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INTRODUCTION
MONA SIMPSON

Since Anna Karenina was published in 1877, almost everyone who matters in the history of literature has put in his two cents (and a few who stand out in other realms—from Matthew Arnold, who wrote a cogent essay in 1887 about “Count Tolstoy’s” novel, to Lenin, who, while acknowledging his “first class works of world literature,” refers to him as “a worn out sniveller who beat his breast and boasted to the world that he now lived on rice patties”).

Dostoyevsky, a contemporary, declared Anna Karenina perfect “as an artistic production.” Proust calls Tolstoy “a serene god.” Comparing his work to that of Balzac, he said, “In Tolstoi everything is great by nature—the droppings of an elephant beside those of a goat. Those great harvest scenes in Anna K., the hunting scenes, the skating scenes …” Flaubert just exclaims, “What an artist and what a psychologist!” Virginia Woolf declares him “greatest of all novelists.… He notices the blue or red of a child’s frock … every twig, every feather sticks to his magnet.”

A few cranks, of course, weigh in on the other side. Joseph Conrad wrote a complimentary letter to Constance Garnett’s husband and mentioned, “of the thing itself I think but little,” a crack Nabokov never forgave him. Turgenev said, “I don’t like Anna Karenina, although there are some truly great pages in it (the races, the mowing, the hunting). But it’s all sour, it reeks of Moscow, incense, old maids, Slavophilism, the nobility, etc.… The second part is trivial and boring.” But Turgenev was by then an ex-friend and Tolstoy had once challenged him to a duel.

E. M. Forster said, “Great chords begin to sound, and we cannot say exactly what struck them. They do not arise from the story.… They do not come from the episodes nor yet from the characters. They come from the immense area of Russia.… Many novelists have the feeling for place … very few have the sense of space, and the possession of it ranks high in Tolstoy’s divine equipment.”

After finishing Anna Karenina, Tolstoy himself said (to himself, in his journal), “Very well, you will be more famous than Gogol or Pushkin or Shakespeare or Molière, or than all the writers of the world—and what of it?”

More great essays than I can recount here have been written about the book, especially those by George Steiner, Gary Saul Morson, Eduard Babev, and Raymond Williams.

Tolstoy criticism continues to thrive, and now includes its own home called the Tolstoy Studies Journal. Resorting to any library today, one can page through recent articles with titles like “Tolstoy on the Couch: Misogyny, Masochism, the Absent Mother,” by Daniel Rancour-Lafarriere; “Passion in Competition: The Sporting Motif in Anna Karenina,” by Howard Schwartz; “Food and the Adulterous Woman: Sexual and Social Morality in Anna Karenina,” by Karin Horwatt; and even “Anna Karenina’s Peter Pan Syndrome,” by Vladimir Goldstein.

What’s left, in the year 2000, for me to say?

[image: ]

Once, when I was a girl of eleven or twelve, sprawled on a sofa reading, an adult friend of the family noticed that I went through books quickly and suggested that every time I finished one, I enter the name of the author and title, publisher, the dates during which I read it, and what my impressions were on a three-by-five index card.

That kind of excellent habit is one we can easily imagine cultivated by the young Shcherbatsky princesses, when we first meet them “wrapped in a mysterious poetical veil.” Levin wonders from afar, “Why it was the three young ladies had to speak French and English on alternate days; why it was that at certain hours they took turns playing the piano, the sounds of which were audible in their brother’s room … why they were visited by those professors of French literature, of music, of drawing, of dancing; why at certain hours all three young ladies, and Mademoiselle Linon, drove in the coach to Tverskoy Boulevard, dressed in their satin cloaks, Dolly in a long one, Natalie in a shorter one, and Kitty in one so short that her shapely little legs in tight red stockings were exposed.”

Of course, I was an American girl, not a Russian princess, and instead of foreign languages and piano tutors what I had was outside. From dawn to dusk, all summer, we ran to the woods, scavenging lumber, hauling boards, digging holes to build forts that were rarely completed; but we became muddy and tired.

I never followed the family friend’s good advice.

Now I wish I had. A reason to keep a reading journal would be to compare the experience of the same book met at different ages. It could provide the deepest kind of diary. Anna Karenina, War and Peace, In Search of Lost Time and Middlemarch hold sway over a reader for weeks, months, a whole summer, and so we tend to remember our lives along with them, the way we would someone we’d roomed with for a period of months and then not seen again. I remember Tolstoy’s novels personally—where I was when I first read them, for whom I was pining or from whom I was recovering. (For me, the novels were a bit long to read in the throes.)

Tolstoy himself kept just such a diary, his biographers tell us, a journal of “girls and reading. And remorse.” He presented these journals, with all their literary impressions and squalid confessions, to his young fiance, Sofia Behrs, as Levin does to Kitty in Anna Karenina.

In the novel, as in Tolstoy’s life, the squalor got all the attention from the young bride to be. But for history, as it might have been for Tolstoy later in his life, his youthful writing about books proves to be not only more important but more personal.

Though I didn’t keep a journal of reading, I did keep journals of “feelings,” largely of boys whose names the black-bound volumes record. A list of those names no longer conjures the faces or characteristic gestures.

But I remember where I was the first time I read Anna Karenina. I was at Yaddo, a writers’ colony in upstate New York, during the high season, and I felt distinctly outside the community’s social world. Another young female writer arrived with, it seemed to me, a better wardrobe. I found myself checking what she was wearing at every meal. I hadn’t considered that I was visiting a town that for more than 150 years had been a summer “watering hole.” A small backpack held all my clothes for the summer. A pretty orchestra conductor with whom I jogged examined a pin-sized stain on my best white blouse. “I wouldn’t wear it,” she said.

I was twenty-four years old and, I’ll admit it, I read the novel to learn about love. I was at the beginning of my life and I’d come from one of the unhappy families Tolstoy mentions. I was, in my own oblique way, writing about that circus in all its distinction. But I wanted my own life to be one of the happy ones and I felt at peace there, in my studio on the second story of an old wooden, formal house. I had the time to lie on my white bed with the pine fronds ticking the window and learn how.

I felt enchanted, as any girl might be, with the balls, the ice-skating parties, most especially with Kitty’s European tour to recover from heartbreak. I identified with Anna and with Kitty, never for a second with Varenka, whose position might have actually been closest to my own.

In fact, I was young enough to remember a particular magazine I’d read while in a toy store as a child, no doubt published by the Mattel Corporation, that chronicled a holiday week in the life of a doll called Barbie. Like the characters in Anna Karenina, Barbie also went to an ice-skating party and wore a muff. Barbie also owned formal gowns. Barbie, too, sat to have her portrait painted.

I mention this not to call attention to the rather girlish and unsophisticated imagination I still had but rather to show how far into a child’s fantasy Tolstoy ventures before then shocking us by rendering our heroine’s aversion to touching her husband. And here I’m not talking only about Anna. He makes mention of Kitty’s “revulsion” toward Levin as well.

I read—that first time—for the central characters, to see whom they married; to decide what was dangerous in a man, what fulfilling; what kind of love to hope for, to fear.

[image: ]

I didn’t like Vronsky. Or I did, but I was afraid of him.

Vronsky says something at the beginning of the novel that the repeat reader will never forget. We meet him, in his first appearance, as Kitty’s suitor, and already fear—as her mother will not quite let herself—that he will turn out to be a cad. The conversation in the parlor turns to table-rapping and spirits, and Countess Nordston, who believed in spiritualism, begins to describe the marvels she has seen.

Vronsky says, “ ‘… for pity’s sake, do take me to see them! I have never seen anything extraordinary, though I am always on the lookout for it everywhere.’ ” He says this in Kitty’s living room, in her presence. Of course, he has not yet seen Anna.

That night, after flirting with Kitty, he goes straight home to his rented room and falls asleep early, musing, “That’s why I like the Shcherbatskys’, because I become better there.”

His yearning for the extraordinary, the small account he gives to the peace-giving quality of the Shcherbatskys, tells his whole story, the way a prologue often announces the great Shakespearean themes. Kitty’s father has never liked or trusted Vronsky, while her mother favors him, considering Levin only a “good” match, but Vronsky a “brilliant” one.

The dangers and glory of that kind of exceptionalism—in love—were for me, that first time, the subject of the novel.

That question of the viability of extraordinary and ordinary loves was even more riveting for me, at twenty-four, than the differences between happy and unhappy families. This dilemma, in fact—along with work and how to get by on little money in New York City—was the main thing my friends and I talked about. How X loves Y, but Y loves Z, but Z loves … all coming down to whether we would have great loves or have to “settle,” as we put it.

Of course, we all want to have something extraordinary, in love. None of us, at twenty-four anyway, wants to settle or be settled for.
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Part of what is touching, on a second reading, is Vronsky’s first meeting with Anna. If you had asked me about that scene before I reread the book, I would have relied on convention and said that Vronsky met a beautiful woman at the train station. But on first seeing Anna—who will be for Vronsky the great love—Vronsky sees her full of life, but not necessarily exceptional. He glances at her once more “not because she was very beautiful” but because of an expression on her face of “something peculiarly … soft.” Vronsky has not had an ordinary family life. He doesn’t much remember his father, and his mother, now “a dried-up old lady,” had been “a brilliant society woman, who had had during her married life, and especially afterward, many love affairs notorious in all society.” Tolstoy makes it clear that Vronsky does not love or respect his mother.

Anna says, “ ‘The countess and I have been talking all the time, I of my son and she of hers.’ ”

Vronsky recognizes Anna first as a mother, a mother miserable to be away—for only a few days—from her beloved son. We might say that what seemed extraordinary for him was just the quality of ordinary maternal devotion his own mother never had.

And here we feel the tragic parallel. Anna is bound to become a woman like Vronsky’s mother, notorious for her affair. Later on, her great concern will be that her son may lose respect for her.

Vronsky will wish for nothing more than to make his daughter legitimate and to marry Anna, in the usual way.

“ ‘My love keeps growing more passionate and selfish, while his is dying, and that’s why we’re drifting apart,’ ” Anna says, near the end. “ ‘He is everything to me, and I want him more and more to give himself up to me entirely. And he wants more and more to get away from me.… If I could be anything but a mistress, passionately caring for nothing but his caresses; but I can’t and I don’t care to be anything else. And by that desire I rouse aversion in him, and he rouses fury in me, and it cannot be different.’ ”

There, Anna is, I believe, talking about sex. But by then, Vronsky wants the precious ordinary: a marriage, a family—which is as unattainable for him as his heightened passion is for Kitty or Levin or Dolly or even Stiva.

[image: ]

During my first reading I was rooting for Vronsky to get Anna—even though, like her father, I didn’t entirely trust him.

