


 

SPACES OF CREATIVITY 
ESSAYS ON RUSSIAN LITERATURE AND THE ARTS 

Ksana Blank 
 

Series: Studies in Russian and Slavic Literatures, Cultures, and History  
Hardcover | $79.00 | November 2016 | 9781618115409  | 200 pp.; 3 b&w illus.; 13 color illus. 

  

SUMMARY                                                                                                                       
 

In the six essays of this book, Ksana Blank examines affinities among works of 

nineteenth and twentieth-century Russian literature and their connections to the 

visual arts and music. Blank demonstrates that the borders of authorial creativity 

are not stable and absolute, that talented artists often transcend the classifications 

and paradigms established by critics. Featured in the volume are works by 

Alexander Pushkin, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Leo Tolstoy, Vladimir Nabokov, Daniil 

Kharms, Kazimir Malevich, Mstislav Dobuzhinsky, and Dmitri Shostakovich.  
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PRAISE 

 

“An interdisciplinary creative space is a complex thing. It is home not only to plot, 

language, structure, but also to whole worlds. In this provocative collection of essays, 

Ksana Blank shows us some unexpected corners of these worlds: the great Realist 

novelists shunning the railroad, Shostakovich finding poetry in Dostoevsky, the 

absurdist Kharms weighing in on a religious controversy, Dobuzhinsky becoming a 

visual chronicler of Petersburg, Tolstoy anticipating the thinking of Malevich and 

Nabokov’s nymphet drowning in Pushkinian subtexts. Works we know by heart are 

estranged and refreshed by these resourceful angles of vision” 

— Caryl Emerson, Princeton University  

 

“Addressing the minor themes in great writers, Ksana Blank demonstrates her talent 

for telling fascinating stories with surprise conclusions. She achieves the effect of 

theoretical estrangement: what seemed all too familiar in Pushkin, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky 

or Nabokov, reveals its paradoxical side. This book shows that the art of 

defamiliarization is no less important for literary studies than for literature itself.” 

— Mikhail Epstein, Emory University  
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Note on translat ions  
and transl i terat ion

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from the Russian are 
mine. Russian names in the text are spelled in the form most familiar 
to English readers. For all other Russian words, I have followed the 
Library of Congress transliteration system.
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preface

This book focuses on what is often viewed as peripheral. 
Thus, for example, the dominant themes in Fyodor Dostoevsky 

and Leo Tolstoy are their quests for the meaning of life, love, and 
truth, and their characters’ search for faith and rebellion against God. 
In chapter 1, “Sex, Crime, and Railroads in Dostoevsky’s Idiot and 
Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata,” I consider a secondary issue—the writers’ 
reflections on the emergence of railroads in mid-nineteenth-century 
Russia. I ask what we can learn from the fact that Dostoevsky’s novel 
and Tolstoy’s novella have identical expositions (a chance encounter 
on a train) and climaxes (the murder of a woman). Ultimately,  
I argue that in these works Dostoevsky and Tolstoy revisit an old 
literary tradition—the chronotope of the road.

In chapter 2, “‘Horror—Red, White, and Square’: Abstract 
Images in Tolstoy,” I delve into a topic that has never been 
discussed. I demonstrate that Tolstoy’s characters see the world in 
shapes and colors very reminiscent of the images created in 1915 by 
the Russian avant-garde artist Kazimir Malevich. An examination 
of this paradoxical analogy gives evidence that Tolstoy transcends 
the boundaries of realism and anticipates modernist techniques.

Chapter 3, “Dobuzhinsky’s Farewell to Petersburg,” deals 
with a member of the artistic movement World of Art, Mstislav 
Dobuzhinsky, who is generally remembered as a champion of the 
old Petersburg and the illustrator of Dostoevsky’s White Nights. 
I examine Dobuzhinsky’s portrayal of a changed city, renamed 
Petrograd from 1914 to 1924, at a time when the artist was compelled 
to take part in government projects of monumental propaganda in 
celebration of the October Revolution.



P r e fa c e

In chapter 4, “Praising the Name: The Religious Theme in 
Daniil Kharms,” the focus stays on the same city and the same time 
period. The religious aspect of Kharms’s work has recently attracted 
scholarly attention, yet it remains understudied, as it seems at odds 
with Kharms’s predominantly absurdist legacy. In examining some 
of Kharms’s poems of 1931, I ask why he was interested in the 
spiritual tradition of Imiaslavie (name worshiping) and explore the 
extent of his familiarity with it. 

In chapter 5—“Nabokov’s Nymphet and Pushkin’s Water-
Nymph”—I discuss a Russian intertext of the novel Lolita, which was 
written during the American period of Nabokov’s literary career and 
is considered the writer’s “least Russian” work. I argue that Lolita 
starts at the very point where Pushkin’s unfinished drama abruptly 
stops. I examine the role this intertext plays in the construction of 
the novel’s plot and its open ending.

