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AULASAULALAKAULA

High above my head, disintegrating into separate letters, some phrases 
hovered, but this did not disturb my reading—I knew this section of 
Thomas Mann’s novel Joseph and His Brothers almost by heart:

“These were holy fools possessed by God, who foamed at the 
mouth and made a living of their ability to prophesy in a slavering 
state— babblers of oracles, who roamed about or lived in caves vis-
ited by clients and who pocketed foodstuffs and money in exchange 
for prognosticating all sorts of lucky days and hidden signs. Jacob did 
not like them because of his God, but in fact no one liked them, 
though people were very careful not to offend them. They were 
filthy men of disorderly and crazed habits; children ran after them 
calling out, “Aulasaulalakaula”—the sort of sound they made when 
they prophesied.”

The sound-word Aulasaulalakaula evoked thoughts of the long 
struggle of Judeo-Christian and European culture, which slowly and 
gradually forced nightmares and prophecy out of their social and 
political practices—thanks to the triumph of pure Logos, the trans-
parent word. For some reason this was mingled with the image of a 
blood transfusion—from veins to text, from life to literature . . . 

Aulasaulalakaula. An unnatural word, convulsively writhing on the 
threshold of an inexpressible nightmare. As a compulsive repetition 
of meaningless sounds it evokes a painful feeling, a tightness in the 
chest.

Spinning slowly, like autumn leaves, the letters began to fall down. 
Their movement sped up, they began to fall more heavily, and the 
need to continuously follow them with my eyes had a dizzying effect. 
Now they were all around, and there was no chance of escaping from 
the rushing funnel that had formed. The tornado of letters picked me 
up, twisted and carried me, and then everything went dark.

Having come to, I felt the constraint in my whole body—the kind 
that must be felt by the capital letter A.
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PART ONE

THE NIGHTMARE OF LITERATURE

What is a nightmare as a psychological experience, a literary experiment 
and a cultural project? This threefold question of my research allows us 
to interpret classical texts in a new light, and also to look afresh at the 
role of the reader. Choosing the nightmare as a focal point for interpreting 
culture provides the opportunity to reconstruct the mosaic of coincidences 
that have led to experiments with nightmares being part of our everyday 
life. ‘Nightmarology’—a new perspective on the boundary between literary 
criticism and cultural research—reveals the connections joining literature 
and life, and the way in which their intersection has given rise to a new 
aesthetic system and a new system of values.

I depart from the assumption that the nightmare is a particular mental 
state that differs from an ordinary dream. Thus, the main objective of my 
analysis is to inquire into the specific mental nature of the nightmare, 
rather than identify the role of dreams in psychological or physiological 
processes.

This leaves a dilemma of how the nightmare as a mental state might 
be studied. What sources can be found that would allow us to come to an 
understanding of its mysterious nature?

The nightmare’s secrets are kept by literature. If we are interested in 
the nature of the nightmare, why should we suppose that an ordinary 
neurotic patient or a student participating in a psychological experi-
ment, or even an unusually talented psychologist is in a better position to 
 accurately portray nightmares than, for example, Nikolai Gogol or Fyodor 
 Dostoevsky?

The first aim of my book is to use literary texts to study the nightmare 
as a mental state. However, using literature to carry out this investigation 
requires a new approach to literature itself.

Therefore my second aim is to clarify what the perspective offered by 
nightmarology contributes to our understanding of literature. I will try to 
demonstrate that it enables us to establish the relations between writers’ 
intellectual projects and tasks which are rarely viewed as connected to 
one another, and whose works are not generally compared. A passion 
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for exploring the nature of the nightmare unexpectedly connects the 
writings of Charles Robert Maturin, Nikolai Gogol, Fyodor Dostoevsky, 
Thomas Mann, Howard Philips Lovecraft and Victor Pelevin, allowing us 
to  re-interpret their ideas and identify the continuity between them.

Of course recreating the nightmare as a particular mental state is by no 
means a universal characteristic of all works of literature in which protag-
onists have a terrible dream. Equally, this approach is even less applicable 
to works in which the protagonists have neither dreams nor nightmares. 
One cannot read Alexander Pushkin, Ivan Turgenev, John Galsworthy 
or Emile Zola through the prism of nightmarology. These authors were 
writing about something quite different—they were concerned with the 
problems and story-lines that have been studied in detail within literary 
criticism: the drama of human relationships, ethical questions, problems 
relating to the interaction of hero and society, poet and tsar, and describ-
ing social reality and its vices.

Whereas by interpreting the prose of three classical authors—Maturin, 
Gogol and Dostoevsky, the founding fathers of nightmare literature—
from the perspective of their striving to depict the nightmare and render 
it in fiction, we gain a new explanation of what has so far been construed 
as the unjustified structural clumsiness or unexplained stylistic problems 
traditionally associated with the works of these writers: the monstrously 
unwieldy composition of Maturin’s novel, Gogol’s illogical and grotesque 
prose, and Dostoevsky’s ‘careless style’ and repetitions.

One of the reasons why to this day the writings of these authors—
indeed, like the works of other writers—has not been approached from 
the nightmare perspective might be explained by the fact that a particular 
reading of their works during their lifetime has precluded any possibility 
of their interest in the nightmare being identified.1

Maturin’s novel was read by his great contemporary and supporter, 
Walter Scott, as a critique of Catholicism, while ill-disposed critics con-
sidered it blasphemous and unworthy of the pen of a clergyman, a verdict 
which almost cost the author his position as curate.

Gogol and Dostoevsky lived in the reactionary era of Nicholas I’s rule, 
when the true heroes of public opinion were ‘progressive thinkers’ and 
literary critics—Vissarion Belinsky, Nikolay Dobrolyubov, Dmitry Pisarev 
and Nikolay Chernyshevsky. From their viewpoint, the main goal of lit-
erature was to purge society of its repulsive and unfair aspects and to 
summon people to the battle against social injustice. Anything in litera-
ture that was not encompassed within this task evoked scathing criticism, 
in particular on the part of Belinsky (1811–1848), who was a literary critic 
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of outstanding authority at the time. Belinsky had a great influence on 
both Gogol and Dostoevsky because he was the reason for the success of 
their first published works, considering them the founders of the ‘natu-
ral school’—the Russian variant of literary realism. At different stages of 
their creative paths both writers broke with Belinsky because the critic 
saw their subsequent work as refusing to use literature to serve its higher 
social purpose. But even though these writers avoided openly declaring 
their interest in strange and suspicious phantasms, mental states and par-
ticularly nightmares, this could not halt their creative quests.

This does not mean that the nightmare perspective provides an exhaus-
tive interpretation of Maturin, Gogol, or Dostoevsky’s work, or that it is 
the only prism through which their texts can be read. However, without 
taking the nightmare perspective into account, the intellectual projects of 
these writers remain impenetrable.

For our work with the nightmare to begin, new concepts and new 
analytical tools are required. I will attempt to show that for a whole ple-
iad of eminent writers, whose work cannot be reduced merely to social 
criticism, to an un-embellished depiction of reality, ‘life such as it is’, 
or to the ‘novel of ideas’, the creation of the novel of mental states had 
immense importance. This concept goes beyond nightmare studies. It 
highlights the similarities and differences between the work of Charles 
Robert Maturin and Nikolai Gogol, Fyodor Dostoevsky and Thomas 
Mann, Howard Philips Lovecraft and Victor Pelevin on the one hand, 
and Marcel Proust and James Joyce on the other. The common ground 
between the works of all these writers is their striving to convey, through 
the means of literature, an emotional experience that lies beyond the 
boundaries of language. But the choice of subject matter that drew each 
of their attention indicates the vast difference between their tasks and 
intellectual projects.

Joyce’s recreation of the flow of consciousness and Proust’s reconstruc-
tion of memory were both aiming to comprehend how reality is reflected 
in the consciousness, how it is constructed by feelings and emotions, and 
what changes it undergoes during this process. In other words, these writ-
ers put forward a rational project.

On the contrary, the authorial quests of Maturin, Gogol, Dostoevsky, 
Mann, Lovecraft and Pelevin sought to take a completely opposite 
approach. They are interested in how the nightmare—that is, the com-
plete opposite of reality—is perceived and experienced. They want to 
understand what prompts the consciousness to create phantoms that can 
have a direct and immediate influence on life.
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The second new concept is literary reality, which refers to what we, 
the readers, consider to be ‘credible’ in a work of fiction, what we read-
ily accept as the ‘trustworthy and reliable life’ depicted by the text. All 
authors who write about nightmares have wondered about the boundary 
between nightmare and life and what the difference is—if indeed there 
is one—between reality and fiction. In their attempts to answer these 
questions, they try to pinpoint the boundary between the ‘genuine life’ of 
realistic fiction and the nightmare, to understand how the ‘reality effect’ 
is produced in literature, and to use it to influence their readers.

In order to convey and recreate the nightmare—a mental state that 
lies beyond the bounds of language and is inexpressible through ordinary 
linguistic means—authors needed to invent special expressive devices. 
I propose calling these writing techniques that are indispensable for 
depicting the nightmare and for its translation from text into life, and 
from life into literature, hypnotics. This third new concept is necessary 
because the word poetics implies that an author is not entirely aware of 
the exact reasons as to why he has written in a particular way, and often 
unconsciously employs various literary devices. Whereas I seek to empha-
size the active role of authors creating prose about the nightmare.

Experimentation lies at the heart of the writing of authors in whose 
novels the investigation of the nightmare plays a major role. Gogol, Dosto-
evsky, Lovecraft and Pelevin enthusiastically carried out bold experiments 
both on their protagonists and their readers in their attempts to uncover 
the secrets of the nightmare so that they might be able to adapt them for 
their own use.

Therefore an interest in the nightmare also allows the re-interpretation 
of the role of the reader, to which a great deal of attention has been 
paid in literary criticism and in reception theory. An author actively 
meddles with his reader’s consciousness in order to illuminate hidden 
mental processes as he tries to understand how they work and how 
they might be used to exert a greater influence over the public. The 
reader not only actively devises a work’s meaning, he is transformed 
into a test subject participating in the author’s experiment. The action 
of the literary work, which forces the reader to experience a nightmare 
in a wakeful state while reading a novel, is entirely transferred to the 
reader’s consciousness.

Another role of the reader is that of accomplice and spy witnessing cruel 
and painful experiments to which the author subjects his test protagonist 
as he detects the secrets of the nightmare. Complicity in these experi-
ments prompts readers to unconsciously experience the psychological 
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reactions of the protagonist, adopting and trying for themselves these 
imposed emotions. As a result, readers have ‘first-hand’ evidence of the 
verisimilitude and psychological authenticity of the work by the night-
marologist author, which greatly increases in the author’s power over his 
readers.

As contemporary research of emotions in history and literary studies 
show, one of literature’s important roles is to create a culture of sensa-
tion and a sensory world. Yet by examining the works of nightmarologist 
authors it becomes obvious that literature is not only capable of con-
veying a cultural or social experience, of enlightening and educating, of 
teaching readers to feel and to live. Literature is not only able to construct 
an experience or facilitate the discernment of a particular psychological 
event. It can impose a mental state on readers and encode it into their 
minds. An unconscious, unprocessed experience that is impossible to dis-
cern without considerable effort can take possession of readers as they 
read a novel, and can become an important part of their lives and needs. 
The act of exposing this psychological experience and provoking readers’ 
desire to reproduce it and gain new emotions and satisfaction from it can 
have quite unexpected consequences both for the individual psyche and 
for culture as a whole. Reading literature through the prism of nightma-
rology demonstrates how literary phantasms are capable of materializing 
in life.

This takes our investigation beyond an analysis of literature and into 
the realm of the history of culture, establishing links between the analy-
sis of classical literature and contemporary culture. Therefore the third 
important aspect of my research concerns the translation of the night-
mare from literature into life. My approach traces the process through 
which literary experiments with the nightmare have become part of our 
everyday lives.

Recreated in fiction, the nightmare has acquired a huge influence over 
the public and has gradually become a cultural norm and a cultural form 
of contemporaneity. Literature—not merely the Gothic novel but classi-
cal literature too—has served as a starting point for the creation within 
culture of a new sensitivity and a new aesthetic system.

I propose calling this new aesthetic system the Gothic Aesthetic.2 Its two 
main characteristics are the experience of a nightmare under the guise 
of reading a work of literature, watching a film or playing video games, 
and the transformation of non-human monsters (vampires, werewolves, 
witches) into the new aesthetic ideal of contemporaneity. Investigating 
the nightmare allows us to see how, after existing independently of one 
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another for centuries, these experiments with the nightmare and attempts 
to make monsters the main protagonists in works of fiction have now 
merged into a single aesthetic project that began at the turn of the 1990s. 
The  present-day popularity and attraction of the Gothic Aesthetic is due 
to the unrestrained hedonistic draw towards the nightmare and the radi-
cal dehumanization of the notion of ‘humanity’.

This threefold approach to the nightmare as a literary device, a cultural 
project and a particular mental state differs radically from the way dreams 
and nightmares are researched in psychology, where the main problem is 
explaining how particular psychological distortions determine the night-
mare’s content and manifestation, while the nightmare is considered as a 
terrible dream that is in essence no different from any other dream except 
that it is evoked by greater stress.

Freud’s reflections, which can be interpreted as investigating the nature 
of dreams—and nightmares—as a particular mental state (representa-
tion, condensation, displacement or secondary elaboration) are very 
much subordinated to his main idea, which was to explain the workings 
of the psyche through suppressed desires and sexual attraction. Dreams 
are nothing other than the expression of other psychological processes. 
Their functions can include taking part in these processes, and in par-
ticular safeguarding the body’s rest while dreaming, but this does not 
endow dreams with a special nature in comparison to other psychologi-
cal processes. In Freud’s theory, dreams are a symbolic expression of sup-
pressed desires, a mirror for the subconscious. In the seventh lecture in 
A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, Freud unambiguously formulates 
this idea of the dream as “a distorted substitute for something else, some-
thing unconscious.”3 This sentence condenses his entire understanding of 
dreams. Dreams are a depiction of the subconscious, a screen onto which 
the subconscious projects its suppressed desires and hallucinations about 
their fulfilment. In Freud’s opinion, the nightmare is simply an especially 
strong manifestation of suppressed desires. The main purpose of dreams 
in Freud’s theory is to illustrate the truth of the psychoanalytical method. 
Unsurprisingly, at the end of his life Freud came to accept that the hidden 
content of dreams might simply be expressed in symbols.

Without entering into a discussion of the validity of psychoanalysis as 
a scientific school and a therapeutic method, I shall limit myself to one 
remark: even allowing that Freud’s theory of dreams does indeed reflect 
certain characteristics of the dream, it does not explain the numerous 
specific attributes of the nightmare that cannot be reduced to suppressed 
sexual desires and phobias.
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Readers hoping to find a dream book, a Kabbalah or a Malleus Malefi-
carum within these pages will be disappointed. Mystical teachings, like 
divine revelations, are unable to help us approach an understanding of 
the nature of the nightmare. Furthermore, they are not responsible for the 
inner corruption of the project of European rationalism which has led to 
fundamental changes in modern culture.

Over the coming pages I propose to discuss how the nightmare 
spills over from life into literature and from literature into life.

Notes

1. Among these rare attempts to read literature through the prism of the nightmare one 
could cite Borges’s reading of Kafka: Borges, Jorge. Seven Nights, New Directions Publishing 
Corporation, (1980), 1984.

2. On the Gothic Aesthetic, see: Khapaeva, Dina. Gothic Society: A Morphology of 
Nightmare (Goticheskoe obshchestvo, Morfologiya Koshmara), Moscow, Novoe Literatur-
noe Obozrenie, 2007 (2nd edition 2008); French translation by Nina Kehayan: Portrait 
critique de la Russie: essays sur la société gothique, Eds. de l’Aube, La Tour-d’Aigue, 2012 
(forthcoming).

3. Sigmund Freud. A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, tr. G. Stanley Hall, New 
York: Boni and Liveright, 1920, p. 90.





CHAPTER ONE

SOURCES

Unfinished Experiments on the Reader: 
Nikolai Gogol. The Petersburg Tales

When I wrote my immature and unfinished experi-
ments—which I only called tales because they had to 
be called something—I wrote them only to test my 
strength and to find out whether my pen was as sharp 
as it needed to be to start working. Seeing it fall short, 
I sharpened it once more and tried again. These were 
the insipid fragments of the events that filled my head 
and from which at some point a whole picture had to 
be made. But one cannot test forever. It is time finally 
to get to work.

Nikolai Gogol. From a letter to M. P. Pogodin

“The unknown creature to whom his eyes, thoughts, and feelings 
clung so, suddenly turned its† head and looked at him.”1 Doesn’t 
that kind of description make your blood run cold? For readers well-
versed in modern fantasy and for horror fans, it is obvious whom 
they have encountered on this page: it is without doubt a monster 
which is now about to devour its victim. Only a true admirer of 
Nikolai Gogol’s works will recall that this sentence relates to the 
Romantic beauty who bewitches the artist hero in “Nevsky Pros-
pect”. Why is it that the author speaks of beautiful women in such a 
way as to send a shiver down the reader’s spine? Admittedly in the 
very next sentence the author pulls himself together and begins to 
describe her divine features. The bewitched readers take a breath 
and are obediently touched by her image.

But let us try to tear ourselves away from the tenacious embrace 
of Gogolian language and look closely at the unknown lady whom we 
have just met on Nevsky Prospect. What do we know about her? 

† I have altered the published translation from ‘her head’ to ‘its’ to reflect the neuter 
gender of the word ‘creature’ (sushchestvo)—a word that is not usually applied to people 
in Russian. In the Pevear/Volokhonsky translation the sentence reads: “The unknown 
being [. . .] suddenly turned her head and looked at him.”—Translator’s note.
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First of all we have the artist’s exclamation: “ . . . a wonderful girl, a 
perfect Perugino Bianca [. . .] And what eyes! God, what eyes! The 
bearing, and the figure, and the shape of the face—sheer wonders!” 2 
Here indeed is a description entirely worthy of the beauty. But what 
next? Next Gogol, the uncompromising critic of petit bourgeois vul-
garity, continues to captivate us with his judgements . . . about her 
cloak. Yes, her cloak: as early as the third sentence devoted to the 
beauty, the hero comments on her cloak: “her cloak alone is worth 
about eighty roubles”.3 Fatally Pirogov pushes Piskarev ‘against his will’ 
in the direction of “where the bright cloak was fluttering”. It is the 
cloak that our hero is pursuing, rushing headlong towards his night-
mare and inevitable tragic demise. What is so special about this cloak, 
apart from it costing eighty roubles? And why, addressing his reader 
with words of encouragement before parting from them, does Gogol 
conclude his tale with another comment about the very same cloak: 
“However a beauty’s cloak may flutter behind her, I shall never follow 
curiously after her. Further away, for God’s sake, further away from 
the street lamp! pass it by more quickly, as quickly as possible”.4

Let us now leave both the expensive cloak and its surprising owner 
and turn to the main event of the tale—the pursuit.

The pursuit, which forces the text to rush along hot on its trail, 
sets the ever-increasing tempo of the story, dashing at full speed to 
its culmination, to tragedy, and then derailing head over heels on to 
the dénouement . . . Immediately afterwards—as though to conceal 
something?—the reader’s attention is abruptly switched from the 
dramatic and terrible fate of the artist to a vulgar anecdote about 
the scoundrel Pirogov.

As readers recall, there are two plots which make up “Nevsky 
Prospect”: the romantic story of the artist Piskarev who is unable to 
survive the discovery that the ‘angel of beauty’ who bewitched him is 
in fact a prostitute, and the vulgar story of Pirogov who flirts with a 
pretty woman from the German suburb of St Petersburg and receives 
a thrashing from the tinsmith Schiller, Hoffman the cobbler and Kuntz 
the cabinet-maker. (“Can one say that any German is Schiller?! I 
agree that he is Schiller, but the Schiller you might know if you have 
the patience some time to read my tale ‘Nevsky Prospect’,”5 explains 
Gogol in one of his letters). Critics have not failed to notice that 
these stories juxtapose the high and the low in all possible forms. 
In one of his letters Gogol expressed this aesthetic principle in the 
following way: “I love suddenly to be confronted, after having heard 
one song, with another completely different one”.6
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Yet this second story about Pirogov has another important role 
which critics have not noticed. Its plot—the pursuit of the beauty that 
caught Pirogov’s fancy—its tempo, style and ironic parodying create 
in this second story an indistinct distorting mirror in which Piskarev’s 
drama is reflected. When we examine it closely, we realize that the 
readers’ memory of what they experienced in the first part of the tale 
is almost entirely spoiled, and they retain only a vague impression of 
an unclear but strong feeling. This second story helps the author to 
conceal from readers what has happened to them in the first.

If Gogol had had as tender an attitude towards his readers as 
he did towards Akaky Akakievich (the poor clerk from his famous 
short story “The Overcoat”), he would have begun his Petersburg 
Tales with a statement roughly as follows: “Try to relax and do not 
be surprised by anything. I will invade your consciousness unnoticed 
and possess it so quickly that you will not even feel it. I will show 
you such wonders in your hackneyed everyday life as you would not 
dare dream of. A world full of bright colours, extraordinary myster-
ies and dramatic passions will be opened up to you. I ask nothing of 
you—only that you read, read on!” But Gogol could not be entirely 
candid with his readers, for this would interfere with his carrying out 
of the experiment which meant so much to him.7

As critics have noticed, readers experience discomfort when read-
ing Gogol. Perhaps this is because the reader’s consciousness is being 
subjected to experiments which are not always pleasant. Of course 
a sense of discomfort is not the only emotion evoked by reading: by 
gladly discerning the familiar and unfamiliar in their everyday lives, 
readers absorb a new and unknown system of literary devices which 
form an aesthetic conception that the author does not declare, but 
which he nevertheless values more than ideas or plots. The experi-
ment which Gogol undertakes is by no means an abstract experiment 
with literary language, ‘art for art’s sake’. It is a psychological experi-
ment on the reader’s consciousness which pursues highly specific 
extra-literary objectives.

Indeed, the reader’s attention—and this is characteristic of all the 
tales in the Petersburg cycle—is constantly split (not to say scat-
tered), and sprayed into different details, messages and subjects. It is 
flung from “high to low”,8 and in trying to understand an ‘idea’ or to 
extract a ‘moral’ it is gripped by a controversy into which it is drawn 
by the author, it is constantly occupied with different layers of story-
telling. Readers must follow the storyline and the pursuit carefully, 
being mindful not to get left behind by the swift tempo of the story. 
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Perhaps it is precisely to distract the reader’s attention that the care-
fully chosen, colourful, sometimes even burlesque everyday details 
in Gogol’s phantasmagoria stand out so  vividly—similarly in Proust 
there is a great deal of society gossip, elements of the landscape are 
carefully put aside, and the hawthorn blossoms so strikingly.

The text has many layers, requiring readers to cope simultaneously 
with its different registers. For example, in “Nevsky Prospect” Gogol 
draws readers into a controversy about the relation between good 
and beauty, and about the opposition between aesthetic and ethical 
principles.9

In addition to the development of the plot and the controversy, 
which Gogol openly presents to his readers, he uses a whole series of 
figurative devices which are generally hidden from readers and designed 
to fulfil an important role for the author—to test the boundaries of the 
power of literature and of fiction on readers, and to demonstrate what 
the reformatory power of art is capable of achieving. The Petersburg 
Tales are a series of experiments on the reader’s consciousness, and in 
every tale a new array of literary means and devices is being developed. 
These devices will become the object of our close attention.

“Nevsky Prospect”: The Gogol Code

1

The fantastical tales of Gogol and his realistic poe-
mas are all the creation of a dreamer, isolated in his 
imagination, separated from the whole world by the 
insurmountable wall of his reverie. [. . .] The real is not 
separated in any way from the fantastic in Gogol’s cre-
ations, and at any moment the impossible is capable 
of becoming possible.

Valery Bryusov†

Critics have repeatedly noted that Gogol’s works, particularly the Peters-
burg Tales, are infused with “grotesquely nonsensical motifs”;10 they have 
lamented his alogism and the intentional absurdity of his narration and 
have offered a multitude of explanations; with the exception of the most 
obvious. For any attentive but unbiased reader, unrestrained by a pro-
fessional need to explain Gogol’s prose by social, political, cultural or 
any other means, who had only once come across “Nevsky Prospect” for 

† Valery Bryusov (1873–1924), Russian poet and literary critic.
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example, this reader needs only reflect on what the author is describing 
in order for everything that seems absurd, illogical, confused and incom-
prehensible to fall into place.11

Let us for example look at how the author assesses his hero at the very 
beginning:

This young man [. . .] belongs as much to the citizens of Petersburg as a 
person who comes to us in a dream belongs to the real world.12

A few pages later the author asks his readers a question directly: “But was 
it not a dream?”13

Although it seems that the author has made himself quite clear, the tale 
more conspicuously bears witness to the fact that we are dealing with a 
series of dreams, nightmares, reveries and visions, none of which we can 
say with certainty takes place in the ‘reality’ of this literary text.

Indeed the hero is constantly lost in a reverie, either forgetting him-
self in a dream or hallucinating under the influence of opium, and it is 
these reveries which comprise the basic canvas of the plot about the art-
ist. Which of the events in the tale can we assume are part of the literary 
reality of this story? Two extremely brief encounters with the beautiful 
woman, a brief, one-sentence description of a conversation with Pirogov 
on Nevsky Prospect, the purchase of opium and the artist’s funeral—
this straightforward sequence comprises the only certain events, whose 
descriptions occupy barely a handful of the 17 pages that make up the sad 
tale about Piskarev. The basic content of the tale is made up of dreams, 
something which Gogol informs us of with surprising directness:

In the end dreams became his life, and his whole life thereafter took a 
strange turn: one might say he slept while waking and watched while 
asleep.14

The author himself directly and repeatedly tells us that what we are reading 
is a dream, a nightmarish dream. But readers can only guess at where this 
narrow border between sleep and waking, reality and nightmare lies.

The apotheosis of the nightmare, so unreal that neither the hero nor the 
author can believe it entirely, is accompanied by a strange feature: hav-
ing obtained irrefutable proof of the trade of his beauty, who led him to 
the brothel on Liteyny Street, the hero begins ‘studying the objects more 
attentively’: “God, where had he come! At first he refused to believe it 
and began studying the objects that filled the room more attentively . . .”15  
Is he shortsighted? Not at all. As we will see, this is a sign that gives an 
indication of coming into contact with a nightmare, when literary reality 
is turning into a dream.
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In “Nevsky Prospect” Gogol employs for the first time a device which he 
was to develop in great detail in “The Portrait”. The shocked hero, lying in 
the half-darkness, “sleepless, keeping a pointless vigil”, enters a reverie:

Drowsiness, taking advantage of his fixity, was gradually beginning to come 
over him, the room was already beginning to disappear, only the light of the 
candle penetrated the reveries that were coming over him, when suddenly a 
knock at the door made him start and come to his senses. The door opened 
and a lackey in rich livery came in.16

These are the opening words that introduce readers to one of the main 
episodes in the story, a realistic description of the hero meeting his beauty 
at the ball. And although here Gogol gives a friendly hint to his readers 
that he is just on the point of crossing over the boundary of sleep (“Drows-
iness, taking advantage of his fixity, was gradually beginning to come over 
him, the room was already beginning to disappear . . . ”), readers are not 
aware that even as the lackey enters they are already witnessing a dream, 
whose description comprises one of the central scenes of the tale. Indeed 
how could the readers know, when the author has just broken an unwrit-
ten convention and has essentially deceived them: has he not just told 
us that “a knock at the door made him start and come to his senses”? 
The happy dream gradually turns into a nightmare whose characteristic 
prototypical features should draw the attention of readers and return 
them to reality:

The extraordinary diversity of faces threw him into complete bewilderment; 
it seemed as if some demon had chopped the whole world up into a multi-
tude of different pieces and mixed those pieces together with no rhyme or 
reason.17

(It is worth noting that this passage is tirelessly quoted by critics when 
pointing out the strangeness of Gogolian prose.) But the readers continue 
to believe that they are seeing ‘true reality’—as should happen in a real 
dream. The nightmare changes into a happy reverie, and the hero admires 
his beloved in a setting worthy of her beauty, surrounded by the refined 
splendour of a high-society ball.

The main content of all Gogol’s nightmares—not only in “Nevsky Pros-
pect”, but also in “The Nose” and “The Portrait”—is an attempt to slip 
away, to hide, to escape from fatal inevitability or unavoidable horror, 
from which, according to the rules of any nightmare, there is no and can-
not be any rescue. There is an urge to evade facing up to the knowledge 
of what will be or what already is, but which the hero despairingly avoids 
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admitting. Pirogov knows from a first glance that the “Perugino Bianca” 
is in fact a woman of easy virtue, and even tells his artist friend so. Thus 
Piskarev knows beforehand the terrible answer to this simple secret, but 
does not want to believe it, and hides it from himself until the night-
mare catches up to the hero. Shocked and crushed by his nightmare, he 
 perishes.

Positioned as it is within the nightmare, the pursuit becomes the piv-
otal point in the main scene of the ball. At first the hero tries to approach 
his beauty, but “some huge head with dark, curly hair kept getting in the 
way”, and when the artist finally succeeds, when the beauty looks at him, 
he is faced with an embarrassing situation:

But then he did push to the front and looked at his clothes, wishing to 
straighten them properly. Heavenly Creator, what was this! He had a frock 
coat on, and it was all covered with paint . . .18

The author knocks readers down with the most grotesque manifestation 
of the nightmare, thrusting a nightmare vulgaris upon us, which was to be 
brilliantly paraphrased by Alexei Tolstoy in Popov’s Dream half a century 
later.

And what of the readers? Do they wake up and unmask the deception 
right away? Not at all—this in no way facilitates an awakening. Indeed it 
is the readers too, not just the hero and author, who experience the dream 
and are dreamers.

The most remarkable thing is that readers are unable to ‘wake up’ with-
out the help of the author, to work out where the nightmare ends and the 
literary reality begins. The exhausting and fruitless pursuit of the beauty 
across the ballroom, reminiscent of the first pursuit across the city, lasts 
throughout the entire scene at the ball and concludes with the difficult 
awakening of the hero:

Finally, the walls of his own room began to show clearly before him. He 
raised his eyes. Before him stood a candlestick [. . .] the whole candle had 
melted away [. . .] So he had been sleeping! God, what a dream! And why 
wake up? [. . .] Oh, how repulsive reality is!19

Whose words are these? It is the voice of the author. And only now, at the 
will of the author, obeying his voice, can readers finally consider them-
selves woken up . . . But for how long? And can they control whether they 
will again confuse nightmare and literary reality?

Here, in “Nevsky Prospect”, Gogol begins his research into the boundar-
ies of the nightmare as a special mental state. Gogol’s inability to find any 
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principal differences between the nightmare and literary reality of a text 
makes him a true forerunner of Postmodernism.

Apart from an aesthetic feeling (a sense that this ‘does not require tal-
ent’), what is it that can disturb our feeling of a literary text’s reality? Why 
is it that all kinds of phantasmagoria are possible in literature and what 
mechanisms, invisible to us, can be used in order for us to experience 
them as reality? Gogol investigates these mechanisms of our conscious-
ness and tries to incorporate them in his writer’s aims, developing devices 
for nightmare hypnotics.

“Nevsky Prospect” is very interesting in that the young Gogol was 
still quite generous in giving his readers the keys signifying the switch 
from dream to literary reality, helping to reveal his underlying intention. 
Thus it was not that his intention should or could have been completely 
concealed and invisible—it is precisely where it needs to be in order to 
produce the greatest effect on the readers: on the surface. Readers glide 
along it with their eyes and fall under its charm, under its hypnotic effect, 
but are not aware of it. Ten years on we will see that Gogol had become 
much more secretive and wary.

2

In my essays do not base or draw any conclusions about 
myself personally. They were all written a long time 
ago, during my foolish youth, and enjoy praise not yet 
deserved and even reproach not quite deserved, and so 
far you can see in them a writer who has not yet found 
a firm footing. In them, here and there are definitely 
flourishes of my spiritual condition of the time, but 
without my own acknowledgement no one will notice 
or see them . . . 

Nikolai Gogol. From a letter to A. O. Smirnova

The key capable of unlocking Gogol’s intention, which is written like a 
secret code into “Nevsky Prospect”, is contained in the answer to one 
simple question: why was the artist Palitrov (with a telling name from 
the word for ‘palette’) renamed Piskarev (evocative of the word for ‘gud-
geon’, a small fish)? The answer to this question will help us to identify 
the concealed effect which the story of the artist Piskarev has on readers. 
Or to be more precise, to identify the means by which Gogol achieves the 
effect he desires.

The text of “Nevsky Prospect” contains a clandestine message, invis-
ible to the reader’s eye but which gives the text its unique resonance and 
surprisingly strong effect. The invisible nightmare hidden in the text is 
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preparing latently and gradually to take possession of the consciousness 
of the oblivious reader. Let us look at how this happens:

But as soon as dusk falls on the houses and streets [. . .] then Nevsky Pros-
pect again comes to life and begins to stir. Then comes that mysterious time 
when lamps endow everything with some enticing wondrous light. [. . .] At 
that time there is a sense of some goal, or, better, of something resembling 
a goal, something extremely unaccountable; everyone’s steps quicken and 
generally become very uneven. Long shadows flit over the walls and pave-
ment, their heads all but reaching the Police Bridge.20

Now let us read the same quotation a little differently, shortening it and 
leaving only that which is related to illumination and movement, remov-
ing anything that relates to the ‘description of the urban environment.’21 
In this case we would read:

Dusk . . . some enticing wondrous light . . . Long shadows flit . . . Nevsky 
Prospect [not unlike a huge being, wouldn’t you say?—D.K.] comes to life 
and begins to stir . . . there is a sense of some goal, or, better, of something 
resembling a goal, something extremely unaccountable; everyone’s steps 
quicken and generally become very uneven.

Now what does it remind you of ? What confused image arises from this 
disturbed movement, the dangerous playing of light deep in the darkness 
of the night? Perhaps it is a night hunt? It is this very phrase which begins 
the narrative about Piskarev and his unfortunate passion.

As we know, the hero, forcefully urged on by his friend, rushes after 
the cloak of the beautiful woman: “ . . . everything before him was cov-
ered with a sort of mist . . . no, it was his own dreams laughing at him . . . ”. 
Always returning the subject to dreams or visions, the pursuit, seen only by 
rare flashes of light, takes place in deep darkness, as though under water. 
As the hero’s flight and the tempo of the narrative grow ever quicker, as 
he rushes more quickly headlong towards his terrible discovery, strange 
transformations begin to take place in the hero’s consciousness.

Now the time has come for that example so beloved by critics of Gogol’s 
nonsensical absurd style, an obligatory attribute of any critical analysis on 
“Nevsky Prospect”:

The sidewalk rushed under him, [. . .] the bridge was stretched out and 
breaking on its arch, the house stood roof down, [. . .] and the sentry’s hal-
berd [. . .] seemed to flash right on his eyelashes.22

Indeed, what is this nonsense? In what sense was the house standing 
“roof down”? Where are these inexplicable hallucinations from? Or . . . is 
this also a means of somehow influencing the reader? What image arises 
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in the reader’s consciousness now? (Note that all of these questions, 
 particularly the last one, are not asked neither by readers, nor by crit-
ics.) What do we see? It is not difficult to imagine if you are looking at 
the river from the bridge. The image of the house being “roof down and 
the bridge [. . .] breaking on its arch” could be the reflection of the street 
refracted in the watery surface. In what sense could it be that “the sentry’s 
halberd [. . .] seemed to flash right on his eyelashes”? Because there is a 
surface which reflects all these objects and is refracted in it, for example, 
the water’s surface. This surface comes into the onlooker’s line of sight. 
The consciousness of readers is divided—following the pursuit, they can 
see both beneath the water and from the water level upwards. It is as 
though the deep flow of water, ‘the sidewalk rushing under him’, is draw-
ing the hero—and the readers—along after it.

Therefore we have before us an unwritten, unvoiced but powerful, 
magnetic and frightening image; or rather a system of images based on 
this division, inconstancy and diffuseness. In whose consciousness does it 
arise? The hero’s? The author’s? No, it is we, the readers, who look from 
beneath the water and watch the pursuit with bated breath. Who is chas-
ing whom? It is now that we—or rather, Gogol—have need of the cloak. 
Let us return to that cloak and its mysterious owner and gather all the 
available information about them both.

We remember that her cloak was the most important sign by which the 
artist mistakenly defined the social situation of the beauty and was fatefully 
deceived. This cloak is so beautiful that one’s gaze simply cannot be torn 
from it when it flutters and displays its bright colours.23 We remember what 
she is like, this stranger, from the first fateful quotation. It would seem that 
she is not merely the pure “Perugino” which the artist took her to be. Is she 
not a shapeshifter? “[. . .] woman [. . .] turns into some strange, ambiguous 
creature,† where, along with purity of soul, she loses everything feminine 
and repulsively adopts all the mannerisms and insolence of a man . . . ”24 
Thus the “creature” that ‘flies away into the distance’ is fateful for poor 
Piskarev when its true image is revealed, while her iridescent spotted cloak 
is reminiscent of . . . a pike skin! The colourful cloak is “now bathed in bright 
light as it approached a street lamp, now instantly covered in darkness as it 
left it behind.”25 At the ball she appears in a lilac dress,26 perhaps so as to 
inadvertently remind the readers (but not too obtrusively) of the lilac tint 
of pike scales, of a pike laid out in the light—or in society?

† Once again Gogol uses the gender-neutral word “creature” (sushchestvo) in relation 
to her—Translator’s note.
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Now it is clear why the author had to change the artist’s surname: 
the surname Palitrov was evidently discarded when Gogol realised that 
his intention required the nightmare to deepen, and that he needed to 
incorporate a series of images that would affect the reader’s conscious-
ness: images that would go undetected by the ‘naked eye’, which would 
enable his narrative to come as close as possible to a true experience of 
a nightmare. The second level of the nightmare which Gogol produces—
unvoiced, savage, unspoken and only alluded to by the author—takes 
readers into an even deeper dream and makes the nightmare of the pursuit 
a great deal more multifaceted: a gudgeon is attracted by the colouring 
of the pike and, bewitched, the gudgeon throws itself headlong to its 
demise.

Readers believe that they are reading about the artist’s pursuit of the 
beauty, a romantic society story, but in fact they are experiencing a gen-
uine nightmare, just as a nightmare is in one’s sleep, overflowing with 
multi-layered levels of horror. The behaviour of the hero with the evoca-
tive surname Piskarev (‘gudgeon’, a pike’s usual prey is used colloquially 
in Russian to mean fearfulness and timidity) is fittingly described:

With a secret tremor he hastened after his object, who had struck him so 
strongly, and he himself seemed to marvel at his own boldness.27

This is a ‘quiet, timid’ and ‘harmless’ . . . gudgeon. Whereas the parting 
words to the readers remind us rather of the “Wise Gudgeon”28 (1883) 
created by the pen of Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, the famous admirer of 
Gogol, who continued the tradition of Gogolian satire later on in the his-
tory of Russian literature:

Further away, for God’s sake, further away from the street lamp! pass it by 
more quickly, as quickly as possible.29

The story of the artist Piskarev is an attempt to transmit a nightmare 
using not entirely verbalised means, making readers feel and experience 
an unnamed and indescribable horror which is capable of creating the 
real depth and complete illusion of a nightmare.30 It is this encoded mes-
sage, built into the text, which facilitates the reader’s deep—and totally 
unconscious—immersion in the nightmare, helping the author to convey 
the nightmare by means which one would struggle even to call literary. 
Readers find themselves in the author’s power—or rather in the power of 
the literary text which the author has created, built upon the mobilisa-
tion of deep layers of imagination and memory, which are targeted by 
Gogol’s images. It was clear to Gogol that this animal nightmare would 
be heeded by his readers—why is it that we are so afraid of images of 
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dragons, dinosaurs and sharks? What is concealed there, in the depths of 
our historic (one might even say ‘pre-historic’) memory?

So that readers do not become pensive about what has happened to their 
consciousness and begin ‘misinterpreting’ the author’s work—something 
which Gogol constantly feared as we know from his correspondence—
immediately after the nightmare a vulgar, comic and mundane sketch 
awaits them. While reading this, readers are led far away from these ques-
tions which are unnecessary to the author.

Two “Portraits”: What Gogol’s Nightmare Is Made Of

I am sending you my tale “The Portrait”. It was printed 
in Arabesques; but don’t let that frighten you. Read it 
and you will see that only the canvas of the former tale 
has remained, everything else in it has been embroi-
dered anew. In Rome I completely re-wrote it, or, 
rather, wrote it anew after remarks made while still in 
Petersburg.

Nikolai Gogol. From a letter to P. A. Pletnev

1

Apparently there were several minor holocausts pre-
ceding the main one just before his death.

Vladimir Nabokov

If Gogol had succeeded in his fervent desire to burn all the early versions 
of his works, which, as Nabokov’s apt remark states, he began to plan just 
after their publication, we would have been deprived of the key to unlock-
ing his intention in “The Portrait”. Gogol persistently burned his drafts 
and harshly criticised Gavrila Derzhavin (1743–1816), a famous Russian 
poet, for the fact that he did not burn enough of his drafts, as a result of 
which, in Gogol’s view, there formed a distorted opinion about the talent 
of the poet that ‘depreciated his importance’.31 Could this be the reason 
for his mistrustfulness? Why did Gogol so jealously guard the door to his 
creative laboratory from admirers of his talent and future critics? What 
secrets of his craftsmanship did he wish to conceal for ever? Probably it 
was not simply a question of striving for perfection—although Gogol was 
undoubtedly a perfectionist.

As is well known, the publication of the second version of “The Portrait” 
entirely effaced the first as far as Gogol was concerned. He could not elim-
inate the first because the copies of Arabesques had long since gone into 
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circulation. Comparing Gogol’s two “Portraits”—in Arabesques and in the 
final version published in 1842—allows us to see traces of the experiments 
which the mature writer was carrying out. We will look into the nature of 
these experiments, but let us first recall the beginning of the tale.

Having returned home at dusk with the portrait of the money-lender 
with the frightening look that he bought at the Shchukin market and find-
ing no candle, the artist Chartkov—the hero of the final version of “The 
Portrait”—experiences a strange shock:

Having done so [covered the portrait with a bedsheet—D.K.], he went back 
to bed more calmly, began thinking about the poverty and pitifulness of 
the artist’s lot [. . .] and meanwhile his eyes involuntarily looked through 
the chink in the screen at the sheet-covered portrait. The moonlight intensi-
fied the whiteness of the sheet, and it seemed to him that the terrible eyes 
even began to glow through the cloth. In fear, he fixed his eyes on it more 
intently, as if wishing to assure himself that it was nonsense. But finally, 
indeed now . . . he saw, saw clearly: the sheet was no longer there . . . the por-
trait was all uncovered and staring, past whatever was around it, straight 
into him, simply staring into his insides . . . His heart went cold.32

That is how the dramatic moment in the nightmare when the old man 
steps out of the frame is described.

The readers were lulled by the author in the same way that we observed 
in “Nevsky Prospect”: we did not notice the switch from reality to dream, 
just as we do not when we fall asleep. Again as in “Nevsky Prospect”, the 
frontier between literary reality and dream is hidden by a deception, a 
breaking of convention, the unwritten law that exists between author and 
reader. Or at least that existed until Gogol.

The description of the nightmare is no different to the description of 
any of the other events which take place in the literary reality of the tale. 
The nightmare is presented to the readers and is experienced by them as 
indubitable reality. Gradually some nightmare motifs, written in a very 
realistic way, begin to invade this reality; they might suggest to readers 
that what they are seeing is probably a dream rather than a description of 
‘real life’. Then we see the introduction of some unmistakeable and well-
known nightmare phenomena:

Chartkov tried to cry out and found that he had no voice, tried to stir, to 
make some movement, but his limbs would not move. Open-mouthed and 
with bated breath, he looked at this terrible phantom, tall . . .33

Gripped by the nightmare, the readers do not stop to wonder whether 
phantoms can be tall. Later we see an old man who talks to himself and 
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returns to his picture frame. The readers are left without any explanation, 
bewildered and frightened. What happens next?

Filled with despair, the artist clutched the packet in his hand with all his 
might, tried as hard as he could to make some movement, cried out—and 
woke up.

He was bathed in a cold sweat; his heart could not have pounded any 
harder; his chest was so tight that it was as if the last breath was about the 
fly out of it. “Could it have been a dream?” he said, clutching his head with 
both hands; but the terrible aliveness of the apparition was not like a dream. 
Awake now, he saw the old man going into the frame . . .34

So what should the readers think now? We have no reason to doubt that 
the old man did indeed walk out of the frame—after all, it has just been 
said “Awake now, he saw . . .”—and that the dream has ended, for we hear 
at first hand the question that the hero asks himself: “ ‘Could it have been 
a dream?’ [Chartkov] said”. We discover from the author that “the terrible 
aliveness of the apparition was not like a dream”. So does that mean that 
it was not a dream? In this certainty we continue reading:

Moonlight lit up the room [. . .] Only here did he notice that he was not 
lying in bed but standing right in front of the portrait. How he got there—
that he simply could not understand [. . .] Cold sweat stood out on his 
brow; he wanted to back away, but felt as if his feet were rooted to the 
ground.35

Again, under the guise of literary reality, readers experience a new night-
mare, strongly reminiscent of a Gothic story: “And he saw—this was no 
longer a dream—the old man’s features move, his lips begin to stretch 
toward him, as if wishing to suck him out . . . With a scream of despair, he 
jumped back—and woke up.”

In one sentence the readers are at first persuaded that “this was no lon-
ger a dream”, then by the end of the same sentence it becomes clear that 
they have again been deceived and that it was a dream again after all—
“and woke up”. Can the readers be certain now that what they see now is 
literary reality? Yes, the author is absolutely definitive this time:

“Could this, too, have been a dream?” His heart pounding to the point of 
bursting, he felt around him with his hands. Yes, he was lying on his bed 
in the same position in which he had fallen asleep. [. . .] And so, this, too, 
had been a dream! But his clenched hand felt even now as if something had 
been in it.36

The readers are witness to an indubitable awakening, with a characteristic 
action as the artist “felt around him with his hands” which gives a real, 
tactile guarantee of returning to reality. They see the hero ‘lying in bed’, 
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indeed even “in the same position in which he had fallen asleep”, which 
undoubtedly gives a definitive, realistic and everyday feeling of waking 
up from a dream. The description of his heartbeat involuntarily causes 
the reader’s heart to beat faster, having received an array of proofs that 
the nightmare has finished. This is all the more evident in the following 
sentence when the hero again stares at the portrait:

He looked through the chink and fixed his eyes on the sheet. And now he 
saw clearly that the sheet was beginning to come away, as if hands were 
fumbling under it, trying to throw it off. “Lord God, what is this!” he cried 
out, crossing himself desperately, and woke up.

And this had also been a dream! He jumped from the bed, half demented, 
frantic, no longer able to explain what was happening to him: the oppression 
of a nightmare or a household spirit, delirious raving or a living vision.37

Whose emotions is Gogol describing here? Is it only the experience of the 
hero, having lost all concept of the boundary between dream and reality? 
The trance into which the readers are put is no less deep than the hero’s, 
and this is the very impression which Gogol wishes to create on his read-
ers, or rather the state he makes them experience:

As he recalled it, the dream presented itself to his imagination so oppres-
sively alive that he even began to wonder whether it had indeed been a 
dream and a mere delirium, and not something else, not an apparition. 
[. . .] For all that, he still could not be completely certain that it had been a 
dream. It seemed to him that amidst the dream there had been some ter-
rible fragment of reality.38

(We will return to this “terrible fragment of reality” later.)
What should readers feel now? How are they to view what has happened 

to them, what they have experienced on these pages? Was it a dream or 
reality? But therein lies the trick—the readers are completely paralyzed by 
the story and do not ask these questions. They simply flounder in the abyss 
of the nightmare, plunged into it by the curious author and, what is most 
interesting, they have no possibility of independently tearing themselves 
away from the nightmare, to stem its flow. Gradually the intensiveness of 
experiencing the nightmare lessens, as one’s temperature gradually goes 
down, but does this make it any easier? Do the contours of reality show 
through any more clearly? Can the readers succeed, finally, in being con-
vinced that they have ceased dreaming? Judge for yourself:

The packets came unwrapped, gold gleamed, was wrapped up again, and he 
sat staring fixedly and mindlessly into the empty air, unable to tear himself 
away from such a subject [. . .] Finally there came a knock at the door, which 
roused him unpleasantly.39
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The nightmare seems to have come to an end, but it is now continuing 
while the hero is awake, leaving us utterly unable to distinguish night-
mare from wakefulness, and in a reverie along with the hero. The trea-
sure, which the artist is surprised to find exactly as it was described in 
the nightmare, causes us, the rationally-attuned readers, once again to 
have reason for doubt: was the preceding description, all the story told 
so far from beginning to end, in fact a reverie, a dream? Or a nightmare 
materialized and come true? The author is in no rush to help us return to 
the firm ground of reality. On the contrary:

Nearly out of his mind, he sat over the heap of gold, still asking himself if 
he was not dreaming. There was an even thousand of them in the packet, 
which looked exactly the same as the ones he had seen in his dream.40

Was this a story describing the events in the life of a certain artist who 
betrayed his ideal of high art for the sake of fame and riches, who ruined 
his talent with commissioned works, who came to hate art, and who took 
to hoarding and burning paintings that showed real talent, eventually los-
ing his mind? Or perhaps from beginning to end this was a nightmarish 
dream, a dream which the readers had and which the author never made 
any attempt to present as a ‘true story’?

The impression that everything we have read has appeared in a vision 
to the author and the readers is all the more reinforced because “The Por-
trait” concludes by describing the last impression made by the portrait 
with the words:

And for a long time all those present remained perplexed, not knowing 
whether they had indeed seen those extraordinary eyes or it had merely 
been a dream, imagined just for an instant, by their eyes weary from the 
long examination of old paintings.41

The drained reader drops the book in exhaustion . . .
What did Gogol’s task consist of ? Was it to convince his readers of the 

authenticity of what is happening, of the reality of this true story being 
told and its characters, or was it, with the aid of hypnotics devices, to 
make readers experience a nightmare under the pretence of reading a 
short story?

Why, in the course of one scene, does Gogol wake up his readers eight 
(!) times in a row and once again plunge them into a dream? What is the 
sense of this eightfold repetition? In the first version it could seem the acci-
dental carelessness of a young author, but not in the final version, radically 
re-worked by the mature writer. Especially since there is nothing like this 
persistent nightmare in the first version published in Arabesques.
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In contrast to the final version, “The Portrait” of Arabesques quite 
unambiguously pays tribute to the Gothic novel. The other-worldly nature 
of the portrait evokes an “inexplicable sensation” and a feeling of mystical 
horror among the crowd,42 which is emphasized by the romantic descrip-
tion of nature: “At this time dusk was beginning to thicken, it seemed, in 
order to make this unbelievable phenomenon even more frightening”.43 
The supernatural quality of the portrait is the only important driving 
force of the plot’s development. After the artist obtains it through some 
 incomprehensible and sinister bargaining, the portrait appears in the stu-
dio of its own accord, just as the distinguished lady, who is responsible for 
the future glory of the artist among salon society, comes to commission a 
painting for no reason other than magic.

To compare, in the final version of “The Portrait” the story begins with 
the banality of everyday life, and its dullness replaces the Gothic dusk. 
Upon seeing the look on the face of the portrait’s subject, the artist experi-
ences fear just for an instant, then immediately scoffs at himself and soon 
forgets about the portrait.44 Instead of the mystical bargaining with a mys-
terious stranger, the artist bargains comically with a vulgar salesman and 
drags the portrait home with difficulty, cursing his absurd purchase. The 
society lady comes attracted by an article in the newspaper arranged and 
paid for by the artist himself. The stylistic imitation of the Gothic novel 
has been decisively driven out of the final version.

Let us now move on to the main differences that interest us between 
the two “Portraits”. In Arabesques the portrait “really comes to life”, 
and readers know for sure that the hero is not sleeping but is awake. 
The boundaries between sleep and waking are absolutely defined, and 
the readers do not get lost in them:

At last he sank not into a sleep, but [. . .] into that depressing state in which 
we see with one eye the approaching dream-like visions, and with the 
other—the objects about us in a cloud-like haze. He saw the old man’s out-
ward form detach itself from the portrait [. . .]45

The ‘Faustian’ conversation between the fully awake artist and the money-
lender that has emerged from the portrait takes place in the literary reality 
of the story, not in a dream,46 when the artist is tempted with gold and 
then the portrait returns to its place:

An incomprehensible shudder passed over Chertkov, and a cold sweat broke 
out on his face. Mustering all his strength he raised an arm and eventually 
got out of his bed. But the image of the old man dimmed, and he only man-
aged to see him going back into his frame. Chertkov stood up, agitated, and 
began to pace the room.47
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Gogol—as the author of the Arabesques version of “The Portrait”—is very 
much endeavouring to make his readers understand that the awake hero 
is unable to move out of fear at the sight of the old man approaching and 
not because he is paralyzed by a nightmare:

Chertkov felt his breathing stop, and he tried to sit up—but his arms refused 
to move.48

The scene ends with the most ordinary description of the hero sleep-
ing, starkly opposed to his preceding waking state: “At last he fell asleep 
and slept right through until morning”.49 The waking state in which 
the artist converses with the magical portrait clearly contrasts with the 
description of another of the hero’s dreams. In this description, the art-
ist, having already received the promised treasure, has a dream which is 
undoubtedly evoked by the mystical event experienced:

Throwing himself on his bed he fell sound asleep, but his dreams were so 
indistinct, and his breast as on the first night contracted as if he could feel 
something heavy on it; he could see through the chink in his screen, see that 
the image of the old man had detached itself from the canvas, and with an 
anxious look on its face, was counting piles of money; the gold was pour-
ing out of his hands . . . Chertkov’s eyes were smarting [. . .] The old man 
beckoned with his finger and pointed out to him a whole pile of gold pieces. 
Chertkov stretched out his hand convulsively and woke up. When he was 
fully awake, he walked over to the portrait, shook it [. . .]50

This is the only dream which Chertkov has in the Arabesques version, and 
it can hardly be called a nightmare: it is a very straightforward communi-
cation of dream content, the ‘nightmare plot’. The only detail which can 
be traced to the final version—in which, as we will see, the pen of Gogol 
was to develop a new literary device several years later—is the phrase: “he 
saw through the chink of his screen”.

Let us turn our attention to the important difference between the Ara-
besques version and the final version of 1842. The clear frontier between 
the literary dream and literary wakefulness which Gogol draws in Ara-
besques renders not readers, for whom the frontiers of reality are eroded 
by nightmare, nor even the author, but the one who is supposed to be 
having these experiences—namely, the hero, the artist Chertkov—the 
invariable target of all the experiences that the tale brings into play.

Also notable is the fact that Gogol renames his hero. Instead of the 
evocative surname Chertkov (chert meaning ‘devil’) in the Arabesques ver-
sion, the hero receives the less transparent surname Chartkov. From the 
original Chertkov, only a hint remains which Gogol throws to his read-
ers, as though completely innocently, like a revived metaphor about the 
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dismissive hero and his “devil-may-care” attitude51 at the point when he 
steers away from his art professor.

Thus readers of “The Portrait” in the Arabesques version hold all the 
keys to the story being told: they are always informed where the border 
between dream and literary reality lies. It is as if the young author is try-
ing hard to align his discourse to common sense, perhaps in order not to 
give cause for dissatisfaction among his public and critics. Gogol calls the 
conversation with the money-lender a “semi-dream” and is in a hurry to 
explain to readers how this conversation is connected to the fate of the 
artist, so much so that he even gets a few steps ahead of himself: “His 
thoughts returned to the semi-dream he had had [. . .] Everything led to 
the conclusion that [. . .] perhaps even his own existence was tied up with 
this portrait”.52 Here is how Gogol reacts in the final version of “The Por-
trait” to this romantic part of the Arabesques version:

Full of romantic nonsense, he even began thinking whether there might not 
be some secret connection with his destiny here: whether the existence of 
the portrait might not be connected with his own existence, and whether 
its very acquisition had not been somehow predestined.53

After this ironic comment, Gogol goes no further in developing this idea, 
and the reader of the final “Portrait”, bewildered by the author’s scepti-
cism, is submerged further into the mass of comic and vulgar details which 
completely detract his attention from the encounter with the extraordi-
nary. In short, everything happens just as in everyday life.

The reader of Arabesques is an outside observer in relation to what is 
taking place in the tale. In the definitive version Gogol radically changes 
this perspective. Using literary hypnosis he invades the reader’s conscious-
ness, turning it into the subject of his experiments and forcing the reader 
to experience a true nightmare while awake. If the author of Arabesques 
is a narrator, then the role of the author of the final version of the tale is 
far more complicated to define. What is his function? Is he simply a torch 
enabling us to have visions? The author’s voice blends with the internal 
voice of the readers, who submit to it as though to a hypnotist instilling 
them with his feelings. “The Portrait” in its final version is an experiment 
in literary hypnosis which turned out to be a resounding success.

We remember how Gogol entirely deprived readers of the ability to 
independently differentiate dream from wakefulness, submerging them in 
the depths of a nightmare and not allowing them to re-surface from these 
depths at their own will. The boundary of the literary text is opened wide, 
merging with the reader’s consciousness and drawing the reader into the 
center of the narrative.
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But Gogol still has one more device which he uses to hypnotize his 
readers.

Let us see what happens with lighting in the nightmare of “The Por-
trait”. In Arabesques, when the artist returns home at dusk there are no 
candles, but then Nikita brings one. In the final version, Gogol blows 
out this light, and Nikita, unable to find a candle, leaves the hero in the 
approaching darkness:

Moonlight lit up the room, drawing out of its dark corners now a canvas, 
now a plaster arm, now some drapery left on the floor, now trousers and a 
pair of unpolished boots.54

Readers must constantly strain their eyes to look closely and stare during 
this indistinct time of dusk, in the faithless moonlight, without a candle, 
when everything is unclear, like in a dream: “Either it was the light of the 
moon bringing delirious reveries with it and clothing everything in other 
images, opposite to positive daylight, or . . .”55

It is worth remembering that in the final version the screen constantly 
looms between the hero and the portrait. Is it placed there accidentally, 
or is this also an artistic technique? In the Arabesques version the screen 
could simply be part of the setting of the artist’s room, dividing the bed-
room from the studio. Through the chink in this screen the artist looks at 
the portrait which he has covered with a sheet so that it will not “shine 
through the drape”, before his mystical conversation with the money-
lender: “Finally, he resolved to snuff out the candle and lie down on his 
bed, which was shut off from the portrait by a surrounding screen.”56 For 
the second time, the screen appears in Chertkov’s dream; the scene of the 
conversation is vividly reproduced in his dream.

In the final version of “The Portrait”, Gogol pays much more attention to 
the screen, for it is through the chink in the screen that the hero—and the 
readers—constantly look at the portrait: “he went back to bed [. . .] and 
meanwhile his eyes involuntarily looked through the chink in the screen 
at the sheet-covered portrait. The moonlight intensified the whiteness 
of the sheet [. . .].”57 It is behind the screen that the old man first looks 
out, and the sound of his footsteps originates there at the beginning of the 
nightmare.58 It is from behind the screen that the money-lender looks at 
the frightened artist when he had stolen a packet of gold.59 The screen 
appears and disappears—or to be more precise, the reader’s attention is 
focused on it only at key moments, when the readers are awaiting the 
change from sleep to waking, hoping that what they are seeing is “no lon-
ger a dream”. The role of these moments is particularly distinctive when 
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the ‘awakening’ is accompanied by the realistic action of him “[feeling] 
around him with his hands”:

“Could this, too, have been a dream?” His heart pounding to the point of 
bursting, he felt around him with his hands. Yes, he was lying on his bed in 
the same position in which he had fallen asleep. [. . .] And so, this, too, had 
been a dream! But his clenched hand felt even now as if something had been 
in it. Before him stood the screen; moonlight filled the room. Through the 
chink in the screen he could see the portrait properly covered with a sheet 
[. . .] He looked through the chink and fixed his eyes on the sheet. And now 
he saw clearly that the sheet was beginning to come away [. . .] “Lord God, 
what is this!” he cried out, crossing himself desperately, and woke up.60

The reader is constantly compelled to peep through the chink in the screen 
that obstructs his view of the portrait, and to concentrate his gaze on 
the bright white sheet in the space between the chinks. As though Gogol 
were a hypnotist, do we not find that these chinks through which readers 
strain to see what is going on, these bright flashes in the almost complete 
darkness, play the role of the pendulum which the subject is shown and 
must focus on in order to be sent into a trance?61 Readers are deliberately 
required to continually ‘fix their eyes’ on things so that, by concentrating 
on the object that the author is showing them, they may be more easily 
distracted from the switch from sleep to wakefulness, and will find them-
selves more definitely under the author’s control. At the very moment 
when the readers are concentrating on the ‘chinks in the screen’, Gogol 
can quietly take possession of their consciousness and begin to investigate 
the boundaries of nightmares, to which end his tale is dedicated.

2

The gaps and black holes in the texture of Gogol’s style 
imply flaws in the texture of life itself.

Vladimir Nabokov

Gogol had a predecessor in the researching of nightmares, the Irish writer 
Charles Robert Maturin whose novel Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) Gogol 
knew well. The link between Gogol’s “The Portrait” and the portrait theme 
in Melmoth the Wanderer is difficult to challenge, since there are spe-
cific features of the Gogolian “Portrait” that can be traced to Maturin’s 
 description.62 Here is how Charles Maturin, whose novel was very popular 
with the Russian audience, describes the portrait:

[B]ut John’s eyes were in a moment, and as if by magic, riveted on a portrait 
that hung on the wall, and appeared, even to his untaught eye, far superior 
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to the tribe of family pictures that are left to moulder on the walls of a fam-
ily mansion. [. . .] There was nothing remarkable in the costume, or in the 
countenance, but the eyes, John felt, were such as one feels they wish they 
had never seen, and feels they can never forget. Had he been acquainted 
with the poetry of Southey, he might have often exclaimed in his after-life,

“Only the eyes had life,
They gleamed with demon light.”—Thalaba

From an impulse equally resistless and painful, he approached the portrait 
[. . .]63

Gogol’s text is a response not just to the plot itself—a terrible portrait that 
comes alive—but also to specific details which are unmistakeably rooted 
in the above description. For example, the portrait of the money-lender, 
painted with a master’s brush, is also better than the family portraits 
among which Chertkov finds it: “They were old family portraits whose 
descendants were scarcely likely to be traced. Almost automatically he 
began to wipe the dust off one of them. [. . .] He began to rub it impa-
tiently with his hand and could soon see a portrait which bore the strokes 
of a master’s brush [. . .].”64 Another similarity is the description of the 
unbearable expression of the portrait and his alive eyes. Maturin describes 
the impression that the portrait made on the Dublin student John Mel-
moth upon arriving at the house of his dying uncle and finding a terrible 
portrait of his remote ancestor in one of the rooms in the following way: 
“He started, turned away; but, as he turned away, he thought he saw the 
eyes of the portrait, on which his own was fixed, move, and hurried back 
to his uncle’s bedside.”65

Here is how the young Gogol conveys the impression created by the 
expression of the portrait of the money-lender:

[. . .] and early went to seize the picture; but suddenly he jumped back from 
it, struck by fear. The dark eyes of the depicted old man stared at him in 
such a life-like, yet at the same time deathly, manner that he could not help 
being frightened. It seemed as though by some inexplicable power a part of 
life had been retained by them. Those eyes had not been drawn; they were 
alive, they were human eyes.66

The heroes of both works also have very similar first reactions to the idea 
that the portrait might come alive. John Melmoth reacts to the alive por-
trait of his namesake in the following way:

The women were again in the room, which was very dark. [. . .] John had 
discovered in his face the living original of the portrait. His first impulse 
was to utter an exclamation of terror, but his breath felt stopped. He was 
then rising to pursue the figure, but a moment’s reflection checked him. 
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What could be more absurd, than to be alarmed or amazed at a resemblance 
between a living man and the portrait of a dead one!67

When Chartkov, the hero of the final version of The Portrait, sees the alive 
eyes of the portrait he behaves in a very similar way. He is also afraid at 
first, then laughs—and the description of the portrait itself, doing nothing 
to diminish the similarity to Maturin’s description, is even more laconic 
and expressive:

Two terrible eyes were fixed directly on him, as if preparing to devour him; 
on the mouth was written the threatening command to keep silent. Fright-
ened, he wanted to cry out and call Nikita [. . .] but suddenly he stopped 
and laughed. The feeling of fear instantly subsided. It was the portrait he 
had bought, which he had quite forgotten about. [. . .] They were alive, they 
were human eyes!68

During the course of the action both portraits step in and out of their 
frames and both the young Melmoth and Chartkov burn the portraits.

