



[image: image]






    

      

         

         
 

         

            [image: alt]  George  Steiner  [image: alt]
 

            
 

            TOLSTOY 
OR 
DOSTOEVSKY

            
 

            [image: alt]

            
 

            An Essay in Contrast

            


         
 

         
[image: alt]

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            In  Memoriam:  Humphry  House

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Preface  to  this  Edition

            


         
 

         This is a young man’s book. It was written, as first books ought to be, out of sheer compulsion. It was my conviction that Tolstoy and Dostoevsky tower over the art of fiction; that their pre-eminence entails certain fundamental points about western literature as a whole (so far as the Russian novel may be said to belong to this literature); and that the reader’s inevitable preference of the one master over the other will define a whole philosophic and political stance. These propositions had overwhelmed me; and this book was written in order to share with others a vehement and necessary awareness.

         
 

         Twenty-one years later, I still subscribe to these convictions, though I would now qualify them. The magnitude of the Tolstoyan and Dostoevskyan performance still seems to me unmatched. But there are in Proust categories of intelligence, of psychological acuity and philosophic discovery which make of the Remembrance  of Things  Past  an indispensably central act. T. S. Eliot spoke of the ways in which Dante and Shakespeare divide our world between them. Proust seems to me a party to this division, knowing as much of evil as does the Commedia  and no less of grace and music as do Shakespeare’s late plays.

         
 

         If I were to rewrite this study, moreover, I would want to show that there are possibilities, though rare and unstable, of a congruence between the antithetical worlds of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, that there can, momentarily as it were, be refusals to choose between them. The case I have in mind is that of Kafka to whom Tolstoy’s Death  of  Ivan Ilych and Dostoevsky’s Letters  from  the  Underworld were equal sources of vision, for whom the metaphysical melodrama of Crime  and  Punishment  proved no less seminal than the epic parable in Tolstoy’s Snowstorm.  In particular, I would want to argue that Kafka’s economy is underwritten by the preceding prodigality of the two Russians.

         
 

         Translated into other languages, this book has elicited much discussion. I have learned from my critics, of course. But I remain unrepentant on what has been the most controversial point: my “working metaphor” (it was no more than that) in respect of the “Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” in The  Brothers  Karamazov.  The analogies between the tragic casuistry of the Inquisitor and certain fundamental propositions in the counter-theology of the later Tolstoy are  at once uncanny and substantial. Dostoevsky’s antennae for the motions of spirit in other men were of a rare force of exactitude and anticipation. We know his meditation on Tolstoy to have been frequent and most intense. This meditation leaves only oblique traces in his published writings. Hence my conjecture. More generally, I remain convinced that there is much still to be understood about the reciprocal awareness of the two giants and about the interactive pressures which this awareness, externally so barren, exercised on their works.

         
 

         When I wrote Tolstoy  or  Dostoevsky, the dominant bias of literary studies, both in Britain and the United States, was that of the “new criticism” as engendered by the practices of “close reading” in I. A. Richards and William Empson. Such reading bore on passages of “complex” lyric verse didactically excised from their biographical, historical or ideological context and matter in the name of a rigorous purity of formal response. I sought to show that these “new critical” techniques could not handle material of the scope and hybrid character offered by the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. Such material exceeded not only the performative means of “practical criticism”; it demanded just those philosophic, political, biographical and social perspectives which the “new critics” had repudiated in their rejection of historicism, of Marxism, of literary biography and sociology. Above all, it seemed to me that the close readers of poetic “protocols” had turned their backs on the cardinal relations between literary form and world-view, between style and the metaphysics which it transcribes. But it is just these relations which give to great literature its enduring significance and summons to interpretation. Lukács’s insistence on “totality”, F. R. Leavis’s focus on the moral substance of the novel, Sartre’s postulate that a writer’s techniques always refer us back to his metaphysics, seemed to me vital pointers.

         
 

         In 1980, such sentiments seem absurdly gentle. Today, it is not the “new critics”, with their personal commitment to poetry, with their scrupulous delight in the text (R. P. Blackmur, Allen Tate were my teachers), who set the tone. It is the byzantine practitioners of “dissemination” and of “deconstruction”. With each modish wave of structuralist-semiotic decomposition, the actual literary text recedes further from autonomy, from the truth of felt being. At numerous points on the critical–academic spectrum, the poem, the passage from the novel, the scene from the play, have become nothing more than contingent occasions for the display of analytic acrobatics in a house of mirrors. The Narcissist arrogance (the semiotic anatomist is axiomatically more intelligent, more knowing, more important than the text on which he operates), the espousal of a pseudo-scientific jargon, the covert thrill of violence implicit in current interpretative methods, raise larger issues. They confirm a crisis in humane literacy, in humanistic values, whose roots touch on the troubled centre of our political and social condition.

         
 

         Be that as it may: a plea for the “old criticism” has now taken on a polemic immediacy beyond any it had in 1959. More than ever before, certain banalities need to be reiterated. The poet, the playwright, the novelist are the raison  d’être  for criticism and interpretation. The writer matters far more than the critic, who is at best a loving, clairvoyant parasite. The interpreter who exploits his text for self-display is betraying his sole function. Great literary texts are not self-contained word-games. They are life-forms embedded in the person of their authors in the entire physical, spiritual, social realities of the age. They are not an arbitrary cat’s-cradle of internal allusion, but utterance outward (the essential distinction is that between mirrors and windows). The capacity of major literature to alter our personal and communal existence, to reshape the landscape of our being, is evident. Equally evident is the metamorphic process which major literature undergoes over successive generations of centuries of response. But the final source of this capacity, of this radiant energy, defies analytic paraphrase. Thus it is the special, if limited, dignity of useful criticism to challenge, to labour against the “mystery” of classic creation while, at the same time, giving to this mystery and to its executive realization a more precise authority and presence. Tolstoy  or  Dostoevsky  was written in service to this paradoxical, always frustrated obligation. Its reissue may be timely.

         
 

         G. S.               
 Geneva, 1980
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         LITERARY criticism should arise out of a debt of love. In a manner evident and yet mysterious, the poem or the drama or the novel seizes upon our imaginings. We are not the same when we put down the work as we were when we took it up. To borrow an image from another domain: he who has truly apprehended a painting by Cézanne will thereafter see an apple or a chair as he had not seen them before. Great works of art pass through us like storm-winds, flinging open the doors of perception, pressing upon the architecture of our beliefs with their transforming powers. We seek to record their impact, to put our shaken house in its new order. Through some primary instinct of communion we seek to  convey to others the quality and force of our experience. We would persuade them to lay themselves open to it. In this attempt at persuasion originate the truest insights criticism can afford.

         
 

          

         I say this because much contemporary criticism is of a different cast. Quizzical, captious, immensely aware of its philosophic ancestry and complex instruments, it often comes to bury rather than to praise. There is, indeed, a vast amount that requires burial if the health of language and of sensibility is  to be guarded. Instead of enriching our consciousness, instead of being springs of life, too many books hold out to us the temptations of facility, of grossness and ephemeral solace. But these are books for the compulsive craft of the reviewer, not for the meditative, re-creative art of the critic. There are more than a “hundred great books,” more than a thousand. But their number is not inexhaustible. In distinction from both the reviewer and the literary historian, the critic should be concerned with masterpieces. His primary function is to distinguish not between the good and the bad, but between the good and the best.

         
 

         Here again, modern opinion inclines to a more diffident view. It has lost, through the loosening of the hinges of the old-established cultural and political order, that serenity of assurance which allowed Matthew Arnold to refer, in his lectures on translating Homer, to the “five or six  supreme poets of the world.” We would not put it that way. We have become relativists, uneasily aware that critical principles are attempts at imposing brief spells of governance on the inherent mutability of taste. With the decline of Europe from the pivot of history, we have become less certain that the classical and western tradition is pre-eminent. The horizons of art have retreated in time and in space beyond any man’s surveyance. Two of the most representative poems of our age, The  Waste  Land  and Ezra Pound’s Cantos,  draw on Oriental thought. The masks of the Congo stare out of the paintings of Picasso in vengeful distortion. Our minds are shadowed by the wars and bestialities of the twentieth century; we grow wary of our inheritance.

         
 

         But we must not yield too far. In excess of relativism lie the germs of anarchy. Criticism should recall us to the remembrance of our great lineage, to the matchless tradition of the high epic as it unfolds from Homer to Milton, to the splendours of Athenian, Elizabethan, and Neo-classical drama, to the masters of the novel. It should affirm that if Homer and Dante and Shakespeare and Racine are no longer the supreme poets of the whole world—it has grown too large for supremacy—they are still the supreme poets of that world from which our civilization draws its life-force and in defence of which it must take its imperilled stand. Insisting   upon the infinite variety of human affairs, on the role of social and economic circumstance, historians would have us discard the old definitions, the long-founded categories of meaning. How can we, they ask, apply the same title to the Iliad  and to Paradise  Lost, separated as they are by millennia of historical fact? Can “tragedy” signify anything if we use it at once of Antigone,  of King  Lear,  and of Phèdre?

         
 

         The answer is that ancient recognitions and habits of understanding run deeper than the rigours of time. Tradition and the long ground-swell of unity are no less real than that sense of disorder and vertigo which the new dark ages have loosed upon us. Call epic that form of poetic apprehension in which a moment of history or a body of religious myth is centrally engaged; say of tragedy that it is a vision of life which derives its principles of meaning from the infirmity of man’s estate, from what Henry James called the “imagination of disaster.” Neither definition will do in respect of exhaustiveness or inclusion. But they will suffice to remind us that there are great traditions, lines of spiritual descent, which relate Homer to Yeats and Aeschylus to Chekhov. To these criticism must return with passionate awe and a sense of life ever renewed.

