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Freem:m Dyson, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton, New Jersey
ThO great spirits presided over the birth of m:iiern science in
the seventeenth centuzy. Francis Bacon, the Englishman, said:

"All de};::ends on keeping the eye steadily fixed on the facts of nature, and so receiving their images as they are. For Ga:i forbid
that ~ should give out a dream of cur own i.m3.gination for a pattern
of the ~rld.
II

Rene

Descartes, the Frenchm:m, said:

"I showed what the laws of nature were, and without basing my arguments on any principle other than the infinite perfections of God,
I tried to de.rronstrate all t.l-tose laws about which ~ coold have any
doubt, and to show that they 3Ie such that, even if God created rrany
~rlds, there could not be any in which they failed to be obseIVed. It
In the history of science, fran its beginnings to the present day,
the Baconian and the cartesian traditions have remained alive, Baconian science emphasizing empirical facts and details, Cartesian science emphasizing general ideas and principles. '!he healthy grcwth
of science requires that both traditions be honored. Bacon without
Descartes ~d reduce science to butterfly-collecting; Descartes
wi thcut Bacon would reduce science to pure mathematics.

What has the history of science to do with Tolstoy and with MJrson I s
book? Since I am a scientist, I see MJrson I s dichot.cmy of literature
into prosaics and poetics as analogous to the old dichotcrny of science into Baconian and cartesian. war and Peace I as MJrson describes
it, is a suprerre ex.art;)le of Baconian literature. In his arrangerrent
of incidents and characters, as well as in his historical interpretations, Tolstoy is following Bacon r S dictum: "God forbid that we
sho.lld give out a dream of our own imagination for a pattern of the
v.orld." 'Ihe Tolstoyan view of history is firmly Baconian. Strategic
plans and theories are repeatedly shown to be illusory. '!he true
cause of historical events lies in the innurrerable and unpredictable

details of hum:m behavior.

'Ihe aim of the novelist and historian

1

2

should be to observe and describe the details of events, "receiving
their i.rrages as they are, not to explain them with preconceived
theories.
II

In opposition to lvbrson r s concept of prosaics stands the Aristotelian notion of ~ti.cs. According to Aristotle, ~try and dram3.
ITllSt be subject to strict rules. '!he doctrine of the Poetics decrees
that the portrayal of human destiny be squeezed into a fornal structure. To a greater or lesser extent, all of classical literablre
fran Plutarch's Lives to r-'I.ilton' s Paradise Lost followed the Aristotelian pattern. Man r 5 fate is deduced fran general principles. Nothing happens by accident. Tolstoy consciously and deliberately violated the Aristotelian rules. He held that the ~sition of Aristotelian patterns upon history led to nothing but falsehocxi and illusion. If Tolstoy had been a scientist, he would have rejected just
as vehem=ntly the att.erTpt of Descartes to deduce the laws of nature
fran philosophical principles. If Bacon had been a novelist, he
would have approved Tolstoy's rrethcd: "I was more interested to know
in what way and under the influence of what feeling one soldier kills
another than to know how the armies were arranged at Austerlitz and
Borodino. n

Tolstoy failed to convert the majority of writers and historians
to his way of thinking I just as Bacon failed to convert the rrajority
of scientists. In science as in history, dogm3. dies hard. Deep in
human nature is the desire to explain the cosrros with all-ernbracing
scherres. In my Cl'.al1'1 professional field of particle physics, the cartesian spirit reigns suprerre. '!he young explorers are furiously engaged in the search for a "theory of everything." Few of them are
listening to the cautiona:cy \\Ords of Bacon:
"'!he subtlety of nature is greater rrany tilres over than the subtlety of the senses and understanding, 50 that all those specious rreditations, speculations, and glosses in which rren indulge are quite
frem the purpose •.•• '!he logic now in use serves rather to fix and give
stability to the errors which have their origin in camDnly received
notions than to help the search after truth."
Likewise, few of cur cantE!l1l?Orary historians and sociologists have
chosen to follc:>'W the rrethod of Tolstoy as lvbrson describes it:
"Tolstoy's uniqueness lies in his profoond understanding of the ordin.aIy, and in the very ordinarine5s of his profamd understanding.
In his view, truth is not buried but cam:::m£laged. Unlike rrost thinkers of his dIre and ours, he rejected philosophy I s prevaiJ.ing impulse
to locate rreani.ng in the distance, in a concealed order. Tolstoy wa.s
instead a philosopher of the present, of the open present, with all
its unrealized opportunities and wasteful carelessness. It
In my book Infinite in All Directions, I have described the history
of science as a dialogue be't'Neen unifiers and diversifiers. Roughly
speaking, untii.ers are following the tradition of Descartes, diversifiers are following the tradition of Bacon. Uniliers are trying to
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reduce the pr<Xligality of nature to a few general laws and principles. Diversifiers are exploring the details of things and events
in their infinite variety. unifiers are in love with ideas and
equations; diversifiers are in love with birds and butterflies. My
friend and colleague, the physicist Chen Ning Yang, told Ire once
that when he was a boy of six in China he looked up at the stars
and asked what are the laws that make them nove across the sky. I
said, "But when I was a boy of six in England I looked up at the
stars and asked ~t are their nanes." Yang was interested in
stars in general; I was interested in stars as individuals.
In the sphere of histmy, Karl Marx was t.~e great unifier, believing that with his single key of dialectical materialism he
could unlock the mysteries of the past and future. Tolstoy was
the great diversifier, believing that historical tnlth can only
be found in details, in the actions of inclividual hurran beings.
Yet Tolstoy understcx:rl, as the scientist studying birds and butterflies understands, that individuals are tied together in an infinitely canplicated ~ of interdependence. SCience is our exploration of the ~ that ties birds and butterflies together. History is our exploration of the web that ties hl.mlan actions together.

Perhaps w= may interpret the new revolution which Mikhail Gorbachev is trying to bring about in Russia as a TrOVe CMay fran narrow Marxism toward a rrore Tolstoyan view of the human predi.carrent.
In many places in Gorbachev 's bo:lk Perestroika, we hear echoes of
the rressage· that 'Iblstoy put at the end of War and Peace. 'Iblstoy
was describing an analogy between the Copernican revolution in
astranany and the new view of history to which his study of war
and peace had led him. Here is Tolstoy's final sentence, proclaiming the ItUltual interde;:endence which both Fast and West must learn
to recognize:
"In astronany we had to give up our illusion of fixity in
space and accept an imperceptible notion; in exactly the sane way,

in history, we have to give up our illusion of freedan and accept
an llrperceptible dependence on one another."

'!he 'Ihree Last Pages
Alfred J. Rieber, 'ttle university of Pennsylvania

Saul M:>rson has dane for Tolstoi and War and Peace what no one
else has done. He has accepted Tolstoi at his word. '!he idiosyncratic form of War and Peace was a deliberate atte.rrpt to transcend all
previous narrative conventions, whether literary or historical, and
create sarething radically new. As proof of his intentions Tolstoi
wrote War and Peace the way he did, and t-brson has unravelled his
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intentions in a work of Tolstoyan clarity, so that at the end we say:
yes, that is the way it must have been written. It is not an i.rrrna.nent critique, to be sure. r-brson has drawn on a vast critical tradi tion I with Bakhtin occupying the place of honor. But the scholarship is v.orn lightly, rrore lightly, it might be said than the historical sources that ~ighed down Tolstoi. But r-brson has put his book
together in a rrost unTolstoyan fashion. His argurrent is severely disciplined, constructed on triads; three parts each constituting the
equivalent of three chapters and subdivided in rigorous order. 'The
effect is ~onic, each section picking up the thematic threads of
the previous one and working it into the text in fresh and imaginative ways.
It is mainly war: part one wars on narrative conventions; part tw::>
wars on conventions in histoIY; finally part three intrcrluces the
peace of reconciliation or revelation, albeit "ambiguous." Having
guided us through the negation of systems r-brson brings us to '1'01stoi I s vision of the self. It is a m::xiern (and very ancient) truth,
a harsh truth. "'Ihe rrost profound 1 revelations I about how to endow
one 's li£e with possible rreaning corres to those who never consciously
analyze the truths they live... '!he revelations that are recogniZed
as such are never rrore than partial or negative truths." (One wonders how Tolstoi might have characterized his own revelations in War
and Peace.)
It would be possible for me to go on in this frankly admiring manner for the rerrainder of the review. But I would prefer to engage
the author in another episode of a dialogue begun long ago. He acknowledges my advice graciously, but I feel ~lled to dercur if only to be able to continue a dis....-ussion I have always enjoyed. 'There
is above all the little matter of the last three pages, rrost appropriately entitled "'nle Aft.enJord." It is not a conclusion but Morson's drawing out of the iIrplications of Tolstoi I s theories of history and psychology (and what of literature?) "for us today." MJrson presents us with an alrrost irresistably attractive picture of
'Iblstoi as the middle way ~ II semiotic totalitarianism" and
"the silence of absolute negation," the ancient Scylla and Charytdis
of determinism and relativism. '!hen, Morson enjoins us with Tolstoi
"to have nothing to do with broad synthesis," to achieve a perspective "not by the construction of new interpretative telescopes but
by careful attention to richly trivial events hidden in the diffuse
light of plain view." As a historian who polishes lenses for new
telescopes, I have to take issue; my honor is at stake.
'!he implication of MJrson I s last three pages is that Tolstoi is
right about history and historians. What he ends of doing then is accepting Tolstoi 1 s absolute skepticism about historical truth and his
relative skepticism about literaIY truth. Tolstoi rejected history
and ... the novel; they are not equivalents. 'lhis cares close to accepting fiction and rejecting fact. Or better, in order to avoid
these doubles entendres, to place istina over pravda. Ambrose Bierce
(as quoted by MJrson in a chapter heading) had it right: a nihilist is
"A Russian who denies the existence of anything but Tolstoi. 'Ihe

leader of the school is 'Iblstoi." (p. 93) I leave it to others better qualified to draw up a list of literary conventions that Tolstoi
retained~ of historical conventions he retained none.
Tolstoi catalogues the fallacies of historians: the arbitrary selection of events, presented in a gaggle of artificial conventions
based on the false recollections of faulty rnenories by narrators
hopelessly mired in their own tirre and place. To destroy history he
created a parodic history, a form which destroys totally; to destroy
the novel he rrerely disregarded some of its literary conventions.
'Iblstoi r s skepticism about history has been shared by historians WlO
are probably rrore skeptical about what they are doing than any other
class of citizens. And they have done what they could, if they were
any good, to guard against the fallacies. But parodic history is
difficult to defend against because it is the rrost clever of iconoclasms. Iblstoi r s parody of Napoleon is devastating. L' empereur ,
he ~d convince us, was a believer in systems who teak as a great
sign, nevertheless, the twitching in his left calf on the eve of
battle. Nap::>leon' s fatuous egotism blinds him to the haphazard in
battle. Yet it was not Napoleon who favored the maxim "On s'en.gage,
et puis on voit," that Lenin was fond of repeating and applying on
rrore than one occasion. It is a mistake to rrake pictures before a
battle, Napoleon counseled. It was gcod negative advice. When he
disregarded it, Napoleon lost, but that is different fran assuming
he never understood it.
Great men have their limitations.

For "while absorbed in their

rrundane interests," they are but "history's unconscious tools and
organs. " '!hus, Hegel, who al so had his m::::HTeIlts. Tolstoi illumina-

ted rrore clearly than anycne else the terrible truth that all events
are det.ennined in the sense that they are all caused, but since we
have no way of knowing all the causes of a single event. .. this is
also an empty truth. History or, to be fair to the best case '1'01stoi makes, the outcare of battles is a matter of choice.
Before taking up chance, 'We might linger over battles, Tolstoi' s
preferred mis en scene for his historical ruminations. Battles are
great set piecesj they have a beginning and an end and possibly
even a middle. 'll1ey are also the m:>st dramatic, desperate and extreme form of mass human be.'lavious for the highest stakes. Battles
offer the best chances that chance makes all the difference. An incident that under any other circumstances v.ould be insignificant,
such as a stumbling horse and a fallen standard or an impulsive Nikolai Rostov charging when he might have retreated, might when described by a skillful narrator and a veteran himself appear "to turn
the tide of battle. tI But Tolstoi knows full well that such randan
events are taking place all over the battlefield. One WJU1d expect

that thcusands of randall events YXJUld cancel out one another resul ting in chaos. And this could be extended if one wishes for the rrotrent to apply Tolstoi I s dubious methoos to history or indeed to all
life. Yet the whole history of man is a struggle to reduce or eliIni.nate chance, that is, the tyranny of nature over man. True, the
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result may have produced just the opposite, order is not necessarily
progress, but that is a different argurrent.
~rson

rrentions at least twice the role of chance or minute signs
'!here is a case of the dripping candle accidentally altering a canvas with startling results and the artist Bryllov adding a
stroke to a student 1 5 drawing that transforms rrEdiocri ty into, 'Well,
art. Another Tolstoyan trompe l' ceil! A canvas is like a battle, a
restricted field of vision and of action; it is also frarres. Art is
not history; fiction is not fact; each has its awn truths. But ToIstoi and "perhaps" r-brson will have none of it, at least not in his
"Aft.e.r"NOrd." The humanities, he adrronishes us, should bury itself in
"richly trivial events. If

upon art.

kn aa:ruaint.anee of mine, a justly obscure scholar, once devoted
five years of his life to proving that a single entry in a massive
statistical carpilation had been falsely included. A Tolstoyan, sans
qu I i l Ie sache, no doubt. '!here was something heroic if futile about
the exercise. Historians are painfully aware that there are always
too few pieces of su..z:viving reliable evidence to ever be sure about
how, let alone why, a particular event or sequence of events occurred.
'Ihat explains the obsessive search for new sources, the n.urroaging of
archives, the reliance on new techniques of dating, of deciphering,
of reinterpreting. Tolstoi I himself a seeker, should have understeod.
Historians constantly refute one another, declared Tolstoii so do writers. If Aristotle had been right after all about art and the unities
then there \\UUld not have been a Tolstoi.

Historians have also been painfully aware that historians have created dangerous myths. They have not been alone in doing this, as Russian literature arrong others reminds us. But this does not excuse
them. '!he rrost dangerous myths are not, I believe, "semiotic totalitarianism" defines by MJrson as 11 a pattern that can explain everything."
In fact, I can think of no historian and few philosophers of history
including Marx who ever believed in a pattern that explained "everything. " 'Ihe greatest historical myths are those that ~ a particular group of people, race, class, nation or gender with superior rroral
attributes. '!he sane, incidentally holds for literary myths. SCJretirres I wish, for all my admiration for Tolstoi as an artist and for
War and Peace as a work of art that he had found it in his heart to
give us one decent FrenchrPan , un seul ton francais, au rrare une tonne
francaise.

Cathy Popkin, COhnnbia university
As I have had occasion to affirm elsewhere (in Canadian-Arrerican
Slavic Studies), Gary saul MJrson has written an iIrportant book. wcidly argued, it recuperates the real idiosyncrasies of a work that has
carre to be regarded as srrooth, canonical, the "perfect errbodirrent of the
novel tradition." r-brson succeeds in making palpable again the strange-

ness of a novel full of loose ends, characters who are developed only
to disappear, incidents that lead nowhere, and philosophical tracts
that leave the fiction behind altogether; and he derronstrates forcefully that this strangeness is integral to 'Iblstoy 1 s intentions.
'Iblstoy's innovation (and MJrson I s great insight) is to allow the
randan to stand as absolutely randan and. accidental. Both author and
critic staunchly oppose what lwbrson refers to (with tenninological felicity) as II semiotic toalitarianism," a tendency to assign rreaning to
everything, to see every detail as the sign of an underlying order or
system, to explain every accident as sanehow logically entailed. Tolstoy I s principle of canposition def ies Chekhov' s later cred.o about
the gun that had better go off by the last act or never have been
rrentioned. War and Peace is full of such unfired guns because, as
MJrson explains, 'Iblstoy's hero is Truth, and in life, rrost weapons
\.;e happen across are never wielded; they remain pure potential.
Since Tolstoy's "creation by potential" includes guns and other
effects by "happenstance" rather than according to consequence, \.;e
are in no position as readers to appraise the significance of all we
encounter, sorre of which may turn out to be radically insignificant.
Hence, War and Peace gives us a tacit but whopping lesson in "epistemic mxlesty" to counteract our semiotically totalitarian tendencies. Making sense is especially difficult because the truly significant, as lvbrson reminds us by peppering his prose with his title
phrase, is "hidden in plain view," too ordinary to draw our attention. 'Iblstoy 's novel is a celebration of "prosaics- ... the in!initisiIraJ., ... the accidental, ... the trifling incidents on which everything ultimately dep:nds."
"Prosaics" has got to be one of the rrost intriguing aspects of
r-brson's descriptive project, because its iIrplications are so wide
ranging and compelling. If, for instance, life1s randcrn infinitesimals are rrore inportant than its splashy, heroic - and rrerrorable exploits, prosaies vnlld force a reconsideration of rrost traditional
rrodes of historiography, with their time-honored goal of discerning
pattern and meaning in the events of the past and canonizing its
larger-than-life figures i t-brson 1 s treatment of Tolstoy I s historical
polemics is especially suggestive in this respect. Interestingly,
out of Tolstoy I s original conception for a novel about the Decembrists there erre.rges a Perception of both behavior and narrative
practice d.iarretrically opposed to that of Tolstoy's proposed heroes.
(I refer to Lotrran I S essay on '''Ihe Decerrbrists and Everyday Life,"
in which he distinguishes "fXJetic" -- daring, rrem:>rable, historic,
significant - and "prosaic" behavior, noting that in the Decembrists I code of conduct, only the fonrer was admissable. "Just as
in literature," writes LDtrnan, every act had to be "suitable to be
inscribed in the tablets of history, II while the "prosaic" was regarded. as inccmrensurate with both life and text.) !'-tlreover, prosaies has much to say about the way we understand, rerrerrber, construct narratives about, and ultilrately falsify the events of our
lives if, paradoxically, what is noteworthy and rrerrorable cannot
be significant if structure and patterns are imposed, and rrost of
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what we behold is not inherently rrean.ingful.

