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McCullers and European Influence

BENJAMIN SAXTON

Rice University

Finding Dostoevsky’s “Idiot” in Carson McCullers’s
The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter

The books of Dostoevski—The Brothers Karamazov, Crime and Punishment, and The
Idiot—opened the door to an immense and marvelous new world. For years I had seen
these books on the shelves of the public library, but on examining them I had been so put
off by the indigestible names and the small print. So when at last I read Dostoevski it was
a shock that I shall never forget—and the same amazement takes hold of me whenever I
read these books today, a sense of wonder that cannot be jaded by familiarity.

—Carson McCullers (“Books” 122)

For Carson McCullers, the “shock” of reading Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novels for the first
time would resonate throughout her essays, personal life, and fiction. She came to him early—
at thirteen—when she read the “great Russians” and dreamed of faraway places outside the
South (“Books 122”). Only five years later, in “Russian Realists and Southern Literature” (1941),
McCullers boldly claimed that her own school of Southern writing was the “progeny” of the Russian
realists, especially Tolstoy and Dostoevsky (252). Beyond these rather general remarks expressing
her appreciation for Dostoevsky, on at least two other occasions McCullers framed her tumultuous
personal life in terms of Prince Myshkin, the enigmatic hero of The Idiot (1868). In Illumination
and Nightglare (1999), she discusses her first impressions of Annemarie Clarac-Schwarzenback, the
Swiss author whom McCullers pursued romantically (without success) when they met in New York
in 1940: “As Annemarie was bodily resplendent I could only think of [Myshkin’s] meeting with
[Natasya Filipovna] in the “Idiot,” in which he experienced ‘terror, pity and love’ ” (21). She also
mentioned the novel to David Diamond, the composer and violinist with whom she and her husband
Reeves had an erotic, triangulated affair. In a 1941 letter, “Carson asked Diamond if he had read
Dostoevski’s The Idiot recently, and if so, he would understand what she meant when she said that
she had felt like a cross between Rogozhin and Myshkin” (Carr 169). Neither Carr nor McCullers
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gives any indication of what it could mean to feel like “a cross between” the two men or, more
broadly, to understand how Myshkin inspired McCullers’s fiction.

In spite of these references to Dostoevsky in her memoirs and letters, critics have tended to
overlook his influence on McCullers.1 McCullers found in Dostoevsky’s fiction—especially in The
Idiot—a model for her own treatment of love, spiritual isolation, and silent desire. Most notably,
Myshkin’s strange mixture of incapacity and saintliness bears a striking resemblance to the sickly
saint from The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, John Singer. McCullers’s attraction to and identifica-
tion with Myshkin also becomes crucial to understanding, secondly, how conflicted and silent she
was about her own sexuality. Like McCullers herself, Myshkin and Singer are compelling because
they struggle with questions about faith and religion that are linked to tremendous confusion about
their bodies and their sexuality. This tension is most distinct in the Myshkin–Rogozhin and Singer–
Antonapoulos relationships, in which Christ-like compassion is easily confused with homoerotic
desire.

The Idiot centers on the triangular relationship between Myshkin, Rogozhin (a wealthy mer-
chant’s son), and the beautiful, headstrong Nastasya Filippovna. Rogozhin is prepared to spend his
inherited fortune and endure any amount of suffering in order to be with Nastasya, and he pursues
her with a brooding, murderous passion. Myshkin, on the other hand, treats her—and indeed every-
one he meets—with the same sweet and friendly simplicity, the same lack of pretense, and the same
expectation of loving and being loved. Gentle and childlike, epileptic and sexually ambiguous, an
“idiot” who is imposed upon by everyone, Myshkin astounds all of Petersburg society. No one knows
what to make of him.

Why would McCullers be drawn to such an odd figure? One answer can be found in her com-
parison of Russian realism and modern Southern fiction. In her opinion, the peculiar effect of both
traditions comes from “a bold and outwardly callous juxtaposition of the tragic with the humorous,
the immense with the trivial, the sacred with the bawdy, the whole soul of man with a materialistic
detail” (“Realists” 252). McCullers offers Crime and Punishment and As I Lay Dying as exam-
ples, but Myshkin also represents a similar “juxtaposition” or conflation of that which is idiotic and
wise, salvific and destructive, feminine and masculine, youthful and mature, even dead and alive.
(Myshkin is still breathing in the novel’s climactic scene, but he has regressed into a stupefaction
that can hardly be considered “life.”) As a walking paradox, he stands as a strikingly grotesque fig-
ure who epitomizes the “peculiar and intense realism” that Dostoevsky shared with modern Southern
writers and which McCullers herself employed (“Realists” 252).

