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The Possessed Summary
Exploring literature's intersections with life and identity.
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About the book

In "The Possessed," Elif Batuman takes readers on a captivating journey

through the intertwining worlds of literature and life, where the lines

between reality and fiction blur in unexpected ways. Through the lens of her

sharp wit and keen observation, Batuman navigates her own experiences as a

graduate student at Stanford University, delving into the eccentricities of

academia, the intricacies of language, and the haunting legacies of classic

Russian literature. With a blend of memoir, literary criticism, and

philosophical reflection, this book invites readers to ponder the profound

impact of stories on our lives while simultaneously exploring the often

humorous absurdities of the quest for meaning in both scholarship and

personal relationships. Prepare to be both entertained and enlightened as

Batuman reveals how we are all, in some way, possessed by the texts we

love.
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About the author

Elif Batuman is a contemporary Turkish-American author, essayist, and

academic, known for her keen insights into literature, culture, and the

intricacies of human relationships. Born in 1982 in New York City to

Turkish parents, Batuman spent her childhood summers in Turkey, an

experience that would deeply influence her writing. She earned her

undergraduate degree from Stanford University and later received a PhD in

comparative literature from the same institution. Batuman gained significant

recognition with her debut novel, "The Possessed," which blends memoir

and literary criticism, deftly exploring the connections between life and

literature. Her work is celebrated for its intellectual depth, wit, and the

ability to intertwine personal narrative with broader cultural themes, making

her a distinct voice in contemporary literature.
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Chapter 1 Summary: B ABEL IN C ALIFORNIA

The opening chapter of "The Possessed" by Elif Batuman delves into the

 intricate life and tragic fate of Isaac Babel, juxtaposing the extensive

bibliographical weight of Russian literary greats like Tolstoy and

Dostoevsky with Babel's brevity. His collected works fit neatly into two

volumes, symbolizing the incomplete nature of his legacy. Upon his arrest

by the NKVD in 1939, Babel poignantly lamented, "They didn’t let me

finish," underscoring the abrupt interruption to his literary journey. The

narrative highlights the shadow of the Soviet regime that not only erased his

name from public consciousness but raised questions about the motivations

behind his persecution—ranging from his controversial writings to his

personal entanglements within the political sphere.

The chapter's poignancy resonates through the exploration of Babel's diary,

which chronicles the war and a writer's struggle to find material amid chaos.

The nuanced exploration extends to the notion of description, central to

Babel's quest to capture the essence of life and people in his prose. The act

of description becomes a metaphor for understanding life itself, showcasing

Babel's relentless curiosity and desire to assimilate experiences into literary

form.

In reading Babel for the first time during a creative writing class, Batuman

recalls her bewilderment at the brutal imagery in "My First Goose," hinting
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at deeper themes of conflict between intellectual life and raw existence. This

theme echoes throughout Babel's work, emphasizing the existential duality

found in both his literary pursuits and his tragic fate. As Batuman delves

deeper into Babel’s life in her later studies, her comprehension of his

motivations grows, intertwining the meanings of his artistic endeavors with

the harsh realities of his experiences.

Throughout the chapter, a chimerical tension emerges: the artistic pursuit

versus the actual lived experience. The tragic irony crystallizes through the

revealing relationship between art and its creator. In understanding Babel's

need to “describe” the world around him, Batuman unveils the inadequacies

of language to encapsulate personal identity and experience. From a trivial

event resulting in a lost manuscript to the metaphysical demands of

understanding one’s life, Babel’s story resonates as a haunting memento of a

life cut short—one marked by lost potential and interrupted narratives.

1. The contrast between the extensive collections of Russian literature and

Babel's condensed oeuvre highlights the intersection of completeness and

incompleteness in literary legacy.

2. Babel’s arrest by the NKVD symbolizes the broader consequences of

creative expression under totalitarian regimes, reflecting on historical

injustices.

3. The exploration of description in Babel’s works becomes a vital thread,

linking the personal quest for understanding with the universal struggle to
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articulate life’s complexities.

4. Batuman's journey from confusion to clarity about Babel's themes reflects

a broader exploration of the relationship between art and lived experiences,

underscoring the enduring impact of unfulfilled creativity.

