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Parched with the spirit’s thirst, I crossed
An endless desert sunk in gloom,

And a six-winged seraph came

Where the tracks met and I stood lost.
Fingers light as dream he laid

Upon my lids; I opened wide

My eagle eyes, and gazed around.

He laid his fingers on my ears

And they were filled with roaring sound:
I heard the music of the spheres,

The flight of angels through the skies,
The beasts that crept beneath the sea,
The heady uprush of the vine;

And, like a lover kissing me,

He rooted out this tongue of mine
Fluent in lies and vanity;

He tore my fainting lips apart

And, with his right hand steeped in blood,
He armed me with a serpent’s dart;
With his bright sword he split my breast;
My heart leapt to him with a bound;

A glowing livid coal he pressed

Into the hollow of the wound.

There in the desert I lay dead.

And God called out to me and said:
“Rise, prophet, rise, and hear, and see,
And let my words be seen and heard

By all who turn aside from me.

And burn them with my fiery word.”

—A. S. Pushkin, “The Prophet”
trans. D. M. Thomas
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PREFACE

Dostoevsky: A Writer in His Time

Since the present volume is a condensation of the five that I have already pub-
lished on the life and works of Dostoevsky, I should like to acquaint my new
readers with the point of view from which they were written. My approach arose
primarily from a troubling sense that important aspects of Dostoevsky’s work
had been overlooked, or at least not accorded sufficient importance, in the con-
siderable secondary literature devoted to his career. The major perspective of
these studies derived from his personal history, and this had been so spectacular
that it was almost irresistible for biographers to recount its peripeties at length.
No other Russian writer of his stature could equal the range of his familiarity
with both the depths and heights of Russian society—a range that included four
years spent as a convict living side by side with peasant criminals, and then, at
the end of his life, invitations to dine with younger members of the family of
Tsar Alexander I, who, it was believed, might benefit from his conversation. It
is quite understandable that such a life, in all its fascinating particularities,
should have furnished the background against which Dostoevsky’s works were
initially viewed and interpreted.

The more I read Dostoevsky’s novels and stories, however, not to mention his
journalism, both literary and political (his Diary of @ Writer was the most widely
circulated monthly publication ever published in Russia), the more it seemed to
me that a conventional biographical point of view could not do justice to the
complexities of his creations. To be sure, while Dostoevsky’s characters struggle
with the psychological and sentimental problems that provide the substance of
all novels, more important, his books are also inspired by the ideological doc-
trines of his time. Such doctrines, particularly in his major works, furnish the
chief motivations for the often bizarre, eccentric, and occasionally murderous
behavior of characters like Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, or both Stav-
rogin and Kirillov in Demons. The personal entanglements of the figures in the
novels, though depicted with often melodramatic intensity, cannot really be un-
derstood unless we grasp how their actions are intertwined with ideological
motivations.

It thus seemed to me, when [ set out to write my own work on Dostoevsky,

that its perspective should be shifted, and that the purely personal biography
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should no longer dominate the explanatory context in which he was creating.
Much less space is thus given in my books to the details of Dostoevsky’s private
life and much more to the clash of various ideas prevailing during the period in
which he lived. The most perceptive reader of my first four volumes, the much
lamented and gifted novelist and critic David Foster Wallace, remarked that
“Ellman’s James Joyce, pretty much the standard by which most literary bios are
measured, doesn’t go into anything like Frank’s detail on ideology or politics or
social theory.” This is not to say that I ignore Dostoevsky’s private life, but it re-
mains linked to other aspects of his era that provide it with a much larger signifi-
cance. Indeed, one way of defining Dostoevsky’s originality is to see in it this
ability to integrate the personal with the major social-political and cultural is-
sues of his day.

The above remarks about the shortcomings of the critical literature on Dos-
toevsky apply primarily to books in the various languages other than his own
(mainly English, French, and German). It certainly cannot be said that the ideo-
logical and philosophical background of Dostoevsky’s creations has not been ex-
plored in Russian scholarship and criticism. Indeed, my own analysis of this
background is greatly indebted to several generations of Russian scholars and
critics such as Dimitry Merezkhovsky, Vyacheslav Ivanov, and Leonid Gross-
man, as well as to philosophers such as Lev Shestov and Nikolay Berdyaev. But
as a result of the Bolshevik Revolution, it became difficult for Russian scholars,
up until very recently, to build on these initiators and to continue to study Dos-
toevsky impartially and objectively. His greatest works, after all, had been efforts
to undermine the ideological foundations out of which that revolution had
sprung, and it was thus necessary to highlight his deficiencies rather than his
achievements. As for émigré scholars, with very few exceptions their works dwelt
on the moral-philosophical implications of Dostoevsky’s ideas rather than on
the texts themselves. While utilizing all this interpretative effort with gratitude,
I have tried to rectify what seemed to me its limitations, whether caused by ideo-
logical restrictions or by nonliterary concerns.

Placing Dostoevsky’s writings in their social-political and ideological context,
however, is only the first step toward an adequate comprehension of his works.
For what is important about them is not that his characters engage in theoretical
disputations. It is, rather, that their ideas become part of their personalities, to
such an extent, indeed, that neither exists independently of the other. His unri-
valed genius as an ideological novelist was this capacity to invent actions and sit-
uations in which ideas dominate behavior without the latter becoming allegori-
cal. He possessed what I call an “eschatological imagination,” one that could
envision putting ideas into action and then following them out to their ultimate
consequences. At the same time, his characters respond to such consequences
according to the ordinary moral and social standards prevalent in their milieu,
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and it is the fusion of these two levels that provides Dostoevsky’s novels with
both their imaginative range and their realistic grounding in social life.

Dostoevsky’s innate propensity to dramatize ideas in this way was noted in an
extremely acute remark by one of his closest associates, the philosopher Nikolay
Strakhov. “The most routine abstract thought,” he wrote, “very often struck him
with an uncommon force and would stir him up remarkably. He was, in any
case, a person in the highest degree excitable and impressionable. A simple idea,
sometimes very familiar and commonplace, would suddenly set him aflame and
reveal itself to him in all its significance. He, so to speak, felt thought with un-
usual liveliness. Then he would state it in various forms, sometimes giving it a
very sharp, graphic expression, although not explaining it logically or develop-
ing its content” (3: 42). It is this inborn tendency of Dostoevsky to “feel thought”
that gives his best work its special stamp, and why it is so important to locate his
writings in relation to the evolution of ideas in his lifetime.

He came to fame in the 1840s, when his first novel, Poor Folk, was hailed by
Alexander Herzen as the foremost example of a genuinely Socialist creation in
Russian literature. Indeed, all that Dostoevsky published during the 1840s bore
the hallmark of his acceptance of the Utopian Socialist ideas then in vogue
among a considerable portion of the intelligentsia—ideas that can be considered
to have been inspired by Christianity, though recasting its ethos in terms of
modern social problems. Nonetheless, although Utopian Socialism did not
preach violence to attain its aims, and Dostoevsky’s works are filled with the
need for sympathy and compassion, he belonged to a secret group whose aim
was to stir up a revolution against serfdom (the existence of this organization did
not become known until long after his death). Before this underground cabal
could take any action, however, its members were included in the arrest and
sentencing of the innocuous discussion group known as the Petrashevsky Circle,
to which they all belonged.

The members of this group were submitted to the ordeal of a mock execution
before learning of their true sentences, in Dostoevsky’s case imprisonment with
hard labor in Siberia. As a result, Dostoevsky’s previously “secular” Christianity
underwent a crucial metamorphosis. Hitherto it had been dedicated to the im-
provement of life on earth; now this aim, without being abandoned, became
overshadowed by an awareness of the importance of the hope of eternity as a
mainstay of moral existence. His period of imprisonment also convinced him
that the need for freedom, particularly the sense of being able to exercise one’s
free will, was an ineradicable need of the human personality and could express
itself even in apparently self-destructive forms if no other outlet were possible.
Also, as Dostoevsky wrote himself, the four years he spent in the prison camp
were responsible for “the regeneration of [his] convictions” on a more mundane
level. This was a result of his growing awareness of the deep roots of traditional

XV
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Christianity in even the worst of peasant criminals, who bowed down during
the Easter service, with a clanking of chains, when the priest read the words “ac-
cept me, O Lord, even as the thief.” The basis of Dostoevsky’s later faith in what
he considered the ineradicable Christian essence of the Russian people arose
from such experiences.

When he returned to Russia after a ten-year Siberian exile, he thus found it
impossible to accept the reigning ideas of the new generation of the 1860s that
had arisen during his absence. Promulgated by Nikolay Chernyshevsky and
N. A. Dobrolyubov, these ideas were a peculiar Russian mixture of the atheism
of Ludwig Feuerbach, the materialism and rationalism of eighteenth-century
French thought, and the English Utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham. Russian
radicalism had acquired a new foundation, labeled “rational egoism” by Cherny-
shevsky, that the post-Siberian Dostoevsky found it impossible to accept. The
first important work he launched against this new credo was Notes from Under-
ground, in which the underground man’s belief in the determinism of all human
behavior—a determinism asserted by Chernyshevsky to be the final, definitive
word of science—clashes irresistibly with the moral sensibilities that, despite his
desire to do so, the tormented underground man cannot suppress.

Crime and Punishment was a response to the ideas of another radical thinker,
Dimitry Pisarev, who drew a sharp distinction between the slumbering masses
and those superior individuals like Raskolnikov who believed they had a moral
right to commit crimes in the interest of humanity. In the end, however, Raskol-
nikov discovers that his true motive was to test (unsuccessfully) whether he
could overcome his Christian conscience to achieve such a goal. The masterly
novel Demons, still the best ever written about a revolutionary conspiracy, is
based on the Nechaev affair, the murder of a young student belonging to an un-
derground group led by Sergey Nechaev. This totally unscrupulous agitator with
a will of iron composed a Catechism of a Revolutionary whose Utilitarian ap-
proval of any means to obtain presumably beneficial social ends makes Machia-
velli look like a choirboy.

Aside from contesting the ideas he opposed, Dostoevsky also aspired to cre-
ate a Christian moral image that would serve as a positive example for the new
generation. 7he Idiot is an attempt to portray such a Christian ideal to counter
the “rational egoism” that Dostoevsky was attacking; but it was finally impossi-
ble for him to have Prince Myshkin end in anything but disaster. Such a worldly
failure is of course inherent in the paradigm of Christ’s self-sacrifice; but Dos-
toevsky by this time had also come to believe that “to love man like oneself, ac-
cording to the commandment of Christ, is impossible. The law of personality on
earth binds. The ego stands in the way.” It is only in the afterlife that “the law of
personality” could be decisively overcome.
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The 1870s marked a new phase in Dostoevsky’s work because these years saw
amutation in radical ideology itself. Radical publicists such as N. K. Mikhailovsky
and Peter Lavrov had now rejected the Western notion of “progress” as the only
path of social evolution. Without surrendering their unrelenting opposition to
the tsarist regime, these thinkers, in a criticism of capitalism influenced by
Marx’s denunciation of the “primitive accumulation” that turned peasants into
proletarians, began to search in their homeland for alternatives to the relentless
pauperization of the lower class they saw taking place in Europe. With the serfs
having been liberated in 1861, it was feared that the same process would inevita-
bly occur in Russia. Dostoevsky had observed the results of this social transfor-
mation during his first trip to Europe in 1862 and denounced it as the triumph
of the flesh-god Baal.

The radicals thus began to reevaluate the merits of Russian peasant life, and
this brought them much closer to Dostoevsky than in the past. Such a change of
perspective is surely one reason why his next novel, A Raw Youth, was unexpect-
edly published in the radical journal, Notes of the Fatherland. It contains a bril-
liantly limned portrait of the main character, an intellectual caught between an
unsatisfied need for religious faith and his attraction to the stabilities of such
faith among the peasantry. It also includes the first (and only) important peasant
character in any of Dostoevsky’s novels, a figure who provides the book with a
moral anchor amidst its all too complicated romantic intrigue.

The Russian radicals had now accepted the moral-social values of Russian
peasant life, rooted in the Orthodox Christian faith, but they still refused to ac-
cept that faith themselves, the source of such values, and continued to cling to
their atheism. Such an inner contradiction lies at the heart of Dostoevsky’s last
and greatest novel, 7he Brothers Karamazov, which bravely attempts to cope with
this issue by employing the theme of theodicy. How could a God, presumably
of love, have created a world in which evil existed? The radicals of the 1860s had
simply denied the existence of God, but those of the 1870s, as Dostoevsky wrote
in a letter, were rejecting not God “but the meaning of His creation.”

No modern writer rivals Dostoevsky in the grandeur of his presentation of
this eternal Christian dilemma—the fierceness of his attack on the presumed
goodness of God, on the one hand, through Ivan Karamazov, and his attempt to
counter it with the Legend of the Grand Inquisitor and the preaching of Father
Zosima on the other. These pages bring Dostoevsky into the company of Greek
and Elizabethan tragedy, and of Dante, Milton, and Shakespeare, rather than of
fellow novelists, who rarely venture into such exalted territory. Each of his cen-
tral figures is elaborated on a richly symbolic scale influenced by some of the
greatest works of Western literature, among which his own novel now takes an
undisputed place.
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The power and pathos of Dostoevsky’s novels and journalism, his impas-
sioned wrestling with the deepest issues confronting Russian society, raised him
above the bitter quarrels then taking place and that, just a month after his own
death in 1881, led to the assassination of Tsar Alexander II. It is no accident that,
when he read Pushkin’s poem “The Prophet” in public, as he often did in the last
ten years of his life, Dostoevsky was hailed as a prophet himself by enraptured
listeners who found solace in his words preaching universal conciliation in the
name of Christ. It was also a testimony to his stature that his funeral procession,
almost a mile in length, included a vast array of organizations and groups of dif-
fering social-political orientations. All of them were united by their admiration
for the writer whose works had so illuminated, in such moving and spellbinding
forms, the problems assailing all literate Russians in his lifetime, and whose ge-
nius had raised their indigenous conflicts to universal heights.

