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Introduction:  
The Presence of Absence in Gogol 

 
 

Gogol was a compulsive traveler. Not unlike his hero 
Cµic¬ikov who roams the Russian countryside 
attempting to purchase deceased peasants (“dead 
souls”), Gogol changed locations with breathtaking 
ease. The flipside of his infatuation with traveling 
was his pronounced, and sometimes painful, home-
lessness. A Ukrainian by birth, Gogol left his 
native land early, never to return. Yet neither 
Russia nor Italy—his elected homelands—could give 
him the kind of satisfaction we ordinarily associate 
with being “at home.” As his lifelong idealization 
of Ukraine shows, for Gogol, “home” was essentially 
wherever he was not. 

At the bottom of Gogol’s fondness for traveling 
lies a well-documented obsession with absence. His 
proclivity to escape whenever a situation seemed 
unmanageable is legendary. From his proverbial 
shyness to the repeated destruction of his 
manuscripts; from his remarkable gift for disguise 
and impersonation (to which already his fellow 
students at the Nez¬in gymnasium testified) to his 
mysterious travels abroad, Gogol, it appears, was 
continuously at pains to create an impression of 
discontinuity and rupture, living his life, as 
Dmitrij Cµiz¬evskij once remarked, largely in 
absentia (im Verborgenen). 

It is all too easy, however, to lose sight of the 
playful element in Gogol’s fascination with absence. 
Gogol was not merely fond of “traveling”; he also—
partly no doubt out of sheer paranoia—turned his 
absences into performances worthy of any stage. 
Gogol frequently traveled under assumed names and 
concealed his whereabouts. On occasion, the writer’s 
obsession with covering his tracks reached the point 
where he would feign a non-existent journey, perhaps 
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in order to test the reaction of his friends. Once 
after suddenly dropping from the sight of his Moscow 
acquaintances, Gogol wrote them letters from another 
part of the city in which he claimed to be in Vienna 
or Italy. The genius of this trick consisted in the 
fact that it enabled Gogol to be as it were present 
and absent at the same time. “Present” in the sense 
that he never left Moscow; yet “absent” in the minds 
of his duped friends whose reactions—amazed, 
saddened, envious, joyful, surprised—he was now free 
to observe. Gogol’s trick is vaguely reminiscent of 
a macabre yet widespread voyeuristic fantasy: that 
of observing the reactions of the loved ones at 
one’s own funeral. The curious mixture of presence 
and absence that is implicit in this fantasy—
witnessing one’s own absence—is very typical of 
Gogol; to him, absence becomes interesting at that 
point where its effects can be experienced and, 
perhaps, described.  

Gogol’s writings are replete with descriptions of 
absence. In his narratives—from his early Ukrainian 
tales to “Nevskij Avenue,” “The Nose,” and the novel 
Dead Souls—what is absent, missing, or lost (be it a 
nose, an overcoat, or a landowner’s soul) assumes 
center stage. Perhaps Donald Fanger was right when 
he wrote, almost twenty years ago, that “the absence 
that recurs on so many levels of the Gogol problem 
[…] is a given” (Fanger 1979: 18). If it is true 
that absence and void are “givens” in our struggle 
to understand Gogol, totalizing interpretations that 
aim to show what it all means may have to be 
qualified. In fact, as Gary Saul Morson has argued 
in a recent essay on “Gogol’s Parables of 
Explanation,” many of Gogol’s writings, especially 
Dead Souls, seem specifically designed to 
demonstrate that no explanatory or interpretative 
schemes can encompass —and thus remove—absence in 
Gogol (Morson 1992). Gogol’s void represents the 
blind spot of all interpretation: it is that part of 
Gogol which eludes even, or especially, the most 
comprehensive of readings.  

Gogol, then, focuses on the effects of absence. 
He is interested in the way in which absence 
manifests itself verbally. His writings resemble 
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nothing more than the character Sobakevic¬ whom 
Cµic¬ikov goes to see in order to purchase the “dead 
souls” of his deceased peasants. Sobakevic¬—about 
whom it is said that his soul is absent from his 
body—is himself a symbol of absence: “It seemed 
distinctly as if there was no soul in this body, or 
he had a soul, but […] it was […] somewhere over the 
mountains” (PSS VI, 101). Sobakevic¬’s reaction to 
Cµic¬ikov’s plan utterly dumbfounds the latter. From 
the beginning, Sobakevic¬ treats the nonexistent 
souls of the peasants as if they were existent ones; 
he even goes so far as to read Cµic¬ikov a lecture 
on the their individual merits: “Another rogue will 
cheat you, sell you some rubbish instead of souls, 
mine are juicy nuts, all picked […]. Look here, for 
example, the wheelwright Mixeev!” (PSS VI, 102). 

