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The Religious Subtext in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Creation: From the
Union of All Mankind to Polyphony / O subtexto religioso em
Problemas da criacio de Dostoiévski: da unido de toda a humanidade a
polifonia
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ABSTRACT

Mikhail Bakhtin's book Problems of Dostoevsky's Creation, published in 1929 and
republished in 1963 with considerable changes under the title Problems of Dostoevsky's
Poetics, presents, as an artistic innovation brought by the Russian classic, polyphony — a
term borrowed from the musical sphere. Alongside dialogism and carnivalization, it is
one of Bakhtin's most remembered concepts, when it comes to his theoretical legacy. By
transferring it to the field of literary studies, Bakhtin gives it a broader philosophical-
aesthetic sense. The Bakhtinian discovery regarding Dostoevsky's work appeared as a
result of a comprehensive study of the bibliography on the Russian writer, but it also had
the Russian philosophical thought among its origins. However, already in the 1920s,
certain references could not be made openly. The danger of repression was real: Bakhtin's
participation in the philosophical-religious group Voskresenie led to his arrest in 1928,
just when Problems of Dostoevsky's Creation was in preparation. Therefore, we assume
that Bakhtin's book has explicit references, as is the case of Vyacheslav Ivanov, Dmitri
Merezhkovsky, Akim Volynsky, Vasily Rozanov, Lev Shestov, directly cited, and hidden
references, such as, for example, Vladimir Solovyov and Nikolay Berdyaev.
KEYWORDS: Problems of Dostoevsky's Creation; Mikhail Bakhtin; Polyphony; Russian
philosophy

RESUMO

O livro de Mikhail Bakhtin Problemas da criacdo de Dostoiévski, publicado em 1929 e
republicado em 1963, com alteragoes consideraveis, sob o titulo Problemas da poética de
Dostoiévski, apresenta, como uma inovagdo artistica trazida pelo classico russo, a
polifonia: termo emprestado da esfera musical. Ao lado do dialogismo e da
carnavalizagdo, é um dos conceitos mais lembrados quando se trata do legado teorico
de Bakhtin. Ao transferi-lo para o campo dos estudos literarios, Bakhtin lhe atribui um
sentido filosofico-estético mais amplo. A descoberta bakhtiniana acerca da obra de
Dostoiévski nasceu como resultado de um estudo abrangente da bibliografia sobre o
escritor russo, mas também teve, entre as suas origens, o pensamento filosofico russo.
No entanto, ja nos anos 1920, certas referéncias ndao podiam ser feitas abertamente. O
perigo de repressoes era real: a participa¢do de Bakhtin no grupo filosofico-religioso
Voskressiénie motivou a sua prisdo em 1928, justamente no momento em que o livio
Problemas da criagdo de Dostoiévski estava em preparagdo. Partimos, portanto, do
principio de que o livro de Bakhtin possui referéncias explicitas, como é o caso de
Viatcheslav Ivanov, Dmitri Merejkovski, Akim Volynski, Vassili Rozanov, Liev Chestov,
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citados diretamente, e referéncias ocultas, como, por exemplo, Viadimir Soloviov e
Nikolai Berdiaev.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Problemas da criagdo de Dostoiévski, Mikhail Bakhtin, Polifonia,
Filosofia russa

Introduction

The book Problems of Dostoevsky's Creation (1929) remained for a long time in
the shadow of its second edition, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics (1963), seen as an
updated and expanded version of it. However, the study of the first version of the book,
as well as the comparison with its second version, provides precious sources on the
formation of Bakhtinian thought in the years 1910-1920, as well as on the origins of the
concept of polyphony. Thus, one of the crucial differences between the first and second
edition is the transfer of emphasis from sociology to poetics and, in this sense, even the
change in its title is quite revealing. It is also evident that among the sources of Problems
of Dostoevsky's Creation, in addition to Russian religious philosophy, there is also the
European philosophical and sociological tradition and, more precisely, the works of Kant,
Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, Wilhelm Dilthey, Max Scheler, Georg Simmel, Otto Kaus
(whose book on Dostoevsky is quoted and praised by Bakhtin), among others. However,
in this article I intend to focus on the influence of Russian theology and, more precisely,
of those philosophers who dedicated themselves to Dostoevsky's work.

When Problems of Dostoevsky's Creation was published, Bakhtin was in prison
for his participation in the philosophical-religious circle Voskresenie (Resurrection, 1917-
1928), whose members were accused of anti-revolutionary activity: a fact that further
evidences that certain references could not be done in an open way. The leader of the
circle, Aleksandr Meier, was one of Bakhtin's interlocutors. Together with Nikolai
Berdyaev, Dmitry Merezhkovsky and Vasily Rozanov, Meier participated in the
discussions of the St. Petersburg Religious-Philosophical Society, which later continued
within the Voskresenie circle. In one of his lectures, whose summary was recovered by
Yuri Medvedev, Meier, in seeking approximations between religion and socialism,
defends the ideal of collective creativity (MEDVEDEYV, 1999), which dialogues with

Bakhtin's philosophical and aesthetic view.
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According to Russian editors, Bakhtin worked on the book on Dostoevsky
throughout the 1920s. In August 1922, a small note was published in Zhizn’ iskustva
journal in which the book was announced as ready, along with the treatise Aesthetics of
Verbal Creation (BOCHAROV et al., 2000, p.431), “information that was probably
brought to the editorial board by P. N. Medvedev and that could have been exaggerated”
(BOCHAROV et al., 2000, p.432).! As the notes by Pumpyansky and Mirkina show
(BOCHAROV et al., 2000, pp.431-434), in the years preceding the publication of the
book on Dostoevsky, Bakhtin gave several lectures on Russian philosophy, religion and
literature. Thus, his attention was focused on both the philosophical-religious and literary
spheres, which is not surprising, since, in a way, Russian philosophy was born out of
literature. In fact, in the 19th century, the main philosophical questions were raised
precisely by literature. Likewise, in Bakhtin's work, philosophy and literary studies are
interconnected (BONETSKAYA, 2002, p.3),% since philosophical issues are solved in
literary material: the artistic world serves as a model of real life (BONETSKAYA, 2002,
p.24).3

