
Bristol Dostoevsky Workshop
A half-day workshop at the University of Bristol 
focused on new interpretations of Dostoevsky. 

Wednesday 12th October 2022, 2pm – 7pm
Lecture Theatre G.01, 43 Woodland Road

2pm
New postgraduate research from:

Alina Fiorella (Bristol)
Saffy Mirghani Mubarak (UCL-SSEES)

Christina Karakepeli (Exeter)

Response:
Dr Sarah Young (UCL-SSEES)

Prof Andreas Schönle (Bristol) 

4pm
Dostoevsky's idea of Russianness: 

a decolonial critique
Dr Sarah Hudspith (Leeds)

Response: Dr Cathy McAteer (Exeter)

5.30pm
The Improbable Poetics of

Crime and Punishment
Dr Greta Matzner-Gore (USC, via Zoom)



Postgraduate panel

‘The Russian Monk’ Zosima: Dostoevsky's Ideal Christian or Dostoevsky's 
Archetypal Impostor?     

Alina Fiorella, University of Bristol

The question concerning the exact nature of Zosima’s religion has baffled Dostoevsky scholars
ever since the publication of The Brothers Karamazov, so startling is the incongruity between
Dostoevsky’s authorial intent for the character of Father Zosima as an ideal Christian and
embodied antidote to atheism and the diabolical socialist utopia of the Grand Inquisitor and
the lack of explicitly Christian content in Zosima’s teachings as they appear in the novel.
Scholars who perform religious readings of Zosima’s character recover the religious dimension
from the elder’s spirituality by taking recourse to extratextual sources or emphasizing
Dostoevsky’s creative re-working of the Biblical material. However, early readers of
Dostoevsky’s novel laid the critical foundation for a more radical approach to Dostoevsky’s
elder and the question of Zosima’s faith by recognizing a palpable presence of the socialist
ideology in Father Zosima’s religious teachings. Taking my cue from these early readers and
the fundamental similarities between the characters of Zosima and the Grand Inquisitor
noticed in more recent scholarship, this paper proposes a revisionist, text-based reading of
Father Zosima’s character as the Grand Inquisitor’s Russian double. By introducing the figure
of the impostor, it shows that the answer to the question of Zosima’s religion is not to be
found in the binary oppositions between atheism and faith and between socialism and
Christianity, as posited by Dostoevsky’s stated authorial intent, but in their very intersections.
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Postgraduate panel (2pm)

Who was the African-American Dostoevsky?: From the Harlem Renaissance 
to the Black Arts Movement

Saffy Mubarak Mirghani (UCL-SSEES)

For the twentieth-century African-American authorship, Dostoevsky was not ‘another
Dead White Man’ enshrined in the world canon but an ‘ancestor’, a ‘personal messenger’
and a ‘witness’ to the experience of blackness in America. I argue that the African-
American psycho-social condition of ‘double-consciousness’ is mirrored by the ‘double-
conscious’ condition of all life in Dostoevsky’s novelistic world. I postulate the unique
attractiveness of Dostoevskian ‘double-consciousness’ to lie in its integration in the
formal logic of his novel. Equally attractive to this authorship is what I formulate as the
essential, quadripartite logic governing the operation of all ‘double-conscious’ life in his
novel.
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Postgraduate panel (2pm)

“...he emerged as a visionary of the urban proletariat, the poet of the maniacs...”:
Aspects of Dostoevsky’s Greek reception through critical writings by three Greek
authors (1889-1960)’

Christina Karakepeli (University of Exeter)

