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GOGOL'S “SHINEL” IN ENGLISH: A COMMENTARY AND TRANSLATION

Morgan Shafter
New College of Florida, 2013

ABSTRACT

The central project of this thesis is to examine the translation of stylistic elements 

in  Nikolai  Gogol's  story  “Shinel”  (“The  Overcoat”).  First,  I  construct  a  theoretical 

foundation  which  both  enables  and  justifies  the  representation  of  style  in  the  target 

language, by considering translation as artistic interpretation. I then apply this theory to 

two important stylistic techniques employed by Gogol: skaz and defamiliarization. Next, 

I  compare  selected  examples  from four  previous  English  translations  of  “Shinel”  to 

explore how other translators have handled these stylistic techniques. Finally, I provide 

my  own  translation,  which  aims  to  explicate  Gogol's  style  to  an  English-speaking 

audience.

Dr. Alina Wyman
Humanities
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Stil  ist  auch die individuelle Hand, die  in 
den Werken des gleichen Künstlers  überall 
kenntlich ist . . . Denn auch dieser Sinn von 
Stil  bezeichnet  eine  Einheitlichkeit  in  der 
Varietät  der  Werke,  nämlich,  wie sich  die 
charakteristische  Darstellungsweise  eines 
Künstlers von der jedes anderen Künstlers 
unterscheidet.

Das  tritt  auch  in  Goethes 
Wortgebrauch  heraus  .  .  .  Ein  Künstler 
bildet sich einen Stil, sofern er nicht mehr 
liebevoll  nachahmt,  sondern  zugleich  sich 
selbst damit eine Sprache macht.

(Wahrheit und Methode 467)

A style is  also the individual  hand that is 
recognizable  everywhere  in  the  works  of 
the same artist . . . for “style” in this sense 
also designates a unity in the variety of the 
works—i.e.,  the  way  in  which  an  artist's 
characteristic  mode  of  representation 
distinguishes him from any other.

This emerges also in Goethe's use of 
the word . . . An artist creates a style when 
he is no longer just engaged in imitation but 
is also fashioning a language for himself. 

(Truth and Method 494)
      – Hans-Georg Gadamer

translated by W. Glen-Doepel, revised by J. Weinsheimer and D. G. Marshall

That gum you like is going to come back in style.
– The Man from Another Place

Ho  scoperto  che  ciò  che  è  davvero 
importante per un creatore non è quello che 
vagamente  chiamiamo  ispirazione,  e 
neanche quel che vogliamo dire: un ricordo, 
un rimpianto o ancora la ribellione. No, ciò 
che è importante è il modo in cui dirlo, è 
proprio questo l’aspetto artigianale. L’arte è 
un  vero  mestiere.  Altri,  se  preferiscono, 
possono interpretare  il  mestiere  come uno 
stile.  Lo  stile  riunisce  il  ricordo  o  la 
reminiscenza,  l'ideologia,  il  sentimento,  la 
nostalgia e il presentimento nel modo in cui 
ci esprimiamo. Non è ciò che diciamo, ma 
come lo diciamo che è importante.

(Sono un gran bugiardo 27-8)

I discovered that what's really important for 
a  creator  isn't  what  we vaguely define  as 
inspiration or  even what  it  is  we want  to 
say,  recall,  regret,  or  rebel  against.  No, 
what's  important  is  the  way  we  say  it 
[omitted].  Art  is  all  about  craftsmanship. 
Others can interpret craftsmanship as style 
if they wish. Style is what unites memory or 
recollection, ideology, sentiment, nostalgia, 
presentiment,  to  the  way  we  express  all 
that. It's not what we say but how we say it 
that matters.

(I'm a Born Liar 46)
– Federico Fellini

translated by Damian Pettigrew

You don't see just how fly my style is
I don't see why I need a stylist

when I shop so much I can speak Italian
– Kanye West
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INTRODUCTION

1 - An Overview of My Project

The craftsmanship of Nikolai Gogol occupies a highly revered place in Russian 

literature, and certainly one could write an entire thesis on the qualities that make his art  

so unique,  so peculiarly  Gogolian.  But what is his craft  to the reader who knows no 

Russian?  How  does  one  explain  the  rare  talents  of  Gogol  to  an  English-speaking 

audience? Descriptions of his work only communicate so much; it would be much better 

to demonstrate Gogol's craft. 

Unfortunately, the published translations of Gogol's works most readily accessible 

to an English speaker focus heavily on conveying the plot, often at the expense of style.  

Like  most  translations  printed  by modern  publishers,  they pay scant  attention  to  the 

techniques that the author uses to make his storytelling into an art.  This is especially 

unfortunate for Gogol, whose peculiarity lies in the varied and inventive mix of devices 

that stylize his narration. 

I hereby undertake a project to avenge Gogol's artistry against the disservice done 

by English translations of his work, which do not successfully communicate his unique 

style. I respond with my own translation of one of Gogol's most Gogolian narratives, the 

novella “Shinel” (commonly translated as “The Overcoat”). In this translation I focus my 

attention not on the storyline which, as we will see, is not necessarily the most important 

part of the text; instead, I put my efforts into rendering as thoroughly as possible the 

stylistic  elements  of  Gogol's  narration.  For  purposes  of  narrowed  focus  and  concise 

explication,  I  will  center on two interrelated techniques  in particular:  the multi-tiered 
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narrative “texture” and the use of defamiliarization.

Examples of these techniques in “Shinel” do not fall into neat categories; often, 

many simple devices, such as repetition or wordplay, manifest both techniques equally. 

Boris  Eikhenbaum, a  Russian Formalist  scholar,  describes  the  texture1 of  “Shinel”  as 

having two layers:  a primary layer  of comic,  mimetic  skaz,  and a secondary layer of 

“highly emotional declamation” (Eikhenbaum, “How Gogol's 'Overcoat' Is Made,” trans. 

Beebe & Trahan 24).2 The term “skaz” is notoriously difficult to define, and later I will 

more  thoroughly  elucidate  the  specific  features  of  the  Gogolian  brand  of  skaz  that 

appears  in  “Shinel.”  For  now,  it  will  suffice  to  give  one  of  Eikhenbaum's  brief 

characterizations of it: skaz is when  tone organizes a story instead of  plot, that is, the 

author emphasizes the role of the narrator through highly stylized narration (trans. Beebe 

21). As Eikhenbaum explains, the contrast between these two textural layers – between 

which the narrator sometimes switches quite abruptly – is often comical and grotesque. 

The mimetic skaz frequently participates in defamiliarizing the reader to otherwise banal 

objects,  even  to  language  itself.  Formalist  critic  Viktor  Shklovskii  uses  the  word 

ostranenie  – etymologically  meaning  “making  strange”  and  commonly  translated  as 

“defamiliarization”3 – to indicate the artistic method whereby poetic language describes 

an object in an unfamiliar way, so as to compel the reader to consider it at a level beyond  

“automatic” unconscious everyday cognition (Shklovskii 11-12, 24). 

I preface my own translation of “Shinel” with a theoretical overview which aims 

1 I adopt the term “texture” from Robert Maguire's translation of Eikhenbaum's essay “How Gogol's 'Overcoat' is  
Made” (268). Maguire uses “texture” to translate the Russian word “kompozitsiia,” or “composition,” in order to 
contrast it with other words in the article that refer to literary structure. Beebe and Trahan translate it as “esthetic  
structure” (21). I will use these terms interchangeably.

2 As noted in the above footnote, I will be referencing two translations of Eikhenbaum's essay. Since they have the  
same title, from this point forward I will cite them by their translators, e.g. “trans. Beebe 24,” “trans. Maguire 268.”

3 It is also commonly rendered in English as “estrangement.” I will also use these words interchangeably.
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to orient my work in reaction to traditional approaches to translation. I find that a major 

weakness  in  many  common  theoretical  approaches,  which  typically  argue  for  either 

metaphrase or paraphrase, is their failure to recognize that translation has its ontological 

foundation in interpretation. Consequently, I ground my own theoretical orientation in 

hermeneutics. Hans-Georg Gadamer's hermeneutics of art, and in particular his concept 

of “play,” provides my basis for linking translation and art. By interpreting translation as 

art,  we  are  able  to  see  the  stylistic  elements  of  a  translation  as  an  interpretive 

representation of the original author's  style.  In this  way,  there may be an ontological 

justification for the transfer of the idiosyncrasies of an author's artistry from source text 

to  translation.  Therefore,  my  theory  fundamentally  encompasses  style  in  a  way that 

traditional translation theory does not. With this conclusion in mind, I define Gogolian 

skaz and defamiliarization in terms of the art of translation, with the goal of finding a 

strategy  for  translating  that  positively  exhibits  these  stylistic  devices  in  the  target 

language. 

I also include a comparative study of selected English translations of “Shinel.” 

This comparison focuses on concrete manifestations of these stylistic techniques. Here I 

make positive strides toward my own translation by seeing how translators before me 

have handled the particular difficulties that the source text poses to the English language. 

Additionally,  this  allows me to identify the specific passages where translations have 

traditionally obscured facets of Gogol's narrative style. In this way, my translation will 

both synthesize previous attempts and enhance them for my purposes.

 I believe that translation is artistic interpretation. I seek that both my theoretical 

stance and my method of translating reflect this view. To accomplish this, I base my 
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philosophy on a Gadamerian hermeneutics of art, and ground Gogol's literary techniques 

in  this  theory.  I  then analyze  previous  translations  of “Shinel”  to  see how they have 

interpreted  individual  manifestations  of  these  techniques.  Finally,  I  provide  my own 

translation, a (re-)creative interpretation of the original text. In all, I hope my translation 

can bring Gogol's literary craftsmanship into the English language in a way that both 

represents and explicates his unique style of narration.

2 - Historical Background

Nikolai  Vasilievich  Gogol  was  born  in  Ukraine  in  1809.  He  moved  to  St. 

Petersburg  in  1828,  traveled  extensively  through  Europe,  and  developed  a  particular 

fondness for Italy, living in Rome for a time. In 1852, after a religious fervor propelled 

him to burn the second part of his novel, Mërtvye dushi (Dead Souls), he starved himself 

to death.

Despite  his  Ukrainian  upbringing,  Gogol wrote  in  Russian.  Some  recent 

scholarship has examined how Gogol used his knowledge of the Ukrainian language to 

make his work foreign, strange to the Russian reader (viz. Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol:  

Between  Ukrainian  and  Russian  Nationalism).  This  is  one  form  of  Gogol's 

defamiliarization,  wherein  the  everyday  lexis  and  syntax  of  Ukrainian  becomes 

conspicuous – or as the Formalists would say, marked – in the context of the Russian 

language.  I  have  no  knowledge  of  Ukrainian,  and  so  commentary  on  this  form  of 

defamiliarization will unfortunately be lacking in my translation.

His  literary  output  consists  mostly  of  rasskazy (short  stories)  and  povesti 

(novellas),  but  also  includes  plays,  a  novel,  two poems,  and  a  collection  of  didactic 

epistles.  Gogol  was a  contemporary of  Aleksandr  Pushkin,  and his  sometimes  ornate 
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prose has led many critics to classify him as a Romanticist. However, because Gogol – 

and Russian Romanticism in general – was relatively late to the European Romantic era 

as  a  whole,  his  work  often  also  subverts  traditional  Romantic  style  and  tropes  with 

Gogol's  own  characteristic  irony.  In  this  way,  Gogol  also  had  an  influence  on  the 

Modernist movement, leading some to categorize Gogol's work as “Proto-Modernism.” 

Many have even branded Gogol as a Realist, whereas others have noted that his frequent 

impressionistic, absurd imagery bears a notable affinity to Surrealism, which itself was 

not born until seventy years after Gogol's death (Hyde 588; Eikhenbaum, trans. Beebe 

34). I think that this utter scholarly confusion about the genre of Gogol's work says much 

about his uniqueness, and I will make no effort to classify him any further.

Before his  final  work,  the unfinished  Mërtvye dushi,  the last  story that Gogol 

published was“Shinel,” in 1842. On the surface, the plot is simple: in St. Petersburg, a 

meek,  impoverished  copyclerk,  Akakii  Akakievich,  contently leads  his  mundane  life, 

despite  generally bad luck and constant mockery from his co-workers.  He eventually 

notices that his coat is wearing thin, and is initially dismayed when his tailor informs him 

that he must buy a new one. Soon, however, he finds spiritual fulfillment in the sacrifices 

which he makes in order to save money to purchase the new coat. On the same night that 

the tailor finishes sewing the coat, Akakii's co-workers invite him to a party to celebrate 

his new acquisition. On his way home from the party, two men rob him of the coat. After 

the police fail to help him, he solicits the assistance of a highly ranked official, known as 

the “significant personage,” who turns him away with a harsh scolding. That night, after 

walking home in a blizzard, Akakii develops a fever, and dies shortly thereafter. Soon, a 

ghost reported to be Akakii begins to steal coats, causing alarm throughout the city. The 
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apparition then supposedly vanishes for good after robbing the coat of the  significant  

personage.

Early English translations published “Shinel” under the title “The Cloak,” and 

later  “The Overcoat” became its  standard English name,  though one recent translator 

chose “The Greatcoat” (Chandler). To give a rough overview of English translations of 

“Shinel”: of the approximately twelve published English translations that I was able to 

find record of, about six have been in publication within the last ten years (including in e-

books).  I will  be focusing on the four of the most widely published versions, by the 

following translators:  Isabel Hapgood, who wrote the first  English translation,  still  in 

print in Dover Thrift Editions and some e-books, and originally published in 1886 as 

“The Cloak”; Constance Garnett, whose version, first published in 1922, is still the most 

widely circulated translation today; David Magarshack, originally published in 1949; and 

the married translating duo Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, whose translation, 

first  printed  in  1998,  is  at  the  time  of  this  writing  the  best-selling  version  on 

Amazon.com.4 The latter three versions have all been titled “The Overcoat.” All of these 

writers  are  highly prolific  translators  of  Russian literature,  and some have also done 

scholarly and biographical work in the field (viz. Magarshack, Gogol: A Life).

4 I  have  compiled  this  information  from  many  sources:  Philip  Frantz's  Gogol:  A  Bibliography,  Amazon.com, 
Barnesandnoble.com,  and  different  copies  of  the  translations  themselves:  Hapgood  (1886),  Garnett  (1951),  
Magarshack (1957), Pevear and Volokhonsky (1999). 
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3 - Notes on My Methodology

I  formulated  my  theoretical  stance  before  translating,  though  unforeseen 

difficulties and insights during the process of translation caused me to reconsider and 

revise my philosophy; such a procedure is inherent to the hermeneutic foundation of my 

theoretical approach. 

For words and idioms that were unfamiliar to me or posed special difficulties to 

translation,  I  have consulted a variety of  sources in  choosing how to render  them in 

English:  Slovar' russkogo iazyka (Ozhegov 1986),  Oxford Russian Dictionary (Wheeler 

2007),  the  Yandex.ru  Slovar',  the  ABBYY Lingvo.Pro  dictionary,  Forsyth's  annotated 

edition  of  the  original  text,  Vasmer's  Etimologicheskii  slovar'  russkogo  iazyka,  Dal''s 

Tolkovyi slovar' zhivogo velikorusskogo iazyka, and other translations of “Shinel.” I cite 

the other translations wherever they have exerted a guiding influence on my own work. 

Unless otherwise noted, all translated excerpts of “Shinel” in the first and second chapters 

are my own.

My transliteration of Russian words is based on the American Library Association 

&  Library  of  Congress  Romanization  table,5 without  the  diacritic  marks  over  the 

transliteration of the letters Й (ĭ), Ц (t� s), Э (ė), Ю (i� u), Я (i� a). I retain two exceptions to 

this  system.  As  the  American  Association  of  Teachers  of  Slavic  and  East  European 

Languages  recommends,6 I  use  the  standardized  Romanization  of  the  name “Gogol,” 

rather  than  the  exact  transliteration  based  on the  Library of  Congress  system,  which 

would be “Gogol',” with the final soft sign marked by a single quote. I extend this also to 

5 The  comprehensive  official  table  is  available  on  the  Library  of  Congress  website  at  
<http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/russian.pdf>.

6 On the “Information for SEEJ Contributors” page, section 8, subsection “Names.”
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the title of the work, “Shinel,” which would otherwise also be rendered with a final soft 

sign (“Shinel'”).

Lastly, it is important to point out a large complication in my methodology: a vast 

portion of my secondary sources are themselves translations. Time constraints prevent me 

from reading all  secondary texts in their  original tongues,  and certainly preclude any 

attempt to read the source texts in languages of which I have no knowledge. Much of my 

theoretical formulation, therefore, must be taken with skepticism. Though most of the 

translations  that  I  have  used  are  from  anthologies  or  generally  considered  to  be 

authoritative, each degree of separation between the source text and the reader results in 

more and more widely diverging interpretations.  That  is  to  say,  given the amount  of 

interpretation  involved  in  just  the  everyday  conversation  of  speakers  of  the  same 

language,  reading a translation – interpreting an interpretation – poses an even larger 

potential for interpretive drift.  Moreover, it  is very likely that many of the translators 

whose work I  reference have  theoretical  orientations  at  odds with my own.  To draw 

support  from  the  work  of  someone  whose  methodology  I  disagree  with  while 

simultaneously arguing against  that  very same methodology is  dubious,  and puts  my 

entire  theoretical  argument  into  question.  Unfortunately,  it  is  unavoidable  for  the 

purposes of my project, for much of the most important work in translation studies and 

literary criticism has been written in languages other than English. To ignore these works 

would also throw my argument into doubt by leaving it conspicuously incomplete and 

lacking context. 
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CHAPTER I

Theoretical Foundation

1 - Traditional Theoretical Approaches to Translation

It will be helpful in grounding my own methodology to give a brief history of 

trends  in  translation  theory.  Traditionally  there  has  been  a  dichotomy  between  two 

theoretical approaches which have held many names,  though the definitive difference 

between  them  is  perhaps  best  characterized  by  German  philosopher  Friedrich 

Schleiermacher: a translation can either move toward the source language (SL) or move 

toward  the  target  language  (TL).  Among  the  most  frequent  names  for  the  former  is 

“literal translation” and, for the latter, “paraphrase.”7 (The chart below provides a partial 

list of names used to describe these two methodological orientations.)

Toward SL Toward TL

metaphrase paraphrase

foreignizing domesticating

direct translation (Vinay & Darbelnet) oblique translation (Vinay & Darbelnet)

word-for-word sense-for-sense

formal correspondence (Nida) dynamic / functional correspondence (Nida)

literalism parodistic (Goethe, pejoratively)

The originator, where known, is provided in parentheses. Antonyms are juxtaposed, except for  
the last row.

My goals  for  translation  primarily  concern  conveying  the  stylistic  features  of 

Gogol's “Shinel.” As a result, the following discussion will center mainly on a theoretical 

7 Many theorists (e.g. Dryden, Schleiermacher, Goethe) have stipulated a third category, “imitation.” In an imitation,  
the translator, “taking only some general hints from the Original,” assumes full artistic license to transform the  
work (Dryden 38). Perhaps the best examples of this are modern interpretations of classical poetry, or translations  
of poetry that attempt to preserve meter. I have left this out of my summary because, on one hand, it may be 
considered an extreme case of paraphrase, since it is a movement toward the TL, and on the other hand, there has  
been much scholarly debate as to whether it can even be called translation at all.
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approach to translating style. “Style,” as it is commonly used, means something like “the 

way in which a piece of art is made,” that is, its form. Such a definition, I believe, presents 

some difficulties, of which perhaps the most problematic is the unexamined assumption of 

a dichotomy of form and content. Thus, for the purposes of my project, I use “style” in an 

expanded sense: the set of qualities that make a work of art unique. Although I think that 

the uniqueness of “Shinel” lies chiefly in its peculiar combination of formal techniques, 

most of these techniques depend in at least some way on the story's content. With different 

characters and a different plot, I do not believe these techniques would be as effective. 

Thus,  I  consider  the  style  of  “Shinel”  to  be  whichever  qualities  –  regardless  of 

categorization into form or content – that demonstrate Gogol's artistry. 

1.1 - The Dichotomy

 St. Jerome was not the first to draw the dichotomy of metaphrase and paraphrase, 

but his way of phrasing it has spanned the centuries: “profiteor, me in interpretatione . . .  

non verbum e verbo, sed sensum exprimere de sensu” (Hieronymus 571).8 Theorists often 

portray the dichotomy as a distinction between translating a sentence as a whole unit of 

meaning and translating each word of a sentence individually;  or, similarly,  translating 

based on the context of the word or phrase in a sentence (or larger unit) rather than the 

word's denotation. This distinction is not unfamiliar to everyday language use, in which we 

might ask someone to quote another's words verbatim, or else to just “give us the gist.” Can 

we say that we prefer one or the other mode when it comes to the translation of literature?

Dating back to antiquity, there has been a preference for paraphrase in both theory 

and  practice.  Even  today  most  major  publishers  exclusively  print  domesticating 

8 “I profess, that in translation (interpretation) … I express not word out of word, but sense from (about, of) sense.” It  
is important for my own theoretical orientation that Jerome uses “interpretatio” to signify the act of translation.
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translations.9 Endorsers  of  paraphrase  often  argue  that  it  preserves  the  “grace”  or 

“eloquence” of the source text, in opposition to metaphrase, which they believe butchers 

the original author's style (Jerome 24; Dryden 39). Often this means that the paraphrast's 

goal is a translation that seems native to the TL.

Theories that argue on behalf of literalism are a more recent phenomena, dating 

back to the nineteenth century (Venuti, Translation Studies 19). Schleiermacher, one of the 

first literalists, argued that a translation should make readers aware that they are reading a 

translation.  Whereas  paraphrasts  espouse  a  translation  that  sounds  natural  in  the  TL, 

Schleiermacher recommends a literal rendering which sounds foreign, as it was originally, 

to the target audience. Schleiermacher believes that foreignization stretches the limits of the 

TL, and can thereby enrich and expand it. 

I  omit a more thorough discussion of these two orientations toward translation. 

Each one has its positive and negative qualities, its strong and weak arguments. What is 

fundamentally problematic is not either theory alone, but rather the insidious, unexamined 

dichotomization which continues to influence contemporary translation studies. One simple 

example will demonstrate this issue.

1.2 - The Continuum

In actual practice, this dichotomy is more like a continuum. Douglas Robinson 

illustrates this well in his description of a translational “sorites series,” which consists of 

a collection of sentences that shift gradually between the extremes of metaphrase and 

paraphrase (Robinson 19). I will use a (condensed) example from “Shinel” to explain 

9 Leading translation studies scholar Lawrence Venuti has written an entire book on this subject,  The Translator's  
Invisibility, but this basic idea is present on the first page: “A translated text . . . is judged acceptable by most 
publishers, reviewers and readers when it reads fluently, when the absence of any linguistic or stylistic peculiarities 
makes it  seem transparent,  giving the appearance .  .  .  that  the translation is not in fact  a translation,  but the  
'original'” (Venuti 1). 
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concretely. At the very beginning of the tale, the narrator goes into a digression about the 

temperament of bureaucrats. The third sentence of the story reads:

Теперь  уже  всякий  частный  человек  считает  в  лице  своём 

оскорблённым  всё  общество.  [Teper'  uzhe  vsiakii  chastnyi  chelovek  

schitaet v litse svoëm oskorblënnym vsë obshchestvo.]

A hyper-literal  translation,  without  adjusting for syntax or idiom or taking into 

account the context of the story, could gloss this sentence in English as:

(1) Now already every private person considers in person his own insulted 

all society.

The syntax of this sentence is foreign to English, and so one can say it moves toward the 

SL. The unfamiliar syntax makes it  impossible for an English speaker to decipher this 

sentence with any degree of certainty. However, some syntactical similarity between the 

two  languages,  namely  the  subject-verb  order,  renders  the  first  half  of  the  sentence 

intelligible. The second half, however, is ambiguous as to who or what has been insulted – 

is  it  the  “private  person,”  or  maybe  “all  society?”  Furthermore,  the  more  nuanced 

participial forms in Russian have already presented a difficulty to translating: the word 

“oskorblënnym,” a perfective past passive participle, is a form that does not fit into the 

English participial system. The translator must decide either to preserve the part of speech, 

and thereby lose the nuances of verbal tense and aspect, or to alter the part of speech by 

changing it to a subordinate clause, such as “that has been insulted.” One could argue that 

either option would be closer to the Russian, depending on whether one believes that part 

of speech or tense and aspect is more important to language (my selection of the former in 

this case is for simplicity). The words “chelovek” and “litso” pose yet another problem, as 

12



both may mean “person.” This redundancy does not occur in the original text, and so while 

translation (1) may accurately represent the literal semantics and syntax of the sentence, it 

does not accurately represent its style. However, if we viewed this sentence in the context 

of the story as a whole, we could justify the repetition: one of the chief stylistic features of 

“Shinel” is Gogol's use of redundancy as mimetic commentary on the protagonist, who 

works as a copier. For this reason, the repetition of “person” might even better portray the 

narrative style of the original, and so what we lose in literalness of content is compensated 

for in preservation of style. In this way, we have also run into a problem of scope: how 

large should the linguistic unit be for a translation? A word? A sentence? The entire work?

(2) Now already every private person considers all society insulted in his 

own person.

In sentence (2), I have heavily altered the syntax to a more standard English use. I 

have moved the direct object, “all society,” closer to the verb. It is now clear that “his own” 

(“svoëm”) modifies “person.” It is also more likely that a reader may understand “insulted” 

as a participle modifying “society.” Nonetheless, the problem of the repetition of “person” 

persists. We seem to have reached a point in between metaphrase and paraphrase, though 

still leaning toward the former.

(3) Nowadays every private person considers the whole of society insulted 

in his person. (trans. Pevear 219)

Sentence  (3)  is  Pevear  and  Volokhonsky's  translation.  The  first  change  is  the 

substitution of “nowadays” for the Russian “teper' uzhe.” Although “now already” is the 

literal gloss of this phrase, the term “nowadays” does capture the sense of “teper',” which 

connotes “now, as opposed to before.” Furthermore, the word “uzhe,” while often meaning 

13



“already,” is one of a handful of particles that Gogol uses stylistically for emphasis; in this 

phrase it emphasizes the word before it, “now.” The literal translation, “now already,” is 

somewhat emphatic because of its redundancy10 (something that has happened “already” 

has happened “by now”), but the word “nowadays” is also an emphatic “now.” In any case, 

it is evident that the discussion has shifted away from syntax to translating the “sense” of 

the word. As Jerome's distinction between “word-for-word” and “sense-for-sense” implies, 

paraphrastic translation often concerns itself  with conveying the  connotation of the SL 

phrase. The next difference is the translation of “vsë” as “the whole of” rather than “all.” 

Syntactically, “vsë” serves as an adjective, and so differs fundamentally from the partitive 

noun phrase “the whole of,” though lexically they bear the same basic meaning. I consider 

this a move toward the TL, as colloquial English often uses such partitive constructions (cf. 

