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This paper compares after-death experiences in the short story Bobok (1873) by Dostoevsky and Petrushevskaia’s novel Number One, or In the Gardens of Other Possibilities (2004). For Bakhtin, Bobok is a quintessence of Dostoevsky’s art; in the carnivalesque underworld of this work humanity is naked and spied on by the writer-protagonist. “Why, will you ever be sober, Ivan Ivanovich?.. A strange requirement.” These words take us into Dostoevsky’s underworld in Bobok, where everything is permitted. Despite surface fantasy trends, realism in the depiction of the afterlife in Petrushevskaia’s Number One rivals that of Dostoevsky. 

The nineteenth century in Russia, is, according to Vetlovskaia, the mercantile age, showing the influence of the bourgeois West. (“Dostoevsky and Pushkin,” Dostoevsky on the Thresholds of Other Worlds) This social context may partly explain the incapability of the writer-protagonist in Dostoevsky’s short fiction. The Underground Man types refuse to accept the new commercial reality, or fail to do so. This also rings true for Petrushevskaia’s researcher in Number One and the time period of renewed capitalism in Russia in 2000s. Similar social circumstances for the protagonists in Bobok and Nomer Odin echo the ugliness of the undead, who have no fear of God. There could be no further punishment: characters display amoralities after their death.

In this paper, I argue that Petrushevskaia uses a Dostoevskian poetics of disorder, as well as his humor, to address the current state of humanity as life after death. She demonstrates that one has to switch souls with an illiterate thief, or fall through the ice of ancient “entti” (others) to remind oneself of being made in God’s image. A strange requirement.