In this paper, I will present three seminal texts in the Greek reception of Dostoevsky published from 1899 to the
1960s. The texts will provide an account of how influential Greek critics, writers and translators interpreted
Dostoevsky’s work in different time periods and how they presented it to the Greek audience. The first text to be
discussed will be an article titled ‘Dostoevsky and his novel Crime and Punishment’ written by author and critic
Emmanouel Roides in 1889. The article served as an introduction to the first Greek translation of Crime and
Punishment, and it is one of the earliest critical texts on Dostoevsky in Greek. The second text will be an excerpt
from The History of Russian Literature, the first to be published in Greek, written by author Nikos Kazantzakis in
1930. Kazantzakis’ text illustrates how the Russian Revolution influenced the way Russian authors were discussed
in the Greek context and how Kazantzakis was drawn to Dostoevsky’s depiction of the Orthodox Christian ethos
that preoccupied him in his own fictional writing. The third text to be discussed will be an excerpt from a book
written in the 1960s and published posthumously by the translator and writer Ares Alexandrou. In this work titled
Dostoevsky the Dramaturg, Alexandrou who is considered Dostoevsky’s best translator in Greece, discusses his
own approach to translating Dostoevsky into Greek and how he read Dostoevsky’s novels as tragedies both in
terms of style and in the way Dostoevsky manipulated the agency of his characters. In situating these three texts
within their historical and cultural context, I aim to describe the progress of Dostoevsky’s reception in Greece
from his introduction to Greek audiences in late nineteenth-century to his canonization in the second half of the
twentieth century. At the same time, by drawing attention to common threads in the Greek critical response to
Dostoevsky, I will argue that Dostoevsky’s successful reception in Greece is in part due to his depiction in Greek
writings as an author whose worldview and philosophy is akin to the Greek literary tradition and resonates with
the sensibilities of the modern Greek reader.
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Dostoevsky's idea of Russianness: a decolonial critique
4pm

Dr Sarah Hudspith, University of Leeds

This presentation is a critique of my 2004 monograph Dostoevsky and the Idea of
Russianness. In my book I argued that Dostoevsky's fiction and non-fiction could be
read through a lens of the philosophies of the Slavophiles Alexei Khomiakov and Ivan
Kireevsky, thereby bringing into sharper focus the nature of Dostoevsky's concern
with organic unity and brotherhood. The objective of this presentation is to provide a
decolonial analysis of the aspects of Slavophilism that I applied in my study of
Dostoevsky's worldview, and to problematize the concepts of unity and brotherhood
which Dostoevsky allied with the nationalist notion of Russianness. I will address
lacunae in my monograph such as my failure to acknowledge the white supremacist
inflection of Khomiakov's paradigm of Iranian and Kushite societal models, or to
understand my positionality in positing Russianness as an object of study. By this
exercise I aim to engage with urgent questions of responsibility in the scholarship of
19th Century Russian literature.
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The Improbable Poetics of Crime and Punishment
5.30pm, via Zoom

Dr Greta Matzner-Gore, University of Southern California 

In this talk, I read Crime and Punishment (1866) in light of the fervor for “moral statistics” that
overran Russia in the mid-1860s. Inspired by new translations of Adolphe Quetelet and Henry
Buckle, many Russian enthusiasts trumpeted statistical determinism—the belief that large-scale
statistical regularities disprove the existence of free will. I argue that Crime and Punishment takes
a stand not only against such determinism, but also against an entire network of statistically-
inflected ideas about human goodness and verisimilitude in art. Crucially, the novel does this not
by rejecting the science of statistics, which interested Dostoevsky, but instead by using it in a
different way. Whereas Quetelet and his Russian acolytes valorized the probable and the
average, Crime and Punishment privileges the statistical outliers—the odd, unusual, and
extraordinary, suggesting that they are what reveals the underlying nature of reality. The novel
cultivates what I (building on Yuri Lotman) will call “a poetics of improbability,” which operates
on every level of the text, from the methods of characterization, to the structure of the plot, to
the protagonist’s improbable moral resurrection at the end. The novel reminds us that statistical
averages are not laws, that what usually happens is not what always happens, and that
wondrously unlikely events are both scientifically possible and deeply “realistic.”

Dr Matzner-Gore’s talk will be live-streamed as the final event of the day. Those who wish to join via
Zoom should email connor.doak@bristol.ac.uk for the link.
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