
Mimetic Lives

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Northwestern University Press
Studies in Russian Literature and Theory

Series Editors
Caryl Emerson
Gary Saul Morson
William Mills Todd III
Andrew Wachtel
Justin Weir

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Mimetic Lives

Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and  
Character in the Novel

Chloë Kitzinger

 Northwestern University Press / Evanston, Illinois

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Northwestern University Press
www .nupress .northwestern .edu

This publication was made possible with a generous subvention from the Rutgers 
Research Council.

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. Published 2021. All rights 
reserved.

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Kitzinger, Chloë, author.
Title: Mimetic lives : Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and character in the novel / Chloë 

Kitzinger.
Other titles: Studies in Russian literature and theory.
Description: Evanston, Illinois : Northwestern University Press, 2021. | Series: 

Northwestern University Press studies in Russian literature and theory | Includes 
bibliographical references and index

Identifiers: LCCN 2021018397 | ISBN 9780810143968 (paperback) | ISBN 
9780810143975 (cloth) | ISBN 9780810143982 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Tolstoy, Leo, graf, 1828– 1910— Criticism and 
interpretation. | Tolstoy, Leo, graf, 1828– 1910— Characters. | Dostoyevsky, 
Fyodor, 1821– 1881— Criticism and interpretation. | Dostoyevsky, Fyodor, 
1821– 1881— Characters. | Characters and characteristics in literature.

Classification: LCC PG3412 .K58 2021 | DDC 891.73/30927— dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021018397

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



For my parents, with gratitude and love

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Acknowledgments ix

Introduction Mimetic Life as Narrative Illusion 3

Chapter One Dinner at the English Club: Character  
on the Margins in War and Peace 27

Chapter Two “A Novel Needs a Hero . . .”: Dostoevsky’s  
Realist Character- Systems 67

Chapter Three “A Living Matter”: The Doubled  
Character- System of Anna Karenina 97

Chapter Four The Eccentric and the Contemplator:  
Family Character in The Brothers Karamazov 125

Afterword  155

Notes 161

Bibliography 217

Index 237

Contents

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



ix

I  H A D  T H E  rare good fortune to begin work on this book 
as a doctoral student at the University of California, Berkeley. My greatest 
thanks to Irina Paperno, for her extraordinary scholarship and intellectual 
generosity; to Eric Naiman, for sharing the delight of literary discovery; and 
to Dorothy Hale, for asking me so many questions that I am still trying to 
answer. I’m grateful for their advice, conversation, and friendship, as well as 
that of other teachers and mentors at Berkeley: Ronelle Alexander, Ian Dun-
can, Catherine Gallagher, Luba Golburt, Joachim Klein, Lisa Little, Olga 
Matich, Anna Muza, Anne Nesbet, Johanna Nichols, Harsha Ram, and the 
late Viktor Zhivov. Discussions at Slavic Kruzhok and Townsend Center for 
the Humanities Fellows meetings shaped the project and provided invalu-
able feedback on parts of the argument.

I was equally fortunate to pursue this project as a postdoctoral fellow 
in the Princeton Society of Fellows, and then to find an exciting and collegial 
professional home in the Department of German, Russian, and East Euro-
pean Languages and Literatures at Rutgers University. At Princeton, I would 
like to thank Susan Stewart and Mary Harper for the transformative schol-
arly community they created and all the postdoctoral and faculty fellows for 
making it a space of lively exploration. My particular thanks to the Slavic 
Department (especially Caryl Emerson, Ilya Vinitsky, and Michael Wachtel); 
to Deborah Nord and Esther Schor; and to Nijah Cunningham, Stefan Eich, 
Grace Helton, and Monica Huerta. At Rutgers, I am grateful for the conver-
sation, friendship, and advice of colleagues in and beyond my department, 
especially Emily Van Buskirk, Martha Helfer, Pavel Khazanov, Cori Ander-
son, Nicola Behrmann, Daniel Brooks, Tom Dyne, Lauren Goodlad, Re-
gina Karl, Michael Levine, Fatima Naqvi, Andy Parker, Alexander Pichugin, 
Nicholas Rennie, and Janet Walker. I also thank the students whose ideas 
and questions have enriched and challenged my thinking about the writers 
in this book.

I gratefully acknowledge the financial and practical support the project 
has received: at Berkeley, a Dean’s Normative Time fellowship and a dis-

Acknowledgments

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Acknowledgments

x

sertation completion fellowship from the Mabelle McLeod Lewis Memo-
rial Fund; at Princeton, a Perkins- Cotsen Postdoctoral Fellowship; at LMU 
Munich, a short- term fellowship with the International Doctoral Program 
Mimesis; and at Rutgers, a semester’s leave from teaching through the Fac-
ulty Sabbatical Leave Program and a subvention from the Rutgers University 
Research Council.

Sections of every chapter have benefitted from presentation at 
 AATSEEL, ASEEES, ACLA, and MLA conferences and at the Slavic 
Alumni Conference at UC Berkeley; special thanks to all the participants in 
the “Mimesis” stream at AATSEEL. I am grateful to the following colleagues 
for other opportunities to present the project: Galina Alekseeva (Iasnaia Po-
liana); Riccardo Nicolosi, Tobias Döring, and Christopher Balme (LMU 
Munich); Nancy Ruttenberg (Stanford University); Robin Feuer Miller 
(Brandeis University); and Ilya Kliger and Anne Lounsbery (NYU).

I would like to thank Trevor Perri, Gary Saul Morson, and everyone 
at Northwestern University Press who expertly shepherded this book into 
print (and Jessica Hinds-Bond for the splendid index). Warmest thanks to 
the press’s readers, Yuri Corrigan and Alex Woloch, for their attentive and 
illuminating responses to the manuscript and sound advice on revising it. An 
earlier version of chapter 1 appeared in the Slavic and East European Jour-
nal as “Dinner at the English Club: Character on the Margins in War and 
Peace” (vol. 61, no. 2 [2017]: 311– 30). Thanks to the editor for permission 
to reprint and to Irene Masing- Delic and the anonymous reviewers for their 
thought- provoking questions.

Finally, I want to thank the many other colleagues who have re-
sponded to portions of this book or who guided work that later became rele-
vant to it. They include Carol Apollonio, Anna Berman, Katia Bowers, Peter 
Brooks, Lindsay Ceballos, Mikhail Dolbilov, Karsten Harries, Kate Hol-
land, Zach Johnson, Ilya Kliger, Michael Kunichika, David Kurnick, Emma 
 Lieber, Deborah Martinsen, Susan McReynolds, Robin Feuer Miller, Ric-
cardo Nicolosi, Donna Orwin, Vadim Shneyder, Sasha Spektor, Amir Tevel, 
and Ilya Vinitsky. I’m enduringly grateful to Chiara Ricciardone, Tatyana 
Gershkovich, Greta Matzner- Gore, and Jillian Porter for writing exchanges 
that have sustained both progress and excitement. Thanks to librarians at 
UC Berkeley, Northwestern, Princeton, and Rutgers for their invaluable 
assistance— and heartfelt thanks to Jeffrey Brooks, who generously fur-
nished a copy of the cover image during a summer when libraries worldwide 
were closed.

Writing this book would have been dreary work without friends in 
Berkeley and New Jersey, especially Katy Sosnak and Kostas Goulas, Irina 
Kogel, Lily Scott, and Tom Dyne. It would have been impossible without 
my family— especially my sister Beatrice Kitzinger (who long ago gave me a 
copy of Auerbach’s Mimesis with a prophetic inscription) and brother- in- law 

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Acknowledgments

xi

Charlie Barber; my mother- in- law Mel Shedlock; and my parents Elizabeth 
and Adrian Kitzinger, who inspired and encouraged my earliest adventures 
with nineteenth- century novels and to whom this book is gratefully dedi-
cated. There are no words to thank my husband Jordan Shedlock, whose 
love has carried me through its writing; or our daughters Nadezhda and 
Talia, who are just beginning to discover both characters and language, and 
whose exuberance makes them new again.