Sobakevic¬’s treatment of nonexistent peasants as 
if they were endowed with a living body is symbolic 
of Gogol’s treatment of absence in his writing. Just 
as soulless Sobakevic¬ treats his deceased peasants 
as if they were living ones, Gogol persistently 
endows absence with a (verbal) body. Indeed, the 
souls Cµic¬ikov wants to purchase from Sobakevic¬ 
seem to emit an imperceptible sound: “[T]hese souls 
already died a long time ago, all that remained is a 
sound that cannot be felt by the senses” (PSS VI, 
102). 

Gogol’s texts verbally “flesh out” absence the 
same way in which Sobakevic¬’s eloquent lecture to 
Cµic¬ikov endows the dead souls with a living body. 
This is what Gary Saul Morson may have had in mind 
when he wrote that Gogol “turns mere absences into 
palpable voids” (Morson 1992, 234) or what Victor 
Terras intended by his remark that Gogol has a 
“capacity for making Nonbeing almost palpable, for 
giving it an existential reality which readily 
causes us to mistake it for human life” (Terras 
1981, 195). 

Palpability is the key to absence in Gogol; as 
Renate Lachmann argues in her contribution to this 
volume, Gogolian absence is not tantamount to the 
withdrawal of verbal expression. On the contrary, 
Gogol speaks very eloquently about absence, he makes 
absence palpable and “present.” A good illustration 
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of the way in which Gogol endows absence with 
(verbal) body is the encounter between Kovalev and 
the nose in the story of the same title. The nose 
repeatedly appears before the protagonist —who has 
woken up to the fact that his own nose is missing—in 
the form of a uniformed gentleman of high rank who 
haughtily refuses to talk to him, insisting that he 
is not Kovalev’s nose: “I am all [by, S.S.] myself.” 
The appearance of the gentleman-nose in flesh and 
blood may be seen as yet another illustration of the 
way in which Gogol makes absence palpably present by 
endowing it, literally, with a body. 

Absence in Gogol cannot be properly understood 
without its opposite, presence. At the same time, 
however, it is crucially important not to confuse 
the presence of absence in Gogol with the 
recuperation of absence.1 Gogol’s energetic rhetoric 
of absence does not help in locating the missing 
object. Gogolian writing is directed at absence, but 
it does not recuperate or fill its void. Thus while 
we know that Sobakevic¬’s soul is missing from its 
customary place, this tells us nothing about the 
whereabouts of that soul; as a matter of fact, it 
does not even tell us if Sobakevic¬ really ever had 
a soul, or not. 

The same is true for Kovalev in “The Nose.” For 
it is by no means clear whether the nose in uniform 
Kovalev encounters is, as he certainly believes, his 
own. On the one hand, the nose gives palpable 
presence to what Kovalev is lacking (his own nose); 
yet at the same time it refuses to be identified as 
his nose. In other words, while the nose in uniform 

1 In the essay on Gogol mentioned above, Morson, for one, sounds 
a warning against any attempt to recuperate Gogolian absence, 
calling such efforts “semiotic totalitarianism.” By this Morson 
means an obsession with absence resulting in the confidence that 
it can always be recovered. According to Morson, Gogolian 
negativity defies recuperation, making a mockery of all attempts 
at retrieving it: “Because the claims of totally closed 
interpretative schemes are empty, their defenders often create 
[…] a complex structure of symmetrical arguments that distract 
attention from their absent center. Like the world of Gogol 
itself, they body forth an absence, give apparent form to the 
void” (Morson 1992: 208). 
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gives presence and palpability to Kovalev’s lack, 
this does not mean that the lacking object can 
simply be returned to its customary place or that it 
can even be ascertained whether it did indeed belong 
there, or not. Kovalev’s problem consists in the 
fact that he is incapable of viewing the absence of 
the nose in its presence. Another way of putting 
this would be to say that in Gogol the missing 
object is by and large hidden in plain view. 

