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Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–1881) was born in Moscow, the son of a physician, and educated at the Military Engineering College in St Petersburg. His first novel, Poor Folk (1846), was well received. In 1849 he was arrested and sentenced to death for his involvement with a group of Utopian Socialists, the Petrashevsky Circle, only to be reprieved at the last moment. His experience of four years of hard labour and imprisonment in Siberia led to a profound change in his ideology. This is reflected in all his subsequent fictional masterpieces, from Notes from the House of the Dead (1862), to Crime and Punishment (1866) and The Brothers Karamazov (1880), as well as his journalism, including A Writer’s Diary, completed during his last decade.


Rosamund Bartlett is a writer, scholar and translator. The author of biographies of Tolstoy and Chekhov, she has also published books on Wagner, Shostakovich and the Futurist opera Victory Over The Sun. Her new translation of Anna Karenina was published in 2014, and follows two anthologies of Chekhov stories and a volume of his letters. She has written on Russian literature, art and music for the Financial Times, the Wall Street Journal, Apollo, and the Royal Opera House, and worked with institutions such as the National Theatre, the Salzburg Festival and the Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney.
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‘. . . what truly matters here is that the Russian instinct has not died: the Russian soul, albeit unconsciously, has protested precisely in the name of its Russianness, in the name of its downtrodden and Russian principle.’


– Fyodor Dostoevsky, ‘My Paradox’, June 1876
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– Introduction –



 


 


Virulent nationalism, religious extremism, ethnic intolerance, urban deprivation, child abuse, suicide, opinionated criticism, intimate confession, utopian dreaming, genial digression, moral fervour, profound insight, macabre humour and superlative fiction – welcome to the world of Dostoevsky’s A Writer’s Diary. A voluminous and variegated miscellany in which the celebrated author spoke to his readers about issues concerning Russia, mostly directly, but sometimes indirectly via short stories, it is a work as eerily prescient of global preoccupations in the twenty-first century as it is frequently overlooked. Dostoevsky’s Writer’s Diary was also his creative laboratory. And as a work in which he was ultimately concerned with defining the elusive ‘Russian soul’, which he believed was most perfectly embodied by his forebear Pushkin, it is a source of fundamental importance in understanding the complex mind behind his artistic works.


A unique journalistic enterprise incorporating art and politics, and both non-fiction and fiction, in which Dostoevsky came to perform the roles of sole writer, editor and publisher, A Writer’s Diary is his most original work. And he was adamant that his Diary be regarded as a single oeuvre, on a par with his novels, despite the somewhat piecemeal nature of its publication in monthly installments over the course of what proved to be the last decade of his life. A Writer’s Diary was also Dostoevsky’s favourite work, but it has perennially remained in the shadow of his novels, in both its Russian and anglophone versions, despite the publication in 1994 of a comprehensive and authoritative English edition, from which all but one of the extracts anthologised here are drawn. One of the main reasons for the Diary’s relative obscurity is its sheer size: with a total number of pages equivalent to two of his novels put together, it is Dostoevsky’s longest literary work. Also slightly daunting is the oddity of its hybrid contents, whose genre – which could be portrayed as a quixotic, probing, perhaps quintessentially Russian take on the essay – Dostoevsky purposefully made hard to categorise. Dostoevsky’s position as a reactionary and ideologically problematic figure after the Revolution did not help. Despite the enormous popularity of A Writer’s Diary during Dostoevsky’s lifetime, it was only ever re-published once during the Soviet period, in 1929, just before Stalin’s Cultural Revolution began placing strictures on the arts. Remarkably, it was not until 2011 that the first properly annotated complete edition was published in Russia (densely printed on fifteen hundred pages).


