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Introduction

In the autumn of 1844 a young writer named Dmitri Grigorovich was sharing
rooms with a friend of his from military engineering school, the twenty-three-year-old
Fyodor Dostoevsky, who was at work on his first novel, Poor Folk. Through
Grigorovich the finished manuscript reached the hands of Vissarion Belinsky, the most
influential critic of the time, whose enthusiasm launched Dostoevsky's career. More
than four decades later, in 1886, this same Grigorovich, now an elder statesman of
literature, came across the humorous sketches of someone who signed himself
"Antosha Chekhonte," brought them to the attention of the publisher Alexei Suvorin,
and thus "recognized” the last great Russian writer of the nineteenth century—Anton
Chekhov.

Grigorovich also wrote to the young man himself, scolding him for not taking his
work seriously and for hiding behind a pseudonym. Chekhov was astonished and
deeply moved. In his reply, dated March 28, 1886, after apologizing for scanting his
talent, though he suspected he had it, and thanking Grigorovich for confirming that
suspicion, he explained:

... In the five years I spent hanging around newspaper offices, I became resigned to the general
view of my literary insignificance, soon took to looking down on my work, and kept plowing
right on. That's the first factor. The second is that I am a doctor and up to my ears in
medicine. The saying about chasing two hares at once has never robbed anybody of more sleep
than it has me. The only reason I am writing all this is to justify my grievous sin in your eyes to
some small degree. Until now I treated my literary work extremely frivolously, casually,
nonchalantly; I can't remember working on a single story for more than a day, and "The
Huntsman," which you so enjoyed, I wrote in a bathing house . . . All my hope lies in the
future. I'm still only twenty-six. I may manage to accomplish something yet, though time is
flying . . !

Just a month earlier, Chekhov had written to a friend saying that his real
commitment was to medicine, while literature was a mistress he would one day
abandon. Now he likened the effect of Grigorovich's letter on him to "a governor's
order to leave town within twenty-four hours.” And he obeyed the order. He began to
write less and work more. The first story signed with his real name, "Panikhida,"
appeared in Suvorin's magazine New Time that same year—the start of a close and
sometimes difficult collaboration between writer and editor that would continue for
the rest of Chekhov's life. Though a delight in the absurd and a sharp eye for human
folly remained central to his work, he was no longer merely a humorist. The repentant
sketch-writer had made his entry into serious literature.

Chekhov's contemporaries were struck by his originality. He invented a new kind
of story, which opened up areas of life that had not yet been explored by Russian
literature. Tolstoy saw it at once. "Chekhov is an incomparable artist,” he is quoted as
saying, "an artist of life . . . Chekhov has created new forms of writing, completely new,
in my opinion, to the whole world, the like of which I have not encountered anywhere

" Quotations of Chekhov's letters, unless otherwise noted, are from Letters of Anton Chekhov, selection,
introduction, and commentary by Simon Karlinsky, trans. by Michael Henry Heim in collaboration with
Simon Karlinsky, New York, 1973.
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. . . Chekhov has his own special form, like the impressionists." Tolstoy was not alone
in using the term "impressionism" to describe Chekhov's art. We may see what he
meant if we look at "The Huntsman," the story that first caught Grigorovich's eye.
Written entirely in the present tense, it opens with some fragmentary observations
about the weather, a brief but vivid and (typically for Chekhov) slightly
anthropomorphized description of the fields and forest, a few spots of color—the red
shirt and white cap of the huntsman. A woman appears out of nowhere. She and the
huntsman talk, she tenderly and reproachfully, he boastfully and casually. "Ashamed
of her joy," she "covers her mouth with her hand." He scratches his arm, stretches,
follows some wild ducks with his eyes. It is clear from what he says that they cannot
live together. He gets up and leaves; she watches him go: "Her gaze moves over the
tall, skinny figure of her husband and caresses and fondles it. . ." He turns, hands her a
worn rouble, and goes on. She whispers, "Good-bye, Yegor Vlasych!" and "stands on
tiptoe so as at least to see the white cap one more time." That is all. The story does not
build to any moment of truth; it does not reach any significant conclusion. It simply
stops.

In a letter of May 10, 1886, to his older brother Alexander, who had taken up
writing before him with only modest success, Chekhov, from his new position as a
recognized author, set forth six principles that make for a good story: " 1. Absence of
lengthy verbiage of a political-social-economic nature; 2. total objectivity; 3. truthful
descriptions of persons and objects; 4. extreme brevity; 5. audacity and originality: flee
the stereotype; 6. compassion." It is a remarkably complete description of Chekhov's
artistic practice. Authorial commentary, if not entirely absent, is kept to an absolute
minimum. The most ordinary events, a few trivial details, a few words spoken, no plot,
a focus on single gestures, minor features, the creation of a mood that is both precise
and somehow elusive— such is Chekhov's impressionism. "This seemingly slight
adjustment of tradition," wrote the critic Boris Eikhenbaum, "had, in fact, the
significance of a revolution and exerted a powerful influence not only on Russian
literature, but also on the literature of the world."?

Chekhov's way of composition wordlessly extends the limited scope of the story by
means of juxtaposition, alternation, simultaneity, that is, by means of a new kind of
poetic logic. His art is constructive not in a narrative but in a musical sense, to borrow
D. S. Mirsky's terms.” Not that he wrote "musical’ prose; on the " contrary, his
language is perhaps the plainest in Russian literature; but he built his stories by
musical means—curves, repetitions, modulations, intersecting tones, unexpected
resolutions. Their essence, as Mirsky says, is not development but envelopment in a
state of soul. They are "lyric constructions.”" That may partly explain the importance
Chekhov gives to sounds, to precisely transcribed noises—night watchmen rapping on
their wooden bars, the distinctive calls of corncrakes, cuckoos, bitterns, and "angry,
straining frogs," the banging of shutters in a storm, the howling or singing of wood
stoves, the humming of samovars, the ringing of bells—symbolic sounds, of which the
most famous is the very last note in his work, the breaking string at the end of The
Cherry Orchard.

2n

Chekhov at Large" (1944), in Chekhov: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. R. L. Jackson, Englewood
Cliffs, N.J., 1967.
> See the chapter on Chekhov in his History of Russian Literature.
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Another aspect of Chekhov's originality is the inclusiveness of his world. He
describes life in the capitals and the provinces, city life, village life, life in the new
industrialized zones around the cities, life in European Russia, Siberia, the Crimea, the
Far East, the life of noblemen, officials, clergy high and low, landowners, doctors,
intellectuals, artists, actors, merchants, tradesmen, peasants, prisoners, exiles,
pampered ladies, farm women, children, young men, old men, the sane, and the mad.
"One of the basic principles of Chekhov's artistic work," Boris Eikhenbaum notes, "is
the endeavor to embrace all of Russian life in its various manifestations, and not to
describe selected spheres, as was customary before him. The Chekhovian grasp of
Russian life is staggering; in this respect, as in many others, he cannot be compared
with anyone ..." His characters are not monumental personalities dramatically
portrayed, like the heroes of Dostoevsky or Tolstoy, they are sharply observed types—
the darling, the explainer, the fidget, the student, the malefactor, the man in a case,
the heiress, the bishop, the fiancée. They are made of "the common stuff of humanity,"
as Mirsky has said, "and in this sense, Chekhov is the most 'democratic’ of writers."
There is something in them reminiscent of Chaucer's Canterbury pilgrims—the
knight, the miller, the prioress, the parson, the manciple, the pardoner, the wife of
Bath— but Chekhov's world is more scattered, and his people are transients of a more
accidental sort: summer guests, doctors on call, hunters in the field, riders on ferries,
passersby, city people displaced to the country, country people out of place in the city.
Their pilgrimage has no definite goal.

Chekhov's early work was a popular success, and remains popular to this day
among ordinary Russian readers, who do not share the common Western image of
Chekhov as the pessimistic "poet of crepuscular moods,” the "last singer of
disintegrating trifles." His first collection, Tales of Melpomene, was published in 1884,
the year he finished his medical studies; the second, Motley Stories, was published in
1886, and did so well that he gave up the idea of practicing medicine full-time and,
with Grigorovich's blessing, devoted himself to writing. A year later came the
collection In the Twilight, which was awarded the prestigious Pushkin Prize in 1888.
Among the sketches and anecdotes of these early collections are some masterpieces of
artistic concentration and force: not only "The Huntsman" but "The Malefactor,"
"Anyuta,” "Easter Night," "Vanka," "Sleepy." Chekhov began writing plays at the same
time, and with equal success. His first play, /vanov, opened in Moscow on November
19, 1887. In January 1889 it was staged in Petersburg, where it was greeted with
enthusiasm and much discussed in the newspapers and literary journals. The
production later toured the provinces.

But, precisely because of its originality, Chekhov's work met with opposition from
the established critics of the time. For decades literary criticism had been dominated
by political ideologists, who judged literary works according to their social "message,"
their usefulness to the common cause. The writer was seen first of all as a pointer of
the way, a leader in the struggle for social justice; his works were expected to be "true
to life" and to carry a clear moral value. Faced with stories like "Anyuta” or "Easter
Night," what were these critics to say? What were they to think of a writer whose first
precept was the "absence of lengthy verbiage of a political-social-economic nature"?
Chekhov's "impressionism” was seen as a form of art for art's sake, a denial of the
writer's social role, and a threat to the doctrine of realism, and he was attacked for
deviating from the canons of useful art.
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In fact, just as Chekhov created a new kind of story, he also created a new image of
the writer: the writer as detached observer, sober, restrained, modest, a craftsman
shaping the material of prose under the demands of authenticity and precision,
avoiding ideological excesses, the temptations of moral judgment, and the vainglory of
great ideas. That is how Chekhov himself has most often been seen, and certainly it
was in part what he wanted to be. He often joked about his ideological shortcomings.
" still lack a political, religious and philosophical world view," he wrote to Grigorovich
on October 9, 1888. "I change it every month—and so I'll have to limit myself to
descriptions of how my heroes love, marry, give birth, die, and how they speak." He
considered that the writer's job, and thought it was enough. On October 27, 1888, he
wrote to Alexei Suvorin:

The artist must pass judgment only on what he understands; his range is as limited as that of
any other specialist—that's what I keep repeating and insisting upon. Anyone who says the
artist's field is all answers and no questions has never done any writing or had any dealings with
imagery. The artist observes, selects, guesses and synthesizes . . . You are right to demand that
an author take conscious stock of what he is doing, but you are confusing two concepts:
answering the questions and formulating them correctly. Only the latter is required of an
author.

The leading critic of the time, the populist Nikolai Mikhailovsky, said that those
who admired Chekhov admired him precisely for the "indifference and impassibility"
with which he applied his excellent artistic apparatus to a swallow or a suicide, a fly or
an elephant, tears or water—"a revelation they call 'the rehabilitation of reality’ or
'‘pantheism." All in nature . . . is equally worthy of artistic treatment, all can give equal
artistic pleasure, and one must avoid selection according to a general idea or
principle." Mikhailovsky considered this a waste of Chekhov's genuine talent. And
Tolstoy, for all his admiration, was of a somewhat similar opinion. In August 1895,
after Chekhov's first visit to his estate, he noted in his diary: "He is very gifted, must
have a good heart, but up to now he has no definite point of view on things." The place
Chekhov gave to contingency in his choice of themes and arrangement of details, the
lack of any general idea to unify the whole, was considered his great originality or his
great defect as an artist.

Chekhov privately defended himself against the attacks of his critics in a letter
written on October 4, 1888, to Alexei Pleshcheev, literary editor of the Northern Herald:

The people I am afraid of are the ones who look for tendentiousness between the lines and are
determined to see me as either liberal or conservative. I am neither liberal nor conservative, nor
gradualist, nor monk, nor in-differentist. I would like to be a free artist and nothing else, and I
regret God has not given me strength to be one. I hate lies and violence in all their forms, and
consistory secretaries are just as odious to me as Notovich and Gradovsky [two unscrupulous
left-wing journalists]. Pharisaism, dullwittedness and tyranny reign not only in merchants'
homes and police stations. | see them in science, in literature, among the younger generation.
That is why I cultivate no particular predilection for policemen, butchers, scientists, writers or
the younger generation. I look upon tags and labels as prejudices. My holy of holies is the
human body, health, intelligence, talent, inspiration, love and the most absolute freedom
imaginable, freedom from violence and lies, no matter what form the latter two take. Such is
the program I would adhere to if I were a major artist.

In his memoir Chekhov with Us, written not long after Chekhov's death in 1904,
Kornei Chukovsky called this now-famous letter "a gauntlet flung in the face of an
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entire age, a rebellion against everything it held sacred.” The anger in it is far from the
sobriety of a detached observer of life. It is the anger of a man looking back over
decades of empty rhetoric, of the posturings of literary professionals, of newspaper
battles between various factions and tendencies, of general ideas that led nowhere, of
new political and artistic movements that drew young people in, distorted their lives,
and left them with nothing, of falsity and cruelty coming both from the authorities
and from their opponents. Chekhov portrayed these things time and again in his
stories and plays, obstinately opposing them in the name of his "holy of holies." The
restraint of the cool scientist, which was his artistic ideal, was nourished by strong
feeling and, as Chukovsky rightly says, by rebellion.

Chekhov's "impressionism" was not simply a literary manner: it corresponded to
something much deeper in his perception of the world. The fragmentation of the
picture into "separate brushstrokes" and the vagueness of the general outline reflect an
inner state, perhaps best described by the old professor in "A Boring Story" (1889).
This famous doctor, teacher, and man of science discovers something of a disturbingly
non-scientific sort at the end of his life:

... in all the thoughts, feelings, and conceptions I form about everything, something general is
lacking that would unite it all into a single whole. Each feeling and thought lives separately in
me, and in all my opinions about science, the theater, literature, students, and in all the pictures
drawn by my imagination, even the most skillful analyst would be unable to find what is
known as a general idea or the god of the living man.

The professor's dilemma amounts to a commentary on Chekhov's artistic method.
Like his hero, Chekhov refused to substitute a false god for the absent "god of the
living man." In his revolt against general ideas, according to the philosopher Lev
Shestov, he "finally frees himself from ideas of every kind, and loses even the notion of
connection between the happenings of life. Herein lies the most important and
original characteristic of his creation." Shestov's essay "Creation from the Void,"
written in 1908 and still one of the most penetrating discussions of Chekhov's art,
contains the following description of the spiritual condition of that time:

To calculate beforehand is impossible. Impossible even to hope. Man has entered
that stage of his existence wherein the cheerful and foreseeing mind refuses its service.
It is impossible for him to present to himself a clear and distinct notion of what is
going on. Everything takes on a tinge of fantastical absurdity. One believes and
disbelieves—everything.

This was the condition within which, and against which, Chekhov worked. He was
more acutely aware of it than most of his contemporaries, which is why we still read
him with a sense of immediacy.

Chekhov came to literature by an unlikely path. He was born in 1860, in the town
of Taganrog on the Sea of Azov. His grandfather was a serf, but bought freedom for
himself and his family even before the emancipation of 1861. His father was a grocer.
The family— there were three more brothers and a sister—was a very close one, and
Chekhov always had the greatest respect for his parents, who were simple people,
pious and not very educated. When he was seventeen, he wrote to his younger brother
Mikhail: "Our parents are the only persons in the world for whom I will never stint in
anything. If something becomes of me, it will be the work of their hands. The
unlimited love they bear for their children is enough to put them beyond all praise and
to cover up the faults provoked in them by a thankless life." He never separated from
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them, supported them as soon as he could, and in 1892, when he bought the small
estate of Melikhovo, south of Moscow, brought them there to live with him, together
with his sister and younger brother. Such family closeness was rare ("extremely rare,"
according to D. S. Mirsky) among the intelligentsia, but not among the peasants from
whom Chekhov came.

From 1867 to 1879, he attended the Greek school in Taganrog, where he received
an Orthodox religious education. His upbringing was also religious; he and his
brothers sang in the church choir, conducted by their father; they read the Epistles
and Psalms in church, served as altar boys and bell ringers. He looked back on the
experience as rather gloomy, and later lost his faith, but his familiarity with church life
shows in many of his stories, and his knowledge of the services and prayers was
probably more precise than that of any other Russian writer. His work is also imbued
with a Christian understanding of suffering. The critic Leonid Grossman has described
him as "a probing Darwinist with the love of St. Francis of Assisi for every living
creature."

In 1876 Chekhov's father lost his business and to escape debtor's prison had to flee
to Moscow, where his eldest son, Alexander, was studying. The rest of the family went
with him, leaving the sixteen-year-old Anton to finish high school alone in Taganrog.
He gave lessons to support himself, lived very poorly, but completed his studies in
1879, after which he joined his family in Moscow and entered medical school. Ten
years later he gave an oblique description of the change he went through during this
period of his life in a letter to Suvorin (January 7, 1889):

What aristocratic writers take from nature gratis, the less privileged must pay for with their
youth. Try and write a story about a young man—the son of a serf, a former grocer, choirboy,
schoolboy and university student, raised on respect for rank, kissing priests' hands, worshipping
the ideas of others, and giving thanks for every piece of bread, receiving frequent whippings,
making the rounds as a tutor without galoshes, brawling, torturing animals, enjoying dinners at
the houses of rich relatives, needlessly hypocritical before God and man merely to acknowledge
his own insignificance— write about how this young man squeezes the slave out of himself
drop by drop and how, on waking up one fine morning, he finds that the blood coursing
through his veins is no longer the blood of a slave, but that of a real human being.