In recent years, there has been a rising interest 
in the negative elements of language, in what texts 
leave out, negate, or deny. “Negativity” gives a 
name to the unspoken dimension in any spoken or 
written utterance. No matter how far we extend a 
text, there will always be an infinite number of 
things it does not mention. Iser and Budick contend 
that  

 
negativity, or some equivalent means of 
eschewing indicative terminology, becomes 
inevitable when we consider the […] omissions, 
or cancellations that are necessarily part of 
any writing or speaking. These lacunae 
indicate that practically all formulations 
(written or spoken) contain a tacit dimension, 
so that each manifest text has a kind of 
latent double. (Budick/Iser 1989: xii)2 
 

It is clear that any verbal description of a given 
event (an accident; a journey from A to B) could 
theoretically be extended ad infinitum; a 

2  Iser and Budick here appear to follow Foucault‚s assertion 
that “all manifest discourse is secretly based on an ‘already-
said’; and […] this ‘already-said’ is not merely a phrase that 
has already been spoken, or a text that has already been 
written, but a ‘never said’, an incorporeal discourse, a voice 
as silent as a breath, a writing that is merely the hollow of 
its own mark. It is supposed therefore that everything that is 
formulated in discourse was already articulated in that semi-
silence that precedes it, which continues to run obstinately 
beneath it, but which it covers and silences. The manifest 
discourse, therefore, is really no more than the repressive 
presence of what it does not say; and this ‘not said’ is a 
hollow that undermines from within all that is said.” (Foucault 
1972, 25) 
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potentially infinite number of omitted details 
could—but does not have to—be included in it. As 
Iser and Budick argue, in order to define an act of 
writing or speech, “indicative”—or positive—terms 
may not, or not always, be sufficient. 

The blanks and omissions Iser and Budick 
describe, the negative dimension of literary texts, 
is not the same as negation. The “tacit dimension” 
of the written or spoken text in no way negates the 
formulations of its written or spoken counterpart; 
on the contrary, it conditions or qualifies these 
formulations. In order to grasp the unspoken or 
unwritten parts of a text, we cannot do without its 
spoken or written double, and vice versa. Just as 
absence cannot be understood without reference to 
presence, there cannot be any discussion of 
negativity per se; it has to be grasped in terms of 
its positive (visible or audible) verbal operations. 

Negativity points to the unsayable or the 
ineffable in the very act of speaking or writing; it 
paradoxically allows us to perceive the inexpressed 
or inexpressible in what is being said, thus 
establishing a relationship between what can be said 
and what, for one reason or another, cannot be said. 
Negativity highlights what in a given utterance is 
left unspoken or unwritten, it points to what 
Wittgenstein called that “whereof one cannot speak.” 

The term “negativity” in the subtitle to Gøgøl: 
Exploring Absence3 points to the verbal operations 
by which absence is made present in Gogol. Gogol’s 
writing articulates nothing, giving us an indication 
of how absence is made verbally present in 
literature.4 As I have shown in a previous article 
(Spieker 1994a), nothingness and nullity play a 
crucial role in Gogol’s poetics of absence.5 It is 
not by coincidence that Andrej Belyj was particu-
larly fascinated by “o”-shapes in Gogol (Belyj 1996: 

3 “GØGØL” appears in the title of Aage Hansen-Löve 1997. The 
essay represents a seminal step in the investigation of Gogolian 
absence (Hansen-Löve 1997).  
4 In mathematics, the term “Googol” designates a number that is 
equal to 1 followed by 100 zeros. 
5 On Gogol’s “nothing,” see Spieker 1994a: 118. 
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245–53). Gogol immortalized his infatuation with 
zero in the bizarre signature he placed under one of 
his first published works. It consists of four empty 
circles that can be read either as the four o’s of 
his full name (Nikolaj V. Gogol-Jankowskij), or as 
zero numbers (“0000”).  

The number zero and its symbol “0” perhaps best 
illustrate the way in which Gogol makes absence 
present. As Brian Rotman writes in his Semiotics of 
Zero, “0” has traditionally been interpreted as a 
mark of absence and presence alike: 

 
The urmark of absence […] is any instance of 
an iconographic hole; any simple enclosure, 
ring, circle, void, loop, and like which 
surrounds an absence and divides space into an 
inside and an outside. Thus presumably, the 
universal recognition of “o”, “O”, “0” as 
symbols of zero. And thus a circle of 
associations linking zero and “nothing.” As 
Colie observes […], “from the ‘O’ to the egg 
was an obvious step since the egg was the 
symbol of generation and creation; since, too, 
it bore the shape of zero, contradictions of 
all and nothing could be constructed on eggs”; 
which one can continue through the mystical O 
of the Kabbalah, the Hollow Crown which served 
as an icon of ex nihilo creation […]; the 
origin and place of birth—“nothing” as slang 
for vagina in Elizabethan English […]. (Rotman 
1987: 59–60). 
 

