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THE ,,VANISHED PORTRAIT¥, ,,LIVING EYES“,
AND A , FALLEN ANGEL*
Metaphysics of Light in Gogol’s ,,The Pertrait®

This entire effect which is poured out in nature, deriving from the
battle between light and shade, this entire effect has become the aim
and aspiration of all our artists.

Becs sroT adihekT, KoTopblil pasauT B Opupoae, KoTopetli nponc-
XOJHT OT CPaKeHBi CBETa C TCHLND, Bech 3TOT 3thdext cpe-
NaeTCA HMEJHIO N CTPeMIICHHEM BCeX HALIMX apTHCTOB,

(Nikolaj Gogol', ,,Poslednij den’ Pompei* (PSS VII1, 108)

1. Introduction

5l HYKOTEa He MY Can TOPTPETa, B CMBICNE NpocTOl KOTHH. 51
CO3faBall OOPTPET, HC CO3NABAN €ro BCNENcTBHMe coobpa-
EHLA, & He BOODpaNeH:A,

I'never have written a portrait in the sense of a simple copy. |
created the pertrait, but I created it owing to deliberation, not ta
imagination.

Nikolaj Gogol’, ,,Avtorskaja ispoved™ (PSS VIII, 446}

In a lefter to Zukovskij, Gogol’ writes aboul Jazykov's poem ,.The Genius®
(Genij): ,,What a light and what an avsterity of greatness! (,,Kakoii ceeT n kakas
cTporocTe Bemmuual“). Gogol” bases his jugdement on the poem’s interrelation
of poetry and religion: ,[...] our poets have always seen every high subject in its
legitimate contiguity with the supreme source of poetry, with God* (PSS VIII,
249). In the present article, we will investigate the metaphysical meaning of light
in Gogol’s ,,The Portrait“ as a prominent example of the comelation between
religion and art in Gogol’s ewn writing.

It was not without reason that in 1905 the Russian modernist writer and critic
Innokentij Annenskij (1979, 14) called ,,The Portrait“ ,the story in which he
[Gogol’, R. G.] laid himself bare more than in any other of his works®. Indeed, in
none of his completed artistic works does Gogol' seem to enunciate his artistic,
religious and metaphysical beliefs with greater clarity. It is as if for one moment
Gogol’ removes the mask of laughter which through the narrator’s skaz veils the
author’s position in much of his fictional prose. In another famous lefter to
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Zukovskij of January 1848, Gogol® explains that laughter is a compensation for
his growing melancholy (,,melancholija”, PSS X1V, 34),

The basic discrepancy between Gogol’s narrator figures and their author is
grouaded in the author’s aesthetics; what is at stalee here is a fundamental lack of
identity, both of phenomena and of words with themselves.! For Gogol’, the
essence of being cannot be articulated and, every articulation of this essence has to
be renounced. Apart from God, he perceives everything as having a double
existence, both positive and negative at the same time; even God is father and son,
,sophia“ and spirit at the same time,

. The Portrait was first published in 1835 as part of the Arabeski collection.
When Gogol’ prepared the second edition, he restored some of the masks which
the first edition had momentarily lifted. At the time, most of his readers (especially
the critic Belinskij) could not bear the close proximity of the realistic and the
fantastic, of the physical and metaphysical elements in the text.

In the second version of ,The Portrait”, Mixail Vajskopf (1993, 278) has
noted Gogol’s juxtaposition of painting’s ,,useful didacticism®, on the one hand,
with ,,forms learnt by heart”, on the other. In this context, Vajskopf suggests an
Hinitial unity* of both principles, which derives from the common ancestor of the
devil and the sacred, the ,picture of the wise ,uler of the realm of the sun‘“
(Vajskopf 1993, 283). Although Vajskopf’s suggestion poiunts in the right
direction for the possible sources of Gogol’s metaphysics in ,,The Portrait”, it
seems unreasonable to reduce these sources to a single unified mythic state of
affairs (the light of the sun). Since this light is in constant movement and since it
cannot be seen as stationary or absent, it is — even in its archaic state — already
ambivalent, Gogol’s ,,The Portrait” floods its tmuth with an all-embracing light, a
brightness which is grounded in a genuine metaphysics of light. To be seen, the
face of a human being or its portrait must be lit. However, since we cannot
perceive anything rendered in pure light, the face and its portrait must necessarily
also contain dark areas or shadows.

The cultural background of Gogolian aesthetics is highly disputed. In this
essay, we suggest that Gogol’s prose be read as the manifestation of what
Tschizewskij once called a ,thinking artist”, We are aware of the fact that Gogol’
developed historical, aesthetic and religious ideas both in his fiction and in his
theoretical and critical discourse alike. However, because of the nature of these
ideas, the way in which they are articulated in his fictional writings differs greatly
from the way in which they are rendered in his theoretical texts, Gogol's fictionat
writings should therefore be read above all as artistic texts, as texts, furthermore,
which have a tendency to emancipate themselves from their creator’s own
worldview.

1 ¢f Lotman 1970, 17-45; Smimov 1979, 86; Mann 1978, 315,
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A characteristic example of Gogol’s complexity is his representation of space.
. As Lotman (1988, 282) has shown, on the level of everyday existence, Gogolian

space displays a tendency towards pure fictionality. Lotman calls this space
Hmenu’ space or ,,bureaucratic” space; it might, however, be more appropriate to
refer to it as ,the space of civilisation. On the level of the signifier, this space
appears ,.endless,” while on the level of the signified it is first and foremost
<empty.” In terms of the signified, this space appears as a hole, an abyss, or the
space of nonbeing. Here, what at first glance seems to be beautiful reveals itself
either as ,tacky” (,,po8lyj) or as part of a universal evil. The fantastic element in
Gogol’s fiction consists, broadly speaking, in the transposition of one and the
same phenomenon or object to another space, or, to be more precise, to another
state of being.?

Of great importance in this context is the border (,,ferta) which separates one
state (of being) from another. For Gogol’, the devil (,fert*)3 is directly linked to
the illegal crossing of frontiers, or the wnethical transgression of limits. This is
why any interpretation of concrete Gogolian space as being ,yealistic” (for all its
overabundance of minute detail) is just as inadequate as a reading based solely on
a reduction 1o the fantastic. In the following discussion, I will try to show the
metaphysical background of the interrelation of both these aspects of space in
Gogol’s ocuvre. This interrelation corresponds with the interplay of expression
and non-expression and has its metaphysicat roots in the apophatic Tradition of
orthodox theology.