All of which goes to show that MJrson has written an inp:)rtant
beck on rrore than just War and Peace, and I f ind ~ f reacting to
it all the ti.rre - both explicitly and implictly - in my CMn work.
MJrson I s personal enthusiasm for "prosaic" vision is palpable as
~l.
One senses considerable excitement in a critic whose orwn ear-

lier position was substantially rrore "serniotically totalitarian": If
a work is assuned to be canplete, ~ are justified in hypothesizing
the thematic and fonral relevance of all its details," M:>rsan had
proposed in his Boundaries of Genre. "No detail .. can be ccrnpletely
irrelevant." How liberating to discover that this rray not be the
case, that the reader's project need not be to explain each "hitherto unexplained etail." Although M)rson confines himself to a brief
pages of "Afterward.. to explore the implication of Tolstoy's insights
for "us," we sareha.-l feel that we are being exhorted throughout to
relinquish our a;.m totalitarian exFectations. '!he forward to Hidden
in Plain View disavows adherence to the tenets of any theoretical or
critical school; but to what extent is the book IS prcgram to establish one? Or am I reading into this beak what I know to be a broader
of M:>rson 1 5 7 Is this exposition of TOlstoy's philosophical
and aesthetic project purely descriptive? And what ~d the normative force of prosaics be for literazy narrative in general?

concern

'l11.e chief value of the narrative trea:brent of the accidental, the
inperceptible, the "hidden in plain view," for instance, seems to be
its representational probity. Works that, on the contrary, chronicle
big events and perceptible changes lie about what life is really about.
Go::xi plot, narratable stories, are not "true. 11 But just because Tolstoy I s hero was "Truth," is the g'8al of all fiction invariably to avoid falsity? (Or, for that rratter, is every writer1s truth TOlstoyan,
based on the insight that the fundarrental state of things is disorderly?) Even if ~ concede that gcxx:l stories are false, might they not
nevertheless make gcxx:l stories? Especial 1 y as, in Morson's words,
"narratives - all of them - are lies"? sare of the aspects of storytelling that Tolstoy condemns as falsifying rray ~ll be the ones that
have produced the rrost enjoyable stories. Even l-brson admits that perceptible events It'ay be interesting, but maintains that their visibility
vitiates their real inportance.

"Prosaically" speaking, what is important is by definition iJrperceptible; the deeds of real saints, ~ are told, are unnarratable. Pr~
saics - perhaps in response to Tolstoy I in whose honor it has been defined -- seems to wield "significance" as not only a m.i.ITetic, but also
an ethical scorecard, as an index of both realism and rrorality; sarething is "ilrp:)rtant" i f it is true and virtuous, but definitely not if
it is no~. \'1hile I am rrore than willing to join l-brson in discarding the prerequisite that an event be big in order to be significant, in the narrative context I find it difficult to eliminate the requi..rerrent that it be interesting or, at the very least, perceptible, a
departure fran the nonn. Perhaps in narrative tenns, the "irrp:>rtant tl
is by definition what is "narratable," perceived as "worth telling" and
consequently "worth reading." If the pleasure of reading derives frcm

the recognition of significance (Boundaries -

or has this, too,

been superseded?), but the p:rceptilile structure readers crave necessarily falsifies, ITUlst ~ relinquish the very possibility of a

"good read" in favor of Truth? It could be objected (as Morson has
done in an earlier exchange) that War and Peace is a geed read -to be sure, we feel that this is so. But as Morson himself derronstrates in detail, Tolstoy I s refusal to cater to the persistent
"desire for narratable stories" is part of what rrade the novel so
disconcerting and irritating to its first readers.
HeM, in short, does prosaics approach texts with goals other
than those of Lev Nikolaevich? I fully realize that I am asking
for clarification that goes well beyond the purview of the l::x::ok un-

der discussion, but part of its rerrarkable achieverrent is to provoke such questions. If prosaics does have borader aspirations, if
all prose should be addressed not by poetics but by prosaics ("Prosaics: An Approach to the Humanities, II American SCholar 57 [Autumn
1988): S16)then I want to know more.
Text-internally, Hidden in Plain View presents certain difficulties of its awn, but even these are less formidable than provocative. If, for example, conventionally novelistic, coherent psychological portraiture is false, does Tolstoy himself lie by It'aking
Kutuzov so consistently wise (and so consistently available to Morson as the perfect example of epistemic rIDdesty)? Morson's reader,
having accepted his terms J wants to object to the totalizing, iconic portraYal of a character whose very excellence lies in his refusal to subject life to totalitarian scrutiny.
Slightly more troubling is the Bakhtinian notion of absolute language addressed in the operu..."1g chapter. On the one hand, war and
Peace is shown to be "saturated" with absolute language as Tolstoy,
who aspires to be a prophet, attempts to speak trans-historically
and omnisciently. At the sarre tirre, insofar as he flouts novelistic
conventions and polemicizes at every tum with existing historical
approaches, his \IlOrd, even his "absolute" word, is fundarrentally dialCXJic, addressed always to other words. The status of Tolstoy I s own
"scriptural" pronounce.rrents is unclear, given his disdain for all
human attempts to inpose rreaning on reality. At first this seems to
be resolved by limiting Tolstoyls omniscience to his "negative absolutes," strategy of exposing the inadequacy of all who do presume to
kneM. But rrany of the proclarrations cited by Jvbrson
affinnative
ones. Fram his absolute perspective, for instance, Tolstoy identifies the happiest rrarent of Nikolai Rostov I slife - sarething not
even Nikolai h.i.mself could know. Tolstoy I s insight that no individual enjoys a perspective privileged enough to discern relevance, to
notice what 1.S by definition imperceptible, at once necessitates
absolute perspective and precludes it. While Morson acknowledges
this paradox, what it actually rreans for War and Peace is unclear.

are

'U1e problem is one of integrating the first chapter, which introduces the Bakhtinian issue, with the l::x:x1y of the book, which is
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ot.henYise so carefully sttuctured and such a pleasure to read. Only
the final chapter exhibits a slightly less organic unity of topics.
Where, for instance, does the sudden concern (not inconsistent, but
seemingly unrrotivated) with IlRevelations ll care fran? And what does
"The .Inmi.nency of the Word" have to do with Nikolai I s quiet heroisn?
'!he m:>ve to elide falseness and language cares a bit quickly and
seems less sCJ:Upulously derived than what has care before. And while
we are rrore than willing to accept Princess Mal:ya I S remarkableness,
its treat:rtent is uncha.racteristicalIy sketchy. 'lh.e chief index of
her spec:i.alness seems to be her brother's inability to appreciate her
(real herces are by definition unrecognized: ergo, M3rya is an unsung
heroine) •

If not knowing what will turn out to have consequences is so integral to reading war and Peace, is this a, book that cannot be reread?
By knowing its oo.tcorres, do ~ begin to view its develq:xrents as inevitable? As t-nrson enphasizes, neither can ~ experience the i.Irp::>rtant
indeterminacy of length that so disoriented the readers of the original serial edition.
And is there sarething dangerous, given all the ccmni1::Irent to chance
and randanness, in identifying a design behind Tolstoy I S text? Is the
study itself too coherent to be true to Tolstoy? Might the very project of selecting passages to document a critical assertion be canpared
to the historian I s rrendacious need to subSUJre data to preconceived pat-

If so, if this rrakes Hidden in Plain View a lie, it's still a
terrific story, and good stories such as this are the greatest achieverrent of all.

terns?

carol !my, Trinity College
'Ihe ha1lItark of Gary saul t-brson I s \twOrX is his iIraginative uSe and
m::xlification of m:x:1ern critical theories to arrive at nfM interpretations of Russian literazy classics. 'the title of his first 1:x:x:)k, 'Ihe
Botmdaries of Genre: Dostoevsky's ''Di..azy of a writer" and the TradItions
of Literary Utopia, was suggested by the Fontalist notion of the fluctuating boundary between literab1re and ~: m::>re recently, in Hidden in
Plain View: Narrative and Creative Potentials in ''War and Peace," he
expands serre of Bakhtin I s ideas to give us the Irost COherent and canplete reading yet of war and Peace.

For Bakhtin, Tolstoy was the quintessential lT011Ologist, who subordinated all other voices to his own. For the Fonnalists, he was a paredist whose parodies of Ra'ranticism were mistakenl.y interpreted as realism. Hidden in Plain View, while making extensive use of the theories
of both Pakhtin and the Formalists , arrives at conclusions that these
critics lI.OUld never have conterrplated.
Hidden in Plain View applies such Bakhtinian notions as unfinalizability and dialogisrn to the writer Bakhtin himself considered least
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arrenable to these theories. Al though in his opening chapter r-brson
discusses what he calls Tolstoy's "absolute language," he goes on
to show that war and Peace is a deeply parodic and therefore dialogic work. 'Ihus in quoting historical accounts of the Napoleonic
wars, Tolstoy inserts his awn ironic ccmrents, changes direct speech
to indirect parodic speech, and counte.qx:>ses to the historical accounts his own fictional, but IIDre plausible alternatives.

Like earlier critics, MJrson erI1?hasizes the disunity of War and
Peace. He is rrore sympathetic to those who have sought the rrerits
of this disunity than to those who have seen it as a defect. In
this, and in pointing out the parodic nature of War and Peace, r-brson draws on the Formalists. He reminds us that Tolstoy refused
to classify War and Peace as a novel, and in a ITDVe reminiscent of
the Formalists, re-educates us as to the many ways in which Tolstoy
broke with the literary conventions of the tiJre. But while the
Forrralists tended to regard parody, disuni. ty, and the breaking of
conventions as artistic ends in themselves, M:>rson goes further.
Tolstoy declared 'iIJ(3I on narrative, to use Morson 1 s phrase, because
he believed that traditional narratives, whether fictional or historical, falsify the way in whish real life events unfold.
'!he disunity of War and Peace, in M:>rson I s view, is intended as
a practical application of Tolstoy t s ideas on history, freedan,
and necessity detailed in the non-fictional passages that interrupt the fictional narrative. As in real life, not every detail
bllns out to be significant.
In order to make his narrative as
true to life as possible, Tolstoy included events that lead to nothing, as well as characters like 1)Jlokhov, whose apparent sigificance early in the book docs r.ot prevent him fran disappearing from
the rest of the narrative.

'!he triurrph of Hidden in Plain View is that within the randanness of the "open" text that he believes War and Peace to be, tvbrson is IIDre successful than any previous critics at giving us a
ccnprehensive reading of Tolstoy's novel. It is, he tells us, a
book about the large role played by accident in determining the
course of events. Isaiah Berlin was wrong: Tolstoy was not masquerading as a hedgehog, he was a hedgehog. MJrson believes that
to derronstrate the i.Ir;xJrtance of the accidental and seemingly insignificant incidents, Tolstoy built the potential for accident
into the creative process of his own narrative. Each of the vast
rn..mber of incidents in War and Peace has the potential to affect
the further developrent of the plot, but not all of them actually
do so. "Tolstoy's rrethcd of writing by potential allows incidents
to achieve their own significance, unforeseen by the author and
unrestrained by a usual plot. II (188) M::>rson •s interpretation makes
War and Peace a novel in the Bakhtinian sense of the word - a text
that questions generic conventions and opens the way for change.
Was War and Peace really conceived and written "by potential,

It
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as an open text whose awn author did not know hew eveI}"th.ing would
care out in the end? Did Tolstoy purpJSely let characters like Dolokhov drop out of his narrative because that is how things happen in
life? Or ~d he, i f he had p.1t the rranuscript through further
revision, have corrected such iIrbalances? Boris Eikhenbaum, in his
pathbreaking Tolstoy in the Sixties, attributed these imbalances to
W1.at he believed was Tolstoy I s changing conception of War and Peace
during the six years that he was writing it. Eikhenbaum documented
his p:lsition by tracing a succession of intellectual acquaintanceships that influenced Tolstoy at various tirres during this period.
By the ti.ne Tolstoy finally finished the novel, says, Eikhenbaum, he
had lost interest in making any but hasty and careless revisions.
Eikhenbaum's position is backed by historical evidence; M:lrson' s
is rrore speculative but gains credence in light of his new and persuasive interpetation of War and Peace as a l:cok that, in both the
story it tells and in its narrative technique, teaches the importance
of the accidental and the unnoticed. '!heir views are not totally
at odds; to write "by potential" is to grant oneself considerable
freedan to rro:lify the conception of the book. during the writing. One
could even cite Eikhenbaum I s research on the novel's tnetalrorphosis
in support of r-brson I s hypothesis, discarding only Eikhenbaum' s
conclusion that Tolstoy could have been expected to elimi.nate inconsistencies and irrelevancies if he had been able to sustain his interest a little longer.
Whether Tolstoy really wrote war and Peace
an open question. Rlt an finishing Hidden in
satisfying feeling, to which few critics even
that the pieces of an elusive puzzle had been

as an open text remains
Plain VifM I had the
today are indi£ferent,
tmited.

Prosaics as Narrative Politics
Anna A. Tavis, Williams College
In the late 1980s it is no longer new to assert that a text' 5 initial rressage and its structural novelty eventually fades and disappears
frcm overexposure to interpretation and criticism. It may also appear
sarewhat anachronistoe to resurrect the Russian Fonnalists and their
concept of "defamiliarization" in the wake of Bakhtinian dialogisrn
and the post-deconstructionist debate. And not the least threat to
one I s critical reputation is to be seen falling out of step with the
exhilarating glasnost I opportunities by turning to Tolstoy's securely
canonized novel War and Peace.

It takes Guy saul l'brson I s critical insight and his perspicacity
as a reader to accept the challenge of the familiar and recognize
that to trove aMay fran critical cliches and stagnant reading strategies
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often neans to return. and rehabilitate the past. A liberating and
provcx::::ative perestroika rrove, indeed. Not only canonized texts
should be carefully reread, but new critical practices should evol ve based on these new Perspectives.
In Tolstoy' s case, r-brson claims, the
should begin with a refonnulation of the
For Tolstoy, r-brson persuasively argues,
in plain view of everyday rhythms and is

rehabilitation process
concept of the familiar.
life's inner essence hides
consequently all the rrore
difficult to discern. 'Ihe seeming importance of revolutions, wars,
and Freudian unconscious drives only distracts fran the rrain issues;
they are no rrore than intellectual constructs invented by the historians, philosophers, and psychologists of later ti.rre. For a
writer who seeks "truth," however, these climactic events are only
a flashy surface which should be of no concern to a serious thinker. Tolstoy I s own writings, l-brson reminds us, are conceived as
an extension of his philosophy of life, history, and htnnan behavior.
His rrajor political program consists in the denial of riddles at all
levels, existential, ITetaphysical, and narrative. In Tolstoy's
world all ~ s are already given; once they are perceived, no
questions need to be asked. The problem humankind has, however,
is in seeing the obvious. (p. 5) 'rhus Tolstoy extends his own Borodino battle to arrive at lucid m:ani.ngs beyond the limitations of
language. War and Peace emerges as a perfect example of Tolstoy I s
poNerful anti-narrative politics; the message of the work situates
itself in the totality of life '5 rreanings, never in the language
alone. Tolstoy uses language as a weap::>n in a strategic rrove to
reveal life's creative potential. He sets up a perfect trap, however, which whole generations of readers have failed to detect.
As M'Jrson persuasively der.or.strates, literary I;XJetics fail as a
critical approach to 'Iblstoy' s texts. In response to this reecgnized failure, Morson develops his crwn anti-poetic critical rrethod
of prosaics which better recognizes Tolstoy I s creative project and
responds to his anti-narrative creations. If indeed Tolstoy used.
absolute language to creat his anti-novel, r-nrson argues, he never
becarre semantically totalitarian but instead opened himself up to
freer dialcgic exchange. !-brson I s study of TOlstoy's narrative
politics represents a new reading of the, text and shows how earlier interpretative tactics shortcircuited into gross misjudgerrents of Tolstoy I s rragisterial study of life and language.
In the palimpsest of critical responses to Tolstoy I 5 war and
Peace, l'obrson argues, only the first ones captured the extent
of the work's fonnal and thematic originality. Ironically, however, these first interpreters were also the ones who started its
canonization. Since the first publication, the "sn.awball" effect
of PJpularity has taken its toll, 'Ihe seeming siroplicity of Tolstoy's style and mistakingly applied poetics where prosaics was
at work, misled even such astute interpreters of discourse as
Bakhtin, Leontiev, and ~rezhk.ovskyj not to narre the rrajority of
Western scholars. '!hus it came about that Tolstoy, one of the
forerrost encyclopedic minds of the 19th century, began to be
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represented as a primitive and untutored genius, "the least selfconscious in his use of the literary medium." 1 Tolstoy I S works were
read as direct ootpoJrings of raw thoughts onto paper.
r-brson delivers his project with clarity and -persuasion.

Having

shown what ~t wrong with the preceding critical strategies, MJrson
restores the l..JI'lSFOiled plain view of the initial reception and pro-

duces the definition of Tolstoy's art as an anti-narrative rreans.
By sibJ.ating War and Peace in its proper dialogical context of Tolstoy's life and ideas, M;)rson leads his readers to an exciting discovery of narrative and creative potentials in war and Peace.
1. Philip Rahv, "Tolstoy: '!he Green '!Wig and the Black Trunk" in:
Rahv, Literature and the Sixth sense (Boston, 1970): 134-5. Quoted
in r-brson: 2.
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THE roI'ENTIAI.S AND HAZARDS OF PROSAICS

GaIy saul fo.brson, Northwestern University

SClretirres friendly reviewers perceive one I 5 shortcanings rrore
acutely than hostile ones. That is because they have taken the pains
to get inside one's argtnnent and so are in a position to notice each
srrall step that need not have been taken; to sense the small non sequitors; to question the dubious choices, and propose better al ternatives. I suppose that this is what Bakhtin rreant when he insisted
that agreem=nt, not just disagreerrent, is a dialogic relation.
cathy Popkin, Alfred Rieber, and Freeman Dyson all sense a larger
agenda in my book, especially in its concept of prosaics.
(As one of
my students once camented about M?by-Dick: Mel ville was not interested only in whales, he had other fish to fry.)
It is entirely correct that I did have other purposes in mind when
I wrote Hidden in Plain View. To a considerable extent, those other
purposes drew rre to Tolstoy and continue to do so. I sensed in War
and Peace an i.ITp::>rtant set of ideas that, while in sare sense t..i.rreless, also have a special relevance for "us" today. By " us " I rrean
not only scholars in the b.I!Tla11.ities, but also the wider world of cultural thought.
I wanted to understand Tolstoy's pers~ve fran within, sort out
what was valuable fran what was not, and then think further with that
revised viewpoint. Hidden is devoted prirrarily to the first goal,
and only secondly and occasionally to hints about how Tolstoy·s ideas
might be extended.

