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N THE HISTORY OF SCIENCE, 1905 IS COUNTED AS AN ANNUS MIRABILIS

that shook the very foundations of the physicist’s view of the world.

In that year, Albert Einstein published a trio of momentous papers,
one of which marked the inception of his abstruse special theory of
relativity. The reverberations of that upheaval were not immediately
felt in the cultural consciousness of the epoch. Einstein would gain
worldwide popularity in the decade after he was awarded the Nobel
Prize in Physics in 1921. His popularization in Russia coincided with
the aftermath of another earthshaking event, the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion. In 1922-23, the journal The Book and the Revolution (Kxura u pe-
BoyronnA) printed a thirteen-page list of works on relativity available
in Russian, and its merits were debated in the pages of such a promi-
nent Soviet cultural mouthpiece as Red Virgin Soil (KpacHast HOBb).!
Einstein had captured the imagination of the early Soviet intellectual
world. In a place and time particularly amenable to notions of the
modernist artist’s capacity for “life creation” (xxusHerBOpuecTBO) and
filled with the Marxist-Leninist desire to change fundamentally hu-
man nature and daily life, Einstein’s version of the universe abounded
with a compelling transformative potential.

The symbolist Andrey Bely spent the revolutionary days of No-
vember 1917 in his Moscow bathtub (to shield himself from bullets)
reading the theory of relativity (Lavrov 8). In the equally tumultuous
year of 1920, the futurist and poet of the revolution Vladimir Maya-
kovsky embarked on a scheme to send Einstein a “salutatory radio:
to the science of the future from the art of the future.”> Mayakovsky
viewed relativity, with its potential to reverse the passage of time, in
the context of the Russian avant-garde’s most ambitious project, the
quest for immortality. Evgeny Zamyatin, author of the scientifically
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minded dystopian novel We (Mpr [1924]),
intimately linked the unease caused by an
Einsteinian conception of the world to the
traumatic upheaval of revolution. Modernity’s
destabilizing, entropic forces were perceived
as the singular source for both revolution
and relativity.’ Yet it was the literary theorist
Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) who moved
beyond the popular revolution-era appro-
priation of relativity to accomplish one of the
most informed applications of Einstein’s sci-
entific revolution in the cultural sphere.

The picture of a universe rife with simul-
taneous possibilities and choices that emerged
after the popularization of relativity found a
strong resonance in Bakhtin’s exposition of
the novel. Scholars have pursued the more
general philosophical affinities between an
Einsteinian physical universe and a Bakhtin-
ian literary world.* But Bakhtin’s work can be
more clearly aligned with other twentieth-
century intellectual currents fascinated with
Einstein’s theories. In this essay I argue that
a post-Einsteinian conceptualization of the
physical world is an indispensable element
of Bakhtin’s descriptions of the world of the
novel. Such an argument presupposes a radi-
cal change between pre- and post-Einsteinian
epistemology. From a scientific, and even cul-
tural, perspective, such a change took place.
Bakhtin, however, also appreciated the nu-
anced implications of Einstein’s discovery.
His debt to Einstein resides in the power to
reevaluate the known world through subtle
yet epiphanic shifts of perspective.® Bakhtin
elevates the role of the reader and recasts
centuries of literary history in the light of a
universe divested of physical and metaphysi-
cal absolutes.

The world as envisioned by Einstein is a
startlingly subjective entity. Leonard Shlain
finds the intersection of art and physics pre-
cisely in the introduction, by the new physics,
of subjectivity into science (23). A compara-
ble convergence enables Bakhtin to describe a
novelistic universe that also takes into consid-
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eration the lack of an objective, absolute point
of view. His lifelong occupation with the
reader’s perspective is marked by a variety of
attempts to validate a wholly subjective model
of literary theory. When Bakhtin most overtly
articulates the cornerstones of his theoreti-
cal lexicon—the chronotope, carnival, and
polyphony—Einstein is always in close prox-
imity. With a particularly Einsteinian under-
standing of the observing subject, Bakhtin
finds in the scientific discoveries of his life-
time the key to the chronotope’s personal-
ization of time and space and to carnival’s
destabilization of semantic highs and lows.
He achieves his most sustained and developed
use of twentieth-century considerations of the
subject in the notion of polyphony. The crux
of the epistemological intersection of Bakhtin
and Einstein lies in equating Bakhtinian po-
lyphony with a postrelativity understanding
of subjectivity.

By examining polyphony’s presentation
near the beginning and the end of Bakhtin’s
career (in the form of two closely related books
on Fyodor Dostoevsky), I hope to show the
transformation of his early implicit and unar-
ticulated interest in an Einsteinian, physically
nonobjective universe into an explicit recog-
nition of the Einsteinian nature of his own
worldview. The contrast that emerges from
this process is not that of two Dostoevskys or
two Einsteins but that of two Bakhtins. When
first reading Dostoevsky, Bakhtin was only
vaguely aware of relativity’s applicability to
literary depictions of the world. He returned
to Dostoevsky decades later as a critic now at-
tuned to the need for incorporating Einstein’s
new physics into his explication of novelistic
realism. Bakhtin’s books on Dostoevsky dem-
onstrate the changes produced in a reader by
the assimilation of scientific paradigm shifts
into the cultural consciousness.

In a single year at the start of the twentieth
century, Einstein had toppled two tenets at the
core of Newtonian physics. He had challenged
long-held beliefs in the absoluteness of time
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and space, proposing a conception in which
all measurements and calculations were criti-
cally intertwined with the observer’s point of
view. With an awareness of Einstein’s relativ-
ity, it became possible, and even unavoidable,
for two people to experience and be subject to
time and geography differently. Einsteinian
physics was born out of a moment of failure.
Newtonian principles could not account for
the outcomes of late-nineteenth-century ex-
periments in optics and electrodynamics—the
behavior of light seemed to defy the physical
limitations of traditional physics. Einstein’s
conjecture that light’s speed remained con-
stant set into motion a spate of rapidly writ-
ten papers that would culminate in his initial
formulation of relativity.®

Einstein was able to correct Newton by
reenvisioning the process of taking mea-
surements. In a pre-Einsteinian scenario,
the observer is external to the system under
observation. For Newtonian mechanics, all
external observers are equivalent; all will
take the same measurements of the system.
Einstein did not challenge the axiomatic laws
inherent to the system but rather introduced a
third element. He accounted for the shortcom-
ings of Newtonian physics by surmising that
a second observer, also external to the sys-
tem, would not take measurements identical
to those of the first observer. In insisting on
the uniqueness of each point of observation,
Einstein rendered the concept of an external
position, of objectivity, meaningless. With no
authoritative perspective on the system, all
measurements, including those of time, be-
come subjectively relative to the observer.

Einsteinian physics was built on the de-
centralizing, yet universally applicable, no-
tion of relativity. Every observation, every
measurement had to take into consideration
the viewer’s subjectivity, and thus the ob-
server’s individual nature became integral to
measurements of velocity and distance. While
traditional laws of motion generally coincided
with the expectations of human intuition,
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Einstein’s theories were based on speculative
scenarios that expressly contradicted intui-
tive predictions of the measurement of space
and time.” Bakhtin would introduce such a
breakthrough in approaching the world of
the novel.

Einstein’s rethinking of the authoritative
and external observer finds a close equivalent
in Bakhtin’s description of the novel. By align-
ing himself with the asynchronicity of his
time, Bakhtin speaks to a reader who shares
his experience of the epistemological trauma
and liberation of the early twentieth century.
The reader championed by Bakhtin can find
reason in the counterintuitive and empirical
truths in subjectivity; both discoveries are jus-
tified by the theory of relativity. Thus, while
most applications of relativity focused on art-
ists whose works were shaped by the material
conditions of the twentieth century,® Bakhtin
sought evidence of a relativistic worldview
in an earlier period. In his estimation, Dos-
toevsky and classical Greek literature also ex-
hibited Einsteinian traits. The imposition of
relativity on the literature of the past deserves
special attention as a unique facet of Bakhtin’s
appropriation of the new physics.

