Spaces of Servitude: Servant, Master, and the Negotiation of Spatial Economies in the

Nineteenth-century Russian novel

Inna Kapilevich

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
under the Executive Committee
of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

2020



@2020

Inna Kapilevich

All Rights Reserved



Abstract

Spaces of Servitude: Servant, Master, and the Negotiation of Spatial Economies in the

Nineteenth-century Russian novel

Inna Kapilevich

This dissertation examines a marginal group in Russian history and literature, domestic
servants (dvorovye liudi)— proprietary peasants taken by their masters into the house to fulfill a
variety of service roles. I consider this character group as an artistic device, an ideological
signifier that draws upon a cluster of reader’s associations, and as a group deeply connected to
the master class, the noblemen (dvoriane). Historically, the two were interconnected for
generations, sharing domestic space, blood, history, and mutual interests. I argue that contrary to
their historical prototypes, the Russian literary master and servant are interdependent, with both
participants acutely aware of each other, allowing the implied author to use each to comment on
the other and the wider social context of their relations. As the Emancipation (1861) approached,
the literary portrayal of the shifting relations between these two groups began to signal the
massive changes that shook Russian society during the long nineteenth-century. These shifts
were often depicted in spatial terms in literary works, with master and servant perpetually re-
negotiating their mutual positions within limited spatial economies, most prominently, in the

gentry house.



Domestic space, where masters and servants coexist and which serves as a microcosm of
Russian society, is the ideal space in which authors can navigate unstable social relationships and
work out potential solutions to their conflicts. The domestic stage can stand in for the political or
social one. How servants navigate space in their master’s home gives clues to the broader issues
authors address in their narratives.

My dissertation is structured according to the space most significant for the relationship
between master and servant: the bedroom or nursery (Introduction), on the road (Chapter 1),
private-public space (Chapter 2), and absence of space (Chapter 3). The Conclusion examines
the increasing danger of the intimate and often inappropriate proximity of servant and master
when combined with irreconcilable class differences and a steadfast resistance from those in
power to the redistribution of space. I turn to works of Tolstoy, Gogol, Dostoevsky, Goncharov,
Turgenev, Chekhov, and Bunin to examine these spaces.

Embedded in historical context, my project addresses the ramifications of the
Emancipation and gestures forward to the historical events of the twentieth century. When high
expectations for radical redistribution of resources and status were frustrated, transgression and
then violence became the means for servants’ mobility, social and spatial. Russian literature from
the “long nineteenth-century” captured the instability of the renegotiations of rights and
resources between masters and servants. My conclusion sees the gentry house collapse as a result

of these clashes.
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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

I use the Library of Congress system of transliteration in my footnotes and my Works Cited;
otherwise, I use the J. Thomas Shaw System I. I use traditional spelling accepted in the West for
certain names (Leo Tolstoy, Herzen, Dostoevsky). When citing English-language translations, I
cite the author’s name as transliterated by the translator. Text that is quoted will use the

transliteration of the author.
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Introduction: The Servant's Nose, the Master's Soup: Navigating

Spatial Economies in Nineteenth Century Russian Literature

A key feature of the nineteenth-century Russian novel is a multitude of characters, many
of them seemingly minor, appearing and disappearing very quickly but still attracting the
reader’s attention. My dissertation examines a segment of this population—house or domestic
servants—who were most often serfs before the Emancipation, and who are used as both artistic
devices and ideological signifiers that draw upon a cluster of readers’ associations. House serfs
or servants (dvorovye liudi) were proprietary peasants taken by their masters into the house to
fulfill a variety of service roles. Examples include cooks, maids, seamstresses, lackeys, valets,
nannies, wet nurses, tutors, gardeners, butlers, laundresses, and coachmen. These peasants, who
lived with their masters and tended to their needs, were deeply entrenched in the life of the
gentry family and essential for all day-to-day tasks such as meals, travel, dressing, and hosting.
In Russian, the term for nobleman (dvorianin) and servant (dvorovyi) are derived from the same
root word, dvor (yard, homestead). Both are defined by that space. However the two groups share
much more than space; they are united by shared blood, history, and mutual interests (for the
financial and social position of the master affected and reflected on the servant). However, as we
shall see, the literary portrayal of the shifting relations between domestic serfs and masters
would be the initial gage for the massive changes, particularly the Emancipation (1861) that
shook the foundations of Russian society during the long nineteenth-century. I’ve discovered that
in literary works these shifts were often depicted in spatial terms, with master and servant

perpetually re-negotiating their mutual positions within limited spatial economies.



Nineteenth-century Russian narratives mythologized frequent interactions and
exaggerated the intimacy between master and servant.' Historically, the Russian household of
this period was overrun with servants,” and yet most Russian narratives feature a single servant-
master relationship at its center. If Bruce Robbins, in The Servant’s Hand: English Fiction from
Below, proposes that the western literary servant is best symbolized by a pair of disembodied
hands that run the household but are far removed from the real people behind those hands,’ the
Russian literary tradition is best encapsulated by a different visual. I propose that the Russian
literary tradition presents the servant standing behind the master sitting at the dining table,
leaning over his shoulder, with his nose hovering above and sniffing the master’s soup.

This image works in two ways. First, the metonymic nose of the servant visualized on its
own and the literary context it immediately invokes (Gogol’s “The Nose”) conveys the servant’s
importance to the master. In Gogol’s story, only when the nose is removed from the face is its
criticality noticeable; otherwise it’s taken for granted. Likewise, only when the servant is severed
from the master and his family by the Emancipation—or its anticipation—are the issues and
intricacies that have always been represented by that role brought to light. This explains authorial
preoccupation with the servant in the decades surrounding the Emancipation and the exaggerated

centrality of servants in literature of the long nineteenth-century.

! Andrew Wachtel, The Battle for Childhood: Creation of a Russian Myth (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990), 83-130.
As Wachtel establishes, nineteenth-century fiction and autobiography were responsible for mythologizing gentry
childhood, positioning it as a happy, golden age, and canonizing myths around its various components — mothers,
fathers, servants, the estate. This was a self-perpetuating cycle — writers depicted these figures in a certain way,
making people think about their own experiences in those terms. People would then portray their own encounters
through these lenses in memoirs, increasing the number of similar accounts. In addition to being perceived as warm
figures from a long-gone childhood, servants were portrayed as repositories of folk wisdom, native Russianness, and
Orthodoxy (albeit tinged with superstition).

? Roosevelt, Life on the Russian Country Estate (New Haven: Yale, 1995); Alexander Herzen, Byloe i dumy
(Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1962). Jerome Blum, Lord and Peasant: From the Ninth to the Nineteenth
Century (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1961).

? Bruce Robbins, The Servant’s Hand: English Fiction from Below (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993).



Second, the servant’s nose sniffing the master’s soup is a symbol of the servants’
curiosity, the intimacy with the master, and the potential for spatial transgression allowed by that
intimacy. Intimacy encourages the erasure of boundaries. In fact, we understand the connection
between intimacy and transgression once the relationship is visualized in this way. The servant
unexpectedly regards the master from a position of power.

The Russian literary servant is a larger-than-life figure—intrusive, intimate, curious,
often with a propensity for gossip—who plays an immense role in his master’s life. The lack of
boundaries between master and servant is a recurring literary theme: Savelich, in Pushkin’s 7he
Captain’s Daughter, holds his young master’s money hostage and refuses to pay his foolish
gambling debt; Osip, in Gogol’s Inspector General, regularly gives rude but wise sermons to
Khlestakov; Selifan infuriates Chichikov with his endless lectures on the useless horse in
Gogol’s Dead Souls; Dostoevsky’s Petrushka unrepentantly narrates his master’s secrets in the
courtyard in The Double; Apollon and the Underground Man engage in a battle of wills through
contentious silence in Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground. In Pushkin’s “The Squire’s
Daughter,” Nastia, the maid, and Lizaveta, her mistress, successfully exchange identities,
allowing the latter to be mistaken for a peasant girl. Examples of servants and masters in Russian
literature who transgress the expected social boundaries accumulate under careful study. What
better visual for this relationship than the servant transgressing the boundary of proper space
hovering above his master, intimately leaning over his shoulder, concerning himself with the
master’s rightful property? The porousness between intimacy and transgression captured in this
visual elucidates the unique relationship of the literary Russian servant to the master.

Despite the centrality of servants in Russian literary narratives, readers still tend to

relegate them to the periphery. How often, when we retell a well-known plot, would the servant



even merit a mention? The domestics seemingly exist at the margins of the nineteenth-century
narrative, but, as Bakhtin writes in the Dialogic Imagination, they are essential to fiction.
Servants, conveniently positioned for "spying and eavesdropping on private life with its secrets
and intimacies" are "the most privileged witnesses to private life ... The servant is that
distinctive, embodied point of view on the world of private life without which a literature
treating private life could not manage."* The emerging novel, which Ian Watt defines as focused
for the first time on “particular people in particular circumstances,” that is on individual
experience’ could not succeed without the servant, whose utility to the novel was
unquestionable.

The Western literary tradition relies heavily on the servant’s utilitarian functions, but in
the Russian context, the significance of the servant goes far beyond function. The nineteenth-
century narrative incorporates servants as individuals rather than utilizing them merely as comic
figures, human types, or stand-ins as the literature before it did.® In discussing servant characters,
I will argue that the Russian literary master and servant are unexpectedly interdependent in their
relationship, with both participants acutely aware of each other, allowing the implied author to
use each to comment on the other. This depiction does not match what we know about servants
historically— households had many, even too many, servants and consequently their labor was
highly specialized; truly interdependent one-on-one relationships would have been an anomaly, a

fact that would not have gone unnoticed in its time. Authors portraying unrealistic relationships

* Mikhail Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, translated by
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 125.

> Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1957), 15.

% See Watt, Rise of the Novel, 18. In the Russian context, see Stephen A. Grant, The Russian Nanny (Washington,
DC: New Academia Publishing, 2012), 216. Grant makes the case that the nanny (niania), a common servant
character, often appears in Russian literature before the nineteenth century as a stock figure or a tragic or comic
stereotype.



in literature, I believe, do so to direct the reader’s attention to the authorial stakes in the
narrative. By portraying meaningful master-servant interactions authors can examine broader
issues in society, staging the conflicts, implications, and consequences of serfdom and the
Emancipation. As a result the servant, who hasn’t received due attention in Russian criticism,
requires further analysis.

My project seeks to add to the scholarly discussion by focusing on this long-neglected
social group of characters. Servants may be minor in terms of social position and narrative space,
but not in the literary function they perform or the potential power they yield. While servants
have historically been assigned minor roles, my analysis will show their centrality to the texts
they inhabit. Servants, with their proximity to the master-protagonists, play a unique role in the
Russian novel by giving the narrator access to private information (their whereabouts, secrets,
and sins) by connecting households and social classes, building multi-class networks, expanding
the characterization of the major characters by mirroring or foiling their traits, or driving plot. As
Michel de Montaigne tells us, “No man is a hero to his valet”; the valet has too much access to
his master’s actions, good and bad, to have such illusions. In an unexpected reversal, this puts
servants in a position of power. This power can either be used benevolently—to help, guide,
protect, and redirect their masters towards a higher truth—or maliciously, to undermine and even
usurp their agency. In turn, the master is aware of his servant’s watchful gaze and is wary of it.

The servant’s point of view on the master is an important narratorial advantage to an
author attending to shifting social relations in the decades around the Emancipation. The narrator
can rely on the servant’s unique access for information: directly, by allowing servants to step in
temporarily as gossipers or storytellers, and indirectly. This manifests itself in moments when the

gaze of the narrator and the gaze of the servant are eerily similar or through free indirect



discourse. Even if the master successfully silences his servant, it is a temporary silence that
might give way to potentially explosive narration by the servant in the future. The author can
leverage the Russian servant for his unique and often-suppressed insight, allowing the reader
access to a point of view that doesn’t often get publicly voiced. I propose that the nineteenth-
century Russian narrative increasingly grants the literary servant both a platform and a built-in
audience. Due to their intimate access to the master-protagonist, networks both within and
outside of their class, and their propensity to gossip, servants are vital to the genre of the novel
and particularly to its narration. Moreover, they provide new insights to public discourse.
Servants allow authors to experiment with the social problems of their day. They
represent a different social class, education level, discourse, and knowledge foundation from
those of their masters. They participate in scenes, discussions, and events to which their masters
are typically denied access. Yet they are in direct everyday contact with the masters, thereby
connecting their masters—and the reader—to this alternative social milieu. Authors utilize the
servant’s body and enter the servant’s mind to give voice to the grievances of an often-ignored
social class, which has an atypical mélange of high and low social class features. Authors enact
the potential conflicts between the gentry and their subordinates within the micro-reality of the
household. These narratives continuously, if not conspicuously, grapple with the Emancipation.
The Emancipation (1861) was a central issue during this entire long century. For decades
before it occurs, it is widely anticipated. After 1861, resource distribution became a central
concern, indicating a historical pivot point: what should be done with these newly freed people?
Where do they go? The upper classes were eager to hold on to power, wealth, and land; but
withholding space from recently freed people took on new implications when historically that

space was shared (the house). From the other perspective, newly freed individuals had to figure



out how to thrive in a transformed society that made no room for them. The Emancipation
highlighted Russian society’s long history of devaluing individuals as utilitarian subordinates.
What would become of them in a world where they no longer were bound to the masters? What
space would these people, newly acknowledged as full human beings, inhabit? In narrative form,
this recognition led to a re-evaluation of the minor-ness of servant characters. Limiting
individuals, constricting their space both in the narrative and in their fictional worlds, becomes
increasingly complex, immoral, and dangerous.

According to the assumptions of New Historicism, the political realm has implications
for the fictional, and vice versa. Stephen Greenblatt points to the “mutual permeability between
the literary and historical.”’ Fiction experiments with social issues and allows authors to try out
potential alternatives on a smaller, individual scale. Humans are more likely to become invested
in named individuals and their fortunes than in statistics or theoretical proposals. Grand political
tensions are often more effectively displayed and engaged with on the personal, domestic level.
Relevant context can be implied by individuals serving as representatives of a social class or
issue via their titles or roles. The literary house is the ideal space in which authors can navigate
unstable social relationships and work out potential solutions; the domestic stage can stand in for
the political or social one. In the fictional house, authors can consider high-stakes issues within
an easily comprehensible context. At the same time, framing conflicts as interpersonal clashes
makes staging these conflicts easier, for it obfuscates the wider issues that a censor would attack.

Domestic space is where masters and servants, representatives of two classes that usually
belong to divergent spheres, encounter, grapple with, and collide with each other. This space,

which serves as a microcosm of Russian society, is the focus of my analysis. How servants

7 Stephen Greenblatt, The Greenblatt Reader (Maiden: Blackwell Publisher, 2005), 1-2.



navigate space in their master’s home offers clues to deeper authorial purpose. As Lotman
argues, “the language of spatial relations turns out to be one of the basic means for
comprehending reality.”® In other words, the way servants navigate space in literature is key to
understanding their role. I argue that the way Russian domestic servants navigate space in
Russian narratives makes them unique in literature in general. My analysis focuses on the
landowner’s estate, the inside of the master’s house, where domestics are either segregated into
servants’ quarters or occupy in-between spaces. Consider, for instance, the lackeys endlessly
waiting by the entryway and the maids sleeping in front of their mistresses’ door. Ultimately, I
seek to explore how nineteenth-century Russian narratives negotiate spatial experiences and
constraints and how space both reflects and alters relations between master and servants.

In my dissertation, I will examine texts from the “long” nineteenth-century of Russian
fiction, from Gogol to Bunin, focusing on works that feature servants with significant roles in
terms of the space they are given within the narrative, the outsized connection they have to their
masters, or the ideological concepts they represent. Through close readings, I seek to understand
the roles—ideological, mimetic, functional, economic—that literary domestics fulfill and their
contribution to concurrent public discourse both within and beyond the fictional world in which
they exist. My dissertation will be structured according to the space that signifies the most for the
relationship between master and servant: the bedroom or nursery (Introduction), the road
(Chapter 1), private-public space (Chapter 2), and absence of space (Chapter 3). Some works
activate more than one spatial concept and will be analyzed in more than one chapter. The

Conclusion examines the increasing danger of the intimate and often inappropriate proximity of

¥ Yuri M. Lotman, The Structure of the Artistic Text, trans. Ronald Vroon (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1977), 218.



servant and master when combined with irreconcilable class differences and a steadfast
resistance to the division of gentry space. This resistance leads to various attempts at
transgression or even violence.

Considering the ways in which characters rise above their station requires an analysis of
three terms: characterization, environment, and transgression. I define characterization as the
process by which authors form and reveal the characters in a text. By environment I mean two
things: (1) the real-world external context (ideological, cultural, political, economic, literary) that
influenced the author and the work as it was created, and (2) the fictional context (the setting, the
character’s circumstances, their beliefs and ideas, as well as the beliefs, ideas, and associations
that surround him, as crafted by the author). Characterization and environment are inter-related
categories. Russian censorship, which limited what could be said directly, led authors to creative
solutions. Authors thus engaged more indirectly with cultural, political, and economic ideologies
through fictional means, particularly characterization. By transgression, I mean the movement of
characters across accepted social, cultural, and political boundaries. Around and, especially, after
1861, when high expectations for radical resource and status distribution were frustrated,
transgression and then violence became the means for potential mobility, social and spatial. I will
discuss how transgression applies to servants in my third and final chapter on spatial constraints,
as well as in my conclusion.

Several works have guided my thinking for this project. My analysis emerges from an

established field of character study and the developing subset of minor character study.” Much-

? See, for example, E.M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (London: Edward Arnold, 1961); Alex Woloch, The One vs.
The Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the Protagonist in the Novel (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2003); David Galef, The Supporting Cast (University Park: Penn State University Press, 1993); Deidre Lynch, The
Economy of Character: Novels, Market Culture, and the Business of Inner Meaning (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1998).



needed attention has been paid in recent years to the multitude of secondary characters
populating the nineteenth-century novel, with significant theoretical breakthroughs in this field
of study. Alex Woloch’s The One vs. The Many is a major source of influence. I draw from its
terminology, including character space, Woloch’s term for “the intersection of an implied
human personality—that is, as Dostoevsky says, ‘infinitely’ complex—with the definitively
circumscribed form of a narrative.” I have also adopted his concept of character-system, “the
arrangement of multiple and differentiated character-spaces into a unified narrative structure.”"
Applying these terms made me realize the relative significance of Russian servants, with their
surprising amount of character-space within their character-system. The study of Russian minor
characters, despite their multitude, is still a growing field.'" The present study will be the first to
focus on the subject of servants in Russian literature that incorporates the theoretical
developments on minor characters, the fundamentals and assumptions of new historicism and
new economic criticism, and spatial studies.

The following works that examined the political, ideological, and narratological
ramifications of the servant’s existence have illuminated the Russian context in juxtaposition

with the Western tradition, especially the English novel.'> Bruce Robbins’ The Servant’s Hand, a

comprehensive study of servants in English literature and the Western tradition, has helped me

10 Woloch, The One vs. The Many, 13 — 15.

' See for example, Boris Uspensky, 4 Poetics of Composition: The Structure of the Artistic Text and Typology of a
Compositional Form, trans. Valentina Zavarin and Susan Wittig (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973);
Greta Nicole Matzner-Gore, “Kicking Maximov Out of the Carriage: Minor Characters, Exclusion and the Brothers
Karamazov,” Slavic and East European Journal, 58.3 (2014): 419- 36; Eric Naiman, “Kalganov,” Slavic and East
European Journal, 58.3 (2014): 394-416; Maxim D. Shrayer. "Metamorphoses of ‘Bezobrazie’ in Dostoevskij's The
Brothers Karamazov: Maksimov—Von Sohn—Karamazov." Russian Literature 37.1 (1995): 93-107; Greta Nicole
Matzner-Gore, From the Corners of the Novel: Minor Characters in Gogol, Goncharov, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky,
Diss. Columbia University, 2014.

2 For example, Robbins, The Servant’s Hand; Elizabeth Steere, The Female Servant and Sensation Fiction:
‘Kitchen Literature,” (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Julie Nash, Servants and Paternalism in the
Works of Maria Edgeworth and Elizabeth Gaskell (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007); Heather Levy, The Servants of
Desire in Virginia Woolf’s Shorter Fiction (New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2010).
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articulate the ways the trope differs in the Russian context. I have also been influenced by
theoretical work on gossip, a discourse often associated with the servant class, particularly by
Patricia M. Spacks’ Gossip, a study of gossip and the English novel. Sharon Marcus’s Apartment
Stories, which connects space, observation by lower-class subjects, and narration in novels that
take place in London and Paris, has given me a lens through which to examine the Russian works
under study. The diverse range of scholarly works I have consulted made me realize the
uniqueness of the Russian novel.

Time and time again, Russian servants in literature transgress their assigned roles. These
boundary-crossing are due to a combination of factors: their multi-generational history with the
family, a shared race, centuries of shared geography,'” and opportunity in the form of access to
otherwise inaccessible spaces, ideas, conversations, and commodities. Permitted entry to gentry
life, but only as silent observers, servants exist in an unstable space. This makes them figures
who more readily transgress society’s social structures than the segregated land-working
peasants, foreign-born workers, or slaves, like those in America, who came from other cultures
and races. Given the unstable position Russian servants occupy, readers and characters
simultaneously expect and dread some kind of resolution to their precarious state.

One new aspect offered by my study is the connection of these minor characters to the
spaces in which they exist. Spatial studies provide the theoretical foundation and structuring

principle for my work. The great Russian semiotician Iurii Lotman argues that “[t]he most

" See Peter Kolchin, Unfiee Labor: American Slavery and Russian Serfdom, 170-1. In contrast to the racial
justification of slavery in the American context, in which apologists argued that slavery was justified because of
racial differences marking black men inferior, Kolchin argues that in Russia, arguments for serfdom on the basis of
inferiority were a fairly late development. In the seventeenth century the Russian pomeshchik was “likely to be a
coarse fellow, scarcely distinguishable in physical appearance from his peasants, often illiterate and rarely showing
the slightest interest in intellectual or cultural endeavors [...] moderately wealthy men [...] [who] generally
displayed manners and interests that little distinguished them from the masses around them” (162).
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general social, religious, political, and ethical models of the world, with whose help man
comprehends the world around him at various stages in his spiritual development, are invariably

invested with spatial characteristics.”'*

He reminds us that the vertical axis structures oppositions
such as heaven and earth, as well as socio-political hierarchy, and the horizontal axis is often
used to express ethical oppositions (e.g., right vs. left). Given how common spatial imagery is in
language and models that structure the human experience, it behooves us to pay close attention to
its manifestation in literature.

The contrast between closed and open space, or in Yi-Fu Tuan’s terms, place and space,
is another major spatial signifier. Space is open, foreign, abstract, unknown; it is “out there” and
may seem liberating, and full of opportunity. Simultaneously, however, space is threatening
because it lacks enclosure, secure bearings, and known values. Place, in contrast, is a “pause in
movement” during which it is possible “for a locality to become a center of felt value” or a
home."> When masters and servants leave a known place, or are removed from its guiding rules,
physically or metaphorically, new possibilities open up for their dynamic. As we shall see, once
these possibilities are activated, events can take on a life of their own.

The space that characters are granted dictates how they function: the bedroom authorizes
affection, the kitchen—typically a servant’s domain—is a place for gossip, in public we see
performance, an entranceway is a barrier to entry, protecting the inhabitants of the house from
open space. Allocated space also dictates potential plot and character trajectories. My analysis

both examines the way servants fulfill and resist function and explores how space can increase or

diminish power. I propose that in addition to ‘serving the narrative’ functionally, servants serve

14 Lotman, The Structure of the Artistic Text, 218.
' Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience, (Minneapolis, Minn.: Univ. of Minnesota Press,
1977), 138.
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the author by embodying ideas central to the nineteenth-century Russian imagination. These

ideas include the connection between service and Christianity—recall Jesus’ edict to his disciples,
“Anyone who wants to be the first must be the very last, and the servant to all”—and between
servants and native identity. I also take into account the inherent danger to the structures of elite
society that is posed by a servant class with a history of transgressing social boundaries. The
study also keeps focus on the question of how literary conventions, biblical and secular models,
cultural mythology, and ideology factor into the literary presentation of the servant. Finally, the
study underscores the literary presentation of the servant—and how, in turn, such literary
representation might even alter those conventions, mythologies, and ideologies.

The ideological work servants perform for readers will be highlighted throughout my
dissertation in discussions of the intersection of space with transgression. Through close readings
of relevant works, each chapter will highlight authors who use servants and space to convey the
complex and evolving relations between classes in wider society. At the end of this Introduction,
I discuss how in Leo Tolstoy’s Childhood being accepted into the intimate space of bedrooms
(e.g., the nursery, the mistress’s room) naturalizes the servant as part of the family. The
relationship is meaningful and bi-directional: the mistress and young master in Tolstoy’s
Childhood travel to and take comfort in the servant’s intimate space, her room, where they
presumably wouldn’t want to go. Intimate space encourages tenderness, whereas in the same
work public space, the salon, causes a rift in the master-servant relationship; hierarchy is
enforced and identity performed in the salon. In Chapter One, we locate Gogol’s masters and
servants out on the road, where they cannot put down roots; this unknown and potentially
threatening space reconfigures the bonds between them and they look to each other to establish

feelings of home. In Chapter Two, Dostoevsky’s liminal spaces between private and public
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within the house create zones of potential connection between subordinates and their masters.
Within these zones, masters and servants interact in ways that would be impossible in public.
These cases are united in that the masters and servants, finding themselves in unusual spaces, are
guided by rules that differ from those governing Russia’s rigidly hierarchical society. Masters
and servants reconfigure their relationships, in positive ways, in spaces removed from the
judging eye of society, thereby offering hope for future change.

However, history took a different course: the hopes for peaceful advancement and spatial
reconfiguration after the Emancipation were frustrated; there would be no land distributions as
part of the enfranchisement of a bonded class. My last chapter deals most directly with the
consequences of the Emancipation and reviews the potential trajectories that society could take
when servants are denied space in the novel’s environment. Imagined possibilities on fictional
pages shifted as the new reality took shape. In practice, demands for space encountered
resistance from those in power. In response, the lower classes undertook various attempts to
reconfigure society and create their own place in it, eventually even through violence. These
maneuvers from above and below are captured in fictional narratives, and condensed into
domestic spaces. Finally, my conclusion sees the house collapse as a result of these clashes. My
project, embedded in historical context, will address the ramifications of 1861 and gesture
forward to the events of the twentieth century.

Who were the domestic serfs (dvorovye liudi)? A brief history.

The consolidation of Russian serfdom, the process by which peasants were bound to the
land they worked, correlated with the expansion of the Grand Duchy of Moscow. Peasant
enserfment spanned three centuries and three stages. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,

peasant freedom was gradually limited. Between the late sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries,
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a peasant’s right to move was initially prohibited and then codified.'® The Law Code

(Ulozhenie) of 1649 established serfdom as an institution by binding the serfs to the land rather

than to landowners; it did not explicitly define the serfs as belonging to their masters and did not

explicitly establish relations between master and serf.'” The binding of serfs to landowners was

undertaken by Peter I’s inheritance law of 1714. The approximately century and a half of

serfdom that followed was a negotiation of that relationship. This negotiation took various forms:

peasant grievance and petition and the rejection of those petitions; peasant flight; peasant revolts

and violence followed by local and state-wide suppression of those revolts; the practice of
corporal punishment; military conscription and Siberian exile as forms of serf punishment; and
state interference in the form of formal laws and clarifications. Peasants also resisted in less
direct but equally troublesome ways, through ‘silent sabotage’: working slowly, shoddy
performance, and outright theft of things they believed rightfully belonged to them.'®

Russian peasants were divided into two categories: state peasants (gosudarstvennye
krest’iane), who were bound to the land, and proprietary peasants (pomeshchich’i krest iane),
who lived on estates and were personally bonded to their masters.'” While state servants
generally occupied a preferable social position,*® they had no guarantee of remaining in this

class. In fact, throughout the eighteenth century, as part of a program of favoritism and land

grants, many state peasants were converted to proprietary peasants for favored gentry families.”

Arguably the least financially secure were the domestic servants (dvorovye liudi), proprietary

' Kolchin, Unfiree Labor: American Slavery and Russian Serfdom, 2.

" Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia, 118.

'8 Kolchin, Unfiree Labor, 241-3.

' Richard Pipes, Russia Under the Old Regime (New York: Collier, 1992) 144.

20 See Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia, 121. Of course, the reality was more complex, involving a
broad spectrum of statuses, including but not limited to serf intelligentsia, serf entrepreneurs, monastery peasants,
appendage peasants belonging to the royal family, retired soldiers, who were former serfs but had been legally
emancipated after 20 years of service, runaway serfs, and freed serfs.

*! Kolchin, Unfree Labor, 39.

1
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serfs who were taken into the house to perform hyper-specialized labor and thus over time lost
their agricultural skill set, as well as their potential claims to the land they had worked.*
Completely dependent on their masters, dvorovye liudi owned nothing but what they had
received as gifts. In European countries, realizing that widespread conversions of agricultural
workers into domestic staff was problematic, the central governing power passed laws limiting
the practice.”” In Russia, the wide-scale nature of this problem, its negative implications for
taxation, morale, and the impending emancipation, was not recognized or remedied early
enough. As the Emancipation neared, landowners, inflamed by rumors that domestic serfs would
not be supplied with holdings such as land and wishing to decrease the number of peasants with
whom they would be potentially forced to split their land, increasingly converted proprietary
peasants into domestics in order to limit potential land distribution.** Indeed, after the
Emancipation, house serfs did not get access to land.

The decade before the Emancipation brought a growing awareness of the moral problems
of serfdom, as well as mounting expectations for the end of serfdom. However, it must be noted
that such expectations long preceded this period. Serfdom in general, and the consolidation of
unfree labor in particular, had historically been linked to the noblemen’s service to the state. The
landowner “owed his authority over the serf in the first instance to his responsibilities as the

state’s fiscal and recruiting agent.””” In 1762, Peter III abolished compulsory state service for the

2 Jerome Blum, Lord and Peasant in Russia, 455-57

2 Jerome Blum, Lord and Peasant in Russia, 455; Jerome Blum, Noble Landowners and Agriculture in Austria,
1815-1848 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1948), 78-79.

** Jerome Blum, Lord and Peasant, 460, 586. There was a striking increasing their number, especially in the fifties.
Per Blum, household serfs made up 4.14% (in 1834) of all serfs; 4.79% in 1851 and 6.8% in 1858. Blum attributes
this increase, at least in part, to the following: “Rumors that household serfs would be redeemed by the government,
and would not have to be supplied with holdings, persuaded many proprietors to convert agricultural peasants into
domestics” (586). On March 2,1858 the Tsar finally passed an ukase that forbade such conversions. See also
Richard Pipes, Russia Under the Old Regime, 154.

* Pipes, Russia Under the Old Regime, 150.
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nobility. When this link was severed, the corresponding link of a peasant’s service to his master
was called into question:

[S]erfs understood in some instinctive way the connection between the dvorianstvo’s

service obligations and their own servitude. Word spread in the villages that at the same

time that he had issued the Manifesto of dvorianstvo liberties in 1762, Peter III had issued
another edict turning the land over to the peasants, but the dvoriane had suppressed it and

thrown him into jail. From that year onwards the peasants lived in the expectation of a

grand ‘black repartition’ of the country’s entire private landholdings, and nothing would

persuade them they were wrong.
In spite of these false hopes among the peasants, their position and the master-serf relationship
remained fundamentally unaltered for another century.

This study will focus attention on the subsection of proprietary serfs called domestic
serfs. Of course, the actual conditions of the serfs (dvorovye liudi) is not generalizable across
types, regions, or time periods in the nineteenth century. Serfs, even within a type, were neither
homogenous nor monolithic, and we have very few firsthand accounts of their realities. >’ This
study, concerned as it is with the literary manifestations of these realities, will limit itself to the
presentation of a few general facts on the historical organization and conditions of this

subsection of enslaved people.

*% Pipes, Russia Under the Old Regime, 153. ‘Black repartition’ is Yépnuiii nepeden in Russian. In this case, chernyi
[uépnerit] is translated as black but means universal.

*7 Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia, 101. Instead, historians rely on varied
secondhand materials such as gentry memoirs, estate records, maps, fictional presentations, foreigner accounts,
published laws, submitted petitions and grievances. These materials document micro realities and subjective
experiences. Scholars look at the “sum of the parts of the whole” to create a “broad integrated framework of society
in the abstract” to write the history of the underprivileged peasant class (101).
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Russian estates were infamous for the number of their inhabitants; foreigners were often
surprised by the size of an aristocrat’s retinue.*® House servants (dvorovye) were supported by
their owners. When servants married and had families, these new dependents also had to be
supported by the landowner. While numbers varied by the family’s wealth and preferences,
memoirs and fictional accounts confirm that having two hundred servants was ‘normal’ for a
well-off household, and some extremely wealthy estates, such as Kurakino in 1820, had eight
hundred servants and dependents living in a village nearby.” While impractical, a large
entourage of servants was a social indicator.

Generally speaking, servant numbers increased faster than the roles for which they were
required. With a growing surplus of workers and a stable number of tasks, their work became
very specialized.’® The path into the master’s house tended to be unidirectional. Once a peasant
became a house serf, he lost alternative methods for self-support. His skill set diminished and the
agricultural knowledge, passed on from generation to generation, was no longer necessary in his
new specialized role. Many servants assimilated to the lifestyle and habits of their masters. After
the Emancipation, few servants were able to return to working the land. Officially, they weren’t
allocated land, but even if they had been, few retained the agricultural skills necessary to work it.

Before the changes brought by the Emancipation, masters were legally and financially
responsible for their serfs. Loyal servants too old to work productively had nowhere to go; their

masters took responsibility for them. This is not surprising given the cultural practice of

* Blum, Lord and Peasant, 456; also see Peter Kolchin, Unfiree Labor, 160-2.

* Roosevelt, Life on the Russian Country Estate, 103.

30 The existence and growth of the domestic servant class had a vast economic impact, contributing to the
landowners’ economic ruin. There was immense economic waste and human cost from a large domestic staff.
Domestic servants, removed from alternative means of economic output, became dependents, relying on their
masters for food, shelter, clothing, and other forms of maintenance. Moreover, in households with large numbers of
domestic servants, which was a matter of pride, tasks were divided among so many persons that the servant’s labor
became extraordinarily specialized; so specialized, in fact, that it became non-transferable to the labor market after
the emancipation. Blum, Lord and Peasant, 455-60.
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nineteenth-century gentry families, who often had distant relatives, wards, and other dependents
(prizhivaltsy) living at their expense. Citing letters and memoirs, Priscilla Roosevelt asserts that
the “Russian grandee felt a patriarchal obligation towards his house serfs, who unlike his village
peasants were entirely dependent on him for room, board and clothing... supporting the

»31 1t was inconceivable

superannuated retainers and their families was an inherited obligation.
that wet nurses or nannies, having served several generations of a noble’s family, could be
abandoned in their old age. The children they had raised supported them. Despite the financial
burden, gentry families accepted such dependence out of feelings of paternalistic obligation.

The Emancipation Edict of 1861 immediately changed the legal status of the peasantry: it
repealed the landlord’s authority over the serf and turned each individual serf into a legal
person.’” However, other changes took time to implement. While landowners received
government compensation for land redistribution, no compensation was awarded to serfs. In fact,
household serfs were required to continue working for their masters for an additional two years,
a period that could only be reduced at a master’s discretion.”® With serfdom abolished, domestic
servants had to be compensated for their labor. To a certain extent, the relationship between
master and servant became transactional. Peasants and their former owners alike experienced this
change as a loss or rupture. Some servants continued to live with the families they had worked
for long past the required two years: some out of necessity, some out of loyalty or habit. Others
left the estate for paid work in the cities. Once legal bonds were eliminated, the bonds that

connected servant and master, if they still existed, would have been solely interpersonal in

nature.

I Roosevelt, Life on the Russian Country Estate, 103.
*2 Pipes, Russian Under the Old Regime, 164.
*3 Grant, The Russian Nanny, 151.

19



The Intersection of History and Literature

Although it took time to fully implement, the Emancipation critically influenced the
trajectory of Russian history, economics, and culture. We know from biographical sources that
the conditions of serfdom and Emancipation had a personal impact upon many authors. Turgenev
and Tolstoy, for example, both serf-owners, tried to implement reforms on their estates, and they
used their fiction to consider the implications. In Sketches from a Hunter’s Album (1852),
Turgenev humanizes serfs, and in Fathers and Sons (1862) and Nest of the Gentry (1859), he
proposes optimistic solutions to their displacement. Tolstoy, perpetually conflicted and invested
in ambiguous and liminal experiences, shows positive elements of the system, while
simultaneously highlights its injustices. For example, in “A Landowner’s Morning” (1856),
which he began writing in 1852, a landowner attempts and fails to introduce reforms; his
proposal is rejected by his peasants. In Childhood (1852), Tolstoy portrays the arbitrariness of
serf punishment, alongside familial bonds between mistress and servant.

Dostoevsky revisits the 1839 murder of his father by his serfs in his fiction, issuing a
warning about what can occur if society doesn’t make room for these newly enfranchised people.
He also reminds the reader that servants are also God’s children and need to be treated
humanely. Chekhov had serf lineage and was therefore acutely aware of the problems and
questions that this period raised. Not one for proposing answers, he engages the reader to think
through the Emancipation’s unintended consequences, the problems posed by the rupture
between master and servant.

As the wide range of literary responses demonstrates, the period of Alexander II’s Great
Reforms, coming after Nicholas I’s repressive authoritarian regime, allowed a variety of

commentaries and proposed solutions in narrative form. I posit that in the narratives under
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investigation, literary servants, through the transgressions made possible by their intimacy with
their masters and provoked by interpersonal conflict, carry much of the ideological burden of
portraying the wider societal issues with which the author engages. Whether fictional servants
living in the same household with the upper classes accept their spatial limitations, confront their
masters, or reconfigure space through rebellion or violence speaks to the author’s agenda in
regard to serfdom, emancipation, and the distribution of resources. What cannot easily be said
directly is enacted on the domestic stage.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, most of the fictional works I discuss do not depict the
Emancipation directly. Allusions are made, but rarely is the Emancipation and its aftermath
shown or discussed. In fact, servant characters are sometimes seen rejecting the legal
ramifications of freedom. Natalya Savishna, in Tolstoy’s Childhood, rejects the manumission
offered to her by her owner, a woman she has raised. After he is officially set free, Grigory,
Fyodor Karamazov’s long-time servant, fights with his wife who suggests that they leave the
estate for jobs elsewhere, and refuses to leave his master, regardless of the latter’s faults. And
Firs, the old family servant in Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, frames the Emancipation as a
tragedy. If referenced at all, this momentous event happens at the narrative margins, as part of
the exposition (as in Brothers Karamazov and Grigory’s history), or gets embedded into general
discussions of societal change (as in Chekhov’s “The House with the Mezzanine,” 1896). One of
the challenges of my account, then, will be to address what changes there were, if any, in how
domestic servants were portrayed in the transition period as well as in the decades that followed.
First, I consider the question of what the servant symbolizes in the pre-emancipation period.
Then I ask whether the signification of the servant changes immediately, or whether there is a

delay in the legislation’s effects.
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In the 1830s and 1840s, Gogol’s narratives shifted the dynamic between master and
servant, investing servants with unexpected power, which they use towards a variety of ends. A
spatial approach to Gogol’s Inspector General and Dead Souls alters our understanding of the
servant’s role. Though often read as simply enabling the picaresque plot to unfold, servants
develop from serving as mere drivers of plot to influencers of identity for their masters. On the
open road, far from home, servants give their rootless masters a sense of place in space, to use
Tuan’s vocabulary; in Gogol’s Dead Souls and Inspector General servants replace family.

As the Emancipation became increasingly likely, fiction featured the ongoing ideological
debates of the broader society. In Childhood (1852) Tolstoy uses the character Natalya Savishna
to build an argument for reading the servant as a family member in the text and in life, one
protected by paternalistic bonds, loved by the children she has raised. Tolstoy thus naturalizes an
artificial construct by framing it in the terms of familial love. Goncharov’s Oblomov (1859), by
contrast, problematizes the interdependency of master and servant by demonstrating how the
shift to a market economy undermines the protective features of the paternalistic bonds between
master and servant. Works like Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, written right before the
emancipation (1860-1) and published right after (1862) could not escape engaging with the new
legislation and its implications. Turgenev’s solutions for the tensions of his time are spatial—
Fenechka, daughter of the family’s former servant and mother of the master’s illegitimate child,
is initially hidden away, then receives her own rooms in the main house, and finally gains a seat
at the family table.

After the Emancipation, space—physical, cultural, and metaphorical—became a central
concern for both masters and serfs. Since there was no land distribution to freed serfs and the

serf’s place in the household had shifted, other means of making space were required.
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Dostoevsky suggests that a spiritual adjustment is necessary, one that aligns with values of
universal brotherhood and Jesus’s directive to be the ‘servant to all.” The absence of an idyllic
change invited instability, and my final chapter and conclusion will deal with servants as
transgressors of social, cultural, historical, and political boundaries, including but not limited to
tales of servants becoming murderers, usurpers, romantic partners, and equals of their masters.

Examining the post-reform literature, I will pay particular attention to Dostoevsky’s The
Brothers Karamazov, especially the character of Smerdyakov. Smerdyakov occupies an
uncertain position between servant and brother, in both the familial and the Christian sense,’* but
is relegated to the former role by his father, his brothers, and his community. Aware of the
injustices committed against him, he brazenly, unapologetically, and violently reciprocates,.
Other transgressions can equally subvert tradition without violence; here Turgenev’s Fenechka
comes to mind. I examine her upward mobility in Fathers and Sons, from the maid’s daughter to
mistress to accepted wife.

Chekhov and Bunin, too, create servants who knock the reader and the other characters
off-balance by boldly committing acts of transgression. Each of these authors was aware of
cultural changes — the emergence of the “new men,” to use Chernyshevsky’s term for the radical
young people of the 1860s, intergenerational and class conflicts, radical politics, and the
difficult, uncertain status of the post-emancipation peasant. Each author in his own way was
responding to these changes.

I will examine works in which characters transgress accepted boundaries of class, gender,
and social function. Chekhov’s “An Anonymous Story” show the lethal danger the servant may

present; so too does Bunin’s “Sukhodol,” which places the servant at the epicenter of the fire that

* See Olga Meerson, Dostoevsky’s Taboos (Dresden: Dresden University Press, 1998), 183-210.
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destroys the house. These works feature servants who transgress by means of self-assertion:
unsolicited speech, verbal or physical defiance, or violence. These characters also engage the
reader’s sympathy by representing the historical injustices committed against them. Ultimately,
they signify a newly emerging refusal to accept the status quo and a new attempt to take control
of the narrative. I conclude my study by establishing major trends across nineteenth-century
Russian literature. Having traced the servant characters through the “long nineteenth century,” up
to the Modernist shift, I contemplate how these literary servants reflected the myths, realities,
and the public discourse of their culture, as well as narrative innovations.

Before we examine how the master-servant relationship was undermined, let us first look
at how it was justified and naturalized, or, in other words, how the artificial construct of serfdom
was made to seem natural. The organizing worldview was one of benevolent patriarchal ties,
where the landowner is positioned as father and the servant or serf as dependent. This worldview
implies that the relationship is not exploitative, but rather founded on the principle of love—far
from perfect, but certainly not malignant.”

Tolstoy’s Childhood, a work that attempts to rehabilitate the serf-landowner relationship
in the midst of pressing and widespread discussions about its instability, exemplifies this trend.
In Childhood, the servant is positioned at the heart of the family, in intimate spaces that are

screened from view, bedrooms in particular. As Tolstoy shows, in these spaces, the usual rigid

** See Peter Kolchin, Unfiree Labor: American Slavery and Russian Serfdom (Cambridge: Belknap, 1987), 171-72.
Count D. P. Buturlin expressed similar paternalistic assumptions in a letter to his uncle (1803): “There is something
maternal and gentle in the reciprocal relation between the master and his born servant, whereas this same
relationship strikes me as purely mercenary between the hired servant and his master,” for the latter “is a free
market, an exchange of his service for my money, and from that point it seems to me that I am finished with
everything when I have paid him” (Kolchin, 171-72). Also see 172n24 for a list of other paternalistic defenses of
serfdom.
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boundaries between servant and master dissolve, replaced with something closer to familial
bonds.

Childhood: A Case Study

Childhood, published in 1852, was Tolstoy’s first completed fictional work. It has much
to offer: a thorough examination of childhood through multiple lenses, including a child’s,
written with Tolstoy’s famous complexity, and featuring his ability to linger in grey areas. These
qualities are especially evident when it comes to the work’s engagement with the period’s key
issues: the abolition of serfdom and the relationship between master and servant. Two years after
publication, in his diary of 1854, Tolstoy writes, “It’s true that slavery is an evil, but it is an
extremely loveable evil” (47: 4).°® Slavery’s evil qualities as well as its sentimental power are
evident throughout Childhood and in Tolstoy’s other writing of this time.

A young Tolstoy, per his own admission, partook in what he later considered immoral
practices towards his serfs: regularly ‘seducing’ peasant girls on his estate and selling his serfs
and their families to settle his gambling debts. Childhood was written before Tolstoy’s time in
Sebastopol and his experience serving with common soldiers in the Crimean War, which his
biographer Rosamund Bartlett identifies as an early pivot point in his thinking.’” The novel also
predates key political events from this period: Alexander II’s famous speech about the need to

abolish serfdom ‘from above’ before it could abolish itself ‘from below’ (1856) and the shift

3¢ Lev Tolstoi, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (PSS), 90 vols. Ed. V. G. Chertkov (Moscow, 1928-58): 47:4.
Subsequent references will be made to this edition in parentheses. My attention was drawn to this diary entry by two
works: Anne Lounsbery, “On Cultivating One’s Own Garden with Other People’s Labor,” in Before They

Were Titans: Essays on the Early Works of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, ed. Elizabeth Cheresh Allen (Boston: Academic
Studies Press, 2015): 267-298; and Anne Hruska, “Love and Slavery: Serfdom, Emancipation, and Family in
Tolstoy's Fiction," The Russian Review 66, no. 4 (2007): 627-46.

*7 Rosamund Bartlett, Tolstoy: A Russian Life (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), 118-19, 128.
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among Russian intellectuals towards regarding serfdom as a national shame.*® Most
significantly, Childhood was written before Tolstoy’s attempts to enact emancipation on his own
estate (1856), which, out of distrust and in anticipation of a comprehensive edict from the Tsar,
was rejected by his serfs. This personal experience, perhaps another major shift in his approach
to the topic, embittered Tolstoy, making him recall how his serfs demanded his land and then
laughed at the idea of Tolstoy’s financial ruin, expressing this sentiment in a letter (1858): “Now
is not the time to think about historical fairness and the advantages of one’s social class. We need
to save the whole building from the fire that is about to engulf it at any minute. To me it’s clear
that the landowners are now facing the following question: your land or your life.”** Here,
Tolstoy suggests that to undermine serfdom was to undermine social order and risk chaos.
Clearly, Tolstoy’s philosophical engagement with serfdom did not follow a linear
narrative of increasing enlightenment. The pages of Childhood convey his conflicted feelings
about a crucial political issue, fueled by personal experience, philosophy, and political
undercurrents. While the pull in two directions— for and against serfdom—might be expected in
the late 1850s, it would certainly be simplistic to say that while writing Childhood (1852),
Tolstoy had not yet fully grasped the complexities of serfdom and its injustices. “A Landowner’s
Morning” (“Utro pomeshchika’), which positions the system of bondage as an injustice, was
started in 1852 and worked on until its publication in 1856. Throughout the 1850s, Tolstoy was
deeply ambivalent about the emancipation, and his ambivalence is evident in Childhood.
Childhood is the first part of the trilogy (originally conceived in four parts) that also

includes Boyhood (1854) and Youth (1857). Childhood betrays a conflicted assessment of

¥ Terence Emmons, The Russian Landed Gentry and the Peasant Emancipation of 1861 (London, 1968): 33-36.
3% Tolstoi, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (PSS): 5:256.
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serfdom that becomes more prevalent in Tolstoy’s later works. This internal conflict accounts,
among other things, for the differences in scholarly interpretations of his class allegiance in War
and Peace.* Like his later work, Childhood conveys Tolstoy’s conflicted assessment of
serfdom, his torn allegiance, and his ability to simultaneously depict the benign and malevolent
undertones and intimacies of master-serf relations.

My reading of the novel favors Anne Hruska’s suggestion that early Tolstoy shows “the
inherent injustice of serfdom, while implying that love and familial stability are based in part on
that very injustice.”*' Anne Lounsbery argues that Tolstoy was able to see the positive side of
slavery because “he could see it as being inextricably entwined with a stable social order that had
at its center family love.”** As such, Natalya Savishna is the lynchpin of my analysis, for Tolstoy
positions her benevolently—as a part of the family— as a way to perpetuate the social order.
Also doing this work is the fact that much of the narrative is written in a young boy’s voice and
from his point of view, a lens that can claim ignorance of serfdom’s worst evils, strengthens the
position. Nonetheless, this positioning is not nearly as simplistic as it first appears.

Before focusing on Natalya Savishna’s character, I wish to note that other servants in the

novel function differently. Liza Knapp argues compellingly that not all master-servant relations

* Soviet scholars tended to read him as aligned with the peasantry at the expense of his own social class. See V.
Ermilov, Tolstoy-romanist: “Voina i mir,” “Anna Karenina,” “Voskresenie” (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1965); A. A. Saburov, “Voina i mir” L.N. Tolstogo: Problematika i poetika (Moscow: izd. Moskovskogo
universiteta, 1959). Also see Reginald Christian, Tolstoy's 'War and Peace': A Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1962), 98-102 for a summary of the Soviet class-conscious reading and its repudiation.

For the opposite perspective, which frames Tolstoy as deeply entrenched in interests of the landed gentry, see B.
Eikhenbaum, Lev Tolstoi: Kniga pervaia, piatidesiatye gody (Leningrad: Priboi, 1928); V. Shklovsky, Lev Tolstoi
(Moscow: Molodaia Gvardiia, 1963); and Kathryn Believeau Feuer, Tolstoy and the Genesis of War and Peace
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1996), especially Chapter 7 (Tolstoy's Rejection of the Spirit of 1856) and pp. 216-18. Georgii
Lesskis argues that Childhood evidences Tolstoy’s ability “calmly to accept the idea of serfdom as a reality, and not
to consider the position of peasants and house serfs to be unfair.” See Georgii Lesskis, Lev Tolstoi, 1852-1869
(Moscow: OGI, 2000), 106.

*! Hruska, “Love and Slavery: Serfdom, Emancipation and Family in Tolstoy’s Fiction,” 627.

* Lounsbery, “On Cultivating One’s Own Garden with Other People’s Labor,” 268.
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in the work are portrayed as benign on the master’s side and passive on the serf’s. She points to
the steward Yakov as someone who inwardly revolts against his master.”> While Yakov might
carry some of the revolutionary fire that Tolstoy later feared, Natalya Savishna is complex but
not inherently dangerous.** Never is she explicitly positioned as unhappy with her life under
bondage. The position Natalya Savishna occupies is intricate—unfair but also willingly
embraced— and thus central to justifying the continuation of bondage in familial terms.

Natalya has clearly suffered injustice at the hands of her masters—she was cruelly exiled
for wanting to marry, for desiring personal happiness that others were allowed—but she is not
embittered by this punishment. Rather, she channels that suffering into such loyalty and familial
love for her mistress, Natalya Nikolaevna, and the mistress’s children that she becomes
estranged from her own social class. After Natalya Nikolaevna’s death and the departure of
Nikolai and the rest of the family from the estate, Natalya lives and dies alone: “Everyone in the
house liked and respected her, but she wasn’t on intimate terms with any of them...as someone
who enjoyed the confidence of her masters...or perhaps merely because she had nothing in
common with the other servants, she remained aloof from them all and said that she had neither

kith nor kin in the house.”®

Her chosen kin, then, is the family of the masters. The masters’ full
reciprocity of these feelings, I will argue, is a self-serving illusion.

Natalya and her relations with the mistress and children embody master-serf relations at

their purest, but only as long as we read the text directly. At a deeper level, the text works against

*# Liza Knapp, “The Development of Style and Theme in Tolstoy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Tolstoy, ed.
Donna Tussing Orwin (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002), 165.

* Vasillii Shchukin identifies Natalya Savishna as an early example of the wise and moral peasant heroes in
Tolstoy. A better-known example is Platon Karataev of War and Peace. See Vasilii Shchukin, “Where Does Lev
Tolstoy Begin?” Russian Studies in Literature, 48: 3, 81-82.

45 Leo Tolstoy, Childhood, Boyhood, Youth, trans. Judson Rosengrant (New York: Penguin Books, 2012), 113-4.
Future references will be to this edition and will appear in parentheses.
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its own purpose. As Hruska argues, “The description of Natal’ia Savishna implies that in
renouncing marriage and personal happiness in order to live her life in servitude, she did not

make a bad bargain.”*

However, stepping back from Tolstoy’s description, we realize that
Natalya in reality had no choice: her life trajectory was not selected but institutionally paved; the
bargain was not hers. This is an example of the juggling the text performs—trying to justify her
bondage while simultaneously revealing these justifications as self-serving. Through her
character, Childhood presents serfdom, and especially servants, the close confidents of their
masters, as part of an organic order of things, a necessary structure, albeit one that is far from
always just and benign.

