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Sven Spicker

WRITING THE UNDERDOG. CANINE DISCOURSE IN GOGOL'S
ZAPISKI SUMASSHEDSHEGO
AND ITS PRETEXTS

1. The talking dog, canis familiaris loquax, has an important place in canine
literary mythology and strays through (Russian) literature under a variety of
different guises.! Gogol's position in this mythology is a sirong one: Medzhi and
Fidel', the two Friulein-dogs of his "Zapiski sumasshedshego™ (1833/34), are
overheard chatting with each other by the story's hero - an incident, it would
seem, not without the gravest consequences for the madman's further
development. The dogs' correspondence is itself engaged in a textual dialogue
with at least two more canine conversations reverberating in Gogol's text. Of
these, E.T.A, Hoffmann's "Nachricht von den neuesten Schicksalen des Hundes
Berganza" (1813) appears to be an acknowledged pretext (Ziolkowski, 108). But
the leash by which Medzhi and her companion are tied to the sophisticated
species seems very stretchable indeed. Through a footnote Hoffmann's text
acknowledges its indebtedness to another canine dialogue, Cervantes' "Novela y
cologuio que pase” entre Cipién y Berganza” from his Novelas ejemplares (first
publ. 1613). Hoffmann delivers the sequel to Cervantes' text, a sequel which the
writing chronicler of the dialogue between Cipién and Berganza, the human
Campuzano, fails to produce despite being urged to do so by his friend Peralto,

Poprishchin's investment in Cervantes’ text cannot be limited to the mere
presence, in Gogol's story, of "talking dogs” (a commonplace which elicits only
the mildest surprise in Poprishchin); to the fact that Poprishchin seeks to take the
place of a (Spanish) king to whose weakness and waning power Cervantes'
talking dogs Cipién and Berganza refer more than ence, and that he may thus,
quite literally, be said to fill a void unfolded by the pretext ("Kax e moxer
GLIrs mpecroXx yrpasanen?" [Gogol', 6641)2; nor indeed to such distinctly inter-
textual instances as Medzhi's hatred of breadcrumbs: "[...] to i 11e 3Ha10 HUYero
xyxe o0LIKHOBCHUA TanaTe cofaxam cxaraHape na xnefa wapuku, Kakofi-
1MBYIL CHAMIIMIA 33 CTONOM rOCIIONMH, KOTOPEIA B PYKAX CBOMX JEepsai
BCAKYID JPSHL, HAYHET MATL BTHMH pykamu xneb [...]." (Gogel', 659). Such
dislike by the well-bred Friulein takes up Berganza's account of his encounter
with the poet, in which the sharing of bread plays a vital role (cf. Cervantes, 205-
6). Where and how do Gogel's dogs take up the conversation of their
predecessors? What is the status of their discourse with respect o that of
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Cervantes' dogs? What are Poprishchin's stakes in the dialogue he overhears and
reads in the dogs' correspondence?

It is the purpose of this investigation to demonstrate how the textual dialogue
between Cervantes', Hoffmann's, and Gogol's texts highlights Poprishchin's
mwadness as an effect of osciflation and impossible authority, an effect whose
maddening tension Gogol's text performs as the impossibility of reading.

2. The proposal to read "Zapiski sumasshedshego” as a text about reading and
writing will hardly meet with surprise. The awmosmax Poprishchin begins his
careet as a pencil-sharpener on the margins of the scene of writing, but ends up
as its King (the anagrammatical presence of Pisapifa in Ispaniia has been
suggested by Peace, 129), the ruler in the realm of deriture, as put forward by A.
Zholkovskii: "[...] the writer [...] [who] pretends to the crown of the Poet/Czar of
the City he has blessed with his attention.” (Zholkovskii, 16) What is the catalyst
of writing's elevation to such a commanding status? The space of writing in
Gogol's text stretches further than Poprishchin's writerly aspirations. His diary
cites from the canine intertexts produced by Fidel’ and Medzhi - evidence of an
uncanny ambition to write in an animal to whom the literary mythology has
assigned a place seemingly much closer to voice and philosophical reason: the
talking dog. It would seem that, for Poprishchin, the unlikely gifi exercised by the
scribbling animals plays a role far greater than has commonly been assumed: is
he King whose kingdom must be shared with others? The presence of the canine
writing at the very centre of the hero's diary is no coincidence. It elicits
Poprishchin’s endeavour to erase what will yet remain indisselubly present. Only
the finally reinstated King, the "mad" Poprishchin, can find the power to write the
annihilation of the dangerous art of letter-writing: "Uepr Bogsmu! Urto rucemo?
Hucemo pagop. [Tucema rumyr amrexkapy ..." (Gogol', 667). What are the
reasons for the madman's anxiety about the canine epistles, an anxiety hinted at
also by his abhorrent surprise at the very idea of the writing dog? It has been
suggested above that such tension derives from Poprishchin's perception of a
mad oscillation beyond his control, It is such dangling which governs the diary's
central episode, the hero's reading of the letters he seized from the dog Fidel'.
This scene is generally taken to, as it were, slice the text into two halves and to
offer the reader two irreconcilable versions of the same thing, with the "sane"
version of Poprishchin on one side and the "mad” one on the other, This
borderline is commonly projected as the neutral ground of objective non-
madness, the zero-point of sanity which does not have any investment in either of
the two states it delineates: "The phantastic motif [=that of the talking dogs, 8.5.]
[...] constitutes [...] the ¢ a u s e for Poprishchin's madness rather more than its
consequence [...]." (Guenther, 157) It would, however appear that this
"borderline” of the central scene of reading the dogs' letters has rather more