In the West, scholarship on A Writer’s Diary was hampered for decades by an understandable reluctance to confront head-on the chauvinist and anti-semitic sentiments Dostoevsky expressed on its pages. By drawing a distinction between his artistic and political writings which their author never had, and mostly passing in silence over the latter, Western scholars were not able to investigate A Writer’s Diary as a whole. That situation ended once and for all with the publication of the final volume of Joseph Frank’s magisterial biography in 2002, and the flurry of books and articles which one can now consult about A Writer’s Diary, by both Western and Russian scholars, suggests an eagerness to make up for lost time, and a re-assessment of the work’s position in Dostoevsky’s legacy. This anthology from A Writer’s Diary brings together a representative selection of entries chosen to reflect the diverse nature of its contents. In them Dostoevsky demonstrates his great power as a writer, as well as his unerring ability to impart a deeper moral and religious resonance to the social and political concerns he raises.


When Dostoevsky began work on his Writer’s Diary in 1873, he was fifty two years old, happily married, and an esteemed and established novelist. Such security had come at considerable personal cost, however, as we know from the traumatic facts of his earlier biography. The second son of an impecunious Moscow army doctor whose dutiful state service had brought him into the lower echelons of the noble class, the young Fyodor Dostoevsky set his heart on becoming a writer while studying at the Military Engineering College in St Petersburg. He launched his literary career in 1843, the year of his graduation, with a translation of Balzac’s then recent novel Eugénie Grandet. But it was not until two years later, having resigned his engineering lieutenant’s commission, that he made his own debut. Shepherded by the influential progressive critic Vissarion Belinsky, the publication of Poor Folk brought him instantly into the front ranks of Russian writers. Dostoevsky’s refusal to continue with that work’s humanitarian theme in The Double, published in 1846, coupled with an inability to moderate his highly strung temperament, led to his equally swift fall from grace. But social ostracism within the small confines of St Petersburg’s stiflingly small literary community was nothing compared to the Siberian exile which followed his arrest in April 1849 by the Secret Police.


Prodigiously well-read in the literature and thought of Romanticism, with a deep moral opposition to serfdom, Dostoevsky had naturally been drawn into the orbit of the Petrashevsky Circle, and the Charles Fourier-inspired discussions of French Utopian Socialism its members conducted behind closed doors. When these discussions became more heated as the 1848 Revolutions broke out across Europe, the paranoid Nicholas I took extreme action, determined to stamp out subversive activity in Russia at any cost. After enduring eight months of imprisonment in the notorious dungeon of the Peter and Paul Fortress, Dostoevsky found himself being led to the stake and enduring a mock execution by firing squad before learning that his sentence was being commuted to hard labour in Siberia.


Four years of living in close confines with hardened criminals from the peasant class were followed by a further six serving as an army private and then officer in remote Semipalatinsk in what today would be Kazakhstan. But perhaps the hardest punishment of all for Dostoevsky to bear was his ten-year exile from the world of writing and publishing. And it was a world which had changed utterly by the time he was allowed to return to European Russia in 1859. Alexander II, the new Tsar on the throne, had been goaded by the catastrophe of the Crimean War into launching a programme of unprecedented reform, including the abolition of serfdom and the relaxation of censorship. But this would not satisfy the rational-minded new generation of the St Petersburg intelligentsia. Having jettisoned the comparatively gentle Utopian Socialism-imbued-with-Christianity of the 1840s as their guiding idea, in favour of Ludwig Feuerbach’s atheist humanism and the Utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, they wanted radical action. Dostoevsky, who had also changed during his years as a convict, and was now orientated towards a politically conservative, Christian ideal, was horrified. The publication of his novella Notes from Underground in 1864 marks the beginning of a new phase in his career as a writer. Dostoevsky’s quest to engage creatively with the corrupting effects of the new ideologies from Western Europe, that he perceived were contaminating Russian youth, would lead to the writing of Crime and Punishment, The Idiot and The Devils, and culminate with his last novel The Brothers Karamazov in 1881. His Writer’s Diary was part of this spiritual crusade. Dostoevsky wanted to show a different way forward for Russia, one that was rooted in the Christian values of the Russian Orthodox Church.


