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Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-81) was educated in Moscow and at the School of Military Engineers in St. Petersburg. In 1844, he resigned his commission in the army to devote himself to literature. His first novels and short stories were critical and popular successes, but in 1848, he was arrested for belonging to a young socialist group. Tried and condemned to death, he was saved from execution at the last moment when his sentence was commuted to prison in Siberia. In 1859, he was granted full amnesty and allowed to return to St. Petersburg. In the next few years, he wrote his first full-length novels: The Friend of the Family (1859) and The Insulted and the Injured (1861). Notes from Underground  (1864) was in many ways his most influential work of this period, containing the wellsprings of his mature philosophy: the hope of gaining salvation through degradation and suffering. At the end of this literary period, his wife died. Plagued by epilepsy and faced with financial ruin, he worked at superhuman speed to produce The Gambler, dictating the novel to eighteen-year-old Anna Grigoryevna Snitkina, who was to become his second wife. During the next fourteen years, Dostoyevsky wrote his greatest works:  Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, The Possessed, and The Brothers Karamazov.
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INTRODUCTION

The English-speaking world knows Fyodor Dostoyevsky primarily as the author of Notes from Underground (1864) and four of the world’s greatest novels, Crime and Punishment  (1866), The Idiot (1868), The Possessed (1871-72, also translated as The Devils and The Demons), and The Brothers Karamazov  (1879-80). The Idiot was the only one of these novels to be entirely written during Dostoyevsky’s lengthy self-exile in Western Europe. The writer and his young bride, Anna Grigoryevna, left Russia in April 1867 to escape his creditors and set his finances straight with a new novel of the magnitude of Crime and Punishment. They anticipated a stay of several months, but constrained by lack of money, were able to return only in July 1871. Life abroad was hard for Dostoyevsky; he suffered from homesickness, his epileptic seizures were frequent and severe, his gambling wreaked havoc on his limited financial resources, and his infant daughter, Sonya, died of pneumonia. Nor did his work progress smoothly. He had difficulty grasping the main character and story line for his new novel. The Notebooks indicate that he began writing The Idiot in Geneva in autumn 1867, but it is all but impossible to discern the final image of the hero from early entries. At the beginning of December, he destroyed most of what he had written. Then, in a burst of inspiration during the last weeks of the month, he wrote the magnificent first part of The Idiot  and was able to send it to the journal The Russian Herald in time for the January and February 1868 issues. The hero that emerged, Prince Lev Nikolayevich Myshkin, proved to be one of Russian literature’s most baffling and controversial figures.

Readers who come to The Idiot from Notes from Underground  or Crime and Punishment find themselves in a different fictional world. While the underground man and Raskolnikov revolt against God and society, Myshkin is a committed Christian. Despite the affliction of epilepsy, he lacks inner fragmentation and emits a sense of spiritual harmony. Morbid sensuality stamps his dark alter ego, the millionaire merchant Parfyon Rogozhin. The bond between the two is so strong and the contrast so stark that they have been termed “metaphysical Siamese twins.”1 The Idiot’s settings also deviate for the most part from the back streets and rented corners of Notes from Underground or Crime and Punishment. When Myshkin, penniless and shivering in a coat unsuited to the Russian climate, arrives from Switzerland in late November, he enters a wealthy, upper-middle-class world of high-placed officials, lawyers and bankers.

Myshkin had been interacting primarily with children in the Swiss village where he was recuperating from epilepsy. With their assistance he succeeded in bringing happiness to a consumptive girl named Marie, who, seduced and abandoned, was scorned by the townsfolk. On returning to Russia he moves from an idyllic setting to grim reality and enters an adult milieu where money constitutes the sole measure of human value and status. Lukyan Lebedev, the novel’s supreme scandalmonger and liar, rightly notes that it is a world without a binding moral ideal. By the end of his first day home, Myshkin has become enmeshed in the affairs of this milieu through his involvement with Nastassya Flippovna, whose benefactor, Afanassy Totsky, seduced her as a girl. Overwhelmed by pity and fearing that Rogozhin will kill her from fanatical passion, the prince proposes to her and the next minute reveals that he has inherited a fortune. But Nastassya Filippovna is no Marie; in this new world, Myshkin’s compassion proves impotent in the face of her wounded dignity and desire for self-destruction. She runs off with Rogozhin and the prince follows in pursuit, ending Part One.

Dostoyevsky’s statement of intent to create a perfectly good person, written immediately after completing Part One, offers a starting point for reading the The Idiot:   The idea of the novel is an old and favorite one of mine, but such a hard one that for a long time I didn’t dare to take it up, and if I have taken it up now, then absolutely because I was in a nearly desperate situation. The main idea of the novel is to portray a positively beautiful person. There’s nothing more difficult than that in the whole world, and especially now. All the writers, and not just ours, but even all the European ones, who ever undertook the depiction of a positively beautiful person, always had to pass. Because it’s a measureless task. The beautiful is an ideal, and the ideal—both ours and that of civilized Europe—is far from having been achieved. There’s only one positively beautiful person in the world—Christ, so that the appearance of this measurelessly, infinitely beautiful person is in fact of course an infinite miracle. (The whole Gospel of John is in this sense; he finds the whole miracle in the incarnation alone, in the appearance of the beautiful alone.) But I’ve gone too far. I’ll just mention that of the beautiful people in Christian literature Don Quixote stands as the most complete. But he is only beautiful because he is ridiculous at the same time....2





Does Myshkin represent a new Don Quixote or a Christ for contemporary Russia? Myshkin’s Dulcinea would be Nastassya Filippovna, whom he imagines in need of a champion to save her from self-blame and Rogozhin’s knife. When Aglaya Yepanchina, the lovely youngest daughter of Myshkin’s last living relative, receives a note from Myshkin during his absence from St. Petersburg, she slips it in a copy of Don Quixote, thereby underscoring possible linkage. The text pursues numerous parallels between Myshkin and Christ. Myshkin is compassionate and forgiving, even of a slap in the face and an attempt on his life; he loves children; he seeks to restore seduced and scorned women. On arriving in St. Petersburg, he even claims he has no place to lay his head, repeating Christ’s   words in Matthew 8:20. Many readers have concluded that in Myshkin Dostoyevsky fashioned a totally selfless, good man whose confrontation with a society gone awry was bound to bring about his destruction, much as Christ’s preaching and healing in first-century Israel paved the way for his crucifixion. They view his return to Russia as a symbolic mission to save his homeland from the disastrous effects of Western materialism and return it to its native Russian roots.3

But not all accept Myshkin as a Don Quixote or alter Christus  . Some readers detect cunning and sanctimony in him and point to his inability to restrain Rogozhin and save Nastassya Filippovna. They suspect that his pity, far from bolstering the spirits and alleviating the suffering of his unfortunate friends, actually hastens their destruction.4 In addition, many readers suspect that Myshkin suffers from inadequate incarnation. Lacking corporeity, he cannot participate fully in the affairs of the sinful people he encounters and is doomed, as he admits to himself, to remain an eternal outsider:It had happened in Switzerland during the first year of his treatment. ... Once, on a bright sunny day, he went up into the mountains and walked for a long time, tormented by a certain thought which he could not seize clearly in his mind. The brilliant sky was before him, below, the lake, all around the bright, boundless horizon which seemed to stretch endlessly. He gazed a long time torn by agony. He remembered now how he had stretched out his hand to that bright, infinite blue and had wept. The thing that tortured him was that he was a complete stranger to all this. What was the banquet, what was this great eternal festival without end, to which he had always, from childhood, been drawn and in which he could never partake? (p. 442)





What causes Myshkin to provoke markedly opposing reactions? In some measure, as Dostoyevsky later hinted to a   correspondent who considered The Idiot his supreme masterpiece, readers bring their own peculiar mind-set to the text.5  For the most part, however, they are probably reacting to the text itself, which in the case of Dostoyevsky’s fiction abounds in ambiguity, hidden meanings, and information of dubious reliability. One need go no further than the novel’s title and Myshkin’s name to find conflicting possibilities for interpretation. The label “idiot” points not only to the “stupidity” that some characters falsely attribute to the prince, but also to “holy foolishness” (yurodstvo), a type of spirituality prized by the Russian people in which apparent idiocy and strange behavior mask higher wisdom.6 Myshkin is called “holy fool” in the Notebooks, and Rogozhin uses this term of him on the first pages of the novel. Like many of Dostoyevsky’s characters, his name also plays on double entendre. “Myshkin” is from the Russian word for “mouse” (mysh’), while the hero’s first name, “Lev,” signals “lion.” In addition, “Myshkin” captures the hero’s princely lineage, for it was noted as the name of one of the architects for the Dormition Catherdral in the Moscow Kremlin in Nicholas Karamzin’s History of the Russian State, with which the writer was familiar from childhood.7

 

Dostoyevsky was uncertain how to proceed after Part One, and as he struggled with the remainder of the novel, he too may have developed ambivalent feelings toward his hero. While the Notebooks for spring 1868 include references to “Prince Christ,” suggesting he persisted in trying to create a positively beautiful person, they also attest to his difficulty finding actions  for Myshkin that would have a constructive influence on the lives of the other characters. The first five chapters of Part Two continue the Myshkin-Nastassya Filippovna-Rogozhin plot. After a six-month absence Myshkin returns to St. Petersburg in pursuit of Nastassya Filippovna. We learn that since she left with Rogozhin, she has been darting back and forth between them, hoping that Rogozhin will save her from the prince’s pity and Myshkin will save her from certain death at Rogozhin’s hand. An even greater aura of mystery now surrounds Rogozhin, who is usually found in the shadows. Myshkin senses his eyes on him when he arrives at the train station and later when he meanders about town. He visits Rogozhin in his gloomy, old-fashioned house, they exchange crosses and swear brotherhood, but even so within several hours Rogozhin lurks in his hotel stairwell poised to kill him. Only an epileptic fit saves him.

The later parts of The Idiot are so different from the beginning that readers may wonder if they are still in the same novel. The fashionable cottages and parks of the resort town Pavlovsk, where most of the characters are spending the summer, serve as the prime setting, and Nastassya and Rogozhin recede to the periphery. We are reminded of their presence, however, when she dashes about town in her elegant carriage or when Rogozhin steps out of the crowd to rescue her after she whips a rude officer in the face. Some episodes, such as the attempt of a group of radicals to gain a share of Myshkin’s inheritance, are haphazardly positioned and seem unrelated to a central plot. The seventeen-year-old atheist Hippolite, who is dying of consumption and crying out against the injustice of his death sentence, occupies so much attention that at one point in the Notebooks Dostoyevsky termed him the “main axis” of the entire novel. Myshkin now renews his acquaintance with the Yepanchin family and falls in love with Aglaya. Strolls in the park and meetings on verandas constitute the main activities of Pavlovsk’s summer residents, and while Myshkin participates, he is curiously detached and dreams of escape.

