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Erin Grimm
Scandal: Dostoevsky’s Theater of Ideas

It is undeniable that scandal plays a central role in the works of Dostoevsky. Just
what that role is, however, is highly debatable. In this paper, I suggest that the purpose of
scandal is to dramatize the ideological underpinnings of Dostoevsky’s works; author,
character and reader are united by their need to endure the inescapable discomfort of
scandal. Through scandal scenes, Dostoevsky communicates ideas dramatically to his
reader.

Mikhail Bakhtin has attracted critical attention to scandal scenes in Dostoevsky.
As he noted, scandal scenes met with negative criticism from Dostoevsky’s (as well as
Bakhtin’s) contemporaries. Bakhtin’s contribution lies in posing the problem of the
artistic logic of scandal—a mode that captures “the spirit and style of Dostoevsky’s
work” (146). In keeping with his famous main thesis, Bakhtin viewed scandal scenes as
manifestation of the carnivalization in Dostoevsky’s prose.1

Many scholars have commented on scandal scenes in this and other contexts. Of
recent Dostoevsky scholarship, Deborah Martinsen’s work on shame comes closest to
posing the problem of scandal anew, focusing on the emotional dynamics of Dostoevsky
scandal scenes. While Martinsen examines the psychological and literary significance of
lying and exposure in Dostoevsky’s narrative, I examine how the reader comes to relate
to Dostoevsky’s ideas while reading scandal scenes. Through scandal scenes, Dostoevsky

communicates ideas dramatically to his reader.

'Tbid., 146, 175 and passim.



Grimm |2

“A Nasty Anecdote” («CkBepHbIil aneknoT» 1862) is the perfect text to illustrate
my thesis compactly, because in this story, scandal functions on a meta-level: by virtue of
the title itself, the reader is made privy to the impending fiasco and encouraged to focus
on how it will unfold. The story follows the blunders of a newly-appointed general who
drops in, drunk and uninvited, on the wedding of one of his poverty-stricken
subordinates. He eventually loses consciousness, and the wedding celebration
disintegrates. He ends up sleeping, drunk, in the nuptial bed of the traumatized
newlyweds, under the care of the groom’s dutiful mother.

The story divides in two: the housewarming party, where three generals sit in a
well-furnished room discussing politics; and the wedding feast, a low-class gathering in a
dilapidated home. These two incongruous settings are linked by the following
philosophy, which the newly-appointed general articulates at the housewarming:

...l UMEHHO JIeP’KYCh U Be3JIe MPOBOXKY UJIEI0, YTO TYMaHHOCTh, © HMEHHO

TYMaHHOCTh C TIOJYMHEHHBIMH [...] MOXET NOCITYXHUTh, TaK CKa3aTh,

KpaeyroJIbHbIM KaMHEM TMPEACTOAINX pedopM H BooOIIe K OOHOBICHUIO

Beme [...] Bo3pmure cuimorusMm: s TryMaHeH, CJIEJOBaTEIbHO, MEHS

moGsT. MeHst 06T, CTano GbiTh, 4yBCTBYIOT JOBepeHHOCTH (V, 8-9).

[And yet I precisely hold to and maintain everywhere the idea that

humaneness, and precisely humaneness with subordinates...as the

cornerstone of the forthcoming reform and generally toward the renewal

? Throughout the text, the volume number and page reference are to the 30-volume edition of Dostoevsky’s
complete works Ilonnoe cobpanue couunenuti  mpuoyamu momax.
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of things... Take the following syllogism: I am humane, consequently they

love me. They love me, therefore they feel trust. (8)]3

At the wedding feast this philosophy is implemented with hilarious and devastating
results.

Dostoevsky has warned readers of the future crisis with his provocative title, but
this does not mean that things are easy for readers. The host’s life of accomplishment
resembles a house of cards, ready to topple at the slightest hint of scandal: «Bce 3to
OBLIIO OTaronproOOpPETEHHOE COPOKAIETHEH, KOMOTIMBOW SKOHOMHUEH, TaK 4TO CEepIle Ha
Bce 3TO pamoBaiochk» (V, 6) [“All this had been duly acquired by forty years of
painstaking economy, and so his heart rejoiced over it all” (5).] The scandal does not
immediately come about. The reader’s anticipation of it however, leads to an acute
awareness of comfort during this half, which informs the discomfort within the second
half.