2. The Disappeared Portrait

Whatever belongs to you will not go away from you” (,,Teoe oT TeGa He
yimner™, PSS 1II, 84), the Professor teaches the young painter Andrej Petrovid
Cartkov in ,.The Portrait“. In a narrow sense, the Professor merely asks his
student to be patient and not to cling to material values. However, in the context of
the story as a whole, this utterance takes on a more general meaning. In a way, the
whole of ,,The Portrait” tests and expands upon this statement, the truth of which
is investipated mainly via inversion,? The professor’s viterance defines a person
in terms of everything that forms a part of such a person. In that sense, the
statement might even seem to be tantological. However, Cartkov's master
implicitly also draws a borderline between everything that forms part of a person,

2 gor' Smirnov (1979) has traced these transformations very carefully. He summarizes the
specific feature of Gogol’s poetics up to Dead Soufs as the ,alienation of the unalienable"
(,,01fuzdenie neottuzdaemogo’, 5473,

3 Contrary to Vusmer, Cemnyx 1993/1], 384 derives beth words from one and the same indo-
european rool *(s)ker-t- (1o cut). Cf. Koschmal 1984, Jackson 1992: 108, Vajskopf 1993,
6l.

4 On topological inversion cf, Vajskopf 1993, 77,
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on the one hand, and everything else (that does not), on the other. This
weverything else® is thus defined as that which belongs to otherness. In this way,
it is clear that this ,,other” also defines the person.

Beyond that, the professor’s statement implies that a person will not lose that
which is a part of him or herself. This means that a person’s future is determined
by everything that essentially belongs to him or her. In negative terms, the
professor’s sentence reads as follows: ,,What is not yours will go away from
you," or: ,,What goes away from you is not yours™ or, as a caption in Ambodik’s
Russian book of emblems puts it: ,Never look for what does not belong o you®,
In ,,The Porirait®, this statement is of crucial importance, since it relates to the
theme of {material and spiritual) acquisition which has such a high profile in the
text: ,,Fame can give no delight to he who has stolen it and has not earned it
(,,CnaBa He MOXET JATh HACHNAXKACHBA TOMY, KTO YKpaI ee, 3 He 3aClyKen®,
PSS III, 110). However, this still fails to explain why the purchased portrait
disappears in Gogol’s story.

Some of Gogol’s writings deny the possibility of their own existence, and the
most typical seems to be ,,The Portrait”. In fact, this text tells us why there can be
no porirait in the first place. The two verstons of The Portrait” imply two
altemative views of this impossibility. In both cases, we are dealing with a split
between expression (the material) and expressed (the spiritual), between the
signifier and its signified. In the early version of the story, the portrait is
despiritnalized by being transformed into a ,,landscape’ (,,land¥aft”, PSS 111, 445),
In contrast to the portrait, this landscape is said to be ,meaningless” ( nezna-
Zudtij*, PSS III, 445). In this context, the disappearance of the portrait, the tran-
sition of the depicted person across the borderline between presence and absence
happens ,,almost imperceptibly* and is compared to the disappearence of ,breath
on pure steel” (, dyxanie s Eistoj stali, PSS III, 445). Since in Russian the word
»breath” (,,dyxanie*) is etymologically related to spirit {(dux) and soul (,,dua™), we
can interpret the disappearance of the portrait as its despiritualization, its de-
animation. As a result, the sign and its meaning, the body and its soul, fall apart.

By contrast, in the second version, the portrait as a picture disappears alto-
gether; it slips as it were into nothing. Here, the expression, the ,body" of the
portrait vanishes together with its meaning or ,,soul”. The explanation that the
portrait was ,,stolen® is given in direct speech, as if it were utfered by the public at
large. The reader, for his part, is unable to decide whether the picture has been
removed by a thief or whether it disappeared all by itself. This uncertainty is
enhanced by the fact that the public is not even sure whether there was in fact such
a portrait with unusual eyes, or if perhaps it has all been nothing but a daydream
(,,medta,” PSS 111, 137). _ .

In the later version, the fantastic element is not abolished and replaced by
Jfealistic* depiction, as has often been asserted by Soviet critics. Rather, it is
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enriched by ambiguity: there are now two possible explanations for the disap-
pearance of the painting, a (naive) realistic one, and a second more complex,
superpatural one. This ambiguity is stressed by the public’s uncertainty vis-a-vis
the existence of any visnal evideace confirming the existence of the portrait. What,
then, is the relationship between the portrait and such visual evidence?

The Russian noun ,portret”, via German ,Portrit“, goes back to the French
wportrait”, the noun of the past particible of the verb ,,po[ulrtraire”. The latter is
rooted in Latin ,,pro-trahere” which means ,to draw®, ,pull out”, or ,show some-
thing in (its true) light“. It is also related to French ,,trait* which in Gogol’s text is
present in the word ,Ferta“. We have already mentioned the phonetic affinity
between the Russian words ,Certa” and ,Zert”, an affinity which is corroborated
by the price which the shopkeeper asks for the portrait: ,tri Setvertatka™ (,three
guarters of a ruble”, PSS 111, 82). At the beginning of ,,The Portrait®, the money-
lender’s features are described by way of negation as lacking the ,,[quiet] power
of the north*:3 , The traits {,terty”) of the face seemed 1o be canght in a moment
of convulsive movement” (PSS 1IIl, 82). Later on, they are described as simply
strange: ,,What unusual traits!* [,,Kakie neobyknovennye Certy!*], (PSS IH, 128).
Since any portrait strives to bring to light the portrayed’s face, we can consider the
portrait’s disappearance in Gogol's story as the inversion of its production. In
fact, inversion is one of the most fundamental textual procedures in ,, The Portrait”.