“all society” and “all of society”). Lastly, the translators remove “own” from “his own 

person.”  English  does  not  have  a  reflexive  possessive  pronoun  corresponding  to  the 

Russian  “svoi,”  which  refers  to  the  subject  of  the  sentence  (cf.  Latin  “suus”),  and so 

English sometimes uses “own” to disambiguate (e.g. “Smerdiakov killed his father” can 

mean “Smerdiakov killed his own father” or “Smerdiakov killed John's father”). There is 

no need to disambiguate in this case, and so its removal is for purposes of simplification.11

(4) Nowadays every private individual takes a personal insult to be an insult 

against society at large. (trans. Magarshack 233)

10 This brings up two issues that will frequently recur in my own translation. Gogol's use of emphatic particles is one 
of the most difficult formal elements of the source text to convey in English. The redundancy of the translation 
“now already” again mimics the aforementioned stylistic redundancy of the original.

11 However, in a thorough foreignizing translation, “own” might be used every time “svoi” appears in the source text, 
regardless of whether there is ambiguity, so that an approximation of the distinction can be carried over into the 
translation and maintained in the TL.
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Lastly, we have Magarshack's translation of this sentence. This is paraphrase in the 

everyday sense of the word: Magarshack has rephrased the sentence in order to clarify its 

meaning. The first  instance of “person” (chelovek) has changed to “individual,” which 

stresses a distinction between the individual and society as a whole. This more accurately 

captures the connotation of “chelovek” as opposed to “litso,” since the former is a more 

general  term  referring  to  an  individual  human  being,  whereas  the  latter  has  a  more 

bureaucratic coloring. The translator has also diverged from the second half of the sentence 

almost entirely. Rather than translating the psychological verb “schitaet” as “considers,” 

Magarshack renders it as the light (i.e. semantically weak) verb “takes.” He also freely 

alters parts of speech. The participle “insulted” becomes a complex noun phrase centered 

around  “insult.”  “Svoëm,”  “his  own,”  has  become  “personal,”  again  highlighting  the 

distinction between individual and society. “All” or “the whole of” society is now rendered 

“society at large,” with the preposition “against” inserted beforehand. However, although 

Magarshack deviates drastically from other possible English renderings of this sentence, 

we still recognize it as a version of the original, that is, as a translation. Thus, translations 

that are supposedly “literal” or “paraphrastic” all capture something seemingly essential 

about the source text;  otherwise we would not see them as translations.  This essential 

relationship  between  translation  and  original  seems  to  be  missing  from  theoretical 

formulations of literalism and paraphrase.

When  considering  a  concrete  example,  we  find  that  the  traditional  dichotomy 

between literalism and paraphrase is a false one. Looking at just the one sentence above, 

we see that even one small translational decision – such as how to translate a participle – 

may not fall neatly under either label. Given the number of such decisions in just a single 

15



sentence,  it  would be nearly impossible  to  say that  a translated sentence moves either 

exclusively toward or exclusively away from the SL. To classify an  entire translation, or 

the translator's theoretical orientation, into one side or the other oversimplifies the process 

of translation and does not provide helpful context for analysis.12

2 - An Ontology of Artistic Translation

2.1 - The Hermeneutic Approach

The  foregoing  theoretical  orientations  are  thus  too  vague  to  provide  a  stable 

foundation on which I may adequately accomplish my goal, which is to optimally translate 

the style of “Shinel.” Theoreticians who endorse paraphrase attempt to obscure the fact that 

the style of the translation is not equivalent to the style of the source text. They do so by 

saying that a translation that reads smoothly preserves the gracefulness of the source text, 

in contrast to graceless metaphrase, which bungles the original style. Literalists lay no such 

claim  to  eloquence,  but  the  estranging  language  of  metaphrase  is  not  (necessarily) 

equivalent to the author's original text, which might itself read smoothly. I must seek a new 

theoretical stance that may explain the relationship between the style of the original text 

and the style of the translatum.

I  believe that this discontinuity between the style of the source and that of the 

translation results from the failure of these theories to take fully into account the nature of 

translation as interpretation. The change of style from source to translatum is most directly 

the  result  of  the  translator's  interpretation.  Each  translational  decision,  no  matter  how 

minute,  builds  this  interpretation.  And  so  there  are  countless  smaller,  implicit 

12 Recently there has been a growing number of sociocultural approaches, which frame the traditional dichotomy as a 
matter of choice for the translator, based on the translation's context or role in the target culture. In this way, they avoid 
some of the prescriptive tendencies of earlier theories.  However,  although they have taken a step back from the 
dichotomy, they often still enforce the polarizing categorization into metaphrase and paraphrase, along with the same 
issues, noted above, which these categories respectively bear. For this reason, I omit a detailed discussion of them.
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interpretations over the course of a translation, as the translator reflects on the text and 

works gradually through it to render it in a new language. For this reason, Gadamer says, 

“[E]very translation  is  at  the  same time  an  interpretation.  We can  even  say that  the 

translation is the culmination of the interpretation that the translator has made of the 

words given him” (Truth and Method 384). 

Thus, to explain the nature of the change of style between source and translation, 

we must first explain the relation between translation and interpretation. Goethe elucidated 

this connection in 1819: 

A translation  that  attempts  to  identify itself  with  the  original  ultimately 
comes  close  to  an  interlinear  version  and  greatly  facilitates  our 
understanding of the original. We are led, yes, compelled as it were, back to 
the source text: the circle, within which the approximation of the foreign 
and the familiar, the known and the unknown constantly move, is finally 
complete. (66) 

One can see that this “circle” is a hermeneutic circle. Through the interpretation of the 

translator, the source text and the translation inform one another. Thus, in characterizing 

this  interpretation,  I  take a  clue from philosophical  hermeneutics.  Both Heidegger  and 

Gadamer  characterize  understanding  as  interpretation:  “In  [interpretation],  the 

understanding  appropriates  understandingly  that  which  is  understood  by  it.  In 

interpretation,  understanding  does  not  become  something  different.  It  becomes  itself” 

(Heidegger 188), and, more simply, “All understanding is interpretation [Alles Verstehen ist  

Auslegen]” (Gadamer Truth 389, Wahrheit 366). The moment that one understands a text, 

one has already interpreted it. When one understands something, one brings it into oneself; 

that  is  to  say,  one appropriates  it.  Appropriation,  in  its  simplest  definition,  is  to make 

something one's own, to make it fit one's own purposes. We can see this appropriation at 
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the most elementary levels: at the purely biological level – in understanding a text, one 

transforms it into neurological activity – and at the cognitive – one takes that which is 

understood  into  one's  consciousness.  Interpretation  is  precisely  this  appropriative 

understanding. When one interprets a text, one understands it and appropriatively puts one's 

own “spin” on it. In this way, all interpretation fundamentally alters what it is interpreting, 

by making it the interpreter's own.

In other words, much like Heidegger's explanation above, interpretation alters the 

interpretatum in  terms  of  the  interpreter.  When applied  to  translation,  this  means  that 

translators  will  influence the translation based on their  own dispositions,  appropriative 

purposes,  theoretical  orientations,  and so  on.  Gadamer  characterizes  the  nature  of  this 

change more specifically as a “highlighting”: “In our translation if we want to emphasize a 

feature of the original that is important to us, then we can do so only by playing down or  

entirely  suppressing  other  features.  But  this  is  precisely  the  activity  that  we  call 

interpretation. Translation, like all interpretation, is a highlighting” (386). If my focus is 

on the style of “Shinel,” then I will highlight style at the expense of other features which I 

deem less important. This change is necessary, in that it is integral to the definition of 

interpretation. Otherwise, we would allow the nonsensical possibility of highlighting all 

features of a text. 

In this way, we see that translation is interpretive by nature. That is, translation has 

its  ontological  basis  in  interpretation.  In  all  cases,  interpretation  alters  that  which  it 

interprets  (the  interpretatum).  The  stylistic  change  in  translation  is  necessary;  it  is 

primordial to translation as interpretation.13

13 And so also with semantic change, though I avoid this topic for the sake of brevity.
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2.1.1 - Hermeneutic Reciprocity

This view of translation as a hermeneutic . . . will allow us to overcome the  
sterile  triadic model  which has dominated the history and theory of the  
subject. The perennial distinction between literalism, paraphrase and free  
imitation,  turns  out  to  be  wholly  contingent.  It  has  no  precision  or  
philosophical basis. It overlooks the key fact that . . . hermeneia, Aristotle's  
term for discourse which signifies because it interprets, is conceptually and  
practically inherent in even the rudiments of translation. (Steiner 319)

The fact that the source text is necessarily and fundamentally altered in translation 

by no means signifies that translation is “impossible,” in the sense that the translation can 

never faithfully reproduce its source. Such a conception of faithfulness is rooted in the 

dichotomizing tradition of translation studies,  which disguises the act  of interpretation. 

George Steiner, in his seminal philosophical study of translation,  After Babel, argues that 

faithfulness is the very attempt of the translator “to restore the balance of forces...which his 

appropriative comprehension has disrupted” (318). He describes the “hermeneutic motion” 

of the translator as a four-step process: 1) trust, in which the translator, as an act of “radical 

generosity,”  assumes that  the source text  has  meaning (Steiner  312);  2) aggression,  in 

which the translator invades the source text and appropriates it (313); 3) embodiment, in 

which the translator assimilates the source text into the TL (314); 4) restitution, in which 

the translator reciprocates by enhancing the source text (316). 

Steiner thus sees the translator's interpretation of the original work as a type of 

mutual symbiosis. Translators grant that the text has meaning, and open themselves up to 

understand it. Then they aggressively penetrate the text in order to bring it into the TL. 

Finally, they give back to the source by positively affecting it. This last step is multifaceted. 

A translator has approbated the source text, first of all, by deeming it “worth translating” 

(Steiner 317). Furthermore, translations open the work to another language, and therefore 
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other cultures, which allow for a vast extension of what Walter Benjamin calls a text's 

“afterlife” (76). This consists of translations, imitations, adaptations, parodies, criticism, 

and  other  “refractions”  of  a  text  which,  in  turn,  also  increase  its  afterlife  in  the  TL 

(Lefevere 239). Finally, all of these enhancements participate in explicating the source text 

through further interpretation. That is to say, we learn more about an object, such as a text,  

when we consider multiple interpretations of it, in that we may thereby see an aspect of it 

that we had overlooked in our own interpretation. In this way, translation, like literary 

criticism and other textual refractions, is a form of explication in that it demonstrates new 

information  about  a  text.  In  the  same  way,  a  translation  (as  well  as  other  forms  of 

refractions that it makes possible in the TL) develops a text in two ways: 1) where it “falls 

short  of  the  original,”  it  makes  the  original's  “virtues”  more  apparent;  2)  where  it 

“surpasses the original,” it has realized the original's dormant “potentialities” (Steiner 318). 

In other words, when a translation fails to demonstrate some aspect of the source text, this 

indicates an element of richness and complexity in the original text. When a translation 

demonstrates some aspect better than the source text – perhaps more clearly or concisely, 

depending on the aims of the translator – then we may say that the translation has brought 

to the surface underlying aspects of the original which may have gone mostly unnoticed in 

the SL; the translation has explicated these potentialities to the audience. 

Therefore, the interpretive act of the translator necessarily bears positively on the 

source text, merely by offering a new interpretation of it. Interpretations bring something 

new to light through explication. How then, should a translator even begin to determine a 

theoretical orientation, if any interpretation of the source text will be a positive effort?
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2.2 - Translational Attitude

I  again  draw  attention  to  Steiner's  definition  of  faithfulness  above.  Faithful 

translators attempt to reciprocate, to give back to the source. This fidelity lies not in the 

result of their interpretation, but in their attitude toward the process of interpretation itself. 

There is a desire, an earnestness, to reciprocate.

Steiner calls this attitude toward translation “authentic” (318). Only the authentic 

translation can accomplish the last step of the hermeneutic motion. Only when an authentic 

translation fails can it still make the “virtues” of the original more evident. To provide a 

concrete example: a translator may put a footnote where he feels that the translatum does 

not live up to the original. Translators who are not in earnest, who are inauthentic, would 

instead cover up this failure, or disregard it as a necessary casualty of translation in general, 

rather  than  their  own interpretation  in  particular.  As  mentioned  earlier,  many modern 

publishers  attempt  to  cover  up  the  fact  that  a  translation  is  a  translation  by  printing 

translations that seem as if they were originally written in the TL. This is an attitude that 

does not promote reciprocation; it does not, as Goethe described, compel us back to the 

source text: it tries to hide that there was even a source text to begin with! 

Authenticity is thus an attitude toward the fact that translation, in interpreting the 

source text, necessarily alters it. It acknowledges this fact and attempts to use it in order to 

give back to the original work. 

As I just noted, however, there are multiple attitudes with which translators may 

view the essential  change that their  interpretation produces on the source text.  I  again 

highlight the difference, but now in terms of style. In paraphrase, translators attempt to 

camouflage this change by pretending that there was no change at all. In foreignization, 
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translators uniformly apply a stylistic change that results  in a strangeness of language, 

regardless of the style of the original text. In both cases, translators ignore the stylistic 

particularities and nuances of the source text. The source text puts forth or suggests these 

particularities to the translator, and the translator denies their transfer to the translated text. 

This is not reciprocal. 

These  theoretical  attitudes  advocate  the  application  of  one  systematic  rule  of 

interpretation across all translations; this can only result in homogeneity. I endorse a more 

flexible interpretative attitude – an authentic attitude – that adapts to the uniqueness of the 

source text. Translators may opt to accept and even embrace the fundamental interpretive 

change. This requires the most elementary application of hermeneutics: one may translate 

in  regard to  both  the  text  as  a  whole and the stylistic  motifs  of  individual  sentences, 

paragraphs, sections. One can balance the style of the whole text and of its individual parts. 

Some  words,  phrases,  sentences,  paragraphs  and  sections  may  require  different 

translational  strategies  (e.g.  foreignization,  annotation)  based  on their  cultural  context, 

location in the text, linguistic function, and so on. And so different translational strategies 

may be applied over the course of the translation without betraying one's theoretical stance. 

This does not mean that the process of translation and rules of interpretation cannot be 

systematic. The translator may maintain vigilant awareness of any interpretive alterations in 

order to maintain strict control of its limits.14 Though one word might be translated literally, 

and another might be translated functionally, it is an option for the translator to translate 

each of these individual words in the same manner every time they occur in the source text.

This view may seem to be overly simplistic or vague, but certainly it is no more so 

14 Or not. The translator may also choose to embrace the often inconsistent nature of human interpretation.
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than the theoretical positions of paraphrase or metaphrase. As we saw in the above sorites 

series example, both of these orientations consistently fail when applied to specific cases of 

actual translation. The line between them is murky. They provide little guidance to the 

translator. In my particular case – regarding the translation of style – these attitudes provide 

no justification for transferring style, let alone a description of the relation between the 

styles of the source and translated texts. I believe that the hermeneutic approach, however, 

does provide an answer.

2.3 - Translation as Art

We have seen that all understanding is fundamentally appropriative. Moreover, all 

interpretation is appropriative understanding, and thus all understanding is interpretation. 

All interpretation fundamentally alters what it is interpreting.

If we consider again our previous definition of appropriation – making something 

one's own – we see that interpretation also fundamentally alters the interpreter. When one 

appropriates a text, one brings it into oneself. Even if we consider this again simply on a 

purely biological level – i.e. reading the text corresponds to neurological firing in the brain 

– or a purely epistemological level – the text adds to one's knowledge – we still see that 

there is also a fundamental change in the interpreter through appropriative understanding. 

We can also see this change in terms of Steiner's concept of the reciprocity of the authentic 

translator: authentic translators take from (appropriate) the text, but they also give back 

(reciprocate) when they attempt to demonstrate the virtues of the source text, realize its 

underlying  possibilities,  and  extend  its  afterlife.  By  opening  themselves  up  to  the 

translation (in “radical generosity”), translators allow the possibility that they may also be 

changed (appropriated, or as Steiner puts it, “consumed,” 315). 
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Gadamer  believes  that  art  “has  its  true  being  in  the  fact  that  it  becomes  an 

experience [Erfahrung] that changes the person who experiences it” (Truth 102). If we can 

accept this  view, then we can affirm that authentic translation is  essentially an artistic 

process. From here we then may characterize the transfer of stylistic elements from the 

source text to the translatum based on the relation between style and art. 

2.3.1 - Art as Play

In  his  hermeneutic  ontology  Truth  and  Method,  Gadamer  both  grounds  art  in 

hermeneutics and characterizes translation as interpretation. I would like to synthesize these 

two ideas in order to determine what it means to say that translation is artistic. Gadamer 

describes the “mode of being of the work of art” as “play” (101). More specifically, play 

(Spiel) is the experience (Erfahrung) of art. He means play in the basic, everyday sense of 

the word, as it is used both literally – playing a game – and metaphorically – the play of 

light, or a play on words (103). Players are not subjectivities with play as an object; play is 

“independent  of  the consciousness of those who play”  (102).  The player  is  a  medium 

through which play is manifested (103). Play does not exist as a goal of the players; rather, 

its  defining  characteristic  is  that  it  is  a  suspension of  purposive human behavior.  The 

meaning of play is “pure self-presentation” (105). Play exists to present itself as play. Such 

a  characterization  sounds  vague  and  abstract,  but  it  merely  means  that  play  has  no 

transcendent goal in and of itself.  Gadamer quotes Aristotle:  “we play 'for the sake of 

recreation'” (102). We play in order to play; we play for the sake of play. Play merely 

presents itself as play: play is thus self-presentation. The very definition is redundant, and 

this is significant: play itself is a closed hermeneutic circle. It contains its entire meaning 

within itself. It is, in a way, a hermeneutic ideal.
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Therefore, if play is the mode of being of the work of art, then art is also self-

presentation: it is art for art's sake. The meaning of a work of art is contained within itself;  

the work of art is a closed world. It is created by an artist and experienced by an audience 

but  it  is  separate  from  them  as  subjectivities.  Gadamer  asserts  that  the  defining 

“characteristic of art as play” is that “[a]ll presentation is potentially a representation for 

someone” (108). Thus an audience, or a possible audience, is central to art. But if a work of 

art is its own closed world of self-presentation, then the work of art cannot transcend itself 

to reach an audience. Rather, the audience is part of the work of art: it itself is a player. It is 

the audience that “closes” the world of the work of art. It participates in the art by watching 

or reading and, most topically, interpreting. But play belongs to neither the player-artist nor 

the player-audience; instead, it is that which takes place “in between” the players (109). A 

play (drama) is written by a player-writer and performed by player-actors and watched by a 

player-audience; it takes place on a playing field, the stage. Play is that which arises from 

the participation of all these players; it is the presentation of the performance. 

“All  presentation  is  potentially  a  representation  for  someone”  means  that  art 

involves both an audience and a particular way in which the audience participates in the 

work of art – namely, through representation. Representation connotes presentation that 

aims beyond – transcends – itself. To represent something is to symbolize it, stand for it, 

express it.  An actor represents a character in a play in that he  presents  himself as the 

character for the audience. To present oneself as a character, or any symbol, that character 

must in the first place already exist (e.g. as an author's creation), so that any presentation of 

it is a second, new presentation, in which it is presented again: a re-presentation.

I have said that the audience “closes” the world of the work of art; this is to say that 
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in the audience the work of art “achieves its whole significance” (109). The audience can 

interpret the closed hermeneutic circle of the work of art, even as it is simultaneously a 

player in the work of art. In other words, the audience can interpret the closed world of art  

from within. This is only possible because of the ontological primordiality of hermeneutics, 

on which art as play is based.15 Therefore, the play of the work of art gains its ontological 

status through the potential presence of an audience. 

In the same vein, Gadamer asserts that the presence of the audience, the closing of 

the hermeneutic circle of the work of art, is the “transformation” of play into art, and has 

significant existential-ontological consequences for the spectator:

The transformation is the transformation into the true . . . it is itself 
redemption and transformation back into true being. In being presented as 
play,  what is emerges. It  produces and brings to light what is  otherwise 
constantly hidden and withdrawn. Someone who can perceive the comedy 
and tragedy of life can resist the temptation to think in terms of purposes, 
which conceals the game that is played with us.

“Reality” always stands in a horizon of desired or feared or, at any 
rate,  still  undecided future possibilities.  Hence it  is  always the case that 
mutually  exclusive  expectations  are  aroused,  not  all  of  which  can  be 
fulfilled.  The  undecidedness  of  the  future  permits  such a  superfluity  of 
expectations that reality necessarily lags behind them. Now if, in a particular 
case, a context of meaning closes and completes itself in reality, such that no 
lines of meaning scatter in the void, then this reality is itself like a drama. 
Likewise, someone who can see the whole of reality as a closed circle of 
meaning  in  which  everything is  fulfilled  will  speak  of  the  comedy and 
tragedy of life. In these cases, where reality is understood as play, emerges 
the reality of play, which we call the play of art. The being of all play is  
always self-realization, sheer fulfillment, energeia which has its telos within 
itself. The world of the work of art, in which play expresses itself fully in the 
unity of its course, is in fact a wholly transformed world. In and through it 
everyone recognizes that that is how things are. (112-3)

Through art, “what is emerges,” and so the audience sees “how things are.” Art shows us 

our “reality” in a way that we do not see it in goal-oriented everyday life: as a closed circle 

15 An ontology of hermeneutics is beyond the scope of my project,  though it  is  central  to Gadamer's  Truth and 
Method. The idea that the circular nature of hermeneutics allows us, as Dasein, to interpret from within – in the  
sense that Dasein may interpret its own existence as it lives – is also fundamental to Heidegger's phenomenology. 
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of meaning. We see our branching future possibilities as endless, but inevitably they will 

end, and so one's individual life too is ultimately a closed hermeneutic circle. We direct 

ourselves toward possibilities by setting goals, but really these goals are simply rules which 

we impose on the “game of life.” We are players who represent roles in this game. All 

purposive activity is thus subsumed in play. Our possibilities are, at every moment, finite. 

In this way, art discloses to us the completeness of our reality. We see now that play is 

presentation in an ontological sense: it presents to us our mode of existence. 

From this conclusion, we understand how the disclosive essence of art can alter its 

audience. I quoted Gadamer as saying that art “has its true being in the fact that it becomes 

an experience that changes the person who experiences it” (102). We may see now that this 

is because the process of interpretation always fundamentally changes the interpreter, and 

so the audience is fundamentally altered as it interprets a work of art. 

2.3.2 - Translation as Representation

We have thus established the ontological primordiality of art as play, and, to say this 

in  a  different  way,  we  have  shown that  art  is  fundamentally  hermeneutic.  Gadamer's 

hermeneutics of art shows us that an audience's interpretation is fundamental to a work of 

art. Gadamer has also exhibited that translation is hermeneutic insofar as all translation is a 

form of interpretation. In what way, then, can translation be artistic?

The translator is, first of all, a player (the audience) in the source text. The original 

writer is also a player. As the audience-player, the translator's interpretation completes or 

closes the original work of art in the way described in the previous section. But then the 

translator writes down their own interpretation and  presents  it  as a  representation  of the 
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source text. This is not the same as saying that he presents it as the source text itself.16 A 

translation thus seems to have two degrees separating it from the original text. It is because 

of this that Gadamer says, “Having to depend on an interpreter's translation is an extreme 

case  that  doubles  the  hermeneutical  process,  namely  the  conversation:  there  is  one 

conversation between the interpreter and the other, and a second between the interpreter 

and oneself” (385). In other words, while the translator acts as audience-player in the 

source  text,  there  is  yet  another  audience  for  the  translated  text.  There  is  thus  two 

interpreters: the translator and the audience of the translatum.

Furthermore, we need to be careful in characterizing the translation: 

[T]he translation of a text, however much the translator may have dwelt 
with and empathized with his author, cannot be simply a re-awakening of 
the  original  process  in  the  writer's  mind;  rather  it  is  necessarily  a  re-
creation of the text guided by the way the translator understands what he 
says.  No  one  can  doubt  that  what  we  are  dealing  with  here  is 
interpretation, and not simply reproduction. A new light falls on the text 
from the other language and for the reader of it. (385-6) 

The translation is not an original work of art. It is a re-creation of a work of art, a re-

presentation  of  a  work  of  art.  But  the  English  etymology  conveniently  guides  us: 

representation  is  still  a  form  of  play,  i.e.  recreation.  As  I  noted  in  the  last  section, 

representation  is  the  mode  through  which  a  potential  audience  relates  to  play.  The 

possibility of an audience is what transforms play into art. As a result, translation is a mode 

of art  because it  is  a representation.  Nonetheless,  it  is  a special  case of representation 

because that which it represents is another work of art.17

In sum, translation is a form of art, namely a representation of a representation. The 

16 Cf. the aforementioned tendencies of modern publishers, and paraphrasts more generally, to attempt to obscure that a 
translated text is a translation. 

17 It seems to me that there may also be other art forms that can be characterized in the same way, e.g. parody, film  
adaptation of novels, or a painting of a photograph.
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hermeneutic process is consequently twofold, since it involves a translator-interpreter and a 

target  audience-interpreter.  Translation  is  not  “simply  reproduction,”  i.e.  a  copy.  As 

Gadamer  defines  it,  a  copy exists  only  for  “pointing...to  what  is  copied”  (139).  In  a 

representation, “one is not simply directed away from the picture [i.e. representation] to 

what is represented” (139). Rather, the representation comments on its repraesentatum: “it 

presents something which, without it, would not present itself in this way. It says something 

about the original” (140). The interpretation of the translator is artistic in the very fact that 

it represents the source text in a new light, and so says something new about it. In a truly 

hermeneutic turn, such novel commentary is exactly what any interpretation  adds to its 

interpretatum,  and  this  addition  is  exactly  what  I  earlier  called  the  “explication.”  In 

Gadamer's ontological account of representation, he notes that because a representation 

acquires its own being, apart from the original, “[by] being presented it experiences, as it 

were, an increase in being” (Gadamer's italics, 140). We see that this grounds an idea that I 

mentioned before, regarding Steiner's concept of the reciprocity of authentic translation: 

translation is always a positive event.

There  is  one  more  important  feature  of  viewing  translation  as  representation. 

Because the audience completes – “closes the world of” – a work of art, the translator is 

necessarily responsible to the audience. The translator translates  for a possible audience, 

and engages in the very same reciprocal relationship in which the translator and the source 

text participate. Translation is a positive event not only because it gives back to the source 

text, but because it gives the translatum forth to an audience, an audience that usually was 

previously unable to interpret the source. The translator requires the audience in order to 

translate,  and  the  audience  requires  the  translator  in  order  to  interpret.  The  authentic 
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translator explicates the source text in the translatum so that the audience may reciprocate 

in turn by re-interpreting the translatum (as we have seen, this may take the form of further 

secondary – in this case, tertiary – literature, such as criticism or parody).

