comparison to other reviews of works on Ukrainian themes
that ran in Polevoi’s journal, this one was rather short and damning.
Later, from the perspective of Gogol’s works on Russian themes, which
Polevoi abhorred, the severe critic would come to recant, though not in
$o many words, his criticism of Dikanka. Faced with Gogol’s “Russian”
works, he regretted that the author had left his proper province of good-
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natured humorous stories from Ukrainian life, in which he was “exquisite,
inimitable.”*

Nikolai Nadezhdin in his journal Telescope echoed The Northern Bee’s
praise of the book’s unsurpassed depiction of “national Ukrainian life.”s
Also like the Bee reviewer, Nadezhdin classifies Gogol as a Ukrainian
writer and comments on Ukraine as a nation. Following the popularizers
and enthusiasts of Slavic folk songs such as Dolega-Chodakowski, Brod-
ziniski, and Maksymovych, Nadezhdin claims that Ukraine’s geographical
location and historical circumstances have predisposed it to be

the most majestic expression of the poetry of the Slavic spirit. ... The
Slavic phlegmatic inertia acquired an opportunity to enliven itself to the
point of Cossack daring and dashing. ... Thus Ukraine in truth was
bound to become the ark of the covenant that preserves the most lively
features of the Slavic physiognomy and the best memories of Slavic life.
[Ukraine’s] national life, so far separated from foreign influence, sus-
tained by the child-like attachment to native antiquities, still preserves
this quality.

Like Ushakov, Nadezhdin believes that these qualities should make
Ukraine even more interesting for “us,” presumably: Russians.
Nadezhdin values especially that Gogol has found a golden mean be-
tween two extremes—the smoothing out of all “idioticisms” of the
Ukrainian “dialect” and preserving them intact—by “translat{ing] the na-
tional [natsional’'nyi] motif of the Ukrainian dialect into, so to speak,
Muscovite notes, without losing its original physiognomy.” The instru-
mental approach to Ukraine thus crops up again. Nadezhdin makes clear
he values Ukraine as a repository of the unspoiled Slavic spirit because
Russian writers can use it productively in their own pursuit of national
expression. For him, such use of Ukrainian culture does not constitute
imitation of foreign models because of Ukraine’s political inclusion within
the Russian state. Works like Rudy Panko’s make this cultural realm ac-
cessible: they deliver the prized essence supposedly unharmed by the pro-
cess of translation. The “idiotisms” of Ukraine have for Nadezhdin no
value in themselves; only a translation into the Russian cultural code
makes them relevant. Only then do they become transformed from mere
“idiotisms” into a fountain of pristine, “majestic” Slavic spirit. Nadezhdin
believes in the capaciousness of Russian culture that renders the existence
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of separate peripheral cultures unnecessary: he is sure that nothing be-
comes lost once the Ukrainian culture becomes rendered in “Muscovite
notes.”

Having taken such care in the prefaces to ingratiate himself to his
Russian reader, in the end Gogol managed to offend a Ukrainian one,
who was actually his childhood friend and a minor Ukrainian writer:
Aleksei Storozhenko. Writing under pseudonym Andrii Tsarynny, Sto-
rozhenko disagreed with his Russian counterparts as to the faithfulness
of Evenings to Ukrainian life.! He contends that the work abounds in
egregious errors regarding Ukrainian customs and history, which proves
that its author knows Ukraine but poorly. Storozhenko punctiliously lists
Panko’s lapses from ethnographic and historical verity, concerned that the
book conveyed a distorted and calumnious view of Ukraine. He thus
incongruously imposes the standards of ethnographic correctness and
documentary value on Gogol’s Romantic fiction.

Storozhenko’s is the response of a Ukrainian patriot who saw his
country as an independent cultural realm within the empire. He protests
the critics’ contextualization of Panko within the tradition of Kotliarevsky,
Zagoskin, Pogodin, and Somov, since such a generalization conflates two
separate national literatures: one written in Ukrainian (Kotliarevsky) and
the other in Russian (the others, including Panko). While Ushakov
claimed that Gogol belonged to Ukrainian literature despite his use of the
Russian language, Storozhenko denies him a place in it because of his use
of it. Panko’s supposed blurring of boundaries between Ukraine and
Russia perturbed him, so he chastises the author for such cultural floun-
dering. Like many Ukrainian nationalists concerned about Ukraine’s Rus-
sification, Storozhenko wishes to see firm and stable boundaries between
the two cultures. Hence he finds unsettling the “contact zone” that Panko
created in Evenings. In his view, the work is not Ukrainian enough while
not being entirely Russian, either.

The second volume of Evenings brought another attack by Polevoi. Like
most critics, Polevoi mocked Storozhenko’s pedantic ethnographic cri-
tique, pointing out that the book’s author was not attempting “a Course
in Archeology or a Monograph on Little Russia.” Naturally, issues of great
importance from a Ukrainian nationalist perspective seem mere trifles to
the Russians. Perhaps embarrassed by his dismissal of what by then was
undoubtedly a significant literary event, he proclaims the superiority of
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the second volume and praises Gogol’s Ukrainian humor. But Polevoi’s
theory of Ukrainian and Russian senses of humor, which is a thinly dis-
guised theory of national differences, makes this praise double-edged:

A Russian almost completely lacks humor like that (that is, Ukrainian—
E. B.]: unconstrained, cheerful, but simultaneously shallow, not deep. A
Russian likes sarcasm, and the liveliness of his character gives him no
time to ponder coolly trifles, for the purpose of presenting them in a
funny manner. Abuse and malicious satire are [a Russian’s] gibe. In this
we are the heirs of the Romans. But a Little Russian—that’s something
else! As if incapable of an intense feeling, he pauses with utmost calm-
ness over a deformed turnip or a monstrous cucumber and leisurely
delivers the longest lecture about it. He adorns it with all kinds of funny
comparisons and pronounces his critical allusions with such passionless
air that the contradiction between his speech and his serious and staid
face cannot help but make the reader laugh.

In short, a Russian is lively and sharp-witted, while a Ukrainian is slow-
witted and phlegmatic. A Russian’s satirical humor merits a comparison
to the Romans, while Ukrainian humor becomes associated with de-
formed turnips and monstrous cucumbers. A Ukrainian’s humorous
manner, in which Evenings excels, only accentuates his inferiority to a
Russian. Polevoi ultimately drops all pretense of praise when he includes
Panko’s humor among “all the disadvantages of a Little Russian that [the
author’s] mind has preserved.” To Polevoi, Ukrainianness explains the
author’s lack of profundity.

The preeminent poet Aleksandr Pushkin also treated Evenings as light
fare. He praised Panko for presenting believable characters with inimi-
table humor and later stressed the cheerfulness in Gogol’s depiction of
Ukraine. For Pushkin, Evenings presented a slice of local color rather than
a vivid expression of nationality. His review, though enthusiastic, strikes
a rather condescending, not to say colonially racist, tone with respect to
the jolly “singing and dancing tribe” of Little Russia.®

The first edition of Evenings’ standard run of 1,200 copies sold out
within a few months. The bookseller Smirdin printed an additional 150
copies of the first volume in 1832, responding to the demand of the
second volume’s buyers. Gogol pursued permission for a second edition
immediately, but the censorship granted it with a considerable delay only
in 1834. For unknown yet intriguing reasons, this favorable decision was
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put into effect only in 1836. By that time, Gogol's next two volumes,
Arabesques and Mirgorod, had been in bookstores for a year. The latter’s
title page revealed that the true name of Evenings’ authcr was Gogol, not
Rudy Panko. These newer works solidified Gogol’s position as a writer to
be reckoned with and as such influenced the reception of the 1836 edition
of Evenings. Vissarion Belinsky’s lengthy 1835 essay “On the Russian Tale
and the Tales of Mr. Gogol”—though it devoted only a few pages to
Gogol and though the Westernizer critic had not -yet earned the renown
he would soon enjoy—augmented the young writer’s stature, if only by
announcing Gogol’s centrality to the entire genre in Russian literature.

J6zef Sekowski, a Polish-born scholar of the Orient and a powerful
publicist whose journal The Library for Reading enjoyed immense follow-
ing, reviewed the second edition of Evenings favorably but condescend-
ingly. He insisted on relegating Gogol to the category of low literature
and of Ukrainian, in the sense of anomalous and quaint, provincialism.
This persistent equivocation produced a strange dynamic in his response.
While Sekowski admits that one reads the book “with great pleasure,” he
at the same time scoffs at its lowly cast of characters, which includes
mostly Little Russian peasants, Cossacks, priests, and artisans, “Ivan Fe-
dorovich Shponka” brings relief to the haughty critic, who evidently pre-
ferred a pathetic Russified nobleman to a noble hero like Danilo, who
had the misfortune of being a Ukrainian Cossack. Though Sekowski views
humor as Gogol’s greatest asset, he also makes his praise of it as double-
edged as Polevoi did. Generically different from the French and English
humour of Sterne and Dumas, Gogol’s humor should more properly be
regarded as “a Ukrainian gibe.” Sekowski condescendingly advises Gogol
not to abandon this manner, which so well captures “the inimitable im-
print of a unique national quality of mind.” Just as in Polevoi’s review,
the praise of Gogol’s humor becomes transformed into a stick with which
to pummel both the author and Ukrainians in general.>

Not so for the Slavophile critic and literary scholar Stepan Shevyrev,
who later became Gogol’s friend. Shevyrev’s 1835 enthusiastic review of
Mirgorod, which Gogol himself solicited (PSS 10, 354), also touches on
Evenings and appreciates Gogol’s humor without any torturous equivo-
cations. Contrary to Sgkowski and Polevoi, he considers Gogol’s work in
terms of high literature and goes so far as to call his humor “poetry of
laughter.” Shevyrev finds the term “caricature,” often applied to Gogol’s
fictions, inappropriate, since Gogol’s humor is infused with empathy. Un-
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like other critics, Shevyrev does not limit this humor to Ukrainian life
but sees in it universal significance. While Gogol’s dissimilarity from
western European humorists diminishes his stature for Sekowski, the
Slavophile Shevyrev sees it as proof of Gogol’s refreshing originality.

Yet Shevyrev’s discussion of the provenance of this strikingly original
humor introduces its own line of equivocations. Desirous of claiming
Gogol’s extraordinary talent for Russian letters, he approaches the
Ukrainianness of Dikanka with a tentativeness that is quite odd in the
context of the work’s previous critical reception, which unanimously em-
phasized the Ukrainian angle. Where did Gogol find the treasure of his
humor? “I think that he found it in Little Russia,” Shevyrev hesitatingly
answers his own question. Gogol infused Russian tales with humor, con-
tinues ingénu Shevyrev “having taken it, as it seems, from Little Russian
fairy tales.””> Gogol’s humor no longer appears simply Ukrainian: it is
“taken” from Ukrainian sources and put in Russian tales. This distinction
is an important one for Shevyrev, as he begins to appropriate Gogol for
Russian letters. For him, Gogol is not a writer who belongs to Ukrainian
literature or to the Ukrainian school of Russian literature but simply a
Russian writer, a promotion, as it were, that he earned by virtue of his
talent, originality, and imperviousness to the affliction that plagues Rus-
sian literature: the imitation of European models.

Shevyrev thus presents Gogol’s Ukrainianness more tentatively than his
predecessors and attempts to steer Gogol toward Russia. He encourages
Gogol to depict Russian high society and to abandon the topic of Ukraine
and its simple folk. Shevyrev implies this would represent a career tra-
jectory worthy of Gogol’s talent and a promise of true success in the
capital:

It would be desirable if [Gogol] turned his attentive gaze and deft brush
to the society that surrounds us. So far, in pursuit of laughter, he has
led us into Mirgorod, or a store of the craftsman Schiller, or an insane-
asylum [the examples come from Mirgorod—E. B.]. We gladly followed
him . .. [b]ut the capital has had its fill of laughing about the provinces
and country bumpkins. ... One would wish that the Author...made
us laugh about ourselves, showed the same nonsensicalness in our own
life, in the so-called educated circle, in our salon, among the fashionable
frock coats and ties. ... I do believe that Ivan Ivanovich and Ivan Ni-
koforovich existed, so vivid is their description. But our society cannot
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fathom their existence. For [this society], [the story] evokes either the
past century or the Author’s humorous musings.>

The “we” of this passage denotes Russia and its educated classes that invite
themselves to pose for Gogol’s “deft brush.” Remaining within the realm
of Ukraine means limiting oneself as a writer to provincialism, which in
Shevyrev’s judgment is rapidly becoming passé. In addition, the Ukrainian
world being essentially alien to the Russian reader, Gogol in his view has
higher chances of success by switching to Russian topics.

The de-Ukrainization of Gogolian humor begun by Shevyrev was con-
tinued by Belinsky several months later in “On the Russian Tale and the
Tales of Mr. Gogol.” Like Shevyrev, Belinsky classifies Gogol as a major
Russian writer, his Ukrainianness being a matter of mere background or
heritage that, like a cocoon, would inevitably be shed as he transforms
himself from a Ukrainian chrysalis into a Russian butterfly. For Belinsky,
writing in 1835, Gogol’s humor appears “purely Russian” for exactly the
same reasons that to others it appeared purely Ukrainian: “it is a calm
humor, simple-hearted, in which the author pretends to be a simpleton,”
speaking with gravity about such inconsequential things as a coat.” Be-
linsky, just like Polevoi before him, focuses on the straight-face quality
of Gogolian humor. The naive pondering of deformed turnips and cu-
cumbers from Polevoi’s review is here replaced with a naive ecstasy over
a coat. Belinsky thus praises as “purely Russian” exactly the kind of
humor that Polevoi had ridiculed as typically Ukrainian. This shows the
extent to which Russian and Ukrainian national characteristics seemed to
lie in the eye of the beholder. For Sekowski, a “gibe” (nasmeshka) rep-
resented a Ukrainian specialty, whereas Polevoi claimed it for Russian
humor, in which it purportedly continued the Roman tradition.

Consistent with his journal’s previous reviews, Faddei Bulgarin, a con-
servative media mogul on a par with Sekowski, who co-owned The
Northern Bee and was himself a writer, welcomed the long-awaited second
edition of Evenings. However, he gently orchestrated an editorial about-
face in The Northern Bee’s designation of the national literature to which
this by now acclaimed new talent belonged. Bulgarin now treats Gogol
as a Russian rather than Ukrainian writer. In contrast to his colleague
Ushakov, who stressed the Ukrainianness of Gogol’s work, Bulgarin calls
Gogol’s stories “indisputably the best national tales in our literature” and
Places Gogol in the ranks of “our” best talents, though reluctant to call
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Gogol a Russian (russkii) Walter Scott. Bulgarin’s use of the adjective
russkii and the pronoun “ours” “corrects” Ushakov’s 1831 notion of the
two literatures as separate and reclassifies Gogol as a Russian author.*®

In conclusion, in the reviews of 1831-1832 Russian critics consistently
received Evenings on a Farm as an expression of Ukrainian national spec-
ificity in both its subjects matter and execution (for example, the humor
or narrative voice). The most enthusiastic of Gogol’s reviewers, and one
who appreciated this Ukrainian aspect without any ulterior equivocations,
was Northern Bee’s Ushakov. Polevoi and Sgkowski noted the book’s su-
preme expression of Ukrainianness, yet considered it simultaneously its
drawback, one they attributed to the inferior nature of the Ukrainian
character. Nadezhdin dissolved this Ukrainian aspect in the ethereal Slavic
spirit that brought glory to Slavic Russia. Gogol’s one Ukrainian critic,
Storozhenko, claimed the work was based on a deeply flawed knowledge
of Ukraine. He criticized Gogol for failing to depict the Ukrainian nation
truthfully, by which he meant more positively. Incidentally, a charge like
Storozhenko’s—a calumnious portrayal of a worthy nation—would be
leveled, though with more vitriolic hostility, against Gogol’s portrayal of
Russia. These cries of hurt national pride among both Russians and
Ukrainians attest to the readers’ recognition of the charged nationalist
content of Gogol’s works and affirm his relevance to both national cul-
tures.

[n the second wave of reviews, in 1835-1836, Gogol’s new critics Shevy-
rev and Belinsky reconfigured the writer’s place in Russian literature by
transforming him from a Ukrainian to a Russian writer. Possibly fol-
lowing their lead, in 1836 Bulgarin reformulated his staff reviewer’s,
Ushakov’s, initial inclusion of Gogol among Ukrainian writers and rela-
beled him as a Russian author. Shevyrev approached Gogol’s Ukrainian
qualities more tentatively, often treating them as universal, supranational.
Belinsky called “purely Russian” what had previously been unanimously
proclaimed purely Ukrainian: Gogol’s humor. Both urged the author to
switch to Russian subject matter and leave the low and limited topic of
Ukraine, assuring Gogol that this would increase his appeal among Rus-
sian readers. This advice came at a time when Gogol had already pub-
lished some tales on Russian themes, and it was likely intended to en-
courage him in this direction. Gogol followed this advice and continued
to expand his repertory of Russian themes, yet works such as The Gov-
ernment Inspector or Dead Souls greatly troubled his Russian readers, in-
cluding some who had advocated the transition.
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The overwhelming attention lavished on Gogol’s humor in the recep-
tion of Evenings on a Farm appears quite striking and merits further
comment. To be sure, apart from the tradition of popular chapbooks
whose appeal was limited to lower classes, Gogol’s stories represented the
funniest fare that Russian literature had seen. The humor of Evenings also
had a national flavor, which readers and critics so craved at the time. All
those commenting on Gogol’s humor did so in the context of national
distinctions between Russians and Ukrainians. Yet the focus on humor
deflected and disarmed a consideration of the serious and uncomfortable
aspects of Evenings. These include, among others, the work’s complex
positioning between Russian and Ukrainian cultures; the nuance and sub-
versiveness, considering the ruling imperial ideology, in its depiction of
Ukraine’s place within the Russian empire; the uncomplimentary refer-
ences to Russians; and the tragic parable of Ukrainian history in “A Ter-
rible Vengeance.” A concentration on the comic aspect allowed one to
dismiss all these uncomfortable issues. In effect, though praised, the book
was not seriously analyzed by the critics, and unfortunately, this precedent
proved enormously influential. Laughter was noted, but no one asked at
what exactly the author was laughing. Yet not merely a natural inclination,
laughter often served Gogol as a mask for politically subversive ideas, just
as it did for Kotliarevsky. It allowed him to function in an imperial sit-
uation that imposed limits on direct expression, which is why I see
Gogol’s humor in terms of Aesopian language. A Ukrainian writer at that
time had no choice but to be “sly.”

Despite the book’s enormous success and the fact that nearly all of
Gogol’s artistic concerns, plot devices, narrative techniques, themes,
modes, and symbolic alignments are encoded in it, Evenings on a Farm,
starting with its initial reception up to contemporary times, has been
customarily brushed aside as juvenilia and trifling Ukrainian matter. In
order to harmonize the author’s Russian image, the interpreters of Eve-
nings have largely focused on the work’s folksy stylistic virtuosity in a way
that has obscured its attendant nationalism. And yet the work’s folklorism
functions within its nationalism: Gogol casts the simple folk as the core
of a nation in the Herderian sense of a community of shared language,
culture, and history that remains distinct from other such communities.
Most likely attempting to distance himself from this message, Gogol him-
self agreed to include the Dikanka tales in his Collected Works of 1842
only grudgingly, treating them then as immature youthful musings. He
likely hesitated because the reviewers who chastised his later satirical
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works on Russian themes demanded a national apotheosis of Russia in
the manner of the Dikanka tales. Excluding the tales from the edition
would eliminate this sore point of reference. Nonetheless, whatever was
“Ukrainian” in the elements listed above, be it in humor, style, or nar-
rative voice, remained so when Gogol transposed it to his works on Rus-
sian themes. The “Russianness” of Gogol’s later works is thus made from
the Ukrainian cultural fabric that originally underpinned Evenings, and
the work itself became an important conduit in Russian culture for the
Ukrainian discourse of national specificity.



S 3 -
The Politics of Writing History

Romantic nationalism and its search for the roots of nations inspired a
heightened interest in history. The late eighteenth and the nineteenth
centuries saw the rise of the philosophy of history, universal history, and
the historical novel. The spread of antiquarian societies attests to history’s
popularization among amateurs. In view of this Romantic fascination
with history and the diversity of discourses in which it was explored,
Nikolai Gogol appears a true man of his age. His historical interests
spanned antiquity, the Middle Ages, and modern times; encompassed
universal history, as well as western European and Ukrainian histories;
and combined scholarly, journalistic, and literary genres. This chapter
focuses on the nationalism of Gogol’s historical writings. In his capacity
as a historian of Ukraine, Gogol continues to promote Ukrainian nation-
alist concerns, though in other texts he also enters the sphere of the
Russian ones. At times, the two clash. Drawing distinctions between of-
ficial and unofficial, public and private pronouncements, between cen-
sored and uncensored, scholarly and fictional texts, this chapter explores
ways in which Gogol reflected and opposed the notions of official Russian
historiography.

Historiography, Historical Fiction, and Nationalism

Romanticism ushered in a new scholarly discipline, the philosophy of
history. Its aim was to demonstrate the unity of the historical process and
to show human history in its continuous, coherent development. In his-
toriography proper, this tendency led to attempts at a universal history.
In Louis Mink’s summary, universal history maintained that human his-
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tory constitutes a single story guided by a central theme or subject and
treated local histories as tributaries of this master historical narrative.
Universal history regarded the great diversity of human events, customs,
and institution as “the permutations of a single and unchanging set of
human capacities and possibilities, differentiated only by the effects of
geography, climate, race, and other natural contingencies.”"

Herder saw national histories and universal history in a dialectic re-
lation. He viewed nations as the proper agents of history, since only
through them could humanity fully develop its faculties. Herder rejected
the Enlightenment tendency to see preceding epochs as “barbaric” and
argued for a sympathetic appreciation of each age and each nation. His
high regard for the Middle Ages especially ran counter to the prevailing
Enlightenment view. Herder’s view of history, like his view of the Volk,
quickly caught the Romantic imagination of Europe and Russia. It is
reflected in Gogol’s articles published in the 1835 volume of Arabesques
on which this chapter is largely based.?

Modern Russian historiography, which succeeded the earlier annalistic
tradition, began in the eighteenth century. It was pioneered by German
scholars associated with the Russian Academy of Sciences and by Russians
such as Tatishchev, Lomonosov, and Shcherbatov. By “modern histori-
ography” I mean a continuous narrative based on a critical examination
of authentic documentary sources that is freed from biblical chronology
and legends. It attempts to account for the totality of past social life by
considering economic, geographic, and ethnographic factors.’ None of the
early Russian pioneers managed to produce a continuous and full history
of Russia, nor could their attempts be deemed fully modern in the strict
sense of the above definition. Nikolai Karamzin, the noted writer and the
official historiographer of the empire, who came to be regarded as Russia’s
“first historian,” reached up to 1611 in his twelve-volume History of the
Russian State (Istoriia gosudarstva Rossiiskogo, 1818-1826). The work in-
stilled pride in Russians and convinced them of their glorious past.. It
followed a dynastic view of Russian history and argued that autocracy
was the most appropriate political system for Russia. For most of the
nineteenth century, Karamzin’s History remained the most widely read
book of its kind, becoming the basis of Russian history textbooks and of
western Europeans’ views on Russia.*

In contrast to Karamzin’s focus on the state, Nikolai Polevoi, a Her-
derian, believed that Russian history was the history of the Russian
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people, which predated the Russian state(s) by a few centuries. Polevoi’s
unfinished six-volume History of the Russian People (Istoriia russkogo na-
roda, 1829—1833) represents the first example of Romantic, nationalistic
historiography in Russia. The work incorporated the current ideas of the
philosophy of history and considered, following Herder, legends, tales,
folk songs, and sayings as legitimate historical evidence that revealed
nations’ mentality. Polevoi’s dissent from the official historiographer
earned almost universal condemnation. The poet Petr Viazemsky went
so far as to write a denunciation to the minister of education criticizing
the authorities’ leniency with regard to those who dared disagree with
Karamzin. In it, Viazemsky equates Karamzin’s critics with antistate sub-
versives and calls Polevoi’s History a “charlatanic book.” By this defini-
tion, Gogol should be counted among such subversives, since he also
diverged significantly from Karamzin’s views, though he never flaunted
his differences, as had Polevoi.

On the subject of the multiethnic mosaic that comprised the Russian
state, Pushkin’s colorful metaphor cited in the previous chapter typifies
the prevalent view of imperial Russian historiography: by fate’s decree,
various ethnic streams were bound to flow into the “Russian sea.” Sey-
mour Becker notes a remarkable consensus among Russian historians
regarding a “ ‘manifest destiny’ of the Great Russians to dominate the
land and peoples of the entire East European plain and to fuse them into
a single political and cultural community.” In Becker’s overview, all Rus-
sian historiography treated imperial expansion as “the gathering of the
Russian lands.” These lands were the ancient patrimony that nature itself
intended for Russia. Territorial expansion was imbued in these histories
with humanitarian arguments that impelled Russia to intercede on behalf
of its kinsmen and coreligionists or to save its neighbors from their in-
ability to rule themselves. These works viewed the Russian empire “not
as a metropolis surrounded by colonial dependencies but as a nation—
state on the Western model.”®

Vital in conceptualizing the nation itself, history also became a seedbed
of nationalist literature of the period. Since Russian ethnography and folk-
song collecting were still in their infancy in the first decades of the nine-
teenth century, nationally minded Russian writers overwhelmingly turned
to history. Of course, folk themes and historical plots were often con-
nected, yet the focus of the Russian writers, in contrast to Gogol in Eve-
nings, lay in history. As Caryl Emerson notes, while some criticized Kar-
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amzin’s ideology, his book was praised as a work of literature and an
exemplar of the Russian language.” It supplied innumerable historical
plots and “props.” Its impact extended even to Decembrist writers, who
criticized Karamzin’s approach as too focused on Russia’s rulers and silent
on its liberal traditions.

