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The Eighteenth Century's '‘Sweet Melancholy® in Dostoevsky's White Nights

KANAZAWA Michiko

Dostoevsky's dreamer-narrators have received considerable attention, notably, his early
short novel White Nights (1848) has attracted special interest among readers. In White Nights,
narrated in the first person, the dreamer-narrator 'l' is wandering around St. Petersburg, watching
various street scenes. Many preceding studies have identified in the narrator the figure of
feuilletoniste (columnist of a newspaper), which was born from the mass media in the 19th
century.

However, much different from the same writer's Petersburg Chronicle from which White
Nights is thought to have derived, the story of this novel has a much more intricate plot than
feuilleton (a newspaper column). Accordingly, both the plot and the image of the narrator need to
be examined more broadly.
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In this article we study the image of the narrator and the poetics of White Nights through
the 18th century's 'une douce melancolie' ('sweet melancholy') aesthetics. A famous philosopher
and theorist from the 18th century, Diderot, defined 'sweet melancholy' and ‘landscape with ruins'
as follows:

«L’effet de ses compositions bonnes ou mauvaises, c’est de vous laisser dans une douce
meélancolie. Nous attachons nos regards sur les débris d’un arc de triomphe, d’un portique, d’une
pyramide, d’un temple, d’un palais ; et nous revenons sur nous-mémes; nous anticipons sur les
ravages du temps; et notre imagination disperse sur la terre les édifices mémes que nous habitons.
A Uinstant la solitude et le silence régnent autour de nous. Nous restons seuls de toute une nation
qui n’est plus. Et voila la premiére ligne de la poétique deS ruines.»

Beginning with a comparison between Dostoevsky's White Nights and Karamzin's
sentimental novel Poor Lisa (1792), we discuss several important characteristics of the 18th
century's aesthetics 'une douce melancolie' in both works: the narrator's nature and ability as a keen
and sensitive appreciator, the landscape with ruins including its public and private monuments (a
deserted monastery, a broken hut, a grave, and the historical spots), sweet melancholy with
pleasant tears, and memories of past events and past acquaintances, etc.

Throughout our analysis, White Nights will reveal the characteristics of the 18th century
aesthetics, as well as a commonality with Poor Lisa. However, we also realize that those
characteristics are modified by Dostoevsky. We argue that this is a Dostoevskian variation of the

18th century's sense of beauty, expression, and poetics.
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