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Editorial

What Would It Be Like to Lose One’s Nose? 
Gogol’s The Nose and the Astronomer Tycho 
Brahe
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“The nose looked at the Major and frowned a little.” Nikolai Gogol, 
The Nose

Last year at the Metropolitan Opera House, I enjoyed the opera 
The Nose, directed by William Kentridge. In the opera, a man 
named Major Kovalyov woke up one morning and found that 
his nose had gone missing in the night. The nose had developed 
a life of its own (Fig. 1). Although a police officer returned the 
nose to Kovalyov, a doctor was unable to reattach the nose. On 
13th day after losing his nose, he woke up to find his nose reat-
tached.

This satirical opera by Shostakovich was adapted from the 
classic short story by Nikolai Gogol (1809–1852). Kovalyov’s 
nose acted as the source of his own pride; thereafter, the loss of 
his nose represented a loss of his identity. Since his identity was 
primarily defined by his outward appearance, the loss of that ap-
pearance devastated him.

Gogol wrote this story since he had an oddly shaped nose, 
which was often the subject of self-deprecating jokes in his let-
ters [1]. Gogol opted for a comedy marked by the fantastic. 
However, parody is just a method of obscuring human suffering 
[2].

Today, an amputated nose can be reattached with microvascu-
lar anastomosis. If the stump is lost, the nose can be reconstruct-
ed with forehead flaps. In the Renaissance period, however, a 
nasal prosthesis was used instead.

Tycho Brahe (1546–1601) was a Danish astronomer. After his 
death, his assistant, Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), used Brahe’s 
astronomical data and proposed the 3 laws of planetary motion: 
(1) the orbit of a planet is an ellipse with the sun at one of the 

two foci; (2) a line segment joining a planet and the sun sweeps 
out equal areas during equal intervals of time; and (3) the 
square of the orbital period of a planet is proportional to the 
cube of the semi-major axis of its orbit.

When he was 20, Brahe lost part of his nose in a sword duel 
with his third cousin, Manderup Parsberg. Manderup’s blade 
cut away most of the nasal bridge, leaving the nasal cavity and 
septum exposed.

To hide his deformity, he constructed a prosthetic device 
made of wax, but it was unsatisfactory. Thus, he made a mold 
around the wax nose and fabricated a brass prosthesis. An artist 
matched the color of his skin. The prosthesis was held in place 
with glue. It is thought that this deformity altered his personali-
ty. He became defensive, depressive, and secretive [3].

Today, nasal prostheses made of polydimethylsiloxane are flex-
ible and designed to move with the skin. They are retained by 
using an adhesive or osseointegrated implants.

A recent study found that the quality of life of patients with a 
facial prosthesis was reduced in comparison with a healthy 
group when the acquired defects were located at the eye or nose. 
The patients’ body image and sense of their own sexual attrac-
tiveness were diminished. Some patients even believed they 
gave off an unpleasant odor [4].

Plastic surgeons should reflect on the examples of Major 
Kovalyov and Tycho Brahe as they consider the role of psycho-
logical care for patients who have lost a body part.
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Fig. 1.   
The poster of the opera The Nose, as performed at the Metropolitan 
Opera House in New York City (reproduced with permission from 
"Courtesy of Metropolitan Opera").


