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Dostoyevsky’s “Notes from Underground” and
Salinger’s “The Catcher in the Rye”
An Intertextual View

By

Hiroaki UMEMURA®

(Received February 2, 2006/ Accepted April 20, 2006)

Summary : The aim of this study is to examine Lilian Furst’s 1978 thesis “Dostoyevsky’s Notes from
Underground and Salinger’'s The Catcher in the Rye’. It seems somewhat misleanding to compare
Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye and Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground since the source of
Salinger’s novel is said, among students of Russian literature, to be Dostoyevsky’s other novel A Raw
Youth. There also exists an argument that Brothers Karamazov had a decisive influence on The Catcher
in the Rye. However, it is no meaningless practice to re-read Notes from Underground in the light of
Salinger’s work since it reveals strikingly disparate aspects between the two novels as well as
plausible parallels suggested by Furst. Citing Nekrasov’s poem in which a prostitute with an innocent
soul is rescued by the humanitarian narrator, Dostoyevsky inverts its implication. In Dostoyevsky’s
novel, the Underground Man fails to act as a savior of the prostitute Liza and even humiliates her. His
ineptitude to be humane can be explained by using a phrase from Furst’s thesis and the title of
Salinger’s novel : since life is “a paradoxical labyrinth” rather than “a structured system”, one cannot
be a “catcher in the rye”. Thus, juxtaposing the two novels from entirely different historical and
geographical backgrounds, we can experience an intertextual reading in which a chronological
hierarchy, i.e., an influence, counts much less than it does in traditional comparative literary studies.

Key words : Dostoyevsky, Salinger, intertextuality, Russian literature
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