5. The narrative encapsulates Babel’s legacy as both a creative force and a

tragic figure within the context of Soviet history, emphasizing the

intersections of art, identity, and the human desire to comprehend life.
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Chapter 2 Summary: S UMMER IN S AMARKAND

In the narrative about the author's summer in Samarkand, she reflects on a

 series of unforeseen events that led her to this vibrant Uzbek city, drawing

connections to personal and literary experiences that enrich her

understanding of cultural intersections. 

1. The journey begins with a whimsical story of Nasreddin Hoca,

highlighting the unpredictable nature of free will. The author parallels her

own impulsive decision to study Russian literature with the Hoca's leap into

the graveyard, leading her to unexpected outcomes and eventually,

Samarkand.

2. Facing challenges in her Russian studies, she sought a solution by

applying for a study abroad program, only to find her plans diverted through

a series of unintentional detours. Her travel grant fell short, job opportunities

led to Turkey instead of Russia, and an unfortunate incident with a previous

guide heightened her family's worries. This narrative sets a tone of

uncertainty, suggesting that intentions can be easily redirected by

circumstances outside one’s control.

3. Highlighting her familial connections, the author recounts her aunt Arzu’s

protective measures in Turkey, employing a chauffeur to follow her around

Ankara. This intrusion heightened her sense of vulnerability, turning her
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exploration into an oddly monitored adventure.

4. In the midst of her travels across Turkey, an array of experiences

unfolded—from staying with a distant family member to meeting soldiers,

whose perspectives on literature contrasted sharply with her own. This phase

of her journey provoked reflection on her own studies in Russian literature

and the broader implications of her cultural pursuits. 

5. Her thoughts spiral into a critical examination of the Turkish literary

scene and the lack of appreciation for novels. In contrasting this with her

fascination for Russian literature, specifically Pushkin’s works, she

navigates her identity against the backdrop of cultural expectations and

literary legacies.

6. The narrative captures a sense of longing and disconnection, with the

author yearning for deeper connections with her heritage while being

enamored by another culture. Her encounters in Anatolia—visiting ancient

sites and conversing with locals—ignite a deeper understanding of her place

in the world and her relationship to literature, urging her to ponder the

intertwining of personal and cultural narratives.

7. As she immerses herself in Pushkin’s travel literature, she feels

metaphysical connections, understanding her journey mirrors Pushkin's own

complexities in navigating cultural boundaries during his travels. This
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reflection enhances her appreciation for the literary form, linking her

experiences in Uzbekistan with classical themes of discovery and identity. 

8. When the summer ends, her subsequent return to the United States marks

a new chapter characterized by a pursuit of academia and deeper engagement

with the Russian language and literature. A series of bureaucratic barriers

and administrative misunderstandings symbolically reflect the tensions

between aspiration and reality, emphasizing the precariousness of scholarly

aspirations.

9. Ultimately, her ambition to teach Uzbek culture becomes contingent on

the willingness of bureaucracies that seem indifferent to individual goals.

This elucidates a critical commentary on the intersections of personal

ambition, cultural identity, and institutional frameworks that frame her

journey throughout this narrative.

Through these layered experiences, the author crafts a rich tapestry that

mirrors a transcendent exploration of identity, literature, and intercultural

communication, firmly planting her summer in Samarkand within the larger

discussion of cultural exchange and the elusive nature of understanding

across divides.
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Chapter 3: W HO K ILLED T OLSTOY

In Chapter 3 of "The Possessed" by Elif Batuman, readers are taken on a

 vivid journey through the International Tolstoy Conference held at Yasnaya

Polyana, the estate that serves as a backdrop for both Tolstoy's literary

masterpieces and his tumultuous personal life. The conference, which spans

four days, becomes a platform for various scholars to explore the

complexities of Tolstoy's life, legacy, and the intriguing circumstances

surrounding his death.

1. The protagonist, fresh from completing her fourth year at Stanford,

attends the conference to present her dissertation chapter while also

attempting to secure additional funding through a field research proposal.

Her curiosity leads her to delve into the strangeness surrounding Tolstoy's

death in November 1910, marked by accusations of foul play rather than

mere natural causes. This backdrop of mystery compels her to investigate

the possible motives of those around Tolstoy at the time of his demise.