To support his medical studies, and his family, Chekhov followed his brother
Alexander's example and began to contribute brief sketches and stories to popular
magazines, signing his work in various camouflaged ways, most often with the
nickname "Antosha Chekhonte," bestowed on him by one of his teachers in Taganrog.
He finished medical school in 1884, and though he never finally set up as a doctor, he
always remained faithful to medicine and acknowledged that he owed a great deal to
his study of the natural sciences and his acquaintance with the scientific method.
"Both anatomy and belles-lettres are of equally noble descent,” he once wrote to
Suvorin, "they have identical goals and an identical enemy—the devil—and there is
absolutely no reason for them to fight. . . Goethe the poet coexisted splendidly with
Goethe the naturalist." During his years in Melikhovo, he organized clinics and gave
free treatment to hundreds of peasants from the district. He helped to fight the
cholera epidemics of 1891 and 1892, and worked for famine relief during the same
period. He also built a school in Melikhovo in 1892, which came out so well that he

*"Chekhov as Naturalist" (1914), in Chekhov, ed. R. L. Jackson.
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was asked to build two more in neighboring villages during the next three years. He
also built a bell tower for the village church. He donated thousands of books to the
library in Taganrog and helped to set up a marine biology station in Yalta, where he
lived after 1898. In practical matters, Chekhov was an enormously active man, and one
can sense from his letters the relief he felt in taking up such work. Literature, his
mistress, was a more ambiguous affair.

As early as 1888, he wrote to Suvorin expressing his admiration for men of action,
in particular the explorer N. M. Przhevalsky:

I do infinitely love people like Przhevalsky. Their personality is a living document which shows
society that beside the people who argue about optimism and pessimism, who, out of boredom,
write trivial stories, unnecessary projects, and cheap dissertations, who lead a depraved existence
in the name of denial of life, and who lie for the sake of a hunk of bread—beside the skeptics,
mystics, psychopaths, Jesuits, philosophers, liberals, and conservatives—there are still people of
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another order, people of heroic action, of faith and a clear, conscious goal.

It was in this same spirit that Chekhov decided, in 1890, to travel to Sakhalin
Island, off the far eastern coast of Russia, to study conditions in this place that had
been founded as a penal colony and to take a census of the population. "I owed a debt
to medicine," he explained. The trip took him across the whole of Russia. He spent
several months on the island, interviewed hundreds of people, took voluminous notes,
and returned by ship via Hong Kong, Singapore, and Ceylon—an experience reflected
in the story "Gusev."® The result of the trip was the documentary book Sakhalin Island
(1893), which in turn resulted in certain reforms in the treatment of prisoners and the
administration of the colony. Later Chekhov also sent shipments of books to the
island's library.

Faithful to his family, to medicine, to the places that marked his life—Taganrog,
Sakhalin, Melikhovo, Yalta—Chekhov was also faithful to his friends. A case in point is
his resignation from the Russian Academy in quiet protest when the young Maxim
Gorky was refused membership. His relations with Alexei Suvorin are another case in
point, and a more telling one. The publisher of New Time became more and more
conservative and pro-government as he grew older. Chekhov was far from sharing
Suvorin's views and often wrote him caustic letters about them, but they remained
friends. The only real break between them came over the Dreyfus affair. Chekhov had
suffered a severe hemorrhage of the lungs in March of 1897 and was living in Nice
when the Dreyfus case was reopened. He became a staunch Dreyfusard, and even went
to Paris in April of the next year to meet with Dreyfus's brother and the journalist
Bernard Lazare, whose articles had forced the reopening of the case, and offer them
his support. Suvorin meanwhile took a strongly anti-Dreyfus and anti-Semitic position
in his magazine, which so disgusted Chekhov that he stopped meeting and
corresponding with him. But they made peace again before too long. Chekhov even
managed to remain on good terms with his chief ideological opponent, Nikolai

> Trans. by Elizabeth Henderson, in Chekhov, ed. R. L. Jackson.

® According to the memoirs of his brother Mikhail, Chekhov sometimes swam off the ship with a
towline and in that way once happened to observe the movements of a shark and a school of pilot fish.
He also witnessed the burial of two men at sea: "When you see a dead man wrapped in sailcloth flying
head over heels into the water . . . you grow frightened and somehow start thinking that you are going
to die too and that you too will be thrown into the sea" (letter of Suvorin, December 9, 1890).
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Mikhailovsky, whom he referred to privately as "an important sociologist and failed
literary critic."

Chekhov was less faithful to the women who fell in love with him—and many did.
There was Lika Mizinova, with whom he was "nearly” in love, but then failed to keep a
rendezvous while traveling abroad in 1894. There was the novelist Lydia Avilova,
whom he called to his bedside when he was hospitalized with consumption in 1897,
and who left slightly deluded memoirs about their romance. There was also the
mysterious "fiancee” he mentions in a letter, whose family nickname, "Missyus," he
gave to the younger sister in "The House with the Mezzanine." It was only in 1899 that
he met the woman he would finally marry: Olga Knipper, a young actress in the
Moscow Art Theater. It was there, in the theater of Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-
Danchenko, that his last plays were staged: The Seagull, which became the company's
"totem," in 1898, followed by Uncle Vanya in 1899. In 1901, the year of their marriage,
came the triumphant production of Three Sisters, and in 1904, just months before his
death, the still greater triumph of The Cherry Orchard.

Chekhov's admiration for men of "heroic action" like Przhevalsky, and his own
energetic activity as a doctor, a builder of schools and clinics, are oddly contradicted
by the weakness, anguish, ineffectuality, and resignation of the protagonists in his
stories and plays. In fact, contradiction runs deep in Chekhov's nature. It is not hard to
find examples. He was the most humane of writers, yet his stories are as merciless as
any ever written. He constantly portrayed himself in his work, and constantly denied
it. His art has an air of impassivity, but is fueled by indignation and protest. He
believed in progress, yet he shows only the natural and human waste it has caused. He
scorned the new Symbolist movement in literature, but the surface objectivity of his
work gives way time and again to a visionary symbolism of his own (of which "The
Black Monk" is the most obvious, and least successful, example). This well-known
Chekhovian ambiguity is not a halfthearted mixture of contraries. Resignation and
revolt are equally extreme in his work and are mysteriously held together, though they
ought to tear his world apart.

We may find the source of these contradictions in Chekhov's attitude toward
science. "Goethe the poet coexisted splendidly with Goethe the naturalist,” he wrote to
Suvorin, expressing his own ideal. He had no doubt that his scientific training had
been of benefit to his artistic work. "It significantly broadened the scope of my
observations and enriched me with knowledge whose value for me as a writer only a
doctor can appreciate . . . My familiarity with the natural sciences and the scientific
method has always kept me on my guard; I have tried wherever possible to take
scientific data into account, and where it has not been possible I have preferred not
writing at all" (letter of October 11, 1899). But what sort of knowledge did he draw from
science and the scientific worldview?

The chief thing it taught him was that the order of the world is implacable and
indifferent to human suffering. He could observe its operation in the progress of his
own illness, the first definite symptoms of which appeared in 1889, the year he wrote
"A Boring Story," which marked the beginning of his maturity. He could also observe it
in his medical practice, which, as Leonid Grossman has written, "brought home to
Chekhov with remarkable fullness the horror of life, the cruelty of nature, and the
impotence of man." Doctor-protagonists confront the same cruelty and impotence in
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scenes repeated throughout his work—with the brutality and indifference of human
beings added to it, or simply making one with it.

Nikolai Stepanovich, the old professor in "A Boring Story," likes reading the
current French authors, because "not seldom one finds in them the main element of
creative work—a sense of personal freedom, which Russian authors don't have."
Chekhov also preferred Flaubert, Zola, Maupassant, who, along with Tolstoy, were his
acknowledged masters. Zola's notion of the writer-scientist and his concept of the
"experimental novel" interested him, but formally speaking it was Maupassant who
influenced him most. He learned much from Maupassant's handling of the short story,
in which artistic refinement is hidden behind an apparent casualness and
superficiality. As Leonid Grossman notes, Maupassant also "reinforced Chekhov's
convictions about the colorlessness of life, the horror of death, the animal nature of
man. Life in its basic nature is much simpler, shallower, and more insignificant than
we are accustomed to think it—here is the hard core of Maupassant's work." But the
contradictions in Chekhov were more profound and more fruitful than in the French
naturalists. He absorbed their "dark tenets,” but at the same time he rebelled against
them with all his strength.

Andrei Yefimych, the doctor-protagonist of "Ward No. 6," meditating one night on
the "life cycle," the naturalists' final solution to the question of human immortality,
thinks to himself: "Only a coward whose fear of death is greater than his dignity can
comfort himself with the thought that in time his body will live in grass, a stone, a
toad ... To see one's own immortality in the life cycle is as strange as to prophesy a
brilliant future to the case after the costly violin has been broken and made useless."
In a letter of April 16, 1897, Chekhov rejected Tolstoy's idealist notion of immortality in
almost the same terms: "He recognizes immortality in its Kantian form, assuming that
all of us (men and animals) will live on in some principle (such as reason or love), the
essence of which is a mystery. But I can only imagine such a principle or force as a
shapeless, gelatinous mass; my I, my individuality, my consciousness would merge
with this mass—and I feel no need for this kind of immortality ..."

Here we touch on the paradox that Lev Shestov finds at the heart of Chekhov's
work:

Idealism of every kind, whether open or concealed, roused feelings of intolerable bitterness in
Chekhov. He found it more pleasant to listen to the merciless menaces of a downright
materialist than to accept the dry-as-dust consolations of humanising idealism. An invincible
power is in the world, crushing and crippling man—this is clear and even palpable. The least
indiscretion, and the mightiest and the most insignificant alike fall victims to it. One can only
deceive oneself about it as long as one knows of it only by hearsay. But the man who has once
been in the iron claws of necessity loses forever his taste for idealistic self-delusion.

And thus, says Shestov, "the only philosophy which Chekhov took seriously, and
therefore seriously fought, was positivist materialism," which says that "man, brought
face to face with the laws of nature, must always adapt himself and give way, give way,
give way." The human spirit can only submit. And yet in Chekhov "the submission is
but an outward show; under it lies concealed a hard, malignant hatred of the unknown
enemy."

It is worth pursuing Shestov's argument, because it is easy to mistake his meaning.
He calls Chekhov "the poet of hopelessness.” This sounds like the same old accusation
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of pessimism and resignation that is so often leveled at Chekhov. But Shestov means
something very different.

Thus the real, the only hero of Chekhov, is the hopeless man. He has absolutely no
action left for him in life, save to beat his head against the stones . . . He has nothing,
he must create everything for himself. And this "creation out of the void," or more
truly the possibility of this creation, is the only problem which can occupy and inspire
Chekhov. When he has stripped his hero of the last shred, when nothing is left for him
but to beat his head against the wall, Chekhov begins to feel something like
satisfaction, a strange fire lights in his burnt-out eyes, a fire which Mikhailovsky did
not call "evil" in vain.

Shestov is right to state the paradox in the most extreme terms. Chekhov, who
admired men of action, has no action left except to beat his head against the wall. It is
hardly a scientific way to proceed. But then, readily as he acknowledged his debt to
science, it is precisely science that has "robbed him of everything." His only hope lies
in utter hopelessness. Anything else would be a lie or a form of violence, a general idea
or a Utopia at gunpoint. And it is here, in this "void," that Chekhov begins "seeking
new paths."

Like Hamlet, he would dig beneath his opponent a mine one yard deeper, so that
he may at one moment blow engineer and engine into the air. His patience and
fortitude in this hard, underground toil are amazing and to many intolerable.
Everywhere is darkness, not a ray, not a spark, but Chekhov goes forward, slowly,
hardly, hardly moving. . . An inexperienced or impatient eye will perhaps observe no
movement at all. It may be Chekhov himself does not know for certain whether he is
moving forward or marking time.

That is how Chekhov formulates the question. In a conversation with Ivan Bunin, he
mentioned that his own favorite among his stories was "The Student,” and wondered
how people could call him a pessimist after that. The story is one of his shortest. It
interweaves the student's grim thoughts about poverty and hunger and the
surrounding emptiness and darkness—"all these horrors had been, and were, and
would be, and when another thousand years had passed, life would be no better"—
with his sudden recollection of Peter's denial of Christ. He tells the story to an old
widow and her daughter, and they both begin to "weep bitterly," as Peter wept after
his betrayal. The student goes on his way. "A cruel wind was blowing, and winter was
indeed coming back, and it did not seem that in two days it would be Easter." He
begins thinking about the widow: "If she wept, it meant that everything that had
happened with Peter on that dreadful night had some relation to her .." And joy
suddenly stirs in his soul: "The past, he thought, is connected with the present in an
unbroken chain of events flowing one out of the other. And it seemed to him that he
had just seen both ends of the chain: he touched one end, and the other moved." The
student's thoughts are given only the slightest shade of irony, just enough to call his
youthful "anticipation of happiness, an unknown, mysterious happiness" into question
without demolishing it. That happiness remains, along with the tears of Peter and of
the two women, along with the cold wind, the surrounding darkness, and the promise
of Easter. "In his revelation of those evangelical elements," writes Leonid Grossman,
"the atheist Chekhov is unquestionably one of the most Christian poets of world
literature."
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The old professor of "A Boring Story,"” who knows that he has only six months to
live, finds something strange happening to him, despite his faith in science and
indifference to "questions about the darkness beyond the grave."

In the midst of a lecture, tears suddenly choke me, my eyes begin to itch, and I feel
a passionate, hysterical desire to stretch my arms out and complain loudly. I want to
cry in a loud voice that fate has sentenced me, a famous man, to capital punishment,
and that in six months or so another man will be master of this auditorium. I want to
cry out that I've been poisoned; new thoughts such as I have never known before have
poisoned the last days of my life and go on stinging my brain like mosquitoes. And at
such times my situation seems so terrible that I want all my listeners to be horrified, to
jump up from their seats and, in panic fear, rush for the exit with a desperate cry.

His stifled protest and hysteria have little in common with the dignity with which
the bishop dies in almost the last story Chekhov wrote. But are the two men not
essentially alike? The one belongs to the hierarchy of science, the other to the
hierarchy of the Church, but life, which is given to us only once (how often Chekhov
repeats that trite phrase!), is being taken from both of them, senselessly and
ineluctably. Each of them is isolated from his family and friends in this
incommunicable and incomprehensible experience. The bishop "goes to the Lord's
Passion," to read the Gospel accounts of the crucifixion on Good Friday, and dies on
Holy Saturday, before the bells joyfully announce the resurrection. What happens to
him is the same as what happens to the old professor. By very different means, with
opposite tonalities, both stories reveal the infinite value of what is perishing. Through
the forms Chekhov finds to express this living contradiction, the world begins to show
itself in a new way.

Richard Pevear

Translators' Note

No one who makes a one-volume selection of Anton Chekhov's stories can help
being painfully aware of what has been left out. Our selection represents all periods of
Chekhov's creative life, from his first sketches to his very last story. We have included
short pieces from different periods (it is interesting to see Chekhov return to the
extreme brevity of his earliest work in "At Christmastime,” written in 1900), and the
most important of the longer stories, those of thirty-five to fifty pages. We have not
included any of the "novelized stories" of eighty to a hundred pages—"The Steppe,"
"My Life," "The Duel,” "Three Years"—thinking they would go better in a separate
volume. As for the rest of the collection, it is meant to show the best of Chekhov's
work in all its diversity.

Chekhov's prose does not confront the translator with the difficulties found in
Gogol, Dostoevsky, or Leskov. "His temperament,” as Nabokov remarked, "is quite
foreign to verbal inventiveness." Words cannot be translated, but meanings can be,
and rhythms can be. Every good writer has an innate rhythm, which "tells" the world
in a certain way. Chekhov has a preference, especially in his later stories, for stringing
clauses and sentences together with the conjunction "and": "Far ahead the windmills
of the village of Mironositskoe were barely visible, to the right a line of hills stretched
away and then disappeared far beyond the village, and they both knew that this was
the bank of the river, with meadows, green willows, country houses, and if you stood
on one of the hills, from there you could see equally vast fields, telegraph poles, and
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the train, which in the distance looked like a caterpillar crawling, and in clear weather
you could even see the town." Often he begins sentences and even paragraphs with an
"and," as if events keep accumulating without quite integrating. A related feature, and
one more difficult to maintain in English, is his use of the continuous tense, with
sudden shifts to the simple present or past and back again. We have tried as far as
possible to keep these stylistic qualities in our translation.

We would like to express our gratitude to two Chekhovians, Cathy Popkin of
Columbia University and Michael Finke of Washington University, for their
suggestions of stories to be included. Limitations of space have kept us from following
all of them, but without them the collection would not be what it is.

R.P,L.V.

The Death of a Clerk

One fine evening the no less fine office manager Ivan Dmitrich Cherviakov' was
sitting in the second row of the stalls, watching The Bells of Corneville’ through opera
glasses. He watched and felt himself at the height of bliss. But suddenly . . . This "but
suddenly” occurs often in stories. The authors are right: life is so full of the
unexpected! But suddenly his face wrinkled, his eyes rolled, his breath stopped ... he
put down the opera glasses, bent forward, and . . . ah-choo!!! As you see, he sneezed.
Sneezing is not prohibited to anyone anywhere. Peasants sneeze, police chiefs sneeze,
sometimes even privy councillors sneeze. Everybody sneezes. Cherviakov, not
embarrassed in the least, wiped his nose with his handkerchief and, being a polite
man, looked around to see whether his sneezing had disturbed anyone. And now he
did become embarrassed. He saw that the little old man sitting in front of him in the
first row of the stalls was carefully wiping his bald head and neck with his glove and
muttering something. Cherviakov recognized the little old man as General
Brizzhalov,” who served in the Department of Transportation.

"l sprayed him!" thought Cherviakov. "He's not my superior, he serves elsewhere,
but still it's awkward. I must apologize."