At the sarre ti..m= I was ~rking on Hidden, I was also ~rking with
on a study of Bakht in , who, we believed, shared not only important parts of Tolstoy t s perst;:eCtive but also a key idea I
have called "prosaics.
By assessing prosaics as it was variously
developed by bNo original and idiosyncratic thinkers, I hoped to see
it in greater depth, and to "triangulate" it in the hope that it
might lead to still rrore insights.

caryl Eirerson

II

SUCh a process is l:xJund to change the ideaj indeed, if it does not,
the process has failed. Eakhtin refers to "two aspects that define
the text as utterance: its plan (intention) and the realization of
this plan. 'Their divergence can reveal a great deal." 1 In the course
of 'WOrking on these two beaks, in writing a couple of articles on
"prosaics," and of preparing a study of Anna Karenina, my sense of
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prosaics has i.ndeed changed . criticisms and suggestions like the
ones offered in this forum continue to be enoIlTOUsly helpful.

Chronocentrisrn
In working out this idea, I wanted to avoid a pitfall into which
theorists often fall, into which sore have argued it is impossible
not to fall.
I have in mind the danger of readi..ng into an author
only the views one already holds and of seeing in an author only
\tt1at one already knc:Ms. If one does that, and i£ one believes that
one cannot help doing that, reading can teach nothing new. Because
I am old-fashioned enough to try to derive wisdcm fran literary
works, I try so far as is possible to understand writers in their
own terms before I enter into dialogue with them.

What I wanted to avoid, then, was a kind of id.eolcgical criticism
that is very ec:mron tcday. For all the talk of "otherness" in literary theory, critics who brandish the tenn often find in authors only that old familiar otherness which is already a part of themselves,
an otherness that is not really otother" at all. An author is judged
progressive or reactionary, episternically enlightened or benighted,
fran sare st.andp:)int sancti£ied by the current values of literary orthcx1axy, and so criticism takes on the tone either of a defense attorney's brief or of a jcurnalistic expose. '!his sort of criticism
might be called an exarrple of otchronocentri..sm ll (by analogy to ethnocentrism). It sacrifices what I take to be a special reward of literary education: the experience of encountering and considering other
viewpoints, other perspectives, other sets of values or, for that
matter, one's own values worked out in surprising ways in an alien
milieu. As Bakhtin wc:uld say, S"u.ch criticism knc:Jws cm.ly one individualizing principle: error. I t c.oes not enlarge our sense of the possibilities of humanity, and its assumption that current critics are
wiser than great authors, deprives us of the real challenges that
literature might provide to current pieties.

To be sure, seeing the \>.Orld as nuch as ~si.ble fran within the
author's standpoint shoo.ld not be the final step. One also wants to
return to one's own, see the now well-understood (or better understood) perspective of the author through one I s own eyes, and indeed,
see one's own perspective through the author's eyes. Bakhtin called
this process "creative understanding." And one can go further: to
see Tolstoy I s perspectives not only through one' s own eyes but also
through Dostoevsky's (or any other writer's) eyes; to extend roth
their argurrents; and to inagine how they wcW.d have refomtUlated them
in light of each other' 5 abjections (real or iIragined) and in light
of later events they never lived to see. If one cannot do that with
an author, the author remains just a rrcrl1.1mmt or, as in rruch nodern
criticism, an object lesson. (1'oDdern criticism seems to echo Onegin:
ego prirrer
nauka.) under such circumstances, li terature has
lost its function of enriching our rroral and social sense of other
people.

cJ.rusim
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'!his is all rather a long digression to explain Why I chose in
Hidden to use the technique Rieber calls an inTnanent critique, with
the added correction that in Hidden there is proportionally rrore imrranence than critique. Not that the criticisrn is entirely absent;
in the first chapter, I tried to convey sare irony toward Tolstoy's
deathbed tribunes and other acts of posing, and in the course of analyzing war and Peace, I occasionaJ.ly alla,.aj myself irony and .in
sane cases even outright criticism, usually consigned to footnotes.
But such passages are rare because I was trying to see the ~rld
through Tolstoy' 5 eyes. 2
Every rrethod has its disadvantages, and the one I chose rrore or
less precluded distinguishing my CMn views carefully enough fran
Tolstoy 's. If my views had been rrore hostile to Tolstoy's, such
distinctions wculd have been easy. But they ~e and are not; rather, they constitute a fonn of dialogic agreerrent, agreerrent with
reservations and stipulations Tolstoy ~d not have accepted,
agreerrent with updating qualifications. And this I failed to convey, as the replies to Hidden illustrate. In my att.en'pt to avoid
attributing my own fom of prosaics to Tolstoy, I gave the impression of entirely accepting his, which I do not.

Prosaics and Its O::cupational Hazards
SO I would now like to supply what my book. lacks. Popkin writes
with the shre~ss that is her signature: "'!he fore~rd to Hidden
in Plain View disavows adherence to the tenets of any theoretical
or critical school; but to what extent is it the book I S program to
establish one? or am I reading into this bcx:lk what I ]mow to be a
broader concern of M:>rsonls? Is this exposition of Tolstoy's philosophical and aesthetic project p.lrely descriptive? And what \\O.1ld
the nonrative force of prosaics be for literary narrative in general?" Popkin I s phrasing - a question that seem to w:mder whether
it is rhetorical - is exactly right. I am not trying to establish
a school, \'hich in current Arrerican parlance would rrean a group
that "applies a rrethod.. II Prosaics itself would suggest that that is
a bad way to investigate literature. But I am trying to propose a
sort of alternative to schools in that sense by defending and advancing a perspective that has in fact been around for a long ti.rre and
is represented teXiay by various thinkers in diverse fields. I \>eUUld
like to underscore what these thinkers have in ccmron (without flattening out their differences) so that "dotted lines" can be drawn
fran their various positions. By supplying a narre to this perspective, I hope to make it nore self-conscious, nore aware or itself as
an alternative to current trends, and nore confident in generating
new insights fran an already existing set of approaches.

'!he term "prosaics" has a double derivation. As opposed to
"poetics," it is a theory of literature that takes prose on its own
terms and seeks to explore the special character of great prose literature, especially the novel. '!he great theorist of prosaics is
Bakhtin, which is why Enerson and I chose to call our forthcaning
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1::x:>ok Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics. SeCondly, as a view of the
~rld, prosaics is characterized (1) by a suspicion of all-enbracing
systems and a respect for all that eludes them, and (2) by a reluctance to equate the noticeability of events with their inqx>rtanee.
Fran this latter tendency, prosaics derives its focus on the ordinary and "prosaic" events of daily life. war and Peace and Anna
Karenina. are cardinal texts of prosaics as a view of the wor~ In
fact, I think that Russian literature and thought are especially
rich .in prosaic insights, which perhaps developed as a coonter-trend
to the dctni.nant ideolOjical strands of Russian thought. D:lstoevsky
once observed that a Russian intellectual is sareone who can read
Darwin and decide to becare a picJq:xx:ket; Russian prosaic thinkers -Tolstoy I Herzen I d1ekhov, Bakhtin and others - respond with a principled suspicion of what Bakhtin called "theoretism."

Dyson, as usual, p.1ts his finger precisely on one aspect of the
prosaic sense of the world ~ he cites Bacon: 'lillie subtlety of nature is greater many tirres over than the subtlety of the senses and
understanding." What Baaon says of nature, I wa.l1d say of "culture rl
and "literature. II And so I \IoOUl.d also adapt Dyson I S other citation
fran Bacon: "For God forbid that we should give out a dream of our
awn imagination for a pattern of the literary ~rk. II Dyson t s took,
Infinite in All Directions, is itself one of the subtlest works in
the tradition I am advocating; and his earlier study Weapons and
~ not coincidentally contains sore of the rrost rerrarkable prcrlucts of a "creative understanding" of War and Peace.
Dyson I s anecdote aba.1t h.ilTIself and another future physicist as
boys also captures a debate in which prosaics is engaged. One boy
wants to know the laws that make t.l-te stars nove, the other wants to
knCM their narres. Chen Ning Yang wants to see what is generalizable,
Dyson what is particular: and Dyson today tells us that even the
hardest of the hard sciences requires both efforts. still rrore,
then, rrust the hurmnities cultivate an appreciation of the particularities.
In a similar spirit, Stephen Jay Gould has also argued that one
characteristic of evolutionary biology and paleontology is that a
sense of contingency, of what cannot be reduced to the sirrple unfolding of t.i.Ireless laws, is absolutely essential to those discipli.nes, and that we do a disservice to science to assurre that it is
all cartesian, all like Chen Ning Yang. Evolutionary biology rrust
be understood as in a deep sense historical, that is, dependent on
contingent events that no rrethod can eliminate or thi.nk away.

If natural entities nust be understood as historical in this
sense, still Il'Ore rrust cultural entities. For when t-.e examine culture and literature, we are deal iog with people, after all, and
people have choice, history, everythi.ng that Bakhtin rreans by tl sur _
prisingness" and "unfinalizability • " 'lhe dream of general laws of
culture and society (in the strong sense of laws) looks increasingly
like a mirage, as does the belief in a hidden system beneath the
chaos of the world that ultimately "explains everythi.ng. '!hese are
It
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prirre examples of the semiotical totalitarian i.rrpulse. '!hat impulse
is what the underground man has in mind when he speaks of the "table
of logarithms," and what Tolstoy has in mind when he writes that i f
life could ever be exhaustively explained by reason, the possibility
of life would be destroyed.
Freud was very far fran prosaics in declaring that there are absolutely no accidents in the psyche, and that every act of forgetting
is the result of an intention to forget. If this were tnJe, i t ~d
be pointless to try to design autaIDbiles or air traffic controls
with the aim of mi.ni.roizing unintentional error. Unprosaic, too, is
the Freudian t1 scientific" pride in denying the humanist idea of responsibility and freedcmj as is the entire "therapeutic" view of hurran l.Ue. 3 Perhaps these views account for Bakhtin I s dislike of
Freudi.ani.sm and explain why he dwells so long and so brilliantly on
Dostoevsky' 5 staterrent that "I am not a psychologist."
Fortunately, rreny Freudians, and even Freud himself, are inconsistent on these points. But so long as they adhere to the spirit
of their school, it is hard to see how they could offer an alternative to it. Semiotic totalitarians often try to have it both ways,
offering ad hoc qualifications without renouncing "ultimate" adherence to an all-embracing system. The qualifications are welcare,
but so long as the view is maintained that knowledge to be real
rrust be sytematic and describe its abject as a system, the way to
a real alternative perspective on knowledge is blocked.
In their qualifications, such thinkers resemble the generals in

War and Peace '...no claim to believe in a science of strategy but
then say one cannot push i. 'to too far, without saying what sort of
knowledge their "science" ::-.~n .becOlleS. It will be recalled that
Prince Andrei (and Tolstoy) prefer Pfuhl, who rrakes no concessions,
and so at least, lets us see the consequences of his position. ('ttl.e
early Russian Forrralists ~re similarly consistent in an untenable
position, ....nich is one reason that Bakhtin and M=dvedev judged them
significant and ~rthy opponents.)
sartre advances much the sane criticism of "Marxism with concessions, II the qualified assertion that everything "ult.inately" fits
the laws of history Marx discovered, despite such ~rtant accidents as the Napoleonic wars. Like Tolstoy, sartre is a marvelous
satirist in these passages. Marxists, he writes, tend to see only
wtlat can be "denatured" or "dissolved in a bath of sulphuric acid"
to fit their laws, and then proceed by t1 getting rid of the particular by defining it as the simple effect of chance. ,,4 But this
chance is denied any rich definition - it is infinitely far fran
Tolstoyls "for scxre reason" - not to rrention any real effectiveness. Having made these observations, sartre, rather disa~int
ingly, suggests that v.e need to supplerrent Marxism with Freudianism - to correct the limitations of one system by integrating it
with another, which is rather like rerredying astrology with a dose
of alchemy. It is what we so often get when literary theorists offer us (as Pangloss or Polonius might have) combinations of
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fashionable schools, so that when scrneone joined Freudianism with
narratology, or deconstruction with Marxism, he could ~ regard
as an innovator. Nevertheless, t\...-::l half truths do not make a whole

one.
Let Ire stress: prosaics suggests that knowledge to be real does
not have to be a system; neither nust its object be in'agined as a
system. After all, m:>st of the la10wledge we use in our ~day
life is not a system, and it is nonetheless quite valuable.

OJrrent ethical theory embraces a rroverrent that Bakhtin and Tolstoy \oJOUld likely have admired. It argues, as Levin and Pierre
learn, that ethics mIst not be viewed as the discovery and applications of tiIreless nonns. Rather, it consists of a deepening understanding of particular cases, as Aristotle suggested long ago. '!his
tx'sition does not imply that general staterrents are of no value; on
the contraJ:y, in understanding the circumstances that have prorrpted
them, one can learn a great deal and in seeing where they fail, a
gcod deal m:>re. Norms can help us to sharpen our ethical sense of
particular situations and real people in all their unrepeatability,
which is what real ethics, real "oughtness, n is all about. '!he
sane point applies to the humanities generally. 5
But every view of the ....orld has its "occupational hazards, It prosaics included. By "occupational hazards" I mean the mistakes that
are likely to arise fran a strong theory when it is pushed too far
or inproperly applied, the blindnesses that are the other side of its
insights. Every theory, I imagine, has such occupational hazards.
For prosaics, the terrptations are to rrake a system out of avoiding
system, a categorical refusal to believe that noticeable or great
events could ever be inportant, and, perhaps, to errbrace a fonn of
nihilism that is hostile to the very spirit of prosaics itself. Tolstoy clearly succurrbed to these temptations at tines, and Rieber detects a similar deviation in Ire. In failing to distinguish my views
frem Tolstoy 1 6 clearly encugh, I have evidently given cause for Such
an interpretation. So I would like to clarify what I really do rrean
and where I part carpany with Lev Nikolaevich.

carol !my cites Sir Isaiah Berlin I S fanous classification of
thinkers into faxes and hedgehogs. I ~d adjust Berlin I s idea to
say: Tolstoy l;,6,5 by t.emperarIl:nt a hedgehog I who discovered the value
of foxiness. He was often tarpted to rrake a system of it - to
"hedgehogize" the fox - mi.ch led him rather i.nconsistently to his
radical historiographical ni.hi.lism. Incidentally, Tolstoy himself
was aware of this danger, which is why he satirized it, even if he
yielded to it. For exarrple, when Levin is writing his l:xx::lk on agriculture, he cares to realize that there can be no "general theory"
of the subject; but then he sarehow firrls himself dreaming of tunling that insight into a general theory that should save the ~rld which will henceforth be indebted to Kostya, who was refused by the
Shche.I:batsky girl. (My private title for his bJoIc at this stage is
What Is Agriculture?)
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To ~ Rieber directly, then: I do not think that 'Iblstoy was
right in arguing against the very possibility of rreaningful historical research. Prosaics should lead to a deep skepticism, not the
sort of nihilism Tolstoy succumbed to. '!hat is one place where I
part carpany with Lev Nikolaevich and join forces with Rieber, fran
whan I have leazned so much; another is when Tolstoy categorically
denies the possibility that great rren or great events can be e£fective. A better position ~d be a principled suspicion: perhaps
great events in history or our own individual lives seem iIrportant
because they are so noticeable or nerrcrable, and it would probably
pay to see whether in fact the sum total of small events was rrore
effective, even if it is hard to make a good and coherent story
frem them. But prosaics ~d not deny the very possibility of
great events being effective. Similarly, prosaics, v.hen true to
its spirit, does not deny that systems ever exist. What it denies
is that they can be presurred to exist, that behind all apparent
chaos there rrust be an order. 'Ibus, it enphatically does not follow from the fact that serre forgetting is Freudian that all of it,
or even rrost of it, rust be. And in culture, when systems do exist
they are (as Bakhtin liked to write) probably less "systenatic"
than they at first seem. '!hey are in any case not given but created (ne dan, a sozdan). 'That is, they are always the result of human ~rk, the real effort of real people in real particular circtmistances, not just the manifestation of a hidden pattern always there
to be discovered. Prosaics is especially suspicious of all attenpts
to reduce creativity to me:.re di.scove.Iy or to regard the outcane of
m.L1 tiple choices as preordained si.rrply because in retrospect one can
make a neat story out of that assumption.

In fact, I have very little quarrel with the practice of current
historians; on the contrary, ! wish literary theorists, especially
those who appeal to History, ~d saretimes be rrore like them. My
real target in the last three pages of Hidden and in my articles on
prosaics in '!he Arrerican Scholar and in the first issue of The Tolstoy Studies Journal was the predaninant trends and representatives
of 'Iheory today. serre are semiotic totalitarians (with or without
"concessions": semiotics with a hurran face) and those who are not
tend to be radical relativists, which is s.in1?ly semiotic totalitarianisn in another fonn. Positive dogrn3.tists are answered by negative dcgrretists in an endless spiral of oneupsmanship. Both are
equidistant frc:rn prosaics. '!he radical relativists share with the
system-builders the assumption that knowledge to be real IlUSt be
systemic; they sinply deny that such knowledge is possible. Cl1e
group is like Pierre when he imagines that he is "l'russe Besouhof,"
the other is like Pierre when he decides that since everything is
relative then II it I S all the sane, II all a matter of point of view or
sheer ~ .