Most historical plots in the literature of the 1820-1840s focused on the
Napoleonic War of 1812 or the Time of Troubles (1598-1613), when
Russia, upon the extinction of the Rurikid dynasty, freed itself from a
plague of pretenders to the throne. These topics offered an opportunity
to demonstrate the nation’s deep patriotic zeal and to laud the Romanov
dynasty that had emerged as the country’s savior in 1613. Its royal de-
scendants were now among this literature’s audience and critics. These
historical events also allowed authors to ritually enact the peril posed to
Russia by foreigners, such as the Poles (during the Time of Troubles) and
the French (in 1812).

Though not uncommon in poetry and drama, themes from national
history were most widely explored in the prose genres of the historical
tale and the novel. The period coincides with the heyday of Walter Scott
in Russia, marked by numerous translations of his works into Russian
(via French) and by countless imitations of his novels. The historical
novel that Scott made so popular all across Europe accounted for more
than half of all novelistic production in Russia (93 out of 159 titles) in
the years 1831-1839.¢ The first historical novels of Zagoskin and Bulgarin
were bestsellers. Russian writers turned their attention mostly to Scott’s
narrative devices. These included the description of details; a character of
a young, inexperienced, passive protagonist straddling an ideological di-
vide; love plots, descriptions of domestic life, of so-called local color
(manners, artifacts, social structure); sideline appearances of actual his-

- torical figures; and the use of dialogue for the purposes of characteriza-
tion. The inferior quality of the Russian imitations was widely noted by
the reviewers. In the process of being translated into English, Zagoskin’s
Iurii Miloslaysky (1829), Russia’s first historical novel, had to undergo a
number of substantial “corrections” meant to bring it closer to the Scot-
tian model.® Pushkin’s The Captain’s Daughter (1836) represents a rather
isolated example of a successful Scottian novel in Russia. I will discuss
Gogol’s indebtedness to Scott in this chapter’s penultimate section.

Scott’s Russian reviewers, like the Russian historiographers with their
deep-seated denial of what we might now term imperialism, seemed
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mostly oblivious to the British imperial context in which Scott’s fictions
functioned. Stepan Shevyrev treats Scott as simply a Scottish-born English
author. His Scottish subject matter does not prevent Shevyrev from seeing
in his works an expression of Englishness, just as a few years later Shev-
yrev will proclaim the Russianness of Gogol's works despite their
Ukrainian content. While ignoring Scott’s—and their own—imperial di-
mension, Russians appeared acutely cognizant of the nationalist flavor of
Scott’s fiction. Shevyrev credits Scott with discovering English national
identity.!°

Yet to imbue Russian imitations of Scott with this elusive quality
proved more difficult than the mimicry of narrative devices. In the late
1820s, Prince Viazemsky doubted that the material made available by
Russian history, from which one could not glean the society’s mores or
any civic and domestic interaction, could sustain a transplantation of a
Walter Scottian novel. Ksenofont Polevot, the brother of the famous pub-
licist Nikolai, was similarly skeptical due to Russia’s lack of national spec-
ificity, a key ingredient of the genre.!! Without adequate history and a
sense of national identity, could a Russian historical novel emerge at all?

Against these odds, nationalism figured prominently in the soon-to-
flourish Russian historical prose, though perhaps it lacked the fashionable
Scottian guise. This nationalism was subordinated to the political con-
cerns of the day. The nature of an imagined Russian community of yore
held relevance for the identity of Nicholaevan Russia, which the state
hoped to define by Official Nationality and its emphasis on autocracy and
Orthodoxy. This largely explains the popularity of topics about the Times
of Troubles and the Napoleonic War, which lent themselves to portrayals
of patriotic triumph, national solidarity, and devotion to the tsar and
religion. Russian writers pursuing the elusive “national spirit” also ven-
tured into ethnic peripheries. After the Decembrist authors” experimen-
tation with themes from the history of Russia’s Baltic provinces, the Slavic
Ukraine soon proved a more attractive destination. Most Russian histor-
ical novels located in the non-Russian imperial periphery did not, how-
ever, follow Scott’s paradigm of the melding of the national identities of
the center and its peripheries in a new imperial one. Instead, these Rus-
sian works celebrated, as Damiano Rebecchini has argued, the key mo-
ments in the assimilation of peripheral nations to the culture of the Rus-
sian core. Commenting on the “imperialist” direction of the Russian
historical novel of the 1830s, Rebecchini writes that alongside a certain
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“national exoticism” these works aimed “to contribute toward trans-
forming the numerous Ukrainian, Siberian, or Caucasian readers into
good Russian subjects.”'? Gogol’s 1842 Taras Bulba celebrates the Cossacks
in the moment of precisely such a transformation.

The government of Nicholas I closely watched all literary and scholarly
pursuits in Russian history for the obvious reason of their current polit-
ical significance. The authorities applauded those works that ignited pa-
triotic fervor and conformed to the ideology of Official Nationality and
inhibited dissemination of those that did not adhere to this doctrine.
Authors, publishers, and censors were subject to severe reprisals for prop-
agating ideas that the government found subversive. Following the De-
cembrist revolt, Nicholas I replaced the relatively lenient 1804 censorship
code (with 47 articles) with a more stringent and comprehensive code of
1826 (with 230 articles), revised in 1828.2

For a monarch burdened with the task of ruling a huge country, Nich-
olas 1 showed uncannily intimate involvement in cultural criticism. He
usurped the role of the supreme arbiter of ideological appropriateness of
his empire’s literature. Those who expressed opinions that clashed with
his risked reprimand, imprisonment, or exile. After Bulgarin and Grech
published in The Northern Bee a critical review of Zagoskin’s Iurii Mil-
oslavsky—the novel that the emperor, unbeknownst to them, had liked—
both were punished by brief imprisonment. The novel portrayed the war
during the Time of Troubles against the Poles as a patriotic rising of the
holy Orthodox Russian nation. The Bee reviewer lambasted the descrip-
tion of the novel’s Cossack character as a Russian patriot, pointing out
that “Zaporozhians were at the time sworn enemies of Russia.”"* In de-
fense of historical accuracy, The Northern Bee thus rejected the anach-
ronistic transformation of seventeenth-century Cossacks into loyal Rus-
sian subjects, a notion that Nicholas I and many of the Bee's readers found
appealing (the journal was flooded with letters protesting the review).

An unfavorable review of Nestor Kukolnik’s historical drama The Hand
of the Almightly Saved the Fatherland (Ruka Vsevyshnego Otechestvo spasla,
1834) brought even more dire consequences to Nikolai Polevoi. {Ku-
kolnik was Gogol’s classmate from Nizhyn; Gogol detested his work.)
Kukolnik’s strained, officious patriofism in his rendition of the 1612 ex-
pulsion of the Poles provoked Polevoi’s derision. He ridiculed Kukolnik’s
naive thesis of divine Providence watching.over Russia and toppling its
enemies.'> Polevoi was unaware when sending the review to print that
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Nicholas I gave his personal benediction to the play and its author. Since
the authorities had earlier blacklisted Polevoi’s activities, especially his
critique of Karamzin, the review precipitated Polevoi’s fall. His Moscow
Telegraph, then widely viewed as Russia’s best journal, was closed down,
and Polevoi was barred from practicing journalism.

Two years later, an even greater scandal erupted on the occasion of
Nadezhdin’s publication in The Telescope of the Russian translation from
French of Petr Chaadaev’s first “Philosophical Letter.” Though Venevi-
tinov and Kireevsky had toyed earlier with similar ideas, Chaadaev’s ut-
terly grim vision of Russia’s place in human civilization surpassed all
others in its pessimism. In an era of triumphant patriotic renditions of
Russia’s history, whether in the sophisticated manner of Karamzin or the
vulgar one of Kukolnik, Chaadaev’s idea that Russia had no past and no
future, being forever mired in a timeless civilizational void, could not but
appear subversive, offensive, and incendiary. Chaadaev went so far as to
assert that had Russia not become a point on the itinerary of the Mongol
hordes en route to western Europe, its existence would have likely re-
mained unnoted in world history. In a now-famous passage, Chaadaev
characterized Russia as an exception from universal human laws: “Alone
in the world, we gave nothing to the world, and took nothing from it;
not a single idea did we contribute to the general mass of human ideas,
in no way did we facilitate the progress of human reason, and we cor-
rupted all that we received from this [larger] movement.” Herzen com-
pared the impact of Chaadaev’s letter to “the effect of a pistol shot in the
dead of night.”¢

In the aftermath of the letter’s publication, the censor was relieved of
his duties, The Telescope was summarily closed down, and Nadezhdin was
exiled to Siberia. As in the cases of Bulgarin, Grech, and Polevoi, Russia’s
highest echelons of power took an active part in dealing with the crisis.
After the minister of education brought Chaadaev’s letter to Nicholas I’s
attention, the tsar himself directed the campaign against its author. It
resulted in the official pronouncement of the author’s insanity and home
arrest with mandatory daily visits from a doctor for over a year. Chaadaev
was denied the right to publish, and others were prohibited from men-
tioning his name in print. These silencing measures appear especially
harsh when one considers that they were meted out against a brilliant
intellectual and an exemplar of civic virtue, a man who was in Alexander
I’s honor guard during the Napoleonic War.
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Yet in the context of the recently launched campaign of Official Na-
tionality, Chaadaev’s offense loomed large. Even though, as Mikhail
Lemke reminds us, Chaadaev left the principle of autocracy from Uvarov’s
triad unscathed, he gave the remaining notions of nationality and Ortho-
doxy a most negative assessment.!” Russia, Chaadaev claimed, never ac-
crued any traditions capable of sustaining national life: it was not only a
civilizational but also a national tabula rasa. Its grandiose new capital, St.
Petersburg, emerged in Chaadaev’s letter as “Necropolis,” the city of the
dead. Commenting on his country’s isolation among civilized nations,
Chaadaev put significant blame on its Byzantine heritage, which in his
view alienated Orthodox Russia from Western Christianity and its benef-
icent intellectual ferment. This was an anathema to the official dogma
that sought to portray Orthodoxy as a cornerstone of national pride,
rather than a liability. The degree to which Chaadaev’s ideas proved un-
settling to not only tsarist but also Soviet authorities is demonstrated by
the fact that the first full text of Chaadaev’s “Philosophical Letters” be-
came available in Russia only in 1987.'"® For the purpose of prefacing
Gogol’s engagement with history, the affair of Chaadaev’s letter and others
before it demonstrate the political sensitivity of the topic and the gov-
ernment’s commitment, by the mid-1830s, to bring its treatment into
conformance with its own nationalist agenda.

In 1833-1834 this agenda gained a devoted champion and an impor-
tant forum: Sergei Uvarov as the minister of education and the Journal
of the Ministry of National Education, which was to promulgate official
government views. Uvarov’s nationalist ideology subsumed under the tri-
partite slogan of “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality” has been dis-
cussed in more detail in Chapter 1. Yet it deserves emphasis in the present
context that Uvarov accorded the study of Russian history a vital place
in his schema of national enlightenment, so much so that he called the
interpretation and teaching of history a strictly “governmental task.”'® His
ministry’s Journal played a role within the larger campaign to appropriate
the debate on Russian nationality already raging in the public sphere and
remold it into an instrument of the state’s social control. The Journal
sought to propagate views of history that conformed to or bolstered these
more immediate political aims. Among these aims was the Russification
of the empire’s non-Russian populations, and both Uvarov’s educational
policies and the Journal’s articles reflected -it.? Though Gogol did not
wholly subscribe to the government version of Official Nationality, his
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career as an academic historian necessitated that he demonstrate his sup-
port, which he did. In the first year of the Journal’s existence, Gogol was
its most frequent contributor, publishing on its pages four historical ar-
ticles that later appeared in Arabesques.?!

Gogol the Professional Historian

In 1831 Gogol revised his initial plans for a career in the imperial ad-
ministration and embarked on the path of a pedagogue and historian.
His short-lived low-level government jobs were followed in February 1831
by an appointment as a teacher of history at the Patriotic Institute, a St.
Petersburg school for young noblewomen. Between September 1834 and
December 1835, Gogol embarked on a brief academic career as an adjunct
at St. Petersburg University, where he offered courses in medieval and
classical history. According to a student account, Gogol gave brilliant
performances only when his friends, the poets Pushkin and Zhukovsky,
were in attendance and dodged his pedagogic duties otherwise.?? Between
June and December 1835, Gogol lost both of these jobs.

Before assuming the position at St. Petersburg University, the dismissal
from which he welcomed like a breath of “fresh air” (PSS 10, 378-379),
Gogol pursued relentlessly, between late 1833 and March 1834, a profes-
sorship of universal history at the newly formed Kiev University. Created
from the resources of the Polish educational institutions that were closed
down after the November Uprising, Kiev University was intended to
counteract Polish influence in Ukraine and facilitate its Russification.
Gogol seemed aware of this when he wrote about the city to his Ukrainian
friend Maksymovych, the famous ethnographer and historian: “it is ours,
not theirs” (PSS 10, 288). The phrase is commonly interpreted to mean
“it is Ukrainian, not Russian,” though it could also have meant “it is
Ukrainian, not Polish.” In either case, the context of Gogol’s remark is
the government’s campaign of de-Polonization and Russification of
Ukraine in the aftermath of the 1831 Polish Uprising.

Living in Russia was becoming unbearable to Gogol. Echoing the ethnic
slur that his Evenings on a Farm characters use in reference to Russians,
he himself calls Russia katsapiia in one letter (roughly “land of the goats”;
PSS 10, 273). At the same time, Gogol happily muses about his future
life in Kiev: “There, there! To Kiev! The ancient, beautiful Kiev!” (PSS
10, 288). He paints Kiev in another letter as an idyllic refuge from the
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alienation, foreignness, and foul weather of the abominable “Finnish
town,” by which he means St. Petersburg (PSS 10, 336).

Most biographies of Gogol mention this episode fleetingly, but it rep-
resents a crucial juncture in Gogol’s life. The failure to obtain the post
in Kiev dissuaded Gogol from returning to Ukraine, which he had been
planning since mid-1833, and led him eventually to throw his lot with
Russian metropolitan culture. Gogol sought the Kiev position as a sine-
cure that-would allow him to devote himself, together with Maksy-
movych, to ethnographic work in Ukraine (PSS 10, 273). The idea of a
transfer to Kiev came at the time of Gogol’s deep involvement with
Ukrainianness in the area of ethnographic, historical, and literary inter-
ests. In particular, Gogol hoped that a transfer to Kiev would facilitate
his work on “the history of our only, our unfortunate, Ukraine,” which
he began before the Kiev job became a possibility.? Writing to Pushkin,
he said: “I am delighted at the very thought of how my work [trudy] will
come to a boil in Kiev. There I will bring to light many things that I
have not read to you in their entirety. There I will finish my history of
Ukraine and will write my universal history...” (PSS 10, 290). The
Ukrainian history, which in Gogol’s grand projections was to comprise
“six small or four large volumes,” like his universal history, never mate-
rialized, though he did publish a draft of its introduction in Arabesques
(PSS 10, 297).

In an effort to secure the Kiev post, Gogol solicited the help of Pushkin,
who was then still on good terms with Uvarov. In the letter quoted above,
Gogol included a glowing assessment of Uvarov’s intelligence and ability
that was likely intended to reach the minister’s ears (PSS 10, 290, 469—
470n.). He later asked Pushkin to convey to Uvarov that his own health
in Petersburg was so poor that unless transferred to Kiev, he would surely
die within a month (PSS 10, 316). While working on Ukrainian history,
Gogol tried to establish his credentials in universal history, for which the
Kiev position was advertised, by publishing an article titled “On the
Teaching of Universal History” in Uvarov’s The Journal of the Ministry of
National Education. '

The job went to another candidate, Vladimir Tsykh. For a while, Gogol
approached his failure as merely a postponement of his move. In June
1834, he expressed interest in purchasing a house in Kiev and asked Mak-
symovych, who did obtain a transfer, to inquire about real estate there
(PSS 10, 328). He later renewed his request and offered to send a pre-
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payment (PSS 10, 337-338). Yet much as Gogol’s promise of a financial
commitment shows his resolve about moving to Kiev, he would have
been hardpressed to keep it. While living in Petersburg, he incurred per-
sonal debts, and his mother’s estate was a financial ruin. In order to make
ends meet and even consider repaying his debts, he depended on the St.
Petersburg salary and the opportunities of additional income that the city
offered, such as publishing or theater.

Instead of universal history, Gogol was offered a post in Russian history
in Kiev. He rejected this offer, quoting his lack of interest and expertise.
Frustrated, he wrote to Maksymovych that teaching Russian history
would make him “go mad” and proposed that Tsykh take it and free up
the universal history position for Gogol (PSS 10, 319). When Maksy-
movych attempted to talk Gogol into taking the Russian history post, he
replied: “The hell with it; I would rather take botany or pathology than
Russian history. In Petersburg I would maybe take it, since here I would
be willing to give myself over to boredom for two hours twice a week”
(PSS 10, 323). He also refused the offer of his friend Mikhail Pogodin to
assume the adjunct post at Moscow University, likely in Russian history
as well (Pogodin held a Russian history chair there; PSS 10, 325). The
failure of his plan to move to Kiev and his refusal to retrain as a Russian
historian finally prompted Gogol to accept the job at St. Petersburg Uni-
versity. When it also fell through, though not necessarily because of it,
he abandoned the career of a historian.

Before this happened, however, Gogol published many historical arti-
cles and stories in Uvarov’s Journal, then in Arabesques, and also penned
many notes and unfinished pieces on historical themes. These materials
attest to Gogol’s abiding historical interests and his extensive research.
His unpublished materials, such as lecture and reading notes, provide a
valuable perspective on the published ones by indicating the ideological
transformations that Gogol’s raw data and private knowledge underwent
when they were channeled into published, official pronouncements. The
juxtaposition of the unpublished and published materials shows that de-
spite public espousals of officially sanctioned perspectives, Gogol also ex-
plored history along lines that would have been deemed subversive by
official historiography. The notions found in Gogol’s unpublished frag-
ments encourage bolder readings of certain ideas that Gogol stated more
timidly in his published articles. While Gogol’s involvement with universal
and medieval history was at least in part conditioned by his professional
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duties (the application for the Kiev post and the position at St. Petersburg
University), Ukrainian history was Gogol’s private and most passionately
held interest, most integral to both his scholarly and artistic endeavors.
It represents the most important area of Gogol’s historical research and
one in which he gained the greatest expertise. It is also the topic that
most often put Gogol in collision with official imperial historiography.

To gain an understanding of the scholarship and the fiction of Gogol’s
history, I use Sharon Varney’s discussion of Gogol’s conception of the
scientific and artistic discourses. She infers Gogol’s views on this from his
“Textbook of Literature for Russian Youth” (PSS 8, 468-488), begun in
1831 and left unfinished. Varney argues that Gogol demanded of scholarly
discourse (I will use “scholarly” in place of Varney’s “scientific”) a mir-
rorlike, unmediated, and dispassionate representation of reality.?* In his
view, scholarly discourse should be free of all national, emotional, or
rhetorical incidentals. The object of artistic discourse, in contrast, was for
Gogol an image of the object, not its exact replica, refracted through the
artist’s perceptions and experience and couched in a sensuous and mem-
orable packaging of language. Scholarly discourse should in Gogol’s view
be free of didacticism and “all other blushings and sweetenings that are
aimed to make science palatable” (PSS 8, 469). However, Gogol did ad-
vocate didacticism in artistic discourse. He called poetry that employs
skillful didacticism the “summit of art accessible to great geniuses alone”
(PSS 8, 477). Varney sums it up well when she claims that Gogol revised
Horace’s dictum of “please and instruct” by instead aiming to please in
order to instruct.”> While in Gogol’s view “blushings and sweetenings” had
no place in pure scholarly discourse, he considered them useful in
teaching and narrating. An artist-teacher, according to Gogol, makes
words, as Varney says, into “Mary Poppins’ spoonful of sugar” that can
make the “medicine” of instruction more palatable by disguising its mes-
sage.

Varney’s discussion offers important insights for a study of Gogol as a
historical scholar, teacher, and fiction writer. It shows that none of the
Arabesques articles belong to what he himself would term “scholarly dis-
course.”” Gogol penned almost all of them in his capacity as a pedagogue.
Since their function was primarily didactic, they make ample use of the
artistic “blushings and sweetenings” aimed to please and facilitate instruc-
tion. Yet Gogol also used rhetorical artistry to disguise the content of the
apparently nondidactic pieces, such as his article on the history of



The Politics of Writing History 101

Ukraine, where his “blushings and sweetenings” served to dodge the
censor and smuggle in risky ideological content. Instead of treating the
scholarly and artistic discourse in exclusive terms, as Varney seems to do,
I propose to view Gogol’s materials on history—from his notes on the
reading and records of private ideas to his lecture notes, published arti-
cles, and historical fiction—as a continuum of scholarly and artistic dis-
courses with an ascending degree of the “artistic” in them. While Gogol’s
private notes show concern with dates, facts, and sources, in short, a
technical “scholarly” apparatus, his emphasis on them lessens as he moves
to the other discursive modes, and his concern with rhetorical flourish,
with affective impact on the audience, and with “big” ideas and memo-
rable images increases.

Gogol'’s history almost invariably touches on the present by addressing
the cultural and political concerns of contemporary Russia and Ukraine.
Gogol’s images of Germanic tribes and Arabic rulers, so distant histori-
cally and geographically, maintain a metonymic relation to current exi-
gencies of Russian nationalism. Likewise, Gogol’s historical Ukraine is
fashioned by the issues that were vital to the contemporary one. For a
writer whose engagement with history was very rich and varied, Gogol’s
claim toward the end of his life that he never felt attraction to the past
and was always concerned with contemporaneity strikes one as rather
puzzling (PSS 8, 449). Yet besides the fact that this statement reflects
Gogol’s late 1840s posturing, it does correctly indicate the nature of
Gogol’s historical interests, consistently angled toward the here and now
of the cultures in which he lived.

While Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka exclusively featured Gogol’s
Ukrainian nationalism, his historical texts show him develop, alongside
his continued championing of Ukraine, a set of ideas that address Russian
nationalist concerns. While Gogol’s Ukrainianness seems connected to his
feeling of a personal national identity and a sense of cultural belonging,
his Russianness takes its root from his civic patriotism as a citizen of a
great empire. The facts of Gogol’s biography no doubt played a role in
the emergence of Gogol’s Russian nationalism. As I have shown, Gogol’s
overriding concern in the years 1831-1834, his literary success notwith-
standing, lay in furthering his career as a historian and securing a uni-
versity post. This position required Gogol to pledge allegiance to Uvarov’s
ideology of Official Nationality and assure him of unswerving loyalty
upon his transfer to the educational outpost in Kiev. This had an impact
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on the opinions Gogol chose to voice: one would be prudent not to risk
dissenting views when relying on Uvarov’s academic appointment. Yet
despite it, Gogol did risk them. His historical texts often feature a duality
between the gestures of support toward official ideology and points of
tension with it, a duality that is most pronounced in Gogol’s work on
Ukrainian history. Gogol the historian—like Gogol the writer—played to
the hilt the stereotypical role of the “sly” Ukrainian. He smuggled risky
ideas by padding them with gestures of conformance to official ideology
and maintaining a pose of a well-intentioned, if at times possibly mis-
guided, ingénu.

Teaching Universal History in the Spirit of Official Nationality

Gogol’s engagement with universal history grew into another, besides his
history of Ukraine, unrealized multivolume historical project. In a letter
to Pogodin he describes it as: “a universal history and universal geography
in three, if not two volumes” titled “Land and People” (PSS 10, 256).
Instead of volumes, he wrote an article. “On the Teaching of Universal
History,” which first appeared in Uvarov’s Journal and then in Arabesques,
served as the piéce de résistance in Gogol’s campaign to show his eligi-
bility for the Kiev post. Gogol’s view of the topic is steeped in Herderian
ideas. Echoing Herder’s notion of Humanitit, Gogol stresses the unity of
universal history, whose aim is to embrace “all humanity” and to show
the struggle by which “the spirit of man” developed. The histories of
nations and states—throughout the article Gogol consistently differenti-
ates between the two—need to be subordinated to a grand unifying
system that organizes these constituent parts harmoniously aﬁd,provides
an overarching explanation for each incidence of history. Gogol calls for
a binding idea in the history of humanity, “in reference to which both
states and events are but temporary forms and images” (PSS 8, 26-27).
Gogol seems particularly concerned with the faithful representation of
nations, calling for a history in which “each nation, each state, retains its
world, its colors, so that a nation, with all its feats and impact on the
world, is portrayed clearly, in exactly such an appearance and costume in
which it was in the past” (PSS 8, 27). This concern also comes through
in his unpublished “Bibliography of the Middle Ages.” He organizes it by
nation, stressing the insufficiency of general histories and the importance
of national ones. Geography, in Gogol’s view, aids a faithful presentation



The Politics of Writing History 103

of nations, since it accounts for much of their specificity. This recalls
Gogol’s programmatic connection between universal history and geog-
raphy from his projected “Land and People” and his reliance on nature
and geography in portraying the Ukrainian nation in Evenings.