         
 

         At present, there is grievous need of such return. All about us flourishes the new illiteracy, the illiteracy of those who can read short words or words of hatred and tawdriness but cannot grasp the meaning of language when it is in a condition of beauty or of truth. “I should like to believe‚” writes one of the finest of modern critics, “that there is clear proof of the need, in our particular society a greater need than ever before, for both scholar and critic to do a particular job of work: the job of putting the audience into a responsive relation with the work of art: to do the job of intermediary.”1 Not to judge or to anatomize, but to mediate. Only through love of the work of art, only through the critic’s constant and anguished recognition of the distance which separates his craft from that of the poet, can such mediation be accomplished. It is a love made lucid through bitterness: it looks on miracles of creative genius, discerns their principles of being, exhibits these to the public, yet knows it has no part, or merely the slightest, in their actual creation.

         
 

         These I take to be the tenets of what one might call “the old criticism” in partial distinction from that brilliant and prevailing school known as “the new criticism.” The old criticism is engendered by admiration. It sometimes steps back from the text to look upon moral purpose. It thinks of literature as existing not in isolation but as central to the play of historical and political energies. Above all, the old criticism is philosophic in range and temper. It proceeds, with most general application, on a belief particularized by Jean-Paul Sartre in an essay on Faulkner: “the technique of a novel always refers us back to the metaphysic of the novelist [à  la métaphysique    du  romancier].”  In works of art are gathered the mythologies of thought, the heroic efforts of the human spirit to impose order and interpretation on the chaos of experience. Though inseparable from aesthetic form, philosophic content—the entry of faith or speculation into the poem—has its own principles of action. There are numerous examples of art which moves us to performance or conviction through its proposal of ideas. To these modes contemporary critics, with the exception of the Marxists, have not always been attentive.

         
 

         The old criticism has its bias: it tends to believe that the “supreme poets of the world” have been men impelled

          either to acquiescence or  rebellion by the mystery of God, that there  are magnitudes of intent and poetic force to  which secular art cannot attain, or, at least,  has not as yet attained. Man is, as Malraux affirms  in The  Voices  of  Silence,  trapped  between the finiteness of the human  condition and the infinity of the stars. Only  through his monuments of reason and artistic  creation can he lay claim to transcendent dignity. But  in doing so he both imitates and rivals the shaping powers  of the Deity. Thus there is  at the heart of the creative process a religious paradox. No man is  more wholly wrought in God’s image or more  inevitably His challenger than the poet. “I  always feel‚” said D. H. Lawrence, “as if I  stood naked for the fire of Almighty God to  go through me—and it’s rather an awful feeling. One  has to be so terribly religious, to be an artist.”2 Not,  perhaps, to be a true critic.

          
 

          

          

         Such are some of the values I would bring to bear on this study of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. They are the two greatest of novelists (all criticism is, in its moments of truth, dogmatic; the old criticism reserves the right of being so openly, and of using superlatives). “No English novelist,” wrote E. M. Forster, “is as great as Tolstoy—that is to say has given so complete a picture of man’s life, both on its domestic and heroic side. No English novelist has explored man’s soul as deeply as Dostoevsky.”3 Forster’s judgment need not be restricted to English literature. It defines the relationship of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky to the art of the novel as a whole. By its very nature, however, such a proposition cannot be demonstrated. It is, in a curious but definite sense, a matter of “ear.” The tone we use when referring to Homer or Shakespeare rings true when applied to Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. We can speak in one breath of the Iliad  and War  and  Peace,  of King  Lear  and The Brothers  Karamazov.  It is as simple and as complex as that. But I say again that such a statement is not subject 

          to rational proof. There is no conceivable way of demonstrating that someone who places Madame  Bovary  above Anna  Karenina  or considers The  Ambassadors  comparable in authority and magnitude to The Possessed  is mistaken—that he has no “ear” for certain essential tonalities. But such “tone-deafness” can never be overcome by consequent argument (who could have persuaded Nietzsche, one of the keenest minds ever to deal with music, that he was perversely in error when he regarded Bizet as superior to Wagner?). There is, moreover, no use lamenting the “non-demonstrability” of critical judgments. Perhaps because they have made life difficult for artists, critics are destined to share something of the fate of Cassandra. Even when they see most clearly, they have no way of proving that they are right and they may not be believed. But Cassandra was  right.

          
 

          

          

         Let me, therefore, affirm my unrepentant conviction that Tolstoy and Dostoevsky stand foremost among novelists. They excel in comprehensiveness of vision and force of execution. Longinus would, quite properly, have spoken of “sublimity.” They possessed the power to construct through language “realities” which are sensuous and concrete, yet pervaded by the life and mystery of the spirit. It is this power that marks Matthew Arnold’s “supreme poets of the world.” But although they stand apart through sheer dimension—consider the sum of life gathered in War  and  Peace,  Anna  Karenina, Resurrection,  Crime  and  Punishment,  The  Idiot;  The Possessed,  and The  Brothers  Karamazov—Tolstoy and Dostoevsky were integral to the flowering of the Russian novel in the nineteenth century. That flowering, whose circumstances I shall consider in this opening chapter, would seem to represent one of the three principal moments of triumph in the history of western literature, the other two being the time of the Athenian dramatists and Plato and the age of Shakespeare. In all three the western mind leapt forward into darkness by means of poetic intuition; in them was assembled much of the light that we possess on the nature of man.

         
 

         Many other books have been written and will be written about the dramatic and illustrative lives of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, about their place in the history of the novel and the role of their politics and theology in the history of ideas. With the advent of Russia and Marxism to the threshold of empire, the prophetic character of Tolstoyan and Dostoevskyan thought, its relevance to our own destinies, has forced itself upon us. But there is need of a treatment at once narrower and more unified. Enough time has elapsed so that we may perceive the greatness of Tolstoy and of Dostoevsky in the perspective of the major traditions. Tolstoy asked that his works be compared to those of Homer. Far more precisely than Joyce’s Ulysses,  War  and  Peace, and Anna  Karenina  embody the resurgence of the epic mode, the re-entry into literature of tonalities, narrative practices, and forms of articulation that had declined from western poetics after the age of Milton. But to see why this is so, to justify to one’s critical intelligence those immediate and indiscriminate recognitions of Homeric elements in War  and  Peace,  requires a reading of some delicacy and closeness. In the case of Dostoevsky there is a similar need for a more exact view. It has generally been recognized that his genius was of a dramatic cast, that his was, in significant respects, the most comprehensive and natural dramatic temper since Shakespeare’s (a comparison which he himself hinted at). But only with the publication and translation of a fair number of Dostoevsky’s drafts and notebooks—material of which I shall largely avail myself—has it become possible to trace the manifold affinities between the Dostoevskyan conception of the novel and the techniques of drama. The idea of a theatre, as Francis Fergusson has called it, suffered a brusque decline, so far as tragedy is concerned, after Goethe’s Faust.  The chain of being which leads back, through discernible kinship, to Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides seemed broken. But The  Brothers  Karamazov  is firmly rooted in the world of King  Lear;  in Dostoevskyan fiction the tragic sense of life, in the old manner, is wholly renewed. Dostoevsky is one of the great tragic poets. 

         
 

         Too often Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s excursions into political theory, theology, and the study of history have been dismissed as eccentricities of genius or as instances of those curious blindnesses to which great minds are heir. Where they have received serious attention, that attention has discriminated between philosopher and novelist. But in mature art techniques and metaphysics are aspects of unity. In Tolstoy and in Dostoevsky as, one would suppose, in Dante, poetry and metaphysics, the impulse towards creation and towards systematic cognition, were alternate and yet inseparable responses to the pressures of experience. Thus, Tolstoyan theology and the world view operative in his novels and tales had passed through the same crucible of conviction. War and  Peace  is a poem of history, but of history seen in the specific light or, if we prefer, in the specific obscurity of Tolstoyan determinism. The poetics of the novelist and the myth of human affairs which he propounded are equally pertinent to our understanding. Dostoevsky’s metaphysics have, of late, been closely attended to; they are a seminal force in modern existentialism. But little has been observed of the crucial interplay between the novelist’s messianic and apocalyptic vision of things and the actual forms of his craft. How do metaphysics enter into literature and what happens to them when they get there? The last chapter of this essay will address itself to this theme as it is exemplified in such works as Anna  Karenina,  Resurrection,  The  Possessed,  and The  Brothers  Karamazov.

         
 

         But why “Tolstoy or Dostoevsky”? Because I propose to consider their achievements and define the nature of their respective genius through contrast. The Russian philosopher Berdiaev wrote: “It would be possible to determine two patterns, two types among men’s souls, the one inclined toward the spirit of Tolstoy, the other toward that of Dostoevsky.”4 Experience bears him out. A reader may regard them as the two principle masters of fiction—that is to say, he may find in their novels 

          the most inclusive and  searching portrayal of life. But press him  closely and he will choose between them. If  he tells you which he prefers and why, you will, I think,  have penetrated into his own nature. The choice between  Tolstoy and Dostoevsky foreshadows what existentialists  would call un  engagement;  it commits the imagination to one or the other of two  radically opposed interpretations of man’s  fate, of the historical future, and of the  mystery of God. To quote Berdiaev again:  Tolstoy and Dostoevsky exemplify “an insoluble controversy,  in which two sets of assumptions, two fundamental  conceptions of existence, confront each other.”  This confrontation touches on some of the prevailing  dualities in western thought as they reach back to  the Platonic dialogues. But it is also tragically germane to the ideological warfare of our time. Soviet  presses pour out literally millions of  copies of the novels of Tolstoy; they have  only recently and reluctantly issued The   Possessed.