Writing the Underdog 43

stakes in both areas than has been admitted. It might be argued that it functions
more like a membrane which both delineates and merges at the same time,
crealing a space in which madness and sanity both lose and gain their distinctive
features. Poprishchin's entry of 13 November illustrates an instance of radical
unreadability. Approaching Medzhi's letters with a strident confidence in their
epistemological authority ("Btn nmuceMa mMiee Bee oTtkporoT." [Gogol', 658]),
Poprishchin finishes his attempt at decipherment by professing his inability to
read: "Uepr sossmu!t 1 ne Mory Gonee uprars ... (Gogol', 662).
‘The mere possibility of canine writing prompts disbelief in the hero:

S eme B XUMIHM HE CILIXKBAN, w06 cO6aKa MOTIIA MUCATE.
I[IpaRMIBHO MHCATE MOSKET TONLKO IBopAHMH, (Gogol', 653;
emphasis mine, 8.5.)

The borderline between man and dog rests upon the order of the rile:
npasiaa allow for a consistent distinction between dog and man, and unruly
writing is (almost) unfathomable. Uncontrolled writing is that which does not
rule, that of the underprivileged: "Cro xoHeuHO, HEKOTOPLIE B KYITUHKMN-
KOHTOPIIUKN H JAXE KPENOCTHOM HADOJ JTOTMCHIBAET MHOTIA; HO MX
nucanue GONBIIEID YACTHID MEXAHWYECKOe! HM BaliThIX, HH TOUYEK, HU
crora". (Gogol', 653) Ruly / controlled writing, on the other hand, scribbles and
governs at the same time. Its link with the aristocracy of the gpopsrsm is not an
arbitrary one and reinforces the proximity between npapu-Tn and the aristocratic
npapn-meno. The governing force of aristocratic writing is connected to
Poprishchin's obsessive craving for distinction and nobility (the term waz is
anagrammatically present throughout the text, cf. KujundZi¢, 12-27). He who
wants to rule will, at the same time, have to control writing - only if this project
succeeds can Poprishchin harbour any hope to rise to his duc place. The writing
aristocrat is the figure of absolute control over writing, the instance where
npasuasio and npasuTh ATe congruent with each other. Ruled, controlled
écriture as the ultimate mark of aristocratic distinction determines it as the ultimate
umH, precisely that rank to which Poprishchin is going to promote himself (“the
King of Writing").

The ultimate threat posed to Poprishchin's ambitions by doggish writing could
be described in terms of the possibility that it might inscribe itself into the very
system of social differences, distinctions and hierarchies (epitomized by the table
of ranks) by being just as mpassnsao as that of the gpopanun. If the writing
dog managed to control the rules of writing in this way, it could approximate to
the position of mpassenne, the ruling aristocrat of writing. The aristocratic
mannerisms displayed by Fidel' and Medzhi are not coincidental but heighten the
tension around Poprishchin's endeavour to cancel out the rivals. As his sole
ambition evolves around promoting himself to the position of the writing
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1 p a B i-Telb, the relationship between him and the writing dogs emerges as one
of a deadly competition over the power of écriture.

The central scene of reading opens with the hero eager to tell canine from
human writing: "OpHako e B HOUEPKE BCE €CTh KaK GyaTe 4TO-TO
cofaure.” (Gogol, 659); "Toruac BMOHO, uYTO HE UENOREK NMCAN
(emphasis mine, §.8.)." (Gogol', 660) However, Poprishchin soon hag to realize
that everything in the canine epistles is, unexpectedly, in its place: "[...] umermo
IUCAHO OueH: MpaBKALHO (cmphasis mine, 8.8.). Ilyakryanua m gaxe
GYKBE Be3e Ha caoeM Mecte." (Gogol', 659) Canine writing not only cannot be
toid apart from human writing, but it appears to supersede the latter in
"humanness": "Jla ®HaK npocTO He HATHINET M HAIN HAYANHHMK OF IEHCHUS
[...]." (Gogol', 659) Instead of satisfying Poprishchin's search for truth, Fidel' and
Medzhi fill their letters with leisurely chatter about food, which "stands for idle
pleasure, insofar as it serves no purpose, is pure expenditure [...]." (Felman 1983,
34) It is with respect to the question of food that Poprishehin discloses his own
reading strategy:

Tey, K uepry! ... Dxas Apsuel., ¥ Kak MOXHO HAONHATSL
MUCEMa SNAKUMHM TIYIOCTAMH. Mue momapalite uenosexal S
XOUy BHJETh UelioBeka, A Tpebylo WM - Tol, KoTopas GbI
TIMTANA ¥ YCRAMKTANA MOK [YIHY; 4 BMECTO TOTQ BIAKVIE MYCTAKY
... {Gogol, 661; emphasis mine, 5.5.)