Gogol’s grand narrative of universal history is patterned on the rise
and fall of world empires, seen as political and civilizational entities. The
schema of successive world empires echoes the medieval theory of fran-
slatio imperii, which Stephen Baehr explains as “the idea that in any one
period one nation will be the dominant cultural and political force in
world civilization, and that this force will move from one state to another
with the passage of time.””” This paradigm of successive world empires
functioned even in Gogol’s time as an accepted historiographic practice
when describing the ancient world (as in Herder’s and Hegel’s philoso-
phies of history). It also had special resonance in Russian historiosophic
tradition, which up to the eighteenth century relied heavily on the notion
of the succession of world empires in explaining Russia’s own place in
history.

In “On the Teaching of Universal History,” Gogol writes that the orig-
inal, independent Asian nations were forcibly united by the Persians into
one empire. The Persians exercised imperial sovereignty but left intact
the peripheries’ original customs, religions, and forms of government.
Interaction with Persia, however, caused the Asian nations’ gradual Joss
of national specificity. The next world empire, Greece, also led to the
dissolution of national spirit among its nations, due to the unifying power
of the Greek enlightenment. The Romans, by contrast, adopted “every-
thing,” Gogol claims, from the conquered nations. Lacking their own
national specificity, they gained one through appropriating elements of
their subjects’ nationalities (PSS 8, 32). This overview of world history
demonstrates Gogol’s acute interest in the relationship between empire
and nation, which he saw in tension with each other, and his perception
of the deleterious impact of the former on the latter. Gogol’s identification
of the large social groups of deep antiquity as nations, though unsound
according to today’s scholarship, reflects the centrality of the concept of
nation to the worldview of his own age that he thoroughly embraced.

Gogol was acutely interested in what makes nations rise and fall. In
the article’s section on early European history, he explores the fluctuating
fates of nationalism that depend on the presence or absence of supra-
national unifying factors. With the fall of Roman authority, the national
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specificity of nations increases, yet with the rise of the popes, it decreases.
Once the papist grip over secular authority loosens, the reverse process
of “nationalization” begins anew. Gogol, echoing the future Slavophile
Ivan Kireevsky, claimed that European nations were interrelated to the
point of forming one big nation. By contrast, he presents America as “a
Babylonian mixture of nations,” an artificial, inorganic construct whose
most crippling handicap is the lack of a unifying religion (PSS 8, 37).

In his project on teaching universal history, Gogol argues that the pro-
fessor’s ability to captivate the audience plays as important a role as the
lectures’ content. Deeming students’ inattention a professor’s fault, Gogol
promotes a “captivating, fiery” style, thus advocating a use of artistic
means for didactic purposes (PSS 8, 28). Gogol’s article “Schlézer, Miiller,
and Herder,” also included in Arabesques, similarly posits a rather flam-
boyant ideal of a future universal historian who would unite the three
historians’ achievements with the dramatic skill of Schiller, the storytelling
knack of Walter Scott, and the gift for concise characterization of Shake-
speare (PSS 8, 89). Without spellbinding images and passionate flare,
history for Gogol was a dry enumeration of facts that was bound to fail
in the lecture hall. “On the Teaching of Universal History” itself proves
the point that it makes, as Gogol displays his rhetorical artistry to
summon emotional power over his audience. Perhaps a predilection for
the art rather than the science of history explains why Gogol eventually
found historical fiction more fulfilling than historical scholarship.

Boredom, in Gogol’s view, leads students away from worthy educa-
tional content and may even inspire wrong ideas. The artistic “blushings
and sweetenings” to which Varney draws attention were for Gogol an
effective tool of also ideological control. When the speaker lacks passion,
“then even the most holy words on his lips, such as religion and devotion
to the fatherland and the ruler, transform themselves for [the students)
into empty notions” (PSS 8, 29). Gogol implies that he would use his
artistic tools in the task of guarding his prospective students’ ideological
correctness and obeisance to the government. In the article’s conclusion,
Gogol explicitly pledges to form his students into loyal subjects:

My goal is ... to make [students] firm and steadfast in their principles,
so that no irresponsible fanatic and no momentary excitement could
ever make them hesitate; to make them meek, submissive, noble, the
indispensable and desirable comrades of our great sovereign, so that
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whether in fortune or misfortune, they will never betray their duty, their
faith, their noble honor, and their vow to remain faithful to the father-
land and the sovereign. (PSS 8, 39)

This bombastic statement of purpose is a bow in the direction of the
governmental ideology of Official Nationality, a fitting gesture considering
that the article was first published in Uvarov’s Journal and served as an
extended memo in Gogol’s application for the Kiev post. Uvarov and
another editor/censor supplied Gogol in fact with suggestions for this
article’s revision, almost all of which Gogol claims to have incorporated
(PSS 10, 294-295, 296). Gogol quite perceptively reads the significance of
Official Nationality as a way to ensure the subjects’ loyalty. He vows that
his teaching of history will successfully counteract the influence of “ir-
responsible fanatics” and “momentary excitements” that might sway
youth in the direction of political opposition. Considering the mission of
Kiev University to further the Russification of the Right-Bank Ukraine,
the undesirable political activity that Gogol was alluding to may have
included Ukrainian separatism. The article shows that Gogol understood
the political climate of the day and the demands it would place on him
as an educator employed by the state.

Ancient Rome: Parallels to the Russian Empire
and the Cossack Ukraine

By Gogol’s time, the connection between Roman and Russian empires
was firmly ensconced in Russian culture. Russia’s rise to imperial prom-
inence in the eighteenth century occasioned a massive effort to articulate
its national greatness and world significance. A comparison with Rome
proved a favorite device in this project. According to Baehrt’s study of the
topic, the theme of Rome reemerged (possibly echoing an earlier idea of
Moscow as the third Rome) in the times of Peter I and by the 1760s
became a “national myth” that was used to express “nationalistic and
millennial goals.”? This myth continued to expand during the reign of
Catherine 1I and especially in the context of Russia’s protracted wars with
Turkey and dreams of conquering Constantinople/Istanbul for Orthodoxy
(and Russia). Baehr quotes vast evidence documenting the importance of
the Rome-Russia link in the culture of the period, ranging from trans-
lations of imperial Roman history to original Russian historical and po-
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litical tracts, panegyrical poetry, journal articles, and novels. St. Petersburg
began to function.in Russian culture as new or northern Rome, a notion
that is germane to the semiotics of Peter’s city.? N. F. Koshansky, whose
manuals of rhetoric were widely used in the empire’s schools throughout
the nineteenth century, regarded the Romans as the highest authority. His
textbooks provided wide-ranging exempla from Roman history and ele-
giac poetry that helped solidify the relevance of the Romans for genera-
tions of Russians.* The idea of Russia as the new Rome had become
proverbial by the early nineteenth century. It comes through, for example,
in Belinsky’s matter-of-fact reference to it in 1834 (SSBel 1, 51).

The Roman Empire also provided Russians with an important nation-
building parallel. As Robert Maguire notes, the Romans had to contend
for much of their history with the overwhelming presence of a superior
foreign culture of the Greeks. As such, Maguire continues, the Romans
offered a compelling paradigm to the Russians of the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, who contended with western European influences.”
Paralleling ancient Rome’s relation to Greece, Russia was a prominent
political and military power that continued to rely on western European
cultural models. The legitimacy and extent of imitation was as burning a
question in the Rome of Horace as it was in the Russia of Trediakovsky
and Lomonosov, the pioneers of modern Russian literature. Rome’s de-
pendency on Greek culture was of intense interest to the Russians, who
hoped to outgrow their cultural tutelage to western Europe. In the second
half of the nineteenth century, Russian nationalists of the Slavophile per-
suasion resurrected the idea of Moscow as the third Rome, which testifies
further to the vitality of the Rome-Russia connection.

Gogol’s writings on the Roman Empire function within this broader
cultural frame of reference, and though he does not explicitly draw the
link between the two empires, the implicit comparison is undeniable.
These texts offer an excellent example of Gogol’s metonymic approach to
historical topics and his penchant for contemporary parallels. Rome in-
terested Gogol in two capacities: as a great world empire and as an early
military republic. His portrayal of Rome as an empire shows parallels
with the situation and concerns of the Russian empire, while his descrip-
tion of it as a military republic closely resembles his image of the
Ukrainian military republic, the Sich.

The Roman imperial model that Gogol describes in “On the Teaching
of Universal History” had close parallels with the case of imperial Russia:
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an empire without a national core that, in an effort to build one, imitates
the culture of the conquered nations (PSS 8, 32). This model of an im-
perial people that lacks national specificity resonated with the fretful de-
bates about the dubious existence of Russian national character that had
filled the pages of Russian periodicals since at least the 1820s. Gogol
portrays the nationalizing process in the Roman Empire as in essence
parasitic: Rome preys on the cultures of its dependencies in an effort to
construct an identity of its own. Such an artificial process was second-
rate at best and doomed at worst according to Gogol’s conception of
identity, which treated nationality as organic—an axiom, not a construct.

The notion of the “parasitic” nationalization of Rome, and obliquely
of Russia, also appears in Gogol’s unpublished university lectures on the
Middle Ages (“From University Lectures on the Middle Ages,” PSS 9,
106-144). In them Gogol criticizes Rome’s superficial imitation of the
more civilized nations it conquered: “All that [Rome] took from its con-
quered nations was brilliant and external—luxury without the refinement
of these nations’ thought, concepts, and way of life” (PSS 9, 107). In his
private unpublished notes Gogol conjures up an image of Rome as an
indolent and slightly sinister monster gobbling up colonial wares from
around the world: “Rome, having spread out, became a heart; it kept
swallowing up and drawing everything to itself: Africa was sending tigers
for the circuses that amused it; Syria was sending this and that;. .. all
formerly independent states turned into servants and flattering slaves,
pleasing and feeding the conqueror.... Rome became lazy and aban-
doned the fields when Africa gave it bread” (PSS 9, 157). This is perhaps
Gogol’s most damning image of a great world empire in its moment of
greatest political power and least vitality. The similarity between formerly
independent countries enslaved by Rome that now feed it and Ukraine’s
role as Russia’s breadbasket seems to linger in between the lines. It is
worth noting that the censure in Gogol’s tone when he discusses the
Roman Empire’s relation to its colonies magnifies in proportion to how
private his pronouncements are. A fairly matter-of-fact statement in the
published article “On the Teaching of Universal History” becomes a more
critical one in a piece intended for a small audience and oral presentation
(university lectures) and evolves into a harsh condemnation in a private
entry. This exemplifies a pattern that is common to a great deal of Gogol’s
writings and cautions one not to assume that Gogol’s published writings
reflect his sincere thoughts and deeply felt opinions.
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Gogol’s university lecture on Rome’s demise seems a cautionary tale
about an empire gone bad. It was likely meant to inspire students to
become responsible wardens of their own, Russian, empire. In history
Gogol sought lessons for contemporary society, not a scholarly oasis. Al-
ways concerned with the effect of his work on his audience and its con-
temporary significance, he set similar didactic goals for his fictions, which
were aimed to bring about large-scale social change through the trans-
formation of individuals. In his treatment of historical subjects Gogol’s
metonymic mode at times approximates a parable, so central in the pre-
modern culture of East Slavic lands. Following the biblical and medieval
historicist tradition, the explanations that Gogol offers for the rise and
fall of nations and empires are unfailingly moral. The virtues and vices
of monarchs, social classes, and nations represent in his schema the prin-
cipal causes of historical vicissitudes.

The notion of an empire seemed to connote for Gogoi first and fore-
most the empire’s periphery and only secondarily its core. Thus he opens
his lecture on the Roman Empire by listing its provinces (PSS 9, 106).
Of particular interest to Gogol is the decline of the nations that had lost
their independent form of government under the Roman yoke. He puts
the blame on these nations’ lack of resiliency and internal corruption but
also on the profiteering overseers who exploit the provinces by treating
them as leased property (arenda). Significantly, the concept of arenda (or,
the leasing of property) appears frequently in Gogol’s writings on
Ukraine. Taras Bulba and the historical fiction included in Arabesques
mention the Polish absentee landlords’ practice of hiring Jews to oversee
the arenda of their property. Both the chronicles and Gogol’s texts portray
this system as abusive since it purportedly gave the Jews anpopportunity
to exploit their Ukrainian tenants. It is quite likely that Gogol’s interest
in the fate of Rome’s colonized provinces resonated with his thinking
about Ukraine’s past, which he was studying intensively at the time. Like
a Roman province, Ukraine had been incorporated into larger, more
powerful political entities, whether Poland or Russia, that ruled it like a
colony, for instrumental ends.

After the survey of the empire’s colonized nations in his lecture notes,
Gogol presents the “dominant nation,” the Romans (natsiia preobla-
daiushchaia; PSS 9, 107). This designation reverberates with the common
term for ethnic Russians within the Russian Empire as a “ruling nation-
ality” or “nation.” From the uncouth beginnings as a fierce military re-
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public, the Romans reached a high degree of civic and political devel-
opment yet failed to develop their own national character, culling national
elements from the conquered nations. Greed and corruption ran ram-
pant, and the republican form of government proved untenable for this
sprawling and fragmented empire. Only a militarily strong monarchy
could successfully rule over it, and Emperor Augustus executed this
much-needed transition. Gogol’s characterization of Augustus’s role in
Roman history in many ways parallels the role of Peter I in Russian
history. He describes Augustus as a ruler who strengthened monarchy
and built up the military, especially the fleet, yet whose political legacy
resulted in despotism and corruption. The connection between Peter I
and Augustus dates back to Petrine times. One of its first proponents was
the chief ideologue of Peter I himself, Feofan Prokopovich (a Ukrainian
like Gogol). As Baehr points out, Peter I adopted many political notions
from ancient Rome, including the creation of the Senate (1711), a body
that reciprocated his generosity by bestowing on Peter three Roman titles:
pater patriae, Imperator, and Maximus.»

Discussing the aftermath of the Augustan golden age, Gogol paints the
familiar image of a despotic, corrupt, and enervated empire that cares
only for material goods. Religion became reduced to external rituals, and
“[a]ll the Roman world fell into a kind of sleep, a life devoted to the
present, not marked by any strong impulses” (PSS 9, 108). This charac-
terization recalls Maksymovych’s controversial notion of the Russian na-
tional spirit as distinguished by sleepy passivity and a lack of strong pas-
sions, a view that Gogol corroborated in his own article “On Little
Russian Songs” (PSS 8, 96). This somnolent state and lack of vital stirrings
set the stage for the ultimate demise of the Roman Empire that was
caused by the new nations of the then-barbaric European North. The
cautionary aspect of Gogol’s account of the Roman Empire stresses the
centrality of spiritual, moral factors for the greatness of empires and civ-
ilizations. Empires rise and flourish due to the internal moral strength of
their societies rather than external or purely political circumstances. This
resonates with what Gogol saw as the moral inadequacy of contemporary
Russian society and is meant to serve as a warning. Shedding all meto-
nymic veils, Gogol would soon devote himself directly to the task of
addressing this perceived flaw in Russian society in his works on Russian
themes, The Government Inspector, Dead Souls, and Selected Passages from
Correspondence with Friends, all of which in one way or another aim to
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bring about Russia’s spiritual transformation and as a result strengthen
its imperial fitness.

In contrast to Gogol’s image of Rome as an empire, his treatment of
Rome’s humble but spirited beginnings as a military republic bears re-
markable similarity to his portrayal of the origins of the Ukrainian nation.
The same notions, historical patterns, and even identical locutions unite
Gogol’s portrayal of the Roman republic in his private “Sketches and
Notes on the History of the Ancient World” and his various descriptions
of the Cossacks. Of the origins of the Romans Gogol writes:

A people whose entire life consisted of war, who were brought up by
war and were severe just like it. ... At the beginning, Italian shepherds
who had their origin in Asia Minor ... were rounded up by Romulus
for the construction of a poor little town, Rome, by a turbid little river,
the Tiber. Under the seven next kings, their ranks grew as they were
joined by the exiles from other countries. They occupied themselves
with agriculture, from which they were constantly torn away by wars
with neighbors. Having grown used to freedom [vol'nost'] and a life of
revelry [razgul'naia zhizn'], they chased away the kings and formed a
brotherly republic. (PSS 9, 156)

“A Glance at the Making of Little Russia,” which I will treat in detail in
a further section, portrays Ukrainians as just such Romans. The Cossacks
were, according to Gogol, a “warlike people” of Asian-European ancestry,
who learned from the Tatars and Turks their tactic of the Asiatic raids.
It was a “motley assemblage of the most desperate people of the neigh-
boring nations” escaping various forms of oppression, who kept pouring
into the region, attracted by the “life of revelry” (razgul'naia zhizn'). Wars
and agriculture were their main occupations: “a saber and a plow became
friendly with each other” (PSS 8, 46—49). In Taras Bulba, Gogol offers a
fictional image of the Cossacks along the same lines, stressing their love
of freedom (vol'nost) and “life of revelry.” When describing the Sich, the
heart of Cossack Ukraine, Gogol stresses its republicanism, democratic
processes of decision making, and elective offices. The 1835 text makes
Gogol’s associative parallel explicit, claiming that among the Cossacks
“there were those who knew about Horace, Cicero, and the Roman re-
public” (PSS 2, 302).
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Premodern and Medieval History: Russia’s Relation
to Europe and Ukraine

Gogol’s interest in European history lay in premodern times, particularly
the Middle Ages, which so fascinated Herder. Arabesques contains two
articles on European history, “On the Movement of Peoples at the End
of the Fifth Century” and “On the Middle Ages,” both of which seem
expanded nodes of Gogol’s project in universal history. Captivating style,
stark contrasts, and dramatic tensions abound. This is Gogol’s history at
its most artistic and least scholarly. Though ostensibly about Europe, these
articles address very vital issues for Russian self-awareness. Most impor-
tant, they respond to what Larry Wolff has described as western Europe’s
Enlightenment project: the transformation of eastern Europe into the
West’s uncivilized and barbaric “other.” Gogol turns the tables and
shows how the now flourishing western European nations had rather
uncouth beginnings. He thereby humbles their arrogance and posits the
optimistic possibility that Russia will repeat its Western peers’ pattern of
development from barbarity to enlightenment and world prominence.

The key context for “On the Movement of Peoples” is the supercilious
Western stereotype of Russians, and Slavs in general, as “Asiatics.” Gogol
counters this distancing conceit with the notion of the consanguinity of
western and eastern Europeans. Both, claims Gogol, originated in Asia,
that “nation-spewing volcano” (PSS 8, 116). This was no doubt intended
as a confidence boost for his Russian readers, stigmatized by the West-
erners as Asian barbarians. Gogol pictures Europe in this article as a
seething mass of warring nations. The interaction brought about by war
and constant shifting resulted, according to Gogol, in the early European
peoples’ loss of ethnic purity. Toward the end of this great “movement,”
“all nations [natsii] became thoroughly intermixed; only later did the
constant manner of rule or of occupation manage to impart to some of
them a certain specificity and differentiating marks” (PSS 8, 139). In the
conclusion of this process, there emerged four large groups that later gave
rise to modern European nations.

In Gogol’s account of the cataclysms that laid the foundations of
western Europe, phrases such as “a savage German,” “savage Europe,”
and “the vulgar origins of Europe” achieve an almost incantatory power
(PSS 8, 123-125, 135). Gogol relishes his examples of the barbaric cus-
toms of Germanic tribes: traitors were tortured and hanged, an unfaithful
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wife was chased naked through the village and whipped, children were
raised with cattle (PSS 8, 121-122). To Russian readers accustomed to
the images of western Europe as a beacon of enlightenment, humanism,
and gentility, this monstrous vision of Europe’s barbaric origins must
have struck a discordant note, yet one that alleviated their own insecur-
ities. The role that these savage nations, expelled from Asia’s nation-
bearing loins, played in world history consisted in nailing the coffin of
the Roman Empire, a former custodian of the spirit of human progress.
By analogy, Gogol suggests that the supposedly “savage” newcomer in
world history, the Russian Empire, will likely repeat this pattern and
sound the death knell of the now-declining western European hegemony.
This scenario was popular in Russia around 1835, Ivan Kireevsky being
its chief exponent.

Perhaps the most rhetorically overblown piece among the nonfiction
in Arabesques, “On the Middle Ages” demonstrates in practice Gogol’s
pedagogic dictum of assaulting the students’ senses in order to grip their
imagination. Exemplifying his penchant for history as a series of cata-
clysmic upheavals turning the world upside down, Gogol depicts the
Middle Ages as a “stormy whirlpool” that pulls world events into its spin
and, having mixed and changed their nature, releases them again in fresh
orderly waves (PSS 8, 14). History in this article is written more by meta-
phors than by factual data or causal explanation. Addressing his interest
in the epoch, Gogol writes:

This diligence with which the European savages tailor the Roman en-
lightenment in their own fashion; these fragments, or rather scraps, of
Roman forms and laws among the new ones as yet undetermined,
lacking bounds and order; the very chaos in which are found the de-
composed beginnings of contemporary Europe’s awesome grandeur and
its thousand-year-old power—all these are more interesting and in-
triguing to us than the motionless times of the universal Roman empire
under the rule of its impotent emperors. (PSS 8, 15)

“On the Middle Ages” casts Rome as a sclerotic political entity and
ascribes all the vitality and constructive energy to its successors, the Eu-
ropean “barbarians.” This reflects an alternative metonymic alignment
that links Russia with early modern Europe rather than with the Roman
Empire: an uncouth barbarian that by its sheer vital force builds his own
edifice on the ruins of a fallen universal empire. Such were Russia’s as-
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piration vis-2-vis western Europe in the nineteenth century. Therefore,
the path from savagery and imitation to a future “awesome grandeur”
would naturally be “more interesting to us,” meaning Russians, Gogol
seems to argue.

Sketching the medieval infancy of modern European nations in his
article on the Middle Ages, Gogol stresses the centrality of the popes and
the crusades. Papal power provided a nurturing matrix for the young
European nations that would have otherwise fallen victim to Islamic in-
vaders. As regards the crusades, Gogol claims that they are “in vain called
an unreasonable enterprise.” This was not, Gogol counters, “some war
for a kidnapped wife, not a flaring up of hatred between two hostile
nations, not a bloody war between two greedy sovereigns over a crown
or a plot of land, not even a war for freedom and national independence.
No! Not a single passion, not a single individual desire matter here; all
was suffused with one idea: to liberate the grave of the divine Savior!”
(PSS 8, 18; emphasis mine). Gogol here pits Christian ideal against na-
tional and political imperatives. According to him, while particular Chris-
tian religions bind nations and differentiate them from others, the Chris-
tian ideal as such trumps all national concerns. It is noteworthy, however,
that in Gogol’s list of legitimate motives for the outbreak of war, only
religious zeal outranks a fight for “freedom and national independence.”

In the article’s conclusion, Gogol casts the Middle Ages as a maelstrom
that transformed the old world order based on the hegemony of the
Roman Empire into the new one based on the hegemony of national
monarchies. Similarly to “On the Teaching of Universal History,” “On
the Middle Ages” ends with a bow in the direction of Official Nationality.
Gogol flatters autocracy in general and Russian in particular by treating
its impact on the world as inherently “enlightening.” He justifies the re-
pressive measures that tend to accompany monarchical regimes by
claiming that they helped usher in such progressive developments as ge-
ographic exploration and the inventions of print and gunpowder. These
regimes have used political oppression, Gogol claims, for the good cause
of dragging the obstinate humanity toward self-realization and progress.
Incidentally, in Selected Passages Gogol would soon similarly portray the
effect of the Russian tsars on the sluggish Russian people.

However, Gogol distinguished between political ideas in theory and
how they applied. to specific cultural contexts. He praised the republi-
canism of the early Rornans and Cossacks but considered it unfit to meet
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the exigencies of ruling an empire, whether Roman or, presumably, Rus-
sian. Thus although he lauds Russian autocracy, he was otherwise drawn
to the idea of limited monarchy. This comes through in his detailed out-
line of Henry Hallam’s A View of the State of Europe during the Middle
Ages (1818). Hallam’s work and Gogol’s summary of it focus on consti-
tutional transformations in medieval Europe and curtailment of monar-
chic power. Independent city—states, constitutions, elective monarchies,
and representative assemblies that constrain the king’s power feature
prominently in Gogol’s excerpts from Hallam, which, considering their
size, point toward a keen interest on Gogol’s part.** In fact, in his “Bib-
liography of the Middle Ages,” Gogol notes Hallam’s treatment of con-
stitutional transformations as the book’s central value (PSS 9, 102).

Considering Hallam’s focus on the challenges to autocracy, a rather
undesirable topic in Nicholaevan Russia, Gogol’s interest cannot be ex-
plained by his pedagogic duties. While autocracy did seem in Gogol’s
view to suit Russia’s needs, the notions of elective representation and a
limited central rule did, on the other hand, figure prominently in his
research on Ukrainian history. This research stressed the democratic
traditions of Kievan Rus, of Ukraine within the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth, and most important, of the Cossacks. Gogol was most likely
interested in the topic as a historian of Ukraine, not Russia. Democratic
and autocratic traditions functioned for Gogol as distinguishing marks of
Ukrainian and Russian national histories, respectively. In the Taras Bulba
of 1842, the dissolution of the democratic Cossack ethos in Russianness
culminates in the Cossacks’ invocation to the all-powerful Russian tsar.

Cognizant of the impact on history of broad social, political, and cul-
tural factors, Gogol was also captivated by its great individuals. His his-
torical writings focus on such leaders as Julius Caesar, Caesar Augustus,
Attila the Hun, Alexander the Great, Mohammed, and Mazepa. What
makes a ruler wise, effective, and popular became the topic of Gogol’s
unfinished drama from old English history, “Alfred,” and his sketch “Al-
Mamun,” which was published in Arabesques. Both texts take the topic
of ninth-century rulers, Anglo-Saxon and Arabian, respectively, and
clothe it in notions, concerns, and cultural patterns of nineteenth-century
Russia.

