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 “They Say” 

 “Though G—v could not observe certain scenes while they were happening, it is diegetically 

feasible that he was able to gather what he learned, what he knew from observing each of the 

characters at other times, and what he could conjecture to be their in-character ‘thoughts and 

feelings,’ and combine them into a composition or reconstruction (sochinenie) of a scene that he 

knew took place.”1  

 “Moreover, in these scenes where he is absent, G—v creates characters and scenes by imagining 

characters behind closed doors—where he has no physical access—and thus no alternative but to 

assert a hypothesis.”2  

 Both Stromberg and Cravens attempt to make sense of G—v’s narration of scenes that he 

was not present for. Stromberg concludes that G—v is not fabricating these stories, but using his 

knowledge from gossip and past interactions with the characters to make informed 

reconstructions of events which he did not witness. He emphasizes that this is possible because 

G—v is narrating events which took place in the past, so he had time to gather information and 

was not making up stories in the moment. Craven appears to believe that G—v does not make 

informed choices about scenes he did not witness, but rather uses his imagination to create a 

narrative of his own. Craven says that G—v “employs the convention of the transparent mind… 

[and] he has cognitive access to his characters.”3 In Craven’s view, because G—v has no way of 

fully knowing what happened behind closed doors, he uses these moments as opportunities to 

“create a novelistic world” of his own.  

                                                        
1 David Stromberg. “The Enigmatic G—v: A Defense of the Narrator-Chronicler in Dostoevsky’s 
Demons.” The Russian Review 71, no. 3 (July 2012), 479. 
2 Craig Cravens. “The Strange Relationship of Stavrogin and Stepan Trofimovich as Told by  
Anton Lavrent’evich G—v.” Slavic Review 59, no. 4 (Winter 2000), 790. 
3 Cravens, 790. 



“I Say” 

Passage from Demons: page 519-525 (Liza and Stavrogin’s conversation) 

 This scene caught my interest because it appears to be entirely a product of the narrator’s 

imagination; both Liza and Stavrogin die shortly after this encounter, and nobody else was 

present during the encounter, so there is no way that G—v could accurately recreate the 

conversation.  

 The detective work of trying to understand how G—v tells the stories of events he did not 

witness is intriguing (who doesn’t love a good mystery?), but after getting caught up in the 

confusion his narration, I had to take a step back and question this practice. Does attempting to 

understand a fictional narrator’s source of knowledge (which I will never know the answer to) 

detract from my experience of reading the novel? I definitely think I spent more time questioning 

the narrator’s sources of information than focusing my attention on larger themes of the novel.  

 I think Stromberg and Cravens make good cases for G—v’s creative reconstruction of 

stories he did not witness, but I question whether this should be their focus. The issue with G—

v’s narration is how it affects the reading experience and detracts from Dostoevsky’s intended 

themes, and neither Stromberg not Cravens dig into this issue.  
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