In the way that soldiers and sailors ashore roaming the streets look menacing when you are a child and innocent when you are older than they are, nothing now seems to me so unsympathetic about Vronsky’s hope for a great, exceptional love. He’s not a cad in the simple sense of the word. Or perhaps at a certain age one outgrows one’s fear of cads. There seem to be worse things. And certainly, Tolstoy shows us Vronsky’s attempts at honor. He first tells us that Vronsky never cried and then twice lets us see him weeping. First we hear the sound of tears in his voice, and then feel them on Anna’s hands. There may be nothing so appealing to a young woman as a handsome man crying.

When he says “I didn’t know” to Anna, after breaking her life, as he broke the back of his beloved horse Frou-Frou, I now believe him.

I rooted for Vronsky because, like Kitty, I preferred him to Levin, and wanted him to turn out to be good. I must have realized even then that, as much as Tolstoy split himself up among his characters the way fiction writers do, he gave a larger portion of himself to Levin, so I was, in effect, reading the book written by Levin.

Even Dolly and Levin, the characters in the book most entrenched and committed to stability, with all its dowdiness, have moments when they look to the sky and wonder if their lives could have been different. They are not immune to Vronsky’s spell, either. Levin, meeting Anna living with Vronsky, finds her captivating; and Dolly, on her carriage ride to see Anna, thinks to herself, “ ‘Even to this day I don’t feel sure I did right in listening to her at that terrible time when she came to me in Moscow. I ought then to have cast off my husband and have been loved the real way.’ ”

Part of what is so moving in this brief inner monologue is that we know just what Dolly’s chances are for finding a different, greater love. But Tolstoy allows his characters’ vanities, with the utmost respect and tact. His irony has the lightest possible touch. One never feels he is making fun of their most preposterous tender wishes. He allows Dolly to be the one to tell us that Kitty has lost her looks.

Kitty herself, when she believed she had the choice, picked Vronsky. But in her feelings toward him “… there always entered a certain element of awkwardness, though he was in the highest degree well bred and poised, as though there was some false note—not in Vronsky, he was very simple and nice, but in herself, while with Levin she felt perfectly at ease.”

At twenty-four, I understood exactly what Kitty meant. There was a letter which had arrived on Yaddo’s mail table for me, from a certain young man in New York. I’d rewritten my unsent reply five or six times already, convinced that it could not be me, regular me, first-draft me he would fall in love with.

Not everyone can be Vronsky. Levin also found Anna fascinating. But he could never have gotten her. Tolstoy all but tells us that anyone, given the choice, would elect to be Anna or Vronsky, rather than Kitty or Levin, but, thank god, luckily we couldn’t (and neither could he). But we all tend to root, with a combination of thrill and dread, for Vronsky.

D. H. Lawrence said, “No one in the world is anything but delighted when Vronsky gets Anna Karenina.” It is part of the strategy of the novel to engage the reader in the momentum and suspense of a chase. We see Anna at first resisting Vronsky and taking solace in the safety of virtue, spending the night at home with her son.

But as in Lolita, the story of resisting temptation is hardly a novel. We watch the magnetic attraction work its force on the characters, like the spectators at Vronsky’s horse race, and then, already complicit for urging them on in order to fulfill our craving for narrative spectacle and romance, once the seduction is accomplished, we are left to live with them through the muck.

As the reviews of Tolstoy’s time point out—several of them expressing gratitude that Tolstoy was not as prurient as Flaubert—the seduction happens between chapters. We see Anna after the event, described as a murdered corpse.

We are now far from the enchantment of balls and portraits. It happens suddenly, as it does in Lolita. We are jarred from our own sweet daydreams into the harshness of reality.

By the time Anna almost dies in childbirth and finds herself grateful to her husband again, I’d had enough of Vronsky and was ready to settle her back into her marriage. As a reader, I felt oddly as if we had been given a second chance. And, of course, Karenin had one of those Whartonesque rises in emotional stature. Now I was cheering for the marriage.

It is a rather chilling moment, then—I find myself shocked each time I read the scene—when Anna doesn’t want to touch her husband’s hand. One feels then what she has felt for some time—that there really is no viable choice.
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I remember the grinding frustration of the book, the way the solution of the novel’s two strands—the Anna-Vronsky thread and the Kitty-Levin one—seemed to leave me—and not only Anna—with no viable romantic future.

My friend Allan Gurganus became impatient with my nagging question, “What’s one to do?”

“It’s not a self-help manual,” he said.

And so what is left for those of us (including Tolstoy) who can’t be Vronsky and Anna?

To a twenty-four-year-old, and even to someone now a generation older, the satisfactions of Kitty and Levin’s life are decidedly “mixed.” Tolstoy’s description of Kitty and Levin’s connection is hardly the Barbie version, leaving my twenty-four-year-old self wondering whether husbands always elicited a bit of revulsion. (Kitty was “bound” to Levin, we are told, with “a feeling of alternate attraction and repulsion, even less comprehended than the man himself.…”)

Not a train I wanted to catch anytime soon.

Levin, like Gabriel in Joyce’s The Dead, has his highest romantic moment not as the leading man but rather as the understudy, who understands and pities Kitty.

After she rejects him the first time, Levin sees her happy face gazing at Vronsky and hurries back to the country, where he lifts two thirty-six-pound dumbells “trying to restore his self-confidence.”

Much later—after Kitty’s restorative European tour—he tells himself, “ ‘I can’t ask her to be my wife merely because she can’t be the wife of the man she wanted to marry.’ ”

Then, during a dinner table conversation about the place and position of women in society, he senses Kitty’s terror of becoming an old maid. He sees how humiliating that would be to her and he pities her. Rather than feeling insulted at being “settled for”—as my young friends and I would have put it—he, too, feels her terror and humiliation.

Tolstoy is a genius at rendering the feelings of new love—even the second time around, with Levin knowing that Kitty is marrying him partly just to be married—and this page is beautiful, reminiscent of the luminous writing in his novella whose title is alternately translated as “Family Happiness” and “A Happy Married Life.”

Levin is in a state. But that kind of exalted happiness is always over just as it begins. “And what he saw then, he never saw again.”

Soon they are bogged down with a conventional mother-in-law and details of linens, and Levin finds himself in the perennial position of the new husband, amazed that his Kitty could actually be interested in tablecloths.

Their married happiness seemed to be years ago and still seems both claustrophobic and childish. The scene in which they are both in the same room—her with her needlework, him trying to write the book about agriculture—is still enough to make my skin crawl. Only the servant announcing tea provides any sense of structure in their lives.

Tolstoy sees Kitty’s vacancy of purpose as a kind of latency period, waiting for motherhood, which will be her life’s work, but he repeatedly sounds the note of Levin’s idleness. Levin says, “ ‘I do nothing, and I fret about it’ ” enough times that one feels there’s some truth to it.

And Tolstoy describes the “revolution” taking place in Kitty’s life, now that she’s a married woman living with her husband rather than a girl living with her mother and father, as having more to do with her being able to order as many sweets as she likes and instruct the servants to make all manner of puddings than it does with sexuality.

We remember Anna’s awakening and her craving for more and more caresses. What she wants is sex and what Kitty seems to be given instead is pudding.

But Tolstoy sees to it that Kitty and Levin get their moments of the extraordinary, in life’s other passions, death and birth. “… that grief and this joy were alike beyond the ordinary conditions of life; they were openings, as it were, in that ordinary life through which there came glimpses of something sublime.”

Even this time around, reading as a middle-aged married woman who has herself experienced the heightened hours of birth, looking out a hospital window and feeling the aggregate small cares of life fall away, I still think Kitty is a bit of a drip. Her obsession with sheets is too much, even for me. I can’t help blaming her for how she speaks to her baby’s nurse. The way she tells her husband about her sister Dolly’s money troubles, practically forgetting, then remembering and pulling together a somber face, reveals a tacit, smug delight in her own security.

And of course, at twenty-four, reading about the raptures Kitty attained during the death of Levin’s brother and the birth of Levin’s child, I thought, yes, yes, but couldn’t one achieve those same heights nursing Vronsky’s brother or giving birth to Vronsky’s child?
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But apparently, according to Tolstoy, one could not.

Anna is not presented as a mother. The impression of maternity she gave Vronsky during their first meeting comes to feel, later on, like a false impression. Her maternity feels most stable during our first glimpse of her, when she is parted from Seryozha and longing for him, carrying his picture with her. That position—of distant, devoted longing—is her relation to her son throughout the book.

The only dramatized scene we are ever given between them is when she sneaks back into his bed one morning after she has been long gone. It’s a wonderful scene. He has been told she died, but he never quite believed his father and Lydia Ivanovna. So his mother’s return for him is a rising from the dead. (This is only one of the moments we see of Tolstoy using his work to give himself what life never could. His own mother died when he was barely two and no portrait of her survived. His father died when he was nine, and our biographers tell us that he, like Seryozha, wandered the streets afterward, seeing his father in every face. Incidentally, Tolstoy, like Anna, had a son named Seryozha.)

Tolstoy alludes to one other private scene between Anna and her son. This is the night when she feels virtuous staying home with Seryozha, after she returns from Moscow, having met Vronsky. (Vronsky had such a night when he went to bed early after the improving effect of visiting the Shcherbatskys.) But we’re told, Anna did not go out “principally because the dress she had counted on was not ready.”

Numerous times, Tolstoy refers not only to the Italian wet nurse of Annie, Anna’s baby with Vronsky, but also to Seryozha’s old wet nurse, and her continuing closeness to the boy. We are told Anna wanted to nurse Annie but wasn’t able to (we presume she was too ill), and we surmise she didn’t nurse Seryozha either. This is in contrast to the Shcherbatsky women, for whom nursing forms a central part of life and conversation. When Anna visits, late in the novel, the two sisters are “talking about nursing.”

Anna is first unable to nurse, then unable to love Vronsky’s child.

The sense of Anna as inadequately maternal accrues. When she is off in the country with Vronsky, we are told more than once that she is jealous of the pretty wet nurse, and we sense in her edginess that she is not only jealous over the woman’s allure for Vronsky but also because of the baby’s attachment to her.

“ ‘We had a great deal of trouble,’ ” she began telling Dolly, in a nervousness I now recognize, “ ‘over nurses. We had an Italian wet nurse. A good creature, but so stupid! We wanted to get rid of her, but the baby is so used to her that we’ve gone on keeping her on.’ ”

As a working mother, I sympathize with her, knowing, as she must, how a mother like Dolly will receive such a confession.

It is during this same visit that Anna confides in Dolly that she is willing and able to prevent pregnancy.

“ ‘I shall have no more children,’ ” Anna announces.

“ ‘How can you tell that you won’t?’ ”

“ ‘I shall not because I don’t wish it,’ ” Anna says. Anna rather enjoys shocking Dolly. But the reader doesn’t hear the explanation she gives Dolly. She begins “ ‘The doctor told me after my illness …’ ” and Tolstoy leaves us, in the ellipsis, wondering if Anna is referring to birth control devices or of something more drastic.

