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J. L. Rice, The Secular Dostoevsky: Toward a Revisionist Vita




http://www.uoregon.edu/~jlrice
*SUMMARY/SOURCES p 1-2    |   *TEXT of TALK p. 3-9
*REHASH  p 10-13    |  *FOR DISCUSSION p 14-15
** “Beauty will save the world. – Fyodor Dostoevsky” <engraved on a scholar’s marble monument>

** “As Dostoevsky used to say, What the fuck.”  <from CD “The Last Post” by Carbon/Silicon 2008>





(A) the ‘spiritual’ vita:  




              *a pious childhood  *conversion in Siberia  *retrograde Orthodox patriotism  *mystic rapport with the folk *anti-Western, anti-revolutionary *submission to Tsar and God (Freud)


(B) the clichéd myth of a ‘spiritual’ Dostoevsky (holier-than-thou)
     (1) Pattison & Thompson, Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, 2001 “...a genius for eliciting pro or contra responses, for tempting us to make global, essentially religious statements” (p. 17)

     (2)  Rowan Williams, Dostoevsky 2008  “In prison, he had – so he later claimed in A Writer’s Diary –received Christ into his soul in a new way, because of his contact with the faith of the ordinary Russians around him.” (cites “The Peasant Marey” and Joseph Frank) /  “He shared in the corporate sacramental life that was part of the discipline of the prison camp...”  (cites House of the Dead).

     (3) N. Berdiaev, «Миросозерцание Достоевского» [1920-21], 1922   “My first conversion to Christ was a conversion to the image of Christ in the [Grand Inquisitor] Legend...”  “A new spirituality [святость] must appear after one's tragic path comes to its end.  Zosima appears after the Underground Man, Raskolnikov, Stavrogin, Kirillov, Versilov, and the world of the Karamazovs.  But from the very heart of the Karamazovs' world a new man must appear and a new soul be born.  This birth of a new soul is described in Brothers Karamazov, in the chapter «Cana of Galilee.»  <...> The dazzlingly radiant truth of a religion of Resurrection has appeared to Alesha after he endures the boundless grief of a solemn death and corruption of the flesh.... Zosima is the rebirth of Orthodoxy – the new spirit in Orthodoxy....  Alesha accepts the Christianity of Zosima [...] and therefore he is of the new spirit.  Zosima says: «Verily those who have renounced Christianity and rebelled against it are themselves in essence likewise of Christ's image, and thus have they remained.»  These words <...> indicate that God's image and likeness have not died in Raskolnikov, Stavrogin, Kirillov, and Ivan Karamazov, that there is a way back to Christ for them.  Through Alesha they return to Christ – to their spiritual birthplace.»    «Dostoevsky is the supreme value by which the Russian nation will justify its existence at the Last Judgment of nations...  ”  (Preface, VIII, end)   


       (C)  FMD to Pobedonostsev, Ems, 24 Aug. (15 Sept.) 1879 (PSS, 30-1, 120-122)
[121:] “[ . . .] Your opinion of what you have read in The Karamazovs I found most flattering (about the power and energy of the writing), but at the same time you ask the most inevitable question: that is, I have so far provided no answer to all the atheistic views <of Ivan, in Books Four & Five>, but they require one.  [122:]  That is exactly my concern now in the forthcoming  installment, and the cause of my uneasiness.  For I propose that this new installment, <Book Six: “The Russian Monk”, to appear Aug. 31st, O.S.,> will provide the answer to all of that negative side.  Hence my trepidation about it now, out of concern whether it will be an adequate answer.  Especially since my answer is, after all, not a direct one, not a point-by-point response to the views expressed in ‘The [Grand] Inquisitor’ and earlier, but only an indirect reply [ . . . ] in, so to speak, an artistic image [картина].  That is what worries me, that is, will I be comprehensible and will I achieve even a drop of my aim?  In addition, furthermore, one has artistic obligations: it was necessary to portray [Zosima] as a figure humble yet exalted, while at the same time his life is full of comicality, and is exalted only in its inner meaning, so that, involuntarily forced by artistic demands, I was obliged in my monk's biography to touch upon rather trivially commonplace aspects, in order not to violate artistic realism.  Then there are several teachings of my monk about which readers will openly protest, finding them absurd, for they are too rapturous.  Of course, they are absurd in the everyday sense, but in another, inner sense they are, it seems, true.  In any case, I am quite uneasy, and would much appreciate your opinion, for I value and respect your opinion greatly.  I write this with deep affection.                     











Весь Ваш,    Ф. Достоевский 

/cont. verso/ 
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(D) some dicta and provocations by FMD

     (1)  FMD to Misha, forwarded to P. Karepin, their late father’s executor, 28 Nov 1844: “Uncle probably considers me a monster of ingratitude, and sister and her husband – a regular beast! {...} This thought is horribly oppressive.  But God is witness that I have such sheeplike goodness that neither profile nor en face do I resemble a monster or beast of ingratitude. [...]  I even consider my risk noble, a noble risk in a new endeavor, the risk of an entire life – for a shaky hope.  Maybe I’m mistaken, and if so?...”  