In the final chapter, “Captain Lebyadkin’s Poetry in 
Shostakovich and Dostoevsky,” I discuss Shostakovich’s rarely 
studied late vocal cycle Four Verses of Captain Lebyadkin (opus 146), 
set to the poems of a minor character in Dostoevsky’s novel Demons. 
What could possibly have attracted Shostakovich to the poetry of  
a scribbler and drunkard by the name of Captain Lebyadkin? How 
can we explain the cycle’s temporal proximity to Shostakovich’s 
serious and profound works—the Fifteenth Quartet (opus 144), the 
Suite on Verses by Michelangelo (opus 145), and his very last work, 
Sonata for Viola and Piano (opus 147)?

All these topics—railroads in The Idiot and The Kreutzer Sonata, 
suprematist images in Tolstoy, Dobuzhinsky’s revolutionary 
Petrograd, religious theme in Kharms, the Russian intertext in 
Nabokov’s Lolita, and Shostakovich’s odd vocal cycle—are intriguing 
precisely because they appear peripheral. Yet the investigation of 
these “marginal” areas gives us insights into an artist’s complexity 
and breadth.
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Sex, Crime, and railroadS  
in doStoevSky’S Idiot  
and tolStoy’S Kreutzer Sonata 

W hen Mikhail Bakhtin applied the term chronotope 
to literary studies and suggested that the fusion of 
temporal and spatial relations defines “a literary 

work’s artistic unity in relationship to an actual reality,” he singled 
out the chronotope of the road and the neighboring chronotope of 
the encounter:

On the road (“the high road”), the spatial and temporal 
paths of the most varied people—representatives of all social 
classes, estates, religions, nationalities, ages—intersect at one 
spatial and temporal point. People who are normally kept 
separate by social and spatial distance can accidentally meet; 
any contrast may crop up, the most various fates may collide 
and interweave with one another. On the road the spatial and 
temporal series defining human fates and lives combine with 
one another in distinctive ways, even as they become more 
complex and more concrete by the collapse of social distances. 
The chronotope of the road is both a point of new departures 
and a place for events to find their denouement. Time, as it 
were, fuses together with space and flows in it (forming the 
road); this is the source of the rich metaphorical expansion 
on the image of the road as a course: “the course of a life,” 
“to set out on a new course,” “the course of history” and so 
on; varied and multi-leveled are the ways in which road is 
turned into a metaphor, but its fundamental pivot is the flow 
of time.1

1 Mikhail Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel,” in 
The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, 
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Bakhtin’s essay covers three major fields: ancient Greek and Roman 
novels, with their adventures’ time-space; chivalric romance, in 
which “the hero moves from country to country, comes into contact 
with various masters, crosses various seas”;2 and Rabelais’s novel, 
where the action “unfolds under the open sky, in movement around 
the earth, in military campaigns and journeys, taking in various 
countries.”3 Bakhtin also delves into the idyllic road chronotope in 
Rousseau, where “the real organic time of idyllic life is opposed to 
the frivolous, fragmented time of city life or even to historical time”4 
and “the destruction of idyll” in the first half of the nineteenth 
century: in Goethe, Goldsmith, and Jean Paul; and in a different 
way in bildungsromans: Stendhal, Balzac, Flaubert, and, in Russia, 
Goncharov.5

In this chapter I delve into the road chronotope in 
Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, to whose works Bakhtin dedicates only 
two paragraphs—one stressing the importance of the threshold 
chronotope in Dostoevsky and the other “biographical time, which 
flows smoothly in the spaces—the interior spaces—of townhouses 
and estates of the nobility” in Tolstoy.6 Specifically, I discuss the 
railroad chronotope in Dostoevsky’s Idiot (1868–69) and Tolstoy’s 
Kreutzer Sonata (1889). These works, very dissimilar in terms of major 
themes and ideological perspectives, have the same starting point: 
several characters meet on a train and enter into a conversation. 

The theme of railroads in Tolstoy has received much attention 
in literary studies in relation to Anna Karenina (1877) and the “omi-
nous and mystical” role (in Boris Eikhenbaum’s words) railroads 

trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1981), 243–44. Italics are original.

2 Ibid., 153.
3 Ibid., 167.
4 Ibid., 228.
5 Ibid., 233–34.
6 Ibid., 248–49. 
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have in this novel.7 David Bethea analyzed the image of the train in 
The Idiot, viewing it as "metaphor for mechanical force, 'iron logic,' 
and unregenerate chronos" in Dostoevsky's conceptualization of the 
role of apocalypse in history8 I approach this topic from a different 
perspective: by juxtaposing The Idiot and The Kreutzer Sonata (two 
works that, to my knowledge, have not been considered together),9 
I demonstrate that Dostoevsky and Tolstoy revisit the ancient chro-
notope of the road. 

The railroad chronotope in The Idiot (1868–69) and The Kreutzer 
Sonata (1889) has the same range of metaphors as the road chronotope 
described by Bakhtin: it is a place of chance encounters for people 
separated by social hierarchies, a setting for their intertwining fates. 
Dostoevsky says it unequivocally about Myshkin and Rogozhin: 
“the chance that had so strangely seated them facing each other in 

7 Boris Eikhenbaum, Lev Tolstoi: Semidesiatye gody (Leningrad: 
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1974), 188. Also see Gary R. Jahn, “The 
Image of the Railroad in Anna Karenina,” Slavic and East European Journal 25, 
no. 2 (1981): 1–10. 

