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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A chronological study of the novels of Fyodor Dostoevsky reveals 

that he progressively emphasizes the theme of man and his inner stmig-

gles. Dostoevsky's literary maturation resulted in his treatment of 

such profound, indeed unfathomable, material as man's place in the 

universe and his ultimate fate. Nicholas A Berdyaev said of the 

author : "Dostoievsky devoted the whole of his creative energy to one 

single theme, raan and raan's destiny. He was anthropological and an-

thropocentric to an almost inexpressible degree : the problera of raan 

was his absorbing passion."' 

Dostoevsky's preoccupation with raan's turmoil led to his use 

of a particularly powerful literary device, the laceration motif, 

which I wish to analyze in relation to the triangular love relation

ships in his novels.^ The typical triangular love relationship involves 

'Nicholas Berdyaev, Dostoievsky, trans. Donald Attwater (Living 
Age Edition; New York: Meridian Books, 1962), p. 39, 

The Russian word which Constance Garnett translates as "lacera
tion" is nadryv. Edward Wasiolek explains in perceptive detail the 
ramifications of the terra in Dostoevsky: The Major Fiction (Cambridge, 
Mass. : The M. I. T. Press, 1964). Hereafter cited as Wasiolek. He 
writes: "The word coraes frora the verb nadryvat', which means—apart 
from its literal meaning of tearing things apart, like paper—'to strain 
or hurt oneself by lifting something beyond one's strength.' To this 
must be added Dostoevsky's special use of the xvord to mean a purposeful 



a male character's domination of a femal character and her subsequent 

domination of another male character. The purpose of this study is to 

analyze and interpret this motif frora its rudimentary inception in Dos

toevsky' s early novels to its perfection in The Brothers Kararaazov. 

Although this thesis emphasizes the women, a consideration of the men 

as they relate to the female characters is necessary. 

Several authors have casually treated the relationship of women 

to men in Dostoevsky's novels. For example, Konstantin Mochulsky has 

pointed out the effects which the women have on the men in The Brothers 

Kararaazov.^ Neither Mochulsky nor any other vjriter, ho/ever, has scru

tinized Dostoevsky's evolvement of the laceration motif and revealed its 

merits as a literary device. 

My approach to this study has been l) to examine Dostoevsky's 

fourteen completed novels for evidence of this motif and to document 

examples whenever found, 2) to formulate generalizations based on the 

extracted material, and 3) to interpret this material in terms of Dos

toevsky' s literary maturation. 

hurting of oneself, and to this, an explanation of the purpose and 
pleasure of self-hurt." He further explains: "Nadryv is for Dos
toevsky a primal psychological fact. It is the impulse in the hearts 
of men that separates one man from another, the impulse we all have 
to make the world over into the image of our wills, « . , Dostoevsky 
shows this basic psychological characteristic working to corrupt vfhat 
seems to be good motives. From the Underground Man on, one of the 
preraises of Dostoevslcy's mature dialectic has been that the Will x̂ dll 
subvert the best and highest motives to its ovm purposes. Nadryv is 
Dostoevsky's ra.ature pointing to the psychological impulse that works 
to corrupt everything to its oim purposes" (p. 160). 

3Konstantin Mochulslcy, Dostoevsk.y; His Life and Work, trans, 
and introd. Michael A. Minihan (Princeton, N. J. : Princeton University 
Pi-ess, 1967)» pp. 599-600. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ROLE OF THE LACERATION MOTIF 

IN DOSTOEVSKY'S N0VEI5 

The laceration raotif appears first and in its raost rudimentary 

form in the short novel "Uncle's Dream" (1859). The drama centers 

around Zinaida Afansyevna, a twenty-three-year-old beauty who is 

desperately in love with the consumptive Vasya. A second suitor, 

Pavel Alexandrovitch Mosglyakov, is vying for the hand of Zina, while 

Zina's conniving mother, Marya Alexandrovna, arranges a raatch for her 

daughter with the wealthy but decrepit Prince K.t Zina inflicts pain 

on Mosglyakov by refusing hira. On the other hand, she, dominated by 

Vasya, determines to marry the old prince in order to send Vasya 

abroad for his health's sake. Despite Vasya's having formerly threat

ened Zina with a love letter which she wrote hira, she clings to him 

on his deathbed even as he reveals his domineering nature, to which 

Zina is so passionately attracted. He tells her: "'I tormented you, 

bullied you, reproached you, despised you, and it came at last to ray 

threatening you with that letter. I was not even a scoundrel at that 

raoraent. I was simply a worm! Oh, how you must have despised mel . . , 

I should have understood nothing of your sacrifice. I should have 

^Although Mosglyakov and Vasya are obvious members of the motif, 
Zina is also involved with Prince K. by means of their engagement. 



tormented you, I should have worried you over our poverty; the years 

would have passed, and who knows I—Perhaps I should have groim to 

hate you, as a hindrance in my life,'"^ He further comments: "'I 

had in my mind at the time the thought: how picturesque it would be, 

here I should lie in bed dying of consumption, while you would be dis

tressed and unhappy at having sent me into consumption : you would come 

to rae confessing yourself guilty, x̂ jould fall on your knees before 

me,'"-^ To such statements, Zina responds with increased subservi

ence. She told Vasya "that she would never forget him, and that she 

would never love another man as she had loved hira."̂  

Zina is the first in a long line of suffering heroines. Of her, 

the critic Ernest J, Simmons says : 

There is no feminine character in the early tales who re
motely resembles Zina, unless it be the unfinished por
trait of Netochka Nezvanova [in Netochka NezvanovaTI, 
Rather she looks ahead to the" great female figures of 
the [later, longer] novels, and in the brief analysis 
of her nature there is a strong suggestion of the 
fiercely contending forces of love and hate which 
struggle so disastrously in the later heroines. In one 
of the last scenes of 'Uncle's Dream,' where Zina steals 
away to her consumptive lover to forgive hira on his death
bed for an offence he had committed, there is all the 
atmosphere of pity and that inner quality of throbbing 
feeling which we associate with similar scenes in the 
masterpieces.5 

^pyodor Dostoevsky, "Uncle's Dreara," in The Short Novels of 
Dostoevsky, trans, anonymous and intro. by Thoraas Mann (New York: 
Dial Press, 19^5), p, 33^. Hereafter cited as "Uncle's Dream." 

3"Uncle's Dreara," p. 335. 

'̂ "Uncle's Dream," p. 336. 

^Ernest J. Simmons, Dostoevsky: The Making of a Novelist (London: 
John Lehmann, 1950)» P« 71* 



In "Uncle's Dream," Dostoevsky completes the laceration motif 

by revealing Mosglyakov's long-suffering love for Zina. Upon reject

ing him, Zina exclaims: "'I have injured you, for I really did lure 

you on with promises, and my statements were lies and a tissue of 

falsehoods I'"" The reader thus sees the motif in Zina's desire to 

dominate Mosglyakov and her impulse to cling to the wasted Vasya. 

The next novel in which Dostoevsky utilizes the laceration 

motif is The Insulted and Injured (1862). In this novel, Vanya, a 

struggling young author, loses the lady of his heart, Natasha, to 

Alyosha, by whom Natasha is utterly captivated, Vanya first reveals 

the power which Natasha holds over hira v/hen he relates : "I remember 

that for one word of approval from her of my work, of my first novel, 

I would have given up all the most flattering remarks of the critics 

and reviewers vihich I heard about myself afterwards."' Natasha's 

comments on their relationship further emphasize its one-sided nature. 

She cries, upon refusing Vanya: "'I know how you loved me, Vanya, 

and how you love me still, and you've not reproached rae vjith one bit

ter word all this time, while I, I . . .my God I how badly I've 

treated youl'"" 

Of Natasha's willingness to lose herself completely in self-

sacrifice to Alyosha, with xAora she has just become involved, she 

6i'Uncle's Dream," p. 329. 

^lyodor Dostoevsky, The Insulted and Injured, trans, by Constance 
Garnett (Black Cat Book Edition; New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1962), 
p. 21. Hereafter cited as The Insulted. 

^he Insulted, p. 35« Ellipsis not mine. 



explains to the rejected Vanya: 

"Yes I love him CAlyoshaJ as though I were mad," she 
answered, turning pale as though in bodily pain. "I 
never loved you like that, Vanya. I know I've gone 
out of ray mind, and don't love him as I ought to. I 
don't love hira in the right way. . . . Listen, Vanya, 
I knew beforehand, and even in our happiest moments I 
felt that he vrould bring me nothing but misery. But 
what is to be done if torture from him is happiness to 
me now? Do you suppose I'm going to hira to meet joy? 
Do you suppose I don't know beforehand what's in store 
for me, or what I shall have to bear frora hira? Why, 
he's sworn to love rae, made all sorts of promises; but 
I don't trust one of his promises. I don't set any 
value on them, and I never have, though I knew he wasn't 
lying to me, and can't lie, I told him myself, that I 
don't vrant to bind him in any way. That's better with 
him; no one likes to be tied—I less than any. And yet 
I'm glad to be his slave, his willing slave; to put up 
with anything from him, anything, so long as he is with 
me, so long as I can look at him I I think he might even 
love another woman if only I vjere there, if only I might 
be near. Isn't it abject, Vanya?"9 

In such dialogue, the reader sees the battle raging vathin Natasha, 

a typical Dostoevskyan woman. Natasha provides further insight into 

her passion for Alyosha when, after Alyosha has deserted her, she says 

to the dying Vanya: "'You see, Vanya, I decided that I didn't love 

him as an equal, as a woman usually loves a man, I loved hira like 

. . . almost like a raother, , . , I even fancy that there's no love 

in the world in which two love each other like equals.'"^^ 

Alyosha, too, perceiving a great proclivity for sacrifice in 

Natasha, observes: "'She loves rae too rauch, so that its all out of 

proportion, and I suffer for it, and she too.'"̂ '' 

9The Insulted, pp. 37-38. Ellipsis not raine. 

