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NIKOLAI V. GOGOL

Nikolai Gogol, whose imaginative, satiric work ushered in the naturalist movement in Russian literature, was born in the Ukrainian town of Sorochintsy on April 1, 1809 (March 19 by the Russian calendar), into a family of ancient and noble Cossack lineage. His father was a minor official, amateur playwright, and gentleman farmer who presided over Vassilyevka, an estate of some three thousand acres where Gogol grew up in an atmosphere of relative affluence and parental indulgence. In 1821, at the age of twelve, Gogol left Vassilyevka and entered the School of Higher Studies at Nezhin; there he developed an unbridled passion for theater and poetry. After he graduated in 1828, he attempted to find work as an actor but also published Hans Kuechelgärten (1829), an epic poem that received only negative reviews. He secured a post with a government ministry in St. Petersburg and began writing a series of folktales set in his native Ukraine.

The appearance of Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka in 1831 brought Gogol immediate acclaim. “I have finished reading Evenings,” wrote Alexander Pushkin to a friend. “An astounding book! Here is fun for you, authentic fun of the frankest kind without anything maudlin or prim about it. And moreover—what poetry, what delicacy of sentiment in certain passages! All this is so unusual in our literature that I am still unable to get over it.”

Gogol’s association with Pushkin soon inspired two of his greatest works: the play The Inspector General and Dead Souls. A comedy of mistaken identity that is a satiric indictment of Russian bureaucracy, The Inspector General set all of Russia laughing when it was staged in 1836. “Everyone has got his due, and I most of all,” Tsar Nicholas I reportedly remarked. “The Inspector General happened to be the greatest play ever written in Russian (and never surpassed since),” judged Vladimir Nabokov. “The play begins with a blinding flash of lightning and ends in thunderclap. In fact it is wholly placed in the tense gap between the flash and the crash.… Gogol’s play is poetry in action.”

Stung by criticism of The Inspector General, Gogol moved to Italy in 1836, and except for two brief visits home he remained abroad for twelve years. Much of this time was devoted to writing Dead Souls. Published in 1842, the novel revolves around Pavel Ivanovich Chichikov, a mystifying swindler who travels through provincial Russia trafficking in “souls”—serfs who, despite being dead, could still be bought and sold.

The same year marked the appearance of Gogol’s famous short story “The Overcoat,” in which a buffoonish clerk is robbed of a symbolic garment that represents all his hopes and dreams. “We all came from Gogol’s ‘Overcoat,’ ” said Dostoevsky in acknowledgment of Russian literature’s vast debt to Gogol. And Vladimir Nabokov noted: “When, as in his immortal ‘The Overcoat,’ Gogol really let himself go and pottered happily on the brink of his private abyss, he became the greatest artist that Russia has yet produced.” But Selected Passages from Correspondence with My Friends (1847), a reactionary work reflecting the writer’s growing religious and moral fanaticism, virtually ended his career.

Gogol spent his final years struggling in vain to finish the second part of Dead Souls: a sequel in which he intended to depict Chichikov’s moral conversion. The effort helped propel him into insanity, and he burned the final version of the manuscript shortly before his death in Moscow, following weeks of fasting, on the morning of March 4, 1852 (February 21 by the Russian calendar). Commenting on the crowd at Gogol’s funeral, a passerby asked: “Who is this man who has so many relatives at his funeral?” A mourner replied: “This is Nikolai Gogol, and all of Russia is his relative.”
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INTRODUCTION

EUPHORIAS OF HATRED:
THE GRIM LESSONS OF A NOVEL BY GOGOL

Robert D. Kaplan

The ancient Greeks, it has been said, were too reasonable to ignore the intoxicating power of the unreasonable. They worshiped Dionysus, the god of excess and ecstasy, and they admired tragedy—an art form that shows how human feelings are far too intense and varied to fit into the gray, narrow strictures of rational self-interest. Explosions of passion—romantic and destructive, cruel and self-sacrificing, among nations as among individuals—not only are to be expected but are central to the human spirit. Tragedy, as the classicist Edith Hamilton once observed, is the beauty of intolerable truths.