This sluggish and disordered center of the novel sometimes frustrates readers and certainly gives the work an ungainly shape. But behind it lie the themes of apocalypse and execution, which form the nucleus of discussion on the terraces and  verandas. Together these themes elevate the central section of The Idiot from a slow-paced novel of manners to a metaphysical query about the direction of history and the possibility of life after death.8 Lebedev emerges as the novel’s prime interpreter of the Book of Revelation, and in agreement with Nastassya Filippovna, he believes that “we’re living in the age of the third horse, the black one, whose rider carries the scales in his hand; for everything in our century is weighed on scales and settled by agreement, and people are seeking only for their own rights. ... and the pale horse will follow, and he who is named Death behind whom is Hell” (p. 210). An abundance of other apocalyptic imagery can be found in the text. For example, the hotel where Myshkin stays is “The Scales,” suggesting the scales that the black horseman carries. In one of his stories Lebedev specifies that a medieval cannibal ate sixty adult monks and six children, a play on the devil’s number “six” which further hints at the number of the Great Beast (666, Rev 3:18). The prince introduces the apocalyptic theme of “time will be no more” in musing about the instant of ecstasy and light before an epileptic fit when everything comes to a standstill, and Hippolite echoes this line when he refers to his imminent death.

During his visit with the Yepanchins in Part One, Myshkin set the execution theme in motion. He described a public guillotining that he witnessed in Lyon, related the thoughts of a man spared from a firing squad at the very last moment,9 and instructed Adelaida Yepanchina how to paint a condemned man. Lebedev recounts a number of stories, including that of   Countess du Barry, who was executed during the French Revolution and screamed when she saw the guillotine, begging the executioner to grant her just one more moment. These stories point not simply to fear of death, but to the cognition of life’s absolute value at the moment it is about to be lost. They concern the moment before death. But the centerpiece of the execution theme and of the novel’s religious symbolism is Hans Holbein the Younger’s painting of “Christ in the Tomb,” which Myshkin discovers hanging over a doorway in Rogozhin’s house. The picture shows Christ not when he was about to be crucified, but after he was placed in the tomb and began to turn blue and decay. On looking at the painting, Myshkin cries out that it could well cause a loss of faith. Hippolite too has seen the painting, and he wonders, “[I]f just such a corpse (and it certainly must have been like this) was seen by ... all who believed in Him and adored Him, how could they believe, gazing on such a cadaver as that, that this martyr would be resurrected?” (pp. 426-27). The dying youth interprets the Holbein painting as a sign that decomposition alone waits beyond the grave.

Imagery connected with apocalypse and execution functions particularly in the personal stories of Hippolite and Nastassya Filippovna, both of whom face imminent death, and of Rogozhin, who will function as Nastassya Filippovna’s executioner. Hippolite’s name is from the Greek word for “horse” and is likely meant to evoke the horses of Revelation. He views his disease as cruel and unjust, and when he egotistically subtitles his final testament “Après moi le déluge,” he seems to be confusing his personal “time will be no more” with the end of history. Nastassya Filippovna both fears and seeks death at Rogozhin’s hands, and from the moment he espies her portrait, Myshkin predicts that Rogozhin will cut her throat. Rogozhin and Nastassya Filippovna bear tag names that seem related to her end. His first name “Parfyon” is from the Greek word for virgin and, we learn, his sole physical contact with her was to beat her. His family name evokes a cemetery for Old Believers in Moscow, thus implying offbeat religious tendencies. Nastassya Filippovna’s name has sacrificial overtones: her first name is a shortened form of Anastassya, which is Greek for “resurrection” and her family name Barashkova suggests “lamb” (barashek).

The final chapters of the novel move at the same frenetic speed as the beginning ones, rushing toward the eerie tableau of Myshkin and Rogozhin in vigil over Nastassya Filippovna’s murdered body. At a party arranged to screen Myshkin as Aglaya’s prospective fiance, he delivers a tirade on Roman Catholicism as an unchristian religion that preaches the Antichrist,10  breaks a beautiful Chinese vase, and a few minutes later collapses in an epileptic seizure. Though he fails public scrutiny, Aglaya appears to still love him and demands that he accompany her to a meeting with Nastassya Filippovna. But the meeting ends with the triumph of pity over possible human happiness when Myshkin rushes toward Nastassya Filippovna and allows Aglaya to run off alone. Now he renews his engagement with Nastassya Filippovna, but Rogozhin snatches her from him once again as she leaves for the church. Myshkin next sees her in absolute stillness, lying dead on a bed, covered by a white sheet with only a marblelike toe protruding while a fly buzzes overhead.

 

What relationship exists between the final scene, which the writer had envisioned from the beginning, and imagery of apocalypse and execution? Does it contribute to our understanding of who Myshkin is and why he returned to Russia? In coping with these questions, readers once again face multiple possibilities. Many continue to believe that Dostoyevsky’s prince represents a radiantly good man who stands alone against the forces of evil and perishes in his struggle with them.11 Some view the ending as a sign of the victory of the Antichrist, whom Rogozhin replicates, over the forces of good.12  Natassya Filippovna seems to stand for a ritually slaughtered lamb that will or, more likely, will not rise again, and the entire final scene serves as a surrogate for the Holbein painting. W. J.   Leatherbarrow notes that Myshkin is a failed Christ and, in fact, does not fit any of the identities suggested for him. Even more, his forecasting the final scene from the very beginning is, in a sense, an “authoring” of it, for he binds Rogozhin and Nastassya Filippovna to a preexisting plot that his further actions reinforce.13

In the Afterword, Gary Rosenshield notes that the world of the novel is fatalistic and ends are prefigured in beginnings. This fatalism markedly distinguishes The Idiot from Dostoyevsky’s other great novels, where endings are not predetermined and characters for the most part remain capable of inner conversion and change of behavior. What makes the universe of The Idiot fixed? In Dostoyevsky’s thinking the answer can only be the lack of a transforming spiritual power within earthly life. This is why in his statement of intent, after mentioning Christ as the only complete realization of the positively good person, he places the true “miracle” in the incarnation, which within Christian understanding is the perfect union of spirit and matter. The writer repeatedly returns to this point in the Notebooks for his next novel, stressing that the phrase “The Word was made Flesh” is the pledge of existence for all things. This context helps clarify the connection between Myshkin’s incomplete embodiment and his inability to prompt change in the lives of his unhappy friends. In the scheme of Christian salvation history, without true incarnation there is no true resurrection, no Antichrist, and no New Jerusalem. Everything remains in stasis—a far more terrifying prospect than the rush toward an unavoidable end of history.14

After the publication of The Idiot, Dostoyevsky confessed that though he had not accomplished a fraction of what he set out to do, he could not abandon his idea. But just what did he mean by his “idea”? The creation of a positively beautiful   Christ-like individual in whom body and spirit would exist in harmonious balance? Or did he mean a daring probe of how the world might look if the incarnation were a hoax? Perhaps both.

—LINDA IVANITS
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PART ONE




Chapter One

About nine o’clock on a late November morning during a thaw, the train from Warsaw was nearing Petersburg at full speed. It was so wet and foggy that there was still hardly any light, and from the train windows it was difficult to distinguish anything ten yards on either side of the tracks. Among the passengers there were some returning from abroad, but the third-class compartments were the most crowded, mainly with ordinary people on business coming from no great distance. As usual, everyone was tired, everyone’s eyes were heavy from a sleepless night, everyone was chilled to the bone, everyone’s face shone with the yellow pallor of the fog.

By the window in one of the third-class cars two passengers had been facing each other since dawn, both of them young men, both with little luggage, both unfashionably dressed, both of rather striking appearance, and both wishing, finally, to open a conversation with each other. Had they known about one another and why they were both at that moment remarkable, they would certainly have marveled that chance had so strangely put them opposite each other in the third-class car of the Warsaw-Petersburg train. One of them was short, about twenty-seven, with black, curly hair and eyes that were small and gray, but ardent. His nose was broad and flat, his cheekbones high, his thin lips incessantly twisted into a sort of insolent, mocking, even malevolent smile, but his brow was high and well formed, and it redeemed the ignobleness of the lower part of his face. What was especially striking about his face was its deathly pallor, which gave the young man, despite his solid build, an appearance of exhaustion and at the same time a passionate, almost agonizingly passionate look, not in keeping with his coarse,  insolent smile and his hard, self-satisfied expression. He was warmly dressed in a full, black, sheepskin-lined overcoat and had not felt the cold of the night, while his neighbor had received on his chilled back all the comfort of the damp Russian November night, for which he was obviously unprepared. He wore a rather large, thick cloak with an enormous hood, exactly like those sometimes worn in winter by travelers abroad, in Switzerland or, for instance, northern Italy, and who are not, of course, reckoning on such stretches as that from Eydkuhnen to Petersburg. But what was appropriate and completely satisfactory in Italy turned out to be not quite adequate in Russia. The owner of the hooded cloak was a young man, also about twenty-six or -seven years old, slightly taller than average, with very dense fair hair, hollow cheeks, and a narrow, pointed, almost white beard. His eyes were large, blue, and steady; there was something gentle but heavy in their gaze, something of that strange look by which some people can instantly tell an epileptic. The young man’s face was pleasing, however; lean and fine-featured, though colorless, and, just now, blue with cold. From his hands there dangled an old and faded foulard knotted into a little bundle which apparently contained all his belongings. He wore thick-soled shoes and gaiters—nothing in Russian style. His dark-haired neighbor with the sheepskin-lined overcoat took all this in, partly from having nothing else to do, and at last—with that cold smile which can express with such casual indifference one’s pleasure at the misfortunes of others—asked

“Chilly?”

And he tightened his shoulders solicitously.

“Very,” replied his neighbor with great readiness, “and to think this is a thaw. What if it were a freeze? I didn’t even think it could be so cold at home. I’m not used to it.”

“From abroad, are you?”

“Yes, from Switzerland.”

“Whew! Well, think of that!” The dark-haired individual whistled and laughed loudly.