The central idea, that Anna has opted out of maternity by not wishing for it—while for other women it is a part of nature, mysterious and unstoppable—makes Dolly all of a sudden understand all those families of one or two children. She, naturally, feels it is immoral.

This was a time when one was a mother to children dead and alive. Dolly is given one paragraph in the 923-page novel to remember her last little baby, who died of croup. How different the fact of losing a baby would be in a contemporary novel, now that infant mortality is so much rarer in the developed world?

Anna then goes on to equate pregnancy with being an invalid and makes a joke. “ ‘How am I to keep his love? Not like this?’ ” she says, pantomiming a large belly.

By this point in the book, Anna is openly vain, bragging to Dolly, of all people, that she inspires passion. She is often changing clothes, from one French import to another. She has also, incidentally, given over the running of the household to Vronsky. He is the one to glance at the butler to see that the dinner is served properly, to make his guests feel “that all that is well ordered in his house has cost him, the host, no trouble whatever.… Darya Aleksandrovna was well aware that even porridge for the children’s breakfast does not come automatically.…”

Being at the stage of life at which I am acutely aware that even children’s breakfasts do not come automatically, I definitely decided, at this point in the book, this reading, that Vronsky was not, whatever they say about him, my idea of a cad.

Anna’s brother Stepan Arkadyevich, says of her that she is not “ ‘une couveuse,’ ” a simple brooding hen. “ ‘No, she brings her [Annie] up very well, I believe, but one doesn’t hear about her. She’s busy, in the first place, with what she writes. I see you’re smiling ironically, but you’re wrong. She’s writing a children’s book, and doesn’t talk about it to anyone, but she read it to me and I gave the manuscript to Vorkuyev … you know the publisher.…’ ”

This time around, I had a greater sense of Anna as a maverick. In the country “Anna devoted just as much care to her appearance when they had no visitors,” but she also “did a great deal of reading, both of novels and of what serious literature was in fashion.”
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With Tolstoy so focused on what these two very different loves produce, in terms of families, it is interesting to see what becomes of the children. We watch Dolly, despite her husband’s profligacy, doing a good job rearing her children, and we have little doubt that they will become, as she hopes, “ ‘decent people.’ ”

We also watch Seryozha’s settlement in life, his acceptance of Lydia Ivanovna, the closest thing the novel offers to a contemporary stepmother. Seryozha is a far cry from Emma Bovary’s daughter. His end will not be tragic but interesting. Even motherless, he is still the rich young master. We see him reared, not only by a limited but concerned father but also by a number of people in the household, including his old wet nurse.

Children bridge the gap between the nobility and the servants in this world. They are part of the daily life of the house. Seryozha knows the porter’s daughter is a ballet dancer.

One can’t help but feel relieved, in the end, to learn that Karenin has adopted Annie. Despite Vronsky’s vast wealth and luxuries, which include not only the charming Italian nurse but an imported wash machine, one feels she will be better off in Karenin’s house.

Karenin and Levin, both orphans, as was Tolstoy himself, prove to be the novel’s most viable fathers.
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Reading Anna Karenina from the and-what-can-I-learn-to-improve-myself angle from which I approached most serious reading at twenty-four, I felt the women had a raw deal. While Tolstoy clearly pressed hard on the idea that a woman’s work and fulfillment lay in motherhood, he clearly saw, as I did, the glamour of Anna in her Parisian dresses, reading international books and papers, or sitting on her horse. I somehow imagined her with a gun, riding along on one of those epic hunts. Reading the book over again, I see that the men have a rough time too. Levin and Vronsky—who don’t exactly work—are constantly feeling they do nothing. Levin is fulfilled only when he’s out mowing with his peasants, and even then he is haunted by the idea that he’s unnecessary. Vronsky, once he’s given up his army career and is living in the country, has a sense of long empty hours, which he tries to fill with local politics. He’s using his wealth to build Russia’s first (if we believe him) state-of-the-art hospital. “Sixteen hours of the day must be occupied in some way,” we are told. The only character we’re close to who really works is Karenin, and he needs work to escape life.

Anna Karenina was written as a contemporary novel, unlike War and Peace, and is generous with details, tossed about with the aplomb of a writer who knows he will be read a hundred years into the future. We hear that electric light is already everywhere in the cities, though new enough to be mentioned by the characters, while in the country, we see Levin’s study slowly be lit by a candle. Railroads, far from being a nostalgic note, are new and controversial. (Levin is against them.) In Moscow, sleighs were more or less like taxis. (“ ‘A ‘sleigh, sir?’ ‘Yes, a sleigh.’ ”)

As in Proust, we get a sense of the fashions. Kitty’s mesh stockings and pink slippers with high curved heels would be familiar to any debutante today. Married couples bicker wearing squirrel-fur-lined robes. Vronsky wears a beaver coat and white cravat.

It’s as if the characters look out through the bars and cages of history and talk to us.
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One element of the book I glided right over the first time was the literal nobility of the characters. I suppose I must have noticed people addressing each other as Princess This or Count That, but I think I attributed it all to the quaint anachronism of an era before Ms. and the wide use of first names.

I was more aware of class in this reading. We can forget what nobility means until we see all the oglers even at the wedding of plain Levin. There is a People magazine element to the book. They’re all royals, more or less like Diana and Prince William—or, for that matter, like movie stars.

One reads along for the particularity of the characters, and then, all of a sudden at Kitty and Levin’s wedding, the church is filled with paparazzi, whose commentary Tolstoy shares with us.

A wedding, being essentially a party, affords Tolstoy an opportunity to use his agile omniscience, to skip around to various characters of different ages and classes, women of all stations remembering “the one day of their triumph.” The marriage of Kitty and Levin, which I had considered so personally, so privately—whether Kitty would be able to love him, whether I would be, if he’d manage to propose—has a political dimension, too.

It is a shock to read that “In the church there was all Moscow.” Imagine if that line, or the geographic equivalent, were written about the wedding of Dorothea Brooke and Mr. Casaubon or of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy. A wedding that felt to us like a wedding inside our own family suddenly turns out to have the world watching.

(Tolstoy’s family traced their descent to Prince Rurik and considered themselves grander than the Romanovs. The fact that Tolstoy got invitations to court functions did not go unnoticed among his literary friends. His biographer A. N. Wilson tells us that Turgenev yelled at a literary dinner, “Why bother to come here? Go off and see your princesses.”)

It is in the details of class that we feel the deep reverberations of Tolstoy’s characterizations, his tendency to split himself up between his characters. To Mikhailov, a self-educated Russian artist in Italy, Vronsky and Anna are people of “consequence.” To them, he is the talented son of a butler. Though Tolstoy is of the class and background and cultural education of Vronsky, we have no doubt that to him it is the artist who is of consequence.

The interlude with Mikhailov ends in Vronsky’s buying a beautiful painting. He must possess the exquisite. He can’t make it. Early on in the novel, we’re told “He looked at people as if they were things.”

A close reading reveals many nuances of class. Apparently, many people reading the book wonder why it is that Anna married Karenin. (Several twentieth-century critics object to the omission of an explanation.) But the marriage is no real mystery. Anna was raised by a wealthy, provincial aunt. We can surmise that she herself had no family wealth from the fact that her brother Stepan, Dolly’s husband, is always scrambling for positions and selling off his wife’s inherited forests.

Karenin, though an orphan, was already a middle-aged governor at the time that Anna’s aunt pushed her young niece on him. Anna married an older man of position, as young women had done for centuries before and continue to do now. When we meet her as Karenin’s wife, she has the stature of a grande dame. We’re also told that as a young bride she was awestruck by her husband’s important friends.
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In the early sections of the book, everyone seems rich. The young men seem to move freely in and out of the opulent Moscow and Petersburg restaurants and clubs. But later—it is sometimes hard to remember only four years pass in the book—they seem more middle-aged, middle class, scrambling for money. It’s touching to see Levin’s spending much more than he can on rented sleighs in the city during Kitty’s confinement.

Read another way, Vronsky and Anna are living according to the values of youth well into middle age. While all of our characters cared a bit more about dresses at the outset, by the end of the book, most of them are living more frugal family lives.

The only one who turns out to be really rich is Vronsky. When we see him living in his conspicuously international dacha in the country with Anna and his illegitimate daughter, we understand the full force of meaning behind Princess Shcherbatsky’s idea that he would have been a “brilliant” match for her daughter.

Vronsky re-creates Petersburg court life out in the sticks, but with no court. And their world—with its formal, perfect dinners and their ragtag collection of guests—has a feeling of all dressed up and nowhere to go, despite the European luxury Dolly “had read about in English novels, but had never seen in Russia.…”

Though we get a more nuanced sense of the real story that money plays in the main characters’ lives as the novel goes on, we get very little detail about their support staff.

We see a household of “old house serfs who had stuck to their master” in the country, but we don’t get any closer to them than that line. We somehow feel Seryozha’s intimacy with servants in his own house, but we assume that will change as he becomes older. We’re told that Levin talks a great deal to Agafya Mikhailovna, his housekeeper in the country (which was the name of Tolstoy’s actual maid of Yasnaya Polyana), but we don’t see her in anything near the same detail we see the noblewomen.

But Tolstoy doesn’t hide all that is done for the characters by others. Even on their rustic hunt, when Levin and Stepan and their friend sleep in a barn, “coachmen” make up beds for them there.

“ ‘Why is it we spend our time riding, drinking, shooting, doing nothing,’ ” Levin’s friend asks rather more rhetorically than not, “ ‘while they are forever at work?’ ”

It’s only the Shcherbatsky women who make their own baby clothes and their own jam.

Yaddo, the artists colony where I was that summer, with all my leisure, reading Tolstoy, seemed to me to be run very much like a Russian dacha. Meals were served at set times; there was a huge, old-fashioned kitchen behind swinging doors. But of course there was a sloped gravel parking lot where the cooks and people who cleaned up parked their cars, during the days driving home at eight or eight-thirty, while it was still light.

I’m left to wonder, when Vronsky calls for his servant when he wants to get dressed, does the man simply bring freshly laundered and pressed clothes, as a valet would in a good hotel, or does he help his master step into his trousers? Is there a ritual of buttoning and fastening?
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Raymond Williams—one of the better critics I found, reading about Tolstoy—complains that what most people remember of the book is the Anna-Vronsky-Karenin story, though it takes up less than half of the actual narrative. This may be more or less natural, but this time around, I found myself as or more riveted by the minor characters and their loves, attempts at family, and disappointments.

If we consider the famous opening line of the novel—probably as famous as “To be or not to be” and quoted by hundreds who haven’t read the book—it applies to many more people than Dolly and Stepan or Vronsky and Anna.

We have the tiny set piece of Lydia Ivanovna’s failed marriage and her later crush on Karenin. Lydia sends Karenin two to three letters a day. (Karenin, post Anna, is touching in his essential insecurity, as he notices a young man’s strong calves and wonders if others love and marry differently.)
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The novel opens with the disarray of the Oblonsky household when Dolly discovers her husband’s affair with the governess. Stepan is in some ways the master of ceremonies, the reader’s host in the novel, because he lives so easily in the world. Despite the shambles, he wakes, on his Morocco leather couch, in radiant health. His world is still intact and running (though we’re not sure on what—the bills are mounting).