The signal error of the American elite after the end of the Cold War was its trust in rationalism, which, it was assumed, would eventually propel the world’s peoples toward societies based on individual rights, united by American-style capitalism and technology. Recent explanations for terrorism have likewise been excessively rational. In the immediate aftermath of the attacks on the United States, many commentators and academics asserted that terrorism stemmed from poverty. Then, looking more closely, they said it stemmed from rising expectations and perceived inequalities. True enough: economic development often leads to upheaval and insurrection, as urban migration and the rise of the middle class unleash all manner of ambitions and yearnings. But even if poverty and perceived inequality were to vanish, and the rough places in the road of development were made plain, depraved outrages would continue. The more advanced a civilization, the more cerebral and subtly conformist it is likely to be—and, consequently, the more extreme the pent-up frustration that becomes the source of spectacular violence.

—

If realism is to be truly realistic, it must acknowledge the romantic and heroic impulses in human beings, in all their healthy and perverse forms. Few writers do this as economically as Nikolai Vasilievich Gogol did in Taras Bulba. This short novel is a story of the Dnieper Cossacks. It takes place in a hazy past, sometime between the mid-sixteenth and early seventeenth century, when the Ukrainians are struggling for independence from Poland even as a threat persists from the Turks. It is a work that the critic John Cournos likens to a Homeric epic, “filled with as much Dionysian hate and heroism as the Iliad.” The work has a Kiplingesque gusto, too, that makes it a pleasure to read, but central to its theme is an unredemptive, darkly evil violence that is far beyond anything Kipling ever touched on. We need more works like Taras Bulba, to better understand the emotional wellsprings of the threat we face today in places like the Middle East and Central Asia.

Gogol gave his best years to the story—he finished the initial version in 1835 and the final version a decade later. According to David Magarshack, one of Gogol’s translators, Taras Bulba is the work that, with its romantic evocation of galloping Cossacks, created the myth of the “Russian soul.” But Gogol was no dreamy idealist: in Taras Bulba he writes of a “grim era in which man, living a blood-drenched life of military campaigns, tempered his soul by stifling his humanity.”

Gogol was a Russian nationalist but he saw the real, primordial Russia in the Ukraine (a word meaning “Borderland”), whose unremitting and unimpeded steppes—lacking natural boundaries and drained by few navigable rivers—had made its colliding peoples war-like. Although Gogol used the words “Russian,” “Ukrainian,” and “Cossack” to denote specific identities, he also recognized that these identities greatly overlapped (as local identities still do). His account mirrors the conflicts, the confusions, and the nuances of our own era. It remains unclear, for instance, whether Ukraine will survive as an independent country or at some point will dissipate within the pressure cooker of a resurgent Russian Empire.

In Gogol’s account, the absence of natural boundaries leaves the Ukrainian steppes open to invaders from all sides. It also makes political frontiers artificial. Compare Central Asia today: a seething tableland of calcified regimes and nationalities inside false borders. Ethnic Tajiks dominate the great cities of Uzbekistan. Ethnic Uzbeks comprise a quarter of the population of Tajikistan. The great divisions in Gogol’s Taras Bulba are those of civilizations: the Eastern Orthodox Dnieper Cossacks are pitted against the Catholic Poles and the Muslim Turks and Tatars. This is a world so coarse, and so unreceptive to enlightenment, that freedom means only the freedom to express oneself through a stultifying yet energizing group identity—a sad commonplace in many parts of the world today, where dictatorships are crumbling and real democracy is weak or nonexistent. In such places, a fury burns that is beyond the cultivated bourgeois imagination. Gogol communicates this fury brilliantly.

Taras Bulba, a Dnieper Cossack, is an old regular army colonel. He is a man, in Gogol’s words, “made for the alarms of war [who] stood out for the rough straightforwardness of his temper.” Taras abuses his wife, who he fears will soften the character of his two sons. His worst nightmare is that his sons will never experience violence: he doesn’t care if they die young and horribly, so long as they prove themselves capable of cruelty against an enemy.

Gogol explains that a fearsome character like Taras could only be forged out of the chaos that had engulfed southern Russia, “abandoned by its princes [and] laid waste and left in ruins by the relentless … Mongol marauders.” A treeless landscape of charred villages stretched for hundreds of miles. Deprived of security—indeed, of any real government—and surrounded by predatory neighbors, men became cruel and fearless. In response the Cossack brotherhoods emerged, with their apotheosis of “comradeship.” Private, material life came to be considered shameful. Russian communism may be better understood less as an import from Central European intellectuals than as a reflection of Russia’s own inherent psychologial tendencies. (According to the Russian intellectual Nicolas Berdyaev, Bolshevism was the Eastern Orthodox form of Marxism, in that it was a faith imbued with the idea of “totality.”)

