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UNRAVELING
DOSTOEVSKY’S
MASTERPIECE: THE
POSSESSED
(DEMONS) – A
DEEP DIVE

Fyodor  Dostoevsky’s
novel, often referred to
under  two  titles—The
Possessed  (in  earlier
t rans la t ions)  and
Demons  (in  modern
translations)—stands
as  one  of  the  most
p r o p h e t i c  a n d
psychologically  dense
works  o f  the  19th
century.  For  students

and  casual  readers
alike,  finding  a  reliable
guide is essential. This
article  serves  as  your
comprehensive  The
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
S p a r k n o t e s - s t y l e
companion,  breaking
down  the  nove l ’ s
complex  plot,  major
themes,  characters,
and  the  h istor ica l
context  that  makes  it
so  chillingly  relevant
today. Whether you are
preparing for an exam,
writ ing  a  paper,  or
s i m p l y  t r y i n g  t o
navigate  the  dense
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
dialogues,  this  deep
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dive will illuminate the
d a r k  c o r n e r s  o f
Dostoevsky’s vision.

Why “The
Possesse
d” Still
Haunts
Readers
Before  we  delve  into
chapter  summaries
and character lists, it is
crucial  to  understand
why  The  Possessed
(published  in  1872)
remains  a  pi l lar  of
world literature. Unlike
Dostoevsky’s  more
famous  Crime  and
Punishment, this novel
i s  a  p o l i t i c a l  a n d
spiritual thriller. It was
inspired by the real-life
murder of a student by
a radical  revolutionary
group  in  Russia,  the

Nechaev  affair.
D o s t o e v s k y
transformed this event
i n t o  a  s p r a w l i n g
al legory  about  the
dangers  of  nihilism,
utopian ideologies, and
the  loss  of  faith.  A
t y p i c a l  T h e
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
Sparknotes  guide
would  highlight  the
novel’s  structure:  a
c h a o t i c ,  m u l t i -
perspective  narrative
that mirrors the chaos
of a society in collapse.
The novel is not simply
a story; it is a warning
c r y  a g a i n s t  t h e
“possessed”  figures
who  seek  to  remake
the  wor ld  through
violence  and  abstract
theories.

Major



The Possessed Fyodor Dostoevsky
Sparknotes 3

3

Character
s in The
Possesse
d: A Web
of
Fanatics

and Fools
To  understand  the
novel, you must grasp
t h e  c h a r a c t e r
dynamics. This section
f u n c t i o n s  l i k e  a
character  map  you
might  find  in  a
s t a n d a r d  T h e
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
Sparknotes resource.

Stepan
Trofimovich
Verkhovensky:
An aging liberal

intellectual of the
1840s, idealistic
yet weak, he
represents the
older generation
of Russian
intelligentsia
whose abstract
ideas
inadvertently
paved the way
for the radicals.
Pyotr
Stepanovich
Verkhovensky:
Stepan’s son and
the novel’s chief
architect of
chaos. A cynical,
amoral
manipulator, he
organizes a
secret
revolutionary
cell. He is the
embodiment of
the ruthless
revolutionary
devoid of ethics.
Nikolai
Stavrogin: The
most enigmatic



4

4 The Possessed Fyodor Dostoevsky
Sparknotes

2022-10-14

and terrifying
character.
Handsome,
wealthy, and
brilliant,
Stavrogin is
spiritually dead.
He commits acts
of evil (including
the implied
abuse of a child)
out of sheer
boredom. He is
the “possessed”
man par
excellence, a
vacuum where
God and morality
once lived.
Alexei Kirillov:
A civil engineer
obsessed with a
philosophical
idea: that to
prove human
freedom, one
must commit
suicide without
any external
reason. He
becomes a tragic
pawn in Pyotr’s

scheme.
Ivan Shatov: A
former radical
who has returned
to Orthodox
Christianity and
Slavic
nationalism. He
is murdered by
the revolutionary
cell because he
wants to leave
the group.
Varvara
Petrovna
Stavrogina:
Nikolai’s wealthy,
domineering
mother, who also
patronizes
Stepan
Trofimovich. She
represents the
old landed
aristocracy trying
to control the
narrative.
Marya
Timofeevna
Lebyadkina: A
crippled, simple-
minded woman
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secretly married
to Stavrogin. Her
murder is one of
the novel’s most
shocking events.
Liza Tushina: A
beautiful, proud
young woman
who loves
Stavrogin but is
destroyed by her
involvement with
him.

This cast of characters
is  not  merely  a  list;
e a c h  c h a r a c t e r
represents  a  different
response  to  the  crisis
of modernity and faith.
A  t h o r o u g h  T h e
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
Sparknotes  analysis
will  show  how  each
figure  is  a  piece  of  a
larger  puzzle  about
Russian  society.