They fell into conversation. The readiness of the fair-haired youth in the Swiss cape to respond to all questions put to him by his swarthy neighbor was remarkable, and he betrayed no suspicion of the utter unsuitability and pointlessness of some of them. In reply he made known that he had in fact been away from Russia for some time, almost four years, and that he had been sent  abroad on account of sickness, some sort of strange nervous disease, like epilepsy or St. Vitus’ dance, some kind of twitching and convulsions. The dark-haired person smiled unpleasantly several times as he listened, and he laughed outright when to his question “So they cured you?” the fair-haired one answered, “No, they did not.”

“Ha! a lot of money must have gone down the drain, but we put our faith in them over here,” said the dark one caustically.

“The veritable truth!” interrupted a shabbily dressed gentleman sitting nearby, the typical sort of functionary encrusted in the lower ranks of civil service, about forty, massively built, with a red nose and a pimply face. “The veritable truth, sir. All they do is milk us Russians, and what do we get for it?”

“Oh, how mistaken you are in my case!” said the Swiss patient in a gentle and appeasing voice. “Of course I can’t argue because I don’t know everything about it, but my doctor sacrificed to pay my train fare and had already kept me there on his own money for almost two years.”

“So, no one to foot the bill, eh?” demanded the dark-haired one.

“No. Mr. Pavlishchev who had been supporting me there died two years ago. Then I wrote to a distant relative of mine, in Petersburg, a Madame Yepanchin, but I received no answer. So with that I’ve come back.”

“Where are you coming back to?”

“You mean where am I staying? Well, the fact is I don’t know yet. Wherever.”

“Haven’t made up your mind yet?” And both listeners burst out laughing again.

“And I suppose all you’ve got is tied up in that little bundle?” asked the dark-haired one.

“I’m ready to bet it is,” put in the red-nosed functionary, highly satisfied. “And I’d bet he’s got no more baggage in the baggage car—though poverty’s no crime, as anyone ought to know.”

This proved to be the case: the fair-haired young man admitted it at once with unusual readiness.

“Your bundle still has some significance,” pursued the functionary when both had laughed their fill (it is noteworthy that the owner of the bundle himself finally started to laugh, gazing at them, which only increased their mirth), “even though one can  bet there are no rolls of foreign goldpieces in it, no napoleons or ducats, as can plainly be seen if only by the gaiters over your foreign shoes, but if you add to your bundle the bonus of an alleged relative such as the wife of General Yepanchin, then the bundle takes on a rather different significance—assuming that Madame Yepanchin is in fact your relative, and that you haven’t made an absentminded mistake, which is all too easy for anyone to do, out of—excess of imagination.”

“Ah, there you have guessed right again,” agreed the fair young man. “Indeed it is almost a mistake; that is, she is almost no relative. And so I was not at all surprised when she did not reply to me abroad. I expected it.”

“So you threw away postage for nothing. At least you are direct and honest, and that’s to your credit! As for General Yepanchin, I know him, sir; that is, he’s a man everyone knows; as a matter of fact I also used to know the late Pavlishchev, who kept you in Switzerland, because there were two cousins. The other one is still in the Crimea. As for Nikolai Andreyevitch, the deceased one, he was a respected man and had connections and in his day owned four thousand souls, sir.”

“That is right. His name was Nikolai Andreyevitch Pavlishchev,” and, having replied, the young man looked intently and searchingly at the omniscient gentleman.

These omniscient gentlemen are sometimes, in fact rather often, found at a certain level of society. They know everything. All the restless inquisitiveness of their intellects is bent in a single direction, no doubt because of a lack of more important and more vital interests and opinions—as a modern thinker would say. By “everything,” however, must be understood a rather limited area: where so-and-so works, who his acquaintances are, how much he is worth, where he was governor, whom he is married to, how much dowry she brought him, who his first cousins are, who his second cousins are, and other matters of this sort. Most often these all-knowing gentlemen go around out at the elbow and receive a salary of seventeen roubles a month. The people whose lives they know to the last detail would of course be at a loss to imagine what lies behind such curiosity, even though many such gentlemen take positive consolation from this knowledge, amounting, as it does, to an exact science, and derive from it not only their self-respect but the highest spiritual fulfillment. It is in fact a fascinating science. I have known  scholars, writers, poets, and politicians who have found in this pursuit their loftiest satisfaction, their whole purpose in life, and owe to it alone the success of their careers.

Throughout the conversation, the dark-haired young man yawned, cast aimless glances out the window, and seemed impatient for the journey to end. He was preoccupied, in fact extremely preoccupied, almost perturbed, and even behaved quite strangely: sometimes he would seem to be attentive without hearing, then observant without noticing anything, and sometimes he would laugh without the least idea of what he was laughing about.

“I beg your pardon,” said the pimply gentleman, suddenly addressing the fair young man with the bundle, “whom have I the honor of—”

“Prince Lev Nikolayevitch Myshkin,15” replied the latter without the slightest hesitation.

“Prince Myshkin? Lev Nikolayevitch? Don’t know it, sir. As a matter of fact I’ve never even heard of it,” replied the functionary thoughtfully. “I don’t mean the name of course; it’s an historic name—you can certainly find it in Karamazin’s History  ,15 where it belongs—no, I’m referring to you personally, sir, for indeed there are no Prince Myshkins to be met anywhere now. You never even hear about them anymore.”

“No, you certainly don’t,” replied the prince promptly. “There are no Prince Myshkins at all now, except myself. I seem to be the last one. As for our fathers’ and grandfathers’ generations, some of them only come down from peasant freeholders. My own father, by the way, was a sub-lieutenant in the army, after being a cadet. I can’t tell you how General Yepanchin’s wife came to be one of the princesses Myshkin; she also is the last one of her kind—”

“Ha, ha, ha,” chortled the functionary. “ ‘The last one of her kind.’ Ha, ha. How you put it!”

The dark-haired young man laughed too. The prince seemed somewhat surprised that he had made a joke, even a rather poor one.

“Believe me, I didn’t mean to say it,” he explained in bewilderment.

“Of course not! Of course you didn’t, sir!” agreed the functionary gaily.

“Tell me, Prince, were you studying with that professor?” demanded the dark-haired young man suddenly.

“Yes, I have been learning—”

“Me, I’ve never studied anything.”

“Well of course I only have a little,” explained the prince, almost apologetically. “On account of my health they didn’t feel a regular program of study was possible.”

“Do you know the Rogozhins?” asked the dark-haired man abruptly.

“No. I don’t happen to know them. Of course I know very few people in Russia. Are you a Rogozhin?”

“Yes I am. Parfyon.”

“Parfyon?” said the functionary with a marked air of importance. “Wouldn’t you be one of the Rogozhins whose—”

“Yes, that’s right, those, the very same,” said the dark-haired young man with rude impatience, interrupting the pimply functionary whom he had not previously addressed, having spoken only to the prince.

“But—how can that be?” said the functionary, rigid with amazement, his eyes almost starting from his head, his whole face taking on an expression of mingled obsequiousness, reverence, and awe. “Then you must be related to the hereditary burgess* Semyon Parfyonovitch Rogozhin, who died last month and left a fortune of two and a half million?”

“And how do you know he left a capital of two and a half millions clear?” demanded the dark-haired young man, cutting him short without so much as a glance in his direction. “Look at him!” he winked at the prince, nodding at the functionary. “What do they get, suddenly falling all over you like that? It’s perfectly true Father just died, and here I am returning home from Pskov a month later with practically no shoes on my feet. Neither my wretched brother or my mother send me either money or a word of news. Nothing. Treat me like a dog! I spent a whole month in Pskov in bed with a fever!”

“But now, just like that, you’ll get hold of a sweet little million—at least. Oh my God!” exclaimed the functionary, clapping his hands together.

“What is it to him, I ask you!” said Rogozhin indicating the functionary with a gesture of angry irritation. “You wouldn’t get  a kopeck from me if you danced around on your head in front of me.”

“I will! I will! I’ll do exactly that!”

“You see! Well, I won’t give you a thing, I won’t—even if you danced around a whole week.”

“Well, don’t give me anything! It’s just what I deserve. Don’t! But I’ll dance. I’ll leave my wife and my children to dance in front of you. Oh, I’m making up to him!”

“Hang you!” spat the dark young man; then he turned to the prince again. “Five weeks ago I was just like you, with only a little bundle of things. I ran away from my father to my aunt in Pskov, where I took to bed with a high fever—and he kicked off without me being there. Just popped right off. Eternal peace to his ashes, but he nearly killed me that time! Would you believe it, Prince, so help me God. If I hadn’t run away then he would have killed me.”

“Did you make him angry somehow?” the prince asked, studying the millionaire in the sheepskin coat with particular interest—though whatever fascination a million may have, as well as the fact of coming into an inheritance, it was something else that surprised and interested the prince. Besides, Rogozhin himself was taking special pleasure in conversing with the prince, more from a mechanical than any intellectual need, more as a pastime than from any true conviviality, from a state of emotional unrest, merely to have someone to look at and talk with about something. He could well have been still running a fever if not be actually delirious. As for the functionary, he was hanging on Rogozhin’s every word, hardly daring to breathe, seizing and weighing everything he said as if he was hunting for a diamond.

“Oh yes, angry he certainly was, and perhaps for good reason,” replied Rogozhin, “but it was my brother who really did it. I don’t say a word about Mama. She’s an old woman who reads the lives of the saints and sits with other old women—and whatever Brother Semyon says goes. And why didn’t he send me word in time? I can tell you why! It’s true that I was unconscious just then. They also say that a telegram was sent. Well, that telegram went to my aunt, who’s been a widow for thirty years now and spends her days from morning to night sitting around with holy fools. Without really being a nun she’s actually much worse. She was so terrified at the sight of the telegram she took it to the police station not daring to  open it, and it’s still there. It was Vassily Vassilitch Konyov who saved the day by letting me know what was going on. During the night my brother cut the gold tassels off the brocade over our father’s coffin; ‘Think how much money they’re worth,’ he said. Well, for this alone he could go to Siberia—if I wanted—because it’s a sacrilege. Hey, you old scarecrow!” he said turning to the functionary. “What does the law say? Isn’t that a sacrilege?”

“Sacrilege! Sacrilege!” agreed the functionary instantly.

“It’ll get you to Siberia?”

“To Siberia! To Siberia! Straight to Siberia!”

