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I

It was eight o’clock in the morning—the time when officers, civil servants and visitors would habitually swim in the sea after a hot, airless night and then proceed to the pavilion for coffee or tea. Ivan Andreich Laevsky, a young man around twenty-eight years of age, a lanky blond, wearing a Ministry of Finance service cap and shoes, on his way for a swim, encountered many acquaintances along the shore and among them his friend the military doctor, Samoylenko.

With a big, closely cropped head, sans neck, and red, large-nosed, with bushy black eyebrows and gray side-whiskers, fat, bloated, yes and with a hoarse military basso on top of it all, this Samoylenko left the unpleasant impression of being a Bourbon and a braggadocio on every new arrival, however, two or three days would pass after the first acquaintanceship and his face would begin to seem unusually kind, sweet and even attractive. Overlooking his somewhat boorish tone and awkwardness, one could see this was a peace-loving man, infinitely kind, good-natured and accountable. He spoke informally with everyone in town, loaned money to all, provided medical treatment to all, played matchmaker, arbitrator, hosted picnics where he roasted kebabs and prepared very tasty ukha from gray mullet; he was constantly petitioning and inquiring on behalf of someone and always found something to cheer. According to popular opinion, he was without sin and harbored only two weaknesses: first, he was embarrassed by his own kindness and attempted to mask it behind a steely stare and an artificial boorishness; and second, he loved for medical assistants and soldiers to call him “Your Excellency,” although he was merely a Councilor of State.

“Answer, Alexander Davidich, one question for me,” began Laevsky, when the both of them, he and Samoylenko, had entered the water way up to their shoulders. “Let’s say that you’ve fallen in love with a woman and your path has converged with hers; you’ve lived with her, let’s say, for more than two years and then, as these things happen, you’ve fallen out of love and have begun to feel that she’s become a stranger to you. What would you do in this case?”

“Very simple. Little mother, go to wherever the four winds take you, and that would be the last word.”

“That’s easy for you to say! But what if she has nowhere to go? She’s a solitary woman, no family, doesn’t have even a half-kopeck, she doesn’t know how to work …”

“What? Either stick a lump sum of five hundred between her teeth or twenty-five a month—and that’s that. Very simple.”

“Let’s suppose that you have both the five hundred and the twenty-five per month, the woman I speak of is intelligent and proud. Could you really resolve yourself to offer her money? And what form would that take?”

Samoylenko wanted to say something in reply but at that moment a large wave overtook them both, then broke on the shore and loudly rolled back over little pebbles. The friends came onto shore and began to dress.

“Of course it’s odd living with a woman if you don’t love her,” Samoylenko said, shaking sand from his boot. “But you must, Vanya, reason this through humanely. If it were me, I wouldn’t let her see that I’d fallen out of love, instead I’d live with her until my very death.”

He was suddenly ashamed of his words, reconsidered and said:

“When it comes to me, I’m fine with the broads not being a part of anything. Let the woodland devil have them all!”

The friends dressed and proceed to the pavilion. Here Samoylenko was his own man, and plates had even been set aside for his personal use. Every morning he was served a tray with a cup of coffee, a tall cut glass of ice water and a tumbler of cognac. He drank the cognac first, then the hot coffee, then the ice water, and this must have been and surely was very tasty, because after the beverages his eyes would become buttery, he would smooth his side-whiskers with both hands and say, looking out to sea:

“What a remarkably magnificent view!”

After a long night wasted on joyless, useless thoughts that interrupted sleep and seemed to amplify the airlessness and gloom of the night, Laevsky felt broken and inert. Neither the swim nor the coffee had made things better.

“Shall we, Alexander Davidich, continue our conversation?” he said. “I won’t hide anything from you and will tell you candidly, as a friend: my relationship with Nadezhda* Fyodorovna is bad … very bad! Forgive me for inducting you into my arcana, but I must talk about this.”

Samoylenko, sensing where the conversation was going, lowered his eyes and drummed his fingers on the table.

“I’ve lived with her for two years and have fallen out of love with her …” continued Laevsky. “Rather, to be more accurate, I’ve come to understand that there was no love there to begin with … These past two years have been—deception.”

When he spoke Laevsky had a habit of carefully inspecting the pink palms of his hands, biting his nails or kneading his cuffs with his fingers. And he was doing just that now.

“I know perfectly well that you can’t help me,” he said, “but I’m telling you because for this good-for-nothing brother and superfluous man, salvation lies in conversation. I must recap all the steps that I’ve taken, I must find an explanation and a justification for my ridiculous life in the theories of others, in literary types, in that, for instance, we noblemen are degenerating, and so on … And last night, for instance, I comforted myself by thinking repeatedly: Oh, how right Tolstoy was, how unmercifully right! And this made me feel better. In point of fact, brother, he truly is a great writer! Regardless of what anyone says.”

Samoylenko, having never read Tolstoy but spent each day preparing to read him, felt embarrassed and said:

“Yes, all writers write from the imagination, but he’s straight from nature …”

“My God,” sighed Laevsky, “the extent to which we have been crippled by civilization! I fell in love with a married woman and she with me … In the beginning we had kisses, and quiet evenings, and vows, and Spencer, and ideals, and mutual interests … What a lie! We ran, in essence, from her husband, but we lied to ourselves about running away from the emptiness of our own intellectual lives. Our future unfurled before us: in the beginning, in the Caucasus, while we acquainted ourselves with the place and the people, I would don the uniform of a civil servant and serve; only then would we get ourselves a clump of land in the vastness, would we toil by the sweat of our brows, plant a vineyard, a field and so on. If it had been you in my place, or that zoologist of yours, Von Koren, then it’s possible that you would have lived with Nadezhda Fyodorovna for thirty years and you would have left your offspring a valuable vineyard and three thousand acres of corn, but I felt bankrupt from day one. It’s unbearably hot in town, the ennui, it’s unpopulated, then you walk out into the fields, there are arachnids, scorpions and snakes creeping under every bush and rock, and beyond the fields are mountains and desert. An alien people, an alien landscape, an impoverished culture—all of this, brother, isn’t as easy as walking down Nevsky in a fur coat with Nadezhda Fyodorovna on your arm, dreaming of warm climates. It’s not life that you’re fighting for here, its death that you’re fighting against, and what kind of a fighter am I? A pitiful neurotic, a soft-handed man … From the very first day, I understood that my vision of toil and a vineyard didn’t amount to a damn thing. When it comes to love, I’m obliged to tell you that living with a woman who has read Spencer and has followed you to the ends of the earth—it is just as uninteresting as being with some Anfisa or Akulina. There is that same smell of ironing, powders and medicines, the same hair-curlers every morning and the same lie that you tell yourself …”

“You can’t go without an iron in the household,” said Samoylenko, reddening from the fact that Laevsky was speaking with him so candidly about a lady with whom he was acquainted. “I’m noticing that you, Vanya, aren’t in high spirits today. Nadezhda Fyodorovna is a wonderful woman, educated, you’re—a man of superior intellect … Of course, you’re not married,” continued Samoylenko, glancing at the neighboring tables, “but see, that isn’t your fault, and what’s more … you must remain free from prejudice and stand on par with contemporary thought. Yes, personally, I believe in civil union … But, in my opinion, since your paths have already converged, then you must live together until death parts you.”

“Without love?”

“I’ll explain it to you right now,” said Samoylenko. “About eight years ago we had a little old envoy stationed here with us, a person of superior intellect. Here’s what he used to say: in family life, the most important thing—is patience. Do you hear me, Vanya? Not love, but patience. Love can’t endure for long. You’ve lived in love for about two years, but now, evidently, your family life has taken a step into that period when you, let’s say, so as to maintain equilibrium, must put forth all of your patience …”

“You believe your little old envoy, but his advice is meaningless to me. Your little old man could have been a hypocrite, he could have exercised patience and all the while looked at the unloved person, as he would at an object integral to his exercise, but I have not sunk so low yet. If I feel the urge to exercise patience, then I’ll buy myself a set of dumb-bells or a pummel-horse, but I’ll leave the person in peace.”

Samoylenko ordered white wine with ice. After they’d each drunk a glass, Laevsky suddenly asked:

“Tell me, please, what does a softening of the brain mean?”

“It’s, well, how can I explain it to you … It’s a disease where the brain begins to soften … as though it were dissolving.”

“Is it treatable?”

“Yes, if the disease doesn’t go unchecked. Cold showers, the fly … Well, something internal.”

“There … there, do you see what kind of a predicament I’m in? I can’t live with her. It requires more strength than I have. While I’m with you, I can go ahead and philosophize, and smile, but at home my spirits totally plummet. I’ve reached the point where it’s so macabre, that if someone were to tell me, let’s say, that I’m obliged to live with her for even one more month, then I would probably shoot a bullet through my forehead. And at the same time, I can’t leave her. She’s solitary, she doesn’t know how to work, I don’t have any money and neither does she … Where would she go? Who would she turn to? I can’t figure this out … So, there you have it, tell me: what do I do?”

“Hmmm, yes …” mumbled Samoylenko, not knowing how to respond. “Does she love you?”

“Yes, she loves me to the extent that she, at her age and with her temperament, needs a man. It would be as difficult for her to part with me, as it would her powder or hair-curlers. To her, I’m a necessary component in the arrangement of her boudoir.”

Samoylenko felt embarrassed.

“You, Vanya, aren’t in high spirits today,” he said. “You didn’t sleep, that must be it.”

“Yes, I slept badly … In general, brother, I feel rotten. Empty headed, heavy hearted, there’s a kind of weakness … I must run!”

“Where?”

“Over there, to the north. To the pines, to mushrooms, to people, to ideas … I would give up half my life, to be in some Moscow province right now or one in Tula, swimming in a river, getting a chill, you know? Then to wander around for at least three hours with the worst possible little student and to blab and blab … Oh, and how it smells of hay! Do you remember? And in the evenings, as you walk through the garden, the sound of a grand piano wafts from the house, you can hear the passing of a train …”

Laevsky began laughing from pleasure. Tears came to his eyes, and to conceal them he reached over to the neighboring table for matches without rising from his seat.

“I haven’t been to Russia in eighteen years,” said Samoylenko. “I’ve forgotten what it’s like there. In my opinion, there’s no outskirt more magnificent than the Caucasus.”

“There’s a painting by Vereshchagin where those destined for death languish at the bottom of the deepest well. Your magnificent Caucasus appear to be exactly that kind of a well to me. If only I were given the choice between the two, being a chimney sweep in Petersburg or being a duke in these parts, I would definitely take being a chimney sweep.”

Laevsky lost himself in thought. To look at his body slumped over, at his eyes fixed on one point, at his pale, perspiring face and furrowed brow, at his gnawed fingernails and at his shoe, which hung off his heel revealing a haplessly stitched stocking, imbued Samoylenko with pity and, possibly because Laevsky reminded him of a helpless child, he asked:

“Is your mother alive?”

“Yes, but we’ve had a falling-out. She could not forgive me for this relationship.”

Samoylenko loved his friend. In Laevsky he saw a good-natured fellow, a student, a straightforward man whom he could drink with, and laugh with and soul search with. What he understood of him, he disliked extremely. Laevsky drank too much and, at inappropriate times, played cards, held his work in contempt, lived beyond his means, often used profane expressions in conversation, walked the streets in shoes and publicly fought with Nadezhda Fyodorovna—and Samoylenko disliked that. But then again, Laevsky had once been enrolled in the philology department of a university, he now subscribed to two fat journals, often spoke so astutely that only a handful of people could understand him, lived with an intelligent woman—Samoylenko understood none of this, and it appealed to him, and he considered Laevsky better than himself and respected him.

“There’s one more detail,” Laevsky said, shaking his head. “But this is just between us. I’ve been keeping it from Nadezhda Fyodorovna so far, so don’t let it slip in front of her … A couple of days ago I received a letter that her husband had died from a softening of the brain.”

“Kingdom of heaven …” sighed Samoylenko. “Why are you hiding this from her?”

“To show her this letter would mean: Please come right this way to the church and let’s get married. First, we must determine what our relationship is. When she is convinced that we can no longer live together, then I’ll show her the letter. It’ll be safe then.”

“You know what, Vanya?” said Samoylenko, and his face suddenly took on a sad and pleading expression, as though he were preparing to ask for something very sweet and feared that he would be refused. “Get married, my good man!”

“What for?”

“Fulfill your obligation to this beautiful woman! Her husband has died, and that is providence itself telling you what you must do!”

“Just understand, my eccentric friend, that it’s not possible. To marry without love is as foolish and worthless a thing for a man to do, as for a non-believer to enter into the service of God.”

“But you’re obliged!”

“Why am I obliged?” Laevsky asked with irritation.

“Because by sweeping her away from her husband you took responsibility for her.”

“But I’m telling you in plain Russian: I don’t love her!”

“Well, so there’s no love. Honor her, indulge her …”

“Honor, indulge …” mocked Laevsky. “Sure, she’s a regular mother superior … You’re a bad psychologist and physiologist if you think that life with a woman can coast on nothing but honor and respect. First and foremost, a woman requires a bedroom.”

“Vanya, Vanya …” Samoylenko became embarrassed.

“You’re an old child, a theoretician, but I’m a young old man, a pragmatist, and we’ll never understand one another. We’d better end this conversation. Mustafa,” Laevsky called out to the man, “what do we owe?”

“No, no …” the doctor panicked, grabbing Laevsky by the arm. “I’ll pay for this. I ordered it. Put it on my tab!” he called out to Mustafa.

The friends rose and silently proceeded along the embankment. They stopped where the boulevard began and parted with a handshake.

“You’re really very spoiled, gentleman!” sighed Samoylenko. “Fate has sent you a young, attractive, educated woman—and you refuse it all. If God would send me even a hump-backed old woman, as long as she’s tender and kind, I would be, oh, so very happy! I’d live with her on my vineyard and …”

Suddenly remembering himself, Samoylenko said:

“And I’d let that old witch set up the samovar there, all by herself.” Having said goodbye to Laevsky, he proceeded along the boulevard. At those times when he—massive, majestic, with an austere expression on his face, in his lilywhite service jacket and his fabulously polished boots, his chest puffed out, regaled with the Order of Vladimir with a ribbon—walked along the boulevard he liked himself tremendously, and it seemed to him that the entire world was smiling upon him. He looked from one side to the other without turning his head and found the boulevard was abundantly landscaped with young cypresses, eucalyptus and that even the unattractive, anemic palms were indeed attractive and would provide broad shade with time, that the Circassians were an honest and hospitable people. It’s strange that the Caucasus don’t appeal to Laevsky, he thought, very strange. He encountered five armed soldiers who saluted him. A civil servant’s wife and her school-aged son passed along the sidewalk on the right side of the boulevard.

“Maria Konstantinovna, good morning!” Samoylenko called out to her, smiling pleasantly. “Have you been for a swim? Ha-ha-ha … My regards to Nikodim Aleksandrich!”

And he went on, continuing to smile pleasantly, until, seeing that he was about to encounter an approaching military medical assistant, suddenly scowled, stopped him and inquired:

“Is there anyone at the infirmary?”

“No one, Your Excellency.”

“What’s that?”

“No one, Your Excellency.”

“Very good, carry on …”

Majestically swaggering, he turned in the direction of a lemonade stand, where an old, buxom Jewess passing herself off as a Georgian sat behind the counter and said to her loudly, as though commanding a regiment:

“Please be a dear, give me a soda water!”


* “Nadezhda” is Russian for “hope.”




II

Laevsky’s lack of love for Nadezhda Fyodorovna manifested itself mainly in that everything she said and did seemed a lie to him, or something resembling a lie, and everything that he read disparaging of women and love seemed as though it couldn’t apply better to himself, to Nadezhda Fyodorovna and to her husband. When he returned home she was sitting at the window, already dressed and coiffed, drinking coffee with an anxious expression on her face and flipping through the pages of a fat journal, and he thought to himself that the act of drinking coffee is not such a stupendous event that it should merit an anxious expression, and that she had wasted time in vain on a fashionable hairstyle, as no one here appreciated it and it was all for nothing. And in the pages of the journal he saw a lie. He thought that just as she dressed and coiffed so that she would appear pretty, she read so that she would appear smart.

“Would it be all right if I went swimming today?” she asked.

“What? You’ll go or you won’t go, it’s not an earth-shattering event either way, I suppose …”

“No, that’s why I’m asking, I wouldn’t want the doctor to be upset with me.”

“Well, go ask the doctor, then. I’m not a doctor.”

This time what Laevsky disliked most of all about Nadezhda Fyodorovna was her white, exposed neck and the curls of hair on the nape of her neck, and he remembered that when Anna Karenina had fallen out of love with her husband, she began to dislike his ears above all else, and he thought to himself: How true it is! How true! Feeling weak and empty headed, he went into his study, lay down on the divan and covered his face with a handkerchief, so that the flies would not irritate him. Languid, torpid thoughts all about one and the same thing stretched out through his brain like a long wagon train in foul autumnal weather and he fell into a drowsy, dejected state. It seemed to him that he was culpable before Nadezhda Fyodorovna and before her husband, and that her husband’s death had been all his fault. It seemed to him that he was culpable before his life, which he’d ruined, before the world of grand ideas, knowledge and labor, and he imagined that wonder-filled world to be possible and to exist not here on this shore, where hungry Turks and lazy Abkhazians wandered about, but there to the north, where there is opera, theater, newspapers and all sorts of cerebral labor. To be honest, smart, outspoken and pure was only possible there, not here. He blamed himself for not having ideals or a master plan in life, as he dimly realized now what this meant. Two years earlier, when he had fallen in love with Nadezhda Fyodorovna, he had been convinced that all he had to do was run off with Nadezhda Fyodorovna and to set off with her for the Caucasus, thus he would be spared the banality and emptiness of life; he was now equally convinced that all he had to do was cast off Nadezhda Fyodorovna and set off for Petersburg, thereby attaining all that he required.

“Run!” he muttered to himself, sitting and gnawing his nails. “Run!”

His imagination unfurled: there he is boarding a steamship and then sitting down to breakfast, drinking cold beer, chatting with the ladies on deck, then in Sevastopol boarding a train and traveling. Hello, freedom! The stations flicker past one after the other, the air becomes ever colder and harsher, now birch and spruce trees, now Kursk, Moscow … Shchi in the buffets, lamb with kasha, sturgeon, beer—in a word, not the Asiatic, but Russia, the real Russia. The passengers on the train speak of trade, the latest singers, of Franco-Russian affinity; everywhere the feeling of animated, cultured, intelligent, exhilarating life … Faster, faster! Here, at last, is Nevsky, Bolshaya Morskaya, and there’s Kovensky Lane, where he had once lived among students, there’s the dear, gray sky, misty rain, wet coach-drivers …

“Ivan Andreich!” someone called out from the neighboring room. “Are you home?”

“I’m here!” Laevsky answered. “What do you need?”

“Papers.”

Laevsky rose lazily, with a feeling of dizziness and, yawning, his shoes smacking the floor, went to the neighboring room. There in the street, in front of the open window, stood one of his young colleagues, who laid official papers out on the windowsill.

“Just a minute, my good man,” Laevsky said softly, and went to find pen and ink. Returning to the window, he signed the papers without reading them and said: “It’s hot!”

“Yes sir. Are you coming in today?”

“Unlikely … I think I’m coming down with something … My good man, tell Sheshkovsky that I’ll come see him after dinner.”

The clerk left. Laevsky lay down on the divan in his room again and began to think:

Now then, it’s necessary to weigh all the factors and to figure this out. Before leaving this place, I must pay my debts. I owe nearly two thousand rubles. I have no money … This, of course, isn’t important. I’ll pay half now somehow, and the other half I’ll send from Petersburg. Most important is Nadezhda Fyodorovna … First and foremost, we must determine what our relationship is … Yes.

A little later on, he thought: Wouldn’t it be better to go to Samoylenko for advice?

It’s easy enough to go, he thought, but what’s the use of it? I’d just start telling him malapropos about the boudoir, about women, about what is or isn’t fair. Damn it, how can there be any question of what is or isn’t fair, when my life requires saving, and fast, when I’m suffocating in this damned captivity and killing myself? … It must, finally, be understood, that to continue a life like mine is underhanded and unrelenting, in the face of which all else is petty and insignificant. Run! he muttered, sitting down. Run!

The emptiness of the seashore, the insatiable swelter and the monotony of the dusky, lilac mountains, eternally the same and silent, eternally lonely, bore on his melancholy and, seemingly, sedated and looted him. It may well have been that he was a very smart, talented, remarkable straight-shooter; it may well have been that were he not surrounded by sea and mountains on all sides, a first-class regional director, a government man, an orator, a public figure, an ascetic would have emerged from within him. Who knows! What if a gifted and industrious man—a musician or an artist, for instance—were to escape captivity by tearing down a wall and tricking his jailers, isn’t it foolish to then expound on what’s fair and what’s not? In such a situation, everything that man does is fair.

At two o’clock Laevsky and Nadezhda Fyodorovna sat down to dinner. When the scullery maid had served them rice soup with tomatoes, Laevsky said:

“It’s the same thing every day. Is there any reason why we can’t have shchi?”

“There’s no cabbage.”

“Strange. If they cook shchi with cabbage at Samoylenko’s, and there’s shchi at Maria Konstantinovna’s, it must just be me that’s supposed to eat this sweetish slop for some reason. This isn’t right, my dove.”

As is the case among the vast majority of married couples, before neither Laevsky nor Nadezhda Fyodorovna could get through a dinner without caprices and a scene, but since Laevsky decided that he no longer loved her, he tried to yield to Nadezhda Fyodorovna in all matters, speaking to her gently and politely, smiling at her, and calling her a dove.

“The taste of this soup reminds me of licorice,” he said, smiling; he was straining himself so as to appear amicable, but couldn’t hold back and said: “No one is taking care of this household … If you’re too sick or too busy with your reading, then allow me, I’ll attend to our kitchen.”

Earlier, she would have answered with So attend to it or I see you want to make a scullery maid out of me, but now she merely glanced at him sheepishly and turned red.

“Well, how do you feel today?” he asked tenderly.

“Today is not so bad. There is only a touch of weakness.”

“You need to take care of yourself, my dove. I’m terribly worried about you.”

Something ailed Nadezhda Fyodorovna. Samoylenko said that she had remittent fever and fed her quinine. Another doctor, Ustimovich, a tall, spindly, misanthropic man, who sat at home by day and strolled quietly along the embankment coughing with his hands folded behind him and his cane stretched lengthwise down his back by night, found that she had a female ailment, and prescribed warm compresses. Before, when Laevsky still loved her, Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s illness would arouse feelings of sympathy and fear in him, but now he considered even her illness to be a lie. The jaundiced, sleepy face, the faded expression and the yawning that would occasionally seize Nadezhda Fyodorovna after an onset of fever, and that she, while in the midst of the onset, would lie beneath a plaid blanket and resembled a boy, more than a woman, and that her room was stuffy and smelled bad—all this, in his opinion, destroyed any illusion and was a protest against love and marriage.

For the second course he was served spinach with hard-boiled eggs, but Nadezhda Fyodorovna was served kissel and milk, like an invalid. When she, with an anxious expression, first touched her spoon to the kissel and then began to lazily eat it, washing it down with milk, and he heard her swallows, he was overcome by such an intense feeling of hatred that his head began to itch. He was aware that such a feeling would have been insulting even in the society of dogs, although he was not aggravated with himself but with Nadezhda Fyodorovna for having aroused such a feeling in him, and he understood why lovers sometimes kill their beloved. He couldn’t kill her himself, of course, but if he ever found himself serving on a jury, he would exonerate the murderer.

“Merci, my dove,” he said after dinner, and kissed Nadezhda Fyodorovna on the forehead.

Retiring to his study, he spent about five minutes pacing the room from corner to corner, cast a sidelong glance at his boots, then sat down on the divan and began to mutter:

“Run! Run! I must determine what our relationship is and run!”

He lay down on the divan and again remembered that the death of Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s husband could have been his fault.

It’s foolish to accuse a man of falling in or out of love, he convinced himself, leaning back and lifting his legs to put on his boots. It’s not in our power to control love and hate. As for the husband, it’s possible that I may have been, in a circumstantial sense, one of the reasons for his death, but again, am I to blame for having fallen in love with his wife and the wife with me?

At that he rose and, having located his service cap, set off in the direction of his colleague Sheshkovsky, where the civil servants would gather every day to play Vint and drink cold beer.

My indecision is reminiscent of Hamlet, thought Laevsky en route. How astute Shakespeare’s observation was. Oh, how astute.


III

To keep from getting bored and to accommodate the basic needs of new arrivals and those without families who had nowhere to dine due to the lack of hotels in town, Dr. Samoylenko held a kind of table d’hote at his home. At the time this was written, he had only two diners: the young zoologist Von Koren, who had traveled to the Black Sea this summer to study the embryology of jellyfish; and Deacon Pobedov, recently released from seminary and assigned to town to carry out the duties of an elderly deacon who had left to pursue medical treatment. They both paid twelve rubles per month for dinner, and Samoylenko had made them give their word of honor that they would report for dinner precisely at two o’clock.

