
8 e city as narrated space

Spatial practices and the narrative of the
Russian city

Pavel Lyssakov

In her book, Space, the City and Social Theory (2005), Fran Tonkiss discusses
approaes to the study of “how individuals engage with urban spaces at the
levels of perception, memory and agency.” ese levels form three central
“spatial stories” that feature different themes: “(1) the impact of urban life on
human consciousness; (2) the city’s relation to memory, dream and
perception; and (3) the role of people’s everyday practice in making space in
the city.” e three spheres of resear are connected with the names of their
pioneers: Georg Simmel, Walter Benjamin, and Miel de Certeau (pp. 113–
14).

If we apply these approaes to the study of the city in Russian literature,
we are not likely to find Simmel’s theories very productive, for instead of the
notions of estrangement and dissociation so important for him and
crystallized in the term “the blasé aitude” (Simmel 1950, pp. 413–15), we
shall more oen deal with engagement and interaction. De Certeau (1984)
offers an interesting model that treats a pedestrian as a speaker, a narrator of
a spatial story, and therefore allows talk of “spatial syntax” (pp. 115–16);
however, he has not offered any detailed case studies of how it could be
applied. Furthermore, Tonkiss mentions that “De Certeau can easily be



criticized for his tendency to get misty-eyed over the ordinary user, engaged
in the commonplace heroics of crossing to walk on the sunny side of the
street” (p. 129). At the same time, when it comes to Benjamin, his flâneur

type can be found in Russian literature as early as in Moscow at the time of
Napoleonic wars, not to mention Gogol’s so-called Petersburg Tales of the
1830s. Eoes of Benjamin’s view of the city as a complex site of perception
and memory, expressed in the work “A Berlin Chronicle” and running
through the Arcades Project, can be found in many studies devoted to the
Russian city and its literature, St. Petersburg, in particular.
ese approaes to the study of the city are informed mostly by Western

experience, both when it comes to theoretical sources and to the cities
themselves. To compensate for that, Anna Lisa Crone and Jennifer Day have
outlined and developed another, fourth, aspect of the spatial story in whi
“the poet identifies himself powerfully with a space, be it a private room, an
imperial square or prospekt (avenue), or an aritectural monument.” In My

Petersburg/Myself they point out that this “phenomenon of the writer’s
identification of his ‘self’ – individuality, body, psye – with urban spaces,
while not exclusive to Petersburg literature, is one of its salient
aracteristics in the twentieth century” (Crone and Day 2004, p. 1).

In the following apter I take this “fresh look” approa even further.
Without working specifically within any of the aforementioned frameworks
and methodologies, I have osen to observe the behavior and
representation of the aracter within the space of the city as found in a
number of works that form the canon of Russian classical literature. How do
aracters move? How do they interact with ea other? How are their
actions and movement (and, therefore, the development of the narrative)
structured and motivated? How is the aracter placed within various spaces
of the city, and to what extent do these spaces determine the movement, the
plot, and the semantic structure of the text at large? Finally, how do
aracters themselves perceive the space of the city? Every spatial practice is

a story, to paraphrase de Certeau’s saying.1 Within the limitations of my
current format, I only address major works of the canon and focus on



several significant cases that can be considered landmarks in the
development of urban spatial sensitivity in Russian literature.
ere is an established tradition of taking N.M. Karamzin’s short story

“Poor Liza” (1792) as a starting point in the discussion of the development of
Russian classical prose (Toporov 1995, p. 7). To a certain extent this can be
applied to the discussion of the literature of the city. Robert Maguire
mentions in his “e City” that the story is exemplary of sentimentalism:
“Nature came to be identified as the locus of vitality and authenticity; the
city, of artificiality, incincerity, and deception” (Maguire 1998, p. 23). Still,
except for the nature-civilization diotomy, the narrative potential of the
city is lile employed in the story. One brief scene stands out when Liza,
who lives on the outskirts of Moscow and who has been seduced and
abandoned by the nobleman Erast, sees his carriage on a city street. She
follows it and finds herself in his courtyard and then in his private study

(kabinet), only to be given some money and seen to the front gate.2

A later work also set in Moscow marks an important development in the
literature of the Russian city. is is how Konstantin Batiushkov explained
his intention: “in passing, traveling from one house to another, from feast to
feast, from dinner to dinner, I shall write down several remarks about the
city and the mores of its inhabitants without keeping any connection or
order” (Batiushkov 1934, p. 297). Indeed, Batiushkov’s “A Stroll around
Moscow” (Progulka po Moskve, 1811–1812) is not exactly spatial, i.e.,
physical and following a specific route, rather it is topographical, descriptive,
and “mental.” Its genre could be defined as “protofeuilleton,” the term Julie
Buler applies to Batiushkov’s later literary stroll set in St. Petersburg, “A

Stroll to the Academy of Arts” (Progulka v Akademiiu Khudozhestv, 1814).3

e narrator mentions major landmarks, depicts their atmosphere (“in the
Kremlin everything is quiet, everything has somewhat important and
peaceful look; on Kuznetsky bridge everything is in motion” (Batiushkov
1934, p. 298)), and indulges in the physiognomic sket:

Let us stop at the confectionary’s aer that… . Here we see a great
accumulation of Moscow smart dressers ( frantov) in lacquered boots,



in wide English fro-coats, and in spectacles or without spectacles, and
uncombed or combed ones. is one, of course, is English: with an open
mouth he looks at a wax doll. No! he is Russian and was born in Suzdal.
Well, but this one is Fren … No … Well, then this one is German, this
pale tall man who entered with a beautiful lady? You are wrong! He too
is Russian, and only his youth he spent in Germany. At least his wife is
a foreigner: she can hardly speak Russian. You are wrong again! She is
Russian, my dear friend.

(Batiushkov 1934, p. 300)

As seen in this quote, the narrator also goes inside places. Besides the
confectionary’s he visits a fashion boutique, bookstores, private residences.
In shops he describes customers and merandise, in homes – the owners
and members of the household, and some details of the interior.

Batiushkov’s next literary stroll is even less of a physical movement
through the city: aer a walk past the Admiralty, the narrator and his two
friends enter the Academy of Arts, and the stroll turns into a discussion of
art. e Moscow stroll is connected more closely with Alexander Pushkin’s
Eugene Onegin (1825–1831) and Nikolai Gogol’s “Nevsky Prospect” (1835).
Pushkin’s novel employs the effect of a mental walk in its descriptions of St.
Petersburg; Gogol’s tale has elements of a feuilleton and physiognomy, and
even further exploits the formula “nothing is what it seems” that Batiushkov
used in his “Stroll around Moscow,” as seen in the quote.

Pushkin: spaces, places, and movement

Apollon Grigoriev once said that “Pushkin is our everything” (Grigoriev
1915, p. 10). When it comes to the use of space and urban spatial awareness,
Pushkin may not be the key figure, but two things need to be mentioned:
first, Pushkin provides an important link between the earlier use of cityspace
in Russian literature and later developments, and second, in Pushkin’s works
we can find the germs of many examples of the use of space to be found in
Russian literature aer him.