          
 

          

          

         But are Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, in fact, comparable? Is it more than a critic’s fable to imagine their minds engaged in dialogue and mutual awareness? The principal obstacles to such types of comparison are lack of material and disparities in magnitude. For example: we no longer possess the cartoons for “The Battle of Anghiari.” Thus we cannot contrast Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci when they were at work in rival invention. But the documentation on Tolstoy and Dostoevsky is abundant. We know in what manner they regarded each other and what Anna  Karenina  signified to the author of The  Idiot.  I suspect, moreover, that there is in one of Dostoevsky’s novels a prophetic allegory of the spiritual encounter between himself and Tolstoy. There is between them no discordance of stature; they were titans both. Readers of the late seventeenth century were probably the last who saw Shakespeare as genuinely comparable to his fellow dramatists. He now looms too large in our reverence. When judging Marlowe, Jonson, or Webster we hold up a smoked glass against the sun. This is not true of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. They afford the historian of ideas and the literary critic a unique conjunction, as of neighbouring planets, equal in magnitude and perturbed by each other’s orbit. They challenge comparison.

         
 

         Moreover, there was common ground between them. Their images of God, their proposals of action, are ultimately irreconcilable. But they wrote in the same language and at the same decisive moment in history. There were a number of occasions on which they came very near to meeting; each time they drew back out of some tenacious premonition. Merezhkovsky, an erratic, untrustworthy, and yet illuminating witness, termed Tolstoy and Dostoevsky the most contrary of writers:

         
 

         

            I say contrary, but not remote, not alien; for often they came in contact like extremes that meet.5

            


         
 

         Much of this essay will be divisive in spirit, seeking to distinguish the epic poet from the dramatist, the rationalist from the visionary, the Christian from the pagan. But there were between Tolstoy and Dostoevsky areas of semblance and points of affinity which made the antagonism in their natures all the more radical. It is with these I would begin.

         
 

         
II

         
 

         First, there is “massiveness,” the vastness of dimension in which their genius laboured. War  and  Peace, Anna  Karenina,  Resurrection,  The  Idiot,  The  Possessed, and The  Brothers  Karamazov  are novels of great length. Tolstoy’s Death  of  Ivan  Ilych  and Dostoevsky’s Letters from  the  Underworld  are long stories, novellas tending towards the major form. Because it is so evident and naïve we tend to dismiss this fact as a hazard of circumstance. But the length of Tolstoyan and Dostoevskyan fiction was essential to the purpose of the two novelists. It is characteristic of their vision.

         
 

         The problem of literal magnitude is elusive. But differences in sheer length between Wuthering  Heights,

          say, and Moby  Dick,  or between Fathers  and  Sons  and Ulysses  do lead from a discussion of contrasting techniques to the realization that different aesthetics and different ideals are involved. Even if we restrict ourselves to the longer types of prose fiction, there is need for discrimination. In the novels of Thomas Wolfe length bears witness to exuberant energy and to failures of control, to dissolution amid the excessive wonders of language. Clarissa  is long, immensely long, because Richardson was translating into the new vocabulary of psychological analysis the episodic and loose-knit structure of the picaresque tradition. In the gigantic forms of Moby  Dick  we perceive not only a perfect accord between theme and mode of treatment, but a device of narration going back to Cervantes—the art of the long digression. The romans-fleuves,  the many-volumed chronicles of Balzac, Zola, Proust, and Jules Romains, illustrate the powers of length in two respects: as a suggestion of the epic manner and as a device for communicating a sense of history. But even within this class (so characteristically French) we must distinguish: the link between individual novels in the Comédie  humaine  is by no means the same as that between successive works in Proust’s A la  recherche  du  temps  perdu.

          
 

          

          

         Speculating on the differences between long and short poems, Poe found that the former could include dull stretches, digressions, ambivalences of tone without losing their essential virtue. In return, however, the long poem could not achieve the unflagging intensity and tightness of the short lyric. In the case of prose fiction we cannot apply the same rule. The failures of Dos Passos are, precisely, failures of inequality. On the other hand, the mesh is as finely and tightly wrought in the great cycle of Proust as it is in that brilliant miniature, Mme de La Fayette’s Princesse  de  Clèves.

         
 

         The massiveness of the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky was noted from the start. Tolstoy was censured, and has been censured ever since, for his philosophic interpolations, for his moralizing digressions and perceptible reluctance to end a plot. Henry James spoke of “loose and baggy monsters.” Russian critics tell us that the length of a Dostoevskyan novel is frequently due to its laboured and corruscated style, to the vacillations of the novelist with regard to his personages, and to the plain fact that he was being paid by the sheet. The Idiot  and The  Possessed,  like their Victorian counterparts, reflect the economics of serialization. Among Western readers the long-windedness of the two masters has often been interpreted as peculiarly Russian, as in some manner consequent on Russia’s physical immensity. This is an absurd notion: Pushkin, Lermontov, and Turgeniev are exemplary of concision.

         
 

         On reflection, it becomes evident that for both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky plenitude was an essential freedom. It characterized their lives and persons as well as their view of the art of the novel. Tolstoy composed on a vast canvas commensurate to the breadth of his being and suggestive of the links between the time structure of the novel and the flow of time through history. The massiveness of Dostoevsky mirrors fidelity to detail and an encompassing grasp of the countless particularities of gesture and thought that accumulate towards the moment of drama.

         
 

         The more we consider the two novelists, the more we come to realize that they and their works were hewn to the same scale.

         
 

         Tolstoy’s gigantic vitality, his bearish strength and feats of nervous endurance, the excess in him of every life-force are notorious. His contemporaries, such as Gorky, pictured him as a titan roaming the earth in antique majesty. There was something fantastical and obscurely blasphemous about his old age. He passed into his ninth decade every inch a king. He laboured to the end, unbent, pugnacious, rejoicing in his autocracy. Tolstoy’s energies were such that he could neither imagine nor create in small dimensions. Whenever he entered into a room or a literary form he conveyed the impression of a giant stooping under a door built for ordinary men. One of his plays has six acts. There is appropriateness in the fact that the Dukhobors, a religious group whose emigration from Russia to Canada was financed by the royalties on Tolstoy’s Resurrection, should parade naked in blizzards and burn down barns in exuberant defiance.

         
 

         Everywhere in Tolstoy’s life, whether in the gambling bouts and bear-hunts of his youth, in his tempestuous and fruitful marriage, or in the ninety volumes of his printed works, the might of the creative impulse is evident. T. E. Lawrence (himself a man of daemonic powers) admitted to Forster:

         
 

         

            it is hopeless to grapple with Tolstoy. The man is like yesterday’s east wind, which brought tears when you faced it and numbed you meanwhile.6

            


         
 

         Ample sections of War  and  Peace  were re-drafted seven times. Tolstoyan novels close reluctantly as if the pressure of creation, that occult ecstasy which comes of shaping life through language, had not yet been expended. Tolstoy knew of his immensity and gloried in the rush and pulse of his blood. Once, in a moment of patriarchal grandeur, he questioned mortality itself. He wondered whether death—clearly signifying his own physical death—was truly inevitable. Why should he die when he felt untapped resources in his body and when his presence was so urgently needed by the pilgrims and disciples flocking to Yasnaya Polyana from all over the world? Perhaps Nicholas Fedorov, the librarian of the Rumantsev Museum, was right in stressing the idea of a full and literal resurrection of the dead. Tolstoy said: “I do not share all Fedorov’s views,” but they obviously attracted him.

         
 

         Dostoevsky is often cited in contrast, being singled out by critics and biographers as the arch-instance of creative neurosis. This view is reinforced by the images most commonly associated with his career: incarceration in Siberia, epilepsy, bitter destitution, and the thread of personal agony which appears to run through all his works and days. It is given authority by a misreading 

          of Thomas Mann’s distinction between the Olympian health of Goethe and Tolstoy and the sickness of Nietzsche and Dostoevsky.

          
 

          

          

         In actual fact, Dostoevsky was endowed with exceptional strength and powers of endurance, with tremendous resilience and animal toughness. These sustained him through the purgatory of his personal life and the imagined hell of his creations. John Cowper Powys notes as central to Dostoevsky’s nature a “mysterious and profoundly feminine enjoyment of life even while  suffering  from  life.”7 He points to that “brimming over of the life force” which enabled the novelist to maintain the furious pace of his creation while in the utmost of material want or physical discomfort. As Powys finely distinguishes, the joy which Dostoevsky attained even in moments of anguish was not masochistic (although there was masochism in his temper). It sprang, rather, from the primal, cunning pleasure that a mind will take in its own tenacity. The man lived at white heat.

         
 

         He survived the agonizing experience of mock execution in front of a firing squad; indeed, he transformed the remembrance of that dread hour into a talisman of endurance and a persistent source of inspiration. He survived the Siberian katorga  and the period of service in a penal regiment. He wrote his voluminous novels, tales, and polemic essays under financial and psychological exactions which would have worn down anyone of lesser vitality. Dostoevsky said of himself that he had the sinuous tenacity of a cat. He spent most of the days in his nine lives working at full strength—whether or not he had passed the night gambling, fighting off illness, or begging for a loan.

