
Coinciding  with  the  bicentenary  of  Nikolai  Gogol's  birth,  we  are publishing one of his most original and least known stories: "Vi".  The  author  himself  points  out  that  "Vi is  a  colossal  creation  of popular imagination. Ukrainians use this name to refer to the leader of the gnomes, whose eyelids reach the ground. This entire story is a popular legend." The story is full of terrifying and spectral elements, highlighting  Gogol's  marvellous  narrative  pulse.  The  plot  shows  us the condemnation of an innocent man, who can only be reproached for having a feeling foreign to a true Cossack: fear.

Tolstoy,  although  he  included  "Vi"  in  his  recommended  reading  list for 14- to 20-year-olds, described it as one of those texts that make a "huge  impression".  Many  years  later,  the  American  critic  Edmund Wilson described Gogol as the greatest writer of stories that are both horror and psychological or moral problems (comparing him to Poe, Hawthorne and Melville), and described 'Vi' as a 'vampire story, one of the most terrifying specimens of its kind ever written'.
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As  soon  as  the  seminary  bell,  suspended  from  the  gate  of  the  Bratski monastery  in  the  city  of  Kiev,  began  to  ring  out  its  sonorous  chimes  at dawn, crowds of schoolchildren and seminarians flocked from all corners of the city. Grammarians, rhetoricians, philosophers and theologians  made their way to class with notebooks under their arms. The grammarians were still very young; on the way, they pushed each other and insulted each other in high-pitched voices; almost all of them wore ragged or dirty clothes, and their  pockets  were  always  full  of  all  kinds  of  rubbish,  namely, knucklebones,  whistles  made  from  feathers,  leftover  pies,  and  sometimes even  small  sparrows,  whose  sudden  chirping in  the  unusual silence  of  the classroom earned their owner a good beating with a ruler on both hands and sometimes  a  whipping  with  a  cherry  stick.  The  rhetoricians  walked  with greater gravity: their clothes were usually completely immaculate, but they always  wore  some  kind  of  adornment  on  their  faces  as  a  rhetorical  trope: either  a  black  eye  or  a  blister  covering  their  entire  lip  or  some  other distinctive  mark.  They  conversed  and  swore  in  tenor  voices.  The philosophers  spoke  in  a  lower  octave  and  carried  only  strong  tobacco  in their pockets. They never kept provisions and ate whatever they could get their  hands  on;  the  smell  of  pipe  tobacco  and  brandy  they  gave  off  was sometimes so intense that when a craftsman passed by, he would stop for a long time and sniff the air like a tracking dog.

Usually, at that early hour, the market had just opened, and the vendors selling bread rolls, watermelon seeds, and poppy seed cakes would grab the skirts of those students wearing fine cloth suits or any cotton fabric.

"Gentlemen! Gentlemen! Here! Here!" they would call out everywhere. Look at these rolls, these cakes, these braids, these pastries! Ah, how delicious! They're made with honey! I made them myself!"

Another, holding up a sweet pastry in the shape of a bow, shouted:

"Look at this sweet treat! Buy it, gentlemen!"

"Don't  buy  anything  from  her.  Look  how  disgusting  she  is:  she  has  a stained nose and dirty hands..."

But the vendors did not dare to bother the philosophers and theologians, because  they  knew  that,  even  though  they  helped  themselves  generously, they only wanted to sample the merchandise.

Once in the seminary, the whole crowd spread out across the different classrooms, which were spacious rooms with low ceilings, small windows, wide  doors  and  benches  covered  in  stains.  The  classroom  was  suddenly filled with the buzz of different voices: the auditors took the lesson from the students.  The  high-pitched  voice  of  a  grammarian  echoed  off  the  glass  of the  small  windows,  which  responded  with  almost  the  same  tone;  in  a corner, the bass voice of a rhetorician buzzed, whose mouth and thick lips, at least, made him worthy of belonging to philosophy; from a distance, that buzzing sounded like a bu, bu, bu, bu... While they were taking the lesson, the listeners glanced sideways under the benches, where, from the pocket of one of the students entrusted to their care, a bread roll, a pastry or pumpkin seeds peeped out.
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When  that  learned  procession  arrived  a  little  early,  or  when  he  knew that  the  teachers  would  be  arriving  a  little  later  than  usual,  he  would organise a battle in which everyone had to take part, even the censors, who were  responsible  for  maintaining  order  and  good  behaviour  among  the school  population.  Usually,  two  theologians  determined  the  terms  of  the combat:  whether  each  class  should  fight  the  others  or  whether  everyone should  be  divided  into  two  sides:  schoolchildren  and  seminarians.  In  any case, the grammarians were the first to start, but as soon as the rhetoricians entered  the  fray,  they  withdrew  and  took  up  positions  in  high  places  to watch the combat. Then it was the turn of the philosophers with their long black  moustaches  and  finally  the  theologians,  with  their  enormous  baggy trousers  and  wide  collars.  Usually,  it  all  ended  with  the  victory  of  the theologians,  while  the  philosophers,  scratching  their  sides,  took  refuge  in the  classrooms  and  collapsed  on  the  benches  to  rest.  When  the  professor entered,  who  in  his  heyday  had  also  participated  in  similar  skirmishes,  he quickly  guessed  from  the  flushed  faces  of  his  students  that  the  fight  had been fierce, and while he rained blows on the fingers of the rhetoricians, in another  class  another  professor  lavished  slaps  on  the  hands  of  the philosophers. The theologians, for their part, were treated very differently: each of them received what the teachers called "a measure of chickpeas", that is, a few lashes.

