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you do, what ethical convictions have you worked out that permit
you not just to eat but to savor and enjoy flesh-based viands (since
of course refined enjoyment, rather than mere ingestion, is the whole
point of gastronomy)? If, on the other hand, you'll have no truck
with confusions or convictions and regard stuff like the previous
paragraph as just so much fatuous navel-gazing, what makes it feel
truly okay, inside, to just dismiss the whole thing out of hand? That
is, is your refusal to think about any of this the product of actual
thought, or is it just that you don’t want to think about it? And if the
latter, then why not? Do you ever think, even idly, about the pos-
sible reasons for your reluctance to think about it? I am not trying
to bait anyone here — I'm genuinely curious. After all, isn't being
extra aware and attentive and thoughtful about one’s food and its
overall context part of what distinguishes a real gourmet? Or is all
the gourmet’s extra attention and sensibility just supposed to be
sensuous? Is it really all just a matter of taste and presentation?

These last few queries, though, while sincere, obviously involve
much larger and more abstract questions about the connections (if
any) between aesthetics and morality — about what the adjective
in a phrase like “The Magazine of Good Living” is really supposed
to mean — and these questions lead straightaway into such deep
and treacherous waters that it’s probably best to stop the public dis-
cussion right here. There are limits to what even interested persons
can ask of each other.
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JOSEPH FRANK’S DOSTOEVSKY

HAVE A PROLEGOMENOUS LOOK at two quotations. The first is
from Edward Dahlberg, a Dostoevsky-grade curmudgeon if ever in
English there was one: ,
The citizen secures himself against genius by icon worship. By the
touch of Circe’s wand, the divine troublemakers are translated into
porcine embroidery.}

The second is from Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons:

“At the present time, negation is the most useful of all —
and we deny —"
“Everything?”
“Everything!”
“What, not only art and poetry . . . buteven . .. horrible to say . .
“Everything,” repeated Bazarov, with indescribable composure.

! From “Can These Bones Live?” in The Edward Dahlberg Reader, New Directions, 1957.
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As the backstory goes, in 1957 one Joseph Frank, then thirty-
eight, a Comparative Lit professor at Princeton, is preparing a lec-
ture on existentialism, and he starts working his way through
Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky's Notes from Underground. As any-
one who's read it can confirm, Notes (1864) is a powerful but
extremely weird little novel, and both these qualities have to do
with the fact that the book is at once universal and particular. Its
protagonist’s self-diagnosed “disease” — a blend of grandiosity and
self-contempt, of rage and cowardice, of ideological fervor and a
self<conscious inability to act on his convictions: his whole paradox-
ical and self-negating character — makes him a universal figure in
whom we can all see parts of ourselves, the same kind of ageless lit-
erary archetype as Ajax or Hamlet. But at the same time, Notes from
Underground and its Underground Man are impossible really to
understand without some knowledge of the intellectual climate of
Russia in the 1860s, particularly the frisson of utopian socialism
and aesthetic utilitarianism then in vogue among the radical intel-
ligentsia, an ideology that Dostwevsky loathed with the sort of
passion that only Dostoevsky could loathe with.

Anyway, Professor Frank, as he’s wading through some of this
particularcontext background so that he can give his students a
comprehensive reading of Notes, begins to get interested in using
Dostoevsky’s Biction as a kind of bridge between two distinct ways of
interpreting literature, a purely formal aesthetic approach vs. a
social-dash-ideological criticism that cares only about thematics
and the philosophical assumptions behind them.? That interest,
plus forty vears of scholarly labor, has yielded the first four volumes
of a projected five-book study of Dostoevsky's life and times and
writing. All the volumes are published by Princeton U. Press. All