         
 

         It is in this light that one should view his epilepsy. The pathology and origins of Dostoevsky’s “holy sickness” remain obscure. What little we know of the dates makes it difficult to accept Freud’s theory of a causal relation between the first seizures and the murder of Dostoevsky’s father. The novelist’s own conception of

          epilepsy was ambiguous and pervaded by religious overtones: he saw in it both a cruel and demeaning trial and a mysterious gift through which a man could achieve instants of miraculous illumination and sharp-sightedness. Both Prince Muishkin’s accounts in The  Idiot and the dialogue between Shatov and Kirillov in The Possessed  portray epileptic fits as realizations of total experience, as outward thrusts of the most secret and central forces of life. In the moment of seizure the soul is liberated from the constricting hold of the senses. Nowhere does Dostoevsky suggest that the “idiot” regrets his hallowing affliction.

          
 

          

          

         It is probable that Dostoevsky’s own illness was directly associated with his extraordinary nervous powers. It may have acted as a release for his insurgent energies. Thomas Mann saw in it “a product of over-flowing vitality, an explosion and excess of enormous health.”8 Surely this is the key to Dostoevsky’s nature: “enormous health” using illness as an instrument of perception. In this respect the comparison with Nietzsche is justified. Dostoevsky is illustrative of those artists and thinkers who surround themselves with physical suffering as with “a dome of many-coloured glass.” Through it they see reality intensified. Thus Dostoevsky may also be compared to Proust, who built his asthma into a wall to guard the monasticism of his art, or to Joyce, who fed his ear on blindness and listened to darkness as to a sea-shell.

         
 

         “Contrary, but not remote, not alien,” said Merezhkovsky: Tolstoyan health and Dostoevskyan sickness bore similar marks of creative might.

         
 

         T. E. Lawrence confided to Edward Garnett:
 

         

            Do you remember my telling you once that I collected a shelf of “Titanic” books (those distinguished by greatness of spirit, “sublimity” as Longinus would cali it): and they were The  Karamazovs,  Zarathustra,  and Moby Dick.9

            


         
 

          

          

         Five years later he extended this list to include War  and  Peace.  These are “Titanic” books, and the quality which Lawrence evoked was made manifest both in their outward magnitude and in the lives of their authors.

         
 

         But the characteristic magnificence of the art of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky—the manner in which it restored to literature a wholeness of conception that had passed from it with the decline of epic poetry and tragic drama—cannot be perceived in isolation. Nor can we limit our attention solely to the Russians, although Virginia Woolf was tempted to ask whether “to write of any fiction save theirs is a waste of time.”1   Before considering the works of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky in themselves, I want to pause, for a moment, on the general theme of the art of fiction and on the particular virtues of the Russian and the American novel in the nineteenth century.

         
 

         
III

         
 

         The main tradition of the European novel arose out of the very circumstances that had brought on the dissolution of the epic and the decay of serious drama. Through the innocence of remoteness and the repeated accident of individual genius, the Russian novelists from Gogol to Gorky charged their medium with such energies, with such extremes of insight and so fierce a poetry of belief, that prose fiction, as a literary form, came to rival (and some would say, surpass) the range of the epic and of drama. But the history of the novel is not one of sustaining continuity. The Russian achievement was realized in sharp differentiation from the prevailing European mode, even in opposition to it. The Russian masters—like Hawthorne and Melville in their own, somewhat different ways—did violence to the conventions of the genre as it had been conceived from the time of Defoe to that of Flaubert. The point being this: to the eighteenth-century realists these conventions

          had been a source of strength; at the time of Madame  Bovary  they had become limitations. What were they and how did they originate?

          
 

          

          

         In its natural mode an epic poem addresses itself to a rather close-knit group of listeners; the drama, where it is still alive and not merely an artifice, is intended for a collective organism—a theatrical audience. But a novel speaks to an individual reader in the anarchy of private life. It is a form of communication between a writer and an essentially fragmented society, an “imaginative creation‚” as Burckhardt put it, “read in solitude.”2 To inhabit a room of one’s own, to read a book to oneself, is to partake in a condition rich in historical and psychological implications. These have direct bearing on the history and character of European prose fiction. They have given it its numerous and determining associations with the fortunes and world view of the middle classes. If we may say of the Homeric and Virgilian epics that they were forms of discourse between poet and aristocracy, so we may say of the novel that it has been the primary art-form of the age of the bourgeoisie.

         
 

         The novel arose not only as the art of the housed and private man in the European cities. It was, from the time of Cervantes onward, the mirror which the imagination, in its vein of reason, held up to empirical reality. Don  Quixote  bid an ambiguous and compassionate farewell to the world of the epic; Robinson  Crusoe  staked out that of the modern novel. Like Defoe’s castaway, the novelist will surround himself with a palisade of tangible facts: with Balzac’s marvellously solid houses, with the smell of Dickens’s puddings, with Flaubert’s drug-counters and Zola’s inexhaustible inventories. Where he finds a footprint in the sand, the novelist will conclude that it is the man Friday lurking in the bushes, not a fairy spoor or, as in a Shakespearean world, the ghostly trace of “the god Hercules, whom Antony loved.”

         
 

         The main current of the Western novel is prosaic, in the exact rather than the pejorative sense. In it neither Milton’s Satan winging through the immensities of chaos nor the Weird Sisters from Macbeth,  sailing to Aleppo in their sieve, are really at home. Windmills are no longer giants, but windmills. In exchange, fiction will tell us how windmills are built, what they earn, and precisely how they sound on a gusty night. For it is the genius of the novel to describe, analyze, explore, and accumulate the data of actuality and introspection. Of all the renditions of experience that literature attempts, of all the counter-statements to reality put forward in language, that of the novel is the most coherent and inclusive. The works of Defoe, Balzac, Dickens, Trollope, Zola, or Proust document our sense of the world and of the past. They are first cousins to history.

          
 

          

          

         There are, of course, types of fiction to which this does not apply. On the confines of the governing tradition there have been persistent areas of irrationalism and myth. The great bulk of the Gothic (to which I shall return when considering Dostoevsky), Mrs. Shelley’s Frankenstein,  and Alice  in  Wonderland  are  representative instances of rebellion against prevailing empiricism. One need refer only to Emily Brontë, E. T. A. Hoffmann, and Poe to realize that the discredited daemonology of the “pre-scientific” era had its vigorous after-life. But in the main the European novel of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was secular in outlook, rational in method, and social in context.

         
 

         As its technical resources and solidity increased, realism developed vast ambitions: it sought to establish through language societies as complex and substantial as those existing in the outside world. In a minor key this attempt produced Trollope’s Barchester; in a major, the fantastic dream of the Comédie  humaine.  As outlined in 1845, the work was to comprise one hundred and thirty-seven distinct titles. In it the life of France was to find its total counterpart. Balzac wrote a famous letter in 1844 comparing his design with the accomplishments of Napoleon, Cuvier, and O’Connell:

         
 

         

         
 

         

            Le premier  a  vécu  de  la  vie  de l’Europe;  il  s’est  inoculé  des armées! Le  second  a  épousé  le  globe! Le  troisième  s’est incomé  un  peuple!  Moi j’aurai  porté  une  société  entière dans  ma  tête!

            
 

            (The first lived the life of Europe; he inoculated himself with armies! The second took the round earth itself in marriage! The third embodied a nation! I shall have carried an entire society in my head!)

            


         
 

         Balzac’s conquering ambition has its modern parallel: Yoknapatawpha County, “sole owner, William Faulkner.”

         
 

         But from the outset there was present in the doctrine and practices of the realistic novel an element of contradiction. Was the treatment of contemporary life appropriate to what Matthew Arnold called “the high seriousness” of truly great literature? Sir Walter Scott preferred historical themes, hoping to attain through them that nobility and poetic remoteness characteristic of the epic and of verse drama. It required the performances of Jane Austen and George Eliot, of Dickens and Balzac, to demonstrate that modern society and daily happenings could provide materials for artistic and moral preoccupation as enthralling as those which poets and dramatists had drawn from earlier cosmologies. But these performances, through their very thoroughness and power, confronted realism with yet another and, ultimately, more intractable dilemma. Would the sheer mass of observed fact not come to overwhelm and dissolve the artistic purpose and formal control of the novelist?

         
 

         In their concern for moral discrimination, in their scrutiny of values, the mature realists of the nineteenth century were, as F. R. Leavis has shown, able to prevent the encroachment of their material on the integrity of literary form. Indeed, the keenest critical minds of the age perceived the dangers of excessive verisimilitude. Goethe and Hazlitt pointed out that in endeavouring to portray the entirety of modern life, art ran the risk of becoming journalism. And Goethe noted, in the Prologue to Faust,  that the prevalence of newspapers had already debased the sensibilities of the literary public. Paradoxical as it may seem, reality itself had during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries assumed a heightened colouring; it pressed upon ordinary men and women with mounting vivacity. Hazlitt wondered whether any one who had lived through the era of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars would find satisfaction in the contrived ardours of literature. Both he and Goethe saw in the vogue of melodrama and the Gothic novel direct, though misconceived, responses to this challenge.