'IQThe Insulted, p. 281. Ellipsis not mine. 

^^The Insulted, p. 21?, 



The third Dostoevskyan novel which contains the laceration 

raotif is The Idiot (I869). In Nastasya Filippovna, one sees an ex

cellent exaraple of a tortured woraan whose every action results in 

inflicting or receiving pain. Prince Myshkin has such thoughts as 

he studies her portrait; "he seeraed trying to decipher something 

that had struck him before, hidden in that face. The impression it 

had made had scarcely left him, and now he was in a hurry to verify 

it again. He was now even more struck by the face, v?hich v/as extra

ordinary from its beauty and from something else in it. There was a 

look of unbounded pride and contempt, almost hatred, in that face, 

and at the same tirae something confiding, something wonderfully 

simple-hearted."'^ 

Nastasya clearly is dominated by her love for the saintly Myshkin, 

whose love is also a source of great sorrow, for she is a fallen woman 

who feels that she could never be an adequate m.fe for Myshkin. Ro-

gozhin, Myshkin's rival, explains the situation to him: "'She has 

loved you ever since that day—her birthday. Only she thinks it's out 

of the question to marry you, because she thinks she would disgrace 

you and ruin your whole life. "Every one kno;^ what I am," she says. 

She still harps upon that. She told me all this straight out to my 

face. She is afraid of ruining and of disgracing you.'"'•3 

12pyodor Dostoevsky, The Idiot, trans, and introd. Constance 
Garnett (Laurel Edition; New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1962), p. lÔ V, 
Hereafter cited as The Idiot. 

^^The Idiot, p. 2^7. 
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Although she will not marry the man she loves, Nastasya several 

times plans marriage to Rogozhin, whom she despises. Lebedyev, an 

acquaintance of Myshkin, reveals in a dialogue with him: "'She is 

sick at the thought of the marriage and looks upon it as an insult. 

She thinks no more of hira than of an orange peel. Yes, she does 

though, for she thinks of hira with fear and trembling; she won't 

hear his name, even, and they don't meet if it can be helped , . . 

and he feels it only too well.'"^^ 

The passionately enamored Rogozhin receives only insult and 

pain from his relationship with Nastasya. Nonetheless, Myshkin ques-
t 

tions Rogozhin: "'Do you know that she may love you now more than 

anyone, and in such a way that the more she torments you, the more 

she loves you? She won't tell you so, but you must know how to see 

it. -̂flien all's said and done, why else is she going to marry you?'"15 

The perceptive Myshkin senses the distraught Nastasya's need for 

self-abasement and, at the same tirae, superiority. Myshkin, in fact, 

provides a running cora.raentary on Nastasya's psychological make-up, 

as we will see later. 

In The Possessed (I872), Dostoevsky dravjs a tragic portrait of 

the domineering Mary Shatov. One of the raost xri.llful of Dostoevsky's 

female characters, Mary leaves her husband, Ivan, a young revolutionary, 

for Stavrogin, the hero of the novel. Their tragic love affair in 

'̂ T̂he Idiot, pp, 231-232. Ellipsis not raine. 

^%he Idiot, p. 405. 



Paris leads to Mary's destruction. Stavrogin completely captivates 

Mary, but the two part and Mary returns to her husband only a few-

hours before the birth of her and Stavrogin's son. But before her 

return and during their separation, the faithful Shatov still cherishes 

the dream of regaining Mary. Mary, however, does not share such a 

dreara. She returns to hira simply because she has no other place to 

go. Ironically, Shatov's felloiif revolutionaries secretly plan to mur

der him the evening after Mary's return. The scene between the re

united husband and wife is one of the most poignant in all literature, 

and in it the reader sees the depth of Shatov's emotions as well as 

Mary's biting indifference. Upon seeing her husband's shabby apart

ment, Mary remarks: "'I'd been told you lived very poorly, but I 

never expected it to be this bad.'""l" 

In order to explain her presence and to leave no doubt as to her 

feelings about their relationship, Mary tells Ivan: "'Now I don't 

want you to think that I've come back to resume our forraer stupid 

relationship. I've come here to look for a job; and if I picked this 

particular toxm, it was because it raakes no difference to rae where I 

live. I certainly haven't come to make up for anything, and you'll 

oblige rae by not assuming any such nonsense.'"'' 

^°Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Possessed, trans, by Andrew R. 
MacAndrew and an Afterword by Marc Slonira (Signet Classic Edition; 
New York: The New .American Library, 1962), p. 587. Hereafter 
cited as The Possessed. 

17The Possessed, p. 587. 
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Dostoevsky paints an unforgettable picture of the sensitive, 

suffering Shatov. He writes : 

Shatov stood by the wall opposite the bed, about 
five paces from her. He listened shyly as she spoke, 
but there v/as a perceptible change in his face, some 
new life, a strange sort of radiance. This strong, 
uncouth raan, who usually presented a bristling exterior 
to the world, suddenly mellowed and lighted up. Sorae-
thing unusual and unexpected stirred in his heart. 
Three years of separation and a broken marriage hadn't 
displaced anything in his heart. 

During those three years, he had probably thought 
constantly of the woman who had once said "I love you" 
to hira and had remained dear to him ever since. He 
was ridiculously modest and chaste, considered himself 
incredibly ugly, hated his face and his character, and 
saw himself as a kind of freak who might have been taken 
around and exhibited at fairs. And because of all this, 
he valued honesty above all else, was fanatical in his 
convictions, sullen, proud, quarrelsome, and taciturn. 
And now, the only creature who had ever loved him (he'd 
always believed she had), even if it had been only for 
two weeks; the creature he had always considered im
measurably superior to him despite his quite sober 
appraisal of her errors; the creature he could forgive 
anything (there was no question about that and, in fact, 
in his eyes, it was always he who was guilty before her)— 
now this wo.man, Mary Shatov, was in his house again, with 
him again I He couldn't quite understand it or believe it. 
He was completely overcome—it was so terrifying and at 
the same time so elating I So naturally he couldn't— 
perhaps didn't even wish to, was afraid to—recover frora 
the shock. It was a dream. But when she gave him that 
harassed, exhausted look, he suddenly grasped that the 
woraan he loved vras suffering, that perhaps she had been 
wronged. His heart stopped. With a feeling of pain, 
he examined her features : the flow of early youth had 
long ago vanished from her tired face. But she was still 
a handsome woraan and, for him, she was as beautiful as 
ever,18 

18The Possessed, p. 588, 
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Unappreciative of Shatov's love, Mary tells her husband: "'Ah, 

you're still just a child.'""19 Unhurt by such a remark, Shatov thinks 

the follomng thoughts after Mary has gone to sleep: 
/ 

Now and then he raised his head, stood up, tiptoed closer 
to the bed, and looked at her. "Oh God! She'll have a 
raging fever by toraorrow raorning," he thought. "I think 
it's started already. I'm sure she must've caught cold. 
She's not accustomed to this terrible climate, and she 
had no warm clothes at all—nothing but that thin coat 
in the rain and xvind. Ah, and' on top of that she had to 
travel third class I Hov; could anyone have left her, 
abandoned her like that, in all her helplessness? And what 
a tiny suitcase she has—ten pounds at most and all bat-i 
tered and virinkledl Poor thing, she's so exhausted. She 
must have been through so muchl But she's proud and 
doesn't complain. But she's very irritable. Well, that's 
the illness—even an angel is bound to be irritable when 
ill. I can imagine how dry and hot her forehead must 
be—and the rings under her eyes are so black and—and 
how beautiful, despite everything, the delicate oval of 
her face is, her beautiful thick hair, how—"^^ 

Shatov, obviously one of Dostoevsky's suffering heroes, is a striking 

contrast to Stavrogin, who causes Mary pain. After the birth of her 

baby, Mary reveals her disdain for Stavrogin, crying: "'Stavrogin's 

a beast I'"21 Although aware of the baby's paternity, Shatov accepts 

the boy as his o;m and consoles his vilfe. "'Mary,' he said, holding 

the child in his arras, 'we're through with the old nightraare, with 

the disgrace, xd.th death and decay, Ŵ e'll work and v/e'll open up a 

new path for the three of us. Yes, Mary, we vjilll'"22 Such a 

19The Possessed, p. 589. 

20The Possessed, p. 595. 

21The Possessed, p, 6l3. 