Dostoevsky’s immediate impulse for embarking on A Writer’s Diary was a desire to come into closer contact with his readers. By 1862 his reputation was secured with the publication of his semi-autobiography Notes from the House of the Dead, the first fiction to deal with the realities of Russia’s penal system in Siberia. But there were further vicissitudes for him to contend with, including epilepsy, family mortalities, punitive publishing contracts and the constant and humiliating threat of destitution. A journal he optimistically set up with his brother Mikhail in 1861 was closed down in 1863, and its replacement foundered after Mikhail’s death a year later, leaving him with heavy debts. These were soon compounded by losses from the pathological addiction to gambling Dostoevsky acquired during his visits abroad, and it was in order to escape his creditors that he remained in Western Europe from 1867 until 1871 with his second wife Anna Snitkina. He had plenty of ideas for fiction that he still wanted to explore after completing The Devils, but at the end of 1872, fearing that he had become cut off from the ‘living stream’ of life during his four years away from Russia, he agreed to become editor of a conservative weekly journal called The Citizen. He was pilloried for this by the liberal intelligentsia, but the job gave him a regular income for the first time in his life. Perhaps more crucially, it also gave him the opportunity to begin publishing in The Citizen a series of his musings about art and society without financial risk. The sixteen columns which Dostoevsky published irregularly over the course of 1873 under the title A Writer’s Diary were thus a kind of trial balloon. As well as enabling him to reacquaint himself with Russian reality, they brought him back squarely into the public eye.


Unlike his contemporaries and main literary rivals Tolstoy and Turgenev, Dostoevsky was one of Russia’s first professional authors, and relied on the income from his writing. He had not published an article in many years when he embarked on his Writer’s Diary, but he was a seasoned journalist who had begun contributing to periodicals at the very beginning of his career. He was also successful: the journal he founded with his brother was the most popular new periodical of its day before its unfortunate and precipitous demise. Ever since those days, the creation of a personal almanac had been his long-held dream, and his choice of the feuilleton (the non-political, arts section of a newspaper) to be the main medium for his diary entries was a considered one. The feuilleton was a popular genre dating from the 1840s that he himself had deployed as a journalist. In it, a writer would range in a sometimes random and whimsical manner over diverse topics, from reviews to anecdotes, in the space of one article. Its discursive style was a deliberate ploy, as was its conversational and informal tone, and it was a perfect choice for Dostoevsky, as it gave him the freedom to experiment with form. His political sympathies may now have been conservative, but artistically he was still a radical. Through the creation of a distinct authorial persona, he could jump or meander from one subject to another in his Diary, and, more daringly, switch from non-fiction to fiction without preamble, removing any distinction between fact-based journalism and artistic fantasy. The short stories embedded in the text of the Writer’s Diary stand on their own as independent works of art, but they can also be seen as parables, serving as artistic illustrations of the ideological arguments Dostoevsky puts forward in the articles which surround them.


Like a good feuilletonist, Dostoevsky immediately struck a confessional and improvisatory tone with his reader in the first column of his Writer’s Diary, in which he voiced his uncertainty as to the direction this new work would take:


What shall I talk about? About everything that strikes me and sets me to thinking. And if I should find a reader and, God forbid, an opponent, I realize that one must be able to carry on a conversation and know whom to address and how to address him. I shall try to master this skill because among us, that is to say, in literature, it is the most difficult one of all.


It was in his substantial and confident third column, entitled ‘Environment’, that Dostoevsky really began to get into his stride, polemicising with imaginary opponents, and presenting opposing views in a manner reminiscent of the great Socratic dialogues sustained in his novels. This was his method of hammering out his ideological stance, although in this particular case he had no real doubts, as the subject of ‘Environment’ was one that had been close to his heart ever since his time in Siberia when he had been a political prisoner shackled in irons. This was the problem of crime and punishment.