In various religious and philosophical traditions, 
zero oscillates between everything and nothing, 
between creation and death. This is why “o” is such 
an apt expression of Gogol’s writerly practice; it 
symbolizes what Renate Lachmann calls “negativity in 
positivity,” the palpable presence of absence in 
Gogol. Gogol’s negativity exploits the two opposite 
sides of zero which Rotman discusses; it explores 
everything and nothing alike. 

According to Lachmann, the two basic strategies 
of Gogol’s expressive “poetics of absence” are 
hypertrophy and hypotrophy. While hypertrophy 
suggests “an abundance of images, wordplay, and the 
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deliberate production of deceptive signs,” 
hypotrophy may be defined as the deliberate 
“withholding of verbal expression.” 6 Among the 
hypertrophic forms of Gogolian negativity we have to 
count what makes him one of the most hilarious of 
comic writers, nonsense, the absence of (common) 
sense. Whether we are told that in the Ukrainian 
town of Mirgorod they serve a dish that looks “like 
boots dipped in kvass” or that a character called 
Vasilij Fedorov is “a foreigner,” nonsense is one of 
the most pervasive negative elements in Gogol’s 
writing. 

The hypotrophic pole of Gogolian absence, on the 
other hand, finds expression in such negative 
gestures as admonitions to “silence”; aphasia and 
other forms of impeded speech; various permutations 
of “empty” spaces and objects; fragmentation; 
denials of all kind; instances of textual “self-
cancellation”; assertions of inexpressibility or 
unsayability, and the pervasive zero-ness or 
nothingness (pos¬lost′) of Gogol’s fictional world. 

One of the most conspicuous ways in which Gogol 
gives absence verbal presence is through negation. 
As I mentioned above, negation is not the same as 
negativity. Negativity, as the latent or hidden 
double of the spoken or written text, does not 
negate that text but rather qualifies or structures 
it (Budick/Iser 1989: xii). Negation, on the other 
hand, explicitly denies the existence of an object, 
person, or attribute.7 Following Belyj and 
especially Cµiz¬evskij, Robert Maguire has pointed 
to the importance of negation in Gogol writes: 
“Negation […] is so common a trait of Gogol’s style 
in all periods that it may be called characteristic” 
(Maguire 1990: 47). 

There are many different kinds of negation in 
Gogol. For example, he frequently describes objects 
or events in terms that tell us more about what they 
are not than about what they are. This is the case, 
for example, in “The Portrait” where the painting by 

6 See Renate Lachmann’s essay in this volume (18). 
7 As a part of logic, absence (negation) has formed a part of 
European philosophy ever since Aristotle. 
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the Russian emigré painter has such a shattering 
effect on Cµartkov: “There was not the faintest sign 
of a desire to dazzle, of pardonable vanity. 
Absolutely no thought of showing off to the crowd 
could be seen in it!” (PSS III, 421; emphasis mine, 
S.S.).  

In some cases, Gogolian negation promotes what 
Cµiz¬evskij has called the “dematerialization of 
images” (Cµiz¬evskij 1966a: 95), the reduction of 
the described reality (landscapes, cities, even 
people) to zero. A good example of this procedure is 
the following famous apostrophe to Russia in the 
first part of Dead Souls: 

 
Russia! Russia! I see you; from my wondrous, 
beautiful distance I see you. It is poor 
inside you […]; one’s gazes are neither 
enlivened nor frightened by the bold wonders 
of nature, crowned with the bold wonders of 
art—cities with towering, many-windowed 
palaces that have taken root within the 
cliffs, picturesque trees and ivy that have 
taken root in the houses, in the din and the 
eternal dust of cascades; one’s head is not 
thrown back to look at the boulders that tower 
endlessly above it and into the heights; 
through the dark arches, piled one upon 
another and tangled in grapevines, ivy and 
countless millions of wild roses—through all 
these things, the eternal lines of resplendent 
mountains, receding into the clear and silver 
heavens, will show no splendor. (PSS VI, 220; 
emphasis mine, S.S.) 
 

Gogol’s description of Russia in this passage is 
built on negation. As Maguire has noted, negation in 
this scene ultimately seems to undo it altogether 
(Maguire 1990: 49, 50); Russia emerges from it as 
non-place, a faceless zero. 

A similar effect is achieved by some of Belyj’s 
favorite Gogolian negations. They follow the pattern 
“neither this nor that” (ni to…ni drugoe) and leave 
the described object without any specifications.8 A 

8 See Belyj 1996, 270–79. 
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good example of this kind of negation is Gogol’s 
description of Cµic¬ikov at the beginning of Dead 
Souls: “In the carriage a gentleman was sitting, not 
exactly handsome, but also not of unappealing 
appearance, neither too fat nor too thin; it could 
not be said that he was old, but then again it was 
not that he was too young, either” (PSS VI, 7). 