The Anglo-Saxon period in the history of the British Isles became
widely popular in Europe with Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1820; Russian
translation: 1826). The novel is a study in the archeology of Englishness.



The Politics of Writing History 115

Scott portrays British identity as a palimpsest of invasions and conquests,
Roman, Saxon, and Norman. An anachronistic notion of the enmity be-
tween the twelfth-century Anglo-Saxon agricultural population and the
Norman invaders represents the novel’s key premise. Scott’s sympathies
lay with the conquered underdog, the Saxons. So pervasive was the influ-
ence of Scott’s Saxon-Norman dichotomy that serious historians subse-
quently investigated it as a legitimate historical paradigm. One of them
was Augustin Thierry, whose Histoire de la Conquéte de L’Angleterre par
les Normandes (1825) served Gogol as a source when he worked on “Al-
fred.”*

In 1827, The Moscow Herald enthusiastically reviewed Thierry’s book.
The book’s portrayal of the Saxons chafing under the Norman yoke res-
onated with Russia’s own historic martyrology—to a large extent mythic
but eagerly picked up by nationalist historiography—of the great traumas
it suffered under the so-called Tatar yoke.* The reviewer notes Thierry’s
sympathy for the “subjugated and oppressed nation,” on which the Nor-
mans inflicted countless “miseries.”® The Moscow Herald’s publisher, as
if eager to prevent any confusion as to who the victims might be if this
paradigm were applied to Russian history, explains in a footnote that the
Normans behaved the same way in all conquered lands, including Russia.
The footnote casts Russia in the role of the subjugated nation beset by
an evil oppressor. Exemplifying the imperial amnesia I noted earlier in
the chapter, the anonymous reviewer admits no troubling parallels be-
tween the Normans and Russia’s own current status as an enslaving power
that thrusts “yokes” on other peoples.

This alignment makes early Rus into a victim of two yokes: the Norman
in addition to the Tatar. The early Rus population and the Saxons did in
fact share a common history of a Norman influence, though “yoke” may
not be the most fitting metaphor to describe it. In Russian historiography,
the controversial Norman theory held that a group of Normans called
Varangians, traversing East Slavic lands while trading with Byzantium,
responded to an invitation of Novgorodian Slavs to come and rule over
them. They founded the Rusian state and became a civilizing influence
on the East Slavs. While in the eighteenth century the Russian historian
Lomonosov rejected this theory, calling it a fabrication of German his-
torians, nineteenth-century historians by and large accepted it, merely
debating its scope and significance.®

The Norman theory posed the vexing problem of the native (Slavic)
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versus foreign (Norman) origin of the Russian nation. Gogol’s friend
Mikhail Pogodin, who specialized in the topic, accepted the Norman
theory yet argued for the basic Slavness of early Rusian culture. J6zef
Sekowski in his 1834 article on the Scandinavian sagas, by contrast, ar-
gued that the proto-Russians were in fact Normans, not Slavs, who with
time intermixed with the indigenous Slavic population. He claims that
the Scandinavian sagas would further the study of ancient Russian history,
it being basically coextensive in that period with the history of the Nor-
mans.* In his published article Gogol ridiculed Sekowski’s views, yet in
his private notes on early Slavic history, he himself described the proto-
Rusians (Rossy) as Normans who subjugated the Slavs, thus agreeing with
Sekowski.* This is another instance of a discrepancy between Gogol as a
public and private historian, one that can be attributed to the political
pressures of the day.

In portraying the Saxon-Norman conflict in “Alfred,” Gogol dramatizes
the Saxons’ attempt to shake off the foreign yoke. Historical fiction of
the time widely employed this rhetoric while portraying Russia’s conflicts
with the Poles and the French during the Time of Troubles and the War
of 1812. Gogol accentuates the social division between the “people” and
the aristocracy within the Saxon nation. The Saxon commoners remain
true to their instinctive, innate patriotism, while greedy aristocrats col-
laborate with the Norman oppressor for material gain or political power.
The unspoiled national feeling of the Russian people and the corrupti-
bility of aristocracy in times of national crises were also popular topoi of
the nationalist literature on historical themes, from Zagoskin and Glinka
to Kukolnik.

Vox populi opens Gogol’s play. As the Saxons await the arrival of King
Alfred (849-901) from his sojourn in Rome, they complain about the
oppression of the Normans and their unspeakable atrocities against the
Saxons and their religion. The Saxon thanes (the aristocrats) cooperate
with the Normans—whom Gogol, following Thierry, calls the Danes—
in order to seize land from the free Saxon landowners (ceorls), in con-
travention of Saxon law. The gathered crowd hopes that King Alfred will
put an end to these abuses. In contrast to English literature’s image of
Alfred as an ideal constitutional monarch, Gogol portrays him as a strong
leader and an advocate of unlimited royal power, though he plans on
using this power to further an educational rather than a military agenda.
Yet the attack of the Danes/Normans necessitates that Alfred become a
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warrior before he can become an enlightened monarch. After the initial
military loss, Alfred arouses his armies’ religious fervor. He invokes
Christ, the Holy Virgin, and Saint George “on his white horse,” which
apparently carries them to victory (PSS 5, 193).

Of all the possible parallels between the historical moment described
in “Alfred” and Russia’s history, surely St. George—Russia’s patron saint,
eternalized in iconography as mounted on his white horse—prompts this
connection most strongly. In his study of the play M. P. Alekseev advances
Chernyshevsky’s thesis that Gogol may have intended Alfred as a “sym-
bolic apotheosis of Peter.” This interpretation is certainly plausible. Like
Gogol’s Alfred, Peter I went abroad to gain knowledge, promoted the
spread of enlightenment, centralized power in the hands of the.ruler, and
curtailed the influence of old noble families. Similarly to the Saxon king,
Peter could enact his sweeping reforms only after defeating his country’s
Scandinavian enemy: the Swedes. Yet Alekseev is right to consider any
direct historical parallels as overly simplistic and to note the affinity of
“Alfred” to Gogol’s other texts.*!

One parallel that Alekseev does not consider involves the context of
Russian-Ukrainian relations. The enslavement of free Saxon landowning
peasants by the Saxon thanes prompts this alignment most strongly.
Cuthred (the peasant) complains in the play that he joined Ethelbald (the
thane) to help him fight the Danes, but Ethelbald took his land and
enslaved him. For the Ukrainians, the extension and legalization of
serfdom in Ukraine under Catherine II represented just such an illegal
enslavement of a free people. It was a notable step toward annihilating
Ukraine’s original immunities as a separate domain within the Muscovite,
then Russian, empire. Catherine’s serfdom policy met with strong con-
demnation in Ukraine. The Ukrainian writer Vasily Kapnist penned in
protest the famous “Ode on Slavery” (“Oda na rabstvo,” 1783), which,
considering the friendship between the Kapnist and Gogol families, Gogol
would certainly have known.* '

In fact, Cuthred’s complaint may be read as the grievance of the entire
Ukrainian nation, not just the peasants, against the Russians who cun-
ningly “enslaved” them through the Pereiaslav agreement. According to
the Ukrainian side, the agreement represented a military alliance made
for the strategic purpose of defeating the common enemy (the Poles) and
did not involve Ukraine’s renunciation of its internal independence,
Which the tsar affirmed. Once the Polish enemy was subdued, however,
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Muscovy began to take away Ukraine’s freedoms. Cuthred’s relations with
Ethelbald closely resemble Ukraine’s fate within the Russian empire:

When the Danes got to Wessex and started pillaging, I ran to [Ethel-
bald], the swine. ... I promised, if the occasion presents itself, to fight
in his army, bring my horse and all my armaments. And he, the scoun-
drel, as soon as the Danes left, made me his slave. . .. And [when I was
away], he took my own land, given to me by my father. ... But am [,
you old knave, your slave? I am free [vol'nyi]. ] am a ceorl. ... Under
Anglo-Saxon law no one can offend and enslave a free man. (PSS 5,
180)

Like Cuthred, Ukraine joined Russia to fight the common enemy and
was cheated out of its freedom in the process. A feeling of religious affinity
led Ukrainians to form an alliance with the Orthodox Russians against
the Polish Catholics, yet the Ukrainians were left in disastrous straits that
were not meant to be a part of the bargain. Gogol’s nameless ceorl cap-
tures a perfidious arrangement of this kind when speaking of the Saxon
thanes: “And if some ceorl, in order to escape from this damned rule of
foreign curs, submits to the patronage of a thane, thinking that if you
are to pay your dues, it’s better to pay them to your own kind than to
foreigners—then that’s even worse! They’ll make such a slave out of you
that not even a Briton knew such slavery” (PSS 5, 176).

The ceorls hope that King Alfred will restore their rights. However, the
writ addressed to Alfred that lays out Cuthred’s complaint gets ripped
apart while the curious crowd passes it from hand to hand. The motif of
a complaint that does not reach the sovereign is a familiar one in Gogol’s
fiction. He uses it twice in Evenings on a Farm, in “A Lost Letter” and
“Christmas Eve,” which further connects Cuthred’s plot with the plight
of Ukrainians. Gogol suggests that between the righteous Saxon folk and
their king, as between the Ukrainians and their Russian imperial pro-
tector, something is terribly amiss. The power grid that connects them,
due to the abuse and profiteering of various middlemen, became short-
circuited. The exoneration of the tsar in this schema of corruption cor-
roborates Vsevolod Setchkarev’s point that the play was most likely in-
tended as an apotheosis of monarchy.” However, it is possible that Gogol
abandoned what he may have intended as a politically correct apotheosis
at least in part because it was slipping out of his control in the direction
of risky Ukrainian-Russian parallels that stood no chance of being staged.
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Though Gogol praised King Alfred as a model enlightened monarch,
his Arabesques sketch “Al-Mamun” shows that even the best-intentioned
royal luminary may sometimes harm his nation while trying to improve
it. The sketch develops the idea of ruler-driven enlightenment in ways
that touch quite intimately on the question of autocracy’s role in the
Russian version of this process. The text is quite ostensibly a parable: the
ninth-century Arabian context thinly veils the concerns of post-Petrine
Russian culture. Most likely anticipating censorship problems, Gogol
abandoned his original title “A Treatise on Governing” (“Traktat o prav-
lenii,” PSS 8, 759) and decided to clothe his idea in history (the published
sketch’s subtitle reads “A Historical Characteristic”). Pushkin and Zhu-
kovsky were in attendance when Gogol read the text as a lecture at Pe-
tersburg University.

Gogol begins his sketch on al-Mamun (786?-834) by contrasting him
with his predecessor Harun ar-Rashid (766?-809). A ruler of a gigantic
flourishing empire with the capital in Baghdad, Harun successfully bal-
ances his political, military, and administrative functions with the pa-
tronage of arts and sciences. He exercises moderation in importing for-
eign models, bringing them in “only insofar as it helped to develop [the
nation’s] own” (PSS 8, 76~77). Harun has solved the problem that Alfred
begins to confront and that plagued the Ukrainian-Russian relations in
Gogol’s view: the perennial corruption of the intermediaries between the
monarch and his or her people. Harun, Gogol writes, administered his
domain expeditiously. He put fear in his deputies by personally con-
ducting covert inspections.

To Harun’s pragmatism and balance Gogol juxtaposes al-Mamun’s ide-
alism and an immoderate enthusiasm for knowledge, which he prizes “for
itself, not thinking about its goal and application” (PSS 8, 77). Gogol’s
rejection of knowledge as a pure value, of scholasticism unsullied by prac-
tical concerns, may well serve as a motto to all of Arabesques” “scholarly”
articles. In each, as I have tried to show, Gogol keeps his eye on the “goals
and applications” that would be relevant to his contemporary audience.
In al-Mamun’s ill-guided, excessive enthusiasm, as fateful for him as var-
ious petty obsessions are for the characters of Dead Souls, he attempts to
transform the “political state” he inherited from Harun into “the state of
the Muses” (PSS 8, 77). In contrast to Harun’s judicious borrowing from
foreign cultures, al-Mamun encourages a wholesale importation of the
Greek learning that he admired. This causes him to neglect the admin-
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istration of the empire, which opens the way for abuses. The presence of
artists and scholars in the empire’s political machine both weakens al-
Mamun’s state and corrupts the arts and sciences themselves, which, ac-
cording to Gogol, belong to a separate sphere from that of the state.
(Here, in a qualification most likely meant for Pushkin’s and Zhukovsky’s
consumption, Gogol grants an exception for great poet-geniuses, who are
attuned to the nation’s pulse and whose advice a wise ruler will seek [PSS
8, 78].) Despite al-Mamun’s noble reasons, the foreign enlightenment that
he forces upon his nation does not sit well with the Arabs’ natural pro-
clivities and characteristics. He misses the vital point concerning the re-
lationship of foreign enlightenment and national culture, which Gogol
offers as the moral of his parable: “[Al-Mamun] lost sight of the great
truth that nations draw wisdom from within, that foreign enlightenment
should be borrowed only to the extent that it can aid the native devel-
opment, and that a nation’s development can proceed only from its na-
tional origins” (PSS 8, 79).

Al-Mamun’s misguided reforms result in the absolute disjunction be-
tween the ruler and his empire and offer a sad lesson: “He died, not
having understood his nation and not having been understood by it. In
any case, he gave an instructive lesson. He showed himself a ruler who,
with all his desire for good. .. was unwittingly one of the mainsprings
that hastened the demise of the state” (PSS 8, 81). The parable of an
unwise, imbalanced ruler concludes in an admonition about the fall of
an empire, linking this text with Gogol’s treatment of the Roman Empire.
Monarchs who do not understand their nations and disregard their nat-
ural tendencies lead to the crumbling of political units that are rooted in
the nation. An immoderate infusion of foreign models disrupts the del-
icate, organic balance of the nation’s core identity on which the empire’s
ultimate success or failure rests.

These lessons pertain directly to the cultural traumas suffered by Russia
in consequence of Peter I's Westernizing reforms. Gogol’s al-Mamun is a
camouflaged Peter, who wrested Russia out of its native matrix and placed
it on the road to modernization and secularization based on Western
models. Enamored, like al-Mamiun, with foreign cultures and sciences,
Peter flooded Russia with their wares, bruising its national self and
stunting its organic growth. The rule of both Peter and al-Mamun dem-
onstrates the fatal effects of a disequilibrium between alien imports and
national resources in a country’s cultural economy. The article posits al-
Mamun’s zeal in meddling with his country’s religion (the most vital
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“glue” of a nation, in Gogol’s view) as his most pernicious reform. This
strengthens the parallel between al-Mamun and Peter, who, in his drive
to secularize Russia and consolidate the power in the hands of the tsar,
made drastic changes in the structure of the Church and its role in Rus-
sian life.*

Gogol himself seems to have stripped Peter of his al-Mamun disguise
in his unpublished “Notebook for 1846-51,” written during his work on
the second volume of Dead Souls. Both texts blame an imbalance between
alien and native culture on the ruler’s action. This fragment, “An Over-
view of the Process of Enlightenment in Russia,” is egregiously under-
quoted in Gogol scholarship, likely due to its grim view of Russian na-
tional identity. I will therefore quote it at length:

Peter opened for Russians access to enlightened Europe, which was de-
veloped and had traditions of statehood. He did something useful: take
what best they might have [and]...fill in the gaps. But the Russian
people are immoderate...and went to an extreme. They greedily
grabbed both what was needed and what was superfluous. Having fallen
for various luxuries and innumerable trifles, they completely forgot that
they are in their own land. Admiring the originality and strangeness of
European life, [the Russian people] formed an idea to transplant it, as
if it were possible to forget that Europe reached this development be-
cause it developed from its own sources. Russia [also] should have been
developing from its own sources....If a house is already built on a
certain plan, one should not damage it. One may change the decorations
and redo each corner in the European style, but to demolish the sup-
porting walls of the entire structure—that’s an absurdity. It’s the same
as to correct the work of God’s hands. This is why that which is gen-
uinely Russian in Russia barely budged despite almost a hundred years
of ceaseless retouching, alterations, troubles, and hassle. In the sciences,
arts, in the way of life, and most of all in the head of the Russian, a
chaotic confusion took place. All attempts [to establish] institutions
were becoming futile the further they went. This is why the more the
Russian entered European life, the more he forgot his own land, and
the less he could know what was appropriate for it. (PSS 7, 389; the
roughness of the quote reflects the original)

The image of a society in this note corresponds quite closely to the
one Gogol presents in “Al-Mamun.” The fragment supports my reading
of “Al-Mamun” as Gogol’s call for the rethinking of Russia’s relentless
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Westernizing course to achieve a greater balance between “national ele-
ments” and “foreign enlightenment,” an idea voiced earlier by Venevi-
tinov and supported in Gogol’s time by Uvarov. The eventual fall of al-
Mamun’s empire points to the urgency of dealing with the parallel crisis
in the culture of the Russian empire. Needless to say, a turn inward would
mean a turn toward Russia’s indigenous roots, the “genuinely Russian,”
to use the term from “An Overview.” Europeanized Russia has lost touch
with its native essence, but Arabesques’ image of Ukraine, the cradle of
Slavdom in Gogol’s view, continues the rhetoric of Herderian ethnic
wholeness initiated by the Dikanka tales. While allusions to Russia in
Arabesques focus on its political existence as an empire (for example, in
its parallels to the Roman Empire) or on its denationalized cultural limbo
(as in “Al-Mamun” or such stories as “Nevsky Prospect”), it is Gogol’s
articles on Ukraine that provide a tantalizing fresh breath of Slavness and
cultural integrity.

The Origin of the Ukrainian Nation

Gogol’s interest in Ukrainian history dates back to his Nizhyn years and
his “Book of Odds and Ends,” but he worked on it most intensively in
his capacity as a scholar between 1833 and 1835. The projected four large
or six small volumes never materialized, yet Gogol’s scholarly efforts on
the topic bore fruit in the form'of fiction: the 1835 Mirgorod version of
Taras Bulba. Gogol returned to the study of Ukrainian history in 1839
when drafting a tragedy from the history of the Zaporozhian Cossacks
and reworking Bulba for the 1842 edition. Of all Gogol’s scholarly his-
torical interests and planned publications, the history of Ukraine is the
most important and long-standing project, to which Gogol’s correspon-
dence attests most extensively and unequivocally (see note 23 to this
chapter). It is a matter of scholarly controversy that I will not attempt to
resolve (hinging on how much Gogol’s words can be trusted) whether
any part of this work ever came into existence. However, the epistolary
evidence and extant fragments, not to mention Gogol’s historical fiction,
prove beyond any doubt that Gogol devoted considerable energy toward
reading the available literature and compiling materials.* In 1834 Gogol
announced the imminent publication of his “History of Little Russia” in
three journals, asking all those in possession of relevant sources to allow
him access to them. Whether or not a draft of this book or some portion
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thereof actually existed, these announcements attest to the seriousness of
this project for Gogol.

Gogol’s view of the history of Ukraine exhibits a tension with the of-
ficial Russian historiography on this topic. As noted in Chapter 1, the
Russian imperial discourse included Ukrainian history within Russian his-
tory through the notion of the continuity of the Kievan and Muscovite
states. For Karamzin, Russian history began on the territory roughly cor-
responding to modern Ukraine and then “moved” to Russia. According
to Stephen Velychenko’s helpful summary, Russian historians viewed pre-
Kievan and Kievan periods as the cornerstone of Russian history, which
led them to focus on events in present-day Ukrainian lands through the
thirteenth century. The fourteenth through the nineteenth centuries re-
ceived little attention, Velychenko writes, “for in that period the Dnepr
region was no longer ‘the center’ of the ‘Russian historical process.” ”%

Gogol also worked in the context of Ukrainian historiography. The
Ukrainian History of the Rusians (Istoriia Rusov), which was written by
an unknown author and circulated in manuscript copies from the 1820s
until it was published in 1846, sought to challenge the imperial “grand
narrative.” It depicted Ukraine as an independent player in the interna-
tional arena, stressed its heroic military past, and argued that Ukraine
deserved autonomy within the Russian empire. Dmytro Bantysh-
Kamensky’s History of Little Russia (Istoriia Maloi Rossii, 1822, 2nd ed.
1830), by contrast, took the loyalist stance and eschewed any critiques of
Russian centralism. Bantysh-Kamensky followed a Karamzinian formula
of rulers’ history and a focus on political events. Gogol knew both works
and used them in his historical fiction.*

After the Polish revolt of 1831, which placed restitutionist claims on
Ukrainian territory, the government felt obliged to refute them by spon-
soring the study of Ukrainian history, yet of a particular kind. Historical
research, as directed by Uvarov, was to show that “lands once ruled by
Poland were in fact ‘Russian from time immemorial.” ”#8 As Velychenko
notes, Uvarov proposed to prove the unity of the entire “Russian” land
by evoking its cultural, linguistic, and ethnic integrity. Cases like Polevoi’s,
who lambasted the typical insistence of Russian historians to see Ukraine
as culturally and historically consubstantial with Russia, were extremely
rare.*® The Polish revolt of 1831 marked a radical shift, as Velychenko
writes, from “limited tolerance of a ‘loyalist’ national development toward
an early form of centralist Russian nationalism, the Official Nationality



124  Nikolai Gogol

policy.” Velychenko quotes the minister of the interior’s instruction to the
governor of Kiev about a Ukrainian newspaper: “[it] must avoid anything
which might awaken sympathy for old Poland and Lithuania, or a wish
to restore the old order, and on the contrary they should demonstrate
how this area was. .. the second cradle of the Russian monarchy.” The
censorship also opposed the glorification of the Cossacks, fearing a rise
in political separatism and social unrest. All in all, the political climate
of the era encouraged the study of Ukrainian history, but in conformance
to the Russian perspective, which Velychenko elaborates in the following
way:

Russians tended to see Ukraine and its past in a nostalgic, indulgent,
and patronizing light, and the government saw no reason Ukrainian
history should not be studied as part of the “all-Russian fatherland” that
had returned to Moscow’s fold after centuries of oppression. This image,
though promulgated in general histories of Russia, had its major root
in eighteenth-century “loyalist” Cossacks chronicles that presented
Ukrainian history as a great but quaint prelude to an even more glorious
present and future under the rational rule of the tsars. “Little Russian”
history was thereby safely frozen in the past and not invoked as a model
worthy of emulation in the present.*

Gogol was doubtless aware of the official Russian view of Ukrainian his-
tory and of the strictures of censorship, which were relatively lenient
within the walls of academe but more stringent with regard to published
and widely disseminated materials. These factors constitute a crucial con-
text for understanding the radical and loyalist aspects of Gogol’s published
and unpublished materials concerning Ukrainian history.

Both these aspects are embedded already in Gogol’s journal announce-
ments of his forthcoming publication on Little Russian history. In January
1834, he published the first version of this announcement, titled “About
the Publication of a History of Little Russian Cossacks,” in Bulgarin’s The
Northern Bee:

We still do not have a full and satisfactory history of Little Russia, the
people [narod] that functioned for four centuries separately from Great
Russia. I do not call “history” the many compilations put together from
various chronicles (however useful as materials) that lack severe critical
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analysis and a general plan and goal, that are mostly incomplete and
have not shown a place of this people in world history.

I decided to take this work upon myself and to present in my history
how this part of Russia separated; what political form it took under
foreign rule; how this warlike nation, the Cossacks, developed—Eu-
rope’s bulwark against Mohammedan conquerors—marked by a com-
plete originality of character and exploits; how for three centuries [the
Cossack nation], arms in hand, defended its rights and stood up for its
religion and finally united with Russia forever; how its military life im-
perceptibly disappeared and changed into an agricultural one; how
slowly the entire country received new rights instead of the old ones
and finally completely united in one body with Russia.*!

The bold and radical aspects of the Northern Bee version of the an-
nouncement include Gogol’s emphasis on Ukraine’s separateness from
Russia; the idea that Ukrainian history is an independent tributary of
world history, unmediated by its “belonging” to Russian history (a dis-
tinction afforded in universal histories only to nations); that in the period
of its separate existence Ukraine developed a political organization; that
it possessed certain “rights” that it subsequently lost; that Ukrainian Cos-
sacks saved Europe from the Ottomans (a glory commonly claimed for
Russia in Russian history); and that the Cossacks formed a nation pos-
sessed of “complete originality.”

A number of these assertions disappear in further printings of the an-
nouncement, which appeared in Polevoi’s The Moscow Telegraph and Na-
dezhdin’s Rumor (PSS 9, 591-592, 76-77). The choice of the Rumor ver-
sion as the “canonical” text is an example of a questionable editorial
decision on the part of the scholars who put together Gogol’s collected
works. Usually quite intent on recovering the fullest Gogolian text, least
compromised by censorship’s tampering, in this case the PSS editors se-
lected the most trimmed and censored version of the announcement. This
is why I chose to resurrect the Northern Bee text. Since Gogol’s manuscript
did not survive, it is unclear whether he himself modified it to suit the
various journals, whether the journals’ publishers took license with
Gogol’s submission, or whether the objectionable phrases from the
Northern Bee version (hereafter NB) caused subsequent censors to de-
mand revisions and cuts (for each of the three publications, the an-
nouncement had separate censorship evaluations). Most likely, the cen-
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sorship was responsible for at least some of these changes, all of which
tend to blunt the boldness of the original announcement.