Von Koren was typically the first to arrive. He would silently have a seat in the drawing room, and taking an album from the table, would begin to attentively survey the faded photographs of certain unidentified men in wide pants and top hats and ladies in crinoline and bonnets. Samoylenko remembered only a few of them by name, but of those he had forgotten he would sigh and say: “A splendiferous man, of superior intellect!” Having finished with the album, Von Koren would take a pistol from the shelf-stand and, squinting his left eye, aim it at a portrait of Prince Vorontsov for a long time, or he would stand before the mirror surveying his own swarthy complexion, his large forehead and his hair, black and woolly as a Negro’s, and his shirt of lackluster chintz with blossoming flowers that resembled a Persian rug, and the wide leather belt he wore instead of a waistcoat. He derived nearly as much satisfaction from scrutinizing himself as looking over the photographs or the pistol in its expensive case. He was not only very happy with his face but also with his attractively trimmed facial hair, and his broad shoulders that clearly served as a visible declaration of his good health and his solid build. He was happy with his dandyish outfit, beginning with the necktie, picked to match the color of his shirt and ending in his yellow booties.

As he was surveying the album and standing in front of the mirror, Samoylenko was in the kitchen and the vestibule beside it all the while, with no frock-coat or waistcoat on, his chest bared, worrying and drenched in sweat, fussing near the tables, preparing the salad, or some sort of sauce, or meat, cucumbers and onion for the okroshka, and still managing to angrily glare at the assisting valet and brandishing either a knife or a spoon at him.

“Bring the vinegar!” he ordered. “Or, I mean, not vinegar, olive oil!” he yelled, stomping his feet. “Where are you going, you swine?”

“For the oil, Your Excellency,” said the dumbfounded valet in a cracked tenor.

“Hurry! It’s in the cupboard! Yes, and tell Darya to add dill to the jar of pickles! Dill! Cover the sour cream, you scatterbrain, or flies will get into it!”

It seemed that the whole house shook when he yelled. When there were only ten or fifteen minutes remaining before two o’clock, the deacon would arrive, a young man, around twenty-two years of age, lanky, long-haired, sans beard and with barely detectable whiskers. Entering the drawing room he crossed himself before the icon, and then, smiling, extended his hand to Von Koren.

“Hello,” the zoologist coldly replied. “Where have you been?”

“Fishing for gobies on the pier.”

“Well, of course … From the look of it, Deacon, you’re never going to get to work.”

“Why say that? Work’s not a bear, it won’t wander off into the woods,” said the deacon, smiling and inserting his hands into the deep pockets of his white cassock.

“There’s no one here to whip you!” sighed the zoologist.

Another fifteen to twenty minutes passed, but dinner had still not been served, they could hear the valet running from the hall to the kitchen and back, his boots knocking as Samoylenko yelled:

“Put it on the table! Where are you sticking it? Go wash it first.”

The deacon’s and Von Koren’s hunger growing, they began to knock their heels on the floor, expressing their impatience as audience members in a theater box would. Finally, the door opened and the tortured valet announced: “Food’s ready!” They were met in the dining room by an angry Samoylenko, who was scarlet and had been thoroughly steamed by the stifling kitchen. He glared at them furiously and with an expression of horror on his face lifted the soup tureen from the pot of soup and poured them each a bowl, and only when he was certain that they were eating heartily, and that the food was to their liking, did he sigh relief and sit down in his own deep armchair. His face became languid, buttery … Not rushing, he poured himself a small glass of vodka and said:

“To the health of the younger generation.”

After his conversation with Laevsky, Samoylenko constantly felt something weighing in the depths of his soul, from morning right up to dinner, regardless of his excellent mood. He felt sorry for Laevsky and wanted to help him. Drinking his small glass of vodka before having the soup, he sighed and said:

“I saw Vanya Laevsky today. The man’s having a hard time of it. The material half of his life doesn’t bode well, but more importantly his psychological state is getting the best of him. I feel sorry for the fellow.”

“If there’s anyone that I don’t pity!” said Von Koren. “If that gentle man were drowning, I’d get a stick to help him along: drown, brother, drown …”

“Not true. You wouldn’t do that.”

“Why do you think I wouldn’t?” The zoologist shrugged his shoulders. “I’m just as capable of doing a good deed as you are.”

“And drowning a man is a good deed?” the deacon asked, laughing.

“If it’s Laevsky? Yes.”

“I think the okroshka is missing something …” said Samoylenko, trying to change the subject.

“Words can’t describe how malevolent Laevsky is, he’s as malevolent to society as the cholera microbe,” continued Von Koren. “To drown him would be a service.”

“You’re not winning accolades by venting like that about your fellow man. Tell me: why do you hate him?”

“Don’t talk nonsense, Doctor. To hate and feel contempt for a microbe is foolish, but to consider it a fellow man, refusing to distinguish between anyone and everyone that you meet no matter what—that, with all due respect, shows a lack of judgment, and a refusal to relate with people in a fair-minded manner, to wash your hands of it, so to speak. I consider your Laevsky to be a miscreant, I don’t hide it and I treat him as I would a miscreant, in all my good conscience. Yet you consider him to be a fellow man—greeting him with a kiss. To consider him a fellow man means that you treat him the same as you would myself and the deacon. That is unacceptable. You make no distinction in your feelings toward anyone.”

“To call a man a miscreant,” muttered Samoylenko, cringing disdainfully, “is so absolutely wrong, that I can’t even begin to explain to you how wrong it is!”

“People are judged by their deeds,” continued Von Koren. “So, Deacon, judge for yourself … I’m talking to you now, Deacon. Mr. Laevsky’s actions have candidly been laid out before you, like a long Chinese scroll, and you may read it from beginning to end. What’s he done in the two years since he’s been living here? Let’s use our fingers to count. First of all, he’s taught the residents of the town to play Vint; two years ago the game was unknown here, but now everyone plays Vint from morning to night, even the women and adolescents. Second, he’s taught the locals to drink beer, which was also unknown here. The locals are also obliged to him for their knowledge of different types of vodka, so that they can now distinguish between Kosheleva and Smirnov No. 21 blindfolded. Third, in the past living with another man’s wife was a covert affair here, for the same motives that thieves steal covertly and not overtly. Adultery was considered the sort of thing that was shameful to display in public. Laevsky’s attitude toward all this is a schoolboy’s. He openly lives with another man’s wife. Fourth …

Von Koren quickly ate his okroshka and handed his plate over to the valet.

“I understood Laevsky from the very first month of our acquaintance,” he continued, addressing the deacon. “We arrived here at the same time. People like him love to make friends, establish intimacy, solidarity and the like, because they always need company for Vint, drinks and a bite to eat. What’s more, they’re garrulous and they require listeners. We became friends; that is, he would hang around my place every day, disturbing my work and confiding way too much about his concubine. In the beginning, I was dumbstruck by his extraordinary mendacity, which I found simply nauseating. In my capacity as a friend, I scolded him about his way of life, about how he drinks too much, how he does not live according to his means and incurs debts, how he has done nothing and has read nothing, how he is so uncultured and knows so little—and in reply to all of my questions he would smile bitterly, sigh and say, ‘I’m a good-for-nothing, a superfluous man,’ or ‘What do you, old chap, want from the splinters of serfdom?’ or ‘We are degenerating …’ Or he would begin to wax on about Onegin, Pechorin, Byron’s Cain, Bazarov, of whom he would say: ‘These are our fathers in flesh and in spirit.’ Meaning something along the lines of: it’s not he that is guilty of letting bureaucratic packets lie unopened for weeks or that he himself drinks, and gets others drunk, but that Onegin, Pechorin and Turgenev are to blame for creating the good-for-nothing and the superfluous man. The principle cause for this lack of discipline and grace isn’t with him, you see, but somewhere out there, in the periphery. And what’s more—here’s a good joke for you!—it’s not him alone that’s guilty of being licentious, mendacious and vile but all of us … ‘We are people of the eighties. We are the inert, neurotic offspring of the age of serfdom. We have been crippled by civilization.’ In a word, we are expected to understand that a great man like Laevsky is also great in his collapse; that his debauchery, ignorance and defilement are a naturally occurring phenomena based in history, consecrated by necessity, the cause of which is global, spontaneous; and that we should hang a sconce before Laevsky, since he is the victim of the times, the spirit of the times, our inheritance and so forth. All the civil servants and ladies who listened to him, all oohed and aahed, but for the longest time I couldn’t understand whom I was dealing with: a cynic or a skilled mazurka dancer? Subjects such as he, who have the appearance of intelligence, are a tad well-mannered and drone on about their own honorable pedigrees, are capable of pretending to have unusually complicated natures.”

“Hold your tongue!” flared Samoylenko. “I won’t allow such foolish talk about an honorable man in my presence!”

“Don’t interrupt, Alexander Davidich,” Von Koren coldly said. “I’m almost finished. Laevsky is not a complicated organism, for the most part. Here is his moral framework: in the morning, shoes, a swim and coffee; then until dinner, shoes, calisthenics and conversation; at two o’clock, shoes, dinner and wine; at five o’clock, a swim, tea and wine; after that, Vint and slander; at ten o’clock, supper and wine; and after midnight, dreams and la femme. His existence is locked into this narrow program like an egg in its shell. Whether he goes about, sits around, grows angry, writes or expresses joy—everything comes back to wine, cards, shoes and women. Women have played a disastrous, crushing role in his life. He’ll tell you himself that he fell in love at the age of thirteen. As a student, during his first semester he lived with a lady who had a patron-like attitude toward him and whom he is indebted to for his knowledge of music. In his second semester he bought, outright, a prostitute from a public house and raised her to his own status, that is, he made a concubine of her, but she only lived with him for half a year before she ran back to her madam, and this abandonment caused him more than a little heartache. See, he’s suffered so much, that he couldn’t help but to leave the university and spend two years living at home without a thing to do. But that’s still not the worst part. At home he took up with a certain widow, who suggested that he leave the legal department and enroll in the philological. He did just that. Finishing the semester, he fell passionately in love with his current one … what’s her name? … the married one … and was compelled to run off with her here, to the Caucasus, chasing after a would-be ideal … Either today or tomorrow he’ll fall out of love with her and will go running back to Petersburg, chasing his ideals.”

“And why do you know all this?” grumbled Samoylenko, glaring angrily at the zoologist. “It’d be better if you just ate.”

Stewed gray mullet with Polish sauce was served. Samoylenko placed a whole fish before each diner and poured the sauce himself by hand. A minute or two passed in silence.

“Women play an essential role in the lives of every man,” said the deacon. “There’s nothing to be done about it.”

“Yes, but to what extent? A woman is a mother, a sister, a wife, a friend for each of us, but Laevsky only has her—that’s all, and she’s nothing more than a lover at that. She—that is, cohabitation with her is the joy and entirety of his life. He is happy, sad, bored, disappointed—all because of women. Life is vexing—a woman is to blame. The dawn of a new life is fading, ideals are discovered—you’ll find a woman here as well. He is only satisfied by stories or paintings in which you can find women. In his opinion, our era is bad and worse than the forties and sixties only because we don’t know how to give ourselves over to the ecstasy and passion of love with abandon. These sensualists must have some extra lining in their brains akin to sarcoma that puts pressure on the brain and regulates all pathologies. Observe Laevsky, when he is out sitting in society. You’ll notice, when some random question is raised in his presence, for instance, about the cell or instincts, he’ll sit to the side, stay shut and not listen. He’ll have a languid and disappointed look to him, there’s nothing of interest for him, everything is banal and insignificant, but as soon as you turn the conversation to females and males, about, for instance, how female spiders will eat the males of the species after fertilization, his eyes light up with curiosity, his face is invigorated, and the man fills with life all because of one word. All of his thoughts, no matter how honorable, esteemable or indifferent they may be, always gather at one and the same place. If you’re walking down the street with him and you happen to come across a jackass, for instance … ‘Please tell me, if you don’t mind,’ he’ll say, ‘what would be the product of a jenny bred with a camel?’ And his dreams! Has he told you about his dreams? They’re incredible! Either he dreams that he’s married the moon or that he’s been called in by the police and mandated to live with a guitar …”

The deacon burst into uproarious laughter. Samoylenko scowled, furrowing his brows angrily, so as not to laugh, but couldn’t contain himself and burst into laughter.

“And he lies about everything!” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “My God, he lies!”


IV

The deacon was easily tickled and laughed at every foible until his sides split, until he fell over. It seemed he enjoyed being in the company of people only because they had humorous attributes and he could assign humorous nicknames to them. He called Samoylenko “the tarantula,” his valet “duck drake,” and was in a state of rapture when Von Koren once called Laevsky and Nadezhda Fyodorovna “macaques.” Hungrily staring one in the face, he would listen without blinking, and it was evident, as his eyes filled with mirth and his face grew tense, that he was in anticipation of when he could allow himself free reign to fall over laughing.

“He is a corrupt and warped subject,” continued the zoologist, while the Deacon locked onto his face anticipating funny words. “It’s rare to come across such a nothing of a man. His flesh is bloodless, stunted and useless while his intellect is indistinguishable from that of some corpulent monger’s wife who only stuffs her face, drinks, sleeps on a featherbed and takes the coachman for a lover.”

The deacon burst into laughter again.

“Don’t laugh, Deacon,” Von Koren said, “this is foolish, after all. I would not pay attention to his nothingness,” he continued, waiting for the deacon to stop laughing. “I would walk right past him, if only he were not so menacing and dangerous. His being a menace primarily consists of his success with women and for that reason there is the threat of progeny, what a gift to the world a dozen Laevskys would be, all just as stunted and useless as he is himself. Second, he is highly contagious. I’ve already told you about the Vint and beer. Another couple of years and he’ll overtake the entire Caucasus shoreline. You know the extent to which the masses, especially the middle class, believe in the intelligentsia, in a university education, in gentlemanly manners and a literary tongue. Whatever abomination he may commit, everyone will believe that it’s good, that it’s the way things should be since he is an intelligent, liberal and university-educated man. In addition to that, he’s a good-for-nothing, a superfluous man, a neurotic, a victim of the times, all that any of this means is that he can do as he pleases. He’s a sweet little guy, a good soul, he so sincerely embraces all human frailties; he’s compliant, malleable, accommodating, humble, you can have a drink with him, use blue language, shoot the breeze … The masses have always been inclined to anthropomorphism in religion and morality, and above all else they love lesser gods who share in their own weaknesses. Just take into account what a broad range there is for his contagion! What’s more, he’s not a bad actor and a cunning hypocrite, and he knows perfectly well how to look out for himself. Let’s consider his subterfuge and conjury, for instance, at the very least his attitude toward civilization. He’s never had a whiff of civilization, but regardless: ‘Oh, how we’ve been crippled by civilization! Oh, how I envy the savages, those children of nature that are ignorant of civilization!’ Don’t you see, it’s important to understand that there was a time, in the days of yore, when he was wholeheartedly devoted to civilization, served her, comprehended her through and through, but she bored him, disenchanted him, deceived him; don’t you see, he’s a Faust, a second Tolstoy … But he scoffs at Schopenhauer and Spencer as though they were little boys and paternally pats them on the shoulder: Well, hello there, brother Spencer? Of course, he hasn’t read Spencer, but how endearing he is when he says of his mistress with an airy, careless irony: ‘She’s read Spencer!’ And people listen to him, and no one chooses to understand, that not only does that charlatan have no right to discuss Spencer in such a tone, he doesn’t have the right to kiss the soles of Spencer’s shoes! Weaseling beneath civilization, beneath authority, beneath a foreign altar, sullying, clownishly rolling his eyes for the sole purpose of excusing and concealing his own weakness and moral squalor, these can only be the actions of a narcissistic, low and wretched animal.”

“I don’t understand, Kolya, what it is that you hope to gain from him,” said Samoylenko, no longer looking at the zoologist in anger but guiltily. “He’s the same kind of man, as everyone else. Of course, he’s not without his weaknesses, but he’s abreast of contemporary thought, he serves, benefits his motherland. Ten years ago, there was a little old envoy stationed here with us, a person of superior intellect. Here’s what he used to say—”

“Enough, enough!” the zoologist interrupted. “You say he serves. Well, how does he serve? As a result of his appearance here, have things started running more smoothly or has the efficiency, integrity and politeness among civil servants improved? It’s just the opposite; with the authority of an intelligent, university-educated man, he has only sanctioned their libertine behavior. There are times when he’s industrious, such as the twentieth of the month when he receives his salary, every other day he drags his shoes around the house and tries his best to impart onto himself the illusion that he’s doing the Russian government a tremendous favor by living in the Caucasus. No, Alexander Davidich, don’t stand up for him. You have not been earnest from beginning to end. If you really did love him and considered him a close friend, there would be no way that you could be so apathetic about his weaknesses, you wouldn’t kowtow to them, you would try to neutralize him for his own good.”

“What’s that?”

“Neutralize him. But since he is incorrigible, there’s only one way of neutralizing him …”

Von Koren drew a finger across his throat.

“Or we can drown him, perhaps …” he continued. “For the good of all mankind and in their own respective interests, such people must be annihilated. It’s necessary.”

“What are you saying?!” muttered Samoylenko, rising and casting his shocked expression on the calm, cold face of the zoologist. “Deacon, what is he saying? Are you out of your mind?”

“I don’t stand firm on capital punishment,” Von Koren said. “If it’s been proven to be harmful, then come up with something else. Since we can’t annihilate Laevsky, then let’s quarantine him, disenfranchise him, send him to hard labor …”

“What are you saying?” Samoylenko recoiled. “With pepper, with pepper!” he shouted in a desperate voice, noticing that the deacon was eating stuffed squash without pepper. “You’re a man of superior intellect, what are you saying?! You want to give our friend, a proud, intelligent man, over to hard labor?!”

“If he’s proud, then he’ll resist—they’ll have to shackle him!”

Samoylenko could not say a single word; all he could do was fidget his fingers. The Deacon took one look at his dumbfounded and, in all actuality, funny face and burst into laughter.

“We can stop talking about this,” the zoologist said. “But remember one thing, Alexander Davidich, primitive mankind was protected from the likes of Laevsky by the battle for survival and natural selection; now our culture has significantly weakened the battle and natural selection, and we ourselves must take on the responsibility of annihilating the weak and the worthless, or else, when Laevsky reproduces, civilization will collapse and mankind will completely deteriorate. We will be to blame.”

“If it is people who are doing the drowning and the hanging,” Samoylenko said, “then to hell with your civilization, to hell with mankind! To hell with it! Here’s what I’d like to say to you: you are well educated, a man of superior intellect and the pride of your motherland, but the Germans ruined you. Yes, the Germans! The Germans!”

Ever since he’d left Dorpat, where he was educated in medicine, Samoylenko rarely saw Germans, nor had he read a single German book, but in his opinion, all the vice in politics and science transpired as a result of the Germans. He himself couldn’t explain where he’d gotten this idea from, but he held on to it dearly.

“Yes, the Germans!” he repeated one more time. “Let’s go have tea.”

All three rose and, putting on their hats, went out into the small front garden and took seats there beneath the pale maple, pear and chestnut trees. The zoologist and the deacon sat on a bench near the little table, but Samoylenko cascaded into a wicker armchair with a broad, sloping back. The valet brought tea, preserves and a bottle of syrup.

It was very hot, nearly thirty degrees in the shade. The sultry air was stagnant, immobile, and a long spider’s web that had been strung from the chestnut tree to the ground weakly hung there and did not stir.

The deacon picked up the guitar that perpetually lay on the ground near the table, tuned it and began to sing softly, in a thin voice, “The lads from the seminary are lining up at the tavern …” but immediately fell silent from the heat, whipping sweat from his brow and glancing up at the hot, blue sky. Samoylenko began to dream. He slackened and grew inebriated from the swelter, the quiet and the sweet post-dinner drowsiness, which quickly overtook all his limbs. His hands dropped to his sides. His eyes became very small. His chin rested on his chest. With teary-eyed tenderness he surveyed Von Koren and the deacon and muttered:

“The younger generation … A star of science and the light of the church … Just look, a priest will burst forth from this long-hemmed hallelujah. It’s all well and good, we may have to kiss his hand … What of it … It’s God’s will …”

Soon, snoring could be heard. Von Koren and the deacon finished drinking their tea and exited out onto the street.

“Are you set on returning to your goby fishing?” the zoologist asked.

“No, it’s a little too hot.”

“Come over to my place. You can pack up some things that need to be shipped and some incidentals need to be rewritten. By the way, we can knock around ideas about how to occupy your time. You need to work, Deacon. You can’t just keep doing what you’ve been doing.”

“Your words are fair and logical,” the deacon said, “but my laziness finds excuses in the circumstance surrounding my true calling. You yourself know that an indeterminate situation certainly contributes to people’s apathetic states. Whether I’ve been sent here temporarily or permanently, God alone knows. I live here in uncertainty as my deaconess vegetates at her father’s and longs for me. And, to confess, my brain has spoiled from being left out in the heat.”

“That’s nonsense,” said the zoologist. “You can get used to the heat, and you can get used to being without your deaconess. It’s not worth it to let yourself go. You need to get a hold of yourself.”


V

Nadezhda Fyodorovna was on her way for a morning swim, and behind her with a pitcher, a copper basin, with sheets and a sponge followed her scullery maid, Olga. Off in the harbor stood two unfamiliar steamships with dirty white pipes, evidently foreign cargo ships. Random men in white with white work shoes walked along the wharf and yelled loudly in French, and responses were yelled to them from the steamships. In the town’s small church the bells rang sprightly.

“Today’s Sunday!” Nadezhda Fyodorovna remembered with satisfaction.

She felt herself to be in total good health and was in a cheerful, festive mood. In a spacious new dress, made of rough pongee intended for men’s clothing, and a big straw hat, the wide scope of which was severely bent at the ears, so that her face looked as though it were in a box, she appeared very cute to herself. Her thoughts were on how in the entire town there was but one young, attractive, intelligent woman—that’s her, and that she alone knew how to dress affordably, stylishly and with good taste. For instance, this dress cost only twenty-two rubles, and besides that, it’s adorable! In the entire town, only she was comely, and there were many men, and for this reason they all, willing or not, must envy Laevsky.

She rejoiced that Laevsky had been cold to her in the recent past, maintaining civility though occasionally becoming petulant and rude; previously, she would respond to all his high-jinks and contempt, either cold or strange incomprehensible glares, with tears, reproach and threaten to leave him or starve herself to death; now in reply she would only blush red, look guiltily at him and rejoice that he wasn’t tender to her. If he would scold or threaten her, that would be even better and more pleasant, seeing as how she felt herself to be thoroughly guilty before him. It seemed to her that she was to blame, first, in that she didn’t share his vision of a life of toil, for which he had cast off Petersburg and traveled here to the Caucasus, and she was convinced that he’d been angry with her in the immediate past namely for this reason. When she had set out for the Caucasus, it seemed to her that from day one she would find a secluded corner on the shore, a cozy garden in the shade, with birds and brooks, where she could plant flowers and vegetables, raise ducks and chickens, receive visits from neighbors, heal poor geezers and distribute books to them; it turned out that the Caucasus were nothing but bald mountains, forests and a prodigious expanse, where a long time must be spent selecting, endeavoring, constructing, and that there aren’t any neighbors here, and it’s very hot, and you could get robbed. Laevsky was in no hurry to obtain a plot of land; she was happy about this, and they definitely had both silently agreed to never bring up the subject of a life of toil. He’s gone quiet, she thought, it means that he’s angry at her for having gone quiet.

Second, in the past two years and without his consent, she’d purchased certain odds and ends at the Achmianov Shop adding up to around three hundred rubles. She’d purchased a little at a time, some fabric here, silk there, an umbrella here, and without noticing she had accumulated this debt.

“I’ll tell him about it today …” she decided, but immediately realized that with Laevsky’s current mood it wouldn’t be a bit comfortable to talk to him about debt.

In the third place, she had already twice, in Laevsky’s absence, received Kirilin, the police captain: once in the morning when Laevsky had gone for a swim, and another time at midnight, while he was playing cards. Recalling this, Nadezhda Fyodorovna blushed and looked over at the scullery maid, as though fearing that she could overhear her thoughts. The long, unbearably hot, listless days, the fine tedious evenings, the airless nights, and this whole way of life, when you don’t know from morning to evening how to spend the excess time, and the obsessive thought that she is the youngest and most beautiful woman in town but that she is wasting her youth, and that Laevsky himself is honest and filled with ideas but monotonous, perpetually dragging his shoes, gnawing his fingernails and boring her with his caprices—all this had resulted in her being overwhelmed by desire bit by bit, and she, like a madwoman, thought about one and the same thing day and night. In her own breathing, in her gaze, in the tone of her voice and her gait, she felt nothing but desire; the roar of the sea told her that she must love, as did the evening dusk, as did the mountains, as did … And when Kirilin became solicitous of her, she neither had the strength nor the inclination, and could not refuse, and gave herself to him …

Now the foreign steamships and people in white reminded her of an enormous hall, for some reason; together with the French speech, sounds of a waltz began to ring in her ears, and her chest began to quiver with pointless joy. She wanted to dance and to speak French.