Eugene Onegin continues the tradition of Batiushkov’s “strolls”: places are
associated with certain activities and certain social types. e image of the
city corresponds to the portrayal of the protagonist and reflects his (and
oen also the narrator’s) habits and point of view. Topography is mentioned
too: the banks of the Neva (Pushkin 1995, p. 5), the Summer Gardens (“Letny
Park”) where tutors and governesses walk the ildren of the nobility (p. 6),
and Nevsky Boulevard where the protagonist walks about “bedeed in
broad-brimmed Bolivár” (p. 10). Nevsky is still a pedestrian circulation spot
rather than a transportation route, and Onegin’s strolling is not presented as
a goal-oriented activity. Petersburg is a city of interiors where the
protagonist spends his time – be it a restaurant, a ballroom, or his own
“dressing room” (kabinet), and of the cultural commentary and associations
of its ever-present narrator. And so Onegin’s activities are associated with
places, and most times these places are interiors inhabited by certain social
types and actual historical aracters. Notably Eugene moves around by
coa; he even drives to Nevsky – where he strolls – and aer it gets darker,
he once again drives away to the place where he is going to dine that
evening:



Figure 8.1 St. Petersburg. Aleksandrinsky eater with Nevsky Prospect in the forefront. Early 19th

century.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

He calls a sleigh as daylight’s dimming;
e cry resounds: ‘Make way! Let’s go!’
His collar with its beaver trimming
Is silver bright with frosted snow.
He’s off to Talon’s, late, and racing,
ite sure he’ll find Kaverin’s pacing;
He enters – cork and bole spout!
e comet wine comes gushing out,
A bloody roastbeef’s on the table …

(p. 11)

Compare with the theater:

e theatre’s full, the boxes glier;
e restless gallery claps and roars;
e stalls and pit are all ajier;
e curtain rustles as it soars.
And there … ethereal … resplendent,
Poised to the magic bow aendant,
A throng of nymphs her guardian band,
Istomina takes up her stand.
…

As all applaud, Onegin enters –
And treads on toes to rea his seat;
His double glass he calmly centres
On ladies he has yet to meet.

(p. 13)



In Chapter Eight, when Onegin is ba in St. Petersburg in both main scenes
we once again see him in the interiors – at the ball and at Tatiana’s, during
their private conversation. Needless to say he does not walk to Tatiana’s
residence: “He quit one sparkling morn and sprinted/ Along the Neva’s bank
by sleigh” (p. 206).

The Bronze Horseman (1833) continues the traditional topographical use
of space. e author mentions that Evgeny lives in Kolomna, then a lower-
class/lower middle-class multi-ethnic suburb (Pushkin 2004, p. 121), while
his fiancée Parasha’s “flimsy coage” stands on Vassilievsky Island “close to
the seashore – almost where the Gulf ran in” (p. 124), another not-so-upscale
neighborhood. ese places are certainly shown as a contrast to the
glamorous and solemn areas of “Peter’s square” and the Palace square.
Further exploration of cityspace is also undertaken in the tale. The Bronze

Horseman opens with the famous scene: “Upon the brink of the wild stream/
He stood, and dreamt a mighty dream./ He gazed far off” (p. 118). On the
surface, the words “I v dal’ gliadel” may indeed mean only looking far away,
although it is difficult to dismiss here a metaphor of time, too (i.e., he was
looking into/seeing the future; he had a plan for the future). Once we recall,
however, that Nevsky Prospect takes its name from “perspective” (originally
“Nevskaia pershpektiva”), a more complex underlying structure is invoked.
e word “perspective” actually has both senses, spatial and temporal, whi
we have mentioned, but let us consider the fact that in 1737 – soon aer
Peter’s death (and almost immediately aer the fires of 1736–37) – the linear
plan for the development of the central part of the city was adopted and by
the early 19th century fully implemented. e Admiralty was the point
where the three “perspectives” originated: the first or the Nevsky
perspective, the second or Central perspective, and the third, renamed as the
Voznesensky perspective as early as 1738. It happens so that just a couple
stanzas further down when Pushkin describes the city aer “a century went
by” he mentions “Admiralty’s needle” (p. 119). If we consider that Peter was
a very tall man, the parallel becomes even more striking: a century ago he
was standing there looking afar, and now the actual “perspectives” have



been laid out emerging from a single point where one of the tallest
constructions in the city stands.

Man’s design and nature’s whim form an important diotomy, and it is
set out at the very beginning, but it is important to trace how the structure
foreshadows the future conflict. e notion of perspective is further
underscored by the mention of a window: “here Nature destines us to throw/
out over Europe a window” (p. 118). While the window serves as a spatial

point of exange, a “portal,”4 it is also connected with notions of light and
looking. If we recall that windows have frames and that the frame, the basic
instrument for drawing the Albertian perspective, helps simulate a window
view, the metaphor becomes even more complex. And so, when during the
flood “the waves, malicious, like thieves, burst in through windows” (p. 122),
we are reminded that it is the waves (volny), by whi Peter stood dreaming
of taming them, and that the very windows whi were meant to bring the
light of order now serve as portals of access for the unruly water.



Figure 8.2 “A century went by …” A bird’s-eye view of St. Petersburg from the North, with the

Admiralty and the three perspectives in the center and the Senate Square with the Bronze

Horseman to the right (1862).

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

The Bronze Horseman also introduces the vertical axis: it is mentioned
that the tsar is on the balcony, i.e., above his suffering subjects: “Tsar
Alexander … came out on the balcony …/ Deep in thought/ he gazed with



sorrow and confusion,/ gazed at the wre the floods had wrought” (p. 123).
e tsar, of course, is not endangered by the flood: his position of security is
paralleled by his position in the power hierary, as a higher position on the
vertical scale. In fact, it is the possibility of “pulling himself up” in space that
saves Evgeny’s life, for he is able to mount one of the lions by the newly
built Lobanov-Rostovsky building. Higher position in space once again
parallels higher position in social hierary in the famous scene when
Evgeny allenges the Bronze Horseman (or perhaps Peter himself)
obviously standing on the ground and looking up. e correspondence of
hierary of power and position in vertical space will be preserved later
when Evgeny runs, believing he is ased by the Bronze Horseman.

Evgeny is hardly a dandy; he “tastes no enjoyment of wealth or fashion’s
world” (p. 121), but he too moves around on foot in the fashionable central
area of the city. He is a flâneur, in the more modern generic understanding
of the term as “a moving body and a devouring eye in the city” (Tonkiss
2005, p. 125), and his constant wandering at some point leads him to the
Bronze Horseman. eirs is an encounter that could have taken place
between two humans: the Bronze Horseman’s humanity is both implied by
the author. who refers to the statue as “the Tsar” and “horseman” or “rider”
(vsadnik), and by Evgeny himself, who talks to the statue thus endowing it
with human qualities. e encounter leads to a conflict that eventually
brings about the protagonist’s death. e immediate outcome is another
important spatial activity that can take place between two living beings – a
ase, that may or may not have happened in reality but certainly did in
Evgeny’s mind.