Oliver Evans perceptively observed that “There is in Singer more than a slight resemblance
to Prince Myshkin in The Idiot of Dostoevsky: about both characters there is an aura of holiness
which is associated with their simplicity, and both inspire confidences from the most unlikely per-
sons” (66). Evans rightly points out the affinity between Myshkin and Singer, although it is not only
“simplicity” that one associates with their holiness but also their disabilities—epilepsy and deaf-
ness. As they struggle to make sense within societies that fail to understand them, Myshkin’s and
Singer’s grotesque bodies speak more—or differently—than words. Silence becomes a conscious
act of “speaking” through images of fiddling hands, powerful glances, and (in Myshkin’s case) the
involuntary spasms of the body after an epileptic fit. In The Idiot, silence functions as a vital rhetor-
ical device that hinges on evasions, stammering, and sudden interruptions. Myshkin’s most violent
seizure coincides with his frenzied attempt to explain himself in the famous vase-breaking scene:
“This wild tirade, this rush of strange and agitated words and confused, enthusiastic ideas, which
seemed tripping each other up and tumbling over one another in confusion, all seemed suggestive of
something ominous in [Myshkin’s] mental condition” (Idiot 4.7, 501). 2
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Finding Dostoevsky in Carson McCullers 105

Singer’s mode of communication—sign language—is conspicuously nonverbal; we learn to
“read” his hands for information. When he lived with Antonapoulos in town, Singer’s hands “shaped
the words in a swift series of designs. His face was eager and his gray-green eyes sparkled brightly.
With his thin, strong hands he told Antonapoulos all that had happened during the day” (Heart 4).
His gestures are mostly rapid and purposeful, as he reaches out soundlessly through his actions and
gestures. When Antonapoulos is committed to the state asylum, however, Singer leaves the room
“with his hands stuffed hard into his pockets” (Heart 94). Later, when a group of mutes come up to
him at a bar and ask him about Antonapoulos, “Singer stood with his hands dangling loose” (Heart
325). The unspoken gestures that often fill these silences in both novels—signing, stammering,
convulsing—are themselves types of expression, different ways of “un-saying.”

Oliver Evans further observes: “In neither novel is the attempt to make a Christ figure of the
protagonist entirely successful, and both books suffer from a certain fuzziness in their symbolism”
(60). In my opinion, this “fuzziness” can be accounted for by considering the specific image of Christ
with which Myshkin and Singer are associated. The image of Christ that continuously emerges in
The Idiot is not the Savior of orthodoxy, fully God and fully man, but the humanized, mortal Christ
who appears in Hans Holbein’s “The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb,” which Myshkin finds
hanging in Rogozhin’s house:

In the picture the face is fearfully crushed by blows, swollen, covered with fearful,
swollen and blood-stained bruises, the eyes are open and squinting: the great wide-open
whites of the eyes glitter with a sort of deathly, glass light. But, strange to say, as one
looks at this corpse of a tortured man, a peculiar and curious question arises; if just such
a corpse (and it must have been just like that) was seen by all His disciples, by those
who were to become His chief apostles, by the women that followed Him and stood by
the cross, by all who believed in Him and worshipped Him, how could they believe that
that martyr would rise again? (Idiot 3.6, 374)

Holbein’s Christ looks dead and battered, doomed to permanent death; and Myshkin, visibly shaken
by the painting, comments that “from this picture someone may even lose his faith” (Idiot 3.6, 375).
Given Myshkin’s association with this type of Christ, it is not difficult to see how his salvific potential
is placed in serious question. As Jan Whitt and many others have noticed, Singer also resembles
Christ in appearance and behavior, though never having (or claiming to have) the salvific powers
that such an association implies. Whitt argues that McCullers, “haunted by a Christ that remained
entombed,” grew obsessed with making Singer into a “paralyzed Christ figure” (“Loneliest” 26).
The great irony of the novel, we eventually learn, is that everyone sees Singer not for what he is—a
lonely man who cares about being with his “Only Friend,” Antonapoulos (Heart 213)—but as the
savior that they wish him to be and that he does not want to be.

