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A Plot of One’s Own: Brothers in the Nineteenth-Century Novel

Russian and European literary scholarship seem to agree that the family plot in the nineteenth-century novel is linked to the fate of the patriarchal order.  Peter Brooks famously called paternity a “dominant issue” that embodied the tradition’s “concern with authority, legitimacy, the conflict of generations, and the transmission of wisdom” (Reading for the Plot). Edward Said made the project of novel writing an instantiation of this claim, giving the novel a “paternal role” in “fathering” a rival reality (Beginnings).  Studies of the Russian novel have followed suit, focusing on the conflict of generations, brought to prominence by Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons (1862). 
The major Russian realists, however, include a dimension in their family novels that falls outside of this filiation plotline—brothers.  Brother-brother relationships are contemporaneous, rather than causal, lacking the progression or endpoint of parent-child relations.  While sisters marry out of the family and do not complicate its linear development, brothers can only tangle the family-line and by extension the story line.  Curiously, brother-brother relations are virtually absent in English family novels.  They are also rare in the works of Pushkin and his contemporaries; superfluous men are always only children.  So why did the Russian realists who were reading and responding to this literature add brothers to their family matrices?  What function do they serve?  
Like Virginia Woolf’s essay alluded to in the title, the paper will attempt to make a space for an unrepresented group within a literary tradition dominated by patriarchy.  It will suggest that brothers in the Russian novel help their authors link everyday family concerns with their spiritual ideals.  Drawing examples from Fathers and Sons, Anna Karenina, and The Brothers Karamazov, the paper will trace the unique plotline of brothers and their role in the shaping the spiritual and philosophical mission of the Russian novel. 