One of Dostoevsky’s dreams for his work had been to bring about the unity
of Russian culture; and if he did not succeed during his lifetime, it may be said
that he attained this goal with his death. Moreover, the unanimity of esteem felt
by Russians at that moment has been continued in the worldwide reverence ac-
corded to his major novels up through our own day.
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CHAPTER 1

Prelude

The last years of the reign of Alexander I were a troubled, uncertain, and gloomy
time in Russian history. Alexander had come to the throne as the result of a pal-
ace revolution against his father, Paul I, whose increasingly erratic and insensate
rule led his entourage to suspect madness. The coup was carried out with at least
the implicit consent of Alexander, whose accession to power, after his father’s
murder, at first aroused great hopes of liberal reform in the small, enlightened
segment of Russian society. Alexander’s tutor, selected by his grandmother Cath-
erine the Great, had been a Swiss of advanced liberal views named La Harpe. This
partisan of the Enlightenment imbued his royal pupil with republican and even
democratic ideas; and during the first years of his reign, Alexander surrounded
himself with a band of young aristocrats sharing his progressive persuasions. A
good deal of work was done preparing plans for major social reforms, such as the
abolition of serfdom and the granting of personal civil rights to all members of
the population. Alexander’s attention, however, was soon diverted from internal
affairs by the great drama then proceeding on the European stage—the rise of
Napoleon as a world-conqueror. Allied at first with Napoleon, and then becom-
ing his implacable foe, Alexander I led his people in the great national upsurge
that resulted in the defeat of the Grand Army and its hitherto invincible leader.

The triumph over Napoleon brought Russian armies to the shores of the At-
lantic and exposed both officers and men (the majority of the troops were peas-
ant serfs) to prolonged contact with the relative freedom and amenities of life in
Western Europe. It was expected that, in reward for the loyalty of his people,
Alexander would make some spectacular gesture consonant with his earlier in-
tentions and institute the social reforms that had been put aside to meet the
menace of Napoleon. But the passage of time, and the epochal events he had
lived through, had not left Alexander unchanged. More and more he had come
under the influence of the religious mysticism and irrationalism so prevalent in
the immediate post-Napoleonic era. Instead of reforms, the period between
1820 and 1825 saw an intensification of reaction and the repression of any overt
manifestation of liberal ideas and tendencies in Russia.

Meanwhile, secret societies—some moderate in their aims, others more radi-
cal—had begun to form among the most brilliant and cultivated cadres of the
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Russian officers’ corps. These societies, grouping the scions of some of the most
important aristocratic families, sprang from impatience with Alexander’s dilato-
riness and a desire to transform Russia on the model of Western liberal and
democratic ideas. Alexander died unexpectedly in November 1825, and the soci-
eties seized the opportunity a month later, at the time of the coronation of Nich-
olas I, to launch a pitifully abortive eight-hour uprising known to history as the
Decembrist insurrection. An apocryphal story about this event has it that the
mutinous troops, told to shout for “Constantine and konstitutsiya” (Constantine,
the older brother of Nicholas, had renounced the throne and had a reputation
as a liberal), believed that the second noun, whose gender in Russian is feminine,
referred to Constantine’s wife. Whether true or only a witticism, the story high-
lights the isolation of the aristocratic rebels; and their revolution was crushed
with a few whiffs of grapeshot by the new tsar, who condemned five of the ring-
leaders to be hanged and thirty-one to be exiled to Siberia for life. Nicholas thus
provided the nascent Russian intelligentsia with its first candidates for the new
martyrology that would soon replace the saints of the Orthodox Church.

Feodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky was born in Moscow on October 3, 1821,
just a few years before this crucial event in Russian history, and these events were
destined to be interwoven with his life in the most intimate fashion. The world
in which Dostoevsky grew up lived in the shadow of the Decembrist insurrection
and suffered from the harsh police-state atmosphere instituted by Nicholas I to
ensure that nothing similar could occur again. The Decembrist insurrection
marked the opening skirmish in the long and deadly duel between the Russian
intelligentsia and the supreme aristocratic power that shaped the course of Rus-
sian history and culture in Dostoevsky’s lifetime. And it was out of the inner
moral and spiritual crises of this intelligentsia—out of its self-alienation and its
desperate search for new values on which to found its life—that the child born
in Moscow at the conclusion of the reign of Alexander I would one day produce
his great novels.



CHAPTER 2

The Family

Of all the great Russian writers of the first part of the nineteenth century—
Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, Herzen, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Nekrasov—Dostoevsky
was the only one who did not come from a family belonging to the landed gen-
try. This is a fact of great importance, and influenced the view he took of his
own position as a writer. Comparing himself with his great rival Tolstoy, as he
did frequently in later life, Dostoevsky defined the latter’s work as being that of
a “historian,” not a novelist. For, in his view, Tolstoy depicted the life “which ex-
isted in the tranquil and stable, long-established Moscow landowners’ family of
the middle-upper stratum.” Such a life, with its settled traditions of culture and
fixed moral-social norms, had become in the nineteenth century that of only a
small “minority” of Russians; it was “the life of the exceptions.” The life of the
majority, on the other hand, was one of confusion and moral chaos. Dostoevsky
felc that his own work was an attempt to grapple with the chaos of the present,
while Tolstoy’s Childhood, Boyhood, Youth and War and Peace (he had these spe-
cifically in mind) were pious efforts to enshrine for posterity the beauty of a
gentry life already vanishing and doomed to extinction.!

Such a self-definition, made at a later stage of Dostoevsky’s career, of course
represents the distillation of many years of reflection on his literary position. But
it also throws a sharp light back on Dostoevsky’s past, and helps us to see that
his earliest years were spent in an atmosphere that prepared him to become the
chronicler of the moral consequences of flux and change, and of the breakup of
the traditional forms of Russian life. The lack, during his early years, of a unified
social tradition in which he could feel at home unquestionably shaped his imag-
inative vision, and we can also discern a rankling uncertainty about status that
helps to explain his acute understanding of the psychological scars inflicted by
social inequality.

On his father’s side, the Dostoevskys had been a family belonging to the

Lithuanian nobility. The family name came from a small village (Dostoevo, in

'DW (January 1877); see also, for the self-comparison with Tolstoy, F. M. Dostoevsky, 7he
Notebooks for A Raw Youth, ed. Edward Wasiolek, trans. Victor Terras (Chicago, 1969), 425,
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the district of Pinsk) awarded to an ancestor in the sixteenth century. Falling on
hard times, the Orthodox Dostoevskys sank into the lowly class of the non-
monastic clergy. Dostoevsky’s paternal great-grandfather was a Uniat archpriest
in the Ukrainian town of Bratslava; his grandfather was a priest of the same per-
suasion; and this is where his father was born. The Uniat denomination was a
compromise worked out by the Jesuits as a means of proselytizing among the
predominantly Orthodox peasantry of the region: Uniats continued to celebrate
the Orthodox rites, but accepted the supreme authority of the pope.

Since the non-monastic clergy in Russia form a caste rather than a profession
or a calling, Dostoevsky’s father was naturally destined to follow the same career
as his father. But, after graduating from a seminary at the age of fifteen, he
slipped away from home, made his way to Moscow, and there gained admit-
tance to the Imperial Medical-Surgical Academy in 1809. Assigned to service in
a Moscow hospital during the campaign of 1812, he continued to serve in various
posts as a military doctor until 1821, when, aged thirty-two, he accepted a posi-
tion at the Mariinsky Hospital for the Poor, located on the outskirts of Moscow.
His official advancement in the service of the state was steady, and in April 1828,
being awarded the order of St. Anna third class “for especially zealous service,”?
he was promoted to the rank of collegiate assessor. This entitled him to the legal
status of noble in the official Russian class system, and he hastened to establish
his claim to its privileges. On June 28, 1828, he inscribed his own name and that
of his two sons, Mikhail and Feodor (aged eight and seven, respectively), in the
rolls of the hereditary nobility of Moscow.

Dr. Dostoevsky had thus succeeded, with a good deal of determination and
tenacity, in pulling himself up by his bootstraps and rising from the despised
priestly class to that of civil servant, member of a learned profession, and noble-
man. It is clear from the memoirs of Dostoevsky’s younger brother Andrey—our
only reliable source for these early years—that the children had been informed
about the family’s ancient patent of nobility, and looked on their father’s recent
elevation as a just restoration of their rightful rank.’ The Dostoevskys thought
of themselves as belonging to the old gentry aristocracy rather than to the new
service nobility created by Peter the Great—the class to which, in fact, their fa-
ther had just acceded. Their actual place in society was in flagrant contradiction
to this flattering self-image.

Medicine was an honorable but not very honorific profession in Russia, and
Dr. Dostoevsky’s salary, which he was forced to supplement with private prac-
tice, was barely enough for his needs. The Dostoevskys lived in a small, cramped
apartment on the hospital grounds, and living space was always a problem.

27T, 21.
>A. M. Dostoevsky, Vospominaniya (Leningrad, 1930), 17-18.
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Mikhail and Feodor slept in a windowless compartment separated by a partition
from the antechamber; the oldest girl, Varvara, slept on a couch in the living
room; the younger children spent the nights in the bedroom of the parents. It is
true, as Andrey notes, that his family had a staff of six servants (a coachman, a
so-called lackey, a cook, a housemaid, a laundress, and a nyanya or governess for
the children), but this should not be taken as an indication of affluence. From
Andrey’s comment on the “lackey,” who was really a dvornik or janitor, we see
how eager the Dostoevskys were to keep up appearances and conform to the
gentry style of life. His job was to supply the stoves with wood in winter and to
bring water for tea from a fountain two versts distant from the hospital, but
when Marya Feodorovna went to town on foot, he put on livery and a three-
cornered hat and walked proudly behind his mistress. When she used the coach,
the livery appeared again and the “lackey” stood impressively on the back foot-
board. “This was the unbreakable rule of Moscow etiquette in those days,”* An-
drey remarks wryly. Dostoevsky certainly remembered this rule, and his parents’
adherence to its prescripts, when Mr. Golyadkin in 7he Double hires a carriage
and a livery for his barefoot servant Petrushka in order to increase his social
standing in the eyes of the world.

The Dostoevskys™ pretensions to gentry status were wistfully incongruous
with their true position in society. Dostoevsky would one day compare Alexan-
der Herzen, born (even if out of wedlock) into the very highest stratum of the
ruling class, with the critic Vissarion Belinsky, who was “not a gentilhomme at all!
Oh no! (God knows from whom he descended! His father, it seems, was a mili-
tary surgeon).”” So, of course, was Dostoevsky’s, and the remark indicates what
he learned to perceive as the reality of his family’s situation. Dr. Dostoevsky and
his offspring would never enjoy the consideration to which they felt entitled by
right of descent from noble forebears.

[ S

While stationed at a Moscow hospital in 1819, the thirty-year-old Dr. Dostoevsky
must have mentioned to a colleague that he was secking a suitable bride. For he
was then introduced to the family of Feodor Nechaev, a well-to-do Moscow
merchant with an attractive nineteen-year-old daughter, Marya Feodorovna.
Marriages in those days, especially in the merchant class, were not left to chance
or inclination. Dr. Dostoevsky, after being approved by the parents, was proba-
bly allowed to catch a glimpse of his future bride in church, and then invited
to meet her after he agreed to a betrothal; the introduction to the girl was
the sign of consent, and the future bride had nothing to say about the matter.

“DVS, 1: 44.
> DW (1873, no. 1), 6.



1. Dr. M. A. Dostoevsky

2. Mme M. E Dostoevsky



Chapter 2 The Family

Both Dr. Dostoevsky and his new in-laws were similar in having risen from
lowly origins to a higher position on the Russian social scale.

The older sister of Dostoevsky’s mother, Alexandra Feodorovna, had married
into a merchant family much like her own. Her husband, A. M. Kumanin, had
risen to fill various official functions, and the Kumanins were among those mer-
chant families whose wealth allowed them to compete with the gentry in the
opulence of their lifestyle. The proud and touchy Dr. Dostoevsky, who probably
felc superior to his brother-in-law both by birth and by education, had to swal-
low his pride and appeal to him for financial succor on several occasions. Dos-
toevsky’s own attitude to his Kumanin relatives, whom he always regarded as
vulgarians concerned only with money, no doubt reflected a view he had picked
up from his father. In a letter to Mikhail just after hearing of his father’s death,
Dostoevsky tells him “to spit on those insignificant little souls”® (meaning their
Moscow relatives), who were incapable of understanding higher things. Andrey
speaks of the Kumanins warmly; they looked after the younger Dostoevsky or-
phans as if they had been their own children. But though Dostoevsky too later
appealed to them for aid at critical moments in his life, he never referred to them
in private without a tinge of contempt.

Dostoevsky always spoke of his mother with great warmth and affection; and
the picture that emerges from the memoir material shows her to have been an
engaging and attractive person. Like her husband, Marya Feodorovna had as-
similated a good bit of the culture of the gentry. In a letter, she describes her
character as being one of “natural gaiety,”” and this inborn sunniness, although
sorely tried by the strains of domestic life, shines through everything that we
know about her. She was not only a loving and cheerful mother but also an effi-
cient manager of the affairs of the family. Three years after Dr. Dostoevsky be-
came a nobleman, he used his newly acquired right to own land to purchase a
small estate about 150 versts from Moscow called Darovoe. A year later, the
Dostoevskys hastened to acquire an adjacent property—the hamlet of Chere-
moshnia—whose purchase caused them to go heavily into debt. No doubt the
acquisition of a landed estate with peasant serfs seemed to make good business
sense to the doctor, and it was a place where his family could spend the summer
in the open air. But in the back of his mind there was probably also the desire to
give some concrete social embodiment to his dream of becoming a member of
the landed gentry. It was Marya Feodorovna, however, who went to the country
every spring to supervise the work; the doctor himself could get away from his
practice only on flying visits.