Even at the beginning of the text, we are confronted with an inversion of
everyday experience: instead of giving away, of selling one of his own paintings,
the painier takes another artist’s work. In this act of buying, the piclure is treated
primarily as a commodity. Later on, the moneylender’s portrait is even called a
,most perfect thing” (,,coBeptiiennetiman senie”, PSS I, 131). The object-quali-
ty of the picture is connected both to its commedity value and to the purchaser’s
(Cartkov’s) disastrous pecuniary situation, Thus, the ancient Greek word for
Lthing® (vefjpa) also means , money” and etymologically relates to the word for
,need” (,xen')0 In this context, it js noteworthy that the paintings at the dealer’s
shop are said to have amrived from the ,,exchiange” (,,birza”, PSS III, 81}. In view
of Cartkov's abject poverty, his purchase of the portrait would seem a most
unreasonable act. In spite of this, he transgresses against the inverse form of his
teacher’s message by making his own that which does not belong to him.
Significantly, the possession of someone else’s painting does bring material profit
to Cartkov, even though this is dearly paid for by his own loss of creativity.

After he has recognised this loss of creativity, Cartkov engages in what must
be considered the most blatant inversion of his art — the destruction of paintings.”

5 The impatience of the painter serves as a first sign of his problematic inner nature. Gogol's
guietistic aesthetics is related to German pietism, Cf, Tschizewskij 1966,
Cf. Toporov 1993, 7-111,
Some critics {such as Annenskij) even relate this destruction to Gogol's burning of the
second volume of Dead Souls.
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A similar inversion is Cartkov’s impression that all the people around him are
seemingly transformed into portraits. The painter’s compulsion to see real persons
as portraits clearly deprives them of their soul, transforms content into pure form.
It appears to the protagonist as if the portraits multiply in space while space itself
expands ,Jofinitely” (PSS T, 136). In this way, material expression finally
expells that which is being expressed.

3. Living Eyes

At first glance, the portrait in Gogol’s novella seems to be a positive phenomenon,
since it has anthropomorphic living eyes” (,Zivye glaza“, PSS III, 87, 116).
However, these famous ,living eyes” are the result of an inversion of common
expetience. According to that experience, when a painter depicts a living person,
the result is a non-living representation (hence the name of the genre nature
morte}.3 By contrast, in Gogol's Portrait, the eyes seem to have been ,,cut out of a
living human being” and transferred to canvas (PSS IH, 87). The act of portrayal,
in this instance, literally cuts the person to pieces. It does not come as a surprise
that the depicted moneylender dies very scon after this manipuiation; only his
severed eyes survive in the strange portrait. In the living eyes, ,living nature
(,,#ivaja natura®, PSS III, 87), whose representation should, by definition, be the
highest goal of realist art, gains a negative, even terrifying dimension.

The motif of ,living eyes” goes back to mythic culture. In that culture, the eye
is perceived as the equivalent of the sun, while vision is associated with shining.
Religious thought has often identified the visual organ with Goed. The pheno-
menon which combines the positive value of the sacred with the eye and the sun is
light. The etymolegical root of the term ,,phenomenon® is related to the Greek
Hfaino® (palvwy 1o bring to light”, ,,come to light”, or ,show oneself). Original-
ly, it was the rising and the setting of the stars that was considered a ,,phenome-
non®, Furthermore, the Greek verb ,gdwomeodunéw™ means to show one’s
face in public*. It is evideat from these examples that the notion of ,,phenomenon®
as the coming and going of light is ambivalent: it can have either positive or
negative value. '

It is significant that in ,,The Portrait” the old monk-painter speaks in a religious
context about the ,devilish phenomenon” (,.d’javol’l’skoe javlenie™, PSS III,
136). The word ,javlenie* is also the Russian equivalent for the procedure of
being shown or showing oneself. It is used, for example, in the tde of A.
Ivanov's masterpiece The Appearance of the Messiah Before the People (1337-

8 The painter of the second part has prototypes in a number of texts by the German romantic
prose writer E. T, A, Hoffmann: Francesko from Die Elexiere des Teufels (1815/1816), the
moneylender Dappertuito from Das verlorene Spiegeibild and Albana from Der
Magnetiseur.
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1857).% The Russian verb |, javit’sja* (lo appear, to show onesell) stresses the
reflexive character, the inherent doubling of any (self}-appearence. The verb
Javit™ (,to make appear®), for its part, is etymologically connected to the Greek
S [ elobdvopas {1 hear”, |1 perceive™) and thus with aesthetics.l0 Other
inmiportant connotations of die Russian verb ,javit’sja* are openness, wakefulness
and reality {Old Russian ,jave” > ,open”, Russian ,na javu“ > ,awake”, ,real”),
This state of mind contrasts with that of sleeping or dreaming, the time when the
human being is not cpen to sensual experience. In ,,The Portrait”, it is in this
dream state that Cartkov meets the moneylender three times, crossing from dream
not into reality but into another dream and then even a third one

In Gogol’s text, the ,horrifying fphtom™ {, stra¥nyj fantom®, PSS 111, €9 ap-
pears within a space which lies on the borderline between waking and nightmare
(PSS 111, 91); Cartkov's three returns into the same dream delete the border
between a merely life-like apparition, on the ene hand, and authentic vision, on the
other. In Russian, both of these 1ypes of perception may be referred to as | live(ly)
vision” (,Zivoe videnie™, PSS III, 91). As is the case with the moneylender’s
body, visual reality is cut into pieces: ,Within the dream there was a terrifying
fragment of reality (PSS III, 92).!! This oneric fragmemtation of reality by
broken mirrors serves Gogol® (1990, 105) as a model for the soul. In the
following passage, Gogol® compares it to the shattering of a mirror;

In every limb of our body one and the same human soul is present, not as a
part of itself but indivisible and whole. It is just like when a mirror has
shattered into hundreds of pieces and even the smallest among them
preserves the reflection of those objects.

Kak B KaXJIOM YleHe Halllero Tela OPHCYTCTBYET Ta XKe denoBeueckas
Aylia, He MaCTho celd, Ho HepasfiensHas M BCELENAn: Kak B 3epkale,
XOTs1 Ob] OHO M COKPYIIMIOCH Ba COTHH KYCKOB, COXPaHAETCs OTpaXceHne
TeX NPefMETOB, lake B cAMOM MaNefillieM Kycouke [..]