2.4 - Representing Style

Earlier, I defined style as the set of qualities that makes a work of art unique.18 I 

have sought  to  define the relationship between style  and translation.  We see now that 

translation represents style. The style of the translation interpretively explicates the style of 

the original text. This relationship seems quite simple and straightforward – and yet many 

theories have overlooked it by instead, for example, viewing it as one of reproduction. To 

reiterate a point from the previous section: a reproduction simply points to – demonstrates 

– the original work. On the other hand, the task of representation is twofold: it both points 

to the original work, and comments on the original work. This is why representation is 

fundamentally interpretative, while reproduction is not. Thus, to represent style, one must 

both demonstrate it and say something about it. 

In practice, translators may aim to reproduce stylistic elements of the source text, 

where possible. However, to reproduce a text in a different language is already to comment 

on it;  something new is  said about  it  by saying it  in  a  new way,  in a  new language.  

Furthermore, the very differences between languages which translators find so difficult to 

work through – incomparable grammatical constructions, syntactic shifts – all add their 

own shades  of  interpretation.  When a  translator  believes  that  some stylistic  technique 

cannot be reproduced, then there are other avenues for explicating it, such as annotation, or 

18 This definition, as it stands, may seem to yield a potentially infinite set. But one must consider that style is first  
subject to the interpretative understanding that is primordial to art. As I mentioned earlier, all interpretation is a  
highlighting which emphasizes certain qualities while playing down or eliminating others. Thus, the set, having 
been interpreted, can never be infinite, as the audience will always prune it during interpretation.

30



perhaps employing a similar technique in a systematic fashion.

3 - The Artistic Style of “Shinel”

Having decided upon my theoretical approach, I would now like to describe the 

stylistic techniques that I will be focusing on in my translation of “Shinel,” texture and 

defamiliarization. I give a brief overview of their roles in literary theory below, before 

describing how they function in representative translation. 

3.1 - Texture

Boris Eikhenbaum's essay “How Gogol's 'Overcoat' Is Made” (1919) remains one 

of the most significant critical analyses of “Shinel.” In it, Eikhenbaum characterizes the 

story as an alternating pattern between two different narrative styles: a primary layer of 

comedic  skaz  and  a  secondary  layer  of  melodramatic  declamation.  This  texture  is 

sometimes evident within a single sentence, such as the many lengthy run-on sentences 

which  build  up  in  tension  and  complexity,  only  to  lead  to  a  simple,  anti-climactic 

conclusion (trans. Beebe 27-8).19

The tension of the interwoven texture of these two layers creates a “grotesque in 

which the mimicry of laughter alternates with the mimicry of sorrow” (trans. Beebe 29). 

This  is  reminiscent  of  Gadamer's  description  of  how the  play of  art  demonstrates  the 

“comedy and tragedy of life” (112-3).  In fact,  Eikhenbaum refers to the alternation of 

layers  by  the  Russian  word  “igra,”  which  can  mean  both  “game”  or  “play”  and 

“performance.”20 Eikhenbaum attributes this playful and performative quality of “Shinel” 

to the narrator, who is a type of “actor” (trans. Beebe 21). From this brief sketch of these 

19 E.g., the sentence “Even at those hours...amusement,” pages 80-1 of my translation.
20 Interestingly,  in  at  least  one  instance,  Beebe  and  Trahan  translate  it  as  “game”  while  Maguire  renders  it  as 

“performance” (Eikhenbaum, trans. Beebe 29; trans. Maguire 285). 
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connections  to  Gadamer's  concept  of  play,  the  concrete  analytical  implications  of  his 

hermeneutics of art have already become evident.

3.1.1 - Skaz

3.1.1.1 - Eikhenbaum

The  primary  layer  of  “Shinel”  is  what  Eikhenbaum  calls  “purely  comic,” 

“mimetically articulated” skaz (trans. Beebe 21, 24). As I have mentioned, the definition of 

skaz  is  a  controversial  topic  in  Russian  literary criticism,  so  I  restrict  myself  here  to 

discussing only Eikhenbaum and Bakhtin's descriptions of it.21 

Etymologically,  “skaz”  is  the  Russian  root  for  “saying”  or  “telling,”  and 

accordingly the skaz tradition is a form of oral storytelling whose stylistic elements have 

since been written down and turned into a literary form. According to Eikhenbaum, in a 

literary skaz narrative, the plot (siuzhet) is secondary (even “skimpy” or “nonexistent”), 

and provides only a thread “for an interweaving of different stylistic devices” (trans. Beebe 

21). The narrator, through the mode of narration, becomes the focal point of the text. The 

narration consists of a mixture of devices, such as puns and unexpected syntactical turns, 

which form the basis of the story's humor. Eikhenbaum categorizes two types of skaz: 

simple and imitative (more precisely, “narrating” and “reproducing,” trans. Maguire 269). 

Whereas simple skaz “creates the impression of ordinary speech,” imitative skaz is made 

up of “verbal mimicry and gesture,” creating a narration that “seems to conceal an actor, so 

that the skaz becomes a kind of performance [igra]” (trans. Beebe 21). 

A central  trait  of  imitative  skaz  in  “Shinel”  is  what  Eikhenbaum calls  “sound-

21 It is worth mentioning that Eikhenbaum's characterization of skaz in “How Gogol's 'Overcoat' Is Made” is the first  
thorough treatment of skaz to be published; that is, the first comprehensive analysis of skaz is an analysis of “Shinel.” 
For more on defining “skaz,” see  Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz  (Hicks) and “Dal's Folkloric Skaz” 
(Gofman).
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semantics” (trans. Beebe 23). Eikhenbaum believes that Gogol at times chooses words for 

their sonic properties, regardless of whether they fit the logical context of the sentence. 

This is to say that a sound may possess its own meaning, separate from the meaning of the 

word or phrase to which its collection of phonemes may refer. This is often manifested in 

“phonic gestures,” namely sonic puns. One conspicuous sonic pun in “Shinel” is the name 

of the main character, Akakii Akakievich. This group of phonemes in fact signifies so much 

more than merely a referential proper name that Gogol provides an entire anecdote of its 

origin. Akakii's mother cycles through ten other names, all of which are phonetically harsh, 

repetitive, or convoluted, before she finally chooses “Akakii Akakievich.” This name is 

comical in its “harsh monotony,” and also in that its phonemes evoke the same toilet humor 

as they would have in Proto-Indo-European, the infantile babble of “caca” (Eikhenbaum, 

trans. Beebe 26). We can already connect this example of sound-semantics in the layer of 

skaz to the tragic secondary layer: the repetitiveness of Akakii Akakievich's name parallels 

the monotony of his job as a copier and his uneventful life more generally. This is also one 

way in which the skaz is “imitative” or “mimetic,” insofar as this phonic gesture mocks 

Akakii. 

3.1.1.2 - Bakhtin

Mikhail  Bakhtin's  definition  of  skaz,  as  presented  in  Problems  of  Dostoevsky's  

Poetics, adds to and adjusts Eikhenbaum's description. Bakhtin characterizes skaz, first and 

foremost,  as  “double-voiced  discourse,”  which  is  directed  toward  both  the  author's 

purposes and the speech of someone else. This modifies Eikhenbaum's view that skaz is 

primarily  an  orientation  toward  oral  speech;  Bakhtin  thinks  this  orientation  is  only 

secondary, the result of skaz being oriented toward the voice of another person (191). It is 

33



only because of this double-voicedness that the particular linguistic evidence of skaz that 

Eikhenbaum describes occurs, e.g. puns, syntax and intonation reminiscent of oral speech 

(Bakhtin 191). In the above example, the name “Akakii Akakievich” is a phonic gesture 

only because the narration is oriented toward Akakii's voice. We can see this concretely, as 

George Hyde points out, in how Gogol uses Akakii's voice to parody his name: Akakii's 

stuttering sounds like the repetition of his own name in “grotesque variations” of mostly 

meaningless Russian expressions like “Tak vot kak!” (“So that's how it is!”) and “Etakogo-

to delo etakoe” (roughly, “Such is such an affair!”; Hyde 590).

From this basis, Bakhtin also delineates two forms of skaz. The first occurs when, 

for example, the author's voice is oriented toward the narrator's, but the two voices are so 

similar in point of view that they almost resemble single-voiced, or monologic, discourse. 

This discourse is one of ideological agreement or sympathy. Bakhtin calls the second type 

“parodistic skaz,” wherein the voice of the author clashes with that of the narrator (or 

character, or extra-textual object of parody; Bakhtin 194). The author parodies the voice of 

the  other,  and  so  the  discourse  becomes  decisively  dialogic.  This  is  to  say  that  the 

“semantic intention” of the author is in opposition to the target of parody: “the author 

makes  use  precisely  of  other  people's  words  for  the  expression  of  his  own particular 

intentions” (193, 195). Parodistic skaz thus describes “Shinel”: Gogol parodies Akakii, as 

well as the other bureaucrats that appear in the story. For example, Gogol refers to one 

character  solely  as  “znachitel'noe  litso”  (“significant  personage”),  which  he  further 

emphasizes  by  frequently  italicizing  it.  It  is  not  said  why  this  person  is  actually 

“significant,” but there are detailed descriptions of his demeanor and manner of speech, 

that is,  the way he acts in order to make himself  seem important.  Gogol parodies this 
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character  by  rhetorically  paying  homage  to  his  “significance”  while  simultaneously 

demonstrating his superficiality.

3.1.1.3 - Representation of Skaz in Translation

In considering the translation of skaz, I find that Bakhtin's theory is more akin to 

my  own  phenomenological  approach  than  Eikhenbaum's  more  concrete  Formalist 

orientation. On the surface, Bakhtin's category of parodistic skaz is similar to Eikhenbaum's 

imitative skaz, but I believe Bakhtin's is more accurate for an analysis of “Shinel.” Parody 

certainly involves a mimetic quality, insofar as the parodist mimics an object in order to 

demonstrate  its  faults.  Nevertheless,  pure imitation,  or  reproduction,  lacks this  double-

voiced irony; rather, it makes use of the other's speech “in earnest” (Bakhtin 190). And so 

Gogol's mockery of Akakii Akakievich cannot be called “imitative” without simplifying the 

complex  double-voiced  discourse  of  the  narration.  Gogolian  skaz  is  not  merely  a 

reproduction  of  Akakii's  speech:  it  is  an interpretive form of  speech that  parodies  the 

character.  Gogol appropriates Akakii's  voice by using it  for his  own purposes,  namely 

mockery. This is a point that I made previously when distinguishing Gadamer's concepts of 

reproduction and representation. Parody is more than a reproduction; it is a representation. 

It mimics, or demonstrates, its object, and also comments on it. The narration of “Shinel” 

both points to Akakii Akakievich, and comments on him by mocking him. 

Parodistic skaz is a complex and multi-dimensional type of representation. How can 

one  translate  it  without  the  translation  turning  into  a  regressive  representation  of  a 

representation of a  representation,  and so on? One option is  to focus on the linguistic 

manifestations  of  skaz,  the  devices  characteristic  of  oral  speech,  as  classified  by 

Eikhenbaum.  This  would  involve  a  focus  on translating  phonic  gestures,  etymological 
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puns, colloquialisms, and instances of “whimsical syntactical constructions” (Eikhenbaum, 

trans. Beebe 21). One would have to explain most phonic gestures and puns in annotation, 

since they often depend on intralinguistic  context  (the  above example  of  the phonetic 

properties of Akakii's name is an exception). This strategy, however, runs into the same 

problem  that  Bakhtin  criticizes  in  Eikhenbaum's  definition  of  skaz:  these  linguistic 

manifestations  are  merely symptoms of  skaz's  orientation  toward  the  voice  of  another 

person; they in and of themselves are not skaz and alone do not create skaz. 

Rather,  in  translating  parodistic  skaz,  I,  as  translator  and  re-creator,  may  also 

assume a relationship toward the speech of the other – for example, Akakii – that parallels 

the  original  relationship  between  the  author  and  character.  I  am  then  focused  on 

representing Gogol's double-voiced discourse.  I too parody Akakii.  I  thus represent the 

original parodistic relationship between author and character as a relationship between re-

creator and represented character. In this way, I do not run the risk of, for example, treating 

Akakii too sympathetically, and thereby diluting – if not completely obscuring – the style 

of parodistic skaz. 

If  I  translate  only  in  regard  to  the  linguistic  manifestations  of  skaz,  then  the 

parodistic skaz may not come through forcefully enough. One possible reason is simply a 

matter of pragmatics: if I use only footnotes to explain every single pun in the source text, 

instead of sometimes trying to represent them, then gradually the force of punning as a 

stylistic  element  will  be  attenuated.  In  that  case,  the  parodistic  quality  would  be  less 

apparent. Consequently, the translation would inadvertently highlight the secondary layer 

of  emotional  declamation,  which  would  characterize  Akakii  more  like  a  tragic  hero. 

Therefore,  to  lose  sight  of  the  representative  relationship  of  double-voiced  discourse 
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between the author and character would undermine the stylistic technique of skaz. 

On the other hand, if I represent the double-voiced relationship of parodistic skaz 

itself, rather than just its resulting linguistic materialization, I have the flexibility to disclose 

the force and pervasiveness of the source text's skaz. For example, I can attempt to re-

create  phonic  gestures  or  etymological  puns  in  the  TL.  This  demonstrates  the  skaz 

narration, and thereby preserves the force of the skaz; at the same time, it interprets the 

original text in a new way. To attempt this sort of re-creation in regard to just the linguistic 

manifestations themselves runs the risk of losing the overarching framework of the skaz. In 

other words, translating the linguistic manifestations alone does not necessarily mean that I 

am translating skaz itself, or that I am re-creating skaz in the translation. Such a translation 

could  very  easily  slip  into  the  archetype  of  literalism,  which,  as  we  have  seen,  may 

homogenize style.

One of Eikhenbaum's examples of an etymological pun will serve to illustrate here 

as well:

“...советникам, даже и тем, которые не дают никому советов, ни от кого 
не берут их сами.” [sovetnikam, dazhe i  tem,  kotorye ne daiut  nikomy  
sovetov, ni ot kogo ne berut ikh sami]
“...all councillors, even those, who give counsel to no one, nor take it from 
anyone themselves.” (my translation, 81)

The etymological connection is quite clear in Russian: “sovetnik” and “sovet.” If we were 

to attempt to preserve this exact etymological parallelism in English, we would have to 

render  this  either  “for  counselors...who  give  counsel”  or  “for  councillors...who  give 

council.” The latter is nonsensical. The former is not quite accurate, since in the context of 

“Shinel” what is being talked about is government officials, i.e. councillors; this is in fact 

the basis  of Gogol's pun. It might even be confusing for the reader to refer to Akakii 
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Akakievich and his co-workers as “counselors,” since counseling is certainly not a part of 

copying. Thus, to represent the original text, I translate, “councillors...who give counsel.” 

This weakens the etymological pun only slightly, but it preserves it in the form of a sonic 

pun,  given that  “counsel”  and “council”  are  homophones.  This  seems like an obvious 

solution since I have been attempting to preserve  style, but at least one other translation 

places a premium on semantic content in this instance: “...species of councillor, even for 

those who never give any  advice, or take any themselves” (italics mine, trans. Hapgood 

328). In this translation, the pun – in either phonic or etymological form – is entirely lost. 

As a result, the style of parodistic skaz is attenuated. 

3.1.2 - Emotional Declamation

The secondary textural  layer  of  “Shinel”  has  been described in  many different 

ways:  “emotional,”  “declamatory,”  “melodramatic,”  “sentimental”  (Eikhenbaum,  trans. 

Beebe 24, 27, 30), and “pathetic” (Chizhevskii 295). I have added the descriptor “tragic” – 

perhaps “pseudo-tragic” is more apt – based on Eikhenbaum's characterization of it  as 

“mimicry of sorrow” (trans. Beebe 23). It is obvious from these adjectives that the principal 

quality of the secondary layer is pathos of questionable sincerity. The secondary layer is 

intricately interlocked with the first, in that it may also serve to parody Akakii, though less 

directly. The frequent alteration between the two layers has a bathetic effect: when readers 

of  “Shinel”  are  laughing  at  Akakii,  they  come  across  a  tragic  section  of  dramatic 

declamation that makes them question this mockery, and perhaps regret their participation 

in it; then the narration launches back into the parodistic layer, causing them to question 

their brief moment of sympathy. And so this cycle repeats itself over the course of the tale.

Historically, there has been a rift among literary critics regarding the interpretation 

38



of the layer of emotional declamation. Some critics believe that the declamatory passages 

reveal the narrator's sympathy for Akakii in a bureaucratic world which incessantly mocks 

his socioeconomic status, and that Akakii's tale is one of thwarted social mobility (Barratt 

4). Such a view became especially popular among Soviet scholars.22 On the other hand, 

Eikhenbaum and other Formalists assert that the prose of “Shinel” subsists entirely as a 

vehicle for Gogol's formal devices and stylistic play, and that it is erroneous to read it as 

social  commentary  or  to  sympathize  with  Akakii,  especially  as  a  symbol  of  class 

oppression (Eikhenbaum, trans. Beebe 21, 28, 31, 33-4; Chizhevskii 295-6, 310). Rather 

than subscribe to either view, I would like my translation to leave both interpretations open 

to the English-speaking audience.

One tragic passage in particular is especially famous in literary criticism. The so-

called “pathetic” or “humane” passage occurs near the beginning of the story during a 

description  of  how  the  younger  officials  mock  and  tease  Akakii  (Chizhevskii  295; 

Eikhenbaum, trans. Beebe 23): 

Only if the joke was really too intolerable, when they pushed him under the 
arm, preventing him from doing his work, he pronounced: “Leave me alone, 
why do you hurt me?” And something strange was contained in the words 
and  in  the  voice  with  which  they  were  pronounced.  In  it  was  heard 
something which so inclined one to pity, that one young man, not long ago 
appointed, who, by the example of the others, had almost allowed himself to 
laugh over him, suddenly stopped, as if transfixed, and from that time it was 
as if all was changed before him and showed itself in a different view. Some 
kind of unnatural force pushed him away from his colleagues, with whom 
he had become acquainted, having accepted them for decent, high-society 
people. And for a long time after, in the middle of his most merry minutes, 
the  short  little  official  with  a  little  baldspot  on  his  forehead  presented 
himself to him, with his penetrating words: “Leave me alone, why do you 
hurt me?” – and in those penetrating words rang other words: “I'm your 
brother.” And the poor young man covered himself with his hand, and many 

22 In 1952, Bystrova writes in the afterward to a collection of Gogol's stories, published by the State Publishing House 
of Children's Literature, that “Shinel” is “full of ardent love and compassion for poor people” (my translation, 172).
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times afterward in his life he shuddered, seeing how much inhumanity is in 
man, how much fierce coarseness is concealed in refined, educated high-
society, and, God! even in those men, whom society recognizes as noble and 
honest... (my translation, 77-8)

The  distinguishing  marks  of  tragic  declamation  are  quite  conspicuous:  the  repeated 

melodramatic quotation from Akakii; the woeful disappointment with “svetskost',” a word 

implying a social group of good breeding; the rhetorical exclamation (“God!”), including 

the  exclamation  point;  the  parallelism  of  “how  much...how  much...”;  as  well  as  the 

etymological pun between “inhumanity” and “man” (which in the original is even more 

pronounced, since the two words occur beside one another, “v cheloveke beschelovech'ia”). 

The narrator adopts these rhetorical affectations in order to mimic the “poor young man” 

who is haunted by Akakii's words. By the last sentence the narrator has entirely adopted the 

persona of the young man, and accordingly he speaks in free indirect discourse (i.e. the 

reader may assume that, for example, the exclamation “God!” is the young man's own).

In this passage, we see both the emotional declamation of the secondary layer as 

well as the influence of the parodistic skaz. Gogol has created complex discourse in which 

the  narrator  mocks  both  Akakii  and  another  character,  with  the  result  that  we cannot 

sympathize with the young man if we do not sympathize with Akakii. If Akakii is a parody, 

and forged as such in the parodistic layer, the plight and rhetoric of this young man may 

also appear ridiculous when viewed in the context of the story's alternating texture.

3.1.2.1 – Representation of Tragic Passages in Translation

We see that, while the translation of the secondary layer still bears a representative 

relationship to the original, its complexity arises from its relation to the primary layer of 

parodistic  skaz.  Because  the  parodistic  layer  is  translated  with  regard  to  its  double-
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voicedness, an authentic translation of the secondary layer can representatively assume the 

textural role that it plays in the source text, so long as its emotional rhetoric is disclosed in 

the  translation.  The  translation  of  the  parodistic  layer  does  most  of  the  work.  The 

contrastive secondary layer appears as if in relief. It is only by first seeing the fabric of the 

parodistic  skaz  that  we  can  identify  the  declamatory  passages  which  are  weaved  in. 

Because I translate the primary layer as a double-voiced relationship, the secondary layer 

may disclose itself through mere linguistic manifestations, as noted in the above example. 

3.2 - Defamiliarization

Formalist  Viktor  Shklovskii  introduces  the  concept  of  ostranenie,  or 

defamiliarization,  in  his  essay  “Iskusstvo  kak  priëm”  (“Art  as  Technique”  or  “Art  as 

Device,” 1917). He argues that in our daily life there occurs a habituation of perception, in 

which familiar objects cease to enter our conscious awareness. This tendency to get by with 

a minimum of mental effort leaves us no memory of most of our days: “Habitualization 

devours works, clothes, furniture, one's wife, and the fear of war,” and eventually one's 

whole life (Shklovskii  12).  The purpose of art,  Shklovskii  feels,  is  to counteract this 

habituation  by making familiar  objects  strange to  the  audience,  encouraging them to 

expend the extra mental energy to decipher them. In this way, “[a]rt exists that one may 

recover the sensation of life” (Shklovskii 12). Through art, we experience commonplace 

objects anew.

In the written arts,  this  means that “poetic language” (i.e.  artistic language) is 

defamiliarizing. According to Shklovskii, therefore, literary devices have their ultimate 

goal in ostranenie. One example from “Shinel” is the following metaphor of the role of 

the overcoat in Akakii's life:  “mel'knul svetlyi gost' v vide shineli” (“flickered a bright 
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guest in the form of an overcoat,”  109).  The overcoat is  thus personified,  or at  least 

animated, as a “guest,” and it is also associated twice with light (“flickered,” “bright”). In 

a very basic sense these are strange because they are not descriptions that would usually 

characterize a mundane, inanimate object like an overcoat. However, the word order – 

rendered exactly in the above translation – also contributes to the defamiliarization. The 

metaphorical description, “flickered a bright guest,” comes first, only to then be unveiled 

as the overcoat. Once the guest is identified as the overcoat, the reader must re-interpret 

the description: in what way did the overcoat “light up” Akakii's life? If we consider that 

the overcoat was also in large part responsible for Akakii's death, can we still consider 

this metaphor as earnestly positive, or is it further evidence of a parodying of Akakii? 

Finally,  how does  our  view of  the  story change  if  the  overcoat  is  anthropomorphic, 

especially  considering  that  its  grammatical  gender  is  feminine  in  Russian?  This 

description is only one example of a much larger defamiliarization: the very title of the 

story and the momentous importance of the overcoat in the protagonist's life force readers 

to re-think the overcoat as more than just something they put on in the morning without 

being aware of it.

This is, of course, a very simple example. But often Gogol's ostranenie does have 

the  quality  of  defamiliarizing  the  very  structures  of  language  that  express  it.  Dmitrii 

Chizhevskii  offers one such example in  Gogol's  use of the word “even” (“dazhe”).  In 

“Shinel,” Gogol uses this word frequently – by Chizhevskii's count, seventy-three times – 

and often in situations where it does not logically connect the ideas around it (297). One of 

his examples includes: “V eto vremia, kogda dazhe u zanimaiushchikh vysshie dolzhnosti  

bolit ot morozu lob i slezy vystupaiut v glazakh...” (“At this time, when even for those who 
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occupy higher positions the forehead hurts from the frost and tears come into the eyes...” 

81). This sort of nonsensical use of “dazhe” is characteristic of Gogol's humor. The reader 

must ask: why would someone's job title mitigate the weather? This usage directs us toward 

the  meaning of  the  word “even” – a  word that  Chizhevskii  even describes  as  mostly 

“unnecessary or meaningless” (297). This is a word that we too use often, without ever 

even considering what it really means; and, in fact, one will even find that trying to provide 

a  denotation  for  it  is  quite  challenging.  It  is  a  highly  versatile  word,  and  yet  it  can 

sometimes even be removed from an utterance with only the most minute effect on that 

utterance's semantic content. By using a meaningless word in a way that renders a sentence 

nonsensical,  Gogol  has,  perhaps  ironically,  imbued  it  with  a  new  importance,  a  new 

meaning. In this way, a trifling, ordinary word gains significance through its unusual or 

inappropriate  use,  and  so  demands  the  reader's  attention;  it  has  been  defamiliarized. 

Considering  Chizhevskii  wrote  an  entire  article  on  just  Gogol's  use  of  this  word  in 

“Shinel,” we can see that this defamiliarizing usage also draws attention to language more 

generally. This means, in Shklovskii's terms, that Gogol's strange use of language causes 

the reader to become aware of language itself, an object which we are able to employ 

without much conscious effort.

3.2.2 – Representation of Ostranenie in Translation

Shklovskii's  characterization  of  art  as  an  ostranenie of  everyday,  automatic, 

unconscious perception is compatible with Gadamer's hermeneutics of art. As Gadamer 

puts it, in our day-to-day life we lose sight of “how things are,” but the experience of art 

shows us our mode of existence in a new light. For these two theories to work together, 

defamiliarization must have the being of representation. In fact, it presents a familiar object 
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of perception (perceptum),  as something unfamiliar,  for  some audience.  We have seen 

previously that this present...as...for... structure is the very structure of representation itself, 

and the defining characteristic of play as art.  In the literary arts,  this  representation is 

mediated through language. 

How can the translator represent defamiliarization in translation? As a re-creation of 

the source text, the translation must re-defamiliarize the perceptum, this time as mediated 

through the TL. This is not the same as defamiliarizing the SL in particular or in isolation, 

as Schleiermacher's theory of foreignization advocates. The translator, as with the discourse 

of parodistic skaz, represents the relationship between the original author and the source 

text. An author does not necessarily take the SL as perceptum; however, as I have noted, it 

is  the  case  that  Gogol  defamiliarizes  language  in  “Shinel.”  Consequently,  my  own 

techniques  may  at  times  overlap  with  those  employed  by  translators  who  aim  for 

foreignization,  such as literal translation, word borrowing, calques, and employment of 

archaisms – the latter which Shklovskii himself points to as a form of foreignizing (Vinay 

& Darbelnet  129-32;  Pound  93;  Shklovskii  22).  The  difference  is  that  a  foreignizing 

translation will  aim to defamiliarize all  language at  all  costs,  whereas  a representative 

translation,  as  interpretation,  will  selectively  highlight  sections  by  means  of 

defamiliarization. As Gogol shows, it is possible to still defamiliarize language through a 

few specific instances of ostranenie; there is no need to apply this one rule equally across 

the entire translation.