Y Of course, contemporary literary theory is all about showing that there’s no real distine-
don berween these two ways 1w read — or rather it's about showing that aesthetics can
preaty much always be reduced 10 ideclogy. For me, ane reason Frank’s overall project is
so worthwhile is that i shows a whole different way to marry formal and ideological read-
ings, an approach that isn't nearly as abstruse and {sometimes) reductive and {all too
often) joy-killing as literary theory.
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four are titled Dostoeusky and then have subtitles: The Seeds of Revolt,
18211849 (1976); The Years of Ordeal, 18501859 (1984); ﬂw«@ﬂ%
Liberation, 1860-1865 (1986); and this year, in incredibly expensive
hardcover, The Miraculous Years, 1865-1871. Professor Frank must
now be about seventy-five, and judging by his photo on The Miracu-
lous Years's back jacket he's not exactly hale,® and probably all seri-
ous scholars of Dostoevsky are waiting bated to see whether Frank
can hang on long enough to bring his encyclopedic study all the
way up to the early 1880, when Dostoevsky finished the w@ﬁ% of
his Great Novels,* gave his famous Pushkin Speech, and died. Even
if the fifth volume of Dostoeusky doesn’t get written, though, 9.«
appearance now of the fourth ensures Frank’s mc&”m as the defini-
tive literary biographer of one of the best fiction writers ever.

** Am I a good person? Deep down, do I even really want to be a
good person, or do 1 only want to seem like a good person ﬁu.aﬂmﬁ
people (including myself) will approve of me? Is 92..@ a differ-
ence? How do I ever actually know whether I'm bullshitting myself,
morally speaking? **

In a way, Frank’s books aren’t really literary biographies at all, at least
not in the way that Ellmann’s book on Joyce and Bate’s on Nﬁﬂm are.
For one thing, Frank is as much a cultural historian as he is a biogra-
pher — his aim is to create an accurate and exhaustive context for
FMD's works, to place the author’s life and writing within a coherent
account of nineteenth-century Russia’s intellectual life. Ellmann’s
James Joyce, pretty much the standard by which most literary bios are
measured, doesn’t go into anything like Frank's detail on ideology or

% The amount of library time he must have putin would take the stuffing outof anybody,
o4 tmagine.

M MMMMMM& striking parallels with Shakespeare is the @2 that EU had mcﬁa works Mw&

hiis “mature period” that are considered total masterpieces — Crime and Panishment,
Idiot, Demons (a.k.a, The Demons, aka. The Devils, a.k.a. The Possessed), and ggg
Karamazov — all four of which involve murders and are {arguably} tragedies.
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politics or social theory. What Frank is about is showing that a com-
prehensive reading of Dostoevsky’s fiction is impossible without a
detailed understanding of the cultural circumstances in which the
books were conceived and 1o which they were meant to contribute.
This, Frank argues, is because Dostoevsky’s mature works are funda-
mentally ideological and cannot truly be appreciated unless one
understands %a polemical agendas that inform them. In other
words, the xture of universal and particular that characterizes
Notes from Underground® really marks all the best work of FMD, a
writer whose “evident desire,” Frank says, is “to dramatize his moral-
spiritual themes against the background of Russian history.”
Another nonstandard feature of Frank’s bio is the amount of
critical attention he devotes to the actual books Dostoevsky wrote.
“It is the production of such masterpieces that makes Dostoevsky’s
life worth recounting at ail,” his preface to The Miraculous Years
goes, “and my purpose, as in the previous volumes, is to keep them
constantly in the foreground rather than treating them as acces-

sory to the life per se.” At least a third of this latest volume is given
over to close readings of the stuff Dostoevsky produced in this
amazing half decade — Crime and Punishment, The Gambler, The Idiot,
The Eternal Husband, and Demons.® These readings aim to be ex-
plicative rather than argumentative or theory-driven; their aim is to
show as clearly as possible what Dostoevsky himself wanted the
books to mean. Even though this approach assumes that there’s no

5 Yolume 151, The Stirof Liberativn, includes a very fine explicative reading of Notes, tracing
the book's genesis as a reply to the “rational egoism™ made fashionable by N. G. Cherny-
shevsky’s What Js o Be Done? and identifying the Underground Man as basically a parodic
caricature. Frank’s explanation for the widespread misreading of Notes (a lot of people
dion’t read the book as a conde philavobhigus, and they assume that Dostoevsky designed
the Underground Man as a serious Hamletgrade archetype) also helps explain why FMD’s
more fumous novels are often read and admired without any real appreciation of their
ideological premises: “The parodistic function of {the Underground Man's] character
has abways been obscured by the immense vitality of his artistic embodiment.” That is, in
some ways Dostoevsky was too good for his own good.