2. Within her proposal titled "Did Tolstoy Die of Natural Causes or Was He
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Chapter 4 Summary: S UMMER IN S AMARKAND (
CONTINUED )

In the summer spent in Samarkand, the narrator becomes fascinated by the

 local culture, particularly the distinct bread of the region, lepyoshka. This

bread is noted for its unique qualities, attributed to the clean air and water of

Samarkand, echoing a local legend about a baker who defended the

authenticity of the bread by claiming that the local environment was

essential for its taste. Samarkand's bakeries employ a striking form of

marketing, where actual loaves of bread are displayed rather than abstract

representations, symbolizing a deep connection to food that is not merely

functional but sacrificial in nature.

The narrative then shifts to the narrator’s personal experience as she meets

her friend Eric in Gulya’s guesthouse after her first university meeting.

Amidst a vivid description of the beautiful but eerie surroundings, they share

a meal featuring borscht and local tea, and fabricating stories about their

invented marriage to please their host. This humorous deception illustrates

the complexities of cultural interactions and foreign customs. The evening

culminates in Eric suffering from illness after dinner, prompting fears in the

narrator regarding his wellbeing.

As the story progresses, the social landscape of Samarkand unfolds. The

narrator learns that the population is primarily Tajik, despite being politically
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part of Uzbekistan, and grapples with the linguistic divide as her host Gulya

communicates with her in Russian, while her children learn Uzbek. The

narrative explores broader themes of identity, highlighting the complications

surrounding language and ethnicity, emphasizing the cultural intricacies that

shape life in Samarkand.

The protagonist’s opinions on food and hospitality deepen as she describes

her unremitting hunger and the mundane meals provided by Gulya. The

discussions extend to societal interactions, particularly highlighted through

the matriarch's dynamics with her family, accentuating both humor and

tension as she disciplines her son Inom and showcases the whims of her

social circle.

The constraints of the environment and social structure are also illustrated

through the juxtaposition of wealth and poverty experienced by the

characters. Eric’s burgeoning friendships with local youth, including soccer

games, provide a lens of youthful exuberance against the backdrop of

harsher realities present in their lives.

As the narrator immerses herself in her studies, the complexities of the

Uzbek language, its extensive vocabulary, and historical nuances unveil

layers of cultural richness. Through her lessons with Muzaffar and Dilorom,

she engages with classical Uzbek literature, uncovering themes of love and

societal structures, particularly through the works of the great poet Alisher
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Navoi, whose masterpieces stir profound reflections on human emotions and

societal norms.

The narrative ultimately weaves personal experiences, literary explorations,

and cultural observations into a tapestry that reflects the vibrant yet

challenging life in Samarkand—a place that demands both adaptation and

appreciation from its visitors. Amidst her struggles, the narrator

contemplates the intricacies of identity, language, and love, hinted at through

the literary references that bridge her present with timeless narratives of the

past. This blend of anecdote, cultural commentary, and literary exploration

underscores a journey that is as much about self-discovery as it is about

understanding the rich fabric of a foreign world.
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Chapter 5 Summary: T HE H OUSE OF I CE

In the year 1703, Peter the Great undertook the monumental task of

 establishing a new imperial capital, choosing a desolate swampy area near

the Gulf of Finland—a land frozen for five months and prone to flooding.

This effort required the labor of over seven hundred thousand conscripts,

including serfs, soldiers, and prisoners, who faced extreme working

conditions that led to widespread suffering and death. The great historian

Klyuchevsky described the city as “a big cemetery,” highlighting the grim

realities behind its eventual transformation into one of the world's most

beautiful cities.

At the heart of St. Petersburg stands the Bronze Horseman, a statue of Peter

the Great, which symbolizes both the triumph of human ambition and the

capriciousness of nature. This iconic monument inspired Alexander Pushkin,

who immortalized it in his poem “The Bronze Horseman,” depicting a poor

clerk named Evgeny who curses the city’s origins after suffering during the

catastrophic flood of 1824, seeing it as a punishment from the tsar’s will.

While the Bronze Horseman and Pushkin’s poem form pillars of the St.

Petersburg myth, a lesser-known episode in the city’s history involves the

construction of a massive ice palace commissioned by Peter's niece, Anna

Ioannovna, in 1740. The palace, intended for the wedding of jesters, inspired

Ivan Lazhechnikov’s novel, The House of Ice, which wove a narrative rich
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in political intrigue and fantastical elements.

