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Nikolai Gogol’s novel Dead Souls has been at the center of critical attention ever since it was published in 1842. While a number of studies had analyzed the work’s symbolic significance, its linguistic organization, and its connection to other texts, there were very few attempts to give a description of the novel in terms of attention that it gives to different human senses. By examining the “sensory” organization of the novel, the present report investigates the possibility that Dead Souls can represent, apart from other things, an extended allegory of the nature of human perception and the way it functioned in the Russian culture of the early nineteenth century. Just as The Inspector General was claimed by its author to represent an ethical allegory, with the inspected town standing for the human spirit and the town officials – for different human passions, Dead Souls can be said to serve as a well-developed “sensory” allegory where each of the novel’s five landowners stand for each of the five senses (and their respective strengths and abuses), with Manilov representing taste, Korobochka – hearing, Nozdrev – olfaction, Sobakevich – touch, and Plyushkin – vision. On the other hand, the novel’s town can be said to allegorize the human mind which struggles to use the disparate sensory information that the landowners present in order to comprehend the contradictory nature of the novel’s main character Chichikov.

By creating this extended mediation on human perception, Gogol appears to be commenting not only on the sensory paradigm characteristic of early nineteenth-century Russia but also on the general changes in human perception occasioned by the advent of modernity.