Through Stephen’s vantage Tolstoy can easily assert his omniscience in conventional wisdom. “As is so often the case …” he says, or “like all fathers indeed …” and “characteristic of every secretary …” “ ‘Every girl’s proud of a proposal.’ ”

“ ‘What can one do?’ ” Stepan Oblonsky says early on in the book. “ ‘The world’s made like that.’ ”

Part of the way this world was made is that wives get older faster than their husbands. Stepan seems, by any measure, at the prime of life, whereas Dolly, at age thirty-three, is the mother of five living children (two have died), and her hair, once luxuriant and beautiful, is already scant.

If Stepan is ever serious about anything, it is about food. His job is never real to us. We are told his brother-in-law obtained the position for him, but he could have got his job “through a hundred other people—brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles, and aunts.”

Stepan was good at what he did because of “his complete indifference to the business in which he was engaged, in consequence of which he was never carried away, and never made mistakes.”

His view of marriage is as liberal as ours. Talking of his sister Anna, he says, “ ‘As soon as the divorce is over, she will marry Vronsky. How stupid that old ceremony is, walking round and round and singing Rejoice, O Isaiah! that no one believes in and that stands in the way of the happiness of people.… Well, then their situation will be as regular as mine, as yours.’ ”

Stepan, not Vronsky, ends up being the book’s real villain.

Throughout, we never know quite how to read Stepan. Worldly, yet seemingly kind, his sins are always usually of omission. We watch him perform small acts of kindness, social decencies (here Tolstoy has learned his Dickens), while we see, as if unconnected, his wife and children in their broken-down country house—without milk, the cows hard uddered, and no place to bathe—or staying with Levin, who will support them. We see Stepan in town standing next to a snowy carriage with his wife and children. It’s a bouyant scene until, just as he is leaving, she has to call him to beg for money for the children’s coats. In the next scene he is bringing a ballet girl a coral necklace.

Our last vision of him is chilling. Profligate to the end, at a train station, perennially broke Stepan puts money in a collection box for the men leaving to fight in the Russo-Turkish war. “ ‘You don’t say so!’ he cried when the princess told him that Vronsky was going by this train. For an instant Stepan Arkadyevich’s face looked sad, but a minute later, when smoothing his whiskers and with a spring in his walk, he went into the hall where Vronsky was, he had completely forgotten his own despairing sobs over his sister’s corpse, and he saw in Vronsky only a hero and an old friend.”

I’ve thought one of the scenes Tolstoy gave to Levin from his own life (the young bride to be reading his confessional diaries) should have been attributed to Stepan rather than Levin. It’s hard to imagine Levin having had such a florid, promiscuous life. (Tolstoy himself had long affair with a married peasant on his property. He had a son with her, who grew up to be the coachman for one of his legitimate sons. This would have been unthinkable for Levin. One of his biographers pointed out that when Tolstoy fictionalized his own life, he often made himself not only better [morally] but also richer.)
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The character whose story seemed most tragic to me that long summer ago was not even Anna. It was Varenka, the virtuous impoverished spinster.

I was struck and stunned by the fragility of her fate, the proposal that almost could have but did not happen.

This time the scene of the mushroom hunt read to me more lightly. Tolstoy’s psychological acuity is everywhere felt. How it would have been better if she had been silent; his feeling annoyed at her small talk about the mushrooms and wanting to bring her back to the first words she’d uttered about her childhood; how, when they both felt the moment drain away without the words being said, Varenka felt both hurt and ashamed but also relieved.

This time I felt the tentative nature of their attraction. How he was pleased by her loneliness and potential dependency. How absurd it was that one nervous comment about mushrooms could throw him off, make him change course and not propose. The first time through I panicked: sure that I would make a similar blunder and cost myself my whole future.

The sad truth was, in the 1980s in America, I was, like Kitty, worried about becoming an old maid. Not yet, of course, not then. But I was already aware that in the distance there was a faint rumble that would materialize into a train: I would either be given a hand to step on board or not.

But, of course, a large part of what makes Varenka’s story poignant is contained in her thought that “to be the wife of a man like Koznyshev, after her position with Madame Stahl, was to her imagination the height of happiness.” Varenka needed Koznyshev to have a decent life, free of her patron. She did not inherit a sufficient fortune for independence and she didn’t have the option, as I would, of working.

In the pages immediately following Anna’s death, Tolstoy turns to another tragedy, though a smaller, quieter one, the death of Koznyshev’s book, the fruit of six years work. So after turning his face away from love, in middle age, Koznyshev has another great disappointment.

Oddly, I still know a few “Varenkas” whom I met that summer at Yaddo, women artists who live in lofts in New York City, having never married, never had children.

That was what I was most afraid of becoming then. Now, those lives shimmer to me with a burnished beauty, because I’ve seen their work grow.

Anything loved so much, with a daily effort, grows.
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While I was asking, “So what is there for those of us who can’t be Vronsky and Anna?” and worrying about a young man back in New York City, I was answering the question myself, every day for six or seven hours.

Tolstoy himself, in contrast to the men he created who fretted so much about doing nothing, worked on Anna Karenina for five years.

What is there for those of us who can’t be Vronsky and Anna?

The muck of life into old age and the book, the writing of the book.


EDITORS’ NOTE

Some sixty years after Constance Garnett put Anna Karenina into English, her work remains, on balance, a singularly successful achievement; and for this reason the decision was made to use her translation as the basic text of this new edition. That she made errors and that her heritage dictated pruderies which occasionally mute some of Tolstoy is certain, but that her language and syntax almost always faithfully reproduce both the letter and the tone of the original is no less true; indeed, we remain as unconvinced as many others that her translation has ever been superseded. Some more recent translators sometimes alter the text to make it “clearer,” omit what they feel is superfluous or redundant, “freshen up” the text to the point where nineteenth-century Russia becomes quite contemporary, and so on. In a sentence, too often, it seems to us, do they leave their own signatures behind.

The thousands of revisions made (some of which are extensive) are primarily concerned with correcting errors of translation, tightening the prose, converting Britishisms, and casting light on areas Mrs. Garnett did not explore.

To preserve the tone of the original, Russian names are given in full, and, as far as feasible, the transliterations have not involved American-English equivalents. Aleksey Aleksandrovich Karenin, for example, has therefore become neither “Alex” nor “Mr. Karenin,” Matvey has not become “Matthew,” and Agafya Mikhailovna has absolutely refused to become “Agatha.” Money is referred to only in kopeks and rubles; where French and German expressions are used by Tolstoy, they are unaltered and translated in footnotes; and the author’s inconsistencies and occasional “heavy-handedness” have been neither corrected nor “improved.” Annotation designed primarily to meet the needs of the reader not intimately acquainted with Russia and things Russian, is provided, as is a chart of civil, military, and court ranks (see this page).

It is our hope that this edition adds something to the pleasure of reading a great book.

L.J.K
N.B. 


Nineteenth-Century Russian Civil, Military, and Court Ranks*
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ANNA
KARENINA



“Vengeance is mine, I will repay.”1


1 Romans 12:19. Variously interpreted, Tolstoy’s words on this epigraph offer some light. He told Vikenty Smidovich (Russian novelist who wrote under the pseudonym Veresaev) that “I selected [it] simply to express the idea that the evil committed by man results in all bitter things that come from God and not from men, as Anna Karenina also experienced it …”







PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE

Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

Everything was in confusion in the Oblonsky household. The wife had discovered that the husband was carrying on an affair with their former French governess, and she had announced to her husband that she could not go on living in the same house with him. This situation had now lasted three days, and not only the husband and wife, but also all the members of their family and household, were painfully conscious of it. Every person in the house felt that there was no sense in their living together, and that people who met by chance in any inn had more in common with one another than they, the members of the Oblonsky family and household. The wife did not leave her own room; the husband had not been home for three days. The children ran wild all over the house; the English governess quarreled with the housekeeper, and wrote to a friend asking her to look out for a new position for her; the chef had walked out the day before just at dinnertime; the servant’s cook and the coachman had given notice.

Three days after the quarrel, Prince Stepan Arkadyevich Oblonsky2—Stiva, as he was called in society—woke up at his usual hour, that is, at eight o’clock in the morning, not in his wife’s bedroom, but on the morocco leather sofa in his study. He turned his plump, pampered body on the springy sofa, as though he would sink into a long sleep again; he vigorously embraced the pillow on the other side and buried his face in it; but all at once he jumped up, sat up on the sofa, and opened his eyes.

“Yes, yes, how was it, now?” he thought, going over his dream. “Now, how was it? To be sure! Alabin was giving a dinner at Darmstadt; no, not Darmstadt, but something American. Yes, but then, Darmstadt was in America. Yes, Alabin was giving a dinner on glass tables, and the tables sang Il mio tesoro—not Il mio tesoro, though, but something better, and there were some sort of little decanters on the table, and they were women, too,” he remembered.

Stepan Arkadyevich’s eyes twinkled gaily, and he pondered with a smile. “Yes, it was nice, very nice. There was a great deal more that was delightful, only there’s no putting it into words, or even expressing it in one’s thoughts once awake.” And noticing a gleam of light peeping in beside one of the wool curtains, he cheerfully dropped his feet over the edge of the sofa and felt about for his slippers, a present on his last birthday, embroidered for him by his wife on gold-colored morocco. And, as he had done every day for the last nine years, he stretched out his hand, without getting up, toward the place where his dressing gown always hung in his bedroom. And thereupon he suddenly remembered that he was not sleeping in his wife’s room but in his study, and why: the smile vanished from his face; he knitted his brows.

“Ah, ah, ah! Oo!…” he groaned, recalling everything that had happened. And as he recalled every detail of his quarrel with his wife, he realized the hopelessness of his situation, and, most tormenting thought of all, that it was his own fault.

“Yes, she won’t forgive me; she can’t forgive me. And the most awful thing about it is that it’s all my fault—all my fault, though I’m not to blame. That’s the point of the whole situation,” he reflected. “Oh, oh, oh!” he kept repeating in despair, as he remembered the acutely painful sensations caused him by this quarrel.

Most unpleasant of all was the first minute when, on coming, happy and good-humored, from the theater, with a huge pear in his hand for his wife, he had not found his wife in the drawing room, to his surprise had not found her in the study either, and saw her at last in her bedroom, holding the unfortunate letter that revealed everything.

She, his Dolly, forever fussing and worrying, whom he considered rather simple, was sitting perfectly still with the letter in her hand, looking at him with an expression of horror, despair, and indignation.

“What’s this? This?” she asked, pointing to the letter.

And at this recollection, Stepan Arkadyevich, as is so often the case, was not so much annoyed at the fact itself as at the way in which he had reacted to his wife’s words.