Located on poor farming land, which did not even furnish enough fodder for
the livestock, the Dostoevsky estate yielded only a miserable existence to its

¢ Pisima, 2: 549; August 16, 1839.
7V. S. Nechaeva, V seme i usadbe Dostoevskikh (Moscow, 1939), 109.
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peasant population, but as long as Marya Feodorovna was in charge things did
not go too badly. During the first summer she managed, by a system of canals,
to bring water into the village from a nearby spring to feed a large pond, which
she then stocked with fish sent from Moscow by her husband. The peasants
could water their livestock more easily, the children could amuse themselves by
fishing, and the food supply was augmented. She was also a humane and kind-
hearted proprietor who distributed grain for sowing to the poorest peasants in
early spring when they had none of their own, even though this was considered
to be bad estate management. Dr. Dostoevsky reprimands her several times in
his letters for not being more severe. Almost a hundred years later, the legend of
her leniency and compassion still persisted among the descendants of the peas-
ants of Darovoe.® It was no doubt from Marya Feodorovna that Dostoevsky first
learned to feel that sympathy for the unfortunate and deprived that became so
important for his work.

R S

Dostoevsky’s father, Mikhail Andreevich, forms a strong contrast in character to
his wife. His portrait shows him to have had coarse and heavy features. His dress
uniform, with its high, stiff, gilded collar, gives an air of rigidity to the set of his
head that is barely offset by the faintest of smiles; and the rigidity was much
more typical of the man than was the trace of affability. He was a hardworking
medical practitioner whose ability was so appreciated by his superiors that, when
he decided to retire, he was offered a substantial promotion to change his mind.
He was also a faithful husband, a responsible father, and a believing Christian.
These qualities did not make him either a lovable or an appealing human being,
buct his virtues were as important as his defects in determining the environment
in which Dostoevsky grew up.

Dr. Dostoevsky suffered from some sort of nervous affliction that strongly
affected his character and disposition. Bad weather always brought on severe
headaches and resulted in moods of gloom and melancholy; the return of good
weather relieved his condition. Dostoevsky later traced the incidence of his
own epileptic attacks to such climatic changes. If Dr. Dostoevsky was, as even
Andrey is forced to concede, “very exacting and impatient, and, most of all,
very irritable,”” this can be attributed to the extreme and unremitting state of
nervous tension induced by his illness. Dostoevsky, who inherited this aspect
of his father’s character, constantly complained in later life about his own in-
ability to master his nerves, and was also given to uncontrollable explosions of
temper.

81bid., 5.
IDVS, 1: 76.
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Dr. Dostoevsky was thus a naggingly unhappy man whose depressive tenden-
cies colored every aspect of his life. They made him suspicious and mistrustful,
and unable to find satisfaction in either his career or his family. He suspected the
houschold servants of cheating, and watched over them with a cranky surveil-
lance characteristic of his attitude toward the world in general. He believed that
he was being unfairly treated in the service and that his superiors were reaping
the benefits of his unrewarded labors in the hospital. Even if both of these con-
jectures may have had some basis in fact, he brooded over them in a manner
quite out of proportion to their real importance. His relations with the Kuma-
nins were also a continual source of vexation, because his pride filled him with
an impotent bitterness at his feelings of inferiority. This acute social sensitivity is
another trait transmitted from father to son; many Dostoevsky characters will
be tormented by the unflattering image of themselves that they see reflected in
the eyes of others.

‘What sustained Mikhail Andreevich in the midst of his woes was, first and
foremost, the unstinting and limitless devotion of his wife. But in his very dark-
est moments, when no earthly succor seemed available, he took refuge in the
conviction of his own virtue and rectitude, and in the belief that God was on his
side against a hostile or indifferent world. “In Moscow,” he writes to his wife on
returning from the country, “I found waiting for me only trouble and vexation;
and I sit brooding with my head in my hands and grieve, there is no place to lay
my head, not to mention anyone with whom I can share my sorrow; but God
will judge them because of my misery.”!® This astonishing conviction that he
was one of God’s elect, this unshakable self-assurance that he was among the
chosen, constituted the very core of Dr. Dostoevsky’s being. It was this that
made him so self-righteous and pharisaical, so intolerant of the smallest fault, so
persuaded that only perfect obedience from his family to all his wishes could
compensate for all his toil and labor on their behalf.

While Dr. Dostoevsky may have made his family pay a heavy psychic price
for his virtues, these virtues did exist as a fact of their daily lives. He was a con-
scientious father who devoted an unusual amount of his time to educating his
children. In the early nineteenth century, corporal punishment was accepted as
an indispensable means of instilling discipline, and in Russia the flogging and
beating of both children and the lower classes was accepted as a mactter of course.
Dr. Dostoevsky, however, never struck any of his children, despite his irritability
and his temper; the only punishment they had to fear was a verbal rebuke. It was
to avoid having his children beaten that, though he could scarcely afford to do
s0, Dr. Dostoevsky sent them all to private schools rather than to public institu-
tions. And even after his two older sons had gone away to study at military

19Nechaeva, V seme, 77.
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schools, Dr. Dostoevsky still continued to worry about them and to bombard
them—as well as others, when his sons neglected to write—with inquiries about
their welfare. If we disregard Dr. Dostoevsky’s personality and look only at the
way he fulfilled his paternal responsibilities, we can understand a remark that
Dostoevsky made in the late 1870s to his brother Andrey that their parents had
been “outstanding people,” adding that “such family men, such fathers . . . we
ourselves are quite incapable of being, brother!”!!

R —

Despite the diversity of their characters, Dr. Dostoevsky and his wife were a de-
voted and loving couple. Their twenty years of marriage produced a family of
eight children, and nobody reading their letters without parsi pris can doubt
that they were deeply attached to each other. “Good-bye, my soul, my little
dove, my happiness, joy of my life, I kiss you until I'm out of breath. Kiss the
children for me.”'? So writes Dr. Dostoevsky to Marya Feodorovna after four-
teen years of marriage, and while some allowances must be made for the florid
rhetoric of the time, these words seem far in excess of what convention might
require. Marya Feodorovna is equally lavish with her endearments. “Make the
trip here soon, my sweetheart,” she writes from Darovoe, “come my angel, my
only wish is to have you visit me, you know that it’s the greatest holiday for me,
the greatest pleasure in my life is when you're with me.”!?

The letters of his parents reflect the image of a close-knit and united family,
where concern for the children was in the foreground of the parents’ preoccu-
pations. Nonetheless, Dr. Dostoevsky’s emotional insecurity was so great, his
suspicion and mistrust of the world sometimes reached such a pathological
pitch, that he could suspect his wife of infidelity. One such incident occurred in
1835, when he learned that she was pregnant. Andrey recalls seeing his mother
break into hysterical weeping after having communicated some information to
his father that surprised and vexed him. The scene, he explains, was probably
caused by the announcement of his mother’s pregnancy. The letters indicate,
however, that Dr. Dostoevsky was tormented by doubts about his wife’s faithful-
ness, although he made no direct accusations. Schooled by long experience,
Marya Feodorovna was able to read his state of mind through the distraught
tone of his letters and his deep mood of depression. “My friend,” she writes,
“thinking all this over, I wonder whether you are not tortured by that unjust

suspicion, so deadly for us both, that I have been unfaithful to you.”
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Her denial of any wrongdoing is written with an eloquence and expressive-
ness that even her second son might have envied. “I swear,” she writes, “that my
present pregnancy is the seventh and strongest bond of our mutual love, on my
side a love that is pure, sacred, chaste and passionate, unaltered from the day of
our marriage.” There is also a fine sense of dignity in her explanation that she has
never before deigned to reaffirm her marriage oath “because I was ashamed to
lower myself by swearing to my faithfulness during our sixteen years of mar-
riage.” > Dr. Dostoevsky nonetheless remained adamant in his dark imaginings,
accusing her of delaying her departure from the country so as to avoid returning
to Moscow until it was too late to make the journey without risking a miscar-
riage. In reply, she writes sadly that “time and years flow by, creases and bitter-
ness spread over the face; natural gaiety of character is turned into sorrowful
melancholy, and that’s my fate, that’s the reward for my chaste, passionate love;
and if I were not strengthened by the purity of my conscience and my hope in
Providence, the end of my days would be pitiful indeed.”!®

One could easily imagine the life of the Dostoevsky family being torn apart
and subject to constant emotional upheaval, but nothing dramatic seems to
have occurred. In this very letter, the current of ordinary life flows on as placidly
as before. Information about the affairs of the estate are exchanged, and the
older boys in Moscow append the usual loving postscript to their mother; there
is no break in the family routine, and both partners, in the midst of recrimina-
tions, continue to assure the other of their undying love and devotion. Dr. Dos-
toevsky went to the country in July to assist at the delivery of Alexandra, and
then, on returning in August, writes affectionately to his wife: “Believe me, read-
ing your letter, I tearfully thank God first of all, and you secondly, my dear. . . .
I kiss your hand a million million times, and pray to God that you remain in
good health for our happiness.”!” Not a word recalls the tensions of the previous
month; Marya Feodorovna’s soothing and loving presence seems to have worked
wonders.

Displays of such extreme emotion between the parents were probably rare.
Nothing was more important for the Dostoevskys than to present an image of
well-bred propriety and gentry refinement to the world; it is impossible to imag-
ine them in their cramped apartment, with a household staff in the kitchen and
neighboring hospital families all around, indulging in the violent quarrels and
scandalous outbursts that Dostoevsky later so often depicted in his novels.
Dr. Dostoevsky probably alternated between a grim and ominous silence and
endless censoriousness about the minutiae of daily life. His reluctance to speak

15 Ibid.
16]bid., 109.
71bid., 111.
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out openly in the instance of Alexandra may be taken as typical, and when
Marya Feodorovna stated the issue bluntly, he rebuked her for writing to him so
directly and possibly revealing his secret suspicions to prying eyes. The impulse
to cover and conceal is manifest, and was certainly operative in his personal be-
havior as well. It is therefore probable that the household in which Dostoevsky
grew up was characterized far more by order, regularity, and routine, and by a
deceptively calm surface of domestic tranquility, than by the familial chaos that
so preoccupied him half a century later.

But we can hardly doubt that the gifted and perceptive boy would become
aware of the stresses underlying the routine of his early years, and that he learned
to feel it as beset with hidden antagonisms—as subject to extreme fluctuations
between intimacy and withdrawal. Family life for Dostoevsky would always be
a battleground and a struggle of wills, just as he had first learned to sense it from
the secret life of his parents. And for a boy and youth destined to become fa-
mous for his understanding of the intricacies of human psychology, it was excel-
lent training to have been reared in a household where the significance of behav-
ior was kept hidden from view, and where his curiosity was stimulated to intuit
and unravel its concealed meanings. One may perhaps see here the origin of
Dostoevsky’s profound sense of the mystery of personality and his tendency to
explore it, as it were, from the outside in, always moving from the exterior to
deeper and deeper subterranean levels that are only gradually brought to light.

R S

Life in the Dostoevsky family was carefully organized around the pattern of
Dr. Dostoevsky’s daily routine. The family awakened promptly at six in the
morning. At eight Dr. Dostoevsky went to the hospital and the children were
put to their lessons. Dr. Dostoevsky returned around twelve and inquired about
the work that had been accomplished, and lunch was served at one o'clock.
After lunch a deathly silence was maintained for two hours while the paterfamil-
ias napped on the couch in the living room before returning to the hospital. The
evenings were spent in the living room, and each evening before dinner, if
Dr. Dostoevsky was not too busy with his sick lists, he read aloud to the chil-
dren. At nine in the evening the family had dinner, and the children, after saying
their prayers in front of the icon, then went to bed. “The day was spent in our
family,” Andrey comments, “according to a routine established once and for all,
and repeated day after day, very monotonously.”* Feodor was also subjected to
this routine from his earliest years—one that combined the physical discomfort
of crowded and gloomy quarters (“low ceilings and cramped rooms crush the
mind and the spirit,” Raskolnikov tells Sonya) with the psychic discomfort of an

BDVS, 1: 55, 57.
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unrelaxing pressure to work under the eye of a stern paternal overseer. The chil-
dren were rarely allowed outdoors during the frigid Moscow winters.

During the periods of mild weather, the Dostoevsky family went for walks in
the carly evening. Dr. Dostoevsky was in charge of these excursions, and the
children were held in with a tight rein; any display of exuberance or animal spir-
its was out of the question. Andrey describes him taking the occasion to give
them lessons in geometry, using the crazy-quilt pattern of the Moscow streets
to illustrate the various types of angle. The importance of hard work and self-
discipline was constantly drummed into their minds, and though their father
did not terrorize them physically, his impatient vigilance constantly hung over
their heads as a threat. It is probable that, when Dostoevsky spoke to his friend
Dr. Yanovsky in the late 1840s about “the difficult and joyless circumstances of
his childhood,”*” he was thinking of circumstances such as these.

A great change occurred in the life of the Dostoevsky children when their
parents acquired the small property at Darovoe in 1831. Feodor and Mikhail
spent four months there with their mother every year for four years; after this
time, because of their studies, they could come only for shorter stretches of a
month or so. These were the sunniest periods in Dostoevsky’s boyhood. If he
later told his second wife that he had had a “happy and placid childhood,”? it
was undoubtedly of these months in the country that he was thinking, free from
the menace of paternal disapproval and from the oppressive confinement of life
in the city. Evocations of a happy childhood are exceedingly rare in Dostoevsky’s
novels and the one or two that exist are set either in a village or on a country es-
tate; no pleasant memories were linked in his sensibility with life in the city.
“Not only that first voyage to the village,” Andrey writes, “but all the following
trips there always filled me with some kind of ecstatic excitement.”?! No doubt
the high-spirited and impressionable Feodor experienced the same sensation
even more intensely as the carriage to Darovoe pulled away every spring with
bells tinkling on the horses’ harness and as the at first unfamiliar (and then be-
loved) rural sights began to unroll before his eyes, until they finally arrived at the
family’s thatched-roof, three-room cottage sheltered by a grove of ancient linden
trees.