^^The Possessed, pp. 613-614. 
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stateraent is doubly tragic v;hen one reflects upon their death. The 

laceration raotif greatly adds dimension to Dostoevsky's treatment of 

the Stavrogin-Mary-Shatov relationship in The Possessed, 

The laceration motif also appears in ̂  Raw Youth (I875), Al

though the motif is imperfectly developed, it is, nonetheless, present 

in the novel, Dolgoruki, the hero and illegitimate son of a servant 

girl and her master, dominates his father's former sweetheart, Katerina 

Nikolaevna, by means of a letter. The letter, vjritten by Katerina to 

her lawyer, discusses the removal of her father to a home for the aged. 

When the letter falls into the hands of Dolgomiki, Katerina is naturally 

fearful of the consequences which such a situation may create. The 

suspense is not relieved until the end of the novel when Dolgoruki 

returns the letter to Katerina. 

Katerina, in turn, dominates Versilov, Dolgoruki's father, who 

has nursed a passion for Katerina for several years. This is an un

requited love, however, for she dominates Versilov, but does not return 

his affection. At the novel's close, Versilov begs for charity frora 

Katerina: "'Let us part, and then I xirill love you . . . only let us 

part. Listen,' he brought out, perfectly white, 'grant me one charity 

more. Don't love rae, don't live with rae, let us never meet. I Tri.ll 

be your slave if you summon me, and I x-/ill vanish at once if you don't 

want to see me, or hear me, only , . . only don't marry anyone 1'"23 

23pyodor Dostoevsky, A Raw Youth, trans, by Constance Garnett 
and introd. by Alfred Kazin'"(New York: Dial Press, 19^7), p. 564. 
Ellioses not mine. 

http://Tri.ll
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In the Dolgoruki-Katerina-Versilov relationship, therefore, the reader 

once again sees convincing evidence of the presence of the laceration 

raotif, although not fully developed, 

?e\-j novels are more complex in depth and structure than Dos

toevsky's greatest novel, The Brothers Kararaazov (1880). Because 

pain is the very essence of the novel, affecting each and all, the 

characters pluraraet headlong toward their destinies. The laceration 

motif is present in not only one relationship, as in the other novels 

treated herein, but also in three separate triangular relationships 

where it affects seven individuals. Each of the brothers except the 

bastard Smerdyakov has a relationship mth a vraraan which results in 

pain for the raen. On the other hand, each of the brothers inadvertently 

inflicts pain on his lady. 

Dostoevsky brings together the beautiful Katerina and the eldest 

Kararaazov brother, Dmitri, vrhen Katerina, desperate for money, borrows 

a sum from Dmitri. Despite her circumstances, Katerina maintains a 

proud bearing which greatly impresses Dmitri, especially since he had 

hoped to hu.mble her by his generosity. Dmitri later tells Alyosha : 

"'She's a beauty. But she was beautiful in another way then, .'̂t 

that raoraent she v;as beautiful because she was noble, and I was a 

scoundrel; she in all the grandeur of her generosity and sacrifice 

for her father, and I—a bug I'"2^ The two become engaged, but the 

24iiyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Kararaazov, trans, by Constance 
Garnett (New Yoi'k: Random House, n.d.), p. 117* Hereafter cited as 
Kararaazov. 
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engagement is an ill-starred affair, in that Dmitri soon loses his 

heart to the fiery Grushenka, who is pining for a former love. 

The reader gains insight into Katerina's plight as Alyosha, 

a novice raonk, remarks to his father superior: "'Oh, she is such a 

lofty, incomparable creature I If only for her suffering . . '. Think 

what she has gone through, what she is enduring now! Think what 

awaits herl It's all terrible, terrible!'"25 Katerina discloses 

the lengths to which her self-sacrifice extends when she declares 

to Ivan and Alyosha : 

"I've already decided, even if he fDmitriD marries 
that—creature [Grushenka]" (she began solemnly), 
"whom I never, never can forgive, even then I id.ll not 
abandon him. Henceforward I will never, never abandon 
him I" she cried, breaking into a sort of pale, hyster
ical ecstacy. "Not that I would run after him contin
ually, get in his way and worry him. Oh, no I I will go 
av/ay to another town—v?here you like—but I vri.ll watch 
over him all my life—I i-rill watch over him all my life 
unceasingly. When he becomes unhappy with that woraan, 
and that is bound to happen quite soon, let him corae 
to rae and he xri.ll find a friend, a sister. , . . Only 
a sister, of course, and so for ever; but he will learn 
at least that that sister is really his sister, who 
loves hira and has sacrificed her life to him. I will 
gain my point. I will insist on his knowing me and 
confiding entirely in me, vdthout reserve," she cried, in 
a sort of frenzy, "I vfill be a god to whom he can pray— 
and that, at least, he owes me for his treachery and for 
v/hat I suffered yesterday through him. And let him see 
that all my life I will be true to him and the promise 
I gave hira, in spite of his being untrue and betraying 
me. I will—I xriill become nothing but a means for his 
happiness, or—how shall I say?—an instrument, a machine 
for his happiness, and that for my whole life, my whole 
life, and that he may see that all his life I That's ray 
decision." • 

23Kararaazov, p. 53• Ellipsis not mine, 

26Kararaazov, pp. 195-196. Ellipsis not mine. 

http://id.ll
http://vri.ll
http://xri.ll


15 

The intellectual Ivan, who has fallen in love with Katerina, perceives 

the depth of, indeed the reason behind, Katerina's passion for Dmitri, 

He exclaims to her: "'I am going now; but, believe rae, Katerina Ivanovna, 

you really love hira. And the more he insults you, the more you love hira— 

that's your "laceration." You love him just as he is. You love hira 

for insulting you. If he reformed, you'd give hira up at once and 

cease to love him. But you need him so as to contemplate continually 

your heroic fidelity and to reproach him for infidelity. And it all 

coraes from your pride. Oh, there's a great deal of humiliation and 

self-abaseraent about it, but it all coraes from pride.'"27 

Ivan, as well as Katerina, has a propensity for suffering. 

Katerina says of hira: "'It is not money, it's not comfort Ivan is 

seeking. Perhaps it's suffering he is seeking?'" Ivan confirras 

such an observation. Upon departing for another town, he, taking 

leave of Katerina, declares to her: "'Good-by Katerina Ivanovna; 

you can't be angry with rae, because I am a hundred times more severely 

punished than you, if only by the fact that I shall never see you again. 

Good-by! I don't want your hand. You have tortured me too deliberately 

for me to be able to forgive you at this moment.'"29 

Like so many of Dostoevsky's figui'es, Katerina and Ivan never 

consumraate their love; they adore each other frora a distance. After 

27Kararaazov, p. 199. 

28Karamazov, p. 81. 

29Karamazov, p. 199« 
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the police a r r e s t Draitri for old Fyodor Kararaazov's murder, Katerina 's 

p roc l iv i ty for s e l f - t o r tu re manifests i t s e l f in her refusal of Ivan, 

The author provides h is ovm comraentary on the passion which these tvra 

characters nurse : 

On his return frora Moscow, [Ivan) abandoned himself hopelessly 
to his mad and consuming passion for Katerina Ivanovna. . . . 
he loved her raadly, though at tiraes he hated her so that he 
raight have murdered her. Many causes helped to bring about 
this feeling. Shattered by what had happened with Mitya 
[Dmitri] , she rushed on Ivan's return to meet him as her 
one salvation. She was hurt, insulted and humiliated in 
her feelings. And here the raan had come back to her, who 
had loved her so ardently before (oh, she knew that very 
vjell), and vrtiose heart and intellect she considered so 
superior to her own. But the sternly virtuous girl did 
not abandon herself altogether to the man she loved, in 
spite of the Kararaazov violence of his passions and the 
great fascination he had for her. She was continually 
tormented at the same time by remorse for having deserted 
Mitya, and in moments of discord and violent anger (and 
they were numerous) she told Ivan plainly so.30 

Dmitri makes an astute observation concerning Katerina. Despite 

her avovjals to save Dmitri, he realizes that her love is inadequate. 

He confides to Alyosha: "'She loves her oxm virtue, not me.'"31 This 

remark echoes Ivan's suggestion that Katerina suffers only for herself. 

Though they receive pain from separate sources, Katerina and Ivan ful

fill Dostoevsky's qualifications for the suffering hero and heroine. 

The raost graphic character analysis of a suffering soul in The 

grothers Kararaazov is that of Lise Hohlakov, although she is not one 

of the major characters. Lise's suffering stems from an unbalanced 

3%aramazov, pp. 647-648. 

^ Kararaazov, p. 121, 
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mind. Nevertheless, her desire for Ivan and her rejection of Alyosha 

qualifies her for a position in Dostoevsky's laceration motif. Lise, 

an invalid, claims Alyosha for her own early in the novel. However, 

she shows an evident disrespect for him, which he feels. She says to 

her mother in Alyosha's presence: "'Would you believe it, mamma, on 

the way here he had a fight vrith the boys in the street, and it v/as a 

boy bit his finger, isn't he a child, a child himself? Is he fit to 

be married after that? For, only fancy, he vjants to be married, mamma. 