For the Dnieper Cossacks in Taras Bulba, violence is a way of life, an expression of joy and belief, unlinked to any strategic or tactical necessity. Warfare in the novel is nearly continuous. As one Cossack declares, “as we all know, a young man cannot make do without war.” In such a world any notion of a rational “balance of power” with the Catholic Poles or the Islamic Tatars is not a pragmatic goal but a corrupting and effeminate conceit. Those outside the marrow of Orthodoxy exist only to be annihilated, or to be converted en masse to the faith.

Because the intervals between fighting are rare, they are also precious, and are given over to “spellbinding”—that is, to prolonged drunken orgies. “Stores were ransacked,” Gogol writes, “of mead, vodka, and beer, and the storekeepers were glad to escape with their lives.” Hearing stories of Catholic victories to the west, and of Jewish collusion in those victories, the Cossacks take murderous revenge on local Jews, whom they toss into the river.

Gogol’s Cossacks represent the ultimate crowd-pack, fueled by the crude belief systems and symbolism that sustain what the national security analyst Ralph Peters has called “euphorias of hatred.” Peters notes that although individual people are equally capable of love and hate, crowds are incomparably better at hatred. Individuals within a crowd are able to take part in cathartic violence without having to accept responsibility for it. The crowd that cheered in Ramallah in October 2000 as two Israeli soldiers were tortured and defenestrated is a classic example of this.

Elias Canetti, the Bulgarian-born Nobel laureate who devoted a career to the study of crowds, has written, “The crowd needs a direction.… Its constant fear of disintegration means that it will accept any goal.” There’s no reasoning with a crowd, in other words: against the absolute faith of a Cossack horde, for example, the urban civilization of the Poles is nothing. This kind of faith, Gogol writes, is “insurmountable and ferocious, like a rock rising from the depths of a stormy ocean, fashioned from a single unshatterable mass of stone.”

—

The raw, even delusional, passion at the heart of such faith has played a frightful role in human affairs. One need look no further than the devastation brought about in twentieth-century Europe by the crowd-pack to understand the destructive power that this passion can unleash. And yet, ironically, meeting the challenge of the crowd-pack—indeed, even surviving as a society—requires a willingness to tap into the same dangerously elemental energies of raw passion. Channeled effectively, these energies can also become the wellspring of liberal patriotism, heroism, and romance.

This kind of passion remains robust in the United States—a firm conclusion one can draw from our post–9/11 stocktaking. Foreigners often find Americans as a group more than a little hard to take, put off by the overt nationalism, the deep religiosity, the proud vulgarity, the searing public debate, the unashamed sentimentality, the battered but defiant idealism. These are precisely the qualities that are disappearing in Europe. Traumatized by world war and absolutist political ideology, Western Europe’s political elites have been working for decades to neutralize passion altogether. Europe’s intellectuals and politicians have become increasingly effete, bureaucratic, and defeatist; their foreign policies, to the extent that they even exist, amount to a form of regulatory compromise, guaranteed to pursue the path of least resistance. Europe, if it seeks to avoid decline, will have to relearn the lesson of Gogol and the ancient Greeks: that rational argument alone will never fully overcome those who simply and passionately believe.

—

ROBERT D. KAPLAN is a correspondent for The Atlantic Monthly and the author of nine books on travel and foreign affairs, including Balkan Ghosts, Eastward to Tartary, The Ends of the Earth, and The Coming Anarchy. His tenth book, Mediterranean Winter, will be published by Random House next year. He lives with his wife and son in western Massachusetts.


TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

Peter Constantine

“That splendid epic worthy of Homer … that colossal portrait in a small frame,” wrote the Russian critic Belinsky about Taras Bulba when it first appeared in 1835. Published initially in the form of a long story when Gogol was twenty-six, it was one of his most successful early works. He then went on to develop it over the next six years into the more mature and complex novel published in 1842, the version used for this translation.

