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FROM THE PAGES OF THE IDIOT

It was a new and surprising creature who laughed in his face and stung him with venomous sarcasms, openly declaring that she had never had any feeling in her heart for him except contempt—contempt and loathing which had come upon her immediately after her first surprise.

(page 39)

 

“Nothing should be concealed from children on the pretext that they are little and that it is too early for them to understand.” (page 62)

 

“A fool with a heart and no sense is just as unhappy as a fool with sense and no heart.” (page 75)

 

“What an idiot!” (page 93)

 

“You are proud, Nastasya Filippovna; but perhaps you are so unhappy as really to think yourself to blame.” (page 155)

 

“The essence of religious feeling does not come under any sort of reasoning or atheism, and has nothing to do with any crimes or misdemeanors.” (page 203)

 

“That poem simply describes a man who is capable of an ideal, and what’s more, a man who having once set an ideal before him has faith in it, and having faith in it gives up his life blindly to it. This does not always happen in our day.” (page 229)

 

It was evident that he revived by fits and starts. He would suddenly come to himself from actual delirium for a few minutes; he would remember and talk with complete consciousness, chiefly in disconnected phrases which he had perhaps thought out and learnt by heart in the long weary hours of his illness, in his bed, in sleepless solitude.

(page 271)

Inventors and geniuses have almost always been looked on as no better than fools at the beginning of their career, and very frequently at the end of it also. (page 300)

 

“It’s life that matters, nothing but life—the process of discovering, the everlasting and perpetual process, not the discovery itself, at all.” (page 362)

 

“There are two sorts of mind: one that matters, and one that doesn’t matter.”

(page 393)

 

“One must have a heart to understand!” (page 446)

 

“Sincerity is more important than elocution.” (page 506)

 

“I have never in my life met a man like him for noble simplicity, and boundless trustfulness. I understood from the way he talked that anyone who chose could deceive him, and that he would forgive anyone afterwards who had deceived him, and that was why I grew to love him.”

(page 521)

 

“We’ve had enough of following our whims; it’s time to be reasonable.”

(page 564)



[image: 001]




[image: 002]

BARNES & NOBLE CLASSICS  
NEW YORK

 

Published by Barnes & Noble Books 
122 Fifth Avenue 
New York, NY 10011

 

www.barnesandnoble.com/classics

 

Dostoevsky first published The Idiot between 1868 and 1869. 
Constance Garnett’s translation of The Idiot first appeared in 1913.

 

Published in 2004 by Barnes & Noble Classics with new Introduction, 
Notes, Biography, Chronology, Inspired By, Comments & Questions, 
and For Further Reading.

 

Introduction and For Further Reading

Copyright © 2004 by Joseph Frank.

 

Revision of translation, Notes, Note on Fyodor Dostoevsky, The World of Fyodor 
Dostoevsky and The Idiot, Inspired by The Idiot, and Comments & Questions 
Copyright © 2004 by Barnes & Noble, Inc.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, 
recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, 
without the prior written permission of the publisher.

 

Barnes & Noble Classics and the Barnes & Noble Classics colophon are trademarks of Barnes & Noble, Inc.

 

The Idiot

ISBN-13: 978-1-59308-058-7 ISBN-10: 1-59308-058-1
eISBN : 978-1-411-43236-9

LC Control Number 2003102532

 

 

Produced and published in conjunction with: 
Fine Creative Media, Inc. 
322 Eighth Avenue 
New York, NY 10001

 

Michael J. Fine, President and Publisher

 

Printed in the United States of America 
QM 
7 9 10 8




FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY

Fyodor Mikhailovitch Dostoevsky was born in Moscow on October 30, 1821. His mother died when he was fifteen, and his father, a strict former army surgeon, sent him and his older brother, Mikhail, to preparatory school in St. Petersburg. Fyodor continued his education at the St. Petersburg Academy of Military Engineers and graduated as a lieutenant in 1843. After serving as a military engineer for a short time, and inheriting some money from his father’s estate, he retired from the army and decided instead to devote himself to writing.

Dostoevsky won immediate recognition with the 1846 publication of his first work of fiction, a short novel titled Poor Folk. The important Russian critic Vissarion Grigorievitch Belinsky praised his work and introduced him into the literary circles of St. Petersburg. Over the next few years Dostoevsky published several stories, including “The Double” and “White Nights.” He also became involved with a progressive group known as the Petrashevsky Circle, headed by the charismatic utopian socialist Mikhail Petrashevsky. In 1849 Tsar Nicholas I ordered the arrest of all the members of the group, including Dostoevsky. He was kept in solitary confinement for eight months while the charges against him were investigated and then, along with other members of Petrashevsky’s group, was sentenced to death by firing squad. Nicholas commuted the sentence to penal servitude in Siberia, but only at the last minute. This near-execution haunts much of Dostoevsky’s subsequent writing.

The ten years Dostoevsky spent in prison and then in exile in Siberia had a profound effect on him. By the time he returned to St. Petersburg in 1859, he had rejected his radical ideas and acquired a new respect for the religious ideas and ideals of the Russian people. He had never been an atheist, but his Christianity was now closer to the Orthodox faith. While in exile he had also married.

Dostoevsky quickly resumed his literary career in St. Petersburg. He and his brother Mikhail founded two journals, Vremya (1861-1863) and Epokha  (1864-1865). Dostoevsky published many of his well-known early works in these journals, including The House of the Dead, an account of his prison experiences, and the dark, complex novella “Notes from Underground.”

The next several years of Dostoevsky’s life were marked by the deaths of his wife, Maria, and his brother Mikhail. He began to gamble compulsively on his trips abroad, and he suffered from bouts of epilepsy. In 1866, while dictating his novel The Gambler to meet a deadline, he met a young stenographer, Anna Snitkina, and the two married a year later. Over the next fifteen years Dostoevsky produced his finest works, including the novels Crime and Punishment (1866), The Idiot (1868), The Possessed (1871-1872), and The Brothers Karamazov (1879-1880). His novels are complex psychological studies that examine man’s struggle with such elemental issues as good and evil, life and death, belief and reason. Fyodor Mikhailovitch Dostoevsky died from a lung hemorrhage on January 28, 1881, in St. Petersburg at the age of fifty-nine.




THE WORLD OF FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY AND THE IDIOT



	1821	Fyodor Mikhailovitch Dostoevsky is born on October 30 in Moscow. The second of seven children, he grows up in a middle class household run by his father, a former army surgeon and strict family man.
	1833	Aleksandr Pushkin’s novel in verse Eugene Onegin is published.
	1836	Pushkin’s story “The Queen of Spades” is published.
	1837	Fyodor’s mother dies. He and his older brother Mikhail are sent to a preparatory school in St. Petersburg.
	1838	Dostoevsky begins his tenure at the St. Petersburg Academy of Mil itary Engineers, where he studies until 1843. He becomes acquainted with the works of such writers as Byron, Corneille, Dickens, Goethe, Gogol, Homer, Hugo, Pushkin, Racine, Rousseau, Shakespeare, and Schiller.
	1839	Dostoevsky’s father is murdered on his country estate, presum ably by his own serfs.
	1842	Part 1 of Nikolay Gogol’s novel Dead Souls is published.
	1843	Dostoevsky graduates from the Academy as a lieutenant, but instead of pursuing a career in the army, he resolves to dedicate his life to writing.
	1844	His first published work appears, a Russian translation of Honoré de Balzac’s 1833 novel Eugénie Grandet. Dostoevsky begins work on his first novel, Poor Folk.
	1845	On the basis of Poor Folk, Dostoevsky wins the friendship and acclaim of Russia’s premier literary critic, Vissarion Grigorievitch Belinsky, author of the scathingly critical “Letter to Gogol” (1847) .
	1846	Poor Folk and “The Double” are published. “The Double” is the first work in which Dostoevsky writes about the psychology of the split self. Dostoevsky meets the utopian socialist M.V Butashevitch Petrashevsky.
	1847	Dostoevsky publishes numerous short stories, including “A Weak Heart,” “Polzunkov” and “The Landlady.”
	1848	He publishes the short story “White Nights.” The Communist Man ifesto, by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, is published. Revolu tions break out in France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Poland.
	1849	Dostoevsky is arrested for his participation in the subversive socialist Petrashevsky Circle. He first spends eight months in solitary confinement and is then condemned to death by firing squad. Tsar Nicholas I commutes his sentence to penal servi tude in Siberia, but orders this to be announced only at the last minute.
	1850	Dostoevsky begins his four-year internment at Omsk prison in western Siberia. His experiences there will influence many of his later works. While imprisoned he abandons the radical ideas of his youth and becomes more deeply religious; his only book in prison is a copy of the Bible.
	1852	Part 2 of Gogol’s Dead Souls is published.
	1853	The Crimean War breaks out, catalyzed by a dispute between Russia and France over the Palestinian holy places.
	1854	Still exiled in Siberia, Dostoevsky begins four years of compul sory military service.
	1857	He marries the widow Maria Dmitrievna Isaeva.
	1859	Dostoevsky and Maria are allowed to return to St. Petersburg.
	1861	He and his brother Mikhail establish Vremya (Time); this year and the next the journal publishes Dostoevsky’s The House of the Dead, a work based on his experiences in Siberia.
	1862	Dostoevsky travels to England, France, Germany, Italy, and Switzerland, a trip that engenders in him an anti-European outlook. He gambles heavily at resorts abroad, losing money.
	1863	Dostoevsky makes a second trip to Europe and arranges to meet Apollinaria Suslova in Paris; he had published a story by her in Vremya the previous year. The two have an affair. The progressive Nikolay Chernyshevsky publishes the utopian novel What Is to Be Done?, which Dostoevsky will react against a year later in “Notes from Underground.” Vremya is banned for printing a potentially subversive article regarding the Polish rebellion.
	1864	Dostoevsky and his brother Mikhail establish Epokha (Epoch), the short-lived successor to Vremya; the journal publishes “Notes from Underground,” the first of Dostoevsky’s masterworks. Dostoevsky’s wife, Maria, dies from tuberculosis. His brother Mikhail dies three months later.
	1865	Burdened with debt, Dostoevsky goes on another failed gam bling spree in Europe. He proposes to Apollinaria Suslova, with out success.
	1866	Crime and Punishment starts serial publication at the beginning of the year. Dostoevsky interrupts the writing in October in order to work on The Gambler; forced to meet the contract deadline for that book in order to retain the rights to his published works, includ ing Crime and Punishment. He dictates The Gambler to a stenographer, Anna Grigorievna Snitkina, over the course of a month. He and Anna, who is twenty-five years his junior, become romantically involved.
	1867	Dostoevsky marries Anna Snitkina; the alliance is one of the most fortunate events of his life. To avoid financial ruin, the two live abroad for the next four years, in Geneva, Florence, Vienna, Prague, and finally Dresden. Dostoevsky’s epilepsy worsens. He begins work on his novel The Idiot, in which the protagonist is an epileptic. The first three of what will be six volumes of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace appear in print in December, bound in yellow covers.
	1868	The Idiot is published in installments this year and the next. The fourth volume of War and Peace appears in March.
	1869	The final volumes of Tolstoy’s War and Peace are published: the fifth in February and the sixth in December.
	1871	Dostoevsky and his wife return to St. Petersburg. Serialization of his novel The Possessed begins.
	1873	Dostoevsky becomes editor of the conservative weekly Grazhdanin  (The Citizen); “The Diary of a Writer” becomes a regular and popular feature of the weekly.
	1875	Tolstoy begins publishing Anna Karenina. 
	1876	The Diary of a Writer is published as a monojournal—that is, it was written and edited entirely by Dostoevsky; in it he publishes “The Meek One.”
	1877	“The Dream of a Ridiculous Man” is published in The Diary of a Writer. 
	1879	Serialization begins in another journal of The Brothers Karamazov,  widely considered Dostoevsky’s greatest novel.
	1880	Six months before his death, Dostoevsky delivers his famous speech on Pushkin at the dedication of the Pushkin memorial in Moscow.
	1881	Dostoevsky dies from a lung hemorrhage on January 28 in St. Petersburg. His epitaph, also the epigraph to The Brothers Karamazov, is from the Bible (John 12:24); it reads, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and
		die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit” (King James Version).
	1886	German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche publishes Beyond Good and Evil, which was influenced by The Possessed. 
	1912	Constance Garnett begins her translations of the works of Dosto evsky, introducing his writings to the English-reading world.


 








INTRODUCTION

Dostoevsky’s great novel The Idiot, one of the finest works ever written inspired by the image and the ideal of Christ, was composed during a particularly difficult period of the author’s life. Not that some other periods had not been equally tumultuous and agitated. There had been, after all, his arrest as a political conspirator in 1849, the agonizing mock execution to which he had been exposed, his four years in the prison camp, and the succeeding six of service in the Russian army. But while such events were nerve-racking and tormenting, Dostoevsky was not during those times attempting to carry on his literary career. And if we examine the conditions under which he wrote his other great novels, it is clear that none were created in circumstances as harassing and distracting as those in which he wrote The Idiot.

For one thing, Dostoevsky was then living in Europe, whose culture he admired but whose social and political mores he abhorred—and came to detest even more rancorously the more he remained abroad. He had left Russia with a new bride, twenty years younger than himself, presumably for a vacation visit of a few months, but the absence from his homeland lasted for four years. Just before leaving he had been pursued by creditors, who threatened to throw him into debtor’s prison, and he feared that if he returned as impoverished as he had left, the threat would be carried out. He and his devoted wife, Anna Grigoryevna, settled first in Dresden, then moved to Baden-Baden; next they went to Switzerland, living in Geneva and Vevey; finally they traveled to Italy, residing first in Milan and then Florence. To finance the trip, Dostoevsky had received an advance from Mikhail Katkov, the powerful editor of the Russian Messenger, in which Crime and Punishment had recently been published, and he continued to live on such advances all through this time. It was necessary for him to get to work as soon as possible, both to cover the funds already obtained and, by the installments of a new novel, to earn more for the future.

Aside from this peripatetic existence, several other factors also interfered with all his efforts to satisfy his literary obligations. During an earlier trip to Europe, Dostoevsky had been bitten by a passion for roulette (he never gambled in any other way) and had even written a novella, The Gambler (1866), in  which the depiction of the psychological ravages of such a gambling fever still remains unsurpassed. Ironically enough, he had proposed marriage to Anna Grigoryevna (whom he met when she had come to help him as a stenographer to meet a deadline with this text) by depicting himself as someone who had to choose between disastrously surrendering to a gambling mania and being rescued by the stability of a new loving attachment.

Once back in Europe, however, it became clear that Dostoevsky had not really overcome his addiction, and the hypnotic lure of the wheel, besides inevitably increasing the impoverishment of the couple, also drew him away from his writing table. The letters that Dostoevsky wrote to his wife from the various resorts with gambling casinos to which he traveled, often imploring her to send money for his return, are among the most pitiful, pathetic, and self-castigating that he ever penned. In the end, however, he managed to conquer his obsession before returning home in 1871; and from that time on, even when residing in Europe on several occasions, he never gambled again.

It was also while working on The Idiot that Dostoevsky first became a father. His daughter Sofya (Sonya) was born on March 5, 1868 (according to the European calendar), and Dostoevsky became so upset during the process of delivery that the midwife finally excluded him from the room. Anna herself later recalled that “at times I saw him sobbing, and I myself began to fear that I might be on the threshold of death.” But nothing untoward occurred, and Dostoevsky wrote a week later to his friend the poet Apollon Maikov that “Sonya, my daughter, is a healthy, robust, lovable marvellous child, and I spend practically half the day kissing her and can’t tear myself away.” According to Anna, Dostoevsky was “the tenderest possible father,” who would sit by [the baby‘s] crib for hours on end, now singing songs to her, now talking to her.”

One can well imagine the depth of despair into which the Dostoevskys were plunged when, three months later Sofya caught a chill, contracted an inflammation of the lungs, and was carried away after a week. In another letter to Maikov, Dostoevsky expresses his grief in heart-rending words:

This tiny, three months old being, so pitiful, so minuscule—for me was already a person, a character. She began to recognize me, to love me, to smile at me when I approached, when I, with my ridiculous voice, sang to her, she liked to listen ... And now they tell me, in consolation, that I will have other children. But where is Sofya? Where is that  little individual for whom, I dare to say, I would have accepted crucifixion so that she might live?



If the thematic motif of an all-too-untimely death resounds with such poignancy in the anguished outcries of Ippolit in The Idiot, one can surely trace them to the emotions experienced by the author with the death of his little Sonya.

Another aspect of the book can also be linked with the events of Dostoevsky’s life at this period. In their wanderings through Europe, the couple passed through Basel on their way to Geneva and paused for a one-day stopover to take in the sights. The cathedral and the museum were the objects of their interest, and it was the museum—or one of its paintings—that provided inspiration for the future novel. Along with much else, they saw the famous canvas of Hans Holbein the Younger, The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, which enjoyed a widespread notoriety. Indeed, in a book well-known to Dostoevsky, Nikolai Karamzin’s Letters of a Russian Traveller, the author mentioned the painting as one of the attractions that no conscientious tourist should miss.

The picture depicts Christ isolated from all the traditional iconographic accoutrements that usually accompany his portrayal, and Karamzin records the legend that the painter used the corpse of a drowned Jew as his model. According to Anna’s Diary (available in Russian as Dnevnik A. G. Dostoaski, 1867  g., Moscow, 1923), much closer to the event than her later Reminiscences (see “For Further Reading”), Dostoevsky was so impressed with the painting that he climbed on a chair to obtain a closer look; and Anna was terrified that the law-abiding Swiss would fine him for such a violation of museum decorum. He was so overcome by it that “he pronounced Holbein the Younger a painter and creator of the first rank.” Anna’s description of the work, which may be assumed to contain the impressions of her husband as well, stresses that while the body of Christ usually contains “no marks at all of pain and suffering,” in this case the opposite was true. “But here the whole form is emaciated, the ribs and bones plain to see, hands and feet riddled with wounds, all blue and swollen, like a corpse on the point of decomposition.... The whole thing,” she remarks, “bears such a strong resemblance to a real dead body that I should not like to be left with it in a room alone” (p. 185).

A copy of Holbein’s painting turns up in chapter 4, part two, of The Idiot, where Prince Myshkin, who has seen it abroad in Switzerland, remarks: “Why, that picture might make some people lose their faith” (p. 201). It is referred to again later by the young Ippolit, well aware of being doomed to  an early death by tuberculosis, who wrestles with the problem that the picture poses for him, for Prince Myshkin, and, we may assume, for the author of these anguish-filled pages as well. Ippolit declares:

Looking at such a picture, one conceives of nature in the shape of an immense, merciless, dumb beast, or more correctly, much more correctly, speaking, though it sounds strange, in the form of a huge machine of the most modern construction which, dull and insensible, has aimlessly clutched, crushed and swallowed up a great priceless Being, a Being worth all nature and its laws, worth the whole earth, which was created perhaps solely for the sake of the advent of that Being (p.375).



Ippolit imagines the people who surrounded this dead man as being gripped by “the most terrible anguish and consternation” at the sight of his corpse, though when they parted, “each one bore within him a mighty thought which could never be wrested from him.”

For Dostoevsky, we may speculate, the greatness of Holbein the Younger lay in the boldness with which his art confronted the anomalies of the Christian faith. (Modern scholars, though, tend to doubt whether he had any genuine concern with the religious quarrels of his time, and Erasmus, once a friend of whom he left a famous portrait, thought him opportunistic). It is a similar boldness, in any case, that Dostoevsky displays in The Idiot; and no one can doubt his sincerity.




II 

Just as The Idiot was written under more adverse conditions than Dostoevsky’s other major novels, so the external history of its composition involved a more far-reaching change than can be observed elsewhere. Dostoevsky often shifted plans as he made initial notes for his works, and even after embarking on what he thought would be the final text. Crime and Punishment, for example, began as a first-person novella exploring the psychology of a humanitarian murderer; but then it became a larger third-person work with many more characters and incorporating much of the original novella. Dostoevsky rewrote a good part of The Devils, of which he already had a considerable draft, when the glam orously lethal Byronic dandy Stavrogin emerged as his main character instead of the pathetically lovable member of an earlier generation, the liberal idealist Stepan Trofimovich. A change of creative plan in midcourse was therefore nothing unusual for Dostoevsky; but the case of The Idiot was  more extreme than all the others. In fact, the work that he initially outlined in his notebooks and began to write has only the loosest relationship to the text that finally emerged.

Three notebooks for The Idiot exist in the Dostoevsky corpus. Two contain scenarios written before the first chapters were published; the third shows Dostoevsky struggling to find his way amidst the plethora of possibilities opened by the thematic motifs already begun. The prepublica tion notes can best be described as a fertile creative chaos, and some notion of their bewildering diversity is conveyed by Edward Wasiolek, who supervised their translation into English. “The relationship between characters fluctuate from plan to plan: sisters are and are not sisters, nephews become sons, fathers become uncles. The idiot is sometimes the son of the Uncle, sometimes the nephew, sometimes the foster son, sometimes illegitimate, and sometimes legitimate; acts are committed and die abortively in the next plan, or even a few lines later; people hang themselves but then perhaps don’t hang themselves; the same people die by hanging, poisoning, broken hearts or drowning. It is not always clear who is who, where they come from, and where they are going....” (Dostoevsky, The Notebooks for The Idiot, pp. 7-8) . What is clear, however, is that, all through this time, Dostoevsky is searching for an inspiration that continues to elude his grasp.