But it is not just the living portrait that is transferred from Maturin to 
Gogol. Maturin was the first to try to make his readers experience a night-
mare through the literary word. Through using various literary devices—
interfering with the causality of the narrative, disrupting the chronology 
of the story, turning the main character into a dreamer—he created a 
special temporal structure in his text which helped him to capture the 
temporal structure of nightmares.69 His experiments with nightmares 
were continued by Gogol, who was not content simply to borrow Matu-
rin’s mystical portrait and quote its description: he uses his predecessor’s 
main idea but went beyond it. In Melmoth, the nightmare, a special men-
tal state, is conveyed by turning the novel’s main character—a student, 
the young John Melmoth70—into a dreamer. In Gogol’s “The Portrait”, the 
main drama unfolds in the reader’s consciousness.

Unlike the Romantics, Gogol is specifically preoccupied with night-
mares, not madness, in the Petersburg Tales. For example, in “The Portrait” 
in his madness Chartkov dreams of the quadruple portraits; his outbursts 
are described quite formally from the point of view of an outside observer, 
a clinician, and in place of descriptions of this mad artist’s emotions we 
find an ‘inventory’ of the content of his visions (he had a vision of this 
and that). Equally the psychological conditions under which Piskarev 
puts an end to his life in a fit of passion is not subjected to a great deal 
of authorial analysis either.71 However, we see both Piskarev and Chart-
kov’s nightmares from within, we are submerged in them. The explicitly 
external description of the madness delirium in “The Portrait” testifies to 
the fact that Gogol was interested not by ‘strategies of being driven mad’ 
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(though nightmares can be one of these strategies) and not by madness 
as a breakthrough to transcendental truth, but by the unstable boundary 
between the ‘real world’ and nightmares. He is interested by the night-
mare as a state in which any of us can find ourselves, but which we cannot 
necessarily always escape from.

Gogol seeks to discover what the nightmare is and how the ‘jump’ into 
‘terrible reality’ takes place:72

Why is it so terrible to cross over this line, which is the borderline of the 
imagination? Or does reality finally follow the imagination, the impulse—
that awful reality which knocks imagination off its axis as if by some exter-
nal shock, that terrible reality which presents itself to a man thirsting after 
it [. . .]73

This investigation into nightmares is undertaken by Gogol in order to 
understand how the ‘terrible reality’ breaks through from literature into 
life, from life into literature, from reality into nightmares and from night-
mares into reality. In Arabesques we find a discussion of this interesting 
issue, although, as usual, the secretive Gogol74 is sparing about the infor-
mation he gives to readers about his true intentions:

A certain primitive feeling, not fear, but that inexplicable sensation which 
we experience when something strange occurs to illustrate the disorder of 
nature, or rather, a certain insanity of nature—that very same feeling elic-
ited a cry from almost all of those present.75

This search comprises the unchanging essence of both versions of “The 
Portrait”, preserving the unity of intentions in the two works. For Gogol, 
nightmares are the breakthrough point of the ‘terrible reality’ which is 
hidden behind the banality of life and is always ready at any moment 
to tear through the brittle surface to reveal itself and take possession of 
everyday life.76

In Arabesques, Gogol more openly presents his own reflections about 
the ‘terrible reality’ while in the final version he limits himself to a dis-
cussion of the complacent artist who “was already beginning to believe 
that everything in the world is done simply, that there is no inspiration 
from above, and everything must inevitably be subjected to one strict 
order of accuracy and uniformity.”77 The theme of open polemics was to 
disappear completely from the final version of “The Portrait”. It simply 
became unnecessary since, thanks to Gogol’s hypnosis, readers already 
feel keenly the presence of this terrible reality, and receive a kind of sen-
sory proof of it because of the experiment that Gogol carries out on their 
consciousness.
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The issue of the border between nightmare and reality begins to pre-
occupy Gogol as early as Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka (1831). He 
reflects on this in a particularly candid way in the last tale in this cycle, 
“A Bewitched Place”, as though he was passing the theme on to the 
Petersburg tales. In “A Bewitched Place”, in contrast to “The Portrait”, 
nightmares explicitly take center stage in the narrative and become the 
basis of its plot and the main subject of discussion: there is a sense of 
openness with his readers which later Gogol does not allow himself. The 
authenticity of the nightmare breaks through the description of very pro-
saic peasant life. Gogol shows that this ‘thick’ realistic description does not 
impede the ‘terrible reality’ of a nightmare. Even the rich simplicity, the 
seemingly tangibly trustworthy world of the sexton Foma Grigorievich, 
is not safe from it:

In the evening, after compline had finished, Granddad went to dig vege-
table patches for the late batch of pumpkins. As he was about to go past 
that bewitched place, he could not help but grumbling through his teeth: 
“Accursed place!” and went out into the middle [. . .] and thrusted vexedly 
with his spade. Lo and behold he found himself in the same field again [. . .] 
He turned around fearfully: good Lord, what a night! No stars, no moon; 
sinkholes all around; beneath his feet a bottomless and steep incline; above 
him a cliff, hanging as though it would fall on his head any minute! And 
Granddad reckoned that terrible face was peering out from behind it: Oh! 
oh! With a nose like a blacksmith’s bellows; nostrils that were each big 
enough to carry a bucketful of water! Really and truly, its lips were like two 
logs, its red eyes rolled upward and it even stuck its tongue out, sneering 
at him!78

The nightmare as an entrance into the ‘dreadful reality’ which lies in 
wait nearby suggests a multitude of realities and the existence of paral-
lel worlds, contact between which causes the ‘madness of nature’, just as 
modern physics supposes the existence of parallel worlds and dimensions. 
It is interesting that an association between modern physics and Gogol’s 
prose cropped up in Nabokov’s writing:

There is a curvature in literary style as there is curvature in space [. . .] He 
[Gogol—D.K.] may be compared to his contemporary, the mathematician 
Lobachevsky, who blasted Euclid and discovered a century ago many of the 
theories which Einstein later developed.79

Gogol’s nightmares are a revelation of the absurdity of existence; the rupture 
of those subtle causal threads of morality, the idea of the common good, 
benefit, meritocracy, and creation, which envelop and conceal disordered 
chaos and absurdity, whilst having no moral, ethical or aesthetic meaning.
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“The Overcoat” is an apotheosis of the absurd, a door opened directly 
into the world of nightmares; through it we are immersed in a different 
world in which ordinary dependencies are broken and ordinary ideas are 
destroyed. As the Russian poet Valery Bryusov accurately noted, in order 
to describe this world one requires hyperbole, the grotesque and the bur-
lesque, one must strain at the bounds of the expressible. The door that 
this opens up breaks through the thin fabric of spectral meanings that mit-
igate the bared chaos of senseless existence.

“The Nose”: An Experiment of Literature

Truly, I often experience a raging desire to turn into 
just a nose, with nothing else besides—no eyes, arms 
or legs, just one huge nose with nostrils a mile wide so 
they could draw in as much fragrant air as possible.

Nikolai Gogol. From a letter to M. P. Balabina

1

Let us now read one of the most remarkable tales of the cycle—“The 
Nose”. This is a story about how a Petersburg civil servant, Major Kova-
lev, suddenly finds himself without his nose. “The Nose” begins with the 
barber Ivan Yakovlevich waking up and famously finding the nose of 
Major Kovalev in a freshly baked loaf of bread. “On the twenty-fifth day 
of March, an extraordinarily strange incident occurred in Petersburg. The 
barber Ivan Yakovlevich, who lives on Voznesensky Prospect [. . .] woke 
up quite early . . . ”80

But we, as experienced readers of Gogol, will not allow ourselves to 
be deceived by this ‘awakening of the hero’, nor the ‘awakening’ of the 
other hero of the tale, Major Kovalev: “The collegiate assessor Kovalev 
woke up quite early . . . ” On the contrary, armed with knowledge about 
several of Gogol’s devices, and most importantly having formed an idea 
about his manner of dealing with his readers, we ask ourselves the follow-
ing question: why does Gogol introduce both heroes to us specifically at 
the moment of their waking up? It is of course for the same reason that 
the first version of “The Nose” (published by the Russian poet Alexander 
Pushkin (1799–1837) in his literary review Sovremennik in 1836), ended 
with the hero’s dream, which explained the ‘fantastical plot of the tale’, 
as critics put it.

So what happens next? Next, we, the readers, fall right into the world 
of Ivan Yakovlevich, we smell the scent of the freshly baked bread, we 
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marvel at him eating an onion in the morning for breakfast, we shudder 
at the crude language of his spouse, and of course we are somewhat 
shocked by his finding the nose of Major Kovalev, but after all isn’t it true 
that anything can happen? Gogol, as is his custom, carefully and gradually 
immerses us in the everyday life of his heroes, creating, to use Clifford 
Geertz’s expression, a ‘tick description’ through whose details, little by 
little but indisputably the dream emerges, and its nightmarish nature can-
not be doubted.

Take for example the escapades of the barber Ivan Yakovlevich. He must 
urgently rid himself of the evidence—Major Kovalev’s nose—because the 
thought of being caught by the police fills him with horror and drives 
him to “complete distraction”. His vain attempts to get rid of the nose are 
effectively a ‘flight’ that could be perceived as an embellishment of the 
true nightmare. The flight continues, the pressure mounting, up until 
the fateful moment when the poor man finally succeeds in throwing the 
nose into the river Neva, upon which he is accosted by a police officer 
“of noble appearance, with broad side-whiskers, in a three-cornered hat, 
wearing a sword”81 . . . “But here the incident becomes totally shrouded in 
mist, and of what happened further decidedly nothing is known.”82

Ivan Yakovlevich is in the clutches of the police, whilst the nose is float-
ing down the Neva. Or is it? Several pages later we find out that the very 
same nose that was thrown into the Neva (!) is travelling around the city 
in the guise of a state councillor on a visit. One may well wonder where 
the nose is—in the loaf of bread, in Ivan Yakovlevich’s pocket, in the Neva 
or in the carriage on its way to a service at the Kazan Cathedral? Or is it in 
fact in the piece of paper that the fine police officer later brings to Major 
Kovalev’s flat? We note that the police officer explains how he arrested 
the nose as the latter was attempting to go abroad . . .—which is the very 
same nose that he wrapped in a piece of paper and brought with him?!

“Did You Honour lose his nose?”
“Right.”
“It has now been found. [. . .] he was intercepted almost on the road. He 

was getting into a stage coach to go to Riga. And he had a passport long 
since filled out in the name of some official.”83

And where is Ivan Yakovlevich—at the police station where the offi-
cer brought him, or allowed to go free, as becomes apparent from the 
concluding scene in which he is shaving Major Kovalev who has by then 
re-acquired his nose? When bringing him his nose, the police officer 
informs Kovalev that the abductor in question was the barber, although—
as the author informs us—Kovalev knows that the barber has nothing to 
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do with it, because the latter shaved him on Wednesday, and the Major 
had his nose “all day Thursday”. At the end of the tale the nose grows back 
all by itself, and the author makes the following comment:

Perfect nonsense goes on in the world. Sometimes there is no plausibility 
at all [. . .].84

Let us now turn to the description of the nose:

He was in a gold-embroidered uniform with a big standing collar; he had 
kidskin trousers on; at his side hung a sword. From his plumed hat [. . .]85

The nose receives what is probably one of the most detailed descriptions 
of all Gogol’s characters—who else in his stories has a full description 
of their trousers? Immediately afterwards it becomes clear that the nose 
has a face (“The nose had his face completely hidden in his big standing 
collar and was praying with an expression of the greatest piety”)86 and 
facial expressions (“The nose looked at the Major and scowled slightly”).87 
Furthermore it turns out that he has arms and legs, and that he wears 
gloves. Nevertheless it is obvious to both the police officer and Kovalev 
himself that this is not a gentleman but a nose. Indeed, even knowing that 
the nose has arms, and legs clad in trousers, we also understand that we 
cannot observe it. The nose is not a smelling organ on legs, but the pure 
product of a nightmare—in other words, the nose has no image, no form; 
in Gogolian language, it is utter deformity (bezobrazie).

Later we witness a conversation between Major Kovalev and his nose, 
who has come to the service separately from the Major; the latter is so 
distraught that he cannot pray, whilst in contrast the nose is praying fer-
vently. Commentaries to “The Nose” often explain that this conversation 
takes place in the Kazan Cathedral simply because the Major lives nearby 
on Voznesensky Prospect, so where else would he go to attend church? 
Whereas the idea that only in the absurdity of a nightmare would a Chris-
tian dream up a conversation like this between a praying nose and its 
owner, and in a church no less, somehow does not occur.

With surprising ease, like in a dream, the text switches the reader’s 
attention from the absurd to the ordinary. For example, this is what hap-
pens when the beautiful ladies enter the church at the end of this scene, 
as if we were dealing with an ordinary tale . . . or an ordinary dream:

Having said this, the nose turned away and continued praying.
Kovalev was utterly bewildered, not knowing what to do or even what 

to think. At that moment the pleasant rustle of a lady’s dress was heard; an 
elderly lady all decked out in lace approached, followed by a slim one in a 
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white dress that very prettily outlined her slender waist, wearing a pale yel-
low hat as light as a pastry.88

This in no way bothers the readers, who have just crossed over the 
threshold of the absurd, switching rapidly from this realistic scene to 
Major Kovalev’s pursuit of his nose, the main action of the second part of 
the tale.

We can spend as much time as we like discussing metonyms or suggest-
ing, for example, that the tale grew out of an ordinary animated ‘reversed 
metaphor’: Gogol’s paradoxical thinking combined with the saying about 
‘being led by the nose’ could easily lead to him wondering what would 
actually happen if one were left without a nose. This hypothesis is rein-
forced when we look at a reference to this idea in Major Kovalev’s letter 
to Alexandra Podtochina whom he suspects of stealing his nose: “If by that 
you mean I led you by the nose [. . .]”89

Be that as it may, the most reasonable question to ask is what compels 
us to read all this nonsense?90 Why do we not throw down the book, 
instead calling Gogol a great Russian writer, and “The Nose” ‘one of the 
outstanding works of Russian literature’?91

Here is one possible suggestion: “The Nose” allows readers to recognize 
those sentiments which are concealed under cover of night, but which 
are nonetheless a fundamental part of their psychological experience, and 
specifically of their experience of nightmares. It does not matter whether 
readers are aware of it—the irresistible attraction of “The Nose” is the 
opportunity to confront this encounter, to experience it while awake, and 
consequently to unconsciously endorse its psychological trustworthiness 
(which is fully able to replace the need for rational analysis). One of the 
reasons why readers follow the absurd plot not just without a murmur, 
but even with pleasure, is that on these pages they are reading their own 
experience of a nightmare, and, albeit subconsciously, they are receiving 
confirmation of the truthfulness of a significant part of their psychological 
being. When reading “The Nose”, readers experience what happens as a 
genuine dream, unsurprised by nonsense and not realising that they are 
asleep, but finding in this literary work an echo of emotions as strong as 
any that they have experienced in their own life.

It could be that literature does not only provide us with experiences 
of overcoming various real-life situations or mastering the practices and 
strategies of social behaviour. Literature’s role of spelling out our uncon-
scious emotions for us could be of no lesser importance.

The attraction of “The Nose” should only have increased in the last cen-
tury, when because of the censorship of the social sciences, nightmares 
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have been dropped from the range of legitimate subjects even for social 
conversation.

In contrast to the other tales in the Petersburg cycle, in “The Nose” 
Gogol is no longer reticent—he actively makes nightmares the main 
plotline of the work, not hiding it behind irrelevant considerations. Here, 
directly confronting readers with a nightmare, the author is fully confi-
dent. He is like an experienced horseman; readers recognize his firm hand 
and he is not afraid of being thrown off by rebellious readers unwilling 
to be immersed in the nightmare. The author’s voice hypnotizes us, it 
changes the registers of the dream and compels us to obey his directions. 
In “The Nose” we no longer find any compromise between nightmare and 
prose: this is a full-fledged nightmare that is not concealing itself under 
the cover of a society story or literary debates.

Gogol reproduces elements of the nightmarish dream, familiar to every-
one who has ever had a nightmare, which can serve as distinguishing 
features for readers:

. . . before his eyes an inexplicable phenomenon occurred: a carriage stopped 
at the entrance; the door opened; a gentleman in a uniform jumped out, 
hunching over, and ran up the stairs. [How are we to know that this is a nose? 
The author has just told us that it is ‘a gentleman in a uniform’!—D.K.] What 
was Kovalev’s horror as well as amazement when he recognised him as his 
own nose! At this extraordinary spectacle, everything seemed to turn upside 
down in his eyes; he felt barely able to stand; but, trembling all over as if 
in a fever, he decided that, whatever the cost, he would await his return to 
the carriage.92

Unsurprisingly, “[p]oor Kovalev nearly lost his mind.”93
Gogol is so confident that he even allows himself to pinch his read-

ers as proof that everything they are seeing is happening in a state of 
 wakefulness:

. . . Only, no, it can’t be,” he added, after reflecting briefly. “It’s incredible 
that a nose should vanish, simply incredible. I must be dreaming, or just 
imagining it; maybe, by mistake somehow, instead of water I drank the 
vodka [. . .]

To make absolutely sure that he was not drunk, the major pinched him-
self so painfully that he cried out. This pain completely reassured him that 
he was acting and living in a waking state.94

This is an obvious provocation, specially undertaken by the author in order 
to assure himself that the readers are sleeping soundly—just like a doctor 
will prod his patient before an operation to ascertain that the anaesthetic 
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has taken effect. He might even poke them once more to check that they 
really are sleeping:

He carefully took the found nose in his two cupped hands and once again 
studied it attentively.

“That’s it, that’s it all right!” Major Kovalev kept repeating. “There’s the 
pimple that popped out on the left side yesterday.”95

The grotesque awakening of the readers follows in the dénouement:

Perfect nonsense goes on in the world. Sometimes there is no plausibility 
at all: suddenly, as if nothing was wrong, that same nose which had driven 
about in the rank of state councillor and made such a stir in town was back 
in place—that is, precisely between the two cheeks of Major Kovalev.96

What’s that, you were sleeping all along? Without noticing a thing? Or 
did you think that I didn’t notice that you didn’t notice that it was all a 
dream? Or is it in fact . . . not a dream? “The Nose” concludes in the fol-
lowing words: “Such was the story that occurred in the northern capital 
of our vast country!”—this is the assurance which the readers, awoken 
by the narrator from their nightmare, receive regarding the authenticity 
of the story: if the ‘story occurred’, does that mean it actually happened? 
(This phrase is only part of the claim to ‘historicity’ which can be found 
in the first sentence of the tale, where the date and location of the occur-
rence are given—it is as realistic as only police protocol can be: “On the 
twenty-fifth day of March, an extraordinarily strange incident occurred in 
Petersburg . . .”) But in the very next sentence it becomes clear that Gogol 
has again changed his mind: “Only now, on overall reflection, we can see 
that there is much of the implausible in it.”97

At this point the farsighted Gogol introduces a negative character: the 
alter ego of the narrator.98 This sceptic narrator irritates the disorientated 
readers, firstly because he wakes us up, secondly because he is vulgar 
and stupid, and thirdly because he points out the contradictions that 
the sleepy readers have swallowed whole. This feeling of irritation makes 
readers identify neither with him nor with his sceptical view of the story. 
Gogol calls upon his readers not to believe the sceptic from the “Moscow 
Observer”, a literary review that harshly criticised “The Nose” upon its 
publication as a piece of sheer nonsense, but to believe the authenticity 
of their experience of having gone through this nightmare. Once again 
 readers are psychologically prepared to follow the author wherever he 
wishes, to submit to him again and fall asleep:
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. . . And then, too, are there not incongruities everywhere? . . . And yet, once 
you reflect on it, there really is something to all this. Say what you like, but 
such incidents do happen in the world—rarely, but they do happen.99

So, even after having awoken the readers, the author reasserts his power 
over their consciousness, his dominion over their ideas about what is 
dream and what is literary reality—indeed, why else was it written?

The stupidity and vulgarity of the narrator’s alter ego who comes to 
wake up the readers masks what they have experienced in the nightmare 
in parallel to the same aesthetic figure as when Pirogov’s story masks 
Piskarev’s nightmare in “Nevsky Prospect”. The readers smile conde-
scendingly and nod, reassured that they have not been fooled by this 
cock-and-bull story, whilst remaining convinced that the nightmare they 
have just experienced was true literary reality, a true story which the 
author wished to tell them.

When analysing “The Nose” one should not bypass the usual Gogolian 
joke: nos in Russian, meaning ‘nose’, when read backwards means ‘dream’ 
(son). It is significant that in the later 1842 version of the tale Gogol did 
not take the trouble to change the original title, in order to remove the 
hint as he usually did to conceal his intention a little deeper—probably, 
he was sufficiently convinced of the immense power of the influence of 
his words on his readers.

2

For decades we have believed that Gogol’s creations—
bold and terrible caricatures that are obedient only to 
the hypnotic talents of the great artist—were the mir-
rored reflection of Russian reality.

Valery Bryusov

My secretive nature is quite another matter. I am secre-
tive for fear that my words might precipitate a thick 
haze of misunderstanding, which has hitherto been 
the case rather often; I am secretive because I have not 
yet matured and I feel that I cannot yet express myself 
clearly and intelligibly . . . 

Nikolai Gogol. From a letter to S. P. Shevyrev

Thus “The Nose” is an entirely conscious provocation, an experiment on 
the limits of literature which can be endured by the reader’s conscious-
ness, a test of how far the author can go in his attempts to transform 
readers and experiment with them. Where is the boundary beyond which 
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the literary reality of a narrative becomes unconvincing and where the 
author can not longer count on the submission and trust of his readers? 
Does a boundary even exist? A truly talented writer is evidently able to 
make the reality of a nightmare he describes more real for his readers than 
the banality of everyday life.

The impression which “The Nose” made on literary critics enables us 
to judge the strength of Gogol’s power over his readers. Strangely enough, 
the most defenceless in the face of the effect of his words were those who 
sought to see his prose as ‘realism’, wishing to see social criticisms in his 
description of ‘the reality surrounding him’.100 The tradition of interpret-
ing Gogol’s prose as critical realism and a protest against the social vices 
of ‘Tsarist Russia’ takes its root in the writings of Vissarion Belinsky. This 
tradition of reading Gogol as a ‘realist’ was continued in Soviet literary 
studies, and also by Mikhail Bakhtin.101 Yet strangely even those who have 
a diametrically opposed view on Gogol’s works have never consistently 
interpreted them through the prism of the nightmare.102

Gogol’s experiments are not only about the boundary between ‘terrible 
reality’ and nightmares, which is so unsteady (“everything in this world is 
conditional and wavering”, as Gogol’s admirer, the famous Russian writer 
Mikhail Bulgakov (1891–1940) said). Another threshold to which Gogol 
turns his attention is the difference between reality, literary reality and 
nightmares. He examines literature’s ability to affect our perception in 
order to allow the description of a nightmare to become an absolute given 
of reality—this is the question which Gogol is concerned with in “The 
Nose”. The ease with which readers yield to his words inevitably raises 
this question for Gogol.103

Gogol strives to convince both his readers and himself that the psycho-
logical reality created in a literary text is just as real as life itself. However, 
in the Petersburg cycle he does not succeed in finding an answer to how 
literary reality differs from a nightmare, and literary reality from reality. 
This question remained unresolved for Gogol.

Obviously, if the Tales were limited to what realist criticism wishes to 
see in them—a rejection of imperial society, the rule of money, the rule of 
rank and so on—they would be satirical articles rather than prose. If the 
Tales were merely a portrait of the city and its morals, they would only be 
read today by those interested in Russian antiquity, like those who read 
Vladimir Gilyarovsky’s reminiscences of pre-revolutionary Moscow.

But the limit of the power of literature is only one of the problems 
which concerns Gogol. “The Nose” is a nightmare which is dreamed simul-
taneously by two people, and later by the whole of Petersburg: “ . . . but 



42 chapter one

here again the whole incident is shrouded in mist, and what came later is 
decidedly unknown.”104

Gogol demonstrates that a nightmare can be more than dreamed, it can 
also become materialized—if we suppose that the shaving scene at the 
end of the tale and Ivan Yakovlevich’s reflections are ‘true literary reality’. 
Thus, in his experiments with the nature of nightmares, Gogol presents 
us with two questions—firstly, can a nightmare be conveyed and how 
is it possible to convey a mental state? Secondly, is the breakthrough of 
terrible reality into life, the materialization of a nightmare, possible, and 
under what conditions? The answer to this question, albeit a different 
one to the answer Gogol found, was to be uncovered by modern culture 
almost two centuries later.

Gogol lived in an era before the emergence of the social or human sci-
ences, when this kind of question was not yet considered entirely taboo. 
At that time, it was still possible to wonder about the nature of the night-
mare, and indeed it occupied people’s minds—Gogol’s in particular. This 
was his epistemology, as it were, which he tried to create while pursu-
ing entirely pragmatic goals, specifically wishing to find out how art and 
literature can transform readers. That is why he demands to understand 
the nature of the limits of literature’s influence on readers, and how this 
influence can be used.

“Diary of a Madman”: The Tyranny of the Author

There is still one presentiment that has not yet come 
to pass, but it will come to pass because my presenti-
ments are true, and I do not know how I acquired the 
gift of prophecy.

Nikolai Gogol. From a letter to P. A. Pletnev

While attempting to woo the General’s daughter, 
Poprishchin is horrified when he discovers from the 
dogs’ letters that his hair is like hay.

Viktor Shklovsky

What should put experienced readers of Gogol on their guard from the 
very beginning of “Diary of a Madman” is the atypically revealing title 
of the tale. It is of course very much designed to prepare us, so that we 
do not find ourselves in complete bewilderment upon discovering that 
someone called titular councillor Poprishchin has overheard a conversa-
tion between two dogs and took some doggy correspondence from one 
of them:
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I [. . .] rummaged in the straw of the wooden box, and, to my greatest sat-
isfaction, pulled out a small bundle of little papers. [. . .] the nasty little 
dog, [. . .] when she realized I’d taken the papers, began squealing and fawn-
ing, but I said, “No, my sweet, goodbye!” and rushed out.105

We continue reading and do not throw the book aside, even though what 
we are reading now is not even the diary of a madman, for which we were 
prepared right from the start, but letters . . . written by dogs! What is it 
that keeps us reading when we realize that we are in fact reading dog let-
ters? Is it merely curiosity, as we wonder ‘do animals think’? But the text 
does not leave us much time for reflection: without allowing readers to 
gather their thoughts after reading the dog letters, the author immediately 
makes them take an even more decisive step—they must, on the basis of 
the dogs’ correspondence, reconstruct the events of the story which are 
missing or unexplained in other sources. In the eyes of the readers, as well 
as that of literary critics (starting with Shklovsky), the dog letters have the 
status of truth, the information which they must rely on to understand 
the love intrigue and other relationships in the story.

Now that the author has succeeded in luring us onto this uncertain 
path, let us look a little closer at the canine correspondence. The letters 
are difficult to characterize in any other way than as a dog’s attempt to 
write, taking into account its tastes and gastronomic preferences. Let us 
take an example of this ‘hermeneutic immersion’ into the dog’s image:

If I wasn’t given hazel grouse with gravy or roast chicken wings, I . . . I don’t 
know what would become of me. Gruel with gravy is also good. But carrots, 
turnips, and artichokes will never be good . . .106

So that the readers do not get distracted from daydreaming, the narra-
tor immediately reminds them that they have just been fortunate enough 
to become familiar with canine opinions on gastronomy: “Shows at once 
that it wasn’t written by a man. Begins properly, but ends with some 
dogginess.”107 The fact that these letters are of a thoroughly canine per-
suasion, that there is a whiff of “dogginess”, that “there’s still something 
doggy in the writing”108 is constantly pointed out to us by the author of 
the diary, especially bringing it to our attention as though fearing we 
might forget what it is that we are reading. Reading these lines many 
years before the birth of anthropology, readers in Gogol’s lifetime would 
have been affected far more than us by this example of ‘participant 
observation’.

From the text we know that Poprishchin is definitely not the author of 
these letters. This is not only because he reads the epistolary legacy of the 
two dogs at the same time as us, providing an accompaniment of generally 
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uncomplimentary remarks about the dog author and continually express-
ing very critical opinions: “Devil knows what this is! Such nonsense! As if 
there were no better subjects to write about.”109 And it is not only because 
he finds extremely unflattering statements about himself which embar-
rass him (“I think the vile little dog is aiming at me. How is my hair like 
hay?” or “You’re lying, you cursed dog! What a vile tongue!”).110

The main thing that allows us to assert with a significant degree of 
certainty that Poprishchin is not the author of the canine letters is the 
fact that he also finds out some news from them, they provide him with 
information which he would otherwise not have been able to obtain. For 
example, he learns that Sophie, the beautiful daughter of his Director 
of Department, is not hopelessly in love with him, but instead with the 
kammerjunker Teplov; he learns the content of a conversation between 
Sophie and the kammerjunker, he learns how Sophie behaves while get-
ting ready for a ball, and how she behaved upon hearing of the arrival of 
the kammerjunker,111 and so on. Although Poprishchin does indeed spend 
time in the department director’s chambers, and we know—from the dog 
letters—that he is kept almost as a servant, he would not, of course, have 
had access to Sophie’s rooms and consequently would have no opportu-
nity to overhear or glimpse any of the events described by the dog.

So what are these letters? A pastiche? That would make this a literary 
experiment then. Who is carrying out this experiment? Is it the madman 
who goes by the name Poprishchin? But that would make him a hoaxer, 
not a madman at all. Or is there another hoaxer—Gogol? But why does 
he require letter-writing dogs whose correspondence is quoted in the 
diary?

Suddenly a voice breaks through into the diary, a voice in which it is 
difficult not to hear echoes—real or imagined—of critical responses to 
the work that we are reading:

Pah, devil take it! . . . What rot! [. . .] Give me a man! I want to see a man; 
I demand food—such as nourishes and delights my soul; and instead I get 
these trifles . . .112

What is this? An appeal for seriousness in art? For the ‘depiction of 
human passions’ in which a parody of realism can be seen? This frag-
ment is especially characteristic in that the style and lexicon of the writing 
changes abruptly here: this is no longer the half-educated, ugly and inco-
herent language which Poprishchin uses to express himself. We now hear 
correct literary speech, and most importantly we come across the sub-
ject of literary polemics, which appears nowhere else in the diary since, 
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along with literary style, it is deeply alien to the language and thoughts 
of  Poprishchin.113

Whose voice is this? Is it Gogol’s supposed critic? Or perhaps it is 
the ironic voice of Gogol himself breaking through, just as, according to 
Nabokov’s suggestion, he dramatically bursts into the prophetic mono-
logue which ends the story? It is possible to interpret this as an example 
of Mikhail Bakhtin’s polyphony, in which many voices merge. But how 
can we find out whose voices they are?

The dog letters are copied into the diary by someone called Poprish-
chin. Why does Gogol particularly choose the format of a diary for “Diary 
of a Madman”? It is well known that Gogol never again utilized this genre, 
and similarly he never kept any diaries of his own. While there are quite a 
lot of examples of attempts to convey madness in the genres of a confes-
sion or dialogues between a hero and his alter ego or his apparitions and 
nightmares—take, for example, Hamlet’s monologue—the diary format 
is rarely used for this purpose. Why does Gogol complicate his task so 
much? Why does he place two distorting mediums in between the read-
er’s perception and his ‘archaeology of madness’, which he could have 
boldly done without—the fragmentary genre of the diary and the clumsy 
style of its caricatural author who possesses neither literary language nor 
figurativeness of thought? Why does Gogol not make use of the authorial 
narrative which up to this point has served him perfectly well in convey-
ing a whole spectrum of mental states and emotions, as we observed in 
the examples of the other tales such as “The Nose”?

As a result, we are confronted with several questions. Firstly, what did 
Gogol see as his task? Was it only to convey how a person goes mad, or 
was there more to it? Secondly, who exactly is mad? Is it this Poprish-
chin? Or the readers who read it all? Or the hoaxer author? And how 
many authors or co-authors does this diary have? The text is absolutely 
self-referential: everything we know refers us to the text itself and nothing 
else besides. Gogol does not give us any supplementary information, as is 
the case for example, with Mikhail Bulgakov, one of Gogol’s admirers.114 
In his Introduction to A Theatrical Novel, for example, Bulgakov tells us 
about his protagonist, Sergei Maksudov, the author of the diary, in some 
detail. This well-established literary device allows the author to assure his 
readers of the true existence of his hero, assuming that the author’s task 
is to convince readers of the truth of the experiences he is describing, the 
verisimilitude of the story being told and the historicity of events.

It is quite another matter when an author sets himself a different task—
to establish the extent to which readers can be enslaved by literature, 
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sinking into a reverie under the influence of a work of fiction. When it is 
the text, rather than an individual person described within it, that is ill 
and going mad—or is driving the reader mad . . . A mad text without any 
pretension to verisimilitude, a text in which none of the customary con-
ventions are maintained. Readers should remain alone with it and believe 
in its authenticity. It is a test in which the author sharply increases the 
strictness of his conditions: I am not even going to tell you that someone 
is really here. The text that lies before you is pure language, deprived of 
any plausible author.115 You can judge the reality of what is happening in 
it only according to the dog’s correspondence. Here is a mad text, a text 
constructed in an attempt to deprive you of any bolster of literary real-
ity—let’s see how you react to it.116 Because all the ‘verisimilitude’ which 
I am creating for you is fictitious, it is the fruit of my fantasy and my art, 
but you will nevertheless believe me, even while reading dogs’ correspon-
dence in the diary of a madman!

In “The Nose”, the canvas of the tale at least has pretensions to being a 
‘real story’. At the very least the author tells us that there is such a person 
as Major Kovalev and we – though admittedly without being sure why—
trust the author, we yield to his pretensions at verisimilitude, which are 
after all not that persistent. Whereas in “Diary of a Madman” there are no 
humble concessions and the author no longer makes any compromises: 
there is only a mad text, distilled literature, pure absurd, extract of literary 
self-referentiality—and test subject readers.

So let us now turn to the question of why the diary genre was neces-
sary. Why did madness need to be expressed through diary entries? Is it 
because writing is capable of recording madness on paper and restraining 
it, as proved by Goya’s art in his etchings, or because madness itself is 
contained in writing, as Dostoevsky was later to claim?

The theme of the contrast between the absurd in printed language and 
its immutable power over the public is present in at least three tales—
“The Portrait”, “The Nose” and “Diary of a Madman”, in each of which the 
absurd, as mentioned in newspapers, is viewed by the heroes as true reality. 
Moreover, however nonsensical the nonsense is, through being recorded 
on paper it becomes more plausible, as though its vitality, its reality, is 
doubled on account of being written down and turned into a text. Here 
is Gogol’s reference to the printed press in “Diary of a Madman”: “I also 
read in the papers about two cows that came to a grocer’s and asked for 
a pound of tea”.117 Let us not forget that in the end it is reading the news-
paper and the news it contains which finally drives Poprishchin mad. But 
is it only the power of the mass media, still in its infancy, which concerns 
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Gogol? Is it the power of advertising and the printed word which, as we 
know, everyone trusts? Or is it something else? Perhaps in this experiment 
Gogol goes even further and asks questions about whether fiction, having 
lost control over itself, could obtain independent power and subjugate 
culture? Is it not in language that the beginnings of nightmares are hidden, 
the entrance into the ‘madness of nature’ which is capable of subordinat-
ing people? In other words, could Gogol have supposed and foretold the 
beginnings of the nightmare in modern culture?

The mad text is a materialized nightmare, the result of a very daring 
experiment, a step into the future which Gogol takes along the path to the 
materialization of nightmares in contemporary culture. The cry which is 
heard at the end of “Diary of a Madman” is the cry of the author, frightened 
by the nightmare he has created. The uncertainty that he would be able 
to free himself from nightmares was later to force Gogol to cut short his 
experiments and turn away from the search for salvation in literature.

Gogol and the Devil: Materialization of a Nightmare

Religion gave him the necessary intonation and method. 
It is doubtful whether it gave him anything else.

Vladimir Nabokov

Gogol’s laughter is man’s struggle with the Devil.
Dmitry Merezhkovsky

And so we have come face to face with the question of why Gogol car-
ried out his experiments. It is generally known about Gogol’s creative life 
that, trusting in his talent and the transforming power of art, he decided 
to change the world with the aid of literature. Gogol’s messianism and 
his striving to perfect man through his words was undoubtedly the main 
driving force of the writer’s creativity.118

I am a writer, and the duty of a writer is not only to furnish pleasant pursuits 
for the mind and taste; he will be held accountable if things useful to the 
soul are not disseminated by his works and if nothing remains after him as 
a precept for mankind.119

Starting from this conviction and with his characteristic secrecy, Gogol 
began to carry out his own experiments on readers in an attempt to under-
stand how and in what terms literature can be used to transform people. 
He acknowledges this during a discussion in a letter to Pavel Annenkov 
(1812–1887):
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We all seek the same thing: [. . .] the legitimate and coveted point where 
all lies and exaggeration are eliminated, and where the coarse outer shell 
and crude interpretations that man can use to disguise the greatest and 
simplest of truths are removed. But we are all striving towards this goal on 
different paths, depending on the inherent capabilities and characteristics 
at work within us. One man strives along the path of religion and inner 
self-knowledge, while another takes the path of historical discovery and 
experimentation (on others) [. . .] That is why every extraordinary man 
should not disclose their inner mental process too early [. . .]: his every word 
will be misunderstood, and all that was transient in it will be understood as 
 ordinary.120

His disappointment following the staging of his famous play, The Govern-
ment Inspector, only partly and temporarily shook his belief that art is the 
most important force in the world:

If the power of laughter is so great that people are afraid of it then it 
stands to reason that it should not be used frivolously. I decided to gather 
together everything vile that I knew of and laugh at it all at once—this 
was the provenance of The Government Inspector! It was my first work 
that I intended to have a beneficial influence on society, although it was 
unsuccessful [. . .]121

While working on the early versions of the Petersburg Tales, the young 
author did not quite realize at first how far his experiments would go or 
the magnitude of the power which he dared to approach. Only gradually 
does the plaything of genius, the magical force which he himself reveals 
in the process of creating his test subject readers, turn into a conscious 
strategy in his writing, developing into a series of creative devices which 
make his prose inimitable. It is probable that the major re-working of cer-
tain parts of the Petersburg Tales which the mature writer undertook for 
their publication in 1842 made him realize with much greater precision 
the nature of his project.

How great is the power of literature? What is fiction capable of ? How 
is the ‘terrible reality’ of nightmares different from literary reality, or is 
it just as true as the reality of life? Gogol asks these questions, and in an 
attempt to find the answers he carries out his experiments on readers. 
It is quite possible that it was these experiments, this intense creative 
search, that helped him suppress the nightmare and prevented it from 
materializing.

The theme of materializing nightmares or prophetic dreams continu-
ally returns to Nabokov’s writing when he ponders Gogol. Nabokov begins 
his biography of Gogol with the horrifying quotation that breaks off the 
end of “Diary of a Madman”:
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No, I no longer have the strength to endure. God! what they’re doing to me! 
They pour cold water on my head! They do not heed, do not see, do not lis-
ten to me. What have I done to them? Why do they torment me? What do 
they want from poor me? What can I give them? I have nothing. It’s beyond 
my strength, I cannot endure all their torments, my head is burning, and 
everything is whirling before me. Save me! take me!122

Nabokov directly makes a correlation between this fragment and the ter-
rible description of Gogol’s death:

It is horrible to read of the grotesquely rough handling that Gogol’s poor 
limp body underwent when all he asked for was to be left in peace. [. . .] 
Dr. Auvers (or Hovert) had his patient plunged into a warm bath where his 
head was soused with cold water after which he was put to bed with half-
a-dozen plump leeches affixed to his nose. He had groaned and cried and 
weakly struggled [. . .] and kept pleading to have the leeches removed: they 
were dangling from his nose and getting into his mouth (Lift them, keep 
them away—he pleaded) and he tried to sweep them off so that his hands 
had by to be held by the stout Auvert’s (or Hauvers’s) hefty assistant.123

It is surprising that it was this nightmare, which was to materialize so 
terribly, that made Gogol feel a sense of timidity about his experiments 
on readers.124

Here in “Diary of a Madman”, when Gogol comes especially close to 
the frontier of nightmares and recoils in horror from it, to use the words 
of Dmitry Merezhkovsky (1865–1941), a Russian poet and philosopher, 
he “[. . .] was the first to glimpse the Devil without a mask, the first to 
glimpse his real self, a self that is terrible not because it is extraordinary, 
but because it is ordinary and banal.”125 This new ‘real’ devil is described 
in an extremely naturalistic way, so that its existence acquires a virtually 
tangible trustworthiness:

Woman is in love with the devil. Yes, no joking. It’s stupid what physicists 
write, that she’s this or that—she loves only the devil. See there, from a 
box in the first balcony, she’s aiming her lorgnette. You think she’s looking 
at that fat one with the star? Not at all, she’s looking at the devil standing 
behind his back. There he is hiding in his tailcoat. There he is beckoning to 
her with is finger! And she’ll marry him. Marry him.126

The concealed, suppressed nightmare was to grow for a long time in his 
consciousness.

As we know, Gogol’s relationship with the devil went through several 
different stages. Gogol’s Ukrainian folklore devils are striking in their non-
threatening good nature which gave critics grounds to argue that these 
devils are not separate from people, that they are a ‘commonplace affair’ 
and behave ‘humanly’.127
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The pleasant lack of unexpectedness in the devils’ behaviour in the 
period when Evenings on a Farm near Dikanka was written was probably 
due to the fact that they were not carrying any kind of ‘heuristic’ bur-
den. At this point Gogol was not trying to use them to explain or test 
anything, they were not connected to the author’s underlying objective. 
Therefore they could be played with, used in Gogol’s retelling of fairytales 
with gothic folklore motifs that were so fashionable in the early 19th cen-
tury, the demand for which in Petersburg society was a pleasant surprise 
for the young Gogol.

Just at this time of intense creative experimentation, devils completely 
disappeared from the author’s sight as though they had been left in his 
other creative life. They are not only absent from the Petersburg Tales (with 
the exception of the lone devil which hides in the tailcoat of the fat man), 
but also from his other works of the same period—there are no devils in 
The Government Inspector, and their lot is wretched in Dead Souls.128

It is evident that during the years spent working on the tales, and simi-
larly later on in the course of re-working them for his collected works, 
Gogol was still far from abandoning his search for the nature of the 
nightmare. At this point he was still trying to investigate the nightmare 
and track down its causes, to touch its boundary with his words. The 
nature of the ‘terrible reality’ that continues the theme of the ‘madness 
of nature’ was not clear to the author. He tried to understand its mean-
ing and significance through his experiments. He does not yet look upon 
the idea of God as the only and indubitable answer to all the questions 
of existence. For example, in the final version of “The Portrait” Gogol 
removed all indications of a parallel between the money-lender and the 
Antichrist which were present in the more romantic version published in 
Arabesques. While Gogol had the courage to continue investigating the 
nature of nightmares in his work, nightmares had not yet succeeded in 
materializing in his waking life. But later, as soon as the writer found an 
answer outside of literature—or perhaps became tired of searching for 
it—nightmares came true in his waking life.

After 1842, the writer underwent a severe crisis. Gogol ceased his liter-
ary experiments and lost faith in his work’s ability to provide him with the 
answers to the questions that concerned him. By 1845, as a result of seri-
ous illness and an overwhelming fear of dying, Gogol conceived Selected 
Passages from Correspondence with Friends.129 By this point the idea of 
God left him with just one answer and one interpretation, which negated 
his need to continue searching. Instead of being an intense experiment, 
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literature is transformed into a means of expressing the will of Providence, 
into preaching. At the tragic moment when Gogol became decisively con-
vinced of the religious reality of his nightmares, when the issue of the 
reality of their existence had been resolved undeniably and unambigu-
ously in religious terms, the nightmare materialized in the form of the 
devil that was to become Gogol’s constant companion.130 In a letter to 
Aksakov, Gogol advises:

All your agitation and mental struggle is nothing more than the business of 
our mutual friend, known to us all—the devil. But do not lose sight of the 
fact that he is a pen-pusher and is all hot air [. . .] Therefore your agitation 
is simply the devil’s business. You should strike the beast across his face 
without embarrassment. He is a minor civil servant who has come march-
ing into town as though on an important case. He will throw dust in all our 
eyes, give us a good talking to and shriek. As soon as we lose our nerve a 
little and take a step back he will become emboldened. Yet as soon as you 
advance upon him he will bring his tail back between his legs. We are the 
ones who make him a giant; in fact he is the devil knows what. [. . .] And 
I can now say that [. . .] I have become a little cleverer, I can see things a 
little more clearly and I call them by their names, that is, I call the devil 
by that name, without giving him any splendid costume à la Byron and 
I know that he goes about in a [crap] tailcoat [. . .] and that it is worth with-
standing his pride—that is all!131

Such was the carnal, vulgar devil, irrefutable in its Gogolian reality, that 
entered into the life of the writer after the turn of the 1840s. Obedient to 
the special ability of Gogolian thought to materialize essences, to commu-
nicate an almost corporeal trustworthiness through words and ideas,132 
the devil begins to lie in wait for the author everywhere:

Therefore I advise you to look at yourself carefully to see whether this irri-
tation is truly legitimate and not merely because it so happened that your 
spirit was primed for it because of a nervous outbreak. I now carry out this 
check whenever I experience the slightest discomfort with anyone, even 
a fly, and, having anticipated it more than once, I must admit that it was 
nerves that allowed the lurking devil to take effect, who, as is well-known, 
will seek any means to poke his nose into our business, and if he cannot do 
so while we are healthy, he will sneak in through the door of illness.133

This is Gogol’s warning in a letter to Yazykov.
The contribution of Gogolian nightmares to the blurring of the bound-

aries separating literature from the reality of psychological experience is 
difficult to overestimate. The devil of Ivan Karamazov is a double, a twin 
of the Gogolian devil:
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And so he was sitting there now, almost aware of being delirious, and, as 
I have already said, peering persistently at some object on the sofa against 
the opposite wall. Someone suddenly turned out to be sitting there, though 
God knows how he had got in [. . .] It was some gentleman, or rather, a cer-
tain type of Russian gentleman, no longer young, qui frisait la cinquantaine, 
as the French say, with not too much gray in his dark, rather long, and still 
thick hair, and with a pointed beard. He was wearing a sort of brown jacket, 
evidently from the best of tailors, but already shabby, made approximately 
three years ago and already completely out of fashion, such as no well-to-do 
man of society had been seen in for at least two years. His linen, his long, 
scarflike necktie, all was just what every stylish gentleman would wear, but, 
on closer inspection, the linen was a bit dirty and the wide scarf was quite 
threadbare. The visitor’s checkered trousers fitted perfectly, but again they 
were too light and somehow too narrow, of a style no one wore any longer, 
as was the soft, downy white hat the visitor had brought with him, though 
it was entirely the wrong season.134

This conservative devil was to be so capricious as to preserve even his 
penchant for a checked suit in order for readers to more easily recognise 
him and remember whom they are dealing with, as is the case with Bulga-
kov’s little devil Koroviev from the novel The Master and Margarita:

And here the sweltering air thickened before him, and a transparent citizen 
of the strangest appearance wove himself out of it. A peaked jockey’s cap on 
his little head, a short checkered jacket also made of air . . . A citizen seven 
feet tall, but narrow in the shoulders, unbelievably thin, and, kindly note, 
with a jeering physiognomy.135

Thus the materialized nightmare of Gogol came to be comfortably settled in 
world literature, quietly awaiting the coming of Gothic contemporaneity.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE NIGHTMARE ALPHABET

The interpretation of Lovecraft and Pelevin’s works—authors who have on 
different levels and in different epochs contributed hugely to the material-
ization of the nightmare in contemporary culture—will allow us to isolate 
the atomized elements of nightmare hypnotics, to analyze its alphabet and 
to reconstruct certain features of this mental state.

Victor Pelevin

Does Pelevin Fit Gogol’s Overcoat?

I have a suspicion that at the heart of Russia generally nothing is happening. 
But something else is happening—the same little demon comes to visit you, 
who dresses up as a commissioner, or a travelling salesman, or a robber, or 
an FSB agent. The main task of this little demon is to throw dust in your 
eyes, to force you to believe that the poles are changing, all the while chang-
ing only his attire. From this point of view the history of Russia is simply the 
history of fashion. I ended up writing about how this fashion changes and 
what the hero’s current costume looks like in Numbers, even though I was 
not intending to write about any such thing,1

said Victor Pelevin in an interview. Even if there are no other allusions 
to Gogol on the pages of Pelevin’s novels, this image would already pro-
vide sufficient grounds to suspect the immense but concealed influence 
of Gogol on his work. The Gogolian devil which we became acquainted 
with in the previous chapter pops his head out here in such a way that 
we cannot fail to notice it.

In his novel The Clay Machine-Gun (released as Buddha’s Little Fin-
ger in the USA), Pelevin mentions Gogol just once, and even then it is 
only in passing and with a great deal of irony. Pyotr Voyd, reflecting on 
the differences between himself and the proletariat, utters Gogol’s name: 
“ . . . how am I any better than a drunken proletarian sent off to die for 
the word ‘Internationalism’? Because I have read Gogol, Hegel and even 
Herzen? The whole thing was merely a bad joke.”2 In contrast to Gogol’s, 
Dostoevsky’s name continually appears on the pages of The Clay Machine-
Gun. Does this mean that Pelevin is ‘orientated’ towards Dostoevsky? Is he 
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one of his ‘followers’? Is he writing under his influence? Does that mean 
therefore that Gogol played an insignificant role in Pelevin’s work? Pele-
vin’s irony in relation to Gogol reflects quite well what Yuri Tynyanov 
(1894–1943), a Russian formalist, meant by irony, consisting of borrowing, 
creative parody and creative re-interpretation.

Realist criticism concerned with social issues, originating from Vissa-
rion Belinsky, has trained us to think that if identical characters are to be 
found in both Gogol and Dostoevsky—poor clerks, ‘little people’—then 
this is evidence of a similarity in their artistic projects. And in so far as 
Gogol was the direct predecessor of Dostoevsky who in many ways tried 
to imitate him, we can deduce that in practice the writers belong to the 
same literary trend—realism.

It stands to reason that Dostoevsky’s prose is permeated with Gogolian 
themes, motifs and allusions, yet this similarity flits against a backdrop of 
radical differences in the tasks and problems which these writers tackle. 
Meanwhile Pelevin, separated from Gogol by some two centuries, continues 
to address the same questions that the young Gogol did. And although Pele-
vin’s characters, Petka and Vasily Ivanovich Chapaev, are the characters of 
Soviet-era jokes and nothing like ‘little people’, we can nevertheless much 
more certainly call this post-Soviet writer with a penchant for Buddhism 
the spiritual successor of the Orthodox believer Gogol than Dostoevsky, 
even if the latter was as preoccupied with seeking God as Gogol was when 
he wrote Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends. Perhaps, 
wary of being read exclusively in relation to Gogol, Pelevin gives his read-
ers and literary critics a ‘false trail’, never directly referencing Gogol, but 
constantly quoting Dostoevsky in the understanding that it is these direct 
links that will be assumed as the most important.

Let us now consider the question of why in a book about nightmares 
(The Clay Machine-Gun is an ode to nightmares, a novel in which night-
mares are the only and main sense of the narrative) Pelevin required 
Chapaev and Petka, famous characters in the most popular anti-Soviet 
jokes? These jokes mocked the official Soviet propaganda which advertised 
Chapaev as a rude and illiterate ‘genius of military art’ who died heroically 
in the Civil War together with his faithful sword-bearer, the country lad 
Petka and the machine-gunner country girl Anka.3 By dressing Petka as a 
decadent Petersburger poet and Chapaev as a mystic philosopher, Pelevin 
creates an impression on post-Soviet readers that is similar to that which 
Petka himself experienced when he meets Chapaev at the beginning of 
the novel:
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My thoughts were in a state of confused chaos. [. . .] I could not understand 
who he was—the very last thing he reminded me of was a Red commander 
and yet, he very clearly was one of them.4

The bemused, disarmed and disoriented readers do not resist being 
immersed in the nightmare prepared for them. This is exactly the reaction 
that Pelevin requires. His urge to understand the nature of nightmares 
made it inevitable that he would carry out experiments on the reader’s 
consciousness, just as it was inevitable for Gogol.

The action of the novel encompasses two periods—revolutionary Rus-
sia in 1918–1919 and post-Soviet Russia in the early 1990s. The main focus 
of the narrative is the relationship between Vasily Chapaev and the deca-
dent poet Pyotr Voyd. During the Civil War Pyotr Voyd and Chapaev are 
Bolshevik army commanders; in the 1990s Voyd turns out to be a patient 
in a mental institution. The novel is constructed in the form of a sequence 
of ‘frame stories’ that revolve around the central plot: Pyotr Voyd’s path 
towards unexpected lucidity which Chapaev helps him achieve.

It is difficult to get away from the impression that Pelevin is continuing 
Gogol’s project from where it broke off in “Diary of a Madman”, the point 
when Gogol understood that there is no gap between nightmares, literary 
reality and reality, that they spill over freely into one another through 
literature. Gogol recoiled in horror from this post-modern project and set 
off on a different path to seek God. In contrast, his post-Soviet follower 
wrote a novel in which any possibility of distinguishing between reality, 
literary reality or nightmares has been defiantly removed.

It is true that unlike the secretive Gogol, Pelevin speaks very openly 
about his intentions,5 which were to understand, through literary experi-
ments, how a text affects its readers:

[. . .] A novel is by its nature a predictable format. It is a sequence of differ-
ent states of mind, like dinner in a restaurant—starter, main course, dessert, 
coffee—and that is why the novel receives the highest demand from the 
market. Even the unpredictability of the modern novel is predictable, and 
readers quietly expect it from the very beginning: they don’t know exactly 
what will be for dessert, but they know that there will be one. So I tried 
to write a novel with a free focus in which the visual angle is constantly 
changing and the point from which the narrative is led shifts. A novel in 
which, to continue my analogy, the person who has come for dinner sud-
denly becomes a waiter, and then a canary. I wanted to write a novel in 
which the hero is actually the presence of the reader and his attention that 
has been drawn into the text.6
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In his experiments with nightmares, Pelevin makes great use of the devices 
invented by Gogol. Even the genre which the post-Soviet novelist chooses 
for his novel about nightmares refers to Gogol’s legacy. Indeed, Pelevin’s 
novel is also a kind of ‘diary of a madman’: in the preface Pelevin directly 
calls it a “psychological journal” which at one point during the novel 
is found on the table of the head physician of the lunatic asylum. The 
authorship and status of this journal, completed in Kafka-Yurt, is equally 
as mysterious as “Diary of a Madman”; the identity of the main hero 
and the authenticity of the events that take place are equally as doubtful 
and hazy.

When we are trying to answer the question ‘What should the end result 
of these experiments be?’ in relation to Pelevin’s work it is difficult to find 
as definite an answer as we can give with Gogol. Every Russian school-
child knows that Gogol had a mission, but what about Pelevin? It is quite 
possible that his experiments are purely intellectual, lifeless as it were. It 
could also be suggested that Pelevin had a therapeutic task in mind—to 
lessen the suffering of his readers, for example by rescuing them from 
widespread delusions, such as the idea that psychology is in a position to 
adequately interpret the complicated phenomena of the human psyche.7 
Or perhaps his need to experiment with nightmares was, as the writer 
stated in one interview, a result of programming by his environment. Most 
probably it was his investigations into nightmares that drew Pelevin far 
into the inhuman future in his subsequent novels. But for now we must 
put these considerations aside to return to them in the final chapter.

Awakenings play a key role in Pelevin’s novel, and they work in the 
same way as Gogol’s awakenings—despite the elapsed century and a 
half this tried and tested method continues to have a hypnotic effect on 
 readers.

The episode in which Pyotr Voyd, having fallen asleep in revolutionary 
Moscow surrounded by sailors high on cocaine, wakes up to an interroga-
tion at the Cheka, which in fact turns out to be an asylum in the mid-1990s, 
is one of the most unforgettable examples of Pelevin’s use of Gogol’s legacy. 
Along with the action of the novel, readers are transported from revolu-
tionary Russia, a setting which at first they were completely certain was 
the literary reality of the novel, forward in time to post-Soviet Russia. The 
readers immediately change their point of view and now begin to look at 
this post-Soviet mise en scène as the novel’s literary reality, despite the 
hero’s constant claims that it is in fact a nightmare.8 However, this kind of 
common sense judgement made by readers is based exclusively on their 
faith in the linearity and irreversibility of time—in life and in prose.
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By describing in detail the diverse sensory states through which his 
hero passes, Pelevin lulls his readers only in order to transport them to 
another nightmare. He conveys the feeling of a dream with exceptional 
precision, thereby continually making readers reflect on how the state of 
dreaming differs—or rather, does not differ—from being awake:

After the cold wind which had chilled me through on the platform, the 
warm air in the compartment was remarkably pleasant. It even began to 
feel more like water than air, as though at long last I were taking the hot 
bath I had been dreaming about for so many days. When the sensation 
became absolutely real, I realized that I was falling asleep, which I might 
have guessed anyway from the fact that instead of Chaliapin, the gramo-
phone suddenly began playing the same Mozart fugue with which my day 
had begun. I sensed that I should not on any account fall asleep, but there 
was no longer anything I could do to resist; having abandoned the struggle, 
I hurtled down headlong between the minor piano chords into the same 
stairwell of emptiness which had so astounded me that morning.9

From this emptiness Petka surfaces in the bath at the asylum, which seems 
to him—and will continue to seem throughout the whole narrative—to 
be the genuine nightmare. He prefers to think—for the time being at 
least—that revolutionary Russia is the reality, and indeed that is where 
he finds himself the next time he wakes up.

One would think that readers need only realize that no matter how real-
istically the hero’s experiences are described, this literary reality should 
not be trusted once we have realised that the author’s goal was to fool us, 
just as Gogol did when he made us confuse literary reality and nightmare 
so that we might no longer succumb to this trick. But, like Gogol’s readers 
who find themselves in thrall to the power of the literary word, each time 
we only realize this afterwards.

Having fallen asleep in the ward of the psychiatric hospital, Petka 
wakes up in the provincial town taken by the Bolsheviks where Chapaev’s 
detachment is billeted. Like Gogol’s hero in “Nevsky Prospect”, Pelevin’s 
hero ‘wakes up’ because of a knock at the door: “While thinking all of this, 
I had already fallen half-asleep, but I was summoned back to reality by an 
unexpected knock at my door.”10 This is a deception which has the same 
role in Pelevin’s text as it did in Gogol’s: it helps the author immerse his 
readers in the trance of the nightmare. The only difference is that almost 
two centuries later the hero is awoken not by a “lackey in rich livery” but 
his longed-for beauty Anka, and in his dreams the hero is transported 
not to a high society ball like the artist Piskarev but to a happy erotic 
dream. The nightmare for Petka, as for Gogol’s hero, is awakening from 
this dream.
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By switching between different registers of the nightmare in a way 
that goes unnoticed by the readers, Pelevin, continuing Gogol’s work, 
deprives readers of the opportunity to break out of the closed circle of 
the  narrative:

This thought induced a profound sadness in me, which remained in my 
heart as I came plummeting out of the leaden clouds of sleep.

For several seconds I struggled to understand where I actually was and 
what was taking place in this strange world into which some unknown force 
had been thrusting me every morning for the past twenty-six years. [. . .]

Suddenly I realized that I had not been dreaming the music—I could 
hear it playing clearly just beyond the wall. I began trying to grasp how I had 
come to be here and suddenly, like an electric shock, yesterday’s memories 
came flooding back in a single second, and I realized that I was in Vorblei’s 
apartment. [. . .]

On the other side of that wall, in the room where I had left Vorblei, not 
only was someone playing the grand piano—they were playing the very 
Mozart F Minor fugue which cocaine and melancholia had drawn to the sur-
face of my own mind only the evening before. The world quite literally went 
dark before my eyes as I imagined the cadaver pounding woodenly on the 
keys [. . .] I realized that the previous day’s nightmare was not yet over.11

Indeed, if we accept that one of the nightmares in Pelevin’s novel is, 
from our perspective as realistically-attuned readers, claiming to be liter-
ary reality, and that it is the psychiatric hospital in the 1990s from which 
“A madman bearing Emptiness for his name /Flees from the clutches 
of a model institution”12 according to a poem recited by the lyrical hero, 
then in addition to the nightmare of the asylum whose literary reality 
denies the hero, the author leads us through a series of collective night-
mares, each of which can be considered the obtrusive delirium of Pyotr 
Voyd’s neighbours on the ward. This is a novel about a romantic encoun-
ter between the travesty Maria and her hero, the virtual Schwarzenegger, 
a Japanese epopée of another inmate, Serdyuk, a nightmare of gangsters 
who gorged on poisonous mushrooms and saw themselves in Valhalla. 
These strange events, which all have the status of literary reality when 
viewed from the perspective of the characters taking part in them, are 
obviously nightmares when viewed from the narrator’s point of view. For 
him, the only true reality is the blissful emptiness of what he calls his 
Inner Mongolia. In this way the issue of true reality is entirely removed 
from the narrative.

We never find out what is literary reality and what is nightmare in 
this work: the author continually succeeds in tipping his readers into the 
void just at the moment when they are certain of locating the literary 
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reality, which again and again will be revealed as a new embodiment of 
the nightmare.

Pelevin undertakes a serious investigation of the nightmare in his novel. 
He meticulously compares the nightmare with similar states—dream, déjà 
vu, hypnosis, hallucination, mystic vision and drug-induced hallucination. 
He is interested by the question of how our experience of nightmares dif-
fers from our experience of reality.13 Pelevin’s novel allows the separate 
elements of the nightmare formula to be isolated and its qualities under-
stood, which enables us to discover the formula’s ingredients.

The Philosophical Ink-well

With that he tossed the ink-well into the air and when it was about two 
yards away from us, he fired.

The ink-well was transformed into a cloud of blue spray and minute 
fragments which hung in the air for a moment before scattering across the 
table.

I staggered backwards, and in order to avoid falling from my sudden diz-
ziness, I braced myself against the wall with one hand.14

Readers of Pelevin’s novel The Clay Machine-Gun will undoubtedly remem-
ber the scene in which, in front of Petka who is drunk, Baron Jungern, the 
Demon-Master of Valhalla, the Netherworld, shoots an ink-well as and 
instead of a philosophical argument—and as proof of the absurdity of 
the very idea of reality. The reason why Pelevin specifically chooses an 
ink-well rather than any other object is clear: this ink-well has such a long 
philosophical history that it could even pass for a philosophical argument 
in itself.

During the creation of The Brothers Karamazov, the legendary story 
about Martin Luther (1483–1546) hurling his ink-well at the devil during 
his enforced stay at Wartburg castle was common knowledge among Rus-
sian schoolchildren. That is probably why Dostoevsky substituted it for a 
cup of tea, which Ivan Karamazov used in the same way as the ink-well 
was used in the philosophical argument—he threw it at the devil. Equally, 
it is also clear why Pelevin does not borrow Dostoevky’s cup of tea but 
returns to the ink-well whose history has today long been forgotten by 
Russian readers: the ink-well serves as a symbol of the inability of any text 
to overcome the nightmare, for the ink-well is the symbolic source that 
translates nightmares into culture.

What is the meaning of the philosophical ink-well? It indicates one 
and the same problem, but in all three cases proposes different solutions. 
If Luther, tormented by doubts in Wartburg after hurling his ink-well at 
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the devil, thereby removed any boundary between reality and nightmare, 
decisively uniting the world of actualities and the world of visions, and 
attributing the same status of reality to the devil as to the ink-well, then 
the situation in the two other instances are fundamentally different.