Thus, the word “dazhe” I may render consistently as “even,” and so the word will 

retain its defamiliarizing quality in the translation. Literalness is effective in this case due to 

the similarity of the English gloss of the word. There are, however, other cases in which 
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this option is less clear-cut. One particularly tricky passage, the description of Akakii's 

physical characteristics, exemplifies this problem:

“...несколько  рябоват,  несколько  рыжеват,  несколько  даже  на  вид 
подслеповат...” [neskol'ko riabovat, neskol'ko ryzhevat, neskol'ko dazhe na 
vid podslepovat]
“...somewhat pock-markedish, somewhat reddish-haired, somewhat even to 
the eye short-sightedish...” (my translation, 74)

In this example, Gogol defamiliarizes Akakii Akakievich's appearance by making it appear 

almost (myopically) blurry. In my translation, I have calqued the Russian suffix “-ovat”/“-

evat” as “-ish” in English. We see that this has some fundamental differences from the 

original. For one, the English version uses hyphenated compound modifiers for all three of 

the Russian adjectives. Nonetheless, I think this consistency, along with the repetition of 

the “-ed” participial suffix, in a way approximates the repetitiveness of the original. In 

repetition, however, the English suffix “-ish” does not have the sing-song quality as the 

bisyllabic Russian “-ovat.” The defamiliarization is fundamentally different, as it is now 

demonstrated  by  the  awkwardness  of  the  expressions,  rather  than  their  unexpected 

similarity to poetic rhyme and meter. This is, of course, simply one possible interpretation. 

Other translations, for example, have rendered this without the “-ish” suffix, leaving the 

adverb “somewhat” to do the work of defamiliarizing Akakii's appearance.

4 – Conclusion

Thus,  in  practice,  artistic  translation is  a  versatile  approach that  encourages the 

translator to interpret and re-create the source text in the target language, rather than trying 

to  simply  reproduce  it.  In  this  way,  multiple  methods  of  translation  –  multiple 

interpretations – may both be faithful to the source text, and add to the target language. 

Thus, it is possible to carry across literary techniques to the target language, to represent the 
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original author's style in the translatum by explicating it for the target audience. In the case 

of  “Shinel,”  Gogol's  textured  prose  and  defamiliarization  can  find  their  way into  the 

English language with the aid of a translator who concentrates on the representation of such 

artistic techniques. I have thus far only hinted at the concrete applications of this process, 

but in the following chapter I will expand on specific examples, comparing the work of 

several previous translators of “Shinel.” 
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CHAPTER II

Comparative Analysis

1 – Introduction

The focus of my translation is the representation of Gogol's unique writing style. 

This  focus  is  important  because  previous  translations  –  especially  the  four  which  I 

compare below – have ostensibly not concentrated on Gogol's textured parodistic skaz 

and defamiliarization. This will become clearer as we look at the work of these other 

translators side by side with both the original text and my own translation. Neither the 

literary  devices  nor  the  textual  examples  given  below  are  meant  to  be  exhaustive; 

however, I hope that through my comparative analysis we may get a better glimpse at 

how my focus on style impacts the translated text as a whole.

Although they may not focus on rendering Gogol's  stylistic features,  the other 

translators whose work I analyze below (Hapgood, Garnett, Magarshack, and Pevear and 

Volokhonsky) certainly have other assets to offer to an English-speaking audience. For 

instance, it is still possible to see influences of the first English translation by Hapgood in 

Pevear and Volokhonsky's work (as well as my own) over one hundred years later (see 

Ex.  4.1  and  5.2  below).  Such  parallels  are  also  visible  more  generally  between 

translations  by  Garnett  and  later  Magarshack  (Navrozov  2).  Magarshack,  a  native 

Russian  speaker,  in  particular  offers  a  more  thorough  look  at  Russian  culture,  often 

adding asides  to  expound  on certain  features  (e.g.  the  imperial  table  of  ranks,  234). 

Pevear and Volokhonsky's interpretation pays close attention to the syntax of the original, 

providing a valuable alternative to Magarshack's rendering. Magarshack and Pevear and 
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Volokhonsky modernize the prose of their predecessors'  translations (and indeed have 

been praised for doing so, Navrozov 2); however, one might also argue that the more old-

fashioned language of Hapgood and Magarshack is more appropriate, given that the prose 

of “Shinel,” published in 1842, is also somewhat out-dated to the contemporary Russian-

speaker. Therefore, it is important to keep in mind that different translations may have 

different goals, and no one interpretation alone comprises a text; rather, a text as a whole 

is formed by entirety of all possible interpretations. My analysis of the work of other 

translators below is thus fundamentally unjust, as I criticize them based on my own aims, 

which they themselves have not pursued. I provide examples from their translations more 

for comparison than for criticism.

2 – Redundancy

One  of  Gogol's  most  common  comical  devices  is  redundancy,  the  proximal 

grouping  of  semantic  units  that  have  identical  or  very  similar  meanings.  He  often 

achieves this, for example, by modifying a word with both an affix and an adverb that 

have similar  semantic  content.  As we will  see,  this  both defamiliarizes language and 

contributes to the layer of parodistic skaz. Below I provide some examples for analysis.

Example 2.1:

“титулярный  советник,  над  которым...натрунились и  наострились 
вдоволь”  [tituliarnyi  sovetnik,  nad  kotorym...natrunilis'  i  naostrilis'  
vdovol']
“titular councilor, about whom...[writers] mocked and made witticisms in 
abundance to their heart's content” 

My example translation here focuses on rendering the semantic content of this 

phrase, in order to demonstrate the redundancy. In this case, the Russian verbal prefix 

“na-” signifies that the action has been done “enough,” “until  satisfaction,” “to one's 
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heart's  content.”  Similarly,  the  adverb  “vdovol'”  is  formed  from  the  root  meaning 

“satisfied” or “content.” In the above example, Gogol uses both the prefix and the adverb 

in combination with two verbs that have very similar meanings. On the most superficial 

level, this redundancy strongly emphasizes the action (i.e. writers making fun of titular 

councilors). However, it is also humorous on the level of the parodistic skaz: we may 

interpret Gogol's overblown language as mocking the very writers who mock others; at 

the same time, Gogol is also ironically participating in the mockery of titular councilors 

himself.

Because redundancy is an important and frequent stylistic device in “Shinel,” I 

think it is important for my translation to capture it often. Unfortunately, as is evident 

from my example translation above, similar English phrases tend to be more awkward 

and verbose than the simple Russian prefix and adverb. Below I reproduce how other 

translators have rendered this phrase:

Hapgood “make merry and crack their jokes” (318)23

Garnett “jeer and jibe to their hearts' content” (4)

Magarshack “[the rank of titular councilor] has been sneered at and held up 
to scorn” (234)

Pevear & 
Volokhonsky

“abundantly sneered and jeered” (219)

We see that none of the translations represent the redundancy. Hapgood and Magarshack 

do not include the semantic content (of “until satisfied,” “to one's heart's content”) at all. 

Garnett and Pevear and Volokhonsky render the semantic content of the redundancy, but 

not  the  redundancy  itself.  In  Garnett's  case,  this  takes  the  form of  “to  their  hearts'  

content”; Pevear and Volokhonsky simply employ the adverb “abundantly.” However, in 

23 These four translations are all listed in my bibliography under “Gogol,” followed by their various transliterations of 
his first name and patronymic. Since three of them are also titled “The Overcoat,” I refer to them by the names of  
their translators to avoid confusion. 
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lieu of the redundancy, they emphasize the phrase through sonic devices which parallel 

the  original's  poetic  repetition  of  phonemes.  In  the  source  text,  the  verbs  rhyme, 

following the almost identical pattern “na*r*ilis'” and both bearing their stress on the 

penultimate  syllable.  Garnett  uses  alliteration  (“jeer  and  jibe”)  and  Pevear  and 

Volokhonsky reflect  the  rhyming endings  with  “sneered  and  jeered.”  While  both  are 

inventive solutions, I think the latter phrasing best captures the sonic pun at play here,  

and so in my own translation I render this phrase as “sneered and jeered enough to their 

hearts' content” (75); in this way, I capture both the sonic properties and the redundancy.

Ex. 2.2:

“преогромнейший том” [preogromneishii tom]

“a very most enormous tome” (74)24 

from  adjective  “ogromnyi”  +  “pre-”  (superlative  prefix)  and  “-eish-” 

(superlative suffix)

In this example both a superlative prefix and suffix are applied to an adjective, 

creating an exaggeration. This phrase is particularly important because it occurs in just 

the fifth  sentence of  the  story,  and so is  crucial  not  only for  establishing the  use of 

redundancy in “Shinel,” but also for exhibiting the distorted sense of proportion which is 

found  in  much  of  Gogol's  work  (Eikhenbaum,  trans.  Beebe  32-3).  Our  selected 

translations do not completely represent it:

H. “a huge volume” (317)

G. “an enormously long volume” (3)

M. “an enormous volume” (233)

P.&V. “a most enormous tome” (219)

24 Unless otherwise noted,  the initial  translations provided for the examples are my own and appear in my final  
translation on the given page number.
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Hapgood and Magarshack do not include any intensifying marker at all, such as either 

“very” or “most.” They do not represent the redundancy, nor do they express its semantic 

content.  Garnett  turns  the  adjective  into  an  adverb  and adds  “long,” which  does  not 

represent  the  semantic  redundancy  but  does  demonstrate  Gogol's  tendency  toward 

exaggeration. Pevear and Volokhonsky include the intensification but not the redundancy. 

The common decision to  not  represent  this  redundancy is  understandable:  the  phrase 

which I have chosen, “a very most enormous tome,” does sound awkward to the average 

English  speaker.  However,  for  my  purposes,  I  think  my  phrasing  most  accurately 

explicates  Gogol's  stylistic  inclinations,  even  though  this  redundancy  becomes  more 

exaggerated in English.

Ultimately,  I  believe  that  exaggerating  select  instances  of  devices  such  as 

redundancy ultimately helps to highlight the stylistic features of Gogol's writing. To draw 

an  English  reader's  attention  to  a  phrase  on  account  of  its  markedness  is  akin  to 

Shklovskii's  definition  of  ostranenie,  and  thus  this  defamiliarization  of  the  English 

language can also serve to explicate Gogol's original style.

3 – Repetition

Gogol's use of repetition is closely related to his use of redundancy and puns, and 

may involve the iteration of phrases, words, morphemes, or sounds (e.g. alliteration). I 

have already mentioned one example in my first chapter: in Akakii's physical description, 

Gogol repeats the adverb “neskol'ko” as well as the suffix “-ovat” each three times within 

a  sequence  of  just  nine  words  (see  page  45  and  Ex.  8.1,  below).  Not  only  is  this 

repetitious, but these two units are also semantically redundant. 
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Ex. 3.1:

Another, rather straightforward example of repetition occurs in a passage near the 

middle of the story, when two men steal Akakii Akakievich's overcoat. In a sequence of 

six sentences, Gogol employs various forms of the verb “krichat'” (to shout, to cry, to 

scream) six times. Leaving out the rest, the sequence runs: 

“закричать...крикни...кричать...кричать...кричит...кричать” 

[zakrichat'...krikni...krichat'...krichat'...krichit...krichat']

“to  start  shouting...shout...to  shout...shouting...shouting...to  shout”  (99-

100)

Other translators have rendered this series:

H. “about to shout...scream...to shout...to shout...shouting...to shout” (356)

G. “on the point of shouting...shout...screaming...scream...screaming
...shouting” (23)

M. “about to scream...give a squeak...to shout...to shout...screaming
...shouting” (257)

P.&V. “about to shout...shouting...to shout...shouting...shouting...shouting” 
(229)

It is easy to see why translators who are not translating with style in mind would 

alternate the way in which they render this verb, in order to prevent their translation from 

sounding  “repetitious”  (and  certainly  any  editor  of  a  major  publisher  would  advise 

against any literature sounding too monotonous). But in my case, I feel that repetition is a 

significant  feature  of  Gogol's  peculiar  style,  and  so  I  attempt  to  preserve  the 

defamiliarization that results from repeating a word multiple times in succession. In this 

passage,  for  example,  this  repetition  is  important  because  Akakii  Akakievich  has 

previously  been  described  as  reserved  and  quiet  –  and  yet  here  he  is  continuously 

shouting. The simplest way of representing this repetition is to translate in a systematic 
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fashion: I consistently represent the word each time with the same gloss in English – in 

this  case,  “to shout.”  Pevear  and Volokhonsky also take this  approach,  and Hapgood 

preserves the repetition with one exception, but the repetition is not quite as apparent in  

Garnett and Magarshack's versions. 

4 – Puns

Eikhenbaum  distinguishes  two  types  of  puns  which  Gogol  uses:  sonic  and 

etymological, though they do sometimes overlap. In my first chapter I discussed Gogol's 

sonic  pun  on  Akakii  Akakievich's  name  (33),  as  well  as  his  etymological  pun  on 

“sovetnik”  and  “sovet,”  (“councillor”  and  “counsel,”  37-8).  Unfortunately,  many  of 

Gogol's other puns are not quite as simple to translate as these.

Sonic  puns are  especially difficult  to  render  consistently.  For  example,  Gogol 

sometimes groups words which contain very similar phonemes, seemingly suggesting an 

etymological  connection  which  does  not  actually  exist.  The  phrase  “Nogi...byli  

nagishom” (“Feet...were in the nude,” 83), for instance, contains the ordered and grouped 

alliteration of “n*gi,” even though these words are not historically related. I was at a loss 

to represent this phrase with similar sound play in English, and so I decided to explicate it 

with a footnote. Similarly, I attenuate the alliteration of “istinnoi istorii” as “true tale” 

(111), also including a footnote. To compensate for such occurrences, I have on occasion 

created my own sonic puns (see Ex. 4.2, below). Etymological puns, on the other hand, I 

am more often able to represent in English:
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Ex. 4.1:

“Может  быть,  читателю  [имя]  покажется  несколько  странным  и 
выисканным, но можно уверить, что его никак не искали...” [Mozhet  
byt',  chitateliu  (imia)  pokazhetsia  neskol'ko  strannym i  vyiskannym,  no  
mozhno uverit', chto ego nikak ne iskali...]
“Maybe, to the reader it will seem somewhat strange and far-fetched, but it 
is possible to assure him, that in no way did they fetch it...” (75)

In  this  etymological  pun,  Gogol  discusses  the  unusual  origin  of  Akakii 

Akakievich's name. He plays on two words: “vyiskannym” and “iskali.” “Vyiskannym” is 

an adjective meaning “contrived” or “artificial,” and is originally a participle from the 

verb “vyiskat',”  meaning “to discover,” “to find out,”  “to hunt  for,” “to track down.” 

“Iskali” is a past tense form of the verb “iskat',” “to look/search for,” “to seek.” We see 

that “vyiskat'” is simply a prefixed form of “iskat'.” However, this difference is difficult 

to represent in English. Many of the glosses are phrasal verbs, which are often awkward 

as participles: for example, “it will seem...hunted for, but...in no way did they hunt for it.” 

The intensified meaning and perfective aspect of the prefixed verb “vyiskat'” sometimes 

do not translate accurately: “it will seem...discovered, but...in no way did they discover 

it.”  To  me,  the  best  option  from  the  above  glosses,  being  the  least  awkward  and 

conveying the semantic value accurately, seems to be: “it will seem...sought out, but...in 

no  way did  they  seek  it.”  However,  this  does  not  quite  represent  the  etymology as 

prominently as  the  original  Russian  text,  due  to  the  past-tense  vowel  mutation  from 

“seek” to “sought.”

H. “It may strike the reader as rather singular and far-fetched; but he may 
feel assured that it was by no means far-fetched” (318-9)

G. “Perhaps it may strike the reader as a rather strange and far-fetched 
name, but I can assure him that it was not far-fetched at all” (4)

M. “The reader may think it a little odd, not to say somewhat recherché, 
but we can assure him that we wasted no time in searching for this 
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name” (234)

P.&V. “The reader will perhaps find that somewhat strange and farfetched, 
but he can be assured that it was not fetched at all” (219)

We see that, from the very first English translation, there has been a tendency to 

use “far-fetched” (as I note above, this is probably not coincidental: most translators read 

their predecessors). Magarshack is the only one to deviate from this rendering, and his 

version does not preserve the etymological pun. His choice to resort to a word foreign to 

both the source and target audiences – the French “recherché” – seems to me entirely 

unnecessary; the use of a foreign word bears with it a vast array of cultural associations 

which are in this case unrelated to the work at hand. Foreign words in a literary text 

(especially  French in  English-language texts)  often  also  reflect  certain  characteristics 

about their user (in this case, the narrator): well-educated, upper class, worldly – none of 

which I think are necessarily implied in the original text. Hapgood and Garnett simply 

repeat  “far-fetched”  twice,  which  demonstrates  the  repetition,  but  does  not  precisely 

represent the distinction between the participle and the finite verb in the original text. 

Pevear and Volokhonsky closely approximate this relationship by also using a prefixed 

participle and non-prefixed finite verb, respectively (even unconventionally dropping the 

hyphen from “far-fetched”).

Ex. 4.2:

On a few occasions I have taken the opportunity to create a pun in English where 

one does not exist in the original text. Ultimately, I have used this as a method to balance 

in quantity and frequency the puns in the source text which would be difficult to render in 

my translation. For example, I render the word “raspekat',” to scold or reprimand, as the 

English  idiom “to  dress  down”  (along  with  the  corresponding  noun  “raspekanie,”  a 
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“dressing-down”). The subject matter of the story, and in particular the fact that Akakii 

Akakievich  is  stripped of  his  coat,  gives  this  pun both  a  concrete  (clothing)  and an 

abstract (criticism) significance – a particularly Gogolian device (May 155-6). I highlight 

this further by making it a sonic pun on my translation of “kapot,” the word used for 

Akakii's old overcoat (discussed in Ex. 5.1 below), which I render as “dressing-gown.” 

The narrator uses these two words individually to mock Akakii, and so by linking them 

together in my translation, I draw the reader's attention to Gogol's parodistic skaz.

5 – Mimesis

I previously mentioned that an essential feature of Gogol's parodistic skaz is his 

use of narrative mimesis to mock his characters (and occasionally extra-textual objects 

such as Russian bureaucracy more generally, or other writers). The object of this device is 

most frequently Akakii Akakievich. One important instance stems from this comment:

Ex. 5.1:

“Надобно  знать,  что  шинель  Акакия Акакиевича  служила  тоже 
предметом насмешек чиновникам; от неё отнимали даже благородное 
имя шинели и называли ее капотом.” [Nadobno znat', chto shinel' Akakiia  
Akakievicha  sluzhila  tozhe  predmetom  nasmeshek  chinovnikam;  ot  neë 
otnimali dazhe blagorodnoe imia shineli i nazyvali eë kapotom.]
“It is necessary to know, that Akakii Akakievich's overcoat also served as an 
object of mockery for the officials; from it they even took away the noble 
name of overcoat and called it a dressing-gown.” (82)

Here the narrator has explicitly delineated the overcoat as an object of scorn. He specifies 

the word – “kapot”  – by which the other  officials  poke fun at  Akakii's  old overcoat. 

Although this word is grammatically masculine, closer to Gogol's time, it signified a kind 

of “woman's outer dress,” and sometimes a “long peasant's caftan” (Dal', Tolkovyi slovar'). 

This makes translation difficult, as there are no analogous English terms that come to my 
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mind which refer  specifically to  a  woman's  coat.  The translation of  this  word is  very 

important, however, because, later in the story, the narrator begins to use this same word 

casually within his narration to describe Akakii's overcoat:

“Петрович взял капот, разложил его сначала на стол...” [Petrovich vzial  

kapot, razlozhil ego snachala na stol...]

“Petrovich took the kapot, laid it out at first on the table...” (85)

The narrator continues to use this word to refer to Akakii's former coat for the rest of the 

tale (seven more times). By adopting their word, the narrator engages in a mimesis of 

Akakii's coworkers. This is a particularly subtle form of parodistic skaz because it does not 

mock Akakii directly, that is, it does not use Akakii's own words to caricature him. 

Other translators render the occurrences of this word throughout the text in the 

following ways, starting with the above two examples:

H. “...they even deprived it of the noble name of cloak, and called it a 
capote [footnote: 'a woman's cloak']” (329); “Petrovich took the 
mantle, spread it out...” (334); “cloak” (334); “'mantle'” (348); 
“cloak,” “mantle” (349); “mantle” (359); “mantle” (369); “mantle” 
(370)

G. “...It had even been deprived of the honorable name of overcoat and 
had been referred to as the 'dressing jacket'” (9); “Petrovich took the 
'dressing jacket,' first spread it out...” (12); “'dressing jacket'” (for all 
seven other occurrences) (12, 19, 20, 25, 30)

M. “...it had even been deprived of the honourable name of overcoat and 
had been called a capote” (240); “Petrovich took the capote, first 
spread it...” (243); “overcoat” (244); “capote” (252); “overcoat,” 
“overcoat” (253); “capote” (259); “capote,” “capote” (265)

P.&V. “...they even deprived it of the noble name of overcoat and called it a 
housecoat” (222); “Petrovich took the housecoat, laid it out...” (223); 
“housecoat” (for all seven other occurrences) (223, 227, 230, 232)

First of all, we see that the other translators have also had trouble finding an accurate 

translation for this word. Words like “capote” (French for “cape”), “mantle,” and “cloak” 

capture the threadbare nature of Akakii's  old garment,  depicting it  as  loose and thin. 
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“Capote”  also  has  the  advantage  of  its  etymological  connection  to  the  original  text. 

“Dressing jacket” and “housecoat” each ostensibly refer to a similar type of garment, 

such as a dressing gown or robe, which also implies that it is loose and thin, and not 

meant  to  protect  one  from the  cold.  Since  “housecoat”  has  historically  referred  to  a 

women's garment, it also captures the gendered reference of the Russian word. 

Garnett  and  Pevear  and  Volokhonsky  both  consistently  render  “kapot”  as 

“dressing jacket” and “housecoat,” respectively. Likewise, I believe that this is another 

instance  where  systematicity  in  translation  optimally  demonstrates  the  style  of  the 

original,  as  each use of the specified word in  translation will  reinforce the narrator's 

mimesis, and thereby the parodistic skaz. For this reason, I do not consider Magarshack's 

translation as effective in this case, since three times he renders “kapot” as “overcoat,” 

which is the same word that he uses to represent the “shinel'” of the story's title. In this 

way, he lexically conflates the new overcoat with the old one, even in the scene where 

Akakii compares the two (253). 

Ex. 5.2:

Another example of mimesis is the increased use of phrases of a colloquial or 

informal register in narration about specific characters. The language of Gogol's dialogue 

in “Shinel” is also often highly colloquial, but it is when these colloquialisms spill out 

into  the  surrounding  narration  that  they  become  mimetic.  I  select  from the  sections 

concerning the character Petrovich, for instance, a few colloquial or folksy expressions:

(A) “[Петрович]  стал попивать  довольно  сильно  по  всяким 
праздникам...”  [(Petrovich)  stal  popivat'  dovol'no  sil'no  po  vsiakim  
prazdnikam...]
“[Petrovich] began to hit the bottle pretty heavily on all holidays...” (82)
(B) “был уже несколько под куражем, или, как выражалась жена его, 
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'осадился сивухой, одноглазый чëрт.'” [byl uzhe neskol'ko pod kurazhem,  
ili, kak vyrazhalas' zhena ego, 'osadilsia sivukhoi, odnoglaznyi chërt.']
“[Petrovich] was already somewhat tipsy, or, as his wife expressed it, 'he got 
loaded on moonshine, the one-eyed devil.'” (84)
(C) “[Акакий]  хотел было уже,  как  говорится,  на  попятный двор...” 
[(Akakii) khotel bylo uzhe, kak govoritsia, na popiatnyi dvor...]
“[Akakii] was already about to, as they say, slip out the back door...” (84)

In example A, the narrator uses the verb “popivat',” an informal derivative of “pit'” 

(“to drink”) which signifies “to drink a little” or “to drink lightly,” and so in this case it  

serves as a euphemism for Petrovich's binge drinking. English expressions such as “hit the 

bottle”  or  “take  to  the  bottle”  best  capture  the  informal  register  of  the  verb,  though 

circumlocutions of a more formal register, such as “to imbibe” or “to partake,” when used 

ironically  also  convey the  connotation.  In  example  B,  the  phrase  “pod kurazhem,”  or 

“under courage,” is also a euphemism, and connotes a more genial intoxication, and so I 

render it as “tipsy” in English, which is still colloquial and bears a similar connotation. We 

also see in this example a contrast with the vernacular phrasing of Petrovich's wife. Lastly, 

example C, “na popiatnyi dvor,”  means “to the back yard” and indicates that  one has 

changed one's mind (Efremova, Novyi tolkovo-slovoobrazovatel'nyi...). This idiom poses a 

difficulty to English translation because the verb, “poiti” (to go), is omitted. Originally I 

considered  “to  go,”  because  it  is  of  a  neutral  register  and  is  not  defamiliarizing;  but 

ultimately I choose “to slip,” in order to make the phrase more colloquial. Nonetheless, I 

attempt to preserve the basic semantic idea of “going out the back.” This example is also 

notable because the colloquialism is indicated in the narration by “kak govoritsia,” “as it is 

said,” or more loosely, “as the saying goes.”  

Other translators render these colloquialisms differently:

H. A) “began to drink heavily on all holidays” (330)

59



B) “was a little downhearted, or...” (332)
C) “would gladly have beat a retreat, as the saying goes” (333)

G. A) “began to drink rather heavily on every holiday” (10)
B) “was a little 'elevated,' or...” (11)
C) “was, as the saying is, beating a retreat” (11)

M. A) “started drinking rather heavily every holiday” (241)
B) “was a bit merry, or...” (242)
C) “was about, as the saying is, to beat a hasty retreat” (242)

P.&V. A) “started drinking rather heavily on feast days” (222)
B) “was already a bit under the influence, or...” (222)
C) “was, as they say, about to backtrack” (223)

No  translation  represents  the  colloquial  register  of  the  verb  in  example  A,  simply 

rendering it  as “to drink” or “drinking.” I think such a rendering is  semantically and 

lexically closer  to  the  original  (as  the  colloquial  “popivat'”  is  the  neutral  “pit'”  with 

frequentative  or  aspectual  affixes),  and in  some ways  my translation  exaggerates  the 

original  to  preserve  the  colloquialism.  The  translations  of  example  B  are  almost 

paradoxical: we have “downhearted” and “under the influence” in contrast to “merry” or 

“'elevated'”; these terms are antonyms. I do not believe that “downhearted” successfully 

represents  the  connotation  of  the  original.  In  Garnett's  translation,  we  again  see  her 

employ quotation marks around a word that is difficult to translate (cf. “dressing jacket,” 

above). I do not find this an effective strategy, as it lends an air of ambiguity that is not  

present in the source text. I also think Magarshack's choice of “merry” does not convey 

the colloquial quality of the original, and is not as euphemistic. Pevear and Volokhonsky's 

choice preserves the structure of the idiom, though the phrase belongs to a more formal 

register  than  the  original.  In  the  final  example,  we again  see the  likely influence  of 

translations  on  their  successors,  as  both  Garnett  and  Magarshack  have  followed 

Hapgood's example of the English idiom “to beat a retreat.” While this phrase does not 

quite  have the same meaning as “na popiatnyi  dvor,” I  think it  functions well  in the 
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context of the passage. Pevear and Volokhonsky's rendering, “about to backtrack,” seems 

odd, since this phrase is not exactly an idiom in English; rather, it is the standard meaning 

of the verb “to backtrack.” For this reason, the clause “as they say” has lost its purpose in  

the translated version.25 

6 – Emotional Declamation

In my first chapter I analyzed the “humane passage,” one of the most discussed 

examples  of  the  tragic  layer  of  “Shinel”  in  literary  criticism  (see  39-40).  These 

expressions of pathos on the part of the narrator often share a few basic characteristics: 

they  are  generally  lengthy,  run-on  sentences,  with  a  “steadily  rising  intonation,” 

frequently aided by parallelism, bearing a “solemn” tone and ending with a (sometimes 

very abrupt) plunge back into parodistic skaz (Eikhenbaum, trans. Beebe 27-8, 30, 32). 