I focus on Natalya Savishna for several reasons. Firstly, she has an unexpected cross-
generational intimacy with her masters, and Tolstoy uses space in her scenes to demarcate this
intimacy; secondly, her character has depth, and she is granted significant narrative space,
unusual for a servant character of this time; and thirdly, she will bring us full circle in the
conclusion because Tolstoy’s Natalya appears to be the partial inspiration for the Natalya of
Bunin’s Sukhodol. Their differences will tell us much about the trajectory of the servant in
Russian nineteenth century literature.

Through Natalya Savishna, Tolstoy presents a relatively benevolent view of master-
servant relations. A paragon of loyalty and decency, Natalya sees the world, and God’s role in it,
sincerely, without the societal falsity that forms Moscow and adulthood, as represented by

Nikolai’s father’s realm: the world of comme il faut.*’ She grieves the death of the narrator’s

mother deeply and honestly and loves the family sincerely. Her simplicity underscores the

46 Hruska, “Serfdom, Emancipation, and Family in Tolstoy’s Fiction,” 631.
" Liza Knapp, “Language and Death in Tolstoy's Childhood and Boyhood: Rousseau and the Holy Fool,” Tolstoy
Studies Journal 10 (1998): 53.
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superficiality Nikolai sees in gentry society and permanently estranges him from that milieu.
Tolstoy positions her in such a way that we as readers cannot overlook her.

In addition to being aligned with positively marked features—maman, the maternal
realm, God, sincerity, loyalty—Natalya Savishna also asserts herself in character-space: she is
granted her own chapter, the title of which bears her name. In fact, we know Tolstoy considered
her important because in a letter to Nikolai Nekrasov, who published Childhood in his journal
The Contemporary, he specifically objected to the censor removing most of the first paragraph of
her chapter, which depicted her infatuation with Foka, the footman, and the ensuing punishment,
which he stated was necessary for her character and the story. This deleted section, Tolstoy said,
“portrayed to a certain extent the old way of life ... and imparted humanity” to this important
character.*® The explicit decision by a servant to embrace her punishment as just, to forgo
personal happiness for self-sacrificial love of her mistress, and to devote her life to her mistress’
family as if it was her own does significant work in justifying Tolstoy’s view of servitude and
serfdom as a necessary and not purely malevolent structure. As a servant and caretaker, Natalya
Savishna appears content with her lot, feels bonded to her mistress, and considers legal freedom
to be a rejection of this bond.

Natalya Savishna and her mistress, Natalya Nikolaevna, love and care for each other
throughout their lives. They interact in intimate spaces, particularly in bedrooms, where the
transgression of typical legal boundaries between them is taken for granted. The bedroom is the
shared space where the servant takes care of the child, where servant and child reconcile after an

unwanted manumission, and where the two spend the mistress’s last days before death. The two

* L. N. Tolstoy, Perepiska s russkimi pisateliami, ed. S. A. Rozanova, 2" ed, 2 vols (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1978), I 57.
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Natalyas share a name that Knapp notes is “etymologically linked to the idea of birth,” indicating
that both represent the maternal realm. These characters supplement and co-depend on each
other; they are deeply connected and intimate.*’

Natalya Savishna and Natalya Nikolaevna are often portrayed in bedrooms, often on
beds, talking, hugging, or in tears together. The two women are together from the mistress’s birth
until her death, with the exception of Natalya Savishna’s six-month exile. After her return from
exile and until a governess takes her place, Natalya Savishna remains constantly at Natalya
Nikolaevna’s side, presumably in the nursery, giving “to her young lady all the love that was in
her” (45). The servant channels the love one typically reserves for family into the person who
owns her, but for whom she serves as a caretaker; the child reciprocates.

The manumission scene does much to establish the intimacy and elements of
transgression that are fundamental to the relationship. The document is presented outside the
bedroom and we are not told where, but the tearful reconciliation can only occur in private,
intimate space, here the servant’s room. There the mistress finds her servant weeping; the servant
has ripped up the document she’d been given. Such a disrespectful gesture would not be
permitted in public. Natalya Nikolaevna could have reacted with anger or outrage at this
rejection. Instead, away from view, she and her servant both dissolve into humbling tears.

Natalya Savishna rejects the manumission because the relationship she wants with her
mistress more closely resembles a familial one, defined by attachment. Her attempts to frame the
mistress-servant relationship as familial transgress social boundaries, thereby demonstrating the

importance of transgression to intimacy. For two unequal individuals to be intimate one must

* Knapp, “Language and Death in Tolstoy’s Childhood and Boyhood,” 52.
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transgress the social rules and the other must permit this transgression. This occurs repeatedly in
the depicted bedroom scenes between the two women.

And yet, we see that the servant’s imagination remains bound by servitude: she is
incapable of conceiving a relationship with her mistress within the new context of freedom. Why
cannot she be free and remain a family member? From her inability to imagine herself free, we
immediately see the “loveable” and the “evil” sides Tolstoy observed about serfdom.

The intimacy of the two Natalyas crosses a generational divide and eventually even the
boundary of gender, in that it passes on to Nikolai. Knapp notes that while the trilogy records the
child’s growth into manhood, typically a journey tied to the paternal realm, Nikolai’s matrilineal
heritage, denoted by his first name (that of his mother’s father), affects him significantly.® When
Nikolai needs an escape and shelter, he, like his mother, goes to the servant Natalya’s room, as
we are told he does often while growing up. Nikolai says of himself: “you would run from the
lesson to her room, seat yourself and start to muse out loud ... she listened to me chatter away”
(47). Having been denied her own family, Natalya Savishna redirects all of her attention to her
mistress’s family: “[s]The not only never talked but also, I think, never even thought about herself.
Her whole life was one of love and self-sacrifice” (46). The family seemingly returns the
feeling—though perhaps without her self-sacrificing reciprocity. Both sides are invested in the
illusion of her as a beloved member of the family, but this appears to hinge on her valuing their
needs above her own. Perhaps this explain the uni-directionality of their visits; Natalya and

Nikolai perpetually enter and almost invade Natalya Savishna’s private space, which they still

> Knapp, “Language and Death,” 52-53. Noting the name connection between mother, mother’s father, and son,
which she argues, “marks him as a bearer of his matrilineal legacy,” Knapp writes, “Nikolai shows strong signs of
having been influenced emotionally and spiritually by his lost mother. In fact, insofar as Nikolai’s soul engages in
‘dialectics,’ they involve the boy’s attempts to reconcile the two very different world views of his mother and of his
father” (53).
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own, sometimes displacing her from her own bed. In a truly reciprocal relationship, one would
expect depictions of uninhibited two-way movements between the private rooms of mistress and
servant. Natalya Savishna cannot barge into her mistress’ private rooms with similar ease and
confidence. The unequal power dynamics thus undermine Tolstoy’s familial argument. The two
Natalyas are not equally intimate. The mistress has an expectation of privacy the servant cannot
even imagine. Hierarchy permeates their bond.

Natalya Savishna spends the final days of Nikolai’s mother’s life in her mistress’s
bedroom, caring for her dying charge, sleeping in the armchair, crying when her mistress cries
and trying to share her grief and pain. It is in the bedroom that she greets the children who have
come to bid farewell to their mother. Since she lived her life vicariously through her mistress,
perhaps it is fitting that we get Natalya Savishna’s recollection of her mistress’s last moments.
Her recollection is created through the servant’s gaze and point-of-view. It also represents
Nikolai’s last true glimpse of his mother. The two women’s lives have been joined for so long
that Natalya Savishna’s recollections of her dying mistress are a suitable end to her life and to
Nikolai’s perception of it.

After his mother’s death, Nikolai tries to reconnect with her and seeks comfort with her
stand-in, Natalya Savishna. The day before the burial, Nikolai goes to Natalya’s room, as he had
many times before, “intending to get in her soft feather bed under her warm quilt” (108). So
familiar is Natalya with his habit that she immediately vacates the space, giving it over to the
young boy. In her room, she recalls Nikolai’s mother as a child and her loving embrace, her
nickname for her, “Nasha,” which of course also means ‘ours,” and her words: “it would be
better not to get married if I can’t take Nasha with me. I’ll never leave Nasha” (109). Natalya’s

room, particularly her bed, is a site of comfort for Nikolai, as it must have been for his mother. In
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the days following his mother’s funeral, Nikolai and Natalya share stories and tears together, on
Natalya’s bed.

The intimate conversations between Nikolai and Natalya Savishna in bedrooms contrast
strongly with their conflict in the salon. This scene is the one time Nikolai remembers losing his
temper with her. Having dirtied the tablecloths, Nikolai is confronted by Natalya, who scolds
him and rubs him with the dirtied tablecloth. Nikolai’s reacts fiercely: ““What!’ I said to myself
as [ paced back and forth in the salon, choking on my tears. ‘Natalya Savishna — or just ‘Natalya’
uses the intimate ‘thou’ with me and hits me in the face with a wet tablecloth like some servant
boy? No, it’s an outrage!’” (48). He paces and contemplates how to “repay the insolent ‘Natalya’
for the insult” (48). Anne Hruska reads this scene as a moment when the two of them “jockey for
power within the social hierarchy: grownup over child, serf-holder over serf.””' Natalya’s meek
return, her apology and offering of conciliatory sweets, resets the relationship. Hruska makes the
case that peace is restored because Natalya Savishna humbles herself and that Nikolai
simultaneously “recognizes the wrongness of Natalya Savishna’s humiliation, yet also depends
on it.” But I believe that this interpretation overlooks the spatial component, which colors the
scene.

The hierarchical element to Nikolai’s affection might alternatively be read not as
emblematic of their relationship but as a function of the space in which the incident occurs. It is
specifically in the salon (social space) that Nikolai is filled with outrage; it is where Nikolai finds
himself preoccupied with social convention and the performance of hierarchy. The salon is a
place where guests are entertained, where ideas can be discussed and where social pressures are

felt more keenly. It is a space in which Nikolai can compel the humiliation of someone of lower

3 Hruska, “Serfdom, Emancipation, and Family in Tolstoy’s Fiction,” 631.
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rank and himself be humiliated for failing to perform this regulatory social role. It is a space that
invites one to consider the gaze of witnesses and the consequences of their gaze. We can
contemplate how a similar scene in intimate space, screened from view, where transgression is
expected, might have differed. In the intimacy of Natalya Savishna’s room, Nikolai’s outrage
seems unlikely. The same was true in the manumission scene previously described, where the
servant’s transgression and hurt feelings could only be allowed in private.

Nikolai’s feelings in the salon, where the performance of social status is required, are
later felt again in Moscow, in a different salon. Nikolai embarrasses himself at a party by not
dancing the mazurka properly. He feels the gaze of others upon him as he fails. He sees his
father’s embarrassment and hears his father angrily whisper an admonishment: “you should not
dance if you do not know the steps” (88). Nikolai will later say that the paternal rejection he felt
after his failure at dancing the mazurka would never have occurred in the maternal realm of
which Natalya Savishna is a significant part: “If only Mamma were here. She wouldn’t have
blushed for her Nicolinka!” (88). To return to Nikolai’s scene with Natalya Savishna, I propose
that the shame he feels at the servant’s apology demonstrates that the performance of hierarchy
should not invade the realm of maternal love. Nonetheless, he recognizes that social pressure and
hierarchy colors this maternal relationship, in a way that doesn’t affect his relationship with
maman. Being disrespected by his servant in public has social consequences; in private space,
Nikolai can more easily maintain the illusion of pure affection for Natalya Savishna untainted by
inequality.

The intimacy of the master-servant bond between two generations of Irtenyevs and their
primary servant-caretaker marks the latter as something more than a servant, as almost family,

and excludes the possibility of her intimacy with other servants. After Natalya Nikolaevna’s
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death and Nikolai’s departure, Natalya spends the rest of her life on the estate alone. Her only
companion is a pug, which she brings to her bed—the space she shared with her mistress and
young master. She uses it for comfort, tells it her troubles and weeps before it as she had once
wept before her mistress and Nikolai. Eventually Natalya dies, “without either family or friends”
(113). In addition to a few possessions left to her brother, she bequeaths her other valuable
belongings (two dresses, a shawl, and a military uniform), to the next generation of Irtenevs.
This legacy once again demonstrates her aspirations to belong to their family tree.

Per her request, Natalya Savishna is buried near Natalya Nikolaevna’s grave. After death,
society permits them equality and shared space that was denied to them in life. Nikolai concludes
his tale of childhood with Natalya Savishna’s death and the description of himself standing
between two graves, the ultimate resting places that have come to replace their rooms. In
between the chapel, which stood over his mother’s grave, and the railing next to Natalya
Savishna’s gravesite, he seeks the same intimacy he found in childhood in their rooms and that
they found with each other. Buried with them is an entire way of life that includes the potential
for attachment between mistress and servant in private space. Equally bound to his mother and
the servant who loved her, Nikolai continues his visits to their spaces, never forgetting to pay
homage to either. In death, finally, Nikolai can treat the two Natalyas equally.

The relative equivalence of the mother figure and the servant nurse in this narrative is
remarkable. The two women are united in the child’s recollection; they revive the same feeling
of intimacy and unconditional love him, even when the persistence of hierarchies is
acknowledged, and in each other. Natalya Savishna’s depiction thus casts a positive light on the
relations between master and servant. That the relationship is presented from a child’s point of

view and contributes to the sincerity of the narrative, thereby permitting the reader’s acceptance
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of an oppressive, self-serving ideology. Tolstoy’s depiction of Nikolai’s nurse works to
naturalize her position in the family, to make it possible to read the relationship as benevolent,
rather than exploitative, meaningful to both parties. The novel’s spatial configurations contribute
towards this end. We see the sincerity of the bond between master/mistress and servant in
intimate space, and we see how the salon space affects the young master, reminding him of
social hierarchies and encouraging him to demand recognition of his superiority. The intimacy of
Natalya’s bedroom diminishes these impulses and inspires feelings of affection, acceptance, and
solace among its inhabitants. In this space, Natalya is a close proxy for the unconditional love of
Nikolai’s own mother. The mutual bond of affection justifies Natalya Savishna’s life of servitude
within the family and vindicates the patriarchal configuration that maintains the bondage system.
My project now turns to other writers, who utilize space and the servant’s trajectory
through space, to navigate the complex politics for different political, spiritual, and cultural ends.
Bounded, intimate space, such as a bedroom, is far from the only space in which servants can
have atypically meaningful connections to their masters. We will see the master-servant
relationship continue to be altered by space. In Chapter One that space is the open road. On the
road and far removed from a true physical abode, servants help their rootless masters recreate

home.
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Chapter One: On the Road and Looking for Home: Domestic

Servants and Masters in Gogol and Tolstoy

Almost 150 years have elapsed since our sovereign Peter I
cleared our eyes with the purgatory of the European
Enlightenment, handed us all the means and instruments for our
task, and still, our spaces remain just as empty, depressing,
unpeopled, just as lacking in shelter and unwelcoming is
everything around us, just as if we’re not yet at home, not under
our native roof but have stopped somewhere, shelter-less, on a
highway and breathe from Russia not the happy, native
welcoming of brotherhood, but some kind of cold chill at a post
station, where one sees only an indifferent postmaster with a
callous answer: “No horses!”

N.V. Gogol, “Four Letters apropos Dead Souls,” PSS 8: 289

Introduction

In Childhood, Tolstoy’s agenda in relation to servants depended on the bounded space of
the master’s house, in particular the screened-from-view intimate spaces; there, familial affection
between masters and servants became possible. For Gogol the connection requires a different
spatial arrangement. Gogol, who was homeless in both a physical and metaphorical sense,
imagines himself and the Russian people on the road, looking for home. Unsurprisingly, he
portrays the relationship between master and servant on the open road as well. In this chapter we
thus temporarily leave the confines of the house to explore the significance of Gogol’s domestic
servants on the road. Nevertheless, we remain tethered to the domestic realm, precisely because

it is not being portrayed. As Robert Maguire argues, negation in Gogol indicates the ideal:

9l

(113

placelessness’ indicates what true place must be.”” Thus we know domesticity—and an ideal

home—is significant for Gogol because its negation is omnipresent. But a true home, as other

' Robert A. Maguire, Exploring Gogol (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994), 87.
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scholars have established, reflects our identity. > Thus, home takes a stable identity as an
assumption; one needs the latter to establish the former.

The home has symbolic value. It reflects who we are, it stores our memories, it gives
refuge, and it allows us to dream of future possibilities. In the formulation of Kim Dovey house
is a dwelling place, an object, a physical structure within the environment, while ~ome describes
an “emotionally based and meaningful relationship between dwellers and their dwelling places.”
Furthermore she notes that the symbolic relationship between home and inhabitant involves
identification:

Home then is a highly complex system of ordered relations with place, an order that

orients us in space, in time, and in society. Yet the phenomenon of home is more than the

experience of being oriented within a familiar order; it also means to be identified with
the place in which we dwell ... Identity implies a certain bonding or mergence of person
and place such that the place takes its identity from the dweller and the dweller takes his
or her identity from the place ... identity broaches the questions of "who" we are, as
expressed in the home, and "how" we are at home.*

Since individuals comprise both collective and personal identities, home as identity is also

simultaneously collective and individual: “The home is both a "statement" and a "mirror,"

developing both socially and individually, reflecting both collective ideology and authentic

? For example, see Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1977); Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Beacon, 1994); Clare Cooper Marcus,
House as a Mirror of Self: Exploring the Deeper Meaning of Home (Berkeley: Conari Press, 1995); Kimberly
Dovey, “Home and Homelessness,” in Home Environments, ed. Irwin Altman and Carol M. Werner (New York:
Plenum Press, 1985)

’ Dovey, “Home and Homelessness,” 34.

“Ibid., 40.
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personal experience.”” How can one project the self, individual and collective, into a home if that
self is undefined and unstable? At the time of Gogol’s creations, Russian identity felt illusive and
ill-defined. Gogol was part of a long chain of Russian authors working to determine and establish
said collective identity and he projected his preoccupation with identity and place into his work.
Until an identity is determined, a true home could not exist.

And so, while home remains central to Gogol’s thinking, the works we explore are works
of the open road, a space of transition and possibility, a space of becoming. In Gogol’s
Government Inspector (1836) and Dead Souls (1842), servants are essential to the ways in which
Gogol engages with identity and domesticity. Both works take place on the road and are affected
by this space, removed as it is from typical rules between classes and the performance of
identity. Gogol’s itinerant masters are disconnected from their communities. Both Khlestakov, of
Government Inspector, and Chichikov, of Dead Souls, lack deep roots connecting them to a
particular place, and both have taken to the open road to try out their fortune. Their servants are
so important that they actually help integrate their alienated masters into society. Selifan and
Petrushka in Dead Souls and Osip in Government Inspector activate for their masters a sense of
home on the road, even as the characters are removed from physical embodiments of it. At the
forefront of these works, Gogol grapples with questions of identity on multiple levels—
individual, literary, national, spiritual—and how they connect to home. Gogol’s words in the
epigraph are my starting point for exploring that connection. Gogol’s image of a Russian
traveler—seeking refuge in his native land but due to breaks in the continuity of his identity,

finding none, being stranded, homeless, without shelter on the road—will guide our analysis.

5 Ibid.
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I have purposefully chosen not to examine the works in chronological order. Dead Souls
provides richer content for my points of analysis— home, identity, and servitude— in addition to
being the longer and more ambitious of the two. Gogol hoped to make it part of a larger project,
a trilogy, a plan that was never fulfilled. Concerned with a national sense of homelessness, Gogol
intended to demonstrate the national trajectory to true place via spiritual transformation. Mikhail
Bakhtin posits that Gogol’s intended trajectory for his three volumes was from Hell to Purgatory
to Paradise.® The book we have, Volume One, shows the many false iterations of home and the
moral degradation of those that inhabit them; a true physical home is noticeably absent. Volumes
Two and Three would have illustrated an inner transformation in Chichikov, his gradual
discovery of a true, stable identity, before he would be rewarded with a physical abode, a true
home. In the meantime, while he is searching the servants function as home.

I thus begin with the Dead Souls trilogy, although we only have Volume One and a few
chapters of Volume Two. In these two works, the physical road, our organizing space in this
chapter, is so important it could almost be a character—it is muddy and intractable one day,
confusing the next, then blocked, and finally merging into the heavens at the end of Volume
One. In Volume Two, we will see that on the road, Chichikov often pauses, imagines a different,
more settled future, recalibrates, and then continues on his journey toward a true home. I then
turn to another, earlier example of servant-as-home and road-as-space in The Government
Inspector. In the play, the road is alluded to but rarely depicted; it is functional but not central. I
end the chapter with a return to Tolstoy, who in The Death of Ivan Iliych, also uses the road

trope, but metaphorically, to highlight a different type of master-servant relationship and then, at

% Mikhail Bakhtin, “Epic and the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans.
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, TX: University of Texas, 1981), 28
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the end, to gesture towards the question of what returning to the typical expectations of a home
implies. Before we examine the master and servant connection on the road more closely, we
need to explore what this space signifies in the Russian context of its time. Because this chapter
focuses on Gogol, we also need to better understand Gogol’s preoccupation with the link
between home and identity.

This chapter’s epigraph demonstrates that Gogol was preoccupied with the link between
home and stable collective identity: “our spaces remain just as empty, depressing, unpeopled,
just as lacking in shelter and unwelcoming is everything around us, just as if we’re not yet at
home, not under our native roof but have stopped somewhere, without shelter, on a highway.”’
Like many of his compatriots, Gogol envisioned Russian identity in spatial terms, largely due to
a combination of historical and geographic circumstances. Historically, the educated gentry,
forcibly Westernized by Peter I, but still linked to Eastern customs, religion, and other cultural
traditions, was only partially tethered to European culture. Over time this dual identity caused
many Russians to feel tortured and defined by a feeling of “homelessness.” Geographically,
Russia is situated between Europe and Asia, between East and West, and Russia’s unique lack of
continental boundaries has produced an unstable national identity.

The vast unpopulated spaces at Russia’s core complicated the matter, making the search

for enclosure, for bounded space, more urgent. Robert A. Maguire locates the Russian desire for

"N. V. Gogol, “Four Letters apropos Dead Souls,” Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 14 vols. (PSS) (Moscow: Izd. Akad.
nauk SSSR, 1952), vol. 8, 289. All future references to Gogol’s original text refer to this edition.

¥ See Petr Chadaaev as the source of this lexicon. P. Ia. Chaadaev, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i izbrannye pis'ma, T.
1, (Moscow: Nauka, 1991), p. 90-93; Also Satiricheskie zhurnaly N. I. Novikova, ed. P. N. Berkov (Moscow:
Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1951): 477. In the first letter from Philosophical Letters, Chaadaev presents this imagery of
Russians: “Everyone seems to have one foot in the air. You would say we are all travelers on the move [...] We do
not even have homes; we have nothing that binds, nothing that awakens our sympathies and affections, nothing that
endures, nothing that remains [...] We seem to camp in our houses, we behave like strangers in our families; an in
our cities we appear to be nomads, more so than the real nomads who graze their flocks in our steppes, for they are
more attached to their desert than we are to our towns” (162-3). For the full text in English see Marc Raeff, Russian
Intellectual History: an Anthology (New York: Humanity Books, 1966): 159-173.
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bounded space, its structure and discipline, and the fear of placelessness, as far back as the
Primary Chronicle: “the contrast between the enclosed, ordered places represented by walled
towns, and the boundless, featureless, and therefore dangerous world of the open steppes.”
Empty land produces chaos—Iegal, economic, existential—and therefore the founding of Rus is
described in the Primary Chronicle in terms of Russians’ desire for order: the Varangians,
foreigners, are invited to rule so as to bring order to this land full of unrealized potential.'’

Russia’s landscape is overrun by boundless space — Siberian steppes, endless woods,
impenetrable bogs. The country’s notoriously harsh climate makes open space more threatening
for its lack of enclosure, for an absence of refuge. Russia’s boundless “empty, sorrowful,
uninhabited spaces,” unrelieved by village or home, leave Gogol depressed, which is how he
believed it affects all truly Russian people.'' Russians yearn for order, for home. And yet,
because of an unstable collective identity, a true physical home is not yet feasible; temporary
solutions must be put in place.

Place is the contrast to open space, Yi-Fu Tuan taught us: “Open space has no trodden
paths and signposts. It has no fixed pattern of human meaning; it is like a blank sheet on which
meanings can be imposed. Enclosed and humanized space is place.”'? Space is open, foreign,
abstract, unknown; it is “out there” and may seem liberating, full of opportunity, but, at the same
time, it is threatening in its lack of enclosure, of secure bearings, and of known values. Place, by

contrast, is a “pause in movement” during which it is possible “for a locality to become a center
) y

? Robert Maguire, Exploring Gogol (Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 1994), 3-4.

' For an analysis of legal and economic chaos produced by the empty spaces of 17"-century Muscovy and how this
was represented in the maps produced during this period, see Valerie Kivelson, Cartographies of Tsardom (Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 2006), 67-77.

' Gogol, PSS 8: 289.

12 Tuan, Space and Place, 54.
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of felt value” or a home. "> One can have multiple places — a bedroom, a house, a neighborhood
can all serve in this capacity. And enclosure can be physical, such as with walls, or metaphorical.
For instance, neighborhood boundaries are relatively fluid and rely on our mutual acceptance of
them. But even if there are no markers indicating a clear boundary, we can still feel secure in our
neighborhood and insecure outside of it. As our concrete knowledge of a locality and its values
diminishes or starts to blur, place transitions into space.

Upon encountering the unknown, one desires to secure place within space. Place, a
known, safe enclosure, physical or metaphorical, appears to be a human need. But, as we’ve just
seen, historical and geographical circumstances render this problem a particularly important one
to Russians, who must grapple with more space than they know how to handle. And this lack of
definition is exacerbated by a lack of clear collective identity.

At the same time, the risks of space can yield otherwise unattainable rewards in status,
money, or property. These potential rewards drive one from secure place into space, with the
road serving as a conduit. The road not only takes one from place to place, but is also the point
of access into space.

But what if it were possible to temporarily maintain place in space, to establish a mobile
home on the road via a familiar domestic arrangement? There is a vast difference between
venturing into space alone and doing so with servants, companions dedicated to maintaining the
master’s comfort and routine, standing in for the familiar and familial. Traveling with servants,
the characters I study appear to do just that. Their servants meet their psychological need for

place, while they remain open to the opportunities of space on the road.

" Tuan, Space and Place, 138.
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In many cases, the road itself is space. Away from the two city centers, the Russian road,
usually in bad condition, imprecisely mapped, unprotected against the elements or attack,
activates many of the same risks and fears as open space in the Russian imagination. One
pervasive Russian superstition, which has travelers sit in silence before leaving the protection of
home and going on the road, acknowledges the road’s implicit risks. The Russian road certainly
threatens, but it simultaneously beckons, promising potential reward, which is unattainable
without risk.'*

Literature reflects this cultural mythology. Old Russian texts simultaneously convey the
dangers and the potential of the road as leading to salvation and profit. Marcia Morris writes that
in pre-seventeenth century texts, the road-as-cultural-construct had three paradigms: 1) the road
as danger, 2) the road as salvation, and 3) the road as a means to profit."” Russia’s seventeenth-
century rogue tales, as well as their later day byproduct, the novel, feature examples of all three
paradigms, often simultaneously. As Morris demonstrates, Gogol’s work was inspired by these
earlier sources, particularly rogue tales.'® The cultural mythology of the road, the simultaneous

pull of risk and reward, is active in Dead Souls and the Government Inspector. Upon this

4 See Marcia Morris, “Russia, the Road and the Rogue: The Genesis of a National Tradition,” Philological
Quarterly 89, no. 1 (2010): 79-80. As Marcia Morris demonstrates, Russian anxiety about the road both recalls and
differs from other nations’ anxiety. First, the opportunity of the road in Russia was enormous because of geography:
the landscape, with few geographical barriers, permitted a steady march northeast across the terrain over centuries
and resulted in the third largest empire. In addition to land rewards, there were financial and religious ones. Over
time, princes were involved in territorial aggrandizement, seeking to expand their principalities; tradesmen looked
beyond their known spaces once they ran out of resources; merchants travelled for trade; missionaries for
proselytization. Second, Russian towns (like those of other countries) were periodically and brutally attacked by
nomadic people, people of the road. Third, the unpredictable and often severe weather in this region made travel
even more dangerous. And finally, serfdom, which tied peasants to the land, effectively immobilized a large portion
of the population. All of these economic, historical, geographical and cultural factors contributed to the unique
symbolism of the Russian road. For a summary of Russian movement eastward, see 1. Stebelsky, “The Frontier in
Central Asia,” in Studies in Russian Historical Geography, ed. James H. Bater and R. A. French, 2 vols. (London:
Academic Press,1983), 1:143-73.

'S Morris, “Russia, the Road and the Rogue,” 79-85.

' Morris, “Russia, the Road and the Rogue,” 90.
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foundation, already discussed by other scholars, I will base my analysis of Gogol’s servants and
their function in terms of space and identity.

In Gogol’s Dead Souls (both Volume One and the unfinished Volume Two), and in his
play The Government Inspector, offstage and often metaphorically, the dominant space is the
open road rather than a physical home. The open road as space—unknown, unenclosed,
unprotected—creates a craving for home that requires alternative arrangements. Gogol regards
the physical home as an ideal, something that should exist but does not. In Gogol’s rendition of
Russian reality, a true physical home is noticeably absent. Cues from Gogol’s letters and his
responses to the novel’s critical reception clarify Gogol’s inability to render such place without
first establishing a national identity, as well as his desperation to find a path to true self and true
place in the future volumes. Robert Maguire tells us to look for the negation in order to
determine the ideal, to pinpoint “true place.”’’ Similarly, Amy Singleton argues that

18 11 the

“homelessness in Gogol gives shape in relief to the contours of the ideal home.
completed portion of the novel, the physical home exists as either a false home, one destined for
ruin, or as a dream for the future; it has no contemporary source because the necessary
preconditions, notably a stable collective identity and spiritual equilibrium, have not been met.
The tension between the human need for domestic boundaries and enclosure and the lack
of a positive, physical home in Gogol’s works discussed in this chapter prompts the creation of

an alternative place on the open road where no traditional home can exist. Since a physical home

is not yet attainable, a temporary solution is to locate home—place for Chichikov and

13

"7 Robert Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 87. Maguire writes that much of Gogol’s “effect depends on our ability, surely
greater if we are Russians, to recognize that Gogol regards bounded space as an ideal, even if it remains obscured,
hidden, and unexpressed” (82). He points out that we can extrapolate the positive side by looking at the negations
presented. Maguire writes “By stating what was not, he seemed to have been relying on his readers’ awareness that
the world presented in these early works was anything but ideal or desirable.”

' Amy Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 45.
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Khlestakov in a metaphorical sense— with their domestic servants. The domestic servants of
these works, I argue, create a home, a place, for their masters that would otherwise be entirely
absent. In so doing, they serve to integrate their masters, solitary and homeless wanderers, into
the wider society. In order to understand the relationship that these servants have to place, we
need to examine more thoroughly Gogol’s preoccupation with the link between home and
identity.

Gogol and Home

As the epigraph suggests, Gogol grappled with the concept of Russian metaphorical
homelessness and unstable national identity. He points to the sad, cultural songs covering the
boundless, uninhabited, empty spaces of Russia, which tear at Gogol’s heart and should equally
touch all true Russians.'” The Russian soul aches because it lacks spatial, cultural, and spiritual
definition. For Gogol, the undefined open spaces and the undefined Russian soul are intimately
connected.

In the same letter, Gogol connects the instability in Russian collective identity to Peter
the Great’s forced Westernization of Russians, which separated the gentry from ancient
traditions but couldn’t force them to develop authentic ties to European culture. Again these
identity issues are spatially depicted— Russian space remains empty, sorrowful; it is homeless,
unfriendly, unwelcoming. The result is that Russians “have no home, no roof of our own” and no
possible forward trajectory. Gogol’s image of the stationmaster denies the traveler a path forward
in spatial terms. There is nothing to carry us forward. This image reflects Gogol’s belief that
Russian collective identity, severed from its past and unable to attach to European offerings, has

found no present equilibrium, as well as no possible future.

' Gogol PSS 8: 289
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The absence of the house and its protective enclosures establishes the metaphorical terms
that Gogol uses to express his anxiety about Russian’s unstable national identity. Russians seek
but find no anchor for their identity to stabilize their sense of self. Much of Russia’s artistic
energy has been devoted to this quest for defined nationality, for a collective place, for a home.*
This was a powerful cultural imperative that captured Gogol’s imagination as an artist.*' Gogol
embraced the quest for a suitable collective identity, hoping to shape such an identity through his
work.

Gogol hopes to describe the Russian condition but also sheds light on his own. Home is a
preoccupation of Russians generally, but Gogol’s individual experiences of homelessness makes
it more urgent in his works. Gogol can be considered homeless in multiple ways. Literally
speaking, much of Gogol’s adult life was domestically unsettled. Having left behind his familial
home, his Ukrainian estate, for Russia, Gogol never put down roots. Instead, he traveled for the
sake of traveling, moving from one place to another, untethered by the demands of a job, a
personal residence, a wife, children, or a concrete community. With the economic support of his
friends and patrons, Gogol moved around freely, never embracing a traditional, permanent
home.** The requirement to support only his own body and its movement was a form of freedom
for Gogol.” In this sense, Gogol treasured his homelessness.

But the absence of a physical home meant that he treated the concept nostalgically,
projecting his “domestic ideal onto the patriarchal past of his native Ukraine.””* This ideal, as

Leon Stilman writes, was a nostalgic construct, for the old, patriarchal domesticity Gogol

2% Orlando Figes, Natasha’s Dance, xxvii.

*! Maguire, Exploring Gogol, xii.

** Donald Fanger, The Creation of Nikolai Gogol, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979): 16.

> Fanger, The Creation of Nikolai Gogol, 16.

** Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 47; Also see Edyta M. Bojanowska, Between Ukrainian and Russian Nationalism,
39-40.
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remembered was disappearing even when he was still living at home. Rather than being a refuge,
the home of his youth was actually characterized by financial demands and anxieties.”> Gogol
was not the only one who must have experienced these anxieties, because they reflected the pains
of an economy that was unevenly transitioning to modern conditions.*® The economic travails of
individual and country disrupted daily life, and therefore any rose-colored recollections of this
period must have been retrospectively applied. And a false ideal made the creation and depiction
of a realistic home in present-day Russia that much more difficult a task.

Gogol’s dual identity—the simultaneous pull of his Ukrainian roots and his Russian
public persona—complicated matters further. Ukraine beckoned and repelled him, and, as Edyta
Bojanowska argues, Gogol’s dual identity positioned him between two national discourses but at
home in neither. Brought up in a family of partially Russified imperial loyalists, Gogol grew up
bilingual and carried with him both languages and identities.”” He was never fully one or the
other, a matter that was widely acknowledged. His dual identity prompted endless questions
from readers, friends, and critics regarding his national allegiance. These questions, which Gogol
could never adequately answer or stop, plagued him his entire life. A friend and regular
correspondent, Aleksandra Osipovna Smirnova, posed this question directly in a letter to him:

“In your soul, are you a Russian or a Ukrainian?”*® Gogol’s response was defensive, reflecting

* See Leon Stilman, Gogol, ed. Galina Stilman (Tenafly, NJ: Hermitage Publishers, 1990), 21. Also see Sergei
Aksakov’s discussion of Gogol’s financial circumstances. Sergei Aksakov, Istoriia moego znakomstva s Gogolem
(St. Petersburg: Deiatel’, 1960).

*® Edward C. Thaden, Russia since 1801: The Making of a New Society (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1971):
32. Historically, this period was defined by a market that was developing unevenly. On the one hand, during the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, both agricultural production and trade, domestic and foreign, increased
due to improvements in communication and population growth. A version of capitalism began to spread across the
country. On the other hand, the remnants of feudalism kept this development in check. An absence of wage labor put
pressure on production and commercial development.

*" Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol: Between Ukrainian and Russian Nationalism, 38.

*¥ Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol: Between Ukrainian and Russian Nationalism, 1-6. “Vy v dushe russkii, ili vy
khokhlik?” A. O. Smirnova, letter to Gogol of September 26, 1844, Russkaia starina 59 (1888): 59.
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personal identity struggles as well as the charged politics of the 1840s, in which nationalism was
of primary concern: “You say, ‘Reach into the depths of your soul and ask yourself, are you a
Russian, or are you a Ukrainian [khokhlik]?” But tell me, am I really a saint, can I really see all
my vile faults? [...] as you know, I have united within me two natures: that of the Ukrainian
[khokhlika] and the Russian.”” The word he uses for fault, merzost’, belies his negative feelings
about having a dual identity. Dal’s dictionary defines merzost’ as scum (mraz’), filth (skverna),
and muck (gadost’).*® The idea that a soul can be stained by a lack of definition echoes the
problems Gogol articulated about undefined spaces. An unstable identity taints the space it owns,
be it a country or an estate.

Gogol’s dueling identities affected even his style. As literary historian losif
Mandel’shtam observed, Gogol’s Russian, both in his prose and especially in his letters, is
marked by his Ukrainian identity.”’ Thus, his uneasiness about his dueling identities was another
variation of the same homelessness theme running through his life in multiple directions.

Finally, the status of a metaphorically homeless, wandering writer is important to Gogol,
as it is to many artists, who rely on an outsider’s perspective for insight into the world they
describe. For Gogol, this was accomplished via constant travel; Donald Fanger argues that the
journey itself was important to Gogol.>* In a letter from Rome written to Sergei Aksakov (1841),

Gogol writes “Now, I need the road and the journey; they alone, as I have already noted, restore

* Gogol, PSS 12: 357-360.

0V 1. Dal', Tolkovyi slovar' zhivogo velikorusskogo iazyka, 2" ed. (Moscow, 1882), vol. 2, 326. The Oxford
Russian Dictionary (2007) defines it as vileness and loathsomeness.

'I. E. Mandel’shtam, “Malorossiiskii element v stile Gogolia,” in O kharaktere gogolevskogo stilia (Helsinki:
Guvudstadobladet, 1902), 194-241.

32 Donald Fanger, The Creation of Nikolai Gogol, 16.
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me.”>> And then a few days later to the same recipient, “The road, the road! I am relying heavily

on the road!”**

As an artist, Gogol removed himself from society in order to accurately notice
and reflect its elements and to acquire creative energy: “But traveling and changing my location
are just as necessary for me as daily bread. My head is so strangely arranged that sometimes |
suddenly need to rush a few hundred versts and fly a distance in order to replace one impression
with another, to understand the spiritual vision and be able to grasp and convert it into one that I
need. [’'m not even going to mention, that from every corner of Europe, my gaze sees the new
sides of Russia, and that I can only hug her in full girth, when I have looked around all of
Europe.”’ Only from a distance does Gogol believe he can capture Russia.

Maguire writes, for Gogol, “[d]istance creates a necessary otherness.”® Indeed, he
produced well from afar: Dead Souls was written in Italy; the brilliantly demonic St. Petersburg
of his “Petersburg tales” could only be created by a person capable of an outsider’s perspective;
and, as Anne Lounsbery argues, the periphery Gogol depicts was never intimately known by the
writer. For Gogol, distance in time, and place and were fundamental to his artistic productivity.

Gogol easily existed without a physical place of his own but aspired to depict an ideal
home in his writing. How do we resolve this contradiction? While Gogol’s chosen homelessness
might seem incompatible with his quest for a home for the Russian people, a closer look shows
this was not the case. The typical writerly tension between using narrative to explore a personal

self and collective identity was not as applicable in Gogol’s case. In Russia generally and for

Gogol specifically, collective identity dominated. Gogol made defining Russianness a core

3 See Sergei Aksakov, Istoriia moego znakomstva s Gogolem, 50. This letter was written from Rome on March 5,
1841.

3 Ibid., 53. This letter was written from Rome on March 13, 1841.

33 Ibid., 107. This letter was written on Aug 18, 1842.

%% Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 316
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concern in his work.”” While influenced by his own life’s trajectory, Gogol felt the calling to
search for Russian identity, a task that has been vital to many generations of Russian writers.
This explains the seeming tension between Gogol’s embrace of his own homelessness and his
desire to produce a true home for Russians: for Gogol, collective concerns trumped personal
concerns.

Homelessness can be an asset for a writer seeking to articulate a national home. Singleton
argues that “homelessness and not ‘home’ is the source of the writer’s creativity and
imagination”; therefore, while homelessness is a burden, “the writer must ultimately choose
between the comforts of home and artistic inspiration.”38 Comfort is antithetical to art; therefore,
the road is a natural place for a writer, but it is not a sustainable location for collective identity.

Why was Gogol interested in producing an ideal home for his fellow citizens but content
with not having one himself? Recall Bachelard’s connection between home and identity:
domestic boundaries are comforting and identity-producing. From the safety of refuge, we can
dream. But, arguably, for a writer involved in a collective project, who claims a wandering
identity, domestic enclosure can be stifling and unproductive.

Being a writer, at least for Gogol, demands discomfort, instability, and homelessness.
Gogol’s personal homelessness was particularly important if he was to convincingly address
Russian homelessness and create a national Russian identity. Singleton writes: “Gogol believes
that, in order to see beyond the bounds of the material world and envision the authentic home’

of Russian culture ... the artist’s ‘true place’ is ‘no place.”””” Gogol’s literary identity meant that

°" Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol: Between Ukrainian and Russian Nationalism, 2.
3% Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 4.
%% Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 45.
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personally he had to remove himself from the familiar, so that he could clearly see the trajectory
forward for his people.

And finally, Gogol became increasingly preoccupied with the connection between
Russian identity and spirituality. In this he was participating in a long Russian intellectual and
artistic tradition that stretched centuries back into the past and continued after his time.** He
began envisioning place, particularly a Russian home, in spiritual terms. In “Author’s
Confession,” Gogol addresses the connection between an individual’s place (social, physical) in
the world and the spiritual realm. Gogol considered one’s place, and whether one was successful
or not at it, to be connected to the spiritual realm: "one should not forget that one occupies a
place in the earthly kingdom so that one can serve the King of heaven, and therefore to bear in
mind his law. Only in this way will one's service be satisfactory to all: to the tsar, to the people,
to the land" (VIII: 462). Gogol understood each individual’s earthly place as granted by God to
the individual for the purpose of serving God through the role He has granted us. Each of us
must read our place as our predetermined mode of service and execute our responsibilities
accordingly. A successful life is one in which the individual seeks to serve precisely from the
place God has granted him. Failure to do so, he writes, is the source of internal crisis: “[t]he most
difficult position in the world is that of one who has not attached himself to a place (mesto), has
not determined for himself, what is his duty; for such a person, it is most difficult to apply to
himself Christ’s law... his life is always an endless riddle” (VIIL:462).*' The Russian man,

lacking a collective identity, not having embraced his place in society, his place in geography as

* For more about Russian identity and its various components, see Simon Franklin and Emma Widdis,

eds., National Identity in Russian Culture: An Introduction (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

! “Tpynreii Bcero Ha cBeTe TOMY, KTO He IPUKPEIIIT ceGs K MECTY, He OMpeIelIi cebe, B 4eM ero JOIKHOCTh: eMy
TpyAHEN BCero MpUMEeHHUTH K ceOe 3aK0H XPUCTOB, KOTOPBIH Ha TO, YTOOBI UCIIOTHATHCS HA 3€MIIe, a HE Ha BO3AYyXE;
a IOTOMY U KHM3HB JI0JDKHA OBITH 711 HETO BEUHO 3aragkoii” (462).
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divinely ordained, is in the extremely unstable position Gogol describes. For Chichikov in Dead
Souls, not knowing his place is a major source of his, perhaps unconscious, identity crisis, but he
cannot attain his rightful p/ace until a spiritual transformation occurs. In Lotman’s analysis,
Chichikov’s mobility throughout Volume One actually conveys his potential for spiritual
elevation: “In order to become elevated, a space must not only be extensive (or lacking in
boundaries), but also directed; the one who inhabits it must be moving towards a goal.”* As
long as Chichikov continues moving towards the goal of spiritual transformation, he maintains
the potential to find a true place for himself.

It is precisely the absence of a material home that motivates Gogol to seek a spiritual
home instead. In mapping out Dead Souls, Gogol conceptualized the development of the Russian
soul as a homeward pilgrimage.*’ He envisioned an upward flight from earthly domesticity to a
heavenly home.** Lotman shows that the road as artistic space would allow a series of spiritual
transformations in Chichikov. It was in this space that Gogol planned the protagonist’s moral
‘resurrection/rebirth.”””*> When ultimately enacted, the spiritual resurrection would lead to a
higher form of domesticity.

Gogol relies on the house as a metaphor for the ideal home, for a sense of belonging, for
stable identity. For Gogol this metaphor has four components: 1) national identity, 2) personal
identity, 3) writerly identity, and 4) spiritual identity. Gogol personally brings all four to his
search for Russian national and spiritual identity.

Given Gogol’s quest to uncover true Russian identity, it should come as no surprise that

we do not encounter ideal domestic space in Dead Souls or The Government Inspector. In Dead

42 Yuri Lotman, V shkole poeticheskogo slova: Pushkin Lermontov Gogol (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1988), 289-90.
i Dmitry Chizhevsky, “The Unknown Gogol,” Slavonic and East European Review 30, no. 75 (1952): 476-93.

* Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 67.

* Lotman, V shkole poeticheskogo slova, 291[“Bospoxnenne Unumnkosa”]
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Souls, Chichikov, dreams of acquiring a nice home of his own in the distant future, but the actual
homes he encounters are mere parodies of an ideal. Similarly, Khlestakov is not tied to any
particular place, neither to the capital from which he is coming nor to the family home to which
he is allegedly returning. Instead Khlestakov prefers to follow the road and the trials and
adventures it brings. The road, with its potential and risk, is the dominant space, while the ideal
home, particularly in the Dead Souls trilogy, is a distant aspiration.

After completing volume One of Dead Souls, Gogol set upon actively producing ideal
domestic space in volumes Two and Three, but he could never complete the trilogy because he
could not believably create this ideal space. Rather, in Volume One, we read about Chichikov’s
journey to nowhere. Gogol burned his subsequent work, not liking what he produced, so much of
what remains is a document of Chichikov’s early journey on the road, presenting the road as
dominant space. The road is also central in The Government Inspector. Khlestakov flies in and
out of town, and, despite getting caught up in the town’s efforts to find a place for him in town,
never successfully settles anywhere. In both works, the defining space is the road. Thus, in this
chapter, we must look at the road, even as we note the continued importance of domestic space.
In Dead Souls and The Government Inspector, Gogol explores domesticity through its negation.
The road creates an unsustainable absence of place that prompts a search for alternatives to a
physical home. In these works, servants fill the function of place, of home. But in order to
understand how this occurs, we need to examine the function and depiction of the road in each
piece.

Dead Souls: Volume One
The road-as-cultural-construct in Gogol’s Dead Souls has a lengthy history. The wide-

open road provides countless possibilities for plot and narration. Notably, the road is important
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for the episodic nature of the stories Gogol tells, as it is in the picaresque.*® Russia also has a
native history of the road, which reflects the cultural perspective of the road as simultaneously
signaling conflicting trajectories — leading to misfortune, as well as to profit and salvation.*’
Others have argued for its important plot function in Dead Souls.** Since these aspects of the
theme of the road have been well studied, they will not be my focus. Rather, I examine what the
road means in terms of place and space in Dead Souls, and its connection to the outsized role
and personas of the domestic servants depicted in it.

The road as space implies both risk and reward for the protagonist. Simultaneously, the
road reminds us of the desire for an ideal home, a place of refuge from the unknown, even
though no such home is to be found in the pages of Dead Souls. The homes Chichikov
encounters are parodies of an ideal;* the novel does not offer a viable alternative place in

conventional terms. The absence of traditional place creates a tension given the universal need

* Marcia Morris has examined in detail the picaresque and its trajectory in Russian literary history in her 2010
article, “Russia, the Road, and the Rogue: The Genesis of a National Tradition.” Morris describes the road and its
connection to the Western picaresque tradition, as well as Russian resistance to the device as used in Western works:
“Novelists in eastern Europe as well as the west have, more often than not, employed the road as the most apposite
plotting device for linking together their protagonists’ picaresque mis/adventures. Early modern Russians, however,
display a strange disquiet or even reticence in exploiting this device. This is not to say that Old Russian texts never
depict their protagonists as travelers but, rather, that they do so less often than we might expect, and that textually
mediated travel frequently entails negative consequences” (79). So while the road as picaresque device certainly
pertains to Russian literature, especially after western picaresque texts were translated in the eighteenth century,
native history also needs to be taken into account.

47 See Marcia Morris, “Russia, the Road and the Rogue.” Morris traces the Russian manifestation of the road to Old
Russian literature, which, she argues, developed into the seventeenth century rogue tales: “By the time the first
Russian literary rogues appear in the seventeenth century, the utility of the road as a structuring device can be taken
for granted. Merchant tales, the road texts that present the most fruitful native platform on which to construct rogue
texts, have become quite popular” (85). Western picaresque novels in Russian translation became available in the
mid-eighteenth century, but by this time the native rogue tradition was already flourishing. As a result, this native
tradition had a profound impact on the development of the picaresque genre in its Russian iteration.

* See for example Michael R. Kelly, “Navigating a Landscape of Dead Souls: Gogol and the Odyssean Road,” New
Zealand Slavonic Journal, Vol. 39 (2005), 37-61; Lotman, V shkole poeticheskogo slova, 251-276.

* For a closer look at the link between the moral deficiencies of the landowner and the false domesticity of their
estate, see Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 54-58. For example, the morally banal and superficial Manilov neglects
his household. While at first he seems to be a kind and pleasant person, after reading his conversation with
Chichikov, one notices something lacking, and prolonging that conversation would drive one into “deathly despair,’
according to the narrator. Moreover, in his estate, “something was always lacking” [B nome ero yero-Hu0y» Be4HO
HEJIOCTaBajo].

l

56



for place. An absence of place is threatening to identity because in Gogol identity is grounded
and articulated in spatial terms.

A defining feature of place is enclosure, for we must have a boundary to demarcate the
known from the unknown, even if it is only metaphorical. Place grants security and allows one to
imagine and plan the future. Gaston Bachelard articulates the value of the home: “it protects the

>0 Daydreaming, he believes, can only

daydreamer... [and] allows one to [day]dream in peace.
occur from within the stability and enclosure of a home. This enclosure could be physical, such
as the walls of a house against hostile forces, or if we map this definition onto Tuan’s conception
of place, it could be a metaphorical enclosure, a personally drawn boundary that contains within
it known, stable values. Regardless, human beings require some sort of place. If no physical
home can serve in this capacity, Chichikov and the imperfect Russian man he represents need an
alternative temporary place.

Gogol, Maguire writes, “was intent on working out a poetics of bounded space” and a
“bounded system underlies his conception of the world in all his writings.””" This is not to say
that in Gogol all enclosure is positive; far from it. In his 1835 “Old-World Landowners” story,
the enclosed place—the estate— is a sick organism, per Robert Maguire, having been polluted
by the fears, mistakes, and memories of the humans who occupy it. Imperfect humans undermine
the potential of place, creating false homes that are unsustainable and eventually fall into ruin.

For Gogol, “bounded space must ideally be organic”; the estate must work with nature as part of

an organism rather than a mechanism.>* For enclosed space to be true place, the humans who can

%% Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 6.
> Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 4-5.
> Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 30.
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potentially introduce polluting agents have be enlightened, so they can be one with the setting
they seek for themselves, manage, and for which they are ultimately responsible.

So what can serve as this alternative place? Some replacements that seem obvious turn
out not to work: 1) the carriage, or britzka, in which the characters travel and 2) the inn, which
houses them for the entire narrative. Both are introduced on the opening page and are closer to
the spaces we conventionally associate with domesticity. Both enclose the master and his
servants. Perhaps because they have the potential to serve as place, Gogol disqualifies them both
early in the novel.

The novel opens with the britzka, which is described even before the protagonist arrives
in town. It is an obvious choice for a replacement of domestic space for several reasons. First of
all, it functions metonymically — it stands in for the master, and its characteristics mark him for
the reader as a bachelor of a “middling sort” before he himself is even introduced. The carriage,
rather than Chichikov, draws the attention of those who see it. The first utterances of the novel
are directed “more to the vehicle than to the person sitting in it” (3).” In presenting the identity
of the occupants, the britzka functions like a house exterior to signal to outsiders about the
owner. In both examples, the exterior protects but also reveals the interior.

At the same time as the britzka arrives, we encounter a young man in white trousers and a
tailcoat gazing at the britzka. While his role is brief, the fact that he appraises the britzka, and
only the britzka, but not Chichikov, is important. This minor scene can be further evidence for
the carriage’s synecdochical function, but it also has a potentially higher payoff. Greta Matzner-

Gore identifies this young man as key to Gogol’s poetics, as one iteration of the “hero-who-

33 Nikolai Gogol, Dead Souls, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage Books, 1997): 3.
All subsequent citations to this edition will appear in parentheses within the text.
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wasn’t”.”* Matzner-Gore argues that this youth is the expected, desired protagonist — young,

fashionable, fit. The author presents him to the reader as an alternative to Chichikov, reminding
the reader that in Chichikov we have something different. I should add that in this moment the
two potential protagonists would encounter each other if not for the britzka functioning as a
protective layer covering the actual protagonist from the assessing gaze of the potential
protagonist. In other words, the britzka protects Chichikov from a direct encounter with his more
promising alter-ego. At the very least, the britzka provides privacy and shields Chichikov from
view when necessary.

The britzka is also a known, familiar site and encloses all that Chichikov has while on the
road. It moves Chichikov and his two servants, as well as his belongings, from one place to
another, from one town to another, from one adventure to another. These are the obvious reasons
to consider the britzka as a replacement home on the road.