Gogol had burst onto the Russian literary scene in 1831 with a volume of stories, Evenings on a Farm Near the Dikanka River, a second volume of which appeared a year later. In January 1835, he published a two-volume collection of stories, Arabeski, followed in March of the same year by another two-volume story collection, Mirgorod, in which the first version of Taras Bulba appeared.

These early works reflect Gogol’s deep interest in his native Ukraine, with its rich folklore and Cossack traditions. The stories, mainly folk-inspired tales mixing naturalism and fantasy, focus almost exclusively on Ukrainian themes, the natural beauty of the steppes, and the historic struggles of its people. Gogol’s father, Vasily Afanasevich Gogol, had written plays in Ukrainian, which at the time was considered a substandard dialect of Russian, and Nikolai inherited his father’s passion for the Ukrainian language and culture, and worked on a Ukrainian-Russian dictionary as well as gathering Ukrainian proverbs and sayings. Though his prose was affected by the Ukrainian language, particularly in the speech of his characters, Gogol always wrote in Russian.

Taras Bulba is Gogol’s only completed historical work, an epic in prose that combines influences from Ukrainian ballads, Russian folk epics, the romances of Sir Walter Scott, and Homer’s Iliad. Gogol took the Cossack way of life, with its traditions and warrior pride, and gave it an epic cast. Scott was a particularly important model, as Gogol could empathize with his quest to preserve Scotland’s ballads and tales and to re-create its heroic sagas, and he found Scott’s formula for historical fiction useful for re-creating the untamed Ukrainian past.

In the final version of Taras Bulba, Gogol emphasized Russian as opposed to Ukrainian patriotism, turning the wild Cossacks of the past into chivalric crusaders for the Russian Orthodox faith against the Polish Catholics who were striving to subjugate the Ukraine. The novel also presents a stark picture of the Cossacks’ brutality toward the Jews. The later version of the novel also introduces specific Homeric devices that help elevate the novel’s action, such as extended metaphors, the cataloging of the heroes’ names, and similes that retard the action at crucial moments and heighten the tension. In one instance, Gogol describes Taras Bulba’s heroic son Ostap at a critical moment on the battlefield to be “like a hawk flying wide circles high in the sky, its powerful wings spread wide, stopping suddenly before plummeting like an arrow at the quail squealing in terror.” While in the Iliad, Homer describes Hector attacking Achilles “like a hawk which hovers awhile over some lofty cliff, then darts to earth after a bird.”1

Within the epic scope of Taras Bulba, Gogol presents a detailed picture of the structure and principles of the Sech (the fortified Cossack encampment) on an island in the river Dnieper. Gogol’s description of the structure of the Sech is detailed and realistic, though historians have pointed out that he brought together historical elements from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries for literary effect. This adds to the timeless quality of Taras Bulba, which is set, as Robert Kaplan points out in his Introduction, “sometime between the mid-sixteenth and seventeenth century.”

The Cossacks were the descendants of disenfranchised Russians who, during the reign of Ivan the Great (1440–1505), migrated to the Ukraine in search of freedom during “the gathering of the lands”—Ivan’s subjugation of the principalities surrounding Moscow to form a greater Muscovy. Over the next centuries, the Cossack communities fought for their continued independence, making their own laws and electing their own chiefs and commanders. By the mid-sixteenth century there were two large Cossack strongholds: one was on the river Don, the other was the Zaporozhian Sech on the Dnieper.

In the Zaporozhian Sech, unmarried Cossacks lived in fortified barracks from which women were excluded, while their married comrades—like Taras Bulba—lived in homesteads outside the Sech. The married Cossacks would regularly come to the Sech to join the Cossack army on campaigns and raids. Each year an assembly consisting of every adult Cossack elected a council of commanders to run the community’s affairs and to choose a leader, the Ataman. As Gogol shows, the Ataman’s powers were absolute during times of war, though the Ataman did convene assemblies to decide on important strategies. The assembly based its decisions on which Cossack faction shouted the loudest. Sometimes violence broke out during the voting.

The presence of the warring Cossacks on the western steppes of the Ukraine unsettled both the Polish and the Muscovite governments. Both tried to gain influence over the Cossacks by registering them, which made them subject to military duty. Taras Bulba “loved the simple life of the Cossack, and quarreled with comrades who were drawn to the Warsaw faction, accusing them of being lackeys of the Polish noblemen.”

