The Nakedness of Mr. Fast

By Phillip Bonosky

THERE 1s A remarkable passage in Dos-
toevsky's The ldiot where the various
suitors, or more accurately, bidders
for the hand of Nastasya Filippovna,
are gathered in her home awaiting her
decision. The truth of the relation-
ship among them all, and toward her
particularly, which is ostensibly love,
she decides to put to the test with the
severest of all acids: money. Rogozhin,
in a transport of almost mad joy, has
offered 100,000 rubles for her, and
stands highest bidder at this moment.
But Gavrila Ilvolgin, Ganya, has had
only “love” to offer her, but actually
aches secretly for the fortune he hopes
to get if Nastasya accepts him. Nas-
tasya wants to know the truth. Then
comes this scene:

Well, then, listen, Ganya, [she says] 1
want to sce you as you really are for the
last time. . . . You sec this bundle of notes?
Thers's hundred thousand in it, I'm going
to throw it now on the fire before all of
them—Ilet them all be witnesses! As soon
as the fire scts it ablaze, put your hands
in the grate, but, mind, take your gloves
off first, with your bare hands, and turn
up your sleeves, and pull it out of the
fire. 1f you do, the hundred thousand are
all yours! You'll only burn your fingers a
lile, but it's a hundred thousand—think
of it! It won’t take you long to pull it out.
And TI'll have a good look at you just as
you are when crawling into the fire for my
money! All are witnesses that the money
will be yours. And if you don't, it'll burn. ...

And she does throw the fortune in
paper notes on the fire. All the guests
there react in their various ways; but
itis Ganya on whom all eyes rest. The
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notes catch and begin to burn. Ganya
undergoes the agonies of hell but does
not stoop before them all to singe his
fingers for the fortune he desperately
longs to have. He faints finally from
the unbearable tension. Nastasya Filip-
povna cries: “He didn’t do it, after
all. Stood his ground: so his vanity
is even greater than his lust for money.”

With the whole world watching, no
man, regardless of the strength of his
cupidity, can get down before that
watching world and crawl before it for
money. One is saved from that su-
preme humiliation only by a greater
power—vanity. But the clash between
the two is nevertheless fatal; the energy
of the struggle generated in this clash
between two great forces ends by de-
stroying Ganya himself; all his spirit-
ual resources are burnt up, and as is
true in Dostoevsky’s book, so it is true
in life: such a man becomes a hollow
man.

This book® would ordinarily not be
worth reviewing. It's a Cold War
document; it is also a clinical report,
a restatement of vanity, a cry of in-
fantile rage. In any case these curious
and often pathetic notes which have
been gathered between hard covers
cannot seriously be considered as art,
or political or literary criticism. True,
the book burlesques the form of the
great confessions which have enriched
the world (Rousseau, Tolstoy, etc.);

* The Naked God, by Howard Pracger,
N. Y., $3.50. o -


