An encounter in a public space of the city of two aracters who are this
time both humans takes place in another of Pushkin’s works – “e History
of the Village of Goryukhino” (1830). Its narrator, Ivan Petrovi Belkin – an
aspiring young writer, the future “author” of “e Tales of Belkin” – happens
to be in St. Petersburg on government business, while still a cadet. He works
at the Headquarters (Glavnyi shtab) and drops by a lile coffee-house
nearby (presumably the Wolf and Beranger confectionery, famously
frequented by men of leers). Once he overhears a conversation between



two customers, who recognized the author B.5 among the visitors. Belkin
becomes agitated:

I rushed to pay my bill and without waiting for the ange dashed into
the street … looking all around I spoed the pea-green overcoat in the
distance and set off aer it along Nevsky Avenue, half-running. Aer a
few paces I suddenly felt I was being stopped – I looked round and
there was a Guards officer pointing out to me that I should not have
knoed him off the pavement, when the correct thing was to stop and
stand to aention. Aer this reprimand I was more careful; … At
length, at the Anikin Bridge, I caught up with the pea-green overcoat.
‘May I enquire,’ I asked, saluting, ‘if you are that Mr B. whose fine

articles I have had the pleasure of reading in the Amateur of

Enlightenment?’
‘No sir,’ he replied. ‘I am not a writer, but an aorney. But I know ***

very well; only a quarter of an hour ago I met him at the Politseisky
Bridge.’

(Pushkin 1998, p. 79)

e scene has several important elements connected with spatial
interaction. First, once again, we have a “ase” involving two aracters –
this time the protagonist follows rather than is being followed as it was in
The Bronze Horseman. Second, the ase by Belkin of the writer B. is
interrupted by an encounter with another person, whom Belkin nearly
knos off his feet. Importantly, this physical encounter brings into the
picture the issue of hierary: the officer is of a higher rank than cadet
Belkin and should be treated appropriately during an encounter in public
space. Finally, a new type of interaction is introduced, a mistaken identity:
the man whom Belkin addresses turns out to be the wrong person (and
represents another profession too). e possibility of su interaction is
specific to the public space of the city, for when contained in a controlled
and limited private space, all the persons present are presumably introduced,
or at least know ea other’s identity in most cases.



Figure 8.3 St. Petersburg. Police (Politseisky) Bridge across River Moika. Early 19th century.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Gogol: spatial interaction and the plot

It is tempting to say that Gogol introduces into the narrative the play with
the fourth dimension in the opening of his “Nevsky Prospect,” for he talks
about anges that take place over the course of a day – from “the very
earliest hours of morning” until the dark. He, therefore, moves on the
temporal axis seemingly without anging the spatial coordinates, or at least
remaining in the locality of Nevsky. What Gogol definitely does in this story,
however, can be best described as the introduction of another type of
collective movement in the narrative – the circulation.

Aer presenting the general picture of circulation, the narrator zooms
into the crowd and focuses on two pedestrians who become his protagonists
– Lieutenant Pirogov and the artist Piskarev. e young men are here on
purpose: they are using the city and its famous circulation spot to their
advantage. ey are here to look, and they seek a possibility of an encounter.
In other words, they are genuine flâneurs. Two-dimensional, directional



“surface” movement will be employed by the narrative very soon: ea of
the aracters will have a ance encounter with women, who will become
their objects of desire, and follow them. Both women are moving away from
Nevsky, and that introduces the topographical motif and the obvious
diotomy, city center vs. the outskirts.

Figure 8.4 Nevsky Prospect. e building of the Dut ur circa 1835 by Sütz.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Alina Wyman (2007) recently mentioned in connection with “Nevsky
Prospect” that “in novels of urban mystery a male protagonist is typically
lead away from the city center, whi represents familiar, inhabited space,
into the city’s less explored areas by a beautiful woman,” and thus the story
complies with the “distinct ‘morphology’ of the 19th-century city novel” (pp.
745–6). Notably both women in Gogol’s story are associated with somewhat
marginal groups of population, the brunee is a prostitute and the blonde,
although she is married to a respectable middle-class artisan, belongs to an



ethnic professional community of expatriate Germans. e off-standard
associations of the objects of desire correspond to their off-center residence
and eventually develop in the narrative into the discrepancy between the
expected and the actual, whi leads to conflicts, with a tragic ending for the
artist and a comic one for the Lieutenant. ere is another interesting aspect
in the ange of locational status of the aracters as a result of the pursuit
of their objects of desire: in both cases they end up not only in a location
away from the city center, but find themselves in closed three-dimensional
spaces (“containers”). ese enclosures (the brothel in the case of the artist
and the tinsmith’s apartment in the case of the Lieutenant) are neither
public spaces nor are they the protagonists’ private quarters, and therefore
they are beyond their powers.
e possibilities of movement are further explored in other Petersburg

Tales. e first and the second parts of “e Nose” begin in private enclosed
spaces – the homes of the barber Ivan Yakovlevi and Major Kovalev,
respectively. e aracters are then driven into the public space, where they
make a series of movements and have various encounters (a reversal of the
situation in “Nevsky Prospect”). e desires that drive them out into the city
and the relationships with “the object” are also of a new kind: in the case of
the barber, he wants to get rid of the object, not to aain it; in the case of
Kovalev, he is not looking to acquire something, but he wants to get ba his
legitimate part, something he owns that went missing. e use of movement
as a metaphor for desire is developed even further in “e Overcoat”: Akakii
Akakievi Bashmakin makes a series of trips to the tailor Petrovi even
before the object of desire materializes, just to talk about his future overcoat:

At least once every month he would call on Petrovi to talk about the
coat, asking where the best place was to buy cloth, whi colour he
should get and how mu he should pay. Aer these visits he would
come home happy, if a lile troubled, but content with the thought that
soon the time would come when he could actually make the purase
and the coat would be ready.

(Gogol 1995, p. 128)



Another case of relationship with the object of desire – Kovalev’s
encounter with his fugitive body part in the Kazan Cathedral – is
undoubtedly an homage to Pushkin:

‘How can I approa him?’ thought Kovalyov. ‘To judge by his uniform
and hat he must be a state councillor. What the devil should I do?’
… ‘My good sir… ’ said Kovalyov in a dignified tone, ‘As a maer of

fact I find your words hard to comprehend… . It all seems quite plain to
me… . Or do you wish… . e point is, you’re my very own nose!’
e nose looked at the major and gathered its brows in a slight

frown.
‘You are mistaken, my good sir. I am a person in my own right.

Furthermore there cannot be any close relations between us, for to
judge by the buons on your uniform you must serve in the Senate, or
perhaps in the Department of Justice. Whereas I am in the Academy.’

(Gogol 1995, pp. 43–4)

Gogol here adds a twist to the original situation: unlike in the case of Belkin
who ased the author B., this encounter is accidental, while the “identity
mistake” explanation is just a sly tri on the part of Kovalev’s interlocutor,
for the major knows that there can be no mistake.