Singer’s heartsickness does not stem only from “spiritual isolation,” a tag that McCullers often
used to describe the chief concern of her fiction (“Flowering Dream 274”). In my opinion, his anxiety
also stems from extreme confusion over intense, and possibly sexual, desire for Antonapoulos—a
concern about which McCullers was considerably more reticent but that nevertheless permeates
and even overwhelms many of her texts. From this perspective, McCullers’s interest in Myshkin
takes on further significance. Consider, for instance, Myshkin’s relationship with Rogozhin. Even as
they compete for Nastasya, the two men experience moments of great affection; at one point, they
exchange crosses and enter a sworn brotherhood (Idiot 2.3, 335). When Rogozhin murders Nastasya
in the final scene, the rivalry between the two men disappears and they reunite in a relationship that
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has distinct homoerotic overtones. After Myshkin’s painful realization of what happened, Rogozhin
invites him to spend the night together in a vigil over her body; he even insists on making up a bed
so the two men can sleep side by side. After Myshkin assents, Rogozhin leads him “tenderly and
eagerly” into bed (Idiot 4.11, 559). When Rogozhin is tormented by fitful dreams during the night,
causing him to laugh and “mutter incoherently,” Myshkin responds by gently stroking Rogozhin’s
hair and cheeks:

From time to time Rogozhin began shouting and laughing. Then Myshkin stretched
out his trembling hand to him and softly touched his head, his hair, stroking them and
stroking his cheeks . . . he could do nothing else! He began trembling again, and again
his legs seemed suddenly to fail him. Quite a new sensation gnawed at his heart with
infinite anguish. Meanwhile it had become quite light; at last he lay down on the pillow
as thought utterly helpless and despairing and put his face close to the pale and motion-
less face of Rogozhin; tears flowed from his eyes on to Rogozhin’s cheeks, but perhaps
he did not notice then his own tears and was quite unaware of them. (Idiot 4.11, 561)

An unspeakable desire between the two men, coupled with their lament over Nastasya’s dead body,
disrupts their faculty of speech: Rogozhin is possessed by brain fever (from which he eventually
recovers), and Myshkin reverts back to idiocy, consigned to permanent silence.

Myshkin’s collapse is often understood as a Christ-like sacrifice of the self—in theological
parlance, his kenosis—in the service of a man whose jealous, murderous love has consumed him.
In this respect, Myshkin’s love for Rogozhin is identical to the tenderness that he shows for the
peasant girl Marie, the consumptive teenager Ippolit, and indeed most of the others in the novel.
At the same time, many commentators agree that the final scene contains a homoerotic dimension
that hinges on the triangular relationship between Myshkin, Rogozhin, and Nastasya.3 From this
perspective, Myshkin and Rogozhin cling to each other in bed because their mutual attraction can
no longer be mediated through their professed love, Nastasya. The reader is left with the striking,
ambiguous image of two men lying in each other’s arms, mere feet away from a murdered woman.

As an author who specialized in creating “freaks” and who believed that she was bisexual her-
self, McCullers surely related to Myshkin’s sexual uncertainty. Themes of gender confusion, sexual-
ity, and violence span McCullers’s entire oeuvre and were especially prominent during the summers
of 1940–41 when she met Annemarie and David Diamond and seized upon the violent triangular
relationship in The Idiot.4 The two male characters in The Idiot personify two extreme forms of love
that, as she wrote to Diamond, McCullers felt were “a cross between”: Myshkin’s selfless, compas-
sionate, ultimately unrealizable love, on the one hand, and Rogozhin’s violent, passionate, destruc-
tive love on the other. That McCullers identified as a weird amalgam of both men is further evidence
of an unwillingness, throughout her life, to label herself as straight, lesbian, or bisexual (Whitt,
“Lesbian” 103). Just as Nastasya ultimately spurns Myshkin’s advances, so too did Annemarie
reject McCullers, whose ambivalent nature, in Carr’s words, “demanded, craved, a reciprocal love
relationship with a woman” (167). Perhaps Myshkin confirmed McCullers’s suspicions about the
fundamental openness of erotic relationships and the impossibility of finding permanent comfort in
a single person—a theme to which she would devote considerable attention throughout her fiction.

The bedroom scene in The Idiot is also significant not only because many of the structuring rela-
tionships in McCullers’s fiction (not to mention her own life) are often triangular, but also because it
stresses the unspoken nature of desire. McCullers’s volatile relationships with women, and her claim
that she should have been “born a man,” suggest that she never came to terms with her lesbianism
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Finding Dostoevsky in Carson McCullers 107

or bisexuality (Carr 15; 159; 168). Much of her fiction, consequently, engages with questions of
same-sex desire without addressing them directly. As Sarah Gleeson-White puts it, commenting on
McCullers’s fictional treatment of gender and sexuality, “It is what is not said that the reader must
attend to in order to uncover inverted desire” (Strange 123).