8 This last one Frank refers to as The Devils. Oue sign of the formidable problems in trans-
Lating literary Russian is the fact that jots of FMD's books have alternative English titles —
the frstversion of Nobes fom Underground T ever read called itself Memuirs from a Dark Cellar.
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such thing as the Intentional Fallacy,” it still seems prima facie justi-
fied by Frank’s overall project, which is always to trace and explain
the novels’ genesis out of Dostoevsky’s own ideological engage-
ment with Russian history and culture.?

** What exactly does “faith” mean? As in “religious faith,” “faith in
God,” etc. Isn’t it basically crazy to believe in something that there’s
no proof of? Is there really any difference between what we call

7 Never once in four volumes does Professor Frank mention the Intentional Fallacy”® or
try to head off the objection that his biography commits it all over the place. In a way this
silence is understandable, since the tone Frank maintains through all of his readings is
one of maximum restraint and objectivity: he's not about imposing any particular theory
or method of decoding Dostoevsky, and he steers clear of fighting with critics who've
chosen to apply their various axes’ edges to FMD’s work. When Frank does want to ques-
tion or criticize a certain reading (as in occasional attacks on Bakhtin's Problems of Dosto-
zusky's Poetics, or in a really brilliant response to Freud's “Dostoevsky and Parricide” in
the appendix to Volume I), he always does so simply by pointing out that the historical
record and/or Dostoevsky'’s own notes and letters contradict certain assumptions the
critic has made. His argument is never that somebody else is wrong, just that they don’t
have all the facts.

‘What's also interesting here is that Joseph Frank came of age as a scholar at just the
time when the New Criticism was becoming entrenched in the US academy, and the
good old Intentional Fallacy is pretty much a cornerstone of New Criticism; and so, in

.Frank’s not merely rejecting or arguing against the IF but proceeding as if it didn't even

exist, it's tempting to imagine all kinds of marvelous patricidal currents swirling around
his project — Frank giving an enormous silent raspberry to his old teachers. But if we
remember that New Criticism's removal of the author from the interpretive equation did
as much as anything to clear the way for poststructural literary theory (as in e.g. Decon-
struction, Lacanian psychoanalysis, Marxist/Feminist Cultural Studies, Foucaultian/
Greenblattian New Historicism, & c.), and that literary theory tends to do to the text
itself what New Criticism had done to the author of the text, then it starts to look as if
Joseph Frank is taking a sharp early turn away from theory’™ and trying to compose a
system of reading and interpretation so utterly different that it {i.e., Frank’s approach)
seems a more telling assault on lit theory’s premises than any frontal attack could be.

7133 In case it's been a long time since freshman lit, the Intentional Fallacy = “The
judging of the meaning or success of a work of art by the author’s expressed or ostensible
intention in producing it.” The IF and the Affective Fallacy ( = “The judging of a work of
art in terms of its results, especially its emotional effect”) are the big two prohibitions of
objective-type textual criticism, especially the New Criticism.

i {said theory being cur own age’s big radical-intellectual fad, rather as nihilism
and rational egoism were for FMD’s Russia)

# It seems only fair to warn you, though, that Frank's readings of the novels are extremely
close and detailed, at times almost microscopically so, and that this can make for slow
going. And also that Frank's explications seem to require that his reader have Dosto-
evsky's novels fresh in mind — you end up getting immeasurably more out of his discus-
sions if you go back and actually reread whatever novel he’s talking about. It's not clear
that this is a defect, though, since part of the appeal of a literary bio is that it servesas a
motive/occasion for just such rereading,
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faith and some primitive tribe’s sacrificing virgins to volcanoes
because they believe it’'ll produce good weather? How can some-
body have faith before he's presented with sufficient reason to have
faith? Or is somehow needing to have faith a sufficient reason for
having faith? But then what kind of need are we talking about? **

To really appreciate Professor Frank’s achievement — and not just
the achievement of having absorbed and decocted the millions of
extant pages of Dostoevsky drafts and notes and letters and jour-
nals and bios by contemporaries and critical studies in a hundred
different languages — it is important to understand how many dif-
ferent approaches to biography and criticism he’s trying to marry.
Standard literary biographies spotlight an author and his personal
life (especially the seamy or neurotic stuff) and pretty much ignore
the specific historical context in which he wrote. Other studies —
especially those with a theoretical agenda — focus almost exclusively
on context, treating the author and his books as simple functions
of the prejudices, power dynamics, and metaphysical delusions of
his era. Some biographies proceed as if their subjects’ own works
have all been figured out, and so they spend all their time tracing
out a personal life’s relation to literary meanings that the biogra-
pher assumes are already fixed and inarguable. On the other hand,

many of our era’s “critical studies” treat an author’s books hermet-

cally, ignoring facts about that author’s circumstances and beliefs
that can help explain not only what his work is about but why it has
the particular individual magic of a particular individual writer’s
personality, style, voice, vision, etc.’