Dostoevsky: “contained” individuals and
“contained” thoughts

Vassily Rozanov was the first to note the following regarding Gogol’s
heritage:

According to a well-known point of view, all our modern literature
takes its origin in Gogol. It would be more correct to say that, as a
whole, it appeared as a negation of Gogol, a struggle against him. It
flows out of him if we take a look from the outside (s vneshnei storony),
compare artistic devices, forms and subjects. Like Gogol, all the



subsequent authors, Turgenev, Dostoevsky, Ostrovsky, Gonarov, L.
Tolstoy, deal only with real life, and not with the one created in
imagination (‘e Gypsies’, ‘Mtsyri’), with situations, in whi we all
find ourselves, with relations we all enter. But if we look from the
inside, if we compare the contents of Gogol’s art (tvorchestvo) with the
art of his so-called followers, we cannot but see the diametrical
opposition between them. To be sure, his and their glance was similarly
directed toward life, but what they saw and showed in it has nothing in
common with what he saw and showed. Does not the subtle
understanding of the inner motions of a person make up the most
sharp, most permanent and distinguishing feature of all our writers?
Behind the actions, the situations, the relationships, everywhere in their
works we see the human soul as the hidden motor and the creator of all
visible facts. Its anxiety, its passions, its falls and its enlightenment –

this is what makes up the subject of their permanent aention.6

(Rozanov 1989, pp. 49–50)

Surprisingly (or not so surprisingly), Dostoevsky who, according to
Rozanov, did not come out of Gogol’s overcoat but rather “negated” him by
endowing the lile man with the inner world, does the same for narrative
spaces. His first big literary aievement, Poor Folk (1845), whi made
Belinsky claim that “a new Gogol has arisen” (Mirsky 1958, p. 182), is a
novel in leers that not only takes us inside “the human soul” of its two
main aracters, Makar Devushkin and Varen’ka Dobroselova, but also
physically puts them inside closed three-dimensional spaces (containers).
While the two protagonists tell ea other stories that include movements
about town, events happening at work (Makar) or family flashbas
(Varen’ka), we should never forget that they are actually siing in their
domestic interiors over a sheet of paper. Furthermore, even though “looking”
at the interlocutor also takes place, it does so through the windows (portals)
from the enclosed space of their domestic interiors: Makar’s “corner” in the
kiten and Varen’ka’s room. is seing is outlined from the very
beginning of the novel:



My precious Varvara Alexyevna,
I was happy yesterday, immensely happy, impossibly happy! For once

in your life, you obstinate person, you obeyed me. At eight o’clo in
the evening I woke up (you know lile mother, that I love a lile nap of
an hour or two when my work is over). I got out a candle, I got paper
ready, was mending a pen when suddenly I anced to raise my eyes –
upon my word it set my heart dancing! So you understood what I
wanted, what was my heart’s desire! I saw a tiny corner of your
window-curtain twited ba and caught against the pot of balsams,
just exactly as I hinted that day. en I fancied I caught a glimpse of
your lile face at the window, that you were looking at me from your
lile room, that you were thinking of me.

(Dostoevsky 2007, p. 1)

All earlier mentioned features are present here: the mention of interior
closed spaces, separation and distance, exange – in the form of leers and
glances. To be sure, Varen’ka’s ildhood memories can take us as far as the
countryside, while Makar can relate the story of his trip to the money-lender
on the Vyborgsky side, but we always have to keep in mind that the
aracters at the time of telling the stories are situated in separate
enclosures.

Most solars agree that Notes from the Underground (1864) contains in
embryonic form many of the moral questions that will be raised in
Dostoevsky’s later works. It also serves as a good example of the
correspondence between space and the inner world of the aracter in
Dostoevsky. e work consists of two parts, clearly different in their subject
maer: the first one presents the hero’s thoughts and can be called
ideological and psyological; the second one is action-driven and
introduces plot lines that require interaction with other people. It is implied
that the location of the protagonist – the Underground Man – during his
reflections is his home, his room, a “wreted, horrid one in the outskirts of
the town” (Dostoevsky 1992, p. 3). At the same time, we are literally in his
head prey mu all through Part One (“Underground”), until at the very



end he mentions the wet snow falling outside, whi is clearly a pretext for
calling the second part “À Propos of the Wet Snow.” And out into the cold he
goes, leaving his enclosure for open spaces where physical and social
interaction takes place:

One night as I was passing a tavern I saw through a lighted window
some gentlemen fighting with billiard cues, and saw one of them
thrown out of the window. At other times I should have felt very mu
disgusted, but I was in su a mood at the time, that I actually envied
the gentleman thrown out of the window – and I envied him so mu
that I even went into the tavern and into the billiard-room. ‘Perhaps,’ I
thought, ‘I’ll have a fight, too, and they’ll throw me out of the window.’
… An officer put me in my place from the first moment.
I was standing by the billiard-table and in my ignorance bloing up

the way, and he wanted to pass; he took me by the shoulders and
without a word – without a warning or explanation – moved me from
where I was standing to another spot and passed by as though he had
not noticed me. I could have forgiven blows, but I could not forgive his
having moved me without noticing me.

(pp. 33–4)

is physical absence of recognition, whi reflects rank issues, and is
thus all the more insulting, triggers desire for physical encounter as a
revenge whi takes our protagonist to the Nevsky – where else:

Aer my affair with the officer I felt even more drawn there than
before: it was on the Nevsky that I met him most frequently, there I
could admire him. He, too, went there iefly on holidays. He, too,
turned out of his path for generals and persons of high rank, and he too,
wriggled between them like an eel; but people, like me, or even beer
dressed than me, he simply walked over; he made straight for them as
though there was nothing but empty space before him, and never,
under any circumstances, turned aside. I gloated over my resentment



wating him and … always resentfully made way for him. It
exasperated me that even in the street I could not be on an even footing
with him.

(p. 36)

Public city spaces, it appears once again, are not just locations where
circulation takes place; they are also places where social hieraries and,
therefore, anxieties of rank are soundly present. And so, aer special
preparations, our hero goes to the Nevsky to avenge himself by means of a
“spatial duel,” only to lose once again:

But I must confess that aer many efforts I began to despair: we simply
could not run into ea other. I made every preparation, I was quite
determined – it seemed as though we should run into one another
directly – and before I knew what I was doing I had stepped aside for
him again and he had passed without noticing me.

(p. 38)

Almost accidentally, aer several aempts the protagonist finally succeeds
in his plan:

I closed my eyes, and we ran full tilt, shoulder to shoulder, against one
another! I did not budge an in and passed him on a perfectly equal
footing! He did not even look round and pretended not to notice it; but
he was only pretending, I am convinced of that.

(Ibid.)

e situation obviously re-enacts the scene in Pushkin’s “Goryukhino,” when
young Belkin accidentally bumps into an officer, yet Dostoevsky adds a twist
to it, as he oen does with his predecessors’ motifs: this time the officer does
not put the protagonist in his place, whi only underscores the

protagonist’s lileness.7 Furthermore, aer the protagonist’s intentional
“running into” the officer, the laer would not notice him still, suggesting
that the protagonist is not merely insignificant but rather non-existent. It is



also important to note here that never in Pushkin or Gogol, or even in earlier
Dostoevsky did the hierarical confrontation get so physical.

Part Two of Notes from the Underground can be broken into three
thematic segments: the story about the officer, the incident with his friends,
and the situation with the prostitute Liza. With ea of them he has certain
hierarical relations (the officer is of higher rank, his friends are his peers
who somewhat look down on him, and the prostitute is below him on the
social scale). In terms of spatial interaction, the remaining other two
segments are neither innovative nor any peculiar in terms of referring to
other authors’ motifs, while they do take place in the interiors and present
conversations.

Most of Dostoevsky’s novels are “ideological,” and his heroes are carriers
of one or more ideas. e development of ideological narrative in the novel
requires for ideas to have “life,” to transform into actions and to partake in
an ideological exange. “e hero in Dostoevsky is a man of the idea,” as
Mikhail Bakhtin put it (Bakhtin 1984, p. 85). It is, therefore, the heroes’
actions (interactions) in space that allow this life and exange of ideas to
happen. Bakhtin also notes that “the ‘Underground Man’ is already an
ideologist. But the ideological creativity of Dostoevsky’s aracters reaes
full significance only in the novels; there, the idea really does become almost
the hero of the work” (p. 78).

