Dostoevsky's Vision of the Narod in "The Peasant Marey"


In his short story “The Peasant Marey,” Dostoevsky travels a three-part journey towards a final vision of the narod. During the first portion of his journey, Dostoevsky, a convict, experiences life in prison.  In the second leg of the journey, Dostoevsky is a boy on his father’s estate. At the journey’s conclusion, Dostoevsky is a writer with a lifetime of experiences that informed his most mature understanding of the narod. 

In order to discuss Dostoevsky’s journey towards an understanding of the narod, its definition must be clarified. According to Gregory Freeze, Russian nineteenth century society was divided into four estates or sosloviia.   “The traditional conception of the social structure posited the existence of four main estates (nobility, clergy, townspeople, and peasantry).”
  Narod refers to the last of these groups, the peasantry or specifically, taxed members of society who could be drafted into the army.  The root of the word is rod related to the Latin root gens.   The word narod is the equivalent of the German word Volk meaning folk or people.  A good working definition of narod until the revolutions of 1905 and 1917 is the Russian people who were not landed gentry, members of the bureaucracy, or clerics.  In the Russian text, Dostoevsky names Marey as a mu'ik .  This term refers to an uneducated, unrefined man.  This word, mu'ik, best describes the Russian narod, an uneducated, uncouth estate. 


During the nineteenth century, the Russian intelligentsia debated varying attitudes towards the Russian narod in their search for answers to the accursed questions: “Kyäa Ðoccèÿ?“(Whither Russia?) and “×òî  äåëàòü?“ (What should be done?)   Westernizers argued that the “Western historical path was the model that Russia had to follow.”
  The Russian narod, according to Westernizers, must be educated and changed in order for Russia to move forward towards a greater good.  In contrast, Slavophiles “formulated a comprehensive and remarkable ideology centered on the belief in the superior nature and supreme historical mission of Orthodoxy and of Russia.”
 Westernizers and Slavophiles searched in opposing directions for means of redemption. Westernizers sought political and legal remedies to bring about liberty and equality.  Slavophiles placed their hope in spiritual redemption, such as the moral regeneration of the people under the tsar, who ruled with direct authority from God.  

According to Victor Terras, Dostoevsky belonged to a special class of Slavophiles called “pochvenniki . . . whose slavophilism was more democratic and down-to-earth than that of mainstream slavophiles.”
 Dostoevsky believed that redemption could be found in the heart of the Russian peasant.  The Russian peasant possessed a pure heart and a mystical relationship with the earth.   Because the earth was sacred, working with it endowed Russian peasants with a native kind of spirituality.  Damp mother earth saturated their clothes, hands, and soul.  Earth or soil, from which life springs, is related to Eve as the mother of all living, and to Mary as the mother of God. 

"The Peasant Marey" demonstrates Dostoevsky’s opposing sympathies to Westernizers and Slavophiles, yet presents his own alternative vision of the narod, which is that of a  Pochvennik
 (Pohvennik).  His chronological journey was that of a boy on his father’s farm, a young man in prison, followed by the author retelling the experiences.  In contrast,  the psychological progression occurs in a different order: Easter in prison, his childhood encounter with the peasant Marey, and the author reflecting upon both experiences. This structure emphasizes Dostoevsky’s spiritual and moral journey.  Dostoevsky presents this journey as a spiritual progression, not in chronological order.  Throughout the journey, Dostoevsky progresses from empathy of the Western view epitomized by the expression "Je hais ces brigands”
 (I hate these thieves) to an acceptance of the narod as it is.  


His journey begins:

It was Easter Monday.  The air was warm, the sky blue, the sun high, “warm" and bright, but I was plunged in gloom.  I wandered aimlessly behind the barracks in the prison yard, looked at the palings of the strong prison fence, counting them mechanically, though I did not particularly want to count them, but doing it more out of habit than anything else.  It was the second day of "holidays" in prison.  The convicts were not taken out  to work, lots of them were drunk, cursing and quarreling broke out every minute in different corners of the prison.  Disgusting, coarse songs; groups of convicts playing cards under the bunks; several convicts who had run amok and had been dealt with summarily by their own comrades, were lying half dead on the bunks, covered with sheepskins, until they recover consciousness; the knives had already been drawn several times--all this had so harrowing an effect on me during the two days of holidays that it made me ill.  I could never bear without disgust the wild orgies of the common people, and here in this place this was especially true.  On such days even the officials never looked  into the prison, carried out no searches, did not look for drinks, realising that once a year even these outcasts  had to be given a chance of enjoying themselves and that otherwise things would be much worse.  At last blind flurry blazed up in my heart.  I meet the Pole, Mr. M--ski, one of the political prisoners.  He gave me a black look, with flashing eyes and trembling lips. “Je hais ces brigands!"