8 See David M. Bethea, “The Idiot: Historicism Arrives at the Station,” in 
The Shape of Apocalypse in Modern Russian Fiction (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2014), 64.

9 Robin Feuer Miller uncovers the influence of Tolstoy’s works on The Idiot by 
pointing to similarities between Dostoevsky’s Prince Myshkin and Pierre 
Bezukhov from Tolstoy’s War and Peace. See Robin Feuer Miller, Dostoevsky 
and “The Idiot”: Author, Narrator, and Reader (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1981), 59–60. Donna Orwin compares Myshkin’s way of 
educating children to Tolstoy’s teaching methods at the Yasnaya Polyana 
school. She also examines Rousseau’s motif of a return to nature in The 
Idiot and in several of Tolstoy’s works—Childhood, “Lucerne,” and War and 
Peace (which appeared in installments while Dostoevsky was beginning his 
novel)—arguing that, in The Idiot, Dostoevsky elaborates on the connection 
between nature and morality. Donna Orwin, “The Return to Nature: 
Tolstoyan Echoes in The Idiot,” Russian Review 58, no. 1 (January 1999), 87–
102. The Kreutzer Sonata has been juxtaposed with Dostoevsky’s Notes from 
the Underground. See Robert Louis Jackson, “Tolstoj’s Kreutzer Sonata and 
Dostoevskij’s Notes from the Underground,” American Contributions to the 
Eighth International Congress of Slavists,” vol. 2, ed. Victor Terras (Columbus, 
OH: Slavica Publishers, 1978), 280–91.
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the third-class carriage of the Petersburg–Warsaw train.”10 Tolstoy’s 
Kreutzer Sonata begins with an analogous scene: several characters 
belonging to different social strata meet in a train compartment and 
enter into conversation. 

But, unlike in ancient Greek or Roman novels, where the road 
provides time-space for adventures, or in chivalric romance, where 
the road gives the characters an opportunity to perform heroic 
deeds, the chronotope of the railroad, emerging in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, carries a strong negative charge. The 
aggression and violence associated with railroads creates a link 
with the works’ dramatic climaxes—an oblique one with Nastasya 
Filippovna’s murder in The Idiot and a direct one with the murder 
of Pozdnyshev’s wife in The Kreuzer Sonata.

For today’s readers, traveling by railroad seems ordinary, 
even old-fashioned. The authors, characters, and first readers of The 
Idiot and The Kreutzer Sonata, however, perceived the railroads in 
a quite different way. When Dostoevsky and Tolstoy were young, 
people traveled in the same way as in ancient Rome: by horse-
drawn carriage. Between the 1860s and the 1880s, when The Idiot 
and The Kreutzer Sonata were written, traveling by railroad was still 
considered in Russia a new experience.

Anxiety and Fear Triggered by the Advent of Railroads

The advent of railroads in the mid-nineteenth century and their 
subsequent rapid development had a tremendous impact on the 
economy, as well as on people’s social and private lives. In the 
introduction to Blood, Iron, and Gold: How the Railroads Transformed 
the World, Christian Wolmar writes,

It is easier to list what the railways did not change than 
to set out their achievements. Quite simply, between the 
first quarter and the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 

10 Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Idiot, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhon-
sky (New York: Vintage Classics, 2003), 5. All quotations from the novel are 
from this edition. Page numbers are given in the text in parentheses. 
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the railways transformed the world from one where most 
people barely traveled beyond their village or nearest market 
town to one where it became possible to cross continents in 
days rather than months. Their development created a vast 
manufacturing industry that ensured that the Industrial 
Revolution would affect the lives of virtually everyone on 
the planet. Everything from holidays to suburban sprawl 
and from fresh milk to mail order was made possible by the 
coming of the railways.11

In many ways the new mode of transportation radically changed 
people’s way of living and their perception of the world for the 
better. Distances shrank; time and space began to seem relative. 
These changes were viewed as positive stimuli for the growing 
economy and industrialization. 

The emergence of railroad construction was a sort of new 
religion with its core belief in technological progress.12 Michael 
Freeman observes that the quasi-religious aura of the new mode of 
transportation was reinforced by the choice of saints’ names for train 
stations and by their neo-Gothic architecture: “Station train-sheds, 
with their vast arched canopies and vaulted columns, could not 
fail to inspire comparison with cathedral naves. A commentary in 
Building News in 1875 claimed that railway termini and their hotels 
were to the nineteenth century what monasteries and cathedrals 
were to the thirteenth.”13

Although travel to other countries and summer resorts 
broadened people’s horizons and improved their quality of life, 
“railway velocity,” the constant pressure to be on time and the 
new, hurried pace of living were not always perceived as beneficial: 
“Victorians increasingly felt they were living without leisure and 
without pause, a life of haste, a life so filled that no time was left to 

11 Christian Wolmar, Blood, Iron, and Gold: How the Railroads Transformed the 
World (New York: Public Affairs, 2010), xiv.

12 See chapter 1 in Michael Freeman, Railways and the Victorian Imagination 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 116.

13 Ibid., 73.