She joyfully realized that there was nothing so terrible in her betrayal. That her soul had played no part in the betrayal; she continued to love Laevsky, and this was evident in that she coveted him, longed for and pined for him, when he was away from home. Kirilin had revealed himself to be so vulgar, though quite attractive; everything had already been broken off with him and there would be nothing further. What there had been had passed, it was no one else’s business, and even if Laevsky did find out, he would never believe it.

There was only one bathhouse for women on the shore, seeing as how the men swam in the open air. Entering the bathhouse, Nadezhda Fyodorovna encountered the matronly dame, Maria Konstantinovna Bityugova, the wife of a civil servant, and her fifteen-year-old daughter, Katya, a pupil at the gymnasium. Both sat undressing on a little bench. Maria Konstantinovna was a kind, enthusiastic and delicate personage, who spoke with largo and pathos. She had lived as a governess until the age of thirty-two, then married the civil servant Bityugov, a small, bald man who swept his hair up at the temples and was generally very agreeable. Even now, she was still in love with him, grew jealous easily, blushed at the mention of the word “love” and assured everyone that she was very happy.

“My dear!” she said enthusiastically, seeing Nadezhda Fyodorovna, donning a look onto her face that all of her acquaintances referred to as almond infusion. “Darling, how pleasant it is that you’ve come! We shall all swim together—how enchanting!”

Olga quickly threw off her own dress and shift and began undressing her mistress.

“Today’s weather isn’t as hot as yesterday’s, isn’t that true?” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, shrugging from the rough touch of the naked scullery maid. “Yesterday, I nearly died from stuffiness.”

“Oh yes, my darling! I nearly suffocated myself. If you can believe it, yesterday I bathed three times … Can you imagine, darling, three times! Even Nikodim Aleksandrich was worried.”

Well, can they really be so unattractive? thought Nadezhda Fyodorovna, looking over at Olga and the civil servant’s wife; she glanced at Katya and thought, That girl’s stacked all right. “Your Nikodim Aleksandrich is very, very sweet,” she said. “I’m simply in love with him.”

“Ha-ha-ha!” Maria Konstantinovna gave an obligatory laugh. “That’s enchanting!”

Freed from her clothing, Nadezhda Fyodorovna felt a longing to fly. And it seemed to her that if she flapped her arms, she would certainly fly up and away. Once undressed, she noticed that Olga was fastidiously looking at her white body. Olga, that young soldier’s wife, considered herself to be better and loftier because she lived with a lawful husband. Nadezhda Fyodorovna felt the same, in that Maria Konstantinovna and Katya did not respect but feared her. This was unpleasant, and, so as to raise herself in their esteem, she said:

“In Petersburg, our dacha scene is in full swing right now. Both my husband and I have so many acquaintances! We really should go visit and see everyone.”

“Your husband seems to be an engineer?” Maria Konstantinovna asked timidly.

“I’m referring to Laevsky. He has so many acquaintances. Although, unfortunately, his mother, the proud aristocrat, a dim-witted …”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna did not complete her thought and threw herself into the water; Maria Konstantinovna and Katya crept in after her.

“There is so much prejudice in the world,” continued Nadezhda Fyodorovna, “and living isn’t as easy as it seems.”

Maria Konstantinovna, who had served as a governess to aristocratic families and knew the ways of the world, said:

“Oh yes! Believe it, darling, the Garatinskys demanded formal dress for breakfast and dinner without fail, so that, just like an actress, I received a special allowance for my wardrobe in addition to my salary.”

She stood between Nadezhda Fyodorovna and Katya as though to block her daughter from the waters that washed over Nadezhda Fyodorovna. Through an open door leading out to sea, someone was seen swimming one hundred steps away from the bathhouse.

“Mama, that’s our Kostya!” Katya said.

“Oh my, oh my!” Maria Konstantinovna began to cluck in fright. “Oh my! Kostya,” she began to yell, “go back! Kostya, go back!”

Kostya, a boy of fourteen, so as to show off his bravery in front of his mother and sister, dove and swam farther, but grew weary and hurried back, and by his serious, strained face it was evident that he was doubting his own strength.

“Mischief comes with boys, darling!” Maria Konstantinovna said, beginning to calm down. “Look away for one second, and he’ll break his neck. Oh, darling, how pleasant and at the same time how difficult it is to be a mother! You’re fearful of everything!”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna adjusted her straw hat and cast herself out to sea. She swam about four fathoms then floated on her back. She could see the sea to the horizon, the steamships, people on shore, the town, and all of this along with the sultriness and the transparent gentle waves vexed her and whispered to her that she must live, live … A sailboat rushed past her quickly, energetically slicing through waves and air. The man sitting at the wheel glanced at her, and she found being glanced at pleasant …

Having bathed, the women dressed and set off together.

“I’m liable to come down with a fever in a day’s time, and what’s more, I’m not getting any thinner,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, licking her lips, salty from bathing and responding with a smile to acquaintances’ nods of greeting. “I’ve always been full-figured, and now it seems that I’ve grown even fuller.”

“That, darling, is your disposition. If someone is not predisposed toward being full-figured, like myself for instance, then no sort of food will change that. By the way, darling, you’ve soaked your hat.”

“It’s nothing, it will dry.”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna saw the people in white again, walking along the embankment and conversing in French—and for some reason she felt happiness flutter in her chest again as she dimly recalled some large hall in which she’d once danced, or of which she’d perhaps even once dreamed. And something in the very depths of her soul restlessly and remotely whispered to her that she was a minor, vulgar, trashy, insignificant woman …

Stopping near her own gate, Maria Konstantinovna invited her to come in and sit awhile.

“Come in, my dear!” she said in an imploring voice while simultaneously looking at Nadezhda Fyodorovna with apprehension and hope: Maybe she’ll refuse and won’t come in!

“Happily!” agreed Nadezhda Fyodorovna. “You know how much I love visiting you!”

And she entered the home. Maria Konstantinovna sat her down, gave her coffee, fed her shortbread, then showed her photographs of the children she’d raised in the past—the young Miss Garatinskys, who had already married—and she showed her Katya’s and Kostya’s exam grades as well. The grades were very good, but so that they appeared to be even better, sighing, she lamented about how difficult it is to study at the gymnasium nowadays … She attended to her guest and, at the same time, felt regret and suffered from the thought that Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s very presence might have a dumbing influence on the morality of Kostya and Katya, and took heart that her Nikodim Aleksandrich was not at home. Since, in her opinion, all men love that kind of woman, Nadezhda Fyodorovna may have a dumbing influence on Nikodim Aleksandrich.

The entire time she was speaking with her guest, Maria Konstantinovna remembered that there was to be a picnic that evening and that Von Koren had earnestly requested that the macaques—that is, Laevsky and Nadezhda Fyodorovna—not be told of it, but she inadvertently blurted it out, turned completely red and said in embarrassment:

“I hope that you’ll be there too!”


VI

They’d agreed to travel seven versts from the town heading south, stopping near the dukhan, at the convergence of two rivers—the Black and the Yellow—and stew ukha there. They’d set out at the top of the sixth hour. Samoylenko and Laevsky rode ahead of everyone, in a charabanc; behind them, in a carriage harnessed to a troika, were Maria Konstantinovna, Nadezhda Fyodorovna, Katya and Kostya, a basket of provisions and dishes with them. In the next carriage rode police captain Kirilin and young Achmianov, son of that very same shop owner whom Nadezhda Fyodorovna owed three hundred rubles to, and across from them, on a little bench, squirming with his knees at his chest, sat Nikodim Aleksandrich, small, neat, with his hair swept up at the temples. Behind everyone else rode Von Koren and the deacon; at the deacon’s feet stood the basket of fish.

“To the rrright!” Samoylenko yelled, whenever an oxcart or an Abkhazian atop a donkey crossed their path.

“In two years’ time, when I’ve raised the funds and the people, I’ll set off on an expedition,” Von Koren was telling the deacon. “I’ll walk the shore from Vladivostok to the Bering Straits and then from the Straits to the estuary of the Yenisei. We’ll draw a map, learn the flora and fauna and will study the geology comprehensively, the anthropological and ethnographical population. It’s up to you to decide whether you’re traveling with me or not.”

“It isn’t possible,” the deacon said.

“Why?”

“I’m a man whom others depend on, a family man.”

“The deaconess will let you go. We’ll make provisions for her. It would be even better if you’d convince her that it would be in everyone’s best interest for her to cut her hair and join a convent; this would give you the opportunity to cut your own hair and travel with the expedition as a monk. I can arrange this for you.”

The deacon was silent.

“Do you know your theology well?” asked the zoologist.

“Not too good.”

“Hmmm … I can’t give you any advice about that, because I too am poorly acquainted with theology. You’ll give me a little list of books that you require, and I’ll send them to you from Petersburg this winter. You’ll also have to read the journals of theologian travelers; you’ll find good ethnologies and a connoisseurship of the Eastern languages among them. Once you’ve acquainted yourself with their ways, you’ll find it easier to apply yourself to the task at hand. Well, since you don’t have books yet, so as not to waste time, come visit me, and we’ll occupy ourselves with the compass, we’ll explore meteorology. This is all vital.”

“And that’ll be that …” muttered the deacon, and began laughing. “I requested a position in the middle of Russia, and my uncle the archpriest promised to accommodate me. Don’t you see that if I go with you, I would have troubled them for no reason at all.”

“I don’t understand your hesitation. To continue being an ordinary deacon who is only required to serve on the holidays, while the rest of your days are spent idling away the time, you’ll remain exactly as you are in ten years’ time, the same person that you are right now, and the only new addition to you will be whiskers and a beard perhaps. Whereas, in that very same ten years’ time as someone returning from an expedition, you’ll be a new man, your consciousness will be enriched by the thing or two that you’ve accomplished.”

Screams of shock and excitement could be heard coming from the women’s carriage. The carriages drove along a road that fell away to a completely vertical cliff down to the shore, and it seemed to everyone that they were galloping along a narrow shelf, situated upon a high wall, and at that very minute the carriages would fall away into nothingness. On the right, the sea was outspread. On the left, a jagged brown wall with black spots, red sinew and creeping roots, while above, certainly out of fear and curiosity, tufts of acerose foliage bent over, peering down below. In another minute more shrieks and laughter: they had to pass beneath a gargantuan hanging rock.

“I don’t understand why the hell I’m riding with you all,” said Laevsky. “How foolish and trivial! I need to go north, to run, I should be saving myself, but for some reason, I’m going on this ridiculous picnic.”

“Will you just look at that panorama!” Samoylenko said to him, when the horses had turned left and the Yellow River Valley opened before them, and the river itself sparkled, yellow, turbid, insane …

“Sasha, I don’t see the good in this,” answered Laevsky. “To be perpetually excited by nature is to reveal the poverty of your own imagination. Compared to what my imagination has to offer, all of these little streams and cliffs are rubbish and nothing more.”

The carriages rode narrowly along the banks of a rivulet. The high mountainous banks slowly but surely began to join with the narrowed vale and transformed into a gorge before them; the rocky mountain, alongside which they traveled, consisted of gargantuan rocks bound together by flora, pressing against one another with such frightening force that at the very sight of them Samoylenko involuntarily groaned. Damp and mystery fluttered at the passengers from narrow fissures and gorges that sliced the shadowy and beautiful mountain in places; other mountains could be seen, brown, pink, lilac, smoke-colored or awash in bright light through the gorges. As the road passed the gorges the sound of water was heard occasionally falling from above, slapping against the rocks.

“Oh, these damned mountains,” Laevsky sighed, “how tired I am of them!”

At the point where the Black River fell into the Yellow, and black water resembling India ink sullied the yellow and struggled with it, across the road stood Tartar Kerbalay’s dukhan with a Russian flag on the roof and a signboard on which “The Pleasant Dukhan” was written in chalk. Near that was a smallish garden enclosed by a wicker fence; there stood a table and chairs, and in the center of pitiful prickly shrubbery rose a single solitary cypress tree, dark and beautiful.

Kerbalay was a small, clever Tartar, in a blue shirt and white apron, he stood in the road and, holding his stomach, bowed low in greeting to the carriages and, smiling, displayed his shiny white teeth.

“Greetings, Kerbalayka!” Samoylenko called out to him. “We’ll ride a bit further, and you drag the samovar and chairs over! Be lively now!”

Kerbalay nodded assent with his closely cropped head and muttered something, and only those sitting at the back of the carriage could make out: “We have trout, Your Excellency.”

“Bring it over, bring it over!” Von Koren said to him.

Driving five hundred paces from the dukhan, the carriage stopped. Samoylenko selected a meadow that wasn’t too big, that was peppered with rocks, comfortable for sitting on, and where a tree fallen by a gale lay with upturned knotted roots and dried-out yellow needles. There was a sparse bridge of timber thrown across the little river, and on the other shore, exactly opposite them, on four not very tall pylons stood a little wooden shed used for drying corn, reminiscent of the cabin that stood on chicken legs in the folktale about Baba Yaga; a ladder had been lowered from its door.

Everyone had the same first impression, that they would never find their way out of this place. Wherever you looked, in every direction, mountains towered and closed in around them, and from the direction of the dukhan and the dark cypress the evening dusk quickly, quickly raced at them, and as a result the narrow, crooked Black River Valley became even more narrow and the mountains even higher. They could hear the roaring river and the cicadas’ ceaseless cries.

“How charming!” Maria Konstantinovna said, inhaling deeply in excitement. “Children, just look how good this all is! What quiet!”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, it is good,” agreed Laevsky, who had liked the view but for some reason, as he looked up at the sky and at the bluish smoke rising from the chimney pipe of the dukhan, suddenly became sad. “Yes, it’s good!” he repeated.

“Ivan Andreich, describe this view!” Maria Konstantinovna said, teary-eyed.

“What for?” Laevsky asked. “Your impression is better than some description. This wealth of color and sound that many experience in nature by means of their impressions, writers garble into a shameful, indecipherable scene.”

“Is that so?” Von Koren coldly asked, selecting the largest rock for himself near the water and attempting to climb atop it to have a seat. “Is that so?” he repeated, staring at Laevsky point-blank. “What about Romeo and Juliet? What about Pushkin’s Ukrainian night, for example? Nature is expected to arrive, bent low at the knee.”

“I suppose so …” agreed Laevsky, who didn’t have the energy to conceptualize or contradict. “By the way,” he said, after a moment had passed, “what is Romeo and Juliet in actuality? A beautiful, poetic sacred love, a bed of roses beneath which is hidden, rot. Romeo is the same kind of beast as anyone else.”

“No matter what anyone says to you, it all comes back to …”

Von Koren glanced at Katya and did not finish speaking.

“What do I come back to?” asked Laevsky.

“For instance, someone says to you: ‘What a lovely bunch of grapes!’ But you: ‘Yes, although it will look so disgraceful once chewed and digested in the stomach.’ What does this speak to? It’s nothing new but it’s a strange habit.”

Laevsky knew that Von Koren had no love for him. He feared him for this reason, and in his presence, he felt as though everyone were encumbered and that someone was looking over his shoulder. He did not give a reply, walked off to the side and regretted ever having come on the trip.

“Ladies and gentlemen, march! Find kindling for the fire!” commanded Samoylenko.

They all dispersed in every which direction, and the only ones to remain were Kirilin, Achmianov and Nikodim Aleksandrich. Kerbalay had brought over chairs, spread a rug out on the ground and put out several bottles of wine. The police captain, Kirilin, a tall, stately man, who wore his greatcoat over his service jacket regardless of the weather, with a proud gait and a deep albeit hoarse voice, resembled a typical young provincial chief of police. His countenance was sad and sleepy, as though he had just been awoken against his wishes.

“What did you bring us, you dolt?” he asked Kerbalay, slowly pronouncing each word. “I ordered you to bring Kvareli, and you, Tartar-face, what did you bring? Well? What?”

“We have plenty of our own wine, Igor Alekseich,” Nikodim Aleksandrich noted timidly and politely.

“What’s that? Well, I want my wine served here too. I’m participating in this picnic and I think it’s only proper that I contribute my rightful share. On-ly pro-per! Bring us ten bottles of Kvareli!”

“Why so many?” Nikodim Aleksandrich was taken aback, knowing that Kirilin had no money.

“Twenty bottles! Thirty!” cried Kirilin.

“Forget it, let him,” whispered Achmianov to Nikodim Aleksandrich. “I’ll pay for it.”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna was in a cheerful, mischievous mood. She wanted to hop around, laugh at the top of her lungs, yell, tease, play the coquette. In her cheap calico print dress with little blue eyelets, in little red shoes and in that very same straw hat, she perceived herself as being petite, simple, light and ethereal, like a butterfly. She ran across a weak little bridge and stared into the water for a minute so her head would start spinning, then uttered a little cry and ran off laughing to the opposite bank toward the shed where grain was dried. It seemed to her that all the men and even Kerbalay were admiring her. Then, in the fast approaching darkness, the trees merged with the mountains, the horses with the carriages, and lights began to shimmer in the windows of the dukhan; she walked along the little path that wound through boulders and thorny bushes, she made her way up a mountain and sat down on a rock. Below her a campfire had already been lit. The deacon, his shirtsleeves rolled up, milled about near the fire, and his long black shadow formed a radius that circled around the fire. He was adding kindling and stirring the contents of the cauldron with a spoon tied to a long stick. Samoylenko, with a coppery-red face, plodded around near the fire, as he would in his own kitchen, and shouted ferociously:

“Ladies and gentlemen, where is the salt? For heaven’s sake, have we forgotten it? Why has everyone settled in as though they were the lords of the manor while I alone toil?”

Laevsky and Nikodim Aleksandrich sat next to one another on a fallen tree and stared at the fire lost in thought. Maria Konstantinovna, Katya and Kostya were removing a tea service and plates from a basket. Von Koren stood at the bank nearly at the water’s edge, his arms crossed and one leg lifted up on a rock, his thoughts on something. Red spots from the fire joined with the shadows, meandered along the earth near the darkened human forms, quivered upon the mountains, upon the trees, upon the bridge, upon the drying shed. On the opposite shore the precipitous, pitted little bank was fully illuminated, it glimmered and was reflected in the river, and the speeding turbulent river tore its reflection to shreds.

The deacon went to get the fish that Kerbalay had been cleaning and washing on the shore, but halfway there he stopped and looked all around him.

My lord, how good it is here! he thought. The people, the rocks, the fire, the twilight, that disfigured tree—that’s all there is, but how good it is!

Strangers appeared on the opposite bank near the drying shed. Because of the fading light and the smoke of the campfire wafting to the opposite shore, it was not possible to make out all the people immediately. They came into view in parts, here a shaggy hat and a gray beard, there a blue shirt, here rags from shoulders to the knees and a dagger across the stomach, there a young swarthy face with black eyebrows so bushy and gruff, they appeared to have been drawn with charcoal. Five of them sat on the ground in a circle around the campfire, while the other five continued on to the drying shed. One of them stood in the doorway with his back to the campfire, hands folded behind his back, and began to tell a story that must have been very interesting, because when Samoylenko added kindling to the fire it flared up shooting off sparks and brightly illuminating the drying shed; two tranquil countenances appearing to pay close attention became visible in the doorway, likewise those sitting in the circle turned and began to listen to the story. Not long after, those seated in the circle began to sing, something drawn-out, melodic, similar to the hymn of receiving the host, the deacon realized what would become of him in ten years’ time when he had returned from the expedition—he, the young Hieromonk-missionary, an author with a name and a remarkable past. He’s been granted the appointment of Archimandrite, then Architrave. He presents the liturgy in a cathedral-esque church. In a golden mitre with the Panagia he steps out onto the ambo with the trikerion and the dikerion and makes the sign of the cross before a mass of people. He proclaims: “Look down from Heaven, O God, and behold this vineyard, as it was Your right hand that planted it!” While children with angelic voices sing a response of: “Holy God …”

“Deacon, where’s the fish?” Samoylenko’s voice was heard.

Returning to the fire, the deacon imagined a pageant procession along a dusty road on a hot July day following the path of the cross. The men carry a gonfalon up ahead, and the women and girls, icons. Next the choirboys and the sexton, his jaw tied and straw in his hair. Next, according to sequence, comes he, the deacon. Behind him the priest in a skull-cap and cross, and behind him a crowd of men, women and little boys fill the air with dust. There in the crowd are the priest’s wife and the deaconess, their heads covered by shawls. The singing of the choir, the wails of the children, the cries of the quail, the skylarks’ warble … Now they stop and the flock is doused with holy water … They proceed and in genuflection pray for rain. Later a snack, conversation …

And that’s good too …, the deacon thought.


VII

Kirilin and Achmianov made their way up the mountain along a little path. Achmianov lingered and stopped, but Kirilin approached Nadezhda Fyodorovna.

“Good evening!” he said, touching the visor of his cap.

“Good evening.”

“Yes, milady!” Kirilin said, looking up at the sky and thinking.

“What do you mean—’Yes, milady’?” asked Nadezhda Fyodorovna, who was momentarily silent, noticing that Achmianov was observing them both.

“Well, what I mean is,” the officer spoke, slowly, “it seems that our love has withered before ever having blossomed, so to speak. This is what you expect me to understand? The coquetry was all from your side. It’s the way of your kind. Unless you consider me a vagrant, with whom you may act however you please.”

“It was all a mistake! Leave me alone!” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said harshly, on this brilliant evening full of wonder, looking at him with fear and asking herself in bewilderment: Could it be that in fact there was a moment when she had liked this man and he had been close to her?

“There you have it, then!” Kirilin said. He stood for a bit in silence, thought, then said: “Come, now. We can wait until you’re in a better mood, but in the meantime you can believe me when I say that I am a respectable man and I won’t allow anyone to question it. You cannot toy with me! Adieu!”

He touched the visor of his cap and walked off to the side, making his way through the bushes. After waiting a little while, Achmianov approached with uncertainty.

“This is a good evening!” he said with a subtle Armenian accent.

He wasn’t bad looking at all. Dressed according to the latest style, he carried himself without pretense, like a young man who’d received a seminary education, but Nadezhda Fyodorovna didn’t care for him because she owed his father three hundred rubles. It was unpleasant for her that a shopkeeper had been invited to the picnic, and it was also unpleasant that he had approached her on this particular evening, when her soul felt so pure.

“All in all, the picnic is a success,” he said, again falling silent.

“Yes,” she agreed, and, as though just remembering her debt at that very moment, carelessly said: “Yes, let them know, over at your store, that Ivan Andreich will come by in a day or so to pay the three hundred … or whatever the amount is.”

“I’m prepared to give you another three hundred if you would just stop reminding me of the debt every single day. What’s the point?”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna began to laugh. A funny thought had entered her mind, that if she were any less moral and, if she wished, then she could rid herself of the debt in a minute’s time. If, for instance, she were to turn the head of this attractive, young fool! How funny that would be in actuality, how absurd, how wild! And she suddenly wanted to love, fleece and leave him. Then see what would come of it all.

“Please allow me to give you one piece of advice,” Achmianov said timidly. “I’m asking you, guard yourself against Kirilin. He is saying horrible things about you wherever he goes.”

“I’m not interested in knowing what some fool is saying about me,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said coldly, but she was seized by worry, and her funny idea about playing with the young, the sweet Achmianov had suddenly lost its luster.

“We have to go back down,” she said. “They’re calling us.”

Down below, the ukha was ready. It was being doled out in plates and eaten with the kind of ceremony that only occurs at picnics; and everyone found the ukha very tasty and that they’d never eaten anything nearly as tasty at home. As is the routine at all picnics the napkins were lost en masse, wrappings, discarded greasy papers crawled about in the wind, they didn’t know whose glass this was and whose bread that was, spilled wine on the rug and in their own laps, spilled salt, while the darkness encircled them and the fire no longer burned as brightly and every one of them felt too lazy to rise and add kindling to it. They were all drinking wine, even Kostya and Katya were given half a glass each. Nadezhda Fyodorovna drank a glass, then another, became a little bit intoxicated and forgot all about Kirilin.

“A luxurious picnic, a charming evening,” Laevsky said, chipper from the wine, “but I would still prefer a good winter to all of this. ‘Dusty frost sparkles silver on his beaver collar.’ ”

“Everyone to his own taste,” Von Koren observed.

Laevsky felt awkward. He felt the heat of the fire at his back, and Von Koren’s hatred at his chest and face. This respectable, intelligent man’s hatred likely harbored a sound cause. It humiliated him, weakened him, and he, not having enough strength to resist, said in a tone meant to curry favor:

“I love nature passionately and regret that I am not a naturalist. I envy you.”

“Well, I neither feel regret, nor do I envy you,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said. “I don’t understand how anyone can seriously occupy their time with insects and bugs while people are suffering.”