A character labeled “the idiot” appears in these early notes and is also described as subject to epileptic seizures; but his personality is the very opposite of what he will later become. At first, he is characterized as follows: “The Idiot’s passions are violent, he has a burning need of love, a boundless pride, and out of pride he means to dominate himself, conquer himself He takes delight in domination.” This first conception of “the idiot” is thus more or less the reverse of the later one; but other figures in these notes are endowed with some of the moral qualities that he will later possess. At this point “the chief character of the novel” is called the Uncle, “who is a usurer, a hypochondriac, with a deep-seated vanity, pride” (p. 33). But his son is an ideal figure, called “a socialist” by his father, though Dostoevsky writes: “He is not a socialist: on the contrary; he finds in socialism little besides an unrealizable ideal. Economic redistribution, the problem of bread” (p. 42). The son also “preaches about how there is a great deal of happiness in life, that each moment is a happiness.” The word “Christ” then suddenly appears, and the note: “To an extent the son has already impressed the idiot sometime earlier.” It is as if Dostoevsky were on the point here of fusing the two, with the idiot taking on some of the attributes of the son; but the connection will not be made until much later. Nonetheless, it is striking that on the margin of this page  Dostoevsky scribbles the following sentence, repeated almost verbatim in the novel: “The one thing in the world is spontaneous compassion. As of justice—that is a secondary matter.”

Dostoevsky continued to shuffle and reshuffle his various plot ingredients and characters for several months in the helter-skelter fashion indicated by Wasiolek. But while numerous situations and suggestions can be seen in retrospect as embryonic indicators of what lay ahead, “the idiot” still remains “an anguished, contemptuous, endlessly proud personality,” though now “in the end he is agonized by his own role, and suddenly perceives a solution in love” [italics in text] (p. 85). Just how to present this mutation, however, remains unresolved.

In November, with only a month left before his first installment was due, and in the midst of setting down a tentative outline, Dostoevsky desperately adds in italics: “Give me an idea!” One can only speculate about what occurred at this time, but there is some reason to believe that the “idea” at which he finally arrived could well have come from a source other than the notes for his novel. Dostoevsky’s creative imagination was intensely prolific, and he often jotted down ideas for various works simultaneously. One such jotting, which turns up amidst those for the future novel, may well have helped him to discover what that novel eventually became.

This plan, entitled “A Thought (Poem), Theme called ‘The Emperor,’ ” was inspired by an article in a historical journal about an incident that occurred in the mid-eighteenth century. A one-year-old child had then inherited the Russian throne, and the new Empress kept him imprisoned for the remainder of his life. He died at the age of twenty-four, when a young army officer unsuccessfully tried to free him and reestablish him on the throne. Dostoevsky develops the various figures (the prisoner is now twenty years old) and dwells on the innocence and backwardness of the isolated captive (he even has to be taught to speak). The beauty of the world as he comes to discover it fills him with rapture, but he is overcome with dismay on learning of all its injustices. When his presumptive rescuer explains that they are not social equals, he replies: “If you are not my equal, I do not wish to be emperor.” It may well be that the guilelessness of the princely prisoner, himself an “idiot” for so many years and now exposed to both good and evil for the first time, served as a transition figure between the tyrannical and egoistic idiot-character of Dostoevsky’s first conception and the sudden appearance of “the idiot” in another incarnation.

In any case, the notes from early November contain a new idea: “He is a Prince. Idiot,” and then, in the next sentence, “Prince Yurodivi. (He is with the children)?!” (A yurodivi is a Russian “holy fool,” sometimes  considered deranged or demented but also endowed with an unearthly aura of transcendence). Some of Dostoevsky’s excitement here can be felt in the punctuation as a new image of “the idiot” begins to crystallize, and the formerly vengeful personality of this figure was shifted elsewhere. Of the son, now called Ganechka, Dostoevsky writes: “This is the character that was formerly the Idiot’s: magnanimous, bitterness, pride and envy.” Many of the definitive plot details now begin to surface in the notes (“the Idiot with the children ... about Mont Blanc, Switzerland”) . What occurred is then described in a letter at the end of December, in which Dostoevsky explains to his literary confidante Maikov that, although he had begun to write a novel (presumably in November), “I threw it all out” and on December 4 “set about the painful task of inventing a new novel.” The Prince Yurodivi could not be incorporated into any of the earlier scenarios, and his appearance, moreover, confronted Dostoevsky with a challenge he had long endeavored to avoid.

“For a long time already,” he confesses, “there was an idea that had been bothering me, but I was afraid to make a novel out of it because it was a very difficult idea and I was not ready to tackle it.... The idea is—to portray a perfectly beautiful man.... The idea used to flash through my mind in a somewhat artistic form but only somewhat, not in the full-blown form that was needed [italics in text]. It was only the desperate situation in which I found myself that made me embark upon an idea that had not yet reached full maturity. I took a chance, as at roulette.” Starting on December 18, Dostoevsky thus set out to write a novel about “a perfectly beautiful man,” and in a burst of inspiration was able to send seven chapters to the journal by January 11.

A day later, in a letter to his favorite niece to whom the novel was originally dedicated, Dostoevsky elaborated on his conception of “the perfectly beautiful man.” There is only one such, he explains, and that is Christ, “so that the phenomenon of that boundlessly, infinitely good figure is already in itself an infinite miracle.” Earlier attempts had been made in Christian literature to represent such a figure, and for him the finest of all was Don Quixote; but this character was essentially comic, someone at whom the reader was supposed to laugh—tenderly, to be sure. The same was true of Dickens’s Mr. Pickwick, “a conception infinitely weaker but still ... tremendous,” who generates sympathy because unaware of his own worth. Jean Valjean in Hugo’s Les Misérables is also a Christ-figure but of a different calibre: “He engenders sympathy because of his terrible misfortune and society’s injustice toward him.... But there is nothing of this sort in my novel, absolutely nothing, and that’s why I am afraid it will be a positive failure.” Prince Myshkin, indeed, inherits a fortune just after  the action gets underway; and while the other characters are struck by his “strangeness,” they find his moral purity to be more impressive and disturbing than a source of merriment.




III 

This first section of the novel plunges the prince into the superficially respectable but inwardly corrupt world of Petersburg high society, with a plot intrigue similar to that of La Dame aux Camélias by Alexandre Dumas fils, a work referred to in the text (it also served Giuseppe Verdi for his opera  La Traviata) . In both works, a beautiful and spiritually virtuous woman, who has been socially disgraced, is asked to sacrifice herself in the name of family honor. For Dumas, the woman is the demimondaine Marguerite Gautier, who submits to the implacable condemnation of society so that the sister of her aristocratic beloved can enter into a proper marriage. For Dostoevsky she is the queenly Nastasya Filippovna, once the innocent ward and then the helpless mistress of the elegant high official Totsky (a variant of his name is Trotsky, and one rather regrets that it was not used). Totsky now wishes to marry her off so that he can wed one of the daughters of General Epanchin; but the proudly resentful Nastasya refuses to allow herself to be bought and sold in this disgraceful if socially acceptable fashion.

In part one, the prince finds himself in the midst of this drama, instantly recognizing Nastasya’s fineness of spirit and sympathizing with her rage and resentment, although appalled at the self-destructive form it has assumed. Indeed, in the riotous party scene that terminates this first section, he attempts to thwart her decision to debase herself even further by running off with the immensely wealthy merchant’s son Rogozhin, who is consumed by a mad, all-consuming passion for her that bodes no good. When the prince unexpectedly, and to everyone’s astonishment, offers her marriage, she replies: “Thank you, prince. No one has ever talked to me like that before.... They’ve always been trying to buy me, but no decent man has ever thought of marrying me” (p. 156). But of course she refuses (“Did you really think I meant [to] ... ruin a child like that?”), and departs with Rogozhin and his disreputable group to express her contempt for the outwardly estimable but inwardly depraved society that had corrupted her own life.

These early chapters, written at white heat, also contain other notable features. The Idiot is the most autobiographical of Dostoevsky’s novels, or at least the one in which autobiography obtrudes most overtly. There is the  scene, for example, in which the prince attempts to gain admission to the Epanchin mansion from a recalcitrant footman, who is inclined to think him an impostor because of his far-from-fashionable clothes and modest manner. The prince succeeds in gaining entry, however, after recounting his impressions of an execution by the guillotine that he had witnessed in Europe. Intuiting the agony undergone by the condemned man as he faced the ineluctable certainty of death, which the prince compares with the “torture” and “agony” of which “Christ spoke too,” he then muses: “Perhaps there is some man who has been sentenced to death ... and then has been told ‘you can go, you are pardoned.’ Perhaps such a man could tell us” (p. 22).

Dostoevsky himself was such a man, having experienced these same torments in 1850 during the mock execution staged by Nicholas I to punish the Petrashevsky Circle, all of whom were officially condemned to death and then pardoned. And he utilizes the ordeal of his mock execution again in Prince Myshkin’s scene with the Epanchin sisters, who at first tend to regard the unassuming prince as something of a pious fraud. Not only does Dostoevsky here reproduce the exact details of this lacerating event, but he also expresses sentiments similar to those he employed in a letter to his older brother Mikhail just after returning to prison. “Life is a gift,” he wrote then, “life is happiness, every minute can be an eternity of bliss.” These are the very emotions that Prince Myshkin attributes to a condemned man who then was pardoned: “What if I could go back to life—what eternity! ... I would turn every minute into an age; I would lose nothing” (p. 56). The mock execution again appears when the prince, asked to suggest a subject for a picture to be painted by Adelaida Epanchin, can think only of the face of a condemned man and a priest holding up a cross. The prince’s sensibility is thus haunted by the shadow of eternity, and the absolute sense of moral obligation that he exhibits can be attributed to this overhanging presence.

In The Idiot as well Dostoevsky also draws on his own ailment of epilepsy more explicitly and directly than anywhere else in his writings. Just before the onset of a fit, when he loses consciousness and is overcome by spasmodic convulsions, the prince felt an “aura” of ecstatic plenitude that, as we know from other sources, reproduces the sensations felt by his creator. At such moments, the prince became aware of “the acme of harmony and beauty ... a feeling, unknown and undivined till then, of completeness, of proportion, of reconciliation, and of ecstatic devotional merging in the highest synthesis of life” (p. 208). It was a moment of “infinite happiness,” which “might well be worth the whole of life.” And it was then that the prince “seem[ed]  somehow to understand the extraordinary saying [from the Bible, Book of Revelations 10:6] that there shall be no more time.” Moments such as these may well have strengthened Dostoevsky’s own belief in the existence of a supersensuous realm transcending ordinary earthly existence. If so, however, he did not employ it in The Idiot for such a purpose. On the contrary, the loftiness of the vision is depicted as a sublime illusion; and when the prince acts under its inspiration, he provokes Rogozhin into an attempt on his life.

This first section of The Idiot contains some unforgettable scenes in which the “angelic” character of the prince is superbly portrayed. One such is the story of Marie, a consumptive little slavey in the Swiss village where the prince is being treated for epilepsy. She has been seduced and abandoned by a traveling salesman, and then becomes a despised outcast mistreated by everyone and ridiculed by the village children. Moved by her misery, the prince gives her a few francs and persuades the children that she has been unjustly abused and condemned. The last days of her life are thus irradiated by the warmth of their love, and she dies surrounded by their care and devotion. The children, when they observe the prince kissing her out of compassion, are unable to distinguish between this and the kisses exchanged between their parents; this leit motiv will later be developed on a large-scale in the rivalry between Nastasya Filippovna and Aglaia Epanchin.

The completion of this first part, however, posed new problems for Dostoevsky because he had written it without any overall plan, and it is clear from his letters and notebooks that he scarcely knew how to continue. “As I go along,” he wrote to his niece, “various details crop up that I find fascinating and stimulating. But the whole? But the hero? Somehow the whole thing seems to turn on the figure of the hero ... I must establish the character of the hero. Will it develop under my pen?” Even though Dostoevsky seemed to see other characters quite clearly, he confesses that “the main hero is still extremely pale.” The notes reveal that he continued to struggle with this problem all through the remainder of the book. On the one hand, as he writes in a note, “it was necessary to show the Prince in a field of action” [italics in text]; but on the other, as Reinhold Niebuhr has written of Christianity, “it is impossible to symbolize the divine goodness in history in any other way than by complete powerlessness.” Dostoevsky thus was faced with the dilemma of creating a hero lacking all the usual attributes associated with such a figure, but whose moral-religious purity would somehow shine through and redeem his practical impotence.




IV 

The Idiot is the most loosely constructed of Dostoevsky’s major novels and after part one breaks up into three alternating narrative strands. One is the Nastasya-Myshkin relationship, which now, however, sinks into the background for lengthy stretches. What occupies the foreground is the prince’s attraction to Aglaia Epanchin, the youngest, most beautiful, most headstrong, and most socially idealistic of the three Epanchin daughters. She has been attracted by Myshkin’s defiance of social convention as he springs to the defense of Nastasya, externally dishonored but in fact the innocent victim of circumstances. Aglaia thus characterizes Myshkin, in a famous scene, as the “poor knight” of Pushkin’s poem (known by its first line: “Once on earth lived a poor knight”), a work she recites in his presence after having spoken of the “poor knight” as “Don Quixote, only serious and not comic.” The third narrative strand consists of all the ancillary episodes that Dostoevsky introduces in such profusion, and which, allowing him to roam far and wide, add so much vivacity and even grotesquerie to what is otherwise a hauntingly tragic story.

The first of these plot lines centers on the Nastasya-Myshkin-Rogozhin triangle, and on the prince’s efforts to rescue the once-violated but now regal and commanding Nastasya from the self-destructive consequences of her own resentment and rage. She had fallen prey to what Dostoevsky called elsewhere (in his first post-Siberian novel, The Insulted and Injured) “the egoism of suffering”—that is, an egoism turned back upon itself in masochistic self-hatred, and using its own self-punishment as a means of exhibiting its contempt for others. Nastasya dabbles with the potentially murderous passion of the socially inferior Rogozhin so as to display her scorn for such “respectable” gentlemen as Totsky and General Epanchin, who wish to dispose of her life for their own totally selfish ends. Prince Myshkin provided the only exception to this rule that she had ever encountered.

While the threat of Rogozhin’s violence hangs over Nastasya from the earliest pages, the notes reveal that Dostoevsky contemplated the possibility of averting what finally seemed the inevitable ending. At one point, he writes: “He [Myshkin] rehabilitates N. F. and asserts ascendancy over Rogozhin. He induces humility in Aglaia....” Other notes, however, sketch the murder that will ultimately occur. “When Rogozhin shows him N. F.’s corpse. She was screaming. He kisses the corpse.” No final choice was made until later, when Dostoevsky was writing part four of the novel; and he thought that readers would be surprised by such a conclusion. “If there are readers of The Idiot,” he wrote in a letter, indicating  his doubts about the novel’s success, “they perhaps will be somewhat stunned by the unexpectedness of the ending, but, on reflection, they will finally agree that it had to end this way.” Perhaps he imagined that, given the Christian aura surrounding the prince, a more positive or “uplifting” termination would have been expected; but he found it impossible to satisfy such a presumed anticipation.

The second plot line centers on the prince’s involvement with Aglaia, who is also being courted by the polished and sophisticated nobleman Radomsky. The latter serves additionally as a commentator on the action from a highly civilized and worldly point of view, both friendly but distant and quite skeptical. The tentative romance between the prince and Aglaia has posed something of a problem because Myshkin’s capacity to maintain a normal love relationship remains ambiguous. Some commentators have believed him to be sexually impotent, and as evidence they can cite his remark to Rogozhin: “Perhaps you don’t know that, owing to my illness, I know nothing of women” (p. 14). These words can be taken simply as a statement of fact about the prince’s life up to that point, or as the indication of a more fundamental disability; but there are reasons to doubt that it refers to a physical infirmity. In the first place, although Dostoevsky himself was an epileptic, he was twice married, the father of four children, and is known to have been passionately involved with at least one mistress. Moreover, to interpret the prince in this way would weaken one of the important leitmotivs in the book—the conflict in the prince himself between his pure but carnal love for Aglaia and his compassionate love for Nastasya. These differing kinds of love are carefully distinguished in Dostoevsky’s notes, and they ultimately come into conflict. Unless we accept the prince’s desire to marry as flowing from a normal masculine urge, we seriously undermine the tragic nature of his dilemma.

The romance between Prince Myshkin and Aglaia provides some of the most charming scenes of the book, filled with a tender playfulness hard to find elsewhere in Dostoevsky’s works. It is she who necessarily takes the lead in what would normally be the masculine prerogative of courtship; and even after she does so, the afflicted prince cannot imagine that it was possible for him to experience anything such as ordinary “love” for a woman. Indeed, as he wanders through the park at night in Pavlovsk waiting for Aglaia (a scene that Dostoevsky referred to later as one of his best), “if anyone had told him at that moment that he had fallen in love, that he was passionately in love, he would have rejected the idea with surprise and perhaps with indignation” (p. 332). Earlier, when Aglaia had read the “poor knight” poem, substituting the initial letters of  Nastasya’s name for those in Pushkin’s text, he took it as “a mockery,” though everyone else understood it as an indication of her burgeoning romantic infatuation. The scene in which she tries to prepare him for the reception at which he will officially appear as her fiancé, both fearing his social ineptitude and denouncing those who might ridicule it, also beautifully captures the incongruity of their situation.

Prince Myshkin dramatizes Dostoevsky’s image of “a perfectly beautiful man,” a being who comes as close as humanly possible to the Christian ideal; but for Dostoevsky there was only “one positively beautiful figure in the world—Christ,” and the appearance of Christ had been “an infinite miracle.” There could only be one God-man; and while He remained an eternal aspiration for humanity, such aspiration could never obviously receive its complete fulfillment. Many years before, holding a nighttime vigil at the bier of his dead first wife in 1864, Dostoevsky had jotted down some notes that provide the only direct first-hand glimpse into his religious convictions and can serve as a commentary on Prince Myshkin. Here he writes that “to love man like oneself, according to the commandment of Christ, is impossible. The law of personality on earth binds. The Ego stands in the way.” And as an example of the nefarious effects of this “law of personality,” obstructing the perfect fulfillment of Christ’s commandment, Dostoevsky astonishingly cites the institution of marriage. “Marriage and the giving in marriage of a woman ... [is] the greatest deviation from humanism, the complete isolation of the pair from everyone else ... the family, that is the law of nature, but [it is] all the same abnormal, egotistical.” The prince’s attraction to Aglaia, which normally would lead to marriage, thus runs athwart of the Christian commandment to love all of mankind like oneself.

The two narrative strands of the book come together in the climactic scene in which the women confront each other as rivals, and demand that the prince choose between them. It is then that Myshkin must decide between his love-as-compassion for Nastasya and his flesh-and-blood love for Aglaia. Nastasya’s suffering, her “frenzied, despairing face” (p. 524), stirs his heart first of all; he even appeals to Aglaia on her behalf, but this is enough to end his romance with her once and for all. The purest earthly love cannot be reconciled with the universal compassion embodied in the Christian ideal. In the final chapters, while making preparations to marry Nastasya Filippovna, the prince still wishes to visit Aglaia; and the narrator confesses that “we find it difficult in many instances to explain what occurred” (p. 525). The prince is inwardly torn, as the highly intelligent Radomsky recognizes, between “two different  sorts of love” (p. 535), one completely incompatible with the other. This is why his behavior can no longer be comprehended by the narrator, who only reflects the bewilderment of the community at Myshkin’s unwillingness to surrender either one in accordance with existing social-religious norms. Like Christ with the Pharisees, Myshkin has now gone beyond the realm where such conditions have any relevance. In the eerie final scene, after Nastasya has fled back to Rogozhin’s embittered love-hatred, the prince consoles the hysterical murderer beside the corpse of his victim ; and he finally sinks back into the darkness of the epileptic oblivion from which he had emerged at the beginning of the novel.




V 

The third of Dostoevsky’s narrative strands contains a whole host of minor characters who enliven, enrich, and diversify the main thematic action in ways that are sometimes ludicrous and grotesque, and whose effect may be compared to the burlesque interludes often included in medieval mystery plays. All these figures are analogically related to Dostoevsky’s central motif—the effort to incorporate the Christian ideal—and each exhibits a different level of the conflict between some form of moral behavior and the inherent egoism of the human personality. One of the most important is the dying adolescent Ippolit, the first of the metaphysical rebels the author later developed in such characters as Kir illov in The Devils and Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov.

Ippolit emerges as an ideological rival to Prince Myshkin’s meekness and humility, rising in revolt against a God who has condemned mankind to suffering and death. When the prince first sees the copy of Holbein’s Dead Christ in Rogozhin’s home, he tells of four encounters that had convinced him that “the essence of religious feeling does not come under any sort of reasoning or atheism, and has nothing to do with any crimes or misdemeanors.... But the chief thing is that you will notice it more dearly and quickly in the Russian heart than anywhere else” (p. 203). The prince can thus surmount this iconoclastic image of the dead Christ, whose contemplation can very well cause a loss of faith. But for Ippolit the canvas leads to a semi-comic public reading of his “Essential Explanation” (p. 355) which nobody really wants to listen to, terminated by an attempt at suicide that rather pathetically fails. Ippolit’s youthful mawkishness and self-preoccupation, combined with the sadness of his fate, anticipates some of the black comedy of Samuel Beckett. One of the most poignant moments of the book, however, occurs when Ippolit pleadingly asks the prince how best he might die, and receives  the compassionate but also rather guilty reply: “Pass by us, and forgive us our happiness” (p. 479).

