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THE IDIOT

FYODOR MIKHAILOVICH DOSTOYEVSKY was born in Moscow in 1821, the second of a physician’s seven children. When he left his private boarding school in Moscow he studied from 1838 to 1843 at the Academy of Military Engineers in St Petersburg, graduating with officer’s rank. His first novel to be published, Poor Folk (1846), was a great success. In 1849 he was arrested and sentenced to death for participating in the ‘Petrashevsky circle’; he was reprieved at the last moment but sentenced to penal servitude, and until 1854 he lived in a convict prison at Omsk, Siberia. Out of this experience he wrote The House of the Dead (1860). In 1860 he began the review Vremya (Time) with his brother; in 1862 and 1863 he went abroad, where he strengthened his anti-European outlook, met Apollinaria Suslova, who was the model for many of his heroines, and gave way to his passion for gambling. In the following years he fell deeply in debt, but in 1867 he married Anna Grigoryevna Snitkina (his second wife), who helped to rescue him from his financial morass. They lived abroad for four years, then in 1873 he was invited to edit Grazhdanin (The Citizen), to which he contributed his Diary of a Writer. From 1876 the latter was issued separately and had a large circulation. In 1880 he delivered his famous address at the unveiling of Pushkin’s memorial in Moscow; he died six months later in 1881. Most of his important works were written after 1864: Notes from Underground (1864), Crime and Punishment (1865–6), The Gambler (1866), The Idiot (1868), The Devils (1871–2) and The Brothers Karamazov (1880).
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Chronology

1821 Born Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky, in Moscow, the son of Mikhail Andreyevich, head physician at Marlinsky Hospital for the Poor, and Marya Fyodorovna, daughter of a merchant family.

1823 Pushkin begins Eugene Onegin.

1825 Decembrist uprising.

1830 Revolt in the Polish provinces.

1831–6 Attends boarding schools in Moscow together with his brother Mikhail (b. 1820).

1837 Pushkin is killed in a duel.

Their mother dies and the brothers are sent to a preparatory school in St Petersburg.

1838 Enters the St Petersburg Academy of Military Engineers as an army cadet (Mikhail is not admitted to the Academy).

1839 Father dies, apparently murdered by his serfs on his estate.

1840 Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time.

1841 Obtains a commission. Early works, now lost, include two historical plays, ‘Mary Stuart’ and ‘Boris Godunov’.

1842 Gogol’s Dead Souls.

Promoted to second lieutenant.

1843 Graduates from the Academy. Attached to St Petersburg Army Engineering Corps. Translates Balzac’s Eugénie Grandet.

1844 Resigns his commission. Translates George Sand’s La Dernière Aldini. Works on Poor Folk, his first novel.

1845 Establishes a friendship with Russia’s most prominent and influential literary critic, the liberal Vissarion Belinsky, who praises Poor Folk and acclaims its author as Gogol’s successor.

1846 Poor Folk and The Double published. While Poor Folk is widely praised, The Double is much less successful. ‘Mr Prokharchin’ also published. Utopian socialist M. V. Butashevich-Petrashevsky becomes an acquaintance.

1847 Nervous ailments and the onset of epilepsy. A Novel in Nine Letters published, with a number of short stories including ‘The Landlady’, ‘Polzunkov’, ‘White Nights’ and ‘A Weak Heart’.

1848 Several short stories published, including ‘A Jealous Husband’ and ‘A Christmas Tree Party and a Wedding’.

1849 Netochka Nezvanova published. Arrested and convicted of political offences against the Russian state. Sentenced to death, and taken out to Semyonovsky Square to be shot by firing squad, but reprieved moments before execution. Instead, sentenced to an indefinite period of exile in Siberia, to begin with eight years of penal servitude, later reduced to four years by Tsar Nicholas I.

1850 Prison and hard labour in Omsk, western Siberia.

1853 Outbreak of Crimean War.

Beginning of periodic epileptic seizures.

1854 Released from prison, but immediately sent to do compulsory military service as a private in the Seventh Line infantry battalion at Semipalatinsk, south-western Siberia. Friendship with Baron Wrangel, as a result of which he meets his future wife, Marya Dmitriyevna Isayeva.

1855 Alexander II succeeds Nicholas I as Tsar: some relaxation of state censorship.

Promoted to non-commissioned officer.

1856 Promoted to lieutenant. Still forbidden to leave Siberia.

1857 Marries the widowed Marya Dmitriyevna.

1858 Works on The Village of Stepanchikovo and its Inhabitants and ‘Uncle’s Dream’.

1859 Allowed to return to live in European Russia; in December, the Dostoyevskys return to St Petersburg. First chapters of The Village of Stepanchikovo and its Inhabitants (the serialized novella is released between 1859 and 1861) and ‘Uncle’s Dream’ published.

1860 Vladivostok is founded.

Mikhail starts a new literary journal, Vremya (Time). Dostoyevsky is not officially an editor, because of his convict status. First two chapters of The House of the Dead published.

1861 Emancipation of serfs. Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons.

Vremya begins publication. The Insulted and the Injured and A Silly Story published in Vremya. First part of The House of the Dead published.

1862 Second part of The House of the Dead and A Nasty Tale published in Vremya. Makes first trip abroad, to Europe, including England, France and Switzerland. Meets Alexander Herzen in London.

1863 Winter Notes on Summer Impressions published in Vremya. After Marya Dmitriyevna is taken seriously ill, travels abroad again. Begins liaison with Apollinaria Suslova.

1864 First part of Tolstoy’s War and Peace.

In March with Mikhail founds the journal Epokha (Epoch) as successor to Vremya, now banned by the Russian authorities. Notes from Underground published in Epokha. In April death of Marya Dmitriyevna. In July death of Mikhail.

1865 Epokha ceases publication because of lack of funds. An Unusual Happening published. Suslova rejects his proposal of marriage. Gambles in Wiesbaden. Works on Crime and Punishment.

1866 Dmitry Karakozov attempts to assassinate Tsar Alexander II. The Gambler and Crime and Punishment published.

1867 Alaska is sold by Russia to the United States for $7,200,000.

Marries his twenty-year-old stenographer, Anna Grigoryevna Snitkina, and they settle in Dresden.

1868 Birth of daughter, Sofia, who dies only three months old. The Idiot published in serial form.

1869 Birth of daughter, Lyubov.

1870 V. I. Lenin is born in the town of Simbirsk, on the banks of the Volga.

The Eternal Husband published.

1871 Moves back to St Petersburg with his wife and family. Birth of son, Fyodor.

1871–2 Serial publication of The Devils.

1873 First khozdenie v narod (‘To the People’ movement). Becomes contributing editor of conservative weekly journal Grazhdanin (The Citizen), where his Diary of a Writer is published as a regular column. ‘Bobok’ published.

1874 Arrested and imprisoned again, for offences against the political censorship regulations.

1875 A Raw Youth published. Birth of son, Aleksey.

1877 ‘The Gentle Creature’ and ‘The Dream of a Ridiculous Man’ published in Grazhdanin.

1878 Death of Aleksey. Works on The Brothers Karamazov.

1879 losif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili (later known as Stalin) born in Gori, Georgia.

First part of The Brothers Karamazov published.

1880 The Brothers Karamazov published (in complete form). Anna starts a book service, where her husband’s works may be ordered by mail. Speech in Moscow at the unveiling of a monument to Pushkin is greeted with wild enthusiasm.

1881 Assassination of Tsar Alexander II (1 March).

Dostoyevsky dies in St Petersburg (28 January). Buried in the cemetery of the Alexander Nevsky Monastery.


Introduction

This Introduction reveals elements of the plot.

One of Dostoyevsky’s favourite words, often used ironically, was ‘fact’ (fakt, a harsh-sounding foreign loan word in the Russian language), and it figures prominently in the characters’ rumour-mongering, through which readers must attempt to make sense of The Idiot. The novelist’s own life has entered public mythology with a dazzling series of such ‘facts’: the brutal father murdered by his serfs (perhaps not so brutal, perhaps not murdered), the molestation of a young girl (a vicious rumour utterly without proof), temporal lobe epilepsy, extraordinary poverty, flight from creditors, arrest and near-execution for ‘seditious conspiracy’, penal servitude and Siberian exile, a six-year intoxication with gambling. These events and situations have been the stuff of many biographies and psychoanalytic accounts, of which Freud’s is the most notorious and Joseph Frank’s the most judicious and comprehensive.


These facts, most of them registered in this volume’s Chronology, blend in the popular imagination with material from Dostoyevsky’s fiction (the murder of Fyodor Karamazov, numerous scenes of violated innocence, Prince Myshkin’s seizures in The Idiot, Makar Devyushkin’s hand-to-mouth existence in Poor Folk, hellish scenes from The House of the Dead and from The Gambler). Dostoyevsky’s Russian critics processed his fiction in these terms, and ‘scientific criticism’ of foreign scholars was quick to build upon this shaky foundation. The most reckless diagnosis no doubt belongs to Emile Hennequin:



Dostoyevsky’s ultimate originality, the feature which distinguishes and characterizes him, is his enormous imbalance between feeling and reason. This man sees things and beings with the vividness and surprise of someone half insane. And since anticipation neither prepares him for their movement nor the need for reasoning impels him to sort out causes and effects, he looks wildly upon a spectacle which assaults his senses in disconnected shocks. Likewise, an intellect little developed, to which the senses ceaselessly bear disconnected impressions, would be at a loss to imagine the idea of development, be it in a narrative or in a characterization, and would conceive instead uncertainty in a story and instability in a soul… Hence, once these aptitudes are amplified to the level of genius, the marvellous design of Dostoyevsky’s characters; hence, above all, their carnal, wild, violent, brutal, unintelligent nature, which Dostoyevsky must have discovered latent in his own unpolished character, more animal than spiritual.1

As a description of Dostoyevsky’s characters in their most desperate moments, this has some plausibility; and the narrator of The Idiot – by no means equal in intelligence and understanding to its author – seems often at a loss when dealing with the development of plot and character. And to be sure Dostoyevsky himself could be irascible, unreasonable and, in polite society, notoriously ‘unpolished’. Recent novels by John Coetzee (The Master of St Petersburg) and Leonid Tsypkin (Summer in Baden-Baden)2 have imagined these aspects of the author’s personality more successfully than the scholars and psychologists. Dostoyevsky’s was, indeed, a life lived on the edge of physical breakdown, financial ruin and mental depression. By his own estimate he endured, beginning at the age of twenty-six, an epileptic seizure every three weeks.3


All of these sensational details of his life and work are, however, subject to qualification. James Rice, in a thorough and insightful study of Dostoyevsky’s illness, notes that unlike the hero of The Idiot, Dostoyevsky could generally anticipate his seizures and rarely suffered them in public.4 He was able, ultimately, to control and terminate his obsession with gambling, and to write his way out of debt. The madness, violence and irrationality of his characters – denigrated by his contemporary Russian critics and celebrated by his first foreign ones – were more often than not creative transformations of his childhood reading of early nineteenth-century European literature. In ways unrecognized by his first European readers, he was returning them the themes, plots and characters of their own Romantic fiction, drama and poetry.

By studying Dostoyevsky’s letters, notebooks and revisions – most fully collected in the thirty-volume Soviet collection of his works (1972–90) – later twentieth-century scholars began to show the extent to which his choices were the products of a deep understanding of literary art. Unlike Henry James, who famously undervalued Russian craftsmanship (except Turgenev’s), Dostoyevsky did not publish prefaces to his works, nor did he author an essay on the art of the novel. But the notebooks show that he had a nuanced understanding of the rhetorical and aesthetic consequences of his choices of narrative viewpoint, archetype, plot sequence and mode (comic, tragic, satiric, ironic). Robin Miller’s magisterial reading of the notebooks for The Idiot, in particular, opened new perspectives on Dostoyevsky’s art.

By countering the initial response to Dostoyevsky as an untutored savage, such detailed studies of his texts and writing process enable us to understand him as a gambler in a new and different sense. While he is famous for his compulsive gambling sprees at a game of chance, roulette, his greatest gamble was one that he indulged not for six years, but for nearly four decades: that he could support himself exclusively by his writing, by becoming one of Russia’s first truly professional writers.

To appreciate this risk one must understand the circumstances in which Dostoyevsky worked. Secular Russian literature was scarcely a century older than Dostoyevsky himself. And the first tentative steps toward a viable, prestigious literature that was not a matter of salon play or court patronage had been taken by writers but a generation or two older than Dostoyevsky: Nikolai Novikov (1744–1818), Nikolai Karamzin (1766–1826), Aleksandr Pushkin (1799–1837), Nikolai Gogol (1809–52) and Mikhail Lermontov (1814–41) among them. These writers contended with conditions far from conducive to the development of a literary marketplace. For a start, the autocracy was inconsistent in dealing with what the Emperor Alexander II would call ‘the ungovernability and excesses of the printed word’.5 During the period 1750–1854 private presses were permitted, banned and re-established; ambiguous passages in a text were held against the author, then discarded, and – de facto – held against him; the importation of foreign books was banned, permitted, then severely curtailed. And agencies with censorship powers proliferated, often contradicting one another. The imperial government had so little respect for the laws it promulgated that one of the censors would justly complain that ‘there is no legality in Russia’.6 With Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War and the accession of a new emperor in 1855, the situation became better, but still far from ideal. Dostoyevsky would feel the lash on his own back in 1863, when Vremya (Time), the very successful journal that he and his brother Mikhail had founded, was shut down over an innocuous article on the Polish Uprising of that year. That Dostoyevsky, an ardent Russian nationalist who sprinkled unsympathetic Polish characters across his novels, should have suffered this disaster indicates the continuing capriciousness of the government, which, even as it was banning Vremya, was allowing the publication of Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s Utopian novel, What Is to Be Done?, which would become gospel for radical youth, including, later, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.

So high were the barriers to successful professional authorship that few of Dostoyevsky’s fellow writers risked hurdling them; a contemporary survey by S. S. Shashkov argued that few writers earned the 2,000 roubles a year necessary to support a family and that the situation in the 1870s was little better than it had been four decades earlier.7 Even prominent writers relied on independent means or hedged their bets with official positions. Leo Tolstoy inherited a large estate (approximately 800 taxable serfs), Ivan Turgenev divided an estate of 4,000 with his brother. These grand holdings considerably dwarfed the small debtridden property of Dostoyevsky’s father. Both Ivan Goncharov and Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin came from families that enjoyed noble status and merchant wealth, and both made significant careers in state service, from which Dostoyevsky had quickly resigned upon graduating from the Academy of Military Engineers. Dostoyevsky’s family background was decidedly modest – his mother came from the merchant estate and his father had worked his way into the lower nobility from the even less prosperous parish clergy. Once Dostoyevsky had surrendered his ensign’s pay and exchanged his share of his father’s insignificant estate for 1,000 roubles, he had no other sources of support than small loans from friends and relations and income from his writing.

To count on finding a readership was no less a gamble than was braving the Russian legal system. Five years before beginning The Idiot Dostoyevsky estimated that only one Russian in 500 was sufficiently educated to read the literature that he and his fellow writers were publishing in a handful of journals, in an increasing number of newspapers and in small editions of individual volumes.8 Eight years of penal servitude and Siberian exile, most of them spent in the company of non-intellectuals, had made him acutely conscious of the cultural schism between the empire’s minuscule Westernized elite and the illiterate masses which preserved Russia’s traditional Orthodox culture. He had come to deplore this schism; he sought enduring value in the people’s way of life, and he dedicated his post-exile career to reconciling intellectuals who looked to the modern West (‘Westernizers’) and to the Russian past (‘Slavophiles’) through a policy of pochvennichestvo (a term derived from the Russian word for soil) in his short-lived journal Vremya. But Dostoyevsky attempted to do this as a professional author, not as a gentleman-pamphleteer or salon debater, and, as a professional, he knew that he not only had to argue with the cultured elite, but also entertain it and seize its imagination.

Dostoyevsky may not have had financial resources, but the cultural capital he could stake was not insignificant by the standards of his time. He had acquired a love of literature in his family surroundings and at school. At the Imperial Academy of Military Engineers he received instruction in Russian and French literature, German and history. In these early years at home, at school and in St Petersburg he pored over and passionately discussed the books of the Bible; Job, Revelation and the Gospels, especially John, shaped his view of the world. The Dostoyevsky family, far socially from the Francophone elite, taught him to revere the best of Russian literature, and his texts – including The Idiot – reverberate with quotations from the works of Pushkin, Gogol and Karamzin. Gogol’s impact is particularly noticeable throughout Dostoyevsky’s career in the uncanny relationships between his characters, in his often fantastic treatment of St Petersburg, and in his use of multiple narrative positions within a single fiction. Pushkin and Gogol had helped foster a vision of St Petersburg as a city of extremes, of inhumane destructiveness, of sudden transformations. Dostoyevsky’s very notion of reality, ‘fantastic’ as he called it shortly after completing The Idiot,9 derived in large part from the experience of these two predecessors in thematizing the capital of the Russian bureaucracy, ‘the most abstract and intentional city on the entire globe’, as one of his characters, the Underground Man, would put it. But Dostoyevsky would tether his predecessors’ balloon of fantasy to social, economic and cultural situations they had not envisioned, as is immediately apparent from the opening chapters of The Idiot, set in a railway car and in the home of a newly enriched capitalist.

Nabokov, mocking Dostoyevsky’s Russian nationalism, could not resist the temptation to call him ‘the most European of the Russian writers’,10 and Dostoyevsky’s early letters and late journalistic essays, to say nothing of his fiction, show an intense, enduring fascination with several interrelated genres imported into Russia by translators and literary journals. The German writer Friedrich Schiller gave him a sense of life as festival, an ecstatic sense that humanity could be perfected and that people could become brothers through achieving a harmonious balance between mental, emotional and sensual activities. Such visions extend from Dostoyevsky’s early teens through Prince Myshkin’s visions in The Idiot to Dmitri Karamazov’s confessions in verse and Alyosha Karamazov’s final speech. Gothic fiction, another youthful fascination, transects all of Dostoyevsky’s fiction with mysterious settings, characters beset by mental dysfunction and plots set in motion by violations of the divine order. If we could use the term ‘Gothic’ in its historical sense and not in its present, pejorative one, we would find much of it in Dostoyevsky, whose mature fiction centres around daring challenges to moral and divine authority. French social Romanticism (Georges Sand, Victor Hugo, Honoré de Balzac, the Utopian Socialists) figures no less prominently in his early reading, and it gave him lessons in criticizing contemporary society and dreaming of a potentially harmonious social order. Dostoyevsky would begin his literary career with a translation of Balzac’s Eugénie Grandet (1833). Canonical works sanctified by Romanticism, such as Shakespeare’s, would lend Dostoyevsky citations and plot structures for the rest of his career. So, from the other end of the literary hierarchy, would his immersion in the columns and serialized novels of the popular newspapers. A glance at the annotations to the present volume will show how well all of this youthful reading stayed with Dostoyevsky, to be supplemented with references to later writing, such as Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1857) and Alexandre Dumas’ La Dame aux camélias (1848), to the heroines of which he will sharply contrast The Idiot’s tormented Nastasya Filippovna.

This varied material staked Dostoyevsky well, and his gamble on professional authorship paid off, at least initially. His first novel, Poor Folk (1846), earned him critical attention and steady honoraria for his ensuing pre-exile fictions. The happy few who comprised the reading public welcomed him back from political imprisonment and exile in 1859. He published a two-volume collection of his pre-exile fiction in 1860, a relatively rare event at a time when most successful literary commerce was conducted through a handful of so-called ‘thick journals’ – the reading public and distribution networks were not sufficiently capacious to make individual volumes profitable. His work for Vremya and the pseudo-memoir of his prison experience, The House of the Dead, earned him a handsome income of 8,000–10,000 roubles a year.

The closing of Vremya, however, became but the first in a series of catastrophes that preceded the writing of The Idiot. The deaths of Dostoyevsky’s niece (February 1864), wife (April 1864) and brother Mikhail (July 1864) were profound personal misfortunes, and they had a major impact on Dostoyevsky’s ability to conduct his professional life. A new journal which his brother had received permission to publish, Epokha (Epoch), got off to a slow start, each issue appearing two months late throughout the first year. It produced little income because subscribers to Vremya had to be compensated for the issues they had not received when the journal was banned. To make matters worse, the new journal’s fiction did not meet the standards that Vremya had set. The one exception was Dostoyevsky’s own Notes from Underground, which would become one of his best-known and most respected fictions only in the twentieth century. But in 1864 the circumstances of serialization worked against this challenging novella: over two months elapsed between the appearance of the first and second parts, giving the journal’s readers little chance to see the intricate connections between the two parts. The critics dismissed it with silence.

Meanwhile, Mikhail’s family, a widow and young children, had inherited an immense debt of 33,000 roubles, and Dostoyevsky took responsibility for their well-being. In an effort to support himself, his stepson and his brother’s family, Dostoyevsky made two exceedingly risky business decisions. The first was to continue Epokha instead of abandoning it to his brother’s creditors as a liquefiable asset. It soon folded from want of subscribers. This drove Dostoyevsky to take a second major risk, agreeing to finish two novels in 1866, a Trollope-like rate of production which he never before or afterwards met. For the first novel, the future Crime and Punishment, he secured a place in Mikhail Katkov’s ‘thick journal’ The Russian Herald, at a rate – 150 roubles a signature (a printed sheet equivalent to twelve pages) – that he would continue to receive for his next two major novels, The Idiot and The Devils. This journal was one of a handful that supported major Russian novelists during the 1860s-1880s, and Katkov would regularly send Dostoyevsky advances during the late 1860s, thereby providing a sort of salary, but at a cost. The rate Katkov paid took Dostoyevsky out of the very first rank of Russian writers. Rates were well known in the literary world, and this drop in income would have brought with it a concomitant drop in prestige, a handicap in negotiating future honoraria.

Publishing with The Russian Herald entailed artistic and ideological hazards. Dostoyevsky suspected that Katkov was knocking down his rate to compel him to produce a longer work. ‘A novel is a poetic matter,’ he wrote to A. E. Vrangel, ‘it demands spiritual calm and imagination’ (28:ii.150–51). In the years to come Dostoyevsky would discover that Katkov’s journal impinged not only on the ‘poetry’ of his novels, but on their concrete realization, their ‘art’, as he called it. Katkov, a political and cultural conservative, would insist that Dostoyevsky change the scene of the prostitute Sonia reading the Gospels in Crime and Punishment and that he drop Stavrogin’s confession to Tikhon from The Devils. The publishing pressures on The Idiot were less a matter of censorship than ones of pace and deadline, but they would constantly challenge Dostoyevsky to solve problems of plot and characterization on the fly, giving him no chance to return and revise previous parts as he moved forward with the process of serialization.

The contract for Dostoyevsky’s other novel of 1866, The Gambler, was even more threatening to his art and livelihood than the contract with Katkov. Tempted by the possibility of publishing another collected edition of his works, Dostoyevsky agreed to a contract with F. T. Stellovsky that is legendary for its penalty clause: if he did not deliver a novel of twelve or more signatures by 1 November 1866, Stellovsky would acquire the right to publish Dostoyevsky’s works for nine years – with no compensation for the author. This proved as melodramatic a predicament as any Victorian novelist, including Dostoyevsky, ever invented. Fortunately for Dostoyevsky, the melodrama’s opening acts of tragedy were followed by the obligatory comic ending, a rescue-in-the-nick-of-time. The hero of the piece turned out to be one of Russia’s first stenographers, Anna Grigoryevna Snitkina. He would work late into the night over his notebooks, jotting down ideas. Then, by day, he would dictate passages to her, and she would transcribe them and promptly return them neatly copied for editing. With her help he not only met Stellovsky’s deadline, he also found a work rhythm that he would continue for the remaining fifteen years of his career. Jacques Catteau argues that the insistent peculiarities of Dostoyevsky’s mature style owe much to this mode of creativity:



While Dostoyevsky was dictating, he never stopped pacing around the room and even, at difficult moments, pulled his hair… The style with its triple repetitions, its sentences punctuated as in speech, its accumulation of nouns and adjectives with similar meanings, its constant reticence, reflects this uninterrupted pacing within a confined space. From this time on, the rhythm of the Dostoevskian sentence may be defined as a walking movement, where the breath of the spoken word is marked in the written style.11

The final text would be an amalgam of feverishly jotted, disjointed notebook entries, oral dictation and careful polishing of the day’s efforts. It required immense powers of concentration and nearly unimaginable intensity to keep in mind hundreds of pages created in this way, because Dostoyevsky did not draft his major novels in their entirety before serialization, and, once serialization was complete, he would not revise the instalments (except for a few corrections of typographical mistakes) before publishing them as separate volumes. The Idiot itself would appear in book form only in 1874, five years after serialization had been completed.


Born the year Dostoyevsky published his first novel, Anna Grigoryevna was half his age. Broadly educated and fluent in German, she was, like other literate young Russians of her time, devoted to literature. She became Dostoyevsky’s wife in early 1867, shortly before the newly weds were forced abroad by debts. No account of Dostoyevsky’s work can neglect the extraordinary contributions she made to his career and reputation. Not only did he dictate all his remaining fiction to her, she managed his publishing affairs and a book-setting business after they returned from four years of wandering in Europe. Disseminating his works is only a part of what she did to secure his legacy. She kept a stenographic diary of their time abroad, she wrote valuable memoirs, and she prepared Dostoyevsky’s letters to her for publication. The diary – more than the worshipful memoirs – chronicles his gambling sprees, his bursts of temper, friction with relatives and other daily trials that he would make, much reworked, the stuff of his fiction. The letters show the agony Dostoyevsky experienced in dealing with journals, editors and publishers.

It is to Anna Grigoryevna that we owe our best record of the process of writing The Idiot, the notes that Dostoyevsky jotted down in three notebooks as he planned and drafted the novel. Fearing a lengthy customs inspection, he had planned to destroy them, as he destroyed the novel’s drafts, before crossing the border back into Russia, but she managed to save them, and their crying child distracted the officials, who did not detain the family.

In the best of times writing for serial publication without a completed novel was a nerve-racking process, a gamble by the author that he would be able to pull the work together within the course of the journal’s subscription year. But for the Dostoyevsky family these were not the best of times. As he worked fitfully on the novel between September 1867 and January 1869, Dostoyevsky and Anna Grigoryevna moved between four different cities (Geneva, Vevey, Milan, Florence), enduring a number of seizures, gambling episodes, grinding poverty and, most disheartening of all, the death of their baby daughter Sofia (May 1868). The writing in the notebooks reflects this desperate situation. Earlier editions neatly lay them out into eight plans for the novel, followed by notes for Parts Two–Four, but the most recent edition reproduces them precisely, not as discrete plans, but as a chaotic set of brief comments on plot and character, a few long paragraphs and many feverish ‘Nota bene’ asides. A sequence of headings that Dostoyevsky gave some of his notes captures his attempts to give himself confidence in the novel’s direction and, then, his failure to do so: ‘new and final plan’, ‘new plan’, ‘new plan’, ‘final plan’, ‘final plan’, ‘plan based on lago’, ‘again a new plan’. None of these ‘plans’ is more than two printed pages in length; most of the material they contain is not to be found in the final version of the novel. The notes are at times remarkable, as I have noted, for their awareness of problems of characterization, plotting and rhetoric. They make subtle distinctions which help our understanding of the novel, as when the author differentiates three different kinds of love that his principal male characters exhibit – ‘I) passionately direct love, Rogozhin; 2) love from vanity, Ganya; 3) Christian love, the prince’ (9:220) – or when he differentiates his approach to depicting a virtuous character (‘innocent’) from those of Cervantes and Dickens (Don Quixote and Pickwick are ‘comical’, 9:239).

More remarkable still, however, is the extent to which the notes and plans show novelistic dead ends, character traits and events rejected from the final version, as Dostoyevsky discards possibilities both extremely sensational and novelistically conventional. The future Prince Myshkin in early versions rapes his adopted sister (the future Nastasya Filippovna), sets fire to their house, is a figure of proud self-mastery, a figure based on Shakespeare’s lago and a wife-murderer. Nastasya Filippovna herself and her rival for the affections of Prince Myshkin, Aglaya Yepanchin, show similar instability, the former – as rape victim (in one version by the Idiot, in another by his handsome brother, cut from the final text) who marries the prince and runs off to a brothel, the latter in vacillating relationships with the prince, with Nastasya Filippovna and with Ganya Ivolgin.

Dostoyevsky struggled with these possibilities throughout the autumn of 1867, eventually rejecting the biographical development of his future hero’s oppressive past, the most brutal events and a number of the hero’s family entanglements. The novel became, thereby, much less a Gothic thriller or a work of social Romanticism, in which the characters are crushed by the circumstances of their milieu. He discarded one false start to the novel before starting anew in early December. By 18 December a new novel had taken shape from these confused beginnings, and by 5 January 1868 be Part Onewas able to send off the first five chapters of  to The Russian Herald; two more chapters followed on 11 January, and the first journal instalment was complete; he had written nearly a hundred pages in less than a month.12 The remainder of Part One constituted the second, February, instalment. As was often the case in his years as a serial novelist, Dostoyevsky met his deadline, but allowed himself no time to correct the proofs of the instalment. Living abroad further limited his opportunity to make last-minute changes.

Discarding the bric-à-brac of conventionally sensational fiction opened the way for Dostoyevsky to undertake the radical novelistic gamble that lies at the centre of the finished novel. In a letter to his friend Apollon Maikov, Dostoyevsky spelled out the direction that his writing had taken him:



I have long been tormented by one idea, but I have been afraid to make a novel out of it, because this idea is too difficult and I am not prepared for it, although it is a fully tempting one and I love it. This idea is to depict a completely beautiful human being. Nothing can be more difficult than this, in my opinion, and especially in our time… This idea flashed before me previously in a certain artistic idea, but only to a certain extent, and it has to be complete. Only my desperate situation forced me to seize upon this premature idea. (28.ii.240–41, 12 January 1868).

With the privilege of hindsight we can look back over the notebooks and see this solution taking shape, as the hero becomes a prince and a holy fool (a type of Eastern Orthodox saint, particularly prevalent in Russia, who imitates Christ in extreme humility and who speaks truth to the powerful of the world) and, finally, in a cryptic notebook entry from 10 April: ‘Prince Christ’ (9:253).


Dostoyevsky well understood the problem of depicting positive characters, as he had witnessed Gogol’s failure with the sequel to Dead Souls (usually published as Part Two of the novel in English translation), the exemplary landowners of which he had himself mocked. Chernyshevsky’s no less exemplary and no less wooden ‘new people’ in What Is to Be Done? had won acceptance, but on ideological, not aesthetic grounds, and Dostoyevsky knew that a Christ-like hero would win him little praise from the radical intelligentsia. To place such a character at the centre of his novel was, indeed, a gamble, probably the greatest of Dostoyevsky’s career, more even than the theodicy that is part and parcel of The Brothers Karamazov, which also ran counter to the prevailing scepticism of the intelligentsia, but was undertaken at a time when he held a much more secure place in public opinion.

Dostoyevsky was gambling, moreover, not only with his finances and with his literary future, but with his most sacred beliefs. Well before he immersed himself in Orthodox theology and the history of Orthodoxy, before he became friendly with Orthodox thinkers and clerics in the 1870s, he had developed an image of Christ that was inextricably joined in his mind with beauty, truth, brotherhood and Russia. He did not stake this image and these beliefs lightly. Nor did he turn to personal experience – epilepsy, near-execution – for plot material in any simple or straightforward fashion. Like his faith and his image of Christ these experiences are worked into intricate, non-obvious and non-didactic elements of plot and characterization. Cherished ideas – such as the fear that the modern world lacks a positive guiding idea – appear in the mouths of buffoons, such as the corrupt schemer Lebedev. Truth becomes something a character tells by accident, as another buffoon, General Ivolgin, does with Aglaya. A consumptive fourteen-year-old, Ippolit, will make a mockery of the beauty and harmony of God’s world, and, as the other characters mock him, the prince will be rendered silent.

Dostoyevsky’s inclination to make Prince Myshkin an ‘innocent’, not primarily a figure of comic excess, might have entailed a particular treatment, one which goes back to the philosophical tales of the Enlightenment, such as Voltaire’s Candide (1759), in which the innocent character becomes a satiric instrument for revealing the corruption of society, the inadequacy of its value systems or the stultifying nature of its institutions. Certainly the novel uses him to this end, as he is confronted with calculating capitalists, scheming members of high society, corrupt bureaucrats and other denizens of the nineteenth-century novel’s St Petersburg. But he far exceeds this satiric role, as soon becomes apparent in the novel’s quickly paced, dazzlingly comprehensive first part.