Echoed and Veiled Voices in Problems of Dostoevsky's Creation

The book on Dostoevsky, conceived in the context of Bakhtin's philosophical-
literary and linguistic studies, has a “deep and, in many cases, hidden genealogy”
(BOCHAROV et al., 2000, p.434),* which is represented in part by dialogue with Russian
theologians and literary critics who wrote about Dostoevsky. The period in which the
book was conceived was marked by an intensification of debates about Dostoevsky's
work, which occurred, among other reasons, on the occasion of the writer's centenary,
celebrated in 1921 (BOCHAROQV et al., 2000, p.434). Obviously, this does not mean that

discussions started only in that period: their beginning is simultaneous with the creation

! In Russian: “cBenenue, KOTOpOe, BeposTHO, nocraBwin B xypHan II. H. MexaBene, mMorio OBITH

HpeyBeIUYeHo.”
2BONETSKAYA. N. Bakhtin in the 1920’s. (Bakhtin v 20-ie gody). In: The Russian Way. Pro et contra.
(Russki put’: pro et contra), 2002. Available at:

<http://russianway.rhga.ru/upload/main/07_Bonezkaya.pdf>. Accessed on April 22, 2020.
8 For reference, see footnote 2.

4In Russian: “UMeeT I1yGOKYIO M BO MHOTOM CKPbITYIO T€HEaJIOTHI0.”
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of Dostoevsky's works and, from the beginning, they aimed at its relationship with the
sphere of religion, a theme suggested by the very content of the writer's work.

Vladimir Solovyov, one of the greatest Russian theologians, had a direct influence
on both late Dostoevsky and all later Russian philosophy. In Three Speeches in Memory
of Dostoevsky, Solovyov reestablishes the relationship between art and religion by stating
that “artists and poets must again become priests and prophets, but now in another, even
more important and supreme sense: not just the religious idea will own them, but they
themselves will own the religious idea and guide its earthly personifications”
(SOLOVYOV, 2013, p.515). Dostoevsky, according to Solovyov, was a theurgist-

prophet, whose work glorifies universal brotherhood:

[...] he understood, first of all, that isolated people, even if they were
the best people in the world, did not have the right to coerce society in
the name of personal superiority; he also understood that social truth is
not invented in isolated intelligences, but is rooted in the sentiment of
the people; and, finally, he understood that this truth has a religious
meaning and is necessarily related to faith in Christ, to the ideal of
Christ (SOLOVYOV, 2013, p.520).°

The ideal of universal brotherhood that Solovyov envisions in Dostoevsky's work
refers to the concept of sobornost, which can be translated as “conciliatory spirit.”
Solovyov sees the mission of the Russian people, as well as of Russian literature, in
expanding this union to all mankind: an ideal that he defines as vsechelovechestvo (the
union of all people). Thus, as we can see, Solovyov's reflections remain in the ethical-
religious field, not being applied to the structure of literary works.

Solovyov's 1idealized vision was immediately questioned by Nikolay
Mikhaylovsky, who condemned Dostoevsky as a cruel talent. According to
Mikhaylovsky, the writer found a certain pleasure in plunging the reader into a sea of
incongruities and suffering (MIKHAILOVSKI, 2013, p.427). The reading of Dostoevsky

as a cruel talent generated many controversies, but he also found supporters, such as, for

% In the Portuguese translation consulted: “[...] ele compreendeu, antes de tudo, que pessoas isoladas, ainda
que fossem as melhores pessoas, ndo tinham o direito de coagir a sociedade em nome de uma superioridade
pessoal; compreendeu também que a verdade social ndo se inventa em inteligéncias isoladas, mas esta
enraizada no sentimento do povo; e, finalmente, compreendeu que essa verdade tem um sentido religioso e
esta relacionada, obrigatoriamente, com a fé em Cristo, com o ideal de Cristo” (SOLOVIOV, 2013, p.520).
6 The concept of sobornost, understood as the spiritual union of people both in and outside the church, was
formulated by Slavophile philosopher Aleksey Khomyakov (1804-1860).
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example, the philosopher Lev Shestov — according to him, the great discovery of
Dostoevsky (followed by Nietzsche) would have been the courage to recognize and to
show, even though through his characters, the deeply dark and selfish subsoil of the
human psyche (SHESTOV, 1911). Bakhtin also looks at Mikhaylovsky's controversial

definition;

The epithet cruel talent, given to Dostoevsky by Mikhaylovsky, has a
foundation, although it is not as simple as Mikhaylovsky considered it. A
kind of moral torture - to which Dostoevsky submits his characters in
order to obtain the word of self-awareness from them and through it reach
their ultimate limits — that allows to dissolve everything that is material
and objective, everything that is stable and immutable, everything that is
more external and neutral in the representation of man in the pure
medium of his self-awareness and self-announcement (BAKHTIN, 2000,
p.50).

Thus, the epithet cruel talent is transferred from the ethical to the aesthetic field:
Bakhtin sees in this cruelty an artistic procedure used by Dostoevsky to put the self-
awareness of his characters in the foreground.

Among the works on Dostoevsky written by Vasily Rozanov, also mentioned in
passing by Bakhtin, the best known is Dostoevsky and the Legend of the Grand Inquisitor,
written in 1891, in which he defines Dostoevsky as the “deepest analyst of the human
soul”® and shows the unfinished and unresolved nature of his characters (ROZANOV,
2014, p.41) — an idea that has become one of the dominant ones in Bakhtin's
interpretation. In addition, Rozanov is attentive to the primacy of human individuality in
Dostoevsky's work, which, according to him, has religious roots, as the individual is
valued as an image of God (ROZANOV, 2014, p.43).