These sojourns in the country also offered Dostoevsky his first opportunity
to become acquainted with the Russian peasantry at close quarters (the house
serfs had acquired the manners and habits of servants). The children were al-
lowed to roam freely and to enlist the aid of serf children in their games. The
children were also allowed to mingle freely with the older peasants in the fields.
Feodor once ran back two versts to the village, according to Andrey, to bring
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water to a peasant mother at work in the field who wished to give her baby a
drink.?? This untroubled boyhood relation with the peasants certainly contrib-
uted to shaping Dostoevsky’s later social ideas; one may say that he aimed to
bring about, on a national scale, the same harmonious unity between the edu-
cated classes and the peasantry that he remembered having known as a child.
These childhood summers brought him—in the opinion of Dostoevsky’s friend
Count Peter Semenov—"closer to the peasantry, their way of life, and the entire
moral physiognomy of the Russian people” than most scions of the landed
gentry, “whose parents purposely kept them from any association with the
peasants.”?

The country around Darovoe was crisscrossed with numerous ravines that
provided a haunt for snakes and wandering wolves. The children were warned to
avoid them by their mother, but this did not stop Feodor from plunging into the
nearby birchwood (called “Fedya’s wood” by the family) with a delicious shudder
of fear. He confided his sensations in a passage in the original version of Poor
Folk, later eliminated. “T remember that at the back of our garden was a wood,
thick, verdant, shadowy. . . . This wood was my favorite place to walk, but I was
afraid to go into it very far . . . it seemed as if someone is calling there, as if some-
one is beckoning there . . . where the smooth stumps of trees are scattered about
more blackly and thickly, where the ravine begins. . . . It becomes painful and
terrifying, all around nothing but a dead silence; the heart shivers with some sort
of obscure feeling, and you continue, you continue farther, carefully. . . . How
sharply etched in my memory is that wood, those stealthly walks, and those
feelings—a strange mixture of pleasure, childish curiosity and terror” (1: 443).

Dostoevsky never forgot his summers in Darovoe, and in 1877, shortly after
returning there to visit for the first time since his childhood, he wrote of “that
tiny and unimportant spot [which] left a very deep and strong impression on me
for the remainder of my life.”?* Names of places, and of people he knew there,
constantly turn up in his work, most abundantly in 7he Brothers Karamazov,
which he was beginning to think of at the time of his belated return to the
scenes of his youth. The village harbored a durochka, a female half-wit named
Agrafena, who lived out of doors for most of the year and, in the dead of winter,
was forcibly taken in by one peasant family or another. She is the prototype of

22Nechaeva, V seme, 83.
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Lizaveta Smerdyakova, and suffered the same unhappy fate: despite her infir-
mity, she became pregnant and gave birth to a child who died shortly after birth.
Andrey describes her as continually muttering something incomprehensible
about her dead child in the cemetery, exactly like another Dostoevskian -
rochka, Marya Lebyadkina in Demons. Other echoes of these years appear in the
dream sequence of Dimitry Karamazov of a village decimated by fire, like the
one that broke out in Darovoe in the spring of 1833. “The whole estate,” writes
Andrey, “looked like a desert, with charred posts sticking up here and there.”?
Each family was given fifty rubles as a loan (a considerable sum in those days) to
help in the work of reconstruction, and it is doubtful whether it was ever

repaid.

N E—

In 1833, Mikhail and Feodor left home to go to Souchard’s day school; a year
later they were sent to Chermak’s, the best boarding school in Moscow. The
preparation for boarding school was tied up with a particularly trying experience
for the two older boys. Mastery of Latin was required at Chermak’s, but Sou-
chard’s had no such instruction, and Dr. Dostoevsky himself decided to fill in
the deficiency. These lessons provide Andrey with the most graphic illustration
of his father’s hair-trigger temper. “At the slightest error of [my] brothers, father
always became angry, flew into a passion, called them sluggards and fools; in the
most extreme, though rarer, instances, he even broke off the lesson without fin-
ishing it, which was considered worse than any punishment.”? Dr. Dostoevsky
required his sons to stand stiffly at attention throughout the Latin drill. From
this we may conclude that he had already decided to enroll them in a military
establishment and was trying to accustom them to the rigors of martial disci-
pline. No doubt, as Andrey remarks, his “brothers were very much afraid of
these lessons.”?’

The transition from home to school, and particularly to boarding school,
came as a rude shock to Feodor. Despite his father’s flare-ups, home was still a
comfortable and familiar place, and his mother a perpetual source of consola-
tion. The words of the heroine of Poor Folk evoke what was probably Dos-
toevsky’s reaction to the new world of the school. “I would sit over my French
translation or vocabularies, not daring to move and dreaming all the while of
our little home, of father, of mother, of our old nurse, of nurse’s stories” (1: 28).
Another reminiscence of this initiation may be contained in the image of
Alyosha Karamazov surrounded by his schoolmates, who “forcibly held his
hands from his ears, and shouted obscenities into them” (9: 23). The Dostoevsky
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children had lived in a peasant village and were certainly familiar with the facts
of life, but they had been shielded from a knowledge of vice and perversity. An-
drey remembers his own introduction to such matters by his schoolfellows with
distaste. “There was no nastiness, no abominable vice, which was not taught to
the innocent youngsters who had just left the paternal home.”?®

There is only one independent account that allows us to catch a glimpse of
Dostoevsky in his school years. “On the first day I arrived,” writes a slightly
younger student, “I gave way to a surge of childish despair on finding myself . . .
exposed to their taunts. During the recreation period, . . . Dostoevsky . . . chased
away the mocking scamps, and began to console me. . . . He often visited me
after that in class, guided me in my work, and lightened my sadness by his excit-
ing stories during the recreation period.”? This pattern of behavior illustrates
aspects of Dostoevsky’s character that remain constant: his staunch indepen-
dence, and his willingness to intervene personally against a situation that of-
fended his moral instincts. He was not afraid to spring to the defense of the
helpless and persecuted. Dostoevsky’s independence and self-assertiveness were
exhibited at home as well. Andrey tells us that Feodor was sometimes so unre-
strained in maintaining his own point of view that Dr. Dostoevsky would say,
with the wisdom of experience, “Really, Fedya, control yourself, you'll get into
trouble . . . and end up under the red cap,”* that is, wearing the headgear of the
convict regiments of the Russian Army. Dostoevsky did serve in such a regiment
after his release from prison camp in 1854.

The routine of these years of schooling was as invariable as those of early
childhood. Every weekend the older boys returned home, and once the first ex-
citement of reunion was over there was little else to do except read and supervise
the assignments handed out the week before to their younger brothers and sis-
ters. Visits were still restricted to the immediate family, nor were the older boys
ever allowed to go out unaccompanied or given pocket money. Such restraints,
however, were merely the custom of the times and the society.

R —

The last four years of Dostoevsky’s life in Moscow were darkened by his mother’s
illness, which took a sharp turn for the worse in the fall of 1836. Medical consul-
tations were held every day by the doctor and his colleagues, and the visits of
relatives succeeded each other in a never-ending and exhausting file. “This was
the bitterest time in the childhood period of our lives,” writes Andrey. “We were
about to lose our mother any minute. . . . Father was totally destroyed.” Just be-
fore the end, Marya Feodorovna regained consciousness, called for the icon of

28 1bid., 75.
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the Savior, and then blessed her children and her husband. “It was a moving
scene and we all wept,” Andrey recalls.’!

But it was not only the impending crisis in his family life that troubled
Feodor during his last two years at home; he also knew that he was destined for
a career repugnant to his deepest inclinations. Dr. Dostoevsky had decided that
his two older sons were to be military engineers, and in the fall of 1836 he sub-
mitted a request through his hospital superior for their admission to the Acad-
emy of Military Engineers in St. Petersburg at government expense. Both
Mikhail and Feodor were dreaming of literary fame and fortune, but once their
father’s request was granted, the die was cast. No doubt this decision stirred up
a good deal of resentment and hostility, particularly in the fiery Feodor; but this
was blunted by the lesson so often hammered home to the Dostoevsky children
by their father. “He often repeated that he was a poor man,” Andrey observes,
“that his children, especially the younger ones, had to be ready to make their
own way, that they would remain impoverished at his death, etc.”3? The post of
military engineer offered solid financial advantages, and Dr. Dostoevsky be-
lieved he was doing the best he could for his offspring.

What little we know of Dostoevsky in these years makes it likely that he
began to chafe very early under the restricting atmosphere of his home life and
the necessity of knuckling under to a rigidly inflexible and emotionally unstable
father who tended to identify his own wishes with the sacred dictates of God
himself. Such feelings of disaffection, however, were certainly counterbalanced
both by the natural inclination to accept and revere paternal authority and, as
Feodor grew older, by his growing awareness of Dr. Dostoevsky’s genuine dedi-
cation to the welfare of his family. For while the burdens that Dr. Dostoevsky
imposed on his children were heavy indeed, their future, as they well knew, was
at the center of his preoccupations; nor did he ever allow them to forget that his
laborious life was devoted to their interests. Moreover, the adolescent Dos-
toevsky probably could sense his father’s anxieties behind the stiff and official
authoritarian fagade.

Dostoevsky’s only direct utterance about his father while the latter was still
alive is made in a letter to Mikhail; and its mixture of pity with some impatience
reveals Dostoevsky’s ambivalence. “I feel sorry for our poor father,” he writes. “A
strange character! Oh, how much unhappiness he has had to bear! I could weep
from bitterness that there is nothing to console him. But, do you know, Papa
doesn’t know the world at all. He has lived in it for 50 years and retains the same
ideas about people as 30 years ago. Happy ignorance! But he is very disillusioned
with it. That seems our common fate.”?* This was written after the death of
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Marya Feodorovna had deprived Dr. Dostoevsky of his sole sustaining support
in the midst of his woes; but it surely represents an opinion that his son had
begun to form long before.

If we are to seck for some image of Dostoevsky’s father in his works, it is use-
less to go to the creations of his maturity; whatever father figures we find there
are too much intertwined with later experiences and ideological motifs to have
any biographical value. But the picture given of Varvaras father in Poor Folk
comes straight from Dostoevsky’s still-fresh memories of his youth, and is
steeped in the details of his daily life. “I tried my very utmost to learn and please
father. I saw he was spending his last farthing on me and God knows what straits
he was in. Every day he grew more gloomy, more ill-humored, more angtry. . . .
Father would begin saying that I was no joy, no comfort to them; that they were
depriving themselves of everything for my sake and I could not speak French
yet; in fact all his failures, all his misfortunes were vented on me and mother. . . .
I was to blame for everything, I was responsible for everything! And this was
not because father did not love me; he was devoted to mother and me, but it was
just his character” (1: 29). It is likely that Dostoevsky had heard just such re-
proaches on numerous occasions, and had tried to excuse them in his heart in
the same way. He depicts his father not as a brutal and heartless despot but as a
harassed and finally pitiable figure driven to desperation by the difficulties of his
situation.

Some of the traits of Dr. Dostoevsky, drawn at this time with a satirical rather
than a pathetic pen, can also be found in the first version of another early work,
Netotchka Nezvanova. A character named Feodor Ferapontovich, a minor civil
service official, constantly reproaches his children for ingratitude. “Turning to
his little children, he would ask them in a threatening and reproachful voice:
“What have they done for all the kindness he had shown them? Have they rec-
ompensed him, by assiduous study and impeccable pronunciation of French,
for all his sleepless nights, all his labors, all his blood, for anything? for any-
thing?’ In other words, Feodor Ferapontovich ... every evening turned his
house into a little hell.” The qualities in his character held up to ridicule are at-
tributed to some sort of hidden suffering: “whether from the fact that he had
been hurt, or cut down by somebody, some kind of secret enemy who constantly
insulted his self-respect,” and so forth (2: 444). One can imagine the young
Dostoevsky speculating in much the same way about the sources of his father’s
more galling peculiarities.

Certain traits of Dostoevsky’s character may be attributed to the effects of his
relationship with his father. All the people who had any prolonged personal
contact with Dostoevsky remark on the secretiveness and evasiveness of his per-
sonality; he was not someone who opened himself easily or willingly to others.
There is scarcely a memoir about him that does not comment on this lack of ex-
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pansiveness, and one suspects that this elusiveness may well have developed
from the need to dissimulate as a means of coping with his father’s combination
of capriciousness and severity. The pathological shyness from which Dostoevsky
suffered all his life can possibly also be attributed to an unwillingness to expose
himself, a fear of being rebuffed and emotionally abused that had become sec-
ond nature.

Most important of all, as Freud noted, is that Dostoevsky internalized as a
child a highly developed sense of guilt. Instead of Oedipal sexual rivalry, how-
ever, it is more helpful, at this stage of Dostoevsky’s life, to view his guilt feel-
ings in the light of the paternal insistence on scholastic achievement as a moral
obligation, and as the only defense against grinding poverty and loss of status.
The importance given to this aspect of life in the family is well illustrated by a
ceremony that took place every year on Dr. Dostoevsky’s name day (and which
later turns up in 7he Village of Stepanchikovo, performed for Colonel Rostanev,
a father of ideal kindness). The two older boys and eventually the oldest girl
prepared a morning greeting for their father on that joyous occasion. This
meant memorizing a French poem, copying it on fine paper, presenting it to
their father, and then reciting it by heart—with as good an accent as they could
muster—while he followed with the written text. “Father was very touched,”
Andrey says, “and warmly kissed the purveyor of greetings”;** clearly the most
welcome present he could receive was this evidence of their progress in learning
French.