Readers familiar with nineteenth-century Russian novels will be struck by the intensity of the novel’s opening: not in a carriage, but in a railway car, not on a warm summer day, but in cold, foggy November. Thrown together in a third-class compartment, a dissolute merchant’s son (Rogozhin), a know-it-all bureaucrat (Lebedev) and an ethereal young man (Prince Myshkin) immediately begin telling the most intimate details of their lives. There is no escape from the crowded, uncomfortable situation, and the prince can recall the beauty of Switzerland only as an ecstatic act, for there is no relieving view of the countryside through the opaque windows. This scene uses the techniques for which Dostoyevsky has become justly famous: dramatic confrontations, developed in fragments of conversation, with relatively little background biographical development of the characters. The time spanned by the first part will only be fifteen hours; there are only ten days’ worth of narrated action over the whole course of the novel. Compressing the action of the novel into such a brief time span allows the author to rub their psyches raw. Rogozhin by the end of the first part will not have slept for forty-eight hours; the third part will keep the prince and many of the other characters awake through the night, which culminates in Ippolit’s failed attempt at suicide.

Part One takes familiar novelistic structures and sets them spinning. The wealth which differentiates characters is no longer hereditary and based in agriculture. It is measured by money, unprecedentedly large sums gained and lost with hyperbolic speed. The narrator and many of the characters are obsessed with it. Ptitsyn and the Terentyev widow are loan sharks; General Ivolgin and Ferdyshchenko are spongers; General Yepanchin rents almost all of his house and is caught up in his enterprises; Ganya believes that money will buy him talent and lend him the ‘originality’ he sadly lacks. Family groupings are introduced only to show their fragility; as an institution the family is nowhere in Dostoyevsky’s fiction so vulnerable. The family as a traditional centre of patriarchal life becomes, instead, the locus of greed, falsehood and contention. The Rogozhins cheat each other, and one brother cuts the gold tassels from their father’s coffin. The Myshkins are dying out. Ganya Ivolgin is ashamed of his father and makes him use the back staircase; his younger brother, Kolya, wants to disown his family. Totsky raises his ward, Nastasya Filippovna, only to make her his adolescent concubine. The Yepanchins are the most conventionally stable of the families, yet even here the three headstrong girls control their parents, and, as the novel opens, General Yepanchin is hoping to purchase Nastasya Filippovna’s favours with a very expensive necklace. The individual characters dream of, and achieve, extremes of mobility. The two generals cross paths as they ascend and descend the social hierarchy: General Yepanchin, a private’s son, has become a wealthy investor, while General Ivolgin has become a drunkard and buffoon who maintains his status only in his hyperbolic lies.

Already in this opening part Dostoyevsky develops the extreme egocentricity of his characters, both major and minor, and contrasts it with that of the prince. These other characters, in seeking to define themselves and realize their ambitions, resist patterns and definitions imposed on them by others, lashing out verbally and physically. Dostoyevsky introduces the theme of illness in this part – epilepsy (the Prince), consumption (the Swiss girl, Marie and Ippolit) and self-destructiveness (‘hara-kiri’, Nastasya Filippovna). These three illnesses will come to dominate Parts Two, Three and Four of the novel, respectively, as physical, psychological and philosophical problems.

Among these unusual characters the prince stands out as the most unusual, precisely because he eludes the understanding of the others. Unashamedly ignorant of social conventions, he turns immediately to large, ultimate issues, indecorously talking of a seduced girl and executions in the Yepanchin drawing room. Ungoverned by a sense of shame, he is the only character in the novel who can laugh at himself. He is, without trying to be, unsystematic, and this frustrates his interlocutors, who see him as someone to distrust (as a sponger, a fraud), an ideologue, an object of mockery, a cause of irritation and an easy dupe. His approach to art captures his artlessness when he tells Adelaida: ‘I think one simply looks and paints’ (Part One, chapter 5). The Prince calls forth a ‘dialectical’ pattern, as the narrator calls it (Part Two, chapter 5), or ‘double thoughts’, as the Prince calls them (Part Two, chapter 11) in the adult characters throughout the novel, bringing out the worst in them, the best, and again the worst. Thus Rogozhin will call him a ‘holy fool’, offer him clothes, exchange crosses with him, only to try to slit his throat; General Yepanchin will suspect him, welcome him with money, then plan to trap him. Ganya will become irritated with him, slap him, beg forgiveness, and then try to exploit him. The Yepanchin girls will mock him, accept him and confide in him, but ultimately turn away.

It becomes clear early on that the prince has a special part to play among the characters of the novel. Because he will not be offended, does not compete with people and does not judge them, he has the ability to defuse tense situations and quarrels, if only the other characters will respond to this in a positive fashion, appreciating his gentleness and sharing his ecstatic sense of joy, as in the passage on the donkey or in his story about the mother taking delight in her child. It is his tragedy that very few characters, such as the Swiss children, can accept him in these terms. The others fit him into their own patterns of distrust, self-hatred, lying and fraud. They project their corruption and tortuous psychology on to him. Totsky, the most corrupt, will suspect that the Prince is also on the make.

All of the failed interpretations and poisoned relationships come together in the final four chapters of Part One, at Nastasya Filippovna’s party, which, together with the epileptic seizure in Part Two, Ippolit’s rebellion in Part Three and Aglaya’s meeting with with Nastasya Filippovna in Part Four, provides some of Dostoyevsky’s most intense writing. Here at Nastasya Filippovna’s not only do we have the relationships and themes gathered around the fireplace, we have almost all of the characters, except the Yepanchin women, together with the hatreds and resentments that have been brewing for nine years and 200 pages. The ‘scandalous scene’ (skandal in Russian) is a favourite compositional device in Dostoyevsky’s mature fiction. This one, like others, has four moments: (1) the characters come together in a fever pitch of excitement, already resenting and fearing each other; (2) some explosion occurs on various psychological, social, political or religious levels; (3) the characters challenge and expose each other, uttering extreme statements and wounding each other psychologically and even physically; (4) the characters then fly off in different directions and configurations, to prepare for the next ‘scandalous scene’. The Dostoyevskian scandalous scene joins the subjective, selfish motivations of the individual characters to the broader philosophical issues. Thus the principal one in Part Two with Burdovsky and the ‘post-nihilists’ involves economics and politics; the one in Part Three with Ippolit involves philosophy and religion. But this first great scandalous scene keeps to the social, economic and moral issues of the first part of the novel, including the themes of illness and love.

At the centre of this confrontation is the breathtakingly beautiful Nastasya Filippovna, whose anger burns white hot from the narratives told for Ferdyshchenko’s game. Totsky and General Yepanchin have each promised to tell the truth for the novelty of it, and each has come up with a highly ‘literary’ and ultimately self-flattering piece of trivia. Meanwhile, Totsky has refused to admit that his violation of the teenaged Nastasya Filippovna was an unbelievably shameful act. The narrator shows her listening to his account with flashing eyes, and we know she will make him pay. Surrounded by the three men who love her in terms of the three kinds of love that Dostoyevsky outlined in his notebooks, vain (Ganya), passionate (Rogozhin) and Christ-like (the prince), each offering more money than the one before, Nastasya Filippovna snaps. Why can she not accept the prince’s love? The answer shows once again the working of Dostoyevskian psychology, as she vacillates between her role as victim (which implicates Totsky) and her role as moral agent (which implicates herself). By rejecting the offers she makes it impossible for Totsky to be free to make an advantageous marriage with the oldest Yepanchin girl, thereby taking vengeance on her molester. By rejecting the prince’s title and fortune, she can rise above all of society’s values, showing that she is not for sale. The prince has compassionately negated her declaration of independence, that she is ‘in charge’ (Part One, chapter 14) by declaring her ill, ‘in a fever’ (Part One, chapter 16), and not responsible for her situation. She retaliates by calling him ill in return, and she rejects the opportunity to break out of her five-year cycle of humiliating herself and others. A bystander aptly compares her act to the Japanese ritual of hara-kiri.

Part One of The Idiot represents Dostoyevsky’s writing at its best. But he concluded it not really knowing where to proceed from the concluding scandalous scene, and the flurry of ‘plans’ in his notebooks did not immediately help him. He did not have an instalment for the March issue of The Russian Herald, and the plotting of the novel moves fitfully forward through the next two parts. Two of the novel’s most intriguing and powerful characters, Rogozhin and Nastasya Filippovna, the characters who best understand the prince, are absent from most of these central sections, and remain in the reader’s mind largely through rumour and letters.

In his desperation to continue, Dostoyevsky hit upon a mode of narration that he would develop further in The Devils and in The Brothers Karamazov. Although the narrator occasionally has the power of omniscience, the power to enter the minds of the characters, for the most part the story is told by a chronicler-narrator who follows closely upon the events, reporting them in terms of the characters’ own understanding of them. He sometimes learns of events long after they happen, and he registers material that he does not analyse: rumours, visits, letters. This technique forces the reader to try to see beyond the narrator, who, as becomes clear from his rather wordy and inappropriate digression on the ‘practical man’ at the opening of Part Three, becomes progressively inadequate to the complexity of the situation. The narrator opts out of explaining the really difficult matters, pontificating instead on things he can comprehend, such as the social types of his time. He would be adequate to a standard Victorian novel of manners, perhaps, or to a newspaper column on contemporary life, but his limited understanding is not adequate to these characters and situations. In his confusion the narrator often gives us the illusion of plottedness – he refers to meetings of characters we never see, such as the meetings between Ippolit and Rogozhin. But we often do not learn what happens and are left with a vague sense of suspense. Of the six months that elapse between Part One and Part Two, we learn of only a few events, and these from rumours or from brief reminiscences of the characters in their conversations. Readers are compelled to speculate, infer and, increasingly, explain and piece together the novel for themselves. This mode of narration constitutes a daring risk on the author’s part, but it is a brilliant solution to his problems with the plot, a way of getting his readers to share the burden of putting all of these characters and incidents together. He asks his readers to reach back hundreds of pages to recall details, scenes and important dialogue, a difficult enough task for the modern reader of this one-volume edition. Imagine the burden that it placed upon the original readers of the serialized version, who had to read the novel over the course of a year!

Dostoyevsky picked up the threads of his novel not so much through conventional plotting as through the introduction of a few new characters and new themes, as he underscores the sickness of the novel’s world with reference to two different diseases: epilepsy (Part Two) and consumption (Part Three). Confrontations between the prince and Rogozhin (Part Two) and between the prince and Ippolit (Part Three) bring themes and illness into sharp focus. Both serve to take The Idiot outside the bounds of the family novel that it becomes when it centres on the prince’s growing intimacy with the Yepanchins, with Aglaya in particular. Ippolit and Rogozhin are similar to each other in several ways that make them ideal figures for the discussion of ultimate issues. Both live outside polite society and lack Radomsky’s polished irony and Mrs Yepanchin’s common sense. Each lives on the brink of death, madness and destruction, like the prince himself. Rogozhin’s negation of life by violent passion and murder parallels Ippolit’s negation of life by blasphemy and attempted suicide. They give us two visions of ugliness set against the prince’s ecstatic sense of beauty and life: Rogozhin’s dark house, haunted by the sect of Castrates, Ippolit’s excruciatingly terrifying monster. Each character is developed in connection with a reproduction of Holbein’s 1522 painting ‘Christ in the Tomb’.

To Rogozhin the prince speaks, Christ-like, in parables, which he does not interpret. It becomes clear that his is a religion of ecstasy or rejoicing, not of rituals, institutions or formalized precepts. As the prince’s epileptic seizure is about to begin, he faces the possibility that his sense of joy, hope and higher understanding might be nothing more than a fleeting product of his illness, like the mental darkness and idiocy that threatened him in its wake (Part Two, chapter 5). Here and elsewhere, he does not succumb to the possibility.

More intellectual than Rogozhin, Ippolit represents the spirit of negation on a conscious, premeditated, rational level. It is Ippolit, whose consumption dooms him to a life of endless contemplation, who draws the most negative meaning from Holbein’s portrait. Rogozhin owns the reproduction and is aware that it is special, but cannot analyse its effect. Ippolit, the former student, understands the full horror of the portrait’s message, that even the most perfect and beautiful of men is subject to the impersonal, monstrous laws of nature. The painting would seem even more terrifying to Ippolit because its Christ looks so consumptive, so pained and wasted.

Dostoyevsky arranges Ippolit’s confrontation with the prince with an elegance and symmetry that are rare in this novel. The two of them are each on the brink of death. Each has an illness which can eventuate in madness, each has had doubts about the justice of God’s world, and each has felt alienated from nature’s ‘feast’ (Part Three, chapter 7). Yet they respond very differently. The prince embraces nature in a leap of faith, while Ippolit perceives himself apart from nature and hates the prince for his love of life. The prince sees compassion as the only law of existence; the pronoun T appears infrequently in his discourse, while Ippolit sees suicide as the only meaningful act he can complete, and his discourse is replete with the first-person pronoun. The prince suffers from the sacred illness; his is the psychology of epilepsy. Ippolit’s consumption – a slow, painful wasting disease – drives him to irritability, and, by the end of the novel, he has become insufferable.

Ippolit’s reading of his ‘Necessary Explanation’ is a savage scene. Everyone is drunk, including the prince and Ippolit, who have each had three glasses of champagne in quick succession. Everyone is exhausted and has been awake for many hours. The raucous and generally uninvited guests are waiting to see Ippolit die and mock him. He is abandoned by his family. The narrative stresses his bad luck, and the prince can only ask his forgiveness, not provide a counter-argument. Meanwhile, Part Three’s argument in favour of a ‘binding idea’ is delivered by Lebedev. His critique of modern secular civilization is presented as a parody of a modern legal defence, that is, Dostoyevsky shows us one institution (the church) through the rhetoric of another (the legal system), in the words and intonations of a drunkard. Life and joy are a matter of forgiving absurdity. Christ’s promise of redemption is as yet unfulfilled, and the Holbein portrait remains the very image of this unfulfilment.

Problems of understanding, truth and falsehood dominate Part Four, and the reader must face them with even less help from the chronicler-narrator than in Parts Two and Three. The sequence of events becomes more difficult to follow, their significance even harder to comprehend. The narrator gives up, devoting his attention to secondary characters and allowing that ‘sometimes it is best for the narrator to confine himself to a simple exposition of events’ (Part Four, chapter I). By chapter 9 he has abdicated the authority to explain the prince’s failure with Aglaya to Radomsky, whose understanding is, by this time, more limited than the reader’s and grounded in a series of inadequate determinist propositions (nerves, epilepsy, the St Petersburg weather, etc.). Aglaya, too, has failed to understand him, grounding her sense of his extraordinary nature in a series of conventionally heroic poses: knight, duelist, judge.

Aglaya’s treatment of the prince in Part Four is one of the most salient of a series of misunderstandings and rejections, rejections which call to mind Nastasya Filippovna’s insightful comment in a letter to Aglaya that Christ should be painted alone, with a child. The plot has not made it easy for these other characters, as the prince is generally presented in terms of negatives or symbols. He is not moralistic or judgemental and does not make conscious choices, acting, instead, compassionately and intuitively. Nor is he formal or ritualistic. He is not conscious of institutions but is vaguely communitarian in his desire to reconcile the characters, uniting them in brotherhood. This makes him particularly vulnerable to the rituals of politeness at the Yepanchin’s party; he can read the faces of children and of characters, such as Rogozhin and Nastasya Filippovna, who are marginal to society, but he cannot read the faces of those who are trained to dissemble. The prince’s values, if we may use so formal a term, centre on beauty, broadly understood to comprise physical and spiritual beauty, natural beauty, the innocence of children and brotherly (not egotistical) love. These are values that the others will not try to grasp and that he cannot express in a logically coherent fashion, only through parable-like narratives. Aglaya specifically forbids him to speak of beauty at her family’s party.

The ending brings together Nastasya Filippovna, Rogozhin and the prince in tragic symmetry. Lying near her, they represent the two aspects of her potential that the prince recognized at first glance, destructively passionate and compassionately gentle. The ending, in turn, leaves the reader with two vexing questions. What has been the prince’s effect on the world of the novel? What has been the world’s effect on the prince? The novel gives many answers to these questions. Ultimately the prince is seen to have ‘fallen’ (the Russian term for epilepsy is the ‘falling sickness’) into a world which expects no Messiah, which cannot understand him and which mistrusts the gifts he brings it, gifts which may themselves become tarnished in this corrosive atmosphere. His passionately ideological speech at the Yepanchins’ party may be just such a tarnished gift.

Whatever Dostoyevsky’s intentions to create a ‘completely beautiful human being’, he did not make the world of The Idiot the world of the Gospels. The corrupt, fearful officials and lawyers of the Gospels seem rather tame beside the characters of this novel. And Christ never had to deal simultaneously with the likes of Aglaya and Nastasya Filippovna. The Christ of the Gospels performed miracles, but always in connection with the faith of those around Him. The world of this novel is very different: a world of cynicism, greed and rampant egocentricity. Its sense of beauty is superficial, not spiritual, and, in the final analysis, it extends the prince no understanding. And he can bring it no miracles.
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A Note on the Translation

Dostoyevsky is often characterized as a writer of Russian nationalist tendencies, his world view seen as an assertion of Russian Orthodox and Russian national ideas. Yet his books are thoroughly steeped in the writing of other nations and cultures, especially Western ones. Like that of Pushkin, of Turgenev and Tolstoy, his Russian-ness is defined against the background of his wide and varied reading of West European literature. The works of Dante, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Goethe and Schiller are the starting-points of his aesthetic – these sources meet and coincide with the work of his Russian antecedents, particularly Gogol, to produce an œuvre that is at once a universal human tragicomedy and a cultural-historical debate between East and West. In translating Dostoyevsky’s works into English, one is constantly aware of this tension and interaction between literary cultures. In Crime and Punishment it is echoes of the Anglo-Saxon tradition that predominate: Dickens, but above all Hawthorne, with his themes of sin, punishment and atonement, and Poe, with his invention of the detective story and his researches into the human psyche (in 1861 Dostoyevsky published his own critical comparison of the stories of Poe and E. T. A. Hoffmann). Victor Hugo is present, but more as a topical reference than a literary model. In The Brother Karamazov there are echoes of all of these, but with the addition of Shakespeare and the Germanic influence of Schiller.


The Idiot differs from many of Dostoyevsky’s other works in showing influences and a psychological ambience that are predominantly French: the writing of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Georges Sand, Alexandre Dumas, Victor Hugo, Ernest Renan and Gustave Flaubert is vital to a deeper understanding of the novel’s characterization and intention. References to works by some of these authors actually figure directly in the plot: Dumas’s The Lady with Camellias (in the petit jeu, or game of ‘forfeits’ at Nastasya Filippovna’s birthday soirée), Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (in the scene where Myshkin and Rogozhin sit beside the corpse of Nastasya Filippovna), and Hugo’s The Last Day of a Man Condemned to Death (in Myshkin’s description of the execution he watched in France). In addition, the structure of the novel, and its setting in an environment that is very different from that of its predecessor, Crime and Punishment – the high society salons and houses of St Petersburg – show affinities with the structure and setting of novels by Georges Sand, whose work Dostoyevsky had read and admired.

It may, therefore, be plain that the challenges posed to the English translator by a novel like The Idiot are of a different nature from those present in other works of Dostoyevsky, in particular the novel Crime and Punishment, with its, to some extent, ‘Anglo-Saxon’ literary background and precedents. For one thing, the ‘Frenchness’ of The Idiot is difficult to render in English. In the dialogue, Dostoyevsky often has a habit of inserting Russified French words into the text: petizhyo (petit jeu), prues (prouesse), afishevanye (from Fr. afficher), frappirovan (from Fr. frapper), konsekventnyi (from Fr. conséquent) and so on, and this effect is heightened by a peppering of phrases that either mimic French constructions or are directly written in French. For another, the characters speak in formal styles, which are sometimes, as in the case of the Yepanchin family, those of the French-educated upper middle class, but are also – as in the case of Lebedev and Rogozhin – urban idioms that have ceased to exist in contemporary Russian and cannot be easily transposed into another language. Lebedev speaks a Russian that lies somewhere between the lingo of nineteenth-century petty civil servants and the rhetoric of religious sects such as the Old Believers. Rogozhin’s speech is derived from, among other things, that of nineteenth-century Russian merchants. To attempt to put it into English as ‘Cockney’ or Dickensian substandard English is to miss its essence, for it, too, is a formal style of speech, with its own special – and sometimes even ‘specialist’ – vocabulary, grammar and syntax.

A further challenge to the task of translation is represented by the presence in the novel of a fictional narrator, a device that is also a feature of other novels of Dostoyevsky, in particular The Brothers Karamazov. In The Idiot, the narrator, when present, writes in a style which the author deliberately intends to be clumsy, and even comical at times – laborious, pedantic and unconsciously self-contradictory, the chronicles of an untalented local newspaper journalist in charge of society columns of his publication. This fictional narrator moves in and out of the novel – it is not always absolutely clear where his contributions begin and end, or exactly where Dostoyevsky takes over. This tongue-in-cheek element of burlesque in the writing is hard to catch in translation, but I have attempted it, and the reader must judge the degree of my success.

Amidst the polyphonic richness of the text, I have mostly opted for maximum comprehensibility, while remaining as close to the original Russian as possible. The reader should not forget, however, that to Russians Dostoyevsky’s prose can seem strange and even perverse at times, while none the less possessing an almost magical quality. It is, I believe, the translator’s task to preserve the nervous, electric flow of the writing, while still preserving the idiosyncrasies of the author’s style – from the repetition of words like ‘even’ and ‘again’, which crop up with disconcerting frequency in many of the sentences, to the more extended repetitions which are also Dostoyevsky’s hallmarks. Also, the sheer oddity of some of the dialogue cannot really be disguised without betraying the author’s aesthetic purpose, which is to create a world that superficially resembles the ‘real’ world, but is much more akin to the landscape of a dream.

Where Russian names are concerned, I have kept the forms that appear in the original Russian text, in most cases giving name and patronymic where Dostoyevsky does this: Lev Nikolayevich, Ivan Fyodorovich, Nina Alexandrovna, Afanasy Ivanovich, Darya Alexeyevna, etc. I have also preserved the contractions of the patronymic – Pavlych for Pavlovich, Ivanych for Ivanovich, etc. – which are commonly used by Russians in colloquial speech. The diminutive forms of names have also been kept where they are used in the original – Ganka (Ganya), Varya (Varvara), Kolya (Nikolai), etc., as these denote affection, and are important psychological elements in the narrative.

The text used for this translation is that contained in F. M. Dostoevskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v tridsati tomakh (Complete collection of works in thirty volumes), Leningrad, Nauka, 1972–90, vol. 8.



David McDuff


The Idiot

PART ONE

1

At about nine o’clock one morning, at the end of November, during a thaw, a train of the St Petersburg–Warsaw line was approaching St Petersburg at full steam. Such were the damp and the fog that it was a while before daylight broke; at ten yards to the right and the left of the track it was hard to make out anything at all from the windows of the carriage. The passengers included some returning from abroad; but the third-class compartments were the most crowded, with ordinary folk and those on business, who had not travelled far. Everyone, as is usually the case, was tired, with eyes heavy after the night, everyone was cold, every face was pale yellow, the colour of the fog.


In one of the third-class carriages, since dawn, two passengers had found themselves opposite each other close by the window – both young men, both with almost no luggage to speak of, both unostentatiously dressed, both with rather remarkable facial features, and both wishing to enter into conversation with the other. If each had known what was especially remarkable about each other at that moment, they would certainly have marvelled that chance had so strangely put them opposite each other in a third-class carriage of the Warsaw–St Petersburg train. One of them was rather short, about twenty-seven, with almost black curly hair, and small, grey, but fiery eyes. His nose was broad and flat, and he had high cheek-bones; his thin lips were constantly creased in a kind of brazen, mocking and even cruel smile; but his brow was high and well formed and did much to compensate for the ignobly developed lower part of his face. Especially striking in that face was its deathly pallor, which gave the whole of the young man’s physiognomy an emaciated look, in spite of his rather sturdy build, at the same time imparting to it something passionate, to the point of suffering, that was out of harmony with his coarse and insolent smile and his harsh, self-satisfied gaze. He was warmly dressed, in a wide, black wool-lined sheepskin overcoat, and had not felt the cold overnight, whereas his neighbour had been compelled to endure on his shivering back all the delights of a damp November Russian night, for which he was obviously not prepared. He wore a rather capacious, thick sleeveless cloak with an enormous hood, of the kind often used in winter, in such far-off places such as Switzerland or northern Italy, by travellers who do not, of course, have to reckon with the distance between points so far removed as Eidkuhnen1 and St Petersburg. But what had been suitable and thoroughly satisfactory in Italy turned out to be not wholly so in Russia. The wearer of the cloak with the hood was a young man, also about twenty-six or twenty-seven, of slightly above-average height, with very thick, fair hair, sunken cheeks and a light, pointed, almost completely white little beard. His eyes were large, blue and fixed; in their gaze there was something quiet but heavy, and they were filled with that strange expression by which some can detect epilepsy on first glance at a person. The young man’s face was, however, pleasant, delicate and lean, though colourless, and now so cold that it was positively blue. In his hands dangled a thin bundle made of old, faded silk, apparently containing all his travelling possessions. He wore thick-soled shoes with buttoned gaiters – all quite un-Russian. The dark-haired neighbour in the wool-lined sheepskin coat observed all this, partly because he had nothing else to do, and, at last, with that insensitive smile in which people so unceremoniously and carelessly express their satisfaction at the misfortunes of a neighbour, inquired:

‘Chilly?’

And hunched his shoulders.

‘Yes, indeed,’ the neighbour replied with extreme readiness, ‘and, mind you, there’s still a thaw. What would it be like in a frost? I really didn’t think it could be as cold as this in our country. I’m not used to it.’

‘Come from abroad, have you?’

‘Yes, from Switzerland.’

‘Whew! You don’t say!…’

The dark-haired man whistled and began to laugh.

A conversation ensued. The willingness of the fair-haired young man in the Swiss cloak to answer every question from his swarthy neighbour was remarkable, and he appeared to have no inkling of the utterly casual, inappropriate and idle nature of some of the questions. In replying he declared, among other things, that he had not been in Russia for a long time, four years or more, and that he had been sent abroad because of an illness, some strange nervous illness, akin to epilepsy or St Vitus’s dance, with tremors and convulsions. As he listened to him, the swarthy man grinned several times; he laughed especially when to the question: ‘Well, and did they cure you?’ the fair-haired man replied: ‘No, they didn’t.’

‘Heh! You probably paid them a lot of money for nothing, and here we still go on believing in them,’ the swarthy man observed caustically.

‘Very true!’ said a shabbily dressed gentleman who was sitting near by, some sort of minor official hardened in the work of the civil service, aged about forty, strongly built, with a red nose and a face covered in blackheads, as he joined the conversation: ‘Very true, sir, all they do is use up all Russia’s strength for their own benefit and give nothing in return!’

‘Oh, but in my own case you’re very mistaken,’ the Swiss patient rejoined in a quiet and conciliatory voice. ‘Of course, I can’t argue, for there are many things I don’t know, but my doctor gave me the money for my fare here out of the last he had, having supported me at his own expense for almost two years.’

‘Why? Was there no one to pay for you?’ asked the swarthy man.

‘Well, you see, Mr Pavlishchev, who was supporting me, died two years ago; then I wrote to Mrs Yepanchin, the general’s wife, a distant relation of mine in St Petersburg, but received no reply. And so that’s why I’ve returned.’

‘Returned where, exactly?’

‘You mean, where will I stay?… Well, I don’t really know yet… that is…’

‘You haven’t decided yet?’

And both listeners again burst into laughter.

‘And I suppose all your worldly possessions are in that bundle?’ asked the swarthy man.

‘I’m willing to bet on that,’ the red-nosed official said with a look of extreme satisfaction, ‘and that he has nothing in the luggage van, though poverty’s no sin, we mustn’t omit to point that out.’

This also turned out to be true: the fair-haired young man admitted it at once, and with unexpected haste.

‘Your bundle does have a certain significance, however,’ the official continued, once they had finished laughing (remarkably enough, the owner of the bundle himself eventually began to laugh as he surveyed them, which increased their merriment), ‘and though I’m willing to bet there are no gold coins in it, no foreign bags of Napoléons d’or and Friedrichs d’or, let alone Dutch arapchiki,2 all of which may be deduced if only by the gaiters that are wrapped round your foreign shoes, still… if one were to add to your bundle a relative such as the general’s lady, Mrs Yepanchin, then it would take on a rather different meaning, in the event, of course, that Mrs Yepanchin really is a relation of yours, and you’re not mistaken, because of absent-mindedness… something that’s very, very common in people, well, because of… an over-abundance of imagination.’

‘Oh, you’ve guessed right again,’ the fair-haired young man rejoined, ‘though I really am almost mistaken, because she’s scarcely a relation at all; and indeed I really wasn’t at all surprised when I received no reply from her. That was what I expected.’

‘You wasted your money on the postage stamp. Hmm… well, at least you’re honest and sincere about it, and that’s to be commended! Hmm… As for General Yepanchin, sir, we know him for the simple reason that he’s well known;3 and also the late Mr Pavlishchev, who supported you in Switzerland, he was also well known, sir, if he was Nikolai Andreyevich Pavlishchev, because there were two cousins. The other one still lives in the Crimea, but Nikolai Andreyevich, the deceased, was a much respected man and had connections, owned four thousand souls in his day, sir…’

‘That’s right, his name was Nikolai Andreyevich Pavlishchev.’ And, having offered his reply, the young man gave this Mr Know-all a fixed and searching look.

These Mr Know-alls are sometimes encountered, even rather frequently, at a certain level of society. They know everything; all the restless curiosity of their mind and faculties is irrepressibly aimed in one direction, because of the absence of any more important opinions or interests in life, as a contemporary thinker would say. However, this ‘knowing everything’ refers to a rather narrow area: where such-and-such a person works, who his friends are, how much he is worth, where he was governor, who he is married to, how much his wife’s dowry was, who his cousin is, and his second cousin, etcetera, etcetera, and all that kind of thing. For the most part these know-alls have worn elbows and earn a salary of seventeen roubles a month. The people of whom they know all the details could never, of course, imagine the interests that guide them, and yet many of these know-alls derive positive consolation from this knowledge, which is equivalent to a whole science, finding self-respect and even the loftiest spiritual fulfilment in it. And it is a seductive science, too. I have seen scholars, men of letters, poets, political activists, seeking and achieving their highest ambitions and goals in this science, even making it the sole foundation of their careers.

Throughout this entire conversation the swarthy young man yawned, looked aimlessly out of the window and awaited the end of the journey with impatience. He seemed distracted, really very distracted, well nigh agitated, and his behaviour was even becoming rather strange: from time to time he would listen and then not listen, look and then look the other way, laugh and then seem unaware of what he was laughing at.

‘But permit me to ask with whom I have the honour…’ the gentleman with the blackheads said, suddenly addressing the fair-haired young man with the bundle.

‘Prince Lev Nikolayevich Myshkin,’ the other replied with complete and instant readiness.

‘Prince Myshkin? Lev Nikolayevich? I don’t know that one, sir. In fact I’ve never heard of him, sir,’ the official answered, reflectively. ‘I don’t mean the name, of course, the name is a historic one, you’ll find it in Karamzin’s History, it must be there, no, I mean the person, sir, and somehow one doesn’t encounter any Prince Myshkins anywhere, not even stories about them at second hand, sir.’

‘Oh, of course not!’ the prince replied at once. ‘There aren’t any Prince Myshkins now at all, except for me; I think I’m the last. And as for our forefathers, some of them were only smallholders. My father was a sub-lieutenant in the army, by the way, a military cadet. And so I really don’t know how Mrs Yepanchin managed to become a Princess Myshkin, the last of her kind, too…’

‘Heh-heh-heh! The last of her kind! Heh-heh! That was well put,’ the official giggled.

The swarthy man also smiled. The fair-haired man was slightly surprised that he had succeeded in making a witty remark, even though it was really rather a bad one.

‘But imagine, I said it quite without thinking,’ he explained, at last, in surprise.

‘Of course, of course, sir,’ the official cheerfully confirmed.

‘And so, Prince, did you study the sciences with that professor?’ the swarthy man asked suddenly.