If Prince Myshkin embodies the purest and more-exalted expression of Dostoevsky’s theme, other characters represent it in a completely opposite register. In their case, we see the almost miraculous survival of a moral sensibility in lives where it might be considered to have been completely extinguished. The rascally civil servant Lebedev, for example, is both a lawyer and a fervent expounder of the Apocalypse; and he narrates a gruesome story about medieval cannibalism in the parodistic style of a lawyer arguing for the defense. It appears that during times of extreme famine in the Middle Ages, cannibalism was widely resorted to. One such cannibal, who began by eating monks (usually well nourished) and little children, reduced his diet to laymen because he was tormented by his conscience. But finally he went and confessed to the authorities, though he might simply have desisted without saying a word and despite all the tortures that he knew would ensue. From this story Lebedev concludes that “there must have been an idea stronger than any misery, famine, torture, plague, leprosy, and all that hell, which mankind could not have endured without that idea, which bound men together, guided their hearts.... Show me anything like such a force in our age of vices and railways” (p. 348). Despite such a disillusioned conclusion, Lebedev himself and all the other minor characters manifest the workings of the same force that is so sarcastically exalted in this harrowing tale.

Such extreme dissonance of tone fills The Idiot to a much greater extent than it does other Dostoevsky novels. But there are also appealing touches of less grisly humor in the cock-and-bull stories of the discredited General Ivolgin, vainly striving to overcome his social degradation by the mythomaniacal adventures he recounts to dubious, half-amused listeners who do not believe a word that he utters. The anecdote about the lapdog tossed out of the window of the railway carriage, after its well-bred female owner had done the same with the general’s cigar, demonstrates the narrator’s refusal to accept so insulting a reprimand; but it turns out, alas, to have been taken from a recent newspaper article. The marvelous story about his relation to Napoleon as a child during the siege of Moscow, in which his innocent words lead to the disastrous French retreat in midwinter, is sheer braggadocio worthy of Falstaff and narrated with irresistible skill. Dostoevsky’s talent as a satirical humorist has been generally overlooked because of the tragic nature of his themes; but nowhere is it better displayed than in The Idiot.

If we place The Idiot in the perspective of Dostoevsky’s work as a whole, it may be considered his most courageous creation. Not, however, because he tackled the almost impossible creative task of presenting “a perfectly beautiful man” within the limits of a novel form whose “realism” he wished to respect. It was courageous because, in doing so, he was putting his own highest Christian values to the same test as those to which he had been most opposed. The inspiration for his best novels, before and after The Idiot, had been provided by his polemical relation to the doctrines of Russian nihilism. In the underground man and Raskol nikov, as later in Stavrogin and Ivan Karamazov, Dostoevsky had dramatized the disastrous consequences of such nihilist ideas if taken to their ultimate limits in human action. But this is exactly what he ends up by doing in The Idiot as well—except that the values in this instance are those that he himself cherished with a fervor made more ardent by his full awareness of their fragility.

With an integrity that cannot be too highly praised, Dostoevsky fearlessly submits his own most hallowed convictions to the same scrutiny that he had used for those of the nihilists. What would they mean for human life if taken seriously and literally, and lived out to their full extent as guides to conduct? The moral extremism of his own eschato logical ideal, incarnated by the prince, is portrayed as being equally incompatible with the normal demands of social existence as the egoistic extremism of his tormented and tortured nihilist figures. Dostoevsky thus remained true to his deepest artistic instincts in narrating the career of Prince Myshkin, but no doubt for this reason the reactions of his closest literary allies, as well as the general public, were far from enthusiastic.

To Maikov he wrote, as he was working on the fourth section: “Now that I see, as through a magnifying glass, I am bitterly convinced that never in my literary life have I had a better and richer poetic idea than the one now becoming clear to me.” But he complains about having to rush “full speed ahead,” lacking the time even to re-read what he has written, and helplessly feeling that “if I had started writing this novel a year earlier and then could have spent two or three months correcting and re-writing, it would have come out differently.” However that may be, the novel soon began to make its way, and nine years after it had been published Dostoevsky wrote to a correspondent who considered it his “masterpiece”: “Let me tell you that I have heard such an opinion 50 times if not more. The book keeps selling every year, and more as time passes.”

Posterity has justified the verdict of Dostoevsky’s correspondent about  the novel that the author undertook as a gamble, as if he were playing roulette. One may say that it is the one and only time he emerged a winner.
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Part One




1

AT NINE O‘CLOCK IN the morning, towards the end of November, the Warsaw train was approaching Petersburg at full speed. It was thawing, and so damp and foggy that it was difficult to distinguish anything ten paces from the rail-line to right or left of the carriage windows. Some of the passengers were returning from abroad, but the third-class compartments were most crowded, chiefly with people of humble rank, who had come a shorter distance on business. All of course were tired and shivering, their eyes were heavy after the night’s journey, and all their faces were pale yellow to match the fog.

In one of the third-class carriages, two passengers had, from early dawn, been sitting facing one another by the window. Both were young men, not very well dressed, and traveling with little luggage; both were of rather striking appearance, and both, at last, showed a desire to enter into conversation. If they had both known what was remarkable in one another at that moment, they would have been surprised at the chance which had so strangely brought them opposite one another in a third-class carriage of the Warsaw train. One of them was a short man about twenty-seven, with almost black curly hair and small, grey, but fiery eyes. He had a broad and flat nose and high cheek bones. His thin lips were continually curved in an insolent, mocking and even malicious smile. But the high and well-shaped forehead redeemed the ignoble lines of the lower part of the face. What was particularly striking about the young man’s face was its death-like pallor, which gave him a look of exhaustion in spite of his sturdy figure, and at the same time a passionate expression, almost painfully inharmonious with his coarse and insolent smile and the hard and conceited look in his eyes. He was warmly dressed in a full, black, sheepskin-lined overcoat, and had not felt the cold at night, while his shivering neighbor was forced to endure all the sweetness of the raw Russian November night, for which he was evidently unprepared. He had a fairly thick and full cloak with a big hood, such as is often used in winter by travelers abroad in Switzerland, or the North of Italy, who are not of course proposing such a journey as that from Eydtkuhnen to Petersburg. But what was quite suitable and satisfactory in Italy turned out not quite sufficient for Russia. The owner of the cloak was a young man, also twenty-six or twenty-seven years old, just  above the average in height, with very fair thick hair, with sunken cheeks and a thin, pointed, almost white beard. His eyes were large, blue and intent; there was something gentle, though heavy-looking in their expression, something of that strange look from which some people can recognize at the first glance a victim of epilepsy. Yet the young man’s face was pleasing, thin and clean-cut, though colorless, and at this moment bluish from the cold. He carried a little bundle tied up in an old faded silk handkerchief, apparently containing all his belongings. He wore thick-soled shoes and gaiters, all in the foreign style. His dark-haired neighbor in the sheepskin observed all this, partly from having nothing to do, and at last, with an indelicate smile, in which satisfaction at the misfortunes of others is sometimes so unceremoniously and casually expressed, he asked:

“Chilly?”

And he twitched his shoulders.

“Very,” answered his neighbor, with extraordinary readiness, “and to think it’s thawing too. What if it were freezing? I didn’t expect it to be so cold at home. I’ve got out of the habit.”

“From abroad, eh?”

“Yes, from Switzerland.”

“Phew! You don’t say so!”The dark-haired man whistled and laughed.

They fell into talk. The readiness of the fair young man in the Swiss cloak to answer all his companion’s inquiries was remarkable. He betrayed no suspicion of the extreme impertinence of some of his misplaced and idle questions. He told him he had been a long while, over four years, away from Russia, that he had been sent abroad for his health on account of a strange nervous disease, something of the nature of epilepsy or St. Vitus’s dance,a attacks of twitching and trembling. The dark man smiled several times as he listened, and laughed, especially when, in answer to his inquiry, “Well, have they cured you?” his companion answered, “No, they haven’t.”

“Ha! You must have wasted a lot of money over it, and we believe in them over here,” the dark man observed, sarcastically.

“Perfectly true!” interposed a badly dressed, heavily built man of about forty, with a red nose and pimpled face, sitting beside them.

He seemed to be some sort of petty official, with the typical failings of his class. “Perfectly true, they only use all the resources of Russia for nothing!”

“Oh, you are quite mistaken in my case!” the patient from Switzerland replied in a gentle and conciliatory voice. “I can’t dispute your opinion, of course, because I don’t know all about it, but my doctor shared his last penny with me for the journey here; and he’s been keeping me for nearly two years at his expense.”

“Why, had you no one to pay for you?” asked the dark man.

“No; Mr. Pavlishchev, who used to pay for me there, died two years ago. I’ve written since to Petersburg, to Madame Epanchin, a distant relation of mine, but I’ve had no answer. So I’ve come....”

“Where are you going then?”

“You mean, where am I going to stay? ... I really don’t know yet.... Somewhere....”

“You’ve not made up your mind yet?” And both his listeners laughed again.

“And I shouldn’t wonder if that bundle is all you’ve got in the world?” queried the dark man.

“I wouldn’t mind betting it is,” chimed in the red-nosed official with a gleeful air, “and that he’s nothing else in the luggage van, though poverty is no vice, one must admit.”

It appeared that this was the case; the fair-haired young man acknowledged it at once with peculiar readiness.

“Your bundle has some value, anyway,” the petty official went on, when they had laughed to their heart’s content (strange to say, the owner of the bundle began to laugh too, looking at them, and that increased their mirth), “and though one may safely bet there is no gold in it, neither French, German, nor Dutch—one may be sure of that, if only from the gaiters you have got on over your foreign shoes—yet if you can add to your bundle a relation such as Madame Epanchin, the general’s lady, the bundle acquires a very different value, that is if Madame Epanchin really is related to you, and you are not laboring under a delusion, a mistake that often happens ... through excess of imagination.”

“Ah, you’ve guessed right again,” the fair young man assented. “It really is almost a mistake, that’s to say, she is almost no relation; so much so that I really was not at all surprised at getting no answer. It was what I expected.”

“You simply wasted the money for the stamps. H‘m! ... anyway you are straightforward and simple-hearted, and that’s to your credit. H’m! ... I know General Epanchin, for he is a man everyone knows; and I used to know Mr. Pavlishchev, too, who paid your expenses in Switzerland, that is if it was Nikolay Andreyevich Pavlishchev, for there were two of them, cousins. The other lives in the Crimea. The late Nikolay Andreyevich was a worthy man and well connected, and he’d four thousand serfs in his day....”

“That’s right, Nikolay Andreyevich was his name.”

And as he answered, the young man looked intently and searchingly at the omniscient gentleman.

Such omniscient gentlemen are to be found pretty often in a certain stratum of society. They know everything. All the restless curiosity and faculties of their mind are irresistibly bent in one direction, no doubt from lack of more important ideas and interests in life, as the contemporary critic would explain. But the words, “they know everything,” must be taken in a rather limited sense: in what department so-and-so serves, who are his friends, what his income is, where he was governor, who his wife is and what dowry she brought him, who are his first cousins and who are his second cousins, and everything of that sort. For the most part these omniscient gentlemen are out at elbow, and receive a salary of seventeen rubles a month. The people of whose lives they know every detail would be at a loss to imagine their motives. Yet many of them get positive consolation out of this knowledge, which amounts to a complete science, and derive from it self-respect and their highest spiritual gratification. And indeed it is a fascinating science. I have seen learned men, literary men, poets, politicians, who sought and found in that science their loftiest comfort and their ultimate goal, and have indeed made their career only by means of it.

During this part of the conversation the dark young man had been yawning and looking aimlessly out of the window, impatiently expecting the end of the journey. He was preoccupied, extremely so, in fact, almost agitated. His behavior indeed was somewhat strange; sometimes he seemed to be listening without hearing, and looking without seeing. He would laugh sometimes not knowing, or forgetting, what he was laughing at.

“Excuse me, whom do I have the honor” ... the pimply gentleman said suddenly, addressing the fair young man with the bundle.

“Prince Lyov Nikolayevich Myshkin is my name,” the latter replied with prompt and unhesitating readiness.

“Prince Myshkin? Lyov Nikolayevich? I don’t know it. I don’t believe I’ve ever heard it,” the official responded, thoughtfully. “I don’t mean the surname, it’s a historical name, it’s to be found in Karamzin’s History,1  and with good reason; I mean you personally, and indeed there are no Prince Myshkins to be met anywhere, one never hears of them.”

“I should think not,” Myshkin answered at once, “there are no Prince Myshkins now except me; I believe I am the last of them. And as for our fathers and grandfathers, some of them were no more than peasant proprietors. My father was a sub-lieutenant in the army, yet General Epanchin’s wife was somehow Princess Myshkin; she was the last of her lot, too....”

“He-he-he! The last of her lot! He-he! how funnily you put it,” chuckled the official.

The dark man grinned too. Myshkin was rather surprised that he had perpetrated a joke, and indeed it was a feeble one.

“Believe me, I said it without thinking,” he explained at last, wondering.

“I understand, I understand,” the official assented good-humoredly.

“And have you been studying, too, with the professor out there, prince?” asked the dark man suddenly.

“Yes ... I have.”

“But I’ve never studied anything.”

“Well, I only did a little, you know,” added Myshkin almost apologetically. “I couldn’t be taught systematically, because of my illness.”

“Do you know the Rogozhins?” the dark man asked quickly.

“No, I don’t know them at all. I know very few people in Russia. Are you a Rogozhin?”

“Yes, my name is Rogozhin, Parfyon.”

“Parfyon? One of those Rogozhins ...” the official began, with increased gravity.

“Yes, one of those, one of the same,” the dark man interrupted quickly, with uncivil impatience. He had not once addressed the pimply gentleman indeed, but from the beginning had spoken only to Myshkin.

“But ... how is that?” The official was petrified with amazement, and his eyes seemed almost starting out of his head. His whole face immediately assumed an expression of reverence and servility, almost of awe. “Related to the Semyon Parfenovich Rogozhin, who died a month ago and left a fortune of two and a half million rubles?”

“And how do you know he left two and a half millions?” the dark man interrupted, not deigning even now to glance towards the official.

“Look at him!” he winked to Myshkin, indicating him. “What do they gain by cringing upon one at once? But it’s true that my father has been dead a month, and here I am, coming home from Pskov almost without boots to my feet. My brother, the rascal, and my mother haven’t sent me a penny nor a word—nothing! As if I were a dog! I’ve been lying ill with fever at Pskov for the last month.”

“And now you are coming in for a tidy million, at the lowest counting, oh! Lord!” the official flung up his hands.

“What is it to him, tell me that?” said Rogozhin, nodding irritably and angrily towards him again. “Why, I am not going to give you any of it, you may stand on your head before me, if you like.”

“I will, I will.”

“You see! But I won’t give you anything, I won‘t, if you dance for a whole week.”

“Well, don‘t! Why should you? Don’t! But I shall dance, I shall leave  my wife and little children and dance before you. I must do homage! I must! ”

“Pah!” the dark man spat. “Five weeks ago, like you with nothing but a bundle,” he said, addressing the prince, “I ran away from my father to my aunt’s at Pskov. And there I fell ill and he died while I was away. He kicked the bucket. Eternal memory to the deceased, but he almost killed me! Would you believe it, prince, yes, by God! If I hadn’t run away then, he would have killed me on the spot.”

“Did you make him very angry?” asked the prince, looking with special interest at the millionaire in the sheepskin. But though there may have been something remarkable in the million and in coming into an inheritance, Myshkin was surprised and interested at something else as well. And Rogozhin himself for some reason talked readily to the prince, though indeed his need of conversation seemed rather physical than mental, arising more from preoccupation than frankness, from agitation and excitement, for the sake of looking at someone and exercising his tongue. He seemed to be still ill or at least feverish. As for the petty official, he was simply hanging on Rogozhin, hardly daring to breathe, and catching at each word, as though he hoped to find a diamond.

“Angry he certainly was, and perhaps with reason,” answered Rogozhin, “but it was my brother’s doing more than anything. My mother I can’t blame, she is an old woman, spends her time reading the Lives of the Saints, sitting with old women; and what brother Semyon says is law. And why didn’t he let me know in time? I understand it! It’s true, I was unconscious at the time. They say a telegram was sent, too, but it was sent to my aunt. And she has been a widow for thirty years and she spends her time with crazy pilgrims from morning till night. She is not a nun exactly, but something worse. She was frightened by the telegram, and took it to the police station without opening it, and there it lies to this day. Only Vassily Vassilich Konyov was the saving of me, he wrote me all about it. At night my brother cut off the solid gold tassels from the brocaded pall on my father’s coffin. ‘Think what a lot of money they are worth,’ said he. For that alone he can be sent to Siberia if I like, for it’s sacrilege. Hey there, you scarecrow,” he turned to the official, “is that the law—is it sacrilege?”

“It is sacrilege, it is,” the latter assented at once.

“Is it a matter of Siberia?”

“Siberia, to be sure! Siberia at once.”

“They think I am still ill,” Rogozhin went on to Myshkin, “but without a word to anyone, I got into the carriage, ill as I was, and I am on my way home. You’ll have to open the door to me, brother Semyon Semyonovich ! He turned my father against me, I know. But it’s true I did anger  my father over Nastasya Filippovna. That was my own doing. I was in fault there.”

“Over Nastasya Filippovna?” the official pronounced with servility, seeming to deliberate.

“Why, you don’t know her!” Rogozhin shouted impatiently.

“Yes, I do!” answered the man, triumphantly.

“Upon my word! But there are lots of Nastasya Filippovnas. And what an insolent brute you are, let me tell you! I knew some brute like this would hang on to me at once,” he continued to Myshkin.

“But perhaps I do know!” said the official, fidgeting. “Lebedev knows! You are pleased to reproach me, Your Highness, but what if I prove it?Yes, I mean that very Nastasya Filippovna, on account of whom your parent tried to give you a lesson with his stick. Nastasya Filippovna’s name is Barashkov, and she’s a lady, so to speak, of high position, and even a princess in her own way, and she is connected with a man called Totsky—Afanasy Ivanovich—with him and no one else, a man of property and great fortune, a member of companies and societies, and he’s great friends with General Epanchin on that account....”

“Aha! so that’s it, is it?” Rogozhin was genuinely surprised at last. “Ugh, the devil, he actually does know!”

“He knows everything! Lebedev knows everything! I went about with young Alexandre Lihachov for two months, Your Highness, and it was after his father’s death too, and I know my way about, so to say, so that he couldn’t stir a step without Lebedev. Now he is in the debtor’s prison; but then I had every opportunity to know Armance and Coralie, and Princess Patsky and Nastasya Filippovna, and much else besides.”

“Nastasya Filippovna? Why, did Lihachov ...” Rogozhin looked angrily at him. His lips positively twitched and turned white.

“Not at all! Not at all! Not in the least!” the official assured him with nervous haste. “Lihachov couldn’t get at her for any money! No, she is not an Armance. She has nobody but Totsky. And of an evening she sits in her own box at the Grand or the French Theatre. The officers may talk a lot about her, but even they can say nothing against her. ‘That’s the famous Nastasya Filippovna,’ they say, and that’s all. But nothing further, for there is nothing.”

“That’s all true,” Rogozhin confirmed, frowning gloomily. “Zalyozhev said so at the time. I was running across the Nevsky, prince, in my father’s three-year-old coat and she came out of a shop and got into her carriage. I was all aflame in an instant. I met Zalyozhev. He is quite another sort—got up like a hair-dresser’s assistant, with an eyeglass in his eye, while at my father’s house we wear tarred boots and are kept on Lenten soup. ‘She’s no match for you, my boy,’ he said; ‘she is a princess. Her name is  Nastasya Filippovna Barashkov, and she is living with Totsky, and Totsky doesn’t know how to get rid of her, for he’s just reached the proper time of life, fifty-five, so that he wants to marry the greatest beauty in Petersburg.’ Then he told me that I could see Nastasya Filippovna that day at the Grand Theatre—at the ballet; she’d be in her box in the baignoire. b As for going to the ballet, if anyone at home had tried that on, father would have settled it—he would have killed one. But I did slip in for an hour though, and saw Nastasya Filippovna again; I didn’t sleep all that night. Next morning my late father gave me two five percent. bonds for five thousand rubles each. ‘Go and sell them,’ he said, ‘and take seven thousand five hundred to Andreyev’s office, and pay the account, and bring back what’s left of the ten thousand straight to me; I shall wait for you.’ I cashed the bonds, took the money, but I didn’t go to Andreyev’s. I went straight to the English shop, and picked out a pair of earrings with a diamond nearly as big as a nut in each of them. I gave the whole ten thousand for it and left owing four hundred; I gave them my name and they trusted me. I went with the earrings to Zalyozhev; I told him, and said, ‘Let us go to Nastasya Filippovna’s, brother.’ We set off. I don’t know and can’t remember what was under my feet, what was before me or about me. We went straight into her drawing-room, she came in to us herself I didn’t tell at the time who I was, but Zalyozhev said, ‘This is from Parfyon Rogozhin, in memory of his meeting you yesterday; graciously accept it.’ She opened it, looked and smiled: ’Thank your friend Mr. Rogozhin for his kind attention. She bowed and went out. Well, why didn’t I die on the spot! I went to her because I thought I shouldn’t come back alive. And what mortified me most of all was that that beast Zalyozhev took it all to himself I am short and badly dressed, and I stood, without a word, staring at her because I was ashamed, and he’s in the height of fashion, curled and pomaded, rosy and in a check tie—he was all bows and graces, and I am sure she must have taken him for me! ‘Well,’ said I, as he went out, ‘don’t you dare dream now of anything, do you understand?’ He laughed. ‘And how are you going to account for the money to your father now?’ I felt like throwing myself into the water, I must own, instead of going home, but I thought ‘What did anything matter after all?’ and I went home in desperation like a damned soul.”

“Ech! Ugh!” The petty official wriggled. He positively shuddered. “And you know the deceased gentleman was ready to do for a man for ten rubles, let alone ten thousand,” he added, nodding to the prince.

Myshkin scrutinized Rogozhin with interest; the latter seemed paler than ever at that moment.