“They all think I’m still sick,” continued Rogozhin to the prince, “but without a word to anyone I climbed on the train, sick as I was, and off I go; you’ll have to open the door to me, Semyon Semyonovitch! He said bad things to my father about me, I know that much. Of course, as a matter of fact, I had got Father good and mad with me over Nastassya Filippovna, that’s true enough. There I’m to blame. I committed a sin.”

“Over Nastassya Filippovna?” said the functionary in an obsequious tone, as if deliberating over something.

“But you don’t know her!” Rogozhin shouted at him impatiently.

“But I do!” replied the functionary triumphantly.

“Do you now! Aren’t there lots of Nastassya Filippovnas? And what an insolent creature you are, let me tell you! Well,” he said to the prince, “I knew some bird like this would get hold of me!”

“Ah, but perhaps I do know!” teased the functionary. “Lebedev knows. Your Excellency is pleased to reproach me, but what would you say if I prove it? Yes, this is the very same Nastassya Filippovna for whom your father had the honor of caning you; her family name is Barashkov; she’s highborn, you might say, a kind of a princess in her own way, and she is well acquainted with a certain Totsky, Afanassy Ivanovitch, and in unique relations with this gentleman, who is a landowner and a man of enormous wealth, a director of companies and syndicates, and on that account a great friend of General Yepanchin’s—”

“Ah-ha! What’s this?” said Rogozhin, genuinely surprised at last. “The devil if he doesn’t really know!”

“Everything! Lebedev knows absolutely everything! For two months, Your Excellency, I went around with young Alex Likhachov,  who’d just lost his father, too, and because I know my way around it finally got to where he couldn’t take a step without Lebedev. Right now he’s in debtor’s prison. But for a while we had occasion to know Armance, Caralie, Princess Patsky, and also Nastassya Filippovna; there wasn’t a great deal, in fact, that we didn’t have occasion to know.”

“Nastassya Filippovna? She and Likhachov were—?” Rogozhin glared angrily at him, his lips pale and trembling.

“Absolutely not!” said the functionary quickly, realizing what he had said. “There was nothing, absolutely nothing at all! What I m-mean is that for all his m-money Likhachov couldn’t get anywhere. Nothing like with Armance. There’s Totsky and only Totsky. Evenings she sits in her own box at the Bolshoi or the French Theater. The officers may talk about her a lot, but they can’t prove a thing: ‘Look, there’s Nastassya Filippovna you’ve heard so much about.’ But that’s all. Nothing more. Nothing. Because there isn’t anything more.”

“That’s how it is,” confirmed Rogozhin, frowning gloomily. “That’s exactly what Zalyozhnev once told me. One time, Prince, I was rushing across the Nevsky, wearing my father’s three-year-old coat, and she stepped out of a shop and got into her carriage. Right then, the sight of her burned right through me. I met Zalyozhnev, he’s not my kind at all, goes around looking like a hairdresser’s assistant, with a monocle stuck in his eye, while at our father’s house we wore tarred boots and dined on thin cabbage soup. So Zalyozhnev says to me, ‘She’s not your kind, she’s a princess,’ he says, ‘and her name’s Nastassya Filippovna Barashkov, and she lives with Totsky, but Totsky doesn’t know how to get rid of her, because he’s fifty-five and he wants to marry the greatest beauty in St. Petersburg.’ Right then he assured me that that very evening it was possible to see Nastassya Filippovna Barashkov at the ballet in her baignoire box at the Bolshoi Theater. At home at my father’s just try to go to the ballet; it would be sheer agony—he’d murder you! Nevertheless I did run over to the ballet for an hour or so and saw Nastassya Filippovna again; I didn’t sleep all night. The next morning my late father gave me two five-percent bonds worth five thousand roubles each and said, ‘Go sell them. Then go to the Andreyevs’ where you’ll settle an account of seventy-five hundred roubles and bring me the rest of the ten thousand without stopping anywhere on your  way back. I’ll be waiting for you.’ I sold the bonds, I pocketed the money, but instead of going to the Andreyevs’ office I went straight to the English shop and for the entire proceeds picked out a pair of earrings, each one with a diamond almost as big as a walnut. I was short four hundred roubles but I told them my name and they trusted me for it. So off I go with the earrings to Zalyozhnev’s: ‘Let’s go, old friend, come with me to Nastassya Filippovna’s.’ We went. Whatever happened on the way I don’t have the slightest idea, I can’t remember a thing. We went right into her main drawing room, and she came out to meet us, herself. At that point I didn’t say who I was, but Zalyozhnev says, ‘These are from Parfyon, from Rogozhin, in memory of meeting you yesterday. Do him the honor of accepting them.’ She opened the box, took a look, smiled, and said, ‘Thank your friend Mr. Rogozhin for his kind attention.’ She bowed and left. Why I didn’t drop dead at that instant I’ll never know! And actually, before I went there I never thought of coming back alive anyway! What really mortified me was the way that beast Zalyozhnev came off so well. I’m short and I’m dressed like a lout and I just stand there not saying anything, with my eyes popping out at her, because I’m ashamed; while he’s dressed up in the latest fashion, his hair pomaded and curled, rosy-cheeked, with a check cravat and bowing in every direction, and she certainly must have taken him for me. As we left I said to him, ‘Don’t be getting any ideas now, understand? ’ He laughed and said, ‘And how are you going to explain things to your father now?’ And as a matter of fact at that moment I wanted to jump in the river rather than go back home; then I thought to myself: what difference does it make?—and I went home like a damned outcast.”

“Ah-ha!” cried the functionary in an exaggerated, squirming manner, actually shuddering. “The dear departed would have done a man in, not for ten thousand roubles but for ten!” he said, nodding his head to the prince.

The latter regarded Rogozhin with interest; Rogozhin appeared even paler than usual at that moment.

“Done a man in!” he said. “What do you know about it?” Again he addressed the prince. “My father found out about everything immediately, and Zalyozhnev went around telling everyone the whole story. He took me upstairs, shut us in, and gave it to me good for a whole hour. ‘That’s only a taste,’ he says, ‘I’ll come  back again to say goodnight to you.’ And what do you think? The old fellow went to Nastassya Filippovna’s, bowed down to the floor to her, begged and wept. Finally she brought the box and threw it at him. ‘There,’ she says, ‘you old graybeard, there are your earrings! Now they’re ten times more dear to me since Parfyon got them for me in the face of such a storm. Give my regards to Parfyon Semyonovitch, and thank him.’ And meantime, with my mother’s blessing I borrowed twenty roubles from Sergei Protushin to take the train for Pskov, and I arrived with a fever, and to cure me the old ladies started reading the lives of the saints to me, and I sat there drunk. Then I went around from tavern to tavern with the last money I had, and I lay unconscious in the street all night, and in the morning I had a burning fever, besides which the dogs had been taking bites out of me, and I barely came to my senses at all.”

“Well, sir,” chuckled the functionary, rubbing his hands, “now Nastassya Filippovna will be singing a different tune! Now what about the earrings? Now we will make it up to her with such earrings—”

“As for that,” said Rogozhin, seizing him violently by the arm, “if you say one more word about Nastassya Filippovna I’ll beat you, God help me, for all your running around with Likhachov!”

“And if you beat me it means you won’t be getting rid of me! Beat me and you’ll have me for sure! Beat me and you put your personal seal on me! But here, we’ve arrived.”

They were, in fact, entering the station. Although Rogozhin had said he had come away secretly, several men were there waiting for him. They called out to him and waved their caps.

“Good Lord, there’s Zalyozhnev!” said Rogozhin looking at them with a triumphant, somehow malevolent smile. Then he suddenly turned to the prince. “Prince, for some reason I’ve taken a strong liking to you. Perhaps it’s because I’ve met you at a time like this; but then I met him too,” he pointed to Lebedev. “And I’ve taken no liking to him. Come visit me, Prince. We’ll get rid of those gaiters of yours, and I’ll dress you up in a fine fur coat of martin. I’ll have the best evening clothes made for you, with a white waistcoat—unless you prefer some other kind, and I’ll stuff your pockets with money and—we’ll go to Nastassya Filippovna’s! Will you come or no?”

“Don’t miss that, Prince Lev Nikolayevitch!” said Lebedev, with impressive solemnity, “Oh, be careful not to miss out on that!”

Prince Myshkin stood up, politely offered his hand to Rogozhin and said, “I shall come with the greatest pleasure, and I am very grateful to you for liking me. Perhaps I may even come today if I’ve time. Because I will tell you frankly that you appealed to me, too, especially when you were telling me about the diamond earrings. You had appealed to me even before the earrings, although you have a gloomy face. Thank you also for promising me the clothes, and the fur coat, for in fact I shall soon be needing both. As for the money, at the present moment I hardly have a kopeck.”

“There will be money by evening. Come!”

“Yes, there will! There will!” echoed the functionary. “By the evening, before nightfall, there’ll be money!”

“As for the female sex, Prince, do you care for that? Speak frankly.”

“I—n-no. Of course—Perhaps you don’t know, but on account of my illness I don’t know women at all.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Rogozhin, “if it’s that way, Prince, you are a true holy innocent, and God loves people like you!”

“The Lord God loves people like you,” echoed the functionary.

“As for you, scribbler, follow me,” said Rogozhin to Lebedev, and they all got off the train.

So Lebedev ended up getting what he wanted. The noisy group soon left the station in the direction of Voznessensky Prospect. The prince was left to go toward Liteyny. It was damp and rainy. The prince questioned some passer-by; the distance he had to go was about two miles, and he decided to take a cab.