At the threshold of the century, a book by another influential thinker and one of
the founders of Russian symbolism, Dmitry Merezhkovsky, was written: Lev Tolstoy and
Dostoevsky (1898-1902).The very title of the book, in which the two classic writers

appear side by side, suggests a theme that has become recurrent in the critical

" In Russian: “DOUTET «KECTOKHUH TalaHT, NAHHBII JocroeBckoMy MuxaisioBCKHM, HMEET 0] COO0r0
MIOYBY, XOTS M HE TaKyIO MPOCTYIO0, KAKOIO OHA NpecTaBsiack MuxaitioBckomy. CBoero pojia MopajibHble
MBITKU, KOTOPBIM MOJBEPTaeT CBOMX TepoeB JlO0CTOEBCKUIA, YTOOBI TOOUTHCS OT HHUX CJIOBA CAMOCO3HAHUS,
JTIOXOJISIIIETO IO CBOMX IOCIICAHUX IPEIENIOB, MO3BOJISIOT PACTBOPUTH BCE BEIIHOEC W OOBEKTHOE, BCE
TBEPJI0C M HEU3MECHHOE, BCE BHEITHEE U HEHTpaAIbHOE B M300pAKCHUHU YeToBeKa B yucToM medium’e ero
CaMOCO3HAHMS U CAMOBBICKAa3bIBaHUS.”

8In Russian: “IIpusHator J0CTOEBCKOrO IIy6o4alIlInM aHAJIUTHKOM Y€JI0BEYECKOM JyIIn.”
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bibliography dedicated to Dostoevsky's work: his comparison with Tolstoy and, at the
same time, the insertion of both writers in Russian philosophical-religious tradition.
Dostoevsky is interpreted by Merezhkovsky from the perspective of Nietzsche - both
admired and criticized by the author - and this comparison will also become one of the
commonplaces in the bibliography on the writer. Thus, he finds a surprising “coincidence
of a European man, the youngest and most extreme of extremes, and a Russian man, the
most Russian of the Russians” (MEREZHKOVSKY, 2000, p.10)° and concludes, making
use of Dostoevsky's own expressions, that his philosophy sought the God-man
[Bogochelovek], while that of the Western thinker idealized the Man-God [ Chelovekobog]
(MEREZHKOVSKY, 2000, p.11). In an attempt to resolve the crisis of faith that marked
the work of Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, Merezhkovsky seeks to combine
paganism and Christianity, the flesh and the spirit, the Old and the New Testament.
According to him, in Russian literature this split found its expression in the work of
Tolstoy, pagan and priest of the flesh, and Dostoevsky, Christian and priest of the spirit
(MEREZHKOVSKY, 2000, pp.148-149). For both Russian literature and religion, a

resurrection would be possible if the opposing principles were combined, intertwined:

Indeed, modern European mankind will have to make an inevitable
choice between one of these three paths: the first one would be the
complete recovery from the disease that people would have to call “God”
[...]; the second path is death due to that same disease in a decline, a
degeneration, a final decay, in the madness of Nietzsche and Kirilov, the
preachers of the Man-God who supposedly destroyed the God-man and,
finally, the third path: the religion of the last great union, of the great
Symbol, the religion of the Second Advent that would no longer be
hidden as the first, but open, in style and glory, the religion of the End
(MEREZHKOVSKY, 2000, p.181).1°

As we recall earlier, Bakhtin includes Merezhkovsky among the thinkers who

monologized Dostoevsky's work. In fact, when highlighting Anna Karenina and The

9In Russian: “N YyIeCHBIM, IOYTH HEBEPOATHBIM OBIJIO JJIsT HAC ATO COBIAJICHHE CAMOTO HOBOTO, KpaifHETO
U3 KpaHUX €BPONEHIIEB U CAMOTO PYyCCKOrO U3 PYCCKUX.”

1 In Russian: “B camMoM jieJie, COBPEMEHHOMY €BPOIIEHCKOMY YENIOBEYECTBY MPEICTOMT HEMHUHYEMBIN
BBIOODP OJIHOTO M3 TpeX MyTeH: NEepBBI - OKOHYATEIEHOE BBI3ZOPOBIECHHE OT OO0JE3HM, KOTOPYIO JIFOASIM
NpUILIOCH Ok Ha3BaTh ‘borom’ [...] ; BTOpO# My Tk - THOEIB OT 3TOH ke 00JIe3HN B OKOHUATEIILHOM YIIaJIKe,
BBIPOXJICHUH, ‘IeKaaeHTCTBe , B 0e3ymun Hunme u Kupumosa, npormoBenHukoB YenmoBekoOora, KOTOPHIA
Oynro Obl yHHMYTOXMJI borouenmoBeka, W, HAaKOHEIN, TPETHH IYTb - PEIHIHs IIOCIETHETO BEJIUKOTO
coenuHeHUs, Benukoro CuMBoia, penurusi Broporo, yske He TalfHOTO, CKPBITOTO, KaK IEepBOE, a SBHOTO
[IpumecTBus B cTuie u cnase - pexaurus Konna.”
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Brothers Karamazov as the culminations of European literature (2000, p.187-188),
Merezhkovsky observes the presence, in both works (sic), of the phenomenon of
bifurcated consciousness of the characters (p.373 and following)'! and its dialectic, that
is, he does not make a distinction between the style of Tolstoy's and Dostoevsky's novels.
In addition, his aspiration to resolve issues of religion in literary material received
criticism from contemporary interlocutors, for example, Lev Shestov (1911).

Another one of Bakhtin’s “monologizing” interlocutors, Akim Volynsky, as well
as Merezhkovsky, claims that Dostoevsky's work, unlike Tolstoy’s, engages the reader in
the chaotic and contradictory depths of the human soul (2011, p.45). Tolstoy is also
associated by him with the Old Testament and is criticized for showing the immovable
Christ, as a starting point for moralizing conclusions, while in Dostoevsky the Christ is a
“symbol of the eternal flame of the soul and its passions” (MEREZHKOVSKY, 2000,
p.46).12

Volynski is a passionate reader of Dostoevsky: he looks into each of the
protagonists of his best-known novels, and that attention to the individual is one of his

most important observations:

Furthermore, in Dostoevsky no human figure seems small to us, with a
limited interior content or an established and closed character. Each
human being is portrayed by him as a geological enormity, with
inevitable psychological fogs and whirlwinds of crazy passions
(VOLYNSKY, 2011, p.45).13

As the central drama of Dostoevsky's work, he highlights the agonizing struggle
of the principles of good and evil, of the theophilic and theophobic traits in the human
soul, as an artistic experience in which the psyche of a living human being is taken to the
extreme (VOLYNSKY, 2011, pp.48-49). This split, according to Volynsky, occurs as a
result of the loss of faith:

The dream about the Man-God, the superman, arises from the tears of a
truly religious despair when another great dream was dissipated, when