Other negative constructions that seem to 
dematerialize and annul their subject matter include 
Gogol’s own hybrid version of the lofty coincidentia 
oppositorum (“Vasilij Fedorov, a foreigner”)9 as 
well as a kind of hyperbole referred to as 
hyperoche. As one of many examples of Gogolian 
hyperoche Cµiz¬evskij quotes the incomparable 
“mustache incapable of depiction by pen or brush” 
(Cµiz¬evskij 1966a: 93). By ascribing to an object 
dimensions and qualities which exceed all 
possibilities for description, the hyperoche (like 
the coincidentia oppositorum) implies that its 
object is irredeemably absent; it cannot be compared 
to anything in existence and therefore it cannot be 
represented, at least not in conventional language. 
Yet this does not mean that we cannot talk about 
this absent object. The hyperoche is a good 
illustration of Gogol’s persistent effort to name, 
voice, express, and articulate absence. 

The most extreme hypotrophic expressions of 
absence in Gogol are his frequent invocations of 
silence. Already in his early (“Ukrainian”) fiction, 
the then fashionable Romantic “silence motif” plays 
a central role. Gogol’s invocations of silence are 
aimed at interrupting the verbal flow. They are an 
indication of his extreme linguistic scepticism, the 
suspicion that words may not be adequate to what 
they are hoped to express. Yet Gogol, it appears, 
finds nothing harder than to avoid speaking/writing. 
In the short story “Notes of a Madman,” the 
exclamation “silence, silence!” becomes the battle 
cry of its main character, the megalomaniac copy 
clerk Popris¬c¬in, who thus tries to restrain 
himself whenever he thinks of Sophie, the object of 

9 Strictly speaking this is an antithetical oxymoron; see 
Cµiz¬evskij 1966a: 92. 
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his most ardent desire. However, instead of 
arresting Popris¬c¬in’s verbal flow, his attempt to 
silence himself merely adds to his increasing 
anxiety.10  

At the end of his career—especially in Selected 
Passages from Correspondence with Friends—Gogol 
reasoned that words should no longer be pronounced 
or written at all: “Until then I shall not say 
anything for the reason that I may make a mistake. 
[M]y words might appear not altogether appropriate, 
it is better not to pronounce them altogether” (PSS 
VIII 313; 318). At this point, Gogol is interested 
in what divides the sayable from the unsayable 
(God), suggesting that in order for the unsayable to 
be communicated, all words must be kept inward. In 
his discussion of the difference between the Western 
and the Orthodox church, he advises the Orthodox 
priest: “Do not express the words, we hear even 
without them the holy truth of your church!” (PSS 
VIII: 246) 

It is in moments such as this that Gogol is 
closest to the tradition of negative theology, a 
tradition that differs from the instances of 
negativity discussed so far in that it reaches for 
an absence or otherness beyond all verbal 
operations, what Jacques Derrida has called 
“hyperessentiality” or “being beyond Being” (Derrida 
1989: 7–8). Negative theology denies the possibility 
of attributing to the unnamable and unknowable God 
positively identifying names. Consequently, it 
speaks of the Godhead exclusively in an apophatic 
discourse of silence or negation (“via negationis”; 
“via negativa”).11 By gradually eliminating what the 
divine is not, negative theology ideally arrives at 

10 On Popris¬c¬in’s efforts to “silence” himself, see Spieker 
1991. 
11 Traditionally, the name given to this type of speech has been 
apophatism. Apophatic discourse addresses the divine ex 
negativo, in terms of its opposites (omnis determinatio est 
negatio). Acknowledging the unspeakability of the Godhead, 
apophatic speech proceeds by negation, “from the inferior 
degrees of being to the highest, by progressively setting aside 
all that can be known, in order to draw near to the Unknown” 
(Lossky 1976, 25–26). 
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an understanding of what God is. In this way, the 
“negative way” alleviates God’s disquieting 
unspeakability, transforming absence into 
(mystically experienced) presence. 

Ever since Cµiz¬evskij’s article “Gogol: Artist 
and Thinker,” Gogol has been associated with 
negative theology.12 Gogol’s familiarity with the 
negative or apophatic tradition is—at least towards 
the end of his life—beyond dispute. It is not by 
coincidence that in 1846 he enters two volumes by 
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite on a list of 
required readings. Negative speech reminiscent of 
apophatism may be found throughout Gogol’s writings, 
especially in the essays on art and architecture 
collected in Arabesques. 