Chapter Two

General Yepanchin lived in a house of his own, not far from Liteyny, near the Church of the Transfiguration. Besides this (excellent) house, five-sixths of which was rented out, General Yepanchin owned still another enormous house on Sadovaya Street, which also brought him an important income. Besides  these two houses, he had a large and very profitable estate near Petersburg and a factory of some sort in the same area. It was well known that General Yepanchin had participated in government monopolies in the past. At present he participated and had a strong voice in several substantial stock companies. He was known as a man of big money, big operations, big connections. In certain circles he knew how to render himself absolutely indispensable, among others, in his own branch of the administration. At the same time it was also well known that Ivan Fyodorovitch Yepanchin was a man of no education who had started as the son of an ordinary soldier, facts which undoubtedly reflected only honor upon him; but the general, although an intelligent man, was also not without his petty and quite excusable weaknesses and did not enjoy allusions to certain things. But intelligent and adroit he unquestionably was. For example, he made it a rule not to put himself forward when it was essential to stay in the background, and many people appreciated in him precisely this ingenuousness, precisely this quality of always knowing his place. Yet if those who judged him thus could have seen what sometimes transpired in the soul of Ivan Fyodorovitch, who knew his place so well! Though he did in fact have a practical sense and an experience with daily affairs, and some very remarkable ability, he liked to present himself not as an independent-minded man but as one who executed the ideas of others, a person of “devotion without flattery”*  and—perhaps a sign of the times?—as a true openhearted Russian. In this connection some rather amusing adventures befell him—but the general was never the man to lose heart even in the face of the most amusing adventures. Moreover he was lucky, even at cards, and he played for high stakes, intentionally not concealing this little weakness, as he called it, which had occasionally proved quite profitable to him, and actually playing it up. He moved in a mixed society, but of course one composed entirely of people of “influence.” Yet everything was ahead of him, there was plenty of time, plenty of time for everything, and everything was bound to come in its own time. And too, General Yepanchin was still in what might be called full sap, he was no more than fifty-six, the flower of manhood, when a man begins leading his real life. His health, his good color, his sound though discolored teeth, his stocky, vigorous build, his preoccupied expression in the morning at his office,  his jovial one in the evenings at cards or at His Grace’s—all this contributed to his successes, present and future, and carpeted His Excellency’s path with roses.

The general was the head of a flourishing family. To be sure, all was not roses there, but there was much upon which His Excellency’s fondest hopes and aims had long been earnestly centered. And indeed, are there aims in life more sacred than paternal ones? What, after all, should a man devote himself to if not his family? The general’s family consisted of his wife and three grown daughters. He had married a very long time before, when still only a lieutenant, a girl almost his own age, who had neither beauty nor education, with whom he took a dowry of only fifty souls that served, it was true, as the cornerstone of his future fortune. But in later years the general never complained about his early marriage, never attributed it to the rash folly of youth, and he so respected his wife, and at times so feared her, that he actually, in fact, loved her. The general’s wife was a Princess Myshkin, a very ancient though not particularly brilliant family, and she had a high opinion of herself on account of her birth. A certain influential person, one of those patrons whose patronage costs them nothing, had consented to take an interest in the young princess’s marriage. He caused doors to open for the young officer and pushed him inside, though no push had been necessary; a mere glance would have served and never been wasted! With a few exceptions the couple had lived the whole of their long and happy union in a state of harmony. In her very early years, the general’s wife had known how to find certain protectresses in the highest circles, both because she was a princess by birth and the last of her house and possibly too because of her personal qualities. Later, when her husband had acquired wealth and administrative rank, she had even begun to feel at home in these exalted circles.

During these later years the general’s three daughters—Alexandra, Adelaïda, and Aglaya—had grown up and matured. True, all three were only Yepanchins, but through their mother they were of a princely line, with dowries that were by no means small, with a father who could reasonably aspire to a very high position one day, and—something which was also rather important—all three were remarkably good looking, not excepting the eldest, Alexandra, who was already twenty-five. The middle one  was twenty-three, and the youngest, Aglaya, had just turned twenty. This youngest daughter was in fact a real beauty and was beginning to attract considerable attention in society. But this was still not everything: all three were distinguished by their education, cleverness, and accomplishments. It was known that they were remarkably fond of one another and rose to each other’s support. People even spoke of sacrifices made by the elder two on behalf of the youngest, the idol of the household. They not only disliked putting themselves forward in society but were modest to a fault. No one could reproach them for being haughty or aggressive, though it was known that they were proud and knew their value. The eldest was a musician, the middle girl was a remarkable painter, though for many years practically no one had known about this and it had been discovered only quite recently by accident. In a word, many flattering things were said of them. But there was some criticism. People spoke with horror of the number of books they had read. They were in no hurry to marry, and while they valued the circle of society they belonged to, they did not overvalue it. This was all the more remarkable in that everyone knew of the attitudes, the character, the aims, and the desires of their father.

It was already almost eleven o’clock when the prince rang at the general’s lodgings. The general lived on the second floor and occupied a fairly modest apartment, though one still in keeping with his importance. A liveried servant opened the door, and the prince had to enter into long explanations with this man, who had from the start regarded both his person and his bundle with suspicion. Finally, on his repeated and exact assurance that he was really Prince Myshkin and that it was absolutely necessary for him to see the general on a matter of urgency, the perplexed servant conducted him into a little anteroom between the reception hall and the general’s study, handing him on to another man, whose function was to announce the morning visitors to the general. This second individual, dressed in a tailcoat, was past forty and wore a concerned expression. He was the special administrative assistant who announced His Excellency’s visitors and therefore had no doubts about his own worth.

“Kindly wait in the reception hall but leave your bundle here,” he said, as he seated himself ceremoniously in his armchair, looking with stern astonishment at the prince, who had  sat down on a chair next to his own with his bundle in his hands.

“If you don’t mind,” said the prince, “I’d rather wait here with you. What would I do in there all alone?”

“You can’t stay in the anteroom, because you’re a visitor, in other words a guest. Are you here to see the general himself?”

Evidently, the servant could not reconcile himself to the idea of admitting such a visitor and was determined to question him once again.

“Yes, I have business—” began the prince.

“I am not asking you what business: my business is only to announce you. But as I said, without the secretary here I can’t announce you.”

The man’s suspicions were obviously increasing moment by moment, so little did the prince resemble the everyday sort of visitor; and although the general received often, almost daily at a certain hour, visitors of the most varied description, particularly on business, the servant, despite this experience and the latitude of his instructions, felt the gravest doubts, and the intervention of the secretary appeared to him essential before he announced his visitor.

“And you are really—from abroad?” he asked almost involuntarily at last—and lost track of his thought. Possibly he had wanted to ask, “And are you really Prince Myshkin?”

“Yes, I just got off the train. It seems to me you want to ask, ‘Am I really Prince Myshkin?’ but did not, out of politeness.”

“Hmm!” the astonished servant grunted.

“I assure you that I have not lied to you and that you will not have to answer on my account. And there is nothing surprising in my appearance, with this little bundle; at present my circumstances are not particularly bright.”

“Hmm. You see, it’s not that I’m worried. My duty is to announce you, and no doubt the secretary will see you, unless you—that is precisely it—You are not here to solicit the general for assistance, if I may venture to ask?”

“Oh no, you can be absolutely sure about that. My business is quite different.”

“You must excuse me, but the question just came to me as I was—looking at you. Wait for the secretary; His Excellency is engaged with the colonel just now; after that the secretary will come—the secretary, that is, of the Company.”

“Well, if I am to have a long wait, may I ask if there is anywhere here I could smoke. I have my pipe and tobacco with me.”

“Smoke?” said the attendant with contemptuous surprise, looking at him as if he didn’t believe his ears. “Smoke? No, you may not smoke here, and it’s disgraceful even to think of such a thing. Oh, this is something!”

“Oh, of course I didn’t mean in this room, I understand that; but I would have gone anywhere else you could have shown me. I am used to having a smoke and haven’t had one for three hours now. But it’s as you please. You know the saying, ‘When in Rome—’ ”

“Now, how am I going to announce someone like you?” muttered the attendant, almost involuntarily. “In the first place you’re not supposed to be here, you ought to be in the waiting room, because you’re a visitor, which makes you a guest, and I’ll have to answer for it—You’re not planning on living with us, are you?” he added, glancing once again at the prince’s bundle, which obviously still disturbed him.

“No, I don’t think so. Even if they did invite me I wouldn’t stay. I have merely come to make their acquaintance and nothing more.”

“What? To make their acquaintance?” demanded the attendant in amazement, his suspicions redoubled. “Why did you say before that you’d come on business?”

“Oh, it’s hardly business at all. That is, if you like I have one piece of business, a matter of asking advice, but mainly I want to introduce myself because I am a Prince Myshkin and the general’s wife is a Princess Myshkin, the last, and besides her and myself there are no more Myshkins left.”

“You’re not a relative too?” said the servant with a start, looking frightened.

“Oh, hardly. Of course, if you stretch a point I am a relative, but so distant that it doesn’t really matter. Once I wrote a letter to Madame Yepanchin from abroad, but she didn’t answer me. Still, I felt I had to establish a connection on my return. I tell you all this to reassure you, because I see you are still worried: announce ‘Prince Myshkin’ and that in itself will make plain the reason for my visit. If I am received—very well; if not—that could be just as well. Only it doesn’t seem to me they can refuse to see me. Madame Yepanchin will certainly want to see the last and only representative of her own line,  and she values her own ancestry highly, I have heard that pointedly said of her.”

The prince’s conversation seemed to be perfectly natural, but this very naturalness made it all the more absurd in the present situation, and the attendant, who was experienced, could only feel that what might be completely suitable between one man and another was completely inappropriate between a guest and the master’s man. And as servants are far more intelligent than they are usually thought to be by their masters, it occurred to the attendant that there were two possibilities: either the prince was some kind of cadger who had come to beg on account of his poverty, or the prince was simply a poor fool with no ambition; because an intelligent prince, with any ambition, would not have sat in the antechamber discussing his affairs with a servant. Consequently, in either case, wouldn’t he get into trouble over him?

“Even so,” he said as insistently as possible, “please wait in the waiting room.”

“Yes, but if I was sitting in there I couldn’t have told you all this,” said the prince with a gay laugh, “and consequently you would still be worried at the sight of my cape and my bundle. But perhaps now there is no point in your waiting for the secretary, and you could go announce me yourself.”

“I can’t announce a visitor like you without the secretary, and what’s more, His Excellency has just given orders he is not to be disturbed for anyone while the colonel is there. Gavril Ardalionovitch goes in unannounced.”

“Some functionary?”

“Gavril Ardalionovitch? No. He serves with the Company on his own account. At least put that bundle of yours down here.”

“I was thinking of doing that, if you’ll permit me. And what do you think—should I take off my cape?”

“Of course. You can’t go in to him wearing a cape.”

The prince stood up and hurriedly took off his cape and appeared in a fairly acceptable, well-cut though worn jacket. Across his waistcoat ran a steel chain, on the end of which was a silver Geneva watch.

Although the prince was a sorry fool—the servant had made up his mind about that—nevertheless it finally appeared improper to the general’s attendant that he continue in conversation  with the visitor in spite of the fact that for some reason he had rather taken to the prince in a certain way. But from another aspect he aroused in him a very decided, very deep indignation.