11 Tn Russian: “pa3ABOECHHOE CO3HAHUE.”

12 In Russian: “cHMBOJIOM BEYHOTO TOPEHHS AYIIH, CHMBOJIOM AYXOBHBIX CTpacTen.”

13 In Russian: “Ilpu 3ToM HU oHA yesioBedecKast Gurypa He KaxeTcs BaM y JIOCTOEBCKOTO MEIIKOIO, €
OTrPAaHUYEHHBIM BHYTPEHHUM COJAEP’KaHUEM, C HEMOABMKHO YCTAHOBMBIIMMCS 3aMKHYTBIM XapaKTEPOM.
Kaxnprif gyenoBex SBISETCA B €ro M300pakKeHNH KaKOIO-TO T'€OJIOTHYECKOI0 IPOMAIOI0, C HEM30EKHBIMH
TICHXOJIOTHIECKUMHY TYMaHaMH U BUXPSIMH O€3YMHBIX cTpacTei.”
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the human being, with all his conscience, finally understood the futility
of his rational pursuits in the ancient direction. He broke with God
without being able to dominate him and, in an impetus of immeasurable
offense, he indulged in demonic fantasy (VOLYNSKY, 2011, p.344-
345).14

The dialogue with Nietzsche is expressed here, as well as in the work of Shestov,
Merezhkovsky and Ivanov, in the reading of Dostoevsky's work as tragic. It is assessed
by Wolynsky as a dividing line that marks the beginning of a new era in Russian art (2011,
p.452). The crisis of faith that is at the heart of this tragedy will result, in an optimistic

prediction by the author, in the birth of a new human being:

A new human being is born with a new will, directed to life, but acting
under the impulse of a conscious, individually thought out religion. And,
to embody his elevated ideas, this new human being will use an old, but
secure lever: solidarity with society, with humanity. And he, this new
human being, will create a new wave in literature: not an one-sided and
analytical creation in the field of personal psychology, but a synthetic
creation, in which the individual, with all the richness of its psychological
and philosophical tendencies and needs, it will be a living cell of the
collective organism. Many significant processes are taking place in life;
a very significant work in literature must begin, or rather, be reborn. It’s
coming, it’s coming a new wave in Russian art! (VOLYNSKY, 2011,
p.658).%°

Although Volynsky recognizes Dostoevsky's work as a starting point for a new era
in Russian art, marked by solidarity with society and humanity, he does not include that
writer in these new times yet.

The need to rethink the concepts inherited from the Russian orthodox tradition is
one of the central issues of Russian religious philosophy at the threshold of the 20th

century. Among the most curious manifestations of this period is Correspondence from

14 In Russian: “Medra 0 4eIOBEKOOOTE, O CBEPXUYEIIOBEKE POXKIAETCS B ClIe3aX UCTUHHO PEIUTHO3HOTO
OTUasHUS, KOTJIa paccesiach Apyras BeJuKas MedTa, KOrJia BCeM CBOMM CO3HAHHEM YeJIOBEK OKOHYATEIIHHO
ypa3yMmeN TIIETHOCTh CBOMX YMCTBEHHBIX HMCKaHWW B cTapoMm HampaBieHudn. OH paspsiBaeT ¢ borow,
KOTOPBII HE TaeTCs eMy, M B TOpBIBE O€3MEepHOM 00MAbI yaapseTcs B CaTaHUHCKYIO aHTa3nio.”

15 In Russian: “Pojkmaercst HOBBII 4elNOBEK C HOBOIl LIEJIBHOM BOJIEH, HalpaBJIEHHON B XH3Hb, HO
JIEHCTBYIOILLEH MOJ UMIYIHCOM CO3HATENbHOW, MHAWBUIYAJIbHO NPOJYyMaHHON penuruu. M 3TOT HOBBII
YEIIOBEK JUI BOIUIOIICHHS CBOMX BBICIIMX HJCH BHOBb BO3BMET B PYKH CTapblif, HO BEYHBIA pblyar—
COJIMIAPHOCTh C OOIIECTBOM, C YeJOBEUYECTBOM. M OH, 3TOT HOBBIA YEIOBEK, CO3/IacT HOBYIO BOJIHY B
JUTEpaType: He OTHOCTOPOHHE-aHAIMTHYECKOE TBOPYESCTBO B OOJIACTH JIMYHOM MICHXOJIOTHH, & TBOPYECTBO
CHUHTETHUYECKOE, B KOTOPOM JIMYHOCTh, CO BCEM OOrarCTBOM ¢ MCHXOJOTHYeCKHX U (rnocodcekux
HACTPOCHUI W TMOTPEOHOCTEH, MPEJCTABUTCS >KUBOKO KJIETKOK MAacCOBOTO OpraHm3Ma. l[lpowcxomst
MHOTO3HAMEHATENbHBIE TPOIECCHl B JKWU3HU, JOJDKHA HAuaThCsl WIIM, BEPHEE CKaszaTh, BO3POAMUTHCS
MHOTO3HaMeHaTeNbHas HeiHas padoTa B tuTeparype. MmeT, uuer HoBas BOJIHA B PyCCKOM HCKyccTBe!”
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one Corner to Another [Perepiska iz dvukh uglov], which collects letters exchanged
literally from one corner to another by Vyacheslav Ivanov and Mikhail Gershenson while
sharing the same room in a sanatorium in Moscow, in summer of 1920. They discuss the
possibility of cultural memory and religion surviving the twilight of the idols and the
decline of the West, declared, respectively, by Nietzsche and Spengler. Thus, the
reflection on the concept of sobornost, so intrinsic to Russian culture, in the context of
the new century, leads Ivanov to suggest that the current epoch, dismembered and spread,
would be unable to sustain an awareness of sobornost due to the “sin of individuation”
that poisoned the whole of human culture, but, unlike his correspondent, still shows some

optimism:

We try to overcome this deadly principle every day and every hour with
the uninterrupted creation of cults - large and small - each cult already
has a hint of sobornost while it is alive, even if it unites only two or
three priests: the sobornost is inflamed by a moment and goes out
again, and the many-headed hydra of culture, torn apart by intestinal
conflicts, fails to turn into a harmonious cult. [...] In the deepest depths
- beyond our reach - we are all a system of universal blood circulation
that nourishes the one heart of all mankind (IVANOV; GERSHENZON,
1921, pp.73-74).1¢