The second section probes the general’s, the reader’s, and the guests’ threshold of
discomfort. On the whole, the discomfort stems from the disgrace of a revered figure, the
general, and the failure of a ritual, the wedding feast. The reader knows early on that a
test of endurance is to take place. Upon leaving the housewarming, the general learns that
his coachman has abandoned him and decides to walk home. The general ruminates over
the evening’s conversation with his colleagues, one of whom, after hearing his elaborate
philosophy, stated reflectively: «He Boiaepxum» (V, 9) [“We won’t hold out” (9).]
«HenaBuxy s aToro Cemena MBansiua,» the general mutters of the host while walking

home, «mpenpoTruBHas poka. ITO OH HAIO0 MHOW JaBedya XHUXHUKaJ, KOTAa s cKas3aw:

? All English translations supplied by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky as found in the Bantam
Classics edition of “The Eternal Husband and Other Stories” (2000).
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oOHMMYTCS HpaBcTBeHHO. Hy m oOHuMyTCs, a Tebe uTo 3a neno?» (V, 11) [I hate this
Semyon Ivanych; a most disgusting mug. He sniggered at me tonight when I said they’d
embrace each other morally. So they will, and what do you care?” (12).] Eager to actively
implement his philosophy, when the general hears that the wedding celebration of one of
his subordinates is underway, he decides to drop in: «...3TO BBbI, JIOJU CTapble, JIOAN
nmapainuya M KOCHOCTHM, a s Bbiaep-ky! S oOpamy mnocnegumii aenp Ilommen B
Claiyailiui ACHb JJI1 MOEro ITOAYMHEHHOIO, UM IIOCTYNOK IHMKUH - B HOpPMAaJbHBIMH,
naTpuapxaibHbIi, BHICOKUWA U HpaBCTBeHHBI» (V, 13). [“...that’s you old people, people
of paralysis and stagnation, but I will hold out! I’'ll turn the last day of Pompeii into the
sweetest day for my subordinate, and a wild act into a normal, patriarchal, lofty and e-thi-
cal one.” (15).] He leaves the plank sidewalk and heads for the old house: «A BoT u
IIOCMOTpPUM, Kak He Bbiaepxkum!» (V, 15) [“And now let’s see how we won’t hold out!”
(17).] The challenge has been uttered, and the scandal is set up in terms of endurance:
«BBIICPKATH.

In “A Nasty Anecdote” characters are not human beings, but rather reductive
images of human beings. The narrator reduces them to functions (husband and wife) or
types (student, general, or doctor), which are reinforced by reciprocal social awareness.
Put another way, the characters are aware of their respective roles or functions: they
know the social comportment required of a general, and are likewise aware of the
deference one shows a general. All the characters of this story are types, an unusual
circumstance that is explained by the rules of the genre signaled by the title, “A Nasty
Anecdote”: within the genre of the anecdote there is no room for details that may foster

reader sympathy.
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This simplified world of types is in flux during the second section, the wedding
feast. The general’s appearance at the wedding is not taken well:

Bce rmaza, Bce numa Hadanu OBICTpO 00OpauMBaTHCS K BOIIEIIEMY

TOCTIO. 3aTeéM BCE TOTYAC K€ CTaIM MOHEMHOTY OTCTYNaTh U MSATUTHCS.

HesameuaBmmx gepranu 3a miatbe U oOpazymiauBaii. OHU OTJISIBIBATHCH

A TOTYAC K€ MATUIUCh BMECTE C MNPOYUMH [...] [[IOJYMHEHHBIN]

MOJIBUTAJICSI BIIEpPEN, COTHYBIIUCh M CMOTPS. HAa HEOXKHUJTAHHOTO TOCTS

COBEpIICHHO C TaKUM >K€ TOYHO BHJOM, C KaKUM co0aka CMOTPUT Ha

CBOETO X0351MHA, 30BYIIETO €€, 4T00 naTh eif muHka (V, 16).