‘Yes… I did…’

‘You know, I’ve never studied anything.’

‘Oh, I just dabbled in a couple of things,’ the prince added, almost in apology. ‘They couldn’t teach me systematically because of my illness.’

‘Do you know the Rogozhins?’ the swarthy man asked quickly.

‘No, I don’t, not at all. But then, I know very few people in Russia. Are you a Rogozhin?’

‘Yes, I’m a Rogozhin, Parfyon.’

‘Parfyon? Not the Rogozhins who…’ the official began, with increasing solemnity.

‘Yes, them,’ the swarthy man interrupted rudely and impatiently, without ever once having actually addressed the official with the blackheads, his remarks addressed only to the prince.

‘But… How can this be?’ the official was astonished to the point of stupor, his eyes very nearly starting out of his head; the whole of his face at once began to collapse into a kind of servile reverence, something even resembling fear – ‘Your father is the same Semyon Parfyonovich Rogozhin, the hereditary distinguished burgher,4 who passed away a month ago, leaving capital of two and a half million?’

‘And how do you know that he left net capital of two and a half million?’ the swarthy man interrupted, this time not even deigning to glance at the official. ‘Will you look at him (he winked at the prince, to draw his attention), what do they think they’ll gain by crawling like vermin? But it’s true that my father died, and I came home from Pskov a month later, almost without a pair of boots to my name. Neither my scoundrel of a brother nor my mother sent money or word – nothing! As if I were a dog! In Pskov I was in bed for a whole month with a fever!…’

‘And now you’ll receive a nice little million and a bit, at the very least. Good heavens!’ the official threw up his hands.

‘Well, what does it have to do with him, I ask you, if you please!’ Rogozhin said, nodding towards him again in irritation and hostility. ‘Why, I wouldn’t give you a copeck, not even if you walked on your hands in front of me.’

‘And I will, I will.’

‘Would you believe it! And I won’t give you anything, not a thing, not even if you dance for a week!’

‘Then don’t give me anything! That’s what I deserve; don’t give me anything! But I’ll dance. I’ll leave my wife and my little children, and I’ll dance in front of you. And crawl, crawl!’

‘Confound you!’ the swarthy man spat. ‘Five weeks ago I was like you,’ he said, turning to the prince, ‘ran away from my father to my aunt in Pskov with nothing but a bundle; and I caught a fever there and had to lie in bed, and he died while I was away. He had a stroke. May his soul find peace in eternity, but before that he’d nearly beaten me to death! Would you believe it, Prince, I swear to God! If I hadn’t run away when I did, he’d have killed me on the spot.’

‘Did you do something to make him angry?’ the prince responded, studying the millionaire in the sheepskin with particular curiosity. But although the million roubles and the receipt of an inheritance might have been remarkable in themselves, it was something else that had struck the prince and aroused his interest; and indeed, Rogozhin himself was for some reason particularly eager to converse with the prince, though his need for such conversation was, it seemed, more automatic than intentional; stemming more from distraction than from genuine feeling; from alarm, from agitation, just so as to have someone to look at, and something to exercise his tongue about. He still seemed to be in an ague, or at least a fever. As for the official, he hovered very close to Rogozhin, not daring to breathe, catching and weighing each word as though in search of a diamond.

‘He just got angry, and perhaps he had good reason for that,’ Rogozhin answered, ‘but it was my brother who really annoyed me. One can’t blame Mother, she’s getting on in years, reads the Lives of the Saints, sits with the old women, and whatever brother Senka decides is right as far as she’s concerned. But why didn’t he tell me in time? We know why, sir! It’s true that I was unconscious at the time. Also, they say that a telegram was sent. But the telegram was delivered to my aunt. And she’s been a widow for thirty years, and sits around with the holy fools from morning to night. Like a nun, like a nun, but worse. The telegram frightened her and, without opening it, she took it to the police station and that’s where it remains to this day. In the event, Konyov, Vasily Vasilyich, lent a helping hand, wrote to me with all the details. At night my brother cut the gold tassels off the brocade covering of my father’s coffin: “They cost a vast amount of money,” he said. I mean, he could go to Siberia if I wanted him sent there, because that’s sacrilege. Hey you, scarecrow buffoon!’ he turned to the official. ‘What does the law say: is it sacrilege?’

‘Oh yes, it’s sacrilege! Sacrilege!’ the official at once agreed.

‘One could be sent to Siberia for it?’

‘Yes indeed, to Siberia, Siberia! Straight to Siberia!’

‘They still think I’m ill,’ Rogozhin continued to the prince, ‘but without a word to anyone I boarded the train in secret, and off I went: “Open the gates, dear brother Semyon Semyonych!” He said bad things about me to our dear dead father, I know that. Well, I really did annoy father over Nastasya Filippovna, that’s true. It was all my fault. Sin led me astray.’

‘Because of Nastasya Filippovna?’ the official babbled obsequiously, as if he were putting two and two together.

‘Oh come, you don’t know her too!’ Rogozhin shouted at him in exasperation.

‘I do!’ the official replied triumphantly.

‘Get away with you! There are lots of Nastasya Filippovnas! And you’re an insolent creature, too, I’ll tell you that! You know, I had a feeling some creature like this would start latching on to me!’ he continued to the prince.

‘But perhaps I do know her, sir!’ the official was agitated. ‘Lebedev knows! Your Grace, you saw fit to reproach me, but what if I can prove it? The same Nastasya Filippovna because of whom your father chastised you with a hazel rod, and Nastasya Filippovna is a Barashkov, even a high-born lady, in a sense, and also a princess of a kind, and consorts exclusively with a certain Totsky, Afanasy Ivanovich, a landowner and important capitalist, a board member of companies and societies, and great friends on that account with General Yepanchin…’

‘Aha, so that’s it!’ Rogozhin said at last in genuine surprise. ‘Confound it and damn it, he really does know.’

‘He knows everything! Lebedev knows everything! Your Grace, I travelled around with Alexashka Likhachov for two months, and also after the death of his father, and so I know it all, all the nooks and crannies, and it got to the point where he couldn’t take a step without Lebedev. Now he’s in prison, in the debtors’ wing, but back then I had occasion to make the acquaintance of Armance and Coralie, and Princess Patskaya and Nastasya Filippovna, too, and I had occasion to learn a great many things.’

‘Nastasya Filippovna? Did she and Likhachov…’ Rogozhin looked at him with animosity, and his lips even grew pale and began to tremble.

‘N-nothing! N-n-nothing! Nothing, I swear it!’ the official recollected himself and hurried on. ‘That’s to say, no money could ever buy Likhachov what he wanted! Not like Armance. No, Totsky was the only one. In the evenings she would sit in her own box at the Bolshoi or the French Theatre.5 The officers talked a lot among themselves, but they couldn’t prove anything: “There,” they’d say, “that’s the famous Nastasya Filippovna,” but that was all, and as for the rest of it – nothing! Because there wasn’t anything.’

‘That’s all true,’ Rogozhin confirmed gloomily, knitting his brow, ‘Zalyozhev told me the same thing at the time. That day, Prince, I was running across Nevsky Prospect wearing my father’s three-year-old fur jacket, and there she was coming out of a shop and getting into a carriage. It burned me right through. I met Zalyozhev, he’s not like me, he goes about like a barber’s assistant, even has a monocle in one eye, while we had a high old time at my father’s with blacked boots and cabbage soup without meat. She’s not for the likes of you, she’s a princess, he says, she’s called Nastasya Filippovna, Barashkova’s her last name, she lives with Totsky, but Totsky doesn’t know how to get rid of her, for he’s reached a regular age, he says, fifty-five, and wants to marry the most beautiful woman in St Petersburg. Then he also suggested to me that I could see Nastasya Filippovna at the Bolshoi Theatre that very day, at the ballet, she’d be sitting in her box, in the baignoire. Just try getting out of my father’s house to go to the ballet – he’d have no mercy – he’d kill me! However, I did manage to sneak out for an hour and saw Nastasya Filippovna again; I didn’t get any sleep that night. In the morning my deceased father gave me two five per cent credit notes, each worth five thousand, go and sell them, he said, and take seven thousand five hundred to Andreyev at his office, pay it to him, and bring the rest of the change of the ten thousand back to me, and don’t drop in anywhere on your way; I’ll be waiting for you. I sold the notes, took the money, but didn’t go to Andreyev’s office, no, instead, without giving it a further thought, I went to the English shop and spent it all, chose a pair of earrings with a nice little diamond in each of them, about the size of a nut they were, I still owed four hundred, told them my name, they gave me credit. I took the earrings to Zalyozhev: told him this and that and said, brother, let’s go and see Nastasya Filippovna. We set off. What was under my feet, what in front of me, what to the sides – none of that do I know or remember. We walked straight into her entrance hall, and she came out to us herself. You see, I didn’t let on who I was; and Zalyozhev just said: “From Parfyon Rogozhin, as a memento of his meeting with you yesterday; please be so good as to accept it.” She opened it, glanced inside, and smiled thinly: “Thank your friend Mr Rogozhin for his kind attention,” she said – took her leave and went away. Well, why didn’t I just die right there and then? I mean, I’d only gone there because I’d thought: “Say what you like, I won’t return alive!” The most offensive thing was that rogue Zalyozhev taking all the limelight. I’m quite short, and I was dressed like a lackey, and I stood there, saying nothing, staring at her, because I was embarrassed, while he was dressed in the latest fashion, his hair all pomaded and waved, ruddy-cheeked, with a check cravat – ingratiating himself, bowing and scraping, and she probably thought he was me! “Well,” I said as we went out, “don’t go getting any ideas in your head, you understand?” He laughed: “And how are you going to smooth things over with Semyon Parfyonych?” To tell the truth, I was just about ready to throw myself in the water right there on the spot, without going home, but I thought: “Well it’s all the same, anyway,” and went off home like a man who’s been damned.’

‘Ooh! Aah!’ the official grimaced, and was even seized by a shudder. ‘You know, the deceased used to hound men to the next life for ten roubles, let alone ten thousand,’ he nodded to the prince. The prince was studying Rogozhin with curiosity; the latter seemed even paler at that moment.

‘Used to hound them?’ Rogozhin said, interrupting him. ‘What do you know about it? He immediately found out everything,’ he continued, turning to the prince, ‘and of course Zalyozhev went off to tell everyone he met. My father grabbed me, locked me in upstairs, and thrashed me for an hour. “That was just to prepare you,” he said. “I’ll be back to say goodnight to you as well.” And what do you think? The grey-headed fellow went off to see Nastasya Filippovna, bowed to the ground, implored her and wept; at last she brought out the box to him, and snapped: “Here you are,” she said, “here are your earrings, old greybeard, and they’re ten times more precious to me now that I know the danger Parfyon faced in going to get them. Give him my greetings,” she said, “and thank Parfyon Semyonych.” Well, meanwhile I got twenty roubles from Seryozhka Protushin, with Mother’s blessing, and set off by train for Pskov, arriving there in a fever; the old women began to recite the saints’ days over me, and I sat there drunk, and then went crawling round the taverns on the last of my money, and lay all night sprawled in the street, and by morning my fever had got worse, and meanwhile during the night the dogs had worried at me. I only just managed to come to.’

‘Well, sir, well, sir, now Nastasya Filippovna will sing a different tune for us!’ the official giggled, rubbing his hands. ‘What are those earrings now, sir? Now we shall reward her with such earrings that…’

‘And if you say one more word about Nastasya Filippovna, as God is my witness I’ll thrash you, and I don’t care if you did travel about with Likhachov!’ shouted Rogozhin, seizing him violently by the arm.

‘If you thrash me it means you don’t reject me! Thrash me! If you thrash me, it means you’ll have placed your seal on me… But look, we’ve arrived!’

Indeed, they were entering the station. Although Rogozhin had said he had left in secret, several people were waiting for him. They were shouting and waving their caps at him.

‘Look, Zalyozhev’s here, too!’ Rogozhin muttered, gazing at them with a smile that was triumphant and even somehow malicious, and suddenly turned to the prince. ‘Prince, I don’t know why, but I’ve developed a liking for you. Maybe it’s because I met you at a moment like this, and after all I met him, too (he pointed to Lebedev), and I didn’t develop a liking for him. Come to my house, Prince. We’ll take off those silly gaiters, and I’ll dress you in a first-class marten fur coat; I’ll have a first-class frock coat made for you, too, a white waistcoat, or whatever you want, I’ll stuff your pockets full of money, and… we’ll go and see Nastasya Filippovna! Will you come, or not?’

‘Pay heed to what he says, Lev Nikolayevich!’ Lebedev chimed in with imposing solemnity. ‘Oh, don’t let the chance slip! Oh, don’t let it slip!…’

Prince Myshkin half rose to his feet, politely extended his hand to Rogozhin and said to him graciously:

‘I’ll come with the greatest of pleasure, and I thank you very much for liking me. I may even come today, if I can manage to. Because, I’ll tell you candidly, I also like you very much, especially after what you told me about the diamond earrings. I liked you even before the earrings, though you have a gloomy face. Thank you also for the promised clothes and for the fur coat, because I will indeed soon need clothes and a fur coat. As for money, at the present moment I’ve hardly a copeck.’

‘There’ll be money, there’ll be money by this evening, come to my house!’

‘There’ll be money, there’ll be money,’ the official chimed in. ‘From this evening until break of day there’ll be money!’

‘And how about the female sex, Prince, are you a great admirer? Let me know in advance.’

‘I, n-n-no! You see, I… Perhaps you don’t know, but you see, because of my congenital illness I don’t have any experience of women at all.’

‘Well, if that’s how it is,’ Rogozhin exclaimed, ‘you really are a holy fool, and such men as you God loveth!’

‘And such as these the Lord God loveth,’ the official chimed in.

‘As for you, quill-driver, you can follow me,’ Rogozhin said to Lebedev as they all got out of the carriage.

Lebedev had ended up by achieving his goal. Soon the noisy throng moved away in the direction of Voznesensky Prospect.6 The prince’s way led towards Liteinaya. It was damp and wet; the prince asked passers-by for directions – there were still more than two miles to the end of the journey that awaited him, and he decided to take a cab.



2

General Yepanchin lived in his own house, just off Liteinaya, towards the Church of the Transfiguration.1 Besides this (magnificent) dwelling, five-sixths of which was rented out, General Yepanchin owned another enormous house on Sadovaya, which also brought in an exceedingly large income. In addition to these two houses, he had an extremely profitable estate of considerable size, just outside St Petersburg; there was also a factory of some kind in the St Petersburg province. In the old days General Yepanchin, as everyone knew, had shared in the farming of revenues.2 Now he held shares in several solid joint-stock companies, where his voice carried very considerable weight. He passed for a man with big money, big projects and big connections. In some places he was able to make himself quite indispensable, and these places included his own government office. And yet it was also well known that Ivan Fyodorovich Yepanchin was a man who lacked education and was descended from the offspring of a soldier; without doubt, this latter circumstance could only redound to his honour, but the general, though an intelligent man, was also not without some small, highly pardonable weaknesses, and did not take certain hints kindly. But an intelligent and shrewd man he unquestionably was. It was, for example, a rule of his never to push himself forward in situations where it was better to retire into the background, and many valued him precisely for his simplicity, precisely for the fact that he always knew his place. And yet, if those judges had only known the things that sometimes took place in the soul of Ivan Fyodorovich, who knew his place so well! Though he did indeed have both practical sense and experience of worldly matters, and certain very remarkable abilities, he liked to present himself more as the executor of other people’s ideas rather than as a man of wisdom, a man ‘devoted without flattery’,3 and – where will our age not lead? – even Russian and stout of heart. In the latter connection he had even been involved in a number of amusing incidents; but the general never lost heart, even in the most amusing incidents; he was, moreover, lucky, even at cards, and he played for exceedingly high stakes, and was not only intentionally reluctant to conceal this small apparent weakness for cards, a weakness that had been of such material advantage to him on many occasions, but actually displayed it for all to see. The society he kept was mixed, though it was, of course, composed of the ‘top brass’. But everything lay ahead, there was plenty of time, there was really plenty of time, and everything could not fail to come to him eventually, in its turn. And indeed, where years were concerned, General Yepanchin was, as they say, in the very prime of life, fifty-six and not a day more, which is of course a flourishing age, an age when real life truly begins. His good health, his facial complexion, his strong though blackened teeth, his stocky, thick-set build, the preoccupied expression of his physiognomy in the morning at his work in the office, the cheerful one in the evening at cards or at the count’s – it all made possible his present and future success, and strewed his excellency’s path with roses.


The general possessed a flourishing family. To be sure, not all was roses there, but there were on the other hand many things on which, both seriously and stout-heartedly, his excellency had long begun to concentrate his principal hopes and aims. And indeed, what aim in life is more important and sacred than a father’s? To what should one adhere, if not to one’s family? The general’s family consisted of his spouse and three grown-up daughters. Very long ago, while still a lieutenant, the general had married a girl of almost his own age, possessing neither beauty nor education, and for whom he had received a dowry of only fifty serfs – which had, it was true, served as the basis of his subsequent fortune. But the general never grumbled later about his early marriage, never spoke of it slightingly as an infatuation of extravagant youth, and his respect for his spouse and occasional fear of her were so great that it could even be said that he loved her. The general’s wife was from the line of the Princes Myshkin, a family which, though it did not shine, was very ancient, and her descent was a great source of pride to her. A certain influential person of those days, one of those patrons whose patronage does not really cost them anything, agreed to take an interest in the marriage of the young princess. He opened the door for the young officer and pushed him through; though the officer did not even need a push, for a mere look would have been enough – it would not have been wasted! With a few exceptions, the married couple spent the entire period of their long jubilee in harmony. At a very young age, as a born princess and the last in her family, and also, perhaps, because of her personal qualities, the general’s wife had been able to find herself several very highly placed patronesses. Later, because of her spouse’s wealth and official standing, she even began to feel somewhat at ease in this higher circle.

During these recent years all three of the general’s daughters – Alexandra, Adelaida and Aglaya – had grown up and matured. To be sure, all three were only Yepanchins, but descended from princes on their mother’s side, with sizeable dowries, with a father who might later lay claim to a very high social position, and, what was also rather important, all three were remarkably pretty, including the eldest, Alexandra, who was already over twenty-five. The middle daughter was twenty-three, while the youngest, Aglaya, had just had her twentieth birthday. This youngest was even quite a beauty, and beginning to attract much attention in society. But this, too, was not all: all three were distinguished by their education, intelligence and talents. It was well known that they were wonderfully fond of one another and that they each supported one another. There was even talk of some kind of sacrifices that were said to have been made by the two elder daughters for the sake of the family idol – the youngest. They were not only reluctant to push themselves forward in company, but were even too modest. No one could reproach them for being haughty or overbearing, and yet everyone knew that they were proud, and aware of their own worth. The eldest was a musician, and the middle one was an excellent painter; but almost no one knew anything about this for many years, and it had only been discovered in the very recent past, and even then by accident.4 In a word, exceeding praise was lavished on them. But there were also those who did not wish them well. People spoke in horror of how many books they had read. They were in no hurry to get married; though they cherished a certain circle of society, they did not make too much of it. This was all the more remarkable since everyone knew the turn of mind, the character, aims and wishes of their father.

It was already nearly eleven o’clock when the prince rang the bell of the general’s apartment. The general lived on the first floor and occupied quarters that were as modest as possible, though in keeping with his social station. A liveried servant opened the door to the prince, who was obliged to explain himself for a long time to this man: right from the outset the servant looked suspiciously at him and his bundle. At last, after repeated and precise declarations that he really was Prince Myshkin and needed to see the general on urgent business, the perplexed servant took him into a small vestibule, right outside the reception room, next to the study, handing him into the charge of another servant who was usually on duty in this vestibule in the mornings and who announced visitors to the general. This second servant, over forty, in a frock coat, with a preoccupied mien, was his excellency’s special study-attendant and announcer, and consequently aware of his own worth.

‘Wait in the reception room and leave your bundle here,’ he said, seating himself unhurriedly in his armchair and looking with stern astonishment at the prince, who had instantly disposed himself on a chair beside him, his little bundle in his arms.

‘If you please,’ said the prince, ‘I’d rather wait here with you, for what would I do alone in there?’

‘You can’t wait in the vestibule as you’re a visitor, a guest, in other words. You wish to see the general himself?’

It was plain that the lackey could not reconcile himself to the idea of admitting a visitor such as this, and he decided to put the question to him yet again.

‘Yes, I have business…’ the prince began.

‘I do not inquire as to the precise nature of your business – my task is merely to announce you. And I have said that I will not do so until the secretary arrives.’

This servant’s mistrust seemed to be increasing more and more; the prince was too unlike the usual run of daily visitors, and although at a certain hour the general quite often, very nearly every day, had to receive, especially on ‘business’, guests who were sometimes even very multifarious, in spite of custom and rather broad instructions the valet was doubtful in the extreme: for an announcement to be made the secretary’s permission was indispensable.

‘Have you really… come from abroad?’ he asked, almost in spite of himself, at last – and grew embarrassed; perhaps he had wanted to ask: ‘Are you really Prince Myshkin?’

‘Yes, straight off the train. I think you wanted to ask if I’m really Prince Myshkin, but didn’t, out of politeness.’

‘Hmm…’ the astonished lackey grunted.

‘I assure you that I haven’t lied to you, and you will not be held responsible for me. And as for my looking like this and carrying a bundle, there’s no need for it to surprise you: my circumstances aren’t much to boast about at present.’

‘Hmm. That is not what disturbs me. You see, I’m obliged to announce you, and the secretary will come out to you, unless you… And that’s the sticking point – unless… You haven’t come to ask the general for money, if I may make so bold as to ask?’

‘Oh, no, you may be quite assured of that. I’m here on a different matter.’

‘You must forgive me, I merely asked because of your appearance. Wait for the secretary; the general is busy with the colonel at present, and then the secretary will be here… the company secretary.’

‘Well, if I shall have to wait a long time, I have a request: is there anywhere here where I could smoke? I’ve a pipe and tobacco with me.’

‘Sm-o-ke?’ the valet hurled him a glance of bewildered contempt, as though he still could not believe his ears. ‘Smoke? No, here you may not smoke, and what is more you ought to be ashamed to even think of such a thing. Heh… extraordinary, sir!’

‘Oh, I wasn’t asking to smoke in this room; I mean, I know what’s right and proper; but I could go outside somewhere, if you’d show me where, because I have the habit, and I haven’t smoked my pipe for about three hours. However, as you please, and there’s a proverb, you know: “When in Rome…’”

‘Well, how am I to announce someone like you?’ the valet muttered almost in spite of himself. ‘For one thing, you oughtn’t to be here, you should be sitting in the reception room, because you’re in the way of being a visitor, or a guest, in other words, and I shall have to answer for it… You’re not planning to stay with us, are you?’ he added, once again taking a sidelong look at the prince’s bundle, which was obviously giving him no rest.

‘No, I don’t think so. Even were I to be invited, I shouldn’t stay. I’ve simply come to introduce myself, no more than that.’

‘What? To introduce yourself?’ the valet asked, surprised and doubly suspicious. ‘Then why did you say at first that you were here on business?’

‘Oh, hardly on business at all! That’s to say, if you will, I do have a certain item of business, but it’s simply about asking for advice, and the main reason I’m here is to present myself, because I’m Prince Myshkin, and Mrs Yepanchin is the last of the Princess Myshkins, and, apart from her and myself there aren’t any Myshkins left.’

‘So you’re a relation, too?’ the lackey, by now almost thoroughly alarmed, asked with a start.

‘Hardly that, either. As a matter of fact, if one stretches a point, we are, of course, relations, but so distant that it doesn’t really count. I once wrote a letter to Mrs Yepanchin from abroad, but she didn’t reply to me. I nonetheless considered it necessary to initiate contact on my return. I’m explaining all this to you now so that you shouldn’t be in any doubt, for I see that you’re still uneasy: if you’ll just announce that Prince Myshkin is here, the very announcement itself will explain the reason for my visit. If they receive me – well and good, if they don’t – also, perhaps, well and good. But I think they will receive me: the general’s wife will of course want to see the eldest and only representative of her family, for I’ve heard it said of her, and reliably so, that she attaches great value to her descent.’

The prince’s conversation was, to all appearances, very simple; but the simpler it was, the more absurd did it become in the present situation, and the experienced valet could not but feel that what was completely appropriate between one man and another was completely inappropriate between a guest and a manservant. And as servants are generally much more intelligent than their masters suppose them to be, it occurred to the valet that there were two possibilities here: either the prince was some kind of vagrant who had come to ask for money, or he was simply an imbecile with no ambition, because a clever prince with ambition would not sit in a vestibule telling a lackey about his business – and so, in either case, would he not be held responsible for him?

‘All the same, you really would do better to wait in the reception room,’ he observed as pressingly as he could.

‘But if I’d sat in there I wouldn’t have explained it all to you,’ the prince laughed cheerfully, ‘and so you’d still be worried by the sight of my cloak and bundle. Anyway, perhaps there’s no need for you to wait for the secretary now – you can just go and announce me yourself.’

‘I can’t announce a visitor such as yourself without the secretary’s permission, especially as the general himself gave orders a short time ago that they were not to be disturbed for any reason while the colonel is there, and only Gavrila Ardalionych may go in unannounced.’

‘An official?’

‘Gavrila Ardalionych? No. He works for the company in a private capacity. At least put your bundle over there.’

‘I’d already thought of doing so, if you’ll let me. And I tell you what, may I take off my cloak as well?’

‘Of course, why, you can hardly go in there wearing a cloak.’

The prince got up, hurriedly removed his cloak and proved to be wearing a fairly respectable and smartly cut, though now somewhat threadbare, jacket. His waistcoat bore a steel chain. The chain turned out to have a silver Geneva watch on the end of it.

Though the prince was an imbecile – the lackey had already decided this – to a general’s valet it none the less seemed improper to prolong any further a conversation between himself and a visitor, even though for some reason he liked the prince, in his own way, of course. From another point of view, however, the prince aroused in him a pronounced and gross indignation.

‘And when does Mrs Yepanchin receive guests, sir?’ the prince asked, sitting down again in his previous place.

‘That’s not my business, sir. She receives at different times, depending on who it is. The milliner is admitted at eleven. Gavrila Ardalionych is admitted earlier than anyone else, even for breakfast.’

‘It’s warmer here in your rooms than it would be in winter abroad,’ the prince observed, ‘and although over there it’s warmer out in the streets than it is in our country, a Russian finds it hard to live in their houses in winter because he isn’t used to it.’

‘They don’t heat them?’

‘No, and their houses are arranged differently, the stoves and windows, that is.’

‘Hmm! And were you away for a long time, sir?’

‘Four years. As a matter of fact, I stayed in one place, in the country.’

‘Our way of life grew foreign to you?’

‘That’s also true. You know, I marvel at myself for not having forgotten how to speak Russian. Here I am talking to you now, and all the time I’m thinking: “I say, I speak the language quite well after all.” Perhaps that’s why I’m talking such a lot. It’s true that since yesterday I’ve wanted to speak Russian all the time.’

‘Hmm! Heh! Did you live in St Petersburg before, then?’ (Try as he might, the lackey found it impossible not to sustain such a courteous and polite conversation.)

‘In St Petersburg? Hardly at all, I only stayed here when passing through. Even before, I didn’t know anything of the place, and now I hear so much is new that they say those who did know are learning it all over again. There’s a lot of talk here just now about the courts.’

‘Hmm!… The courts. Courts, yes, there certainly are courts. Well, and how is it over there, are their courts fairer than ours?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve heard a lot that is good about ours. And then again, we don’t have capital punishment.’5

‘Do they have it over there?’

‘Yes. I saw it in France, at Lyons. Schneider took me with him to see it.’

‘Do they hang them?’

‘No, in France they cut off their heads.’

‘Does the fellow yell, then?’

‘Oh no! It takes only a single instant. The man is put in place, and a sort of broad knife falls on him, it’s part of a machine called a guillotine, it’s a heavy thing, powerful… The head flies off so quickly you don’t have time to blink. The preparations are hideous. It’s when they read out the sentence, set up the machine, bind the man, lead him out to the scaffold, that’s the dreadful part! People gather round, even women, though they don’t like women to watch.’

‘Not the sort of thing for them.’

‘No, of course not! Of course not! Such torment!… The criminal was an intelligent man, fearless, strong, getting on in years, Legros by name. Well, I’ll tell you, believe it or not, when he mounted the scaffold he wept, with a face as white as a sheet. Is it possible? Isn’t it horrible? Whoever weeps from fear? I’d never imagined that a man could weep from fear – not a child, after all, but a man who’d never wept in his life, a man of forty-five. What must be happening in his soul at that moment, for a man to be brought to such convulsions? An outrage on the soul, nothing less! It is said: “Thou shalt not kill” – so does that mean because he has killed he, too, must be killed? No, it’s wrong. I saw it a month ago, and I can still see it even now. I’ve dreamed about it repeatedly.’

The prince grew more animated as he spoke, and a faint flush emerged on his pale face, though his voice was quiet as before. The valet followed his words with sympathetic interest, reluctant, it appeared, to tear himself away; he was also, perhaps, a man with imagination who made some attempt to think for himself.

‘It’s a good thing at least that the suffering is short,’ he observed, ‘when the head flies off.’

‘Do you know what?’ the prince broke in heatedly. ‘You’ve made that observation, it’s exactly the same observation that everyone makes, and that’s why this machine, the guillotine, was invented. But then a thought came into my head: what if it’s even worse? You may find this ridiculous, it may seem outrageous to you, but if you’ve any imagination, an idea like this will leap into your head. Just think: if there was torture, for example, it would involve suffering and injuries, physical torment and all that would probably distract you from the mental suffering, so that your injuries would be all that you’d suffer, right up to the time you died. For after all, perhaps the worst, most violent pain lies not in injuries, but in the fact that you know for certain that within the space of an hour, then ten minutes, then half a minute, then now, right at this moment – your soul will fly out of your body, and you’ll no longer be a human being, and that this is certain; the main thing is that it’s certain. When you put your head right under the guillotine and hear it sliding above your head, it’s that quarter of a second that’s most terrible of all. This isn’t my imagination, you know, many people have said the same thing.6 I believe this so strongly that I’ll tell you my opinion straight out. To kill for murder is an immeasurably greater evil than the crime itself. Murder by judicial sentence is immeasurably more horrible than murder committed by a bandit. The person who’s murdered by a bandit has his throat cut at night, in a forest, or somewhere like that, and he certainly hopes to be rescued, right up to the very last moment. There have been examples of people whose throats have been cut still hoping, or running away, or begging for their lives. But here, all this final hope, with which it’s ten times easier to die, is taken away for certain; the terrible torment remains, and there’s nothing in the world more powerful than that torment. Take a soldier and put him right in front of a cannon in a battle and fire it at him, and he’ll go on hoping, but read out a certain death sentence to that same soldier, and he’ll go mad, or start to weep. Who can say that human nature is able to endure such a thing without going mad? Why such mockery – ugly, superfluous, futile? Perhaps the man exists to whom his sentence has been read out, has been allowed to suffer, and then been told: “Off you go, you’ve been pardoned.” A man like that could tell us, perhaps. Such suffering and terror were what Christ spoke of.7 No, a human being should not be treated like that!’

Although he could not have put all this into words as the prince had done, the valet understood, if not all of it, then the main point, and this was even visible in his features, which showed that he was moved.

‘If you really need to smoke,’ he said quietly, ‘you may, but you’ll have to be quick about it. Because they may suddenly ask for you, and you wouldn’t be there. Look, through there, under the stairs there’s a door. Go through the door, and on your right there’s a little room; you can smoke in there, but be sure to open the ventilation window, because it’s not allowed…’

But the prince did not have time to go and smoke. A young man with papers in his hands suddenly came into the vestibule. The valet began to help him off with his fur coat. The young man gave the prince a sidelong look.

‘Gavrila Ardalionych,’ the valet began confidentially and almost with familiarity, ‘this gentleman says he is Prince Myshkin and a relation of the mistress, he’s arrived by train from abroad with nothing but a bundle in his hand, but…’

The prince did not catch any more, for the valet had begun to whisper. Gavrila Ardalionovich listened attentively, and kept looking at the prince with great curiosity. At length he stopped listening and eagerly approached him.

‘You’re Prince Myshkin?’ he asked, with extreme good nature and politeness. He was a very handsome young man, also about twenty-eight, slender and fair-haired, with a small Napoleonic beard,8 and a clever and very attractive face. Only his smile, for all its good nature, was slightly too refined; his teeth were somehow too pearly and evenly spaced; his gaze, in spite of all its cheerfulness and apparent sincerity, was a little too fixed and probing.