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Mimetic Lives

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



3

Introduction

Mimetic Life as Narrative Illusion

[Tolstoy] notices the blue or red of a child’s 
frock; the way a horse shifts its tail; the sound 
of a cough; the action of a man trying to put 
his hands into pockets that have been sewn up. 
And what his infallible eye reports of a cough 
or a trick of the hands his infallible brain refers 
to something hidden in the character so that we 
know his people, not only by the way they love 
and their views on politics and the immortality 
of the soul, but also by the way they sneeze 
and choke. Even in a translation we feel that 
we have been set on a mountain- top and had 
a telescope put into our hands. Everything is 
astonishingly clear and absolutely sharp. Then, 
suddenly, just as we are exulting, breathing 
deep, feeling at once braced and purified, some 
detail— perhaps the head of a man— comes at 
us out of the picture in an alarming way, as if 
extruded by the very intensity of its life.
— Virginia Woolf

W H AT  M A K E S  S O M E  characters seem to be so real?
In the Poetics, Aristotle conceived of narrative poetry as a fiction: the 

plot structure created by the representation of an action, with the power to 
intellectually and emotionally engage an audience regardless of its fidelity to 
factual truth.1 With this idea, the mimetic narrative gains two opposing faces; 
it becomes both “world reflecting” (depicting a world knowable outside 
itself) and “world creating” (forming a world of its own that temporarily re-
moves its audience from everyday life).2 Thus understood, the term mimesis 
(representation) brings together a set of foundational questions— originating 
with Plato and continuing through Derrida, Ricoeur, and beyond— about 
verisimilitude, form, and aesthetic response. A mimetic work of art draws us 
in partly thanks to its own formal properties, but it engages interpretive cate-
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gories and strategies grounded in daily life and so also makes extra- aesthetic 
claims on the person experiencing it. How does one kind of engagement 
intensify or interfere with the other? What does an audience bring to the 
experience of a fiction, what can they carry away from it, and what belongs 
to the moments of captivation inside particular fictional worlds?

The realist novel was a dominant mimetic art form of nineteenth- 
century Europe, and of all its devices, it is character that most sharply awak-
ens the tension between the inward and outward faces of mimesis.3

Paradoxically blending “utter embeddedness and radical detachabil-
ity,” realist characters claim both a reality within and a reality outside the 
act of reading.4 They belong to the fictional world that the captivated reader 
creates, according to the instructions and within the frame of the narra-
tive. But they also offer images of human existence that stand out from this 
frame, available to be related to what the reader knows, believes, or does in 
the course of her everyday life.

In this book, I trace the technical sources and practical limits of the 
mimetic illusion of character in the novel, through readings of major works 
by Fyodor Dostoevsky and Leo Tolstoy. Although many novels invite similar 
theoretical questions, late Russian realism offers unparalleled ground for 
their investigation. Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s novels are poised at the height 
of the Russian realist tradition, at a time when both institutional and political 
circumstances gave fiction a central role in public discourse. Arbiters and 
innovators within this tradition, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky each— in opposite 
ways— mastered the illusion of the lifelike character while pushing it toward 
the novel’s generic bounds: philosophy, history, journalism, theology, myth. 
Their works lead into the underexplored territory where literary character 
meets the essential problems of mimesis itself. Where does the mimetic illu-
sion of character begin? What sustains it, and what makes it falter? And what 
can this illusion do in the world outside the novel? Can a reader’s experience 
of mimetic novelistic characters be used to transform her, beyond the actual 
moment of her reading?

These questions have bearing on the problem of why novels are writ-
ten and read today. Twentieth- century philosophers and critics from Mikhail 
Bakhtin to Martha Nussbaum (and beyond) have argued that the social and 
ethical potential of the novel form lies in its power to give us portable, vivid 
models for the perspectives of autonomous Others, creating richer and more 
empathetic moral vision.5 This idea has taken on the status of a cultural 
trope, repeated by no less a reader than then- president Barack Obama in 
conversation with the novelist Marilynne Robinson.6 Tracing Tolstoy’s and 
Dostoevsky’s experimental techniques of characterization, I propose an 
account of how realist novels foster and sustain the impression of charac-
ters who live with their own individual, autonomous “lives.” But I argue that 
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contrary to our intuition as readers, this life effect begins and ends with our 
absorption in novelistic narrative. Dostoevsky and Tolstoy themselves were 
acutely aware of how unreliably mimetic character bridges the act of reading 
to a lasting transformation of the reader. Seen close, the realist novel’s power 
to create a world of sensuously solid and autonomous fictional persons un-
derscores its resources as a form for thought, and its limits as a direct source 
of spiritual, social, or political change.

“MIMETIC LIFE” AND REALIST CHARACTER- SYSTEMS

Theories of character and characterization have long been hampered by two 
linked extremes— a naïvely humanizing approach that exaggerates the like-
ness between characters and people, and a formalizing approach that exag-
gerates the difference.7 Although most novel readers remain convinced of 
the primacy of character, influential structuralist and narratological critics 
have often subordinated the character to the event; symptomatically, Gérard 
Genette organizes his comprehensive theory of narrative around “categories 
borrowed from the grammar of verbs.”8 Meanwhile, deconstructionist essays 
published throughout the 1960s and 1970s posed penetrating challenges to 
the ideas of both “character” and “mimesis,” with roots in the earliest state-
ments of Russian formalism.9 As Roland Barthes writes in S/Z (1970), the 
realist novel’s seductive game is to fill the “impersonal network of symbols 
combined under the proper name” with an illusory plenitude.10 For Barthes, 
Genette, Derrida, and others, character became a focus of the tenet that the 
“real” invoked in realist prose is a construct that supports a shared contract 
or code, reinforcing the ideologies that make novels legible.11

In the wake of such challenges, contemporary scholars remain wary 
of how shifting conventions, dynamics of political power, and the instabili-
ties of language itself puncture the aura of correspondence between reality 
and representation that is key to mimetic character. Nevertheless, interest 
in character has reawakened over the past thirty years, as theorists pursue a 
balance between naïve and skeptical approaches. Rather than debating the 
truth or falsity and virtue or vice of reading for character, there has been a 
productive shift toward asking what makes a given reader prone to receive 
a given character as personlike and exploring the historical consequences of 
this mode of reading.12

However, as widely as the contemporary renewal of critical interest 
in mimetic character ranges— with studies rooted in new historicism, nar-
ratology, moral philosophy, rhetoric, cognitive science, and more— it has 
been dominated by a concern with the outward, “world- reflecting” face of 
mimesis.13 Scholars emphasize the question of what mimetic characters tell 
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us about the worlds in which they are written and read— from Chaucer’s En-
gland on to Manley’s, Fielding’s, and Austen’s. This line of approach was re-
cently extended in John Frow’s transcultural, transtemporal study Character 
and Person (2014), whose title gets to the heart of an investment in mimetic 
character as world reflection: how do changing ways of conceptualizing and 
experiencing character expose changing concepts of what it is to be human? 
Seen in this light, the study of character across genres, languages, and eras 
becomes a key to the study of authors and readers, and what is most telling 
about character, as a model of human existence, is also what is most “detach-
able” from narrative and text.

The inward face of mimetic character— the aspect of illusion that de-
pends on the character’s “embeddedness” in narrative and text— has less 
often occupied the center of scholars’ attention. But it too affects the experi-
ence of character, and especially of characters in realist novels. How can we 
designate the specific sense of a character’s “reality” that is lost when the 
character is described at second hand, and regained when he is encountered 
within the complex web of words that makes up a realist narrative?

As a first step toward foregrounding this inward aspect of the illusion 
of character, I propose summarizing it under the term mimetic life. By “mi-
metic life,” I mean the reader’s sense of a character’s autonomous, embodied 
existence in and for himself, not only free from authorial control, but even 
independent of the words of narrative.

The effect of the character’s physical solidity and moral autonomy has 
been discussed, although never conclusively named. Some theorists attri-
bute it to the descriptive set of “distinctive, mostly human characteristics” 
assigned to many characters, which prompt readers to think of them as au-
tonomous persons.14 Others appeal to characters’ conformity with a widely 
shared rhetoric of literary being and behavior, which then seems to control 
them independently of their authors’ intentions.15

I want to suggest that these narratological and rhetorical perspectives 
downplay a key aspect of the “life” of novelistic characters: its status, above 
all, as an aesthetic construct— woven, sustained, and controlled by running 
narrative interrelationships that are perceived most fully in the act and mo-
ment of reading.16 On the face of it, our sense of the autonomous existence 
and “rights” of characters seems to conflict with the strictures of aesthetic 
form.17 Nevertheless, the very illusion of autonomy harks back to what M. H. 
Abrams calls the “organic metaphor” in aesthetics: the enduring habit of de-
scribing beauty by analogy with a living and self- sufficient body. Rooted in 
some of Plato’s dialogues and (especially) in Aristotle’s Poetics, and continu-
ing via Kant into German romantic aesthetics, the “organic metaphor” under-
lies the definition of beauty as the synthesis of parts into a working whole, 
where each part seems to have been necessarily chosen and none of what is 
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necessary has been left out.18 By analogy, for some readers of realist novels, 
the seemingly autonomous life of characters offers a sign of the novel’s own 
organic self- determination and coherence. The success with which this il-
lusion is maintained sets a standard for the novel’s worth as a work of art.