#Tha distinctive singular stamp of himself is one of the main reasons readers come to
lowe an author. The way you can just tell, uften within a couple paragraphs, that some-
shing is by Dickens, or Chekhoy, or Woolf, or Salinges, or Coetzee, or Ozick. The quality’s
almist impossible o describe or account for straight out — it mostly presents as a vibe, a
kind of perfume of sensibility — wnd crities” attempts to veduce it to questions of “style”
are wimost universally lame. '
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** I5 the real point of my life simply to undergo as little pain and as
much pleasure as possible? My behavior sure seems to indicate that
this is what [ believe, at least a lot of the time. Butisn’t this kind of a
selfish way to live? Forget selfish — isn’t it awful lonely? **

So, biographically speaking, what Frank’s trying to do is ambitious
and worthwhile. At the same time, his four volumes constitute a very
detailed and demanding work on a very complex and difficult
author, a fiction writer whose time and culture are alien to us. It
seems hard to expect much credibility in recommending Frank’s
study here unless I can give some sort of argument for why Dosto-
evsky's novels ought to be important to us as readers in 1996 America.
This I can do only crudely, because I'm not a literary critic or a Dosto-
evsky expert. I am, though, a living American who both tries to write
fiction and likes to read it, and thanks to Joseph Frank I've spent
pretty much the whole last two months immersed in Dostoevskynalia.

Dostoevsky is a literary titan, and in some ways this can be the
kiss of death, because it becomes easy to regard him as yet another
sepia-tinted Canonical Author, belovedly dead. His works, and the
tall hill of criticism they’ve inspired, are all required acquisitions for
college libraries . . . and there the books usually sit, yellowly, smelling
the way really old library books smell, waiting for somebody to have
to do a term paper. Dahlberg is mostly right, I think. To make
someone an icon is to make him an abstraction, and abstractions

are incapable of vital communication with living people.’?

12 One has only to spend a term trying to teach college literature to realize that the quickest
way to kill an author's vitality for potential readers is to present that author ahead of time
as "great” or “classic.” Because then the author becomes for the students like medicine or
vegetables, something the authorities have declared "good for them” that they “ought to
like,” at which point the students’ nictitating membranes come down, and everyone just
goes through the requisite motions of criticism and paperwriting without feeling one real
or refevant thing, It's like removing all oxygen from the room before trying to start a fire.
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** But if | decide to decide there’s a different, less selfish, less lonely
point to my life, won't the reason for this decision be my desire to
be less lonely, meaning to suffer less overall pain? Can the decision
to be less selfish ever be anything other than a selfish decision? **

And it’s true that there are features of Dostoevsky's books that are
alien and off-putting. Russian is notoriously hard to translate into
English, and when you add to this difficulty the archaisms of
nineteenth-century literary language, Dostoevsky's prose/dialogue
can often come off mannered and pleonastic and silly.!! Plus there’s
the stiltedness of the culture Dostoevsky’s characters inhabit. When
people are ticked off, for instance, they do things like “shake their

B especially in the Victorianish wandations of My, Constance Garnett, who in the
1980 and "4s cornered the Dostoevsky & Tolstoy-translation market, and whose 1935
rendering of The Idisl has stodff like {scanning almost at random):

“Nastasya Filippownal™ General Epanchin articulated reproachfully.

*1 am very glad I've met you here, Kolya,” said Myshkin to him. “Can’t you help
me? | must be at Nasiasya Filippovna's. | asked Ardelion Alexandrovitch to take me
there, but you see he is asleep. Will you take me there, for I don’t know the streets,
nor the way?” .
The phrase fattered and touched and greatly pleased General Ivolgin: he suddenly
melted, instandy changed his tome, and went off into a lung, enthusiastic explanation.

