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Smerdjakov’s Suicide Note

l.

»dmerdjakov’s suicide note, like everything he says, has a touch of
semiliterate about it and is not quite grammatical®. This is how Victor
Terras comments on Smerdjakov’s last words in his Karamazov
companion (Terras 1981. 397). Victor Terras’ comment is an understate-
ment: besides grammatical awkwardness, there is also a well-calculated
ambiguity in Smerdjakov’s note, which contains two messages — one of
them intended for his half-brother and former spiritual tutor, Ivan
Karamazov, and the other for the general public.

The exact wording of the note is: ,,McTpeOmsito CBOIO XKU3HBb CBOCHO
COOCTBEHHOIO BOJICH M 0XOTOM, 4T0OBI HUKOTO He BUHUTH (PSS 15. 85,
22f). Its first reading is reflected in the English translation of Constance
Garnett: ,,I destroy my life of my own will and desire, so as to throw no
blame on anyone* (BK Garnett, 346). In this reading, the note is perfectly
grammatical, although somehow pleonastic (,,cB0€10 cCOOCTBEHHOIO BOJIEi
u oxotoii). This is probably the interpretation adopted automatically by
most readers of Dostoevskij’s Russian original. In the world of the novel,
however, this reading is accessible exclusively to Smerdjakov’s half-
brother Ivan, since he is the only person to know that the servant holds
him responsible for the killing of their father Fedor Pavlovi¢. In his
interviews with Ivan, Smerdjakov had constantly invoked the common
ground allegedly shared by him and his half-brother, thereby creating a
sense of false familiarity between them. His suicide note is a last move in
this game: by packing into it a meaning that is decodable only for Ivan,
Smerdjakov manages even beyond his death to preserve the atmosphere
of conspiracy that links him to his half-brother.

For those who believe Smerdjakov to have passed the night of the
murder in bed next to the room of Grigorij and Marfa, paralysed by an
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epileptic fit (this is the majority of the novel’s characters), the only
possible reading is the one reflected in the translation of David Magar-
shak: ‘I put an end to my life of my own free will and no one should be
blamed for it.” (BK Magarshak, 766). Translated thus, Smerdjakov’s
words are quite typical of suicide notes of the time, as shown by two
examples from Irina Paperno’s book on Suicide as a Cultural Institution
in Dostoevsky’s Russia: $1 nwammucan Obl ,,B CMEPTH MOEU HHUKOTO HE
BUHUTB,  — HO YyBCTBYIO, UTO 3Ta cmepeomuntas ¢pasa MHE HE K JIUILY;
Hzbumas ¢pasza: B cMEPTH HUKOTO HE BUHUTH, OTIIPABWIICS Ha TOT CBET
no cooctBeHHOMY kenaHuto (Paperno 1997. 274, 277; emphasis added).
Dostoevsky uses this stereotype in Stavrogin’s suicide note: Hukoro He
BUHUTH, 51 caM (PSS 10. 516. 4f).

If we follow the first reading of the note, uro6s! introduces a final
clause directly subordinated to the main clause MctpeG:sito cBOIO KU3HD
CBOCI0 00CTBeHHOIO Bojeil um oxoTtod. The causal connection holds
between the propositional content of the two clauses: Smerdjakov kills
himself because he does not want to blame on Ivan his killing of Fedor
Pavlovi¢. Urobs! functions here as a semantic connective. If we follow
the second reading, the final clause introduced by uro6s1 modifies not the
propositional content of the first clause, but the speech act that Smerdja-
kov performs by writing it down. The meaning of the note becomes clear
if we imagine Smerdjakov introducing it by an overt performative like
3asBisto, 4To...: | leave this message because I do not want anybody to be
accused of murdering me. In this case, 4yToObI 1S a pragmatic connective
(Van Dijk 1979): it links not one proposition to another, but a speech act
to a proposition. Another way to put this would be to say that in the
second reading, there is between the first and the second clause of
Smerdjakov’s suicide note a shift from the communicative to the
metacommunicative level, with aToOb1 serving as a bridge between them.