Dostoevsky’s genius first reveals itself by the creation of characters desper-
ately eager to satisfy their bureaucratic superiors in some routine clerical task
(not so far removed from schoolwork, after all); consumed with guilt at their
velleities of rebellion; and oppressed by their sense of social inferiority. No won-
der! All through his childhood, Dostoevsky had been placed psychically in ex-
actly the same position by his father, and by the obvious social situation of his
family.

‘The ambivalence of Dostoevsky’s emotions about his father was also, unques-
tionably, of the greatest significance for his future. No doubt it was in the fluc-
tuations of his own psyche between resentment and filial piety that he first
glimpsed the psychological paradoxes whose exploration became the hallmark
of his genius. And one can locate the emotive roots of his Christian ideal in the
evident desire of the young Dostoevsky to resolve this ambivalence by an act of
self-transcendence, a sacrifice of the ego through identification with the other
(in this case, his father). Whether one calls such a sacrifice moral masochism, as
Freud did, or, more traditionally, moral self-conquest, the fact remains that
Dostoevsky as a boy and youth was not only hostile and inimical to his father
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but also struggled to understand and to forgive him. This struggle then became
fused with the Christian images and ideals that he was taught from the very first
moment that he awoke consciously to life. All of Dostoevsky’s later values can
thus be seen as deriving from the synthesis of this early psychic need with the re-
ligious superstructure that gave it a universal and cosmic import, and elevated it
to the stature of the fulfillment of man’s destiny on earth.



CHAPTER 3

The Religious and Cultural Background

Dostoevsky’s contemporary, Alexander Herzen, remarks in his memoirs that
“nowhere does religion play so modest a role in education as in Russia.”! Herzen
was, of course, talking about the education of the male children of the landed or
service aristocracy, whose parents had been raised for several generations on the
culture of the French Enlightenment and for whom Voltaire had been a kind of
patron saint. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, such parents had long
since ceased to be concerned about Orthodox Christianity, even though they
continued to baptize their children in the state religion and to structure their
lives in accordance with its rituals. The war years and the post-Napoleonic pe-
riod, in Russia as elsewhere, were marked by a wave of emotionalism and a re-
vival of religion. But in Russia this stimulated the growth of Freemasonry and
various revivalist sects rather than any massive return to the official faich. Most
upper-class Russians would have shared the attitude exemplified in Herzen’s an-
ecdote about his host at a dinner party who, when asked whether he was serving
Lenten dishes out of personal conviction, replied that it was “simply and solely
for the sake of the servants.”?

Parents with such ideas would scarcely consider it indispensable to provide
their offspring with any kind of formal religious education. It was only at fifteen
(after he had read Voltaire, as Herzen remarks) that Herzen’s father “brought in
a priest to give religious instruction so far as this was necessary for entrance into
the University.”? Tolstoy, though raised largely by devout female relatives, was
also never given any religious education as a child. Turgenev’s monstrous mother
held the religion of the common people in such contempt that, instead of the
usual prayers, she substituted each day at table the reading of a French transla-
tion of Thomas & Kempis.

Only against such a background can one appreciate the full force of Dos-
toevsky’s quiet words: “I came from a pious Russian family. . . . In our family, we

! Alexander Herzen, My Past and Thoughts, trans. Constance Garnett, rev. Humphrey Higgens,
4 vols. (New York, 1968), 1: 42.
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knew the Gospel almost from the cradle.” This is, as we know from Andrey, lit-
erally true: the children were all taught to read by their mother from a well-
known eighteenth-century religious primer, translated from the German and ti-
ted One Hundred and Four Sacred Stories from the Old and New Testaments.
Coarse lithographs accompanying the text depicted various episodes from the
scriptures—the creation of the world, Adam and Eve in Paradise, the Flood, the
raising of Lazarus, the rebellion of Job the just man against God. The very first
impressions that awakened the consciousness of the child were those embodying
the teachings of the Christian faith, and the world thereafter for Dostoevsky
would always remain transfigured by the glow of this supernatural illumination.
Dostoevsky was to say later that the problem of the existence of God had tor-
mented him all his life; but this only confirms that it was always emotionally im-
possible for him to accept a world that had no relation to a God of any kind.

One of his earliest childhood memories was that of saying his prayers before
the icons in the presence of admiring guests. “I put all my trust in Thee, O Lord!”
the child intoned. “Mother of God, keep me and preserve me under Thy wing!”>
In the Dostoevsky household, such a childish performance of a religious ritual
was evidently a source of pride and social satisfaction. To reinforce the effect of
this early religious initiation, a deacon came to the house regularly to give for-
mal instruction. This clergyman also taught at the neighboring Catherine Insti-
tute for Gitls, a fashionable school for daughters of the aristocracy; and this
meant that, unlike the majority of the Russian non-monastic clergy, he would
have been highly literate. “He possessed an uncommon verbal gift,” writes An-
drey, “and the entire lesson . . . was spent telling stories, or, as we called it, inter-
preting the Scriptures.”® The children also were required to study the introduc-
tion to religion composed by the metropolitan Filaret, whose first sentence
Andrey still remembers after more than half a century: “The One God, wor-
shipped in the Holy Trinity, is eternal, that is, has no beginning nor end to his
being, but always was, is, and will be.”” The attempt of theologians to rationalize
the mysteries of faith, it would appear, never held any appeal for Dostoevsky.
What stirred his feelings to the depths was the story of the Advent as a divine-
human narrative full of character and action—as an account of real people liv-
ing and responding with passion and fervor to the word of God.

Religion not only loomed large because of its manifest status in the eyes of
his parents and relatives, it was also involved quite naturally with the most excit-
ing experiences of his earliest years, the events that stood out as joyful breaks in
his monotonous and laborious routine. The name of Dostoevsky has become so

4 DW (1873, no. 50), 152.
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inalterably associated with that of St. Petersburg that one tends to forget he was
born in Moscow—"the city of innumerable churches, of everlasting bells, of
endless processions, of palace and church combined,” the city that the peasants
called “our Holy Mother.”® The beating heart of all this intense religious life was
the Kremlin; and whenever the Dostoevsky family went for an outing in the
city, they invariably directed their steps toward this sacred spot. “Every visit to
the Kremlin and the Moscow cathedrals,” Dostoevsky remembered later, “was,
for me, something very solemn.”® Time and again he wandered through its for-
est of bulbous cupolas, listened to the many-tongued harmony of its bell towers,
contemplated its treasured relics and richly decorated cathedrals, from whose
walls the Orthodox saints, as the much-traveled Théophile Gautier saw them,
stared down with eyes that seemed “to menace, though their arms extended to
bless.” 1

The stout walls and crenelated battlements of the Kremlin bore mute testi-
mony to its function as a fortress as well as a religious sanctuary, and reminded
the onlooker that it was not only a place of sacred worship but also a monument
to Russia’s historical grandeur. The God-anointed tsars were crowned in the Ca-
thedral of the Assumption; another church contained the sepulchers of all the
past rulers of Russia, who, clothed in flowing white robes and with a halo encir-
cling their head, appeared on the wall above each tomb. In Russia, as a student
of its ecclesiastical history reminds us, “the national and religious elements have
been identified far more closely than in the West,”!! and one of the great land-
marks of this symbiosis is the Kremlin. The Russian struggle against foreign in-
vaders—whether pagan Tartar, Mohammedan Turk, German or Polish Catho-
lic, or Swedish Lutheran—has always been a struggle on behalf of the Orthodox
faith. By the early nineteenth century the two powerful idea-feelings of religion
and nationalism had been inseparable for Russians for a thousand years. One
can well understand how they must have blended together in Dostoevsky’s con-
sciousness, during these childhood excursions, into an inextricable mélange of
ardor and devotion that he later found it impossible to disentangle.

N E—

Up until the age of ten, when his parents acquired their small property in the
country, Dostoevsky and his brothers and sisters left the city only once a year.
Mme Dostoevsky always took the older children, accompanied by some rela-
tives or friends, for an annual spring excursion to the monastery of the Trinity
and St. Sergey about sixty miles from Moscow. This journey required several

8A. P Stanley, Lectures on the History of the Eastern Church (London, 1924), 303.
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days by carriage and terminated in a vast fortress-like beehive of churches, mon-
asteries, and hostelries that, over the centuries, had clustered around the spot
where St. Sergey had first constructed a hut in the northern forests in the four-
teenth century.

A famous hermit and ascetic, St. Sergey became the patron saint of Moscow
when, after he had blessed the armies of Prince Dimitry and sent two of his
priestly followers to accompany the troops, Dimitry’s forces inflicted a crushing
defeat on the hitherto invincible Tartar hordes. Since that time, the name of
St. Sergey had become “at least as dear to every Russian heart as William Tell to
a Swiss or as Joan of Arc to a Frenchman.”!? St. Sergey’s humble dwelling in the
woods grew into one of the main foci—more important even than the Krem-
lin—for the indigenous Russian amalgam of religious-patriotic sentiment. Its
importance as such a symbol was reinforced in the seventeenth century, when it
became the center of national resistance against the Polish invaders in the Time
of Troubles.

Each year the Dostoevsky children visited this vast religious caravansary,
swarming both with peasant pilgrims in bark shoes and elegant visitors in glit-
tering uniforms and gowns in the very latest French mode. Each visit, as Andrey
recalls, constituted an “epoch” in the lives of all the children;® for his brother
Feodor they were unforgettable. One of the most famous stories in the canonical
life of St. Sergey is that of the bear that emerged from the woods to come face-
to-face with the saint. Subdued by the sanctity of the holy man, the animal
peacefully accepted some of the bread and water that was St. Sergey’s only nour-
ishment, returning each subsequent day to share this frugal meal. This friend-
ship between the beast and the saint is depicted among the frescoes on the en-
trance tower to the monastery, and Dostoevsky as a child must have seen it
many times. In 7he Brothers Karamazov, when Father Zosima preaches to a
young peasant about the innocence of animals and of all of nature, it is the story
of St. Sergey and the bear that he uses to point the moral.

One can gauge from such details how completely Dostoevsky’s childhood
immersed him in the spiritual and cultural atmosphere of Old Russian piety and
brought him emotively close to the beliefs and feelings of the illiterate peasantry
still untouched by secular Western culture. For the Russian upper class, of
course, religion and the people were inseparable, and it was by frequenting the
servants’ quarters that the offspring of the aristocracy first became acquainted
with the sources of their native culture and the deep religious roots of Russian
folk-feeling. The role that Pushkin assigned to his old nurse as a transmitter of
folk tradition has immortalized this crucial encounter in the lives of so many
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educated Russians. Dostoevsky also went through a similar archetypal initia-
tion, but for him the contrast between his home environment and that of the
servants and the peasants was much less accentuated. One can scarcely imagine
him hiding in a closet, like the young Tolstoy, to watch the exciting and unfa-
miliar spectacle of the saintly fool (yurodivy) who lived in the Tolstoy household
saying his nightly prayers amid sobs and exclamations. There was nothing exotic
about the people and their faith to Dostoevsky as a child, and both entered his
world in a more natural fashion.

One of the recurring events that the Dostoevsky children looked forward to
with the greatest eagerness was the visit of the wet nurses who had been em-
ployed to suckle them in infancy. These peasant women lived in villages close to
Moscow, and once a year, during the winter lull in peasant life, they came to pay
a ceremonial call on the family and spend two or three days as guests. Such visits
always gave rise to an orgy of storytelling in the late afternoon, after the children
had done their lessons and it was too cold to go outdoors. Andrey remembered
these stories as being a mixture of fairy tales and Russian folk legends; but his
four-year-older brother Feodor recalled another type of story.

“Who has read the Acza Martyrum?” Dostoevsky asks the readers of his Diary
of a Writer (1877). “In the whole of Russia the knowledge of the Acta Martyrum
is extremely widely diffused—of course, not of the book 77 roz0, but of its spirit,
at least. . . . In childhood I heard these narratives myself, before I even learned
to read.” ! These stories of the lives of the saints were steeped in the special spirit
of Russian kenoticism—the glorification of passive, completely nonheroic and
nonresisting suffering, the suffering of the despised and humiliated Christ—that
is so remarkable a feature of the Russian religious tradition.!® Even a skeptical
foreign observer like the French liberal Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, who had vast
personal acquaintance with Russian life and culture, was still struck toward the
end of the nineteenth century by the admiration of the Russian common people
for “the spirit of asceticism and renunciation, the love of poverty, the craving for
self-sacrifice and self-mortification.” ! It was impressions such as these, garnered
in earliest childhood from the lips of humble peasant storytellers, that nourished
Dostoevsky’s unshakable conviction that the soul of the Russian peasant was
imbued with the Christian ethos of love and self-sacrifice.

Certain incidents vividly etched in Dostoevsky’s boyish imagination what he
came to regard as this ethos in action. One involved the housekeeper and nyanya,
Alyona Frolovna, whose tall and corpulent personage loomed large in the lives
of all the children. Alyona was a free Moscow townswoman, but she brought

14 DW (July—August 1877), 803.
15See George P. Fedotov, 7he Russian Religious Mind (New York, 1960), chap. 4.
16 A. Leroy-Beaulieu, 7he Empire of the Tsars and the Russians, 3 vols. (New York, 1902), 3: 48.
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with her the pagan superstitions and the ritual formalism that the Russian lower
classes blended so naturally with their Christianity. Alyona was charged with
teaching the children manners; and she informed them solemnly that it would
be a deadly sin to eat any food without first having taken a bite of bread, “for so
God had ordained!” Suffering from frequent nightmares, she always attributed
her outcries, which woke the entire family, to the nocturnal visits of the domo-
voy—the Russian house-demon or hobgoblin—who had been strangling her
with his claws. Alyona had never been married, and called herself a “bride of
Christ” (the phrase made a great impression on the children); her siste—a nun
living in a cloister near Petersburg—came to visit her once a year, and always
spent the day with the Dostoevsky family.!”