Ivan throws a cup at the devil with the aim of affirming the supremacy 
of the world of actualities over the world of visions and to establish a 
strict frontier between them, but the devil does not disappear. On the 
contrary, he displays a rather refined indignation: “Ah, mais c’est bête 
enfin!”—turning Ivan’s argument around to confirm his existence. On 
the contrary, instead of returning the readers to objective reality, the cup 
affirms, at least while we are reading this scene, the indubitable reality of 
the nightmare.

Only after tearing himself away from this nightmare—thanks to the 
arrival of his younger brother Alyosha—does Ivan find that the cup has 
in fact remained untouched.15 Therefore we can only retrospectively con-
template the idea that there was actually no devil at all, and that it all 
appeared in a vision to Ivan. Indeed from a religious perspective, devils 
should exist and be part of reality, which was the case with Luther, for 
 otherwise even the reality of God could be doubted—a question that tor-
mented Dostoevsky throughout his entire life.16

Dostoevsky also makes other compromises which allow him to temper 
the acuteness of the problem. In particular we are notified beforehand 
by the author that the doctor has given Ivan a diagnosis of ‘delirium tre-
mens’ (although, as is widely known, Dostoevsky never showed a great 
deal of faith in doctors, particularly as far as psychiatric disorders were 
concerned. It may well be that he viewed the diagnosis of delirium tre-
mens as a way for doctors to define those who see spirits that doctors 
themselves were not obliged to believe in).

What does Dostoevsky do in The Brothers Karamazov with this para-
digmatic ink-well that has temporarily taken the form of a cup? Does he 
affirm the authenticity of nightmares? Or does he on the contrary affirm 
the unreality of nightmares, contrasting it . . . with what? ‘Objective real-
ity’? But from this point of view Alyosha and Ivan Karamazov certainly do 
not exist. In contrast to Luther, whose existence would not be questioned 
even by Hayden White (although the episode with the ink-well is prob-
ably an apocryphal later addition), Ivan and Alyosha are equal heroes of 
the literary work, they are fictions, like the devil. So what is the differ-
ence between them? Does the devil contrast the ‘literary reality’—what 
we have become accustomed to accept as the ‘reality’ of a work of fiction, 
which arises as a result of what Roland Barthes fittingly called the ‘reality 



 the nightmare alphabet 69

effect’?17 Is literary reality something that we ‘believe’ in literature? The 
verisimilitude of fiction? The imitation of reality, its copy which does not 
exceed the bounds allowed by common sense?18 Is it what we consider to 
have verisimilitude, being similar to the reality of our world, and what in 
a work of fiction should contrast with nightmares, invention, fantasy and 
other demons?

This leads us on to another question—is the concept of literary reality 
essential to understand all literary works without exception? Is it needed, 
for example, to analyze Tolstoy, who also sometimes describes the dreams 
of his heroes? Or Pushkin, when he recounts Tatyana’s nightmare in 
Eugene Onegin or Lyudmila’s dream in Ruslan and Lyudmila? For works in 
which nightmares are not the primary aim of the narrative there is prob-
ably no need for this kind of demarcation: it is superfluous and creates an 
unnecessary conglomeration of concepts. But in a situation where night-
mares are at the heart of the author’s interest, this kind of demarcation is 
essential. The postulation of literary reality becomes the most important 
means of conveying nightmares, the framework or format in which night-
mares can exist comfortably.

A writer’s task has always been to convince us of the authenticity of the 
story they are telling, the reality of what is happening in a work of fiction, 
and to make us experience the emotions described in their novel. Vari-
ous artistic devices can be used to create ‘the reality effect’. This is what 
Thomas Mann wrote about creating the reality effect which he himself 
had recourse to while working on Joseph and His Brothers: “The precision 
and specificity of the details is simply a deceptive illusion, an artistic game 
of façades; we can see that every linguistic trick in the book is employed: 
psychologization, the dramatization of action and even devices of histori-
cal commentary, all in order to achieve the impression of reality and the 
trustworthiness of what is taking place . . . but the underlying reason for 
this is humour.”19

In Ivan’s nightmare Dostoevsky also uses the reality effect, but not in 
order to fill the text to the brim with realism. On the contrary he, like 
the young Gogol, shows how fragile and transparent, how conditional and 
indefinite the boundary is between literary reality and reality, between 
nightmare and life. This is how the devil from Ivan’s nightmare addresses 
the issue of reality which is the central theme of their polemics:

Here, when I move in with people from time to time, my life gets to be 
somewhat real, as it were, and I like that most of all. Because, like you, I 
myself suffer from the fantastic, and that is why I love your earthly realism. 
Here you have it all outlined, here you have the formula, here you have 
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geometry, and with us it’s all indeterminate equations! I walk about here 
and dream. I love to dream. Besides, on earth I become superstitious—don’t 
laugh [. . .]20

Ivan Fedorovich argues with the devil in his nightmare, in particular 
about the meaning of realism in literature. It is no accident that the devil, 
who suffers from rheumatism and loves ‘earthly realism’, in proving his 
reality21 draws on the authority of a acknowledged classic writer of the 
realistic method—Leo Tolstoy:

This time I’ll be honest and explain to you. Listen: in dreams and espe-
cially in nightmares, well, let’s say as a result of indigestion or whatever, 
a man sometimes sees such artistic dreams, such complex and real actual-
ity, such events, or even a whole world of events, woven into such a plot, 
with such unexpected details, beginning from your highest manifestations 
down to the last shirt button, as I swear even Leo Tolstoy couldn’t invent; 
and, by the way, it’s not writers who occasionally see such dreams, but 
quite the most ordinary people, officials, journalists, priests . . . There’s even 
a whole problem concerning this: one government minister even confessed 
to me himself that all his best ideas come to him when he’s asleep. Well, and 
so it is now. Though I am your hallucination, even so, as in a nightmare, I 
say original things, such as have never entered your head before, so that I’m 
not repeating your thoughts at all, and yet I am merely your nightmare and 
nothing more.22

But it would be a mistake to think that Dostoevsky’s task was to make his 
readers experience a nightmare while awake. In his work, as we will see 
below, the literary experiment was a strictly subordinate means.

In contrast, for Pelevin the issue of the boundary of what he, with a 
generous helping of disgust called ‘extralinguistic reality’,23 literary reality 
and nightmares is one of the central issues of the novel, and experimenting 
with the reader’s perception is one of his main devices. Readers perceive 
Pelevin’s shattered ink-well as a sign of the differences between night-
mares and literary reality. And in accordance with the author’s intention, 
the readers are mistaken—and should be mistaken every time, for the 
ink-well only explodes with such realistic violence so that the new night-
mare can triumph.

Therefore Pelevin also uses the ‘reality effect’ continually, but only in 
order to assure readers again and again of their inability to differentiate 
nightmare from literary reality, their powerlessness before the tyranny of 
the author, for example when Petka philosophises in Valhalla about the 
difference between sleep and reality with Baron Ungern, a local demon, 
who warns Petka against even the possibility of such a difference:
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‘But for some reason you still seem to think that the world of your dreams 
is less real than the space in which you get drunk with Chapaev in the bath-
house.’

‘[. . .] On the intellectual level, of course, I understand perfectly well what 
you are trying to say. More than that, I have even noticed that when I am 
actually dreaming the nightmare it is so real that there is absolutely no way 
of knowing that it is a dream. I can touch objects in the same way, I can 
pinch myself . . . ’

‘But then how do you distinguish your dream from the waking world?’ 
the baron interrupted.

‘By the fact that when I am awake I have a clear and unambiguous sense 
of the reality of what is happening. As I have now.’

‘So you have that feeling now?’ the baron asked.
‘In general, yes, I do,’ I said, somewhat bemused. ‘Although I must confess 

that the situation is somewhat unusual.’
‘Chapaev asked me to take you with me so that for once at least you 

would find yourself in a place which has absolutely no relationship either 
to your nightmare about the mental home or to your nightmares about 
 Chapaev,’ said the baron. ‘Take a good look around you—both of your 
obsessive dreams are equally illusory here. All I have to do is leave you by 
one of the camp-fires and you will understand what I mean.’24

In another instance the reality effect in the novel creates a realistic 
description of the hero’s experiences regarding the murder he has just 
committed—the hero watches his own actions as if from outside himself 
and as though ‘objectively’:

I suddenly saw the scene from the perspective of an outside observer: a fig-
ure sitting on the corpse of a newly strangled friend and assiduously breath-
ing according to Yogi Ramacharaki’s method as described in the journal 
Isida.25

This realistic description should convince us that this event belongs to 
literary wakefulness, just when it becomes clear that this is the most obvi-
ous nightmare.26

Overall, Pelevin’s attitude towards the difference between nightmare-
dreams and reality—a concept that evokes an acute feeling of irritation in 
this writer—can be expressed in a very simple formula which Pelevin puts 
in the mouth of his hero: “That means, it makes no difference whether you 
sleep or you don’t, it’s all a dream.”27
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The Nightmare Formula

And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also 
gazes back into you.

Friedrich Nietzsche

Then I realized that I was terribly tired. [. . .] Suddenly the thought struck 
me that since the very beginning of time I had been doing nothing but lie 
on the bank of the Ural, dreaming one dream after another, and waking up 
again and again in the same place. [. . .] Who, I wondered, who would read 
the descriptions of my dreams? [. . .] Will I really simply fall asleep again on 
this river bank, I wondered.

Without giving myself even a moment’s pause for thought, I leapt to my 
feet, ran forwards and threw myself headlong into the Ural.

I hardly felt anything at all; the stream was simply on every side of me 
now, and so there were no more sides. I saw the spot from which the stream 
originated—and immediately recognized it as my true home. Like a snow-
flake caught up by the wind, I was born along towards that spot. At first my 
movement was easy and weightless, and then something strange happened; 
I began to feel some incomprehensible friction tugging at my calves and my 
elbows, and my movements slowed. And no sooner did it begin to slow than 
the radiance surrounding me began to fade, and at the very moment when 
I came to a complete standstill, the light changed to a murky gloom, which 
I realized came from an electric bulb burning just under the ceiling.

My arms and legs were belted tight to the chair, and my head was resting 
on a pillow covered in oilcloth.28

Although none of us has ever had this exact nightmare, we unreservedly 
believe in its trustworthiness. This is probably because in Pelevin’s text 
and particularly in this description the most important elements of the 
‘magic formula’ of the nightmare are present, their secrets hidden under 
cover of night. For example, a full-fledged nightmare is woven from a 
happy dream. Just when both hero and readers alike are expecting cathar-
sis, a happy dénouement, when the hero will finally fall into the URAL—
the Undefinable River of Absolute Love—the bright dream is exchanged 
for a mad nightmare. Many of us, and similarly many literary heroes, have 
all experienced a shock from this sudden change in our dreams!

Why does this happen? What goes on in our consciousness, in the con-
sciousness of a dreamer, when a happy dream turns into a nightmare? 
Why is it that Petka’s dreams, just like our own, often turn out to be night-
mares? Where does the fateful boundary lie, beyond which harmony gives 
way to horror?

‘Bad news’ comes when the dreamer’s attention gets pinned down to a 
single point, to a spot emerging in the abyss—this is the beginning of the 
flow towards which he is recklessly rushing. Intense scrutiny and look-
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ing into emptiness often anticipates hallucinations and sickly visions, as 
both writers and psychologists know well. Is it coincidence that Gogol’s 
Poprishchin, and his later literary descendants, Dostoevsky’s Mr. Golyad-
kin and Ivan Karamazov, and also their distant relative Bulgakov’s Ivan 
Bezdomny, and many other heroes besides, continually screw up their 
eyes, stare and look into emptiness before seeing the devil or a monster? 
For example, Ivan Karamazov does this in his nightmare:

He sat on the sofa feeling dizzy. He felt himself sick and strengthless. He 
was beginning to fall asleep, but got up nervously and paced the room to 
drive sleep away. At moments he fancied that he seemed delirious. But it 
was not sickness that occupied him most of all; when he sat down again he 
began looking around from time to time, as if searching for something. This 
happened several times. Finally his eyes focused intently on one spot. Ivan 
grinned, but an angry flush covered his face. He sat where he was for a long 
time, his head propped firmly on both hands, but still looking sideways at 
the former spot, at the sofa standing against the opposite wall. Apparently 
something there, some object, irritated him, troubled him, tormented him.

[. . .]
And so he was sitting there now, almost aware of being delirious, and, as 

I have already said, peering persistently at some object on the sofa against 
the opposite wall. Someone suddenly turned out to be sitting there, though 
God knows how he had got in, because he had not been in the room when 
Ivan Fyodorovich came back from seeing Smerdyakov.29

But of course this was not a gentleman at all, but the devil—or rather 
Ivan Fyodorovich Karamazov’s nightmare. (For the time being we will 
leave aside the issue of the difference between nightmare and madness 
and return to it later.)

Persistent concentrated attention—the intentionality of a sleeping per-
son’s consciousness, as phenomenologists would say if they were to take 
an interest in nightmares—turns into a source of nightmares. Concen-
trated staring, looking into emptiness, or at an indistinct point on the 
horizon, or at a strip of light, plunges the dreamer into a stupor. Pelevin’s 
hero also experiences the genesis of a nightmare from a point of concen-
trated attention, from the spot emerging out of the emptiness:

The injection was certainly still working—I was still suffering from the same 
effect that I had felt in the bathroom and was incapable of perceiving exter-
nal reality in its totality. Elements of the surrounding world appeared at the 
moment when my gaze fell on them, and I was developing a giddy feeling 
that my gaze was actually creating them.30

The exertion of consciousness—or perhaps the weakness that does not 
allow concentration—forms the semantic center of a nightmare, its core. 
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It brings to mind the hyponotic role of the strip of light visible through 
the crack in the screen in Gogol’s “The Portrait”.

The magical point in the emptiness has one more curious character-
istic: as soon as it emerges everything in its center comes into motion. 
It becomes the epicenter of the nightmare and the center of the whirl-
pool that engulfs the sleeper. Around it form images, memories of events, 
 fragments of sentences and echoes of sounds. In the language of physics, 
the point is the nightmare event horizon which draws everything towards 
it, even if previously it had no connection to it:

[. . .] this is what happens in a dream, when the mind, cast into a whirlpool 
of fantastic visions, draws to itself like a magnet some detail familiar from 
the everyday world and focuses on it completely, transforming the most 
muddled of nightmares into a simulacrum of daily routine.31

Bewitched by the mysterious point as though by a hypnotist’s pendu-
lum, the dreamer is immersed in the nightmare and leaves the space of 
the happy dream. As soon as the dreamer sees “the spot from which the 
stream originated” he will begin circling in the engulfing whirlpool, rush-
ing with ever increasing rapidity to catastrophe.

The point can grow to huge proportions, and its force of attraction 
increases and becomes insurmountable:

And now Serdyuk [. . .] was drifting through a qualityless void and he sensed 
that he was coming close to something huge that radiated an intolerable 
heat. The most terrible thing was that this immense thing that breathed fire 
was approaching him from behind, which meant that it was impossible for 
him to see what it actually was. The sensation was quite unbearable, and 
Serdyuk began feverishly searching for the spot where he had left behind 
the old, familiar world. [. . .]

For a long time after that there was nothing at all—although it was not 
really even correct to say that it was a long time, because there was no time 
either. And then there was a cough, and a squeaking of floorboards . . .32

The magic ‘spot’ plays another important role in Pelevin’s nightmares: it 
is the ideal bridge which readers cross, completely unaware, from one 
nightmare to another.

As soon as you are swept up in the flow of your dreams, you yourself become 
part of it all—because in that flow everything is relative, everything is in 
motion, and there is nothing for you to grab hold of and cling on to. You 
don’t realize when you are drawn into the whirlpool, because you are mov-
ing along together with the water, and it appears to be motionless. That’s 
how a dream comes to feel like reality.33
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The furious rotation of the nightmare’s whirlpool has something in com-
mon with the other fiction devices which Pelevin uses. Pelevin achieves 
the effect of a spinning sensation, and he makes his readers experience 
déjà vu. The novel abounds with repetitions, whether it be Petka in the 
lunatic asylum amazed by the picture of ‘The Battle at Lozovaya Junc-
tion’, eccentric scenes in the café ‘The Musical Snuffbox’ or the image 
of snowflakes to which the hero compares himself at the most dramatic 
moments of his life.34 The whole composition of the novel is enclosed in 
a circle that forms a rondo. The description of a snowy Tverskoi boulevard 
in the last part of the novel repeats the first phrase word for word.35 The 
same “inexpressibly bleak courtyard” through which the hero passes at 
the beginning of his travels in 1918 becomes the last detail of the Moscow 
landscape in the 1990s which we see through Petka’s eyes.36 There is only 
one difference between the two that is not immediately obvious: the cen-
tury that has passed by—or perhaps passed out of memory . . . 

This déjà vu that washes away the boundary between the beginning 
and end of the text and between the nightmares described in it should 
once and for all put an end to the question of the ‘extralinguistic reality’ 
which lies beyond the bounds of a novel with a narrative that is completely 
closed in on itself—such is the post-modern reading of the novel.37

However, that is not the end of the significance of déjà vu. It has 
another important role—both in Pelevin’s novel and in the nightmare. 
But nightmarish literature does not owe the idea of a closed circle of déjà 
vu to the post-modernist Pelevin, nor even to Dostoevsky who vividly 
describes nightmares, but to the pillar of the realistic method, Leo Tolstoy, 
in whose works this device, as we will see later, unexpectedly reaches its 
full  development.

Mozart’s Infernal Fugue

Fans of the Gothic novel will certainly be aware of the importance of 
music in this genre. Not music in general, but a special, infernal kind 
of music. It is bewitchingly beautiful, but is heard as though from under-
ground, and can be heard only by those to whom it is addressed, only to 
those who have been given a sign—often the hero, doomed to an early, 
unavoidable and mysterious death. The motif of infernal music outlived 
the gothic novel and found a place in modern prose, becoming the faithful 
companion of its nightmares and monsters.

Murder is also capable of making the infernal music begin to sound 
on the pages of modern novels. Thus Petka, having just strangled his 
 acquaintance, sat down at the grand piano “and began quietly playing a 
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piece by Mozart, my favourite fugue in F minor, which always made me 
regret that I did not have [. . .] four hands . . . ”.38 This fugue by Mozart turns 
into a leitmotif of the nightmares in the novel. The next time the hero 
hears it is on the radio in the lunatic asylum, in a version by the ‘Inflamed 
Ovaries’: “I heard the beginning of wild music, like the wind howling in a 
prison chimney.”39 The same fugue is the theme of Petka’s new nightmare 
which, after having woken up from a nightmare in a post-Soviet psychiatric 
hospital in revolutionary Moscow, in a flat where the corpse of his stran-
gled acquaintance still lies, he hears it again, but this time played by Cha-
paev.40 Similarly, this piece by Mozart helps support the unity of the story, 
it provides a constant and unchanging key. Indeed there is no evidence to 
suggest that the identity of the narrator does not change—we cannot 
even assert that there is only one Petka.

In addition to the fugue, there is another item in The Clay Machine-Gun 
whose nature is highly mysterious. This is the Order of the October Star. 
With the exception of the implicit mockery of Soviet symbolism, we know 
nothing about it—which country or society it is from, or for what service 
is it given. But we do know one thing: the Order travels from one night-
mare to the next with surprisingly constancy, laying down a connecting 
thread through the narrative.41 Perhaps the secret of the Order is that it is 
a point on which the gaze of the dreamer narrator is focused, a point from 
which all the nightmares in the novel emerge.

It is only because we follow the sound of the fugue from nightmare to 
nightmare, and the Order of the October Star appearing in each story, that 
we can be certain that we are reading just one work. As the guiding thread 
in the nightmares, the fugue is a vital audio link in the narrative, while 
the Order is the visual equivalent. Music, like the visual point in space we 
have been discussing, arrests our attention and its accompaniment helps 
us go deeper into the nightmare.

But can we conclude with certainty, based on Pelevin’s analysis, that 
when we have a nightmare we truly hear some kind of music? In other 
words, is music part of our experience of nightmares? Or, despite its pre-
dominance in literature, is this infernal music just a metaphor concealing 
a particular characteristic of the nightmare? We will be able to answer 
these questions a little later, when we turn to the work of Dostoevsky.

Pursuits

Let us now look at what goes on in nightmares. Despite a whole range of 
possible night terrors, there is one theme that is repeated more often than 
any other—the pursuit. A flight or chase is the main thing we remember 
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and fretfully tell our relatives the following morning. The ‘basic content’ 
of a nightmare virtually always comes down to an attempt to slip away, 
to hide or evade the fateful inevitable horror from which, according to 
the rules of every nightmare, there is and can be no salvation. The flight 
expresses a striving to escape an inevitable catastrophe or monstrous 
circumstances, to avoid the terrible knowledge that you are inescap-
ably approaching. Vain attempts to change that which it is impossible to 
change, to prevent something from happening which must inevitably take 
place, to avoid confronting what will be, or what already is, but which the 
dreamer—the victim of the nightmare—is desperately afraid of admit-
ting to himself, are other variations of the ‘flight’, this irreversibility of 
impending fate. And although we almost always wake up before the most 
terrible event befalls us, we almost never succeed in actually escaping the 
approaching nightmare.

The pursuit takes place with fantastic, supernatural speed—events follow 
one another, changing the pace with lightning speed—while the dreamer 
feels the colossal overload caused by this unbearable  acceleration.42

Who is chasing hot on our heels and from whom—or from what—are 
we trying to run away from? What do we experience and what do we 
attempt to convey after waking up, despite the fact that it is difficult to 
express? And what is the reason for this obsessive repetition of flight and 
chase or falls in our nightmares?

Some one is with me, but I cannot see him [. . .]
At the end of this road is a narrow turning, and when I come to it I am 

afraid, though I do not know why I am afraid. It leads to a house that I once 
lived in when a child, and now there is some one waiting there who has 
something to tell me.

I turn to run away. A Blackwall ’bus is passing, and I try to overtake it. But 
the horses turn into skeletons and gallop away from me, and my feet are like 
lead, and the thing that is with me, and that I cannot see, seizes me by the 
arm and drags me back.

It forces me along, and into the house, and the door slams behind us, and 
the sound echoes through the lifeless rooms. [. . .]

I go up into my own little attic. [. . .] An old man enters—an old, bent, 
withered man—holding a lamp above his head, and I look at his face, and it 
is my own face. And another enters, and he is also myself. Then more and 
more, till the room is thronged with faces, and the stair-way beyond, and all 
the silent house. Some of the faces are old and others young, and some are 
fair and smile at me, and many are foul and leer at me. And every face is my 
own face, but no two of them are alike.

I do not know why the sight of myself should alarm me so, but I rush from 
the house in terror, and the faces follow me; and I run faster and faster, but 
I know that I shall never leave them behind me.43
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This is how Jerome K. Jerome conveys one of the nightmares in his unfin-
ished work Novel Notes of 1891. The horror of the nightmare is captured 
very precisely here: it describes the combination of different times coin-
ciding in the single space of the lyrical hero’s childhood home, the past, 
present and future of his own life and the glaring discontinuity of the 
flow of the hero’s course of time, as he sees images of himself at different 
ages in the nightmare. This description reveals one principle feature of 
nightmares as a psychological state: the flight is a way of explaining the 
catastrophe of falling out of the ordinary course of time.

When we dream that we are being pursued by a murderer or that we 
are trying to prevent some awful event, this is an expression of our subjec-
tive experience of the change in the perception of the passage of time. The 
consciousness senses the slip into this temporality like a cataclysm. This 
explains another important feature of nightmares—the ability to change 
the sequence of past and future, to move events into a time to which they 
do not belong, confusing the order of cause and effect, all of which oddly 
distorts objects and disfigures space, generating horrible overloads.

Flight, chase and falling are the simplest ways for the consciousness 
to represent what happens in a nightmare as a distinct image. Overloads 
of incredible speed are representations of this change occurring in the 
perception of time. The nightmare—a small catastrophe in the sleeping 
consciousness—occurs when our accustomed sense of time breaks down. 
A whirlwind or whirlpool, with its swiftly accelerating rotation, distorts the 
course of events as they rush towards the dénouement—to the catastro-
phe of the rupture of time. This is how the nightmare temporality arises, 
in which the dreamer is simultaneously present in different moments of 
his own life, and the causal links between events dramatically break down. 
But, in contrast to the Husserlian horizon of temporality where past, pres-
ent and future are given in their simultaneity, openness and totality, the 
most important feature of time in a nightmare turns out to be the rupture. 
It is this rupture that undermines the irreversibility of time and mixes up 
the order of tenses. The ever-accelerating rotation of the whirlwind picks 
up the dreamer and throws him out of his accustomed timeline, estab-
lishing a new special temporality in which the irreversibility of the past, 
present and future is destroyed.

Perhaps the most nightmarish characteristic of nightmares is actually 
the fact that they are like a time machine which our sleeping conscious-
ness involuntarily launches, capable of carrying us into the future and 
returning us to the past, poignantly mixing up the sequence of tenses.
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It is this need to disrupt the linear temporality of the story that is 
the most important compositional device, highly significant for authors 
describing nightmares. A confused chronology, with sudden jumps from 
one time to another, from one epoch to another—this is the way to 
 recreate the special nightmare temporality in a work of literature. In par-
ticular this device is continually used by Pelevin, in whose novel the hero 
wanders between the historic past and the present, with every chapter 
ending with a journey that goes against the accustomed course of time. 
It is one of the devices of hypnotics, one of the artistic means of expres-
sion which are essential to reproduce a nightmare in a novel. The whole 
composition of The Clay Machine-Gun ‘works’ to support the nightmare, 
always facilitating its reproduction.

Interestingly, our own nightmares and also descriptions of nightmares 
in literature are very often accompanied by dizziness. It takes different 
forms: sometimes it can be a dizzy feeling experienced by the hero, or 
the dizzying speed with which the action unfolds. Sometimes this feeling 
materializes in the form of an abyss, or it creates within the dreamer a 
sensation of falling. It is quite probable that it is this breakdown in tempo-
rality, this switching from a linear perception of time to a chaos of tenses, 
that causes this dizziness in us. Perhaps it is the physiological reaction 
to our impressions—a glance into the abyss of the nightmare evokes the 
same reaction as a great height. Could it be that this is how we experience 
the ‘overloads’ caused by changes in our sense of time?

The Void of Post-Soviet Selective Amnesia
Vladimir Volodin [. . .] Since you’ve decided to lose your memory one more 
time, we might as well introduce ourselves all over again.’

[. . .]
‘Then what is my surname?’ I asked anxiously.
‘Your surname is Voyd,’ Volodin replied, ‘and your madness is caused by 

your denying the existence of your own personality and replacing it with 
another, totally invented one.’44

Thus Pelevin’s readers receive one of the possible explanations for the 
nightmares of the novel. This diagnosis of amnesia—partial memory 
loss—is announced to the hero of the novel Pyotr Voyd by his neighbour 
on the ward:

I could understand it if you had lost your memory completely, but this 
strange selectivity is quite astonishing. But then, I am not a doctor. Perhaps 
this is also part of the normal order of things.45
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Amnesia is an important background for the development of nightmares. 
It creates a feeling of uncertainty about the past:

‘And what was the poem about?’
‘Oh, it was completely abstract. It was about the stream of time washing 

away the wall of the present so that new patterns keep appearing on it, and 
we call some of them the past. Our memory tells us that yesterday really 
existed, but how can we be sure that all of these memories did not simply 
appear with the first light of dawn?’46

Partial memory loss also gives rise to uncertainty about one’s own person-
ality, the future, and the present:

‘Don’t go worrying your head about things that have no connection with the 
present,’ said Chapaev. ‘You have yet to reach this future of which you speak. 
Perhaps you will reach a future in which there will be no Furmanov—or, 
perhaps you might even reach a future in which there will be no you.’47

Amnesia plays an important role in the novel: without it the transfer 
from nightmare to nightmare would be impossible. The composition of 
the novel is in fact suspended in the void of absent memory and selective 
amnesia.48 In this sense The Clay Machine-Gun imitates the most impor-
tant feature of the modern historical consciousness of Russians, and it is 
therefore a precise diagnosis of the post-Soviet era. Amnesia, a gap in his-
torical memory, allows the Soviet terror to be substituted for an invented 
heroic past, although the dangerous consequences of this operation are 
obvious even to the lunatic asylum patient. The action of the novel takes 
place between two events divided by the void of oblivion—between the 
Revolution of 1917 and the post-Soviet mutation, bracketing the night-
mare of Soviet history.49 The chasm of Russian historical oblivion, gaping 
between them, exposes the fact that, like the composition of the novel, 
post-Soviet identity hangs in a complete void.

Petka’s amnesia, like the historical amnesia in the consciousness of mod-
ern Russians, conceals crimes committed under Soviet rule between 1917 
and the mid-1990s. But, having concealed these events, it left the heroes 
an important cultural legacy—the irreducible experience of inseparabil-
ity between the zona, a Soviet concentration camp, and society, merged 
together over years of Soviet rule. Selective historical  amnesia—the 
unwillingness of Russians to look their criminal past in the face, and 
subsequently condemning it and taking historical responsibility for its 
consequences upon themselves—actively facilitates the transformation 
of the zona and its characteristic forms of behaviour, hierarchy and inter-
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personal relations into a structure-forming element of Russian society.50 
The mafia gangsters who are the main characters in one of the nightmares 
philosophize about this while high on mushrooms:

Just think about it, Kol—the entire country was one big labour camp from 
the day we was born, and it’ll always be a camp. That’s why God’s the way 
he is, with them flashing lights and sirens. Who believes in any other kind 
round here?51

The disappearance of events and the refusal to ponder their significance 
or even simply to remember them does not save the hero from the heavy 
burden of the past to which the heirs of the Soviet Gulag are doomed. In 
the train, trapped by a horde of drunkard workers, Pyotr Voyd discusses 
this legacy:

[. . .] man is rather like this train. In exactly the same way he is doomed for 
all eternity to drag after him out of the past a string of dark and terrible car-
riages inherited from goodness knows whom. And he calls the meaningless 
rumbling of this accidental coupling of hopes, opinions and fears his life. 
And there is no way to avoid this fate.’52

The difficulty of repentance is probably the only theme which Pelevin 
truly borrows from Dostoevsky.53 The catastrophe of 1917, like post-Soviet 
Gothic authoritarianism, is inseparably linked in the novel to the theme of 
the betrayal of the intellectuals. It is difficult to overemphasize the ideo-
logical and political significance of this theme for understanding The Clay 
Machine-Gun.

[. . .] many decadents, such as Mayakovsky, sensing the clearly infernal char-
acter of the new authority, had hastened to offer their services to it. As a 
matter of fact, it is my belief that they were not motivated by conscious 
Satanism—they were too infantile for that—but by aesthetic instinct: after 
all, a red pentagram does complement a yellow blouse so marvellously 
well.54

The loss of moral foundations and a craving to flirt with evil turns the 
“calculating pimps of the spirit, these emaciated Bolsheviks, [. . .] these 
cocaine-soaked social-revoluationaries” into mediators and leaders or paid 
‘interpreters’ of the barbarian crowds of ‘uber-superhumans’: the revolu-
tionary proletariat and its direct descendant—the post-Soviet gangster. 
It is unsurprising that the ‘corporate villainy of the people of art’ and the 
‘false fate of the intelligentsia’ lead Pelevin’s lyrical hero to radical anti-
intellectualism.55
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Howard Phillips Lovecraft

I wrote at the time that there was something “not 
really literary” about Lovecraft’s work. This has since 
been bizarrely confirmed. At book signings, once in a 
while, young people come to see me and ask me to 
sign this book. They have discovered Lovecraft through 
role-playing games or CD-ROMs. They have not read 
his work and don’t even intend to do so. Nonethe-
less, oddly, they want to find out more—beyond the 
texts—about the individual and about how he con-
structed his world.

Michel Houellebecq

‘Freezing Chatterings’

I have often wondered if the majority of mankind 
ever pause to reflect upon the occasionally titanic 
 significance of dreams, and of the obscure world to 
which they belong. Whilst the greater number of our 
nocturnal visions are perhaps no more than faint and 
fantastic reflections of our waking experiences—Freud 
to the contrary with his puerile symbolism—there are 
still a certain remainder whose immundane and ethe-
real character permit of no ordinary interpretation, 
and whose vaguely exciting and disquieting effect sug-
gests possible minute glimpses into a sphere of mental 
existence no less important than physical life, yet sep-
arated from that life by an all but impassable barrier.

Howard Phillips Lovecraft

Let us now try to understand what we actually see in a nightmare. What 
does it feel like? What does it smell like? And why are nightmares capa-
ble of bewitching us so that we are dumbfounded from horror and we 
cannot tear our gaze away? It is impossible to reflect on these themes 
without examining the work of Howard Phillips Lovecraft. The nightmare, 
as Michel Houellebecq expressed it, is Lovecraft’s “preserve”. And Houelle-
becq is to be trusted: he is not merely one of the many readers and writers 
that examine Lovecraft’s work. He is a follower of Lovecraft, his pupil. 
He understands his master’s strategies and devices from within because 
he borrows and utilizes them in his own work. For example, it would seem 
that he is indebted to Lovecraft for the style he employs in Atomised—his 
sociological account of the atrophy of the fabric of European culture. Its 
ability to orientate us in the Nightmare Universe of Lovecraft’s creation 
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turns Houellebecq’s book about Lovecraft into an invaluable guide for us. 
But, like any guide, it reveals far from all of the secrets of this “recluse of 
Providence”.

Lovecraft’s work is a textbook for nightmare aesthetics. Are you finding 
it difficult to perceive shapes, are you unaware of the twists and turns of 
geometric figures, but do you have a sharpened sense of colour? Are you 
indifferent to sounds and music, but do you have a developed sense of 
smell? Don’t worry—Lovecraft’s prose has a peculiar effect on these forms 
of ‘perception’ which are enhanced in you. His nightmares do not leave 
us indifferent. They bewitch us with a phantasmagoria of images, sinister 
sounds and revolting smells.

The chaotic shifts of unknown matter, the breaking up of accus-
tomed shapes and characteristics of bodies, the solidity of inexpressibly 
beautiful, majestic and repulsive landscapes, stenches and unbearable 
sounds—these are the features of perception in the nightmares Lovecraft 
describes:

I was now in a vortex of sound and motion, with confused pictures before 
my eyes. I saw the blurred outlines of the room, but from some point in 
space there seemed to be pouring a seething column of unrecognizable 
shapes or clouds, penetrating the solid roof at a point ahead and to the right 
of me. Then I glimpsed the temple-like effect again, but this time the pil-
lars reached up into an aerial ocean of light, which sent down one blinding 
beam along the path of the cloudy column I had seen before. After that the 
scene was almost wholly kaleidoscopic, and in the jumble of sights, sounds 
and unidentified sense-impressions, I felt that I was about to dissolve or in 
some way lose the solid form. [. . .] At another time I felt the huge animate 
things brushing past me, and occasionally walking or drifting through my 
supposedly solid body.56

The nightmare landscapes are not neutral—their enchanting beauty over-
flows with varying degrees of disgust.57 Palaces and cities, other worlds and 
other universes tower in a grotesque excess of nightmarish architecture, 
lying in wait for those who are sensitive to the perception of shape:58

The effect was that of a Cyclopean city of no architecture known to man or to 
human imagination, with vast aggregations of night-black masonry embody-
ing monstrous perversions of geometrical laws. There were truncated cones, 
sometimes terraced or fluted, surmounted by tall cylindrical shafts here and 
there bulbously enlarged and often capped with tiers of thinnish scalloped 
disks; and strange beetling, table-like constructions suggesting piles of mul-
titudinous rectangular slabs or circular plates of five-pointed stars with each 
one overlapping the one beneath. [. . .] All of these febrile structures seemed 
knit together by tubular bridges crossing from one to the other at various 
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dizzy heights, and the implied scale of the whole was terrifying and oppres-
sive in its sheer gigantism.59

The foul stench is yet another dimension, an inalienable component of 
these nightmares: our nostrils are hit by the ‘poisonous stink’, the air is full 
of disgusting smells which vary depending on the monsters that appear 
before us.60

Lovecraft’s nightmares are especially rich in sounds, but these sounds 
are nothing like the banal infernal music of the Gothic novel, although 
this music is sometimes heard in his prose, indicating an approaching 
other-worldly danger. The sounds of his nightmares are “accompanied by 
that same exaggerated sense of hearing, which made it seem as if I were 
attuned to cacophonous sound from other dimensions.”61 Note the keen-
ness of Lovecraft’s hearing: this is not ‘infernal music’ nor a Mozart fugue, 
but strange sounds quite unlike anything we have heard before, which 
torment our souls as they accompany us in the nightmare. Lovecraft was 
unable to comprehend their nature in the way that Dostoevsky succeeded 
in doing. But his keen nightmarologist’s ear nevertheless caught their dis-
turbing sound.

Strange sounds and incomprehensible sensations: they can be 
described using analogies to the ordinary world, but we should be under 
no illusions—these cannot convey even part of the true experience of a 
 nightmare:

Then, from the farthermost regions of remoteness, the sound softly glided 
into existence. It was infinitely faint, subtly vibrant and unmistakably musi-
cal, but held a quality of surpassing wildness which made its impact feel like 
a delicate torture of my whole body. I felt sensations like those one feels 
when accidentally scratching ground glass. Simultaneously there developed 
something like a cold draft.62

We cannot escape the impression that Lovecraft was striving to articulate 
with as much detail and precision as possible what had appeared to him 
in his dreams, what he sees and feels when he has a nightmare. “We feel,” 
writes Houellebecq, “we have already visited these gigantic cities in our 
dreams. In fact, Lovecraft is only transcribing his own dreams as faithfully 
as he can.”63

However, despite the huge amount of attention Lovecraft paid to the 
variety of sensations in the nightmare, despite the fact that his narrative is 
quite often either in the first person or in the form of a diary, it would be a 
mistake to think that he is in the least bit interested in the internal world 
of his heroes. The desire to penetrate into the psychological drama of the 
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hero—the diary author who has experienced ‘utmost horror’—or even to 
sketch his personality is a completely alien concept to Lovecraft. In the 
words of Houellebecq, Lovecraft’s heroes seem to us, his readers, to be 
candidly stupid, poorly-traced projections, feeble sketches of the writer’s 
own personality, created with just one goal in mind—“to perceive.”64 Most 
of all Lovecraft’s heroes remind us of a probe or oscillograph allowing 
the writer to specify the strength or power of a nightmare and create a 
whole spectrum of emotions it evokes.65 As in a real nightmare where the 
dreamer is an all-encompassing, all-perceiving eye, Lovecraft is the essen-
tial and sufficient, the only and all-encompassing eye of his prose.

Bewitched

Assailed by abominable perceptions, Lovecraft’s char-
acters function as silent, motionless, utterly powerless, 
paralyzed observers. They would like nothing more 
than to escape, or to plumb the deep torpor of a mer-
ciful faint. No such luck. They will remain glued in 
place while all around them the nightmare begins to 
unravel. While visual, auditory, olfactory, and tactile 
perceptions accumulate and are deployed in a hideous 
crescendo.

Michel Houellebecq

In virtually every story, Lovecraft’s heroes, with the heartwarming stupid-
ity that we have already mentioned, stand open-mouthed, paralyzed by 
fear, unable to express or explain the experience they are facing.

The shock of recognizing that monstrous slime and heedlessness had fro-
zen us into mute, motionless statues, and it is only through later conversa-
tions that we have learned of the complete identity of our thoughts at that 
moment. It seemed aeons that we stood there, but actually it could not have 
been more than ten or fifteen seconds.66

It would be an exaggeration to say that these descriptions are striking 
in their diversity. Yet nevertheless Lovecraft obsessively and relentlessly 
reproduced them in his works. Why did he do this and why is the same 
extremely simple device so persistently and monotonously repeated? 
Lovecraft’s answer to this question might be something along the follow-
ing lines:

Among the agonies of these after days is that chief of torments—inarticu-
lateness. What I learned and saw in those hours of impious exploration can 
never be told—for want of symbols or suggestions in any language. I say this 
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because from first to last our discoveries partook only of the nature of sensa-
tions; sensations correlated with no impression which the nervous system of 
normal humanity is capable of receiving. They were sensations, yet within 
them lay unbelievable elements of time and space—things which at bot-
tom possess no distinct and definite existence. Human utterance can best 
convey the general character of our experiences by calling them plungings 
or soarings; for in every period of revelation some part of our minds broke 
boldly away from all that is real and present, rushing aerially along shocking, 
unlighted, and fear-haunted abysses, and occasionally tearing through cer-
tain well-marked and typical obstacles describable only as viscous, uncouth 
clouds or vapors.67

Is this not a very clearly and precisely described experience which every-
one has encountered—from Pharaohs to mere mortals, from the man 
in the street to Lovecraft the nightmarologist—the experience of being 
unable to tell of what you have dreamed?

Naturally Lovecraft, for whom recording nightmares became his life’s 
work, was painfully aware of this rupture, the dramatic incongruity of 
language and nightmare. He returns constantly and persistently to the 
impossibility of conveying nightmares, he struggles with it in each of his 
stories, but again and again he tolerates defeat: “What he had seen, he dared 
not tell me . . . ”, “Never could I tell, try as I might, what it actually was that 
I saw”.68 Unlike Dostoevsky, Lovecraft does not attempt to convey the 
psychological experience that lies behind this muteness, instead relent-
lessly making us examine various external manifestations of his heroes’ 
muteness in the face of nightmares.69

Lovecraft feels that we have a different perception in nightmares that 
is so unlike our ordinary one that any attempt to express it in words is 
a hopeless venture. But we are left with no other option but to attempt 
to do this again and again. In any case, Lovecraft certainly has no other 
option.70

Could this inexpressibility or ineffability of the nightmare which hampers 
him and which his readers encounter be a way of making the nightmare 
experienced by the readers themselves or his improbable heroes seem like 
something unique, exclusive and somehow heroic, thereby making it far 
more attractive?

The Thing cannot be described—there is no language for such abysms of 
shrieking and immemorial lunacy, such eldritch contradictions of all matter, 
force, and cosmic order.71

Nightmares delight Lovecraft, and this entrancement is the main thing 
which the gloomy Orpheus shares with the reader:
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Our means of receiving impressions are absurdly few, and our notions of sur-
rounding objects infinitely narrow. We see things only as we are  constructed 
to see them, and can gain no idea of their absolute nature. With five feeble 
senses we pretend to comprehend the boundlessly complex cosmos, yet 
other beings with a wider, stronger, or different range of senses [. . .] study 
whole worlds of matter, energy, and life which lie close at hand yet can 
never be detected with the senses we have. I have always believed that such 
strange, inaccessible worlds exist at our very elbows, and now I believe I have 
found a way to break down the barriers. [. . .] We shall see that at which dogs 
howl in the dark, and that at which cats prick up their ears after midnight. 
[. . .] We shall overleap time, space, and dimensions, and without bodily 
motion peer to the bottom of creation.72

Thus Lovecraft’s prose affirms and sings of the horror of the unnameable 
and the ineffable73 as the most important basis of the enchantment of 
nightmares. The string of heroes, frozen and silent before its greatness, 
is also part of nightmare hypnotics, something that is essential for the 
successful embodiment of the nightmare in prose. Evacuating feelings, 
segregating the psyche and emotions of the readers and hero bewitched 
and frozen by the nightmare, represents an important way of depicting 
the nightmare and transferring it to culture.

The Hedonism of Nightmares

[. . .] the feeling of the sublime is a pleasure that only 
arises indirectly, being brought about by the feeling 
of a momentary check to the vital forces followed at 
once by a discharge all the more powerful, and so it is 
an emotion that seems to be no sport, but dead ear-
nest in the affairs of the imagination. Hence charms 
are repugnant to it; and, since the mind is not simply 
attracted by the object, but is also alternately repelled 
thereby, the delight in the sublime does not so much 
involve positive pleasure as admiration or respect, i.e., 
merits the name of a negative pleasure.

Immanuel Kant

“Later, at night, at the hour when everything sleeps, you 
will likely hear the morbid and millennial tramping of 
the marching things.” This shouldn’t surprise you. It 
was the plan all along.

Michel Houellebecq

At the very beginning of this chapter, reflecting on Pelevin’s prose, we 
looked at how a nightmare can often be a continuation of a happy dream. 
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Why do nice, happy dreams—where all our desires are fulfilled—so often 
end up as nightmares? Is every happy dream merely an unaccomplished 
nightmare?

There was a night when winds from unknown spaces whirled us irresist-
ibly into limitless vacua beyond all thought and entity. Perceptions of the 
most maddeningly untransmissible sort thronged upon us; perceptions of 
infinity which at the time convulsed us with joy, yet which are now partly 
lost to my memory and partly incapable of presentation to others. Viscous 
obstacles were clawed through in rapid succession, and at length I felt that 
we had been borne to realms of greater remoteness than any we had previ-
ously known.

My friend was vastly in advance as we plunged into this awesome ocean 
of virgin aether, and I could see the sinister exultation on his floating, 
luminous, too youthful memory-face. Suddenly that face became dim and 
quickly disappeared, and in a brief space I found myself projected against an 
obstacle which I could not penetrate. It was like the others, yet incalculably 
denser; a sticky, clammy mass, if such terms can be applied to analogous 
qualities in a non-material sphere.

[. . .] Struggling anew, I came to the end of the drug-dream and opened 
my physical eyes to the tower studio in whose opposite corner reclined the 
pallid and still unconscious form of my fellow-dreamer [. . .] Then, after a 
short interval, the form in the corner stirred; and may pitying heaven keep 
from my sight and sound another thing like that which took place before 
me. I cannot tell you how he shrieked, or what vistas of unvisitable hells 
gleamed for a second in black eyes crazed with fright.74

In this case it is the concentration—not of our attention or gaze, like 
in Pelevin, but of physical effort—that becomes the center of the night-
mare’s development, bringing the dreamer into submission and drawing 
him into the nightmare.

Thanks to Lovecraft we can see that it is not just the whirlpool and its 
spinning that draws us into the nightmare, and not just the flight that 
drives its inner motion (although the heroes’ flight from the star-headed 
monsters which Lovecraft describes in “At the Mountains of Madness” is 
a fine specimen of a nightmare).75

Do you remember what the ironical author cautioned his readers against 
after the story about the tragic death of the artist in “Nevsky Prospect”? It 
was curiosity prevailing over fear which prompted the development of the 
nightmare as well as the development of the literary plot. In Lovecraft’s 
opinion, it is this curiosity that keeps us in suspense:

We certainly did not mean to face what we feared—yet I will not deny that 
we may have had a lurking, unconscious wish to spy certain things from 
some hidden vantage point. [. . .] Half paralyzed with terror though we were, 
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there was nevertheless fanned within us a blazing flame of awe and curiosity 
which triumphed in the end.76

Curiosity is dangerous, cautions Lovecraft. In his stories, a hero who is 
originally far from being a villain is doomed to become a servant to the 
forces of darkness not as a result of a moral fall but purely because of his 
curiosity, his chance access to a secret whose knowledge leaves no hope 
of salvation. In Lovecraft’s prose, curiosity is synonymous with rushing to 
one’s death.

Could staring intensely into the void also count as curiosity? And is this 
pernicious, “unholy” curiosity, as the atheist Lovecraft calls it,77 that gives 
rise to the driving force of horror, the living passion for nightmares which 
in our sleep inevitably turns into a flight? Is this not what all experienced 
nightmarologists warn us about—Pelevin in The Clay Machine-Gun and 
Gogol in “The Portrait” and “Nevsky Prospect”?

But let us return to the experience of true ecstasy which precedes 
the nightmare in our sleep, an ecstasy that is of course ‘inexpressible in 
words’, but is however no less ‘extreme, limitless and inaccessible’. There 
is an inextricable link, Lovecraft asserts, between the nightmare and won-
derful reveries, and between the nightmare and extreme ecstasy; they are 
as indivisible from one another as parts of a single whole.

The link between the utmost—or rather, beyond utmost—mystical 
beauty that chills the soul, paralyzing like the gaze of the Gorgons, and 
the experience of the nightmare is an idea that does not leave Lovecraft’s 
mind,78 and despite its inexpressibility, it is something evident and impor-
tant that he was continually obliged to deal with: “For a second we gasped 
in admiration of the scene’s unearthly cosmic beauty, and then vague 
horror began to creep into our souls.”79

This union between the horrible and the wonderful, between satisfac-
tion and disgust is the experience that Lovecraft describes so vividly. Fear 
in the face of striking and wonderful landscapes, the fluttering of the heart 
that we feel at the sight of this mysterious nightmare country—Lovecraft 
returns to these overflowing emotions again and again.

“HPL’s writings have but one aim: to bring the reader to a state of fas-
cination. The only human sentiments he is interested in are wonderment 
and fear”80—writes Houellebecq, and, as usual, he is absolutely right. But 
he does not explain to us why Lovecraft requires a complete evacuation 
of all human emotions with the exception of these two.

The beauty of nightmares which threatens to turn into ‘detestable 
things’ at any moment, could be the reflected glow of a happy dream. 
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Indeed a happy dream clearly cannot be reduced to the fulfillment of 
the carnal, narcissistic desires of its dreamer. Its fascination, which does 
not leave us for some time, filling the soul with ecstasy with its “ineffa-
ble meaning”, as Thomas Mann says, is achieved because we find in it 
a particular state—the state of harmony. Harmony, as complete as it is 
unstable, is easily susceptible to disruption. It constantly threatens to turn 
into its opposite, chaos, and it is fraught with nightmares. As we have 
seen, this link between nightmares and good dreams, between nightmares 
and perfect harmony was pondered over by other nightmarologists. One 
need only recall Dostoevsky’s “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man” or Joseph’s 
dream about his “ascension to the heights” which he retells in the novel 
Joseph and His Brothers by Thomas Mann.

The nightmare may be linked to a special aesthetic experience—the 
sublimated feeling of the tragic ruination of perfection, that moment we 
are all so familiar with when good dreams turn into nightmares. In the 
midst of our aesthetic enjoyment we are paralyzed by a presentiment, 
familiar to us from our experiences of nightmares, of the inevitable dis-
integration of this fragile harmony and the catastrophe of its short-lived 
existence. Our inability to either save the harmony or look away from its 
ruin plunges us into a trance-like state which is typical of the nightmare.

Perhaps the experience of a nightmare is akin to the feeling of the sub-
lime. This mysterious and contradictory concept was once the subject of a 
famous discussion in English philosophy in which Edmund Burke asserted 
that the feeling of the sublime can be caused not only by wonderful things, 
but also by horrible things. Kant paid a great deal of attention to the con-
cept, indicating that the feeling of the sublime can be caused not only by 
perfection, but also by chaos and formlessness (although he denied the 
link between the sublime and fear).81 As is well known, Kant compared 
this feeling to the sense we get at the sight of the raging elements. But 
is experiencing a nightmare not the closest psychological equivalent to 
perceiving a nature superior to man? And is it not within this aesthetic 
component that one of the secrets of the attraction of nightmares—its 
ability to hypnotize us—is revealed?

The satisfaction we feel when experiencing the sublime, the satisfac-
tion which nightmare victims—particularly Lovecraft’s heroes—feel as an 
extreme unspoken experience, is rooted not so much in its beauty as in 
its ability to immerse us in a trance, to evoke both petrifying horror and 
inexpressible delight.82

“All human sentiments disappear save fascination, never before so 
purely isolated. Nonetheless, in the foundations of the gigantic citadels 
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conjured by HPL lie hidden nightmare beings. We know this, but tend 
to forget it, not unlike his heroes who walk toward their catastrophic 
destiny as in a dream, carried forth by aesthetic exaltation alone,”83 says 
 Houellebecq.

Lovecraft’s work awakens his readers’ imagination, in the words of 
Houellebecq causing it to be “propelled into motion”. “And it is always 
dangerous to leave the reader’s imagination at liberty,” continues Houelle-
becq, “because left alone, it can reach some atrocious conclusions.”84 The 
neglected imagination withdraws into itself to reproduce strange sensa-
tions—entrancement and horror, reinforced by a feeling of dizziness from 
the terrible chase that pulls at our heartstrings. Dumbfounded, emotionally 
paralyzed, and fixated on the emptiness left by a lack of will—this state 
is one of the secrets of the nightmare attraction. The hedonistic draw of 
the nightmare and the demand to partake of the emotions it evokes again 
and again, turn the reproduction of nightmares into a ritual in which the 
desire to be “seduced each time by a different repetition”, as Houellebecq 
calls it,85 is unstoppable.

This is one of the most important aspects of Lovecraft’s work: the for-
mation of a culture of enjoying nightmares. Along with other authors—
the creators of the modern Gothic aesthetic—he develops a hedonistic 
matrix which allows nightmares to be reproduced in real life. Implanted 
into culture, this matrix is not designed to search for communicative 
resources, nor for the purposes of self-expression, but for passive hedo-
nistic self-satisfaction.

“Reading these descriptions is at first stimulating, but then discourages 
any attempt at visual adaption (pictorial or cinematographic),” Houelle-
becq points out. “Images graze the consciousness but none appear suf-
ficiently sublime, sufficiently fantastic; none come close to the pinnacle 
of dreams. As for actual architectural adaptations, none have as yet been 
undertaken.”86

It is worth expanding on what Houellebecq says about images created 
by Lovecraft and applying it to the nightmare. The nightmare suppresses 
creative ability: in order to get a dark satisfaction from numb feelings and 
paralyzed will, and the ecstasy of receding horror, there is no need to 
search for sophisticated new images. Expressed in fiction and the visual 
arts and assimilated into culture, the imitation of this experience can be 
reduced to a set range of repeating shapes, images and descriptions.

Houellebecq noted that Lovecraft’s work was “not really literary”. 
Indeed, Lovecraft was someone who, despite his pathological disgust at 
the consumer society, made a considerable contribution through his prose 
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to the creation of a consumer culture for the nightmare, and helped turn 
the nightmare into a staple consumption concept upon which today’s cul-
ture is extremely dependent.

Unholy and Paradoxical Laws

The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have 
hitherto harmed us little; but some day the piecing 
together of dissociated knowledge will open up such 
terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position 
therein, that we shall either go mad from the revela-
tion or flee from the deadly light into the peace and 
safety of a new dark age.

H. P. Lovecraft

One of Lovecraft’s favourite ways of plunging his readers into a night-
mare is by using the format of a diary written by someone taking part in 
a scientific expedition or a traveller, who has seen first hand the horrify-
ing secrets that have been concealed in the Earth from the beginning of 
time. This unfortunate witness, filled with horror, tells us these secrets. 
But paradoxically the lyrical hero appeals to the future readers of his 
diary not to know, to forget, not to investigate, not to go, not to unearth 
anything:

It is absolutely necessary, for the peace and safety of mankind, that some 
of earth’s dark, dead corners and unplumbed depths be let alone; lest sleep-
ing abnormalities wake to resurgent life, and blasphemously surviving 
nightmares squirm and splash out of their black lairs to newer and wider 
 conquests.87

There is a clear contradiction here, which is not typical of Lovecraft. 
Indeed, how can ignorance help us evade an impending disaster if we 
are dealing with the calamities of nature that surpass human powers and 
imagination? On the contrary, it seems that knowledge is essential to 
humankind to do battle with the terrible creatures with which the uni-
verse of “The Mountains” is teeming. But no, insists Lovecraft, we must 
‘keep others from prying beneath the surface of that ultimate waste’ and 
conceal its terrible secrets from people.

One might wonder whether we are dealing with anti-scientific banali-
ties, especially because Lovecraft tirelessly mocks the excitement of the 
researcher or naturalist who features in his story. Perhaps when he was 
creating the matrix of nightmare consumption Lovecraft himself felt some 
timidity when facing the genie he was preparing to release from its bottle. 
Mary Shelley described these feelings:
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His [the scientist’s] success would terrify the artist; he would rush away from 
his odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would hope that, left to itself, 
the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that this 
thing, which had received such imperfect animation, would subside into 
dead matter [. . .]88

Furthermore, Lovecraft can in no way be accused of obscurantism. On 
the contrary, there are continual references to the laws of physics in his 
stories:

In the first place, I spent another very troubled night, the victim of recur-
rent dreams of a most disturbing nature, for which I could not account, 
since I had never been given to dreams except as a concomitant of illness. 
These dreams were, perhaps not unnaturally, of my ancestors, particularly 
of one long-bearded old fellow, wearing a conical black hat [. . .]. This ances-
tor seemed to be involved in an extraordinary progression through the air, 
quite as if he were flying. I saw him walking through walls, walking on the 
air, silhouetted among treetops. And wherever he went, he was accompa-
nied by a large black cat which had the same ability to transcend the laws 
of time and space. Nor did my dreams have any progression or even, each 
within itself, any unity; they were a mixed-up sequence of scenes in which 
my great-grandfather, his cat, his house, and his property took part as in 
unrelated tableaux. They were distinctly related to my dreams of the previ-
ous night, and accompanied again by all the extra-dimensional trappings 
of those first nocturnal experiences, differing only in that they possessed 
greater clarity.89

In this Gothic nightmare we encounter references to the great discoveries 
in physics which were made while Lovecraft was writing his ‘old texts’. 
Evidently the discoveries in physics at the beginning of the century shook 
him deeply. The idea that the relationship between space and time could 
be other than we are accustomed to, not just in nightmares but in the real 
physical world, stunned him to such an extent that traces of this shock 
can be found in all his works. In the words of his biographer, Houellebecq, 
Lovecraft was deeply struck by Gödel’s theorem on the incompleteness of 
formal theory, and “annexed the equations of quantum mechanics [. . .] 
and immediately qualified them as ‘impious and paradoxical.’ ” Possibly 
the impression made by the new laws of physics would not have been as 
strong if it had fallen on better prepared soil. But it is probable that news 
about these discoveries reached Lovecraft at a point when he had not 
yet dared to convey in his writings the experience of the special nature 
of nightmare time, which seemed to the writer and anyone else trying 
to comprehend nightmares, to be its most important feature. Lovecraft’s 
literary talent had not yet gained enough strength when “[o]ne man with 
Oriental eyes has said that all time and space are relative.”90
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The suggestive terminology of Einstein abducted Lovecraft’s own lan-
guage to describe the jolts of time in nightmares and turned it into a 
repeating invocation, which he, like second-rate fantasy writers of today, 
simply could not do without in his narrative. Thus he was taken prisoner 
by someone else’s idea and someone else’s words, whose chains he never 
succeeded in escaping.

There are many instances in Lovecraft’s works of mentioning Einstein 
or directly paraphrasing one of his famous remarks: “Of the progress of 
time we kept no record, for time had become to us the merest illusion”. In 
his texts we continually encounter discussions about ‘space-time anoma-
lies.’91 But try as he might—and indeed he tried very hard—Lovecraft vir-
tually never succeeded in conveying to his readers the particular feel of 
the flow of time in nightmares:

The tension of my vigil became oppressive, and a wild train of trivial impres-
sions and associations thronged through my almost unhinged mind. I heard 
a clock strike somewhere—not ours, for that was not a striking clock—and 
my morbid fancy found in this a new starting-point for idle wanderings. 
Clocks—times—space—infinity [. . .]92

New physics becomes for him an inalienable feature of the nightmare. 
Lovecraft should be given his due: he was one of the first to realize this 
connection, who worked out that new discoveries in physics undermined 
the very foundations of the common sense of time rooted in the concepts 
of classical mechanics.93 We can say with a great deal of certainty that for 
Lovecraft the lack of distinction between the perception of nightmares 
and the laws of physics became an important proof of the material reality 
of the nightmare experience. The influence of Einstein’s theory is particu-
larly evident in that for Lovecraft, ‘time’ was also ‘space-time’, inseparable 
from the space ‘coordinates’:94

I was less able to rationalize my dreams that night. Though ordinarily not at 
all given to dreams, I was literally beset by the most grotesque phantasms 
of sleep, in which I played a passive role and was subjected to all manner of 
distortions of time and space, sensory illusions [. . .]. Indeed, I suffered not 
so much dreams as fragments of dreams, none of them having either begin-
ning or ending, but inviting me into an utterly bizarre and alien world, as 
through another dimension of which I was not aware.95

Unlike Lovecraft, Pelevin, as we have seen, is perfectly able when describ-
ing his nightmares not to mention the “disordered time and alien natural 
law”,96 who virtually never uses physics terminology or metaphors, and 
indeed does not enter into any discussion about the specificity of time in 
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nightmares. And yet he is far more successful than Lovecraft at conveying 
their particular temporality.

We would do well to remember when reflecting on the current cultural 
conditions that I define as the Gothic Aesthetic that the great discoveries 
in physics affected Lovecraft morally too, becoming for him a metaphor 
for human actions. Insightful as always, Houellebecq points this out:

And human actions are as free and as stripped of meaning as the unfettered 
movement of the elementary particles.97

Of course Lovecraft could not and did not strive to avoid nightmare hyp-
notics in his work: on the contrary, his texts follow all the paths which 
lead to nightmares. The circle is an indispensable figure which he gives 
due attention in the composition of his stories. His heroes are obedient to 
it, circling labyrinths or wandering around mysterious buildings.

Although Houellebecq by no means examines Lovecraft’s work from the 
nightmare perspective, when describing the world created by Lovecraft 
he could not escape the bewitching power of the circle. Lovecraft’s work, 
Houellebecq writes as he strives to say the most important thing about 
the cherished writer, is composed of “many layered concentric  circles, a 
wide and sumptuous landing around each—the whole surrounding a vor-
tex of pure horror and absolute marvel.”98

The Mutiny of the ‘Generator of Dreams’

Apropos of sleep, that sinister adventure of all our 
nights, we may say that men go to bed daily with an 
audacity that would be incomprehensible if we did not 
know that it is the result of ignorance of the danger.

Charles Baudelaire (epigraph to Lovecraft’s story 
 “Hypnos”)

The task which Lovecraft set himself can be defined by rephrasing the 
well-known precept of the father of historical positivism Leopold von 
Ranke about the tasks of the science of history: ‘to convey nightmares 
such as they really are’.99 The horror that Lovecraft creates is strictly mate-
rial, which is evident to anyone familiar with his works, for he writes in 
order to affirm nightmares as the only objective reality.100

Nightmares exist independently of our occasional night-time forays 
into their realm, regardless of our ability to sometimes, in exceptional 
cases, come into contact with them while asleep—this is a summary of 
the new genre which, from Houellebecq’s point of view, Lovecraft’s pupils 
attempted to follow:
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Few writers have used their dreams as systematically as he did; he classi-
fied the furnished material, he treated it, at times he was enthusiastic and 
wrote down a story in the immediate aftermath of a dream without even 
completely waking (this was true of “Nyarlathotep”), other times he retained 
certain elements to insert into a new framework; but in any event, he took 
dreams very seriously.101

This is why Lovecraft chooses a style of writing which cannot fail to cause 
perplexity among knowledgeable readers of fantasy: “If there is a tone 
one does not expect to find in the horror story, it’s that of a dissection 
report.”102 Indeed, as though carried away by his activity as a pathologist, 
Lovecraft carefully dissects nightmares, separating out its various layers 
with his words, slicing through its outer skin and examining its innards. 
This approach to nightmares is the approach of the naturalist. In the labo-
ratory of his prose he highlights the most important components of night-
mares, cuts them into pieces and puts them back together again so that he 
can breathe life into them and synthesize a nightmare of unprecedented 
beauty and power. He does this to affirm their indubitable reality.

We are thus witnessing a radically new relationship with literature—
an outspoken rebellion that pushes limits, an uprising of the nightmare 
in the battle for the place of the main and only reality. This rebellion is 
Lovecraft’s true literary aim—to present literary reality and life as pale 
imitations of nightmares:

Alone I mounted the tower, for every man of stout body was needed in 
the passes below. My brain was sore dazed with excitement and fatigue, for 
I had not slept in many days; yet was my purpose firm, for I loved my native 
land of Lomar, and the marble city of Olathoë that lies betwixt the peaks of 
Noton and Kadiphonek.

[. . .]
My head, heavy and reeling, drooped to my breast, and when next I 

looked up it was in a dream; with the Pole Star grinning at me through a 
window from over the horrible swaying trees of a dream-swamp. And I am 
still dreaming.