     (2) “NB: anatomical dissection (анатомия) of all Russian attitudes toward authority” (MS ca 1862)

     (3)  example of epileptic hero who “overthrew half the world after his fashion” (draft 1864)

     (4) FMD to AGD, 10 (22) May 1867  –“ the nervous disorder you fear in me is only physical,


mechanical, not a mental breakdown... my very nature requires it, I’m  constituted thus.” (BUT in 
his notebooks: «мистический ужас», «мистический страх»)
     (5)  Stukalich~FMD correspondence 1877: “You hint, F.M., that you are paranoid [мнительны]... but in fact one might suspect it. When you said in jest yesterday [28 March] that the Jews [жиды] would just kill you, a strange expression flashed in your eyes, as though you wished to check the impression of your words, to see whether I seriously thought such a thing possible.  A sign of fear did appear on my face, but I was fearful for you. For an instant I wondered, could you really be that paranoid? You know, that might be something like madness.  Impossible, in any case...  If in Kiev they poured petrol on someone’s head and ignited it, he must have been a traitor... The Jews [евреи] are a people who fear bloodshed.  Many thieves and scoundrels turn up among them, but killers quite rarely... It is only you they write to, because they know your address...  Jews are far more capable than Russians.  Soon you’ll see them heading government ministries and so forth...” («Звезда» 2007, № 6, 197 & 204 )

     (6)  Valkovsky axiom, 1861 (Opochinin's variant, 1880): «Everyone has much Good but also much Evil, and so much vileness of every sort is hidden that if let loose, it would be hard to breathe throughout the world.»   («Звенья» 1936 № VI , 471 – continuation now in «Новый мир» 1992, № 8, 211-217.) 


(E) informed reports of FMD's epileptic aura and post-ictal psychiatric symptoms

(i)  Siberia ca. 1855 (Vrangel’, 1914) “...before a seizure his body was enveloped by a kind of 
inexpressible sensation of lust/voluptuousness [сладострастие]»

(ii)  SPb ca 1862 (Strakhov, 1883): «...an enraptured state... complete harmony within myself and the whole 
world.. worth perhaps all of life» *** [but in his post-ictal recovery of several days:] «he felt like 
some kind of criminal inexplicably guilty, with some great evildoing that gravely oppressed him.»

(iii)  SPb ca 1865 (Kovalevskaia, 1889): «I felt that heaven descended to earth and swallowed me up. I 
really perceived God and was imbued with Him... Muhammad was in paradise during an attack 
of epilepsy, from which he suffered just as I.»




     (F)  “a higher state of being” in fiction
     (1)  Myshkin’s rehash of his epileptic aura and “dialectic” (Idiot, Two, 5) – “flickerings of a higher sensibility & existence” but recognized as “nothing but illness” YET the experience is valued, captured in “foggy expressions”: *harmony  *beauty  *unheard-of undreamt-of feeling of completeness  *measure *reconciliation *ecstatic prayerful merging with life’s ultimate synthesis (& his recap: *beauty

and prayer *higher synthesis of life > dialectic of decline & darkness [analogy (улыбаясь): Muhammad]

     (2) Alesha Karamazov’s “mechanical” symptoms and ecstatic vision (Br K, Bk Seven, 3-4)

           (a) meticulous preparation of a ‘hysteria motif’ (Books One-Seven)

           (b) Alesha’s hysteria (Three, 8) drives him to Evil (Seven, 3), then abruptly elevates him to an apparently ‘higher state of being’ – beginning at the outset of Seven, 4 (радость, радость...   царило в душе что-то целое, твердое, утоляющее...) and culminating at its close (как подкошенный > какая-то как бы идея воцарялась в уме его > встал твердым на всю жизнь бойцом...)



BEANTOWN  TALK  (25 minutes)
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To follow up my talk I have here an old-fashioned handout, with some passages for discussion, if you wish.  If you want to check the background, my sources, various other materials, or the text of this talk, –  these are posted on my web site.  The main point here is a polemic: against the clichéd myth of a spiritual Dostoevsky, and against the perpetrators of that misguided view.  It’s not simply indignation at the errors.  I believe the truth of Dostoevsky’s achievement -  personally and for Russia  lies in a different direction – not evangelical compromise, but satiric subversion. 


Few who’ve written about Dostoevsky know much at all about his biography,  -- his personality, his behaviors, his hallucinations and paranoia, his quirks and his view of human nature.  The author’s life, as

a rule, is made up out of whole cloth.  Those who cultivate pulpit oratory are adept at turning anything into religion – be it the financial meltdown, or a game of golf.  That’s understandable, but . . .    