This type of pragmatic connection is not uncommon in Russian; here
are some examples from contemporary usage (source: Paduceva 1985.
46): I'ne UBaH, a TO UM HAYaJILCTBO MHTEpECOBANOCK; Eciu xouer, s Tam
BooOIIe He ObLT; [loka s He 3a0bu1, Kyaa Thl MOJOXKUI cioBapu? UToObI
HE CIIyTaTh, B KOTOPOM Hacy 3aBTpa cobpanue? There are also many
interesting examples in Dostoevskij’s work. In The Idiot, FerdyS¢enko
speaks the following words to Count Myskin: S npumen Bac
peIynpeanTh: BO-TIEPBBIX, MHE JCHET B3alMbI HE aBaTh, IOTOMY YTO S
HenpemeHHo Oyay mpocuth (PSS 8. 79. 44f). This example offers a nice
illustration of the mechanism underlying the passage from the semantic to
the pragmatic use of connectives: if we discard the introductory phrase A
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IpUILET Bac MpeaynpeanTh, i.e. if we view MHe JIeHer B3aliMbl HE JaBaTh
not as a complement to mpenynpenuth, but as an autonomous modal
infinitive (,,don’t lend me money*), the connective motomy 4To must be
interpreted pragmatically. Our next example is from Snegirev’s first
dialogue with Alesa: Her, ogHako, Mor BO30yAHTh CTOJIb JIFOOOIBITCTRA,
00 XMBY B OOCTaHOBKe, HEBO3MOXKHOM 11t rocrenpunmcta (PSS 14.
182. 9f). Again, the meaning becomes clear if we supply the missing
performative ,,Since I am not in a position to receive guests, I ask you
why you have called on me®. Ivan’s interviews with Smerdjakov provide
us with two more examples of pragmatic connectives: A 3aBTpa B MockBy
yeskar, eciau xouemb 3To 3HaTh (PSS 14. 249. 40; spoken by Ivan
Karamazov to Smerdjakov) and An BOT BbI-TO M yOuiu, koib Tak (PSS
15. 59. 25; spoken by Smerdjakov to Ivan Karamazov). All cases occur in
dialogues, which is probably no coincidence: the construction has a
distinctly colloquial ring to it.

To almost all of the novel’s characters, it i1s the second and not the
first reading of Smerdjakov’s suicide note that makes more sense. But this
reading, preferable as it may be from a logical point of view, poses a
grammatical problem: the zero subject of the infinitive BuauTh has the
wrong controller (or rather no controller at all). The subject of the
underlying performative phrase is the author of the note (i.e. Smerdja-
kov), the subject of BunuTh the people who could (and should not) accuse
somebody else of his alleged murder. This is why Smerdjakov’s suicide
note sounds ,,not quite grammatical® — not just to Victor Terras, whose
statement was quoted at the beginning of this paper, but also to the public
prosecutor Ippolit Kirillovi¢ (PSS 15. 141, 21-25): IloBecuBmmuch,
OCTaBMJI 3aMKCKY, MUCAaHHYIO CBOEOOpa3HbIM ciorom: ,.Mctpebisito ceds
CBOCIO BOJIEW M OXOTOM, uToObI HHKOro He BUHUTH. Ippolit Kirillovic
goes on: Hy uto 6 emy mpubaBuTh B 3anucke: youina s, a He Kapamazos.
Ho aToro on He mpubaBwiI: Ha OTHO COBECTH XBATHIIO, a HA IPYTroe HET?

The public prosecutor’s remark makes clear another aspect of the
meaning of Smerdjakov’s suicide note: in its second reading, it triggers
the inference (the implicature) that Smerdjakov is not the murderer; and
this, in turn, implies that he holds somebody else responsible for the
killing of Fedor Pavlovié." Thus, the second reading of Smerdjakov’s
suicide is not just distinct, but in fact quite opposed to the first: the first
denies its autor’s wish to blame anybody, the second is an indirect
accusation.

