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I am an epileptic, a compulsive gambler, a continual borrower of money, and a writer.  My name is Fyodor Dostoevski.  I was born in Moscow in 1821 to a father who worked as an ill-paid doctor in a hospital for the poor. Originally intended for the priesthood, my father had a successful career as an army medical doctor.  He was awarded the status of nobility.  My mother was the daughter of a Moscow merchant, very loving and of easy manner.  We lived in a apartment in the same building block as the hospital.  The apartment consisted of four small, dark and dreary rooms -- not sufficient for a family of seven with seven servants.  Where the servants slept I do not know.  But this is not a problem in nineteenth century Russia.

My mother was the “light of my life”, very loving, constantly reading me stories.   My father was very stern, although he taught me Latin himself and skimped so he could hire tutors to teach my brother, Mikhail, and me French and Orthodox Christianity.  When I was fourteen my parents borrowed money to buy a small estate with a hundred male serfs in the Tula region.  A year later when I was in military engineering school, my mother died of tuberculosis.

Engineering School did not suit me.  Because my father had had a successful career as an army doctor, he insisted that I go into the army.  I was a loner and did not get along with my classmates – mostly rich kids. My father did not send me enough money so I was constantly in debt.  I did not drink or gamble then.  I wanted money for books in order to read Balzac, Hugo, Corneille, Proudon, Pushkin, and most of all Gogol.  During my second year at college, my father mysteriously died.  There were several theories regarding his death, but I believe he was murdered by one of his serfs who loathed him.  This thought was to remain with me the rest of my life, and later influence my writing.  At the age of 23, I became a commissioned officer, and was appointed to the Petersburg engineering corps and set work in the drawing office.  The same year I resigned my commission in order to devote my full time to writing.  Already I had received a few rubles from a translation of Eugene Sue. 

I am in debt.  The novel I am writing has to be a success as my roommate and I cannot pay the rent or feed ourselves.  Fortunately my manuscript got into the hands of the most influential critic of the day – Belinsky.  He praised the novel, Poor Folk.  Belinsky was one of the most influential critics any literature has had.  It was he who gave Russian literature its rooted social concern.  Poor Folk became an instant success.  It was one of the most joyful moments I had ever known.  Critics said that it is my insight into the choices or lack of choices, imposed by response to suffering that was my own.  Successful, like Tolstoy’s first novel, Childhood, written some ten years later, Poor Folk, published in 1846, when I was 25 years old was later called the first social novel because the hero is poor and oppressed. 

Soon everything went wrong.  My next book The Double had a glowing reception at first, but then Belinsky did not like it and I was at a complete loss since he was the intellectual leader of progressive Russia.  In my mid-twenties I did not know what I believed, or what I stood for.  I had had psychological problems and was inclined to be highly strung, morose and suffered from epilepsy.  Doctors did not know when my epilepsy started, but it harassed me from the age of twenty-five.  My troubles were complex; they were a mixture of political and literary ideas.  I had read widely in French and German classics.  Russia, with a vastly different historical past from Western Europe, was suspicious of their ideas.  When the year 1848 began, all Europe was waiting for the death of the French King Louis Phillipe.  The age of Metternich was coming to an end.  Sixty years of the swiftest industrial progress the world had ever known crested a new working class. The social problems along with the growing desire for freedom as well as social consciousness, caused Tsar Nicholas I of Russia to be uneasy.  In 1847 Karl Marx laid down the doctrine of class struggle in the “Communist Manifesto”.

In 1847 I decided to join the liberal Petrashevsky Circle.  Any authoritarian government would have regarded it with suspicion.  I was attracted to the group because I wanted to discuss Western social theorists like Proudhon and Fourier and apply their theories to Russia.  Petrashevsky was a wealthy landowner, an atheist and a communist.  Seven members of the group referred to themselves as the inner circle.  I was one of that group, and we secured a lithograph outfit for printing our ideas for reform. In Russia all printing was controlled by the government, and illegal printing was a form of treason. 

On the morning of April 23, 1849, I was awakened by the police and taken to the Peter and Paul fortress where fifteen members of the circle were  imprisoned.  On a cold December morning we were blindfolded and taken on a platform in front of a firing squad and a priest allowed each of us to kiss the cross.  Just as the order “Ready, Aim” was heard, a courier appeared with the tsar’s reprieve.  Instead, we were condemned to hard labor in Siberia.  Tsar Nicholas had designed this sadistic punishment.  One man became insane, and I felt nothing at first.  All sentences for political crimes had to be decided personally by the Tsar.  Since the reign of Catherine the Great, there was no capital punishment for any other crime including murder.  In my later novels, Raskolnikov, in Crime and Punishment and Dmitri Karamazov in Brothers Karamazov were not in danger of loosing their lives.