On solemn and festive days, schoolchildren and seminarians would go from house to house putting on puppet shows. Sometimes they performed a comedy, and in such cases there was always a theologian, almost as tall as the bell tower of Kiev, who played the role of Herodias or Penthephria, the wife  of  an  Egyptian  courtier.  As  a  reward,  they  were  offered  a  piece  of cloth, a sack of millet, half a roast goose, or something similar.

All  these  learned  people,  both  scholars  and  seminarians,  divided  by  a hereditary animosity, suffered from an astonishing lack of means, as well as an unparalleled voracity; as a result, there was no way  to  calculate  the  number  of  galushkas that  each  of  them  gobbled down  at  dinner;  therefore,  the  voluntary  donations  of  wealthy  landowners were  never  enough.  Then  the  senate,  composed  of  philosophers  and theologians,  sent  grammarians  and  rhetoricians,  under  the  tutelage  of  a philosopher — who sometimes joined in the operations — to fill their sacks in  the  surrounding  orchards.  On  those  occasions,  pumpkin  purée  was prepared  in  the  boarding  school.  The  senators,  for  their  part,  would  gorge themselves on melons and watermelons to such an extent that the next day they  would  recite  two  lessons  instead  of  one  to  their  listeners:  the  first would come from their lips, the second from their stomachs in the form of a growl.  Both  schoolchildren  and  seminarians  wore  long  frock  coats  that extended 'to this day', a technical term meaning 'beyond the heels'.

The most solemn event for seminarians was the holidays, which began in  June,  when  students  usually  returned  home.  Then  the  royal  road  was filled  with  grammarians,  philosophers  and  theologians.  Those  who  had nowhere  to  go  would  head  to  the  home  of  a  classmate.  The  philosophers and theologians gave lessons to the children of wealthy people and in return received new boots and sometimes money to buy a frock coat. This whole crowd  travelled  around  like  a  kind  of  camp,  preparing  their  food  in  the countryside and sleeping in the open air. Each of them carried a sack with a shirt and a pair of cloth bandages. The theologians were especially careful and cautious: so as not to wear out their boots, when there was mud they took them off, hung them on a stick and carried them on their shoulders; on such  occasions,  they  rolled  up  their  baggy  trousers  to  their  knees  and splashed  fearlessly  through  the  puddles.  As  soon  as  they  spotted  a farmhouse, they left the main road, approached the best-looking hut, lined up in front of the windows and sang a song at the top of their voices. The owner of the jata, some old Cossack farmer, would listen to them for a long time, his head resting on his hands, then sob bitterly and turn to his wife.

"Woman! What these students are singing must be very sensible. Give them some bacon and something else.

And  a  whole  platter  of  pies  ended  up  in  the  sack,  along  with  a  good piece of bacon, some bread rolls and sometimes a chicken with its legs tied. After  regaining  their  strength  with  these  provisions,  the  grammarians, rhetoricians,  philosophers  and  theologians  set  off  again.  However,  the further  they  travelled,  the  fewer  they  became.  Almost  all  of  them  had already  reached  their  homes,  and  only  those  whose  parental  homes  were further away remained.

Once, during such a journey, three students left the main road to stock up on provisions at the first hamlet they came across, as their bags had been empty  for  a  long  time.  They  were  the  theologian  Jaliava,  the  philosopher Jomá Brut and the rhetorician Tiberi Gorobets.
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