Like the organic metaphor in its post- Kantian guise, and also like 
realist novels themselves, the perception of mimetic life is shot through with 
what Terry Eagleton calls the “ideology of the aesthetic.”19 Not all kinds of 
narrative work as tirelessly as does the quintessentially bourgeois form of the 
realist novel to foster readers’ impressions of the characters’ autonomous 
life.20 But within the conventions of novel reading, the idea of the character’s 
life has undeniable intuitive force. We can list everything there is to know 
about Anna Karenina or Tertius Lydgate, as kinds of characters or as implied 
persons, without actually reading from Anna Karenina or Middlemarch. But 
to reference the specific sense that many readers share of Anna or Tertius 
as vivid, solid, and individual presences, I suggest, we have to be consciously 
or unconsciously recalling the experience of aesthetic absorption that the 
novel genre invites. The effect of lifelikeness emerges from and within our 
willing submission to what Tolstoy— with both admiration and dislike for the 
Western European narrative form that he had mastered— dubbed the realist 
novel’s “labyrinth of linkages.”21

If we are willing to consider the character’s autonomous, embodied life 
as an effect to which readers are predisposed by the conventional aesthetic 
practices of novel reading, we can turn to a less mystical question: how do 
texts regulate and distribute the powerful, amorphous illusion of life over the 
course of a multicharacter narrative? A robust set of theoretical tools already 
exists for exploring such labyrinthine narrative interrelationships among 
characters, or as they have generally been called, character- systems.

The idea of the character- system has a predecessor in Georg Lukács’s 
writings on the novel, particularly his mid- twentieth- century Marxist essays on  
European realism:

In the works of a great realist everything is linked up with everything else. 
Each phenomenon shows a polyphony [Vielstimmigkeit] of determinations, 
a polyphony in the intertwinement of the individual and social, of the 
physical and the psychical, of private and public, and so on. And because the 
polyphony of their composition goes beyond immediacy, the number of their 
dramatis personae is always more numerous than any playbill could show. 
The great realists always regard society from the viewpoint of a grasped living 
and mobile centre. And this centre is present, visibly or invisibly, in every 
phenomenon. Think of Balzac. He shows how capital . . . takes over power in 
France. From Gobseck to Nucingen, Balzac creates a long procession of the 
immediate representatives of this demoniacal force. . . . But does this exhaust 
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the power of financial capital in Balzac’s world? Does Gobseck cease to rule 
when he leaves the stage? No, Balzac’s world is permanently saturated with 
Gobseck and his like. . . . Tolstoy is the poet of the peasant revolt that lasted in 
Russia from 1861 to 1905. In his life- work the exploited peasant is this visible- 
invisible ever- present protagonist [Gestalt].22

Alongside the overt political claims of this passage, Lukács uses “poly-
phony” as a flexible metaphor— not incidentally, itself strongly associated 
with romantic aesthetics— to tie the representation of a realist novel’s char-
acters to the organization of its themes.23 Within a large and complex cast, 
realist novels hide a “living and mobile center” that may coincide with the 
actual protagonist, but that also works as a life force animating the entire 
“polyphonic” composition. In order to discern this center, the figure or force 
that defines the novel’s picture of history and the world, Lukács implies that 
readers must read in wholes. Conversely, behind the image of the “living 
center” stands the Aristotelian promise that the realist novel will be a whole: 
the “visible- invisible protagonist” is a principle drawing the novel’s diverse 
cast of characters together, propelling their intersecting movements through 
the plot.

In the 1970s, describing similar formal relationships among characters 
in the language of structuralist criticism, Philippe Hamon and Fredric Jame-
son each independently coined the term “character system” to talk about 
how narrative configurations of characters convey thematic, ideological, 
and political meaning. For Hamon, the systematic arrangement of charac-
ters (like that of morphemes in a word and words in a sentence) ensures 
the legibility of narrative; narratives are read in characters, just as sentences 
are read in words.24 For Jameson, characters’ patterned interactions point 
to the historical, social, and political dynamics that underlie a novel’s plot 
(dynamics that the biographical author in person might deny).25 Looking 
through the “personalities” of characters to the social conditions and forces 
they evoke, we can see their systematic configuration as an index of the 
historical moment that a novel represents.

Most recently, the term “character- system” has been revived by Alex 
Woloch in his pathbreaking study The One vs. the Many: Minor Charac-
ters and the Space of the Protagonist in the Novel (2003). Deallegorizing 
the concept of the character- system, Woloch reinterprets it as the narrative 
and thematic field in which mimetic characterizations themselves unfold. 
Characters closest to the center of the narrative’s (and so the reader’s) 
attention emerge more completely than those at the periphery. Accordingly, 
no panoramic realist novel has enough “space” for all the people it sets out to 
represent. The pragmatic suppression or fragmentation of minor characters 
allows the novel’s protagonists to emerge more completely as fictional 
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persons, by a perspectival contrast that is at once social, thematic, and 
narrative. The ideological parameters of the character- systems that Jameson 
and Hamon describe thus make themselves felt, according to Woloch, as 
degrees of protagonicity. Realist novels map particular worlds by placing 
some figures closer to the vivifying center, and consigning others to the 
formulaic margins.

Spanning more than seventy years of literary theory, these approaches 
to the systematic or “polyphonic” aspect of realist characterization can hardly 
be arranged into teleological progression.26 But taken together, Hamon’s, 
Jameson’s, and Woloch’s theories develop and draw out the aspects of Lukács’s 
hypercondensed image, the “visible- invisible ever- present protagonist” at the 
living heart of a realist narrative. Their differing explications of the character- 
system are united by a commitment to reading mimetic novelistic characters 
through bounded novelistic wholes. As the distance from Hamon to Jameson 
makes clear, radical disagreement is possible about how such literary wholes 
mirror, remake, and comment on reality. But that disagreement arises on 
the back of a common insight: novelistic characters owe much of their 
significance to the textual bounds that set them in relation to one another— 
defining an enclosed field, as in Saussurean linguistics, where differences 
among characters can be made to count toward the creation of a vividly 
populated fictional world.

It is a small step beyond this theoretical foundation to argue that the 
effect I call “mimetic life”— the concentrated impression of any one charac-
ter’s vivid and autonomous existence— is fostered and controlled by bounded 
narrative systems. Like Woloch (and Wolfgang Iser before him), I assume 
the aesthetic model of an absorbed reader, who follows the text’s instructions 
about what to imagine and where to direct her attention— and so, even if 
unconsciously, picks up on a building set of cues and reads with reference 
to the boundaries in which those cues operate.27 One of the effects that they 
direct is the illusion of a character’s autonomous “life.”

However, while Hamon and Jameson tend to abstract away this life 
effect and Woloch treats it as an absolute quality proper to every character, 
I suggest that individual realist narratives set up their own rules for creating 
and distributing it. In many cases, a strong narrative focus on the protagonist 
indeed suppresses or distorts the “lives” of minor characters. In others, it 
may leave them unaffected, or even enhanced.

As Barthes long ago averred, the mimetic life of characters— the magic 
trick by which characters become “Proper Names”— thus lies at the heart of 
a “readerly” approach to the realist novel. It is the product of a mode of read-
ing governed by near- devotional faith in the novelist’s creative powers, and so 
also by the desire not to “omit a connection” or miss a single instruction.28 If 
we want to explore the much- critiqued but persistent illusion of mimetic life, 
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we should understand it as a powerful resource, which nineteenth- century 
realist novelists virtuosically modulated and used.

We have only begun to explain how novelistic character- systems enact 
the complex work of representation. How do novels construct the net-
works— of names, repeated descriptions, thematic associations— that shape, 
color, or warp the distribution of narrative “space,” and let it correspond to 
a particular mimetic effect? What makes a character (in Woolf’s evocative 
phrase) “come at us out of the picture in an alarming way, as if extruded 
by the very intensity of its life”? And how does dependence on a bounded 
system condition this effect of life— the character propelled outward by the 
composition of the very picture that fails to contain it?

