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Fyodor Dostoyevsky

(1821-1881), A great Russian writer and thinker, Dostoyevsky was one of the world’s greatest novelists, whose works dramatize religious, moral, political, and psychological issues.

Dostoyevsky was born in Moscow. He was educated at the School of Military Engineering in Saint Petersburg, but abandoned his military career in 1844 to devote himself to literature. His first novel, Bednye liudi (Poor People; also known as Poor Folk), appeared in 1846 and won immediate praise from Russia’s most prominent literary critic, Vissarion Belinsky. Structured as a series of letters, the work is both a sentimental novel and a penetrating psychological study of its main character. The book that followed, Dvoinik (1846; The Double), is a startling psychological study of a disintegrating personality, but it was much less popular than Poor People. Over the next three years Dostoyevsky published ten undistinguished short novels and stories that barely rise above the literary conventions of the day.

In the late 1840s Dostoyevsky became involved with a group of idealistic young men who met in secret to discuss social problems and social reform in Russia. The repressive Tsar Nicholas I, fearing the spread of revolutionary ideas, regarded the group as highly dangerous. In April 1849 Dostoyevsky and 23 others were arrested, tried, and condemned to death; however, the sentence was changed to imprisonment in Siberia. For the next four years Dostoyevsky lived in a prison in Omsk, sharing a barracks and doing hard labor with some of Russia’s most desperate criminals. During this time, the epileptic seizures that he had begun to experience intensified, possibly as a result of the hardship and stress of prison life. In 1854 he was released from prison but required to serve in an army unit stationed in Siberia, where he married a widow with one son. Only in 1859 was he allowed to return to Saint Petersburg.

Dostoyevsky’s prison experiences left him with a firsthand knowledge of the criminal mind and of the human potential for evil. His youthful belief in the possibility of creating a good society by applying various social theories was replaced by the conviction that human life must be guided first of all by religious principles.

The decade from 1860 to 1870 was tempestuous for Dostoyevsky, marked by severe financial problems, ill health, and a gambling mania, as well as some literary success. Dostoyevsky’s most significant works of the early 1860s are Zapiski iz mertvogodoma (1861; The House of the Dead), a powerful fictionalized memoir of his prison experiences, and Zapiski iz podpol’ia (1864; Notes from Underground). The latter is a penetrating psychological portrait of the spiteful and alienated narrator and, at the same time, a political work that challenges the idea that a good society could by constructed on the basis of reason alone. It also raises the dilemma of human freedom: If people are not free they are not truly human, but if they have freedom their human impulses to do evil may lead them to destroy themselves and others.

Dostoyevsky hoped to make a living by publishing a magazine, but his journalistic ventures, undertaken with his brother Mikhail, ended badly. Their first magazine had considerable success until it was abruptly shut down by the government in 1863 for a supposedly unpatriotic story about an uprising in Poland, and its successor never had sufficient funding to survive. In April 1864 Dostoyevsky’s wife died, and his brother Mikhail died three months later. Dostoyevsky was left with enormous debts from the failure of his second magazine and from the obligation he felt to support his brother’s family. In 1867 he married Anna Snitkina, a stenographer to whom he had dictated some of his writings. To avoid creditors the couple spent the next four years in Europe. Anna proved to be a steadying influence on her husband, sharing his poverty, enduring his frequent gambling sprees, nursing him through the aftereffects of his epileptic seizures, and helping repair his finances. They returned to Russia in 1871.

Dostoyevsky’s finest work is found in four novels written during the last 20 years of his life. These works share exciting, even melodramatic, plots; murder as a central event; and a vivid treatment of profound ideas. The heroes are placed in extreme situations and torn by conflicting desires.  These novels are Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, Besy( or The Possessed), and The Brothers Karamazov

Dostoyevsky became widely known in the English-speaking world only after his death, through translations by British scholar Constance Garnett between 1912 and 1920. His influence, however, has been immense, and not only in literature. His novels anticipate the 20th-century anti-utopian worlds created by British writers George Orwell and Aldous Huxley. His psychological explorations, which intrigued Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, show the workings of the unconscious mind and the complexity of the human personality. The religious dimension of his works explores the consequences of a world without God. Even though they are deeply rooted in 19th-century Russia, his novels are surprisingly relevant to the 20th century in that they anticipate contemporary problems of alienation, social disruption, and totalitarianism, and the implications, both positive and negative, of human freedom.
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Biography Questions
	1. What elements of Dostoyevsky’s life do you think might have contributed to writing Notes from Underground?

2. What other questions do you have about Dostoyevsky?  If you do not have any other questions, what was most surprising about his life to you?




Important Terms to know while reading Notes from the Underground

Answer the accompanying questions.

Antihero: A protagonist in literature who is conspicuously lacking in those qualities usually associated with heroism, but who often possesses a strength of character that others admire.

	1. How does the protagonist of Notes from the Underground fit the description of the antihero?  Do you still find him to be a sympathetic character?  (Do you feel for him?)  Why or why not?




Rationalism: (Latin ratio,”reason”), in philosophy, a system of thought that emphasizes the role of reason in obtaining knowledge.  Rationalism has appeared in some form in nearly every stage of Western philosophy, but it is primarily identified with the tradition stemming from the 17th-century French philosopher and scientist René Descartes.  He held that by means of reason and intellect alone, certain universal, self-evident truths could be discovered, from which the remaining content of philosophy and the sciences could be deductively derived.

	2. Provide two examples from the text of Notes from the Underground where the narrator’s best interests are not served by his intellect.  (These do not need to be direct quotes, but they need to be specific events.)

First Example:

Second Example:

3. How does the narrator’s intelligence fail to make his life better?




Utopias: Ideal or perfect communities. While some writers have created fictional places that embody their ideal societies, others have written satires that ridicule existing conditions of society, or anti-utopias, which show possible future societies that are anything but ideal.

	4. Dostoyevsky rebelled against the idea that mankind was capable of creating Utopias, and the idea that we were progressing towards a perfect society.  Where do you see this in Notes from the Underground?  

5. Do the people in this novella seem capable of creating an utopia?  Why or why not?




Collecting Evidence: The Contradictory Narrator

In Notes from the Underground, the narrator is both self-loathing and egotistical.  He also has trouble deciding just how he feels about a young woman named Liza, who he sometimes yearns to protect and sometimes treats cruelly.  While you might find these tendencies frustrating, it’s important to recognize that Dostoyevsky was trying to portray a psychologically accurate character who is often unaware of the nature of his own impulses.  Dostoyevsky’s characters, like this one, would eventually influence Sigmund Freud, the “father of psychology.”  As you read, look for evidence of these tendencies, and record them here.  Include a bit of commentary that addresses how this quote shows this tendency.

Egotistical (“I’m a genius”)
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Self Loathing (“I’m a monster”)
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Loving/Protective towards Liza
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Hateful/Cruel towards Liza
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