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Although routinely overlooked as a lesser work amidst the late masterpieces, Dostoevsky’s penultimate novel, The Adolescent, is of central importance for understanding his ideas about the “accidental family.” A first person memoir by Arkady, illegitimate son of a landowner and one of his serfs, the book traces Arkady’s development as he comes together with his family for the first time at age nineteen. Existing scholarship has focused on Arkady’s relationship with his father, Versilov, but my intent is to examine instead Arkady’s relationship with his sister, Liza. I will focus on one scene when the two meet on a sunny street and have the first real conversation of their lives. The scene encapsulates Dostoevsky’s concern about brothers profiting from sisters’ amorous relations (a popular theme in British and French literature of the nineteenth century and also of central importance to Crime and Punishment). It also illustrates Dostoevsky’s ideas about active love and the importance of childhood memories. Arkady and Liza’s sibling bond is the most positive instance of love in The Adolescent and offers an alternative to the failure of fathers. Their relationship also serves as a model for Dostoevsky’s ideas about human connection and universal brotherhood which he would explore in The Brothers Karamazov. Indeed, the origins of Alyosha’s “speech at the stone” can be found in the conversation of two literal siblings walking down a sunny street in The Adolescent. Although that novel falls short as an artistic whole, it stands among Dostoevsky’s mature works in terms of the depth of insight Dostoevsky brought to his perennial themes, and therefore marks an important stage in his development. Specifically, The Adolescent’s sunny street scene is Dostoevsky’s first attempt to use literal siblinghood as the stepping stone towards his broader ideal of universal brotherhood.