In The Moscow Telegraph and Rumor (hereafter MT and R, respec-
tively), Gogol announces his work by the new and broader title “History
of Little Russia” (not just “of the Little Russian Cossacks”). This title i
more accurate, given the projected work’s chronological span of the mid
thirteenth to the late eighteenth century, which can be inferred from the
announcement (from the Tatar invasion to the abolition of the Cossacl
Hetmanate). More significantly, Gogol changes Ukraine’s “separate’
(otdel'no) existence from Russia, which implies a stark disjunction, to ¢
gentler term “independent” (nazavisimo). While the NB text differentiates
between Little Russia and Great Russia, the MT and R versions replace
the latter with just “Russia,” which transforms the former, more equi-
polent formulation into one that pits the one all-inclusive Russia against
its “subset,” Little Russia. The idea of the Cossacks saving Europe from
the Ottomans disappears from both later announcements. The notion of
Ukraine’s political organization in the period of its independence is absent
in the last, R text. If eliminating such notions was indeed the censor’s
contribution, then Gogol would have carried from this. experience a good
lesson about the censorship’s attitudes as to the preferred picture of
Ukrainian history, one that stood a chance of being published. It seems
plausible that one reason why Gogol stopped his work on this project,
besides his seeming incapacity for a sustained scholarly effort and the
Kiev job fiasco, was an anticipation that it would never be published in
the form he devised for it. Self-censorship stopped Gogol from continuing
other works, and it likely had something to do with his unfinished history
of Ukraine.*?

Like Rudy Panko’s wife, however, whose pastry averts a confrontation
between Panko’s guests, Gogol also delivers some “blushings and sweet-
enings” in his announcement that strike a note of pleasing harmony with
the official Russian view of Ukrainian history. The very paradigm of
Ukraine’s union, separation, and eventual reunion with Russia conforms
to the writ-in-stone pattern of official Russtan historiography. Similar to
the obligatory invocations of Marxism-Leninism in twentieth-century
Russian scholarship, the reference to Ukraine by the metonymic desig-
nation “that part of Russia” marks Gogol’s (token) tribute to the idea of
Ukraine’s essential Russianness.>* The closer Gogol’s historical outline gets
to contemporary times, the more innocuous do the fierce Cossacks be-
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come (their transformation from military to agricultural lifestyle). The
present times are shown as blessed with new laws that replaced the old
ones and with Ukraine’s complete unity with Russia. Gogol, resembling
the Cossacks in Dikanka’s “Christmas Eve” in their prostration before the
Russian empress, insists in the NB announcement with equal emphasis
and redundance that Ukraine became “united completely with Russia in
one body” (sovershenno slilas' v odno telo). The subsequent versions grad-
ually trim the zealous excess: MT features “completely united into one,”
and the R version states simply “completely united.”

The announcements thus assure that Gogol’s history of Ukraine will
be “safely frozen,” to use Velychenko’s phrase, in the past, its present
being synonymous with Russia, while at the same time they indicate the
fairly risky directions of Gogol’s historical thinking about Ukraine. They
walk a fine line between the official Russian and the nationalist Ukrainian
views of Ukrainian history. As such, they anticipate this section’s center-
piece to which we now shall turn, “A Glance at the Making of Little
Russia,” which Gogol bills in a footnote to its Arabesques publication as
a discarded draft of an introduction to his “History of Little Russia.”

Like “On the Middle Ages,” “A Glance” attempts to encapsulate the
entirety of Gogol’s project and mark its highlights and key ideas, using a
captivating style that grips the audience’s imagination. The article features
a tension with the official Russian dogma and the censorship surrounding
the topic of Ukrainian history, all the while pledging conformance to their
guidelines and attempting to placate any potential allegations of political
incorrectness. That Gogol would feel compelled to articulate such “cover”
seems understandable, given that the article had originally appeared in
the main organ of Official Nationality, Uvarov’s Journal of the Ministry
of National Education. As Gogol knew from his previous dealings with
the Journal, its editors/censors, including—especially in this first crucial
year of its existence—the minister himself, scrutinized the submissions
and demanded changes that most likely included matters of conformance
to official doctrines (PSS 10, 294-296).

As in the announcements, Gogol makes sure in the very first sentence
that the first date that jumps at the reader of “A Glance at the Making
of Little Russia” is the thirteenth century. He does nevertheless venture
into prior times in the article, thdugh he avoids mentioning dates on
these occasions. Gogol treads gingerly in this article—in stark contrast to
his notes, as the next section will show—around the Kievan period, which
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according to official historiography belonged to “Russian,” not “Little
Russian,” history. To start a narrative of Little Russian history from the
thirteenth century was “safe,” since even the official Russian historiog-
rapher, Karamzin, relinquished this area from any particular significance
to Russian history after the mid-thirteenth century.>

Further establishing his conformance to the official unity-separation-
reunion schema of Ukrainian-Russian relations, Gogol posits in the ar-
ticle’s first line “Russia” (Rosstia) as the original historical entity from
which his Little Russia will in time branch out. However, upon a closer
glance this conformance appears rather superficial. Though Gogol
couches the unity of ancient Rus in terms of the cultural nationalism that
Uvarov recommended, he also undermines it by discussing the tribes’
perennial fragmentation and disunity: “Hundreds of tiny states sharing
the same religion, ethnicity, and language, marked by the same common
character, and united, it seems, by kinship as if against their will—all
these tiny states were disconnected to an extent that is rare among peoples
of different characters” (PSS 8, 40). The complete separation of the tribes
of Rus, which exceeded that of entirely unrelated peoples, diminishes the
significance of their purported cultural synonymy. The notion of a union
of kins “against their will” in an article on Little Russia published in a
Russian governmental journal strikes one as a rather cavalier innuendo
on Gogol’s part. It seems a perilous excursion beyond the official dis-
course of Russian-Ukrainian relatedness and brotherly love.

Despite the initial pitch of the thirteenth century as his history’s
starting point, Gogol proceeds to discuss the internecine strife of Kievan
appanage princes that goes back to the eleventh century (PSS 8, 40). He
claims that it destroyed the national identity of the “Russian” tribes that
was only budding under Norman rulers and regrets the absence of reli-
gion among them, that most powerful nationalizing factor. Gogol claims
that early Rusian monasticism did not favor nation building, by which
he comes dangerously close to the assertion that got Chaadaev in trouble,
about the disadvantages of Orthodoxy for Russia. Gogol quickly neutral-
izes this perilous line of thought by chastising the “autocratic” pope who,
unlike the meek Rusian monks, usurped political power and “bound all
Europe with his religious power as with an invisible spider web” (PSS 8,
41). In order to cast the pope in a sinister light, Gogol revises his treat-
ment of papal power from “On the Middle Ages,” where he argued that
it played a constructive role in building modern European nations.



The Politics of Writing History =~ 129

Gogol’s picture of the struggles between these supposedly fraternal
tribes creates a grim image of a truly savage and soulless people:

These were struggles between relatives, between brothers, between fa-
thers and children. Neither hate nor a powerful passion inflated them.
No! Brother slaughtered brother for a plot of land, or just to show
heroism. A terrible example for the people! Kinship collapsed because
the inhabitants of two neighboring principalities, kinsmen, were ready
any moment to rise against each other with the fierceness of a wolf. . ..
[W]ho was friend today tomorrow would become foe. The people took
on cold-blooded brutality, because they killed without knowing why. . ..
[1]t seems that all powerful, noble human passions died within them,
and even if there appeared a genius wishing to achieve great things with
this people, he would not have found a single string with which to grab
and shake its insensate body, excepting only brute physical force. His-
tory then froze, it seems, and became geography: a monotonous life,
stirring in parts but motionless in the whole, was [reduced to] the geo-
graphical possession of a country [zhizn'. .. mogla pochest'sia geografi-
cheskoiu prinadlezhnost'iu strany]. (PSS 8, 41)

Graciously abstaining from any claims on the Kievan period, Gogol “re-
turns” it to Russian history in not the most flattering of forms. Instead
of a vibrant and noble people, the glorious founding stock of a future
great nation, early: “Russians” emerge as backstabbing brutes, not quite
human. The “kinship,” announced in the opening sentences, becomes
here explicitly deconstructed, yielding to metaphors of fragmentation and
enmity. The “freezing” of history, officially reccommended for dealing with
Ukrainian history, as Velychenko has noted, here affects the origins of the
Russian nation, destroying its fragile national stirrings like frost that kills
an early crop. The Russian people becomes ahistorical, its history petri-
fying into geography, a mere space bereft of active stirrings of life. This
association reverberates with Gogol’s fictional work. While Gogol’s
Ukraine represents a historical and ethnic domain, his portrayal of Russia
is limited to purely spatial discourse. The key images in Dead Souls, for
example, will show Russia as a space, an immeasurable expanse traversed
by rushing carriages, rather than a historic entity.

Section 1I of “A Glance” describes the momentous event that shook
this congealed history of ancient “Russia.” The steppes of Middle Asia
released the Tatar hordes that plunged Russia into two centuries of
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slavery. The Tatars represent the vitality and vigor that the passionless
Russian tribes they overrun, mired in their purely spatial, inactive exis-
tence, eminently lack. Gogol argues that the greatest consequence of
the Tatar yoke was the beginning of “a new Slavic generation in south-
ern Russia, whose entire life was battle” and whose history Gogol
proposes to portray (PSS 8, 42). This new Slavic generation was the
Ukrainians.

In accounting for what happened to the population of the southern
lands of “Russia” in the aftermath of the Tatar invasion, Gogol’s printed
text, especially if juxtaposed with his manuscript, becomes problematic.
As Zenon Kohut notes, the imperial schema of locating the origins of
Russia in medieval Kiev and then “moving” it to Muscovy could not but
pose problems for explaining the existence of Ukrainians.>> Attempting
to maintain this schema in the article, Gogol naturally encountered this
pitfall. He dealt with it in a creative but also haphazard and contradictory
manner that may be a likely residue of the article’s passage through cen-
sorship.

Many sources, including Karamzin and Bantysh, mention depopulation
of Kievan lands as a result of the Tatar invasion and the refuge of many
princes in other lands. Much later, in 1856, Gogol’s former friend Mikhail
Pogodin went further by proposing that in the aftermath of the Tatar
invasion the original inhabitants of the Kievan lands, who were really
Great Russians, migrated massively to the northeast, the new center of
Russian history. Starting in the fourteenth century, immigrants from the
Carpathian Mountains and Galicia repopulated this deserted land and
formed the ethnic basis of the future Ukrainians. This migration theory,
which gained great popularity among Russian intellectuals and was de-
bunked by Ukrainian scholars, offered Russians a firmer hold on the
Kievan heritage while effectively denying the Ukrainians’ claim to it. It
appears, however, that Gogol in some ways paved the way for Pogodin’s
theory, being to my knowledge the first to postulate major population
shifts in the region, though on a quite different pattern than Pogodin.
My aim here, nonetheless, is not to prove that the germ of Pogodin’s
famous idea came from Gogol, though it is possible. Rather, it is to
explain the migration theory’s ramifications for the discourses of official
Russian historiography and Ukrainian nationalism that Gogol navigates
in his article.%

For a Romantic historian writing a history of a people rather than
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dynasties or ideas (such as statehood), some population transfer was log-
ically necessary in order to maintain a conceptual link between Kievan
and Muscovite history. Disembodied ideas could not move; people had
to move. Yet Gogol at the same time attempts to outline a national
Ukrainian narrative, so the coincidence of these two projects leads him
to certain contradictions. He initially states in “A Glance at the Making
of Little Russia” that after the Tatar invasion “frightened inhabitants ran
away either to Poland or to Lithuania; many boyars and princes moved
to northern Russia” (PSS 8, 42). The mention of the higher classes moving
north to Muscovy appears after a semicolon, like an insertion to an al-
ready written text, and indeed it is absent in the manuscript (PSS 8, 592,
variant to p. 42, line 17). Incidentally, the “unofficial” view of History of
the Rusians, one of Gogol’s principal sources, mentions nothing about
any migration to northern Russian principalities—or Poland, for that
matter. By inserting the notion of the northward migration, Gogol pays
homage to the Karamzinian line that stressed the dynastic continuity of
Kiev and Muscovy.

Having exported the créme de la créme of Kievan society basically to
Russia “proper” (lower classes presumably dispersed to Poland and Lithu-
ania), Gogol presents this great migration in a manner that would cause
no proud Ukrainian regret that it may have taken place. Apparently rec-
onciled with the necessity to regard these original inhabitants as proto-
Russians, Gogol goes further to assert that the post-Tatar northbound
migration of the ruling classes was in fact preceded by a more massive
earlier wave. A large part of the population left, Gogol writes, sensing
their incompatibility with the mighty and glorious landscape that sur-
rounded them. Like all the mentions of the northward destination of
original Kievans, this passage is absent from the manuscript:

The people, as if sensing their insignificance, were leaving these places
where the variegated nature became creative, where it scattered steppes,
beautiful, free, with an innumerable multitude of grass, in height almost
gigantic, where it frequently tipped over hills, clothed in wild cherry
trees, or loosened a flowery groove, sprinkled stupendous views over all
winding ribbons of rivers, stretched...the Dnepr with its insatiable
rapids, its grandiose mountainous banks and immeasurable meadows,
and warmed it all up with the mild breath of the south. They were
leaving these places and crowding in that part of Russia, where the
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monotonously plain and even locality, almost everywhere swampy,
pierced all over with sorrowful firs and pines, was demonstrating not a
living life, filled with movement, but some sort of chilliness, staggering
to the soul of a thinking person. As if this confirmed the rule that only
a people powerful in life and character seeks such mighty localities, or
that only brave and astounding localities develop a brave, passionate
people with a character. (PSS 8, 42)

The southern Ukrainian locality recalls Gogol’s nationalized landscapes
from the Dikanka tales, exuding the freedom, beauty, and mighty gran-
deur that characterize the Ukraintan people. The northern locality, by
contrast, anticipates the dreary landscapes of the Russia presented in Dead
Souls. This geographical contrast serves to differentiate the Ukrainian and
Russian nations. Since history writing featured too many hot buttons,
Gogol resorted to geography to make his point. He goes so far as to
affirm explicitly in the final sentence the connection between geographical
place and the quality of a nation inhabiting it. According to Gogol’s “rule”
of a contiguity of nation and location, the power, vivaciousness, and
passion that he associates with the Ukrainian land and nature are shared
by its people. The pathetic, sorrowful, dull, and deadened north, by con-
trast, nourished a people of a character corresponding to these less glo-
rious attributes. In short, while he exports northward Kievan grandees
and then the population at large in order to assert a continuity of Kievan-
Muscovite history, Gogol transforms this putative historical event into
praise for Ukraine and criticism of Russia.

The next segment (IV) also differs substantially from the manuscript
text. The manuscript reads:

When the initial fear passed, then slowly the immigrants from Lithuania
and Russia began settling in this land. This new population was peculiar.
It did not constitute one nation. There were Lithuanians, and Poles, and
Russians, even Tatars. A common fear against a Tatar attack caused
them to unite almost against their will and even adopt one faith. Finally,
Kiev filled with inhabitants. (PSS 8, 593)

The published article replaced this passage with the following:

When the initial fear passed, then slowly-the immigrants from Poland,
Lithuania, and Russia began settling in this land, the true fatherland of
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the Slavs, the land of the ancient Poliane, Severiane, the pure Slavic
tribes which in Great Russia began already mixing with the Finnish
peoples, while here they remained in the former wholeness, with all their
pagan beliefs, childish superstitions, songs, fairy tales, all the Slavic my-
thology that was getting mixed so artlessly with Christianity. The re-
turning former inhabitants also brought in their wake immigrants from
other lands, with whom they remained connected due to a prolonged
contact. The population formed fearfully and timidly since the terrible
nomadic people were not behind mountains: the two were separated—
or, better said, united—by the steppes alone. Despite the population’s
motley nature, there were no such internecine struggles of the type still
taking place in the depth of Russia: surrounding danger gave no op-
portunity to engage in them. (PSS 8, 43)

Since Gogol incorporated the migration theory only later and failed to
revise the article thoroughly enough to bring his other ideas in accordance
with it, this produced certain contradictions and unclear passages in the
published text. The printed text initially identifies the population that
comes to fill the supposedly vacated Ukraine as “immigrants from Poland,
Lithuania, and Russia.” A few lines below, however, Gogol rephrases this
formulation and identifies the incomers as “former inhabitants” who had
earlier migrated out of Ukraine and who returned and brought with them
the immigrants from their host countries. While the manuscript version
presents the Ukrainian nation as a melding of foreign immigrants, the
published version bases it on the native stock (the “former inhabitants™)
that was infused with foreign admixtures (the “immigrants”). Further-
more, in a stark contradiction to the inserted migration theory and in
conformance with the claim of History of the Rusians that the native
people remained, Gogol simultaneously asserts that, far from filling a
vacuum, the repatriants and migrants arrive in a territory inhabited by a
native ethnos with a vibrant folk culture that has retained its “former
Wholeness.” This raises the question of just who migrated out of
Ukrainian lands either before or after the Tatar invasion and how signif-
iant this migration could have been if the remaining native people even
Mmanaged to flourish. Also, if the former migrants returned, one wonders
who remained in Muscovy to perpetuate the continuity of Kievan-
Muscovite-Russian history. At any rate, the theory itself as well as Gogol’s
handling of it are rife with problems and contradictions, which supports
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the idea that the theory was inserted into a text that was not quite com-
patible with it.

Gogol stresses the continuity and ethnic purity of the Ukrainian people
and presents their land as the cradle of Slavdom. He claims that Russians,
by contrast, corrupted their stock by admixtures of Finnish blood. The
discourse of ethnic purity is missing from the manuscript and seems
added by Gogol in the process of working in the migration theory. In
order to argue this idea in the printed text, Gogol expunges the manu-
script’s mention of the Tatars from his list of ethnicities that migrated to
Ukraine. Gogol the historian knew that Tatars participated in forming
the Cossack nation, yet Gogol the Ukrainian nationalist feit compelled to
exclude this information so as to present Ukrainians as ethnically pure
Slavs (which Russians, he claimed, were not). To mention only the new-
comers from Poland, Russia, and Lithuania (the bulk of which covered
a Belorussian territory) meant to restrict the admixtures to Ukraine’s pure
ethnos to basically other Slavs. In this Slavocentric schema, Russia’s ethnic
admixtures from the non-Slavic Finns render it more “impure.” Inciden-
tally, when later in the article Gogol revisits the topic of the Cossacks’
ethnic makeup, he reinserts—or forgets to eliminate—the Tatars and the
mountaineers of the Caucasus, apparently forgetting his earlier assertion
of the Ukrainians’ ethnic purity as Slavs (PSS 8, 47).

In the article Gogol completely revises Karamzin’s presentation of in-
ternecine feuds. The official historiographer attached this stigma to the
southern Kievan lands, almost as a curse of the locality that continued to
plague it for centuries. According to him, Russian history was cursed by
feuds when it was centered in Kiev, but once it moved north, times of
peace and quiet began to rule (IGR 2, 169-170; IGR 3, 28). Gogol in turn
contrasts the continued infighting in Russian principalities with the com-
munal cooperation in Ukraine. In opposition to Karamzin, he attaches
the stigma of internecine strife to the historic entity of the ancient,
“united Russia” whose princes took it with them northward, and not to
the sociogeographic entity of the Kievan land and its people.

Apart from the origin of Ukrainians and the migration theory, another
controversial issue that Gogol confronts in “A Glance at the Making of
Little Russia” is Ukraine’s historic relation to the Duchy of Lithuania.
This question struck at the core of who had a legal and historic right to
Ukraine. Polish chroniclers and historians alleged Poland’s right to
Ukraine by a variety of arguments concerning conquest, dynastic succes-
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sion, union agreements, and ethnic similarity. Russian historiography
based its claims on the notion of the primordial unity of all Rus, the
continuity of Kievan and Muscovite states, and later also invoked ethnic
and cultural factors.”” Sixteenth-century Polish-Lithuanian historian Ma-
ciej Stryjkowski argued that the 1320 conquest of Kiev by the Lithuanian
prince Gediminas gave the Duchy of Lithuania rightful claims to
Ukraine.*® Though Karamzin does not openly confront Stryjkowski’s ar-
gument about the Duchy’s right to Ukraine (probably in order to avoid
propagating such ideas), he attempts to undermine Stryjkowski’s credi-
bility as a historian, arguing with some of his facts and dates. He calls
the work “Stryjkowski’s questionable narrative” and finds his assertions
“false”; Bantysh-Kamensky, Ukraine’s “official” historian, echoes Kara-
mzin in this.®® Both quote Stryjkowski on other occasions as a reliable
historical source.

Gogol knew Stryjkowski’s chronicle and, disregarding Karamzin’s crit-
icisms, based section V of his “Glance” on Stryjkowski’s “questionable
narrative” (in addition to taking some details from Karamzin).s® The sec-
tion describes the incorporation of Ukraine into the Duchy of Lithuania
that resulted in a complete separation of southern Rus from the northern
one and the formation in the south of a separate and original “state”
(gosudarstvo; PSS 8, 44—45). Gogol paints Gediminas and the Lithuanian
nation in the laudatory, heroic style that clearly goes back to—indeed,
augments—Stryjkowski’s rhetoric. While Russia languished in “inactivity
and stupor” under the Tatars, “the great pagan Gediminas,” Gogol writes,
“brought to the stage of history a new nation”: poor pagan forest dwellers
dressed in animal hides (they resemble Gogol’s other valiant pagan con-
querors, the Normans in “Alfred”). Gediminas managed to take hold of
“the entire space between Poland and Tatar Russia,” including the Kievan
land (PSS 8, 43—44).

Gediminas emerges in Gogol’s description as a wise politician and a
historical giant:

And so, a Lithuanian conqueror grabbed from the Tatars the land, as if
right in front of their eyes! One would expect this would spark a war
between the two peoples, but Gediminas was a man of strong mind; he
was a politician, despite his apparent savageness and the insignificance
of his time. He knew how to preserve friendship with the Tatars while
ruling the lands that he took away from them and not paying any
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tribute. This savage politician, illiterate and bowing to a pagan god, did
not change the customs and the traditional rule of a single of the sub-
jugated peoples; he left everything the way it was, confirmed all privi-
leges, and firmly ordered his notables to respect popular laws; he never
left a path of destruction behind him. The complete insignificance of
the peoples surrounding him and even of historical figures lends him a
certain gigantic stature. (PSS 8, 44)

In this glowing assessment, Gogol appreciates Gediminas’s ability to wrest
land and influence from a powerful neighbor, all the while keeping him
appeased. (In an unfinished sketch about Mazepa, which I will discuss
below, Gogol paints the Ukrainian hetman as a similar strategic genius
who confronts the tricky task of outmaneuvering Russia.) Gogol places
particular stress on Gediminas’s treatment of the conquered peoples, his
noninterference in local matters, and respect for traditional customs,
rights, and privileges.

Of course, Russia’s treatment of Ukraine proceeded in the opposite
direction. Gogol’s mention of Gediminas’s paganism, despite which he
was capable of such magnanimity, seems a veiled chastisement of Russia:
though it shared the Christian religion with Ukraine, Russia did not
muster as much tolerance as the Lithuanian “savage.” In order to en-
courage the comparison with Ukraine’s recent history within the Russian
empire, Gogol changes in the section’s conclusion the manuscript’s “con-
quered peoples” (pobezhdennye narody) to “united” or “conjoined peo-
ples” (prisoedinennye narody). Since discussing Russo-Ukrainian relations
in terms of conquest was forbidden, but the metaphors of “joining” and
“reuniting” were promulgated, the second term would have reverberated
with the imperial discourse of Ukraine.

Echoing in tone and angle Stryjkowski’s maligned chronicle, Gogol’s
image of Gediminas diverges significantly from Karamzin’s. While in-
cluding Gediminas among great historical figures, Karamzin strains to
belittle him personally, the significance of his achievements, and the na-
tion he led. On the pages of History of the Russian State, Lithuanians
emerge as “bandits,” “fierce beasts,” and plunderers and Gediminas as a
“perfidious deceiver” (IGR 3, 40, 118, 121; IGR 4, 131). Karamzin scorns
Lithuanians as “a people that was poor and savage,” and owed their mil-
itary know-how and statecraft to the Russians and the Germans (IGR 4,
127). Far from a savvy politician, as Gogol saw him, Gediminas appears
to Karamzin merely “sly” in his ability to gain the Tatars’ friendship.¢'
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The significance of Gediminas’s conquest of Kiev carried vital impli-
cations for Ukrainian history. Stryjkowski used it to deny Poland’s sep-
arate claims to Ukraine and emphasize the primary “belonging” of Kievan
lands to the Grand Duchy. Karamzin offered a woeful jeremiad: “In this
way our fatherland lost, and for a long time, its ancient capital, the place
of glorious memories, where it [our fatherland—E. B.] grew in grandeur
under Oleg’s shield, found the true God thanks to St. Vladimir, adopted
laws from laroslav the Great and the arts from the Greeks!” (IGR 4, 129).
While Karamzin bemoaned Russia’s loss of the city, not the region of
Ukraine, Bantysh-Kamensky reappraised the event as fateful for Ukraine
as a whole, saying that Gediminas earned a place in its history “if not as
a conqueror of this country, then as the main culprit of its subsequent
tearing away from Russia.”¢2

Gogol in “A Glance” interpreted Gediminas’s action in the following
way:

And southern Russia [Rossiia], under the mighty protection of the Lithu-
anian princes, separated completely from the northern one. All ties be-
tween them broke; there emerged two states that have called themselves
by the same name—Rus. One was under the Tatar yoke; the other under
the same scepter with the Lithuanians. But no relations between them
existed. Different laws, different customs, different goals, different con-
nections, different exploits composed for the time being two completely
different characters. How it took place is the goal of our history. (PSS
8, 44-45)

Thus Gediminas’s conquest provides a spark for the emergence of Gogol’s
Ukraine. Gogol stresses the complete disjunction between northern and
southern Rus and a protracted lack of any ties—an idea that is vindicated
by modern scholarship.> Significantly, he discusses the entity that
emerged in the south as a state, which certainly collided with accepted
notions of tsarist historiography. By stressing that the common name,
Rus, was used by completely separate cultural and political domains,
Gogol argues with a popular belief that equated this onomastic synonymy
with a national one. Gogol also subtly contrasts the Tatar “yoke,” under
which the Russians languished, with the Lithuanian “scepter,” under
Which Ukraine enjoyed its national awakening. This passage indicates that
Gogol was planning to write a proud history of a nation, and not a part
of Russia, though in conformance with the union-separation-reunion
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schema necessitated by the exigencies of current politics, he had to affirm
that the life span of this separate national organism was short.