Cherviakov coughed, leaned forward, and whispered in the general's ear: "Excuse
me, Yr'xcellency, I sprayed you ... I accidentally ..."

"Never mind, never mind ..."

"For God's sake, excuse me. I ...  didn't mean it!"

"Ah, do sit down, please! Let me listen!"

Cherviakov became embarrassed, smiled stupidly, and began looking at the stage.
He looked, but felt no more bliss. Anxiety began to torment him. In the intermission
he went up to Brizzhalov, walked around him, and, overcoming his timidity,
murmured: "I sprayed you, Yr'xcellency . . . Forgive me ... I ... it's not that I . .."

"Ah, come now. . . I've already forgotten, and you keep at it!" said the general,
impatiently twitching his lower lip.

"Forgotten, but there's malice in his eyes,” thought Cherviakov, glancing
suspiciously at the general. "He doesn't even want to talk. [ must explain to him that I
really didn't mean it. . . that it's a law of nature, otherwise he'll think I wanted to spit.
If he doesn't think so now, he will later! ..."
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On returning home, Cherviakov told his wife about his rudeness. His wife, it
seemed to him, treated the incident much too lightly. She merely got frightened, but
then, on learning that Brizzhalov served "elsewhere," she calmed down.

"But all the same you should go and apologize,” she said. "He might think you
don't know how to behave in public!"

"That's just it! I apologized, but he was somehow strange . . . Didn't say a single
sensible word. And then there was no time to talk."

The next day Cherviakov put on a new uniform, had his hair cut, and went to
Brizzhalov to explain . . . Going into the general's reception room, he saw many
petitioners there, and among them was the general himself, who had already begun to
receive petitions. Having questioned several petitioners, the general raised his eyes to
Cherviakov.

"Yesterday, in the Arcadia, if you recall, Yr'xcellency," the office manager began, "I
sneezed, sir, and . . . accidentally sprayed you . . . Forg . .."

"Such trifles. . . God knows! Can I be of help to you?" the general addressed the
next petitioner.

"He doesn't want to talk!" thought Cherviakov, turning pale. "That means he's
angry. . . No, it can't be left like this. . . I'll explain to him ..."

When the general finished his discussion with the last petitioner and headed for
the inner rooms, Cherviakov followed him and murmured: "Yr'xcellency! If I venture
to trouble Yr'xcellency, it's precisely, I might say, from a feeling of repentance! ... It
wasn't on purpose, you know that yourself, sir!"

The general made a tearful face and waved his hand.

"You must be joking, my dear sir!" he said, disappearing behind the door.

"What kind of joke is it?" thought Cherviakov. "This is no kind of joke at all! A
general, yet he can't understand! If that's the way it is, I won't apologize to the
swaggerer any more! Devil take him! I'll write him a letter, but [ won't come myself! By
God, I won't!"

So Cherviakov thought, walking home. He wrote no letter to the general. He
thought and thought, and simply could not think up that letter. So the next day he
had to go himself and explain.

"] came yesterday to trouble Yr'xcellency," he began to murmur, when the general
raised his questioning eyes to him, "not for a joke, as you were pleased to say. I was
apologizing for having sneezed and sprayed you, sir . . . and I never even thought of
joking. Would I dare joke with you? If we start joking, soon there won't be any respect
for persons . . . left..."

"Get out!!" barked the general, suddenly turning blue and shaking.

"What, sir?" Cherviakov asked in a whisper, sinking with terror.

"Get out!!" the general repeated, stamping his feet.

Something in Cherviakov's stomach snapped. Seeing nothing, hearing nothing, he
backed his way to the door, went out, and plodded off. . . Reaching home
mechanically, without taking off his uniform, he lay down on the sofa and . . . died.

July 1883
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Dear sir, father and benefactor!" the clerk Nevyrazimov' wrote in the draft of a
letter of congratulations. "May you spend this bright day,” and many more to come, in
good health and prosperity. And may your fam ..."

The lamp, which was running out of kerosene, smoked and stank of burning. On
the table, near Nevyrazimov's writing hand, a stray cockroach was anxiously running
about. Two rooms away from the duty-room, the hall porter Paramon was polishing
his Sunday boots for the third time, and with such energy that his spitting and the
noise of the shoe brush could be heard in all the rooms.

"What else shall I write to the scoundrel?" Nevyrazimov reflected, raising his eyes
to the sooty ceiling.

On the ceiling he saw a dark circle—the shadow of the lampshade. Further down
were dusty cornices; still further down—walls that had once been painted a bluish-
brown color. And the duty-room looked like such a wasteland to him that he felt pity
not only for himself but even for the cockroach . ..

"I'll finish my duty and leave, but he'll spend his whole cockroach life on duty
here," he thought, stretching. "Agony! Shall I polish my boots, or what?"

And, stretching once more, Nevyrazimov trudged lazily to the porter's lodge.
Paramon was no longer polishing his boots . . . Holding the brush in one hand and
crossing himself with the other, he was standing by the open vent window,” listening .
.. "They're ringing!" he whispered to Nevyrazimov, looking at him with fixed, wide-
open eyes. "Already, sir!"

Nevyrazimov put his ear to the vent and listened. Through the vent, together with
the fresh spring air, the ringing of the Easter bells came bursting into the room. The
booming of the bells mingled with the noise of carriages, and all that stood out from
the chaos of sounds was a pert tenor ringing in the nearest church and someone's
loud, shrill laughter.

"So many people!" sighed Nevyrazimov, looking down the street, where human
shadows flitted one after another past the lighted lamps. "Everybody's running to
church . .. Our fellows must've had a drink by now and be hanging around the city. All
that laughter and talking! I'm the only one so wretched as to have to sit here on such a
day. And every year [ have to do it!"

"Who tells you to get yourself hired? You weren't on duty today, it was Zastupov
hired you to replace him. Whenever there's a holiday, you get yourself hired . . . It's
greed!"

"The devil it's greed! What's there to be greedy about: two roubles in cash, plus a
necktie . . . It's need, not greed! And, you know, it would be nice to go with them all to
church now, and then break the fast®. . . Have a drink, a bite to eat, then hit the sack . .
. You sit at the table, the kulich® has been blessed, and there's a hissing samovar, and
some little object beside you . . . You drink a glass, chuck her under the chin, and it
feels good . . . you feel you're a human being. . . Ehh . . . life's gone to hell! There's
some rogue driving by in a carriage, and you just sit here thinking your thoughts..."

"To each his own, Ivan Danilych. God willing, you'll get promoted, too, and drive
around in carriages."

"Me? No, brother, that I won't. I'll never get beyond titular councillor,® even if I
burst. . . I'm uneducated.”
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"Our general hasn't got any education either, and yet. . ."

"Well, the general, before he amounted to all that, stole a hundred thousand. And
his bearing is nothing like mine, brother . . . With my bearing you don't get far! And
my name is so scoundrelly: Nevyrazimov! In short, brother, the situation's hopeless.
Live like that if you want, and if you don't—go hang yourself. . ."

Nevyrazimov left the vent window and began pacing the rooms in anguish. The
booming of the bells grew louder and louder ... It was no longer necessary to stand by
the window in order to hear it.

And the clearer the sound of the ringing, the noisier the clatter of the carriages,
the darker seemed the brownish walls and sooty cornices, and the worse the smoking
of the lamp.

"Maybe I'll skip work?" thought Nevyrazimov.

But escape did not promise anything worthwhile . . . After leaving the office and
loitering around town, Nevyrazimov would go to his place, and his place was still
grayer and worse than the duty-room . . . Suppose he spent that day nicely, in comfort,
what then? The same gray walls, the same work for hire and letters of congratulations .
.. Nevyrazimov stopped in the middle of the duty-room and pondered.

The need for a new, better life wrung his heart with unbearable anguish. He
passionately longed to find himself suddenly in the street, to merge with the living
crowd, to take part in the festivity, in honor of which the bells were all booming and
the carriages clattering. He wanted something he used to experience in childhood: the
family circle, the festive faces of his relatives, the white table cloth, light, warmth . . .
He remembered the carriage in which a lady had just passed by, the overcoat in which
the office manager strutted about, the gold chain adorning the secretary's chest. . . He
remembered a warm bed, a Stanislas,” new boots, a uniform with no holes in the
elbows . . . remembered, because he did not have any of it. . .

"Maybe try stealing?" he thought. "Stealing's not hard, I suppose, but the problem
is hiding it. . . They say people run away to America with what they steal, but, devil
knows, where is this America? In order to steal, you also have to have education.”

The ringing stopped. Only the distant noise of a carriage was heard, and Paramon's
coughing, and Nevyrazimov's sadness and spite grew stronger and more unbearable.
The office clock struck half-past midnight.

"Maybe write a denunciation? Proshkin denounced somebody and started rising in
the world . . ."

Nevyrazimov sat down at his desk and pondered. The lamp, which had completely
run out of kerosene, was smoking badly now and threatening to go out. The stray
cockroach still scurried about the table and found no shelter . . .

"I could denounce somebody, but how write it out! It has to be with all those
equivocations and dodges, like Proshkin . . . Not me!

I'll write something and get in trouble for it myself. A complete nitwit, devil take
me!"

And Nevyrazimov, racking his brain for some way out of his hopeless situation,
stared at the draft of the letter he had written. The letter was to a man he hated and
feared with all his soul, and from whom he had been trying for ten years to obtain a
transfer from a sixteen-rouble post to an eighteen-rouble . . .



"Ah . . . running about here, you devil!" With the palm of his hand he spitefully
swatted the cockroach, which had had the misfortune of catching his eye. "What
vileness!"

The cockroach fell on its back and desperately waved its legs . . . Nevyrazimov took
it by one leg and threw it into the lamp. The lamp flared and crackled ...

And Nevyrazimov felt better.

March 1885

The Huntsman

A sultry and stifling day. Not a cloud in the sky. . . The sun-scorched grass looks

bleak, hopeless: there may be rain, but it will never be green again . . . The forest
stands silent, motionless, as if its treetops were looking off somewhere or waiting for
something.

A tall, narrow-shouldered man of about forty, in a red shirt, patched gentleman's
trousers, and big boots, lazily saunters along the edge of the clearing. He saunters
down the road. To his right are green trees, to his left, all the way to the horizon,
stretches a golden sea of ripe rye . . . His face is red and sweaty. A white cap with a
straight jockey's visor, apparently the gift of some generous squire, sits dashingly on
his handsome blond head. Over his shoulder hangs a game bag with a crumpled black
grouse in it. The man is carrying a cocked double-barreled shotgun and squinting his
eyes at his old, skinny dog, who runs ahead, sniffing about in the bushes. It is quiet,
not a sound anywhere . . . Everything alive is hiding from the heat.

"Yegor Vlasych!" the hunter suddenly hears a soft voice.

He gives a start and turns around, scowling. Beside him, as if sprung from the
ground, stands a pale-faced woman of about thirty with a sickle in her hand. She tries
to peer into his face and smiles shyly.

"Ah, it's you, Pelageya!" says the hunter, stopping and slowly uncocking his gun.
"Hm!. .. How did you turn up here?"

"The women from our village are working here, so I'm here with them . . . Hired
help, Yegor Vlasych."

"So-o0..." Yegor Vlasych grunts and slowly goes on.

Pelageya follows him. They go about twenty steps in silence.

"I haven't seen you for a long time, Yegor Vlasych . . ." says Pelageya, gazing
tenderly at the hunter's moving shoulders and shoulder blades. "You stopped by our
cottage for a drink of water on Easter day, and we haven't seen you since . . . You
stopped for a minute on Easter day, and that God knows how ... in a drunken state . . .
You swore at me, beat me, and left. . . I've been waiting and waiting. . . I've looked my
eyes out waiting for you . . . Eh, Yegor Vlasych, Yegor Vlasych! If only you'd come one
little time!"

"What's there for me to do at your place?"

"There's nothing to do there, of course, just. . . anyway there's the household . . .
Things to be seen to . . . You're the master . . . Look at you, shot a grouse, Yegor
Vlasych! Why don't you sit down and rest..."

As she says all this, Pelageya laughs like a fool and looks up at Yegor's face . . . Her
own face breathes happiness . . .
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"Sit down? Why not..." Yegor says in an indifferent tone and picks a spot between
two pine saplings. "Why are you standing? Sit down, too!"

Pelageya sits down a bit further away in a patch of sun and, ashamed of her joy,
covers her smiling mouth with her hand. Two minutes pass in silence.

"If only you'd come one little time," Pelageya says softly.

"What for?" sighs Yegor, taking off his cap and wiping his red forehead with his
sleeve. "There's no need. To stop by for an hour or two—dally around, get you stirred
up—and my soul can't stand living all the time in the village . . . You know I'm a
spoiled man ... I want there to be a bed, and good tea, and delicate conversation ...
want to have all the degrees, and in the village there you've got poverty, soot... |
couldn't even live there a day. Suppose they issued a decree that I absolutely had to
live with you, I'd either burn down the cottage or lay hands on myself. From early on
I've been spoiled like this, there's no help for it."

"Where do you live now?"

"At the squire Dmitri Ivanych's, as a hunter. I furnish game for his table, but it's
more like ... he keeps me because he's pleased to."

"It's not a dignified thing to do, Yegor Vlasych . . . For people it's just toying, but
for you it's like a trade ... a real occupation . . ."

"You don't understand, stupid,” says Yegor, dreamily looking at the sky. "In all
your born days you've never understood and never will understand what kind of a man
[ am ... To you, I'm a crazy, lost man, but for somebody who understands, I'm the best
shot in the whole district. The gentlemen feel it and even printed something about me
in a magazine. Nobody can match me in the line of hunting . . . And if I scorn your
village occupations, it's not because I'm spoiled or proud. Right from infancy, you
know, I've never known any occupation but guns and dogs. Take away my gun, I'll get
a fishing pole, take away the fishing pole, I'll hunt bare-handed. Well, and I also did
some horse-trading, roamed around the fairs whenever I had some money, and you
know yourself, if any peasant gets in with hunters or horse traders, it's good-bye to the
plough. Once a free spirit settles in a man, there's no getting it out of him. It's like
when a squire goes to the actors or into some other kind of artistry, then for him
there's no being an official or a landowner. You're a woman, you don't understand, and
it takes understand-ing."

"I understand, Yegor Vlasych."

"Meaning you don't understand, since you're about to cry ..."

"I...I'm not crying. . ." says Pelageya, turning away. "It's a sin, Yegor Vlasych! You
could spend at least one little day with me, poor woman. It's twelve years since I
married you, and . . . and never once was there any love between us! ... [ ... I'm not

cry-

"Love . .." Yegor mutters, scratching his arm. "There can't be any love. It's just in
name that we're man and wife, but is it really so? For you I'm a wild man, and for me
youre a simple woman, with no understanding. Do we make a couple? I'm free,
spoiled, loose, and you're a barefoot farm worker, you live in dirt, you never straighten
your back. I think like this about myself, that I'm first in the line of hunting, but you
look at me with pity . . . What kind of couple are we?"

"But we were married in church, Yegor Vlasych!" Pelageya sobs.

"Not freely. . . Did you forget? You can thank Count Sergei Pavlych . . . and
yourself. The count was envious that [ was a better shot than he was, kept me drunk
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for a whole month, and a drunk man can not only be married off but can even be
seduced into a different faith. In revenge he up and married me to you ... A huntsman
to a cow girl. You could see I was drunk, why did you marry me? You're not a serf, you
could have told him no! Of course, a cow girl's lucky to marry a huntsman, but we
need to be reasonable. Well, so now you can suffer and cry. It's a joke for the count,
but you cry . . . beat your head on the wall..."

Silence ensues. Three wild ducks fly over the clearing. Yegor looks at them and
follows them with his eyes until they turn into three barely visible specks and go down
far beyond the forest.

"How do you live?" he asks, shifting his eyes from the ducks to Pelageya.

"I go out to work now, and in winter I take a baby from the orphanage and nurse
him with a bottle. They give me a rouble and a half a month."” So-o . . .

Again silence. From the harvested rows comes a soft song, which breaks off at the
very beginning. It is too hot for singing . . .

"They say you put up a new cottage for Akulina," says Pelageya.

Yegor is silent.

"It means she's after your own heart..."

"That's just your luck, your fate!" says the hunter, stretching. "Bear with it, orphan.
But, anyhow, good-bye, we've talked too much . . . I've got to make it to Boltovo by
evening . . ."

Yegor gets up, stretches, shoulders his gun. Pelageya stands up.

"And when will you come to the village?" she asks softly.

"No point. I'll never come sober, and when I'm drunk there's not much profit for
you. I get angry when I'm drunk . . . Good-bye!"

"Good-bye, Yegor Vlasych . . ."

Yegor puts his cap on the back of his head and, clucking for his dog, continues on

his way. Pelageya stays where she is and looks at his back . . . She sees his moving
shoulder blades, his dashing head, his lazy, nonchalant stride, and her eyes fill with
sadness and a tender caress . . . Her gaze moves over the tall, skinny figure of her

husband and caresses and fondles it. . . He seems to feel this gaze, stops, and looks
back . .. He is silent, but Pelageya can see from his face, from his raised shoulders, that
he wants to say something to her. She timidly goes up to him and looks at him with
imploring eyes.

"For you!" he says, turning away.

He hands her a worn rouble and quickly walks off.

"Good-bye, Yegor Vlasych!" she says, mechanically accepting the rouble.

He walks down the long road straight as a stretched-out belt. . . She stands pale,
motionless as a statue, and catches his every step with her eyes. But now the red color
of his shirt merges with the dark color of his trousers, his steps can no longer be seen,
the dog is indistinguishable from his boots. Only his visored cap can still be seen, but.
.. suddenly Yegor turns sharply to the right in the clearing and the cap disappears into
the greenery.