I object to inventing Dostoevsky’s life, and even his immortal soul, for the sake of pulpit oratory.  One bad example will have to suffice here, from the Archbishop of Canterbury’s recent book, Dostoevsky (the American edition, Waco: 2008).  He tells us that F.M. “shared in the corporate sacramental life that was part of the discipline of the prison camp.”  The truth is that the discipline at Omsk was shackles & Spitzruten with vodka on some Church holidays.  There was’nt any “corporate sacramental life” for Dostoevsky.  The peasant felons hated his guts! and -- as he told his brother – “would have eaten us alive if allowed.”  The belletristic record of The House of the Dead, far from the whole story, is an adeptly falsified, politically correct tour-de-force, with only  some of the truth cunningly encoded.


I can’t take the time to deal ad hominem with such perpetrators as the Most Rev. Archbishop, though a major part of the problem is

the motivation and methodology of those who persist in seeing Dostoevsky as holier-than-thou, the majority of readers, it would seem.    

It would be especially useful to analyze some of the prototypes, such as

Berdiaev, who conveniently left us an autobiography.  


Instead, as food for thought, I will list 8 components of Dostoevsky’s clichéd spiritual vita as it is so commonly known, all based on false premises.  I can’t counter them systematically in 20 minutes, but I’ll be interested in your strongest arguments in favor of each, because I know of none.  Here are the ubiquitous false assumptions:


*a pious childhood  *conversion in Siberia  *retrograde Orthodox patriotism


       *mystic rapport with the folk  *anti-Western, anti-revolutionary



      <& Freud’s formula:>  *submission to Tsar and God 

There are three key passages in Dostoevsky’s belletristic writing, two of them from the monumentally emblematic fiction he cared deeply about, -- 3 passages that give us pause and occasion to question the role of spirituality 
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in the lives of his heroes and in his own being.  These passages, that have been routinely and repeatedly misconstrued, need to be carefully reviewed. Some useful beginnings can be  made in this brief summary.  The three instances on which I will focus, are:


(1) “Muzhik Marei” – a special and unique case because it is ostensibly autobiographical, but in fact journalism as hasty and slipshod as the rest of his journalism, not at all conceived as monumentally emblematic, but only misunderstood and exalted by critics.


(2) Prince Myshkin’s rehash of his epileptic aura, its brief ecstatic illusion of what sometimes seems to be a higher state of being, and the grimly perpetual dialectic of his illness with degeneration & idiocy, the routine clinical prognosis – in The Idiot (Part Two, chapter 5). 

(and lastly, the 3rd arresting passage) Alesha Karamazov’s hysterical delirium, seizures, and visionary hallucination in the “Cana of Galilee”

chapter of The Brother Karamazov (Book Seven, chapter 4).  This is

Alesha’s first experience of a seemingly ‘higher state of being’, but it is a

clinical analogy of Myshkin’s chronic and familiar affliction, according to the most sophisticated medicine of the day. With meticulous care, Dostoevsky applied the prevailing clinical model of hysteria to the visionary experience of Alesha, and presented his ‘higher state of being’ with a gentle irony. ** Alesha’s ostensible apotheosis is a secular, organic endowment.







< **«какая-то как бы идея...» >

Alesha’s pathological epiphany is a literary variant of Myshkin’s visionary

pathology, and both stem directly from Dostoevsky’s own experience in epileptic seizures, with their routine dialectic aftermath of paranoid hallucinations and a sense of inexplicable criminal guilt.  The brief joyous moment of Good was inexorably followed by days of uncanny Evil.  Dostoevsky’s own epileptic aura has a self-evident bearing on the fleeting higher states of being of his major heroes endowed with exceptional neuropathology: Myshkin & Alesha.  Incidentally, the ecstasy of Dostoevsky’s own seizures had an overwhelming sexual aspect, understandably omitted in some of his accounts, but still recognizable in sublimated erotic images.

“The Peasant Marei” also insistently involves the author’s own pathology, because he tells us that the crux of the matter, the voice crying “Wolf” was a hallucination, as he realized at the time, (he uses the harshly clinical loanword «галлюсинация»). «He had heard such voices before,    > >  >   
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and not just about wolves» -- he admits for no apparent reason, a gratuitous confessional that effectively taints the whole symbolic episode with pathological mystification.  The interaction of boy and peasant mimics a faith-healing, though when the boy Dostoevsky is urged to make the sign of the Cross over himself, he pointedly does not.  The core episode of fear>flight>comfort-by-a-peasant was deployed by Dostoevsky in some dozens of varied contexts in his notebooks, and once in print just a few

months earlier (in Podrostok), so that I conclude this healing moment of rapport with the folk never happened, except as a politically expedient fantasy – an Aesopian bamboozlement.  His real and consistent contempt for the peasant felons is on record privately but eloquently, and they despised the political prisoners as gentry. «They'd have eaten us alive if they could.»

He did find a few «types» among them, «like gold», not because they led to Christ, conversion, and salvation, but as material -- «for many volumes»

For want of time, allow me to recommend my article on «Marei», which is  generally overlooked, perhaps because it appeared in a symposium on Russian Literature and Psychoanalysis (in 1989).  I'm no more a Freudian than Dostoevsky was a wife-killer, and my article is nothing but

old-time textology, but that is enough to invalidate virtually everything else ever written about «Marei».  My essay, by the way, was conceived as a polemic against Joseph Frank's NYR article «Dostoevsky's Conversion.» (Jan 13, '83) Dostoevsky certainly underwent no conversion, in Siberia or anywhere else.