Poprishchin's endeavour to tell canine from human writing fails not only on
the "formal" level outlined above. If reading, as Paul de Man asserts,
presupposes "the possibility of distinguishing the literal from the figural”, and if
the absence of such a possibility would, as a consequence, entail that "the entire
order of discourse would collapse" [de Man, 201], Poprishchin's project appears
well founded. For it can be inferred from the passage qoted above that the notion
of human writing, for Poprishchin, would have to elicit a necessarily figural
reading ("# xouy BumeTs uenopexa;” / “rol, koropas 61 nurana [...J Mow
nywy [...]"), whereas "doggish" writing entails the literal one which is
immediately dismissed as "empty" ("mycr-sxu"), ie. as lacking in figural
underpinnings and merely self-referential. The distinction between dog and man
could thus be upheld as that between literalness and figure. But the passage aliso
reveals that Poprishchin's project fails. The phrase with which he approaches the
text ("SI TpeSyio muimi™) can be read both literally and figuratively, its referential
status being far from determined: is reference being made to canine food or to
spiritual nourishment (with its purely "humnan” reference point)? It is because of
such oscillation that the hero has to instantly qualify his statement in a
(syntactically clumsy) appendage: "ro#, koropas Gs1 nurana [...] Mo Zymmy
[...]." (Gogol', 661) But if it can be inferred from this that there is a possibility
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that the dogs might be writing in the "human" (L.e., figural) referential mode, how
is this to be reconciled with the fact that it occurs in texts whose origin would
appear 1o be a purely "doggish” one? The literate dog in command of the figural
mode of writing would indeed appear to represent the trope of the "ruling
aristocrat of writing", for "[m]etaphoric style is "aristocratic; it allows people of
the same kind [race] to recognize each other, it excludes the member of the herd
as inappropriate, foul smelling [...]." (Kofman, 163-4)3 Poprishchin’s worst
expectations about the "ruliness” of canine scribbling are all but confirmed. On
several levels Gogol's text throws into relief the hero's identification as a member -
of the (canine?) "herd" lacking in any specific identity (cf. "Hy, nocmorpu ua
ce6a, moxyMai TONBEKO, 9TO Th? Belpb TH HYIL, Gonee tuuero." [Gogol', 6551)
Consequently, the dogs' dialogue works on the assumption that it is possible to
exclude the intruder. Medzhi's refusal to communicate with Poprishchin and
Fidel's fierce attempt to prevent him from seizing Medzhi's letter are but
symptoms of such anxiety.

Poprishchin himself has to question the possibility of textual anthority in his
very attempt to confirm such guidance, since "the innumerable writings that
dominate our lives are made intelligible by a preordained agreement as to their
referential authority; this agreement however is merely contractual, never
constitutive. It can be broken at all times [...]." (de Man, 204)

In Gogol's story, the familiar talking dog turns canine writer and joyfully
breaks the contract which tied it to its predecessor, the so-called "philosophical
dog" with its rigorous epistemnological confidence. Gogol's writing dogs are
writing an unreadable text. Poprishchin's exclamation "Yepr nogsmu! 1 e mory
Honee yurars ..." (Gogol', 662) testifies to the disturbing, maddening effect of
the letters' oscillation between two referential frames. The suggestion that the
dogs drive Poprishchin mad would thus appear to be confirmed, as they seem to
introduce & "dangling in an intolerable semantic imesolution” which would be
"worse than madness": "[...] the mere confusion of fiction with reality, as in the
case of Don Quijote, is mild and curable compared to this radical dyslexia.” (de
Man, 202) As the traditional “philosophical dog" based its existence upon the
presence of voice and the possibility of creating an immediate context for the
spoken word thus saved from nncanny oscillation, Medzhi and Fidel', on the
contrary, leave the scene of their writing, It is demonstrable, though, that
Cervantes' "Colloguy” as well as Hoffmann's "Nachricht von den neuesten
Schicksalen des Hundes Berganza" (with their dogs seemingly mere "talkers”)
already display a split in the “philosophical dog" which may be said to be
decisive for Poprishchin's development. The maddening force of the talking dog
is, incidentally, a consistent element in its development. What Ziolkowski terms
the "modern literary sensibility” is said to have found in the dog "precisely those
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schizophrenic characteristics that have fascinated writers in their human subjects."
(Ziolkkowski, 94)

3. Poprishchin's reading of the canine correspondence occurs within the
hierarchies determining the traditionat “talking dog™ as it appears in the pretexis to
"Zapiski sumasshedshego". If his efforts to read Medzhi's letiers revealed their
essential unreadability, it would seem that Poprishchin's abortive effort to read is
in itself the result of a misreading, Poprishchin approaches the writing dog with
assumptions that are derived from the ("philosophical"} talking dog.# This
"philosophical dog", of which Cervantes' Cipién and Berganza appear as distant
and troubled relatives, seems to stray far from madness. The philosophical dog is
the Platonic figure of a pure truth-committed reasoning untinged by thetoric, It is
the figure of pure voice in the Derridean sense, the voice of wisdom and original
truth. The philosophical dog's investment in the epistetnology of Platonic
dialogue relegates it 1o a realm of strictly enforced sanity. The dog speaking
philosophy acquires its cynical vantage point by dint of a speech which has to be
purely cognitive and committed to the epistemology of truth, With S. Felman, and
Austin's theory of speech acts, the insistence upon language's functioning as a
trath-seeking tool nnimpaired by any "supplementary™ side-effects may be termed
constative;