‘I expect that when he’s alone he doesn’t look anything like that, and perhaps never laughs at all,’ the prince found himself sensing.

The prince explained all that he could in a hurry, in almost the same words he had used to the valet, and before that to Rogozhin. Meanwhile, Gavrila Ardalionovich seemed to remember something.

‘Wasn’t it you,’ he asked, ‘who about a year ago, or even more recently, sent a letter from Switzerland to Yelizaveta Prokofyevna?’

‘Yes, it was.’

‘Then you’re known here and will surely be remembered. You want to see his excellency? I’ll announce you in a moment… He’ll be free presently. Only you should… you ought to be waiting in the reception room… Why is the gentleman here?’ he asked sternly, turning to the valet.

‘I told him, but he didn’t want to…’

At this point the door to the study suddenly opened, and some kind of military gentleman holding a briefcase emerged, talking loudly and taking his leave.

‘Is that you, Ganya?’ a voice shouted from the study. ‘Come in!’

Gavrila Ardalionovich nodded to the prince, and quickly entered the study.

About two minutes later the door opened again, and Gavrila Ardalionovich’s resonant and affable voice was heard:

‘Prince, do come in!’
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The general, Ivan Fyodorovich Yepanchin, stood in the middle of his study and looked at the prince with extreme curiosity as he entered, even taking two paces towards him. The prince went up to him and introduced himself.


‘Well, sir,’ the general replied, ‘how can I be of service?’

‘I have no pressing business; my aim was simply to make your acquaintance. I should not like to inconvenience you, as I know neither the order of your day nor your arrangements… But I’m just off the train myself… I’ve come from Switzerland.’

The general was on the verge of smiling, but reflected and checked himself; then he reflected again, narrowed his eyes, surveyed his guest once more from head to toe, then quickly showed him to a chair, sat down himself, somewhat at an angle from him, and turned to him in impatient expectation. Ganya stood in a corner of the study, by the writing desk, sorting some papers.

‘On the whole I don’t have much time for making acquaintances,’ said the general, ‘but since you, of course, have some purpose of your own, then…’

‘I had a feeling,’ the prince interrupted, ‘that you would be bound to see some special purpose in my visit. But to be quite honest, apart from the pleasure of making your acquaintance, I have no private purpose.’

‘It’s also, of course, a great pleasure for me, too, but life is not all enjoyment, after all – sometimes business must be attended to… What is more, I still cannot perceive between us any common… pretext, as it were.’

‘No pretext, indisputably, and little in common, of course. For, if I am Prince Myshkin and your spouse is of our family, that is of course not a pretext. I understand that very well. Yet, none the less, all of my reason for coming to see you lies in the fact that I haven’t been in Russia for more than four years; and when I left, I wasn’t really in my right mind! Back then I knew nothing, and now I know even less. I’m in need of good people; I even have a certain item of business to attend to and don’t know where to start. Back in Berlin I thought: “They’re almost relatives, I’ll start with them; perhaps we shall be of use to one another, they to me and I to them – if they’re good people.” And I’d heard that you are good people.’

‘I’m very grateful to you, sir,’ the general said in surprise. ‘May one ask where you are staying?’

‘I’m not staying anywhere yet.’

‘You mean, straight off the train, and to me? And… with luggage?’

‘My luggage is only one small bundle of linen, and that’s all; I usually carry it in my hand. I shall manage to rent a room this evening.’

‘So you still intend to rent a room?’

‘Oh yes, of course.’

‘To judge from what you said, I almost thought you had come straight to me.’

‘That might have been possible, but not unless you’d invited me. I admit that I wouldn’t have stayed even if you’d invited me, not for any special reason, but… because that’s what I’m like.’

‘Well, in that case it’s just as well I didn’t invite you and do not invite you now. Allow me also, Prince, to clear the matter up once and for all: as we have just agreed that there can be no more talk of family kinship between us – though it would, of course, have been most flattering for me – it follows that…’

‘It follows that I should get up and go away?’ the prince said, half rising, and even with a cheerful laugh, in spite of all the evident difficulty of his circumstances. ‘And to be quite honest, General, though I know practically nothing of either the local customs or of how people live here, things have worked out between us exactly as I thought they would. Who knows, perhaps it’s best that way… And I received no reply to the letter I wrote then, either… Well, goodbye, and forgive me for troubling you.’

So affectionate was the prince’s gaze at that moment, his smile so devoid of even the slightest nuance of concealed hostility, that the general suddenly paused and saw his guest, as it were, in a different light; the entire change in his expression took place in a single instant.

‘Listen, Prince,’ he said in an almost entirely different voice, ‘the fact remains that I don’t know you, and it may be that Yelizaveta Prokofyevna would like to take a look at someone who shares her family’s name… Wait awhile, if you like, and if you have time.’

‘Oh, I’ve plenty of that; my time is completely my own (and the prince at once placed his soft, round hat on the table). I will admit that I was counting on the possibility that Yelizaveta Prokofyevna might perhaps remember I wrote to her. Just now, while I was waiting for you out there, your servant thought I’d come to beg money from you; I noticed it, and I expect you’ve given strict instructions in that regard; but truly, I haven’t come for that, I really have come only in order to make people’s acquaintance. Only I have a slight feeling that I’ve disturbed you, and that troubles me.’

‘I tell you what, Prince,’ the general said with a jovial smile, ‘if you are indeed the man you seem to be, I think it will be nice to make your acquaintance; only you see, I’m a busy man, and very soon I must sit down and look through some papers and sign them, and then I must go and see his excellency the count, and then to my office at the department, and so as a result I’m glad to see people… good people, that is… but… As a matter of fact, I’m so convinced that you’re someone of very good breeding that… How old are you, Prince?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘Oh! And I thought much less.’

‘Yes, they say I have a young-looking face. But I shall soon learn not to be a nuisance to you, as I really don’t like to be a nuisance… And also, I think, we are very different… in many ways, and cannot perhaps have many points in common, but you know, I don’t place much faith in that last idea, for it very often merely seems that there are no points in common, while in reality there are lots… it’s because people are lazy that they sort themselves into categories, and therefore can’t find anything… But perhaps I’ve begun to bore you? You seem…’

‘I’ll be quite brief, sir: do you have private means of any kind? Or do you intend to take up some kind of occupation? Forgive me for…’

‘Oh good heavens, I greatly appreciate your question and understand it perfectly. At present I have no private means, and no occupation, also at present, but I need one, sir. The money I’ve had so far has been someone else’s, Schneider, my professor, who treated me and taught me in Switzerland, gave me it for the journey, and it was only just enough, so that now, you see, I’ve only a few copecks left. It’s true that I do have some business, and I’m in need of advice, but…’

‘Tell me, what do you intend to live on at present, and what are your plans?’ the general interrupted.

‘I should like to do some kind of work.’

‘Oh, and you’re a philosopher, too; however… have you any talents, abilities, of a sort by which one may earn one’s daily bread? Forgive me again…’

‘Oh, don’t apologize. No, sir, I’m afraid I have neither talents nor special abilities; the contrary, even, for I’m an invalid and did not receive a proper education. As for bread, I think that…’

Again the general interrupted, and again he began to ask questions. Once more the prince told him what has already been told. It transpired that the general had heard of the late Pavlishchev, and had even known him personally. Why Pavlishchev had taken an interest in his education the prince himself could not explain – but perhaps it was simply because of his old friendship with the prince’s late father. The prince’s parents had died when he was still a young child; he had spent all his life in villages of one kind or another and had grown up there, as his health required country air. Pavlishchev had entrusted him to some elderly female landowners, kinsfolk of his; first a governess had been hired for him, then a tutor; he declared, however, that although he remembered it all, there was not much he could satisfactorily explain, as there were many things he had not been aware of. The frequent attacks of his illness had made of him almost a complete idiot (the prince actually used the word ‘idiot’). He said, at last, that in Berlin one day Pavlishchev had met Professor Schneider, who specialized in precisely this form of illness and had a clinic in the Swiss canton of Valais, where he gave treatment that combined a cold-water method with gymnastics, for the cure of idiotism and insanity, while at the same time providing education and seeing to his patients’ spiritual development; that Pavlishchev had sent him to Schneider in Switzerland some five years earlier and had died two years ago, suddenly, without having made any arrangements: that Schneider had supported him and continued his treatment for about another two years; that he had not cured him, but had helped him greatly; and that finally, at the prince’s own request and because of a certain circumstance that had arisen, he had now sent him back to Russia.

The general was very astonished.

‘And you have no one in Russia, absolutely no one?’ he asked.

‘At present I have no one, but I have hopes… what’s more, I’ve had a letter…’

‘At least,’ the general interrupted, not hearing the part about the letter, ‘you have obtained some kind of education, and your illness would not prevent you occupying some, shall we say, undemanding post, in some office?’

‘Oh, it certainly wouldn’t prevent me from doing that. And as regards a post, I should even be rather eager, for I should like to see what I am capable of. For I studied constantly all those four years, though not quite properly, but according to a special system. And I also managed to read a very large number of Russian books.’

‘Russian books? So you can read and write – write without mistakes?’

‘Oh, very much so.’

‘Splendid, sir; and your handwriting?’

‘My handwriting is first-rate. You see, I have a sort of talent for it; I’m a real calligrapher. With your permission I’ll write something for you now, as a sample,’ the prince said with eagerness.

‘I’d be much obliged. In fact, it’s even required… And I like this enthusiasm of yours, Prince, truly you are most kind.’

‘You have such wonderful writing things, so many pencils, so many pens, what wonderful thick paper… And what a wonderful study you have! That landscape there, I know it, it’s a Swiss view. I’m sure the artist painted it from nature, and I’m sure I have seen that place: it’s in the canton of Uri…’

‘That may very well be so, though it was bought here. Ganya, give the prince some paper; here are some pens and paper, we’ll put them on this table, if you like. What’s this?’ the general asked turning to Ganya, who had meanwhile taken from his briefcase a large photographic portrait and handed it to him. ‘Bah! Nastasya Filippovna! Did she send you this, she, herself?’ he asked Ganya with animation and intense curiosity.

‘Just now, when I went to see her with my congratulations, she gave it to me. I’ve been asking her for one for ages. I’m not sure it wasn’t a hint on her part, for having come to her empty-handed, without a present, on such a day,’ Ganya added, smiling unpleasantly.

‘Oh, no,’ the general interrupted with conviction, ‘and really, what a cast of mind you have! She would never hint… she’s not self-seeking at all. And in any case, what are you going to give her as a present: I mean, one would need thousands! Not your portrait, anyway! By the way, has she asked you for your portrait yet?’

‘No, she hasn’t; and perhaps she never will. Ivan Fyodorovich, you do remember about the soirée this evening? After all, you are one of the specially invited guests.’

‘Yes, yes, of course I remember, and I shall be there. Especially as it’s her birthday, and she’s twenty-five! Hmm… And listen, Ganya, I may as well tell you, I’m going to reveal something, so prepare yourself. She has promised Afanasy Ivanovich and me that at this evening’s soirée she will deliver her final word: to be or not to be! So let me tell you: watch out.’

Ganya suddenly became embarrassed, so much so that he even turned slightly pale.

‘Did she really say that?’ he asked, and his voice seemed to tremble.

‘She promised it the day before yesterday. We were both so insistent that she had no option. Only she asked us not to tell you in advance.’

The general was studying Ganya fixedly; Ganya’s embarrassment was evidently not to his liking.

‘Remember, Ivan Fyodorovich,’ Ganya said, uneasily and hesitantly, ‘that she gave me complete freedom of decision until such time as she herself would resolve the matter, and even then would I still have the last word…’

‘I say, you haven’t… you haven’t…’ the general suddenly exclaimed in alarm.

‘I haven’t said anything.’

‘But for pity’s sake, what are you trying to do to us?’

‘I’m not refusing her. Perhaps I didn’t express myself properly…’

‘I should think you’re not refusing her!’ the general said with annoyance, not even trying to restrain himself. ‘What matters here, brother, is not your refusal, what matters is your eagerness, your pleasure, the joy with which you will receive her words… How are things with you at home?’

‘What is there to say about home? At home my will prevails in everything, except that Father is playing the fool as usual – he’s become a complete ruffian; I don’t talk to him any more, but I keep tight control of him, and really, were it not for Mother, I would have shown him the door. Mother cries all the time, of course; my sister is in a violent temper, but I finally told them straight out that I am the master of my fate, and that in the house I wish to be… obeyed. I spelt it out for my sister, at least, in my mother’s presence.’

‘Well, brother, I still fail to perceive,’ the general observed reflectively, with a slight shrug of his shoulders, spreading his arms a little. ‘Nina Alexandrovna, your mother, when she came here the other day – you remember? – also kept moaning and groaning all the time. “What’s the matter with you?” I asked. It turned out that to them it’s some kind of dishonour. What kind of dishonour is there in it, permit me to ask? Who can reproach Nastasya Filippovna with anything, or raise anything against her? Surely not that she’d been with Totsky? But that’s plain rubbish, especially in view of certain circumstances! “You won’t let her near your daughters, will you?” she said. Well! I never! Dear me, Nina Alexandrovna! I mean, how can you not understand, how can you not understand…’

‘Your position?’ Ganya said to the flabbergasted general. ‘She does understand; don’t be angry with her. Actually, at the time I gave her a good talking to, and told her not to meddle in other people’s business. So far, however, the house still stands only because the last word has not yet been spoken; but the storm is gathering. If the last word is spoken this evening, then everything else will come out, too.’

The prince heard the whole of this conversation as he sat in the corner at his calligraphic sample. He finished it, walked round to the table and handed over his sheet of paper.

‘So that’s Nastasya Filippovna?’ he said quietly, looking at the portrait attentively and inquisitively for a moment. ‘Astonishingly good looking!’ he added at once, with ardour.

The portrait really did depict a woman of unusual beauty. She had been photographed in a black silk dress of exceedingly simple and elegant cut; her hair, apparently dark russet, was done up simply, in domestic fashion; her eyes were dark and deep, her forehead pensive; the expression of her face was passionate and slightly haughty. She was somewhat thin in the face, perhaps, and pale… Ganya and the general looked at the prince in bewilderment…

‘What, Nastasya Filippovna? Do you know Nastasya Filippovna, too?’ asked the general.

‘Yes; only twenty-four hours in Russia and I know a great beauty like her,’ replied the prince, and at once told them about his meeting with Rogozhin, retelling his entire story.

‘This is news, indeed!’ the general began to worry again, having listened to the story with extreme attention, and giving Ganya a searching look.

‘Probably just some disreputable caper,’ muttered Ganya, whose composure was also somewhat ruffled. ‘A merchant’s son on the spree. I’ve already heard something about him.’

‘And so have I, brother,’ the general broke in. ‘That day, after the earrings, Nastasya Filippovna told me the whole incident. But you know, it’s a different matter now. We really are talking of perhaps a million here, and… passion, grotesque passion, admittedly, but there is a whiff of passion all the same, and, after all, we know what these gentlemen are capable of when they’re in a state of complete intoxication!… Hmm!… I hope there won’t be an “incident”!’ the general concluded reflectively.

‘Are you worried about the million?’ Ganya grinned.

‘You’re not, of course?’

‘How did he seem to you, Prince?’ Ganya said, suddenly addressing him. ‘What is he, a serious man or just a ruffian? Your personal opinion?’

Something strange took place in Ganya as he asked this question. It was as though some new and strange idea began to burn in his brain, glittering impatiently in his eyes. As for the general, who was seriously and genuinely troubled, he also gave the prince a sidelong glance, but as though he did not expect much from his reply.

‘I don’t know how to put it,’ the prince replied, ‘but it seemed to me that there was a lot of passion in him, and even a kind of morbid passion. And he also seems to be quite ill. It may very well be that he’ll take to his bed again in his first few days in St Petersburg, especially if he starts drinking.’

‘Really? Was that what you thought?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘And in any case, that kind of scandal could take place this very evening, never mind in a few days’ time. Perhaps something will happen tonight,’ Ganya said, smiling crookedly at the general.

‘Hmm!… Of course… In a way it all depends on what passes through her head,’ said the general.

‘And after all, you know what she can be like sometimes, don’t you?’

‘What on earth are you trying to say?’ the general blurted out again, having now reached an extreme point of agitation. ‘Listen, Ganya, please don’t contradict her too much today and try, you know, to be… in short, to get along with her… Hmm!… Why are you twisting your mouth like that? Listen, Gavrila Ardalionovich, this may be a good opportunity, a very good opportunity, to say to you now: why are we going to all this trouble? You understand that as far as my personal advantage, which is involved here, goes, it has long ago been secured; one way or another, I shall resolve this matter in my favour. Totsky has taken his decision and will stand by it, of that I am quite certain. And so if I desire anything now, it is only your own good interests. Judge for yourself; what’s the matter, don’t you trust me? Besides, you’re a man… a man… in a word, an intelligent man and I have placed my trust in you… and in the present situation that’s… that’s…’

‘That’s the main thing,’ Ganya said, completing the sentence, once again helping the flabbergasted general, and twisting his lips into the most poisonous smile, which he no longer tried to conceal. With his inflamed gaze he stared the general straight in the face, as if in his eyes he wanted him to read everything he was thinking. The general turned crimson with anger, and blazed up.

‘Well yes, intelligence is the main thing!’ he assented, looking sharply at Ganya. ‘And you’re a ridiculous fellow, Gavrila Arda-lionych! I mean, I can’t help noticing that you’re simply glad of this merchant chap as a way out for yourself. Well, this is where intelligence should have been used right from the start; this is where you should have understood and… and dealt honestly and plainly with both sides, or else… given advance warning so as not to compromise others, particularly as there was enough time to do so, and there remains enough time even now (the general raised his eyebrows meaningfully), even though it’s only a few hours… Do you understand? Do you? Are you willing to go through with it or not? If not, say so, and – that will be all right! No one is holding you back, Gavrila Ardalionych, no one is luring you into a trap, if a trap is what you see here.’

‘I’m willing to go through with it,’ Ganya said in a low but firm voice, dropping his gaze and lapsing into gloomy silence.

The general was satisfied. The general had lost his temper, but evidently felt remorse at having gone too far. He suddenly turned to the prince and his face seemed traversed by the uneasy thought that the prince was there and had heard everything. He was, however, instantly reassured: one look at the prince was enough to entirely reassure him.

‘Oho!’ the general exclaimed, looking at the specimen of calligraphy the prince was presenting. ‘Now there’s a sample for you! And a rare one, too! Come and take a look, Ganya, what talent!’

On a thick sheet of vellum the prince had written in medieval Russian script: ‘The humble Abbot Pafnuty hath signed this with his hand.’

‘Now this,’ the prince explained with great delight and enthusiasm, ‘this is the personal signature of the Abbot Pafnuty, from a fourteenth-century copy. They had magnificent signatures, all those old abbots and metropolitans of ours, and sometimes wrote them with such taste, such diligence! You must have Pogodin’s edition, at least, general? Then here I’ve written in a different script: this is a large round French script of the last century, some letters were even written differently, a script of the market place, a script of the public scribes, adapted from their samples (I used to own one) – you’ll agree that it’s not without its merits. Look at those round d’s and a’s. I’ve transferred the French style to the Russian letters, which is very difficult, but it’s worked out well. Here is another fine, original script, in this sentence: “Hard work conquers all.”1 This is a Russian script, used by clerks, or possibly military clerks. It was used to write official memos to persons of importance, and it’s also a round script, a wonderful black script, written in black but with remarkable taste. A calligraphist would not allow those flourishes or, rather, those attempts at flourishes, those unfinished half-tails – you will observe – but taken as a whole, look, it makes their character, and truly, the very soul of the military clerk peeps out: it would like to break loose, and the talent is there; but the military collar is tightly buttoned, the discipline has come out in the script, too, delightful! I was struck by a sample of this kind not long ago, found it by chance, and where do you suppose? In Switzerland! Well, and this is a plain, ordinary English script: elegance can go no further, here all is charm, beads, pearls; it’s quite perfect; but here’s a variation, and again a French one, I copied it from a travelling French commis:2 the same English script, but the black line a touch blacker and thicker than in the English one – and the proportion of light has been destroyed; and observe also: the oval has been changed, a touch rounder, and in addition a flourish has been permitted, but flourishes are a most dangerous thing! Flourishes demand unusual taste; but if they succeed, if the proportion is found, then a script like that is not to be compared with any other, so much so that one may even fall in love with it.’

‘Oho! What subtleties you’re entering into,’ laughed the general, ‘but you, sir, are not merely a calligrapher, you’re an artist, eh, Ganya?’

‘Astonishing,’ said Ganya, ‘And even with an awareness of his calling,’ he added, laughing sarcastically.

‘Laugh, laugh, but I’ll tell you, there’s a career in this,’ said the general. ‘Do you know how important the person is, the one we shall give you memos to write to? Why, you can count on earning thirty-five roubles a month, from your very first step. But it’s already half-past twelve,’ he concluded, glancing at his watch. ‘To business, Prince, for I must hurry, and you and I may not meet again today! Sit down for a moment; I have already explained to you that I am not in a position to meet you very often; but I sincerely wish to help you a little, a little, of course, that’s to say in the form of the most necessary things, and after that you shall do as you please. I’ll give you a little job in the office, not a very demanding one, but it will require accuracy. Now, sir, as regards the rest; at the house, in the household of Gavrila Ardalionych Ivolgin, that is, this same young friend of mine to whom I should like to introduce you, his mother and sister have prepared two or three furnished rooms in their apartments, which they rent out to highly recommended tenants, with meals and a maid. I am sure that Nina Alexandrovna will accept my recommendation. And for you, Prince, this will be more than precious, above all because you won’t be alone, but, so to speak, in the bosom of a family, for in my view it is out of the question for you to find yourself alone on your first steps in a capital city such as St Petersburg. Nina Alexandrovna, the mother, and Varvara Ardalionovna, Gavrila Ardalionych’s sister, are ladies for whom I have the greatest respect. Nina Alexandrovna is the wife of Ardalion Alexandrovich, a retired general, a former comrade of mine from my early army days, but with whom, because of certain circumstances, I have severed relations: which does not, however, prevent me from respecting him in my own way. I am explaining all this to you, Prince, so that you realize that I am, so to speak, recommending you personally, and consequently, as it were, taking responsibility for you. The rent is extremely modest, and I hope that your salary will soon be quite sufficient for it. To be sure, a man also needs pocket money, even if just a little, but please don’t be angry, Prince, if I observe to you that you would do better to avoid pocket money, and indeed any kind of money, in your pocket. I say this after having taken a look at you. But since at present your purse is absolutely empty, then, as a beginning, permit me to offer you these twenty-five roubles. We’ll settle up later on, of course, and if you’re the sincere and straightforward man you seem to be from the way you talk, there can be no problems between us there. As for my taking such an interest in you, I actually have a certain purpose in your regard; you will learn about it subsequently. You see, I’m being perfectly open with you; Ganya, I hope you have nothing against the prince being lodged in your apartment?’

‘Oh, on the contrary! And mother will be very pleased too…’ Ganya confirmed politely and courteously.

‘After all, I think you only have one other room occupied. It’s that, what’s his name, Ferd… Fer…’

‘Ferdyshchenko.’

‘Ah yes; I don’t like him, that Ferdyshchenko of yours; he’s some sort of lewd buffoon. And I don’t understand why Nastasya Filippovna encourages him, either. Is he really a relative of hers?’

‘Oh no, that’s all a joke! He doesn’t even come close to being a relative.’

‘Well, the devil take him! So, then, how do you like it, Prince, are you pleased or not?’

‘Thank you, General, you’ve treated me in the most kindly fashion, all the more so as I did not even ask; I say it not from pride, but I really didn’t know where I was going to lay my head. It’s true that Rogozhin invited me a while back.’

‘Rogozhin? Ah, no; I would give you my fatherly, or, if you prefer, friendly advice to forget about Mr Rogozhin. And on the whole I’d counsel you to stick to the family you are about to enter.’

‘As you’re being so kind,’ the prince began, ‘I do have one item of business. I’ve received notification…’

‘Now, excuse me,’ the general interrupted, ‘I can spare not a moment more. I’ll tell Lizaveta Prokofyevna about you directly: if she is willing to receive you right now (I shall try to introduce you on that pretext), I advise you to take the opportunity to see that she takes a liking to you, for Lizaveta Prokofyevna could be very useful to you; after all, you share her family name. If she is not willing, then please forgive me, some other time. And you, Ganya, take a look at these accounts, Fedoseyev and I were struggling with them just now. We mustn’t forget to include them…’

The general went out, and thus the prince had still not succeeded in telling him his business, the matter of which he had tried to raise three or four times now. Ganya lit a cigarette and offered another to the prince; the prince accepted it, but remained silent, not wishing to be in the way, and began to examine the study; but Ganya barely glanced at the sheet of paper covered in figures, which the general had pointed out to him. His mind was elsewhere; Ganya’s smile, gaze and pensiveness were even more painful, it seemed to the prince, than when they had both been left alone. Suddenly he approached the prince; at that moment, the latter was again standing over the portrait of Nastasya Filippovna and examining it.

‘So you like that sort of woman, do you, Prince?’ he asked him suddenly, giving him a penetrating look. And as though he had some extraordinary purpose.

‘An astonishing face!’ the prince replied. ‘And I’m certain that her fate is not of an ordinary kind. Her face is cheerful, but she has suffered dreadfully, don’t you think? Her eyes betray it, those two little bones here, two points under her eyes where her cheeks begin. It’s a proud face, a dreadfully proud one, and I simply can’t tell if she is good or not. Oh, if only she were good! It would redeem everything!’

‘And would you marry that sort of woman?’ Ganya continued, keeping his inflamed gaze trained on him.

‘I can’t marry anyone, I’m an invalid,’ said the prince.

‘And would Rogozhin marry her? What do you think?’

‘Well, he might marry her tomorrow; might marry her, and a week later, perhaps, cut her throat.’

No sooner had the prince said this than Ganya gave such a start that the prince nearly cried out.

‘What’s wrong?’ he said, clutching his arm.

‘Your grace! His excellency requests you to attend upon her excellency,’ a lackey announced, appearing in the doorway. The prince set off after the lackey.
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All three of the Yepanchin girls were healthy young ladies, blossoming, tall, with striking shoulders, powerful bosoms, strong arms, almost like men’s arms, and, of course, because of their strength and health, liked to eat well now and then, something they did not even try to conceal. Their mother, the general’s wife, Lizaveta Prokofyevna, sometimes looked askance at the frankness of their appetites, but as some of her opinions, in spite of all the outward respect with which they were received by her daughters, had in essence long ago lost their original and unquestionable authority over them, and to such a degree that the harmonious conclave established by the three girls more often than not began to be predominant, the general’s wife, in the interests of her own dignity, found it more convenient not to argue, but to yield. To be sure, her temperament very often would not obey, and would not submit to the decisions of common sense; with each year Lizaveta Prokofyevna became more and more capricious and impatient, was even becoming a sort of eccentric, but as a most obedient and well-trained husband remained to hand, the excessive and accumulated emotions were usually poured on to his head, whereupon harmony was once again restored to the household, and everything went as well as it possibly could.


As a matter of fact, the general’s wife had not lost her appetite either, and usually, at half-past twelve, partook of an abundant breakfast, almost resembling a dinner, together with her daughters. The young ladies each had a cup of coffee even earlier, at exactly ten o’clock, in bed, as soon as they woke up. They liked this routine and it had become firmly established. And at half-past twelve the table would be laid in the small dining room, near the mother’s rooms, and this intimate family breakfast was sometimes attended by the general himself, if time permitted. In addition to tea, coffee, cheese, honey, butter, the special thick pancakes that were the favourite of the general’s wife, rissoles and so on, a strong, hot bouillon was even sometimes served. On the morning our narrative begins, the entire household had gathered in the dining room in expectation of the general, who had promised to appear at half-past twelve. If he had been only a minute late, they would have sent for him at once; but he appeared punctually. As he approached his spouse to greet her and kiss her hand, on this occasion he noticed something rather strange in the look on her face. And although the night before he had had a presentiment that this would indeed be so today because of a certain ‘incident’ (as he was in the habit of putting it), and had been worried about it as he dropped off to sleep, yet none the less his nerve failed him now. His daughters came up to him to give him a kiss; here, though they were not angry with him, and here too there was something strange. To be sure, the general, because of certain circumstances, had become excessively suspicious; but as he was an experienced and skilful husband, he at once took measures of his own.

Perhaps we shall do no great harm to the vividness of our narrative if we pause here and have recourse to a few explanations, in order to establish, in the most straightforward and precise manner, the relations and circumstances that we find in General Yepanchin’s household at the beginning of our tale. We said just now that the general, though not a man of great education, but, on the contrary, as he said of himself, ‘a man self-taught’, was, however, an experienced husband and a skilful father. Among other things, he had adopted the system of not hurrying his daughters into marriage, in other words not ‘worrying the life out of them’ and not troubling them with an excessive paternal love of their happiness, as happens more often than not, involuntarily and naturally, even in the most intelligent families where there is an accumulation of grown-up daughters. He even managed to win Lizaveta Prokofyevna over to his system, though it was on the whole a difficult task – difficult because unnatural; but the general’s arguments were extremely cogent, and were grounded on tangible facts. What was more, left entirely their own will and resolve, the future brides would naturally be constrained to make up their own minds, and then things would start to happen fast, because they would set to work with a will, putting aside their caprices and excessive discrimination; their parents would merely need to keep a more watchful and unobtrusive eye on them, lest any strange choice or unnatural aberration occur, and then, seizing the proper moment, do all that they could to help them and direct the matter with all their influence. Finally, the very fact that with each year that passed their wealth and social standing grew in geometrical progression meant that, the more time went by, the more the daughters gained, even as future brides. But among all these incontrovertible facts yet one more fact emerged: suddenly, and almost quite unexpectedly (as is always the case) the eldest daughter, Alexandra, turned twenty-five. At almost the same time, Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky, a man of the highest society, with the highest connections and extraordinary wealth, again disclosed his long-felt desire to marry. He was a man of about fifty-five, of exquisite character, and with uncommon refinement of taste. He wanted to marry well; he was a great connoisseur of beauty. As for some time he had been on unusually close terms of friendship with General Yepanchin, a friendship strengthened by their mutual participation in certain financial undertakings, he now, as it were, told him about it, requesting friendly advice and guidance: would it or would it not be possible for him to enter into a marriage with one of his daughters? In the quiet and splendid flow of General Yepanchin’s family life an evident upheaval was in the offing.

The undoubted beauty of the family was, as we have already said, the youngest, Aglaya. But even Totsky himself, a man of exceeding egoism, realized that there was no point in looking there, and that Aglaya was not intended for him. It is possible that the sisters’ somewhat blind love and overly warm friendship exaggerated the matter, but they had, in the most sincere fashion, earmarked Aglaya’s destiny to be not merely a destiny but the reachable ideal of an earthly paradise. Aglaya’s future husband was to be the holder of every perfection and success, not to mention wealth. The sisters had even agreed among themselves, and without much in the way of superfluous words, on the possibility that, if necessary, they would make sacrifices for Aglaya’s sake; her dowry was to be colossal, and out of the ordinary. The parents knew of this agreement between the two elder sisters and so, when Totsky asked for advice, they had little doubt that one of the elder sisters would certainly agree to crown their desires, all the more so as Afanasy Ivanovich could not make difficulties concerning the dowry. As for Totsky’s proposal, the general himself, with the knowledge of life that was characteristic of him, at once placed an exceedingly high value on it. Since Totsky, because of certain special circumstances, was at present observing extreme caution in the steps he took, and as yet doing no more than sounding out the matter, the parents presented it all to their daughters as only the most remote hypothesis. In response to this they issued a declaration, likewise not entirely definite, but at least reassuring, that the elder sister, Alexandra, might not refuse. She was a girl of firm character, but kind, sensible and of an exceedingly lenient disposition; might even be keen to marry Totsky and, if she gave her word, would keep it honourably. She was not fond of surface brilliance, and not only did she eschew all threats of trouble and sudden upheaval: she was even able to sweeten life and soothe it. She was very pretty, though not ostentatiously so. What could be better for Totsky?