" This has been already noted by Morson 1986. 240.
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2.

The peculiarity of Smerdjakov’s suicide note stands out even more clearly
if we compare it to the note Dmitrij Karamazov holds out to Petr II’i¢
Perxotin just before his departure for Mokroe: ,,Ka3uio cebst 3a Bcro
KU3HbB, BCIO )XU3Hb MO0 Haka3yro!“ (PSS 14. 364. 12). This note consists
of two clauses, too, but the logical relation between them is quite
transparent: the second clause repeats the content of the first. The fact that
Dmitrij calls his note a ,,riddle* is just one more proof of his naivety.
Compared to Smerdjakov’s, this note has nothing mysterious about it, and
its translation poses no particular problems: the English versions of
Garnett and Magarshak agree with each other almost word for word: ,,1
punish myself for my whole life; my whole life I punish!“ (BK Garnett,
213); ,,’'m punishing myself for my whole life, my whole life I punish!*
(BK Magarshak, 474). On the other side, the chiastic arrangement of the
key words (ka3HIO ... KHU3HB ... KHU3Hb ... Haka3yl0) and the rhythmic
texture give Dmitrij’s note a certain poetic flavour that is the exact
opposite of the bureaucratic clumsiness in Smerdjakov’s last words.

The insidious ambiguity of Smerdjakov’s suicide note and the
bragging despair of Dmitrij’s are both perfect expressions of their
character. Both notes were certainly composed very carefully by
Dostoevskij, who was an avid reader and an astute analyst of suicide
notes (Paperno 1997, Shneidman 1984). There is no doubt that the
ambiguity of Smerdjakov’s note was intended by the author of the novel.
But are we to believe that it entered Smerdjakov’s intentions as well?

It would be rash to answer this question only in the affirmative.
Smerdjakov ,,embodies®, according to G. S. Morson, ,,anomaly to all
possible systems* (Morson 1986. 234). An aspect of this anomaly is that
it is difficult, if not impossible to draw a sharp line between what he does
intentionally and what happens to him by accident. His epilepsy attack in
the night of the murder (first feigned, then real) is a pertinent case in
point. True, Smerdjakov shows a remarkable ,ability to manipulate
language*: he ,,simply outmaneuvers Ivan in their verbal duels* (Morson
1986. 240). But here again, he can feel manipulated, too, because it was
in the first place Ivan who made him, a person of exemplary honesty up to
then, consider murder and theft as permissible.”

So let us leave the question of intentionality open and limit ourselves
to the observation that already at his first appearance in the novel,