According [to] the cognitive (=constative, S.S.) view [...] language
is an instrument for transmitting truth, that is, an instrument of
knowledge, a means of knowing reality. (Felman, 1983, 27)

In the constative view, language as a truth-seeking instrument of cognition
seeks to exclude what it considers a frivolous appendage to it8 project: the
performative, where language is "not informative; it is a field of enjoyment, not of
knowledge. As such it cannot be qualified as true or false [...]." (Felman, 1983,
27) Performative expressions "accomplish an act in the very process of their
enunciation.” (Felman, 1983, 15) They perform the event they designate in
speech and thus exploit language's self-referentiality. The difference between the
constative and the performative function of language may be described in terms
of the authorities they invoke. The constative function would ultimately have to
derive its authority from God: "Thus incamating the authority of truth, God, or
the 'voice of Heaven' [...] underwrites [sic!] the authority of language as a
cognitive instrument.” (Felman, 1983, 27) The performative utterance, on the
other hand, derives its anthority from the speaking "I".9 '

Tt is no coincidence that the philesophical dog should derive its own authority
from Heaven, as is the case in Cervantes' "Colloquy” (Cipién: [...] let us enjoy
that favour which Heaven has seen fit to bestow on both of us [.,.]." [Cervantes,
125]) The dog speaking philosophy appears as the prophet of a theological
epistemology. With speech bestowed upon it by God Himself, its discourse
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acquires the primary, original relation to truth denied to "ordinary” (human)
speech. It is thus not by accident that we should find literary heroes eager to spy
on and, perhaps, even catch a glimpse of such a reassuring presence. The ideal
dog in an ideal constative realm of speech erases itself and funciions as a pure
medium, But, again, the dog's schizophrenia asserts itself: associated with the
devil as much as with God®, the talking dog derives authority as much from the
divine Father as from the (performative) authority of the "T", from self-referential
and thus atheistic language as much as from that of "theological” reference. The
talking dog establishes itself in an impossible "in-between", a space aptly
characterized by the twilight in which both Cervantes' and Hoffmann's canine
conversations are said to take place. The figure of the talking dog is hence
multiply oxymoronic. The speaking animal enunciating in speech what cannot be
spoken, the pure voice (God) before speech is, at the same time, the voice of the
narcissistic "I" speaking itself rather than reference. The so-called "philosophical
dog" thus displays a rupture and a split where mere confidence in language's
epistemological faith should be well in place. It is precisely this impossible,
oxymoronic element which surfaces in Cervantes' "Colloguy”. The discoursing
dogs Cipion and Berganza may be said to act out the opposing forces of the
constative and the performative. The exclusive hierarchies upon which the
traditicnal "philosophical deg" depended are championed primarily by Cipién:
speech over writing, truth over action, reality over literature, dog over man,
cognition over action and performance (it is Berganza who offers the vivid tale of
his adventures).

The dogs' efforts in the "Colloquy" circle around the way in which Berganza
should tell the "story" of his life. Telling a story is to command its beginning and
its end and te be certain about both its constituent parts and about the question of
what forms part of the story and what does not. The story is thus in no need of
commentary, interruption or dialogue, as it is fully recovered by language's
constative function. The story's avthority, in this case, derives not from the
speaker’s investment in the communicated narrative but from its pre-linguistic
substance. Cipién battles against the intrusion of the performative into this
concept of the “story". However, the performative reaches the dog, first of all, as
the inscription of an irresistible sedvction by the speech they are given, a
seduction, that is, into the very self-referential element that would mitigate the
purity of the story:

Cipién: [...j let us enjoy that favour which Heaven has seen fit to
bestow on both of us at one and the same time. (Cervantes, 125;
emphasis mine, S.5.)

The discourse committed to its own erasure thus starts on a discordant note:
seeking authority in a theological epistemology, it engenders a speaking subject
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(Berganza) relishing what ought to pale and cancel itself out before the truth.
Berganza enjoys his ability to speak as a performative action, as a self-referential
"speaking for speaking's sake", doing rather than stating the "truth", a task to
which he willingly subscribes again and again without, however, being able to
live up to such promise. Berganza finds it increasingly impossible to control his
urge to be led "astray” by language and to produce continuous supplements to the
story. Such straying meets with harsh reprimands from Cipién who thus
unwittingly supplements the very discourse he is eager to keep untitigated by
such "appendages”.