“Ready to do for a man!” repeated Rogozhin. “What do you know about it? He found it all out at once,” he went on, addressing Myshkin, “and Zalyozhev went gossiping about it to everybody. My father took me and locked me up upstairs and was at me for a whole hour.‘This is only a preface,’ he said, ‘but I’ll come in to say good night to you!’ And what do you think? The old man went to Nastasya Filippovna‘s, bowed down to the ground before her, wept and besought her; she brought out the box at last and flung it to him. ‘Here are your earrings, you old grey-beard,’ she said, ‘and they are ten times more precious to me now since Parfyon faced such a storm to get them for me. Greet Parfyon Semyonovich and thank him for me,’ she said. And meanwhile I’d obtained twenty rubles from Seryozha Protushin, and with my mother’s blessing set off by train to Pskov, and I arrived in a fever. The old women began reading the Lives of the Saints over me, and I sat there drunk. I spent my last money in the taverns and lay senseless all night in the street, and by morning I was delirious, and to make matters better the dogs bit me in the night. I had a narrow squeak.”

“Well, well, now Nastasya Filippovna will sing another tune,” the official chuckled, rubbing his hands. “What are earrings now, sir! Now we can make up for it with such earrings ...”

“But if you say another word about Nastasya Filippovna, as there is a God above, I’ll thrash you, though you used to go about with Lihachov!” cried Rogozhin, seizing him violently by the arm.

“Well, if you thrash me you won’t turn me away! Thrash me, that’s just how you’ll keep me! By thrashing me you’ll have put your seal on me ... Why, here we are!”

They had in fact reached the station. Though Rogozhin said he had come away in secret, several men were waiting for him. They shouted and waved their caps to him.

“I say, Zalyozhev here too!” muttered Rogozhin, gazing at them with a triumphant and almost malicious-looking smile, and he turned suddenly to Myshkin. “Prince, I don’t know why I’ve taken to you. Perhaps because I’ve met you at such a moment, though I’ve met him too (he indicated Lebedev) and I haven’t taken to him. Come and see me, prince. We’ll take off those gaiters of yours, we’ll put you into a first-rate fur coat, I’ll get you a first-class dress-coat, a white waistcoat, or what you like, I’ll fill your pockets with money! ... we’ll go and see Nastasya Filippovna! Will you come?”

“Listen, Prince Lyov Nikolayevich!” Lebedev chimed in solemnly and impressively. “Don’t miss the chance, oh, don’t miss the chance!”

Prince Myshkin stood up, courteously held out his hand to Rogozhin and said cordially:

“I will come with the greatest of pleasure and thank you very much for liking me. I may come today even, if I’ve time. For I tell you frankly I’ve taken a great liking to you myself, I liked you particularly when you were telling about the diamond earrings. I liked you before that, too, though you look gloomy. Thank you, too, for the clothes and the fur coat you promise me, for I certainly shall need clothes and a fur coat directly. As for money, I have scarcely any at the moment.”

“There will be money, there will be money by the evening, come!”

“There will, there will!” the official assented, “by evening, before sunset there will be!”

“And women, prince, are you very keen on them? Let me know to start with!”

“I, n-no! You see.... Perhaps you don’t know that, owing to my illness, I know nothing of women.”

“Well, if that’s how it is,” cried Rogozhin, “you are a regular blessed innocent, and God loves such as you.”

“And the Lord God loves such as you,” the official repeated.

“And you follow me,” said Rogozhin to Lebedev.

And they all got out of the carriage. Lebedev had ended by gaining his point. The noisy group soon disappeared in the direction of Voznesensky Prospect. The prince had to go towards Liteyny. It was damp and rainy; Myshkin asked his way of passers-by-it appeared that he had two miles to go, and he decided to take a cab.
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GENERAL EPANcHiN LIVED IN a house of his own not far from Liteyny. Besides this magnificent house—five-sixths of its rooms were let in flats—he had another huge house in Sadovy Street, which was also a large source of revenue to him. He owned also a considerable and profitable estate close to Petersburg, and a factory of some sort in the district. In former days the general, as everyone knew, had been a share-holder in government monopolies. Now he had shares and a considerable influence in the control of some well-established companies. He had the reputation of being a very busy man of large fortune and wide connections. In certain positions he knew how to make himself indispensable; for instance, in his own department of the government. Yet it was known that Ivan Fyodorovich Epanchin was a man of no education and the son of a simple soldier. The latter fact, of course, could only be to his credit; yet though the general was an intelligent man, he was not free from some very pardonable little weaknesses and disliked allusions to certain subjects. But he was unquestionably an intelligent and capable man. He made it a principle, for instance, not to put himself forward, to efface himself where necessary, and he was valued by many people just for his unpretentious-ness, just because he always knew his place. But if only those who said this of him could have known what was passing sometimes in the soul of Ivan Fyodorovich, who knew his place so well! Though he really had practical knowledge and experience and some very remarkable abilities, he preferred to appear to be carrying out the ideas of others rather than the promptings of his own intellect, to pose as a man “disinterestedly devoted” and—to fall in with the spirit of the age—a warm-hearted Russian. There were some amusing stories told about him in this connection ; but the general was never disconcerted by these stories. Besides, he was always successful, even at cards, and he played for very high stakes and far from attempting to conceal this little, as he called it, weakness, which was handy and in other ways profitable to him, he intentionally made a display of it. He mixed in very varied society, though only, of course, with people of consequence. But he had everything before him, he had plenty of time, plenty of time for everything, and everything was bound to come in its due time. And in years, too, the general was what is called in the prime of life, fifty-six, not more, and we know that that is the very flower of manhood; the age at which real life begins. His good health, his complexion, his sound though black teeth, his sturdy, solid figure, his preoccupied air at his office in the morning and his good-humored countenance in the evening at cards or at “his grace s”—all contributed to his success in the present and in the future, and strewed his excellency’s path with roses.

The general had a family of blooming children. All was not roses there, indeed, but there was much on which his excellency’s fondest hopes and plans had long been earnestly and deeply concentrated. And, after all, what plans are graver and more sacred than a father’s? What should a man cling to, if not to his family?

The general’s family consisted of a wife and three grownup daughters. The general had married many years before, when only a lieutenant, a girl of almost his own age, who was not distinguished either by beauty or education, and with whom he had received only a dowry of fifty  souls, which served, however, as a stepping-stone to his fortune in later days. But the general never in after years complained of his early marriage, he never regarded it as the error of his luckless youth, and he so respected his wife, and at times so feared her, indeed, that he positively loved her. His wife was a Princess Myshkin, of an ancient though by no means brilliant family, and she had a great opinion of herself on account of her birth. An influential person, one of those patrons whose patronage costs them nothing, had consented to interest himself in the young princess’s marriage. He had opened a way for the young officer and had given him a helping hand along it, though indeed no hand was needed, a glance was enough and would not have been thrown away! With few exceptions the husband and wife had spent their whole life in harmony together. At an early age Madame Epanchin, as a princess by birth, the last of her family, possibly, too, through her personal qualities, had succeeded in finding influential friends in the highest circles. In later years, through her husband’s wealth and consequence in the service, she began to feel almost at home in those exalted regions.

It was during these years that the general’s three daughters—Alexandra, Adelaida and Aglaia—had grown up. They were only Epanchins, it’s true, but of noble rank on their mother’s side, with considerable dowries and a father who was expected to rise to a very high position sooner or later, and what was also an important matter, they were all three remarkably good-looking, even the eldest, Alexandra, who had already turned twenty-five. The second was twenty-three and the youngest, Aglaia, was only just twenty. This youngest one was quite a beauty and was beginning to attract much attention in society. But that was not everything; all three were distinguished by education, cleverness and talent. Everyone knew that they were remarkably fond of one another and always hung together. People even talked of sacrifices made by the two elder sisters for the sake of the youngest, who was the idol of the house. They were not fond of showing themselves off in society and were modest to a fault. No one could reproach them with haughtiness or conceit, yet they were known to be proud and to understand their own value. The eldest was a musician, the second painted remarkably well, but this had not been generally known till lately and had only come out accidentally. In a word, a great deal was said in praise of them. But there were hostile critics. People talked with horror of the number of books they had read. They were in no hurry to get married; they valued belonging to a certain circle in society, yet not to excess. This was the more remarkable as everyone knew the attitude, the character, the aims and the desires of their father. 

It was about eleven o‘clock when Myshkin rang at the general’s flat, which was on the first floor, and was a modest one considering his position. A liveried servant opened the door and Myshkin had much ado to explain his appearance to the man who, from the first, looked suspiciously at him and his bundle. At last, on his repeated and definite assertion that he really was Prince Myshkin and that he absolutely must see the general on urgent business, the wondering servant conducted him into a little anteroom leading to the waiting-room that adjoined the general’s study, and handed him over to another servant, whose duty it was to wait in the morning in the anteroom and to announce visitors to the general. This second servant, who wore a tailcoat, was a man over forty, with an anxious countenance. He was his excellency’s special attendant who ushered visitors into the study and so knew his own importance.

“Step into the waiting-room and leave your bundle here,” he said, seating himself in his armchair with deliberation and dignity, and looking with stern surprise at Myshkin, who had sat down on a chair beside him with his bundle in his hands.

“If you’ll allow me,” said Myshkin, “I’d rather wait here with you; what am I to do in there alone?”

“You can’t stay in the anteroom, for you are a visitor, in other words a guest. Do you want to see the general himself?”

The servant obviously found it difficult to bring himself to admit such a visitor and decided to question him once more.

“Yes, I have business ...” Myshkin began.

“I don’t ask you what business—my duty is only to announce you. But I’ve told you already, without the secretary’s leave I am not going to announce you.”

The man’s suspicion grew more and more marked: the prince was too unlike the ordinary run of visitors. Though at a certain hour the general used often, almost every day in fact, to receive visitors of the most varied description, especially on business, yet in spite of the latitude of his instructions the attendant felt great hesitation; the secretary’s opinion was essential before he showed him in.

“Are you really ... from abroad?” he asked, almost in spite of himself, and was confused.

He had been about perhaps to ask, “Are you really Prince Myshkin?”

“Yes, I have only just come from the station. I think you were going to ask, ‘am I really Prince Myshkin?’ but you didn’t ask for politeness.”

“Hm!” grunted the astounded servant.

“I assure you that I haven’t told you a lie and you won’t get into trouble  on my account. And you need not be surprised at my looking like this and having a bundle; I am not in very flourishing circumstances just now.”

“Hm! I have no apprehension on that score, you know. It’s my duty to announce you, and the secretary will see you, unless you ... that’s just the difficulty.... You are not asking the general for assistance, if I may make bold to inquire?”

“Oh no, you can rest assured of that. My business is different.”

“You must excuse me, but I asked looking at you. Wait for the secretary ; his excellency is engaged with the colonel at present and then the secretary ... from the company ... is coming.”

“Then, if I have to wait a long while, I should like to ask you if there is anywhere I could smoke? I’ve got a pipe and tobacco.”

“Smoke?” repeated the attendant, glancing at him with scornful surprise as though he could scarcely believe his ears. “Smoke? No, you can’t smoke here; you ought to be ashamed to think of such a thing. He-he! It’s a queer business.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean in this room; I know that, I would have gone anywhere else you showed me, I am used to it, for I haven’t had a smoke for three hours. But it’s as you please, there’s a saying, you know, ‘At Rome one must...’ ”

“Well, how am I going to announce a fellow like you?” the attendant could not help muttering. “In the first place you have no business to be here, you ought to be sitting in the waiting-room, for you are a visitor, in other words a guest, and I shall be blamed for it.... You are not thinking of staying with the family?” he added, glancing once more at the bundle, which evidently disturbed him.

“No, I don’t think so. Even if they invite me, I shan’t stay. I’ve simply come to make their acquaintance, that’s all.”

“What? to make their acquaintance?” the attendant repeated with amazement and redoubled suspiciousness. “Why, you said at first you’d come on business?”

“Oh, it’s hardly business. Though I have business, if you like, but only to ask advice; I’ve come chiefly to introduce myself, because I am Prince Myshkin and Madame Epanchin is a Princess Myshkin, the last of them, and there are no Myshkins left but she and I.”

“Then you are a relation?” the startled lackey was positively alarmed.

“Hardly that either. Still, to stretch a point, I am a relation, but so distant that it’s not worth counting. I wrote to Madame Epanchin from abroad, but she didn’t answer me. Yet I thought I must make her acquaintance on my return. I tell you all this that you may have no doubt about me, for I see you are still uneasy. Announce Prince Myshkin, and the  name itself will be a sufficient reason for my visit. If I am received—well and good, if not, it’s perhaps just as well. But I don’t think they can refuse to see me. Madame Epanchin will surely want to see the last representative of the elder branch of her family. She thinks a great deal of her family, as I have heard on good authority!”

The prince’s conversation seemed simple enough, yet its very simplicity only made it more inappropriate in the present case, and the experienced attendant could not but feel that what was perfectly suitable from man to man was utterly unsuitable from a visitor to a manservant. And since servants are far more intelligent than their masters usually suppose, it struck the man that there were two explanations: either the prince was some sort of impostor who had come to beg of the general, or he was simply a little bit soft and had no sense of dignity, for a prince with his wits about him and a sense of his own dignity, would not sit in an anteroom and talk to a servant about his affairs. So in either case he might get into trouble over him.

“Anyway, it would be better if you’d walk into the waiting-room,” he observed, as impressively as possible.

“But if I had been there, I wouldn’t have explained it all to you,” said Myshkin, laughing cheerfully, “and you would still have been anxious, looking at my cloak and bundle. Now, perhaps, you needn’t wait for the secretary, but can go and announce me to the general.”

“I can’t announce a visitor like you without the secretary; besides, his excellency gave special orders just now that he was not to be disturbed for anyone while he is with the colonel. Gavril Ardalionovich goes in without being announced.”

“An official?”

“Gavril Ardalionovich? No. He is in the service of the company. You might put your bundle here.”

“I was meaning to, if I may. And I think I’ll take off my cloak too.”

“Of course, you couldn’t go in in your cloak.”

Myshkin stood up and hurriedly took off his cloak, remaining in a fairly decent, well-cut, though worn, short jacket. A steel chain was visible on his waistcoat, and on the chain was a silver Geneva watch.

Though the prince was a bit soft—the footman had made up his mind that he was so—yet he felt it unseemly to keep up a conversation with a visitor. Moreover, he could not help feeling a sort of liking for the prince, though from another point of view he aroused in him a feeling of strong and coarse indignation.

“And Madame Epanchin, when does she see visitors?” asked Myshkin, sitting down again in the same place.

“That’s not my business. She sees visitors at different times according to who they are. The dressmaker is admitted at eleven even, Gavril Ardalionovich is admitted earlier than other people, even to early lunch.”

“Your rooms here are kept warmer than abroad,” observed Myshkin, “but it’s warmer out of doors there than here. A Russian who is not used to it can hardly live in their houses in the winter.”

“Don’t they heat them?”

“No, and the houses are differently built, that is to say the stoves and windows are different.”

“Hm! Have you been away long?”

“Four years. But I was almost all the time at the same place in the country.”

“You’ve grown strange to our ways?”

“Yes, that’s true. Would you believe it, I am surprised to find I haven’t forgotten how to speak Russian. As I talk to you, I keep thinking ‘Why, I am speaking Russian nicely.’ Perhaps that’s why I talk so much. Ever since yesterday I keep longing to speak Russian.”

“Hm! Ha! Did you live in Petersburg?” In spite of his efforts the lackey could not resist being drawn into such a polite and affable conversation.

“In Petersburg? I’ve scarcely been there at all, only on my way to other places. I knew nothing of the town before, and now I hear there’s so much new in it that anyone who knew it would have to get to know it afresh. People talk a great deal about the new Courts of Justice now.”

“Hm! ... Courts of Justice.... It’s true there are Courts of Justice. And how is it abroad, are their courts better than ours?”

“I don’t know. I’ve heard a great deal that’s good about ours. We’ve no capital punishment, you know.”

“Why, do they execute people there then?”

“Yes. I saw it in France, at Lyons. Dr. Schneider took me with him.”

“Do they hang them?”

“No, in France they always cut off their heads.”

“Do they scream?”

“How could they? It’s done in an instant. They make the man lie down and then a great knife is brought down by a heavy, powerful machine, called the guillotine.... The head falls off before one has time to wink. The preparations are horrible. When they read the sentence, get the man ready, bind him, lead him to the scaffold—that’s what’s awful! Crowds assemble, even women, though they don’t like women to look on....”

“It’s not a thing for them!”

“Of course not, of course not! Such a horrible thing! ... The criminal  was an intelligent, middle-aged man, strong and courageous, called Legros. But I assure you, though you may not believe me, when he mounted the scaffold he was weeping and was as white as paper. Isn’t it incredible? Isn’t it awful? Who cries for fear? I’d no idea that a grown man, not a child, a man who never cried, a man of forty-five, could cry for fear! What must be passing in the soul at such a moment; to what anguish it must be brought! It’s an outrage on the soul, that’s what it is! It is written ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ so because he has killed, are we to kill him? No, that’s impossible. It’s a month since I saw that, but I seem to see it before my eyes still. I’ve dreamt of it half a dozen times.”

Myshkin was quite moved as he spoke, a faint color came into his pale face, though his voice was still quiet. The footman followed him with sympathetic interest, so that he seemed sorry for him to stop. He, too, was perhaps a man of imagination and an inclination to thinking.

“It’s a good thing at least that there is not much pain,” he observed, “when the head falls off.”

“Do you know,” Myshkin answered warmly, “you’ve just made that observation and everyone says the same, and the guillotine was invented with that objective. But the idea occurred to me at the time that perhaps it made it worse. That will seem to you an absurd and wild idea, but if one has some imagination, one may suppose even that. Think! if there were torture, for instance, there would be suffering and wounds, bodily agony, and so all that would distract the mind from spiritual suffering, so that one would only be tortured by wounds till one died. But the chief and worst pain may not be in the bodily suffering but in one’s knowing for certain that in an hour, and then in ten minutes, and then in half a minute, and then now, at the very moment, the soul will leave the body and that one will cease to be a man and that that’s bound to happen; the worst part of it is that it’s certain. When you lay your head down under the knife and hear the knife slide over your head, that quarter of a second is the most terrible of all. You know this is not only my imagination, many people have said the same. I believe that so thoroughly that I’ll tell you what I think. To kill for murder is a punishment incomparably worse than the crime itself. Murder by legal sentence is immeasurably more terrible than murder by brigands. Anyone murdered by brigands, whose throat is cut at night in a wood, or something of that sort, must surely hope to escape till the very last minute. There have been instances when a man has still hoped for escape, running or begging for mercy after his throat was cut. But in the other case all that last hope, which makes dying ten times as easy, is taken away for certain. There is the sentence, and the whole awful torture lies in the fact that there is certainly no escape, and there is  no torture in the world more terrible. You may lead a soldier out and set him facing the cannon in battle and fire at him and he’ll still hope; but read a sentence of certain death over that same soldier, and he will go out of his mind or burst into tears. Who can tell whether human nature is able to bear this without madness? Why this hideous, useless, unnecessary outrage? Perhaps there is some man who has been sentenced to death, been exposed to this torture and has then been told ‘you can go, you are pardoned.’2 Perhaps such a man could tell us. It was of this torture and of this agony that Christ spoke, too. No, you can’t treat a man like that!”

Though the footman would not have been able to express himself like Myshkin, he understood most, if not all, of the speech; that was evident from the softened expression of his face.

“If you are so desirous of smoking,” he observed, “you might be able to, perhaps, only you would have to make haste about it. For his excellency might ask for you all of a sudden and you wouldn’t be here. You see the door under the stairs, go in there and there’s a little room on the right; you can smoke there, only you must open the window, for it’s against the rules....”

But Myshkin had not time to go and smoke. A young man with papers in his hands suddenly appeared in the anteroom. The footman began helping him off with his coat. The young man looked askance at Myshkin.

“This gentleman, Gavril Ardalionovich,” the footman began confidentially and almost familiarly, “announces himself as Prince Myshkin and a relation of the mistress; he has just arrived from abroad with the bundle in his hand, only....”

Myshkin could not catch the rest. As the footman began to whisper, Gavril Ardalionovich listened attentively and looked with great interest at the prince. He ceased listening at last and approached him impatiently.

“You are Prince Myshkin?” he asked with extreme politeness and cordiality.

He was a very good-looking, well-built young man, also about twenty-eight, of medium height, with fair hair, a small, Napoleonic beard and a clever and very handsome face. Only his smile, with all its affability, was a trifle too subtle; it displayed teeth too pearl-like and even; in spite of his gaiety and apparent good-nature, there was something too intent and searching in his gaze.

“He must look quite different when he is alone and perhaps he never laughs at all,” was what Myshkin felt.

The prince briefly explained all he could, saying almost the same as  he had to the footman and before that to Rogozhin. Meanwhile Gavril Ardalionovich seemed recalling something.

“Was it you,” he asked, “who sent a letter to Lizaveta Prokofyevna a year ago, or even less, from Switzerland, I think?”

“Yes.”

“Then they know about you here and will certainly remember you. You want to see his excellency? I’ll announce you at once.... He will be at liberty directly. Only you ought ... you had better step into the waiting-room.... Why is the gentleman here?” he asked the servant sternly.

“I tell you, he wouldn’t himself ...”

At that moment the door from the study was thrown open and a military man with a portfolio in his hand bowed himself out, talking loudly.

“You are there, Ganya,” cried a voice from the study, “come here.”

Gavril Ardalionovich nodded to Myshkin and went hastily into the study.

Two minutes later the door was opened again and the musical and affable voice of Gavril Ardalionovich was heard:

“Prince, please come in.”
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GENERAL IVAN FYODOROVICH EPANCHIN stood in the middle of the room and looked with extreme curiosity at the young man as he entered. He even took two steps towards him. Myshkin went up to him and introduced himself

“Quite so,” said the general, “what can I do for you?”

