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This paper reopens the problem of Dostoevsky’s names, a topic previously explored by Alfred Bem and Charles Passage. I will trace possible sources for the name Rakitin in The Brothers Karamazov in order to reexamine how Dostoevsky uses character names to indicate the multiple generic levels in his works. I will analyze multiple possible etymological, historic, folkloric, and intertextual sources for the name Rakitin, all with their own symbolic and interpretive potentials. The potential sources for Rakitin’s name I will consider include Turgenev’s A Month in the Country, the rediscovery of a dispute between Ivan the Terrible and the protestant minister Rokitin, the folkloric significance of the Russian word rakita, and the symbolic and proverbial resonance of the Russian rak. The name therefore simultaneously points the reader in several directions, activating/indicating competing traditions of realism, folktale, and hagiography, which allow the novel to operate on multiple levels at once. Solutions to the thematic problems the novel poses, such as questions of faith, forgiveness, and individual guilt, might seem satisfactory by the conditions of one genre while failing to meet the requirements of another. Thus ideas are kept in an irresolvable dialogue with one another not only because they are voiced by multiple characters, but also because major characters might belong to several genres at the same time. I will look at how character names serve as hints of this generic complexity, and where Dostoevsky’s use of names places him within the tradition of Russian fiction by briefly comparing his naming practices with those of predecessors such as Pushkin and Gogol.  




