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Abstract I interpret Dostoevskij’s religious concepts in terms of mythogenesis
and mythopoesis. Dostoevskij’s religious concepts arose on the basis both of his
personal emotional experience and of the discourse of popular Orthodoxy. They
demonstrate the antinomial nature of Russian spirituality, and are typified by his
conception of the family, which illustrates the communal basis of the individual
personality. The antimomial idea of the family is most fully developed in Dos-
toevskij’s novel The Brothers Karamazov, in which the four models of fatherhood
correspond to Isaac the Syrian’s concepts of physical, spiritual, mental and divine
fatherhood.
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Dostoevskij is always at the center of Russian national history. At a time when the
general level of knowledge in society has sharply declined, Dostoevskij continues to
be read in school and cited by politicians and theologians who link Orthodox
doctrines concerning humility with nationalist slogans concerning “Russia for the
Russians,” i.e. for the Orthodox. The year 2006 even saw the publication of a new
detective novel F. M., dedicated to the writer and his ideas, by the “intellectual”
writer Boris Akunin. The main feature of all this is that our present “postmodern”
interest is based on the national and Christian emphasis on his work. Contemporary
interpretations of the writer’s religious worldview—and, through its prism, of
Russian society in general—are the subject of the present essay.

Wherever Dostoevskij turned his sights, he always thought about and suffered for
humanity. He captured the antinomies of the soul that are manifested in the human
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The father is a central symbol in the Russian national state paradigm of
“Orthodoxy—nationality—autocracy.” It is a symbol of the heavenly God the
Father; it is the nation as the spiritual father; it is the Tsar as a tribal or moral father;
it is, finally, one’s physical father. In The Brothers Karamazov it is the basis of the
entire family, a symbol of the myth of Russia, revealed in the symbolism of four
fathers: the physical father Fédor Pavlovich Karamazov; the tribal or emotional
(moral) father Grigorij Kutuzov, who saves all four sons from physical death in
childhood; the spiritual father Zosima, the bearer of the ideal features of a saint; and,
finally, the “god-bearing father” Isaac the Syrian who personifies the ideal divine
world, the image of whom connects all the fathers and sons in the novel into the
unified Christian cosmos of Russian life.

The mental orientation of Orthodox believers towards fatherhood is vividly
demonstrated by the daily prayer “Our Father,” which underscores the believer’s
intimate kinship with God the Father. He is not an awesome and terrible Judge, but a
kind and loving Father. There are seven discrete requests addressed to the Father in
the course of this short prayer which highlight the main orientation towards God the
Father: love and mercy.

In the novel the theme of fathers and sons is represented via the binary opposition
of life and death. The death of the fathers, whether real or symbolic, removes them
from the immediate events of the novel and, at the same time, makes them
responsible for the further life of their children. The culminating points of the novel,
which illumine the opposition between father and son, are linked to the violation of
the “death taboo” (Barthes), i.e. with the intervention of the sons’ lives in the death
of the fathers. The “active intervention” of the children in the death of the fathers
bares a moment of crisis for the individual, demonstrating a process either of
fragmentation and destruction or of personal rebirth. Death in the novel is
demonstrated through the symbolic space of dreams, a kind of inter-world in which
the transformation occurs: the old dies away and the new is born. The death of the
“old” Mitja and Alésha is a condition of their rebirth “in the spirit.” Ivan and
Smerdjakov, on the contrary, are incapable of new birth and undergo fragmentation
as individuals, the former intellectually and the latter physically.