“I have no urgent business, my objective is simply to make your acquaintance. I should be sorry to disturb you, as I don’t know your arrangements, or when you see visitors.... But I have only just come from the station.... I’ve come from Switzerland.”

The general was on the point of smiling, but on second thought he checked himself Then he thought again, screwed up his eyes, scrutinized his visitor again from head to foot, then rapidly motioned him to a chair, sat down himself a little on one side of him, and turned to him in impatient expectation. Ganya was standing in the corner at the bureau, sorting papers.

“I have little time for making acquaintances as a rule,” observed the general, “but as you have no doubt some objective....”

“That’s just what I expected,” Myshkin interrupted, “that you would look for some special objective in my visit. But I assure you I have no personal objective except the pleasure of making your acquaintance.”

“It is of course a great pleasure to me too, but life is not all play, you know, one has work sometimes as well.... Moreover, so far, I haven’t been able to discover anything in common between us ... any reason, so to speak....”

“There certainly is no reason, and very little in common, of course. For my being Prince Myshkin and Madame Epanchin’s being of the same family is no reason, to be sure. I quite understand that. And yet it’s only that that has brought me. It’s more than four years since I was in Russia, and I left in such a state—almost out of my mind. I knew nothing then and less than ever now. I need to know good people; there is also a matter of business I must attend to, and I don’t know to whom to apply. The thought struck me at Berlin that you were almost relations, and so I would begin with you; we might perhaps be of use to one another—you to me and I to you—if you were good people, and I had heard that you were good people.”

“I am very much obliged to you,” said the general, surprised. “Allow me to inquire where are you staying?”

“I am not staying anywhere as yet.”

“So you’ve come straight from the train to me? And ... with luggage?”

“All the luggage I have is a little bundle of my linen, I’ve nothing else; I generally carry it in my hand. I shall have time to take a room this evening.”

“So you still intend to take a room at a hotel?”

“Oh, yes, of course.”

“From your words I was led to suppose that you had come to stay here.”

“That might be, but only on your invitation. I confess, though, I wouldn’t stay even on your invitation, not for any reason, but simply ... because I’m like that.”

“Then it’s quite as well that I haven’t invited you, and am not going to invite you. Allow me, prince, so as to make things clear once for all: since we have agreed already that there can be no talk of relationship between us, though it would of course be very flattering for me, there’s nothing but ...”

“Nothing but to get up and go?” Myshkin got up, laughing with  positive mirthfulness, in spite of all the apparent difficulty of his position. “And would you believe it, general, although I know nothing of practical life, nor of the customs here, yet I felt sure that this was how it was bound to be. Perhaps it is better so. And you didn’t answer my letter, then.... Well, good-bye, and forgive me for troubling you.”

Myshkin’s face was so cordial at that moment, and his smile so free from the slightest shade of anything like concealed ill-will, that the general was suddenly arrested and seemed suddenly to look at his visitor from a different point of view; the change of attitude took place all in a minute.

“But do you know, prince,” he said in a quite different voice, “I don’t know you, after all, and Lizaveta Prokofyevna will perhaps like to have a look at one who bears her name.... Stay a little, if you will, and if you have time.”

“Oh, I’ve plenty of time, my time is entirely my own.” And Myshkin at once laid his soft round hat on the table. “I confess I was expecting that Lizaveta Prokofyevna might remember that I had written to her. Your servant, while I was waiting just now, suspected I’d come to beg for assistance. I noticed that, and no doubt you’ve given strict orders on the subject. But I’ve really not come for that, I’ve really only come to get to know people. But I am only afraid I am in your way, and that worries me.”

“Well, prince,” said the general, with a good-humored smile, “if you really are the sort of person you seem to be, it will be pleasant to make your acquaintance, only I am a busy man, you see, and I’ll sit down again directly to look through and sign some things, and then I’m going to his grace‘s, and then to the office, so though I am glad to see people ... nice ones, that is, but ... I am so sure, however, that you are a man of very good breeding, that ... And how old are you, prince?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Oh, I supposed you were much younger.”

“Yes, I am told I look younger than my age. I shall soon learn not to be in your way, for I very much dislike being in the way. And I imagine, besides, that we seem such different people ... through various circumstances, that we cannot perhaps have many points in common. But yet I don’t believe in that last idea myself, for it often only seems that there are no points in common, when there really are some ... it’s just laziness that makes people classify themselves according to appearances, and fail to find anything in common.... But perhaps I am boring you? You seem ...”

“Two words; have you any means at all? Or do you intend to take up some kind of work? Excuse my asking.”

“Certainly, I quite appreciate and understand your question. I have for  the moment no means and no occupation either, but I must have. The money I have had was not my own, it was given me for the journey by Schneider, the professor who has been treating me and teaching me in Switzerland. He gave me just enough for the journey, so that now I have only a few kopecks left. There is one thing, though, and I need advice about it, but ...”

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

“I wanted to get work of some sort.”

“Oh, so you are a philosopher; but are you aware of any talents, of any ability whatever in yourself, of any sort by which you can earn your living? Excuse me again.”

“Oh, please don’t apologize. No, I imagine I’ve no talents or special abilities; quite the contrary in fact, for I am ill and have not had a systematic education. As to my living, I think ...”

Again the general interrupted, and began questioning him again. The prince told him all that has been told already. It appeared that the general had heard of his deceased benefactor, Pavlishchev, and had even known him personally. Why Pavlishchev had interested himself in his education the prince could not explain; possibly it was simply from a friendship of long standing with his father. Myshkin lost his parents when he was a small child. He had grown up and spent all his life in the country, as his health made country air essential. Pavlishchev had put him in charge of some old ladies, relations of his, and had engaged for him first a governess and then a tutor. Myshkin said that, although he remembered everything, there was much in his past life he could not explain, because he had never fully understood it. Frequent attacks of his illness had made him almost an idiot (Myshkin used that word “idiot”). He said that Pavlishchev had met in Berlin Professor Schneider, a Swiss, who was a specialist in such diseases and had an institution in Switzerland in the canton of Valais, where he had patients suffering even from idiocy and insanity, and treated them on his own method with cold water and gymnastics, training them also, and superintending their mental development generally. Pavlishchev had sent him to Switzerland to this doctor nearly five years ago, and had died suddenly two years ago, making no provision for him. Schneider had kept him and continued his treatment for those two years, and although he had not completely cured him, he had greatly improved his condition. Finally, at his own wish, and in consequence of something that had happened, he had sent him now to Russia.

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

“At the moment no one, but I hope ... I have received a letter ...”

“Have you, anyway,” the general broke in, not hearing the last phrase, “have you at least been trained for something, and would your affliction not prevent your taking, for instance, some easy post?”

“Oh, it would certainly not prevent me. And I should be very glad of a post, for I want to see what I am fit for. I have been studying for the last four years without a break, though on his special system, not quite on the regular plan. And I managed to read a great deal of Russian, too.”

“Russian? Then you know the Russian grammar and can write without mistakes?”

“Oh, yes, perfectly.”

“That’s good; and your handwriting?”

“My writing is excellent. Perhaps I may call that a talent, I am quite a calligraphist. Let me write you something as a specimen,” said Myshkin warmly.

“By all means. It’s quite essential, in fact.... And I like your readiness, prince; you are very nice, I must say.”

“You’ve got such splendid writing materials, and what numbers of pens and pencils, and what splendid thick paper.... And what a splendid study! I know that landscape, it’s a view in Switzerland. I am sure the artist painted it from nature, and I am certain I’ve seen the place—it’s in the canton of Uri ...”

“Very probably, though it was bought here. Ganya, give the prince some paper; there are pens and paper, write at that little table. What’s that?” asked the general, turning to Ganya, who had meanwhile taken from his portfolio and handed him a large photograph. “Ah, Nastasya Filippovna! Did she send it you, she, she herself?” he asked Ganya eagerly and with great curiosity.

“She gave it me just now, when I went with my congratulations. I’ve been begging her for it a long time. I don’t know whether it wasn’t a hint on her part at my coming empty-handed on such a day,” added Ganya, with an unpleasant smile.

“Oh, no,” said the general with conviction. “What a way of looking at things you have! She’d not be likely to hint ... and she is not mercenary either. Besides, what sort of present could you make her, that’s a matter of thousands! You might give her your portrait, perhaps? And, by the way, hasn’t she asked for your portrait yet?”

“No, she hasn’t; and perhaps she never will. You remember the party this evening, Ivan Fyodorovich, of course? You are one of those particularly invited.”

“Oh, I remember, to be sure I remember, and I am coming. I should think so, it’s her twenty-fifth birthday. Hm! Do you know, Ganya, I don’t mind telling you a secret. Prepare yourself. She promised Afanasy Ivanovich and me that at the party this evening she would say the final word: to be or not to be. So mind you are prepared.”

Ganya was suddenly so taken aback that he turned a little pale.

“Did she say that positively?” he asked, and there was a quaver in his voice.

“She gave us her promise the day before yesterday. We both pressed her till she gave way. But she asked me not to tell you beforehand.”

The general looked steadily at Ganya; he was evidently not pleased at his discomfiture.

“Remember, Ivan Fyodorovich,” Ganya said, hesitating and uneasy, “that she has left me quite at liberty till she makes up her mind, and that even then the decision rests with me.”

“Do you mean to say you ... do you mean to say ...” the general was suddenly alarmed.

“I mean nothing.”

“Good heavens, what sort of position will you put us in?”

“I haven’t refused, you know. I know I have expressed myself badly....”

“The idea of your refusing!” said the general with vexation, which he did not even care to conceal. “It’s not a question of your not refusing, my boy, but of your readiness, of the pleasure and the gladness with which you will receive her promise.... How are things going at home?”

“What does that matter? I decide everything at home. Only father is playing the fool as usual, but you know what a perfect disgrace he has become. I never speak to him, but I do keep him in check, and if it were not for my mother I would turn him out of the house. Mother does nothing but cry, of course; my sister is angry, but I told them straight out at last that I can do what I like with myself, and that I wish to be ... master in the house. I put it all very clearly to my sister, while my mother was there.”

“I still fail to understand it, my boy,” observed the general meditatively, with a slight motion of his hands and shrug of his shoulders. “Nina Alexandrovna kept sighing and moaning when she came the other day, you remember. What’s the matter? I asked. It appeared that it would mean dishonor to them. Where does the dishonor come in, allow me to ask? What can anyone reproach Nastasya Filippovna with? What can anyone bring up against her? Not that she has been living with Totsky, surely? That’s such nonsense, under the circumstances, especially. ‘You  wouldn’t let her be introduced to your daughters,’ she says. Well, what next! She is a person! How can she fail to see, how can she fail to understand....”

“Her own position?” Ganya prompted the embarrassed general. “She does understand it; don’t be angry with her. But I did give her a good lesson not to meddle in other people’s affairs. Yet the only thing that keeps them quiet at home is that the final word has not yet been said, but there’s a storm brewing. If it’s finally settled today, it will be sure to break out.”

Myshkin heard all this conversation sitting in the corner writing his specimen copy. He finished, went to the table and presented his page.

“So that’s Nastasya Filippovna!” he observed, looking attentively and curiously at the photograph. “Wonderfully beautiful,” he added warmly at once.

The portrait was indeed that of a wonderfully beautiful woman. She had been photographed in a black silk dress of an extremely simple and elegant cut; her hair, which looked as though it were dark blond, was arranged in a simple, informal style; her eyes were dark and deep, her brow was pensive; her expression was passionate, and, as it were, haughty. She was rather thin in the face and perhaps pale.

Ganya and the general stared at Myshkin in surprise.

“Nastasya Filippovna? Surely you don’t know Nastasya Filippovna already?” queried the general.

“Yes, I’ve only been twenty-four hours in Russia, and already I know a beauty like that,” answered Myshkin.

And then he described his meeting with Rogozhin, and repeated the story he had told him.

“Here’s something new!” said the general, uneasy again. He had listened to the story with the greatest attention and looked searchingly at Ganya.

“Most likely nothing but vulgarity,” muttered Ganya, who was also somewhat disconcerted. “A young merchant’s spree. I’ve heard something about him before.”

“And so have I, my boy,” put in the general. “Nastasya Filippovna told the whole story of the earrings at the time. But now it’s a different matter. It may really mean millions and ... a passion. A low passion, perhaps, but still there’s the note of passion about it, and we know what these gentlemen are capable of when they are infatuated.... Hm! ... I only hope nothing sensational will come of it,” the general concluded thoughtfully.

“You are afraid of his millions?” asked Ganya with a smirk.

“And you are not, of course?”

“How did he strike you, prince,” asked Ganya, turning suddenly to him. “Is he a serious person or simply a silly fool? What is your opinion?”

There was something peculiar taking place in Ganya as he was asking his question. It was as though a new and peculiar idea was kindled in his brain, and flashed impatiently in his eyes. The general, who was simply and genuinely uneasy, also looked askance at the prince, but did not seem to expect much from his answers.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” answered Myshkin, “only I thought that there was a great deal of passion in him, and even a sort of morbid passion. And he seems still quite ill, too. It’s quite possible that he’ll be laid up in a day or two again, especially if he begins carousing.”

“What? You thought that?” the general caught at this idea.

“Yes.”

“Yet something sensational may well happen, not in a day or two, but before tonight, something may turn up perhaps today,” said Ganya to the general, with a grin.

“Hm! ... Of course.... Very likely, and then it will all depend on how it strikes her,” said the general.

“And you know what she is like sometimes?”

“Like what, do you mean?” the general pounced at him, roused to extreme perturbation. “Listen, Ganya, please don’t contradict her much today ... and try to be, you know ... in fact, to please her ... Hm! ... Why are you grinning like that? Listen, Gavril Ardalionovich, it won’t be out of place, not at all so, to ask now what are we working for? You understand that as regards any personal advantage to me in the matter, I am quite at rest; in one way or another I shall settle it. Totsky has made up his mind once for all, so I am perfectly secure, and therefore all I desire now is simply your advantage. You can see that for yourself. Can you mistrust me? Besides, you are a man ... a man ... in fact a man of sense, and I was relying upon you ... since in the present case ... that ... that ...”

“That’s the chief thing,” put in Ganya again, coming to the assistance of the hesitating general, and twisting his lips into a malignant smile, which he did not even try to conceal. He looked the general straight in the face with his feverish eyes, as though he wanted him to read in his eyes all that was in his mind. The general crimsoned and was angry.

“Quite so, sense is the chief thing!” he assented, looking sharply at Ganya. “You are a funny person, Gavril Ardalionovich! You seem pleased about this young merchant, I observe, as though he might be a way out of it for you. But in this affair it’s just by your sense you ought to have been guided from the first. In this affair you ought to understand and to  act honestly and straightforwardly on both sides, or else to have given warning beforehand, to avoid compromising others, especially as you’ve had plenty of time to do so, and there’s still time, indeed, now,” (the general raised his eyebrows significantly) “although there are only a few hours left. Do you understand? Do you understand? Will you or won’t you? If you won‘t, say so—and please yourself. Nobody is coercing you, Gavril Ardalionovich, nobody is dragging you into a trap, that is, if you look on it as a trap.”

“I will,” said Ganya in a low voice, but firmly. He dropped his eyes and sank into gloomy silence.

The general was satisfied. He had been carried away by anger, but he evidently regretted that he had gone so far. He turned suddenly to Myshkin, and his face seemed to betray an uneasy consciousness that the prince had been there and had at least heard what was said. But he was instantly reassured; a glance at Myshkin was enough to reassure anyone.

“Oho!” cried the general, looking at the specimen of the handwriting presented him by Myshkin. “That’s a prize copy! And a splendid one! Look, Ganya, what skill!”

On the thick sheet of vellum the prince had written in medieval Russian characters the sentence, “The humble Abbot Pafnuty has put his hand thereto.”

“That,” Myshkin explained with extraordinary pleasure and eagerness, “that’s the precise signature of the Abbot Pafnuty, copied from a fourteenth-century manuscript. Our old abbots and bishops used to sign their names beautifully, and sometimes with what taste, with what exactitude ! Haven’t you Pogodin’s collection, general? And here I’ve written in another style; this is the large round French writing of last century, some letters were quite different. It was the writing of the market-place, the writing of professional scribes imitated from their samples. I had one. You’ll admit that it has points. Look at those round o’s and a’s. I have adapted the French writing to the Russian alphabet, which was very difficult, but the result is successful. There’s another splendid and original writing—see the phrase ‘Perseverance overcomes all obstacles’—that’s Russian handwriting, a professional or perhaps military scribe’s; that’s how government instructions to an important person are written. That’s a round handwriting, too, a splendid black writing, written thick but with remarkable taste. A specialist in penmanship would disapprove of those flourishes, or rather those attempts at flourishes, those unfinished tails—you see them—but yet you know they give it a character, and you really see the very soul of the military scribe peeping out in them, the longing to break out in some way and to find expression for his talent, and the military  collar tight round his neck, and discipline, too, is in the handwriting—it’s lovely! I was so struck with a specimen of it lately. I came on it by chance, and imagine where—in Switzerland! Now this is a simple, ordinary, English handwriting. Art can go no further, it’s all exquisite, tiny beads, pearls; it’s all finished. But here is a variation, and again a French one, I got it from a French commercial traveler. It’s the same style as the English, but the black strokes are a trifle blacker and thicker than in the English, and you see the proportion is spoiled. Notice, too, the oval is a trifle rounder, and the flourish is admitted, too, and a flourish is a most perilous thing! A flourish requires extraordinary taste, but if only it’s successful, if symmetry is attained, the writing is so incomparable that one may simply fall in love with it.”

“Oho! but you go into such niceties!” laughed the general. “You are not simply a good penman, my dear fellow, you are an artist! Eh, Ganya?”

“Marvelous,” said Ganya, “and he recognizes his vocation too,” he added, with a sarcastic laugh.

“You may laugh, but there’s a career in it,” said the general. “Do you know, prince, to what personage we’ll get you to write now? Why, you can count on thirty-five rubles a month from the start. But it’s half-past twelve,” he added, glancing at the clock. “To business, prince, for I must make haste and perhaps I may not see you again today. Sit down for a minute. I have explained already that I cannot see you very often, but I am sincerely anxious to help you a little, a little of course, that is, in what’s essential, and then for the rest you must do as you please. I’ll find you a job in the office, not a difficult one, but needing accuracy. Now for the next thing. In the home, that is, the family of Gavril Ardalionovich Ivolgin, this young friend of mine with whom I beg you to become acquainted—his mother and sister have set apart two or three furnished rooms, and let them with board and attendance to specially recommended lodgers. I am sure Nina Alexandrovna will accept my recommendation. For you it will be a godsend, prince, for you will not be alone, but, so to speak, in the bosom of a family, and to my thinking you ought not to be alone at first in such a town as Petersburg. Nina Alexandrovna and Varvara Ardalionovna, her daughter, are ladies for whom I have the greatest respect. Nina Alexandrovna is the wife of a retired general who was a comrade of mine when I was first in the service, though owing to circumstances I’ve broken off all relations with him. That doesn’t prevent me however, from respecting him in a certain sense. I tell you all this, prince, that you may understand that I recommend you personally, and so I make myself in a sense responsible for you. The terms are extremely moderate, and I hope that your salary will soon be quite sufficient to meet them. Of course a man  wants pocket-money, too, if only a little, but you won’t be angry with me, prince, if I tell you that you’d be better off without pocket-money, and, indeed, without any money in your pocket. I speak from the impression I have of you. But as your purse is quite empty now, allow me to lend you twenty-five rubles for your immediate expenses. You can repay me afterwards, of course, and if you are as sincere and genuine a person as you appear to be, no misunderstandings can arise between us. I have a motive for interesting myself in your welfare; you will know of it later.You see I am perfectly straightforward with you. I hope, Ganya, you’ve nothing against the prince’s being installed in your house?”

“Oh, quite the contrary. And my mother will be delighted,” Ganya assented politely and obligingly.

“You’ve only one room let, I think. That, what’s his name ... Ferd ... ter ...”

“Ferdyshchenko.”

“Oh, yes. I don’t like your Ferdyshchenko, he is a dirty buffoon. And I can’t understand why Nastasya Filippovna encourages him so? Is he really a relation of hers?”

“Oh, no, that’s only a joke! There’s not a trace of relationship.”

“Well, to hell with him! Well, prince, are you satisfied?”

“Thank you, general, you have been very kind to me, especially as I haven’t even asked for help; I don’t say that from pride; I really didn’t know where to lay my head. It’s true Rogozhin invited me just now.”

“Rogozhin? Oh, no, I would advise you as a father, or, if you prefer, as a friend, to forget Mr. Rogozhin. And altogether I would advise you to stick to the family which you are entering.”

“Since you are so kind,” began the prince, “I have one piece of business. I have received the news ...”

“Excuse me,” broke in the general, “I haven’t a minute more now. I’ll go and tell Lizaveta Prokofyevna about you; if she wishes to see you at once (I will try to give her a good impression of you) I advise you to make use of the opportunity and gain her good graces, for Lizaveta Prokofyevna can be of great use to you; you bear her name. If she doesn’t wish to, there’s nothing for it, some other time perhaps. And you, Ganya, look through these accounts meantime; Fedoseyev and I have been struggling with them. You mustn’t forget to include them.”

The general went out, and so Myshkin did not succeed in telling him about the business which he had four times essayed to speak of in vain. Ganya lighted a cigarette and offered one to Myshkin. The latter accepted it, but refrained from conversation for fear of interrupting him. He began looking about the study. But Ganya scarcely glanced at the sheet  covered with figures, which the general had indicated to him. He was preoccupied; his smile, his expression, his thoughtfulness weighed on Myshkin even more when they were left alone. All at once Ganya approached Myshkin, who was at that moment standing before the portrait of Nastasya Filippovna, gazing at it.

