
Published in 1864, Notes from Underground is considered one of the first exis-
tentialist novels. The unnamed narrator, referred to by critics as the Underground 
Man, is a retired civil servant living in St. Petersburg. The book is presented as 
a collection of excerpts from the diary of this isolated, bitter man and is struc-
tured in two parts.  ”Underground”, the first part, is a monologue that attacks the 
idealism of emerging Western society symbolized by the utopian model of the 
“Crystal Palace” in What Is to Be Done? by Nikolay Chernyshevsky.  The chapters 
of this section discuss the dilemmas posed by ennui and inertia and present the 
paradoxes of the perverse pleasure in and need for suffering and pain and the ir-
rational impulse to act against one’s self-interest or benefit.  “Apropos of the Wet 
Snow”, the second part, relates three stories that reveal the strange contours of 
the Underground Man’s consciousness.  The first concerns his obsession with an 
officer who once slighted him and an attempt to get even. In the second he gets 
into an argument with some old school friends at a dinner for a colleague, after 
which they abandon him to visit a brothel.  The third involves his treatment of a 

prostitute he engages and then humiliates, rationalizing that his insults may well be a purification. The novel has influence can be seen 
in the works of Friedrich Nietzsche, Kafka’s Metamorphosis, Ralph Ellison’s The Invisible Man, American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis, and 
Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver. It features prominently in the 2018 movie Fahrenheit 451, based on the Ray Bradbury novel.
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Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky (November 11, 1821 – February 9, 1881) was a Russian author whose works are noted for their ex-
traordinary psychological depth and engagement with religious and philosophical themes.  Born the second son of a physician to the poor 
in Moscow, his nanny read him fairy tales, legends and heroic sagas and his family introduced him to wide range of literature. He attended 
boarding schools in Moscow, followed by the Nickolayev Military Engineering School in St. Petersburg, where he was a solitary, introverted 
outsider with a distinctly un-military bearing.  In 1846 he published Poor Folk, described as Russia’s first “social novel” by renowned literary 
critic Belinsky. Commercial success enabled him to focus on his writing and gain access to St. Petersburg literary circles, where he devel-
oped an interest in socialism and joined a group that discussed banned books critical of “Tsarist Russia”.  Group members were arrested in 
1849 and sentenced to death. The sentence was commuted at the last minute to four years in a Siberian prison camp followed by six years 
of military service. During his time in the military he the widow of an officer. He suffered from epilepsy, and was released from the military 
due to poor health in 1859.  He returned to Russia and 1861 published The House of the Dead, the first book describing the horrid condi-
tions in Russian prisons. He toured Europe for the first time in 1862 and again in 1863, where he lost most of his money gambling. Both 
his wife and elder brother died in 1864. Returning to St. Petersburg, he published his first major work, Crime and Punishment, in 1866, 
followed by The Gambler in 1867.   He married his stenographer that same year and left for a honeymoon in Germany planned for several 
months that lasted four years. He returned again to Russia in 1871 and struggled with financial troubles as well as increasingly poor health.  
In 1873 he began A Writer’s Diary, a continuing collection of essays that attracted the attention of Tsar Alexander II, who commanded an in-
presentation of the work and requested that he educate his two sons.  While his recognition increased and his mature work continued, his 
health deteriorated. He was elected to the honorary committee of the Association Litteraire er Atistique Internationale alongside the likes 
of Victor Hugo, Alfred Tennyson, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Leo Tolstoy. The Brothers Karamazov was published in 1880.  His address at 
the unveiling of the Pushkin Memorial in 1880 had a significant emotional impact and was met with thunderous applause.  When he died 
in 1881 his funeral was attended by an estimated 50,000 – 100,000 mourners.
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