Amongst the sweeping judicial reforms introduced by Alexander II in the 1860s, the implementation of trial by jury was one of the most important, and Dostoevsky had spent long hours in the reading rooms of foreign libraries while he was abroad, avidly following court cases. Now that he had returned to St Petersburg, he could attend trials in person, and his Writer’s Diary provided him with the perfect forum in which to report and comment on their proceedings. He was particularly exercised by the prevalence of acquittals secured by artful lawyers drawing on fashionable utilitarian theories about social determinism. In ‘Environment’, he related the case of a man who had beaten and abused his wife for so long she had finally hanged herself, yet he was still granted clemency. In Dostoevsky’s hands, this was no dry narration of gruesome events, but a dramatic and heart-rending retelling in which he let his creative imagination off the leash. The notion that environment could be posited as a legitimate defence in court cases was reprehensible to Dostoevsky, because it was tantamount to the removal of free choice and criminal responsibility, and he was uniquely qualified to speak out. The convicts he had encountered in prison, he pointed out, never ceased to regard themselves as criminals. As we know from Dostoevsky’s major fiction, individual moral responsibility is one of his central themes. In The Brothers Karamazov he would extend it still further, arguing through his character of the Elder Zosima that no sin is in fact isolated, and that we are all responsible for everyone and everything.


Dostoevsky’s Writer’s Diary columns in 1873 were well received, but his duties at The Citizen, which included penning regular articles on foreign affairs, proved so onerous that he decided to relinquish his post as editor at the end of the year. Two years later, after the completion of his next novel, A Raw Youth, he was ready to devote himself again to his unusual journalistic project, and to take a gamble by publishing it himself, with the invaluable practical assistance of his wife. From 1876 until the end of 1877, the Diary appeared as an independent monthly journal, with each issue divided first into chapters, like a novel, and then into idiosyncratically titled sub-divisions. Every issue was continuously numbered, signed with Dostoevsky’s name, then bound into a book at the end of the year to be sold as a separate volume, thus reinforcing the Diary’s overarching unity. Nothing like it had ever been published before in the history of Russian journalism. Although Dostoevsky was now limited to sixteen pages per issue, which, as an ex-convict, he had first to submit to the censor, it is telling that he nevertheless chose a large typeface. It was not just that he wanted to communicate his message to a wide audience, but that he wanted to break down the traditional barriers between the writer and the reader, liberate the printed word from conventions, and make it as intimate and oral as possible. Igor Volgin, Russia’s leading Dostoevsky scholar, has gone so far to suggest that this quest to eradicate the modern disease of alienation amounted to a desire to restore human communication to a pre-Gutenberg state. Dostoevsky took pains now to write as if he was addressing a friend, using language that was simple and unaffected.


The contents of A Writer’s Diary also changed once Dostoevsky became his own editor and publisher. He continued with the same mixture of journalism, memoir and commentary, seasoned with the occasional short story, but was no longer merely impelled to reveal the incompatibility of Christianity and Socialism, or the gulf between the corrupt educated class and the people. Dostoevsky’s main focus now was to articulate and document the spiritual crisis he perceived in society. The collapse of moral and social foundations was attributable in his view to ‘dissociation’, which he understood biblically in terms of the original sin of separation from God, and whose most chilling expression was suicide. A Writer’s Diary is full of suicides, as in the second chapter of his diary entry from January 1877, ‘The Boy Celebrating his Saint’s Day’, for example. Dostoevsky moves from recounting an incident from Tolstoy’s first piece of published fiction, Childhood, in which the young narrator dreams of killing himself after a minor misdemeanour, to discussion of a letter a reader had sent to him about the shocking real-life incident of a twelve-year-old boy who really had committed suicide. As a scion of the nobility, Tolstoy’s hero could safely dream, Dostoevsky points out, ‘while the other child dreamed it, and then he did it’. He was convinced there was not only something deeply wrong about the current epidemic of suicides, particularly those of children, but also about how little of Russian life had been properly observed by writers except that of the gentry, which he dismissed as insignificant and untypical. An element of missionary zeal can be detected in his rhetorical question as to who would be the ‘historian’ of all the other corners of Russian life, able to discern the essential principles surviving the ever-encroaching disintegration and chaos. This was Dostoevsky’s mission in A Writer’s Diary, also to predict the imminent arrival in Europe of a transcendent new era of Christian brotherly love and harmony inspired by the Russian people.