So you admire a woman like that, prince?” he asked him suddenly, looking searchingly at him and as though with some peculiar intention.

“It’s a wonderful face,” he answered, “and I feel sure her story is not an ordinary one. The face is cheerful, but she has passed through terrible suffering, hasn’t she? Her eyes tell one that, the cheek bones, those points under her eyes. It’s a proud face, awfully proud, but I don’t know whether she is kindhearted. Ah, if she were! That would redeem it all!”

“And would you marry such a woman?” Ganya went on, his feverish eyes fixed upon him.

“I can’t marry anyone, I am unwell,” said Myshkin.

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

“Marry her! He might tomorrow; I dare say he’d marry her and in a week perhaps murder her.”

He had no sooner uttered this than Ganya shuddered so violently that Myshkin almost cried out.

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

“Your Highness! His excellency begs you to come to her excellency,” the footman announced, appearing at the door.

Myshkin followed the footman.
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THE THREE DAUGHTERS OF General Epanchin were blooming, healthy, well-grown young women, with magnificent shoulders, well-developed chests and strong, almost masculine, arms; and naturally with their health and strength they were fond of a good meal and had no desire to conceal the fact. Their mamma sometimes looked askance at the frankness of their appetite, but though her views were always received with a show of respect by her daughters, some of her opinions had long ceased to carry the unquestioned authority of early years; so much so that the three girls, always acting in concert, were continually too strong for their mother, and for the sake of her own dignity she found  it more expedient to yield without opposition. Her temperament, it is true, often prevented her from following the dictates of good sense; Lizaveta Prokofyevna was becoming more capricious and impatient every year. She was even becoming rather eccentric, but as her well-trained and submissive husband was always at hand, her pent-up moods were usually vented upon him, and then domestic harmony was restored and all went well again.

Madame Epanchin herself had not lost her appetite, however, and as a rule she joined her daughters at half-past twelve at a substantial lunch almost equivalent to a dinner. The young ladies drank a cup of coffee earlier, in their beds as soon as they waked, at ten o‘clock precisely. They liked this custom and had adopted it once for all. At half-past twelve the table was laid in the little dining-room next to their mamma’s apartments, and occasionally when the general had time, he joined this family party at lunch. Besides tea, coffee, cheese, honey, butter, a special sort of fritters beloved by the lady of the house, cutlets, and so on, strong hot soup was also served.

On the morning when our story begins, the whole family was gathered together in the dining-room waiting for the general, who had promised to appear at half-past twelve. If he had been even a moment late, he would have been sent for, but he made his appearance punctually. Going up to his wife to wish her good-morning and kiss her hand, he noticed something special in her face. And although he had had a presentiment the night before that it would be so, owing to an “incident” (his favorite expression) , and had been uneasy on this score as he fell asleep, yet now he was alarmed again. His daughters went up to kiss him; though they were not angry with him, there was something special about them too. The general had, it is true, become excessively suspicious of late. But as he was a husband and father of experience and dexterity, he promptly took his measures.

It will perhaps help to make our story clearer, if we break off here and introduce some direct explanations of the circumstances and relations in which we find General Epanchin’s family at the beginning of our tale. We have just said that the general, though not a man of much education, but, as he expressed it, a self-taught man, was an experienced husband and a dexterous father; he had, for instance, made it a principle not to hurry his daughters into marriage—that is, not to pester and worry them by over anxiety for their happiness, as so many parents unconsciously and naturally do, even in the most sensible families in which grown-up daughters are accumulating. He even succeeded in bringing over Lizaveta Prokofyevna to his principle, though it was difficult to carry out—difficult  because it was unnatural. But the general’s arguments were exceedingly weighty and founded on palpable facts. Moreover, left to their own will and decision, the girls would inevitably be bound to realize the position themselves, and then things would go smoothly, for they would set to work willingly, give up being capricious and excessively fastidious. All that would be left for the parents to do would be to keep an unflagging and, as far as possible, unnoticeable watch over them, that they might make no strange choice and show no unnatural inclination; and then to seize a fitting moment to come to their assistance with all their strength and influence to bring things to a finish. The mere fact, too, that their fortune and social consequence was growing every year in geometrical progression made the girls gain in the marriage market as time went on.

But all these incontestable facts were confronted by another fact. The eldest daughter, Alexandra, suddenly and quite unexpectedly indeed (as always happens) reached the age of twenty-five. Almost at the same moment Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky, a man in the best society, of the highest connections, and extraordinary wealth, again expressed his long-cherished desire to marry. He was a man of five-and-fifty, of artistic temperament and extraordinary refinement. He wanted to make a good marriage; he was a great admirer of feminine beauty. As he had been for some time on terms of the closest friendship with General Epanchin, especially since they had both taken part in the same financial enterprises, he had broached the subject, so to speak, by asking his friendly advice and guidance. Would a proposal of marriage to one of his daughters be considered? A break in the quiet and happy course of the general’s family life was evidently at hand.

The beauty of the family was, as we have said already, unquestionably the youngest, Aglaia. But even Totsky, a man of extraordinary egoism, realized that it was useless for him to look in that direction and that Aglaia was not for him. Perhaps the somewhat blind love and the over-ardent affection of the sisters exaggerated the position, but they had settled among themselves in a most simple-hearted fashion that Aglaia’s fate was not to be an ordinary fate, but the highest possible ideal of earthly bliss. Aglaia’s future husband was to be a paragon of all perfections and achievements, as well as the possessor of vast wealth. The sisters had even agreed between themselves, without saying much about it, that if necessary they would sacrifice their interests for the sake of Aglaia. Her dowry was to be colossal, unheard-of. The parents knew of this pact on the part of the two elder sisters, and so when Totsky asked advice, they scarcely doubted that one of the elder sisters would consent to crown their hopes, especially as Afanasy Ivanovich would not be exacting on the  score of dowry. The general with his knowledge of life attached the greatest value to Totsky’s proposal from the first. As owing to certain special circumstances, Totsky was obliged to be extremely circumspect in his behavior, and was merely feeling his way, the parents only presented the question to their daughters as a remote proposition. They received in response a satisfactory, though not absolutely definite, assurance that the eldest, Alexandra, might perhaps not refuse him. She was a good-natured and sensible girl, very easy to get on with, though she had a will of her own. It was conceivable that she was perfectly ready to marry Totsky; and if she gave her word, she would keep to it honorably. She was not fond of show, with her there would be no risk of sudden change and disturbance, and she might well bring sweetness and peace into her husband’s life. She was very handsome, though not particularly striking. What could be better for Totsky?

Yet the project was still at the tentative stage. It had been mutually agreed in a friendly way between Totsky and the general that they should take no final and irrevocable step for a time. The parents had not even begun to speak quite openly on the subject to their daughters; there were signs of a discordant element: Madame Epanchin, the mother, was for some reason evincing dissatisfaction, and that was a matter of great importance. There was one serious obstacle, one complicated and troublesome factor, which might ruin the whole business completely.

This complicated and troublesome “factor” had, as Totsky himself expressed it, come on to the scene a long time—some eighteen years—before.

Afanasy Ivanovich had one of his finest estates in a central province of Russia. His nearest neighbor was the owner of a small and poverty-stricken property, and was a man remarkable for his continual and almost incredible ill-luck. He was a retired officer of good family—better, in fact, than Totsky’s own—by name Filip Alexandrovich Barashkov. Burdened with debts and mortgages, he managed after working fearfully hard, almost like a peasant, to get his land into a more or less satisfactory condition. At the smallest success he was extraordinarily elated. Radiant with hope, he went for a few days to the little district town to see and, if possible, come to an agreement with one of his chief creditors. He had been two days in the town when the elder of his little village rode in with his beard burnt off and his cheek scarred, and informed him that the place had burnt down the day before, just at midday, and “that his wife had been burnt, but his children were unhurt.” This surprise was too much even for Barashkov, accustomed as he was to the buffeting of fortune. He went out of his mind and died in delirium a month later. The  ruined property with its beggared peasants was sold to pay his debts. Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky in the generosity of his heart undertook to bring up and educate Barashkov’s children, two little girls of six and seven. They were brought up with the children of Totsky’s steward, a retired government clerk with a large family, and, moreover, a German. The younger child died of whooping cough, and little Nastasya was left alone. Totsky lived abroad and soon completely forgot her existence. Five years later it occurred to him on his way elsewhere to look in on his estate, and he noticed in the family of his German steward a charming child, a girl about twelve, playful, sweet, clever and promising to become extremely beautiful. On that subject Afanasy Ivanovich was an unerring connoisseur. He only spent a few days on his estate, but he made arrangements for a great change in the girl’s education. A respectable and cultivated elderly Swiss governess, experienced in the higher education of girls and competent to teach various subjects besides French, was engaged for her. She was installed in Totsky’s country house, and little Nastasya began to receive an education on the broadest lines. Just four years later this education was over; the governess left, and a lady who lived near another estate of Totsky’s in another remote province came, by his instructions, and took Nastasya away. On this estate there was also a small recently built wooden house. It was very elegantly furnished, and the place was appropriately called “Joyous.” The lady brought Nastasya straight to this little house, and as she was a childless widow, living only three-quarters of a mile away, she installed herself in the house with her. An old housekeeper and an experienced young maid were there to wait on Nastasya. In the house she found musical instruments, a choice library for a young girl, pictures, engravings, pencils, paints and brushes, a thor oughbred lapdog, and within two weeks Afanasy Ivanovich himself made his appearance.... Since then he had been particularly fond of that remote property in the steppes and had spent two or three months there every summer. So passed a fairly long time—four years, calmly and happily in tasteful and elegant surroundings.

It happened once at the beginning of winter, four months after one of Totsky’s summer visits, which had on that occasion lasted only two weeks, a rumor was circulated, or rather reached Nastasya Filippovna, that Afanasy Ivanovich was going to be married in Petersburg to a beautiful heiress of good family—that he was, in fact, making a wealthy and brilliant match. The rumor turned out to be not quite correct in some details. The supposed marriage was only a prospect, still very vague; but it was a turning-point in Nastasya Filippovna’s life. She displayed great determination and quite unexpected strength of will. Without wasting  time on reflection, she left her little house in the country and suddenly made her appearance in Petersburg, entirely alone, going straight to Totsky. He was amazed, and, as soon as he began to speak to her, he found almost from the first word that he had completely to abandon the language, the intonations, the logic, the subjects of the agreeable and refined conversations that had been so successful hitherto—everything, everything! He saw sitting before him an entirely different woman, not in the least like the girl he had left only that July.

This new woman turned out, in the first place, to know and understand a great deal—so much that one could not but marvel where she had got such knowledge and how she could have arrived at such definite ideas. (Surely not from her young girl’s library!) What was more, she understood many things in their legal aspect and had a positive knowledge, if not of the world, at least of how some things are done in the world; moreover, she had not the same character as before. There was nothing of the timidity, the school-girlish uncertainty, sometimes fascinating in its original simplicity and playfulness, sometimes melancholy and dreamy, astonished, mistrustful, tearful and uneasy.

Yes, it was a new and surprising creature who laughed in his face and stung him with venomous sarcasms, openly declaring that she had never had any feeling in her heart for him except contempt—contempt and loathing which had come upon her immediately after her first surprise. This new woman announced that it was a matter of absolute indifference to her if he married at once anyone he chose, but she had come to prevent his making that marriage, and would not allow it from spite, simply because she chose not to, and that therefore so it must be—“if only that I may have a good laugh at you, for I too want to laugh now.”

That at least was what she said; she did not perhaps utter all that was in her mind. But while this new Nastasya Filippovna laughed and talked like this, Afanasy Ivanovich was deliberating on the position and, as far as he could, collecting his somewhat shattered ideas. This deliberation took him some time; he was weighing things and making up his mind for about two weeks. But at the end of that two weeks he had reached a decision.

Afanasy Ivanovich was at that time a man of fifty, his character was set and his habits formed. His position in the world and in society had long been established on the most secure foundations. He loved and prized himself, his peace and comfort, above everything in the world, as befits a man of the highest breeding. No destructive, no dubious element could be admitted into that splendid edifice which his whole life had been building up. On the other hand, his experience and deep insight told  Totsky very quickly and quite correctly that he had to do with a creature quite out of the ordinary—a creature who would not only threaten but certainly act, and, what was more, would stop at nothing, especially as she prized nothing in life and so could not be tempted. Evidently there was something else in it: there were indications of a chaotic ferment at work in mind and heart, something like romantic indignation—God knows why and with whom!—an insatiable and exaggerated passion of contempt; in fact, something highly ridiculous and inadmissible in good society, and bound to be a regular nuisance to any well-bred man. Of course, with Totsky’s wealth and connections he could at once have got rid of the annoyance by some trifling and quite pardonable piece of villainy. On the other hand, it was evident that Nastasya Filippovna was hardly in a position to do much harm, in a legal sense, for instance. She could not even create a scandal of any consequence, because it was so easy to circumvent her. But all that only applied if Nastasya Filippovna should think fit to behave as people do behave in such circumstances without departing too widely from the regular course. But here Totsky’s s keen eye served him well: he was clever enough to see that Nastasya Filippovna fully realized that she could not harm him by means of the law, but that there was something very different in her mind and ... in her flashing eyes. As she valued nothing and herself least of all (it needed much intelligence and insight in a skeptical and worldly cynic, such as he was, to realize that she had long ceased to care what became of her, and to believe in the earnestness of this feeling), Nastasya Filippovna was quite capable of facing hopeless ruin and disgrace, prison and Siberia, only to humiliate the man for whom she cherished such an inhuman aversion. Afanasy Ivanovich never concealed the fact that he was somewhat a coward, or rather perhaps highly conservative. If he had known, for instance, that he would be murdered at the altar on his wedding day, or that anything of that sort, exceedingly unseemly, ridiculous, impossible in society, would happen, he would certainly have been alarmed; but not so much of being killed or wounded, or of having someone spit in his face in public, or of anything of that kind, as of the unnatural and vulgar form of the insult. And that was just what Nastasya Filippovna threatened, though she said nothing about it. He knew that she had studied him and understood him thoroughly, and so knew how to wound him. And as his marriage had been merely a project, Afanasy Ivanovich submitted and gave way to Nastasya Filippovna.

There was another consideration which helped him to this decision: it was difficult to imagine how unlike in face this new Nastasya Filippovna was to the old one. She had been only a very pretty young girl, but  now ... Totsky could not forgive himself for having failed for four years to see what was in that face. Much no doubt was due to the inward and sudden change in their relative attitudes. He remembered, however, that there had been moments even in the past when strange ideas had come into his mind, looking at those eyes. There was a promise in them of something deep. The look in those eyes seemed dark and mysterious. They seemed to be asking a riddle. He had often wondered during the last two years at the change in Nastasya Filippovna’s complexion. She had become fearfully pale and, strange to say, was even handsomer for it. Totsky, like all gentlemen who have lived freely in their day, felt contemptuously how cheaply he had obtained this virginal soul. But of late he had been rather shaken in this feeling. He had in any case made up his mind in the previous spring to lose no time in marrying Nastasya Filippovna off with a good dowry to some sensible and decent fellow serving in another province. (Oh, how horribly and maliciously Nastasya Filippovna laughed at the idea now!) But now Afanasy Ivanovich, fascinated by her novelty, positively imagined that he might again make use of this woman. He decided to settle Nastasya Filippovna in Petersburg and to surround her with luxury and comfort. If not one thing, he would have the other. He might even gratify his vanity and gain glory in a certain circle by means of her. Afanasy Ivanovich greatly prized his reputation in that line.

Five years of life in Petersburg had followed, and of course many things had become clear in that time. Totsky’s position was not an agreeable one. The worst of it was that, having been once intimidated, he could never quite regain his confidence. He was afraid and could not even tell why he was afraid—he was simply afraid of Nastasya Filippovna. For some time during the first two years he suspected that Nastasya Filippovna wanted to marry him herself, but did not speak from her extraordinary pride and was obstinately waiting for him to make an offer. It would have been a strange demand, but he had become suspicious ; he frowned and brooded unpleasantly. To his great and (such is the heart of man!) somewhat unpleasant surprise, he was convinced by something that happened that, even if he made the offer, he would not be accepted. It was a long while before he could understand this. It seemed to him that there was only one possible explanation: that the pride of the “offended and fantastic woman” had reached such a pitch of frenzy that she preferred to express her scorn once for all by refusing him, to securing her future position and mounting to inaccessible heights of grandeur. The worst of it was that Nastasya Filippovna got the upper hand of him in a shocking way. She was not influenced by  mercenary considerations either, however large the bait, and though she accepted the luxury offered her, she lived very modestly and had scarcely saved anything during those five years. Totsky ventured upon very subtle tactics to break his chains; he began, with skilful assistance, trying to tempt her with all sorts of temptations of the most idealistic kind. But the ideals in the form of princes, hussars, secretaries from the embassies, poets, novelists, even Socialists—none of them made the least impression on Natasya Filippovna, as though she had a stone for a heart and her feelings had been withered and dried up for ever. She lived a rather secluded life, reading and even studying; she was fond of music. She had few friends; she associated with the wives of petty officials, poor and ridiculous people, was acquainted with two actresses and some old women, was very fond of the family of a respectable teacher, and the numerous members of this family loved her and gave her a warm welcome. She would often have five or six friends to see her in the evening. Totsky visited her frequently and regularly. General Epanchin had with some difficulty made her acquaintance of late. At the same time a young government clerk, called Ferdyshchenko, a drunken and ill-bred buffoon, who affected gaiety, had made her acquaintance with no difficulty whatever. Another of her circle was a strange young man, called Ptitsyn, modest, precise and of highly polished manners, who had risen from poverty and become a moneylender. At last Gavril Ardalionovich was introduced to her.... Nastasya Filippovna ended by gaining a strange reputation. Everyone had heard of her beauty, but that was all. No one could boast of her favors, no one had anything to tell of her. This reputation, her education, her elegant manners, her wit, all confirmed Totsky in a certain plan of his. It was at this moment that General Epanchin began to take so active a part in the affair.

When Totsky had so courteously approached him, asking for his advice as a friend in regard to one of his daughters, he had in the noblest way made the general a full and candid confession. He told him that he had made up his mind not to stop at any means to gain his freedom; that he would not feel safe even if Nastasya Filippovna assured him herself that she would leave him in peace for the future; that words meant little to him, that he needed the fullest guarantees. They talked things over and determined to act together. It was decided to try the gentlest means first and to play, so to speak, on the “finer chords of her heart.” They went together to Nastasya Filippovna, and Totsky spoke straight away of the intolerable misery of his position. He blamed himself for everything; he said frankly that he could not repent of his original offence, for he was an inveterate sensualist and could not control himself, but that now he  wanted to marry, and the whole possibility of this highly suitable and distinguished marriage was in her hands: in a word, he rested all his hopes on her generous heart. Then General Epanchin, as the father, began to speak and he talked reasonably, avoiding sentimentality. He only mentioned that he fully admitted her right to decide Afanasy Ivanovich’s fate, and made a clever display of his own humility, pointing out that the fate of his daughter, and perhaps of his two other daughters, was now depending on her decision. To Nastasya Filippovna’s question what it was they wanted of her, Totsky with the same bald directness confessed that she had given him such a scare five years before that he could not feel quite safe even now till Nastasya Filippovna was herself married. He added at once that this proposition would, of course, be absurd on his part, if he had not some foundation for it. He had observed and knew for a fact that a young man of good birth and respectable family, Gavril Ardalionovich Ivolgin, who was an acquaintance she welcomed in her house, loved her and had long loved her passionately, and would of course give half his life for the bare hope of winning her affection. Gavril Ardalionovich had confessed as much to him—Totsky—in a friendly way long ago, in the simplicity of his pure young heart, and Ivan Fyodorovich, who had befriended the young man, had long known of his passion. Finally, he said that if he—Totsky—were not mistaken, Nastasya Filippovna must herself have long been aware of the young man’s love; and he thought indeed that she looked on it indulgently. It was of course, he said, harder for him than anyone to speak of this; but if Nastasya Filippovna would allow that he—Totsky—had at least some thought for her good, as well as a selfish desire to arrange for his own comfort, she would realize that it had for some time been strange and painful to him to see her loneliness, which was all due to vague depression and complete disbelief in the possibility of a new life, which might spring up with new aims in love and marriage; that it was throwing away talents perhaps of the most brilliant, a wanton brooding over grief—that it was, in fact, a sort of sentimentality unworthy of the good sense and noble heart of Nastasya Filippovna. Repeating that it was harder for him than for anyone to speak of it, he finished up by saying he could not help hoping that Nastasya Filippovna would not meet him with contempt if he expressed a genuine desire to guarantee her future and offered her the sum of seventy-five thousand rubles. He added in explanation that that sum was already secured to her in his will; that, in fact, it was not a question of compensation of any sort ... though, indeed, why refuse to admit and forgive in him a human desire to do something to ease his conscience—and so on and so on, as is always said in such circumstances. Afanasy Ivanovich  spoke elegantly and at length. He added, as though in passing, the interesting information that he had not dropped a word about the seventy-five thousand, and that no one, not even Ivan Fyodorovich sitting here, knew of it.