And even in the acclaimed new Knopf uanslations by Richard Pevear and Larissa
Volokhonsky, the prose {in, e.g., Crime and Punishmend) is still often odd and starchy:

“Enoughl” he said resolutely and solemnly, “Away with mirages, away with false
fears, away with spectres] . . . There is life! Was I not alive just now? My life hasn’t
died with the old crone! May the Lord remember her in His kingdom and —
enovugh, my dear, it's time to gol Now is the kingdom of reason and lightand . . .
and will and strength . . . and now we shall see! Now we shall cross swords!” he
wdded presumprucusly, as if addressing some dark force and challenging it.

Umim, why not just “as if challenging some dark force™ Can you challenge a dark force
without addressing it? Or is there in the original Russian something that keeps the above
phrase from being redundant, stlited, just plain bad in the same way a sentence like * ‘Come
anl” she said, addressing her companion and inviting her to accompany her” is bad?

If 5o, why not acknowledge that in English it's still bad and just go ahead and fix it? Are
literary translators not supposed to mess with the original syntax at all? But Russian is an
inflected language — it uses cases and declensions instead of word order — so translators
are wiready messing with the syntax when they put Dostoevsky's sentences into uninflected
English, It's hard w understand why these translations have to be so clunky.
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fists” or call each other “scoundrels” or “fly at” each other.!? Speak-
ers use exclamation points in quantities now seen only in comic
strips. Social etiquette seems stiff to the point of absurdity —
people are always “calling on” each other and either “being re-
ceived” or “not being received” and obeying rococo conventions of
politeness even when they’re enraged.'® Everybody’s got a long and
hard-to-pronounce last name and Christian name — plus a patro-
nymic, plus sometimes a diminutive, so you almost have to keep a
chart of characters’ names. Obscure military ranks and bureau-
cratic hierarchies abound; plus there are rigid and totally weird
class distinctions that are hard to keep straight and understand the
implications of, especially because the economic realities of old
Russian society are so strange (as in, e.g., the way even a destitute
“former student” like Raskolnikov or an unemployed bureaucrat
like the Underground Man can somehow afford to have servants).

The point is that it’s not just the death-by-canonization thing:
there is real and alienating stuff that stands in the way of our appre-
ciating Dostoevsky and has to be dealt with — either by learning
enough about all the unfamiliar stuff that it stops being so confusing,
or else by accepting it (the same way we accept racist/sexist elements
in some other nineteenth-century books) and just grimacing and
reading on anyway.

But the larger point (which, yes, may be kind of obvious) is that
some art is worth the extra work of getting past all the impediments
to its appreciation; and Dostoevsky's books are definitely worth the
work. And this is so not just because of his bestriding the Western
canon — if anything, it’s despite that. For one thing that canoniza-
tion and course assignments obscure is that Dostoevsky isn’t just

2 What on earth does it mean to *fly at” somebody? It happens dozens of times in every
FMD novel. What, “fly at” them in order to beat them up? To yell at them? Why not say
that, if you're translating?
13 (3.v. a random example from Pevear and Volkhonsky's acclaimed new Knopf rendering
of Notes from Underground:

“Mr. Ferfichkin, tomorrow you will give me satsfaction for your present words!”

1 said loudly, pompously addressing Ferfichkin.
“You mean a duel, sir? At your pleasure,” the man answered.
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great — he's also fun. His novels aimost always have ripping good
plots, lurid and intricate and thoroughiy dramatic. There are mur-
ders and attempted murders and police and dysfunctional-family
feuding and spies, tough guys and beautiful fallen women and unc-
tuous con men and wasting illnesses and sudden inheritances and
silky villains and scheming and whores.

QOf course, the fact that Dostoevsky can tell a juicy story isn’t

enough to make him great. If it were, Judith Krantz and John

Grisham would be great fiction writers, and by any but the most

commercial standards they're not even very good. The main thing.

that keeps Krantz and Grisham and lot of other gifted storytellers
from being artistically good is that they don’t have any talent for
{or interest in) characterization — their compelling plots are
inhabited by crude and unconvincing stick figures. (In fairness,
there are also writers who are good at making complex and fully

realized human characters but don’t seem able to insert those char-

acters into a believable and interesting plot. Plus others — often
among the academic avant-garde — who seem expert/interested
in neither plot nor character, whose books’ movement and appeal
depend entirely on rarefied meta-aesthetic agendas.)