The age of relativity brought with it such
a radically new worldview that the very con-
cept of artistic realism could survive only as a
convention, as a personal agreement between
author and reader. Using less empirical and
more hypothetical models, Einstein embraced
the ability of the new physics to go beyond the
limits of experimentation and posit physi-
cal phenomena contrary to human intuition.
Many commentators on modernism in the
arts have used Einstein as a reference point to
mark the start of a cultural and epistemologi-
cal epoch radically different from preceding
ones. Thomas Vargish and Delo Mook sub-
stantiate this distinction with an extensive
discussion of the loss of an absolute reality and
a single-point perspective in the arts. Their
notion of an “epistemic trauma” articulates
the rupture many modern scholars associate

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405 Published online by Cambridge University Press

407


https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405

408

Polyphony and the Atomic Age: Bakhtin’s Assimilation of an Einsteinian Universe

with relativity in the discourse of modernism
(14-50).° By insisting on the emergence of a
distinct turn-of-the-century epistemology,
commentators on modernism have incorpo-
rated relativity into the indispensable founda-
tion of a twentieth-century intellect.

While most artists and critics recognized
relativity’s dramatic resonance with revolu-
tion and upheaval, Bakhtin grasped its af-
finities with elements of Russian culture that
more subtly undermined a traditional (and
distinctly Western) aesthetic worldview. In
the early twentieth century, a renewed inter-
est in Orthodox Christian iconography ar-
ticulated one facet of this divergence. Boris
Egorov includes Father Pavel Florensky’s con-
cept of “reverse perspective” (“o6parHas mep-
crekTNBa,” from a 1919 essay of that title) in
his extensive list of Bakhtin’s early epistemo-
logical influences (13). Florensky postulated
that the perspective of an icon is constructed
such that it places the viewer inside rather
than outside the depiction. To a devout Or-
thodox believer such as Bakhtin, Florensky’s
rejection of centuries of artistic theory was a
discovery as momentous as Einstein’s theo-
ries. Florensky demonstrated the applicability
of modern concepts to adamantly premodern
subjects. He used a point of view that privi-
leged the subjectivity and individuality of the
observer to substantiate a fifteen-hundred-
year-old artistic tradition. If Florensky could
locate nontraditional uses of perspective in
Byzantine icons, Bakhtin could argue for
relativistic characteristics in Dostoevsky and
ancient satire.

By the time of Bakhtin’s 1919 critical
debut, however, all manner of Russian intel-
lectual activity, from literature and the arts
to physics and the sciences, was beginning
to fall under the purview of the country’s
new ideological arbiters, Marx and Lenin.
Voluminous arguments were made for and
against the compatibility of relativity and
Marxist-Leninist dialectical materialism in
the Soviet Union in the 1920s.'° I have indi-
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cated relativity’s association with revolution
and its popularity among significant intel-
lectual figures such as Bely, Mayakovsky, and
Zamyatin. While the avant-garde embraced
the creative and transformative potential of
relativity, the theory officially remained on
ideologically unstable ground throughout the
early Soviet period. The relativity debate reig-
nited in 1951-52 in the pages of Questions of
Philosophy (Bonpocsl ¢punocodun), with an
intentionally polemical series of articles. The
final appraisal was that dialectical material-
ism requires absolutes and therefore relativity
should be rejected." Relativity was a publicly
contentious issue both at the moment Bakhtin
formulated his notion of polyphony (the late
1920s) and when he revised it to include an
explicitly Einsteinian connection (the late
1950s). In 1963, when he most forcefully allied
his work with Einstein, he openly embraced
an un-Soviet theory. The championing of rel-
ativity, particularly through polyphonic sub-
jectivity, was dangerous in the Soviet Union;
Bakhtin may have been countering traditional
dogma with subversive motives in mind."?
Neither Bakhtin nor Einstein championed
relativism. The Einsteinian world that Bakhtin
referenced had been freed of Newtonian ab-
solutes but was still governed by discernible
physical laws. Caryl Emerson ascribes an ethi-
cal dimension to both theorists in explicitly
distinguishing Bakhtin’s embrace of relativity
from any acceptance of moral relativism (155-
56). Neither Bakhtin nor Einstein used the
destabilizing forces of modernity, which both
harvested, to undermine traditional notions of
responsibility or accountability. Both thinkers
maintained a profound respect for the value of
the individual human subject."”* Paramount in
Bakhtin’s work is a deep interest in searching
out and acknowledging origins. By harness-
ing the subtleties of Einsteinian relativity and
drawing out its counterintuitiveness, Bakhtin
repositioned his authorial point of view of a
text out of the boundaries of the text itself and
into the material world of the reader. The lib-
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eration of relativity returned him to the origi-
nal reader without the loss of his modernist
outlook. His approach to literature, focused
on how a work is read more than on how it
was written, permitted him to find the work’s
originating principles anachronistically in his
own era and not in the author’s."* More per-
vasive than a theory of reception, Bakhtin’s
prioritization of readerly subjectivity renders
the eternally present, eternally true reality of
the reader more significant than the author’s
historically limited perspective. Consequently,
Bakhtin could understand classical, Renais-
sance, and nineteenth-century literature with
a twentieth-century mind-set. He could argue
for a relativistic universe in texts that knew
only Ptolemy, Copernicus, or Newton because
this model of the universe was valid for him.
In 1973, toward the end of his life, Bakh-
tin gave a telling appraisal of his century in a
conversation with Viktor Duvakin. He simul-
taneously describes Einstein and Freud with
the highest Bakhtinian praise: “a discoverer
[oTkpsiBaTenn] of genius . .. he was able to
uncover [packpsiTh] something that nobody
had seen or known of before him” (qtd. in
Kolyskin 204). Bakhtin’s characterization of
Freud and Einstein exploits the multiple lev-
els of meaning in the words oTxpbiBaTens
and packpsiTh. Their English translations
“discoverer” (alternatively, “one who opens
something”) and “to uncover” preserve the
common root. In Bakhtin’s usage, both words
carry the implication of subjective realization
rather than empirical invention, of the expan-
sion, not reduction, of epistemological possi-
bilities. Bakhtin came to incorporate Einstein
into his theory of the novel over time and
with a noticeable trajectory toward greater
generality and centrality. With relativity at
the core of the particular notion of subjectiv-
ity on which it relies, his work reveals a con-
stant awareness of and reliance on Einstein’s
scientific developments. However, Bakhtin
must reevaluate his own early intellectual in-
fluences and reread his initial formulation of
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polyphony before he manifests the full extent
of this Einsteinian undercurrent.

Possibly Bakhtin’s earliest recorded al-
lusion to Einstein is in a lecture he gave in
1924, in a discussion of Kant, notes of which
were taken by L. V. Pumpyansky (“/Texnun”).
The next significant appearance of this theme
comes in the 1937-38 essay “Forms of Time
and the Chronotope in the Novel: Notes to-
ward a Historical Poetics” (“©®opmsbr Bpemenn
U XpOHOTOIIa B poMaHe: O4epKy 10 UCTOPU-
yeckoii moaruke”). By this time, relativity has
become an important model and source that
Bakhtin adapts for use as a literary concept,
but it nevertheless remains in the distinct
sphere of mathematics and science. His addi-
tion of overt references to Einstein culminates
in his 1963 Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poet-
ics (Ilpo6mempl moaTnku [JocToeBcKoro), a
highly reworked edition of the 1929 Problems
of Dostoevsky’s Art (Ilpo6nempl TBOpYecTBa
JocroeBckoro). Many sections of the origi-
nal version survive Bakhtin’s rewriting of the
book intact but are refocused to advance a sig-
nificantly altered argument on Dostoevsky’s
contribution to the development of the novel.
Einstein, wholly absent from the 1929 book,
offers Bakhtin a strategy for emending his
evaluation of Dostoevsky. Bakhtin places key
references to Einstein in sentences or para-
graphs that are new to the 1963 book and
come immediately after unaltered sections of
text from the 1929 edition. The contrast be-
tween the early and late Bakhtin provided by
these highlights shows precisely how Einstein
emerged as Bakhtin’s conduit for embracing
the counterintuitive and for elevating subjec-
tivity to the core of the theory of the novel.