[All eyes, all faces quickly began to turn to the newly entered guest. Then

at once everyone started slowly retreating...Those who had not noticed

were pulled by the clothes and brought to reason. They would look around

and at once start backing away along with the others... [The subordinate]

moved forward, bending, and looked at the unexpected guest in exactly

the same way as a dog looks at its master who has called it in order to give

it a kick (19).]
The general senses trouble: «oH Tepsuics, OH YUyBCTBOBaJl, YTO €My HEJIOBKO, YXacHO
HEJIOBKO, YTO MOYBa YCKOJB3AET M3-TOJ €ro HOT, YTO OH KyJa-TO 3allell ¥ He MOXKET
BBINTH, TOYHO B moremkax» (V, 16) [“...he was at a loss, felt that he was ill at ease,
terribly ill at ease, that the ground was slipping from under his feet, that he had gotten
somewhere and could not get out, as if in the dark™ (25).] When a drink is offered to the

general, he seizes upon it as his salvation, though he has already had several at the
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housewarming. Drinks are continually poured for him. The consequences of the general’s
resultant drunkenness are made clear:

He mopo3peBan [reHepan] u emie OMHOTO  KANUMAIbHEUULE2O
obcmosmenvcmea, uMesule2o GuuUAHUEe HA 6ce OdlbHeluue 83auMHble
omHoulenus eocmei K e2o0 npegsocxooumenvcmegy. Jleno B TOM, 4TO OH
XOTh M Jall C CBOGH CTOPOHBI MNPHIMYHOE U  Jake TMOApOoOHOe
00BSICHEHHE CBOETO MPUCYTCTBUS HA CBAH0€ Y CBOETO MOJYMHEHHOTO, HO
3TO OOBSCHEHHE B CYINIHOCTH HHUKOTO HE YAOBIETBOPWIO, M TOCTH
npojoibkanmu  KoH(Qy3uThcs. Ho BApyr Bce MEepEeMEHHIIOCHh, Kak
BOJIIIIEOCTBOM; BCE YCIOKOWIIUCH U TOTOBBI OBUTA BECETUTHCS, XOXOTaTh,
BU3XaTh W IUBICATh, TOYHO TaK >K€, KaK €ClIM Obl HEOXXHIAHHOTO TOCTS
coBceM He Obuto B koMHaTe. [IpwumHoit Tomy ObLT [...] cIyX, mIenor,
U3BECTHE, YTO T'OCTh-TO, Kaxkercs, Toro... mox mede. (V, 24; emphasis
added.

[The general did not] yet suspect another capital circumstance, which had
an influence on all further mutual relations of the guests with His
Excellency. The thing was that, though for his part he had given a decent
and even detailed explanation of his presence at his subordinate’s
wedding, this explanation had not in fact satisfied everyone, and the guests
went on being embarrassed. But suddenly everything changed, as if by
magic; they all calmed down and were ready to make merry, guffaw,

squeal, and dance just as if the unexpected guest were not in the room at
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all. The reason for it was the rumor, the whisper [...] that the guest seemed

to be...under the influence (30).]

Thus the general himself is the cause of the crowd’s transformation: he ignores social
protocol, which gives his subordinates the power to reevaluate the social equation. The
narrator’s treatment of his hero also grows freer: his above use of the formal address
«Ballle MPEBOCXOJUTENBCTBO» is extremely ironical, inviting readers to more openly
despise the general with the crowd. By the time the general senses his error, it is too late:
«...MaJIO-TIOMaJly KaKoe-TO FOpbKOEe COMHEHHE Hayajlo 3aKpajbIBaThCs B €ro [reHepanal
Ayury: KOHCYHO, OH OYCHb J'IIOGI/I.H Pa3BA3HOCTbL U HCIIPUHYKACHHOCTL; OH JKCJIaJl, OH
AAXKE AYHICBHO 3BaJl €C, 3Ty PAa3BA3HOCTH, KOrAa OHH BCC IISATUIIUCH, U BOT TCICPL 3Ta
Pa3BsI3HOCTb YK€ cmana vixooums us epanuy» (V, 27; emphasis added) [“...gradually
some bitter doubt began to creep into his soul: of course, he very much liked casualness
and unconstraint...but now this casualness was beginning to go beyond limits” (34).] The
narrator, the guests, and the reader are linked by their scandalous inability to respect the
protagonist, the general. This multi-layered disintegration of social protocol marks the
Dostoevskian scandal: scandal relies on the breakdown of the notions of social
reciprocity ingrained in characters and readers alike.