In this first portion of "The Peasant Marey," Dostoevsky describes the setting, the narrator, and the narod. The setting is Easter Monday, a day in the Russian Orthodox religion which celebrates the resurrection of Christ and the atonement he made for the sins of the world. By setting the story on a holiday celebrating the ability to change one’s inner-self due to the Christian belief that Christ suffered in order to redeem humanity from their sins, Dostoevsky foreshadows the change in his inner-self that would mold his vision of the narod. This setting foreshadows the direction of the narrator’s journey towards understanding the narod. His understanding of the narod and his change in attitude would take place on a spiritual or metaphysical level. The change in narrative vision would not be due to external factors, but to a subjective change of attitude, much as conversion is a change of inner self and not a change in the exterior world. 


After describing the setting, Dostoevsky introduces himself as a distanced narrator. He distances himself in speech, physical proximity, and mental reality. Dostoevsky leaves the barracks in order to escape the prisoner’s presence and then feigns sleep to escape the reality of their debauchery.  Dostoevsky repeatedly refers to the convicts in the third person.  This distancing from the other convicts allows Dostoevsky to give the illusion of observation from a distance, when in truth his observation is that of a very close and biased observer.  


After detaching the narrator from the narod, Dostoevsky then brings to light the negative attributes of the narod.  The members of the narod are drunk, they curse, they beat each other, and they participate in disgusting orgies that cause not only discomfort but also disgust to Dostoevsky.  The disagreeable behavior of the narod described in the first stage of "The Peasant Marey” is Dostoevsky's rationalization for his distaste of the narod.


Due to the physical and mental discomfort occasioned by his surrounding, Dostoevsky is reminded of a similar situation of discomfort and fear.  This begins the second portion of Dostoevsky’s journey, his childhood memory.  

I remembered an August day in our village; a dry, bright day, though rather cold and windy; summer was drawing to a close, and we should soon have to leave for Moscow and again have to spend all winter over the boring French lessons, and I was so sorry to leave the country.  I walked past the threshing floors and, going down a ravine, climbed up into the dense thicket of bushes which stretched from the other side of the ravine to the wood. I got amongst the bushes, and I could not hear very far away, about thirty yards perhaps, a peasant ploughing by himself on a clearing.  I knew that he was ploughing up a steep slope of a hill.  The horse must have found it very hard going, for from time to time I heard the peasant's call from a distance: "Gee up! Gee up!"  I knew almost all our peasants, but I did not know which of them was ploughing now, nor did it really matter to me who it was because I was occupied with my own affairs--I too was busy, breaking off a switch from a hazel-tree to strike frogs with; hazel-twigs are very lovely, but they are also very brittle, much more brittle than birch twigs.  I was also interested in beetles and other insects, and I was collecting them; some of them were very beautiful.  I also liked the small quick red and yellow lizards with black spots, but I was also afraid of snakes.  However, there were many fewer snakes than lizards.  There were not many mushrooms there; to get mushrooms one had to go to the birch wood, and I was about to go there.  And there was nothing in the world I loved so much as the wood with its mushrooms and wild berries, its beetles and its birds, its hedgehogs and squirrels, and its damp smell of rotted leaves.  And even as I write this I can smell the fragrance of our birch wood: these impressions remain with you for your whole life. Suddenly amid the dead silence I heard clearly and distinctly the shout, "Wolf! Wolf!"  I uttered a shriek and, panic-stricken, screamed at the top of my voice and rushed out to the clearing straight to the ploughing peasant.


It was our peasant Marey.  I do not know if there is such a name, but everybody called him Marey.  He was a peasant about fifty, thickset and over medium height, with a large, grizzled, dark-brown beard.  I knew him, but till that day I had scarcely ever spoken to him.  When he heard my cry, he even stopped his old mare, and when, unable to stop myself I clutched at his wooden plough with one hand and at his sleeve with the other, he saw how terrified I was.


"There's a wolf there!" I cried, breathless.


He threw up his head and looked round involuntarily, for a moment almost believing me.


"Where's the wolf?"


"Someone shouted--shouted just now 'Wolf! Wolf!'"  I stammered.


"There, there! There are no wolves hereabouts," he murmured, trying to calm me.  "You've been dreaming, sonny.  Who ever heard of wolves in these parts?"


