Title:

The Closed Threshold: Space as Interlocutor in Dostoevsky


Author
:
Mark Pettus, Independent Scholar

Bakhtin describes the threshold, where “crisis events occur” and dialogue occurs, as a public space, of which the staircase, street and square are merely extensions “into the open air” and the “all-embracing chronotopes of mystery- and carnival-time.” How can these public thresholds serve as the place of private epiphany, when it is precisely such carnival-related spaces that, with their “utter exteriority” of the ancient forum, preclude the internal dialogue that is so central to Dostoevsky’s depiction of the man in man? The public threshold is the proper setting for scandal, for philosophizing, and even for confession, but the dialogue that occurs upon it is ultimately secondary to the dialogue of the self with itself in utter solitude. This paper describes the “closed threshold” chronotope that Dostoevsky extracted from the spaces of the cell and the scaffold. As a symbolically charged, inhabited microcosm, this chronotope “speaks” for a universe, its forms of space and time laid bare, that is at once hostile to the self and intimately familiar to it. The “I-I” dialogue that unfolds within this chronotope distills the disparate voices of the novel’s broader public dialogue into a “for” and “against” with regard to the self. It is by recognizing, within time, one of these voices as its own—as its eternal answer to the existential problem—that the self passes through death and, potentially, to resurrection. In this context, I will discuss Dostoevsky’s use of this chronotope to depict the confrontation with solitude and death, and possible resurrection, of Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, paying special attention to his self-confinement in his cell-like kamorka, his confession, his urban beautification projects, and the novel’s puzzling epilogue. 