This layer, as I have mentioned, participates indirectly in skaz by providing a contrast to 

it. 

Ex. 6.1:

After  Akakii's  death,  the  narrator  enumerates  the  trivial  details  of  Akakii's 

possessions as well as his own disinterest in them. Immediately following this comical 

moment, he states, “And Petersburg remained without Akakii Akakievich, as if he had 

never  even  been  there”  (109).  This  abrupt  change  in  tone  signals  the  switch  to  the 

emotional layer, which continues with this sentence:

“Исчезло  и  скрылось  существо,  никем  не  защищенное,  никому  не 
дорогое,  ни  для  кого  не  интересное,  даже  не  обратившее  на  себя 
внимания  и  естествонаблюдателя,  не  пропускающего  посадить  на 
булавку обыкновенную муху и рассмотреть её в микроскоп; существо, 
переносившее  покорно  канцелярские  насмешки  и  без  всякого 

25 Though, in a way, this is a particularly Gogolian form of defamiliarization, i.e. using a phrase that is rendered  
meaningless by what unexpectedly follows it (cf. my discussion of “even” in Ch. 1, 42-3).
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чрезвычайного дела сошедшее в могилу, но для которого всё же таки, 
хотя  перед  самым  концом  жизни,  мелькнул  светлый  гость  в  виде 
шинели, ожививший на миг бедную жизнь, и на которое так же потом 
нестерпимо  обрушилось  несчастие,  как  обрушивалось  на  царей  и 
повелителей  мира...”  [Ischezlo  i  skrylos'  sushchestvo,  nikem  ne  
zashchishchennoe, nikomu ne dorogoe, ni dlia kogo ne interesnoe, dazhe ne  
obrativshee  na  sebia  vnimaniia  i  estestvonabliudatelia,  ne 
propuskaiushchego, posadit' na bulavku obyknovennuiu mukhu i rassmotret'  
eё  v  mikroskop;  sushchestvo,  perenosivshee  pokorno  kantseliarskie  
nasmeshki i bez vsiakogo chrezvychainogo dela soshedshee v mogilu, no  
dlia kotorogo vsё  zhe taki, khotia pered samym kontsom zhizni, mel'knul  
svetlyi gost' v vide shineli, ozhivivshii na mig bednuiu zhizn', i na kotoroe  
tak  zhe  potom  nesterpimo  obrushilos'  neschastie,  kak  obrushivalos'  na  
tsarei i povelitelei mira...]
“A being disappeared and was concealed, who was defended by no one, 
dear to no one, interesting to no one, who had not even turned to himself 
the attention of a naturalist, who does not forgo sticking an ordinary fly on 
a  pin  and  inspecting  it  with  a  microscope;  a  being,  who  had  meekly 
endured  chancellery  gibes  and  went  down  in  the  grave  without  any 
particular cause, but for whom all the same, however, before the very end 
of his life, flickered a bright guest in the form of an overcoat, who for a 
moment had enlivened his poor life, and on whom then befell unhappiness 
just as unbearably as it has befallen tsars and sovereigns of the world...” 
(109)

The emotional coloring of this passage acts as a counterpoint to the comical skaz 

before it. Although even here there is redundancy and repetition, the most parodic elements 

– punning and mimesis – appear to be absent (at least on the surface). The narrator seems to 

have found pity for his protagonist's position. He stresses Akakii's forlorn and mundane 

existence  through the  parallel  negations  at  the  beginning (translated  as  “no one”),  the 

implication that Akakii is duller than an “ordinary fly,” the ultimate futility of his sufferings 

(“gibes”), and the contrast of these with a brief hint of positivity (“bright,” “enlivened”). 

These elements build in intensity over the course of this rather long sentence into a simile 

which unexpectedly compares Akakii's plight to that of great leaders. 

Here  the  debate  concerning  the  narrator's  sincerity  in  Gogol's  emotional 
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declamation rears its head (see above, 39). If one accepts the view that Akakii is a hero of 

the oppressed, for instance, it is possible to accept the narrator's sympathy for Akakii at  

face value. In this case, the comparison of the final sentence asserts that Akakii's sufferings 

are just as important as those of kings. It is also possible to interpret it as ironic mockery. In 

the  latter  view,  the  hyperbole  of  the  final  sentence  becomes  bathetic:  the  narrator  is 

comparing Akakii's unfortunate fatal love for a material object with the demise suffered by 

the leaders of nations. He describes the complete banality of Akakii's existence, and then 

immediately raises him to the level of kings. The absurdity of this comparison undercuts 

the sentimentality of the rest of the sentence. Consequently, from this perspective, it begins 

to seem as if the emotionality was all the narrator's elaborate play, a wry affectation which 

most fundamentally adds to the primary layer of parodistic skaz. In translating style, I 

believe both interpretations should be available to the TL reader.

H. “A being disappeared, and was hidden, who was protected by none, 
dear to none, interesting to none, who never even attracted to himself 
the attention of an observer of nature, who omits no opportunity of  
thrusting a  pin through a common fly,  and  examining it  under the 
microscope, – a being who bore meekly the jibes of the department, 
and went to his grave without having done one unusual deed, but to 
whom, nevertheless, at the close of his life, appeared a bright visitant  
in the form of a cloak, which momentarily cheered his poor life, and 
upon whom, thereafter, an intolerable misfortune descended, just as it 
descends upon the heads of the mighty of this world! . . .” (370)

G. “A creature  had  vanished  and  departed  whose  cause  no  one  had 
championed, who was dear to no one, of interest to no one, who never 
even attracted the attention of the student of natural history, though 
the latter does not disdain to fix a common fly upon a pin and look at 
him under the microscope–a creature who bore patiently the jeers of 
the office and for no particular reason went to his grave, though even 
he at the very end of his life was visited by a gleam of brightness in 
the form of an overcoat that for one instant brought color into his poor 
life–a creature on whom calamity broke as insufferably as it breaks 
upon the heads of the mighty ones of this world . . . !” (30)

M. “A human being just  disappeared and left  no trace,  a human being 
whom  no  one  ever  dreamed  of  protecting,  who  was  not  dear  to 
anyone, whom no one thought of taking any interest in, who did not 
attract the attention even of a naturalist who never fails to stick a pin  
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through an ordinary fly to examine it  under the microscope; a man 
who bore meekly the sneers and insults of his fellow Civil Servants in 
the  department  and  who  went  to  his  grave  because  of  some  silly 
accident, but who before the very end of his life did nevertheless catch 
a glimpse of a Bright Visitant in the shape of an overcoat, which for a  
brief moment brought a ray of sunshine into his drab, poverty-stricken 
life,  and  upon  whose  head  afterwards  disaster  had  most  pitilessly 
fallen, as it falls upon the heads of the great ones of this earth! . . .” 
(265-66)

P.&V. “Vanished and gone was the being, protected by no one, dear to no 
one, interesting to no one, who had not even attracted the attention of  
a naturalist – who does not fail to stick a pin through a common fly 
and  examine it  under  a  microscope;  a  being who humbly endured 
office mockery and went to his grave for no particular reason, but for 
whom, all  the  same,  though at  the  very end  of  his  life,  there  had 
flashed a bright visitor in the form of an overcoat, animating for an 
instant his poor life, and upon whom disaster then fell as unbearably 
as it falls upon the kings and rulers of this world . . .” (232)

Garnett  renders  the  word  “sushchestvo”  (cf.  “sushchestvovat',”  “to  exist”)  as 

“creature,” while Magarshack translates it as “human being,” and these seem to have 

opposite  connotations.  “Creature,”  reducing  Akakii  to  sub-human,  might  not  be  as 

effective at garnering sympathy, though it  does portray him more pathetically;  on the 

other  hand,  “human being”  might  be  too sympathetic,  possibly obscuring  the  ending 

hyperbole by implying too strongly that Akakii shares with tsars a common humanity. For 

this reason, I think the translation “being” allows the highest degree of interpretation to 

the English-speaking audience.  Furthermore,  Magarshack's  translation does not render 

the parallelism of the beginning of the sentence (“no one...anyone...no one”). It is also 

interesting that none of these translations preserve a slight redundancy in the original, 

“zhizni...ozhivivshii...zhizn'” (“life...enlivened...life”); I have retained the repetition of the 

root “-zhi-” in order to demonstrate that even in the declamatory passages, Gogol cannot 

resist  a  little  wordplay.  Moreover,  the  hyperbole at  the  end seems to be  more or  less 

effective across all these translations. Lastly, although in my translation I have generally 

been  conservative  about  changing  Gogol's  meticulous  punctuation,  I  think  Hapgood, 
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Garnett, and Magarshack's decision to end this sentence with an exclamation point gives a 

good final punch of emotion to the passage, and compensates a bit for any emotionality lost 

in translation. I add it in my final version. 

7 – Personification

Gogol  frequently  defamiliarizes  the  reader  by  personifying  inanimate  objects. 

Over the course of the story, this contributes to both layers of the narrative, parodistic 

skaz and emotional declamation. In the below example, Akakii has just had his precious 

new overcoat stolen, and is frantically shouting for help (the same paragraph as Ex. 3.1 

above).

Ex. 7.1:

“...[Акакий]  стал кричать, но голос, казалось, и не думал долетать до 
концов площади.”  [(Akakii) stal krichat', no golos, kazalos', i ne dumal  
doletat' do kontsov ploshchadi]
“...[Akakii] started to shout, but his voice, it seemed, did not even think to 
reach the ends of the square.” (100)

Here Gogol creates estrangement by making “golos” (“voice”) the subject of the 

past-tense form of “dumat',” “to think.” This would be equally bizarre for the English 

reader, as voices are not often found to be exerting mental effort. The comic absurdity of 

this subject-verb pairing is pushed to the foreground not only by the otherwise ordinary 

syntax, but also by the urgency of surrounding context. On the level of parodistic skaz, 

Gogol's  strange  comic  insertion  undermines  a  moment  of  serious  distress  for  the 

protagonist,  showing that  the  narration  misses  no  opportunity  to  poke  fun  at  Akakii 

Akakievich. 

H. “...he began to shout,  but  his voice did not  appear to reach to  the 
outskirts of the square.” (356)

G. “...began screaming, but it seemed as though his voice could not carry 
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to the end of the square.” (23)

M. “He began to shout for help, but his voice seemed to be too weak to 
carry to the end of the square.” (257)

P.&V. “...he began to shout, but his voice seemed never to reach the ends of 
the square.” (229)

The other translators all smooth over this strange phrasing to make it less alien to 

the English reader. However, to preserve the layer of parody, I feel that in this case the 

language should be just as strange to the English reader as it would be to the original 

Russian reader. All these translations also work “kazalos'” (“it seemed” in my translation) 

into  the  rest  of  the  sentence,  rather  than  having it  offset  by commas.  I  preserve  the 

punctuation because, firstly, I find the pause to be indicative of the oral speech of skaz 

and, secondly, this pause emphasizes the absurdity of the subject-verb pairing by coming 

right between them; it postpones the odd choice of verb for just a moment, making it a bit 

more surprising. 

Ex. 7.2:

At  other  points  in  the  novella,  Gogol  creates  personification  by  playing  on 

grammatical  gender.  Translating  this  feature  requires  some  unusual  modifications  of 

standard English usage, since the English language is not nearly as thoroughly gendered 

as  Russian.  Russian  has  three  genders  (masculine,  feminine,  neuter),  and  inanimate 

objects may belong to any of them. Thus, what would be standard in Russian, such as  

referring to inanimate nouns with gendered pronouns, would be a very marked form in 

English, which employs “it” categorically in (non-poetic) reference to inanimate objects. 

For this reason, most translators do not render this feature of the language. I have made 

an  exception  in  my  own  translation:  the  word  “shinel',”  “overcoat,”  is  feminine  in 

Russian and Gogol explicitly fashions it as a romantic partner for Akakii. When Akakii 
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decides to save up for a new overcoat, the narrator comments,  “...it was as if...he had 

married, as if some other person were present with him, as if he were not alone, and some 

kind of pleasant life companion had agreed to go together with him along life's road, – and 

this companion was none other than that very overcoat...” (my translation,  91). In this 

example,  I  translate  the  phrase “podruga zhizni,”  “female  friend of  life,”  as  the more 

idiomatic “life companion,” since neither “friend” nor “companion” is gendered in English, 

and with the modifier, as in “female friend” or “female companion,” the phrase sounds 

much too formal for the context. In this case, I simply use a footnote, but in all other cases 

when the narrator refers to the new “shinel'” with a pronoun, I use “she/her” instead of 

“it/its.” This does not, in my estimation, occur enough to become confusing, especially as 

the pronominal references to the overcoat tend to come in proximal groupings. However, it 

does intermittently provide a quick defamiliarizing reminder to the reader of the distorted 

importance of this inanimate object in Akakii's life. This usage of a gendered pronoun thus 

adds  to  the  layer  of  emotional  declamation  because  it  exposes  the  pathetic  nature  of 

Akakii's position: he has filled the void of human love in his life with a material object, and 

this ultimately leads to his demise.26

8 – Conclusion

Having reviewed a few of the many devices which form the basis for the texture 

and defamiliarization in “Shinel,” I would now like to revisit the example regarding Akakii 

Akakievich's physical description from my first chapter (45), to examine it again in light of 

my foregoing analysis. 

26 I also use the pronoun “he” to refer to the Petersburg frost in one specific passage where it is personified (81). 
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Ex. 8.1:

“Итак, в одном департаменте служил один чиновник; чиновник нельзя 
сказать  чтобы  очень  замечательный,  низенького  роста,  несколько 
рябоват, несколько рыжеват, несколько даже  на  вид подслеповат,  с 
небольшой лысиной на лбу, с морщинами по обеим сторонам  щёк и 
цветом  лица  что  называется  геморроидальным...”  [Itak,  v  odnom 
departamente sluzhil odin chinovnik; chinovnik nel'zia skazat' chtoby ochen'  
zamechatel'nyi, nizen'kogo  rosta,  neskol'ko  riabovat,  neskol'ko  ryzhevat,  
neskol'ko  dazhe  na  vid  podslepovat,  s  nebol'shoi  lysinoi  na  lbu,  s  
morshchinami po obeim storonam shchёk i tsvetom litsa chto nazyvaetsia  
gemorroidal'nym]
“And so, in a certain department served a certain official; it's impossible to 
say that the official was very remarkable: of short stature, somewhat pock-
markedish,  somewhat  reddish-haired,  somewhat  even  to  the  eye  short-
sightedish, with a small baldspot on the forehead, with wrinkles on both 
sides of the cheeks and a color of skin that is called hemorrhoidal...” (74)

Focusing specifically on the section after the colon, we can see quite a few stylistic 

elements present in this excerpt. First of all, there is the repetition of several units: the 

suffix “-ovat” (and its variant, “-evat”), the adverb “neskol'ko,” the negative prefix “ne-” 

(and its alliteration with the “ni” of “nizen'kogo”).  There is, furthermore, a redundancy 

between  the  adverb  “neskol'ko”  and  the  suffix  “-ovat”:  both  modify  the  adjective  to 

diminish its full strength by an ambiguous amount, that is, “somewhat,” “slightly,” or in the 

case  of  “-ovat,”  the  English  suffix  “-ish.”  Another  important  stylistic  feature  is  the 

markedness of the word “gemorroidal'nym,” created by its length, harsh phonemes, foreign 

origin, and emphasized by its final position in the sentence. Moreover, at some points in 

this line the stress pattern reads almost like poetic meter. For example, the beginning runs: 

“nízĕn'kŏgŏ róstă,  néskŏl'kŏ riăbŏvát,  néskŏl'kŏ rўzhĕvát”;  this  stress  pattern  thus 

reinforces both the repetition and redundancy, as the stressed syllables here are the repeated 

prefixes and the end of the “-ovat” suffixes. This rhythmically monotonous description of 

Akakii's ambiguously ordinary appearance – what Rachel May calls “a pounding cadence 
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of  mediocrity”  –  is  shattered  at  the  end  by  the  long,  cacophonous  finale  of 

“gemorroidal'nym,”  and  thus  makes  this  word  all  the  more  defamiliarizing  (May 58; 

Eikhenbaum, trans. Beebe 26-7). 

Based on this information, we can see that this entire line builds up to a sonic pun, 

based on what Eikhenbaum calls Gogol's “sound-semantics”: the semantic content of the 

last word is not its most significant feature (and turns out to be quite absurd, for, as Gogol 

might  express  it,  not  even  in  Russian  is  “hemorrhoidal”  a  “color”);  rather,  the  sonic 

properties of the word are what stands out and defamiliarizes. As Eikhenbaum says, “this 

sentence is not so much a  description  of Akaky's appearance as its  reproduction through 

articulatory  mimicry”  (trans.  Beebe  27).  This  becomes  even  more  explicit  when  we 

consider it on the level of parodistic skaz. The narrator mocks Akakii semantically and 

sonically.  He mocks literary tradition by giving a physical description from which the 

reader can produce no clear image of the character, due to the ambiguously redundant 

phrasing and almost  nonsensical  finale.  Finally,  this  unclear  description in  turn mocks 

Akakii further by reflecting his averageness, his lack of outstanding features, his absence of 

definable characteristics. Gogol has provided a description that does not describe in order 

to show us a character with no character.

It is clear that the significance of the stylistic properties in just this example alone 

could  yield  a  detailed  analysis  of  defamiliarization  and skaz  in  “Shinel,”  especially if 

compared to other parts of the story. I have made it my task to represent these intricately 

interconnected features in English. Before I explicate my own translation choices, it will be 

helpful to see how the other translators handled this line:

H. “short  of  stature,  somewhat  pock-marked,  rather  red-haired,  rather 
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blind,  judging  from  appearances,  with  a  small  bald  spot  on  his 
forehead, with wrinkles on his cheeks, with a complexion of the sort 
called sanguine...” (318)

G. “short,  somewhat  pock-marked,  with rather  reddish hair  and rather 
dim, bleary eyes, with a small bald patch on the top of his head, with 
wrinkles on both sides of his cheeks and the sort of complexion which 
is usually associated with hæmorrhoids...” (3)

M. “He was in fact a somewhat short, somewhat pockmarked, somewhat 
red-haired man, who looked rather short-sighted and was slightly bald 
on the top of his head, with wrinkles on both cheeks,  and a rather 
sallow complexion.” (233-4)

P.&V. “short,  somewhat  pockmarked,  somewhat  red-haired,  even  with  a 
somewhat nearsighted look, slightly bald in front, with wrinkles on 
both cheeks and a complexion that is known as hemorrhoidal...” (219)

We may consider these partially based on my checklist of stylistic features above. 

None of the translations, except for Garnett's one “reddish,” represent the “-ovat” suffix, 

and thus its repetition and the redundancy it forms in combination with the adverb is lost 

(however, Magarshack emphasizes the ambiguity by adding an extra “somewhat” before 

“short”). Pevear and Volokhonsky represent the repetition of the adverb “neskol'ko” by 

systematically translating it as “somewhat”; the other three translators, however, alternate 

between  “somewhat”  and  “rather,”  which  mitigates  the  effect  considerably.  The 

alliteration  created  by  the  repeated  prefixes  (“nizen'kogo,”  “neskol'ko”  three  times, 

“nebol'shoi”)  is  partially  approximated  to  varying  degrees  in  all  translations  (e.g.  in 

Pevear and Volokhonsky, “somewhat...somewhat...somewhat...slightly”), though none of 

them  quite  approaches  the  consistency  or  frequency  of  the  original.  Furthermore, 

Hapgood and Magarshack dissolve the grand finale of “gemorroidal'nym” by rendering it 

as the relatively tame and reserved “sanguine” and “sallow complexion,” respectively. 

Garnett's version, “usually associated with hæmorrhoids” also seems a little flat to my 

ear. However, even the direct gloss “hemorrhoidal” inherently falls short of the original, 

in several ways. Firstly, it is not quite as cacophonous: the velar /g/ has been replaced 
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with the breathy /h/;  the American English approximant  /ɹ/  is  less  powerful  than the 

Russian trill /r/; the Russian stress is on the “-dal'-” syllable, marking the forceful /d/ 

consonant rather than the vocalic “oi” in English. It is also two syllables shorter than the 

Russian word. Moreover, “hemorrhoidal” is not entirely foreign to English, though it is 

still uncommon and I imagine the spelling looks fairly bizarre to most English-speakers. 

In regard to the cadence of the above translations, it would be quite difficult to represent 

the poetic stress patterns of the original, but I think that the repetition, as well as the 

structured nature of lists in general, still produce a rhythmic quality in English that stands 

out from the unmarked prose around it; I find this to be present in the above translations. 

But we must also ask: how does the translation represent the parodistic skaz? I 

have noted Bakhtin's definition, that skaz is not individual linguistic manifestations, but a 

relationship between two voices. The original narrator mocks both Akakii and literary 

tradition in  a highly complex way.  This parody of Akakii  is  evident in  all  the above 

translations, but to varying degrees. For example, I have said that the skaz is intricately 

connected  with  the  defamiliarization  of  this  excerpt  as  a  whole  by  the  word 

“gemorroidal'nym”; the role of this word demonstrates the narrator's disdain for Akakii. 

Hapgood and Magarshack's choice to not represent the role of this word (through diction 

that  is  not  as  defamiliarizing)  shows that  they do not  share  my goal  of  representing 

Gogol's  stylized skaz.  However,  Magarshack's  choice of  “sallow” still  has a negative 

connotation,  and  so  still  portrays  the  narrator's  attitude  toward  Akakii,  albeit  less 

forcefully.  Because  “sanguine”  also  connotes  “optimistic,”  Hapgood's  success  in 

parodying Akakii is much less effective in this instance.

However, rather than continuing to evaluate these translators by criteria on which 
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they themselves  were  likely not  focusing,  I  will  simply explain  how I  feel  my own 

translation choices represent Gogol's style. To represent the double-voiced discourse of 

“Shinel,” I have both adapted the English language to suit this goal and expanded on the 

source  text  to  compensate  for  anything  I  thought  to  be  lost  in  translation.27 Thus,  I 

represent the “-ovat” suffixes which the semantic analogue “-ish,” which I repeat the 

same number of times; I do this even with “pock-marked” and “short-sighted,” despite 

the  fact  that  this  suffix  is  generally  unproductive  with  past  participle  adjectives  in 

standard English. This unusual construction will be defamiliarizing to English readers, 

but  this  defamiliarization  serves  to  highlight  for  them  the  connected  repetition  and 

redundancy. This highlighting, this demonstration of the device, in turn explicates these 

facets of Gogol's style. Furthermore, I have described how the defamiliarization caused 

by  “gemorroidal'nym”  is  weakened  in  English,  and  I  believe  this  newly  added 

estrangement (i.e. of the “-ish” suffix) will balance out that weakness to some degree. In 

combination with the “-ish” suffix, I represent the redundancy present in the original by 

consistently rendering “neskol'ko” as “somewhat.”  Thus,  my translation has the same 

amount of repetition of “somewhat...-ish” as the original's “neskol'ko...-ovat,” and so also 

forms  a  doubly  ambiguous  physical  description  of  Akakii.  I  represent  the  repeated 

prefixes  “ne-”  and  “ni-”  with  the  alliteration  of  word-initial  /s/;  thus,  for  the  five 

incidences  of  “ne-”/“ni-,”  I  have  “stature...somewhat...somewhat...somewhat...small,” 

which  occur  in  the  same  relative  positions  of  the  sentence.  In  this  case  too,  this  is 

certainly a weaker stylistic feature than the original, but the attentive English reader will 

be able to note it, just as a careful Russian reader might analyze the source text. Finally, 

27 In the paraphrase/literalism dichotomy, these two actions would seem to be complete opposites, rather than tools 
which may complement one another.
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while the other translators express “tsvetom litsa” as “complexion,” I render it as “color 

of skin,” although this may be slightly odd to the average English speaker. However, I 

believe  it  more  explicitly  demonstrates  the  aforementioned  absurdity  of  the  word 

“hemorrhoidal,” allowing this word to better approximate its defamiliarizing role in the 

source text. 

The estranging and awkward nature of some of these translation choices – e.g. the 

“-ish” suffix, the phrasing “a color of skin” – has the disadvantage of further attenuating 

the poetic cadence of the original.  Nevertheless,  I  believe it  succeeds on the level of 

parodistic skaz, for I am aiming to re-create, as Eikhenbaum says, not  a  description  of 

Akakii, but rather a reproduction of him through “articulatory mimicry” (trans. Beebe 27). 

And almost every movement that Akakii makes is awkward, clumsy, confused (cf. how 

often Akakii is described as being mixed up, perplexed, unsure of how to conduct himself, 

e.g.  86,  94,  97,  98).  Thus,  my  translation  of  this  excerpt,  first  of  all,  represents  the 

nebulousness of Akakii's physical appearance through this phrasing (“somewhat...-ish”), 

and  in  this  way,  it  is  indeed  a  description  that  does  not  describe.  Additionally,  it 

demonstrates by means of sound-semantics that the only defining characteristic of Akakii's 

character is its uncertainty, its ambiguity. By my own evaluation, I have achieved a type of 

double-voiced discourse comparable to the original narration through a similar complex 

interweaving of stylistic devices. I too parody Akakii with style.