The figure of Alyona was thus surrounded for the children with a certain
sublime nimbus of the sacred, and this must have made the incident on which
Dostoevsky reports even more symbolically striking. It occurred shortly after the
Dostoevskys had purchased their country property and was only the first of the
misfortunes destined to become linked with this unhappy spot for the family.
Most of the peasant huts had been destroyed in the fire of 1833, and the loss, as
well as the cost of replacement, was a staggering financial blow for the hard-
pressed family. While they were still reeling under the shock of the news, Alyo-
na’s response was to offer the savings being accumulated for her old age: “Sud-
denly, she whispered to mother: ‘If you should need money, take mine; I have
no use for it; I don’t need it.”!® This impulsive gesture remained in the memory
of the twelve-year-old Feodor as typical of the capacity of the Russian people, in
moments of moral stress, to live up to the Christian ideals they nominally re-
vered but that, in the ordinary course of daily life, they so often violated or
betrayed.

R S

Dostoevsky’s family, rooted in its clerical and merchant origins, had remained
relatively untouched by the skepticism and religious incredulity so prevalent
among the Russian gentry. As a child, he never felt any separation between the
sacred and the profane, between the ordinary and the miraculous; religion was
never for him a matter of ritual occasions. The texture of his everyday life was
controlled by much the same supernatural forces that, in a more naively super-
stitious form, also dominated the mentality of the Russian common people.
“Every Sunday and every religious holiday,” writes Andrey, “we unfailingly
went to church for mass and, the evening before, to vespers.”!” More important
was that the entire mental world of the parents was religiously oriented, and that

7DV, 1: 42—43.

18 DW (April 1876), 284—28s.
YDVS, 1: 61.
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God permeated every aspect of the young Dostoevsky’s quotidian existence—
much as he would have done centuries earlier in an English Puritan or German
Pietist household. Andrey tells us that, after the conclusion of the purchase
of their estate, his parents immediately went off to utter a prayer of thanksgiving
at the chapel of the Iversky Madonna—the most revered icon in Moscow, which
the people, in 1812, had wished to carry into battle against the French. The same
reflex occurred when the family suddenly heard the news of the fire on their
country estate. “I remember that my parents fell on their knees before the icons
in the living room,” writes Andrey, “and then left to pray to the Iversky
Madonna.”?

One has only to glance at the letters of Dostoevsky’s parents to be struck by
this piously devout aspect of their mentality and to observe them speaking of
God with the same combination of sentimental unction and intense practicality
that is so striking—and now seems so strange—in Defoe’s novels, or in the ser-
mons of English Puritan divines. For all his medical degree and scientific educa-
tion, Dr. Dostoevsky never lost the clerical stamp of his early training, and the
style of his letters is full of Church Slavonic expressions that reveal his thorough
acquaintance with ecclesiastical literature. “How great is the divine mercy!” he
writes to his oldest son Mikhail. “How unworthy are we to give thanks to the
great and bountiful God for His inexpressible mercy to us! How unjustly have
we grumbled, yes, let this serve as an admonitory example for the remainder of
our lives, since the All-Highest sent us this transitory trial for our own good and
our own welfare!”?! The occasion for this edifying outburst was the acceptance
of Mikhail (who had been refused admittance to the Academy of Military Engi-
neers in 1837) into another school of the same kind.

The letters of Dostoevsky’s mother are more personally expressive in tone,
and influenced by the late eighteenth-century sentimental novel rather than by
the lives of the saints. But here too the intermingling of the sublime and the
trivial, the religious and the mundanely practical, is in evidence. Mme Dos-
toevsky writes her husband from the country: “I . . . have given thanks to God
a hundredfold that He was gracious enough to hear my prayers and brought you
safely to Moscow. Do not grumble against God, my friend, do not grieve for
me. You know that we were punished by Him; but also granted His grace. With
complete steadfastness and faith, let us rely on His sacred providence and He
will not withhold His mercy from us.”?* What misfortune Mme Dostoevsky re-
fers to here is unknown; in any case, the remainder of the letter is taken up with
a lawsuit concerning Darovoe, and with other purely business matters relating
to the crops and the peasants.

20Tbid.
2V, S. Nechaeva, V seme i usadbe Dostoevskikh (Moscow, 1939), 117-118; February 2, 1838.
221bid., 73; June 29, 1832.
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It may be taken for granted that the children were continually being admon-
ished and instructed in much the same style. And for the most gifted of them
all, young Feodor, this habit of mind began to stir reflections very early on the
most profound and insoluble of religious enigmas—that of God’s relation to
man, and the existence of evil, pain, and suffering in a world where the will of a
beneficent God presumably prevails. Such reflections would surely have been
stimulated by the continual discomfiture with life that his father never hesitated
to voice and that, from time to time, take on a truly Job-like note. “True,” he
writes his wife, “I will not hide from you that there are sometimes minutes in
which I anger my Creator by grumbling against the briefness of the days given
me by my lot in life; but do not think anything of it; it will pass.”?* It is improb-
able that Dr. Dostoevsky, like the father of Kierkegaard, ever rose in revolt
against God and cursed him because of the harshness of his fate, but the tempta-
tion to do so was continually there and, given his explosive irritability, would
scarcely have been concealed.

Years later, when Dostoevsky was reading the book of Job once again, he
wrote his wife that it put him into such a state of “unhealthy rapture” that he al-
most cried. “It’s a strange thing, Anya, this book is one of the first in my life
which made an impression on me; I was then still almost a child.”?4 There is an
allusion to this revelatory experience of the young boy in 7he Brothers Kara-
mazov, where Zosima recalls being struck by a reading of the book of Job at the
age of cight and feeling that “for the first time in my life I consciously received
the seed of God’s word in my heart” (9: 287). This seed was one day to flower
into the magnificent growth of Ivan Karamazov’s passionate protest against
God’s injustice and the Legend of the Grand Inquisitor, but it also grew into
Alyosha’s submission to the awesomeness of the infinite before which Job too
had once bowed his head, and into Zosima’s teaching of the necessity for an ul-
timate faith in the goodness of God’s mysterious wisdom. It is Dostoevsky’s ge-
nius as a writer to have been able to feel (and to express) both these extremes of
rejection and acceptance. While the tension of this polarity may have developed
out of the ambivalence of Dostoevsky’s psychodynamic relationship with his fa-
ther, what is more important is to see how early it was transposed and projected
into the religious symbolism of the eternal problem of theodicy.

R S

No less important than the children’s religious instruction was their secular edu-
cation. Dr. Dostoevsky knew that an open sesame to any sort of advancement in
Russian society for his sons was fluency in French, and a language tutor named

»1bid., 107; June 2, 1835.
2 Pisma, 3: 177; June 10/22, 1875.
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Souchard (whose day school they attended) was engaged simultaneously with
the deacon who gave them religious instruction. The only text we know assigned
by Monsieur Souchard was Voltaire’s La Henriade—a heroic epic filled with the
religious orthodoxy appropriate to the theme. Souchard, in addition, was so ar-
dent a Russian patriot that he asked for (and received) special permission from
Nicholas I to russify his name. Such a personage was not likely to imbue his pu-
pils, as did so many of the tutors of aristocratic families, with dangerously sub-
versive notions, whether in religion or in politics. Herzen, for example, was told
by 4is French tutor that Louis XVI had been rightfully executed as a traitor to
France.

The secular education of the Dostoevsky children was also carried on by the
parents themselves in nightly reading sessions, and it is striking to see by how
many threads this early ideological and artistic stimulation is tied to the maturer
Dostoevsky. He remembered in 1863 how “I used to spend the long winter eve-
nings before going to bed listening (for I could not yet read), agape with ecstasy
and terror, as my parents read aloud to me from the novels of Ann Radcliffe.
Then I would rave deliriously about them in my sleep” (s: 46). This was the un-
forgettable fashion in which he first became acquainted with the novelistic mode
that transformed the art of narrative at the end of the eighteenth century. The
main structural features of this mode are a plot based on mystery and suspense,
characters who always find themselves in situations of extreme psychological
and erotic tension, incidents of murder and mayhem, and an atmosphere calcu-
lated to impart a shiver of the demonic or supernatural. Dostoevsky would later
take over such features of the Gothic technique and carry them to a peak of per-
fection that has never been surpassed.

Dr. Dostoevsky also read them Karamzin’s History of the Russian State, the
first work to disinter the Russian past from dusty monkish chronicles and poetic
legend and to present it as a national epic appealing to a wide circle of cultivated
readers: Karamzin, as Pushkin remarked, discovered the Russian past as Colum-
bus had discovered America. Writing in the great eighteenth-century tradition
of admiration for enlightened despotism, Karamzin stressed the importance of
the autocratic power in maintaining Russian unity and preserving national in-
dependence once the Tartar yoke had been thrown off. Andrey tells us that
Karamzin was his brother Feodor’s bedside book, a work he read and reread
continuously.

Second in importance only to his History was Karamzin’s famous Lezters of a
Russian Traveller—a brilliant account of his Wanderjahre in Switzerland, Ger-
many, France, and England; this book too was read aloud and discussed in the
Dostoevsky family circle. Karamzin’s work provided several generations of Rus-
sian readers with a splendid panorama of the mythical European world they
tried so desperately to emulate from afar. The impression they derived from the
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book, however, would no doubt have been rather mixed. The early stages of the
French Revolution coincided with Karamzin’s first visit to France, and while,
like so many others, the Masonic liberal Karamzin greeted the revolution with
joy, its later phases also filled him with dismay and disillusion. By the time he
published his Lezters, he warned his countrymen against following the European
path, insofar as this had led to subversion and social chaos. Karamzin’s Lezers
thus helped to propagate the idea, so important for Russian thought in the
nineteenth century, that Europe was a doomed and dying civilization.

The influence of Karamzin’s Letters on Dostoevsky was profound. Early in
the book, Karamzin drops in to pay a call on Kant, the sage of Kénigsberg, who
expounds for his young Russian visitor’s benefit the two main ideas of the Cri-
tique of Practical Reason (published just the year before). Kant explained that the
consciousness of good and evil is innate to mankind, written indelibly into the
human heart. Earthly life, however, reveals a glaring contradiction: the virtuous
in this world, those who choose to live by the good and obey the moral law, are
not always the ones who prosper and receive their just reward. But if, as we must
assume, the Eternal Creative Mind is rational and beneficent, then we must also
assume that this contradiction will not be left unresolved. Hence we postulate
the existence of an immortal life after physical death in which the good receive
their reward, even though this postulate can never be proven by human reason.
“Here,” Karamzin reports Kant as saying, “reason extinguishes her lamp and we
are left in darkness. Only fancy can wander in this darkness and create fictions.”
Dostoevsky thus first came across these two ideas, both defying a strictly rational
explanation—that moral consciousness (conscience) is an ineradicable part of
human nature, and that immortality is a necessary condition of any world order
claiming to make moral sense—when he read Karamzin as a boy. What he ac-
quired subsequently only built on this foundation.?

Many other Russian works were also read in the family circle. Andrey men-
tions a whole series of recent historical novels by Russian imitators of Walter
Scott, the newest literary products of Romantic Nationalism. The children be-
came familiar with the poetry of Zhukovsky, the ballad poetry of the German
Romantics, and the works of Derzhavin, whose famous ode to God, written in
the tradition of philosophical Deism, powerfully evokes the immensity of the
universe and the immeasurable majesty of God’s creative power.

»1n this interview, Kant also expounds on that human striving toward an ideal that Dostoevsky
would vigorously uphold against the determinist and materialist tendency of his time: “Activity is
man’s lot, He can never be completely content with that which he has, but is always striving to ob-
tain something more. Death surprises us on the road toward something we still desire. Give a man
everything he desires and yet at that very moment he will feel that this everything is not everything.
Failing to see the aim or purpose of our striving in this life, we assume there is a future where the
knot must be untied.” N. M. Karamzin, Letters of a Russian Traveller, 1789—1790, trans. and abridged
by Florence Jonas (New York, 1957), 40—41.
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The years of Dostoevsky’s childhood and adolescence were thus a period of
intense literary and intellectual assimilation. He became thoroughly familiar
with all the styles and forms of Russian prose, beginning with Karamzin and the
historical novel and ranging through such works as Begichev’s family chronicle
novel The Kholmsky Family (a precursor of War and Peace), and Dahl’s colloquial
sketches of peasant life, which foreshadow Turgenev. Among Russian novels,
two were his particular favorites: Narezhny’s Bursak (a picaresque tale in the tra-
dition of Gil Blas), and Serdltse i dumbka (Heart and Head), by one of the most
original novelists of the 1830s, Alexander Veltman, who here uses the motif of
the double for comic and satiric purposes.

It was thus Russian culture that loomed largest on Dostoevsky’s horizon as a
child and overshadowed all the others. Here too, as in the case of his religious
education, the contrast with the majority of his contemporaries is marked. Rus-
sian parents of the upper class took little personal interest in the education of
their children; they turned them over to foreign tutors and governesses as soon
as they were out of swaddling bands to acquire the requisite polish of European
manners. As a result, while the young Russian nobleman more often than not
would be “at home in the literature and history of Western Europe,” he was apt
to be “quite ignorant of Russian letters and the past of his own homeland.”2¢
Herzen’s first reading experiences, for example, were provided by his father’s ex-
tensive library of eighteenth-century French literature; and he does not mention
a single Russian book in My Past and Thoughts among those he loved as a child.
Tolstoy immortalized his good-hearted German tutor in Childhood, but whereas
he could recite some poems of Pushkin at the age of eight, he had stumbled on
them himself and never received any tutoring in Russian literature or history
before going to school a year later. Turgenev too had French and German tutors
but only learned to read and write in Russian from his father’s serf-valet; it was
at the age of eight, after breaking into a room containing a moldering library,
that the first Russian book he ever read (Kheraskov’s hoary old epic, the Rossi-
ada) came into his hands. Dostoevsky was thus taught at an early age to identify
himself emotionally with Russia and its past.