Nastasya Filippovna’s answer astounded the two friends. She showed no trace of her former irony, her former hostility and hatred, of the laughter which even in recollection sent a cold shiver down Totsky’s spine; on the contrary, she seemed glad of the opportunity of speaking to someone with frankness and friendliness. She acknowledged that she had long been wanting to ask for friendly advice and that only her pride had hindered her; but once the ice was broken, nothing could be better. At first, with a mournful smile and then with a gay and playful laugh, she confessed that there could in any case be no such storm as in the past; that she had for some time past looked at things differently, and that, although there was no change in her heart, she had been compelled to accept many things as accomplished facts; that what was done could not be undone, that what was past was over, so much so that she wondered at Afanasy Ivanovich’s still being uneasy. Then she turned to Ivan Fyodorovich and with a very deferential air said that she had long ago heard a great deal about his daughters and entertained a profound and sincere respect for them. The very idea that she could be in any way of service to them would be a source of pride and gladness to her. It was true that she was depressed and dreary, very dreary; Afanasy Ivanovich had guessed her dreams; she longed to begin a new life, finding new aims in children and home-life, if not in love. As for Gavril Ardalionovich, she could scarcely speak. She thought it was true that he loved her; she believed that she too might care for him, if she could believe in the reality of his attachment; but even if he were sincere, he was very young; it was hard for her to make up her mind. What she liked best of all about him was that he was working and supporting his family without assistance. She had heard that he was a man of energy and pride, eager to make his way, to make his career. She had heard too that his mother, Nina Alexandrovna, was an excellent woman, highly respected; that his sister, Varvara Ardalionovna, was a very remarkable girl of great character; she had heard a great deal about her from Ptitsyn. She had heard that they had borne their misfortunes bravely. She would be very glad to make their acquaintance, but it was a question whether they would welcome her into their family. She would say nothing against the possibility of such a marriage, but she must think more about it; she would beg them not to hurry her. As for the seventy-five thousand, there was no need for Afanasy Ivanovich to make so much of speaking about it. She knew the value of money and  would certainly take it. She thanked Afanasy Ivanovich for his delicacy in not having spoken of the money to Gavril Ardalionovich, or even to the general; but why should not the young man know about it? There was no need for her to be ashamed of accepting this money on entering their family. In any case she had no intention of apologizing to anyone for anything, and wished that to be known. She would not marry Gavril Ardalionovich until she was certain that neither he nor his family had any hidden feeling about her. In any case she did not consider herself to blame in any way; Gavril Ardalionovich had much better learn on what footing she had been living for those five years in Petersburg, on what terms she had been with Afanasy Ivanovich, and whether she had saved any money. If she accepted the money now it was not as payment for the loss of her maidenly honor, for which she was in no way to blame, but simply as a compensation for her ruined life.

She grew so hot and angry saying this (which was very natural, however) that General Epanchin was much pleased, and considered the matter settled. But Totsky, having once been so thoroughly scared, was not quite confident even now, and was for a long time afraid that there might be a snake under the flowers.3 But negotiations had been opened; the point on which the whole scheme of the two friends rested, the possibility of Nastasya Filippovna’s being attracted by Ganya, became more and more clear and definite, so that even Totsky began to believe at times in the possibility of success. Meanwhile Nastasya Filippovna came to an understanding with Ganya; very little was said, as though the subject were painful to her delicacy. She recognized and sanctioned his love, however, but insisted that she would not bind herself in any way; that she reserved for herself till the marriage (if marriage there were) the right to say no up to the very last moment, and she gave Ganya equal freedom. Ganya soon afterwards learned by a lucky chance that Nastasya Filippovna knew in full detail all about his family’s hostility to the marriage and to her personally, and the scenes at home to which it gave rise. She had not spoken of this to him, though he was expecting it daily.

There is much more to be told of all the gossip and complications arising from the proposed match and the negotiations for it; but we have been anticipating things already, and some of these complications were no more than vague rumors. It was said, for instance, that Totsky had found out that Nastasya Filippovna had some undefined and secret understanding with the general’s daughters—a wildly improbable story. But another story he could not help believing, and it haunted him like a nightmare. He heard for a fact that Nastasya Filippovna was fully aware that Ganya was marrying her only for money; that Ganya had a bad,  mercenary, impatient, envious heart, and that his vanity was grotesque and beyond all bounds; that though Ganya had really been passionately striving to conquer Nastasya Filippovna, yet after the two elder men had determined to exploit the incipient passion on both sides for their own purposes, and to buy Ganya by selling to him Nastasya Filippovna in lawful wedlock, he began to hate her like a nightmare. Passion and hatred were strangely mingled in his soul, and although he did after painful hesitation give his consent to marry the “disreputable hussy,” he swore in his heart to make her pay bitterly for it and “to take it out on her” afterwards, as he was said to have expressed it himself. It was rumored Nastasya Filippovna knew all this and had some secret plan up her sleeve. Totsky was in such a panic that he even gave up confiding his uneasiness to Epanchin; but there were moments when, like a weak man, he readily regained his spirits and took quite a cheerful view. He was greatly relieved, for instance, when Nastasya Filippovna promised the two friends that she would give them her final decision on the evening of her birthday.

On the other hand, the strangest and most incredible rumor concerning no less honored a person than Ivan Fyodorovich appeared, alas! more and more well-founded as time went on.

At the first blush it sounded perfectly wild. It was difficult to believe that Ivan Fyodorovich at his venerable time of life, with his excellent understanding and his practical knowledge of the world, and all the rest of it, could have fallen under Nastasya Filippovna’s spell himself, and that it had come to such a pitch that this caprice had almost become a passion. What he was hoping for it was difficult to imagine; possibly for assistance from Ganya himself. Totsky suspected something of the kind, at any rate; he suspected the existence of some tacit agreement between the general and Ganya, resting on their comprehension of each other. But it is well known that a man carried away by passion, especially a man getting on in years, is quite blind, and prone to find grounds for hope where there are none; what’s more, he loses his judgment and acts like a foolish child, however great an intellect he may have. It was known that the general had procured for Nastasya Filippovna’s birthday some magnificent pearls, costing an immense sum, as a present from himself, and had thought a great deal about this present, though he knew that Nastasya Filippovna was not mercenary. On the day before the birthday he was in a perfect fever, though he successfully concealed his emotion. It was of those pearls that Madame Epanchin had heard. Lizaveta Prokofyevna had, it is true, many years’ experience of her husband’s flightiness, and had in fact got almost  accustomed to it, but it was impossible to let such an incident pass; the rumor about the pearls made a great impression upon her. The general detected this beforehand; some words had been uttered on the previous day; he foresaw a momentous explanation coming, and dreaded it. That was why he was particularly unwilling to lunch in the bosom of his family on the morning on which our story begins. Before Myshkin’s appearance he had decided to escape on the pretext of urgent business. Making his escape often meant in the general’s case simply running away. He wanted to gain that day at least, and above all that evening, undisturbed by unpleasantness. And suddenly the prince had turned up so appropriately. “A perfect god-send!” thought the general o himself, as he went in to meet his wife.
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MADAME EPANCHIN WAS JEALOUS of the dignity of her family. What must it have been for her to hear without the slightest preparation that this Prince Myshkin, the last of the family, of whom she had heard something already, was no better than a poor idiot, was almost a beggar, and was ready to accept charity! The general counted on making an effect, impressing her at once, turning her attention in another direction and avoiding the question of the pearls under cover of this sensation.

When anything extraordinary happened, Madame Epanchin used to open her eyes very wide, and, throwing back her whole person, she would stare vaguely before her without uttering a word. She was a tall woman and of the same age as her husband, with dark hair, still thick, though getting very grey. She was rather thin, with a somewhat aquiline nose, sunken yellow cheeks, and thin drawn-in lips. Her forehead was high but narrow; her large grey eyes had sometimes a most unexpected expression. She had once had the weakness to imagine that her eyes were particularly effective, and nothing had been able to efface the conviction.

“Receive him?You receive him now, at once?” And the lady opened her eyes to their very widest, gazing at Ivan Fyodorovich, as he fidgeted before her.

“Oh, as far as that goes, there’s no need of ceremony, if only you don’t mind seeing him, my dear,” the general hastened to explain. “He is quite a child and such a pathetic figure; he has some sort of fits. He has just  arrived from Switzerland—came straight from the station. He is queerly dressed, like a German, and not a penny, literally; he is almost crying. I gave him twenty-five rubles, and want to find him some little post as a clerk in our office. And I beg you, mesdames, to offer him lunch, for I think he is hungry too....”

“You amaze me!” Madame Epanchin went on as before. “Hungry and fits! What sort of fits?”

“Oh, they don’t occur so frequently; and, besides, he is like a child, but well educated. I should like to ask you, mesdames” -he addressed his daughters again—“to put him through an examination; it would be as well to know what he is fit for.”

“An ex-am-in-a-tion?” drawled his wife, and in the utmost astonishment she rolled her eyes from her husband to her daughters and back again.

“Oh, my dear, don’t take it in that sense ... but of course it’s just as you please. I was meaning to be friendly to him and introduce him to the family, because it’s almost an act of charity.”

“Introduce him to the family? From Switzerland?”

“That’s no drawback; but, I repeat again, it’s as you like. I thought of it because, in the first place, he is of the same name, and perhaps a relation; and besides, he’s nowhere to lay his head. I supposed it would be rather interesting to you to see him, in fact, because after all he belongs to the same family.”

“Of course, maman, if one needn’t stand on ceremony with him. Besides he must be hungry after the journey; why not give him something to eat, if he has nowhere to go?” said the eldest girl, Alexandra.

“And if he is a perfect child, too. We could have a game of blind man’s buff with him.”

“Blind man’s buff! What do you mean?”

“Oh, maman, please leave off pretending!” Aglaia interrupted in vexation.

The second daughter, Adelaida, who was of mirthful disposition, could not restrain herself and burst out laughing.

“Send for him, papa, maman gives you leave,” Aglaia decided.

The general rang, and told the servant to call the prince.

“But on condition he has a napkin tied round his neck when he sits at the table,” his wife insisted. “Call Fyodor or Mavra ... to stand behind his chair and look after him while he eats. I only trust he is quiet when he has a fit. Does he wave his arms?”

“Oh, quite the opposite, he is very well bred and has charming manners ; he is just a little simple sometimes. But here he is. Come, let me introduce Prince Myshkin, the last of the name, your namesake and  perhaps your kinsman; make him welcome and be kind to him. Lunch will be served directly, prince, so do us the honor.... But excuse me, I must hurry off, I am late.”

“We know where you are hurrying off to,” observed his wife majestically.

“I am in a hurry—I am in a hurry, my dear; I am late. Give him your albums,4 mesdames; let him write something there for you, his handwriting is something exquisite. You should see how he wrote out for me in the old-world characters, ‘The Abbot Pafnuty put his hand thereto.’ ... Well, good-bye.”

“Pafnuty? The abbot? Stop a minute—stop a minute. Where are you off to, and who is this Pafnuty?” his wife called with distinct annoyance and almost agitation after her escaping spouse.

“Yes, yes, my dear, it was an abbot who lived in old days.... But I am off to the count‘s, I ought to have been there long ago; he fixed the hour himself.... Good-bye for the present, prince.”

The general retired with rapid steps.

“I know what count he is going to see,” Lizaveta Prokofyevna pronounced sharply, and she turned her eyes irritably to the prince. “What was it?” she began peevishly and grumpily, trying to remember. “Well, what was it? Ah, yes, what about? ...”

“Maman,” Alexandra was beginning; and Aglaia even stamped her foot.

“Don’t interfere with me, Alexandra Ivanovna,” snapped the mother. “I want to know too. Sit here, prince, here on this easy-chair, opposite me; no, here. Move into the sun, nearer the light, so that I may see you. Well, what abbot?”

“The Abbot Pafnuty,” answered Myshkin attentively and seriously.

“Pafnuty? That’s interesting. Well, what about him?”

The lady asked her questions impatiently, rapidly, sharply, keeping her eyes fixed on the prince; and when Myshkin answered, she nodded her head at every word.

“The Abbot Pafnuty of the fourteenth century,” began Myshkin. “He was at the head of a monastery on the Volga in what is now the province of Kostroma. He was famous for his holy life. He visited the Tatars, helped in the management of public affairs, and signed some document. I’ve seen a copy of the signature. I liked the handwriting and I imitated it. When the general wanted to see my writing just now so as to find me a job, I wrote several phrases in different handwritings, and among others I wrote ‘the Abbot Pafnuty put his hand thereto’ in the abbot’s own handwriting. The general liked it very much, and so he spoke of it just now.”

“Aglaia,” said Madame Epanchin, “remember Pafnuty, or better write it down, else I always forget. But I thought it would be more interesting. Where is this signature?”

“I think it was left in the general’s study, on the table.”

“Send at once and fetch it.”

“Hadn’t I better write it again for you, if you like?”

“Of course, maman,” said Alexandra. “But now we had better have lunch, we are hungry.”

“Quite so,” assented her mother. “Come along, prince. Are you very hungry?”

“Yes, I’ve begun to be very hungry now, and I am very grateful to you.”

“It’s a very good thing that you are polite, and I notice you are not nearly such a ... queer creature as you were described. Come along. Sit here, facing me.” She insisted on making Myshkin sit down when they went into the dining room. “I want to look at you. Alexandra, Adelaida, help the prince to something. He is really not such an ... invalid, is he? Perhaps the table-napkin is not necessary.... Used you to have a napkin tied round your neck at mealtimes, prince?”

“Long ago, when I was seven, I believe I did, but now I usually have my napkin on my knee at mealtimes.”

“Quite right. And your fits?”

“Fits? ”The prince was a little surprised. “My fits don’t happen very often now. But I don’t know; I am told the climate here will make me worse.”

“He speaks well,” said the lady, turning to her daughters; she still nodded her head at every word Myshkin uttered. “I didn’t expect it. So it was all stuff and nonsense, as usual. Help yourself, prince, and tell me where you were born and where you’ve been brought up? I want to know all about you; you interest me extremely.”

Myshkin thanked her, and while eating with excellent appetite began again repeating the story he had repeated several times that morning. The lady was more and more pleased with him; the girls too listened rather attentively. They worked out the relationship; it turned out that Myshkin knew his family-tree fairly well. But in spite of their efforts they could make out scarcely any connection between him and Madame Epanchin. Among the grandfathers and the grandmothers a distant kinship might be discovered. The lady was particularly delighted with this dry subject, for she scarcely ever had a chance of indulging her tastes by discussing her pedigree. So she got up from table quite excited.

“Come, all of you, into our assembly-room,” she said, “and we’ll have coffee there. We have a room where we all meet,” she said to Myshkin, as she led him there. “My little drawing room, where we assemble and sit  when we are alone and each of us does her work. Alexandra, my eldest daughter here, plays the piano or reads or sews; Adelaida paints landscapes and portraits (and can never finish anything); and Aglaia sits doing nothing. I am not much good at work either; I can never get anything done. Well, here we are. Sit here, prince, by the fire and tell me something. I want to know how you tell a story. I want to be fully convinced, and when I see old Princess Byelokonsky, I shall tell her all about you. I want them all to be interested in you too. Come, tell me something.”

“But, maman, it’s very queer to tell a story like that,” observed Adelaida, who had by now set up her easel, taken out her brushes and palette, and was setting to work copying from an engraving a landscape she had begun long ago.

Alexandra and Aglaia sat down on a little sofa and, folding their arms, prepared to listen to the conversation. Myshkin observed that he was a centre of attention on all sides.

“I would never say anything if I were told to like that,” observed Aglaia.

“Why not? What is there queer about it? Why shouldn’t he tell me something? He has a tongue. I want to know how he can describe things. Come, anything. Tell us how you liked Switzerland, your first impression of it. You will see, he’ll begin directly, and begin well too.”

“It was a strong impression” ... Myshkin was beginning.

“There, you see,” the eager lady broke in, addressing her daughters, “he has begun.”

“Do let him speak at least, maman,” said Alexandra, checking her. “This prince may be a great rogue and not an idiot at all,” she whispered to Aglaia.

“No doubt of it; I’ve seen that a long while,” answered Aglaia. “And it’s horrid of him to play a part. Is he trying to gain something by it?”

“My first impression was a very strong one,” Myshkin repeated. “When I was brought from Russia through various German towns, I simply looked about in silence and, I remember, asked no questions. That was after a long series of violent and painful attacks of my illness, and when my complaint was at its worst and my fits frequent, I always sank into complete stupefaction. I lost my memory, and though my brain worked, the logical sequence of ideas seemed broken. I couldn’t connect more than two or three ideas together. That’s how it seems to me. When the fits became less frequent and violent, I became strong and healthy again as I am now. I remember I was insufferably sad; I wanted to cry. I was all the while lost in wonder and uneasiness. What affected me most was that everything was strange; I realized that. I was crushed by the strangeness of it. I was finally roused from this gloomy state, I remember, one evening on reaching Switzerland at Bale, and  I was roused by the bray of a donkey in the market-place. I was immensely struck with the donkey, and for some reason extraordinarily pleased with it, and suddenly everything seemed to clear up in my head.”

“A donkey? That’s odd,” observed Lizaveta Prokofyevna. “Yet there’s nothing odd about it; one of us may even fall in love with a donkey,” she observed, looking wrathfully at the laughing girls. “It’s happened in mythology.5 Go on, prince.”

“I’ve been awfully fond of donkeys ever since; they have a special attraction for me. I began to ask about them because I’d never seen one before, and I understood at once what a useful creature it was—industrious, strong, patient, cheap, long-suffering. And so, through the donkey, all Switzerland began to attract me, so that my melancholy passed completely.”

“That’s all very strange, but you can pass over the donkey; let’s come to something else. Why do you keep laughing, Aglaia? And you, Adelaida ? The prince told us splendidly about the donkey. He has seen it himself, but what have you seen?You’ve never been abroad.”

“I have seen a donkey, maman,” said Adelaida.

“And I’ve even heard one,” asserted Aglaia.

The three girls laughed again. Myshkin laughed with them.

“That’s too bad of you,” observed the lady. “You must excuse them, prince, they are good-natured. I am always quarrelling with them, but I love them. They are flighty, thoughtless, foolish girls.”

“Why?” laughed Myshkin. “I should have done the same in their place. But still I stand up for the donkey; the ass is a good-natured and useful creature.”

“And are you good-natured, prince? I ask from curiosity,” inquired Madame Epanchin.

They all laughed again.

“That damned donkey again! I wasn’t thinking about it,” cried the lady. “Believe me, prince, I spoke without any ...”

“Hint? Oh, I believe you certainly.” And Myshkin went on laughing.

“I am glad you are laughing. I see you are a very good-natured young man,” said Lizaveta Prokofyevna.

“Sometimes not good-natured,” answered Myshkin.

“I am good-natured,” the lady put in unexpectedly, “and if you like I am always good-natured, you may say; it’s my one failing, for one oughtn’t to be always good-natured. I get angry often with these girls, and still more with Ivan Fyodorovich; but the worst of it is that I am always more good-natured when I am angry. Just before you came in I was angry and pretended that I didn’t and couldn’t understand anything. I am like that sometimes; like a child. Aglaia pulled me up. Thank you for the lesson,  Aglaia. But it’s all nonsense. I am not quite such a fool as I seem and as my daughters would like to make me out. I have a will of my own and am not easily put to shame. But I say this without malice. Come here, Aglaia, give me a kiss, there ... that’s enough tenderness,” she observed, when Aglaia had with real feeling kissed her on the lips and on the hand. “Go on, prince. Perhaps you will remember something more interesting than a donkey.”

“I don’t understand how anyone can describe straight off like that,” Adelaida observed again. “I couldn’t think of anything.”

“But the prince will think of something, for he is extremely clever—at least ten times as clever as you are, very likely twelve times. I hope you will feel it after this. Prove it to them, prince, go on. You really can pass over the donkey now. What did you see abroad besides the donkey?”

“It was clever about the donkey too,” observed Alexandra. “It was interesting what the prince told us of his invalid condition and how one external shock made everything pleasant to him. I’ve always been interested to know how people go out of their minds and recover again. Especially when it happens all of a sudden.”

“Yes, yes,” cried her mother eagerly. “I see that you can be clever sometimes too. Well, come, stop laughing. You were speaking of Swiss scenery, prince, I think. Well?”

“We reached Lucerne and I was taken to the lake. I felt how beautiful it was, but I felt dreadfully depressed by it,” said Myshkin.

“Why?” asked Alexandra.

“I don’t know why. I always feel depressed and uneasy at the sight of such a landscape for the first time; I feel both happy and uneasy. But that was all while I was still ill.”

“I should awfully like to see it,” said Adelaida. “I can’t understand why we don’t go abroad. I haven’t been able to find subjects for painting for the last two years. The East and the South have been painted long ago. Find me a subject for a picture, prince.”

“I know nothing about it. I should have thought you’ve only to see and to paint.”

“I don’t know how to see things.”

“Why do you keep talking in riddles? I can’t make head or tail of it,” interrupted her mother. “What do you mean by not knowing how to see? You’ve got eyes; see with them. If you can’t see here, you won’t learn how to abroad. Better tell us how you saw things yourself, prince.”

“Yes, that would be better,” added Adelaida. “The prince has learnt to see things abroad.”

“I don’t know. I simply got better abroad; I don’t know whether I learnt to see things. But I was almost all the time very happy.”

“Happy? You know how to be happy?” cried Aglaia. “Then how can you say you didn’t learn to see things? You might teach us, even.”

“Please do!” laughed Adelaida.

“I can’t teach anything,” Myshkin laughed too. “I spent almost all my time abroad in the same Swiss village. I rarely went on excursions, and only to a short distance. What could I teach you? At first I was simply not bored; I soon began to grow stronger. Then every day became precious to me, and more precious as time went on, so that I began to notice it. I used to go to bed very happy and get up happier still. But it would be hard to say why.”

“So you didn’t want to go away? You had no desire to go anywhere?” asked Alexandra.