73



CHAPTER III

Translation

The Overcoat28

by Nikolai Vasilievich Gogol

In the department...  but it's  better  not to  name,  in which department.  There is 

nothing more irritable than any sort of departments, regiments, chancelleries and, in a 

word, any sort of official classes.  Nowadays every private person considers all society 

insulted in his  personage. They say, not very long ago came a request from one police-

captain,  I  don't  remember  from  whichever city,  in  which  he  sets  forth  clearly,  that 

governmental  decrees  are  perishing  and  that  his  sacred  name  is  being  pronounced 

decidedly in vain. And in proof he attached to the request a very most enormous tome of 

some  kind  of  romantic  composition,  where  every  ten  pages  there  appears  a  police-

captain, in some places even in a completely drunken state. And so, in avoidance of any 

unpleasantness,  it's  better  if  we  just  call  the  department  in  question29 a  certain  

department. And so, in a  certain department served a  certain official; it's impossible to 

say that the official was very remarkable:30 of short stature, somewhat pock-markedish, 

somewhat  reddish-haired,  somewhat  even  to  the  eye  short-sightedish,  with  a  small 

baldspot on the forehead, with wrinkles on both sides of the cheeks and a color of skin 

that is called hemorrhoidal... But what's to be done! Petersburg's climate is to blame. So 

far as rank is concerned (for with us it is necessary to announce rank before everything),  

28 In Gogol's time, “shinel'” was a generic word for “coat.” It is clear from the story, however, that the garment is  
specifically an overcoat. (In addition to footnotes, I provide a brief appendix of more general comments, 116.)

29 “o kotorom idët delo,” or “about which goes affair.”
30 I substitute a colon for the original's comma to make the description more clear. 
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he was that,  which they call  an eternal  titular  councillor,  over31 whom, as  is  known, 

different writers have sneered and jeered enough to their  hearts'  content,32 having the 

commendable habit of  laying into those who cannot bite back. The family name of the 

official was “Bashmachkin.” Already by the very name it is evident, that it at some time 

came from  bashmak [shoe]; but when, at which time and in which way it came from 

bashmak, nothing of this is known. Both his father, and grandfather, and even brother-in-

law, and absolutely all  Bashmachkins walked in boots, changing the soles only about 

three times a year. His name was Akakii Akakievich. Maybe, to the reader it will seem 

somewhat strange and far-fetched, but it is possible to assure him, that in no way did they 

fetch33 it,  but that such circumstances happened by themselves, that in no way was it  

possible to give any other name, and it came about namely like this. Akakii Akakievich 

was born against the night, if only my memory doesn't fail me, on March 23. The dear 

late mother, an official's wife and a very good woman, had settled, as is fitting, to baptize 

the child. The dear mother still lay on the bed opposite the door, and by her right hand 

stood the godfather, a very most excellent person, Ivan Ivanovich Eroshkin,  who had 

served as head-supervisor in the senate, and the godmother, the wife of a patrol officer, a 

woman of  rare  virtues,  Arina  Semënovna  Belobriushkova.34 To the  new mother  they 

offered for her choice any of these three, which she might like to choose: Mokkii, Sossii, 

or to call the child in the name of the martyr Khozdazat. “No, – thought the late woman, 

31 In Russian, verbs of mockery, laughter, etc. at someone else's expense use the preposition “nad,” “over,” i.e., one 
laughs  over someone,  not  at  someone.  I  preserve this usage because it  concretely portrays the condescension 
essential to parodistic skaz.

32 “natrunilis' i naostrilis' vdovol'” or, to show the redundancy: “they mocked until satisfied and they were witty until  
satisfied to their heart's content.” I take the translation “sneered and jeered” from Pevear & Volokhonsky (219).

33 I translate “vyiskannym” as “far-fetched” and “iskali” as “fetched” to preserve the etymological pun. The participle 
“vyiskannyi,” now mostly calcified as an adjective, is perhaps closer semantically to “contrived.”

34 “Eroshkin” from “eroshit',” “to tousle.” “Belobriushkova” from “beloe briukho,” “little white belly.”
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– what kind of names are these?”35 In order to please her, they unfolded the calendar in a 

different place; three names again came out: Trifilii, Dula and Varakhasii. “This here's a 

punishment, – pronounced the old woman, – all these kinds of names; truly,  I've just 

never heard the like. Let it be even Varadat or Varukh, rather than Trifilii and Varakhasii.” 

Still they turned over the page – these came out: Pavsikakhii and Vakhtisii. “Well, really I 

see, – said the old woman, – that, evidently, his is such a fate. If it's already so, let him 

better be called just like his father. His father was Akakii, so let the son also be Akakii.”  

And in such a way Akakii Akakievich came about. They baptized the child; upon which 

he began to cry and made such a grimace, as if he foresaw that he would be a titular 

councillor. And so, here in this kind of way all this came about. We have introduced this 

in order that the reader himself could see, that this happened completely by necessity and 

to give any other name was in no way possible. When and at which time he entered the  

department  and  who  appointed  him,  this  no  one  could  remember.  However  many 

directors and supervisors were changed, everyone saw him at one and the same place, in 

the same location, in the very same position, as the same copyclerk, so that they were 

then convinced that he, evidently, was born just so into the world, already completely 

prepared,  in  uniform and with a baldspot  on his head.  In  the department  no kind of 

respect was shown to him. The guards not only did not stand up from their seats when he 

passed, but they did not even glance at him, as if through the lobby had flown a mere fly.  

Supervisors dealt  with him somehow coldly-despotically.  Some assistant  of the head-

supervisor  would  shove  papers  directly  under  his  nose,  not  even saying  “copy,”36 or 

“here's an interesting, nice little affair,” or something pleasant, as is used in well-bred 

35 “...imena-to vsё takie,” or ““These names are just such a kind.” The original is not a question.
36 “perepishite,” morphologically, “rewrite.” I translate this verb and all related forms as “to copy.”
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services. And he would take it, looking only at the paper, not glancing at who had laid it  

before him and whether he had the right to do that. He would take it and settle down right 

away  to  write  it.  Young  officials  laughed  and  jeered  over  him,  as  much  as  their 

chancellery wit would allow, told different stories which they had made up about him 

right there in front of him; about his landlady, a seventy-year-old elderly woman, they 

said, that she beats him, asked, when their wedding will be, poured on his head little 

papers, calling this snow. But not one word did Akakii Akakievich answer to this, just as 

if no one was before him; this did not even have an effect on his work: amidst all these 

bothers  he  made  not  one  mistake  in  his  writing.  Only  if  the  joke  was  really  too 

intolerable, when they pushed him under the arm, preventing him from doing his work, 

he pronounced: “Leave me alone, why do you hurt me?”37 And something strange was 

contained in the words and in the voice with which they were pronounced. In it was heard 

something which so inclined one to pity, that one young man, not long ago appointed, 

who,  by the  example  of  the  others,  had  almost  allowed  himself  to  laugh  over  him, 

suddenly stopped, as if transfixed, and from that time it was as if all was changed before 

him and showed itself in a different view. Some kind of unnatural force pushed him away 

from his colleagues, with whom he had become acquainted, having accepted them for 

decent,  high-society people. And for a long time after, in the middle of his most merry 

minutes, the short little official with a little baldspot on his forehead presented himself to 

him, with his penetrating words: “Leave me alone, why do you hurt me?” – and in those 

penetrating words rang other words: “I'm your brother.” And the poor young man covered 

himself with his hand, and many times afterward in his life he shuddered, seeing how 

37 The connotation of the verb “obizhaete” is emotional: “offend” or “hurt one's feelings.” 
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much  inhumanity  is  in  man,  how  much  fierce  coarseness  is  concealed  in  refined, 

educated high-society, and, God! even in those men, whom society recognizes as noble 

and honest...

It is doubtful whether it was possible to find a person anywhere, who lived so 

much in his job. It is not enough to say: he served zealously, – no, he served with love. 

There, in that copying, some kind of his own diverse and pleasant world was seen by 

him.  Enjoyment  expressed  itself  on  his  face;  for  him some letters  were favorites,  to 

which, if he came to them, then he was not his own self; and he laughed a bit, and winked 

a bit, and helped with his lips, so that on his face, it seemed, it was possible to read any 

letter which his pen made out. If they would have given him rewards proportionately to 

his zeal, he, to his own astonishment, maybe, even would have found himself a state 

councillor;  but  he  gained  through  his  service,  as  the  wits,  his  colleagues,  expressed 

themselves, a badge in his buttonhole and hemorrhoids on his butthole.38 However, it is 

impossible to say, that there was no kind of attention paid to him. One director, being a 

kind  person  and  wishing  to  reward  him  for  his  long  service,  ordered  to  give  him 

something a bit more important than the usual copying; namely, from a matter which was 

already prepared he was ordered to make some sort  of report  to another government 

office,  the  matter  consisted  only  in  changing  the  head  title  and  changing  the  verbs 

somewhere from the first person to the third. This gave him so much work, that he sweat  

completely,  wiped his forehead and finally said: “No, better  let  me copy something.” 

From that time on they left him forever to copy. Outside this copying it seemed nothing 

existed for him. He did not think at all about his own dress: his uniform was not green, 

38 “priazhku v petlitsu da nazhil gemorroi v poiasnitsu.” I alter the much more euphemistic original to allow for 
representation of the sonic pun. I also remove the second verb for a more natural English cadence. A translation  
focusing on semantics might yield, “...a badge in the buttonhole and he earned hemorrhoids on the lower back.”
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but some kind of reddish-floury color. His little collar was a little tight, a little short, so 

that his neck, despite the fact that it was not long, coming out of his collar, it seemed 

unusually  long,  like  those  of  plaster  kittens,  dangling  their  heads,  which  Russian 

foreigners carry on their heads in whole dozens. And there was always something stuck 

to his uniform: either a little bit of hay, or some kind of little thread; likewise, he had a  

very special art, while walking along the street, for passing under a window at exactly 

that very time, when any trash was being thrown out of it, and for this reason he eternally 

carried around watermelon and cantaloupe peels on his hat, and similar garbage. Not one 

time in his life did he turn his attention to whatever is done and goes on every day on the 

street,  to that  which,  as is  known, his  very brother,  the young official,  always looks, 

extending the penetration of his keen gaze until he even notices whose trouser-strap has 

come unstitched under his pants on the other side of the sidewalk, – which always calls 

forth a sly smile on his face.

But Akakii Akakievich, if he did glance at something, saw on everything his own 

clean lines, written out with an even hand, and only perhaps if, coming from somewhere 

unknown, a horse muzzle placed itself on his shoulder and let out with its nostrils a whole 

wind onto his cheek, only then did he notice, that he is not in the middle of a line, but 

rather in the middle of the street. Coming home, he sat himself at that very moment at the  

table, quickly supped his cabbage soup and ate a piece of beef with onion, not at all 

noticing their taste, ate all this with flies and with whatever else, which God had sent at 

that time. Having noticed, that his stomach began to bulge, he stood up from behind the 

table, took out a jar of ink and copied papers which he had carried to his house. If there 

ever happened to be no such thing, he took purposely, for his own pleasure, a copy for 
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himself, especially if the paper was remarkable, not by beauty of style, but by its address 

to whichever new or important personage. 

Even  at  those  hours,  when  Petersburg's  gray sky completely dies  out  and all 

official folk have eaten their fill and finished dinner, each as he could, in conformity with 

his received salary and his own whim, – when everything has already rested after the 

departmental squeaking of pens, the running about, their own and others' essential tasks 

and  all  that,  which  a  restless  person  gives  himself  voluntarily,  even  more  than  is 

necessary, – when officials hurry to give their remaining time to enjoyment: one a bit 

more resolute, rushes to the theater; one, to the street, assigning his to the inspection of 

some little hats; one, to a party – to spend his in compliments to some kind of attractive 

girl, the star of a small official circle; one, and this happens most often of all, goes simply 

to his brother39 on the fourth or third floor, in two small rooms with an anteroom or a 

kitchen and some kind of fashionable pretensions, with a lamp or other little thing, which 

cost many sacrifices, renunciations of dinners, outings, – in a word, even at that time, 

when all officials scatter themselves through the small little apartments of their friends to 

play a little cutthroat whist,40 sipping tea from glasses with one kopek's sugar, drawing 

smoke from long chibouks,41 telling during the deal  some kind of gossip,  which had 

carried itself from high society, which a Russian person can never and in no condition 

refuse, or even, when there is nothing to talk about, retelling the eternal anecdote about 

the commandant, to whom they came to tell, that the tail had been cut from the horse of

the Falconet monument,42 – in a word, even then, when everything seeks to amuse itself, 

39 The original often uses “brat” (“brother”) in the sense of “colleague.”
40 I borrow the translation “cutthroat” from Pevear and Volokhonsky (221).
41 From “chubuk,” a Turkish pipe with a very long stem.
42 French sculptor Étienne Maurice Falconet (1716-1791) sculpted The Bronze Horseman, a tribute to Peter the Great, 

located in St. Petersburg. Much of its weight rests on the horse's tail (Gogol, “Shinel'” 75-6). Pushkin wrote a 
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– Akakii Akakievich gave himself to no kind of amusement. No one could say, when he 

had ever seen him at some kind of party. Having written to his heart's content, he laid 

down to sleep, smiling beforehand at a thought about tomorrow's day: whatever will God 

send to copy tomorrow? So flowed the peaceful life of a man, who with four-hundred in 

salary knew how to be content with his lot, and it would have flowed, maybe, until deep 

old age, if there had not been other calamities, scattered on life's road not only for titular,  

but even for privy, actual, court, and all councillors, even those, who give counsel to no 

one, nor take it from anyone themselves.

There is in Petersburg a strong enemy of all who receive four-hundred rubles of 

salary a year or thereabout. This enemy is no one other than our northern frost, although, 

however, they also say that he is very healthy. At the ninth hour of the morning, namely at 

that hour, when the streets are covered with those walking to the department, he begins to 

give such strong and prickly flicks indiscriminately on all noses, so that poor officials 

decidedly do not know where to put them. At this time, when even for those who occupy 

higher positions the forehead hurts  from the frost and tears come into the eyes,  poor 

titular councillors are sometimes defenseless. All salvation consists in running in a thin 

little overcoat as quickly as possible across five-six streets and then sufficiently stamping 

the feet thoroughly in the porter's lodge, until, in such a way, all capabilities and talents 

for official functions, which had been frozen on the road, thaw.43 In some time Akakii 

Akakievich  began  to  feel,  that  somehow the  frost  had  started  to  fry  him  especially 

strongly on the back and shoulder,  despite the fact that he tried to run as quickly as 

narrative poem about this statue which gave it its name.
43 The original syntax here is heavily altered. A more precise rendering of the original order would yield: “while not  

thaw in such a way all frozen on the road capabilities and talents for official functions.”
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possible across the legal distance.44 He thought finally, whether there wasn't some kind of 

sin contained in his overcoat. Having inspected it thoroughly at his home, he discovered, 

that in two-three places, namely on the back and on the shoulders, it had become exactly 

like cheesecloth; the fabric had been grated until it showed through, and the lining was 

torn apart. It is necessary to know, that Akakii Akakievich's overcoat also served as an 

object  of  mockery for  the officials;  from it  they even took away the  noble  name of 

overcoat and called it a dressing-gown. In fact, it had some strange kind of structure: its  

little collar diminished with each year more and more, for it served for patching-up its 

other parts. This patching-up did not show the art of the tailor, and left it, indeed, baggy 

and unattractive. Having seen what the matter was, Akakii Akakievich decided, that it 

would  be  necessary  to  bring  the  overcoat  over  to  Petrovich,  the  tailor,  who  lived 

somewhere on the fourth floor along the back staircase,45 who, despite his crooked eye,46 

and the pockmarks  over  his  entire  face,  occupied himself  quite  successfully with the 

mending of official's and any other pants and frocks, – naturally, when he was in a sober 

condition and did not nourish some other kind of business in his head. About this tailor, 

of course, one ought not to say much, but as it was already introduced, in order that the 

character of every personage in the novella be completely defined, then, there is nothing 

to do, let's have Petrovich here too. At the beginning he was called simply Grigorii and 

was some kind of landowner's serf; he began to be called Petrovich from the time that he 

received his emancipation documents and began to hit the bottle pretty heavily on all 

holidays, at the beginning on the big ones, but then, indiscriminately, on all church ones, 

44 “prostranstvo,” usually “space” or “area.” I follow the example of Magarshack (240) in rendering it as “distance.”
45 Or, per Russian idiom, “black staircase.”
46 The  adjective  “krivoi”  means “crooked,”  “bent,”  and,  less  recently in  a  more metaphorical  sense,  “distorted,” 

“unfair.” It also colloquially signifies “one-eyed,” sometimes substantivized (ABBYY Lingvo.Pro, Dal').
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wherever there merely stood a cross on the calendar.  From this view, he was true to 

grandfatherly customs and, arguing with his wife, he called her a worldly woman and a 

dumb German.47 As we have already hinted about the woman, then it will be necessary to 

say a couple of words about her too; but, unfortunately, not much was known about her, 

except only, that Petrovich has a wife, she even wears a bonnet, and not a kerchief; but of 

beauty, as it seems, she could not boast; at any rate, upon meeting with her only some 

guard soldiers peeped under her bonnet, having winked with their mustache and emitted 

some kind of peculiar voice.

Climbing up the staircase, which led to Petrovich, which, it is needful to do it 

justice,  was  all  anointed  with  water,  with  slops  and  permeated  throughout  with  that 

spirituous smell, which eats at the eyes and, as is known, is present constantly on all back 

staircases  of  Petersburg  homes,  –  climbing  up  the  staircase,  Akakii  Akakievich  was 

already thinking about how much Petrovich will demand, and mentally settled not to give 

more than two rubles. The door was open, because the housewife, preparing some kind of 

fish, had let so much smoke into the kitchen, that it was impossible to see even the very 

cockroaches.  Akakii  Akakievich  passed  through the  kitchen,  not  noticed  even by the 

housewife herself, and finally stepped into the room, where he saw Petrovich, who sat on 

a wide wooden unpainted table and had tucked his feet under himself, like a Turkish 

pasha.  His  feet,  in  the  custom  of  tailors  sitting  at  work,  were  in  the  nude.48 And 

immediately his eye was struck by his big toe, very well-known to Akakii Akakievich, 

with  some  kind  of  mutilated  fingernail,  thick  and  hard,  like  a  turtle's  skull.49 On 

47 From “nemka,” which refers to a German woman, but is etymologically related to the adjective “nemoi,” meaning 
“dumb,” “mute.” Petrovich uses it pejoratively here, like “worldly woman,” which also implies foreignness. 

48 There is a sonic pun on “nogi” (feet) and “nagishom” (in the nude). “Nagishom” usually refers to the whole body.
49 In Russian the word for turtle or tortoise, “cherepakha,” is etymologically derived from “cherep” (skull). So the 

original text is both a sonic and etymological pun: “cherepakhi cherep.”
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Petrovich's neck hung a skein of silk and threads, and on his knees was some kind of rag. 

He already for about three minutes had been pushing the thread into the needle's eye, was 

not getting it through and for that reason he was very angry at the darkness and even at  

the thread itself, grumbling in a low voice: “It doesn't fit, what a barbarian; you're killing 

me, you scoundrel!” For Akakii Akakievich it was upsetting, that he came exactly at the 

moment, when Petrovich was angry: he liked to order something from Petrovich at a time 

when the latter was already somewhat tipsy, or, as his wife expressed it, “he got loaded 

on moonshine, the one-eyed devil.” In such a condition Petrovich usually eagerly gave in 

and agreed, even bowed and thanked him every time. Then, to be sure, the wife came, 

complaining that supposedly her husband was drunk and for that reason he had taken it 

up so cheaply; but a ten-kopek coin, usually, if you'd add one, then it's in the bag. Right 

now Petrovich was, it seemed, in a sober condition, and for that reason curt, intractable 

and eager to demand the devil knows what kind of prices. Akakii Akakievich realized this 

and was already about to, as they say, slip out the back door,50 but the affair was already 

begun. Petrovich very intently screwed up his solitary eye at him, and Akakii Akakievich 

involuntarily uttered: 

–  Good day, Petrovich!

–  I wish you a good day, sir, – said Petrovich and squinted his eye at the hands of 

Akakii Akakievich, wishing to spy out what sort of booty he was carrying.

–  And I, here, to you, Petrovich, kinda...

It is necessary to know, that Akakii Akakievich expressed himself for the most 

part with prepositions, adverbs and, finally, such particles, which have decidedly no kind 

50 “na popiatnyi dvor” or, “to the back yard.” The original has no verb before this phrase.
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of  meaning.  Whenever  the  matter  was  very  difficult,  then  he  even  had  the  habit  of 

entirely not ending phrases, so that quite often, having begun his speech with the words: 

“This,  truly,  is  completely kinda...”  –  and then  there  was just  nothing more,  and he 

himself forgot, thinking that he had already uttered everything. 

–  What's that now? – said Petrovich, and he inspected his whole uniform at that 

very time with his solitary eye, beginning from the collar up to the sleeves, the back, the 

tails and buttonholes, – that was all very familiar to him, because it was his very own 

work. Such, really, is the custom among tailors: this is the first thing that he will do upon 

meeting one. 

–  And I, here, kinda, Petrovich... some overcoat, cloth... here you see, everywhere 

in different places, entirely strong, it's a little dusty, and it seems, as if it's old, but it's 

new, and here only in one place it's a little kinda... on the back, and more here on one 

shoulder a little worn through, and here on this shoulder a little – you see, here, and that's  

all. Just a little work...”

Petrovich took the dressing-gown, laid it out at first on the table, examined it for a 

long time, shook his head and reached with his hand toward the window for a round 

snuffbox with a portrait of some kind of general, of whom exactly, is unknown, because 

the place where his face would have been was pierced with a finger and then glued with a 

little rectangular scrap of paper. Having sniffed the tobacco, Petrovich spread apart the 

dressing-gown in his hands and inspected it against the light and again shook his head. 

Then he turned it with the lining upwards and again shook, again took off the lid with the 

general who had been glued with paper, and, having crammed tobacco in his nose, he 

shut it, hid the snuffbox and finally said:
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–  No, it's impossible to mend: a wretched garment!

Upon these words Akakii Akakievich's heart missed a beat. 

–  How come it's so impossible, Petrovich? – said he with the almost pleading voice 

of a child, – y'know in all that only on the shoulders it's worn away a bit, y'know you have 

just some kind of scraps...

–  Well yes, some scraps it is possible to find, scraps are found, – said Petrovich, – 

but to sew them on is impossible: the thing is entirely rotten, you touch it with a needle – 

and here it'll really just fall to pieces.

–  Let it fall to pieces, and you immediately – a little patch.

–  Well, there's nothing to put a little patch on, nothing to fasten it to, the wear is 

painfully great. It's only clothing in name,51 but let the wind blow, and it'll just fly apart.

–  Well, really, just fasten it. How really so, truly, kinda!...

– No, – said Petrovich  decidedly, – it's impossible to do anything. The matter is 

entirely bad. Really you are better off, as the cold winter time is coming, make from it little 

footcloths for yourself, because a stocking doesn't keep you warm. The dumb Germans 

thought that up, in order to take in a bit of money for themselves (Petrovich loved on 

occasion to knock the Germans); but with the overcoat really, it's clear, a new one will have 

to be made.

Upon the word “new” Akakii Akakievich's eyes clouded over, and everything that 

was in the room began to get mixed up in front of him. He saw clearly only the one general 

with the face glued with paper, located on the lid of Petrovich's snuffbox. 

–  But how a new one? – said he, still as if finding himself in sleep, – y'know I don't 

51 “Tol'ko slava chto sukno,” or, “It's only a rumor that it's clothing.”
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have the money for that.

–  Yes, a new one, – said Petrovich with barbaric calmness.

–  Well, but if it has to be a new one, how would it kinda...

–  That is, what will it cost?

–  Yes.

–  Well it'll be necessary to lay out about three fifty-ruble notes, – said Petrovich, 

and at this he pursed his lips significantly. He very much loved strong effects, loved to 

suddenly somehow puzzle someone completely and then glance askance at what kind of 

face the puzzled person might make after such words.

–   A hundred  and  fifty  rubles  for  an  overcoat!  –  shouted  out  poor  Akakii 

Akakievich,  shouted  out,  maybe,  for  the  first  time  since  birth,  for  he  was  always 

distinguished by the quietness of his voice.

–  Yes'r, – said Petrovich, – and still, what kind of overcoat?52 If one were to put 

marten on the collar and set the hood in silk lining, then  it'll come to two-hundred.

–  Petrovich, please, – said Akakii Akakievich in a pleading voice, not hearing and 

not trying to hear the words said by Petrovich and all his effects, – mend it somehow, so 

that it'll at least still serve me to some degree.

–  But no, it'll come out like this: it'd waste my work and pointlessly fritter your 

money away, – said Petrovich, and after these words Akakii Akakievich left, completely 

destroyed.

And Petrovich, after his departure, stood for a long time more, pursing his lips 

significantly and not taking up his work, being content, that he both had not let himself 

52 “...da eshchё kakova shinel'.” Or “...and still what kind of overcoat.” There is no question mark in the original.
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down, and had also not betrayed the tailor's art.

Having gone out onto the street, Akakii Akakievich was as if in sleep. “So this is 

some sort of business, – said he himself to himself, – I, truly, just did not think, that it 

would come out kinda... – and then, after some silence, added: – So here's how it is! finally 

here's what came out, and I, truly, entirely just could not have supposed, that it would be 

so.” After this again followed a long silence, after which he pronounced: “So this is some 

sort! here's some kind of thing really, indeed, in no way expected, kinda... this would in no 

way... some type of circumstance!” Having said this, he, instead of going home, went in the 

completely opposite direction, though he himself did not suspect it. On the road a chimney-

cleaner brushed against him with his entire unclean side and blackened his whole shoulder; 

lime poured down onto his whole hat from the top of a house under construction.  He 

noticed nothing of this, and only when he bumped against a guard, who, having stood his 

halberd near himself, shook out tobacco from his snuffhorn onto a callous fist, only then 

did he wake up a little, and then, because the guard said: “What're you gettin' into my mug 

for, really, isn't there enough sidewalk for ya?” This made him glance around himself and 

turn home. Only here he began to gather his thoughts, saw his own position in a clear and 

true view, began to converse with himself now not erratically, but judiciously and openly, 

as with a reasonable friend, with whom it is possible to talk a bit about a matter very close 

to the heart.53 “Well no, – said Akakii Akakievich, – it is impossible to discuss this with 

Petrovich now: he now kinda... his wife, evidently, has somehow given him a beating. But I 

would  better  come  see  him  here  on  Sunday  morning:  after  Saturday  eve  he  will  be 

squinting his eye and he'll have overslept, so it'll be necessary for him to take the hair of the 

53 “serdechnom i blizkom.” Originally, two adjectives connected with “and”; etymologically, “hearty and close.”
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dog, but his wife won't give him money, and at that time I – to him a little ten-kopek coin 

and kinda, in his hand, he will just be more agreeable and the overcoat then and kinda...” In 

this way Akakii Akakievich reckoned himself with himself, encouraged himself and waited 

for the first Sunday, and, having seen from a distance, that Petrovich's wife had gone out of 

the  house  somewhere,  he  went  directly  to  him.  Petrovich,  indeed,  after  Saturday was 

heavily squinting his eye, held his head to the floor and had overslept entirely too much; 

but for all that, as soon as he knew what the matter was, it was exactly as if the devil had 

pushed  him.  “It  is  impossible,  –  he  said,  –  please  kindly  order  a  new  one.”  Akakii 

Akakievich right there just shoved a ten-kopek coin toward him. “I thank you, sir, I will 

fortify myself a little bit for your health, – said Petrovich, – and, really, please don't worry 

about the overcoat: it's not of use for any kind of usefulness. Really, a new overcoat I'll sew 

for you gloriously, on this we'll really stand firm.”