But what if knowledge does not have to be systemic? What i£ the
literary text is neither a purely free play of rreanings in which
anyt.h.i.ng that suits one's interests goes nor a system with a hidden
key? What if great 1iterature is richer than the theories we devise
to explain it and, to be up-to-date, replace it? When Robert Alter
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recently argued as ITUCh in '!he pleasures of Reading in an Ideologi(NY: Sim:m and Schuster, 1989), his point was received as a
slap in the face of academic orthodoxy. Fifteen or b;enty years ago,
A1 ter' s point ~d have been as uncontroversial as a defence of
rrotherhood, whereas today it is as controversial and as reactionary
as - as a defence of rrotherhood.
cal Age

Systems, Patterns, and Emergent Meanings
Popkin, Any, Anna Tavis, and Frank Silbajoris (in his review in
Slavic and East E?rropean Jeurna.l) all focus on another IIprosaic II
thesis of my book. I am afraid I did not explain with sufficient clarity. In the section of Hidden devoted to Tolstoy's "creation by p0tential, II a rrethod Tolstoy draITatized as one way to illustrate prosaic
insights about tine, I contend that Tolstoy developed a way to take
advantage of the accidents inherent in the creative process - the
drop of wax on Mikhailov I S canvas. Creation by potential is opposed
to creation by pre-planned suuctw:'e, because stnlcture eliminates
the sort of contingency cultivated by Tolstoy's rrethod, a method in
which it is essential that the author not know the outcare of events.
If he does, Tolstoy felt, his narrative violates the q;::enendedness of
each present m::rrent, which always contains nul tiple possibilities. As
Tolstoy argues over and over again, when one narrates with the eventuality
that happened to result fran an event already in mind, one narrates
anachronistically and closes dcMn the event's nultiple possibilities.
As Bakhtin would foonulate the point, to capture the "eventness" of
events, one ITUSt recognize that the plot is only one of many possible
plots.
Of course, different ~rks or genres may represent the present as·
rcore or less open: oedipus the King, it wc:uld seem, depends on a rraxim3l closure of t.irre, because the ~k f S considerable dramatic irony depends on our knowing the inevitable outcaTe of events in advance, and
without such an inevitability the rreaning of the ~rk wo.J1d be quite different. Bakhtin' s characterization of novels, and still nore of the ~
lyphonic novel, specifies ~rks in which t.i.Ire is, by eatparison with other genres, IMXi.rra.lly open. It seems to ne that for Tolstoy even the novel closed dDIIoIn t.iIre too ITUlch -- for ~le, by depending too rrnch an
foreshadowing, which sm.1ggles later rreaning into present events. 'rhus,
he decided to take the genre rruch farther in the direction it was already
going. He arrived at a form so far beyond the novel as he knew it that
he insisted his book was "not a novel"; but at the sane ti.Ire we can reccgnize it as ultra-novelistic - "as large as life and twice as natural,"
as a character in the Alice books observes. War and Peace has so ITllch
novelness that its author felt it had to be read differently fran the
great novels he knew.
In reply, critics have pointed to nurrerous passages in war and Peace
and in Anna Karenina that do not seem to depend on a sense of preplanned structure. No one who writes on Tolstoy is better at detecting
such evidence and understancling its rich rreani.ngs than Silbajoris.
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"To take just one example," Silbajoris writes, "we might consider
the punishrrent of Kuragin. It is really not at all important for the
outline of events that Kuragin who carre to offer himself as a suitor
to Princess Marya of the heavy tread, bounded up the stairs three
steps at a tirre in Bald Hills, played footsie with M3.denoiselle Bourienne, later seduced Natasha during a ballet, and finally lost his

leg at Borodino.
becares a device
similar value is
door that recurs
such repetitions
.
.
"6
mquuy.

'!he sequence does make a sustained ironic FOint,
akin to Tolstoy I s repeated physical details. Of
the rrctif of birth and death and the closed or open
with Andrei at his crucial m:m:mts, and many other
arrounting in the end, to a systan that still awaits

I think. any perceptive reader of Tolstoy will recCx:JIlize that, as
S.il..bajoris maintains, such repetitions are ccmocm in War and Peace
and Anna. Karenina. And the one a1:x:Jut Kuragin I s leg is a particularly
superb example, ~ch is (so far as I know) Silbajoris I s discovery.
'!here is no doubt that such repetitions exist and that they make an
ironic IX'int. But the question is whether they establish a "system."
Do these examples render untrue the thesis that Tolstoy created by
:r;otential, that is, that he wrote without l<nl::Ming in advance how he
\'oUUld (or whether he would) exploit particular details? Is it not
still possible that instead of planning in advance the structure into Miich a detail ~d fit he planted e1errents of IX'tential use,
.sare of which he found ways to exploit and sare of which remained unrealized; and that both the tapped and untapped potentials were part
of his special open. design?

In daily li£e, ~ often. repeat ourselves. To our dismay, we recognize that ~ make the sarre old mistakes, that \\lie have verbal tics
often at cross purposes to our intentions, and that our habits lead
us to actions that, if they appeared in a novel, might appear planned
in advance. But we know that they were not planned in advance. Without strocture or pre-planning by anyone, habits establish a certain
consistency of action that surfaces and resurfaces at cdd rrcrrents.
And it is probably for the gcod that we cannot plan our lives in advance, because then we could not learn from experience even to the
extent that we do; and our lives, which ~d simply unfold like a
rrovie ~ taped long ago, would not really be lived. Nevertheless,
cur lives are rran.i.festly characterized by repetitions and regularities, which make it IX'ssible for other people to rely an us (to the
extent that they do).

Neither repeti tians nor characteristics prove a pre-planned
Weather has a certain overall regularity we call climate, even though that overall regularity has defeated all attempts
at long-tenn weather forecasting. Authors have certain stylistic
habits that often. blind them to better solutions. Professions often
have an ethos that creates certain familiar rhythms and patterns. we
all have characteristic ways of behaving, and ~ have enonrous difficulty changing them even when we beccme aware that they exist and
that they may be harmful. Although in retrospect, a person with an
eye for a gocx:1 story could lend a Sophoclean irony to our lives, in

structure.
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doing so he ~ld be decisively changing them. In short, it is entirely possible to have repetitions without an advance plan, structure, or system in the strong or non-trivial sense of those teDns.
My thesis was that 'Iblstoy cla..irred to be writing the way Rostov
leaxned to be a good soldier - that is, by not planning in advance,
but by trusting to his skills and lat.oriously acquired habits to
take advantage of opportlmities as they arise. The difference of
coorse, is that Tolstoy, unlike Rostov, also creates those opporbJnities. In doing so, Tolstoy did not know ~t they \'O.lld lead to,
but rather sensed that they had rich potential for interesting departures in unforseen circumstances. And my thesis is that those
favorable and surprising circumstances also did arise (i£ they had
not, the \o,Urk would have been a failure) .

Thus, examples such as the ones Silbajoris offers are canpatible
either with the thesis of system or with that of creation by potential. What, then, tells us how Tolstoy created (or, rrore accurately,
how 'TOlstoy wanted us to assurre he created)? To begin with, Tolstoy
ITE.de a point of saying in his essay "Sore ~rds about the Book War
and Peace, II published while the work was still being serialized-,that he does not know in advance what will happen to his characters;
but I admit that that is "external evidence" (even if sc::m= of these
staterrents also appear in draft prefaces that Tolstoy apparently
considered publishing as part of the work itself). At least as important is internal evidence: all the scenes of rich potential not
exploited. war and Peace is rich in characters introduced with-great fanfare but who never reappear and in events (like the portentous encounter of Prince Andrei with Prince Dolgoruky, which seens
to set the stage for a dramatic cCli-:rontation be~ the tv.u proud
rren) that have written all ever t...~em "Pay attention! '!his is important, like the pie Pip gives to a convict" - but which lead to
nothing or nothing camensurate. Initial reviewers (and today's undergraduates) experience this aspect of the work keenly, even i£ we •
scholars who have read the book long ago and taught it too frequently see it through the obscuring glasses of rerrembered rnerrories and
reinterpreted reinterpretations. 7
It is to all those wasted potentials, the fact that the text is a
fabric of lost as well as found threads, that seem to verify Tolstoy's
claim. Tolstoy himself caments on nurrerous habits of thought that
find order by "stencil work," that is, by excluding evidence of disorder, TIUlch as Freudians take significant errors as proof that there
can be no other kind. It seems to ITS that both War and Peace and
Anna Karenina exploit potentials for just the sort of irony that 5i1bajoris detects, but that those patterns are not offered as the result
of a preconceived design. In fact, they seem all the rrore powerful
if one accepts that there was no preconceived design. They becare
proof that 'Iblstoy was, 1 ike Rostov and Mikhailov , effective when unforseen opportunities arose.

we know that

in daily li£e incidents often seem striking that do
not seem so when we narrate them: "you have to have been there, It \..e
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say.

Q1e camon reason for this divergence is that, as experienced,

the event was impressive because it actually happened as it might
have been described in a story; or it was inpressive because it happened when we ~ that nothing urmsual ~d happen at alL But
once one narrates such an occurence , it al.ready is in a story, and

arr audience knows that sarething unusual rrust have happened, or
what wcW.d be the point of telling arout it at all? (Shaggy dog
stories depend on such an expectation by defeating it.) ~t Tolstoy discovered was a way to defeat such expectations, to avoid
smuggling later rreaning into events , without rraking his 'MJrk uninteresting or unreadable, that is, without rraking it into a shaggy
dog story with rroderni.st pretensions.
Let Ire also offer an analogy to the problem Silbajoris raises.
Gould argues that defenders of evolution misunderstand it when they
offer as proof an organism I s perfect design, the opti.m3.1 solution
to a problem. For t;:erfect design is also obviously, perhaps still
rrore obviously, canpatible with divine creation. It is also a misunderstanding of DaMn to argue that everything in an organism
rrust have a function or else i t ~d not be there (the fallacy of
IhYferselectionisn"). '!hat, tco, is a view rrore carpatible with
divine creation than evolution. God coold easily have a reason (or
several reasons) for every feature of every organism he has made.

No, the best proof of evolution is ~ect design, solutions
that barely '-"Ork, like the Panda I S thurrb. Having already brought
the thumb together with the other digits (as with rrost marrmals) ,
the panda did not have it available when strnething was needed to
perfonn the functions of a thumb; and so the panda, so to speak,
used another bone to form a sort of thumb, which, however, dces not
~rk very ~l.
No divine creator, making the organism all at once,
would have done it that way; Wich is why we may infer evolution
fran i.nperfect design.. ~en we see a collection of carpranises, we
may visualize a historical process, one in which possibilities at
each m::nent were constrained by previous choices. In history , it
is necessary to tinker with the resources at hand, which are rarely
optim:ll. As Gould observes: "Yoo cannot derronstra.te evolution
with perfection because perfection need not have history ...• But,
Da.zwi.n reasoned, i f organisms have a history, then ancestral stages
should leave remnants behind. Remnants of the past that don It rrake
sense in present tel::mS - the useless, the odd, the peculiar, the
i.ncongnlOUS are the signs of history ..•• ~ history perfects,
it covers its own tracks .••. 'Ihe panda I s I t h u I r b l denonstrates evolution because it is clumsy and built fran an odd part. liB
'Ihe sane rea.saning applies to hyperselectionism: it is the fact
that not everything in an organism contributes to its survival that
serves as evidence for natural history rather than divine creation.
If organisms developed by evolution, then we might expect that serre
features ~d be only the by-product of other features j a feature
that contributes to survival nay bring others along with it. But
once those contingent by-products are present, they nay create the
possibility for new functions and new paths of evolution. 'Ihus,
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each stage of evolution not only closes dc:Jwn sore possibilities but
also creates others, which need not have been there. As a result, no
straight line can be projected frc:rn any m::::m=nt into the future; and
although it might apr;ear that a straight line or prior plan led to
the present, such an interpretation weuld be mistaken.
It is not necessary that everyt.hing in an organism serve a function, it is only necessary that nothing be very dysfunctional. For
that matter, the sane argument applies against social "hyperfunctionalism": not everything in a society has to serve a helpful function
to be there. Rather, practices may continue as long as they are not
SO harmful that people undertake the considerable effort necessary to
get rid of them. The sarre is true of personal habits.
And the evidence for creation by potential is similar: it is not
the passages that seem perfectly designed that are evidence for it,
but those that are not. Tolstoy ~d have us believe, and he created a text that confiI:ms the belief, that he planted potentials. He
took advantage of eJPFOrtuni ties for rich scenes and interesting devel~ts as they presented themselves, in the process producing new
potentials, at ti..Jres intentionally and at tirres as the byproduct of
exploiting earlier potentials; and so he created a WOt:k with both
realized and unrealized opportunities for patterning and repetitions,
new departures and unexpected changes. He discovered an artistic
rrethod that allowed him to create a work that reads as i f there were
no rrethod, a kind of artifice that allowed him to fabricate the lifelike as no one had ever done before or has done since.

serialization, I argued, was also exploited for this purpose. 'I11at
is, serialization was not just a f~t of publication but an intrinsic
part of the work itself. As he re:.ninded his readers in Itsare Words,"
and as he had planned fran the outset to remind them in his draft prefaces, serialization was exploited so that the author could not go
back to correct wi1at he had done before to make it fit what occurred
to him later -- just as one cannot go back in life or history. And
for readers, serialization rrade the experience of encountering each
section essentially different fran reading it as a whole, because when
one knows how rruch of a book one has read one can guess at what complications are pJssible. Detective Colanbo cannot have solved the
crirre yet, because we are only half an hour into a tv.D-hour show; this
cannot be Raskolnikov's real confession because the book has three hundred pages remaining. For the original readers, War and Peace was not
a very long book but a bcok of indetenni.nate length. SO was Anna Karenina, which is why it was so nuch in character for Tolstoy to add a
part eight after many readers thought the bcok had ended (as it could
have ) with Anna I s suicide. It was also characteristic of Tolstoy that
part eight of Anna deals with events in the real ~rld that had not
happened yet when part one appeared, which rreans that those events
coold not have been part of the original design. (In writing War and
Peace, set sixty years in the past, Tolstoy did not have this opportunity.) But what was part of the original design was the expectation
that unexpected events might be exploited and a rrethod of eattX'sition
adapted to take advantage of such opfX)rtunities should they arise.
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Popkin asks sagaciwsly whether such a device nakes War and Peace
"a book that cannot be reread? By knowing its outccme, do we begin
to view its developrents as inevitable?" And are we not deprived of
the sense of indetenninate length? In short; is it p:)ssible to read
the book as Tolstoy intended, and i£ not, why-has it lasted? (Popkin
does not actually ask these last tw:::> questions, but I think she implies them.) My ~ in brief is that although we cannot fully
capture the original sense of strangeness and indetenni.nate length,
\..e can imagine it i f we th.ink to do so.
'l11at is one reason I spent
so ITl1Ch ti.rre in describing the resp:mses of reviewers to the work
when it was still incCllPlete, and why I pay special attention to the
responses of students today who do not know the plot in advance.
I teach a whole course on War and Peace every year, and as the
students read each weekly assigrnrent I am careful not to tell them
what happens next, and to have them record their inpressions as
they go along. And many of them do make the same sort of "mistakes
as the early reviewers, who, for instance, assurred Dolokhov was to be
equal in importance to Pierre and Prince Andrei. In this respect,
students apprehend the text better than we do, which ought to pranpt
a Tolstoyan question: who should be learning about war and Peace
11

fran \'.hem?
But What Are the Facts?

'!he fact that Tolstoy claimed to be writi.ng without a preconceived
design, and that the ~:rk gives evidence that this is so, does not
conclusively prove that he actually created the way he said he did.
It is conceivable that he carefully st.ruetJ..lred such an impression in
advance. Even if that \<Jere so, one \'Olld still be mistaken to read
War and Peace as a pre-pla..rmed structure - in the sense that to do
so would be counter to the author's intention. I do not know if Silbajoris ~d agree with Ire on that point, but I imagine he would
agree that it would be of great interest to know whether Tolstoy actually or only ostensibly created by potential.
To an~ this question, I turned to the notel:::oaks and drafts,
which I found bewildering, and to several studies, including Eichenbaum's, which Any paraphrases so acutely. As might have been expected, I found m:my disagreerrents ammg the textual scholars. By far
the ITOst convincing solutions were to be fo.md in KathrYn Feuer's
unsm:pa.ssed dissertation on the topic. 9 But even th.i.s study did not
~ my question, and I began to ~der whether it was ansr.verable
at all.

A quandary presented itself. What \O.lld count as evidence that
Tolstoy did not know in advance what \<Olld happen next? Cbviously,
there cannot be negative evidence - any rrore than one can tell us
\'.hat one is not presently thinking aboutj there could only be the
absence of positive evidence. And the absence of positive evidence
VOlld still not prove the case that Tolstoy did not know in advance
\'.hat "WO.l1d happen to his characters, because it is always possible
that he did know but did not write it down. en the other hand, one
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could reverse the question and try to dem::mstrate that Tolstoy did
plan falsely to create the irrpression that his -...ork was unplanned in
the usual sense. Of course, even if one found such a direct staterrent, it, too, might turn out to be false. But in fact I found no
such staterrent, and the evidence I did find was ambiguous, which is
to say, like rrost doct.ments about the creative process, it lends itself easily to anithetical interpretations.
Let rre provide an example. Might the notel:xxlks not contain plans
for future action? Yes, in fact they typically contain many such
plans for actions that do and. do not eventually occur in the book as
it eventually carre to be published. The problem, h~ver, is that
such plans are fully compatible with creation by potential. In fact,
War and Peace explicitly discusses the logical problems with drawing
inferences fran such evidence. After an event, Tolstoy repeatedly observes, one can always find "evidence" that sareone "predicted" it because there are always so many predictions or intirra.tions of predictions that one of them is bound to cane true no rretter what, at least
rrost of the ti.rre; and we v.ould be likely to rerrerober only such instances in any case. But what about all those predictions that did not
care true?