The topic of Lithuania also involved the sensitive problem of Ukraine’s
history within the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The obvious im-
plication of Ukraine’s union with Lithuania was its subsequent incorpo-
ration, as part of the Grand Duchy, in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth. Gogol’s article assiduously avoids referring to it but for the
mention of Jogaila’s name (Jogaila was a Lithuanian grand prince whose
marriage led to a dynastic union between Poland and Lithuania). Gogol’s
published article makes no mention of Ukraine functioning at any time
or in any form as part of Poland. He did discuss it, however, in his
manuscript draft by mentioning Jogaila’s marriage to the Polish queen
and his delivery to the Polish crown of his extensive Rusian and Lithu-
anian possessions. “This way,” Gogol wrote, “Lithuania, southern Russia,
and Poland, united together” (PSS 8, 600). Gogol’s silence about this stage
of Ukrainian history in the published version makes sense in the post-
1831 anti-Polish climate and the tsarist government’s anxiety about the
Polish influence in the area. Either this political pressure, his own
Ukrainian nationalism, or both seem to have made Gogol relegate
Ukraine’s ties to Poland to the dustbin of his Little Russian history.

Following the Herderian dictum of national and natural congruence,
Gogol enlists the help of geography in explaining the Ukrainian nation’s
history. He claims that the lack of natural borders had enormous reper-
cussions for Ukraine’s political existence: “Were there but one real border
made of mountains or sea, the people that settled Lere would have re-
tained its political being and would have formed a separate state. But this
defenseless, open land was the land of devastation and raids, a place where
three warring nations collided, made fertile with bones and blood” (PSS
8, 46). Ukraine’s loss of “political being,” Gogol suggests, resulted from
its vulnerability to attack against which no natural defenses existed. The
neighboring three nations, which in light of the preceding context appear
to be Russians, Poles, and Tatars, made Ukraine a theater of their wars
(here Gogol’s published text is tamer than his manuscript, which labels
these neighbors, including Russia, as “enemies”; PSS 8, 595, note to p. 46,
line 2). Interestingly, having called Ukraine just a page earlier a “state,”
Gogol here asserts that though Ukraine had a political existence, it did
not form a state. It is likely that Gogol did not form an unequivocal view
of this complex matter and on various occasions came down on different
points of the political-statist spectrum.
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This perilous location, however, formed a brave and sturdy nation that
amazed Europe:

This was a land of fear, and therefore only a warlike people, strong in
its unity, could develop here, a desperate people whose entire life would
be fostered by war. And the immigrants, free [vol'nye] and unfree, the
homeless, those who had nothing to lose, who treated their life as if it
were worth a kopeck, whose exuberant will could not stand laws and
authority, who were threatened everywhere by the gallows, settled and
chose the most dangerous place, in full view of the Asian conquerors,
the Tatars and the Turks. This crowd, having grown and multiplied,
composed a whole people that imposed its character and, so to speak,
coloring on the entire Ukraine, and achieved a miracle: it transformed
the peaceful Slavic generations into warlike ones. This people, known
by the name of the Cossacks, represented one of the most extraordinary
phenomena of European history that was perhaps alone responsible for
arresting the devastating spread of the two Mohammedan peoples
threatening to devour Europe. (PSS 8, 46)

This passage recasts once again the exact process of the making of Little
Russia. Gogol neglects to insert here the migration theory that he incor-
porated ex post facto in earlier passages. He makes no mention of any
returning “former inhabitants” but bases his genealogy of the Ukrainian
nation on the native Slavic population that was transformed by a wave
of immigrants, the fearless and freedom-loving outlaws. During Ukraine’s
separation from Russia, this population, shaped by the dangers of its
geopolitical position, produced a famous nation. Attempting to fit this
Cossack-Ukrainian nation in European history, Gogol appropriates the
traditional claim of Russian history by claiming that the Cossacks de-
fended Europe from Islamic invaders. He thus recovers an assertion that
appeared in the Northern Bee announcement of his history and that dis-
appeared from the two subsequent ones. He claims that Ukrainians were
unique among Slavic nations by developing a warlike disposition.

The published article and its manuscript version feature an interesting
interplay of terms “a people” (a frequent meaning of narod, which in
many contexts can also denote “a nation”) and “a nation” {(natsiia, an
unambiguous term with stronger political connotations). The manuscript
version uses the stronger term “nation” (natsiia) and its derivative only
twice, exclusively in reference to the Ukrainians, while calling all non-
Ukrainians “peoples” (narody). In one instance, Gogol’s manuscript adds
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for emphasis that the waves of immigrants eventually gave rise in Ukraine
to a people and a nation (narod i natsiiu; PSS 8, 596, note to p. 46, 1.23).
The published version reverses this tendency. It preserves only one ref-
erence to the Ukrainians’ “nationality” (natsional'nost’; PSS 8, 48), while
twice labeling Ukraine’s neighbors (which include Russia) as nations
(natsii), where the manuscript has called them simply peoples (narody,
liudi; PSS 8, 596, notes to p. 46, 1.10, and p. 47 1.12). Such word choices
were in fact loaded ideological choices, on which the official imperial
discourse had a preponderant bearing. Whether prompted to make these
revisions by the officials of the Ministry of National Education or his own
self-censorship, Gogol had to work around such constraints in order to
publish his work. In spite of this reversal of terminology, however, he
manages to endow his Ukrainian “people” with all the classic features of
a nation, a notion that he explicitly affirms through his use of the term
natsional'nost (PSS 8, 48).

In section VII Gogol depicts Ukraine as a bulwark against the infidels,
and the Cossacks as Christian knights. Both the Cossacks and Europe’s
medieval chivalric orders, he writes, formed close-knit societies devoted
to defending Christendom against the Muslims. The comparison serves
Gogol, again, in embedding Ukrainian history within broader European
history. Indeed, this correlation was an important enough point on
Gogol’s agenda to warrant an anachronism. He grossly predates the emer-
gence of the Cossacks and postdates the emergence of Europe’s chivalric
orders, claiming that both took place at the turn of the thirteenth cen-
tury.s* Predating the Cossacks would have also helped Gogol to make
Ukrainian nation coextensive with, or at least firmly rooted in, the Cos-
sack society, which was clearly his goal. If the making of Little Russia is
to begin in the thirteenth century, the Cossacks needed to be around then
for this to happen. The exigencies of nationalistic historiography thus
necessitate chronological license. Gogol’s construction of the Ukrainian
nation, like his tug-of-war with the notions of Russian historiography,
reveals the contradictions and tensions that come with fitting complex,
diverse, conflicting historical data into a monolithic narrative of a nation.

Section VII focuses on the Cossacks’ “Asian” aspects: their cunning
and fierceness, their art of camouflage, and their tactic of sudden and
overwhelming raids, which they adopted from their Asian enemy. In sec-
tion VIII, however, Gogol retreats from the Asian direction and asserts
that “the greater part of this society was nonetheless composed of the
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original, native inhabitants of southern Russia. The proof is in the lan-
guage, which, despite the multiplicity of Tatar and Polish borrowings,
always had a purely Slavic physiognomy that marked it as close to the
Russian of the time, as well as in the faith, which was always Greek” (PSS
8, 47). Gogol further claims, inaccurately, that accepting Christianity of
the Greek rite functioned as the sole membership requirement for joining
the Cossack society. Gogol thus transforms the south Slavic natives and
a “motley” crowd of multinational fugitives of various religious back-
grounds into a Ukrainian-speaking Orthodox nation. Having established
this nation’s linguistic and religious identity, Gogol modestly inserts a
notion of its political development: “This society preserved the features
that characterize a band of robbers, but, taking a deeper view, one could
perceive in it an embryo of a political body, a foundation of a distinctive
[manuscript adds: “great”] people that already in its origins had one main
goal: to fight with the infidels and to preserve the purity of its religion”
(PSS 8, 47-48).

The remainder of section VIII outlines the character of this national
“embryo,” which corresponds to Gogol’s fictional portrayal of the Cos-
sacks in Taras Bulba. Though he stresses the Cossacks’ devotion to Or-
thodoxy, Gogol hastens to distinguish them from pious monks. First and
foremost, a Cossack cherishes the freedom of his will and hates any ex-
ternal constraints, either political or social. Unlike the Catholic knights,
Gogol writes, the Cossacks did not bother with vows, fasts, or the mor-
tification of the flesh. Uncontrollable like the Dnepr rapids, in both feasts
and battles they knew no limits. True to their robberlike heritage, they
owned property communally. However, an accumulation of material
goods for its own sake was alien to a Cossack’s nature; during rapturous
feasts he would relinquish his pilfered treasures with complete unconcern.
Raiding the Tatars and being raided by them, they learned to risk their
lives freely: “a good Cossack cared more about a good measure of wine
than his fate” (PSS 8, 48). Their military exploits revealed their flexibility
and quick intelligence. The Cossacks’ frontiersmen status was reflected in
their dress: “half-Tatar, half-Polish” (PSS 8, 48). In the section’s closing,
Gogol stresses the Cossacks’ “carefree nature” and a “life of revelry” (bes-
pechnost' and razgul'naia zhizn'; PSS 8, 48).

The final section IX suggests that Ukrainians possessed all the necessary
features of a great, vital nation. Their numbers always grew, the “life of
revelry” constituting an irresistible attraction; their “poetic time” inspired
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a life of activity; and their motley nature ultimately developed “one
common character and nationality” (natsional’nost’; PSS 8, 48). There
emerged a large population around the Dnepr region that wielded the
sword as skillfully as it handled the plow, Gogol writes. The historical
result was unique in that it united two opposed essences:

And there emerged a nation {narod] that belonged by faith and location
to Europe but was Asian by way of life, customs, and costume; a nation
in which two juxtaposed parts of the world, two elements of a con-
trasting character, collided so peculiarly: European caution and Asian
carelessness, simplicity and slyness, strong activity and the greatest la-
ziness and languor, a striving for development and perfection as well as
a desire to appear scornful of any improvement. (PSS 8, 49)

Having begun this final passage with an enigmatic sentence, “It seemed
that this nation’s existence would be eternal” (“Kazalos', sushchestvovanie
etogo naroda bylo vechno”; PSS 8, 48), Gogol ends it with the fragment
quoted above, never dotting the “i” as to how this expectation may have
proven false. The rhetorical pattern of the sentence “It seemed that this
nation’s existence would be eternal” seems to demand a subsequent
rounding out to the effect of “but it did not in fact prove eternal.” This
would be particularly fitting in light of the union-separation-reunion
schema of Russian-Ukrainian history to which Gogol paid tribute (or lip
service?). Yet Gogol withholds this expected logical continuation, leaving
his Ukrainian nation suspended in the text of his article, as he likely saw
it suspended in its actual existence. This recalls Gogol’s earlier fictional
treatment of Ukrainian history in “A Terrible Vengeance.” In it, the in-
spiring influence of a bard’s historical lay offers a similarly subtle, am-
bivalent image that does not allow for the comfortable closure of
Ukrainian history and, consequently, for the demise of Ukrainian nation-
ality. It may sometimes appear that the impulse behind Gogol’s Ukrainian
nationalism was antiquarian, of the Walter Scott variety: to recover from
oblivion the separate, original existence of a nation that was dissolving in
an imperial sea. While to some extent this is true, Gogol’s notion of the
putative demise of Ukraine as a separate nation seems much less firm
and settled than the end of Scotland’s history was for its novelist-
historian. In six years, Gogol will turn to the idea of the rebirth of would-
be dead nations in his novelistic fragment “Rome.”

In conclusion, “A Glance at the Making of Little Russia” presents
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Ukraine’s past as a history of a glorious nation. It argues for Ukraine’s
place in universal history on the basis of the Ukrainians’ brave exploits,
distinctive character, independent political organization (however timidly
stated), and valuable contribution to Europe’s and Christianity’s history
that consisted in containing the Muslims. Gogol’s national assertion of
Ukrainian distinctiveness, however,. functions in the context of an empire
and a competing, officially sanctioned Russian nationalism. Gogol’s article
affirms Ukraine’s historic separateness from Russia and even valorizes the
two nations’ characteristics to Ukraine’s advantage (for example, in the
geographical descriptions). Yet it simultaneously reacts to official tsarist
historiography, the censorship, and the policy of Uvarov’s Ministry of
National Education that originally published the article. This perilous
course has left its imprint on the article in the form of numerous tensions,
contradictions, silences, and expurgations of the manuscript version. It
also deserves stressing that just as the image of Russia is constructed in
the article, in order to put in relief the attractive characteristics of
Ukraine, the image of Ukraine also represents a construct, in the making
of which Gogol selected and enhanced the historical material at his dis-
posal. All these are hallmark features of nationalist historiography in
which Gogol engages in the article and which he apparently intended to
continue in his unrealized “History of Little Russia.”

While in various other historical pieces of Arabesques Gogol proposed
ideas that furthered the cause of Russian nationalism, his Ukrainian na-
tionalism runs much stronger and deeper in the volume. In addition to
“A Glance,” Arabesques contains the important article “On Little Russian
Songs” and two pieces of nationalistically inflected fiction based on
Ukrainian history. Gogol’s Russian nationalism appears motivated by the
Civic patriotism of a citizen of a great empire and also in part by the
ideological requirements placed on him as a publishing historian. His
Ukrainjan nationalism, in turn, seems engendered by a native’s love for
his homeland and a sense of mission in making manifest Ukraine’s cul-
tural, ethnic, and historic integrity as a nation.

Notes on East Slavic History: The Problem of Taxonomy

An important set of materials that sheds light on Gogol’s view of East
Slavic history is his private historical notes, whose subject has been var-
lously categorized as Slavic, Russian, and Ukrainian history. These ma-
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terials include excerpts that Gogol copied from other books, some chro-
nologies, and his own comments and ideas on a range of topics from
East Slavic history. Most fragments date to 18341835, though some could
have been written as early as 1829 or as late as 1839. The available editions
of Gogol’s works, regrettably, do not facilitate a study of these materials.
While the existence of this wide-ranging plethora of notes is an indis-
putable fact, ways in which they have been grouped and labeled, however,
reflect assumptions and ideas of scholars that often seem formed on a
flimsy hypothetical basis. While these classificatory schemas may conform
to the scholars’ own mental map of history, the extent to which they
reflect Gogol’s designs must be questioned. Indeed, I found the available
editions’ presentation of Gogol’s historical miscellanea deeply problem-
atic. These editions include the standard Academy of Sciences edition
currently used by all scholars (PSS), the 1889-1896 Tikhonravov-Shenrok
edition (hereafter TS), and the 1994 edition of Collected Works (hereafter
§5°94).%% Another student of Gogol as a historian, Sharon Varney, had
similar misgivings about, specifically, the PSS edition: “the order given
these notes by the PSS editors is highly arbitrary and their listing by topic
extremely misleading.”¢

Since the nature of textual evidence is directly at stake, a brief analysis
of how it has been handled is necessary before I offer my own argument.
In the TS 1890s edition these fragments are scattered in various volumes,
but some are grouped independently as “Preparatory Sketches, Notes, and
Extracts Relating to Russian History” (TS 6, 439-448). The edition does
not provide a category of notes on Ukrainian history. Instead, the texts
that fit this category are either classified as relating to Russian history or
appear in endnotes and variants to Gogol’s fiction. The Academy edition
published some TS materials and those that were published in 1909 by
G. P. Georgievsky but excluded Gogol’s lengthy excerpts from the Kievan
Chronicle {finally republished by $5°94).¢ PSS distinguishes “Sketches and
Materials on Russian History” from “Materials on the History of
Ukraine.” The notes on “Russian” history include sixty-nine items printed
on forty-six pages and take up almost two pages in the table of contents,
while the notes on “Ukrainian” history include seven items printed on
eight pages (see PSS 9, 29-75, 76-84, 679—-681). A glance at such a pre-
sentation of Gogol’s historical miscellanea in the PSS edition creates an
impression that Gogol was hard at work on the history of Russia, his
study of Ukrainian history being merely a diversion.
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The newer edition of 1994 proposes an all-inclusive heading “Sketches
and Materials on Slavic, Russian, and Ukrainian History” that subsumes
four sets of materials. The first three divide up the PSS’s sweeping and
deceptively impressive “Sketches and Materials on Russian History.” The
first set, “Sketches of an Essay on the Slavs” (5594 8, 10-21), consists of
the first nineteen items from the PSS materials on Russian history. How-
ever, the editors provide no evidence that Gogol may have been contem-
plating any such essay on the Slavs (55’94 8, 763). The sole raison d’étre
of both the title and the grouping itself is that in the minds of the editors
these fragments concern this particular topic. The second set, titled “Sep-
arate Notes and Excerpts on the Initial Period of Russian History,” in-
cludes the PSS fragments numbered 20-32, 36, 63, and 66 as well as a
couple of excerpts absent from the PSS (55’94 8, 22—43). The third set,
“Notes and Excerpts Made When Reading N. M. Karamzin’s History of
the Russian State,” consists of the PSS fragments 33-35 and 37-62 (85’94
8, 44-58; PSS does not specify which notes were compiled from Kara-
mzin). The Karamzinian set also includes the chronologies of Kievan
metropolitans and of the history of Kievan Rus, compiled not only from
Karamzin but also from Bantysh-Kamensky’s History of Little Russia.
These two chronologies that appear in PSS under “Materials on Ukrainian
History” are thus made part of Gogol’s journey, guided by Karamzin,
through the history of Russia. In fact, the 1994 edition dismantles the
separate category of notes on Ukrainian history altogether, present in
however skeletal a form in PSS. The rest of the relevant material is de-
posited in the untitled fourth set consisting of notes associated with
Gogol’s reading of the Ukrainian History of the Rusians and Jean-Benoit
Schérer’s Annales de la Petite-Russie (S5°94 8, 59-62). The 1994 edition
thus attempts a more discriminating grouping of the undifferentiated
mass of notes that in the PSS appeared as materials on Russian history.
Yet it also makes a mistake in eliminating any separate category of notes
on Ukrainian history, the very notion of which is preserved only in the
overarching heading for the four sets that is mentioned at the beginning
of this paragraph.

Such editorial policies regarding Gogol’s historical fragments try to
augment Gogol’s involvement in what is called “Russian” history and
diminish his work on Ukrainian history. As such, they attest to either
tendentious distortion or negligent oversight by generations of editors. If
the writer’s biography and correspondence offer any insight into this
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issue, then the editors clearly have not taken it into account. Forty-six
pages of notes on Russian history and seven pages of notes on Ukrainian
history (even less in the 1994 edition) yield a truly puzzling ratio for an
author who never expressed any interest in the study of Russian history,
who rejected teaching posts that would require his involvement with it,
who never mentioned any historical project concerning it, who, on the
contrary, called it “boredom” worse than “botany” or “pathology,” the
teaching of which could make him “go mad” (PSS 10, 323). This same
author, meanwhile, discussed and even advertised in journals his work
on a book called “History of Little Russia,” consulted with other scholars
in the field, and published in Arabesques two articles that demonstrate
his work on it. In light of the absence of evidence for Gogol’s interest in
Russian history and the abundance of evidence for his interest in
Ukrainian history, the status of Gogol’s historical fragments as presented
by available editions deserves a revision.

In fact, all of the fragments labeled as pertaining to Russian history
and some of those that relate to Slavic history are associated with Gogol’s
work on Ukrainian history, which apart from medieval and universal
history constitutes the only other major area of Gogol’s historical schol-
arship in the years these notes were produced. I want to stress the word
“associated”: these are mostly research notes, not fragments of any actual
historical narrative. I therefore propose to revise the PSS editors’ partly
evasive and partly erroneous explanation of the nature of Gogol’s histor-
ical fragments, which reads:

Some parts of these notes, the ones referring to southern Rus, may be
regarded as linked to Gogol’s work in 1834-5 on the history of Ukraine,
for which the history of southern Rus may have in Gogol’s plan served
as prehistory. However, as attested by a significant number of materials,
such as those devoted to the history of Novgorod and the remarks about
Muscovite princes, the work on Ukrainian history went parallel in these

ears with intensive work on Russian history; Gogol conceived of
Ukraine’s history as integrally linked to Russian history as its constitu-
tive part. (PSS 9, 624)

While admitting that the notes on the Rusian period may have served
Gogol in his work on Ukrainian history, the PSS editors at the same time
throw up a smokescreen that attempts to diminish this possibility. First,
they claim that the notes on Novgorod and the Muscovite princes show
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that Gogol conducted parallel research on Russian history. However,
Gogol does not really discuss Muscovite princes in his notes; a Suzdalian
prince Georgii (now more commonly known as Yuri Dolgoruky) is men-
tioned insofar as he waged a war against a Kievan one, Iziaslav Mstis-
lavich. It is true that Yuri/Georgii is considered the founder of Moscow,
but Gogol makes no mention of it. Moreover, in Gogol’s excerpts from
the Kievan Chronicle, Novgorodians are shown to act in unison with the
Kievan prince against the Suzdalian one. Other Ukrainian historians, in-
cluding the author of History of the Rusians and the “official” historiog-
rapher, Bantysh-Kamensky, included in their histories of Ukraine infor-
mation about Novgorod, at various times Kiev’s rival and ally, and about
ancient Slavs, whom many of Gogol’s notes concern. The editors of the
PSS go on to claim that Gogol nevertheless viewed Ukrainian history as
a “constitutive part” of Russian history. However, as my analysis of “A
Glance at the Making of Little Russia” shows, this is far from true. Gogol,
on the contrary, was very adamant about Ukraine’s separate historical
experience. In order to fabricate the writer’s interest in Russian history,
the PSS editors impose onto Gogol their own assumptions and notions.

Taking Gogol’s own pronouncements as to his interests and occupa-
tions as my guide, I argue that Gogol used his research into Slavic and
Kievan history toward the goal of creating his “History of Little Russia”
and never worked on Russian history at all. Semyon Vengerov mentioned
this idea in passing in 1913, yet he did not put forth an argument in
defense of his theory and, regrettably, has not found continuators.®® In
addition to the biographical evidence, the context of Gogol’s conception
of Ukrainian history and the internal evidence of the notes offer strong
support for the validity of this claim. I see two possibilities of relating
these notes to what one may infer from “A Glance” about Gogol’s con-
ception of his “History of Little Russia.” First, having claimed the origin
of his history of Ukraine in his official “Glance” to be the thirteenth
century, Gogol may have researched the earlier period in order to extend
his book’s span backwards and to explore Ukraine’s Kievan and Slavic
roots (after all, even “A Glance” does discuss times prior to the thirteenth
century). Second, he could have researched these early periods before
writing “A Glance” and then decided to leave the Kievan period to Rus-
sian history and launch his Ukrainian history proper (that is, as a separate
Rnation) after Russian history had supposedly safely “migrated” to Mus-
®ovite lands. In either case, the research itself was motivated by his task
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of writing a national history of Ukraine that would have attained the
goal, expressed in the projected book’s advertisement, of embedding the
history of Ukraine in universal history (PSS 9, 76) and not in Russian
history.

An examination of the actual notes corroborates this hypothesis.
Gogol’s perspective when compiling them was that of a nationalistically
minded Slavocentric Ukrainian historian. Karamzin, describing in his His-
tory of the Russian State the ancient population of the Russian empire of
his time, lists Slavs among Scythians, Sarmatians, Goths, Huns, and
others. Gogol, by contrast, focuses on the Slavs alone. Gogol’s narrower
interests suggest a narrower scope of research than Karamzin’s, one lim-
ited to the history of Ukraine. While Karamzin asserts that the Slavs
migrated to the future Russian territory from the Danube basin, Gogol
strenuously opposes this migration theory (“Millions do not resettle” PSS
9, 29-30, 34, 42). Gogol’s Slavs bear uncanny resemblance to his Ukrain-
ians in their “freedom [vol'nost’] assemblies, and patriarchal republican
element of governing” (PSS 9, 31).

Gogol characterizes Slavic nature antithetically to Karamzin. In de-
scribing the “Russian Slavs,” the Russian historiographer pictures them
as warriors and tradesmen and mentions their “bravery, rapaciousness,
cruelty, good-naturedness, and hospitality” (IGR 1, 31-32). They sup-
posedly formed no families and had quite savage customs. Yet Karamzin
notes a few exceptions. The Slavs near the Baltic and the Vistula River,
as well as the Poliane, a Slavic tribe related to the future Poles that settled
around the Dnepr, exceeded other Slavs in sophistication, were peaceful,
and formed families (IGR 1, 19, 38). He cites a story according to which
the Greeks captured three Baltic Slavs who claimed to know no war and
refused to join the Greek warriors but gladly offered to entertain them
with music (IGR 1, 15-16). Contrary to Karamzin, Gogol does not con-
sider Slavs as predisposed by nature to war and by geography to trading
and views them as musical and peaceful, much like Karamzin’s Poliane
or the Baltic Slavs. Gogol cites the story about the three Slavs captured
by the Greeks as referring to the Slavs in general, not just the Baltic ones
(PSS 9, 37-38). Gogol’s ancient Slavs also share certain features with his
Cossacks. He describes the Slavic method of defense that involves forming
a circle with carts, which protects wives and children gathered inside.
Gogol’s Cossacks in Taras Bulba, though no wives assist them, set up their
camp in exactly the same way. As I mentioned before, Gogol makes “stra-
tegic slyness,” this contemporary ethnic stereotype of Ukrainians, a car-
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dinal feature of ancient Slavs and describes their art of camouflage in
ways that recall his Cossacks in “A Glance at the Making of Little Russia”
(PSS 9, 39).