Akakii Akakievich was still about to – regarding mending, but Petrovich failed to 

hear and said: “Really, I will sew you a new one without fail, on this kindly rely, we will 

apply the effort.  It  will  even be possible,  as the fashion has set  in:  the collar may be 

buttoned up with silver clasps under an appliqué.”

Right  then Akakii  Akakievich saw, that  it  was impossible  to go without  a new 

overcoat, and completely wilted in spirit. But how, in fact, with what, with which money to 

make her? Of course, it  would be possible to rely in part on his future reward for the 

holiday, but that money had for a long time already been measured out and sorted out in 

advance. It was imperative to acquire new pants, to pay the shoemaker an old debt for the 

attachment of new toecaps to old boot-tops, and it was time to order from the seamstress 

three shirts and a couple of pieces of that linen, which it is improper to name in print, – in a 
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word, all money had to be completely dispersed; and even if the director would be so 

gracious, that instead of forty rubles of reward he would assign forty-five or fifty, then in 

any case it would remain some kind of the same garbage, which toward the overcoat's 

capital would be a drop in the sea. Although, of course, he knew, that within Petrovich was 

found a caprice to suddenly gouge54 one for the devil knows what exorbitant price, so that 

really, usually, the wife herself could not hold back from shouting out: “What are you going 

out of your mind, what a fool! At another time he'll take work for nothing, but now the 

devil's55 got him carried away to request such a price, which he himself isn't even worth.” 

Although, of course, he knew, that Petrovich would agree to make it for just eighty rubles; 

but, all the same, where to get those eighty rubles from? Still, half would be possible to 

find: half would be tracked down; maybe, even a little bit more; but where to get the other 

half?.. But first it should be known to the reader where the first half was found. Akakii 

Akakievich had the habit of putting aside a half-kopek from each ruble that he spent into a 

small little box, locked by a key, with a hole cut in the lid for throwing money inside. Upon 

the lapse of every half-year he inspected the accumulated copper sum and exchanged it for 

a bit of silver. So he continued since olden times, and, in such a way, in the continuation of 

several years it turned out to be a sum which had accumulated more than forty rubles. And 

so, half was in his hands; but just where to get the other half? Where to get the other forty 

rubles? Akakii  Akakievich thought,  thought and decided, that it  would be necessary to 

decrease his usual expenses, although, at any rate, for the continuation of one year: to 

eliminate the use of tea in the evening, to not light candles in the evening, and if something 

54 “zalomit',” or “to break off,” a colloquialism. I have chosen “to gouge” as it is similarly colloquial and violent (cf. 
“to gouge out an eye” and “slomat' ruku,” “to break an arm”). 

55 “nelёgkaia,” the feminine form of an adjective meaning, etymologically, “not easy.” Short for “nelёgkaia sila,” 
“difficult force/power.” 
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needs to be done, to go to the landlady's room and to work near her little candle; while 

walking along the streets, to step as lightly and carefully as possible on the stones and 

slabs, almost on tippy-toes,56 in order to, in such a way, not use up his soles too soon; as 

much as possible to give linen more rarely over to the laundress to wash, and in order that it 

would not wear out, each time, coming home, to throw it off and stay only in one thick 

cotton dressing-gown, very old and spared even by time itself. It is needful to tell the truth, 

that at the beginning it was somewhat difficult for him to get used to such limitations, but 

then  it  was  somehow  gotten  used  to  and  was  going  well57;  he  had  even  completely 

accustomed himself to going hungry in the evenings; but then he fed himself spiritually, 

carrying in his thoughts the eternal idea of the future overcoat. From this time it was as if 

his very existence became somehow fuller, as if he had married, as if some other person 

were present with him, as if he were not alone, and some kind of pleasant life companion58 

had agreed to go together with him along life's road, – and this companion was none other 

than that very overcoat with thick cotton wool, on strong lining without wear. He became 

somehow more alive, even with a firmer character, like a person who has already defined 

and set a goal for himself. From his face59 and from his actions doubt vanished by itself, 

indecision – in a word, all vacillating and indefinite traits. Fire at times showed itself in his 

eyes, in his head even flickered the most daring and courageous thoughts: whether not, 

indeed,  to  put  marten  on  the  collar?  Reflections  about  this  almost  brought  him  to 

distraction. One time, copying a paper, he almost nearly even made a mistake, so that he all 

56 “na tsypochkakh.” The Russian idiom means “on little tiny chickens” (a double diminutive). There is a sonic pun on 
“pochti” (“almost”) and “tsypochkakh.”

57 “na lad,” or “in harmony.”
58 “podruga zhizni,” or “female friend of life.” Similarly,  “companion” in the next clause is “female friend.” The 

gender of “shinel'” is also feminine in Russian, and so in general its description is more gendered in the original.
59 “litsa.” This could also be interpreted as “person” (or, as I've been translating it, “personage”).
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but shouted out “ugh!” aloud and crossed himself. In the course of each month he visited 

Petrovich at least one time, in order to talk a bit about the overcoat, where it is best to buy 

the cloth, and which color, and at which price, and although somewhat preoccupied, but 

always content, he returned home, thinking, that finally the very time will come, when all 

this is bought and when the overcoat will be made. The matter went even more quickly, 

than  he  had  expected.  Against  every  expectation,  the  director  assigned  to  Akakii 

Akakievich  not  forty  or  forty-five,  but  a  whole  sixty  rubles;  whether  he  had  already 

foreseen, that an overcoat was necessary to Akakii Akakievich, or it just so happened by 

itself,  but  only through this  came an excess  twenty rubles  to  Akakii  Akakievich.  This 

circumstance quickened the movement of the matter. Some two-three months more of a 

little hunger – and exactly around eighty rubles were accumulated by Akakii Akakievich. 

His heart, generally quite calm, began to beat. On the very first day he set off together with 

Petrovich to the shops. They bought very good cloth – and no wonder, because they had 

been thinking about this for still half a year before and it was a rare month they didn't drop 

by the shops to compare60 prices; but then Petrovich himself said, that there just isn't any 

better cloth. For the lining they chose calico, but of such a durable and dense type, which, 

in the words of Petrovich, was still better than silk and to the eye even more dashing and 

lustrous. Marten they did not buy, because it was, indeed, expensive; but in place of it they 

chose cat, merely the best which was to be found in the shop, cat, which from a distance it 

was always possible to take for marten. Petrovich fussed around with the overcoat for two 

whole weeks, because there was a lot of quilting, but otherwise she would have been ready 

earlier. For the work Petrovich took twelve rubles – less was in no way possible: everything 

60 “primeniat'sia,” or “to adapt to.” I follow Garnett's example (17).
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was specifically stitched on silk,61 with small double stitches, and Petrovich then passed 

over every stitch with his very own teeth, pressing out different shapes with them. It was... 

difficult to say, on exactly which day, but, probably, it was on the very most festive day in 

the life of Akakii Akakievich, when Petrovich finally brought in the overcoat. He brought 

her in the morning, right before the time when it was necessary to go to the department. 

Never would the overcoat have come so opportunely at another time, because pretty strong 

frosts had already begun and it seemed, they threatened to strengthen still more. Petrovich 

appeared  with  the  overcoat,  as  a  good tailor  ought  to.  In  his  face  was shown such a 

significant expression, which Akakii Akakievich had as of yet never seen. It seemed, he felt 

in the full extent, that he had done no small thing and that suddenly he had shown in 

himself the chasm, dividing tailors, who only put in linings and make amendments, from 

those who sew anew. He took out the overcoat from the handkerchief62 in which he brought 

her; the kerchief was just from the laundress, he had then already rolled it up and laid it in  

his pocket for use. Taking out the overcoat, he looked at her quite proudly and, holding her 

in both hands, threw her quite adroitly onto the shoulders of Akakii Akakievich; then he 

pulled her down and smoothed her from behind with his hand; then he draped Akakii 

Akakievich with her, somewhat unbuttoned. Akakii Akakievich, as a person getting on in 

years, wanted to test her out in the sleeves; Petrovich helped to get him into the sleeves too, 

– it turned out, that in the sleeves she was also good. In a word, it came out, that the 

overcoat was just a completely perfect fit. Petrovich did not miss this occasion to say: he 

only did it because he lives on a small street without a sign and besides has known Akakii 

Akakievich for  a  long time,  for  that  reason he took it  up so cheaply;  but  on Nevskii 

61 I have altered the semantics of the phrase “reshitel'no shito na shёlku” slightly to preserve the alliteration. Another 
translation could be “decidedly embroidered on silk.”

62 “nosovogo platka,” or “nose kerchief.”
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Prospekt they would take from him for just the work alone seventy-five rubles. Akakii 

Akakievich did not want to argue with Petrovich about this, and he was also afraid of all 

the heavy sums with which Petrovich loved to blow smoke.63 He payed him off, thanked 

him and went out right then in the new overcoat to the department. Petrovich went out 

following behind him and, staying on the street, looked for a long time more at the overcoat 

from a distance and then went purposely to the side, in order, having rounded the crooked 

alley, to begin to run again into the street and to look once more at his overcoat from 

another side, that is, directly in the face. Meanwhile Akakii Akakievich walked in the most 

celebratory  disposition  of  all  feelings.  He  felt  each  moment  as  minutes  that  the  new 

overcoat was on his shoulders, and several times even grinned from internal pleasure. In 

fact, two benefits: one, it was warm, and another, it was good. Roads he did not notice at all 

and found himself  suddenly at  the  department;  in  the  porter's  lodge  he  threw off  the 

overcoat, examined her all around and charged her to the porter for special supervision. It is 

unknown, in what way they all suddenly knew in the department, that Akakii Akakievich 

has a new overcoat and that now the dressing-gown no longer exists. Everyone at that very 

minute ran out to the porter's lodge to look at Akakii Akakievich's new overcoat. They 

began to congratulate him, to greet him, so that he at first only smiled, but then it even 

became shameful for him. Whenever everyone, stepping up close to him, began to say, that 

it is necessary to christen64 the new overcoat and that, at any rate, he should throw a party 

for them all, Akakii Akakievich just lost himself completely, did not know how he should 

act, what type of thing to answer and how to excuse himself. He, already about several 

minutes later, getting red all over, nearly began to make believe pretty simple-mindedly, 

63 “zapuskat' pyl',” or “fling dust.” I borrow the similar English idiom from Pevear and Volokonsky (226) for the sake 
of conciseness, though “to throw dust in one's eyes” could also work.

64 “vsprysnut',” “to sprinkle,” “to moisten.” Figuratively, “to have a drink in honor of.”
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that this is entirely not a new overcoat, that this is so, that this is an old overcoat. Finally 

one of the officials, some kind of assistant even of the head-supervisor, probably in order to 

show that he is not at all a proud man and associates even with those lower than himself, 

said: “So be it, I instead of Akakii Akakievich will throw a party and ask you to my place 

today for tea: I myself, as luck would have it, have my name-day today.” The officials, 

naturally, right then congratulated the assistant of the head-supervisor and with eagerness 

accepted the offer. Akakii Akakievich nearly began to excuse himself, but everyone started 

to say, that it is impolite, that it is simply a disgrace and dishonor,65 and he really in no way 

could refuse. However, it then became pleasant for him, when he remembered, that through 

this he will have the opportunity to walk along in the new overcoat even in the evening 

too.66 This whole day for Akakii Akakievich was indeed the biggest festive holiday. He 

returned home in the happiest disposition of spirit, threw off the overcoat and hung her 

carefully on the wall, having once more admired the cloth and the lining to his heart's 

content, and then purposely pulled out, for comparison, his former dressing-gown, which 

had fallen completely to pieces. He glanced at it, and he himself even began to laugh: so 

vast was the difference! And for a long time still then at dinner he was all grins, as soon as 

the condition in which his dressing-gown was found came into his mind. He dined merrily 

and after dinner he really wrote nothing, no kind of papers, and so he just sybarited a little 

on the bed, until it got dark. Then, not delaying the matter, he dressed himself, put the 

overcoat on his shoulders and went out into the street. Exactly where the official who had 

65 “styd i sram,” or “shame and shame,” an idiom often used as an interjection like the English, “For shame!” I  
attempt to represent the redundancy and alliteration, but was not able to show the more rhythmic element.

66 The repetition or false etymological implication of the phrase “even in the evening” is not representative of the 
original in this case. However, in the original the use of “even” is stressed by double emphatic particles, “dazhe i,” 
which I render as “even...too.” In this way, I think the defamiliarization of “even”/“evening” also highlights Gogol's  
aforementioned exaggerated use of “even.”
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invited him lived, unfortunately, we cannot say: our memory is severely beginning to fail 

us, and just everything that's in Petersburg, all the streets and houses have blended together 

and are so mixed up in the head, that it is quite difficult to get a decent look at anything 

from there. However that may be, but it's true, at any rate, then, that the official lived in a 

better part of the city, – it turned out to be not very close to Akakii Akakievich. At the 

beginning it was necessary for Akakii Akakievich to pass through some deserted streets 

with meager lighting, but upon approaching the apartment of the official the streets became 

more alive, more populated and more heavily lit. Pedestrians started to flicker by more 

often, even ladies began to be encountered, beautifully dressed, on men were encountered 

beaver collars, more rarely were cabbies met, with their wooden latticed sledges, beset with 

gilded little nails,67 – on the contrary, chauffeurs68 were encountered all in raspberry velvet 

caps, with lacquered sledges, with bear-fur covers, and through the street flew, screeching 

from their wheels on the snow, carriages with decorated coach-boxes. Akakii Akakievich 

gazed at all this, like at a novelty. He already for several years had not gone out in the 

evenings onto the street. He stopped with curiosity before the lit little window of a store to 

look at a picture, where portrayed was some kind of beautiful woman, who threw a shoe off 

of herself, having bared, in such a way, her whole foot, rather not bad-looking; and behind 

her back, out of the doors of another room, stuck out the head of some man with whiskers 

and a beautiful imperial under the lip. Akakii Akakievich shook his head and grinned and 

then went on his own way. Why he grinned, whether because he had met a thing quite 

67 This line is notable for its rather absurd sonic pattern: “s dereviannymi reshёtchatymi svoimi sankami, utykannymi  
pozolochennymi gvozdochkami.” These seven consecutive words are all in the plural form of the instrumental case,  
marked by the bisyllabic “-ami” or “-ymi” endings. 

68 Here Gogol juxtaposes “van'ki,” which I have rendered as “cabbies,” with “likhachi,” here rendered “chauffeurs.” 
“Van'ki” implies a driver with a battered vehicle and old horse, while “likhachi” refers to a driver with a luxurious 
vehicle and a healthy horse (Dal', Tolkovyi slovar'). 
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unfamiliar, but about which, nevertheless, in any case for each man there remains some 

kind of feeling, or he thought, similar to many other officials, the following: “Well, really 

these Frenchmen! but what is there to say, really, if they'd want something kinda, so really 

indeed  kinda...”  But  maybe,  even  this  too  he  did  not  think  about  –  y'know  it's  just 

impossible to climb into a person's soul and find out everything that he's thinking. Finally 

he reached the house, in which lodged the assistant of the head-supervisor. The assistant of 

the head-supervisor lived in grand style:69 on the staircase shined a lamp, the apartment was 

on the second story. Having walked into the anteroom, Akakii Akakievich saw an entire 

row of galoshes on the floor. Among them, in the middle of the room, stood a samovar, 

making noise and emitting steam in puffs. All over the walls hung overcoats and raincoats, 

among which some were even with beaver collars or velvety lapels. Behind the wall was 

heard noise and talking,  which were suddenly made clear and resonant when a lackey 

opened the door and came out with a tray, which was covered with emptied glasses, a 

cream-jug and a basket of rusks. It is evident, that the officials had already been gathered 

for a long time and had each drunk a first glass of tea. Akakii Akakievich, hanging his own 

overcoat up himself, went into the room, and in front of him flickered for the first time the 

candles, officials, pipes, card tables, and dimly struck his runaway hearing, from all sides, 

conversations which he picked up and the noise of the chairs being moved. He stopped 

quite awkwardly in the middle of the room, searching for and trying to think about what he 

should do. But they had already noticed him, received him with a shout, and everyone went 

at that very moment to the anteroom and again examined his overcoat. Akakii Akakievich, 

although he was almost partly disconcerted, but, being a pure-hearted person, he was not 

69 “na bolshuiu nogu,” an idiom, literally “on big leg/foot.”
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able  to  not  be  a  bit  glad,  seeing  how everyone  praised  the  overcoat.  Then,  naturally, 

everyone threw aside both him and the overcoat and turned themselves, as is customary, to 

the tables, which had been set for whist. All this: the noise, the talking and the crowd of 

people, – all this was somehow strange to Akakii Akakievich. He simply did not know, how 

he should act, where to put his hands, feet and his whole figure; finally he sat down beside 

those playing, looked at the cards, took a look at the faces of this one and another and some 

time later began to yawn, to feel that it was boring, the more so really as long ago had come 

that time, at which he, as a habit, laid down to sleep. He wanted to say goodbye to the host, 

but they did not let him, saying, that certainly it is necessary to drink a glass of champagne 

in honor of the new garment. An hour later they served supper, which consisted of beetroot 

salad, cold veal, a pâté, confectioner's pastries and champagne. They compelled Akakii 

Akakievich to drink two glasses, after which he felt that in the room it had become merrier, 

nevertheless in no way could he forget, that it was already twelve o'clock and that it had 

long been time for home. So that the owner would not somehow think up a way to hold 

him back, he walked quietly out of the room, tracked down in the anteroom his overcoat,  

which not without regret he saw laying on the floor, shook her off, took every bit of fluff 

off of her, put her on his shoulders and descended along the staircase into the street. On the 

street all was still bright. Some small dingy shops,70 those everlasting clubs of house-serfs 

and all people, were unlocked, still others, which were locked, showed, nevertheless, a long 

stream of light along the whole door crack, signifying, that they were still not deprived of 

society and, probably, the house servants or maids are still finishing up their own gossip 

and  conversations,  casting  their  masters  into  complete  bewilderment  concerning  their 

70 “melochnye lavochki.” “Lavochki” is a double diminutive from “lavka,” “store,” which has a contemptuous tone. A 
comparative English phrase is “hole-in-the-wall” (Iandex slovar').
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whereabouts. Akakii Akakievich walked in a merry disposition of soul, even nearly ran up 

suddenly, it is unknown why, behind some lady, who, like lightning, walked past and for 

whom every part of the body was filled with unusual movement. But, nevertheless, he 

stopped right  there and started walking again as  before,  very quietly,  he himself  even 

marveling at his trot, not knowing where it had come from. Soon before him stretched 

those deserted streets, which even in the day are not so merry, and more so in the evening. 

Now they were made still more desolate and secluded: the lamps started to flicker more 

rarely – as was evident, less oil was already being alloted; wooden homes, fences went by; 

nowhere a soul; only the snow alone sparkled on the streets, and closed shutters mournfully 

blackened little huts. He neared that place, where the street was cut into an endless square 

with homes hardly visible on the other side of it, which looked like a terrible wasteland. 

Far off, God knows where, flickered a little fire in some kind of guardhouse, which 

seemed like it stood on the edge of the world.71 Here the merriness of Akakii Akakievich 

somehow significantly decreased. He stepped into the square not without some kind of 

involuntary fear, exactly as if his heart foresaw something unfavorable. He glanced around, 

backward and on the sides: just like a sea around him. “No, better just not look,” – he 

thought and walked, having closed his eyes, and when he opened them, in order to find out, 

whether the end of the square was near, he saw suddenly, that before him stand almost 

before his very nose some people with mustaches, which kind exactly, this he could not 

really even discern. His eyes clouded over and a beating started in his breast. “Why, here's 

my overcoat!”72  – said one of them with a thunderous voice, having snatched him by the 

collar. Akakii Akaievich was already about to start shouting “help,” as another set against 

71 “sveta,” or “of the light,” is again here used metaphorically to mean “world” or “society,” though the strictly literal  
“edge of the light” forms a poetic image next to “the little fire.”

72 Italics not present in the original. They represent the emphasis of the particle “-to.”
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his very mouth a fist the size of an official's head, adding: “And just you dare to shout!” 

Akakii Akakievich felt only, that they took the overcoat off him, gave him a kick, and he 

fell on his back in the snow and felt nothing more. Several minutes later he came to and got 

up on his feet, but there was already nobody there. He felt, that it was cold in the field and 

there was no overcoat, he started to shout, but his voice, it seemed, did not even think to 

reach the ends of the square. Desperate, tirelessly shouting, he set out running through the 

square directly toward the guardhouse, by the side of which stood a guard73 and, propping 

himself on his halberd, gazed, it seems, with curiosity, wishing to know, why the devil this 

man is running toward him and shouting from afar.74 Akakii Akakievich, having run up to 

him,  began  to  shout  in  a  choked  voice,  that  he's  just  sleeping  and  doesn't  look  after 

anything, doesn't see, how they rob a man. The guard answered, that he saw nothing, that 

he saw, how some two men stopped him in the middle of the square, and thought, that they 

were his friends; and that let him, instead of quarreling in vain, go down tomorrow to the 

superintendent's, so the superintendent might track down who took the overcoat. Akakii 

Akakievich came running home in complete disorder: his hair, which was still found in 

small quantities on his temples and the back of his head, was completely disheveled; his 

side and chest and his whole pants were covered in snow. The old woman, the landlady of 

his apartment, hearing a dreadful knock at the door, hurriedly jumped up from the bed and 

with a shoe on only one foot ran to open the door, holding her shirt up to her breast, out of 

modesty,  with  her  hand;  but,  having  opened  it,  she  stepped  backward,  seeing  Akakii 

Akakievich in  such a state.  When he told her  what  was the matter,  she threw up her 

73 “Guard”  and  “guardhouse”  represent  the  etymological  link  between  “budka” and  “budochnik” which  more 
precisely mean “booth” and “on-duty policeman,” respectively. I have retained these glosses consistently.

74 Adjusted for syntax and idiom. A more exact rendering of the original syntax would be, “of what kind of devil runs  
toward him from a distance and shouts a man.”
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hands75 and said, that it is necessary to go directly to the district-supervisor, that a block-

officer swindles, will make promises and start to lead you on; but it is best of all to go 

directly to the district-supervisor, that he is even known to her, because Anna, the Finnish 

woman who had formerly served for her as a cook, was now assigned to the district-

supervisor as a nanny, that she often sees him himself, as he rides past their house, and that 

he is sometimes also in church every Sunday, prays, and at the same time he looks merrily 

at everyone, and that, it turned out, from everything it is evident, he must be a kind person. 

Having listened to such a solution, Akakii Akakievich, mournful, plodded to his own room, 

and how he passed the night  there,  presents  itself  for judgment to that man,  who can 

present to himself the position of another. Early in the morning he set off to the district-

supervisor;  but  they said,  that  he is  sleeping;  he came at  ten – they said again:  he is 

sleeping; he came at eleven o'clock – they said: well the district-supervisor is not at home; 

he is having his dinner time – but the clerks in the foyer in no way wanted to let him in and 

wanted without fail to find out, for which matter and which necessity brought him and what 

type of thing had happened. So that finally Akakii Akakievich once in his life wanted to 

show some character and said bluntly, that it is necessary for him to personally see the 

district-supervisor himself, that they do not dare not to let him in, that he came from the 

department on a governmental matter, and that here's how he'll complain about them, so 

then they'll see. Against this the clerks dared to say nothing, and one of them went to call 

for the district-supervisor. Somehow the district-supervisor received the story about the 

robbery of the overcoat extraordinarily strangely. Instead of turning his attention to the 

main point of the matter, he started to inquire of Akakii Akakievich: and why did he return 

75 “vsplesnula rukami,” an idiom, more literally meaning “splashed with hands.” Sometimes rendered as “to wring 
one's hands” or “to clasp one's hands.” 

101



so late, and whether he didn't drop by and whether he wasn't in a kind of disreputable 

house, so that Akakii Akakievich was completely disconcerted and left him, himself not 

knowing, whether the matter about his overcoat would follow an appropriate course or not. 

This whole day he was not in the office (the sole occurrence in his life). On the next day he 

appeared all pale and in his old dressing-gown, which had become still more pitiful. The 

narrative about the robbery of the overcoat, despite the fact that such officials were found, 

who even then did not forgo laughing a bit over Akakii Akakievich, nevertheless, touched 

many. They decided right there to make a collection for him, but gathered quite a trifle, 

because the officials as it was had already spent a lot, having subscribed to a directorial 

portrait  and to  some certain kind of  book,  on the  suggestion of  the supervisor  of  the 

department, who was a friend of the author, – and so, the sum proved most trifling. A single 

someone, moved by compassion, decided, at any rate, to help Akakii Akakievich with good 

advice, saying, that he should go not to the patrol officer, because although it can happen, 

that the patrol officer, wishing to earn the approval of his administration, will track down 

the overcoat in some way, but in any case the overcoat would remain with the police, if he 

does not present legal evidence that she belongs to him; but it would be best of all, if he 

would turn to a certain significant personage, so that the significant personage, writing to 

and  communicating  with  whomever  he  ought  to,  can  compel  the  matter  to  go  more 

successfully. There was nothing to do, Akakii Akakievich decided to go to the significant 

personage. Exactly of what kind and in what consisted the job of the significant personage, 

this has remained unknown to this day. It is necessary to know, that this certain significant  

personage not long ago became a significant personage, and until that time he was an 

insignificant personage. However, his place even now was not considered significant in 
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comparison with others still more significant. But there will always be found such a circle 

of people, for whom insignificant in the eyes of others is already significant. However, he 

tried to strengthen his significance by many other means, namely: he established, that the 

lower officials would still meet him on the staircase when he came to his job; that no one 

would dare appear before him directly, and that all would go in the strictest order: the 

collegiate registrar would report to the provincial secretary, the provincial secretary – to the 

titular or to whichever other one was suitable, and that now, in such a way, the matter 

would reach him. So really in holy Rus everything is infected with imitation, every man 

mocks  and  impersonates76 his  own  supervisor.  They  even  say,  some  kind  of  titular 

councillor, when they made him the chief of some kind of separate small chancellery, at 

that  very  time  partitioned  off  for  himself  a  special  room,  calling  it  “the  presence 

chamber,”77 and stood by the doors some kind of ushers with red collars, in galloons, who 

took up a post at the handle of the doors and opened it to anyone who came, although in the 

“the presence chamber” could hardly be placed an ordinary writing desk. The methods and 

customs of the significant personage were imposing and grand, but not multifarious.78 The 

main foundation of his system was strictness. “Strictness, strictness, and – strictness,” – he 

usually used to say, and on the last word usually looked very significantly into the face of 

the person to whom he was speaking. Although, however, for this too there was no kind of 

reason,  because  each  of  the  ten  officials,  who  composed  the  whole  governmental 

mechanism of the chancellery, already as it was had an appropriate fear; catching sight of 

76 “draznit i korchit.”  “Draznit'” more often means “to tease” and can be used like “to call someone a name”; its  
occurrence in this context is a little strange. “Korchit'” signifies more exactly “to pretend to be.”