And what are the status of plans for actions that do not happen in
the published text? Is it not possible that they ~e not intended to
dictate futllre action but rather to understand present rrorrents? For
one way in which ~ do understand any present rrr::::m:mt is to imagine what
might happen as a result of it; and to envision a character in a rich
way it might v.ell be helpful to understand who he is by outlining sare
possibilities of what he might do without ever assuming that he -...ould
have to do those and only tho.::'? t-l-):i.ngs. Even in life, we understand
people by considering what they :re capable of, without believing they
will necessarily do what they are capable of. Of course, they might
actually do sane of those things, as Tolstoy' 5 characters might fulfill sane of those "plans." But such an outccrre ...ulld in no way indicate that the "plans" were intended to predet.ennine what the characters
had to do. Tolstoy might still have created with a nultiplicity of
fCssible outcares in mind and the readiness to devise a new one i f occasion suggested it -- nuch as he "pardoned" Prince Andrei after Austerlitz and allONed Vronsky to camd.t and recover fran attempted suicide.
Did Karenin have to forgive Anr.a a.t her bedside? Did Kuragin have to
lose a leg? Did Petya have to die? Might Prince Andrei have confronted Prince Dolgomky, and ·could Ramballe have care back to play a role
in the action, as sane of the "plans" sean to indicate?

It is not unccmron for writers to al te:i:- their plans in the course of
creation. 'Ihe phenarenon is hardly unique to Tolstoy. But what is unusual about Tolstoy is that he created (or clairred to have created) 50
as to change his mind in that way I and to take rraximal advantage of such unforeseen opportunities. Whether he actually did so I cannot yet

decide.
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Reading, OITerreadi.ng, and Underrea.din;J i or, Who is to Blane?
I confess to my greatest disccmfort when Popkin quoted my earlier
tx::x:lk, 'lhe Boundaries of Genre, and asked 1m heM I toO.lld square my two
theories. For in Bamdaries I argued that to read a f,o,Ork as literary
is to read it as carplete i and if a w:>rk is assurred to be carplete,
we are justified in hypothesizing the thatatic and fonnal relevance
of all of its details. '!his is not to say that all of its details
will necessarily be equally relevant ..•• On the contrazy to identify a structure of a W'Ork is to construct a hierarchy of relevance
that makes sore of its details central and others peripheral. No detail, h~ver, can be ccnt>letely irrelevant ..•. It may be observed, in
fact, that a large part of the pleasure of reading literature derives
fran the identification of that structure, fran the proc:ess of ordering through \-Which ~ perceive or postulate the wholeness of a text ...
'l11e way readers go abou.t this process of ordering, it should be noted, is not a constant.•.. (But] SO long as the ~k is read as literature at all, readers will seek an integral design and postulate a
structure so as to reward that search. ulO
II

I

In light of Popkin's question, we may ask: How is this staterrent
to be reconciled with (1) the prejudice of prosaics against perfect
design, and (2) the theory of creation by potential, with its insistence on details that tum out to be irrelevant? Irina Paperno
asked TIE rruch the sane thing in different words. And when I read
Popkin I s contrast of my two stat.errents, I did what any theorist
would do in such circumstances: I squinred.

Up to a point, I could reconcile the two statements by shifting
the emphasis of the first. But in a larger sense, Popkin is right.
If the ~ staterrents can be reconciled in tenns of explicit theory,
they are nevertheless very di£ferent in spirit. And when it cares to
tracing the inplication of theories, the spirit is often as .i.np:>rtant

as the letter.
Over the years, I have obviously, bit by bit and tiny alteration
by tiny alteration, chan;red my mind. I iJragine I will probably do
so again. 01e reason I changing my mind was working on Tolstoy,
Bakhtin, and prosaiCSi another was my continued work with my favorite
topic in literary theory, the nature of the creative prcx:ess. A staterrent abalt literary structure is iJ11pliciUy a staterrent al::oJt authorial control, and therefore, abaJ.t how that control was exercised. To
describe how a text is "TTBde" is to int>ly sanething' about the proc:ess
of its making. Tolstoy apparently felt as ItUCh, mich is, I suppose,
\J1y his essay on war and Peace includes a statem:mt about how he was
writing it. It ~d take Ire too far afield to discuss this problem
in greater detail than I do in Hidden, rot in light of these questions,
let Ire now sort out how I ~d presently refotnUlate my statenents
in Boundaries.
First, about the search for order in a text.

I still believe that

~
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when readers interpret a text, they v.DU1d be wise to seek the place
of each apparently irrelevant detail in a larger design of sane sort.
But I ~d now caution that there is no guarantee they will find
that place. The lack: of such a guarantee is the consequence not only of an inevitable lack of sene crucial evidence, but also, and rrore
irrportantly, of the prosaic fact that a work of hunan hands is extrerrely unlikely to be p;rfect. 'Ihat is especially true of a long novel
written over many years.
I suppose that for any detail we may readily identi£y in a sonnet,
the author may have imagined a place for it. But when we are dealing
with a thcusand-page novel written over five years, let us say, such
perfection is a.l.rrost inconceivable. Tolstoy makes Natasha age rrore
in a given number of years than the number of years that have elapsed.
Serre semiotic totalitarian or textual hype.rselectionist, who assurred
that for evexy feature there IlUlSt be a good structural reason, might
detect a sort of surrealist symbolism here, but I think that wculd be
a classic case of overreading brought on by the refusal to recognize
the limits of planning and the presence of accident, contingency, and
(just plain) mistakes. MerrDry fails, control lapses. As every proofreader knows, texts rerrain imperfect, and the very activity of correcting mistakes introduces new ones. Fortunately, we usually do not
notice such lapses, because if they ~e easily noticeable the author
\\Ollld probably have noticed them too and corrected them - unless so
nany other things ~d have to change in consequence (wc.uld Andrei
have to give up proposing to Natasha. i f she had aged at the normal
rate?) that the author prefers the mistake to the correction.
In any (or a.l.nost any) long or sufficiently carplex work, there lTU.lst
be many such mistakes that even if noticed detract fran the work very
little or not at all, and there [T\ay also be mistakes that do detract
fran it. That is, ~ really need at least three categories --details
that contribute to the design; mistakes that if noticed detract fran
it; and neutral features that are neither functional nor dysfunctional.
In effect, Jonathan CUller r s attack on Reman Jakobsen I 5 way of reading
poems may be seen as a principled ?uspiciousness of how Jakobsen makes
every neutral elerrent functional, 11 which is another type of overreading no less exasperating than that of turning actual flaws into vutues.

Interpretation is a risky business. Not only do critics risk overreading, but they also face the possibility of underreading. '!he history of interpretation is filled with instances in which critics dismissed as a flaw what later was shown convincingly to be a well-planned
effect. In such cases, previous critics are usually shown to have
failed to consider the sort of design the author had in mind; looking
for one kind of order, they dismissed as unnecessary a detail that finds
its signliicance in a different kind. 'ttle history of criticism of rrost
crnplex works, War and Peace included, is bound. to include numerous
cases of both underreacting and overreading.
How, then, are we to tell which is which, and whether a given textual feature is functional, dysfunctional, or neutral? Is there a Method
for doing so, a 'Iheory that can serve as a court of appeals? Prosaics
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answers that there can probably be no nan-trivial fonru..lation of such
a theory, no rules that can help us in all but the simplest cases I
which are unlikely to be trcubling anyway. What.....e can do is offer
a few general guidelines that tm.y remind us of past experience and a
few tricks of the trade that have proven useful in safe difficult
situations~ but .....e nust ulti.rrately trust to all" sensitivity to each
text. '!hat sensitivity, which is the product of experience, is, like
a good ethical sense, unfonnalizable. It is what a literary education seeks (or should seek) to convey. '!here is no "alibi" for it.
If the significance of details is not guaranteed in advance, then
Wrrj should readers nevertheless ''hypothesize II order, as I still
think they should? 'Ihe answer is practical: If order does exist, if
a detail does have an unsuspected place, we are unlikely to find
that place unless 'foe look for it. 'lbe reason to postulate order,
then, is not that it is guaranteed but that there is no equally good
way to find it if it should be there. 'lb cite Bakhtin: Order is
"not given but posited" [ne dan, a razdanl. 'n1e FOstulate of order
is heuristic, which is to say, a good bet. But ~ should always be
alert to the possibility a given detaiJ. cclli.d really be neutral or
dysfunctional, that there rray be no gocx:'l reason for its presence.
SUch alertness nay guard us frem strained ieadings reccmrended only
by their justification of a favored author, or by the consolation
they provide to those who need to believe in perfect design, or by
their exhibition of sheer cleverness, or by their conformity to
scrte currently orthcdox theory, ideology, or FOlitical prejudice.
When I say that postulating order in a literary ~rk is a "good
oot," I rrean that literary v.urks tend to be a lot rrore ordered
than historical pericxls, sa::ieties, or on ongoing lives. '!hat is
....nat prosaics \toOllld lead us to expect, because in a ~rld that is
always ITOre or less rressy order results fran hard 'NOrk. And literary ~rks are characteristically the prcduct of such work. We
cannot tTake our live.s into a work of art, as one of Dostoevsky's
characters counsels, because we cannot go over each "scene" many
t.iJres, pe.rfonn the neglected better action, adjust the pictures on
the wall to suggest an i:ronic second rreaning to our choice, or
make the responses of other people fit. In life, each rrarent is
unrepeatable, as Bakhtin would say. B.1t the creation of a.rt:"-Orks
allCMS for such re'vllOrkings when they '-'wO.l.ld be helpful. So it is
hardly surprising that artw:lrks \oO.lld be rrore ordered than experience; indeed, that is one reason we read artworks. And artworks
require such orderliness because they are typically designed to be
of interest in diverse contexts and periods and 50 rru.st. be rraximally efficient and patterned. But I doubt that very many, if any,
~rks are Ferlect1y patterned.

by n:xme or a lyric by Pushkin is
likely to be rrore ordered than anything in human history, the tendency of sore theoretical schools to read histDrical pericds and
contexts like rretaphysical poems strikes rre as intuitively suspect.
For what coo.ld provide such order, what eli.minates the rressiness of
life, who is the grand historical artificer analcgous to an author

Because a rretaphysical

p:lem
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and capable of perfect design? Behind such theories lies an implicit appeal to Gcx:l J or to a leap of faith in historical laws explaining everything, or to sare sort of gigantic conspiracy. 'This way of
reading _history It as a text II or as a poem is another fODn of "hyperselectionism" and as such, is close in spirit and often in practice
to conspiracy logic. Historical periods as seamless texts in which
the lTOst unexpected details tunl out to fit; the psyche as a whole
with no genuine accidents or contingencies; the sort of nasonic nurrerolo;r.j that captivates "1' Russe Besouhof It; the IT'Odel of events
offered in 'Ihe Protocols of the Elders of Zion - all these fo:rms
of semiotic totalitarianism, so influential in our t.i.rre, gain their
plausibility from the unprosaic assumption of an underlying Order
behind all app:1.rently messy or contingent circumstances.

I do not irragi.ne that the 'I1.Drld is fundamentally chaotic, only
that it is never fully ordered; it contains clumpings -- in fact,
rrany divergent clumpings - of relative orderliness, aggregates of
regularity in canpetition with and canpletely unrelated to each other, and sore randan elerrents that are about to be incorporated into
or have just been "excorporated" fran serre aggregate of order, whose
relative orderliness nay have been sarewhat unsettled in the process.
~ere

Dostoevsky and Tolstoy Sbmlbles

Which brings me by yet another route to the problem of creation by
potential. ~en 'TOlstoy wrote War and Peace and Anna Karenina, and
when Ibstoevsky devised The Diary of a Writer, they hit up::m the idea
of exploiting unforseen elerrents of the creative process to establish
a different concept of authorial design. 'Ihe Di.a:cy daringly prqx:>ses
to rrake contingent events of onqoL-.g history central to its design;
War and Peace develops the u...l1SW~C--:'ed p:Jtentials of its own events.
'!hus the design of War and Pea.ce is :fund.anen:tally different fran that
of ~rks that were either 1TIade, or designed to be read as if they \Yere
made, according to a pre-planned structure; our sense of a process
with unforseeable results becares a part of our experience of the 'I1.Drk.
Wi th any w:>rk, a plot sunmary leaves out irrportant elerrents, but in
War and Peace the violation is different in kind and so rmch greater in
degree, because I by leaving out the II irrelevant" events and the unexplaited potentials, it tends to reduce the work to a "structure II in the

narrow sense.
'Ihus I ~d not say that War and Peace does not have a structure
(in the sense specified) but it dces have a design. It has elem=nts

that

~d

fit into a structure and elerrents that

~d

be irrelevant

to a structure but are still relevant to the \'tOrk I s special design. '!he
question therefore arises as to whether the k.i..nd of design Tolstoy uses
could in principle contain events that are irrelevant not on!y to the

structure but also to its design. '!hat is, could war and Peace contain
tIuly irrelevant events? Or does the special status the ~rk grants
to II irrelevance" preclude genuine irrelevance?

My ~r is that genuine irrelevance is not precluded. Even this
rrethod does m3.k.e anything a sure bet. Not everything could have fit
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into War and Peace, becallse its principle of design has its own rigorous integrity. '!he author had to be true to his process of creation 1 and to do so was an enterprise no less demanding 1 and I suspect nuch m:>re dananding, than creation by structure. If Tolstoy
had chosen events that were not rich in potential - that closed
~ or eliminated future possibilities the \IoOrk ~d have failed;
and perhaps that is one reason he abandoned sore earlier projects,
such as the longer work of which 'Ihe COssacks was to have been a part
or his projected novel about a "Russian landowner." (Ka:th~ Feuer is
particularly perceptive with regard to the relation of War and Peace
to these earlier projects.)

Indeed, we have in Russian literature an exarrple of an artistic
failure based on a version of this rrethod: '!he Diary of a writer,
which sucCl.lITbed to ~t (in Boundaries) I call "generic risks. It £Very
set of constraints that creates the possibility of success also creates possibilities for failure, and I .i.rragine that no one, least of
all myself, vnlld proclaim '!he Diary an artistic success in the sense
that War and Peace or Eugene Oneg-in are. One ~ e of that failure
is that very few readers have recognized that the Diary was intended
to be an artistic work at all: the to.'Ork might have been called, as
Mark '!Wain called one of his stories, "'!he Private History of a campaign that Failed. n
A reason for this failure is readily apparent. As I understand it,
J:):)stoevsky I s design was to create for each issue of the Diary a rrelange
of genres fran ongoing events in the press and fran the vagaries of his
own creative laboratory. A network of possible relations arrong the
different pieces was to be detectable in each issue, and across issues
over tilTe. '1b a great extent, this design does govern the issues of
January, February, and March 1876, but by the middle of 1877, rrere p0lemic has ovenJhel.med evezything else. So nuch has becare irrelevant
to the to.'Ork I s already open design that the design has faded fram view,
even for those who attempt to detect it. It ~d of course be theoreticall y possible to find an artistic reason for the work I s execrescences, but I imagine only those with the supreme confidence of a semiotic totalitarian would argue that the Di.al:y is a success even in its
own terms. As an innovative art\toOrk, '!he Diary of a Writer is interesting priJrarily for the ooldness of its attenpt and the instructive
nature of its failure, but not for its success in fulfilling its de-

sign.

Are there any places ~ere war and Peace also fails in this way, i f
not to this degree? I think there are, and one regret I have about
Hidden is that I was so intent to explicate the nature of the work I s
design and the way in which it works itself out where it succeeds (as
it generally does), that I did not point out instances that either do
not fit or do not fit as well as they might.
'!be argurrent that follows is pure speculation on It¥ part. What may
have happened in the course of wri~ war and. Peace is that not only
did events have unforeseen consequences (as Tolstoy I S design darands)
but that the design itself turned oot to change, bit by bit, in
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unforeseen ways, thus creating a new and different kind of problem.
Specifically, it seems to me that the ~rl< began with a sense of historical scepticism and a sense that this scepticism demanded a radically new kind of narrative, but that before long it led to a total
historical nihilism, which in turn led to still rrore radical changes
in narrative design. In particular, it seems tD rne that the early
~rtions of the }::XX:)k, at least through Schongraben and perhaps through
Austerlitz, do not evince that total rejection of causal explanations
evident later. It is as if in the process of writing, Tolstoy I s own
work led him further than he had intended. Fortunately, the changes
~e gradual, and so the design alters in a srrooth curve; the differences are apparent only across hundreds of pages. B.J.t I do feel now
that the earliest portions of the book are SCXT'eNhat inconsistent with
later portions.
I th.ink Eichenbaum, whose views Any has so deftly paraphrased and
analyzed, was mistaken when he argued that Tolstoy changed abruptly
from an intention to write an English family novel in the style of
Trollope to a very di£ferent intention to crnpose an epic. I do not
think he ever intended either one, and, rrore important, I see no abrupt
changes, B.J.t I do think Eichenbawn was correct in seeing serre sort
of inconsistency, and in suggesting that the problem of the work I s unity becares suprerrely interesting, especially because the change did
not make the work a failure. My purely speculative guess is that Tolstoy, like Kutuzov and lbstov, was suprerrely good at solving problems
as they presented themselves, and that he realized he could make subtle changes in design work, i f they were not too abrupt. If Dostoevsky
had done the sarre, the Diazy might not have hecare an artistic failure.

A second exarrple of a section that rray partially exceed even the

0-

pen design of War and Peace is the farrous secorrl part of the epilogue.