Cipioén: What I mean to say is that you should tell it (= his story,
5.8.) in a straightforward manner, without tacking on so many
appendages that it comes to lock like an octopus. (Cervantes, 157)

" Berganza: That I will, if it is possible for me 1o resist the great
temptation I feel to speak, which I can barely control,
Cipién: Look well to your tongune; from it come the major ills of
human life, (Cervantes, 133)

The dog's "story" finally tells another story, that of the impossibility to decide
between story and appendage: "Berganza: You know how easy it is, when you
have invented something, to keep adding to it." (Cervantes, 178) If a narrative is
expected ultimately to control its authority by having a beginning and an end,
Cipidn's and Berganza's dialogue collapses such control into an infinite structure
of muliiplied reprimands (Cipién urging Berganza to "get back to the point"),
confessions, and pardonings (Cipién pardoning Berganza who confesses,
promises to obey and is thus permitted to start afresh). The dogs' dialogue is built
upon that most conspicuous of all performatives, the promise (and, furthermore,
the promise not kept, for Berganza always veers off again from the trajectory of
truth): "Cipién: [...] I confess my error and ask you to pardon me as I have
pardoned you so many times." (Cervantes, 149) For Cervantes' dogs, the divine
gift of speech turns out to be an indecidable pharmakon which is both medicine
and poison, blessing and cutse, reason and madness. Only the muteness of the
speaker's infention can still be seen as an ultimate safeguard of the presence of
meaning behind a speech which generates the "appendages” into which the story
disappears. Cervantes' dog {"Berganza: How can I be still and tell my story at the
same time?" [Cervantes, 157]), but particularly Hoffmann's Berganza are caught
in the Romantic predicament of having to view silence as the only repository of
controlled meaning, while at the same time being obliged to confirm their identity
as "talking dogs". Hoffmann's Berganza, in particular, appears as the canine
strayer between the language of seduction and the muteness of meaning ("[...] to
preserve true meaning in a long silence [...]", [Hoffmann, 115]). Such totalization
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woild appear to be the Romantic dog's attempt to remedy the infestation with
words.

4. Poprishchin repeats the moves of the talking dogs in Cervantes' and
Hoffmann's texts. The oscillation between the quest for knowledge and
subsequent disenchantment with a language beyond the speaker's cognitive
control is observable in the way he approaches the canine epistles, only to realize
soon afterwards that all his attempts to read the unreadable canine text are
doomed from the start. Poprishchin, in his quest for knowledge and the truth,
operates precisely from the position of the "philosophical dog". The considerable
stratum of constative lexis in Gogol's text is, thus, given not to the corresponding
dogs (Medzhi and Fidel"), but to the hero, whose whole endeavour can be
summarized as an effort "to know": "8 ceiiuac yauanm ee [...]." (Gogol', 652);
"Oua ne yanana mend [...]." (Gogol', 652); "Hotiay-ka s, - ckazan st cam cefe,
- 3a BTOH cofaunnKow ¥ YIHAW, UTO OHAa M uTO Takoe gymaetr." (Gogol',
653); "XKexanocr GK MHE YBHATB, 0 ueM oH Gonblie Bcero aymaer [...}1."
(Gogol', 657); "{...] BoT uTo 6B1 MHe XoTenock yauaTh!" (Gogol', 657); "[...] 2
tereps yadamo sce." (Gogol', 657); "Tam 1, BepHo, koe-uro y3uaw." (Gogol',
657); "Iepuonka Grna raymal a cefivac ysuam, ute raymal" (Gogol', 658).
“Tenepb-To 1AKOHEN § YIHAK Bee Jena [...] ¥ poGepych l1akonel To scero."
(Gogol', 658, emphasis mine, 5.3.) The central scene of Poprishchin's reading the
canine letters leaves behind such epistemological confidence. As writing does
not afford the truth to which Poprishchin aspires, he seeks refuge in the Romantic
call to silence. Gogol's story, significantly, assigns the "silence-motif”
consistently to Poprishchin rather than to the writing dogs Medzhi and Fidel',
whose joyful correspondence does not command either beginning or end. The
“silence-motif" appears in "Zapiski sumasshedshego” as Poprishchin's desperate
attempt to discontinue his own reading of the maddening letters. The future King
of Writing seeks to control writing by a futile attempt to erase it back into a fully
significant silence, an attempt whose continuous repetition marks it as a
resounding failure. Like a Pavlovian dog, Poprishchin reproduces the "silence-
motif" whenever he is reminded of the object of bis desire, Sofi. Her father, the
anpexrop (the very epitome of knowledge and wisdom), metonymically
connoting Soft and vsually associated with her, s, first and foremost, mute: "On
Gomeiue Monuur. ovoput ovenn penxo [...]." (Gogol’, 660) The "silence-
motif" itself appears as Poprishchin's Jeftmotif: "Tocy mapcTeenuLil wenorek. 5
3AMCUAKY, QUITAKO JXe, UTO OH MeHA ocobenito mobur, Ecnu 6u1 1 souka ...
sx, xawanmectBo! .. Huwero, Huwero, monwaume!" (Gogol', 654);
"Tlena oxiia akTpuca o4eHL Xopowmo. Hd BenmoMuMm o ToH ... BX,
kananecTBe! .. HHYEro, Huuero .. wmomuamue." (Gogol', 656);
‘TlocMoTperk 6uI TY CKAMEEYKY, HA KOTOPYIO OHA CTAHOBMT, BCTaRasd C
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nocreny, ¢eo HOXKY [...] ai! ait! ai! magero, Aawero ... Mmomanue."
(Gogol', 657) "Mos SapbinuHA, KoTOpylo nand HassisaeT Cothyu, mobur
merg Oea mamary.' A, ait! ... uuuero, EAvero. Momzamme!" (Gogol',
659; emphasis mine, S.8.) The signifier xarwanscrso (as a synonym of
wayroecteo) feeds into Poprishehin's leitmotif the discourse of guilt and
repentance, of confession and pardoning, a theme which is familiar from our
reading of Cervantes’ "Colloquy".