N E—

Dr. Dostoevsky did not foresee that the type of education he gave them would
inspire in both Mikhail and Feodor an all-exclusive love for literature that, as
they matured, turned into dreams of pursuing literary careers. Such dreams were
unquestionably stimulated by two decisive literary encounters whose echoes later
resounded in Dostoevsky’s writing. In 1831, Dr. Dostoevsky took his wife and
older sons to a performance of Schiller’s 7he Robbers (Die Riuber). His second

%6 Marc Raeff, Origins of the Russian Intelligentsia (New York, 1966), 142.
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son, then ten years old, remembered the evening all his life, and referred to it in
a letter shortly before his death. “I can justly say,” he writes, “that the tremendous
impression I carried away from it then acted very richly on my spiritual side.”?’

This, presumably, was Dostoevsky’s first encounter with the work of the Ger-
man poet whose role in Russian culture of the early nineteenth century was per-
haps more important than that of any other foreign writer.?® In the Diary of a
Writer for 1876, he remarks that “[Schiller] soaked into the Russian soul, left an
impression on it, and almost marked an epoch in the history of our develop-
ment.”? Certain themes from Schiller’s violent Sturm-und-Drang theatrics in
The Robbers remained with Dostoevsky all his life. Near its end, when Dos-
toevsky came to write his own version of 7he Robbers in The Brothers Karamazov,
the abundance of Schillerian references indicates to what extent Dostoevsky
could still express his own deepest values in Schillerian terms. There is Karl
Moor’s stormy revolt against divine and human fatherhood, offset by his ac-
knowledgment of a moral power stronger than his own will and to whom alone
is reserved the task of meting out divine justice. There is also Franz Moor’s use
of the cynical doctrines of eighteenth-century materialism to justify his parrici-
dal villainy, though despite his professed atheism he cannot overcome his terror
of hell and eternal damnation. It finally proves impossible for him to eradicate
that spark of conscience about which Kant had spoken.

Two years after this first decisive literary encounter, during one of the sum-
mers at Darovoe, Dostoevsky gobbled up all the novels of Walter Scott; Andrey
depicts him as always carrying around a copy of Quentin Durward or Waverley.
“As a result of this reading,” Dostoevsky once wrote, “I carried with me into life
so many beautiful and lofty impressions that, surely, they provided my soul with
great strength in the fight against seductive, passionate, and corrupting impres-
sions.”?® Some indication of what these impressions were is given in Netotchka
Nezvanova, where the young orphan Netotchka finds consolation in her discov-
ery of Scott’s novels. “The feeling for the family portrayed so poetically in the
novels of Scott . . . forced itself into my soul deliciously and powerfully as an
answer to my memories and sufferings. This feeling for the family was the ideal
in whose name Scott created his novels, a feeling to which they gave an exalted
historical meaning, and which they depicted as the condition for the preserva-
tion of mankind” (2: 450—451).

¥ Pisma, 4: 196; August 18, 1880.

2 For a useful summary of the material, see Edmund K. Kostka, Schiller in Russian Literature
(Philadelphia, 1965); chap. 7 is devoted to Dostoevsky. See also D. Chizhevsky, “Schiller v Rossii,”
Novy Zhurnal 45 (1956), 109-135, and the spirited study by the Soviet Germanist N. Vilmont, “Dos-
toevsky i Schiller,” in his Velikie sputniki (Moscow, 1966), 7-316.

2 DW (June 1876), 343.

30 Pisma, 4: 196; August 18, 1880.
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Perhaps this aspect of Scott struck him so forcibly because it helped him ac-
cept his own familial situation with more equanimity. The budding conscious-
ness of the youthful Dostoevsky may have vibrated to Scott’s glorification of pa-
triarchal relations between ruler and ruled as the surest anchor of social stability.
If so, this is exactly the relation between the tsar-father and his “children”—his
subjects—that Dostoevsky will later convince himself existed in Russia, and
which served as a bulwark, in his view, against the disintegrating individualism
of European society. He came to believe that the protection of this “feeling” was
a necessary “condition for the preservation of mankind.” And if 7he Brothers
Karamazov, after King Lear, is the greatest work ever written to illustrate the
moral horrors that ensue when family bonds disintegrate, it is partly because
Dostoevsky had been mulling over this theme all his life.

Dr. Dostoevsky was a subscriber to the new periodical, 7he Library for Read-
ing (Biblioteka dlya chteniya), and it was probably in these pages that Dostoevsky
first became aware of such writers as Victor Hugo, Balzac, and George Sand,
who were soon to play so important a part in his spiritual and literary evolution.
At the same time, Dostoevsky was also receiving his first important exposure to
German Idealist and Romantic ideas in the classroom. His professor of literature
during his senior year was I. I. Davydov, one of the small group of academics re-
sponsible for propagating Schelling’s ideas in Russia. He thoroughly indoctri-
nated Dostoevsky with the whole tradition of German Romantic Idealist art and
aesthetics that dominated Russian culture in the 1830s.

What affected Dostoevsky most profoundly was Schelling’s view of art as an
organ of metaphysical cognition—indeed, as #he vehicle through which the
mysteries of the highest transcendental truths are revealed to mankind. The en-
tire generation of the 1840s became imbued with this belief in the exalted meta-
physical mission of art; and no one was to defend it with more passion and bril-
liance than Dostoevsky. As we shall see, Dostoevsky was also influenced by
Schelling’s view that the highest truths were closed to discursive reason but ac-
cessible by a superior faculty of “intellectual intuition,” as well as by his Idealist
conception of nature as dynamic rather than static and mechanical—or, in other
words, as exhibiting a spiritual meaning and purpose. Such ideas must have
seemed to the young Dostoevsky a welcome confirmation, offered by the most
up-to-date science and philosophy, of the religious convictions he had been
taught as a child and had always accepted.

N E—

Of even greater importance for Dostoevsky than all the influences we have men-
tioned so far, however, was that of Alexander Pushkin. Some of Pushkin’s prose
was read in the family circle, but his reputation was as yet by no means estab-
lished, and the juvenile enthusiasm of both Mikhail and Feodor for his work
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gives evidence of their serious literary propensities. Some of Pushkin’s greatest
works appeared during Dostoevsky’s adolescence (“The Queen of Spades,”
“Songs of the Western Slavs,” “The Covetous Knight,” “The Bronze Horseman,”
“Egyptian Nights”), and, though greeted tepidly by the critics they were avidly
read by the young Feodor.

On hearing of Pushkin’s death in February 1837, Dostoevsky told the family
that, if he were not already wearing mourning for his mother, he would have
wished to do so for Pushkin. There is something impulsively right in this youth-
ful desire; if it was his mother who had given birth to him in the flesh, it was
Pushkin who had given birth to him in the world of the spirit. Pushkin domi-
nates Dostoevsky’s literary life from beginning to end, and the great writer of his
youth is also the one to whom he devoted his last public utterance. In the fa-
mous speech he gave at the dedication of a Pushkin monument in 1880—a
speech that caused a national sensation—Dostoevsky interpreted Pushkin’s writ-
ing as the first (and still unsurpassed) utterance of Russia’s deepest moral-
national values. Pushkin’s work provides the foundations and defines the hori-
zon of Dostoevsky’s own creative universe.

Dostoevsky read and reread Pushkin, meditated unceasingly on his works,
and bequeathed to posterity a series of inspired interpretations of them that have
permanently affected Russian criticism. Even more, Dostoevsky’s own writings
are impossible to imagine without taking Pushkin into account as a predecessor.
Leonid Grossman has well said that “His greatest figures are linked to Pushkin’s
heroes, and often are manifestly deepenings of the original Pushkinian sketches
that lift them to the level of tragic intensity.”3! The terrified clerks of the early
stories could not have existed without “The Bronze Horseman” and “The Sta-
tion Master”; Raskolnikov recreates the murderous folly of Pushkin’s Hermann
in “The Queen of Spades,” who is equally obsessed with an idée fixe and equally
ready to murder to obtain wealth and power; Stavrogin transforms the charming
ne’er-do-well Evgeny Onegin into a terrifying demonic force. The theme of
impostorship—so brilliantly dramatized in Boris Godunov, and so fateful and
omnipresent in Russian history—also haunts Dostoevsky’s pages from first to
last, beginning with 7he Double, taken up again in Demons, and culminating
majestically in the Legend of the Grand Inquisitor.

D. V. Grigorovich, who later became a novelist, was a fellow student with
Dostoevsky at the Academy of Military Engineers. He remembers being im-
pressed not only by Dostoevsky’s thorough knowledge of Pushkin’s works but
also by the fact that only he, among all the other students, took Pushkin’s death
to heart. It is clear that Dostoevsky was living emotionally in a world quite dif-

31 Leonid Grossman, Biblioteka Dostoevskogo (Odessa, 1919), 70; for more details, see A. L. Bem,
U istokov tvorchestva Dostoevskogo (Prague, 1936), 37-123. Another good treatment is D. D. Blagoy,
“Dostoevsky i Pushkin,” in Dostoevsky—rkhudoznik i myslitel’(Moscow, 1972), 344—426.
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ferent from that inhabited by most of his comrades, whose heads were filled
with more immediately practical concerns. At the age of sixteen, it is the disas-
trous fate of his literary idol, as well as all that Pushkin’s untimely death implied
for Russian culture, that involves Dostoevsky’s deepest feelings. And if we are to
understand him properly, we should keep in mind this precocious capacity to
pour the full intensity of his private emotions into what was, essentially, a matter
of cultural and national concern.
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CHAPTER 4

The Academy of Military Engineers

The death of Marya Feodorovna snapped the strongest emotional thread tying
the young Dostoevsky to Moscow; but the inner conflict between his desire to
leave and the bleakness of the prospect ahead may account for the mysterious
illness that struck him down just before his departure for the Academy of Mili-
tary Engineers. Without any apparent cause, he lost his voice and seemed to
have contracted some throat or chest ailment whose diagnosis was uncertain.
The impending trip to St. Petersburg had to be postponed until finally Dr. Dos-
toevsky was advised to begin the journey and trust to the revivifying effects of
travel. Andrey remarks that his brother’s voice, after that time, always retained a
curious throaty quality that never appeared quite normal.

The advice was sound, and Feodor’s illness passed away once the gates of
Moscow were left behind. And no wonder! What Russian youth would not have
felt a surge of strength and excitement at the prospect of going to St. Petersburg
for the first time? For all young Russians, the journey was from past to present,
from the city of monasteries and religious processions to that of severe govern-
ment buildings and monstrous military parades, the journey to the spot where
Peter the Great had broken “a window through to Europe.” It was also, for
Mikhail and Feodor, the journey from boyhood to manhood, the end of the
protected family world they had known and the beginning of the insecurities of
independence.

Years later, Dostoevsky wrote of this journey in 7he Diary of a Writer, evok-
ing the state of mind in which both boys approached this new era in their lives.
'The brothers had their heads stuffed full of the mathematics that were necessary
for their entrance examination into the academy, but both were secretly harbor-
ing literary ambitions. “We dreamt only of poetry and poets. My brother wrote
verses, at least three poems a day even on the road, and I spent all my time com-
posing in my head a novel of Venetian life.”! The two young men planned im-
mediately to visit the site of the duel in which Pushkin had been killed four
months earlier and then “to see the room in which his soul expired.”? Both were

! DW (January 1876), 184.
21bid., 18s.
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3. A government courier on a mission

possessed by a mood of vague yearning and expectancy to which the mature
Dostoevsky gives both a moral and a cultural significance. “My brother and I
were then longing for a new life, we dreamt about something enormous, about
everything ‘beautiful and sublime’; such touching words were then still fresh,
and uttered without irony.”?

It is against the background of this lofty moral idealism, so characteristic of
the Russian culture of the 1830s, that one must gauge the shock of what then oc-
curred. At a posting station along the road the Dostoevskys saw the whirlwind
arrival of a government courier wearing the imposing full uniform of the time,
crowned by the white, yellow, and green plumes of a three-cornered hat waving
in the wind. The courier, a powerful and red-faced man, rushed into the station
to drink a glass of vodka, emerged again rapidly, and leaped into a new troika.
No sooner was he installed than he rose to his feet and began to beat the driver,
a young peasant, on the back of the neck with his fist. The horses lurched for-
ward as the driver frantically whipped them up, and the troika vanished from
sight with the courier’s fist moving mechanically up and down in relentless
rhythm as the whip rose and fell in a corresponding tempo.* At the end of this
account Dostoevsky imagines the young peasant, on returning to his village,

31bid., 184.