A portrail works like a metonymiy, substituting the upper part of a body (or
only the face) for the whole person.!2 This reduction of a person to the visible
exterior may also be observed, for example, in the French term ,visage” which
derives from Latin videre > ,,to see”. By contrast, the living eyes in Gogol’s ,,The
Portrait” are directed not at outside reality but at Cartkov’s inner self (PSS 111,

9 Ivanov serves as a model for ihe pwified painter in the second version of ,,The Portrail*,

10 vusmer (1958/111, 478) sees the reflexive Russian verb javit'sja" as related to the ancient
Greck verb ,palreotm.

11 [n Russian and in Latin, the word for ,sleep” is the same as the one for ,dream" (Russian
son*).

12 Cf. Toporov (1987, 279) on the metonomy of the face for the whole person,
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89). They ,.shiné” into his soul and fulfill the desire expressed in the saying ,If
looks conld kill“. The ,living eyes™ of the depicted usurer’s kill by looking.!3

Gogol” exploits the fact that Russian has two different words to refer to the
instrument of visual perception. In reference to the moneylender’s eyes, Gogol’
uses the more recent expression, ,glaza“, which is etymologically related to a
material object (a balt).!4 In ,The Portrait”, this materiality is related to ,some-
thing demonic in the eyes” (PSS IIT, 130). Gogol’ reserves the older, more lofty
Russian expression for ,eye”, ,;oko", for the eyes of Jesus: ,the deep’ wisdom in
the eyes of the holy child” (PSS I, 134).15 In After the Performance, the term
081" merges aesthetics with religion to result in a final catharsis, the highest aim
of art for Gogol™:16

[...] someone came along who was depressed by grief and the unbearable
burden of life, ready to kill himself in despair, but suddenly refreshing tears
gushed from his eyes and he left reconciled with life.

[...] npyes YIPYYEHHLIE [OPEM M HEBGLIHOCHMOR THKECTBI0 SKWIHM,
FOTOBbLI MMOJHATE OTYASHHO HA ceGA pYKY, W ODLISHYNH BApYT CBEXH-
TEJIBHEBIC CE3bI XJIBIHYIH Bnpyr H3 ero oyYell o BRILET OH IIpMMHAPEH-
BLIF ¢ %M3HBIO M MPOCHT CHOBaA ¥ HeOa ropd # crpafadkid, 4Tobhl TOIBKO
KHMTh B 3aNMTLCA BHOBEE CIS2aMM OT TAaKHX Rofacénok. (Gogol® 1960, IV,
194s.)

In this context it is worth noting that early Russian culture-seems to be oriented
much more towards the most developed human sense organ — sight — than
towards hearing. As do many EBuropean cultures, Russian culture derives
knowledge (,vedenie;“ cf. English ,wits“) from seeing (,vid;* cf English
~visual“), By means of synecdoche, the Russian expression ,,vo vse glaza® (,to be
all eyes™) takes the organ of sight for the whole person, whereas in the English
expression ,,to be all ears” or in German ,,ganz Ohr sem, it is the hearing organ
that fulfills the same function.!”

In his famous tract on the orthodox liturgy, Meditations Upon the Divine
Liturgy, Gogol® shows both the religious relevance of the eyes and their complex
relations with the (sacred) word. The significance of the eyes in orthodox liturgy
has the character of a certain demonstratio ex negativo:

13 In this sense they represent an extension of thc metaphor of the evil eye (Russ. ,zloj glaz™;
Lann Labliquus oculus*).
4 gee Vasmer 1958,-‘1 271,

15 The werd ,,0ko" is more closely related to the concept of light than ,glaz",
Cf the ,.eyes, full of expectation” (.,Qolnye oZidanija o¢i"} from Dead Souls (PSS VI, 221).
Shortly before his death, 8. Ejzenstejn wrote about the correspondence of the German
expression ,ich bin ganz 0]11“ {,,] am all ear*) with the Russian ,to be all sight"* {(V.V, lva-
nov 1973, 140
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The altar, which represents the lofty settlements, is hidden from the eves;
the Holy Gates close — this signifies that there are no other gates into heaven
beside those that are opened by Jesus Christ, who has said ,,I am the gate®.
Araps, n300pa)arolMil ropHHe celenus, CKpbIBaeTcA OT TNas; Bpara
Ilapckuie 3aTROPSIOTCA, 3HAMEHYS, YTO HET JPYFUX ABepell B L@pCTBO
HefiecHoe, KpoMe oTBepeThiXx Mucycom XpHCTOM, cka3aBiupM: A3 ecMb
meeps.* (Gogol® 1990, 51)

What is hidden from the eyes does not exist, excepl in the words of Jesus, or
more precisely, in Jesus himself. Such showing fulfils the Latin expression ,ad
ocules demonstrare” in a negative sense. According to Gogol’, only the glance
withheld opens the mind for the meaning of a word which is defined as ,.evidence
without visibility”, or contents without expression. Russian also offers the collo-
quial expression , fertom gljadit” {,he has the devil's gaze"), implying someone’s
negative attitude towards another person. In ,,The Portrait”, the moneylender’s
portrait carries out the content of this expression. Gogol's devilish living eyes
correspond to soulless creatures in the form of ,,wooden puppets called people*.18

Te be portrayed is one way to show oneself to the eyes of others. Toporov
(1983, 1987) distinguishes two typological kinds of portrait, both of which derive
from the essential duality of the human being as body and soul. The first type of
portraii is spatially oriented. It aims at the repreduction of the outside appearance
of the portrayed human being, It has its origin in the desire to give spatial
representation to a double of the portrayed subject. This kind of portrait has an
externalizing effect and is based first and foremost upon the iconic principle of
similarity. The second type of portrait, according to Toporov, is grounded not in
space but in time; it seeks primarily to evoke the memory of the portrayed subject.
This type of portrait uses contiguity (substitution of the part for the whole) as a
primary means of intensifying its impact.