However, in other ways, the britzka does not fulfill the requirements of domestic place.
Notably, the carriage is not fully fortified against the elements, is linked to the unknown road,
and is under the control of the coachman, who is often drunk. Ultimately, the britzka proves to be
as risky as the road it travels on. It is therefore unacceptable as a place where identity can be
staked.

Early in the novel, Chichikov gets caught in a storm, in a scene that clearly demonstrates
the inadequacies of the carriage as place. The unexpected rain violently attacks the britzka from
both sides, splashing Chichikov, turning the dusty road into unmanageable mud. When

Chichikov closes the curtains to protect himself, however, he forfeits control of the carriage

>* Greta Matzner-Gore, From the Corners of the Russian Novel: Minor Characters in Gogol, Goncharov, Tolstoy,
and Dostoevsky, Ph.D diss, Columbia University, 2014: 3-4, 28-30.
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entirely. With the curtains drawn, he cannot observe the inebriated Selifan and his driving or the
weather conditions until it’s too late. Realizing he’s lost, Selifan gets the horses sprinting blindly,
leaving Chichikov entirely at the mercy of his drunken driver and horses. Soon thereafter, Selifan
flips the carriage over, dumping Chichikov into the mud. Just as it is most needed, the enclosure
fails to protect. In case this point is not obvious, the carriage then tips on top of Chichikov. The
protective layer hurts rather than shields. As Chichikov flounders in the mud and tries to climb
out from under the carriage, Selifan watches him, standing arms akimbo and merely muttering,
“Look at that, it tipped over” (39-40). Selifan is surprised but we are not. Naturally, it tipped —
the reader and Chichikov himself had been expecting it to, with the latter explicitly warning
Selifan that this fall was coming: “Hold it, hold it, you’ll tip us over” (39), to which Selifan
responded, “No, master, it can’t be that I’1l tip us over” (39). After the fact, Selifan’s drunken
disbelief underscores the inevitability of the carriage’s failure as a protective enclosure. As this
humorous scene illustrates, the carriage’s openness to the road and its dangers makes it
unsuitable as a safe place. It exposes its occupants to the same harsh elements from which people
seek shelter by creating place.

In addition to leaving its occupants vulnerable to the elements, the carriage fails
Chichikov in a more consequential way — it leads him astray. Had Chichikov not gotten drenched
and covered in mud, he wouldn’t have ended up at Korobochka’s estate, which he had no plans
to visit. And it is Korobochka’s miserliness that ruins his money-gathering plan — for, after
having sold him her dead serfs, Korobochka starts to wonder if she negotiated badly and goes to
town to inquire about the going price for dead souls, thereby setting into motion the unraveling
of Chichikov’s agenda. The carriage’s inadequacy undermines Chichikov’s aspirations and

prevents daydreams from becoming reality, forcing him to flee town. Rather than facilitating
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future plans and serving as a protective cover for Chichikov, it ruins his aspirations. The carriage
is fatally flawed as a replacement place. It is no wonder, then, that Chichikov, clearly unattached
to his vehicle, eagerly abandons it in Volume Two for a coach. Selifan, much happier with this
arrangement, praises him for the upgrade: “it’s nice riding in a coach, sir, better than a britzka,
sir— less bouncy” (302). They do not feel nostalgia for their former mode of transportation.

The inn where Chichikov sets up his temporary residence is also not a suitable
replacement for home. He cannot establish his identity at the inn as he would at a home because
the inn encourages the opposite — erasure of individuality. These inns, we are told, are all the
same. One tenant replaces another in an endless sequence. Place has to have some permanence,
which the inn, with its revolving door and inhospitable conditions, certainly lacks. The inn is
described as dirty, bug-infested, and inhospitable. The external facade is dirty; the comfortable
room on offer comes with cockroaches peeking out of every corner; the common room walls are
shiny from their encounters with the backs of various travelers; the ceiling is besooted.

These conditions do not permit the protagonist to settle in and use the space to define
himself. Displeased with these surroundings, Chichikov has no plans to stay long-term. While
cleanliness is not a mandatory condition of place, of home, the aspects of the inn that are not
clean are precisely the result of the inn’s ephemerality in the lives of its inhabitants. No one is
concerned about the inn’s cleanliness because new travelers will replace the present inhabitants
into infinity.

The watchful, persistent gaze of the neighbor is another element that disqualifies the inn-
as-place for Chichikov and for other occupants. Observation requires performance, particularly
significant for Chichikov, who has much to hide. It forces him to constantly perform the person

he’s pretending to be, rather than allowing him any privacy to be himself. The space is not

61



Chichikov’s sanctuary but rather another site for performance, meaning that he cannot use it as a
basis for his identity.

Elsewhere, in an essay, a genre that is more forgiving of explicit metaphors and a heavy
authorial footprint, Gogol unambiguously undermines the idea of a Russian inn as suitable place.
In “Petersburg Notes” (1836), an essay in which Gogol addresses Russian identity via its
expression in the two capitals, a Russian inn is the opposite of place. The Russian inn, full of
transients, serves as a negative analogy, a location that is incompatible with Russian national
identity: “That Petersburg until now has not become an inn is the result of some internal element
within the Russian person, which until now appears original, even in constant intersection with

foreigners.”

Petersburg, which Gogol depicts as aping European customs, somehow narrowly
escapes the undesirable fate of city-as-inn. Gogol’s depiction of the inn as a negative
representation of identity sheds light on how he conceives of the inn relative to identity more
generally; inns are the opposite of home. When analyzing this passage in this essay (On
Petersburg), Anne Lounsbery also draws a comparison to Dead Souls, notably describing the inn
as “a placeless place.””® Gogol’s depiction of the inn prohibits the reading of inn-as-home in this
novel.

Despite initial appearances, then, neither the inn nor the carriage is a suitable option for
Chichikov’s place. And yet, he desires place. Instead of a physical home, I argue, the

triangulated figures of Selifan, Petrushka, and Chichikov, alongside the money chest and the idea

of a future home of Chichikov’s own, serve as an alternative place in the novel. This unusual

55 Gogol, PSS 8:177-80.
> Anne Lounsbery, ““No, this is Not the Provinces!” Provincialism, Authenticity, and Russianness in Gogol's
Day" The Russian Review 64, no. 2 (2005): 260.
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model of home presents itself because conventional alternatives are unavailable; it is a direct
result of the road being the novel’s defining space.

Given that place is an "enclosed and humanized space," and given the socio-cultural
association between home and physical location, the idea of place residing in a person or an idea
is discomforting. But place doesn’t have to be a physical location; sometimes our feelings of
home are not of an enclosed space or a known neighborhood, but of a human relationship and its
signification. When that relationship is terminated or absent, these places lose their meaning.
Tuan provides a few examples to establish person-as-place as a possible model,’” beginning with
the perspective of a young child for whom “the parent is his primary ‘place’” (138). To such a
developing, dependent being, the adult is a source of nurture, stability, and a “guarantor of
meaning” (138), and thus home or place is wherever that person happens to be.”® Tuan argues
that adults, who depend less on other people, often can find a sense of place, of security and
sustenance, more readily in physical locations than dependent children or sick adults.
Nonetheless, adults do nest with one another, as well as with objects and even with ideas. In fact,
the feeling of dwelling with another is so pervasive that it has permeated language. For example,
in English, Tuan writes, we use terms such as “resting in another’s strength” or “dwelling in
another’s love” or, when discussing young lovers, we can say they are “dwelling in each other’s
gaze” to convey the creation of place via another person.”” Another example is the elderly couple
who might not wish to survive each other long, even if they continue living in the same physical

space. Tuan argues that “in the absence of the right people, things and places are quickly drained

°" Tuan, Space and Place, 54
> Ibid., 140
* Ibid.
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of meaning so that their lastingness is an irritation rather than a comfort.”*

Without the person
who has long co-inhabited it, the physical home can become disassociated from its prior
definition of place.

Tuan clarifies the concept of person as place by invoking Tennessee Williams’ The Night
of the Iguana. Hannah Jekles, a spinster, describes this exact feeling: “We make a home for each
other, my grandfather and I. Do you know what I mean by a home? [...] I don’t regard a home as
a ... well, as a place, a building ... a house of wood, bricks, stone. I think of home as being a
thing that two people have between them in which each can... well, nest — rest — live in,
emotionally speaking.” Hannah’s interlocutor, Shannon, replies, “When a bird builds a nest, it
builds it with an eye for... the relative permanence of location [...].” To which she says, “I’'m
not a bird, Mr. Shannon. I am a human being and when a member of that fantastic species builds
a nest in the heart of another, the question of permanence isn’t the first or even the last thing
that’s considered.”®' This definition resonates in Gogol as well.

In Gogol’s “Old-World Landowners” (1835), an elderly couple, Afanasy Ivanovich and
Pulkheria Ivanovna, are each other’s place. Long isolated on their estate, a peaceful nook, the
two have forgotten a time when they weren’t in their home together. When his wife, Pulkheria
Ivanovna, grows ill and dies, Afanasy Ivanovich, progressively breaks down, constantly
reminded of her by the things in their home. The home, at first glance their place, actually
exacerbates his decline; in actuality, their place was amongst themselves and when his wife died,
it disappeared. When he hears his wife calling him, Afanasy dies, leaving the text, as if

summoned to a new place.

60 11.:
Ibid, 141.

%! Quoted in Tuan, Space and Place, 140-141. Tennessee Williams, The Night of the Iguana (New York: New

Directions, 1962), 117.
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Place can be located with another being, usually a partner or a family member, but not
exclusively. As Williams describes it, home can be created between two people who have an
emotional connection. In Gogol’s novel, Chichikov’s servants fill the void. While the narrator
describes Petrushka and Selifan as secondary, if not tertiary, characters, they are more than
secondary to Chichikov. They are his loyal travel companions, and unlike the dead souls he
collects, each has substance and weight. Each has individualizing quirks that make them
memorable personalities. They are individuals and only individuals are capable of creating home
amongst themselves.

Gogol explicitly draws a connection between domesticity and Chichikov’s lackey,
Petrushka. Petrushka creates domesticity merely through his presence. His scent marks the space
around him: he always had “about him a sort of personal atmosphere of his own peculiar smell,
somewhat reminiscent of living quarters, so that it was enough for him merely to set up his bed
somewhere, even in a hitherto uninhabited room, and haul his overcoat and chattels there, for it
to seem that people had been living there for ten years” (17). Through his physical presence,
Petrushka can take an unknown room, space, and transform it into a home. Even if his smell is
unpleasant, it is known, constant, and familiar.

Selifan, too, represents the known to Chichikov, if not to the reader. The reader does not
get a full description of Selifan because the narrator interrupts his description and never returns
to it. But we can extrapolate the closeness between him and Chichikov by observing their
interactions. To Chichikov, Selifan’s mannerisms are familiar. After the drunk Selifan tips over
the carriage, Chichikov threatens to whip him, but Selifan talks his way out of it:

“You’re drunk as a cobbler [...] And what did I tell you when you got drunk the last

time? Eh? Have you forgotten?” ‘No, your honor, it can’t be that I’ve forgotten’ [...] ‘I’ll
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give you a real whipping, then you’ll know how to talk with a good man!” ‘As ever your

grace pleases,” replied the all-agreeable Selifan “if it’s a whipping, it’s a whipping [...] If

it’s deserved, give him a whipping: why not give him a whipping?’ The master was

completely at a loss how to respond to such reasoning. (40)
This scene feels like part of a series of recurrences that stretch endlessly into the past and the
future. In fact, when Chichikov is exposed as a swindler and tries to leave town, a similar scene
occurs: Selifan, having been ordered to get everything ready on time, fails to do so. Here again
Chichikov questions, curses, and threatens to beat his servant. Selifan freely admits his fault,
escapes violence through his circular logic, and even interjects his unsolicited opinions:
“[Chichikov] got angry, even prepared himself to give our friend Selifan something like a
thrashing, and only waited impatiently to see what reason he, for his part, would give to justify
himself. Soon Selifan appeared in the doorway, and the master had the pleasure of hearing the
same talk one usually hears from domestics” (221). Having escaped the thrashing, Selifan
advises his master to sell the dapple-gray, as he has many times before. The repeated interactions
— threats, justifications, the offering of unsolicited opinions — are patterns of behavior that are a
familiar and recurring elements of their communication and cannot be overlooked. Repetitive
behavior is known, familiar, and comforting. Repetition helps create place because it is the
opposite of the unknown. Selifan’s repetitive behavior, while not always pleasant, works to
establish place for Chichikov.

When the town starts questioning Chichikov’s motives, both servants protect their master
by remaining stoic and evasive. Seeking information on Chichikov and realizing the townspeople
know nothing about him, the officials have Chichikov’s servants questioned, but to their

frustration, “From Petrushka they got only the smell of living quarters, and from Selifan that he
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had been in government service and once worked in customs, and nothing else” (199). The
narrator attributes their lack of helpfulness to the strange habits of “this class of people,” who,
“[i]f you ask one of them directly about anything, he will never remember, nothing will come to
his head, or he will even simply say he does not know, but if you ask about something else, then
he will spin his yarn and tell such details as you would not even want to know” (199). This
assessment satisfies a casual reader, but the re-reader senses a more important reason behind
their reticence emerges — loyalty. The silence of the servants is a form of enclosure, which is an
important function of place. Covering Chichikov with silence, the servants protect him from
outside view or intrusion.

The three men leave town on the galloping troika, their fates intertwined, escaping the
rumors and repercussions of Chichikov’s discovered plan. Petrushka and Selifan, Chichikov’s
only constant companions, follow him from volume to volume, appearing with the master in
what we have of the second volume. They are part of Chichikov’s odyssey, his moral,
intellectual, and spiritual trajectory that would culminate in his getting a physical estate, an ideal
abode, a physical place. Presumably these two would join him there, for he has a God-given
responsibility for them as their master, and they are responsible for him as his servants.

Chichikov’s two servants are also important to each other. When the intoxicated
Chichikov falls asleep in his room, we see Selifan and Petrushka communicate silently, but
effectively — “Their eyes met and they instantly understood each other” (158). They go to get
drunk, and then return linked together, attentive to one another, jointly navigating the difficult
path back to bed. The two servants then fall asleep in a tangle of limbs, with Selifan’s head on
Petrushka’s stomach, while Chichikov sleeps off his own inebriation nearby. This scene perfectly

captures the connection among them. The three then communicate for the rest of the night via
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their snores: “[Selifan and Petrushka] fell asleep that same moment and set up a snoring of
unheard density, to which the master responded from the other room with a thin, nasal whistle”
(154). The deep connection among these three men can be difficult to assess in the harsh light of
day, given the strict hierarchies of their society, but it is revealed here, in a moment of
unconsciousness.

Beyond the particular attributes of Chichikov’s servants that make them replacements for
the domestic realm, several cultural factors affirm the idea of servant-as-place in the Russian
context. Serf domestics had the function of raising children in the household, serving as wet
nurses, nannies, and early tutors. They were included into a child’s early family life. They
influenced language, culture, and the development of ideas, often in a way that was perceived as
coarse or uncultivated but remained influential. Domestics traveled with their masters and helped
them dress and get from one place to another. They took care of their daily needs and guarded
their masters with their bodies. In Russian culture and imagination, servant and master are often
linked. This cultural context, implicit in Gogol’s novel, makes the suggestion of servants as place
more plausible.

In fact, the Russian gentry is metaphorically “at-home” with the peasantry in a way that
they can never be with Western people of their own class. Although Western education separated
the gentry from their native peasants, making them Others to each other, even creating a
language barrier between them — French for the former, Russian for the latter — they had more in
common than is at first apparent. One commonality between Russian peasants and the Russian
educated elite is a culture of hospitality. In Economies of Feeling, Jillian Porter draws a
connection between hospitality and Russian identity. She writes that in “both Turgenev and

Tolstoy, peasant hospitality invites noble men and women to question or even to cross the divide
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between them and the servants who help make them feel at home.”®*

This hospitality, which the
gentry recognizes, challenges the notion of peasant as Other and foregrounds the commonality of
these two groups, making them metaphorically at home with each other.

What of the need for enclosure we identified earlier? I propose that enclosure is
represented by the money chest that goes everywhere with the master and contains all the
mementos of the trip, a stronghold for his developing identity. The money chest provides
physical enclosure for the money but also for the things of value to the people at the center of our
novel; the belongings are Chichikov’s but the servants, as his dependents, rely on these assets as
well. Here the chest physically encloses the important, the known, and the valuable items that
define Chichikov, the master, in addition to random articles collected during their trip. The latter
function can be understood as a repository of memories. The chest covers and protects
Chichikov’s identity, expressed via the items he has accumulated.

Many scholars have made note of this chest, for the lengthy description it receives is
indeed unusual. John Lutz draws a parallel between the structure of the chest and the structure of
the novel: “Like the various receptacles that fit within each other and the plethora of disparate
objects which fill the chest, Dead Souls contains stories within stories and subtle depictions of
character and psychological motivation that derive their evocative power and immediacy from a
meticulous cataloging of the social world.”®® Recounting all the things that Chichikov has

accumulated can also be read as part of the novel fetishizing commodities and revealing the

process of commodity production, as Lutz argues. For Lutz, this long list of man-made items

62 Jillian Porter, Economies of Feeling (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2017), 69.
63 John Lutz, “Chichikov’s Chest: Reality, Representation, and Infectious Storytelling in Dead Souls,” Texas Studies
in Literature and Language, Vol 43,4 (2001), 365.
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exposes the infringement of bourgeois values on Russian culture, exposing the “anatomy of
Russian society.”®*

While Lutz articulates the larger stakes of the chest, Nabokov focuses on what it signals
about our protagonist—a “disclosure of Chichikov’s innards under a bright lamp in a vivisector’s

%> Indeed this description, perhaps better than all the character notes the narrator

laboratory.
provides on Chichikov, is particularly telling for the reader. Given the limited amount of place
Chichikov is granted because he is endlessly on the road and cannot accumulate items, unlike an
estate that can accumulate objects endlessly, the small chest that he does carry with him must
signify something about him. Inside of it are the things that Chichikov values — money,
keepsakes, lists of the serfs he has successfully acquired, and blank official paper that signifies
the opportunity of additional acquisitions. Even the randomly acquired items reveal the path he
has travelled. The chest is his center of value. And the walls of the chest provide an enclosure for
the substance inside. No wonder Chichikov guards it so carefully. Selifan, Petrushka, and the
money chest, which carries his life’s essence, form Chichikov’s nomadic domestic sphere.

The road as dominant space in the novel doesn’t permit a true physical home, a safe place
in spatial terms where one can stake identity. Neither does Russian collective “homelessness.”
Yet both prompt alternative solutions. While we inhabit temporary place, Gogol, as a self-
conceived artist-prophet, works to produce for us a more permanent solution, showing us the
path forward where, as Singleton argues, “home becomes an authentic representation of a

f 95606

cultural and spiritual sel Believing the Russian public to be on a metaphorical road, rootless

* Lutz, “Chichikov’s Chest,” 367.

%5 Vladimir Nabokov, Gogol, 90

% Amy Singleton, Noplace Like Home, 46. Amy Singleton argues that the homelessness of Dead Souls, the need to
reject false and banal domestic space, seems like it would be a necessary intermediate step on a homeward journey,
but it actually derailed the quest altogether. She writes, “homelessness can derail the wanderer’s quest and result in
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and in need of guidance — for how can one create permanent, individual place in a country that is
unstable in its identity? — Gogol took on the task of defining the path forward with his planned
trilogy.

Gogol was never able to create the perfect domestic sphere he envisioned in the other
volumes. Unable to produce an ideal domestic sphere, the temporary, alternative domestic
poetics and the open road are all that Gogol left for us. Still, the novel ends with a rather
domestic, perhaps optimistic, scene among the three travelers—a trinity— that recalls the
previously mentioned “conversation” mid-sleep among the three. Here is Selifan half-asleep,
gently flicking the reins, Petrushka, next to him, leaning all the way back with his head on
Chichikov's knees, and our hero, slumbering in his britzka. All dreaming, perhaps, as Bachelard
suggested is possible, from within the safe enclosure of a home, here manifested in the three
bodies mingled together. And then, an abrupt wake-up, a galloping troika—a chariot of the
trinity’s soul—a new adventure.

Dead Souls: Volume Two

In Volume One, Gogol’s narrator directed his attention to “expos[ing] the moral
degeneration that lies at the root of domesticity in Dead Souls... [in which] the house reflects
and expresses the nature of the owner.”®’ Each household identifies and reflects the owner’s
misplaced priorities and inability to comprehend the position God has granted him. But

according to Gogol’s response to critics of this volume, this was never meant as the final word

fragmentation, lack of conscious reflection, loss of self, and the silence of the literary word. In the case of Dead
Souls, Chichikov, the narrator, and Gogol are unable to advance to the later stages of ‘homecoming,” whether by
making a permanent home or by producing the remaining volumes of Dead Souls. Each faces the problem of getting
mired in the implications of the initial, necessary alienation of self and place” (46). Abram Terts (Sinyavsky) writes
that the “foundation stone” of Volume One became Gogol’s “stumbling block,” Abram Terts, V teni Gogolia
(London: Overseas Publication Interchange, 1975), 262.

%7 Singleton, Noplace like Home, 54. See also V. F. Pereverzev, Gogol . Dostoevskii. Issledovaniia (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1982), 95-97.
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on the Russian man, soul, or home. Volume One was the attempt to show Russia ““at least from
one side,” as he wrote in an October 7, 1835 letter to Pushkin.

After the initial publication of Volume One, Gogol famously undertook a vast research
project on Russia. In the preface to the second edition, he asked for information from his readers,
in addition to asking his family and his acquaintances.®® In gathering material for his next works,
Gogol was hoping to produce a positive national identity and a pathway to enlightened
landownership, in service to the Russian nation and to God. His intended Volumes Two and
Three would illustrate an inner transformation in Chichikov before he would be rewarded with a
physical abode, a true home. In what we have of Volume Two, we can see the framework Gogol
is laying for Chichikov to attain such a transformation, to determine a Russian identity, and to
secure a physical place for himself. While in Volume One, Gogol only briefly hinted at this
goal, in Volume Two, a quest for physical place moves to the foreground and we see it in
Chichikov’s daydreams.

In Volume Two of Dead Souls, Gogol explicitly shows us Chichikov aspiring to acquire
a physical home. Tired of the road and its uncertainty, “sick of the gypsy life” (282), bearing the
marks of pursuit, of anxiety, of time passed, of a life still unsettled, an aged and weary Chichikov
temporarily settles on a stranger’s estate. This estate belongs to Andrei Ivanovich Tentetnikov, a
former idealist who has tried and failed to manage his property, lost faith in his youthful ideals,
and descended into a permanent state of alienation, stagnation, and unproductiveness. The estate
is open and spacious and has much latent possibility, but it is severely mismanaged by

Tentetnikov, unsupervised and, as a result, unproductive. The landowner’s inner turmoil prevents

% For a more detailed view of his aggregation project, see Edyta M. Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol Between Ukrainian
and Russian Nationalism, 317-319.
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him from appreciating and effectively utilizing the estate: “The beautiful view of the countryside,
which no visitor could gaze upon with indifference, did not seem to exist for the owner himself”
(265). His estate failures are the result of inner flaws. They reflect a man who has become
immobilized by the failures of his idealistic plans when faced with reality; he has stopped
movement without having reached inner enlightenment and thus, in Gogolian poetics, cannot
produce a functioning home. The story of Tentetnikov’s estate is a cautionary tale.

Chichikov descends upon this depressing scene and finagles an open invitation for
himself. Since we have last seen him, Chichikov, his servants, and his possessions have “aged,”
become more “scuffed and worn,” and “one could see that the time had not been without storms
and anxieties for him” (280). The protagonist who had previously thrived on the road is now
more urgently and frequently dreaming of settling into a physical place and putting down roots,
“himself becoming the peaceful owner of such an estate” (283). The opening chapters of Volume
Two provide the reader with more insight into Chichikov’s inner musings than was granted in
Volume One. We see him imagine a physical home, from which to produce a new generation of
Chichikovs “so that everyone would know that he had indeed lived and existed, and had not
merely passed over the earth like some shadow or ghost” (284). Chichikov explicitly links the
continuity of identity, the successful transfer of it to one’s offspring, and the physical home, for
only on a settled estate, never on the open road, can such continuity be possible.

While staying on an estate, albeit not a perfectly managed one, Chichikov dreams of
creating a physical place for himself. He imagines his future home specifically in spacious
unsettled areas on the estate, space that can function as empty canvases upon which a possible

future can be envisioned. Unlike a space that is utilized and thus pre-determined, open space,
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signaling potential risk and reward, is amenable; it can be crafted into almost anything one
desires.

On multiple occasions, the narrator describes Tentetnikov’s estate as spacious. When the
narrator first introduces the reader to this new setting, before Chichikov arrives, he describes it in
spatial terms. Any visitor, the narrator claims, upon surveying the landscape, would immediately
declare: “Lord, how spacious it is!” for “[t]he space opened out endlessly” (258). Similarly,
Chichikov encounters the vastness of this estate, alternatively examining it from up high, with a
view of the valleys and the flooding rivers, and from deep within the ravines where the animal
sounds are deafening. On other days he watches the tremendous and deafening water rush, from
the pier or from the fields (283). Chichikov’s musings on the future arise during these walks
surveying the vast, picturesque, unutilized landscape because its vastness and neutrality makes
such imaginings possible, much like a unfurnished room suggests more possibilities than a
furnished one. Similarly, after visiting another landowner, a general, and while riding over
another immense estate, Chichikov finds himself “again in the midst of the open fields and
spaces” (301), returns to thinking about his future estate and continues his planning.

During these musings, Chichikov plans his future in opposition to the flawed estates he
visits: “I wouldn’t handle it like that... I’ll behave quite differently: I’ll have a cook, and a house
full of plenty, but the managerial side will also be in order. The ends will meet, and a little sum
will be set aside each year for posterity” (301). His imagined estate will be perfectly managed
because he will have attained stability not just in terms of space but in terms of identity.
Enlightened space is the result of enlightened consciousness, and in this trilogy Gogol intended

to show a viable path to such space for both Chichikov and his reader.
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While Chichikov’s aspirations for physical place hover over Volume Two, Chichikov’s
temporary place with his two servants (Volume One), reasserts itself. The relationship among the
three travelers is described in a similar fashion. Petrushka’s scent again establishes itself where
he settles, and Petrushka resumes his familiarity with the bottle. Selifan again complains about
his scoundrel horse, dreams of wenches, and provides unsolicited advice to his master. And
Chichikov resumes his tendency to scold and berate his servants, while actually listening to their
recommendations. When Selifan proposes that Chichikov ask his host for another horse,
Chichikov replies: “‘Drive, drive, don’t babble!’... and thought to himself: ‘In fact, it’s too bad it

299

never occurred to me’” (302). They fall into well-established patterns of speech, and behavior
that have carried over from their prior journey. These patterns are one of the ways place is
established in Gogol.

The temporary arrangement of people-as-place continues to function at this point in the
new volume. While all three happily settle into someone else’s property, this property is not
theirs to manage or mold and is thus not yet a suitable replacement for their psychological need
for home; they still find home in each other. But people-as-place is not a tenable long-term
solution. For one, people are not permanent. And two, this does not allow for stable national
identity, the delivery of which Gogol believed to be his broader artistic mission. It is also hard to
pass such a temporary replacement for home on to the next generation.

For Chichikov, settling down is contingent on the success of his capital acquisition
project. His musings about home are for “not now, but later on, when the main business was
taken care of” (283). Chichikov is referring to a future when he has acquired the funds through

his dead souls scheme that will allow him to fulfill his vision. While for Chichikov, acquiring a

home is contingent on acquiring capital, for Gogol, the successful acquisition of a physical home
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for his protagonist is contingent on the latter’s inner transformation. Chichikov, like the other
flawed individuals he encounters, must change from a vulgar (poshlyi) to a spiritually
enlightened person.

Recall that in “Author’s Confession” Gogol addresses the connection between place
(social, physical) in the world and the spiritual realm. Gogol decries those who have not
understood and embraced God’s assigned role, their place (mesto), and have not committed to
conscious self-improvement within that role through an application of Christ’s teaching; those
unfortunates are destined for misery (VIII:462). Accepting one’s role as God-given, and serving
God through that role, is essential to make oneself deserving of a home in Gogol. But this
successful execution is predicated on knowing one’s place and identity. This is especially true
for the Gogolian landowner, who is in charge of a home and has a responsibility for others.
Ownership of an estate requires moral and spiritual enlightenment; otherwise it is a false home
and brings misery to owner and inhabitants.

And so, in Dead Souls Volumes One and Two Gogol provides us with ample examples of
flawed landowners who produce false homes, expecting us to recognize them as such. The
landowner’s inner deficiencies are reflected in the places they manage. The estates reflect a
combination of the internal and the external qualities of the landowner, which Maguire analyzes
at length. When examining Sobakevich’s domestic realm, the narrator makes the connection
explicit: “Everything was solid and clumsy to the last degree and everything had a strange kind
of resemblance to the master of the house... every object, every chair, seemed to be saying: ‘I’'m
a Sobakevich too!” or ‘I, too, am very much like Sobakevich’” (95). Gogol makes it clear that
the external features of the estate resemble the person in charge. In the case of Plyushkin, the

estate that mirrors the landowner is depicted as directly tied to his flaws. Plyushkin’s
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exaggerated miserliness, as manifested in his hoarding of useless objects, is not a harmless flaw.
His personal flaw directly leads to estate mismanagement and the death of serfs, for whom he is
personally and morally responsible. And in Volume Two, Tentetnikov, whose unfulfilled
idealistic ambitions have immobilized him, and results in the stagnation of his estate, is merely
another example.

One landowner, or one of his guests, directs Chichikov to another. Having had dinner
with Pyotr Petrovich Petukh, he leaves with his guest, Platon Mikhalych Platonov, who directs
him to stop at his brother-in-law’s estate, for his brother-in-law is “a remarkable man,” whom
Chichikov immediately adopts as a mentor: “It’s instructive to get to know such a man” (315).
And so we are taken to the estate of Konstantin Fyodorovich Kostanzhoglo, an estate owner that
Chichikov immediately recognizes as an “amazing man,” who has an estate that is “in
extraordinary good order” (316). More than all other previously encountered landowners, he
embodies purposeful activity. ® His movement, in Lotman’s terms, has direction, is focused on a
goal.”’ His enlightened inner condition results in the effective management of his estate. Of
course, the link Gogol creates between Kostanzhoglo’s excellent human qualities and his success
as the estate manager is purposeful.

A reader of Volume One recognizes that Kostanzhoglo is the first positive model of a
landowner. He is honorable and productive and, significantly for Gogol, quintessentially
Russian, even if his actual origins are non-Russian: “What, in fact, was his nationality? There are
many Russians in Russia who are of non-Russian origin but are nevertheless Russians in their

souls” (319). Perhaps by saying this Gogol is also justifying his own Russianness. Here then, we

%9 Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 329.
0 Lotman, V shkole poeticheskogo slova, 289-291
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have Gogol’s attempt to create a markedly more positive Russian figure, which Gogol was
accused of being unable to produce. Kostanzhoglo’s estate is “imbued with his energizing,
central presence, and forms a harmonious world.””" Significantly, after meeting Kostanzhoglo,
we see Chichikov for the first time trying to transform himself morally. Chichikov says to
Kostanzhoglo, “In the whole of Russia I have never met a man to equal you in intelligence”
(334) and proclaims, “The more one listens to you... the more one has a wish to listen” (329).
Remarkably, the narrator confirms the impression the host’s reasonable talk seems to have made
on Chichikov. Elsewhere, the narrator has rudely intruded into the protagonist’s thoughts and
revealed his inner musings about others to the audience. For example, while outwardly being
respectful to Sobakevich, the narrator reports Chichikov’s thoughts: “‘A pinchfist, a real
pinchfist!” Chichikov thought to himself, ‘and a knave to boot!’”” (107). With Kostanzhoglo,
however, the narrator supports the reader’s impression that Chichikov is being sincere. Having
entered Chichikov’s mind, the narrator reports: “[Kostanzhoglo] was the first man in the whole
of Russia for whom he felt personal respect” (336). After their conversation, the narrator
describes Chichikov’s state of mind:
Chichikov felt cozier than he had felt for a long time. It was as if after long peregrinations
he had now obtained all that he desired and had dropped his pilgrim’s staff, saying:
‘Enough!” So enchanting was the mood brought upon his soul by the host’s reasonable
talk. For every man there are certain words that are as if closer and more intimate to him
than any others. And often, unexpectedly ... one meets a man whose warming
conversation makes you forget the pathlessness of your paths, the homelessness of your

nights. (333)

"' Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 330.
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For the first time, Chichikov has met a man he genuinely listens to and learns from.
Kostanzhoglo, while certainly not yet the ideal, provides a positive model for Chichikov in his
own transformation, a step along the path from Hell to Purgatory to Paradise, as Bakhtin
believed Gogol intended to portray. Kostanzhoglo inspires Chichikov to start being a proper
landowner immediately, “acquiring not an imaginary but a real estate,” Khlobuev’s estate, and
implementing the learned estate management practices (336). Khlobuev is an estate owner who
has mismanaged his property due to his spendthrift tendencies. With Kostanzhoglo’s help,
Chichikov purchases this estate, but it is clearly not meant to be the final destination of his
journey. Although Chichikov has become wiser and more prudent, he has not yet become
enlightened. In fact he again reverts to trickery and crime. In the final chapter that we have, it is
revealed that he has forged a will and cheated an old woman’s heirs out of their inheritance.
Soon thereafter, his misdeeds catch up to him and he has to abandon his property and abscond
once more.

Kostanzhoglo’s influence is greater than a temporary redirection of Chichikov from tricks
to productive work. The influence of Kostanzhoglo is supposed to be one step in the right
direction, even if Chichikov continues to err thereafter. More importantly, Kostanzhoglo actually
points him further along on the path towards God that Gogol envisioned Chichikov would take.
Kostanzhoglo explicitly directs Chichikov to the tax farmer Murazov, explaining: “This is an
intelligent man and of whom I am not worth the shoe sole... He’s a man who could manage not
just a landowner’s estate, but a whole country. If I had a country, I’d make him minister of
finance at once” (334). For Chichikov, such a recommendation from the first man he respects
makes him open to the eccentric old Muzarov and his wisdom. Murazov, to whom we will

return, explicitly espouses a spiritual journey, rather than a material one to all he encounters and
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the reader himself: “In the world we must also serve God and no one else. Even if we serve
another, we do it only while being convinced that God tells us to do so, and without that we
would not serve. What else are all our abilities and gifts, which vary from person to another?
They are tools for our prayer: the one is in words, and the other is in deeds” (369). Out of all the
landowners we encounter, Murazov is the closest to Gogol’s intended ideal. Although he has
amassed a vast fortune, he continues living in simple quarters, doing good work, aiming to please
God from his God-granted place in society and encouraging others to do the same, and practicing
what he preaches to others.

Volume Two of Dead Souls makes clear how Gogol wanted us to read Volume One and
to think about the trilogy as a whole. The search for a physical home required an inner
transformation in the protagonist and the Russian population he represents. In what we have of
Volume Two, a lasting change has not been implemented. Still, in the last surviving chapter,
titled “Concluding Chapter” (“3axmountensHas riaBa”) a change has occurred in our
protagonist. We last see Chichikov setting out on the road again. It is old Murazov, a tax farmer,
who directs Chichikov:

I keep thinking what a man you’d be if, in the same way, with energy and patience, you

had embarked on good work and for a better purpose ... By God, the point of the thing is

not in this property which can be confiscated, but in that which no one can steal or carry
off! ... You have enough already to live on for the rest of your days. Settle yourself in
some quiet corner, near a church and simple, good people ... Forget this noisy world and

all its seductive fancies (379).

Although his tricks are again discovered, and Chichikov again absconds, his final conversation

with Murazov sends him back out onto the road transformed. Murazov tells him, “until people
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abandon all that they wrangle over and eat each over for on earth, and think about the well-being
of their spiritual property, there won’t be any well-being of earthly property ... Think not about
dead souls, but about your living soul, and God help you on a different path” (389). Prompted by
these words, Chichikov says to himself, “Murazov is right ... it’s time for a different path!”
(389). The last time we see Chichikov in Volume Two, he is primed for a new direction on the
road, a new goal: “This was not the old Chichikov. This was some wreckage of the old
Chichikov. The inner state of his soul might be compared to a demolished building, which has
been demolished so that from it a new one could be built; but the new one has not been started
yet, because the definitive plan has not yet come from the architect” (390). Again Chichikov sets
out on this path with his two servants. A new adventure awaits them and perhaps this new
journey will bring them all closer to the ideal.

Chichikov remains on the road, on a journey to achieve that ultimate transformation, on
the way to a final home. In the meantime, his temporary place is still with the servants, who
provide him the reassurance of known habits and known values, of enclosure, and of the ability
to dream and to feel secure. Both the aspiration for physical place and the realization of
temporary place with the servants are clearly outlined in the second volume. This gives us a way
to understand Volume Two in relation to Volume One, an issue that has long troubled scholars.

We know that in response to criticism of Volume One Gogol was actively trying to create
a positive depiction of a Russian man with a stable identity and a conventional home. Gogol
links true place with inner enlightenment and tries to craft the story of Chichikov’s trajectory to
both, as a guide for society in general. He makes this explicit in “Four Letters apropos Dead

Souls” in Selected Passages From Correspondence with Friends:
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No, there comes a time when it is impossible to direct society or even an entire
generation towards the beautiful, until you show the depth of [society’s] true
abomination; there comes a time when one must not speak about the lofty and the
beautiful without at the same time showing, clear as day, the way and the road to it for
each individual. The latter circumstance was little and weakly developed in the second
volume of Dead Souls, but it probably should have been the most important; and for that

reason it is burned. (VIII, 298)

Gogol links his failure in Volume Two with his inability to portray successfully this path towards
the beautiful for the everyman. Focusing on Chichikov, a deeply flawed individual, Gogol meant
to show how he could travel the road towards the lofty and the good, allowing him to attain a
physical place of his own. And if the deeply flawed Chichikov could take this path, so could
Russians collectively.

Gogol never delivered on his promise to show the spiritual transformation of his
protagonist. Despite the years he devoted to the effort (1845-1848), Gogol couldn’t realize this
aspiration and, as is well known, on multiple occasions burned his drafts for Volume Two. He
also never wrote the planned Volume Three. Thus, while we can keep this intended path in mind,
we must ultimately must grapple with the text as given. What we are left with is Volume One
and its brilliantly executed antihero pre-transformation, a slew of flawed Russian characters, and
a blueprint for Gogol’s aspirations in Volume Two. Gogol produced a temporary solution to
Chichikov’s identity problem via servant-as-place but was unable to create an accessible
trajectory to a physical place for his nation.

The Government Inspector
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The road and the theme of homelessness are also very important in Gogol’s five-act play,
The Government Inspector (Revizor, 1837). The play features Khlestakov, a low-level civil
servant whom the local officials mistake for a high-ranking government inspector from
Petersburg. The local officials, corrupt and fearful of being revealed as such to their superiors in
the central government, react with anxiety; chaos ensues. Khlestakov, at first unknowingly, but
then with enthusiasm, takes advantage of their mistake, collecting bribes, accepting hospitality,
and even getting engaged to the Mayor’s daughter.

These plot developments occur on the road, which plays a central role as plot enabler and
a major influence on Khlestakov’s psychology and his relationships. While there are few explicit
renditions of the road, the road remains a dominant trope. As in Dead Souls, the interior settings
and the families that occupy them are deeply flawed and are not a source of refuge or identity.
Again the road has a much larger place than the depicted homes in establishing the protagonist’s
identity. In fact, the road proves so important that Gogol even allows it to acquire agency
towards the end of the play, as I will show later in this chapter.

Given dramatic conventions and in contrast to the road’s visibility in Dead Souls, the
road in Government Inspector is more often implied or referenced rather than shown. The road is
offstage, to use a theatrical term, but just as in theater, offstage does not mean unimportant.
While characters don’t spend time on the road in front of the audience, it is constantly referenced
and has several important functions in the narrative: it brings to town the main protagonist,
Khlestakov, and his servant, Osip, as well as carries them away when Osip fears their trickery is
about to be discovered. The road propels the plot forward by being the means by which

information is conveyed both orally, via the rumor mill, and in written form, via letters. Finally,
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as a key spatial construct, the road creates a sense of homelessness in the protagonist, requiring
that he find an alternative domestic arrangement, an atypical home, with his servant Osip.

The traveling characters Khlestakov and Osip are in a perpetual state of transition. Unlike
Chichikov and his servants, who are first shown on the road, we first encounter Khlestakov and
Osip already settled, but no longer welcome, at the local inn, where they are temporarily stuck
between their departure point, St. Petersburg, and their unnamed native village, to which they are
unenthusiastically trying to return. Still, in a sense, they are on the road; their intended location is
elsewhere and this is merely a temporary pause. And as we’ve seen in Gogol, the Russian inn
full of transients is not a substitute for a home. From the start, the inn is shown to be
inhospitable. At the play’s opening, Osip and Khlestakov are out of money, hungry and
unwelcome because they have not been paying their bills. Osip laments: “We’ll never get home,”
indicating their destination.”> Awaiting money from Khlestakov’s father to be sent via the road,
they pause in between points, intending to continue onward.

While the physical road is absent from the stage and the main action, it is recalled by the
characters and implied by the movement that goes on behind the scenes. Roads permit the
transfer of knowledge in the play—Iletters propel the plot forward. A letter notifies the local
officials of the inspector general’s imminent arrival, and after Khlestakov’s departure, his
intercepted letter reveals his true identity to the other characters. Letters are shown to be
traveling on the roads via the postal service, sometimes intercepted by the postmaster and
brought to the official they concern, and then ultimately to their final far-off destinations. Roads

connect the periphery and the center. In factroads were built in order to facilitate information

7 Nikolai Gogol, The Diary of a Madman, the Government Inspector, and Selected Stories, trans. Ronald Wilks
(New York: Penguin, 2006), 214. Subsequent references to this edition will appear parenthetically.
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transfer.”” The roads are the means by which official directives are conveyed, petitions are sent
and answered, money is transferred, and central officials can oversee the local gubernya,
however ineffectively.

Roads also circulate information locally. The local officials, trying to gather information
about the expected inspector, rely on the road to facilitate this knowledge transfer. The Governor
and the Governor’s wife send people on the road to spread information or to acquire it. While the
Governor is beckoning officials to his residence in order to convey information about an
official’s impending visit, servants and townspeople are part of the rumor ecosystem, and these
individuals circulate rumors in the background of the main action via the roads. For instance, the
governor’s housekeeper Avdotya, while out on an errand, uses an offstage back road to spread
news of the inspector general’s arrival, even before the governor can do so. When unable to learn
the latest updates from her husband, the Governor’s wife sends this same Avdotya on a news-
gathering mission, orchestrating her movement: “Off with you, off with you at once, do you
hear? Run and ask everybody where they are. Be sure and find out who the newcomer is and
what he is like, do you hear? Peep through a crack and find everything out—what sort of eyes he
has, whether they are black or blue, and be back here instantly, this minute, do you hear? Quick,

"9

quick, quick!” (227). The servant, a more mobile stand-in for the mistress, is sent on the road to
spy, to ask, to gather, and to return with news. Existing offstage, the road is vital for information

gathering.

73 Natalia Platonova, “Russian Postal Service in the 18" Century,” Muriel Le Roux, ed., Post Offices of Europe:
18th-21st Century: A Comparative History (Bruxelles: Peter Lang, 2014): 130-1. For a summary of the development
of the Russian domestic postal system, including its dependence on the road, see 129-142. Stationmasters and coach
houses emerged from the need to relay information from the central government to the provinces. Government
officials, like the postmaster of the play, were charged with receiving and locally distributing mail. Their salaries, as
well as money required for road upkeep, and the building of inns and stables for each station, were collected from
local residents in the form of taxes.
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Likewise, the “exceedingly inquisitive” Bobchinksy and Dobchinsky, two supporting but
important characters, run off to spread news on foot. Upon hearing from the governor that an
inspector was expected, Bobchinsky says: “I ran out to see Korobkin. But not finding Korobkin
at home, I went off to Rastakovsky, and not seeing him, I went to Ivan Kuzmich to tell him of
the news you'd got” (227). These offstage character movements depend on the local roads. As
readers, we cannot overlook the importance of the road for the plot developments just because it
doesn’t appear on stage.

The road is so important in this work that it becomes almost an agent responsible for
Khlestakov’s lack of funds. When Khlestakov solicits bribes, he consistently attributes his
running out of money to the road: “A strange thing happened to me on the road. I ran entirely out
of cash” (272). Assuming this is Khlestakov’s clandestine way of asking for bribes, each official
eagerly gives him this money, hoping that he will disregard what he has seen of their corruption.
While Khlestakov tries to absolve himself of responsibility for his lack of funds, we know from
Osip’s opening monologue that Khlestakov has run through all his money by gambling and
excessively spending and thus is personally responsible. Khlestakov, however, denies his
responsibility and attributes the lack of money to a strange thing, an accident that occurs because
he was “on the road.” The road is given agency. The road becomes an actor that robs him of
cash and takes away his agency. While at first strange, this unusual positioning is the product of
the road’s exaggerated role in the play.

The road also brings transparency. By this I mean that the road allows the central
government to observe the periphery — via the road inspectors can travel into town and reports of

misdeeds can be sent by mail.
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The road also functions as an identity marker for Khlestakov, who is, above all, a man of
the road. Once again, we have a central character living a nomadic life. After leaving St.
Petersburg, Khlestakov and his servant Osip had spent two months on the road. Khlestakov
creates the following image of himself: “I am accustomed, comprenez-vous, to life in the
fashionable world, and suddenly, to find myself on the road, in dirty inns with dark rooms and
rude people” (256). Khlestakov pretends that the gypsy life is not for him. However, Osip’s
opening monologue contradicts the image Khlestakov creates. Osip, a stand-in for family and
home, knows the true Khlestakov and doesn’t accommodate his master’s illusions and false
presentations. Osip’s monologue informs the audience that Khlestakov is a mere copy clerk, a
gambler, and a moocher, returning home from Petersburg in disgrace. He is presumably
stretching out the trip to put off the inevitable reckoning with his family. Along the way, in every
town, Khlestakov puts on airs, lives above his means, and then spends long periods of time
waiting for more money from his father, only to repeat the same cycle. When we are introduced
to Gogol’s protagonist, he has already been traveling for two months and an indeterminable
period of travel looms ahead. Khlestakov is for the foreseeable future a man of the road.

Because The Inspector General is a work of the road, the alternative models of
domesticity we witnessed in Dead Souls reappear. The road makes a physical home impossible.
Given an absence of physical place, Gogol again reverts to the temporary solution—person-as-
place. As in Dead Souls, we see a servant becoming a place for his master.

Robert Maguire argues that Khlestakov, who like Chichikov leads a migratory life, is
marked as displaced and placeless.”* Usually, we think of family or romantic partners as an

obvious substitute for place, but of course other arrangements are possible. While Khlestakov

™ Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 19.
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has a family, a father in some distant village, sponsoring his travels, he is not drawn towards
him; on the road he has no family and few possessions. The distant father who sends money and
the home village are not appealing — they are boring and inferior to Petersburg; they aren’t a
substitute place. The road marks and defines the protagonist, but it also separates him from
physical places and society in general.

Osip, the servant who travels with and guides him, is Khlestakov’s closest associate and
the nearest to what a place would be, even if their relationship is often contentious. He is the
only one who knows who Khlestakov actually is, and his interests are aligned with his master’s.
While Selifan was permitted small overstepping, such as imposing unsolicited opinions on his
master, Osip’s transgressions of his servant role are larger. In fact, Osip is described in the
instructions for actors as “moralizer” (pesonep), someone who “likes to recite to himself
homilies intended for his master... when he speaks to his master [his voice] acquires a stern,
sharp, and even rude tone. He is cleverer than his master and quicker to catch on” (213-4). Osip
is so familiar with Khlestakov that he regularly scolds his master and uses his property. But he
also looks after his master, urging him to move on before he is caught. For Khlestakov, Osip is a
known entity on the road, where risk and the unknown dominate. Their relationship is a home for
both, an unusual instance of egalitarianism between master and servant. Their conflicts, like
those of Selifan and Chichikov, seem to be part of a long, repetitive chain that conveys
domesticity.

We meet Osip before Khlestakov, and when we first encounter him, Osip physically
occupies his master’s place, lounging in his bed. He is thus a stand-in for Khlestakov, “loafing

around” on the master’s bed again (234-6). Given the conditions of their travels, perhaps Osip
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can be read both as a place and also as an alter ego, a wiser version of Khlestakov. Without him,
Khlestakov would not be nearly as successful.

Osip, the wiser and more socially-attuned of the pair, “quicker to catch on” (214), is
pivotal for the successful execution of Khlestakov’s ruses. More importantly, he is crucial for
Khlestakov’s integration into society. Osip fulfills this role by helping Khlestakov slot himself
into the roles others imagine for him, helping his master make the most of the circumstances
dealt to him. At the inn, after they have accumulated large unpaid bills, Khlestakov sends Osip as
his stand-in to demand food. Osip can ask for food, be cursed, and even be denied, but if the
master is humiliated in this way, there would be no way forward for him, no way for him to
continue exploiting the inn’s owners. Moreover, it is Osip who helps Khlestakov escape
detection at the end of the play, advising him when it is time to go. Osip’s astute observations
permit Khlestakov to function in the society.

Maguire notes that the opposite is true for Khlestakov — Khlestakov destroys social ties.
Maguire observes that before Khlestakov’s arrival, the town of The Government Inspector
appears to be a “smoothly functioning body politic. Everyone knows his place.””> When the
displaced Khlestakov, who leads a migratory life and comes from Petersburg, a non-place in
Gogol, arrives, he “arrogates to himself an astonishing repertory of places occupied by others ....
Placeless, he functions mainly to displace the other characters.” "® Among others, he presents
himself as a commander-in-chief, an intimate of Pushkin and head of a government department,
and composer of the works of Mozart. Not part of a collective, Khlestakov breaks up the

collective body—the town and its officials—into which he arrives. Khlestakov’s arrival “enables

7 Maguire, Exploring Gogol, 18-19.
7 Ibid, 19.

89



many of the townfolk to become aware of their real feelings and psychic needs, which are at
variance with the places they occupy and have therefore been repressed. Strongest of all is their
desire to be recognized as unique individuals.””” Their individual desires for recognition isolate
them from society. In his letter intercepted by the postmaster, Khlestakov observes, correctly
characterizes, and individualizes the officials he has encountered. His description separates them
from their societal rank, such as mayor, which is attached to countless other officials across the
country. He provides each of them with a label and designation that “brings out a private self that

would otherwise have remained hidden under titles and rituals.”’®

In so doing, Maguire claims,
Khlestakov shatters the formerly functioning social order, revealing that “[i]t never was a true
place.” At the end of the play, with Khlestakov again on the road, the secondary characters are
all newly detached from their social order and isolated. Everyone is “on the road,” separated
from their society. A harmonious social body is fragmented; the newly-formed individuals,
diverse and distinctive, are frozen and immobilized.

Osip is perhaps is the only exception in the play, as he appears to accept his lot in life,
presumably assigned to him by God and not by a mortal social order. His acceptance is the
closest thing we have to Gogol’s articulated vision of social order— the idea that God has placed
everyone where they need to be. Individuals, who accept their lot and serve God precisely from
that place escape a life of misery.

Dead Souls and Inspector General both demonstrate how the road creates alternative

places in another person or persons. The road as dominant space creates conditions that don’t

allow for a physical home, a place in spatial terms, and thus prompt a substitute to emerge. The

1bid., 19.
8 1bid., 20-21.
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physicality of the road is important to Gogol’s productions, for it creates conditions of transience
that prevents the protagonists from putting down roots in a particular location. This physical
rootlessness is exacerbated by their metaphorical homelessness. It is easy to imagine Chichikov
or Khlestakov as the man on the road described in the epigraph, the guiding image for my
argument in this chapter. Both men are roofless, stranded on the open road. But contrary to how
they have been interpreted by other scholars, I argue that both have found temporary alternatives
— stability via a place with their servants. The servants, while also on the road, are more attached
to the society depicted. They know their place in society and are in a more stable position than
their masters. As a result, they are able to anchor their masters somewhat to the world, to which
they otherwise lack deep connection. In Gogol’s execution, this lack of connection is both a
function of the space that dominates their stories, the road, and of the uncertainty about their
national identity that worried Gogol with his entire life.

I also propose that the notion of servants-as-pl/ace is more widely applicable, productive
beyond the concerns of one author or the physical conditions — life on the road — that create the
need for an alternative model of place. The phenomenon of masters turning to servants as place
appears elsewhere, even in works where a literal road is not the dominant space. A metaphorical
road to death, the ultimate liminal and boundless space, creates similar conditions. Boundless
space promotes a search for alternative and unusual place, and in certain instances, this place is
found with the servant.