There happened to him at that instant what happens to people when they are unexpectedly caught in something very disgraceful. He did not succeed in assuming an expression suitable to the position in which he was placed by his wife’s discovery of his guilt. Instead of acting hurt, denying, defending himself, begging forgiveness, instead of remaining indifferent, (anything would have been better than what he did do), his face utterly involuntarily (reflex action of the brain, reflected Stepan Arkadyevich, who was fond of physiology)—utterly involuntarily assumed its habitual, good-humored, and therefore foolish smile.

This foolish smile he could not forgive himself. Catching sight of that smile, Dolly shuddered as though in physical pain, broke out with her characteristic passion into a flood of cruel words, and rushed out of the room. Since then she had refused to see her husband.

“It’s that idiotic smile that’s to blame for it all,” thought Stepan Arkadyevich.

“But what’s to be done? What’s to be done?” he said to himself in despair, and found no answer.


2 The second of a Russian’s three names is the patronymic, e.g., Stepan Arkadyevich Oblonsky and Anna Arkadyevna Karenina, brother and sister, carry the given name of their father, Arkady. The a ending is almost always feminine, except for masculine nicknames. Further, the profusion of titles in evidence has nothing to do with royalty, nor, indeed, anything necessarily to do with wealth. Russian nobility consisted primarily of landowners, some of whom inherited titles.




CHAPTER TWO

Stepan Arkadyevich was a truthful man with himself. He was incapable of deceiving himself and persuading himself that he repented of his conduct. He could not at this date feel repentant that he, a handsome, women-prone man of thirty-four, was not in love with his wife, the mother of five living and two dead children, and only a year younger than himself. All he was sorry about was that he had not succeeded better in hiding it from his wife. But he felt the seriousness of his position and was sorry for his wife, his children, and himself. Possibly he might have managed to conceal his sins better from his wife if he had anticipated the effect on her should she discover them. He had never clearly thought out the subject, but he had vaguely conceived that his wife must long ago have suspected him of being unfaithful to her, and shut her eyes to the fact. He had even supposed that she, a worn-out woman no longer young or good-looking, and in no way remarkable or interesting, merely a good mother, ought from a sense of fairness to take an indulgent view. It had turned out quite the other way.

“Oh, it’s awful! Oh dear, oh dear! Awful!” Stepan Arkadyevich kept repeating to himself, and he could think of no way out. “And how well things were going up till now! How well we got along! She was contented and happy in her children; I never interfered with her in anything; I let her manage the children and the house just as she liked. It’s true it’s bad her having been a governess in our house. That’s bad! There’s something common, vulgar, in making love to one’s governess. But what a governess!” (He vividly recalled Mlle Roland’s mischievous black eyes, and her smile.) “But after all, while she was in the house I never took liberties. And the worst of it all is that she’s already … it seems as if it all happened for spite! Oh, oh! But what, what is to be done?”

There was no solution but that usual solution which life gives to all questions, even the most complex and insoluble. That answer is: one must live in the needs of the day—that is, forget oneself. To forget himself in sleep was impossible now, at least till nighttime; he could not go back now to the music sung by the decanter women; so he must forget himself in the dream of daily life.

“Then we shall see,” Stepan Arkadyevich said to himself, and getting up, he put on a gray dressing gown lined with blue silk, tied the tassels in a knot, and, drawing a deep breath of air into his broad chest, walked to the window with his usual confident step, his feet turned out slightly. He pulled up the blind and rang the bell loudly. It was at once answered by the appearance of an old friend, his valet, Matvey, carrying his clothes, his boots, and a telegram. Matvey was followed by the barber with all the tools for shaving.

“Are there any papers from the office?” asked Stepan Arkadyevich, taking the telegram and seating himself at the mirror.

“On the table,” replied Matvey, glancing sympathetically at his master; and, after a short pause, he added with a sly smile, “They’ve sent from the livery stable.”

Stepan Arkadyevich made no reply; he merely glanced at Matvey in the mirror. In the glance, in which their eyes met in the mirror, it was clear that they understood one another. Stepan Arkadyevich’s eyes asked: “Why do you tell me that? Don’t you know?”

Matvey put his hands in his jacket pockets, kicked out one leg, and gazed silently, good-humoredly, with a faint smile, at his master.

“I told them to come on Sunday, and till then not to trouble you or themselves for nothing,” he said. He had obviously prepared the sentence beforehand.

Stepan Arkadyevich saw that Matvey intended to make a joke and attract attention to himself. Tearing open the telegram, he read it through, guessing at the words, misspelled as they always are in telegrams, and his face brightened.

“Matvey, my sister Anna Arkadyevna will be here tomorrow,” he said, checking for a minute the sleek, plump hand of the barber cutting a pink path through his long, curly whiskers.

“Thank God!” said Matvey, showing by this response that he, like his master, realized the significance of this arrival—that is, that Anna Arkadyevna, the sister he was so fond of, might bring about a reconciliation between husband and wife.

“Alone, or with her husband?” inquired Matvey.

Stepan Arkadyevich could not answer, as the barber was at work on his upper lip, and he raised one finger. Matvey nodded at the mirror.

“Alone. Is the room to be made ready upstairs?”

“Inform Darya Aleksandrovna; let her decide.”

“Darya Aleksandrovna?” Matvey repeated, as though in doubt.

“Yes, inform her. Here, take the telegram; give it to her, and then do what she tells you.”

“You want to see what happens,” Matvey thought, but he only said, “Yes, sir.”

Stepan Arkadyevich was already washed and combed and ready to be dressed, when Matvey, stepping deliberately in his creaky boots, came back into the room with the telegram in his hand. The barber had gone.

“Darya Aleksandrovna told me to inform you that she is going away. Let him do—that is, you—as he likes,” he said, laughing only with his eyes, and putting his hands in his pockets, he watched his master with his head on one side. Stepan Arkadyevich was silent a minute. Then a kind and rather pathetic smile showed itself on his handsome face.

“Eh, Matvey?” he said, shaking his head.

“It’s all right, sir; it will work out,” said Matvey.

“Workout?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you think so? Who’s there?” asked Stepan Arkadyevich, hearing the rustle of a woman’s dress at the door.

“It’s me,” said a woman’s firm, pleasant voice, and the stern, pockmarked face of Matryona Filimonovna, the nurse, was thrust in at the doorway.

“Well, what is it, Matryona?” asked Stepan Arkadyevich, walking up to her.

Although Stepan Arkadyevich was completely in the wrong as regards his wife, and was conscious of this himself, almost everyone in the house (even the nurse, Darya Aleksandrovna’s chief ally) was on his side.

“Well, what now?” he asked dejectedly.

“Go to her, sir; admit your guilt again. Maybe God will aid you. She is suffering so, it is sad to see her; and besides, everything in the house is topsy-turvy. You must have pity, sir, on the children. Beg her forgiveness, sir. There’s no other way! One must take the consequences …”

“But she won’t see me.”

“You do your part. God is merciful; pray to God, sir, pray to God.”

“Come, that’ll do, you can go,” said Stepan Arkadyevich, blushing suddenly. “Well now, dress me.” He turned to Matvey and threw off his dressing gown decisively.

Matvey was already holding up the shirt like a horse’s collar, and, blowing off some invisible speck, he slipped it with obvious pleasure over the well-groomed body of his master.


CHAPTER THREE

When he was dressed, Stepan Arkadyevich sprayed some eau de Cologne on himself, pulled down his cuffs, distributed into his pockets his cigarettes, wallet, matches, and watch with its double chain and seals, and shaking out his handkerchief, feeling himself clean, fragrant, healthy, and physically at ease, in spite of his unhappiness, he walked with a slight spring in each step into the dining room, where coffee was already waiting for him, and letters and papers from the office too.

He read the letters. One was very unpleasant, from a merchant who was buying a forest on his wife’s property. To sell this forest was absolutely essential; but at present, until he was reconciled with his wife, the subject could not be discussed. The most unpleasant thing of all was that his pecuniary interests should in this way enter into the question of his reconciliation with his wife. And the idea that he might be influenced by self-interest, that he might seek a reconciliation with his wife on account of the sale of the forest—that idea hurt him.

When he had finished his letters, Stepan Arkadyevich took his office papers, rapidly looked through two pieces of business, made a few notes with a big pencil, and, pushing away the papers, turned to his coffee. As he sipped his coffee, he opened a still damp morning paper1 and began reading it.

Stepan Arkadyevich took and read a liberal paper, not an extreme one, but one advocating the views held by the majority. And in spite of the fact that science, art, and politics had no special interest for him, he firmly held those views on all these subjects which were held by the majority and by his paper, and changed them only when the majority changed them—or, more strictly speaking, they seemed to change of themselves within him.

Stepan Arkadyevich had not chosen his political opinions or his views; these political opinions and views had come to him of themselves, just as he did not choose the shapes of his hat and coat, but simply took those that were in style. And for him, living in a certain social environment, where a desire for some sort of mental activity was part of maturity, to hold views was just as indispensable as to have a hat. If there was a reason for his preferring liberal to conservative views, which were held also by many of his circle, it arose not from his considering liberalism more rational, but from its being in closer accordance with his manner of life. The liberal party said that in Russia everything is wrong, and certainly Stepan Arkadyevich had many debts and was decidedly short of money. The liberal party said that marriage is an institution quite out of date, and that it needs reconstruction; and family life certainly afforded Stepan Arkadyevich little gratification, and forced him into lying and hypocrisy, which were so repulsive to his nature. The liberal party said, or rather allowed it to be understood, that religion is only a curb to keep in check the barbarous classes of the people; and Stepan Arkadyevich could not get through even a short service without his legs aching from standing up, and could never make out what was the object of all the terrible and high-flown language about another world when life might be so very amusing in this world. And with all this, Stepan Arkadyevich, who liked a joke, was fond of perplexing a simple man by saying that if he prided himself on his origin, he ought not to stop at Rurik2 and disown the first founder of his family—the monkey. And so liberalism had become a habit of Stepan Arkadyevich’s, and he liked his newspaper, as he did his cigar after dinner, for the slight fog it diffused in his brain. He read the leading article, in which it was maintained that it was quite senseless in our day to raise an outcry that radicalism was threatening to swallow up all conservative elements, and that the government ought to take measures to crush the revolutionary hydra; that, on the contrary, “in our opinion the danger lies not in that fantastic revolutionary hydra, but in the obstinacy of traditionalism clogging progress,” etc., etc. He read another article, too, a financial one, which alluded to Bentham and Mill3 and dropped some innuendoes reflecting on the government. With his characteristic quick-wittedness he caught the drift of each innuendo, divined whence it came, at whom, and on what ground it was aimed, and that afforded him, as it always did, a certain satisfaction. But today that satisfaction was embittered by Matryona Filimonovna’s advice and the unsatisfactory state of the household. He read, too, that Count Beist was rumored to have left for Wiesbaden, and that one need have no more gray hair, and of the sale of a light carriage, and of a young person seeking a situation; but these items of information did not give him, as usual, a quiet, ironical gratification. Having finished the paper, a second cup of coffee, and a roll and butter, he got up, shaking the crumbs of the roll off his waistcoat, and, squaring his broad chest, he smiled joyously: not because he was thinking of anything particularly agreeable; the joyous smile was evoked by good digestion.