And yet, the matter was still proceeding by tentative fits and starts. Totsky and the general had come to a mutual and friendly agreement to avoid taking any formal and irrevocable step before it was time. The parents had not yet even begun to talk quite frankly with their daughters; a kind of discord had begun to develop: for some reason Mrs Yepanchina, the mother of the family, was becoming displeased, and this was very serious. Here a circumstance was involved that interfered with everything, a tricky and bothersome incident that might cause the entire arrangement to collapse irrevocably.

This tricky and bothersome ‘incident’ (as Totsky himself expressed it) had begun a very long time ago, some eighteen years earlier. Adjoining one of Afanasy Ivanovich’s wealthiest estates, in one of the central provinces, a certain small and utterly destitute landowner lived a life of poverty. This was a man remarkable for his constant and ‘anecdotal’ failures – a retired officer, from a good family of gentlefolk, even superior to Totsky in this respect, a certain Filipp Alexandrovich Barashkov. Entirely submerged in debt and mortgages, he finally managed, after back-breaking, almost muzhik-like labours, in more or less putting his small farm in satisfactory order. The slightest success cheered him inordinately. Cheered, and glowing with hope, he absented himself for a few days on a visit to the chief town of his district in order to meet and, if possible, come to a final agreement with one of his principal creditors. On the third day of his visit to the town the elder of his village came to see him, on horseback, his cheek and beard scorched, and announced to him that his ‘patrimony’ had ‘burned to nought’, the previous day, at the stroke of noon, in addition to which ‘herself, your wife’ had been burned to death, though ‘the little ones’ were safe. Not even Barashkov, schooled to the ‘blows of fortune’ as he was, was able to withstand this; he went mad and within a month died of a fever. The burned-down farm, with its muzhiks, who now wandered homeless, was sold to pay off the debts; as for the two little girls, six and seven years old, Barashkov’s children, they were taken as dependants to be fostered under the generous tutelage of Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky. They were brought up together with the children of Afanasy Ivanovich’s estate manager, a retired official with a large family, who was, moreover, a German. Soon only one of the little girls, Nastya, remained, the younger having died of whooping-cough; as for Totsky, he soon completely forgot about them both, spending the time in Europe. One day about five years later, Afanasy Ivanovich, passing through, thought he would drop in on his estate and his German, and suddenly noticed in his house, in his German’s family, a delightful child, a girl some twelve years old, playful, intelligent and promising unusual beauty; in this respect, Afanasy Ivanovich was an unerring connoisseur. This time he only stayed on the estate for a few days, but managed to make the necessary arrangements; and a considerable change occurred in the little girl’s upbringing: a respectable elderly governess, experienced in the higher education of young ladies, a Swiss woman, progressively educated, who in addition to French taught various sciences, was engaged. She took up residence in the house, and the education of little Nastasya acquired extraordinary dimensions. At the end of exactly four years this education was terminated; the governess departed, and a lady, who was also some sort of landowner, and one of Mr Totsky’s neighbours, but in another, far-off province, came to fetch Nastya and took her with her in accordance with Afanasy Ivanovich’s instructions and authority. On this little estate there was also a wooden house, though a small one, which had just been built; it was furnished with particular elegance, and the little village, as if on purpose, was called the hamlet of Otradnoye.1 The lady landowner brought Nastya straight to this quiet little house, and as she herself, a childless widow, lived only a verst2 away, she decided to live there with Nastya. An old female housekeeper and a young, experienced chambermaid also made their appearance around Nastya. The house contained musical instruments, an exquisite young ladies’ library, pictures, prints, pencils, brushes, paints and a wonderful little greyhound, and at the end of two weeks Afanasy Ivanovich himself arrived on a visit… Since then he had seemed to acquire a particular fondness for this far-flung little village in the steppes, and stayed there for two, even three months, and thus a rather long period of time went by, some four years, peacefully and happily, amid taste and elegance.

It chanced one day at the onset of winter, some four months after one of Afanasy Ivanovich’s summer visits to Otradnoye, on this occasion of but two weeks’ duration, that a rumour went round, or rather, a rumour somehow reached Nastasya Filippovna, that Afanasy Ivanovich was getting married in St Petersburg to a beautiful woman, who was rich, of high society – in a word, he was making a sound and brilliant match. This rumour later turned out to be not quite true in every detail: even then the wedding was merely at the stage of planning, and all of it was still very vague, but at this time an extraordinary upheaval none the less took place in Nastasya Filippovna’s fortunes. She suddenly showed unusual determination, displaying a most unexpected character. Without thinking long about it, she left her little house in the country and suddenly appeared in St Petersburg, going straight to see Totsky, all on her very own. He was amazed and began to talk; but it suddenly turned out, almost from the first word, that he would have to completely change his style, the diapason of his voice, the former subjects of pleasant and elegant conversation he had hitherto employed with such success, his logic – everything, everything, everything! Before him sat a completely different woman, not at all resembling the one he had hitherto known and had left in the hamlet of Otradnoye only that July.

For one thing, this new woman, it turned out, knew and understood an extraordinary amount – so much that one could only wonder where she had acquired such knowledge, cultivated such precise ideas within herself. (Not in her young ladies’ library, surely?) What was more, she even understood a great deal about juridical matters and had a positive knowledge, if not of the world, then at least of how certain matters proceed in the world; for another thing, she had not at all the same character as previously, and was no longer timid and vague in the manner of a schoolgirl, sometimes enchanting in her unaffected playfulness and naivety, sometimes sad and pensive, surprised, mistrustful, tearful and restless.

No: here, laughing in his face and stabbing him with the most venomous sarcasms was an extraordinary and unexpected creature who told him directly that she had never had anything for him in her heart but the most profound contempt, contempt that rose to the point of nausea, and had begun immediately after her initial astonishment. This new woman declared that in the full sense of the word it was a matter of indifference to her how soon he married, or whom, but that she had come here in order to prevent this marriage, and to prevent it out of spite, solely because she felt like it, and because, consequently, that was how it must be – ‘if only so I can laugh at you as much I want to, because now I, too, want to laugh at last’.

That, at least, was how she expressed it; she did not, perhaps, tell all that was in her mind. But while the new Nastasya Filippovna laughed and set forth all this, Afanasy Ivanovich considered the matter and, as far as possible, put his somewhat bruised thoughts in order. His consideration lasted quite a long time; he spent nearly two weeks pondering and trying to make up his mind: but at the end of two weeks his decision was made. The fact was that Afanasy Ivanovich was then almost fifty, and he was a man in the highest degree respected and settled. His position in the world and in society had long ago been established on the firmest of foundations. More than anything else in the world he loved and valued himself, his peace and comfort, as befitted a man upright in the highest degree. Not the slightest infraction, not the slightest hesitation could be permitted in what, throughout all his life, had been in the making and had now assumed such a pleasant form. On the other hand, his experience and penetrating view of things very quickly and with unusual certainty made him realize that he now had to deal with a creature entirely out of the ordinary, that this really was a creature that would not merely make threats, but also carry them out and, above all, would decidedly stop at nothing, all the more so as she decidedly attached no value to anything in the world, so that it was even impossible to offer her inducements. Here, evidently, there was something else, some kind of mental and emotional mish-mash was at work – something akin to a romantic anger, goodness only knew at whom and at what, some kind of insatiable contempt that had leaped entirely beyond all measure – in a word, something in the highest degree ridiculous and impermissible in decent society and to encounter which, for any decent person, was simply divine retribution. Of course, with his wealth and connections Totsky could easily commit some minor and completely innocent act of villainy in order to rid himself of the unpleasantness. On the other hand, it was obvious that Nastasya Filippovna herself was not really in a position to cause any harm, even, for example, in a juridical sense; she would not even be able to make a significant scandal, for it would always be so easy to keep her within bounds. But all this was true only in the event that Nastasya Filippovna decided to act as most people act in such cases, without leaping too eccentrically beyond all measure. Here it was, however, that Totsky’s sureness of vision came into play: he was able to guess that Nastasya Filippovna herself knew perfectly well how harmless she was in a juridical sense, but that she had something entirely different in her mind and… in her flashing eyes. Valuing nothing, and least of all herself (a great deal of intelligence and insight was needed in order to realize at that moment that she had long ago ceased to value herself, and for him, a sceptic and worldly cynic, to believe in the seriousness of this emotion), Nastasya Filippovna was capable of ruining herself, irrevocably and hideously, with Siberia and penal labour, as long as she could treat outrageously the man for whom she felt such inhuman revulsion. Afanasy Ivanovich never concealed that he was somewhat cowardly or, more precisely, in the highest degree conservative. Had he known, for example, that he was going to be murdered at the altar, or that something of that kind was about to happen to him, something exceedingly improper, ridiculous and unpleasant in the company of others, then, naturally, he would have been alarmed, but not so much about being murdered and bloodied and injured, or spat in the face in public in front of everyone, etcetera, etcetera, as about the fact that this would happen to him in such an unnatural and unpleasant manner. And yet this was exactly what Nastasya Filippovna was predicting, though she was still keeping quiet about it; he knew that, to the highest degree, she had understood him and studied him, and consequently knew where to strike at him. And as the wedding was really still only a plan, Afanasy Ivanovich resigned himself and let Nastasya Filippovna have her way.

He was helped in this decision by one other circumstance: it was hard to imagine the degree to which this new Nastasya Filippovna differed from the former one in facial appearance. Before, she had been merely a very pretty girl, but now… For a long time Totsky could not forgive himself for having looked for four years without seeing. To be sure, it meant a great deal when on both sides, inwardly and outwardly, a great change took place. He recalled, however, that, even before, there had been moments when, for example, strange thoughts had sometimes come to him from outside at the sight of those eyes: in them one somehow felt the imminence of some deep and mysterious darkness. This gaze looked as though it were asking him a riddle. In the past two years he had often been surprised by the alteration in Nastasya Filippovna’s complexion; she was becoming dreadfully pallid and – strangely – was even more beautiful for it. Totsky, who, like all gentlemen who have sown their wild oats in their day, had initially watched with contempt how cheaply this inexperienced soul fell into his hands, had of late begun to have doubts about his opinion. At any rate, he had decided as long ago as last spring to marry Nastasya Filippovna off in the near future, well and with a reasonable dowry, to some sensible and decent gentleman who served in another province. (Oh, how horribly and how cruelly Nastasya Filippovna now laughed at this!) But now Afanasy Ivanovich, fascinated by the novel situation, even thought that he might once again exploit this woman. He decided to settle Nastasya Filippovna in St Petersburg and to surround her with luxurious comfort. If not the one, then the other: Nastasya Filippovna could be shown off and even boasted about, within a certain little circle. For Afanasy Ivanovich was very proud of his reputation in that department, after all.

Five years of life in St Petersburg had passed, and, of course, in that time many things had become clear. Afanasy Ivanovich’s position was not a favourable one; worst of all was the fact that, having once lost his nerve, he was subsequently quite unable to put his mind at rest. He was afraid – and did not even himself know why – he was simply afraid of Nastasya Filippovna. For some time, during the first two years, he began to suspect that Nastasya Filippovna wanted to marry him herself, but that she kept silent because of extraordinary vanity, tenaciously waiting for him to propose to her. It would have been a strange claim; Afanasy Ivanovich frowned. To his great and (such is the human heart!) somewhat unpleasant astonishment, he was suddenly, in the aftermath of a certain incident, convinced that even had he made a proposal, it would not have been accepted. For a long time he was unable to understand this. The only explanation that seemed possible to him was that the pride of the ‘humiliated and fantastical’ woman had now attained such frenzy that she found it more agreeable to display her contempt in a refusal than to finally normalize her position and attain an inaccessible grandeur. Worst of all was that Nastasya Filippovna had, to such a disastrous degree, got the upper hand. Nor would she submit to financial inducements, even very large ones, and though she accepted the comfort that was offered to her, she lived very modestly, and saved almost nothing during those five years. Afanasy Ivanovich began to risk a very cunning method in order to break his fetters: unobtrusively and cleverly, employing the assistance of skilful accomplices, he began to seduce her with sundry ideal temptations; but the personified ideals – princes, hussars, secretaries of embassies, poets, novelists, socialists even – made not the slightest impression on Nastasya Filippovna, as though in place of a heart she had a stone, and her feelings had withered and died once and for all. She lived mostly alone, read, even studied, was fond of music. She had few acquaintances; she mostly associated with some poor and ridiculous officials’ wives, knew two actresses of some sort, old women of some sort, was very fond of the large family of a respectable schoolteacher, and in this family she was much liked, and received with pleasure. Quite often in the evenings five or six acquaintances would call on her, no more. Totsky announced himself very frequently and punctually. Of late General Yepanchin had, not without difficulty, made her acquaintance. At the same time, easily and without any difficulty, a certain young official, Ferdyshchenko by name, a very disreputable and salacious-minded buffoon who drank a great deal and had pretensions to gaiety, also made her acquaintance. Another of her acquaintances was a strange young man by the name of Ptitsyn, a modest, punctual and dandified fellow who had risen from poverty and become a moneylender. Lastly, Gavrila Ivolgin made her acquaintance… The end of it was that Nastasya Filippovna established a strange reputation: everyone knew of her beauty, but that was all; no one could boast of anything, no one could tell any stories. A reputation like this, her education, her elegant manner, her wit – all this finally confirmed Afanasy Ivanovich in a certain plan. It was at this moment that General Yepanchin began to take such an active and extraordinary part in the story.

When Totsky so courteously turned to him for friendly advice with regard to one of his daughters, he at once, in a most noble fashion, made the fullest and frankest of confessions. He disclosed that he was resolved to stop at nothing to obtain his freedom; that he would not rest easy even were Nastasya Filippovna herself to tell him that in future she would leave him in perfect peace; that words were not enough for him, that he required the fullest guarantees. They came to an agreement and determined to act jointly. It was initially decided to try the most gentle methods and to touch, as it were, only ‘the heart’s noble strings’. They both arrived at Nastasya Filippovna’s house, and Totsky began quite bluntly by telling her of the unendurable horror of his position; he blamed himself for everything; said frankly that he could not repent of his original action with her, as he was a hardened voluptuary and not his own master, but that now he wished to be married and that the entire fate of this extremely proper and society marriage was in her hands; in a word, that he expected everything of her noble heart. Then General Yepanchin began to speak, in his capacity of father, and spoke reasonably, avoiding pathos, and merely mentioning that he fully acknowledged her right to decide Afanasy Ivanovich’s fate, cleverly showing off his own resigned attitude by pointing out that the fate of his daughter, and possibly that of his two other daughters, now depended on her decision. To Nastasya Filippovna’s question: ‘Just what is it that you want of me?’ Totsky confessed to her, with the same open bluntness, that he had been so intimidated by her five years earlier that even now he could not quite rest easy until Nastasya Filippovna herself had married someone. He at once added that this request would, of course, have been a preposterous one on his part had he not had certain reasons for making it. He had taken very good note and positively knew for a fact that a young man of very good family, living in the most worthy of households, namely Gavrila Ardalionovich Ivolgin, whom she knew and received in her house, had for a long time loved her with all the strength of passion and would, of course, have given half his life for the hope of acquiring her favour. Gavrila Ardalionovich had made these confessions to him, Afanasy Ivanovich, a long time ago, in a friendly way and out of a pure young heart, and Ivan Fyodorovich, the young man’s benefactor, had also long known about it. Lastly, if he was not mistaken, the young man’s love had also long been known to Nastasya Filippovna herself, and he even fancied that she looked upon this love with indulgence. Of course, it was harder for him to talk about this than anyone else. But if Nastasya Filippovna was willing to allow that he, Totsky, in addition to egoism and a desire to arrange his own destiny, had at least some good feeling towards her, she would have realized that he had long found it strange and even painful to look upon her loneliness: that here was nothing but an uncertain darkness, a complete lack of faith in a renewal of life, which could have been resurrected so beautifully in love and a family and thus acquired a new goal; that here was a waste of talents, which were perhaps brilliant, a voluntary brooding on her own anguish, in a word, even a certain romanticism, worthy neither of Nastasya Filippovna’s sensible mind nor of her noble heart. Repeating again that it was harder for him to speak than others, he concluded by saying that he could not reject the hope that Nastasya Filippovna would not respond with contempt if he expressed his sincere desire to make her future secure and offered her the sum of seventy-five thousand roubles. He added, in explanation, that this sum was in any case already allotted to her in his will; in a word, that here there was no question of a reward of some kind… and that, finally, why not allow and excuse him the human desire to at least relieve his conscience in some way, etcetera, etcetera – all the things that are said on this subject in such cases. Afanasy Ivanovich spoke long and eloquently, adding, as it were, in passing, the very curious information that this was the first time he had alluded to this seventy-five thousand, and that not even Ivan Fyodorovich himself, who was sitting right there, knew about it; in a word, no one did.

Nastasya Filippovna’s reply dumbfounded the two friends.

Not only was there not the slightest trace in her of her former mockery, her former hostility and hatred, her former laughter, the mere recollection of which had hitherto sent shivers down Totsky’s spine, but, on the contrary, she seemed to rejoice that she was at last able to talk to someone in an open and friendly manner. She confessed that she herself had long wanted to ask for friendly advice, that only pride had stood in her way, but that now that the ice was broken, there could be nothing better. At first with a sad smile, but then laughing cheerfully and playfully, she admitted that at any rate there could be no question of her earlier storms; that she had long ago partly altered her view of things, and that although she had not altered in her heart, she was still compelled to accept many things as facts that had been accomplished; what was done was done, what was past was past, so that she even found it strange that Afanasy Ivanovich still continued to be so alarmed. Here she turned to Ivan Fyodorovich and, with a look of the most profound respect, declared that she had long heard a very great deal about his daughters and had long grown accustomed to respecting them deeply and sincerely. The very thought that she might be in any way at all useful to them, would, it seemed, have made her happy and proud. It was true that she felt wretched and low just now, very low; Afanasy Ivanovich had guessed her dreams; she would have liked to resurrect herself, if not in love then in a family, conscious of a new goal; but of Gavrila Ardalionovich she could say almost nothing. It seemed to be true that he loved her; she felt that she herself could fall in love with him, if she could believe in the firmness of his affection; but he was very young, even if he was sincere; it was hard to make a decision. What appealed to her most, however, was the fact that he was in work, that he toiled and supported his family alone. She had heard that he was a man of energy and pride, wanted a career, wanted to make his mark. She had also heard that Nina Alexandrovna Ivolgina, Gavrila Ardalionovich’s mother, was a magnificent and in the highest degree estimable woman; that his sister, Varvara Ardalionovna, was a very remarkable and energetic girl; she had heard much about her from Ptitsyn. She had heard that they were cheerfully enduring their misfortunes; she would very much have liked to make their acquaintance, but there was a question as to whether they would welcome her into their family. On the whole, she would not say anything against the possibility of this marriage, but she really needed to think about it carefully; she would prefer it if they did not hurry her. As for the seventy-five thousand – there was no need for Afanasy Ivanovich to be so embarrassed about speaking of it. She knew the value of money and would, of course, take it. She was grateful to Afanasy Ivanovich for his tact, for not speaking of it even to the general, let alone to Gavrila Ardalionovich, but then why should he not know of it in advance? She had no reason to be ashamed on account of this money, on entering their family. At any rate, she had no intention of asking anyone for forgiveness for anything, and wanted them to know that. She would not marry Gavrila Ardalionovich until she was quite certain that neither he nor his family had any hidden thoughts in her regard. At all events, she did not consider that she was to blame for anything, and it would be better if Gavrila Ardalionovich knew on what basis she had been living in St Petersburg these last five years, in what relation to Afanasy Ivanovich, and how much of a fortune she had put together. Finally, if she were to accept this capital now, it was in no way as payment for her maidenly disgrace, for which she was not to blame, but simply as recompense for a corrupted destiny.

Towards the end, so excited and irritable did she become as she set forth all this (which was, however, so natural), that General Yepanchin was quite satisfied and considered the matter finished; but even now the alarmed Totsky did not quite believe in it, and for a long time feared that a serpent might lurk beneath the flowers. But the negotiations began; the point on which the entire manoeuvre of the two friends was based, namely the possibility that Nastasya Filippovna was in love with Ganya, gradually started to become clear and to find its justification, so that even Totsky sometimes began to believe in the possibility of success. Meanwhile, Nastasya Filippovna had a confrontation with Ganya: very few words were spoken, as though her modesty experienced pain during the course of it. But she acknowledged and allowed his love, insistently declaring, however, that she was not willing to restrict herself in any way; that until the day of the wedding (if there was to be a wedding) she reserved to herself the right to say ‘no’, even at the very last moment; she offered Ganya that entire same right. Soon Ganya learned for a fact, through a stroke of chance, that the whole extent of his family’s ill-will towards this marriage and towards Nastasya Filippovna personally, something that had been revealed in domestic scenes, was already known to Nastasya Filippovna; she herself had not broached the subject with him, though he expected it daily. As a matter of fact, one might tell much of all the stories and circumstances that came to light apropos of this matchmaking and the negotiations; but as it is, we have run on ahead, especially as some of the circumstances appeared in the form of extremely vague rumours. For example, Totsky was supposed to have learned from somewhere that Nastasya Filippovna had entered into some kind of vague and secret relations with the Yepanchin girls – a quite unlikely rumour. On the other hand, there was another rumour which he believed in spite of himself, and which he feared to the point of nightmare: he had heard for a fact that Nastasya Filippovna was perfectly aware that Ganya was marrying only for money, that Ganya’s soul was dark, grasping, impatient, envious and immensely, out of all proportion, self-proud; that although Ganya had indeed passionately tried to achieve victory over Nastasya Filippovna earlier, when the two friends decided to exploit this passion, which had begun on both sides, to their advantage and buy Ganya by selling him Nastasya Filippovna as his lawful wife, he began to hate her like the nightmare he had had. In his soul there seemed to be a strange fusion of passion and hatred, and although at last, after agonizing hesitations, he agreed to marry the ‘vile woman’, he swore in his soul to take a bitter revenge on her for it and to ‘harry her to death’ later on, as he apparently expressed it. Nastasya Filippovna apparently knew all this and was preparing something in secret. By this time Totsky was in such a state of funk that he even stopped telling Yepanchin about his worries; but there were moments when, like the weak man he was, he decidedly took heart again and swiftly regained his spirits: he took heart exceedingly, for example, when Nastasya Filippovna at last promised the two friends that on the evening of her birthday she would deliver her final word. On the other hand, a most strange and most unlikely rumour concerning the respected Ivan Fyodorovich turned out – alas! – to be more and more correct.

At first glance the whole thing seemed the purest rubbish. It was hard to believe that Ivan Fyodorovich, at his venerable age, with his splendid intellect and positive knowledge of life, etcetera, etcetera, could ever be seduced by Nastasya Filippovna – but such, apparently, was the case and, it was said, to such a degree that this caprice almost resembled passion. What his hopes were in this instance it was hard to imagine; perhaps he was even relying on Ganya’s assistance. Totsky at least suspected something of this kind, suspected the existence of some almost tacit concordat, founded upon mutual discernment, between the general and Ganya. As a matter of fact, it is well known that a man excessively carried away by passion, especially if he is getting on in years, becomes completely blind and is ready to suspect hope where there is none at all; not only that, but he loses his reason and acts like a silly child, though he may be a Solomon of wisdom. It was known that the general was preparing to give Nastasya Filippovna a present of some wonderful pearls, costing a vast sum, for her birthday, and that he had a considerable interest in this present, though he knew that Nastasya Filippovna was a disinterested woman. On the eve of Nastasya Filippovna’s birthday he was almost in a fever, though he skilfully concealed it. It was of these pearls that the general’s wife, Mrs Yepanchina, had heard. True, Yelizaveta Prokofyevna had long experienced her spouse’s fickleness, and was even to some extent accustomed to it; but after all, a case like this could not possibly be overlooked: the rumour of the pearls interested her exceedingly. The general sniffed this out in good time; the previous day certain words had passed between them; he had forebodings of a major confrontation, and was afraid of it. This was why, on the morning where we begin our story, he so dreadfully did not want to go to have breakfast in the bosom of his family. Even before the prince appeared he had decided to plead pressure of business, and thus to avoid it. For the general, avoidance sometimes simply meant running away. He merely wished to get through that day and, especially, that evening, without unpleasantness. And suddenly, so opportunely, the prince had arrived. ‘As though God had sent him!’ the general thought to himself as he went in to his wife.
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The general’s wife guarded her lineage jealously. So it may be imagined what she felt upon hearing, directly and without preparation, that this Prince Myshkin, the last in the family, a man of whom she had already heard something, was no more than a pathetic idiot and almost a beggar, and accepting alms because of poverty. For the general had striven for effect, so as to engage her interest at once and somehow deflect it from himself.


In extreme situations the general’s wife’s eyes usually bulged exceedingly as, with a slight backwards tilt of her body, she looked vaguely ahead of her, not saying a word. She was a tall woman, the same age as her husband, with dark hair that contained much grey, but was still luxuriant, a slightly aquiline nose, and a rather thin look, with hollow, sallow cheeks and sunken lips. Her forehead was high, but narrow; her grey, rather large eyes sometimes had a most startling expression. At one time she had the foible of believing that her gaze was uncommonly effective; this conviction had remained with her, and nothing could efface it.

‘Receive him? You say we must receive him, now, this instant?’ And the general’s wife made her eyes bulge with all her might at Ivan Fyodorovich, as he stood fidgeting before her.

‘Oh, where that’s concerned you need not stand on any ceremony, if only you will see him, my dear,’ the general hurried to explain. ‘He’s a perfect child, and even a rather pathetic one; he has some kind of morbid fits; he is newly arrived from Switzerland, just off the train, dressed strangely, in a sort of German style, and in addition without a copeck, literally; he is almost in tears. I gave him twenty-five roubles and am going to find him some little clerking job in our office. And you, mesdames, I should like you to give him something to eat and drink, because I think he is hungry, too…’

‘You astonish me,’ the general’s wife continued as before. ‘Hungry and fits! What kind of fits?’

“Oh, they don’t occur so often, and moreover he’s almost like a child, though an educated one. I was going to ask you, mesdames,’ he addressed his daughters again, ‘to give him an examination, for it really would be good to know what he is able to do.’

‘An ex-am-in-ation?’ the general’s wife said slowly, and in the most profound bewilderment began once more to roll her eyes from her daughters to her husband and back again.

‘Oh, my dear, don’t give it such a meaning… Anyway, it’s as you please; I thought we might be kind to him and bring him into our home, as it’s almost a charitable act.’

‘Bring him into our home? From Switzerland?’

‘In this case Switzerland may come in useful; but anyway, I repeat, it’s as you like. You see I want to do it because, firstly, he shares our family name, and may even be a relative of ours, and secondly, he has nowhere to lay his head. I actually thought it might be rather interesting for you, as whatever else he is, he’s from our family.’

‘Of course, Maman, if we don’t need to stand on ceremony with him; what’s more, he is hungry after his journey, why not feed him, if he has nowhere else to go?’ the eldest, Alexandra, said.

‘And also a perfect child, we can play blind man’s buff with him.’

‘Blind man’s buff? What on earth?’

‘Oh, Maman, do stop play-acting, please,’ Aglaya interrupted in vexation.

The middle daughter, Adelaida, much given to mirth, could not restrain herself and burst out laughing.

‘Call him in, Papa,’ Aglaya decided. The general rang the bell and had the prince called in.

‘But only on condition he has a napkin tied round his neck when he sits down at table,’ the general’s wife decided. ‘Call Fyodor, or let it be Mavra… to stand behind him and look after him while he’s eating. Is he quiet during his fits, at least? He doesn’t make gestures?’

‘On the contrary, he is even very nicely brought up and has beautiful manners. He’s sometimes a bit simple-minded… But here he is! So now, madam, let me introduce you, the last Prince Myshkin of his line, who shares your family name and may also be a relative of yours, receive him and be kind to him. Breakfast will be served in a moment, Prince, please do us the honour… But you must forgive me, I’m late, I must hurry…’

‘We know where you’re hurrying to,’ the general’s wife said with a consequential air.

‘I’m in a hurry, a hurry, my dear, I’m late! And give him your albums, mesdames, let him write something in them, he’s such a calligrapher, you have never seen the like! A talent; the way he wrote out for me in my study: “The Abbot Pafnuty hath signed this with his hand”… Well, goodbye.’

‘Pafnuty? An abbot? But wait, wait, where are you going, and who is this Pafnuty?’ in stubborn vexation, very nearly bordering on anxiety, the general’s wife cried to her spouse as he ran away.

‘Yes, yes, my dear, he was an abbot in olden times, but I’m off to the count’s, he’s been waiting for ages, and the fact is that he set our appointment himself… Prince, goodbye!’

The general set off, with swift steps.

‘I know what sort of count he’s off to see!’ Yelizaveta Prokofyevna said sharply, transferring her gaze irritably to the prince. ‘What was I saying?’ she began, trying to remember, with distaste and annoyance. ‘Oh, what was it? Ah yes: now, who was this abbot?’

‘Maman,’ Alexandra began, while Aglaya even stamped her foot.

‘Don’t interrupt me, Alexandra Ivanovna,’ the general’s wife rapped out. ‘I also want to know. Sit down here, Prince, in this armchair here, opposite, no, here, where there’s some sun, move into the light so I can see you. Well now, who was this abbot?’

‘The Abbot Pafnuty,’ the prince replied, with serious attention.

‘Pafnuty? That’s interesting; well, what of him, then?’

The general’s wife asked her questions impatiently, swiftly and sharply, never taking her eyes off the prince, and whenever the prince replied she nodded her head after each word he spoke.

‘The Abbot Pafnuty, of the fourteenth century,’ the prince began. ‘He governed a monastery on the Volga, in what today is the province of Kostroma. He was well known for his holy life, travelled to the Horde,1 helped to organize the business of those times, and signed a certain deed, and I have seen a copy of that signature. I liked the handwriting, and I learned the knack of it. When the general wanted to see my writing just now, so that he could assign me a job, I wrote a few sentences in different scripts, including “The Abbot Pafnuty hath signed this with his hand” in the Abbot Pafnuty’s own handwriting. The general liked it very much, and so he remembered it just now.’

‘Aglaya,’ said the general’s wife, ‘remember: Pafnuty, or better, write it down, for I always forget things. Actually, I thought it would be more interesting. Where is this signature, then?’

‘I think it’s still on the table in the general’s study.’

‘Have it brought here at once.’

‘Oh, I think it would be better if I wrote it for you another time, if you would like that.’

‘Of course, Maman,’ said Alexandra, ‘but now it would be better to have breakfast; we’re hungry.’

‘There’s that, too,’ the general’s wife decided. ‘Come along, Prince; are you very hungry?’

‘Yes, I’ve begun to feel very hungry, and I am very grateful to you.’

‘It’s very good that you’re so polite, and I can see that you are not at all the… eccentric you were introduced as. Come along. Sit down here, opposite me,’ she fussed, seating the prince when they arrived in the dining room, ‘I want to look at you. Alexandra, Adelaida, help to serve the prince. He’s not such an… invalid after all, is he? Perhaps the napkin isn’t necessary… Prince, are you used to having a napkin tied round your neck at meal-times?’

‘I think that formerly, when I was about seven years old, I used to have that done, but now I usually put the napkin on my knees when I’m eating.’

‘Quite right. And your fits?’

‘Fits?’ The prince was slightly astonished. ‘My fits are rather infrequent now. However, I don’t know, they say that the climate here will be bad for me.’

‘He speaks well,’ the general’s wife remarked, turning to her daughters and continuing to nod her head after the prince’s every word, ‘I really didn’t expect it. It must all be nonsense and fabrication – as usual. Eat, Prince, and tell me: where were you born, where were you raised? I want to know it all; I find you extremely interesting.’

The prince thanked her and, while eating with hearty appetite, again began to tell everything he had already had to say several times that morning. The general’s wife grew more and more content. The girls also listened quite closely. They considered their degree of kinship; it turned out that the prince knew his family tree rather well; but no matter how hard they tried, there proved to be no almost no relation between him and the general’s wife. There might have been a distant kinship among the grandfathers and grandmothers. This arid subject particularly appealed to the general’s wife, who hardly ever had the opportunity of talking about her family tree as much as she wanted to, and she rose from the table in an excited state of mind.