But I was trembling all over and I was still clutching at his smock, and I suppose I must have been very pale.  He looked at me with a worried smile, evidently anxious and troubled about me.


"Dear, dear, how frightened you are," he said, shaking his head.  "Don't be frightened, sonny.  Oh, you poor thing, you! There, there."


He stretched out his hand and suddenly stroked my cheek.


"There now! Christ be with you, cross yourself, there's a good lad."


But I did not cross myself; the corners of my mouth were still twitching, and that seemed to strike him particularly.  He quietly stretched out his thick finger with its black nail, smeared with earth, and gently touched my trembling lips.


"Dear, oh dear," he smiled at me with a slow motherly sort of smile, "Lord, how frightened he is, poor lad!"


I realised at last that there was no wolf and that I had imagined the shout, "Wolf! Wolf!"  The shout, though, was very clear and distinct, but such shouts (and not only about wolves) I had imagined once or twice before, and I knew it.  (I grew out of these hallucinations a few years later.)


"Well, I'll go now," I said, looking up at him, questioning and shyly.


"Run along, run along, son, I'll be watching you," he said, adding, "Don't you worry, I shan't let the wolf get you!" and he smiled at me with the same motherly smile.  "Well, Christ be with you.  Run along, run along, sonny,” and he made the sign of the cross over me, and then crossed himself too.


I walked away, looking back anxiously every few yards.  While I was walking away, Marey stood still with his mare and looked after me, nodding his head at me every time I looked round.  As a matter of fact, I was a little ashamed of myself for having let him see how frightened I was, but I was still very much afraid of the wolf as I was walking away till I climbed up the steep side of the ravine and came to the first threshing barn.  There my terror left me completely, and our watchdog Volchok suddenly appeared out of nowhere and rushed at me.  With Volchok at my side I completely recovered my spirits and turned round to Marey for the last time.  I could no longer see his face clearly, but I felt that he was still nodding and smiling tenderly at me.  I waved to him and he waved back to me and started his mare.
  


Dostoevsky’s long paragraph describes the beautiful surroundings of his youthful memory. This contrast between the beautiful memory of a August day in the narrator’s youth and the squalor of the prison camp where he and dissolute members of the narod are currently imprisoned parallels the Easter motif established in the setting: the contrast between death and life, between the darkness of the grave and light on the morning of the Resurrection, between hope and despair.  The day is "bright" and "dry" in his memory and the Easter Monday on which he recollects this memory is also "warm" and "bright."   The positive connotation associated with the weather is a conduit for the memory and leads to Dostoevsky's personal belief as a Pochvennik or representative of the  "Back-to-the soil movement".
  Nature is treated as a sanctifying and uplifting force. Dostoevsky's fond memory and joys in childhood grew out of enjoyment of nature.  As distractions, he enjoyed the warm day and broke tree limbs to make twigs.  In this environment, he experienced safety and security in the ability to enjoy his own world without worrying about the plight of the narod or anyone else.  Dostoevsky also expressed his "love" of the "wood and its mushrooms” and the "fragrance" of "birchwood."  Through Dostoevsky's love of nature, he is able to develop an understanding of the narod.   Marey is Dostoevsky's link between the narod, nature, sanctification, and salvation.  

Dostoevsky’s imagery relates the earth to holiness and the ability to sanctify.  The peasant Marey's fingers and hands are blackened with earth.  It is these blackened fingers that make the sign of the cross over the young Dostoevsky who had envisioned a wolf in the distance. The gesture of the cross-made by mu'ik  Marey links Marey to a priest, who sanctifies with his hands dipped in holy water. Marey sanctifies with fingers dipped in earth.  Thus the holiness of holy water and the earth are linked.

Dostoevsky utilizes this link between the narod and sanctification to relate Marey to Mary, the mother of God.  Marey is a peasant-serf belonging to Dostoevsky's father.  Robert L. Jackson makes an argument for the choice of the name Marey as a relation to Mary, the mother of Jesus.  Jackson writes:
It is in any case not accidental that the name or word "Marey" could very easily have been associated in the popular mind with the dialect pronunciation of "Maria" (Mary), which is "Mareia."  The peasant Marey in all his essential characteristics--his tenderness and motherly compassion--is an imitation of the Holy Mary.  In this sense, the nine-year-old Dostoevsky...  may be said to have come under the protection of the Madonna.