It is the seminal novel Crime and Punishment (1866) that will introduce
this new aracter-idea tandem. It is connected with Notes from the

Underground and presents themes and motifs, including those related to
spatial relations, that will appear in all of Dostoevsky’s subsequent novels.

Dostoevsky introduces the notion of idea from the very first lines of the
novel. At the same time, spatial maers are also of primary concern, and we
can see the link between spatial and ideological maers, when movement is
no longer a metaphor of desire but rather of thought:



Figure 8.5 Nevsky Prospect in the winter. 19th century.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

On an exceptionally hot evening early in July a young man came out of
the garret in whi he lodged in S. Place and walked slowly, as though
in hesitation, towards K. bridge.

He had successfully avoided meeting his landlady on the staircase.
His garret was under the roof of a high, five-storied house and was



more like a cupboard than a room. e landlady who provided him
with garret, dinners, and aendance, lived on the floor below, and
every time he went out he was obliged to pass her kiten, the door of
whi invariably stood open. And ea time he passed, the young man
had a si, frightened feeling, whi made him scowl and feel ashamed.
He was hopelessly in debt to his landlady, and was afraid of meeting
her.
is was not because he was cowardly and abject, quite the contrary;

but for some time past he had been in an overstrained irritable
condition, verging on hypoondria. He had become so completely
absorbed in himself and isolated from his fellows that he dreaded
meeting not only his landlady but anyone at all. He was crushed by
poverty, but the anxieties of his position had of late ceased to weigh
upon him. He had given up aending to maers of practical
importance; he had lost all desire to do so. Nothing that any landlady
could do had a real terror for him. But to be stopped on the stairs, to be
forced to listen to her trivial, irrelevant gossip, to pestering demands for
payment, threats and complaints, and to ra his brains for excuses, to
prevaricate, to lie – no, rather than that, he would creep down the stairs
like a cat and slip out unseen.
is evening, however, on coming out into the street, he became

acutely aware of his fears.
‘I want to aempt a thing like that and am frightened by these

trifles,’ he thought, with an odd smile. ‘Hm … yes, all is in a man’s
hands and he lets it all slip from cowardice, that’s an axiom. It would be
interesting to know what it is men are most afraid of. Taking a new
step, uering a new word is what they fear most… . But I am talking
too mu. It’s because I aer that I do nothing. Or perhaps it is that I
aer because I do nothing. I’ve learned to aer this last month,
lying for days together in my den thinking … of Ja the Giant-killer.
Why am I going there now? Am I capable of that? Is that serious? It is
not serious at all. It’s simply a fantasy to amuse myself; a plaything!
Yes, maybe it is a plaything.’



e heat in the street was terrible: and the airlessness, the bustle and
the plaster, scaffolding, bris, and dust all about him, and that special
Petersburg sten, so familiar to all who are unable to get out of town
in summer – all worked painfully upon the young man’s already
overwrought nerves. e insufferable sten from the pot-houses,
whi are particularly numerous in that part of the town, and the
drunken men whom he met continually, although it was a working day,
completed the revolting misery of the picture. An expression of the
profoundest disgust gleamed for a moment in the young man’s refined
face. He was, by the way, exceptionally handsome, above the average in
height, slim, well-built, with beautiful dark eyes and dark brown hair.
Soon he sank into deep thought, or more accurately speaking into a
complete blankness of mind; he walked along not observing what was
about him and not caring to observe it. From time to time, he would
muer something, from the habit of talking to himself, to whi he had
just confessed. At these moments he would become conscious that his
ideas were sometimes in a tangle and that he was very weak; for two
days he had scarcely tasted food.

He was so badly dressed that even a man accustomed to shabbiness
would have been ashamed to be seen in the street in su rags. In that
quarter of the town, however, scarcely any shortcoming in dress would
have created surprise.

(Dostoevsky 2000, pp. 1–2)

e very first sentence of the novel refers to Raskolnikov’s leaving the
closed space of his room with a determination to do something. While in the
Notes, the hero spends the whole Part One thinking and in Part Two he is
interacting with other people, in Crime and Punishment, the hero had been
thinking before, while the novel begins with his leaving his lodging and
stepping out into the city. At the same time, this spatial model parallels the
relationship idea-action associated with the Underground Man’s behavior
and motivation. e second and third paragraphs refer to meeting somebody
in a public space – this time, on a staircase. ough it is not related to the



exange of ideas, it still exploits the earlier numerous examples of public
space encounters – desired, undesired, ance encounters, and planned ones.
One detail, the kiten door on his way, will be further used in the story, for
Raskolnikov will have to pass it unnoticed to hide in his room aer the
murder.
e fourth and fih paragraphs recap the motif of coming out into the

street with a pre-conceived intention to act (“coming out into the street,” “I

want to aempt a thing like that”).8 e sixth paragraph is a description of a
circulation spot. is is, however, a circulation spot (kommunikatsiia) of a
new kind. While it is evocative of Gogol’s Nevsky, it may be considered a
deliberate rewriting of the Nevsky of Gogol’s Petersburg Tales, of the brief
episode in Pushkin’s “Goryukhnino,” or even of Dostoevsky’s own The

Double and Notes from the Underground. e action is taking place in a
hitherto-unexplored part of town, its lower depths, the outskirts of the Hay
Market (Sennaya), and so the social types and their interaction are shown as
aracteristic of “that part of town.” e beginning of the next paragraph,
whi concludes our quote, seems to underscore the association with
Gogol’s “Nevsky Prospect,” by the obviously deliberate reference to

Raskolnikov’s dress and to being “seen in the street.”9

Later on in Part One, while the hero plans the murder, his preparations
are manifested in a sequence of actions and movements in urban space,
whi are inseparable from the train of his thought, as he is being confirmed
in his decision. Aer his “rehearsal” visit to Alena Ivanovna (the exploiter),
Raskolnikov stops by a tavern. In the tavern he meets Marmeladov, who
briefly tells him about his life and, most importantly, about his daughter
Sonia who was forced to become a prostitute to provide for the family. Later
Raskolnikov takes Marmeladov to his place and meets his ildren and wife.
ese are the very exploited and humiliated ones, for whom he will do “that
thing.” When Raskolnikov reads the leer from his mother, the imaginary
space of the story is, of course, his hometown, but the actual space of the
development of his idea (and, therefore, of the action) is his head. e
connection he makes is obvious: Dunia’s engagement to Luzhin aer her
unfair treatment in Svidrigailov’s house is a light version of Sonia’s sacrifice.



He further on thinks about the exploiters of the poor folk, Svidrigailovs and
Luzhins. On “K–” (Konnogvardeisky) Boulevard, he noticed a drunk teenage
girl and a “plump, thily set man, about thirty,” who would “apparently
have liked to approa her with some object of his own.” Raskolnikov
immediately associates him with Svidrigailov and tells him to leave the girl
alone (Dostoevsky 2000, pp. 42–3). And yet another encounter in public
space pushes Raskolnikov to the final decision: at the Hay Market he
overhears a conversation between Alena Ivanovna’s sister Lizaveta and her
acquaintances, and learns that Lizaveta will not be home the next day
around 7 o’clo in the evening. Chance meetings and overhearing are
common urban social practices, aer all.