Just think of him married, wouldn't it be funny, wouldn't it be aw

ful? '"32 Later, after she accepts Alyosha's marriage proposal, her 

domineering spirit reappears. She v?arns him: "'Listen, Alyosha, do 

you know I shall spy upon you as soon as we are married, and let rae tell 

you I shall open all your letters and read them, so you may as well be 

prepared.'"33 Alyosha agrees to Lise's terms because of his compas

sion and because of his selfless love for the girl. When Lise asks 

whether he vail give in to her after their marriage, Alyosha replies: 

"'I shall be delighted to, Lise, and certain to, only not in the most 

important things.'"34 

Lise abuses Alyosha most cruelly when she rejects him. She, 

moreover, reveals to Alyosha her childish passion for Ivan. She taunts 

Alyosha, suggesting: "'You are not fit to be a husband. If I were to 

32j(aramazov, p. 191» 

33Karamazov, p. 228. 

34Kararaazov, p. 228, 
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marry you and give you a note to take to the man I loved after you, 

you'd take it and be sure to give it to him and bring an ansvjer back, 

too. If you were forty, you would still go on taking my love-letters 

for rae.'"35 After Alyosha unwittingly delivers such a note to his 

brother, Ivan remarks disdainfully: "'She's not sixteen yet, I be

lieve, and already offering herself.'" Outraged, Alyosha cries: "'She 

is a child; you are insulting a childl She is ill; she is very ill, 

too. She is on the verge of insanity, too, perhaps . . . I had hoped 

to hear something frora you . , . that vrould save her.'"36 

Although clearly unbalanced, Lise tortures the compassionate 

Alyosha, thereby caushing him grief, if only through his concern for 

her mind. The indifferent Ivan, however, disregards the letter. To 

Alyosha's pleadings, he replies: "'You'll hear nothing frora me. If 

she is a child I am not her nurse.'"37 It is evident that Ivan vrill 

not respond to Lise and that Ivan's indifference is painful to the 

girl. During a visit vrith Alyosha, Madame Hohlakov describes one of 

Lise's fits and relates that, after the fit, Lise screams: "'"I hate 

Ivan Fyodorovitch. I insist on your never letting him come to the 

house again, •" •' 3° 

Finally, in Grushenka, Dostoevslcy molds a most enigmatic female 

character who suffers at the hands of a Polish dandy and simultaneously 

35Karamazov, p. 6l5» 

36Kararaazov, p. 636. Ellipses not raine. 

37Kararaazoy, p. 636, 

38Kararaazov, p. 613* 
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torments the suffering Draitri and old Fyodor, the father of the 

Kararaazov brothers.39 Grushenka first exhibits her potential for 

suffering and domination when she relates to Alyosha her passion for 

a Polish array officer, Mussyalovitch. She tells hira: 

"Five years ago, V'jhen Kuzraa brought rae here, I used to 
shut rayself up, that no one raight have sight or sound of 
rae. I was a silly slip of a girl; I used to sit here 
sobbing, I used to lie awake all night, thinking, 'Where 
is he now, the man who wronged rae? He is laughing at rae 
with another woman, raost likely. If only I could see 
hira, if I could meet hira again, I'd pay hira out, I'd pay 
hira out I' At night I used to lie sobbing in the dark, 
and I used to brood over it, I used to tear ray heart on 
purpose and gloat over my anger. 'I'll pay him out, 
I'll pay him outl' That's what I used to cry out in the 
dark. And when I suddenly thought that I should really 
do nothing to hira, and that he was laughing at rae then, 
or perhaps had utterly forgotten rae, I v/ould fling ray-
self on the floor, melt into helpless tears, and lie 
there shaking till davm. In the morning I would get up 
more spiteful than a dog, ready to tear the vrhole vrorld 
to pieces."40 

Grushenka further explains: "'A month ago a letter came to me—he is 

coraing, he was a widower, he wanted to see rae. It took ray breath away, 

then I suddenly thought: "if he comes and whistles to call me, I shall 

creep back to him like a beaten dog." I couldn't believe rayself. Ara 

I so abject? Shall I run to hira or not? And I've been in such a rage 

with rayself all this raonth that I ara worse than I was five years ago. 

Do you see now, Alyosha, what a violent, vindictive creature I am? I 

39Besides Grushenka's obvious relationships with the Pole, Draitri, 
and old Fyodor, she also is involved in a rainor way vrith Kuzraa Sarasonov, 
her benefactor, and with Alyosha, who relays messages from his father to 
her. 

^%araraazoy, p. 371 • 
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have shorn you the whole truth I I played vrith Mitya to keep me from 

running to that other.'"^1 

The capricious Grushenka taunts both old Fyodor and Dmitri. 

Father and son soon become bitter contenders for the woman's af

fection. This fatal rivalry ends in death for Fyodor and imprison

ment for Dmitri. Until Grushenka realizes her love for Dmitri, she 

skillfully plays father and son against each other. Grushenka, how

ever, returns Dmitri's love on a fateful night at a Mokroe inn, when 

she learns that her Pole has become a veritable fop. Before she de

parts for Mokroe, however, she tells Alyosha: "'Alyosha, give my 

greetings to your brother Mitya and tell hira not to reraeraber evil 

against rae, though I have brought him misery. And tell him too in 

my words : "Grushenka has fallen to a scoundrel, and not to you, noble 

heart." And Add, too, that Grushenka loved him only one hour, only 

one short hour she loved him—so let hira remember that hour all his 

life—say, "Grushenka tells you tot"'"^2 Dostoevsky further under

scores Grushenka's vzhimsical nature by v;riting : "Though Grushenka 

had, it is true, loved hira [Dmitri) for an hour, genuinely and sin

cerely, yet she tortured hira sometimes cruelly and mercilessly. The 

worst part of it was that he could never tell what she meant to do. 

To prevail upon her by force or kindness v>ras also impossible : she 

would yield to nothing. She vrould only have beccme angry and turned 

^1Kararaazov, p, 372. 

2̂Karaiiiazov, p. 376. 
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away frora him altogether, he knew that well already,"^3 Dmitri, how

ever, worships the woman who causes hira deep and bitter pain. His 

passionate love for Grushenka is an all-consuraing fire. Hearing of 

Grushenka's insults to Katerina only increases his ardor for Grushenka. 

Of her insolence to Katerina, Draitri raves: 

"So she wouldn't kiss her hand I So she didn't kiss it; 
so she ran awayl" he kept exclaLming with hysterical 
delight; insolent delight it raight have been called, if 
it had not been so spontaneous. "So the other one called 
her a tigress I And a tigress she is I So Grushenka ought 
to be flogged on a scaffold! Yes, yes, so she ought. 
That's just what I think; she ought to have been long ago. 
It's like this, brother, let her be punished, but I must 
get better first. I understand the queen of impudence. 
That's her all over! You saw her all over in that hand-, 
kissing, the she-devil! She's the queen of all she-devils 
you can imagine in the vrorld! She's magnificent in her 
ovm linel So she ran home? I'll go—ah—I'll run to herl 
Alyosha, don't blame me, I agree that hanging is too good 
for her,"^ 

Later, during his detention, Draitri cries to Alyosha: "'Only . . , 

only, Grusha, Grushal Good Lord! Why should she have such suffering 

to bear?' he exclairaed suddenly, with tears. 'Grusha's killing rae; 

the thought of her's killing rae, killing me,'" In the same conversa

tion vri.th his brother, Draitri reveals the price in suffering vfhich he 

had paid for his love affairs. He advises Alyosha: "'A raan ought to 

be raagnaniraous, and it's [magnanimity is^ no disgrace to a man! No dis

grace to a hero, not even a Caesar! But don't ever beg her [a woman's) 

pardon all the same for anything. Remember that rule given you by 

^3Karamazov, p. 385• 

^4Karamazov, p. l6l. 
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your brother Mitya, who's corae to ruin through woraen. No, I'd better 

raake it up to Grusha somehow, without begging pardon. I worship her, 

Alexy, worship her. Only she doesn't see it. No, she still thinks I 

don't love her enough. And she tortures rae, tortures me vrith her 

love.'"^5 

From the above quotations Dostoevsky's concern with the lacera

tion motif is obvious. Chapter Three will analyze this literary de

vice in terms of its development and Dostoevsky's maturation as a 

v\̂ riter. 

^5Kararaazov, p. 63O. Ellipsis not raine. 



CHAPTER III 

GENERALIZATIONS RSGARDBJG THE 

LACER.ATION xMOTIF 

In the preceding chapter, evidence of the laceration raotif 

in Dostoevsky's writing was presented. Special eraphasis was placed 

on the female characters because they embody in their complexity 

Dostoevsky's idea of tragedy and suffering. For a more lucid under

standing of the laceration motif in these writings, a discussion of 

the characteristics of the motif is in order. This elucidation will 

reveal Dostoevsky's accomplishments vrith the laceration raotif and the 

various stages of development. 

Frora only a casual observation, one sees that Dostoevsky eraploys 

the laceration motif more frequently as he vrrites. Although The Idiot, 

The Possessed, and ̂  Raw Youth contain only one example each of the 

motif, Dostoevsky utilizes it in all but one of his later novels. In 

his last novel, The Brothers Kararaazov, there are three exaraples of 

the laceration raotif. As he raatured, then, the author obviously real

ized the merits of the motif as a literary device to add dimension to 

his writing. 