As is the case with Cexrvantes' Berganza and Cipitn, the impossibility of
bringing to a halt the divine gift of speech, of overcoming the play of self-
reference and performance, generates the guilt which sets off the mechanism of
confession and pardoning outlined above, Every new promise of silence on
Poprishchin's part increases by itself the amount of writing it wishes to cancel
out, Poprishchin's diary, ostensibly committed (as is any diary) to the "story"
(the "truth") thus produces appendages in the very act of forswearing them,
Poprishchin's guilt, at regular intervals, discharges itself. The quintessentially
constative "y-amar" gives way to the self-referential confession in "npn-
grarwocs", The very act of expiating the failure of the constative is contained in a
performative (npuzrarpce). The constative finds itself always already contained
in the performative function of language: "IlpManamcs, 5 Gl coBCEM He
nowen B genaprament [...]." (Gogol', 651); "llpusunamcek, 1 OYEHE
YIOMBWICS, YCHLIIUAR ee ropopAimelo no-uenosedecku,” (Gogol', 653); "Ho,
NpURHAKCE, % ropasfo Golee yOUBMICA, KOrxa Mexmu ckasana: «51
mucana x vefe, Gunens [...J»:" (Gogol', 653). "IIpMaHAKCE, ¢ HEILABHETO
BpeMCHH A HAUMHAKY WHONE CHBIUIATE H BHIASTE TAKWE BCIMM, KOTOPEIX
HHKTO €II€ He BMAREBAT ¥ He cineixuBan” (Gogol, 653); "Ilpuasawck, s
naxe mopossan Oeuo x ceGe omud paz Memxu [...]." (Gogol', 657);
"IIpUaHaOCh, 5TH HPOKCINECTHUA TaK MeHA yOMIM M morpsciy [.J."
(Gogol', 664); "TIpu3aHawCs, MEeHst BAPYT KaK §yxro MoJiMWeHk ocBeTmng.”
(Gogol', 664; emphasis mine, $.8.).

Poprighchin re-enacts the moves observable in his canine predecessor,
Cervantes' Berganza: the quest for knowledge, the appeal to the constative
authority and epistemology of the father ( the aupexrop) is confronted with the
impossibility of producing this knowledge and this authority as a referent within
language. It should not surprise us that the scene of guilt projected by
Poprishchin's diary should for the most part be related to the existence of the
talking/fwriting dogs, as it is precisely their existence which, if confirmed, marks
the possibility of the failure of reading, Fidel's and Medzhi's refusal to partake in
the cognitive project which engages the traditional philosophical dogs thus has
important stakes in the text's development. Their correspondence knows neither
beginning nor end and is thus markedly different from the "story” governed by
both. The performative joyfulness of writing is the very starting point of the
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canine exchange: "3 puens pana, uTO MbI BATYMAJH [THCATEL APYT K Apyry."
(Gogol', 659) Such elation relates to Cipién's "Let us enjoy that favour [...]."
(Cervantes, 125; emphasis are mine, S.5.) But the seduction by language is, here,
no longer treated as a supplementary side-effect. Instead, it would appear to
ASSUMES oentrc—stagc.

5. Poprishchin's confidence in the readability of the dogs' letters appears based
upon the assumption that the philosophical dog can succeed in excluding the
performative from the constative, the figural from the literal, writing from
reading. But the proximity of writing as a split and a rupture in the dogs' project
is well observable in Cervantes' and Hoffmann's dogs. Cervantes' "Colloquy”
illustrates the animals’ growing inability to trust even the muteness of intention as
the presence of writing on a scene whose success would appear to depend upon
the latter's rigorous exclusion. Cipidn's and Berganza's most ambitious and, at the
same time, least successful project is the expulsion from their dialogue of
anything that would smack of slandering others, "backbiting", satire, and hence,
writing. Reiterated again and again, the dogs' pledge to refrain from backbiting is
as (em-)phatic as it is ineffective. "Backbiting", murmuracién (from Span.
murmurar = to murmur), as speech which clouds its origin and referent in an
inarticulate whisper, is as such deeply worrying to Cipidn. In murmuracion, the
two dogs, but particularly Cipidn, fight the (very human) noise of
communication, or what M. Serres calls the "pathology of communication"
(Serres, 66). In Cervantes' dialogue, such noise holds an uncanny seductive
power over the dogs. Gogol's dogs continue Berganza's seduction. In one of
Medzhi's letters, Poprishchin reads: "B yiuax y Mens BeunbIif IyM, TAK UTO 3
YaCTO, MOSHARIIYM HOXKY, CTOK HECKONBKO MMHYT, NMPHCIYIIABUIMCh K
amepam.” (Gogol', 661) Early in the "Colloquy" Berganza, on being
reprimanded by Cipién, takes a vow to "bite his tongue" should he ever again be
heard slandering. But slander, as the above guotation shows, appears as speech's
inextricable companion: "Berganza: [...] I myself am but a brute beast, and yet
every three or four sentences I utter I find words swarming to my tongue [...],
and all of them slanderous and maliciovs.” (Cervantes, 149) Only barking dogs
do not (back-)bite. After the dialogue has produced yet another supplementary
digression, Cipién takes Berganza up on his promise, "for all that we are doing is
to find fault." (Cervantes, 159) But Berganza denies having intentionally made a
promise, although he does not seek to deny having uttered it