Since Dostoevsky was the devoted father of three young children in the 1870s, it is perhaps not surprising that broken-down, ‘accidental’ families emerge as a recurring leitmotif in his analysis of a society in crisis in A Writer’s Diary. The suffering of children was probably the topic he found the most agonising of all, because it was a sticking point in his relationship with the Orthodox Church. There is a connection here with ‘At Tikhon’s’, the controversial chapter of his recently completed novel The Devils that was considered too obscene to print in his lifetime. In it, the mysterious Nikolai Stavrogin presents Bishop Tikhon with his written confession of raping a twelve-year-old girl, and standing by passively when she subsequently hangs herself. Are there some sins for which one cannot be redeemed? Can one subscribe to a faith which allows the suffering of children? These questions, which would take centre stage in The Brothers Karamazov, are asked sotto voce throughout A Writer’s Diary and are raised in the very first issue in its new imprint. Dostoevsky devotes part of the first chapter for January 1876 to describing the popular children’s party hosted by the Artists’ Club in St Petersburg where he had taken his daughter to see the Christmas tree. The first part of Chapter Two, ‘The Boy with his Hand Out’, contains Dostoevsky’s sombre meditation on the dismal fate of poverty-stricken children from ‘accidental families’. It was prompted by his repeated encounter in the days running up to Christmas with the same small, under-dressed boy begging on the streets in freezing conditions, and the discovery that there were ‘hordes’ of urchins like him enduring a similar existence. Dostoevsky then moves seamlessly in the second part of the chapter to ‘The Boy at Christ’s Christmas Party’, his own made-up story about a newly orphaned urchin, six years old or younger, who dreams of being taken to heaven just as he in fact is perishing from the cold, alone in a courtyard.


In February 1876, Dostoevsky published a very special story about a suffering child which exemplifies the unifying idea of A Writer’s Diary, and provides the missing link in the story of his religious conversion in Siberia. As he explains, he had invented a narrator for his Notes from the House of the Dead, and had hardly ever before spoken of his prison life in print. In ‘The Peasant Marey’, he recalls the disgust he had experienced in observing the drunken carousals of peasant convicts one Easter, and how it had led him to recall a moment in his own childhood when one of the family’s serfs showed him kindness. The memory was a transformative and ecstatic experience, causing Dostoevsky to see Christian virtues not only in his fellow convicts, albeit heavily obscured by years of oppression, but in the Russian people as a whole. For Dostoevsky, the Russian people preserved the Christian ideal at heart even while sinning, and therefore would play a pivotal role in the future salvation of Russia. Their supposed tendency towards extreme humility, need for suffering, and thirst for redemption are all ideas we meet in his fiction.


Children also feature prominently in the coverage of the many court cases in the new phase of A Writer’s Diary. For Dostoevsky, trials reflected society’s moral health, and so were the ideal grist to his mill. In 1873 he had briefly described examples of wife-beating and child abuse, but now he delved much deeper, in one spectacular case becoming personally involved, and influencing the course of justice. After briefly reporting in May 1876 on the crime of a peasant woman Ekaterina Kornilova, who had thrown her six-year-old step-daughter from an upstairs window, Dostoevsky wrote at length about her case that October. By then Kornilova had been sentenced to hard labour and permanent exile in Siberia, despite having turned herself in, and the child surviving unharmed. After writing about how his view of her conviction had been transformed by the discovery that she had been pregnant, Dostoevsky visited her in prison, and published the results of his psychological analysis in the December issue of his Writer’s Diary. The following April, he was able to report that Kornilova had been acquitted.
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