The set of father-son relationships forms the structural model of the familial
cosmos in the novel: Fédor Pavlovich/Ivan, Grigorij Kutuzov/Dmitrij, Zosima/
Alésha, and Isaac the Syrian/Smerd; akov.! The relationship between Fédor
Pavlovich and Ivan is at the lowest rung of the novel. The murder of his father
lies completely on the conscience of Ivan, who is essentially the closest of all the
sons to their physical father (as Smerdjakov notes in their final conversation). Their
relationship is wholly devoid of spirituality. They are complicit in greed and mutual
hatred, which becomes the basis of passion and sin. Their point of intersection is a
combination of passion and atheism, which is essentially moral nihilism. The result
is physical death and mental illness. Ivan’s madness signifies the mercy of God, who

! Without directly addressing Dostoevskij’s renowned use of “doubles” for his characters, it is worth
calling attention to this technique. As Jurij Lotman once wrote, “The appearance of doubled characters is
the result of the fragmentation of the mythological image, because of which the various names of the One
become different individuals; it created a peculiar narrative language by means of which it became
possible to relate human events and make sense of human actions” (2002: 732).









created by God. Therefore Smerdjakov ends up in the same space as Isaac in the
final minutes of his life: thanks to the divine word of his intellectual father he senses
the presence of the living God: “‘There is no spectre apart from the two of us, along
with some third. No doubt, right now this third is between us,’” says Smerdjakov to
Ivan at their last meeting. “‘Who is he? Who is here? Who is the third?’ Ivan
nervously asked, looking around and hurriedly surveying the corners in search of
someone. ‘This third is God, providence itself, sir; it’s here now alongside us, but
don’t seek it because you won’t find it” (PSS 15: 60). Smerdjakov sees God, but
Ivan sees only the devil. Smerdjakov hangs himself because he cannot withstand the
torments of conscience and the meaninglessness of his actions; Ivan cannot even
choose this “solution of power” (in Tolstoj’s definition of suicide) and descends
into madness, remaining with the devil and rejecting God in the world without
understanding the meaning of Christ’s suffering.

It is important to note that Smerdjakov does not see God in himself but between
himself and Ivan, who is not granted this vision. One might suppose that Smerdjakov is
undergoing a process of metanoia: the search for “new image of oneself, others and
God.” This process ends up being purely destructive for the individual in question, for
Smerdjakov sees that he does not know God. He once again we return to the mechanism
of mythopoesis which Dostoevskij uses to investigate the ambivalence of human nature.
Smerdjakov, who has already committed murder, suddenly experiences such torments
of conscience that he commits suicide (perhaps as a symbol of repentance). Thus the
family theme and the criminal plot grow into a national tragedy of the Russian world
view that connects God and Judas, Isaac the Syrian and the thirty silver pieces for which
one may kill one’s father, God and one’s homeland. The fulcrum of all of these collisions
is the discussion of the nature of the passionate and suffering nature of the discussion of
the passionate and suffering nature of Russian identity.

Dostoevskij’s interest in the fallen and sinful, in criminals and murderers,
reflected his religious questioning and is closely linked to the teaching of Christ’s
sacrificial love and the conception of Christian all-forgiveness. It is here that
Dostoevskij’s mythopoesis was exercised most fully. Dostoevskij describes the
nature of passion and sin as an abyss of human suffering, comparable only to the
suffering of God the Son. One gets the sense that he equated Christ’s faultless
sacrifice of suffering with the suffering not only of faultless children, but of
criminals and murderers. Dostoevskij shows the symmetry of Christ’s and humans’
suffering, all the while preserving in each criminal an integral basis—the divine
image, which may be lost by man (concealed and obscured for its bearer) but not for
God who grants each the hope for love and forgiveness. If the phenomenal world is
ruled by suffering and hatred, then in the divine world all are met by a kingdom of
love and world harmony. The image of Zosima as the ideologue of humble love is
formed under the palpable influence of the ideas of early Christianity, which were
practically unknown in the establishment church of the late nineteenth century.
Zosima’s ideas are quite close to the ideology of love of the Church Fathers,
particularly Isaac the Syrian and Abba Dorotheus. Like Isaac the Syrian, Zosima is
the ideologue of heartfelt love. “Love is sweeter than life, and understanding
through God, who engenders love, is even sweeter than honey and honeycombs. [...]
Love is engendered by knowledge, and knowledge is engendered by emotional