According to Liudmila Gogotishvili (2014, p.6), in this discussion with
Gershenson, Bakhtin's position is close to that of [vanov regarding the criticism of cultural
nihilism.*” Although these notes sound optimistic at the end of the excerpt, the very way
in which the correspondence between Ivanov and Gershenzon took place demonstrates a
certain impediment to a union, to simultaneous and direct communication. As for the
interpretation of Dostoevsky's work, Vyacheslav Ivanov's contribution is one of the most

important open references in Bakhtin's book (BOCHAROV et al., 2000, p.434)!8 and is

16 In Russian: “Mbl CHJIMMCS TIPEOIONIETh 3TO CMEPTHOE HAYAJIO BCEJHEBHO M BCEYACHO HENPEPHIBHBIM
TBOPYECTBOM OOJIBIIUX U MaJIBIX KYJIBTOB, —KaX/IbI KYJIBT YK€ COOOpEH, MMOKa KB, XOTs ObI COEIUHSIT
TPOMX TOJBKO HIIH JBOMX CIYKHUTENEH, — U COOOPHOCTH BCIBIXMBAET HA MTHOBEHBE U FACHET OIISITh, U HE
MOKET MHOTOTOJIOBasl THIpa pa3aupaeMod BHYTPEHHHM MEXKJIO0YCOOMEM KyNbTyphl OOpaTHThCS B
COIVIaCHBIA KyJBT. [...] B mmyOune miyOuH, HaM He JocsraeMoi, Bce MBI — OJIHA CHCTEMa BCEJICHCKOTO
KpPOBOOOpAIIEHHUS, TUTAIOIIAS €JMHOE BCEUeIOBEYeCKoe cepare.”

17 According to Gogotishvili, Bakhtin visited Vyacheslav Ivanov twice in the sanatorium and in the room
where correspondence with Gershenzon took place, in the summer of 1920 (2014, p.6).

18 BOCHAROV, S.; MELIKHOVA, V.; MAKHLIN, B. Comments. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Creation
[Komentarii. Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo]. In: BAKHTIN, M. Collected Works (7 volumes).
Moscow: Russkie slovari, 2000, pp.428-543.
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highlighted as such by the author himself. (BAKHTIN, 2000, p.16). Bakhtin referred to
Ivanov's essay, Dostoevsky and the Novel-Tragedy (1911), but the implicit influence of
Ivanov's thought on Bakhtin's work is even greater (BOCHAROV et al., 2000, p.436).
Among the indirect references is, for example, the article Two Elements in Modern
Symbolism (1909), in which the concept of polyphony arises, extended to the entire
artistic sphere. Ivanov establishes the principles of art that emerged with the Renaissance:

unison, monologue and polyphony:

In the polyphonic chorus, each of the participants is individual and
subjective, but the harmonic reconstruction of the order of consonances
completely approves the objective rationality of this apparent
contradiction. The choir and the polyphony, the orchestra and the
church organ serve as a formal defense of musical objectivism and
realism against the invasion of the forces of lyrical and subjective free
will. The aesthetic pleasure caused by them is related to the tranquility
of our, if we can say so, musical awareness, through a conciliar
authority supported, in a consonant manner, by the voices and
instruments of general liveliness (IVANOV, 2005, p.207).2°

In Ivanov's conception, which evidently refers to that of Solovyov, the artist is
seen as a theurgist who, by contemplating the essence of existence (Soul of the World),
creates a new, more spiritual and elevated existence. However, Ivanov denies the idea of
the “artist-tyrant” that Nietzsche dreamed of, an overwhelming artist who will reevaluate
all aesthetic values and break the ancient taboos of beauty (IVANOV, 2005, p.199). His

artist-theurgist is, above all, a contemplator:

We think that the theurgical principle in art is a principle of least
violence and most susceptibility. Do not impose your will on the surface
of things, but prophesy and announce the sacred will of essences: this
is the artist's supreme teaching. [...] He will tune his ear and will start
to hear 'what objects (things) say' (IVANOV, 2005, p.199).

19 In the Portuguese translation consulted: “No coro polifonico, cada um dos participantes ¢ individual e
subjetivo, mas a reconstru¢do harmoénica da ordem das consondncias de maneira completa aprova a
racionalidade objetiva dessa contradi¢do aparente. O coro e a polifonia, a orquestra e o 6rgdo da igreja
servem como uma defesa formal do objetivismo musical e do realismo contra a invasdo das forcas da
vontade livre lirica e subjetiva. O prazer estético causado por eles € relacionado a tranquilidade da nossa,
se podemos assim dizer, consciéncia musical por meio da autoridade conciliar apoiada de maneira
consoante pelas vozes e instrumentos de animagio geral” (IVANOV, 2005, p.207).

21n the Portuguese translation consulted: “Nos achamos que o principio teurgico na arte € um principio de
menor violéncia e de maior suscetibilidade. Ndo impor a sua vontade na superficie das coisas, mas
profetizar e anunciar a vontade sagrada das esséncias: este ¢ o supremo ensinamento do artista. [...] Ele

LIEE)

afinard o ouvido e passara a ouvir ‘o que falam os objetos (as coisas)’.
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There is certainly a striking resemblance here to Bakhtin's polyphonic perspective,
within which the author is imperceptible and dissolves among the characters.