? The ,,duality of voices* inherent in many of Smerdjakov’s words has recently been
pointed out by Lee Johnson (2004. 771).
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Smerdjakov betrays a preoccupation with the linguistic mechanism that
he (be it consciously or unconsciously) exploits in his last words. Chapter
7 of Book Three is called Kortposep3a. In this chapter, the two servants
of Fedor Pavlovi¢, Grigorij (Vasil’evi¢ Kutuzov) and (Pavel Fedorovic)
Smerdjakov, argue about a Russian soldier who was taken prisoner in
Asia and had rather preferred to be flayed alive than to renounce his
Christian faith. Smerdjakov refuses to recognize the value of the soldier’s
act of martyrdom and supports his point with a whole array of arguments.
In fact, he goes even so far as to contend that renouncing Jesus Christ in
this situation would be no sin at all. The way by which he arrives to this
strange conclusion is quite remarkable: 160 eaBa TOJIBKO sI CKaxy
MyduTensm: ,,HeT, s He XpUCTHAHWH W HWCTUHHOTO OOra MOEro
OPOKJIMHAIO®, KaKk TOT4ac € s CaMbIM BBICHIMM OOXBUM CYJIOM
HEMEIJIEHHO U CHEIMAIbHO CTAHOBIIOCH aHadeMa MPOKJISAT U OT LIEPKBU
CBATOM OTJIy4y€H COBEPIICHHO KaK Obl MHOSI3BIYHUKOM, TaK Jaxe, YTO B
TOT K€ MUT-C — HE TO YTO KaK TOJBKO IMPOU3HECY, a TOIBKO YTO MOMBICIIO
IIPOM3HECTH, TAaK UYTO JAa)KE€ CAMOM YETBEPTU CEKYHIbI TYT HE MpPOIaeT-C,
KaK sl OTJIy4Y€H, — TaK WM He Tak, ['puropuii BacunbseBuu? [...] A xomm 1
YK HE XPUCTHAHWH, TO, 3HAYUT, S U HE COITajJl MYYUTEISIM, KOTJa OHU
CIpaIluBaIf: ,, XpPUCTHAHUH S WM HE XPHUCTUAHWUH', 0O s yke ObLI
caMUM OOTOM COBIIEYEH MOETO XPUCTHAHCTBA, IO MPUYUHE OJHOTO JIUIIIH
3aMbICiIa M TPEXKIE YeM JaKe CIOBO YCIENT MO€ MOJBUTh MYUYHUTEISIM
(PSS 14. 118, 25-33; 119, 16-20).

In J. R. Searle’s well-known classification of speech acts, the
utterance ,,HeT, 1 He XpUCTHAHWH U UCTHHHOTO 00OTa MOETO MPOKIMHAIO
is a declaration. Declarations are speech acts ,,which effect immediate
changes in the institutional state of affairs and which tend to rely on
elaborate extra-linguistic institutions, e.g. excommunicating, declaring
war, christening, firing from employment (Levinson 1983. 240). In other
words, a declaration is a proposition that can (under the appropriate
circumstances) acquire a positive truth value just by virtue of being
uttered — a speech act whose propositional content is the speech act itself.
Smerdjakov’s fallacy rests on the assumption that this unity is only
apparent: he suggests that in the speaker’s mind, the proposition predates
the speech act. By this sleight of hand, Smerdjakov manages to transform
the declaration into a representative utterance, i.e. into a simple factual
statement. The same kind of reasoning is at work in his suicide note, in
which the final clause 4yToOb He BUHMTH HUKOTO acquires a completely
different meaning according to whether it is connected to the speech act
or to the propositional content of the preceding clause. In his argument
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with Grigorij, Smerjakov artificially separates a speech act from its
propositional content to build a fallacious argument; in his suicide note,
he (deliberately?) overlooks their separation to produce an ambiguous
utterance.

The analogy between Smerdjakov’s argumentation in the Chapter
KontpoBep3a and his suicide note can be supported by two more
arguments. The first of them is that, on the symbolic level, the
renouncement of Christ can be considered as spiritual suicide. The second
argument has to do with the fact that there is after all a reading that does
away with the ambiguity of Smerdjakov’s suicide note: we could regard
uctpebmnsto as a performative verb. Then, the suicide note becomes an
explicit performative utterance, and the possibility to add yet another
performative with which the connective uro6sr could be linked
disappears. Of course, this means to transform Smerdjakov into a kind of
supernatural being who is able to kill somebody (including himself) just
by the force of his word — an idea that contradicts the fact that he was
found hanged but that seems not so far fetched after all if we remember
his close connection with Ivan’s devil. Thus, the explicit performative
utterance Her, s HE XpUCTHAaHMH M UCTUHHOIO OOra MOEro MPOKJIMHAIO
prefigures the suicide note because renouncement of faith is a kind of
spiritual suicide, and the suicide note harks back to the renouncement
formula since it is so built that it can be disambiguated only at the cost of
being transformed into an explicit performative utterance.
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