The Road and the Supportive Servant in Tolstoy’s Death of Ivan Ilyich

In Tolstoy’s Death of Ivan Ilyich (1886), a similar bond is formed between master and

servant when the master commences his journey on the metaphorical road to death. Ivan Ilyich,

an agreeable ordinary man, who has followed societal rules and been socially rewarded for it,
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leads an ordinary life until he becomes terminally ill. While the events of the story mostly take
place in a private physical space, his study, Ivan Ilyich is actually on his own journey, his own
road, traveling from life to illness and eventually to death. His illness separates him from the
society of which he was always a part, and uncovers the falsity of his prior life, including his
connections, which are revealed as false relationships. Having lost his mobility, Ivan Ilyich
realizes how few true relationships he has made in his life. Newly stripped of his armor— the
possessions, the reputation, and the connections he has spent his life accumulating— Ivan Ilyich
loses his old attachment to his home. Alienated from the home he cherished, from the family he
didn’t, and from the acquaintances who do not want to see their own mortality reflected in his
terminal state, Ivan Ilyich seeks an alternative place for himself. This he finds with the assistant
butler, a young and healthy peasant, who understands death as natural, pities his master, and
provides him comfort. Gerasim directly addresses death’s imminence and doesn’t look away
from Ivan’s suffering. He becomes Ivan Ilych’s new center of value, his temporary home, his
replacement family. The road to death, the journey, creates a new place.

Gerasim becomes Ivan’s place. He physically supports his master on his journey towards
death, holding up Ivan’s feet on his shoulders in the only position his master finds comfortable.
Gerasim supports Ivan not only physically, but emotionally as well, something that no one else is
willing or able to do. He listens to Ivan’s laments, embracing his master’s suffering. Most of all,
Gerasim’s sincerity and kindness in the face of death affect Ivan Ilyich. His servant lacks the
affectations of his acquaintances, so he finds comfort in Gerasim’s pity:

Ivan Ilyich told Gerasim to sit down and hold his legs, and began to talk to him. And

strange to say it seemed to him that he felt better while Gerasim held his legs up. After

that Ivan Ilyich would sometimes call Gerasim and get him to hold his legs on his
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shoulders, and he liked talking to him. Gerasim did it all easily, willingly, simply and
with a good nature [...] He saw that no one felt for him, because no one even wished to
grasp his position. Only Gerasim recognized it and pitied him. And so Ivan Ilyich felt at
ease only with him [...] he wished most of all (though he would have been ashamed to
confess it) for someone to pity him as a sick child is pitied [...] And in Gerasim’s attitude
towards him there was something akin to what he wished for, and so that attitude
comforted him.”
Gerasim functions as a family stand-in: a support system that carries Ivan Ilyich from one life
into the next. The other comforting presence is that of Ivan Ilyich’s young son, Vasya, the
schoolboy from whom he was always distanced. Vasya is still a child and has not yet adopted the
falsity that governs their society. His sincerity is comforting, as is his love. As a child, Vasya has
not yet fully become accustomed to society’s rituals, so he reacts in a natural way. Unlike Vasya,
Gerasim is an adult and has chosen to embrace another mode of existence.

Gerasim makes it clear that the comfort he provides isn’t burdensome to him, and he is
the person who frees his master from his misery. Ivan Ilyich “looked at Gerasim’s sleepy, good-
natured face with its prominent cheek-bones, the question suddenly occurred to him: ‘What if my
whole life has been wrong?’” (299). He realizes that the path he’s been following in life—the
pursuit of connections, of propriety, of money, of power, of social conformity, the shirking of
true human connection, and the acceptance of the corresponding burdens—has not been the path
he should have taken. When looking at Gerasim’s face, he recognizes his mistakes for Gerasim

has lived life a different way. Having accepted his failure, Ivan Ilyich starts to feel less self-

7 Leo Tolstoy, “The Death Of Ivan Ilyich,” in Great Short Works of Leo Tolstoy, trans. Louise and Aylmer Maude
(New York: Perennial Classics, 2004): 285-6. Future references to this novel will be to this edition and will appear
in parentheses.
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absorbed. He begins to experience compassion for those around him, even if they haven’t been
transformed as he has. With the selfless support and empathy of Gerasim as his guide, Ivan
Ilyich can similarly be generous with his own estranged family. He pities his family and
recognizes the suffering that results from his own. Desiring to release his family from suffering,
Ivan finally dies.

While not portraying a physical road as Gogol’s works do, Tolstoy’s novella still has a
road, the road to death, as the narrative’s central space. This road functions like the physical
roads in Gogol in that it severs the previously established ties between person and physical place,
the setting for the master’s identity. In this work, the master is on the road-to-death, severed from
his physical home. Again, the master turns to the servant to fill that void and we observe the
emergence of a meaningful bond between master and servant. Tolstoy’s work reproduces a
dynamic similar to the one we’ve seen in Gogol.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored the road as artistic space, have seen what the road does
in this capacity to identity, and have considered how domestic servants functioning on the road,
whether literally or metaphorically, serve as an alternative place for their masters. Because of the
unusual conditions the road creates, the traveling servants and masters upend traditional social
hierarchies and create relationships that bridge the divides between them. Perhaps the instinct to
do so speaks to a deeper bond that exists between the two groups all along, a bond hidden by
strict social rules. On the road, middle- and upper-society protagonists form deep attachments
and bonds with common people who appear to penetrate their formerly impenetrable higher-class
world. Among the master-servant pairings we have studied, we see the beginnings of

egalitarianism, based upon the master’s emotional dependence on the servant and the lack of
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physical abode. A relative lack of power differential, otherwise not feasible in a hierarchical
society, emerges on the road. The servants help their masters function at the higher levels of
society in which they circulate, by warning them of danger signs they miss or are not attuned to,
by covering them with their silence, or by supporting them emotionally when they have no one
else to do so. They serve to tie them to earth and to integrate them into society.

While these servants fulfill an important function for their masters, they themselves exist
on insecure ground, often occupying an undetermined and inhospitable place. In the beginning of
Tolstoy’s story, we see Gerasim, former sick nurse and close companion to his master go back to
his position of invisible assistant butler after his master’s death. As seen by his master’s close
acquaintance, Peter Ivanovich, Gerasim is “a man in the thick of urgent work, he briskly opened
the door, called the coachman, helped Peter Ivanovich into the sledge, and sprang back to the
porch as if in readiness for what he had to do next” (255). Gerasim’s humanity— his kindness,
his ability to provide comfort and to pity his master, his simple worldview, all of which his
master relied on in his dying days— are missing from this description. Ivan Ilyich has died and
with him has gone his perspective; the narration has shifted away from his point of view. It
almost seems that these human characteristics, allowed to flourish during his last days with his
master, have again been disregarded, but the reader is just no longer attuned to them. Peter
Ivanovich’s point of view accomplishes this well. Although the reader has become accustomed
to seeing Gerasim’s humanity, as captured by his master, through the eyes of a stranger, he is
reduced to his servant role and its strict parameters. The stranger has the same perspective on
Gerasim as the master did before his illness shifted his perspective. This shift in perspective
abruptly flattens Gerasim as a character, a maneuver that the reader notices because it is so

different from Ivan Ilyich’s perspective. This jarring shift directs the reader’s attention to this
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matter. Tolstoy doesn’t depict Gerasim as resisting this treatment. Within the narrative, Gerasim
easily resumes his functional role; we do not expect the other family members to turn to him for
compassion. As we discussed in the introduction, Tolstoy, with his conflicted class allegiance, is
uninterested in exploring the latent tension within Gerasim as his humanity is once again
ignored, although certainly he gestures toward it.

But we should not lose sight of the fact that as society goes back to its usual order, now
that it has gotten through the rituals commanded by the unpleasantness of death, Gerasim,
formerly humanized, has again been marginalized. His reversion to an insignificant position
could become untenable. This reversion contains latent violence, here deactivated.

Other characters in Russian literature are less forgiving than Gerasim of society’s
injustice. Dostoevsky’s Pavel Smerdyakov, who refuses to accept his inferior place in society, is
the most explicitly violent example. A lack of equitable spatial distribution, the denial to a group
of people of their right to place, becomes a contentious issue for servant-characters, particularly
in Dostoevsky’s The Adolescent and Brothers Karamazov, and Bunin’s Sukhodol. But first, in
the next chapter, we direct our attention back to the house and to the interplay of service and

space that is neither truly public nor private.
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Chapter Two: Between Public and Private: Space and Service in

Dostoevsky’s The Idiot and The Adolescent

In the previous chapter we witnessed how being on the road transformed the master-
servant into a substitute family bond, a place, for the master. In this chapter on Dostoevsky, I am
most concerned with the servant’s connection to narration as it manifests itself in space that is
neither truly secluded nor publicly shared. With Dostoevsky, we return to the house to consider
how servants, and characters associated with servants, act in what I term private-public space, as
opposed to the public domain or the private one. Servants in Dostoevsky cannot be overlooked.
They are tied to essential questions being addressed by the text. Finally, they are vocal and often
involved in narration. In The Double, the servant Petrushka shares his master Golyadkin’s
private affairs in the courtyard. In 7he Adolescent, the freed servant Makar Ivanovich tells the
transformation story of a stranger, Maksim Ivanovich, from selfish consumer to prideful
individual, who causes the death of an innocent child, to selfless Christian. The two servant
narrators use the same material—gossip and private details about the lives of others—with
different intentions and outcomes. The space they choose for their delivery (public in the first
case, what I term private-public in the second) differentiates these two narrators and signals their
different intentions. The private-public space creates opportunities for transformative moments,
often with a spiritual undercurrent, to occur. My undertaking is to examine this phenomenon.

I have selected The Idiot (1868) and The Adolescent (1875) as my primary subjects of
study because the features I discuss are more prominent in these two novels. Moreover, in both
Dostoevsky uses a similar approach to narration and demonstrates a particular concern with the

narration’s influence on his reader. I examine how Dostoevsky differentiates between his
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narrators, working actively against some while fortifying the words of others, thereby creating a
gradation, if not a vertical hierarchy, among them." The dialogues between the various narrators
and the implied author reveal Dostoevsky’s system of values, which he couldn’t present directly
as he believed such presentation was rhetorically ineffective.” The differentiation between
narrators through spatial dynamics (among other indicators), is aimed at his more general goal to
“save” his reader, or as Deborah Martinsen writes, to “help readers return to the Garden by
changing the way we look at the world.” My reading examines how these narrators direct the
reader towards Christian salvation.

Dostoevsky connects narration that guides the reader, especially inserted narratives
delivered by secondary narrators, and oral service.” I will develop the idea of oral service in the
section that follows, but first a word about inserted narratives. According to Robin F. Miller,
Dostoevsky’s inserted narratives are commonly analogues to the main story. Speaking of The
Idiot, Miller writes, “The inserted narrative becomes a means of bypassing the voice of the
narrator-chronicler and of allowing the implied author (Dostoevsky) a more direct
communication with the implied reader.” As an analogue tale, the inserted narrative gives
Dostoevsky a chance to comment on the larger story being told in the novel through a different

voice, that of a secondary narrator, without the filter of the primary narrator’s perspective.

"In Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo, Bakhtin argues that in Dostoevsky the characters remain unfinalized and
in perpetual dialogue with one another and with the implied author. See M. M. Bakhtin, Problemy tvorchestva
Dostoevskogo, in Estetika slovesnogo tvorchestva (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1986), 194-5. However, more recently,
scholars have argued that Bakhtin’s reading is idealistic. The dialogue between narrator, character, and author, who
has control over his text, cannot ever be on equal footing. For example, see Olga Meerson, Dostoevsky’s Taboos
(Dresden: Dresden University Press, 1998), 23-30.

2F.M. Dostoevsky, Letter to V. Solovyov, 16 July 1876, PSS XXIX, 101. Also see Robin Feuer Miller, Dostoevsky
and “The Idiot”: Author, Narrator, and Reader (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), 13, 22.

’ Deborah A. Martinsen, Surprised by Shame: Dostoevsky’s Liars and Narrative Exposure (Columbus, OH: Ohio
State University Press, 2003), 18.

4 Robin Feuer Miller, “The Function of Inserted Narratives in The Idiot,” Ulbandus Review 1977, 15-27.

* Miller, “The Function of Inserted Narratives in The Idiot,” 15.
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Inserted narratives thus serve as Dostoevsky’s way of indirectly guiding the reader back to the
Garden.

In The Adolescent and The Idiot, servants and servant-connected characters have an
important role in delivering or receiving these inserted tales. They are the speakers and source of
much of this material. Often these characters also deliver monologues of special interest. Indeed,
if Gogol’s servants establish domestic space even while they and their master are in transit,
Dostoevsky’s are tasked with guiding theirs back to the Garden without ever leaving home. And
when the intended beneficiaries of this guidance are readers, it is Dostoevsky’s narrators who
aim—or fail—to serve.

If service in Dostoevsky’s novels has a spiritual undercurrent, narratorial service is more
pointedly salvific (at least potentially). Contemplating each act of narration, the reader must ask
himself, does this narration point the recipient towards the higher realm or away from it?
Dostoevsky’s narrators either positively contribute to the reader’s spiritual development or
discredit themselves as narrators, freeing the reader to look elsewhere for guidance. Myshkin and
Makar Ivanovich are important secondary narrators of the first category, but of course they are
not the only secondary narrators in their novels. I select them for analysis and pair the two
because of their manner, their intention to serve, their connection to servants, their selection of
space, and their message, which although certainly not identical, is on some level in the spirit of
Christ, as Dostoevsky would see it. By contrast, the naive, uninformed and careless narration of
Arkady confuses the reader. The primary narrator of 7he Idiot, whose inclination to gossip and
judge, liberates the reader from his grasp, encouraging the reader to turn to other forms of

guidance, namely secondary narrators.
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Dostoevsky’s manipulation of the physical space in which the narration occurs
differentiates between positive, effective and negative, ineffective narration. An explanation of
service and narration terms is required and so, before discussing the functionality of these
elements in the two novels that I study, I will define the terms I use and examine their
corresponding historical, literary, lexical, and biblical contexts.

Service and Narration

Service is a loaded term with many connotations, but I use the term in three senses: 1)
physical service, meaning the work that servants physically perform for their masters; 2)
narratorial service, by which I mean the service that the narrator, primary or secondary, provides
to his audience, the reader, but also to the implied author and the implied reader;’ and 3) spiritual
service, which means actions or speech directed towards spreading the Christian message. In
Dostoevsky, and in biblical texts, both physical and oral service can be ways of serving
spiritually. I will examine this close link between physical and spiritual servitude in the Bible

and in Dostoevsky, before proceeding to a deeper discussion of narratorial service.

8 I refer here to Wayne Booth’s model, which described both reader and author as divided into different selves.
Booth defines the real reader and author as imperfect people with everyday concerns that exist in the real world. In
contrast, the implied author is the consciousness created by and implicit in the work itself — the self the author
becomes in writing each particular text. The implied reader, created by the text, has beliefs that correspond to the
implied author's and is reading the text in search of these authorial beliefs. See Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of
Fiction, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961, 137-144. I will distinguish between the implied reader
(Dostoevsky’s reader) and the narratee, a term that Seymour Chapman creates in Story and Discourse. See Seymour
Chapman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1978). Robin F. Miller builds on Booth’s and Chapman’s terminology, applying it to The Idiot. She says Dostoevsky
sets up a clear distinction between the implied author and the narrator and in so doing, divides the implied reader as
well. In addition to the Booth terminology of the implied and the real reader, Miller notes that the narratee
(narrator’s reader, in Miller) becomes increasingly important as the implied author and narrator diverge. This reader
is less concerned with the implied author and the bigger moral issues at play — he is "uncritical and curious" and
"does not suspend belief in the narrator's rendition of the story." See Miller, Dostoevsky and “The Idiot,” 5.
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The New Testament, of which Dostoevsky’s knowledge is well documented, closely
associates physical service and service to the Lord.” Jesus explicitly names the roles that his
followers should not assume in relation to other truth-seekers — father, teacher, leader (or
master), before arriving at the designation that fits: servant (Matthew 23: 8-12). Christ teaches
his followers not to be masters of all, but servants to all: “Even as the Son of man came not to be
ministered unto, but to minister” (Matthew 20: 28).® He also leads by example. To instill
servitude in his followers, Jesus assumes a humble servant position and washes the disciples’
feet at Passover dinner. By engaging in this physical act of service, Jesus enacts what he
preaches: serving others is a service to the Lord.

Indeed, the physical servant can be read as a metaphorical stand-in for the servant of
God.” Despite their lower social status, servants can guide their masters in finding the spiritual

path. For example, at the marriage at Cana in Galilee, during which Jesus turned water into wine,

" The New Testament makes this association central, but the connection owes much to servitude metaphors in the
Old Testament. Moses, Elijah, and other notable forefathers are marked as good servants of the Lord — they
consciously and willingly adopt the title of God’s servant; furthermore, in the Old Testament, the language of labor
is a “designation of a special and honored relationship to God.” See S. Scott Bartchy, “Slavery (Greco-Roman),” in
Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992): 72. Bartchy writes, “NT writers and their readers were
heirs of both the Israelites’ description of themselves as 'slaves of God' after their liberation from Egyptian slavery at
the Exodus (Lev 25:55).

Dostoevsky himself testifies to his knowledge of and interest in the New Testament: "I came from a pious
Russian family. From my earliest childhood I remember the love of my parents. In our family we knew the Gospel
almost from the cradle" in F. M. Dostoevskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, XXI, Leningrad 1980, 134. His second
wife concurs: "Often when he was deep in thought or in doubt about something, he would open the New Testament
at random and read whatever was on the first page to his left"; see A. G. Dostoevskaia, Vospominaniia, (Moscow:
Khudozh. lit-ra, 1981): 375. Countless scholarly studies, such as Geir Kjetsaa’s Dostoevsky and His New Testament,
which reproduces and analyzes Dostoevsky’s original marginal notes on his New Testament, and Joseph Frank’s
that examine Dostoevsky’s religious upbringing (23-37) and then traces Gospel references in his works. See Joseph
Frank, Dostoevsky: A Writer of His Time (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), confirms this connection.
¥ English biblical citations are from the King James Bible. I provide the Russian text from the Russian Synodal
Bible (RUSV) in the footnotes. Ot Mardes 20:28: «rak kak Coir YenoBeueckuil He [a71s1 Toro] mpuient, 4todsl Emy
CITy>KuiH, HO 4T00bI ocayxuth » (RUSV). Similar direction is given in Matthew 20:25-6, Mark 9:35, and Mark
10:43. Ot Mardes 20:25-26 - «Hucyc xe, M0I03BaB UX, CKa3all: BBl 3HACTE, UTO KHA3bS HAPOJIOB FOCIOCTBYIOT HAJ|
HUMH, U BEJIbMOJKH BJIACTBYIOT HMH; HO MEX]ly BaMH J1a He OyJIeT Tak: a KTO XOUeT MEK/1y BaMH ObITh OOJIBIINM, J1a
Oyzet Bam ciayroro». Ot Mapka 9:35, «U, ceB, npu3Ban ABEHAANATh U CKa3al UM: KTO X04eT ObITh NepBEIM, Oyab U3
BCeX MOCIEeIHUM U BceM ciiyroro.» Ot Mapka 10:43, «Ho Mexay BaMmu a He OyZIeT Tak: a KTO XO4eT ObITh
OOJIBIINM MEXY BaMH, Aa OyZeM BaM CIyTOIO».
? Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 774.
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the servants are the ones who witness the miracle: “The master of the feast had tasted the water
that was made wine, and did not know where it came from (but the servants who had drawn the
water knew)” (John 2:9).'" In this example, the servants possess spiritual knowledge denied to
the masters; they must act upon this spiritual knowledge by guiding their masters faithfully.
Being a servant, metaphorical or physical, can be spiritually advantageous, but has an implied
responsibility.

The Old Testament parable of Balaam’s ass is a prominent biblical example of a servant
trying to guide his master spiritually.'' Balaam, a prophet asked by a king to curse the Israelites,
sets out to do so but is stopped by his faithful servant, an ass. The ass, purer than his prophet-
master who has gone against God’s will, sees an angel blocking the road and tries to save
Balaam. The ass first physically turns away three times, refusing to move forward, and then,
through God’s will, orally objects to Balaam’s intention to harm the Israelites, saving his master-
prophet. Thus the servant knows the righteous path, even as his master is blind to it.'"> Balaam’s
ass serves his master physically and when that fails, orally, by refusing his orders. The servant’s
knowledge and instinct surpass that of the master in identifying the path of God.

Spiritual service can be performed physically or orally. In Brothers Karamazov,
Dostoevsky provides an important example of a servant orally guiding her mistress along the

path of God. The well-known onion parable that Grushenka tells Alyosha at his lowest spiritual

" Or Moanna 2:9, «Korza xe pacropsianTenb OTBEAAT BOJBI, CICIABIICHCS BHHOM, -- 4 OH HE 3HAI, OTKyJa [3TO
BUHO ], 3HAJIM TOJIBKO CIIY>KUTEIH, IOYEPIIABIINE BOLY».

"'V Lepakhin also makes this connection; see his “Khristianskie motivy v romane Dostoevskogo Idiot,”
Dissertationes Slavicae, 16: 65-92.

"2 Isaiah makes the same point, using the same metaphor: “The ox knoweth his owner, and the ass his master's crib:
but Israel doth not know, my people doth not consider” (1:3).
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point originated with Grushenka’s cook."” With this parable Dostoevsky conveys the Christian
message that we are all spiritually responsible for each other, an idea that resonates throughout
the work. One of the central keys to this novel originates with a servant, whose earthly duties
involve taking care of another person physically, but here also spiritually through narration; the
servant’s words remain with and guide the masters who hear them, and the readers as well.

In the Dostoevsky novel, oral spiritual service is not restricted to domestic servants but is
certainly associated with them. Narrators and servants are connected for two important reasons:
1) narrators are often associated with domestic servants in the narrative either because they
narrate from the point of view of the servant or they get their information from servants directly;
and 2) through their narration they provide oral service for the reader, the implied author, and, if
their narratorial service is spiritual, they are trying to serve in the manner of Christ, as the author
understood him. Let us examine these in order.

Scholars have argued for a natural connection between narration and domestic service. In
The Servant’s Hand, Bruce Robbins writes, “the performance of narrative functions is one of the

traditional prerogatives of the literary servant.”'”

Harry Levin suggests a broader association:
“Since a novel is essentially an inside story, full of domestic atmosphere and family matters, the
point of view has often been associated with the servant in the house.”'” Sharon Marcus in

Apartment Stories also links Balzac’s narration with the point of view of the portiere.'® In

Dostoevsky, when a narrator does not attribute intimate knowledge to a source, he often assumes

" Scholars have established the parable’s centrality to the novel. See, for example, Robin F. Miller, Dostoevsky’s
Unfinished Journey (New Haven: Yale UP, 2007), 81-85.

' Robbins, The Servant Hand, 92.

' Harry Levin, The Gates of Horn: a Study of Five French Realists (New York: Oxford UP, 1966), 37.

' Sharon Marcus, Apartment Stories: City and Home in Nineteenth-Century Paris and London, 42-43, 71.
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this ‘insider’ position available to domestics, telling the story from the physical perspective of a
servant.

For example, let us consider an intimate scene in The Idiot that follows the scandalous
birthday party of Nastasya Filippovna, during which the hundred thousand that Rogozhin brings
to buy her is thrown into the fire, almost burnt, and then left to Ganya. Soon thereafter, the reader
is provided this description, with no source identified:

After the unpleasant adventure at Nastasya Filippovna’s, Ganya, having returned home,

did not go to bed, but began waiting with feverish impatience for the prince to come back

[...] Then Ganya went to his room and placed before him on the table the charred packet

of money, given to him by Nastasya Filippovna while he lay in a swoon. He insistently

begged the prince to return this gift to Nastasya Filippovna at the first opportunity. When

Ganya entered the prince’s room, he was in a hostile and nearly desperate mood; but it

seemed some words were exchanged between him and the prince, after which Ganya sat

with him for two hours and spent the whole time weeping bitterly. (181)

The narrator’s view of this scene approximates the observational position of a domestic servant
peering through a keyhole or a crack in the door. It is clearly witnessed from a close distance, but
not from a participant’s viewpoint. The Idiot’s narrator returns to this position that approximates
the servant’s point of view time and time again.

In addition to these broad associations between narratives and the servant point of view,
Dostoevskian narrators, primary and secondary, rely on domestic servants for information.
Dostoevsky’s narrators are rarely omniscient. They often seem to exist within the world of the
novel — they know that various secondary characters partake in local rumor networks, or they

have seen things themselves. The information the narrator possesses must be received directly or
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acquired second-hand. For the latter, domestics, invisible people with direct access to private
space, are an obvious, readily available, and plentiful source.

Dostoevsky often relies on the implicit connection between eavesdropping domestics and
the narration to propel and structure his novels. His narrators acquire their information from a
third party, sometimes clearly defined and other times attributed to a broad “they.”'” This
retelling of another’s observations obviously has the potential to become gossip, but can also
have a moral purpose. For example, Rakitin in Brothers Karamzov delivers an explicit account of
the scandal at the Superior’s, information he obtains by peeking into kitchens and finding spies
who can report detailed accounts to him, which he then can spread to everyone, including the
narrator (85)."® In The Adolescent, Tatyana Pavlovna’s cook, Marya, secretly spies on the
characters and delivers this information to the novel’s villain, Lambert, for a price. These
servants are useful to the novel’s characters and to the narrator, by providing him with details,
and to the implied author, by propelling his narrative forward.

Beyond this supply-chain link between narrators and servants, narrators also function as
metaphorical servants who help readers maintain an investment in the narrator’s story. A narrator
is beholden to his audience’s needs and caprices, even if this is not always obvious. He not only
is trying to maintain the reader’s attention to the story but also to maintain the reader’s trust in
him. In The Adolescent, Dostoevsky uses a minor character to make this explicit. Pyotr
Ippolitovich, Arkady’s landlord, enjoys telling stories and despairs at the idea of being unmasked
as a false narrator. A local clerk cruelly contradicts his stories and questions them, “driving

[Pyotr Ippolitovich] to such a state that Pyotr Ippolitovich serves him like a slave and humors

7 Robert Belknap, The Structure of Brothers Karamazov (Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1989), 71.

'8 Fedor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov: A Novel in Four Parts with Epilogue, trans. Richard Pevear and
Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), 85. Future references to this edition will occur
in parentheses.
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him, just so he listens.”"” Portraying Pyotr’s desperation, Dostoevsky demonstrates that having a
listening ear is a privilege; a successful narrator is aware of the power his audience has over him.
Maintaining the audience’s attention sometimes comes at a high cost.

Moreover, the example of Pyotr’s serving has much to tell us about the reader in the
narrator-reader relationship. The cruelty of Pyotr’s tormenter, the rude and disbelieving clerk, is
on full display in this scene and we understand that how a listener handles the power over
another reveals to the listener’s moral character. Dostoevsky demonstrates the power an audience
has over the one who is telling the story, and the ethics involved in that power dynamic.

Through a minor character and his minor tragedy, Dostoevsky discloses his investment in
making his audience aware of their moral position. Speaking of Pyotr Ivanovich, Versilov says
that allowing a narrator to lie and get away with it is a human kindness, a form of enacting
Christ’s teachings on loving one another: “My friend, always let a man lie a little — it’s innocent.
Even let him lie a lot. First it will show your delicacy, and second, you’ll also be allowed to lie in
return — two enormous profits at once. Que diable! one must love one’s neighbor!” (206).
Versilov’s comment about loving one’s neighbor is a humorous jab, but it addresses a serious
matter — compassionate listening is a thread running through Dostoevsky’s work.>

By telling Pyotr’s story, Dostoevsky explicitly demonstrates not only that the narrator’s
role is precarious but also that it is directly connected to servitude. At the same time, it falls upon

the reader not only to listen, but also to actively assess the narrative. This includes deducing the

¥ Fedor M. Dostoyevsky, The Adolescent, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage,
2004), 205. All future English quotations refer to this edition of the novel. I have made some adjustments to the
translation, where I feel they are necessary for understanding. For example, the sentence quoted above was
translated as “only so as he listens,” which I believe to be confusing for the reader.

20 See Ksana Blank, “Listening to the Other: Bakhtin’s Dialogues with Religion, Cultural Theory, and the Classics,”
Slavic and Eastern European Journal, 47 (Summer 2003): 283-91. Using the examples of Sofiia, Alyosha, and
Tikhon as compassionate listeners, Blank argues that “Behind these ‘listeners’ remains the author, for whom ‘active
understanding’ is an ethical and artistic task” (290-1).
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moral position of the speaker and the power dynamics at play. Ultimately the receiver of
information must judge presented facts for himself. The reader thus occupies a position with
serious moral implications.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that narrators are always in service to the implied
author. In Dostoevsky’s narratives, where the reader’s trajectory towards salvation is of utmost
importance, the act of narration can be a service or a disservice. Dostoevsky frames his narrators
to give the reader clues as to how to understand the person addressing him. The reader, in turn,
needs to identify and navigate the authorial devices to interpret the narration correctly.

In discussing The Idiot I will draw on Miller’s argument that Dostoevsky discredits the
novel’s primary narrator, allowing the reader to look elsewhere, namely to Myshkin’s limited
narration, for guidance. In reading The Adolescent, 1 first show that Arkady is positioned as a
naive narrator. In analyzing why Dostoevsky needed his viewpoint for the narrative, I show how
the author guides his reader to assess the narration and see behind the curtain of Arkady’s naiveté
to understand that which he does not. I identify Makar’s narration as an alternative source of
information in this novel and then examine Makar Ivanovich and the space in which he delivers
his stories. I demonstrate that Dostoevsky marks Makar Ivanovich positively for readers through
space and how he employs gossip. We will begin by taking a look at the role that space — private,
public, and liminal — plays in this process, an analysis that first requires contextualization, as
Russian culture reads these spaces in its own way.

Between Public and Private
Conceptions of private and public space in the Russian tradition differ from western ones.

Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, European cultural perception of these spaces
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shifted significantly.”' The gradual abolition of feudal duties and a transformation in social
norms, wherein the previously shared private and public spheres became separated, with the
former getting priority,”” led to a unique Western emphasis on privacy, defined as private
existence without outside intrusion. At the same time, property laws developed and solidified
across Europe. The individual and his privacy were now defined and protected by his home;
these concepts took on a central place in Western consciousness.>

Russian history took a different trajectory. Of course, the concepts of private and public
existed in Russian culture. Privatnyi and chastnyi, terms that designate the private or individual
realm, as well as their opposites, publichnyi and obshchestvennyi, public and social, date to the
early eighteenth century.”* However, historical factors led to Russians experiencing these spaces
differently from their Western counterparts. While property laws and individualism developed in
Europe, in Russia, property and individuals remained linked to the state.”> Many groups,
particularly peasants and non-Russian minorities, lacked basic rights, such as property rights or
freedom of movement. Large population subsets couldn’t develop an expectation of privacy. And
since the nobility, the most privileged class, was obliged to serve the state, their concept of
privacy was also relatively underdeveloped.

In 1762, Peter III issued the Manifesto on Granting Liberty and Freedom to the Russian

Nobility, lifting the state service obligation and officially separating the private sphere from the

*! For a summary of the development of privacy in the Western tradition see Boym, Common Places, 79-80.

*? Philippe Aries, "Introduction," in History of Private Life (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1988), vol. 2, 6-8.

2 Boym, Common Places, 80.

** See Max Fasmer, Etimologicheskii slovar’ russkgo iazyka, trans. O. N. Trubachev, ed. B. A. Larin (Moscow:
“Progress,” 1986) 3: 363, 399. Max Fasmer’s etymological dictionary dates the first usage of privatnyi to 1702 and
publichnyi to 1704.

% See summary in Boym, Common Spaces, 80-81. Boym writes that a sense of the private didn’t have a chance to
develop in Russia as it did in Europe. In fact, the rights of the individual in Russia don’t have a codified legal history
as in, for example, America. The Muscovian 1649 Code of Laws, for example, doesn’t treat the concept of an
individual. Rather, persons were categorized according to their place in the state hierarchy.

%% See Irina Reyfman, How Russia Learned to Write, 22 and Svetlana Boym, Common Places, 80.
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public sphere.”” Thanks to this decree, the nobility, who in Russia were the educated class and
the main producers of culture, started to redefine these spaces. For them, public activity outside
the state became possible, and consequently a clearer demarcation of private and public spaces
developed. Irina Reyfman argues that writing became one such alternative public activity.*®
Another public activity was an involvement in charity.”

With the introduction of new public spaces, private space was also re-conceptualized. In
Russian, ‘private life’ (chastnaia zhizn’), which connotes the domestic sphere and private
pursuits such as estate management, comes closest to the Western understanding of privacy.”
The importance of such “private life,” located in a home, a known place, as opposed to wide
open space, to use Yi Fu Tuan’s terms, appears to reflect a need that crosses cultures, and
valuing activities conducted in one’s place is certainly not foreign to Russians. But the demands
of obligatory state service meant that no one felt entitled to a private life free from intrusion.
Moreover, culturally, privacy was not as desirable as in the West. The idea of privacy, which
requires the exclusion of others, conflicted with Russian Orthodox conceptions of universal
brotherhood. And such privacy, for better or worse, was marked as a Western concept, further
problematizing its adoption.

After the upheaval of 1762, when public and private experiences were being reimagined,
Western notions about these spaces influenced their development in Russia. In the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, many Russians traveled abroad to Europe and published written accounts of

*7 Svetlana Boym, Common Places, 81.

** Irina Reyfman, How Russia Learned to Write, 23

*% Charity was one of the activities associated with Freemasons. See Douglas Smith, "Freemasonry and the Public in
Eighteenth-Century Russia," Eighteenth-Century Studies 29, no. 1 (1995): 30. See also, Lauren G. Leighton,
"Freemasonry in Russia: The Grand Lodge of Astraea (1815-1822)." The Slavonic and East European Review 60,
no. 2 (1982): 258. While women were never obliged to serve the state, during this time, charity increasingly
provided a new public space for women as well. See Adele Lindenmeyr, “Public Life, Private Virtues: Women in
Russian Charity, 1762-1914,” Journal of Women in Culture and Society 18, no. 3 (Spring, 1993): 562-591.

%% Svetlana Boym, Common Places, 73.
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their impressions. The Western emphasis on the private sphere and privacy became widely
known. Privacy and individualism, dominant in European consciousness, emerged as a foreign
model against which Russians could question, define, and test their own developing sense of
national identity. While Westernizers were eager to emulate Western concepts, many public
figures questioned the compatibility of privacy and Russian identity. A retreat into the self, into
the nuclear family and the domestic sphere, was read as incompatible with Orthodox
Christianity’s emphasis on universal brotherhood. The travel narratives of writers from Fonvizin
to Herzen®' indicate that important and visible segments of the Russian population produced
concepts of self-fashioning that rejected Western notions of self-prioritization and the
corresponding preference for privacy.”

While other perspectives were articulated, these examples demonstrate that Russians
struggled with adopting privacy as it existed in the West. Thus, in Russia, the eighteenth century
did not lead to a rapid retreat into the domestic sphere, into newfound privacy, and an
idealization of spaces like the English hearth.” Such spaces for individualization did not
dominate the Russian imagination; rather, their problematization was a defining feature of the
Russian search for self-identity. As Svetlana Boym writes, “private life in particular by,

everyday existence, namely stagnant routines, is associated with the foreign and inauthentic. It is

3! See Denis Fonvizin, “Pis’ma iz Frantsii,” Izbrannye sochineniia i pis'ma (Moscow: Ogiz, 1947), 236-239.
Fonvizan criticizes European men for their self-prioritization; even the servants are men for themselves. See
Alexander Herzen, "Kontsy i nachala, pis'mo pervoe," in Sochineniia v dvukh tomakh (Moscow: Accade, 1985-6),
353-356.

3 Westernizers, as opposed to Slavophiles, embraced the importation of Western concepts. Regardless of the side
people took in the debate, my point that a new sense of private and public space had to contend with the baggage of
Western models remains intact.

3 The English idealization of the hearth has been well documented. See Alexander Welsh, “The Hearth,” in The
City of Dickens (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 142.
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in opposition to the ideal Russian life, which is consumed with questions of spiritual being
(bytie).™

Russians never entirely rejected the idea of privacy. Rather, they sought privacy of a
different sort. As Andreas Schoenle argues, Russian “fantasies of privacy reveal a longing for
sociability, perhaps not for the broad public sphere, but for a narrower, elective circle.” This is
the Russian definition of meaningful private space that I rely on in my analysis. I name this space
private-public space for it straddles the two realms and, as we shall see in Dostoevsky’s novels,
it has larger transformative potential than the space occupied by an isolated individual or by a
large, heterogeneous group.

Private-public space has obvious physical locations. In domestic life, if the bedroom is
typically private space, accessible only to inhabitants and servants, other rooms in the home,
such as sitting rooms and dining rooms, bridge the outside world and the domestic sphere. On the
one hand, these spaces are defined by walls and thus exclude some people, while including
others. On the other hand, these rooms are intended for visitors and thus invite, albeit limited,
external participation and dialogue.

Why is analyzing such domestic spaces important for reading Dostoevsky? Scholars have
long focused on the importance in Dostoevsky of both public settings and thresholds. Bakhtin’s
commentary on space emphasized the carnival square and also the outpouring of the private into
the public. He also stressed the significance of thresholds in Dostoevsky. In Problems of

Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin writes, in Dostoevsky’s works,

* Boym, Common Places, 83. Turii Lotman and Boris Uspensky source this opposition and the Russian focus on
bytie to Russian Orthodox Christianity. See Iurii Lotman and Boris Uspensky, "Binary Models in the Dynamics of
Russian Culture," in Alexander Nakhimovsky and Alice Stone-Nakhimovsky, eds., Semiotics of Russian Cultural
History (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 32.

3 Andreas Schoenle, “The Scare of the Self: Sentimentalism, Privacy and Private Life in Russian Culture, 1780-
1820,” Slavic Review 57 (1998), 735.
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[t]he interior spaces of a house or of rooms, spaces distant from the boundaries, that is
from the threshold, are almost never used by Dostoevsky, except of course for scenes of
scandals and decrownings, when interior space (the drawing room or the hall) becomes a
substitute for the public square. Dostoevsky “leaps over” all that is comfortably habitable,
well-arranged and stable, all that is far from the threshold, because the life that he
portrays does not take place in that sort of space. Dostoevsky was least of all an estate-
home-room-apartment-family writer. In comfortably habitable interior space, far from the
threshold, people live a biographical life in biographical time: they are born, they pass
through childhood and youth, they marry, give birth to children, die. This biographical
time Dostoevsky also “leaps over.” On the threshold and on the square the only time
possible is crisis time [...] [in Crime and Punishment] [t]he threshold, the foyer, the
corridor, the landing, the stairways, its steps, doors opening onto the stairway, gates to
front and back yards, and beyond these, the city: squares, streets, facades, taverns, dens,
bridges, gutters. This is the space of the novel. And in fact absolutely nothing here ever
loses touch with the threshold, there is no interior of drawing rooms, dining rooms, halls,
studios, bedroom where biographical life unfolds and where events take place in the
novels of writers such as Turgenev, Tolstoy and Goncharov.*

Bakhtin’s analysis has been an influential tool for understanding space in Dostoevsky and it

certainly clarifies our reading of many pivotal Dostoevskian scenes. Using narration as my lens,

3% Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota,
1984), 169-170.
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and building on the work of recent scholars, however, I will argue for analyzing interior space as
part of Dostoevsky’s domain.”’

In Dostoevsky and The Process of Literary Creation, Jacques Catteau argues for the
importance of space to Dostoevsky’s work, with an emphasis on interiors.”® Catteau writes that
while time more conspicuously dominates Dostoevsky’s narratives, space, particularly interior
space, also plays an important role. In Dostoevsky, spatial description foreshadows the action,
potential or realized, that occurs in it. For example, in Crime and Punishment, Svidrigailov’s
rooms are described as isolated, anticipating Dunya’s potential rape. The scene is set and awaits
the action that follows. According to Catteau, this is one of the important functions of
Dostoevskian interiors.

Interior space also reflects the moral struggles of the protagonists that occupy it, allowing

»3% Viktor Shklovsky compares some of

Dostoevsky to “extend psychic life to matter.
Dostoevsky’s interiors to ‘fissures,” which create unease with their physical attributes.* Catteau
expands on this comparison by arguing that these physical places fundamentally reflect the
suffering of the humans occupying them: we find in the description of interiors “signs of the
convulsion, stifling, mutilation and infirmity of souls.” They are sites for “orchestrating the
spiritual dissection and the moral tragedy of his heroes.”*!

In addition to these two functions for interiors — mirroring characters’ moral struggles or

anticipating developing action — I find that Dostoevsky uses interior spaces to send signals to his

37 Robin Miller makes the argument that The Idiot, a novel of families, is the exception to Bakhtin’s analysis. She
emphasizes the description of the interior and of biological time and daily routine in that novel. See Robin Miller,
Dostoevsky and “The Idiot,” 98.

% For an in-depth discussion of the importance of the spatial component of Bakhtin’s chronotype to Dostoevsky, see
Jacques Catteau, “The inventory and the expressionist orchestration of scenery and lighting,” in Dostoevsky and the
Process of Literary Creation, 387-398.

%% Catteau, Dostoevsky and the Process of Literary Creation, 390

WOy, Shklovsky, Za i protiv. Zametki o Dostoevskom (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1957), 41.

*! Catteau, Dostoevsky and the Process of Literary Creation, 391.
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reader about each narrator, not just his characters. The space the speaker selects as a narrative
stage reflects the narrator’s purpose, his sincerity, and his potential effectiveness in the moment
at which he speaks. Particularly productive for Dostoevskian narration is the space between the
public and the private, space that is neither closed to one’s neighbor nor designated for public
display and performance. These private-public spaces house intimate conversations that are
accessible to others who might hear but not participate. By inviting the kind of multi-voiced
dialogue and multi-person reception that cannot occur in private or on a public platform, these
private-public conversations carry the potential for spiritual or moral evolution, in both direct
participants and passive listeners.

Much has been written about Dostoevsky and scandals, which are defined by their public
nature and space.** Several examples come to mind in The Idiot, particularly moments when
Nastasya Filippovna theatrically flaunts her status in a public setting; such scandals are intended
to embarrass and taint those she has chosen to humiliate. The drive-by carriage scene and the
scandal at the outdoor concert both demand public space, functioning through the use of
witnesses, public display, shame, exposure, and the flaunting of convention. These scenes cause
a stir, but a scripted one, in line with social convention. In the drive-by carriage scene, Nastasya
Filippovna flaunts a familiarity with Radomsky, which he denies, and everyone is outraged at her
attempt to portray her relationship with Radomsky as intimate. At the outdoor concert,
Nastasya’s announcement of the suicide of Radomsky’s uncle and her insinuation that Radomsky

had foreknowledge of his uncle’s crimes purposefully and publicly mar his reputation and

2 Bakhtin ties Dostoevsky’s scandal scenes to the carnival in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics. He argues that in
these scenes “people appear for a moment outside the usual condition of their lives... and there opens up another —
more genuine — sense of themselves and of their relationships to one another” (145). Deborah Martinsen, in
Surprised by Shame, argues that by making readers witness scandals, which expose shame, Dostoevsky collapses the
distance between reader and character and increases the personal stakes for the reader (1).
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discredit him as a suitable suitor for Aglaya. An outraged response from his military friend
threatens to force nonviolent Myshkin into a duel. These scenes activate and manipulate the
social rules of public spaces. Nastasya is successful in creating chaos because public spaces in
nineteenth-century Russia were highly formalized and rigid. Departure from well-established
social convention is either revolution or madness, and such departure requires response. Public
spaces are not ideal spaces for effective, spiritual exchange.

But in private or semi-private space, and especially in Dostoevsky’s work, the
relationships and responses between participants are less rigid. For example, a servant’s relation
to his master and the master class are more fluid when they occur away from prying eyes. Scenes
housed in such spaces offer the possibility for human relations and the potential for a dynamic
shift, with the lower-class participant in the exchange holding more power than would appear
possible. In The Adolescent, Tatyana Pavlovna’s cook, Marya, is characterized as perpetually
engaged in domestic warfare with her mistress; she is “either angry or rude, or having quarreled,
would be silent for weeks on end in order to punish her lady” (151). When the cook starts to talk
to her mistress again, Tatyana Pavlovna is relieved, rather than vindictive. Similarly, the
Underground Man has silent standoffs with his elderly servant Apollon, with the latter often
assuming a punishing, morally superior position. Apollon’s silent glare is a righteous reminder of
the money owed to him for services rendered. The narrative eye captures these “private”
moments for the reader-witness, rendering them public but without causing shame or shifting the
power-dynamics that an exposure would prompt.*” Spaces that are intimate and yet not fully

private, not isolated, closed off to everyone but the participants, are productive for conversation

* Martinsen, Surprised by Shame, 20. Martinsen talks about shame’s connection to identity and its difference from
guilt: “Unlike guilt, which involves a sense of transgression and has as its object what we do, shame has as its object
who we are and involves a sense of inferiority or inadequacy and a fear of exposure” (20).

115



in Dostoevsky. Communication held in such spaces is more effective and has potentially wider
reach.

Thus, I argue that Dostoevsky’s key narratorial and moral moments occur spatially in the
private-public realm. The drawing room and the kitchen, for example, are key Dostoevsky
locations for information exchange or spiritual guidance. Sometimes these moments occur off
the page, narrated or discovered only afterwards. But their off-the-page status does not diminish
their importance. Without the public-private information exchanges, and the gossipers’ eager
participation, the plot would hit a dead-end. Moreover, when the reader witnesses such
exchanges, they often prove fruitful not just for character development, but also for the moral
trajectory of the reader.

Let us now turn to examples of effective and ineffective narration, as perceived by the
speakers themselves, the receivers of their narration, and the reader, to examine how orientation
in space guides the implied reader in reading and interpreting the various narrative acts he
encounters. Through close reading of both The Idiot and The Adolescent, 1 first address the
respective primary narrators, how they are undermined, and how the reader’s attention is
redirected. I then examine how and when the two Dostoevskian servant-narrators I’ve selected
are effective by studying how they move in domestic space, what they say, and what the space in
which they narrate conveys about their narration.

The Idiot and its Narrators: Those Who Serve and Gossip

The narrator of The Idiot has an important, multi-faceted role in the novel. In Dostoevsky
and The Idiot: Narrator, Reader, Author, Robin F. Miller demonstrates that in The Idiot
Dostoevsky uses the primary narrator as an artistic device to accomplish a difficult task: to

portray believably an entirely "positive beautiful man" in Myshkin, against the backdrop of
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nineteenth-century Russia. Dostoevsky understood that he would have trouble executing this
vision: history has given us only one such man, Jesus Christ, and subsequent literary attempts at
such a portrayal had been unsuccessful.** To avoid making Myshkin laughable, Dostoevsky
creates and proceeds to undermine a narrator who voices a cynical and false assessment of
Myshkin. The implied reader cannot accept this portrayal, thus severing the narrator’s hold on
the reader. The narrator, Miller argues, is an authorial device for directing reader response
towards a positive assessment of Myshkin. I extend her argument by proposing that by making
the primary narrator unreliable, Dostoevsky redirects the reader’s attention to alternative sources
of narration, including Myshkin as a counter-narrator.

Relying on Wayne Booth’s and Seymour Chapman’s critical method and terminology,
Miller positions the reader as divided into different selves in order to ascertain the different
layers of authorial persuasion and reader response. Miller distinguishes between the narrator's
reader (narratee) and the implied reader, a distinction that becomes increasingly important as
Dostoevsky and the narrator diverge. The narratee is less concerned with the implied author and
the bigger moral issues at play; he is "uncritical and curious" and "does not suspend belief in the

2945

narrator's rendition of the story.”” He remains loyal to the narrator, agreeing with his assessment

of Myshkin until the end, even when the narrator’s analysis becomes incompatible with events as

* «“The idea of the novel is an old and favorite one of mine, but such a hard one that for a long time I didn’t dare to
take it up, and if I have taken it up now, then absolutely because I was in a nearly desperate situation. The main idea
of the novel is to portray a positively beautiful person. There’s nothing more difficult than that in the whole world,
and especially now. All the writers, and not just ours, but even all the European ones, who ever undertook the
depiction of a positively beautiful person, always had to pass. Because it’s a measureless task. The beautiful is an
idea, and the ideal—both ours and that of civilized Europe—is far from having been achieved. There’s only one
positively beautiful person in the world—Christ and so the appearance of this measurelessly, infinitely beautiful
person is in fact of course an infinite miracle.” Here I cite the translation of the letter to Sofiia Ivanova, January 1
(13) 1868, from “Primary Sources,” trans. David Lowe, in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot: A Critical Companion, ed. Liza
Knapp (Evanston, IL: Northwestern, 1998): 242-3. For the original, see the Letter to Sofiia Ivanova, January 1 (13),
1868, in F. M. Dostoevskii, Sobranie Sochinenii v 30 tomakh (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 1989), 15: 343.

4 Miller, Dostoevsky and "The Idiot," 5.
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the reader has encountered them. The implied reader, on the other hand, breaks away from the
primary narrator and retains his positive view of Myshkin,*

At a particularly difficult juncture in the story, when the reader needs Myshkin’s actions
explained the most, the narrator claims himself unable to continue telling the story — “how
recount that of which we have neither a clear understanding nor a personal opinion?” (572).
Nonetheless, the narrator continues, relying on a web of rumors for his information, thus
showing his logic to be circular and his information limited. He offers a false and unsympathetic
reading of Myshkin, obtained from the serious gossipers, which depicts Myshkin as a Turgenev-
esque nihilist eager to disassemble the social order. This analysis doesn’t correlate with
Myshkin’s character or the facts of the story we’ve witnessed so far. That the narrator not only
reports it but calls it “quite plausible” and supported by facts, undermines his role as neutral
storyteller. A few pages later, the narrator definitively turns away from his hero: “In presenting
all these facts and declining to explain them, we by no means wish to justify our hero in our
reader’s eyes. What’s more, we are prepared to share the same indignation he aroused in his
friends” (577). Miller identifies the moment the narrator abandons our hero as the breaking point
in the relationship between narrator and implied reader.

What is a reader to do? Dostoevsky has involved the reader in a moral quandary — if the
reader sticks with the narrator, he is guilty of condemning a good man. The only alternative is to
reject the narrator. The false, unfair characterization of Myshkin, reported by a narrator who
pretends to be neutral but here reveals his sinister, gossipy side, serves as a point of no return for

trusting relations between narrator and reader. The narrator is not reliable in his portrayal of

* For a detailed analysis of the breakdown between the implied reader and the narrator, see Miller, Dostoevsky and
"The Idiot," 126-164.
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Myshkin, thereby making the reader sympathetic towards Dostoevsky’s hero and advancing
Dostoevsky’s project. The implied reader is forced to turn away from the narrator, to become
more discerning and empathize with Myshkin’s isolation, forgiving him for the mess he has
caused.’’” By the time the narrator offers a cynical reading of Myshkin, the reader, in
collaboration with the implied author, can discount it. The implied reader recognizes that “the
narrator’s sudden unreliability is a fictional construct, a ploy of the implied author to force his

% Preed from the

reader to work and to uncover the implied author’s intent independently.
narrator’s influence, the implied reader must look elsewhere for guidance.

The primary narrator of The Idiot is important to the implied author in several ways. As
Miller argues, he is vital for Dostoevsky’s successful portrayal of Myshkin. Building on this
foundation, I believe the narrator is important to the implied author because his failures redirect
the reader, allowing the reader to reject the primary narrator and seek guidance with counter-
narrators, namely Myshkin himself.

Finally, the primary narrator is vital for Dostoevsky’s nuanced treatment of gossip, a
major theme in this work and a mode of discourse often connected to a servant’s point of view.
When the narrator explicitly links himself to gossip—by relaying and supporting a false reading
of Myshkin that emerges from the serious local gossips—the reader must ask himself, could the
entire account be one of the variations of the story spread via the rumor network? What does

using gossip as a tool in narration mean for the primary narrator and for other narrators that use

gossip to tell tales?

*" Miller, Dostoevsky and "The Idiot," 152-156.
* Miller, Dostoevsky and “The Idiot,” 154.
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Gossip: A Narrator’s Toolkit
The flow of scandalous information is conspicuous in Dostoevsky novels, and
particularly obvious in The Idiot.** Gossip is a pervasive theme, almost a separate plotline
embedded into the character’s world, as well as the narration. Myshkin’s story gets turned into a
false anecdote that travels quickly:
Two weeks later, that is at the beginning of July, and over the course of those two weeks,
the story of our hero, and especially the last adventure of that story, turned into a strange,
rather amusing, almost unbelievable and at the same time almost graphic anecdote, which
gradually spread through all the streets neighboring the dachas of Lebedev, Ptitsyn,
Darya Alexeevna, the Epanchins, in short, over almost the whole town and even its
environs...everyone began telling one and the same story, in a thousand different
versions. (573)
This passage makes clear how gossip emerges and spreads in this novel: gossipy news is
overheard, repackaged into anecdotes, furnished with speculated details, and rapidly circulated.
This spread of information cannot be contained; it has a life of its own, traveling at a fast pace,
across a large spatial range, in a thousand different versions.
The narrator, here recounting the spread of this particular anecdote, reveals his

connection to this rumor network, making it likely that he has relied on similar sources to stitch

* Using the techniques of digital text mining, I quantified the theme’s importance through analysis of the text’s
lexicon. An astresik (*) indicates a wildcard, which means words with various endings get picked up, such as
different tenses of a certain verb, nouns, and adjective variants. I discovered the following word frequency in the
novel. The word gossip can be rendered in multiple ways in Russian: spletnia, spletnik (gossiper), boltunia, slux, are
some examples. In the work, the following appear: slux— 31, spletn* — 13; boltun*-3; boltovn*—4. Other words also
signify this theme, including to tell, rasskazivya*-213, news, novost*—4, conversation or talk, razgovor — 29, to
listen, slyshat’, slysh*— 245 (especially telling in the negative — ne slyshal—6) and to hear, slushat’, slush*—209 (ne
slushal— 14) and, more infrequently, slyxat’, slyx*-22. The frequent occurance of the different variations of this
word family, which I coded as relevant/irrelevant, strengthens my argument about the importance of the theme to the
novel.
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together the entire story he tells us. Not having his own special point of access, The Idiot’s
narrator turns to dubious secondhand sources to propel his narrative forward. The narrative
conspicuously emerges from multiple people. For example, Darya Alexeevna presumably hovers
near Nastasya Filippovna’s bedroom to witness private scenes she can then report back to the
narrator: “So, at least, Darya Alexeevna reported afterwards, having managed to spy out a thing
or two” (592). Keller too is marked as an informant after the failed Myshkin-Nastasya
Filippovna wedding scene: “Afterwards Keller blamed the unexpectedness of it all ... as he
recounted the adventure” (594) of chasing the bride and Rogozhin as they run away from her
wedding day. Other sources are the council of wise and worried ladies (596) and ‘serious’
gossips (574). Just as Myshkin’s epileptic fit at the engagement party becomes an anecdote that
everyone spreads “in a thousand different versions” (573), we start to realize that our narrative,
similarly filtered through multiple people, exists in several versions.