[. . .]
But still these shadows of my dream deride me. They say there is no land 

of Lomar, save in my nocturnal imaginings; that in those realms [. . .] there 
has been naught save ice and snow for thousands of years [. . .]

And as I writhe in my guilty agony, frantic to save the city whose peril 
every moment grows, and vainly striving to shake off this unnatural dream 
of a house of stone and brick south of a sinister swamp and a cemetery on 
a low hillock.103

In contrast to Gogol, who was preoccupied with the frontier between 
nightmares, reality and literary reality, and in contrast to Pelevin, who 
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is preoccupied by the lack of contrast between the reality of life and 
the nightmare, Lovecraft is concerned with something quite different: the 
transformation of nightmare into reality, its materialization in prose and 
in culture. Such things as the reality effect were not important to him, 
because strictly speaking he did not mind whether his readers believed 
him or whether he succeeded in deceiving them. He describes nightmares 
undiluted by life for the sake of it, and by that very fact he affirms their 
reality. Therefore he does not carry out any experiments on his readers 
and does not attempt to be cunning with them, as Gogol did and as Pele-
vin sometimes does. He openly declares his intentions and advances to 
attack reality in the name of the nightmare, against realism. “Against the 
world, against life”—it is difficult to define more precisely than Houelle-
becq in the title of his book about Lovecraft the principle of the Gothic 
Aesthetic that Lovecraft embodied. As an experienced nightmarologist, 
Lovecraft wished to find out just one secret: how does the nightmare 
materialize in life? What allows the nightmare to override reality and how 
is this possible?104

As a result of his investigations Lovecraft, the “generator of dreams,”105 
acquired the rare gift of being able to materialize nightmares.106

Lovecraft’s language shows the realization of a terrible fairytale which 
everyone has long since ceased believing in. Through his prose, ancient 
motifs come to life to find new sinister meaning in modern culture. We 
suddenly rediscover the medieval nightmare, ridiculed in Modernity, 
as an appealing story, an attractive plot. The narrator is pursued by a 
dark figure, a sorcerer, bats, half-man half-rat creatures, and to deny the 
 possibility and probability of these things, having already felt the influ-
ence of modern physics,107 can be an overwhelming task for Lovecraft’s 
readers.108

The ordinary device of fantasy writers—“choosing utterly banal set-
tings (supermarkets, gas stations . . . )” is, in the words of Houellebecq, 
deeply alien to the work of Lovecraft. Lovecraft defies all of the traditional 
devices which writers often employ when creating their literary reality:

It was, very clearly, the blasphemous city of the mirage in stark, objective, 
and ineluctable reality. [. . .] Of course, the phantom had been twisted and 
exaggerated, and had contained things which the real source did not con-
tain; yet now, as we saw that real source, we thought it even more hideous 
and menacing than its distant image.109

Lovecraft’s weaponry for affirming the nightmare in prose does not 
include a realistic manner of writing, psychological experiments, literary 
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hypnosis or the manipulation of his reader’s consciousness. The questions 
of how nightmare and reality mix, how they combine in the perception 
of the readers or hero, and where the boundary that separates one from 
the other lies, concern him very little. He adopts a different strategy to 
postulate the reality of the nightmare. He uses a purely logical argument, 
namely that one cannot discount the probability of the nightmare being 
a parallel reality.

The popularity of Lovecraft—a figure that has had a huge influence 
on fans of ‘black fantasy’, Internet dwellers, video game users and  horror 
film fans—clamoured since the mid-1990s against a backdrop of quasi-
 complete silence which surrounded his name and work among pro-
fessional cultural commentators—intellectuals and literary critics.110 
Lovecraft is not striving to prove anything or convince anyone—this is 
the most important part of his writer’s strategy. Indeed if even the ‘pre-
cise’ sciences suppose the existence of other realities and other worlds, 
then his descriptions of nightmares are quite impossible to disprove, and 
can only be simply  discarded—this is his position. But this is exactly what 
his hero is unable to do as he witnesses the monstrous experiments of 
Crawford Tillinghast:

I wish I could believe that doctor. It would help my shaky nerves if I could 
dismiss what I now have to think of the air and the sky about and above me. 
I never feel alone or comfortable, and a hideous sense of pursuit sometimes 
comes chillingly on me when I am weary. What prevents me from believing 
the doctor is this one simple fact—that the police never found the bodies of 
those servants whom they say Crawford Tillinghast murdered.111

Nightmares arise at the moment when the dreamer’s attention 
focuses on an imagined point. The dreamer’s concentrated gaze as he 
is bewitched by the void plunges him into the abyss of the nightmare, 
drawing him into the whirlwind of its specific temporality. A break 
in the usual perception of time—a break in linear temporality and 
the collapse of the irreversibility of time—this is the nature of the 
nightmare. The sleeping consciousness interprets what is happening 
to it through the comprehensible image of flight and chase, in which 
the connections between cause and effect are confused, space is 
distorted and the unity of the dreamer’s identity dissolves into uncon-
nected moments of present, future and past. A hedonistic paralysis, 
the entrancement caused by experiencing this temporal catastrophe, 
conceals the ineffability of the nightmare, the impossibility of express-
ing this important psychological and aesthetic experience. Now that 
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we have identified the elementary particles of the nightmare, we can 
ponder the issue of the correlation between the nightmare and other 
registers of consciousness, particularly language.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE MUTENESS OF NIGHTMARES

“You can’t write about Dostoevsky,” a fellow literary critic, the editor 
of a hefty Moscow journal, decisively declared to me. “Dostoevsky 
is pure ideology. You know why you can’t write about Solzhenitsyn? 
Well, Dostoevsky is even worse. Only Russian conservatives obsessed 
with Orthodoxy and Russia’s imperial glory write about him. He was 
never a good writer—his style is careless, and there are so many 
mistakes . . . It’s only deep in the Russian provinces that they still write 
dissertations with titles like ‘The Artistic Style of Dostoevsky’. Or in 
the West, where there’s a whole industry of Dostoevsky studies that 
has long since written anything worth saying about him. Write rather 
about Lermontov,” he advised me.

However, when trying to circumvent the ideological implications 
linked to Dostoevsky and the main trends in research devoted to 
him, why would one not approach the writer’s work through the 
perspective of the nightmare? Perhaps this would allow a new inter-
pretation of his prose, and would open up the writer’s intentions, 
which have so far remained unscrutinized, concealed by the tradi-
tional approaches to his writings. 

“What interests us [. . .] is the discourse of a language, and not its 
individual use in a particular unrepeatable context.” This principle 
of Mikhail Bakhtin’s—the main professional reader of Dostoevsky—
will be reversed. We will not look for the transpersonal structures 
which subconsciously determine an author’s intentions, thoughts and 
actions, but rather for the conscious search and individual style of his 
investigation into the  nightmare.1

Experiments on the Hero: Fyodor Dostoevsky. 
The Double: A Petersburg Poem

The Scoundrel Hero

To understand the intention of The Double, which Dostoevsky called his 
‘most serious idea’,2 we should bear in mind that its main hero, Yakov 
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Petrovich Golyadkin, is a scoundrel. An awareness of this is not at all a 
given, as might seem at first glance. Mr. Golyadkin is a titular councillor 
and a ‘little person’ who falls mentally ill in St. Petersburg. Since Dos-
toevsky had just become famous for his first novel Poor Folk (1846), in 
which the main hero is a poor but touchingly selfless and virtuous clerk 
called Makar Devushkin, the character of Mr. Golyadkin was immediately 
included in the gallery of principal characters that began with Pushkin’s 
Evgeny in The Bronze Horseman. Belinsky’s reading of Dostoevsky’s 
‘poem’, formed in the light of Poor Folk which he held in high regard, was 
explained in his review written two weeks after the publication of The 
Double in 1846: Golyadkin is a touchy, downtrodden, wretched and suf-
fering hero.3 Dobrolyubov went even further in his essay “Downtrodden 
People”. In his view, concealed deep within Golyadkin there is a moral 
feeling which rises up in him against “all that is base and vitally skilful 
which enters into his fantasy” and that may have helped him to achieve 
success in society, like Golyadkin junior. Golyadkin’s madness, in Dobro-
lyubov’s opinion, is an expression of protest against the unfairness of his 
society.4 From this time onwards, Russian critics have continued to see 
the pitiful, suffering side of Golyadkin:

The Double was a psychological study in depth of a split personality, that is, 
of the acute mental suffering of an unremarkable and harmless government 
clerk who had been roughly trampled on by life; he was mercilessly thrown 
out of his circle because, as he believed, of reports submitted against him by 
a secret spy, actually a creation of his own sick imagination and personify-
ing, as it were, all his own weaknesses, shortcomings and vices.5

Even Innokenty Annensky (1855–1909), Russian poet, literary critic and a 
very fine reader of Dostoevsky, interpreted the hero of The Double as being 
‘good Golyadkin’.

Critics’ sympathy for Golyadkin was so strong that it was suggested that 
the text in which he is contained was a confession of the author him-
self: “Dostoevsky intended The Double as a “confession” [. . .] The Double 
is the first dramatized confession in Dostoevsky’s work,” wrote Bakhtin.6 
This deduction originated from a remark made in a letter Dostoevsky 
wrote to his brother: “But soon you shall read Netochka Nezvanova. It will 
be a confession, like Golyadkin, although of a different tone and sort.”7 
Despite the fact that he is of course referring to the hero’s confession—
otherwise Netochka Nezvanova would be another confession by Fyodor 
Dostoevsky—this interpretation, reinforced by the writer mentioning sev-
eral times in correspondence his becoming accustomed to the image of 
his hero, caught the fancy of  critics:
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The young Dostoevsky himself was, according to one of his friends, extremely 
withdrawn, cautious, fearful and socially over-anxious. This must be why 
he called The Double a confession; it was the story of his own secret inner 
drama.8

The suggestion that Dostoevsky’s novels shed light on his internal dramas 
lacks the necessary proofs and is to be left to the conscience of critics.9 
But even so this assumption does not explain why Dostoevsky would con-
sider himself to be a complete scoundrel. 

In contrast to his critics, Dostoevsky unambiguously assessed the 
behaviour and personality of Mr. Golyadkin in the following, unequivocal 
terms: “Yakov Petrovich Golyadkin is standing quite firm in character. A 
horrible scoundrel, he’s unapproachable [. . .].10 In letters written to his 
brother while working on The Double Dostoevsky continually calls Goly-
adkin a scoundrel: “[. . .] up until very recently, that is, until the 28th, I was 
finishing my scoundrel Golyadkin.”11

On the contrary, the young author of The Double has a deep sense 
of dignity, as is evidenced by the material of the investigation into the 
so-called ‘Petrashevist trial’—a group of free-thinking students led by 
M. V. Butashevich-Petrashevsky (1821–1866), of which Dostoevsky was a 
member. The group was informed upon and its members arrested. The 
majority of those convicted, including Dostoevsky, were charged with 
reading Vissarion Belinsky’s letter to Nikolai Gogol. During the investiga-
tion, exhausted from a nervous illness, Dostoevsky did not betray anybody 
and, on the contrary, tried to defend his comrades in any way he could. 
As a result of the trial and along with several other members of the group, 
at the age of 27 Dostoevsky was sentenced to death by Nicholas I. Early 
on 22nd December 1849, as he stood blindfolded waiting for the firing 
squad to open fire, Dostoevsky was pardoned—his death sentence was 
substituted for four years of penal servitude in shackles with subsequent 
military service at the rank of private. Possibly his honourable behav-
iour during the trial was part of the motivation behind him receiving the 
harshest sentence after M. V. Petrashevsky himself. 

Be that as it may, progressive-minded critics could not believe that The 
Double was anti-Poor Folk, a work in which, presumably following his urge 
to write without repetition at that time, Dostoevsky had depicted a ‘little 
person’ as a revolting scoundrel whose petty ‘ambitions’, in contrast to the 
feelings of Makar Devushkin, consist of meanness, unworthy cowardice 
and the conceit of petty officialdom.

We need only take a cursory glance at Mr. Golyadkin’s actions to be 
convinced that he merits no other title than a scoundrel. We meet him 
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when he has just “signed a promise to marry” “[. . .] a cook, [. . .] a dis-
reputable German woman from whom he used to get his dinners; instead 
of paying what he owed, he offered her his hand”,12 but he ‘got ambi-
tious’ and started looking after Klara Olsufyevna, the only daughter of civil 
councillor Berendyev.13 When he receives what seems to him to be a love 
letter from Klara with a request to take her away from home and secretly 
elope, after thinking it over and with a fair share of cynicism, he decides 
to betray her into the hands of her ‘parent and benefactor’. Although 
he condemns all the fawning and sycophancy of his double, Golyadkin 
junior, with their superiors, it is only because he is excruciatingly envious, 
wanting equal success with the same mean tricks that he himself has no 
scruples about using:

And while Mr. Golyadkin was racking his brains over the question why it 
was so difficult to protest even against such a blow, this idea of a blow grad-
ually melted away into a different form—into the form of some familiar, 
trifling, or rather important piece of nastiness which he had seen, heard, or 
even himself committed [. . .]14

Deprived of any sense of honour or his own worth and prepared for any 
humiliation in front of his superior, he is engrossed in the business of 
informing and petty intrigue:

Well, you may be sure we shall get on together, Yakov Petrovitch, [. . .] you 
and I will take to each other like fish to the water, Yakov Petrovitch; we 
shall be like brothers; we’ll be cunning, my dear fellow, we’ll work together; 
we’ll get up an intrigue, too, to pay them out. To pay them out we’ll get up 
an intrigue too. [. . .]

But we’ll be cunning, Yasha; we’ll lay a mine, too, and we’ll make them 
laugh the other side of their mouths.15

Note that unlike critics, Golyadkin, the ‘hero of our very true tale’ as Dos-
toevsky sometimes refers to him, has no illusions about himself:

You are drunk to-day, my dear fellow, Yakov Petrovitch, you rascal, you old 
Golyadkin—what a surname to have!16

His surname, whose root the author hints at here, comes from gol’ (mean-
ing ‘nude people’, or beggars), evoking a base class of society. Passing 
mention should be given to Dostoevsky’s habit of calling his favoured 
heroes by the fond diminutives of their first names, particularly at their 
times of tragedy—this is the case, for example, for the main protago-
nists in The Brothers Karamazov: Katya, Grushenka, Alyosha and Mitya. 
He never calls Smerdyakov or Stavrogin by their first names, and gener-
ally calls the middle Karamazov by his first name and patronymic—Ivan 
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Fyodorovich. Mr. Golyadkin, however, remains Mr. Golyadkin throughout 
virtually the whole of the narrative. Only at rare moments of his more 
painful experiences does the narrator reward him with the title “our hero” 
which always sounds quite ironic.

Dostoevsky had serious reasons for making Golyadkin an unsympa-
thetic scoundrel. While as a novice writer Gogol experimented with his 
readers, Dostoevsky as a novice writer experimented with his hero. These 
experiments are sometimes extremely cruel—so it is unsurprising that 
the author requires an uncommonly unpleasant character to prevent 
readers—and himself—from ‘lapsing into sentimentality’. The domain of 
these experiments, as with Gogol, remains the nightmare.

The Gogolian Awakenings of Titular Councillor Golyadkin

The Double abounds with Gogolian motifs and images, a trail showing the 
legacy of “The Nose” and “Diary of a Madman”. Even when reading 
the subtitle of The Double, we could easily misread it as “A Petersburg 
Tale” rather than “A Petersburg Poem”. The huge influence of Gogol on 
Dostoevsky, particularly at the beginning of his literary career, is a topos 
in the history of literature which would not be worthy of our attention 
were it not for one circumstance. The literary devices and techniques 
which Dostoevsky borrows from his great maître allows us to identify the 
 continuity of these writers’ intentions at a deeper level than critiquing the 
unfairness of society or describing the problems of the ‘little man’ in life, 
personal relationships or the love interests of the heroes.17 These writ-
ers were passionately striving to convey particular mental states through 
literature. Their interest in the nightmare, both in life and in literature, 
determined their early writings and should be considered an important 
common feature of their literary projects. But when Dostoevsky openly 
borrows Gogol’s literary devices, it only emphasizes the extent to which 
Gogol’s project differs from his own research into nightmares.

The action of The Double begins in a remarkably similar way to “The 
Nose”—the awakening of Mr. Golyadkin looks merely to have been cop-
ied from the awakening of Major Kovalev:

It was a little before eight o’clock in the morning when Yakov Petrovitch 
Golyadkin, a titular councillor, woke up from a long sleep. He yawned, 
stretched, and at last opened his eyes completely. For two minutes, how-
ever, he lay in his bed without moving, as though he were not yet quite 
certain whether he were awake or still asleep, whether all that was going 
on around him were real and actual, or the continuation of his confused 
dreams. Very soon, however, Mr. Golyadkin’s senses began more clearly and 
more distinctly to receive their habitual and everyday impressions.18
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This beginning to the “true story” about the double cannot help but put 
us on our guard. Not only that: having woken up, Golyadkin, as though 
recalling Gogol’s story about the vanished nose, rushes to the mirror and 
examines a pimple, fearing that there might be something “amiss”. In the 
light of what we know about Gogol’s early work, can we be certain that 
the hero has truly woken up? As though reminding his readers of Gogol, 
time and again Dostoevsky teases us, making us doubt whether the hero 
has actually woken up or not, and never gives us an answer; certainly the 
story that follows strongly resembles a gradually condensing nightmare.

While developing and extending Gogol’s devices, Dostoevsky immedi-
ately sets out the literary reality of the poem with great thoroughness: 
readers see a solid tenement house with a precise address, and the prosaic 
details of life assure us that the author has no intentions of tricking us 
into the “land of Nod”:

At last the damp autumn day, muggy and dirty, peeped into the room 
through the dingy window pane with such a hostile, sour grimace that Mr. 
Golyadkin could not possibly doubt that he was not in the land of Nod, but 
in the city of Petersburg, in his own flat on the fourth storey of a huge block 
of buildings in Shestilavotchny Street. When he had made this important 
discovery Mr. Golyadkin nervously closed his eyes, as though regretting his 
dream and wanting to go back to it for a moment.19

Retelling the ‘Petersburg poem’—The Double is very deliberately called 
a ‘poem’—is as complex a task as retelling lyrical verse, for the develop-
ment of the plot is by no means at the center of the author’s attention. His 
desire to depict a special mental state in words required the young writer 
to use special literary devices which define the very distinctive form of the 
poem. So what is The Double about?

One morning titular councillor Golyadkin sends for his carriage and 
goes to Gostinyi Dvor, the best shop in town, where he makes a show of 
intending to buy lots of expensive things; he visits his doctor where he 
cries; he goes to a tavern; he plans to dine with civil councillor Berendyev 
but is refused entry to his home, after which he stands for a long time on 
the black staircase before bursting in on the ball from which he is then 
thrown out. Crushed, he runs along the Fontanka embankment, where at 
midnight he meets his double, Golyadkin junior. After the lengthy story of 
his quarrels and reconciliations with the double, Golyadkin again intrudes 
uninvited upon a ball at the home of the same civil councillor Berendyev, 
from whence he is driven away to an asylum. 

Of course the most fantastical element of the poem, a feature which 
provoked Belinsky’s unambiguous comment: “Nowadays the only place 
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for the fantastic is in lunatic asylums, not in literature”, is the phenom-
enon of the hero’s double.20 The day after his first encounter with the 
double, Golyadkin meets him in the office then invites him home, treats 
him to dinner and lets him stay the night, although mysteriously in the 
morning no trace of the double’s presence remains.

Due to the absence of evidence from any of the other characters in the 
poem we have no possible way of knowing whether the double exists from 
their point of view or whether when the other characters talk about the 
double they are merely reacting to the phantoms of Golyadkin’s imagina-
tion. Or perhaps they themselves are phantoms? Let us look at, for exam-
ple, the reaction of Anton Antonovitch, one of Golyadkin’s colleagues, in 
response to Golyadkin’s attempts to draw Anton Antonovitch’s attention 
to his double who is sitting in the office in front of him: at first Anton 
Antonovitch remarks upon the resemblance between Golyadkin and his 
double, then he notes that only Golyadkin can see the double: “the same 
thing [. . .] happened to my aunt on my mother’s side; she saw her own 
double before her death . . .”21 All those whom we might take for exter-
nal observers—the lackey Petrushka, the doctor, the head of the office 
Andrey Filippovitch—treat Golyadkin in a very strange manner right 
from the beginning of the poem, and we might not be able to identify 
the reason for this behaviour at first glance. We do not know why, on the 
same morning that we first meet Golyadkin, Petrushka “watched him with 
strange expectancy and with marked curiosity followed every movement 
he made, which extremely embarrassed Mr. Golyadkin.”22 We can only 
guess why Petrushka makes “little smiles and grimaces” when he is help-
ing Golyadkin get dressed, or what he is winking about with the “driver 
and some of the gaping crowd”, or why he shouts to the driver “hardly able 
to suppress an idiotic laugh”.23 Or why during Golyadkin’s visit to the doc-
tor “he was suddenly taken aback for a moment”24 and seemed “to have a 
presentiment of something.”25

All the subsequent action in the lengthy poem comprises Golyadkin 
senior’s attempts, despite all his humiliation, to become reconciled with 
the double or to pursue him. In the end, the symbolic union of the dou-
bles concludes the action of the poem:

Then the councillor took Mr. Golyadkin senior by the hand, and Andrey 
Filippovitch took Mr. Golyadkin junior, and in this way these two precisely 
similar persons were conducted through the expectant crowd surrounding 
them. Our hero looked about him in perplexity; but he was at once checked 
and his attention was called to Mr. Golyadkin junior, who was holding out 
his hand to him.26
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The poem ends with a description of the double running for a long time 
alongside the carriage drawn by four horses, accompanying Golyadkin to 
the asylum. 

Should we believe certain critics who think that Dostoevsky was 
prompted by the desire to write a ‘study on split personality’, some kind 
of rough manual for studying pathologies in psychiatry, as some critics 
have suggested since the beginning of the century and to this day?27 And 
if not, what is Dostoevsky’s intention in the poem?

The Emotions of the Experimental Hero

Who of his [Dostoevsky’s—D.K.] heroes really whole-
heartedly, broadly and freely reveals himself? Not one. 
Not one is alive. Each of them turns his living soul into 
a kind of laboratory, with concentration sensing their 
desires, examining them, sorting and disfiguring them, 
constantly subjecting them to the most intricate of 
experiments—it is obvious why any spontaneous life 
flies from these tattered desires.

Vikenty Veresaev†

The scoundrel Golyadkin has a difficult lot. In only the second scene, on a 
visit to his doctor Krestyan Ivanovich, he sobs unrestrainedly:

His grey eyes gleamed strangely, his lips began to quiver, all the muscles, 
all the features of his face began moving and working. He was trembling 
all over. [. . .] Then, however, in an extraordinarily strange way came 
Mr. Golyadkin’s second movement. His lips trembled, his chin began twitch-
ing, and our hero quite unexpectedly burst into tears.28

His state in the first pages is literally lamentable, although the hero has 
worse experiences to come.

How does the author react to the sorrow of his hero? It would clearly 
be an exaggeration to say that he sympathizes with him or wants the 
readers to sympathize with him.29 On the contrary, Dostoevsky atten-
tively traces Golyadkin’s emotions, specifying their minutest physiological 
details, he scrupulously observes the way they change at each new turn 
of the strange circumstances into which he plunges his hero, he specifies 
sharp drops in his mood.30 The author is gazing at him with an absolutely 
unsympathetic eye: 

† Vikenty Veresaev—Russian writer and literary critic, 1867–1945—Translator’s note.
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[. . .] Our hero cried out and stepped back a pace to avoid the spilled medi-
cine . . . he was trembling in every limb, and drops of sweat came out on to 
his brow and temples.31

Or:

At this point Mr. Golyadkin’s voice trembled and two tears ran down his 
eyelashes.32

What other emotions does “our hero” experience? As though in a 
nightmare, he is bewitched by horror and most often is in a stupor: he 
becomes cold, is perplexed, struck dumb and so on. The text displays a 
‘scientific curiosity’, a pure medical urge not to miss a single detail of the 
 anamnesis:

Mr. Golyadkin felt that the sweat was trickling down him in big drops; he 
felt that what was happening to him was something incredible, unheard of, 
[. . .] He even began to doubt his own existence [. . .] His misery was poi-
gnant and overwhelming. At times he lost all power of thought and memory. 
Coming to himself after such a moment, he noticed that he was mechani-
cally and unconsciously moving the pen over the paper.33

Although the author occasionally writes that Mr. Golyadkin is “deserving 
of compassion”, it is exclusively with an undisguised smirk.34

The author does not pity the hero even in the dreadful final scene and 
does not give the readers cause to sympathize with him.35 Naturally, if the 
hero were loved he would never be treated in this way. In order to satisfy 
the young Dostoevsky’s untiring curiosity about nightmares, the hero had 
to be made a scoundrel.

Dostoevsky’s task was to transform the readers into his accomplices, 
collaborators in his experiments on the hero for the sake of investigating 
the nightmare. His way of achieving this was to keep both readers and 
author at a critical distance from the scoundrel hero so they can observe 
his experiences and his nightmares, and can doubt, along with the author, 
the reality of what is happening.36 This critical distance is an instrument 
for checking the authenticity of the experiences and emotions which this 
extremely unsympathetic character is subjected to. Yet, despite their criti-
cal distance and antipathy towards Golyadkin, readers will still recognize 
in his emotions their own sensations and reactions.37

The ‘True Story’ of the Nightmare

What is this? Nighttime or nightmare? Mad fairytale 
or boring story, or is it life? . . . Is it mad, or is it he, you 
or I? How would I know? Leave me. I wish to think. 
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I wish to be alone . . . The streetlamps are drowning 
in the mist. Occasional dull shots fly from across the 
Neva, from where ‘How glorious is our Lord in Zion’ 
rings out. Again and again the point moves sadly, and 
another more sad point moves to meet it. Gentlemen, 
this is something terribly like life, a most real life.

Innokenty Annensky

Immediately after the publication of The Double, critics, following 
Belinsky’s review, incessantly complained about the poem’s ‘shortcom-
ings of form and lack of sense of proportion’, about the utter confusion 
of its incomprehensible plot, the carelessness of style and protracted 
narrative.38 In addition to this list of critics’ complaints, accusations were 
made suggesting that the most important moments in the poem descend 
into burlesque and grotesque rather than the drama one might expect. 
Here, for example, is how the appearance of the double is described:

All his presentiments had come true. All that he had dreaded and surmised 
was coming to pass in reality. His breath failed him, his head was in a whirl. 
The stranger, also in his coat and hat, was sitting before him on his bed, and 
with a faint smile, screwing up his eyes, nodded to him in a friendly way. 
Mr. Golyadkin wanted to scream, but could not—to protest in some way, but 
his strength failed him. His hair stood on end, and he almost fell down with 
horror. And, indeed, there was good reason. He recognised his nocturnal 
visitor. The nocturnal visitor was no other than himself—Mr. Golyadkin 
himself, another Mr. Golyadkin, but absolutely the same as himself—in fact, 
what is called a double in every respect . . .39

Unsurprisingly given the many similar descriptions in the poem, it is a 
challenge not only to our ‘sense of reality’, but also, as Belinsky said, to 
our ‘sense of proportion’. These claims made by critics are justified if we 
believe that all the events described in the poem are supposed to be part 
of a “very truthful tale”. But if we suppose that the hero is experiencing a 
nightmare either asleep or awake, these descriptions are extremely pre-
cise and absolutely appropriate. Judge for yourself:

There was a dull ache in Mr. Golyadkin’s heart; a hot rush of blood set 
Mr. Golyadkin’s head throbbing; he felt stifled, he longed to unbutton him-
self—to bare his breast, to cover it with snow and pour cold water on it. He 
sank at last into forgetfulness . . .

When he came to himself, he saw that the horses were taking him along 
an unfamiliar road. There were dark patches of copse on each side of it; 
it was desolate and deserted. Suddenly he almost swooned; two fiery eyes 
were staring at him in the darkness, and those two eyes were glittering with 
malignant, hellish glee. “That’s not Krestyan Ivanovitch! Who is it? Or is it 
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he? It is. It is Krestyan Ivanovitch, but not the old Krestyan Ivanovitch, it’s 
another Krestyan Ivanovitch! It’s a terrible Krestyan Ivanovitch!” . . .40

If Dostoevsky’s main task was to describe the nightmare, all the ‘accusa-
tions’ of critics aimed at the poem are transformed from shortcomings to 
key features and indubitable merits. 

In fact we, the readers, have absolutely no grounds to think that we are 
actually dealing with literary reality rather than Golyadkin’s nightmares. 
The poem’s events are mysterious and paradoxical, and its action is so 
indistinguishable from a nightmare that the hero periodically considers 
pinching himself in order to wake up:

“What does it mean? Is it a dream?” he wondered. “Is it reality or the con-
tinuation of what happened yesterday? [. . .] Am I asleep, am I in a waking 
dream?”

Mr. Golyadkin tried pinching himself, even tried to screw up his courage to 
pinch some one else . . . No, it was not a dream and that was all about it.41

According to the narrator’s remarks, only the “intense, diabolical malice 
on the part of his enemies” prevents the hero from thinking that every-
thing happening to him is “incredible delusion, a passing aberration of 
the fancy”.42 Yet even without these Gogolian awakenings and pinches43 
which, as we have seen, were destined to have a long literary life, the 
ensuing story still resembles a rising nightmare crescendo: 

All this, of course, only passed rapidly through Mr. Golyadkin’s mind. He felt 
as though he were burning in a slow fire. And, indeed, there was enough to 
make him. The figure that was sitting opposite Mr. Golyadkin now was his 
terror, was his shame, was his nightmare of the evening before; in short, was 
Mr. Golyadkin himself, not the Mr. Golyadkin who was sitting now in his 
chair with his mouth wide open and his pen petrified in his hand, not the 
one who acted as assistant to his chief, [. . .] no, this was another Mr. Goly-
adkin, quite different, yet at the same time, exactly like the first [. . .] so that 
if one were to set them side by side, nobody, absolutely nobody, could have 
undertaken to distinguish which was the real Mr. Golyadkin and which was 
the new one, which was the original and which was the copy.44

In contrast to Gogol, who secretly immerses his readers into a nightmare 
trance, Dostoevsky makes his readers observe Golyadkin at a loss, wan-
dering between nightmare and literary reality, tormented by his inability 
to differentiate one from the other.45 The implausibility of what is taking 
place makes the hero doubt the authenticity of his own existence. This is 
how Golyadkin expresses these feelings:
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Most likely it was imagination, or something else happened, and not what 
really did happen; or perhaps I went myself . . . and somehow mistook myself 
for some one else . . . in short, it’s an utterly impossible thing.46

Both the narrator and the hero consider what is happening to be a 
nightmare,47 directly stating that Golyadkin’s waking sensations are all 
too easy to confuse with a nightmare. The hero experiences foresight: 
in his dreams he seeks confirmation that what is happening to him is in 
his waking life, for this ‘wakefulness’ is nothing other than a full-fledged 
nightmare with the characteristic ‘cry dying away on his lips’:

It was foggy and nothing could be seen. It was difficult to tell through what 
street and in what direction they were being taken . . . It seemed to Mr. Goly-
adkin that what was happening to him was somehow familiar. One instant 
he tried to remember whether he had had a presentiment of it the day 
before, in a dream, for instance . . .

At last his wretchedness reached the utmost pitch of agony. Leaning upon 
his merciless opponent, he was beginning to cry out. But his cries died away 
upon his lips . . .48

The closer we get to meeting the double, the more the poem turns into a 
complete nightmare, the less basis readers have for believing that what is 
being described is literary reality, and the more energetically the author 
insists on the ‘truthfulness’ of the story being told. He first declares its 
‘truthfulness’ at the very beginning, when as yet the poem has provided 
very little grounds to doubt its realism, when Golyadkin is standing on the 
black staircase of Olsufy Ivanovitch’s flat:

Let us rather return to Mr. Golyadkin, the true and only hero of my very 
truthful tale.49

The author’s insistence seems inappropriate—the hero is standing on a 
black staircase, what should give us cause to doubt that? What is so very 
implausible? But after a couple of pages, when the action again seems to 
be within the bounds of banality, Dostoevsky again hurries to assure his 
readers that the story he is telling them is absolutely true:

Well, so this is the position in which we find the hero of our perfectly true 
story, though, indeed, it is difficult to explain what was passing in him at 
that moment.50

What is going on to provoke the author’s urge to emphasize the realis-
tic nature of his description and attempt to achieve the reality effect in 
such a facile way? Or is the hero only imagining himself standing on the 
staircase, along with everything that follows? Given that all subsequent 



 the muteness of nightmares 119

events in the poem are very reminiscent of Major Kovalev’s pursuit of his 
nose, not to mention the questionable plausibility of the very image of the 
double, we, the readers, naturally have every cause for disbelief. Through-
out the whole poem the boundary between literary reality and dreaming 
gets more and more opaque, while the author continues to assure us that 
everything that is taking place is a most plausible and truthful story.

For sure, Dostoevsky is not at all attempting to deceive his readers or 
be cunning as the young Gogol sometimes did. This story is very truthful 
not because of its plot, but because the special mental state of the night-
mare which it reproduces is profoundly authentic, and the author invites 
readers to observe, analyze and assess its psychological plausibility. Step-
ping through the fabric of literary reality, the nightmare opposes it and 
simultaneously fills it with itself, denies it and acquires the conditions 
necessary for its existence:

All at once Mr. Golyadkin broke off, his tongue failed him and he began 
trembling like a leaf; he even closed his eyes for a minute. Hoping, how-
ever, that the object of his terror was only an illusion, he opened his eyes at 
last and stole a timid glance to the right. No, it was not an illusion! . . . His 
acquaintance of that morning was tripping along by his side, [. . .] he was 
utterly unable to grasp what was happening to him. He could not believe in 
himself. He could not get over his amazement.51

Probably, the following phrase from the last scene: “Anguish weighed like 
a nightmare upon Mr. Golyadkin senior’s chest. He became afraid . . .” 
was deleted by Dostoevsky from the final version for his Collected Works 
because of an exact likeness to a nightmare was the whole intention of the 
poem. He might have felt that such an indication at the end would have 
seemed too straightforward and obtrusive.

Lapses and Ruptures

But our hero was dumb and motionless, seeing noth-
ing, hearing nothing, feeling nothing. . . . At last, as 
though tearing himself from the place, he rushed out 
of the tavern, [. . .] almost unconscious, he got into the 
first cab that passed him and drove to his flat.

Fyodor Dostoevsky. The Double

The canonical elements of nightmare hypnotics that we have discerned in 
the texts of Pelevin and Lovecraft, whose writing poses far less complex 
problems of interpretation, play an important role in the poem. 
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Golyadkin is constantly forgetting something. This forgetfulness at first 
looks completely ordinary: it is perfectly possible that a person might 
become disconnected from unpleasant thoughts and memories, and then 
‘suddenly recall it all’, as happens to Golyadkin in the morning on his way 
to the office, at his visit to the doctor, before his appearance at Klara’s 
birthday and so on.52

However, soon it becomes obvious that these lapses in memory are not 
entirely mundane. At the moment when the hero is being thrown out of 
the door for his scandalous behaviour at a ball, he suddenly feels that he 
“recalled it all”: 

At last he stumbled, he felt that he was falling down a precipice; he tried to 
cry out—and suddenly he found himself in the courtyard. The air blew fresh 
on him, he stood still for a minute; at that very instant, the strains reached 
him of the orchestra striking up again. Mr. Golyadkin suddenly recalled it 
all; it seemed to him that all his flagging energies came back to him again. 
He had been standing as though riveted to the spot, but now he started off 
and rushed away headlong, anywhere, into the air, into freedom, wherever 
chance might take him.53

The readers have every right to be perplexed—what does “recalled it all” 
mean? What is “all”? Is it referring to what has just happened—before 
our very eyes? Or is Dostoevsky hinting that Golaydkin has ‘ejected’ this 
humiliation from his memory? Does this imply that the author did not 
express himself clearly? Or is he intentionally making us doubt that these 
events are part of literary reality, suggesting that the hero experiences a 
nightmare while awake?

From with this scene onwards, Golyadkin’s lapses in memory multiply 
as we approach the final scene, when they evolve from a temporary for-
getfulness of what is going on around him into blindness, fainting and the 
suspension of all his senses:

When our hero went in, he felt as though he were blinded, for he could see 
nothing at all . . . His Excellency turned away, our hero for some minutes 
could distinguish nothing. There was a weight on his chest. His breathing 
was laboured; he did not know where he was standing . . . He felt ashamed 
and sad. God knows what followed . . . Recovering himself, our hero noticed 
[. . .]54

As these incidents interrupt the sequence of events, they tear the fab-
ric of the narrative. Obedient to the rhythm of the poem—throughout 
the whole of the poem we virtually never observe Golyadkin at peace, 
he is always dashing around changing his mind or running somewhere—
the hero stumbles through the electrified structure of the nightmare as 
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though in convulsions. This ragged rhythm not only causes the thread 
of the story to become lost, but the links between cause and effect are 
also disrupted,55 objects disappear without a trace or mysteriously appear, 
particularly letters. 

Just as in “Diary of a Madman”, disappearing letters play a role in the 
narrative of The Double that is very much reminiscent of Gogol’s ‘dog’s 
letters’.56 For example, Petrushka merely smiles when Golyadkin orders 
him to deliver a letter to the double in which he seeks to be reconciled 
with Golyadkin junior. When Golyadkin wakes Petrushka in the middle of 
the night to clarify what has become of the letter, the drunk Petrushka first 
says that there was never any letter, that there is only one Golyadkin, who 
lives in Shestilavotchny Street—that is at Golyadkin’s own address. How-
ever, later on Petrushka confirms the reality of the double, reproaching his 
master with the comment that “good folks [. . .] never have doubles . . .”57

Letters do not only disappear, they also appear all by themselves, like, 
for example, Vahramyev’s letter defending the double which denounces 
Mr. Golyadkin senior.58

In precisely the same quite improbable way Klara Olsufyevna’s love let-
ter disappears as though it had never existed at all.

These letters, like the ‘dog’s letters’ in “Diary of a Madman” emphasize 
the yawning gaps in the logic of the story and destroy the causative links 
between actions and their consequences, which the narrator of The  Double 
reacts to as frivolously as the author of the Petersburg Tales. Ruptures in 
the causal relations between events disturb the sequence of the past, pres-
ent and future. They reinforce the general impression that the readers 
should receive: that this is not simply a ‘story of one incident’, but a par-
ticular mental state. By casting doubt on the idea of causality throughout 
the whole poem, the lapses and ruptures in the fabric of the narrative 
are transformed into lapses and ruptures in time. The hero clearly suffers 
from this troubled temporality:

Have I made a mistake in the date? Perhaps; anything is possible . . . Yes, to 
be sure, anything is possible . . . Perhaps she wrote a letter to me yesterday, 
and it didn’t reach me, [. . .] Or it was to-morrow in the letter, that is, that 
I . . . should do everything to-morrow, that is—wait with a carriage . . .59

As a result, time in the poem sometimes rushes along and sometimes 
abruptly slows down—all the while preventing the hero from adjusting to 
his circumstances.60 Nightmare hypnotics creates these ruptures, allowing 
the nightmare whirlpool to cast doubt on the readers’ ordinary sense of 
time.61
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The Hypnotics of the “Petersburg Poem”

He was so perplexed that, in spite of everything sur-
rounding him, he stood several times stock still in 
the middle of the pavement, completely possessed by 
the thought of his recent horrible humiliation; at that 
instant he was dying, disappearing; then he suddenly 
set off again like mad and ran and ran without looking 
back, as though he were pursued, as though he were 
fleeing from some still more awful calamity . . . 

Fyodor Dostoevsky. The Double.

The poem has one particular feature which Bakhtin precisely indicated: 
only Mr. Golyadkin himself acts in it, no one else.62 The literary reality of 
this work is extremely lacking in events: for example, Golyadkin losing 
his boot when he meets his double on the Fontanka embankment is one 
of the very few events which can be assigned the status of prosaic liter-
ary reality. Nevertheless the style and manner of the narrative is most 
reminiscent of an adventure novel (a comparison which became com-
monplace after Bakhtin’s reading of Dostoevsky’s prose), in so far as the 
main action in the poem consists of a chase. This pursuit alone makes 
The Double a remarkable literary monument to the nightmare, a paradig-
matic nightmare of surprising strength.

As readers remember from our analysis of Lovecraft and Pelevin, for 
the nightmare to be woven into our imagination there must be a point 
in the void that can be used to focus our attention. Dostoevsky devotes 
much of his attention to developing this particular device of nightmare 
hypnotics. Mr. Golyadkin screws up his eyes and shortsightedly stares into 
the distance until the figure of the double arises from the “wet darkness” 
of the foul Petersburg weather:

“Why, was it my fancy?” said Mr. Golyadkin, looking round once more. “But 
where am I standing? . . . Ech, ech,” he thought finally, shaking his head, 
though he began gazing with an uneasy, miserable feeling into the damp, 
murky distance, straining his sight and doing his utmost to pierce with his 
shortsighted eyes the wet darkness that stretched all round him.63

The perspicacious Annensky displayed a special sensitivity to this passage 
as he attempted to get the feel of the text of The Double.64 Although Ann-
ensky did not regard The Double as a nightmare, he valued the significance 
of the spot arising from the void for Golyadkin’s state of mind:

Look, look . . . What else is there? A spot . . . a spot in the mist. But what is 
that spot? From it, that very spot brings cold. Just then Mr. Golyadkin darts 
off and runs, runs . . . He is going towards the spot, and the spot is going 
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towards him. It’s no longer a spot, but a line, now a whole shape . . . [. . .] 
Mr. Golyadkin’s lips are about to speak but they cannot . . . he runs and runs. 
Golyadkin, old fellow, there’s something wrong here . . . Take a look: the spot 
is coming straight at you again. At you, of course, Yakov Petrovich, that’s 
right!65

Another important issue that is vital for our further analysis and there-
fore requires special attention, is the fact that in addition to Golyadkin’s 
intense concentration and fixed gaze on the void, he also mumbles 
indistinct speech. This muttering, which we did not come across in the 
nightmares of Pelevin or Lovecraft, is extremely interesting to us because 
it is the main aspect of the nightmare research that Dostoevsky under-
takes all throughout his work. But we will return to this later; for now we 
will continue with the maturation of Golyadkin’s nightmare.

Thus Dostoevsky makes us observe how the nightmare slowly envelops 
the hero after his intent staring into the emptiness of the snowy darkness:

He started and opened his eyes. Again a rapidly approaching figure stood 
out black before him, some twenty paces away.66

Golyadkin is so astounded that he cries out in surprise and horror, and 
catches up to the stranger who, as though on purpose, has stopped just 
where he is completely visible beneath the street lamp.67 The point from 
which the double has just emerged is where the nightmare of the chase 
begins, when the double:

[. . .] in one moment vanished from Mr. Golyadkin senior’s sight. The 
despairing titular councillor, abandoned by all, gazed about him, but there 
was no other cab. He tried to run, but his legs gave way under him. With 
a look of open-mouthed astonishment on his countenance, feeling crushed 
and shrivelled up, he leaned helplessly against a lamp post, and remained 
so for some minutes in the middle of the pavement. It seemed as though all 
were over for Mr. Golyadkin.68

The appearance of the double initiates a very long string of flights and 
chases, elements of nightmare hypnotics with which we are familiar, when 
the dreamer-victim knows who is chasing him and what awaits him, but 
is too afraid to admit it to himself.

Despite all the insults his double has brought upon him, Golyadkin pur-
sues the double in order to ‘explain himself and make up’, although his 
attempts are just as fruitless as Major Kovalev’s pursuit of his nose:

Feeling in his uneasiness, his misery and his bewilderment that he couldn’t 
leave things like this, that the critical moment had come, [. . .] our hero began 
to move a little towards the place where his worthless and undeserving 
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enemy stood: but at that very moment his Excellency’s long-expected car-
riage rolled up into the entrance, [. . .] All the waiting clerks streamed out 
towards the door, and for a moment separated Mr. Golyadkin senior from 
Mr. Golyadkin junior.

“You shan’t get away!” said our hero, forcing his way through the crowd 
while he kept his eyes fixed upon the man he wanted. At last the crowd dis-
persed. Our hero felt he was free and flew in pursuit of his enemy.69

As in other nightmares we have read or experienced ourselves, the typical 
feature of the flights and chases of The Double is the improbable, fantasti-
cal speed with which these events unfold. As in other nightmares, this 
change of pace is a way of conveying changes in the flow of time:

Mr. Golyadkin’s breath failed him; he flew as though on wings after his rap-
idly retreating enemy. [. . .] He felt, too, that he was utterly weak again, that 
he was carried along by a peculiar outside force, that it was not he himself 
who was running, but, on the contrary, that his legs were giving way under 
him, and refused to obey him.70

Golyadkin’s dream, which he has the night before the terrible dénoue-
ment of the tale, is especially interesting from the point of view of 
nightmarology. He sees multiple doubles leaping up out of the pavement 
and pursuing him:

And all these precisely similar Golyadkins set to running after one another 
as soon as they appeared, and stretched in a long chain like a file of geese, 
hobbling after the real Mr. Golyadkin, so there was nowhere to escape from 
these duplicates—so that Mr. Golyadkin, who was in every way deserving of 
compassion, was breathless with terror; so that at last a terrible multitude 
of duplicates had sprung into being [. . .]71

Readers may recall that Golyadkin’s dream about these “duplicates” is 
very like Jerome K. Jerome’s nightmare which we looked at in the preced-
ing chapter. The multiplying homunculi that fill every inch of the street, 
like the images of Jerome’s lyrical hero at different ages filling his child-
hood home, make us reflect on the experience of ruptures in nightmare 
time, when the sleeping person is simultaneously presented with different 
moments in his life. Chasing after the hero, the succession of “duplicates” 
multiplies until the unfortunate Golyadkin’s gaze is riveted upon some-
thing even more dreadful.

The complete triumph of the nightmare over literary reality is achieved 
in the horrifying final scene, when it becomes clear that not only has 
this nightmare served as its prototype, but also that this whole scene 
and all that has happened was actually part of Mr. Golyadkin’s “pre-
sentiment”:
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There was a ringing in Mr. Golyadkin’s ears, and a darkness before his eyes; 
it seemed to him that an infinite multitude, an unending series of precisely 
similar Golyadkins were noisily bursting in at every door of the room; but 
it was too late . . . [. . .] The door opened noisily, and in the doorway stood 
a man, the very sight of whom sent a chill to Mr. Golyadkin’s heart. He 
stood rooted to the spot. A cry of horror died away in his choking throat. Yet 
Mr. Golyadkin knew it all beforehand, and had had a presentiment of some-
thing of the sort for a long time.72

Constantly accompanied by gaps in the poem’s plot caused by lapses in 
the hero’s memory, flight and chase in The Double play the same role as 
in dreams: circling in endless pursuits, readers slip into the discontinuous, 
reversible and dangerous time of nightmares.73

The Seven Circles of The Double

Golyadkin traces six circles around the city which are in no way vital to 
the plot or understanding of the story. His resolutions about where to go 
change suddenly, aggravating the ragged rhythm of the poem.74

Golyadkin’s wanderings begin when he is travelling along Nevsky 
Prospect;75 then he goes towards Gostiny Dvor,76 and, “[a]t last, he was 
suddenly inspired to pull the cord [. . .] telling him to drive back to Liteyny 
Street”, where his doctor lives, and from there the carriage again goes back 
to Nevsky Prospect.77 Thus without any reason explicable by the logic of 
the plot, “our hero” traces this first circle around the city.

On Nevsky Prospect he has a snack in a “well-known restaurant”, “as 
they say among well-bred people”, after which he sets off to Izmailovsky 
Bridge, to the home of Olsufy Ivanovitch, a privy councillor,78 but, not 
being admitted, he orders the carriage to take him home:

Suddenly our hero pulled the cord with all his might and shouted to the 
driver to turn back at once. The coachman turned his horses and within two 
minutes was driving into Olsufy Ivanovitch’s yard again.

“Don’t, don’t, you fool, back!” shouted Mr. Golyadkin—and, as though 
he were expecting this order, the driver made no reply but, without stop-
ping at the entrance, drove all round the courtyard and out into the street 
again.79

This is the second circle which also, it must be said, has no sense or plot 
significance other than its circling motion: indeed ordinarily the author of 
a novel does not tell us in detail how, when and by exactly what route the 
hero returns home if this information is not necessary to the plot.

Golyadkin’s third circle is completed the following morning when, hav-
ing arrived home from the office, he “flung aside his pipe [. . .] and ran 
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out of the flat”, hired a cab “and hastened to Andrey Filippovitch’s”,80 his 
head of department. Not finding Andrey Filippovitch at home, he dashes 
outside. Later “Mr. Golyadkin ran on, regardless of where he was going. 
He came to his senses in Nevsky Prospect, only owing to the chance that 
he ran so neatly full-tilt into a passer-by that he saw stars in his eyes. [. . .] 
Noticing [. . .] that he was close to the restaurant in which he had sat for 
a while before the dinner-party at Olsufy Ivanovitch’s [. . .]”.81 Thus the 
author presents us with yet another circle although, as we remember, “Mr. 
Golyadkin ran on without noticing the way and almost without knowing 
where”, which makes it quite unclear why the readers should be informed 
of all these details.

Another large circle—the fourth—is drawn by “our hero” when, having 
returned home and written a letter to the double, he walks to Izmailovsky 
Bridge, where he looks up at the windows of councillor Berendyev’s flat 
and returns home.82

At the end of the poem Golyadkin again circles around the city for a 
fifth time without any evident reason:

In this way, hesitating and seeking for the solution of his doubts, our hero 
ran to Semyonovsky Bridge; but while running to Semyonovsky Bridge he 
very rationally and conclusively decided to return.83

The closed sixth circle in the last scene, into which the hero falls into 
like a trap, is the smallest and most terrible circle, from which there is no 
escape for him:

For one instant Mr. Golyadkin became almost unconscious, almost lost all 
memory, all feeling.

When he came to himself again he noticed that he was the center of a 
large ring formed by the rest of the party round him.84

But the main compositional circle of the poem—the seventh—comes 
together in the final scene, when Andrey Filippovitch brings Mr. Golyadkin 
and the double together to kiss. 

Does this obsessive circling not remind you of the eightfold awaken-
ings of the artist in “The Portrait”? In both cases the writers demonstrate 
a remarkable persistence in their use of repetition.

Why does Dostoevsky abuse his hero’s circling of the city in this way? 
Is it because, like any other experienced nightmarologist, he requires the 
figure of a circle to convey the nightmare? Golyadkin’s circling of the city 
twists the frenzied internal dynamic of the poem, creating a whirlpool 
from which neither he nor the bewitched readers can escape.85
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The shape of the circle defines the dynamic and style of the narrative, 
setting its tone and structure. But the numerous circles traced around the 
city in which Golyadkin loses all sense of what is happening depicts just 
one dimension of the nightmare whirlpool into which the author plunges 
both hero and readers alike. Its other dimensions are various circles of 
repeating events that create the effect of déjà vu.

Mr. Golyadkin’s Déjà Vu

As we have seen, Belinsky had every reason to reproach his young protégé 
for creating irritating repetitions in The Double. But as we know, the neo-
phyte writer greeted these claims made by the great critic rather coldly. 
His reaction was warranted: Belinsky’s reproach bore witness to a com-
plete lack of understanding of the poem’s intention on the part of the 
critic. The poem’s monotonous repetitions also did not escape Bakhtin’s 
attention.86 

In fact, the composition of the poem is surprisingly symmetrical: its two 
main events—the scenes at the balls—not only create counterpoints in 
the work, they are also described with deliberately similar language. The 
two main episodes of pursuing the double also repeat each other almost 
verbatim. The first scene precedes a visit to the doctor—and the doctor’s 
appearance ends the poem.

Certain passages coincide purely in terms of the phrases used, and most 
often they provide a narrative for similar things that the hero does and 
experiences. Of course they appear to be—and indeed are—repetitions.87

In addition, these identical descriptions relate to two almost identi-
cal chase scenes which follow one another with an interval of a handful 
of pages. In the first scene Golyadkin entreats the double to speak with 
him in the coffee house and asks the double for reconciliation after their 
confrontation at the office, but, being refused, he rushes in pursuit of the 
double:

In spite of all this our hero felt as though he had risen from the dead [. . .] 
when he succeeded in clutching the overcoat of his enemy, who had already 
raised one foot to get into the cab he had engaged.

“My dear sir! My dear sir!” he shouted to the infamous Mr. Golyadkin 
junior, holding him by the button. “My dear sir, I hope that you . . .”

“No, please do not hope for anything,” Mr. Golyadkin’s heartless enemy 
answered evasively, standing with one foot on the step of the cab and vainly 
waving the other leg in the air, in his efforts to get in, trying to preserve 
his equilibrium, and at the same time trying with all his might to wrench his 
coat away from Mr. Golyadkin senior, while the latter held on to it with all 
the strength that had been vouchsafed to him by nature.88
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In the second scene, convinced of the double’s malicious intent, Golyad-
kin again jumps onto a moving carriage, clinging on to the double who is 
defending himself and again fights with him. This scene is almost an exact 
repetition of the previous one.89

We have already commented that the two climactic scenes at the 
balls reflect one another like a mirror. In both cases, finding himself 
uninvited at the ball of the very same privy councillor, Golyadkin draws 
everyone’s attention with a speech which he addresses to Olsufy Ivano-
vitch and the charming girl Klara Olsufyevna—and his speech is the 
central event of both episodes. Both times a crowd surrounds the hero, 
and both times this crowd behaves with hostility towards him. On both 
occasions the party rids itself of him—the first time the hero simply gets 
thrown out, while the second time he is taken to a mental hospital. In both 
scenes Golyadkin’s behaviour is compromising—he stumbles into guests, 
tears ladies’ skirts, overturns trays and even, like the artist Piskarev in his 
nightmare, turns out to be quite indecently dressed. So, in the first scene, 
having made his way into the ball, Golyadkin attracts people’s attention: 
“All the moving, noisy, talking, laughing groups were suddenly hushed as 
though at a signal and, little by little, crowded round Mr. Golyadkin. He, 
however, seemed to hear nothing, to see nothing, he could not look . . . he 
could not possibly look at anything; he kept his eyes on the floor and so 
stood, giving himself his word of honour, in passing, to shoot himself one 
way or another that night.” And later: “Yes! Every one in the room, all had 
their eyes fixed upon him, and were listening in a sort of solemn expecta-
tion. The men had crowded a little nearer and were all attention.”90

Of course, for the well-read reader the effect of déjà vu is further 
aggravated by the fact that both the ball scenes have their origins in the 
paradigmatic nightmare of the ball scene from “Nevsky Prospect”. We 
know that Golyadkin loves to imagine himself as a hero in a novel—per-
haps he has read “Nevsky Prospect”? Indeed Dostoevsky discreetly puts 
Gogolian references into his other heroes—for example, Makar Devush-
kin has read “The Overcoat”. But in contrast to Gogol, whose interest lies 
in making his readers experience a nightmare under the pretence of read-
ing a work of fiction, Dostoevsky is interested in analyzing the mental 
state which grips his hero:

Before our hero had time to recover himself and come to his senses, he 
found himself in the drawing-room. He was pale, disheveled, harassed; with 
lusterless eyes he scanned the crowd—horror! The drawing-room, all the 
rooms—were full to overflowing. There were masses of people, a whole gal-
axy of ladies; and all were crowding round Mr. Golyadkin, all were pressing 
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towards Mr. Golyadkin, all were squeezing Mr. Golyadkin and he perceived 
clearly that they were all forcing him in one direction.91

. . . and at this point Golyadkin has tears in his eyes. 
The two ball scenes are so similar that one might wonder whether 

Golyadkin was ever actually at the councillor’s house—in other words, 
is there some literary reality to corroborate the fact that he was standing 
there or are both visits simply part of a reverie he had?

Remarkably, Dostoevsky makes no attempt to smooth over this impres-
sion, but on the contrary accentuates the repetitions for his readers. For 
example, when in the last scene of the poem Golyadkin again “was being 
led to the big doors of the room”, he says to himself: “[ j]ust as it was 
at Olsufy Ivanovitch’s”.92 Or: “in fact, everything happened as it had in 
Mr. Golyadkin’s dream”.93 Or on another occasion: “Coming to himself 
suddenly, he observed that he was standing somewhere in Liteyny Street. 
The weather was awful: it was a thaw; snow and rain were falling—
just as at that memorable time when at the dread hour of midnight all 
Mr. Golyadkin’s troubles had begun.”94

Is this evidence of a neophyte writer’s inability to avoid ungainly repeti-
tions and a poor quality of language in his text or a deliberate device that is 
stylistically necessary to the author? Or was the young author consciously 
creating an increasing sense of déjà vu which fulfilled an important task 
with regard to the text’s meaning? In favour of the latter suggestion is the 
fact that Dostoevsky revised his poem for the first collection of his works 
and, although he removed much from the text, he left these repetitions 
intact.

One could, of course, argue that Golyadkin’s shame and humiliation 
cause him to think about the double in order to pile up the misfortunes 
that have befallen him and taken away his guilt. However, though this 
common sense explanation is quite plausible, it is not interesting to us 
precisely because it was of very little interest to Dostoevsky. These emo-
tions and motivations fulfil for him the role of timber in a building—a 
necessary but transient part of the construction he was erecting. Whereas 
his hero’s other experiences, which relate more to his experience of night-
mare rather than his social involvement, are at the center of the author’s 
attention.

The effect of déjà vu is additionally reinforced by the mirrors which Dos-
toevsky generously distributes throughout the work.95 The action begins 
with the hero, having just woken up, reflected in the mirror: “Greatly 
relieved that everything was all right, Mr. Golyadkin put the looking-glass 
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back in its place [. . .]”96 From the very beginning he expects something 
bad from his reflection.

The mirror appears in another especially memorable episode. Golyad-
kin, “[r]etreating into a corner, turning his back on the company”, eats 
a little fish pie. Readers cannot see from behind him how many he has 
eaten. To Mr. Golyadkin “it seems” that he has eaten one, but the barman 
presents him with a bill for a dozen:

“What sorcery is this, what is happening to me?” he wondered. [. . .] At that 
moment something seemed to stab Mr. Golyadkin. He raised his eyes and—
at once he guessed the riddle. He knew what the sorcery was. All his difficul-
ties were solved . . .

In the doorway of the next room [. . .] which, till that moment, our 
hero had taken for a looking-glass, a man was standing—he was standing, 
Mr. Golyadkin was standing—not the original Mr. Golyadkin, the hero of 
our story, but the other Mr. Golyadkin, the new Mr. Golyadkin.97

Thus Dostoevsky draws the boundary between literary reality and Goly-
adkin’s nightmare. The author specifically adds the phrase “not the hero 
of our story” so that readers can empathize with Golyadkin senior and 
observe how banal literary reality gets gradually substituted by the night-
mare in an inner psychological process, which is the only thing of interest 
to Dostoevsky. In another passage he intends his readers to confuse the 
literary reality reflected in the mirror with a nightmare:

Through a door which our hero had taken for a looking-glass, just as he 
had done once before—he made his appearance—we know who: a very 
intimate friend and acquaintance of Mr. Golyadkin’s.98

The mirror visually amplifies the déjà vu, emphasizing the wavering, per-
meable and transparent boundary between literary reality and nightmare. 
Repetitions and circling motions multiply, reflected in mirrors and repli-
cated in the hero’s prophecies, for everything that happens, from the first 
to last moment were foretold by the “presentiment” of the “hero of our 
very truthful tale”.

Indisputably, the theme of duplicates, copies and originals as well 
as the philosophical tradition behind this antinomy was well known to 
Dostoevsky; he may well have inherited it from the Romantics.99 This 
tradition has been studied in great detail, particularly in relation to Dos-
toevsky’s writing.100 However, critics often fail to notice that mirrors and 
reflections play a strictly subordinate role in the poem and that their 
use is purely functional. Reflections, repetitions of words and actions, cir-
cling motions and continual reversals of time create the effect of déjà vu 
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which stuns both readers and critics alike. Déjà vu becomes a necessary 
literary device, an important element of the hypnotics of the text without 
which the author would not have been able to realize his outstanding 
project.

Natasha Rostova’s Déjà Vu

The figure of the circle, an engulfing spinning motion with a particular 
point at its center, a sense of falling out of linear temporality which our 
consciousness represents as a flight or chase—these are the most impor-
tant features of the nightmare. Can it be that the figure of the circle is 
considered to be magical because it is the most vivid indication of the 
nightmare? A quickening spinning motion helped the shaman or sorcerer 
to simulate the experience of a nightmare, which people understood as 
sorcery, and in the same way today it helps those practising ‘lucid dream-
ing’ to fall into a state of trance.

The circle is the favourite literary device of authors writing about 
nightmares. Virtually all the writers who worked seriously with night-
mares—Maturin, Gogol, Lovecraft and Pelevin as well as Dostoevsky—
experienced for themselves the power of the circle that they considered 
the main principle of their compositional techniques. The pull they feel 
towards the circle can be explained by their persistent struggle to com-
press the chronological framework of the narrative as much as they could, 
and whenever possible to completely eliminate the chronological order of 
the story. This is their method of conveying the experience of the night-
mare temporality.

Yet even writers who were never seriously interested in the nature of 
the nightmare, like Leo Tolstoy for instance, still had recourse to hypnot-
ics devices. In order to further clarify the particular features of déjà vu as 
a mental state and a literary device, we will briefly interrupt our analysis 
of The Double and turn to Tolstoy’s War and Peace. Despite the fact that 
déjà vu is a characteristic of our waking consciousness it also reveals a 
very important mechanism of the workings of the nightmare.101

In the second volume of War and Peace there is a famous description 
of déjà vu which Natasha Rostova experiences. Although nothing espe-
cially dramatic happens in this episode, it is one of the most memorable 
in the whole novel. This is because it represents a threshold beyond which 
the youth and happiness of Natasha, Sonya and Petya’s childhood end and 
the nightmare of destroyed lives and hopes begins: war, Natasha’s dishon-
our, the death of Prince Andrey, Petya’s death . . . Is it mere coincidence 
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that this moment, which is critical both in the action of the novel and in 
the life of the beloved heroine, is depicted by Tolstoy as déjà vu?

Natasha’s changeability in her anxious, lost and depressed state after 
being separated from Prince Andrey, is very much like experiencing a 
full-fledged nightmare while awake—in any case, it conveys precisely the 
sense of the slow, inescapable viscosity of time. She is tormented by 
the feeling of being removed from life and from the normal flow of time.

Natasha came in, walked over to Sonya to see what she was doing, then 
went across to her mother and stood there saying nothing.

‘What are you doing wandering about like a lost soul?’ said her mother, 
‘What do you want?’

[. . .] An old footman and two young ones were playing cards. They broke 
off and got to their feet at the entrance of the young mistress. ‘What shall I 
do with them?’ Natasha wondered.

‘Oh yes, Nikita, I want you to go somewhere . . . (Where shall I send him?) 
Er, yes, go outside and fetch me a cockerel, please. And you, Misha, bring 
me some oats.’

[. . .] 
Since she happened to be passing the butler’s pantry she asked for the 

samovar to be lit, though it was nowhere near the right time for this.102

The obsessive repetition of people, words and events comprises an impor-
tant part of Tolstoy’s description of her state of mind:

‘What can I possibly do now? Where can I possibly go?’ Natasha wondered 
as she ambled down the corridor. 

[. . .] 
‘Oh, Lord! Same old story! Oh, where can I go? What can I do with 

myself?’ And she clattered rapidly upstairs to see Iogel and his wife, who 
lived on the top floor. The two governesses were sitting with the Iogels 
and on the table were plates of raisins, walnuts and almonds. The govern-
esses were discussing whether it was cheaper to live in Moscow or Odessa. 
Natasha sat down, listened to their discussion with a solemn, pensive air, 
and then got up again. ‘The Island of Madagascar,’ she said. ‘Ma-da-gas-car,’ 
she repeated, lingering long on all four syllables, and then, ignoring Madame 
Schoss, who wanted to know what she was talking about, she walked out of 
the room.