Another distinctive feature of the laceration raotif is that it 

becomes increasingly complex as well as raore frequently employed. For 

23 
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example, the characters whom the author creates are the bearers of 

complex personalities. Although Zina in "Uncle's Dream" does exhibit 

a definite proclivity for suffering, Dostoevsky does not unveil any 

deep or subtle secrets about her character by employing the lacera

tion raotif. Zina is an honest, compassionate girl vAio rules and, in 

turn, is ruled by passion and sacrifice. Dostoevsky establishes these 

qualities by underscoring Zina's willingness to marry the old prince 

in order to send the consumptive Vasya abroad, her adamant renunciation 

of her mother's tactics to gain her ends, and her patient understanding 

of Vasya's outpourings on his death bed. Although Zina is the central 

element in the laceration raotif, she is reraarkable only as a figure in 

the motif, in that she suffers for Vasya and torments Mosglyakov by 

her refusal of him. She is complex only in this sense. 

In the second novel in which Dostoevsky employs the laceration 

motif. The Insulted and Injured, the reader meets the enigraatic Natasha, 

Natasha's coraplexity is rendered raore striking by the siraplicity of her 

predecessor, Zina. The tortured Natasha rejects Vanya for Alyosha, who 

is torn between two vjoraen. She knows Alyosha's love will bring her 

only suffering and unhappiness, yet Natasha loves hira like a raother 

as well as a lover. Desperate to possess Alyosha, she eagerly aids 

the suit of her rival, Katya. From the second novel in which the lacera

tion raotif appears, coraes a raore fully developed and complex heroine 

than in the preceding novel. 
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More coraplicated than any woraan previously raentioned in this 

chapter is the beautiful, frustrated Natasya Filippovna of The Idiot. 

Although dominated by love of Prince 1-fyshkin, Nastasya flees the Prince 

whenever he offers himself to her. Upon leaving Myshkin, she flies to 

be with Rogozhin, whom she despises and reviles. She neither wants 

nor accepts huge suras of raoney and presents which suitors offer for 

her favor. Nor does she accept respectability and the offer of raar-

riage frora the Prince, whora she adores. The critic Edward Wasiolek 

suggests that "Nastasya loves her disgrace (pozor) m.ore than she loves 

the innocence that the Prince erabodies and offers her. Her living 

hurt is the flarae in which her self burns and glows."1 Through her 

highly complex personality, Nastasya amplifies the laceration motif 

in The Idiot. 

The heroines of The Possessed and _A Raw Youth are not cast from 

the same mold as Nastasya. Katerina and Mary Shatov, like Zina, are 

the victims of circumstances. Their acts and their personalities are 

relatively uncomplicated—in fact, predictable. Dostoevsky's heroines 

in the laceration motif become more and more puzzling to the reader in 

raost of the novels. However, these two examples are obvious exceptions. 

Unlike the female character's above, Katerina, Grushenka, and Lise 

o^ IhS. Brothers Kararaazov, exemplify over-wrought and highly coraplex 

natures. Katerina is as contradictory a creature as Nastasya. She 

rejects Ivan, who loves her, in favor of the indifferent Dmitri, The 

IWasiolek, p, 90, 
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more she professes her love for Dmitri, the more he shows his ingrati

tude. For example, he takes Katerina's money and spends it on a vrild 

orgy with Grushenka. Yet Katerina forgives all, so determined is she 

to "save" Dmitri. She finally seals his ruin by the novel's end, how

ever. The critic Richard Curie, analyzing Katerina's personality, 

vnr'ites : "It is impossible to dravr a precise line between what is nat

ural and what is pose in Katya, a quixotic outlook often driving her 

to behave in a manner contrary to her true instincts, and it would 

probably be as vrrong to assurae that she is not genuine as it would 

be to argue that her inherent genuineness is exhibited more or less 

in conscious acting."2 Katerina's complex dual nature is definitely 

a structural assistance to the laceration motif in The Brothers Kararaazov. 

Katerina is a torn woman v/ho cannot admit the truth of her feelings. 

Dostoevsky uses this coraplexity to establish a yet raore perplexing 

situation. For exaraple, Alyosha explains Katerina's true emotions 

to her: "'I really don't know hov; I dare to say all this, but some

body must tell the truth • . . for nobody here will tell the truth,'" 

And then she indignantly chides hira: 

"VJhat truth?" cried Katerina Ivanovna, and there 
was an hysterical ring in her voice, 

"I'll tell you," Alyosha went on xrith desperate 
haste, as though he were jamping frora the top of a house, 
"Call Dmitri; I will fetch him—and let hira corae here and 
take your hand and take Ivan's and join your hands. For 
you're torturing Ivan, simply because you love him—and 

2Richard Curie, Characters of Dostoevsky: Studies From Four 
Novels (London : William Heineman, 1950), p. 218. Hereafter cited 
as Curie. 
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torturing him, because you love Draitri through 'self-
laceration'—with an unreal love—because you've per
suaded yourself." 

Alyosha broke off and was silent. 
"You . . . you . . . you are a little religious 

idiot—that's v/hat you are!" Katerina Ivanovna snapped,3 

Dostoevsky portrays Katerina as a complex heroine, and his treatment of 

her hysterical outbursts provides for supplementary remarks on the 

Dmitri-Katerina-Ivan triangle, Dostoevsky does not spare similar 

examples which expose Katerina's complex nature. Likewise, the intri

cate make-up of her competitor, Grushenka, is established early in the 

novel, 

Grushenka, almost as bevrildering a character as Katerina, throws 

over Dmitri, who worships her, to return to the Polish dandy. By 

tempting Dmitri's father, old Fyodor, she cruelly plays father against 

son. Grushenka even admits that she enjoys torturing others, Dostoevsky 

reveals Grushenka's complexity in many v̂ra.ys. She insults Katerina in 

Alyosha's presence only to recount nobly a Christian parable, vjhich, 

apparently, holds special raeaning for her. She narrates to Alyosha 

the tale of an old woman's near-salvation frora hell by means of an 

onion stem. Because, hoxcever, other sinners attach themselves to the 

old woman, hoping to be saved, too, she kicks them away. Her selfish

ness causes her to be plunged once raore into hell's fiery depths. Though 

Grushenka desperately yearns at times to be virtuous, she tells Alyosha: 

"'I boasted to Rakitin [her cousin^ that I had given away an onion, but 

to you I'll say: "I've done nothing but give away one onion all my 

3Kararaazov, p. 198. Ellipses not mine. 
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life, that's the only good deed I've done." So don't praise me, 

Alyosha, don't think me good, I am bad, I am a wicked woraan and you 

raake me ashamed if you praise me.'"^ Grushenka is all complexity as 

she relates the parable of which she is so fond and, in so doing, 

dwells on her own misdeeds and evil nature. 

Though the complexity of the feminine trio (Katerina, Grushenka, 

and Lise) of The Brothers Kararaazov is an essential aspect of the lac

eration motif, each of these three is complex in greatly differing ways. 

Katerina is not aware of her duality until the novel's finish. Grushenka, 

though, possesses a great deal of self-knovifledge, as does Lise. The 

tormented invalid, it seems, knows more about herself than does any 

other character. The revelation of this intelligence through dialogue 

is an integral and essential part of the laceration raotif involving 

Ivan, Lise, and Alyosha. Lise subraits proof of her highly complex 

nature x>fhen she describes her love of chaos, disorder, and destruction. 

She discloses to her fiance, Alyosha: "'You know, Alyosha, I sometimes 

think of doing a fearful lot of harm and everything bad, and I should 

do it for a long while on the sly and suddenly every one would find 

it out. Every one will stand around and point their fingers at rae and 

I would look at thera all. That would be avjfully nice. Why would it be 

so nice, Alyosha?'"-^ Lise's love of chaos raanifests itself in her ac

tions as well as her speech, for she gravitates toward the corapassionate 

4Karamazov, p. 370. 

5Karamazov, p. 617« 
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Alyosha only to insult and reject hira for Ivan, who turns an indif

ferent shoulder on her. Lise vacillates between desiring her salva

tion and sinking into perdition. She tells Alyosha that she would 

like to enjoy vzatching a crucifixion while she eats pineapple com

pote." To further emphasize Lise's mental state, Dostoevsky writes : 

"As soon as Alyosha had gone, Lise unbolted the door, opened it a lit

tle, put her finger in the crack and slammed the door vrith all her 

raight, pinching her finger. Ten seconds after, releasing her finger, 

she walked softly, slowly to her chair, sat up straight in it and 

looked intent.ly at her blackened finger and at the blood that oozed 

frora under the nail," She then whispers: "''I ara a wretch, wretch, 

vjretch!'"' Lise, then, is an emotional girl in terms not only of her 

relationships to Alyosha and Ivan, but also of her relationship to man

kind in general. It is unclear whether Dostoevsky uses Lise's mental 

distress over Ivan's rejection of her as a justification for such 

scenes as the above. But the girl is obviously mentally tortured, and 

the laceration raotif reveals her intense suffering. 

Analyzing the intricate nature of Dostoevsky's characters, the 

Russian critic M. M, Bakhtin states: "'Out of every contradiction 

within one person, Dostoevski strives to raake two persons, in order to 

dramatize the contradiction and to develop it extensively,'"8 It is 

6Kararaazov, p. 6l9. 