During the next four years I experienced great suffering.  Convicts were made to walk to Siberia, but I was transported across the Urals in a sledge in temperatures going down to minus forty degrees.  Upon arrival at my destination, I was stripped of my privileges of a nobleman, and had to labor in chains.  My beloved books, with the exception of the New Testament were taken from me.  The New Testament helped me to be reborn.  I came to believe that there is nothing more beautiful, more profound, more sympathetic than Christ.  I began to believe that my suffering was punishment for the sin of defying the Tsar and the will of Holy Russia.  I believe it is impossible for a convict to be without God.  What made prison life bearable was my faith and belief that man was destined to imitate the suffering of Christ.  This belief would be expressed in my future novels.  The questionable death of my father always remained with me as well as the experience before a firing squad.

Four yeas later I was out of prison!  I was sent to serve as a private soldier in a Siberian garrison town in the wilds of Kirghiz country.  I was made to tramp there.  There was little to do there for a young man of thirty-three years of age.  But as always I was in debt, and managed to borrow money from my brother and a friend, Baron Wrangel.  Friends often said that even if I was in the North Pole I would be in debt!  I also succumbed to the charms of Marya, a young widow, ill with consumption and encumbered with a young son.  After we were married, and with the maneuvering of friends, I secured my release from the army and was permitted to return to St. Petersburg.  In 1859, I edited a magazine with my brother Mikhail called Vremya (Time). The magazine published in serial form my memoirs of my prison years, entitled The House of the Dead.  In Europe  in the 1860s, novels such as those of Charles Dickens were published in serial form.

Notes from the Underground was published in l864.  Critics called it a prologue to my four great novels.  It recounts the humiliation and suffering of a forty-year-old underground being who aims not to be good or great or rich, but only to affirm his independence as a human soul. The Russian government removed references to religion in Notes from the Underground and the deleted sections were never recovered.  

The same year Marya died.  We were not very happy together.  She did not satisfy me sexually.  During the time she was ill I had another disastrous love affair.  Polina Sulhov, daughter of an ex-serf, educated and free.  Although I went abroad with her, I was with Marya when she died.  Beside her body I was stricken with remorse, guilt.  My brother Mikhail’s death the same year caused me even greater grief.  His family had only enough money for the funeral; all his money had been sunk into the journal.  I undertook to provide for everything -- families, debts, and Marya’s son Pasha. 

I was deeply in debt, and did not want to go to debtor’s prison.  Although I was as famous as Turgenev and Tolstoy, I was not paid as much by the magazines which paid according to s Russian system, an amount per signature – a  signature meaning sixteen pages.  Consequently I signed the most foolish and dangerous contract with the literary exploiter, Stellovsky. The contract states that Stellovsky had the right to republish all my previous work, and I had to submit a new novel, not Crime and Punishment, by November 1866 – one month away.  If I failed, he had the right to all my subsequent works.  I received 3,000 rubles (£500 In English currency). 

One month to write a novel!  Thirty days to go!  My literary friends suggested farming out a novel for each to write a section.  Dickens offered a similar section to Wilkie Collins.  My pride and conscience prohibited me from doing this.  One of my literary friends suggested trying the Western technique of stenography, which had recently been made available in Russia. Why not try.  I engaged a young woman of twenty.  Her name was Anna, and each day she went home with my dictation and returned the next morning with it completed.  The book was finished on October 29.  The result was The Gambler.  Thanks to Anna I had met my deadline. 

I wanted a pretext to see Anna again, so I called to see if she could help me with the last part of Crime and Punishment.  After it was published in 1866, Anna and I were married.  I have never been so happy!  Despite the popularity of the book, I did not make enough money to support my brother’s widow and family as well as the son of my first wife, much less support Anna.  We agreed to travel to Europe to escape my creditors.  As usual I had no money.  Anna pawned her wedding presents.  We moved from town to town: Dresden, Baden, Wiesbaden, Milan, Geneva, and from one lodging house to another.  Anna’s mother helped as much as she could.  In Baden I had to try the gaming tables again.  I lost every scrap of money Anna could give me.  Why she did not leave me I do not know.  After that I promised Anna I would never gamble again.  We returned to Russia destitute, with Anna eight month pregnant. 

Anna became a business administrator.  She persuaded my creditors that if I went to debtor’s prison, I would not be able to write so they would not be paid.  I did not go to prison.  Instead we rented a two and one half room apartment.  Anna next established her own publishing firm.  The Idiot and The Possessed, published in the early 70’s, were both in hard cover.  When we were out of debt, we purchased a small dacha in the town of Staraya Russa in the Novogorod district, which became the town of Brothers Karamazov.  From the first installment, Brothers Karamazov had a reception I had not known since Poor Folk thirty-five years before.  For the reactionaries, I was their hero and some liberals forgave me.  The Tsar even asked me to talk to his young sons.  In the summer of 1880 I was asked to speak at a dedication of a monument to Pushkin.  I am not an orator, but for some reason my address stirred the audience.  The audience called out for me, Pushkin, Russia, the brotherhood of man.  I became the champion of Holy Russia. 

Six months later, Fyodor Dostoevski succumbed to a chronic lung problem which he had suffered in recent years. Some 20,000 attended Dostoevski’s memorial service and he was buried in St. Petersburg’s venerated Tikhvinsky cemetery in January, 1181 at the age of 60. 