Karamzin paints the northern Slavs as brimming with activity, a hardy
stock able to withstand hunger and need, and the southern ones as in-
dolent and weak, “softened” by inactivity (IGR 1, 33). Gogol, by contrast,
identifies southern Slavs with Poliane and describes them as “incompa-
rably superior to the northern ones in civilization, gentleness, and a cer-
tain sophistication of mores” (PSS 9, 36). He claims that religious rites
in the south were more complex and developed, song and dance
traditions richer, and customs and family structure “more developed”
(PSS 9, 41-43). (Incidentally, southern Slavs were roughly equivalent with
the future Ukrainians for Gogol; he viewed the Balkan Slavs as the west
Slavic branch [PSS 9, 36-37].) Gogol describes the northern Slavs as
“more crude”: “No conveniences in life. On the lowest level of civilization.
... Fights and quarrels often end in murder, which was unheard of
among other [Slavs]” (PSS 9, 42-43). The ancient Slavs wore long mus-
taches and a forelock (khokhol), “which has been preserved among the
inhabitants of southern Russia, in Galicia, Serbia ... and other western
Slavs” (PSS 9, 43). In short, Gogol reverses Karamzin’s paradigm and
portrays the northern Slavs negatively and southern ones positively.
Moreover, he keeps noting ancient Slavic features that happen to be pre-
served among the Ukrainians. This suggests a Ukrainian perspective on
early Slavic history and an accumulation of data with an eye toward
proving the points, made by Gogol in “A Glance,” that Ukraine was the
cradle of Slavdom and has preserved traces of this original Slavic heritage
until the present times.

Most of Gogol’s notes display a definite southern orientation. One of
them describes Taurus, an area roughly corresponding to the Crimea;
another concerns the Pechenegs, an Asian nomadic tribe that warred with
Kiev from the southeast (PSS 9, 43—46). Since in “A Glance” Gogol made
the containment of the Asian conquerors (hence, a defense of Christi-
anity) Ukraine’s principal mission in the Cossack period, he may have
attempted through his research of earlier history to embed it in south
Slavic history’s origins, as a prequel to the Cossacks’ future battles with
the Mongols. Likewise, Gogol’s notes about Kievan princes all share an
angle of Kiev’s struggles with the steppe peoples to the southeast, an angle
that anticipates a keynote of Gogol’s history of Ukraine.*®

Gogol’s notes focus on the decline of the Kievan state that took place
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following the death of Iaroslav the Wise, whose reign (1019-1054) marked
the high point of the Kievan state. These notes span one century (1054—
1154) and conclude with the rule of Iziaslav Mstislavich (1146-1154), on
whom Gogol lavishes particular attention (fragments numbered 33-34,
37-42, PSS 9, 53-60). Gogol also copied two lengthy excerpts (eight pages
in small print) from the Kievan Chronicle that concern Iziaslav’s troubled
reign. These come from Karamzin’s endnotes to the first edition of his
History.”® What could account for Gogol’s special interest in Iziaslav
Mstislavich?

Karamzin’s extensive account of Iziaslav offers clues to this question.
He portrays Iziaslav Mstislavich as a courageous and wise ruler, beloved
by the Kievans and concerned for the good of the land. He frequently
abandoned pursuing his patrimonial claims to his fullest advantage in the
hopes of avoiding bloodshed. Karamzin’s Iziaslav is as a proto-nationalist
ruler who has mastered the art of public relations: he actively seeks the
support and counsel of the Kievan people and wishes to transform them
from his personal idolaters to patriotic defenders of the “fatherland” (IGR
2, 125-160). Iziaslav was opposed by the hostile Olgovichi clan and by
Georgii of Suzdal (otherwise known as Yuri Dolgoruky), the founder of
Moscow, who hated Iziaslav and wished to gain ascendancy over Kiev. A
war between them was followed by a peace treaty that, however, Georgii
soon violated, forcing Iziaslav to renew fighting for Kiev. The Kievans
welcomed Iziaslav’s effort and promptly expelled its current ruler. Georgii
failed to retake Kiev. The Kievans, who hated the northern prince as much
as they loved Iziaslav, “never armed themselves more gladly,” Karamzin
writes.

The importance of Iziaslav Mstislavich becomes clear in the context of
subsequent history. In Karamzin’s version, he basically represented the
last great ruler of Kiev before it fell into the hands of the northern prince
Georgii of Suzdal. Karamzin writes that Georgii was so hated by the
Kievans that after his death they pilfered his house, refused to bury him
within the holy city of Kiev, and invited his enemy as their next ruler. In
the course of the next three chapters, Karamzin’s heretofore unitary line
of princely succession becomes bifurcated into the grand princes of Kiev
and the rulers of Suzdal. These chapters set up the theories of the transfer
of power from Kiev to the northern principalities, and of the Kiev-Suzdal-
Vladimir-Muscovy continuity. The house of Suzdal finally managed
to exact revenge on the unruly Kievans: in 1169 Andrei Bogoliubsky,
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Georgii’s son, conducted his famous sack of Kiev yet, prompted by his
“hatred of southern Russia,” he scorned the Kievan throne and returned
north (IGR 2, 192). In Karamzin’s scheme of things, this marked the
transfer of power to the northern principalities and the beginning of a
new, northern period of Russian history, centered in the next capital,
Vladimir.

Yet for most Russian historians, as Jaroslaw Pelenski explains, this event
remained “a difficult and inconvenient topic which [did] not fit into the
framework of the Kiev—Suzdal-Vladimir—Muscovy continuity theory.”
It showed the northerners’ attempt to subordinate Kiev and “eradicate it
from historical memory” and as such represented a break with the Kievan
tradition rather than its continuity.” The Kievan Chronicle, which es-
poused a decidedly southern perspective on this issue, represented this
event specifically and the Kievan-Suzdalian struggle generally in just such
terms. Gogol was apparently drawn to this perspective, since out of the
excerpts from other sources that Karamzin made available in his end-
notes, such as Tatishchev’s history and the Novgorod, Nikon, and Vos-
kresenskaia Chronicles, he chose only the Kievan Chronicle quotes and
assiduously avoided all others, even if they were included alongside the
Kievan Chronicle excerpts in the same endnote.

By focusing on Iziaslav, then, Gogol directed his attention to the last
great prince prior to Kiev’s fall, an illustrious patriot who owed primary
allegiance to Kiev, at the time when Russian history was staking new
grounds in the north with which the future “Russian” rulers tied their
lot. The period that captivated Gogol featured the first significant clash
between the incipient northern principalities and Kiev. This rivalry led to
Kiev’s fall and, at least for Karamzin, served as the cornerstone of historic
Russian claims on the Kievan patrimony. Yet to some Ukrainian histo-
rians, and likely Gogol himself, this historical moment demonstrated a
separation and an antagonism between Kiev and its northern rival (rather
than a Slavic brother), the root of the Russian-Ukrainian disjunction that
Gogol emphasized in his archeology of the Ukrainian nation, “A Glance
at the Making of Little Russia.” Gogol’s Kievan Chronicle excerpts and
his note on Iziaslav also foreground the fact that the Suzdalian princes
and the Kievan polity belonged to different “civilizational communities,”
to use Pelenski’s term.”? While the northerners join with the heathen
Asiatic Polovtsians, the Kievans gain the aid of Christian central European
rulers to the west of them: the Hungarian, Polish, and Bohemian princes.
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The history of Iziaslav opened for Gogol a historical moment that
posed vital questions for the subsequent history of the Kievan land. His
sympathies, in the note on Iziaslav, echo those of the Kievan people he
mentions: he praises Iziaslav and criticizes Georgii. Gogol stresses the “old
love of the Kievans” for Iziaslav and calls him “an eternal subject of
popular [narodnaia) love.” He calls Georgii an “egoist,” hated by the
Kievans, and, in an obvious exaggeration of what he would have read in
Karamzin, writes that Georgii’s wars “were almost always unsuccessful”
and that Iziaslav “almost” managed to “take away Georgii’s possessions
in southern Russia” (PSS 9, 60). Georgii’s alliance with the pagan Po-
lovtsians in his attack on the holy city of Kiev, frequently mentioned in
the chronicle excerpts that Gogol copied, additionally demean the Suzdal
prince in light of Kiev’s Christian tradition. To a proud Ukrainian, the
history of Iziaslav would have been incomparably more appealing than
the history of Andrei Bogoliubsky’s sack of Kiev; it is not surprising that
Gogol makes no mention of the latter. In another note titled “The Influ-
ence of the Fall of the Kiev Principality,” Gogol remains focused on the
Ukrainian lands: “the influence of Russia on the Rusian southwest [iugo-
zapad russkii] became significantly smaller. ... The influence of Poland
and Hungary was becoming stronger” (PSS 9, 65). This indicates a per-
spective of a historian of Ukraine who strives to emphasize Ukraine’s
separate existence from Russia. Where a Russian historian would have
invariably recited, following Karamzin, the notion of the transfer of power
to the northern principalities, Gogol remains concerned with the history
that continued to play out in the southwest, rather than following the
contorted northward leaps of “Russian” statehood. None of Gogol’s notes
concern affairs in Suzdal or Vladimir.

In a typically anachronistic extension of nationalism to ancient times,
Gogol attempts to see the beginnings of a nation in Kievan Rus:

This state based on the leases of the rulers’ relatives. .. represented a
strange phenomenon. Despite the disorder, the lack of binding laws, the
indeterminate rights and their relations to one another, they bore a
vague image of unity and wholeness of one nation [natsiia]. In critical
moments, the Princes often said...that Rus is falling apart and the
enemies are rejoicing. In the diet [seim] called by Monomakh, it was
explicitly said: let the Rusian land be the common fatherland for us all.
The prelates also reminded [people] of the common fatherland. (PSS 9,

62)
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Yet which nation’s beginnings, Russia’s or Ukraine’s, did Gogol perceive
in the murky and chaotic Kievan past?

His description of the political organization of Kievan Rus stresses the
same elements by which he distinguished Ukrainian Cossacks, which sug-
gests that Gogol was engaged in constructing a cultural affinity between
the Kievan polity and Ukraine. He notes that the inhabitants of the cities
in Kievan Rus had a major impact on governing, which was “almost
republican” (PSS 9, 62). .He mentions their right to call assemblies and
demand the prince’s presence. If dissatisfied with the prince’s perfor-
mance, they often secretly called in another candidate. This form of rule
meets with Gogol’s complete approval. To bring up a recent example,
Gogol presents Iziaslav Mstislavovich’s cooperation with the townsmen of
Kiev as a wise and noble policy. In describing Novgorod, Gogol stresses
the limits on the prince’s power and enumerates a variety of constraints
that were placed on him (PSS 9, 67~68). This recalls Gogol’s keen interest
in the notion of curtailing a monarch’s power, which revealed itself in
his research on the Middle Ages and his excerpts from Henry Hallam’s
book on the constitutional transformation of European monarchies.
Gogol’s notes on the Novgorod republic, as he calls it, also include a
section on this city—state’s constitution, the election of mayors, and the
traditions of the burgher self-rule. Gogol stresses the close links between
Novgorod and Kiev by mentioning their common enemy, the Suzdalian
princes (in excerpts about Iziaslav), and a special tribute Novgorod paid
to the Kievan grand prince (PSS 9, 70). In his positive approach to limited
monarchy and the notion of popular participation in governing, Gogol
diverges completely from Karamzin, who in the paean to autocracy that
was his History consistently stressed the perniciousness of such ideas and
painted them as responsible for the weakness of the state and political
chaos.

In addition to the internal evidence of Gogol’s notes on the early Slavic
and Kievan periods that in their spectrum of concerns, both ideological
and geographical, reveal the perspective of a historian of Ukraine, Gogol
also penned notes that overtly and unambiguously concern Ukrainian
history. These include two chronologies that Gogol compiled while
reading Karamzin and Bantysh-Kamensky. The first lists key events in
Ukrainian history from the thirteenth through the beginning of the fif-
teenth century (PSS 9, 77-78). Despite momentous events taking place
in the north in this period, such as the rise of Muscovy, Gogol’s chro-
nology remains rooted in the history of the Kievan land, its own Tatar
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yoke, the conquest of Gediminas, and Ukraine’s history within the Lith-
uanian Grand Duchy.

Gogol’s second chronology lists Kievan metropolitans from the tenth
to the early nineteenth centuries (PSS 9, 79-80). Kiev had been the tra-
ditional sacral center of East Slavic lands, and the Kievan church leaders
bore the title of the metropolitans “of Kiev and all Rus” that was later
adopted by their Moscow counterparts. The rivalry among the princes
involved matters of ecclesiastical authority, as other principalities, such as
Novgorod, Suzdal-Vladimir, Galicia-Volyhnia, and Moscow demanded
from the Patriarch in Constantinople their own metropolitan sees, some
of which were repeatedly abolished and restored. In 1448 Moscow ap-
pointed its own metropolitan independently from Constantinople, which
marks the beginning of the autocephalous Muscovite Church that even-
tually Jed to the establishment of the patriarchate in Moscow in 1589. In
the late sixteenth century, the Orthodox Church in Ukraine bifurcated
into the Uniate and the traditional Orthodox branches, each with its own
set of metropolitans. Between 1596 and 1632 the Orthodox Church was
persecuted in Polish-ruled Ukraine, and the Kiev metropolitanate with
the seat in Navahrudak, in the Lithuanian territory, reverted to the Un-
iates. However, in 1620 an Orthodox metropolitan was secretly installed
in Kiev, where his successors continued to reside after the restrictions
were lifted. Following the Pereiaslav agreement with Muscovy (1654),
despite initial guarantees of autonomy, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
fell victim to Russian centralism. After 1675, Kievan metropolitans re-
siding in Kiev were appointed by the Muscovite, then imperial, ecclesi-
astical establishment.

Despite this troubled history, Gogol’s chronological list conveys an
image of Ukrainian Christianity as a proud and continuous tradition.
Even though Theopemptos was the first Kievan metropolitan (appointed
in 1037), he appears fourth on Gogol’s list, at the head of which stand
early Kievan bishops, not metropolitans. The date listed next to the first,
Michael, is the year in which Rus adopted Christianity, 988. The sheer
extent of the chronology, from 988 to 1799, appears aimed to characterize
as smooth, orderly, and unbroken an ecclesiastical history that in truth
was marked by upheavals and ruptures, as the above overview demon-
strates. Gogol’s autonomist Ukrainian sympathies may well underlie his
inclusion in the list of Gregory Tsamblak (1415-1419/1420). Frustrated
with Constantinople’s refusal to grant Lithuania a separate metropolitan
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from Moscow, the Lithuanian prince Vytautas arranged for a local elec-
tion of the Bulgarian Gregory as the metropolitan of Kiev. Gregory ap-
pears in Gogol’s list despite having been excommunicated by both Con-
stantinople and Moscow.

Gogol also drafted a number of notes from various historical sources
on Ukraine. On the basis of History of the Rusians, he outlined Ukraine’s
position within the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the aspect of
Ukrainian history that he largely expunged from his “A Glance on the
Making of Little Russia.” The note records the 1386 union, effected by
Jogaila (Jagietto), between the nations (natsii) of Poland, Little Russia,
and Lithuania, as equal and free members. It stresses the ubiquity of
elective offices and of the senate and the general diet, sejm (PSS 9, 79).
Gogol’s notes on Guillaume le Vasseur Beauplan’s A Description of Ukraine
(Opisanie Ukrainy; Russian edition: 1832) focus on the customs and oc-
cupations of Ukrainian Cossacks, as do those on Schérer’s Annales de la
Petite-Russie (1788). The Schérer notes show again that Gogol the his-
torian knew the facts that Gogol the nationalist ideologue occluded. For
example, the presence of Poles among the Cossacks, decisively down-
played, if not erased, from “A Glance,” here receives a qualifying gloss:
“To remember that among the Russian and Cossack surnames there were
also Polish ones, and that there were two parties, Russian and Polish”
(PSS 9, 83). In “A Glance,” exuding Ukrainian nationalism and mindful
of Russia’s anxiety about Polish-Ukrainian relations, there could be no
room for the Polish party among Gogol’s Cossacks.

From Ostranitsa to Mazepa: Abandoned Literary Projects

While Russian history did not inspire Gogol to compose a single scholarly
or fictional text, the writer’s engagement with Ukrainian history produced
a variety of works of both kinds. Ukrainian history captivated Gogol from
his days in Nizhyn and inspired his early historical novel of a Walter
Scottian type that he eventually abandoned, “The Hetman” (PSS 3, 277-
323). This thematic continued in Dikanka’s “A Terrible Vengeance,”
Gogol’s scholarly research for the unrealized “History of Little Russia,”
its echo in the 1834 article “A Glance at the Making of Little Russia,”
and his major historical narrative Taras Bulba (1835) that he radically
expanded and revised in 1842. Moreover, in 1839-1841, Gogol worked
on a tragedy on a theme from the history of Zaporozhian Cossacks that
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he enthusiastically announced as his “best work” but later reportedly de-
stroyed.” Gogol’s extant comments indicate that the tragedy was meant
as a lyrically effusive idealization of the Cossacks that in some measure
he later realized in the revised version of Taras Bulba (PSS 5, 199-202).

This section will focus on the texts associated with Gogol’s unfinished
early novel “The Hetman,” two of which appeared in Arabesques, and on
his unpublished fragment that the editors of his collected works titled
“Mazepa’s Meditations.” The Arabesques fragments of “The Hetman” in-
clude “A Chapter from a Historical Novel” and “A Captive.” The un-
published fragments of this novelistic project are grouped in the PSS
edition as “A Few Chapters from an Unfinished Tale” (PSS 3, 277-301).
These texts date from 1829-1831, thus preceding most Dikanka stories,
and concern Ukrainian rebellions against Poland in the first half of the
seventeenth century.

“A Chapter from a Historical Novel” opens with an envoy of the Polish
king, 2 man named Lapczynski, traveling to Ukraine to discuss matters
of concern to the Polish crown with a Mirgorod colonel, Glechik. To
protect himself in this fiercely anti-Polish territory, Lapczynski disguises
himself as a Cossack. A local Ukrainian offers him hospitality. Through-
out their conversation, the Ukrainian feigns obtuseness yet, using his
sharp gift of observation and strategic flattery, manages to get a sense of
the Pole’s true identity and mission. He later reveals himself to be colonel
Glechik himself, to the Pole’s utter consternation. The chapter plays on
the ethnic stereotype of a “sly” Little Russian, applauding this quality as
a form of intelligence, strategic thinking, and a way to outsmart the
enemy. In fact, in his historical notes Gogol presented “strategic slyness”
as a Slavic characteristic par excellence, thanks to which East Slavs (rus-
skie) could easily sell any European down the river (PSS 9, 39; PSS 3,
74). By assuming the mask of a dimwitted peasant, Glechik manages to
lower Lapczynski’s defenses and collect intelligence about the Pole. As
noted in my discussion of Evenings, in an amazing variety of life situations
and literary posturings, especially those concerned with his Ukrainian
identity, Gogol’s tactic seemed to reflect perfectly Glechik’s modus oper-
andi. Gogol’s identification with his wily hero comes through in his use
of the pen name “P. Glechik” in one of his fictions published around the
same time (PSS 3, 710). Gogol also signed with a pseudonym, “0000”
(four zeros), the journal publication of the very fragment about Glechik,
which links the ruses and identity games of the Mirgorod colonel with
those of Gogol himself.
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Gogol never attempted a classic Scottian imitation, but the influence
of the “Scottish magician,” whom he admired and kept rereading, is
deeply embedded in his work. Scott’s influence on Gogol made itself felt
in his treatment of the Ukrainian periphery in Evenings and in the his-
torical fiction included in Arabesques. Scott also strongly inspired Gogol
in Taras Bulba.”* Though scholars habitually exclude Gogol while inves-
tigating Walter Scott’s influence on Russia, it is arguable that he under-
stood and assimilated Scott’s novelistic inventions and his vision of his-
tory most profoundly and creatively of all Russian imitators.” While not
a slave to Scott’s plot formulas and narrative devices, Gogol was heavily
indebted to the Scottish writer in his approach to a national-imperial
dynamic. Both types of affinities, in fact, appear in “A Chapter” about
Glechik. John Mersereau has summarized its correspondence to the Scot-
tian model in plot and narration:

[A] central figure travels on a dangerous mission; he encounters an
enigmatic person who later is revealed to be someone of importance;
the countryside is described by the eyes of a protagonist; there are auc-
torial digressions commenting on the changes between the past and
present; a local legend is interpolated; the apparel of the people is de-
tailed, the habitation fully described with emphasis on furnishings,
decorations, utensils, weapons, arrangement.”

A deeper affinity to Scott appears in Gogol’s treatment of the imperial-
national dimension in “A Chapter”. Lapczyniski finds himself in the par-
adigmatic situation of a Scottian hero, as he ventures into an ethnically
different periphery of an empire of sorts (the seventeenth-century mul-
tinational Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth seems at least a viable par-
allel for one). Gogol's Ukraine, like Walter Scott’s Scotland in novels such
as Waverley, Redgauntlet, or Old Mortality, represents political and social
instability, the weakened reach of law, a proud autonomist spirit, and a
rich folk culture. Gogol’s historical fiction, like Scott’s, explores nation-
alistically charged centrifugal forces that oppose the imperializing core.
Moreover, Gogol’s role as a Ukrainian in Russian literature corresponds
closely to that of Scott in English letters, as both defended the cultural
uniqueness of their respective peripheries while trying to locate them in
the larger metropolitan culture.

Scott’s historical novel, as Katie Trumpener has influentially argued,
became in the British context “the paradigmatic novel of empire” that
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gained popularity with the nationalist, imperialist, and colonial audiences
alike. Explaining this phenomenon, she writes:

Scott insists simultaneously on the self-enclosed character of indigenous
societies (living idyllically, if anachronistically, outside of historical
time), on the inevitability with which such societies are forcibly brought
into history, and on the survival of cultural distinctiveness even after a
loss of political autonomy. As he enacts and explains the composition
of Britain as an internal empire, Scott underlines the ideological capa-
ciousness of empire, emphasizes the analogies between nation formation
and empire building, and argues for the continued centrality of national
identity as a component of imperial identity.”

Scott’s depictions of Scotland in the Waverley novels and other works
presented the incorporation of Scotland into the British Empire as in-
evitable and irrevocable. The nostalgic mood of Scott’s antiquarianism in
these depictions served the double function described by Trumpener of
fueling cultural nationalism in the context of the periphery and advo-
cating political quietism in the context of the empire.”® In addition to
investigations of the Scottish identity, Scott also ventured to define the
British imperial-national identity in Ivanhoe (1819). He constructed it as
culturally and ethnically heterogeneous, a result of invasions, foreign con-
quests, and colonizations, which, as Ian Duncan points out, tempered
England’s stock, increased its “world-imperial fitness,” and made English
language into a supple medium able to “absorb any cultural element.””
Though Gogol’s attitude to the national-imperial identity of the Russian
empire was more ambiguous, his view of Ukraine’s uniqueness and its
place within the empire and the nature and role of the Russian language
bear strong resemblance to the Scottian paradigm.

Another text in “The Hetman” constellation, “A Few Chapters from
an Unfinished Tale,” features further Scottian parallels. Meant as the al-
ternative beginning of the novel, these chapters situate the action in
Ukraine around Easter Sunday in 1645, that is, three years before Khmel-
nytsky’s Uprising against Poland.®® Following Scott, Gogol considered
starting the action of “The Hetman” prior to the well-known historical
event, a strategy that allowed Scott to weave the plots into actual historical
reality and to characterize the social and political underpinnings of the
impending conflict. Scott’s Waverley and Rob Roy foreground in this way
the Jacobite Rebellions of 1745 and 1715, respectively. Quite likely, Gogol
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intended Khmelnytsky’s Uprising to constitute the central historical event
of “The Hetman.” In place of the Scottish-English conflict, Gogol emplots
the Ukrainian-Polish one, yet with a crucial difference: instead of a Scot-
tian denouement of eventual reconciliation between the warring parties,
Gogol’s novel would have featured Ukraine’s liberation from Poland and
its triumphant “confluence” with Russia, hence a reconciliation of a dif-
ferent order.

The initial scene of “A Few Chapters” takes place in front of an Or-
thodox church to which Ukrainians come to bless their traditional Easter
cake, the paskha. The scene involves a greedy Jew who manages a lease
on the church for a Polish landlord and exacts fees from Ukrainians for
the paskha blessing; a commander of the Polish troops that prop the Jew’s
enterprise, who deprecates the Ukrainians and their faith; an old
Ukrainian man who is ruthlessly mistreated by the commander; and a
volatile crowd of Ukrainians who are ready to rebel against the Polish-
Jewish abuses. A mysterious stranger, who turns out to be the former
hetman Ostranitsa (Iakiv Ostrianyn), avenges the venerable Ukrainian by
ripping off half of the commander’s mustache. Yet he also redirects the
crowd’s rage from the Polish commander to the Polish king, the political
force that sanctions the commander’s crimes. Instead of letting the
Ukrainians dissipate their anger in minor clashes, Ostranitsa advises them
to save it for a more significant encounter.