7_Karatnazov, p. 621, 

8Quoted by Vladimir Seduro in Dostoevski in Russian Literary 
Criticism, 1846-1956 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1957), P-
213. Hereafter cited as Seduro. 
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clear from Chapter II of this thesis that, as Dostoevsky develops the 

laceration motif, his heroines do become increasingly more enigmatic. 

From the unassuming Zina of "Uncle's Dreara" spring countless vromen bent 

on suffering and domination. From the crude device obviously intended 

to expose relatively uncomplicated personalities, the laceration motif 

becomes a highly diversified and valuable literary vehicle. 

With certain exceptions noted above, not only does Dostoevsky 

employ the laceration raotif more frequently in his later novels, but 

he also utilizes increasingly complex personalities to fulfill his 

motif. In addition to concerning himself vrith complex personalities, 

Dostoevsky also employs characters who are more diametrically opposed 

in teraperaraent. In a discussion of Dostoevsky's literary style, the 

Russian critic Leonid Grossraan asserts that "Dostoevski 'blends oppo-

sites. He openly defies the basic canon of the theory of art.'" 

Grossman further comments that Dostoevsky "daringly throws into his 

melting pots more and more new elements, knovring and believing that 

in the climax of his creative Virork the raw scraps of everyday reality, 

the sensations of the cheap thriller, and the pages of the God-inspired 

holy books vri.ll fuse, blend into a new araalgara and bear the deep im

print of his personal style and tone.'"9 If such elements are the 

stuff of the author's novels, it is no wonder that Dostoevsky's charac

ters have challenged critics since the time he created them. The lac

eration motif serves as a means to bring diametrically opposed charac

ters into direct conflict with each other. 

9Quoted in Seduro, p, 206. 

http://vri.ll
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Although Dostoevsky does not raake use of character opposites 

in the laceration raotif in "Uncle's Dreara," they are present in The 

Insulted and Injured. Dostoevsky places two rivals for Natasha's 

love at opposite ends of the personality spectrum. Vanya is patient, 

meek, and long-suffering. Alyosha is impatient and, like Dmitri of 

The Brothers Kararaazov, very indecisive. Natasha, the heroine, is 

hysterical and nervous. The raotif continues into The Idiot as the 

reader sees the irapotent, raeek, Christ-like f̂y•shkin and the vindictive, 

impetuous Rogozhin offering themselves to the beautiful and masochistic 

Nastasya. Stavrogin of The Possessed is a bored and indifferent man 

who seduces the assertive Mary, wife of the enthusiastic Ivan Shatov, 

In _A Raw Youth, as in the previous examples, Dostoevsky pits opposites 

as contenders for the affection of the heroine, the kind and aristo

cratic Katerina. The son, Dolgoruki, thirsts for power and its accom

panying security. His father, the pitiful Versilov, hovjever, only 

seeks charity from his forraer sweetheart, Katerina. The Brothers 

Kararaazov also exposes character opposites in the laceration raotif. 

The pretentious Polish fop challenges the indecisive but passionate 

Dmitri for the affections of the vrillful Grushenka, Draitri dominates 

the proud, masochistic Katerina, v;ho rejects Ivan, Dmitri's intellectual 

brother. Unlike Dmitri, who cannot decide between a life of debauchery 

or of spiritual fulfillment, Ivan rejects his spiritual nature in order 

to pursue more fully his intellectual bent. The sadistic, masochistic 

Lise yearns for Ivan and thus turns away from the loving, compassionate 
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Alyosha, the novel's spiritual emissary. From these examples, one 

sees that the presence of highly diversified characters share the 

stage in the laceration raotif and aid in its developraent. 

With the writing of The Insulted and Injured, Dostoevsky adds 

a "confessor" to his laceration raotif,1^ With regard to Dostoevsky's 

addition of confessors, Andre Gide notes that "raost of Dostoevsky's 

characters are seized at certain raoments—and almost in invariably 

unexpected and ill-advised fashion—with the urgent desire to make 

confession, to ask pardon of some fellovz-creature who often has not 

a notion vjhat it is all about, the desire to place themselves in a pos

ture of inferiority to the person addressed."H These confessors are 

mild, raeek, understanding raen vrith whora the other raerabers of the raotif 

appear eager to share their raost intiraate yearnings and secrets. In 

fact, the confessors raight seem put upon by others if they were not so 

willing to fulfill their role as confidant to the other figures in the 

motif. The confessors are important because they aid in character 

revelation as well as add dimension to the laceration motif. In The 

Insulted and Injured, Vanya, the rejected suitor of Natasha, fulfills 

the role of Natasha and Alyosha's confessor. As raentioned above, 

Vanya, hopelessly in love with Natasha, must listen to her hysterical 

lOThe raen who serve as confessors to the other raerabers of the 
raotif do not serve only in this capacity. They are in every case an 
indisoensable eleraent of Dostoevsky's novels. 

^^Andre Gide, Dostoevsky (Norfolk: The Caraelot Press, 1923), 
p. 79. Hereafter cited as Gide. 
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confirraations of love for Alyosha. Only seldom does Alyosha talk 

intiraately with Vanya. On these occasions Vanya does not perceptibly 

influence his rival in love. Vanya, however, may be considered a 

confessor of sorts for Alyosha, for Alyosha does confide in him, if 

only rarely. Natasha, however, confides frequently and at length to 

her former sweetheart. She is helpless to act except on advice from 

Vanya. Dostoevsky skillfully points' up the misery which Natasha feels 

as she beseiges. her confessor with questions. She deterraines to sur

render Alyosha to Katya, her rival, because, she reasons: "'It vrill 

make the parting easier for him. I ought to do it I It's my duty. 

. . . If I love him I ought to sacrifice everything for him. I ought 

to prove my love for him; it's my duty! Isn't it?'"12 Later, the 

wavering Natasha asks her confidant to "'save me frora myself,'" and 

then implores: "'Vanya, ray dear, tell rae, decide for rae, which of 

them do I love most, Alyosha or Katya?'"13 Finally, at the novel's 

end, the puzzled Natasha questions the dying and rejected man. She 

asks him: "'Vanya, why did I destroy your happiness?'"14 The capri

cious Natasha, like Katerina of The Brothers Kararaazov, is not aware 

of the suffering she causes in others. The Insulted and Injured.' 

raore effectively than any other novel in which Dostoevsky raakes use 

of the confessor in the laceration raotif, captures the isolation and 

ili§ Insulted, p. 76, Ellipsis not raine. 

13The Insulted, p. 268. 

% h e Insulted, p. 333. 
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depression of the rejected confessor. Since all of Dostoevsky's 

confessors are of the raeek type, such burdens seem doubly tragic to 

the reader. It is interesting to note that all of the confessors 

serve as an intermediary at one tirae or another between the other 

members of the particular laceration motif of which they (the confes

sors) are a part.15 Vanya, desiring Natasha's happiness, agrees to 

serve as a go-between for her and Alyosha. Vanya suggests: "'I'll 

undertake to arrange it all for you, meetings, and everything. Only 

don't leave home. I will carry your letters; v;hy not? It would be 

better than what you're doing. I know hoi-i to arrange it; I'll do 

anything for both of you.'"16 Vanya provides Natasha and Alyosha 

xriith strength for their inner struggles, while neither seemingly 

realizes the pain they must be causing Vanya, which he bears with 

patient understanding and serenity. 

The second confessor in Dostoevsky's novels is Prince Myshkin, 

the hero of The Idiot. Like his predecessor, Vanya, he also bears 

a heavy burden. Although Nastasya does not confide in Myshkin, 

Rogozhin does so and frequently. He tells Myshkin of his passion 

for Nastasya as well as of his concern for her mental state. The' 

Prince advises and counsels him as Nastasya clings to Rogozhin and 

her fate. As expected, Rogozhin murders her by stabbing her with a 

15Dostoevsky has Alyosha of The Brothers Kararaazov deliver 
letters from Lise to his brother, Ivan. Likevrise, Prince Myshkin of 
The Idiot relays messages between his two female friends and rivals 
for his love, Nastasya and Aglaia. 

16. The Insulted, p. 34. 
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knife vjhich he has shown Myshkin. After Rogozhin lays out the corpse 

of Nastasya, he invites Myshkin to view the body, during which he con

fesses the details of the crime. The patient Myshkin comforts his 

torraented companion as Rogozhin tells him of Nastasya's murder: "'All 

I can tell you about the knife is this, Lyov Niklolyevitch,' he added 

after a pause, 'I took it out of a locked drawer this morning, for 

it all happened this raorning, about four o'clock. It had been lying 

in a book all the tirae. . . . And , . . and . . . another thing seems 

strange : the knife t;rent in three or four inches . . . just under the 

left breast . . . and there wasn't more than half a tablespoon of 

blood flowed on to her chemise, there was no raore.'"1? 