77 “komnatoi prisutstviia,” or “room of presence.” Idiomatically, “audience chamber” or “office room.” I borrow from 
Magarshack (260).

78 “mnogoslozhny,”  etymologically,  “multisyllabic.”  This  plays  on  the  narrator's  note  on  the  next  page  that  the  
significant personage's responses in conversation are often monosyllabic.
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him from a distance, each had already abandoned his task and waited, standing at attention, 

while  their  supervisor  would  pass  through  the  room.  His  usual  conversation  with 

subordinates smacked of strictness and consisted almost of three phrases: “How dare you? 

Do you know with whom you are speaking? Do you understand who stands before you?” 

However, he was in his soul a kind person, good with colleagues, obliging, but the general's 

rank had completely knocked all sense out of him. Having received the general's rank, he 

was somehow mixed up, knocked off his path and he completely did not know, how he 

should act. If it happened that he was with those equal to himself, he was still a person as 

was fitting, a person very respectable, in many respects even not a stupid person; but as 

soon as it happened that he was among society, where there were people a bit lower than 

him even by one rank, there he would be simply out of hand: he was silent, and his position 

roused pity, the more so because he himself even felt, that he would be able to pass the time 

incomparably better. In his eyes was sometimes evident a strong desire to join in some kind 

of interesting conversation and little group, but a thought stopped him: whether this would 

not be really too much on his part, whether it would not be familiar, and whether he would 

not  discredit  his  significance  through  this?  And in  consequence  of  such  reasoning  he 

remained eternally in that one and the same silent condition, pronouncing only infrequently 

some monosyllabic sounds, and acquired in such a way the title of most boring person. To 

such a type of  significant personage appeared our Akakii Akakievich, and appeared at a 

time most unfavorable, quite inopportunely for himself, though, however, opportunely for 

the  significant  personage.  The  significant  personage  was  found  in  his  study and  was 

chatting away very very merrily with one old acquaintance and colleague from childhood 

who not long ago had come, whom for several years he had not seen. At this time they 
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announced to him, that some Bashmachkin had come. He asked abruptly: “Who is he?” 

They answered him: “Some kind of official.” – “Ah! he can wait, now is not the time,” – 

said the  significant  person.79 Here it  is  needful  to  say,  that  the significant  person was 

entirely fibbing: it was time for him, he and his friend had for a long time already talked 

over everything and had already for a long time interspersed the conversation with quite 

long silences, only patting each other lightly on the thigh and repeating: “Just so, Ivan 

Abramovich!” – “And just  so,  Stepan Varlamovich!” But  for all  that,  nevertheless,  he 

ordered the official to wait, in order to show to his friend, to the person who for a long time 

had not served and who for a long time had lived80 at home in the country, how long 

officials waited in his anteroom. Finally having talked enough, but still more having been 

silent sufficiently enough and having finished smoking a cigarillo in quite comfortable 

armchairs with folding backrests, he finally, as if he had suddenly remembered, said to the 

secretary, who had stopped by the doors with papers for a report: “Yes, y'know, it seems, an 

official is standing there; tell him that he can enter.” Having seen the humble appearance of 

Akakii Akakievich and his little old uniform, he turned to him suddenly and said: “What 

can  I  do  for  you?”  –  with  a  voice  abrupt  and  firm,  which  he  had  purposely studied 

beforehand in his room, in solitude and in front of the mirror, for still a week before the 

receipt  of  his  current  position  and  general's  rank.  Akakii  Akakievich  already  felt 

appropriate shyness in advance, was somewhat bewildered and, as he could, as much as his 

freedom of language could allow him, expressed himself with the addition,  even more 

79 “chelovek.” Gogol is toying with his own naming conventions. Here, and in the following sentence, Gogol writes 
“znachitel'nyi chelovek” instead of  “znachitel'noe litso,” which occurs in every other reference to the character. 
Following my systematic rendering of these words, I translate this occurrence as “significant person” and the usual 
occurrences as “significant personage.”

80 “davno ne sluzhivshemu i zazhivshemusia.” There is sonic play with the two participles here (“-zhivshemu” and “-
zhivshemu-”).  Instead  of  attempting  to  recreate  the  repetition  within  the  participles  themselves,  I  alter  their  
modifiers into the repeated pattern “for a long time,” which is an accurate translation of “davno,” but changes the 
sense of the prefix “za-,” which means “too long” in this case (i.e. “who had lived too long...”).
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often than at  any other time, of the particle “kinda,” that supposedly the overcoat was 

completely new, and now he was robbed in an inhuman way, and that he is turning to him, 

so that he by his own intercession somehow kinda, would write to the gentleman police-

chief or someone else and track down the overcoat. To the general, it is unknown why, such 

manners seemed familiar.

–  What are you saying, dear sir, – he continued abruptly, – do you not know the 

order? where did you drop in? do you not know how matters are conducted? You should 

have first given a request about this to the chancellery; it would have gone to the head-

supervisor, to the supervisor of the department, then it would have been passed on to the 

secretary, and the secretary would have now delivered it to me...

–  But, your excellency, – said Akakii Akakievich, trying to gather a whole small 

handful of presence of mind,81 which alone was in him, and feeling at that same time, that 

he was sweating in a horrible way, – I,  your excellency, dared to trouble you, because 

secretaries kinda... unreliable folk...

–  What, what, what? – said the significant personage. – From where did you muster 

such  courage? from where did you muster such thoughts? what sort  of unruliness has 

spread amongst young people against their supervisors and higher-ups!

The significant personage,  it  seems,  did not notice,  that Akakii  Akakievich had 

already reached over fifty years. Accordingly, if he were really able to be called a young 

person, then it is perhaps only relative, that is, in relation to a person, who was already over 

seventy years.

–  Do you know to whom you are speaking? do you understand who stands before 

81 “dukha” can also mean “courage” or “spirit.”
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you? do you understand this, do you understand? I ask you.

There he stamped his foot, raising his voice to such a forceful note, that even for 

someone  not  Akakii  Akakievich,  it  would  have  been  terrible.  Akakii  Akakievich  just 

fainted, staggered, began to shake with his whole body and in no way could he stand: if the 

guards had not run up right then to hold him up, he would have tumbled to the floor; they 

carried him out almost motionless. And the significant personage, content that the effect 

went beyond even his expectation, and completely thrilled with the thought that a word of 

his can deprive a person even of his senses, he glanced askance at his friend, in order to 

find out how he was looking at all this, and not without pleasure he saw that his friend was 

found in the most indeterminate condition, and had begun even from his own side to feel 

fear himself.

How  he  went  down  the  staircase,  how  he  went  out  onto  the  street,  Akakii 

Akakiievich really remembered nothing of this. He felt neither arms, nor legs. In his life he 

had not yet been so powerfully dressed-down by his own general, let alone by somebody 

else's.  He went  through the snowstorm, which was whistling in  the streets,  his  mouth 

opened wide, wandering off the sidewalk; the wind, in the Petersburg custom, blew at him 

from all four sides, out of all sidestreets. In an instant it blew tonsillitis into his throat, and 

he got himself home, not in the power of being to say even one word; all of him had 

swelled up and he laid down in bed. So powerful sometimes is a fitting dressing-down! On 

the very next day it was revealed that he had a strong fever. Thanks to the magnanimous 

facilitation of the Petersburg climate the sickness went more quickly than was possible to 

expect, and when the doctor appeared, he, having appraised his pulse, found nothing to be 

done, except only to prescribe a poultice, yet solely for the fact that he would not remain 
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sick without the beneficial help of medicine; but however, right then he declared that after 

one-and-a-half  days  it  will  inevitably be kaput  for  him.  After  which  he  turned to  the 

landlady and said: “And you, dear mother, don't just waste time in vain, order a pine coffin 

for him right now, because oak will be expensive for him.” Whether  Akakii  Akakievich 

heard these words, fateful for him, pronounced, and if he did hear, whether they produced a 

staggering effect on him, whether he pitied his own wretched life, – nothing of this is 

known,  because he was found in delirium and fever  the whole time.  Phenomena,  one 

stranger than the next, incessantly presented themselves to him: now he saw Petrovich and 

ordered him to make an overcoat with some kind of traps for thieves, which appeared to 

him incessantly under the bed, and every minute he called for the landlady to drag a certain 

thief out from under his blanket; now he asked, why his old dressing-gown hangs before 

him, that he has a new overcoat; now it appeared to him, that he is standing before the 

general,  hearing  out  a  fitting  dressing-down,  and  he  keeps  saying:  “Guilty,  your 

excellency!” – now, finally, he even blasfaned,82 pronouncing the most terrible words, so 

that the old landlady even crossed herself, not having heard any of the like from him her 

whole  life,  the  more  so  that  these  words  followed  immediately  after  the  word  “your 

excellency.”  Later  he  was  saying  complete  nonsense,  so  that  it  was  impossible  to 

understand anything; it was possible only to see, that the disordered words and thoughts 

stirred around that one and the same overcoat. Finally poor Akakii Akakievich gave up the 

ghost. Neither his room, nor his things did they seal, because, firstly, there were no heirs, 

and secondly, there remained very few heirlooms, namely: a bundle of goose quills, a quire 

of white governmental paper, three pairs of socks, two-three buttons, which had torn off of 

82 “skvernokhul'nichal,”  a  portmanteau  of  “skvernoslovit'”  (“to  use  filthy  words”)  and  “bogokhul'nichat'” 
(morphologically, “to revile god,” i.e. “to blaspheme”). It is possibly of Gogol's invention (Forsyth 96).
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his pants, and the dressing-gown, already known to the reader. To whom all this fell, God 

knows: about this, I confess, even the one narrating this novella was not interested. They 

took Akakii Akakievich away and buried him. And Petersburg remained without Akakii 

Akakievich, as if he had never even been there.83 A being disappeared and was concealed, 

who was defended by no one, dear to no one, interesting to no one, who had not even 

turned to himself the attention of a naturalist, who does not forgo sticking an ordinary fly 

on a pin and inspecting it with a microscope; a being, who had meekly endured chancellery 

gibes and went down in the grave without any particular cause, but for whom all the same, 

however, before the very end of his life, flickered a bright guest in the form of an overcoat, 

who for a moment had enlivened his poor life, and on whom then befell unhappiness just as 

unbearably as it has befallen tsars and sovereigns of the world!... Several days after his 

death a watchman was sent to his apartment from the office, with the order to appear 

immediately:  the supervisor  said  he demands it;  but  the watchman had to  return  with 

nothing, having given his account that he can come no more, and to the inquiry “why?” he 

expressed himself with the words: “Well, really, he's just dead, they buried him four days 

ago.” In such a way they found out about the death of Akakii Akakievich in the department, 

and already on the next day in his place sat a new official, much taller in stature and who 

was already putting down his letters not in such straight handwriting, but much more aslant 

and oblique.

But who could imagine, that this is still not all about Akakii Akakievich, that it was 

destined for him to live noisily for several days after his own death, as if in reward for a life 

noticed by no one. But so it happened, and our poor story unexpectedly acquires a fantastic 

83 The original text here is very impersonal in a way that is difficult to represent in English: “kak budto by v nёm ego i  
nikogda ne bylo,” or “as if in it there had never even been him.” 
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ending. Through Petersburg suddenly swept the hearsay, that by the Kalinka bridge and a 

far bit farther a corpse84 had started to show himself at night in the form of an official, 

searching for some kind of overcoat which had been dragged away and, under the pretext 

of  the  overcoat  which  had  been  dragged  off,  stripping  off  of  all  shoulders,  not 

discriminating among rank and calling,  any overcoats:  in cats, in beavers,  in wadding, 

racoon, fox, bear fur-coats – in a word, any sort of fur and skin, which people have ever 

invented for the covering of their own.  One of the departmental officials saw the corpse 

with his own eyes and at once recognized in him Akakii Akakievich; but this inspired in 

him, nevertheless, such fear, that he took off running at full speed and for that reason he 

could not get a good look at him, but he saw only, that the latter threateningly shook his 

finger at him. From all sides came incessant complaints, that backs and shoulders, not only 

of just titular, but even of privy councillors themselves, were completely susceptible to 

colds in consequence of the nightly extraction of overcoats. An order had been made to the 

police to catch the corpse at any cost, dead or alive, and to punish him, as an example to 

others, in the cruelest way, and in that they even almost nearly succeeded. Namely the 

guard of some district on Kiriushkin Alley had quite nearly snatched the corpse by the 

collar at the very scene of the crime, in an attempt to pull a frieze overcoat off some retired 

musician, who back in his time had whistled on the flute. Having snatched him by the 

collar, he called over with a shout two other colleagues, whom he commissioned to hold 

him, and he himself  reached only for one minute into his boot,  in order to take out a  

snuffbox with tobacco, to refresh for a moment his nose which had been slightly frozen six 

times in his life; but the tobacco, really, was of such a sort, which even a corpse cannot 

84 “mertvets,” or “deadman.” The Russian word does not specify whether this “deadman” is corporeal (as the English  
“corpse” connotes) or more like the English “ghost.” 
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bear. The guard, having closed his right nostril with his finger, did not even have time to 

sniff a half-handful with the left, before the corpse sneezed so forcefully, that he completely 

splattered the eyes of all three of them. By the time they had raised their fists to wipe them, 

the corpse had disappeared without a trace, so that they did not even know, whether he had, 

indeed, been in their hands. From this time on, guards acquired such a fear of the dead, that 

they were even afraid to snatch the living, and only shouted a bit from a distance: “Hey, 

you, get on your way now!” – and the corpse-official started to show himself even behind 

the Kalinka bridge, inducing no small fear in all timid people. But we, nevertheless, have 

completely abandoned a  certain significant personage, who, in reality, was perhaps the 

cause of the fantastic direction, however, of a completely true tale.85 First of all the duty of 

justice demands saying, that a certain significant personage, soon upon the departure of the 

poor, utterly dressed-down Akakii Akakievich, felt something like regret. Compassion was 

not foreign to him; accessible to his heart were many kind motions, despite the fact that his 

rank quite often prevented them from being revealed. As soon as his visiting friend walked 

out of his office, he even began to think about poor Akakii Akakievich. And from this time 

on almost every day appeared to him poor Akakii Akakievich, who had not endured his 

official dressing-down. This thought about him disturbed him to such a degree, that a week 

later he decided even to send an official to him to find out, how he was86 and whether it is 

impossible in fact to help him with something; and when they reported to him, that Akakii 

Akakievich had died abruptly in a fever, he was even left stricken, heard reproaches of 

conscience and all day was not in good spirits. Wishing to amuse himself to some degree 

and to forget the unpleasant impression, he set off to a party at one of his friends', where 

85 The sonic pun in the original is much more marked: “istinnoi istorii.”
86 “chto on i kak,” or “what he and how.” Idiomatically, “all about him.” I render it like Garnett (32). 
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decent society was found, and what is best of all – everyone there was almost of one and 

the same rank, so that he completely could not be restrained by anything. This had an 

astonishing  effect  on  his  mental  disposition.  He  unwound,  made  himself  pleasant  in 

conversation, amiable – in a word, he passed the evening very pleasantly. At supper he 

drank about  two glasses  of  champagne  –  his  facilities,  as  is  known,  were  not  poorly 

functioning in regard to merriness. The champagne reported to him his disposition toward 

different urgencies, and namely: he decided not to go home yet, but to drop in to see a 

certain familiar lady, Karolina Ivanovna, a lady, it seems, of German origin, toward whom 

he felt completely amicable relations. It is needful to say, that the significant personage was 

already an older person, a good spouse, a respected father of a family. Two sons, of whom 

one already served in the chancellery, and a nice-looking sixteen-year-old daughter with a 

somewhat crooked, but nice little nose came every day to kiss his hand, saying: “bonjour, 

papa.”87 His spouse, still a fresh and even not at all bad-looking woman, used to give him 

her own hand to kiss first and then, having turned it over to the other side, she kissed his 

hand.  Though  the  significant  personage  was  completely,  however,  content  with  his 

domestic familial endearments, he found it proper to have a lady-friend in another part of 

the city for friendly relations. This lady-friend was not at all better and younger than his 

wife; but really there are such problems in the world, and to judge about them is not our 

business. And so, the significant personage descended the staircase, sat down in the sledge 

and said to the coachman: “To Karolina Ivanovna's,” – and he, having wrapped himself up 

quite luxuriously in a warm overcoat, remained in that pleasant condition, better than which 

you just  cannot  think  up for  a  Russian  person,  that  is,  when he himself  thinks  about 

87 In the original, this quote appears in the Latin alphabet, in the midst of the Cyrillic, and so creates a sort of meta-
textual defamiliarization.
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nothing, but in the meantime thoughts themselves climb into his head, one more pleasant 

than the next, not providing even the difficulty of chasing after them and searching for 

them. Full of pleasure, he easily recollected all the merry places of the evening which he 

had spent, all the words, which had made the small circle guffaw; many of them he even 

repeated in a low voice and found, that they were still just as funny as before, and for that 

reason it is no wonder, that even he himself chuckled from the heart. Occasionally, he was 

disturbed, nevertheless, by the gusty wind which, having suddenly snatched itself out from 

God knows where and who knows for what reason, just cut into his face, tossing bits of 

snow at him, blowing up his overcoat's collar, like a sail, or suddenly throwing it on his 

head with unnatural force and causing, in this way, endless trouble in scrambling out of it. 

Suddenly the significant personage felt, that someone had snatched him quite firmly by the 

collar. Turning himself around, he noticed a person of small stature, in an old worn-out 

uniform, and not without horror did he recognize in him Akakii Akakievich. The face of the 

official was pale, like snow, and it looked like an absolute corpse. But the horror of the 

significant personage exceeded all  bounds, when he saw, that the mouth of the corpse 

became twisted and, having breathed on him the terrible smell of the grave, pronounced 

these words: “Ah! so here you are finally! finally I kinda, caught you by the collar! it's just 

your overcoat I need!88 you didn't trouble about mine, and even still gave me a dressing-

down, – now hand over your own!” The poor significant personage almost died. Whatever 

his  characteristics  were  in  the  chancellery and in  front  of  subordinates  generally,  and 

although, having glanced at his manly appearance and figure alone, everyone said: “ooh, 

what character!” – but here he, similar to very many who have a heroic89 exterior, felt such 

88  Italics not present in the original. They represent the emphasis of the particle “-to.”
89  “bogatyrskuiu,” that is, of a “bogatyr',” a type of epic hero from Russian folklore.
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fear, that not without reason he even started to become afraid about some kind of sickly fit. 

He himself even threw his overcoat off his shoulders a bit quicker and began to shout to the 

coachman in a voice not his own: “Get a move on! Home, at full speed!”90 The coachman, 

having heard this  voice,  which is  pronounced usually in  decisive minutes and is  even 

accompanied by something much more effective, in any case hid away his head in his 

shoulders, brandished his whip and darted like an arrow. In about six minutes and a bit 

more the significant personage was already in front of the entrance of his own house. Pale, 

frightened and without an overcoat, instead of to Karolina Ivanovna's, he came to his own, 

dragged himself somehow up to his own room and passed the night in quite a big disorder,  

so that on the next day in the morning over tea his daughter said to him directly: “Today 

you're entirely pale,  papa.” But papa was silent and to no one not a word about what 

happened with him, and where he was, and where he had wanted to go. This occurrence 

made  a  strong  impression  on  him.  He  even  much  more  rarely  started  to  say  to  his 

subordinates:  “How dare you, do you understand, who is before you?”; if  he ever did 

pronounce this, then not already before first hearing out what the matter was. But it is still 

more remarkable, that from this time on the appearance of the official-corpse completely 

ceased: evidently, the general's overcoat fit him perfectly on the shoulders; at any rate, such 

events were no longer heard of anywhere, that overcoats were being pulled off of anyone. 

However, many assiduous and careful people in no way wanted to calm down, and were 

saying, that all the same in distant parts of the city the official-corpse was still showing 

itself. And indeed, one Kolomnian guard saw with his very own eyes, as an apparition 

showed itself from behind a certain house; but, being in his own nature somewhat weak, so 

90 “Poshёl vo vec' dukh domoi!” or “You left in all spirit to home!” The past tense as an imperative is abrupt, urgent, 
and impolite.
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that one time an ordinary adult piglet,91 having flung itself out of some kind of private 

house, knocked him off his feet, to the greatest laughter of the cabbies standing around, 

from whom he demanded for such taunting a half-kopek each for tobacco, – and so, being 

weak, he did not dare to stop him, and so walked behind him in the darkness until the time, 

when  finally  the  apparition  suddenly  glanced  back  and,  stopping,  asked:  “You  want 

somethin'?” – and showed such a fist, which you won't find even among the living. The 

guard  said:  “Nothing,”  –  and  turned  back  at  that  very  moment.  The  apparition, 

nevertheless,  was  already  much  taller  in  stature,  bore  most  enormous  whiskers  and, 

directing his steps, as it seemed, toward the Obukhov bridge, was concealed completely in 

the nocturnal darkness.

91  “vzroslyi porosёnok” or, “grown-up little pig.” It is possible to take the diminutive as just meaning “a small adult  
pig,” but certainly the word choice implies an oxymoron.  
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APPENDIX

Over the course of my translation, I make systematic interpretations of particular 

differences  between Russian  and English:  these  are  the  rules  which  I  impose  on  the 

“game.” Below I provide an abridged list of rules which are especially relevant to style.

• Russian has subjectless constructions, whereas Standard English requires a subject. I 

supply the subject “it” in these instances.

• e.g. “Nuzhno znat'...” [Necessary to.know] → “It is necessary to know...” (82)

• Russian has six cases, whereas English only reflects case in pronouns. Thus, I often 

alter word order to demonstrate the function of a word in English. For example, as 

general rules, I move direct objects to follow closely after the verb, I move possessive 

pronouns before the noun phrase which they modify, and I add prepositions in English 

where Russian simply uses a case ending.

• I translate participles as participles when they do not muddle the syntax in English. 

Otherwise, I translate them as subordinate clauses.

• Double negatives are common in Russian. In rendering them, I opt for negative words 

rather than the negation of a positive word (unless litotes is present in the original).

• e.g.  “nichego  net  serditee...”  [nothing  angry.more]  →  “There  is  nothing  more 

irritable...” rather than “There is not anything...” (74)

• I translate the particle “by,” which marks counterfactual constructions, using the English 

conditional or subjunctive (e.g. “If they would have...” 78).
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• Russian has a complex system of verbs of motion, which revolves around a few basic 

verbs  which  indicate  the  type  of  motion  (walking,  running,  driving,  etc.).  Prefixes 

indicate direction (into, out of, down from, etc.). Some prefixed verbs of motion have 

developed idiomatic meanings unrelated to  concrete  motion.  As often as possible,  I 

translate prefixed verbs of motion as phrasal verbs using “to go” (e.g. “to go out,” “to go 

away”), or other verbs which indicate motion in English (“to come,” “to leave”). 

• e.g. “ego vynesli” [him out.carried.they] → “they carried him out” (107)

• Gogol uses two words that mean “person.” “Chelovek” has a neutral connotation, like 

the English “person,” and so I usually translate it as such, except where I form puns or 

idioms around “man.” “Litso” belongs to a more formal, bureaucratic register, and so I 

render it as “personage,” after Hapgood's example. (“Litso” can also mean “face” and 

refers to grammatical “person” as well, cf. “face” and “first person” on page 78.)

• An important feature of Gogol's skaz is his use of certain particles for emphasis. These 

terms  are  very  difficult  to  approximate  in  English.  I  find  complete  systematicity 

impossible, though I do try to limit the amount of glosses I use for each particle. In a 

few instances, I do not render the particle in English, or move it to a nearby clause. 

'uzhe' 'already'; rarely, 'yet'

'uzh' 'really'; occasionally, 'already'

'zhe' or 'zh' 'very,' 'same'; 'right' (in spatial/temporal contexts); 
rarely, '-ever,' 'just,' 'but'

e.g. 'na odnom i tom zhe meste' [at one and that (zhe) place]
'at one and the same place' (76)

e.g. 'tut zhe pred nim' [there (zhe) in.front.of him]
'right there in front of him' (77)

'dazhe' 'even'

'da' 'yes'; 'and'; 'well'; sometimes, 'but'

'eshchë' 'still,' 'more'; rarely, 'yet'
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'-to' 'some-' or '-ever'; 'right' (in spatial contexts)

e.g. 'kto-to' [who-some] (standard, 
non-emphatic use)

'someone' (113)

e.g. 'tom kakogo-to 
romanticheskogo sochineniia' 

[tome of.which(-to) romantic composition]
'tome of some kind of romantic composition' (74)

'koe-' 'some-'

'i' 'and,' 'also,' 'too'; 'just'; sometimes, 'even'; with a verb, 
sometimes the emphatic mood, 'do,' 'did'

e.g. 'kak i otets ego' [like (i) father his]
'just like his father' (76)

e.g. 'nachali popadat'sia i damy' [began to.be.found (i) ladies]
'even ladies began to be encountered' (96)

'ni' 'not,' 'neither'; '-ever'

e.g. 'Skol'ko ni' [how.many (ni)]
'However many' (76)

• Commas are more frequent in Russian, and often occur in situations where they are not 

used in English. I accordingly use fewer commas in my translation. At the same time, I 

retain  some commas  in  unusual  places  where  the  pause  seems  to  me  significantly 

characteristic of oral speech, and thus also of skaz (and I sometimes move or add them 

for the same reason). 

• e.g. “nazyvat', v kakom departamente” [to.name, in which department] → “to name, 

in which department” (74)

• I substitute quotation marks (“”) for Russian angle quotes («»).

• I preserve all other punctuation which does not create ambiguity in English. 

• Under no circumstances do I break up sentences. I consider Gogol's penchant for the 

run-on sentence to be an essential feature of his style.

• I  retain  the  paragraph  divisions  of  the  version  of  “Shinel”  in  Gogol's  Sobranie 

sochinenii  (Collected Works, 1959). Some Russian printings break up Gogol's longer 
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paragraphs  (as  well  as  most  translations).  As  I  did  not  have  access  to  an  original 

printing, I chose to follow the paragraphing of the most authoritative edition I had. 

• I preserve the original italicized phrases, and I italicize three additional words in my 

translation: the foreign “bashmak” (75) and two words emphasized by the particle “-to” 

in dialogue, “here's my overcoat” (99) and “it's just your overcoat” (113).
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