Petya, her brother, was upstairs too. He and his tutor were busy making 
fireworks to let off that night.

‘Petya! Petya!’ she yelled at him. ‘Give me a piggy-back downstairs.’ Petya 
ran over and presented his back, she jumped up on it and grabbed him 
round the neck with both arms, and he skipped off, prancing along the land-
ing. ‘No, don’t . . . The Island of Madagascar,’ she enunciated as she jumped 
down from his back and went downstairs.103
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Natasha did not know the word aulasaukaulala, for the novel Joseph and 
his Brothers had not yet been written. Therefore she had to find another 
word that sounded just as strange, a word distant from her real life and 
deprived of meaning, an empty collection of ugly sounds—‘Madagascar’. 
Pronouncing it, Natasha reinforces—and expresses with the help of the 
obtrusive nonsense of this linguistic nightmare—her feelings. This strange 
word, which she repeats immediately before experiencing déjà vu, clearly 
helps her go to a different time, back to the past, to remember—or re-
experience—something she once experienced with Prince Andrey.

Natasha went back to the great hall, took up her guitar and sat down with 
it in a dark corner behind a bookcase. She began to play on the bass string, 
picking out a melody remembered from an opera she had heard in Peters-
burg with Prince Andrey. For any passer-by who might have chanced to 
listen, the noise given off by her guitar would have been quite meaningless, 
but for her these sounds evoked a host of memories in her imagination. She 
sat there behind the bookcase with her eyes fixed on a shift of light falling 
from the crack in the pantry door, listening to herself and remembering days 
gone by. She was in a reminiscing mood.104

Natasha’s gaze is focused on the strip of light and on the melody, on the 
bright ray coming through the crack in the door. In the same bewitched 
way, looking from the darkness at bright rays of light coming through the 
cracks in the screen, Gogol’s hero also strains his eyes to catch a glimpse 
of his nightmare—the terrible money-lender—just as the melody, the 
Mozart fugue, is transformed into a leitmotif of the nightmares of Pele-
vin’s hero. Can it be coincidence that it is at precisely this moment, when 
Natasha’s attention is intensely focused, on the light and the sound, that 
the famous déjà vu takes place?

Sonya crossed the hall and went into the pantry carrying a small glass. 
Natasha glanced at her through the crack in the door, and suddenly she 
seemed to be remembering this scene from some time in the past, with the 
light falling through the crack in the pantry door, and Sonya walking across 
with the glass. ‘Yes, yes, that’s exactly how it was,’ thought Natasha.

‘What does this sound like, Sonya?’ Natasha called out, plucking the thick 
string.

‘Oh, there you are!’ said Sonya, startled, and she came over to listen.
‘I don’t know . . . Is it a storm?’ she said diffidently, afraid of getting it 

wrong.
‘Yes, that’s just how she jumped, just how she came over to me with 

that shy smile when it all happened before,’ thought Natasha, ‘and just like 
then . . . I thought there was something disappointing about her.’105
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Of course this déjà vu also serves to emphasize the obtrusiveness of the 
distressing state of mind which the heroine falls into, and to convey how 
unbearable her situation is. Her own time, her present, evokes such dis-
gust in Natasha that it is extended even to her beloved family:

She sat down at the table and listened to them talking, the old folk and 
Nikolay, who had just come in for tea. ‘Lord God in heaven! The same peo-
ple, the same talk, Papa holding his cup and blowing his tea the same as 
he always does,’ thought Natasha, with a terrible sense of revulsion welling 
up inside her at the sight of all these people, disgusting in their inevitable 
sameness.106

The unwillingness to accept her present is transformed in her conscious-
ness into an obsessive repetition of events and people. Mentally she 
escapes to another time to be together with Prince Andrey—whether in 
the past or in the future. Her consciousness is confused and lost between 
these different times, as Tolstoy insists on a number of occasions, begin-
ning with mentioning the samovar that Natasha orders a servant to light 
“though it was nowhere near the right time for this”.107 The déjà vu comes 
as a result of Natasha’s unacknowledged mental experiments with time, in 
which she attempts to conjure time with words and thoughts in order to 
overcome it, to outwit it and slip away from the intolerable present. In the 
midst of this confusion and with a stubborn desire not to be reconciled 
with the need to endure her present, she experiences déjà vu, she brings 
it upon herself.

But what else happens to the heroine in this scene? Immediately after 
the description of the déjà vu Natasha embarks on a strange conversation 
with Nikolay and Sonya. It continues the theme of displaced time as well 
as reflecting on the relation between memories and dreams. The idea of 
dreaming and of the irreality of what is happening seems to emerge from 
the déjà vu of its own accord, prompting and leading both the author 
and his heroes to the thought that “dreams and reality” might merge 
together:

Smiling with happiness, they enjoyed going down memory lane; these were 
not the memories of old age, but the romantic memories of youth, images 
from the distant past where dreams and reality blur together. They laughed 
from pure pleasure.108

The appearance of the servant with the cockerel for fortune-telling at this 
precise moment in the conversation, in which dreams and memories have 
so charmingly blurred the boundary of reality, concludes the whole scene 
and forms the description of déjà vu into a compositional circle:
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While they were talking a maid popped her head in at the inner sitting-room 
door.

‘Miss, they’ve brought you a cockerel,’ she whispered.
‘I don’t want it now, Polya. Tell them to take it away,’ said Natasha.109

Déjà vu is the catalyst for introducing the topic of metempsychosis 
(migration of the soul) in the novel. This issue invades his text as the 
most convincing illustration of time reversal. Obedient to the ‘realistic 
method of writing’, Tolstoy writes this conversation to continue the dis-
cussion of the non-linearity of time, its reversibility and the possibility of 
confusing the order of time—the main effect of déjà vu.

But the revelations about déjà vu continue. After her experience of con-
fused temporality, Natasha lets slip her thoughts on prophecy. The idea 
of reversed time brings with it thoughts about the possibility of know-
ing the future, about being able to experience the future in the present, 
about whether mixing up different times, like in déjà vu, is possible in our 
waking state. Notably, both the heroes’ ideas and also the milieu of this 
conversation, its mis-en-scène, provide the perfect set-up to reflect upon 
the nightmare:

They were now on to dreams.
[. . .] It was dark in the room, especially where they were sitting on the 

sofa, but the silver light of the full moon shone in through the big windows 
and spread across the floor.

‘Do you know what I think?’ said Natasha, in a whisper, moving up closer 
to Nikolay and Sonya [. . .] ‘I think you can go on remembering, remember-
ing and remembering until you can pre-remember things that happened 
before you were ever in this world . . .’

‘That’s metempsychosis,’ said Sonya, who had been good at lessons and 
remembered everything. ‘The Egyptians used to believe that our souls have 
been in animals, and will go back into animals again.’

‘No, listen, I don’t think we’ve ever been in animals,’ said Natasha, still 
whispering even though the music had finished, ‘but I do know for certain 
we were once angels somewhere beyond, and we came here, and that’s why 
we can remember everything . . . [. . .] The reason I know what I used to be 
is this,’ Natasha replied with great conviction. ‘You know the soul is immor-
tal . . . Well, if I’m going to live for ever, that means I’ve lived before. I’ve been 
living all through eternity.’

‘Yes, but it’s hard for us to conceive of eternity,’ said Dimmler, who had 
joined the young people with a slightly scornful smile, but was now talking 
just as quietly and seriously as they were.

‘Why is it hard to conceive of eternity?’ said Natasha. ‘There’ll be today, 
there’ll be tomorrow, and there’ll be always, and there was yesterday, and 
the day before . . .’110
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Memory allows us to experience nightmares in our waking life—this is déjà 
vu, the persistent image of reversed time. Never having the opportunity to 
advance further than one rotation of the nightmare whirlwind—its first 
circle—déjà vu reveals the mechanism for developing the nightmare in 
our consciousness. This first circle of the turning of time, the first moment 
of its reversal, the beginning of experiencing a break in linear temporal-
ity, develops from the moment we suddenly feel a rupture in time and 
mentally travel to a different point in time. The figure of the circle, the 
rondo, déjà vu, is introduced into the narrative by Leo Tolstoy, the pillar of 
the realistic method, at the very moment when he finds it necessary—for 
the sake of ‘realism’—to incorporate the psychological threshold of the 
nightmare into the dull flow of everyday life.

Foresight and Presentiments

Let us return now to Dostoevsky’s The Double. The poem has a surpris-
ing feature which for obvious reasons critics tend to avoid—or if they do 
confront it, they display a biased and futile attitude towards it. This is of 
course the hero’s foresight, his numerous presentiments. Hardly a single 
important event in the poem goes by without being accompanied by the 
remark that the hero has “foreseen it all from the first”:

Mr. Golyadkin lifted his eyes at last, and that he did not fall into a swoon 
was simply because he had foreseen it all from the first, that he had been 
forewarned from the first, guessing in his soul who the stranger was.111

These presentiments can work as a protective mechanism that saves 
Golyadkin from dangerously strong emotions. But of course their role is 
not exclusively therapeutic.

All his presentiments had come true. All that he had dreaded and surmised 
was coming to pass in reality.112

Presentiments multiply the repetitions in the poem, emphasizing the cir-
cular motion of the narrative and its self-referential nature:

“I had a presentiment of this, though,” thought our hero, “and I had a pre-
sentiment of all that there will be in the letter . . .”113

For Mr. Golyadkin prophetic dreams become a source of knowledge 
about what should happen in the future. Indeed, many events in the 
poem repeat and develop what he has dreamed. Take, for example, his 
nightmare which we have already mentioned—the hero, finding himself 
in a “half-sleeping state”, is showered with insults by Golyadkin junior 
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the following day in the office: “in fact, everything happened as it had in 
Mr. Golyadkin’s dream.”114 Dreams also reflect images of the future and 
past that display the confused time of nightmares.

Finding himself at the epicenter of horror in the last scene of the poem, 
paralyzed by fear, the hero is nevertheless able to remember that he “knew 
it all beforehand”:

He stood rooted to the spot. A cry of horror died away in his choking throat. 
Yet Mr. Golyadkin knew it all beforehand, and had had a presentiment of 
something of the sort for a long time.115

The very last sentence of the poem takes the action backwards, sending 
readers back once again to what has happened earlier: “Our hero shrieked 
and clutched his head in his hands. Alas! For a long while he had been 
haunted by a presentiment of this.”116

Prophecy and foresight, in which this work abounds, seem to be built 
upon the reversibility of the nightmare temporality. Probably that is why 
Golyadkin, the dreamer, constantly realizes that something yet more ter-
rible awaits him.

Thus in The Double Dostoevsky puts the most important devices of night-
mare hypnotics to the test, building his narrative in such a way as to make 
nightmares recognizable for his readers. These devices allow him to fill his 
text to the brim with the features of the nightmare. Following experiments 
conducted by Maturin and Gogol, Dostoevsky created in his text a model 
of nightmare hypnotics. Yet Dostoevsky’s text is unique not because of 
these bold experiments which other writers—whether consciously quot-
ing him or inventing anew—were to reproduce while striving to convey 
the nightmare, but because he sets himself an unprecedented task.

The Mumbling of Nightmares

It is well known that complete judgements sometimes 
enter our heads momentarily in the form of some kind 
of feelings, without being translated into human, let 
alone literary, language. But we will try to translate all 
the feelings of our hero and at least present readers 
with the essence of these feelings—as one might say, 
that which is the most essential and plausible. Indeed 
many of our feelings, when translated into ordinary lan-
guage, seem utterly implausible. That is why they are 
never seen on this earth, yet every person has them.

Fyodor Dostoevsky. A Nasty Story.
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The Double is like life primarily in that we perceive it 
in the mundanity of our emotions, in the mundanity 
of emotions that are unconveyable in the language of 
words, in the threshold of emotions transforming into 
words and life . . .

Innokenty Annensky

The Double is a unique and puzzling work whose fantastic plot challenges 
common sense on every page, not to mention a long list of other com-
plaints made by critics, yet it remains highly compelling and enthralling. 
In a letter to his brother Dostoevsky wrote that everyone was severely 
criticizing The Double, but that at the same time everyone was “reading 
and re-reading” it. What is the secret of its surprising attraction?

Before answering this question, we should note one other strange fea-
ture of The Double—its one and only hero is surprisingly inarticulate. 
Golyadkin does talk to himself a considerable amount, but his speech is 
hardly capable of conveying the movements of his soul even at the most 
critical moments of the story. The hero’s experiences reach us in the form 
of an incoherent flow of words, while Golyadkin, as ill luck would have it 
when he should ideally be at his most eloquent in order to tell the reader 
about all the various nuances of the psychological difficulties he is expe-
riencing, is shown to be inarticulate. For example, wandering along the 
Fontanka embankment, Golyadkin concentrates his gaze on emptiness 
and see his double.

“Well, it’s no matter,” he said, to encourage himself. “Well, no matter; per-
haps it’s no matter at all, and there’s no stain on any one’s honour. Perhaps 
it’s as it should be,” he went on, without understanding what he was saying. 
“Perhaps it will all be for the best in the end, and there will be nothing to 
complain of, and every one will be justified.”

Talking like this and comforting himself with words, Mr. Golyadkin shook 
himself a little, [. . .] but his strange feeling, his strange, obscure misery he 
could not get rid of, could not shake off. Somewhere in the distance there 
was the boom of a cannon shot. “Ach, what weather!” thought our hero. 
“Tchoo! isn’t there going to be a flood? It seems as though the water has 
risen so violently.”

Mr. Golyadkin had hardly said or thought this when he saw a person com-
ing towards him [. . .]117

This passer-by is the double.
From his first meeting with his double, Golyadkin begins to rave in a 

manner that can hardly be defined as ‘monologue’ or ‘dialogue’ or even 
‘internal speech’:
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“Let us wait for the day, though, and then we shall rejoice. And, after all, 
you know, what does it matter? Come, let us think it over, let us look at it. 
Come, let us consider it, my young friend, let us consider it. Why, a man’s 
exactly like you in the first place, absolutely the same. Well, what is there 
in that? If there is such a man, why should I weep over it? What is it to me? 
I stand aside, I whistle to myself, and that’s all! That’s what I laid myself open 
to, and that’s all about it! Let him work in the office! Well, it’s strange and 
marvelous, they say, that the Siamese twins . . . But why bring in the Siamese 
twins? They are twins, of course, but even great men, you know, sometimes 
look queer creatures. In fact, we know from history that the famous Suvorov 
used to crow like a cock . . . But there, he did all that with political motives; 
and he was a great general . . . but what are generals, after all? But I keep 
myself to myself, that’s all, and I don’t care about any one else, and, secure in 
my innocence, I scorn my enemies. I am not one to intrigue, and I’m proud 
of it. Genuine, straightforward, neat and nice, meek and mild.”

All at once Mr. Golyadkin broke off, his tongue failed him and he began 
trembling like a leaf; he even closed his eyes for a minute.118

He opens his eyes only in order to know whether his double is indeed 
still mincing along next to him. In this episode and in a series of other 
places in the poem, Golyadkin continues mumbling in a similar fashion, 
which does not help readers to grasp the exceptional emotions he experi-
ences through his speech. On the contrary, the author tells us directly that 
at this fateful moment his hero was “not understanding himself.” But for 
some reason this fact does not concern Dostoevsky:

Some remote, long-forgotten idea—some memory of something that had 
happened long ago—came back into his mind now, kept knocking at his 
brain as with a hammer, vexing him and refusing to be shaken off.

“Ech, that horrid little cur!” whispered Mr. Golyadkin, not understanding 
himself.119

Not only is Golyadkin’s speech not artistic, he is very clearly unable to 
convey his feelings with any clarity, possibly because he himself does 
not understand what is happening to him. Therefore the meaning of his 
speech is not what we should use to judge what the hero is experiencing. 
He lets out a kind of incantation with which he attempts to pacify and 
encourage himself. Still, this incoherent raving, a nonsensical muttering 
that lacks any internal logic or any obvious meaning, produces a strange 
impression of something surprisingly authentic.

Perhaps under different circumstances the hero would be more elo-
quent and his self-consciousness would be revealed to the readers. 
However, in fact his speech remains just as confused and irregular 
throughout the whole poem. But as we have seen this matter concerns 
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the author very little. Even when the hero enters into a dialogue with 
someone, his speech does not become any more distinct or vivid.

Let us not forget that the hero often ‘loses his mind’ and confesses that 
he cannot think straight which does not help readers to follow the devel-
opment of his thoughts or the plot:

Coming to himself, he found that he was being driven to Fontanka. “To 
Izmailovsky Bridge, then,” thought Mr. Golyadkin. At this point Mr. Golyad-
kin tried to think of something else, but could not; there was something so 
terrible that he could not explain it. . . .120

Golyadkin’s speech contains numerous stylistic aberrations, repeatedly 
failing to articulate emotions in a coherent manner, giving readers the 
impression that Golyadkin has no rational understanding of what is hap-
pening to him. Clearly, Golyadkin’s ravings are not conducive to enabling 
readers to follow the development of his personality or the plot, let alone 
‘open up the depths’ of his self-consciousness. On the contrary, it demon-
strates Golyadkin’s incapacity for self-reflection or self-consciousness. 

Thus, throughout the whole poem, from the lips of the main—and 
probably only—hero there spills forth not the parroted discourse of the 
author, accomplished in style and non-contradictory, but instead a sense-
less tongue-twister. This tongue-twister is a challenge to the rational word, 
the direct reverse of any ‘idea’:

“Oh, if only it could turn out for the best!” thought our hero, though he put 
little faith in his own words. “I know what I’ll do . . .” he thought. “No, I know, 
I’d better try the other tack . . . Or wouldn’t it be better to do this? . . .”121

Yet the author is in no hurry to introduce any clarity into this stream 
of interjections to make our task of understanding Golyadkin’s strange 
expressions easier. And yet we do understand them. The important ques-
tion is why we feel an urge to decipher this muttering.

Readers brought up on Belinsky’s social criticism might conclude that 
Dostoevsky’s task was to show the experience of an unrefined person, or 
as historians would put it, some representative of the ‘culture of the silent 
majority’. But titular councillor Golyadkin is in full possession of a satis-
factory literary style and can coherently, competently and even in places 
eloquently set out his thoughts on paper, which we can judge by his let-
ters. So what is the task that Dostoevsky has set himself in The Double 
which determined his choice of a protagonist like this?

Golyadkin’s burdensome, obtrusive and meaningless incantation con-
veys his pre-rational, non-verbal feelings, his inner mental struggle which 
he is unable to realize or analyze. The hero’s nightmare, which is revealed 
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through all these lamentations and interjections, draws us in like a whirl-
wind. And all the author’s efforts are directed towards recreating this 
painful process.

A simple argument can prove this interpretation. As we remember, 
Dostoevsky reconciled himself to the critics’ diagnosis of The Double, 
and under the influence of this diagnosis he began to consider the 
work “unsuccessful in its form”. In his work A Writer’s Diary in 1877 he 
remembers:

This tale of mine did not turn out well at all, but the idea behind it was quite 
clear and logical, and I never expressed anything in my writing more serious 
than this idea. But I did not succeed at all with the form of the tale.122

Whatever Dostoevsky may have meant by ‘form’, vital for our purposes is 
one particular circumstance: when re-working the poem in 1866 for his 
Collected Works Dostoevsky dramatically shortened it. He eradicated some 
of the letters or their larger fragments from the text—possibly deferring to 
their mysterious fate in the story. Some elements of the plot are omitted 
(which, as has been remarked upon more than once, further complicated 
the reader’s comprehension of the plot). But Golyadkin’s muttering, his 
irrational pre-speech activity did not undergo any significant shortening 
in this re-worked version. The déjà vu, repetitions, the circling around the 
city, the mirrors and the presentiments all remain in place. Does this not 
make us think back to Gogol’s re-working of “The Portrait”?

What role do words—Golyadkin’s obtrusive internal muttering—
play in the way the hero is pulled into his nightmare? Are words always 
a means by which we can overcome the nightmare and get dangerous 
emotions under control, or can they also become a weapon of the night-
mare? These are the questions which interest Dostoevsky and to which he 
attempts to find answers in The Double.

The Double is an experiment that examines the nature of the nightmare 
and tries to understand how it takes possession of the consciousness, how 
it confuses and sacrifices it. Dostoevsky dismantles the logic of the plot in 
order to reconstruct with care, in the right progression and with proper 
psychological authenticity, not a self-consciousness, not an anamnesis of 
schizophrenia, but the complete degradation of meaningful discourse into 
the nightmare. The analysis of this inner process is at the very heart of 
Dostoevsky’s project.

Golyadkin is not able to express his distressing emotions, to articulate 
in words the internal tension that envelops him. The words he uses have 
already lost their meaning for him, they are mere sonic patches. In his 
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prose Dostoevsky depicts not an internal dialogue or internal speech, nor 
narrative or discussion, but the buzzing and droning of the unexpressed 
and inexpressible non-verbalised emotions which sometimes beleaguer 
us, causing our chest to tighten and whipping us into a frenzy through 
our inability to find expression for it in words. Muttering is the voicing of 
emotion before its verbalisation, the struggle of feelings to be expressed 
in language, the struggle between feelings and language. The nightmare 
investigated by Dostoevsky in The Double originates from a failure to 
express a particular mental experience in words, a failure to translate 
emotions into language.

The Double provides us with the description of a nightmare that hap-
pens somewhere between sleep and delirium:

He spent the whole night in a sort of half-sleeping state, tossing from side 
to side, from right to left, moaning and groaning, dozing off for a moment, 
waking up again a minute later, and all was accompanied by a strange mis-
ery, vague memories, hideous visions—in fact, everything disagreeable that 
can be imagined . . .123

As the hero tosses and turns in bed, he experiences semi-delirium, the 
anguish of the ‘unconsciousness of words’, the inability to forget himself, 
while the nonsensical fragments of phrases and remnants of words twirl 
around in his head, continuing their incantation.

In The Double the issue of the boundary between nightmare and real-
ity and between the real and surreal reaches a plane of unrelenting doubt 
and psychological conflict. In this respect Dostoevsky is not concerned 
whether Golyadkin has his nightmare while awake or asleep, or whether 
he is asleep or awake when the action takes place: the text leaves the pos-
sibility of both interpretations.

We can now tackle the question which we asked at the beginning of this 
chapter: why does The Double produce such a bewitching impression on 
its readers? Indeed, the narrative is extremely gripping and disturbingly 
suggestive, and any attempt to analyze it provokes an uncontrollable 
desire to plunge back into its spinning whirlpool. Reading this ‘accu-
mulation of repeats’ enchants us because we are witnessing an internal 
process—an array of feelings which combines reactions to the surreal 
events of the literary reality and the authentic fantasy of the nightmare. 
Dostoevsky clearly sacrifices everything to convey not an intelligent logi-
cal process, not the anamnesis of mental illness, not even the plot of this 
“very truthful tale”, but a complete cycle of the degeneration of words into 
the nightmare and the inexpressibility of its horror in words. This cycle 
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is expressed consistently, assuring its full psychological credibility with 
due precision. The investigation into this internal process has an ultimate 
value for the writer.124

Golyadkin’s muttering reproduces a sensory experience that is known to 
everyone. In recreating it, Dostoevsky is describing the threshold beyond 
which emotion can no longer be embodied in words.

The Double is a polemic about the essence of nightmares. Along with 
the narrator and reader, Golyadkin tries to approach his nightmare from a 
critical distance, he fights against it and doubts its veracity. This distance 
between the protagonist and his nightmare is reproduced in the critical 
distance between readers and character. Hero, author and readers are 
all simultaneously required to comprehend this difficult mental state, to 
doubt it, to empathize with it and to observe it critically. Whereas Gogol’s 
heroes ask only one question: is this a dream?

In The Double, the story of the scoundrel, nothing—unless we are pos-
sessed by a sense of class solidarity with the ‘little man’—obliges us to 
accept the hero’s emotions as our own or to identify with the hero out of 
a feeling of personal sympathy and loyalty, as often happens when reading 
a work of fiction. The author shows us this contradiction, paving the way 
for isolated observation. This is more like being in collusion with the read-
ers than secretly manipulating them, which Gogol strived to do.125

The task which Dostoevsky set himself was to make readers participate 
in this polemic about the nature of the nightmare, to make them verify 
the authenticity of what is being described against their own feelings. It 
could be argued that this was his artistic method.

Dostoevsky refuses to exploit his readers’ usual urge to see themselves 
as the ideal hero. He bewitches his readers in a different way. We can-
not tear ourselves away from Golyadkin’s internal muttering because it 
contains something incredibly familiar to us. We recognize our deep, 
unclear and unintelligible psychological experience in a work of fiction 
and this process endows the muttering with its surprising power over us. 
It has nothing to do with enrichment or the acquisition of new knowledge 
through the story’s plot or voyeurism about a split personality; in essence 
nothing happens in the poem. We do not merely empathize with the 
hero’s emotional agonies—without even noticing, we repeat and repro-
duce his condition and his reactions, as though ‘testing’ them, unwittingly 
trying them out on ourselves.

It is a truism that literature, and especially Russian literature, is a 
source of social and emotional experiences, that it teaches its readers 
positive lessons how to behave and how to feel about their behaviour. 
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It can, however, also play a very different role. Literature can confirm and 
help us recognize the psychological authenticity of a certain mental state, 
an unclear, non-verbal, but nevertheless vital part of our internal mental 
experience that might have remained hidden forever if great works of arts 
had not developed a tendency of prompting us to learn how to articu-
late it or even how to feel it unarticulated. This is what makes reading 
The Double so engaging and this is why its readers, starting from Belinsky, 
are discontent, and will continue to be discontent with the style in The 
Double, but will ‘read and re-read’ the poem.

Dostoevsky’s aim was to pinpoint the source of the nightmare which 
resists words and is made up of emotions that catch and torment the 
waking consciousness. In order for the author and readers to observe this 
process, the scoundrel hero must go through every stage of the anguish 
of nightmares. The test subject hero is made into a prism through which 
literary reality and the nightmare must be refracted.

In his poem, Dostoevsky develops a whole arsenal of hypnotics 
devices—chase and flight, foresight and sudden oblivion, gaps in time 
and ruptures in causality, circling motions of the hero and of the text, déjà 
vu and repetitions, and mirrors, in which the double is reflected, that blur 
nightmare and literary reality, completely erasing the boundary between 
them. Dostoevsky understands that there are no words—either in the 
direct speech of the hero or in the narrator’s discourse—to express what 
a person experiences in a nightmare. He realizes that this task requires 
special literary devices. The reproduction of the elements of a genuine 
nightmare—with Gogolian awakenings, the trance-like state between 
dreaming and literary reality, the nightmare of chase and flight—is not an 
end in itself, as is the case in Gogol or Pelevin. Nightmare hypnotics does 
not serve to make readers experience a nightmare in their waking life in 
the guise of reading a work of fiction. Instead, hypnotics reveals the most 
important aspect of the poem: the impossibility of expressing the night-
mare in words.

The task which Dostoevsky set himself in The Double was truly 
unprecedented: to convey, through literature, a non-verbal experience of 
pre-verbal emotions.
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Fyodor Dostoevsky.
“The Landlady” and “Mr Prokharchin”

This interpretation of The Double is confirmed by Dostoevsky’s sub-
sequent work. Immediately after The Double two other texts were 
published: “Mr. Prokharchin”, written in the spring of 1846 and pub-
lished in October 1846, and “The Landlady”, written in the autumn 
of 1846 and published in October and December 1847. All of these 
works are inextricably linked by the same project—they continue the 
writer’s investigation into the inexpressible, extra-linguistic nature of 
the nightmare.126

It could be argued that later Dostoevsky’s prose was to change 
significantly, that in his subsequent works the nightmare ceased to be 
his main theme, and that although the nightmare would always remain 
the object of his unremitting attention, his heroes were transformed 
from dumbstruck dreamers to people racked by violent passions.127

Perhaps the demands of his publishers and the need to adapt to 
public tastes, as well as the blindness or miscomprehension of con-
temporary critics began to take effect on the evolving project of 
the writer who lived on the profit made from his work.128 At first 
Dostoevsky considered Golyadkin “exceedingly successful”,129 but, 
perhaps influenced by critics’ unanimous verdict that the work was 
“unsuccessful”, he later changed his assessment. Had Belinsky’s circle 
not harassed Dostoevsky so violently and had Annenkov’s criticism 
been so disparaging and unfair, perhaps the ‘psychological novel’ 
would have been created half a century earlier.130

Dostoevsky’s first literary experiments are particularly valuable for 
our analysis because these practical and prosaic considerations were 
not yet weighing upon the young author, already assured of his genius, 
at the time of their creation. The profound importance of these early 
works for uncovering Dostoevsky’s artistic and intellectual project is 
evident because the writer returned to the ideas of his early works 
when he became a recognized classic writer in Russian literature.131 
Unlike Gogol, Dostoevsky did not definitively break off his investiga-
tions into the nightmare. On the contrary, he returned to the theme 
of the nightmare, tackling it in a more radical way towards the end 
of his literary career when writing “Bobok”, The Brothers Karamazov, 
and “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man”.
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The Mute Hero

[. . .] the tale “Mr Prokharchin” [. . .] led to surprise 
even among admirers of Dostoevsky’s talent. It con-
tains glimpses of the sparks of talent, but within such 
impenetrable darkness that the light from these sparks 
does not allow readers to see anything . . . It was not 
inspiration, nor free and naïve creation that gave rise 
to this strange tale, but something else . . . how can 
I describe it? It is not a display of showing off or pre-
tensions. . . otherwise it would not be so artificial, 
affected and incomprehensible, and would be more 
like some kind of true but strange and confused event 
than a poetic creation. In art there should be nothing 
dark or incomprehensible . . .

Vissarion Belinsky

Readers will not be surprised to learn that after reading “Mr Prokharchin”, 
Belinsky again criticised the young Dostoevsky for his repetitions and 
his stiffness and shortcomings of style. Dobrolyubov went even further, 
undermining our understanding of the tale: he turned Prokharchin—
the  feeble-minded skinflint clerk who dies from nightmares—into a 
free-thinker, a subverter of social principles and a critic of Nicholas I’s 
regime.132 Indeed, if we consider “Mr Prokharchin” as a hybrid character 
who is part rebel and part miserly knight, then it is obvious that this is 
a weak work in which at best only “glimpses of the sparks of talent” can 
be seen.

Again we find that the most astute reader of this tale is Annensky. He 
understood that the tale has a highly specific task: depicting “creative 
dreams that have transformed reality” rather than reflecting social real-
ity. Annensky adds: “[. . .] these dreams required him [Dostoevsky] [. . .] to 
realize them in words.” There is only one substantial addition that needs 
to be made to Annensky’s comment: these dreams were nightmares.

“Mr Prokharchin” is a radical development of Dostoevsky’s project in 
The Double, which was to depict, through fiction, a mental state which pre-
dates language. From the point of view of the ‘hero’s self-consciousness’, 
Mr Prokharchin is even more hopeless than Mr. Golyadkin. His power 
of speech is virtually non-existent, which the author tells us directly and 
unambiguously. Even when Prokharchin is in his right mind his muttering 
is difficult to make out, and even more so when he is delirious, which is 
the case for the larger part of the tale. Dostoevsky radically excludes any 
attempt to interpret Prokharchin as a person capable of deep self-analysis 
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and more generally as a “rational being”, and characterizes his hero with-
out a hint of ambiguity in the following way:

[. . .] as it was repeatedly observed that Semyon Ivanovich sometimes forgot 
himself completely [. . .] he sooner resembled the shadow of a rational being 
than a rational being proper.133

Yet that is not all: throughout virtually the whole narrative the hero is 
experiencing a nightmare in a fever from which he later dies:

With a head burning and made heavy by fever, the sick man lay in a state 
that was half dream and half delirium; but he lay quietly, without moaning 
or complaining; indeed, he kept very still, made no sound and exercised 
restraint, flattening himself against his bed the way a hare crouches on the 
ground in terror at the sound of the hunt.134

The only thing which his raving and muttering is capable of conveying 
is his experience of the nightmare, making him a perfect protagonist for 
Dostoevsky’s project:

For a long time words deprived of all meaning poured from his lips, and 
only gradually could it be ascertained that, in the first instance, Semyon 
Ivanovich was upbraiding Zinovy Prokofyevich for some niggardly deed of 
his that had taken place a very long time ago; then it could be discerned 
that Semyon Ivanovich seemed to be predicting that Zinovy Prokofyevich 
would never succeed in entering society, and that the tailor to whom he 
owed money for his clothes would give him a hiding [. . .] since the jacka-
napes was taking such a long time to pay up, and that, finally, ‘You want to 
be a cadet in the hussars, you jackanapes but you won’t make the grade, it 
won’t work out the way you think it will, and when the administration gets 
to hear of it you’ll be demoted to the rank of common clerk; that’s what I’m 
telling you, do you hear, you insolent jackanapes?’135

Consider—if one wished to express a self-consciousness with a view to 
revealing a certain ‘idea’, would the thought occur to create a hero such as 
this? Surely one would need if not a psychologically normal protagonist, 
then at least a verbose one? Someone capable of more than the following 
monologue:

‘You hold your tongue, jackanapes! You’re an idle chatterer, a foul-mouthed 
fellow! Got that, heel? Think you’re a prince, eh? Got it?’136

Although Annensky did not suppose that Prokharchin died from his night-
mare but rather from his fear of life, he paid special attention to the hero’s 
muttering. He notes that Prokharchin’s language “tosses and turns as 
he talks incoherently instead of saying what its possessor wishes, and so he 
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speaks so much wretched and good-for-nothing rubbish . . .”. He detected 
the evolution of Dostoevsky’s hero from Golyadkin to Prokharchin very 
precisely and especially noted that in creating Prokharchin the writer was 
interested in those emotions and experiences which lie beyond language 
and therefore cannot find expression in it:

Prokharchin does not know how to speak. He is not only deprived of the 
mawkish and timid floridity of Devushkin, but also of the confused  muttering 
of Golyadkin. Words themselves are hatched in Prokharchin by some sickly 
process: they push and shove, they end up in the wrong place and lose one 
another in the meaningless crowd—and there are not many different words. 
Since only a strong impulse can force Prokharchin to speak, his monologue 
interrupted by his interlocutor consists of almost constant interjections or, 
to be more precise, of words which become interjections thanks to the emo-
tions that prompt their emission.137

In contrast to the overwhelming majority of critics, Annensky acknowl-
edged the importance of Prokharchin’s muttering and its significance for 
understanding the story:

Surely Prokharchin’s speech is in essence a magnificent symbol of the 
chaos of unconsciously accumulated impressions that an ordinarily incom-
prehensible, utterly unnecessary and terrifying sheet of paper makes on a 
scribe?138

However, Annensky thought that Prokharchin’s speech problems were a 
result of the fact that his job is to copy out paperwork in his department, 
while Prokharchin’s delirium and death was a consequence of “[. . .] strug-
gling against the fear of life which was beyond the strength of a naïve 
soul”. In any case he never doubted the importance of “Mr Prokharchin” 
in Dostoevsky’s oeuvre and, unlike most critics, he showed a serious 
approach to this text.139

In “Mr Prokharchin” Dostoevsky continues recording the sounds of the 
nightmare, choosing this virtually mute hero to discern the painful inter-
nal process that precedes the nightmare and provokes it. He investigates 
how the nightmare emerges from degenerating words. He looks closely 
at how these degenerating words writhe in their inability to convey 
Prokharchin’s emotions that strain at the boundaries of the expressible. 
This internal muttering draws readers into the nightmare and itself turns 
into a waking nightmare:

For his part, doubtless as a result of his inveterate habit of keeping silent, 
Semyon Ivanovich spoke and acted in a rather more abrupt manner; more-
over, when, for example, he had occasion to embark upon a long sentence, 
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the further into it he got, the more each word seemed to give rise to another 
word, which at once gave rise to a third, a third to a fourth and so on, so that 
his mouth was stuffed full, a tickling began in his throat, and the stuffed-in 
words at last came fluttering out in the most picturesque disorder. It was for 
this reason that Semyon Ivanovich, though an intelligent man, sometimes 
spoke some fearful rubbish. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he 
replied now. ‘You big hulk, you waster! Just wait till you’re ruined, and have 
to go begging; you’re a free-thinker, a libertine; that’s what you are, poet! 
[. . .] You don’t know what you’re about, do you hear, you loose-living fellow, 
you intellectual, you talk like a book! One day you’ll catch fire and you won’t 
even notice that your head’s burnt off. Got it?’140

As he chokes on his words, Prokharchin—again a thoroughly revolt-
ing person, a skinflint and dimwit—seems to be the ideal character for 
investigating emotions in their pre-speech state. In this hero, who is an 
improvement in comparison with Golyadkin, Dostoevsky removes every-
thing that might prevent such observation—all eloquence, education and 
self-reflection. And although Golyadkin possessed very little of these quali-
ties, he was nevertheless a more complicated character than Prokharchin, 
who is reduced to only elementary emotions. A “tickling” sensation in 
the throat caused by these words with which the mouth is “stuffed full” 
conveys the state of mind on the brink of a nightmare, exposing the ‘ele-
mentary conditions’, when words deprived of their meaning open up the 
way into the engulfing whirlwind of the nightmare. Spinning and multi-
plying in a distressing internal muttering, these nonsense words paralyze 
the consciousness, plunging it into a catastrophic rotation.

As in The Double, readers are called to recognize and observe as outsid-
ers a familiar internal process in the agonies of this revolting character. As 
readers of Gogol’s tale “The Overcoat” certainly recall, Akaky Akakievich, 
its main protagonist, also has difficulties expressing himself and is hardly 
able to speak at all. Could it be that Gogol was also hinting at this aspect 
of the nightmare?

Ivan Semyonovich Prokharchin’s Pursuit

We have already seen that Prokharchin is feverishly delirious throughout 
the tale. Only through the prism of his nightmare do we find out about 
the events of the tale which take place in its literary reality. All the ele-
ments of nightmare hypnotics, from Gogolian awakenings right up to the 
paradigmatic pursuit, are used in this tale:

In sudden fear he began to run, for the bald gentleman seemed to be com-
ing back in order to catch him up, with the intention of searching him and 
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taking away all his salary, [. . .] Mr Prokharchin ran and ran, panting for 
breath . . . Running alongside him were other clerks, in great numbers [. . .] 
Semyon Ivanovich beheld it all as he had done before, and with the same 
emotions; in the whirl of fever and delirium certain strange faces began to 
flicker before his eyes.141

As in other classic nightmares, a whirlwind, a vigorous circular motion, 
disrupts the ordinary perception of time.

Dostoevsky carefully investigates how an incomprehensible tongue-
twister, the profound nonsense of an incantation, becomes the critical 
point which draws the hero into the whirlpool of the nightmare, escalat-
ing the hero’s fateful chase. At the moment when the dreamer hears the 
poor old lady repeating her nonsense, access to the most terrible and ago-
nizing nightmare is opened. The profound nonsense of the tongue-twister 
‘children and copecks, copecks and children’ (in Russian dyeti i pyataki, 
pyataki i dyeti)—reminiscent of aulasaukaulala and Madagascar—is 
not terrifying in itself, but it signals a critical moment in the narrative, 
the moment when Prokharchin is struck by genuine horror, and his 
nightmare irreversibly turns into his terminal agony. The repetition of a 
tongue-twister that deprives words of their meaning represents a way of 
focusing our attention that is even more dangerous than having our gaze 
fixed on a point in the void. It surrenders the sleeping consciousness to 
the power of desperate horror:

Most clearly of all, however, he saw the poor, sinful woman of whom he 
had already dreamt more than once in the course of his illness [. . .] She was 
shouting louder than the firemen and the crowd, brandishing her crutch 
and waving her arms about, telling everyone that her own children had 
turned her out and that she had lost two five-copeck pieces in the process. 
The children and five copecks, five copecks and the children—the words 
spun round on her tongue in an obscure, unintelligible jabber, on which all 
had turned their backs after fruitless efforts at comprehension [. . .] Finally 
Mr Prokharchin felt an attack of terror coming on; for he could clearly see 
that there was some hidden design behind all this, and that he was not going 
to get away unscathed. [. . .] The crowd grew denser and denser, the muzhik 
continued to shout and, rigid with horror, Mr Prokharchin suddenly realized 
that the muzhik was a cabby whom, only five days earlier, he had cheated 
in the most inhuman manner [. . .] He felt the whole infuriated crowd coil-
ing around him like a multicoloured snake, crushing him and choking him. 
He made one final, extraordinary effort—and woke up. Then he saw that 
he was on fire, that his screens were on fire, that the whole apartment was 
on fire, together with Ustinya Fyodorovna and all her paying guests [. . .] 
Semyon Ivanovich leapt up, grabbed hold of his mattress and fled, dragging 
it after him. But when our hero entered the landlady’s room, into which he 
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had run exactly as he was, without a stitch of decency, barefoot and in his 
nightshirt, the lodgers intercepted him, pinioned his arms and carried him 
triumphantly back behind his screen, which, incidentally, had not caught 
fire at all, the fire being rather inside Semyon Ivanovich’s brain—and put 
him to bed.142

The Incantation

I don’t know if I already wrote to tell you that Dos-
toevsky has written a tale called “The Landlady”—it’s 
terrible rubbish! In it he wished to reconcile Marlinsky 
with Hoffman plus a dash of Gogol. He wrote some-
thing else afterwards, but each of his new works is a 
new decline.

Vissarion Belinsky

My pen is being guided by a well of inspiration spring-
ing directly from my soul. 

Fyodor Dostoevsky
From a letter to M. M. Dostoevsky about “The Landlady”

When, despite the best efforts of Belinsky who belatedly changed his 
opinion about Dostoevsky’s talent to an extremely negative one,143 Dos-
toevsky was nevertheless indisputably recognized as a great writer, critics 
were faced with a tricky task—giving his early works a didactic meaning, 
particularly his tale “The Landlady”. Soviet literary criticism coped with 
this task by portraying the tale as a “acute psychological struggle and gran-
diose ‘eternal’ types,” as an example of “romanticism with a vengeance, 
but it is romanticism confined within the clear-cut framework of one of 
the naturalist school’s descriptive tales of Petersburg”.144 However, if it 
seemed to some critics that “from the characters’ infuriated exaltation 
there remains a memory of the harrowing nightmare”, then they drove 
these associations from their minds.145

The action of the tale takes place in Koshmarov’s Tenements146 (a name 
which means ‘nightmarish’ in Russian), where the young academic 
Ordynov is renting a room from a strange pair—a suspicious old man 
called Murin who is reputed to be a sorcerer, and his beautiful wife. The 
young man falls in love with his landlady, and soon strange things start 
happening to him: he has surprising and terrible nightmares.

The nightmare hypnotics in “The Landlady” seems like a showroom dis-
play. Here we find all the key elements tried and tested by the author in 
The Double and “Mr Prokharchin”. The happy dream, positioned within 
a true nightmare, changes to horror just when the dreamer realizes that 
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he is unable to look away from the terrible old man who looks like his 
mysterious neighbour. A stupor—the effect of focused attention and 
fixed gaze which we have observed many times—plunges the dreamer 
into oblivion:

Then there would seem to begin for him once again the soft, tranquil years of 
his early childhood with their luminous joy, [. . .] their hosts of radiant spirits 
which flew out from every flower he plucked, [. . .] he sensed obscurely that 
a mysterious old man held all his future years in his power and, trembling, 
he was unable to take his eyes off him. [. . .] Later, as he slept, the evil old 
man would sit by the head of his bed . . . He chased away the swarms of 
bright spirits [. . .] and began at nights to whisper to him a long, strange 
story, unintelligible to the heart of a child, but tormenting and arousing him 
with horror and unchildlike passions. But the evil old man would not listen 
to his pleas and sobs, and would continue to talk to him until he sank into 
numbness and oblivion.147

The most interesting characteristic of this nightmare is the role that 
words play in its formation and development—the story, the incantation 
or fairytale which the old man tells, makes Ordynov fall captive to his 
nightmare. From the very beginning this fairytale has absolutely no mean-
ing—or at least Dostoevsky tells us nothing regarding its content. But we 
know that a fairytale has repetitions and certain common formulae. The 
repeated muttering of words, ready to be torn away from their sense and 
to begin spinning in obedience to the nightmare formula; words that have 
lost their meaning and have simply become sound and rhythm convey-
ing only sensations with no sense; words from which rational content has 
been removed, thereby turning them into a weapon of the nightmare. 
Dostoevsky forces readers to overstep this threshold and to find them-
selves face to face with the inexplicable—and nonsensical—‘other side’ of 
language, with an incantation, a ‘fairytale’ in which we can only discern an 
indistinct murmuring, an annoying melody of repeating words, an array 
of sounds that evoke vague sensations familiar to us from childhood and 
distressing because they are non-conveyable. Thus in Dostoevsky’s hands 
the fairytale with its repetitions and circling becomes a way of drawing his 
protagonists and readers into the nightmare.

In “The Landlady” there is a very familiar Gogolian awakening, a feature 
that a full-fledged literary nightmare cannot do without: 

When he awoke it took him a long time to work out what time it was. It was 
either dawn or dusk; his room was still dark. He was unable to determine 
just how long he had slept, but had a feeling that his sleep had not been a 
healthy one. As he regained consciousness he passed his hand over his face 
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as if to brush away sleep and the visions of the night. [. . .] His head was 
aching and spinning, and alternate waves of shivering and fever kept pass-
ing through him.148

Often, the hero is in a stupor and dumbstruck, which, as we have seen, 
is a dominant feeling experienced during a nightmare. He also encoun-
ters the catastrophe of slipping into the awful nightmare temporality. 
But most important is still the sound of words which propels him into 
 unconsciousness:

[. . .] and suddenly in the darkness of the night the long, whispered story 
began once more, this time quietly, barely audibly, through the mouth of an 
old woman who was telling it to herself, sadly shaking her white and grey 
head in front of the dying fire. But—once again he was attacked by a sense 
of horror; the story came to life before him in forms and faces. He saw every-
thing, beginning with the vague dreams of his childhood, and progressing to 
every thought and dream he had ever had, all that he had experienced in his 
life, that he had read in books, things he had long ago forgotten about—all 
of this came to life, acquired flesh and structure, arose before him in colossal 
forms and images, moving and swarming about him; he saw magic, luxuri-
ant gardens unfolding before him, whole cities being created and destroyed 
in his sight, whole cemeteries giving up to him their dead, who began to 
live their lives all over again, whole peoples and races coming into being 
and dying away, and finally, around his sickbed, every one of his thoughts, 
every incorporeal daydream he had ever had being embodied almost at the 
moment of its conception; at last he saw himself thinking not in disembod-
ied ideas, but in whole worlds, whole universes, saw himself floating along 
like a grain of dust in this strange, infinite world from which there was no 
escape, and all this life, in its rebellious independence, crushing him, weigh-
ing him down and pursuing him with its eternal, infinite irony; he sensed 
himself dying, being reduced to dust and ashes, without resurrection, to the 
end of time; he wanted to run away, but there was no refuge for him in 
the entire universe. At last, in a fit of despair, straining every nerve in his 
body, he uttered a shriek and woke up.

He woke up drenched in cold, icy sweat. Dead silence reigned all about 
him; it was deepest night. Yet still he fancied that somewhere his wonderful 
story was still continuing, that someone’s hoarse voice was telling a long 
narrative about a subject that seemed familiar to him. He heard the voice 
talking about dark forests, about fearless bandits, about some daring young 
blood who was possibly even Stenka Razin himself, about merry, drunken 
barge-haulers, about a certain beautiful maiden, and about Old Mother 
Volga. Was it not a fantasy? Could he really hear it? For a whole hour he 
lay with his eyes open, not moving a limb, in a state of agonized numbness. 
At last he got cautiously to his feet [. . .] His delirium had passed, and now 
reality was at hand.149
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What is particularly distressing for the hero when he experiences this 
nightmare? His anguish originates from the incorporeality of his efforts, 
the futility of circling in the fatal and nonsensical circle of transformations 
of whole nations to which he himself has no relation.150 Nightmare time 
and the whirl of its dismal eternity plays cruel tricks on Ordynov. 

His attention being focused on the strip of light also ‘works’ in night-
mare hypnotics: the hero “managed to pull himself up to the chink through 
which a barely perceptible glow of light entered his room. He put an eye 
to the opening and began to look, hardly able to breathe from excite-
ment.”151

And although the everyday life of his heroes is described with Gogolian 
trustworthiness, Dostoevsky seems to have completely ceased worrying 
about verisimilitude with reality, and causality here is disrupted even 
more decisively than in The Double. The hero, although ‘at times thinking 
it was a dream’, is shot by Murin in the chest, and as we later find out 
the shot is heard in the street, but the young man remains unharmed. The 
only consequence of the shot for the old man turns out to be an attack of 
the falling sickness (epilepsy).

The hero does not know whether he is sleeping or not, and he cannot, 
despite his previous ability to reason logically and scientifically, answer 
the question of whether the surreal events of the tale are happening to 
him in a dream or while he is awake:

Gradually, however, becoming perplexed at what was happening to him, 
he sat down on the cupboard, and it seemed to him that he fell asleep. 
Occasionally he regained consciousness and then he would realize that it 
was not sleep that was overcoming him, but a kind of agonizing, morbid 
oblivion.152

The logical mind of this historian and admirer of scientific analysis 
does not save him, and he is utterly defeated in the battle against the 
nightmare—this is one way of summarizing a major theme of the tale.

The happy dream changes into a nightmare, and the ruptures in the 
unity of time are perceived by the dreamer as ‘ruptures in all the threads 
of existence’. Once again we are presented with a non-verbal process 
and the extra-linguistic nature of the nightmare expressed by repeti-
tions and whirling fairytales which have neither sense nor meaning:

After that a strange life began for him.
At times, in moments of hazy wakefulness, the thought flickered through 

his mind that he had been condemned to live in a sort of long and end-
less dream, full of strange, fruitless anxieties, struggles and sufferings. With 
horror he tried to resist the doom-laden sense of fatalism that oppressed 
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him; then, in a moment of the most intense and desperate struggle some 
unknown force struck him down once more and he felt himself clearly 
losing consciousness again, as again the impenetrable, bottomless gloom 
opened up before him and he fell into it with a howl of anguish and despair. 
At times he experienced moments of unbearable, annihilating happiness, 
when his vital energies intensified convulsively throughout his whole 
metabolism, his past stood out clearly, the bright moment of the here and 
now resounded with majesty and revelry, and he had a waking dream of a 
mysterious, unknowable future; when an inexpressible hope fell on his soul 
like a reviving dew; when he wanted to scream with ecstasy; when he felt 
that his flesh was powerless under such a weight of impressions, that the 
very thread of existence itself was in danger of snapping, and when at the 
same time he congratulated his life on its renewal and resurrection.153

Dostoevsky was to return to inquire into the transformation of a happy 
dream into a nightmare later in “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man”.

As in The Double, a large part of the composition of “The Landlady” 
is given over to mirrored reflections. Katerina’s story about her life—the 
beginning of her connection with Murin, the former lover of her mother 
who cursed her daughter out of jealousy, her complicity in the murder of 
her father and fiancé—is a story full of folklore expressions and sayings. 
Katerina’s story is as long and horrifying as the fairytale in the nightmare 
the hero has just experienced, which creates an additional dimension 
to the nightmare and imparts new, stronger images to it.154 Stunned by 
Katerina’s story, Ordynov unsuccessfully strives to distinguish nightmare 
from dream, because he finally recognizes that her story is the same night-
mare and the very same fairytale which he has so recently seen in his 
nightmare:

Little by little he sank into a kind of lethargy. His chest was weighed down 
by a heavy, oppressive sensation. [. . .]

He fell back on the bed she had made up for him and began to listen 
again. [. . .]

For a second it flashed through his mind that he had dreamt it all. But at 
that same moment his entire being ached with a sinking sense of anguish 
as the memory of her hot breath, her words, her kiss burned itself anew into 
his brain. He closed his eyes and lost consciousness. [. . .]

It suddenly seemed to him that she was leaning over him again [. . .]155

Could it be that a fairytale, reminiscent of a folk tale or sorcerer’s incan-
tation, an incomprehensible medieval creation, has been lying dormant 
beneath the weight of enlightened culture in anticipation of the hour 
of its coming—when the nightmare would materialize in contemporary 
culture? 
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Experiments on the Writer. Mikhail Bakhtin.
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics

Dostoevsky made very wide use of the artistic possi-
bilities of the dream in almost all its variations and 
nuances. Indeed, in all of European literature there 
is no writer for whom dreams play such a large and 
crucial role as Dostoevsky. We recall the dreams of 
Raskolnikov, of Svidrigailov, Myshkin, Ippolit, the Ado-
lescent, Versilov, Alyosha and Dmitry Karamazov.

Mikhail Bakhtin

The muteness of discourse captivated by the nightmare remained 
one of the main themes in Dostoevsky’s oeuvre, especially in his 
later works—The Brothers Karamazov, “The Dream of a Ridiculous 
Man” and “Bobok”. However, before looking at the nightmares cre-
ated by the mature writer, it is worth dwelling on the most famous 
interpretation of the writer’s legacy by Mikhail Bakhtin, in which Dos-
toevsky’s interest in the nightmare as well as his Gothic inspiration 
are completely ignored.

In this sense, Bakhtin is no exception: surprisingly, scholars of Dosto-
evsky before and after him paid no attention to the writer’s investiga-
tion of nightmares, although some of them stressed various aspects of 
the writer’s interest in dreams.156 Consequently, the intellectual project 
of Dostoevsky, to my mind, has never been fully appreciated.

Self-Consciousness and the Menippea

In addition to the well-known concepts of dialogue and polyphony,157 
Bakhtin’s interpretation of Dostoevsky in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poet-
ics relies upon two fundamental ideas: self-consciousness (samosoznanie) 
and the concept of the genre of the menippea (an addition to the revised 
edition of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics in 1963). We will begin by 
examining these concepts in relation to Dostoevsky’s work, and subse-
quently will turn to Bakhtin’s analysis of two of Dostoevsky’s works which 
are the most interesting in terms of understanding the nature of the 
nightmare—The Double and “Bobok”.

According to Bakhtin, the goal of Dostoevsky’s fiction is to express the 
self-consciousness of his protagonists:

What the author used to do is now done by the hero, who illuminates him-
self from all possible points of view; the author no longer illuminates the 
hero’s reality but the hero’s self-consciousness, as a reality of the second 
order.158
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This expression of self-consciousness represents the focal point of Dosto-
evsky’s artistic method, which Bakhtin conceptualizes as a dialogue that 
addresses either one’s self or the Other. Bakhtin affirms that the hero’s 
self-consciousness, understood as discourse,† comprises the main content 
of the writer’s prose to the extent that “all of reality here becomes only 
one of the aspects of reality” for the hero.159

The concept of self-consciousness is closely linked to a controversial 
view on the relations between language and mind that Bakhtin shared 
with many other philosophers of his time.160 The reduction of mind to 
language that is encapsulated in Bakhtin’s famous phrase “where conscious-
ness began, there dialogue began for him [Dostoevsky—D.K.] as well”161 
could very easily be read as a projection of Bakhtin’s own philosophical 
position into Dostoevsky’s distinctly different anxieties and strengths.162 
The identification of language and consciousness that underlies Bakhtin’s 
focus on dialogue prescribes the interpretation of Dostoevsky’s prose 
through concentrating primarily on the heroes’ words. However, as Caryl 
Emerson highlights, at the most important and critical moments of the 
trials of Dostoevsky’s heroes, they remain silent.163

Any potential application of this model of self-consciousness to 
Dostoevsky’s work raises several concerns. Firstly, as we have seen, Dos-
toevsky’s works are often further from a ‘reflection of reality’ than Gogol’s 
writing. Dostoevsky’s writing is dominated by what Bakhtin himself calls 
the “fantastic” as opposed to reality, even a reality “of the second order.” 
And although Bakhtin considers Dostoevsky a realist, he claims that the 
“fantastic” is a sine qua non condition for creating a realistic description 
of “the character’s internal discourse”:

For Dostoevsky the verisimilitude of a character is verisimilitude of the char-
acter’s internal discourse [slovo] about himself in all its purity—but, [. . .] in 
order to incorporate it into the field of vision of another person, the laws 
of that other field must be violated, for the normal field can find a place for 
the object-image of another person but not for another field of vision in its 
entirety. Some fantastical viewpoint must be sought for the author outside 
ordinary fields of vision.164

However, Bakhtin offers no explanation as to why this ‘verisimilitude’, like 
‘the hero’s self-elucidation’, should be based specifically upon a ‘fantastic 
viewpoint’ which the author has created rather than a realistic one.

Secondly, if a writer were striving to express his hero’s self-conscious-
ness in terms of an internal dialogue, a discourse addressed to himself, 

  †  Slovo, literally ‘word’ in Russian—Translator’s note.
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then his ideal hero should have been a person who was at least endowed 
with the ability to speak well and be capable of articulating him/herself. 
If Bakhtin is right, why did Dostoevsky create protagonists such as the 
semi-literate Prokharchin, an apotheosis of speechlessness, or Golyadkin 
who mutters nonsense, or the vulgarly inarticulate journalist in “Bobok”? 
And later, in The Brothers Karamazov, why did he decide to afflict Ivan 
Fyodorovich, the character who at the beginning could be best defined as 
a self-reflecting intellectual,165 with ‘delirium tremens’? Why does he so 
often drive his protagonists to madness that causes terror, pain, panic and 
the loss of their internal bearings? Apart from laconically commenting 
that “the laws of that other field must be violated”, Bakhtin provides no 
further answer to this question.166 He also strikes us as somewhat indiffer-
ent towards the traumatized residents of that ‘violated’ worldview.

Thirdly, if Dostoevsky’s main goal was to reflect his heroes’ “true self-
consciousness”, why does he expose his protagonists to endless scandals 
and nervous breakdowns, make them wildly unanswerable for their 
actions, and end up in a fit of passion? Why do they constantly fall into 
deep depression or commit suicide? Indeed a fit of passion is more likely 
to lead to a loss of self-control, self-reflection and, consequently, self-
awareness. In order to resolve this contradiction, Bakhtin must declare 
these excesses to be “apparent” and “superficial”:

Not a single element in this atmosphere can be neutral: everything must 
touch the character to the quick, provoke him, interrogate him, even 
polemicize with him and taunt him; [. . .] This design requires a thorough 
dialogization of all elements in the construction. Here is the source of 
that apparent nervousness, that extreme overstrain and agitation of the 
atmosphere in Dostoevsky’s novels that superficially conceal the most 
subtle artistic calculations, the balance [. . .] of [. . .] each scandal, each 
eccentricity.167

However, even if one acknowledges that these scandals are “calculated”, 
and even allowing that suicide might be a means to “reveal and  illuminate” 
one’s self-consciousness,168 they nevertheless remain scandals and sui-
cides that cannot help but deeply disturb the flow of self-consciousness 
of Dostoevsky’s protagonists.169 

Bakhtin himself highlights this peculiarity of Dostoevsky’s prose as 
compared, for example, to that of Leo Tolstoy: “Characteristic of Dosto-
evsky’s work are murders, [. . .] suicides, and insanity. Normal deaths are 
rare in his work.”170

Bakhtin attempts to ‘normalize’ Dostoevsky’s fiction, to gloss over the 
insanity and deviancy typical in the writer’s work has been noticed by 
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scholars. For example, Caryl Emerson notes that Bakhtin chooses not to 
discuss Dostoevsky’s ideology, which is “full of paradoxical wisdom and 
extravagant generosity but also no stranger to sadism, Russian chauvin-
ism, reactionary politics, and physical cruelty. Bakhtin sticks close to 
formal matters.”171

The ultimate explanation for the deviant behaviour of Dostoevsky’s 
protagonists is, according to Bakhtin, a condition of the genre of the Medi-
eval menippea. Fully in the spirit of his epoch,172 Bakhtin defines genre 
as “a representative of creative memory in the process of literary develop-
ment”173 that imposes its own logic on the author.174

According to Bakhtin, the menippea played a leading role in the devel-
opment of literature worldwide, and in Dostoevsky’s fiction in particular.175 
Bakhtin believes that the genre of the Medieval menippea is responsible 
for the specificity of Dostoevsky’s work. 

Bakhtin’s critics were quick to point out problems both with Bakhtin’s 
definition of the menippean genre and with the prominent place he 
afforded to this ethos in Dostoevsky’s fiction. The best known objection 
was raised by Victor Shklovsky,176 who argued that Bakhtin’s all-inclusive 
definition risks compressing the entirety of world literature into this genre 
without exception, a line of criticism that was further developed later by 
Mikhail Gasparov.177 Indeed, Bakhtin first classifies The Double as menip-
pea. Then Notes from Underground is described as also similar to “this 
type of menippea.”178 And in The Brothers Karamazov, the conversation 
between Ivan and Alyosha, as well as the legend of “The Grand Inquisitor” 
also qualify as menippean.179

Another problem addressed by critics related to the menippea, has to 
do with the genealogy of the menippea in Dostoevsky’s work. Bakhtin 
claims that it reaches its ‘peak’ in Dostoevsky’s writings, thereby making 
his work, “in so many ways [. . .] fundamentally different from Turgenev, 
Goncharov and Tolstoy”.180 It is hard to prove that Dostoevsky had read 
anything that might qualify as ancient or medieval menippea and, as 
Shklovsky perceptively notes (and as Mikhail Gasparov later concurs), 
there is considerable doubt as to whether the menippea ever existed as 
a genre. Bakhtin’s attempts to place writers such as Voltaire, Diderot, 
 Hoffmann and various European adventure novels of the nineteenth cen-
tury into the menippean camp are hardly tenable.181 However, Bakhtin 
argues that:

[. . .] in order to attach himself to the carnivalistic generic tradition in lit-
erature, a writer need not know all the links and all the branchings of that 
tradition. A genre possesses its own organic logic which can to a certain 
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extent be understood and creatively assimilated on the basis of a few generic 
models, even fragments.182

According to Bakhtin, the menippea’s important characteristics are “[. . .] 
scandal scenes, eccentric behavior.”183 The menippea explains, in Bakhtin’s 
view, the scandals and eccentric behaviour of Dostoevsky’s protagonists: 
these are formal requirements of the genre.184 Therefore the responsibility 
of psychological experimentation lies not with the great Russian writer, 
whose interest in deviant mental states and extreme passions could cast 
doubt on his intentions (especially if the reason for this interest remained 
unclear), but with the all-powerful genre of the menippea that determines 
the writer’s prose.

Bakhtin does not deny that Dostoevsky conducted moral experiments 
on his heroes (“What results is [. . .] a crude and deliberate experiment on 
the hero”)185 and unambiguously calls these “moral tortures”:186

The special sort of moral torture that Dostoevsky inflicts upon his heroes, in 
order to force out of them that ultimate word of a self-consciousness pushed 
to its extreme limits, permits him to take all that is merely material, merely 
an object, all that is fixed and unchanging, all that is external and neutral 
in the representation of a person, and dissolve it in the realm of the hero’s 
self-consciousness and self-utterance.187

Searching for a literary parallel to “these provocative artistic devices of 
Dostoevsky”,188 Bakhtin turns to the works of the expressionists who also 
loved depicting hysterics. 

In light of the menippea, these moral experiments acquire new mean-
ing: they are brought about by the need to test the “idea in man”. The 
adventure plot that is typical of the menippea which, in Bakhtin’s opin-
ion, was guiding Dostoevsky’s pen, forces Dostoevsky to put “a person in 
extraordinary positions that expose and provoke him [. . .] precisely for 
the purpose of testing the idea and the man of idea, that is, for testing 
the ‘man in man.’ ”189 Bakhtin claims that the protagonist’s personality is 
inseparable from the idea, and that all the central protagonists of Dosto-
evsky’s fiction are examples of the “unselfish man of the idea” (beskoryst-
nye geroi idei).190

Now, if ideas truly are the protagonists of the novel, why does the 
author focus so intensely on the emotional states of his characters? On 
the contrary, one would think the author would try to temper the protago-
nists’ passions in so far as these passions might interfere with the ideas 
they seek to express. By the same token, why should the end-point of 
‘unselfish idea-persons’ be insanity and suicide?
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In Bakhtin’s opinion, Dostoevsky’s heroes adhere to one more important 
rule of the genre of the menippea.191 The internal dynamic of their tragic 
interaction is set up by the carnival. The culture of the carnival—a form of 
folk culture which allows the ridiculing and the symbolic overthrowing of 
the official high or spiritual culture—explains, according to Bakhtin, the 
scandals, eccentricities and suicides in Dostoevsky’s work.192

Should we follow Bakhtin and believe that the carnival is guiding Dos-
toevsky’s heroes in their turmoil? Or that moral torture is the only means 
of wringing out “that ultimate word of self-consciousness pushed to its 
extreme limits” that Bakhtin considers central to Dostoevsky’s characters? 