"Good-bye, Yegor Vlasych!" Pelageya whispers and stands on tiptoe so as at least to
see the white cap one more time.

July 1885
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The Malefactor

Before the examining magistrate stands a puny, exceedingly scrawny little peasant
in a calico shirt and patched trousers. His face is overgrown with hair and eaten with
pockmarks, and his eyes, barely visible through his thick, beetling brows, have an
expression of sullen sternness. On his head a whole mop of long-uncombed, matted
hair, which endows him with a still greater spiderlike sternness. He is barefoot.

"Denis Grigoriev!" the magistrate begins. "Come closer and answer my questions.
On the seventh day of July instant the railroad watchman Ivan Semyonovich Akinfov,
proceeding along the line in the morning, at the ninety-first mile post found you
unscrewing one of the nuts by means of which the rails are fastened to the ties. Here is
that nut! . . . With which nut he also detained you. Is that how it went?"

"Wha?"

"Did it all go as Akinfov explains?"

"Sure it did."

"Good. Now, why were you unscrewing the nut?"

"Wha?"

"Drop this 'wha?' of yours and answer the question: why were you unscrewing the
nut?"

"If I didn't need it, I wouldn't have been unscrewing it," croaks Denis, looking
askance at the ceiling.

"And why did you need this nut?"

"That nut there? We make sinkers out of 'em . . ."

"We who?"

"Us folk . . . the Klimovo peasants, that is."

"Listen, brother, don't play the idiot here. Talk sense. There's no point in lying
about sinkers!"

"Never lied in all my born days, so now I'm lying . . ." mumbles Denis, blinking his
eyes. "Could we do without a sinker, Your Honor? If you put a live worm or a minnow
on a hook, how'll it ever go down without a sinker? Lying . . ." Denis smirks. "Who the
devil needs live bait if it floats up top! Your perch, your pike, your burbot always bites
on the bottom, and if the bait floats up top, it's only good for catching gobies, and
even that's rare . . . Gobies don't live in our river . . . It's a fish that likes space."

"What are you telling me about gobies for?"

"Wha? But you asked yourself! The gentry here fish the same way, too. Not even
the merest lad would go fishing without a sinker. Of course, if somebody's got no
sense at all, he'll try and fish without a sinker. A fool is as a fool does..."

"So you tell me that you were unscrewing this nut in order to make a sinker out of
it?"

"What else? Can't play knucklebones with it!"

"But you could use a bit of lead for a sinker, a bullet... a nail of some sort..."

"You won't find lead lying about, you've got to buy it, and a nail's no good. There
nothing better than a nut. . . It's heavy, and it's got a hole in it."

"He pretends to be such a fool! As if he was born yesterday or fell from the moon!
Don't you understand, dunderhead, what this unscrewing leads to? If the watchman
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hadn't spotted it, a train might have gone off the rails, people might have been killed!
You'd have killed people!"

"God forbid, Your Honor! Why kill? Are we heathens or villains of some kind?
Thank the Lord, my good sir, we've lived our life without any killing, such thoughts
never even enter our head . . . Queen of Heaven, save us and have mercy . . . How
could you, sir!"

"And what do you think causes train accidents? Unscrew two or three nuts, and
you've got yourself an accident!"

Denis smirks and squints his eyes mistrustfully at the magistrate.

"Well! All these years the whole village has been unscrewing nuts and the Lord's
preserved us, so now it's an accident. . . killing people ... If I took away the rail or, let's
say, put a log across the tracks, well, then the train might go off, but this . . . pah! a
nut!"

"But you must understand, the nuts fasten the rail to the tie!"

"We understand that. . . We don't unscrew all of them ... we leave some . . . We
don't do it mindlessly ... we understand ..."

Denis yawns and makes a cross over his mouth.

"Last year a train went off the rails here," says the magistrate, "now I see why ..."

"Beg pardon, sir?"

"Now, I said, I see why a train went off the rails last year ... I understand!"

"That's what you get educated for, so you'll understand, most merciful judges . . .
The Lord knew who to give understanding to . . . And here you've considered how and
what, but a watchman's the same as a peasant, he's got no understanding, he just
grabs you by the scruff of the neck and drags you off. . . Reason first, and then drag!
Like they say—peasant head, peasant thoughts . . . Write this down, too, Your Honor,
that he hit me twice in the teeth and the chest."

"When they searched your place, they found a second nut. . . When and where did
you unscrew it?"

"You mean the one that was under the little red trunk?"

"I don't know where it was, I only know they found it. When did you unscrew it?"

"I didn't unscrew it, it was Ignashka, the son of one-eyed Semyon, gave it to me. I
mean the one that was under the little trunk, and the one that was in the sledge in the
yard I unscrewed along with Mitrofan."

"Which Mitrofan?"

"Mitrofan Petrov . . . You've never heard of him? He makes nets and sells them to
the gentry. He needs a lot of these same nuts. Reckon maybe a dozen for each net..."

"Listen . . . Article one thousand and eighty-one of the Criminal Code says that any
deliberate damage to the railways, in case it endangers the transport availing itself of
those railways, and with the perpetrator's knowledge that the consequences thereof
will be an accident—understand? knowledge! And you couldn't help knowing what
this unscrewing would lead to—will be punishable by a term at hard labor."

"Of course, you know best. . . We're ignorant folk . . . what do we understand?"

"You understand everything! You're lying and dissembling!"

"Why lie? Ask in the village, if you don't believe me . . . Without a sinker you only
get bleak. You won't even get gudgeon, the worst of the lot, without a sinker."

"Next you'll be talking about gobies again!" the magistrate smiles.
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"We've got no gobies here ... If we fish on top without a sinker, using butterflies for
bait, we get chub, and even that's rare."

"Well, be quiet..."

Silence ensues. Denis shifts from one foot to the other, stares at the table covered
with green baize, and blinks his eyes strenuously, as if what he sees before him is not
baize but the sun. The magistrate is writing rapidly.

"Can I go?" asks Denis, after some silence.

"No. I must put you under arrest and send you to prison."

Denis stops blinking and, raising his thick eyebrows, looks ques-tioningly at the
official.

"That is, how do you mean—to prison? Your Honor! [ haven't got time, [ have to
go to the fair, and also get three roubles from Yegor for the lard ..."

"Quiet, don't disturb me ..."

"To prison ... If it was for something, I'd go, but like this . . . for a fleabite . . . Why?
Seems I didn't steal, I didn't fight. . . And if you've got doubts about the arrears, Your
Honor, don't believe the headman . . . Better ask mister permanent member . . . An
ungodly fellow, that headman ..."

"Quiet!"

"I'm quiet as it is. . ." mutters Denis. "I'll swear an oath the headman's accounts are
a pack of lies. . . We're three brothers: Kuzma Grigoriev, that is, and Yegor Grigoriev,
and me, Denis Grigoriev..."

"You're disturbing me . . . Hey, Semyon!" shouts the magistrate. "Take him away!"

"We're three brothers," mutters Denis, as two stalwart soldiers take him and lead
him from the chamber. "Brother's not answerable for brother. Kuzma doesn't pay and
you, Denis, have to answer . . . Judges! Our late master, the general, died, may he rest
in peace, otherwise he'd show you judges something . . . You've got to judge
knowingly, not just anyhow . . . Give a whipping, even, but so as it's for a reason, in all
fairness ..."

July 1885

Panikhida

In the church of the Mother of God Hodigitria,' the one in the village of Verkhnie
Zaprudy, the morning liturgy has just ended. People have begun moving and pouring
out of the church. The only one who does not stir is the shopkeeper Andrei Andreich,
the Verkhnie Zaprudy intellectual and old-timer. He leans his elbow on the railing of
the choir to the right and waits. His clean-shaven, fat face, bumpy from former
pimples, on this occasion expresses two opposite feelings: humility before inscrutable
destiny, and a dumb, boundless haughtiness before all those passing kaftans and
motley kerchiefs. He is smartly dressed for Sunday. He is wearing a flannel coat with
yellow ivory buttons, dark blue, straight-legged trousers, and stout galoshes, the same
huge, clumsy galoshes that are met with only on the feet of people who are positive,
sensible, and have firm religious convictions.

His swollen, lazy eyes are turned to the iconostasis.” He sees the long-familiar
faces of the saints, the caretaker Matvei puffing his cheeks to blow out the candles, the
darkened icon stands, the worn rug, the beadle Lopukhov, who rushes from the
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sanctuary and brings the warden a prosphora’ ... All this he has seen over and over
again, like his own five fingers . . . One thing, however, is somewhat strange and
unusual: Father Grigory is standing by the north door, still in his vestments, blinking
angrily with his thick eyebrows.

"Who is he blinking at, God be with him?" thinks the shopkeeper. Ah, now he's
beckoning with his finger! And, mercy me, stamping his foot. . . Holy Mother, what a
thing! Who is it at?"

Andrei Andreich turns around and sees that the church is already quite empty.
There are about a dozen people crowding at the door, and with their backs turned to
the sanctuary.

"Come when you're called! Why are you standing there like a statue?" he hears the
angry voice of Father Grigory. "It's you I'm calling!"

The shopkeeper looks at the red, wrathful face of Father Grigory and only now
realizes that the blinking of the eyebrows and beckoning of the finger may be
addressed to him. He gives a start, separates himself from the choir, and, stamping his
stout galoshes, goes hesitantly towards the sanctuary.

"Andrei Andreich, was it you who sent in a note about the departed Maria?" the
priest asks, angrily looking up at his fat, sweaty face.

It was.

"So, then, it was you who wrote this? You?"

And Father Grigory angrily thrusts a little note into his eyes. And in this note,
which Andrei Andreich sent in with a prosphora for the proskomedia,” there is written
in big, unsteady-looking letters:

"For the departed servant of God, the harlot Maria."

"It was ... | wrote it, sir ..." the shopkeeper replies.

"But how did you dare to write that?" the priest draws out in a whisper, and in his
hoarse whisper both wrath and fear can be heard.

The shopkeeper gazes at him in dumb astonishment, becomes perplexed and
frightened himself: never before has Father Grigory spoken in that tone with the
Verkhnie Zaprudy intellectual! For a moment the two are silent, peering into each
other's eyes. The shopkeeper's perplexity is so great that his fat face spreads in all
directions like spilled batter.

"How did you dare?" the priest repeats.

"Wh . .. what, sir?" Andrei Andreich's perplexity continues.

"You don't understand?!" Father Grigory whispers, stepping back in amazement
and clasping his hands. "What's that on your shoulders—a head, or some other object?
You send a note in to the sanctuary and write a word on it that is even indecent to say
in the street! Why are you goggling your eyes? Don't you know the meaning of this
word?"

"That is, concerning the harlot, sir?" murmurs the shopkeeper, blushing and
blinking his eyes. "But the Lord, in his goodness, I mean . . . that is, he forgave the
harlot. . . and prepared a place for her, and from the life of the blessed Mary of Egypt’
we can see, in that same sense of the word, begging your pardon ..."

The shopkeeper wants to give some further argument as an excuse, but gets
confused and wipes his mouth with his sleeve.

"So that's how you understand it!" Father Grigory clasps his hands. "But the Lord
forgave—you understand?—forgave, and you judge, denounce, call someone an
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indecent name—and who? Your own departed daughter! Not only in sacred, but even
in secular writings you cannot find such a sin! I repeat to you, Andrei: don't get too
clever! Yes, brother, don't get too clever! God may have given you a searching mind,
but if you can't control it, you'd better give up thinking . . . Give up thinking and keep
quiet!"

"But she was a sort of. . . begging your pardon ... a play-actress!" pronounces the
stunned Andrei Andreich.

"A play-actress! But whoever she was, you must forget it all after her death, and
not go writing it in your notes!"

"That's so . .." agrees the shopkeeper.

"You ought to have a penance laid on you." From inside the sanctuary comes the
bass voice of the deacon, who looks contemptuously at Andrei Andreich's abashed
face. "Then you'd stop acting smart! Your daughter was a famous artiste. Her death
was even reported in the newspapers . . . Philosophizer!"

"That, of course ... in fact. . ." mutters the shopkeeper, "is not a suitable word, but
it wasn't by way of judging, Father Grigory, but to make it godly-like ... so you could
see better who to pray for. People do write different titles for commemoration, like,
say, the child loann, the drowned Pelageya, the warrior Yegor, the murdered Pavel,
and such like . . . That's what I wanted."

"None too bright, Andrei! God will forgive you, but next time watch out. Above all,
don't get clever, just think as others do. Make ten bows and go."

"Yes, sir," says the shopkeeper, happy that the admonishment is over, and again
giving his face an expression of gravity and importance. "Ten bows? Very good, sir, |
understand. And now, Father, allow me to make a request. . . Because, since I'm her
father, after all. . . you know, and she, whatever she was, she's my daughter, after all, I
sort of. . . begging your pardon, I'd like to ask you to serve a panikhida® today. And I'd
like to ask you, too, Father Deacon!"

"Now, that's good!" says Father Grigory, taking off his vestments. "I praise you for
it. Meets my approval. . . Well, go! We'll come out at once."

Andrei Andreich gravely walks away from the sanctuary and stops in the middle of
the church, flushed, with a solemnly panikhidal expression on his face. The caretaker
Matvei places a little table with kolivo’ before him, and in a short time the panikhida

begins.
The church is quiet. There is only the metallic sound of the censer and the drawn-
out singing. . . Beside Andrei Andreich stands the caretaker Matvei, the midwife

Makaryevna, and her boy Mitka with the paralyzed arm. There is no one else. The
beadle sings poorly, in an unpleasant, hollow bass, but the melody and the words are
so sad that the shopkeeper gradually loses his grave expression and is plunged in
sorrow. He remembers his little Mashutka. He recalls that she was born while he was
still working as a servant for the master of Verkhnie Zaprudy. Owing to the bustle of
his servant's life, he did not notice his girl growing up. For him the long period during
which she formed into a graceful being with a blond little head and pensive eyes as big
as kopecks went unnoticed. She was brought up, like all children of favorite servants,
pampered, together with the young ladies. The gentlefolk, having nothing to do,
taught her to read, write, and dance, and he did not interfere with her upbringing.
Only rarely, accidentally, meeting her somewhere by the gate or on the landing of the
stairs, did he remember that she was his daughter, and he began, as far as his time
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allowed, to teach her prayers and sacred history. Oh, even then he had a reputation for
knowing the services and the holy scriptures! The girl, however grim and solemn her
father's face, listened to him willingly. She yawned repeating prayers after him, but on
the other hand, when he began telling her stories, stammering and adding flowery
embellishments, she turned all ears. At Esau's mess of pottage, the punishment of
Sodom, and the ordeals of the little boy Joseph,® she grew pale and opened her blue
eyes wide.

Later, when he quit being a servant and opened a village shop with the money he
had saved, Mashutka left for Moscow with the master's family.

Three years before her death, she came to see her father. He barely recognized her.
She was a slender young woman with the manners of a lady and dressed like
gentlefolk. She spoke cleverly, as if from a book, smoked tobacco, slept till noon.
When Andrei Andreich asked her what she was, she boldly looked him straight in the
eye and said: "I am an actress!" Such frankness seemed to the former servant the
height of cynicism. Mashutka began boasting of her successes and of her artistic life,
but seeing that her father only turned purple and spread his arms, she fell silent. And
thus silently, without looking at each other, they spent some two weeks, until she left.
Before leaving, she persuaded her father to go for a stroll with her along the
embankment. Terrified though he was of going for a stroll with his actress daughter in
broad daylight, in front of all honest people, he yielded to her entreaties . . .

"What wonderful places you have here!" she admired as they strolled. "Such dells
and marshes! God, how beautiful my birthplace is!"

And she wept.

"These places only take up room ..." thought Andrei Andreich, gazing stupidly at
the dells and failing to understand his daughter's admiration. "They're about as useful
as teats on a bull."

But she wept, wept and breathed greedily with her whole breast, as if sensing that
she did not have long to breathe . . .

Andrei Andreich tosses his head like a stung horse and, to stifle the painful
memories, starts crossing himself rapidly . . .

"Remember, O Lord," he murmurs, "the departed servant of God, the harlot Maria,
and forgive her transgressions both voluntary and involuntary ..."

The indecent word again escapes his mouth, but he does not notice it: what is
stuck fast in his consciousness will not be dug out of it even by a nail, still less by
Father Grigory's admonitions! Makaryevna sighs and whispers something, sucking in
air. Mitka with the paralyzed arm ponders something . . .

". .. where there is no sickness, sorrow or sighing . . ." drones the beadle, putting
his hand to his right cheek.

Bluish smoke streams from the censer and bathes in a wide, slanting ray of
sunlight that crosses the gloomy, lifeless emptiness of the church. And it seems that,
together with the smoke, the soul of the departed woman herself hovers in the ray of
sunlight. The streams of smoke, looking like a child's curls, twist, rush upwards to the
window and seem to shun the dejection and grief that fill this poor soul.

February 1886
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Anyuta

In the cheapest furnished rooms of the Hotel Lisbon, the third-year medical
student, Stepan Klochkov, paced up and down and diligently ground away at his
medicine. The relentless, strenuous grinding made his mouth dry, and sweat stood out
on his forehead.

By the window, coated at the edges with icy designs, his roommate Anyuta sat on a
stool. She was a small, thin brunette of about twenty-five, very pale, with meek gray
eyes. Her back bent, she was embroidering the collar of a man's shirt with red thread.
It was an urgent job . . . The clock in the corridor hoarsely struck two, but the room
had not yet been tidied. A crumpled blanket, scattered pillows, books, clothes, a large,
dirty basin filled with soapy swill, in which cigarette butts floated, litter on the floor—
it all looked as if it had been piled in a heap, purposely confused, crumpled . . .