The thing about Dostoevsky's characters is that they are alive,
By which I don't just mean that they’re successfully realized or de-
veloped or “rounded.” The best of them live inside us, forever,
once we've met them. Recall the proud and pathetic Raskolnikoy,
the naive Devushkin, the beautiful and damned Nastasya of The
Idiot** the fawning Lebyedev and spiderish Ippolit of the same
novel; C&P% ingenious maverick detective Porfiry Petrovich (with-

¢ .. who wa, tike Faulkner's Caddie, “doomed and knew it,” and whose heroism con-
sists in bher haughty defiavce of 2 doom she aleo courts. FMD) seems like the first fiction
writer to understand how deeply some people love their own suffering, how they use it
and depend on it. Nietrasche would take Dostoevaky’s insight and make it & cornerstone
of his owny devastating sttack on Christianity, and this is ironic: in our own culture of
*enlightened atheism” we are very uch Nietache's children, his ideological heirs, and
without Dostoewky there would have been no Nietzache, and yet Dostoevaky is among
the most profoundly religious of all writers.)

PR T ———— PR el
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out whom there would probably be no commercial crime fiction
w/ eccentrically brilliant cops); Marmeladoy, the hideous and piti-
ful sot; or the vain and noble roulette addict Aleksey Ivanovich of
The Gambler; the gold-hearted prostitutes Sonya and Liza; the cyni-
cally innocent Aglaia; or the unbelievably repellent Smerdyakov,
that living engine of slimy resentment in whom I personally see
parts of myself I can barely stand to look at; or the idealized and ali-
too-human Myshkin and Alyosha, the doomed human Christ and
triumphant nrma%wm&a. respectively. These and so many other
FMD creatures are alive — retain what Frank calls their “immense
vitality” — not because they're just skillfully drawn types or facets
of human beings but because, acting within plausible and morally
compelling plots, they dramatize the profoundest parts of all hu-
mans, the parts most conflicted, most serious — the ones with the
most at stake. Plus, without ever ceasing to be 3-D individuals, Dos-
toevsky's characters manage to embody whole ideologies and
philosophies of life: Raskolnikov the rational egoism of the 1860s’
intelligentsia, Myshkin mystical Christian love, the Underground
Man the influence of European positivism on the Russian charac-
ter, Ippolit the individual will raging against death’s inevitability,
Aleksey the perversion of Slavophilic pride in the face of European
decadence, and so on and so forth. . ..

The thrust here is that Dostoevsky wrote fiction about the stuff
that’s really important. He wrote fiction about identity, moral
value, death, will, sexual vs. spiritual love, greed, freedom, obses-
sion, reason, faith, suicide. And he did it without ever reducing his
characters to mouthpieces or his books to tracts. His concern was
always what it is to be 2 human being — that is, how to be an actual
person, someone whose life is informed by values and principles,
instead of just an especially shrewd kind of self-preserving animal.

** Is it possible really to love other people? If I'm lonely and in
pain, everyone outside me is potential relief — I need them. But
can you really love what you need so badly? Isn't a big part of love




266 DAVID FOSTER WALLACE

caring more about what the other person needs? How am I sup-
posed to subordinate my own overwhelming need to somebody
else’s needs that I can’t even feel directdy? And yetif I can’t do this,
I'm damned to loneliness, which I definitely don’t want .. .s0 I'm
back at trying to overcome my selfishness for self-interested rea-
sons. Is there any way out of this bind? **

It's a well-known irony that Dostoevsky, whose work is famous for its
compassion and moral rigor, was in many ways a prick in real life —
vain, arrogant, spiteful, selfish. A compulsive gambler, he was usu-
ally broke, and whined constantly about his poverty, and was always
badgering his friends and colleagues for emergency loans that he
seldom repaid, and held petty and long-standing grudges over
money, and did things like pawn his delicate wife’s winter coat so
he could gamble, etc.'®

But it’s just as well known that Dostoevsky’s own life was full of
incredible suffering and drama and tragedy and heroism. His Mos-
cow childhood was evidently so miserable that in his books Dosto-
evsky never once sets or even mentions any action in Moscow.'® His
remote and neurasthenic father was murdered by his own serfs
when FMD was seventeen. Seven years later, the publication of his
first novel,}” and its endorsement by critics like Belinsky and Herzen,
made Dostoevsky a literary star at the same time he was starting to