1 was not laying down any law, however. All I did was promise that
1 would bite my tongue if I found myself speaking ill of anyone. [...]
Leave tongue-biting to the devil; 1 don't intend to bite mine [...].
(Cervantes, 159)
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In order to escape from embarrassment, Berganza exploits the performative,
self-fulfilling force of his utterance. The very act of verbal promising ("I
promise") is said to have already contained within itself the fulfillment of its
promise, irrespective of the speaker's intention (Berganza, therefore, cannot be
accused of being a lar). Cipidn is forced to come to grips with the possibility that
speech might escape from the determining force of intention, It would seem that
the authority of intention thus questioned erases the berderline between speech
and writing and collapses their opposition, Writing, with its absence of any
authoritative intentionality, is never quite as far from the talking dog as might be
assumed. Indeed, Hoffmann's Berganza already speaks with the written text in
mind: "As you will no doubt have our conversation written down and printed, I
shall strive to speak as beautifully as I possibly can.” (Hoffmann, 98) To speak is
to write satires, an observation confirmed by Cervantes’ Berganza as he refers to
Juvenal's "Difficile est satyram non scribere.” (Cervantes, 137) The writing dogs
Fidel' and Medzhi are, in fact, less distant relatives of their talking predecessors
than might appear at first glance.

6. "Zapiski sumasshedshego" subverts the expccted structural analogies
between itself and its pretexts.

GOGOL! CERYV. /HOFFM,

Fidel' , Medzhi Cipidn, Berganza/Berganza
Poprishchin Campuzano / "Ich”
Sofi / Caecilie

The intertextual reading of Gogol's story allows for an interpretation of the
structural reversal which it highlights. Gogol's text confirms Poprishchin's status
as an under-dog by consistently re-positioning him into the place of the dog with
regards to the pretexts here under discussion, This crucial reversal has been
demonstrated by the way in which "Zapiski sumasshedshego" grafts the themes
of madness; the failure of the ambition "to know" and its subsequent guilt; and
the "silence-motif" (all of which are distinctly "canine” elements in Cervantes' and
Hoffmann's dialogues) onto a hero whose position may be described as that of a
“neither-nor”, a curious in-between dog and man. In both Cervantes' and
Hoffmann's dialogues, the human figure acts as the writing chronicler of the
doggish discourse. In the former, such chronicling is the result of the human
Campuzano's spying on the conversation between the two canine protagonists.



Writing the Underdog 53

Gogol' reverses this structure by having, instead, Fidel' and Medzhi spy on the
human hero who is thus again put in place of the dog.

Poprishchin is forced to read in Medzhi's letters his own life. The 1alking dog
is no longer in need of man's recording facilities. It invents the institution of
writing for itself and chronicles its masters. Fidel' and Medzhi, in Gogol's story,
appear compatible with Campuzano and Hoffmann's "Ich" rather than with their
canine counterparts in these texts (cf. illustration above). Given the essential
unreadability of Medzhi's letters for the hero, Poprishehin's dilemma can be
described as an incapacity for authoritative self-reading, the inability to decide, in
one's own life-text, between fiction and reality, figure and literalness. The central
scene of reading the canine correspondence in "Zapiski sumasshedshego™ hence
prefigures the madman's later musings: "OTuero s THTYIAPHLIN CORETHUK H C
KaKo# CTaTH S THTYNAPHLIAE cobeTHMK? ModceT Gurre, 1 Kakoi-unbyus rpad
HJIA TEHEPAT, & TOILKO TAK KAMXYCh THTYXAPHRIM COBETHHKOM? Moxxer GbITh,
A caM He 3Han kTo 1 Takos," (Gogol', 663)

The radical repositioning of Gogol's hero into a limbo in-between dog and
man is confirmed on the plot level by a comparison with Hoffmann's "Nachricht
von den neuesten Schicksalen des Hundes Berganza". The central theme of
Hoffmann's dialogue between the dog Berganza and the narrator is Berganza's
amorous veneration for his master, the young lady Caecilie. The Frenchman
George, who is in love with Caecilie and about to marry her, is poured by
Berganza with hatred and scorn. Berganza hides in Caecilie’s bedroom during the
couple's first night and ends up "rescuing” Caecilie from her betrothed by
mutilating him. Correspondingly, the desire to enter Sofi's bedroom is
Poprishchin's most secret ambition: "XoTenoch Gur 3aruanyTs B CNANLHLD ...
TaM~TQ, 1 [YMAW, YYAECa, TAM-TO, {1 JYMalo, pail, xakoro U na nefecax ver."
{Gogol, 657) As is the case with Berganza, his whole ambition is to prevent the
marriage and slander the future husband: "Ceanr6e He 65nmarn! Uro 3 M3 Toro,
w1o o1 Kamep-lorkep.” (Gogol', 663) Hoffmann's dog ends his narration with a
gradual return to doggish language: "Trau - Hau - Hau - Au - Au!" (Hoffmann,
183). Poprishchin transcribes the canine sounds in his repeated "ait, ail, ai™,
which is but one of the numerous incidents where his speech appears to revert 1o
a more canine status: "sre", "dhy", "s", "I'm!", "Al", "Bx" etc. all display the
canine aspects of Poprishchin's nature. The non-human aspect of Poprishchin's
character is corroborated by the way Medzhi writes about him:
"[...] kaxoit aro ypon. Cosepluennan yepenaxa B Memnke ..." [Gogol', 662] In
his office, Poprishchin's existence is that of an obedient underdog whose
movements betray his canine nature: "Orpopunach apeps, S DyMan, uTo
JIMPEKTOP, ¥ BCKOUMI co cTyna ¢ Gymaramu [...]." (Gogol', 654; emphasis
mine, 8.5.) Cf. the way in which the dogs' movements are described:
"CofauoHKa eg, HE YCIICBLUM BCKOWMTYE B aneph Marasvua [...]." [Gogol',
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65217 Poprishchin's despairing call to a halt, his battle-cry "smosgarme” hints at
his ardent desire to be the dog quietly present in the proximity of knowledge, a
true moruan.8 '