The text recounts the author's journey to uncover this historical work,

prompted by a classmate, Luba, who sought to translate the text into

English. Their serendipitous timing in 2006 coincided with the unveiling of

a life-sized replica of the House of Ice in St. Petersburg, constructed during a

winter tourism initiative. With funding secured, the author accepted an

assignment to report on this modern resurgence of the ice palace, vowing to

touch the historical fabric of the original monument.

Upon arriving in St. Petersburg, the author conveyed the city’s intimidating

atmosphere, colored by unsettling past associations and the threat of

skinhead violence. Navigating the stark contrasts of modern life against the

backdrop of history, the author elected to explore the city, partaking in local

customs while reflecting on the historical weight of St. Petersburg.

Anna's reign was characterized by an affinity for jesters and theatrical

displays, evident in the extravagant wedding dramas staged in the ice palace.

The palace itself was a confection of ice and artifice, capturing the

whimsical and cruel nature of imperial entertainment. Details described an

era dictated by Anna’s extravagant pursuits—a reflection of both personal

desires and the larger narrative of power that shaped Russian history. 

When recounting Anna's love for spectacle and absurdity, the narrative
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draws parallels between her court and contemporary understandings of

cultural memory, wondering if the ice palace served any true purpose or if it

was merely a manifestation of primal desires. As the story unfolds, deeper

questions of identity, nationalism, and historical trajectories emerge. 

The House of Ice itself was both a magnificent structure and a haunting

symbol: it represented the vanity of human endeavors, a dreamlike folly

borne of the imperial desire to showcase power and culture, while also

echoing the fragility of such achievements. The palace melted away into

history, much like the ephemeral nature of beauty and the follies of human

ambition encapsulated in literature and life alike.

In their quest, the author and Luba sought perspectives from various locals

and scholars concerning the modern ice palace; however, the responses

varied widely, revealing a society caught between its historical roots and

contemporary realities. Their exploration straddled the past, as represented

by Lazhechnikov's vivid accounts, and the present—one marked by the

ongoing dialogue about culture, identity, and legacy in post-Soviet Russia.

Even as they grappled with the historical significance of the original House

of Ice, they confronted the challenges of interpreting its essence, resembling

a complex metaphor in a culture that is richly layered with narratives of

ambition, struggle, and the inevitable transience of life. In an age of

reconstruction and revival, the ice palace came to symbolize not just the
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remnants of a bygone era, but the ongoing quest for meaning amid a

landscape of shifting histories and identities.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The fragility of human ambition and its ephemeral nature.

Critical Interpretation: As you reflect upon the monumental efforts

that went into creating St. Petersburg, remember that this grand

ambition, much like the Ice Palace, is a reminder of the fleeting nature

of our achievements. This chapter invites you to consider what truly

endures in your life. It’s easy to become swept away by the urgency to

accomplish great things, yet history teaches that these pursuits can

dissolve as quickly as they emerge. Instead of solely chasing grand

ambitions, allow yourself to find beauty in the process, to savor the

moments, and to appreciate the transient wonders around you.

Embrace this understanding—life's complexities and its delicate

balance between ambition and acceptance. In recognizing the

ephemeral nature of our dreams, perhaps you’ll discover a more

profound connection to your own journey, one that values not only the

finish line but every step along the way.
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Chapter 6: S UMMER IN S AMARKAND (
CONCLUSION )

In "The Possessed," Chapter 6 unfolds the conclusion of the summer spent

 by the narrators in Samarkand, highlighting their experiences and the local

culture, particularly through interactions with Gulya, her husband Sharif,

and their cleaner Delia. This chapter is dense with reflections on Uzbek

literature, personal anecdotes, and observations about societal norms.

1. Character Dynamics: Delia, a cheerful and articulate house cleaner,

 provides a window into Gulya’s life and unravels revelations about their

marriages to alcoholics—Delia’s situation starkly contrasted with Gulya’s

cunning management of her husband. The humorous miscommunication

concerning Gulya's husband becomes a backdrop for exploring truth and

perception in their lives.

2. Cultural Insights: Sharif's repetitive conversations on Uzbeks’

 affinity for "duck soup," a tea-soaked bread, serve as a lens into the

simplicity and nuances of local culinary customs. His musings about Satan
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Chapter 7 Summary: T HE P OSSESSED

Upon arriving in Florence for a magazine piece on a Dante marathon, the

 narrator finds herself standing outside the apartment where Fyodor

Dostoevsky endured a difficult nine-month period marred by epilepsy and

debt. This apartment, located on Via Guicciardini, carries a plaque

proclaiming that Dostoevsky wrote "The Idiot" there from 1868 to 1869.