% Frank doesn't sugar<coat any of this stuff, but from his bio we learn that Dostoevsky’s
character was really more contradictory than prickish. Insufferably vain about his m«mg
reputation, he was also tormented his whole life by what he saw as his antistic inadequa-
ches; & leech and & spendthrift, he also voluntarily assumed financial responsibility for his
stepson, for the nasty and ungrateful family of his deceased brother, and for the debts of
Epoch, the famous leerary jowrnal that he and his brother had co-edited. Frank’s new Vol-
umme IV makes it clear that it was these honorable debis, rather than general deadbeat-
isrm, that sent Mr. and Mrs. FMD into exile in Evrope 1o avoid debtors’ prison, and that it
was only at the spas of Europe that Dostoewsky's gambling mania went out of control.

¥ Somedmes this allergy s awkwardly striking, as in e.g. the start of part 2 of The Idict, when
Prince Myshkin (the prowgonist) has left St. Petersburg for six full months in Moscow:
“of Myshkin's adventures during his absence from Petersburg we can give lile informa-
don,” even though the narrator has acvess 1o all sorts of other events outside St. P Frank
doesn's say much abowt FMD's Muscophobia; it's hard to figure what exacty it's about.

¥ = Poor Folk, a standard-ssae “social novel” that frames a {rather goopy) love story with
depictions of urban poverty sufficiently ghastly to elicit the approval of the socialist Left,
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get involved with the Petrashevsky Circle, a group of revolutinnary
intellectuals who plotted to incite a peasant uprising against the
tsar. In 1849, Dostoevsky was arrested as a conspirator, convicted,
sentenced to death, and subjected to the famous “mock execution
of the Petrashevtsy,” in which the conspirators were blindfolded
and tied to stakes and taken all the way to the “Aim!” stage of the
firing-squad process before an imperial messenger galloped in with
a supposed “lastminute” reprieve from the merciful tsar. His sen-
tence commuted to imprisonment, the epileptic Dostoevsky ended
up spending a decade in balmy Siberia, returning to St. Petersburg
in 1859 to find that the Russian literary world had all but forgotten
him. Then his wife died, slowly and horribly; then his devoted
brother died; then their journal Epoch went under; then his epilepsy
started getting so bad that he was constantly terrified that he'd die
or go insane from the seizures.'® Hiring a twenty-two-year-old ste-
nographer to help him complete The Gambler in time to satisfy a
publisher with whom he’d signed an insane deliver-by-a-certain-
date-or-forfeit-all-royalties-for-everything-you-ever-wrote contract,
Dostoevsky married this lady six months later, just in time to flee
Epoch’s creditors with her, wander unhappily through a Europe
whose influence on Russia he anmwwmmamo have a beloved daughter

18 1t is true that FMD's epilepsy — including the mystical illuminations that attended
some of his preseimre auras — gets comparatively litle discussion in Frank's bio; and
reviewers like the London Times's James L. Rice (himself the author of a book on Dosto-
evsky and epilepsy) have complained that Frank “gives no idea of the malady's chronic
impact” on Dostoevsky's religious ideals and their representation in his novels. The
question of proportion cuts both ways, though: g.v. the New York Times Book Review’s Jan
Parker, who spends at least a third of his review of Frank’s Volume I making claims like
“It seemns to me that Dostoevsky's behavior does conform fuily to the diagnostic criteria
for pathological gambling as set forth in the American Psychiatric Association’s diagnos-
tic manual.” As much as anything, reviews like these help us appreciate Joseph Frank’s
own evenhanded breadth and lack of specific axes to grind.

19 Let's not neglect to observe that Frank’s Volume IV provides some good personal dirt.
W/t Dostoevsky's hatred of Europe, for example, we learn that his famous 1867 spat
with Turgenev, which was ostensibly about Turgenev’s having offended Dostoevsky's pas-
sionate nationalism by attacking Russia in print and then moving to Germany, was also
fueled by the fact that FMD had previously borrowed fifty thalers from Turgenev and
promised to pay him back right away and then never did. Frank is too restrained to make
the obvious point: it's much easier to live with stiffing somebody if you can work up a
grievance against him.