While we may not respect the general, our discomfort develops in parallel with
his. Even the groom’s embarrassment during his own wedding causes the reader to
respond to the general with more intensity than to the unfortunate groom: «[XKenux,] xak
HapO4YHO, HC BBIXOIHJI U3 CTOHGHHKa " IpoaoJIzKall CMOTPETh C COBCPUICHHO AypallKUM
BuznoM. [['enepana] mepenepHysno, OH 4yBCTBOBAJI, YTO €II€ OJHA Takas MHUHYTa, U

MIPOM30MIET HEBEPOSATHBIN cyMOyp» (V, 17) [*...as if on purpose, [the groom] would not
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come out of his stupor and went on staring at [the general] with an utterly foolish look.
[The general] cringed, he felt that another minute like this and an incredible bedlam
would break out” (20).] Both the general and the reader reach their respective thresholds
of discomfort simultaneously, when the inebriated general loses consciousness. The
general’s limit finally manifests itself physically: «...oH BcTas, 04eBHAHO xenas yWTH,
MTOKAYHYJICS, 3aITHYJICS 32 HOXKKY CTyJa, YIalx cO BCEro pazMaxa Ha IOJI U 3axparell...»
(V, 34) [“...he rose, as if wishing to leave, staggered, tripped against the leg of a chair,
fell flat on the floor, and started snoring” (44).] Complete physical breakdown thus
externalizes complete social breakdown. Immediately following this, the figure of the
general is reinforced as a type: he is no longer a «renepan» (a general), but a
«Hemplomui» (a non-drinker): «3To OBIBaET C HEMBIOIIMMHU, KOTJAa OHHU CIIy4ailHO
HaIIbXOTCA. I[O HOCJIGI[Heﬁ YCPTHI, 10 MOCICAHCTO MIHOBCHBS COXPAaHAKOT OHHU CO3HAHUC
U MOTOM BJIpYr NajaroT Kak noaxomeHHsle.» (V, 34) [“This is what happens to non-
drinkers when they accidentally get drunk. To the last stroke they remain conscious, and
then suddenly fall as if cut down” (45).]

The awkwardness of the general’s presence at the wedding, experienced by the
guests all along, is only now fully accessible to the reader: for the first time, we
experience the story’s action unmediated by the general’s consciousness. As if we are in
the theater, the corporeal presence of the unconscious general commands the attention not
only of the characters, but also of the audience-reader. No one knows what to do with the
unconscious general.

As mentioned earlier, in contrast to other works, in “A Nasty Anecdote,” all

characters interact as types, locked in reciprocal expectation of each other’s actions.
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These expectations are what make the general’s faux pas at first inexplicable to the
guests. After the general’s odd comportment is accounted for (so he’s drunk!), the
reciprocal expectations for the evening are rearranged accordingly. It is the general’s turn
to be dumbfounded: «Kaxk ke 310? To naTHIINCE, @ TYT BAPYT TaK CKOPO
sMaHIUnupoBanuchk! Kaxuce Obl, 1 HUYETr0, HO KaK-TO CTPaHEH ObUT 3TOT MEPEXO: OH
yT0-TO npensemwan» (V, 27). [“How could it be? First they backed away, and then
suddenly they got so quickly emancipated! It seemed like nothing, yet this transition was
somehow strange: it foreboded something” (34).] What this transition forebodes is the
moral to be gleaned from the story: the philosophy «rymaHHOCTb ¢ TOJYHHEHHBIMU»
[“humaneness with subordinates”] will not work in the context of our general’s lofty
progressivism. The philosophy fails in two arenas. First, it fails within the framework of
the story: the connection between the general’s lofty philosophy and the resultant scandal
is highlighted by the general’s last words: «He Beiaepxan!» (V, 45) [“I didn’t hold out!”
(59)]. Second, it fails in the eyes of the reader: the philosophy appears ridiculous. An
implicit truth, as opposed to a decisive truth, dominates the works of Dostoevsky. This is
not merely because words place restrictions on the representation of human action; one
sees an aversion toward linear discourse in Dostoevsky’s works that is linked to his
artistic pursuit of authenticity. This truth is most visible during the dramatic extremes of

scandal.
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