‘Let’s all go to our salon,’ she said, ‘and they’ll bring the coffee there. We have a room we share,’ she addressed the prince, leading him out, ‘really my own little drawing room where, when we are on our own, we sit together and each of us gets on with her own work: Alexandra here, my eldest daughter, plays the piano, or reads, or sews; Adelaida paints landscapes and portraits (and is incapable of finishing anything) and Aglaya just sits and does nothing. I’m no good with my hands, either: nothing works out right. Well, here we are; you sit down here, Prince, by the fire, and tell us something. I want to know how you tell a story. I want to be quite convinced, and when I see old Princess Belokonskaya I shall tell her all about you. I want them all to take an interest in you, too. Well, then, speak.’

‘Maman, but that’s a very strange way to ask someone to tell a story,’ observed Adelaida, who had meanwhile straightened her easel, taken her brushes and palette and begun to copy a landscape she had begun long ago, from a print. Alexandra and Aglaya sat down together on the small sofa and, folding their arms, prepared to listen to the conversation. The prince noticed that special attention was being directed towards him from all sides.

‘If I were ordered like that, I shouldn’t say anything,’ Aglaya observed.

‘Why not? What’s strange about it? Why shouldn’t he tell us something? He has a tongue. I want to find out how well he talks. About anything, really. Tell us your view of Switzerland, your first impression. Now you’ll see, he’ll begin at once, and begin splendidly…’

‘The impression it made on me was a powerful one…’ the prince began.

‘There you are,’ the impatient Lizaveta Prokofyevna chipped in, turning to her daughters, ‘he’s begun.’

‘Then at least let him speak, Maman,’ Alexandra stopped her. ‘This prince may be a great fraud, and not an idiot at all,’ she whispered to Aglaya.

‘Probably, I saw it long ago,’ Aglaya replied. ‘And it’s vile of him to play a role like this. What does he expect to gain from it?’

‘My first impression was a very powerful one,’ the prince repeated. ‘When I was taken out of Russia, through various German towns, I merely looked in silence and, I remember, did not even ask any questions. This was after a series of violent and agonizing attacks of my illness, and always, if the illness got worse and the fits were repeated several times in a row, I used to fall into a complete torpor, wholly lost consciousness, and although my mind continued to function, it was as if the logical flow of my thoughts was broken off. I couldn’t connect more than two or three ideas in consecutive order. So it seems to me. But when the fits died down, I again became healthy and strong, as I am now. I remember: there was an unendurable sadness in me; I even wanted to cry; I was constantly astonished and anxious: it had a dreadful effect on me that all this was foreign; that I understood. The foreign-ness crushed me. I completely awoke from this darkness, I remember, in the evening, at Basle, on entering Switzerland, and what woke me up was the hee-hawing of a donkey in the town market. The donkey gave me a dreadful shock and for some reason greatly appealed to me, and at the same time it was as if everything in my head suddenly cleared.’

‘A donkey? That’s strange,’ the general’s wife observed. ‘Though actually, there’s nothing strange about it, one of us might easily fall in love with a donkey,’ she observed, with an angry glance at the laughing girls. ‘It happened in mythology. Continue, prince.’

‘Since then I’ve had a dreadful soft spot for donkeys. There’s even a kind of sympathy between us. I began to make inquiries about them, as I’d never seen them before, and was at once convinced that they’re a most useful animal, hard-working, strong, patient, inexpensive and long-suffering; and through that donkey I suddenly began to like the whole of Switzerland, so that my earlier sadness passed completely.’

‘This is all very strange, but you may omit the donkey; let us go on to another subject. Why do you keep laughing, Aglaya? And you, Adelaida? The prince gave us a splendid description of the donkey. He saw it himself, and what have you seen? Have you been abroad?’

‘I’ve seen a donkey, Maman,’ said Alexandra.

‘And I’ve heard one, too,’ Aglaya chimed in. All three again began to laugh. The prince laughed along with them.

‘That’s very naughty of you,’ the general’s wife observed. ‘You must excuse them, Prince, they’re good-hearted, really. I’m forever quarrelling with them, but I love them. They’re giddy and frivolous, crazy.’

‘But why?’ the prince laughed. ‘If I’d been in their place I wouldn’t have let the opportunity slip either. I’m still on the donkey’s side though: the donkey is a good-hearted and useful fellow.’

‘And are you good-hearted, Prince? I ask out of curiosity,’ the general’s wife inquired.

They all began to laugh again.

‘It’s that confounded donkey, back again; I wasn’t thinking of it!’ cried the general’s wife. ‘Please believe me, Prince, I had no thought of…’

‘Hinting? Oh, I believe you, beyond all doubt!’

And the prince laughed and laughed.

‘It’s good that you can laugh. I see that you’re a most good-hearted young man,’ said the general’s wife.

‘Sometimes I’m not good-hearted,’ the prince replied.

‘Well, I am good-hearted,’ the general’s wife inserted unexpectedly. ‘And if you really want to know, I’m always good-hearted, and that is my only failing, for one shouldn’t always be good-hearted. I very frequently lose my temper, with them, and with Ivan Fyodorovich especially, but the dreadful thing is that when I’m angry I’m at my most good-hearted. Just before your arrival I lost my temper and indulged in play-acting as though I didn’t understand anything and couldn’t understand anything. I do that sometimes; like a child. Aglaya took me to task for it; thank you, Aglaya. As a matter of fact, it’s all nonsense. I’m not as stupid as I seem, and as my daughters would like to make out. I have character, and make no bones about showing it. But I should make clear that I say this without malice. Come here, Aglaya, give me a kiss, that’s right… and that will do with expressions of affection,’ she observed, when Aglaya had kissed her on the lips and on the hand with emotion. ‘Continue, Prince. Perhaps you will remember something more interesting than a donkey.’

‘I really don’t understand how one can tell a story so directly,’ Adelaida observed again. ‘I would be quite at a loss.’

‘But the prince won’t be at a loss, because the prince is extremely clever and at least ten times, possibly a dozen times more clever than you. I hope you will be aware of that after this. Prove it to them, Prince; continue. We really can move on from the donkey at last. Well, what did you see abroad apart from a donkey?’

‘The bit about the donkey was clever, too,’ observed Alexandra. ‘The prince was very interesting when he described his bout of illness, and also how after that one external shock he began to like everything. I’ve always been interested in how people go mad and then recover again. Especially if it happens suddenly.’

‘Is that so? Is that so?’ the general’s wife hurled back at her. ‘I see that you can sometimes be clever, too; well, that’s enough laughter! You had reached the subject of Switzerland’s natural environment, I believe, Prince. Well?’

‘We arrived in Lucerne, and I was taken out on the lake. I was aware of how marvellous it was, but at the same time I felt dreadfully miserable,’ said the prince.

‘Why?’ asked Alexandra.

‘I don’t know. Seeing nature like that for the first time always makes me unhappy and anxious; but this all happened when my illness was still with me.’

‘Oh no, but I’d like to see it very much,’ said Adelaida. ‘And I don’t know when we’ll be going abroad. I haven’t been able to find a subject for a painting for two years: “The East and South were long ago depicted…”2 Prince, find me a subject for a painting.’

‘I don’t know anything about it. I think one simply looks and paints.’

‘I don’t know how to look.’

‘Why are you talking in riddles? I don’t understand any of it,’ the general’s wife interrupted. ‘What do you mean: “I don’t know how to look”? You have eyes, so look. If you don’t know how to look here, you won’t learn abroad either. You had better tell us how you yourself looked, Prince.’

‘Yes, that would be better,’ Adelaida added. ‘After all, the prince learned to look abroad.’

‘I don’t know; I merely got my health back there; I don’t know if I learned to look. Though I was very happy nearly all of the time.’

‘Happy? Do you know how to be happy?’ exclaimed Aglaya. ‘Then how can you say that you didn’t learn to look? I expect you could teach us.’

‘Yes, do teach us, please,’ Adelaida laughed.

‘I can’t teach anything,’ the prince laughed, too. ‘I spent nearly all my time abroad in that Swiss village; very rarely I made a short trip somewhere close at hand; so what can I teach you? At first it was merely diverting; I quickly began to recover; then each day became precious to me, and the longer I was there the more precious they became, so I that began to notice it. I would go to bed very contented, and get up even happier. But why it was so it’s rather hard to say.’

‘So you never felt like going anywhere, you never felt an urge to go anywhere?’ asked Adelaida.

‘At first, right at the outset, yes, I did feel an urge, and I lapsed into great anxiety. I kept thinking all the time of how I was going to live; I wanted to test my fate, felt anxious particularly at certain moments. You know, there are such moments, particularly when one is in seclusion. We had a waterfall there, a small one, it fell high from the mountain, almost like a fine thread, perpendicular – white, noisy, foaming; it fell from high up but seemed quite low, was more than half a mile distant, but seemed only about fifty yards away. I liked to listen to its noise at night; it was at those moments that I sometimes reached great anxiety. Also sometimes at noon, when I’d go up into the mountains somewhere, stand alone amidst the mountains, around me pine trees, old, large and resinous; on the top of a rock an old medieval castle, ruins; our little village far below, scarcely visible; a bright sun, a blue sky, a terrible silence. It was there that something kept calling me somewhere, and I kept thinking that if I were to walk straight, walk for a very long time and go beyond that line, the line where earth meets sky, there the whole riddle around me would be solved and instantly I would see a new life, a thousand times more powerful and noisy than our own; I kept dreaming of a big city like Naples, with palaces, noise, thunder, life… Oh, what didn’t I dream! And then it seemed to me that even in prison one might discover an immense life.’

‘That last edifying thought is one that I read in my “Reader” when I was twelve years old,’ said Aglaya.

‘It’s all philosophy,’ observed Adelaida. ‘You’re a philosopher and have come to teach us.’

‘You may be right,’ smiled the prince. ‘I may be a philosopher, and, who knows, I may indeed have the aim of teaching people… That may be so; truly, it may.’

‘And your philosophy is just the same as Yevlampia Niko-layevna’s,’ Aglaya again chimed in. ‘She’s an official’s widow and comes to see us, a sort of dependant. All she cares about in life is cheapness; all that matters is how cheaply one can live, all she talks about is copecks, and, yet, mind you, she has money, she’s an impostor. It’s just the same with your immense life in prison, and perhaps your four years of happiness in the country, for which you sold your city of Naples, and at a profit, too, though only a few copecks.’

‘On the subject of life in prison one might disagree,’ said the prince. ‘I heard the story of a man who spent about twelve years in prison; he was one of the patients receiving treatment from my professor. He had fits, was anxious sometimes, wept and even once tried to kill himself. His life in prison was very sad, I assure you, but it was not, of course, a matter of copecks. And all the friends he had were a spider and a little tree that grew under his window… But I’d do better to tell you about another encounter I had last year with another man. Here there was one very strange circumstance – strange, really, because incidents of this kind happen very rarely. This man was once taken up with others to the scaffold, and the death sentence by firing squad was read out to him, for a political offence. Some twenty minutes later a reprieve was read out to him, and a different degree of punishment was fixed, but in the interval between the two sentences, twenty minutes, or at least quarter of an hour, he lived in the unquestionable conviction that in a few minutes’ time he would face sudden death. I was dreadfully keen to listen when he sometimes recalled his impressions of that time, and I asked him questions about it again on several occasions. He remembered it all with uncommon clarity and said he would never forget anything of those minutes. Some twenty paces from the scaffold, around which stood the people and the soldiers, three posts had been dug into the ground, as there were several criminals. The first three were led up to the posts, bound, dressed in the death apparel (long white loose overalls), and white caps were pulled down over their eyes so that they could not see the rifles; then a company of several soldiers was lined up opposite each post. My acquaintance was eighth on the list, and so he would have to go out to the posts in the third group. A priest went round them all with a cross. It turned out that the man had about five minutes left to live, no more. He said that those five minutes seemed to him an infinite length of time, an immense richness; it seemed to him that during those five minutes he would live so many lives that there was no point in thinking about the last moment yet, so he made various allocations: he calculated the time he needed to say goodbye to his companions, and allotted some two minutes to it, then he allotted another two minutes to think about himself for the last time, and then look around him for the last time. He remembered very well making precisely these three allocations, and that he calculated in precisely this way. He was dying at the age of twenty-seven, healthy and strong; he recalled that as he said farewell to his companions he asked one of them a rather irrelevant question and was even very interested in the reply. Then, after he had taken leave of his companions, came the two minutes he had set aside for thinking about himself; he knew in advance what he was going to think about: he kept wanting to imagine as quickly and vividly as he could how it could be like this: now he existed and was alive, but in three minutes’ time he would be something, someone or something – but who? And where? He thought he would be able to determine all this in those two minutes! Not far away there was a church, and the top of it, with its gilded roof, was sparkling in the bright sunlight. He remembered looking at that roof with awful persistence, and at the beams of light that sparkled from it; he could not tear himself away from them; it seemed to him that they were his new nature, those beams, that in three minutes’ time he would somehow fuse with them… The unknown quality of this new phenomenon and the revulsion which it inspired in him, now that it was coming and would soon be upon him, were dreadful; but he says that nothing was so hard for him at the time as the incessant thought: “What if I didn’t have to die? What if I could get my life back – what an infinity it would be! And it would all be mine! Then I would make each minute into a whole lifetime, I would lose nothing, would account for each minute, waste nothing in vain!” He said that this idea finally turned into such fury that he wanted them to shoot him as quickly as possible.’

The prince suddenly fell silent; they all waited for him to continue and draw a conclusion.

‘Have you finished?’ asked Aglaya.

‘What? Yes, I have,’ said the prince, emerging from his momentary reflection.

‘But why did you tell us about this?’

‘I just… remembered it… I was making conversation…’

‘You’re very abrupt,’ observed Alexandra. ‘I expect, Prince, you intended to show that not a single moment may be valued in mere copecks, and that sometimes five minutes are more precious than treasure. All that is commendable, but permit me to ask, this friend of yours who told you of such sufferings… I mean, his sentence was commuted, so he was given that “eternal life”. Well, what did he do with that wealth later on? Did he live each minute “accounting” for it?’

‘Oh no, he told me himself – I’d already asked him about it – he didn’t live like that at all, and wasted far too many minutes.’

‘Well then, there’s your proof, that means it’s impossible to live “counting each minute”. For some reason, it’s impossible.’

‘Yes, for some reason it’s impossible,’ the prince repeated. ‘That’s what I thought, too… And yet somehow I don’t believe it…’

‘You mean you think you’ll live more wisely than anyone else?’ said Aglaya.

‘Yes, that has sometimes occurred to me.’

‘And does it still?’

‘Yes… it does,’ replied the prince, looking at Aglaya as before with a quiet and even timid smile; but at once burst out laughing again and gave her a cheerful look.

‘Such modesty!’ said Aglaya, almost irritated.

‘But how brave you are, here you are laughing, and I was so shocked by all the things in his story that I kept having dreams about it afterwards, kept dreaming about those five minutes…’

Once more he cast a searching and earnest gaze over his female listeners.

‘You’re not angry with me about something, are you?’ he asked suddenly, as if embarrassed, but looking them all straight in the eye.

‘What for?’ all three girls exclaimed in surprise.

‘Well, because it’s as if I were lecturing you all the time…’

They all began to laugh.

‘If you’re angry, then don’t be,’ he said. ‘I mean, I myself know that I have lived less than others and have less understanding of life. It’s possible that I sometimes talk very strangely…’

And he decidedly lost his composure.

‘If you say you were happy you must have lived more and not less; so why are you wriggling and making excuses?’ Aglaya began, sternly and captiously. ‘And please do not worry about lecturing us, there is no superiority there on your part. With quietism like yours one could fill a hundred years with happiness. Whether one showed you an execution or a little finger, you would extract an equally edifying thought from both of them, and would still be content. That’s the way to get on in life.’

‘What you are so angry about, I don’t understand,’ the general’s wife chimed in, having long been observing their faces as they talked, ‘and what you are talking about I don’t understand, either. What little finger, and what nonsense is this? The prince speaks beautifully, just a little sadly, that’s all. Why are you discouraging him? When he began he was laughing, but now he has gone all dazed and dreamy.’

‘Never mind, Maman. But Prince, it’s a pity you’ve never seen an execution, there was one thing I wanted to ask you about.’

‘I have seen a execution,’ replied the prince.

‘You have?’ Aglaya exclaimed. ‘I ought to have guessed it! That crowns everything. If you’ve seen one, how can you say that you lived happily all the time? Well, I’m right am I not?’

‘But do they execute people in your village?’

‘I saw it at Lyons, I went there with Schneider, he took me. It was the first thing I saw when I arrived.’

‘Well, did it appeal to you greatly? Was it very educational? Useful?’ asked Aglaya.

‘It did not appeal to me at all, and I was rather ill after it, but I will confess that the spectacle riveted me, I couldn’t tear my eyes from it.’

‘I wouldn’t have been able to either,’ said Aglaya.

‘Over there they don’t like women to go and look, there are even articles about those women in the newspapers afterwards.’

‘That means that if they don’t consider it a matter for women, by the same right they mean to say (and, I suppose, claim in justification) that it’s a matter for men. I congratulate them on their logic. And you think the same way, of course?’

‘Tell us about the execution,’ Adelaida broke in.

‘I’d much rather not at the moment…’ the prince said, becoming embarrassed, and apparently frowning.

‘It’s as if you grudged telling us,’ Aglaya inserted sharply.

‘No, it’s because I have just been telling someone about that execution.’

‘Telling whom?’

‘Your valet, while I was waiting…’

‘What valet?’ resounded from all sides.

‘The one who sits in the vestibule, he has greying hair and a reddish face; I was sitting in the vestibule waiting to go into Ivan Fyodorovich’s study.’

‘That’s strange,’ the general’s wife observed.

‘The prince is a democrat,’ Aglaya snapped. ‘Well, if you told Alexey, you really can’t refuse to tell us.’

‘I certainly want to hear it,’ Adelaida repeated.

‘Actually, just now,’ the prince said turning to her, rather animated again (he seemed to grow animated very quickly and trustingly), ‘I actually had the idea, when you asked me for a subject for a painting, of giving you a subject: to paint the face of a condemned man a minute before the guillotine falls, while he’s still standing on the scaffold and before he lies down on that plank.’

‘You mean the face? Only the face?’ asked Adelaida. ‘That would be a strange subject, and what sort of painting would it be?’

‘I don’t know, but why not?’ the prince insisted with heat. ‘I saw a painting like that at Basle once.3 I would very much like to tell you… I will tell you some time… It made a great impression on me.’

‘You shall certainly tell us about the Basle painting later,’ said Adelaida, ‘but now I want you to explain to me the painting of this execution. Can you tell it to me as you imagine it to yourself? How is this face to be painted? Just the face, yes? What is this face like?’

‘It’s exactly a minute before death,’ the prince began with perfect willingness, carried along by memory and, it seemed, at once forgetting about everything else, ‘at the very moment he has climbed the short stepladder and has just mounted the scaffold. At that point he glanced in my direction; I looked at his face and understood everything… But I mean, how is one to describe it? I should like it terribly, terribly much if you or someone else would paint it! Best if it were you! I thought at the time that a painting would be useful. You know, in this case everything must be portrayed as it was beforehand, everything, everything. He’d been living in prison, expecting his sentence to be at least a week hence; he had somehow been relying on the usual formalities, on the likelihood that the document would have to go somewhere and would take a week to come back. But then suddenly for some reason the procedure was curtailed. At five o’clock in the morning he was asleep. It was the end of October; at five o’clock in the morning it’s still cold and dark. The head gaoler came in, quietly, with a guard and cautiously touched him on the shoulder, the man raised himself on one elbow and saw the light: “What is it?” “The execution is at ten.” Half awake, he did not believe it, began to argue that the document would not come back for a week yet, but when he had completely woken he stopped arguing and fell silent – so it is told – then said: “All the same, it’s hard, coming all of a sudden…”, again fell silent, and did not want to say any more. At this point three or four hours go by on the usual things: a priest, a breakfast at which he is served wine, coffee and beef (well, is that not mockery? I mean, think how cruel it is, yet on the other hand, as God is their witness, those innocent people are acting from purity of heart and are convinced that it is philanthropy), then the dressing (do you know what dressing is like for a condemned man?), and at last he is taken through the town to the scaffold… It seems to me he probably thought on the way: “There’s a long time, three streets to live yet; when I’ve gone along this one, there will still be another, and then yet another, where there’s a bakery on the right… it will be a long time before we get to the bakery!” All around the crowd, shouting, noise, ten thousand faces, ten thousand eyes – all that has to be borne, and above all, the thought: “Look, there are ten thousand of them, and none of them is being executed, but I’m being executed!” Well, this is all as a preliminary. A short stepladder leads up to the scaffold; at this point, in front of the steps, he suddenly burst into tears, yet this is a strong and courageous man whom they say was a great villain. The priest has been with him constantly, riding with him in the cart, and talking all the time – though the man has scarcely been listening to him: and if he begins to listen, understands no more than a couple of words. That is how it is bound to be. At last he begins to climb the steps; now his legs are tied and so he moves with short steps. The priest, who is doubtless an intelligent man, has stopped talking, and keeps giving him the cross to kiss. At the foot of the steps he was very pale, but when he had climbed them and stood on the scaffold he suddenly turned as white as paper, just like white writing paper. His legs had probably gone weak and numb, and then he felt nausea – as though his throat were being constricted, making it tickle – have you ever felt that, when you were frightened or at moments of great terror, when all of your reason remains but has no power any more? I think that if, for example, doom is inevitable, and the house is collapsing on top of one, one will have a sudden urge to sit down and close one’s eyes and wait for what may come next!… It was at this very point, when this weakness was beginning, that the priest rather more quickly, with a swift gesture, suddenly began to put the cross right to the man’s lips without a word, a small cross, silver, four-pointed – doing so frequently, every minute. And as soon as the cross touched his lips, he would open his eyes, and again for a few seconds come to life again, as it were, and his legs moved forward. He kissed the cross avidly, hurried to kiss it, as though he were hurrying lest he forget to take something with him in reserve, just in case, but he would hardly have been aware of anything religious at that moment. And so it continued right up to the plank itself… It’s strange that men seldom faint at these very last seconds! On the contrary, the brain is horribly alive and must work fiercely, fiercely, fiercely, like an engine in motion; I imagine various thoughts chattering, all unfinished, and perhaps ridiculous ones, too, irrelevant ones: “Look at that man staring – he has a wart on his forehead, look at the executioner, one of his lower buttons is rusty”… and all the while you keep remembering; there is one point like that, which you cannot forget, and you must not faint, and everything moves and whirls around it, around that point. And to think that this goes on until the very last quarter of a second, when your head lies on the block, waits, and knows, and suddenly it hears above it the sliding of the iron! That you would certainly hear! If I were lying there I would make a special point of listening for it and hearing it! At that point there would perhaps only be one-tenth of a moment left, but you would certainly hear it! And imagine, to this day there are those who argue that when the head flies off it may possibly for a second know that it has flown off – what a conception! And what if it were five seconds?… Paint the scaffold so that only the last stair can be seen clearly and closely; the condemned man has stepped on to it: his head, white as paper, the priest holding out the cross, the man extending his blue lips and staring – and knowing everything. The cross and the head – that is the painting, the face of the priest, of the executioner, of his two assistants and a few heads and eyes from below – all that may be painted on a tertiary level, as it were, in a mist, as a background… That’s what the painting should be like.’

The prince fell silent and looked round at them all.

‘That is rather different from quietism, of course,’ Alexandra said to herself.

‘Well, now tell us about when you were in love,’ said Adelaida.

The prince looked at her with surprise.

‘Listen,’ Adelaida went on, as if in a hurry, ‘you have still to tell us the story about the Basle painting, but now I want to hear about when you were in love; don’t deny it, you’ve been in love. What’s more, as soon as you begin to tell a story you stop being a philosopher.’

‘As soon as you finish telling something you at once begin to be ashamed of what you have told,’ Aglaya suddenly observed. ‘Why is that?’

‘Really, how stupid this is,’ snapped the general’s wife, looking at Aglaya in indignation.

‘It’s not clever,’ Alexandra confirmed.

‘Don’t listen to her, Prince,’ the general’s wife said, turning to him. ‘She’s doing it on purpose, out of some kind of spite; she really hasn’t been brought up as stupidly as that; don’t go away with the idea that they’re out to tease you. They’ve probably got something up their sleeve, but they already like you. I know by their faces.’

‘I know by their faces, too,’ said the prince, giving his words particular emphasis.

‘How can that be?’ Adelaida asked with curiosity.

‘What do you know about our faces?’ the two others also asked curiously.

But the prince said nothing, and looked earnest; they all awaited his reply.

‘I’ll tell you later,’ he said quietly and earnestly.

‘You really are trying to arouse our interest,’ exclaimed Aglaya, ‘and what solemnity!’

‘Oh, very well,’ Adelaida hurried on again, ‘but if you are such an expert on faces, you must have been in love; so I guessed correctly. Now tell us.’

‘I’ve never been in love,’ the prince replied, quietly and gravely as before. ‘I… was happy in a different way.’

‘How, in what way?’