In the essay Dostoevsky and the Novel-Tragedy (1911),%! Ivanov takes up the
concept of sobornost (conciliatory spirit) and explains the crisis of modernity that was

expressed in the romanesque genre precisely because of the loss of that ideal:

In the Middle Ages, the individual did not conceive of himself in any
other way than within a hierarchy of conciliatory subordination to the
general structure that should reflect the hierarchical harmony of the
divine world; during the Renaissance, he broke with this celestial-
terrestrial agreement, felt alone and, in that arrogant solitude, saw
himself as his own beginning and his own end (IVANOV, 1916,
p.405).%

Although the concept of polyphony is absent here, there is a relationship between
the musical sphere and Dostoevsky's work which represents, for Ivanov, a renewal of the

novel as a genre:

Similar to a symphony creator, he [Dostoevsky] used its mechanism for
the architecture of the tragedy and applied to the novel a method
corresponding to the thematic and contrapuntal development of music,
the development through curves and transformations of which the
composer leads us to the perception and psychological experience of
the whole of the work as a certain unit (IVANOV, 1916, p.410).%2

The idea, inspired by Nietzsche, that Dostoevsky's novel is reminiscent of the
tragedy is rejected by Bakhtin, but he highlights Ivanov as the “first to grasp the structural
peculiarity of Dostoevsky's artistic world” (BAKHTIN, 2000, p.16).?* Ivanov's great

discovery, according to Bakhtin, consists in affirming that Dostoevsky's realism is based

2L SHESTOV, L. Dostoevsky and Nietzsche (Philosophy of Tragedy). [Dostoevsky i Nietzsche. Filosofiya
tragedii]. /n: Shestov, L. Collected works [Sobranie sochinenii], v. 3. Saint Petersburg: Shipovnik, 1911.
22 In Russian: “JIndHOCTH B CpejHHE BeKa He OIlylaja cebs HHaue, KAK B MEpapXHU COOOPHOIO
COTIOMYMHEHHS OOIIeMy YKJIaay, IODKEeHCTBOBABIIEMY OTPaXKaTh HEPApXHUECKYI0 TapMOHHIO MHpa
OO’KECTBEHHOTO; B OJIOXy BO3pOXIEHHs OHa OTOpBajach OT 3TOT0 HEOECHO-3EMHOTO COTIIacus,
MOYyBCTBOBaJIa ce0s1 OIMHOKOIO M B 3TOM HaJMEHHOM OJJMHOYECTBE CBOSHAYAILHOIO M CaMOLIEIbHOI0.”

23 In Russian: “TTo106HO TBOPIY cMM(OHUI, OH HCTIONIB30BAI €70 MEXAHU3M JUIs ApXUTEKTOHUKH TPAreIMu
Y IPUMEHHII K POMaHy METOJl, COOTBETCTBYIOLIMH TEMaTHYeCKOMY U KOHTPAITyHKTHYECKOMY Pa3BHTHIO B
MY3bIKE, — pa3BUTHIO, HW3IyYHHAMH M TPEBPALICHUSIMH KOTOPOTO KOMIIO3UTOP TPHBOJUT HAac K
BOCIIPUSATHIO M TICHXOJIOTMYECKOMY ITEPEXXHUBAHHUIO [IEJIOT0 IIPON3BE/ICHNS, KaK HEKOEro eIMHCTRA.”

24 In Russian: “BrepBble 0CHOBHYIO CTPYKTYPHYK OCOOEHHOCTh XYJIOKECTBEHHOIO MUpa Jl0CTOEBCKOIO
Hamrynai Bsaecnas MiBanoB.”
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on the method of penetration,?® thanks to which the alien self is affirmed, not as an object,

but as another subject. Bakhtin refers to the following passage:

The symbol of this penetration is an absolute affirmation, with all will
and reason, of the existence of others: “you are.” Under the condition
of this completeness of the affirmation of someone else existence,
which seems to exhaust the entire content of my own being, the
existence of others ceases to be alien to me, “you” becomes for me
another designation of my own subject. “You are” does not mean “you
are conceived by me as someone who exists,” but “your existence is
experienced by me as if it were mine” or “through your existence, |
know myself as someone who exists.” Es, ergo sum. It is clear that
altruism, as a morality, does not contain the integrity of this inner
experience: it takes place in the mystical depths of consciousness and
all morality is just a phenomenon that derives from that experience
(IVANOV, 1916, p.418).%8

However, despite recognizing Ivanov's discovery, Bakhtin concludes that this
theme is also possible in a novel of monological type, therefore the affirmation of other
people's conscience as an ethical-religious premise or theme of the work does not create
a new form, a new type of construction of the novel (BAKHTIN, 2000, p.16).

The ideal of union of all mankind, suggested by Solovyov and taken up by Ivanov,
was also dear to the philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev. Like Solovyov, Berdyaev is not
mentioned by Bakhtin, and probably for political reasons: in Dostoevsky: An
Interpretation (1921), there is an entire chapter devoted to the critique of socialism. The
book was published abroad in 1923, while its author was expelled from Soviet Russia a
year earlier, on one of the so-called philosophers' ships.

Berdyaev defined Dostoevsky's work as a Christian anthropology in which the
human being is the “sun of the world” (BERDYAEYV, 1923, p.36).2’ Like Mikhaylovsky
and Shestov, critics of Dostoevsky, Berdyaev points out Notes from Underground as a

watershed in the writer's work: “Starting with Notes from Underground a dialectic of ideas

25 In Russian: “npoHuKHOBeHME.”

%6 In Russian: “CHMBOJI TaKOTO MPOHHUKHOBEHHS 3aKJII0UAETCS B aOCOMIOTHOM YTBEPKIEHHH, BCEIO BOJIEIO
U BCEM pa3yMEHHUEM, Yy>KOTro OBITHS: “Thl ecH’. [Ipu yCcI0BUUM 3TOM IMONHOTHI YTBEPKACHUS TyHKOTO OBITHS,
MIOJTHOTEI, KaK OBl HCUEPITBIBAIOIICH BCE COICPIKAHIE MOETO COOCTBEHHOTO OBITHS, 4y>KO€ OBITHE TIEpECTaeT
OBITH 11 MCHS YYXHM, ‘ThI’ CTAHOBHUTCS JUISI MEHS APYTMM 0003HaYCHHUEM Moero cyobekTa. ‘Tl ecun” —
3HAUUT HE «THI TO3HACIIHCS MHOI0, KaK CYIIHii», a ‘TBOE OBITHE IEPESIKUBACTCS MHOIK, KaK MOEY, WIIH:
«TBOVMM OBITHEM 5 MO3HA0 cebs cymuMm’. Es, ergo sum. AnsTpynsm, Kak MOpaiib, KOHEYHO, HE BMCIACT B
cebe IEIOCTHOCTH 3TOTO BHYTPEHHETO OIBITA: OH COBEPIIACTCS B MHCTHYSCKUX IIIyOMHAX CO3HAHHUS, W
BCAKasg MOpaJib OKa3bIBACTCA IO OTHOMICHUIO K HEMY JIMIIb SIBJICHUEM l'IpOI/ISBOIIHI)IM.”