Laevsky shared her opinion. He was totally unfamiliar with the natural sciences and could never sympathize with the authoritative and educated tone of people who thought profoundly about ant antennae and cockroach paws, and he was always annoyed that those people, on the basis of antennae, paws and some kind of proto-plasma (which he always imagined as an oyster), take it upon themselves to answer questions that factor into the origin and life of man. But he heard nothing but lies in the words of Nadezhda Fyodorovna, and, for no other reason than to contradict her, he said:

“The point is not the bugs, the point is research!”


VIII

They began taking their seats in the carriages for the ride home, late, somewhere in the eleventh hour. Everyone was seated, the only ones missing were Nadezhda Fyodorovna and Achmianov, who were chasing each other on the other side of the river and laughing.

“Ladies and gentlemen, hurry up!” Samoylenko yelled to them.

“Perhaps ladies ought not to be given wine,” Von Koren said quietly.

Exhausted by the picnic, Von Koren’s hatred and his own thoughts, Laevsky walked in Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s direction, and when she, cheerful, happy, feeling light as a feather, breathless and giddy, grabbed him by both hands and placed her head on his chest, he took a step back and sternly said:

“You are behaving like … a coquette.”

It came out rather harshly, so that even he began to take pity on her. She could read the pity, the hatred, the vexation on his angry, exhausted face, and her spirits suddenly plummeted. She understood that she’d overdone it, that she had conducted herself too loosely, and, saddened, began to feel weighed down, fat, vulgar and drunk. She took the first available seat in the carriage, together with Achmianov. Laevsky sat with Kirilin, the zoologist with Samoylenko, the deacon with the ladies, and the train left the station.

“There go the macaques for you …” Von Koren began, wrapping himself up in his raincoat and closing his eyes. “Did you hear, she doesn’t want to study insects and bugs because people are suffering. That’s how we brothers are judged by all macaques. A race of slaves, cunning, taught fear by ten generations of the lash and the fist. It trembles, is adoring and burns incense only in the face of violence, but you release a macaque into open territory where there is no one to grab it by the scruff of its neck, that’s where it unfurls and makes a name for itself. Just look at the audacity she displays at art exhibitions, in the museums, in the theaters or drawing conclusions about science: she bristles, rears, argues, criticizes … And will criticize without fail—it’s a slavish trait! You heed what I say: people belonging to the liberal professions are berated more often than swindlers—that’s because three quarters of society are made up of slaves, of these very same macaques. It’s unheard of for a slave to extend his hand and to say in all sincerity ‘Thank you for the work that you do.’ ”

“I don’t know what you want!” Samoylenko said, yawning. “In her naïveté, the poor little thing just wanted to chat with you about intelligent matters, but you pass judgment. You’re angry at him for some reason, and with her by association. And she’s an excellent woman!”

“Hey, enough already! She’s a typical kept woman, debauched and crass. Listen to me, Alexander Davidich, if you encounter a simple broad, one who’s not living with her husband, who does nothing except hee-hees, agrees, and haa-haas, you’d tell her: ‘Get to work.’ Why are you being so timid about this, afraid of speaking the truth? It’s only that Nadezhda Fyodorovna is kept not by some sailor, but by a civil servant.”

Samoylenko grew angry. “What would you have me do? Would you have me beat her?”

“Don’t pander to her vices. We curse vice only when it is out of sight, but that’s just flipping it the bird without removing your hand from your pocket. I am a zoologist, or a sociologist, they’re one and the same, you—you’re a doctor. Society trusts in us. We are obligated to point out that frightful detriment that menaces it, and future generations to come, the likes of ladies like Nadezhda Ivanovna.”

“Fyodorovna,” Samoylenko corrected. “And what is society to do about this?”

“Do? That’s society’s business. In my opinion, the most direct and reliable path is force. Manu militari*, she should be sent back to her husband, and if her husband won’t have her, then give her over to hard labor or some sort of correctional facility.”

“Oofff!” Samoylenko sighed. He was silent, then inquired quietly: “Some days ago you spoke of how those kinds of people, like Laevsky, must be annihilated … Tell me, if it were the case … for argument’s sake, that government or society entrusted you with the task of annihilating him, would you then … resolve the matter?”

“My hand would be steady.”


* By military aid.




IX

Arriving home, Laevsky and Nadezhda Fyodorovna entered their dark, stuffy, boring rooms. They were both silent. Laevsky lit a candle, as Nadezhda Fyodorovna sat down and, removing neither her manteau nor hat, cast her woeful, guilty eyes up at him.

He understood that she was awaiting an explanation from him; but for him to explain himself would have been boring, useless and exhausting, and there was a weight on his soul from having been unable to contain himself and speaking to her crudely. He accidentally touched the letter in his pocket that he’d intended to read to her every day and thought that if he were to show her this letter now it would deflect her attention in a new direction.

It’s time we determine what our relationship is, he thought. I’ll give it to her. Whatever will be, will be.

He took out the letter and handed it to her.

“Read it. It concerns you.”

Having said this, he went into his study and lay in darkness on the divan without a pillow. Nadezhda Fyodorovna read the letter, and it seemed to her that the ceiling had dropped and the walls were closing in on her. It had suddenly become cramped, dark and frightful. She quickly crossed herself three times and began to utter:

“Grant peace, O Lord … Grant peace, O Lord …”

And she began to cry.

“Vanya!” she called out. “Ivan Andreich!”

There was no reply. Thinking that Laevsky had entered the room and was standing behind her chair, she sobbed like a baby, all the while saying:

“Why didn’t you tell me that he’d died sooner? I wouldn’t have gone on the picnic, wouldn’t have laughed so frightfully … Men uttered vulgarities at me. What a sin, what a sin! Save me, Vanya, save me … I’m losing my mind … I’m lost …”

Laevsky heard her sobs. He felt an unbearable lack of air, and his heart beat loudly. Filled with melancholy he rose, stood in the center of the room, groped around in the dark for the armchair near the table and sat down.

This is a prison …, he thought. I must leave … I can’t go on …

It was already too late to go play cards, there were no restaurants in the town. He lay down again and covered his ears, so as not to hear the sobbing, and suddenly remembered that he could go to Samoylenko’s. To avoid passing near Nadezhda Fyodorovna, he climbed out of the window into the garden, climbed through the small front garden and proceeded down the street. It was dark. Some sort of steamship had just arrived, judging from the lights, a large passenger liner … The anchor chain resounded. Offshore, a fast-moving little red light was heading in the direction of the liner. It was the customs boat at sail.

All the passengers are asleep in their cabins …, thought Laevsky, envious of the strangers’ serenity.

The windows of Samoylenko’s house were open. Laevsky looked in one of them, then another. It was dark and quiet in the rooms.

“Alexander Davidich, as you sleeping?” he called out. “Alexander Davidich!”

Coughing was heard, and an alarmed cry:

“What the devil? Who’s there?”

“It’s me, Alexander Davidich. Pardon me.”

In a short while the door opened just a crack; soft light from a candle shone and the tremendous form of Samoylenko appeared all in white and in a white nightcap.

“What do you want?” he asked, scratching himself and breathing heavily, having just awoken. “Wait a second, I’ll unlock the front door.”

“Don’t trouble yourself. I’ll go through the window …”

Laevsky climbed through the window and, walking up to Samoylenko, grabbed him by the hand.

“Alexander Davidich,” he said, his voice shaking, “rescue me! I beg of you, implore you, to understand me! My predicament is torturous. If it continues for even another day or two, then I shall strangle myself, like … like you would a dog!”

“Hold it … What, exactly, have you come here for?”

“Light a candle.”

“Oh, my …” Samoylenko exhaled, lighting a candle. “My God, my God, we’re already in the second hour, brother.”

“Pardon me, I can’t just sit at home,” Laevsky said, feeling a great sense of relief from the light and Samoylenko’s presence. “You, Alexander Davidich, are my only, my best, friend … All of my hopes hang on you. For God’s sake, whether you like it or not, help me. I must leave this place so that it doesn’t come to that. Loan me money!”

“Oh, my God, my God! …” Samoylenko exhaled, scratching himself. “I fall asleep to the sound of a whistle blowing, the arrival of a liner, and then you … Do you need much?”

“At the very least, about three hundred rubles. I need to leave her a hundred and I need two hundred for the road … I already owe you nearly four hundred, but I’ll send it all to you … everything …”

Samoylenko, taking hold of both side-whiskers in one hand, planted both feet and began to think.

“Now, then …” he muttered, lost in thought. “Three hundred … Yes … But I don’t have that much. I’ll have to borrow it from someone.”

“Borrow, for the love of God!” Laevsky said, seeing from Samoylenko’s face that he not only wanted to give him the money but certainly would. “Borrow, and I’ll certainly pay you back. I’ll dispatch it from Petersburg as soon as I arrive. Rest assured. Here’s what we’ll do, Sasha,” he said, feeling revived, “let’s have some wine!”

“Sure … We can even have wine.”

They both went to the dining room.

“What will become of Nadezhda Fyodorovna?” Samoylenko asked, placing three bottles on the table and a plate of peaches. “Will she really stay here?”

“I’ll arrange everything, everything …” Laevsky said, feeling an unexpected surge of happiness. “I’ll send her money later, and she’ll come to me … And then we can sort out our relationship there. To your health, my friend.”

“Wait a second!” Samoylenko said. “Drink this first … It’s from my vineyard. This here bottle is from the Navaridez vineyard, and this one is from Akhatulov … Try all three of them, then tell me in all honesty … Mine seem to have acid. Well? Do you taste them?”

“Yes. You’ve calmed me, Alexander Davidich. Thank you … I’ve been revived.”

“Because of the tannins?”

“The devil only knows, I don’t know. But you are a magnificent and wonderful man!”

Looking at his pale, anxious, kind face, Samoylenko remembered the opinions of Von Koren, that people like him must be annihilated, and Laevsky seemed weak to him, a defenseless child that anything could harm or destroy.

“Oh, and once you’ve set off, make amends with your mother,” he said. “It’s not good as it stands.”

“Yes, yes, certainly.”

They were silent for a while. When they had finished drinking the first bottle, Samoylenko said:

“Why don’t you make peace with Von Koren. You are both splendiferous, knowledgeable people, but you glare at one another like wolves.”

“Yes, he’s a splendiferous, knowledgeable man,” agreed Laevsky, prepared to praise and forgive everyone. “He’s a remarkable man, but it’s impossible for me to reconcile with him. No! Our natures are too different. I am inert by nature, weak, submissive; maybe during one of my better moments I’d extend a hand to him, but he’d turn away from me … with contempt.”

Laevsky gulped his wine, crossed the room from one corner to the other and, standing in the center of the room, continued:

“I understand Von Koren perfectly. His nature is rigid, strong, despotic. You’ve heard how he’s perpetually speaking of the expedition, and these aren’t empty words. He requires a wasteland, a moon-filled night: all around him, his hungry and his sick, tormented by difficult crossings, asleep in tents and under the open sky—Cossacks, guides, porters, the doctor, the priest, but he alone does not sleep; like Stanley, he sits on a folding chair and perceives himself to be Tsar of the wasteland and master of these people. He persists, and persists, and persists to someplace, his people groan and die one after the other, but he persists and persists, until the very end when he himself perishes, nevertheless remaining despot and Tsar of the wasteland, just as the cross above his grave lords over the wasteland as it’s seen by caravans for thirty to forty miles away. How I pity that such a man isn’t in military service. He’d reveal himself to be a superb, ingenious commander. One who’d know how to drown his own cavalry in a river and build bridges using their corpses, this sort of boldness is paramount to any fortification or strategy in wartime. Oh, I understand him perfectly well! Tell me: why is he corroding here? What does he expect to gain?”

“He is researching marine fauna.”

“No. No, brother, no!” sighed Laevsky. “On the liner to here, a passenger who was a man of science told me that the Black Sea is fauna poor and that its depths, thanks to the abundance of hydrogen sulfide, are inhospitable to organic life. All serious zoologists work at biological research in Naples or Villefranche. But Von Koren is independent and pigheaded: he must work on the Black Sea, because there is no one else working here; he’s severed ties with the university, he doesn’t want to associate with scientists or his colleagues, because first and foremost he is a despot, then he is a zoologist. You’ll see that something will come of him yet. Right now, he’s dreaming of returning from the expedition, he’ll rid our universities of intrigue and mediocrity, replacing them with scientists who knuckle under. Despotism is as prevalent in science as it is in war. This is the second summer that he’s lived in this stinking boondock because it’s better to be first in the village than second in the city. Here, he’s both king and eagle; he pigeonholes all who reside here, oppressing them with his authority. He’s got his hands in everything, involves himself in the affairs of others, he finds a use for everyone and everyone fears him. I’ve slipped from his grasp, he senses this and hates me for it. Hasn’t he told you that I should either be annihilated or sent to hard labor?”

“Yes,” Samoylenko said, beginning to laugh.

Laevsky also began to laugh and took a drink of wine.

“His ideals are despotic as well,” he said, still laughing and took the peach. “All ordinary mortals, if their profession benefits the common good, keep their fellow man in their sights: myself, yourself—in a word, all people. But for Von Koren, people are puppies and nominal, too irrelevant to comprise the whole of his life. He works, he’ll go on his expedition and he’ll break his own neck there, not for love of his fellow man, but in the name of abstractions such as humanity, progeny, an ideal race of people. He fusses over the improvement of the human race. In these terms we are nothing but slaves to him, cannon fodder, beasts of burden; some he’d annihilate or stick in hard labor, others he’d put to the screws of discipline, and as Arakcheyev forcing them to rise and retire to the beat of a drum, he’d station eunuchs to guard our chastity and morality, ordering anyone that falls outside the narrow circle of our conservative morals to be shot, and all this in the name of improving the human race … And what is the human race anyway … An illusion, a mirage … Despots have always been illusionists. I understand him perfectly, brother. I appreciate and do not refute his significance; the world is upheld by those like him, and if the world were left in our hands, then we, for all our kindness and good intentions, would do the very same thing to it as those flies have to that painting. Yes.”

Laevsky sat close to Samoylenko and aflame with sincerity said:

“I am an empty, insignificant, fallen man! The air that I breathe is made up of wine, of love, in a word my life up to now has been the purchasing of over-priced nothingness, merriment and cowardice. Up to now I have deceived other people and myself, I have suffered as a result of this, and my sufferings have been cheap and vulgar. I bend over cowering before Von Koren’s hatred because there are times when I hold myself in contempt and hate myself.”

In his excitement, Laevsky once again crossed the room from one corner to the other and said:

“I am happy, that I clearly see my shortcomings and own up to them. It will help me to be reborn and to become a different man. My good man, if you only knew how passionately and with what despondence I thirst for my renewal. And I swear to you, that I will become a real man! I will! I don’t know if it’s the wine talking or if it’s just the way things are, but it seems to me that it has been a long time since I have experienced such bright, pure moments as I have here with you.”

“It’s time for bed, little brother,” Samoylenko said.

“Yes, yes. Pardon me. I’ll go now.”

Laevsky began to fumble about near the furniture and the window, in search of his service-cap.

“Thank you …” he muttered, sighing. “Thank you … for the generosity and the kind words. You have revived me.”

He located his service-cap, stood still for a moment and looked at Samoylenko guiltily.

“Alexander Davidich!” he said in a pleading voice.

“What?”

“Will you, my good man, permit me to stay here the night?”

“For goodness sake … you needn’t ask.”

Though Laevsky lay down on the divan to sleep, his conversation with the doctor continued for a long time.


X

Three days or so after the picnic, Nadezhda Fyodorovna received an unexpected visit from Maria Konstantinovna, who, without a greeting, without removing her hat, grabbed her by both hands, pressed them to her breast and said in a great state of alarm:

“My dear, I’m terribly worried, stupefied. Yesterday, our sweet and sympathetic doctor relayed to my husband, Nikodim Aleksandrich, that it seems your husband has met his end. Tell me, my dear … Tell me, is this true?”

“Yes, it’s true, he’s died,” answered Nadezhda Fyodorovna.

“This is horrible! Horrible, my dear! But you can’t have the good without the bad. Your husband must certainly have been a delightful, wondrous, godly person, indeed those are needed in heaven more than on earth.”

All the tiny lines and tiny dots of Maria Konstantinovna’s face were aquiver, as though tiny needles were vibrating beneath her skin. She gave an almond-infused smile and said enthusiastically, panting:

“And so, you are free, my dear. You can hold your head up high now and boldly look people in the eye. From now on, God and man will bless your union with Ivan Andreich. It’s enchanting. I’m trembling from joy, I can’t find the words. Darling, I shall be your marriage-broker … Nikodim Aleksandrich and I have loved you so much, will you permit us to bless your lawful, pure union. When, when do you think you’ll be married?”

“I haven’t even thought of it,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, freeing her hands.

“That’s not possible, darling. You’ve thought of it. You’ve thought of it!”

“For God’s sake, I haven’t thought of it,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, laughing. “What do we have to get married for? I don’t see any need for it. We’ll go on living, just as we’ve been living.”

“What are you saying!” Maria Konstantinovna was aghast. “For the love of God, what are you saying!”

“Our getting married won’t make things any better. The opposite, it will just make things worse. We’ll lose our freedom.”

“Darling! Darling, what are you saying!” shrieked Maria Konstantinovna, taking a step back and flapping her hands. “You’re being extravagant! Come to your senses! Settle down!”

“That’s just it, how can I settle down? I haven’t yet begun to live, and you would have me—settle down!”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna remembered that in fact she had not yet begun to live. Having completed a course at the institute she’d married a man she did not love and then run off with Laevsky, and all the while that she’d lived with him in this boring wasteland of a coastline she was in anticipation of something better. Was this really life?

It would follow that we marry …, she thought, then, remembering Kirilin and Achmianov, reddened and said:

“No, it’s impossible. Even if Ivan Andreich were to get down on his knee and ask me, I would still refuse him.”

Maria Konstantinovna silently sat on the divan for a minute, saddened, serious and staring at a single focal point, then rose and coldly uttered:

“Farewell, darling! Pardon me for having troubled you. Though it isn’t easy for me, I must tell you that from this day on, everything is over between us and, putting aside my deep respect for Ivan Andreich, the door of my home is closed to you both.”

She’d spoken this with austerity, and she herself felt disheartened by her own austere tone; her face was again aquiver then took on a soft, almond-infused expression, and she extended both her hands to the startled, befuddled Nadezhda Fyodorovna and imploringly said:

“My darling, allow me to act as your mother or older sister for only just one moment! I will be honest with you, as a mother would be.”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna felt such warmth, happiness and solace filling her chest that it was as though her mother had, in actuality, been resurrected and was standing before her. She spastically embraced Maria Konstantinovna and nestled face first into her shoulder. Both of them began to cry. They sat down on the divan and sobbed for several minutes, without looking at one another, neither having the strength to utter a single word.

“Darling, child of mine,” began Maria Konstantinovna, “I’m going to tell you the blistery truth, without sparing you.”

“For God’s sake, for God’s sake!”

“Give credence to what I say, darling. I want you to remember that of all the local ladies, I alone would receive you. You horrified me from day one, but I didn’t have the strength to treat you with scorn as everyone else had. I agonized over gentle, kind Ivan Andreich as I would over my own son. A young man on foreign shores, inexperienced, weak, motherless, and I was tormented, tormented … My husband was against forming an acquaintanceship with him, but I persuaded him … I persevered … We began receiving Ivan Andreich, and with him, of course, came you, otherwise he would have been insulted. I have a daughter, a son … You understand, the impressionable child’s mind, the pure heart … for whosoever shall offend one of these little ones … I received you and trembled for my children. Oh, when you become a mother, you’ll understand my fear. Everyone was astounded that I’d received you, you’ll forgive me for saying as a respectable woman, they looked sideways at me … Well, of course there was gossip, speculation … In the depths of my soul I had condemned you, but you were miserable, pathetic, extravagant, and I was wracked with compassion.”

“But why? Why?” Nadezhda Fyodorovna asked, her whole body trembling. “What have I done to anyone?”

“You are a horrible sinner. You destroyed the vow that you gave your husband at the altar. You seduced a brilliant young man, who could have been something had he not met you, could have taken a lawful partner for life, a girl from a good family, from his own circle, and right now he would be just like everybody else. You’ve ruined his youth. Don’t speak, don’t speak, darling! I wouldn’t believe it, if you told me that our sins are the faults of men. Women are always at fault. Men are empty-headed when it comes to domestic affairs, they are guided by reason, not by the heart, there is much that they don’t understand, but a woman understands everything. Everything depends on her. She is given much, but it comes at a high price. Oh, darling, if she were less intelligent or weaker than man, God would not entrust her with the rearing of little boys and little girls. And what’s more, my dear, you’ve gone down the path of vice, forgetting all sense of decorum; any other woman in your position would hide away from people, would sit at home locked up, and people would only ever see her in the house of God, pale, dressed all in black, teary-eyed, and everyone would say with whole-hearted contrition: ‘God, this fallen angel has returned to you once again …’ But you, darling, have lost all sense of decency, you’ve lived openly, extravagantly, absolutely taking pride in sin, you’ve frolicked, laughed, and I would look at you and shudder from the horror of it all, and fear that heaven’s thunder would strike our house while you were sitting in it. Darling, don’t speak, don’t speak!” exclaimed Maria Konstantinovna, noticing that Nadezhda Fyodorovna wanted to speak. “Trust in me, I won’t mislead you nor would I conceal one bit of truth from the eyes of your soul. You must listen to me, my dear … God takes note of great sinners, and you have been noted. Keep in mind, your outfits have always been horrible!”

Having thus far always held the highest opinion of her own outfits, Nadezhda Fyodorovna stopped crying and looked at her in astonishment.

“Yes, horrible!” continued Maria Fyodorovna. “Based on the preciosity and garishness of your apparel, just about anyone can assess your behavior. Everyone took one look at you, shrugged their shoulders and began to laugh, but I agonized, agonized … And forgive me, darling, but your hygiene is lacking! When we met at the bathhouse, you made me convulse. All right your bodice is neither here nor there, but your skirt, your chemise … Darling, I’m blushing! There’s no one to properly knot poor Ivan Andreich’s tie either, and it’s evident from how well that poor fellow’s garments have been laundered and from his boots that no one cares for him at home. My dove, at home he always goes without food, and the truth of the matter is that if no one sees to the samovar and coffee at home, then you’ll have no choice but to spend half your earnings in a pavilion. Your household is simply a horror, a horror! No one in the entire town has flies, but there’s no place to hide from them at your house, all of your plates and saucers are black. Just look for yourself, there’s dust on the windowsills and on the tables, dead flies, glasses … What are these glasses doing here? And, darling, your table still hasn’t been cleared. And your bedroom, it’s shameful to walk in there: there are undergarments thrown about, all of your various caoutchoucs are hanging off the walls, there is some kind of … standing dish … Darling! A husband is not supposed to know anything, and a wife should be pure before him, like a little angel! I get up at the break of dawn every morning and wash my face with cold water so that my Nikodim Aleksandrich won’t notice that I’m groggy.”

“These are all trifles,” sobbed Nadezhda Fyodorovna. “If only I were happy, but I’m so miserable!”

“Yes, yes, you really are miserable!” sighed Maria Konstantinovna, barely containing herself to keep from crying. “And horrible grief awaits you in the future! Loneliness in your old age, illness, then having to answer on Judgment Day … Horrible, horrible! Now, fate herself is extending a helping hand, but you, uncomprehending, step out of her way. Get married, and get married quickly!”

“Yes, I must, I must,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, “but it’s impossible!”

“But why?”

“It’s impossible, oh, but if only you knew!”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna wanted to tell her about Kirilin and about how, last night on the wharf, she had met with the young, handsome Achmianov, and about how an insane but amusing thought had entered her mind of how to rid herself of the three-hundred-ruble debt, how she had found it all very amusing and returned home late in the evening, feeling irrevocably fallen and sold. She, herself, did not know how this had happened. And she wanted very much, now, to swear before Maria Konstantinovna that she would repay the debt without fail, but her sobs and shame prevented her from speaking.

“I’ll leave,” she said. “Let Ivan Andreich stay here, but I’ll leave.”

“And go where?”

“To Russia.”

“And how do you intend to live there? You don’t have anything.”

“I’ll work on translation … or I’ll open a little lending library …”

“You’re living in a fantasy world, my darling. It takes money to open a little lending library. Well, I’ll leave you now, you ought to calm down and do some thinking, and tomorrow come visit me cheerful as can be. It will be simply enchanting! Now, say farewell, my little angel. Let me give you a kiss.”

Maria Konstantinovna kissed Nadezhda Fyodorovna on the forehead, made the sign of the cross above her and quietly exited. It was already dark out, and Olga had lit a flame in the kitchen. Still crying, Nadezhda Fyodorovna went into the bedroom and got into bed. She was overcome by intense fever. She undressed reclining, crumpling her dress down about her legs, wrapped herself up in the blanket and curled into a ball. She was thirsty, but there was no one there to bring her anything.