         
 

         Their fears were prophetic but, in fact, premature. They foreshadow the agony of Flaubert and the collapse of the naturalistic novel under the weight of its documentation. Prior to the 1860’s European fiction flourished under the challenges and pressures of reality. To revert to an image I have used earlier: Cézanne taught the eye to see objects in what is, literally, a new light and depth. Similarly, the age of Revolution and Empire bestowed on daily life the stature and resplendency of myth. It vindicated with finality the supposition that in observing their own times artists would find themes in the grand manner. The happenings of the period from 1789 to 1820 gave to men’s awareness of contemporaneity something of the freshness and vibrancy which Impressionism subsequently gave to their awareness of physical space. The assault of France upon its own past and upon Europe, the brief course of empire from the Tagus to the Vistula, heightened the pace and urgency of experience even for those who were not directly involved. What had been to Montesquieu and to Gibbon themes of philosophical inquiry, what had been to the Augustan and Neo-classical poets situations and motifs drawn from ancient history, became to the romantics the fabric of daily life.

         
 

         One could assemble an anthology of crowded and passionate hours to show how the very rhythm of experience mounted. It might begin with the anecdote of how Kant was delayed in his morning walk, once and once only, on being informed of the fall of the Bastille and go on to that wonderful passage in The  Prelude  in  which Wordsworth tells of hearing the news of the death of Robespierre. It would include Goethe’s description of how a new world was born at the battle of Valmy and De Quincey’s account of the apocalyptic and nocturnal coach rides when the mails tore out of London with bulletins from the Peninsular War. It would portray Hazlitt on the verge of suicide when hearing of Napoleon’s downfall at Waterloo and Byron conspiring with Italian revolutionaries. Such an anthology could appropriately close with Berlioz’s account, in his memoirs, of how he escaped from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, joined the insurgents of 1830, and conducted them, extempore, in his arrangement of the Marseillaise.

         
 

         The novelists of the nineteenth century inherited a heightened sense for the dramatic fitness of their own times. A world that had known Danton and Austerlitz did not think it necessary to look to mythology or the ancient past for the raw materials of poetic vision. This did not signify, however, that responsible novelists dealt directly with the events of the day. Rather, and with a subtle instinct for the range of their art, they sought to render the new tempo of life in the private experiences of men and women who were in no way historical personages. Or, like Jane Austen, they portrayed the resistances which the old-established and quieter forms of behaviour offered to the inrush of modernity. This explains the curious and important fact that the romantic and Victorian novelists of the first rank did not yield to the obvious temptations of the Napoleonic theme. As Zola pointed out, in his essay on Stendhal, the influence of Napoleon on European psychology, on the mood and tenor of consciousness, had been far-reaching:

         
 

         

            I insist on this fact because I have never seen a study of the very real impact of Napoleon on our literature. The Empire was a time of mediocre literary achievement; but one cannot deny that Napoleon’s destiny acted like a hammer-blow on the heads of his contemporaries…. All ambitions waxed large, all undertaking took on a gigantic air and in literature, as in all other domains, all dreams turned on universal kingship.

            


         
 

         Balzac’s dream of rule over the kingdom of words was a direct consequence.

         
 

         Nevertheless, fiction did not seek to usurp the arts of the journalist and the historian. Revolution and Empire play a large role in the background of the nineteenth-century novel, but only in the background. Where they move too near the centre, as in Dickens’s Tale  of  Two  Cities  and Anatole France’s Les  Dieux  ont soif‚   the piece of fiction itself loses in maturity and distinction. Balzac and Stendhal were alive to the danger. Both conceived of reality as somehow illumined and ennobled by the emotions which the Revolution and Napoleon had loosed upon the lives of men. Both were fascinated by the theme of “Bonapartism” in private or commercial domains. They sought to show how the energies released by the political upheavals came to reshape the patterns of society and man’s image of himself. In the Comédie  humaine  the Napoleonic legend is a centre of gravity in the narrative design and architecture. But in all except a few minor works the Emperor himself makes only fleeting and indecisive appearances. Both Stendhal’s Charterhouse  of  Parma  and The Red  and  the  Black  are variations on the theme of Bonapartism, inquiries into the anatomy of the spirit when the latter had been exposed to reality in its most violent and majestic guises. But it is richly instructive that the hero of The  Charterhouse  glimpses Napoleon only once, in a momentary and blurred vision.

         
 

         Dostoevsky was a direct heir to this convention. The Russian poet and critic Vyacheslav Ivanov has traced the evolution of the Napoleonic motif from Balzac’s Rastignac, through Stendhal’s Julien Sorel to Crime and  Punishment.  The “Napoleon dream” found its deepest rendition in the personage of Raskolnikov, and this intensification is indicative of how greatly the art of the novel had widened its possibilities as it passed from western Europe to Russia. Tolstoy broke decisively with the previous treatments of the imperial subject. In War  and  Peace  Napoleon is directly presented. Not at first: his appearance at Austerlitz bears the marks of the oblique method of Stendhal (whom Tolstoy greatly admired). But thereafter, and as the novel proceeds, he is shown, as it were, full-face. This reflects more than a change of narrative technique. It is consequent on Tolstoy’s philosophy of history and on his kinship with the heroic epic. Moreover it betrays the desire of the man of letters—a desire which was particularly strong in Tolstoy—to circumscribe and thus master the man of action.

         
 

         But as the events of the first two decades of the nineteenth century receded into history, glory seemed to fall from the air. When reality grew more sombre and retrenched, the dilemmas inherent in the theory and practice of realism came to the fore. As early as 1836—in La  Confession  d’un  enfant  du  siècle—Musset argued that the period of exhilaration, the era in which Revolutionary freedom and Napoleonic heroism had reverberated in the atmosphere and fired the imagination, had faded away. In its place descended the gray, ponderous, Philistine rule of the industrial middle classes. What had once seemed the daemonic saga of money, that romance of the “financial Napoleons” which had enthralled Balzac, had turned into the inhuman routine of the counting-house and the assembly line. As Edmund Wilson shows in his essay on Dickens, Ralph Nickleby, Arthur Gride, and the Chuzzlewits were replaced by Pecksniff and, more terribly, by Murdstone. The fog which lingers on every page of Bleak  House  is  symbolic of the layers of cant under which the capitalism of the mid-nineteenth century concealed its ruthlessness.

         
 

         In scorn or indignation, such writers as Dickens, Heine, and Baudelaire sought to cut through the muffled hypocrisies of language. But the bourgeoisie  took  delight in their genius and shielded itself behind the theory that literature did not really pertain to practical life and could be allowed its liberties. Hence arose the image of a dissociation between the artist and society, an image which continues to haunt and alienate literature, painting, and music in our time.

         
 

         But I am not concerned with the economic and social changes which began in the 1830’s, with the imposition of mercenary ruthlessness through a code of rigorous morality. The classical analysis has been made by Marx, who, in Wilson’s words,

         
 

         

            was demonstrating through these middle years of the century that this system, with its falsifying of human relations and its wholesale encouragement of cant, was an inherent and irremediable feature of the economic structure itself.3

            


         
 

         I am dealing only with the effect of these changes on the main current of the European novel. The transformation in the values and rhythm of actual life confronted the whole theory of realism with a bitter dilemma. Should the novelist continue to honour his commitment to verisimilitude and to the re-creation of reality when the latter was no longer worth re-creating? Would the novel itself not succumb to the monotony and moral falsehood of its subject matter?

         
 

         Flaubert’s genius was riven by this question. Madame Bovary  was composed in a cold fury of heart and carries within it the limiting and ultimately insoluble paradox of realism. Flaubert escaped from it only in the flamboyant archaeology of Salammbô  and La  Tentation  de saint  Antoine.  But he could not let reality be and strove, in compulsive and self-defeating labour, to gather it all into an encyclopedia of disgust, Bouvard  et Pécuchet.  The nineteenth-century world, as Flaubert saw it,   had destroyed the foundations of humane culture. Lionel Trilling acutely argues that Flaubert’s critique went beyond economic and social issues. Bouvard et  Pécuchet

         
 

         

            rejects culture. The human mind experiences the massed accumulation of its own works, those that are traditionally

             held to be its greatest glories as well as those that are obviously of a contemptible sort, and arrives at the understanding that none will serve its purpose, that all are weariness and vanity, that the whole vast structure of human thought and creation are alien from the human person.4

             
 

             

            

         
 

         The nineteenth century had come a long way since the “dawn” in which Wordsworth proclaimed that it was bliss to be alive.

         
 

         In the end, “reality” overcame the novel, and the novelist shades into the reporter. The dissolution of the work of art under the pressures of fact can best be shown in the critical writings and fiction of Zola. (Here I shall follow closely on the lead given by George Lukács, one of the master critics of our time, in his essay on “The Zola Centenary.”) To Zola the realism of Balzac and Stendhal was equally suspect, for both had allowed their imagination to infringe on the “scientific” principles of naturalism. He particularly deplored Balzac’s attempt to re-create reality in his own image when he should have done everything in his power to give a faithful and “objective” account of contemporary life:

         
 

         

            A naturalist writer wants to write a novel about the stage. Starting from this point without characters or data, his first concern will be to collect material, to find out what he can about this world he wishes to describe…. Then he will talk to the people best informed on the subject, will collect statements, anecdotes, portraits. But this is not all. He will also read the written documents available. Finally he will visit the locations, spend a few days in a theatre in order to acquaint himself with the smallest details, pass an evening in an actress’ dressing-room and absorb the atmosphere as much as possible. When all this material has been gathered, the novel will take shape of its own accord. All the novelist has to do is to group the facts in a logical sequence…. Interest will no longer be focused on the peculiarities of the story—on the contrary, the more general and commonplace the story is, the more typical it will be.5

            


         
 

          

          

         Fortunately, Zola’s genius, the strong colour of his imaginings, and the thrust of moral passion which intervened even where he thought himself most “scientific‚” counteracted this dreary program. Pot-Bouille  is one of the best novels of the nineteenth century—great in its comic ferocity and tightness of design. As Henry James said,

         
 

         

            It is in the great lusty game he plays with the shallow and the simple that Zola’s mastery resides, and we see of course that when values are small it takes innumerable items and combinations to make up the sum.6

            


         
 

         But the trouble was that the “mastery” was rare whereas the “shallow and the simple” abounded. In hands of lesser inspiration, the naturalistic novel became the art of the reporter, the incessant reproduction of some “slice of life” heightened with a dash of colour. As the instruments of total reproduction—the radio, photography, the cinema, and, ultimately, television—have grown more perfect and prevalent, the novel has found itself reduced either to trailing in their wake or to abandoning the canons of naturalism.