OMIT – TIME  **  TO PAGE 4

< I want to set aside Dostoevsky's journalism, so crackling with mischief.  A few more words may suffice.  Georgii Fridlender, in his last years felt at liberty to say, aptly, that the journalism is dominated by «an overabundance of false sophistry» -- «обилие софизмов».  On top of that, a dominant rhetorical strategy is paradox – as Vladimir Zakharov nicely argued in Budapest year before last.  Paradox generates suspense, but sooner or later Evil trumps Good.  Dostoevsky gives us no spiritual axioms, no dicta, just provocations, innuendoes, and irony of a peculiarly elusive sort.  A long and tortured treatise remains to be written, on Dostoevsky's irony, and the ironist. >                 
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Elaborately unexplored is the question: «Who was Dostoevsky?»  The literature lacks an expansive Boswellian portrait that celebrates and explains the multifarious strangeness.  As Dostoevsky's doctor and close friend Ianovsky reports, the great writer was an unusually paranoid person even before his arrest, a diagnosis confirmed in spades by Strakhov, official biographer of the last decades, for a time so intimately close to Dostoevsky that he often took care of him after his seizures.  Dostoevsky himself was dimly aware of his paranoia as pathology toward the end of his life, but these intermittent psychiatric distortions were beyond his power to control, like his «mystical» hallucinations that came after falling attacks of epilepsy, & like Ivan's devil, too grotesque to be real, yet too palpable to dismiss.  But Dostoevsky concluded, as he tried to persuade his young second wife, that the uncanny symptoms of epilepsy were merely «mechanical», a word several times applied to the strange behaviors of Alesha Karamazov – who moreover «was  s t r a n g e  from the cradle on.»

These various considerations of illness in the author must alter and illuminate our understanding of the «higher states of being» experienced by Myshkin and Alesha.  Neither is graced with a pure spiritual epiphany, and

the author meticulously shows that both of their «higher states» emanate from illness.  It is an issue of suspense, for the reader, how illness will be reconciled with the hero's destiny.  All of Dostoevsky's heroes come to a bad end – Siberia, suicide, or the asylum.  Only Alesha Karamazov holds out some tenuous hope, never to be realized because of the author's death.

Berdiaev (who knew as little about Dostoevsky's personal vicissitudes and mentality as anyone who ever wrote about him) declared that Alesha is the source of all salvation, and through him all of the novelist's sinning heroes gain redemption. And Russia herself, (he says) standing before the Last Judgment of nations, will have only Dostoevsky to justify her existence. 

Berdiaev's ignorance of his subject's vita certainly matches the ignorance of all the other holier-than-thou perpetrators, but his circumstances lend him a certain burlesque authenticity lacking in all the others, even the most arcane Symbolists who were his immediate models.  In the discussion I'll be glad to come back to the case of Berdiaev, if anyone is interested.  
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The great pioneer of medical history, the late Owsei Temkin (a native of

Minsk, long at Johns Hopkins) said, in his wise essay on «Disease and Health» (1973) that some – like Thomas Mann -- have seen a positive value in disease, «as the price at which a higher form of health must be bought.»

He could well have cited Dostoevsky also, in this regard, whom he knew very well, having written the definitive history of The Falling Sickness, from the Greeks to modern neurology.  **  Of course both Dostoevsky and Mann 

glimpsed a starker irony in quixotic health won through disease, that is, human destiny in Armageddon and apocalypse. 

Dostoevsky, drafting a retort to a critic in 1864, assumed an aggressively  positive attitude toward his handicap: «The falling sickness does not hinder action.  One person who suffered from the falling sickness even overthrew half the world in his fashion, though he had epilepsy.»  He meant Muhammad, first called 'epileptic' by Western detractors in the Middle Ages, an ideal alter ego for a Russian subversive in the age of Dostoevsky -- who identified  himself with the Prophet of Islam once to a woman he was courting, and her family -- in 1865), and two years later Myshkin does the same, comparing his ecstatic visions to the instant before a tipped vase spilled its water, during which Muhammad «surveyed all of Allah's domnion.»  BUT Myshkin makes this comparison smiling (улыбаясь), imbuing the whole image with a gently elusive irony.  Similarly, Myshkin's whole illusion of sublime «reconciliation» (analyzed into yet other concepts such as «beauty», «harmony», and «prayer» --seeming to lean toward religiosity) is a shaky rhetorical construct undercut by the Prince's keen sense of the inevitable dark «dialectic» of his condition.  His destiny will lead into violent conflict and his return to the Swiss asylum.