But this joyous smile at once reminded him of everything, and he grew thoughtful.

Two childish voices (Stepan Arkadyevich recognized the voices of Grisha, his youngest boy, and Tanya, his eldest daughter) were heard outside the door. They were carrying something, and dropped it.

“I told you not to put passengers on the roof,” said the little girl in English. “Now pick them up!”

“Everything’s in confusion,” thought Stepan Arkadyevich. “Here the children are, running wild.” And going to the door, he called them. They threw down the box, which served as a train, and came to their father.

The little girl, her father’s favorite, ran up boldly, embraced him, and hung laughingly on his neck, enjoying as she always did the scent that came from his whiskers. At last the little girl kissed his face, which was flushed from his stooping posture and beaming with tenderness, loosened her hands, and was about to run away again; but her father held her back.

“How is Mama?” he asked, passing his hand over his daughter’s smooth, soft little neck. “Good morning,” he said, smiling to the boy, who had come up to greet him. He was conscious that he loved the boy less, and always tried to be fair; but the boy felt it, and did not respond with a smile to his father’s cold smile.

“Mama? She is up,” answered the girl.

Stepan Arkadyevich sighed, “That means that she hasn’t slept again all night,” he thought.

“Well, is she cheerful?”

The little girl knew that there was a quarrel between her father and mother, and that her mother could not be cheerful, and that her father must be aware of this, and that he was pretending when he asked about it so lightly. And she blushed for her father. He at once perceived it, and blushed too.

“I don’t know,” she said. “She did not say we must do our lessons, but she said we were to go for a walk with Miss Hull to Grandmama’s.”

“Well, go, Tanya, my darling. Oh, wait a minute,” he said, detaining her and stroking her soft little hand.

He took a little box of candy from the mantelpiece, where he had put it yesterday, and gave her two, picking out her favorites, a chocolate and a fondant.

“For Grisha?” said the little girl, pointing to the chocolate.

“Yes, yes.” And still stroking her little shoulder, he kissed her at the roots of her hair and the nape of her neck and let her go.

“The carriage is ready,” said Matvey; “but there’s some woman to see you with a petition.”

“Been here long?” asked Stepan Arkadyevich.

“Half an hour.”

“How many times have I told you to tell me at once?”

“One must let you drink your coffee in peace, at least,” said Matvey, in the affectionately gruff tone with which it was impossible to be angry.

“Well, show the person up at once,” said Oblonsky, frowning with vexation.

The petitioner, the widow of a staff captain named Kalinin, came with a request impossible and unreasonable; but Stepan Arkadyevich, as he generally did, made her sit down, heard her to the end attentively without interrupting her, and gave her detailed advice as to how and to whom to apply, and even wrote her, in his large, sprawling, attractive, and legible hand, a confident and fluent little note to a person who might be of use to her. Having got rid of the staff captain’s widow, Stepan Arkadyevich took his hat and stopped to recollect whether he had forgotten anything. It appeared that he had forgotten nothing except what he wanted to forget—his wife.

“Ah, yes!” He bowed his head, and his handsome face assumed a harassed expression. “To go, or not to go!” he said to himself; and an inner voice told him he must not go, that nothing could come of it but hypocrisy; that to amend, to set right their relations was impossible, because it was impossible to make her attractive again and able to inspire love, or to make him an old man, not susceptible to love. Only deceit and lying could come of it now; and deceit and lying were contrary to his nature.

“It must be done sooner or later; it can’t go on like this,” he said, trying to give himself courage. He squared his chest, took out a cigarette, took a few puffs, flung it into a mother-of-pearl ash tray, and, with rapid steps, walked through the gloomy drawing room and opened the other door into his wife’s bedroom.


1 I.e., a paper on which the ink had not yet dried.

2 (d. 879), the reputed founder of Russia. Allegedly he led a band of Varangians (Scandinavian merchant-warriors who penetrated Russia in the ninth century) who settled in Novgorod in 862. His heirs ruled till 1598.

3 Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), English writer on law and utilitarian ethics; and John Stuart Mill (1806-73), English philosopher and radical reformer who became leader of Benthamite movement and a foremost proponent of utilitarian thought.




CHAPTER FOUR

Darya Aleksandrovna, in a bed jacket, and with her now scanty, once luxuriant and beautiful hair fastened up with hairpins on the nape of her neck, with a sunken, thin face and large, startled eyes, which looked prominent because of the thinness of her face, was standing amidst litter of all sorts of things scattered all over the room, before an open bureau, from which she was taking something. Hearing her husband’s steps, she stopped, looking toward the door, and trying, in vain, to give her features a severe and contemptuous expression. She felt that she was afraid of him, and dreaded the coming interview. She was just trying to do what she had tried to do ten times already in these last three days—to sort out the children’s things and her own so as to take them to her mother’s—and again she could not bring herself to do it; for, as each time before, she kept saying to herself that things could not go on like this, that she must take some step to punish him, put him to shame, pay him back at least for some little part of the suffering he had caused her. She still continued to tell herself that she should leave him, but she was conscious that this was impossible; it was impossible because she could not get out of the habit of regarding him as her husband and loving him. Besides this, she realized that if even here in her own house she could hardly manage to look after her five children properly, they would be still worse off where she was going with them all. As it was, even in the course of these three days, the youngest was sick from being given spoiled soup, and the others had almost gone without their dinner the day before. She was conscious that it was impossible to go away; but, deceiving herself, she went on all the same, sorting her things and pretending she was going.

Seeing her husband, she reached her hands into the bureau drawer as though looking for something, and looked around at him only when he had come close to her. But her face, to which she tried to give a severe and determined expression, betrayed bewilderment and suffering.

“Dolly!” he said in a subdued and timid voice. He drew his head into his shoulders and tried to look pitiful and humble, but he was radiant with freshness and health. In a rapid glance she scanned his figure that glowed with health and freshness. “Yes, he is happy and content!” she thought, “while I … And that disgusting good nature, which everyone likes him for and praises—I hate that good nature of his.” Her mouth stiffened, the muscles of the cheek contracted on the right side of her pale, nervous face.

“What do you want?” she said in a rapid, deep, unnatural voice.

“Dolly!” he repeated, with a quiver in his voice. “Anna is coming today.”

“Well, what is that to me? I can’t see her!” she cried.

“But you must, really, Dolly …”

“Go away, go away, go away!” she shrieked, not looking at him, as though this shriek were called up by physical pain.

Stepan Arkadyevich could be calm when he thought of his wife, he could hope that things would work out, as Matvey expressed it, and he could quietly go on reading his paper and drinking his coffee; but when he saw her tortured, suffering face, heard the tone of her voice, submissive to fate and full of despair, there was a catch in his breath and a lump in his throat, and his eyes began to glisten with tears.

“My God! What have I done? Dolly! For God’s sake!… You know …” He could not go on; there was a sob in his throat.

She shut the bureau with a slam, and glanced at him.

“Dolly, what can I say?… One thing: forgive … Remember, cannot nine years of my life atone for an instant …”

She lowered her eyes and listened, expecting what he would say, as though beseeching him in some way or other to make her believe differently.

“—instant of passion?…” he said, and would have gone on, but at that word, as at a pang of physical pain, her lips stiffened again, and again the muscles of her right cheek worked.

“Go away, get out of this room!” she shrieked, still more shrilly, “and don’t talk to me of your passion and your loathsomeness.”

She tried to go out, but tottered, and clung to the back of a chair to support herself. His face relaxed, his lips swelled, his eyes were swimming with tears.

“Dolly!” he said, sobbing now, “for mercy’s sake, think of the children; they are not to blame! I am to blame, and punish me, make me expiate my guilt. Anything I can do, I am ready to do anything! I am to blame, no words can express how much I am to blame! But, Dolly, forgive me!”

She sat down. He listened to her hard, heavy breathing, and he was unutterably sorry for her. She tried several times to begin to speak, but could not. He waited.

“You remember the children, Stiva, to play with them; but I remember them, and know that this means their ruin,” she said—obviously one of the phrases she had more than once repeated to herself in the course of the last few days.

She had called him “Stiva,” and he glanced at her with gratitude, and moved to take her hand, but she drew back from him with disgust.

“I think of the children, and for that reason I would do anything in the world to save them; but I don’t myself know how to save them—by taking them away from their father, or by leaving them with a depraved father … yes, a vicious father … Tell me, after what … has happened, can we live together? Is that possible? Tell me, eh, is it possible,” she repeated, raising her voice, “after my husband, the father of my children, has had an affair with his own children’s governess?”

“But what could I do? What could I do?” he kept saying in a pitiful voice, not knowing what he was saying, as his head sank lower and lower.

“You are loathsome to me, repulsive!” she shrieked, getting more and more excited. “Your tears mean nothing! You have never loved me; you have neither heart nor honorable feeling! You are hateful to me, disgusting, a stranger—yes, a complete stranger!” With pain and hatred she uttered the word so terrible to her—“stranger.”

He looked at her, and the fury expressed in her face alarmed and amazed him. He did not understand that his pity for her exasperated her. She saw in him sympathy for her, but not love. “No, she hates me. She will not forgive me,” he thought.

“It is terrible! Terrible!” he said.

At that moment in the next room a child began to cry; probably it had fallen down. Darya Aleksandrovna listened, and her face suddenly softened.

She seemed to pull herself together for a few seconds, as though she did not know where she was and what she was doing, and getting up rapidly, she moved toward the door.

“Well, she loves my child,” he thought, noticing the change of her face at the child’s cry, “my child. How can she hate me?”

“Dolly, one word more,” he said, following her.

“If you come near me, I will call in the servants, the children! They may all know you are a scoundrel! I am going away at once, and you may live here with your mistress!”

And she went out, slamming the door.

Stepan Arkadyevich sighed, wiped his face, and, with a subdued step, walked out of the room. “Matvey says things will work out; but how? I don’t see the least chance of it. Ah, oh, how horrible it is! And how vulgarly she shouted,” he said to himself, remembering her shriek and the words, “scoundrel” and “mistress.” “And very likely the maids were listening! Horribly vulgar! Horrible!” And, squaring his chest again, he went downstairs.

It was Friday, and in the dining room the German clockmaker was winding the clock. Stepan Arkadyevich remembered his joke about this punctual, bald clockmaker, “that the German was wound up for a whole lifetime himself, to wind up clocks,” and he smiled. “Maybe things will work out! That’s a good expression, work out,” he thought. “I must repeat that.”