The account of the aborted wedding that follows is also obviously second-hand and
speculative: “The whole following story about this wedding was told by some knowledgeable
people in the following way and seems to be correct” (592). The phrase “seems to be correct”
[kazhetsia, verno] casts doubt, in advance, on the veracity of the events about to be related,
undermining the narrator's authority because he then relates them and proceeds from the
assumption that they are true. The narrator is trying to have it both ways: undermining the people
whose information he uses to grant himself more authority, but also relying on their information
since he doesn’t have firsthand knowledge of the events he relates. The narrator embodies the
moral dangers of gossip and is far from what we expect of a worthy guide. Dostoevsky thus uses
gossip to mark the narrator in a way that breaks the reader out of his default mode of reading,

that is, following the narrator, and directs him to look for guidance elsewhere.
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We come to the question, is the whole narrative, filtered as it is through ‘multiple
consciousnesses, a gossip’s tale? There is evidence to support this interpretation.
However, can it be that and also something more? Can gossip serve a higher purpose, if used
correctly? The narrator demonstrates the negative implications of gossip, clearing the way for
Myshkin to show an alternative side to gossip. Let us now turn to Myshkin for his role as a
counter-weight to the primary narrator.
Myshkin as Counter-narrator

Why does knyaz’ Myshkin, whose title is often translated into English as “prince” and
who is clearly of high society, fall under the purview of a study of servants? We need to read
him as a servant because Dostoevsky encourages us to read him this way from the start. Early in
the novel, having just arrived in Petersburg, Myshkin engages in a deep conversation with the
Epanchin servant Alexei. They speak to each other man-to-man, rather than gentleman-to-
servant. Liza Knapp reads this scene as man-to-man humbling, done in imitation of Christ,
following Paul’s advice to the Philippians.”® Myshkin so convincingly adopts the servant’s role,
she argues, that Nastasya Filipovna mistakes him for a servant during their initial encounter at
the Ivolgins (195). Myshkin not only passively accepts the role of servant, he also doesn’t object
to Nastasya’s characterization of him as such: he takes her cloak and announces her arrival.
Although he appears to be confused by her misinterpretation, he doesn’t correct it, nor do we
expect him to.

Myshkin wants to get to know people so as to be of service, regardless of their station.

Alexei, the Epanchin’s servant, is suspicious of Myshkin because Myshkin violates the typical

*% Liza Knapp, ‘Myshkin, Through a Murky Glass, Guessingly,” in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot: A Critical Companion,
195.
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boundaries between them and forces the servant to feel something that “is perfectly proper
between servant and servant, but perfectly improper between a guest and a servant”—a human
connection that occurs when people are on equal footing (20). Throughout the novel, Myshkin
seeks to know people and to communicate with them, regardless of station. He thus evokes
Christ’s message in physical terms— as a model of behavior— and oral ones, in his storytelling.
It is worth considering Myshkin as a servant for it makes apparent the service element of his
narration that we might otherwise overlook.

By Dostoevsky’s design, Myshkin does not get to narrate often. Dostoevsky’s choice has
to do with his proximity to the image of Christ and the difficulty of not making Myshkin seem
ridiculous. Rather, as Liza Knapp argues, Dostoevsky purposefully makes him mysterious,

showing him to the reader “through a murky glass, guessingly.""'

Knapp demonstrates that
Dostoevsky presents to us a Christlike figure through many layers of murky glass because full
knowledge of Christ is denied to mortals here on earth and direct expression of the "fantastic" is
impossible.’” Miller argues that such indirect portrayal aligns perfectly with the way that Christ
himself appeared in the New Testament — “Christ revealed himself only indirectly through
example and parable. He too was a ‘sphinx.”">> Obscuring Myshkin, including limiting the
amount he says, encourages a positive reception by the reading audience.

On the rare occasions that Myshkin gets to speak for himself, he becomes a counter-

narrator and the stories he tells are of vital importance. Nonetheless, we should not

overgeneralize and read all of Myshkin’s narration as directly linked to the author’s message. For

>! Liza Knapp, "Myshkin Through a Murky Glass, Guessingly," Dostoevsky's" The Idiot": A Critical Companion,
Ed. Liza Knapp (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 191-215.
521

Ibid.,192.
>3 Miller, Dostoevsky and "The Idiot," 227. She also argues that the Gospels "provide Dostoevsky with models for
characterization and narration."’
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Dostoevsky was acutely aware that words often fail to adequately convey the big ideas. In a
letter to Solovyov he writes: “Yes, a person does not like, in anything, a finalized word, an

3% We see this failure in some of

“uttered” thought. He says: A thought, once uttered, is a lie.
Myshkin’s direct articulations, notably at the Epanchin party. Even so, Dostoevsky believed
those big ideas could be expressed in other ways. Understanding Myshkin as Dostoevsky intends
requires careful analysis of his speech acts. If we take Dostoevsky at his word that Myshkin is a
contemporary Christlike figure, a figure that is supposed to embody a more beautiful, positive
way of being, modeled by Christ, we need to pay close attention not only to what he says, but to
how he says it. In my reading, Myshkin is most successful as a narrator when he is telling other
people’s stories, within a private-public setting, rather than directly explaining his ideas. I will
examine two instances of Myshkin’s unsuccessful narration and two successful ones to display
these spatial dynamics. I consider unsuccessful his speech to “Pavlishchev’s son” and his
supporters and the speech he gives at the Epanchin party when he also breaks the Chinese vase. |
consider successful his productive conversation with Alexey, the Epanchin lackey, and his
conversation with the Epanchin women that follows shortly thereafter.

Myshkin’s unsuccessful speech acts give us insight into his successful ones. Mr.
Burdovsky, who claims to be Pavlishchev’s illegitimate son, and his group of supporters arrive at
the Lebedev dacha to rudely demand money from Myshkin’s inheritance. Their claims are false,
and Myshkin knows it, having previously researched Burdovsky’s connection to Pavlishchev.
Still, the kind prince sees the good in the young man, who he believes was deceived by the others

into shamefully claiming what isn’t his. Myshkin intends to appease their anger and to

> Translation mine. The quote, “A thought, once uttered, is a lie,” while not directly attributed in Dostoevsky’s
letter, is a famous line from Fedor Tiutchev’s poem, “Silentium.” F.M. Dostoevsky, Letter to V. Solovyov, 16 July
1876, PSS XXIX, 101.
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providemoral guidance to the young Burdovsky. After ten or twenty minutes, Myshkin quiets the
group down enough to listen to Ganya’s proof of their mistake. Although they retreat in shame,
Myshkin isn’t able to transform their worldview. This is a moment when Myshkin could reach a
directionless young man, but fails to do so. In fact, in a rare moment when we enter Myshkin’s
consciousness, we learn that later Myshkin “would bitterly regret some of the phrases and
surmises that had escaped him. If he had not been so excited and all but beside himself, he would
never have permitted himself to speak some of his guesses and needless sincerities aloud so
baldly and hastily” (276). In particular, his offer of the ten thousand to Mr. Burdovsky, even
though he is not the rightful heir, comes off as condescending charity. Myshkin realizes his
mistake in making this offer — “it had been spoken aloud in front of other people.” Had he
waited, offering the money more privately, the offer, his sincerity and what he meant to signify
with the offer, would have been more transformative on the young man. In other words, had he
more selectively chosen the setting for his speech act, he could have achieved a greater good.
This is a wider theme throughout Dostoevsky’s works and this novel in particular. Public
speech or behavior, even if it is sincere, is always primarily defined by its public nature. It is
seen and judged by those who witness it, and its active participants are aware of the gaze of
others. Once something is uttered publicly, it resonates in other people’s consciousness and
spreads via a rumor network that proves so powerful it dismantles all the good Myshkin tries to
achieve. Here and elsewhere, had Myshkin delivered his speech in private-public space, as he
successfully does at other times, he could have averted shaming his interlocutor and morally
redirected him instead. In the public forum in which this utterance has been delivered, however,
it shames its recipient. Burdovsky, guided by codes of honor in public, cannot accept the money

or the goodwill.
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Another illuminating scene is when Myshkin fervently speaks about Catholicism and the
Russian nobility at the Epanchin party where he is being presented as a potential fiancé. V.
Lepakhin argues that Myshkin, in a state of rapture (“vostorg”) during his speech, doesn’t even
consider his audience or the effect he has on them.” However, in my reading, Myshkin does not
ignore but rather misreads his audience. Lepakhin’s conclusion ignores the long description of
Myshkin’s misreading of the group that Dostoevsky includes before the scene develops.

Upon entering the party, he misreads its participants and the setting he has found himself
in. He doesn’t see the people as specters, as Aglaya has suggested he should, but rather reads this
gathering of society as welcoming. He is charmed by their seeming simplicity and candor, and
“it would never have occurred to him that all this simple-heartedness and nobility, sharp wit and
lofty dignity might only be a splendid artistic contrivance” (534). He mistakenly perceives this
circle of “friends of the house” as a welcoming and genuine one, whereas they are “far from
being such friends of either of the house or of each other as the prince took them to be” (534).
Acting politely but in fact despising each other, “this entire company that the prince took at face
value, for pure, unalloyed gold” is neither sympathetic nor positively disposed towards him. This
naive misreading of the group allows him to speak as if to close friends. Assuming he has found
a group that is receptive to his ideas, he believes he can reach his audience directly with his lofty
teachings. His speech fails because Myshkin does not take into account that breaking social
convention under the public’s judging eye will undermine the effectiveness of his speech.
Moreover, when he gets carried away and then has an epileptic fit, the guests discount him and

his ideas, some cruelly but others merely indifferently. Moreover, their final assessment that he

> See V. Lepakhin, “Khristianskie motivy v romane Dostoevskgogo Idiot.”
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is not fit to be Aglaya’s fiancé then spreads over the rumor network and renders his entire
attempted service ineffective.

These two instances of Myshkin’s failure in narration demonstrate that space,
understanding one’s audience and moment affect the reception of speech. These examples
demonstrate that public space is the wrong domain for Myshkin’s speech service. During speech
acts in public, with the eyes of his audience on him and the eyes of outsiders on his audience,
Myshkin’s eccentricity undermines his credibility, rather than helps him to connect to his
interlocutors. In public, he fails to articulate his ideas adequately and influence his interlocutors
positively. However, in a private-public setting, he is more successful, particularly when he isn’t
directly propagating ideas, but rather narrating or compassionately listening and then reacting by
narrating stories. We witness the transformative effect his stories have early in the novel, when
something unexplainable about Myshkin’s narration causes strangers to love him or to reassess
him positively. In addition to the example of the Epanchin lackey that we will be analyzing, such
a transformation occurs with Rogozhin and General Epanchin. While some of these shifts in
assessment of Myshkin are left unexplained, the reader witnesses a change in Lizaveta Epanchin
as a direct result of his narration. Let us delve deeper into examples of Myshkin’s narration that
are successful, in order to examine what makes them effective.

In the novel’s first chapters, when the narrator is still mostly inconspicuous, Myshkin
takes on a relatively large narrative role. The Epanchin women demand that he tell them stories,
so that they can study his character, and the stories he produces are ones in service of Christ. The
first is the execution story, which is intended to undermine public acceptance of state violence
through capital punishment because of the terrible suffering it causes the criminal. The second is

the story of a fallen woman, Marie, which is a commentary on the unfolding narrative of
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Nastasya Filippovna, this novel’s fallen woman. Both stories recall biblical themes and plots and
deliver the same message of Christian love above all.

Early in the narrative, Myshkin is positioned as a moral narrative leader. Myshkin’s
encounter with the Epanchin servant marks him as such. An unusual scene, even by the standards
of The Idiot, it has rightly stood out for many readers.’® Having arrived at the Epanchins with a
cloak and small bundle, Myshkin defies convention, sits down in the ante-room rather than the
reception room, and proceeds to engage the servant charged with announcing him in a
philosophical conversation. The latter, knowing “that what was perfectly acceptable man to man,
was absolutely unacceptable guest to man” (20), eyes him suspiciously, trying to fit him into a
known social code. However, he reassesses his hasty, negative judgment after Myshkin refuses
to behave as a guest and enter the allocated guest-space. The lackey and the reader are forced to
reckon with this unconventional individual in the ante-room, where he doesn’t belong.

Space is essential to the developing scene. Myshkin, the higher-ranked individual present,
refuses to be relegated to the more public guest-space, and this rejection of social convention
fosters an atmosphere that makes true human interaction possible. For the conversation he
initiates, Myshkin opts for private-public space — the ante-room where no one else is waiting.
The ante-room is a liminal pass-through space that is less codified. At first, the lackey perceives
him as either a moocher or a fool without ambitions precisely because he selects this space —

“because a clever prince with ambitions would not have sat in the anteroom and discussed his

*% For example, see Liza Knapp, “Myshkin, Through a Murky Glass, Guessingly,” in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot: A
Critical Companion, 195. She reads the scene as embodying Myshkin’s imitation of Christ; W.J. Leatherbarrow,
"Misreading Myshkin and Stavrogin: The Presentation of the Hero in Dostoevskii's ‘Idiot’ and ‘Besy,” The Slavonic
and East European Review 78, no. 1 (2000): 6. Leatherbarrow argues that the scene clearly articulates to the reader
the inability of the servant to classify Myshkin and fit him into his social and cultural framework of expectation;
Janet G. Tucker, “Dostoevsky’s ‘Idiot’: Defining Myshkin,” New Zealand Slavonic Journal (1997): 36. Tucker
reads this scene as a social-leveler and implicit rebellion, staged on the domestic front.
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affairs with a lackey” (20). But it is exactly this behavior that makes it effective. Because it is a
conversation in the ante-room that is not witnessed, it deviates from the standard social script,
which permits the conversation to have alternative trajectories. The lackey knows that to pursue
the conversation is improper but feels drawn to the “simpleton” and is encouraged by his humane
conversational tone. Abandoning protocol and the stringent guidelines of his official role in the
household — for “try as he might, the lackey could not help keeping up such a courteous and
polite conversation... [he] watched [Myshkin] with sympathetic interest and seemed unwilling to
tear himself away” (22-3). The lackey reciprocates Myshkin’s kindness and relates to him
humanly, bending the rules he himself had just enforced. While at first he had denied Myshkin’s
request to smoke, Myshkin’s candid and empathetic monologue on capital punishment softens
the servant’s attitude, leading him to empathize and relax the rules. He suggests Myshkin go
smoke in the box-room, even if it is not allowed.

As the two engage in a discussion of capital punishment, Myshkin recounts witnessing an
execution in France, an unusual conversation topic even among social equals. Such public
executions were meant as a spectacle, and in the nineteenth-century increasingly were seen as a
barbaric display.”” Witnessing and retelling these public spectacles is morally questionable and
aggregating and spreading such stories is, at the very least, a strange endeavor. Myshkin’s focus
on the subject, first with an unexpected interlocutor and later framed as a moral directive to
Alexandra, must have a significance beyond mere storytelling. In fact, Myshkin so doggedly
returns to this topic that the reader cannot miss its importance. The conversation affects the

lackey, who “understood, if not all, at least the main thing, as could be seen by his softened

*7Petrus Cornelius Spierenburg, The Spectacle of Suffering: Executions and the Evolution of Repression: From a
Preindustrial Metropolis to the European Experience (New York: Cambridge, 1984), 183-199.
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expression” (24). By depicting the servant’s transformation during this conversation, Dostoevsky
forces the reader to seek a moral subtext to a seemingly immoral act of retelling violence and
providing sordid details; here it is employed in the service of a greater good.

Liza Knapp positions this scene as Myshkin imitating Christ, following Paul’s advice to
the Philippians. While I agree that this scene evokes Myshkin’s connection to Christ, I propose
an additional dimension. The position Myshkin assumes so early in the novel targets the reader,
introducing him to Dostoevsky’s poetics. It is to a lowly servant that Myshkin, the new,
unknown but clearly central character, first reveals a significant portion of his own backstory and
psychology. He challenges the rules of propriety, of typical social interaction, and even of the
author-reader contract by revealing himself to a minor, ‘unimportant’ character. In so doing, he
humanizes the servant, whom we are used to treating merely functionally. Seeing Myshkin value
the lackey and confide in him, we too are forced to consider the servant as more than a function.
We are reminded that “perhaps he too was a man with an imagination and some reasoning
ability” (22). Myshkin’s successful use of private-public space impacts how the reader treats
minor-ness in a Dostoevskian character—in Dostoevsky each soul is valuable, and minor does
not mean inferior.

When Aglaya hears of this exchange, she attributes it to Myshkin’s being a democrat. But
perhaps the term ‘democratic’ is more productively applicable to Dostoevsky’s poetics. I posit
that this scene, which defines Myshkin’s character, also reveals Dostoevsky’s refusal to flatten or
limit his characters’ potential, no matter how minor their role. In witnessing the Myshkin-servant
conversation, the reader sees the servant as a human being, with a similar psychology to his own,

making him more difficult to discount. The reader realizes that with Dostoevsky we have to give
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these minor characters, who lack narrative space, their due, even if society doesn’t notice their
value.

In Dostoevsky’s novel, the servant is no longer merely a comic device, plot driver, or the
protagonist’s double. If only for a moment, we enter into his psychology. If we accept Bakhtin’s
analysis that Dostoevsky’s poetics do not permit the reduction or finalization of his characters,
then we must give the servant his due; he is more than his functionality. This servant is now a
carrier of information about Myshkin that none of the major characters yet possess. Even a
servant with a minor role to play and minimal character space in which to enact it—we never
return to Alexey in the novel— is valuable. Having Alexei transform before us ensures that we
as readers become more aware of minor characters in Dostoevsky™® and are forced to change our
expectations for the protagonist, his story-trajectory, and the novel we are entering. If such a
productive exchange between an unnamed servant and a prince is possible, we need to adjust our
reading of this text accordingly. The reader contract, whereby readers expect pertinent
information to be shared with key characters, can be reimagined.

Consequently, we realize that we need to pay closer attention to Myshkin, not only as a
character, but as a counter-narrator, someone delivering a vastly different message from the
primary narrator, and someone who is potentially more closely aligned with the implied author.
The setting, the unusual direction the conversation takes, and its effect make us reassess the
protagonist, the service he renders others, and the significance of narration in Dostoevsky’s
project. Positioning himself in the right space of narration for spiritual matters, Myshkin is able

to convey something essential to another human being. We see an observable change in Alexei, a

3% For more on the interface of Dostoevskian poetics and minor characters, see Greta Matzner-Gore, “From the
Corners of the Russian Novel: Minor characters in Gogol, Goncharov, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky” PhD diss,
Columbia University, New York, 2014, especially p. 134-184.
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transformation in how he approaches Myshkin, most readily seen in his permitting Myshkin to
smoke after forbidding it a few minutes earlier. While the reader never gets to track the long-
term effect of Myshkin on Alexei because the latter disappears from the novel, it unquestionably
occurs before his eyes as a result of Myshkin’s story.

The two scenes between Myshkin and the servant put readers on the alert for what
Myshkin says and how he says it, especially since his narrative moments are limited. We need to
take this scene, its poetics, and its positive effect as a general key to how Myshkin operates on
the narrative plane. Myshkin’s ability to influence people is on full display in the scene of his
interactions with the Epanchin women, who immediately put him into a narrative mode.

Functionally, this conversation with the lackey, truncated by Ganya’s entry, connects to a
similar discussion with the Epanchin women pages later. His conversation with them reveals
Myshkin to their eager eyes, favorably predisposing them to him. By creating a link between the
Epanchins and their servant, Aglaya discloses the novelty of this strange collection of
knowledge-holders Myshkin has united, saying “[w]ell, if you’ve told it to Alexei, you can’t
refuse us” (63). A short while later, an astonished Ganya cannot understand how Myshkin so
quickly attained intimacy with the Epanchins. But as we just observed with the servant, this has
everything to do with his mode of narration. In both his discussions with the servant and then
with the Epanchin women, Myshkin’s unexpected refusal to follow the social contract is a
unifier, as is Myshkin’s selection of private-public space for the story’s delivery. These factors
permit him to tell stories about taboo subjects that listeners would reject in the public realm.

The story of the condemned man that connects the two scenes involves the state violence
of capital punishment, which inexcusable from Myshkin’s point of view, even when applied to a

murderer, as it runs contrary to Christ’s teachings of love and forgiveness. Myshkin returns to
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the subject in his conversation with the Epanchins, at first describing a man who had once been
sentenced to death only to receive a last-minute pardon. He sets up the scene of capital
punishment to encourage its visualization. In so doing, Myshkin takes on the role of a narrator of
fiction, imaginatively filling in the gaps in his knowledge of the event. He frames this narration
with a purpose: painting the face of the condemned man in a picture will “do a lot of good,” he
says, revealing his didactic motive. But to do so meaningfully, one has to successfully capture
the pain of the sinner; thus fictional yet informed narration has a clear ethical role. Although the
method is different — the death that Myshkin describes occurs by guillotine because it is
considered more ‘humane’ — the death of the executed man echoes the death of Christ on the
cross, as does his message of compassion, of loving each other, despite our sins. Myshkin’s
narration, despite its raw, objectionable material, is a Christian service because it teaches
listeners to apply Christ’s compassion, even to those outside our usual periphery, criminals.

This also applies to Myshkin’s longest narratve, the story of Marie that follows. To
foreground this aspect of Myshkin’s narration, Dostoevsky explicitly mentions teaching right
before Myshkin launches into the Marie story, which he fills with multiple biblical references.’”
Like Christ’s parables, the story is meant to teach. Marie, despite her sexual indiscretion,
emerges as a sufferer and good servant. After her sexual fall and her abandonment by her lover,
she returns home as a faithful daughter to an abusive mother as an unpaid shepherd for her

community and as a silent sufferer. Among the most notable Biblical references are the casting

> For a discussion of the biblical subtexts, see Young, Dostoevsky's the Idiot and the Ethical Foundations of
Narrative, 13, 90; Lepakhin, V. “Khristianskie motivy v romane Dostoevskgogo Idiot,” Dissertationes Slavicae, 16:
65-92; David M. Bethea, “The Idiot: Historicism Arrives at the Station,” in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot: A Critical
Companion, 152; Liza Knapp, “Myshkin, Through a Murky Glass, Guessingly,” in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot: A
Critical Companion, 194.
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of stones at the sinner by her neighbors, Marie’s washing of her mother’s feet (recalling Christ’s
washing of the feet of the disciples), and echoes of the parable of Balaam’s ass.

The lead-in story to the Myshkin-Marie tale of Christian service is that of a donkey to
which Myshkin keeps returning. In Myshkin’s account, the braying of an ass wakes him from his
idiocy, from the darkness. It is the sound he hears upon entering into Switzerland and, by
bringing him back into a functioning state, it does him a service. This donkey thus activates
Myshkin for Christian action, allowing him to serve others, notably the children and Marie.
Dostoevsky gives the reader multiple clues as to its importance in the novel. Myshkin so
persistently returns to the donkey that his audience finds it ridiculous, not understanding its
importance. Mrs. Epanchin tries to steer him away from discussing the ass but Myshkin returns
to him. When Myshkin says, “But all the same I stand up for the ass; the ass is a kind and useful
fellow,” Mrs. Epanchin asks him, innocently trying to steer the conversation into a different
direction, “And are you kind, Prince?” Everyone catches her unintended comparison. While
amusing, this comparison functions on other levels too. By laughing at himself, Myshkin bonds
with the women. And, on the Christian plane, the donkey and Myshkin are united in their service
and utility. This biblical subtext may well explain Myshkin’s partiality to the donkey and the
conspicuous, repeated insertion of a braying donkey into Myshkin’s narration.

Myshkin’s ass performs a service by braying and awakening Myshkin to his mission, as
does Balaam’s ass, which refuses to let his master go astray, defying his master’s command and
guiding him according to God’s will. We know this because the ass, permitted by God to speak,
protests Balaam’s accusations and blows by citing his dedicated service, “Am not I thine ass,

upon which thou hast ridden ever since I was thine unto this day? Was I ever wont to do so unto
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thee? And [Balaam] said, Nay” (Num 22: 30).®° The servant, purer than his prophet-master who
has gone against God’s will, sees the angel and tries to save his master. But the service is not
understood by the master. The angel finally appears to Balaam, confirming that the servant saved
his master.

This story is an important signifier not only about the ass that awakens Myshkin but also
about Myshkin himself in the novel. Lepakhin gestures at but doesn’t develop this connection.
The ass, purer than his prophet-master who has gone against God’s will by trying to curse the
Israelites, sees the angel and tries to save Balaam by turning his body, and thus also his master
who is riding on him, in another direction. Had it not been for this dedicated servant, Balaam
would have been slain. Thus the servant knows the righteous path, even as his master is blind to
it. Christ, the ass, and Myshkin all serve others, even as those they serve curse, commit violence,
or laugh at them.

Imbedded in the Marie story is a sub-story about narration in Christ’s name. Myshkin
recalls how he affected the children, who, under the influence of their elders, were committing
cruelties against Marie and throwing rocks and dirt at her. Myshkin admits the didactic function
of his speech addressed to the Epanchins. Although he at first denies it — “I can’t teach you
anything... what can I teach you?” (58), he soon concedes: “maybe I actually do have a thought
of teaching” (59). Again the story succeeds because of the setting. The room where he tells his
story is a small, common gathering room with a fireplace. Although it is a common area, it is
intimate because it is where the Epanchin women “gather when [they] are by themselves, and

each of [them] does [their] own thing” (55). It is a space that permits each woman to act as she

% Ypcma 22:30 -- Ocnuua xe ckazana Bamaamy: He s 11 TBOS OCIHIIA, HA KOTOPOIT ThI €3HII CHAYANA 1O CEro JHs?
HMeia JIU s IPUBBIUKY TaK MOCTYyNaTh ¢ Tobow? OH cka3an: HeT.”

135



chooses, without theatricality, while in the company of her closest companions. It is an intimate,
private-public space to which Myshkin gets invited, while others do not. And, it is a space that
Myshkin effectively employs.

In private-public quarters, Myshkin can assess and react to the expressions or responses
of his interlocutors. He looks at them intently, assessing their reactions: ““You’re not angry with
me for something?’ He asked suddenly ... looking straight into their eyes. ‘For what?’ the three

299

girls cried in astonishment. ‘That it’s as if I keep teaching...”” (62). He also interrupts his
narration to prevent a wrong response. When describing his kiss of Marie, he says ““No, don’t
laugh’ the prince hastened to stop the smiles of his listeners. ‘There wasn’t any love here. If you
knew what an unfortunate being she was, you’d pity her as I did’” (68). The setting allows him to
actively monitor and effectively adjust his message.

Myshkin’s narrative didacticism dominates his interaction with the Swiss children: “I did
teach them a little bit as well... I used to tell them everything, keeping nothing back” (71).
Myshkin’s speech transforms the youngsters from enforcers of judgment to compassionate
readers of a suffering face. At first, when defending Marie, Myshkin has to narrate publicly,
allowing the children to ignore him. But as they are not yet fully formed in their prejudices and
are frustrated by the limited information they receive from their elders, they listen passively at
first. Later, they start to seek Myshkin out. Afterwards, the group selects more intimate private-
public space for their talks. They regularly meet in a place “completely screened off on the
village side, with poplars growing around it; that was where they would gather with me in the

evening, some even in secret” (72). The private-public space, as well as the willing and genuine

participation of the interlocutors, makes Myshkin’s teachings through stories effective.
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Myshkin successfully converts their uninformed hate into pity and love for Marie and
himself. Through honest discussion with them, Myshkin instills in these impressionable children
Christ’s teachings of love and compassion for humanity. Through the retelling of the Marie
story, he awakens compassion among the Epanchin women, who immediately soften their
attitude towards him. Mrs. Epanchin, in particular, commences her spiritual journey at this point,
saying to the Prince: “listen, my dear, I believe that God has brought you from Switzerland to
Petersburg just for my sake. You may have other things to attend to, but I’'m the main reason. It’s
God’s purposes at work™ (87). Responding to Myshkin’s narration, Lizaveta makes clear to the
reader the effect this narration has had on her.

In retelling the story of how he successfully teaches compassionate love towards a fallen
woman, Myshkin reveals his future role in the novel’s clash between the Epanchins, who
embody society, and Nastasya Filippovna, the fallen woman. Myshkin has the potential to
transform his audience and convince them to abandon their unchristian judgments and love her
as Christ would. The narrative provides a direct parallel for Myshkin’s potential to alter the
trajectory of a character. Rogozhin’s knife can lead him down two paths; it can either open his
mind by opening the pages of books or it can end the story by going into Nastasya Filippovna.®'
Similarly, Myshkin and his stories can alter Nastasya’s fate by opening the minds of society
towards her, or fail to do so and doom her. His choices, including his narrative choices,
determine the trajectory that he and she will take. Myshkin as narrator serves Dostoevsky’s and

Christ’s causes explicitly both in the Marie story and its re-telling at the Epanchins. He is the

%! This insight emerges from Professor Liza Knapp’s Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and the English Novel course at
Columbia University.
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good messenger, spreading Christian wisdom through narration, and, as Lepakhin argues,
through action and mere presence.

Gossip, like narrative space, is a key part of Myshkin’s effectiveness. In the prior section,
we’ve seen that gossip is almost a strong force in the novel, setting a variety of characters, the
narrator, and even the reader into motion. But what does it tell us that even Christ-like Myshkin
is not immune to curiosity as well as to the hearing and spreading of gossip? Can we imagine a
positive aspect of it?

At the novel’s opening, Myshkin artlessly recounts his own unflattering background to
Lebedev and Rogozhin’s amusement, perpetuating the gossip that later surrounds him. To these
strangers, he readily recounts his illness, poverty, and present homelessness. He then listens
“with curiosity” to Rogozhin’s account of himself (14). Myshkin has come to Russia to “get to
know people” (27) and listening to their stories is his means of doing so. On the flip side, sharing
his and other’s stories allows him to connect with people. Without prompting, Myshkin easily
reveals Rogozhin’s history with Nastasya Filippovna to the Epanchins, tainting the two before an
unforgiving audience (31) because he sees no problem sharing such information. When Ganya
charges him with blabbing about Nastasya Filippovna to the Epanchin women, Myshkin
responds that he didn’t have any reason to keep this information to himself, as he wasn’t directly
asked to do so. This is how a gossip would respond but the reader doesn’t condemn him as one.
Myshkin defaults to sharing information rather than keeping it to himself, unless specifically
asked to do so. The ethical drive in his narration marks it differently.

Perhaps in Myshkin’s artless participation in gossip we can locate a “serious” function of
gossip. While acknowledging gossip’s potential maliciousness, Patricia Sparks also points out its

positive aspect: participants, usually in small groups, use the stuff of scandal to define
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themselves, to analyze the world as it “impinges on them.”®* Generally speaking, serious gossip
has the ability to bind people together, as well as to build community; it can generate alliance,
making the audience receptive to the speaker who is delivering the gossip and open to other
judgments he or she imparts. This function is vital to Myshkin, for without establishing such
alliances, Myshkin cannot be effective because he falls outside accepted social behavior.
Curiosity and gossip can also demonstrate an eagerness to engage with the world. Having
emerged from illness, confinement, and muteness, Myshkin claims that interacting with personal
information is part of his stated purpose for returning to his homeland: to “be with people” (74).
Finally, gossip allows Myshkin to act-without detailed information, he cannot operate.
Mid-way through the narrative, after Nastasya Filippovna had run away from Myshkin,
Rogozhin shares with Myshkin intimate details about his relations with Nastasya Filippovna, to
which Myshkin eagerly listens (207). In this case, listening to gossipy details is part of
Myshkin’s effort to help. Such information enables Myshkin to show compassion and express
hope for redemption. The sordid details Rogozhin delivers — his brutal beating of Nastasya
Filippovna after he suspects her of having affairs, his subsequent shame and regret and her
manipulation of this regret — are precisely the sort of details a gossip would savor. In Myshkin
they elicit compassion. Hearing this account directly from Rogozhin, Myshkin expresses horror
at the past relations between Rogozhin and Nastasya Filippovna, particularly the damage that
they do to each other. He also tries to intervene with an eye towards the future. He recounts
stories from his travels that seek to shift Rogozhin away from jealously and spite, towards
possible redemption. His account of knowingly buying a worthless cross from a soldier, without

judging the soldier who cheats him, has a positive effect on Rogozhin: it models compassion

62 patricia Meyer Spacks, Gossip (New York: Knopf, 2012), 5.
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even towards those who wrong us and prompts Rogozhin to ask Myshkin to exchange crosses
and become spiritual brothers. Myshkin’s narrative intervention creates the possibility that the
knife on Rogozhin’s desk will, in fact, only be used to cut pages. If Myshkin hears the gossip in
time and reacts correctly, he can perhaps enact God’s will and keep the knife from its alternative
trajectory —stabbing Nastasya Filippovna.

Desire for information is also the force behind Myshkin’s curiosity about narratives of
capital punishment, which he aggregates and spreads, even though they border on the
sensational. He does so because he is orally serving the characters he interacts with and his
readers. He tells Adelaida to draw a suffering man’s face before his execution, arguing that such
a picture can be useful, can do a lot of good. For, he says of his real-life observation of such a
face, “I looked at his face and understood everything” (64). The same applies to his narration of
the horrific circumstances around capital punishment. If we don’t hear these stories and discuss
them, the criminal’s sins prevent compassion. Widening the reach of these stories has the
potential to encourage intervention, to be a catalyst for change.

A gossipy narrative can have several potential functions, both moral and not. This is
exemplified in The Idiot by the different ways two narrations of objectively similar sexual
transgressions are treated. When Myshkin recounts Marie’s story — her seduction, abandonment,
return — to the Epanchin women and, we can assume, the Swiss children, in the name of his
ethical imperative, the reader won’t reproach him for sharing this intimate information, because
it is directed to the moral betterment of its audience. It even has a direct effect on Marie’s life.
Through the account about her, Myshkin teaches the Swiss children that it is possible to be
compassionate towards sinners, whom society vilifies. Moreover, he exemplifies the

transformative power of narration because under his tutelage the children learn to love the sinner.
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Significantly, he has to use the same material as a gossip would to get this effect. The children
are tired of adults hiding details from them; in order to reach them, Myshkin has to reveal details.
The Epanchin women also are eager for these details, “looking at [him] with such
curiosity that if [he doesn’t] satisfy it, [they] may well get angry with [him]” (67). Their curiosity

recalls more malignant gossip, but Myshkin’s account has an ethical imperative. By narrating
this incident to the Epanchin women, Myshkin transforms how they see him, and, potentially,
albeit ultimately unsuccessfully, how they understand Nastasya Filippovna.®®

In another scene that uses gossip for comparison purposes. Myshkin scolds Antip
Burdovsky, the young man who claims to be Pavlishchev’s illegitimate son in the scandal scene
at Lebedev’s villa, for revealing the sexual transgression of his mother to unforgiving ears. He
assumes Burdovsky was tricked into it, because why else would he publicly mar his mother’s
reputation with an account of her transgressions. This salacious tale makes those involved
abhorrent to Myshkin, the audience, and the reader, whereas Myshkin’s account of Marie’s
transgression humanizes the fallen woman, transforming the audience’s reading of her, and
marks Myshkin positively because his delivery creates this effect. But the stories are objectively
similar in details. The moral difference lies in what the narrator seeks to do with the narrative
and how he delivers it.

Burdovsky’s tale, published in a newspaper, is meant to create shock and pity for the
sinner’s son and others like him, who are treated unjustly by the social system. Although

delivered in a conversational tone, the account is not a direct appeal to a particular person, but

%3 Liza Knapp, in her lectures on the novel for her course, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and the English Novel, articulated a
reading that has influenced my reasoning on this scene: the reason Myshkin is unsuccessful in transforming how the
Epanchin women read their local fallen woman is because he gets entangled in the love plot that directly affects
them. If he had remained uninvolved, pursuing only a Christian, brotherly love, as he did with Marie, perhaps this
narrative moment would have been more effective in creating a new model for reading Nastasya Filippovna. I owe
much to her formulation of this failure for it has guided my thinking on this scene and its implied possibilities.
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rather a general call to justice intended to shame Prince Myshkin into parting with his
inheritance. It uses the details of another’s life as currency, as proof of Burdovsky’s claim. But to
highlight the malevolence, Dostoevsky exaggerates the published account and, at times, makes it
outright false, intended to unjustly mar Myshkin’s reputation. Myshkin’s tale, on the other hand,
is conveyed intimately and compassionately in a small drawing room to an invested audience.
Among confidants and trusting friends, a moral directive can be achieved.

Acquiring information, even information full of sordid details, then, can have an ethical
motivation, leading one either to moral action, to passive reception, or to further gossip. In the
case of Myshkin, seeking out scandalous information, even gossip, as well as narrating private
moments acquired through gossip, has an ethical purpose. When we juxtapose Myshkin’s ethical
storytelling and Lebedev’s self-interested gossiping,®* we can see more clearly the role gossip
has to play. If we read Myshkin as the counter-narrator, dealing in the same currency (detailed
information) as the main narrator, we begin to grasp how Dostoevsky uses the material of gossip
to divide his narrators and readers. The narrator’s use of gossip to further his selfish agenda, to
craft a self-image, recalls a similar rhetorical strategy by Lebedev, whom we now see as the
narrator’s stand-in. The naratee, who does not abandon the primary narrator and remains curious
and passive, gets implicated in the narrator’s moral descent. If the narrator is a gossip, so is the
naratee. The naratee driven by curiosity about the scandals around him rather than by a moral
purpose for engaging with the narrative, demonstrates the undesirable path for a Dostoevskian
reader.

Conversely, Myshkin, as counter-narrator, uses detailed narration and his fellow

characters’ propensity towards gossip to serve a higher purpose. He uses gossip to understand

%4 Martinsen, Surprised by Shame, 153.
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humanity and guide it. His listening and retelling teach compassion and ethical behavior. The
reader who turns away from the primary narrator and follows Myshkin engages with the ethical
questions posed by Dostoevsky’s narrative. This ideal reader, no longer passive and willing to
extrapolate the lessons learned from the narrative to his own development, finds himself aligned
with the implied author’s ethical imperative.

Within the world of the novel, when he is most rhetorically effective, Myshkin uses
private-public place to create the conditions for successful delivery. Nonetheless, like everyone
else, at times he fails. If the lesson is far from effective among the characters, as many scholars
have argued, citing the novel’s depressing denouement and Myshkin’s ultimately mixed effect
on various characters,” perhaps a wider positive effect has occurred for a different intended
target; Dostoevsky teaches the reader to read correctly. Certainly Myshkin’s service to Christ’s
message resonates with the reader. Dostoevsky uses the same material, gossip, to differentiate his
narrators, compelling the reader to align himself with those narrators who are more closely
aligned with the implied author’s voice. The reader learns to distinguish between the two
narrator types, even as they use a similar toolkit, and picks which one to follow, which to
discard. In so doing, he escapes the trap of fiction as gossip, leaving himself open to
Dostoevsky’s Christian salvation agenda.

The Adolescent: Finding Wisdom When Peeking Behind the Curtain of Youth

% Many scholars have argued for a dualistic reading of Myshkin. For those opinions, see Roger B. Anderson 1986,
Dostoevsky: Myths of Duality, p 66-93; M. V. Jones, 1976, ‘K ponimaniiu obraza kniazia Myshkina,” in G. M.
Friedlender, ed., Dostoevskii: materialy i issledovaniia, 2, p 106-12. For darker readings of Myshkin and his effect
on other characters, see E. Egeberg, 1997, “How Should We Then Read The Idiot,” in Grimstad and Lunde, 1997,
163-9. A. Boyce Gibson, The Religion of Dostoevsky (1973), 104-124, argues that the final version of Myshkin,
having been split from his other half, Rogozhin, is too perfect, too saintly, and thus “fails in his task as redeemer”
(109). Girard (1997), Woronzoff-Dashkoff (1995), Korman (1980) are among those that argue that beyond merely
not living up to the ideal, Myshkin actually makes things worse.
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The Adolescent is a very different novel from The Idiot, but Dostoevsky uses strikingly
similar maneuvers in that he divides his narrators, indicating to his reader the narrators worth
following. In both novels, Dostoevsky has multiple narrators serving his authorial purpose so as
to avoid directly stating his intent. While the narrators and dominant ideas are decidedly different
in these two novels, in both Dostoevsky undermines his primary narrator in order to allow a
counter-narrator to emerge. This narrator can better present the philosophical ideas Dostoevsky
envisioned but doesn’t want to preach. Dostoevsky uses space to signal to the reader which
counter-narrator and which speech acts convey ideas intended to morally guide the reader.

The primary narrator of The Adolescent is Arkady Makarovich Dolgoruky, an illegitimate
son born to the landowner, Versilov, and his servant, Sofya. Arkady is a young man who has
lived apart from his family his entire life and is now trying to tell a story about his family in the
first person. Arkady, an “unprepared person,” trying to learn the family secrets to establish his
identity and “take his first step in life,” is young, naive, and uninformed, and therefore appears
to be an unfit narrator. He has been absent from the action, has underdeveloped reasoning and
assessments of others, and lacks pertinent information. Dostoevsky carefully considered the
effect of this choice of narrator on the reader. In his notebooks, Dostoevsky vacillated between
first- and third-person narration, ultimately settling on the former for its ability to keep Arkady at
the center of the novel. The novel appears to resist that placement, constantly threatening to

become a story of his father instead.®” His father Versilov, the true center of the novel—for all

events, details and histories pertain to him—is flawed, self-aware, highly educated, experienced,

% See Fedor Dostoevsky, “Article 2. A Future Novel. Another Accidental Family” (1876) in A4 Writers Diary, 84.
57 Fedor Dostoevsky, Notebooks for A Raw Youth, ed. Edward Wasiolek and trans. Victor Terras (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1969). Dostoevsky goes back and forth throughout the Notebooks and the choice of
narration is also tied up with the question of who is the hero of the novel: Versilov or Arkady. See for example 94-
95, 185, 212-213.
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and manipulative. He is one of Dostoevsky’s tragic, unstable, spiritually-despairing, and morally
questionable characters. By filtering this narrative through Arkady’s uninformed perspective,
Dostoevsky can manipulate the reader more effectively.

Because his narrative voice is dominant, Arkady projects a false image of his centrality to
the novel’s events, inserting himself into places and scenes in which he doesn’t rightly belong. In
his notebooks to the novel, Dostoevsky’s explicates his choice: “The Youth, owing to his tender
age, has no access to the events, the facts [which constitute] the plot of the novel. And so he
makes his own conjectures and masters them by himself. Which circumstance is reflected in the
whole manner of his narrative (to give the reader some surprises).”®® Arkady is thus purposefully
unfit for his role as narrator. His limited perspective frustrates the reader, eventually helping the
reader to seek a counter-narrator.

However, this counter-narrator cannot be the implied author himself, because such a
maneuver would be too heavy-handed to be effective. The counter-narrator must be closer to the
implied author, but cannot merge with him. This strategy allows Dostoevsky to get across his
philosophical ideas without directly preaching them. They are voiced by his characters instead.
As I have been trying to demonstrate in this chapter, The Idiot provides an established precedent
for such maneuvers in The Idiot.

For the role of counter-narrator, Dostoevsky selects Makar Ivanovich, Arkady’s wise and
informed serf-father, who is clearly an independent character, removed from the persona of the
implied author. Makar arrives to the story late, at a time when the reader, having accumulated
enough objections to Arkady’s narration, is primed for an alternative. Despite Makar’s being

accorded relatively small narrative space in the novel, Dostoevsky’s notebooks identify him as

%8 Fetdor Dostoevsky, Notebooks for A Raw Youth, 82.
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pivotal.”” Makar is a former household serf and servant, “born a servant and from a servant”
(386). He is a true servant narrator. Versilov says of him, “Makar Ivanovich first of all, is not a
peasant but a household serf ... Household serfs and servants shared a great deal in the interests
of their masters’ private, spiritual, and intellectual life in the old days. Note that Makar Ivanovich
to this day is interested most of all in the events among the gentry and in high society” (386).
According to Versilov, because Makar was a household servant, he carries the burden of the
master’s concerns. His interest in gentry affairs does not spring from personal aspirations.

But this investment and responsibility does not appear to have always been present in
Makar—Makar takes responsibility for and tries to transform his master only after his
manumission, when he is no longer officially owned and living deferentially, as he describes
himself before Sofya and Versilov develop a sexual relationship (9). As a servant-gardener,
Makar had a stubborn character and “everyone found him unbearable” (9). However, after the
affair and his manumission, people referred to him as “a saint and a great sufferer” (9). The
incident—during which Versilov, immediately confessing, cries on Makar’s shoulder—was
transformative for the servant. It awakened in him his sense of responsibility for his master,
probably a new idea, and reminded him of his moral responsibility for his wife, Sofya. Releasing
Sofya to Versilov without malevolence or accusations, in fact securing her financial future by
requiring Versilov to write down his promised payment, Makar leaves them peacefully.
Henceforth, Versilov and Sofya are “family” to him (14) and they remain connected through
letters and visits repeated every three years.

After he is granted his freedom, Makar serves Christ and Dostoevsky’s Christian message

both in physical and narratorial terms. If, as Versilov claims, Makar carries the interests and

% For example, see Notebooks for The Raw Youth, 212.
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burdens of the master class because he has served and partaken of them, it follows that when he
is set free to choose his life’s direction. Makar not only chooses a life dedicated to Christian
values, he seeks to guide his master and his charges, his wife and children, towards the same. As
a former servant, Makar feels responsibility for his former master, a calling to serve as his
master’s moral guide. I believe this to be one of the reasons Makar tells Versilov that Versilov’s
sin against Sofya was actually his own: “It’s I who am guiltiest of all before God in this matter;
for, though you were my master, I still shouldn’t have condoned this weakness. So you too,
Sofya, don’t trouble your soul too much, for your whole sin is mine, and in you, as I think, there
was hardly any understanding then, and perhaps in you also, sir, along her” (410). He identifies
understanding as something that resides within himself, a person twice their age at the start of
their affair; he bears responsibility because he didn’t step in to guide those for whom he feels
responsible As a result, he feels guilty for their transgressions and seeks to guide them, even at
this late stage.

The message of Makar’s narration, including his inserted narrative, which comments on
the developing story, is in the spirit of Christ. His storytelling is a Christian service. Makar uses
Christ’s words directly, along with his parable style, to teach the nineteenth century disciples
who gather around him in his room. His role in the novel, even as a secondary narrator, directly
contrasts with that of the naive, immature Arkady. While Arkady is marked as young, self-
focused, uninformed, unprepared, and thus unreliable, Makar is identified as old, painfully so—
he is ailing and dying in the scenes in which he appears. He is wise, experienced, and morally
involved in the lives of others.

Unlike other household serfs freed by the reforms, many of whom became paid servants

or found other paid work for themselves, Makar remains tied to members of the master class. It
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is to this “home” that he returns to die. And it is his former masters whom he seeks to guide
toward salvation in his final days, fulfilling the mission God has chosen for him. Makar becomes
a wanderer (strannik) following Christ’s direction to his disciples to abandon the pursuit of
earthly riches and earthly desires, including the comforts of family love. In his new role as
pilgrim, he is free to wander the country, collect stories, and then bring them back into the
domestic realm, retelling these stories to those who gather to listen. Like Myshkin, he is a
collector of tales, particularly Christian tales, gathered from the lower classes. These stories are
untouched by Western influence and therefore closer to God’s truth. Makar has a deep desire to
communicate with others, particularly the members of higher society who need salvation the
most.”” Makar’s wisdom and Christian convictions mark him as a worthy counter-narrator whose
presence in the novel requires the reader’s careful attention.

Private-public space, again, marks the narrator for the reader. Makar’s stories are told to
a rather sizeable audience (Sofya, Arkady, Liza, Tatyana Pavlovna, the doctor, Versilov, and
Lukerya, the servant) who gather for regular storytellings “evenings” in his little room. This
space, which also serves as his bedroom, at first glance seems private. Its private-public
dimension emerges when we consider the structure of the room, its open boundaries and its use.
Formerly Sofya and Liza’s room and adjacent to the drawing room, this room is his sleeping
quarters, but it is also a space that welcomes listeners.

Makar’s desire to fill the space with sunlight demonstrates the room’s welcoming and
inclusive character. Despite the doctor’s orders to keep the room dark because the light bothers

his eyes, Makar invites sunlight into his room for the sun is associated with children and with

70 For it is about the rich that Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, it is difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of God” (Matthew 23-24).

148



God’s spirit in this novel. The rays of sunlight bridge the outside and inside worlds, as well as
the mortal and eternal realms. When the sunlight enters the room and shines on Makar, it also
indicates where the reader should focus.

To better understand the room’s openness to the outside world, its private-public
function, one can contrast it with the dark, small bedroom Tatyana Pavlovna inhabits, a room
that clearly is not intended to host visitors. Arkady’s accidental entry into Tatyana’s bedroom
when he eavesdrops is marked as a violation, a clear intrusion. Makar’s room, on the other hand,
is welcoming. It accommodates a sizeable crowd that regularly gathers within its open
boundaries, while maintaining the intimate character of interior space.

To emphasize the non-private nature of Makar’s room, distinguishing it from a typical,
closed-off bedroom, Dostoevsky positions Lukerya the cook, another servant in the novel,
behind the room’s door, in the drawing room, to listen to Makar’s stories. Standing outside the
room but partaking in the exchange, if only passively, Lukerya designates Makar’s room as
neither private nor exclusive. The space is mutually-shared, inclusive, and inviting.”’

And yet, we cannot interpret Makar’s room as public space either. How readily would
these figures gather around a narrating Makar Ivanovich in a public square, where they are likely
to be observed by judging eyes? How easily would they accept his version of wisdom in a public
arena? Makar’s room encourages transgressions of social hierarchy, permits dialogues that would
not be feasible elsewhere. As we have seen in The Idiot, such private-public space, far from

housing spectacles, permits exchanges that might otherwise not be possible, between individuals

"I However, the sanctity of the space is maintained only as long as the boundaries are not explicitly acknowledged.
In an allegedly compassionate gesture, Versilov invites Lukerya to join their gathering by entering the room itself.
This seemingly kind gesture that Arkady admires actually drives her away and, thereafter, she no longer hovers by
the door. Rather than being inclusive, this invitation asserts Versilov’s dominance over the space, for one cannot
invite someone into a space one does not own.
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who typically do not usually interact on deep issues. Makar’s stories provide moments for
Dostoevsky to show the power of private-public narration, even as they use the same narrative
motifs as gossip: sensational subject matter and multiple indirect sources for information. Used
this way, the gossip’s toolkit serves a moral end.

While we are told Makar had many such storytelling evenings, the main story included in
the text is that of Maksim Ivanovich Skotoboinikov, a merchant who undergoes a spiritual
transformation. His is a tale of debauchery, materialism, and Christian repentance. Arkady’s
voice frames Makar’s story of the merchant Maksim Ivanovich, and this frame perfectly
exemplifies of how Dostoevsky works against his primary narrator by having him discredit
himself. Arkady says that he includes this story told by Makar merely because he happens to
remember it. Arkady also tells the reader he can skip over it, implying its lack of importance:
“Those who wish to can skip the story, the more so as I tell it in [Makar’s] style” (388). But, of
course, we know the implied author includes it purposefully. Generally, inserted texts in
Dostoevsky have a demonstrated record of importance.”” Makar Ivanovich is a positive
character, whose words are not to be easily discarded. His story takes up almost four thousand
words and an entire chapter (Chapter Four of Part Three). Arkady-the-narrator actually returns to
it briefly in the epilogue, referring to the story of the merchant granted the “gift of tears” as an
analogue for the repentant Versilov. Of course, it cannot be skipped by the reader. Nor would a
careful reader want to discard Makar’s rich text, even though the flawed youth cannot appreciate

it.

7> See for example, Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky Poetics, 118, 121, 156. See also Leonid Grossman,
“Isskustvo romana u Dostoevskogo,” in Poetika Dostoevskogo, Moscow: 1925, 174-5. Grossman describes how
Dostoevsky tried to bring the polar elements of his narrative under a unified philosophy. For an analysis of the
significance of inserted texts to Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, see Robin Feuer Miller, “The Function of Inserted
Narratives in The Idiot,” Ulbandus Review 1977, 15-27.
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Despite Arkady’s attempt to dismiss it, the inserted tale is not only an analogue for but
also an important commentary on the main story. Arkady’s connection of Makar’s protagonist
with Versilov in the epilogue supports Miller’s claim that inserted narratives circumvent the
narrator-chronicler and permit Dostoevsky a more direct line of communication with his
reader.” This inserted story is a key to reading of the novel.