"The right lung consists of three sections..." repeated Klochkov. "The boundaries!
The upper section reaches the fourth or fifth rib on the front wall of the chest, the
fourth rib at the side . . . the spina scapulae in the back ..."

Klochkov, straining to visualize what he had just read, raised his eyes to the
ceiling. Getting no clear impression, he began feeling his own upper ribs through his
waistcoat.

"These ribs are like piano keys," he said. "To avoid confusion in counting them,
one absolutely must get used to them. I'll have to study it with a skeleton and a living
person . .. Come here, Anyuta, let me try to get oriented!"

Anyuta stopped embroidering, took off her blouse, and straightened up. Klochkov
sat down facing her, frowned, and began counting her ribs.

"Hm . . . The first rib can't be felt. . . It's behind the collarbone . . . Here's the
second rib . . . Right. . . Here's the third . . . Here's the fourth ... Hm . . . Right. . . Why
are you flinching?"

"Your fingers are cold!"

"Well, well. . . you won't die, don't fidget. So then, this is the third rib, and this is
the fourth . . . You're so skinny to look at, yet I can barely feel your ribs. The second . . .
the third . . . No, I'll get confused this way and won't have a clear picture . . . I'll have to
draw it. . . Where's my charcoal?"

Klochkov took a piece of charcoal and drew several parallel lines with it on
Anyuta's chest, corresponding to the ribs.

"Excellent. All just like the palm of your hand . . . Well, and now we can do some
tapping. Stand up!"

Anyuta stood up and lifted her chin. Klochkov started tapping and got so
immersed in this occupation that he did not notice that Anyuta's lips, nose, and
fingers had turned blue with cold. Anyuta was shivering and feared that the medical
student, noticing her shivering, would stop drawing with charcoal and tapping, and
would perhaps do poorly at the examination.

"Now it's all clear," said Klochkov, and he stopped tapping. "You sit like that,
without wiping off the charcoal, while I go over it a little more."

And the medical student again began pacing and repeating. Anyuta, as if tattooed,
black stripes on her chest, shrunken with cold, sat and thought. She generally spoke
very little, was always silent and kept thinking, thinking . . .
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In all her six or seven years of wandering through various furnished rooms, she
had known some five men like Klochkov. Now they had all finished their studies, had
made their way in life, and, of course, being decent people, had long forgotten her.
One of them lived in Paris, two had become doctors, the fourth an artist, and the fifth
was even said to be a professor already. Klochkov was the sixth . . . Soon he, too, would
finish his studies and make his way. The future would no doubt be beautiful, and
Klochkov would probably become a great man, but the present was thoroughly bad:
Klochkov had no tobacco, no tea, and there were only four pieces of sugar left. She had
to finish her embroidery as quickly as possible, take it to the customer, and, with the
twenty-five kopecks she would get, buy tea and tobacco.

"Can I come in?" came from outside the door.

Anyuta quickly threw a woolen shawl over her shoulders. The painter Fetisov came
in.

"I've come to you with a request,” he began, addressing Klochkov and looking
ferociously from under the hair hanging on his forehead. "Be so good as to lend me
your beautiful maiden for an hour or two! I'm working on a painting, and I can't do
without a model!"

"Ah, with pleasure!" Klochkov agreed. "Go on, Anyuta."

"What business do I have there?" Anyuta said softly.

"Well, really! The man's asking for the sake of art, not for some trifle. Why not
help if you can?"

Anyuta began to dress.

"And what are you painting?" asked Klochkov.

"Psyche. A nice subject, but it somehow won't come out right. I have to use
different models all the time. Yesterday there was one with blue feet. Why are your
feet blue? I ask. My stockings ran, she says. And you keep grinding away! Lucky man,
you've got patience."

"Medicine's that sort of thing, you have to grind away at it."

"Hm ... [ beg your pardon, Klochkov, but you live like an awful swine. Devil knows
how you can live this way!"

"How do you mean? I can't live any other way... I get only twelve roubles a month
from the old man, and it's a real trick to live decently on that."

"So it is .. ." said the artist, wincing squeamishly, "but all the same you could live
better ... A developed man absolutely must be an aesthete. Isn't that true? And here
you've got devil knows what! The bed isn't made, there's swill, litter . . . yesterday's
kasha on a plate . . . pah!"

"That's true," said the medical student, and he became embarrassed, "but Anyuta
didn't manage to tidy up today. She's busy all the time."

When the artist and Anyuta left, Klochkov lay down on the sofa and began to
study lying down, then accidentally fell asleep, woke up an hour later, propped his
head on his fists and pondered gloomily. He remembered the artist's words, that a
developed man absolutely must be an aesthete, and his room indeed seemed
disgusting, repulsive to him now. It was as if he foresaw the future with his mental eye,
when he would receive patients in his office, have tea in a spacious dining room in
company with his wife, a respectable woman—and now this basin of swill with
cigarette butts floating in it looked unbelievably vile. Anyuta, too, seemed homely,
slovenly, pitiful. . . And he decided to separate from her, at once, whatever the cost.
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When she came back from the artist's and began taking off her coat, he stood up
and said to her seriously:

"The thing is this, my dear ... Sit down and listen to me. We have to separate! In
short, I don't wish to live with you anymore."

Anyuta had come back from the artist's so tired, so worn out. She had posed for so
long that her face had become pinched, thin, and her chin had grown sharper. She
said nothing in reply to the medical student's words, only her lips began to tremble.

"You must agree that we'll have to separate sooner or later anyway," said the
medical student. "You're good, kind, and not stupid—you'll understand ..."

Anyuta put her coat back on, silently wrapped her embroidery in paper, gathered
up her needles and thread; she found the little packet with four pieces of sugar in it on
the windowsill and put it on the table near the books.

"It's yours . . . some sugar . . ." she said softly and turned away to hide her tears.

"Well, what are you crying for?" asked Klochkov.

He walked across the room in embarrassment and said:

"You're strange, really. . . You know yourself that we have to separate. We can't be
together forever."

She had already picked up all her bundles and turned to him to say good-bye, but
he felt sorry for her.

"Why not let her stay another week?" he thought. "Yes, indeed, let her stay, and in
a week I'll tell her to leave."

And, annoyed at his own lack of character, he shouted at her sternly:

"Well, why are you standing there! If you're going, go, and if you don't want to,
take your coat off and stay! Stay!"

Silently, quietly, Anyuta took off her coat, then blew her nose, also quietly, gave a
sigh, and noiselessly went to her permanent post—the stool by the window.

The student drew the textbook towards him and again began pacing up and down.

"The right lung consists of three sections . . ."he ground away. "The upper section
reaches the fourth or fifth rib on the front wall of the chest..."

And someone in the corridor shouted at the top of his voice:

"Gr-r-rigory, the samovar!"

February 1886

Easter Night

I was standing on the bank of the Goltva and waiting for the ferry from the other
side. Ordinarily the Goltva is a middling sort of stream, silent and pensive, sparkling
meekly through the thick bulrushes, but now a whole lake was spread before me. The
spring waters had broken loose, overflowed both banks and flooded far out on both
sides, covering kitchen gardens, hayfields and marshes, so that you often came upon
poplars and bushes sticking up solitarily above the surface of the water, looking like
grim rocks in the darkness.

The weather seemed magnificent to me. It was dark, but I could still see trees,
water, people . . . The world was lit by the stars, which were strewn massively across
the sky. I do not recall ever having seen so many stars. You literally could not put a
finger between them. There were some as big as goose eggs, some as tiny as hempseed
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... For the sake of the festive parade, all of them, from small to large, had come out in
the sky, washed, renewed, joyful, and all of them to the last one quietly moved their
rays. The sky was reflected in the water; the stars bathed in the dark depths and
trembled with their light rippling. The air was warm and still. . . Far away on the other
side, in the impenetrable darkness, a few scattered fires burned bright red . . .

Two steps away from me darkened the silhouette of a peasant in a tall hat and with
a stout, knotty stick.

"There's been no ferry for a long while now," I said.

"It's time it came," the silhouette replied.

"Are you also waiting for the ferry?"

"No, I'm just. . ." the peasant yawned, "waiting for the lumination. I'd have gone,
but, to tell the truth, I haven't got the five kopecks for the ferry."

"T'll give you five kopecks."

"No, thank you kindly . . . You use those five kopecks to light a candle for me in the
monastery. . . That'll be curiouser, and I'll just stay here. Mercy me, no ferry! As if it
sank!"

The peasant went right down to the water, took hold of the cable, and called out:

"leronym! Ierony-y-ym!"

As if in answer to his shout, the drawn-out tolling of a big bell came from the other
side. The tolling was dense, low, as from the thickest string of a double bass: it seemed
that the darkness itself had groaned. All at once a cannon shot rang out. It rolled
through the darkness and ended somewhere far behind my back. The peasant took off
his hat and crossed himself.

"Christ is risen!"' he said.

Before the waves from the first stroke of the bell congealed in the air, a second was
heard, and immediately after it a third, and the darkness was filled with an incessant,
trembling sound. New lights flared up by the red fires, and they all started moving,
flickering restlessly.

"lerony-y-ym!" a muted, drawn-out call was heard.

"They're calling from the other side," said the peasant. "That means the ferry's not
there either. Our leronym's asleep.”

The lights and the velvety ringing of the bell were enticing ... I was beginning to
lose patience and become agitated, but then, finally, as I peered into the dark distance,
I saw the silhouette of something that looked very much like a gallows. It was the
long-awaited ferry. It was moving so slowly that if it had not been for the gradual
sharpening of its outline, one might have thought it was standing in place or moving
towards the other shore.

"Quick! leronym!" my peasant shouted. "A gentleman's waiting!"

The ferry crept up to the bank, lurched, and creaked to a stop. On it, holding the
cable, stood a tall man in a monk's habit and a conical hat.

"Why so long?" I asked, jumping aboard the ferry.

"Forgive me, for the sake of Christ," [eronym said softly. "Is there anybody else?"

"Nobody..."

leronym took hold of the cable with both hands, curved himself into a question
mark, and grunted. The ferry creaked and lurched. The silhouette of the peasant in the
tall hat slowly began to recede from me—which meant that the ferry was moving.
Soon leronym straightened up and began working with one hand. We were silent and
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looked at the bank towards which we were now moving. There the "lumination” which
the peasant had been waiting for was already beginning. At the water's edge, barrels of
pitch blazed like huge bonfires. Their reflection, crimson as the rising moon, crept to
meet us in long, wide stripes. The burning barrels threw light on their own smoke and
on the long human shadows that flitted about the fire; but further to the sides and
behind them, where the velvet ringing rushed from, was the same impenetrable
darkness. Suddenly slashing it open, the golden ribbon of a rocket soared skywards; it
described an arc and, as if shattering against the sky, burst and came sifting down in
sparks. On the bank a noise was heard resembling a distant "hoorah."

"How beautiful!" I said.

"It's even impossible to say how beautiful!" sighed Ieronym. "It's that kind of night,
sir! At other times you don't pay any attention to rockets, but now any vain thing
makes you glad. Where are you from?"

I told him where [ was from.

"So, sir ... a joyful day this is. . ." leronym went on in a weak, gasping tenor, the way
convalescents speak. "Heaven and earth and under the earth rejoice. The whole of
creation celebrates. Only tell me, good sir, why is it that even amidst great joy a man
can't forget his griefs?"

It seemed to me that this unexpected question was an invitation to one of those
"longanimous,” soul-saving conversations that idle and bored monks love so much. I
was not in the mood for much talking and therefore merely asked:

"And what are your griefs, my good man?"

"Ordinary ones, like all people have, Your Honor, but this day a particular grief
happened in the monastery: at the liturgy itself, during the Old Testament readings,
the hierodeacon Nikolai died ..."

"Then it's God's will!" I said, shamming a monkish tone. "We all must die. In my
opinion you should even be glad . . . They say whoever dies on the eve of Easter or on
Easter day will surely get into the Kingdom of Heaven." "That's so."

We fell silent. The silhouette of the peasant in the tall hat merged with the outline
of the bank. The pitch barrels flared up more and more.

"And scripture clearly points out the vanity of grief and the need for reflection,”
leronym broke the silence, "but what makes the soul grieve and refuse to listen to
reason? What makes you want to weep bitterly?"

leronym shrugged his shoulders, turned to me, and began talking quickly:

"If it was I who died or somebody else, maybe it wouldn't be so noticeable, but it
was Nikolai who died! Nobody else but Nikolai! It's even hard to believe he's no longer
in the world! I stand here on the ferry and keep thinking his voice will come from the
bank any minute. He always came down to the bank and called out to me so that I
wouldn't feel scared on the ferry. He got out of bed in the middle of the night
especially for that. A kind soul! God, what a kind and merciful soul! Some people's
mothers are not to them like this Nikolai was to me! Lord, save his soul!"

leronym took hold of the cable, but at once turned to me again.

"And such a bright mind, Your Honor!" he said in a sing-song voice. "Such sweet,
good-sounding speech! Exactly like what they're about to sing in the matins: 'O how
loving-kind! O how most sweet is thy word!'” Besides all the other human qualities, he
also had an extraordinary gift!"

"What gift?" I asked.
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The monk looked me up and down and, as if having assured himself that I could
be entrusted with secrets, laughed gaily.

"He had the gift of writing akathists’..." he said. "A wonder, sir, and nothing but!
You'll be amazed if I explain it to you! Our father archimandrite® is from Moscow, our
father vicar graduated from the Kazan theological academy, there are intelligent hiero-
monks and elders among us, and yet, just imagine, not a single one of them could
write akathists, but Nikolai, a simple monk, a hierodeacon, never studied anywhere
and even had no external appeal, and yet he wrote! A wonder. A real wonder!"

leronym clasped his hands and, forgetting all about the cable, went on
enthusiastically:

"Our father vicar has difficulty composing sermons; when he was writing the
history of the monastery, he got all the brothers into a sweat and went to town ten
times, but Nikolai wrote akathists! Akathists! A sermon or a history is nothing next to
that!"

"So it's really difficult to write akathists?" I asked.

"There's enormous difficulty..." leronym wagged his head. "Wisdom and holiness
won't do anything here, if God doesn't give you the gift. Monks who don't understand
about it reckon you only need to know the life of the saint you're writing to, and then
follow the other akathists. But that's not right, sir. Of course, a man who writes an
akathist has to know the life extremely well, to the last little point. Well, and also to
follow the other akathists, how to begin and what to write about. To give you an
example, the first kon-takion begins every time with 'the victorious' or 'the chosen'. . .
The first ikos always has to begin with angels. In the akathist to the Most Sweet Jesus,
if you're interested, it begins like this: 'Creator of angels and lord of hosts,' in the
akathist to the Most Holy Mother of God: 'An angel was sent from heaven to stand
before, to Saint Nicholas the Wonderworker:* An angel in appearance, but of earthly
nature,’ and so on. There's always an angel at the beginning. Of course, you can't do
without following, but the main thing is not in the life, not in the correspondence with
the others, but in the beauty and sweetness. It all has to be shapely, brief, and
thorough. There should be softness, gentleness, and tenderness in every little line, so
that there's not a single coarse, harsh, or unsuitable word. It has to be written so that
the one who is praying will rejoice and weep in his heart, but shake and be in awe in
his mind. In the akathist to the Mother of God there are the words: 'Rejoice, height
unattainable to human reason; rejoice, depth invisible to the eyes of angels!' In
another place in the same akathist it says: 'Rejoice, tree of the bright fruit on which the
faithful feed, rejoice, tree of good-shading leaves in which many find shelter!”

leronym, as if frightened or embarrassed at something, covered his face with his
hands and shook his head.

"Tree of the bright fruit. . . tree of good-shading leaves ..." he murmured. "He really
finds such words! The Lord gave him that ability! He puts many words and thoughts
into one brief phrase, and it all comes out so smooth and thorough! 'Light-proffering
lamp to those . . ." he says in the akathist to the Most Sweet Jesus. 'Light-proffering!'
There's no such word in our speech, or in our books, and yet he thought it up, he
found it in his mind! Besides smoothness and eloquence, sir, it's necessary that every
little line be adorned in all ways, to have flowers in it, and lightning, and wind, and
sun, and all things of the visible world. And every exclamation should be composed so
that it's smooth and easy on the ear. 'Rejoice, lily of paradisal blossoming!' it says in
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the akathist to Nicholas the Wonderworker. It doesn't say simply 'lily of paradise,’ but
'lily of paradisal blossoming'! It's sweeter and smoother on the ear. And that's precisely
how Nikolai wrote! Precisely like that! I can't even express to you how he wrote!"

"In that case, it's a pity he died," I said. "However, my good man, let's get moving,
otherwise we'll be late ..."

Ieronym recovered himself and rushed to the cable. On the bank all the bells were
ringing away. Probably the procession was already going around the monastery,
because the whole dark space behind the pitch barrels was now strewn with moving
lights.°

"Did Nikolai publish his akathists?" I asked leronym.

"Where could he publish them?" he sighed. "And it would be strange to publish
them. What for? In our monastery nobody's interested in them. They don't like it.
They knew Nikolai wrote them, but they paid no attention. Nowadays, sir, nobody
respects new writings!"

"Are they prejudiced against them?"

"Exactly so. If Nikolai had been an elder, the brothers might have been curious,
but he wasn't even forty years old. There were some who laughed and even considered
his writings a sin."

"Then why did he write?"

"More for his own delight. Of all the brothers, I was the only one who read his
akathists. I used to come to him on the quiet, so that the others wouldn't see, and he
was glad I was interested. He embraced me, stroked my head, called me tender words
as if I were a little child. He would close the door, sit me down next to him, and start
reading ..."

leronym left the cable and came over to me.