Gogol’s apophatism competes in various ways with 
the more expressive poetics of absence discussed 
above. In order to understand Gogolian absence, we 
have to focus on the way in which it oscillates 
between articulation and disarticulation, between 
expression and non-expression, between 
representation and its withdrawal. This is precisely 
the ambition of the essays collected in the present 
volume. The recent debate around negativity, in 
which Russian and East European criticism has played 
only the most marginal role, has on occasion led to 
a certain inflationary use of some of its key terms 
and concepts. The essays in this volume, while they 
do not shun the vocabulary of the debate, certainly 
do not aspire to offer a magical key to Gogol. 
Instead, they attempt to interpret and contextualize 
an aspect of Gogolian writing that in the past has 
all too often been taken for granted. 

While it gives an idea of the range of different 
approaches in contemporary Gogol studies—from close 
reading and traditional hermeneutics to 
deconstruction— Gøgøl: Exploring Absence does not 
aim to present an impartial overview of current 
Gogolology. The volume brings together essays by 
Slavists, comparatists, and philosophers, taking the 
unusual step of including not only scholars from 

12 See Cµiz¬evskij 1966a, 92–93; Belyj 1982, 57; Spieker 1995; 
Maguire 1990, 44–55; Vajskopf 1993a, 159–60. 
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Russia, Israel, and the United States but also from 
Germany, a country with a long-standing tradition of 
Gogol studies that has not on the whole found much 
of an audience, let alone translators, in the 
English-speaking world. The collection includes the 
last article by one of the world’s leading 
authorities on Gogol, the late Jurij M. Lotman of 
Tartu University (Estonia). 

Obviously, such an international concert of 
critical methodologies and vocabularies poses 
considerable problems for translation. For example, 
contemporary German Gogol scholarship on the whole 
tends to be more abstract and—horribile dictu—
theoretical than its Anglo-Saxon counterpart. The 
problem facing the translator of the German 
contributions to Gøgøl: Exploring Absence was how to 
balance these differences in approach and, 
crucially, how to render the German contributions in 
good, readable English without sacrificing too much 
of their complexity. The reader will judge to what 
extent these efforts were successful. 

The first section of Gøgøl: Exploring Absence—The 
Un/Sayable— collects essays by Renate Lachmann, 
Jurij Lotman, Mixail Epshtein, Christopher Putney 
and Susi Frank. In all these pieces, Gogol’s 
articulation of absence plays a central role. The 
title to this section is designed to illustrate the 
fact that in Gogol, the unsayable and the sayable 
cannot be viewed in isolation, as both condition 
each other; in order to understand either, we have 
to examine both. 

At the center of Renate Lachmann’s essay on “The 
Semantic Construction of the Void” lies the 
relationship between negative and fantastic elements 
in Gogol’s writing. According to Lachmann, what is 
most interesting in Gogol’s fascination with absence 
is that he does not see any need to interrupt the 
verbal flow or “avoid speaking.” On the contrary, 
Gogol endows his poetics of absence with abundant, 
almost excessive imagery and rhetoric; Gogol’s void, 
Lachmann writes, is richly “voiced.” Gogol’s 
combination of absence and (verbal) presence finds 
its explanation in Gogol’s indebtedness to the 
fantastic, a mode of writing that gives vivid 
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representation to what is—or should be—beyond verbal 
depiction. 

The late Jurij Lotman’s contribution (“The Truth 
As Lie”) analyses the epistemological and ethical 
implications of Gogol’s negative view of (his own) 
writing. For Gogol, every act of speaking or writing 
gives eloquent testimony of the fact that the Truth 
is unsayable and unwritable. Any spoken or written 
statement is a “lie” precisely to the extent that it 
is spoken or written. According to Lotman, this 
viewpoint placed Gogol in a serious predicament. On 
the one hand, Gogol believed that he was called upon 
to diminish the sinfulness of the world through his 
writing. Yet at the same time, it was clear to him 
that through his writing he could only increase the 
evil he had set out to diminish. Lotman argues that 
in his fiction Gogol endlessly reproduced this 
vicious circle. 

Two of the essays collected in this section 
(Putney and Epshtein) focus on Gogol’s demonology. 
In the Christian tradition, the devil is often 
interpreted as nothingness and emptiness. His 
frequent infiltration of Gogol’s narratives 
illustrates how absence and void are consistently 
articulated and made present in Gogol’s writing. 