“I’ll repay it!” she said to herself, and in her delirium it seemed to her as though she were seated beside some patient whom she recognized as herself. “I’ll pay it back. It was foolish to think that I would … over money … I’ll leave and I’ll send him the money from Petersburg. First, a hundred … then a hundred … and then—a hundred …”

Laevsky arrived late at night.

“First, a hundred …” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said to him, “then a hundred …”

“You should take your quinine,” he said, and thought:

Tomorrow is Wednesday, the steamship sets sail tomorrow, and I won’t be on it. That means I’ll have to live here until Saturday.

Nadezhda Fyodorovna got up on her knees in bed.

“Was I just saying something?” she asked, smiling and squinting from the candlelight.

“Not a thing. We’ll have to send for the doctor tomorrow morning. Sleep.”

He took a pillow and proceeded to the door. Once he had definitively decided to go away and leave Nadezhda Fyodorovna behind, she began to incite pity and feelings of guilt in him; he felt a little bit ashamed in her presence, as one would in the presence of an old or sick horse that was to be destroyed. He stopped at the door and looked over at her.

“At the picnic, I was irritated and spoke crudely to you. Won’t you pardon me, for God’s sake.”

Having said this, he went into his own study, lay down, but could not fall asleep for a long time.

When Samoylenko arrived the morning of the following day, dressed, in full formal uniform including epaulets and orders for the occasion of the holiday, having felt Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s pulse and looked at her tongue, exited the bedroom, Laevsky, who’d been standing at the threshold asked him in a state of alarm:

“Well, what? What?”

His face expressed fear, or at the very least unease and hope.

“Clam down, it’s nothing dangerous,” Samoylenko said. “An ordinary fever.”

“I’m not talking about that,” Laevsky grimaced impatiently. “Did you get the money?”

“My dear soul, pardon me,” whispered Samoylenko, looking sideways at the door and ill at ease. “For God’s sake, pardon me! No one has any money to spare, and I’ve managed to gather five here, ten rubles there—all in all, one hundred and ten. I’ve still got a couple of people to talk to today. Be patient.”

“Well, by Saturday, at the very latest!” whispered Laevsky, shaking from impatience. “In the name of all that’s holy, do it by Saturday! If I haven’t left by Saturday, then I need for nothing … nothing! I just can’t understand how it is that a doctor can have no money!”

“Yes, it’s as the lord wills,” Samoylenko whispered quickly, encumbered, even as something squeaked in his throat. “They’ve all taken it, I’m owed seven thousand, and I owe money all over town. Am I really to blame here?”

“That means you’ll get it by Saturday? Yes?”

“I’ll try my best.”

“My good man, I’m imploring you! That’s it, the money must be in my hands by Friday morning.”

Samoylenko had a seat and mixed China bark into a prescription, kali bromati, rhubarb tincture, tincturae gentianae, aquae foeniculi—to all this, in one single mixture, he added rose syrup so the taste would not be bitter, and left.


XI

“You look as though you’re coming to arrest me,” Von Koren said, seeing the approaching Samoylenko in formal uniform.

“I was just walking past and thought to myself: Why not go in, I’ll pay a call on zoology,” Samoylenko said, sitting down at a large table that had been cobbled together by the zoologist himself from common boards. “Hello, holy father!” he nodded to the deacon, who was sitting at the window transcribing something. “I’ll stay a moment then run home to arrange dinner. It’s about that time … I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

“Not in the least,” the zoologist answered, arranging small pieces of paper with particular notations out on the table. “We’re occupying ourselves with transcription.”

“Well, there you have it … Oh, my God, my God …” sighed Samoylenko; he carefully removed a dust-covered book from the table, on which a dead dehydrated arachnid lay, and said: “And yet! To think, some little green beetle is going about its business when suddenly it encounters this pariah in the road. I can only imagine the horror!”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“Is it venomous, as a form of defense against enemies?”

“Yes, as a form of defense and also to allow for attack.”

“Well, well, well … And so everything in nature, my good men, is intentional and explicable,” sighed Samoylenko. “Only here’s what I don’t understand. Won’t you, as a man of superior intellect, please explain it to me? You know, there are little beasts, not much larger than rats, that are attractive to the eye, but in the overall scheme of things, I’ll tell you, they are base and wicked. Such a beast goes about his business, let’s say through a forest, he sees a little bird, he catches it and eats it. He goes a little further and sees a nest in the grass with eggs; he’s already gobbled down his fill, he’s satiated, but he’ll bite into the egg anyway, the rest he’ll knock out of the nest with his paw. Then he encounters a frog and toys with it. Having finished tormenting the frog he continues on licking his chops, then he meets a beetle. The beetle gets the paw … And so he spoils and ruins everything along his path … He climbs into strangers’ dens … He tears anthills apart for no good reason, he’ll bite into a snail … If he encounters a rat—he’ll fight it; if he sees a snake or a little mouse—he’ll have to suffocate it. The whole day is spent like this. Well, tell me, what use is this beast? Why was it created?”

“I don’t know what beast you’re referring to,” Von Koren said, “most likely some type of insectivore. Well, let’s see. He caught the bird, because it wasn’t careful; he ruined the nest that contained the eggs, because the bird failed and had constructed the nest stupidly and didn’t conceal it successfully. The frog, most likely, had some sort of defect in its coloration, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to see it, and so on. Your beast only pulverizes the weak, the hapless, the careless; in a word, those who are lacking, those that nature does not see fit to pass down through posterity. The cunning, the careful, the strong and the cultivated are left among the living. In this manner, your little beast is serving the greater good of progress without realizing it.”

“Yes, yes, yes … By the way, brother,” Samoylenko said in an overly casual way, “give me a hundred rubles on loan.”

“Very well. You can find some very interesting subjects among the insectivores. The mole, for instance. They say that he is beneficial, seeing as how he exterminates harmful insects. There’s a story that some German sent Emperor Wilhelm I a fur coat made of mole hides and that the Emperor ordered he be reprimanded for having destroyed such a useful animal in such great number. By the way, the savagery of the mole does not capitulate in the least to that of your little beast and he is quite malevolent as well, he ruins meadows frightfully.”

Von Koren unlocked a wooden box and retrieved a hundred-ruble note from it.

“The mole has a very strong rib cage, like the bat,” he continued, locking the wooden box, “frightfully evolved bones and muscles, uncommonly armored jaws. If he were the size of an elephant, he would be an all-powerful, invincible animal. Interestingly, when two moles encounter one another belowground, they both, in absolute unison, begin to burrow a tract; they need the tract so that it will be easier for them to do battle. Having completed it, they enter into brutal combat and fight until the weaker opponent has fallen. Go on, take the hundred rubles,” Von Koren said, lowering his voice, “but on the condition that you’re not taking it for Laevsky.”

“And what if it is for Laevsky!” Samoylenko flared up. “What business is it of yours?”

“I can’t give if it’s for Laevsky. I know that you love to loan out money. You’d loan to Karim the thief if he asked you, but, you’ll pardon me, I can’t help you go down this road you’ve chosen.”

“Yes, I’m asking for Laevsky!” Samoylenko said, standing and flailing his right arm. “Yes! For Laevsky! And no damned beast, nor devil, has the right to instruct me on how to handle my own money. Are you not inclined to give it to me? No?”

The Deacon burst out laughing.

“Don’t get all worked up over it, but use your reason,” the zoologist said. “To be charitable to Mr. Laevsky is as stupid, in my opinion, as watering weeds or feeding locust.”

“Well, in my opinion, we are obligated to help those near and dear to us!” cried Samoylenko.

“If that’s the case, then help that hungry Turk, who lies about beneath the palisade! He’s a worker, and more necessary, more of use than your Laevsky. Why don’t you give him the hundred rubles! Or donate one hundred rubles to me for the expedition!”

“Will you give it to me, or not? I’m asking you?”

“Tell me in all honesty, what does he need the money for?”

“It’s no secret. He needs to leave for Petersburg Saturday.”

“So that’s how it is!” Von Koren said in a protracted manner. “Aha … We understand. And is she going with him, or what?”

“She’ll remain here for now. He’ll settle his affairs in Petersburg and will send her money, and then she’ll follow.”

“That’s clever! …” the zoologist said, and began laughing curt tenor chuckles. “Clever! It’s intelligently devised.”

He briskly approached Samoylenko and, standing face-to-face, glaring into his eyes, asked:

“You tell me in all honesty: has he fallen out of love with her? Yes? Tell me: he’s fallen out of love? Yes?”

“Yes,” Samoylenko uttered, and began to sweat.

“How disgusting this is!” Von Koren said, and it was evident by his face that he felt disgust. “It can only be one of two things, Alexander Davidich: either you’re negotiating some agreement with him or, pardon me, you’re a nincompoop. Do you really not understand that he is taking advantage of you, as you would a little boy, in the most unscrupulous way possible? It’s as clear as day that he wants to get rid of her and to dump her here. She’ll be left hanging off your neck, and it’s clear as day that you’ll have to send her off to Petersburg at your own expense. Could it really be that your magnificent friend has blinded you with his merits to the point that you are unable to see the very simplest of things?”

“That’s just one hypothesis,” Samoylenko said, sitting down.

“Hypothesis? Then why is he going alone, and not together with her? And why, ask him, doesn’t she go ahead and he follow? Crafty devil!”

From the pressure of unexpected doubts and apprehensions regarding his friend, Samoylenko suddenly relented and lowered his tone.

“But it’s impossible!” he said, remembering the night Laevsky had stayed overnight with him. “He is suffering so much!”

“What of it? Thieves and arsonists suffer too!”

“Let’s just say that you’re right …” Samoylenko said, absorbed in thought. “Let’s say … But he’s a young man, on foreign shores … a student, we too were students, and besides us there is no one here to lend him a hand.”

“To help him do odious things only because you and he were at university, at different times, and neither of you managed to get anything done there? What rubbish!”

“Hold it, let’s cool our blood and sort this out. I propose that it’s possible to set things up this way …” Samoylenko pondered, his fingers stirring. “You understand I will give him the money, but I will take from him his honest, noble word that in a week’s time he will send Nadezhda Fyodorovna money for the road.”

“And he’ll give you his honest word, he’ll even get teary-eyed and believe in it himself, but what is the value of his word? He won’t stand by it, and when in a year or two you run into him on Nevsky, arm in arm with a new lover, he will vindicate himself by saying that he’s been crippled by civilization and that he’s a chip off of Rudin*. Will you drop him, for God’s sake! Step away from the dirt and stopping digging in it with both hands!”

Samoylenko thought for a moment and then decisively said:

“Well, I’m still going to give him money. You do as you please. My stance is not to refuse a man on the basis of mere hypothesis alone.”

“That’s superb. Kiss him goodbye.”

“Well, then, give me the hundred rubles,” Samoylenko asked bashfully.

“I won’t.”

Silence set in. Samoylenko had totally weakened: his face took on a guilty, chastened expression seeking to curry favor, and it was somewhat strange to see this pitiful face of childlike befuddlement on an enormous man with epaulets and orders.

“In this region, His Eminence tours the diocese not in a carriage, but on horseback,” said the deacon, putting down his pen. “The sight of him riding on horseback is extraordinarily moving. His simplicity and modesty embody the grandeur of the Bible.”

“Is he a good man?” Von Koren asked, happy to change the subject.

“How could it be otherwise? If he were not a good man, would he have been appointed bishop?”

“One encounters many good and gifted men among the bishops,” said Von Koren. “It’s just unfortunate that so many of them have a weakness—they imagine themselves to be statesmen. One occupies himself with spreading Russification, another criticizes the sciences. That’s none of their business. They’d be better off looking in on the consistory more often.”

“A secular man cannot judge the bishops.”

“Why not, Deacon? A bishop is a man, just the same as I am.”

“The same but not the same,” the deacon said, taking offense, picking up his pen. “If it were the case that you’re the same, then grace would have been bestowed upon you and you would be a bishop yourself, but since it’s the case that you’re not a bishop then, it means you’re not the same.”

“Don’t you start, Deacon!” Samoylenko said with melancholy. “Listen, here’s what I’ve thought up,” turning his attention to Von Koren. “Do not give me the hundred rubles. You’re still going to eat at my table d’hote for the next three months until the winter, so why don’t you just pay me in advance for those three months.”

“I won’t.”

Samoylenko blinked his eyes and flushed crimson; mechanically he drew the book with the fanalgae on it to himself and looked at it, then rose to retrieve his hat. Von Koren began to pity him.

“Fine, if that’s the kind of gentleman you deign to have in your life and conduct business with!” said the zoologist, and in indignation kicked some piece of paper into the corner. “Just understand that this is not kindness, nor love, but cowardice, a lack of discipline, poison! What the intellect creates, your flaccid, good-for-nothing heart destroys! When I was ill with typhoid as a schoolboy, my auntie glutted me with marinated mushrooms out of compassion and I nearly died. Understand, right along with my auntie, that love for a person must be situated not in the heart, not at the end of a spoon and not in the loins, but right here!”

Von Koren smacked himself on the forehead.

“Take it!” he said, and threw the hundred-ruble note.

“There’s nothing for you to be angry about, Kolya,” Samoylenko meekly said, folding the note. “I understand you perfectly, but … try to put yourself in my predicament.”

“Woman, you’re old, how’s that!”

The deacon burst out laughing.

“Listen, Alexander Davidich, to a final request!” Von Koren hotly said. “When you give that scoundrel the money, attach a condition: have him leave with his mistress or have him send her on ahead, otherwise don’t give it to him. Don’t stand on ceremony with him. Tell him, just like that, and if you don’t tell him, then I give you my honest word, I’ll go to his office myself and throw him down the stairs, and I won’t associate with you any longer. Know this!”

“What? If he leaves with her or sends her ahead, it’ll be more convenient for him,” Samoylenko said. “He’ll even be happy. Come now, bid me farewell!”

He demonstratively bid farewell and exited, but, before closing the door behind him, he looked back at Von Koren, made a dreadful face and said:

“Brother, it’s the Germans that ruined you! Yes! The Germans!”


* The “superfluous man” who is the title character of Turgenev’s first novel.




XII

The following day, Thursday, Maria Konstantinovna celebrated the birthday of her Kostya. Everyone was invited over to eat pirog at midday and drink chocolate in the evening. When Laevsky and Nadezhda Fyodorovna arrived in the evening, the zoologist, already seated in the drawing room drinking chocolate, asked Samoylenko:

“Have you spoken to him?”

“Not yet.”

“Look here, don’t stand on ceremony. I don’t understand the insolence of these gentlepersons! You see, they know the opinion of this local family perfectly well regarding their cohabitation, and in the midst of it they worm their way in here.”

“If you focus on every prejudice,” Samoylenko pointed out, “you’ll never venture anywhere.”

“Is the disgust felt by the masses toward love out of wedlock and debauchery prejudice?”

“Of course. Prejudice and hatred. Soldiers will see a maiden of questionable character and immediately begin to hoot and holler, but why not ask them: who are they themselves?”

“They’re not whistling for no reason. That wenches suffocate their illegitimate infants, and then serve hard time, and that Anna Karenina threw herself beneath a train, and that in villages they smear tar onto picket fences, and that you and I, for whatever reason, like that Katya has a purity about her, and that everyone feels a nebulous yearning for pure love, all the while knowing that such love does not exist—is all of this truly prejudice? This, brother, is the only thing that has survived intact of natural selection and if it weren’t for this opaque force that governs relations between the sexes, the lady and mister Laevsky would show you the score, and humanity would degenerate within two years’ time.”

Laevsky entered the drawing room, greeted everyone, and, shaking Von Koren’s hand, smiled ingratiatingly. He waited for the right moment, then said to Samoylenko:

“Pardon me, Alexander Davidich, I need to have a couple of words with you.”

Samoylenko rose, led him by the waist, and both went into Nikodim Aleksandrich’s study.

“Tomorrow is Friday …” Laevsky said, gnawing on his fingernails. “Were you able to get what you promised?”

“I was only able to get two hundred ten. I’ll have the rest today or tomorrow. Rest assured.”

“Thank God!” Laevsky took a deep breath, and his hands began to jitter from joy. “You’re rescuing me, Alexander Davidich, and I swear to God before you, on my happiness or whatever you like, I will send the money to you the very hour of my arrival. And I’ll send the old debt as well.”

“Here’s the thing, Vanya …” Samoylenko said, taking him by the button and reddening. “You’ll forgive me that I’m mixing in your familial affairs, but … why don’t you leave together with Nadezhda Fyodorovna?”

“You odd fellow, how could that possible be? One of us must certainly stay behind, or else the creditors will be in an uproar. You see, I owe around seven hundred rubles to the shops, if not more. Wait, in a little while, I’ll send them money, shove it between their teeth, then she’ll leave this place too.”

“All right … But then why don’t you send her ahead of you?”

“Oh … my God, how could that even be possible?” Laevsky recoiled. “You see, she’s a woman, what would she do there alone? What does she understand? It would be nothing more than a waste of time and an extra expense.”

Well reasoned …, Samoylenko thought, but, remembering his conversation with Von Koren, cast down his eyes and said sullenly:

“I can’t agree with you. Either travel together with her or send her ahead, but otherwise … otherwise, I won’t give you the money. This is my final word …”

He retreated, cringing, his back slammed against the door, and he exited out into the drawing room red, in a state of frightful embarrassment.

Friday … Friday …, Laevsky thought, returning to the drawing room. Friday …

He was served a cup of chocolate. He burned his lips and tongue on the hot chocolate and thought:

Friday … Friday …

For some reason the word “Friday” would not leave his head; there was nothing besides Friday that he could think of, and it was evident to him, not in his head but somewhere below his heart, that he would not be leaving on Saturday. Nikodim Aleksandrich stood before him, carefully kempt, with hair swept up at the temples and asked:

“Eat something, I humbly request that you do …”

Maria Konstantinovna was showing the guests Katya’s grades while protractedly saying:

“It’s horrible now, horribly difficult to study! They demand so much …”

“Mama!” moaned Katya, not knowing where to hide from the embarrassment and praise.

Laevsky looked at the grades and praised her also. Divine Law, the Russian Language, Conduct—fives and fours sprang before his eyes, and all this mixed together with Friday tethered to him, he perceived the combed whiskers of Nikodim Aleksandrich and Katya’s red cheeks as a boundless, insurmountable ennui, such that he but very nearly cried out in despair as he asked himself: “Could it be, could it really be that I won’t leave?”

Two card tables were placed close to one another, and they took their seats to play a game of post office. Laevsky sat down as well.

Friday … Friday … he thought, smiling as he removed a pencil from his pocket. Friday …

He wanted to contemplate his predicament but was afraid to think. He was afraid to admit that the doctor had caught him in the deceit that he for so long, had so carefully, concealed from himself. Any time he thought of his future, he wouldn’t allow his thoughts free reign. He would take a seat in a train car and set off—this would determine the question of his life, he had not allowed his thoughts to go any further. Like a distant lackluster flame in a field, so from time to time a thought flickered in his mind that somewhere along one of the side streets of Petersburg, in the distant future, in order to part company with Nadezhda Fyodorovna and repay his debts, he would have to resort to telling a small lie. He would tell this lie only once, and it would be followed by total renewal. And this was good: for the price of one small lie he would purchase a large truth.

But for now, as the doctor’s refusal harshly alluded to his deceit, it became clear to him that he would require the lie not only in the distant future but today, and tomorrow, and in a month’s time and, possibly even to the end of his life. In actuality, so that he could leave, he would have to lie to Nadezhda Fyodorovna, his creditors and the civic administration; next, so as to procure money in Petersburg, he would have to lie to his mother, telling her that he had already parted company with Nadezhda Fyodorovna—and Mother wouldn’t give him more than five hundred rubles, which meant that he’d already deceived the doctor, seeing as how he would be in no state to send him money any time soon. What’s more, when Nadezhda Fyodorovna arrived in Petersburg, he would have to employ a whole row of minor and major deceits so as to part company with her; and again, there would be tears, ennui, an odious life, remorse, which in turn means there would be no renewal at all. Deceit and nothing more. An entire mountain of lies had sprung up in Laevsky’s imagination. To leap over it in a single bound, and not lie piecemeal, he saw it would be necessary to resort to drastic measures, for instance, without saying a word, to rise from his seat, put on his hat and set off that instant without the money, without saying a word, but Laevsky felt that this was impossible for him to do.

Friday … Friday …, he thought. Friday …

They had written notes, folded them in half and placed them in Nikodim Aleksandrich’s old top hat, and, when enough notes had accumulated, Kostya, imitating a postman, walked around the table distributing them. The deacon, Katya and Kostya had all received funny notes, and, in attempting to make their replies even funnier, were all in an uproar.

“We need to talk,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna read from her note. She exchanged glances with Maria Konstantinovna, who smiled back all almond-infused and nodded her head in acknowledgment.

What is there to talk about? Nadezhda Fyodorovna thought. If you can’t divulge everything, then there’s no point in talking.

Before they had set off to call on their friends, she had knotted Laevsky’s tie, and this meaningless act had filled her soul with tenderness and sorrow. The anxiety on his face, the distracted looks, paleness and the incomprehensible changeover, the incidents surrounding them in the recent past, and that she was keeping a frightful, disgusting secret from him, and that her hands shook as she knotted his tie—for some reason all this told her that there was little time remaining of their living together. She stared at him as she would at an icon, with fear and repentance, and thought: Forgive … forgive … Achmianov sat across the table from her and could not tear his black lovestruck eyes away from her; she was aroused by desires, she was ashamed of herself and feared that even melancholy and woe would not hinder her yielding to tainted passion, neither today, nor tomorrow—and that she, like a compulsive drunk, did not have the power to stop.

So as to no longer continue living this life, one that was shameful to her and insulting to Laevsky, she had decided to go away. She would tearfully beg him to release her, and if he should be against it, then she would leave him secretly. She would not tell him what had transpired. Let the memories that he had left of her be pure.

“I love, I love, I love …” she read. This was from Achmianov.

She would live in some out-of-the-way place, work and send Laevsky money from “Anonymous,” and embroidered shirts and tobacco also, and would return to him in old age and, incidentally, if he should fall seriously ill and require a sick-nurse. When in old age he recognized the reason she had refused to be his wife and left him, he would come to value her sacrifice and forgive her.

“You have a long nose.” This should be from either the deacon or Kostya.

Nadezhda Fyodorovna fancied how, in bidding farewell to Laevsky, she would embrace him tightly, kiss his hand and swear that she would love him her whole, whole life, and then, living in some out-of-the-way place, among strangers, she would think every day of how somewhere she had a friend, a beloved man, pure, benevolent and sublime, who harbored pure memories of her.

“If you do not grant me a rendezvous today, then I will take measures, I give you my honest word. You cannot treat decent people in such a manner, you must understand that.” This was from Kirilin.
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Laevsky received two notes; he unfolded one and read: “Don’t go, my good man.”

Who could have written that? he thought. Certainly not Samoylenko … And not the deacon, seeing as he doesn’t know I want to leave. Could it be Von Koren, then?

The zoologist sat hunched over the table drawing a pyramid. It seemed to Laevsky that his eyes were smiling.

Doubtless, Samoylenko has blabbed …, Laevsky thought.

On the other note, in that same kinked penmanship with long tails and flourishes, was written:

“Someone’s not leaving on Saturday.”

A foolish mockery, Laevsky thought. Friday, Friday …

Something caught in his throat. He touched his collar and coughed, but instead of a cough, a laugh escaped.

“Ha—ha—ha!” he burst out laughing. “Ha—ha—ha!” What am I doing? he thought. “Ha—ha—ha!”

He tried to contain himself, covering his mouth with his hand, but the laughter pressed against his chest and neck, and his hand couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

Really, how foolish this is! he thought, roaring with laughter. Have I lost my mind, is that it?

The laughter rose higher and higher and turned into something resembling the yapping of a lapdog. Laevsky wanted to rise from the table but his legs would not respond, and for some strange reason his right hand bounced around the table out of his control, fitfully snatching at pieces of paper and crumbling them. He saw the astonished looks, Samoylenko’s serious startled face and the zoologist’s glare, filled with cold mockery and revulsion, and he understood that he was in a state of hysteria.

What a scandal, what shame, he thought, feeling the warmth of tears on his face … Oh, oh, what a disgrace! This has never happened to me before …

Now they bore him by the arms and, supporting his head, led him away somewhere; now a glass flashed before his eyes and knocked against his teeth, and water spilled over his chest; now a small room, two beds close together in the middle, covered with clean blankets as white as snow. He fell onto one of the beds and burst out sobbing.

“It’s nothing, it’s nothing …” Samoylenko said. “It happens … It happens …”

Chilled by fear, her entire body shaking and sensing something terrible, Nadezhda Fyodorovna stood beside the bed and asked:

“What’s wrong with you? What? For God’s sake, speak …”

Could Kirilin have written something to him? she thought.

“It’s nothing …” Laevsky said, laughing and crying. “Leave here … my dove.”

His face expressed neither hatred nor disgust: which meant he knew nothing. Nadezhda Fyodorovna calmed down a bit and returned to the drawing room.