But what if the moral tortures that Dostoevsky’s heroes experience 
result from a different task that Dostoevsky set himself ? What if they are 
not determined by a genre but express the deliberate choice of the writer? 
If Dostoevsky was not primarily concerned with dialogue and discourse 
(slovo) of his characters but rather with the pre-verbal emotions contained 
in their nightmares that would otherwise be inexpressible by language, if 
his goal was to communicate the non-verbal experience of the nightmare, 
such a goal would necessitate scandals, moral crises and moments or all 
kinds of eccentric—and insane—behaviour.

Dostoevsky described the mental states which precede speech and 
which speech rules over with strict control, almost completely eliminat-
ing all memory of them and blocking access to them. Dostoevsky frees up 
this access through his experiments, crises and scandals. He uses language 
to describe and convey the emotions of nightmares before they turn into 
language, and this task means that the behaviour of his heroes is fated to 
go to extremes.

It could be argued that Bakhtin was more concerned with his theory 
of genre than with Dostoevsky’s fiction. Indeed, as Bakhtin himself hints, 
Dostoevsky’s writings served Bakhtin as illustrations of his own con-
cepts and for his own philosophical worldview. This evaluation is amply 
grounded in Bakhtin’s writings:

We have offered our analyses of “Bobok” and “The Dream of a Ridiculous 
Man” from the vantage point of an historical poetics of genre. Of primary 
interest to us has been the way in which these works manifest the generic 
essence of the menippea.193

Yet, if Dostoevsky’s prose is considered in its own right and not as a vehi-
cle for Bakhtin’s theory of genre, new possibilities present themselves. 
Instead of reading Dostoevsky through the prism of an ancient or medi-
eval genre that quite possibly the novelist had insufficient knowledge of, 
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the English Gothic novels which Dostoevsky enjoyed from early childhood 
could be considered a more immediate source of his inspiration.

We know that Dostoevsky began reading Ann Radcliffe at the age of 8 
and that he admired Gothic novels. As a student, Dostoevsky recommended 
that Dmitry Grigorovich, one of his classmates at the military engineer-
ing school, read Guy Mannering, or the Astrologer by Sir Walter Scott, and 
Melmoth the Wanderer by Charles Robert Maturin. We also know that he 
was reading Frédéric Soulié’s Memoires du Diable (and not Rabelais) right 
before he embarked on writing The Double. He spoke flatteringly about 
another great Gothic writer—Edgar Allan Poe—three of whose stories 
he translated into Russian and published in his review Vremya in 1861.194 
It should also be noted that Dostoevsky admired Hegel’s aesthetic ideas, 
which praise Gothic art. The Gothic sources of Dostoevsky’s imagination 
were obvious to his early critics, who called his work “moral torture and 
Gothic humiliation.”195 Dostoevsky’s interest in nightmares might very 
well have stemmed from his admiration for the Gothic genre. 

Surely, Bakhtin was fully aware of Dostoevsky’s passion for the Gothic 
novel and the problems it posed for his own preference of Rabelais over 
that more immediate stimulus as is clear from the defence of his thesis.196

It is true that Bakhtin was never interested in the nightmare, which 
he did not distinguish from ordinary dreams. Even dreams he regarded 
more as a method than a content, as a tool to test the “person of the idea”, 
in other words, as a typical manifestation of the menippea.197 Bakhtin’s 
indifference to the Dostoevskian nightmare comes through one particu-
larly telling example: the chapter in The Brothers Karamazov entitled “The 
Devil. Ivan Fyodorovich’s Nightmare” is referred to by Bakhtin as either “a 
dialogue” or a “conversation with the devil”.198

But as a result the critic is sometimes caught out, not noticing that he 
is reading a nightmare. For example, Bakhtin enters into a serious discus-
sion about the incident when the double pokes Golyadkin,199 as though 
it all happened in literary reality, not in a dream, and he is puzzled as to 
why in “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man” there is no “developed discursive 
argumentation”,200 completely forgetting that it is indeed a dream!

However, in spite of the fact that nightmare research was in no way 
part of his approach, Bakhtin noticed that in Dostoevsky’s nightmares 
something strange and unusual takes place. For example, he comments 
upon the special temporality that is conveyed so precisely by Dostoevsky 
in Ivan Karamazov’s nightmare, although he explains it through his con-
cept of “carnival time”.201
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Quite remarkably, Bakhtin himself evidently fell under the spell of the 
spinning of the nightmare in The Double and its circular movements:

Stunningly successful here is the transition from the narration to the hero’s 
speech: we feel, as it were, the wave of a single speech current, one that car-
ries us without dams or barriers from the narration into the hero’s soul and 
out again into the narration; we feel that we are moving essentially within 
the circle of a single consciousness.202

The Double: A ‘Homophony of Decayed Self-Consciousness’?

The Double presents a particular challenge for Bakhtin. One might specu-
late that Bakhtin devotes so much attention to it in his study of Dostoevsky 
precisely because of its uneasy fit within his interpretative framework. The 
Double lacks the requisite secondary protagonist whose consciousness 
would, in theory, allow polyphony and dialogue to take place. Bakhtin 
also acknowledges that everything in the plot is the uncertain product of 
Golyadkin’s own imagination and that Golyadkin is the only protagonist. 
Thus, from the very beginning readers of The Double are confronted with a 
text that immediately undermines the requirements of the menippea.

Another problem is that “reality” (even of “the second order”) plays a 
negligible role in a novella whose plot and main character clearly belong 
to the realm of the fantastic. This forces Bakhtin to define The Double 
as the “internally polemical discourse” of a “dramatized confession” of 
a “decayed consciousness” (razlozhivsheesya soznanie†).203 The Double 
(as well as “The Nightmare of Ivan Fyodorovich”) falls under this new cat-
egory of “decayed consciousness”.204 

One may well wonder what this “internally polemical discourse” entails, 
and Bakhtin provides the following definition:

But here also belongs all self-deprecating overblown speech that repudi-
ates itself in advance, speech with a thousand reservations, concessions, 
loopholes and the like. Such speech literally cringes in the presence or the 
anticipation of someone else’s word, reply, objection.205

The absence of true dialogue in The Double forces Bakhtin to introduce 
yet another concept, that of an “internal dialogue” that develops between 
Golyadkin’s voice and the voice of an Other, which “begins to sound like 
an outside voice, the voice of a narrator.”206 However, The Double cannot 

  † Caryl Emerson translates this as “dismantled consciousness”, which might also be 
rendered as “corrupted” or “decayed”—Translator’s note.
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be reduced to a simple split in the protagonist’s own personality in the 
style of Edgar Allan Poe’s “William Wilson”, a text which Dostoevsky was 
probably familiar with and which is profoundly different to his novella. 
In this story by Poe, which neatly fits with Bakhtin’s definition of the 
menippea, the hero’s personality splits into two voices which are pre-
sented to the reader as two protagonists, one allegorically representing 
his suppressed conscience, and the other—his vices.207

In order to acknowledge the originality of The Double, and to compen-
sate for the absence of other protagonists apart from Golyadkin himself 
(much needed for dialogue as well as polyphony) Bakhtin suggests that 
the “distinct elements of Golyadkin’s self-consciousness” are the true 
protagonists of the work. In his reading, he demarcates three voices in 
Golyadkin’s self-consciousness. These three voices do little to clarify 
Bakhtin’s polyphonic interpretation of The Double. On the contrary, they 
make it all the more difficult to follow Bakhtin’s argument. For example, 
the third voice of Golyadkin is defined as “the genuinely other voice which 
does not recognize Golyadkin and yet is not depicted as actually existing 
outside Golyadkin, since there are no other autonomous characters in the 
work.”208 Following Bakhtin’s analysis, the relation between these voices 
and the role they play is hard to describe and identify: “[. . .] one gets the 
impression that the narration is dialogically addressed to Golyadkin him-
self, it rings in Golyadkin’s own ears as another’s voice taunting him, as 
the voice of his double, although formally the narration is addressed to 
the reader.”209

Finally, after insisting that new inverted commas should be introduced 
into Dostoevsky’s text and demanding that certain phrases should be read 
with a special intonation in order to make the narrative sound more dia-
logic,210 Bakhtin nonetheless concludes that the work ultimately resists 
a dialogical or polyphonic structure: “This is not yet polyphony, but no 
longer homophony.”211

If Dostoevsky’s task was to represent polyphony and self-consciousness 
through dialogue, why would the writer not introduce several other pro-
tagonists to facilitate his task? The only explanation that Bakhtin offers 
is that Dostoevsky’s talent had not yet sufficiently matured at this early 
juncture:

But these voices have not yet become fully independent real voices, they are 
not yet three autonomous consciousnesses. This occurs only in Dostoevsky’s 
longer novels.212
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There is yet another obstacle to Bakhtin’s interpretation of The Double 
that is far more fundamental in nature. If polyphonic dialogue and self-
consciousness were at the heart of Dostoevsky’s project, he would have 
created a character capable of communicating the nuances of his ecstatic 
and eccentric emotions to the readers. The double created by Edgar Allan 
Poe in “William Wilson” corresponds well to this description—his elo-
quent, articulate, literary speech reveals the depths of the emotions he 
experiences:

But what human language can adequately portray that astonishment, that 
horror which possessed me at the spectacle then presented to view? The brief 
moment in which I averted my eyes had been sufficient to produce, appar-
ently, a material change in the arrangements at the upper or farther end of 
the room. A large mirror,—so at first it seemed to me in my confusion—
now stood where none had been perceptible before; and, as I stepped up 
to it in extremity of terror, mine own image, but with features all pale and 
dabbled in blood, advanced to meet me with a feeble and tottering gait.213

Unlike Poe’s Wilson, Golyadkin’s speech, as we have seen, consists of 
senseless fragments of phrases, of broken sentences and interjections, 
even at the most dramatic moments of the narrative:

“Why, was it my fancy?” said Mr. Golyadkin, looking round once more. “But 
where am I standing? . . . Ech, ech,” he thought finally, shaking his head, 
though he began gazing with an uneasy, miserable feeling into the damp, 
murky distance, straining his sight and doing his utmost to pierce with his 
shortsighted eyes the wet darkness that stretched all round him.214

As we have shown earlier, Golyadkin continues to mumble in a similar 
fashion, which does not help Dostoevsky’s reader to grasp, through his 
speech, the exceptional emotions he experiences. His lapses in memory, 
or equally likely denials of knowledge which, by the end of the novella, 
occur several times per page, are also not conducive to this task. These 
moments of incoherence are never resolved, and nowhere in The Double 
are they explained or clarified from any higher or more stable perspective; 
readers are never given a ‘true meaning’ of Golyadkin’s senseless words 
nor are they told what happens ‘in reality’ while Golyadkin experiences 
his lapses of memory.

Dostoevsky’s novella much more resembles a challenge to the rational 
word than any kind of “idea”. Moreover, on a number of occasions, Dos-
toevsky directly informs readers that his character does not understand 
what he is talking about215 but at no point does Dostoevsky intercede to 
help his readers put the fractured pieces of this “idea” together.
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Dostoevsky’s persistent interest in the nightmare provides a much 
more plausible explanation for his choice of protagonist as well as the 
whole construction and the many ‘flaws of style’ of The Double that have 
irritated his critics since Belinsky. This aspect of Dostoevsky’s work is 
entirely missing from Bakhtin’s interpretation. The understanding of 
Dostoevsky’s prose as a dialogue focused on the discourse (slovo) of Dosto-
evsky’s characters and its meaning prevents Bakhtin from addressing this 
vital dimension of Dostoevsky’s text, namely the writer’s interest in the 
non-linguistic layers of consciousness. 

Bakhtin’s Reading of “Bobok”

I am a child of the century, a child of disbelief and 
doubt, I am that today and (I know it) will remain so 
until the grave. How much terrible torture this thirst 
for faith has cost me and costs me even now, which is 
all the stronger in my soul the more arguments I can 
find against it.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

Bakhtin claims that Dostoevsky’s “Bobok” (1873) is “almost a microcosm of 
his entire creative output.”216 I agree with this assessment, but for very dif-
ferent reasons. “Bobok” illuminates those aspects of Dostoevsky’s art that 
will allow us to understand why Dostoevsky called The Double his most 
serious work, and why the themes of his earlier stories were so important 
to him towards the end of his literary career.217

Bakhtin reads “Bobok” as well as “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man” as 
“menippea almost in the strict ancient sense of the term”, even calling the 
former “one of the greatest menippea in all world literature.”218 However, 
just as in his analysis of The Double, Bakhtin’s reading suffers from his 
refusal to take the nightmare framework of the story into account. This 
framework is apparent at the outset of the story, where the protagonist 
falls asleep in a cemetery after having attended a funeral:

At that point I sank into forgetfulness. [. . .]
I suppose I sat there for a long time—too long a time, in fact; I must have 

lain down on a long stone which was of the shape of a marble coffin. And 
how it happened I don’t know, but I began to hear things of all sorts being 
said. At first I did not pay attention to it, but treated it with contempt. [. . .] 
I came to myself, sat up and begin listening attentively.

[. . .] One was such a ponderous, dignified voice, the other softly suave; 
I should not have believed it if I had not heard it myself. I had not been to 
the requiem dinner, I believe. And yet how could they be playing preference 
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here and what general was this? That the sounds came from under the 
tombstones of that there could be no doubt.219

But Bakhtin ignores the dream and the hero’s typically Gogolian awakening220 
reminiscent of Dostoevsky’s youthful writing and comments on this pas-
sage thus:

Further on begins [the] development of the fantastic plot, which creates an 
anacrisis of extraordinary power (Dostoevsky is a great master of the anacri-
sis). The narrator listens in on a conversation of the dead beneath the earth. 
It so happens that their lives in the grave continue for a certain time.221

There are other clues that “Bobok” is transcribing a nightmare: Dos-
toevsky employs the same hypnotic devices he used in The Double, 
“Mr Prokharchin” and “The Landlady”. Although we hear the protagonist 
claim early on that he “came to [him]self, sat up and [began] listening 
attentively” to the conversations of the dead, we learn at the end of the 
story that this was not the case.222 The protagonist may have “woken 
up”, but what he wakes up to is the world of his own nightmare, a “false 
awakening” that makes readers unable to distinguish literary reality 
from nightmare.223 The protagonist of “Bobok” complains that he detests 
seeing corpses because they will appear to him later in his sleep: “As a rule 
the smiles were disagreeable, and in some cases very much so. I don’t like 
them; they haunt one’s dreams.”224 Of course, this is precisely what hap-
pens; the dead appear within the nightmare and then disappear, they “all 
vanished like a dream” at the end of the story:

And here I suddenly sneezed. It happened suddenly and unintentionally, 
but the effect was striking: all became as silent as one expects it to be 
in a churchyard, it all vanished like a dream. A real silence of the tomb 
set in.225

Bakhtin interprets the story’s ending as a manifestation of carnival and 
insists that the dialogue of the dead was interrupted in carnivalesque 
fashion, with “the protagonist’s sneeze waking him up.”226

Bakhtin treats the dead as menippean characters, considering them 
part of the literary reality of the story rather than participants of the narra-
tor’s nightmare. Thus, both the narrator and the dead belong to the same 
realm of reality. As Bakhtin writes:

As anacrisis, provoking the consciousnesses of the corpses to reveal them-
selves with full, absolutely unlimited freedom. [. . .] What unfolds is the 
typical carnivalized nether world of the menippea: a rather motley crew 
of corpses [. . .] open graveyard eroticism, laughter in the coffins [. . .] The 
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marked carnivalistic tone of this paradoxical “life outside life” is set from 
the very beginning, with a game of cards being played in the grave on which 
the narrator sits (it is of course a make-believe game, played “by heart”).227

So potent is Bakhtin’s attachment to the idea of self-consciousness that 
he requires even the dead to be capable of revealing the “depths of their 
self-consciousness”. But steering his readers away from precisely this type 
of naturalized readings, Dostoevsky warns:

To my mind to be astonished at nothing is much more stupid than to be 
astonished at everything. And, moreover, to be astonished at nothing is 
almost the same as feeling respect for nothing.228

As in his analysis of The Double, Bakhtin does not explain how Dostoevsky 
actually reveals the depths of his protagonists’ self-consciousness, espe-
cially given that most of the protagonists are dead. The main protagonist 
of “Bobok” is drunk and clearly mentally unstable; Bakhtin himself notes 
that the journalist is “on the threshold of insanity” and delirious.229 In 
other words, while such a hero seems hardly capable of expressing his 
self-consciousness, he is an ideal protagonist afflicted by nightmares filled 
with talking corpses.

Since Bakhtin takes no notice of the story being about a nightmare, 
instead perceiving the dead of “Bobok” as characters of the menippea, 
he gives them life and views them as part of the literary reality of the 
story. Thus Bakhtin informs us that the dead reveal their self-consciousness, 
that the “narrator listens in on a conversation of the dead beneath the 
earth”,230 that the dead are a “rather motley crew”. Bakhtin even explains 
to readers that if the dead are playing cards under the ground then it is 
“of course a make-believe game, played ‘by heart’ ”.231

Bakhtin’s menippean framework and reliance on carnival leads him to 
the following conclusion regarding the characters of Dostoevsky’s story:

[T]he carnivalized nether world of “Bobok” is internally profoundly resonant 
with those scenes of scandal and catastrophe that have such crucial signifi-
cance in almost all Dostoevsky’s works. [. . .] [H]uman souls are laid bare, 
either terrible souls as in the nether world, or else bright and pure ones.232

However, there is not a single ‘pure soul’ in the nightmare that is “Bobok”, 
of course. Is this because Dostoevsky does not believe in the existence of 
the “bright and pure” souls which, as we know, contradicts his whole oeu-
vre, or is it because there is no place for the “bright and pure” souls in the 
nightmare populated by non-human monsters? In order to bring “Bobok” 
closer to the menippea, Bakhtin identifies the dead with voices that sound 
“before earth and sky” (although the author clearly says that the voices 
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came “from under the tombstones”); Bakhtin interprets the dead as seeds 
casts on the ground, “capable neither of [. . .] being cleansed of themselves, 
[. . .] nor of being renewed,”233 although Dostoevsky gives no hint in the 
story whatsoever of this ‘eternal renewal’ nor of chthonic myths.

If one were to follow Bakhtin’s reasoning, one would be forced to read 
“Bobok” as a paradoxically naïve realist narrative. However, Bakhtin him-
self quotes several passages from the text that are clearly at odds with any 
conceivable definition of ‘realism’:

“What? To whom?” The general’s corpse shook with agreeable laughter. The 
government clerk echoed it in falsetto”234

Tell me first of all how it is we can talk? I’ve been wondering ever since 
yesterday. We are dead and yet we are talking and seem to be moving—and 
yet we are not talking and not moving. What jugglery is this?235

How can the protagonist see the dead moving and playing cards when 
they are trapped in their graves? Perhaps these corpses are meant to be 
read allegorically, as people in costumes whose vices are revealed through 
the process of masquerade. But this would turn “Bobok” into a simplistic 
feuilleton or farce, and would hardly qualify it as what Bakhtin calls the 
“works of Dostoevsky [coming] to a focus.”236

Interpreting the story as a nightmare, which would mean relinquish-
ing the quest for a consciousness-enhancing framework, these seeming 
contradictions can be reconciled.

According to Bakhtin, “[t]he entire description [of the dead] is perme-
ated with a markedly familiar and profaning attitude toward the cem-
etery, [. . .] the cemetery clergy, the deceased, the very “sacrament of 
death” itself. The entire description is built on oxymoronic combinations 
and carnivalistic mésalliances; it is full of debasing and bringings-down-to-
earth, full of the symbol-system of carnival and at the same time a crude 
naturalism.”237 Does this mean that Dostoevsky is using “crude natural-
ism” in the first person? Yet the whole work sounds like a mockery of 
realism and naturalism. As Bakhtin himself notes, the story opens with 
Dostoevsky’s response to a feuilleton published on 12th January 1873 in 
issue 12 of the journal Golos which discussed Dostoevsky’s portrait by the 
famous Russian realist painter Vasily Perov. On the subject of this portrait, 
Dostoevsky writes:

I believe that the artist who painted me did so not for the sake of litera-
ture, but for the sake of two symmetrical warts on my forehead, a natural 
phenomenon, he would say. They have no ideas, so now they are out for 
phenomena. And didn’t he succeed in getting my warts in his portrait—to 
the life. That is what they call realism.238
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Dostoevsky ridicules both realism and naturalism in “Bobok”, which should 
be read as a continuation of his earlier polemic with Belinsky and his 
circle. In Dostoevsky’s view, these approaches are incapable of addressing 
the most fundamental (and terrifying) question of existence: what hap-
pens to us after death. But nightmares can address it. Dostoevsky empha-
sizes a sharp contrast between the feuilleton, which the narrator plans to 
submit to a journal and the terror of his nightmare, between the vulgar 
details of everyday life (byt) and the horror of the “ultimate question.” 
The story ends with the words: “I shall take it to the Citizen; the editor 
there has had his portrait exhibited too. Maybe he will print it.”239

Readers are captivated by the ultimate terror that the answers to 
the ultimate question being offered by both religion and the natural 
sciences are equally unhelpful: this terror cannot be rationalized or 
explained, and so it cannot be rejected or denied. This is demonstrated 
very clearly in the dialogue between the dead shopkeeper and the society 
lady. His attempt to give a religious explanation for the blasphemous con-
versations of the dead in their graves is a complete fiasco:

“We have both reached our limit and, before the judgement-seat of God, are 
equal in our sins.”

“In our sins,” the lady mimicked him contemptuously. “Don’t dare to 
speak to me.”240

The terror of “Bobok”, in which the nightmare acquires an absolutely 
material resonance, opening up the way for the future dark horror, is that 
this moral agony could be eternity.

In “Bobok” Dostoevsky makes his readers face a total absence of the 
freedom of choice. The most horrifying aspect of the “Bobok” nightmare is 
that the dead cannot escape from participating, from hearing and listen-
ing to the torturing voices that surround them. “Bobok” poses a difficult 
question: what if an afterlife exists, but it is an eternal nightmare with no 
hope of escape? One that does not feature the physical bodily tortures of 
the Christian hell, but moral tortures of obscene vulgarity and spiritual 
perversion? What if this is the final answer to the “ultimate question”?241 

This question, which is the subject of “Bobok”, tormented Dostoevsky 
throughout his life. Already in a famous image in Crime and Punishment, 
Svidrigailov depicts a harrowing image of the afterlife as eternity in a 
small disgusting bathhouse full of spiders:

We always imagine eternity as something beyond our conception, some-
thing vast, vast! But why must it be vast? Instead of all that, what if it’s one 
little room, like a bath house in the country, black and grimy and spiders in 
every corner, and that’s all eternity is? I sometimes fancy it like that.242
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This is a Gothic nightmare, not a carnival; its emotional tenor is deadly 
sarcasm, not liberating laughter. Here Dostoevsky asserts that the ulti-
mate question of existence cannot be resolved by means of religious or 
scientific explanations, and his nightmarish vision features a materialized 
mystical horror that cannot be rationalized in natural or moral terms. The 
breathtaking nightmare of “Bobok” suggests an answer to the ‘ultimate 
question’ that is as cynical as it is desperate. The implausibility of a reli-
gious or scientific explanation of the horrors of existence, alongside its 
nightmare populated by monsters makes “Bobok” a precursor to the con-
temporary Gothic Aesthetic.

Recording the Nightmare Sounds

The story contains several elements of hypnotics: readers wander between 
nightmare and the literary reality of the story, and the impossibility of 
escape, that is, the impossibility of waking up when you want and on your 
own terms, is the dominant feeling produced by “Bobok”; its central char-
acters are nightmarish monsters and its central ‘idea’ is the degradation 
of meaningful discourse.

To the same extent as The Double, “Bobok” eludes interpretations 
that are focused on language, words or dialogic exchanges, and reflects 
Dostoevsky’s continuing investigation into the non-verbal nature of 
the  nightmare that he began in his early novels. He is concerned with 
 emotions that are brought about by the degradation of word into sense-
less sounds.

The use of the word “bobok” as the text’s title makes clear its critical 
importance for the story. At the beginning, the narrator complains that 
he is feeling unwell:

Something strange is happening to me. My character is changing and my 
head aches. I am beginning to see and hear strange things, not voices exactly, 
but as though someone beside me were muttering, “bobok, bobok, bobok! ”

What’s the meaning of this bobok? I must divert my mind.243

Yet the word “bobok” (meaning “little bean”) does not carry a symbolic 
or denotative meaning that could link it with the ‘idea’ of the story or 
with the story’s logic or plot. Every time this word appears in the text, 
there is a special mention, as in the quotation above, that “bobok” is a 
word devoid of meaning. Dostoevsky explicitly calls the word “nonsense” 
or “quite senseless”:

In his opinion everything is concentrated somewhere in consciousness and 
goes on for two or three months. . . [. . .] There is one here, for instance, 
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who is almost completely decomposed, but once every six weeks he sud-
denly utters one word, quite senseless of course, about some bobok, ‘Bobok, 
bobok,’ but you see that an imperceptible speck of life is still warm within 
him.244

Later, the word “bobok” is employed to disclose the moral absurdity of 
the nightmare:

Enough; all the rest of it, I am sure, is nonsense. The great thing is that we 
have two or three months more of life and then—bobok! I propose to spend 
these two months as agreeably as possible, and so to arrange everything on 
a new basis. Gentlemen! I propose to cast aside all shame.245

A senseless word, featuring the repetition of the same syllables and sounds 
(bo-bo-k, bo-bo-k) represents the nightmare as Dostoevsky portrays it in 
his work. It reveals how a word can lose its meaning and rational nature 
by the act of repetition that transforms it into a groan forced out by the 
horrors of the nightmare. “Bobok, bobok, bobok” draws us into the whirl-
wind funnel of the nightmare, caused by the persistent spinning of these 
empty sounds which encapsulates the difficult inner discomfort that the 
hero experiences in his nightmare.246 This central theme of “Bobok” is 
bypassed by critics seemingly without their noticing it.

The word ‘bobok’ is a manifestation of the agitated inner tension that 
the protagonist experiences, and of the painful emotions that he cannot 
release or rationalize through meaningful expression. The word ‘bobok’, 
which begins the whole story and the hero’s nightmare, also brings the plot 
of the story to a close. In the final passage this word sarcastically mocks 
the inability of the hero—and perhaps of the future critics?—to recognize 
its true meaning of representing an ultimate horror, considering its hor-
rors to be extraneous nonsense or insignificant stylistic  embellishment:

No, that I cannot admit; no, I really cannot! The bobok case does not trouble 
me (so that is what the bobok signified!)

Depravity in such a place, depravity of the last aspirations, depravity 
of sodden and rotten corpses—and not even sparing the last moments of 
consciousness! Those moments have been granted, vouchsafed to them, 
and . . . and, worst of all, in such a place! No, that I cannot admit.247

In the soundscape of “Bobok” we hear the most complete expression of 
Golyadkin’s muttering, Prokharchin’s wordlessness and “The Landlady’s” 
incantation—all these quests which began Dostoevsky’s literary career. 
This is the nightmare of the degradation of speech into inexpressible 
horror that is beyond the bounds of language. This inability to express 
in words what suppresses and stifles our soul, that which tortures and 
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torments us, what Dostoevsky variously calls anguish and the ‘little worm’, 
demonstrates how the unconscious word is transformed into an incanta-
tion, into muttering, into a pure sound. Accelerated repetition carries the 
word into the whirlpool of the nightmare where, having lost all remnants 
of sense, it will turn into an agonizing moan. But the paralyzed conscious-
ness of the dreamer does not have the strength to recover its meaning, 
or to distract itself. The repetition of the sound dismantles the rational 
nature of the word. The senseless sound-word, aulasaukaulala, Mada-
gascar, the persistent internal ‘bobok’, can only be escaped—if at all—
by waking up, by imparting a sense to the sound, by articulating it. The 
inability to cope with the senseless discourse of the nightmare plunges 
our faculty of speech into a state of disorder and madness.

The significance of recording the sounds of the nightmare for Dosto-
evsky’s literary project is indirectly confirmed by the fact that music does 
not occur in The Double, “Mr Prokharchin” or “The Landlady”. Musical 
accompaniment is not heard during Ivan’s nightmare, and we hear no 
music in “Bobok”, as if Dostoevsky was breaking the canon of the good 
literary nightmare. In fact, music almost never plays a role in Dostoevsky’s 
works even though, as his biographers confirm, Dostoevsky was by no 
means indifferent to music.

Unexpectedly, Bakhtin helps fill this lacuna in nightmare studies, indi-
cating a rare passage in Dostoevsky where music does feature. The path 
by which Bakhtin comes to this discovery is in itself significant. Musical 
allusions boldly encroach upon his analysis of Ivan’s “dialogue with the 
devil”, and Bakhtin begins to seek the source of these allusions in one 
passage of The Adolescent. Of course Bakhtin sees only the ‘artistic set-up’ 
of the dialogue in this music:

At this point we would like to quote one passage from Dostoevsky where, 
with stunning artistic power, he offers a musical image for the interrelation-
ship of voices analyzed by us above. This page from The Adolescent is all the 
more interesting because in his works Dostoevsky, with the exception of this 
passage, almost never speaks of music. [. . .] A part of that musical plan—
although in the form of literary works—was indisputably realized by Dosto-
evsky, and realized quite frequently and with the most varied material.248

Bakhtin refers here to Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus. This reference 
helps us understand what kind of music Bakhtin has in mind. Mann, who 
did not indulge in interpreting Dostoevsky through the prism of the meni-
ppea or the dialogue, recognizes the infernal music of the nightmare in 
Dostoevsky’s prose. Thomas Mann provides the following description of 
the music that Dostoevsky’s novel evokes for him: 
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The passages of horror just before are heard and given, indeed, to the 
indescribable children’s chorus at quite a different pitch, and in changed 
orchestration and rhythms; but in the searing, susurrant tones of spheres and 
angels there is not one note which does not occur, with rigid correspondence, 
in the hellish laughter.249

What the authors of Gothic novels were attempting to express as ‘infer-
nal music’, which later took root in contemporary literature, is not music 
at all but the sound of mad words, a discourse that has lost its identity. 
Not fully understanding and not having investigated the deep causes of 
the nightmare, authors of Gothic novels, like those who followed them, 
substituted their unclear but distressing impressions for the sounds of the 
orchestra. Lovecraft came closer than others to understanding the night-
mare sound in his meticulous nightmare studies, sensing in the nightmare 
the strange, agonizing and unconscious sounds whose nature was some-
thing other than musical.

Dostoevsky observes how the nightmare can abduct the sense of words, 
reducing them to a moan, an animal cry. ‘Infernal music’ has no role to 
play in his works: the tones of an orchestra could inadvertently muffle the 
true sound of the nightmare—the sound of the unconscious word.

The impossibility of expressing the nightmare in words is a common fea-
ture both in literature and in our own experiences. This fact was well known 
even to Pharaoh in the Biblical time of Joseph, son of Jacob. One could argue 
that conveying any emotion is a difficult task. But somehow writers do not 
ordinarily insist on the impossibility of expressing love, fear and other emo-
tions. The phrases ‘Oh, if only I could vocalise the extent of my sufferings’ or 
‘He was gripped by inexpressible horror’, indicate only the strength of these 
feelings, not their fundamental incommunicableness. Is this a specific qual-
ity of the nightmare that enables it to fundamentally resist articulation?

The inexpressibility of dreams is directly described by Dostoevsky in 
“The Dream of a Ridiculous Man”:

Oh yes, nowadays everyone laughs in my face and assures me that in dreams 
one simply cannot see the sort of detail I now recount, that everything I saw 
or experienced in my dream was the emotions engendered by my heart in 
its wild imaginings, and that I added the details after I had woken up. [. . .] 
Oh yes, of course I had been overwhelmed by the mere experience of that 
dream and that alone has survived intact in my lacerated heart: as against 
this, the actual images and forms of my dream, that is, those I actually saw 
during the time of my dream, attained such harmony, were so entrancingly 
beautiful and so true, that when I awoke I was unable to embody them in 
our feeble words, so they must have become blurred in my mind, as it were, 
and as a consequence perhaps I myself was unconsciously forced to invent 
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the details, naturally distorting them, especially in view of my heart’s pas-
sionate desire to convey them quickly and in whatever form.250

Of course, just at that very moment the dream turned into a nightmare. 
The hero ‘lost his words’ and found himself unable to articulate his 
nightmare:

After the dream, I have lost the words, at least all the chief words, the most 
necessary. Well, so be it: I am on my way and will keep talking ceaselessly 
because, after all, I saw with my own eyes, even though I can’t convey what 
I have seen. But that’s what the scoffers cannot comprehend. They say: ‘He’s 
been dreaming, he’s rambling, hallucinations.’ Well, what of it? And they’re 
so proud of themselves! Dream? What’s a dream? Isn’t this life of ours a 
dream?251

Other writers who were interested in the nature of the nightmare also 
reflected on the perplexing nature of dreams. As we remember, this char-
acteristic of the nightmare was of interest to Lovecraft. He is affected 
by the urge to convey the nightmare, the need to share this important 
internal experience, yet was unable to cope with the task. Thomas Mann 
reflected on this a great deal and in detail,252 discussing how language 
ruins dreams:

[. . .] and alas, we know too well how once a dream is wrapped in words it is 
only just a mummy, the gaunt swaddled image of what it was as we dreamt. 
Yet it budded, blossomed, and bore fruit, just like the grapevine that stood 
before me in this dream of mine [. . .]253

The fundamental inexpressibility of the nightmare could create the 
conditions required to deprive any word of its sense and irreversibly 
turn it into verbal nonsense, into pure noise. The danger of this state is 
that it is positioned on the brink, balancing on the precipice of mad-
ness. The incantation and muttering of the nightmare can cause us to be 
engulfed in a nightmare in a wakeful state. 

Dostoevsky analyzed this link between nightmares and madness in The 
Double, “Mr Prokharchin”, “The Landlady”, “Ivan Fyodorovich’s Nightmare” 
in The Brothers Karamazov, “The Dream of a Ridiculous Man”, “Bobok” 
and the many nightmares which played such an important role in the life 
of his heroes.254

Cast out from within the boundary of the “closed universe of symbols”,255 
the nightmare, like the barbarian horde outside the city walls, poses 
a constant threat. Language, standing on guard in anticipation of the 
nightmare that is so resistant to verbalization, does not allow this 
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mental state to take over control of the mind. But when, under the 
pressure of the emotions of the nightmare which our intellect is 
unable to express in words, the contrast between words and feelings 
becomes unbearably acute, and the chasm between them burning, the 
nightmare materializes as  madness.

Everyday language renders the experience of the nightmare vir-
tually unrecognizable. In order to convey the nightmare, great 
writers created special hypnotics devices which one can hardly even 
call ‘linguistic’. To depict the nightmare they had to do battle with 
the linearity of speech, the temporality of a linear narrative, and the 
logic inherent in language.

Dostoevsky worked with a special dimension of the nightmare. He 
was interested in the relationship between the nightmare and words. 
He revealed the specific origins of the nightmare—the word con-
vulsing as it loses its meaning in a final struggle against the paralyzed 
muteness of the nightmare.

Notes

1. Unlike existing studies of the role of dreams in Dostoevsky’s works, which con-
sider dreams as a means of revealing the development of the novel’s major themes (for 
example, Michael Katz. Dreams and Unconsciousness in Nineteenth-Century Russian Fic-
tion. Hanover, University Press of New England, 1984) or spelling out the ideology of the 
novel (for example, Joseph Franck. Dostoevsky: The Miraculous Years, 1865–1871. Prince-
ton University Press, 1995, p. 146), or being symbols that convey the sense of the novel’s 
action (Holquist, Michael. Dostoevsky and the Novel. Northwestern University Press, 1986, 
pp. 93–94), I consider the investigation of nightmares to be an important task that Dosto-
evsky sets himself in his prose. 

2. “This tale of mine did not turn out well at all, but the idea behind it was quite clear 
and logical, and I never expressed anything in my writing more serious than this idea. But 
I did not succeed at all with the form of the tale. Subsequently, some fifteen years later, 
I revised it thoroughly for the then Complete Collection of my works, but then, too, I came 
to the conclusion that the thing was a total failure; and if I now were to take up the idea 
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incidents of the previous day and the wild, incredible night, with all its almost impossible 
adventures, presented themselves to his imagination and memory with terrifying vivid-
ness.” (Ibid., pp. 38–39).

42. Ibid., p. 39. 
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53. Ibid., p. 32.
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cal flight: “Fate drew him on. [. . .] At the same time Mr. Golyadkin felt as though the 
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ground were giving way under him, as though he were staggering, falling.” (Ibid., p. 28). 
The continuation of the chase is difficult to interpret as anything other than an obsessive 
nightmare. Golyadkin is once again “unconscious” as he runs, knocking over everyone he 
passes; a cry is heard, and then the nightmare becomes burlesque in its absurdity: “But 
Mr. Golyadkin seemed unconscious and would pay no heed to anything . . . He came to 
himself, however, on Semyonovsky Bridge, and then only through succeeding in tripping 
against and upsetting two peasant women and the wares they were selling, and tumbling 
over them.” (Ibid., p. 109).

55. For example, the double goes inside Golyadkin’s flat but no trace of his visit remains. 
The next morning Golyadkin senior wakes up and his lackey Petrushka is more severe, that 
is all.
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“But there’s another Golyadkin; I’m talking of the other one, you scoundrel! [. . .] And 
the letter, the letter? . . .”

“What letter? There wasn’t any letter, and I didn’t see any letter. [. . .] Good folks live 
honestly, good folks live without falsity, and they never have doubles. . .”

Mr. Golyadkin’s hands and feet went icy cold, his breath failed him . . .” (Ibid., 
pp. 78–80).

58. “At last his eyes fastened upon an object which excited his interest to the utmost. In 
terror lest the object that caught his attention should prove to be an illusion, a deception of 
his fancy, he stretched out his hand to it with hope, with dread, with indescribable curios-
ity . . . No, it was not a deception! Not a delusion! It was a letter, really a letter, undoubtedly 
a letter, and addressed to him. [. . .] ‘I had a presentiment of this, though,’ thought our 
hero, ‘and I had a presentiment of all that there will be in the letter . . .’ ” (Ibid., p. 81).

59. Ibid., pp. 123–124.
60. For example, ibid., p. 86. The denial of time by Dostoevsky’s heroes is treated by 

Veresaev (Veresaev, Vikenty V. Zhivaya Zhizn’. O Dostoevskom i Tolstom. M., 1911, part 1. p. 
52).

61. This important aspect of the hero’s lapses in memory and him being unconscious—
a means of conveying the special nightmare temporality—is often lost from sight in 
critics’ analysis, who usually read The Double as a story of dementia like Pavel Annenkov 
(Annenkov, Pavel V. Vospominaniya i kriticheskie ocherki v 3-kh tomakh, St. Petersburg, 
1879, vol. 1, p. 23). See also: Ena Jung “. . . ellipses . . . epilepsies” in Modern Austrian Litera-
ture. 42/1 ( January 2009). 

62. Bakhtin felt that in The Double there was no real literary action: “Except for Goly-
adkin and his double, no other characters take any real part whatsoever in the intrigue, 
which unfolds entirely within the bounds of Golyadkin’s self-consciousness” (Bakhtin. 
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 215).

63. The Double, p. 34.
64. On the role of gaze in The Double, see an interesting article by Renée Perelmutter: 

“The Language of Dream Reports and Dostoevsky’s The Double”: SEEJ, 2008, Vol. 52/1.
65. Annensky, Innokenty. Kniga otrazhenii. Moscow, 1979, p. 23. (Fragment tr. RST). 

On the significance of a ‘numb gaze’ in nightmares, see also: V. Kruglikov, Nezametnye 
ochevidnosti: zarisovki k ontologii slova, chapter entitled “Kafka”.

66. Ibid., pp. 35–36. As we remember, after his painstaking staring at the point Goly-
adkin finally discerns his nightmare. Although he only saw a passer-by, he “was troubled, 
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even scared, and rather flurried.” (Ibid., p. 35). At first the double is coming towards him, 
then the double returns and goes away from him: “ ‘Why, what’s the meaning of it?’ he 
thought with vexation. ‘Why, have I really gone out of my mind, or what?’ ” (Ibid., p. 35). 
A black figure turns into the double—is this an example of Dostoevsky adapting the theme 
of the nightmare chase, which is so rare in the work of Pushkin: “my caller dressed in black/
Looms heavy in my mind and haunts my peace. He follows like a shadow where I go”? 
(Pushkin, Alexander. “Mozart and Salieri” in Boris Godunov and Other Dramatic Works, 
tr. James E. Falen, Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 130). Golyadkin knows from the begin-
ning who is before him: “[. . .] he was quivering in every nerve, his knees shook and gave 
way under him, and with a moan he squatted on a stone at the edge of the pavement. 
There really was reason, however, for his being so overwhelmed. The fact is that this 
stranger seemed to him now somehow familiar. That would have been nothing though. 
But he recognized, almost certainly recognized this man. He had often seen him, that man, 
had seen him some time, and very lately too [. . .]” (The Double, p. 36).

67. “Suddenly he stopped short as though petrified, as though struck by lightning, and 
quickly turned round after the figure which had only just passed him—turned as though 
some one had given him a tug from behind, as though the wind had turned him like a 
weather-cock. [. . .] ‘What—what is it?’ whispered Mr. Golyadkin, smiling mistrustfully, 
though he trembled all over. An icy shiver ran down his back.” (Ibid., p. 35).

68. Ibid., p. 68.
69. Ibid., p. 102. “After taking a dozen steps, however, our hero perceived clearly that all 

pursuit would be vain and useless, and so he turned back.” (Ibid., p. 65).
70. Ibid., p. 102. These phantasmagorical flights were not simply the writer’s tribute to 

his youthful devotion to Romanticism; for comparison I shall quote a passage from “The 
Dream of a Ridiculous Man”, which is one of his last published works (1877): “Fear grew 
within me. [. . .] We were passing through dark, unfamiliar regions of space. I had long 
ceased to make out the constellations I could identify. I knew that there existed stars in 
the deeps of space, whose light took thousands, even millions of years to reach the earth. 
Perhaps we had already winged our way beyond these expanses” (Dostoevsky. “The Dream 
of a Ridiculous Man” in A Gentle Creature and Other Stories. Tr. Alan Myers, 1995, p. 117.

71. The Double, p. 87.
72. Ibid., pp. 132–133.
73. Dostoevsky conveys ruptures in the time of nightmares even more boldly and pre-

cisely in “Dream of a Ridiculous Man”: “Sometimes in dreams you fall from a height, you 
are slashed or beaten, but you never feel pain [. . .]. So it was in my dream: I felt no pain, 
but it seemed that after my shot, everything inside me was convulsed and suddenly extin-
guished; it grew horribly black all around me. I seemed to be blind and dumb as I lay 
stretched out on my back on something hard. I could see nothing and was incapable of the 
least movement. People around were walking and shouting, the captain’s bass, the land-
lady’s screaming—then another abrupt interval and I was being borne along in a closed 
coffin. [. . .] I don’t recall how long we drifted, nor can I conceive it: everything took place 
the way it always does in dreams, when you skip over space, time, and the laws of being 
and reason, pausing only at points the heart feels like selecting” (“Dream of a Ridiculous 
Man”. pp. 114–116).

74. Authors of works on ‘Dostoevsky’s Petersburg’ do not usually retrace Golyadkin’s 
routes: Biron, V. Peterburg Dostoevskogo. Leningrad: Svecha, 1991; Sarukhanyan, E. Dosteo-
vskii v Peterburge. Leningrad., 1972.

75. The Double, p. 4.
76. Ibid., p. 17.
77. Ibid., p. 37.
78. Ibid., p. 19.
79. Ibid., p. 21.
80. Ibid., p. 70.
81.  Ibid., p. 72.
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82. “No, there’s no need for me to go to-day. What could I do here? . . . No, I’d better, 
so to speak . . . I’ll investigate the matter personally.” [. . .] Sincerely acknowledging that 
he had been guilty of an act of folly, our hero ran back to Shestilavotchny Street. (Ibid., 
p. 77).

83. Ibid., p. 128.
84. Ibid., p. 131.
85. The closer we come to the dénouement of the story, as everything speeds up and 

becomes more grotesque, the more dramatic—and also grotesque—the hero’s experi-
ences become: “Clutching his devoted head, [. . .] He could not think of anything, he could 
do nothing either, and could not even tell what was happening to him.” (Ibid., p. 114).

86. “In fact the narration does, with the most tedious precision, register all the minutest 
movements of the hero, not sparing endless repetitions. The narrator is literally fettered to 
his hero; he cannot back off from him sufficiently [. . .]” (Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics, p. 225).

87. For example, this is how Golyadkin’s flight from the double at their first meeting 
is described: “[. . .] he suddenly fell to running, without looking round, as fast as his legs 
could carry him; his mind was preoccupied [. . .] And meanwhile he ran on and on, as 
though moved by some external force, for he felt a weakness and numbness in his whole 
being” (The Double, p. 37). And here is the description of chasing the double at the end of 
the poem: “Mr. Golyadkin’s breath failed him; he flew as though on wings after his rapidly 
retreating enemy. [. . .] He felt, too, that he was utterly weak again, that he was carried 
along by a peculiar outside force, that it was not he himself who was running, but, on 
the contrary, that his legs were giving way under him, and refused to obey him.” (Ibid., 
p. 102).

88. Ibid., p. 103.
89. The double, having mocked Golyadkin to his heart’s content and left without pay-

ing—as Golyadkin himself did not pay for the dinners made for him by the German cook 
he deceived—makes off from the coffee house. “It need hardly be said that, after the first 
moment of stupefaction with which Mr. Golyadkin senior was naturally overcome, he 
recovered himself and went at full speed after his insulting enemy, who had already got 
into a cab, whose driver was obviously in collusion with him. [. . .] Hanging on to the side of 
the cab with all the force bestowed on him by nature, our hero was carried for some time 
along the street, clambering upon the vehicle, while Mr. Golyadkin junior did his utmost 
to dislodge him. [. . .] At last our hero succeeded in climbing into the cab, [. . .] his right 
hand clutching the very shabby fur collar of his depraved and exasperated foe [. . .] It 
seemed to Mr. Golyadkin that what was happening to him was somehow familiar. One 
instant he tried to remember whether he had had a presentiment of it the day before, in 
a dream, for instance . . .” (Ibid., pp. 107–108). It is worth adding that throughout the whole 
of this scene “The snow was falling in heavy flakes [. . .] It was foggy and nothing could be 
seen” (Ibid., p. 108), just like the night of meeting the double.

90. Ibid., p. 27, p. 30.
91.  Ibid., p. 129.
92. Ibid., p. 121. The first scene: “Or, rather, he saw nobody and looked at nobody . . . but, 

moved by the same spring which had sent him dashing into the midst of a ball to which 
he had not been invited, he moved forward [. . .]” (Ibid., p. 27). When he finds himself 
before Klara Olsufyevna: “There is no doubt whatever that he would, with the utmost 
delight, without winking an eyelid, have sunk through the earth at that moment; but 
what has once been done cannot be recalled . . . can never be recalled.” (Ibid., p. 27). This 
very phrase (“When he reached his carriage and was about to get into it, Mr. Golyadkin 
inwardly uttered a desire to sink into the earth, or to hide in a mouse hole together with 
his carriage” (Ibid., p. 21)), familiar to us from the first visit of state councillor Golyadkin, 
is repeated in the description of the second ball.

93. Ibid., p. 96.
94. Ibid., p. 116.
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 95. “Mr. Golyadkin was petrified with astonishment, and for the moment he could 
not speak. [. . .] to talk of a family resemblance when he could see himself as in a looking-
glass!” (Ibid,. p. 44).

 96. Ibid., p. 2.
 97. Ibid., pp. 72–73.
 98. Ibid., p. 120. Another quite peculiar reflection appears in the last scene at the ball. 

Having got lost, at a critical moment Golyadkin suddenly notices that there is “a good-
sized patch of something white on his Excellency’s boots” (Ibid., p. 120). Then he realizes 
that they are part of the boots, and recalls that “in artists’ studios [. . .] such a reflected light 
is called a rib of light” (Ibid., p. 121). This speck is perhaps also a way of concentrating the 
readers’ attention.

 99. On the Romantic idea of the Doppelganger, see Brandes, Georg. Main Currents in 
Nineteenth Century Literature, William Heinemann: London, 1901–05. On the tradition of 
doubles in literature, see: Miller, Karl. Doubles: Studies in Literary History. Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1985.

100. “[. . .] if one were to set them side by side, nobody, absolutely nobody, could have 
undertaken to distinguish which was the real Golyadkin and which was the counterfeit, 
which was the old one and which was the new one, which was the original and which was 
the copy.” (The Double, p. 42). On the doubles in Dostoevsky, see: Chezhevsky, Dmitry. 
“The Theme of The Double in Dostoevsky” in Dostoevsky. A Collection of Critical Essays, 
ed. René Wellek, Englewood Cliffs, Prentice-Hall, 1962. Wellek, René: “Bakhtin’s View of 
Dostoevsky: ‘Polyphony’ and ‘Carnivalesque’ ” in Dostoevsky Studies, 1980, 1, pp. 31–99.

101. For an interpretation of Tolstoy’s dreams as a tool for achieving ‘the reality effect’ 
or to express ‘the truth of impressions’, see McSweeney, Kerry. “Dream Representation in 
Wuthering Heights, Crime and Punishment and War and Peace” in Symposium, Autumn 
2005, pp. 165, 176.

102. L. N. Tolstoy. War and Peace, pp. 567–568.
103. Ibid., pp. 568–569.
104. Ibid., p. 569.
105. Ibid., p. 569.
106. Ibid., p. 570.
107. Ibid., p. 568.
108. Ibid., p. 571.
109. Ibid., p. 572.
 110. Ibid., pp. 572–573.
 111. The Double, pp. 41–42.
112.  Ibid., p. 38.
113.  Ibid., p. 81.
114.  Ibid., p. 96, this is repeated several times throughout all 13 chapters.
115.  Ibid., p. 133.
116.  Ibid., p. 135.
117.  The Double, pp. 34–35.
118.  Ibid., p. 48. “Still pale and feeling that his brain was in a complete ferment, greatly 

perplexed as to what he ought to decide to do, Mr. Golyadkin sat down on the edge of 
the chair. [. . .] ‘Most likely it was imagination, or something else happened, and not what 
really did happen; or perhaps I went myself . . . and somehow mistook myself for some one 
else . . . in short, it’s an utterly impossible thing.’ ” (Ibid., pp. 63–64).

119.  Ibid., p. 37.
120. Ibid., p. 122. “ ‘I’ll keep apart as though it were not I,’ thought Mr. Golyadkin. ‘I’ll let 

it all pass; it’s not I, and that’s all about it; he’s separate too, maybe he’ll give it up too’ ” 
(Ibid., p. 69).

121.  Ibid., p. 128. “In this way, hesitating and seeking for the solution of his doubts, 
our hero ran to Semyonovsky Bridge; but while running to Semyonovsky Bridge he very 
rationally and conclusively decided to return. ‘It will be better so,’ he thought. ‘I had better 
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try the other tack, that is . . . I will just go—I’ll look on simply as an outsider, and that 
will be the end of it; I am simply an onlooker, an outsider—and nothing more, whatever 
happens—it’s not my fault, that’s the fact of the matter! That’s how it shall be now.’ ” 
(Ibid., p. 128).

122. Dostoevsky, A Writer’s Diary, p. 1184. Joseph Franck suggested that Dostoevsky 
was dissatisfied because of the poem’s “uncertain oscillation between the psychic and the 
supernatural”, which proves the persistence of Belinsky’s influence on writers.

123. Ibid., pp. 84–85.
124. “At the same time a new sensation took possession of Mr. Golyadkin’s whole being: 

agony upon agony, terror upon terror . . . a feverish tremor ran through his veins. [. . .] but 
his strange feeling, his strange, obscure misery he could not get rid of, could not shake 
off.” (Ibid., pp. 34–35). Or: “This was how Mr. Golyadkin’s enthusiasm found expression. 
Yet something was fretting in his brain, not exactly melancholy, but at times he had such 
a gnawing at his heart that he did not know how to find relief.” (Ibid., p. 48).

125. This tacit agreement between author and readers has been explored by Robert 
Belknap, although he examined it in the context of memory. Belknap argues that Dosto-
evsky used special techniques to influence his readers’ perception, ones that were similar 
to hypnotism: “As a moral and manipulative novelist, he [Dostoevsky—D.K.] was not con-
tent to describe precious memories. He was setting out to create them in his readers, and 
one technique he used calls to mind the works on hypnotism that I have sampled earlier 
in this chapter. The hypnotists had learned that repetition produces suggestion, and in the 
sixty sentences from The Brothers Karamazov [. . .] Dostoevsky used words directly relat-
ing to memory, permanence, or clarity sixty times. The theme of memory, rich as it was 
in meanings for him, became not only a central element of doctrine but also a powerful 
technique for fixing thoughts and feelings in his readers.” (Belknap, Robert L. The Genesis 
of The Brothers Karamazov: The Aesthetics, Ideology, and Psychology of Text Making. Evan-
ston: Northwestern University Press, 1990. [199] p. 87).

126. The seriousness of Dostoevsky’s attitude towards The Double is manifest in much 
of his creative biography over many years. In particular, Dostoevsky wrote to his brother 
from Tver in 1859, promising to send the revised version of The Double: “They will finally 
see what The Double is! [. . .] In a word, I’m challenging everybody to a battle (and finally, 
if I don’t revise The Double now, then when will I revise it? Why should I lose a superb 
idea, a great type in its social importance, which I was the first to discover and of which 
I was the herald?)” (Dostoevsky. Complete Letters. p. 380). The writer was unable to do this 
because of his debts to his publisher Stellovsky.

127. Scholars usually analyze the dreams that Dostoevsky’s heroes experience in his 
novels such as The Idiot or Crime and Punishment, novels in which, though remaining an 
important issue for Dostoevsky, the nightmare is not a major theme—unlike his early 
works. On the surprising similarity between dreams and reality in Crime and Punishment, 
see: Shaw, Thomas J. “Raskol’nikov’s Dreams”: Slavic and East European Journal 17/2 (Sum-
mer 1973) “The reality of the existence of the dream for both Raskolnikov and the reader 
is on the same plane as that of the ‘real events’ of the novel” (p. 135). He also notices that 
“there is no clear indication of the moment when he wakes up [. . .]”. On the absence of a 
clear-cut threshold between dream and reality in this dream, see also: Temira Pachmuss, 
“The Technique of Dream-Logic in the Works of Dostoevsky”: SEEJ, 4 (1960), pp. 231–232. 
However, these scholars do not consider investigation of the nightmare as a specific men-
tal state to be an important theme in Dostoevsky’s work.

128. On the great significance of Dostoevsky’s professional literary career throughout 
his life, see: Todd, W. M. III. “Dostoevsky as a Professional Writer”, The Cambridge Com-
panion to Dostoevskii. Ed. W. J. Leatherbarrow, Cambridge, 2002.

129. Mochulsky, tr. RST. 
130. Franck draws an analogy between The Double and the work of James Joyce: Frank, 

Joseph. Dostoevsky. A Writer in his Time. Princeton University Press, 2010, p. 102.
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131. The importance of his early works for understanding Dostoevsky has been recently 
emphasized by Simmons (Simmons, Ernest J. Dostoevsky—The Making of a Novelist. Sim-
mons Press, 2007, p. 4).

132. Among other ideological interpretations of this tale one could include the analysis 
of William J. Leatherbarrow (Leatherbarrow, William J. Fyodor Dostoevsky, Twayne Pub-
lishers Boston, 1981), in which he claims that Prokharchin is an expression of Dostoevsky’s 
disillusionment with abstract humanism (Chapter 3, the subchapter entitled ‘Idealism and 
Socialism in the works of the 1840s’).

133. Dostoevsky. “Mr Prokharchin” (henceforth “Mr Prokharchin”) in Poor Folk and 
Other Stories, tr. David McDuff. Harmondsworth, 1988. p. 224.

134.  Ibid., p. 229.
135.  Ibid., p. 221.
136. Ibid., p. 234.
137.  Tr. RST.
138. Tr. RST.
139. Annensky pointed out that Dostoevsky “knew how to open the abyss of horror” in 

everyday life.
140. “Mr Prokharchin”, p. 234.
141. Ibid., pp. 230–231. Gogolian allusions are never far from the author’s writing in 

“Mr Prokharchin”: ‘You, you—you’re stupid!’ Semyon Ivanovich muttered. ‘You could have 
your nose eaten off, but you’d eat it yourself with bread and never notice . . .’ (Ibid., p. 237).

142. Ibid., pp. 231–232.
143. Notably the idea that Dostoevsky’s early works were a mix of Gogol and Hoffman 

took root in literary criticism, even without reference to Belinsky. See: Herdman, John. 
“The Emergence and Development of the Double Theme” and “The Russian Double” in 
The Double in Nineteenth-Century Fiction, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990: “Yet if The Double 
(1846) was born of a marriage between Hoffman and Gogol [. . .]” (p. 6). Also significant is 
the fact that this author also perceives The Double as a ‘comic’ book. 

144. Grossman, Leonid. Dostoevsky, pp. 98–100. 
145. Mochulsky, Konstantin, Op. cit, p. 65. For example, this is what the author of the 

classic Dostoevsky biography Joseph Frank does, linking the hero of “The Landlady” not with 
Dostoevsky’s previous works but with the dreamer from White Nights (Franck, Op. cit., p. 
107).

146. Dostoevsky, “The Landlady” in Poor Folk and Other Stories (henceforth “The Land-
lady”), p. 162.

147.  Ibid., pp. 153–154.
148.  Ibid., p. 187.
149.  Ibid., pp. 154–155.
150.  It is interesting to note in how much more detail Dostoevsky describes experienc-

ing nightmares, in comparison with the Romantics such as Novalis: “Then he dreamed of 
regions far distant, and unknown to him. He crossed the sea with wonderful ease; saw 
many strange monsters; lived with all sorts of men, now in war, now in wild tumult, and 
now in peaceful cottages. Then he fell into captivity and degrading want. His feelings had 
never been so excited. His life was an unending tissue of the brightest colors. Then came 
death, a return again to life; he loved, loved intensely, and was separated from the object 
of his passion.” Henry of Ofterdingen: A Romance. From the German of Novalis, (Friedrich 
von Hardenberg.). (Cambridge: Published by John Owen, 1842), p. 24.

151. “The Landlady”, p. 155.
152. Ibid., p. 148.
153. Ibid., p. 152.
154. On Dostoevsky’s use of folk tales, see: Wigzell, Faith. “Dostoevsky and the Russian 

Folk Heritage” in The Cambridge Companion to Dostoevskii, Ed. William J. Leather barrow, 
Cambridge, 2002.

155. Ibid., pp. 166–167.
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156. For examples of studies that would have had good reason to be alert to the 
importance of the nightmare for Dostoevsky because of its relevance to the topic of their 
research, see: Katz, Michael B. Dreams and the Unconscious in Nineteeth-Century Russian 
Fiction, University Press of New England, 1984; Scanlan, James P., Dostoevsky the Thinker, 
Cornell University Press, 2002.

157. To put it briefly, dialogue is the idea that any statement constitutes an address to 
the Other; polyphony is a method of constructing the novel in which the author does not 
have the dominant discourse in the polemic or evaluation of the heroes.

158. Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 49.
159. Ibid., p. 43. “In the author’s field of vision, as an object of his visualization and rep-

resentation, there remains only pure self-consciousness in its totality.” (Ibid., p. 48). “Self-
consciousness, as the artistic dominant in the construction of the hero’s image, is by itself 
sufficient to break down the monologic unity of an artistic world—but only on condition 
[. . .] that the work itself observes a distance between the hero and the author.” (Ibid., 
p. 51). As a result “To the all-devouring consciousness of the hero the author can juxtapose 
only a single objective world—a world of other consciousness with rights equal to those of the 
hero.” (Ibid., pp. 49–50).

160. Ibid., p 40.
161.  Ibid., p. 40.
162. On “Bakhtin’s linguistic turn” see Hirschkop, K. “Bakhtin’s Linguistic Turn”, Dialo-

gism, 2001, No. 5–6, pp. 21–34. On Bakhtin’s view of the relations between language and 
mind and on the difference between his views and those of the Formalists, see: Holquist, 
Michael. Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World, London: Routledge, 1990, pp. 68, 76–77, 80 ff. 
Katerina Clark interprets Bakhtin’s reading of Dostoevsky in the following way: Dosto-
evsky and his protagonists “are all equally compounded of language” (Clark, Katerina 
and Holquist, Michael. Mikhail Bakhtin, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1984, p. 246. On Bakhtin’s dialogism, see: Morson, Gary Saul and Emerson, Caryl. Mikhail 
Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics. Stanford University Press, 1990, p. 80.

163. Emerson, Caryl. “Zosima’s ‘Mysterious Visitor’: Again Bakhtin on Dostoevsky, and 
Dostoevsky on Heaven and Hell” in A New Word on The Brothers Karamazov, ed. Robert 
L. Jackson, Evanston, 2004, p. 173. Attempts to argue that Bakhtin’s analysis and dialogue 
take silence into account do not seem entirely persuasive: Lock, Charles. “Bakhtin among 
the Poets: Towards a History of Silence”: Dialogism, 5/6 (2001), pp. 44–66. Moscow, Yazuki 
russkoi kul’tury.

164. Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 54.
165. The view that Ivan Karamazov’s prototype was Vladimir Solovyev, a famous Rus-

sian religious philosopher, emerged in literary circles after the publication of The Brothers 
Karamazov and is still welcomed by contemporary scholars of Dostoevsky’s work.

166. For a critique of Bakhtin’s concept of self-consciousness, see: Gasparov, Mikhail. 
“Bakhtin v russkoi kul’ture XXv.” in Izbrannye trudy, Moscow, Yazuki russkoi kul’tury, 
1997; Losev, Alexei Estetika vozrozhdeniya, Moscow, Musl’, 1978, p. 589; Batkin, Leonid. 
“Smekh Pantagruelya i filosofiya kul’tury” in Voprosy filosofii, 1967, no. 12. Bakhtin’s legacy 
and reception has been analyzed by: Emerson, Caryl. Creative Ways of Not Liking Bakhtin 
(Lydia Ginzburg and Mikhail Gasparov), University of Toronto Press, 2010. See also: Emer-
son, Caryl. “Dvadtsat’ let spustya” in Voprosy literatury, 2006, no. 2. 

167. Ibid., p. 64. It is very important to Bakhtin that Dostoevsky denies that he is a 
psychologist in his notebooks: “With utter realism to find the man in man . . . They call me 
a psychologist; this is not true. I am merely a realist in the higher sense, that is, I portray all 
the depths of the human soul.” (Ibid., p. 60), and later Bakhtin discusses why Dostoevsky 
was not fond of contemporary psychologists. It is worth adding to this discussion firstly, 
that psychology and its nascent scientific message thoroughly sickened the writer because 
of its primitivism and crude materialism. Secondly, it is possible that this reaction was 
influenced by echoes of Annenkov’s crude criticism of his psychologism, the memory of 
which could easily have prompted him to defend himself.
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168. “Self-consciousness as the dominant in the construction of a character’s image 
requires the creation of an artistic atmosphere that would permit his discourse to reveal 
and illuminate itself ” (Ibid., p. 64).

169. Dostoevsky’s early critics commented upon this feature of his prose: “One should note 
first of all that Dostoevsky was always concerned with cruelty and torment, in particular with 
regard to their attractiveness, and how one might end in the torment of lasciviousness.” These 
were the words of Nikolai Mikhailovsky shortly after Dostoevsky’s death in an article entitled 
“Cruel Talent” (Mikhailovsky, Nikolai. Tr. RST. “Zhestokii talant” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii 
F. M. Dostoevskogo. Vols. II and III. St. P. (1882), p. 184). In Itogi literatury XIX veka, Ovsya-
niko-Kulikovsky writes: “Dostoevsky had no rivals when it came to tormenting the souls 
and nerves of his readers”.

170. Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 77.
171.  Emerson, Caryl. The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin. Princeton University 

Press, 1998, p. 129. On Dostoevsky’s views, see: McReynolds, Susan. Redemption and the 
Merchant God: Dostoevsky’s Economy of Salvation and Antisemitism, Northwestern Univer-
sity Press, 2008.

172. The view that genre in Bakhtin and in Formalists is embedded largely in the 
Hegelian intellectual tradition is advocated by Michael Holquist (op. cit.) as well as Galin 
Tihanov. (Tihanov, Galin. “Bakhtin’s Essays on the Novel (1935–41): A Study of their Intel-
lectual Background and Innovativeness” in Dialogism, 1998, no. 1). Even if, as Gary Saul 
Morson insists, Bakhtin should not be interpreted in the context of deterministic theories 
due to Bakhtin’s rejection of “theoretism” (Morson, Gary Saul. “Bakhtin and The Present 
Moment” in American Scholar (Spring 1991, p. 205). 

173. Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 106.
174. Ibid., pp. 106, 119.
175. Ibid., p. 155.
176. Shklovsky, Victor. Bowstring: On the Dissimilarity of the Similar, tr. Shushan Avag-

yan, Dalkey Archive Press, 2011.
177. Gasparov, M. L. “The History of Literature as Creation and Research: The Case of 

Bakhtin” // Material from the International Scientific Conference 10th–11th November 2004: 
Russian Literature of the 20th/21st Centuries: Problems of Theory and Study Methodology. 
M.: Moscow State University Press, 2004; Shklovsky, Victor. Tetiva. O nechodstbe skhod-
nogo, Moscow, 1970. A critique of the menippea was developed by Leonid Batkin, as well 
as by René Wellek: “Bakhtin’s View of Dostoevsky: ‘Polyphony’ and ‘Carnivalesque’ ” in 
Dostoevsky Studies, 1980, 1, pp. 31–99; Peace, Richard. “On Rereading Bakhtin” in Modern 
Literature Review, 1993, 88, Part 1, where Peace calls Menippean Satire “a wide Procrustean 
bed” (p. 139).

178. Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 143.
179. “Into this Menippean satire, a second satire is inserted—‘The Legend of the Grand 

Inquisitor,’ [. . .] And finally, there is an equally profound menippea in the conversation 
between Ivan Karamazov and the devil (the chapter: ‘The Devil. Ivan Fyodorovich’s Night-
mare’)” (Ibid., p. 156).

180. Ibid., p. 157.
181. Bakhtin’s argument about the genesis of the menippea in Dostoevsky’s oeuvre is 

heavily dependent on his all-embracing definition of the genre: one need not be familiar 
with any concrete examples of the menippea to fall under its spell, because the menip-
pea is omnipresent in world literature: “To say that carnival and its later derivatives [. . .] 
exercised a direct and vital influence on Dostoevsky is difficult [. . .] Carnivalization acted 
on him, as on the majority of other eighteen- and nineteenth-century writers, primarily 
as a literary and generic tradition whose extraliterary source, that is, carnival proper, was 
perhaps not even perceived by him in any clearly precise way.” (Ibid., pp. 156–157).

182. Ibid., p. 157.
183. Ibid., p. 117. Still the critic constantly senses the active resistance of his material and 

tries to explain it. For example, in the following instance, the problem of the correlation 
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between Dostoevsky’s works and the concept of the menippea being incomplete—to 
put it mildly—is attributed by Bakhtin to irony, which is eventually also declared to be 
a feature of the genre: “One could even say that the genre of the menippea reveals here 
its greatest potential, realizes its maximum. [. . .] Dostoevsky was not writing a parody 
on the genre; he was using it in its straightforward sense. However, it should be noted that 
the menippea—and this includes also its oldest antique forms—to some extent always 
parodies itself. This element of self-parody is one of the reasons for the extraordinary vital-
ity of the genre.” (Ibid., pp. 141–142).

184. “[. . .] there appears for the first time what might be called moral-psychological 
experimentation: a representation of the unusual, abnormal moral and psychic states 
of man—insanity of all sorts [. . .] split personality, unrestrained daydreaming, unusual 
dreams, passions bordering on madness, suicides, and so forth. These phenomena do not 
function narrowly in the menippea as mere themes, but have a formal generic signifi-
cance. Dreams, daydreams, insanity destroy the epic and tragic wholeness of a person and 
his fate: the possibilities of another person and another life are revealed in him, he loses 
his finalized quality and ceases to mean only one thing; he ceases to coincide with himself. 
Dreams are common in the epic as well, but there they are prophetic, motivating, caution-
ary—they do not take the person beyond the bounds of his fate and his character, they do 
not violate his integrity. Of course, this unfinalizability of a man, his noncoincidence with 
himself, are still rather elementary and embryonic in the menippea, but they are openly 
there and permit us to look at a person in a new way. This destruction of the whole-
ness and finalized quality of a man is facilitated by the appearance, in the menippea, of a 
dialogic relationship to one’s own self (fraught with the possibility of split personality).” 
(Ibid., pp. 116–117). Leaving aside the issue of how everything said here about borderline 
states and passions relates specifically to the menippea and not to Greek tragedy, let us 
note a rare instance when Bakhtin admits that dialogicality can be dangerous and not 
just imbued with a humanistic message. The attempt of a philosopher living in a Stalinist 
nightmare to advocate a humanistic universe certainly evokes respect. But the selection 
of Dostoevsky as his material was not an obvious choice.

185. Ibid., p. 54.
186. Bakhtin uses the phrase “moral experiments” (Ibid., pp. 116, 117) and in particular 

defines A Meek One as an “anacrisis with moral experiments” (p. 207; p. 204). On cruelty 
in Dostoevsky’s prose, his heroes’ suffering, voyeurism and “double thoughts”, see: Morson, 
Gary Saul. “Misanthropology” in New Literary History, 1996, 27:1. “In Dostoevsky’s novels, 
suffering, shame, torture and death usually take place before a crowd of spectators, who 
indulge the quintessential social act of gaping. In Dostoevsky, the first sign of our essential 
sociality is that we are all voyeurs. In his scandalous scenes, the spectators stare at a suf-
ferer, who in turn watches how they watch him.” (pp. 62–63). “One reason we want to read 
newspapers when they appear, and follow a trial while it is going on, is that closeness in 
time to horror makes us virtual witnesses of it. We need to feel that the crunch of bones, 
the flaying of skin, and the sort of humiliation “one experiences only in nightmares” are 
still taking place, or, at least, that its effects still linger. Inquiring people want to know.” 
(p. 64).

187. Bakhtin, Op. cit., p. 54.
188. Ibid., p. 54.
189. Ibid., p. 105.
190. Bakhtin’s position has been criticized by several scholars beginning with Lydia 

Ginzburg, I will not enter into a detailed discussion here. However, it is revealing that 
Bakhtin can rarely call these ideas anything other than the names of Dostoevsky’s heroes, 
who are numerous in their ranks (this impression is reinforced when it transpires that in 
Bakhtin’s imagination Dostoevsky’s heroes are grouped into “parodying doubles”: “Parody-
ing doubles have become a rather common phenomenon in carnivalized literature. They 
find especially vivid expression in Dostoevsky—almost every one of the leading heroes 
of his novels has several doubles who parody him in various ways: for Raskolnikov there 
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are Svidrigailov, Luzhin, and Lebeziatnikov; for Ivan Karamazov—Smerdyakov, the devil, 
Rakitin. In each of them (that is, in each of the doubles) the hero dies (that is, is negated) 
in order to be renewed (that is, in order to be purified and to rise above himself ).” (Ibid., 
pp. 127–128).

191. According to Bakhtin, the Socratic dialogue was built upon carnival foundations, 
his heroes were ideologists, and from this dialogue Menippean satire emerged as a special 
genre, the testing of truth through discourse. At the same time the fantastic nature of Meni-
ppean satire “is subordinated to the purely ideational function of provoking and testing a 
truth”, at times verging upon “slum naturalism”. On carnivalization in Dostoevsky’s writings, 
see: Ibid., pp. 122–125. The idea of the carnival found a more complete development in 
another work by Bakhtin: M. M. Bakhtin tr. Hélène Iswolsky. Rabelais and His World.

192. “In his works Dostoevsky makes almost no use of relatively uninterrupted histori-
cal or biographical time, that is, of strictly epic time; he “leaps over” it, he concentrates 
action at points of crisis, at turning points and catastrophes, when the inner significance 
of a moment is equal to a “billion years,” that is, when the moment loses its temporal 
restrictiveness. In essence he leaps over space as well, and concentrates action in two 
“points” only: on the threshold (in doorways, entrance ways, on staircases, in corridors, and 
so forth), where the crisis and the turning point occur, or on the public square, whose sub-
stitute is usually the drawing room [. . .], where the catastrophe, the scandal takes place. 
Precisely this is his artistic conception of time and space. He often leaps over elementary 
empirical norms of verisimilitude and superficial rational logic as well. This is why he finds 
the genre of the menippea so congenial.” (Ibid., pp. 149–150).

193. Ibid., p. 154. 
194. Astrov, V. “Dostoevskij on Edgar Allan Poe” in American Literature, v. XIV (1942).
195. As quoted in: Marks, Steven G. How Russia Shaped the Modern World: From Art to 

Anti-Semitism, Ballet to Bolshevism, Princeton University Press, 2004, p. 72. On the hostile 
reception of Dostoevsky by English Modernist writers, see: Kaye, Peter. Dostoevsky and 
English Modernism 1900–1930, Cambridge University Press, 1999.

196. Bakhtin. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 53. Pankov, Nikolay. “Everything 
else depends on how this business turns out”: Mikhail Bakhtin’s dissertation defense as 
real event, as high drama and as academic comedy” in Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, Ed. 
K. Hirschkop and D. Shepherd, Manchester University Press, 2001, p. 53. Leonid Batkin also 
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CHAPTER FOUR

INTERPRETATION OF THE NIGHTMARE: THOMAS MANN. 
JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS

The dream was of a place unknown to Margarita—
hopeless, dismal, under the sullen sky of early spring. In 
the dream there was this ragged, fleeting, grey sky, and 
under it a noiseless flock of rooks. Some gnarled little 
bridge, and under it a muddy spring runlet. Joyless, 
destitute, half-naked trees. A lone aspen, and further 
on, among the trees, beyond some vegetable patch, a 
little log structure—a separate kitchen, a bathhouse, 
devil knows what it was! Everything around somehow 
lifeless and so dismal that one just longed to hang one-
self from that aspen by the bridge. Not a puff of breeze, 
not a movement of the clouds, and not a living soul. 
What a hellish place for a living man!

And then, imagine, the door of this log structure 
is thrown open, and he appears. Rather far away, but 
clearly visible. He is in tatters, it is impossible to make 
out what he is wearing. Unshaven, hair dishevelled. 
Sick, anxious eyes. He beckons with his hand, calling 
her. Gasping in the lifeless air, Margarita ran to him 
over the tussocks, and at that moment she woke up.

Mikhail Bulgakov

Besides an interest in nightmares, there is another similarity between 
our three authors: Gogol, Dostoevsky and Thomas Mann (who admired 
Dostoevsky and had read Gogol). Nikolai Gogol was famously super-
stitious, a characteristic he probably inherited from his devout parents 
who believed in prophetic dreams. Fyodor Dostoevsky believed 
in his own ability to foretell the future—this may be why occasionally 
his heroes have prophetic dreams. Thomas Mann believed that he 
was born under a lucky star, indicated by the alignment of constella-
tions on the day of his birth. He compared himself in this respect to 
Goethe and, as we know from Mann’s correspondence, his version 
of Joseph—the handsome and remarkable dreamer, Jacob’s favourite 
son, born of his pious wife Rachel, the son whose envious brothers 
threw him in a well then sold him into slavery in Egypt where, many 
years later, he was able to decipher the Pharaoh’s dreams and save 
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the great nation from famine, and thus was inestimably elevated to 
sit at the right hand of the Pharaoh—was deliberately given the same 
star sign as Mann himself. Mann believed in the magic of numbers and 
dates in his biography and thought that he was endowed with the gift 
of prophecy, at least as far as his own personal fate was concerned. 
According to the memoirs of his son Golo, 7 was his lucky number. 
For example, he himself once predicted in an autobiographical essay 
that he would die when he was seventy years old.

In the Jaws of History

No wonder, for it is a descent into hell! Down it goes, hurling us, ashen-
faced, into the dark depths, deep into that well of the apse whose gorge has 
never been plumbed.

Why do we turn pale now? Why is our heart pounding, not just since 
we set out, but since receiving our first instructions to break camp, and 
not just out of desire, but very much with apprehension in our bones as 
well? Is not the past the storyteller’s element, the air he breathes, a tense to 
which he takes like a fish to water? [. . .] Surely because the element of the 
past, by which we are customarily carried farther, even farther, is a different 
past from the one into which we now begin our trembling descent: life’s past, 
the world that was, the dead world to which—deeper, even deeper—our 
life will one day belong and to which its beginnings are already consigned 
to considerable depths. Granted, to die means to lose time and be hurled 
out of it, but in return to gain eternity and a timeless present, and thus, for 
the first time, real life. For the essence of life is presentness, and only by 
means of myth does it represent its mystery in past and future tenses. That, 
as it were, is life’s popular method for revealing itself, whereas the mystery 
belongs to the initiated. [. . .] When as adventurous storyteller we plunge 
into the past, we taste death and the knowledge of it—that is, the source of 
both our desire and our ashen-faced apprehension.1

The mere thought of the infinite depth of the gaping mouth of the well, 
the snout of the all-consuming funnel, makes our head spin; this funnel 
draws us to it in defiance of our instinct for self-preservation and common 
sense; we suffer a feeling of agonizing curiosity and the characteristic 
palpitations, that frequent companion of the nightmare, the horror of 
the netherworld lying in wait down there . . . Is it coincidence that we 
find this image that is so familiar to us in Thomas Mann’s description 
of the feelings we experience when immersed deep in time, going back 
to the beginning of human history? Where does this descent take us? 
What is the source of this frightened ghastliness that makes our heart beat 
so furiously, like any dreamer caught in the clutches of a nightmare? Why 
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did Mann feel the need to fill his poetic description of narrative history 
with all these familiar elements of nightmare hypnotics?

In his novel Joseph and His Brothers Thomas Mann comes back many 
times to the idea that the beginning of history, the descent back through 
the ages, is a ‘journey into hell’. Of course he is not referring to a journey 
into Christian hell, but rather back into relic, primordial times, synony-
mous with the original nightmare populated by “flying lizards and ravening 
salamanders? That was not the Garden of Eden; that was hell.”2 At the 
beginning of history, lost in the mists of time when there were no begin-
nings, there was a catastrophe.

And it surely becomes ever more certain that in its dreams—shapeless, yet 
constantly reshaped in fabulous forms—human memory reaches back to 
incredibly ancient catastrophes, traditions of which, fed by later and smaller 
events of a similar sort, found a home among various peoples, giving rise 
to that same series of backdrops that lure and excite the wanderer through 
time.3

The idea of viewing the history of humanity as a history of catastrophes 
never left Mann. The shadow of fascism that loomed while he was working 
on the novel may have served as a justification for the similarity between 
history and the materialized nightmare; yet it does not definitively con-
clude the matter.

Mann’s intuition enabled him to go even further: indeed, going deep 
into history, we imitate the journey back in time. Recording history, 
‘ historio-graphia’, allows us to simulate the experience of time reversal—
of time flowing backwards. Is that not the attraction of history—that by 
simulating this journey back in time, against the natural flow, in com-
fortable conditions and without any obvious risk, we reproduce a deep, 
internal and irrational experience under the pretence of acquiring posi-
tive knowledge? As we go down into the depths of time we fall, in the 
strict sense of the word, out of our own time.

Perhaps this experience of conquering the nightmare through history 
is an attempt to tame and rationalize it, which Paul Ricœur might have 
better reasons to consider the basics of historiography.4 It is not an imme-
diate fear of death that draws us to history, an idea that was debated a 
great deal among European intellectuals from Wilhelm von Humboldt 
and Friedrich Nietzsche to Lucien Febvre, but rather an endeavour to 
control a different, no less important internal uncontrollable experience 
of the nightmare, which is as close to madness as it is to death. Could this 
be one of the sources of the ‘historical feeling’?
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There is one more surprising similarity to be found between history 
and the nightmare in Thomas Mann’s work: the jaws of the well of time 
spew out monsters. The products of the nightmare—monsters with ani-
mal heads on human bodies—are in fact . . . ancient gods!

It was that past, shaped by deep, mythic, theological processes leading to its 
spectral and supernatural spiritualization, that became the present and an 
object of devout veneration in the form of certain animals—a few falcons 
and jackals [. . .]5

These sacred monsters, the horrors of mythology—Thoth, Anubis, ancient 
Lernaean Hydra, Typhon and the Minotaur—are all nightmares embod-
ied in mythology. From time immemorial this was how the nightmare was 
realized and acquired a distinct shape.6 This idea is close to Nietzsche’s 
thoughts about the “Apolline dream-state” being the initiator for the life 
of Greek gods:

This process is probably to be imagined as taking place gradually, so that, 
under the influence of the Apolline instinct (Trieb) for beauty, the Olympian 
divine order of joy developed out of the original, Titanic divine order of ter-
ror in a series of slow transitions, in much the same way as roses burst forth 
from a thicket of thorns.7

Thomas Mann, an admirer of Nietzsche, did not merely hint vaguely at 
such a connection: Jacob’s nightmare allows us to see how the god Anubis 
materialized from a dream to impart a terrible prophecy to Jacob, a proph-
ecy which he could only identify and comprehend long afterwards. In the 
same way that Osiris mistook Nephthys, the wife of the Red God of death, 
for his own wife Isis, and conceived Anubis with her, Jacob was deceived 
by his father-in-law Laban into laying down with the unattractive eldest 
sister Leah on his wedding night instead of the beautiful Rachel whom 
he married.

Let us now see how mythological monsters are born from the spirit of 
the nightmare, while ‘the sleep of reason brings forth monsters’:

It seemed to him [Jacob] as if he were still fleeing from home, or was fleeing 
yet once more; as if he must ride out into the red desert anew; and before 
him trotted that pointy-eared, dog-headed beast with its tail extended, and 
it turned to look at him and laugh. It was a matter of both still and once 
more—the situation that had once never quite developed had returned to 
find its fulfillment.

[. . .] The evil one loped ahead, winding its way between boulders and 
bushes, disappearing behind them, only to reemerge and look around. At 
one point it vanished, and Jacob blinked. No sooner had he blinked than 
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the animal was sitting in front of him on a stone, and it still had the head of 
an animal, that nasty dog’s head with its pointy ears erect and that almost 
beaklike protruding muzzle, the line of its mouth extending to the ears; but 
the body had a human shape down to its barely dusty toes—a boy’s slight, 
delicate body that was a pleasure to behold. [. . .] But along the god’s slender 
shoulders, across the upper part of its check and neck, was the beginning 
of hair that became a pelt the color of yellowish clay covering the dog’s 
head, with its broad cleft of a mouth and small malicious eyes—and it all fit 
together the way a foolish head has to fit a stately body, sadly debasing it, so 
that all the rest, that leg, that chest, might have been lovely, but certainly not 
with that head. And having ridden up close now, Jacob could smell in its full 
pungency the acrid jackal odor exuded, sad to say, by this dog-boy. And the 
strange sadness was complete when the broad mouth of the muzzle opened 
and the throaty labored voice began to speak: “Ap-uat, Ap-uat.”

“Don’t trouble yourself, son of Osiris,” Jacob said. “I know that you are 
Anup, the guide and opener of the ways. I would have been amazed not to 
have met you here.”

“It was a mistake,” the god said.
“How do you mean?” Jacob asked.
“They conceived me by mistake,” that laboring mouth said, “the Lord of 

the West and Nephthys, my mother.”8

Creatures like Anubis are frequent both in literary texts and in our own 
nightmares. Werewolves, Anubis, ghosts, non-human monsters and other 
offspring of the nightmare such as Gogol’s nose are not horrifying simply 
because of their ugliness, but because they embody de-formity, a lack of 
form, and it is this de-formity that is so frightening in nightmares.

He was standing all alone at this spot, his heart heavy, his crooked staff 
clutched in his arm. Then he heard splashing not very far from the bank, 
and out of the flood seven shapes emerged—climbing on land were seven 
cows that must have been lying in the river [. . .]9

We are again faced with a distressingly strange image—the image of ‘seven 
shapes emerging from the river’, or to be more precise, out of the marshy 
rushes of the Nile. Is this not the same notion of de-formity that we have 
just discussed? Could it be that what we ‘see’ in nightmares, what Pharaoh 
eventually ‘saw’ in his nightmare and what the Old Testament has brought 
us is the mind’s way of depicting an image, of forming it into images and 
a way of ‘seeing’ what we are not capable of ‘seeing’? Perhaps these are 
not ‘forms’ or ‘images’ in the true sense of the word; indeed when we see 
unforgettably vibrant images in our dreams, it is their ‘emanation’ and 
their surprising vividness that are precious, as the Pharaoh’s Chief Cup-
bearer explains to Joseph.10
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Does this mean that it is not the image or its form itself that is impor-
tant, but our sensations which cannot be expressed in words or paintings 
and can only be conveyed by uniting the ununitable, so that their mon-
strous absurdity becomes so great as to make them ‘divine’ or ‘genius’? 
When describing the images of their nightmares, Gogol and Mann do not 
strive to describe the appearance of what we should ‘see’, but to repro-
duce, through images and words, the emotions that we are supposed to 
experience in order to evoke a particular aesthetic reaction—a mix of 
delight and horror, of attraction and revulsion.

This union of the ununitable—of a body part and a gentleman in “The 
Nose” and of the wonderful and the deformed in the image of Anubis—
brings us back to a special characteristic of the nightmare, namely its 
affinity with the sublime, which we mentioned in relation to the work 
of Lovecraft. This combined sense of ecstasy and horror which the night-
mare attempts to convey is, as we know, unconveyable. So do we truly 
remember these images, or does it just seem that way to us? Could these 
images and states of mind be the only means available to us that allows 
our mind to rationalize the nightmare?

When describing nightmares, Thomas Mann repeatedly returned to 
this combination of the wonderful and the deformed, to ecstasy mixed 
with horror and to that which is ‘beyond measure’. In Joseph’s nightmare 
when he is being carried up in the clutches of an eagle archangel, being 
‘raised up immeasurably’ to the heavenly throne, his heart “was full of ter-
rible joy.”11 At the climactic point of him being raised up Joseph’s hair and 
bones are aflame because of his immeasurable ecstasy. In another dream 
that enraged Joseph’s brothers terribly, in which sheaves of corn in a circle 
around Joseph’s sheaf in the center are bowing down to him, there is also 
“an eerie joy and a joyful eeriness.”12 This sublime combination of horror 
and ecstasy is also present in Abraham’s dream: “And a sleep came over 
him that was like no other, and he was seized with terror and darkness. 
For the Lord spoke to him in that sleep and let him see the distant place of 
the world and the nation that would go out from the seed of his spirit.”13 
Could it be that ‘that which is without measure’ is the most precise night-
mare formula and a way of conveying its inexpressibility?

Is this not why monsters—Anubis and the other non-humans filling 
the main roles of modern horror films—often incorporate incompatible 
elements in order to express something which cannot be expressed in 
any way other than combining a wild animal or bird’s head on a splendid 
specimen of a human body, or enormous strength with a rotting corpse? 
Could this explain the limited range of nightmare images that are never-
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theless being used very successfully by those tilling the fields of the hor-
ror genre?

Perhaps this is why hybrid images—the werewolf, Anubis, the living 
dead and other things that represent a union of the ununitable—lose 
something of their ‘terrible’, sublime, awful or wonderful nature as soon 
as we compose a description of them. Maybe the hypnotics we have been 
discussing is necessary to writers because the nightmare is indescribable 
and can only be reproduced indirectly; upon coming into contact with 
words the nightmare disintegrates into dust, just as an unearthed mummy 
will disintegrate when exposed to the air. If this is the case, the most we 
will ever succeed in doing is to retain only its principle, to convey its har-
rowing inexpressibility in only the most general terms, through uniting 
ununitable features.

We notice that, like many other nightmares experienced by protago-
nists in Thomas Mann’s novels, the nightmare about Anubis is constructed 
using all the characteristics of hypnotics we have seen so far: Jacob, who 
has stolen the birthright and blessing of his elder brother Esau, flees from 
his pursuers, we see the dreamer’s characteristic squinting and focused 
gaze which results in a jackal being transformed into a monster with a 
dog’s head, a god that unleashes a prophecy.

Jacob’s nightmare ends with the ‘dream consciousness’ reminiscent of 
one of the techniques of lucid dreaming which over the last fifteen years 
has transformed into a veritable industry (which will be discussed in the 
final chapter). When Anubis goes into detail about the sexual relations 
between Isis and the dead Osiris, Jacob resolves to wake up so he does not 
have to hear about it:

A man should best awaken at this point, Jacob thought. And in thinking it, 
he saw the god swing down from his stone and vanish – and the lurch of 
his standing up and vanishing were all one motion—and awakened to the 
starry night, the sheepfold at his side.14

Gaps in the Eternal Present

Interpretation [of a dream] is clear and intelligible, not 
some aulasaukaulala.

Thomas Mann15

Thomas Mann was not deceiving his readers when he promised them that 
prophetic nightmares—“grand and childish dreams”—were the basis of 
his work. Gloomy and terrible, ominously baring the future, they foretell 
all the significant events in the novel—and in the Old Testament.
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So how does Thomas Mann explain prophecy? His main line of argu-
ment relates to the idea of the Eternal Present:

[. . .] the mystery, that is, of an endless past in which every origin proves to 
be just an illusory stopping place, never the final goal of the journey, and its 
mystery is based on the fact that by its very nature the past is not a straight 
line, but a sphere. The line knows no mystery. Mystery lies in the sphere. 
But a sphere consists of complements and correspondences, a doubled half 
that closes to a unity; it consists of an upper and a lower, a heavenly and 
an earthly hemisphere in complement with one another as a whole, so that 
what is above is also below and whatever may happen in the earthly portion 
is repeated in the heavenly, the latter rediscovering itself in the former. This 
corresponding interchange of two halves that together build the whole of 
a closed sphere is analogous to another kind of objective change: rotation. 
The sphere rolls: that is the nature of the sphere. In an instant top is bottom 
and bottom top, if one may even speak in the generalities of bottom and 
top in such a case. It is not just that the heavenly and the earthly recog-
nize themselves in each other, but thanks to spherical rotation the heavenly 
also turns into the earthly, the earthly into the heavenly, clearly revealing, 
indeed yielding the truth that gods can become human and that, on the 
other hand, human beings can become gods again.16

Just as many of Bakhtin’s contemporaries were enthralled by the idea of 
the dialogue, Thomas Mann was captivated by another major idea of his 
time known as the Eternal Present which was considered a special form of 
perceiving time, characteristic of the mythological consciousness.17

The idea of the eternal present was important for explaining the spe-
cial logic of the myth, for identifying the laws governing the mythological 
consciousness. Interest in these ideas coincided with the emergence of 
mythology as a particular discipline. The illogicality of the myth is dif-
ferent to the illogicality of history. Myths are striking not only in their 
lack of logic but also in their bold ideas or images which do not yield to 
any logic, which oppose and contrast logical reasoning. Seeking this logic 
was the focus of Thomas Mann’s analysis. Like his contemporaries—such 
as, for example, the German Neo-Kantian philosopher Ernst Cassirer— 
Thomas Mann was particularly engaged by the issue of the logical content 
of mythological thinking:

The sphere rolls, and one can never determine where a story has its first 
home: in heaven or on earth. Truth is served by stating that all stories take 
place both there and here, simultaneously and in correspondence. Only to 
our eyes does it look as if they might have first come down from on high 
and then ascended again. Stories descend, as when a god becomes man, are 
made earthly and bourgeois, so to speak.18



 interpretation of the nightmare: thomas mann 201

The very term ‘eternal present’, by emphasizing its unchanging nature, 
prevents us from thinking about any other characteristics of mythological 
time. Surely the process of slipping back in time helped Mann’s heroes to 
confuse their own lives with myths. But the turning back of time is only 
possible when time is ruptured, when its irreversible flow into the future 
is interrupted.

The image of a rolling sphere was Thomas Mann’s metaphor of choice 
for describing the eternal present. The turning of the ball, which eradicates 
the difference between the high and the low, the earthly and the heavenly, 
relies upon the idea of the continuous present, and denies the notion of 
its possible rupture. Yet is it not as a result of one such rupture that Joseph 
was able to ‘dreamily forget’ about how many generations separate him 
from his ancestor, the “man of Ur”, and to imagine himself being the man 
of Ur which, from Mann’s perspective, constituted the most important 
feature of the mythological consciousness?

We all experience the discontinuity of internal time in our daily lives, 
when dreaming, but also when we faint or lose consciousness, and in 
situations either asleep or awake when suddenly ‘everything goes dark’. 
Let us call to mind Mr. Golyadkin with his famous ‘fallings out of time’. 
Amnesia and epileptic fits are also forms of time rupture. After losing con-
sciousness we ‘come to’ but still retain the memory of our personality as a 
whole. However, could this be considered reliable evidence of the conti-
nuity of time? Where is it that we return to, at what point in our personal 
time—do we return to our future? Or our present? Or our past? What 
happened to the time which we have ‘slept through’, ‘missed’, let slip—in 
other words, has a part of time flowed past us that we cannot remember? 
Could this rupture eliminate or devour our time?

Mann spends a great deal of time in Joseph and His Brothers reflecting 
on the different degrees of richness or speed that time can adopt, and on 
its different nature at different periods:19

[. . .] earthly time’s meaning, gravity, and fullness have not always and 
everywhere been one and the same; despite all the objectivity of Chaldean 
measurement, the size of time is uneven. Six hundred years in those 
days and under that sky did not signify what they do to our history in 
the West.20

Yet the idea of heterogenous time that can flow backwards, causing its 
individual moments to fall from it does not logically follow from the con-
cept of the eternal present. On the contrary, the notion of heterogeneity 
and inconstancy points towards the idea of rupture.
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It should be added that, being absorbed in his reconstruction of the 
mythological consciousness, Thomas Mann viewed his task as freeing his 
novel from linear temporality. His refusal to adhere to ‘natural chronol-
ogy’ was an important compositional principle which the writer employed 
with conscious deliberateness; he discusses this issue in detail in a lecture 
entitled “Joseph and his brothers”.

The Nightmare Temporal Horizon

The idea of the Eternal Present was important to Thomas Mann because 
it demonstrated the interchangeability of legends about events in the past 
and prophecy about the future. The writer considered it the root of “the 
idea of reincarnation”21—an idea which provided him with an explana-
tion of how the adepts of the mythological consciousness could believe 
that gods could become people and vice versa. It is this idea which allows 
the mythological and ordinary mortals—the protagonists of Mann’s 
novel—to identify with one another. The latter recognize themselves in 
the legend and strive to continue it in their own lives so as to ‘more fully 
reveal and realize themselves’:

[. . .] a view of life, that is, that sees the task of individual existence as 
pouring the present into given forms, into a mythic model founded by one’s 
forefathers, and making it flesh again.22

For example, for Esau, Jacob’s elder brother, “[. . .] both blessing and curse 
simply confirmed what was already so: that his character, that is, his role 
on earth, had been determined far in advance and that he had long been 
perfectly aware of both his character and his role. [. . .] it was his profes-
sion as a hunter that first suffused him with these feelings and this self-
understanding of his role as a sunburned son of the underworld. Just the 
reverse—or at least reversed to that extent—he had chosen his calling 
because it fit him, as a man formed by myth and obedient to the pat-
tern.”23

From the perspective of the present, “transparent to increasingly ancient 
pasts, which lose themselves in a divinity that, in still deeper depths of 
time, emerged out of humanity,”24 the myth acts as a link between his-
tory and prophecy, aided by the mind’s ability to perceive itself as the 
embodiment of a legend. In this way, the eternal present established a 
link between history and myth, and between history and prophecy.

However, there is a problem in that Joseph’s story is a new one. Like 
Jacob’s story, it does not really contain a legend that can be repeated 
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and passed on; it is as unique as the dreams of Pharaoh which Joseph 
interpreted. Even the tale of Osiris, the dismembered and resurrected god 
who often occupied the thoughts of Thomas Mann’s Joseph, was far too 
abstract and too remote to match Joseph’s own original story. Therefore 
if we look to comprehend his prophetic dreams through the concept of 
the eternal present, which holds that legend and prophecy are one and the 
same thing, then the originality of dreams and events is obscured and we 
have reason to doubt their unique, fortuitous and singular nature. Indeed, 
in Mann’s opinion, this is the very mystery of nightmare prophecy.

Joseph’s dreams prophesy his whole future story, which is retold in the 
legend and the novel. Through his prophetic dreams he essentially becomes 
a spectator watching his own story, about himself and his  brothers.

[. . .] and is the human ego something closed sturdily in on itself, sealed 
tightly within its own temporal and fleshy limits? Do not many of the ele-
ments out of which it is built belong to the world before and outside of it? 
And is the notion that someone is no one other than himself not simply a 
convention that for the sake of good order and comfortableness diligently 
ignores all those bridges that bind individual self-awareness to the general 
consciousness? Ultimately, the idea of individuality stands in the same chain 
of concepts that includes unity and entirety, totality, universality; and the 
differentiation between human spirit in general and the individual spirit has 
not always had anything like the power over the mind that it has in today’s 
world [. . .]25

However, Mann’s interest was not limited to the relationship between 
individuality and the collective, nor the notion of the collective conscious-
ness that was fashionable at the time that Joseph and His Brothers was 
being written. He also contemplates the unity of subject within one’s own 
personal temporal horizon:

For Jacob is said to have lived one hundred and six years, and though his 
mind did not know that, his flesh and the soul of his flesh knew it, and so 
the seven years ahead of his were, though certainly not so brief as in God’s 
eye, definitely not so long as they would be for someone who would live to 
be only fifty or sixty, and so his soul could envision those years of waiting 
more calmly.26

One of our fundamental abilities as rational beings is the ability to fore-
see the future by analyzing past events. If we assume that the future 
depends on and begins in the present, and is not disconnected from the 
present, then is foreseeing or predicting it simply a result of good luck? 
Skill? Method? Chance? Or could it result from the special nightmare tem-
porality? Let us think back to Golyadkin who, as we are repeatedly told, 
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knew before what awaited him, and the artist from “Nevsky Prospect” 
who knew about and mistrusted the terrible dénouement that was to 
come. The terror of the nightmare unmasks their self-deception. Follow-
ing Edmund Husserl’s notion of the unity of the temporal horizon of the 
consciousness, does this mean that the future is always with and in us, 
and that its unpredictability might result from a kind of unwillingness, 
carelessness or lack of responsibility?

It would seem that Thomas Mann is hinting that the nature of proph-
ecy is linked to the boundaries of the human individuality in time—past, 
present and future. This intuition that legend and prophecy are united 
and encapsulated in the word “once”27 is extremely important if we are to 
understand Thomas Mann’s explanation of prophecy as “where the orig-
inal home of his stories was, above or below? They are the present of 
the rotating sphere, the unity of what is twofold, the statue that bears the 
name ‘Simultaneous.’ ”28 “Simultaneous” is linked to an individual’s unity 
as a biological entity and as a consciousness enclosed within the horizon 
of one’s own temporality, which corresponds to its biological form. In this 
sense in our consciousness the future and the past always exist alongside 
the present, and consequently certain isolated features of its individual 
future are also constantly present with us.

This idea is evocative of a famous passage from Ideas (1913) by Edmund 
Husserl, where the great phenomenologist discusses the consciousness 
that “gives itself out as prophetic”.

But, in principle, a prophetic consciousness (a consciousness which gives 
itself out as prophetic) is conceivable, one in which each character of the 
expectation, of the coming into being, stands before our eyes, as, for example, 
when we have a precisely determined plan and, intuitively imagining what 
is planned, accept it lock, stock, and barrel, so to speak, as future  reality.29

This Husserlian idea proceeds logically from the concept of there being a 
single temporal horizon within the mind and the simultaneous presence 
of one’s past, present and future.

Although we have no evidence that Thomas Mann was familiar with 
Husserl’s texts first-hand, it is possible that Mann may have heard echoes 
of his arguments from the Munich representatives of phenomenology. 
Certainly, the ideas from which phenomenology arose were an important 
part of the writer’s intellectual environment.

Astute attention, strained by a sense of danger, distress and fear, 
conquers the mind as it stares into the void of the nightmare whirl-
wind. The rotating whirlwind violates our habitual sense of time, 
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breaking into the catastrophic nightmare temporality. Waking up 
from a nightmare can precipitate a prophecy or madness. The inabil-
ity to influence these transformations that lie beyond reason and will 
conditions the horror of the nightmare and the animalistic fear we 
experience when dreaming it.

Mann was certainly aware that this experience fundamentally under-
mines our ability to differentiate between nightmare and the reality of 
life, that it calls into question the differences between these realms and 
that it turns life into literary reality in the same way that books pour 
life into literature. The nightmare is an internal experience of rewind-
ing life, the transformation of its unique temporality and, possibly, 
the fear of losing one’s lifetime. Another process of the nightmare, 
which Mann contemplates a great deal, involves transforming life into 
history by turning it into the past. The reversed nightmare temporal-
ity can bring about the inverted process of turning living flesh into 
death; in this sense the nightmare is a rehearsal of madness and the 
repetition of the future. It is terror before the abyss of the limitless, 
irrational and indifferent timelessness of eternity.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE NIGHTMARE OF CULTURE

All my mortal frame groans, sensing the gigantic 
growth of the fruits whose seed we have sown in this 
life, without seeing clearly and without perceiving 
what horrors will arise from them . . .

Nikolai Gogol
Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends

“Dad, you’re a monster!” Our amazement was hard to quantify.
“What’s the matter, Dad?” our child was amazed in turn, looking 

at our faces and evidently sensing something untoward. “It’s a compli-
ment! Don’t you know that’s how people talk?”

Of course we didn’t know—it would never have occurred to us to 
speak to our parents like that when we were children. The shock would 
probably not have been so great if the invasion of this linguistic norm 
into our lives had happened in different, less personal circumstances.

The transformation of monsters—vampires, witches, werewolves, or 
any kind of non-humans—into a modern aesthetic ideal acts as daily 
and indisputable proof of the global turning point which culture has 
passed through.

Having broken away from both the religious and scientific explana-
tions of the world, these monsters have now conquered our imagination 
and captivated literature, the creative media and video games. Non-
humans—the main superstar characters of today—have ensured that 
people are no longer part of the creative vision of writers, producers 
and artists. The fact that non-humans have gone from ‘auxiliary char-
acters’ to become the main heroes, the first voice narrators whose 
lives direct the narrative is an important trend in contemporary cul-
ture, and which I call the Gothic Aesthetic.

One thing should be made very clear: non-human monsters are not 
people, nor are they allegories of human virtues and vices like the 
foxes, lions and mice that appear in fairytales and fables. Equally they 
are not protagonists from the menippea. Non-humans deny the signifi-
cance of humans for arts and literature. They represent an opposition 
to humans and through this have succeeded in winning the uncondi-
tional favour of the public and critics alike.



210 chapter five

This is not to say that non-human monsters have not existed in 
the literature of other epoches. But previously, fantastical beings or 
various personifications of the forces of evil—such as the devils in 
Gogol’s Ukrainian Tales, Goethe’s Mephistopheles or Bram Stoker’s 
Dracula—always opposed the main hero, who was a human. They 
were allotted subordinate roles, as the source of miraculous events, 
the personification of evil temptation or a reward for virtue. The 
human hero made choices and determined the action of the plot, 
and the presence of monsters enabled his vices and virtues to be dis-
played with greater clarity and contrast. Human actions and dramas, 
rather than those of monsters, were at the center of the writer’s 
and readers’ attention in these works. Crucially, the nature of these 
devils or of Mephistopheles was not incomprehensible or mysterious: 
their existence was rationalized by Christian dogma.

However, works permeated with the Gothic Aesthetic dem-
onstrate no attempt to give any thought to what the nature of 
monsters might be. In science fiction, for example, scientific progress 
provides readers with a completely understandable, rational explana-
tion for the fantastical events that are occurring in the plot, allowing, 
for example, H. G. Wells’ heroes to invent the elixir of life or make 
themselves invisible as a result of their scientific experiments. A 
clear example of the Gothic Aesthetic is Sergei Lukyanenko’s novel 
The Night Watch,1 in which the origins of werewolves and vampires 
are beyond any rational or religious explanation and are presented 
as unintelligible and mystical. For this author, as for many of his 
less successful fellow writers, the key point is to announce that the 
nature of these non-human monsters is fundamentally different from 
human nature and is in every way superior to it, as is emphasized by 
the descriptive title of their races. In The Night Watch vampires—the 
main heroes—are even called ‘the Others’—emphasizing the differ-
ence between their race and people.2

The Gothic Aesthetic is as alien to religion as it is to rationalism, 
and this constitutes its important difference to the majority of other 
styles. It expresses an utter disappointment in faith and progress, 
in both a divine beginning and scientific reason. The nature of evil 
is enigmatic and requires no explanation—such is the maxim of the 
Gothic Aesthetic.

Yet the presence of non-humans in the fiction, films, video games 
and music videos which we encounter on a daily basis is only the 
visible tip of the iceberg. While non-human monsters are symbols of 
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the Gothic Aesthetic, its idea and its aesthetic ideal, the nightmare 
represents its means of realization and self-expression. Filtered down 
into life through the works of great writers, the nightmare has been 
transformed into a cultural form and a cultural norm, into a stimulant 
and the object of mass consumer desire, into a requisite aspect to 
ensure the popularity of any project or product.

This brings us to another important feature of the Gothic Aesthetic: 
the nightmare occupies a prime position both in literary and the visual 
media products, becoming the only substance of the narrative, which 
immerses its audience in the nightmare state. 

Investigating the nightmare—its psychological sources and its cultural 
history—allows us to diagnose contemporary cultural conditions.

The History of Literature and the Nightmare

The deep impression made by the interview, was like 
that of a horror in a dream; that will not leave the room 
although we waken up, and rub our eyes, and force a 
stiff rigid smile upon our lips. It is there—there, cow-
ering and gibbering, with fixed ghastly eyes, in some 
corner of the chamber, listening to hear whether we 
dare to breathe of its presence to any one. And we dare 
not; poor cowards that we are!

Elizabeth Gaskell

There are common threads running through the Gothic aesthetic that 
directly link 19th-century writers to those writing today, allowing us to 
evaluate the work of classical writers anew. Sometimes by examining 
the mature stages of an intellectual or aesthetic movement, its acme, we 
are able to see its sources more clearly and identify its ultimate cultural 
results.3 The cultural significance of the Gothic Aesthetic in the 18th and 
19th centuries becomes apparent because of the role it plays in present-
day culture.

However, the chronological sequence of works pregnant with various 
features of the Gothic Aesthetic should not give readers the impression 
that their authors ‘belong to a single school of thought’. In some cases it 
is appropriate to talk about a continuity in their aims and ideas but not 
in others, for the formation of the Gothic Aesthetic sprang from diverse 
sources and took various paths.

Conceived in the mid-18th century, the Gothic Aesthetic soon faded 
in the shadow of its powerful rivals such as Romanticism and Realism, 
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and lurked in European culture until the particular conditions of the 20th 
century could again bring it back to the forefront of cultural life. In the 
depths of the Gothic Aesthetic, in the realm of the nightmare, the prox-
imity of non-human monsters to humans soon began to feel too close for 
comfort.

The Gothic novel is an important source of the Gothic Aesthetic. As 
literary critics confirm, it is characterized by the glorification of death, the 
enjoyment of images of destruction and a heightened focus on darkness 
and the horrors of the underworld.4 It is linked to a revival of interest in 
the barbaric Middle Ages, manifested in its admiration for the Gothic style 
in architecture and art as opposed to the aesthetic of the Enlightenment 
which is centered upon Renaissance and Classical art. In his works Walter 
Scott accentuated two important features of the Gothic novel that gave 
rise to the modern Gothic Aesthetic, namely doubting the perfection of 
human nature and criticizing the church.

Charles Robert Maturin’s novel Melmoth the Wanderer (1820),5 in which 
two important ideas were brought together for the first time, occupies a 
special place in the development of the Gothic Aesthetic. The first idea was 
an attempt to express the nightmare by means of a literary text, and the 
second was the choice to make the main hero of Melmoth the Wanderer 
a semi-monster6 who, thanks to a mysterious pact with the forces of 
evil, is able to bring the dead back to life, to divide space and to turn 
back time.

Full of phantasmagorical horrors and magnificence, Melmoth the Wan-
derer displays some elements of nightmare hypnotics. A flight comprises 
the main plot relating to the heroes in a narrative that is full of images 
that chill the soul, evoking despair and a sense of hopelessness. The heroes 
continually attempt to break out of the captivity of their nightmare cir-
cumstances, to escape. 

The confused chronology and composition of this huge novel has been 
the subject of much discussion among literary critics since its publication. 
Like with The Double, critics also commented on Maturin’s novel that 
despite the book’s countless faults, it is impossible not to read it through 
to the end.7 This novel contains ‘frame stories’—separate novellas that 
break up the already complex plot to such an extent that by the end of 
the 19th century in several editions of Maturin’s novel a note was actually 
appended, explaining to readers the ‘rationality’ of the author’s intention!8 
At the moment of the birth of the social sciences the glorified irrational-
ity of the structure of Melmoth the Wanderer could not fail to evoke great 
irritation. 
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Matters are complicated even further by the fact that the heroes of the 
novel have dreams that break off at will and freely seep from one night-
mare to another. Or at least at the end of the novel we discover that the 
heroes refer to the fantastical events of their lives as dreams. Just like in 
a nightmare, this novel sees the structures of causality disintegrating and 
the laws of nature collapsing; prophecies come true and one can walk 
through walls.9 The realism of Maturin’s writing style, which starkly con-
trasts the mysticism of the plot, has continually been a topic of interest 
from the time of Walter Scott onwards.

The novel begins with a description of a terrible portrait of Melmoth 
the Wanderer, the remote ancestor and namesake of the student John 
Melmoth. John Melmoth the younger is deliberately almost indistinguish-
able from his dreadful relative. He falls asleep while contemplating the 
portrait of his ancestor; he subsequently finds a manuscript from which 
he discovers part of the terrible story of the Wanderer and saves the Span-
iard from whom he learns the second part of this story.

The author uses the features of the novel’s main hero—the monstrous 
Melmoth the Wanderer who moves freely back and forth through time, 
from story to story, and from nightmare to nightmare—to convey the 
specific temporality of the nightmare, its unique dynamic. The Wanderer 
personifies the nightmare in both an ethical and temporal sense, thereby 
supplying the author with a powerful weapon for depicting the nightmare 
in a work of fiction. John Melmoth the younger provides a sense of unity 
in the narrative because it is he who dreams everything that takes place in 
the novel.

Maturin knows that time in the nightmare is reversible and discreet. 
Logically, in order to convey this special nightmare temporality the nar-
rative should break off, fast-forward and rewind in a way that reflects this 
flow of time. However, Maturin was held captive by a narrative that had 
not yet been ‘deconstructed’, and so time in the nightmare is forced to 
obey the chronology of the ‘outer world’. In effect there are two temporali-
ties in Maturin’s text, two hostile, mutually exclusive ways of perceiving 
time: the internal temporality of the nightmare and the external tempo-
rality of the linear, chronologically ordered narrative.

What scholars of the Gothic novel consider to be an unnecessarily ‘com-
plicated composition’ is actually his method of conveying the nightmare 
through discourse and accomplishing its embodiment in literature. The 
ruptures in the logic of the narrative and the conglomeration of ‘frame 
stories’, which break off at will, thereby impeding our understanding 
of the plot, are dreams, which spill over from one to the other without 
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any logic, just as they would in our sleep. The composition of the novel 
allowed Maturin to compress the timeline of the 500-page narrative into 
several days. Perhaps he wished to compress this external time even more 
but was unsuccessful in his attempt.10 A hundred years later, coinciding 
with the beginning of an acute crisis in the perception of historical time, 
Marcel Proust was to tackle this issue with much greater success; the 
framework of his novel was adjusted even more drastically as he struggled 
with the outer world’s linear time. In order to reproduce and convey the 
mental state of remembering he compressed the linear discourse of his 
novel into just a few moments.

The range of nightmare hypnotics and literary devices developed by 
Maturin found a wide array of uses in the works of Gogol and Dostoevsky,11 
as well as in works of contemporary fantasy writers.

In the mid-18th to early 19th centuries, literature saw the introduc-
tion of mythical motifs reminiscent of the nightmare into the novels of 
a whole series of authors. Yet in general, excluding Maturin’s work, the 
Gothic novel reflected the features of Gothic Aesthetic relatively poorly. 
The majority of representatives of this genre did not have enough cour-
age to break away from people—the central ideal of the anthropocentric 
aesthetic of Modernity. Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein exemplifies this 
tendency: the opposition between man and monster is clear cut, and has 
rightly been interpreted as an echo of the philosophical debates taking 
place at that time in England regarding the specificity of human nature.12 
Nevertheless her main hero is still a man, Dr. Frankenstein, and it is his 
emotions that are the focus of the readers’ and the writer’s attention, and 
he who tells the narrative in the first person. 

Despite the fact that the Gothic novel developed as a protest against 
the aesthetic of the Enlightenment,13 many authors who belonged to this 
trend were unable to turn away from their devotion to rationalism. A par-
ticularly notable example of this is the work of Ann Radcliffe. No matter 
how similar to true nightmares her novels may seem at the beginning, it 
always turns out that the terrible, irrational events they describe have a 
completely rational explanation. Characteristically, this ‘soft version’ of 
the Gothic Aesthetic enjoyed greater popularity and acceptance, perhaps 
precisely because of its incompleteness and vagueness. This popularity 
was apparent even when it seemed that the Gothic novel was gradually 
going out of literary fashion along with the beginnings of the Gothic Aes-
thetic, yielding first place to Romanticism and Realism.

Gogol’s work too occupies a special place in the history of the Gothic 
Aesthetic.14 Proof of Gogol’s involvement in the beginnings of the 
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Gothic Aesthetic can be found in the dispute which he, like other Gothic 
authors in this trend, had with his readers about the conventions of 
literature, the boundaries of literary texts and the possibility of surmount-
ing them, of destroying and negating them through horror. Gothic novel 
scholars consider the narrator’s inability to discern where reality ends 
and mysticism begins an important characteristic of this genre.15 Gogol 
projects this inability onto his readers, allowing them to differentiate one 
from the other only at his authorial command, so that he claims com-
plete control over their sense of reality. Despite all his experiments with 
the nightmare temporality, Maturin’s nightmare-dreaming hero remains 
a literary character, whereas Gogol moves his experiments into the con-
sciousness of his readers.

Gogol’s true innovation was transforming his ‘test subject reader’ into 
the main acting and feeling character of his narrative, its main hero.16 
Gogol’s contemporary readers were happy to meet the author’s requests; 
the reading public’s thirst for the improbable, the unusual and the extraor-
dinary was an important condition for the success of Gogol’s experiments. 
Readers were willing to yield to the author and become test subjects in 
order to encounter new, unknown emotions. Moreover, they had not 
yet grasped what literature is capable of and were only too pleased to 
become—albeit almost unconsciously—participants in a thoroughly 
bewitching design. Gogol was the first to reveal the full power of the liter-
ary nightmare’s impact on readers.

Interestingly, despite the differentiation between people and evil spir-
its in Gogol’s works, perceptive readers and Gogol’s biographer Nabokov 
saw looming Gothic non-human monsters everywhere and sensed his 
powerful ‘Gothic potential’. Nabokov hears the muttering of the mayor—
the hero of The Government Inspector—“engenders remarkable second-
ary beings that struggle to get into the front row,”17 he sees the way in 
which the Gogolian sentence “writhes as it gives birth to a quasi-human 
being.”18 Gogol’s language seems to him to be a breeding ground for non-
human monsters, where homunculi appear from perfectly ordinary words 
and Nabokov imagines a horde of “countless other little people bobbing 
throughout the book.”19 

In contrast to the trend of European 19th century literature which was 
to affirm its own significance, showing its ability to reflect and analyze 
the ‘truth of life’ or ‘social reality’, Gogol questions the fragility of the 
boundary between reality and the world of fiction and nightmare, query-
ing the basic principles of describing them which were not at all clear 
to him.20 
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Continuing the tradition of literary experiments with the nightmare, 
Dostoevsky radically challenges Gogol’s perspective. In his prose the 
nightmare is a way of drawing his readers into the experiment that 
the author is carrying out on the hero, rather than forcing readers uncon-
sciously to experience a nightmare while they believe they are simply 
reading a romantic story. The goal of Dostoevsky’s experiments is to make 
readers instinctively compare the nightmare experienced by the hero to 
their own pre-verbal, pre-linguistic emotions to discover the true source 
of nightmares. In his investigations into the nightmare, which confront 
the hero while asleep and while awake, Dostoevsky is not concerned with 
‘discourse’ or ‘dialogue’ that the heroes use to speak of their emotions. 
What is unique about his prose is the way in which it allows readers to 
compare the verisimilitude of what is being described in the text to their 
own inner experiences, and therefore to discern the deep and inexpress-
ible feelings that would otherwise be concealed from them by the flow of 
language. Investigation into the sounds of the nightmare facilitates the 
creation of prose that is capable of shaping the readers’ unconscious and 
authentic psychological reactions, which are so deeply embedded that 
readers may not even have suspected their existence. 

Paradoxically, what was generally accepted as ‘realism in literature’ 
plays an important role in the maturation of the changes that contempo-
rary culture is undergoing. It is also likely that no one contributed more 
to blurring the boundaries of reality and to collapsing the very concept 
of reality than the ‘great Russian realists’—Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. They 
created works in which literary reality is substituted in Tolstoy’s case for 
the reality of history and for the reality of inner psychological experience 
in the case of Dostoevsky. It is also possible that the novel as a great genre 
had entered a profound state of crisis when in the last third of the 20th 
century the perception of literature and life as distinct realities was reso-
lutely doubted.

Dostoevsky’s work problematizes even further the concept of ‘realism’ 
in relation to literature. If we understand realism to mean the conveying 
of authentic experiences, then the novels of Proust, Joyce and Dostoevsky 
can all be considered ‘realism’, in so far as they all describe a completely 
lifelike and genuine psychological experience.21 Dostoevsky can be con-
sidered a ‘realist’ in yet another sense—that he never cast any serious 
doubt on the reality of the nightmare.

Dostoevsky’s prose is significant for the literary history of the night-
mare in yet another respect. Dostoevsky’s later works peer directly into 
the Gothic present, creating literary devices that have become in high 
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demand in present-day literature to describe non-human monsters. In 
Ivan Fyodorovich’s nightmare in The Brothers Karamazov the depiction 
of the devil is built upon the ironic contrast between the earthly details 
of prosaic everyday life of people and the eerie race of non-human mon-
sters for whom human life and civilization are only a matter for irony and 
sarcasm:

Well, evening dress, white tie, gloves—and yet I was God knows where, and 
to get to your earth I still had to fly through space . . . of course it only takes 
a moment, but then a sun’s ray takes a full eight minutes, and, imagine, 
in a dinner jacket, with an open vest. Spirits don’t freeze, but when one’s 
incarnate, then . . . in short, it was flighty of me, I just set out, and in those 
spaces, I mean, the ether, the waters above the firmament, it’s so freezing 
cold . . . that is, don’t talk about freezing—you can’t call it freezing anymore, 
just imagine: a hundred and fifty degrees below zero!22

Remarkably, Dostoevsky’s description of the devil and the details of 
his toilette take up a considerable section of the narrative, whereas the 
appearance of Katya and Grushenka, the novel’s two main heroines, is 
described in only a few lines, and usually readers are given no hint what-
soever of what they are wearing.

Today even in the most plain novels written by contemporary trash 
writers, such as Lukyanenko’s The Night Watch, any description of evil 
spirits is subject to this rule—the details of everyday human life are intro-
duced into the portrait of non-human monsters exclusively to ironically 
emphasize the impossibility of crossing the border between worlds that 
divides the all-powerful non-humans and the despicable human race.

As we have seen, in Ivan Fyodorovich’s nightmare Dostoevsky places 
a particular emphasis on the new physics discoveries of the time, and as 
a result the devil’s flights are reminiscent of science fiction. Does Dos-
toevsky fill his text with these discoveries merely to remind his readers 
that science could be damaging for faith? Perhaps he sought to create a 
new kind of literary protagonist, a nonhuman monster, a visitor from the 
future who is in high demand in contemporary fiction. The vampire Osiris 
in Pelevin’s novel Empire V who teaches neophyte vampire Rama could 
be taken as an example of this protagonist of a new type. The existence 
of an Absolute Good is firmly denied in this text, and the nature of the 
vampires that populate its pages is a total mystery. This is how the vam-
pire explains Creation:

Creating the world includes the production of false but entirely believable 
panoramas of the past. The whole of this eternal vista in space and time is 
simply theatrical decoration. Incidentally, astronomers and physicists have 
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already come to realize this. They say that if a ray of light travels out into 
the sky, after many years it will return from the other side of space . . . The 
universe is closed. [. . .] But the significance of this is not understood by a 
single astronomer or physicist, because such things are not visible to the 
human mind and are only manifest in certain formulae. This is all the same 
dull kaleidoscope that I was talking about—only in relation to theories and 
meanings. This is the by-product, the oilcake, of churning out dosh.23

Although there were still more than 30 years until Einstein’s ground-
breaking theory of relativity, Dostoevsky was nevertheless able to 
appreciate the implications of these changing ideas about our physical 
reality for the imagination. Indeed, Ivan’s devil is merely a ‘wretched little 
devil with a reddish brown tail like a Great Dane’, yet he occupies a well-
deserved place in the pre-history of Gothic non-human monsters. This is 
not simply because of the new style that Dostoevsky employs to describe 
him as he seeks to express the aesthetic of the non-human by contrast-
ing the vulgarity of human existence with the cosmic speed of light and 
the icy endlessness of space with the devil’s threadbare downy hat. What 
sets this devil apart is that unlike Mephistopheles, he is no Satan. As the 
author tirelessly reminds us by the chapter’s title ‘Ivan Fyodorovich’s 
Nightmare’ and by supplementary clarifications about how Ivan “was try-
ing with all his might not to believe in his delirium and not to fall into 
complete insanity,”24 this devil is the product of Ivan’s nightmare. When 
we read Goethe’s Faust, for example, we have no doubt that Faust and 
Mephistopheles belong equally to the text’s literary reality, and we do not 
consider Mephistopheles as a product of Faust’s unsound imagination or 
the procreation of his nightmare. From the very beginning we know that 
Mephistopheles is the Devil, “Part of that Power which would/Do evil 
constantly, and constantly does good.” In contrast to Goethe’s novel, the 
fundamental problem of Ivan Fyodorovich’s nightmare consists of identi-
fying the status of the devil’s existence:

Indeed, you’re angry with me that I have not appeared to you in some sort 
of red glow, ‘in thunder and lightning,’ with scorched wings, but have pre-
sented myself in such a modest form. You’re insulted, first, in your aesthetic 
feelings, and, second, in your pride: how could such a banal devil come to 
such a great man? [. . .] Mephistopheles, when he comes to Faust, testifies of 
himself that he desires evil, yet does only good. Well, let him do as he likes, 
it’s quite the opposite with me.25

The history of literature turns into the ‘history of literary reality’: the ‘his-
toricity’ of Mephistopheles being an indisputable cultural fact is used in 
Ivan’s nightmare as additional proof of the existence of this devil.
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The works of J. R. R. Tolkien and H. P. Lovecraft, which directly 
influenced contemporary fiction and the visual arts can hardly be overes-
timated, and represented a new landmark in the formation of the Gothic 
Aesthetic. Their works laid the foundations of the contemporary culture 
of nightmare consumption and facilitated the nightmare’s penetration 
into everyday life, allowing it to exert a huge influence on the minds of 
millions of readers, viewers and video game users.

Human beings—the aesthetic ideal and main hero of Modernity—are 
driven out of Middle Earth. Inspired by ancient English epics,26 Tolkien 
placed the hobbit at the center of his mythology, a non-human that had 
nothing in common with man even on a morphological level. These hob-
bits did not abide by the Gothic morality, for Tolkien was a Christian and 
would not have wanted to advocate any other moral code. Yet their hairy 
feet, reminiscent of Dracula’s hairy palms, has left an indelible trace on 
our era.

The Gothic Aesthetic is permeated with a deep disillusionment with 
culture and civilization. It was in the interwar years as a result of Tolkien’s 
acute disappointment in man’s ability to live according to higher moral 
values that the hobbit was created. Meanwhile pure hatred of mankind, a 
feeling that was far less widespread at that time than it is today, was the 
provocation behind the alternative universe created by Tolkien’s Ameri-
can contemporary, H. P. Lovecraft: 

I am so beastly tired of mankind and the world that nothing can interest 
me unless it contains a couple of murders on each page or deals with the 
horrors unnameable and unaccountable that leer down from the external 
universes.27

Lovecraft summons us to enjoy the unearthly delight and utmost horror 
of the nightmare, which he posits as the true material reality altering the 
human world.

Interestingly, both writers question human exceptionality within the 
world of living creatures, and relativize the history of humanity, contest-
ing the human’s right to consider humanity the crown of creation rather 
than just one link in the food chain. Although the principal heroes in 
Lovecraft’s prose are all humans, he is as familiar with the idea of negating 
the human’s supremacy as the author of Lord of the Rings. In Lovecraft’s 
works as well as the works of modern authors, furthermore, people are 
transformed into domestic animals kept by non-human monsters, into 
livestock such as chickens or pigs: 
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It interested us to see in some of the very last and most decadent sculptures 
a shambling, primitive mammal, used sometimes for food and sometimes as 
an amusing buffoon by the land dwellers, whose vaguely simian and human 
foreshadowings were unmistakeable.28

Lovecraft’s hatred of mankind allows him to refrain from sentimental 
illusions when mankind encounters entities of an extraterrestrial ‘higher 
intelligence’, as the ever-precise Houellebecq indicates:

In order to imagine how they [entities of extra-terrestrial civilizations—D.K.] 
might treat us were we to come into contact with them, it might be best to 
recall how we treat “inferior intelligences” such as rabbits and frogs. In the 
best of cases they serve as food for us; sometimes also, often in fact, we kill 
them for the sheer pleasure of killing. This, Lovecraft warned, would be the 
true picture of our future relationship to those other intelligent beings.29

From the perspective of the Gothic aesthetic Tolkien’s undertaking was of 
course more radical than Lovecraft’s project: Tolkien simply substituted 
people for the non-human.30 Yet Lovecraft’s contribution should not be 
underestimated. He created a kingdom of delightful horror and horrible 
delight, a kingdom of the nightmare which stood as a direct alternative to 
the world of people. 

Even if one accepts the doubtful hypothesis that Modernism was effec-
tively the process of surmounting the human and striving to surpass it in 
order to create a superhuman—an improved race—nevertheless Love-
craft’s pathos has nothing in common with it. The reason for this is that 
his pathos consists of eliminating the human in the name of inhuman 
horror.