I am at a loss to give a reason why I think so, except intuition, readerly dissatisfaction, and a sense when I am teaching that beyond the
second part I s first few chapters, nothing nuch would be lost by not
paying as much attention to it as I do the other essays in War and
Peace. Perhaps that is why in other plans and versions 'IbIstoy' made
the second part of the epilogue the first part, and in one edition
rroved it and other essays to an appendix, only to allow it to be restored later.
'!he number of changes that 'Iblstoy rra.de or allowed to be made in
varioo.s editions has pranpted Eichenbaum to contend that War and Peace
is sarehow special in that there can be no definitive edition of it.
As Eichenbaum states it, the argument is unsatisfying because many
works go through variants, am. so the problem is hardly unique to war
and Peace. And yet, I think, Eichenbaum did hit on sanething important. What i f - rrore pure speculation - the changing editions of
the book were a sort of- continuation of the process that made it to begin with? What if new editions were a fom of serialization by other
rreans? Perhaps continuous re-designing, potentially without end, is
sorrehow deeply in spirit with the ~ as a \'chole?
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Closure and Aperture
'n1ese speculations bring rre
reviewers (for exarrple, Helena
Tri~ly, Spring 1988, pp.
in mind the problem of closure
in this case, its aperture.

to another question that has troubled
Goscilo, review in Russian Literature
236-7) as ~ll as other readers. I have
in war and Peace, or as W'e might say

As the tel:rn closure is used in Barbara Herrnstein Smith IS Poetic
Closure: A Sbldy of How Poems End, it refers to the cc::rrpletion of a
structure: "Closure occurs when the concluding portion of a poem creates in the reader a sense of appropriate cessation. It announces
and justifies the absence of further developrent; it reinforces the
feeling of finality, carpleteness, and carposure, which we value in
all ~rks of art~ and it ,gives ultimate unity and conherence to the
reader's experience of a poem by providing a point fran which all the
preceding elerrents may be viewed ccrnprehensivel y and their relations
grasped as part of a signi£icant design. n 12 SIni.th 's reasoning is
very close to that of Russian Formalist discussions, especially when
she discusses anti-closure, which, like the Formalists, she describes
as just another fo:rm of closure. Fran the perspective of Smith and
the Formalists, that ~d have to be the case, because the 'WOrk could
not function as one i f it genuinely lacked closure. Anti-closure ccmpletes a stIucture by ostentatioosly failing to carplete it, and its
wit derives fran the fact that this supposed violation actually fits
the nonn.

'n1us, fran this standpoint, the existence of the poem as a poem
per se creates a closural demand: It'!'he poem's status and effect as art,
and the reader's sense of its closural adequacy, are, then rrn.Jt:ually reinforcing and to sane extent mutually dependent. 'ttle possibility and
significance of precisely that relationship between closure and art
cc::rrprise, p:rhaps, the rrajor burden of our argurrent throughout these
pages II (Closure, 260).
It is easy to provide exa:rrples of anti-closure that ~ d justify
this description: the endings to Dostoevsky I 5 Notes fran Underground,
to Gogol' s "IVan Fyodorovich Shponka and His Aunt," and to MaJ:k 'J:\.1ain' 5
"A Story Without an End" and itA ~ieval Rcmance lt care readily to mind.
Robert BelknaP has argued that 'ttle Brothers I<ararrazov was designed nuch
the sarre way.13 Other camon exarrrples are rarantic ~ (including ,
"Kubla Rhan"?) that drarratize the whimsicality of inspiration by suddenly breaking off. Anti-closure not only affinns structure but is
inconceivable without it.

W1.at is right about the traditional position, then, is its identification of anti-closure as a fotlll. of closure. What is wrong with it
is its assurrption that these alternatives are exhaustive and that in
principle a ~rk of art could not have significant design without requiring closure (or anti-closure). And supporting this assurrption is
another one, which equates signilicant design with "structure. I'
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War and Peace does not use anti-closure because it does not use
closure at all. Because-it replaces structure with a different sort
of design, Tolstoy's w:Jrk does away with closure and so does away with
anti-closure. Not only is closure not necessary for this YtDrk, it
\'.OUld violate its design. Let rre here cite one of Tolstoy's own comrrents in one of the drafts for an introduction to War and Peace:
I cannot detennine how IlU.lCh of my w:Jrk will consist of what
is nON being published, because I do not )mow myself and cannot foresee what dirrensions my work will asSUIre.
My task is to describe the life and the encounters of certain people in the j;:ericd 1805-1856. I know that i f I were
cx::::cupied exclusively with that work and if that work of mine
were carried on under the rrost favorable conditions, I should
still hardly be in a psoition to complete my task. But provided that I write it as I want to, I am convinced that interest in my story will not cease when a given section is ccmpleted, and I am striving toWard this end. It seems to rre that
i f my work is of any interest, then the reader's interest
will not only be gratified at the end of each part of the work
but will also continue. As a result of this special quality,
this work cannot be called a novel.
Because if this special quality, I think that this work can
be printed in separate parts without in any way losing the
reader's interest and without inciting the reader to read
the subsequent parts.
It will not be pcssible to read the second part without
having read the first, but having read the first, it will be
very possible not to read the second .14

It is fairly remarkable for an o,u-r"::lor to announce not only he deliberately does not kna.v where he is going but also that the reader need not
read subsequent parts, which, after all, the author might just as ~l
not have written. And all this is part of the author's design, a design neither requiring nor tolerating structural closure.
And yet it does require a unity, which in this case derives fran our
sense of a consistent project. Unity without closure is :irrpossible for
a work with structure but it is a necessity for a successful work created as War and Peace was created, by PJtentials. In place of closure,
~ are given II aperture. "
By "aperture" I rrean that the ~rk lacks a special place where it
can be assessed as a whole requiring (as Aristotle said of endings)
nothing that follows. There is never a point, nor is there a need for
a point, "from which all the preceding elerrents may be viewed corrprehensively and their relations grasped" in a way that "announces and justifies the absence of further developnent." 'Ihe work neither pranises nor
provides nor in prinviple tolerates a rrarent when all the threads are
tied, when a continuation "might be the subject of a new story, but our
present story is ended" (last sentence of Crirre and Punishrrent. War and
Peace is written so that it might go on forever, not as a very long work,
but as a work of indetenninate length.
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Stated positively, aperture invites us to fo.rm a relative closure
at several points, each of which could be a sort of ending, at least
as nuch of an ending as we are ever going to get. At the end of each
instal1..m=nt, for instance I we may assess events and their patterning,
and VJe rrey do the sane at the "close ll of the \o,Urk, \<oh.i.ch beccrres just
the last of these installrrents ~ happen to have. At each of these
points, sate things but not everything will tie together, and we know
that the \o,Urk. in principle could continue. If it does, then events
that had one significance may acquire another, and events that led
nowhere might (or might not) turn out to lead ~ere. What \".Qlld
have been the status of Prince Andrei in War and Peace if it had continued, as Tolstoy considered, until 1856? George Steiner asks: why
could there not have been a ninth part of Anna Karenina? To read the
work with aperture is to recognize that there could have been; and
i f there had been one, we would be encouraged to ask the same question
about a possible tenth part. 'n1is sense of aperture is integral to
any v.ork successfully created with a design of open potentials rather
than a pre-planned structure.
If this series of tentative considerations of uncrnpleted -patterning seems an odd way to assess m:an.ing, we might reflect that in our
own lives that is what we often do - indeed, have no choice but to
do. Herodotus and Greek tragedy teach us the danger of such assessrrents, which rray always seem fCX)lish in light of later events: "count
no nan happy until he is dead. 11 I think this fornulation, for all of
its wise caution against underestimating change, is profoundly mistaken, because it enjoins us to assess each life, and each action in
a life, as it is never experienced. As Bakhtin would say, it teaches
us to treat lives as totally "finalized," but htmlraIl life as we live
it and cannot help living it is tmfinalizable. My CClTt'leted death
is not an event in my C1.NTl life. And it is, of ca.rrse, utterly impossible to reflect on ourselves after we are dead.
('!he problem does
not change if there is an afterlile, which ~d, after all be a part
of our whole lives, and the judgments we rrake in it would themselves
be part of what \oo1e are judging.) Tolstoy perhaps has such considerations in mind when he describes the ~ Prince Andrei trying to
i.Iragine the world without him, which is in principle impossible, because Andrei ~d at least have to be present as an observer.
Prosaics would teach us both the value and the limitations of assessing in process. And Tolstoy's fictions, with their design of
aperture, rrake both a part of the experience of reading. To have captured this aspect of living was a rermrkable achievrrent of Tolstoy 1 5,
and constitutes another reason why his two great novels are the rrost
realistic works ever written.
Other WOrks, other Values, Other sources of Interest

Popkin asks
not created as
quish the very
works that are

whether, on the basis of realism, I rrean to reject work
Tolstoy created War and Peace, ~ther we nust "relinpossibility of a 'good read' in favor of Truth?" Must
structurally neat sarehow be regarded as superseded?"
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She and others have also asked TNi1ether prosaics dictates a rejection
of poetry. 'n1e answer to all of these questions is no.

we read lit.era.zy ~rks for many reasons, and we derive different
kinds of wisdan and pleasure fran them. Realism in the Tolstbyan sense
is only one criterion; the saIre may be said of an understanding of ethical problems as prosaically carplex and unforrnalizable.
In elaborating his prosaics, and in celebrating novelistic discourse,
sense of character, and chronotope, Bakhtin did not rrean to enjoin us
never to read poetry. He meant to stress that great novels contain a
depth and wisdan to which ~ have not paid sufficient critical attention and which cannot be adequately understood i£ we apply nm:m.s and
practices derived fran a reading of poetIy. 'That does not rrean that p0etry, epic, and other genres do not have theiI own profound lessons to
teach us. certain genres are best at sare things, others at others; and
sane critical practices offer a better starting point than others for
approaching given kinds of texts. If Bakhtin not only described novels
but also celebrated them as the greatest achivement of Western thought,
it was because they ~e best at the problems that rrost concerned him,
especially ethics. But there are many reasons to read literature and
novels will not satisfy all of them.

one reason I feel so strongly about prosaics is that the world of
"theory" today is so captivated by the dramatic, the ideological, the
semioti.cally totalitarian and the totally relativist. z.tj enthusiasn
for Bakhtin derives in part fran my sense that his "prosaics" offers an
alternative to theory and the study of literabJre as it is now usually
understood in departrrents of English and Crnparative Literature (though
rrercifully not in Slavic departments). I am rather wryly aware that
the tone with which I advocate prosaics is ~ t out of keeping with
prosaics itself, and I iIragine that the various reviewers here assembled
are responding, very apt! y, to this discrepancy.
In another review, Michael Andre Bernstein writes: "isn't 'prosaics,'
by its very articulation as a general theory, in danger of becani.ng just
another kind of •semiotic totalitarianism, t doared to discover its own

self-confinning uuth in every circumstance?" Yes, that is a danger,
though not an inevitability. Perhaps an cnereness of the danger may aid
in avoiding it, but as prosaics itself teaches, there are no guarantees.
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2. It shoold be apparent that I am not in principle hostile to intentional criticism. Although it is not the only valid kind of reading, intentional criticisn is surely one of the rrost rew:rrding kinds, and perhaps
the mst rewarding when ~ are dealing with writers who have thought
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Criticisnl
HELENE AS

PRE~FDIPAL

SELFOBJH:T

Daniel Rancour-Laferriere , university of califOD1.ia, Davis

All Tolstoy fans l:ellember the fanous passage early in War and
Peace where Pierre Bezukhov suddenly gets captivated by the J:::ust
of Mlene Kuragin. '!he scene is one of Anna SCherer I s evening
parties. Pierre is atterrpting to rrak.e small talk al::xJut a snuffbox::
... the aunt handed him the snu£flxJx, passing it across
back. Helene stooped fonard to make rcx:m, and
looked round with a smile. She was, as always at evening
parties, ~ing a dress such as was then fashionable I
cut very law at front and back. Her bust, which had always seared like rrarble to Pierre [Ee biust, kazavshiisia
vsegda mrarroran pi eru], was so close to him that his
shortsighted eyes calld not but perceive the living
chann of her neck ani shoulders, so near to his lips that he
need only have bent his head a little to have touched
them. He was conscious of the wannth of her body I the
scent of her perfurre, arrl the creaking of her corset as
she rroved. He did not see her rrarble beauty [ne ee mraIt'Ornuiu krasotuJ foD1ling a carplete ~ole with. her dress,
but all the chann of her body only covered by he!;" garments [vsiu prelest I ee tela, kot:oroe bylo zakryto tollko
odezhdoi]. And having once seen this he coold not help
being aw:rre of it, just as ~ cannot renew an illusion
we have once seen through.

Helene I s

She tun1ed her head, lcoked straight at him, her dark
eyes shining, and smiled.
fl SO you have never noticed before how beautiful I
am?"
Helene seemed to say. "You had not noticed that I am a
wc.m:ul? Yes, I am a ~ who nay belong to anyone [vsiakaru]
- to yoo too, It said her glance. And at that rrarent Pierre
felt that Hel~ not only could, rot nust., be his wife,
and that it could not be otherwise.

He kneW this at that rrarent as surely as if he had been
standing at the altar with her. HoW' and when this \ooOUld be
he did not know, he did not even kncM i f it v.ould be a good
thing (he even felt, he knew not why, that it would be a
bad thing (nekhorosho p:xhenu-to]) ,but he knew that it
\Olld happen.
1

(222-23/4:278-79)
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Pierre ncM feels that Helene is "terribly close" to him: "she already had por.-.er over him, and be~ them there was no longer any
barrier except the barrier of his awn will" (223).
Sore of Tolstoy IS can.terrporaries thought this passage slightly
risque. 2 Pierre is obviously aroused, and it is his arousal - not
lave - which determines that a marriage will take place. At the
sarre t.iIre he feels that there is scrreth.i..rq wrong with being aroused
by such a w::::Jran. He thinks: " •.. this is not lave. On the contrary,
there is scm=thing nasty, sorething' forbidden [chto-to gadkoe ...
chto-to zapreshchennoel in the feeling she excites in me" (223/4:

280) .
Pierre I s sexual arousal and acccnpanying guilt feelings are easy
enough to see J and I am not going to cke1.l on them here. 'As I sha,.,;r
in a larger stlldy, tentatively titled Pierre Bezukhov: An ~i.rrent
in LiteraL)' Psychobiography, such feelings are essentially oedipal
in their origin arrl dynamics. 'Ihat is, they depend on the triangular relationships \'bich Pierre either irragines having or actually
experiences with his praniscuous fubrre wife and sore other man
(e. 9 ., Helene I s brother Anatole) •

But at a deeper level the prciJlem Pierre has is with Hel~e herself. At this level we are dealing with a dyad, not a triangle. '!he
relationship with Helene is not only Ciedipal, it is pre-Oedi.pal as

well.
How can this be so7 A pre-oedipal relationship is between mJther
and child. It can prcbably be agreed that Pierre is one of the ITX)st
infantile characters in the history of Russian literature. !he narrator repeatedly describes him as childlike. B.1t in what sense is
Helene a rraternal figure?

'!here are sare superficial signs, such as the fact that Pierre
accepts Helene as his wife, or his preoccupation with her praniscuous tendencies. It is an old chestnut of psychoanalysis that a wife
represents the rrother in a man I s psychical life (in semiotic te.l:ms,
a wife is a ITOther-icon3 ).In particular, a wile \\tlo is unfaithful is
a reminder of the rrother J ~ by definition had to have sex with the
father in order for the jealous male child even to care into exis-

tence. 4

But Tolstoy is much m:::>re evocative than this. I wculd like to
suggest that Helene's Ifaternal qualities reside precisely in features Mrich, on the surface J are rrerel y sexual or aesthetic. ttl.e
narrator so frequently focuses our attention (along with Pierre's)
on the physical attractiveness and perfection of He.1.~e I s upper
~ that we have to suspect that there is rrore there than rreets the
eye.

At Anna Pavlovna's first soiree ~ene's "shapely shoulders,
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back, and bosan (gzudi] " are "in the fashion of those days •.. very
nuch exposed" (11/4: 19). As she listens to the vicante she sits
quietly, "glancing r1aw'I at her beautiful round ann, altered in
shape by its pressure on the table, ncM at her still nore beautiful bosan rna eshche bolee krasivuiu grod I ] , on which she readjusted a diaIrDnd necklace II (12/4: 19). She seems to be illuminated by lithe unusual beauty of a body fran antiquity [neobychainoi, antichnoi krasotoi tela] It (4 : 20). She is so statuesque that
the narrator describes her as "turning her beautiful head and
looking over her classically rrolded shoulder (povorachivaia
svoiu krasivuiu golovu na antichnykh p1echakh] II (16/4:25). 'ilie
idea of an ancient statue reappears at the second soiree where
Helene is again ~ing a very low cut dress and her bust seems
like rrarble to Pierre ("Ee biust, kazavshiisia vsegda mranornyrn
pi eru •.. " -4: 278). Pierre is very taken by the ''rrarble beauty"
of her bust.
'Ihese passages suggest not anlY sensuality, rot an idealized
it was in the old days that a ~ I S boson was exrx:>sed
like this (lIpc togdashnei node It) i it was in anti9Ui-$Y that bare
shculders were so perfect ("antichnye plechi, If, "antichna.L3. kraseta tela It). Her narre as well suggests the past, for Helen of
TrOy was the type of female beauty in classical antiquity:
pierre considered himself lucky " ... to be looked on as a sort of
Paris possessed of a Helen" (228).