Mixail Epshtein’s “The Irony of Style: The 
Demonic Element in Gogol’s Concept of Russia” 
illustrates the interconnectedness of presence and 
absence in Gogol. Whatever appears to be “positive” 
or affirmative in the author’s fiction is shot 
through with absence. Gogolian style gives 
expression to that absence or void even against its 
author’s express intentions. Thus Epshtein finds a 
disquieting absence at the very center of what are 
arguably Gogol’s loftiest lines, his apostrophes to 
Russia in the first part of Dead Souls. In his 
analysis, Epshtein proves that these descriptions of 
Russia are contaminated by an almost imperceptible 
demonic element which asserts itself despite Gogol’s 
overt desire to adopt a “positive,” patriotic tone. 

Like Epshtein, Christopher Putney notes that 
Gogol’s fictional world is characterized by 
unsuspected cavities. He concentrates his analysis 
on the story “Ivan Fedorovic¬ Sµpon′ka and His 
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Auntie,” a tale which at first glance seems to offer 
little material to students of Gogolian demonology. 
Yet, as Putney argues, to miss the presence of the 
devil in “Ivan Fedorovic¬ Sµpon′ka and His Auntie” 
is to miss the fact that this story, like so many 
others in Gogol’s oeuvre, revolves around an empty 
center. 

In her piece on Gogol’s much-neglected 
Meditations Upon the Divine Liturgy, Susi Frank 
examines Gogol’s commentary on the Orthodox liturgy. 
The mystery of that liturgy consists in the way in 
which it makes the invisible, absent Godhead present 
through the transubstantiation of the liturgical 
objects. Gogol’s description of the ritual links 
this mysterious presence to the rhetorical power of 
the words uttered by the priest, words that have the 
ability to evoke the presence of the absent Godhead 
at the very center of the congregation of the 
faithful. 

The second section—Emptiness/Plenitude—focuses on 
the way in which negativity (emptiness) and 
positivity (plenitude) interact in Gogol’s 
representation of Russia and its landscape. 
Emptiness, gloom, desolation, fleetingness, but also 
the promise of a bright future are the distinct 
hallmarks of Gogol’s Russia, especially in the 
Petersburg Tales and in the first part of Dead 
Souls. The landscape of Gogolian Russia resembles a 
gaping hole, a formula that echoes Cµaadaev’s famous 
declaration that Russia, in comparison to Western 
European nations, is nothing but a faceless land 
mass possessing neither past nor future.  

Mixail Vajskopf argues that Gogol’s landscape 
descriptions are influenced by negative theology. 
Vajskopf examines the famous apostrophe to Russia in 
Dead Souls (“Rus′! Rus′!”), where Gogol describes 
Russia as “poor, dispersed, and unsheltered.” 
Vajskopf traces Gogol’s rhetoric in this passage to 
the topos of the “negative landscape.” According to 
this topos, it is Russia’s current “emptiness” and 
desolation that paradoxically inspire hope in its 
future successes. This paradox seems to be inspired 
by the way in which apophatic speech reaches for the 
unnamable Godhead by way of negation. 
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The essays by Boris Gasparov and Michael Holquist 
focus on Gogolian “homesickness.” Homesickness is a 
reaction formation to a specific kind of absence, 
the absence of a—spiritual or earthly—home. 
Homesickness is very pronounced in Gogol. In 
Gasparov’s essay on “Alienation and Negation: 
Gogol’s View of Ukraine,” Gogol’s homesickness is 
focused upon an idealized, mythologized Ukraine. 
Gogol of course left Ukraine early on in his life, 
never to return. Interestingly, his construction of 
Ukraine as an ideal homeland cannot proceed without 
its natural antipode, Russia. According to Gasparov, 
Gogol had to immerse himself in an “alien” culture 
and language (Russia) in order to embrace Ukraine as 
his home. In other words, Gogol’s very alienation 
from his homeland is the enabling mechanism that 
allows him to identify Ukraine as his ideal 
homestead. 