The protagonist of Makar’s story, Maksim Ivanovich, is a slave to money, drinks, runs
around the town naked, cheats his workers out of their earned wages, and mercilessly drives a
widow and her orphaned children from their home over a debt and a grudge. As a direct result,
all the children but the eldest boy die. Seemingly out of compassion, but really inspired by
vanity, Maksim takes this child from his mother, adopts him, but then torments him and drives
him to suicide. After witnessing the suicide, the merchant repents, begs the child’s mother to
marry him, gives to charity, and turns to Christianity, but he cannot rid himself of his guilt.
Finally, he realizes the only path forward is to abandon his earthly riches for spiritual ones. To
save his soul, he forfeits his fortune and undertakes a life of wandering.

In pursuing this path, Maksim is following Christ’s advice to leave behind the god of
material wealth and instead to become a servant to all, which Makar has earlier identified as a
worthy pursuit:

Though money is not a god yet, it’s at least a half-god, a great temptation; and then

there’s the female sex, there’s self-conceit and envy... [they] forget the great cause and

busy themselves with the little one... Not so with Christ: ‘Go and give away your

riches and become the servant of all.” And you'll become inestimably richer than before,

for not only in food, nor in costly clothing, nor in pride nor envy will you be happy, but

7 Miller, “The Function of Inserted Narratives in The Idiot,” 15
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in immeasurably multiplied love... And then you’ll acquire wisdom, not from books

only, but you’ll be with God himself face to face. (385)

Maksim Ivanovich’s story comments directly on Arkady’s dream of becoming a Rothschild and
Katerina Nikolaevna’s aspirations to secure her father’s money by declaring him incapable of
managing it, an act of betrayal that she tries to conceal. The story targets other secondary plots
involving the pursuit of earthly things as well. Dostoevsky thus identifies Arkady’s desire to
become a Rothschild, to acquire respect through money, and to partake in the new capitalist
values as unworthy pursuits.”* The various blackmail attempts against Katerina Nikolaevna by
Versilov, Lambert, and Anna Andreevna, which also prioritize self and selfish desires over
others are more obviously contemptible. The different plots share a common theme of the
corrupting influence of money (or status). Many characters either resemble the offended child or
the offender, and some, like Lambert, resemble both. Most of the characters — Versilov, Katerina
Nikolaevna, Lambert, Arkady, Stelbekov — are driven by materialistic impulses.

The casualties of adult debauchery, as is often the case in Dostoevsky, are children or
childlike adults, innocent and pure beings whose closeness to God makes an offense against
them a mortal sin. Katerina’s father, the old Prince, tells Arkady that children “with their curls
and innocence” are like “God’s angels or lovely little birds”; but, the world sins against them so
much that “it would be better for them not to grow up at all” (33). The Adolescent provides us
with ample examples of such corrupting and devastating adult influence. For example, the young
woman who commits suicide, Olga, referred to as Olya in the novel, does so when her attempts

to escape poverty leave her at the whim of corrupt adults, who abuse her. A merchant who owed

7 This idea is rendered problematic in the novel because it imitates the Western values, part of a wider trend of
Russians imitating the West to their own detriment. Moreover, it is also an un-Christian pursuit because, as Kate
Holland points out in The Novel in the Age of Disintegration, it is predicated on “the idea of revenge on the social
class from which [Arkady] is excluded by virtue of his illegitimacy” (107).
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her late father money is the first to insult her by a sexual proposition. Then, while applying for a
teaching job, Olya is almost forced into prostitution by a woman who pretends to want to employ
her honestly. Afterwards, both Versilov and Stelbekov manipulate her. Versilov responds to her
governess advertisement, promises to help her find a place, but doesn’t leave his address, which
she would need to get in touch, and acts in a way that he himself later condemns, laughing in the
face of her desperation, leading her to conclude his intentions are anything but noble (179).
Moreover, when she confronts him, he doesn’t disabuse her of her misunderstanding.
Stelbekov’s role is even more sinister, as he encourages her mistaken interpretation of Versilov’s
behavior and then propositioning her himself. Devastated by her powerlessness and the casual
cruelty she encounters, Olga commits suicide. Likewise, the old Prince, father of Katerina
Nikolaevna, who is childlike and kind to those who need help, like Arkady and several wards he
supported, dies as a result of the power struggle among his potential heirs, who are vying to
obtain his money and sacrifice him in their struggle.

Makar’s story as commentary on a disintegrating society that has lost its spirituality and
is led astray by false gods is a lens the reader should apply to the novel as a whole. The fact that
Arkady doesn’t recognize the story’s merit undermines his credibility as the narrator. While
Arkady overlooks its merits, the implied reader will not.

Like secondary narrators in The Idiot, Makar offers didactic narration aimed at other
characters but also the author directs his story at the reader (of whom Makar isn’t aware). As
noted, Dostoevsky creates a primary narrator who discredits himself, leaving the reader to seek
guidance in other places. Dostoevsky then marks Makar’s speech acts in a way that guides the

reader to examine his alternative narration closely and draw th appropriate conclusions.
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Dostoevsky’s project in The Adolescent is a logical continuation of the moral
undertakings central to his earlier novels. The notebooks for the novel indicate that Arkady is
seeking a guiding thread that would lead him from evil to good, a thread lacking in his
disintegrating society.” The novel gives him, and us, a guide in Makar Ivanovich, who serves as
a counter-narrator to our young protagonist. In moments of despair, Arkady intuitively senses the
value of Makar’s insights. On the verge of pursuing non-Christian thoughts and actions, Arkady
goes “‘straight to Makar Ivanovich’s room, as if there lay the warding off of all obsessions,
salvation, an anchor I could hold on to” (367). Dostoevsky’s metaphor of Makar Ivanovich as
Arkady’s Christian anchor underscores for the reader Makar’s value in the novel. By the end of
the novel, having internalized Makar’s teaching, Arkady learns to distinguish between right and
wrong, between useful and frivolous narration, and between useful and malicious forms of
knowledge. He becomes less egotistical and more informed about the world, completing other
people’s stories, minimalizing his own, and thus directing his attention outward, where it should
have been all along.

Turning to the reader’s progress, we note that the reader, under Dostoevsky’s tutelage,
has abandoned passive for active reading. Both in The Idiot and The Adolescent, the reader must
disassociate himself from the primary narrator in order to find a suitable counter-narrator to
follow. This counter-narrator provides the reader with a link to the implied author, whose goal
has been to connect indirectly with the reader and to serve the reader by guiding his return to the
Garden.

Dostoevsky explains his indirect modus operandi by quoting Tyutchev: “A thought, once

uttered, is a lie.” Aware of his reader and his potential reactions, Dostoevsky doesn’t try to

" Holland, The Novel in the Age of Disintegration, 105.
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finalize any idea or fully explicate it for his reader, for he knows this will undermine his
intention. Instead, Dostoevsky expertly manipulates his reader into thinking he has discovered
hidden truths by himself, while in actuality Dostoevsky has been actively directing the reader
towards certain ideas and away from others.

In these two novels, Dostoevsky works at the level of narration to achieve this outcome.
In some ways, the author’s technique is successful, in other ways not. The distinguishing factor
lies in how the narration has affected the key characters versus the readers.

In the characters’ world, both novels end ambiguously. Myshkin has failed to transform
the people he encountered and has reverted to his prior state of idiocy and muteness. Most of his
effect on the characters has been nullified, with only a few exceptions. Likewise, Arkady’s future
seems hopeful, but the harm he and other characters have caused is plainly visible. The
accumulation of bodies (the old Prince, Olga, Liza’s miscarried child) speaks to the sins of the
characters and Arkady himself. These lost individuals, all innocents, are among those that do not
see a hopeful future. Moreover, Versilov’s progress is questionable and Arkady’s gain
ambiguous.

So, if within the world of the novel the outcome of the plotlines and narration is
ambiguous, should we say that the novels have failed entirely? No, for that would not be
accurate, the narration has been effective on the reader. Dostoevsky’s ideas come across in the
parable form that Christ himself employed, a form of moral guidance so effective that it has
lasted for millennia. Dostoevsky’s authorial maneuvers direct our attention to where it belongs:
on the two servant narrators. Myshkin and Makar redirect the reader as intended; these narrators,
marked by space and how they employ gossip, are good servants of Christ’s message. Even if the

parable ends tragicaly, even if the sinless end up crucified at the hands of the unbelievers, the
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witnesses, the readers, walk away transformed. Although he has refused to indicate the worthy
path forward directly, Dostoevsky has clearly indicated it to the reader via his servant-narrators.
He has successfully directed the reader back to the spiritual world that the reader’s
contemporaneous society is divorcing itself from. And so, Dostoevsky’s service to the reader is

complete. Where the reader takes this guidance is entirely in his hands.
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Chapter Three: No Room of Their Own: An Absence of Space and

Three Literary Trajectories

Despite the clear importance of domestic servants to the Russian nobleman’s life,
servants in Russian literature routinely exist in a no-man’s land: exposed to the comforts of
gentry life but denied personal access to them. This is most obvious in their access to space.
Servants are in the house but not of the house. They are not legitimate occupiers of domestic
space even as they live in and organize it for their masters. The space they are allotted—the
hallways, entryways, or an unneeded room in an unused, remote portion of the estate—are
unwanted or pass-through spaces. These are not places where one can stake an identity. The
relegation of servants to undesirable space correlates with their inferior status in society. Even on
the eve of or after the Emancipation of 1861, when these individuals were finally recognized as
fully human, their rights to space remained contentious and their position in society was still
unresolved. What space needs to be allocated to them, and at whose expense? Where to place
these newly recognized humans in a rigid, tight social structure that doesn’t appear to have room
for them?

In the years leading up to and following the emancipation, these issues came increasingly
into focus in the works of Russian authors, most notably Dostoevsky, but also Goncharov,
Turgenev, and Chekhov. Fiction experiments with social issues and allows authors to explore
potential alternatives on a smaller, individual scale. Humans are more likely to become invested
in named individuals and their fortunes than in nameless examples or theoretical proposals.
Grand political tensions are thus more effectively displayed and engaged on the personal,

domestic level. At the same time, relevant context can be activated by individuals serving as
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representatives of a social class or issue via their titles or roles. The literary house is the ideal
space in which authors can navigate unstable social relationships and work out potential
solutions; the domestic stage can stand in for the political or social one. In the fictional house,
authors can consider high-stakes issues within an accessible context, to which a reader can relate.
In my analysis, each author envisions a different scenario for the settlement of this displaced
population.

In this chapter, I follow the consequences of displacement, turning to the issue of the
Russian literary servant having no secure space in the world. Domestic servants shared an
upbringing and a home with their masters. Yet in life and in literature, they are often treated as
less than human, denied a basic human need for space and place, both in terms of physical space
in the house and artistic space in the novel. I consider the repercussions of relegating servants to
peripheral and unwanted spaces.

In my discussion of Tolstoy’s novella, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 1 noted that Gerasim,
after a lengthy period of fully human existence, seemingly accepts his demotion from empathetic
co-sufferer and friend to someone consigned to hanging up other people’s coats. However, it is
not difficult to imagine another author depicting the deep anger caused by such a demotion,
possibly leading to violence against those perpetuating such inhumane social order. Temporary
promotion or elevation in status during transitional periods does not resolve the conflict, but
fuels it by highlighting injustice. In the decades surrounding the emancipation, Russian literature
provided a space for exploring the uncertainty and instability of this situation.

In the present chapter I identify servants who push and sometimes transgress the
boundaries of their social position. In some cases, issues of unrealized potential for promotion

(as in the case of Smerdyakov), or promotion and then demotion, are the catalysts for such
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transgressions. Inconspicuous—but always central to the works I analyze—is the issue of
servants having no space of their own. In post-Emancipation literature, we see servant
displacement explicitly; the servants who once lived in the house, for one reason or another, can
no longer continue to do so. I consider what getting squeezed out of space means for these
individuals who exist on the margins of literary space and history. What happens, at the level of
plot, when they awaken and respond to the injustice?

My research suggests that in the decades before and after the Emancipation, Russian
literature produced three plot trajectories in response to servant displacement. The first trajectory
occurs in the works of Turgenev; it involves the resolving of historical injustice through societal
reconfiguration, the peaceful incorporation of the servant class, and future utopian harmony. In
Fathers and Sons, Fenechka, a servant turned lover, and her illegitimate child, go from being
hidden away in the house to being granted a seat at the family table. Similarly, in the coda to
Nest of the Gentry, Lavretsky returns to his family estate to see the gentry’s descendants and the
servants living harmoniously together. The upper classes give up some of their privilege in the
name of justice and equality, for the betterment of home and country. The sacrifices made by the
upper class of society are rewarded with peace, progress, and reciprocal devotion from their
former subordinates. This voluntary and widespread resource distribution from above represents
an optimistic solution with built-in utopic assumptions. Such a solution only seems possible on
the pages of a novel.

The second trajectory, found in Goncharov’s Oblomov and Chekhov’s The Cherry
Orchard, sees the unwanted character in question—usually an old servant, unable to adjust to a
changing world—die or disappear. Goncharov and Chekhov seemingly cannot find a realistic

solution to the issues these old-world servants face. In two works decades apart, the two writers
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conspicuously eliminate their respective old servant characters, Zakhar and Firs, and their old-
fashioned views on gentry life. The authors rely on an absence of resolution — they underscore
the issue but cannot craft a credible proposal. The implication is that once the old generation
dies, the next one will integrate. But they do not provide a solution to the spatial quandary, for no
path is explored for the integration of the remaining servant class, falsely implying a smooth
integration where none was possible before.

These first two modes address the issue of limited or nonexistent space central to this
chapter. However, they do so in ways that are neither radical nor reflective of the latent violence
of the time. In the decades before and after the 1861 Emancipation, violent upheavals in Europe
and in Russia became more commonplace. Right before the Emancipation, the revolutions in
Europe of 1848 were on people’s minds. Sensing the latent violence, and no doubt recalling
these revolutions of 1848, Tsar Alexander II famously said in an 1856 speech to the nobility, “It
is better to abolish serfdom from above, than to wait for that time when it starts to abolish itself

”l

from below.”” However, in radical circles, Alexander’s reforms were perceived as not happening
quickly enough. He paid for the allegedly slow pace of change in Russia with his life. Following
a series of unsuccessful assassination attempts (1866, 1867, two in 1879, 1880), the tsar was
assassinated in 1881 by a radical group, Narodnaya Volya (“People’s Will”’). While never
condoned by the majority of the population as a legitimate mode of resistance, violence,
especially political violence, became more commonplace in Russia.

In more unsettling literary examples, some servants will not be so easily forgotten or

displaced. The final trajectory, particularly notable in Dostoevsky, involves potential violence in

response to limited spatial and resource opportunities. In The Brothers Karamazov, the violent

''S.S. Tatishchev, Imperator Alexander I1, 2 vols (St. Petersburg: A. S. Suvorin, 1911), 1: 278.

160



revenge of the displaced is most notably embodied in Smerdyakov, the fourth brother, acutely
aware of his inferior status and lack of space.” His anger, I will argue, is much more than
interpersonal. And, many of the same features that mark Smerdyakov—his lackey identity, his
anger at society, a violent impulse— are also present in his precursor, Arkady in The Adolescent.
Significantly and insistently, both are explicitly connected to the textual space of the corner,
pressured into that limited space by society and adopting it as their own. Standing in the corner,
feeling the shame of their exile to it, they both desire much more for themselves and both are
amenable to violence as an equalizer. Chekhov’s An Anonymous Tale, in which a revolutionary
becomes a servant to gain access to a political figure and kill him, explicitly interweaves anxiety
about interpersonal relations and politics within the home. Servants, always present and
commonly ignored, are invisible; invisibility is secret power. The story makes explicit why
political violence might erupt specifically from the domestic servant class. In the cases I
consider, the anxiety about interpersonal violence speaks to a fear of revolution.

Let us now return to the origin of these trajectories— the absence of space— and more
closely examine how inferior space determines plot in the nineteenth-century Russian novel. We
shall examine how novelists grapple with and ultimately decide the fate of these displaced
servants in their works.

Utopian Harmony in Turgenev: Making Room at the Table for the Servant Girl

Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons (1859) provides an optimistic solution to the deeply
disquieting spatial problem I’ve been discussing. When the novel opens, Arkady arrives home to

find his domestic arrangements transformed. Fenechka, his father’s mistress, and her illegitimate

2 Olga Meerson, Dostoevsky’s Taboos (Dresden: Dresden UP, 1998), 186-207. Also Olga Meerson, “Chetvertyi brat
ili kozel otpushcheniia ex machina?” in Roman Dostoevskogo “Brat'ia Karamazovy”: Sovremennoe sostoianie
izucheniia, ed. T. A. Kasatkina (Moscow: Nauka, 2007).
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offspring, his half-brother, are living in his house, sequestered away in two small rooms in the
back of the house. Now that Arkady, the rightful heir, is returning alongside his friend, Bazarov,
the family’s living circumstances are “awkward.”

Arkady’s ashamed father offers the following explanation: “[T]hat girl, of whom you
have probably heard already [...] Please don't mention her name aloud...Well, yes...she is now
living with me. I have taken her into the house...we had a couple of small rooms to spare.
However, we can change all that” (18-19).> He is offering to move his mistress and son off the
main property for the sake of propriety. The novel doesn’t pause at this moment, doesn’t
explicitly acknowledges this offer as problematic. However, by applying a spatial lens to this
scene, it becomes clear that the house is a space that will belong to Arkady, the heir, and unless
the illegitimate son is recognized, Fenechka and Mitya can have no official claim to a place in
the house. With one word from Arkady, Fenechka and her son would be relocated back to the
little servant side-wing, which is in such a bad state. Her tenuous right to be granted anything at
all — space, possessions, respect — is only, as Fenechka says, “Thanks to Nikolai Petrovich” and
his kindness (41). Despite the child that resulted from her intimacy with the master, she knows
that they don’t officially have a claim on space in the master’s house. While the space in which
she lived before, the little side-wing, is now occupied by other servants, laundry maids, she and
her child can be relegated back to that space instantaneously. An enlightened Arkady won’t
permit the suggested injustice of moving Fenechka and her son Mitya back to the side-wing,

inferior space, telling his father not to apologize, not to move her, not to feel ashamed. But her

? Future references to this novel in English will appear in parentheses and will refer to this edition: Ivan Turgenev,
Fathers and Sons, trans. George Reavy (New York: Signet, 1960), 18-19.
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grasp on suitable, proper space (the house), along with her grasp on her position in the family, is
tenuous, and she knows it. Fenechka exists in the house on uncertain terms.

In this scene the text emphasizes Arkady’s progressive magnanimity, but it serves us to
pause here and read against the grain of the narrative. What emerges from this conversation is a
very obvious chain of displacement that moves down the hierarchy. If Fenechka and her child get
pushed back into their former space, where would the current occupiers, the laundry maids, go?
In the rigid society Turgenev depicts, space is a scarce resource and there is no direction in
which anyone can move that isn’t already occupied. The domestic sphere embodies the political
issues of a rising class that has potential new opportunities for advancement but no right to the
space in which to pursue them. While the novel is set before the Emancipation, the issues of
space allotment were already being widely discussed.* Domestic servants and other individuals
without direct experience working the land are in a particularly precarious position. >

Fenechka’s situation—seduction by her master and the resulting illegitimate child—is a

fairly common one. Her mother was a paid servant, a housekeeper for Nikolai, who once lived in

* The threat of Emancipation had been pressing on Russian consciousness for decades. Some historians point to
1762 as the pivotal point in history, when Peter III’s order to emancipate nobles from obligatory service led serfs to
expect their own imminent liberations. On this see, Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Russia, 125;
Isabel Madariaga, Catherine the Great (New Haven: Yale UP, 1993), 50-52. Pugachev’s rebellion (1773-5), the
largest popular uprising in Russian history at that point, was another turning point; the psychological effect of this
uprising, especially the involvement of serfs, left serf owners fearful for their lives and for the future of the
institution. Concerns and questions continued to arise with new, albeit limited, peasant rebellions, which never fully
subsisted, a continuous flow of subversion tactics, including runaway and often-illegal petitions against landowner
mistreatment, and the new flow of ideas about human equality after the War of 1812. Certainly, after 1848, the year
of the revolutions in Europe, the tide had turned. In 1856 Tsar Alexander requested proposals from the nobility
regarding emancipation. In October 1857, Alexander’s appointed committee produced the Imperial Rescript to
Nazimov, which denied the governor-general of several Lithuanian provinces, his petition for Lithuanian
landowners to free serfs without any land. Issues of land access and distribution were then publicly negotiated, a
process which lasted long past the emancipation edict itself.

> See Blum, 455-60, 586, 593. Jerome Blum in his Lord and Peasant, writes that domestic servants were particularly
disadvantaged by their lack of personal space and time. Completely dependent on their masters for sustenance,
living in such close quarters that punishments were frequent and sexual abuse rampant, performing menial and
specialized, and thus nontransferable labor, are some of the key features of domestic serfs that Blum identifies
marked their existence as “the harshest and the most demoralizing of all peasant experiences” (457). Historically, in
Russia no real limits were imposed on the conversion of agricultural serfs into domestic serfs and landowners did so
widely, not recognizing the economic and moral cost (455). Expectation became reality.
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the undesirable side-wing with her daughter. Like the domestic serfs of history, she is completely
dependent on Nikolai for her sustenance. When the mother dies suddenly, “Where was Fenechka
to go? From her mother she had inherited a love of order, intelligence and decency; but she was
young and lonely; Nikolai Petrovich was himself such a kind and modest person...There is no
need to describe the rest” (46). In spite of Nikolai’s liberal politics, he acts in the way that
noblemen historically have with their domestics, especially serfs: freely exploiting a dependent
and thus vulnerable servant woman, Nikolai takes the daughter on not as an orphaned dependent,
but as both a mistress and a housekeeper. In fact, Fenechka appears to be managing the
household even once she becomes the mother of Nikolai’s child. In the early chapters, Nikolai’s
brother, Pavel comes to her room to ask that she order some green tea for him, in addition to the
other items she will be requesting from town for the household. She is something more than a
servant, but at the same time, her relationship to Pavel indicates that she is not a member of the
family.

Since Fenechka has been moved to the main part of the house, Pavel Petrovich hasn’t
often visited her (his visit to request the green tea surprises even his own brother). Certainly, part
of this reluctance stems from Pavel’s own feelings for Fenechka, but this cannot fully explain it.
For example, Pavel has not interacted much with his nephew, her son, and when he arrives to put
in the request, Fenechka immediately sends Mitya away. Signs of Fenechka’s relationship with
Nikolai are present in her space—his favorite jam, his photographs, the household items he gives
her—but she and her child have not been integrated into the official family, of which Pavel is a
recognized part. His unceremonious arrival in her rooms demonstrates their unequal positions in

the household.
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Turgenev makes Fenechka’s status clear with her first appearance in the novel, a scene in
which Arkady, Nikolai, and Pavel have gathered on the terrace for tea. Fenechka, who usually
pours the tea for Nikolai, claims to be ill. Arkady, understanding that she is staying away for his
sake and wishing to be magnanimous, runs to fetch her, but she doesn’t come. Subsequently,
when the gathered men ring for the actual servant, Dunyasha, to bring cocoa, “in place of
Dunyasha, Fenechka herself appeared on the terrace... she blushed violently of a sudden; the hot
blood gushed in a crimson wave beneath the delicate skin of her pretty face. She dropped her
eyes her eyes and stopped near the table, leaning on it slightly with the tips of her fingers. She
appeared conscience-stricken at having ventured to come in, but at the same time she looked as
though she had every right to do so” (30). Fenechka physically stands in for the actual servant.
Simultaneously she emphasizes her connection to servitude and asserts her presence as
something more. On the one hand, she has been personally invited by Arkady and assured of her
right to be there, but on the other, she knows this assurance isn’t proper and feels ashamed of her
position. Pavel Petrovich, the master’s brother, frowns upon seeing her, and Nikolai Petrovich,
embarrassed, greets her through his teeth. Despite Arkady’s invitation, not everyone is eager or
ready for her open presence at the table.

As the novel progresses, Fenechka’s role in the family, and in the novel, changes due to
Arkady and Bazarov’s intervention. At first a former servant and mother of an illegitimate child,
ashamed and hidden away, she subsequently becomes a possible love interest for someone other
than her lover, the catalyst for the duel between Pavel and Bazarov, and finally a proper wife.
This transformation is not instantaneous. Each character must go through his own transformation
in order to prepare himself to make room for her. Arkady, who has made gestures towards

equality from the beginning (in part because of his good nature and in part because he enjoys the
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moral superiority it gives him) appears to be acting with complete sincerity by the end of the
narrative. Nikolai Petrovich has gotten his family’s blessing to do what was right by Fenechka
and has married her. Even the proper, aristocratic Pavel Petrovich, who formerly kept his
distance and had caught Fenechka kissing Bazarov, ends the novel by beseeching his brother to
marry the girl, to make the situation right. Each of the three men—Nikolai, Pavel, and Arkady—
willingly part with the rules of propriety (which favor their interests) as well their role as
enforcers of social order to make room for the former servant. They all have to let go of their
sense of superiority, bred into them as noblemen by centuries of serfdom.

By novel’s end, all three men have rejected the confines of the social order and
recognized the importance of doing right by Fenechka, who until then had single-handedly borne
the consequences of her own seduction. And so, several months after the small, private wedding
between Fenechka and Nikolai (and between Arkady and Katia) Fenechka has ascended to the
role of gentry wife. At the end of the novel, the company has gathered to say farewell to Pavel
Petrovich, who is leaving for Moscow and then going abroad. Fenechka, now a proper wife, has
a seat at the table, a formal place where she was previously unwelcome.

Moving beyond the principles of inequality embedded in their society, Fenechka and the
men of her new family converge into a space where their social status is no longer so dissimilar.
By the novel’s end, the narrator reports, “Of late a change had come over our old friends” (203).
Arkady, Pavel, and Nikolai benevolently grant status and space to Fenechka and are shown to be
better off for it. The men exchange what would previously have been theirs—space, hierarchy,
“moral” principles—for an easy, peaceful, and happy coexistence. They have learned to follow
their innate sense of justice rather than conform to the arbitrary rules of propriety. Fenechka too

is transformed—“Wearing a refreshing silk dress, a wide velvet bandeau round her hair, a gold
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chain on her neck, she sat still and respectful, full of solicitude towards herself, towards everyone
round her” (203). For once, they all coexist on equal footing: “they all smiled and they all looked
apologetic; they felt a little awkward, a trifle sad, but at bottom very happy. They attended to
each other’s wants” (203). In the epilogue, we learn that Fenechka has rewarded them all with
her devotion. Moreover, the family, minus Pavel, will continue to live happily together as a
cohesive unit. In Turgenev’s idealistic rendition, the benevolence of the three landowners
(Nikolai, Pavel, and Arkady), their willing forfeiture of their rightful space, which does not cost
them much, creates a family and a home. But, since space is finite, something has to give; Pavel
moves out. Pavel is a willing self-exile, even if not a happy one.

It should be noted that even a willing accommodation does not guarantee that the old
guard can remain in the spot they once occupied. This scenario cannot accommodate partial
converts or destabilizing feelings. Pavel cannot remain because he cannot let go of his feelings
for Fenechka or his old view on society: his life in Dresden clearly continues his prior existence.
For this reason, Pavel’s self-exile doesn’t feel entirely self-imposed. Even if he accepts
Fenechka, he, with his old manners and views, and his desires, cannot exist long-term in this
newly transformed space. Nikolai—who was described as youthful, energetic, playful—can
easily adjust. The rest of the happy occupiers are young people, freed from prejudice and capable
of aligning their lives with a sense of equality.

The epilogue of Turgenev’s The Nest of the Gentry offers a similar idealistic space,
including the self-exile of a representative of the older generation. The novel’s protagonist,
Fyodor Ivanych Lavretsky, is the son of a well-educated, dandy nobleman, Ivan, and a serf-maid,
Malanya Sergeevna. After their relationship is uncovered, Ivan marries Malanya both to spite his

father and to remain faithful to his guiding principles, which are informed by the doctrines of
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Rousseau, Diderot, and la Declaration des droits de |’homme. But Ivan’s allegiance to these
principles is in name only. Immediately after their marriage, Ivan leaves Malanya with his
relation, Marfa Timofeevna Pestova. Later summoned back home, Malanya is tormented by
Ivan’s family, especially his sister Glafira. Glafira separates the servant from her son Fyodor
because she considers Malanya inferior and a bad influence. Ivan never returns for her and
Malanya, mutely and submissively, dies of heartbreak. This meek creature, “torn like a tree
uprooted from its natural soil, God only knows why, and suddenly thrown down with its roots in
the air” (358-9), has had her life ruined by social hierarchies and theoretical principles. Ivan’s
son Fyodor, like his mother, suffers for the mistakes of his predecessors. He had been removed
from his adored mother and has grown up in fear of Glafira and then his father. His unfortunate
marriage to Varvara Pavlovna is a result of his father’s firm authority and his own lack of
experience. The ensuing events of the novel, including his tragically aborted relationship with
Liza, stems from these historical antecedents and their psychological effects.

In the coda to the main events, the protagonist, Fyodor Ivanych Lavretsky returns to the
family house, the center of the novel’s actions, a place closely intertwined both with his family
and with the development of his life. The older generation, who had formerly shared the house
(Marfa and her niece Marya Dmitrievna), are now dead, but the house is not in stranger’s hands,
and “the nest hadn’t been destroyed” (474). Rather, it has been transformed.

Newly painted, the house seemed to have grown “younger” and to be
“astir with life, to be brimming over with merriment” (474). The house has become a near-
utopian space, in which young people, regardless of background, easily coexist: “Everything in
the house had changed; everything had become suited to its new inhabitants” (474). In its new

form, the house is spacious, open, unconstrained, and joyful. Young landowners, orphans, and
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“beardless servant boys who grinned and joked” live together in equality and levity. This
harmonious coexistence, in which “[a]s the neighbors put it, un-heard of arrangements had been
made” (474), leaves our protagonist Lavretsky uttering his benediction: “Go on playing, vigorous
youth! Be happy! Grow strong!” (478). He is happy to witness other people’s progress and
happiness in this space, but Lavretsky recognizes that he, with his old body and worldview, does
not belong in the newly harmonic and energetic abode. He bids “a final farewell, and sadly but
unenviously, without any feeling of antagonism,” says with his own end in sight [...]
“‘Welcome, lonely old age! Burn out, useless life!’” (478). He leaves the house to its young
occupants; servants, orphans, and landowners will live there happily together.

Lavretsky’s exiles himself voluntarily. Given his half-serf background and his
predecessors’ leniency in regards to space and status towards him, it would be unseemly for him
to deny such progress to the next generation. But, two disquieting realizations linger. First, no
one asks him to stay, even though he is amenable to the harmonious house. There is no place for
him here, not even a room where he can happily die. As a person of means, however, Lavretsky
can direct his horses towards a home, even if it isn’t filled with the happiness he has witnessed.
Similarly, in Fathers and Sons, Pavel finds a home for himself abroad where he can live out his
days in relative comfort. But without the money—passed down from generation to generation
and acquired from the labor of the peasants—to house him or to relocate him, where would he go
after such a disquieting displacement? This will be of vital concern in the next section, in which I
focus on the servants now denied access to the gentry house in which they formerly existed, but
never truly belonged.

For the adaptable population, the youth, Turgenev’s narratives create a positive,

optimistic, but ultimately idealistic space. The accommodation of the servant class by the
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landowners seems inevitable in these works, a just and logical development. It should be noted
that in this solution, the gentry willingly surrender their rights and status to make room for those
formerly below them. Despite some well-intentioned remarkable instances of resource
distribution, Russian history produced few of these voluntary accommodations. On a grand scale,
peaceful resource distribution runs against economic theories of rational self-interest and
resource accumulation. Significantly, in both Fathers and Sons and Nest of the Gentry,
Turgenev’s conciliatory arrangements occur outside the space of the novel proper. Portraying
this accommodation at length is problematic for the same reason that nineteenth century novels,
particularly Victorian ones, often end with a wedding, a means of conclusion and containment,
rather than the portrayal of a successful marriage. Everyday living refuses such containment, and
happy living is difficult to portray realistically.

Moreover, Turgenev’s portrayed class reconciliation has no realistic path in imperial
Russia. If we read against the grain, even in the terms of the novel itself, Russia is already
bursting at the seams. When offering to move Fenechka back to her old quarters, Nikolai doesn’t
recall the laundry maids living there now; but we are attuned to their uncertain spatial trajectory.
There is no space into which a person can move that isn’t already occupied. Turgenev’s idealistic
space appears to be the only unoccupied space available in Russia, with the twist being, of
course, that as a near-utopia, it cannot exist.

Turgenev’s proposed peaceful accommodation and coexistence can only happen in an
idealized society, where theoretical considerations about justice and equity overrule self-interest
calculations across not just the singular few but rather vast and diverse groups of people. There is
no historical precedent for such accommodations. Historically, extensive redistribution of

resources and power has occurred only through violence or decree from above. Moreover, as |
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have demonstrated, it has uneasy implications. While the noblemen willingly allow the servant
girl a seat at the table, this acquiescence is also a survival strategy. Recall Alexander II’s words
to the nobility about the wisdom of abolishing serfdom from above, or else risk it abolishing
itself from below. In Alexander’s words, as well as in Turgenev’s narratives, we feel the implied
danger in stasis. Nobles have the choice to either allow the servant girl at the table or have the
table taken by force. But the idea of collective and willing succession of privilege is idealistic.
Despite individual gestures and moral rhetoric, egalitarian accommodations never materialized in
a broad historical sense.

Forgetting the Old and Turning towards a New Generation: The Unresolved

Servant Dilemma in Goncharov and Chekhov

Lavretsky, a remnant of the old, now useless generation, goes into self-imposed exile in
the epilogue of Nest of the Gentry. This exile is part of the conflict between fathers and sons,
which played such an important role in nineteenth-century literature: as the sons rise to power,
the fathers must be removed from power or remove themselves. Seen in this light, Lavretsky’s
self-removal is not tragic. Having addressed the informed and willing self-exile of the
landowning class, we now turn to a different narrative scenario—the forgetting of and exclusion
of domestic servants, who were rendered helpless and poor.

The path of the ‘fathers’ is bifurcated: landowning ‘fathers’ can afford to create a space
for themselves elsewhere (recall Pavel Petrovich living in Dresden at the end of Fathers and
Sons and Lavretsky’s return “home” to peacefully die), but there is no defined space for elderly,

unwanted servants. They are now unchained from the ancestral estate, but have no means to
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create a new space for themselves. What possible space can they have in this new society that
moves at a faster pace than they can keep up with and have no way to resist?

Authors experiment with social issues in literary space, exploring alternatives,
demonstrating worst-case scenarios, and proposing ways forward. Two works with very different
historical contexts, Goncharov’s Oblomov (1859) and Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard (1904),
both address the interwoven issues of emancipation, the estate, and the problematic status of
domestic servants removed from the estate. Both feature old and inadaptable servant characters,
Zakhar and Firs, respectively. Zakhar and Firs are first shown performing their decades-old role
and then being pushed out of their former place, with nowhere to go but towards a swiftly
approaching death. They are abandoned by their masters, or their masters’ heirs, and by a society
that is moving towards a new future. While the two characters are created on opposite sides of
the Emancipation edict of 1861, both are abandoned servants who, to make their situations
worse, are unable to give up their outdated views; neither Zahkar nor Firs has an alternative
place in a transitioning Russia. They must disappear, because where would they realistically go?
At best, they are unwanted relics of a time long-passed, as new generations, unburdened by
personal experience under serfdom, attempt to figure out their new positions. In both works we
feel the tragedy of their physical displacement; they are more than just the collateral damage of
developing history. Both works implicitly condemn the landowning class, who create this
misfortune, and permit it to occur, forgetting their obligations to their servants, whether legal or
merely human. These landowners abandon those who have cared for them but are now, old,
poor, and useless; people trampled by history, who cannot ensure a future for themselves.

Our focus here will be on those “sober elderly servants of former days” who have been

easily replaced in Lavretsky’s nest by the beardless servant boys (474). The old generation of
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servants is an interesting and relatively understudied literary type. For Firs and Zakhar, both
inextricably tied to the old ways of landownership and to the status of their master’s families, the
future is bleaker than the past. The past had a position for them, not at the top of the hierarchy
but one that they accepted and that was passed down from generation to generation. The future
has no clear role or space available for them. But their historical contexts raise different
questions. With Zakhar, the future of the servant class hadn’t yet been written and yet already he
is an undesirable relic. For Firs, decades after the emancipation, his position has still not been
resolved. His survival is contingent on human bonds, which fray when the landowner’s finances
become distressed.

Written in the 1840s and 1850s and published serially in 1859 in Otechestvennye zapiski
(Notes of the Fatherland), Oblomov evinces an awareness of the serfs’ changing position. At the
time it was written, people understood that the Emancipation was approaching and they were
both preparing for this eventuality and widely discussing its repercussions. Goncharov describes
how both Oblomov and Zakhar became lazy and stagnant in their circumstances, making their
survival under a new economy and new social structure unfeasible. When Oblomov was a child,
his servants did everything for him, making it unnecessary for the young man to work for
himself. But antagonistic social forces condition Oblomov to become the useless figure he is
now. However, his personal fall into financial ruin, fueled by his inability to act, has
ramifications for his dependants: his wife, his son, and his servant.

We see a similar force acting on Zakhar over the decades. Trained as a manservant, he
sees himself as an article of luxury of whom nothing is required but his mere presence, which
conveys the status of his masters. As Lounsbery writes, on Oblomovka, Zakhar was a prestige

good, “an article of luxury, an aristocratic household accessory, whose duty was to keep up the
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prestige and splendor of an ancient family and not to be of any use.”

Now, having fallen onto
financially difficult times, Oblomovka is no longer overpopulated with servants. At Oblomov’s,
Zakhar is single-handedly responsible for managing the new household, and he is not up to the
task. Yet, Oblomov and Zakhar continue performing their respective roles and uphold their
obligations to each other, even under changing external circumstances. Neither can exist without
the other.

But years pass and Oblomov dies. Although Oblomov bears responsibility for his own
financial ruin, he does not, truly, feel the consequences—his status as a nobleman, a barin,
protects him. Significantly, he gets to die without major financial repercussions, still with a roof
over his head; he dies in relative comfort. The consequences of mismanagement are enacted on
the body of the man who served him. With his master’s passing, Zakhar has no secure place for
his old body; he is unaccustomed to work, to sobriety, to a changed world. When Oblomov dies,
Zakhar is rendered obsolete. When asked why he hasn’t adjusted and taken a job, Zakhar says,
“It’s all different now, not like it was in the good old days, sir. It’s much worse.”” Now servants
have to read, write, and compete for work; the gentry, having means, have adjusted. Now they
require utility from their servants, with which Zakhar has no successful experience. In
Oblomov’s household, his failures were a nuisance but not catastrophic. The two were bound
together by non-utilitarian bonds. As long as Oblomov was alive, Zakhar had a place—but after
his death, Zakhar has no guaranteed shelter.

In the last part of the novel, Zakhar after his master’s death, now aged and inadaptable, is

forced into a life of wandering and begging; he is allowed to disappear. Abandoned, he falls

® Anne Lounsbery, “The World on the Back of a Fish,” The Russian Review 70 (January 2011): 61.
7 Ivan Goncharov, Oblomov (New York: Penguin, 2005), 483. Future references to this edition will appear in
parentheses.

174



through the cracks of the social structure. At the end of the narrative, Zakhar has no home to call
his own.

The novel makes it clear that Zakhar is abandoned and excluded from the new, utility-
focused society, but the text does not make clear who abandoned him and how much of it is his
own fault. The Oblomov family exploited his labor and perpetuated a living situation in which he
became useless; at the same time the family upheld paternalistic obligations to him that erode as
the Emancipation nears. The novel highlights the complex consequences of a swiftly changing
society and the approaching Emancipation, including a loss of responsibility for servants. After
Oblomov’s death, Zakhar is forced out of the household as an old hanger-on, rendered homeless.
He circles around the only shelter he knows, that of Oblomov’s grave, which now contains the
remains of his master’s physical body. His exile is simultaneously society’s failure and his own,
as his backstory makes clear. His drinking and laziness hinder alternative employment, but these
shortcomings were created by the role he was forced to perform. He is homeless because he
cannot adapt. Emancipation has not occurred, yet, already, there is no place for Zakhar.

At the novel’s end, Stoltz, Oblomov’s long-time friend and polar opposite, a man defined
by hard-work and constant activity, accidently encounters Zakhar in this wandering state.
Recognizing his inability to take care of himself, Stoltz offers to take him home, saying, “come
to me and I’ll give you a corner, we’ll go to the country.”® Initially, this feels like a
magnanimous gesture, Stolz fulfilling yet another personal obligation to Oblomov—but perhaps
it is also a legal maneuver. Stoltz, who has assumed guardianship over Oblomov’s son Andrei (to

whom Zakhar would rightfully belong), should perhaps have assumed guardianship of Zakhar

'L A. Goncharov, Sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomax, Vol 4 (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe, 1953): 506. Translation
is my own.
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two years earlier, before he was driven into the streets. Regardless, Zakhar rejects this open-
ended offer, seeing himself bound to his masters’ body and the land it now occupies, the grave.
Eventually, on a temporary basis, he agrees to go see Oblomov’s son, but it is far from certain
that he will stay. Stoltz phrases his offer this way: “Well, come and take a look at Andrei; I will

order you fed, clothed and from there, as you will.”

The Russian verb, vzglianyt’, connotes
brevity, “to take a peek.” It is to this short-term peek that Zakhar ultimately agrees, presumably
implying that this is not a long-term solution to his displacement. If not for the accidental
encounter with his former master’s friend, Zakhar would have no reprieve, no matter how brief,
from his homelessness.

Even if Zakhar’s exclusion is read as voluntary exile, it is still not the willing self-
removal that Lavretsky enacts. Zakhar’s choice to wander id disturbing, for it is made out of
necessity, rather than religious feeling or a desire for freedom. Zakhar, made useless by his social
order, is spit out when he can no longer serve. Even though the potential trajectory of this class
of people is still uncertain before the emancipation, Zakhar’s fate is ambiguous and deeply
troubling. Goncharov directs our attention to this abandoned figure, without any solution on the
horizon.

Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard presents a different historical context, with very different
implications. In the play, the emancipation has come and gone and still no place has been

secured for the formerly enslaved servants. For Firs, the family’s old servant, the emancipation

was a tragedy, a disaster of epic proportions: “FIRS: It was like that before the disaster: an owl

9 . L .o
Goncharov, Sobranie sochinenii, 4: 506. Translation is my own.
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hooting and the samovar humming and humming. GAEV: What disaster? FIRS: Freedom.” '°

Like Zakhar, Firs has an allegiance to the old way of life. His break with history occurred
decades before the play’s events. Of the emancipation, he says, “I didn’t want my freedom”
(220). He fondly recalls a time when “peasants had their masters; masters had their peasants.” He
was culturally displaced by the break with serfdom and now he is being physically displaced,
like the Ranevskaya family, but, unlike them, with no place to go.

Much has been said about the displacement of the gentry family at the center of
Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, and Firs is certainly memorable to readers. How can we forget
him when he gets both the last word and the last scene of the play? The injustice against him is
so oppressive that he dies under its weight. However, his status as a figure twice displaced has
been understudied. Former house-serfs are neither upper-class nor peasants, but resemble both.
They remain conditioned by their former enslavement, unable to leave their masters and
disassociated from their servant role; at the same time, they are drawn to upper-class life, since
they have long been exposed to and refined by it. This mixed legacy complicates their transition
to freedom. Some stayed with the masters’ families, existing on good will and long-established
human bonds, while others became workers in urban areas. This group of people is recalled by
Petya, the eternal student in Chekhov’s play, as “poorly nourished workers sleep[ing] without
bedding, thirty or forty to a room, plagued by bedbugs, fetid air and all manner of depravity”
(222). There is no longer any place in the gentry home for them—the gentry home itself is
disappearing—but there is no good place outside of it for them either. With the end of the gentry

way of life, these servants have been twice displaced within a changing world.

' Anton Chekhov, “The Cherry Orchard,” in The Essential Plays, trans. Michael Henry Heim (New York: Modern
Library, 2003), 223. All future references to this work will appear within the text in parentheses.
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Chekhov makes this point by prominently ending the play with Firs.'' Trying to get the
family ready for the departure, Firs follows Gaev into the house in order to help him dress. When
Firs returns to the front door, the family has already left. He tries the front doorknob from his
position inside — locked. While in the act of serving, he’s been locked in the house, abandoned,
left to the same fate as the interior in which he served and been formed. In the final scene, he is
dressed as usual — in his uniform, a short jacket and white waistcoat, and his slippers. The
mismatched clothes demonstrate that he lingers between the formal days of yore and his denied
desire for domesticity and comfort in his old age. These are the clothes of his dying scene— a
simultaneous embrace of times past and the home. The family will move on and disperse without
him — they will find alternative placement, or go to Moscow or Paris; Firs has none of these
options in his future. Instead, he will perish with the estate. The end of this time is sounded on
the stage with the cutting of the cherry orchard.

The gentry protagonists, themselves forced off of their estate, depart without him. But
even before he is so unceremoniously forgotten, he has no place to go. Lyubov, his former
mistress, asks him, “Firs, where will you go if the estate is sold?”” to which he replies, “Wherever
you say” (234). But Lyubov doesn’t offer any solution and then is easily reassured by Anya that
he has been sent to the hospital. It is an institution that is tasked with serving him, although he
has served Lyubov her entire life. Even now, ill as he is, he refuses to take to bed because “If
went to bed, who’d do the serving, look after things? There’s nobody left but me” (234).

However, the mutual responsibility of masters for servants and servants for masters no longer

" The choice of an ending reveals much about the project of the text. Famously, in “Three Women’s Texts and a
Critique of Imperialism,” Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak makes this point when she demonstrates how in Jane Eyre the
author’s choice to end the novel with the story of St. John Rivers, who is “granted the important task of concluding
the text,” reveals the text’s engagement with the imperialist project and its soul-making imperative: “make the
heathen into a human” (248-9). See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of
Imperialism," Critical Inquiry 12, no. 1 (1985): 243-261.
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holds. After the emancipation, masters are no longer legally responsible for former serfs like
Firs. What they owe him is a human responsibility—but at the end, an emotional connection isn’t
enough to activate this sense of duty. Despite acknowledging her ties to him—he is one of her
two “worries” as she departs—Lyubov won’t be taking care of him herself.

Beyond the existential crisis that the masters experience, the servants face immediate
ones: under whose roof do servants now belong? Where should they lay their heads? Firs and his
ending add an additional dimension to the play’s ambiguity.

Drawing our attention to the inhumanity of the masters’ oversight, Chekhov does not
offer an answer to the question of what should happen to serfs after Emancipation. Instead of
suggesting potential solutions, he leaves the old servant to die in the place he and his masters
once occupied together. No other space can be found for this individual, with his old views and
his inability to adjust to changing society. Chekhov cannot find a credible place for Firs in the
reconfigured society. In this society, where the members of the gentry cannot find their footing
and are being removed from their long-occupied space by the newly rising middle class (some of
whom, like Lopakhin, are former serfs), it’s not a matter of making room for the servants in the
house, for there is no longer room even for the masters. In uncertainty, masters abandon the
limited caretaking of the servants that was facilitated by paternalism. In the play, the bonds
between servants and masters are primarily personal, because legal, social, and cultural bonds are
in a state of flux.

The characters of Varya, Charlotte, Yasha, and Dunyasha complicate the picture but also
demonstrate that the younger generation will go on, successfully or not, based on their ability to
advocate for themselves with those who have resources or adjust to living independently. Varya,

who is the adopted daughter and not officially a servant, has been the property’s current
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housekeeper; previously, she had been left on the family estate to manage it. As the play
concludes, she goes off to another housekeeping position that she has found for herself. She has
secured her own future. Her example demonstrates that even bonds bordering on the familial are
no longer intact. Refusing to be forgotten, Charlotte, the foreigner and Anya’s paid governess,
refusing to be forgotten, reminds everyone that she has no place to go; they promise to secure her
a new position elsewhere. Driven by self-interest rather than selfless service, she emphasizes her
individuality and thus secures a future. Her self-promotion is a gentler version of Yasha’s
maneuvers.

The selfish, unconscionable Yasha, a former peasant and now a paid servant, also
guarantees his future, attaining for himself exactly the position he wants. A figure who will
succeed in this new society, Yasha is far removed from the positive new generation of servants
depicted by Turgenev. He refuses to be forgotten and yet he partakes in the forgetting and
displacement of those around him: Yasha ignores his loving mother, seduces and abandons
Dunyashka, demands tips from his mistress, when he knows she doesn’t have the money, and is
directly responsible for Firs’ abandonment. In fact, Yasha expresses the desire to be rid of the
elderly Firs, and everything he represents: “You know, I’'m sick of you, old man. (He yawns).
Why don’t you just curl up and die” (233). Yasha, concerned with his own self-interest, drives
Firs out of the place he deserves. Moreover, unlike Firs, to whom loyalty is due, Yasha is not
abandoned, but rather ensures for himself a path back to Paris. There’s nothing deserving about
his underhanded, selfish character, but his way, unpleasant as it is, is the means by which a
servant can secure a place. In contrast, Dunyasha, begging not to be forgotten by Yasha, is

unacknowledged; he feels he owes nothing to anyone. Dunyasha is left unaddressed by the
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narrative. Where does she go? At the end, we have Dunyasha and Firs, both of whom don’t
demand anything of those more powerful and get left behind.

Firs and his demise introduce an interesting dimension to the political implications of
displaced and unwanted populations. As the breaking of the string sounds on the stage, we
witness the death of the old servant, loyal and inadaptable, dying alongside the gentry way of
life, symbolized by the cherry orchard. Firs’ end suggests pessimism about developing society.
What kind of progress is this? This is the flip side of a society in flux. With the shedding of the
oppressive bonds of serfdom came a shedding of paternalistic responsibility, but also of human
bonds. Ending on a bitter note of displacement, Chekhov’s play refuses to embrace or propose a
positive outcome for the people who have spent their lives serving.

The two works, and their forgotten servants, have different implications. Writing before
the emancipation, Goncharov was aware of the arising issues of displacement and instability, but
at its time, the future of this class of people, the former domestic servants, was still uncertain.
And so, as Anne Lounsbery argues, Zakhar’s tragic circumstances are due to his “choice, in

effect, to be left behind, to chain himself to Oblomov’s corpse.”12

This choice implies the less-
disquieting notion that a “few incorrigibly backward individuals will be left behind as Russia
joins the modern marketplace” and also the modern world."? But decades of social conditioning,
a force Goncharov identifies in Zakhar’s life, does not permit an informed choice; Zakhar’s
clinging to the corpse of Oblomov, whom he didn’t particularly love or respect in life, is a

desperate act. Firs in The Cherry Orchard is now old and barely able to move, let alone adjust to

an entirely new lifestyle. Even were he able to let go of his previously held convictions on the

21 ounsbery, “The World on the Back of a Fish,” 61.
13 :
Ibid.
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proper structure of society, he cannot choose to start over because by the time the world’s
changes have affected him, he is physically unable to do so. There is something deeply
disturbing in both Firs and Zakhar’s being swept up and tossed out by history.

In Oblomov, Goncharov predicted the immobilization of old-time servants and in The
Cherry Orchard, Chekhov showed how the trajectory of the servant class developed for those
not young enough or capable enough of finding a path for themselves. In the earlier work, Stoltz,
financially secure yet still bound by old-world patriarchal values, intervenes and potentially
provides hope for Zakhar, a corner to exist in. In Chekhov’s work, the intervening force is
malignant. Yasha, a fellow servant who, having emerged from a similar background, should feel
compassion for the old man, is nothing but dismissive; Yasha has matured in a time of self-
interest. That Yasha plays such a large role in Firs’s being forgotten is not coincidental. Even the
class bonds that should hold them together have disintegrated in the age of self-interest and self-
preservation, to say nothing of the inter-class patriarchal ties that once held firm. Chekhov
appears pessimistic about future trajectories. Perhaps Chekhov’s own family background—his
grandfather was a peasant—didn’t lend itself to sharing in the idealization of the narod that was
popular among certain groups of the upper classes. Decades into a post-emancipation society, no
reprieve is coming; for Firs there is no hope on the horizon. The forgetting of the old servant is
not innocuous or part of the country’s necessary development; the sacrifice of Zakhar and Firs,
regardless of their personal flaws or merits, forces us to grapple with their erasure. Chekhov’s
work demonstrates that time will not solve these difficulties.
The Envious Transgressors: Violent Response to Being Cornered

With our third category of literary servants— the envious, violent transgressors— such

forgetting is no longer feasible. These servants have been enviously watching their masters from
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the corner of the house and refuse to be forgotten and remain in their proper place. In 1848, the
year of Europe’s revolutions, Tsar Nicholas I warned the nobility that the danger was inside the
house:

These people generally are dissolute and are threats to society and their own masters. I

ask you to be extremely cautious with respect to them. Frequently, at table or in an

evening conversation, you discuss political or governmental or similar matters, forgetting
that these people listen to you, and from their ignorance and stupidity construe your
conversations in their own way, that is incorrectly. Moreover, these conversations,
harmless among educated people, often suggest to your servants ideas that they never
would have thought of themselves. That is very dangerous!"*
The Tsar directed his people to pay attention to the danger in their homes. The literary servants
we now turn to demonstrate this danger by considering or enacting violence as a means of
undermining the social order that excludes them.