Omit – TIME /  TO P. 6

Late in the novel, Ganya and then Aglaya will ask the Prince to verify that he has pontificated: «Beauty will save the world», but Myshkin remains silent, perhaps because his memory is deteriorating, like his author's, perhaps because he knows the true complexity of his own bedeviled experience.  He never declares a religious hope of salvation for others through beauty.  This may be an implicit wish, fleeting and dubious, but for himself alone, and inescapably as a symptom of his illness, intermittent and unpredictable. *** The same kind of short-circuit occurs in «Бесы» when Shatov angrily demands that Stavrogin verify that he once said «If Christ and the Truth were mathematically proven mutually exclusive, I should still choose Christ» -- but Stavrogin  
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remains silent, whether out of perversity or a mental lapse we cannot say. <PSS, 10, 198>  (The author himself once wrote much the same thing to the deeply suffering Decembrist wife Fonvizina, ostensibly to comfort her but really a pointless show of bravado & sophistry.) PSS, 28-1, 176*  


In fact both cases are essentially sophistry.  Instead of «Beauty will save the world» (which is simply false), one might as well say «Salvation will beautify the world.»  And questions of Christ and the Truth will never be decided by «proof», let alone «mathematically.»




       < * Cf: «...я дитя века, дитя неверия и сомнения до сих пор 





   и даже (я знаю это) до гробовой крышки» (там же) >

<Continue.>

Two kinds of objection have been raised to my position.  First, some readers in the Dostoevsky «establishment» cherish the false premise that Alesha Karamazov is heroically normal, in glowing health befitting an

Orthodox crusader, so they reject out of hand any suggestion that he is significantly unbalanced.  In fact Dostoevsky only midway through the first of two novels has equipped his «main but future hero» with the same exceptional (clinical) pathology for Good or Evil portrayed in all of his major fictions from «The Double» on, a tragicomical organic endowment
with explosive potential for sudden action.  Baudelaire in 1857 had recommended the male hysteric as precisely this type, whose time had come for treatment in fiction.  Alesha's bastard half-brother Smerdiakov is a

kindred specimen, epileptic instead of  hysteric, clinically analogous in

the medicine of 1879, the very type of the «mystical contemplative» who will suddenly go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, or burn down his native village, or both!  In Russia, says the narrator, there are plenty of such contemplatives!  Dostoevsky's frenetic fiction bodies forth out of Russian historical reality of the moment.

The parameters for suspense or action are vast, in Alesha's destiny, with a  heroism to be abetted by pathology -- in the sequel never written.  In Dostoevsky's worldview, in art and life, manifest Evil far outweighed any 

visible Good. A few of his heroes strive, briefly, to rise above the limitations, but none finally succeeds.  Even Alesha foresees, and warns his boys at the end, that «Maybe we will even become evil, later on.»
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A subtler objection was suggested by the late, dear Lev Losev, who told me I could expect resistance from those who revere Dostoevsky as a champion of free will.  If Alesha's actions are driven by a clinical syndrome, this must rightly strike one as determinism.  However, though many of his characters are, like Alesha, mentally unbalanced, it is as a rule only intermittent.  He remains free to act, for good or ill – and possibly to «overthrow half the world, after his fashion.»  The evidence favors a revolutionary destiny.
<OMIT- TIME >


The Underground Man satirically deflates Chernyshevsky's scientific utopia and implicitly the half-baked science of Sechenov, but in the author's notebooks it is plainly revealed that what he deplored was not at all scientific (and medical) progress to master the human mechanism, but instead it was idealistic Russian crackpots like Sechenov and Chernyshevsky that he mocked.  He observed that no Russian thinker had the universal wisdom of a Claude Bernard, whose great treatise on experimental medicine appeared in 1865 and is still esteemed as a great progressive landmark in the history of science.


Dostoevsky's private canon of great thinkers are all luminaries of the West: Aristotle, Bacon, Kant (with reservations), Alexander Von Humboldt, Carl Gustav Carus, and Claude Bernard (my guess is: also Darwin, though it cannot be proven).  Dostoevsky was a satirist, but not a satirist of scientific progress, rather -- of Russian crackpots.


So long as I'm on this theme, let it also be known that «Бесы» is not a satiric attack against revolution in general, but against egomaniacs like Nechaev and their unbalanced disciples seduced by charisma.  Dostoevsky, of course, had been there -- with Speshnev.







****
If this short talk has been mainly irritating instead of illuminating, I can feel that at least something has been achieved.  For 40 years I've been telling students that if they want proof that Dostoevsky remained subversive to the end, not a retrograde Orthodox patriot, «just ask yourself what kind of RUSSIA is portrayed in The Brothers Karamazov.»  


To close: it is remarkable that Edmund Wilson at the age of 19, in 1915, when there was no Dostoevsky vogue in America and Wilson himself read The Brothers Karamazov knowing nothing of its author, his primary conclusion was that the novel is «a satire... upon the Russian people».


In his fiction, Dostoevsky exploited ever so rarely the Good, and mainly the Evil of human nature.  In his own medical history Evil predominated, but it arose from a mechanical organism in a secular world.  To create a fiction of suspense, guilt, and crime,

Evil was of course vastly more efficacious, or as Henry James might have put it, more 'workable'.