Plot
Overview
: The
Chaos of
Revolutio
n
The  novel  is  set  in  a
provincial  Russian
town. The story begins
with the return of Pyotr
Verkhovensky  and
Nikolai  Stavrogin,
which  sets  off  a  chain
of  destructive  events.
The plot can be broken
down  into  three  key
arcs,  perfect  for  a
study guide format.

Part One:
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The
Gathering

Storm
The  first  part  is  slow,
introducing the town’s
intelligentsia  through
satirical scenes. Stepan
Trofimovich  debates
w i th  the  younge r
generation.  We  learn
about  the  mysterious
Stavrogin  through
rumors. A key event is
the  “l i terary  fête”
planned to raise money
for governesses, which
becomes  a  f a rce .
Meanwhile, a group of
five conspirators led by
Pyotr  begins  to  form.
The  town  is  already
i n f e c t e d  w i t h
ideological  fever.  This
s e c t i o n  l a y s  t h e
groundwork  for  the
tragedy  to  come.

Part Two:
Stavrogin
’s
Confessio
ns and
Atrocities
T h i s  i s  t h e
psychological  heart  of
the  novel.  Stavrogin
visits the monk Tikhon
and presents a written
confession of his crime:
t h e  r a p e  a n d
subsequent suicide of a
young girl. This chapter
was famously censored
b y  D o s t o e v s k y ’ s
publisher  and  only
r e s t o r e d  i n  l a t e r
editions.  Stavrogin’s
confession reveals him
a s  t h e  u l t i m a t e
“possessed”  soul—he
believes in nothing, not
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even  his  own  evi l .
Simultaneously,  the
revolutionary  group
p l a n s  a c t s  o f
p rovoca t ion .  The
tension  mounts  as
Pyotr  manipulates
everyone.

Part
Three:
Murder
and
Revelatio
n
The  climax  is  brutal
a n d  s w i f t .  T h e
revolut ionary  cel l
murders Ivan Shatov to
bind  the  members
together through blood
guilt.  Kirillov  fulfills  his
philosophical  suicide
p a c t ,  t a k i n g

responsibility  for  the
murder note to protect
the group. A series of
fires  break  out,  and
Stavrogin’s secret wife,
Marya, is murdered by
the  criminal  Fedka
(hired  by  Pyotr).  The
authorities close in.  In
a  final  act  of  horror,
Stavrogin,  after  a  final
m e e t i n g  w i t h  h i s
mother  and  Liza,  flees
and  eventually  hangs
himself  in  an  attic.
Stepan  Trofimovich,
fleeing  the  chaos,  dies
on  the  road  wh i le
reading  the  Gospel.
The  novel  ends  with
the  town  in  ruins  but
the  revo lut ionary
network  no t  fu l l y
destroyed.

KEY THEMES IN
THE POSSESSED

A  g o o d  T h e
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
Sparknotes  w i l l
always  highlight  the
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major  themes.  Here
are  the  most  critical
ones,  explained  in
plain  terms.

The
Danger of
Abstract
Ideology
Dostoevsky  argues
that  ideas  removed
from  Christian  ethics
and  human  real i ty
become deadly. Pyotr’s
plan is based on pure
power;  Kiri l lov’s  is
based on a logical yet
insane  premise.  The
novel shows that when
people  treat  other
h u m a n s  a s  m e r e
material  for  a  future
utopia,  violence  is
inevitable.  This  theme
is  eerily  prescient  for
the 20th century.

Nihilism
and the
Loss of
God
T h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f
S t a v r o g i n  i s  t h e
e m b o d i m e n t  o f
nihil ism.  He  is  free
f r o m  a l l  m o r a l
constraints,  yet  this
freedom  brings  him
o n l y  d e s p a i r .
Dostoevsky  suggests
that  w i thout  God,
e v e r y t h i n g  i s
permitted,  but  that
permission  leads  to
self-destruction.  The
“possessed” are those
who  have  los t  the
spiritual  compass.

Generatio
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Conflict
The  novel  p i ts  the
“fathers”  (the  liberal
idealists of the 1840s,
like  Stepan)  against
t h e  “ s o n s ”  ( t h e
ruthless radicals of the
1860s,  l ike  Pyotr).
Dostoevsky  does  not
fully  exonerate  the
fathers,  who  planted
the seeds of doubt, but
he shows the sons as a
monstrous harvest.

The
Fragility
of Society
The town in the novel
i s  a  mic rocosm  o f
Russia.  Its  institutions
(the  governor,  the
church, the press) are
weak ,  cor rupt ,  o r

paralyzed.  When  a
determined  group  of
fanat ics  acts ,  the
entire  social  order
crumbles.  Dostoevsky
warns  that  nihilism  is
not just an intellectual
fad  but  a  practical
threat to civilization.