 Support for this relation between the Madonna and Marey may be seen in the traditional Orthodox icon “Loving Kindness” or “Tenderness.”   In this icon, Mary and the Christ-child lovingly embrace each other.  This starkly contrasts with other depictions of Christ and Mary.  “Loving Kindness” is an image portraying the symbiotic relationship between mother and child and expressing the need to be loved and the need to love.  This tender view of Christ and Mary is that which Dostoevsky associated with Marey.  Marey has a "motherly smile" and tenderly makes the sign of the cross over Dostoevsky.  Marey's repeated invitations for Dostoevsky to “cross himself” are another symbol linking Marey to both Mary and Christ.  By making the sign of the cross over Dostoevsky, Marey calms Dostoevsky's fears of the imagined wolf,  just as grace turns the sinner from sin.  If the fear of the wolf may be related to the fear the wicked have of judgment, relief from this fear is redemption.  Thus, this sign of the cross is the symbol of Marey’s holiness.   


Dostoevsky, a Native-Soil-Conservative, believes that illumination of Russian society comes through the holiness of the narod.  Damp mother earth is sacred.  The saturation of the narod by soil endows the narod with sacredness.    By placing Marey as a standard of peasantry, Dostoevsky distinguishes him as an acolyte of Pochvennik beliefs.  Marey is tilling the soil when Dostoevsky encounters him.  When Marey touches Dostoevsky's trembling lip, the finger is stained with black soil. The soil-stained finger points the way towards illumination for it is indeed the soil or "Damp Mother Earth" that sanctifies the peasantry and society.   


The wolf in the narrator’s memory causes fear in him, a fear akin to that brought out by the raucous peasants.  Both the wolf and the convicts threaten Dostoevsky with physical harm.  In both cases, the fear is triggered by a physical presence, but release from the fear comes through a non-physical means, metaphysically.  No wolf need be shot to ease the boy’s troubled mind.  There is no wolf, and consequently no threat.  Nor will the narrator be released from prison, but the convicts will render him no physical harm.  In each case, release from fear causes the narrator to change his perception of his environment.  When fear of the wolf abates, the threatening world transforms into a place that is sweet and pastoral.  In prison camp, the very source of the threat itself–the narod--is transformed into the image and likeness of the kind peasant Marey.
The third leg of Dostoevsky's journey is his return to reality in prison, and it ties the peasant Marey of his memory to his fellow convicts.


All this came back to me all at once, I don't know why, but with an amazing accuracy of detail.  I suddenly came to and sat up on my bunk and, I remember, I could still feel the gentle smile of memory on my lips.  For another minute I went on recalling that incident from childhood.


When I returned home from Marey that day I did not tell anyone about my "adventure."  It was not much of an adventure, anyway.  And, besides, I soon forgot all about Marey.  Whenever I happened to come across him now and then, I never spoke to him either about the wolf or anything else, and now twenty years later in Siberia I suddenly remembered this meeting so distinctly that not a single detail of it was lost, which means of course that it must have been hidden in my mind without my knowing it, of itself and without any effort on my part, and came back to me suddenly when it was wanted.  I remembered the tender, motherly smile of the serf, the way he made the sign of the cross over me and crossed himself, the way he nodded at me. "Lord, how afeered he is, the poor lad!" And particularly that thick finger of his, smeared with earth, with which he touched my twitching lips so gently and with such shy tenderness.  No doubt, anyone would have done his best to calm a child, but something quite different seemed to have happened during that solitary meeting; and if I had been his own son, he could not have looked at me with eyes shining with brighter love.  And who compelled him to look like that?  He was one of our serfs, a peasant who was our property, and after all I was the son of his master.  No one would have known that he had been so good to me, and no one would have rewarded him for it.  Did he really love little children as much as that?  There are such people, no doubt.  Our meeting took place in a secluded spot, in a deserted field, and only God perhaps saw from above with what profound and enlightened human feeling, and with what delicate, almost womanly, tenderness the heart of a coarse, savagely ignorant Russian serf was filled, a serf who at the time neither expected nor dreamt of his emancipation.


Tell me, was not this what Konstantin Aksakov perhaps meant when he spoke of the high degree of culture of our people?


And so when I got off the bunk and looked round, I suddenly felt I remember, that I could look at these unhappy creatures with quite different eyes, and that suddenly by some miracle all hatred and anger vanished from my heart. I walked round the prison peering into the faces I came across.  That rascal of a peasant with his shaven head and branded face, yelling his hoarse drunken song at the top of his voice--why, he, too, may be the same sort of peasant as Marey: I cannot possibly look into his heart, can I?  That evening I again meet M--ski.  Poor man!  He could have no memories about Marey or peasants like him and he could have no other opinion of these people except, "Je hais ces brigands!"  Yes, it was much harder for those Poles than for us!