         
 

         But was the dilemma of the realistic novel (and naturalism is merely its most radical aspect) wholly a consequence of the political and social embourgeoisement  of the mid-nineteenth century? Unlike the Marxist critics, I think the roots lie deeper. The problem was inseparable from the assumptions on which the central tradition of the European novel had been founded. In committing itself to a secular interpretation of life and to a realistic portrayal of ordinary experience, eighteenth-and nineteenth-century fiction had predetermined its own limitations. This commitment had been no less operative in the art of Fielding than in that of Zola. The difference was that Zola had made of it a deliberate and rigorous method and that the spirit of the age had grown less susceptible to the ironic gallantry

          and drama with which Fielding had tempered the realism of Tom  Jones.

          
 

          

          

         In rejecting the mythical and the preternatural, all those things undreamt of in Horatio’s philosophy, the modern novel had broken with the essential world view of the epic and of tragedy. It had claimed for its own what we might call the kingdom of this world. It is the vast kingdom of human psychology perceived through reason and of human behaviour in a social context. The Goncourts surveyed it when they defined fiction as ethics in action. But, for all its comprehensiveness (and there are those who would maintain that it is the only kingdom subject to our understanding), it has frontiers and they are recognizably limiting. We cross them when we pass from the world of Bleak  House  to that of The  Castle  (while noting at the same time that Kafka’s principal symbol is related to Dickens’s Chancery). We cross them with unmistakable enlargement when we pass from Le  Père  Goriot—Balzac’s poem of father and daughters—to King  Lear.  We pass them again when we move from Zola’s program for novelists to that letter of D. H. Lawrence’s which I have cited earlier:

         
 

         

            I always feel as if I stood naked for the fire of Almighty God to go through me—and it’s rather an awful feeling. One has to be so terribly religious, to be an artist. I often think of my dear Saint Lawrence on his gridiron, when he said, “Turn me over, brothers, I am done enough on this side.”

            


         
 

         “One has to be so terribly religious”—there is a revolution in that phrase. For, above all else, the great tradition of the realistic novel had implied that religious feeling was not a necessary adjunct to a mature and comprehensive account of human affairs.

         
 

         This revolution, which led to the achievements of Kafka and of Thomas Mann, of Joyce and of Lawrence himself, began not in Europe but in America and Russia. Lawrence declared: “Two bodies of modern literature seem to me to have come to a real verge: the Russian and the American.”7 Beyond it lay the possibility of Moby  Dick  and that of the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. But why America and Russia?

         
 

         
IV

         
 

         The history of European fiction in the nineteenth century brings to mind the image of a nebula with wide-flung arms. At their extremities the American and the Russian novel radiate a whiter brilliance. As we move outward from the centre—and we may think of Henry James, Turgeniev, and Conrad as intermediary clusters—the stuff of realism grows more tenuous. The masters of the American and the Russian manner appear to gather something of their fierce intensity from the outer darkness, from the decayed matter of folklore, melodrama, and religious life.

         
 

         European observers were uneasily cognizant of what lay beyond the orbit of traditional realism. They sensed that Russian and American imaginings had attained spheres of compassion and ferocity denied to a Balzac or a Dickens. French criticism, in particular, reflects the endeavours of a classical sensibility, of an intelligence attuned to measure and equilibrium, to respond justly to forms of vision that were both alien and exalting. At times, as in Flaubert’s acknowledgment of War and  Peace,  this attempt to honour strange gods was tinged with scepticism or bitterness. For in defining the Russian and the American accomplishment, the European critic defined also the incompletions in his own great heritage. Even those who did most to familiarize Europeans with the stars in the eastern and western skies—Mérirnée, Baudelaire, the Vicomte de Vogüé, the Goncourts, André Gide, and Valéry Larbaud—might be saddened to discover that in response to a questionnaire circulated in 1957 students at the Sorbonne set Dostoevsky high above any French writer.

         
 

         In reflecting on the qualities of American and Russian fiction, European observers of the Iate nineteenth

          and early twentieth centuries sought to discover points of affinity between the United States of Hawthorne and Melville and pre-revolutionary Russia. The cold war makes this perspective seem archaic or even erroneous. But the distortion lies with us. To understand why it is (to apply Harry Levin’s phrase about Joyce) that after Moby  Dick,  Anna  Karenina,  and The  Brothers Karamazov  it became far more difficult to be a novelist at all, one must consider the contrast not between Russia and America, but between Russia and America on the one hand and nineteenth-century Europe on the other. This essay is concerned with the Russians. But the psychological and material circumstances which liberated them from the dilemma of realism were present also on the American scene, and it is through American eyes that some of them may be most clearly perceived.

          
 

          

          

         Obviously this is a vast topic and what follows should be regarded merely as notes towards a more adequate treatment. Four of the acutest minds of their age, Astolphe de Custine, Tocqueville, Matthew Arnold, and Henry Adams dealt with this theme. Each, from his own specific vantage point, was struck by analogies between the two emergent powers. Henry Adams went further and speculated, with extraordinary prescience, on what the fate of civilization would be once the two giants confronted each other across an enfeebled Europe.

         
 

         The ambiguous yet determining nature of the relationship to Europe was, during the nineteenth century, a recurrent motif of both Russian and American intellectual life. Henry James made the classic pronouncement: “It’s a complex fate, being an American, and one of the responsibilities it entails is fighting against a superstitious valuation of Europe.”8 In his tribute to George Sand, Dostoevsky said: “We Russians have two motherlands—Russia and Europe—even in cases where

          we call ourselves Slavophiles.”9 The complexity and the doubleness are equally manifest in Ivan Karamazov’s celebrated declaration to his brother:

          
 

          

          

         

            I want to travel in Europe, Alyosha, I shall set off from here. And yet I know that I am only going to a graveyard, but it’s a most precious graveyard, that’s what it is! Precious are the dead that lie there, every stone over them speaks of such burning life in the past, of such passionate faith in their work, their truth, their struggle and their science, that I know I shall fall on the ground and kiss those stones and weep over them; though I’m convinced in my heart that it’s long been nothing but a graveyard.

            


         
 

         Could this not be the motto of American literature from Hawthorne’s Marble  Faun  to T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets?

         
 

         In both nations the relationship to Europe assumed diverse and complex forms. Turgeniev, Henry James, and, later on, Eliot and Pound offer examples of direct acceptance, of conversion to the old world. Melville and Tolstoy were among the great refusers. But in most instances the attitudes were at once ambiguous and compulsive. Cooper noted in 1828, in his Gleanings  in Europe:  “If any man is excusable for deserting his country, it is the American artist.” On this precise point the Russian intelligentsia was fiercely divided. But whether they welcomed the probability or deplored it, writers from both America and Russia tended to agree that their formative experiences would entail a necessary part of exile or “treason.” Often the European pilgrimage would lead to a rediscovery and revaluation of the home country: Gogol “found” his Russia while living in Rome. But in both literatures the theme of the European voyage was the principal device for self-definition and the occasion for the normative gesture: Herzen’s coach crossing the Polish frontier, Lambert Strether (the protagonist of James’s Ambassadors) arriving in Chester. “To understand anything as vast

          and terrible as Russia,” wrote the early Slavophile Kireevsky, “one must look on her from afar.”

          
 

          

          

         This confrontation with Europe gives Russian and American fiction something of its specific weight and dignity. Both civilizations were coming of age and were in search of their own image (this search being one of Henry James’s essential fables). In both countries the novel helped give the mind a sense of place. Not an easy task; for whereas the European realist worked within points of reference fixed by a rich historical and literary legacy, his counterpart in the United States and in Russia either had to import a sense of continuity from abroad or to create a somewhat spurious autonomy with whatever material came to hand. It was the rare good fortune of Russian literature that Pushkin’s genius was of so manifold and classical a cast. His works constituted in themselves a body of tradition. Moreover, they incorporated a large range of foreign influences and models. This is what Dostoevsky meant when he referred to Pushkin’s “universal responsiveness”:

         
 

         

            Even the greatest of the European poets were never able to embody in themselves with such potency as Pushkin the genius of an alien, perhaps neighbouring people…. Pushkin alone—among all world poets—possesses the faculty of completely reincarnating in himself an alien nationality.1

            


         
 

         In Gogol, moreover, the art of the Russian narrative found a craftsman who struck, from the first, the dominant tones and attitudes of the language and the form. The Russian novel did emerge out of his Cloak.  American literature was less fortunate. The uncertainties of taste in Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville and the obscuring idiosyncrasies of their manner point directly to the dilemmas of individual talent producing in relative isolation.