7. Poprishchin's abortive attempts to read the dogs' letters stem from the latters’
uncertain referential status and Poprishchin's incapacity to tell the dog from the
man. As his own status between dog and man appears in a position of equal
oscillation and undecidability, the resistance Medzhi's letters offer to the deciding
/ deciphering hero acquires an angunished urgency. It might not be too speculative
to assert that Poprishchin / the under-dog unable to read the difference between
dog and man opens the discourse of madness in a writing which results from the
impossibility of decipherment: "It now appears that writing can just as well be
considered the linguistic correlative of the inability to read. We write in order to
forget our foreknowledge of the total opacity of words and things [...]." (de Man,
203) The canine epistles offer Poprishchin a textual version of his own existence
(vis-3-vis his superiors and vis-d-vis Sofi: "“roT wmHOBHMK, KOTOPEIR CHIMT ¥
mamnd B kabunere [...1." (Gogol', 662] The unreadability of these texts thus
amounts to the madman's inability to decipher himself, The pretexts suggested in
our interpretation of Gogol's story tell yet another tale of reading failed. It
emerges that Poprishchin, in the way he approaches Medzhi's letters, assumes the
traditional philosophical dog as a story of success, as the pure voice untinged in
its aspiration to truth by the interference of the performative and of writing. This
seems the only way to account for his confidence in the epistemological authority
of Medzhi's writings and those of dogs in general (" xasHO mogospesan, uTo
cobaka ropasmo ymuee uenoeeka [...]" [Gogol', 657]) Cervantes' and
Hoffmann's dialogues present a different tale. The talking dogs' attempt at
excluding the performative from a language devoted purely to the constative
function ts doomed as Cipién and Berganza find themselves unable to tell the two
apart. As the authority of intention wanes, it might appear as if Cervantes’ and
Hoffmann's dogs are already writing their own speech, a development
preempting Fidel’ and Medzhi, Poprishchin's search for authoritative reading in
the texts of Medzhi and Fidel' is a project doomed from the very beginning and
the difference berween dog and man cannot be told. "Zapiski sumasshedshego” is
a text about an underdog’s maddening attempt to read the difference between dog
and man, figure and literalness, truth and error,
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Notes

! For an evaluation of literature's "caninization", cf. Ziolkowski, "’I‘lic Canini-
zation of Literature”. For a discussion of Bulgakov's Sobach'e serdtse (1925)
in the context of Gogol's, Hoffroann's and Cervantes’ dogs, cf. Béhmig 1986.

2 (Cf.p.132, where Berganza reports that the King's authority does not extend to
those of the city's streets where the butchers and game merchants have their
shops. Cf. also p. 199,

3 English translation of this passage as quoted in Nehamas, A, 1985, Nictzsche,
Life As Literature, Cambridge/Mass. and London, 15.

4 cf. Ziolkowski, 96-8.

5 "[...] the authority of the performative is nothing other than that of the first
person.” (Felman, 1983, 51)

6 On the proximity dog/devil as an expression of its ambivalence, cf.
Ziolkowski, 93. References to the possible connection between Berganza and
the devil abound in Cervantes' text.

7 Cf. also the way in which Poprishchin, on his way to seize Medzhi's letters,
offers a description of his itinerary from the point of view of a dog, focussing
primarily on smells: "5 repuers ve mOGIIO KATYCTEL, 3AM4X KOTOPOMA BATMT
M3 BCEX MEIOYHRIX KABOK [...]; K TOMY 3Ke H3-TIOE BOPOT KaXJIOrQ NOMA
HECET TAKOM AN, UTo i, 3aTKHYB HOC, GeKan Bo B0 npbrrs,” I am grateful
to Prof. A. Zholkovskii for pointing out to me this important detail.

8 Cf. Dal's definition of mosgans: "CoBaka, KoTopas KycaeTs Molva,
nanopTHInKa, 6e3s nawy; Ge3ronocan roHYAs, KOTOpas IOHUTL Momda,”
V. Dal', Tolkovy slovar’ zhivogo velikorusskogo iazyka, Moscow, 1955, 344,