****   
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REHASH ~ LOOSE ENDS ~ DISCUSSION

Gen von Schweinitz (Bismarck's ambassador to SPb from 1876 to 92, a well-trained Russia hand), reported soon after Dostoevsky's vast public

cortege and funeral that Br K «portrays -- with refined precision -- suffering & criminality, but without showing the way to punishment, reconciliation, or salvation.» (Deutsche Rundschau, July 1937, 16; N Tyrras. SEEJ, 1986, 2) 

<On the oher hand, at the same time a devout Orthodox patriot could be persuaded – not by the text but by his  optimistic heart and hope – that Alesha Karamazov was (or had been) destined to become an  «evangelical socialist» (i.e. a revolutionary of curiously benign Orthodox convictions).>

My polemc position for FMD:  not the spiritual realm but – the secular.  

The author's dominant orientation is not theology but psychopathology.

The dominant feature and interest of human nature is not Good, but Evil.

In the monumental belletristic works, the Good is addresed in a very few blips – that come to naught, and are meticulously undercut by paradox and irony.  While Evil is the predominant force of every major plot – culminating always in Siberia, the asylum, or suicide.  A view of human nature repeatedly expressed in life and art through D's last two decade, is that everyone conceals Evil which if exposed would fill the world with a

suffocating stench. Whether or not he believed this, or only deployed it as      a Devil's advocate (to make folks squirm and emote) cannot be determined.  BUT there is  no equivalent propaganda for the Good.

Wm James observed (in the Table of Contents to Varieties of Religious Experience) that psychopathology with exceptional intelligence may enhance the religious life.  Amen! (I say), BUT a religious life is not the usual outcome of psychopathology.  However religion can sublimate and

exploit symptoms of mental illness, sometimes creating complex delusional systems (e.g. paranoid schizophrenia: Cf Freud's 'Schreber Case'). And verbal art can create surreal fantasies from from psychopathology (e.g.

Ivan K's harrowing encounter with his hallucinated Devil).

Verbal art is at liberty to incorporate psychopathology that bodies forth as grotesque and demonic, likewise as ecstatic visions of harmony and various 

'higher states of being' (Myshkin's aura, countered by its 'dialectic' of darkness).  For his fiction, FMD exploited rarely the Good, but mainly the 
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Evil of «mystical horror».  In his own medical history, the latter vastly predominated, and for a fiction of suspense – it was more productive. 

FMD's art was once described as «te abnormal from within» (in an ingenious article of 1935, by S Stephenson Smith and Isotoff of the U. of Oregon).

His ultimate hero Alesha Karamazov was labeled «a mental case» by one critic («Z» in Odessa, 1880), who also saw Grushenka in much the same light (and several other characters) – because Dostoevsky's characteristic

creative recourse to clinical pathology and parapsychology seemed to fit no other category but mental illness.

Sickness by and large belongs primarily to the secular world: it stems from the human organism.  However, some illnesses in particular seem to have the imprint of the Devil or the uncanny (notably epilepsy, the morbus sacer of antiquity).  Victims pray to specific saints (on specific days) for relief, and faith healing has always been recognized by many, through prayer, visits to shrine, laying on of hands, Christian Science... so there is clearly an overlap of the organicaly human which is mainly secular, and higher states of being, sacred illness, God's will, and of course the Devil's work.

Dostoevsky and his historical era were on the cusp of the modern controversy, and exploited the great divide of spiritual and secular, the fantastic and real.  But human nature for D was dominated by the hidden stench of Evil.  This was invaluable for driving a frenetic fiction of paradox through complex plots of murderous and guilt-ridden heroes.  Visions of harmonious and prayerful Good were not so readily functional in D's major fiction – so we see them scarcely at all.  Even the odor of corruption from Zosima's corpse seems more effective in launching the quest of his disciple Alesha, than the elder's giddy and trivial doctrines of Goodness.

Now and then Dostoevsky in reported speech, or in journalism, or rarely in fiction, declares a desire to compromise, but it always rings hollow (e.g. at the close of his notorious articles on the «Evreiskii vopros»). It seldom happens, and it never leads to anybody's conversion and salvation. (See the report to Bismarck from his ambassador von Schweinitz, on Brothers Karamazov, quoted above.)   

Dostoevsky documented his fictions with clinical precision, and he knew what he was talking about: the abnormal from within. Most readers have no knowledge of mental illnes & no wish or idea how to acquire the knowledge!  They do the best they can, by misconstruing organic hallucination as cosmic apotheosis. What Myshkin only imagined with a timidly apologetic irony, bewildered readers proclaim with cries of hallelujah!
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Only twice FMD deploys in fiction his own experience of a higher state of being – and then only paradoxically, ironically, and ever so briefly – in Myshkin and Alesha K (Idiot, Two, 5, and Br K, Seven, 3-4).