“Don’t worry, darling!” Maria Konstantinovna said to her, sitting down beside her and taking her by the hand. “This shall pass. Men are just as weak as we are sinful. It’s understood … that right now you both are going through a crisis! Well, darling, I expect an answer. Let’s go have a talk.”

“No, we will not talk …” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, heeding Laevsky’s sobs. “I’ve melancholy … Please, allow me to leave.”

“What’s this? What’s this, darling?” Maria Konstantinovna distressed. “Did you really think that I would let you go without supper? Have a bite, then go with the lord.”

“I’ve melancholy …” whispered Nadezhda Fyodorovna, and, so as not to fall, gripped the armrests of the armchair in both hands.

“He’s having convulsions!” said Von Koren cheerfully, entering the drawing room, but upon seeing Nadezhda Fyodorovna grew embarrassed and left the room.

When the hysterics had finished, Laevsky sat on the stranger’s bed and thought:

What a disgrace, I bawled, like a girl! Most assuredly, I’m a laughingstock and abominable. I’ll have to exit through a pitch-black passage. However, that would mean, that I am attributing serious meaning to my hysterics. It would follow, that I should play it off as a joke …

He looked himself over in the mirror, sat for a bit and walked into the drawing room.

“Well, here I am!” he said, smiling; he was tortuously embarrassed, and he sensed that others were embarrassed by his very presence. “These things do happen,” he said, taking a seat. “I was just sitting here, and suddenly, wouldn’t you know, I felt a frightful stitch in my side … unbearable, my nerves could not withstand it and … and this foolish thing came out. Our nerve-racking era, there’s not a thing to do about it!”

He drank wine with his supper, conversed and, on occasion, would jerkily gasp, gently stroking his side, as though demonstrating that the pain was still felt. And there was no one, except Nadezhda Fyodorovna, who believed him, and he saw this.

In the tenth hour they went for a walk along the boulevard. Nadezhda Fyodorovna, fearing that Kirilin would try to strike up a conversation with her, tried to stay close to Maria Konstantinovna and the children the whole time. She had been weakened by fear and melancholy, and, with the presentiment of fever, languished and was barely able to move her legs, but she would not go home, such that she was certain she would be followed either by Kirilin or Achmianov, or both. Kirilin walked behind, alongside Nikodim Aleksandrich, and hummed in a low voice:

“I won’t allo-ow myself to be to-oyed with! I won’t allow it!”

They turned off the boulevard toward the pavilion and walked along the embankment, and for a long time looked out at the phosphorescence of the sea. Von Koren began explaining what makes it phosphorescent.
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“Nonetheless, it’s time for me to play Vint … They’re expecting me,” Laevsky said. “Farewell, ladies and gentlemen.”

“And I’m with you, hold on,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, and took him by the arm.

They bid farewell to the company and were on their way. Kirilin also bid farewell and proceeded alongside them; he was going the same way, he said.

Whatever will be, will be …, Nadezhda Fyodorovna thought. Let it be …

It appeared to her that every bad remembrance had left her head and now walked through the darkness beside her and breathed heavily, as if she were a fly that had fallen into ink, crawled along the pavement using all its strength and sullied Laevsky’s side and arm with black. If Kirilin, she thought, did anything stupid, then the blame would lie not with him but with her alone. Indeed, there had been a time when not a single man would have spoken to her in such a manner as Kirilin, and she herself had sheared that time, as you would a thread, and had ruined it irrevocably—who could possibly be to blame here? Inebriated by her own desires, she’d begun smiling at this man who was a total stranger only because, apparently, he was stately and tall in height, then after two rendezvous he had bored her, and she had dumped him, and is this truly the reason—she thought now—that he had the right to behave however he liked with her?

“Here, my dove, is where I say goodbye to you,” Laevsky said, stopping. “Ilya Mikhailich will see you the rest of the way.”

He bowed to Kirilin and quickly walked across the boulevard, proceeding along the street to the home of Sheshkovsky, where the windows were aglow, and the sound of his clanking the gate followed.

“Allow me to explain myself to you,” Kirilin began, “I’m not a little boy, not some sort of Atchkasov or Latchkasov, Zatchkasov … I demand serious attention!”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s heart began to pound. She answered to nothing.

“I initially attributed the severe change in your attitude toward me to coquettishness,” Kirilin continued, “but now I see that you’re simply incapable of relating to decent people. You simply wanted to play with me, as you did with that Armenian boy, but I am a decent person and I demand that I be treated as a decent person. Thus, I am at your service …”

“I’ve melancholy …” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, and began to cry, and turned away to hide her tears.

“I too have melancholy, but what is to be done about it?”

Kirilin was silent for a moment, then spoke precisely, with deliberateness:

“I’ll repeat myself, my good lady, that if you do not grant me a rendezvous today, then this very day I will start a scandal.”

“Release me this day,” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, not recognizing her own voice, as it had become so extremely piteous and thin.

“I must teach you a lesson … Please forgive the vulgar tone, but it is imperative that you be taught a lesson. Yes, milady, unfortunately I must teach you a lesson. I demand two rendezvous: today and tomorrow. The day after tomorrow you are completely free and may go to the four corners of the earth with whomever it is you choose. Today and tomorrow.”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna had reached her own gate and stopped.

“Release me!” she whispered, her whole body shaking and seeing nothing before her in the darkness save for a white service jacket. “You are correct, I am a horrible woman … I am to blame, but release me … I’m asking you …” She reached out for his cold hand and shuddered … “I’m begging you …”

“Alas!” Kirilin drew a long breath. “Alas! It isn’t in my plans to release you, I only want to teach you a lesson, to make you understand, and by the way, madam, I have very little faith in women.”

“I’ve melancholy …”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna listened to the repetitive noise of the sea, looked up at the sky sprinkled with stars, and she had the desire to promptly end everything, and to be rid of the accursed sensation of life by this sea, these stars, these men, this fever …

“Only not in my home …” she said coldly. “Take me somewhere.”

“Let’s go to Muridov’s. That’ll be best.”

“Where is that?”

“By the old seawall.”

She quickly walked along the street and then turned in to the side street that led to the mountains. It was dark. Here and there along the pavement lay pale, luminous stripes from illuminated windows, and it seemed to her that she, like a fly, either found herself immersed in ink or crawled out of it into the light. Kirilin walked behind her. At one point, he stumbled, nearly fell over and burst out laughing.

He’s drunk …, thought Nadezhda Fyodorovna. Either way … either way … Let it be.

Achmianov also excused himself from the gathering in a hurry and followed the trail of Nadezhda Fyodorovna, so that he could invite her to go for a boat ride. Nearing her house, he peered through the small front garden: the windows were wide open, no flame shone.

“Nadezhda Fyodorovna!” he called out.

A minute passed. He called out again.

“Who’s there?” Olga’s voice was heard.

“Is Nadezhda Fyodorovna home?”

“She’s not here. She hasn’t returned yet.”

That’s strange … Very strange, Achmianov thought, beginning to feel a powerful unease. “She went home …”

He walked along the boulevard, then along the street and glanced in Sheshkovsky’s windows. Laevsky was sitting at the table without his frock coat and attentively gazed into his cards.

“Strange, strange …” muttered Achmianov, and faced with the recollection of the hysterics that had occurred with Laevsky, he became embarrassed. “If she’s not home, then where is she?”

He once again returned to Nadezhda Fyodorovna’s chambers and looked at the dark windows.

This is deceit, deceit …, he thought, remembering that she herself had met him at noon that day at Bityugov’s and had promised that they would take a boat ride together in the evening.

The windows of the house where Kirilin lived were dark, and at the gateway a policeman sat on a little bench and slept. Everything became clear to Achmianov when he looked at the windows and the policeman. He decided to go home, and went on his way, but again wound up near the chambers of Nadezhda Fyodorovna. He sat down on a little bench there and removed his hat, feeling that his head was aflame with jealousy and hurt.

The town church bells rung the time only twice in the twenty-four-hour cycle: at noon and at midnight. Right after they’d tolled midnight, hastened steps could be heard.

“This means once again tomorrow evening at Muridov’s!” Achmianov heard, and recognized Kirilin’s voice. “At eight o’clock. Goodbye, milady!”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna appeared near the little front garden. Not noticing that Achmianov sat on the bench, she passed him as a shadow, opened the little gate and, leaving it unlatched, entered her home. She lit a candle in her room, quickly undressed, but did not get into bed, instead got down on her knees before a chair, embraced it and pressed her forehead against it.

Laevsky returned home in the third hour.


XV

Having decided not to lie all at once, but in parts, the next day in the second hour, Laevsky went to Samoylenko to ask for the money, so that Saturday he may leave without fail. After yesterday’s hysterics, which added a sense of biting shame to the already heavy state his soul was in, staying in town was unthinkable. If Samoylenko would insist on his conditions, he thought, perhaps it would be possible to agree to them and take the money, but tomorrow, minutes before his departure, say that Nadezhda Fyodorovna had refused to go; from this evening on it could be possible to convince her that everything was being done for her own good. But if Samoylenko, finding himself blatantly under Von Koren’s influence, completely refused the money or requested some new condition, then he, Laevsky, would set off on a cargo ship that very day, or even a sailing vessel, to New Athos or Novorossiysk, and from there he would send his mother a self-effacing telegram and then live there for as long as it took his mother to dispatch money for the road.

Arriving at Samoylenko’s, he found Von Koren in the drawing room. The zoologist had only just arrived for dinner and, according to habit, having opened the album, scrutinized the men in top hats and ladies in bonnets.

How inopportune, Laevsky thought, seeing him. He may interfere. “Hello!”

“Hello,” Von Koren answered, without looking up at him.

“Is Alexander Davidich home?”

“Yes. In the kitchen.”

Laevsky proceeded to the kitchen, but at the door, seeing that Samoylenko was busy with the salad, returned to the drawing room and sat down. He always felt awkward in the presence of the zoologist, and now he feared that he would have to talk about his hysterics. Over a minute passed in silence. Suddenly, Von Koren raised his eyes to Laevsky and asked:

“How are you feeling after yesterday?”

“Superb,” Laevsky answered, reddening. “In actuality, it was really nothing out of the ordinary …”

“Until yesterday I had understood that hysteria only occurred with the ladies; that’s why I initially thought that you were doing the dance of Saint Vitus.”

Laevsky smiled ingratiatingly and thought:

How indelicate he’s being for his part. He knows perfectly well that I’m going through a difficult time … “Yes, it was a funny affair,” he said, continuing to smile. “I laughed about it the entire morning today. It’s curious that in the throes of a hysterical fit, what you know becomes absurd, and you laugh at it from your soul while crying at the same time. In our nerve-racking era we are slaves to our nerves; they are our masters and do with us what they please. Civilization has proven to be a bearish hindrance, in this case …”

Laevsky spoke, and he found it unpleasant that Von Koren was seriously and attentively listening to him and attentively watching him, unblinking, indeed studying him; and he felt annoyed at himself that, not taking into account his lack of love for Von Koren, he just couldn’t rid his face of that ingratiating smile.

“Still, I must confess,” he continued, “there were more immediate reasons for the fit and rather sound ones. Recently my health has been seriously shaken. Add to that the ennui, a perpetual lack of money … the absence of likeminded people … I’m in a governor’s predicament.”

“Yes, there’s no way out of your predicament,” Von Koren said.

Those calm, cold words, embodying not just mockery, not just a gratuitous prediction, were insulting to Laevsky. He remembered the expression on the zoologist’s face yesterday, full of mockery and revulsion, and didn’t stay quiet for long and, no longer smiling, asked:

“And how is it that you are aware of my predicament?”

“You were just speaking of it yourself, yes, and your friends take such a burning interest in you that all day long, all one hears is what’s going on with you.”

“What friends? You mean Samoylenko?”

“Yes, him too.”

“I should really ask Alexander Davidich and my friends in general to talk less about me.”

“Here comes Samoylenko; why don’t you ask him to be less concerned with you.”

“I don’t understand your tone …” Laevsky muttered; he was seized by the sensation that he only just now realized that the zoologist hated him, found him contemptible and sought to humiliate him and that the zoologist was his bitterest and most uncompromising enemy. “Save that tone for someone else,” he said quietly, not having the energy to speak louder from the hatred that now kneaded at his chest and neck, as the desire to laugh had yesterday.

Samoylenko entered without his frockcoat, sweaty and scarlet from the sweltering kitchen.

“Well, look who’s here?” he said. “Hello, my good man. Have you had dinner? Don’t stand on ceremony, answer me: have you dined?”

“Alexander Davidich,” Laevsky said, rising, “if I turn to you with an intimate request, that does not mean that I’ve freed you from the responsibility of discretion and respect for another’s secret.”

“What’s the matter?” Samoylenko said, taken aback.

“If you don’t have the money,” Laevsky continued, raising his voice and shifting from one leg to the other in agitation, “then don’t give it, refuse, but why preach at every intersection that there is no way out of my predicament, and the like? I can’t stand this benevolence or friendly favors that are a kopeck’s worth of doing, at a ruble’s worth of talk! You can boast of your benevolence however much you choose, but no one has given you the right to reveal my secrets!”

“What secrets?” Samoylenko asked, uncomprehending and growing angry. “If you’ve come here to swear, then leave. Come back when you’re over it!”

He remembered a rule, that when enraged by one near and dear, mentally count to one hundred and calm will resume; and he began counting quickly.

“I’m asking you not to concern yourself with me!” Laevsky continued. “Don’t pay attention to me. And whose business is it anyway how I live and how I conduct my life? Yes, I want to leave! Yes, I’m in debt, I drink, I live with another man’s wife, I have hysteria, I’m crass, not as introspective as some others, but whose business is any of this? Respect my individuality!”

“You, brother, will pardon me,” Samoylenko, said reaching thirty-five, “but …”

“Respect my individuality!” Laevsky cut him off. “These perpetual conversations at the cost of another, the ohs and ahs, the perpetual monitoring, eavesdropping, these intimations of friendship … the devil take them! I’m being loaned money and given conditions, like a little boy! I’m being degraded, the devil only knows how! I wish for nothing!” Laevsky shouted, staggering from agitation and fearful that he should be once again seized by hysteria. This means I won’t be leaving on Saturday flashed through his thoughts. “I wish for nothing! I only ask, please, spare me this patronage. I’m not a little boy and I’m not crazy and I’m asking that you remove this surveillance from me!”

The deacon walked in and, seeing Laevsky, pale, gesticulating his arms and directing his strange speech to a portrait of Prince Vorontsov, stopped short at the door as though embedded.

“This perpetual prying into my soul,” Laevsky continued, “is insulting to my human dignity, and I ask the gratuitous detectives to cease their spying! Enough!”

“What did you … What are you saying?” Samoylenko asked, having counted to one hundred, flushing crimson and approaching Laevsky.

“Enough!” Laevsky repeated, gasping and retrieving his service cap.

“I am a Russian doctor, a nobleman and a Councilor of State!” Samoylenko said, measuring his words. “I have never been a spy, and I will not allow myself to be insulted by anyone!” he shouted in a rattling voice, placing the stress on the last word. “Shut your mouth!”

The deacon, having never before witnessed the doctor so imposing, inflated, crimson and frightening, covered his mouth, ran out into the front drawing room and fell over laughing. As though in a haze, Laevsky saw Von Koren rise and, placing his hands in his pants’ pockets, strike a pose, as though he were awaiting what would follow; this calm pose seemed extremely insolent and insulting to Laevsky.

“Kindly take back your words!” Samoylenko shouted.

Laevsky, already having no recollection of what words he had spoken, answered:

“Leave me in peace! I want for nothing! I only want that you and this German son of Yids leave me in peace! Otherwise I will take measures! I will fight!”

“Now I understand,” Von Koren said, walking around from behind the table. “Mr. Laevsky would like to entertain himself prior to his departure with a duel. I can grant him the satisfaction. Mr. Laevsky, I accept your challenge.”

“Challenge?” Laevsky quietly repeated, approaching the zoologist and staring in hatred at his swarthy brow and kinky hair. “Challenge? With pleasure! I hate you! Hate you!”

“Oh, joy. Tomorrow morning, the earlier the better, by Kerbalay’s place, with all the details in keeping to your tastes. And now get out.”

“Hate you!” Laevsky said quietly, breathing heavily. “I’ve hated you a long time! A duel! Yes!”

“Get him out of here, Alexander Davidich, or else I’ll have to leave,” Von Koren said. “He’s about to take a bite out of me.”

Von Koren’s calm tone cooled the doctor down: somehow or other he was suddenly himself again, came to his senses, took Laevsky by the waist with both his hands, led him away from the zoologist, muttering soothingly, in a voice shaking with intensity:

“My friends … My good, my kind … Got themselves worked up into a heated state and are going to … and are going to … My friends …”

Hearing the soft, friendly voice, Laevsky felt that something unprecedented had just occurred in his life, something beastly, as though he had very nearly been hit by a train; he barely kept from crying, waved them off with his hand and ran from the room.

To experience another’s hatred directed at you, to display yourself before the man who hates you in a most pitiful, despicable, helpless state—my God, how burdensome! he thought, sitting in the pavilion a while later and indeed feeling corrosion cover his body from having just experienced another’s hatred. My God, how vulgar it all is!

Cold water with cognac invigorated him. He lucidly envisioned Von Koren’s calm, arrogant face, the look he had in his eyes yesterday, his shirt, which resembled a rug, his voice, his white hands, and intense hatred, ardent, hungry, began to churn in his chest and to demand satisfaction. In his mind he threw Von Koren to the ground and stomped on him. He remembered in the minutest detail all that had occurred and was astonished by how he could have ingratiatingly smiled at such an insignificant man and generally held in high esteem nominal, little people who are of no value to anyone, who live in an insignificant little town, which seemingly doesn’t even show up on a map and which not one decent person in Petersburg had ever heard of. If this boondock suddenly met its downfall or burned to the ground, then the telegram delivering the news would be read in Russia with the same kind of boredom as an advertisement for secondhand furniture up for sale. To kill Von Koren tomorrow or to leave him among the living—it was all the same, equally pointless and uninteresting. To shoot him in the leg or the arm, wound him, then laugh at him, and like an insect with a severed limb that loses itself in the grass, so let him take his muted sufferings and lose himself afterwards in a crowd of other such insignificant people as himself.

Laevsky went to Sheshkovsky, told him everything and invited him to be his second; then both set off to find the master of the postal-telegraph office, invited him to second also and stayed for dinner with him. During dinner they joked and laughed much; Laevsky poked fun at the fact that he barely knew how to shoot at all, and referred to himself as a royal rifleman and Wilhelm Tell.

“We’ll have to teach this gentleman a thing or two …” he said.

After dinner they sat down to a game of cards. Laevsky played, drank wine and thought that the duel was basically foolish and pointless, as it does not resolve the question but only complicates it further; however, such things are unavoidable at times. For instance, in this particular case: he couldn’t bring action against Von Koren in a court of law! And the impending duel was also good in that, afterwards, he would be unable to stay in town. He grew somewhat drunk, enjoyed his game of cards and felt good.

But when the sun set and it grew dark, he was overcome by unease. It was not fear of impending death because a certainty nested in it, as he dined and played cards, that the duel would end in nothing: this was a fear of the unknown, that which was to occur tomorrow morning for the first time in his life, and a fear of the approaching night … He knew that the night would be long, sleepless, and that he’d be forced to think not only of Von Koren and his hatred, but of that mountain of lies, which lay ahead of him to cross and for which he had neither the strength nor the know-how. It was as though he’d unexpectedly fallen ill; he’d suddenly lost all interest in both cards and people, beginning to fuss about he stood and asked to be excused so that he may go home. He wanted to lie down in bed as soon as possible, to be still and prepare his thoughts for the night. Sheshkovsky and the postmaster saw him home then set off for Von Koren’s to discuss the duel.

Near his apartments, Laevsky met Achmianov. The young man was out of breath and in an excited state.

“I’ve been looking for you, Ivan Andreich!” he said. “If you please, let’s go, quickly …”

“Where to?”

“A certain gentleman whom you aren’t acquainted with wishes to see you, it’s regarding a very important matter concerning you. He earnestly requests that you come see him for just one minute. He needs to discuss something with you … According to him, it’s a matter of life and death …”

Agitated, Achmianov relayed all of this with a heavy Armenian accent, so when he said “life” it came out as “lathe.”

“Who is he?” Laevsky asked.

“He asked that I not tell you his name.”

“Tell him I’m busy. Tomorrow, if he likes …”

“That’s not possible!” panicked Achmianov. “He wants to tell you something very important that concerns you … very important! If you don’t go, then misfortune will befall us.”

“How strange …” muttered Laevsky, not comprehending why Achmianov was so excited and what kind of secrets could exist in a boring boondock that is of no value to anyone. “How strange,” he repeated, lost in thought. “Nevertheless, let’s go. It’s all the same.”

Achmianov quickly walked ahead, and he followed. They walked along the street, then through the side street.

“How boring this is,” Laevsky said.

“Almost, almost … We’re near.”

Near the old rampart they crossed a narrow side street between two enclosed vacant lots, there they entered a sort of large yard and proceeded in the direction of a little house …

“This is the house of Muridov, isn’t it?” Laevsky asked.

“Yes.”

“But I don’t understand, why are we walking through the yards? We could have taken the street. It’s closer that way …”

“No reason, no reason …”

It seemed equally strange to Laevsky that Achmianov had led him to a pitch-black passage and then waved him in with his hand, as though beckoning him to proceed stealthily and to be quiet.

“This way, this way …” Achmianov said, carefully opening a door and entering on tiptoe over hay. “Quiet, quiet, I’m asking you … They may hear us.”

He listened carefully, took a long breath and said in a whisper:

“Open this door here and enter … Don’t be afraid.”

Laevsky, perplexed, opened the door and entered a room with a low ceiling and curtained windows. A candle stood on the table.

“Who do you want?” someone asked from a neighboring room. “That you, Muridik?”

Laevsky turned and entered the room and saw Kirilin, and beside him, Nadezhda Fyodorovna.

He did not hear what was being said to him; moving backwards, he did not notice how he ended up on the street. His hatred of Von Koren and all that had been troubling him—all disappeared from his soul. Going home, he awkwardly flapped his right hand and concentrated on looking down at his feet, trying his best to walk smoothly. At home, in his study, pacing from one corner of the room to the other, he rubbed his hands and moved his shoulders and neck at odd angles as though his jacket and shirt were too tight on him, then he lit a candle and sat down at the table …
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“This science of the humanities, of which you speak, will only comply with the human psyche, once it encounters true science and moves forward alongside it. Whether they’ll meet beneath a microscope, or in the monologues of a new Hamlet, or in a new religion, I don’t know, but I do think that the earth will be covered in a blanket of ice, before it occurs. The most steadfast and life-affirming of all humanitarian knowledge—is, of course, the teachings of Christ, but draw your attention to how diversely even they are interpreted! Some teach that we should love those near and dear but make an exception for soldiers, criminals and the insane: it’s permissible for the first among them to be killed during wartime, the second imprisoned or executed, and the third to be denied the union of marriage. Other interpreters teach to love those near and dear unconditionally, without taking into account the pluses and minuses. According to their teachings, if a consumptive or a murderer or an epileptic should come along and propose marriage to your daughter—give your blessing; if cretins wage war against the physical and cerebral status quo—lay down your heads. This is the propagation of love for love’s sake, like art for art’s sake; if empowered, it would drive the human race to extinction, and thus the super-colossus of all evil deeds ever seen on the face of the earth would be realized. There are very many interpretations, and if there are many, then serious thought cannot find any one of them satisfying and rushes to add its own interpretation to this mass. For this very reason, never base a question on, how would you say, philosophical or Christian ground; by doing so, you only grow further estranged from the question.”

The deacon listened attentively to the zoologist, thought for a moment and inquired:

“Is moral law, idiosyncratic to each individual, conceived of by philosophers or created by God together with the body?”

“I don’t know. But this law is so extremely common among all people and all epochs, that to me, it seems necessary to recognize it as being organically interlinked with man. It is not conceived of but simply is and will be. I’m not telling you that it will be seen beneath a microscope one day, but its organic link has already proven evident: severe illness of the brain and all that we have deemed disorders of the soul arise first and foremost from a perversion of moral law, as far as I know.”

“All right, sir. This means that, as the stomach wants to eat, so moral feeling wants for us to love those near and dear to us. Isn’t that so? However, our essential nature of self-love is resistant to the voice of sense and reason, and thus many head-splitting questions arise. Who are we supposed to turn to in order to solve these problems if you would not have them based on philosophical ground?”

“Turn to those few precise facts that we do have. Trust in the clarity and logic of facts. It’s true this is meager, but it’s not really as shaky or blurry as philosophy. The moral law, let’s say, demands that you love people. But why? The result of love should be the elimination of all that is harmful to people in one way or another and threatens their present and future with danger. Our knowledge and this clarity are telling you that humankind is menaced by danger from the side of the morally and physically abnormal. If this is so, then fight the abnormal. If you don’t have the power to elevate them to normalcy, then you must surely have the strength and intelligence to neutralize them, that is destroy them.”