~:

'!he suggestion of pastness is particularly subtle in the Russian ~rding of the imagery introduced right after Pierre has
seen thro..1gh the "illusion" ("atman") wni.ch clothes Helene I s
beautiful bc:rly:
Pierre ~ his eyes, lifted th€!l'\ again, and wished
once rrore to see her as a distant beauty far reI'l'OVed
fran him, as he had seen her every day until then, but
he cal1d no longer do it. He ccnld not, any rrore than a
rren who has been looking at a stalk of steppe grass
through the mist and taking it for a tree can again
take it for a tree after he has once reco:J11i.zed it to be
a stalk of grass (Ne rrog, kak ne rrozhet chelovek, prezhde srrotrevshii v t:urrane na by1inku bur t iana i videvshii v nei derevo, uvidav bylinku, snova uvidet t V nei
derevo]. She was terribly close to him.
(223/4: 279)
Vbere before Pierre saw a tree, nt:M he sees a stalk of grass, a
''bylinka,'' which etyrrologically suggests the meaning lI a little
sarething fran the pastil (cf. the related ~rds "bylina ll ( ' a
tale al:x:lut the past I], and the expression "byl' €!I'\ percslo" [ I long
forgotten,' Le., 'long grown over with grass I] 5). '!he attractive feminine body, particularly the bust, is suffused with pastness itself. Its pastness and its closeness are indeed inseparable, as the phonolcgical repetitiveness (alliteration, assonance)
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of the passage suggests: 10 • • • na bylinku bur I iana ..• uvidav bylinku .•
..ana ~ strashno blizka Eml. ( ••• J ••• Ne bylo uzhe nikakikh pregrad...• " '!he insistent image of a nearby stalk of grass does not
seem so odd when the etyrrology and the phonolO3Y of the ~rd in
question are taken into consideration.
'!he narrator says that Pierre' 5 shortsighted eyes cannot but
take delight in Helene's magnificent bust (t1 ••• on .•• nevol'no razlichal zhivuiu prelest I ee plechi i shei ... "). Pierre IS lips are so
close that he can a1m:>st touch her with them ("tak blizko ot ego
gub, chto enu stoilo nernnogo nagnut I Sia, chtoby prikosnut I sia do
nee" - 4: 27B). Pierre is clearly idealizing Helene I s bust at the
sam: tim:: that he considers the f:Ossibility of gaining oral grati£ication fran it.
At this rrarent Helene is not only sexy. She is rraternal as well.
I t is precisely a waren I 5 breasts that are of interest to a child
who is close to them, that is, who is nursing. Pierre' 5 realization that he nust marry Helene is conditioned specifically by the
depiction of her bust as an idealized abject fran the past and as a
source of oral gratification. Helene is at this ~int what psycho-

analyst Melanie Klein would call a "good breast-rrother, tI that is, a
rrother-figure rretonymized by her ideal, orally grati£ying brea.sts. 6
Right after Prince Vasilii congratulates Pierre and Helene on
their forthcaning rrarriage, Pierre seems overcare with errotion and
several tirres applies his lips to Helene r shand. 'll1en, left alone
with Helene, he continues to hold her hand and leaks at her beautiful bosan as it rises and falls ( "sm::Jtrel na ee p::dniIraiushchuiusia
i op.1Sk.a.iushchuiusia prekrasnuiu grud III (4: 289] - the ~ y
paired participles rather suggestive of her paired breasts). He
starts to bend over in order to again kiss her hand, but Helene intercepts his l'rOVeIreIlt and grasps his lips with her own ("perekhvatila ego guby i svela ikh S 5\lOimi It - 4: 289). Pierre I s rrarent of
oral gratification has ccrre - whether he likes it or not. Just a
few lines later he is married.
One of the psychological characteristics of the nursling at the
breast, according to psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, is the tendency to
treat the rrother as a selfabject. A selfabject is an object that is
in sate way not adequately differentiated fran the self. '!hat is,
i t ~sesses the properties of the self as ~ll as of an abject.
According to Kohut, the infant initially (pre-Oedipally) has difficulty separating itself fran persons (objects) in the envirorment.
At sate stage, for exarrple, the infant rray need to idealize one of
the parents and experience a sense of rrerger with that idealized
parent. Parents are idealized selfabjects before they are objects.
Olildren initially live in a t"m'ld of selfabjects, and only gradually, through repeated experiences of empathic resp:>nse fran parental figures (interspersed with occasional failures of E!Tpathic response), does the child I s self develop into a relatively autoncmJllS
entity. If for sare reason, however, there has been a chronic

-------

--
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absence of empa:thic response fran those responsible for dealing
with the child, then a tendency in
adulthood to continue to confuse the self with objects, that is, to continue to deal with others as selfabjects, my result. 7
Pierre has considerable difficulty differentiating himself fran
Helene, the Object of his idealizing tendencies and his ~
sexual desire. For ex.anple, at He1~ I S narre day party he m::mentarDy irragines that he is the one who possesses her great beauty:
" .•. here he was sitting by her side as her betrothed, seeing, hearing, feeling her nearness, her breathing, her rmverrents, her beauty. '!hen all at once it seerred to him that it w:lS not she but he
\\iho was so unusually beautiful [chto eto ne ana, a on sam tal< neebyJmovenno krasiv] , and that that was why they were all lCX)\dng so
at him, and happy at this general admiration he expanded his chest,
raised his head, and rejoiced at his good fortLme" (228/4:286).

'lbere is rrore to this ast.onishi.ng passage than just the oddity
of a man taking on a wcnan's features. Pierre's attitude is downright infantile (the narrator ~ of the "childish smile" on
Pierre's face). Pierre is like the little boy in Tolstoy's story
Childhocx:1 who, having kissed his sweetheart an her naked shoulder,
is rem.inded of the erotic feeling he has previously experienced in
stroking his ~ naked forearm. 8

'!here is a ~ idealizing ilJpulse and obvious narcissistic
gratification as Pierre contE!T1plates Helene I s beauty. In Kohutian
tenns, the self is rrarentarily acquiring a property of the idealized abject, is treating the object as a selfabject. 9 '!his is very
reminiscent of the way the pre-Cedi.pa.l child, in the absence of the
father and in the close physical presence of the tmther, sareti.rres
idealizes her and glories in her beauty.
After marrying Helene, Pierre continues to take great pride in
her majestic beauty and in her social tact (" ... gOl:dilsia ee velichavoi krasoty, ee svetskim taktcm••• " - 5:35). It is clear that a
large portion of his self~rth during this brief period of the
narriage derives fran what he thinks she is.

COnsider also Pierre I 5 obsessive ruminations about Helene IS incestua.ls behavior. 'Ihese cccu.r before the Il\3..ITiage takes place.
He thinks about ~t ~lene has done specifically in te.IIns of himself. 'Ihe thought of her past illegitimate liason with her brother
Anatole provokes him to think that what he is feeling is illegitima.te ("chto-to gadkoe est I v tan chuvst:Ve;" kotoroe ana vozbudila
vo nne, chto-to zapreshchennoe" - 4:280). It is as i£ Pierre were
the one guilty of incest. 10 '!here is no idealization here of course,
but the tendency to confuse himself with her, to treat her as a
selfobject, is evident.

Helene

Both Pierre and
are sexually experienced. 'Ihi.s is an objective siroilarity between the ~ characters, a sirnilari ty which

reinforces the reader f s awareness of Pierre I s tendency to see serrething of himself in Helene (or vice-versa, sarething of Helene in
himself). True, Pierre t s sexual experience is quite di£ferent fran
Helene t s in that it is not incesmous. Nonetheless Pierre, not liking what he sees in Helene, still feels that he has crossed over
into a forbidden zane, the zone which Helene and Anatole had already occupied by being in love with one another and not merely having had sex with one another (" ••. ee brat Anatol' byl vliublen v
nee, i ana vliublena v nego •.• " - 4: 280). A few lines later Pierre
imagines that he too can be loved by
(Ilona rrozhet poliubit I
egoll). His culminating declaration to Helene, "Je vous airre," may
seem insincere to him, but it tcx::> points to that incestuous experience, defined as love, that she has already had.

Helene

'nle s.imi.larities between Pierre and Helene are remarkable, and
they strengthen the reader I s irrpression that Pierre is not adequately differentiating h.in1self fran Helene, Le., is treating her as a
se.lfobject. For example, Pierre, whose Dam: rreans "stone" in
French, marries a ~ whose upper body is repeatedly characterized as sculpted stone, Le., a marble bust. Both characters,
rroreover, have French rather than ~ssian names. '!he narrator prefers the n.aITe "Pierre," and avoids the use of "Petr," or "Petia,"
or "Fetr Kirillovich" in scenes where Helene is present. As for
Helene, she is alrrost never "Elena," which would be the proper Russian narre (the narrator does often speak of "Elen," but this is
just a Russian appraxirration of the French "Helene," which the English "Ellen" used by sare translators and critics ccmpletely misses). '!he Russian di.mi.nutive "Lelia" rarely appears, and even then
only affectedly, when spoken by Prince VasiliL '1tl.us, for purposes
of describing the premarital and rrarital relationship between the
two characters, the narrator uses primarily the names "Pierre" and
"Helene, 11 as i f the ~ ~ French citizens, aliens in the Russian
land. '!his situation is particu,larly paradoxical for Pierre, who
is traditionally regarded as Russian to the core (given the bear
imagery that is applied to him early in the novel, his narre really
should have been Mikhail/Misha). On the other hand, i f Tolstoy
wanted to suggest that there is SClTething bad or un-Russian about
the marriage, the foreign narres are appropriate (...men Pierre courts
Natasha later in the novel, the properly Russian "Petr I<irillovich"
and lIPetia" appear quite often) .
'!he duel with Dolakhov provides an occasion for the narrator to
disclose Pierre I s deepest feelings about
'!he night after
he has shot and ~ Dolokhov he rreditates on the neaning of
what he has done. '!he image of his faithless Helene cares into his
mind: n • • • erru vdrug predstavlialas' ana ••• " (5:36, italics Tolstoy's).
He gets up, rroves about the rocrn, he starts breaking and tearing at
anything that cctTeS to hand (lanat I , i rvat I ~ush.chie enu perl
ruki veshchi II - 5: 36). 'nris is the sarre rage he had experienced
\ohlen he originally challenged Dolokhov. Yet obviously it is Helene
he ~d now like to be breaking and tearing (cf. his earlier feeling
of being " razorvan s neiu"). But he cannot admit this to himself.

Helene.
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He thinks instead of those rrarents when he had rrost strongly expressed his II insincere love" for her.

Pierre wants to b~ the whole situation an the falseness of
his love for Helene: II I • • • in what was I to blarre? I he asked [himselfJ.
I In marrying her without loving her;
in deceiving roth
ywrself and her [sic 1] • I II He rerreTbers the evening of the dinner
at Prince vasilii t s, " ... \Vhen he spake those words he found so di£ficult to utter: 'Je VQlS a..i.rre.' 'It all cares fran that! [Vse ot
etogo!] '" (342/5:34).
But to blarre his predicament on his false love is itself false.
It is Helene who has failed to love Pierre, not the other way around (or perhaps tile other way around too). He may not be narcissistically damaged by what society thinks, but he is hurt by what
Helene feels - or fails to feel.
Pierre asks himself why he had not loved her (343), when, logically speaking, he should be asking himself \Ilhy she had not loved
h.im. He had said II Je vous a.iIre, II but she had not replied in kind
nor showed that she cared for h.iln in any way. He had desired her
beauti£ul body, but now he is a.sharred to have gotten it and nothing else. It is errbarrassing for him to .renetber havinj needed her
sexually (tile marory of the honeyrrcon). Earlier the thought of sex
with
had provoked guilt feelings because it represented an
03dipal transgression. NON it provokes shane instead, because of
her voracious sexuality
is in effect abandoning Pierre. '!he
\CtaIl he had t.enporaiily idealized does not love him, am that is
sharrefu.l. 11

Helene

Helene

In focusing on the supposed falseness of his ItJe vous a.irre"
Pierre is red.irect.ing aggression a:way fran Helene and back on to
h.irnseli. He is still confusing himself with the selfobject. Why?

Consider the additional pain he wc:W.d have to experience i£ he
did not. were he not to focus an his CMJ1 It insincere II love for her,
then he ~d have to deal mlch rrore directly than he does with her
utter disdain for him. After all, she had not been xrerely unfaithful to him (he had half expected as nuch). She did not care in the
slightest i f he chose to be unfaithful (Natasha will be a very different kind ofwife in this respect). She had always been condescending toward hi.s atterrpts to camunicate his inner reflections
to her. She had rrarried him for his m:mey. She had even refused
to nother his children: "One day I asked her i f she felt any symptans of pregnancy. She laughed cantarptuously and said she was not
a fool to want to have children, and that she was not going to have
any children by nell (343). It is difficult to .inagine a rrore unwifely and unloving thi.ng to say to a husbarrl. Yet Pierre does not
seem to carprehend this. Instead he keeps imagining that his "insincere love" is what created the bad narriage. He is such a narcissistic dunmy.
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It is evident to the reader that Helene would not have been very
sorry i£ Pierre had been killed by IX>lokhov .in the duel. But there
is a '.IOraI1 who would have been very pained .indeed to learn of Dolokhcw's death. we are suddenly intrcd:uced to her in a conversation
between the v.uunded Dolokhov and his second, Nikolai Rostov:
" ... I have killed her, killed ••. She ~'t get over it! She

won't survive •...

II

"Who?" asked Rostov.
liMy rrother! My rrother, my angel, my adored angel rrother,
and IX>lokhov pressed Rostov I s hand and burst into tears.
~en

II

he had beccrre a little quieter he explained to Rostov

that he was living with his rother, who, if she saw him dying,
~d not survive it. He inplored Rost.olJ to go on and prepare
her.
(341)
Dolakhov may be a dreadful bully, but he at least has a rrother who
cares .12 Nice guy Pierre at this point has neither m:>ther nor father
not loving wife. In particular, the poignant m:ntion of Dolakhov I 5
rrother only heightens the sense of Pierre' 5 rrotherlessness, that is,
the sense of Helene t 5 failure to be the devoted rrother-icon a wife is
supposed to be.

'!he only aspect of Helene that Pierre is able to actively and consciously condemn as he rredi.tates on his bad rrarriage is her sexuality.
'!his topic had already been on Pierre' 5 hidden agenda, for Helene IS
prani.scuous behavior is what Pierre had needed in order to advance to
an Oedipal level of functioning. That is, he had been unconsciously
~rking all along at losing ~lene by oedipal means, by covertly creating a triangle that was sure to cause disaster (this view is developed at some length in my book.-in-progress). Blt now that Pierre has
accarrplished this goal he can be frank. wi. th himself about Helene t s
sexual behavior, even though this frankness is now quite beside the
point. In fact it is defensive, for he is using it to block awareness of Helene I 5 profound indifference toward him. He admits that she
is a "depraved waren" (" razvratnaia zhenshchina"), he viv.idly recalls
her allowing herself to be kissed on the shoulders by her brother, he
rerre.mbers the coarseness and vulgarity of her speech, etc. She is a
bad girl indeed. For a rrarent he even seens to th.i.nk that Helene' 5
sexual lcoseness is the cause if the bad marriage: "It is all, all
her fault."
But no sooner has he said this than he starts in again on his "Je
vous aiIre": "Why did I tell her that I Je vcus a.iroe'? n he keeps repeating to himself. And having repeated the question ten t..i..rres, and having failed. to cross the barrier of repression that separates him fran
the ~ , a farrous saying of t-bliere suddenly pops into his head:
"Mais que diable allait i l faire dans cette galere?" - and he laughs

at himself (343/5:36).
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If Pierre is going to get cut of the mess he is in, he has to
act. 'l1lis is no t..ine for questions. He has to separate carpletely
fran the person he had said "Je vous aiJre" to, not ask. why he said
it. But because he has in fact repeated the question so rrany tim=s
he has deautcrratized its rreaning, he has hinted at other rreanings
hovering around its periphery. He has, in short, care as close as
he can to the unspeakable question of \'thy
has not loved hiln.

Helene

Al though Pierre nay be incapable of expressing to anyone in any
language his deep resent1rent of Hela,.e I s failure to love him (as
opposed to her sexual depravity), he nonetheless finally does reach
a ~int where he can at least act on (or psychoanalytically speaking, "act out") this resentrrent. 'n1e day after the rredi.tations on
"cette galere" ~ene rrarches haughtily into Pierre I s study I rr a
wrathful wrinkle on her rather praninent lti3J±>le brow. ~' She proceeds
to berate her husband for his cutburst of jealousy. Although she
denies having taken a lcwer, she declares that Dolokhov is a "better
nan" than he, that she prefers Dolakhov's eatpany to his, and that
there are few wives in her situation who would not have taken a
lover.
Pierre begins to feel a terrible weight an his chest.
breathe. He suggests a separation:

He cannot

"separate? Very ~, but only i f you give rre a fortune, It
said
"separate! '!hat IS a thi.ng to frighten rre with
[Rasstat I sia, vot chern ispugali] 1"

Helene.

Pierre leaped up fran the sofa and rushed staggering toward her.
"I III kill you!" he shouted, and seizing the rrarble top
of a table with a strength he had never before felt, he
rrade a step toward her brandishing the slab.

Helene I 5 face became terrible, she shrieked and sprang
aside. His father I s nature ~ i tse1f in Pierre. He
felt the fascination and delight of frenzy. He flung down
the slab, broke it, and swcx::Jping down on her with outstretched hands shouted, "Get out!" in such a terrible
voice that the whole house heard it with horror. God knows
what he WOJld have done at that Italent had H€lene not fled

from the roam.

(345/5:38)

'Ih.e final straw, i.e., what leads Pierre to ccmnit an act of physical violence, is He1~ I S rrockexy of the idea that they might be
separated. As i f she cared! In other words, pierre does care
(\Ilhi.ch is his narcissistic problem, not love). And he hates Helene
for having made him care, or for having made him finally realize
that he does care. His tentative idea that they might separate
leads to an unmistakable sign of her utter indifference to being
wi th him. 'Ihis is the rrost painful thing for Pierre, the greatest
possible blow to his narcissistic self. It is no ~der that he
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gets viol.ent specifically at· this point. What happens here is a
good illustration of Kohut's thesis that destructive rage is rrotivated by an injury to the self .13

Helene.

He1.ene

aeJ.ene.

Pierre directs his fury at
But
is not only
She is also a (defective) icon of Pierre's pointedly absent roother
(note the parallel. of tomat Do1Clkhcw says about his tmther - It! have
killed her!" - with ~t Pierre says to his rrother-icon - "I'll kill
ycu 1"). Pierre I s errotions are so powerful because tbey derive fran
very archaic arx3. primal feelings abwt having been insufficiently
rrothered. '!here is rrore in this explosion than anger at having been
cuckolded. Pierre is accx:rrpli.sh.ing even rrore than was on his hidden
oedipal agenda. He is regressing far back to a pre-Ced.ipa..l rage.