Here I benefited from a refresher course in the history of irony, brilliantly discussed by the late Marianne Shapiro in «The Status of Irony» (Stanford Literature Review, 2, 1985, a paper deliver two years earlier at U. Oregon

under the title «Irony is not a Trope»).

(a) The culmination of Myshkin's rehash of his epileptic aura, the capstone of his paradoxical mulling, compares his own ecstatic visionary experience

(which for him may or may not be «a higher state of being») with the Quran's report of Muhammad surveying «all of Allah's dominion» <in

a prophetic anticipation of converting it> during a timeless instant when a tipped vase has not yet spilled out its water.  But this analogy (which the Prince has repeated before) is imagined «with a smile» («улыбаясь»),
impinging the whole image with the taint of irony. (PSS, 8, 189)
(b) Likewise, Alesha Karamazov's moment of ultimate 'epiphany' or 'apotheosis' tells us that for ever and ever he retained from that experience «какая-то как бы идея», which again impinges the whole hallucinatory image and its aftermath with the taint irony – imposed by he narration, not by the hero directly, yet effectively deflating the widely assumed notion that Alesha is hereupon «saved», «converted», «born again» and

so forth.  The key locution suggest (ironically) that the «idea» is not NECESSARILY what it may seem, but – especially from the reduplicated qualification – possibly just the half-baked «idea» of a half-baked hero. (Cf Raskolnikov's «Napoleon idea», and Svidrigailov's demoralizing complaint of the ideas drifting into Russia with unbalanced youths, also Dostoevsky's journalistic theme of Russian «обособления» -- youths with wild ideas cropping up all over.  Alesha is said to be – in the preface «From the author» -- indeed precisely (yet ever so imprecisely) an «обособление».  Yet in any case, whatever one makes of the «обособление» red herring, the operative signal of inescapable irony is the semantic stumbling block «какая-то как бы идея».  (Again: I mean not at all a cynical hard-nosed irony, but the more pervasive and evasively negating classic irony discussed by Marianne Shapiro, Op. cit.  An irony that means simply but undeniably that this «idea» cannot be accepted at face value or as something unquestionably positive.) 

The result is not an invulnerable new plate in Alesha's «armor» to fight the good fight, but yet another puzzlement and paradox in the «main albeit future hero's» emergent personality: a novelistic device of suspense much needed in a story 75% of which remains to be told.  Similarly in the same ecstatic hallucination he becomes «a fighter» forever («борец») – with as yet no enemy of any kind in sight or anticipated! Also in Alesha's vision «somebody» appeared to him.  To find out who, read on, and on, and on.
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Texts from «Marei» & MSS: countering assumption of autobio. authenticity

«Я анализировал эти впечатления, придавал новые черты уже давно прожитому и, главное, поправлял его, поправлял беспрерывно, в этом состояла вся забава* моя.»                              <PSS. t. 22 (L: 1981), 47> 

    <*zabava here not at all «amusement», but «diversion» from horror.>

«И как этот мужик Марей трепал меня по щеке и гладил по головке.

Я это забыл, т.е. не забыл, а только в каторге припомнил.

Эти воспоминания дали меня возможность пережить в каторге.»






      ЛН, т. 83, 401 <= Notebook 1875-6>
 
<NB  The notes and brief draft passages for «Marei» reprinted 


in PSS are much too selective and focused to give a good impression


of the kaleidoscopic imaginative work shuffling the «Marei» concept


(a 'reconciling' image) through many disparate contexts.  A wider net


is needed, including the Podrostok drafts as well (ЛН, т. 77).> 

Об народе – волк.»  
«Лит. Наследство», т. 83, 401  

«Курьер – это одна из картин моего детства.

  Марей.  Картинка из детства, я об ней не думал, т.е. не забывал я,

но раз, потом, долго спустя – о какое, мне снятся, и часто – и вдруг

вспомнился Марей, право, иные детские картинки дают возможность

посмотреть совсем иначе.»




       «Лит. Наследство», т. 83 (М.: Наука, 1971), 411.




     

 Ibid., 416. <On Feldjaeger as symbol: 411.> 











         «Марей. / Общество покровительства животным.»

Ibid., 412

«Война, Марей и проч.  О сибирск[ом] университете.»  
Ibid., 421.

«Про Марея – о хивотных.»




Ibid., 431.

[add: cabby beats up prof – Marei  <Source?? See JR on Marei>]

___________________________

See J. L. Rice, «Psychoanalysis of 'Peasant Marei': Some residual problems,» Russian Literature and Psychoanalysis, ed. Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, 1989, 245-261.
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         PANEL: Subversion/Communication in Dostoevsky

    J. L. Rice: The Secular Dostoevsky: Toward a Revisionist Vita -- http://www.uoregon.edu/~jlrice




     FOR DISCUSSION
** «'Beauty will save the world.' – Fyodor Dostoevsky» <engraved on a scholar's marble monument>

** «As Dostoevsky used to say, What the fuck.» <from CD «The Last Post» by Carbon/Silicon, 2008> 

(1) «Goliadkin Sr protested, saying that one must put one's faith in God.  Goliadkin Jr agreed with him completely, saying: 'There's obviously no one like God.' »  --  [«Разумеется, никто таков, как Бог.»]                     «The Double», 1846 (PSS, I, 370)

(2) «NB. Here is the anatomical dissection of all Russian attitudes toward authority.» [«NB. Тут анатомия всех русских отношений к начальству.»]