27 In Russian: “XpUCTHaHCKHI aHTPOHOIOrKU3M,” “COHLIE MUpa.”
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begins. He is no longer just a psychologist, he is a metaphysician, he studies in depth the
tragedy of the human spirit” (BERDYAEYV, 1923, p.24).28 However, if for other readers
Dostoevsky would have created the religion of suffering, for Berdyaev his religion was
freedom, since “Dostoevsky is interested, first of all, in the fate of man in freedom that
turns into self-will. That is where human nature is manifested” (BERDYAEYV, 1923,
pp.42-43).% According to Berdyaeyv, this nature is polar, antinomic and irrational (1923,
p.47) and in this he certainly comes close to Bakhtin's reading. However, his view of the
structure of Dostoevsky's work is entirely different. It is not a polyphonic construction, it

is centralized:

There is a great centralization in the construction of Dostoevsky's
novels. Everything is directed towards a central person and that central
person is directed towards everyone and everything. That person is a
mystery that everyone decipher (BERDYAEV, 1923, pp.37-38).%°

Like Merezhkovsky, Volynsky and Shestov, Berdyaev places Dostoevsky beside
Nietzsche in stating that both would have seen the crisis of humanism, after which only
two paths would remain: God-man or Man-God (1923, p.60). At the same time, he
questions the definition of Dostoevsky as being a cruel talent. For Berdyaev, this cruelty
results from the freedom that Dostoevsky gives his characters. Freedom that, taken to the
extreme, turns into voluntariness and results in a dubious and split character: “The
extreme of the split must result and personify itself in another 'T' of the human being, in
his inner evil, as a devil. The end of this split is revealed with genius force by Dostoevsky
in Ivan Karamazov's nightmare, in his conversation with the devil” (BERDYAEY, 1923,
p.111).3! Returning to Solovyov's thought, he affirms that Christianity is the religion of
love and true love is always directed towards others. When it is self-directed, the

individual suffers from mortal loneliness (BERDYAEYV, 1923, p.125). Although in some

28 In Russian: “C ‘3amicoKp U35 MOINONbI’ HAYWHACTCS TeHialbHAs MICHHAS JialeKTHKa JI0CToeBCKaro.
OHP yXe HE TOJNBKO IICHMXOJOI'b, OHb — MeTaQu3uKb, OHBb W3CTbAyeTh 10 TIyOWHBI Tparemito
yenoBbyeckaro myxa.”

2 In Russian: “JlocToeBcKaro MIPEeXJIe BCETO0 MHTEPECYeTh cyap0a dyenorbka B cBOOOAE, mepexoasmieii Bb
cBoesoiie. Bors rob odHapykuBaercs yenosbueckas npupona.”

% In Russian: “Bb KOHCTPYKIIiK pOMaHOBb J[OCTOEBCKATO €CTh OUEHb GOJIbIAs IEHTPATM30BaHHOCTL* Beh
U BCE YCTpE MJICHO Kb OZTHOMY IIEHTPaJIbHOMY 4elIOBLKY MM 3TOTH LEeHTpaNbHbIi 4enoBbKb ycTpeMieHb
ko BcbMb 1 Bcemy.”

31 In Russian: “Bb mpenbnab pasmBoeHis NOMKHO BBIABINTLCS M MEPCOHUPMIMPOBATLCS APYroe ‘s’
yenoBbka, €ro BHYTpEHHEE 3710, Kakb YOPThb. OTOTHh Npeabiib pas3aBOCHis Ch TEHIaNbHOW CHIION
obHapyxeHb JlocToeBckumsb Bb KommMaph VMiBana Kapamazosa, Bb pasroBopt ero ¢b 4opTs.”
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points these reflections resemble Bakhtin's interpretation, in Berdyaev's analysis they

remain in the ethical-religious field.

Plurality of Voices at the Beginning of Bakhtin’s Philosophical Thought

We have presented here some of Bakhtin's main interlocutors with regard to the
analysis of Dostoevsky's work from the perspective of religious philosophy. In addition
to this dialogue, one of the most important sources of the polyphonic idea in Bakhtin is
his moral philosophy formulated mainly in Toward a Philosophy of the Act, written
between 1918-1924 (GOGOTISHVILI 2014, p.2). As is well known, this book remained
unfinished, in manuscript fragments in which there are unreadable passages. According
to the book’s plan, outlined in the text itself, it should consist of an introductory part and
four more chapters, and the last (conclusive) part of which should deal with religion.
(GOGOTISHVILL 2014, p.1).

According to Liudmila Gogotishvili, thanks to the efforts of L. Deryugina and S.
Bocharov, it was possible to decipher some passages previously considered unreadable,
including the final part of the manuscript that contains a formulation that more
comprehensively expresses the primordial moral principle of Bakhtinian ethics. It is the
“absolute self-exclusion’ of the ethical subject of existence as a coexistence”
(GOGOTISHVILI, 2014, pp.3-4),%? which in turn takes up Christian motives since,
quoting Bakhtin's own words, “the world from which Christ departed will no longer be
the world he was never in, it will be fundamentally different,” that is, the Bakhtinian
principle of absolute self-exclusion can be similar to the departure of Christ
(GOGOTISHVILI, 2014, p.4).* The idea of sacrificing the self for the sake of others,
although only outlined in Bakhtin's first philosophical work, refers to the specific
authorial position described in the manuscript The Author and the Character in Aesthetic
Activity (1923-1924) and developed in the book on Dostoevsky.

32 GOGOTISHVILI, L. On a Possible Source of Bakhtin’s Polyphonic Idea. [O vozmozhnom istoke
polifonicheskoy idei Bakhtina]. In: Electronic Philosophical Journal Vox. Golos, v. 71, dezembro, 2014,
pp.1-18. Available at:https://vox-journal.org/content/vox17/Vox17-Gogotishvili.pdf Accessed on April 22,
2020.In Russian: “Ota ¢opmyna npegycMaTpuBaeT «aOCONIOTHOE CeOsS-MCKIIOYEHHE» ITHYECKOTO
cyOBeKTa U3 coOBITUS OBITHS.”

