
INTRODUCTION 

Dostoevsky's great novel The Idiot, one of the finest works ever written 
inspired by the image and the ideal of Christ, was composed during a 
particularly difficult period of the author's life. Not that some other 
periods had not been equally tumultuous and agitated. There had been, 
after all, his arrest as a political conspirator in 1849, the agonizing 
mock execution to which he had been exposed, his four years in the 
prison camp, and the succeeding six of service in the Russian army. But 
while such events were nerve-racking and tormenting, Dostoevsky was 
not during those times attempting to carry on his literary career. And if 
we examine the conditions under which he wrote his other great nov­
els, it is clear that none were created in circumstances as harassing and 
distracting as those in which he wrote The Idiot. 

For one thing, Dostoevsky was then living in Europe. whose culture 
he admired but whose social and political mores he abhorred-and 
came to detest even more rancorously the more he remained abroad. He 
had left Russia with a new bride, twenty years younger than himself, 
presumably for a vacation visit of a few months, but the absence from 
his homeland lasted for four years. Just before leaving he had been pur­
sued by creditors, who threatened to throw him into debtor's prison, 
and he feared that if he returned as impoverished as he had left, the 
threat would be carried out. He and his devoted wife, Anna Grigo­
ryevna, settled first in Dresden, then moved to Baden-Baden; next they 
went to Switzerland, living in Geneva and Vevey; finally they traveled to 
Italy, residing first in Milan and then Florence. To finance the trip, Dos­
toevsky had received an advance from Mikhail Katkov, the powerful edi­
tor of the Russian Messenger, in which Crime and Punishment had recently been 
published, and he continued to live on such advances all through this 
time. It was necessary for him to get to work as soon as possible, both to 
cover the funds already obtained and, by the installments of a new 
novel, to earn more for the future. 

Aside from this peripatetic existence, several other factors also interfered 
with all his efforts to satisfy his literary obligations. During an earlier trip to 
Europe, Dostoevsky had been bitten by a passion for roulette (he never gam­
bled in any other way) and had even written a novella, The Gambler ( 1866), in 
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