<challenge a general at the office – a duel – merely express satisfaction at

the barricade – the general will be chivalrous – marriage to his daughter –

sweetness and light – Manilov all over again!> (plot here condensed from unrealized draft for revision of «The Double», 1860-62, PSS, I, 432)

(3) On Semenov Square, Petersburg, before an estimated crowd of 5000,

moments before Dostoevsky's scheduled (mock) execution a priest offered to confess him; he refused.  Then the Crucifix was offered, to be kissed. He

did so: «Surely they couldn't be joking even with the Crucifix!» (he said to  a large private audience in the winter of 1879-80).  When he finished his

grimly moving account, his host said: «Well, all of that indeed happened,

but now it is over, let us have some tea.» «Is it over, really?» [Прошло ли?],
asked Dostoevsky, «enigmatically.»  (Letkova in Zven'ia, I, 459-77)

(4)  «I analyzed those impressions, adding new features to what had been experienced long before, and the main thing was that I corrected it, corrected it incessantly, wherein consisted all of my diversion.»  [поправлял беспрерывно]


«The Peasant Marei», Writer's Diary 1876, Feb., Ch. One, III 

(5) «The Courier --  that was one of the images from my childhood.

        Marei – a nice image from childhood, I hadn't thought about it, that is, I hadn't forgotten, but once later, after a long while, -- oh, what things I dream about, and often – and suddenly Marei was recalled; true – certain images from childhood make it possible to see things completely otherwise.»


  (draft material for «Marei» -- «Лит. Наследство», 83, 411)










   <cont. verso>
(6) «Hey, take it easy, well, Christ be with you, kvoss yerself [окстись]»,

<Marei said to me.>  But I did not make the sign of the Cross.» (PSS, 22, 48) 

(7) «Марей.  Он любит свою кобыленку и зовет ее кормилицей.  Если же есть в нем минуты нетерпения и прорывается в нем татарин и начнет он хлестать свою завязшую в грязи с возом кормилицу кнутом по глазам, то вспомните про фельдегеря, тут:  воспитание, привычки, воспоминания, зелено вино, Воробьев.»  («Лит. Наследство», 83, 416) 
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(8) «I gambled away everything by nine-thirty and departed as if stricken by the plague: I was suffering so badly that I set out running to find a priest. (Don't worry, I didn't go to one, I didn't and I shall not go to one!) Along the way, running to find him, in the dark along strange streets, I thought, after all, he is God's pastor, I won't be talking with him as a private person, but as if in confession.  But I got lost in the city and when I reached a church I thought was Russian, they told me in the vestibule it was not Russian but Jewish – as though cold water were poured on me.  I ran home and now at midnight I write to you. (To a priest I shall not go, I shall not, I swear that I shall not!)»  (FMD to his wife, from Wiesbaden 16 Apt. 1871 – PSS, 239-1, 198) 

(9) <Will Zosima – («The Russian Monk» Book Six) adequately counter the 'negative atheism' of Ivan («Book Five»)?>  «My answer . . . is not point-by-point, but only an artistic image.  [ . . . ] One has artistic obligations: Zosima had to be portrayed as a figure humble and yet exalted, but his life is full of comicality, exalted only by its inward significance; thus involuntarily forced by artistic demands, I was obliged in the vita of my monk to deal with rather ordinary trivialities, in order not to violate artistic realism. Readers will find many of his teachings absurd and excessively rapturous . . .»  (FMD to Procurator of the Holy Synod, Pobedonostsev, Ems, 15 Sept.1879 NS; PSS, 30-1, 122) 

(10) «There is much Good in a person, but also much Evil, and so much vileness of every sort hidden away that if it were revealed then it would become hard to breathe throughout the world.» (FMD to Opochinin [1880], «Звенья», 6, cont.: «Новый мир»» авг, 1992)

(11) «The Brothers Karamazov . . . depicts, principally and with refined precision, suffering and criminality, but without showing the path to punishment, reconciliation, or salvation.» (German ambassador to Bismarck,  SPb 17 February 1881 – Deutsche Rundschau, CCLII, July 1937, 16)

(12) The Brothers Karamazov . . . is indeed a satire, but a chiefly conscious one, upon the Russian people. . .  It was only the beginning of a longer work,  [thus] the matter of first interest, the entanglement of ideas, never gets anywhere. . . Many characters go through abnormal mental states, but it seems to me that they also remain intelligible and very recognizably human, and certainly show the hand of a great creative genius.»  -- Edmund Wilson (at 19) in a private letter, 6 May 1915 (Letters on Literature & Politics, 1977, 20)






****
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