At the time of the sanctification, Dostoevsky suffered from a delusion of a wolf, a perceived threat.  At the time Dostoevsky recalls this memory, he perceives the convicts as a threat to his person.  However, through the course of his memory, Dostoevsky realizes that the convicts surrounding him are no longer a threat just as the perceived wolf is no longer a threat.  In his youth, this alleviation from fear occurred due to the intervention of a peasant behaving as an intercessor.  In prison, his reminiscence acts as an intercessor in his fears of the convicts.  Another possible relation would be the event of Easter.  Easter is the day set aside for the celebration of the rising of Christ who, according the Christianity, overcame death.  Christ became the intercessor between humanity and death, both physical and spiritual.  Marey acts as an intercessor who allows Dostoevsky to lose his fear of physical harm in exchange for inner and peace.  Thus Marey is symbolically related to Christ as an intercessor between death and despair on the one hand and inner peace on the other. Because Dostoevsky was a Christian, this relationship between the narod and Christ raised the narod to a place of high esteem in his view. 


However, the Pole possesses a harder time understanding the narod.  For what could a Pole, born of foreign soil and nurtured in a different faith–not Orthodoxy, but Roman Catholicism–see in the heart of a Russian peasant?  By asserting “it was much harder for the Poles than us” Dostoevsky implies the superiority of Russian Orthodoxy to Polish Catholicism.  Like Gogol, Dostoevsky believes Russian Orthodoxy is the one true faith and offers greater blessing than other faiths.  Gogol, in "Selected Passages," expounds the differences between Russian Orthodoxy and Catholicism:

No, God keep us from defending our Church! That would mean harming it.  For us there is only one possible propaganda--our life.  It is by our lives that we should defend our Church, which is all life; by the fragrance of our souls should its truth be raised.  Let the missionaries of western Catholicism beat theirs breasts, brandish their arms and with eloquence and oratory extort tears quickly dried.  The preacher of Catholicism in the East should come before the people in such a way that by his humble aspect alone, by his calm eyes and quietly impressive voice issuing from a soul in which all desire for the world is dead, everyone will be moved before he has even explained one thing; and with one voice they will say to him, "Do not utter a word: we hear the holy truth of your Church without that!”



Despite his rhetorical assertion to the contrary, Dostoevsky’s narrator becomes a perceptive seer into the peasant heart.  The "miracle" that banishes all "hatred' of the narod from his heart is a powerful gift derived from Dostoevsky’s understanding of Russian Orthodoxy and the sanctification offered from coming closer and more in tune with the earth.  Dostoevsky through this credo does not argue for the need of sacred writ or logic, but for an understanding heart and a display of faith in the eyes.  


Dostoevsky relates the importance of faith in Christ over logic or truth, in his letter to N.D. Fonvizina, "If it were proven that Christ were outside of the truth, I would rather be with Christ than with the truth."
  This statement hints at Dostoevsky’s belief that religion is not based solely upon holy writ, but more in the faith of the people. By this, Marey and the narod are more important to the sacredness of life and the earth.  Dostoevsky, in his reminiscence, does not utilize logic to prove the absence of the wolf.  Marey does not prove the absence or presence of the wolf, but instead assures the young Dostoevsky of his safety; Marey gives Dostoevsky peace.  Peace is yet another symbol related to Christ. At his ascension, Christ promised, "My peace I leave unto you."   This peace is not one of logic, but of the spirit.  

The final step in Dostoevsky's journey brings him to an understanding of the narod.  Dostoevsky views the narod as the loving Christ and Mary in the icon of  “Tenderness,” in a loving and understanding manner.  It is with this vision that Dostoevsky is able to cope with his surroundings in a manner the Polish prisoner can not.

In conclusion, Dostoevsky's short story "The Peasant Marey" is a three-part journey.  The action of the novel comes full circle.  Dostoevsky begins the story walking around the prison and ends the tale in the same motion.  The change that takes place in the tale is an internal change in Dostoevsky through which he gains the ability to love the narod.  This love comes from a fond childhood memory of the peasant Marey.  Dostoevsky utilizes imagery that links Marey and subsequently the narod to Mary and Christ.  The peasant Marey redeems the young Dostoevsky from fear and the old Dostoevsky from hatred.  Part of the sacredness of Marey and his ability to redeem Dostoevsky is Marey's relation to the earth and the spirituality thereof.  In "The Peasant Marey" Dostoevsky professes his faith in the spirituality of the narod and their close relationship to Christ.
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