‘Very well, I shall tell you,’ the prince said softly, as if in deep reflection.
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‘At the moment,’ the prince began, ‘you’re all looking at me with such curiosity that if I don’t satisfy it you may perhaps get angry with me. No, I’m joking,’ he added quickly with a smile. ‘There… there it was children all the time, and I spent all my time there with children, only with children. They were the children of that village, a whole band of children who attended the school there. Not that I taught them; oh no, for that there was a schoolteacher, Jules Thibaud; I may have also taught them in a way, but I was mostly just with them, and that was how all my four years passed. I needed nothing more. I told them everything, hid nothing from them. Their fathers and relatives got angry with me because in the end their children couldn’t do without me and kept crowding around me, and the schoolteacher even became my principal enemy. I made a lot of enemies there, and all because of the children. Even Schneider tried to make me feel ashamed. And what were they so afraid of? One can tell a child everything – everything; I have always been struck by how little adults understand children, even the fathers and mothers of their own children. Nothing should be hidden from children on the pretext that they’re too young and it’s too soon for them to know. What a sad and unhappy idea! And how well children themselves notice that their fathers consider them too young and devoid of comprehension, while in fact they comprehend everything. Adults don’t realize that even in the most difficult matter a child can give extremely useful advice. Oh Lord! When that pretty little bird looks at you, trustingly and happily, why, you feel ashamed to deceive it! I call them little birds because there is nothing finer than a bird in all the world. However, everyone in the village got angry with me most of all because of a certain incident… and Thibaud was just envious of me; at first he simply shook his head and wondered how it was that the children understood everything I taught them and almost nothing he did, and then began to laugh at me when I told him that neither of us would teach them anything, but that they would teach us instead. And how could he envy me and spread false rumours about me when he himself lived among the children? Through children the soul is healed… There was a certain patient in Schneider’s establishment, a very unfortunate man. It was such a dreadful misfortune that there can hardly be anything like it. He had been sent to be treated for insanity; in my opinion, he wasn’t insane, he was just suffering horribly – that was all his illness was. And if you knew what our children finally became to him… But I had better tell you about that patient later on; for the moment I’ll just tell you how it all began. At first the children didn’t like me. I was so big, I’m always so awkward; I also know that I’m not good-looking… and lastly, I was a foreigner. At first the children laughed at me, and they even began throwing stones at me, when they saw me kissing Marie. And I only kissed her once… No, don’t laugh,’ the prince hurried to check the smiles of his female listeners, ‘it had nothing to do with love at all. If you knew what an unhappy creature she was, you would be very sorry for her, as I was. She was from our village. Her mother was an old woman, and in her house, in that small, quite ramshackle cottage, which had two windows, one window was partitioned off, by permission of the village authorities; from that window she was allowed to sell laces, thread, tobacco and soap, all for the most meagre coppers, on which she lived. She was an invalid, and her legs kept swelling up, so that she had to sit still where she was. Marie was her daughter, about twenty, weak and thin; she had long ago begun to suffer from consumption, but she still went from house to house to do heavy work by the day – scrubbed floors, washed linen, swept yards, tended the cattle. A passing French commis seduced her and abducted her, but a week later left her alone on the road and quietly rode off. She arrived home, having begged her way, bespattered with mud, in rags, her shoes ripped and torn; she had travelled a whole week on foot, sleeping in fields, and had caught a very bad chill; her feet were covered in lacerations, and her hands were swollen and chapped. Even before that she had not been very pretty, it must be said; though her eyes were quiet, good-natured and innocent. She was terribly quiet. On one occasion, before all this, while at work, she had suddenly started to sing, and I remember that everyone was surprised and began to laugh: “Marie’s singing! How do you like that? Marie’s singing!” – and she was dreadfully embarrassed and was silent for ever after that. At that time people were still kind to her, but when she returned, ill and tormented, no one had any compassion for her at all! How cruel they are about this! What harsh ideas they have about it! Her mother was the first to receive her with spite and contempt: “You have dishonoured me now.” She was also the first to expose her to disgrace: when the people of the village heard that Marie had returned, they all came running to look at her, and almost the whole village crammed itself into the old woman’s cottage: old men, children, women, girls, all in such a hurrying, eager crowd. Marie lay on the floor, at the old woman’s feet, hungry, ragged, and crying. When they all came running, she hid her bedraggled hair and just pressed herself face down on the floor. Everyone around looked on her as a loathsome creature; the old men condemned her and shouted abuse at her, the young even laughed, the women scolded her, condemned her, regarded her with contempt as if she were some sort of spider. Her mother allowed all this to continue, just sat there, nodding her head and approving. Her mother was very ill at that time, and almost dying; two months later she did indeed die; she knew she was dying, and yet had no thought of being reconciled with her daughter right up to the time of her death, said not a word to her, chased her out to sleep in the passage, almost did not even feed her. She frequently had to put her infirm legs in warm water; each day Marie washed her legs and looked after her; she accepted all her services in silence and never said a kind word to her. Marie endured it all, and later, when I got to know her, I noticed that she herself approved of all this, and considered herself the very lowest of creatures. When the old woman took to her bed for good, the old women of the village came to look after her, in turn, as is the way there. Then they stopped feeding Marie altogether; and in the village everyone chased her away and no one would even give her any work, as they had done formerly. It was as if everyone spat on her, and the men even stopped thinking of her as a woman, kept saying such vile things to her. Sometimes, very rarely, on a Sunday, when the drunks were in their cups, they would throw her coppers, right there, straight on the ground; Marie would pick them up without saying anything. By then she had begun to cough blood. At last her tattered clothes became real rags, so that she was ashamed to show herself in the village; since the time of her return she had gone barefoot. It was at this point that children in particular, a whole crowd – there were over forty of them, schoolboys – began to tease her and even threw mud at her. She asked the herdsman to let her tend the cows, but the herdsman chased her away. Then she began to take the herd out herself, without permission, spending the whole day away from the house. As she was of great use to the herdsman, and he noticed this, he stopped chasing her away and would sometimes even give her the remains of his own dinner, cheese and bread. He considered this a great kindness on his part. But when her mother died, the pastor at the church had no qualms about holding Marie up to universal disgrace. Marie stood behind the coffin, as she was, in her rags, and cried. Many people had gathered to watch her cry and walk behind the coffin; then the pastor – he was still a young man, and his whole ambition was to became a great preacher – turned to them all and pointed at Marie. “There is the one who caused the death of this respected woman” (which wasn’t true, as she had already been ill for two years), “there she is standing before you, not daring to look up, because she has been marked by the finger of God; there she is, barefoot and in rags – an example to those who lose their virtue! And who is she? She is this woman’s daughter!”, and so on in that vein. And imagine, this base talk found favour with nearly all of them, but… at this point something unusual happened; at this point the children intervened, because by now the children were all on my side and had begun to love Marie. It happened like this. I wanted to do something for Marie; she was very much in need of money, but I never had so much as a copeck while I was there. I had a small diamond pin, and I sold it to a second-hand dealer; he travelled about the villages and dealt in old clothes. He gave me eight francs, though it was probably worth forty. For a long time I tried to meet Marie alone; at last we met outside the village, by the fence, on a side path that led up the mountain, behind a tree. There I gave her the eight francs and told her to look after the money, as I would not have any more, and then kissed her and told her she should not think that I had any bad intention, and that I kissed her not because I was in love with her, but because I felt very sorry for her and because right from the outset I had not considered her guilty in any way, but only as someone who was unfortunate. I very much wanted to comfort her right there and then and to assure her that she should not consider herself so inferior to everyone else, but I don’t think she understood. I noticed that immediately, though she hardly said anything all the time and stood before me with her eyes lowered, and terribly ashamed. When I had finished, she kissed my hand, and I at once took hers and was about to kiss it, but she quickly pulled it away. Then suddenly the children saw us, the whole crowd of them; I learned afterwards that they had been spying on me for a long time. They began to whistle, clap their hands and laugh, but Marie ran away as fast as she could. I wanted to talk to them, but they started to throw stones at me. That same day everyone found out about it, and the whole village again pounced on Marie; their dislike of her grew even worse. I even heard that they wanted to have her punished by the court, but nothing was done about this, thank God; on the other hand, the children would not give her a chance, and teased her worse than before, throwing mud at her; they chased her, she, with her weak chest, ran away from them, panting for breath, they followed her, shouting abuse at her. On one occasion I even rushed at them and fought them. Then I began to talk to them, talked every day, whenever I could. They would sometimes stop and listen, though they still shouted at her. I told them how unhappy Marie was; soon they stopped shouting at her and went away in silence. Little by little, we began to talk, and I hid nothing from them; I told them everything. They listened to me with great interest and soon began to feel sorry for Marie. Some of them, when they met her, began to greet her with affection; people there have a custom, when meeting one another – friends or not – of bowing and saying: “How do you do?” I can imagine how astonished Marie must have been. One day two little girls obtained some food and took it to her, delivered it, then came and told me. They said that Marie burst into tears and that now they loved her very much. Soon they all began to love her, and at the same time they suddenly began to love me, too. They took to coming to see me often and kept asking me to tell them things; I think I must have been good at this, because they were very fond of listening to me. And after that I studied and read things just in order to tell them about them later, and I did this for a whole three years. When later everyone – including Schneider – accused me of talking to them like grown-ups, of concealing nothing from them, I replied to them that lying to them was shameful, that they knew it all in any case, no matter how much one tried to hide it from them, and would probably find things out in the wrong sort of way, which they did not with me. All anyone had to do was remember what it was like when they were children. They did not agree… I kissed Marie two weeks before her mother died; but by the time the pastor preached his sermon, all the children were on my side. I told them at once of what the pastor had done and helped them to understand what it meant; they all got angry with him, and some went so far as to break his windows with stones. I stopped them because this was bad behaviour, but everyone found out about it at once, and then they began to accuse me of corrupting the children. Then they all discovered that the children loved Marie, and were terribly alarmed; but Marie was happy now. The children were even forbidden to meet her, but they ran to see her and the herd in secret, quite far away, almost half a verst from the village; they brought her sweets, and some simply ran there in order to hug her, give her a kiss, and say: “Je vous aime, Marie!” – and then run back at top speed. Marie almost went out of her mind with such sudden happiness; she had never even dreamed of this; she was embarrassed and overjoyed, but above all, the children, especially the little girls, wanted to run to her to tell her that I loved her and talked to them about her an awful lot. They said to her that I had told them all about it, and that now they loved her and felt sorry for her, and always would. Then they ran to me and told me with such joyful, bustling little faces that they had just seen Marie and that Marie sent me her greetings. In the evenings I walked to the waterfall; there was a spot there that was completely closed off from the village side, and around it poplars grew; there in the evenings they came running to me, some of them even secretly. I think that my love for Marie was frightfully pleasing to them, and in this one thing, in all the time I lived there, I deceived them. I did not try to open their eyes to the fact that I did not love Marie at all, or rather, that I was not in love with her, that I was only very sorry for her; I could see by all the signs that they would much prefer it to be as they imagined and had decided between themselves, so I said nothing and maintained the pretence that they had guessed correctly. And to what a degree were those little hearts tactful and affectionate: it seemed to them, among other things, impossible that their good Léon should love Marie so, when Marie was so poorly dressed and had no shoes. Imagine, they got her shoes, and stockings, and linen, and even some sort of dress; how they contrived this I do not know; the whole crowd of them worked at it. When I asked them about it they just laughed merrily, while the little girls clapped their hands and gave me a kiss. I sometimes also went in secret to see Marie myself. By now she was very ill, and could only just walk; at last she stopped working for the herdsman, but every morning she went off with the herd none the less. She would sit down apart, on her own; there, beneath an almost straight, sheer rock, there was a ledge; she sat right in the corner, concealed from everyone, on a stone, and sat there all day almost without moving, from early morning until the hour when the herd went back. She was already so weak from consumption that most of the time she sat with her eyes closed, leaning her head against the rock, dozing and breathing heavily; her face had grown as thin as a skeleton’s, and sweat stood out on her forehead and temples. That was how I always found her. I only came to see her for a minute, and I also did not want anyone to see me. As soon as I appeared, Marie at once quivered, opened her eyes and rushed to kiss my hands. I did not take them away any more, because it made her happy; all the time I sat there she trembled and cried; several times, it was true, she started to speak, but it was hard to understand her. She was like a mad girl, in dreadful agitation and ecstasy. Sometimes the children came with me. When they did, they usually stood close by, guarding us from something or someone, and from this they derived extraordinary pleasure. When we went away, Marie again remained alone, unmoving as before, her eyes closed, and leaning her head against the rock; she was, perhaps, dreaming of something. One morning she could no longer go out to the herd and remained at home in her empty house. The children at once found out, and nearly all of them went to visit her that day; she lay all alone, in her bed. For two days the children alone looked after her, taking it in turns to call, but later, when people in the village heard that Marie was actually dying, old women began to come from the village, to sit and watch by the bedside. It seemed that the village had begun to take pity on Marie, for at any rate the children were not stopped or scolded as they had been formerly. Marie was in a state of drowsiness all the time, her sleep was uneasy: she kept coughing dreadfully. The old women would shoo the children away, but they came running up to the window, sometimes only for a minute, just to say: “Bonjour, notre bonne Marie.” And as soon as she saw or heard them, she would spring to life, and at once, not heeding the old women, make efforts to raise herself on one elbow, nod her head to them, thank them. They brought her sweets as before, but she hardly ate anything. Because of them, I assure you, she died almost happy. Because of them she forgot her black misfortune, as if she had accepted forgiveness from them, for to the very end she considered herself a great sinner. Like little birds they beat their wings at her windows and called to her each morning: “Nous t’aimons, Marie.” She died very soon after that. I had thought she would live much longer. On the day that preceded her death, before sunset, I went to see her; I think she recognized me, and I pressed her hand for the last time; how it had withered away! And then suddenly in the morning they came and told me that Marie had died. Now there was no holding the children back: they decked her coffin with flowers and put a garland on her head. Now that she was dead, the pastor at the church did not pour shame on her, and indeed there were very few people at the funeral, only a few who looked in out of curiosity; but when the coffin had to be carried, the children all rushed together to carry it themselves. As they could not manage it alone, they helped, running after the coffin, and crying. Ever since then, the children have constantly honoured Marie’s little grave; they deck it with flowers every year, have planted it round with roses. But that funeral marked the beginning of the worst of my persecution by the whole village because of the children. Its main instigators were the pastor and the schoolteacher. The children were firmly forbidden even to meet me, and Schneider even pledged to see to this. But we saw one another none the less, and communicated by means of signs. They would send me little notes they had written. Later on it all settled down, but even at the time it was all right: because of this persecution, I came even closer to the children. In my last year I even almost made it up with Thibaud and the pastor. But Schneider talked to me a lot and argued with me about my harmful “system” with the children. What kind of system did I have? At last, Schneider expressed to me a certain strange thought he had had – this was right before my departure – he told me he was quite convinced that I myself was a complete child, a child, that is, in every sense, that only in my face and stature did I resemble an adult, but that in development, soul, character and, perhaps, even intelligence I was not an adult, and thus I would remain, even were I to live to the age of sixty. I laughed a great deal: he’s not right, of course, because what sort of little boy am I? Only one thing is true, however, and that is that I am indeed not fond of being with adults, with people, with grown-ups – and have long noticed this – I’m not fond of it, because I don’t know how to be with them. No matter what they say to me, no matter how kind they are to me, for some reason I always find it awkward to be with them, and I’m dreadfully glad when I can get away to my companions, and my companions have always been children, but not because I myself was a child, but because I was simply drawn to children. When, right at the beginning of my life in the village – that was when I used to go off to be melancholy on my own in the mountains – when, wandering alone, I sometimes began to meet them, especially at noon, when that whole noisy crowd was let out of school, running with their little satchels and their slates, with shouting, laughter and games – my entire soul would suddenly begin to strive towards them. I don’t know, but I began to feel something exceedingly powerful in every encounter I had with them. I used to stop and laugh with happiness, as I looked at their little darting legs eternally running, at the boys and girls running together, at the laughter and tears (because many of them managed to fight, burst into tears, make it up again, and start another game while they were running home from school), and then I would forget all my melancholy. And later, throughout the whole of those three years, I could never understand how people could be melancholy, or why they felt that way. The whole of my fortunes settled on them. I never even dreamed that I would leave the village, and it never entered my mind that I would ever come here, to Russia. I thought I would be there for ever, but in the end I saw that Schneider could not go on paying for my keep, but then something turned up, something apparently so important that Schneider himself began to press me to go and wrote a letter of reply on my behalf. I shall look into it, and talk it over with someone. It may be that my fortunes will alter entirely, but that is not the point and not the main thing. The main thing is that my entire life has already altered. I left many things there, too many. They have all vanished. I sat in the train and thought: “Now I’m going out among people; it may be that I don’t know anything, but a new life has begun.”1 I decided that I would discharge my task honestly and firmly. I might find it boring and awkward to be among people. I made it my top priority to be polite and candid with everyone; after all, no one can demand more of me than that. Perhaps here too I would be considered a child – then let it be so! Everyone regards me as an idiot for some reason. At one time I really was so ill that I did resemble an idiot; but what kind of idiot am I now, when I myself am aware of the fact that people consider me an idiot? I go in and think: ‘Very well, they regard me as an idiot, but I’m intelligent, and they don’t realize it…’ I often have that thought. It was only when, in Berlin, I received some little letters from them they had managed to write to me that I realized how much I loved them. It was very painful to get that first letter! How sad they were when they saw me off! They had started saying goodbye to me a month earlier: “Léon s’en va, Léon s’en va pour toujours!” Every evening we gathered by the waterfall, and talked all the time about our parting. Sometimes we had just as much fun as we had before; except that, as we went our separate ways for the night, they began to give me tight and ardent hugs, which they had not done before. Some of them used to run to see me in secret, one at a time, simply in order to hug and kiss me in private, not in front of everyone. When I was already setting out on my journey they all, the whole flock of them, accompanied me to the railway station. The station was about a verst away from our village. They tried not to cry, but many of them could not help themselves and sobbed out loud, especially the girls. We were hurrying not to miss the train, but first one and then another would suddenly rush towards me in the middle of the road, embrace me with his little arms and kiss me, holding up the whole crowd only for that; but although we were in a hurry, they would all stop and wait for him to say his farewell. When I got into the carriage and the train moved off, they all shouted “hurrah!” to me and stood there for a long time, until it had completely gone. And I looked, too… You know, when I came in here just now and beheld your nice faces – I study faces closely now – and heard your first words, I felt a weight lift from my soul for the first time since then. I was already thinking just now that perhaps I really was one of the fortunate ones: I mean, I know that it isn’t easy to find people whom one likes straight away, but I met you as soon as I got off the train. I’m well aware that everyone finds it embarrassing to talk about their feelings, and yet here I am talking to you about them, and with you I don’t feel embarrassed. I’m an unsociable person, and it may be that it will be a long time before I come and visit you. But don’t take that as an unkind thought: I didn’t say it because I don’t value you; and please don’t think that I’ve taken offence at anything, either. You asked me about your faces, and what I could see in them. I will tell you that with great pleasure. You, Adelaida Ivanovna, have a happy face, the most sympathetic face of the three. In addition to the fact that you are very pretty, when one looks at you, one says: “She has a face like that of a kind sister.” Your approach is simple and cheerful, but you are quickly able to understand someone’s heart. That’s my impression of your face. Your face, Alexandra Ivanovna, is also beautiful and very nice, but perhaps you have some secret sadness; your soul is without doubt most kind, but you are not cheerful. You have a certain nuance in your face; it resembles that of the Holbein Madonna in Dresden.2 Well, that’s what I think of your face; am I a good diviner? After all, you yourselves consider me a diviner. But of your face, Lizaveta Prokofyevna,’ he said, turning to the general’s wife suddenly, ‘of your face I don’t merely think, I am quite certain that you are a perfect child, in everything, everything, in all that is good and all that is bad, in spite of the fact that you are the age you are. You’re not angry with me for putting it like that? After all, you know the respect I have for children! And don’t go thinking that I’ve said all these candid things about your faces out of naivety; oh no, not at all! Perhaps I have a motive of my own, too.’
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When the prince fell silent they all looked at him cheerfully, even Aglaya, but especially Lizaveta Prokofyevna.


‘There, they’ve given you an examination!’ she exclaimed. ‘Well, dear ladies, you thought you would make him a protégé, like some poor little thing, but he scarcely deigned to choose you, even adding the proviso that he’ll only come and see you now and then. Now it’s our turn to look foolish, and I’m glad; and Ivan Fyodorovich looks most foolish of all. Bravo, Prince, we were told to subject you to an examination just now. And what you said about my face was all quite true: I am a child, I know that. I was aware of it even before you told me; you really did express my own thoughts in a single word. I consider your character entirely like my own, and am very glad; like two drops of water. Only you’re a man and I’m a woman and have never been in Switzerland; that’s the only difference.’

‘Don’t be too hasty, Maman,’ exclaimed Aglaya. ‘The prince says that in all his confessions he had a special motive and was speaking with some hidden design.’

‘Yes, yes,’ the others laughed.

‘Do not mock him, my dears, he may be more cunning than all three of you put together. You’ll see. The only thing, Prince, is why didn’t you say anything about Aglaya? Aglaya is waiting, and I am waiting.’

‘I can’t say anything just now; I’ll say it later.’

‘Why? She is striking, is she not?’

‘Oh yes, indeed; you are extremely beautiful, Aglaya Ivanovna. You are so pretty that one is afraid to look at you.’

‘Is that all? What about her qualities?’ the general’s wife insisted.

‘Beauty is difficult to judge; I’m not ready yet. Beauty is a riddle.’

‘That means you’ve set Aglaya a riddle,’ said Adelaida. ‘Solve it, Aglaya. But she’s pretty, Prince, she’s pretty, isn’t she?’

‘Extremely!’ the prince replied warmly, glancing at Aglaya with animation. ‘Almost like Nastasya Filippovna, though her face is quite different!…’

They all exchanged looks in surprise.

‘Like who-o-o?’ the general’s wife said slowly. ‘Like Nastasya Filippovna? Where did you see Nastasya Filippovna? Which Nastasya Filippovna?’

‘Gavrila Ardalionovich was showing Ivan Fyodorovich a portrait of her just now.’

‘What, he brought Ivan Fyodorovich a portrait?’

‘To show it. Nastasya Filippovna made a present of her portrait to Gavrila Ardalionovich today, and he brought it to show.’

‘I want to see it!’ the general’s wife leaped to her feet. ‘Where is this portrait? If she gave it to him, it must be in his study, and, of course, he’s still in there. On Wednesdays he always comes in to work and he never leaves before four. Summon Gavrila Ardalionovich at once! No, I’m not exactly dying with eagerness to see him. Do me a favour, Prince, dear, go into his study, get the portrait from him and bring it here. Tell him it’s so we can have a look at it. Please.’

‘He’s nice, but a bit simple-minded,’ said Adelaida, when the prince had gone out.

‘Yes, rather too much so,’ Alexandra confirmed. ‘So much that it’s even slightly ridiculous.’

Neither the one nor the other seemed to be expressing all that was in their thoughts.

‘Though he got out of that part about our faces very well,’ said Aglaya. ‘He flattered everyone, even Maman.’

‘No witticisms, please!’ exclaimed the general’s wife. ‘It wasn’t he who did the flattering, but I who was flattered.’

‘You think he was trying to get out of it?’ asked Adelaida.

‘I don’t think he’s so simple-minded.’

‘Oh, get along with you!’ the general’s wife said, losing her temper. ‘And if you ask me, you’re more ridiculous than he is. He’s simple-minded, but he has all his wits about him, in the most noble sense of the word, of course. Just as I do.’

‘It was bad of me to let it slip about the portrait, of course,’ the prince mused to himself, going through to the study and feeling a certain pang of conscience. ‘But… perhaps I did well to let it slip…’ A strange idea, though it was not yet quite clear, was beginning to flit through his head.

Gavrila Ardalionovich was still sitting in the study, immersed in his papers. It must have been true that he did not draw his salary from the joint-stock company for nothing. He was dreadfully embarrassed when the prince asked for the portrait and told him how they had found out about it.

‘E-e-ch! And why did you have to blab about it,’ he exclaimed in angry vexation. ‘You don’t know anything… Idiot!’ he muttered to himself.

‘I’m sorry, I did it quite without thinking; it seemed apropos. I said that Aglaya was almost as pretty as Nastasya Filippovna.’

Ganya asked him to recount the matter in more detail; the prince did so. Ganya looked at him mockingly again.

‘You’ve got Nastasya Filippovna on the brain…’ he muttered, but did not finish his sentence, and fell to brooding.

He was visibly anxious. The prince reminded him about the portrait.

‘Listen, Prince,’ Ganya said suddenly, as though an unexpected thought had struck him. ‘I have an enormous favour to ask of you… But I really don’t know…’

He became confused, and did not finish what he was saying; he was trying to make his mind up about something, and seemed to be struggling with himself. The prince waited in silence. Once more, Ganya surveyed him with a fixed, searching stare.

‘Prince,’ he began again, ‘in there just now… because of a certain very strange circumstance… and also a ridiculous one… for which I am not to blame… well, actually, this is superfluous… I think they’re a little angry with me, so I don’t want to go in for a while unless I’m asked. I really do terribly need to talk to Aglaya Ivanovna now. I’ve written a few words just in case (he was holding a small, folded piece of paper) – but I don’t know how to get it to her. Prince, would you undertake to give it to Aglaya Ivanovna, right now, but only to Aglaya Ivanovna, that’s to say, so that no one else sees it, you understand? Lord knows, it isn’t any kind of a secret, there’s nothing of that sort… but… will you do it?’

‘I don’t feel very comfortable about it,’ the prince replied.

‘Oh, Prince, it’s really urgent!’ Ganya began to implore. ‘She may reply… Believe me, I would only have turned to you in an extreme, in the most extreme situation… Who can I get to deliver it?… It’s very important… Terribly important to me…’

Ganya was horribly afraid that the prince would not agree, and began to look him in the eye, with a gaze of timid pleading.

‘Very well, I’ll give it to her.’

‘Only it must be done so no one notices,’ Ganya beseeched, overjoyed, ‘and I say, Prince – I mean, I rely on your word of honour, eh?’

‘I won’t show it to anyone,’ said the prince.

‘The note isn’t sealed, but…’ Ganya let slip in his turmoil, and stopped in embarrassment.

‘Oh, I shan’t read it,’ the prince replied quite simply, took the portrait and walked out of the study.

Ganya, left alone, clutched his head.

‘A single word from her, and… and truly, I may break it off with her!…’

He could no longer sit down at his papers again, so excited and expectant was he, and began to wander about the study from one corner to another.

The prince went off, in reflection; the errand had struck him unpleasantly, as had the thought of Ganya’s note to Aglaya. But while he was still two rooms away from the drawing room, he suddenly stopped, as though remembering something, looked round, went over to the window, closer to the light, and began to look at the portrait of Nastasya Filippovna.

It was as if he were trying to decipher something that was hidden in this face and had struck him earlier. His earlier impression had remained with him almost intact, and now he seemed to be hurrying to check something again. This face, unusual in its beauty and also for some other quality, struck him even more powerfully now. There was in this face something that resembled an immense pride and contempt, hatred, almost, and at the same time something trusting, something extremely artless; as one beheld these features, the two contrasts even seemed to arouse a kind of compassion. This dazzling beauty was positively unendurable, the beauty of the pale face, the almost hollow cheeks and the burning eyes; a strange beauty! The prince looked for about a minute, then suddenly recollected himself, glanced about him, and hurriedly brought the portrait to his lips, and kissed it. When, a minute later, he entered the drawing room, his face was completely calm.

But no sooner had he stepped into the dining room (one room away from the drawing room) than he almost collided in the doorway with Aglaya, who was coming out. She was alone.

‘Gavrila Ardalionovich asked me to bring this to you,’ said the prince, giving her the note.

Aglaya stopped, took the note, and gave the prince a rather strange look. There was not the slightest embarrassment in her gaze, except perhaps for a certain glint of surprise, and even that seemed to relate only to the prince. It was as if, with her gaze, Aglaya were demanding that he account for himself – how had he got involved in this business with Ganya? – and demanding calmly, and from a position of superiority. For a moment or two they stood facing each other; at last, a kind of mocking expression was barely delineated in her features; she smiled faintly and walked past.

The general’s wife examined the portrait of Nastasya Filippovna for some time, silently and with a nuance of disdain, holding it in front of her with her arm outstretched, keeping it at a distance from her gaze, and with much effect.

‘Yes, pretty,’ she said quietly, at last, ‘even very pretty. I’ve seen her twice, but only from afar. So that’s the sort of beauty you like?’ she said, turning to the prince suddenly.

‘Yes… that sort…’ the prince replied with a certain effort.

‘You mean precisely that sort?’

‘Precisely that sort.’

‘Why?’

‘In that face… there is much suffering…’ the prince said quietly, almost involuntarily, as though he were talking to himself, and not answering a question.

‘Well, I really think you may be talking nonsense,’ the general’s wife decided, and with a haughty gesture threw the portrait away from her on to the table.

Alexandra took the portrait, Adelaida went over to her, and they both began to examine it. At that moment Aglaya returned to the drawing room.

‘What power!’ Adelaida suddenly exclaimed, eagerly scrutinizing the portrait over her sister’s shoulder.

‘Where? What power?’ Lizaveta Prokofyevna asked sharply.

‘Beauty like that is power,’ Adelaida said hotly. ‘With beauty like that one may turn the world upside down!’

Reflectively, she walked over to her easel. Aglaya gave the portrait only a fleeting glance, narrowed her eyes, stuck out her lower lip, and went to sit down at one side, with her arms folded.

The general’s wife rang the bell.

‘Tell Gavrila Ardalionovich to come here, he’s in the study,’ she ordered the servant who entered.

‘Maman!’ Alexandra exclaimed meaningfully.

‘I just want to say a couple of words to him!’ the general’s wife snapped quickly, stopping the objection. She was apparently irritated. ‘As you can see, Prince, we have nothing but secrets here just now. Nothing but secrets! It’s de rigueur, a kind of etiquette, a stupid one. And this in a matter that demands the greatest possible frankness, clarity and honesty. There’s marriage in the air, and not the kind of marriage for which I particularly care…’

‘Maman, what are you talking about?’ Alexandra hurried to stop her again.

‘What is it to you, dear daughter? Do you care for it? Let the prince hear, for we are friends. He and I are, at least. God looks for people, good ones, of course, but he has no use for the bad and capricious; especially the capricious, who today decide one thing, and tomorrow say another. Do you understand, Alexandra Ivanovna? They say I’m an eccentric, Prince, but I have discernment. For the heart is the main thing, and the rest is rubbish. Intelligence plays a role, too, of course… perhaps intelligence is the main thing. Don’t smile like that, Aglaya, I’m not contradicting myself: a silly woman with a heart and no intelligence is just as unhappy as one with intelligence and no heart. That’s an old truth. I’m a silly woman with a heart and no intelligence, and you’re a silly woman with intelligence and no heart; we’re both unhappy, and we both suffer.’

‘What makes you so unhappy, Maman?’ Adelaida could not help asking, apparently alone among the whole company in not having lost her cheerful disposition.

‘For one thing, educated daughters do,’ snapped the general’s wife, ‘and as that in itself is enough, there’s no point in going into the rest. There’s been enough verbosity. We shall see how the two of you (I don’t count Aglaya) get out of it with your intelligence and verbosity, and whether you, my much esteemed Alexandra Ivanovna, will be happy with your honourable gentleman… Ah!…’ she exclaimed, seeing Ganya enter. ‘Here’s another matrimonial union. How do you do?’ she replied to Ganya’s bow, without asking him to sit down. ‘Are you entering upon marriage?’

‘Marriage?… What… ? What marriage?’ Gavrila Ardalionovich muttered, astounded. He was dreadfully taken aback.

‘I’m asking you, are you about to be wedded, if you prefer that expression?’

‘N-no… I… n-no…’ Gavrila Ardalionvich lied, and a blush of shame suffused his face. He cast a fleeting glance at Aglaya, where she sat to one side, and quickly took his eyes away again. Aglaya stared at him coldly, fixedly and calmly, not averting her gaze, and observing his confusion.

‘No? Did you say no?’ the inexorable Lizaveta Prokofyevna continued to question him. ‘That will do, I shall remember that today, Wednesday morning, you answered “no” to my question. It’s Wednesday today, isn’t it?’

‘I think so, Maman.’

‘They never know what day it is. What’s the date?’

‘The twenty-seventh,’ replied Ganya.

‘The twenty-seventh? That’s good, for a certain reason. Goodbye. I am sure you have a lot to do, and I must dress and go out; take your portrait with you. Give my greetings to poor Nina Alexandrovna. Au revoir, dear Prince! Come and see us often, and I shall drop in on old Belokonskaya with the express purpose of telling her about you. And listen, my dear: I believe that God has brought you to St Petersburg from Switzerland especially for me. It may be that you will have other things to do as well, but it is mainly for me. God has arranged it specially this way. Au revoir, my dears. Alexandra, come through and see me for a moment, dear.’

The general’s wife went out. Ganya, frustrated, embarrassed, and full of anger, took the portrait from the table and, with a twisted smile, addressed the prince:

‘Prince, I’m going home now. If you haven’t changed your mind about staying with us, I’ll take you there, for you don’t even know the address.’

‘Wait, Prince,’ said Aglaya, suddenly rising from her armchair. ‘I want you to write something in my album. Papa said you’re a calligraphist. I’ll bring it to you in a moment…’

And she went out.

‘Au revoir, Prince, I’m leaving, too,’ said Adelaida.

She squeezed the prince’s hand tightly, smiled at him affably and kindly, and went out.

‘It was you,’ Ganya began to grind out, suddenly hurling himself on the prince as soon as they had all left, ‘it was you who blabbed that I’m getting married!’ he muttered in a quick semi-whisper, his face livid and his eyes flashing with spite. ‘You shameless blabbermouth!’

‘I assure you that you are mistaken,’ the prince replied calmly and politely. ‘I didn’t even know that you are getting married.’

‘You heard Ivan Fyodorovich say earlier on that everything will be decided at Nastasya Filippovna’s this evening, and that’s what you told them! You’re lying! Where else could they have heard it from? The devil take it, who could have told them apart from you? The old woman hinted as much to me, didn’t she?’

‘You’re the one who should know who told them if you think you were given a hint, I said not a word about it.’

‘Did you deliver the note? Was there a reply?’ Ganya interrupted him with feverish impatience. But at that very moment Aglaya returned, and the prince had no time to answer.

‘Here, Prince,’ said Aglaya, putting her album on the table. ‘Choose a page and write something for me. Here is a pen, and a new one, too. Is it all right that it’s a steel one? I’ve heard that calligraphists don’t use steel ones.’

As she talked to the prince, she did not seem to notice Ganya’s presence. But while the prince adjusted the pen, found the right page and got himself ready, Ganya went over to the fireplace, where Aglaya was standing, immediately on the prince’s right, and in a trembling, faltering voice said, almost straight into her ear:

‘One word, only one word from you – and I am saved.’

The prince turned quickly and looked at them both. In Ganya’s face there was real despair; he seemed to utter these words almost without thinking, at lightning speed. Aglaya looked at him for a few seconds with exactly the same calm surprise as she had earlier looked at the prince, and this calm surprise of hers, this bewilderment, as if stemming from a complete failure to understand what was being said to her, was at that moment more dreadful to Ganya than the most withering contempt.

‘What shall I write, then?’ asked the prince.

‘I’ll dictate it to you in a moment,’ said Aglaya, turning to him. ‘Ready? Write: “I do not bargain.” Now write the date and the month underneath. Show me.’

The prince handed her the album.

‘Magnificent! You’ve done it splendidly: you have wonderful handwriting. Thank you. Au revoir, Prince… Wait,’ she added, as if remembering something. ‘Come along, I want to give you something as a keepsake.’

The prince followed her; but, as they entered the dining room, Aglaya paused.

‘Read this,’ she said, giving him Ganya’s note.

The prince took the note and looked at Aglaya in bewilderment.

‘After all, I know you haven’t read it and cannot possibly be that man’s confidant. Read it, I want you to read it through.’

The note had obviously been written in a hurry:



Today my fate will be decided, you know in what way. Today I will have to give my word irrevocably. I have no right to your sympathy, I do not dare to have any hopes; but once you uttered one word, one single word, and that word illumined the whole of my life’s dark night and became for me a beacon. Say one more such word to me now – and you will save me from perdition! Say to me only: break it all off, and I will break it off today. Oh, what will it cost you to say it? In that word I beg only a sign of your sympathy and pity for me – and that is all, all! And nothing more, nothing! I do not dare to contemplate any hope, because I am not worthy of it. But after your word I will again accept my poverty and with joy will start to endure my desperate position. I will face the struggle, I will be glad of it, I will rise up again in it with new strength!

Send me this word of compassion (of compassion alone, I swear to you!). Do not be angry at the insolence of a desperate, a drowning man, for having dared to make a last attempt to save himself from perdition.

G.I.


‘This man assures me,’ Aglaya said sharply, when the prince had finished reading, ‘that the words: break it all off will not compromise me and will not bind me to anything, and himself gives me a written guarantee of this, as you can see from this note. Observe how naively he has hurried to underline certain words, and how crudely his secret motive shows through. He knows, however, that if he broke it all off himself, alone, without waiting for my word and not even telling me about it, without any hopes of me, then I would change my feelings for him and perhaps become his friend. He knows it for certain! But he has a sordid soul: he knows and cannot make up his mind; he knows and yet asks for a guarantee. He is not able to act on faith. He wants me to give him hope of obtaining me in exchange for a hundred thousand. With regard to my earlier word, which he mentions in the note and which is supposed to have illumined his life, he is brazenly lying. I once merely felt sorry for him. But he is insolent and shameless: the thought then at once flashed across his mind that there was the chance of hope; I realized that instantly. Ever since then he has begun to try to ensnare me; he is doing so still. But enough; take the note and give it back to him, in a moment, when you have left our house, of course, not before.’

‘And what shall I say to him in reply?’

‘Nothing, of course. That is the best reply. So you want to stay at his house, do you?’

‘Ivan Fyodorovich himself earlier recommended me to do so,’ said the prince.

‘Then beware of him, I warn you; he will not forgive you now for returning his note to him.’

Aglaya gave the prince’s hand a light squeeze and went out. Her face was serious and frowning, and she did not even smile as she nodded to him in farewell.

‘I’ll be with you in a moment, I’ll just get my bundle,’ said the prince to Ganya, ‘and then we can go.’

Ganya stamped his foot with impatience. His face even darkened with fury. At last they both came out on to the street, the prince holding his bundle.

‘The reply? The reply?’ Ganya pounced on him. ‘What did she say to you? Did you give her the letter?’

The prince silently handed him the note. Ganya was speechless.

‘What? My note!’ he exclaimed. ‘He didn’t even deliver it! Oh, I should have guessed! Oh, damn-ation… Now I see why she didn’t understand anything just now! But why, why did you not deliver it, oh, damn-ation…’

‘Forgive me, on the contrary, I succeeded in giving her your note at once, straight after you gave it to me, and exactly as you asked. I had it again because Aglaya Ivanovna gave it back to me just now.’

‘When? When?’

‘As soon as I’d finished writing in her album, and when she asked me to accompany her. (Did you hear?) We went into the dining room and she gave me your note, asked me to read it, and told me to give it back to you.’

‘Re-e-ad it?’ Ganya shouted, almost at the top of his voice. ‘Read it? You read it?’

And again he stood rigid in the middle of the pavement, but so amazed that his mouth even fell open.

‘Yes, I did, just now.’

‘And she herself, she herself let you read it? She herself?’

‘Yes, and you must believe me, I wouldn’t have read it had she not asked me to.’

Ganya said nothing for a minute, working something out with agonizing effort, and then suddenly exclaimed:

‘It can’t be true! She couldn’t possibly have asked to read it. You’re lying! You read it yourself!’

‘I’m telling the truth,’ the prince replied in his earlier, completely imperturbable tone, ‘and you must believe me: I’m very sorry that it makes you feel so bad.’