In ,The Portrait”, the meneylender evidently asks for a portrait of the first
category. However, since the eyes of the portrait are so similar to those of the
living persen, they have the status less of a representation than of a reincarnation.
Cartkov himself notes ,how certain traits began to migrate to the canvas™ {,kax
cTaNH NEepeXOUTL Ha NMONOTHO Hexoropmie yeprnl, PSS III, 128). Similardly,
Cartkov's friend says about the new owner of the picture: ,[...] the soul of the
[porirayed] meneylender himself came to dwell in him" (,.Jiylna camore pocToe-
nMKa gepecenunach B Hero', PSS 111, 132),

18 The motif of the demonic eyes wilhin a painting has its source in Maturin's gothic novel
Meimath the Wanderer (1820). Like Faust, Melmoth represents a reincarnation of the ,wan-
dering Jew' and has made a contract with the devil in order to obtain (astrelogical) know-
ledge. In 1835, Balzac published a satirical sequel to the novel (Melmoth reconcilié &
I'éplise). Oscar Wilde revived the motif of the animaled painting in his The Picture of
Dorian Gray. Cf. Fowler 1985, 521-540.
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This portrait is intended to overcome death by incorporating the portrayed
person into a tnaterial object which is more durable than flesh and bloed,
Subsequentty, the moneylender (who is most intimately connected with material
goods and needs, such as money) goes on o play his destructive role from within
the portrait — his ,living eyes® kill. This implies that Gogol’ is critical of the
practice of painting iconically, of painting , from life" by observing exclusively the
principle of similarity. ,,To be true to nature” {,,byt” vernym prirode”, PSS III,
136) bears terrible fruit since it results not in works of art or ,creations” (P§S IIT,
112) but, instead, in ,,unnatural” {, neestestvennye”, PSS III, 136) works of hell,
What is symbolised by the eyes that look ,,as if they wanted to destroy its [the
portrait’s] harmony with their strange liveliness* is brute and raw naturalism. Like
many other things in ,,The Portrait, the eyes” ,horrible liveliness* (PSS II1, 90)
appears reversed since it belengs to a ,dead body which has risen from the grave®
(PSS IT1, 88). What is lacking in the portrait is ,,something illuminating* (,.fego-to
ozarjajuitego”, PSS III, 88). It is striking that Gogol’ compares this lack of
illumination in the face of the portrait with a ,,view in nature” (,,vid v prirode”,
PSS 111, 88) where there is no sun in the sky. It is this missing light which sepa-
rates sacred art from its profane counterpart. In ,,The Portrait, mere technical gkill
at copying is related to a machine!® or a soulless ,,automaton” (avtomat, PSS 111,
81). However, as is the case with the migration of the moneylender’s eyes into the
painting, the negative force of the face in his portrait is based upon the principle of
contiguity — it is a metaphorical metonomy. As is the case in Stevenson’s Bottle
Imp, the portrait harms both its owners and their relatives.

The second kind of portrait in Toporov’s typology is most impressively
represented in the second part of Gogol's story — the painting of the Madonna and
Jesus which the artist executes after he has freed himself from the negative
influence of the portrait. Here the portrait is not a spatialised duplicate of the
porirayed person, but rather an attempt to preserve the laiter’s essence for
memory. In this mode of painting, the painter infroduces the subject of his
painting into his soul and reproduces its very essence: ,,\With high inner instinct he
{the painter] perceived the presence of the idea in every subject” (PSS HI, 126).
The painter teaches his son to ,,[...] find in every thing the inner idea and, most
importantly, {to] try to attain the lofty mystery of creation” (,[...] Bo Bcem ymei
HAXORWUTEL BHYTPEHHIOD MBICHD M MYHIE BCErO CTApaicA MOCTUTHYTL BLICOKVIO
Taitny cozpanea®, PSS 111, 135). In fact, the young painter’s most accomplished
work in the first part is called Psyche {,Psixeja”, PSS III, 86, 104; , Psiteja“, PSS
111, 417). He desiroys this painting by treating it as an iconic representation of the
young lady.

19 When Cartkov leaves the picture shop where his attention was ,,involuntarily** drawn to the
portrait, he is said to walk mechanicalty ,like a machine® (,maginal’no", PSS ITY, 83).
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Both types of portrait (spatial and temporal) may be traced back to pre-secular
or even prehistoric culture, when drawing and painting were still bound to inspira-
tion and were believed to be produced either with the help of or by means of
supernatural powers, Thus, in the first case, a clergyman critizises the picture
which the artist has produced after painting the portrait because of its ,,demonic
eyes®: ,,[Als if an impure feeling has guided the hand of the arlis™ (,,kax 6ygro 6bl
PYKOIO XyNOXHHKA BOIMIC Heuwcroe yyscTeo®, PSS 11, 130).2¢ In the second
case, the monk-painter’s brothers remark about his painting of the Madonna with
Jesus that it is as if ,the hely highest power has guided your brush and the
benediction of heaven has rested on your work™ (,,cBATag BLICIIAA CHJIA BOIHIA
TBOEK) XUCTLIO H O1arocnosebe Hebec OUNI0 Ha Tpyae Teoem™, PSS HI, 134).
It is quite clear in both instances that it was the impure power itself which guided
the brush of the artist when he painted the devil’s portrait. The opposite of such a
portrait is the pictorial representation of the ,presence of holiness* (,,prisutstvie
svjatosti”, PSS IIL, 108).

It is significant that the moneylender dies as soon as he has (been) painted,
i.e., after he has incarnated himself, however partially, in the portrait. We know
that in early culture a beast was ,,portrayed” in order to pronounce a ban or curse
upon it so that it could be killed. Ii is thus with good reason that people of so-
called primitive cultures are afraid of being portrayed or photographed. Indeed,
the person execuling the portrait brings the life of the portrayed person to an
end; the portrayed person has no foture outside of the painting. It was Mixail
Baxtin who peinted out this essential absence of the portrayed person in the
portrait:

To see one’s own interior porirait is the same as to see one’s own exterior
portrait; it implies the gaze into a world where in principle 1 am absent and
where, if I remain who I am, I have nothing to do; my aesthetically signi-
fikant inner face is a kind of horoscope (with which one can do nothing; a
person who would really know his horoscope would turn out to be in an
internally confradictory and absurd situation. It would be impossible to
establish any serious context for action).