MIMETIC LIFE AND RUSSIAN REALISM (I)

Recent studies of character, characterization, and character- systems have 
focused chiefly on the Western European and Anglophone canons. But Tol-
stoy’s and Dostoevsky’s novels offer an unmatched lens for theorizing mi-
metic life more fully. The roots of this assertion lie in early novel theory: 
in the East European branch, Mikhail Bakhtin’s account of Dostoevsky’s 
preternaturally autonomous characters; in the Anglo- American, the work of 
pioneering theorizers of the novel like Woolf, Henry James, and Percy Lub-
bock, who held Tolstoy up— sometimes disapprovingly— as a paradigm of 
unbounded novelistic vitality.29

It bears remembering that these and other twentieth- century critical 
statements were tied to the specific historical, literary, philosophical, and 
political circumstances of Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s early reception in Rus-
sia and the West. Bakhtin’s argument about the “freedom” and indetermi-
nacy of Dostoevsky’s characters grows in part from turn- of- the- century Rus-
sian Symbolist criticism, in which Dostoevsky appears as a prophet of the 
divine symbiosis between art and life.30 Meanwhile, Woolf’s, James’s, and 
Lubbock’s responses to Tolstoy say as much about Woolf and James, and 
Anglo- American modernism, as they do about Tolstoy himself.31

However, these early accounts hardly exhaust Tolstoy’s and Dosto-
evsky’s unique place in transnational imaginations of the nineteenth- century 
realist tradition— summed up in a breathless blurb (attributed to Isaac Babel) 
on the back of the Oxford’s World Classics paperback edition of War and 
Peace: “If life could write, it would write like Tolstoy.”32 My argument takes 
seriously this overwhelming impression of represented life, and the course 
it has set for scholarly and popular approaches to both Dostoevsky’s and 
Tolstoy’s novels. I believe that it springs from their experimental methods 
of representing people and human worlds, which appear in different ways 
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to open the aesthetic frame of novelistic narrative and to do away with 
the inherent boundedness of character- systems, while also relying on this 
boundedness for the very illusions that they create. A brief survey of how the 
tension between mimetic experimentation and aesthetic limits took shape 
in nineteenth- century Russian literature, particularly during Tolstoy’s and 
Dostoevsky’s careers, will clarify the basis for my argument.

The strong extra- aesthetic orientation of the nineteenth- century Rus-
sian novel, its claim to authority about reality and the inner truth of things, 
can be traced to specific historical circumstances.33 Although subject to 
government oversight and censorship, literature and literary criticism offered 
singularly open forums for the discussion of social, cultural, and philosophical 
questions. Moreover, throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, 
most fiction was published in “thick journals,” monthly magazines available 
by subscription, where installments of novels were printed side by side with 
memoirs, scientific articles, works of history and theology, and more.34 The 
novel’s intersection with nonfictional genres, which reduced the distance 
between literature and other kinds of writing, was a feature of serial 
publication throughout Europe from the 1830s on (Balzac’s and Sue’s romans- 
 feuilletons in La presse and Journal des débats, Dickens’s weekly periodical 
Household Worlds, and so on). However, scholars agree that it took on 
particular weight in Russia in the absence of other avenues for expression, 
where thick journals became a crucial gathering place for their readers.

The idiosyncratic development of the novel— and of secular literature 
itself— in eighteenth-  to nineteenth- century Russia is also part of this land-
scape. Before and in the immediate wake of Peter I’s westernizing reforms 
(1682– 1725), writing and publication lay primarily under the aegis of the 
tsarist government and the Russian Orthodox Church. Secular folk litera-
ture was oral, and the vast majority of serfs (themselves a majority of the 
population) were illiterate.35 When the novel came to Russia, it was as an 
import from France and England, where the genre had developed under 
stronger traditions of secular literature and popular literacy— and where it 
became the dominant literary form for a middle class that Russia never fully 
acquired.36 Beginning with early forays such as M. D. Chulkov’s The Comely 
Cook (Prigozhaia povarikha, 1770), which is often likened to Defoe’s Moll 
Flanders (1722), “the novel” remains a self- conscious problem for Russian 
writers well into the 1850s. One might be wary of Tolstoy’s self- serving 
pronouncement that “the history of Russian literature since the time of 
Pushkin not merely affords many examples of . . . deviation from European 
forms, but does not offer a single example of the contrary . .  . rising at all 
above mediocrity” (16:7; “A Few Words about the Book War and Peace” 
[“Neskol’ko slov po povodu knigi Voina i mir”], 1868). Nevertheless, from 
Pushkin’s “novel in verse” Eugene Onegin (1833) to Lermontov’s story cycle 
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A Hero of Our Time (Geroi nashego vremeni, 1840) and Gogol’s unfinished 
“poema” Dead Souls (Mertvye dushi, part 1, 1842), the novel emerged in 
Russia as contentious ground— assertions of Russian difference coexisting 
with assertions of European belonging, and novelistic narrative conventions 
ostentatiously juxtaposed with the forms and ingredients of other genres.37

Shaped as much by influential literary critics as by authors themselves, 
Russia’s approach toward the novel remained fitful and strange through-
out the 1840s– 60s.38 Ivan Goncharov published the fragment “Oblomov’s 
Dream” in 1849, and the novel built around it, Oblomov, a full ten years 
later. Turgenev began with the sketches in A Hunter’s Notebook (Zapiski 
okhotnika, 1847– 51; 1852), continued on to novellas like Rudin (1856), and 
published the full- length novel Fathers and Children (Otsy i deti) only in 
1862. Meanwhile, the dominant critic Vissarion Belinsky and his successors 
lamented the absence in Russia of a more robust novel tradition. Throughout 
this period, the problem of “the Russian novel” was intertwined with the 
problem of its hero(es). Like Pushkin, Lermontov, and Gogol before them, 
Turgenev and Goncharov explored this question self- consciously: if no 
meaningful action is possible for Russia’s “superfluous men,” what kind 
of biographical plots can be built around them? In the case of A Hunter’s 
Notebook and Oblomov, striking narrative idiosyncrasies result from these 
questions about what protagonicity in nineteenth- century Russia could 
mean: the series of rural sketches held together by the perspective of a 
wandering narrator; the novel whose hero— for an astonishing number of 
pages— fails to take the fundamental action of getting out of bed.

By the late 1850s, the interchange between realist novelists and the crit-
ics and readers of Russian thick journals had cohered around the discussion 
of realist protagonists in their guise as literary “types.”39 In European realist 
aesthetics, “type” combined the Hegelian sense of the ideal— a concretely 
embodied idea or principle— with the newer sense of the representative of 
a sociological class; the type was a fictional figure in whom an entire group 
and way of being were thought to be represented and crystallized.40 In 
Russia, critics thus treated “typical” heroes as occasions to expand on social 
developments, most famously in Nikolai Dobroliubov’s review of Goncharov’s 
Oblomov (“What Is Oblomovitis?” [“Chto takoe Oblomovshchina?”], 1859) 
and Dmitrii Pisarev’s review of Turgenev’s Fathers and Children (“Bazarov,” 
1862). Taking up the critics’ invitation, some readers indeed began modeling 
their behavior and apprehensions of contemporary life on Turgenev’s nihilist 
Bazarov, or Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s variations on the nihilist type in his 
unabashedly clumsy, enormously influential novel What Is to Be Done? 
(Chto delat’?, 1863). The trajectories of protagonists like Turgenev’s Bazarov, 
or Chernyshevsky’s visionary seamstress Vera Pavlovna, trace a literal 
conversion of character into person, demonstrating how fictional figures 
might come to designate people who actually exist.
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Tolstoy and Dostoevsky were near the beginning of their mature ca-
reers as novelists at the height of these debates around Goncharov’s, Tur-
genev’s, and Chernyshevsky’s protagonists.41 Only Dostoevsky entered 
directly and publically into the fray. But both authors objected on principle 
to the topical cooption of literature and fictional characters, while continuing 
to probe the question of literature’s place in spiritual, social, and political 
life. In the chapters that follow, I trace Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s mimetic 
techniques and ambitions primarily through the novels they wrote. However, 
a digression here into the authors’ own comments on mimetic character and 
the work of art will provide a helpful preliminary context.