Although Nastasya loves and wants to marry Myshkin, she more 

desperately needs Rogozhin and the suffering which accompanies their 

affair. Rogozhin even confides his awareness of Nastasya's masochistic 

tendencies when he intimates to the Prince that Nastasya longs for her 

own death: "'l̂ /hy, that's just vfhy she is marrying rae, because she 

expects to be murdered!'"1" Unlike Natasha of The Insulted and Injured 

and the female characters of The Brothers Kararaazov, Nastasya does not 

confess to the confessor figure. She has no need to, for Rogozhin 

serves as her mouthpiece. Through him, the reader learns of the cryp

tic Nastasya's most intimate secrets; hence Dostoevslcy interjects unity 

into the motif. For example, Rogozhin announces to Myshkin: "'She's 

ITrhe Idiot, p. 665. Ellipses not mine. 

l8The Idiot, p. 247, 



. 36 

been vovring, she swore to me to-day and yesterday, that you were head 

over ears in love with Aglaia Epanchin, That's nothing to me, prince, 

and it's no business of mine. If you have left off loving her, she 

still loves you. You know that she's set on raarrying you to her. She 

has sworn to do it, ha-hal She says to me: "Tell them I won't marry 

you vrithout that. When they've gone to church, we'll go to church."'"19 

Obviously, then, Nastasya's confessing to Myshkin would be unnecessary, 

if not superfluous. A confessor of Myshkin's unassuming nature, hovj

ever, is an invaluable device in the laceration motif. Not only is 

Myshkin intiraately acquainted with the other two raerabers of the motif, 

but his innocence draws out of Rogozhin long, involved commentary con

cerning the triangle. Frequently throughout his confessions, Rogozhin 

interjects statements similar to the following: "'Ah, prince, you're 

like a child: you vra.nt a plaything, and you raust have it at once, but 

you don't understand things.'"20 Because he thinks he is speaking to 

soraeone of inferior intelligence, Rogozhin then usually proceeds to 

give lengthy explanations to Myshkin and, in so doing, expands or clari

fies sorae aspect of the Myshkin-Nastasya-Rogozhin relationship. During 

one such conversation, Dostoevsky uses >fyshkin's bexri.lderraent to insert 

Rogozhin's revelation: "'Well, perhaps you really don't understand. 

He, he! They do say you are , , . riot quite right. She [Nastasya] 

loves another man—take that in! Just as I love her now, she loves 

19Th3 Idiot, p. 406.' 

20The Idiot, p. 404. 
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another raan now. And do you know who that other raan is? It's youl 

Whatl you didn't know?'"21 Structurally, then, Myshkin is the per

fect confessor for Dostoevsky's laceration raotif in The Idiot. 

The raost overworked of all the confessors of the laceration 

motif is the persevering Alyosha of The Brothers Kararaazov, So be-

seiged is this young raonk vrith the confessions of his brothers and the 

three heroines that he has scant opportunity to do other than serve as 

counsellor to the quintet, Alyosha, however, listens patiently and 

dispenses good advice. Through Alyosha, Dostoevsky unveils personality 

traits which would otherwise reraain undetected. The other characters 

vifho comprise the laceration raotifs communicate their secrets eagerly 

to the kindly raonk, thereby affirming their roles within the motifs. 

As usual, the confessor of The Brothers Kararaazov is himself a raeraber 

of a raotif. During their conversations vri.th Alyosha, each of the 

characters prevails upon Alyosha to either absolve their sins, pro

vide a solution to their current problem, or grant a favor. The con

fessions expose the very marrow of each character's agony. For example, 

Dmitri feels an overwhelraing desire to unburden hiraself to Alyosha be

cause, as Dmitri says, "'You're the only one who won't laugh.'"22 

Dmitri then relates the history of his ill-fated affair mth Katerina 

as well as his passion for Grushenka. By confessing, Draitri proves 

his involvement in the laceration motif. He concludes his confession 

21 The Idiot, p. 247. Ellipsis not raine. 

22Kararaazov, p. 108. 

^ 
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with a cryptic reference to his raisappropriation of Katerina's money: 

"'Stay, Alexey, one raore confession to you alone 1' cried Draitri, sud

denly turning back. 'Look at rae. Look at me well. You see here, 

here—there's terrible disgrace in store for me.'"23 Although Dos

toevsky states that Alyosha is the hero of the novel, the major portion 

of the action in The Brothers Kararaazov centers around Dmitri. He 

provides suspense by hinting at his misdeed to his confessor, the only 

raan he trusts. 

The intellectual Ivan uses Alyosha's ear for more subtle communica

tion, such as a brief character sketch of Katerina, whom he admits that 

he loves. Confirming his involvement in the Ivan-Katerina-Draitri rela

tionship, Ivan says of Katerina: "'But how she torraented raeI It fsicl 

certainly Vira.s sitting by a "laceration." Ah, she knew how I loved herl 

She loved rae and not Dmitri,' Ivan insisted gaily. "Her feeling for 

Draitri vra.s simply a self-laceration. All I told her just now was per

fectly true, but the worst of it is, it may take her fifteen or twenty 

years to find out that she doesn't care for Dmitri, and loves me whom 

she torments, and perhaps she may never find it out at all, in spite 

of her lesson to-day,'"2^ Dostoevsky skillfully reveals Ivan's per

ceptive character analysis through such comraentary. 

In Katerina's confession, Dostoevsky establishes proof of the 

above stateraent. Fearing she raay lose Ivan, she confides to Alyosha: 

23Kararaazov, p. I63. 

2̂ Kararaazoy, p. 241, 
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"'Oh, I am unhappyI It's ray character, my awful, unhappy characterI 

Oh, you will see, I shall end by driving hira, too, to abandon me for 

another vrith whom he can get on better, like Dmitri. But . . . no, I 

could not bear it, I should kill rayself.'"25 in the latter part of 

the novel, Katerina frequently declares her raisery to Alyosha through 

such soul-searching conversations. 

Grushenka reveals to Alyosha her passion for the Polish array 

officer and, later, her love for Draitri. First she asks Alyosha's 

advice: "'Tell rae,' she took hira by the hand and peeped into his face, 

srailing, 'tell me, do I love that raan [the Pole] or not? the raan who 

wronged me, do I love him or not? Before you came, I lay here in the 

dark, asking ray heart whether I loved him. Decide for me, Alyosha, the 

time has come, it shall be as you say. Am I to forgive him or not?'"26 

Later, during Dmitri's imprisonment, Grushenka shows her reliance on 

Alyosha. With regard to nevrs of her sweetheart's raental state v̂ fhile 

in prison, she vrill trust none other than Alyosha. 

Lise, too, is quite dependent on her confessor. Ironically, it 

is Alyosha, her forraer suitor, with v-fhom she trusts a love letter to 

Ivan. 

As illustrated by the exaraples above, the confessor is a distinc

tive eleraent vrithin the laceration motif. Dostoevslcy utilizes such 

characters to expose, through dialogue, emotions which might otherwise 

remain hidden. 

2%araraazoy, p. 8O3. Ellipsis not mine. 

26Kararaazov, p. 373* 
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Equally as effective as Dostoevsky's use of the confessor is the 

laceration motif which serves as a catalyst for action. As a result, 

this motif also intensifies tension within the works. One sees evi

dence of the catalystic function of the motif in Dostoevsky's first 

novel, "Uncle's Dream," Zina's rejection of Mosglyakov is very painful 

to the young man. He, therefore, sets the stage for the cliraax of the 

novel when he tells his uncle. Prince K., that his (the uncle's proposal 

to Zina and her subsequent acceptance is only a dream. V/hen the old man 

relates his discovery to the party of well-wishers, Zina confesses the 

truth of the situation as does her former suitor, Mosglyakov. 

In _A Raw Youth, the laceration motif also serves as a catalyst 

for action. Versilov recalls the once fervent affair betvjeen hiraself 

and Katerina x\'hen his son becomes intrigued by his (Versilov's) forraer 

sweetheart. So impassioned does the old raan becom.e in his pursuit of 

Katerina that, at the novel's end, he begs Katerina for only one 

favor—her pledge not to marry anyone, even though he himself may not 

hope to vrin her. 

Dostoevsky also exploits the motif's catalystic merits in The 

Idiot. For example, Nastasya nurses a great love for Myshkin, but 

rejects him in favor of Rogozhin. Nastasya feels that she cannot marry 

Myshkin because, in so doing, she would be the cause of his disgrace 

(she considers herself to be a fallen woraan). She causes Rogozhin so 

much distress, however, that in a frenzy he executes his plan of 

murdering her. 
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The Brothers Kararaazov presents four exaraples of the catalystic 

function of the laceration raotif. Grushenka entices Dmitri only to 

avoid running back to the Pole, her former lover to whora she is still 

attracted. Dmitri's love for Grushenka and his consequent jealousy 

that she raay accept his father's proposition leads Draitri to old 

Kararaazov's house on a fatal night. Draitri's act enables Sraerdyakov, 

the bastard son, to slay old Fyodor. Dmitri's passion for Grushenka 

leads him to further disaster, for he spends Katerina's raoney for an 

orgy vrith Grushenka, thereby creating raore circumstantial evidence 

Vfhich serves as the basis for his arrest and detention. Finally, 

Katerina's suffering at the hands of Dmitri drives her to plot his 

ruin at the trial. The frustrated Katerina produces a letter to her 

from Dmitri X'fhich describes his hatred for his father. The rejected 

and vindictive Katerina thereby insures Dmitri's imprisonraent and 

exile in Siberia. 