Tolkien and Lovecraft most probably had no idea of each other’s exis-
tence, at least while they were writing their main works. However, being 
united in the space of contemporary culture, their quests have merged 
into the single project of the Gothic Aesthetic. Houellebecq points to 
the similarities between these authors (although he sees their connec-
tion through their creation of ‘reverie literature’ and not of course in the 
Gothic Aesthetic).31 

Undoubtedly Tolkien and Lovecraft’s work, which remains marginal 
from the viewpoint of the traditional history of literature, was far from 
being directly influenced by Gogol and Dostoevsky. Yet without the recog-
nition of this classical legacy and without the influence of these authors’ 
works on culture as a whole, the reception of Tolkien and Lovecraft’s 
works might never have become so popular. And perhaps fantasy would 
not have successfully eclipsed the adventure and romantic novel as well 
as science fiction.
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The rise of the Gothic Aesthetic in the 1990s occurred through a coin-
cidence of several trends and factors that had started to emerge in the 
late 1970s. The birth of Gothic rock coincided with the peak of Tolkien’s 
popularity due to the translation of The Lord of the Rings into most Euro-
pean languages. These events had clear social consequences: Gothic rock 
produced the Goth youth subculture, while The Lord of the Rings inspired 
the rise of role-playing games. The writings of Howard Phillips Lovecraft, 
whose prose was instrumental in promoting a fascination with night-
mares, were also used as a model for role-playing games in the early 1980s, 
but his works gained true popularity in the late 1980s–early 1990s, when 
contemporary computer games were developed. Works by Tolkien and 
Lovecraft made a unique contribution to the rise of the Gothic Aesthetic, 
influencing the minds of millions of readers, users and viewers.

In the 1980s the nightmare gradually began to transform into a nec-
essary drug for the mass consciousness; the public was not aware of its 
addictive effect until it began to require equine doses of direct and vulgar 
nightmares in order to achieve the desired effect. Over the last twenty 
years the nightmare has become the most desirable psychological state, 
and indeed any product on the pleasure market that does not imitate it 
seems to the contemporary consumer to be insipid and unreal.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, two tendencies that had previously 
existed separately merged in literature and the visual arts. Firstly, con-
veying the feeling of a nightmare to the audience became the main 
goal of a number of literary texts or visual arts products. Secondly, non-
human monsters acquired the role of the new aesthetic ideal and pushed 
humans outside fiction and the visual arts to become the main protago-
nists of the man-made nightmare.32

The Gothic Aesthetic returns us to the world of invented mythological 
monsters, the offspring of the nightmare, resurrecting ancient forms con-
jured by the imagination and overshadowed by the culture of Modernity. 
Indeed, obstacles to the nightmare’s insinuation into culture were much 
more numerous before the invention of visual technology, and as a result 
only a handful of outstanding writers succeeded in reproducing it using the 
hypnotics we have been discussing. Since the advent of advanced audio 
and visual effects it has become far easier to imitate the nightmare and 
multiply its presence in culture. From this time on, the horrors of flights 
and chases involving vampires and werewolves as main protagonists have 
proliferated to such an extent in films and video games that they are often 
commented upon by critics, who overlook the nightmare aspect of these 
products, assigning them the obscure category of the ‘horror genre’.33
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Post-Soviet Russia turned out to be propitious soil for developing the 
ethical implications of the Gothic Aesthetic. The particular conditions of 
post-Soviet society were required to nurture the seeds of the Gothic aes-
thetic into a Gothic morality. An unwillingness to ‘work through’ (to use 
Theodor Adorno’s expression) the Soviet past triggered the collapse of its 
moral consensus and compromised the norms and values which might 
have held back the spread of the Gothic morality—a newly-emerging 
trend in the post-Soviet system of values.

Post-Soviet selective historical amnesia triggered the collapse of its 
moral consensus and compromised the norms and values which might 
have held back the spread of the Gothic morality.34 The crucial charac-
teristic of the Gothic morality, traces of whose formation in post-Soviet 
society are visible in modern literature, consists of the perfect symme-
try of good and evil; ultimately they are indistinguishable. The Gothic 
morality is situational: decisions as to what is permitted and forbidden 
are entirely dependent upon the preferences of those in positions of 
power—the heads of clans—who make no concessions for the members 
of other clans. Those who are subordinate defer to the choices made by 
the boss through a sense of personal loyalty to their leader. Morality, as 
a universal system of values, is replaced by a new kind of moral judge-
ment that can be best described as a deictic gesture, τόδε τι,35 a con-
crete judgement decided upon under specific circumstances here and 
now, and which therefore does not need to be described in abstract and 
universal terms.

Post-Soviet literature, enthralled by non-human monsters and trans-
fixed by a distorted memory of terror, expresses the establishing of a 
post-Soviet Gothic society and describes the moral and social transforma-
tions taking place in it. Writers, protagonists and readers feel no moral 
revulsion at humans being turned into food for monsters or into silent 
objects of violence.

The social practices of this society are reminiscent of the medieval 
vassal system and the society of ancient Germanic tribes as described by 
Tacitus. They are based on the irreducible experience of the zona, the 
Soviet labour camps. The selective historical amnesia of post-Soviet 
society and an unwillingness to condemn the criminal Soviet past has 
transferred the criminal norms of the zona into the matrix of the social 
fabric. The lack of clear demarcation between these criminal norms and 
those of society, caused by the long history of their interpenetration 
under the Soviet regime, arises from an absence of political will on the 
part of the authorities and society to assume historical responsibility for 
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crimes committed under Soviet rule.36 It throws wide the gates allowing 
the nightmare to materialize in social life.

The post-Soviet case represents an extreme example of how the devel-
opment of the Gothic Aesthetic could become an important factor of social 
change. Promoting and legitimizing anti-humanistic values and norms, 
it contributed to the creation of post-Soviet Gothic society. However, 
despite its unique constellation of the heritage of Stalinism, the Soviet 
zona and the Gothic Aesthetic, the Russian case could also be viewed as 
a possible model of broader significance. Even if currently in the US and 
in Europe the Gothic Aesthetic is manifested solely as an aesthetic trend, 
the Russian case provides an example that this anti-humanistic trend has 
a potential to be translated into social practice.

Following, for example, Giorgio Agamben, one could question the 
notion that the memory or experience of a concentration camp continues 
to play a role in Western society or that it reproduces itself “in the suburbs 
and airports” and other sectors of contemporary society.37 The experience 
of the 20th century generated unprecedented attitudes towards humans, 
which possibly have still not been overcome today. Nowadays humans can 
be thought of as food for non-human monsters (such as vampires, for 
example), which embody a new aesthetic ideal. Could the success of the 
contemporary horror or vampire genres be regarded as a manifestation 
of the radical change in attitudes towards human beings that is secretly 
rooted in the historical memory of the concentration camp universe? As 
Theodor Adorno’s famous analysis shows in relation to post-war Germany 
and as is manifest from the adoration of Stalin and Stalinism by a sig-
nificant part of the post-Soviet Russian population,38 there is a hidden 
historical memory of the masses that were—and remain—sympathetic 
to totalitarian regimes. Perhaps this hidden memory is revealed through 
contemporary genres that may well have no articulated agenda in so far as 
historical memory is concerned? These genres might display the deep dis-
illusionment with reason and with the proclaimed humanistic values of 
contemporary democratic society. Their massive popularity demonstrates 
how widespread and important this problem is.

Indirect confirmation of this hypothesis can be found in the fact that 
the period of the emergence of the Gothic Aesthetic in the late 1980s–early 
1990s coincided precisely with the ‘memory boom’, which manifested itself 
in the rise of memory politics and memory wars over the legacy of totali-
tarianism. According to Gabrielle Spiegel, memory boom was brought 
about by the rise of memories about the Holocaust. Even if the dominant 
discourse on historical memory has advocated democratic humanistic 
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 values and insisted upon the value of human life and human dignity, it 
may well be that this humanistic advocacy has not been entirely successful. 
Perhaps the hidden memories of those who sympathized with totalitarian 
regimes, suppressed by the dominant political and intellectual discourse, 
have been canalized into what have been labelled the ‘vampire’ and 
‘horror’ genres. Further indirect confirmation can be seen in the hypoth-
esis that both memory boom and the Gothic Aesthetic have a common 
root in the cult of death gradually developing in contemporary society 
alongside the radical dehumanization of the very idea of humanity, but 
this is already a subject for another book.

The Culture of Nightmare Consumption

No matter how distressing, difficult or painful the task of reading Maturin, 
Gogol, Dostoevsky, Lovecraft, Meyrink or Pelevin is, we are nevertheless 
prepared to endure it to experience their prose. The reason for this is that 
through their prose we gain access to an important and otherwise inacces-
sible and inexpressible psychological experience. It would be misleading 
to suggest that their prose gives us an insight into our own ‘psychologi-
cal conditions’ or that it has some therapeutic or propaedeutic effect on 
us. On the contrary, as it plunges its readers into the nightmare trance, 
it suppresses our analytical and interpretational skills while heightening 
our sensitivity. Neither protagonists nor readers fully grasp what is hap-
pening to them or what exactly they are experiencing. However, the lure 
of an opportunity to be persuaded of the reality of a substantial part of 
the psychological experience that is usually concealed in sleep cannot be 
defeated by the feeble dissent of reason.

The nightmare’s narcotic entrancement of the consciousness which 
we observed in the examples of both Gogol and Lovecraft’s heroes, the 
paralysis of the nightmare, the state of being overcome, trapped and 
dumbfounded, are all important components of nightmare hypnotics. The 
dizzying spinning of the whirlpool emerges from gaze concentrated on 
the void, from a point upon which the attention is focused that can be 
a fan in the form of a bat like in Pelevin’s novel Empire V or the “raging 
snowstorm” across the Fontanka embankment like in Dostoevsky’s The 
Double. As its rotation expands, all echoes of the meaning of words are 
lost, consumed by the muttering of the nightmare. The nightmare’s power 
to strike us dumb was a particular focus in Dostoevsky’s description of 
Ivan Fyodorovich’s nightmare in The Brothers Karamazov: 
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Ivan wanted to rush to the window; but something seemed suddenly to bind 
his legs and arms. He was straining as hard as he could to break his bonds, 
but in vain. The knocking on the window grew stronger and louder. At last 
the bonds broke and Ivan Fyodorovich jumped up from the sofa. He looked 
around wildly. [. . .]

“That was no dream! No, I swear it was no dream, it all just happened!” 
Ivan Fyodorovich cried, rushed to the window, and opened it.39

The ability to experience this nightmare stupor and trance was and is still 
an important component of the success which this fiction enjoys among 
the public. Experiments testing the boundaries of the nightmare that were 
carried out in the classics of Russian literature or by the authors of Gothic 
novels, were for their contemporary readers more of an exciting novelty 
than for us, and there is no doubt that, like the effect of a strong newly-
devised drug, their influence then was much greater than today. The 
nightmare, which originally caused dizziness among even the staunchest 
of 19th-century readers who encountered it, while others were not pre-
pared to confront it at all (Gogol and Dostoevsky’s contemporaries left 
us eloquent proof of this), has become a cultural norm for cinema goers, 
video game users and readers of fantasy literature.

A matrix for discerning the nightmare was necessary to facilitate its 
spread in culture. In order to imitate and simulate this specific mental 
state, readers were required to decipher the literary works that contained 
it. Thus the pattern for reproducing the nightmare gradually formed, 
allowing its transformation from an individual experience into a cul-
tural product. The replication of assimilated nightmare hypnotics devices 
formed the basis of the nightmare’s translation into culture. As is often 
the case, these literary devices and techniques elaborated by 19th-century 
writers have been vulgarized and banalized, and its crude ‘lite’ substi-
tute was found to be in demand in contemporary culture. These devices 
began to prompt the emotions that readers and viewers should be expe-
riencing, they taught them to distinguish and induced the overwhelming 
 experiences it contains. Literature gradually accumulated this knowledge; 
eventually the desire to experience certain emotions has become a persis-
tent demand, an indispensable drug for culture.

Nowadays, there is no need to be a brilliant writer to compile a night-
mare according to the rules of hypnotics. One need not even be a writer at 
all, merely a mediocre director, an advertising producer or a sound techni-
cian. The creation of nightmares has become a matter of purely technical 
skills, a trend which has facilitated its dissemination throughout culture. 
Sophisticated artistic devices have been reduced to a number of repetitive 
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tricks that never fail to impact upon the public: reproducing an increas-
ing horror of pursuit or flight, audio and visual effects that reinforce the 
similarity of the action to dreaming plus, of course, the key role reserved 
for the main protagonists of the nightmare—its offspring the non-human 
monsters. The nightmare has been transmuted from an extremely bold 
literary experiment into a standardized array of devices and in so doing 
has learned to model and replicate itself in such a way as to outgrow the 
‘autopoiesis’ of its reproduction in culture.40

The invention of visual technology has also vastly simplified the task 
of viewers. Becoming immersed in the nightmare state is much simpler 
after watching a screen than through reading a work of fiction: viewers 
can switch off their imagination, adopting instead a parasitic role as the 
banal and predictable images appear on the screen which gives them a 
sense of pleasure and dark self-satisfaction. 

An important element of the Gothic Aesthetic is the delight and hor-
ror of the nightmare’s narcissistic entrancement which is not fully under 
readers’ or viewers’ control. Nightmare hypnotics is never a purely 
artistic device and incorporates features of the hedonistic practice of 
self-satisfaction. There is yet another characteristic of nightmare hypnot-
ics which provokes specific emotions: the presentiment of disintegrating 
harmony, the inevitability of the collapse of fragile perfection.

As Pelevin showed to great effect, the nightmare is a void which can 
integrate at the point of our focused attention, but it is also a void of 
all meaning, not merely an absence of images. Within the nightmare 
whirlwind, as we know from Dostoevsky, words lose all meaning, becom-
ing merely a collection of unconscious sounds. In spite of the ostensible 
liberty of the nightmare and its apparent ‘counter-culture’ and almost 
romantic nature, it is essentially the manifestation of a craving for the 
neurotic unification of pleasures and passive self-satisfaction.

The culture of nightmare consumption is not only demonstrated in the 
avalanche of printed material and films rushing to supply nightmares to 
consumers. ‘Somnambulism’—a desire to fall asleep and switch off from 
reality—is a widespread characteristic of contemporary culture. This 
‘escape into sleep’ is a sign of a sense of acute aversion to reality—not 
any particular social, historical or political reality but reality in general. 
The strength of this feeling in present-day culture would have astounded 
Lovecraft, for never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined that 
such a powerful urge could have emerged half a century after he had pro-
claimed his hatred of reality. This aversion to reality and to humanity is 
the most important feature of our time, which Houellebecq claims is one 
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of the reasons for Lovecraft’s popularity, deeming us to be the readers that 
Lovecraft was waiting for:

We generally know where we stand in relation to reality and don’t care 
to know any more. Humanity, such as it is, inspires only an attenuated 
curiosity in us. [. . .] And for whoever wants to know this collective state 
of mind through a quick and accurate survey, Lovecraft’s success is itself a 
 symptom.41

Houellebecq’s words could be translated into the language of the Gothic 
Aesthetic in the following way: we have contempt for humanity and 
demand the nightmare and its non-human monsters.

In this respect, one can hardly avoid drawing parallels between the 
contemporary intellectual climate and the intellectual conditions of 
the mid-eighteenth century, which witnessed the birth of the Gothic 
novel. This predecessor of the contemporary Gothic Aesthetic can be 
regarded as the first weak protest against the rational and anthropocen-
tric culture of the Enlightenment. Authors of Gothic novels were very 
aware of and influenced by the atmosphere of English debates (in phi-
losophy and the natural sciences) about the unique nature of humans 
compared to other living organisms.42 However, in the mid-eighteenth 
century, when  Enlightenment philosophy was in its heyday, rationalism 
was rapidly winning over minds, and scientific progress was a powerful 
ideology promising to transform society and human nature, the con-
troversy over the status of humans was decisively resolved in favour of 
human exceptionality.

Today, in the atmosphere of disappointment with the theory of prog-
ress and scientific rationality, we are witnessing a different trend, and this 
old debate seems to be going in the opposite direction. Since the 1990s, 
the question of the boundaries separating humans and non-humans, 
and the differences in the epistemological status between humans and 
objects, has become a critical subject in anthropology and biology. An 
example of the blurred boundaries between humans and non-humans in 
the social sciences and humanities is network analysis in which humans 
and objects, books and laboratory rats acquire equal status and are con-
sidered equal partners in social interactions.43 In other words, even in the 
human sciences we are witnessing a process of renegotiating the status of 
humans that does not favour human exceptionality.44

Of course the cult of strength, violence and complicity in acts of cruelty 
are inalienable components of modern nightmares. As one film director 
articulates plainly:
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I’m not surprised that the audience would applaud the violence, because 
I wanted them to be complicit in it. I wanted them to be involved in it. 
Because I guess you have to ask them after the movie’s over how they feel 
about their complicity in those violent acts; because if it’s done in such a 
way that the audience is repulsed and held outside the movie, then I’ve 
actually lost the opportunity to deliver to them the paradox of enjoying 
something that you find morally reprehensible.45

This feature of the nightmare is the most obvious and least interesting for 
the purposes of our analysis. The pure sadism it reveals takes the present-
day nightmare far away from the legacy of classical literature. 

In the early 1990s, the possibility of the dream replacing reality—
which was still resisting becoming entirely virtual and continued to be an 
unpleasant reminder to the consumers of contemporary culture—was no 
longer a fantasy as new know-how emerged that helped resurrect dormant 
and suppressed feelings. Soporific corporal techniques that could induce 
nightmares and echoes of primitive magic were put into use by those 
who realized that this ‘somnambulism’ could be made into a business. 
But although the time has not yet come to be able to sell the nightmare 
directly, so to speak, in its ‘naked’ form, without being packaged into a 
film or novel, the claim to sell a wish-fulfilling ‘happy, controllable dream’ 
has nevertheless become an extremely promising business prospect:

Inspired by this realization, you might fly to heights as yet undared. You 
might choose to face someone or something that you have been fearfully 
avoiding; you might choose an erotic encounter with the most desirable 
partner you can imagine; you might visit a dead loved one to whom you 
have been wanting to speak; you might seek self-knowledge and wisdom in 
your dream. The possibilities are endless, which leaves plenty of room for 
prosaic lucid dreams, too. [. . .]

[A]pplications of lucid dreaming generally fall into [. . .] broad areas: [. . .] 
wish fulfillment and recreation.46

Thus Stephen Laberge, one of the founders of the technique of lucid 
dreaming, advertises his method which allows us to ‘direct’ the content 
of our dreams.

The dream as an attraction with flights of fancy and innumerable 
orgasms and a means of satisfying secret vices and explicit passions 
represents yet another form of the contemporary culture of nightmare 
consumption.47 The main problem with ‘lucid dreaming’ is the similar-
ity of many of its features to the nightmares we analyzed in our  literary 
examples.48 Like the nightmare, lucid dreaming usually begins with 
delight which later turns to horror; a spinning motion is used as a way 
of maintaining ‘lucidity’ in the state of sleep, while its symptom is a sen-



 the nightmare of culture 229

sation of dizziness. The dreamer’s focused gaze is essential to initiate 
the ‘lucidity’—this is often done by concentrating one’s gaze on one’s 
own hands. Its techniques incorporate ideas from yogis, dervishes and 
shamans.49 Of course lucid dream dealers are not at all troubled by the 
fact that in ancient religions these techniques were part of a strict sys-
tem of self-restraint and careful introspection and were designed not for 
hedonistic pleasures but for the purposes of spiritual self-improvement. 
Obviously this rigorous framework ensured that the danger to the con-
sciousness and psyche of its adherents was rather less significant than 
for those practising lucid dreaming nowadays.50 LaBerge is well aware 
that hedonistic dreams had by ‘neophytes’ often turn into nightmares 
and . . . become uncontrollable. His advice to beginners is to “show cour-
age in one’s nightmare”, to confront the danger “head on”, and then the 
monsters will ‘evaporate in a flash’.51

This is all well and good if the advice of this dream-dealer works and 
dreamers do not go mad out of fright when faced with the monsters of 
their nightmare. The carelessness with which this advice is given reveals a 
rather non-serious approach to reproducing nightmares in contemporary 
culture, a sense that in the end it is only a matter of dreams, and dreams 
are not to be taken entirely seriously. But what are the chances that the 
lure of the nightmare and hedonistic ‘somnambulism’, these important 
components of the modern cultural process, might lead to the ‘madness 
of culture’?

The Nightmare and the Subjectivity of Individual Time

The crisis in the perception of historical time and in the main paradigms 
of the social sciences and humanities have brought about a more gen-
eral crisis in scientific rationality, creating the conditions suitable for the 
advent of the Gothic Aesthetic.

Objective time—continuous, irreversible and linear—was fundamen-
tal for understanding history and culture in Modernity. This perception 
of time, in which the idea of progress is united with time as an abstract 
concept, independent of our mind and will, and which was long thought 
to be the only possible description of time, first appeared in the era of 
the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.52 Let us observe the most 
important landmarks in its collapse in the 20th century.

The idea of space-time occupies a special place in this history. Time 
became the fourth dimension of geometrical space according to Einstein’s 
intention,53 and “in the general theory of relativity [time] is transformed 
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from a mathematical instrument into a physical reality.”54 As a result, 
the objective and abstract time of Newtonian mechanics that existed irre-
spective of any other phenomena lost all meaning within the theory of 
relativity as well as in physics in general beyond classical mechanics.55 
Through the analysis of the Copenhagen Interpretation the process of 
‘quantizing space-time’ became routine; it made ‘atoms of time’ self-evident 
and the discontinuity of time an important physics postulate.

However, the following deduction made by physicists was the most sig-
nificant in terms of the evolution of ideas about time: in place of abstract, 
objective and universal time there came the notion of subjective time of 
the observer.56 Stephen Hawking, who from 1979–2009 was the Lucasian 
Professor of Mathematics at the University of Cambridge, plainly explains 
this vital hypothesis that emerges from the theory of relativity:

Time was treated as if it were a straight railway line on which one could only 
go one way or the other.

But what if the railway line had loops and branches so that a train could 
keep going forward but come back to a station it had already passed? In 
other words, might it be possible for someone to travel into the future or 
the past? [. . .]

According to relativity, nothing can travel fast than light. If we therefore 
sent a spaceship to our nearest neighboring star, Alpha Centauri, which 
is about four light-years away, it would take at least eight years before we 
could expect the travelers to return and tell us what they had found. If the 
expedition were to the center of our galaxy, it would be at least a hundred 
thousand years before it came back. The theory of relativity does allow one 
consolation. This is the so-called twins paradox [. . .]

Because there is no unique standard of time, but rather observers each 
have their own time as measured by clocks that they carry with them, it is 
possible for the journey to seem to be much shorter for the space travelers 
than for those who remain on earth. [. . .]

The point is that the theory of relativity says that there is no unique mea-
sure of time that all observers will agree on. Rather, each observer has his or 
her own measure of time.57

Similar intuitions about the nature of time in the early 20th century were 
felt not only among physicists but also among writers, philosophers, histo-
rians and sociologists. Among the concepts that made a huge contribution 
to the problematization of objective time it is worth mentioning Henri 
Bergson’s idea of subjective continuity (la durée pure) being the basis of 
the human personality,58 Edmund Husserl’s notions of ‘phenomenological 
reduction’ (‘bracketing’ the world’s objective time), subjective temporality 
and time-consciousness,59 the internal time and temporality of ‘there-
being’ (Da-sein) of Martin Heidegger,60 and Michel Foucault’s idea of the 
eternal present of ‘mutations and transformations’.61
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A discussion of the intellectual premises of the crisis in the perception 
of time cannot take place without taking historical events into consid-
eration. Perhaps the current crisis in the perception of time might have 
taken a very different form if two great rupturing events—the Holocaust 
and the Gulag—had not so profoundly destroyed the image of the world 
which arose in the era of the Enlightenment. Historical time is paralyzed 
by its inability either to combine the ‘past events of the present’ with the 
past which was left smoking in Auschwitz and overgrown with weeds in 
the Gulags, or to imagine the continuation of these events in any other 
way than an ‘impending catastrophe’ on the ruins of our certainty of a 
progressive future.62

In the second half of the 20th century, time became a favourite research 
subject in history, sociology, anthropology and economics. Researchers in 
the social sciences and humanities began to discover the ‘temporalities’ of 
different ‘false’ consciousnesses—“mythological”, “religious”, “ordinary”, 
“mass”, medieval. They also learned how to disintegrate time into the dif-
ferent temporalities of urban structures and economic cycles, work and 
sport. In this way, time was reduced from an objective universality to the 
level of a predicate of various cultural phenomena,63 creating an addi-
tional resource for the ‘quantization of time’ in contemporary culture. The 
idea of time being discontinuous has filtered into the mass consciousness 
through the discourse of the natural sciences, school physics textbooks 
and popular science literature. It has gradually become an indispensable 
part of the contemporary perception of time not only within the confines 
of the physical laws of nature but also in everyday life. The continuity 
of time, the imminent connection and irreversibility of the past, present 
and future and the interdependence of these tenses which was once 
considered self-evident, has been questioned in contemporary culture.64 
Consequently, the refusal to conceptualize time as objective has become 
mundane, while the idea that every observer has its own personal time 
has gained the status of a self-evident truth. Unlike in the first decades of 
the 20th century, the ability to conceive of this kind of time went from a 
shocking intellectual novelty to a common sense knowledge. Towards the 
end of the 1970s, when the social sciences were inundated with all kinds of 
‘temporality’ research, and the ‘great physics discoveries’ of the early 20th 
century were firmly embedded in the school curriculum, the revolution-
ized perception of time was made irreversible. As a result, the idea of time 
existing independently of events and their observers was destroyed.

Objective, abstract and linear time was a great idea for which the fash-
ion had passed. The unique time of world history disintegrated into a 
multitude of different temporalities, and now we perceive it as subjective 
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individual time. A disillusionment with the ideas of objectivity, rationality 
or science paved the way for the unearthing of a latent and  marginalized 
perception of time which had long been suppressed in European culture.65 

The crisis of objective time accelerated the crisis of objectivity and sci-
entific rationality and threatened the rational worldview. While objective 
time had little in common with the nightmare temporality, subjective  
time bears a much greater resemblance to it. Undoubtedly this new per-
ception of time created an auspicious background for the dissemination 
of the nightmare and was an indispensable condition for its successful 
assimilation into present-day culture.

Perhaps that is why contemporary fiction influenced by Gothic Aes-
thetics cannot do without referring to a ‘different time’. This widespread 
literary device has become a topos that authors of modern prose con-
tinually resort to—or rather which they cannot help but resort to—in 
their attempts to imitate the nightmare.66 However, in the majority of 
cases these authors are manifestly not capable of creating an innovative 
description of the particularities of nightmare time; limited in their skills, 
they simply inform their readers that in the milieu of their monster heroes 
‘time is flowing differently’. And yet they cannot avoid this unimaginative 
formula in their attempts to imitate the nightmare in their writing.

A revolution in the perception of time allowed the nightmare to take 
root in the consciousness, a convincing demonstration of its indubitable 
corporality. The collapse of objective time paved the way for the sprout-
ing of the seeds that so grieved Gogol. Among the fissures and ruptures of 
contemporary European culture, literary experiments with the nightmare 
have given forth lush but venomous shoots.

Victor Pelevin and Vladimir Sorokin as Proof of the Gothic Aesthetic

So far we have been tracing the evolution of the Gothic Aesthetic 
in the history of literature and contemporary culture. We will now 
adopt a different stance and, taking the works of two famous con-
temporary post-Soviet writers as an example, we will see how the 
Gothic project has subjected their works to its logic.

Pelevin’s Gothic Path

“The world, the world . . .” thought Ignat, dissolving 
in the air, “the world killed itself long ago with its 
sorcerers.” 

Victor Pelevin
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The evolution of Pelevin’s ideas from the early 1990s to mid-2000s follows 
the main trends in the development of the Gothic Aesthetic. Their chron-
ological coincidence serves as proof of the heuristic value of the concept 
of the Gothic Aesthetic.

Pelevin’s work is especially interesting because he is an analyst of con-
temporary culture, rather than a passive observer or cynical manipulator 
of its seamier side. Unlike many other naïve devotees of the Gothic trend 
(such as Sergei Lukyanenko or Vadim Panov), Pelevin is a cultural critic. 
The role of his prose in the dismantling of Soviet aesthetics is comparable 
to the role that Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago played in disman-
tling the Soviet regime. But the urge, characteristic of any artist, to convey 
the particular nature of his time and portray its inimitable image impels 
him towards the Gothic path. 

In 1989 Pelevin published a story called “Sorcerer Ignat and People” 
in which, as one can tell even from the title, there is a direct opposition 
between the Sorcerer Ignat and the people, even though this protagonist 
is not yet a non-human in the full sense of the term but is more akin to a 
fairytale character. In The Zombification of Soviet Man (1990) the condensed 
history of selection experiments on Soviet man is used to investigate the 
boundaries separating the human and the non-human. A werewolf—
a ‘simple Soviet chap’ called Sasha—is the hero of Pelevin’s next story 
“A Werewolf Problem in Central Russia” (1991), in which we find a series 
of devices that were to be developed in Pelevin’s later works. In this story 
the hero’s transformation into a werewolf is the culmination of the plot 
and the climax of the narrative. At the same time, Pelevin began to be 
 interested by problems relating to the nature of sleep, which is demon-
strated in his early stories such as “Sleep” (1991).

As he continued to contemplate the boundaries of the human and 
non-human, he wrote a story called “Origin of species” whose main pro-
tagonist is Charles Darwin. Symptomatically, the writer’s quest coincided 
with debates in anthropology and sociology in the early 1990s that were 
reminiscent of the debates taking place when the Gothic novel originally 
emerged. 

In 1993 Pelevin published the novel The Life of Insects, in which images 
of humanoid insects or insect-people like some kind of post-Soviet 
mutants from La Fontaine—Krylov’s fables take the writer one step closer 
to depicting the Gothic non-human monster.

His following novel The Clay Machine-Gun (1996), as readers remem-
ber, is directly dedicated to the nightmare. The boundaries between 
reality, nightmare and literary reality are erased, while experiments with 



234 chapter five

readers’ perception, continuing Gogol’s theme, are central to the novel. 
Interestingly, the writer actually uses the word ‘Gothic’ in this novel when 
describing a nightmare:

I do not remember a thing, [. . .] I can only remember a dream I had—that 
in some dark hall in St Petersburg I am being beaten on the head with a bust 
of Aristotle, and every time it shatters into fragments. But then it happens 
all over again—pure Gothic . . .67

Pelevin is certainly extremely consistent in his choice of path. Before 
reaching the full and definitive expression of the Gothic Aesthetic in 
which nightmare hypnotics nurtures non-human monsters, he displayed 
an interest in mythology (the novel Generation P, 1999), and also tried to 
apply an ancient mystical tradition—the magic of numbers—to the con-
temporary world (Numbers, 2003). 

In terms of the Gothic aesthetic these investigations were crowned 
with the creation of The Sacred Book of the Werewolf (2004) in which a 
truly Gothic protagonist appears for the first time in Pelevin’s writing: the 
main heroine is a werefox who has written the discovered memoirs that 
constitute the novel and who narrates it in the first person. People are not 
to be found among the important characters of this novel, instead playing 
only minor roles in accordance with a key feature of the Gothic Aesthetic. 
In his next novel we again meet mythological monsters, the offspring of 
the nightmare and its virtual voices (The Helmet of Horror: The Myth of 
Theseus and the Minotaur, 2005).

The apogee of the Gothic Aesthetic in Pelevin’s work is the novel Empire 
‘V’ (2006). As critics have rightly commented, Empire ‘V’ fits perfectly into 
the category of the coming-of-age novel. The only essential difference 
between the coming-of-age novel and vampire saga, such as Pelevin’s 
book, which has not yet been noted by critics, is that the main hero, the 
first-person narrator through whose eyes the readers follow the action of 
the plot and with whom young people should be able to identify, is not 
a human being, a person, but a non-human monster, a vampire. In other 
words, one of the living dead is guiding children through their rites of 
passage in a coming-towards-death novel. The book’s suggestive subtitle 
‘A Story of Real Super-Humans’ is not a matter of coincidence. In Empire 
‘V’ Pelevin gives full expression to the idea of the undistinguished human 
race being subordinated to vampires. People are not merely servants or an 
inferior race; they are the vampire’s natural food, a natural link in the food 
chain, and therefore vampires have been cultivating humans since pri-
mordial times in the same way that humans cultivate chickens. Pelevin’s 
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novel ironically indicates the cultural implications of the current popular-
ity of the vampire saga.

In this novel the nightmare hypnotics that Pelevin mastered in The Clay 
Machine-Gun become the clear semantic focus, while his experiments with 
the readers’ perception create the background for depicting this model 
nightmare. The dreams of the future vampire Rama II and the novel’s plot 
take their origin from a black fan in the form of a bat hanging on the wall 
by the main protagonist’s bed. As we learn later in the novel, the mysteri-
ous ‘Pra-bat’ is the primordial first vampire (and probably the source of 
the universe’s creation); vampires routinely turn into bats for hunting and 
flying. This fan is the point of the protagonist’s and the readers’ focused 
attention, it signals the beginning of the entire novel’s nightmare and the 
beginning and end of the narrative.

When asked in an interview why he suddenly decided to write a book 
about vampires, Pelevin admitted that he was realising an old interest in 
non-human characters, with an understanding that they are a far more 
horrifying symbol of our era than the vampires of the Gothic novel:

Q: Why vampires all of a sudden?
A:  I simply wrote a book about vampires. They’ve interested me for a long 

time. I knew intuitively that vampires in Russia would be more than just 
vampires. And so I tried to explore just how much more.

[. . .] I think that my vampires are much more terrible. Horrors come 
in all sorts—some are taught to us in childhood and so we no longer 
notice them. [. . .] We watch Bram Stoker’s Dracula only to relax and 
unwind.68

Pelevin detects the way in which the nightmare spills over from prose 
into culture. The materialization of the nightmare in life is a theme that 
he contemplates a great deal in his works.69 He observes how culture has 
become saturated with nightmares and how the nightmare is materialized 
in it in various forms. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the writer has personally 
experienced the materialization of the nightmare, as he reveals, albeit 
ironically, in another interview:

As for the incident with the falling towers—that was quite something. 
They weren’t towers exactly, but in one postponed project a Demiurge hero 
destroys two twin buildings as he covered the traces of creating a new world 
from a very similar old one. I genuinely wrote it before September 2001, and 
that frightened me. But I don’t think that I can programme my environment, 
rather my environment is programming me.70

Empire ‘V’ displays the combination of two fundamental features of the 
Gothic Aesthetic in Pelevin’s work—imitation of the nightmare as a 
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 mental state and non-human monsters as an aesthetic ideal—which could 
be interpreted as the manifestation of this programming of the writer by 
the environment. 

These two features of the Gothic Aesthetic are characteristic of numer-
ous novels and films devoted to vampires since the early 1990s. This 
international vampire boom is exemplified within the realm of fiction 
writing by Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight novels. This boom is evident in film 
too, with the ‘cult’ television series The Vampire Diaries (Kevin William-
son and Julie Plec, 2009), True Blood (Allan Ball, 2008) and Kindred: The 
Embraced ( John Leekley, 1996), and the film Interview with the Vampire: 
The Vampire Chronicles (Neil Jordan, 1994). Although English-language 
production is dominating the market, virtually every language has its own 
local ‘vampire hits’—television series, novels and films. In the post-Soviet 
literary landscape those that stand out are Empire V by Pelevin and the 
films Night Watch and Day Watch (Timur Bekmambetov, 2004 and 2006) 
based on Lukyanenko’s novels of the same names.71

Sorokin’s Madagascar

Although not all contemporary culture can be explained by the Gothic 
Aesthetic, this trend exerts a considerable influence on the projects of 
other famous writers such as Vladimir Sorokin, Michel Houellebecq, and 
Boris Akunin, although vampires do not feature at all in their fiction. Like 
Pelevin, they are ironically parodying Gothic motifs rather than blindly 
clinging to them. The fundamental idea in “Bro” in Sorokin’s trilogy Ice 
(2005), as well as in Atomised and The Possibility of an Island (2005) by 
Houellebecq, and Children’s Book (2005) by Akunin, is not simply a critique 
of contemporary society. These writers show that contemporary culture’s 
successive revelation of Gothic themes inevitably leads to the denial of 
humanity and civilization as higher values. It can be no coincidence that, 
through exposing these trends in contemporary culture in their prose, 
Sorokin, Houellebecq and Akunin construct dystopias based on the idea of 
denying man as a biological species and humanity as the creator of culture 
and civilization. In Sorokin’s fantasy pamphlet, the elimination of earthly 
civilization and humanity comprises the main task of the central charac-
ter, who is a non-human monster. His main allies in “Bro”—the first part 
and one of the most interesting plots of the trilogy—are Bolsheviks and 
more importantly Cheka men, whom Bro, the main protagonist, success-
fully transforms into non-humans like himself. In Akunin’s Children’s Book, 
as in Houellebecq’s novels, civilization and society ends due to the combi-
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nation of the most advanced technologies prompted by a deep disappoint-
ment in the achievements of human civilization, with the creation of a 
new biological species of non-humans. In a critical and grotesque way, the 
works of these authors indicate the horizon to which contemporary culture 
is striving (which does not, of course, mean that these authors, including 
Pelevin, are supporters of misanthropic ideas or advocate them).

Sorokin’s later works show how the writer’s project has evolved over 
time, obedient to the logic of the Gothic Aesthetic.

After “Bro” (2004),72 Sorokin published the novel Day of the Oprichnik,73 
in which the action takes place in Moscow in 2027. Russia is a monar-
chy, formed after a period of unrest which readers will easily recognize 
as similar to the Russian reforms of the 1990s. Fenced off from the rest of 
the world, by the Great Russian Wall, Russia lives off the profits of selling 
oil and gas and the duty fees raised from the transport of Chinese goods 
into Europe, in a state of constant terror and repression perpetrated by 
the oprichniki—a secret police created by Ivan the Terrible in the 16th 
century. The details of medieval life and the morals of the oprichnina era 
are organically combined with the advanced technology of Chinese pro-
duction and post-Soviet behaviours. The oprichnina is at the center of the 
social structure and is the only ‘social glue’ in this society. The relationships 
between oprichniki are largely reminiscent of those between members of 
a criminal gang, which is increasingly hinted at by the use of post-Soviet 
criminal slang intermingled with ancient Russian folk expressions.

Unsurprisingly, this text, in which Russian contemporaneity is com-
pared to the Middle Ages, has attracted a great deal of attention among 
Russian society because it ironically re-examines the issues of political 
projects dreamed up by Kremlin ideologists who advocate the return of 
a society of orders and turning Russia into a religious Orthodox State.74 
But these medieval allusions are not the full extent of the Gothic motifs 
in Sorokin’s fiction.

One of the key scenes of Sorokin’s new book The Snowstorm (2010) is 
dedicated to describing a nightmare had by the story’s main protagonist—
a doctor Platon Ilich Garin. Upon meeting some vitaminders—professional 
nightmare-sellers—on his way, the doctor ends up in their home. As 
remuneration for the doctor’s help, the vitaminders suggest to him that he 
try a new substance that generates nightmares. Unlike LaBerge, the seller 
of ‘happy dreams’, their trade is not the production or sale of pleasant 
dreams, but of nightmares, as readers learn from the story. The nightmare 
commodity makes their business hugely profitable, and their position in 
society unique. To prevent readers from being left in any doubt as to the 
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true nature of the vitaminders’ occupation, they are given special names: 
one is directly called Drowsiness, while the names of three others—At-
the-Daysend, Say and Bye-Baby—comprise the refrain of a lullaby song 
played in a popular Russian children’s bedtime programme “Good Night, 
Little Ones!”, which generations of Soviet and post-Soviet children grew 
up watching:

At the day’s end we’re very tired,
Say good night to everyone!
Close your eyes,
Bye-baby 

This refrain also ends Garin’s nightmare:

“At-the-Daysend we’re ve-e-ry tired! Say, goo-o-d night to e-e-everyone!” 
A smile crept across the vitaminders’ faces.
“Close your eyes, Bye-baby!” cried the slenderest of the girls in a thin lit-

tle voice.75

The vitaminders are a clear metaphor for the culture of nightmare con-
sumption that I am writing about. Just like contemporary traders in banal 
nightmares—such as the creators of films and novels about nightmares—
the vitaminders manufacture nightmares for sale; the quality of a nightmare 
is judged only by whether it is more horrifying than the previous one.

So how does the nightmare in The Snowstorm begin? After getting com-
fortably settled, the vitaminders and the doctor pronounce a word which, 
as the narrator explains, is necessary for the vitaminders to start the 
nightmare immersion session. This procedure, according to the author’s 
intention, is not purely the chemical effect of a psychedelic substance. It 
requires a ritual word—Madagascar: 

“Madagascar,” Daysend enunciated with weak lips the traditional greeting 
of vitaminder users.

The doctor wanted to reply ‘Racsagadam’, but at that moment he fell 
through into another place.76

To show even more clearly that the word ‘Madagascar’ has no meaning 
whatsoever, he must also, in accordance with the ritual, pronounce its 
inverted form: ‘Racsagadam’. As soon as this word has been uttered the 
monstrous nightmare begins, in which the hero strives to escape his ago-
nizing and disgraceful execution: being cooked alive in a pot filled with 
boiling oil. Sorokin achieves the immersion in this nightmare by using a 
number of hypnotics devices. The nightmare’s description is woven from 
the constant repetition of words, such as in the following example: 
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Sparse snowflakes. They fall from the grey clouds. They fall, they fall. [. . .] 
This is a black pot, a big pot with a thick edge. Around the pot is a big square. 
A square full of people. They are so many of them! Hundreds and hundreds 
of them.77

Repeated words describing repeated actions cause the hero to feel dizzy: 

This smell makes your head spin. Big, sparse snowflakes fall into the oil and 
disappear. They fall and disappear. Fall and disappear.78

Or: 

He pushes off from the opening and hangs down. Pushes off and hangs 
down. Pushes off and hangs down. Pushes off and hangs down.79

Repeated words and movements are not the nightmare’s only means 
of expression; the nightmare is also conveyed through passages of text 
repeated verbatim, a device that is very reminiscent of the nightmare 
description in The Double. Just as in both The Double and “Mr Prokharchin”, 
during the nightmare Sorokin’s hero recurrently loses consciousness, 
which represents the gaps in the story’s logic: 

He twitches while swallowing the oil, coughing and taking huge gulps of air. 
The oil slops all around. Thick, fetid oil.80

He cries out in horror. Again he loses consciousness for a second. And again 
the oil, the fetid oil returns him to his senses. He regains consciousness 
because he swallows oil. He gags on oil. He vomits oil into oil.81

The nightmare ends with a furious cantillation that turns into a wild 
refrain, which is in turn is replaced by a flurry of repeated exclamations. 
Gradually these exclamations, which originally came from the words “I’m 
dying!” transform into a range of meaningless sounds, into a howl of hor-
ror that forms the end of the nightmare. Sorokin carefully traces how the 
words lose their meaning as they degrade into the senseless sounds of 
the nightmare’s agony: 

I’m dying! The crowd is beginning to sing and sway. I-die! What’s that? I-die! 
A folk song? I-die! A song of these folk? I-die! [. . .] Idi! The people are singing 
and swaying. [. . .] Idi! They’re singing. Idi! Swaying. Idi! Singing. Idi! Sway-
ing. Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! Idi! 
Idi! Idi! Di! Di! Di! Di! Di! Di! Di! Di! Di! Di!82

One can hardly doubt that the word ‘Madagascar’ has come into the vita-
minders’ tent from the household of Count Rostov—readers remember the 
role that this word played in Natasha Rostova’s déjà vu. Sorokin’s reason 
for borrowing this term from War and Peace, rather than ‘aulasaukaulala’ 
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from Thomas Mann’s Joseph and His Brothers, is perhaps that it enables 
Russian-speaking readers to discern the experience of displaced time with 
Tolstoy’s canonic description of déjà vu that they would have known since 
childhood. Nevertheless, Sorokin considers it necessary to invert the word, 
turning it into ‘Racsagadam’ so as to eliminate all traces of meaning and 
thereby reinforce its nightmare significance; indeed, Sorokin does not sim-
ply require the beginning of déjà vu, brought about by pronouncing this 
word. His task is to plunge readers into an authentic nightmare, which he 
achieves, consequently turning the nightmare word into the meaningless 
sounds of an agonizing incantation, into a moan, a cry of horror. 

This analysis has two implications from the perspective of nightmarol-
ogy. Firstly, the fact that the Russian original of my book and Snowstorm 
by Sorokin were published simultaneously demonstrates that my analysis 
allows the prediction of certain developments in nightmare prose: coinci-
dences such as this affirm the reliability of my interpretation, particularly 
as far as the multiplication of the nightmare in contemporary culture is 
concerned. Secondly, it also shows that the writers who are striving to 
express similar mental states revert to similar expressive techniques and 
devices—they all use hypnotics to convey nightmares. This permits the 
confident supposition that literature is a good source for studying various 
mental states, and the nightmare in particular. 

Now readers may well wish to know: what, strictly speaking, is the 
danger of the reproduction and imitation of the nightmare for an 
individual psyche and for culture?

The nightmare is a complex mental state which has a number of 
different levels. It is a challenge to the ordinary perception of time, 
a temporal catastrophe in the sleeping consciousness. It begins when 
the attention of the nightmare victim is focused on the void, a spot 
which can contract to a single point in space, materialize into an 
object or turn back into a gaping chasm. Enthralled by the contem-
plation of this void, nightmare victims are unable to tear their gaze 
away from it. This fixed gaze evokes a trance-like state, paralyzing 
the will and producing a feeling of increasing dizziness, a sensation 
of falling rapidly into the revolving whirlwind whose ever-quickening 
pace distorts the course of events in the dream. With its key fea-
ture of the rupture, the nightmare temporality arises, violating our 
habitual perception of time. The causal order of events breaks down 
dramatically, the irreversibility of the past, present and future dis-
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integrates and dreamers finds themselves simultaneously present in 
different moments of their own life.

An important characteristic of the nightmare is its ability to displace 
events from their own time, to confuse cause and effect and to whimsi-
cally distort objects and disfigure space. Pursuit, chase and flight—the 
most frequent nightmare plots—are the primary ways of presenting 
the nightmare temporality as a distinct image.

The nightmare is an out-of-control time machine that is involuntarily 
launched by our consciousness—whether asleep or awake. It is capable 
of taking us to some possible future or returning us to the past. As it 
mixes up the sequence of tenses, the nightmare inhibits our orienta-
tion in space but also our self-awareness, causing panic and a feeling 
of inexplicable horror. 

Could the a-temporal nature of painting be the reason why, with a few 
exceptions like Francisco Goya’s etchings, art virtually never offers us 
a portrait of the nightmare, but only innumerable depictions of hell—
a static image of terrifying eternity? 

The other dimension of the nightmare is its capacity to turn lan-
guage into its vehicle by corrupting the rationality inherent in lan-
guage. The nightmare destroys the semantic links between a word’s 
sound and its meaning. The inability to express emotions, which con-
stricts and stifles the soul, vexing and tormenting, replaces discourse 
with the repetition of words in an attempt to incant anguish. The 
obsessive repetition of a word aids the abduction of sense, separat-
ing sound from meaning. Yet, paralyzed by the persistent repetitive 
sound, the nightmare victim’s mind is able neither to restore its sense 
nor pull away. The ever-quickening irritating sounds open wide the 
way into the vortex of the nightmare where, having lost all remnants 
of sense, the word turns into a tormented wail. This is how night-
mare emotions capture the meaning of discourse, reducing it to a 
persistent ‘bobok’ murmur, the nightmare sound-word aulasaukaulala, 
Madagascar, a groan of pain. Speech is degraded into an unutterable 
sensation that goes beyond the bounds of language and describable 
horror. At this point the nightmare triumphs over language, which 
has failed to express or rationalize emotions. In suppressing meaning, 
the nightmare inhibits self-expression.

The fundamental inexpressibility of the nightmare is capable of creating 
conditions in which the word is deprived of meaning and is irrevoca-
bly transformed into a meaningless sound, into a nightmare of verbal 
nonsense. The inability to cope with the nonsensical words of the 
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nightmare can result in verbal disorder. The incantation and mutter-
ing of the nightmare provides an opportunity for the nightmare to 
materialize in waking life. 

Since dreams have been regarded from Antiquity as a rehearsal 
of death, the nightmare might be viewed as a rehearsal of madness, 
taking root in our mind’s inability to master this extralinguistic expe-
rience through language. This is the relation between the nightmare 
and madness.

The nightmare is a terminator of language, a destroyer of sense, 
an eater of words. It is the murderer of time and individuality, of 
creation and self-consciousness, of thoughts and ideas.

Readers may retort: but what about the images, those unforget-
table and vivid pictures we see in nightmares? What we ‘see’ in a 
nightmare—its multifarious images—is the mind’s way of rational-
izing and explaining the challenge to the perception of time and to 
the loss of meaning. At this moment of panic and chaos, a sense of 
perplexity and catastrophe gets translated into an aesthetic reaction. 
A weird mix of delight and horror, of attraction and repulsion, yields 
an unconveyable union of the ununitable and the inconceivable. This 
union of the ununitable—the images or actions of monsters or in a 
conglomeration of inconceivable events and improbable acts—is our 
reason’s way of rationalizing the nightmare after the event. Although 
images of the nightmare are extremely varied, they have an important 
feature in common: they are always colourful and vivid but almost 
completely inexpressible. 

Powerful emotions, such as stupor and dizziness, horror and the 
inexpressible nightmare aesthetic, have a magnetic attraction. Adepts 
of the contemporary culture of nightmare consumption experience 
these hedonistic emotions while watching films, reading novels or 
playing video games.

Implanted into culture, the nightmare is intended not to fulfil the 
desire for self-expression or to seek new communicative resources, 
but to achieve passive hedonistic self-satisfaction. A deeply uninven-
tive state, the nightmare is focused on simulation and attuned to 
imitation.

The danger of the vampire saga is not only that ‘humans reach-
ing maturity’ learn to identify with non-human monsters rather than 
people, thereby educating children in the ideals of denying humanity 
and stimulating the rising cult of death. In today’s somnambulistic era, 
nightmare imitation disguised as a cultural product launches complex 
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and problematic mental processes of an obscure and uncontrollable 
nature. 

The consequences of mass consumption of the nightmare in con-
temporary culture are especially unpredictable because the materi-
alization of the nightmare has coincided with a deep disenchantment 
with the values of civilization, a crisis in scientific rationality and radi-
cal changes in the perception of time.

Culture, captured by non-humans,
like a boat taken by pirates,

is growing used to a new sense of reality.
The nightmare rises high on the horizon—the materialization

of Gothic prospects.
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Generic and Thematic Mutations in Horror Film. Ed. R. J. Hand and J. McRoy. Manchester, 
2007; Urbanski, Heather. Plagues, Apocalypses and Bug-Eyed Monsters: How Speculative 
Fiction Shows Us Our Nightmares. Jefferson, N. C., 2008; Vieira, Mark A. Hollywood Hor-
ror: From Gothic to Cosmic. NY, 2004. However, these researchers fail to ask one question: 
why do the central characters in these films tend to be non-humans—vampires, monsters 
or witches while people are on the periphery of cultural interest and preference? And of 
course they do not go beyond metaphore in interpreting these cultural products as the 
embodiments of the nightmare in the visual arts.

34. For more detail on the Gothic morality, see: Khapaeva. Nouveau portrait de la 
Russie, ch. ‘La morale gothique’.
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35. Koposov. Kak dumayut istoriki, chapter ‘The Semantics of Social Categories’.
36. I discuss these topics in detail in my book Gothic Society, where I use contempo-

rary post-Soviet prose to analyze historical memory and demonstrate the link between 
non-human monsters—the protagonists of post-Soviet fiction—and memory of the Ter-
ror. (See also: Khapaeva, Dina. Nelyudi i Kritiki [Non-Humans and Critics], NLO, 2009, No. 
98. 2007) Khapaeva, Dina. “Letter to the Editor on A. Etkind’s publication”, Slavic Review, 
Spring 2011, vol. 70, no. 1, pp. 235–237.

37. Agamben, Giorgio. Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, 1995.
38. For a detailed analysis, see: Koposov, Nikolay. “Memory of a Severe Regime” (NLO, 

Moscow, 2011); Khapaeva, Dina. “Historical Memory in Post-Soviet Gothic Society”, Social 
Research, vol. 76, no. 1, March 2009, pp. 359–394.

39. Dostoevsky. The Brothers, p. 650.
40. On autopoesis see Fransisco Varela with H. Maturana. Autopoiesis and Cognition: 

The Realization of the Living. Boston, 1980.
41. Houellebecq, Michel. H.P. Lovecraft: Against the World, Against Life, pp. 29–33.
42. See Fayter, Paul. Late Victorian Science and Science Fiction: Victorian Science in Con-

text, ed. Bernard Lightman, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997. One example of this 
tendency is Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, where the central hero and narrator, a human, 
is contrasted with a non-human monster. Dr. Frankenstein’s monster, whose nature and 
actions are substantially different from a human’s, could be seen as a contribution to these 
discussions.

43. La science telle qu’elle se fait. Sous la dir. de Michel Callons et Bruno Latour. Paris, 
La Découverte, 1991. Latour, Bruno. Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of Science Studies 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).

44. Schaeffer, Jean-Marie. La Fin de l’exception humaine. Paris, Seuil, 2007. See also the 
discussion of Schaeffer’s book in: Le Débat, 2008, No. 152. B. Latour, The Pasteurization of 
France. Harvard University Press, 1988; La science telle qu’elle se fait. Sous la dir. de Michel 
Callons et Bruno Latour. Paris, 1991. For an analysis of non-humans and network theory, 
see: D. Khapaeva. Gertsogi respubliki v epokhu perevodov [Dukes of the Republic in the Age of 
Translation]. M., NLO. 2005, chapter entitled ‘On non-humans, objects and the paradoxes 
of Realism’, pp. 66–72.

45. David Cronenberg on his film A History of Violence at the Cannes Film Festival in 
May 2005, quoted according to: Vinokur, V. The Trace of Judaism. Dostoevsky, Babel, Man-
delstam, Levinas. Evanston, Illinois, 2008, p. 60.

46.  LaBerge, Stephen. Lucid Dreaming. Los Angeles, 1985. pp. 94; 151. “[ . . .] telling 
dreams from reality is no easy matter. Neither biological nor cultural evolution has pre-
pared you to any significant extent for this particular task” (Ibid., p. 216)—thus LaBerge 
builds his strategy for advocating his method on the pleasure market. If the state of dream-
ing is indistinguishable from reality and can be controlled, where all conceivable and 
inconceivable pleasures are possible and will go unpunished, then what is it that justifies 
the complexity of life?

47.  See the popular Internet forum ‘Dream Hackers’: http://forum.dreamhackers.org/
lofiversion/index/php/. 

48. “ ‘In a perfect instance of the lucid dream,’ wrote van Eeden, ‘I float through 
immensely wide landscapes, with a clear blue, sunny sky, and a feeling of deep bliss and 
gratitude, which I feel impelled to express by eloquent words of thankfulness and piety.’ 
[. . .] But for some reason, van Eeden found that these pious lucid dreams were very fre-
quently followed by what he called ‘demon dreams,’ in which he was typically mocked, 
harassed, and attacked by what he supposed to be ‘intelligent beings of a very low moral 
order.’ ” (LaBerge, Stephen. Lucid Dreaming, p. 158).

49.  “[. . .] both falling backward and spinning [are] especially effective in producing 
lucid dreams of awakening. The technique is very simple. As soon as my vision begins to 
fade in the lucid dream, I either fall backward or spin like a top (with my dream body, 
of course!). For the method to work, it is important to experience a vivid sense of move-
ment.” (Ibid., p. 120).
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50. Besides the obvious similarity between lucid dreaming and nightmares there is one 
more danger. The Nobel Prize winner Francis Crick (one of the team of two who discovered 
genetic coding and uncovered the mystery of DNA) and his co-writer Graeme Mitchison 
suggested that the function of dreaming is ‘unlearning’, that is to eliminate unnecessary 
connections between the cells in the brain cortex that have arisen during the course of 
our daytime activities. Consequently, dreams should be forgotten so as not to prevent the 
organism from ridding itself of harmful associations. The memory of all dreams can cause 
serious mental disturbance, a state of obsession and hallucination, and can even ‘cause a 
state similar to schizophrenia’. Crick and Mitchison’s hypothesis is fully compatible with 
an important characteristic of the nightmare—its nature as being difficult to convey using 
language, and more generally an experience that it difficult to express: it could be that this 
experience is inexpressible precisely because we are supposed to forget it (Crick, Francis 
and Mitchison, Graeme. “The Function of Dream Sleep”. Nature, 1983, No. 304).

51. “However, even the most prosaic lucid dreams tend to begin with an unmistakeable 
sense of excitement and delight. [. . .] The emotional arousal characteristically accompa-
nying the beginning of lucidity presents all lucid dreamers, and especially novices, with a 
certain problem. This is the tendency to awaken immediately, particularly if lucidity begins 
during a nightmare. The solution is simply expressed: “Don’t panic! Remain calm.” At first 
this is more easily said than done, but with practice the response becomes automatic and 
eventually effortless.” (LaBerge, Stephen. Lucid Dreaming, pp. 107–108).

52. According to the eminent German historian Reinhart Koselleck, in the latter half of 
the 18th and early 19th centuries there was a real turning point in the perception of time. It 
was during this period that the multitude of local, isolated histories came to a new notion 
of a single global history of humanity striving to go from the dark past to a radiant future. 
(Koselleck, Reinhart. L’expérience de l’histoire. Paris, Gallimard, 1990; Koselleck, Reinhart. 
Le future passé. Contribution à la sémantique des temps historiques. Paris, 1990).

53. Originally an algebraic value, this idea gradually won over the imagination of its 
creator, J. Vrin, resulting in its application to limited relativity (B. Bachelet. Sur quelques 
figures du temps. Paris, 1996, p. 153).

54. Ibid.
55. Ibid., p. 166.
56. See: J. L. Andrade, E. Silva, G. Lochak. Polya, Chastitzy, kvanty. Moscow, 1972.
57. Hawking, Stephen. A Brief History of Time. Bantam, London, 1998, pp. 174–177.
58. Bergson, Henri. Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience. Paris, 1991.
59. “This flux is not the flux of Objective time, which I determine with watch and 

chronometer, not world-time, which I fix in relation to the sun and the earth, for this 
is capable of phenomenological reduction. Rather, we call this flux pre-empirical or 
 pre-phenomenological time.” (Husserl, Edmund. The Phenomenology of Internal Time Con-
sciousness, tr. James S. Churchill, Martinus Nijhoff: The Hague. 1964. p. 170). The idea of 
the temporality horizon in which the consciousness is presented with the past, present 
and future simultaneously, has entered into common usage. On the perception of time 
in Husserl’s work, see also: Granel, Gérard. Le Sens du Temps et de la perception chez 
E. Husserl. Paris, Gallimard, 1996. Carr, David. Time, Narrative and History. Bloomington, 
Indianapolis, 1986.

60. Internal time, whose similarity to Husserl’s phenomenological time is far from 
unambiguous, is the main structure of Heidegger’s philosophy. In order to confirm the 
authenticity of internal time, Heidegger has to struggle against the idea of ‘vulgar time’—
the objective chronological time of ‘science’. True subjective temporality for Heidegger is 
characterized by finiteness, whereas ‘vulgar time’ is infinite, uniformly and indefinitely 
directed towards the undefined future. The past, present and future cease to be viewed as 
an inseparable whole and are opposed to one another (Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time, 
tr. Joan Stambaugh, NY, London, 1977). See the analysis of French critic and commentator 
on Heidegger, Jean Greisch: Greisch, Jean. Ontologie et temporalité. Esquisse d’une interpre-
tation intégrale de Sein und Zeit. P.U.F. Paris, 1994, pp. 321–325.

61. Foucault, Michel. L’archéologie du savoir. Paris, Gallimard, 1969.
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62. On the perception of historical time after Auschwitz see: Spiegel, G. M. (2002), 
Memory and History: Liturgical Time and Historical Time. History and Theory, Gallimard, 
Columbia University Press, 41: 149–162.

63. See for example: Fabian, Johannes. Time and the Other. How Anthropology Makes 
Its Objects. NY, Columbia University Press, 1983; Bensa, Alban. Images et usages du temps. 
Terrain. 1997, No. 29, p. 24. Pomian, Krzysztof. L’ordre du temps. Paris, 1984. On the tem-
poralities of the social world, see: Chesneaux, Jean. Habiter le temps. Passé, present, future: 
esquisse d’un dialogue possible. Paris, Gallimard, 1996.

64. Anthropologists, historians and philosophers have in recent years displayed a pre-
occupation with this topic, which is borne out by the names of books such as ‘Unease with 
temporality’ (Malaise dans la temporalité. Sous la dir. de P. Zawadzski. Paris, Publications 
de la Sorbonne, 2002). See also an analysis of presentism in: Gumbrecht, Hans Ulrich. In 
1926: Living on the Edge of Time, Harvard University Press, 1997; Gumbrecht. The Produc-
tion of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey, Stanford University Press, 2004. Hartog, 
François. Régimes d’historicité. Présentisme et experiences du temps. Ed. de Minuit, Paris, 
Gallimard, 2003.

65. On various perspectives of the contemporary intellectual crisis, see: Lyotard, Jean-
François. La condition postmoderne. Paris, 1979. Beck, Ulrich. tr. Patrick Camiller. What is 
Globalization? Polity Press, Cambridge, 2000; Anderson, Perry. The Origins of Postmoder-
nity. L., NY, 1998; Žižek, Slavoj. The Ticklish Subject. The Absent Center of Political Ontology. 
L., NY, 1999; Žižek. Welcome to the Desert of the Real: Five Essays on September 11 and Related 
Dates. Verso, L., 2002; Nora, Pierre tr. Arthur Goldhammer. Realms of Memory, Columbia 
University Press, 1996; Gray, John. Enlightenment’s Wake: Politics and Culture at the Close 
of the Modern Age, Routledge, London, 1995. On the crisis of the social sciences, and its 
relation to the crisis of the perception of historical time, see: Khapaeva, Dina. Gertsogi 
respubliki v epokhu perevodov [Dukes of the Republic in the Age of Translation], NLO, M., 
2005, pp. 62–75.

66. S. Lukyanenko. The Night Watch, tr. Andrew Bromfield, London: William Heine-
mann, 2006. 

67. Pelevin. The Clay Machine-Gun, p. 114.
68. N. Kochetkova ‘Vampires in Russia are more than vampires’: http://pelevin.nov.ru/

interview/o-empire/1/html, tr. RST.
69. “Are you familiar with the concept of visualization? [. . .] When so many believers 

begin to pray to some god or other that he actually comes into existence, in the precise 
form in which they have imagined him? [. . .] The world in which we live is simply a col-
lective visualization, which we are taught to make from our early childhood. It is, in actual 
fact, the only thing that one generation hands on to the next. When a sufficient number of 
people see this steppe, this grass and feel this summer wind, then we are able to experi-
ence it all together with them. But no matter what forms might be prescribed for us by 
the past, in reality what each of us sees in life is still only a reflection of his own spirit. 
And if you discover that you are surrounded by impenetrable darkness, it only means 
that your own inner space is like the night. It’s a good thing you’re an agnostic, or there 
would be all manner of gods and devils roaming about in this darkness.” (Pelevin. The Clay 
Machine-Gun, p. 235).

70. Danilkin, Lev. ‘Answers: Victor Pelevin’, http://pelevin.nov.ru/interview/o-levd/1, tr. 
RST.

71. Dina Khapeva, For an analysis of vampire fiction from the perspective of the Gothic 
Aesthetic, see: Dina Khapaeva, “Vampire Boom: A Russian-American Comparison” in Gothic 
Anxieties: National and Transnational. Ed. Paivi Mehtonen and Matti Savolainen (Ashgate, 
forthcoming 2012); Idem, “From a Vampire’s Point of View”, Kinokultura, April 2011, Issue 
32: http://www.kinokultura.com/articles.html and Idem, “Vampire, A Hero of Our Times” 
(“Vampir, geroi nashego vremeni”), Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2011, vol. 109.

72. Sorokin, Vladimir. Ice Trilogy, tr. Jamey Gambrell, NYRB classics, 2011. 
73. Sorokin, Vladimir. Day of the Oprichnik, tr. Jamey Gambrell, Farrar Staus Giroux, 

2011 [2006].
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74. See: Khapaeva, Dina. “Serf citizens?” Polit.ru: http://polit.ru/article/2012/01/18/
khapaeva/.

75. Sorokin, Vladimir. Snowstorm, tr. RST. (Metel’, Astrel’, Kharvest, 2010).
76. Ibid. 
77. Ibid. 
78. Ibid. 
79. Ibid. 
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