“At the beginning, quite at the beginning, I had, and I used to become very restless. I was continually thinking of the life I would lead. I wanted to know what life had in store for me. I was particularly restless at some moments. You know there are such moments, especially in solitude. There was a small waterfall there; it fell from a height on the mountain, such a tiny thread, almost perpendicular—foaming, white and splashing. Though it fell from a great height it didn’t seem so high; it was the third of a mile away, but it only looked about fifty paces. I used to like listening to the sound of it at night. At such moments I was sometimes overcome with great restlessness; sometimes too at midday I wandered on the mountains, and stood alone halfway up a mountain surrounded by great ancient resinous pine trees; on the crest of the rock and old medieval castle in ruins; our little village far, far below, scarcely visible; bright sunshine, blue sky, and the terrible stillness. At such times I felt something was drawing me away, and I kept thinking that if I walked straight on, far, far away and reached that line where sky and earth meet, there I should find the key to the mystery, there I should see a new life a thousand times richer and more turbulent than ours. I dreamed of some great town like Naples, full of palaces, noise, roar, life. And I dreamed of all sorts of things, indeed. But afterwards I thought one might find a wealth of life even in prison.”

“That last edifying reflection I read when I was twelve in my ‘Reader,’ ” said Aglaia.

“That’s all philosophy,” observed Adelaida. “You are a philosopher perhaps, and—who knows?—perhaps, truly.”

“Perhaps you are right,” smiled Myshkin. “I am really a philosopher perhaps, and—who knows?—perhaps I really have a notion of instructing.... That’s possible, truly.”

“And your philosophy is just like Yevlampia Nikolayevna‘s,” Aglaia put in again. “She is the widow of a clerk, who comes to see us, rather like a  poor relation. Cheapness is her one objective in life—to live as cheaply as possible, and she talks of nothing but kopecks. And yet she has money, you know; she is sly. That’s like your wealth of life in prison; perhaps, too, your four years of happiness in the country for which you bartered your Naples; and you seem to have gained by the bargain, though it was a petty one.”

“There may be two opinions about life in prison,” said Myshkin. “A man who spent twelve years in prison told me something. He was one of the invalids in the care of my professor. He had fits; he was sometimes restless, wept, and even tried to kill himself. His life in prison had been a very sad one, I assure you, but not at all petty. Yet he had no friends but a spider and a tree that grew under his window.... But I’d better tell you how I met another man last year. There was one very strange circumstance about it—strange because such things rarely happen. This man had once been led out with others to the scaffold and a sentence of death was read over him. He was to be shot for a political offence. Twenty moments later a reprieve was read to them, and they were condemned to another punishment instead. Yet the interval between those two sentences, twenty minutes or at least a quarter of an hour, he passed in the fullest conviction that he would die in a few minutes. I was always eager to listen when he recalled his sensations at that time, and I often questioned him about it. He remembered it all with extraordinary clarity and used to say that he never would forget those minutes. Twenty paces from the scaffold, round which soldiers and other people were standing, there were three posts stuck in the ground, as there were several criminals. The three first were led up, bound to the posts, the death robes (a long white gown) were put on, and white caps were pulled over their eyes so that they should not see the guns; then a company of several soldiers was drawn up against each post. My friend was the eighth on the list, so he had to be one of the third set. The priest went to each in turn with a cross. He had only five minutes more to live. He told me that those five minutes seemed to him an infinite time, a vast wealth; he felt that he had so many lives left in those five minutes that there was no need yet to think of the last moment, so much so that he divided his time up. He set aside time to take leave of his comrades, two minutes for that; then he kept another two minutes to think for the last time; and then a minute to look about him for the last time. He remembered very well having divided his time like that. He was dying at twenty-seven, strong and healthy. As he took leave of his comrades, he remembered asking one of them a somewhat irrelevant question and being particularly interested in the answer. Then when he had said good-bye, the two minutes came that  he had set apart for thinking to himself. He knew beforehand what he would think about. He wanted to realize as quickly and clearly as possible how it could be that now he existed and was living and in three minutes he would be something—someone or something. But what? Where? He meant to decide all that in those two minutes! Not far off there was a church, and the gilt roof was glittering in the bright sunshine. He remembered that he stared very persistently at that roof and the light flashing from it; he could not tear himself away from the light. It seemed to him that those rays were his new nature and that in three minutes he would somehow melt into them.... The uncertainty and feeling of aversion for that new thing which would be and was just coming was awful. But he said that nothing was so dreadful at that time as the continual thought, ‘What if I were not to die! What if I could go back to life—what eternity! And it would all be mine! I would turn every minute into an age; I would lose nothing, I would count every minute as it passed, I would not waste one!’ He said that this idea turned to such a fury at last that he longed to be shot quickly.”

Myshkin suddenly ceased speaking; everyone expected him to go on and draw some conclusion.

“Have you finished?” asked Aglaia.

“What? Yes,” said Myshkin, rousing himself from a momentary dreaminess.

“But what did you tell that story for?”

“Oh ... something in our talk reminded me of it....”

“You are very disconnected,” observed Alexandra. “You probably meant to show, prince, that not one instant of life can be considered petty, and that sometimes five minutes is a precious treasure. That’s all very laudable, but let me ask, how did that friend who told you such horrors ... he was reprieved, so he was presented with that ‘eternity of life.’ What did he do with that wealth afterwards? Did he live counting each moment?”

“Oh no, he told me himself I asked him about that too. He didn’t live like that at all; he wasted many, many minutes.”

“Well, there you have it. So it seems it’s impossible really to live ‘counting each moment.’ For some reason it’s impossible.”

“Yes, for some reason it is impossible,” repeated Myshkin. “I thought so myself... and yet I somehow can’t believe it ...”

“Then you think you will live more wisely than anyone?” said Aglaia.

“Yes, I have thought that too sometimes.”

“And you think so still?”

“Yes ... I think so still,” answered Myshkin, looking at Aglaia with  the same gentle and even timid smile; but he laughed again at once and looked gaily at her.

“That’s modest,” said Aglaia almost irritably.

“But how brave you are, you laugh! But I was so impressed by his story that I dreamt of it afterwards. I ... dreamt of that five minutes ...”

Once more he looked earnestly and searchingly from one to another of his listeners.

“You are not angry with me for anything?” he asked suddenly, seeming embarrassed, but looking them straight in the face.

“What for?” cried the three young ladies in surprise.

“Why, because I seem all the while to be preaching to you.”

They all laughed.

“If you are angry, don’t be,” he said. “I know for myself that I have lived less than others and that I know less of life than anyone. Perhaps I talk very queerly at times ...”

And he was overwhelmed with confusion.

“If you’re happy, as you say, you must have lived more, not less, than others. Why do you make a pretence and apologize?” Aglaia persisted carpingly. “And please don’t mind about preaching to us; it’s no sign of superiority on your part. With your quietism one might fill a hundred years of life with happiness. If one shows you an execution or if one holds out one’s finger to you, you will draw equally edifying reflections from both and be quite satisfied. Life is easy like that.”

“I can’t make out why you are so cross,” said Madame Epanchin, who had been watching the speakers’ faces for some time, “and I can’t make out what you are talking about either. Why a finger? What nonsense! The prince talks splendidly, only rather sadly. Why do you discourage him? When he began he was laughing, and now he is quite glum.”

“It’s all right, maman. But it’s a pity you haven’t seen an execution, prince, I should like to have asked you one question.”

“I have seen an execution,” answered Myshkin.

“You have?” cried Aglaia. “I ought to have guessed it. That’s the last straw! If you’ve seen that, how can you say that you were happy all the time? Didn’t I tell you the truth?”

“But do they have executions in your village?” asked Adelaida.

“I saw it at Lyons. I visited the town with Schneider; he took me with him. We came upon it just as we arrived.”

“Well, did you like it? Was there much that was edifying and instructive ?” asked Aglaia.

“I did not like it at all and I was rather ill afterwards, but I must confess I was riveted to the spot; I could not take my eyes off it.”

“I couldn’t have taken my eyes off it either,” said Aglaia.

“They don’t like women to look on at it; they even write about such women in the papers.”

“I suppose, if they consider that it’s not fit for women, they mean to infer (and so justify it) that it is fit for men. I congratulate them on their logic. And you think so too, no doubt.”

“Tell us about the execution,” Adelaida interrupted.

“I don’t feel at all inclined to now.” Myshkin was confused and almost frowned.

“You seem to grudge telling us about it,” Aglaia said tauntingly.

“No; but I’ve just been describing that execution.”

“Describing it to whom?”

“To your footman while I was waiting ...”

“To which footman?” he heard on all sides.

“The one who sits in the entry, with grey hair and a red face. I sat in the entry waiting to see Ivan Fyodorovich.”

“That’s odd,” said the general’s wife.

“The prince is a democrat,” Aglaia rapped out. “Well, if you told Alexey about it, you can’t refuse us.”

“I simply must hear about it,” said Adelaida.

“One thought came into my mind just now,” Myshkin said to her, growing rather more eager again (he seemed easily roused to confiding eagerness), “when you asked me for a subject for a picture, to suggest that you should paint the face of the condemned man the moment before the blade falls, when he is still standing on the scaffold before he lies down on the plank.”

“The face? The face alone?” asked Adelaida. “That would be a strange subject. And what sort of picture would it make?”

“I don’t know. Why not?” Myshkin insisted warmly. “I saw a picture like that at Bale not long ago. I should like to tell you about it.... I’ll tell you about it some day.... It struck me very much.”

“You shall certainly tell us afterwards about the picture at Bâle,” said Adelaida; “and now explain the picture of this execution. Can you tell me how you imagine it to yourself? How is one to draw the face? Is it to be only the face? What sort of a face is it?”

“It’s practically the minute before death,” Myshkin began with perfect readiness, carried away by his memories and to all appearance instantly forgetting everything else, “that moment when he has just mounted the ladder and has just stepped on to the scaffold. Then he glanced in my direction. I looked at his face and I understood it all.... But how can one describe it? I wish, I do wish that you or someone would paint it. It  would be best if it were you. I thought at the time that a picture of it would do good. You know one has to imagine everything that has been before—everything, everything. He has been in prison awaiting execution for a week at least; he has been counting on the usual formalities, on the sentence being forwarded somewhere for signature and not coming back again for a week. But now by some chance this business was over sooner. At five o‘clock in the morning he was asleep. It was at the end of October; at five o’clock it was still cold and dark. The superintendent of the prison came in quietly with the guard and touched him carefully on the shoulder. He sat up, leaning on his elbow, saw the light, asked ‘What’s the matter?’ ‘The execution is at ten o’clock.’ He was half awake and couldn’t take it in, and began objecting that the sentence wouldn’t be ready for a week. But when he was fully awake he left off protesting and was silent—so I was told. Then he said, ‘But it’s hard it should be so sudden....’ And again he was silent and wouldn’t say anything more. The next three or four hours are spent on the usual things: seeing the priest, breakfast at which he is given wine, coffee and beef (isn’t that a mockery? Only think how cruel it is! Yet on the other hand, would you believe it, these innocent people act in good faith and are convinced that it’s humane); then the toilet (do you know what a criminal’s toilet is?); and at last they take him through the town to the scaffold.... I think that he too must have thought he had an endless time left to live, while he was being driven through the town. He must have thought on the way, ‘There’s a long time left, three streets more. I shall pass through this one, then through the next, then there’s that one left where there’s a baker’s on the right.... It’ll be a long time before we get to the baker‘s!’

“There were crowds of people, there was noise and shouting; ten thousand faces, ten thousand eyes—all that he has had to bear, and, worst of all, the thought, ‘They are ten thousand, but not one of them is being executed, and I am to be executed.’ Well, all that is preparatory. There is a ladder to the scaffold. Suddenly at the foot of the ladder he began to cry, and he was a strong manly fellow; he had been a great criminal, I was told. The priest never left him for a moment; he drove with him in the cart and talked with him all the while. I doubt whether he heard; he might begin listening and would not understand more than two words. So it must have been. At last he began going up the ladder; his legs were tied together so that he could only move with tiny steps. The priest, who must have been an intelligent man, left off speaking and only gave him the cross to kiss. At the foot of the ladder he was very pale, and when he was at the top and standing on the scaffold, he became as white as paper, as white as writing paper. His legs must have grown weak and wooden, and I expect he felt sick—as  though something were choking him and that made a sort of tickling in his throat. Have you ever felt that when you were frightened, or in awful moments when all your reason is left, but it has no power? I think that if one is faced by inevitable destruction—if a house is falling upon you, for instance—one must feel a great longing to sit down, close one’s eyes and wait, come what may.... When that weakness was beginning, the priest with a rapid movement hastily put the cross to his lips—a little plain silver cross—he kept putting it to his lips every minute. And every time the cross touched his lips, he opened his eyes and seemed for a few seconds to come to life again, and his legs moved. He kissed the cross greedily; he made haste to kiss, as though in haste not to forget to provide himself with something in case of need; but I doubt whether he had any religious feeling at the time. And so it was till he was laid on the plank.... It’s strange that people rarely faint at these last moments. On the contrary, the brain is extraordinarily lively and must be working at a tremendous rate—at a tremendous rate, like a machine at full speed. I imagine that there is a continual throbbing of ideas of all sorts, always unfinished and perhaps absurd too, quite irrelevant ideas: ‘That man is looking at me. He has a wart on his forehead. One of the executioner’s buttons is rusty.’ ... and yet all the while one knows and remembers everything. There is one point which can never be forgotten, and one can’t faint, and everything moves and turns about it, about that point. And only think that it must be like that up to the last quarter of a second, when his head lies on the block and he waits and ... knows, and suddenly hears above him the clang of the iron! He must hear that! If I were lying there, I should listen on purpose and hear. It may last only the tenth part of a second, but one would be sure to hear it. And only imagine, it’s still disputed whether, when the head is cut off, it knows for a second after that it has been cut off! What an idea! And what if it knows it for five seconds!

“Paint the scaffold so that only the last step can be distinctly seen in the foreground and the criminal having just stepped on it; his head, his face as white as paper; the priest holding up the cross, the man greedily putting forward his blue lips and looking—and aware of everything. The cross and the head—that’s the picture. The priest’s face and the executioner‘s, his two attendants and a few heads and eyes below might be painted in the background, in half light, as the setting.... That’s the picture!”

Myshkin ceased speaking and looked at them all.

“That’s nothing like quietism, certainly,” said Alexandra to herself.

“And now tell us how you were in love,” said Adelaida.

Myshkin looked at her with astonishment.

“Listen,” Adelaida said, seeming rather hurried. “You promised to tell  us about the Bale picture, but now I should like to hear how you have been in love. Don’t deny it, you must have been. Besides, as soon as you begin describing anything, you cease to be a philosopher.”

“As soon as you have finished telling us anything, you seem to be ashamed of what you’ve said,” Aglaia observed suddenly. “Why is that?”

“How stupid that is!” snapped her mother, looking indignantly at Aglaia.

“It’s not clever,” Alexandra assented.

“Don’t believe her, prince,” said Madame Epanchin, turning to him. “She does it on purpose from a sort of malice; she has really not been so badly brought up. Don’t think the worse of them for teasing you like this; they must be up to some mischief. But they like you already, I know. I know their faces.”

“I know their faces too,” said Myshkin with peculiar emphasis.

“What do you mean?” asked Adelaida curiously.

“What do you know about our faces?” the two others inquired too.

But Myshkin did not speak and was grave. They all waited for his answer.

“I’ll tell you afterwards,” he said gently and gravely.

“You are trying to rouse our curiosity,” cried Aglaia. “And what solemnity! ”

“Very well,” Adelaida interposed hurriedly again, “but if you are such a connoisseur in faces, you certainly must have been in love, so I guessed right. Tell us about it.”

“I haven’t been in love,” answered Myshkin as gently and gravely as before. “I ... have been happy in a different way.”

“How? In what?”

“Very well, I’ll tell you,” said Myshkin, as though meditating profoundly.
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die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit’
(King James Version).

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche publishes Beyond Good and
Evil, which was influenced by The Pussssed.

Constance Garnett begins her translations of the works of Dosto-
evsky, introducing his writings to the English-reading world
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Crime and Punishment starts serial publication at the beginning of the
year. Dostoevsky interrupts the writing in October in order to
work on The Gambler; forced to meet the contract deadline for that
book in order to retain the rights to his published works, includ-
ing Crime and Punishment. He dictates The Gambler to a stenographer,
Anna Grigorievna Snitkina, over the course of a month. He and
Anna, who is twenty-five years his junior, become romantically
involved.

Dostoevsky marries Anna Snitkina; the alliance is one of the
‘most fortunate events of his life. To avoid financial ruin, the two
live abroad for the next four years, in Geneva, Florence, Vienna,
Prague, and finally Dresden. Dostoevsky's epilepsy worsens. He
begins work on his novel The Idiot, in which the protagonist is an
epileptic. The first three of what will be six volumes of Leo Tol-
stoy’s War and Peace appear in print in December, bound in yellow
covers.

The Idiot is published in installments this year and the next. The
fourth volume of War and Peace appears in March.

The final volumes of Tolstoy’s War and Peace are published: the
fifth in February and the sixth in December.

Dostoevsky and his wife return to St. Petersburg. Serialization of
his novel The Possessed begins.

Dostoevsky becomes editor of the conservative weekly Grazhdanin
(The Citizen); “The Diary of a Writer” becomes a regular and
popular feature of the weekly.

Tolstoy begins publishing Anna Karenina.

‘The Diary of aWriter is published as a monojournal—that is, it was
written and edited entirely by Dostoevsky; in it he publishes
“The Meek One.”

“The Dream of a Ridiculous Man” is published in The Diary of a
Writer.

Serialization begins in another journal of The Brothers Karamazoy,
widely considered Dostoevsky’s greatest novel.

Six months before his death, Dostoevsky delivers his famous
speech on Pushkin at the dedication of the Pushkin memorial in
Moscow.

Dostoevsky dies from a lung hemorrhage on January 28 in
St. Petersburg. His epitaph, also the epigraph to The Brothers Kara-
mazov, is from the Bible (John 12:24); it reads, “Verily, verily, I
say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and
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Dostoevsky is arrested for his participation in the subversive
socialist Petrashevsky Circle. He first spends eight months in
solitary confinement and is then condemned to death by firing-
squad. Tsar Nicholas I commutes his sentence to penal servi-
tude in Siberia, but orders this to be announced only at the last
minute.

Dostoevsky begins his four-year internment at Omsk prison in
‘western Siberia, His experiences there will influence many of his
later works. While imprisoned he abandons the radical ideas of
his youth and becomes more deeply religious; his only book in
prison is a copy of the Bible.

Part 2 of Gogol's Dead Souls is published.

The Crimean War breaks out, catalyzed by a dispute between
Russia and France over the Palestinian holy places

still exiled in Siberia, Dostoevsky begins four years of compul-
sory military service.

He marries the widow Maria Dmitrievna Isaeva.

Dostoevsky and Maria are allowed to return to St. Petersburg,
He and his brother Mikhail establish Vremya (Time); this year and
the next the journal publishes Dostoevsky's The House of the Dead, a
work based on his experiences in Siberia.

Dostoevsky travels to England, France, Germany, Italy, and Switzer-
land, a trip that engenders in him an anti-European outlook. He
gambles heavily at resorts abroad, losing money.

Dostoevsky makes a second trip to Europe and arranges to
‘meet Apollinaria Suslova in Paris; he had published a story by
her in Vremya the previous year. The two have an affair. The
progressive Nikolay Chernyshevsky publishes the utopian
novel What Is to Be Done?, which Dostoevsky will react against a
year later in “Notes from Underground.” Vremya is banned for
printing a potentially subversive article regarding the Polish
rebellion.

Dostoevsky and his brother Mikhail establish Epokha (Epoch), the
short-lived successor to Vrenya; the journal publishes “Notes from
Underground,” the first of Dostoevsky’s masterworks. Dostoevsky's
wife, Maria, dies from tuberculosis. His brother Mikhail dies three
months later.

Burdened with debt, Dostoevsky goes on another failed gam-
bling spree in Europe. He proposes to Apollinaria Suslova, with-
out success.
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Fyodor Mikhailovitch Dostoevsky is born on October 30 in
Moscow. The second of seven children, he grows up in a middle-
class household run by his father, a former army surgeon and
strict family man.

Aleksandr Pushkin’s novel in verse Eugene Onegin is published.
Pushkin’s story “The Queen of Spades” is published.

Fyodor’s mother dies. He and his older brother Mikhail are sent
to a preparatory school in St. Petersburg,

Dostoevsky begins his tenure at the St. Petersburg Academy of Mil-
itary Engineers, where he studies untl 1843. He becomes
acquainted with the works of such writers as Byron, Corneille,
Dickens, Goethe, Gogol, Homer, Hugo, Pushkin, Racine, Rousseau,
Shakespeare, and Schiller.

Dostoevsky's father is murdered on his country estate, presum-
ably by his own serfs.

Part 1 of Nikolay Gogol's novel Dead Souls is published.
Dostoevsky graduates from the Academy as a lieutenant, but
instead of pursuing a career in the army, he resolves to dedicate
his life to writing.

His first published work appears, a Russian translation of Honoré
de Balzac’s 1833 novel Eugénie Grandet. Dostoevsky begins work on
his first novel, Poor Folk.

On the basis of Poor Folk, Dostoevsky wins the friendship and acclaim
of Russia’s premier literary critic, Vissarion Grigorievitch Belinsky,
author of the scathingly critical “Letter to Gogol” (1847).

Poor Folk and “The Double” are published. “The Double” is the first
work in which Dostoevsky writes about the psychology of the
split self. Dostoevsky meets the utopian socialist M. V. Butashevitch-
Petrashevsky.

Dostoevsky publishes numerous short stories, including “A
‘Weak Heart,” “Polzunkov” and “The Landlady.”

He publishes the short story “White Nights.” The Communist Man-
ifesto, by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, is published. Revolu-
tions break out in France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Poland.
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