The tangle of continuities and ruptures in Tolstoy’s aesthetic thought, 
from early, private writings in diaries and letters to the scandalous public 
statement of What Is Art? (1898), has been richly documented.42 One 
central continuous thread is the idea that the author’s task is to communicate 
his vision and experience of reality. In an early diary entry, Tolstoy doubts 
the possibility of fulfilling this ideal, because of the inadequacies of written 
language:

I thought: I’ll go and describe what I see. But how to write this. One has to go 
and sit at an ink- stained table, take up a gray sheet of paper, ink; stain one’s 
fingers and mark letters on the paper. The letters make words; the words— 
sentences; but is it really possible to convey a feeling [peredat’ chuvstvo]. 
Isn’t there any way to pour one’s own gaze onto nature into someone else? 
Description is not enough. (46:65; July 3, 1851)43

When Tolstoy published What Is Art?, almost fifty years and two major novels 
later, he still praised works that he felt could directly “infect” the reader with 
the feeling that inspired the artist’s creation— pointedly excluding most of 
his own fiction.

However, despite Tolstoy’s emphasis on the communication between 
author and reader, he was anything but sympathetic to the utilitarian ap-
proach to writing, reading, and criticism that centered in the 1860s around 
Nikolai Nekrasov’s thick journal the Contemporary, and its short- lived but 
explosive competitor the Russian Word.44 As Tolstoy wrote in an unsent 
letter to the literary editor and novelist P. D. Boborykin, topical political 
questions “waver in a small puddle of dirty water, which looks like the ocean 
only to those whom fate put down in the middle of this puddle. . . . The aim 
of the artist is not to definitively solve a question, but to move [the reader] 
to love life in all its innumerable, inexhaustible manifestations” (July– August 
1865; 61:100).45 This dedication to the ideal of the “artistic” as it overlaps 
with the mimetic coexisted, throughout Tolstoy’s life, with his doubts about 
the social and moral value of his own aesthetic activity.

Far from presenting his fictional characters as authorial mouthpieces 
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or instruments for working through contemporary problems, Tolstoy often 
referred to them as invented “people”— sometimes by explicit analogy 
(or in competition) with his biological children.46 The author controls his 
people’s fictional lives, but any narrative choice has its own unpredictable 
ramifications. In one letter, Tolstoy compared this kind of reckoning to a 
mathematical puzzle, a matter of “sorting through a million combinations . . . 
to choose the 1/1,000,000” right one.47 Glimpsing a fictional world that lies 
adjacent to his own, the author strains toward his characters like someone 
“trying to hear the sounds of whispering and trying to see rays of light in 
the gloom.”48 The fictional world and characters thus demand the author’s 
attention as an index of reality— to be reclaimed from the falsity of literary 
convention and subjected to the author’s judgment, but on their own and the 
work’s autonomous terms.

Tolstoy clearly laid out this vision of his characters’ “self”- determination 
relative to the observing and judging author in a draft preface to the first part 
of War and Peace:

The work at hand comes closest to a novel or story, but it is not a novel, be-
cause I cannot in any way and do not know how to place certain limits on the 
characters [litsam] I have invented— like marriage or death, after which the 
interest of the narrative would be spent. It ineluctably appeared to me that 
the death of one character only awakened interest in the others, and marriage 
appeared more as the opening than the resolution of an interest. I cannot call 
my composition a short story, because I do not know how to and cannot make 
my characters act only with the aim of proving or clarifying some thought or 
succession of thoughts. (13:55; tentatively dated late 1863)

Here the character’s autonomy works as a guarantee against both artificial 
literary convention and the arbitrariness of the author’s own “thoughts.” Tol-
stoy’s understanding of the autonomy of fictional characters figures still more 
clearly in a famous letter to another close correspondent, the critic and phi-
losopher Nikolai Strakhov, in which he describes the aesthetic structure of 
Anna Karenina (April 23 and 26, 1876). There Tolstoy recalls the suicide of 
his character Vronsky, which he says entered spontaneously into the proofs 
of the final chapters of part 5: “I went about correcting [the chapter] and 
completely unexpectedly for me, but unmistakably, Vronsky proceeded to 
shoot himself.” As Tolstoy tells it, the character’s unexpected suicide serves 
as a proof of the work’s “organic” form, which he evocatively describes as 
a “labyrinth of linkages”: “Now it turns out that [Vronsky’s suicide] was 
organically necessary for what followed” (62:269).49 This statement has been 
quoted in testaments to the irreducible intricacy of literary structure and what 
it communicates.50 But as a recent scholar has pointed out, in the context of 
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Strakhov and Tolstoy’s religious and philosophical correspondence, the letter 
can also be taken to express Tolstoy’s frustration with the unpredictability 
of artistic form.51 The problem with conveying ideas through characters is 
that their “self”- directed aesthetic activity muddies the clarity of the very 
message it enlivens. Seen in this light, Tolstoy’s genius for creating “living” 
characters— rather than characters that, like Chernyshevsky’s Vera Pavlovna, 
can be made to speak directly for the writer’s views— is one explanation for 
his ever more resolute turns away from fiction.52

Dostoevsky shared Tolstoy’s keen interest in using his novels, as well as 
the public stature they gave him, to communicate with readers. In the wake 
of his early idol Friedrich Schiller, Dostoevsky cherished the hope that art 
and beauty would shape and educate the viewer. However, this ambition was 
not a matter of formal Schillerian aesthetic education only; as Dostoevsky’s 
letters and journalistic writings make clear, he also sometimes assigned him-
self and his contemporaries the task of conveying specific content. (Con-
sider his avowed goal in The Idiot of creating a “positively beautiful man,” 
as well as his pride in later “positive types” such as Father Zosima; consider 
too his scathing criticism of Tolstoy’s “insufficiently Russian” hero Levin.53) 
In canonical Soviet and Western twentieth- century criticism, the open- 
ended discord of Dostoevsky’s novels takes precedence over their bombastic 
authorial messages.54 But as early as 1861, Dostoevsky himself articulated 
an aesthetic standard close to what Tolstoy would later call “infection”: 
“artistry, at least for example in a novelist, is the ability to express his thought 
so clearly in the characters and images of a novel that the reader, reading 
the novel, understands the writer’s thought exactly as the writer himself 
understood it while creating the work” (18:80; Dostoevsky, “Mr. — bov and 
the Question of Art”). Later, in the 1877 Diary of a Writer essay in which 
Dostoevsky mythologized his own debut, he highlighted Vissarion Belinsky’s 
praise for his novella Poor Folk in still more suggestive terms. As Belinsky 
supposedly told him, “You have penetrated to the very heart of the matter, 
you have at once pointed out the most important thing. We publicists and 
critics only pontificate . . . but you, an artist, present the essence in a single 
stroke, all at once in an image, so that one could feel it with one’s hand, 
so that even to the least penetrating reader, everything suddenly at once 
becomes clear!” (25:30). Ventriloquizing Belinsky, Dostoevsky shows that his 
urge to replicate the ideological chaos of postreform Russia was rivaled by 
his sense of the novel genre’s potential as a space of mimetic image making, 
and so also of intellectual and spiritual conversion.

However, like Tolstoy, Dostoevsky roundly condemned the utilitarian 
cooption of art, and for him too, the index of “organic,” untrammeled aes-
thetic form in the novel was often mimetic characters themselves. This as-
sociation is clearest in the important 1861 credo cited above, “Mr. — bov and 
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the Question of Art.” Discussing the tendentious stories of Marko Vovchok, 
whom the radical critical Dobroliubov praised, Dostoevsky objects to the 
stiffness, generality, and artifice of Vovchok’s peasant characters:

Tell me: have you ever read anything more unrealistic, more monstrous, 
more incoherent than this story? What kind of people are these? Are they 
people, in the end? .  .  . Imagine that instead of this farcical clown, instead 
of this line of text [stroki] Masha, there had emerged for the story’s author a 
vivid, faithful character [iarkoe, vernoe litso], so that you would immediately 
in waking reality see that which you’re so hotly arguing about,— would you 
reject such a story just because it was artistic? Indeed, such a story would be 
a thousand times more useful. (18:90, 93)

If the pinnacle of Dostoevsky’s moral- aesthetic scale is the compelling 
beauty of the embodied Christ, further down lies the “vivid, faithful” fic-
tional character or type, who compels readers toward the author’s vision of 
reality precisely because she emerges within a self- determining work of art.55

As we have already seen, the common conceptual vocabulary of or-
ganic aesthetics is a thread connecting Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s concep-
tions of mimetic character to that of later novelists like Woolf and theorists 
like Lukács, and also to the assumptions of present- day novel readers. The 
organic metaphor was widely spread in nineteenth- century Russian criticism 
by Belinsky, and also in the air more generally, in a critical period shaped 
by Kant, Hegel, and German Romanticism. It is prominent, for example, 
in Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man (1794– 1801)— a text 
especially close to Dostoevsky’s heart, but key for his entire generation— 
where beauty is defined as “living form” (lebende Gestalt).56