“Matvey!” he shouted. “Arrange everything with Marya in the sitting room for Anna Arkadyevna,” he said to Matvey when he came in.

“Yes, sir.”

Stepan Arkadyevich put on his fur coat and went out onto the steps.

“You won’t dine at home?” said Matvey, seeing him off.

“That depends. But here’s for the housekeeping,” he said, taking ten rubles from his wallet. “That’ll be enough.”

“Enough or not enough, we must make it do,” said Matvey, slamming the carriage door and stepping back onto the steps.

Meanwhile, Darya Aleksandrovna, having pacified the child, and knowing from the sound of the carriage that he had gone off, went back to her bedroom again. It was her only refuge from the household cares that crowded upon her as soon as she left it. Even now, in the short time she had been in the nursery, the English governess and Matryona Filimonovna had succeeded in putting several questions to her which did not brook delay, and which only she could answer: “What were the children to put on for their walk? Should they have any milk? Shouldn’t a new cook be sent for?”

“Ah, let me alone, let me alone!” she said, and going back to her bedroom, she sat down in the same place she had sat in when talking to her husband, clasping tightly her thin hands with the rings that slipped down on her bony fingers, and began going over in her memory the entire conversation. “He has gone! But has he broken it off with her?” she thought. “Can it be he sees her? Why didn’t I ask him! No, no, reconciliation is impossible. Even if we remain in the same house, we are strangers—strangers forever!” She repeated again with special significance the word so dreadful to her. “And how I loved him! My God, how I loved him!… How I loved him! And now don’t I love him? Don’t I love him more than before? The most horrible thing …” she began, but did not finish her thought, because Matryona Filimonovna put her head in at the door.

“Let us send for my brother,” she said; “he can get a dinner prepared anyway, or we shall have the children getting nothing to eat till six again, like yesterday.”

“Very well, I will come right away and see about it. But did you send for some fresh milk?”

And Darya Aleksandrovna plunged into the duties of the day, and drowned her grief in them for a time.


CHAPTER FIVE

Stepan Arkadyevich had learned easily at school, thanks to his excellent natural abilities, but he had been lazy and mischievous, and therefore was one of the lowest in his class. But in spite of his habitually dissipated mode of life, his inferior grade in the service,1 and his comparative youth, he occupied the honorable and lucrative position of head of one of the government boards at Moscow. This post he had received through his sister Anna’s husband, Aleksey Aleksandrovich Karenin, who held one of the most important positions in the ministry to whose department the Moscow office belonged. But even if Karenin had not got his brother-in-law this position, then through a hundred other people—brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles, and aunts—Stiva Oblonsky would have obtained it, or some similar one, with the salary of six thousand2 which he found necessary, as his affairs, in spite of his wife’s considerable property, were in sad shape.

Half of Moscow and Petersburg were friends and relations of Stepan Arkadyevich. He was born in the midst of those who had been and are the great ones of this world. One third of the men in the government, the older men, had been friends of his father’s, and had known him in diapers; another third were his intimate chums; and the remainder were friendly acquaintances. Consequently, the distributors of earthly blessings in the shape of places, rents, shares, and such were all his friends, and could not overlook one of their own set; and Oblonsky had no need to make any special exertion to get a lucrative post. He had only not to refuse things, not to show jealousy, not to be quarrelsome or take offense, all of which from his characteristic good nature he never did. It would have struck him as absurd if he had been told that he would not get a position with the salary he required, especially as he expected nothing extraordinary; he wanted only what the men of his own age and standing got, and he was no worse qualified for performing these duties than any other man.

Stepan Arkadyevich was liked by all who knew him, not merely for his humor, but also for his bright disposition and his unquestionable honesty. In him, in his handsome, radiant figure, his sparkling eyes, black hair and eyebrows, and the white and red of his face, there was something that produced a physical effect of kindliness and cheerfulness on the people who met him. “Aha! Stiva! Oblonsky! Here he is!” was almost always said with a smile of delight on meeting him. Even though it happened at times that after a conversation with him it seemed that nothing particularly delightful had happened, the next day, and the next, everyone was just as delighted at meeting him again.

After filling, for three years, the post of president of one of the government boards at Moscow, Stepan Arkadyevich had won the respect, as well as the affection, of his fellow officials, subordinates, and superiors, and all who had done business with him. The principal qualities in Stepan Arkadyevich which had gained him this universal respect in the service consisted, first, of his extreme indulgence for others, founded on a consciousness of his own shortcomings; second, of his perfect liberalism—not the liberalism he read of in the papers, but the liberalism that was in his blood, in virtue of which he treated all men perfectly equally and exactly the same, whatever their fortune or calling might be; and third—the most important point—his complete indifference to the business in which he was engaged, in consequence of which he was never carried away, and never made mistakes.

On reaching the offices of the board, Stepan Arkadyevich, escorted by a deferential porter with his portfolio, went into his little private room, put on his uniform,3 and went into the board room. The clerks and copyists all rose, greeting him with cheerful deference. Stepan Arkadyevich moved quickly, as always, to his place, shook hands with his colleagues, and sat down. He made a joke or two, and talked just as much as was consistent with due decorum, and began work. No one knew better than Stepan Arkadyevich how to hit on the exact line between freedom, simplicity, and official stiffness necessary for the agreeable conduct of business. A secretary, with good-humored deference common to everyone in Stepan Arkadyevich’s office, came up with papers, and began to speak in the familiarly liberal tone which had been introduced by Stepan Arkadyevich.

“We have succeeded in getting the information from the government department of Penza. Here, would you care?…”

“You’ve got them at last?” said Stepan Arkadyevich, laying his finger on the paper. “Now, gentlemen …”

And the meeting of the board began.

“If they knew,” he thought, bending his head with a significant air as he listened to the report, “what a guilty little boy their president was half an hour ago.” And his eyes twinkled during the reading of the report. Till two o’clock the meeting went on without a break; at two o’clock there would be an interval and lunch.

It was not yet two when the large glass doors of the board room suddenly opened and someone came in.

All the officials sitting on the further side under the portrait of the Tsar and the Mirror of Justice,4 delighted at any distraction, looked round at the door; but the doorkeeper standing at the door at once drove out the intruder, and closed the glass door after him.

When the case had been read through, Stepan Arkadyevich got up and stretched, and by way of tribute to the liberalism of the times, he took out a cigarette in the board room and went into his office. Two of the members of the board, the old veteran in the service, Nikitin, and a court chamberlain, Grinevich, went in with him.

“We will have time to finish after lunch,” said Stepan Arkadyevich.

“Certainly we will!” said Nikitin.

“A pretty sharp fellow this Fomin must be,” said Grinevich of one of the persons taking part in the case they were examining.

Stepan Arkadyevich frowned at Grinevich’s words, indicating thereby that it was improper to pass judgment prematurely, and made no reply.

“Who was it that came in?” he asked the doorkeeper.

“Someone, Your Excellency, crept in without permission as soon as my back was turned. He was asking for you. I told him, when the members come out, then …”

“Where is he?”

“Maybe he’s gone into the passage, but here he comes anyway. That’s him,” said the doorkeeper, pointing to a strongly built, broad-shouldered man with a curly beard, who, without taking off his sheepskin cap, was running lightly and rapidly up the worn steps of the stone staircase. One of the members going down—a lean official with a portfolio—stood out of his way and looked disapprovingly at the feet of the stranger, then glanced inquiringly at Oblonsky.

Stepan Arkadyevich was standing at the top of the stairs. His good-naturedly beaming face above the embroidered collar of his uniform beamed more than ever when he recognized the man coming up.

“Why, it’s actually you, Levin, at last!” he said with a friendly, mocking smile, scanning Levin as he approached. “How is it you have deigned to look me up in this den of thieves?” said Stepan Arkadyevich, and not content with shaking hands, he kissed his friend. “Have you been here long?”

“I have just come, and very much wanted to see you,” said Levin, looking shyly and at the same time resentfully and uneasily around.

“Well, let’s go into my office,” said Stepan Arkadyevich, who knew his friend’s sensitive and irritable shyness, and taking his arm, he drew him along as though guiding him through dangers.

Stepan Arkadyevich was on familiar terms with almost all his acquaintances, and called almost all of them by their Christian names: old men of sixty, boys of twenty, actors, ministers, merchants, and adjutant generals, so that many of his intimate chums were to be found at the extreme ends of the social ladder, and would have been very much surprised to learn that they had, through the medium of Oblonsky, something in common. He was the familiar friend of everyone with whom he took a glass of champagne, and he took a glass of champagne with everyone, and when in consequence he met any of his disreputable chums (as he used to call many of his friends in jest) in the presence of his subordinates, he well knew how, with his characteristic tact, to diminish the disagreeable impression made on them. Levin was not a disreputable chum, but Oblonsky, with his ready tact, felt that Levin thought he might not care to show his intimacy with him before his subordinates, and so he made haste to take him off into his office.

Levin was almost of the same age as Oblonsky; their intimacy was not based merely on champagne. Levin had been the friend and companion of his early youth. They were fond of one another in spite of the difference of their characters and tastes, as friends who have been together in early youth are fond of one another. But in spite of this, each of them—as is often the way with men who have selected careers of different kinds—though in discussion would even justify the other’s career, in his heart despised it. It seemed to each of them that the life he led himself was the only real life, and the life led by his friend was a mere illusion. Oblonsky could not restrain a slight sarcastic smile at the sight of Levin. How often he had seen him come up to Moscow from the country where he was doing something, but precisely what Stepan Arkadyevich could never quite make out, and indeed he took no interest in the matter. Levin arrived in Moscow always excited and in a hurry, rather ill at ease and irritated by his own lack of ease, and for the most part with a perfectly new unexpected view of things. Stepan Arkadyevich laughed at this, and liked it. In the same way, Levin in his heart despised the town mode of life of his friend and his official duties, which he laughed at and regarded as trifling. But the difference was that Oblonsky, as he was doing the same as everyone did, laughed complacently and good-humoredly, while Levin laughed without complacency and sometimes angrily.

“We have long been expecting you,” said Stepan Arkadyevich, going into his room and letting Levin’s hand go as though to show that here all danger was over. “I am very, very glad to see you,” he went on. “Well, how are you? Eh? When did you come?”

Levin was silent, looking at the unknown faces of Oblonsky’s two companions, and especially at the hand of the elegant Grinevich, which had such long white fingers, such long yellow nails curving at the ends, and such huge shining cuff links that apparently they absorbed his attention completely, leaving him no freedom of thought. Oblonsky noticed this at once, and smiled.

“Ah, to be sure, let me introduce you,” he said. “My colleagues: Filipp Ivanych Nikitin, Mikhail Stanislavich Grinevich”—and turning to Levin—“an active member of the district council and a man with fresh ideas, and a gymnast who can lift a hundred-and-eighty-pound weight with one hand, a cattle breeder and sportsman, and my friend, Konstantin Dimitrievich Levin, the brother of Sergey Ivanovich Koznyshev.”

