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Fyodor Dostoevsky’s third published work, “Mr. Prokharchin” (1846), is insistently meta-typical. In this enigmatic and experimental tale, Dostoevsky uses money and the ancient character type of the miser to intervene in early Realist literary debates about typology. Like the miser, who values a type—money—as an end rather than a means, Dostoevsky values types such as the miser and his money precisely for their typicality. Throughout the story, the narrator and the characters work together to typify Prokharchin—as a Natural School petty clerk, as a Napoleonic dissident, and as a miser. Yet strangely enough, the revelation of the miser’s hoard after his death exposes a hidden value in this man that eludes the stultifying grasp of any type. While Dostoevsky’s minute description of the look, feel, and precise exchange value of Prokharchin’s coin collection amounts to a Realist accumulation of purportedly typical details, the money also unleashes an atypically metaphorical force in the text. As the narrator figures Prokharchin’s dead body as a “charred tree,” then reanimates the “unexpected capitalist” as a man with something urgent yet incomprehensible to say, and finally compares him to various birds as if the story were a poem or a fable, readers are left wondering who and what Prokharchin and his story are, and whether any types might capture them. Ultimately, it is the very process of typification that both gives Prokharchin meaning and drains him of it, animating, killing, and reanimating him in turn. Exposing the miser’s coins and corpse, Dostoevsky portrays Realist typification as a magical and even violent literary practice that is rife with tension between the literal and the figurative, the particular and the general, the live human and the dead cliché.