“Which means that love is when the strong destroy the weak?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“But, you see, the strong crucified our Lord Jesus Christ!” the deacon hotly said.

“Therein lies the whole point, that he was crucified not by the strong but by the weak. The culture of mankind has weakened and aspires to nullify the battle for existence and selection; this is behind the speedy propagation of the weak and their predominance over the strong. Imagine that you’ve managed to impress human ideas in their primitive, rudimentary form upon bees. What can come of this? Drones that should be killed will be left among the living, will eat the honey, corrupt and stifle the hive—the result will be a predominance of the weak over the strong and the degeneration of the latter. The very same thing is occurring now with mankind: the weak are oppressing the strong. Amongst savages, who have not yet been touched by culture, the strongest, the wisest and the most moral leads the way; he is chief and ruler. And we, the cultured, crucified Christ and continue to crucify Him. This means we are lacking something … And that something must be restored in us, otherwise there’ll be no end to these misconceptions.”

“But what kind of criteria do you have for separating the strong from the weak?”

“Knowledge and clarity. The consumptive and the scrofulous will be recognizable by their illnesses, while the immoral and the insane by their actions.”

“But don’t you see that mistakes happen!”

“Yes, but it’s useless to worry about getting your feet wet when there’s danger of a flood.”

“That’s philosophy,” the deacon laughed.

“Not really. You’ve been so ruined by your seminary philosophy that you look for nothing but murk in everything. The abstract sciences, which your young head is stuffed full of, are called abstract for a reason, in that they distract your intellect from what’s clear. Look the devil straight in the eye, and if he’s a devil, then say that this is a devil, but don’t go riffling through Kant or Hegel for an explanation.”

The zoologist was quiet a moment and then continued.

“Two by two is four, a rock is a rock. Tomorrow, lo and behold, we’re having a duel. You and I will say that it’s foolish and absurd, that the duel has outlived its era, that in reality the aristocratic duel in no way differs from a drunken brawl in a tavern, but still we will not disengage, will go and will fight. This means that there is a power that is stronger than our reason. We cry out that war is plunder, barbarism, horror, fratricide, we cannot stand the sight of blood without swooning; but at the first insult from the French or Germans, within the hour we’ll feel our spirits stir, we’ll give the most heartfelt shout of hurrah and throw ourselves at the enemy, you will invoke the Lord’s prayer over our artillery and our valor will arouse a consensual and, what’s more, heartfelt delight. This means, yet again, that there is a power, and if it is not higher than us, then it is stronger than us and our philosophy. We cannot stop it in the same way that we cannot stop that storm cloud slowly drifting in from the sea. Don’t be a hypocrite, don’t flip it the bird without removing your hand from your pocket, and don’t say: Oh, how silly! Oh, how outdated! Oh, it doesn’t conform to Scripture! But look it straight in the eyes, acknowledge its lawfulness according to reason, and when, for instance, it would like to be rid of the decrepit, the scrofulous, the corrupt race, then don’t interfere with your pills and quotations of ill-interpreted Gospel. Leskov has a conscientious Daniel, who comes across a leper outside of town and feeds him and warms him all in the name of love for Christ. If that Daniel really loved people, he would have led the leper further out of town and thrown him in a ditch, then he could have gone off to serve the healthy. Christ, I hope, has bestowed upon us love that is reasonable, sensible and benevolent.”

“So that’s what you’re made of!” the deacon laughed. “If you don’t believe in Christ, why is it you refer to Him so often?”

“No, I believe. But only, of course, in my own way, and not in yours. Oh, Deacon, Deacon!” The zoologist began to laugh; he took the deacon by the waist and said cheerfully: “Well, what, then? Shall we go to the duel tomorrow?”

“My order doesn’t allow it, or else I’d go.”

“What does that mean—your order?”

“I’m ordained. I’ve received grace.”

“Oh, Deacon, Deacon,” Von Koren repeated, laughing. “I love talking with you.”

“You say you have faith,” the Deacon said. “What kind of faith is it? Why, I’ve got an uncle who’s a priest, and he’s got such faith that during times of drought as the plains beg for rain, he brings an umbrella out with him and a leather coat so that he won’t get soaking wet on the way back. That there is faith! When he speaks of Christ, he exudes such radiance that all the ladies and gents cry in ecstasy. He could even stop that storm cloud and send that power of yours running. Yes … Faith can move mountains.”

Laughing, the deacon slapped the zoologist’s shoulder.

“So, then …” he continued. “Here you teach all that you can, penetrate the abyss of the sea, separate the weak from the strong, write books and challenge others to duels—yet everything remains in its place. But mind you, any random decrepit old man prattling one and the same word over and over about the holy spirit or a new Mohammed with a saber galloping on horseback from Arabia, everything will go flying head over heels for you, and in Europe there won’t be a single stone left standing on any other.”

“Well, Deacon, that’s written in the sky with pitchforks!”

“Faith, if it hath not works, is dead. But works without faith—that’s worse, that’s just a waste of time and nothing more.”

The doctor appeared on the embankment. Seeing the Deacon and the zoologist, he approached them.

“It seems everything is ready,” he said, out of breath. “Govorovsky and Boyko will be seconds. They’ll arrive tomorrow at five in the morning. Everything’s been stood on its head!” he said, looking up at the sky. “There’s nothing to see. It’s going to rain.”

“You, I’m assuming, will ride with us?” Von Koren asked.

“No, God help me, I’ve suffered enough. Ustimovich will go in my place. I’ve already spoken with him.”

Lightning flashed far out at sea, and the vague roll of thunder could be heard.

“How stuffy it is before a storm!” Von Koren said. “I’m willing to wager that you’ve already been to Laevsky’s and cried on his shoulder.”

“Why would I go to him?” the doctor answered, perplexed. “That’s all I need!”

Before sunset he had walked the boulevard and the street several times, in the hopes of running into Laevsky. He felt embarrassed by his earlier outburst and for the sudden break in good will that had followed the outburst. He wanted to apologize to Laevsky in a joking tone, scold him, calm him and tell him that the duel is a remnant of the barbarianism of the Middle Ages but that providence was guiding them to the duel as a means of reconciliation: tomorrow they will both, splendiferous people with superior intellects, exchange gunshots, appraise one another’s nobility and become friends. However, not once did he encounter Laevsky.

“Why would I call on him?” Samoylenko repeated. “It is not I who insulted him, he insulted me. Kindly tell me, why did he tear into me? What bad thing did I do to him? I walk into the drawing room and all of a sudden, ain’t life grand: I’m a spy! There it is for you! You tell me: how did it start? What did you say to him?”

“I told him there is no way out of his predicament. And I was right. Only honest men or cheats could find their way out of any predicament, but one who wants to be both an honest man and a cheat at the same time has no way out. Will you look, gentlemen, it’s already eleven o’clock, and tomorrow we must rise early.”

There was a sudden gust of wind; it lifted the dust along the embankment, spun it around in a whirlwind, howled and drowned out the noise of the sea.

“Squall!” the deacon said. “We must go, or else the dust will get in our eyes.”

When they’d set off, Samoylenko sighed and said, holding on to his service cap:

“As it stands, I won’t be able to sleep tonight.”

“Don’t you worry,” the zoologist laughed. “You can rest assured, the duel won’t end in anything. Laevsky will magnanimously shoot into the air, he’s incapable of doing otherwise, and I, in all likelihood, won’t shoot at all. To find myself in court over Laevsky, to waste time, the game’s not worth the candle. By the way, what are the legal ramifications of dueling?”

“Arrest, but in the event of an opponent’s death, incarceration in a fortress for up to three years.”

“In Petropavlovsk?

“No, in a military fortress, I think.”

“I really should teach that fine young man a lesson!”

Lightning flashed over the sea behind them and illuminated the rooftops and mountains for an instance. The friends parted company near the boulevard. When the doctor had disappeared into the darkness and the sound of his footsteps were already fading, Von Koren shouted out to him:

“The weather may impede us tomorrow!”

“That would be good! God willing!”

“Have a goodnight!”

“What—night? What are you saying?”

It was difficult to hear due to the noise of the wind and sea and the clap of thunder.

“Nothing!” the zoologist shouted, and hurried home.
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 … in my mind, oppressed by melancholy,
Cluster an abundance of burdensome thoughts;
Before me reminiscence mutely
Unfurls her long scroll;
And reading of my life with revulsion,
I quiver and I curse,
And bitterly bemoan, and shed bitter tears,
But I cannot wash away this woeful verse.
—Pushkin



Whether they killed him tomorrow morning or made a mockery of him, that is, sparing him his life, he was still done for. Whether this fallen woman killed herself in despair and shame or eked out her sorry existence, she was still done for …

This is what Laevsky thought, sitting at the table late in the evening and even now continuing to rub his hands. The window was thrown open suddenly with a bang, a strong wind tore into the room, and sheets of paper flew from the desk. Laevsky locked the window and bent down to pick the pages up off the floor. He felt something new in his body, a certain clumsiness, that had not been there prior, and he didn’t recognize his own movements, he walked about timidly, his elbows sticking out at his sides and jerking his shoulders, and when he sat down at the table, he again began rubbing his hands together. His body had lost dexterity.

On the eve of death it is necessary to write to loved ones. Laevsky remembered this. He picked up a pen and wrote in a shaking script:

“My Dear Mother!”

He wanted to write to his mother, so that in the name of the merciful God, in which she believed, she would shelter and grant tender warmth to the miserable woman he had dishonored, lonely, indigent and weak, that she should forget and forgive everything, everything, everything, and through her sacrifice at least partially redeem the frightful sins of her son; but he remembered the way his mother, a full-figured, unwieldy old woman, in a lace cap, walked out of the house each morning into the garden, as a concomitant with a lapdog trailed behind, the way Mother yelled in an imperious tone at the gardener and the servants and how proud and arrogant her face was—he remembered these things and scratched out the words he had written.

Lightning flashed brightly in all three windows, and on its heels the deafening, resounding clap of thunder was heard, muffled at first, but then roaring and with a crack, and so strong that the glass rattled in the windows. Laevsky stood, approached the window and pressed his forehead to the glass. There was an intense, beautiful thunderstorm beyond the yard. On the horizon white ribbons of lightning threw themselves uninterrupted from the darkness onto the sea and illuminated tall black waves along a broad expanse. And to the right, and to the left, and, most likely, above their home, lightning was flashing the same way.

“Thunderstorm!” Laevsky whispered; he felt the desire to pray to someone or something, at the very least to the lightning or stormclouds. “Dear thunderstorm!”

He remembered how as a child during a storm he would run out into the garden, his head uncovered, while two white-blond girls with blue eyes raced behind him, and the rain soaked them; they laughed in delight, but when a strong thunderclap was doled out, the girls would trustingly press against the boy, he would make the sign of the cross and quickly recite: “Holy, holy, holy …” Oh, where did you go, what sea did you drown in, vestiges of a beautiful pure life? He had no fear of thunderstorms and no love of nature, he had no God, all the unsuspecting girls that he’d once known had already been ruined by him and his peers, in his familial garden he had not planted one sapling in his entire life nor had he raised one shrub, as for being alive amongst the living, he had never rescued even a fly, but had only destroyed, ruined and lied, lied …

“What in my past isn’t vice?” he asked himself, trying to grab on to any bright memory at all, as a man falling from a precipice grasps at underbrush.

School? University? But that was deceit. He learned remedially and forgot what he was taught. Civil service? That too was deceit, because during his service he didn’t do a thing, the salary he received was wasted on him, and his service was an odious embezzlement of public funds, for which he hadn’t been brought before a court of law.

He had no use for the truth, and he did not seek it out, his reason, bewitched by wickedness and lies, either slept or kept silent; like an outsider or an alien from another planet, he did not participate in the collective life of people, was apathetic to their sufferings, ideas, religions, knowledge, pursuits, struggles, he never spoke one kind word to people, he’d never written one benevolent and non-vulgar line, he never contributed even a half-kopeck to anyone, but only ate their bread, drank their wine, swept away their wives, lived according to their impressions of him and, so as to justify his despicable, parasitic life to them and to himself, always attempted to graft onto himself the appearance that he was loftier and superior to them. A lie, a lie and a lie …

He remembered distinctly what he’d seen that evening in the home of Muridov, and he felt unbearably macabre from self-loathing and melancholy. Kirilin and Achmianov were repulsive, but it seemed they’d continued what he’d started; they were his accomplices and pupils. He’d taken a husband, a social circle and a homeland away from a weak, young woman, who’d trusted him more than she would have a brother, and brought her here—to heat, to fever and to ennui; day in and day out she, like a mirror, was expected to reflect his idleness, depravity and lie—and this, and only this, had filled her weak, languid, pathetic life; when he’d been satiated by her, he’d grown to hate her, but was not man enough to leave her, and tried to ensnare her ever tighter in more lies, as in a spider’s web … The rest was brought to fruition by those people.

Laevsky either sat down at the table, or again walked over to the window; he either extinguished the candle, or lit it again. He cursed himself aloud, wept, complained, asked forgiveness; in despair he ran over to the table several times and wrote: “My Dear Mother!”

With the exception of his mother, he had no family or friends; but how could his mother help him? And where was she? He wanted to run to Nadezhda Fyodorovna, and drop at her feet, kiss her hands and feet, beg her forgiveness, but she was his victim, and he feared her, as though she were dead.

This life is dead! he muttered, rubbing his hands together. But why am I still among the living, my God! …

He had knocked his fading star from the heavens, it tumbled, and its afterglow meshed with the murk of the night; it would not appear again in the sky, because life is granted but once and cannot be repeated. If it were possible to get back the last days and years, he would exchange the lies they contained for truth, the idleness for effort, the ennui for joy, he would return purity to those from whom he had taken it, he would find God and justice—but this was as impossible as returning a tumbled star to the heavens. And because this was impossible, he fell into despair.

When the storm had passed, he sat at the open window and calmly thought about what would become of him. Von Koren would most likely kill him. This man’s lucid, cold worldview permitted the annihilation of the stunted and useless; if it were to change at the decisive moment, then he would be encouraged by the hatred and feelings of revulsion that Laevsky inspired in him. If he should miss, or, for the purpose of mocking his hated opponent, would just wound him, or shot into the sky, then what was to be done? Where could he go?

Travel to Petersburg? Laevsky asked himself. But that would mean starting my old life all over again, the one that I’m denouncing. For whoever seeks salvation in a change of place, like a migrating bird, won’t find anything new, because for him the earth is one and the same everywhere. Seek out salvation in people? In whom should he seek it and how? The kindness and magnanimity Samoylenko offered was as little salvation, as the deacon’s humor or Von Koren’s hatred. Salvation can only be sought out in one’s self, and if it cannot be found, then why waste time, you must kill yourself, that’s all there is …

The sound of a coach was heard. It was already light out. The carriage passed nearby, turned and stopped near the house, its wheels crunching through the wet sand. Two sat in the carriage.

“Wait, I’ll only be a moment!” Laevsky said to them through the window. “I haven’t slept. Is it really time already?”

“Yes. Four o’clock. By the time we get there …”

Laevsky put on his coat and service cap, placed cigarettes in his pocket and paused, lost in thought; it seemed to him that he was supposed to do something else. His seconds spoke softly on the street and the horses snorted, and these sounds in the early moist morning, while everyone else slept and dawn was just breaking, filled Laevsky’s soul with despondency, which resembled a sinister foreboding. He stood lost in thought a bit longer and proceeded to the bedroom.

Nadezhda Fyodorovna was lying in her bed, stretched out, cocooned with her head in the plaid blanket; she did not move and resembled, especially her head, an Egyptian mummy. Looking at her silently, in his thoughts Laevsky asked for her forgiveness, that if the heavens aren’t empty and in actuality do contain a God, then He will protect her; and if there is no God, then let her perish, as she has nothing to live for.

She suddenly lurched and sat up in bed. Raising her pale face and looking in horror at Laevsky, she asked:

“Is that you? Has the storm passed?”

“It’s passed.”

Then she remembered, placed both hands on her head and her entire body shuddered.

“It’s so difficult for me!” she uttered. “If only you knew how difficult it is for me! I waited,” she continued, narrowing her eyes, “for you to kill me or chase me out of the house into the rain and storm, but you delay … delay …”

He abruptly and tightly embraced her, sprinkled kisses about her knees and face, then, when she’d murmured something to him and winced in recollection, he smoothed her hair and, scrutinizing her face, understood that this miserable, defiled woman was the only near, dear and irreplaceable person that he had.

When he walked out of the house and took a seat in the carriage, he wanted to return home alive.
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The deacon rose, dressed, took his thick knotty walking stick and quietly exited the house. It was dark, and in the first few minutes that he walked along the street, the deacon couldn’t see even his white walking stick; there was not a single star in the sky, and it seemed as though it would rain again. It smelled of wet sand and the sea.

“Hopefully, I won’t get attacked by Chechens,” the deacon thought, listening to the manner in which his walking stick knocked along the roadway and how that knock emanated, resonate and lonesome, through the night’s silence.

Leaving the town, he began to see both the road and his walking stick; here and there in the black sky, murky spots appeared and soon a solitary star peered out and bashfully began to blink its single eye. The deacon walked along a high, rocky precipice, but the sea was not visible to him; it slept below him, and its invisible waves lazily, heavily broke against the shore and pointedly exhaled: oof! And how slowly! As one wave broke, the Deacon had time to count eight steps, then another broke; after six steps, a third. As before, absolutely nothing was visible, and the lazy, sleepy roar of the sea could be heard in the darkness; it was the sound of infinitely distant, inconceivable time, when God bore through chaos.

The deacon felt macabre. He thought of whether God would punish him for his keeping company with nonbelievers and even going to watch their duel. The duel would be a trifle, bloodless, laughable; however, regardless of whether that was the case, it was a heathen ceremony and for a holy man to show his face there was not proper. Stopping, he thought: Should I go back? But a strong, disquieting curiosity rose above his doubt, and he continued onward.

Even though they’re nonbelievers, they are good people and will find salvation, he comforted himself. “They’ll absolutely find salvation!” he said aloud, lighting up a cigarette.

By what measure do we gauge the virtue of people, so as to judge them fairly? The deacon recalled his enemy, a proctor at divinity school who believed in God, and never fought in duels, and lived chastely, but who at some point had fed the deacon bread with sand and had once nearly ripped his ear off. If the corporeal life really played out so inanely, that everyone at divinity school respected and prayed for the health and salvation of this harsh and unfair proctor who plundered government-issue flour, then how can it really be just to shun people like Von Koren and Laevsky only because they’re nonbelievers? The deacon began to resolve this question, but he recalled what a strange state Samoylenko had been in the previous day, and that broke his train of thought. There will be so much laughter tomorrow! The deacon imagined how he would sit behind a bush and observe, so that when Von Koren began to boast at dinner tomorrow, then he, the deacon, would mirthfully describe all the details of the duel to him.

“How do you know all of this?” the zoologist would ask.

“That’s just the way it is. I sat at home, but I know.”

It would be good to write of the duel in a humorous light. His father-in-law would read it and laugh; his father-in-law won’t eat the kasha, but just you tell or write to him of an amusing story.

The Yellow River Valley opened before him. The river had become wider and crueler from the rain and did not rumble now, as before, but roared. Dawn was breaking. A gray lusterless morning, and the clouds fleeing westward to overtake a thundercloud, and the mountains, encased in fog, and the wet trees—all this appeared to be ugly and sinister to the deacon. He washed his face in the stream, performed his morning prayers, and had a hankering for tea and a hot bun with sour cream, the kind that was served every morning at his father-in-law’s table. He recalled the deaconess and “Irrevocable,” which she played on the fortepiano. What kind of woman was she? The deacon had been introduced, engaged and married to her in the course of a week; he had lived with her for less than a month before being commandeered here, so even now he had no idea of the kind of person she was. In spite of that, it was still a bit boring without her.

I’ll have to write her a little letter …, he thought.

The flag above the dukhan was wet from the rain and drooped, and with its roof wet the dukhan itself seemed darker and lower than it had been before. An arba stood near the door; Kerbalay, two Abkhazian strangers and a young Tartar woman in wide pants, probably the wife or daughter of Kerbalay, were carrying sacks filled with something from out of the dukhan and placing them onto corn straw in the arba. A pair of donkeys stood to the right of the arba with their heads lowered. Having positioned the sacks, the Abkhazians and the Tartar woman began covering them with straw as Kerbalay took to the task of quickly harnessing the oxen. Contraband, I suppose, thought the deacon.

Here is the fallen tree with the dried pineneedles, there the black burn mark left by the campfire. The memory of the picnic came back to him in all its detail, the fire, the singing of the Abkhazians, the sweet aspirations of clerical promotion and of the church procession … The small Black River had become even blacker and wider from the rain. The deacon carefully crossed the small wet bridge, already overtaken by a mane of soot-filled waves, and climbed up the little ladder to the drying shed.

What a glorious head! he thought, stretching out on the straw and recollecting Von Koren. A good head; God willing, sound. Only there is cruelty in him …

What reason does he have for hating Laevsky, and vice versa? What are they fighting a duel for? If they had known privation, such as the deacon had since childhood, if they had been raised amongst the ignorant, the hard-hearted, those greedy for gain, who would begrudge you a piece of bread, the vulgar and ill mannered, who spat on the floor and belched during dinner and in the middle of prayer, if they hadn’t been coddled since childhood by good domestic surroundings and an elite circle of people, then they would grab hold of one another, would readily forgive mutual shortcomings and would value that which each one had in him. But even superficially decent people are lacking in this world! It’s true, Laevsky is loony, undisciplined, strange, but it seemed that he would never steal, would never spit on the floor loudly, would never reproach his wife with, “You scarf it down, but you won’t work,” would never beat his child with reins or feed his servants putrid cured beef—is this really not reason enough to treat him with indulgence? What’s more, he’s the first to suffer from his own shortcomings, as a sick man suffers from his sores. Instead of seeking out degeneration, extinction, heredity and whatever else in one another as a result of ennui and some sort of misunderstanding which, incidentally, no one else can follow, wouldn’t it be better for them to descend a bit and direct their hatred and wrath to where entire streets buzz with the groans of vulgar ignorance, greed, reproach, filth, profanity, the cries of women …

A coach was heard knocking about and interrupted the deacon’s thoughts. He peeked out through the door and saw the carriage contained three: Laevsky, Sheshkovsky and the master of the postal and telegraph office.

“Stop!” Sheshkovsky said.

All three climbed out of the carriage and looked at one another.

“They’re not here yet,” Sheshkovsky said, dusting himself off. “What say, before the trial gets under way, we go and find a comfortable place. There’s no space to move about here.”

They walked further upland along the river and were soon hidden from view. A Tartar driver sat in the carriage, rested his head on his shoulder and slept. Having waited about ten minutes, the deacon exited the drying shed and, removing his black hat, so that he would not be noticed, crouching and looking all around, made his way along the shore between the bushes and the strips of corn stalks; fat droplets of water sprinkled on him from the trees and the bushes, the grass and the corn stalks were wet.

“Shameful!” he muttered, gathering up his wet and dirty frock. “Had I known, I wouldn’t have come.”

Soon he heard voices and saw people. Laevsky, his hands thrust in his sleeves and hunched over, quickly paced to and fro along the smallish clearing; his seconds stood at the edge of the bank and rolled cigarettes.

How strange …, the Deacon thought, unfamiliar with Laevsky’s gait. I would have thought him to be an old man.

“How impolite this is on their part!” the postmaster said, looking at his watch. “Perhaps, in the ways of the learned, it’s good to be late, but in my opinion, it’s swinish.”

Sheshkovsky, a fat man with a black beard, paid heed and said:

“They’re coming!”
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“It’s the first time in my life that I’ve seen this! How glorious!” Von Koren said, appearing in the clearing and stretching both arms to the east. “Look: green rays of light!”

To the east two green rays of light extended from the mountains, and this, in actuality, was lovely. The sun rose.

“Greetings!” the zoologist continued, nodding his head at Laevsky’s seconds. “I’m not late, am I?”

His own seconds walked behind him, two very young officers of identical height, Boyko and Govorovsky, in white service jackets, and the emaciated, misanthropic doctor Ustimovich, who carried something tied up in a knot in one hand, the other he kept behind his back; as was his habit, a cane stretched lengthwise along his back. Placing the knot down on the ground, and without a word of greeting to anyone, he put his other hand behind his back and began to stride about the clearing.

Laevsky felt the weariness and unease of a man who may soon be dead and so drew everyone’s attention. He very much wanted either to be killed quickly or to be taken home. He was watching the sunrise now for the first time in his life; this early morning, the green rays of light, the damp and the people in wet boots all seemed superfluous to his life, unnecessary and a hindrance to him; none of this had anything to do with the night he’d just survived, with his thoughts and his feelings of guilt, and this is why he would have gladly left, not bothering to wait for the duel.

