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Reading Dostoevsky’s novel “Idiot”

Nobuko SHIBATA

Abstract

In 1868, for the first time, the novel “Idiot” was published in the magazine the Russkiy
Vestnik while the author was abroad. “Idiot” became the second main Dostoevsky’s novel; it
is so charming and attractive that I return to it again and again. The novel “Idiot” is so
mysterious and incomprehensible that not many critics wrote about it. I try to contemplate
what brought about the motive of writing the novel “Idiot” and the influence of the “Idiot”
on the literature and cinema, reviewing the following aspects.

The first question relates to how contemporaries accepted the novel “Idiot” in 1860s. The
second question relates to the way how Dostoevsky’s expression used iconography with fan-
tastic and symbolic motif. The third, the influence of the “Idiot” on the Japanese films and
novels (e. g. “Obakasan”) is discussed.

In 1953, Japanese director Kurosawa completed his work on the film “Idiot”. Though
Kurosawa'’s film “Idiot” was highly appreciated in the Soviet Union as a great film, Japanese
critics expressed it as about idealistic film in which actors’ acting was improbable, and the
acting of the character Hara Setsuko was crude and unnatural. However, American critic
Donald Richi highly estimated Kurosawa’s film “Idiot” in his review work.

Kurosawa transferred actions of the novel of the nineteenth century to Japan 1950s, trying
to keep Dostoevsky’s initial intention and spirit. At that time, it was too difficult for a
Japanese to understand ambiguity of Russian cultural background. I would like to give some
examples to show how fine Kurosawa’s intuitive sense was. For example, there is a lovely
stage where Mifune and his friend Mori have tea at Mifune’s mother’s house. Mother who is
hard of hearing and a very religious woman offers pies from a family altar and with the
most gracious and charming smile, invites them to try sweets together. This stage was not
found in Dostoevsky’s novel, but Kurosawa, as the director of the film, had incredibly intui-
tive sense, therefore we feel religious kindness and goodness. As old mother unceasingly
rings a small Buddhist bell of the family altar, the sound of this bell remains in our soul.

Keywords: Dostoevsky, ‘Idiot’, Kurosawa, Endo Shusaku, Religion