"We were like friends, he and [," he whispered, looking at me with shining eyes.
"Wherever he went, I went, too. He missed me when I wasn't there. And he loved me
more than the others, and all because I wept from his akathists. It moves me to
remember it! Now I'm like an orphan or a widow. You know, in our monastery the
people are all good, kind, pious, but. . . there's no softness and delicacy in any of them,
they're all like low-class people. They talk loudly, stamp their feet when they walk,
make noise, cough, but Nikolai always spoke quietly, gently, and if he noticed that
anyone was asleep or praying, he would pass by like a gnat or a mosquito. His face was
tender, pitiful..."

Ieronym sighed deeply and took hold of the cable. We were nearing the bank. Out
of the darkness and silence of the river we gradually floated into an enchanted
kingdom, filled with suffocating smoke, sputtering lamps, and tumult. People could be
seen clearly moving about the pitch barrels. The flashing of the fire lent their red faces
and figures a strange, almost fantastic expression. Occasionally, among the heads and
faces, horses' muzzles appeared, motionless, as if cast in red copper.

"They're about to start the Easter canon ..." said leronym, "and Nikolai isn't here,
there's no one to grasp it. . . For him there was no writing sweeter than this canon. He
used to grasp every word of it! You'll be there, sir, try to grasp what they sing: it will
take your breath away!"

"And you won't be in church?"

"I can't be, sir ... [ have to take people across."

"But won't they relieve you?"



Easter Night

"I don't know ... I should have been relieved between eight and nine, but as you
see, | haven't been! . .. And, to tell the truth, I'd like to be in church ..."

"Are you a monk?"

"Yes, sir . . . that is, I'm a novice."

The ferry ran into the bank and stopped. I gave leronym a five-kopeck piece for
the ride and jumped onto dry land. At once a cart with a boy and a sleeping woman
drove creaking onto the ferry. leronym, faintly colored by the lights, leaned on the
cable, curved his body, and pushed the ferry off. . .

I took a few steps through the mud, but further on I had to follow a soft, freshly
trampled path. This path led to the dark, cavelike gates of the monastery, through
clouds of smoke, through a disorderly crowd of people, unharnessed horses, carts,
britzkas. It was all creaking, snorting, laughing, and over it all flashed crimson light
and wavy shadows of smoke ... A veritable chaos! And in this turmoil they still found
room to load the little cannon and sell gingerbreads!

There was no less bustle on the other side of the wall, in the churchyard, but there
was more ceremoniousness and order to be observed. Here there was a smell of
juniper and incense. There was loud talk, but no laughter or snorting. People with
kulichi’ and bundles huddled together among the tombstones and crosses. Obviously
many of them had come a long way to have their kulichi blessed and were now tired.
Over the cast-iron slabs that lay in a strip from the gates to the church door, busy
young novices ran, loudly stamping their boots. In the bell tower there was also
scurrying and shouting.

"What a restless night!" I thought. "How good!"

One would have liked to see this restlessness and sleeplessness in all of nature,
beginning with the night's darkness and ending with the slabs, the graveyard crosses,
and the trees, under which people bustled about. But nowhere did the excitement and
restlessness tell so strongly as in the church. At the entrance an irrepressible struggle
went on between ebb and flow. Some went in, others came out and soon went back
again, to stand for a little while and then move again. People shuttle from place to
place, loiter, and seem to be looking for something. The wave starts at the entrance
and passes through the whole church, even disturbing the front rows where the solid
and weighty people stand. To concentrate on prayer is out of the question. There are
no prayers, but there is a sort of massive, childishly instinctive joy that is only seeking
an excuse to burst and pour itself out in some sort of movement, be it only an
unabashed swaying and jostling.

The same extraordinary mobility strikes one's eye in the paschal service itself. The
royal doors® in all the chapels are wide open, dense clouds of incense smoke float in
the air around the big candle stand; everywhere one looks there are lights, brilliance,
the sputtering of candles. . . There are no readings in this service; the busy and joyful
singing goes on till the very end; after every ode of the canon the clergy change
vestments and come out to cense the church, and this is repeated every ten minutes.

I had just managed to take my place when a wave surged from the front and threw
me back. Before me passed a tall, sturdy deacon with a long red candle; behind him
the gray-haired archimandrite in a golden mitre hurried with a censer. When they
disappeared from view, the crowd pushed me back to my former place. But ten
minutes had not gone by before a new wave surged and the deacon appeared again.
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This time he was followed by the father vicar, the one who, according to leronym, was
writing a history of the monastery.

As 1 merged with the crowd and became infected with the general joyful
excitement, I felt unbearably pained for leronym. Why did they not relieve him? Why
did someone less sensitive and impressionable not go to the ferry?

"Cast thine eyes about thee, O Zion, and behold ..." sang the choir, "for lo! from the
West and from the North, and from the sea, and from the East, as to a light by God
illumined, have thy children assembled unto thee . ..”°

I looked at the faces. They all bore lively, festive expressions; but not one person
listened to or tried to grasp what was being sung, and no one had their "breath taken
away." Why did they not relieve leronym? I could picture this leronym to myself,
humbly standing somewhere near the wall, bending forward and eagerly seizing upon
the beauty of the holy phrase. All that was now slipping past the hearing of the people
standing about me, he would be eagerly drinking in with his sensitive soul, he would
get drunk to the point of ecstasy, of breathlessness, and there would be no happier
man in the whole church. But now he was going back and forth across the dark river
and pining for his dead brother and friend.

A wave surged from behind. A stout, smiling monk, playing with his beads and
glancing over his shoulder, squeezed past me sideways, making way for some lady in a
hat and velvet coat. In the lady's wake came a monastery server, holding a chair up
over our heads.

I left the church. I wanted to look at the dead Nikolai, the unknown writer of
akathists. I strolled near the churchyard fence where a row of monks' cells stretched
along the wall, peered through several windows and, seeing nothing, went back. Now I
do not regret not having seen Nikolai; God knows, perhaps if I had seen him I would
have lost the image my imagination now paints for me. This sympathetic, poetic man,
who came at night to call out to leronym and who strewed his akathists with flowers,
stars, and rays of sunlight, lonely and not understood, I picture to myself as timid,
pale, with gentle, meek, and sad features. In his eyes, alongside intelligence,
tenderness should shine, and that barely restrained, childlike exaltation I could hear in
leronym's voice when he quoted the akathists to me.

When we left the church after the liturgy, it was no longer night. Morning was
coming. The stars had faded and the sky was gray-blue, sullen. The cast-iron slabs, the
tombstones, and the buds on the trees were covered with dew. There was a sharp
feeling of freshness in the air. Outside the churchyard there was no more of that
animation I had seen at night. Horses and people seemed tired, sleepy, they barely
moved, and all that was left of the pitch barrels was heaps of black ashes. When a man
is tired and wants to sleep, it seems to him that nature is in the same state. It seemed
to me that the trees and young grass were asleep. It seemed that even the bells did not
ring as loudly and gaily as at night. The restlessness was over, and all that was left of
the excitement was a pleasant languor, a desire for sleep and warmth.

Now I could see the river with both its banks. Hills of light mist hovered over it
here and there. The water breathed out cold and severity. When I jumped aboard the
ferry, someone's britzka already stood there, and some twenty men and women. The
damp and, as it seemed to me, sleepy cable stretched far across the wide river and in
places disappeared in the white mist.

"Christ is risen! Is there anybody else?" a quiet voice asked.
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I recognized the voice of leronym. Now the darkness of night did not prevent me
from seeing the monk. He was a tall, narrow-shouldered man of about thirty-five, with
large, rounded features, half-closed, lazy-looking eyes, and a disheveled, wedge-
shaped beard. He looked extraordinarily sad and weary.

"They still haven't relieved you?" I was surprised.

"Me, sir?" he asked, turning his chilled, dew-covered face to me and smiling. "Now
there won't be anyone to relieve me till morning. They'll all go to the father
archimandrite's to break the fast, sir."'’

He and some little peasant in a red fur hat that looked like the bast pots they sell
honey in, leaned on the cable, gave a concerted grunt, and the ferry moved off.

We floated along, disturbing the lazily rising mist as we went. Everyone was silent.
leronym mechanically worked with one hand. For a long time he looked us over with
his meek, dull eyes, then rested his gaze on the rosy, black-browed face of a young
merchant's wife, who stood next to me on the ferry and silently shrank away from the
mist that embraced her. He did not take his eyes off her face all the while we crossed.

This prolonged gaze had little of the masculine in it. It seems to me that in the
woman's face leronym was seeking the soft and tender features of his deceased friend.

April 1886

Vanka

Vanka Zhukov, a nine-year-old boy, sent three months earlier to be apprenticed to
the shoemaker Aliakhin, did not go to bed on Christmas eve. He waited till master and
apprentices went to church, then took a bottle of ink and a pen with a rusty nib from
the master's cupboard, spread out a rumpled sheet of paper in front of him, and began
to write. Before tracing the first letter, he looked fearfully several times at the doors
and windows, cast a sidelong glance at the dark icon, surrounded on both sides by
long shelves of shoe lasts, and heaved a choking sigh. The paper lay on a bench, and he
himself knelt down by the bench.

"Dear grandpa, Konstantin Makarych!" he wrote. "So I'm writing you a letter. I
wish you a Merry Christmas and all good things from the Lord God. I have no father or
mother, you are the only one I have left."

Vanka's eyes moved to the dark window, in which the reflection of his candle
flickered, and vividly imagined his grandfather, Konstantin Makarych, who worked as
a night watchman at the Zhivarevs'. He was a small, skinny, but remarkably nimble
and lively old fellow of about sixty-five, with an eternally laughing face and drunken
eyes. He spent his days sleeping in the servants' quarters or bantering with the kitchen
maids, and during the night, wrapped in a roomy winter coat, he walked around the
estate beating on his clapper.' Behind him, their heads hanging, trotted the old bitch
Chestnut and little Eel, so called because of his black color and long, weasel-like body.
This Eel was remarkably respectful and gentle, looked with equal tenderness on his
own people and on strangers, but enjoyed no credit. His respectfulness and humility
concealed a most Jesuitical insidiousness. No one knew better than he how to sneak
up and nip you on the leg, how to get into the cellar or steal a peasant's chicken. He
had been beaten to pulp more than once, twice he had been hung, every week he was
thrashed till he was half dead, but he always recovered.
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His grandfather is probably standing by the gate now, squinting his eyes at the
bright red windows of the village church, stamping his felt boots, and bantering with
the servants. His clapper hangs from his belt. He clasps his hands, hunches up from
the cold, and, with an old man's titter, pinches a maid or a kitchen girl.

"How about a little snuff?" he says, offering his snuffbox to the women.

The women take snuff and sneeze. His grandfather goes into indescribable
raptures, dissolves in merry laughter, and shouts:

"Tear it off, it's frozen!"

They also give snuff to the dogs. Chestnut sneezes, turns her nose away, and goes
off feeling offended. But Eel, being respectful, does not sneeze and wags his tail. And
the weather is magnificent. The air is still, transparent, and fresh. The night is dark,
but the whole village can be seen, the white roofs with little curls of smoke coming
from the chimneys, the trees silvered with hoarfrost, the snowdrifts. The whole sky is
strewn with merrily twinkling stars, and the Milky Way is as clearly outlined as if it
had been washed and scoured with snow for the feast. . .

Vanka sighed, dipped his pen, and went on writing:

"And yesterday they gave me what-for. The master dragged me out to the yard by
the hair and thrashed me with a belt, because I was rocking their baby in the cradle
and accidentally fell asleep. And last week the mistress told me to clean a herring, and
I started with the tail, so she took the herring and began shoving its head into my
mug. The apprentices poke fun at me, send me to the pothouse for vodka, and tell me
to steal pickles from the master, and the master beats me with whatever he can find.
And there's nothing to eat. They give me bread in the morning, kasha for dinner, and
bread again in the evening, and as for tea or cabbage soup, that the masters grub up
themselves. And they make me sleep in the front hall, and when their baby cries I
don't sleep at all, I rock the cradle.

Dear grandpa, do me this mercy, take me home to the village, I just can't stand it...
I go down on my knees to you, and I'll pray to God eternally for you, take me away
from here or I'll die ..."

Vanka twisted his lips, rubbed his eyes with his black fist, and gave a sob.

"I'll rub your tobacco for you," he went on, "pray to God for you, and if there's ever
any reason, you can whip me like a farmer's goat. And if you think there'll be no work
for me, I'll ask the steward for Christ's sake to let me polish the boots or go instead of
Fedka to help the shepherd. Dear grandpa, I can't stand it, it's simply killing me. I
thought of running away on foot to the village, but I have no boots, I'm afraid of
freezing. And when I grow up, I'll feed you for it, and I won't let anybody harm you,
and when you die, I'll pray for the repose of your soul, as I do for my mama Pelageya.

"And Moscow is a big city. All the houses are manors, there are lots of horses, but
no sheep, and the dogs aren't fierce. There's no children's procession with the star’
here, and they don't let anybody sing in the choir,” and once in the window of a shop I
saw hooks for sale with lines for all kinds of fish, really worth it, there was even one
hook that would hold a thirty-pound sheatfish. And I saw shops selling all kind of
guns like our squire's, worth maybe a hundred roubles each . . . And in the butcher
shops there are blackcock, and hazel grouse, and hares, but where they go to hunt
them the shop clerks won't tell.
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"Dear grandpa, when the masters have a Christmas tree party with treats, take a
gilded nut for me and hide it in the green chest. Ask the young miss, Olga Ignatievna,
and tell her it's for Vanka."

Vanka sighed spasmodically and again stared at the window. He remembered how
his grandfather always went to the forest to fetch a Christmas tree for the masters and
took his grandson with him. They had a merry time! His grandfather grunted, and the
frost grunted, and, looking at them, Vanka also grunted. Usually, before cutting down
the tree, his grandfather smoked his pipe or took a long pinch of snuff, while he
chuckled at the freezing Vaniushka . . . The young fir trees, shrouded in hoarfrost,
stand motionless, waiting to see which of them is to die. Out of nowhere, a hare
shoots like an arrow across the snowdrifts. . . His grandfather cannot help shouting:

"Catch him, catch him . . . catch him! Ah, the short-tailed devil!"

The cut-down tree would be lugged to the master's house, and there they would
start decorating it. . . The young miss, Olga Ignatievna, Vanka's favorite, was the
busiest of all. When Vanka's mother Pelageya was still alive and worked in the
master's house as a maid, Olga Ignatievna used to give Vanka fruit drops and, having
nothing to do, taught him to read, to write, to count to a hundred, and even to dance
the quadrille. But when Pelageya died, the orphaned Vanka was packed off to his
grandfather in the servants' kitchen, and from the kitchen to Moscow, to the
shoemaker Aliakhin . . .

"Come, dear grandpa,” Vanka went on, "by Christ God I beg you, take me away
from here. Have pity on me, a wretched orphan, because everybody beats me, and I'm
so hungry, and it's so dreary I can't tell you, I just cry all the time. And the other day
the master hit me on the head with a last, so that I fell down and barely recovered. My
life is going bad, worse than any dog's . . . And I also send greetings to Alyona, to one-
eyed Yegorka, and to the coachman, and don't give my harmonica away to anybody. I
remain your grandson, Ivan Zhukov, dear grandpa, come."

Vanka folded the written sheet in four and put it into an envelope he had bought
the day before for a kopeck . . . After thinking a little, he dipped his pen and wrote the
address:

To Grandpa in the Village.

Then he scratched his head, reflected, and added: "Konstantin Makarych." Pleased
that he had not been disturbed at his writing, he put on his hat and, without getting
into his coat, ran outside in just his shirt. . .

The clerks at the butcher shop, whom he had asked the day before, had told him
that letters are put in mailboxes, and from the mailboxes are carried all over the world
on troikas of post-horses with drunken drivers and jingling bells. Vanka ran over to
the nearest mailbox and put the precious letter into the slot. . .

Lulled by sweet hopes, an hour later he was fast asleep . . . He dreamed of a stove.
On the stove sits his grandfather, his bare feet hanging down. He is reading Vanka's
letter to the kitchen maids . . . Eel walks around the stove, wagging his tail. . .

December 1886

Sleepy

Night. The nanny Varka, a girl of about thirteen, is rocking a cradle in which a
baby lies, and murmuring barely audibly:
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Hush-a-bye, baby, I'll sing you a song ...

A green oil lamp is burning before an icon; a rope is stretched across the whole
room from corner to corner, with swaddling clothes and large black trousers hanging
on it. A big green spot from the icon lamp falls on the ceiling, and the swaddling
clothes and trousers cast long shadows on the stove, the cradle, and Varka . . . When
the icon lamp begins to flicker, the spot and the shadows come alive and start moving
as if in the wind. It is stuffy. There is a smell of cabbage soup and shoemaker's
supplies.

The baby is crying. He became hoarse and exhausted from crying long ago, but he
goes on howling, and no one knows when he will quiet down. And Varka is sleepy. Her
eyes close, her head droops down, her neck aches. She cannot move her eyelids or her
lips, and it seems to her that her face has become dry and stiff and her head is as small
as the head of a pin.

"Hush-a-bye, baby," she murmurs, "I'll feed you by and by . . ."

A cricket chirps from the stove. In the next room, behind the door, the master and
his apprentice Afanasy are snoring . . . The cradle creaks pitifully, Varka herself is
murmuring—and all this merges into the lulling night music that is so sweet to hear
when you are going to bed. But now this music is only vexing and oppressive, because
it makes her drowsy, yet she cannot sleep. God forbid that Varka should fall asleep, or
the masters will give her a beating.