“Delighted,” said the veteran.

“I have the honor of knowing your brother, Sergey Ivanovich,” said Grinevich, holding out his slender hand with its long nails.

Levin frowned, shook hands coldly, and at once turned to Oblonsky. Though he had great respect for his half-brother, an author well known to all Russia, he could not endure it when people treated him not as Konstantin Levin but as the brother of the celebrated Koznyshev.

“No, I am no longer a district councilor. I have quarreled with them all, and don’t go to the meetings any more,” he said, turning to Oblonsky.

“Didn’t take you long!” said Oblonsky with a smile. “But how? Why?”

“It’s a long story. I will tell you sometime,” said Levin, but he began telling him at once. “Well, to make it short, I was convinced that nothing was really done by the district councils, or ever could be,” he began, as though someone had just insulted him. “On one side it’s a plaything; they play at being a parliament, and I’m neither young enough nor old enough to find amusement in playthings; and on the other hand” (he stammered) “it’s a means for the coterie of the district to make money. Formerly they had wardships, courts of justice, now they have the district council—not in the form of bribes, but in the form of unearned salary,” he said, as hotly as though some of those present had opposed his opinion.

“Aha! You’re in a new phase again, I see—a conservative,” said Stepan Arkadyevich. “However, we can go into that later.”

“Yes, later. But I wanted to see you,” said Levin, looking with hatred at Grinevich’s hand.

Stepan Arkadyevich gave a scarcely perceptible smile.

“Didn’t you used to say you would never wear European clothes again?” he said, scanning his new suit, obviously cut by a French tailor. “Ah! I see: a new phase.”

Levin suddenly blushed, not as grown men blush, slightly, without being themselves aware of it, but as boys blush, feeling that they are ridiculous in their shyness, and consequently ashamed of it and blushing still more, almost to the point of tears. And it was so strange to see this sensible, manly face in such a childish plight that Oblonsky stopped looking at him.

“Oh, where shall we meet? You know I want very much to talk to you,” said Levin.

Oblonsky seemed to ponder.

“I’ll tell you what: let’s go to Gurin’s for lunch, and there we can talk. I am free till three.”

“No,” answered Levin, after an instant’s thought, “I have got to go on somewhere else.”

“All right, then, let’s dine together.”

“Dine together? But I have nothing very particular, only a few words to say, and a question I want to ask you, and we can have a talk afterwards.”

“Well, say the few words, then, at once, and we’ll gossip after dinner.”

“Well, it’s this,” said Levin: “but it’s of no importance, though.”

His face all at once took on an expression of anger from the effort he was making to surmount his shyness.

“What are the Shcherbatskys doing? Everything as it used to be?” he said.

Stepan Arkadyevich, who had long known that Levin was in love with his sister-in-law, Kitty, gave a hardly perceptible smile, and his eyes sparkled merrily.

“You said a few words, but I can’t answer in a few words, because … Excuse me a minute …”

A secretary came in, with respectful familiarity and the modest consciousness, characteristic of every secretary, of superiority to his chief in the knowledge of their business; he went up to Oblonsky with some papers and began, under pretense of asking a question, to explain some objection. Stepan Arkadyevich, without hearing him out, laid his hand genially on the secretary’s sleeve.

“No, you do as I told you,” he said, softening his words with a smile, and with a brief explanation of his view of the matter, he turned away from the papers and said: “So do it in that way, if you please, Zakhar Nikitich.”

The secretary retired in confusion. During the consultation with the secretary Levin had completely recovered from his embarrassment. He was standing with his elbows on the back of a chair, and on his face was a look of sarcastic attention.

“I don’t understand it, I don’t understand it,” he said.

“What don’t you understand?” said Oblonsky, smiling as brightly as ever, and picking up a cigarette. He expected some strange outburst from Levin.

“I don’t understand what you are doing,” said Levin, shrugging his shoulders. “How can you do it seriously?”

“Why not?”

“Why, because there’s nothing in it.”

“You think so, but we’re overwhelmed with work.”

“Paper work. But, there, you’ve a gift for it,” added Levin.

“That is to say, you think there’s something lacking in me?”

“Perhaps so,” said Levin. “But all the same I admire your grandeur, and am proud that I’ve a friend who is such a great person. You’ve not answered my question, though,” he went on, with a desperate effort looking Oblonsky straight in the face.

“Oh, that’s all very well. You wait a while, and you’ll come to it yourself. It’s very nice for you to have over eight thousand acres in the Karazinsky county, and such muscles, and the freshness of a girl of twelve; still you’ll be one of us one day. Yes, as to your question, there is no change, but it’s a pity you’ve been away so long.”

“Oh, why so?” Levin queried, panic-stricken.

“Oh, nothing,” responded Oblonsky. “We’ll talk it over. But what’s brought you to town?”

“Oh, we’ll talk about that, too, later on,” said Levin, reddening again up to his ears.

“All right, I see,” said Stepan Arkadyevich, “I should ask you to come see us, you know, but my wife’s not quite well. But I tell you what; if you want to see them, they’re sure to be at the Zoological Gardens from four to five. Kitty skates. You drive along there, and I’ll come and fetch you, and we’ll go and dine somewhere together.”

“Wonderful. So good-by till then.”

“Careful you don’t forget. I know you, you might rush off home to the country!” Stepan Arkadyevich called out, laughing.

“No, I won’t!”

And Levin went out of the room. Only when he was in the doorway did he remember that he had forgotten to say good-by to Oblonsky’s colleagues.

“That gentleman must be a man of great energy,” said Grinevich, when Levin had gone.

“Yes, my dear boy,” said Stepan Arkadyevich, nodding his head. “He’s a lucky fellow! Over eight thousand acres in the Karazinsky district; everything before him; and what youth and vigor! Not like some of us.”

“You have a great deal to complain of, haven’t you, Stepan Arkadyevich?”

“Ah, yes, I’m in a bad way,” said Stepan Arkadyevich with a heavy sigh.


1 I.e., the civil service. See chart on this page.

2 In nineteenth-century Russia the ruble was worth about fifty-one cents.

3 Civil servants wore a uniform.

4 A three-sided prism on which the edicts of Peter the Great were engraved.




CHAPTER SIX

When Oblonsky asked Levin what had brought him to town, Levin blushed, and was furious with himself for blushing, because he could not answer, “I have come to propose to your sister-in-law,” though that was precisely what he had come for.

The families of the Levins and the Shcherbatskys were old, noble Moscow families, and had always been on intimate and friendly terms. This intimacy had grown still closer during Levin’s student days. He had both prepared for the university with the young Prince Shcherbatsky, the brother of Kitty and Dolly, and had entered at the same time with him. In those days Levin used to be in the Shcherbatskys’ house frequently and he was in love with the Shcherbatsky family. Strange as it may appear, it was the entire family with which Konstantin Levin was in love, especially with the feminine half of it. Levin did not remember his own mother, and his only sister was older than he was, so that it was in the Shcherbatskys’ house that he saw for the first time that inner life of an old, noble, cultivated, and honorable family of which he had been deprived by the death of his father and mother. All the members of that family, especially the feminine half, were pictured by him, as it were, wrapped in a mysterious poetical veil, and he not only perceived no defects whatever in them, but behind the poetical veil that shrouded them he assumed the existence of the loftiest sentiments and every possible perfection. Why it was the three young ladies had to speak French and English on alternate days; why it was that at certain hours they took turns playing the piano, the sounds of which were audible in their brother’s room above, where the students used to work; why they were visited by those professors of French literature, of music, of drawing, of dancing; why at certain hours all three young ladies, and Mademoiselle Linon, drove in the coach to Tverskoy Boulevard, dressed in their satin cloaks, Dolly in a long one, Natalie in a shorter one, and Kitty in one so short that her shapely little legs in tight red stockings were exposed; why it was they had to walk about Tverskoy Boulevard escorted by a footman with a gilt cockade in his hat—all this and much more that was done in their mysterious world he did not understand, but he was sure that everything that was done there was very good, and he was in love precisely with the mystery of the proceedings.

In his student days he had all but been in love with the eldest, Dolly, but she was soon married to Oblonsky. Then he began being in love with the second. He felt, as it were, that he had to be in love with one of the sisters, only he could not quite make out which. But Natalie, too, had hardly made her appearance in the world when she married the diplomat Lvov. Kitty was still a child when Levin left the university. Young Shcherbatsky went into the navy, was drowned in the Baltic, and Levin’s relations with the Shcherbatskys, in spite of his friendship with Oblonsky, became less intimate. But when, early in the winter of this year, Levin came to Moscow after a year in the country, and saw the Shcherbatskys, he realized which of the three sisters he was indeed destined to love.

One would have thought that nothing could be simpler than for him, a man of good family, more rich than poor, and thirty-two years old, to make the young Princess Shcherbatsky an offer of marriage; in all likelihood he would at once have been looked upon as a good match. But Levin was in love, and so it seemed to him that Kitty was so perfect in every respect that she was a creature far above everything earthly; and that he was a creature so low and so earthly that it could not even be conceived that other people and she herself could regard him as worthy of her.

After spending two months in Moscow in a daze, seeing Kitty almost every day in society, into which he went so as to meet her, he abruptly decided that it could not be, and went back to the country.

Levin’s conviction that it could not be was founded on the idea that in the eyes of her family he was a disadvantageous and worthless match for the charming Kitty, and that Kitty herself could not love him. In her family’s eyes he had no ordinary, definite career and position in society, while his contemporaries by this time, when he was thirty-two, were already, one a colonel, and another a professor, another director of a bank and railways, or president of a board, like Oblonsky. But (he knew very well how he must appear to others) he was a country gentleman, occupied in breeding cattle, shooting snipe, and building barns; in other words, a fellow of no ability, who had not turned out well, and who was doing just what, according to the ideas of the world, is done by people fit for nothing else.

The mysterious, enchanting Kitty herself could not love such an ugly person as he conceived himself to be, and, above all, such an ordinary, in no way striking person. Moreover, his attitude toward Kitty in the past—the attitude of a grown-up person toward a child, arising from his friendship with her brother—seemed to him yet another obstacle to love. An ugly, pleasant man, as he considered himself, might, he supposed, be liked as a friend; but to be loved with such a love as that with which he loved Kitty, one would need to be a handsome and, still more, a distinguished man.

He had heard that women often did care for ugly and ordinary men, but he did not believe it, for he judged by himself, and he could not himself have loved any but beautiful, mysterious, and exceptional women.

But after spending two months alone in the country, he was convinced that this was not one of those passions of which he had had experience in his early youth; that this feeling gave him not an instant’s rest; that he could not live without deciding the question, would she or would she not be his wife, and that his despair had arisen only from his own imaginings, that he had no proof that he would be rejected. And he had now come to Moscow with a firm determination to make an offer, and get married if he was accepted. Or … he could not conceive what would become of him if he were rejected.
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