A powerful form of silent desire culminating in violence—suicide—appears in the relation-
ship between Singer and Antonapoulos. Their mutual affection, like the pair in The Idiot, is not
treated overtly but through suggestive imagery and non-verbal signals—especially Singer’s know-
ing glances and his nervous hands. During the ten years that they spend living together, Singer
centers his whole existence on his friend, working to support them and nursing the Greek’s grad-
ually failing health. When Antonapoulos leaves, troubling dreams dominate Singer’s thoughts and
his hands take on a life of their own: “his hands were a torment to him. They would not rest. They
twitched in his sleep, and sometimes he awoke to find them shaping the words in his dreams before
his face” (Heart 182). Throughout the novel, the frenzied activity of Singer’s hands is the source
of embarrassment, especially in his “pyramid dream,” in which Antonapoulos holds an unidentified
object above his head. A number of details—yellow lanterns, stone steps, prostrate masses of people
in the background—suggest that he gazes up at a religious image, perhaps a cross. This reading is
consistent with the notion that the characters divinize others in order to create gods of their own
making; just as Antonapoulos kneels before the cross, so too does Singer bow to the Greek, the oth-
ers before Singer, and so on. At the same time, others have suggested that the “unknown thing” that
Antonapoulos holds in his hands is a phallic image (Gleeson-White 125–30; Budick 145–50). Early
in the novel, after all, the Greek’s hands are associated not only with eating, his favorite pastime, but
also with his “secret solitary pleasure,” masturbation. Singer, as result, grows so anxious from what
he sees that he wakes in fear “with a jerk” (Heart 5; 213).

Like the ending of The Idiot, which confuses spiritual and sexual love, the pyramid dream rep-
resents an instance in which religious and phallic symbols are easily substituted or even conflated.
Is the “unknown thing” a cross or a penis? Does Singer’s dream stand for divine, Platonic love or is it
an elevation of Eros? There are no clear answers to these questions. At the end of the day, each read-
ing is optional; the reader must ultimately settle on an answer. Rather than resolving the tensions in
their fiction between body and spirit, infirmity and illumination, and ideal and erotic love, McCullers
and Dostoevsky preserve them through moments of silence, which always retain an ambiguity.

Nowhere is this ambiguity more pronounced than in their saintly, silent protagonists. If Myshkin
and Singer are Christ figures, they are diseased Christs who are unable, not unwilling, to save others.
The role they play by taking on the hopes, confessions, and requests of others forces them to con-
front tasks that are ultimately beyond their strength. Whereas Dostoevsky experimented with more
“positive” heroes in The Brothers Karamazov, McCullers continued to dramatize the thwarted efforts
of the lover to win over the beloved, no doubt drawing from her own experiences with triangulated
relationships, sexual ambivalence, and unrequited love. Her inability to find love, or even to name it,
accounts for the silences in her fiction and her personal life. It also accounts for McCullers’s strug-
gle to discover, or to create, characters as conflicted as she felt herself. No wonder she was drawn to
Dostoevsky and his “idiot.”

Notes

1A few scattered comments do exist. Oliver Evans points out John Singer’s resemblance to Myshkin (70–85), which
I discuss. General comparisons between McCullers and Dostoevsky appear in Bloshteyn (1–15) and Pachmuss. Rowan
Williams has also noted, in a tantalizingly brief footnote: “It is worth comparing the shadows around the role of Myshkin
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in The Idiot with the complex central character, the deaf-mute, in Carson McCullers’ The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter” (146).
To my knowledge, no existing studies focus exclusively on Dostoevsky’s impact on McCullers.

2Since so many versions of the novel exist, I have included the section, chapter, and page number from which the quote
is taken.

3“It is clear,” writes Michael Katz, “that the author is portraying sympathetically the existence of a strong homophilic
and/or homoerotic bond between these two male characters” (245). See also Børtnes 118–20.

4Reflections in a Golden Eye was dedicated to Annemarie in 1940, and The Ballad of the Sad Café was dedicated to
Diamond in 1941—the same year when McCullers described herself as “a cross between” Myshkin and Rogozhin. She also
wrote her essay on the Russian realists in the summer of 1941. It seems that McCullers turned to Dostoevsky—and to The
Idiot in particular—during an especially trying emotional period in her life.
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