         
 

         Russia and America lacked even that sense of geographical 

          stability and cohesion which the European novel took for granted. Both nations combined immensity with the awareness of a romantic and vanishing frontier. What the Far West and the Red Man were to American mythology, the Caucasus and its warring tribes, or the unspoiled communities of Cossacks and Old Believers on the Don and the Volga were to Pushkin, Lermontov, and Tolstoy. Archetypal in both literatures is the theme of the hero who leaves behind the corrupt world of urban civilization and enervating passions to affront the dangers and moral purgations of the frontier. Leatherstocking and the hero of Tolstoy’s Tales  from  the  Caucasus  are kindred as they move among the cool pine valleys and wild creatures in melancholy yet ardent pursuit of their “noble” foe.

          
 

          

          

         The vastness of space brings with it exposures to natural forces at their most grandiose and ferocious; only in the Brontës and, subsequently, in D. H. Lawrence does the European novel show a comparable awareness of nature unleashed. The moody tyrannies of the sea in Dana and Melville, the archaic horrors of the ice-world in Poe’s Narrative  of  Arthur  Gordon  Pym, the image of human nakedness in Tolstoy’s Snowstorm—all these encounters of man with a physical set ting which can destroy him in moments of wanton  grandeur lie outside the repertoire of western European  realism. Tolstoy’s How  Much  Land  Does  a  Man  Need? (which Joyce thought the “greatest literature in the world”) could have been written, in the nineteenth century, only by a Russian or an American. It is a parable on the immensity of the earth; it would have made sense neither in Dickens’s Kentish landscape nor in Flaubert’s Normandy.

         
 

         But space isolates as much as it enlarges. Common to Russian and American literature was the theme of the artist seeking his identity and his public in a culture too new, too disorganized, and too preoccupied with the demands of material survival. Even the cities, in which the European consciousness perceived the very gathering and transcription of the past, were raw and anonymous in their Russian and American setting. From the time of Pushkin to that of Dostoevsky, St. Petersburg stands in Russian literature as a symbol of arbitrary creation; the whole structure had been conjured out of marsh and water by the cruel magic of autocracy. It was rooted neither in the earth nor in the past. Sometimes, as in Pushkin’s Bronze  Horseman,  nature took vengeance on the intruder; sometimes, as when Poe perished in Baltimore, the city became a mob—that equivalent of natural catastrophe—and destroyed the artist.

         
 

         But in the end, the human will triumphed over the gigantic land. Roads were cut through forests and deserts; communities gripped on to the prairie and the steppe. This achievement and the primacy of will that brought it about are reflected in the great lineage of Russian and American classics. In both mythologies what Balzac had described as “the quest for the absolute” looms large. Hester Prynne, Ahab, Gordon Pym, Dostoevsky’s underground man, and Tolstoy himself assailed the will-constraining barriers of traditional morality and natural law. As epigraph to Ligeia,  Poe chose a passage from the seventeenth-century English divine Joseph Glanvill: “Man doth not yield himself to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save only through the weakness of his feeble will.” That is Ahab’s secret battle-cry and it was Tolstoy’s hope when he questioned the need of mortality. In both Russia and America, as Matthew Arnold remarked, life itself had about it the fanaticism of youth.

         
 

         But in neither instance was it the kind of life on which European fiction drew for its material and on which it built the fabric of its conventions. This is  the crux of Henry James’s study of Hawthorne. The latter had written, in preface to The  Marble  Faun:

         
 

         

            No author, without a trial, can conceive of the difficulty of writing a romance about a country where there is no shadow, no antiquity, no mystery, no picturesque and gloomy wrong, not anything but a commonplace prosperity, in broad and simple daylight, as is happily the case with my dear native land.

            


         
 

          

         From the author of The  Scarlet  Letter  and The  House of  the  Seven  Gables,  one takes this to be a piece of fine-grained irony. But James chose not to do so and elaborated on Hawthorne’s “difficulties.” His discussion, as well as Hawthorne’s text, pertain altogether to America. But what James had to say yielded perhaps the most searching analysis that we have of the main qualities of the European novel. By telling us what non-Europeans lacked he tells us also from what impediments they were free. And his treatment is, I submit, as illuminating of the differences between Flaubert and Tolstoy as it is of those between Flaubert and Hawthorne.

         
 

         Noting the “thinness” and “the blankness” of the atmosphere in which Hawthorne worked, James said:

         
 

         

            It takes so many things, as Hawthorne must have felt later in life, when he made the acquaintance of the denser, richer, warmer European spectacle—it takes such an accumulation of history and custom, such a complexity of manners and types, to form a fund of suggestion for a novelist.

            


         
 

         Whereupon follows the famous listing of “the items of high civilization” absent from the texture of American life and, consequently, from the matrix of reference and emotion available to an American novelist:

         
 

         

            No State, in the European sense of the word, and indeed barely a specific national name. No sovereign, no court, no personal loyalty, no aristocracy, no church, no clergy, no army, no diplomatic service, no country gentlemen, no palaces, no castles, nor manors … nor ivied ruins … no Oxford, nor Eton, nor Harrow; no literature, no novels, no museums, no pictures, no political society, no sporting class—no Epsom nor Ascot!

            


         
 

         One cannot tell whether this list is to be taken altogether seriously. Neither the court, nor the army, nor the sporting set in James’s England was very much concerned with the values of the artist. Oxford’s most dramatic association with poetic genius had been the expulsion of Shelley; manors and ivied ruins were the draughty damnation of painters and musicians seeking to entertain their genteel hosts; neither Eton nor Harrow was notable for its encouragement of the gentler virtues. But James’s list is relevant none the less. In sharp miniature it conveys the world picture of European realism, what Bergson would have called the données  immédiate of the art of Dickens, Thackeray, Trollope, Balzac, Stendhal, or Flaubert.

         
 

         Moreover, given the necessary qualifications and shifts in perspective, this index of deprivation applies equally to nineteenth-century Russia. That too was not a state “in the European sense of the word.” Its autocratic court, with its semi-Asiatic flavour, was hostile to literature. Much of the aristocracy was steeped in feudal barbarism and only a tiny, Europeanized segment cared for art or the free play of ideas. The Russian clergy had little in common with the Anglican curates and bishops in whose panelled libraries and rook-haunted chambers James passed some of his winter evenings. They were a fanatical and uneducated host in which visionaries and saints neighboured on illiterate sensualists. Most of the other items enumerated by James—the free universities and ancient schools, the museums and political society, the ivied ruins and the literary tradition—were no more present in Russia than in the United States.

         
 

         And surely in both cases the particular items point to a more general fact: in neither Russia nor America had there taken place the full evolution of a middle class “in the European sense of the word.” As Marx pointed out in his later years, Russia was to provide an instance of a feudal system moving towards industrialization without the intermediary stages of political enfranchisement and without the formation of a modern bourgeoisie.  Behind the European novel lay the stabilizing and maturing structures of constitutionality and capitalism. These did not exist in the Russia of Gogol or Dostoevsky.

         
 

         James admitted that there were “fine compensations” for the thinness of the American atmosphere. He alluded to the immediacy of physical nature in its more eloquent moods, to the writer’s contact with a broad range of types, and to the sense of “wonder” and “mystery” which comes with meeting men who cannot be placed in any of the distinct categories of a fixed society. But James hastened to add that this absence of hierarchies deprived an artist of “intellectual standards” and of the touchstones of manner. Instead, it committed him to a “rather chilly and isolated sense of moral responsibility.”

         
 

         This is a disturbing sentence even if one takes it to apply solely to Hawthorne. It goes a long way towards explaining how it was that the mature James expended time and admiration on the works of Augier, Gyp, and Dumas fils.  It casts light on the values which led him to compare The  Scarlet  Letter  with Lockhart’s Adam Blair—not  entirely to the latter’s detriment. It makes plain why James hoped that American fiction would develop in the image of William Dean Howells, who had started with a “delightful volume on Venetian Life,”   rather than in that of Poe or Melville or Hawthorne with their “puerile” experiments in symbolism. Finally, it is an observation which shows why James could make nothing of the Russian contemporaries of Turgeniev.

         
 

         This “isolated sense of moral responsibility” (passionate, I should have thought, rather than “chilly”), this compulsion towards what Nietzsche was to call “the revaluation of all values,” carried the American and the Russian novel beyond the dwindling resources of European realism into the world of the Pequod and the Karamazovs. D. H. Lawrence remarked:

         
 

         

            There is a “different” feeling in the old American classics. It is the shifting from the old psyche to something new, a displacement. And displacement hurt.2

            


         
 

         In the American case, the displacement was spatial and cultural; the migration of the mind from Europe to the new world. In Russia it was historical and revolutionary. In both instances there were pain and unreason, but also the possibility of experiment and the

          exhilarating conviction that there was at stake more than a portrayal of existing society or the provision of romantic entertainment.

          
 

          

          

         It is true that by Jamesian standards Hawthorne, Melville, Gogol, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky were isolated men. They created apart from or in opposition to the dominant literary milieu.  James himself and Turgeniev seemed more fortunate; they were honoured and at home in the high places of civilization without sacrificing the integrity of their purpose. But, in the final analysis, it was the visionaries and the hunted who achieved the “Titanic” books.

