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This paper explores the medieval influence in “Christmas Eve,” focusing on formal rather than thematic connections to the medieval worldview.  This connection is most evident in Gogol’s representation of time. In Laocoön, Lessing defines narrative as a progression in time. Painting, on the other hand, captures a single moment. In “Christmas Eve,” Gogol describes paintings using narrative, that is, people and objects move within the painting and a story is told (the townspeople chase the devil; he tries to avoid them). Narrative, on the other hand, becomes atemporal. The story is nothing more than the description of two images: one of St. Peter vanquishing the devil (as seen in the figure of Vakula), the other of the Mother of God with Child (as seen in the figure of Oksana).
I connect this curious separation of forms from their respective temporalities to medieval understandings of the icon. In Byzantium Mosaic Decoration, Otto Demus suggests that the icon was not a static image, but was set into motion by viewers navigating through the church. Vakula and Oksana become textual icons, set into motion by the reader. Furthermore, icons often relayed the beginning and end of a story simultaneously. For example, in representations of St. John the Baptist, his head on a platter appears as an object in the painting, even when another moment of his life is depicted. So too, in the initial description of St. Peter vanquishing the devil, the entire narrative of “Christmas Eve” has already unfolded. Lastly, I explore how language in the story has an iconic rather than conventional relation to the sign, which is yet another element of medieval representation.