“And Madame Yepanchin, when does she receive visitors?” asked the prince, sitting down again in the same place.

“That’s not my business, sir. She receives differently according to who the person is. The dressmaker would be admitted at eleven. Gavril Ardalionovitch is also admitted ahead of others; sometimes he’s even admitted for an early lunch.”

“Your rooms are kept warmer here in winter than they are abroad,” observed the prince, “but out of doors it’s warmer there than here at home. A Russian who isn’t used to it finds it impossible to live in their houses in winter.”

“They don’t heat?”

“No, and the houses are built differently. The stoves and windows are different.”

“Hmm. Have you been traveling long, sir?”

“Yes. Four years. But most of the time I stayed in the same place. In the country.”

“You’ve lost touch with us, sir?”

“That’s true. Believe me, I’m surprised to find I haven’t forgotten how to speak Russian. Right now as I talk with you I think, ‘How really well I am doing.’ Perhaps that is why I’m talking so much. In fact, since yesterday I’ve wanted just to go on and on speaking Russian.”

“Hmm! Well! Did you used to live here in Petersburg before, sir?” (In spite of his efforts the servant found it impossible not to continue such a polite and proper conversation.)

“In Petersburg? Hardly at all, only passing through. And in those days I knew nothing of what went on here, though now they say that so much is new that whoever knew about it before has to learn it over again. Right now you hear a lot said about the new criminal courts.”*

“Hmm! Courts. Yes, there are, certainly, the courts. Tell me, how is it there? Is there more justice in the courts or not?”

“I don’t know. I have heard much good said of ours. And besides we do not have capital punishment.”

“Do they execute people there?”

“Yes. I saw it in France. In Lyons. Schneider took me with him.”

“They hang them?”

“No. In France they always cut their heads off.”

“What do they do—scream?”

“Of course not! It’s done in an instant. They lie the man down, and this broad knife falls through a machine they call the guillotine—very powerfully and heavily—the head flies off before you can blink an eye. The preparations are horrible. When they read the death sentence, dress him and prepare him, tie him up and drag him onto the scaffold—all that is dreadful! People crowd in, even women—they don’t like women to look on though.”

“It’s not their business.”

“Of course not! Of course not! Such torture—The criminal was a middle-aged man, strong, fearless, intelligent. Legros was his name. Oh I tell you, believe me or not, he was white as paper as he was climbing the scaffold—and crying. Can this be? Is this not terrible? Who cries from fright? I didn’t believe one could cry from sheer fright, not a child but a man who never cried, a man forty-five years old. What goes on inside a person at that moment, what kind of agony is he put through? It’s an outrage to the spirit, nothing less! Does ‘Thou shalt not kill’ mean that because he has killed he shall in turn be killed? No, this cannot be. It is a month now since I saw this thing, and ever since it’s been before my eyes. Five times I’ve dreamed of it.”

The prince became quite moved as he talked, a faint color appeared in his pallid face, though he was speaking as quietly as before. The attendant followed him with interested attention, as if unwilling to stop listening. Perhaps he too was a man of imagination and a thoughtful turn of mind.

“At least it’s a good thing,” he observed, “there is little suffering when the head falls off.”

“Do you know,” said the prince feelingly, “you have just made that observation, and many people have said the same thing, and this was why they invented the machine called the guillotine. But the thought crossed my mind then: what if this was even worse? That will seem absurd and wild to you, but with a little imagination such a thought is possible. Think! When there is torture there is pain and wounds, physical agony, and all this distracts the mind from mental suffering, so that one is tormented only by the wounds until the moment of death. But the most terrible agony may not be in the wounds themselves but in knowing for certain that within an hour, then  within ten minutes, then within a half a minute, now at this very instant—your soul will leave your body and you will no longer be a person, and that this is certain; the worst thing is that it is certain. Just when you put your head under the knife itself and hear it sliding above your head, well, that.quarter of a second is the most terrifying of all. Do you understand? This is no fantasy of mine, many people have said the same thing. I believe it so completely that I shall tell you frankly what I think. Killing someone for having murdered is a punishment infinitely more terrible than a murder by bandits. Whoever is murdered by bandits, knifed at night in the woods or somewhere like that, inevitably hopes until the very last moment that he will manage to save himself. There have been cases of people with their throats already slit still hoping, or running away, or pleading. But here all final hope, with which it is ten times easier to die, is removed for certain; here there is a sentence, and in the very fact that there is certainly no escape from it all the horrible suffering lies, and there is no suffering on earth greater than this. Take a soldier and put him in front of a cannon in the midst of battle and shoot him, he will still hope; but read this same soldier a death sentence which is certain, and he will lose his mind or begin to cry. Who could say that human nature can endure such a trial without slipping into madness? Why this ghastly, needless, useless outrage? Perhaps there is a man to whom the death sentence was read and who was allowed to suffer and was then told, ‘Go. You are pardoned.’ Perhaps such a man could tell us something. This was the agony and the horror of which Christ told, too. No, you cannot treat a man like this!”

Though he might not have been able to express these ideas in the same terms as the prince, the servant unquestionably grasped the essentials of what he was saying—if not everything—for his face showed plainly that he had been moved.

“If you really want to smoke, sir,” he said, “it might be arranged, but you would have to be quick about it. What if he suddenly asks for you and you aren’t here? Over there under that little stairway you see a door. Go in the door, on your right there’s a little room where you can do it, but open the window vent because you’re not supposed—”

But the prince had no time to go for his smoke. A young man suddenly entered the antechamber, carrying papers in his hand.  The attendant went to help him off with his fur overcoat. Out of the comer of his eye, the young man examined the prince.

“Gavril Ardalionovitch,” began the attendant in a confidential and almost familiar manner, “this gentleman has announced himself as Prince Myshkin and a relative of the mistress’. He has just arrived by train from abroad, carrying the bundle, only—”

The prince did not catch the rest that was said because the attendant began whispering. Gavril Ardalionovitch listened attentively, looking at the prince with much curiosity; then at last, ceasing to listen, he approached him impetuously.

“You are Prince Myshkin?” he asked him with extreme amiability and politeness. He was a very handsome young man, also about twenty-eight, slender, blond, of medium height, wearing a small imperial, with an intelligent and even beautiful face. Only his smile, for all its amiability, was somehow a trifle too refined, his teeth showing with somewhat too much pearly regularity; and his way of looking at one, for all his gaiety and apparent sincerity, was somehow a trifle too watchful and searching.

“When he is alone he can’t possibly look that way and probably never laughs at all,” the prince could not help feeling: He rapidly explained all he could, almost exactly what he had already told the servant and, still earlier, Rogozhin. Meanwhile, Gavril Ardalionovitch seemed to be recollecting something.

“Was it not you, sir,” he inquired, “who about a year ago or a bit less sent a letter—possibly from Switzerland—to Lizaveta Prokofyevna?”

“Yes.”

“Then you are known here and certainly remembered. Do you wish to see His Excellency? I’ll announce you presently. He’ll be free in a moment. Only you—Only in the meantime please step into the reception room. Why is the gentleman in here?” he demanded sternly of the attendant.

“I tell you the gentleman himself—”

At that moment the door to the study suddenly opened and a military officer carrying a briefcase bowed himself out of the door, talking loudly.

“Are you there, Ganya?” called a voice from inside the study. “Well, come in here.” Gavril Ardalionovitch nodded to the prince and hastily went into the study.

Less than two minutes later the door opened again and the sonorous voice of Gavril Ardalionovitch said affably, “Please do come in, Prince.”




Chapter Three

General Ivan Fyodorovitch Yepanchin stood in the middle of his study and looked at the prince with great curiosity as he entered the room. He even advanced two steps toward him. The prince approached and introduced himself.

“Very well, sir,” said the general. “Now what can I do for you?”

“I have no pressing business of any kind. My purpose in coming was simply to make your acquaintance. I wouldn’t wish to disturb you as I have no idea on which days you receive or what your arrangements are for seeing people. But I have just come from the train. I arrived from Switzerland.”

The general was about to smile but thought and checked himself; then he thought some more, squinted, and again surveyed his guest from head to toe; then he abruptly motioned him to a chair, sat down himself at a slight angle to the prince, and turned to face him with impatient expectation. Ganya stood at a desk in a corner of the room sorting papers.

“As a rule I have little time for making acquaintances,” said the general, “but as you have no doubt an object in mind, I—”

“I did expect,” interrupted the prince, “that you would look for some special motive in my visit. But apart from the pleasure of meeting you I have no particular reason whatsoever.”

“It is of course an extreme pleasure for me as well, but pleasure isn’t everything. Sometimes, as you know, there is business to attend to. Besides, up to now I fail entirely to find anything in common between us; that is to say, any reasons for—”

“There are certainly no reasons, and we have of course, little in common. For if I am a Prince Myshkin and your wife is of the same family, this is obviously no reason at all. I understand that very well. And yet that is all that has brought me. I have been four years out of Russia—too long; and what’s more when I left I was hardly in my right mind! I didn’t know a thing then, and now it’s much worse. I have need of good people, and there is a  certain matter of business I don’t know how to manage. Even back in Berlin, I thought to myself, ‘They are the next thing to relatives, let me start with them; perhaps we can be helpful to each other, they to me and I to them—if they are good people.’ And I have heard that you are.”

“Much obliged, sir,” said the general, astounded. “May I inquire where you are staying?”

“I am not staying anywhere as yet.”

“Do you mean to say you have come straight from the train to me? And—with baggage?”

“Yes, though all I have in the way of baggage is one small bundle with my linen, and nothing else. I usually just carry it in my hand. I’ll be able to find a hotel room this evening.”

“Then you do intend to take a hotel room?”

“Oh, yes. Certainly.”

“From what you said I thought you had come directly here to stay with me.”

“That could be, but only with your invitation. Not otherwise. I confess, though, that even with your invitation I wouldn’t have stayed, not for any reason in particular, except—it’s the way I am.”

“So it seems it’s just as well I didn’t invite you and that I’m not going to invite you. And allow me, Prince, so as to make things perfectly clear once and for all: since we’re already agreed there can be no question of any family relationship between us—though naturally it would have been very flattering to me—but—”

“So I should get up and leave?” said the prince, rising, somehow managing to laugh with genuine good humor in spite of the difficulty of his position. “Really, General, while I know nothing of practical affairs nor of your customs nor even how people live here, I thought all along this is how things were bound to turn out between us. Well, perhaps it’s the way it should be—And you didn’t answer my letter. So good-bye and excuse me for disturbing you.”