The first Dostoevsky book is a product of
Bakhtin’s engagement with the Kantian aes-
thetics that mark his work from the 1920s.
It follows a series of essays that address the
problem, in distinctly Kantian terms, of the
conflicting points of view of authors and
characters. As an attempt at a concrete appli-
cation of Bakhtin’s theoretical works of the
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preceding decade, the 1929 Dostoevsky book
must be considered from two perspectives: it
builds on the epistemology and terminology
that Bakhtin had developed under the sway
of Kant; yet it is also the book Bakhtin chose
to rewrite thirty years later, when Einsteinian
notions of space and time had taken hold of
his appreciation of the novel. I will use it to
demonstrate how readily he could move from
Kant to Einstein. I believe that Einstein’s con-
stant, yet unarticulated, presence in Bakhtin’s
worldview explains the ease with which the
theorist could preserve and restate his early
concepts in terms that later allied them with
Einstein rather than Kant.

Kant provided Bakhtin with a philosoph-
ical scaffolding for looking at the interaction
of the mind and the world. Michael Holquist
parlays this scaffolding into a connection with
relativity.'* The noncoincidence that Holquist
identifies with relativity is a tool for updat-
ing Kantian aesthetics to compensate for the
modern age’s rejection of categorical abso-
lutes. Noncoincidence emerges as an expres-
sion of the privileging of readerly subjectivity
and the counterintuitive that marks Bakhtin’s
work. Indeed, the neo-Kantians (including
Ernst Cassirer, whose 1921 work on relativity
was translated into Russian and published in
Petrograd in 1922) had to consider the influ-
ence of physics on their philosophy.'® Imme-
diately after the October Revolution, Bakhtin
associated with a number of intellectuals,
subsequently known as the Nevel school, who
were discussing the work of the neo-Kantian
Marburg school. This is the context in which
Bakhtin first articulated his approach to lit-
erature. One of his earliest major essays, “Au-
thor and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (“ABTOp
U TepOoil B 3CTETUYECKOIl TesATeTbHOCTU
[1920-23]; Cobpanme 1: 69-263), proposes an
entrance into the realm of literary creation
that hinges on a detailed classification of the
author-character relation. He develops the
parameters of this relation with the termi-
nological precision that will mark his career.

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405 Published online by Cambridge University Press

PMLA

Three key ideas explicated in this essay dem-
onstrate the tenor of his system and anticipate
its shift from Kant’s Newtonian perspective to
Einsteinian relativity.

Bakhtin employs the notions of context
(koHTEKCT), outsidedness (BHEHaXOZIMOCTb),
and horizon (xpyrosop) to distinguish the
author’s point of view from the hero’s. His ap-
plication of Kantian aesthetics to the literary
world leads him to focus on the interaction of
the author’s mind and knowledge of the world
with those of the characters. Kant’s philosophi-
cal system was founded on the problem of how
the mind knows the world. Bakhtin’s perspec-
tival language expresses his engagement with
the manifestations of this problem in fiction.
In attributing a Kantian structure to the mind
of a fictional character, Bakhtin demonstrates
the use of systematic philosophy in literary
criticism. Outsidedness is a necessary facet
of Kant’s system, a vehicle for introducing the
external, a priori categories that distinguish
his philosophy from pure empiricism. How-
ever, Kant’s understanding of outsidedness
in a Newtonian context becomes problematic
in the twentieth century. Bakhtin vaguely
senses this conflict by the late 1920s, when he
begins working on Dostoevsky’s polyphony.
The placement of the authorial point of view
outside that of the hero works only when all
external positions are equivalent. In the age
of relativity, there can be no presumption of
such an equivalency. Bakhtin’s outsidedness
is tinged with the instability of its semantic
sibling, the Einsteinian notion of relativity."”
When Bakhtin later revises his understand-
ing of polyphony, the Kantian appreciation of
time and space as absolute, singular, intuitive
entities yields to their modern relativistic na-
tures, of which he was always aware.

At a lecture Bakhtin gave in Leningrad
in October or November 1924, Pumpyansky
made the following notes:

Time is also viewed by Kant as a unified sub-
jective horizon. Kant is looking not just at
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time composed of calculations (since it does
not presume an image of time). Musical time
is another matter; it is entirely a temporal
image. The theory of relativity conflicts only
with this (aesthetic) time. This is the type of
space and time in which an aesthetic image
is constructed.'®

This is an intriguing note, even if it does lack
the authoritativeness of a direct citation of
Bakhtin. The overarching theme of this lec-
ture, and of the one that preceded it, is Kant’s
appreciation of space. The paragraph on time
comes as an afterthought appended to this
topic. Bakhtin recognizes that Kant consid-
ers more than the mere quantitative nature of
time. Time is perceived by the mind, thus it
is contained in a horizon (in Bakhtin’s term)
or in “pure intuition” (in Kant’s; Crawford
101-02). Yet, while pure Kantian categories
can sustain unity in subjective time, relativ-
ity cannot. In an Einsteinian world, every
observer offers a unique perception of time.
When this multiplicity is collapsed into a
single authoritative point of view, the claim
of time’s existence as an absolute, of its intu-
itiveness, is called into question, even in the
aesthetic world of author and hero.

With polyphony, Bakhtin introduced a
third perspective into the author-hero rela-
tion—that of the reader. If the author’s point
of view can no longer be privileged over
those of the heroes, each reader must inde-
pendently determine which view is authori-
tative. This third point of view on the world
of the novel had the same decentering effect
on Bakhtin’s early Kantian aesthetics as did
Einstein’s introduction of another observer
on a Newtonian physical world. Bakhtin be-
gan to use a relativistic worldview in his 1929
invention of polyphony but realized it to be
relativistic only decades later. When Bakhtin
does formulate an approach to literary time
that hinges on change, multiplicity, and an
intimate binding of space and time, Einstein
reemerges in his writing as a key intellectual
precursor. Bakhtin’s 1937-38 essay “Forms of
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»

Time and the Chronotope in the Novel,” in-
troducing a literary fusion of time and space
in the hybrid idea of a chronotope, is a signifi-
cant intermediary step between his early and
late explications of polyphony. The notion
of the chronotope is one of Bakhtin’s major
contributions to the lexicon of international
literary studies. Consequently, after employ-
ing this neologism in the essay’s title, he must
devote the second paragraph of this work to a
definition of the term:

We will give the name chronotope (literally,
“time space”) to the intrinsic connectedness
of temporal and spatial relations that are ar-
tistically expressed in literature. This term
is employed in mathematics and was intro-
duced as part of Einstein’s theory of relativity.
The special meaning it has in relativity theory
is not important for our purposes; we are
borrowing it for literary criticism almost as
a metaphor (almost, but not entirely). What
counts for us is the fact that it expresses the
inseparability of space and time (time as the
fourth dimension of space). We understand
the chronotope as a formal and constitutive
category of literature; we will not deal with
the chronotope in other areas of culture."

Here Einstein is elevated to a position much
closer to the discoverer Bakhtin would later
celebrate. Einstein is the source of a monu-
mental idea that Bakhtin is transposing from
the scientific realm to the literary. Einstein
did use a term close to chronotope in his 1912
manuscript for a paper on the special theory
of relativity. In a section reconciling his find-
ings on the nature of time with a classical
geometrical plane, he twice uses the word
“space-time coordinates” (88-91).>° By strip-
ping Einstein’s term of the exclusivity of the
mathematical coordinates and translating it
from German to Greek, Bakhtin turns Ein-
stein’s very specific notion of time supplying
the fourth dimensional coordinate on a Car-
tesian plane into a concept that seems appli-
cable in all spheres of culture. He indicates an
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intermediary between himself and Einstein
in a footnote to the passage quoted above.
The Russian physiologist A. A. Ukhtomsky
had used the term chronotope to link space
and time in a behavioral sense.”” Hearing the
term at a 1925 lecture given by Ukhtomsky,
Bakhtin had a precedent for the applicabil-
ity of relativity beyond its mathematical and
physical usage.”” He begins his discussion of
the chronotope with Einstein and relativity,
but by the end of this sentence, and for the
rest of the essay, he deals only with literary
landscapes and “the inseparability of time
and space” on the written page.