‘But wretched man, did she not at least say something to you at the time? Did she not make some reply?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Then tell me, tell me, oh, the devil!…’

And Ganya stamped his right foot, in its galosh, twice upon the pavement.

‘As soon as I’d read it, she told me that you were angling for her; that you wanted to compromise her in order to receive hope from her, and, while gaining support from that hope, to give up the other hope of a hundred thousand. That if you had done so without bargaining with her, if you had broken it all off yourself, without asking her for a guarantee in advance, she might perhaps have become your friend. I think that’s all. Yes, also: when, having taken the note, I asked if there was any reply, she said that the best reply would be no reply – I think that’s what she said; I’m sorry if I’ve forgotten her exact words, I’m telling it as I understood it.’

A boundless spite took possession of Ganya, and his rabid fury broke through without any restraint.

‘Hah! So that’s it!’ he ground out. ‘She throws my notes out of the window! Hah! She doesn’t bargain – then I will! And we shall see! I’ve a trick or two left yet… we shall see!… I’ll make her toe the line!…’

He grimaced, turned pale, foamed at the mouth; he shook his fist. They walked several yards like this. He stood not on the slightest ceremony with the prince, as though he were in his own room, because he really did consider the prince a total nonentity. But suddenly he thought of something, and pulled himself together.

‘But how was it,’ he suddenly addressed the prince, ‘how was it that you’ (an idiot, he added to himself) ‘were suddenly taken into such confidence only two hours after your first acquaintance? How was that?’

Of all his torments, only envy was missing. It suddenly bit him to the heart.

‘I’m really not able to explain that to you,’ replied the prince.

Ganya looked at him with spite.

‘It wasn’t in order to take you into her confidence that she asked you to go into the dining room, was it? I mean, she was going to give you something, wasn’t she?’

‘I can’t account for it otherwise.’

‘But why, the devil take it? What did you do there? Why did they like you? Listen,’ he said, agitated in every fibre of his being (at that moment everything in him was somehow scattered and seething with disorder, so that he could not gather his thoughts), ‘listen, can’t you remember at least something and work out in order what you actually talked about, all your words, right from the beginning? Didn’t you notice anything, don’t you recall?’

‘Oh, I can easily do that,’ the prince replied. ‘Right at the start, when I came in and was introduced, we began to talk about Switzerland.’

‘Oh, to the devil with Switzerland!’

‘Then about the death penalty…’

‘The death penalty?’

Yes; it was apropos of something… then I told them about the three years I lived there, and a story about a poor village girl…’

‘Oh, to the devil with the poor village girl! Go on!’ Ganya burst out in impatience.

‘Then how Schneider told me his opinion of my character and compelled me to…’

‘May the deuce swallow Schneider and spit on his opinions! Go on!’

‘Then, apropos of something, I began to talk about faces, that is, the expression of faces, and said that Aglaya Ivanovna was almost as pretty as Nastasya Filippovna. It was then that I let it slip about the portrait…’

‘But you did not retell, I mean to say, you did not retell what you had earlier heard in the study? Did you? Did you?’

‘I repeat to you, I did not.’

‘Then how the devil… Bah! Aglaya didn’t show the note to the old woman, did she?’

‘On that account I can most fully guarantee that she did not. I was there throughout; and in any case, she had no time.’

‘Well, perhaps there was something you didn’t notice… Oh, damn-able idiot!’ he exclaimed, now completely beside himself, ‘he can’t even tell anything properly!’

Ganya, once he had begun to hurl abuse and encountered no resistance, little by little lost all restraint, as is always the case with some people. A little longer, and he would perhaps have begun to spit, so rabidly furious was he. But it was precisely this fury that made him blind; otherwise he would long ago have paid attention to the fact that this ‘idiot’ whom he was slighting in this way was sometimes able only too swiftly and subtly to understand everything and tell it all in an exceedingly satisfactory manner. But suddenly something unexpected happened.

‘I must observe to you, Gavrila Ardalionovich,’ the prince said suddenly, ‘that earlier I really was so unwell that I was indeed almost an idiot; but now I have long since recovered, and so I find it somewhat unpleasant when I am called an idiot to my face. Although you may be forgiven, taking into account the setbacks you have met with, in your vexation you have even abused me a couple of times. I really do not wish it, especially like this, suddenly, right from the outset; and as we are now standing at a crossroads, would it not be better for us to go our separate ways? You can turn to the right, and go home, and I will turn left. I have twenty-five roubles and I’m sure I can find some hôtel garni.’

Ganya was horribly embarrassed, and even blushed with shame.

‘Forgive me, Prince,’ he exclaimed hotly, suddenly changing his abusive tone to one of exceeding politeness, ‘for God’s sake, forgive me! You see what trouble I’m in. You know almost nothing, but if you knew everything you would probably forgive me at least a little; although, of course, I am beyond forgiveness…’

‘Oh, I don’t need such profuse apologies,’ the prince hurried to reply. ‘I mean, I understand how unpleasant it is for you, and that is why you are being so rude. Well, let us go to your house. I shall come with pleasure…’

‘No, I can’t let him off the hook that easily,’ Ganya thought to himself, looking spitefully at the prince as they walked, ‘that rogue wheedled everything out of me and then suddenly took off his mask… That means something. Well, we shall see! Everything will be decided, everything, everything! This very day!’

They were already standing outside the house.
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Ganya’s apartment was on the third floor, on a very clean, light and spacious staircase, and consisted of six or seven rooms and roomlets, in themselves unremarkable, but at any rate not quite affordable by a functionary with a family, even if he were in receipt of a two-thousand-rouble salary. It was, however, intended for the keeping of lodgers with meals and service, and had been occupied by Ganya and his household no more than two months earlier, to the very great displeasure of Ganya himself, on the pleas and insistence of Nina Alexandrovna and Varvara Ardalionovna, who wished in their turn to be useful and at least increase the family income somewhat. Ganya would frown and call the keeping of lodgers a disgrace; after this he seemed to become ashamed in society, where he was accustomed to appearing as a brilliant young man with a fine future ahead of him. All these concessions to fate and all this annoying crowdedness – these were deep spiritual wounds for him. For some time now he had begun to be irritated beyond measure and proportion by all kinds of trivial things, and if temporarily he agreed to concede and endure, it was only because he had decided to change and modify all this in a very short space of time. And yet this very change, this way out he had determined on, constituted no small task – a task whose imminent solution threatened to be more troublesome and tormenting than all that had gone before.


The apartment was divided by a corridor, which began right in the entrance hall. On one side of the corridor were the three rooms that were intended to be rented out to ‘specially recommended’ lodgers; in addition, on the same side of the corridor, right at its far end, next to the kitchen, there was a fourth small room, more cramped than all the others, in which retired General Ivolgin himself, the father of the household, had his quarters, sleeping on a broad sofa and obliged to leave or enter the apartment through the kitchen, and by the back stairs. Gavrila Ardalionovich’s thirteen-year-old brother, the schoolboy Kolya, was also accommodated in this room; he was also destined to be squeezed in here, to study, sleep on another, very old, narrow and short little sofa, with a sheet full of holes, and, above all, to tend to and look after his father, who was becoming less and less able to manage without this. The prince was allocated the middle of the three rooms; in the first, to the right, lived Ferdyshchenko, while the third, to the left, was still empty. But first Ganya took the prince to the family quarters. These family quarters consisted of a reception room, which was turned, when necessary, into a dining room; a drawing room, which was actually only a drawing room in the morning, and in the evening became Ganya’s study and his bedroom; and, finally, a third room, narrow and always closed: this was the bedroom of Nina Alexandrovna and Varvara Ardalionovna. In a word, everything in this apartment was crowded and cramped; Ganya just gritted his teeth and kept going; although he was, and wanted to be, deferential to his mother, it was obvious from one’s first moment in their home that he was the household’s great despot.

Nina Alexandrovna was not alone in the drawing room, Varvara Ardalionovna was sitting with her; they were both occupied with some sort of knitting and were talking to a visitor, Ivan Petrovich Ptitsyn. Nina Alexandrovna appeared to be about fifty, with a thin, drawn face and pronounced dark circles under her eyes. She had an ill and somewhat mournful look, but her face and gaze were rather pleasant; from her first words, a serious character full of genuine dignity announced itself. In spite of her sorrowful look, one sensed in her firmness, and even determination. She was dressed with exceeding modesty, in something black and quite old-lady-like, but her ways, conversation and entire manner revealed a woman who had seen the best society. Varvara Ardalionovna was a girl of about twenty-three, of medium stature and rather thin, with a face which, although it was not markedly pretty, had the secret of appealing without beauty, and being inordinately attractive. She looked very like her mother, was even dressed in the same way as her mother, out of a complete reluctance to array herself in fine clothes. The gaze of her grey eyes might sometimes have been very cheerful and affectionate, if it was not most frequently serious and reflective, sometimes even too much so, especially of late. Firmness and determination were also visible in her face, but one had a sense that this firmness could be even more energetic and enterprising than her mother’s. Varvara Ardalionovna was rather quick-tempered, and her brother was sometimes even rather afraid of this quick temper. The visitor who sat with them now, Ivan Petrovich Ptitsyn, was also rather afraid of it. He was still quite a young man, aged around thirty, modestly but elegantly dressed, with pleasant but somehow excessively sedate manners. A small dark brown beard designated him as someone who was not employed in the civil service.1 He was able to converse intelligently and interestingly, but more frequently said nothing. In general he even made a pleasant impression. He was apparently not indifferent to Varvara Ardalionovna and did not hide his feelings. Varvara Ardalionovna treated him in a friendly way, but to some of his questions she still delayed in making a reply, did not like them, even; Ptitsyn was, however, far from being discouraged. Nina Alexandrovna was affectionate towards him, and had recently begun to confide many things to him. It was, however, known that his speciality was the lending of money at high interest on more or less guaranteed security. With Ganya he was on exceedingly close terms.

After a detailed but jerky introduction from Ganya (who greeted his mother very coldly, did not greet his sister at all and at once led Ptitsyn out of the room somewhere) Nina Alexandrovna said a few words of welcome to the prince and told Kolya, who emerged through the door, to take him to the middle room. Kolya was a boy with a cheerful and rather sweet face, and a trusting and straightforward manner.

‘But where’s your luggage?’ he asked, leading the prince into the room.

‘I have a bundle; I left it in the vestibule.’

‘I’ll bring it to you at once. Our only servants are the cook and Matryona, so I help as well. Varya inspects everything and gets cross. Ganya says you came from Switzerland today?’

‘Yes.’

‘And is it nice in Switzerland?’

‘Very.’

‘Mountains?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll go and get your bundles at once.’

Varvara Ardalionovna came in.

‘Matryona will make your bed in a moment. Have you a trunk?’

‘No, a bundle. Your brother has gone to get it; it’s in the vestibule.’

‘There are no bundles there apart from this little one; where did you put them?’ asked Kolya, returning to the room again.

‘That’s the only one there is,’ the prince announced, taking his bundle.

‘Aha! And I thought Ferdyshchenko might have walked off with them.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense,’ Varya said in a stern tone of voice – even to the prince she spoke very coldly, in a tone that was only just polite.

‘Chère Babette, you could treat me a little more kindly, I’m not Ptitsyn, after all.’

‘Why, Kolya, you need a thrashing, you’re so stupid. You may ask Matryona for anything you require; dinner is at half-past four. You may dine with us, or in your room, as you please. Come along, Kolya, don’t get in his way.’

‘Let us go, O woman of determined character!’

On their way out they collided with Ganya.

‘Is father at home?’ Ganya asked Kolya, and in answer to Kolya’s affirmative reply whispered something in his ear.

Kolya nodded, and followed Varvara Ardalionovna out.

‘Prince, there is something I forgot to say to you about all this… business. One request: please do me the favour – if it won’t be too much of a strain for you – of not blabbing here either about what passed between Aglaya and myself just now, or there about what you find here; because there are also enough disgraceful things happening here. To the devil with it, though… At least restrain yourself for today.’

‘But I assure you that I’ve blabbed far less than you think,’ said the prince with a certain irritation, in answer to Ganya’s reproaches. Relations between them were clearly deteriorating.

‘Well, I’ve endured enough on your account today. In short, I request this of you.’

‘Please note, Gavrila Ardalionovich, that I was in no way bound not to mention the portrait earlier today. I mean, you didn’t ask me.’

‘Ugh, what a foul room,’ Ganya observed, looking round contemptuously, ‘dark, and windows facing the courtyard. In all respects you’ve come to our place at the wrong time… Well, that’s not my business; I’m not the one who lets the apartments.’

Ptitsyn looked in and called Ganya; the latter hastily abandoned the prince and went out even though there was still something he wanted to say, but was apparently hesitant, and seemingly afraid to broach the matter; and he had cursed the room in a way that suggested embarrassment.

No sooner had the prince washed, and managed to smarten himself up a little, than the door opened again, and a new figure emerged.

He was a gentleman of about thirty, of considerable stature, broad-shouldered, with an enormous head of reddish, curly hair. His face was fleshy and rubicund, his lips thick, his nose broad and flat, his eyes small, with swollen lids, and mocking, as though he were constantly winking. The general impression he made was one of insolence. His clothes were slightly dirty.

At first, he opened the door just wide enough to thrust his head through. For about five seconds, the inserted head looked round the room, and then the door slowly began to open, and the whole of his figure appeared in the doorway, yet still the visitor did not enter, but continued to study the prince from the doorway, narrowing his eyes as he did so. At last he closed the door behind him, approached, sat down on a chair, took the prince firmly by the arm and made him sit down on the sofa, at an angle to him.

‘Ferdyshchenko,’ he said, looking the prince in the face intently and questioningly.

‘Very well – and?’ the prince replied, almost bursting into laughter.

‘Lodger,’ Ferdyshchenko said softly again, lost in contemplation of the prince as before.

‘Do you want to make my acquaintance?’

‘E-ech!’ the visitor said, rumpling his hair and sighing, and began to look at the opposite corner. ‘Have you any money?’ he asked suddenly, turning to the prince.

‘A little.’

‘How much?’

‘Twenty-five roubles.’

‘Show me.’

The prince fished the twenty-five-rouble note out of his waistcoat pocket and gave it to Ferdyshchenko. The latter unfolded it, looked at it, then turned it over, and held it up to the light.

‘It’s strange,’ he said as if in reflection. ‘Why do they go brown? These twenty-five-rouble notes sometimes go awfully brown, while others lose their colour altogether. Here.’

The prince took his note back. Ferdyshchenko got up from the chair.

‘I’ve come to warn you: above all, don’t lend me money, because I’ll certainly ask you to.’

‘Very well.’

‘Do you intend to pay while you’re here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I don’t; thank you. I’m the first door on your right here, did you see? Try not to come and see me very often; I’ll come and see you, don’t worry. Have you seen the general?’

‘No.’

‘And you haven’t heard him?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Well, you’ll see him and hear him; what’s more, he even tries to borrow money from me! Avis au lecteur.2 Goodbye. Do you think a man can live with a name like Ferdyshchenko? Eh?’

‘But why not?’

‘Goodbye.’

And he walked to the door. The prince later discovered that this gentleman had taken upon himself, as if it were an obligation, the task of astonishing everyone with his eccentricity and joviality, though it somehow never worked properly. On some people he even made a rather unpleasant impression, something that sincerely grieved him, though it did not lead him to abandon his task. In the doorway he almost succeeded in regaining his composure, colliding with a gentleman who was on his way in; having admitted to the room this new visitor, whom the prince did not know, he gave the prince several warning winks from behind his back and thus made a tolerable exit, not without aplomb.

The new gentleman was tall of stature, about fifty-five or even a little more, rather corpulent, with a purplish-red, fleshy and flaccid face, framed in thick grey side-whiskers, moustached, with large, rather protuberant eyes. His figure would have been rather dignified, had there not been something seedy, shabby, even soiled about it. He was dressed in a little old frock coat, with elbows that were nearly worn through; his linen was also stained with grease – in a homely sort of way. If one got near him there was a slight smell of vodka; but his manner was calculated for effect, slightly studied and with an obvious fervent desire to impress by his dignity. The gentleman approached the prince slowly, with a cordial smile, silently took his hand and, keeping it in his own, looked into his face for some time, as if discerning familiar features.

‘It’s him! It’s him!’ he said quietly, but solemnly. ‘To the life! I hear the familiar, beloved name repeated, and I remember the irretrievable past… Prince Myshkin?’

‘That’s correct, sir.’

‘General Ivolgin, retired and unfortunate. Your name and patronymic, if I may make so bold to ask?’

‘Lev Nikolayevich.’

‘That’s it, that’s it! The son of my friend, my childhood companion, Nikolai Petrovich?’

‘My father’s name was Nikolai Lvovich.’

‘Lvovich,’ the general corrected himself, but without haste, and with complete confidence, as though he had not forgotten at all, but had merely made an inadvertent slip of the tongue. He sat down and, taking the prince by the hand, seated him beside him. ‘I carried you in my arms, sir.’

‘Really?’ asked the prince. ‘My father died a good twenty years ago.’

‘Yes; twenty years; twenty years and three months. We were at school together; I went straight into the army…’

‘My father was in the army, too, as a second lieutenant in the Vasilkovsky regiment.’

‘The Belomirsky. He was transferred to the Belomirsky almost the day before he died. I stood there and blessed him into eternity. Your dear mother…’

The general paused, as if struck by a sad memory.

‘She also died, six months later, from a chill,’ said the prince.

‘It wasn’t a chill. Not a chill, believe what an old man tells you. I was there, and I helped to see her into the ground. It was grief for her prince, and not from a chill. Yes, sir, I remember the princess too! Youth! Because of her, the prince and I, friends from childhood, very nearly became each other’s murderer.’

The prince was beginning to listen with some distrust.

‘I was passionately in love with your mother when she was engaged to be married – married to my friend. The prince noticed it and was frappé. He came to me in the morning, between six and seven, woke me up. I got dressed in amazement; silence on both sides; I understood everything. From his pocket he took two pistols. Across a handkerchief. Without witnesses. What did we need witnesses for, when in five minutes’ time we would send each other into eternity? We loaded, spread the handkerchief, stood, put the pistols to each other’s heart and looked into each other’s faces. Suddenly a flood of tears came to the eyes of us both, our hands shook. Both of us, both of us at once! Well, of course, there were embraces, and we tried to outdo each other in generosity. The prince cried: “She’s yours!” I cried: “She’s yours!” So… so… you’ve come to… stay with us?’

‘Yes, for a time, perhaps,’ the prince said with a slight stammer.

‘Prince, Mama wants you to go and see her,’ Kolya shouted, looking in at the doorway. The prince half rose to go, but the general put his right palm on his shoulder and pressed him down to the sofa again in friendly fashion.

‘As a true friend of your father I want to warn you,’ said the general. ‘You can see for yourself that I have suffered a tragic misfortune; but there was no trouble with the law! No trial, or anything like that! Nina Aleksandrovna is a rare woman. Varvara Alexandrovna, my daughter, is a rare daughter! Because of our circumstances, we rent out lodgings – a disgraceful fall! For me, who might have been a governor-general!… But you, you we are always glad to see. Yet there is tragedy in my house!…’

The prince looked at him questioningly and with great curiosity.

‘A matrimonial union is being prepared, and it’s a rare union. The union of a woman of easy virtue and a young man who might have become a gentleman of the royal bedchamber. This woman will be brought into the house where my daughter and my wife are living! But while yet I breathe, she shall not enter! I’ll lie down on the threshold, and she’ll have to step over my body!… I hardly speak to Ganya now, I even avoid meeting him. I warn you in advance: if you’re going to stay with us, you will be a witness to it all in any case. But you are the son of my friend, and I have a right to rely…’

‘Prince, please be so good as to come and see me in the drawing room,’ called Nina Alexandrovna, appearing in the doorway.

‘Imagine, my dear,’ the general exclaimed. ‘It turns out that I dandled the prince in my arms!’

Nina Alexandrovna gave the general a reproachful look and the prince a searching one, but did not say a word. The prince set off after her; but no sooner had they arrived in the drawing room and sat down, and Nina Alexandrovna had begun to tell the prince something in a great hurry, and in an undertone, than the general himself suddenly appeared in the room. Nina Alexandrovna at once fell silent and bent over her knitting in evident vexation. It was possible that the general noticed this vexation, but he continued to be in a most excellent mood.

‘The son of my friend!’ he exclaimed, turning to Nina Alexandrovna. ‘And so unexpected, too! I had long ago ceased even to imagine such a thing. But, my dear, don’t you remember the late Nikolai Lvovich? You met him in… Tver, didn’t you?’

‘I don’t remember any Nikolai Lvovich. Was he your father?’ she asked the prince.

‘Yes, he was; but I think he died in Yelisavetgrad, not in Tver,’ the prince observed to the general, timidly. ‘I heard it from Pavlishchev…’

‘Yes, it was Tver,’ the general confirmed, ‘his transfer to Tver came through just before his death, and even before he developed his illness. You were too young then to remember either the transfer or the journey; but Pavlishchev could sometimes be mistaken, though he was a most excellent man.’

‘You knew Pavlishchev, too?’

‘He was a rare fellow, but I was a personal witness. I blessed your father on his deathbed…’

‘You see, my father died awaiting trial,’ the prince observed again, ‘though I was never able to find out precisely what for; he died in the military hospital.’

‘Oh, it concerned the case of Private Kolpakov, and the prince would have been acquitted, without a doubt.’

‘Is that so? Do you know for sure?’ the prince asked with particular curiosity.

‘Most certainly I do!’ the general exclaimed. ‘The trial broke up without resolving anything. An impossible case! A case that was even, one may say, mysterious: Staff-captain Larionov, the company commander, dies; the prince is temporarily appointed in his place; very well. Private Kolpakov commits a theft – some boots from a comrade – and sells them for drink; very well. The prince – and observe, this was in the presence of a sergeant major and a corporal – hauls Kolpakov over the coals and threatens him with a flogging. Very well, indeed. Kolpakov goes to the barracks, lies down on his bunk, and a quarter of an hour later dies. Splendid, but it’s an unexpected incident, impossible, almost. One way or another, Kolpakov is given a funeral; the prince files a report, and then Kolpakov is removed from the lists. What could be better, you might think? But just six months later, at a brigade inspection, Private Kolpakov turns up, as though nothing were the matter, in the third company of the second battalion of the Novaya Zemlya infantry regiment,3 in the same brigade and the same division!’

‘What?’ the prince exclaimed, beside himself with astonishment.

‘That’s not true, it’s a mistake!’ Nina Alexandrovna said, turning to him suddenly, looking at him almost with anguish. ‘Mon mari se trompe.’4

‘But my dear, se trompe, that’s easy to say, but try to solve an incident like that yourself! Everyone was at a loss. I would be the first to say qu’on se trompe. But unfortunately, I was a witness and sat on the commission myself. All the witnesses testified that this was definitely the same Private Kolpakov who some six months earlier had been buried with the usual parade and tattoo of drums. Truly a rare incident, almost an impossible one, I agree, but…’

‘Papa, your dinner is on the table,’ Varvara Ardalionovna announced, entering the room.

‘Ah, that’s splendid, magnificent! I’m so hungry… But as for that case, it is even, one may say, a psychological one…’

‘The soup will get cold again,’ Varya said with impatience.

‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ muttered the general as he went out of the room. ‘And in spite of all the inquiries,’ could still be heard from the corridor.

‘You will have to excuse Ardalion Alexandrovich many things if you stay with us,’ Nina Alexandrovna said to the prince. ‘However, he won’t be much trouble to you; he even eats his dinner alone. I think you’ll agree that everyone has their shortcomings and their… peculiar features, some, perhaps, even more than those at whom we are accustomed to point our fingers. There is one thing I particularly want to ask you: if my husband should ever address you on the subject of payment for your lodging, please tell him that you have given it to me. That’s to say, anything you gave Ardalion Alexandrovich would be deducted from your bill, but I ask you solely for the sake of accuracy… What’s that, Varya?’

Varya had returned to the room and silently handed her mother the portrait of Nastasya Filippovna. Nina Alexandrovna started, and at first with a kind of alarm, and then with a sense of overwhelming bitterness, examined it for a while. At last she looked questioningly at Varya.

‘It’s a present she gave him today,’ said Varya, ‘and this evening it’s all to be decided between them.’

‘This evening!’ Nina Alexandrovna echoed in a low voice, as if in despair. ‘What can one say? At any rate, there’s no more doubt, and there’s no hope left, either; the portrait says it all… Did he show it to you himself?’ she added in surprise.

‘You know, we’ve hardly exchanged a word all month. Ptitsyn told me about it, and the portrait was just lying on the floor in there; I picked it up.’

‘Prince,’ Nina Alexandrovna suddenly addressed him, ‘I wanted to ask you (that’s really why I asked you to come here) how long you have known my son. I think he said you have only just arrived from somewhere?’

The prince explained briefly about himself, omitting the greater part. Nina Alexandrovna and Varya listened to it all.

‘I’m not trying to find out something about Gavrila Ardalionovich by asking you questions,’ observed Nina Alexandrovna, ‘you mustn’t get the wrong idea. If there’s something he can’t admit to me himself, I don’t intend to try to make inquiries behind his back. I’m doing it really because earlier Ganya, when you were there, and later, when you had gone, in reply to my question about you, replied: “He knows everything, there’s no need to stand on ceremony!” What does that mean? That’s to say, I would like to know how far…’

Suddenly Ganya and Ptitsyn came in; Nina Alexandrovna at once fell silent. The prince remained in the chair beside her, but Varya withdrew to the side: the portrait of Nastasya Filippovna lay in a most conspicuous place, on Nina Alexandrovna’s work table, right in front of her. Ganya, catching sight of it, frowned, picked it up from the table in vexation and threw it on to his writing desk, which stood at the other end of the room.

‘Today, Ganya?’ Nina Alexandrovna suddenly asked.

‘What do you mean, today?’ Ganya said, starting, and suddenly hurled himself on the prince. ‘Ah, I might have known you were here!… Really, what’s wrong with you, some kind of illness, or what? You can’t restrain yourself, can you? Well let me tell you this, your excellency…’

‘I’m the one who’s to blame here, Ganya, no one else,’ Ptitsyn broke in.

Ganya looked at him questioningly.

‘I mean, it’s better like this, Ganya, all the more so as, from one point of view, the matter is settled,’ muttered Ptitsyn and, going off to the side, sat down by the table, took some sort of pencil-scribbled sheet of paper out of his pocket and began to study it intently. Ganya stood in gloom, uneasily awaiting a family row. He had no thought of apologizing to the prince.

‘If everything is settled, then Ivan Petrovich is right, of course,’ said Nina Alexandrovna. ‘Don’t frown, please, and don’t get irritated. Ganya, I shall not ask you anything you do not want to tell me yourself, and I assure you that I’m completely resigned, so do me a favour and don’t be worried.’

She said this without interrupting her work and, it seemed, calmly. Ganya was surprised, but cautiously refrained from saying anything and looked at his mother, waiting for her to express herself more clearly. Domestic rows had already cost him too dear. Nina Alexandrovna noticed this caution and, with a bitter smile, added:

‘You still have doubts and don’t believe me; don’t worry, there will be neither tears nor entreaties, like before, on my part at least. All I desire is that you should be happy, and you know that; I’ve resigned myself to fate, but my heart will always be with you, whether we stay together or whether we go our separate ways. Of course, I answer only for myself; you can’t demand the same of your sister…’

‘Ah, her again!’ exclaimed Ganya, looking at his sister with mocking hatred. ‘Dear Mother! I swear again to you what I have already given you my word on: no one shall ever treat you with disrespect while I am here, while I am alive. No matter who it may be, I shall insist on the most complete respect for you, no matter who crosses our threshold…’

Ganya was so relieved that he looked at his mother in a way that was almost conciliatory, almost tender.

‘I have never been afraid on my own account, Ganya, you know that; it’s not about myself that I have experienced such anxiety and torment all this time. They say that everything is to be settled between you today! What is to be settled?’

‘This evening, at her house, she promised to announce whether she consents or not,’ replied Ganya.

‘We’ve been avoiding that subject for nearly three weeks now, and that was for the best. Now that everything is settled, I will only permit myself to ask one thing: how could she give you her consent and even give you her portrait, when you don’t love her? Do you really think that with a woman like her, so… so…’

‘Er, experienced, you mean?’

‘That’s not how I was going to put it. Do you really think you could deceive her to that extent?’

There was suddenly an extraordinary irritation in this question. Ganya stood still, thought for a moment and, not concealing his derision, said quietly:

‘You’ve got carried away, Mother dear, couldn’t hold out again, that’s the way these scenes have always begun and flared up between us. You said there would be no questions or reproaches, but they’ve already started! We’d better stop; really, let’s stop; at least we tried… I’ll never leave you, not for any reason; another man would have run away from a sister like that – look at her staring at me now! Let’s end it here! I was beginning to feel so pleased… And how do you know that I’m deceiving Nastasya Filippovna? And as for Varya – she can do as she likes and – that’s enough. Yes, now we’ve really had enough!’

Ganya was becoming more and more excited with each word, pacing aimlessly about the room. Conversations like this at once became a painful experience for all the members of the family.

‘I said that if she comes in here I’ll leave, and I will also keep my word,’ said Varya.

‘It’s stubbornness!’ exclaimed Ganya. ‘It’s stubbornness that makes you refuse to get married! What are you snorting at me for? I don’t give a damn, Varvara Ardalionovna; you may carry out your intention at once, if you like. I’m really sick of you now. You’re finally deciding to leave us, Prince!’ he shouted to the prince, seeing him get from his chair.

In Ganya’s voice could be heard that degree of irritation in which a man is almost glad of that irritation, abandons himself to it without any restraint and almost with growing enjoyment, whatever it may lead to. The prince had started to turn round in the doorway in order make some reply but, seeing by the unhealthy expression on his assailant’s face that now all was needed was the drop that would make the cup run over, he turned back and went out in silence. A few minutes later he heard by the noise from the drawing room that in his absence the conversation was even louder and more outspoken.

He walked through the reception room into the hallway, in order to reach the corridor, and from it his room. As he passed close by the door that gave on to the staircase, he heard and observed that on the other side of it someone was furiously trying to ring the bell; but there must have been something wrong with the bell: it merely shook a little, but there was no sound. The prince slid the bolt, opened the door and – stepped back in amazement, even shuddered all over: before him stood Nastasya Filippovna. He instantly recognized her from the portrait. Her eyes flashed with a burst of annoyance when she saw him; she quickly walked into the hallway, pushing him out of the way with her shoulder, and said angrily, as she threw off her fur coat:

‘If you’re too lazy to mend the bell, you might at least be sitting in the hallway when people knock. Look, now you’ve dropped my coat, fool!’

The coat was indeed lying on the floor; Nastasya Filippovna, not waiting for the prince to help her off with it, had thrown it into his hands without looking, from behind, but the prince had missed it.

‘They ought to get rid of you. In you go, announce me.’

The prince was about to say something, but was so embarrassed that he could get nothing out, and holding the coat which he had picked up from the floor, entered the drawing room.

‘Look, now he’s going in with the coat! Why are you carrying the coat? Ha-ha-ha! Are you insane, or what?’

The prince came back, and looked at her like a dummy; when she began to laugh, he also smiled, but still could not find his tongue. At the initial moment when he opened the door to her he had been pale, but now the colour suddenly flooded his face.

‘But what kind of idiot is this?’ Nastasya Filippovna exclaimed in indignation, stamping her foot at him. ‘Well, where are you going? Who are you going to announce?’

‘Nastasya Filippovna,’ muttered the prince.

‘How do you know who I am?’ she asked him quickly. ‘I’ve never seen you before! In you go, announce me… What’s all that shouting?’

‘They’re quarrelling,’ the prince replied, and went into the drawing room.

He entered it at a rather decisive moment: Nina Alexandrovna was by now on the point of entirely forgetting that she had ‘resigned herself to it all’; she was, however, defending Varya. Ptitsyn was also standing beside Varya, having abandoned his pencil-scribbled sheet of paper. Varya herself was not afraid, and was indeed a girl not easily frightened; but with every word her brother’s crassness was becoming more and more blatant and intolerable. In such cases she usually stopped talking and merely stared at her brother mockingly and in silence, fixing her eyes on him. This manoeuvre, as she well knew, was capable of driving him beyond the limit. At this very moment the prince stepped into the room and proclaimed:

‘Nastasya Filippovna!’
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