As vfell as serving as a catalyst for action and as a tension-

creating device, the laceration raotif helps to reveal characters. 

For exaraple, Edward Wasiolek points out Myshkin's and Rogozhin's 

separate views of Nastasya in The Idiot: "The Prince [Myshkin]'is 

her 'innocence.' As she dreamed him, he is. He sees her as unspoiled, 

uncorrupted, pure, and innocent—as she vranted to be. Rogozhin sees 

her as she believes she is, and the Prince sees her as she would 

like to be, and fears she never can be."27 Dostoevsky reveals his 

27wasiolek, p. 89. 
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heroines to the reader in the light of their relationship to the two 

raen with whora they are involved. Dmitri, like Myshkin, reveals his 

lady's innocence. As far as Dmitri cares, Grushenka has no past history. 

The Pole, however, sees his forraer beloved in a different light. He 

says to Grushenka at the inn in Mokroe : "'I came here to forget the 

past and forgive it, to forgive all that has happened till to-day.'"28 

Her condescending Pole sees only Grushenka's past history and considers 

her to be a fallen vroraan whora he graciously "forgives." In a sirailar 

manner, A.lyosha and Ivan emphasize different aspects of Lise's person

ality. To Alyosha, Lise represents frailty of mind and body. Ivan, 

on the other hand, sees only Lise's proclivity for looseness. As one 

sees, the laceration raotif is an excellent device for transraitting 

opposing views of the sarae woraan. 

28 'Kararaazov, p. 455. 



CHAPTER IV 

VIEWS OF CERTAIN RUSSIAN CRITICS 

CONCERNING THE LACERATION MOTIF 

Throughout this thesis the laceration motif has been described 

in terms of its merits as a literary device as vjell as in terms of 

Dostoevsky's maturity as a writer. A brief survey of relevant com

ments by other critics concerning this motif may be enlightening. 

For several years after the I905 revolution, the Soviet scholar 

Vyacheslav Ivanov formulated some dramatic concepts concerning the 

structure of Dostoevsky's writings. Vladimir Seduro, a present-day 

Dostoevsky scholar, obser-ves : "One of Ivanov's most brilliant insights 

vjas the discovery that, in his architectonics of tragedy, Dostoevski 

applied to the novel the method of contrapuntal development of the 

theme in music, and that in the novels a siraultaneous raovement of 

several independent xrorlds, or voices of the characters, forms one 

harmonious xifhole." Seduro further illustrates his point by quoting 

Ivanov : " ' It is as if \ie look at tragedy through a magnifying glass 

and see repeated in its molecular structure the stamp of the same 

tragic principle by which the entire organism is governed. Every cel

lule of this tissue is a small tragedy in itself; just as the \ihole is 

catastrophic, each unit is a catastrophe in rainiature. Hence that 
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peculiar law of epic rhythra in Dostoyevski which turns his writings 

into a system of strained muscles and taut nerves and raakes thera so 

exhausting and at the sarae tirae so powerful in their effect on us.'"1 

As in contrapuntal rausic, then, one sees a complex development and 

interolay between elements, in this case, emotions and action. Dos

toevsky employs this structure effectively in his descriptions of 

Lise's hysterical outbursts and Alyosha's quiet serenity. The lacera

tion motif offers countless examples of this behavior. For example, 

compare the somberness which accompanies Ivan vrith Katerina's frenzied 

dialogue, Likevrise, consider the case of Myshkin and Nastasya or of 

Mary and Ivan Shatov in which the temperament of the male characters 

are contrasted xrith the heroine's excitable personalities. 

The laceration motif is indeed a manifestation of small tragedies. 

Vrithin the fraraev.rork of this device lies the plight of Dostoevsky's 

characters, who are destined to suffer and to inflict suffering on 

others continuously. Some authors attribute such mechanics to Dostoevsky's 

proclivity for cruelty. Such an observation is confirmed by the critic 

Nikolai Mikhailovski. whose ideas are summarized by Seduro: "Dos

toevski's talent, cruel by nature and as a result of his upbringing, 

Mikhailovski stated, found the sphere in which it v;as most at home and 

there developed with great brilliance."2 Likevrise, the socialist 

author and critic Maxim Gorki holds the same view. In his criticism 

1 Quoted in Seduro, p. 59. 

2 
Quoted in Seduro, p. 32, 
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of Dostoevsky, however, Gorki decries his contention "that man is a 

despot by his very nature and loves to torture and suffer."3 

Another Russian critic, V. F. Pereverzev, understands Dostoevslcy's 

intent to be different. Seduro, who interprets Pereverzev's penetrat

ing analysis, states: "The eternal theme of Dostoyevski's novels is 

the hysterical struggle for honor of characters whose human dignity 

has been degraded and who are filled vrith resentment."^ Pereverzev, 

then, sees the frustrated characters of the laceration raotif as re

sentful, degraded people seeking retribution, rather than as siraply 

the creations of a cruel imagination. 

Pursuing the idea of polyphony further than his predecessor, 

Ivanov, M. M. Bakhtin reaches a more interesting conclusion concerning 

Dostoevsky's structural devices than any critic previously cited. 

Bakhtin asserts that Dostoevsky created the polyphonic novel by super

imposing the thoughts of one character on another. Proof for this as

sertion can be seen raost vividly through the characters in the lacera

tion raotif. Seduro exolains Bakhtin's ideas: 

The distinctive characteristic of this kind of novel is 
the presence of a raultiplicty of independent and discrete 
consciousnesses, a polyphony of voices, each given its 
full value. Each consciousness has equal rights, each its 
ovm separate vjorld. The characters are not only objects 
in respect to the author but also subjects, independent 
voices, bearers of their ovm word. The word of a charac
ter is not limited to the usual functions of characteriza
tion or of advancing the plot; it does not dir̂ ectly express 

3Quoted in Seduro, p. 91• 

'•"Quoted in Seduro, p. 149. 
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the ideology of the author. It is given as the expression 
of the consciousness of another, not simply the object of 
the author's consciousness. The voice of a character, 
like the voice of the author himself, has vroight, meaning-
fulness, and independence. The word of the character lies 
alongside the author's word, not in the same line vrith it, 
and never combines with it for the usual pragmatic plot 
purposes,5 

Bakhtin's conclusion can be proved by numerous illustrations frora Dos

toevsky' s novels. For exaraple, Myshkin reflects the consciousness of 

Nastasya v/hen he discloses to Rogozhin that Nastasya's love and hatred 

of hira (Rogozhin) are indispensable to each other.° Likexvise, Rogozhin 

further establishes evidence of Bakhtin's contention when he tells 

Myshkin that Nastasya is raarrying hira (Rogozhin)because of her death 

xifish.'' The laceration motif in The Idiot provides a revelation of 

Nastasya's innermost xirishes by the two men xri th vjhom she is most in

timately acquainted. 

The critics quoted above have observed certain features in Dos

toevsky' s xjriting x-ihich are consistent vrith the analysis of the lac

eration motif presented in this thesis. The ingredients xvhich raake up 

Dostoevsky's laceration motif, then, are the author's concern vrith 

mental cruelty and torture; his exploitation of the contrapuntal ele

raent, as in rausic; the reflection of one character's desires and fears 

in the exhortations of another; and the creation of a multiplicity of 

voices independent of the author hiraself. 

^Quoted in Seduro, p, 203. 

^The Idiot, p. 405, 

7The Idiot, p. 247. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this thesis has been to study the laceration 

motif from a structural point of viev; and to consider the ramifica

tions of this literary device. 

The characters under study have been scrutinized in terras of their 

reactions to stress and their involvement vrith suffering. Rene Fuloep-

Miller states that "we make the acquaintance of most of Dostoevsky's 

characters when they are violently agitated, when they have had dis

astrous collisions xri th the world or vrith each other, when their feel

ings have reached the point of excess and driven thera toward crirae or 

madness, when they are reacting to extreme situations and heading 

toward frightful ordeals."1 This statement describes raost clearly 

the characters of the laceration raotifs in Dostoevslcy's novels. By 

portraying his characters at their raost frustrated and desperate moraents, 

Dostoevsky lays bare his characters' souls, thereby revealing nuraerous 

facets of their personalities, including their desire to destroy even 

that vjhich they hold most dear. Dostoevsky found the laceration motif 

an excellent device for exposing such desires. 

^Rene Fuloep-Miller, Fyodor Dostoevsky: Insight, Faith, and 
Prophecy, trans. Richard and Clara Winston (New York: Charles Scrib-
ner's Sons, 1950), pp. 78-79. 
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The means used in this thesis to interpret Dostoevsky's use of 

the laceration motif is through dissection of the motif and examina

tion of its component parts and their potential for revealing pain 

and suffering within the motif. Careful scrutiny of the laceration 

motif reveals the definite evolution of this device. As he matured, 

then, Dostoevsky perfected the raotif which underscores so rauch in

sight in his x-n̂ iting. The development of the laceration raotif is 

one of the raost ingenious literary contributions that Dostoevsky made. 

Throughout each novel treated herein, this poxi;erful literary tool re

flects the master's touch. 
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