The violent reaction to spatial displacement as it appears in late nineteenth-century
Russian literature is the third trajectory of our study. A violent response by the displaced is a
prominent feature of late 19"™-century prose. Revolutionist memoirs, such as that of Vera Figner
(Memoirs of a Revolutionist/Zapechatlyennyj trud), an upper-class woman who speaks about the
origins of her own turn to political violence, and that of her peers, even those from happy homes
with positive recollections of serf-gentry relations, provide evidence of a general turn to
violence. Beyond such accounts, a subsection of literature of this period draws a connection
between individual violence and widespread societal displacement. Servants have long been

displaced by history, removed from the peasant class but simultaneously denied entry to the

% Russkaia Starina, Sept 1883, 595. Quoted in Jerome Blum, Lord and Peasant in Russia, 459.
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higher classes they serve. Their position in the house allows them to witness gentry lives
firsthand, while newly emerging and widely discussed ideas about the humanity and treatment
puts their own experience into conflict with that of their masters. As the Tsar noted, this
combination is a potential motivation for violence.

Dostoevsky creates two notable displaced and potentially violent servant characters:
Smerdyakov and his precursor Arkady in The Adolescent. Dostoevsky is acutely aware of the
connection between social status and space allotment and the social and ideological collisions
between classes newly competing for resources. His oeuvre repeatedly addresses the spiritual,
spatial, and economic relationship between master and servant: Grigory and Fyodor Karamazov
(Brothers Karamazov), Smerdyakov and his father and half-brothers (Brothers Karamazov), and
Apollon and the Underground Man (Notes from the Underground) are prominent examples. His
works refuse to flatten and simplify servant characters, instead making their forced displacement
prominent, problematic, urgent, and systemic. In this section, I will examine the conflict between
servants and masters, which the fictional works under consideration structure in spatial terms.
This is an important lens because the domestic realm suggests the macro space of Russia as a
country. Meanwhile, the micro spaces of the fictional works illustrate the fraught political
dimensions of a society in flux, with newly rising classes jockeying for better social positions.

Dostoevsky’s servants function in limited space: they live in hallways, sit in corners,
stand in the front hall. Even these limited spaces are not always available. The master class keeps
reducing their allocated space further, especially when there is new financial pressure on them.
Recall Zakhar moving from the large Oblomov estate to a small set of rooms in Petersburg and

then eventually to the streets.
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Servants in Dostoevsky are often also blamed for the transgressions of the masters; false
accusations force servants out of the limited space they inhabit. For example, when something
goes missing or a crime is committed, the masters immediately accuse the servants. Worse than
this assumption of guilt is the purposeful framing of the servants by the master class. Recall the
scene in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot when a minor character, Ferdyshchenko, lightly and with
amusement describes allowing a servant to bear the burden of his theft. Likewise, in The
Brothers Karamazov, the man who visits Zosima admits to having killed the woman he loved,
directing the blame toward a servant. Where do those falsely accused servants go? Sent away
from the estates, they go to remote corners of society (prison or bordellos) or to the remote
corners of the country (Siberia); they become displaced even further. Dostoevsky draws our
attention to these injustices that result in further social and spatial limitation imposed on
servants.

In Dostoevsky, servants face a pressing crisis in spatial terms but this experience is
shared by a range of characters. The connection between space and crisis in Dostoevsky is
already well established. In Crime and Punishment, for example, Dostoevsky draws the
connection between inferior space and inner turmoil. Raskolnikov’s room, introduced on the
opening page of Crime and Punishment, is called a closet, a cupboard, a coffin. Raskolnikov’s
mother draws the connection between room and inner state:

“What an awful apartment you have, Rodya; like a coffin,” Pulcheria Alexandrovna said

suddenly, breaking the heavy silence. “I’m sure it’s half on account of this apartment that
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you’ve become so melancholic.” “Apartment?...” he replied distractedly. “Yes, the

apartment contributed a lot...I’ve thought about that myself.”"

In such a coffin-like space, Bakhtin writes, “biographical life" is impossible, as “here one can
experience only crisis.”'® And Raskolnikov does experience crisis in direct connection to his
spatial confinement, to living in a corner. Razumikhin, a friend, describes Raskolnikov before his
crime: he “has sat for six months in his corner, seeing no one, in rags, in boots without soles”
(268). This state, Razumikhin implies, drove him to commit his crime. In this novel, space is
“not merely a frame (or passive background) in which the action unfolds ... [it is] active, and
consequently define[s] the hero’s behavior.”'” Since the corner and coffin-like space is often
associated with lackeys and servants in Dostoevsky, a further look at the signification of corners
is warranted.

Gaston Bachelard draws a correlation between corners and inner life. Activating the usual
metaphors, such as retreating into a corner or being cornered, Bachelard highlights the traits of
such a place: silence, darkness, cover (being well-hidden), and immobility. He places particular
emphasis on the silence, poverty, and solitude of this dark and dusty place. Here is how he
analyzes the geometry of the corner, a place of “indigent solitude”: “When we recall the hours
we have spent in our corners, we remember above all silence, the silence of our thoughts.”18
Whether exiled to the corner or seeking it out as a place of refuge, in the corner the individual is

unseen, perhaps ignored, but certainly alone. One can disappear into a corner to secretly observe

from a space in which one is forgotten.

'* Future references to this novel in English will appear in parentheses and will refer to this edition: F.M.
Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage, 1993),
231.

'® Mikhail Bakthin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 170.

V. N. Toporov, “Poetika Dostoevskogo i arkhaicheskie skhemy mifologicheskogo myshleniya,” 7.

'8 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 137.
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Corners have a prominent history in Russian literature and culture. They represent urban
crowding and poverty, in part due to Dostoevsky."® Greta Matzner-Gore points out that corners
in Dostoevsky are vital signifiers and powerful spaces — corners are “a liminal space where
demonic and heavenly forces meet; devils lurk in corners but icons hang there too.”** She writes,
“One of Dostoevsky’s creative innovations in The Brothers Karamazov was to allot the corner-
dwelling characters marginal narrative positions as well [...] characters who dwell in corners in
the novel, dwell in the corners of the novel, treated by the chronicler as characters of decidedly

9921

the second (or even the third) order.””" Rakitin, for example, gets exiled to the corner when

Grushenka and Alyosha meet at her place: “Be quiet, Rakitka, you don't understand anything

299

about us! ... ‘Sit in the corner like my lackey and be quiet’” (353). Grushenka recognizes
Rakitin’s lackeydom, even though he is not actually a servant. She consigns him to that inferior
status by demanding he imitate that role in physical space. He is sent to the corner, where
servants belong.

Inferior space, and especially corners, is connected to social marginality and status,
particularly to lackey behavior and servitude. Lackey, a type of servant, also has figurative and
pejorative connotations in Russian, as in French and English; to accuse someone of behaving like
a lackey denies them individuality, creativity and the right to self-assertion. (Meerson argues that

Smerdyakov’s “quite ordinary lackeyhood” is a “very important motif in the novel.**) A proper

lackey needs to erase himself; he should be quietly watching the master for the signal to serve

' Nikolai Nekrasov’s Petersburg Corners [Peterburgskie ugly] (1845) was widely known. As Greta Matzner-Gore
points out, Dostoevsky draws on this trope in his use of corners. Greta Matzner-Gore, “From the Corners of the
Russian Novel,” 144, footnote 13. Matzner-Gore makes the point that in Russian literature of this period corners are
connected to urban poverty, with Nekrasov’s psychological sketch “Petersburg Corners” [Petersburgskie ugly]
(1845) embodying this trend (143).

20 Matzner-Gore, “From the Corners of the Russian Novel,” 144.

2! Matzner-Gore, “From the Corners of the Russian Novel,” 144-5.

22 Meerson, Dostoevsky’s Taboos, 184.
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precisely as expected. Corners, especially when dark, are exactly such places in which one can
escape notice. From them, a lackey can observe his master discreetly and rise to serve, when
needed. It is a place where one’s behavior to others is established: the master’s social cues can be
observed, gossip overheard, assessments formed. Simultaneously, it serves as a place into which
one can disappear.

Matzner-Gore notes that it is from these spaces that the “envious aggressors” of Brothers
Karamazov (among them Rakitin and Smerdyakov) announce themselves, demanding social
justice.” After the social reforms of the 1860s and especially the emancipation, such individuals,
from the lower social strata, have been given new rights by society, but are unsatisfied with how
those rights have been enacted. Social advancement becomes possible but not realizable. In
Brothers Karamazov, Smerdyakov, the fourth brother who is furious over never having attained
equal status, dwells in corners. His adoptive father, Grigory, characterizes him as “solitary, and
looking at the world from a corner” (124; 14:114). Abused, he retreats to the corner to look at the
world askance. Matzner-Gore notes that “Even when he is not literally standing in the corner, he
brings the mentality of the corner along with him: his perpetual place on the edge of the
Karamazov household has permanently changed his perspective on the world.”**

Derided, ignored, and seen as something insignificant, Smerdyakov feels his
displacement and the perception of him in the household. Grigory calls him bathhouse slime. His
(likely) biological father, Fyodor, and half-brother, Ivan, discuss him thus: “And furthermore to
hell with him, really, is he worth talking about?” asks Fyodor. “Of course not,” answers Ivan

(132; 14:122). The chronicler starts discussing him and then, channeling Gogol, interrupts

# Matzner-Gore, “From the Corners of the Russian Novel,” 146.
2 Matzner-Gore, “From the Corners of the Russian Novel,” 144.
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himself, “I ought to say a little more about him in particular, but I am ashamed to distract my
reader’s attention for such a long time to such ordinary lackeys, and therefore I shall go back to
my narrative” (100; 14:93). But the re-reader knows the repercussions of this oversight: we
should be paying attention to Smerdyakov for he is the key to the novel, the master’s murderer
that we will later seek.”> Gogol’s servants, also ignored by the narrator, did not play a life-and-
death role in their master’s fates. With Dostoevsky, the context has changed. That the masters in
the novel and the readers reading the novel ignore Smerdyakov actually serves his advantage; his
invisibility makes him powerful.

While Smerdyakov remains invisible, servicing the household and preparing the meals,
he is a nuisance but an acceptable one. He can stand in the corner. But his unexpected emergence
from the corner is intolerable. Ivan, walking home from the famous Grand Inquisitor
conversation with his younger brother Alyosha, experiences his encounter with Smerdyakov
thus:

Somewhere some being or object was standing and sticking up just as when something

sometimes sticks up in front of your eye and you don’t notice it for a long time, being

busy or in heated conversation, and meanwhile you are clearly annoyed, almost suffering,
and at last it dawns on you to remove the offending object, often quite trifling and

ridiculous, something left not in its proper place, a handkerchief dropped on the floor, a

book not put back in the bookcase, etc. etc. (265-6; 14:242)

* In Dostoevsky’s Taboos, Meerson points out that this statement by the narrator is a manipulative distraction—
“Apologizing for distracting the reader attention from matters more serious than Smerdiaykov, the narrator actually
distracts attention from the importance which the author does ascribe to Smerdiakov” (184).
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This offensive object is his half-brother waiting for him. But, having escaped his corner, he is no
longer in his “proper place”; he is showing agency — waiting for Ivan, looking to engage him—
and this is unexpected and bothersome, and also dangerous.

It is from the corner that Smerdyakov watches his father and half-brothers, noting the
items, the money, the potential life paths, and the respect that is denied to him. Corners hide him,
marking him as unworthy and insignificant, but also granting him an advantage. He is expected
to remain in the corner and therefore he can surprise his victim. Smerdyakov, claiming that
Fyodor Pavlovich “trusted only me of all mankind,” gets his master-father to hide his money
precisely “in the corner ... because no one would ever think of looking there” (626). The corner
is forgotten and thus cloaks its contents in invisibility. Smerdyakov understands the power of
inferior space and the strength he has derived from self-effacement.” If he were not as invisible
and downtrodden as he appears to others, he could not expect to get away with the crime of
patricide he commits.

Corners and servants are intimately connected in the Dostoevsky novel, and both have a
secret power. Servants, granted view of the higher realm but precluded from accessing it are sent
to the corner, which allows the servant invisibility as he grows increasingly envious. Moreover,
corners are a shame mechanism.

Another way to understand the corner as a space is by considering its limitations. The
corner is the edge of the room, the furthest space from the center; from the corner there is
nowhere to retreat. In both Russian and English, the expression “to be cornered” (zagnat’ v ugol)
expresses the pressure of this space. The corner forces and demands a desperate lunge forward, a

defensive attack at any cost. The corner implies latent violence as a means of self-preservation.

2® Matzner-Gore, “From the Corners of the Russian Novel,” 154.
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Smerdyakov is a man of the corner, retreating to it after being mistreated to observe his
tormentors enviously. He is also relegated there: that is the space of which he is deemed worthy.
Smerdyakov, repeatedly denied opportunities for dignified existence, is cornered by society and
lives in the corners of the house. Arkady is his precursor in this regard, similarly limited,
mistreated, insulted, unwanted and pushed into the corner of society, until he adopts it for his
own. Corners make an apt metaphor for the crisis Arkady and Smerdyakov experience. Pushed
into the unsustainable edge of space, they eventually lash out. The violent trajectory of characters
forced into the Dostoevskian corner, those that Greta Matzner Gore calls “envious aggressors,” is
not unexpected because to be relegated to the corner is to experience insult and existential crisis.

The domestic stands in for the political. On the domestic stage, servants can stand in for a
wider category of people, such as social risers from among the lower classes; both witness the
upper classes living respectful lives, crave it for themselves, but are denied personal access. As
insults pile on and the belief in opportunities diminishes, the characters I study and the
historically subjugated lower-class members of society, respond with violence —our third
trajectory.

Smerdyakov’s precursor in The Adolescent: The “Lackey” Turns to Crime

Before there was a violent Smerdyakov striking out from his corner, Dostoevsky created
Arkady, who is also illegitimate, calls himself a lackey, and is used as a servant by his
headmaster and his classmates. While, Arkady is not just a lackey—Dostoevsky poses multi-

faceted questions about the meaning and effect of his origins and social position®’— this is

*7 For example, Kate Holland points out that Arkady has immediate ties to both the peasant (in particular, the
household serf) and the noble classes; however, he truly belongs to neither. With such a double legacy, the identity
crisis Arkady faces parallels that of Russia after the Alexander reforms. Holland writes, “In his illegitimacy, Arkady
represents the degeneration of both his father’s noble estate and the family as social and biological unit. His
‘accidental family’ is both the locus and symptom of social disintegration, which loomed so large in the plans for the
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unquestionably a part of his identity, one that has been understudied. As I will show, the text
repeatedly portrays him as a lackey. Deeply unhappy and angry at the world for its injustices
towards him, Arkady considers, plots and enacts violence, but he doesn’t succeed in his
endeavors. Still, like Smerdyakov, Arkady is an “envious aggressor,” just one who doesn’t reach
his full potential.

The Adolescent is set in a time of instability following the Great Reforms of the 1860s,
which put immense social pressure on Russian society. Dostoevsky addressed the costs of said
reforms in his essays published in The Citizen (1873-74) and they are also pivotal to The
Adolescent for the youth has to navigate them as he reaches maturity. In the notebooks for 7he
Adolescent, Dostoevsky wrote: “The foundations of society are cracking under the pressure of
the revolution brought by the reforms. The sea has become troubled. The borderlines of good and
evil have disappeared and become obliterated” (16:7). Holland writes that in the notebooks, “the
most tenacious are images of disintegration (razlozhenie) and disorder (besporiadok).”** The old
order had been uprooted and a proper replacement had not yet been established, resulting in
widespread dislocation. Money and space became central concerns; those who had money and
status were afraid to lose them, and those who didn’t, sought them. A chief concern in this
disorderly society is the future of the rising newly-emancipated classes, which were limited and
uncertain. With new opportunities ostensibly possible but not practically realizable, where does
Arkady belong? To his despair, Arkady doesn’t get to choose.

Arkady can be discussed as a servant because of a combination of external and internal

factors. Arkady has clear ties to the servant class—his mother, Sofya, and his legal father,

novel that Dostoevsky even considered calling the work ‘Disorder’ (16:80).” Kate Holland, The Novel in the Age of
Disintegration (Evanston, IL: Northwestern, 2013), 102.
** Holland, Novel in the Age of Disintegration, 105
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Makar, are married former domestic servants. They are released from their servant position
because of Sofya’s sexual relationship with the landowner.” Still, his parents’ transgression
grants Arkady a tenuous hold on and exposure to the higher realm—he gets an education.
Granted a nobleman’s education but not formally recognized as a member of that class, Arkady
is forced into the position of a servant at his boarding school, treated as such by the headmaster
and the other children. His life has been afflicted by a decade of isolation, inferiority, and insult —
a life of peripheral existence. Arkady straddles the class divide, a member of neither nobility nor
peasantry, but certainly conscious of his servant background throughout the narrative. In fact,
when responding to the question of his origin, he characterizes himself thus: “the illegitimate son
of my former master, Mr. Versilov” (8; emphasis mine). He’s taken Makar’s household serf
identity and internalized it.

These familial roots are not the entire basis for his servant status. Dostoevsky associates
Arkady with the servant class throughout the narrative. Arkady assumes an unofficial servant
role soon after his life at boarding school begins. He gets called a lackey by everyone — the
headmaster, Touchard (115), Tatyana Pavlovna (118), and even himself (118). Having
discovered Arkady’s low origin, Touchard demands extra money for his education from Tatyana
Pavlovna, because he will be in the company of gentlemen. After being denied, he brings the boy
with his noble pretensions immediately to heel. Prior to the discovery, Arkady had been “putting

on airs terribly in front of my comrades, boasting of my dark blue frock coat and my papa,

*% Sexual affairs between landowners and serfs were not unusual in pre-reform Russia. Landowners had what was
known as presumed “landowner rights” over their female serfs. For examples of historical incidents see Priscilla
Roosevelt, Life on the Russian Country Estate, 107-108, 183-185. Such incidents are also documented in Russian
literature. For example, Nikolai in Tolstoy’s Childhood, sees his older brother sexually harassing a house serf. In
Turgenev’s Nest of the Gentry, LavretsKy is the son of a noble and the maid Malanya. Although much more
uncommon, there were also historical examples of long-term relationships or even marriage between a nobleman
and his serf.
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Andrei Petrovich” (115). Henceforth, Touchard uses him as a servant, and Arkady doesn’t object
due to what he defines as his “lackey character” (116). Following the headmaster’s lead, the
other boys also start to use him as a servant, forcing him to fetch their boots and repeatedly
evoking his origin. One boy who reappears later in the novel, Maurice Lambert, himself an
outsider, but better positioned at the school, is someone Arkady serves in this way (32). Arkady
embraces this role: “I myself at once entered into the role of lackey then. I not only helped him to
dress, but would seize the brush myself and begin brushing the last specs of dust off him,
sometimes ran after him, in the heat of my lackey zeal, to brush off some last speck of dust from
his tailcoat, so that he himself sometimes stopped me: ‘Enough, enough, Arkady, enough’”
(329). Once his identity as a servant has been discovered, he overenthusiastically embraces this
role. He accepts the servant’s identity, claiming this aspect to his character: “once I had been
offended to the final limits, there appeared in me at once an unquenchable desire to submit
passively to the offense and even to outstrip the offender’s desires [...] “You wanted me to be a
lackey, well, so I'm a lackey” (328-29). Removed from his family and raised by strangers,
Arkady has no escape path; no one is awaiting his emergence from the school, no one defends
him when he gets insulted. His own mother, visiting him at school, calls him an orphan and begs
Touchard to pity him. “Was there anger in me? I don’t know maybe there was” but as a young
boy at school, with no power or recourse, he merely submits to the way the world sees him (328)
His submission to insulting characterizations continues beyond his days at school. He
echoes the same sentiment after being declared a thief at a gambling den. But here, as a youth, he
adds an additional dimension to his submission that reveals him to be Smerdyakov’s precursor:
“There’s no way I can vindicate myself, to start a new life is also impossible, and so—submit,

become a lackey, a dog [...] but at the same time quietly make preparations, and one day—blow
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it all sky high, destroy everything, everybody—the guilty and the not-guilty” (330). The anger
and the future violent response are specifically connected to his humiliation and submission. His
violence will be a way to revenge it.

A lackey identity is also incorporated into Arkady’s conceptions of space. When
Touchard first comes to angrily announce Arkady’s new, lowered position, Touchard frames
Arkady’s identity in spatial terms. He lifts him from his seat among his classmates at a large oak
table and says, pointing to a tiny room, “Your place is not here, but there” (115). This bare, tiny
room is then compared with his later quarters at Versilov’s place; it was “exactly as I have now
in my little room upstairs” (115). At this point, Arkady is astonished at this treatment, for, as he
claims, he has never before been treated rudely (115). His displacement, and the identity it
signifies, is reinforced half an hour later when Touchard, angry that Arkady dared to resume
communicating with his peers, says, “You dare not sit together with noble children, you’re of
mean origin and the same as a lackey” (115). This sentiment is followed by three painful,
physical blows and such beatings are henceforth repeated “so that I wouldn’t forget myself”
(116). Touchard leaves the young child sitting, covering his face in what must have been a
physically diminished position. After his attempted escape, Arkady comes to terms with this
status. The comparison between the tiny room he gets banished to at Touchard’s and his current
living space is just the start of his often self-inflicted relegation to inferior space.

Likewise, in the present, Arkady desires confinement to second-rate spaces—corners in
particular being his location of choice. Speaking to the elder Prince Sokolsky, Arkady claims, “I
prefer even now to shut myself up still more in a corner,” attributing this preference to having
grown up in a corner (29). He looks into a corner every time he enters a room, for which Tatyana

Pavlovna accuses him of insolence, misreading his desire to occupy that space as disrespect. His
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room at Versilov’s gets compared to a kennel and a coffin. Versilov claims he “can’t imagine
that it’s possible to live here,” but Arkady actually prefers it. The connection between inferior
space and inferior status, first demonstrated to him by Touchard, has been internalized.

The climax of the lackey-identity origin story for Arkady comes when, after dreaming of
and planning an escape from school, he is then overcome with fear at the last moment and
willingly returns to his former bed and position: “From that very moment, when I realized that,
besides being a lackey, I was also a coward, my real and correct development began” (118).
When he retells this story years later to his family, Tatyana Pavlovna jumps up, and pronounces:
“Not only were you a lackey then, you’re a lackey now, you have a lackey soul!” (118). Arkady
immediately concurs, confirming his present self-definition.

Like Touchard once he knows which place in the established hierarchy Arkady holds,
others in the novel leave Arkady no room for an existence with human dignity. Recalling events
that occurred before the novel opens, Arkady describes his first meeting with his half-brother,
Andrei Andreevich Versilov, Versilov’s legitimate son from his first marriage and the rightful
heir of their shared father. Andrei carries the father’s last name and the patronymic, both of
which have been denied to Arkady. Andrei has been charged with the errand of passing along
money from their father to Arkady for his trip to St. Petersburg. Arkady anticipates and dreams
about this first meeting: “all the past night I had dreamed of the meeting of the two brothers
arranged by Versilov ... I had imagined how I would be noble, proud, and sad, maybe even in
the company of Prince V----sky, and thus would be introduced straight into that world” (495).
Imagining a bond that exists outside of formal hierarchy predicated on common blood and shared
lineage, Arkady arrives and asks to be announced, expecting some kind of encounter. But he is

not shown into the reception room formally, as he expects. Rather, after being left
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unceremoniously in the front hall with lackeys, he finds himself purposefully ignored. Rather
than meeting him, his brother outsources the task to his friend’s servants, leaving the lackeys of
the house to deal with him in lackey spaces. Arkady is purposefully unacknowledged by his
brother; the money arrives via a lackey. He analyzes it thus: “This was such an insult! ... forty
rubles through a lackey, in the front hall, and what’s more, after ten minutes of waiting, and
what’s more, straight from his hand, from his lackeyish fingers, not on a salver, not even in an
envelope!” (495). Arkady takes it as subverting all conventions and decency, as a purposeful and
shaming exclusion. It is a willful enforcement of the social distance between the brothers, a
rejection of the blood that actually connects them.

When Arkady raises a racket, his brother emerges, studies him, smirks, and silently
returns to his friends, to his own class, to his superior spaces and customs. Arkady understands
this smirk as part of a wider phenomenon: “Oh, these offenders from childhood, who still in the
bosom of their families are taught by their mothers to offend!” (496). Arkady senses a purposeful
strategy in this scene, a strategy passed down from generation to generation. This strategy
perpetuates the social order by clearly demarking, with disrespect and shame as the tools, the
worthy from the unworthy. Arkady acknowledges that society puts him into a certain lower
hierarchy based on the arbitrary circumstances of his birth and that this has left its mark, making
him inferior; he is also resentful of this fact because as an individual he believes he is more than
his position. But everywhere he turns, this belief is denied.

Even the servant class, which has its own hierarchy based on their masters, willingly
enforces the displacement and disrespect of undesirable individuals. Servants have a stake in
enforcing the social boundaries too. Social position is a relative matter, one that requires a lower

being to feel superior. After Arkady’s half-brother scorns him, a lackey throws Arkady out of the
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house. Some of the lackey’s actions in the scene are his job, but others, as Arkady observes, are
perhaps spiteful, certainly performative and unnecessary. The servants Arkady encounters at his
brother’s friend’s house, the formal lackeys, witness and reinforce Arkady’s social inferiority
using the same toolkit as the gentry — shame and disrespect. Having been previously informed by
Versilov’s servant that Arkady, the natural brother of Andrei Versilov and a student, would be
coming, they understand Arkady’s place in the world and treat him accordingly, showing the
disrespect they know will be coming from their masters. As Arkady waits for his brother to
emerge after he has been announced, he notes that “the remaining lackeys (two) dared to sit
down in my presence” (494). After the appearance and disappearance of his brother, the lackey
insultingly shows him the door: “the lackey, of course, wishing to wound me, allowed himself a
most lackeyish escapade: he suddenly thrust the door open emphatically before me and, holding
it open, said imposingly and deliberately, as I went past him: ‘If you please, sir!’” (496). Arkady,
in shock and dismay, wounded, roars “Scoundrel... And your master’s a scoundrel, too! Report
that to him at once”; but the lackey, not vexed, replies “You daren’t do that! If I report it to the
master right now, you could be sent with a note to the police this very minute. And you daren’t
raise your hand...” (496). For Arkady, this experience is “a wound, a wound that hasn’t healed
even to this minute... that meeting was the same as receiving a shameful slap in the face” (496-
97). It is a purposeful reminder of the lack of status, he feels he is morally due, both through his
birth father and also merely as a human being.

Such humiliations are part of a strategy initiated by the upper classes and reinforced by
the servant class to perpetuate the social order. These experiences lead Arkady into his corner. A
corner is an unsuitable place for a youth brimming with potential, expectation, and energy,

because it permits no possibility, shows no path forward. This displacement is most crucial and
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disconcerting for a young person who dreams of a promising future, rather than a lifetime of
learning to accept one’s fate and place in society. Arkady aspires to right the wrongs against him
but is significantly limited in his means of doing so. Arkady survives because of his belief in his
hidden strength, which will one day emerge and “make them all change their opinion of me”
(281). He calls this driving force, “my weapon and my consolation, otherwise I might have
killed myself while still a child” (281). From the corner into which he has been banished and that
he has come to regard as his own space, he contemplates the injustice of his social position and
the resulting insults.

Arkady’s servant identity is not a legal status but one socially enforced nonetheless,
making him feel ashamed and limiting his opportunities for acquiring status and space. What
paths are available to him if he wishes to remedy his situation? At first, he turns to money for its
equalizing ability—this is his “Rothschild idea.” The reforms made mobility theoretically
possible, but unattainable in practice; money was a potential solution but it had an ugly
underside. In this novel, money is explicitly tied to power and freedom for the non-noble classes.
Arkady says, “I don’t really need money, or rather it’s not money that I’'m after, nor power for
that matter. What I’m after is what can be acquired through power and only through power [...]
Freedom!” (88). Without money and power, freedom and respect are elusive. But acquiring
money in a legitimate way, without other assets, status, or generational wealth, is difficult. This
was especially true given that the Russian economy and social structure had for centuries been

and continued to be heavily dependent on social networks, especially on patronage.*® In pursuit

%% For example, see Sergei Antonov, Bankrupts and Usurers of Imperial Russia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard, 2016),
92. Antonov argues that patronage was responsible for favorable credit conditions, which allowed aristocratic
families to avoid the high rates of professional lenders and remain solvent. See also, John P. LeDonne, Absolutism
and Ruling Class: The Formation of the Russian Political Order, 1700-1825 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991). LeDonne argues that the nobility exercised its power over half the population “through the agency of
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of respect and status, a person without either would endlessly struggle, with minimal chances of
success, or possibly act unethically. And so in Dostoevsky we see portrayals of people
unethically acquiring wealth to achieve equality or even superiority. Ironically, in trying to
become respectable, one needed to become another version of oneself by engaging in dubious,
often criminal acts that could not be respected.

Having a desire to get even with his persecutors, Arkady early on turns to money as his
potential savior, not realizing its darker potential. Describing himself as a nonentity, which is
how he’s been treated his entire life, he writes, “money is the only path that will bring even a
nonentity to the first place” (87). He follows his “Rothschild idea,” seeking the disruption of the
old social order by means of the power money provides.’' To achieve his goal of forced
reckoning— as Holland writes, “revenge on the social class from which he is excluded by virtue
of his illegitimacy” (107)— he intends to acquire capital because money is “the highest
equalizer, and that is its chief strength. Money equalizes all inequalities” (88). For Arkady,
money promises to be a potential solution, a way for to put himself on equal terms with the rest

of society.

interconnected patronage networks and governed the dependent population in pursuant of selfish ends, the
maintenance of the status quo” (3).

*''In Dostoevsky: The Mantle of the Prophet, 1871 — 1881, Joseph Frank positions Rothschild in the Russian
imagination as associated with great wealth. He finds two sources for this association: (1) a sketch of James
Rothschild at work by Herzen in the 1850s in his memoirs; (2) Heinrich Heine’s On the History of Religion and
Philosophy in Germany, published in Dostoevsky’s Epoch, which describes the regular visits of the papal envoy to
the rich banker to pay interest on papal debt (Frank 156). See also Kirill Postoutenko, “Wandering as Circulation:
Dostoevsky and Marx on the ‘Jewish Question’,” in The Economy in Jewish History: New Perspectives on the
Interrelationship (New York, Berghahn Books, 2011): 43-61; he writes about the Rothschild as a symbol of power:
it is a “bare symbol of the raw power procured by unlimited wealth” (52).
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But for Dostoevsky, despite the many wrongs committed against Arkady, money is not
the right solution. Dostoevsky’s treatment of money in life and in his works is complex.’ Yet,
ultimately, as Boris Christa argues,

It is in their exposure and reaction to money that Dostoevskii’s characters reveal their

moral identity and spiritual worth. Without fail, all of them, from Arkadii to Zosima, are

made to undergo ‘trial by money.’...The elect few that rise above the temptations of
money and remain uncontaminated are the true heroines and heroes of his novels. Not
only does their moral integrity identify them as free spirits that stand out above the
common, but they incarnate the true Russian soul in which Dostoevskii believed so
fervently.”
Despite the transformative potential of money, Dostoevsky problematizes its acquisition. In
Arkady’s case, the market he pursues, for example in his trick to sell a bankrupted girl’s album
for a steep price, profiting off of its sentimental value, is seedy and corrupting. Money has an
ugly underside.

Henceforth, three options are presented by the narrative: humble existence (as chosen by
his mother Sofya), suicide (as chosen by Olga, a poor young girl who loses her father and is then
insulted at every opportunity she pursues), and violent response (as chosen by Lambert, his
former classmate and also an outsider who turns into the novel’s villain). Throughout the
narrative, Arkady has been denied access to space, resources, the respect he believes he deserves,

and a path to social mobility that has been theoretically promised. Which of these three options

*2 In his life, as we know, the author was at times poverty-stricken and understood the value of cash. We also know
he was a reckless gambler who had high hopes for a change in fortune. Most of his novels touch on the
transformative potential of money.

3 Boris Christa, “Dostoevsky and Money,” The Cambridge Companion to Dostoevskii, ed. W. J. Leatherbarrow,
109.
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will he pursue? This is one of the central questions in the novel. The novel posits that all these
paths are possible for the developing youth, but he ultimately discounts the option of suicide:
“this thought momentarily took hold of all my feelings, but I instantly and painfully drove it
away: ‘I’ll lay my head on the rails and die, and tomorrow they’ll say: he did because he stole, he
did it out of shame—mno, not for anything!” (329-30). That leaves the path of his mother and that
of Lambert, and Arkady vacillates between the two.

For most of the novel, Arkady is drawn to the violent impulse represented by Lambert.
He shows a violent tendency in two main ways—arson, to which we will return, and blackmail,
in which Lambert’s influence is felt most strongly. Connected to his desire to equalize the
inequalities society has enforced on him, is the blackmail plot running through the novel. Arkady
is in possession of a document that can destroy a young widow, Katerina Nikolaevna, and his
moral quandary lies in whether to blackmail her or not. He claims to have no plans to blackmail
her with it— “there had been nothing in my mind even resembling this disgraceful thought”
(378). He carries the document with him everywhere, but appears undecided about how to use it,
whether to give it to her, to his father, or to destroy it all together. However, throughout the text
he knows that he can leverage it to his own advantage: discussing the letter that Katerina
Nikolaevna “is so afraid of, that can smash her life and reduce her to poverty,” he says that
having it makes him “unexpectedly armed” (74) [neozhidanno vooruzhennyi]. “Armed” suggests
violence, demonstrating Arkady’s awareness (even if subconscious) of his desire to wield power
over another, especially a representative of high society. The fact that he considers the letter in
terms of armament demonstrates just how powerless he has been. While Arkady’s moral
impulses allegedly hold him back, a part of him wants to use it to undermine an agent of an

unjust society, one who looks down at him.
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Significantly, Arkady understands the battle he’s waging as bigger than an interpersonal
battle. Arkady imagines a reckoning with higher society, represented by Katerina Nikolaevna: “I
kept imagining a woman, a proud high-society being, whom I would meet face to face; she
would despise me, laugh at me as at a mouse, not even suspecting that I was the master of her
fate. This thought intoxicated me” (75). Were Arkady to use the letter against Katerina
Nikolaevna, it would be a broader attack, a forced reckoning with the social order that has long
demeaned him.

Arkady’s exclusion from the family story and identity, as well as his powerless position
in society, leaves him vulnerable to a violent and criminal trajectory, vulnerable to the
emergence of the vengeful forces within himself. In Petersburg, Arkady decides on and comes
close to committing violence, but ultimately does not enact his intent, even as he admits himself
capable of it. His violent impulses are a response to an absence of space and social status in
society for the lower classes, such as servants, with whom he is associated.

Elsewhere, however, Arkady comes close to acting violently. Arkady suffers an offense
at a high-end gambling den at the hands of the upper classes. This instance is another one of
Dostoevsky’s carefully crafted accounts of the false accusations suffered by people weakly
positioned in society. At the game, to which Arkady has been brought by Prince Sergei
Sokolsky, he is robbed by another player, then accused of cheating, searched, falsely declared a
thief, and thrown out. Even Prince Sokolsky, tired of the turmoil Arkady’s presence inflicts upon
him, abandons him, refusing to vouch for him. Afterwards, Arkady wanders the streets in
despair, thinking how he could get even with the world. With nothing to live for, no act
redeeming enough after this shameful event, he imagines setting fire to the backyards upon

which he stumbles. Seemingly unrelated, these spaces represent to him society more broadly.
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Arkady climbs and straddles a fence, while deciding what to do; this is a direct, physical
metaphor for the divergent paths available to the protagonist. The public humiliation he just
experienced, unlike the previous insults that have accumulated gradually, places him in a violent
state similar to that of Lambert. Finally, Arkady decides to commit arson: “I’ll sit on top of the
wall and set fire to the wood quite excellently ... simply sit on the wall, peel some bark off a
birch log with my hand, and set fire to it with a match, set fire to it, and shove it between the
logs—and there’s your fire, And I’ll jump down and leave; there’s no need to run, because they
won’t notice for a long time...” So I reasoned it all out and—suddenly became quite decided...
and began to climb” (330). Of the arson incident he says: “a crime was hatching that night, and it
is only by chance that it wasn’t committed” (329). That he doesn’t set the fire is purely an
accident—while straddling the fence, he falls before he has the chance to do so.

This scene, which emerges out of an injustice and an insult that is permitted by his low
social status, can be understood in terms of societal retribution—it immediately follows his
decision to “blow it all sky high, destroy everything, everybody—the guilty and the not-guilty”
(330). Arkady thinks like a lackey-character lashing out at an anonymous (for we don’t know
whose house he’s targeting) society. In one sense, this is more radical than Smerdyakov, whose
fury and violence are directed at his blood relations.

Arkady chooses an act of violence— to light the fire — and is about to do so, but then he
falls. Rather than falling into someone’s yard, Arkady lands in such a way that a passing Lambert
can discover him. He’s fallen on the side open to Lambert and it is at this moment that Lambert
emerges in Petersburg and reemerges in the novel. In a heavy-handed maneuver atypical of
Dostoevsky’s writing, the author brings the two characters together. It is Lambert who roughly

awakens Arkady after the arson attempt. Believing he is saving a drunk man from freezing to
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death, Lambert kicks Arkady back to consciousness. Lambert reappears in Arkady’s moment of
insult and utter despair and Arkady thus is open to his former classmate’s influence. Having
gotten hurt in the fall, freezing, ashamed and morally conflicted, Arkady becomes ill. He doesn’t
pursue the violent path of retribution—but that doesn’t mean that his violent trajectory has
ended. The arson attempt was one potential path for violent uprising, but Lambert will show him
another, equally violent trajectory— blackmail.

Already part of a blackmailing crew and attentive to new opportunities, Lambert gleans
from Arkady’s incoherent speech that a scheme might be possible and immediately takes Arkady
home with him. Henceforth, I believe that Lambert’s living space in Petersburg in this novel is
clearly marked as malevolent space. In Lambert’s rooms the temptation to commit immoral or
criminal acts for personal advancement dominates. Here, violent acts are planned and malevolent
undertakings emerge: theft, extortion, kidnapping, blackmail, ransom, abuse are all justifiable. In
Lambert’s chilling presence, violence against individuals as retribution for general injustice
becomes entirely feasible. With Lambert hovering, voicing that which Arkady dares not say
himself, the darker side of Arkady emerges more clearly. This space equally summons and
repulses Arkady, and Arkady’s association with Lambert is visualized through the simultaneous
draw and aversion this space has on him.

Once there, Arkady deliriously spills his secrets about the document, although he is not
coherent enough for Lambert to make sense of what he hears. Alphonsine, entrusted with
trapping Arkady in this space, fails to do so. In horror, rushing for the door, Arkady says
“Lambert, I’'m at Lambert’s! [...] I want to get out, I want to leave! Let me go, don’t keep me...”
(341). He breaks out of Lambert’s space and rushes to its symbolic opposite—his mother’s

rooms.
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Arkady understands that his presence in Lambert’s rooms is connected to the enactment
of the blackmail plot. He avoids the space, and resents manipulations to get him there, saying,
“I’ll come if I want to — by my own will” (449). Going to Lambert’s space must be his own
choice for it to have meaning, for it to be an event. Ultimately, he chooses to go to Lambert,
planning to use the document in this way, after spying on a secret rendezvous between Versilov
and Katerina Nikolaevna. During this meeting, Katerina rejects Versilov’s proposal, tells
Versilov she did love him but doesn’t any longer, and says a final goodbye. This is another
humiliation of Arkady by the widow. Arkady realizes his own lack of importance in the romantic
plot and the story he is narrating; it also reminds him of his inferiority in wider society. Arkady
runs to Lambert, planning to use the letter he’s been carrying, to threaten to get Katerina
disinherited. In narrating this night, he confesses: “I wanted to disgrace her and witness her
giving the ransom to Lambert ... maybe I myself was in love with her, in love and jealous! Of all
those she would look at or talk with at a ball, while I stood in the corner, ashamed of myself ...
I was a spy and with documents!” (521; emphasis mine). Arkady’s presents his going to Lambert
as a response to Katerina’s acceptance in society and his exclusion from it. She is a valued
presence, while he stands ashamed in the corner. He contextualizes his intended blackmail as a
vengeful act, a blow against the social order. This turn to Lambert is fueled by the shame he has
lived with his entire life, as was his decision to commit arson. This choice to blackmail is a
“lackey” responding violently to his life’s humiliations.

Together Arkady and Lambert drink heavily, plot their maneuvers against Katerina
Nikolaevna, and finally Arkady falls into a drunken sleep. When Arkady wakes up, he
reconsiders blackmailing Katerina, but while he’s been asleep, Lambert has robbed him of the

document, seemingly depriving Arkady of the chance to make this momentous decision.
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However, by going to Lambert’s space willingly, and by plotting with him before falling asleep,
Arkady has actually passed the baton to Lambert, transferred his violent intent to Lambert. His
decision to go to Lambert, to share all of his information and to plot with him, is a decision that
puts the developing blackmail plot into motion. Arkady, having long straddled the boundary
between good and evil, definitively crosses the boundary by going to Lambert’s rooms.
Henceforth, Lambert is Arkady’s punitive instrument, acting violently on his behalf, driven by
the same motivations: anger at being marginalized and a desire for money to improve his own
status. Arkady’s choice to go to Lambert is a conscious violent act. At their meeting in the
restaurant, Lambert had laid out his proposal to use the document, so Arkady was fully aware of
his intentions, and we’ve just seen that Arkady presented going to Lambert’s space as something
he had to choose to do. Thus, this is a calculated maneuver to violently reconfigure external
circumstances for his benefit.

Afterwards, Arkady relents and feels ashamed by his impulse and tries to put a stop to the
developments he set in motion. When he becomes aware of the plotting between Lambert and
Versilov, he runs to stop it. This is an attempt to absolve himself of responsibility for what
follows. However, the choice to go to Lambert on his own volition has already been made and it
sets the blackmail plot into motion. We’ve been discussing violence as a response by servants
long denied access to space and status; Arkady’s behavior contextualizes his use of the document
in these exact terms — as a reckoning for the time he spent being ashamed in the corner.

Arkady’s inner darkness (the “soul of the spider”) is counterbalanced by an inner
goodness, which he terms “the little child.” If Stebelkov and Lambert embody the soul of the
spider, their counterweight is Arkady’s mother, Sofya, who repeatedly acts as a beacon of hope

in the novel and is the embodiment of the little child. Despite her limited power and education,
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Sofya directs her son to God and compassion. On one of three visits to the village where her son
was growing up without her, she took him to “communion in the church there, and lifted me up
to receive the gifts and kiss the chalice” (109).

In “Mothers and Sons in The Brothers Karamazov,” Liza Knapp reminds us of the
importance of mothers, pointing out the essential role of Alyosha’s mother, who guides her son
toward icons and away from his father’s influence.’® In The Adolescent, Sofya— a model of
Christian wisdom— plays a similar role. She meekly steps into the role of servant for Versilov
and Arkady, regardless of the abuse she gets for it. And it is Sofya who reminds Arkady not to
forget Christ. It appears that the pull of Sofya and Makar Ivanovich,’® fortunate redirection at a
moment of violent intent (a fall from the fence, falling asleep drunk) as well as the downfall of
his father and Lambert, causes Arkady to reverse direction, seemingly emerging from the novel a
better version of himself. Having rejected the appeal of money, sex, information, and secrets, he
avoids, by a hair, a violent act of vengeance, which Smerdyakov does not.

Ultimately, Lambert is necessary so that we can see Arkady as innocent; Lambert carries
the violence to its conclusion. The displacement of violent intent allows the author to end the

novel on an optimistic note — suggesting a path forward for a new generation, a generation led by

** Liza Knapp, “Mothers and Sons in The Brothers Karamazov: Our Ladies of Skotoprigonevsk,” in 4 New Word on
Brothers Karamazov, 31-52.

3> Makar’s positive influence has been studied extensively. For example, Joseph Frank has read him as key: “By the
end of Part II, Arkady is ready for the major transformation of his personality that will be the reward for all his
sufferings. This transformation is the result of his encounter at last with one of the three positive figures in the book
(the other two being Arkady’s mother and Tatyana Pavlovna” (185). He identifies Makar as “the only peasant
character of any importance in Dostoevsky’s novels (excluding the peasant convicts in the semi documentary House
of the Dead)" (185). See Joseph Frank, Dostoevsky: The Mantle of the Prophet, 163-191. Also see Charles Arndt,
“Wandering in Two Different Directions: Spiritual Wandering as the Ideological Battleground in Dostoevsky’s The
Adolescent,” The Slavic and East European Journal, 54.4 (2010): 607-625; Tatiana Kasat’kina, “Roman F.M.
Dostoevskogo ‘Podrostok’: Ideaia’? geroia i ideia avtora,” Voprosy Literatury 1 (2004): 181-212. Kasat’kina writes
that Arkady is drawn to both Versilov and Makar Ivanovich, whom she positions as each other’s doubles, one of two
halves that resulted from post-Petrine Russian society.
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an untainted youth. He can become a reconciler of a disintegrating society. In the novel’s
epilogue, Dostoevsky portrays a young man saved and redirected by his accidental family, who
seemingly finds an alternative mode of existence.

While seemingly Arkady is neither a servant nor violent, the above analysis demonstrates
that he is both. Arkady’s trajectory is another model of violence by literary representatives of the
servant class in response to an absence of physical and social space. Although there are clear
differences in his trajectory, most importantly the presence of positive influences (Sofya, Makar)
help him to find an alternative path, he is a clear precursor to a more famous violent servant—
Smerdyakov.

The Covetous Brother in the Corner: Smerdyakov in The Brothers Karamazov

In The Brothers Karamazov, Smerdyakov more directly and boldly transgresses the
boundary of good and evil, and this transgression is also visualized in terms of space.
Smerdyakov, from his corner, observes, remembers, calculates, and finally acts. In committing
the murder of his father, framing his innocent brother Dmitri, blackmailing Ivan, and intending
to abscond with the money to start his life anew, Smerdyakov crosses the boundaries of society,
of morality, and of his own station. The figure who influences him is his half-brother Ivan, who
tells Smerdyakov that If there is no God, then anything is permitted, but it is Smerdyakov who
carries this idea to its logical end. He begins to imagine a potential future for himself outside of
the squalor of the corner, to which he was born and always relegated. After the crime, he plans to
blackmail Ivan to ensure his own future. He seeks to reimagine the playing field, allowing

himself more opportunity than his origins have granted him; taking revenge for being denied
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recognition as a brother, a son, and a human being.”® To do so, he trespasses all the boundaries
society has demarcated. The murder of authorities and blood relations are marked as boundaries
by words that describe them as especially heinous crimes: parricide, dominicide, regicide, and
deicide. Smerdyakov commits them all. And because he is invisible in his corner, even Alyosha,
who tries to show brotherly love for all human beings, does not try to help Smerdyakov. In
“Smerdyakov with a Guitar,” in which Alyosha seeks his brother Dmitri but not his other
suffering brother, Smerdyakov, the latter says “I am not Dmitri’s keeper” (226), a denial of the
more expected brother’s keeper. While trying to be Dmitri’s and Ivan’s keeper, Alyosha
overlooks Smerdyakov.

In Dostoevsky’s works, the common people often bear the burden of the masters’ guilt. In
the most obvious case, Zosima’s mysterious visitor, Mikhail, arranges the murder of his beloved
“so that the blame would fall on the servants” (305). The woman’s serf Pyotr takes the fall for
Mikhail’s crime. Pyotr’s story serves as a mirror for Mitya’s, but in reverse. Both men are prime
suspects in sensationalized murders because they vocalize their intent to kill the future victim in
public and the circumstantial evidence is against them. But both, it turns out, are wrongly
accused. The former, however, is a servant taking the fall for a master. This is business as usual
and thus may quietly pass by the reader’s consciousness. The other story, the main plotline of the

novel involving Mitya, who is fully developed as a character and someone for whom the reader

%% Gary Saul Morson, “Verbal Pollution in The Brothers Karamazov,” Critical Essays on Dostoevsky: 234-242.
Smerdiakov, Morson shows, is associated with many categories and descriptions which serve as cover for his
manipulations and lies (an animal, a monster, a servant, a naive and unintelligent person, a gatekeeper, a cook,
someone ageless and sexless). Morson writes of Smerdiakov: “he takes revenge by destroying the systems that
exclude him. Most obviously he destroys his family, and, symbolically, family itself. He ruins his brothers because
they do not acknowledge him as a brother... Smerdiakov’s revenge is for his epithets: because he is not called
‘Brother Pavel,” but ‘the valet Smerdiakov’ or [...] ‘the stinking lackey’” (241).
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feels compassion, is a master taking the fall for a servant. Mitya gets convicted for
Smerdyakov’s crime—as a result of Smerdyakov’s skillful manipulations.®’

The reversal is so prominent it cannot be coincidental. It gives us an indication of the
larger socio-cultural context in which this is taking place, a context that has been noted by other
scholars. Notably, Deborah Martinsen positions The Brothers Karamazov as “a novel about

parricide/regicide/deicide.”®

In describing the connotation of Fyodor Pavlovich Karamazov’s
name, she notes that the surname is derived from Kara (Russian for punishment and Turkish for
black) and recalls Kara George, a Serb depicted in Pushkin’s Songs of the Western Slavs who
killed his father because he was going to betray him. She also notes that Fyodor’s patronymic,
Pavlovich (son of Paul) connects him to the legacy of shame Fyodor has inherited from his father
— poverty. The name “Pavel” also recalls the murder of tsar Paul I, “a strict disciplinarian, who
restored compulsory service and corporal punishment for nobles, thereby, like Fyodor
Karamazov and Dostoevsky’s father, giving rise to the shame and resentment that motivated his
murder.”

Additionally, we recall the doctrine of Official Nationality, which positioned the state-
citizen dynamic in familial terms. One prominent example of this discourse emerges from
Mikhail Pogodin, a nineteenth-century professor, journalist, well-recognized public figure, as
well as a significant exponent of Nicholas’ policy of Official Nationality. Russia, he explained, is

a single family in which the ruler is the father and the subjects the children. The father

retains complete authority over the children while he allows them to have full-freedom.

37 Gary Saul Morson, “Verbal Pollution,” 240. See Morson for a discussion of how the suicide note relies on the
“convention [that] frames suicide notes as true,” is purposefully lying through omission, framing Dmitri and
undermining Ivan’s credibility. Through his suicide, Smerdiakov ensures that Ivan’s confession is seen as a “noble
fabrication” (240)

¥ Deborah Martinsen, Surprised by Shame, 9.

%% Martinsen, Surprised by Shame, 57.
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Between the father and the children there can be no suspicion, no treason; their fate, their

happiness and peace they share in common. This is true in relation to the state as a whole,

but one notices a reflection of the same law also in its parts: the military commander must
be the father of his soldiers, the landlord the father of his peasants, and even servants in
the house of every master were called children of the house.*

Pogodin employed this metaphor of family repeatedly in his public speeches and his
writings. His conception of such a structure was certainly endorsed by Nicholas I, who
envisioned himself as the great father of the Russian family. This image pervades the tsar’s
speeches, directives, and activities while on the throne; it also appears in his directives to his
subordinates.*' The historian Nicholas Valentine Riasanovsky contends that “Tsar-father” (uaps-
Oatromika) was “more than a superficial epithet in the reign of Nicholas I, although its practical

. . . . V)
implications were stern and even grim.”

The connection between the traditional family and the
political order was pervasive and entered the social discourse. The triad of God-Tsar-Father,
which informs Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov as well as other 19"-century works, was
embedded in the popular imagination. Regardless of whether Dostoevsky supported such a
connection or not, he certainly was aware of it.

The shifting relations between master and servant are most relevant to our analysis. The
servant is no longer the passive recipient of the masters’ violence against him. Rather,

Smerdyakov has risen up and kills the man who abuses and restrains him. Martinsen brings in

the notion of dominicide when she links the Karamazov name to Dostoevsky’s father’s murder

* Michael Pogodin, Rechi, qtd. and trans. in Nicholas Valentine Riasanovsky, Nicholas I and Official Nationality in
Russia, 1825-1855 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012) 118-119.

*! Riasanovsky, Nicholas I and Official Nationality in Russia, 119. For example, in his instructions to Prince Orlov
on how to handle the case of Ivan Aksakov, whose letters contained a critique of the existing order, he adopts such a
fatherly tone: “Call him in, read to him my remarks on the subject, enlighten him, and let him go.”

*2 Riasanovsky, Nicholas I and Official Nationality in Russia, 119.
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by his servants. Referencing Andrei Dostoevsky’s memoir account of Dostoevsky’s father’s
death, Martinsen writes “On the day of his death, their father, who was known for his arbitrary
discipline, had been particularly abusive to his peasants. One peasant responded impudently and
then, fearing the further consequences, called out to his companions, ‘Rebiata karachun emu’
(Fellows, death to him!).”*’ Smerdyakov’s crime recalls both aspects of the death of
Dostoevsky’s father —the master/servant and father/son hierarchies are under attack.

Smerdyakov’s calculated murder of their common father gets Mitya convicted, fully
reversing their positions, sending the former master into penal servitude and putting Smerdyakov
in a position of power over Ivan. To put it another way, the servant with one blow has taken out
three masters: his father and two brothers.