The topic of Michael Holquist’s contribution, 
“The Tyranny of Difference: Gogol and the Sacred,” 
is also Gogol’s longing for home. In Holquist’s 
analysis, Gogolian homesickness is given a 
complicating twist; Gogol is homesick not merely for 
Russia or Ukraine, but for absence or otherness 
itself. This viewpoint corresponds in interesting 
ways with Gasparov’s assertion that Gogol’s view of 
Ukraine as his ideal homeland has distinctly 
mystical overtones. With É. Durkheim, Holquist calls 
the otherness Gogol is craving “the Sacred.” Gogol’s 
homesickness for the Sacred is made particularly 
painful by his inability to bridge the gap that 
separates the Sacred from the profane. In pre-
Enlightenment days, religious ritual had supplied a 
medium or “bridge” between the profane and the 
Sacred. Once this medium was lost, the Sacred could 
no longer be socially articulated, its absence had 
become irretrievable. In this situation, the only 
way to give the Sacred some form of expression is by 
negative means. Of the many forms this negative 
articulation of the Sacred takes in Gogol’s writing, 
Holquist focuses on one, the breakdown of 
communication that characterizes so many of his 
stories. 
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Gogol’s negative representation of Russia as 
empty and void (especially in Dead Souls) is also 
the focal point of Boris Groys’ contribution (“Who 
Killed the Dead Souls?”). For Groys, as for 
Holquist, Gogol denies the possibility of giving the 
Sacred positive expression. Consequently, in his 
writing, Gogol commits himself, as Andrej Belyj also 
observed, to the annulment of everything that 
exists; at this point, Russia becomes for Gogol a 
“neutral, featureless ‘zero’ space.” According to 
Groys, Gogol inherited his poetics of annulment from 
none other than Pus¬kin; he merely transformed into 
prose what Pus¬kin had practiced in poetry, a kind 
of proto-Artaudian, negative “littérature de la 
cruauté” in which soul and personality have no 
place. 

If the essays in the first section of Gøgøl: 
Exploring Absence focus on the articulation and 
representation of absence in Gogol, the third and 
last section—Unexpressing—centers on 
disarticulation, silence, and the withdrawal of 
representation; all strategies which play an 
important role in Gogol’s articulation of absence.  

In “The Metaphysics of Silence in Gogol’s Early 
Fiction,” Sergej Gonc¬arov analyses the imagery of 
“silence and quietude” in Gogol’s earliest cycle of 
stories, Evenings on a Farm near Dikan′ka. According 
to Gonc¬arov, Gogol’s silence motif may be traced to 
European mysticism. Here, evocations of silence and 
speechlessness inevitably surround any speaking 
about God. In the stories collected in Evenings, 
Gogol does not merely replicate mystical silence; on 
the contrary, he annuls mystical practice and its 
ambition to experience God’s presence. In 
Gonc¬arov’s view, Gogol achieves this annulment 
primarily by endowing lofty mystical topoi with 
coarse material form. 

Sven Spieker’s “Esthesis and Anesthesia: The 
Sublime in Arabesques” analyses the role Gogol 
assigns to silence in his essays on art and 
architecture. Gogol discusses art and architecture 
first and foremost in terms of the powerful effect 
they have on their beholder. According to Gogol, 
great architecture—such as the Gothic cathedral—
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literally immobilizes and incapacitates its beholder 
to the point of numbness. Only in this state of 
immobilization and shock can he or she gain any 
insight into the inexpressible idea contained in the 
building. For Gogol, all insight is the result of 
the absence of all perception (vision, hearing). 
Spieker shows that this Gogolian “insight through 
blindness” (which is also a blindness through 
insight) is variously indebted to the philosophy of 
the sublime, especially in its Kantian form. 

In her piece on “Gogol’s Negation of Sense 
Perception and Memory” Natascha Drubek-Meyer also 
focuses on the Gogolian sublime. According to 
Drubek-Meyer, “Vij” exemplifies Gogol’s turning away 
from grotesque imagery and the modes of perception 
that correspond with it. Drubek-Meyer contends that 
this move, which is loosely linked to the aesthetic 
crisis Gogol experienced in the mid 1830s, 
signifies, among other things, the writer’s 
rejection of the literary text as a site of 
(traumatic) memory. In this reading, “Vij” emerges 
as a site for Gogol’s negation of (his own) literary 
past. 

Mixail Yampolsky (“‘Double Being:’ Laughter and 
the Sublime”) focuses on two kinds of laughter in 
Gogol, one “low” and the other “high.” These two 
kinds of laughter correspond to two kinds of human 
body. In its lowly version, the Gogolian body is 
linked to “low” mimesis, to the mechanical 
reproduction of bodily movements. Gogol shows this 
low body as shaken by convulsive laughter 
(Cµic¬ikov; Xlestakov). However, the closer this 
shaking, laughing body moves towards the expression 
of the immaterial Idea (the “Sacred,” in Holquist’s 
terms), the more immobile it becomes, up to the 
point where it almost turns into a statue. This 
“high” mimesis turns all convulsions inward; it 
weakens Gogol’s body to the point of wasting. 
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