YHUIETL CBOR BHYTPEHHMH HOPTPET — TO Xe camoe, YTo YEWAETh CBON
NOPTPET BHEIUHMHA; 9TO 3arNAABIBAHHE B MHp, I/le MeHA NMPUHLUNAARLHO
HET ¥ Tfie MHe, OCTARanchk caMuM coBol, HEwero AenaTh; Mol 2cTeTH-
HecKM 3HAYMMBIA BHYTPeHHHit JHK — 3TO CBOEro pofja ropockon {¢ KoTo-
PbIM HEuero JeNaTh; HeAoBeX, KOTOPLil JeACTBUTENbHO 3Han Obl cBOM
ropocKon, oxasancsd Obl BO BHYTpPEHHE nNPOTHEOPSUYMBOM 1 HENeNoM
MONOMEHHHN: HEBO3MOXKHA CepbelHasn yeTanoBKa moctynka). (Baxtin 1979,
114)

20 Cf, the portraitist’s confession that the demonic feeling of envy guided my brush* (PSS III,
a1).
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The aesthetic orientation towards a person’s inner self is conditional upon the
abandonment of any hope or faith in that person. This discrepancy between the
aesthetic and the religious appears throughout Gogol’s writing with great con-
sistency. Thus, while in ,,The Porirait“ we find an extended elaboration on the
moneylender’s portrait, there is almost no description whatever of the sacred
painting of the Madonna with child. The point here is that it is impossible to
Sreproduce™ areligious icon within a verbal arfistic text since such an icon can
only be the result of a vision. Pavel Florenskij even claims that religious icons can
be painted only by saints (Florenskij 1985, 224pp).

To Florenskij we owe an intriguing argument about the interrelation of icons,
sight, and light. Pointing to the way in which helenistic thinking is grounded in
sight, and the spiritual essence in the idea (,,eidos™), he asserts that all of Platonic
onfology follows a visual scheme: ,,All of the reality around vs was recognized to
be a mixture, as the coming together [...] of darkness (non being) and sights, or
ideas (being); as the metaphysical basis of being was recognized the sun of the
intelligent [umnyj] world, the idea of the good [..] that is the source of light
(Florenskij 1985, 305).

Via the renaissance and the ,enlightenment,” the metaphysics of light has
retained its power and value in (Christian) religion up to our times (Beierwaltes
1957). What is most intrigning about the concept of light is its potential to serve as
the expression of the mode of expressing and of what is being expressed. With
Nicolaus Cusanus, one might say that light is ,expressic exprimentis et expres-
5i“2! In this sense, the eyes in the portrait are symptomatic of their owner’s inner
state — they are ,,expressions of what is being expressed”, By contrast, where the
eyes are said to affect their viewer, Gogol’ follows the traditional model of
rhetoric as a means to affect the beholder. Here, the eyes serve as the ,.expression
of the expressing". In the first version of ,,The Portrait”, the narrator admits to his
apophatic dilemma:2?2 ,In the traits of holy people breathe secretly those
mysterious phenomena which the soul cannot retell to anyone. Inexpressibly, the
expressible came to rest in them (,B ueprax GoXecTBeHHBIN JHY [bLIAINA Te
TaliMbie SBNEHUS, KOTOPBIX /IiLid HE YMEET, He 3HAET NEePEecKasaTh APYTOMY; He
BRIPASHMO BLIPA3UMOe MOKOHNOCE Ha HuX'*, PSS 111, 422).23

Gogol’ may be considered as an artist on the borderline between 18th-century-
style rhetoric which affects the listener from outside and the more modem
psychology of experience (Erlebnispsychologie) typical of the 19th century. The
most adequate way of reading Gogol’ would seem to require following his

21 Compendium theologicum, vol. VI Cf. Gadamer (1972, 474-476): ,The light makes
everything visible, including itself and",
In this variant we also find a reference to gold's ,inexplicable charm®™ (PSS III, 416).

23 Cf. the German pietist Tradition as exemplified by Sohann Heinrich Jung-Stilling's Szenen
aus dem Geisterreich. As TschiZewskij (1966} points out Gogol’s reception of Jung-Stil-
ling’s book should be related to orthodox hesychastic mysticism.
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sudden changes from cutward affection to inner experience. In ,,The Portrait,
Gogol’s integration of these two mutually exclusive concepts may be seen in the
ambiguous position of author {the painter), for the latter figures both as the
producer of his work (and is thus exfrinsic to it) and at the same time forms part
of it.24 In a sense, the moneylender uses the artist to reincarnate himself, just as
God later inspires him o present the Madonna with His son, When he utters the
Russian proverb ,, Tl ey npocro nonan He B 6poBb, a B caMmble Ia3a Brmes™
(You simply did net fall into his eyebrow [you did net miss], instead you crawled
into his very eyes, PSS III, 131),25 the other painter’s friend puts in a nutshell the
kind of aesthetics whose goal is to reach the soul of the beholder like light through
the eye.

Light conditions the appearence of the person on whom it shines.26 In Gogol’s
description of the light’s radiance, figurative and nonfigurative speech do not
differ. Compare, for example, the old painter’s son’s description of his father’s
face which ,,was beaming with the lightness of heavenly mirth” (,,oHo cusno
cB e THocThio HeGecroro Becenus™, PSS III, 134), Without light there is no
phenomenan, ne person, no porirayal, Even when the moneylender, the ,,spirit of
darkness™ (,dux t'my", P8S III, 127) is painted, light is necessary. Significantly,
however, at this time the room where the porirait is being executed is dark, except
for the upper parts of the windows,2?

By contrast, darkness, the ,,other” side of light in meaning and value is tradi-
tionally grouped either with its semantic equivalent, evil {as is the case in Mani-
cheanism), or it is seen as a profane subspecies of light itself. Thus Dionysius the
Areopagite explains the coming into being of evil by means of an analogy with
light and darkness: ,,As the lack of light darkens, the air, so the demon becomes
evil by the lack of good™ (1857, 728 A). The notion of the ,dark beam" plays a
central role in mysticism.

Closely related to darkness is the ,,bad” light of night, moonlight (PSS III, 91},
or lightning. In Gogol’s essay ,,Woman* (1831), Alkinoe appears'as the incama-
tion of beauty. However, because of the horrifying light with which she is asso-
ciated, she has a thoroughly negative effect on the beholder’s soul: ,,The lightning
of the eyes tore out the entire soul [...]" {,Monnus ouel ncroprana scio gymy
[...]¢, PSS Vill, 147). In ,The Porlrait®, the sound which corresponds to this
negative light may be found in the mythical ,,Gromoboj* (Thunderclap) which is

24 ¢f, Lotman's (1993, 131) hint a1 Gogol's matyrdom and its expression in ,, The Portrait”.