Another su ance overhearing, important for the plot, happened six
weeks before the murder aer Raskolnikov made his first visit to the
pawnbroker and stopped by a tavern aerwards. ere he overheard a
conversation between an officer and a student about the old lady and
Lizaveta. Before this conversation, as Raskolnikov just stepped into the
tavern, it is mentioned that “a strange idea was peing at his brain like a
ien in the egg, and very, very mu absorbed him” (“strannaia mysl’

naklevyvalas’ v ego golove, kak iz iaitsa tsyplenok”) (p. 57). A spatial
metaphor is once again used to illustrate the life of an idea. Just as ideas
dwell in one’s head, a hero, absorbed by an idea, occupies an enclosed space,
where he is le to his reflections. For the idea to be realized, the carrier of
the idea has to leave the enclosed space and physically go out. And once the
idea has been carried out (in our case, the murder), the hero returns into the
enclosed space of his room, only to be le once again with his conscious and
subconscious ideas, his conscience and his fears dwelling inside his head.

Dostoevsky, whether consciously or not, has entered the territory of
contemporary cognitive theory. Mark Johnson, in his influential The Body in

The Mind (1987), points out the significance of “containment” as a physical,
in general, and bodily practice that is connected with human cognition and
experience of the world around:



Our encounter with containment and boundedness is one of the most
pervasive features of our bodily experience. We are intimately aware of
our bodies as three-dimensional containers… . From the beginning, we
experience constant physical containment in our surroundings… . We
move in and out of rooms, clothes, vehicles, and numerous kinds of
bounded spaces. We manipulate objects, placing them in containers
(cups, boxes, cans, bags, etc.).

(p. 21)

Dostoevsky is probably the first in Russian literature to become acutely
aware of what cognitive theorists call “in-out orientation,” whose
experiential basis is spatial boundedness (Ibid.). To be sure, we can find
enclosures (mostly flat, i.e., two-dimensional) and topographic diotomies
in Russian literature before Dostoevsky, particularly in Gogol, whose uses
draw heavily on folklore. What is so remarkable is that, while cognitive
theorists underscore the bodily-spatial experiences as an indispensable
means of developing and practicing the thought process, Dostoevsky
actually uses spatial metaphors when speaking about thought processes and
ideas.

Movement – in, out, and across different types of spaces – will take place
in the remaining parts of the novel, just as in Dostoevsky’s later novels. Still
it is worth noting that Part One of Crime and Punishment provides a very
compact illustration of Dostoevsky’s use of urban space, be it St. Petersburg
or a provincial town: spatial interaction and movement of aracters go
hand in hand with the interaction of ideas and movement of thought, whi,

in the end, drives the development of the plot.10

Bely’s Petersburg: organized spaces and
destructive ideas

e next major step in the narrative use and rethinking of the urban space of
Russian literature was undertaken by Andrei Bely in his novel Petersburg



(1916). As a modernist, Bely is not concerned with the constructive exange
of ideas that results in synthesis or coming to a solution. Rather, he is
interested in fragmentation, disintegration, and destruction. e novel is set
during the first Russian Revolution, in the fall of 1905, and this historical
baground allows well to explore su themes. Spatial awareness in the
novel is made clear in the very first lines (parodic of Gogol’s “Nevsky
Prospect”). Yet this awareness is introduced only to be later undermined –
aesthetically, philosophically, and literally – since the revolutionary act of
violence in the novel Petersburg will be realized as a murder aempt on the
life of one of its main aracters by means of placing in his house a bomb
that will physically explode.
e semantic space of the novel is built around one major diotomy, that

of aos and order, whi is then actualized in more specific oppositions and
is illustrated by various geographical, topographical, and other spatial
representations. e seing is given as early as in the Prologue, where the
notion of entity is presented in connection with the Russian Empire. e
whole is composed of parts, and the composite nature poses the implicit
dialectical danger to the entity of the Empire:

Our Russian Empire is a geographical entity, whi means: a part of a
certain planet. And the Russian Empire comprises: in the first place –
Great, Lile, White and Red Rus; in the second – the realms of Georgia,
Poland, Kazan and Astrakhan; in the third, it comprises… . But – et
cetera, et cetera, et cetera.

Our Russian Empire consists of many towns and cities: capital,
provincial, district.

(Bely 1995, p. 1)

Later in the novel the uneven and conflicting nature of St. Petersburg’s own
parts will be addressed, but at this point, in the Prologue, another important
mention is made, whi is a recognition of the spatial and social function of
its main street, as well as a reference to Gogol’s Nevsky: “e Nevsky
Prospect possesses a striking quality: it consists of space for the circulation



of the public; … In the evening the Nevsky Prospect is illuminated by

electricity”11 (Ibid.).
Bely is not only well aware of Petersburg’s literary legacy, but he openly

exploits it, as he later showed in detail in his The Craftsmanship of Gogol

(1934). While Bely’s use of Gogolian, Pushkinian, and Dostoevskian motifs
and imagery is oen rather obvious even without his explanations, his use of
space is innovative, in the sense that he borrows and recombines the spatial
uses of his great predecessors to speak about the space of Petersburg as a
whole. Just as the title of his novel underscores its subject as the whole city,
some of the literary references are present as early as in the Prologue. us
the passage “e Nevsky Prospect is rectilinear (speaking between ourselves)
because it is a European prospect; and every European prospect is not
simply a prospect” (Bely 1995, pp. 1–2) is certainly an invocation of the lines
from The Bronze Horseman about a window to Europe, and of the complex
reference to Nevsky as a perspective (line) originating at the site of the
Admiralty, and also as a “line” of Peter’s vision of the city, whi we
discussed earlier. Both Peter and the Bronze Horseman will, of course, be
invoked more than once later in the novel.

Finally, a purely geometrical allusion is used to highlight the notion of the
not-so-closed entity: that of an encircled dot that still communicates with
the outside:

Whatever the truth of the maer, Petersburg not only seems to us, but

also does exist – on maps: as two lile circles12 that sit one inside the
other with a bla point in the centre; and from this mathematical
point, whi has no dimension, it energetically declares that it exists;
from there, from this point, there rushes in a torrent a swarm of the
freshly printed book; impetuously from this invisible point rushes the
government circular.

(p. 2)

is important opposition – that of the center and periphery – parallels the
other ones important for the semantic construction of the novel, the West vs.



the East and order vs. aos:

e carriage, meanwhile was flying to Nevsky Prospect.
Apollon Apollonovi swayed on the satin cushions of the seat; he

was separated from the street scum by four perpendicular walls; thus
was he detaed from the crowds of people flowing past, from the
drearily sodden red wrappers of the eap journals that were being sold
at that crossroads over there.

Planned regularity and symmetry calmed the senator’s nerves, whi
were stimulated both by the roughness of domestic life and by the
helpless circle of the revolution of our wheel of state.

By a harmonic simplicity were his tastes distinguished.
Most of all did he love the rectilinear prospect; …
e senator’s soul was seized by inspiration every time his lacquered

cube cut across the line of the Nevsky like an arrow; …
And there there were – the lines: the Neva, the islands …
… For long years the Orthodox folk caroused here with a ghost: a

mongrel race arrived from the islands – neither human beings nor
shadows, – seling on the boundary between two worlds that were
alien to ea other.