“Incidents of this kind were common in Dostoevsky’s time. The marquis de Custine, in his La
Russie en 1839, describes a similar scene. “A little further on I saw a mounted courier, a feldjaeger
or some other infamous employee of the government, get out of his carriage, run up to one of the

two polite coachmen and strike him brutally with his whip, with a stick, with his fists.” Cited in
George F Kennan, The Marquis de Custine and His Russia in 1839 (Princeton, NJ, 1971), 28.
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beating his wife to revenge his own humiliation. “This sickening picture,” he
says, “remained in my memory all my life.”>

These words appeared in 1876, and in the notebooks for Crime and Punish-
ment he jots down “My first personal insult, the horse, the courier,”® thus con-
firming the primacy of the experience for Dostoevsky and the formative role
that he assigns to it in his own self-development. For the courier became noth-
ing less than a symbol of the brutal, oppressive government that he served—a
government whose domination over an enslaved peasantry by naked force in-
cited all the violence and harshness of peasant life. “Never was I able to forget
the courier, and much that was shameful and cruel in the Russian people I was
then inclined for a long while, and as it were involuntarily, to explain in an obvi-
ously much too one-sided fashion.”” With these guarded phrases, Dostoevsky
reveals the motivation of his radicalism of the 1840s, when nothing would obsess
him more passionately than the issue of serfdom. “This little scene appeared to
me, so to speak, as an emblem, as something very graphically demonstrating the
link between cause and effect. Here every blow dealt to the animal leaped out of
each blow dealt at the man. At the end of the 1840s, in the epoch of my most
unrestrained and fervent dreams, it suddenly occurred to me that, if ever I were
to found a philanthropic society [that is, radical or Socialist], I would without
fail engrave this courier’s troika on the seal of the society as its emblem and
sign.”® Dostoevsky is telling his readers that, in his youth, he had explained the
vices of the peasantry solely in social-political terms, solely as a result of the
clenched fist crashing down on the back of their necks. He had been convinced
that these vices would vanish once the fist had been stayed.

It seems certain that the youth of sixteen had never observed such unimpas-
sioned, systematic, and methodical brutality exercised on a perfectly blameless
victim. The “official” nature of the inhumanity in this instance perhaps lit up in
a flash the presumptive social source of the evil. And once again we note the ca-
pacity of his sensibility to be stirred at its deepest levels by a public and a social
matter in which he was not personally involved at all.

Critical clichés persist in viewing the Romanticism of the early nineteenth
century as a solipsistic and introspective movement turning its back on the tur-
bulent social-political problems of “real life.” The government of the time had
quite a different opinion, as Benedetto Croce has pointed out. “The suffering of
the world, the mystery of the universe, the impulse toward the sublime in love
and heroism, the grief and despair over a dreamt-of but unattainable beatitude,

> DW (January 1876), 186.

¢Fyodor Dostoevsky, 7he Notebooks for Crime and Punishment, ed. and trans. Edward Wasio-
lek (Chicago, 1967), 64.

7 DW (January 1876), 186.
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the Hamlet-like visits to cemeteries, the romantic pallor, romantic beards, and
romantic haircuts—all these and similar things gave evidence of restive spirits.
It was expected and feared that they would join conspiratorial sects and rise with
arms in their hands the moment they had the chance.”? The young Dostoevsky
was unquestionably a Romantic, but the impressions that he gleaned from liter-
ature reinforced and strengthened those offered by life. Dostoevsky would not
have been so overcome by the beating of the peasant coachman if he had not
read Karamzin and Pushkin, and had not already made his own some of Schil-
ler’s moral ideal of “the beautiful and sublime.”

[ S

This shocking episode with the coachman was Dostoevsky’s introduction to
St. Petersburg and to all the sordid underside of the resplendent facade of the
government in whose service he was about to enter. Indeed, his very first contact
with officialdom brought him face-to-face with the hidden corruption that ran
through all the institutions of Russian society. On arriving in St. Petersburg,
Dr. Dostoevsky deposited his sons in a preparatory school, where the boys stud-
ied for their entrance examination into the academy. Even this important pa-
tronage, however, did not guarantee success. Mikhail was refused entrance on
grounds of “ill health”; Feodor, though passing his exam brilliantly, did not re-
ceive one of the vacancies for entrance without payment of the admission fee.
This had been promised when Dr. Dostoevsky had made application for his
sons, but such places, it turned out, were reserved for those students able to
make “gifts” to the examiners. “What rottenness!” Dostoevsky indignantly writes
his father. “We, who struggle for every last ruble, have to pay, while others—the
sons of rich fathers—are accepted without fee.”!® Luckily, the Kumanins came
to the rescue by supplying the required amount. Mikhail was finally admitted to
another school of army engineers and was transferred to the Baltic provinces.
From a purely worldly point of view, Dr. Dostoevsky had chosen well for his
sons. The Academy of Military Engineers—housed in the imposing Mikhailovsky
palace—was considered the finest establishment of its kind in Russia in the
1830s, and places in it were particularly sought because it enjoyed the patronage
of Nicholas I. But Dostoevsky’s life in the academy was one long torture, and he
always looked back on the decision to send him there as a woeful mistake. The
error consisted not only in overlooking the real bent of his interests but also in
placing him in a milieu dominated by physical violence, military harshness, and
iron discipline rather than by the relaxed democratic camaraderie that Herzen
depicts as reigning among his fellow students at the University of Moscow

Benedetto Croce, Storia d’Europa nel secolo decimonono (Bari, 1953), s5.
10 Pisina, 4: 236; February 4, 1838.
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during the same years. “What examples I saw before me!” Dostoevsky remi-
nisces twenty years later. “I saw children of thirteen already reckoning out their
entire lives: where they could attain to what rank, what is more profitable, how
to rake in cash (I was in the Engineers), and what was the fastest way to get a
cushy, independent command!”"!

For the young man from Moscow whose head was filled with thoughts of “the
beautiful and sublime,” the moral mediocrity of his comrades came as a wither-
ing disillusionment. And if he had been outraged by the incident of the govern-
ment courier, one can well imagine his horror at the savagery of the upper classes
toward all those to whom they stood in a position of authority. The memoirs of
D. V. Grigorovich give a searing picture of this feature of academy life, and even
at a distance of sixty years, such memories brought back “a painful feeling.”'?
Merciless tormenting of the lower-classmen was one of the privileges enjoyed by
the older students. The authorities closed their eyes to this cruel sport so long as
external discipline was maintained, and any protest or resistance could bring on
a mass beating that frequently landed the offender in the hospital.

On finding himself thrown into this milieu, Dostoevsky’s first reaction was
to feel himself a complete stranger and an outcast. Using the language of the

Tbid., 4: 267.
21bid., 23s.
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Romantic literature that he was then absorbing, he writes to Mikhail just six
months after his admission: “the atmosphere of [man’s] soul is composed of the
union of heaven and earth; what an unnatural child man is; the law of spiritual
nature is broken. . .. It seems to me that the world has taken on a negative
meaning, and that from a high, refined spirituality there has emerged a satire.”!?
Dostoevsky was already beginning to think of human life as an eternal struggle
between the material and the spiritual in man’s nature; and he would always
continue to regard the world as a “purgatory,” whose trials and tribulations serve
the supreme purpose of moral purification.

A younger fellow student whom Dostoevsky befriended, and who later be-
came a noted artist, gives this picture of Feodor: “His uniform hung awkwardly,
and his knapsack, shako, rifle—all those looked like some sort of fetters that he
was obliged to wear temporarily and which weighed him down.”!* Grigorovich
tells us that Dostoevsky “already then exhibited traits of unsociability, stayed to
one side, did not participate in diversions, sat and buried himself in books, and
sought a place to be alone.”!® A. I. Savelyev, a young officer then on duty in the
academy, remarks that “he was very religious, and zealously performed all the
obligations of the Orthodox Christian faith. He could be seen with the Bible,
Zschokke’s Die Stunden der Andacht [a famous collection of devotional essays
with a strong emphasis on the necessity of giving Christian love a social applica-
tion], etc. After the lectures on religion by Father Poluektov, Feodor would con-
verse with him for a long while. All this struck his comrades so much that they
dubbed him the monk Photius.”'® Nor did he content himself only with harbor-
ing social-Christian ideas in solitude; he tried courageously to put them into
practice by opposing some of the abuses of academy life.

Savelyev recalls that Dostoevsky and his friend Ivan Berezhetsky stood out
from the run of students by their “compassion for the poor, weak, and unpro-
tected.” They “employed every means to stop this customary violence, just as
they tried to protect the watchmen and all those who looked after the services of
the school.”!” Physical maltreatment of the teachers of foreign languages, espe-
cially Germans, was also a favorite indoor sport at the academy, and this too
Dostoevsky fought against, though not always with success.

He was the editor of the lithographed student newspaper—which would in-
dicate a certain amount of public authority and acceptance. And, even though
known as solitary, he did have a small circle of like-minded friends, some of
whom were destined to play an important role in his life. With Grigorovich he

B31bid., 1: 46; August 9, 1838.
14 DVS, 1: 106.
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shared a passionate interest in literature and the arts; with A. N. Beketov, who
was to become the center of a “progressive” circle in the 1840s, a deep social con-
cern and moral passion; Berezhetsky, who vanishes from sight except for this
brief moment of his friendship with Dostoevsky, may have attracted him by his
mixture of humanitarianism, intellectual pretentiousness, and haughty elegance.
It is Berezhetsky who is mentioned in all the memoirs as Dostoevsky’s closest
friend in the academy. Savelyev pictures them strolling through the ample rooms
of the palace and talking of contemporary poetry (Zhukovsky, Pushkin, Vya-
zemsky) while the rest of the student body were at the regular Tuesday evening
dance class or engaged in outdoor sports. Another memoirist depicts them argu-
ing loudly about Schiller, with Dostoevsky running after Berezhetsky in the cor-
ridors to drive home the final word.

Writing to Mikhail at the beginning of 1840, Feodor says that, in the preced-
ing year, he had had a friend for whom he had felt “the love of a brother”; “I had
a companion at my side, the one creature I loved in that way.” This could only
have been Berezhetsky, with whom he communed over the works of Schiller. “I
learned Schiller by heart, talked him, dreamed him. . . . Reading Schiller wizh
him, 1 verified in him the noble, fiery Don Carlos and Marquis Posa and Mor-
timer. That friendship brought me so much sorrow and joy! . .. the name of
Schiller has become near and dear to me, a kind of magic sound, evoking so
many reveries; they are bitter, brother.”!® The temperature of male friendship in
carly nineteenth-century Russia was extremely high, and a passionate male at-
tachment under the magical aegis of Schiller was a fairly common occurrence in
the 1830s."” What it represented, in this instance, may be deduced from the
names of the Schillerian characters whom Dostoevsky believed he saw embod-
ied in his friend—all are young men inspired by high idealism, by love, or by
friendship to serve the great social causes of freedom and justice.

Why the recollection of his friendship with Berezhetsky should have been
“bitter” to Dostoevsky we do not know; some rift had occurred. Here the lucu-
brations of the underground man may help to fill us in. “Once indeed, I did
have a friend. But I was already a tyrant at heart; I wanted to exercise unbounded
sway over him. . . . I required of him a disdainful and complete break with [his]
surroundings. . . . But when he devoted himself to me entirely I began to hate

18 Pisma, 1: 57; January 1, 1840.

19 As only one example, Herzen’s Memoirs of a Young Man (1840) describes his friendship with
Nikolay Ogarev with exactly the same throb of emotion. “By some incomprehensible force we
gravitated toward each other; I had a presentiment of him as a brother, a close kinsman of my soul,
and he felt the same about me. . . . [W]e were in love 4 /a lettre, and we fell more and more in love
with every day.” Schiller was their ideal, and “we appropriated to ourselves the characters of all of
his heroes. Life opened out before us triumphantly, majestically; we sincerely vowed to sacrifice our
lives for the good of mankind,” etc. In Alexander Herzen, My Past and Thoughts, trans. Constance
Garnett, rev. Humphrey Higgens, 4 vols. (New York, 1968), 4: 1823.
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him immediately and repulsed him—as though all I needed him for was to win
a victory over him, to subjugate him and nothing else” (s5: 140). This passage
may represent Dostoevsky’s mature self-judgment on the perversity of his own
character—perversities that we shall soon have ample occasion to see him exhib-
iting. The difficulties of Dostoevsky’s position in the academy no doubt led
him to impose such great demands on his friend’s sympathy and patience that
they finally became intolerable. One may perhaps date the beginning of Dos-
toevsky’s critical attitude toward “Schillerism” as a mode of behavior from such
an experience.

[ S

The most important event in Dostoevsky’s life during his years at the academy
was the death (or the murder) of his father. At the time of the presumed murder,
Dostoevsky had not laid eyes on his father for two years. After depositing his
sons in St. Petersburg, Dr. Dostoevsky returned to Moscow and never saw them
again. For reasons of health (his application for retirement complains of rheu-
matic attacks and failing eyesight), he resigned his post and went to live in
Darovoe. Deprived of the support of Marya Feodorovna, and of his one or two
friends on the hospital staff, he went to pieces morally in the solitude of the
provinces. Alyona Frolovna, who continued in her post as housekeeper, heard
him carrying on long conversations with his dead wife as if she were present, and
it was at this time that he took to drinking heavily. One of the two young village
girls who had served the Dostoevskys as housemaids in Moscow became his
mistress and bore him an illegitimate child in 1838. Whether Feodor had any
knowledge of what was happening to his father at the time is highly unlikely—
one cannot imagine from where he would have obtained the information.
Freud, in his famous article “Dostoevsky and Parricide,” built an elaborate
construction on Dostoevsky’s presumptive reaction to the news of the murder,
which, according to psychoanalytic theory, fulfilled the parricidal impulses that
he had been harboring because of Oedipal rivalry but suppressing all along.
Overcome with guilt on hearing the news, which objectified his most secret and
most unbearable wishes, he punished himself by means of his first true epileptic
seizure. In fact, there is no source material at our disposal that shows any early
evidence of the epilepsy from which Dostoevsky suffered in later life. The “facts”
that Freud adduces can be shown to be extremely dubious at best, and at worst
simply mistakes; the case history Freud constructed in the effort to “explain”
him in psychoanalytic terms is purely fictitious.?® There are, as we shall see, good
reasons to accept Freud’s apercu that Dostoevsky felt implicated in the murder

2 See Joseph Frank, “Freud’s Case History of Dostoevsky,” in Dostoevsky: The Seeds of Revolt,
1821-1849 (Princeton, NJ, 1976), 379-392.
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and emotionally assumed a large share of the guilt, 