25 This is is a significant variation of the Russian saying ,1i¢ & Gposs, a & [camutiil rias”
{,,not in the brow, but in the eye itself"'). Cf, Fedeorov 1991, Vol. I, 42

26 Cf, the change in the appearance of phenomena as a result of the changing light in the frag-
ment ,,The Horrible Hand* (,,Sirafnaja muka™): ,,One single lantern capriciously lit the street
and shed a horrible lustre on the stone houses and left in gloom the wooden enes [which]
changed from grey to black" (329).
In this context, it is interesting that the Russian name for hell" (.ad™), sefers back to an
Winvisible country®, Cf. Florenskij 1995, 379.
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associated with the moneylender (PSS III, 95). The counterparts of darkness are
blackness and shadow. Both suggest the rcsistance of all material to light. Thus,
when the police officer sees the portrait in Cartkov’s apartment and criticizes the
black spot under the usurer’s nose, he does not acoept Cartkov’s explanation that
this is mere ,,shadow* (PSS III, 94). This is not surprising when we consider that
the absence of light, in Gogol’s metaphysics, can be tantamount to death: It
seemed as if everything had died, nowhere was there any fire” (,,Bce karanoce
ymepno, uurge oras”, PSS I, 330). Throughout Gogol’s writing, the
ambivalence of beauty is connected, firstly, to the appearence of light28 and,
secondly, to the theme of narcissistic self-reflection. In Gogol’s metaphysics, only
white light“ is of high value. This is because such light is opposed to outward
beauty: ,,But the white light — nothing can be compared to it (,,Ho Genwlll cBeT —
¢ HuM Her cparaenus,” PSS 111, 330). White light is related to the sacred sphere,
Similar to angels, its beams function as a bridge from heaven to earth,

4. The Faller Angel

The fallen angel {,,otpadiij angel”, PSS III, 113, 423) is the theme which Andrej
Petrovié Cartkov decides to carry out as his ultimate masterpiece after being con-
fronted with the young Russian painter’s ,holy work® (,,boZestvennoe proiz-
vedenie®, PSS, 112, 422) from Rome. Apart from being »MOst congruent with the
state of his soul” (PSS III, 113, 423), this painting represents Cartkov’s attempt to
portray himself. Does he really fail te complete this painting for lack of talent, as
the text seems to suggest? To answer this question, we shall take a closer look at
the concept of fallen angels.

Russian orthodox thinking on angels and devils (demons) is determined,
among other things, by the so-called Corpus Dionysiacum Areopagitum, and
especially by On the Divine Names and by The Heavenly Hierarchy. In On the
Divine Names, Pseudo-Dionysius raises one of the major axiological problems of
the Middle Ages, the question as to how evil came into the world, and how it
could be that besides benevolent spirits there are also evil ones: ,,Why does the
army of demons not strive for grace and goodness but, on the contrary, clings to
matter? And why, having broken with the identity of angels striving for goodness,
is it the cause of all Evil?“ {1857, 716, 1A). In The Divine Names, the existence of
evil is connected to the atiractions of matter, atiractions to which the evil spirits
succumb. This is the kind of weakness which we also see in Cartkov’s passion
for money and glory.

In Dionysius the Areopagite’s theclogical interpretation of Proclus philoso-
phy,29 evil is not an alternative quality to goodness. It is separated from goodness

28 See Langer 1991, 149.
Dionysius’ authorship of this text is still in question.
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not by quality, but by quantity: ,Evil is privation and lack of goodness™ (732 B).
Evil, in Dionysius’ conception, has not come into the world later than goodness,
but together with it, as its negative counterpart. Dionysius rejects the notion that
Evil is nothingness (717. 1A-B). However, more important for our purposes is
the fact that Dionysius explains the relation between good and evil, the sacred and
the demonic, in terms of light. For Dionysius, much as for Gogol’ in ,,The
Porirait”, only shining phenomena are seen as beautiful. Dionysius calls Jesns
Christ the light that brings recognition and he also observes that the material form
of phenomena hinders the perception of light. In The Heavenly Hierarchy,
Dionysins’ remark is supported by the holy scriptures:

So let us call Jesus, the light from the father, the real and ,the true light
which enlightens every human being as it enters into the world” [Joh. 1,9].
It is through this light that we have ,access to the father” [cf. Rom. 5,2,
Eph. 2, 18], the source of light, Through this light we raise our eyes as high
as we can (o the revelations of the most holy WORDS [...] and contemplate
the hierarchies of heavenly thoughts which the WORDS have presented to
us through symbols [...]. As soon as the eyes of our spirit, which are not
dulled by the materiality of things have grasped that it is the light from the
father [...] superceding any notion of an origin, that the holy hierarchies of
angels present to us in symbolic images, we will stretch forward from this
representation to the indivisibility of the light ray which acts within it. (121,
1A)

In the second part of ,,The Portrait”, we find a parallel between Dionysius’
heavenly hierarchy and the quality of works of art. In the following passage the
,light in the expression | light soul” functions as the fertivun comparationis bet-
ween the status of the spirits and the quality of the art;

[J]ust as an angel is above all the countless powers and proud passions of
satan merely through the pure innocence of his light soul, thus the lofty
creation of art is above everything that is on earth.

[B]o cronbko pa3 anrel ofHOl TONBKO YMUCTOR HEBUHHOCTBIO CB e T O
AYLIHA cBOEH BBINE BCEX HECMETHBLIX CHN M TOPALIX CTpacTedl caTaHkl, BO
CTONBKO a3 BbINIE BCETO, YTO HA ECTh Ha CBETE, BLICOKOE CO3AaHbe
uckyccrra, (PSS IIL, 135, emphasis mine, R.G.)

However, unlike Dionysius, Gogol's namrator also spells out the devilish
~passions® (strasti — the usurer’s obsession with money and gold) by which Cart-
kov is possessed. In the first version of the story, Cartkov even declares money to
be ,holy* (PSS III, 412). Cartkov’s passion, which manifestes itself in his
constant inversion of values can be understood as a concretization of Dionysius'
statement concerning “clinging fo {hings material. The work of arf comes down
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to earth in order to bring about reconcilation {,primirenie”, PSS III, 133) and
liberation from all passions.