In mid- nineteenth- century Russia, when writers and critics sought to 
apply a version of this standard to realist novels, the slide between the aes-
thetic and the mimetic— between the “organic” integrity of the entire work 
and the mimetic life of individual characters— was extraordinarily common. 
When the radical critic Dobroliubov writes that he values Turgenev’s novella 
On the Eve (Nakanune, 1860) as art “in which life has spoken of its own 
accord, and not according to an author’s preconceived program,” he is using 
an aesthetic standard similar to the one Dostoevsky invokes in his screed 
about Marko Vovchok’s characters, which was aimed to rebuke Dobroliubov 
himself. A similar logic permeates Tolstoy’s unpublished preface to War and 
Peace and his later comments on Vronsky’s suicide in Anna Karenina.57 For 
Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and Dobroliubov alike, an aesthetically successful work 
is one in which “life has spoken of its own accord,” and there is a tendency to 
see autonomous life and the aesthetic worth it signals as embodied, in turn, 
in the characters’ seeming autonomy.
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In the Russian realist tradition, then, the long- standing philosophical 
problem of how aesthetic experience can be understood in relation to extra- 
aesthetic experience becomes refreshingly trivial in some senses, unusually 
acute in others. For the radical critics, the “autonomous” world and charac-
ters of artistic fiction served as a viable if paler proxy for actual life. In a sub-
tler position closer to the one that Dostoevsky worked out in his criticism, 
readers might understand real and fictional worlds on distinct but equal (and 
equally urgent) terms. In his first published essay (1919), Dostoevsky’s semi-
nal interpreter Bakhtin extended this logic: “Art and life are not one, but 
they must become united in myself— in the unity of my answerability.”58

Nevertheless, it is striking that Bakhtin’s aphorism takes the form of 
an exhortation. In actuality, the realist novel’s passage between art and life 
may be just as uncertain as it is desired. This is particularly true if the novel’s 
most compelling rhetorical strength does indeed lie in the creation of vivid 
mimetic characters— rather than (say) retellable plots or, as in the case of 
Chernyshevsky’s What Is to Be Done?, characters intended to offer didactic 
social and political models. If a condition of creating “living” characters is the 
novel’s coherence and autonomy from overt and purposeful polemics, and if 
the “living” character also functions as a marker of aesthetic coherence and 
autonomy, then there is no guarantee that well- made novels will serve any 
extra- aesthetic purposes at all. It is worth lingering with so stark a paradox. 
For Tolstoy and Dostoevsky— as still for some theorists and many readers of 
realist novels today— the strongest force urging us to take the novel as more 
than a novel depends on figures who live most fully in the act and moment of 
reading. The novel’s surest and most direct power over its readers is bounded 
by the aesthetic limitations of character- systems themselves.

More visibly than any of their great contemporaries, Tolstoy and Dos-
toevsky explored this paradox through the medium of novelistic narrative. 
They realized new and exhilarating potentials of realist technique in an 
effort to disguise the complex narrative systems on which mimetic charac-
terization in the novel depends. For example, they employed narrative “side 
shadowing”— having a narrator tell not just what did happen to a character, 
but also what could have happened, and what might or might not have hap-
pened, in ways that emphasize the fundamental contingency of being and be-
havior.59 Like other Russian realist authors, they gave some works projected 
but unwritten sequels, and so also protagonists who seem to live beyond the 
text, whose undetermined futures make a claim on readers’ imaginations.60 
Still more fundamentally, they experimented with expanding the kinds of 
human figures that realist novels can represent and the ground that mimetic 
illusion can cover— from Natasha Rostova, to Napoleon, to the crowds of War 
and Peace; from the Christlike Prince Myshkin to Ivan Karamazov’s devil.

Each of these experiments in mimesis requires its own generic and 

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



Introduction

18

technical innovations. In particular, as I will argue, both authors found a 
range of strategies for loosening the linear correspondence between the in-
tensity of the effect of a character’s life and the size of the narrative space 
allotted to him. Their novels thus asymptotically approach the goal of mak-
ing readers forget the bounded narrative systems in which the illusion of 
mimetic life itself takes shape. The resulting characterizations move the 
critical and readerly dramas of the early 1860s— the blurring between life 
and fiction, reader and type, manual and novel— back between the covers of 
individual works.

At the same time, by so virtuosically staging the extension of realist 
characterization to the outer boundaries of the novel genre, Dostoevsky and 
Tolstoy marked the project of extension as problematic. Written near the 
end of the period of the realist novel’s ascension in Russia, by authors drawn 
throughout their lives to more direct ways of shaping their readers, these 
experiments with characterization spring from a shared anxiety. What if the 
very success of mimetic characterizations within a novel signals that novel’s 
self- containment, its supreme capacity to involve the reader in a world 
created by and sealed within text?

Closer attention to what creates the exceptional vividness of Tol-
stoy’s and Dostoevsky’s characters, surprisingly, reveals the challenge that 
character posed to the exceptional spiritual and conceptual ambition of 
their novels. It has long been accepted that these novels’ claim to truth 
about and penetration into the reader’s world rests on the capacity to evoke 
unplotted, indeterminate life, yielding unprecedented insights into physical 
and psychological experience. One reason why Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s 
novels add to what we know about mimetic character- systems, is that they 
often test just how far from the center of individual written narratives this 
illusion of life can be realized. Conversely, however, the very idea of the 
character- system sounds a note of caution about the scope of such fictional 
experiments. Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s novels subvert the protagonist- 
centered European realist character- system from within, but they also 
demonstrate how life effects depend on economies of attention that only a 
character- system, set into the bounds of a fictional world, can support. And 
they sharply manifest the tension between these two conditions. As much 
as they show realist characters “jostl[ing] for, and within” the narrative’s 
attention,61 these novels stage their authors’ vexed struggles to move beyond 
the limits of realist character- systems themselves.

MIMETIC LIFE AND RUSSIAN REALISM (II)

In the chapters that follow, I explore a variety of ways in which Tolstoy and 
Dostoevsky destabilized the protagonist- centered character- systems that an-
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chor Western European realist novels. This idea of destabilization requires 
another word of introduction.

As Alex Woloch has argued, the Western European realist tradition, 
as built around British and French nineteenth- century novels, uneasily bal-
ances an impulse toward “social expansiveness” with an impulse toward 
“individual interiority and depth.” This tension results from a core feature 
of narrative: in any single narrative of a particular agon there will be fewer 
protagonists than actors (and in the strictest definition, only one). Authors 
from Homer to Joyce have constructed their narratives so as to register this 
asymmetry and often, to unsettle it— by weaving together multiple plots, by 
imagining a single narrative world from multiple perspectives, by calling the 
reader’s attention to the fact of minorness or (conversely) to the potential 
“flatness” of protagonicity.62 Woloch frames the realist tradition’s particular 
discomfort with narrative asymmetry as sociological, political, and moral, 
reflecting anxieties that grew over the course of the nineteenth century. What 
does it mean that realist novels place so many implied persons outside the 
center of narrative attention? Conversely, how socially encyclopedic can the 
realist narrative tradition become before it collapses under the weight of all 
the minor characters pressing in upon its chosen individual protagonist(s)?

A key assumption underlying Woloch’s approach— and also, it seems 
fair to agree, underlying the basic project of European realist narrative— is 
that more narrative means more mimesis. Longer narratives embrace greater 
swaths of “world and time”; characters toward the perspectival center of the 
narrative are more fully drawn than those toward the margins. These as-
sumptions are of a piece, as Woloch argues, with the historical and political 
conditions in which realist novels arose:

The realist novel is infused with the sense that any character is a potential 
hero, but simultaneously enchanted with the freestanding individual, defined 
through his or her interior consciousness. . . . On the one hand, the asymmet-
ric structure of realist characterization . . . reflects actual structures of inequi-
table distribution. On the other hand, the claims of minor characters on the 
reader’s attention— and the resultant tension between characters and their 
functions— are generated by the democratic impulse that forms a horizon of 
nineteenth- century politics.63

In realist novels written from a political tradition whose “democratic 
impulses” are (to say the least) uncertain, the dialectic between major and 
minor might well look different.64 Consider the realist novel as a genre 
imported into Russia from the European West— the cultural sphere in 
relation to which many post- Petrine Russian intellectuals consciously defined 
themselves— and difference begins to seem inevitable. I do not mean a 
difference within the logic of how characters are created and conceived 
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in the realist novel, but rather a difference in Russian novelists’ estimation 
of what realist novels are and do. George Eliot, writing Middlemarch soon 
after the Second Reform Bill, was ready to question what Woloch calls the 
“asymmetric norm  .  .  . of nineteenth- century omniscient narrative”; but 
Tolstoy, writing during and after the Crimean War, was ready to question 
the underlying terms of “asymmetry” as such.65 In different ways but for 
some of the same reasons, both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky came to idealize 
the mir (community) of Russian peasants (“the many”) while struggling 
against the alienated condition of Europeanized nobles (“the ones”). If it is 
better to be “many” than “one”— if less individualized narrative is better than 
more— then the very terms of realist characterization ought to be reversed. 
However, there is no guarantee that this reversal can be accomplished from 
within the European novel form.66 Any approach toward realizing it then 
becomes a titanic work of illusion— illusion that operates at once with and 
against the mimetic resources of realism and the novel themselves.