The moment of this transition comes in
the heavily qualified statement “almost as a
metaphor (almost, but not entirely).” It would
seem that Bakhtin is using his term as a meta-
phor—a “transference” of meaning from one
system to another.”® Yet he hesitates in calling
this usage a metaphor. He is not simply bor-
rowing a new word and recontextualizing it;
he is relying on the simultaneous presence of
both contexts, the scientific and the literary, in
the reception of this concept. The chronotope
would be incomprehensible without Einstein-
ian physics since the inherent interconnect-
edness of space and time is nonsensical in a
traditional Newtonian universe (and is prob-
lematic even in a Kantian stance on the a pri-
ori, transcendental natures of space and time).
The very idea of a chronotope, an appreciation
of time that is dependent on the position of
the actor, requires a degree of instability that
excludes the possibility of absolute time and
space. Without a solid scientific foundation,
the chronotope is merely an abstract criti-
cal term and not the cultural and material
reality Bakhtin desired. We see his greater
project for the novel—the interweaving of
the novelistic world and the real world of the
reader—emerging at this point. But it has not
yet fully appeared, and thus this comparison
is not bold enough to topple the distinction
between an aesthetic world and the physical
world. Instead, it binds the two with a rigid

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405 Published online by Cambridge University Press

PMLA

parallel existence, formally maintaining this
distinction while simultaneously and subtly
(in parentheses) beginning to undermine it.

As Holquist argues, Bakhtin does not sub-
scribe to a formalist separation between real
time and fictional time (115-21). Any changes
in the way time is perceived in the physical
universe must also be incorporated into the
literary sphere. In my evaluation, by employ-
ing Einstein’s theorems on time in his analysis
of the development of literary time, Bakhtin
is able to circumvent and render obsolete the
distinction between syuzhet (croxer), the pro-
gression of events as encountered in a narra-
tive, and fabula (pabymna), the progression of
events given in linear chronology. Since there
is no absolute time, no absolute chronology,
there can be no preference for one version of
a story over another; all viewpoints and chro-
nologies become equally viable. In essence,
there is no fabula, or rather fabula becomes
just one more syuzhet, another version of the
multivalent, polyphonic world of the novel.
Looking back on Greek, Roman, and Re-
naissance literature armed with a distinctly
twentieth-century notion of physical time,
Bakhtin can reevaluate works over two thou-
sand years old in a distinctly new and modern
fashion, comprehensible only to a twentieth-
century reader.”* The chronotope is precisely
the tool he uses to this end.

Bakhtin has moved away from Kant
and toward Einstein, but his chronotope es-
say remains suspended between the two.
The formulation of the chronotope reveals
the transitional nature of Bakhtin’s thought
at this moment. He has expanded his evalu-
ation of literature beyond a predominantly
aesthetic view but has not yet reached the
conclusion that the physicist’s picture of
the universe can provide a completely valid
set of terms for describing the world of the
novel. The opening paragraphs of the chrono-
tope essay establish an explicit link between
Bakhtin’s emerging view of a (literary) world
fraught with multiple notions of intercon-
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nected time and space all dependent on the
shifting points of view of the author, reader,
and characters and an Einsteinian universe
devoid of absolute time and space. However,
in this essay he still maintains a very distinct
separation between science and literary criti-
cism. He distances his own application of the
concept of a chronotope from that in relativ-
ity theory by limiting Einstein’s contributions
to the realms of physics and mathematics.?®
He shows his debt to Einstein but still strives
to remain creatively independent from him.
In the early 1960s, when he is working
on a second version of the Dostoevsky book,
Bakhtin relinquishes some of this indepen-
dence and more fully incorporates Einstein
into his literary criticism. In a notebook from
1961, he makes a straightforward analogy:

The tasks that face an author and his con-
sciousness in a polyphonic novel are far more
complicated and involved than those in a ho-
mophonic (monologic) novel. The unity of an
Einsteinian world is more complicated and
involved than that of a Newtonian world; this
is a unity of a higher order (a qualitatively
different unity).>®

This simple comparison shows the foundation
of Bakhtin’s work on the novel. It establishes
an essential facet of polyphony: polyphony
can be seen (and created) only by those who
can move beyond a monologic, Newtonian
worldview and can embrace the Einsteinian
revolution. Bakhtin elaborates on the nature
of this polyphonic world in a special Dos-
toevsky notebook from later that year:

The author’s position, itself dialogic, ceases
to be all-encompassing and completing. A
world of multiple systems is revealed with
not one but several reference points (as in an
Einsteinian world). But these various refer-
ence points and, consequently, these various
worlds are interconnected with one another
in a complex polyphonic unity. The author
(the Einsteinian reason) realizes the function
of this complex unity.”’

Jonathan Stone

The world of the polyphonic novel far less re-
sembles the monologic aesthetic world than
it resembles the physical universe in which
relativity is the accepted model.

Bakhtin now complicates the author-
hero relation of his first essays by using po-
lyphony’s relativistic multivalence to devalue
the primacy of the author’s point of view. The
author can exist only in the form of an “Ein-
steinian reason” that helps anchor an other-
wise unstable polyphonic world. Polyphony
introduces the reader’s reference point, and,
as Einstein has shown, various points of view
will result in various readings. This relativ-
ity does not jeopardize the unity of the work,
since all observers are still viewing the same
system. But this unity is rendered complex by
its refusal to prioritize one perspective, one
subjective horizon, over another. Author and
hero are now two equivalent positions deter-
mined by dialogically engaging each indi-
vidual reader. The novel is designed not to be
an artificial construct but rather to represent
the subjectivity and multiplicity of the real
world, which, in Bakhtin’s age, is Einsteinian.
Bakhtin would most fully argue this point in
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics.

Bakhtin presents a Dostoevsky who un-
derstood and even anticipated forthcoming
discoveries in mathematics and physics. Intrin-
sic to the concept of polyphony is a belief in a
multiplicity of equally valid perspectives. There
is no authorial absolute in the decentralized
universe of the polyphonic novel. Bakhtin sees
Dostoevsky as recognizing the artificiality of a
monologic understanding of space and time.
His creations do not abide by absolute time, the
traditional nineteenth-century notion of time.
Bakhtin ascribes this polyphony to Dostoevsky’s
discontent with the accepted views of space and
time that governed the artistic sphere as well as
the natural world. He writes, “In fact polyph-
ony itself, as the event of interaction between
autonomous and internally unfinalized con-
sciousnesses, demands a different artistic con-
ception of time and space; to use Dostoevsky’s
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own expression, a ‘non-Euclidian’ conception”
(Problems 176).>® Bakhtin seems particularly
taken with Dostoevsky’s artistic innovations in
the representation of time and space as a proph-
ecy of the twentieth-century view of a physical
universe that embodies limitless autonomous
points of view. It is the role of the critic to make
this connection and discern the remarkable
scope of Dostoevsky’s vision and its affinity with
a twentieth-century worldview. Bakhtin’s stated
goal (found only in the introduction to the re-
worked Dostoevsky book) is to show Dostoevsky
the “great innovator” (“Bemyaiitiuniit HoBatop”)
who created a “new artistic model of the world,
one in which many basic aspects of old artistic
form were subjected to a radical restructuring”
(Problems 3).° Bakhtin was the first to reveal
how Dostoevsky, with the polyphonic novel, was
fundamentally different from his literary prede-
cessors. Other critics came close to expressing
this realization but fell short. Bakhtin’s first pri-
ority is to shed light not on Dostoevsky but on
the critical failure to read Dostoevsky properly.