Apollon Apollonovi did not like the islands: the population there
was industrial, coarse; a human swarm of many thousands plodded its
way in the mornings to the many-imneyed factories; and now he
knew that the Browning circulated there; and a few other things as
well… .

Apollon Apollonovi did not want to reflect any further: the restless
islands must be crushed, crushed!

(pp. 14–16)

Apollon is named aer the Greek God of sun, beauty, and reason, who is
also the patron of arithmetic. In his personal life he likes mathematical order
and the safety of closed geometrical spaces, su as the cube of his carriage.
It is only natural then for him to find comfort in the linear order and the



integral quality of the central part of the city (whi for him is “the City”)
and to dislike the islands whi are marginal, fragmented, and furthermore
even physically separated from the central part of the city by the water. St.
Petersburg’s outskirts and sometimes islands (if we recall Pushkin-Titov’s
“e Lonely House in the Vassilievsky”) have long stood for the mysterious,

criminal, and alien.13 In Petersburg, however, outskirts are not just a place of
disorder where a person from the city’s ordered center can get into trouble.
Geographical signification in the novel is reinforced by social and political
connotations: the islands are the home of underprivileged urban classes who
constitute the social base of the revolution, i.e., of aos. It is from one of
these islands – Vassilievsky – that “raznochinets” Dudkin will emerge, who
will bring the suspicious “sardine tin” to Apollon’s house (another safe and
ordered enclosed space) – the bomb that is intended to bring literal aos
into his home and life by means of physical explosion. Notably the sardine
tin is a container itself, a container of a destructive force in our case (“Not a
sardine tin, but a sardine tin of dreadful contents!” (p. 315)).
e container model is further developed in Petersburg. Whereas

Dostoevsky, as we remember, compared human dwellings with the human
head only implicitly, Bely uses a direct metaphor when he talks about
Apollon Apollonovi:

He would even have aracterized his own house with laconic brevity,
a house whi for him consisted of walls (forming squares and cubes),
cut-through windows, parquets, airs, tables; aer that – the details
began.
… Behind the slammed door, there turned out to be no drawing

room: there turned out to be … cerebral spaces… .
e house – the stone colossus – was not a house: the stone leviathan

was the senatorial head.
(p. 37)

In addition, throughout the text Bely refers to Apollon’s head as “cranium”

(cherepnaia korobka) (Bely 1916, pp. 10, 40, 64), i.e., a container, whi only



underscores the author’s awareness of the spatial-corporeal model of
thought. e earlier mentioned geometrical allusions help draw parallels
between the respective political powers of Apollon Apollonovi and of
Peter the Great, the founder of St. Petersburg with its linear planning.
Another su parallel is the senator’s capacity for “cerebral play,” whi is
his means of creating reality, whether it be political reality shaped by his
circulars or even the aracters within the novel (Dudkin). St. Petersburg,

“the most premeditated city on Earth,”14 is a product of Peter’s “cerebral
play.” Dudkin’s aempt at blowing up the senator in his house, home of
Apollon’s cerebral play, can then be seen as an aa on the very idea of St.

Petersburg, on its conception and inception.15

e raznochinets Dudkin who represents Vassilievsky Island, a source of
disorder and aos, is also a literal agent of disorder and aos, for he brings
the bomb to the Senator’s house. Both aspects have been rightly noted by
Anna Lisa Crone and Jennifer Day (Crone and Day 2004, pp. 105–6). ere is
still another important element of aos symbolized by Dudkin’s appearance
in the Senator’s house: the notion of displacement. Dudkin does not belong
in Ableukhov’s mansion; his very appearance in it violates the social and
topographical order, and can be seen as another instance of the disruptive
agency of the fragmented islands.

It would be fiing to recall at this point, that of all Russian classics no one

influenced Bely as mu as Gogol.16 Just as in his earlier works, particularly
in the novel The Silver Dove (1909), Bely actively uses Gogolian motifs and
devices in Petersburg. Robert Maguire (1994) mentions in his analysis of
Gogol’s “Diary of a Madman” that spatial displacement in Gogol oen
corresponds to mental displacement (madness) (pp. 56–7). is displacement
is reflected in the main aracter Poprishin’s fantasies of geographical
(horizontal) and hierarical (vertical) displacement, in the delusion that
they take him to Spain, where he is King, while he is actually taken to an
asylum. It is also reflected in Poprishin’s desire to be in a place he does not
belong (the boudoir of his boss’s daughter), the desire he physically realizes
at some point in the story. Dudkin’s violation of spatial order by appearing
in someone else’s private space in Petersburg is not only a reflection of his



la of respect for order in general (as a revolutionary, and therefore an
agent of aos) but also a precursor of literal madness. e climax of his
madness is the murder of the police agent Lippanenko, aer whi Dudkin
sits astride the corpse of his victim and stretes out one of his hands. is
posture, whi reproduces the posture of the Bronze Horseman (and for that
maer also alludes to Evgenii in Pushkin’s tale, who climbs on a marble lion
during the flood), has a very different meaning in Bely. Pushkin’s lile man
Evgenii both tragically and comically reenacts the statue while trying to
save his life and is by all means Peter’s victim. e rebel Dudkin represents
an antithesis to Peter; his desire to destroy (i.e., undermine the existing
order, displace) is an active response to reason and creative will personified
by the founder of Petersburg and his statue. Yet in the end Dudkin falls
victim to his own destructive impulses.

Figure 8.6 e Senate Square and the Bronze Horseman statue. Postcard, early 20th century.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Bely’s vision of Petersburg and the use of its myth and its space is,
therefore, two-fold. He underscores their completeness by revitalizing the
story of the city’s creation, its composition and “map,” its literary and



historical motifs and contexts. Building up on all that, he cannot but sear
for new ways of further exploring the city. e modernist cultural code and
the revolutionary historical events of his time do not fail to offer him a new
method, aracterized by sensitivity towards destabilizing forces,
dismemberment, and destruction. is method reveals itself in various
artistic teniques Bely employs, su as play with separate phonemes and
sound combinations, elliptical syntax, aracterization by detail, open
discussion of aos and disorder, and finally, in the treatment of space, as
has been shown here.

Andrei Bely’s Petersburg is thus a good way to complete our discussion of
how Russian literature discovered and utilized cityspace, from its creation to
destruction. To be sure, many later novels will employ the imagery and
notions developed by earlier Russian literature of the city, and the
Petersburg text in particular. Evgenii Zamiatin will even use Bely’s
Petersburg model (both of the city and of the novel) in his We (1921), as
Maguire and Malmstad (1992) have shown. e orderly and geometrically
structured city-state (One State) is literally surrounded by a wall (the Green
Wall), outside of whi the forces of aos (read “Nature”) reside. ese
forces will seek to bring unrest to the state; the civil unrest will be connected
with physical destruction; there will also be a bomb; and it will explode. e
only major spatial innovation in We, however, is the addition of the glass
cupola above the dystopian city, whi makes it a three-dimensional
container, rather than a two-dimensional surface enclosure, aracteristic of
Bely’s city. Yet even in Bely, if we take into account the presence of the
Flying Dutman and thus the appropriation of Petersburg’s sky by the
narrative, as a top surface, we shall have to anowledge the container-like
quality of the city itself. At the same time Zamiatin introduces the glass
cupola not so mu for the sake of exploring the cityspace as a container, but
as a reference to Chernyshevsky’s Crystal Palace and a way to revitalize the
famous Dostoevskian ideological argument against it in the Notes from the

Underground. And just as Bely’s bomb planted in the Senator’s house
symbolized the move to destroy the very idea of Petersburg, the bomb in We

is designed to destroy the very idea of scientifically organized happiness.