From the beginnings of their careers, Dostoevsky (Poor Folk [Bednye 
liudi], 1846) and Tolstoy (Childhood [Detstvo], 1852) approached this work 
of illusion in diametrically opposing ways. Poor Folk, narrated in letters sent 
between the destitute titular councilor Makar Devushkin and his beloved 
neighbor Varvara, endows a conventional Gogolian type with a plausible 
self- consciousness. To an unprecedented extent, the character seems to be 
aware of, and to attempt to control, his own literary image. Childhood, by 
contrast, is narrated in the first person of “pseudo- autobiography.”67 Fictional 
characters so clearly serve the author’s account of his own lived experience 
that when the novella was published in the Contemporary, the editor 
Nekrasov (to Tolstoy’s disgust) retitled it “The History of My Childhood 
(“Istoriia moego detstva”).68

In later novels too, Tolstoy set his characterizations into the frame of 
stably and often obtrusively omniscient narrative; Dostoevsky, into a frame 
that challenges the reader’s assumption of omniscience and works to dis-
guise the implied author’s hand.69 Tolstoy favored “direct” characterization, 
through the overt and repeated naming of qualities by an authoritative 
narrator, in conjunction with representations of the characters’ inner 
lives. Dostoevsky more often relied on “indirect” techniques— indicating 
characters through the “evidence” of a speech, emotion, action, or thought, 
rather than through extensive authoritative description.70 As Bakhtin in 
particular emphasizes, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky thus represent the character’s 
autonomous “subjective perception” of his or her world differently.71 In 
Tolstoy, it is a mimetic effect like any other, produced “monologically” by the 
omniscient narrator’s activity.72 In Dostoevsky, characters appear in the guise 
of speaking subjects, as the “dialogic” narrative creates the impression that 
the character’s “own word about himself” stands on a par with the words of the 
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narrator and other characters. However, through these opposed techniques, 
both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky intensified the illusion of extratextual presence 
and autonomous self- consciousness that I call “mimetic life.” It is precisely 
because they used such different strategies to render and regulate mimetic 
life, while nurturing such far- reaching ambitions for it, that I place their 
paired example at the center of this study.

Tolstoy’s direct and Dostoevsky’s indirect techniques of characteriza-
tion offer equally powerful ways of destabilizing the assumption that more 
narrative means more mimesis. Tolstoy tugged readers’ attention from the 
center toward the margins of his novels’ narratives— reflecting his lifelong 
conviction, and suspicion, that the relationship between truth and narrative 
is not linear. Dostoevsky’s dialogic novels challenge the conventional vision 
of implied personhood as a limited resource, distributed by a single cen-
tral authority. A formidable group of literary theorists (among them Bakhtin, 
Viktor Shklovsky, Lydia Ginzburg, and Gary Saul Morson) have analyzed and 
named the innovative techniques that Tolstoy and Dostoevsky used to create 
their vivid characters.73 My attention to the authors’ manipulations of realist 
character- systems allows me to add to this gallery of mimetic techniques. 
Because I argue that these techniques are essentially relational, working 
within and throughout the course of the narrative, I concentrate my analysis 
not on individual passages but on entire texts.

However, in the case of each novel I analyze, I am equally concerned 
with the inherent incompleteness of Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s destabilizing 
projects. If it were ever to take place, a total rupture in the linear propor-
tion between narrative attention and mimesis would also mean a divorce 
between illusion and text: an exit from the enchanted circle of what Lukács 
called the “totality” between the novel’s beginning and its end, which raises 
the individual protagonist “to the infinite heights of one who must create an 
entire world through his experience.”74 In other words (and here I imagine 
a different end point than Lukács), novelistic characters would become 
independent of text- based systems, taking equally vivid, equally compelling, 
and equally controlled shape as a lens for the reader’s experience whether 
she is reading or not. In the most extreme case of this translation of authority, 
the novel’s world would wholly merge with the reader’s: a vision of divine 
creation mediated by the modern metaphor of authorship.75 I argue that 
some version of this dream propels both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky into new 
realms of experimentation with mimetic character, and newly bewitching 
versions of the illusion of solid and autonomous “life.” But these illusions 
are the by- product of an ultimately impossible ambition: that bounded 
character- systems might be so fully transformed as to lead the novel reader 
entirely beyond the genre’s aesthetic bounds.

The constellations of characters that result from this ambition are un-
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conventional, often unsustainable, and certainly unrepeatable. The figures I 
will highlight— the marginal character who seems to live precisely because 
he is so little narrated, the narrator who obscures characters rather than por-
traying them, the protagonist who must be untangled from plot and narra-
tive description in order to fulfill his most pivotal role in the novel— are not 
the building blocks of a continuing realist tradition. On the contrary, they 
help explain what Boris Eikhenbaum calls the “crisis of narrative prose” that 
Dostoevsky and Tolstoy brought about in Russia toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, which serves as a capstone to the story of European realism 
itself.76 Specific forms of this crisis are the subjects of the chapters that follow.

THE LIVES OF CHARACTERS IN  
DOSTOEVSKY AND TOLSTOY

Chapter 1 gives an account of mimetic characterization in Tolstoy’s great 
historical novel War and Peace (1865– 69). A crystalline structure of repeated 
contrasts between central and minor characters, organized by family name, 
generation, and theme, helps create and sustain the relational illusion of 
mimetic life throughout the novel’s fictional world. But Tolstoy is increasingly 
drawn to a problem that taxes this conventional character- system past its 
limits: how to represent the life of historical people in a crowd, army, or 
nation— the marginal figures that take shape only at the periphery of the 
named characters’ experience? In the notorious theoretical digressions 
that gradually overwhelm the novel’s plot, Tolstoy attempts to work out a 
new logic, from the perspective of a different genre and discipline, for the 
vivid representation of marginal characters. Tolstoy’s preoccupation with 
this challenge creates a productive but unsupportable tension. The richly 
narrated mimetic life of the protagonists at the narrative’s center strains 
toward the barely sketched mimetic life of the crowds at its margins, but 
the fulfillment of this desire could only mean an escape from the novel 
genre and a rejection of the compelling vividness that text- bound novelistic 
representation makes possible. Because Tolstoy explicitly draws attention to 
this paradox, War and Peace clarifies the pattern that I trace through all 
the chapters of the study: mobilization of the character- system’s capacity to 
create, sustain, and regulate mimetic illusion, followed by frustration with 
the limits of characterization and the novel themselves.

Chapter 2 traces Dostoevsky’s representations of a set of characters 
cut off from the twin anchors of conventional realist narrative: the social 
order of “landowner literature” (29.I:216) and the literary order of narrative 
omniscience. To capture protagonists that defied existing literary form, Dos-
toevsky created the techniques that Bakhtin describes as dialogic, projecting 
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his characters backward from their “own” utterances about “themselves” in 
an illusion of totally unsystematic flexibility. However, despite their appar-
ent repudiation of stable character- systems, his novels reveal a longing for 
the seductive mimetic solidity that character- systems support. I argue that 
Dostoevsky saw severance from the image- making authority of omniscient 
narrative— which mirrors postreform Russia’s divorce from its traditional re-
ligious, moral, and social foundations— as a condition not of freedom, but of 
narrative illegitimacy: the state of estrangement from one’s rightful origins 
and name. First posed in Notes from Underground (1864), the problem 
of narrative illegitimacy comes to a head in The Adolescent (1875), which 
recounts the moral decay of an impoverished landowner as narrated by his 
illegitimate son. The Adolescent exaggerates the Dostoevskian protagonist’s 
detachment from narrative design, but in doing so, it reveals the contrasting 
utopian fantasy of a novel that would arrest modern spiritual and social 
dissolution simply by transforming it into a mimetic work of art— an extra- 
aesthetic creative power that Dostoevsky knew neither his own novels nor 
anyone else’s could reliably wield.