The prince’s expression was so full of friendliness at this instant, and his smile so free of any hint of concealed resentment, that the general suddenly stopped and regarded his guest in a different manner, this transformation of the general’s expression taking place in a single instant.

“But look here, Prince,” he said in a completely altered voice,  “I don’t know you, after all, and Lizaveta Prokofyevna will probably want to have a look at a person bearing the same name as her own. Do wait if you like, if your time allows.”

“Oh, my time allows, my time is entirely my own,” (and the prince promptly placed his soft round hat on the table). “I confess that I was hoping Lizaveta Prokofyevna would perhaps recall that I had written her. Just now while I was waiting, your servant suspected that I had come to you for money; I noticed this; it must be that you have left very strict instructions on this subject; but I am really not here for that, I am really here only to meet people. But I’m afraid I have disturbed you, and this troubles me.”

“Well then, Prince,” said the general with a cheerful smile, “if you’re really the sort of person you seem to be, then it will be a pleasure, I dare say, to make your acquaintance; only, you see, I’m a busy man, and in a moment I’ll be sitting down again to look over some papers and sign them, then I’ll be off to see His Grace, and then to the Department, so it works out that while I’m happy to see people—good ones, that is—still—However, I am sure that you are perfectly well brought up, so that—How old are you, Prince?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Oh! I supposed you much younger.”

“Yes, they say I have a young face. But as for disturbing you, I’ll soon learn not to, because I hate to disturb people—And besides we seem to be so different—for so many reasons, that perhaps we can’t have much in common, though, you know, I don’t believe this myself, since it often only appears there is nothing in common when there actually is—Human laziness makes people pigeonhole one another at first sight so they do find nothing in common—But perhaps I am getting boring? I think you—”

“Two things: do you have any means at all? Or perhaps you intend to undertake some occupation or other? Excuse me for being so—”

“I beg you, sir. I perfectly appreciate your question, and I do understand it. For the moment I have no means whatsoever and also, for the moment, no occupation; though I need one. The money I did have was someone else’s, given me by Schneider, the professor with whom I underwent treatment and studied in Switzerland. He gave me no more than the exact sum for my fare, so that the only money I have left now is a few kopecks. It is true that I have one business affair and I need advice, but—”

“Tell me, how do you intend to live in the meantime and what are your plans?” asked the general.

“I wanted to do work of some sort.”

“Oh, so you are a philosopher! But, after all, are you aware of having any talents, or any aptitudes whatever, that is to say of the sort by which you can earn your daily bread? Once again, excuse me—”

“Oh, don’t apologize. No, I don’t believe I have any talents or special aptitudes; rather the contrary, because I am an invalid and didn’t study regularly. As for my daily bread, it seems to me—”

Again the general interrupted and again began questioning. And the prince told him everything that has been already told. It developed that the general had heard of the late Pavlishchev and even had known him personally. Just why Pavlishchev had taken an interest in his education the prince himself could not explain; it was perhaps simply because of an old friendship with his late father. After the death of his parents when still a small child, the prince grew up and spent all his life in villages because his state of health demanded country air. Pavlishchev had placed him in the care of elderly country ladies, property owners and relatives of his; a governess was engaged for him, then a tutor; he declared moreover that while he remembered everything, there was little he could explain satisfactorily because there was so much he could not account for. Frequent attacks of his illness made him almost an idiot (the prince used that word: idiot). Then he told that in Berlin Pavlishchev had met Professor Schneider, a Swiss, whose specialty was such diseases and who had an institution in the Swiss canton of Valais, where he treated idiocy and insanity by his own methods of cold water therapy and gymnastics, educating his patients as well, and in general looking after their mental development; and that Pavlishchev had sent him to Schneider in Switzerland almost five years ago and had died suddenly two years ago leaving no provision for him; and that Schneider had kept him on for two years more and completed the treatments; but that he had not cured him though he had greatly helped him; and that, at last, at his own request, because of a particular situation which had arisen, he had now sent him back to Russia.

The general was very surprised. “So you have no one in Russia, absolutely no one?” he asked.

“No one now, but I hope—I have received a letter—”

“But at least,” interrupted the general, having not listened to the mention of the letter, “at least you were trained for something and your illness wouldn’t prevent you from taking some kind of easy administrative post, would it?”

“Oh, it certainly would not prevent me. I’d even like very much to take one because I’d like to find out what I am suited for myself. I’ve studied continuously for the past four years, though not quite in the regular way but according to his special system, and besides this I managed to read a great many Russian books.”

“Russian books? Then you know grammar and you can write without errors?”

“Yes, indeed I can.”

“Very good. How about your handwriting?”

“My handwriting is excellent. There you could say I do have a talent and that I’m even a calligrapher. If you’ll allow me, I’ll write something for you by way of a sample,” said the prince eagerly.

“Please do. In fact it would not be a bad idea—I like this readiness of yours, Prince; you certainly are a very nice person.”

“You have such fine writing materials, and how many pencils, and so many pens, and what fine thick paper. And what a fine study you have! There’s a landscape I know: it’s a view of Switzerland. I am sure the artist painted it from nature. And I am sure I’ve seen the place itself; it’s in the canton of Uri—”

“Very likely, though it was bought here. Ganya, give the prince some paper. Here are pens and paper; please sit at that little table. What’s this?” the general demanded of Ganya, who in the meantime had taken a large photograph from his briefcase and handed it to him. “Ah! It’s Nastassya Filippovna! She herself sent it to you personally, herself, did she?” he asked Ganya excitedly and with great curiosity.

“She gave it to me just now, when I was there to congratulate her. I’d asked her for it a long time ago. I don’t know, but it might have been an allusion to the fact that I arrived with no present on such a day,” added Ganya with an unpleasant smile.

“Oh, no,” said the general with conviction, “really, what a strange turn of mind you have! Why would she bother with allusions—She’s completely unmercenary. And besides, what sort of present would you give her—you’d need thousands of  roubles for that! Maybe your portrait? By the way, she hasn’t asked you for your portrait yet, has she?”

“No, she hasn’t yet. And perhaps, of course, she never will ask for it. Ivan Fyodorovitch, you haven’t forgotten about the party this evening, have you? You are one of the people specially invited.”

“I remember, I certainly do remember, and I am coming. I should say so—her birthday, twenty-five years old! Yes! You know, Ganya, I’m going to let you in on something; prepare yourself. She has promised Afanassy Ivanovitch and me that today, this very evening at her house, she’ll say the final word: is it to be or not to be. So there you have it.”

Ganya was suddenly so upset that he turned slightly pale. “She actually said that?” he asked, in a voice that seemed to quaver.

“She gave her word the day before yesterday. The two of us pressed her so hard she gave in. But she asked that you not be told beforehand.”

The general studied Ganya intently; he was clearly displeased by his discomfiture.

“Remember, Ivan Fyodorovitch,” said Ganya uneasily and with hesitation, “remember she has given me full freedom to decide up to the time she has made up her own mind; and even then I still have the final say—”

“Then could you—could you?—” The general was suddenly alarmed.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Good Lord, what kind of a position do you want to put us in?”

“I’m not refusing. Perhaps I expressed myself badly.”

“Refusing indeed!” said the general with an annoyance he did not even care to conceal. “Look here, my friend, it’s not a question of your not refusing but of the eagerness, the happiness, and the delight with which you receive her consent—How are things getting on at home?”

“At home? At home everything goes my way; except that as usual, Father is playing the fool, but then of course he’s turned into an absolute disgrace. I don’t speak to him anymore, but I keep him under my thumb; and believe me, if it wasn’t for Mother I’d show him the door. Mother, of course, is always crying, and my sister’s in a temper, and I finally told them right out I was going to lead my own life and that at home I expected to  be obeyed. In any case I made this all quite clear to my sister in my mother’s presence.”

“But my dear fellow, I still don’t understand,” said the general reflectively, with a shrug and a gesture of bewilderment. “Nina Alexandrovna was moaning and sighing when she came here the other day, remember? ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked. It seems they find it would be a dishonor: Where’s the dishonor in that, I ask you? Who can reproach Nastassya Filippovna with anything? What can they find against her? Not the fact she’s been living with Totsky, certainly? That is such absolute nonsense, especially under the circumstances. ‘You wouldn’t allow her in the company of your daughters?’ she said to me. Well, Good Lord! That’s Nina Alexandrovna! I mean, how can she fail to understand—How can she fail to understand—”

“Her own position?” Ganya prompted the general. “She understands it, don’t be upset with her. But I did give her a good lecture about not meddling in other people’s affairs. Still, so far everything is holding together at home only because the final word hasn’t been said yet; but the storm will break. If the final word is said today, everything will be out in the open.”

The prince heard all of this conversation as he sat in a corner of the room doing his calligraphic specimen. He finished, approached the table, and presented his page.

“So this is Nastassya Filippovna?” he said, looking with intent curiosity at the portrait. “She’s astonishingly beautiful!” he added at once, with warm feeling. And indeed the portrait did show a woman of extraordinary beauty. She was photographed in a black silk dress of extreme simplicity and elegant cut; her hair, which appeared to be light brown, was arranged in a simple, casual style; her eyes were dark and deep, her brow pensive, her expression passionate and somehow haughty. She was rather thin of face and perhaps pale. Ganya and the general stared at the prince in astonishment.

“What? You say Nastassya Filippovna? Do you already know Nastassya Filippovna?” asked the general.

“Yes, I’ve only been in Russia twenty-four hours and I already know such a great beauty,” replied the prince and thereupon told of his meeting with Rogozhin and repeated all that Rogozhin had told him.

“Here’s something new for you!” said the general, uneasy  once more, having listened to the story with the closest attention. He looked searchingly at Ganya.

“Most likely just vulgar talk,” murmured Ganya, who was also somewhat disturbed. “A merchant’s son on a spree. I’ve heard something about him before.”

“I too have heard about him, my dear friend,” pursued the general. “Right after the earrings affair Nastassya Filippovna told the whole story. Yes, except that now this is something else again. Maybe there really is a million sitting there and—a passion, a base passion perhaps, but a passion all the same; and everyone knows what gentlemen like that are capable of when they’re roaring drunk! Hmm. What if it all leads to some sort of scandalous incident!” finished the general, thoughtfully.

“You’re afraid for the millions?” asked Ganya with a grin.