Initially lacking any interest in Florence or Dostoevsky, her circumstances

force her to confront the overlap of their lives in this beautiful yet

challenging city, especially as she grapples with Dostoevsky's novel

"Demons"—ironic, given her earlier preference for Tolstoy.

Learning about Dostoevsky's strained life post-marriage in 1867 adds depth

to her understanding of the author's struggles. After marrying Anna Snitkina,

a stenographer who aided him in meeting deadlines, they left Russia hoping

the European climate would benefit Dostoevsky's health and provide refuge

from his creditors. However, cravings for gambling led him on a path of

ruin, including ill-fated stops at casinos. The couple's inability to escape

their worsening situation culminated in Dostoevsky pawning Anna's jewelry

to fund their travels.

Their journey eventually brings them to Florence, where Dostoevsky writes

"The Idiot" amid personal tragedy following the death of their infant

daughter, Sonya. Despite the allure of Florence's beauty and cultural
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richness, he laments the inability to be immersed in Russian life, finding the

lack of "continuous and firsthand Russian impressions" agonizing.

Struggling to complete "The Idiot," he descends into personal and financial

turmoil, moving from their Via Guicciardini apartment to a modest room

that overlooked the Mercato Vecchio.

In re-examining Dostoevsky's relationships, she traces his contentious

interactions with fellow writers like Ivan Turgenev, which reveal

Dostoevsky's deep-seated frustrations about artistic and cultural ideals.

These tensions also mirror the intricate dynamics at play within "Demons,"

in which complex relationships unfold against the backdrop of nihilism and

existential despair.

Delving into the narrative of "Demons" itself, she is introduced to the

character Nikolai Stavrogin—whose enigmatic presence sparks obsession

among those around him. Described as physically alluring yet morally

ambiguous, Stavrogin incites passion, hate, and intellectual rivalry in a small

Russian town. Throughout the chaotic events of the novel, key characters

emerge including a repressed idealist, a tortured revolutionary, and a deeply

affected group of youth all drawn to Stavrogin's magnetic pull. Their fates

become tangled in societal upheaval, highlighting Dostoevsky's commentary

on the consequences of nihilism.

Several layers of meaning emerge through their interactions, particularly the
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philosophical implications of desire and destruction, encapsulated in Girard's

theory of mimetic desire. This idea posits that individuals often emulate the

desires of others rather than fostering genuine aspirations, leading to rivalry

and violence. The characters’ complex relationships around Stavrogin

illustrate this phenomenon through their longing to possess him, with tragic

results.

In exploring these themes, the narrator reflects on her own graduate

experience marked by intellectual obsession and the enigmatic presence of a

charismatic peer, Matej, who, much like Stavrogin, captivates and

destabilizes those around him. This modern-day interpretation of

Dostoevsky's themes presents a striking parallel to her personal encounters,

revealing the porous boundaries between art and life.

As the chapter concludes, she ventures into the streets of Florence,

contemplating the weight of past lives and artistic genius in the shadow of

monumental figures such as Dante and Dostoevsky. This journey compels

her to confront not only the grandeur of their legacies but also the existential

questions embedded within the scope of their narratives—an ongoing

dialogue between beauty and madness, desire and despair, ultimately

suggesting that literature remains a profound yet perilous avenue for

exploring the human condition. 

Whether through the lens of Dostoevsky or through her own interactions, the
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narrator grapples with the implications of understanding one's self through

the obsessions and desires projected onto others, a dynamic that transcends

time and culture, echoing the struggles of both the characters in "Demons"

and her life as a student of literature.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The complexity of human relationships and the nature of

desire.

Critical Interpretation: As you walk through the vibrant streets of

Florence, a city steeped in artistic legacy, you are invited to reflect on

the intricacies of your own connections with others. Just as

Dostoevsky’s characters grapple with obsession and rivalry, you too

navigate the tangled web of relationships in your life, recognizing that

your desires can often mirror those of the influencers around you. This

realization prompts you to ponder the authenticity of your

aspirations—are they truly yours, or merely an echo of what others

have desired? Through this reflection, you are inspired to cultivate

genuine connections and authentic self-exploration, enriching your

experience beyond the superficial allure of ambition, to embrace a

deeper understanding of love and passion rooted in your own truth.
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