The first chapter of Problems of Dos-
toevsky’s Poetics is titled “Dostoevsky’s Poly-
phonic Novel and Its Treatment in Critical
Literature” (“ITonudonnyeckmit poman Jlo-
CTOEBCKOTO U €I'0 OCBEIIeHNe B KPUTUIECKOII
nmureparype”). The focus is different from
that of its 1929 variant (“The Main Features
of Dostoevsky’s Art and Their Treatment in
Critical Literature” [“OcHOBHast 0COOEHHOCTD
TBOpUecTBa JJOCTOEBCKOTO U ee OCBelljeHe B
KpuTudeckoi mureparype’; Cobpanue 2: 11-
42]). Many passages move from one version
of this chapter to the other with little or no
modification, but the overall emphasis shifts
to an explication of previous critics’ failure to
recognize Dostoevsky’s polyphony.*® Bakhtin
states that all the critics (including himself)
have been bad readers:

To this day, the majority of critical and historico-
literary studies on [Dostoevsky] still ignore the
uniqueness of his artistic form and seek this
uniqueness in his content. ... But in doing so
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the content itself is inevitably impoverished—it
loses the most essential thing, the new thing that
Dostoevsky had glimpsed. Without understand-
ing this new form of visualization, one cannot
correctly understand that which was seen and
unveiled in life for the first time with the help
of that form. . . . Everyone interprets in his own
way Dostoevsky’s ultimate word, but all equally
interpret it as a single word, a single voice, a
single accent, and therein lies their fundamental
mistake. The unity of the polyphonic novel—a
unity standing above the word, above the voice,
above the accent—has yet to be discovered.
(Problems 42-43)*

The final two sentences of this quotation are
the last two sentences of both versions of this
chapter, but the first part, the more sweeping
evaluation of Dostoevsky’s innovation and
unique vision, was added to the later edition.
In 1929 Bakhtin suspected that his analysis
of Dostoevsky was truly novel, but not until
he reworked this study in 1963 was he able to
elaborate concretely wherein the novelty lay.
In this critical moment, he reveals his strong
interest in the centrality of the reader’s role.
The novelty of Dostoevsky’s world is lost on
those who do not recognize the affinities be-
tween this artistic world and the reality sur-
rounding them.

The metaphoric flash of lightning that
illuminated this problem in Dostoevsky
criticism came when Bakhtin connected po-
lyphony and relativity, as is evidenced by the
notes he took in 1961. He had already formu-
lated a theory of Dostoevsky’s polyphony in
the 1920s, by complicating his work on the
author-hero relation. In revising the 1929
Dostoevsky book, he adds a third element,
intertwining this concept with the notion of
relativity: a reader aware of the unfinalizable
subjectivity of the polyphonic novel’s hero.
The subtle perspectival shift from a novel hero
to a reader aware of the hero’s novelty reveals
the fully Einsteinian foundation of Bakhtin’s
explication of polyphony. In Bakhtin’s es-
timation, this reader, the true reader of the
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polyphonic novel, transforms Dostoevsky
into a determinedly modern figure. All the
Dostoevsky scholars—even the 1929 Bakhtin,
who had yet to expand beyond his Kantian
aesthetics—failed to treat this author as one
more readily understood in the age of relativ-
ity than in his own century.

Bakhtin began to understand Dos-
toevsky’s place in a twentieth-century model
of the world in his first book, and some pas-
sages could easily be amended to reflect this
refocusing of his evaluation of Dostoevsky. In
this amending, he identifies a fundamental
element of his epistemology, so the changes
are as much a comment on Bakhtin as on
Dostoevsky. The following paragraph from
this first chapter survived the reworking fully
intact, but he altered it simply by adding the
final sentence, which I have italicized:

In actual fact, the utterly incompatible ele-
ments comprising Dostoevsky’s material are
distributed among several worlds and several
autonomous consciousnesses; they are pre-
sented not within a single field of vision but
within several fields of vision, each full and of
equal worth; and it is not the material directly
but these worlds, their consciousnesses with
their individual fields of vision that combine
in a higher unity, a unity, so to speak, of the
second order, the unity of a polyphonic novel.
The world of the ditty combines with the
world of the Schillerian dithyramb, Smerdya-
kov’s field of vision combines with Dmitry’s
and Ivan’s. Thanks to these various worlds
the material can develop to the furthest ex-
tent what is most original and peculiar in it,
without disturbing the unity of the whole
and without mechanizing it. It is as if varying
systems of calculation were united here in the
complex unity of an Einsteinian universe (al-
though the juxtaposition of Dostoevsky’s world
with Einstein’s world is, of course, only an ar-
tistic comparison and not a scientific analogy).

(Problems 16; trans. modified)®?

Here Bakhtin is shown to be like the critics
he chastises for almost uncovering the idea of

Jonathan Stone

polyphony but falling short of the discovery.
The 1929 Bakhtin very nearly made the con-
nection between a polyphonic world and an
Einsteinian world, and all it took to complete
this thought was a single sentence added nearly
thirty-five years later. By doing so, he adds a
significant nuance to this study. Had he con-
nected Dostoevsky to polyphony alone, he
would have been offering an insight available to
any nineteenth-century reader. With the addi-
tion of an Einsteinian universe to Dostoevsky’s
poetics, Bakhtin declares that only the modern
reader can comprehend this world because
in fact it is a twentieth- and not nineteenth-
century cosmology that Dostoevsky describes.
The anachronism of this move matters little
to Bakhtin. It is not an anachronism from his
point of view since he deals solely with the
reader’s perspective.’® In reading Dostoevsky
in 1963, Bakhtin reveals more about his world-
view than about Dostoevsky’s.

It is not improbable that Bakhtin was
thinking of this very section of the book in
1961 when he wrote the notes quoted above.
They are lexically and thematically similar
to Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (describ-
ing a higher unity and a complex unity) and
show an interest in formulating a conception
of the wholeness of the polyphonic novel. The
passage in the book, even in the 1929 version,
shows Bakhtin’s predilection for a relativis-
tic universe composed of independent, au-
tonomous worlds. His vision of Dostoevsky’s
world belonging in an Einsteinian universe
also points to a crucial difference between his
use of relativity in formulating the chrono-
tope and in formulating polyphony. For the
chronotope essay, Einsteinian physics func-
tioned as a springboard from which Bakhtin
developed his own concepts and ideas. These
developments are unabashedly indebted
to Einstein for their central epistemologi-
cal framework, and an Einsteinian cosmol-
ogy is always lurking in the shadows of the
chronotope. Relativity is ever necessary for
a coherent understanding of this uniquely
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twentieth-century concept, but the direct
connection between the two theories is dis-
missed early in the chronotope essay.

The connection between polyphony and
relativity is far more persistent and deeply
rooted, in Bakhtin’s mind, than that of the
chronotope and relativity. For the chronotope
essay Bakhtin borrows a term from Einstein’s
realm (with all its scientific baggage) but uses
it to his own end. For polyphony, he borrows
an entire model of the universe. He did not
seek to enforce a strict separation between the
artistic sphere of the polyphonic novel and the
scientific sphere of relativity. He does indeed
qualify his linking Dostoevsky’s world with
Einstein’s as “an artistic comparison and not
a scientific analogy,” but this statement is very
different from his earlier, superficially simi-
lar caveat in the chronotope essay. By declar-
ing his use of Einsteinian terminology in the
chronotope essay to be “almost a metaphor,”
Bakhtin makes it clear that he intends to ef-
fect an unambiguous shift in its usage—a shift
from the scientific to the literary context. He
never intended to rid the term of its scientific
implications, but he does successfully change
its sphere of application. With polyphony, he
does not feel compelled to make a strong dis-
tinction between ideas that originated in the
scientific world and those whose provenance is
in the world of literary criticism. In many ways
he manages to bring these two worlds together
in his evaluation of the polyphonic novel. As
the overall changes to the Dostoevsky book
bear out, Bakhtin transported Einstein into
the literary realm and aestheticized relativity.
This aestheticization is fully realized through
the “artistic comparison” by which he extends
Einstein’s work on the physical universe into
the literary world of fictional universes. The
goal of Bakhtin’s rewritten book is to update
the critic’s perception of the artistic world to
coincide with a modern picture of the physical
world. By redirecting relativity into the aes-
thetic, Bakhtin ushered the literary universe
into the twentieth century.
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He accomplished this reevaluation of the
nature of the literary world by looking back-
ward and not forward. His main focus is Dos-
toevsky and the nineteenth-century novel, but
he extends his analyses to older works as well.
Much of his discussion of carnival in this book
is centered on Menippean satire. This section,
another addition to the 1963 book, shows an
affinity with his introduction of Einstein into
the work. Menippean satire constructs a world
of ambivalence and radically shifting values.
Absolutes and hierarchies are undermined,
and the “joy of change and joy of relativity”
are celebrated (Problems 160).>* With carnival,
Bakhtin eclipses boundaries and draws the
reader into the literary world and into the story
itself. The viewer is an active participant in
carnival, and the topsy-turvy nature of Menip-
pean satire implicates readers in this reversal
and brings them into familiar contact with the
narrative’s heroes. This elevation of the reader
is symptomatic of the revolution in physics ad-
vanced by Einstein. When we do not know spe-
cific details about the observer, measurements
are rendered meaningless; when we do not keep
the reader in mind, the ambivalence and mul-
tiplicity of carnival is lost. Bakhtin delighted
in the ever-changing, always relativistic nature
of the literature of carnival. The Einsteinian
component of his understanding of relativity
becomes particularly significant for carnival.
The presence of relativity, and not relativism,
shields Bakhtinian carnival from implying a
shirking of moral or ethical responsibilities
and shows it to be yet another manifestation
of Bakhtin’s celebration of modernity’s shifting
perspectives and unbounded subjectivity.