The icon lamp flickers. The green spot and the shadows begin to move, getting
into Varka's fixed, half-open eyes and forming dim reveries in her half-sleeping brain.
She sees dark clouds chasing each other across the sky and crying like babies. But now
the wind has blown, the clouds have vanished, and Varka sees a broad highway
covered with liquid mud. Down the highway stretches a string of carts, people trudge
along with bundles on their backs, and some sort of shadows flit back and forth. Forest
can be seen on both sides through the cold, harsh fog. Suddenly the shadows and the
people with bundles drop down in the liquid mud. "Why is that?" asks Varka. "To
sleep, to sleep," comes the answer. And they fall fast asleep, sleep sweetly, and crows
and magpies sit on the telegraph wires, crying like babies, trying to wake them up.

"Hush-a-bye, baby, I'll sing you a song ..." murmurs Varka, and now she sees
herself in a dark, stuffy cottage.

Her late father, Yefim Stepanov, is thrashing on the floor. She does not see him,
but she hears him moaning and rolling on the floor in pain. His rupture, as he puts it,
"is acting up." The pain is so intense that he cannot utter a single word and only sucks
in air, his teeth chattering like a drum roll:

"Rat-a-tat-tat-tat. . ."

Her mother Pelageya has run to the manor to tell the masters that Yefim is dying.
She has been gone for a long time and ought to be back. Varka lies on the stove,
awake, and listens to her father's "rat-a-tat-tat." But now she hears someone drive up
to the cottage. The masters have sent the young doctor, who came from town for a
visit. The doctor enters the cottage. He cannot be seen in the darkness, but she hears
him cough and clack the door.

"Light a lamp," he says.

"Rat-a-tat-tat..." answers Yefim.

Pelageya rushes to the stove and starts looking for the crock of matches. A minute
passes in silence. The doctor feels in his pockets and lights his own match.
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"One moment, good man, one moment," says Pelageya, rushing out of the cottage
and coming back shortly with a candle end.

Yefim's cheeks are pink, his eyes shine, and his gaze is somehow sharp, as if Yefim
can see through both the cottage and the doctor.

"Well, so? What's this you're up to?" the doctor says, bending over him. "Aha!
Have you had it long?"

"What, sir? It's time to die, Your Honor . . . I'm done living ..."

"Enough of that nonsense . . . We'll cure you!"

"As you like, Your Honor, my humble thanks, only we do understand . . . Since
death has come, there's no use."

The doctor fusses over Yefim for a quarter of an hour. Then he gets up and says:

"l can do nothing. . . You must go to the hospital, they'll do surgery on you. Go
right now . . . Go without fail! It's a bit late, everybody's asleep there, but never mind,
I'll give you a note. Do you hear me?"

"How is he going to get there, good man?" says Pelageya. "We have no horse."

"Never mind, I'll ask the masters, they'll give you a horse."

The doctor leaves, the candle goes out, and again she hears "rat-a-tat-tat" . . . Half
an hour later somebody drives up to the cottage. The masters have sent a gig to go to
the hospital. Yefim gets ready and goes . . .

Now comes a fine, clear morning. Pelageya is not home: she has gone to the
hospital to find out what is happening with Yefim. Somewhere a baby is crying, and
Varka hears someone singing with her own voice:

"Hush-a-bye, baby, I'll sing you a song..."

Pelageya comes back. She crosses herself and whispers:

"They set it during the night, but by morning he gave up his soul to God . . . The
kingdom of heaven, eternal rest. . . They say they caught it too late ... He should have
come earlier ..."

Varka goes to the woods and weeps there, but suddenly somebody hits her on the
back of the head so hard that she bumps her forehead against a birch. She lifts her
eyes and sees before her the shoemaker, her master.

"What's this, you mangy girl?" he says. "The little one's crying, and you sleep?"

He twists her ear painfully, and she shakes her head, rocks the cradle, and
murmurs her song. The green spot and the shadows of the trousers and swaddling
clothes ripple, wink at her, and soon invade her brain again. Again she sees the
highway covered with liquid mud. Shadows and people with bundles on their backs
sprawl about, fast asleep. Looking at them, Varka passionately longs to sleep; it would
be such a pleasure to lie down, but her mother Pelageya walks beside her and hurries
her. They are hastening to town to find work.

"Give alms, for Christ's sake!" her mother asks passersby. "Show God's mercy,
merciful people."

"Give me the baby!" somebody's familiar voice answers her. "Give me the baby!"
the same voice repeats, angrily and sharply now. "Sleeping, you slut?"

Varka jumps up and, looking around her, understands what is the matter: there is
no road, no Pelageya, no passersby, but only her mistress standing in the middle of the
room, come to nurse her baby. While the fat, broad-shouldered mistress nurses and
quiets the baby, Varka stands and looks at her, waiting till she is finished. Outside the



Stories

windows the air is turning blue, the shadows and the green spot on the ceiling are
becoming noticeably paler. It will soon be morning.

"Take him!" says the mistress, buttoning her nightshirt over her breasts. "He's
crying. Must be the evil eye."

Varka takes the baby, lays him in the cradle, and again begins to rock. The green
spot and the shadows gradually disappear, and there is nothing left to get into her
head and cloud her brain. And she is as sleepy as before, so terribly sleepy! Varka lays
her head on the edge of the cradle and rocks with her whole body, so as to overcome
sleep, but her eyes keep closing all the same and her head is heavy.

"Varka, light the stove!" the master's voice comes from behind the door.

That means it is time to get up and start working. Varka leaves the cradle and runs
to the shed to fetch firewood. She is glad. When you run and walk, you do not feel so
sleepy as when you are in a sitting position. She brings the firewood, lights the stove,
and feels how her stiffened face relaxes and her thoughts become clear.

"Varka, set up the samovar!" cries the mistress.

Varka splits some splinters, and has barely had time to light them and put them
under the samovar when she hears a new order.

"Varka, clean the master's galoshes!"

She sits on the floor, cleans the galoshes, and thinks how good it would be to put
her head into a big, deep galosh and have a nap there . . . Suddenly the galosh grows,
swells, fills the whole room. Varka drops the brush, but immediately shakes her head,
rolls her eyes, and tries to look at things in such a way that they do not grow and move
as she looks.

"Varka, wash the front steps, it's shameful for the customers!"

Varka washes the steps, tidies the rooms, then lights the other stove and runs to
the grocer's. There is much work, and not a free moment.

But nothing is harder than to stand in one spot at the kitchen table and peel
potatoes. Her head droops on the table, potatoes flash in her eyes, the knife keeps
falling from her hand, and around her paces the fat, angry mistress, with her sleeves
rolled up, talking so loudly that it makes her ears ring. It is also a torment to serve at
the table, do the laundry, sew. There are moments when she longs to forget
everything, collapse on the floor, and sleep.

The day passes. Looking at the darkening windows, Varka clutches her stiffening
temples and smiles, not knowing why herself. The evening darkness caresses her
closing eyes, promising a sound sleep soon. In the evening her masters have guests.

"Varka, set up the samovar!" cries the mistress.

Their samovar is small, and before the guests have had enough tea, she has to heat
it some five times. After tea, Varka stands in one spot for a whole hour, looking at the
guests and awaiting orders.

"Varka, run and fetch three bottles of beer!"

She tears herself from the spot and tries to run faster so as to drive sleep away.

"Varka, run and fetch vodka! Varka, where's the corkscrew? Varka, clean the
herring!"

But now, finally, the guests have gone, the lights are put out, the masters go to
sleep.

"Varka, rock the baby!" comes the last order.
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A cricket chirps from the stove. The green spot on the ceiling and the shadows of
the trousers and swaddling clothes again get into Varka's half-closed eyes, flicker, and
cloud her head.

"Hush-a-bye, baby," she murmurs, "I'll sing you a song. . ."

And the baby cries and gets exhausted from crying. Again Varka sees the muddy
highway, the people with bundles, Pelageya, her father Yefim. She understands
everything, recognizes everyone, but through her half sleep she simply cannot
understand what power binds her hand and foot, oppresses her, and keeps her from
living.

She looks around, seeking this power in order to rid herself of it, but she cannot
find it. Finally, worn out, she strains all her powers and her vision, looks up at the
flickering green spot, and, hearing the crying, locates the enemy that keeps her from
living.

That enemy is the baby.

She laughs. It amazes her: how is it that she was unable to understand such a
simple thing before? The green spot, the shadows, and the cricket, too, seem to laugh
and be amazed.

A false notion takes hold of Varka. She gets up from the stool and, smiling broadly,
without blinking her eyes, walks about the room. She is pleased and tickled by the
thought that she is about to rid herself of the baby that binds her hand and foot... To
kill the baby, and then sleep, sleep, sleep . . .

Laughing, winking, and shaking her finger at the green spot, Varka steals up to the
cradle and bends over the baby. After strangling him, she quickly lies down on the
floor, laughing with joy that she can sleep, and a moment later is already fast asleep,
like the dead . . .

January 1888

A Boring Story: from an Old Man's Notes

I

There is in Russia an honored professor named Nikolai Stepanovich So-and-so, a
privy councillor and chevalier. He has so many Russian and foreign decorations that
when he has to wear them all, the students call him "the iconostasis."' His
acquaintances are of the most aristocratic sort; at least for the last twenty-five or thirty
years in Russia there is not and has not been a single famous scholar with whom he
has not been closely acquainted. Now he has no one to be friends with, but if we speak
of the past, the long list of his glorious friends ends with such names as Pirogov,
Kavelin and the poet Nekrasov,” who offered him the warmest and most sincere
friendship. He is a member of all the Russian and three foreign universities. And so on
and so forth. All this and many other things that might be said constitute what is
known as my name.

This name of mine is popular. In Russia it is known to every literate person, and
abroad it is mentioned from podiums with the addition of well-known and esteemed.
It is one of those few fortunate names which it is considered bad tone to abuse or take
in vain, in public or in print. And so it should be. For my name is closely connected
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with the notion of a man who is famous, richly endowed, and unquestionably useful.
I'm as staunch and hardworking as a camel, which is important, and I'm talented,
which is still more important. Besides that, be it said in passing, I'm a well-bred,
modest, and honorable fellow. Never have I poked my nose into literature and politics,
or sought popularity in polemics with ignoramuses, or given speeches either at dinners
or over the graves of my colleagues . . . Generally, there is not a single blot on my
learned name, and it has nothing to complain of. It is happy.

The bearer of this name, that is, myself, has the look of a sixty-two-year-old man
with a bald head, false teeth, and an incurable tic. As my name is brilliant and
beautiful, so [ myself am dull and ugly. My head and hands shake from weakness; my
neck, as with one of Turgenev's heroines,’ resembles the fingerboard of a double bass,
my chest is sunken, my shoulders narrow. When I speak or read, my mouth twists to
one side; when I smile, my whole face is covered with an old man's deathly wrinkles.
There is nothing imposing in my pathetic figure; except perhaps that when I have my
tic, I acquire some peculiar expression, which evokes in anyone looking at me the
stern and imposing thought: "This man will evidently die soon."

[ still lecture fairly well; I can hold the attention of my listeners for two hours at a
stretch, as I used to. My passion, the literary quality of my exposition, and my humor
make almost unnoticeable the defects of my voice, which is dry, shrill, and sing-song,
like a hypocrite's. But I write badly. The part of my brain in charge of writing ability
refuses to work. My memory has weakened, my thoughts lack consistency, and each
time I set them down on paper it seems to me that I've lost the intuition of their
organic connection, the constructions are monotonous, the phrasing impoverished
and timid. I often write something other than what I mean; when I get to the end, I no
longer remember the beginning. I often forget ordinary words, and always have to
waste much energy avoiding superfluous phrases and unnecessary parenthetical
clauses in my writing—both clearly witnessing to a decline of mental activity. And,
remarkably, the simpler the writing, the more excruciating is the strain. With a
learned article I feel myself far more free and intelligent than with a letter of
congratulations or a report. Another thing: it's easier for me to write in German or
English than in Russian.

As for my present way of life, first of all I must make note of the insomnia from
which I've been suffering lately. If I were to be asked: What now constitutes the main
and fundamental feature of your existence? I would answer: Insomnia. As before, out
of habit, I get undressed and go to bed exactly at midnight. I fall asleep quickly, but I
wake up again before two o'clock, and with a feeling as if [ haven't slept at all. I have to
get up and light the lamp. For an hour or two I pace the room from corner to corner
and gaze at the long-familiar paintings and photographs. When I get tired of pacing, I
sit down at my desk. I sit motionless, not thinking about anything and not feeling any
desires; if there's a book lying in front of me, [ mechanically draw it towards me and
read without any interest. Thus, recently, in a single night I mechanically read an
entire novel with the strange title What the Swallow Sang.” Or else, to occupy my
attention, I make myself count to a thousand or picture the face of one of my
colleagues and begin recalling: in what year and under what circumstances did he take
up his post? I like listening to sounds. Two doors away my daughter Liza says
something rapidly in her sleep, or my wife crosses the living room with a candle and
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unfailingly drops the box of matches, or a cupboard creaks from dryness, or the lamp
flame suddenly starts to hum—and for some reason all these sounds trouble me.

Not to sleep during the night means to be aware every moment of your
abnormality, and therefore I wait impatiently for morning and daylight, when I have
the right not to sleep. A long, wearisome time goes by before the cock crows in the
yard. He is my first bearer of good tidings. Once he crows, I know that in an hour the
hall porter will wake up below and, coughing gruffly, come upstairs for something.
And then little by little the air outside the windows will turn pale, voices will be heard
in the street. . .

My day begins with the coming of my wife. She enters my room in a petticoat, her
hair not yet done, but already washed, smelling of flower cologne, and with the air of
having come in by chance, and each time she says one and the same thing;:

"Excuse me, I'll only stay a moment. . . You didn't sleep again?"

Then she puts out the lamp, sits down by the desk and begins to talk. I'm no
prophet, but I know beforehand what the talk will be about. It is the same every
morning. Usually, after anxious inquiries about my health, she suddenly remembers
our son, an officer serving in Warsaw. After the twentieth of each month we send him
fifty roubles—that mainly serves as the theme of our conversation.

"Of course, it's difficult for us," my wife sighs, "but until he finally gets on his feet,
it's our duty to help him. The boy is in a foreign land, his pay is small. . . However, if
you like, next month we'll send him not fifty but forty. What do you think?"

Everyday experience might have convinced my wife that expenses are not
diminished by our frequent talking about them, but my wife does not recognize
experience and tells me regularly each morning about our officer, and that the price of
bread has gone down, thank God, but sugar has gone up two kopecks—and all this in
such a tone as if she were telling me some news.

I listen, mechanically saying yes, and strange, useless thoughts come over me,
probably because I haven't slept all night. I look at my wife and am astonished, like a
child. In perplexity, I ask myself: Can it be that this old, very stout, ungainly woman
with a dull expression of petty care and fear over a crust of bread, with eyes clouded by
constant thoughts of debt and poverty, only capable of talking about expenses and
only smiling at bargains—can it be that this woman was once that same slender Varya
whom [ passionately loved for her good, clear mind, her pure soul, her beauty, and, as
Othello loved Desdemona, "that she did pity" my science? Can this be that same wife
Varya who once bore me a son?

I peer intently into the flabby, ungainly old woman's face, searching for my Varya
in her, but nothing has survived from the past except her fear for my health and her
way of calling my salary our salary and my hat our hat. It pains me to look at her, and
to comfort her at least a little I let her say whatever she likes, and even say nothing
when she judges people unfairly or chides me for not having a practice or publishing
textbooks.

Our conversation always ends in the same way. My wife suddenly remembers that
I have not had my tea yet and becomes alarmed.

"What am I doing sitting here?" she says, getting up. "The samovar has long been
on the table, and I sit here chattering. Lord, I've become so forgetful!"

She goes out quickly but stops in the doorway to say:
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"We owe Yegor for five months. Do you know that? It won't do to fall behind with
the servants' pay, I've said so many times! Paying ten roubles a month is much easier
than going five months and paying fifty!"

She gets through the door, stops again, and says:

"There's no one I pity so much as our poor Liza. The girl studies at the
conservatory, she's always in good society, and she's dressed

God knows how. It's shameful to go out in such a coat. If she were someone else's
daughter, it would be nothing, but everybody knows her father is a famous professor, a
privy councillor!"

And, having reproached me with my name and rank, she finally leaves. So my day
begins. The sequel is no better.

While I'm having tea, my Liza comes in with her coat and hat on, holding some
scores, all ready to go to the conservatory. She's twenty-two years old. She looks
younger, is pretty, and slightly resembles my wife when she was young. She kisses me
tenderly on the temple and on the hand, and says:

"Good morning, papa. Are you well?"

As a child she was very fond of ice cream, and I often took her to the pastry shop.
For her, ice cream was the measure of all that was beautiful. If she wanted to praise
me, she would say: "You're ice cream, papa.”" One little finger was named pistachio,
another vanilla, another raspberry, and so on. Usually, when she came and said good
morning to me, | would take her on my knee and, kissing her fingers, repeat:

"Vanilla . . . pistachio . ..lemon..."

And now, for old times' sake, I kiss Liza's fingers, murmuring: "Pistachio . . . vanilla
... lemon . . ." but it turns out all wrong. I'm cold as ice cream and feel ashamed.
When my daughter comes to me and brushes my temple with her lips, I give a start as
if I'd been stung by a bee, smile tensely, and turn my face away. Ever since I began to
suffer from insomnia, a question has been lodged in my brain like a nail: my daughter
often sees me, an old man, a celebrity, blush painfully because I owe money to a
servant; she sees how often the worry over petty debts makes me abandon my work
and spend whole hours pacing back and forth, pondering, but why has she never once
come to me, in secret from her mother, and whispered: "Father, here is my watch, my
bracelets, my earrings, my dresses. . . Pawn it all, you need money . . ."? Why, seeing
how her mother and [, surrendering to a false feeling, try to hide our poverty from
people, does she not give up the expensive pleasure of studying music? Not that I'd
accept any watch, or bracelets, or sacrifices, God forbid—I don't need that.