Gogol modeled Taras Bulba on Bogdan Khmelnitsky (1595–1657), who was Ataman of the Zaporozhian Cossacks from 1648 to 1657, and who organized a rebellion against Polish rule in the Ukraine that ultimately led to the transfer of the Ukrainian lands east of the Dnieper to Russian control.

In Taras Bulba, Gogol made the Cossacks the emblem of the Russian spirit:


[T]he whole of primitive Russia’s south, abandoned by its princes, was laid waste and left in ruins by the relentless onslaught of the Mongol marauders; it was a time when man, turned out of house and home, became dauntless, when he settled in charred ruins in the face of terrible neighbors and never-ending danger, learning to look them in the eye and unlearning that fear exists in the world; when the flames of war gripped the ancient peaceful Slavic spirit, and Cossackry—that wide, raging sweep of Russian character—was introduced.… It was truly an extraordinary phenomenon of Russian power, arising from the national heart of fiery poverty.



The style of Taras Bulba is unlike anything Gogol wrote before or after. The expansive epic tone is quite different from the sharp and witty social critique of his later works, such as Dead Souls or “The Overcoat.” One of the major tasks facing this translator was to fathom and reflect Gogol’s rendition of Cossack speech in its simplicity and directness, speech that nevertheless harbors a noble grandeur. Gogol’s Cossacks are men of war who best express themselves in the violence of battle, and yet when they do speak, their words have an epic weight. I was fortunate to be able to rely on my Russian editor, Katya Ilina, who is of Cossack background and who was able to explain many details and nuances. I am thankful for the many hours she spent checking the text.

I would also like to express my thanks to MJ Devaney, my editor at Modern Library, and to my agent, Jessica Wainwright, whose interest in Russian literature has been a source of great encouragement over the years.

My very special thanks to Burton Pike, who introduced me to the pleasures of translation and who provided much advice and support throughout the project.


1. The Iliad, translated by W.H.D. Rouse (New York, 1960), p. 150.
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TARAS BULBA




1

“Turn around and let me look at you! What a sight! What are you wearing there, a priest’s cassock or something? Is that how you run around at that academy of yours?”

These were the words with which old Bulba greeted his two sons, who, having completed their studies at the Seminary in Kiev, had come home to their father. The sons had just dismounted from their horses. They were robust young men, with the sullen look one sees in all Seminary students recently released. Their strong, healthy faces were covered with a first down that had not yet been touched by a razor. Embarrassed by the way their father welcomed them, they stared sullenly at the ground.

“Wait, wait! Let me get a good look at you!” Bulba continued, turning them around. “What are these long tunics you’re wearing, if you can even call them that? I’ve never seen the like! Take a few steps—I swear they’ll get caught between your legs, and you’ll go flying!”

“Don’t make fun of us, Papa!” the older of the boys finally said.

“Look how high and mighty he is! And why, pray, shouldn’t I make fun of you?”

“Because, well … even though you’re my papa, if you make fun of me, then by God I’ll thrash you!”

“Ha! You damn son of a you-know-what! Your own father?” Taras Bulba shouted, staggering back in surprise.

“Yes, even though you’re my father. Insult me, and I don’t care who you are!”

“So how do you want to fight, with your fists?”

“Any way you want!”

“Well then, show me your fists!” Taras Bulba said, pulling up his sleeves. “I’d like to see what kind of man you are with your fists!”

Father and son, instead of greeting one another after their long separation, began throwing punches at each other’s stomach and chest, stepping back to glare at each other and then attacking again.

“Neighbors, villagers!” shouted the boys’ pale, gaunt mother, who was standing on the threshold and had not had a chance to embrace her beloved children. “The old man’s gone mad! His mind’s unhinged! The boys come home, we haven’t seen them for over a year, and what does he do? Fly at them with his fists!”

“He fights well, this one!” Bulba gasped, stopping for a moment. “By God, he fights well!” he continued, catching his breath. “So well that I’d have done better not to test him. He’ll make a good Cossack, this one! I welcome you, my son! Let us kiss!”

And father and son kissed.

“Well done, my boy! You can get the better of any man if you go at him the way you went at me! Show mercy to no one. But I still think you’re wearing the oddest clothes I’ve ever seen! What’s this string hanging there? And you,” he shouted, turning to
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