         
 

         Our imaginary discourse on Russia and America in the nineteenth century, on possible analogues in the achievement of the Russian and the American novel, and on their respective departures from European realism, might speculate on one further point. European fiction mirrors the long post-Napoleonic peace. That peace extended, save for spasmodic and indecisive interruptions in 1854 and 1870, from Waterloo to the First World War. War had been a dominant motif in epic poetry—even when it was war in heaven. It had provided the context for much of serious drama from Antigone  to Macbeth  and the masterpieces of Kleist. But it is significantly remote from the preoccupations and themes of the nineteenth-century European novelists. We hear the distant boom of guns in Vanity  Fair; the approach of war gives the final pages of Nana  their irony and their unforgettable élan;  but not until the Zeppelin cruises over Paris, in that despairing night of debauchery which marks the end of the Proustian world, does war re-enter into the main current of European literature. Flaubert, in whom most of these problems are so intensely accentuated, wrote savage and resplendent pages about battle. But it was a battle long ago, in the museum setting of ancient Carthage. Curiously enough, it is to children’s and boys’ books that we must go to find convincing accounts of men at war—to Daudet and to G. A. Henty, who, like Tolstoy, was profoundly marked by his experiences in the Crimea. European realism, in the adult vein, produced neither a War  and  Peace  nor a Red  Badge  of  Courage.

         
 

         This fact enforces a larger moral. The theatre of the European novel, its political and physical matrix from Jane Austen to Proust, was extraordinarily stable. In it, the major catastrophes were private. The art of Balzac, Dickens, and Flaubert was neither prepared nor called upon to engage those forces which can utterly dissolve the fabric of a society and overwhelm private life. Those forces were gathering inexorably towards the century of revolution and total war. But the European novelists either ignored the foreshadowings or misinterpreted them. Flaubert assured George Sand that the Commune was merely a brief reversion to the factionalism of the Middle Ages. Only two writers of fiction clearly glimpsed the impulses towards disintegration, the cracks in the wall of European stability: James in The  Princess  Casamassima  and Conrad in Under  Western Eyes  and The  Secret  Agent.  It is of the most obvious significance that neither novelist was native to the western European tradition.

         
 

         The influence of the Civil War, or rather of its approach and aftermath, on the American atmosphere has not, to my mind, been thoroughly assessed. Harry Levin has suggested that the world view of Poe was darkened by a premonition of the impending fate of the South. It is only gradually that we are coming to realize how drastic a role the war played in the consciousness of Henry James. It accounts in part for that susceptibility to the daemonic and the crippling which deepened the Jamesian novel and carried it into areas beyond the confines of French and English realism. But more generally one may say that the instability of American social life, the mythology of violence inherent in the frontier situation, and the centrality of the war crisis were reflected in the temper of American art. They contributed to what D. H. Lawrence termed a “pitch of extreme consciousness.” He addressed his observation to Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville. It applies equally to The  Jolly  Corner  and The  Golden  Bowl.

         
 

          

         But what were, in the American case, complex and at times marginal elements were, with respect to nineteenth-century Russia, the essential realities.

         
 

         
V

         
 

         If we make exception of Gogol’s Dead  Souls  (1842), of Goncharov’s Oblomov  (1859), and of Turgeniev’s On  the  Eve  (1859), the anni  mirabiles  of Russian fiction extend from the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 to the first revolution in 1905. In power of creation and sustained genius these forty-four years may justly be compared with the golden periods of creativity in Periclean Athens and Elizabethan and Jacobean England. They count among the finer hours of the human spirit. Unquestionably, moreover, the Russian novel was conceived under a single sign of the historical Zodiac—the sign of approaching upheaval. From Dead  Souls  to Resurrection  (the primary image is contained in the mere juxtaposition of these two titles), Russian literature mirrors the coming of the apocalypse:

         
 

         

            it is full of presentiments and predictions, it is constantly troubled by the expectation of approaching catastrophe. The great Russian writers of the XlXth century felt that Russia was on the edge of an abyss into which it would hurl itself; their works reflect the revolution taking place within as well as the other revolution which is on the march….3

            


         
 

         Consider the major novels: Dead  Souls (1842), Oblomov (1859), Turgeniev’s Fathers  and  Sons  (1861), Crime  and  Punishment  (1866), The  Idiot  (1868–9), The  Possessed  (1871–2), Anna  Karenina  (1875–7), The  Brothers  Karamazov  (1879–80), and Resurrection (1899). They form a prophetic series. Even War  and Peace  (1867–9), which stands rather to one side of the main current, concludes with a hint of impending crisis. With an intensity of vision comparable to that of the seers of the Old Testament, the Russian novelists of

          the nineteenth century perceived the gathering storm and prophesied. Often, as in the case of both Gogol and Turgeniev, they prophesied against their own political and social instincts. But their imaginings were oppressed by the certainty of disaster. In a real sense, the Russian novel is an extended gloss on the famous words which Radishchev had uttered in the eighteenth century: “My soul is overwhelmed by the weight of human suffering.”

          
 

          

          

         The sense of continuity and obsessive vision may be conveyed by a piece of fantasy (and it is only that). Gogol sent his emblematic troika hurtling forward through the land of dead souls; Goncharov’s hero realized that he should rouse himself to grasp the reins, but yielded instead to fatalistic abandonment; in one of those villages “in N. province,” so familiar to readers of Russian fiction, Turgeniev’s Bazarov took the whip; in him the future was manifest, the cleansing, murderous tomorrow; the Bazarovs infected with madness and seeking to hurl the troika into the abyss form the theme of The  Possessed;  in our allegory, Levin’s estate, in Anna Karenina,  may stand for a momentary halt, a place in which problems might have been analyzed and resolved through understanding; but the journey has reached a point of no return and we are hastened towards the tragedy of the Karamazovs in which is  prefigured, on a private scale, the immense parricide of revolution. Finally, we attain Resurrection,  a strange, imperfect, and forgiving novel which looks beyond chaos to the advent of grace.

         
 

         This journey led through a world too formless and tragic for the instruments of European realism. In a letter to Maikov of December 1868 (to which I shall have occasion to revert later on), Dostoevsky exclaimed:

         
 

         

            My God! If one could but tell categorically all that we Russians have gone through during the last ten years in the way of spiritual development, all the realists would shriek that it was pure fantasy! And yet it would be pure realism! It is  the one true, deep realism….

            


         
 

          

         The realities which offered themselves to the Russian writers of the nineteenth century were, indeed, fantastic: an affrighted despotism; a Church preyed upon by apocalyptic expectations; an immensely gifted but uprooted intelligentsia seeking salvation either abroad or in the tenebrous mass of the peasantry; the legion of exiles ringing their Bell  (the name of Herzen’s journal) or striking their Spark  (the name of Lenin’s) from a Europe which they both loved and despised; the raging debates between Slavophiles and Westernizers, Populists and utilitarians, reactionaries and nihilists, atheists and believers; and weighing on all spirits, like one of those oncoming summer storms which Turgeniev evokes so beautifully, the premonition of catastrophe.

         
 

         In quality and modes of expression, this premonition assumed religious aspects. Belinsky stated that the question of the existence of God was the final and all-determining focus of Russian thought. As Merezhkovsky remarked, the problem of God and of His nature had “absorbed the whole Russian people from the Judaizers of the fifteenth century to the present day.”4 The iconography of the Messiah and the eschatology of Revelation gave to political debate a bizarre and feverish resonance. The shadow of millennial expectations lay across a stifled culture. In all Russian political thinking—in the pronouncements of Chaadaev, Kireevsky, Nechaiev, Tkachev, Belinsky, Pissarev, Constantine Leontiev, Soloviev, and Fedorov—the kingdom of God had moved terribly close to the declining kingdom of man. The Russian mind was, literally, God-haunted.

         
 

         Hence the radical distinction between nineteenth-century fiction in western Europe and in Russia. The tradition of Balzac, Dickens, and Flaubert was secular. The art of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky was religious. It sprang from an atmosphere penetrated with religious experience and the belief that Russia was destined to play an eminent role in the impending apocalypse. No less than Aeschylus or Milton, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky

          were men whose genius had fallen into the hands of the living God. To them, as to Kierkegaard, human destiny was Either/Or.  Thus, their works cannot be truly understood in the same key as Middle-march,  for example, or The  Charterhouse  of  Parma. We are dealing with different techniques and different metaphysics. Anna  Karenina  and The  Brothers  Karamazov  are, if you will, fictions and poems of the mind, but central to their purpose is what Berdiaev has called the “quest after the salvation of humanity.”

          
 

          

          

         One further point needs to be made: throughout this essay I shall be approaching the Tolstoyan and Dostoevskyan texts by way of translation. This means that the work can be of no real use to scholars of Russian and to historians of Slavic languages and literature. It is at every stage indebted to their labours and contains, I hope, nothing that will strike them as grossly erroneous. But it is not, and cannot be, intended for them. Neither were, one assumes, the writings on the Russian novel of André Gide, Thomas Mann, John Cowper Powys and R. P. Blackmur. I cite these names not in immodest precedent, but rather to exemplify a general truth: criticism is, at times, compelled to take liberties which philology and literary history must reject as fatal to their purposes. Translations are more or less flagrant modes of betrayal. But it is from them that we glean what we may, and indeed what we must, of works composed in languages not our own. In prose, at least, the mastery will often survive the treason. A criticism which is  rooted  in this plight and which addresses itself to it will be of restricted value, but it may be of value nevertheless.

         
 

         Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, moreover, constitute a vast theme. This, as T. S. Eliot observes with respect to Dante, leaves the possibility “that one may have something to say worth saying; whereas with smaller men, only minute and special study is likely to justify writing about them at all.”
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