In the picture shop3C at the beginning of the story, next to a painting
depicting Jerusalem, there is another one showing a ,red evening, like the glow
of a conflagration” (Gogol’ often relates the colour red to the devil). In this
juxtaposition of the two paintings, the holy cily of Jerusalem iz directly
confronted with the Antichrist. When Cartkov goes home, we recognize the
devil in the shadows reaching the earth: ,,The red light of dusk still lingered in
one half of the sky [...]. Semitransparent light shadows fell like tails on the
earth” (,, Kpacunlfi caeT BevepHeti 3apu ocTaBancs eilie Ha NOToBANE Heba [..]
Ionynpozpadibie Jerkie TCHR XBOCTaMH Nafaiay Ha seMmio™, PSS 111, 83).

At the beginning of this essay, we drew attention to the connection between
the devil, the borderline and the Russian term for ,trait*3! The words ,devil*
(.Sert™) and ,trait / ,,borderline” (,£erta™) reappear in the names Certkov (First
version) and Cartkov (second version).32 Thus the devil affects the human
being with a deadly passion to descend across the border of evil towards death,
Here we discern the traditicnal rhetorical model as a means of affecting the
listener. By contrast, a more recent psychological rather than rhetorical approach
finds expression in signs or symptoms. Here, the word ,,terta becones a telling
psychological symptom. Thus in the female characters, their , traits* reveal first
and foremost their immoral way of life (PSS III, 414). In this way, the final
version of ,,The Portrait“ answers affirmatively the following question from the
first version:

[O]r is there for the human being a borderline to which the highest form of
cognizance leads him and after whose crossing he hegins to steal what
which cannot be created through human labour, draggmg from life some-
thing living which animates the original?

NS YeNIOBEKa €CTh TAKAR YepTa, 10 Ko'mpoﬁ IIOBOI{}‘IT BhICLICE MO3HAHME,
U 4dpe3 KOTOPYK) 1U4rHYB, OH YXe TNOXMIaeT HECOILABASMOE TPYIOM
'YeNOBEKd, OH BBIPLIBAET YTO-TD XWBOE H3 XKUIHHM, OAYWCBIIOMIEH
opuranan (PSS III, 403)

One can read ,,;The Portrait“ as an aesthetic myth involving the ascendance and
descent of an artist. In the noveila’s first part, the painter Cartkov leaves the midd-
Ie level of (earthly) art to descend to the hell of devilish machinations (copying,

30 Jackson (1992, 106) misreads Gogol's expression ,kartinnaja lavotka” as ,secondhand
shop".

31 ¢ also Koschmal 1984; Jackson 1992, 108; Vajskopf 1993, 61,

32 On the change of the name cf, Gippius 1924: 230. Cf. also Gogol’s own etymology of the
name: Rudokopov: ,his name [...] really corresponded with his occupation™ (PSS HI, 219).
Gogol’ liked to play with the phonetics of the devil’s name even in Italian. For example, he
changed the saying ,dio, che cosa divira™ into ,.diavolo, che divina cosa!*
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the machine, the automaton). In the second part, by contrast, the narrator’s father
rises from the darkness of devilish painting to the shining heighis of sacred art.
This double structure allows us to understand the composition of ,,The Portrait" as
consisting of two parts, with an inverted timescale. It implies a vision of art which
combines the descent to material expression with the ideal ascent to that which is
being expressed.

5. Conclusion

In ,.,The Portrait”, the ambivalent painting with its tendency to disintegrate into
body and soul serves as the model for all works of art.33 Gogol” himself painted
in his early years (Haertel 1929) and attended lessons at the Petersburg Academy
of Fine Arts (Ma¥kovceva 1955). The first version of the novella identifies the
poet with the painter (PSS 1, 419), and even in the later version Gogol’ himself
literally makes his appearance: ,he strutted along the sidewalk™ (,,profelsja po
frotuaru gogolem™ PSS 111, 97; emphasis mine, R. G.).

It is a well-known fact that at the beginning of Gogol’s career, his identifica-
tion of art with religion was inspired by Wikthelm Wackenroder’s Quipourings of
an Art-Loving Monk (1797, Russian transl. 1826). Later on, Gogol’ supplemented
his early notion of art as divine revelation with a view of art as a devilish descent
into hell. That which is to be expressed in words now involves a descent to the
material realm in order that it may find expression. In the later version of ,.The
Portrait, Gogol’s emancipation from the German Romantic tradition is apparent
in his break with the artistic cult of the Madonna.34 It may be that Gogol’s
aesthetics is influenced not only by the metaphysics of light but also by orthodox
hesychastic mysticism, a school of thought which tried to combine the cult of the
Madenna with the idea of Sephia and offered the ,light of Tabor as a holy
vision,

Gogol's. aesthetics is grounded in the apophatic mystic tradition within ortho-
dox culture and it links artistic prose writing to that religious tradition. Never-
thetess, Gogol’s main works are not primarily religions but aesthetic texts,
Likewise, Gogol’s poetics should not be misinterpreted as a form of decon-
struction avant la lettre. Although he strongly perceived the inexpressibility of the
“highest essence, the author of ,,The Porirait* also stated that ,,art is not destruction.
In art are hidden the seeds of creation and not of destruction® (,,Ho wckyceTRO ne
paspyiueniic. B HCKyccTBe TaATCA CeMEHa COIANAH, a He paspymenns”, Gogol’

3} As js the case with ,portret”, the Russian term for ,work of ant", ,pro-iz-vedenie", is etymo-
logically linked to a form of knowledge (,.ved-"} based on seeing and showing. Historically
speaking, the prefixes of the two terms (,,pro-* ,,por-") are also related.

34 There are aiso similarities with the legend of Theophil who was said o have had a contract
with the devil which he could revoke only through the help of the Virgin Mary (cf. also
Vajskopf 1993, 278),
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1992, 411). Still, according to Gogol's aesthetics, a completely secular portrait is
an impossibility since the essence of a person, his soul, cannot be fully expressed.
Therefore, a true icon may be painted only by a holy person. The realm of the
sacred, however, is religion, not art.

We opened our discussion with Gogol’s eulogy in response to a poem by
Jazykov. We would like to close with another quotation which may cutline the
limits of our own work: ,,How impoverished is the narrow horizon which is seen
by the dead eyes of the academic, compared with this immeasurable horizon,
which opens itself up to the living soul” (Gogol® 1992, 428).
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