33 For reference, see footnote 27. In Russian: “Mup, oTkyza yien XpHucToc, yike He OyIeT TeM MUPOM, Tie
€ro HUKOT/a He OBLI0, OH MPUHIUIHAIHHO HHOH.”
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Dina Magomedova (2005, pp.7-8) is aware of the presence of different
interpretations of the concept of polyphony in the book on Dostoevsky: the first one is
represented by an ideal image of a choir that glorifies God and concerns Dostoevsky's
essayism and religious ideology, and the second one, not very peaceful and harmonious,
present in his work of fiction. This distinction is made by Bakhtin himself in the following

excerpt:

In general, the reconciliation and fusion of voices even within the limits
of a single conscience - according to Dostoevsky's project and
according to his main ideological premises - cannot be a monological
act, but it presupposes the communion of the character's voices with the
choir; but for that it is necessary to dominate and drown out their
fictional voices, which intermingle with the true human voice and
imitate it. In terms of Dostoevsky's social ideology, this resulted in the
demand for the fusion of the intelligentsia with the people: “Humble
yourself, proud man, and above all dominate your pride. Humble
yourself, idle person, and first of all work on your own land.” In terms
of his religious ideology, this meant joining the choir and exclaiming
“Hosanna” with everyone. In this chorus, the word is passed from
mouth to mouth in the same tones of glorification, joy and happiness.
However, in the context of his novels, the polyphony of these pacified
voices is not developed, but the polyphony of struggling and internally
split voices. The latter were no longer given in terms of their strictly
ideological aspirations, but in the social reality of that time. Social and
religious utopia, characteristic of his ideological positions, did not
absorb or dilute his objective-artistic vision (BAKHTIN, 2000, pp.152-
153).3

Thus, there are two polyphonies: a harmonious one, which represents an ethical-
religious ideal of Dostoevsky, and another one, present in his narrative, in which the

voices fail to find harmony, but, at the same time, each one is heard and valued.

3 In Russian: “Boo01ie IpIMHUpPEHNE U CIUSHHE FOJIOCOB JaXKe B IPeIeiax OQHOTO CO3HAHHUSA — O 3aMBICITY
JIOCTOEBCKOTO M COIIACHO €r0 OCHOBHBIM HJICOJIOTHYECKHAM MPEANOCHUIKAM — HE MOXKET OBITh aKTOM
MOHOJIOTHYECKIM, HO TpenojaraeT npuoOIIeHre Troyioca Tepos K XOpy; HO JJIS 3TOTO HEOoOXOIMMO
CJIOMHTH Y 3aTTyIINTH CBOM (DUKTHBHEIC TOJIOCA, IEPEOMBAOIIIE U TICpeIPa3HUBAIOIIIE UCTUHHBIN TOJIOC
yenmoBeka. B 1uiaHe oOIIEeCTBEHHOW HICONOTHH J[OCTOEBCKOTO 3TO BBUIMJIOCH B TPEOOBAaHWE CIMSHUS
MHTEJIUTeHUUMU ¢ HapoaoM: ‘CMuUpHCh, TOpAbIA 4YENOBEK, U MPEXKIE BCEro CIOMH CBOIO TOPJOCTD.
CMupuCh, Tpa3AHbIA YeNoBEK, W MPeXIEe BCEro MOTPYIUCh Ha HapoaHOW HuBE'. B miaHe ke ero
PENUrHO3HON MIEOJIOTUHU TO 03HAYaJ0 — MPUMKHYTh K XOpY U BO3MNIacuTh co BceMu ‘Hosanna!’. B atom
XOpe CJI0BO MepeaeTcs U3 yCT B YCTa B OAHUX U TEX e TOHAX XBaJjbl, paJloCTU U Becenbs. Ho B miane ero
POMaHOB pa3BepHyTa HE dTa MONU(OHUS MPUMHUPEHHBIX TOJI0COB, HO IOJU(GOHHS TOJOCOB OOPIOIIUXCS U
BHYTPEHHE PacKOJIOTHIX.”
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Conclusion

I tried to show, in this polyphonic panorama of the bibliography on Dostoevsky
of a philosophical and religious nature, the origins of the concept of polyphony that is
born in the dialogue with several scholars, Bakhtin's explicit and implicit interlocutors,
all driven in turn by Dostoevsky's work. There are recurring themes, such as the
comparison of Dostoevsky with Nietzsche and Tolstoy, and there are particular
discoveries. In each of the aforementioned authors we find ideas that dialogue with the
reading made by Bakhtin: the ideal of the universal union of Solovyov, Merezhkovsky,
\Volynsky and Ivanov confronted with the observation of the dark depths of the human
soul in the work of Mikhaylovsky and Shestov; the primacy of individuality and its
unfinished character, highlighted by Rozanov; the author's contemplative position,
observed by Ivanov, as well as the method of penetrating the alien self; the freedom of
choice that Dostoevsky attributes to the characters and which, in Berdyaev's conception,
manifests itself in their split character; the idea of extending the musical concept of
polyphony to the entire artistic sphere, suggested by lvanov; the Bakhtinian principle of
“absolute self-exclusion of the ethical subject of existence as a coexistence” that
originates in Bakhtin's own philosophy. Reflections on the future of culture, religion and
literature go hand in hand with these works.

The profound cultural changes and the crisis of faith found expression in other
fields of art, in addition to literature. For example, the best-known work of 19th century
Russian painting is Aleksandr Ivanov's monumental painting The Appearance of Christ
Before the People, completed in 1857. Contrary to what could be imagined by the title of
the painting, it is not the Christ who is in the foreground, but the people, and each one of
them is portrayed in countless details. The Christ, on the other hand, appears in the
background, distant, almost imperceptible. In another picture, Religious Procession in
Kursk Governorate (1883), by Ilya Repin, the spectator is inserted in the middle of a
procession composed of several characters taken by contradictory feelings that, in some
cases, have nothing to do with a religious devotion. The crisis of faith is also one of the
central themes of classical Russian literature, and precisely for this reason many of the
authors cited agree to affirm that Dostoevsky and Tolstoy foreshadowed the beginning of

a new era in Russian and universal culture. However, Bakhtin transfers this discussion
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from the ethical to the aesthetic plane: for him, Dostoevsky's discovery consisted of the
creation of a new type of novel in which polyphony is not a religious ideal but a principle

of artistic construction.
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