Chapters 3 and 4 turn to each author’s furthest- reaching attempt, in 
the face of such representational challenges, to push vivid characterization 
past the limits of the novel genre: Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1875– 77), and 
Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov (1879– 80).

In chapter 3, I show how Tolstoy manipulates the double narrative of 
Anna Karenina as he works to sever the aesthetic experience of imagining a 
character from the practical model for living life that a character can embody. 
In Anna’s half of the novel, Tolstoy highlights what he sees as the seductive 
but false terms of conventional realist characterization. He intensifies the 
illusion of Anna’s living body, while painting minor characters (in her lover 
Vronsky’s telling phrase) as “parasites” upon this body, vainly competing for 
the reader’s limited attention. In the narrative centered on the novel’s other 
protagonist, Konstantin Levin, Tolstoy stages a reversal of convention. He 
asks whether a protagonist could become a new kind of parasite on the main 
body of the novel— nurtured by one host, the novel Anna Karenina, and 
then delivered to another, the novel reader. Tolstoy thus attempts to make 
Levin, a character central to the novel’s action, into a lure that compels us 
beyond the bounds of fiction itself: a model for seeing and thinking about 
the world that becomes ineluctably compelling because the character is so 
vivid. But at its most ambitious, Tolstoy’s attempt to remake the terms of 
realist characterization fails. Anna’s and Levin’s intertwined narrative lines 
depend on one another for their vividness, and the protagonist who “lives” 
beyond the text thus turns out to be an irresistible but unrealizable dream. It 
was recognition of this failure, in part, that drove Tolstoy in the second half 
of his career away from writing novels, toward polemical and philosophical 
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tracts, religious parables, and other more reliable modes of communication 
with his readers.

Chapter 4 shows how in The Brothers Karamazov, his final novel, 
Dostoevsky uses indirect techniques of characterization to draw the reader 
into a universal story of spiritual transcendence. Each Karamazov, left to 
negotiate his “own” fluid position in relation to a family identity, opens a 
site for a redemptive narrative of religious conversion— a narrative for 
which the secular forms of nineteenth- century European realism must be 
reworked. With the Karamazovs, Dostoevsky hoped to give his readers a 
set of portable types that could guide them toward a new vision of human 
nature as perfectible and divine. But this sweeping ambition is threatened 
by the textbound character- system that structures the Karamazovs’ plot. The 
Brothers Karamazov broke ground for later theorists who would embrace 
Dostoevsky the journalist and thinker’s vision of the novel’s potential to 
transform readers. However, it also cements the distrust of the limitations 
of form and character that Dostoevsky the novelist shared with Tolstoy. This 
distrust is balanced only precariously with narrative techniques that further 
Dostoevsky’s ideal of turning the realist novel into the matrix for a new 
Russian myth.

The outcome of the struggle against the limits of character and the 
novel is thus uncertain. Bounded networks of characters organized around a 
vivid protagonist or small group of protagonists structure Tolstoy’s and Dos-
toevsky’s novels, just as they do Austen’s, Dickens’s, or Balzac’s. But in Tol-
stoy’s and Dostoevsky’s novels, the mimetic ideal embodied by a protagonist 
at the center of an absorbing fictional heterocosm competes with the ideal 
of characters that continue, in predictable ways, to capture the attention of 
a reader unbound from the novel’s text. The trick these novels continually 
attempt— which necessarily remains incomplete— is to extend the power of 
vividness beyond the aesthetic act of novel reading.

Because some of Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s most influential readers 
have argued for the conclusive success of this project (with implications not 
just for Russian realism, but for the theory of the novel itself), I must em-
brace a degree of reinterpretive hubris. The thrust of my analysis will be, 
pace Lukács, that Dostoevsky did write novels; and pace Bakhtin, that realist 
novels do (like other kinds of art) work within the bounds of aesthetic experi-
ence. Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s novels do not count on a Bakhtinian reader 
who would “make art and life one” by force of conviction. On the contrary, 
they chart new territory in the attempt to create such a reader, extending 
the power of vivid novelistic characterization to the borders of nonfictional 
genres. In the process, they reveal an insuperable tension between the 
constructed illusion of a character’s independent life, and the dream of 
turning that illusion into a path leading outward from the fictional text.
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In a brief afterword, I reflect on this argument’s implications for con-
temporary readers of realist novels. It is often said that encounters with 
novelistic characters should make readers more empathetic, but the real 
moral consequences of novel reading remain elusive.77 The systematic, self- 
contained nature of mimetic life helps account for this disjunction. Novels 
offer compelling models of “possible people” with particular perspectives, 
but these model people belong to the moment of reading: they are shaped 
by the authored systems in which they become so vivid. We should thus 
question the contemporary tenet that novels like Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s 
endow readers with visions of Others that carry directly into ethical 
encounters in day- to- day life. Instead, we should value realist novels for 
what they do offer: an invitation into the inexhaustible work of reading.

By focusing on techniques of mimetic characterization, this book aims to 
retell the story of Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s place in the history of represent-
ing reality in European literature. There is no better point of departure for 
this project than the gap that Erich Auerbach left for a chapter on Russian 
realism in his canonical history Mimesis (1947).

Auerbach begins his history of mimetic representation from two op-
posing origins, Homer’s epics and the Hebrew Bible. In Homer, narrative 
events are “foregrounded,” each circumstance and cause fully illuminated 
for the audience in turn. The sensory vividness of Homer’s reality, his “de-
light in physical existence,” has no claim to lasting persuasion; it “ensnares 
us, weaving its web around us, and that suffices him.” Biblical narrative, by 
contrast, leaves many of its events and its characters’ motivations opaque. 
It thus demands interpretation, and still more, assent: “Far from seeking, 
like Homer, merely to make us forget our own reality for a few hours, [the 
Bible] seeks to overcome our reality: we are to fit our lives into its world, feel 
ourselves to be elements in its structure of universal history.”78 Auerbach 
finds the climactic crossroads of these world- creating and world- reflecting 
mimetic impulses in Dante’s Divine Comedy, where human characters and 
biographies are set into the cosmic order of Christian judgment and salvation, 
but narrated with sensory detail so vivid as to eclipse it.79 By the time of 
Balzacian realism, he suggests, the framework of salvation and the afterlife 
is no longer present to lend overwhelming and communal (“tragic”) weight 
to everyday detail; weight comes, rather, from the potential in individual 
characters and narratives to reveal the essential dynamics of human history. 
And by the time of Woolf’s or Proust’s modernism, not even so large a frame 
as history is offered: instead, the sheer sensory richness of “each moment to 
which we surrender ourselves without prejudice” lends significance to the 
narration of an individual life.80

As Auerbach tells it, Russia is absent from his study only because he 
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could not read Russian works in the original. But in a suggestive digres-
sion, he likens the high spiritual stakes attached to the everyday in Russian 
realist literature, and the widely oscillating “pendulum of [the characters’] 
vitality, of their actions, thoughts, and emotions,” to pre- Dantean “Chris-
tian realism”: the Bible, Augustine, and medieval mystery plays.81 He places 
this claim into the context of a specific Western European reaction: “When 
the great Russians, especially Dostoevski, became known in Central and 
Western Europe, the immense spiritual potential and the directness of 
expression which their amazed readers encountered in their works seemed 
like a revelation of how the mixture of realism and tragedy might at last 
attain its true fulfillment.”82

The “amazement” that Auerbach describes is worth dwelling on. If Mi-
mesis had had a chapter on the Russian novel, midway between Flaubert 
and Woolf, it might have developed the idea of characters so intensely 
vivid that they recall the spiritual and epistemological force of “Christian 
realism.” But midway between Flaubert and Woolf, within the secular genre 
of the European novel, this narrative mode looks like a paradox— a fictional 
world real enough to its readers to demand not just absorbed reflection but 
transformative belief. By marking in their novels the problem of expanding 
character beyond the bounds of system, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky themselves 
drew attention to the complex lines of connection among character, novel, 
and reader. Retracing these lines, we see not just the conditions that create 
the effect of lifelike persons, but also the conditions that contain it: a collision 
between the plenitude and the discontents of mimesis that few novelists 
have made so compellingly clear.
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