And then I also remember my son, the officer in Warsaw. He's an intelligent,
honest, and sober man. But I don't find that enough. I think if [ had an old father and
if I knew that he had moments when he was ashamed of his poverty, I would give my
officer's post to someone else and go to do day labor. Such thoughts about my children
poison me. What's the point? To harbor spiteful feelings against ordinary people for
not being heroes is possible only for a narrow-minded or embittered man. But enough
of that.

At a quarter to ten [ must go to my dear boys and give a lecture. I get dressed and
follow a road that has been familiar to me for thirty years now and has its own history
for me. Here is a big gray house with a pharmacy; a small house once stood there, and
in it there was a beer parlor; in that beer parlor I thought over my dissertation and
wrote my first love letter to Varya. I wrote it in pencil, on a page with the heading
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"Historia morbi."” Here is the grocery shop; it was formerly run by a little Jew who sold
me cigarettes on credit, then by a fat woman who loved students because "each of
them has a mother”; now there's a red-haired shopkeeper sitting there, a very
indifferent man, who drinks tea from a copper teapot. And here are the gloomy
university gates, which have long needed repair; the bored caretaker in a sheepskin
coat, his besom, the heaps of snow . . . Such gates cannot make a healthy impression
on a fresh boy, come from the provinces, who imagines that the temple of learning
really is a temple. In the history of Russian pessimism, the general decrepitude of the
university buildings, the gloomy corridors, the grimy walls, the inadequate light, the
dismal look of the stairs, cloakrooms and benches, occupy one of the foremost places
in the series of causes predisposing. . . And here is our garden. It seems to have
become neither better nor worse since [ was a student. I don't like it. It would be much
smarter if, instead of consumptive lindens, yellow acacias, and sparse trimmed lilacs,
there were tall pines and handsome oaks growing here. The student, whose mood is
largely created by the surroundings of his place of learning, should see at every step
only the lofty, the strong, the graceful. . . God save him from scrawny trees, broken
windows, gray walls, and doors upholstered with torn oilcloth.

When [ come to my entrance, the door opens wide, and I am met by my old
colleague, coeval, and namesake, the porter Nikolai. Letting me in, he grunts and says:

"Freezing, Your Excellency!"

Or else, if my coat is wet:

"Raining, Your Excellency!"

Then he runs ahead of me and opens all the doors on my way. In the office, he
carefully helps me off with my coat, and meanwhile manages to tell me some
university news. Owing to the close acquaintance that exists among all university
porters and caretakers, he knows everything that goes on in the four faculties, in the
chancellery, in the rector's office, in the library. What doesn't he know! For instance,
when the latest news is the retirement of the rector or a dean, I hear him name the
candidates as he talks with the young caretakers, and explain straight off that so-and-
so will not be approved by the minister, that so-and-so will decline, and then go into
fantastic detail about some mysterious papers received in the chancellery, about a
secret talk that supposedly took place between the minister and a member of the
board, and so on. Generally, apart from these details, he almost always turns out to be
right. The character references he gives for each candidate are original, but also
correct. If you need to know in which year someone defended his thesis, or took up his
post, or retired, or died, avail yourself of the vast memory of this old soldier, and he
will tell you not only the year, the month, and the day, but also the details that
accompanied this or that circumstance. Only one who loves can remember so well.

He is the guardian of university tradition. From his porter predecessors he has
inherited many legends of university life, has added to this wealth a considerable
quantity of his own goods, acquired during his service, and, if you wish, will tell you
many tales both long and short. He can tell of extraordinary wise men who knew all, of
remarkably hard workers who didn't sleep for weeks at a time, of numerous martyrs
and victims of science; with him good triumphs over evil, the weak always overcome
the strong, the wise the stupid, the humble the proud, the young the old . . . There is
no need to take all these legends and tall tales at face value, but sift them and what
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you need will be left in the filter: our good traditions and the names of true heroes
recognized by all.

In our society all information about the world of scholars is summed up in
anecdotes about the extraordinary absentminded-ness of old professors and two or
three quips ascribed to Gruber, or 10 me, or to Babukhin.® For educated society that is
not enough. If it loved learning, scholars and students as much as Nikolai does, its
literature would long have had whole epics, sagas, and saints' lives, such as it
unfortunately does not have now.

Having told me the news, Nikolai puts a solemn expression on his face, and we
begin to talk business. If at that moment some outsider should hear how freely Nikolai
handles terminology, he might think that he was a scholar disguised as a soldier.
Incidentally, the rumors about the learnedness of university caretakers are greatly
exaggerated. True, Nikolai knows more than a hundred Latin names, can assemble a
skeleton, prepare a slide on occasion, make the students laugh with some long,
learned citation, but so unsophisticated a thing as the theory of the circulation of the
blood is as obscure for him now as twenty years ago.

At the table in my office, bending low over a book or a slide, sits my prosector
Pyotr Ignatievich, a hardworking, humble, but untal-ented man of about thirty-five,
already bald and with a big stomach. He works from morning to night, reads
voluminously, remembers everything he reads excellently—and in that respect he's
not a man, he's pure gold; in all the rest he's a cart horse, or, to put it differently, an
educated dolt. The characteristic features that distinguish the cart horse from a
talented man are these: his horizon is narrow and sharply limited by his profession;
outside his profession he is as naive as a child. I remember coming into the office one
morning and saying:

"Imagine, what a misfortune! They say Skobelev’ is dead."

Nikolai crossed himself, but Pyotr Ignatievich turned to me and asked:

"Which Skobelev is that?"

Another time—this was a little earlier—I announced that Professor Perov® had
died. Dear old Pyotr Ignatievich asked:

"What did he teach?"

I believe if Patti’ started singing right in his ear, if hordes of Chinese invaded
Russia, even if there was an earthquake, he wouldn't stir a single limb and would quite
calmly go on peering with his screwed-up eye into his microscope. In short, Hecuba is
nothing to him.'’I'd pay dearly to see how that dry crust sleeps with his wife.

Another feature: a fanatical faith in the infallibility of science and above all of
everything the Germans write. He's sure of himself, of his slides, he knows the goal of
life, and is totally unacquainted with the doubts and disappointments that turn
talented heads gray. A slavish worship of authority and a lack of any need for
independent thinking. To talk him out of anything is difficult, to argue with him is
impossible. Try arguing with a person who is profoundly convinced that the best
science is medicine, the best people are doctors, the best traditions are medical
traditions. The nefarious past of medicine has survived only in one tradition—the
white tie now worn by doctors; for the scientist and for the educated man in general,
only university-wide traditions can exist, with no divisions into medical, legal, and so
on, but Pyotr Ignatievich finds it hard to agree with that, and he is prepared to argue
with you till doomsday.
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His future I can picture clearly. In his lifetime he will prepare several hundred
slides of an extraordinary neatness, write a lot of dry but quite decent papers, make a
dozen or so conscientious translations, but he won't set the world on fire. To set the
world on fire, you need fantasy, inventiveness, intuition, and Pyotr Ignatievich has
nothing of the sort. To put it briefly, in science he is not a master, but a servant.

Pyotr Ignatievich, Nikolai and I are talking in low voices. We're slightly ill at ease.
You feel something peculiar when the auditorium murmurs like the sea behind the
door. In thirty years I've never gotten used to that feeling, and I experience it every
morning. I nervously button my frock coat, ask Nikolai unnecessary questions, get
angry ... It looks as if | turn coward, yet this is not cowardice, but something else I can
neither name nor describe.

I needlessly look at my watch and say:

"Well, we must go."

And we proceed in the following order: in front walks Nikolai with the slides or
atlases, I come after him, and after me, his head humbly lowered, strides the cart
horse; or else, if necessary, a cadaver is carried in first, after the cadaver walks Nikolai,
and so on. At my appearance, the students rise, then sit down, and the murmur of the
sea suddenly grows still. Calm ensues.

I know what I will lecture about, but I don't know how I will lecture, what I will
begin with and where I will end. There is not a single ready-made phrase in my head.
But I have only to look over the auditorium (it is built as an amphitheater) and
pronounce the stereotypical "In the last lecture we stopped at. . ." for a long string of
phrases to come flying out of my soul and—there the province goes scrawling!'' I
speak irrepressibly quickly, passionately, and it seems no power can stem the flow of
my speech. To lecture well, that is, not boringly and with some profit for your
listeners, you must have not only talent but a certain knack and experience, you must
possess a very clear notion of your own powers, of those to whom you are lecturing,
and of what makes up the subject of your talk. Besides that, you must be self-
possessed, keenly observant, and not lose your field of vision even for a second.

A good conductor, as he conveys a composer's thought, does twenty things at
once: reads the score, waves his baton, watches the singer, gestures now towards the
drum, now towards the French horn, and so on. It is the same with me when I lecture.
Before me are a hundred and fifty faces, no two alike, and three hundred eyes looking
me straight in the face. My goal is to conquer this many-headed hydra. If, as I lecture, I
have at every moment a clear notion of the degree of its attention and the power of its
comprehension, then it is in my control. My other adversary sits inside myself. It is the
infinite diversity of forms, phenomena, and laws, and the host of thoughts, my own
and other people's, that they call forth. At every moment I must be adroit enough to
snatch what is most important and necessary from this vast material and, in pace with
my speech, to clothe my thinking in such form as will be accessible to the hydra's
understanding and arouse its attention, and at the same time I must observe keenly
that the thoughts are conveyed, not as they accumulate, but in a certain order
necessary for the correct composition of the picture I wish to paint. Furthermore, I try
to make my speech literary, my definitions brief and precise, my phrasing as simple
and elegant as possible. At every moment I must rein myself in and remember that I
have only an hour and forty minutes at my disposal. In short, it's no little work. I have
to figure at one and the same time as a scientist, a pedagogue, and an orator, and it's a
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bad business if the orator in you overwhelms the pedagogue and scientist, or the other
way round.

You lecture for a quarter, a half hour, and then you notice that the students have
started looking up at the ceiling, at Pyotr Ignatievich, one feels for his handkerchief,
another tries to settle more comfortably, a third smiles at his own thoughts. . . This
means their attention is flagging. Measures must be taken. Availing myself of the first
opportunity, I make some quip. All hundred and fifty faces smile broadly, eyes shine
merrily, there is a momentary murmur of the sea . . . I, too, laugh. Attention has been
refreshed, and I can go on.

No argument, no amusement or game ever gave me such pleasure as lecturing.
Only while lecturing could I give myself entirely to passion and understand that
inspiration is not an invention of poets but exists in reality. And I imagine that
Hercules, after the most piquant of his great deeds, did not feel such sweet exhaustion
as | experienced each time after a lecture.

That was before. Now lectures are nothing but torture for me. Before half an hour
has gone by, I begin to feel an insuperable weakness in my legs and shoulders; I sit
down in a chair, but I'm not accustomed to lecturing while seated; after a minute I get
up, go on standing, then sit down again. My mouth is dry, my voice is hoarse, my head
spins ... To conceal my condition from my listeners, I keep drinking water, cough,
blow my nose frequently, as if | were bothered by a cold, produce inappropriate quips,
and in the end announce the break sooner than I should. But the main thing is that
I'm ashamed.

My conscience and intelligence tell me that the best thing I could do now is give
the boys a farewell lecture, speak my last words to them, bless them, and yield my
place to a man who is younger and stronger than I. But, God be my judge, I lack the
courage to follow my conscience.

Unfortunately, I'm not a philosopher and not a theologian. I know very well that I
have no more than another six months to live; it would seem I should now be most
occupied with questions about the darkness beyond the grave and the visions that will
haunt my sepulchral sleep. But for some reason my soul rejects those questions,
though my mind is aware of all their importance. As twenty or thirty years ago, so now
in the face of death I am interested only in science. Breathing my last, I will still
believe that science is the most important, the most beautiful and necessary thing in
man's life, that it has always been and always will be the highest manifestation of love,
and that only by science will man conquer nature and himself. This faith may be naive
and incorrect in its foundations, but it is not my fault that I believe thus and not
otherwise; in myself I cannot overcome this faith.

But that is not the point. I only ask indulgence for my weakness and the
understanding that to tear away from his lectern and his students a man who has
greater interest in the fate of bone marrow than in the final goal of the universe, is
tantamount to having him nailed up in his coffin without waiting till he's dead.

From insomnia and as a result of the intense struggle against mounting weakness,
something strange is happening to me. In the midst of a lecture, tears suddenly choke
me, my eyes begin to itch, and I feel a passionate, hysterical desire to stretch my arms
out and complain loudly. I want to cry in a loud voice that fate has sentenced me, a
famous man, to capital punishment, and that in six months or so another man will be
master of this auditorium. I want to cry out that I've been poisoned; new thoughts
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such as [ have never known before have poisoned the last days of my life and go on
stinging my brain like mosquitoes. And at such times my situation seems so terrible
that I want all my listeners to be horrified, to jump up from their seats and, in panic
fear, rush for the exit with a desperate cry.

It is not easy to live through such moments.

II

After the lecture I sit at home and work. I read journals or dissertations, or prepare
the next lecture, or sometimes [ write something. I work with many breaks, because
I'm obliged to receive visitors.

The bell rings. It's a colleague stopping by to talk shop. He comes into my room
with his hat and stick, hands me the one and the other, and says:

"For a moment, a moment! Sit down, collega! Just a couple of words!"

At first we try to show each other that we are both extraordinarily polite and very
glad to see each other. I offer him an armchair, and he offers me an armchair; as we do
so we cautiously stroke each other's waists, touch each other's buttons, and it looks as
if we're palpating each other and are afraid of getting burnt. We both laugh, though
we haven't said anything funny. Sitting down, we lean our heads towards each other
and begin talking in low voices. Cordially disposed as we are to each other, we can't
help gilding our talk with all sorts of Orientalia, like: "As you were pleased to observe
so justly,” or "As I have already had the honor of telling you," nor can we help laughing
if one of us produces some witticism, even an unfortunate one. Having finished his
shop talk, my colleague abruptly stands up and, waving his hat in the direction of my
work, starts taking his leave. Again we palpate each other and laugh. I see him to the
front hall; there I help my colleague into his coat, but he does everything to avoid this
high honor. Then as Yegor opens the door, my colleague assures me that [ am going to
catch cold, as I make a show of even being ready to follow him outside. And when I
finally return to my study, my face goes on smiling, probably from inertia.

A short while later the bell rings again. Someone comes into the front hall, spends
a long time removing his things, coughs. Yegor announces that a student has
appeared. Show him in, I order. A moment later a pleasant-looking young man comes
in. It's already a year since our relations became strained: he gives me execrable
answers at examinations, and [ give him F's. Every year I wind up with about seven of
these fine fellows, whom, to use student language, I grill or flunk. Those who can't
pass the examination owing to inability or illness usually bear their cross patiently and
don't bargain with me; those who do bargain and come to see me at home are the
broad, sanguine natures, whose failure at an examination spoils their appetite and
interferes with their regular attendance at the opera. The former I treat benignly; the
latter I grill for the whole year.

"Sit down," I say to the visitor. "What do you have to say?"

"Excuse me for bothering you, Professor ..." he begins, stammering and not looking
in my face. "I wouldn't have ventured to bother you if it hadn't been . . . I've taken your
examination five times and . . . and failed. I beg you, be so kind as to pass me, because

The argument that all lazy students give in their own favor is ever the same: they
have passed all their courses splendidly and failed only mine, which is the more
surprising since they have always studied my subject most diligently and have an
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excellent knowledge of it; if they have failed, it is owing to some inexplicable
misunderstanding.

"Excuse me, my friend," I say to the visitor, "but I cannot pass you. Go read over
the lectures and come back. Then we'll see.”

A pause. The urge comes over me to torment the student a bit for liking beer and
the opera more than science, and I say with a sigh:

"In my opinion, the best thing you can do now is abandon the study of medicine
entirely. If, with your abilities, you cannot manage to pass the examination, then you
obviously have neither the desire nor the vocation for being a doctor."

The sanguine fellow pulls a long face.

"Excuse me, Professor," he grins, "but that would be strange on my part, to say the
least. To study for five years and suddenly . . . quit!"

"Why, yes! It's better to waste five years than to spend your whole life afterwards
doing something you don't like."

But I feel sorry for him at once and hasten to say:

"However, you know best. So, do a little more reading and come back."

"When?" the lazy fellow asks in a hollow voice.

"Whenever you like. Even tomorrow."

And in his kindly eyes I read: "Yes, I can come, but you'll throw me out again, you
brute!"

"Of course," I say, "you won't acquire any more knowledge by taking the
examination with me another fifteen times, but it will season your character. And
thanks be for that."

Silence ensues. I get up and wait for the visitor to leave, but he stands there, looks
out the window, pulls at his little beard, and thinks. It becomes boring.

The sanguine fellow's voice is pleasant, juicy, his eyes are intelligent, mocking, his
face is good-natured, somewhat flabby from frequent consumption of beer and
prolonged lying on the sofa; clearly he could tell me a lot of interesting things about
the opera, about his amorous adventures, about friends he likes, but, unfortunately, to
speak of such things isn't done. And I'd have listened eagerly.

"Professor! I give you my word of honor that if you pass me, I'll. . ."

As soon as it comes to the "word of honor," | wave my hands and sit down at my
desk. The student thinks a moment longer and says dejectedly:

"In that case, good-bye . . . Excuse me."

"Good-bye, my friend. Be well."

He walks irresolutely to the front hall, slowly puts his coat on, and, as he goes out,
again probably thinks for a long time. Having come up with nothing to apply to me
except "the old devil," he goes to a bad rest