The episode and “A Few Chapters” as a whole are based on the History
of the Rusians account of Ukrainian-Polish antagonism in the wake of the
1596 Union of Brest that created the Uniate Church in Ukraine, Or-
thodox in rite but subordinate to the pope. History portrays this as the
most egregious in a series of Polish abuses against Ukrainians, which
eventually led to the 1648 Khmelnytsky-led rebellion against the Polish
crown. The anti-Semitic tenor also originates from this source, which
portrays Jews as Polish spies and an ulcer on the trampled body of
Ukraine. Hetman Ostranitsa, elected in 1638, emerges in History of the
Rusians as a great warrior against the Poles, who eventually tortured and
executed him with unspeakable cruelty.

Like the unpublished “A Few Chapters,” “A Captive,” which appeared
in Arabesques, focuses on Poland’s oppression of Ukraine and also con-
cerns Ostranitsa. It opens with a scene of the troops loyal to the Polish
crown leading a prisoner, whose head is enclosed in an iron box. The
soldiers terrorize the monks in a nearby Orthodox monastery and lead
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the captive into its subterranean cavern. During an interrogation, the
captive, whom the soldiers presume to be Ostranitsa, turns out to be a
woman, Ostranitsa’s love. They torture her, hoping to extract information
as to Ostranitsa’s whereabouts. Suddenly a wild, inhuman voice from the
cavern’s depth, which turns out to belong to the flayed bandura-player,
entreats her not to speak (upon the censor’s objection, this gruesome
concluding image was excluded from the Arabesques version). “A Captive”
thus accentuates the Poles’ depredations against the Ukrainians, both the
trampling of the Orthodox religion (the soldiers’ treatment of the monks)
and the political persecution of the Ukrainian population. These themes
will reverberate in Gogol’s historical magnum opus, Taras Bulba.

Gogol’s fiction and nonfiction about Ukrainian history feature an in-
teresting thematic disjunction. In his nonfictional mode—“A Glance at
the Making of Little Russia”—Gogol constructs a foundational myth of
the nation from which he expunges any mention of Ukraine’s past within
Poland. Gogol’s published fictional works on Ukrainian history, on the
other hand, which describe the subsequent history of Ukrainian Cossacks,
focus on nothing else but Polish-Ukrainian relations. Why such com-
partmentalization? Contemporary politics likely played a role. Since
Ukrainians in Gogol’s time had reasons to be concerned about Russian
and Polish nationalism, it made sense to construe Ukraine’s origins in “A
Glance” as free—inasmuch as possible, in the case of Russia—from these
influences. Moreover, the Russian empire sought to refute Polish claims
on Ukraine with the help from within Ukraine. In order to demonstrate
their loyalty to the empire and to bolster their own nationalism, Ukrain-
ians felt compelled to reject the Polish part of their heritage and disas-
sociate themselves, especially after 1831, from Poland’s rebellious insub-
ordinations. Thus Gogol’s account of Ukraine’s origins is silent on its
Polish context, and his fictions celebrate Ukraine’s defiant exit from the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

Moreover, the history of Polish oppression and Ukraine’s ensuing fight
for independence was ideal for nationalistic fiction. Apart from supplying
a wealth of dramatic exploits and tragic plots, it conveniently featured
the Poles as the enemy. According to Russian imperial discourse, the
Ukrainians’ struggle against Poland constituted their glory since it re-
turned them to the “all-Russian” fatherland. Their fight for independence
from Russia in Mazepa’s uprising, in turn, marked their darkest ignominy.
While the public discourse encouraged triumphant eulogies of the former,
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it allowed only shamefaced self-denunciations of the latter. A nationalistic
affirmation of Ukraine could only be achieved by pitting Ukrainians
against the Poles. Gogol exploited this potential to the hilt, creating a
paradigm of Ukrainian history that nourished Ukrainian nationalism
while simultaneously laying an offering to Russian imperialism.

What has escaped attention, however, is that there also exists an un-
official, private version of Gogol’s Ukrainian nationalism among his his-
torical writings. While the pro-Russian and anti-Polish version charac-
terizes Gogol’s large corpus of published texts, he also produced an
anti-Russian and pro-Polish variant of it that never reached the public
domain in his lifetime and continues to be ignored. I have in mind
Gogol’s unpublished fragment on Mazepa, which represents the most cu-
rious specimen in Gogol’s miscellanea on Ukrainian history.

The PSS editors incorrectly identify Gogol’s piece on Mazepa, which
they titled “Mazepa’s Meditations,” as belonging to his notes on
Ukrainian history (PSS 9, 83-84). The more recent 1994 edition classifies
the fragment even more whimsically as coming from Gogol’s “History of
Little Russia,” a project whose “fragments” no Gogol scholar has ever
managed to produce (55’94 7, 151). In my view, this text represents a
piece of fiction that grew out of Gogol’s historical research, rather than a
scholarly note. In fact, it contains within it a record of this transition. A
late nineteenth-century Gogol scholar, Tikhonravov, stated a similar view
in his edition of Gogol’s works, saying that the text represents “a fragment
from the middle of some story” (TS 6, 793). Despite the fact that the
Tikhonravov edition represents the cornerstone of Gogol textology, to
which the PSS routinely refers elsewhere, this supposition has been com-
pletely ignored in Gogol scholarship. The fragment’s anomaly, considering
the paradigm of Ukrainian history that Gogol established in his published
fiction, may explain the scholars’ unwillingness to entertain the possibility
that Gogol contemplated a literary work that stood this paradigm on its
head. Relegating it to scholarly notes helps sustain a monolithic view of
the patriotic author of Taras Bulba and allows Gogo! the researcher an
indiscretion that would be unacceptable in Gogol the artist. The silence
of Ukrainian scholars about this text, until very recently, is particularly
Puzzling, as if proving the efficacy of Peter’s anathema.®!

By attempting a fiction about Mazepa, Gogol was tapping a rich Ro-
mantic tradition in both Russian and European literature. Ivan Mazepa
(1644-1709) was a Ukrainian hetman who tried to extricate Ukraine from
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Russia by betraying Peter I and entering an alliance with his military foe,
Sweden’s Charles XII. After defeating the hetman under Poltava (1709),
Peter ruthlessly quashed the Mazepist rebellion and decreed a ritual an-
athemization of Mazepa in all of Russia’s churches, a practice that sur-
vived until 1917. A similarly devilish image of Mazepa obtains in the
historical fiction of the time. Unique in refusing to participate in the state-
ordered demonization of Mazepa was a Decembrist author Kondratii Ry-
leev, who portrayed the hetman in the long poem Voinarovsky (1825) as
a national freedom fighter rather than a traitor. Pushkin polemicized with
Ryleev and upheld the official condemnation of Mazepa in his poem
“Poltava” (1829). His Mazepa is a perfidious Machiavellian schemer and
ingrate. Consistent with the official ideology, Bulgarin in his historical
novel Mazepa (1830) depicted the hetman as evil incarnate. A Shake-
spearean Richard 1II figure, Bulgarin’s Mazepa is spiteful, backstabbing,
demonic. Gogol mentions Bulgarin’s Mazepa critically in one letter, irri-
tated that a non-Ukrainian is handling the topic. A certain national pos-
sessiveness about Ukrainian themes that revealed itself already in the Di-
kanka prefaces seems to resurface here as well. Perhaps what Gogol saw
as Bulgarin’s presumptuousness prompted his own fictional experiment.®?

The figure of Mazepa also inspired many European artists and writers,
such as Voltaire, Byron, Delacroix, Victor Hugo, and Stowacki.®#* Unlike
the western European sources, the Polish and Russian works typically
embedded Mazepa’s story in historical and political circumstances. Many
of these Western works constituted a discourse to which the Russians
were responding; the motto to Pushkin’s poem, for example, comes from
Byron. One other vital stimulus for the Russian, especially Pushkin’s,
treatment of Mazepa came from Polish poet Adam Mickiewicz’s Konrad
Wallenrod, first published in St. Petersburg in 1828. The work was very
popular among the literati and widely excerpted in Russian journals. It
tells of a Lithuanian prince who, in order to liberate his fatherland from
the oppression of the Teutonic Knights, infiltrates their ranks, eventually
becoming their Grand Master, and orchestrates their crushing defeat at
the hands of the Lithuanians. “Wallenrodism,” as it came to be called, ~
represented a nationalistic application of the notion that the goal justifies
the means; that is, treachery and deceit are permissible measures of last
resort to achieve national liberation. This idea held explosive political
implications for the Russian empire, and some, like Pushkin, did perceive
it this way (the work’s passage through tsarist censorship represents one
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of the system’s major failings). As Grabowicz notes, Pushkin broke off
his translation of Mickiewicz’s poem and wrote instead his own poem
“Poltava.” He thus “answered Mickiewicz by an excoriation of Russia’s
own, historical, real ‘Wallenrod,” ” that is, Mazepa.®

Gogol’s text about Mazepa radically departs from the denunciations
and personal vilification that were the staple of Mazepa’s Russian image.
He portrays Mazepa as a statesman and a prudent politician, motivated
not by greed, treachery, or revenge but by thoughts of his people’s wel-
fare. Far from a Machiavellian schemer, Gogol’s Mazepa is a national
Jeader. In contrast to Mickiewicz’s Konrad Wallenrod, Gogol’s Mazepa
does not sacrifice his moral integrity or develop inner conflict and Ro-
mantic angst. Capturing Mazepa at the moment when he decides to
unite with Charles XII, Gogol depicts his thought process as rational and
lucid, and his decision as justified by the interests of the nation, raison
d’état being Mazepa’s sole motivation. Politically, Gogol’s Mazepa en-
gages in “Wallenrodism” from which the author removes the stigma of
immorality.

While “A Glance at the Making of Little Russia” was tentative and
evasive on the issue of Ukrainian statehood, “Mazepa’s Meditations” un-
equivocally affirms it. This blatant disparity, one of many that Gogol’s
writings feature, manifests the appropriateness of reading “between the
lines” of Gogol’s published texts, which exposes a tension between Gogol’s
ideas and Russia’s official ideology. Gogol’s fragment on Mazepa thus
begins:

This power, this gigantic force and might, plunged the independent state
[samobytnoe gosudarstvo,] remaining merely under the protection of
Russia, into despondency. The people that belonged to Peter as private
property, demeaned by slavery and despotism, submitted, though with
grumbling. It was not only necessity but need, as we shall see later, that
led them to submit. Their extraordinary ruler strove to elevate them,
but his medicine was too strong. But what could be expected of a people
so different from the Russians, who breathed freedom and robust Cos-
sackdom [stylistic awkwardness in the original: dyshavshemu vol'nost'iu
i likhim kozachestvom—E. B.] and wished to live their own [way of] life?
They were threatened by a loss of nationality [natsional’nost'] and by
having their rights made to a greater or lesser extent equal with the
people who were personally owned by the Russian autocrat. Without it,
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Peter would have had no impact on them. All this preoccupied the
deiinquent hetman. (PSS 9, 83-84)

The passage presents early eighteenth-century Ukraine, that is, a region
of the Russian empire since half a century, as an “independent state” with
its own “nationality,” sharply different from that of the Russians. This
fundamental national difference and overwhelming love of freedom set
Ukrainians apart from the Russians, inured to slavery under their tyrants
and owned by them as personal property. Precisely the autocrat’s personal
ownership of Russia as a patrimonial estate prompts Gogol to cast the
prospect of equalizing the status of Ukrainians with that of the Russians
as a step down for Ukrainians, rather than a promotion.® Gogol stresses
that Ukraine did not belong to Russia but remained only under its pro-
tectorate, which shows that Gogol understood the agreement of Pereiaslav
as a Ukrainian of autonomist leanings, not as a Russian imperialist. All
these ideas were unprintable according to a Russian view of history.

While the quote above opens in the prose style of what seems like
nonfiction, it evolves into a fictional discourse by its last sentence. The
phrase “as we shall see later” found in the third sentence represents the
kind of guidance given to the reader of nonfiction. Yet the abstract ideas
that Gogol amasses in the passage imperceptibly transfigure into some-
one’s thoughts: “All this preoccupied the delinquent hetman.” From this
moment onward, what plausibly began as history proceeds as historical
fiction. An impersonal historical account metamorphoses into a char-
acter’s internal monologue:

All this preoccupied the delinquent hetman. To secede? To announce
independence? To oppose the terrible force of despotism with the force
of unanimity, to assume the task of a steadfast repulse [otpor] by our-
selves? But the hetman was already very old and brushed aside the
thoughts that tempestuous youth would boldly grip. The autocrat was
too powerful, and besides it was uncertain whether the entire nation
[natsiia] would arm itself against him, a nation that was free and was
not always peaceful, while the autocrat was always able to act without
answering to anyone. (PSS 9, 86)

Gogol’s fictional Mazepa decides that the liberation of Ukraine from
Russia can only be achieved with the assistance of an ally and evaluates
various options. He notes that the Crimean Khan is too weak, lacks re-
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spect among the Cossacks, and can be bought for the right price by
anyone. Ukraine, Mazepa concludes, needs a reliable ally who is in no
danger of striking a friendship with Russia: “Who else could do it if not
Poland, a neighbor and kin” (sosedka i edinoplemennitsa; PSS 9, 86).
Needless to say, the notion that the Ukrainians may have been ethnically
closer to the Poles than to the Russians was another of Gogol’s challenges
to the imperial ideology, which insisted on seeing Ukraine as Russia’s
long-lost kin who had suffered under a foreign, Polish, yoke. Despite
avoiding any such allusions in his published works, Gogol clearly consid-
ered, if not believed, the idea.® Though Poland would make a trusted
ally, it has been brought to the brink of collapse by its unruly magnates.
Mazepa ultimately concludes:

There remained one state that the Cossacks always greatly respected,
even though it did not border with Little Russia. . .. [This state] could
be very useful to Little Russians by constantly troubling Muscovy’s bor-
ders and holding it in check. At the same time, the Swedish armies that
amazed all Europe with their exploits could, having torn into Russia,
lead the tsar into indecision as to whether he should act in the south
against the Cossacks or in the north against the Swedes.

Amid such thoughts, Mazepa was greeted by the news that the tsar
had broken the peace and started a war against the Swedes. (PSS 9, 86)

Mazepa’s strategic analysis points to Sweden as a logical ally and the best
guarantee of the Cossacks’ success in their military action against Russia.
He reaches this conclusion through reasoned thinking characteristic of a
statesman and a patriotic leader of a nation, rather than out of personal
spite and devilish ambition. He aims not to harm Peter but to help
Ukraine, even at the price of becoming a “delinquent.” This histori-
ography-turned-fiction ends with a new plot node introduced by Peter’s
military action. This fact emerges as a story event: a piece of news that
interrupts the fictional Mazepa’s meditations. It carries dramatic suspense:
how will the character reconcile his plan with this new variable? Since
this seems a perfect chapter break, answers may have been coming in the
next one. The extant fragment ends here.

In its use of fictional narrative techniques and the creation of an in-
terior image of a hero, “Mazepa’s Meditations” represents a fictional at-
tempt. Once Gogol switches to the fictional mode, the text ceases to -
resemble any of his historical notes or articles. Gogol’s approach to Ma-
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zepa as a patriotic national leader contrasts starkly with the unlucky
hetman’s official vilification and marks a highlight of Gogol’s Ukrainian
nationalism. Given the radical ideological incompatibility of this view of
Mazepa with the official imperial discourse, it is not surprising that this
text remained but a brief unpublished fragment. An assertion of Ukraine’s
statehood, an emphasis on its difference from Russia and ethnic consan-
guinity with the Poles, the criticism of autocratic despotism, the justifi-
ability of Ukraine’s drive for independence and its alliance with the
Swedes—the censor would have found all of these ideas subversive. Gogol
must have known it, which may have caused him to nip this fiction in
the bud. Its existence among Gogol’s writings, however, has enormous
significance since it offers a valuable contrast and corrective for the images
of Ukraine’s history in Gogol’s published works. “Mazepa’s Meditations”
reveals a dimension of Gogol that directly contradicts his monolithic
image as a Russian nationalist.

Fragments like this, as well as the manuscript or draft variants that I
have recovered, enlarge the spectrum of Gogol’s pronouncements about
Russian and Ukrainian nations. The heterogeneity of Gogol’s historical
ideas across this panoply of texts makes manifest the processes of selection
and articulation, of emphasis and silencing, that went into Gogol’s crea-
tion of the published texts. The numerous contradictions between his
research and privately noted ideas, on the one hand, and his public pro-
nouncements, on the other, force one to consider such notions as Gogol’s
self-censorship, his uneasy relation with Russia’s nationalist and imperi-
alist ideologies and the institutions that worked to enforce them (the
Ministry of National Education, the censors), and finally, his own con-
ception of a writer’s civic mission. Gogol’s struggle with these various
constraints as he tailored his intellectual, ideological, and artistic fancies
into published texts left an imprint that reveals a great deal about both
Russian and Ukrainian nationalism, the official treatment of each, and
Gogol’s service to both.

For this reason, I have analyzed Gogol’s texts as palimpsests of the
ideological tensions and dilemmas that went into creating them. They
demonstrate that, when writing on politically sensitive topics such as
Ukrainian history, Gogol’s authorial journey resembled a course between
Scylla and Charybdis rather than a carefree recording of whatever
thoughts came to his head. His characteristic “slyness” ensured a relatively
safe passage and allowed him to smuggle in much that ran counter to



The Politics of Writing History 167

official tsarist ideology, most notably, the cause of Ukrainian nationalism.
Gogol’s passionate involvement with this cause permeates his treatment
of Ukrainian history. This is evident from the ways in which Gogol dis-
associates Ukraine from Russian and Polish influences, creates national-
istic foundational myths and martyrologies, defends Ukraine’s historic
rights to autonomy, and embeds it in universal, rather than Russian,
history. My analysis of the entirety of Gogol’s historical writings, including
the unpublished notes and sketches, demonstrates that Gogol’s engage-
ment with Ukrainian history represented the pinnacle of his Ukrainian
nationalism.

A New Calling

From his arrival in St. Petersburg in 1828 to his departure from Russia
in 1836, Gogol searched for his calling and attempted to establish a career,
first as an imperial bureaucrat, then as an academic historian. While both
ended in failure, the occupation that he at first treated as a hobby—
literature—brought him success and fulfillment. Until the staging of The
Government Inspector in 1836 and the fiasco of his academic career,
Gogol’s literary, ethnographic, and historical interests overwhelmingly
concerned Ukraine. The sense of his own Ukrainianness, first sparked by
his experience of the Russian capital, grew into a consciously fashioned
self, a cultivated identity. It manifested itself not only in Gogol’s
publications but also in personal correspondence with other Ukraino-
philes, such as Maksymovych or Sreznevsky. The prospect of a position
at Kiev University represented a crucial fork in the road of Gogol’s life.
By going to Kiev, Gogol would have most likely remained active in the
sphere of Ukrainian interests and continued his ethnographic and his-
torical work on Ukraine, perhaps becoming a Ukrainian nationalist of a
loyalist variety. This was not to be.

The sense of 1834 being a crucial turn in his life comes through in
Gogol’s unpublished note “1834,” written at the height of his enthusiasm
about the Kiev post. In it, Gogol muses about how the year 1834 will
decide his fate: “My past murmurs at my feet, and my unknown future
shines above indistinctly in the mist. . . . What will you be like, my future?
Will you be splendid, grand, do you keep great feats in store for me?”
(PSS 9, 16). The mysterious year also seems to hold the answer to what
seems like Gogol’s permanent destination. He asks the personified year
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about St. Petersburg and Kiev: “Where will I distinguish you with my
great works? Amid the heap of piled-up houses, roaring streets, seething
mercantilism, this formless heap of fashions, parades, bureaucrats, savage
Northern nights, glitter, and lowly colorlessness? Or will it be in my
beautiful, ancient, promised [obetovannyi] Kiev, garlanded with fruit-
bearing orchards, girded with my beautiful, wondrous Southern sky, in-
toxicating nights?” (PSS 9, 17). The “great works” (velikie trudy) in ques-
tion allude to Gogol’s scholarly work on Ukrainian history, not to any
literary plans he may have had. According to epistolary evidence, Gogol
did not treat literature as his main occupation until later.

The decision to become a professional writer came after his hopes for
a transfer to Kiev collapsed, and he was sacked from his teaching jobs in
Petersburg. It also followed the brilliant literary success of Evenings on a
Farm and the lesser one of Mirgorod, Gogol’s growing appreciation by
Russian critics, a lively reception of The Government Inspector, and the
inspired beginnings of his work on Dead Souls. After the Kiev-bound path
and the career of a historian proved unfeasible, Gogol decided to continue
his work within Russian culture and pursue the career of a writer. A letter
from Paris of November 28, 1836, to his friend Mikhail Pogodin captures
the sense that Gogol finally divined his calling in the world, that his fate,
to which he had so fervently prayed in the “1834” fragment, finally re-
vealed itself to him. He mentions Dead Souls, which he claims will be his
first “decent work,” and announces:

My lot is cast. Having left the fatherland, I have also abandoned all
contemporary cares. An insurmountable wall stood between me and my
lot. A pride that only poets know, that grew within me from the cradle,
finally could bear no more....I am dead for contemporaneity....I
only see stern and true posterity, pursuing me with an arresting ques-
tion: “Where is the work {delo], according to which we could judge
you?” And in order to prepare an answer to it, [ am ready to sentence
myself to everything, to a life of poverty and wandering, to deep and
sustained seclusion, which now I carry with me everywhere. (PSS 11,
77-78)

Between December 1835, when Gogol “spit a good-bye to the univer-
sity” (PSS 10, 378), and November 1836, when he dated this letter, Gogol
embarked on the ambitious path of a serious writer. His letter to Pogodin
exudes a sense of purpose and mission that is absent from Gogol’s earlier
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pronouncements about his literary activities. The overwhelming need to
“matter” and to do so on a large scale no doubt impelled Gogol to “cast
his lot” not merely with literature but specifically with Russian literature
concerned with Russian life. Gogol’s strong involvement with Ukrainian
nationalism in his “folkloric” and “historical” periods came at a time
when he did not treat his literary activities as functions of his actual
profession. The newfound calling of a writer, however, prompted him to
enter the sphere of Russian nationalist concerns—and do so more deci-
sively than in his capacity as an applicant for a university post. Unlike
the cozy but provincial Ukraine, only Russia could provide this new,
prophetlike Gogol with the proper cultural matrix in his quest for uni-
versal significance.
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Confronting Russia

Gogol fully ventured into the Russian thematic only after his transfor-
mation from an amateur to a professional man of letters, which took
place around 1836. That year marked the staging of Gogol’s play The
Government Inspector and the publication of his stories “The Nose” and
“The Carriage.” Prior to 1836, Gogol filled more than three volumes with
fiction on Ukrainian themes and wrote only three stories that took place
in Russia.! While folkloric stylization and historicity, the two principal
modalities of nationalist Romantic fiction, characterize Gogol’s fictional
portrayal of Ukraine, they are absent from his depictions of Russia. Only
contemporary Russia existed for Gogol, and as such it inspired in him
the social satirist rather than the folk or antiquarian nationalist.

Gogol formed his view of Russia on the basis of scanty experience. He
had a very limited knowledge of Russian history, of folk cuiture, and of
the country at large beyond the capitals and the roads that connected
them.? Until after Dead Souls, he also had little interest in learning about
Russia. Yet he did live seven years in Petersburg and immerse himself
in Russian life. Gogol’s observations from this period led him to regard
Russia as an inorganic culture, imperiled by the ruptures of Peter Is
cultural revolution. He formed a view that Russia lacked a national char-
acter. In contrast to the culture, customs, and history that shaped Gogol’s
fictional Ukraine, the one phenomenon that encapsulates Russia for
Gogol is its huge and corrupt government bureaucracy. This aspect of
Russian life underpins every one of Gogol’s works on Russian themes
except “The Portrait” and “The Carriage.”

Gogol’s Russian thematic evolved from-the stories centered on the im-
perial capital, St. Petersburg, through The Government Inspector, which
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stages a confrontation between Petersburg and the provinces, to Dead
Souls, which focuses exclusively on Russian provincial life. Since Gogol
failed to find Russianness in the imperial capital, he hypothesized its
possible existence in the vast social and cultural space beyond it. This
centrifugal directionality led the writer into a blind alley of sorts: he
hardly knew this mystifying, distant space, and whatever perceptions of
it he formed hardly qualified as fodder for nationalistic fiction. Yet na-
tionalism was in vogue, and Gogol’s readers expected it of his works on
Russia after he had shown a talent for it in Evenings. But to fit these
newer works of Gogol within a nationalist framework proved a daunting
task for these readers, since Gogol depicted Russia in eminently unna-
tionalistic spirit. Instead of proud affirmation, we get acerbic ridicule.
Having portrayed Petersburg as a denationalized locus of venality and
corruption, Gogol failed to imagine Russia’s provinces as a matrix of a
worthier national essence.

Though the negative aspects of Gogol’s portrayal of Russia are typically
discussed in terms of the author’s social critique, I will demonstrate that—
to some extent in the Petersburg stories but especially in Dead Souls—
the critique is national. Dead Souls makes ample use of nationalistic terms
and concepts but withholds nationalistic content, offering a grim account
of the national status quo. The novel’s prognosis of the nation’s future
glory collapses upon contextualization. While The Government Inspector,
by contrast, is free of nationalistic discourse, the play’s reception hinged
on nationalism, on the question of Gogol’s verisimilitude in what was
seen as his portrayal of the Russian nation. Indeed, fervid debates sur-
rounded Gogol’s image of Russia, and this chapter will closely trace them.
While some argued for the correctness of this image and crowned Gogol
as an original Russian talent, others accused him of caricature and antin-
ational calumny. Thus as Gogol moves into Russian themes, he simul-
taneously enters Russia’s nationalist cultural polit