At the end of Problems of Dostoevsky’s
Poetics, Bakhtin reiterates the core of this
project to introduce the indeterminacy of the
age of relativity into literary theory. The last
paragraphs of the book (not to be found in
the 1929 version) read:

The scientific consciousness of contemporary
man has learned to orient itself among the


https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405

123.2

complex circumstances of “the probability of
the universe”; it is not confused by any “in-
definite quantities” but knows how to calcu-
late them and take them into account. This
scientific consciousness has long since grown
accustomed to the Einsteinian world and its
multiplicity of systems of measurement, etc.
But in the realm of artistic cognition people
sometimes continue to demand a very crude
and very primitive definitiveness, one that
quite obviously could not be true.

We must renounce our monologic habits so
that we might continue to feel at home in the
new artistic sphere which Dostoevsky dis-
covered, so that we might orient ourselves in
that incomparably complex artistic model of
the world which he created. (272)%®

This is the task that he sets before readers and
the admonition that he delivers to them. They
must not fall behind the times; they must ensure
that the literary critical world keeps abreast of
the physical world. Bakhtin recognized this ex-
plicitly modern quality in Dostoevsky and drew
it out in his formulation of polyphony. Dos-
toevsky, like the Einstein whom Bakhtin would
describe to Duvakin, was a discoverer, one who
had seen something nobody knew of previously.
The world around Bakhtin had become complex
(he often uses complex in his descriptions of the
polyphonic novel and of the Einsteinian uni-
verse), and this complexity must be reflected and
recognized in the novel—the literature of truth
and real life. With polyphony, he constructed a
theory of twentieth-century realism, one that is
as decentralized, uncertain, and humanistic as
the twentieth-century universe.*®

Kant and Einstein function for Bakhtin as
two critical ways of understanding the world
and are the towering poles between which he
moves. In formulating a theory of the liter-
ary world, he relies on both these thinkers
and applies their innovations to his descrip-
tion of the fictional universe. By the end of
his career, he had left part of his Kantian self
behind and adopted a more symbiotic view of
the real and fictional universes. Lurking be-

Jonathan Stone

hind this late Bakhtin (but not absent from
the purview of the early Bakhtin) is Einstein
and the open-ended, relativistic physical uni-
verse he uncovered. Over the course of thirty
years, Bakhtin gradually realized that the lit-
erary worlds he presents function under the
presumption of an Einsteinian universe.
Bakhtin is an odd advocate of a relativistic
artistic universe, considering that his applica-
tion of twentieth-century physics is not to the
generation of modernist artists and writers
directly influenced by it but retrospectively
to all world literature that preceded Einstein.
Bakhtin’s lack of concern with the boundaries
placed on the evaluation of texts of the past is
a reflection of his deep belief in the sanctity of
the individual reader’s point of view. His abid-
ing interest in viewing a text from this outside
perspective is precisely what enables him to
shift from a Kantian to an Einsteinian world-
view. He elevates and prioritizes readers and in
doing so argues for their right to impose their
own reality on the artistic worlds they are expe-
riencing. It is the duty of good readers and crit-
ics to apply this reality to the text and recognize
the coincidence of these worlds. Bakhtin did so
instinctively from the start of his career as a
reader imbued with an appreciation of both the
realm of aesthetics and that of relativity. The re-
alization of the importance of the revolutionary
uniqueness of an Einsteinian universe came to
him fairly late, but he nevertheless recognized
it to be a fundamental part of his epistemol-
ogy, a step that all modern readers must take.
Einstein was a great reader of the universe, able
to see something hitherto unnoticed. Bakhtin
admired such talented readers and strove to
be one himself. It is thus no surprise that he
read well-traversed texts as no one had before.
Einstein’s model of the universe provided him,
a profound reader and discoverer in his own
right, with the means of reconciling a deep-
rooted sense of modernity with a belief in the
boundlessness of the literary world.
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NOTES

I would like to thank Eric Naiman for his invaluable help
and patience with this article. Unattributed translations
are mine.

1. Kuura un pesontoonus 9-10 (1922): 29-34; 11-12
(1923): 26-32. For a typical example from Red Virgin Soil,
see Timirjazev.

2. Mayakovsky’s statement, “puBeTCTBEeHHOE Pafio —
HayKe Gy[y1ero ot MCKyccTB 6yayuero,” is quoted by Ro-
man Jakobson (20).

3. Zamyatin’s ardently future-oriented consideration of
Einstein (966) is in his 1924 essay “On Literature, Evolution,
and Entropy” (“O mureparype, peBOIIOLII VM SHTPOINI ).

4. Michael Holquist elaborates on the debt Bakhtin
owes to Einstein in developing what for Holquist is Bakh-
tin’s main epistemological position, “dialogism” (20-23,
155-62). Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson have also
taken Einstein into consideration in their treatment of
Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope (366-69).

5. Bakhtin’s understanding of discovery as the re-
alization of an alternative view of the world allies his
reader-centric epistemology with Thomas Kuhn’s model
of paradigm shifts (111-35).

6. Einstein’s three important works of 1905 were all
published in Annalen der Physik, volume 17. Arthur
Miller gives a technical explication of those papers in his
Albert Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity and a lay-
person’s outline of them in Einstein, Picasso (189-200).
Einstein produced a manuscript on the special theory of
relativity in 1912 but first published a systematic over-
view of relativity theory only in 1916.

7. Einstein arrived at his conclusions through the atyp-
ical means of thought experiments. Many of these tested
the limits of synchronized clocks and deduced that events
that appear simultaneous in one reference system do not
appear so in other reference systems. Therefore, when two
beams of light projected into the air at the same moment
are observed from multiple points of view, the two beams
may not be measured as initiating simultaneously.

8. Roger Friedland and Deirdre Boden’s broad em-
pirical application of the intermingling of space and
time inescapable in a post-Einsteinian world posits novel
spatiotemporality as a requisite element of all modern
spheres of knowledge. In their usage, modernity itself
depends on a relativistic universe (33).

9. A common approach to incorporating Einstein into
twentieth-century arts and literature calls for delineating
the modern through the breakdown of traditional beliefs
and views of the world. Pablo Picasso exploring cubism
and James Joyce seized by the stream of consciousness
have become typical heroes of such accounts. Arthur
Miller’s assertion of the parallel development of cubism
and relativity follows through on the notion of epistemic
trauma by proposing comparable intellectual biographies
for Picasso and Einstein (Einstein). The modern period
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has been defined not only by parallel histories but also
by the confluence of advances and transformations that
set its thinkers apart from the previous generation. In il-
lustrating the vast array of cultural, scientific, and philo-
sophical factors surrounding the birth of the stream of
consciousness, Stephen Kern defines a traumatic rupture
with traditional views of space and time that accounts
for the products of modernity (26-29). Linda Henderson
finds the rupture with tradition that initiated modern art
to originate with non-Euclidian geometries. By Bakhtin’s
time, these geometries (in which time now served as the
fourth dimension) would be associated most strongly
with relativity. The Russian Hermann Minkowski’s four-
dimensional geometric illustrations of relativity graphi-
cally accomplished this fusion (Henderson 241-45).

10. Examples of arguments for can be found in Sem-
kovsky, of arguments against in the collection of articles
The Theory of Relativity and Materialism (Teopus oTHO-
CUTETBHOCTM U MaTepuanusm [1927]).