Once again, intentions precede the construction of spaces while other
intentions precede their destruction.

Just as Zamiatin soon aer the revolution takes his narrative of the city,
largely based on the Petersburg tradition, away from Petersburg, the
Bolsheviks in 1918 moved their capital to Moscow. Moscow gradually
becomes the main city of the new Russian literature and a place of residence
for many established and aspiring Russian authors. Some of them will move
there from St. Petersburg (then Petrograd, later Leningrad), and others will
oose to sele there on returning from emigration. Even provincial cities
will now be treated like “lile Moscows” in the new narratives. Still, the
codes of the Petersburg text will oen be employed, as happens, for example,
in the town of Boris Pilnyak’s The Naked Year (1921) with its Kitai-gorod,
surrounded by the wall, whi allows the narrative to employ the notion of
enclosure, while also discussing the co-existence of Eastern and Western
elements in Russian culture.

Bely, who aer emigration himself moves to Moscow, will make an
aempt at exploring this city too, in his novel Moscow (1926). e novel,
however, will not offer mu more than recycling his earlier familiar
descriptive and language teniques. Furthermore, while an important
feature of Bely’s method was drawing on the previous literary tradition,
Moscow does not lend itself to the same uses as Petersburg. e very story
of its foundation, its structure, the la of geometrical order and its “organic”
rather than planned development, along with the literary and cultural
tradition whi treats it as an antithesis to Petersburg – all that contributed
to Bely’s failure to present this city in Moscow the way he succeeded with
Petersburg in his Petersburg.

While the exploration of the Russian cityspace reaes its climax in Bely’s
Petersburg and is mated perhaps only by the city-state of We, whi is
tenically not a Russian city, another feature may come to mind when we
think of post-revolutionary Moscow. One of the aracters of Mikhail
Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita (1928–1940) mentions in passing “the
fih dimension” in connection with Satan’s Ball that is able to host several
hundred guests in a tiny Moscow apartment. At a closer look, the term



appears to be just a metaphor for the workings of dreams, the mind,
memory, and internal personal freedom. History, memory, and the great
Russian literary tradition that goes far beyond the Petersburg text form the
driving force behind Andrei Bitov’s post-modern masterpiece The Pushkin

House (1971). e integrity of the city no longer needs to be allenged:
Petersburg in the novel is never perceived as a whole; its fragmentation is
only underscored by free association with various historical times and
narratives, both actual and fictional. e title, whi takes its name from the
name of the Institute of Russian Literature in St. Petersburg, refers to a
concrete building, a place that houses the myths and the specters of the
Russian literary tradition, whi in turn becomes one of the main subjects of
the novel.

While literature is an illustration of the workings of the mind, and spatial
practices are an important element of cognitive activity, it is not by ance
that the literature of the Russian city with time developed an awareness of
cityspace. is awareness gradually made possible the vision of the city as a
whole and of its boundaries. It also prompted the desire to break free from
the limitations of the city’s boundaries and enclosures. is desire pushed
authors to sear for other dimensions in their vision and expression of the
city. Urban forms of life are still with us, so we can only expect the authors’
“cerebral play” to be further implemented in their explorations.

Notes

1 “Every story is a travel story – a spatial practice.” (de Certeau 1984, p. 115)

2 is situation will be replayed by Alexander Pushkin in “e Postmaster” (1830): in Petersburg

Samson Vyrin visits the officer who seduced his daughter and took her to the city, where she

now lives as a dame of the demi monde. e officer, Minsky, gives him money and tells him not

to come ba. In both cases the scenes take place in the closed private space of the wrongdoer:

the visitor is first let inside, a brief statement regarding the new order of things is made, aer

whi the person is given money and is taken outside.



3 “e Petersburg feuilleton of the 1840s and beyond anowledged its debt to travel literature

through the use of a confiding narrator who resembled the first-person persona of 18th-century

leers and travel notes. In the feuilleton’s case, however, travels could remain within one’s own

city; they could even be limited to a particular neighborhood or street.” (Buler 2005, p. 97)

4 e term “portal” has been extensively used by Hilary P. Dannenberg (2008) in her Coincidence

and Counterfactuality: Plotting Time and Space in Narrative Fiction, University of Nebraska

Press, Lincoln and London.

5 B. is believed to be Faddei Bulgarin, just as the pea-green color of his overcoat is a reference to

the police department, of whi he was an informer. (Pushkin 1998, p. 184)

6 Translation is mine – P.L.

7 Even though the Underground Man is tenically not a “lile man” proper (he is a collegiate

assessor, like Major Kovalev in “e Nose”), he is likened to one not only through his anxiety of a

pey clerk, but also by various motifs and comments. e mention of the lunatic asylum and

“the King of Spain” (Dostoevsky 1992, p. 32) links him to the madman Poprishin from “Diary

of a Madman,” “Gogol’s Leutenant Pirogov” is mentioned aer the insult at the tavern (p. 34), and

before allenging the officer in the street he es on his overcoat, and though the garment is

in good condition, he decides to ange the collar and, just as Akakii Akakievi from “e

Overcoat,” seles on eap but new fur – German beaver, in his case (p. 37).

8 Robert Maguire (1998) mentions that in The Bronze Horseman when discussing Peter’s dream of

the future city Pushkin “rehearses the eighteenth-century idea that intention is father to the

deed” (p. 24). us Dostoevsky’s connection idea-deed here and earlier in Notes from the

Underground continues the tradition of the Petersburg text.

9 Compare in “Nevsky Prospect”: “Anyone ancing on Nevsky Prospect will be dazzled by the

infinite variety of hats, dresses, and scarves, wispy and brightly hued, whi will sometimes

retain the affections of their owners for two whole days on end… . Nowhere do people greet one

another with bows so noble, so laing in constraint, as they do on Nevsky Prospect.” (Gogol

1995, p. 6)

10 For a more detailed account of the possibilities of “spatial ploing” in literature see Hilary P.

Dannenberg (2008, pp. 65–85).

11 Italics are mine – P.L. e notion of evening illumination was also underscored by Gogol in

“Nevsky Prospect,” when he wrote about the street-lamps (Gogol 1995, pp. 35–6).

12 In Russian – “kruzhok” – thus the word play “circle”/”circular” is not intended.



13 For a detailed account of Gogol’s treatment of Petersburg’s outskirts see Krivonos, V. S. 2000, ‘K

probleme prostranstva u Gogolia: peterburgskaia okraina,’ Izvestiia Akademii Nauk. Seriia

Literatury i Iazyka, tom 59, №2, pp. 15–22.

14 In the original: ‘’umyshlennyi.” In Constance Garne’s translation: “the most theoretical and

intentional town on the whole terrestrial globe” (Dostoyevsky 1992, p. 4)

15 Maguire and Malmstad mention that the bomb that explodes in the senator’s house breaes “by

extension, the entire city in Petersburg” (Maguire and Malmstad 1992, p. 187)

16 Bely states in The Craftsmanship of Gogol that his prose “revived the sool of Gogol in the

twentieth century” (Bely 1934, p. 309).
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