Helene

It is just before he has his fight with
that Pierre recalls her as she appeared in the early days of their rrarriage, ''with
bare shculders (s otkryt:ymi. plechamiJ and a languid, passionate look
on her face. II He also recalls her brother Anatole kissing her ''bare
shoulders" (lIgolye plechi rr ) . ~ Helene then narches rcajestically
into the roan where Pierre has been tryi.n;J to care to grips with
himself, the narrator reintroduces the mamle-imagexy that had been
applied to Helene I s upper body fran the very beginning of the novel.
Helene's angry brow is like marble (tina iUL&tXn:nan••• lbe") as she approaches Pierre, and a short while later Pierre snashes a rrarble
tabletop (ltskhvativ so stela mrarronnri.u dosku, "razbil ee") as he
chases her out. In effect, pierre finally confronts his lIDther' S
invidialS rejection/abarldonirent of him by srrashiDg her cold, stony
representation. '!he "mu:ble beauty" ("UlIdlllOrnaia krasota.") of the
rrother-ican' 5 bust has been dealt a bl""",,. In Kleinian teJ::ms, where
earlier there had been a "good breast ll idealized by the infantile
Pierre, ncM there is a "bad breast" 14 which provokes an act of aggression fran him.
It

A week later Pierre tums over control of his Russian estates to
travels alone to Petersburg. '!here is no sign of rrattning. But he has achieved ~ degree of separation fran his defective rrother- icon, so it is high ti.Ire he returned to the unresolved.

Helene and

issues concerning the rren in his life.

1. For translation pu%pOSes I have used an old standard, the
Maude's version (as reprinted in the Norton Critical Fdition of
War and Peace edited by George Gibian). OCCasiooally I have had
to correct. errors in this translation or make changes to reflect
the ~sian text of the novel as edited by E.E. zaidenshnur and
published in the 2D-volute edition of Tolstoy's ~rks in 1961-3.
References are given in parentheses, with the page l'tlJlr'ber of the
Maude's translation first, then the volume and page of the Russian
edition.
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2.

For example, Shchebal'skii 1888 (1868),84.

Rancour-Laferriere 1985, 136 ff.
4. See, for example: Freud, Standard FJ::lition, vol. XI, 165-75.
5. See: Dal' 1984 (1862), I, 235; Dal' 1955 (1880-82), I, 149;
Fasmer 1964, vol. I, 258-9.
3.

6. see: Klein 1977 J 377, 379, 380, 394, etc. later, when the
rrarriage to Helene is falling apart, she will ~ what Klein
calls a "bad-breast rrother" (see below) •

7. see, for exarrple: Kohut 1977; Greenberg and Mitchell 1983
352 ff.
8.

ct. Ossipow 1923, 30.

9. In rrore traditional Freudian tenns, Pierre has made a "narcissistic object-choice" (cL Freud, standard Etiition, vol. XIV, 90).

10. '!'he idea that Pierre is willing to rrarry J1elene because she
reminds him of his own unclear consci.ence has already been expressed
by Gary saul r-brson:
In the end, Pierre marries Helene not oot of lust rot out
of guilt over lust. Without a totally clear conscience, he
is unable to see any difference between rrarrying or not
marrying a ~ he suspects to be gull ty of incest.

(MOrson 1987, 237)
In other ~rds, Pierre I s lack of a "totally clear censcience" might
itself have sarething to do with Helene's incest. But furson does

not care right out and say this, nor does he consider the narcissistic, ~pa.1, and pre-Cedipa1 substrata of Pierre I s feelings about

Helene.
Cuite often in his interesting book on Tolstoy MOrson seans to be
teetering in this fashion on the brink of psychoanalysis. His iltplicit rejection of psychoanalysis (rre.de explicit in his article in the
first issue of Tolstoy Studies Ja.una.l, 1988) is apparently based on
an acceptance of Tolstoy IS o,.m anti-intellectual rejection of the
possibility of finding causal laws to explain hurran behavior. H0wever, it is one thing for Tolstoy to design his narration in such a
way as to suppress connections between narrated entities, it is quite
another to accept the philosophy behind such suppression (as r-brson
has apparently done) •
11. On the psychoanalytic distinction between guilt and sharre,
see Piers and Singer 1953.

12. Dolokhov is apparently fatherless, however. He is never once
referred to by his patronymic. Anna. Mikhailovna dubs him "Ib10kh0v,
M:rr I i lvanovny syn II ( "Iblokhov, son of Mar I i Ivanovna 11 - 5: 19) •
13.

Kohut 1977, 116.

see also Piers and Singer 1953, 24.

14. see: Klein 1977, 262 ff.; 191 ff.; 306-307; Rancour-Laferriere
1985, 211.
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M:tie and Female sense of self in Tolstoy' 5 Trilogy
and Anastasia Tsvetaeva' s MerrDirs

Pamela Chester, wellesley College
In the autobiographical texts aba.1t childhood left to us by A.I.
Tsvetaeva and L.N. Tolstoy, the categories of gender and genre collide, creating very different narrative structures. An examination
of the male and ferra.le autobiographer's sense of self raises carplex
questions about the na'bJre of literazy art and about our definition of
the literary canon.

Anastasia Tsvetaeva' s m=rroirs, unlike the fictionalized autabiograFhY of Lev TOlstoy, have never been read as literature. Yet they
are tantalizingly, even disturbingly, close to the borderline between
non-fiction and art. To ex.arnine the areas of ccmronality and of difference in these t:\«> childhoods is to increase our understandi.ng of
that gray area between literary text and historical dOCl.1l'l'eI1t, and to
suggest possible patterns of dtiference between female and rrale selfrepresentations •
5arE passages of Tsveta.eva' s rrerroirs effectively carry the reader
back into the hot, close world of her childhcod. She writes:
Qlr heads bLmp, pushing hard at each other, each trying
to gain control of t..'1.e eyepiece, through which you can
swim into the stereopticon, as you enter a house by crossing the threshold. But l-tlsya' s head is harder and her fist
hits Ire in the side, quietiy (so Marra \o,Ol1' t see), and in
spite of all the heat of my opposition my defeat screams
with all its might, and my protracted, at once triunphant
and frightened e:e:ggF:e:e:F:F:F:F:EE:e: is drowned in Mana's angry
defense: l'Aren 't you asharred of yourself, M.1sya? You I re
older ••. " -and in MJsya' s whispered ''Voo I re going to get
it later ••.
(54)
II

'!he little girls in this scene, lvUsya. and Asya, are the
Mari.na and Anasta.sia Tsv'etaeva. ']be passage is drawn fran
first part of Anastasia I s "Vospaninanii.a"; this section is
''Detstvo'' and the next "Otrochestvo i iunost'," making the
son to Tolstoy difficult to avoid.

sisters
the
titled
carpari-

In fact, in Chapter 8 of his "Detstvo, n entitled "Ga1res, II Tolstoy
descril:es an analOjous scene: '!he hero Nikolen 'ka •s older brother
Volodya teases and bullies the younger children, trying to puncture
the rrake-be1ieve of their gam: of "Swiss Family Robinson":
~

we sat dc\-Jn on the ground and, pretending that we

-...ere going fishing, began to

rCM

with all our might,
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Volodya sat with a.nns folded; in a pose which bore no likeness to the ~se of a fishexnan. I pointed this out to him,
but he answered that by waving our anns rrore or less we
\t.01.ldn 't gain anything, and that in any case we w:mldn I t go
far. Against my will I agreed with him (29).
'!he similarities between the ~ excerpts are clear: the author's
child-self noves in the atlrosphere of a magical vanished "'-Drld, which
now exists only in the narrator's merrory. But these scenes also
point up important differences between the texts.
One way of understanding these differences is to look at genre
features, an approach \'tlich in fact sheds sene light on the problem. Both are autobiographical texts, both deal with childhocXl, but
Anastasia has explicitly labelled her work as "rrerroirs."
Richard COe, in his book When the Grass Was Taller: Autobiography
and the Experience of Childhood, distinguishes rrerroirs fran what he
calls the Childhocd (capital C), or true autobiography of childhocd.,
by saying that "[ in a rrerroirJ the writer is, as a character, essenti.ally negative, or at best neutraL It is not he himself (sic),
considered as a unique and autonarrous identity I who is inportant; it
is •.. the other people-frequently greater or Irore conspicuous than
himsel.f--whan he meets, with whan he has dealings" (14). '!he author
of the "true autobiography," by contrast, rrust p)ssess "a dose of
vanity SO strong that never for one instant can (he] doubt that his
own existence, in all its intiIrate and Ul'lI'CCIrel1tous detail, is suprenely rreaningful to the ~ld at large" (15). Clearly this is an
excellent description of Tolstoy's attitude to his "Detstvo"; in
fact he went even further I wri ti"'l.g an angry letter of cctrplaint to
his first editor, Nekrasov, who had titled the young writer' 5 contribution to "S<Nrernennik" "Istoriia m:.:?egO detstva." Tolstoy argues that this was by no rreans the story of his childhoOO. but rather
a valid depiction of hunan developrent. Coe"'i'$nonrative ChildhCX>d
is essentially a description of Tolstoy's text. Yet he concludes
after examining 600 such texts that there are no "revealing differences be~ !Ten and ~ " authors (276).
By genre criteria like these, Tsvetaeva' S IT'eIDirs have been excluded fran consideration as a literary text. Yet as even this excerpt shCMS, Asya is far frcrn reing a neutral, detached and dispassionate observer of the family I slife. Neither is she the central
and entire psychological focus I as TOlstoy's -male hero is. '!he
critical tradition Wrich has canonized Tolstoy I s work as one of the
"'great I Childhocds lt (Cce xiv) has privileged genre over gender in
reading these texts, when in fact these texts are also marked by a
difference be~ the rrale and the ferrale sense of self. 'Ihese
h..o "Olildhcxx1s" demmd a gender-sensitive reading if we are to
gain insight into the "Girlhocd" as well as a better understanding
of the "Boyhocd."

'rtlese genre features which Cae describes strongly errphasize the

-~-----
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centrality of the narrator's self, particularly the autonany of the
developing child. But Sidonie Snith contends in A Poetics of ~
en I s AutobiographY that "the ideology of the individuality may, as
Nancy Chodbrow' s revisionist psychoanalytic theoxy would suggest,
derive fran a decidedly rre.le resolution of the tension be~ inelividuation and dependency. " Chodorow links the developrent of
rrale and female identity to the resolution of the Cedipal con£l ict,
which nay not be the rrost useful notion in dealing with literary
texts. ~re ~rtantly, she gees on to say that the young girl I s
"experience of self is characterized by 'trore flexible and pe.nreable ego boundaries. I • • • And so the 'basic fEminine sense of self is
connected to the world, the basic masculine sense is separate t i l
(qtd. in Smith 12).
smith extends this rrodel to literary texts, daying, "Since the
toy cares to speak. with the authority of the father and all fathers
before him, those figures of p.ililic power who control the discourse
and its econany of selfhood, the rra.le experience is identified as
the no:rnative human paradigm. FreIn this ideological perspective
the girl cares to speak tentatively fran outside the prevailing
franew:n1<. of individuality: She brings a different kind of voice
to her narrative" (12).
Nancy K. Miller had proposed the tenns "arachnologyll for the
"theory of ferrale textuality" (qtd. in Smith 18). In the Greek
myth, the rrortal 'WOTan Arachne offends the goddess Pallas Athena
by her pride in her ~ tapestries and as p.mishrrent is turned
into a spider, dc:x:rred to spin her ~s forever. '!he term connotes ferre.le skill at the craft of ...-eaving separate strands of
story into a close ~, a tapestry which builds up a story for the
reader. It is a story built on connection, not on individual separateness or strength. Yet the myth's theTes also include the
crippling of one fenale artisan by a jealous and rrore ~ rival. 'lbe tenn is doubly apt for Anastasia: the ronds which link.
her to her family at once support and confine her.

Tsvetaeva I s text clearly reveals a lack of separation fran the
people around her, especially fran the fenale merrbers of her family. '!he opening lines of the bock provide a telling exarrple. Instead of reach.i.ng back into rrerory for her own first conscious
recollection, a standard beginning in a remi.ni...scence of childhood,
she gropes for a first rrerrory of Marina. Jvbre than that, she concludes that she has.no such d.istinct first visual rnerrory. She was
surramded instead by a sense of her sister I s presence, a feeling
she describes as "old as I am, plural, like breathing: our 'thetwo-of-us,' full of her, Musya IS, seniority I self~l , superiority, seem for my babyhood, ignorance, and jealousy of our nother.
CUr I together,' the three of us, full of our IlDther I s pride in her
first-hom, strong in spirit, body and tenperarrent, full of caresses and pity for the younger, who was often sick .•. in this hot
stream," she concludes, "our childhood floated" (4). AutOIlaT¥ is
not a prcminent characteristic of Anastasia I S narrator I at any rate.
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Nikolen '](a fjrst appears in Tolstoy's "Detstvo, by contrast, not
as a dependent infant, but after his tenth birthday, a fact the narrator brings out in the first line of the book. He is already physically independent of the waren in his ~ld; he awakens in the nursery, attended not by his rrother, who is far away in another part of
the house, but by his rrale tutor. Karl Ivanych, however, is a gentle, loving nan, slightly ridiculous to the adult eye, and that very
evening Nikolen ']<a's father announces his intention to separate the
boys not only from their IrDther, fran their fE!n'ale playrrates and servants, but also fran Karl lvanych. '!his whole first segrrent of Tolstoy's trilcgy reads like an escalating scale of distance fran the
safe, prre, rural, fema.le-dcrninated world of childhood: the boys ITUst
travel with their father to I-bscow, and they return to the estate only when their rrother is at the point of death. soan afterward, their
last tie to that earlier world is irrevocably broken by the death of
the old servant Natal'ya savishna, ~ich brings "Detstvo" to a close,
both in the literal sense and in the narrative structure.
II

'!he scenes quoted above describe the struggle for control waged by

a younger child against an older, stranger, rrore subtle sibling, a
struggle which has a very different outcare for Tolstoy than for Tsvetaeva. Although Nikolen 'ka is \l.'IOUl1ded at the "ti.rre, and swayed by
Volodya's cool "adult" CClTITOI1 sense, his nature self, the narrator,
turns upon his adversaxy and carries the argurrent to new ground. He
aff.i.nrs his ~ to overcare his brother's ridicule with his own
tools: "If you are to judge by reality, then there won I t be any gane.
And i£ there isn't any garee, then v.hat is left?" (30). In hindsight,
at least, he successfully establishes his autonany fran the older
nale.
Asya's fight with M.lsya rroves in exactly the opt:Osite direction.
In fact she yields up her CMn point of view within the narration,
speaking with Marina I s voice and referring to herself in the third
person: ''Venice was already entirely hers, no Asya was fussing or in-

terfering"; and a few lines later, "Asya I s hateful head is pushing into the eyepiece again! With a sigh, shoving TIe covertly, Musya relinquishes her place to rre" (55). The younger has wan out for the ItOrrent, but only at the cost of her independence: she has invoked adult
authori ty to get her way 'Itlen her own strength and cunning are not enough. Her tactics serve to tighten the bonds of intimacy with their
rrother, that "hot stream" which she describes on the opening page of
her book.
Into this fenale ~rld, the father cares as an alien, intrusive
figure. '!he Tsvetaevas, rrother and daughters, had developed an afternoon ritual, a nap under the fur coverlet of their rrother's bed shared
also with the family cat, whose purring suggested the very Tsvetaevan
neologism "delat' kurlyk" (roughly translated, Ito take a cat nap ') •
'Ihis cozy scene was "broken up, destroyed" Tsvetaeva says, by her father's daily return from ~k (34).

Tolstoy's father also stands at a considerable distance frern both
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his children and his wife. Nikolen 'ka sees his nother as angelically pure, W1.i.1.e he includes in a generally flattering list of his
father's qualities the stateIrent that ''his tw:> chief passions [were)
cards and waren" (Ch. IX; 31). Into this arrbiguoos and norally canpranised ~rld the young boy rrust travel, leaving his rrother behind
in the country and noving into his father's urban world. Although
clearly still a child, even on the eve of his departure fran the
estate, his awakening sensuality leads him to twice kiss Katya' s
anTIS and shoulders (Ch. IX, 01. XII); in l-bscow he falls in love
on an absolutely equal fccting first with his playrmte serezha and
then with the lovely sanechka (01. XIX, Ch. XXIV).
In Nikolen I ka I s hoosehold, his rrother has a gift for lTUSic so
great that the carposer Field is named as "her teacher" (Ch. XI; 33).
Yet she is entirely content to play for the family in the drawing
roan in the evenings. Her husband, for his part, has no career and
no vocation other than his own pleasure.

'!he Tsvetaev parents, by contrast, are both devoted to their own
\\Oric It is iJrportant to the little girls that their rrother has a
writing desk, although she uses it largely for correspondence about
her husband's nuseum, am also a piano, her CM1 passion. M:rria Aleksandrova I S CMn arrbitian had by this tirre been largely stilled, ~
ever, and she channeled her energy ani arrtli tion into her t:Y.lo daughters instead. Both girls were made clearly aware of this, and both
knew that their nother had in fact expected a son during each pregnancy, and had reconciled herself to their arrival with considerable d.i£ficulty (30). Marina seems to have drawn a bitter kind of
strength fran this half-hearted welcare, developing her artistic calling as a ccmpensation for her nother's disappointrrent with their gender. She excelled (under protest) as a pianist as long as her rrother
was alive, and i.nrcedi.ately after her rrot:l"1er I s d.eath transferred all
her energy to the deve10prent of her greater poetic gift.

Anastasia too felt an early fascination with language, publishing
her first prose works at the age of 20. Yet even new, at the age of
94, she rE!'lains bound exclusively to factive narrative. In Januaxy
1989, I interviewed her in M:>SCCM, and in the CaJIse of listing 5e'Jera.l novels she had written during the 1920s and 1930s (all lost when
she was arrested in 1937), she rerrarked that she never wrote anything
non-autobiographicaL Even i f we grant with JatreS Olney that "autobiography is not so much a node of literature as literature is a rrode
of autobiography" (qtd. in smith 3), this surely a remarkable staterrent of her OOndedness, her willingness to abrogate autonany and limit herself to the factual, to a fOD1l of family chronicle, even as she
continues to _pursue her vocation as a writer.
At the other extrare, Tolstoy has asserted his freedan to mmipulate the material facts of his own life to achieve a general staterrent about hurran developrent, a poetic reality \tfuich is rrore real than
the data of his biography. '!he death of Nikolen I ka IS rother provides
a drarratic exan:ple of this reconstructing of history to mirror psychological tnlths. He chooses to kill her off when his narrator is