Smerdyakov’s actions serve as a cautionary tale of anger, envy, and injustice being
released through violence. The conflict and crime do not merely function on the domestic level,
but on the political level where the triad of God-Tsar-Father was used as a means of control.
While Dostoevsky, as a conservative, would certainly defend authority, he also wrote much on
the topic of bad fathers in his fiction and journalism. Given this cultural context, and
Dostoevsky’s negative portrayal of radicals in Demons, Smerdyakov’s act of violence, his
elimination of his father and two brothers, is not strictly personal or familial; it is also a political
commentary.

I see Dostoevsky’s intention here as cautionary. In destabilizing the triad of God-Tsar-
Father, Smerdyakov is engaged in a project of reorganizing authority and hierarchy to serve his

own ends. In spatial terms, with this act of violence, Smerdyakov had hoped to get out of his

* Martinsen, Surprised by Shame, 58. For the original reference, see A.M. Dostoevskii, Vospominaniia (St.
Petersburg: 1zd. Andreev I synovia, 1892), 104.
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corner, to change his future: “I could begin a life on such money in Moscow, or even more so
abroad. I did have such a dream, sir, and even more so as ‘everything is permitted’” (632). But
he chooses violence— his scheme to kill Fyodor and frame Dmitri— only when other options
are denied him. He considers himself better than the status society has given him. As he tells his
neighbor, “I could have done even better, miss, and I’d know a lot more, if it wasn’t for my
destiny ever since childhood” (224). Furthermore, Smerdyakov has previously tried to better his
position in life in other ways. In essence, he is trying to make room for himself but is repeatedly
stymied both by society and his own shortcomings. For example, in his youth books did not
interest him, even though Fyodor seemed inclined to educate him, if the desire had been there.
But Smerdyakov does not see his inner flaws as contributing to his fate. Smerdyakov blames his
status on external circumstances, on Russia’s backwardness, on people standing in his way.
When he was sent to study cooking in Moscow, he recalls being relentlessly stymied by his
origins. It’s no coincidence that Smerdyakov himself brings up Napoleon, saying had Napoleon
taken Russia he could have made it a better nation. In a Napoleonic world, an alleged
meritocracy, Smerdyakov believes he would not have been so limited by the station he was born
into; his abilities would determine his range of possibilities.

Still, working as he is within very limited confines, Smerdyakov has somewhat
succeeded. His spatial trajectory in the novel before the murder has been from the bathhouse to
the corner of the servant’s quarters and to then the main house, where he has taken to sleeping
near Fyodor on a bench in the front hall, privy to Fyodor’s deepest secrets. He has been able to
manipulate his way into Fyodor’s trust and reaped benefits from it. Still, this does not satisfy his
ambitions. In his mind, from birth he has been deprived of opportunity to move above his low

station.
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Dostoevsky shows the implications of leaving Smerdyakov in the corner, the
consequences of ignoring his suffering. Early on the narrator says of Smerdyakov that he is
silently storing up his impressions and then “he will drop everything and wander off to Jerusalem
to save his soul, or perhaps he will suddenly burn down his native village, or perhaps he will do
both” (127). Mistreated, fueled by Ivan’s ideas, Smerdyakov is a potential explosive waiting to
go off. Recall Nicholas I’s warning about the particular danger from the servants. Violent
upheaval is in Russia’s future if we cannot see Smerdyakov and others like him as human, if we
cannot love him as our brother. The potential violence of the rage-filled Smerdyakovs of the
world seems to be a double reality. This is an alternate reality that may become our reality if we
aren’t our brother’s keeper. Russian society must reckon with its own organization and the
treatment of the underclass.

Zosima and his message of being the servant to one’s servants provides the alternative
trajectory we should pursue. It is no coincidence that Zosima gets put on this path when he
strikes his own servant and finally sees his own arrogance. In the homilies section titled “Some
Words about Masters and Servants and Whether It Is Possible for Them to Become Brothers in
Spirit,” Zosima poses the question,

Why can my servant not be like my own kin, so that I may finally receive him into my

family, and rejoice for it? This may be accomplished even now, but it will serve as the

foundation for the magnificent communion of mankind in the future, when a man will not
seek servants for himself, and will not wish to turn his fellow men into servants, as now,
but on the contrary, will wish with all his strength to become himself the servant of all, in

accordance with the Gospel. (317)
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This trajectory, which ensures human dignity and could stop the violence Smerdyakov ultimately
commits, is Dostoevsky’s answer to the question, what should be done with the servants? This
can be accomplished now; it is immediately applicable.

On the domestic stage, Smerdyakov’s action takes out the head of the family and two
proper heirs. Smerdyakov’s plan, methodically calculated for so long from the corner, is a
reckoning. While expressed in familial terms, what is this if not the blow of the downtrodden
servant, the inferior, long contained but now newly fueled by intellectual ideas, against
oppressive authority? While this isn’t a revolution and Dostoevsky certainly isn’t a
revolutionary, and Smerdyakov’s violence isn’t an explicitly political act, the implicit political
repercussions of his violence are undeniable.

We now turn to Chekhov’s “An Anonymous Story,” which explicitly portrays political
violence on the domestic stage to see how this crossing of boundaries can be understood when
the domestic arena and the political one are purposefully linked.

Masquerading as a Servant: Political Violence in Chekhov’s The Anonymous Story

In Chekhov’s The Anonymous Story (Rasskaz neizvestnogo cheloveka, 1893), an
anonymous revolutionary becomes a footman for the son of a prominent political figure, Orlov, a
“serious enemy to my cause.”** Although he is “Orlov’s equal in social standing and education”
(160), the revolutionary adopts the mask of a servant to further a political goal. Why a servant?
Because this position, as we’ve been discussing, is a well-hidden but essential one. As a servant
living in the household, with all the access that this position provides, he plans to eavesdrop and

ultimately assassinate the father. Like Smerdyakov, he knows that his perceived inferiority and

* Anton Chekhov, “An Anonymous Story,” in Ward Number Six and Other Stories, trans. Ronald Hingley (New
York: Oxford, 1974), 160. Future references to this edition will appear within the text in parentheses.
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invisibility makes these plans possible: “As a rule [Orlov] ignored my existence...not
considering me human, obviously” (162). The revolutionary, Vladimir Ivanych, takes on a new
name, Stephen, and the footman’s uniform as a screen: “My valet’s tailcoat made me feel as if |
had donned a suit of armor” (164). And yet, because of his education, he can spy on the masters,
listening in on their discussions in French, for example, which aristocrats often used to hide their
discussions from the servants, reading the son’s papers in his study to gleam information on the
father, so as best to attack him.

Vladimir articulates the resentment and dehumanization built into his position. He says,
the “degrading element, which I so dreaded on becoming a footman... it was present and made
itself felt every day” (163). Early on, he says: “He sat at table, drank his coffee and leafed
through newspapers, while Polya the maid and I stood by the door, respectfully watching him.
Two adults were compelled to pay the gravest attention to a third drinking his coffee and
munching rusks” (160). And then, recalling the occasions he was on duty while his master’s
circle played cards, he says: “Only now did I relish the full savour of a flunkey’s life. To stand
by that door, four or five hours on end, to keep the glasses filled, to change the ash-trays, to dash
to the table and pick up a dropped piece of chalk or card—above all to stand, wait, be attentive
without venturing to speak, cough or smile” (168). In Vladimir’s view at this early point in the
story, to fully attend to another while effacing oneself is exceptionally degrading, and “harder
than the hardest of physical labor” (168). Vladimir actively chooses this role for himself to tip
the political scales, to commit political violence on behalf of similarly degraded individuals. He
is voicing the idea that the domestic position, especially its self-effacement, is inherently
unstable. Displaced and dehumanized as these servants are, their position is exactly the one from

which violence—not merely the personal sort, but collective political violence—arises.
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Chekhov does not defend Orlov’s treatment of Vladimir, the other domestics, or his
cavalier disregard for his lover, Zinaida Fyodorovna. But attributing problems to single causes
and prescribing simple solutions was never characteristic of Chekhov’s work. What is
fascinating in Chekhov’s story is the importance he places on the role of the servant, a position
of potentially latent violence, dangerous to the masters, but also potentially transformative for
both involved. In Dostoevsky, especially, being a servant could lead one to violence. Here, the
connection between being a servant and violence is merely the starting point.

Chekhov underscores the danger that lurks inside the house, among the servants. Vladimir
voices the envy, degradation, and mistreatment implicit in the role but then reverses direction.
The role, while at first a mask, transforms the revolutionary for it gives him access to the
domesticity and human relations with which he had no prior experience, as he himself states.
Before taking the servant’s role, Vladimir later writes to Orlov, “I have suffered hunger, cold,
sickness, and loss of liberty. I never knew personal happiness and I still don’t. I have no refuge,
my memories weigh me down, and my conscience is often afraid of them” (204). By becoming
Stephen, the servant, stepping into the role of silent observer, Vladimir has acquired power and
access to his desired target, but he also acquires a desire for life, long lost to him, that comes
with observing the everyday life of the masters. Having been privy to the intimate details of the
Orlov-Zinaida Fyodorovna entanglement, as only a servant living with them both can be, he
develops a desire for the domestic feelings that Orlov easily rejects. Engaging in household work
rather than his former preoccupation with ideas and philosophy, he discovers the joy in the
domestic: as I worked in the morning, cleaning boots or sweeping the rooms “I would wait with
bated breath to hear her voice and steps” (186). In the minutiae of his daily interactions with

Zinaida Fyodorovna, he develops an empathy for her, as well as a longing for domestic life: “I
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wanted to fall in love and have a family [...] Orlov spurned women’s frippery, children, cooking
and copper saucepans, but I garnered all these things together and watchfully cherished them in
my dreams. [ doted on them, I begged fate to grant me them” (186). The servant role grants
Vladimir access to love and the domestic sphere, fostering an appreciation of human life and of
everyday pleasures, the daily minutia of the household and its dramas.

Under Chekhov’s authorship, the servant role, which is supposed to create anger and
envy and is explicitly connected to both by our narrator and protagonist, instead creates feelings
of attachment and a newfound desire for life. Rather than fostering violence, the servant role
pacifies it. When opportunity presents itself, when Orlov’s father comes to his apartment and
Vladimir is alone with him, knowing that this is his one chance to fulfill his political obligation,
he doesn’t act as he is supposed to act; he doesn’t kill the father he has been targeting. Standing
behind the father, the symbol of the system he hates, he realizes that

this weak, ailing, elderly man was now at my mercy. Why, there was no one in the flat

apart from myself and my enemy. I only needed to employ a little force, then snatch his

watch to disguise my motive [...] I was never likely to get a better chance than this, I

thought. But instead of doing anything about it I looked with complete detachment from

his bald pate to his furs and back, quietly brooding on the relations between this man and
his only son, and on the probability that persons spoilt by riches and power probably
don't want to die [...] There was still time. I spurred myself on, clenching my fists,
searching my heart for some particle at least of my former loathing. How impassioned,
how stubborn, how assiduous an enemy I had so recently been, I remembered. But it is

hard to strike a match on a crumbling stone. The sad old face, the cold glitter of his medal
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stars... they evoked in me only trivial, cheap, futile thoughts about the transiency of all

things terrestrial and the proximity of death. (198)

By then, Vladimir has been transformed by human relations to be of use to a cause. Realizing
that his position as footman is now absurd, and intending to leave, Vladimir is roused to a
different form of violence — interpersonal violence. The contrast between the two forms of
violence is conspicuous and even humorous. Driven by a need to avenge Zinaida Fyodorovna,
the woman he loves, he is violent, but absurdly so, to Kukushkin, a friend of Orlov, who is
disrespectful to her; he strikes him with a roll of paper. This violence is not grandiose or political
but rather interpersonal and even comical; it is not a danger to be feared.

Chekhov’s story both highlights the servant’s role and frustrates the reader’s
expectations. It is, of course, no accident that Vladimir takes on the servant role as part of the
grander violent revolutionary plan. As a revolutionary, Vladimir understands the importance of
the access and invisibility it grants him; he willingly conceals his education, status, and
progressive ideas under the guise of the servant role, and accepts the humiliations of the servant
role. Chekhov acknowledges the literary history of servants, most likely including Smerdyakov.
As James Loehlin observes, the story “has a melodramatic, Dostoevskian feeling; it is the only
one of Chekhov’s major works to take place in Dostoevsky’s usual setting of Petersburg.”*
Chekhov doesn’t deny that political violence, envy, and degradation are prevalent forces in the

Russia he depicts. He poses questions about how Russians should live, but characteristically

doesn’t answer them.*® He acknowledges that there is danger in the position of the mistreated

4 James Loehlin, The Cambridge Introduction to Chekhov, 92.
46 1.1
Ibid.

220



servant within the house. But Vladimir’s servant disguise transforms the revolutionary and not
in the way we expect. Perhaps there is implicit hope in Vladimir’s plot trajectory.

A large part of this hope is tied to Vladimir’s ability to escape the role, to walk away, to
find space where he can assert his humanity and seek individual happiness. An actual servant,
the maid Polya, for example, has no such clear trajectory, and the reader does not inquire about
her fate. Ultimately, Chekhov denies Vladimir the familial happy ending he desires, but neither
does he end his life in a blaze of violent glory, as he intended originally. Chekhov envisions but
does not prescribe another trajectory. Instead, Chekhov leaves us with the question of how we
can bring about this nonviolent trajectory, as well as with hope for a peaceful resolution.
Conclusion

This chapter examines three responses to servants not having the necessary space to exist.
In Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons and Nest of the Gentry, society makes room for formerly
marginalized figures. In Fathers and Sons, Fenechka, the child of a servant turned lover, and her
illegitimate child were initially hidden away in the back room; however, by the novel’s end, they
are granted a seat at the dinner table, welcomed into the fold. Similarly, in the epilogue to Nest of
the Gentry, Lavretsky already a transitional figure, the son of a master and a servant, returns to
the “nest” to see the young descendants and servants living harmoniously together. In both
narratives, the gentry’s response to servants’ not having space is their willing accommodation,
even at their own cost. Turgenev’s solution is the optimistic path forward.

In other cases, as in Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, the servant is forgotten, left to die.
Firs, the loyal family servant, is forgotten on the old estate. The protagonists, who are also
getting squeezed out of history as well as off their property, depart without him. Locked in the

house after the masters have left, he will share the fate of the estate in which he served, symbolic
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parts of which (the cherry orchard) start coming down immediately. Chekhov implies that the
world moves on without Firs and the new society being constructed seemingly has no place for
him in it. Similarly, in the epilogue of Goncharov’s Oblomov, Zakhar loses both master and
home. He is left wandering the world with no place of his own. Written decades apart, these
examples suggest the difficulty of providing successful fictional proposals that don’t include a
blind utopian optimism. With no easy solutions, it is sensible but unsatisfying that Chekhov and
Goncharov depict these aged characters disappearing — forcing readers to engage with their
displacement — rather than try to envision a place for their perspectives in a new era.

These models address the consequences of an absence of space, central to this chapter,
but do so in ways that are not radical. In the more unsettling examples, servants refuse to be so
easily forgotten or displaced; their liminal status produces violence. In Dostoevsky’s The
Adolescent, Arkady, self-identifying as a lackey, living in a corner of the house and of society,
chooses a violent path via his double, Lambert. Smerdyakov’s vendetta, fueled by his
misinterpretation of Ivan’s intellectual arguments, was ultimately caused by his non-acceptance
as the fourth brother, which results in his displacement and relegation to inferior space. Acutely
aware of the space he is denied, Smerdyakov seizes the opportunity to enact violence as revenge,
thereby making space for himself.

If the masters in the last decades of the nineteenth century do not concede what is due to
the formerly enslaved caretakers of their homes and their lives, they do so at their own risk. The
fictional works I have examined show how these individuals could be their downfall. It is no
wonder then that the political radical in The Anonymous Story assumes the role of servant in
order to enact his revenge. Where better to enact violence than from inside the house? Who can

better carry it out than the trusted but overlooked servant? In nineteenth-century literary works,
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this position, rather than the proletariat or the peasant working the land, has the most potential
impact—the blow that one doesn’t see coming. It makes sense that authors choose servant
characters (not peasants or workers) for their potential to explode: they are engaging with
hypotheticals and exploring potential trajectories and repercussions on a simpler, domestic scale.
Still, we should recall that these servants do represent the threats of a wider, peasant
demographic.

In Smerdyakov Dostoevsky gave us a sense for this violence, without explicitly linking it
to revolutionary goals. As I’m about to demonstrate with Bunin’s Sukhodol, the mistreatment of
servants is dangerous for social order. In that work, mistreated servants find themselves at the
epicenter of violence against the estate, in the midst of the fire that burns it down. Did they set
the fire? Encourage it? Allow it to occur? Could it have been prevented? Bunin’s work asks all
of these questions but leaves them unanswered. The twentieth-century brings a literary reckoning

for issues of spatial displacement.
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Conclusion: We Didn’t Start the Fire: Servants in Bunin’s Sukhodol

But Jesus called them aside and said, “You know
that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and
their superiors exercise authority over them. It shall
not be this way among you. Instead, whoever wants
to become great among you must be your servant,
and whoever wants to be first among you must be

your slave
Matthew 20:26

The last chapter ended with the discussion of the emergence of revolutionary interests
within the servant quarters. The servants desired space and grew angry when that expectation
was not met. In my discussion of Arkady and Smerdyakov, I argued that what has been mostly
read as interpersonal violence has a political undercurrent. One of the motivations driving these
complex characters is society’s refusal to grant inferiors (in these cases, servant-characters) the
space they need to thrive. Fueled by newly accessible ideas, these two characters recognize their
inferior position as unjust. This awareness increases their anger at society and they lash out at
those that uphold the social order. Chekhov’s An Anonymous Tale emphasizes that it is precisely
the role of the servant that has the most potential for violent explosion because of the servant’s
simultaneous invisibility and proximity to the masters and their ideas. By the end of the
nineteenth century, the literary servant has a proven potential to commit violence; he is similar to
a match that can start a fire. The reader is ready to make this connection between the servant and
violence: the unrealized hopes of the emancipation period and the literary representations of the
servant as increasingly dangerous create an expectation of violence by a servant.

In Bunin’s Sukhodol, this latent violence is realized in the form of a ruinous fire that

consumes the home and the estate. Written in 1911 but set in the mid-nineteenth century, the
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story is concerned with the issues of that earlier period, but marked by hindsight and knowledge
of historical and literary developments of the twentieth century. The servant Natalya finds herself
at the epicenter of the crisis—in the middle of the burning property, running towards the flames
rather than away. In a prophetic dream years ago she had foreseen this devastation. Although her
ties to the Sukhodol estate are more tragic than happy, they are indissoluble. And yet, her role in
the fire, as we will analyze it, is at the very least ambiguous and potentially dangerous.
Ultimately, the estate burns and with it ends the long literary tradition of gentry life on the estate.
This aligns with Bunin’s self-conception as the last of the gentry writers (dvoryanskie pisateli). 1
propose that this literary fire also concludes the tradition of the servant on the gentry estate. But
was it an accidental fire or a deliberate one? Does the estate, shriveling at its core, named “dry
valley” (sukhodol), implying it is prime for a cleansing fire, self-destruct or does someone light
the flame? Or both?

My reading of the story considers three important factors in answering this question.
Firstly, I examine the pervasive theme of decay in estate life, particularly the incestuous relations
of servants and masters through generations—common blood but very different life experiences.
Secondly, there is a noticeable similarity between two pivotal servants, Dostoevsky’s
Smerdyakov and Bunin’s Gevraska. Thirdly, I highlight the previously overlooked centrality and
complexity of Natalya’s point of view, which works against the grain of the story the primary
narrator is telling. Moreover, Natalya’s ability to shape the story to her advantage is a testament
to how far servants have come over the long nineteenth century. All three factors, as I will show,
underscore the importance of the seemingly peripheral servant figure to the fire that brings down

the estate.
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Bunin’s story concludes the literary servant tradition I’ve been examining. No matter
how it’s read, servants are at the heart of Bunin’s piece. They drive the plot, contribute to the
narration, and are deeply connected to the master class. While servants who were illegitimate
children of their masters have always existed and often felt excluded from the life of their
biological parents, the servants in Bunin’s novella do not accept their circumstances and are
therefore dangerous. Bunin complicates the picture by purposefully intermingling the master and
servant classes in spiritual, physical, and biological ways: the servants and masters on Sukhodol
share blood, breast milk (through the wet nurse), and exchange crosses. Natalya, a secondary
narrator and domestic servant, the daughter of the narrator’s father’s wet nurse, later “lived with
us as a relative, not a former slave, not a house serf.”' As Natalya proclaims: “My mother was
your father’s wet nurse, after all. The milk we shared makes me his sister. I’'m your second aunt”
(19). Natalya and others on the estate are cognizant of their unacknowledged connections.

Bunin demonstrates that masters and serfs are not as far removed from each other as was
generally believed. But that prompts a different question: how can similar beings have such
different treatment and lived experiences? The current of egalitarian ideas doesn’t get formally
addressed; nor does it appear to affect the established dynamics of life at Sukhodol. The servants
continue to stand behind their masters’ chairs, serving food; they aren’t granted a seat at the table
as Turgenev hoped.

A shift has occurred from the idealistic reality Turgenev had envisioned. While
historically, with some notable exceptions, servants mostly had violence enacted upon them,

now, on a broader scale, they acquire agency and embrace violence themselves. The

"Tvan Bunin, Collected Stories of Ivan Bunin, trans. Graham Hettlinger, Ivan R. Dee: Chicago, 2007. All further
references to this work will be provided in parentheses.
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development of retaliatory violence on Sukhodol is not inevitable, but the rumors of successful
rebellion make it feasible and even likely. Gevraska, a servant and the master’s illegitimate son,
initiates the violent upheavals on Sukhodol: he plants ideas, demonstrates possibilities, and leads
the charge. He is Smerdyakov’s descendant. This servant is far removed from the meek Natalya
Savishna of Tolstoy’s Childhood, who happily received any crumb of gratitude from her masters.
Gevraska doesn’t accept his social position. Aware of his potential power, he seeks to change his
own circumstances for his benefit.

Sukhodol is thus a fit conclusion for my study. Gevraska and Natalya, more powerful
than they seem, simultaneously exist on the margins and dominate the narrative. Gevraska, a
larger-than-life figure, is rebellion embodied. Natalya as narrator is also in a position of power:
she feeds the reader her story directly and has authorial control over it. The reader knows what
she wants him to know. Gevraska and Natalya demand the reader’s attention. And both appear,
either literally or potentially, at the scene of the ruinous fire that ends both the estate and this
period of literary history.

Two contextual items are important for this analysis. First of all, recall that Bunin’s story,
while set mostly during the time of the Crimean War, was written in 1911. While Dostoevsky’s
and Chekhov’s works predated revolutionary events, even as they acknowledged the
assassinations and inflammatory rhetoric of the times, Bunin’s accounts of the gentry estate in
the state of disintegration could not avoid being marked by the bloodshed and the revolutionary
developments of the early 20th century. Bunin wrote Sukhodol after the 1905 Revolution, at a

time when political violence, strikes, demonstrations, assassinations, executions, and peasant
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revolts were widespread.” Bunin embeds violent incidents into a narrative of the gradual
disintegration of the gentry in the nineteenth century: the deaths of two masters (both
suspicious), rapes, and finally a fire consuming the house. While violence and rebellion certainly
occurred earlier in Russian history—for instance, the period around the Pugachev rebellion—the
rapid succession of violent events in Bunin’s story feels more modern. They bear the markings
and symbols of the twentieth-century transplanted back into an earlier time. With the 1850s as a
setting, Bunin connects the disparity in living conditions between masters and servants as well as
their moral failures before each other with their violent confrontations in his time. Bunin knew
that the promises of Emancipation (an event still on the horizon in the world of the text) were
high and would remain unfulfilled. He attributes the revolutionary reckoning of his time to the
failures of the preceding generations to integrate the lower classes into society.

Second, Sukhodol is marked by the early twentieth-century move away from realism.
Although some scholars have argued that Sukhodol is embedded in the tradition of literary
realism and Bunin’s own support for such a reading,” other scholars have correctly identified
Bunin’s modernist aesthetics.* In works outside the realist tradition, chronologies don’t have to
be linear and events don’t have to have a singular point of origin or a realistic explanation.
Mystical and symbolic ties connect the inhabitants of Sukhodol and their environment. Natural

phenomena act out the will of the inferior class—a horse kills a despised and brutal master,

* Elise Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia, 123, 126-30.

? For example, see T.M. Bonami, Khudozhestvennaia proza I.A. Bunina, 1887-1904 (Vladimir: Vladimirskoe
knizhnoe izd-vo, 1962); Rennato Poggioli, “The Art of Ivan Bunin,” Harvard Slavic Studies 1 (1953): 253-277.

* For example, see Thomas Gaiton Marullo, "Bunin's Dry Valley. The Russian Novel in Transition from Realism to
Modernism," Forum for Modern Language Studies 15.3 (July 1978): 193-207; D.J. Richards, "Memory and Time
Past: A Theme in the Works of Ivan Bunin," Forum for Modern Language Studies 7.2 (1971): 158-69. In a 1996
dissertation, Mary Petrusewicz suggests that Bunin most closely resembles the European modernists rather than the
Russian ones he’s been compared to, because of his emphasis on memory as a structuring principle. See Mary
Petrusewicz, "Into the Heart of Darkness: Ivan Bunin and the Modernist Poetics of Memory,” PhD diss, University
of Wisconsin-Madison, 1996, 30.
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lightning appears to set the estate aflame. Multiple people say or experience the same things—
expressing a fear of thunder, being attacked by Yushka, the rapist, who walks around in a state of
half-sleep, playing out roles they believe are inevitable. On the estate, individual psyches and
even nature are subsumed into collective groups, fears, feelings, actions, and causes.

The origin of the fire can be read as symbolic and mystical; it can be attributed to
multiple sources, as if its origin were manifold. The text itself destabilizes the idea of a single
cause. The narrative directly proposes and seemingly accepts two conflicting explanations for the
fire. Both are recounted secondhand and neither one proves more reliable: was it a force of
nature, lightning (which the servant Soloshka sees), or the stranger in the Cossack hat who
Natalya claims is to blame? Both are seemingly external forces enacting violence on the
homestead. Natalya’s explanation—of a stranger setting the fire—fulfills our desire for human
agency, a human being as source of the disaster.

In addition to the two text-identified causes of the fire, there is an implied one: the
decades of deterioration and the drying out of estate life, suggested by the title (Sukhodol). At the
same time, the narrative simultaneously seems to demand but also avoid the appearance of a
familiar figure as arsonist (Gevraska or even Natalya herself). The story suggests through prior
examples that the person is intimately interwoven into the estate’s history. Other catastrophes
were either directly attributable to an individual (Gevraska murdering grandfather, Yushka
raping Natalya) or are tied to them indirectly (the servant and driver Yevsey’s indeterminable
role in the young master Pyotr’s death). None of the human figures appear accidentally at the
scene of their respective crimes. The source of disorder is a known, expected entity. The
narrative has set up the reader’s expectation for the same being true for the fire. The reader

expects either Gevrasy or Natalya to be the culprit.
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Both cases are within the realm of possibility. Natalya’s desire for the estate’s destruction
is expressed in her prophetic dream of the fire, which is prompted by Gevraska’s visit. While
banished from the estate for a petty crime, she dreams of running for water. “Grandfather!” she
shouts, “What’s burning!” (57). A hideous dwarf dressed in red replies: “Now it will all be
blown away! Not a trace will remain” (57). When the fire actually occurs, she expects it, perhaps
even wills it subconsciously.

Gevraska is conspicuously absent from the fire scene. It is possible that he was there, that
Natalya saw him, rather than a man in a Cossack hat, and protected him with her silence. Natalya
has protected him similarly before, when he came to her and told her of his master’s murder. She
didn’t tell anyone and allowed him to escape.

All these possible causes are factors that may contribute to the fire. I focus on Gevraska
and Natalya since they haven’t received their due attention in previous studies. The narrative
seemingly doesn’t acknowledge the servant’s potential role in starting the fire, but suggests that
anxieties about violence are always returning to the servant’s position. When these anxieties
reach their climax, when the house is aflame, readers have been primed, by literary history and
by this text, to expect the servant’s participation.

These anxieties are grounded in common blood, shared breast milk, and Christian
conceptions of universal brotherhood; servants and masters share much but have very different
lived realities. Where exactly is the line between them? When boundaries between classes grow
blurred, the remaining separations become increasingly difficult to enforce. Ambiguity is
especially dangerous for the group in power.

The narrators of the tale of Sukhodol are the young Khrushchevs, the children of Arkady;

Masters speaking from the power center of the estate, they consistute a “we” that excludes
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Natalya. Despite the fact that her stories supply the material for the narrative of the “we,” she
isn’t included in the story’s main narrative voice. The “we,” just like Sukhodol itself, has no
room for Natalya, despite the centrality of her role: “She had nowhere to live there, no family, no
corner to call her own...But it didn’t matter: Natalya couldn’t live away from that estate (20).
She is denied a proper place in the house whose inhabitants she served, whose history she
preserves. While Natalya is officially denied her proper place in the story, she unexpectedly
retains control over it.

Natalya’s simultaneous deep connection to and exclusion from the spaces where she
should belong is part of a larger problem, a major contributing factor to the violence and decay
on Bunin’s estate: “But the Khrushchev blood has also mixed with that of household serfs and
laborers since time immemorial [...] My father nursed at the same breast as Natalya. He traded
crosses with Gevraska [...] It was long past time for the Khrushchyovs to face the fact that they
had relatives among the village serfs and household maids” (21). Bunin argues that, in reality,
very little distinguishes peasants and masters, but these similarities do not result in equality. The
narrator continues, ‘“Together with the owners of the manor house, the domestic serfs and
villagers formed one large family there. But it was always our ancestors, of course, who ruled
that family” (22). The gentry family members dined with horse whips on their laps—a violent
promise—while the servants stood around the table, in fear of those whips. Shared ancestry but
differing levels of power and opportunity produce resentment and unstable relations; this
instability is the main reason the estate disintegrates. How sustainable is a family with such
power differentials, when the standing/sitting binary at the dinner table, as well as hierarchy

among family members, can only be enforced by the whips on the masters’ laps as they dine?
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Unsurprisingly, not everyone accepts this order of things. Gevrasy (Gevraska), the
illegitimate son of grandfather Pytor Kirillych, refuses to be fearful. Instead, he inspires fear in
others. Gevrasy has an intuitive grasp on power: “you either rule a man or fear him,” the narrator
proclaims, and Gevrasy cannot be ruled (46). The masters fear Gevrasy, differentiate him from
other servants and favor him, dignifying only Gevrasy with a patronymic. Both Gevrasy’s father
and half-brother, Pyotr Petrovich, proclaim they cannot function without him and avoid
confrontation with him, even as he increasingly provokes them. Aware of his power, Gevrasy
exploits the masters’ vulnerability, refusing to be deferential, even publicly. He thereby
demonstrates their vulnerability to other servants, spreading the contagion of rebellion.

The power struggle is also part of Gevrasy’s relations with his friend Arkady, the
younger brother of Pyotr Petrovich. Arkady Petrovich and Gevraska, almost the same age, grew
up as best friends and even exchanged crosses. In light of this history of friendship, Gevraska
does not accept his inferiority. Recounting a defining moment in their relations to the narrator
Natalya, referring to Arkady as the narrator’s “papa” makes Gevrasy’s refusal to be beaten down
at any cost explicit: ““So’ he says to your papa,” his friend and master, “‘you’re going to beat me
when you grow up?’ ‘Yes,” your papa answers, ‘I am.” ‘Oh no,” Gevraska says. ‘Why not?’ asks
your papa. ‘Just because,’ he says.” (34). Shortly thereafter, Gevrasy feeds Arkady Petrovich the
dangerous idea to roll in a barrel down the hill into the river, almost drowning the young master.
The idea to even the playing field by any means necessary, not differentiating between friend and
foe, emerges from Gevrasy’s refusal to be his brother’s inferior, to be beaten by someone who
should be an equal.

Most notably, Gevrasy torments his master-father, who is to blame for Gevrasy’s

ambiguous social position and who doesn’t explicitly acknowledge their relations. Their
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interactions are a cycle of violent, indirect threats. The father threatens the son by saying to his
other son, Pyotr, “I’ll sneak up right now and shatter [Gevraska’s] skull,” and Gevraska replies
with a threat of his own: “the master’s overdue in heaven” (37). At their final confrontation,
Gevrasy, half asleep, angry at having been awakened, confronts his father, who is loudly moving
the furniture at dawn. He cannot contain his rage. The two men enter into a physical power
struggle: “It’s you who must defer to the master!” shouts the old man, and Gevraska, baring his
teeth, murders his father.

Gevrasy expands on the tradition of servant violence, of which Smerdyakov has so far
been the most prominent example. Like his predecessor, Gevrasy is the illegitimate and
unrecognized son of the master and he is also an unrepentant patricide. Marullo, noting the
connection between Gevrasy and Smerdyakov, writes, “The insolent Gevras’ka, an upstaged
Smerdiakov, having, like Smerdiakov, tasted the fruits of knowledge and believing himself to be
‘enlightened’, steps out of the role of the docile peasant and boldly kills grandfather Pyotr
Kirillich.” T would argue, however, that Gevraska the peasant was never docile. Like
Smerdyakov, he has been collecting instances of injustice against himself and others, talking
about them with others, and looking for ways to enact change. Although Bunin rejected
Dostoevsky’s work as uninteresting, there is also a clear continuity.® Just like Nabokov, who
explicitly rejected obvious literary predecessors like Dostoevsky, but in actuality continued their

tradition, Bunin owes much to his literary predecessor.

> Marullo, “Bunin’s Dry Valley,” 202.

® Bunin’s rejection of Dostoevsky is chronicled in the memoir of Galina Kuznetsova, who lived with him in France
in the 1920s and 1930s. See the relevant sections under the following dates: October 1, 1930, December 18, 1930,
and February 21, 1931). See also Y. M. Lotman, “Dva ustnyx rasskaza Bunina (K problem ‘Bunin I Dostoevsky’),
Izbrannye stat’i, vol. 3 (Tallinn: “Aleksandra,” 1993) in which Lotman argues that Dostoyevsky interfered with
Bunin.

233



Bunin works hard to keep Gevrasy at the margins of the narrative, like Dostoevsky did
with Smerdyakov. However, upon closer reading, Gevrasy demands our attention and deserves
it. Gevrasy is intimately involved in the tragedies of the house, having long worked to destabilize
the power of the masters over their subordinates. His series of transgressions prompt further
violence and inspire others. And, with the power center unbalanced in the house— grandfather
dead, Gevraska having absconded, the two young masters having left for war— the house is
primed for disruption. Yushka, a sinister and clever transient, is able to disrupt it further because
of the string of events Gevrasy set in motion: “savvy to the world, Yushka came straight through
the main entrance to the manor house when he appeared at Sukhodol” (65). He is admitted into
the manor because of his “directness,” which “disarmed the mistress,” who allows him to take up
residence in the servant quarters. Yushka’s refusal to accept his inferiority echoes that of
Gevrasy, who has primed the house for Yushka’s entrance. Gevrasy has altered the possibilities
at Sukhodol, disrupting the chain of dominance and subservience of servants to their masters.

Gevrasy has also had an impact upon Natalya. Gevrasy and Natalya are more connected
than it seems. Both are linked to Arkady Petrovich, removed only one step from the master’s
class: Natalya as his milk-sister and Gevrasy as his half-brother and brother in Christ. The depths
of their connection to the masters that rule them make their misery prominent.

Equally important, the two domestic servants are joined to each other; they are cousins
(19) and they talk more than is initially apparent. When thinking about the dehumanization of
serfs by their masters, Natalya quotes Gevrasy. Recalling that masters catch their runaways—
those who have yearned for and witnessed freedom—and imprison them, restrain them with
chains, she says “It’s not animals locked up in there, after all—just like Gevraska said. Those are

people in there too” (41). The kernel for the idea comes from Gevraska, who destabilizes the
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social order by underscoring injustices to which people have grown desensitized. In another
scene, in reference to her continued love for Pyotr Petrovich, Gevraska tells Natalya, angrily “he
won’t need you at all, not even on the side. Open your eyes!” and transformed by his
admonishment “she did open her eyes” (56). Gevraska appears to know not just the young girl’s
past and present desires, which one would expect her to have kept secret from everyone, but also
to understand her on a fundamental level, serving as a guiding force in her life. Gevraska’s
directive, which Natalya implements, resonates in multiple ways for her and the reader. We as
readers need to open our eyes to Gevraska’s larger influence at Sukhodol, concealed within the
text.

Natalya herself underscores a deeper connection between them: “Gevraska mocked the
young master and your grandfather while your aunt, the young mistress, she mocked and jeered
at me” (36). In her telling, torment is circular. Gevraska’s torment of the masters almost seems to
be payback for Natalya’s suffering at her mistress’s hand. Or vice versa. Their experiences and
fates are interconnected and their connection plays a role in the estate fire.

In a sense, both Gevraska and Natalya can be seen as ambitious and bitter usurpers even
though Gevrasy’s rage is more evident. Gevraska refuses to accept his inferiority, confronts and
eliminates its enforcer, and inspires an awareness of their inferior status—and potentially
violence—in other servants. Natalya quotes him when thinking about the dehumanization of
peasants by their masters. Gevraska’s example shifts the power center of the household. After
grandfather’s murder, the masters dine at the table with their whips in order to enforce the
hierarchy. By romantically coveting her master, Natalya is also reaching upward, destabilizing

the hierarchy in her own ineffective way. Her ambitions get stymied, unless we see her role as
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pivotal in the fire. Gevraska’s ambitions are obviously successful; he reconfigures the household
and then escapes.

As he’s escaping after the murder, Gevraska comes to Natalya, who has been banished
from the estate for theft; he relates how he murdered grandfather only to her and then disappears.
Why does he go to her? This seems to be a relatively dangerous maneuver even though he
successfully lies about his purpose to the other people living with her. Or perhaps he knew that
Natalya would protect him and allow him to escape, as she does. Natalya claims that she
maintains her silence out of fear; allegedly Gevraska threatens her life, but readers don’t hear this
threat. It is entirely possible that her protection of Gevrasy could have arisen not from fear but
from a fierce loyalty that Bunin’s gentry narrator mostly conceals. Bunin’s narrator does not
highlight Gevraska and Natalya's bond or place them center stage. Their connection does not get
much narrative space, but a few pivotal details reveal its importance. It is therefore not a far-
fetched claim that Natalya could have similarly seen and protected her cousin after the fire. The
story seems to demand Gevraska’s presence at the scene of the fire as arsonist and Natalya’s
presence as witness to the carnage. She has borne witness to his crime before and sheltered him
from consequences with her silence.

Consider another master’s death to which Natalya also bears witness and reacts in a very
strange manner. Pyotr Petrovich, aware that his constant beatings of the servants have enraged
them, and fearful for his life, leaves his regular driver Vaska behind because he worries Vaska
will kill him. And that very night he ends up dead. Ostensibly the master’s horse is to blame, but
it is not outside the realm of reason that Yevsey, the driver he kicks as they depart, bears
responsibility. Shortly after they set out, Yevsey returns home announcing disaster. He is holding

a whip that previously symbolized the masters’ violence on bodies like his and muttering
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“indistinctly, strangely, as if he were asleep” (70), recalling Gevraska’s half-asleep state during
grandfather’s murder. He claims the horse had trampled the master, but why then is the master
already cold? Most noticeably Yevsey denies his own involvement: “It wasn’t me. Not me. By
Christ, not me!” (70). But his denial, under such strange circumstances, plants the seed for our
suspicions. The initial explanation for the master’s death is once again given to Natalya.
Natalya’s reaction is not straightforward: cradling her master’s damaged form, she fills the house
with a strange mixture of sounds—a “savage, joyful wailing, struggling to breathe between her
laughter and her sobs” (70). Yevsey’s possible murder of their master can be read as a result of
Gevraska’s disruptive presence. Gevraska has roused a violent response in the other Sukhodol
servants.

Moreover, Natalya also has a role to play in the fire scene. Despite her deep attachment to
the estate, Natalya has many grievances against it. Both of her parents died because of the estate
and the masters who rule it. She says that “the masters wanted to punish my father, so they sent
him to be a soldier” (19). Those same masters instilled such fear in her mother, the birdkeeper,
that upon realizing her failure to protect the birds from hail, she died on the spot from terror.
Natalya has been left an orphan by her masters. Her own lived experience of master-servant
relations has not been benevolent either: as a young girl she falls in love with Pyotr Petrovich,
steals his mirror, and is mercilessly punished by her beloved. He orders her hair to be cut, places
her on a manure cart to be publicly shamed, and ultimately banishes her from the estate, the only
home she’s known. Upon her return, she suffers abuse from the mad Aunt Tonya and then is
raped by Yushka while sleeping outside Aunt Tonya’s door as her duties require. The estate is

also to blame for Natalya’s violation; in the entranceway, she is isolated and unprotected. It is the
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space itself that puts her in danger. Yushka was formally invited into the house by its mistress
and is thus protected by the mistress’s will, making an appeal for help impossible.

Yushka himself links the rape to the fire, foreshadowing and perhaps hinting at his
presence at the scene. In advance of and in preparation for the rape, he tells her, “If you scream,
I’11 burn this whole place to the ground” (66). And on the night he comes for her, the anticipation
of fire pervades the house: “the taciturn sky was filled with fire and secrets; from all directions it
flashed, burst into trembling flames” (67). Yushka violates Natalya on the floor of the
entranceway. She believes it to be inevitable because of the second prophetic dream she had of
being raped: with the door bolted shut from the outside, a huge grey goat jumps on and topples
her shouting “I am your groom!” (57). Yushka shoves her down in a similar way. And so
Natalya submits, just as the narrator’s powerful grandmother “had not dared to resist her house
serf, Tkach” (67). Yushka’s assaults on Natalya continue and “she didn’t dare to contemplate
resisting, or appealing to the masters or the other serfs for help” (67). Under the cover of night,
power dynamics shift, and the house seemingly protects the violators of its daytime rules.

At night, the absence of light, which obstructs the watchful gazes of others, covers the
actions of inferiors, who are weak during the day. On the night of his death, grandfather shows a
fear of night, of its dark potential. He begs his guests he says: “not to leave this evening. How

"’

disturbed I feel when the sun goes down!” (47). Night, he says, is when dangerous storm clouds
descend, when the French, Bonaparte’s men, can emerge from their hiding places in the forests,
when his own death becomes possible, even likely. It is a time when the lower classes can

dominate and overpower the masters. This explicitly applies to both rapes, especially that of

grandmother, the former mistress, who is described as powerful but who cannot escape her
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forced visitations. It also applies to the murder of Pyotr Petrovich. And to the fire, which began
at dusk.

After Yushka grows bored and vanishes, as Gevrasy did before him, Natalya realizes that
she is pregnant from the repeated assaults. Proximity in narrative space links this pregnancy to
the fire. We are informed of her pregnancy in the same paragraph as of the consuming fire; the
two events are conveyed in consecutive sentences, seemingly part of the same topic. The fire,
which is set the day after the masters Pyotr and Arkady return from war, appears to be a
preventive strike against their return to dominance. The fire—and seeing a man at its center—
terrifies Natalya, causing a miscarriage; it “freed her from her future child” (68). The fire
liberates her body from the unwanted child of rape, from proof of her fall.

Natalya’s premonition of the devastating fire actually originates with Gevrasy’s visit after
the murder. Describing her dream of the future, she links it to the past: “[Gevraska] told me
everything, and I started thinking... And then the dreams came” (51). From Gevraska’s story
arises the fear and expectation of fire and her prophetic dream. But the feeling of impending
doom is also tied to the potential freedom of the serfs. An increase in thunderstorms and an
expectation of disaster is intricately linked with rumors of war, calamities, riots, and fires,
thoroughly interwoven with the expectation of the Emancipation, as well as a fear of response
from the higher classes and retaliatory bondage (62). Natalya’s prophetic dream of Sukhodol’s
destruction, originating with Gevraska’s appearance, calls for his return.

In existing scholarship on Sukhodol, Natalya’s storytelling has been accepted at face
value. For example, Krutikova positions Natalya as a naive and unmediated voice.” But there

seems to be more to Natalya than a direct reading would suggest. Her ties to Gevraska, his trust

" L. Krutikova, “Sukhodol, Povest’-poema . Bunina,” in Russkaya literatura 1966 no 2: 49.
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in her, and her protection of him convey her complexity. After her banishment, encounter with
Gevraska, and her two prophetic dreams, Natalya returns to Sukhodol changed; no longer does
she want to marry or gossip. When questioned about Gevraska, she pauses before answering and
thinks for a moment. What are her calculations? We don’t know what she is contemplating at
that moment but we see it occur. She replies that she was tricked and scared into accommodating
him, but then refuses to engage further. Her allegiance to the masters and to the estate is far from
unshakeable. Recall the deaths of her parents, her banishment, her rape. Natalya considers both
suicide and flight as better fates than banishments. Upon seeing a prison, she thinks about
changing her destiny on the trip out of Sukhodol: “The sight of the prison further spurred her
thoughts of flight. People do it—run away and live!” (41). In the face of injustice, she desires
freedom. And consider that Natalya is conscious of the inhuman treatment peasants receive if
recaptured “just like Gevraska said” (41). Again her ability to see injustice is tied to Gevraska.
All of these factors suggest that perhaps there’s more to the story she presents than the narrator
realizes, than Krutikova’s claim that Natalya’s naive voice is almost one and the same with
Sukhodol itself. Perhaps she keeps certain secrets to herself.

Modernism allows for the possibility of mystical influence. Bunin, writing outside the
scope of realism, in which willing something doesn’t generally have an effect on reality,
connects the dots for his reader, linking event after event back to Natalya and/or Gevraska. And
yet, at the climax, during the fire, he frustrates his reader’s expectations. Gevraska doesn’t
explicitly appear, even though his presence is felt. At the very least, Natalya’s position at the
center of the fire is ambiguous. Did she protect Gevraska by changing the account of what she
saw? Did she start the fire? Certainly, the fire helped her, ridding her of the unwanted child of

Yushka’s rape as well as of the house that caused her miseries.
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In Bunin’s story, we cannot help but see the servant’s fingerprint on the arsonist’s
match—the physical hand of Gevrasy or Natalya (perhaps the enactment of her subconscious
will), burning down the estate. Having Natalya there—to set the flame, to witness someone else
do it, or, at the very least, to will it and to see its effect—is an important end to the tradition
we’ve been discussing. The servant figure has evolved from passive acceptance of subjugation
and changing circumstances to an emerged agency that is powerful enough to take down the
estate, the history it stands for, and the power structure that rules the estate. Significantly Bunin
grants Natalya the power to narrate the story, to craft the estate’s history. To tell the story of a
place is to own it. How far the servant has come! Natalya represents the power that servants have
acquired, the transformation they have undergone as literary representations in the literary

tradition by the twentieth century.

The Two Natalyas: A Beginning and an End to a Tradition

I began and I end this dissertation with a servant named Natalya. In Tolstoy’s Childhood,
Natalya Savishna is a mother-figure for the young master in her charge. She’s a member of the
family, the one who cries the most at the main character’s mother’s funeral; and the ultimate
unthreatening female body: kind, deferential, and forced to be asexual. She has taken her
suffering in stride and lays down her body in the service of her masters. At first glance, the
Natalya of Bunin’s Sukhodol echoes the former Natalya, especially if the narrative is read
literally. With her predecessor, she shares a history of unfair punishment for romantic aspirations
by her master. Despite this injustice the latter Natalya is seemingly as loyal to the family as the
former. Her loyalty also reaches across generations: the young masters who narrate the story love

her and she loves them.
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Unlike Natalya Savishna, however, she is dangerous— no longer asexual, simple, or
unenlightened. An ambiguous, unknowable side to Natalya of Sukhodol emerges when we read
against the grain of the novel. Enlightened by Gevraska’s ideas, deeply connected to and
protective of him, and traumatized at the hands of the masters, she is not the known quantity that
the narrator tries to make her out to be. In order for her to remain welcome in the house after the
fire, Natalya has to be seen as a known and trusted figure. However, Bunin works behind the
scenes to make her more ambiguous. Bunin’s Natalya is an unknowable force, ominous for her
lack of predictability.

The transformation of the servant from Natalya Savishna to Natalya of Sukhodol is
caused by circumstance as well as authorial agenda. During the long nineteenth century, the
domestic servant could be seen as a historical phenomenon, a religious metaphor, a political
symbol, and an important and evolving literary trope. The evolution of the servant’s role reflects
Russian historical and cultural developments over this period. Portraying this character gives
authors a space to both anticipate and reflect upon these developments. It also allows authors to
present their agendas, to create servants that embody their beliefs, fears, and hopes. And
sometimes the servant characters upend our expectations. Servants resist subordination to the
masters, to the narrators that tell their stories, and they resist comparison to their literary
predecessors, particularly as the uncertainty and violence of the twentieth century infringes on
prior literary models, social boundaries, and moral codes. Gevraska, for example, seems to
overshadow the narrative that tries to contain him. Natalya escapes the narrator’s attempts to
finalize her.

With spatial theory as my methodology, this dissertation has crossed the boundaries of

literature, history, and economics to understand the significance of the servant trope in Russian
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nineteenth-century literature. While my focus has been literature, I have taken into account the
impact of concrete historical and economic events upon the popular imagination and therefore
cultural production. Authors use the conventions of fictional genre to demonstrate social
tensions, to give voice to particular ideologies and grievances, to experiment with alternative
realities, and, at times, to propose solutions for large-scale problems. Servants, living between
social classes and often residing right outside of their master’s rooms, are the perfect subjects for
these experimentations.

The creation of the domestic servant class—a large group of people removed from their
origins and connections to the land, transplanted into the masters’ households, and forced into
menial, specialized service—had major repercussions for history; their economic position after
the emancipation was particularly unstable and indeterminable. They have also had an outsized
impact on Russian cultural production. Existing between gentry and peasantry, in contact with
the ideas and moral codes of both, servants were perfectly positioned to be used as a trope for
authors to examine political, cultural, and historical issues within the relative safety of a
domestic setting.

However, it should be noted, that while historical-literary connections exist, the servants
of literature are not historical representations. Most notably, we know that Russian households
were populated by an immense (and often unnecessary) number of servants. The servants of
Russian literature, in contrast, are few; usually a single individual is in focus, and they are vital
to both master and author. From Natalya Savishna, whom Tolstoy created to model the nanny-as-
family argument and set in a more distant past, to Selifan and Petrushka, who served as home for

their itinerant master, to Gerasim who substituted for family, to Smerdyakov and Gevrasy, who
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commit violence against their respective fathers and masters, literary servants convey more to the
reader than their position would suggest. Authors use servants to advance a specific agenda.

In Childhood, Tolstoy had a vested interest in portraying the relationship between master
and servant in the best possible light, believing as he did that the continuation of serfdom was
necessary to prevent social chaos. Gogol was interested in exploring the bond outside the realm
of everyday, highly structured conditions. Gogol’s narratives opened up the possibility of more
complex relations between two well-known Russian literary types, the master and the servant.
On the road, away from society’s watchful eye, what emerged was a flawed but cohesive and
loyal unit composed of masters and servants, the boundaries between them reimagined.
Dostoevsky wanted his readers to see Arkady’s and Smerdyakov’s desperation, to read their
actions as cautionary tales of what needed to be avoided. He envisioned a true Christian
brotherhood between masters and servants as the key to a more stable society, one in which such
violence would be unnecessary.

Unfamiliar spaces opened up the potential to explore transformations of the old and
familiar dynamic between master and servant. Gogol’s servants, on the road with their rootless
masters, served as home, anchoring their masters’ identity. Dostoevsky’s servant characters—
Makar Ivanovich, Myshkin and his interlocutor, the servant Alexei—when removed from formal
quarters where everyone knew how to act, opened up possibilities for human-to-human contact,
or Christian conceptions of multi-directional servitude, rather than traditionally linear dynamics.
It is not just servants who owe their masters service. Zosima, the voice for being a servant to all,
for serving even the servants, comes to this revelation through a violent encounter with his
servant; for him, and Dostoevsky, the answer to the social crisis is that we must all serve each

other.
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As the Emancipation neared, then came, and went, authors used their works to engage
with contemporary social issues and spaces. The fictional platform, in particular the relatively
limited domestic space of a home and its odd collection of different classes and personalities as
personified by masters and servants, allowed authors to comprehensibly present the increasingly
complex social issues of their time and propose possible solutions. Turgenev visualized
resolution in spatial terms—giving the servant a seat at the table, a room in the house. Goncharov
and Chekhov couldn’t realistically imagine such spatial generosity: their old servant characters
are deprived of space in which to exist. Still unresolved and particularly pressing was the
absence of space for the young and newly enlightened servants in the house and in wider society.

As the century concluded, the real-life subjugated and inferior groups of society
increasingly turned to violence as a mode of response and resistance to their oppressors. This
historical phenomenon penetrated the literature of the period, reflecting shifting social mores: the
literary servant became increasingly violent as violence became more widespread. In tracing the
servant through the long nineteenth century, we started with the familiar servant, a person
intimately intertwined with the gentry family they served; Natalya Savishna’s trajectory was
relatively determined and unthreatening and her fate was linked with her masters’. I ended my
analysis with Natalya of Sukhodol, her actions ambiguous, her agenda larger than the gentry
narrator understands, her fate unwritten. This complex Natalya epitomizes a moral ambiguity and
narrative transformation that embodies the larger shifts in social order and moral codes of Russia
at the start of the twentieth century. Leaving the masters behind, she doesn’t perish with the

estate, but rather serves as a witness to its disintegration.
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