IMPORTANT
SYMBOLS AND
MOTIFS

Every  serious  literary
analysis,  including  a
we l l -w r i t t en  The
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
Sparknotes,  should
cover  symbolism.

The Devil and
Demonic
Possession: The
title itself refers
to the biblical
story of the
Gadarene swine
(Luke 8:26-39).
The demons
possess the pigs,
which then rush
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into the sea.
Dostoevsky
suggests that the
Russian people
are the swine,
and the
revolutionary
ideas are the
demons. The
final chapter of
the novel even
includes a scene
where the town
is described as
being in a
“devil’s dance.”
Fire: The fires
that break out in
the town
symbolize the
destructive
passion of the
revolutionaries
and the chaos
they unleash.
Fire is not
purifying but
purely
destructive.
The Icon of the
Mother of God:
Shatov’s wife,

Marie, gives birth
to his child just
before his
murder. The
image of the
mother and child
is a stark
contrast to the
barren,
murderous world
of the
revolutionaries. It
represents hope
and faith.
The
“Shpigulin”
Workers: The
factory workers
who are
manipulated by
the
revolutionaries
represent the
wider populace,
who are often
pawns in
ideological
games.

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT:
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NECHAEV AND THE
1860S

To fully appreciate the
n o v e l ,  y o u  n e e d
h i s t o r i c a l
context—something  a
s t a n d a r d  T h e
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
Sparknotes  might
cover  briefly  but  which
we  expand  here.  In
1869,  a  revolutionary
named Sergei Nechaev
murdered  a  student,
Ivan  Ivanov,  because
the student wanted to
l e a v e  h i s  s e c r e t
society.  Nechaev  then
fled  Russia.
D o s t o e v s k y  w a s
f a s c i n a t e d  a n d
horrified.  He  saw
Nechaev as a  product
of  the  materialist  and
atheist  ideas  gaining
c u r r e n c y  a m o n g
Russian  youth.  The
n o v e l  i s  a
fictionalization  of  this
event,  but  it  goes  far

deeper.  Dostoevsky
also  cr i t ic ized  the
liberal  establishment
for  not  seeing  the
threat.  He  wrote  the
novel as a warning to
his own society.
Additionally,  the novel
engages with the ideas
of the “Russian radical”
o f  t h e  1 8 6 0 s :
C h e r n y s h e v s k y ,
Bakunin,  and  others.
Dostoevsky  believed
that  their  utilitarian
ethics and rejection of
the  soul  would  lead
straight to tyranny.

WHY
“SPARKNOTES”
STYLE IS HELPFUL
BUT NOT ENOUGH

This article serves as a
d e t a i l e d  T h e
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
S p a r k n o t e s
supplement.  However,
l e t  u s  b e  h o n e s t :
S p a r k n o t e s - s t y l e
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summaries  can  help
you  pass  a  test,  but
they can never capture
the  exper ience  of
reading  Dostoevsky.
The novel is famous for
i t s  l ong ,  fever i sh
dialogues,  its  black
h u m o r ,  a n d  i t s
terrifying psychological
insights.  The  chapter
where Kirillov explains
h i s  ph i l osophy  o f
suicide, for example, is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
in tense  p ieces  o f
writing in literature. No
summary  can  replace
that.
Tips  for  reading  the
novel  a longs ide  a
study  guide:

Read the1.
dialogue aloud:
Dostoevsky’s
characters often
scream and
interrupt each
other. The
rhythm is
important.

Pay attention2.
to the narrator:
The unnamed
narrator is a
town insider who
is often
confused. His
voice adds to the
atmosphere of
rumor and
paranoia.
Don’t skip3.
Stavrogin’s
confession:
Even if it makes
you
uncomfortable, it
is the key to the
whole novel.

A DEEPER LOOK AT
STAVROGIN: THE
MOST POSSESSED
OF ALL

If  you  are  using  The
Possessed  Fyodor
D o s t o e v s k y
S p a r k n o t e s  t o
understand  Stavrogin,
you must consider that
he  is  not  mere ly  a
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villain.  He  is  a  tragic
figure.  He  possesses
wealth,  intelligence,
and  charm,  but  he  is
empty.  He tries  every
experience—debauche
ry ,  c r ime ,  even  a
secret  marriage  to  a
holy  fool—but  nothing
fills  the  void.  He  says,
“ I  can’t  bel ieve  in
anything,  and  I  can’t
disbelieve  in  anything
either.”  This  is  the

u l t imate  s ta te  o f
possession:  not  by  a
demon,  but  by  the
absence  of  God.  His
s u i c i d e  i s  n o t  a
pun ishment  but  a
logical  conclusion.  He
i s  t h e  g h o s t  t h a t
haunts  the  book.
His relationships are all
d e s t r u c t i v e .  H e
corrupts Lisa, leads on
D a s h a ,  a n d  u s e s
Kiri l lov