11. In Questions of Philosophy, see Karpov; Naan; Kur-
sanov; Stern; and Bloxincev. See also Graham 111-38.

12. Anne Nesbet and Eric Naiman have discussed the
chronotope essay (written in the bloodiest year of the Sta-
linist terror) as the intersection of the personal and the
political in Soviet discourse. See also Ryklin.

13. Einstein pointedly rejected the premise of an ar-
bitrary universe in his famous dismissal of Heisenberg’s
uncertainty principle with the declaration that “God does
not play dice” (Hoffmann 193).

14. Bakhtin distilled the essence of his views on the
role of the literary scholar in his 1971 “Response to the
Editorial Staff of Novy mir”: “Works break through
the boundaries of their own time, they live in centuries,
that is, in great time. . .. The author is a captive of his
epoch, of his own present. Subsequent times liberate him
from this captivity, and literary scholarship is called on
to assist in this liberation” (“Speech Genres” 4-5). The
original Russian reads, “IlponsBefenus pas6uBaiwot
IPaHU CBOETO BpeMeHI, KIBYT B BEKax, T.e. B 60/IbLIOM
BpeMeHI. . . . ABTOp — IIJICHHVK CBO€If 3TI0XM, CBOEII CO-
BpeMeHHOCTH. Ilocmenyonme BpeMeHa 0CBOOOXKFAIOT
€ro 13 9TOTrO I/IEHA, ¥ INTEePaTyPOBeeHNe IPU3BAHO 110~
MO4Yb 9TOMY 0cBObOXAeHNI0” (Cobpanue 6: 454-55).

15. “[Dialogism] is an attempt to frame a theory of
knowledge for an age when relativity dominates physics
and cosmology and thus when non-coincidence of one
kind or another—of sign to its referent, of the subject
to itself—raises troubling new questions about the very
existence of mind” (17). See also Clark and Holquist, Mi-
khail Bakhtin 57-62 and “Influence.”

16. “The physicists’ concept of a space-time con-
tinuum had actually been recognized by the leading
members of the Marburg School as a major challenge to
philosophy” (Scholz 166n8).

17. For informed discussions of outsidedness, see Em-
erson 207-42; Brandist, Bakhtin Circle 44-50.
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18. “Bpems Toxe B3aATO Y KaHTa B efMHCTBe CyObex-
THUBHOTO Kpyrosopa. Kant 6eper He TOIbKO BpeMms, B
KOTOPOM IIPOV3BOJNTCS UCUIC/IeH e (IIOTOMY YTO OHO
He IIpeJIIoIaraeT BpeMeHHbI 06pas). VIHoe fieno Mysbl-
Ka/IbHOE BpeMsi, KOTOpOe CIUIOIIb eCTh BpeMEeHHO 00pas.
Tonvko c smum (3CTeTUYECKNM) BpeMeHeM BIajiaeT B
CTOTTKHOBEHNE TeOPUsA OTHOCUTENBHOCTU. ITO TO IIPO-
CTPAHCTBO U BPeMsI, B KOTOPOM IIOCTPOSIETCA ICTETIYe-
ckuit 06pas” (Bakhtin, “Jlexuun” 72).

19. “CyuiecTBeHHY0 B3aMOCBA3b BPEMEHHBIX I
IPOCTPAHCTBEHHBIX OTHOLICHNIT, XY0’KECTBEHHO OCBO-
eHHBIX B INTEPaType, MBI Oy/ieM Ha3bIBaTh XPOHOTOIIOM
(4TO 3HAUNT B JOCTIOBHOM IIePE€BOJie — «<BPEeMAMPOCTPaH-
cTBO»). TepMIUH 3TOT YHOTpeO/IAETCA B MATEMaTHYECKOM
eCTeCTBO3HAHNM ¥ ObIT BBeleH 1 060CHOBAH Ha IIOYBE
TeOpUM OTHOCUTeNbHOCTHU (DitHuITelIHA). [I/1s1 Hac He
Ba)keH TOT CIIeLMa/IbHBIII CMBIC], KOTODBIIl OH MIMeeT B
TEOpUM OTHOCUTEIBHOCTH, MBI IIEPEeHeCeM ero CIofa — B
JINTEpATypOBefeHIe — IOYTH Kak MeTadopy (IIo4TH, HO
He COBCEM); HaM Ba)KHO BBIPaXKeHIIe B HEM Hepa3pbIBHO-
CTH IIPOCTPAHCTBA I BpeMeHM (BpeMsI KaK 4eTBepTOe 13-
MepeHIe IIPOCTPAHCTBA). XPOHOTOI MbI IIOHNMaeM KaK
(hopManIbHO-COfepPIKATENbHYIO KATETOPIIO TNTEPATY PBI
(MBI He KacaeMcA 37IeCh XPOHOTOIIA B APYTruUX chepax
kynbTypel)” (“Gopmsr” 234-35). The translation, which I
modified, comes from Dialogic Imagination 84.

20. The term is alternately given as “RaumZeitkoor-
dinaten” and “RaumZeit-Koordinaten,” with a clear
hesitation whether or not to capitalize the z. The term in
Russian translation was “npocTpaHcTBEeHHO-BpeMeHHbIE
koopauHatel” (see Cassirer 88).

21. Ukhtomsky’s work on the chronotope remains
unpublished. His notebooks on the subject make explicit
connections between his use of the term and Einstein’s
(Merkulov 213).

22. Another possible connection among Bakhtin, the
natural sciences, and relativity at this period comes in
Ivan Kanaev’s article “Contemporary Vitalism” (“Cospe-
menHbiit Butanuam”), which Clark and Holquist argue
was really written by Bakhtin (Mikhail Bakhtin 146).
This article appeared in Man and Nature (Yenosex u
npupoza) in 1926 as part of a three-article series along
with S. V. Serkov’s “A New Foundation of the Natural Sci-
ences” (“HoBblit pyHmaMeHT ecTecTBO3HaHMA ), which
opens with a discussion of “old and new physics.”

23. The idea of transference is more explicit in the
Russian, where the verb he employs is “nepenecem” (lit.
“carry over,” trans. here as “borrow”).

24. Moves such as this prompted some of the most critical
responses to Bakhtin’s approach to literature. Mikhail Gaspa-
rov’s remark that “Bakhtin is the revolt of the self-asserting
reader against the pieties imposed on him” (“baxTus - 6yHT
CaMOYTBEePKAAIOIIET0Cs YNTATe ISl IPOTUB HaBsA3aHHBIX
emy nuereToB”) articulates well one such response (495).

25. A significant additional context for the chrono-
tope is discussed extensively by Alexandar Mihailovic

Jonathan Stone

in his treatment of Bakhtin’s lifelong engagement with
Russian Orthodoxy and theological discourse. Bakhtin’s
“paradox of diversity within unity” is justified by his
practical application of the Chalcedonian formula of “not
merged yet undivided” (as pertains to the human and di-
vine hypostases of Christ) (127).

26. “3apmaun, KOTOPBIE CTOSAT IEPef aBTOPOM I €TI0 CO-
3HAHIEM B TONI(OHIMIECKOM POMaHe, TOPA3L0 CTI0XKHee
u roy6xe, 4eM B poMaHe ToMOGOHNYECKOM (MOHOIOTU-
4eckoM). EfMHCTBO 9iTHIITEIIHOBCKOTO MUpa CTIOXHee
1 r1y6yKe HbIOTOHOBCKOT0, 3TO — e[IUHCTBO G0/Iee BBICO-
KOTO Topsijika (kauecTBeHHO nHOe efnHCTBO)” (Cobpa-
Hue 5: 357).

27. “Ilo3uiusi aBTOpa — caMa AUaorndecKas — mepe-
cTaeT ObITH 06beMIIIOLIENT U 3aBepuIaoleil. PackppiBa-
eTCsA MHOTOCUCTEMHBIIT MUD, T7ie He OJHa, @ HECKOIbKO
TOYeK oTcYeTa (KakK B sliHIITeliHOBCKOM Mupe). Ho pas-
HBbIe TOYKM OTCYEeTa U, C/IeJ0BATENbHO, Pa3Hble MUPBI
B3aMMOCBSI3HBI IPYT C APYTOM B CTIOKHOM HONU(OHM-
4ecKoM efiHCTBe. DYHKIINIO TOTO CTIOXKHOTO efUHCTBA
ocymecTBiAeT aBTop (aiiHImTeitHOBCKMUIT pasym)” (Co-
6panue 5: 367).

