Gogol Gets Caught in a Tug of Love

By CATHY YOUNG

April 1 marked the 200th anniversary of the birth of Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852), the novelist, playwright, and short-story writer whom Vladimir Nabokov called "the strangest prose-poet Russia ever produced." Gogol's significance as a writer cannot be overstated. His work includes masterpieces of comedy, horror and drama. One of the founders of Russian realism, he is also linked to 20th-century modernism and surrealism through his interest in the bizarre, the fantastic and the absurd; he is often mentioned as a forerunner of the magical realists and as one of Kafka's literary forefathers. Yet in present-day Russia, the bicentennial celebrations almost inevitably took on heavily political hues -- complicated by a dispute with neighboring Ukraine over ownership of the writer.

Born in present-day Ukraine, then part of the Russian Empire, Gogol later lived in St. Petersburg and wrote in Russian; yet his first published works, the short-story collections "Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka" (1831-32) and "Mirgorod" (1835), were steeped in the culture, folklore and language of the Ukrainian countryside. His later writings, notably the 1842 epic masterpiece "Dead Souls," shifted to Russian settings and sometimes evidenced his growing Russian nationalism. A much-quoted passage in "Dead Souls" compares Russia to a speeding troika driven by a mysterious force: "Everything on earth flies past, and other nations and states glance warily as they step aside and give her the right of way."

Gogol once wrote that he could never decide whether his soul was Russian or Ukrainian. In an era when Ukrainian aspirations for nationhood were dormant, he did not see the two as contradictory; for him, Ukraine and Russia were inseparable parts of a greater whole. Unsurprisingly, many Russian politicians and pundits have seized on this theme, making the bicentennial an occasion to affirm Russian-Ukrainian unity -- and snipe at Ukrainians who are less than fond of the idea.  yubov Slizka, Russian parliament speaker and deputy chairwoman of the ruling United Russia party, has dismissed Ukraine's attempts to claim Gogol's legacy as "petty squabbles" that, she warns, are "dangerous to both Russian and Ukrainian citizens."

In fact, Ukraine's claims don't seem particularly outrageous: At the bicentennial festival in Mirgorod, President Viktor Yushchenko hailed Gogol as "a true patriot whose heart and soul were wholly devoted to Ukraine," but he also noted that Gogol's works were "among the highest achievements of both universal and Russian culture." There are, however, troubling charges that Ukrainian translations of Gogol purge or alter overly "pro-Russian" text -- eviscerating a passage in which Cossacks pledge loyalty to Catherine the Great and replacing "Russian character" with "Ukrainian character." Some Russian literary scholars, not content to criticize the distortions, pooh-pooh the very idea of translating Gogol into Ukrainian.

Meanwhile, in Russia, the main Gogol bicentennial event was the April 2 release of the blockbuster "Taras Bulba," produced by the state television channel Rossiya. It is a telling choice. Among Gogol's writings, "Taras Bulba" -- a short novel about a 16th-century Cossack who fights the Poles in a war that costs him both his sons and then his life -- fits best with the ideology of the Putin-era Kremlin: aggressive nationalism, the Russian Orthodox faith as the core of Russian identity, and glorification of military strength and sacrifice. That makes it good agitprop material -- unlike, say, "Dead Souls" with its bitter satire of Russian provincial life. (It also helps that "Taras Bulba" is an action-packed story with a romantic subplot.) 
Yet in creating their propaganda vehicle, the makers of "Taras Bulba" were arguably more unfaithful to the source than those maligned Ukrainian translators. While Gogol admires his Cossacks as warriors for God and country, he unflinchingly portrays their less pleasant traits. They are addicted to warfare for its own sake, ever seeking a pretext to unleash violence on the hated Muslims, Catholics and Jews. They loot and kill; avenging fallen brothers-in-arms, they torch churches and burn women and infants. Not so in the movie, where the Poles commit graphically shown atrocities while the Cossacks, a Russian reviewer quipped, strictly follow the Geneva Convention. Bulba even gets a respectable motive for his anti-Polish crusade: In a pure invention of the filmmakers', Polish soldiers burn his farm and butcher his wife. 
While the film also scrubs the story of its anti-Semitism, it amplifies Polish villainy -- and adds apparent references to modern politics: The Cossacks' main enemy is a general named Mazowiecki, like Poland's first post-Communist prime minister. Some commentators even suggest that the doomed love of Bulba's son Andry for a Polish noblewoman, which leads him to betray his comrades and finally meet death at his father's hands, should be seen as a metaphor for Ukraine's fatal seduction by the West.

No one knows what Gogol, if were he alive today, would make of these debates. His work certainly carries some of the dangerous viruses that still infect Russian culture -- above all, the belief that the Russian people, gifted with special spiritual depth, should reject soulless Western liberal democracy to pursue their own mystical destiny. Yet it would be a shame if this aspect of Gogol's legacy overshadowed his genius as a writer.

Ideologies come and go. What will endure is Gogol's art: the richness and music of his language (which, alas, cannot be fully appreciated except in the original), as well as his capacity to create characters of tragic grandeur and whimsical ridiculousness, to combine terror and tenderness, humor and nightmare, the poignantly lyrical and the grotesque -- to blend reality and fantasy into a uniquely captivating world of his own.
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