“And you’re not, of course?”

“How did he strike you, Prince?” asked Ganya, suddenly addressing him, “like a serious fellow or just some sort of trouble-maker? What’s your opinion?”

Something was happening to Ganya as he asked this question. It was as if some particular new thought had suddenly kindled in his brain and was blazing impatiently in his eyes. As for the general, who was genuinely and frankly uneasy, he too looked askance at the prince, but as if he did not expect much from his reply.

“I don’t know how to tell you,” said the prince, “only it seemed to me that there was a great passion in him, actually a sort of morbid passion. Besides, he still seemed to be quite ill. It’s very possible he will be laid up again, his first days in Petersburg, especially if he starts carousing again.”

“Oh, you really think so?” The general seized at the idea.

“That’s how it seemed to me.”

“Things of this sort may well happen within a few days, or even by this evening; something might even happen today,” said Ganya, smiling to the general.

“Hmm. Of course. It might, but everything will depend on her whim at the moment,” said the general.

“And you know how she is sometimes.”

“What do you mean, ‘how she is sometimes’!” demanded the general, greatly agitated. “Listen to me, Ganya, please don’t contradict her too much today, and do make an effort to be—you know what I mean—nice to her—Hmm! Why that expression  on your face? Listen, Gavril Ardalionovitch, right now it’s very much indicated that we ask ourselves what we are trying to do here. You understand that my personal advantage in this affair has long been guaranteed; one way or another I shall settle it in my favor. Totsky has made an irrevocable decision, which means that I too am completely in the clear. So if I want anything now it’s only for your benefit. Think it over—don’t you have confidence in me? Besides that, you are a—well, in a word, an intelligent fellow, and I have been counting on you; since that, in the present case, is—is—”

“—the main thing,” finished Ganya, again rescuing the general, and he twisted his lips into a most poisonous smile which he now made no effort to conceal. With a fiery glare he looked straight into the general’s eyes, as if he wanted the latter to read his full thoughts in that look.

The general turned crimson and burst out angrily, “Quite so, intelligence is the main thing!” he said, looking sharply at Ganya. “And what a strange fellow you are, Gavril Ardalionovitch! I notice you seem almost pleased about this young merchant as a way out for yourself. But it’s precisely here that you should have started using your intelligence from the start, precisely here you should understand and—and act fairly and squarely with both sides; or else give some warning so as not to compromise others, particularly as there was enough time to do so, as there is, in fact, even enough time now,” (the general raised his eyebrows significantly), “despite the fact that there are only a few hours left—Do you understand? Do you? Will you or won’t you? If you won’t, say so. Do as you like. No one is holding you, Gavril Ardalionovitch, no one is dragging you into a trap, even if you see a trap there.”

“I will,” declared Ganya in a low voice, but firmly. He lowered his eyes and lapsed into a gloomy silence.

The general was satisfied. He had lost his temper but he evidently regretted that he had gone so far. He suddenly turned to the prince, and his face showed his uneasiness at the thought that the prince had been there overhearing everything. But he was immediately reassured—one glance at the prince was enough.

“Oh ho!” cried the general, looking at the specimen of writing the prince had handed him. “That is calligraphy! That is, in fact, exceptional calligraphy! Look at this, Ganya. What a talent!”

On the thick sheet of vellum the prince had written in medieval  Russian characters, “The humble Abbot Pafnuty set his hand hereto.” “This,” explained the prince with great pleasure and animation, “is the exact signature of the Abbot Pafnuty, taken from a fourteenth-century manuscript. They used to sign splendidly, those old abbots and bishops of ours, and with what taste sometimes, with what pains! Could it be you don’t have Pogodin’s edition,* General? Then here I have written in another hand: this is the full round French script of the last century; some of the letters were even formed differently: the script of the marketplace, of the public scribes, copied from specimens of theirs. I had one. You must agree that it’s not without merit. Look at these round d’s and a’s. I have rendered the French characters in Russian letters, which is very difficult, but it turned out well. And here again is a most beautiful and original script used by scribes or, rather, military scribes. An official paper to an important person would be written like this, another rounded script, a fine black script, written very heavily, but with admirable taste. A calligrapher would object to these flourishes or, rather, these attempts at flourishes, these unfinished tails—do you see?—but notice that on the whole they lend character, and there you have the soul of the military scribe peering through, the longing to give free expression to his talent; but the military collar is pulled tight around his neck, and discipline appears in the handwriting too—it’s lovely! I was struck by a specimen of it lately; I came across it by chance, and where but in Switzerland! Now here is a simple, ordinary, clean English script; elegance can go no farther, it is pure charm, little beads, pearls; it’s perfectly finished. But here is a variation, again French; I got it from a French commercial traveler; again it’s the English script, but the thick strokes are slightly darker and heavier than in the English, and the balance and clarity are destroyed; and notice also, the oval is not the same, it’s a trifle rounder, and also the flourish is admitted, and a flourish is a very treacherous thing! A flourish requires unusual taste, and if only it is successful, if proportion is achieved, then the script will be so incomparable that one could actually fall in love with it.”

“Oh-ho,” laughed the general, “you do go into the fine points, don’t you. You’re not just a mere calligrapher but an artist as well, eh, Ganya?”

“Marvelous,” said Ganya, “and he even recognizes his vocation,” he added, laughing sarcastically.

“You may laugh, but there’s a career there,” said the general. “Prince, do you know to what personage we’ll have you writing official papers now? Why, we can fix your salary right off at thirty-five roubles a month to start with. But it’s already half past twelve,” he added, glancing at the clock. “To business, Prince, because I must hurry and we may not see each other again today. Sit down there a minute; I’ve already explained I can’t see you very often, but I would sincerely like to give you a little help—a little, of course—in what is essential; after that you can work things out however you like. I’ll find you a little place in the office, nothing too demanding but requiring accuracy. Now for another thing: in the house, that is, in the family of Gavril Ardalionovitch Ivolgin, this young friend of mine here, with whom I hope you will become acquainted, his mother and sister have set aside two or three furnished rooms, which they rent with board and service to specially recommended lodgers. I am sure Nina Alexandrovna will accept my recommendation. This will be a fine thing for you, Prince, because you won’t be out on your own but, so to speak, part of the family, and in my view you shouldn’t be alone at first in a city like Petersburg. Nina Alexandrovna, Ganya’s mother, and Varvara Ardalionovna, his sister, are ladies for whom I have the highest respect. Nina Alexandrovna is the wife of a general who is retired, at one time a comrade of mine during our first service, but with whom, owing to certain circumstances, I have broken relations, a fact which, however, does not prevent me from respecting him for what he is. I am making all this clear to you, Prince, so that you will understand that I am recommending you personally, and so, in a sense, I am vouching for you. The rates are extremely modest, and I hope that your salary will soon be enough to cover them. Of course a man needs pocket money, too, however little; but I’m sure you won’t be angry with me, Prince, if I tell you you’d be better off avoiding pocket money, and I mean any money in your pockets at all. I say this from my first impression of you. But since your purse is quite empty now, allow me to offer you these twenty-five roubles as a start. We shall, of course, settle later, and if you are the nice sincere person you appear to be, we can’t have any difficulties there. And if I take this interest in you it’s because I have a certain object in view; you will learn what it is later. As you see I’m being perfectly open  with you. I trust, Ganya, you have nothing against the Prince being settled in your apartment?”

“Oh, quite the contrary! And Mother will be very pleased,” agreed Ganya politely and obligingly.

“You have only one room occupied now, I believe; that fellow—what’s his name? Ferd—Per—”

“Ferdyshchenko.”

“Oh yes. I don’t care for that Ferdyshchenko of yours; he’s some kind of filthy clown. And I don’t understand why Nastassya Filippovna encourages him so much. Unless he really is a relative of hers?”

“Oh, no. All that’s only a joke. There isn’t the slightest relationship.”

“Well, the devil with him! So how do you feel about it, Prince? Are you satisfied or not?”

“Thank you, General, you have been extremely good to me, especially since I didn’t ask for anything—I don’t say that out of pride; I really didn’t know where to lay my head. It is true that Rogozhin did invite me.”

“Rogozhin? Oh, no. I would advise you in a fatherly way, or if you prefer as a friend, to forget Mr. Rogozhin. And as a general rule I would advise you to limit your relations to the family you are entering.”

“Since you are so kind,” began the prince, “I do have one matter of business. I’ve had word that—”

“Excuse me,” interrupted the general, “I haven’t a minute more now. I’ll go and tell Lizaveta Prokofyevna about you. If she wishes to see you now—and I shall try to present you in a way that she will—I advise you to take advantage of the occasion and make yourself agreeable to her, because Lizaveta Prokofyevna can be very useful to you; you have the same family name. If she doesn’t wish to see you, never mind, we’ll do it some other time, somehow. And, Ganya, you glance over these accounts in the meantime; Fedoseyev and I have just been struggling over them. Don’t forget to include them.”

The general went out, and the prince did not manage to tell him about his business, as he had been attempting to do for the fourth time. Ganya lighted a cigarette and offered one to the prince, who accepted it but did not open a conversation so as not to disturb Ganya, and he began examining the study. But Ganya scarcely glanced at the sheet of paper covered with figures,  which the general had just indicated to him. He was preoccupied; his smile, his look, his thoughtfulness weighed all the more on the prince now that they were left alone together. Suddenly he approached the prince, who at that moment was again by the portrait of Nastassya Filippovna, contemplating it.

“So a woman like this appeals to you, Prince?” he suddenly asked him, looking at him searchingly, as if he had some pressing reason for this question.

“An amazing face!” replied the prince, “and I’m sure that her life is no ordinary one. Her face seems cheerful, but she has suffered terribly, hasn’t she? The eyes tell this, and the cheekbones that form two points under her eyes. It’s a proud face, a terribly proud face; and yet, here I can’t tell, is she a good person? Ah, if only she were! Everything would be all right!”

“And would you marry such a woman?” pursued Ganya, still gazing at him with his burning eyes.

“I can’t marry anyone. I am an invalid,” said the prince.

“And would Rogozhin marry her? What do you think?”

“I think he would marry her, he might marry her tomorrow—and a week later cut her throat—”

No sooner had the prince said this than Ganya suddenly shuddered so violently that the prince almost cried out.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, seizing his arm.

“Sir,” announced a footman, appearing in the doorway, “His Excellency begs you to see Her Excellency.”

The pripce followed the footman.
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