28. “Ila u cama nmonudoHus, Kak co6bITHE B3ANIMO-
IeJICTBYS IOJTHONIPABBIX I BHYTPEHHE He 3aBepLIEHHBIX
CO3HaHUIL, Tpe6yeT MHOII XY0KeCTBEHHOI KOHIIETIIINN
BpEMEHN U IPOCTPAHCTBA; YIIOTPeO/Isis BBIpaXKeHNe Ca-
Moro J[ocToeBCKOro, «HeaBKINmoBoI» Kounenuun” (Co-
6panne 6: 199).

29. “IlocTOeBCKMIT CO31aM KaK Obl HOBYIO XyH0XKe-
CTBEHHYIO MOJe/Ib MIPa, B KOTOPOIT MHOTTIE I3 OCHOBBIX
MOMEHTOB CTapOil XyZ0KeCTBEHHOII (GOPMBI TOABEP-
IIMCh KOpeHHOMY TpeobpasoBanuio” (Cobpanue 6: 7).

30. The term with which Bakhtin characterizes this
critical failure to appreciate Dostoevsky’s polyphony is
“ocraercst HepackpbiThiM,” which appears at the end of
the quotation given in note 31.

31. “BONPIIMHCTBO KPUTUIECKUX U UCTOPUKO-
JMTepaTypHBIX paboT o [[JocToeBCKOM] 10 CHX HOP ele
UTHOPUPYIOT CBOeOOpasiie ero Xyg0XecTBEHHOI GopMBbI
U MIIYT 9TO CBOeOOpasiie B ero cofep)Kanu. . . . Ho Benp
IIPY 3TOM HeN30e>KHO 06eHACTCS M CAMO COflep)KaHMe:
B HEM YTPAauMBaETCA CaMOe CYLIeCTBEHHOE—TO H0B0e,
qT0 yBupen locroeBckuii. He moHnMas HoBoit popMbl
BUJICHIIS, He/Ib35 MPABUIBHO OHATD U TO, YTO BIIEPBbIE
YBU[IEHO ¥ OTKPBITO B KM3HU HPU HOMOIIY 3TO
dopmbrl. . .. Kakjplil M0o-cBOEMY TONIKYeT HOCIeHee
¢110Bo JI0CTOEBCKOT0, HO BCe OAMHAKOBO TONKYIOT €r0
KaK 00HO CJIOBO, 00UH TOJIOC, 00UH aKI[EHT, @ B 9TOM KaK
pas kopeHHas ouOka. HajicmoBecHoe, HAATONOCHOE, Ha-
HaKIeHTHOE eAMHCTBO I0MN(pOHIIECKOrO pOMaHa 0CTa-
ercst HepackpoIThiM (Cobpanne 6: 54-55). (For the 1929
version, see 2: 42.)

32. “Ha camoM fiejie HECOBMECTMMeEIIIe 31eMEHThI
MaTeprana JJOCTOEBCKOTO paclpe/ie/IeHbl MeXAY He-
CKOIBKMMI MMPaMI U HECKOIbKIMMI IIOTHOIPABBIMI
CO3HAHNSAMM, OHM JaHBI He B OHOM KPyro3ope, a B

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405 Published online by Cambridge University Press

419


https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2008.123.2.405

420

Polyphony and the Atomic Age: Bakhtin’s Assimilation of an Einsteinian Universe

HECKOJIBKIX IIO/THBIX I PABHOLIEHHBIX KPYT030pax, I He
MaTepuan HellOCPeCTBEHHO, HO 9TU MUPBI, 3TU CO3Ha-
HIISL C X KPYTO30paMI COYETAOTCS B BBICIIEE eAVMHCTBO,
TaK CKa3aTb, BIOPOTO MOPSIJKA, B €UHCTBO MOMUPOHI-
4eCKOT0 poMaHa. MUp YaCTYIIKM COYeTaeTCA C MUPOM
IIMTITePOBCKOro fudrpamba, Kpyrosop CMepasaKoBa code-
TaeTcs ¢ Kpyrosopom [Imutpus u ViBana. baarogaps atoit
PA3HOMUPHOCMU MAaTePHAI IO KOHIIA MOXXeT Pa3BIUT CBOE
cBOeoOpasie U CrienupUIHOCTD, He pa3pbIBasi eAMHCTBO
LIe/IOTO U He MeXaHu3upys ero. Kak vt pasHovle cucmemvt
omcuema 00ve0UHAIOMCS 30eCt 6 CTIOHHOM eOUHCIBe ITiH-
wimetiHo6cKoti 6ceieHHOll (KOHeUHO, CONOCMAasenHue MUpa
Jlocmoesckozo ¢ mupom iiHuimetiHa — 3o MOIbKO CPaAs-
HeHue Xy00HeCneeHH020 MUNA, a He HAYYHAL AHATI02Us)”
(Cobpanue 6: 22; cf. 2: 22-23).

33. As Bakhtin succinctly stated in his “Notes Made
in 1970-71,” “To understand a given text as the author
himself understood it. But our understanding can and
should be better” (“Speech Genres” 141). The Russian
is “IIOHNMATD TEKCT TaK, KaK ero IOHMMAaJI CaM aBTOP
IaHHOTO TeKcTa. Ho MOHMMaHMe MOXeT GbITD I JOJKHO
6pITh myymmm” (ScTeTuka 346).

34. “[PlagocTh cMeH U Becenasg OTHOCUTENbHOCTD
(Cobpanune 6: 180).

35. “Hayutoe co3HaHIe COBPEMEHHOTO Ye/I0BeKa Ha-
YYMIOCh OPMEHTUPOBATHCS B CTIOKHBIX YCTIOBIAX «Be-
POSITHOCTHOJL BCETIEHHOII», He CMYIIAeTCs HUKAKUMU
«HEOIIpeie/IeHHOCTSIMI», 4 yMe€eT IX yIUTBIBATD I pacc-
9UTHIBATH. DTOMY CO3HAHNIO JaBHO y>Ke CTaJI IPUBBI-
YeH 3V HIITENIHOBCKMII MUP C €0 MHOXX€CTBEHHOCTBIO
cucreM oTcyera u T.11. Ho B 06actu xydoscecmeeniozo
MI03HAHM A IIPOJO/DKAIOT MHOTA TPe6OBaTh CAMOII IPY-
6011, caMOJl IPUMUTHBHON O PeXeNeHHOCTH, KOTOPasi
3aBeJJOMO He MOXKeT OBITb MCTIHOIL.

“He06x01IMO OTPEIINTHCSA OT MOHOTOTMYECKIX Ha-
BBIKOB, YTOOBI OCBONUTBCS B TOIT HOBOIT XyI0KeCTBEHHOII
cepsl, KOTOPYI0 OTKPBLI [JOCTOEBCKIIL, I OPMEHTIPO-
BaTbCs B TOJ HECPaBHEHHO 0071ee CTIOXKHOI Xy0osecmeeH-
HOLL MOOenu mupa, KoTopyio oH cospan’ (Cobpanue 6: 300).

36. This quality of Bakhtin’s work has fed the “battle
for Bakhtin” (Markovich 39), which is still raging, most
recently in an extended series of articles in the leading
Russian philological journal Hosoe nureparypHoe 060-
spennue (79 [2006]). Mark Lipovetsky and Irina Sandomir-
skaya argue for Bakhtin’s place among poststructuralists
(which calls for a preference for the “relative” Bakhtin
over the “canonized” Bakhtin [8]), while Brandist, repre-
senting the growing attention paid to the Bakhtin circle of
intellectuals and critics, expresses the traditionalist point
of view that Bakhtin must always be considered in the
context of his philosophical roots (“Heob6xogumocts”). It
is my hope that the current discussion of Bakhtin’s assim-
ilation of Einsteinian relativity provides a middle ground
in which Bakhtin can be understood to have made use of
an aspect of the physical world to operate simultaneously
in the spheres of tradition and novelty.
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