Von Koren was noticeably excited and attempted to conceal it by giving the appearance that the green rays of light excited him more than anything else. The seconds were confused and exchanged looks, as though inquiring why they were there and what they were expected to do.

“I fancy, gentlemen, that we need not go any further,” Sheshkovsky said. “Here’s all right.”

“Yes, of course,” Von Koren agreed.

Silence set in. Ustimovich, taking full strides, all of a sudden turned abruptly to Laevsky and, breathing in his face, said in a low voice:

“There’s probably not been time for you to be advised of my terms. Each side pays me fifteen rubles; if one of the opponents should die the one left alive pays the entire thirty.”

Laevsky had been acquainted with this man earlier, but it was only just now that he distinctly saw his lackluster eyes, his coarse whiskers and emaciated, consumptive neck: he was a usurer and not a doctor! His breath had an unpleasant, beefy scent to it.

The world is filled with all sorts of people, thought Laevsky, and answered:

“Fine.”

The doctor nodded his head and again began to stride about, and it was evident that he wasn’t actually in need of money but sought it out of spite. Everyone felt that it was time to either begin or conclude that which had already commenced, but they neither began nor concluded, but walked about, stood about and smoked. The young officers, who were participating in a duel for the first time in their lives and had now come to have little faith in this pedestrian and, in their opinion, unnecessary duel, guarded their service coats attentively and smoothed their cuffs. Sheshkovsky approached them and quietly said:

“Gentlemen, we must utilize all our strength, so that the duel does not take place. We must reconcile them.”

He reddened and continued:

“Yesterday, Kirilin called on me to complain that Laevsky caught him last night with Nadezhda Fyodorovna, and some such nonsense.”

“Yes, we know about that too,” Boyko said.

“Well, now do you see … Laevsky’s hands are shaking, and some such nonsense … He won’t even be able to raise his pistol. Fighting with him is as unjust as fighting with a drunkard or a typhoid patient. If the reconciliation can’t happen, then, gentlemen, it’s necessary to at least delay the duel, isn’t it … This is such devilry, I just can’t look.”

“You should go talk to Von Koren.”

“I don’t know the rules of conduct for the duel, to hell with maintaining them, I have no desire to know what they are; but perhaps, he’ll think that Laevsky has chickened out and sent me. Oh, whatever, I don’t care what he thinks, I’ll go talk to him.”

Indecisively Sheshkovsky, limping lightly, certainly from pins and needles in a numb leg, went toward Von Koren, and, as he went along hemming and hawing, his whole being exuded lethargy.

“There’s something I must tell you, my good sir,” he began, carefully scrutinizing the flowers on the zoologist’s shirt. “This is confidential … I don’t know the rules of the duel, damn them all to the devil, and I don’t have any desire to know them and I’m not discussing this with you as a second, or some such nonsense, but as a man and that’s all.”

“Yes, and?”

“When seconds offer a reconciliation, they are typically ignored, and it’s viewed as a formality. Saving face and nothing more. But I ask you to humbly turn your attention to Ivan Andreich. He’s not his usual self today, so to speak, not in a normal frame of mind but pitiful. Something unfortunate has happened to him. Now, I’m not one to gossip,” Sheshkovsky reddened and looked around them, “but in light of the duel I find it necessary to tell you. Yesterday evening in the home of Muridov he found his madam with … another gentleman.”

“What filth!” the zoologist muttered; growing pale, he made a wry face and spat loudly: “Phew!”

His lower lip trembled; he backed away from Sheshkovsky, not wanting to hear anything more, and, as though he had tasted something bitter by accident, spat loudly once more and looked over at Laevsky for the first time that entire morning, with hatred. His excitement and awkwardness passed, he shook his head and loudly said:

“Gentlemen, what, may I inquire, are we waiting for? Why don’t we begin?”

Sheshkovsky looked over at the officers and shrugged his shoulders.

“Gentlemen!” he said loudly, addressing no one in particular. “Gentlemen! We propose a reconciliation!”

“Let’s be done with the formalities,” Von Koren said. “We’ve already spoken of reconciliation. What’s the next formality, then? Let’s get on with it, gentlemen, time waits for no man.”

“But we insist on a reconciliation,” Sheshkovsky said in a guilty voice, like a man compelled to interfere in the affairs of others; he reddened, placed his hand over his heart and continued: “Gentlemen, we do not see the connection between the insult and the duel. The insult itself, such that we occasionally inflict on one another out of human frailty, and the duel do not have anything in common. You are both university-educated and erudite people and, of course, you yourselves see the duel as obsolete, an empty formality and a tired cliché. That is how we see it too, otherwise we wouldn’t have come out here, we can’t just permit people to shoot at one another in our presence, and that’s that.” Sheshkovsky wiped the sweat from his face and continued: “Why not be done, gentlemen, with this misunderstanding, extend your hands to one another and let’s go home and toast the peace. Upon my honor, gentlemen!”

Von Koren was quiet. Laevsky, noticing, that everyone was looking at him, said:

“I have nothing against Nikolai Vasilievich. If he has found that I am at fault, then I am prepared to apologize before him.”

Von Koren took offense.

“It’s obvious, gentlemen,” he said, “that you would like to see Mr. Laevsky return home magnanimous and chivalrous, but I can grant neither you nor him the satisfaction. And there was no need to rise early and travel ten versts out of town only to toast the peace, eat a snack and explain to me that the duel is an antiquated formality. The duel is the duel, and it’s pointless to deem it any more foolish or inauthentic than it already is. I wish to fight!”

Silence set in. Officer Boyko retrieved two pistols from a case: handed one to Von Koren, the other to Laevsky. This was followed by confusion, which cheered up the zoologist and the seconds for a brief moment. It seemed that of all who were present not one of them had taken part in a duel once in their entire lives and no one knew for certain where to stand and what they were expected to say or do as seconds. But then Boyko remembered and, smiling, began to explain.

“Gentlemen, who remembers how it’s written in Lermontov?” Von Koren asked, laughing. “Didn’t Turgenev have Bazarov exchange shots with someone too …”

“What’s there to remember?” Ustimovich said impatiently, pausing. “Measure the distance—that’s all there is to it.”

And he took about three steps, as though demonstrating how to measure. Boyko counted steps as his companion unsheathed his saber and scratched the earth at the furthest ends to denote the barrier.

The opponents took their places in absolute silence.

“The moles,” recalled the deacon, sitting in the bushes.

Sheshkovsky was saying something, Boyko was again explaining something, but Laevsky didn’t hear them or, more likely, he heard them, but could not understand. When his time had come, he cocked the hammer and raised the heavy, cold barrel of the pistol. He had forgotten to unbutton his coat, and he felt tightly bound about his shoulder and beneath his armpit, and he raised his arm with such clumsiness, by the gesture it seemed as though his sleeve has been sewn to his coat. He recalled the hatred he had felt yesterday toward that swarthy face and woolly hair and thought that even yesterday, in a moment of intense hatred and wrath, he could not shoot another man. Concerned that the bullet may somehow unexpectedly hit Von Koren, he raised his pistol higher and higher and felt that this was too ostentatious a display of magnanimity and not at all magnanimous or delicate, but he did not know how to behave otherwise nor could he. Looking at the pale face of Von Koren smiling mockingly, which showed, it was obvious now, he had known from the very start that his opponent would shoot into the air, Laevsky thought that right now, by the grace of God, everything will be over and that he need only squeeze the trigger a bit tighter.

There was a powerful recoil to his shoulder, the shot rang out and the mountains replied with an echo: pakh–takh!

And Von Koren cocked his pistol and looked over to the side where Ustimovich was pacing as he had been earlier, his hands folded behind his back and paying attention to absolutely nothing.

“Doctor,” the zoologist said, “please be so kind as to not pace like a pendulum. You’re looming in my periphery.”

The doctor stopped. Von Koren began to take aim at Laevsky.

This is the end! Laevsky thought.

The barrel of the pistol was aimed straight at his face, the expression of hatred and contempt in the pose and the entire figure of Von Koren, and this murder that was about to be committed by a respectable person in broad daylight and in the presence of respectable people, and this quiet, and the inexplicable power that forced Laevsky to stand his ground, and to not run away—how mysterious this all was, and incomprehensible, and frightening! The time that it took for Von Koren to take aim seemed longer than the night had been to Laevsky. Pleadingly, he glanced over at the seconds; they did not stir and were pale.

Hurry up and shoot! Laevsky thought, and felt that his pale, quivering, pathetic face must arise feelings of even greater hatred in Von Koren.

I’m going to kill him now, Von Koren thought to himself, taking aim at the forehead and now sensing the trigger with his finger. Yes, of course, I’ll kill him …

“He’s going to kill him!” everyone heard a desperate cry from somewhere close by.

Instantly, a shot rang out. Seeing that Laevsky was still standing, and had not fallen, all looked over in the direction that the cry had come from, and saw the deacon. He was pale, his wet hair sticking to his forehead and cheeks, he was totally wet and dirty, standing on the far bank there in the corn, smiling somewhat strangely and waving his wet hat about. Sheshkovsky burst into laughter from joy, began to cry and walked off to the side …


XX

A little while later Von Koren and the deacon met up near a little bridge. The deacon was anxious, breathed heavily and avoided making eye contact. He was embarrassed not only by his fear but by his dirty, wet clothes.

“It seemed to me that you wanted to kill him …” he muttered. “How repugnant to human nature that is. What an absolute aberration it is!”

“By the way, how did you get here?” the zoologist inquired.

“Don’t ask!” The deacon waved him off. “The tainted one led me astray: go on, yes, go on … Well, I went, and nearly died in the corn from fear. But now, by the grace of God, the grace of God … I am rather pleased with you,” muttered the deacon. “And our old man the tarantula will be pleased … We’ll laugh and laugh! Only, I ask of you in all sincerity, tell no one that I was here, or else, I’m afraid, the higher-ups will have my hide. They’ll say: the deacon was a second.”

“Gentlemen!” Von Koren said. “The deacon requests that you tell no one that you saw him here. It may cause trouble.”

“How repugnant to human nature this is!” the Deacon sighed. Please magnanimously forgive me, but you had such an expression on your face that I thought you would kill him without fail.”

“I was tempted to finish that miscreant off,” Von Koren said, “but your cry threw off my aim, and I missed. These proceedings have been, simultaneously, repulsive in that I’m not accustomed to them and exhausting to me, Deacon. I feel terribly weak. Let’s go …”

“No, allow me to walk back. I need to dry off, I’m soaked and feel chilly.”

“Well, you know best,” the drained zoologist said in a languorous voice, taking a seat in the carriage and closing his eyes. “You know best …”

As they walked about the carriage situating themselves, Kerbalay stood by the road and, taking his belly in both hands, bowed low and revealed his teeth; he thought that the gentlemen had arrived to enjoy the natural world and drink tea, and he could not understand why they were taking their seats in the carriage. All were silent as the train left the station, and the deacon alone was left standing near the dukhan.

“I go dukhan, drink tea,” he said to Kerbalay. “Me want eat.”

Kerbalay spoke Russian well, but the deacon thought that the Tartar would understand him better if he spoke to him in broken Russian.

“Fry omelet, give cheese …”

“Go on, go on, Pope,” Kerbalay said, bowing in greeting. “I’ll serve up anything you want … We have cheese, we have wine … Eat up, whatever you want.”

“What is ‘God’ in Tartar?” the deacon asked, entering the dukhan.

“Your God, my God, it’s all the same,” Kerbalay said, not understanding him. “Everyone has the same God, it’s the people who are different. Some are Russian, some are Turks, while others are English—there are many kinds of people, but only one God.”

“All right, sir. If all nationalities worship the same one God, then why do you Muslims see Christians as your eternal enemies?”

“Why are you getting upset?” Kerbalay said, grabbing his belly with both hands. “You’re a pope, I’m a Muslim, you said you were hungry, I’m about to serve you … Only the wealthy sort out which God is yours, and which is mine, but for the poor, it’s all the same. Please, eat.”

While conversations about divinity were taking place at the dukhan, Laevsky was on his way home and suddenly remembered how macabre he had felt traveling at daybreak, when the road, the cliffs and mountains were wet and dark and the unknown future seemed frightening like an abyss, the bottom of which could not be seen, but now the rain drops, suspended from the grass and the rocks, sparkled in the sun like diamonds, nature joyfully smiled, and the frightful past was left behind. He gazed upon the sullen, lachrymose face of Sheshkovsky and ahead at the two carriages, where Von Koren, his seconds and the doctor sat, and it seemed to him that they were all returning from a cemetery, where they had just buried an onerous, unbearable man who had complicated all of their lives.

It’s over, he thought of his recent past, carefully stroking his fingers along his neck.

On the right side of his neck, near his collar, a small lesion was swelling, about the length and width of his little finger, and he felt pain, as though someone had dragged an iron across his neck. This was a contusion from the bullet.

That’s why, when he arrived home, his day unfurled before him long, strange, sweet, misty, as a half dream. Like someone just released from prison or hospital, he gazed upon long familiar objects and was amazed that the tables, windows, chairs, the light and the sea aroused an animate, child-like joy in him, a kind that he had not experienced in a very, very long time. The pale Nadezhda Fyodorovna, now grown gaunt, could not understand his meek voice and strange mannerisms; she rushed to tell him everything that had happened to her … It seemed to her that he very likely was hard of hearing and could not understand her and that if he’d find everything out for himself, then he would curse her and kill her, but he listened to her, smoothing her face and hair, looked into her eyes and said:

“I have no one but you …”

Later they sat in the small front garden, pressed against one another, and were silent, or would think aloud of their future happy life, speaking in short, abrupt phrases, and it seemed to him that he had never spoken so extensively or eloquently before.


XXI

Three months or more passed.

The day appointed for Von Koren’s departure had arrived. Since early morning, heavy, cold rain had been falling, northeaster winds had been blowing, creating enormous waves out at sea. Word was, it’s unlikely a steamship would set sail in such weather. According to schedule, it was supposed to come at nine in the morning, but as Von Koren walked out onto the embankment at noon, having dined, he could see nothing through his binoculars except for the gray waves and the rain obscuring the horizon.

By the end of the day the rain had stopped and the wind was beginning to die down noticeably. Von Koren had made peace with the notion that he would not be leaving today and settled down to a game of chess with Samoylenko; but when it had begun to grow dark, the valet announced that lights could be seen out at sea and that they had seen the rocket-boat.

Von Koren began to hurry it up. He hung his little handbag on his shoulder, kissed Samoylenko and the deacon farewell, unnecessarily checked all the rooms, bid the valet and scullery maid farewell and walked out onto the street with a feeling that he had forgotten something either at the doctor’s or in his own apartments. He walked down the street alongside Samoylenko, behind them was the deacon with the trunk, and behind everyone was the valet with two suitcases. Only Samoylenko and the valet could discern the dim lights out at sea; the others looked out into the darkness and saw nothing. The steamship had dropped anchor far from shore.

“Hurry, hurry,” Von Koren rushed. “I’m afraid that it’ll sail away!”

Walking past a house with three windows that Laevsky had moved into soon after the duel, Von Koren could not resist and peered in through the window. Laevsky was sitting hunched over the table, his back to the window and writing.

“I’m amazed,” the zoologist said quietly, “by how he’s turned himself around!”

“Yes, it merits amazement,” Samoylenko sighed. “He sits like that morning to night, just sits there and works. He wants to settle his debts. And he lives, brother, worse off than a pauper.”

Half a minute passed in silence. The zoologist, the doctor and the Deacon all stood at the window and stared at Laevsky.

“He didn’t leave this place after all, poor little guy,” Samoylenko said. “Remember how he railed?”

“Yes, he’s really turned himself around,” Von Koren repeated. “His wedding, this round-the-clock work of his for a crust of bread, there’s some new expression on his face and even his gait is different—all of this is so extremely unusual that I don’t even know what to call it.” The zoologist took Samoylenko by the sleeve and continued in an agitated voice: “You tell him and his wife that as I was leaving, I was amazed by them, wished them the very best … and ask him that he, if at all possible, not regard me with scorn. He knows me. He knows that if I could have foreseen this change in him, then I would have become his best friend.”

“Go drop in on him, say goodbye.”

“No. That would be inconvenient.”

“Why not? God only knows if you’ll ever see him again.”

The zoologist thought for a moment, then said:

“That’s true.”

Samoylenko quietly tapped his fingers on the window. Laevsky started and looked behind him.

“Vanya, Nikolai Vasilievich wishes to say goodbye to you,” Samoylenko said. “He’s leaving right now.”

Laevsky rose from the table and walked to the vestibule to open the door. Samoylenko, Von Koren and the deacon entered the house.

“I’ll only be just a minute,” the zoologist began, removing his galoshes in the vestibule and immediately wishing that he had not yielded to desire and entered this home uninvited. I feel as though I’m imposing, he thought, but that’s foolish. “Please pardon me for disturbing you,” he said, following Laevsky into his room, “but I’m leaving right now, and I was drawn here to you. God only knows if we’ll ever see each other again.”

“I’m very glad … Please, allow me,” Laevsky said, and awkwardly arranged chairs for his guests, as though wishing to obstruct their paths, then stopped in the center of the room, rubbing his hands.

It was wrong of me to not leave the witnesses in the street, Von Koren thought, and said definitively: “Do not remember me with scorn, Ivan Andreich. To forget the past, of course, can’t be done, it is too sad, and I didn’t come here for that, to make excuses or to assure you that it wasn’t my fault. I acted sincerely and have not changed my convictions since then … It’s true, as I see to my great joy, that I was wrong concerning you, it’s possible to get tripped up even if the road is straight, and that is the fate of mankind after all: if you don’t make major mistakes, then you’ll make mistakes in the details. No one knows the real truth.”

“Yes, no one knows the truth …” Laevsky said.

“Well, goodbye … May all good things come to you, God willing.”

Von Koren offered his hand to Laevsky, who took it and bowed.

“Do not remember me with scorn,” Von Koren said. “Give my regards to your wife and tell her that I deeply regret I could not say goodbye to her in person.”

“She’s home.”

Laevsky went to the door and spoke into the next room:

“Nadya, Nikolai Vasilievich wishes to say goodbye to you.”

Nadezhda Fyodorovna entered; she stopped near the door and timidly looked at the guests. Her face was guilty and frightened, and she held her hands like a schoolgirl about to be scolded.

“I’m leaving now, Nadezhda Fyodorovna,” Von Koren said, “and have come to bid farewell.”

She extended her hand to him with uncertainty as Laevsky bowed.

How pathetic they both are still! Von Koren thought. This life won’t come easy for them. “I’ll be in Moscow and in Petersburg.” Then he asked, “Is there anything that you need sent from there?”

“Well?” Nadezhda Fyodorovna said, and nervously exchanged looks with her husband. “It seems that we don’t need anything …”

“Yes, nothing …” Laevsky said, rubbing his hands. “Give our regards.”

Von Koren did not know what else could or should be said, as earlier, when he had entered, he had thought that he would say many good, warm and meaningful things. He silently squeezed Laevsky’s hand and that of his wife and left them, with a heavy heart.

“These people!” the deacon said under his breath, walking behind the rest. “My Lord, these people! The right hand of God truly has planted a vineyard here! God Almighty! One has defeated one thousand, the other a multitude. Nikolai Vasilievich,” he said enthusiastically, “do you know that today you conquered the greatest of mankind’s enemies—pride!”

“Enough, Deacon! What kind of conquerors are he and I? Conquerors resemble eagles, but he’s pathetic, timid, defeated, he bows, like some Chinese figurine, and as for me … I’m sad.”

They heard footsteps behind them. It was Laevsky catching up to them to see him off. The valet was waiting at the dock with the two suitcases; next to him a little further away, four oarsmen.

“By the way, it’s quite windy … brrr!” Samoylenko said. “There’ll be a hell of a storm out at sea—oy, oy! You’ve picked a great time to travel, Kolya.”

“I have no fear of seasickness.”

“It’s not that … Be sure these fools don’t capsize you. The best thing to do is to go on the envoy’s dinghy. Where’s the envoy’s dinghy?” he called out to the oarsmen.

“It’s gone, Your Excellency.”

“What about the customs officer’s dinghy?”

“It’s gone too.”

“Why didn’t you make the announcement?” Samoylenko asked, growing angry. “Blockheads!”

“It’s all right, don’t worry …” Von Koren said. “Let’s say our goodbyes. God protect you.”

Samoylenko embraced Von Koren and made the sign of the cross over him three times.

“Don’t forget us, Kolya … Write … We’ll expect you next spring.”

“Goodbye, Deacon,” Von Koren said, squeezing the deacon’s hand. “Thank you for the company and for the good conversation. Do think about the expedition.”

“Yes, for God’s sake, to the ends of the earth!” the deacon laughed. “Who said I was opposed to the idea?”

Von Koren recognized Laevsky in the darkness and wordlessly extended his hand. The oarsmen were already standing below bracing the boat, which beat against the pilings, though the jetty protected it from large swells. Von Koren lowered himself by the boat’s ladder, hopped into the boat and sat at the rudder.

“Write!” Samoylenko called out to him. “Guard your health!”

No one knows the real truth, Laevsky thought, raising his coat collar and thrusting his hands into the sleeves of his coat.

The boat rounded the wharf adroitly and exited out onto the expanse. It disappeared among the waves, then immediately reappeared from a deep ditch and slid down a tall swell, so that the people and even the oars were discernable. The boat advanced three fathoms, then was tossed two fathoms back.

“Write!” Samoylenko called out. “You really didn’t get lucky with this weather!”

Yes, no one knows the real truth …, Laevsky thought, looking out at the unquiet, dark sea with an expression of melancholy.

The boat is thrown back, he thought, it takes two steps forward and one step back, but the oarsmen are tenacious, they tirelessly thrash their oars and have no fear of the tall waves. The boat advances further and further, it’s not even visible now, a half hour from now, and the oarsmen will clearly see the lights of the steamship, in an hour from now they’ll be at the ship’s ladder. That’s how it is with life … In search of the truth, people take two steps forward, one step back. Suffering, mistakes and ennui throw them back, but a thirst for the truth and a tenacious will advance them further and further. And who knows? They may just row far enough to reach real truth …

“Goodby-y-ye!” Samoylenko called out.

“There’s neither sight nor sound of them,” the deacon said. “Have a good journey!”

The rain began to fall.
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Superfluous Men: A Grand Russian Tradition

Laevsky’s Zeitgeist

“I understood Laevsky from the very first month of our acquaintance,” he continued, addressing the Deacon. “We arrived here at the same time. People like him love to make friends, establish intimacy, solidarity and the like, because they always need company for Vint, drinks and a bite to eat. What’s more, they’re garrulous and they require listeners. We became friends, that is, he would hang around my place every day, disturbing my work and confiding way too much about his concubine. In the beginning, I was dumbstruck by his extraordinary mendacity, which I found simply nauseating. In my capacity as a friend, I scolded him about his way of life, about how he drinks too much, how he does not live according to his means and incurs debts, how he has done nothing and has read nothing, how he is so uncultured and knows so little—and in reply to all of my questions he would smile bitterly, sigh and say, “I’m a good-for-nothing, a superfluous man,” or “What do you, old chap, want from the splinters of serfdom?” or “We are degenerating …” Or he would begin to wax on about Onegin, Pechorin, Byron’s Cain, Bazarov, of who he would say: “These are our fathers in flesh and in spirit.” Meaning something along the lines of, it’s not he that is guilty of letting bureaucratic packets lie unopened for weeks or that he himself drinks, and gets others drunk, but that Onegin, Pechorin and Turgenev are to blame for creating the good-for-nothing and the superfluous man. The principle cause for this lack of discipline and grace isn’t with him, you see, but somewhere out there, in the periphery. And what’s more—here’s a good joke for you!—it’s not him alone that’s guilty of being licentious, mendacious and vile but all of us … “We are people of the eighties. We are the inert, neurotic offspring of the age of serfdom. We have been crippled by civilization.” In a word, we are expected to understand, that a great man like Laevsky is also great in his collapse; that his debauchery, ignorance and defilement are a naturally occurring phenomena based in history, consecrated by necessity, the cause of which is global, spontaneous and that we should hang a sconce before Laevsky, since he—is the victim of the times, the spirit of the times, our inheritance and so forth. All the functionaries and ladies that listened to him, all oohed and aahed, but for the longest time I couldn’t understand who I was dealing with: a cynic or a skilled mazurka dancer? Subjects such as he, who have the appearance of intelligence, are a tad well-manner and drone on about their own honorable pedigrees are capable of pretending to have unusually complicated natures.”

—from Von Koren’s first assessment of Laevsky in Chekhov’s The Duel.

In the beginning, Byron created Cain


CAIN: And this is Life?—Toil!

And wherefore should I toil?—because

My father could not keep his place in Eden?

What had I done in this?—I was unborn:

I sought not to be born; nor love the state

To which that birth has brought me. Why did he

Yield to the Serpent and the woman? or

Yielding—why suffer? What was there in this?

The tree planted, and why not for him?

If not, why place him near it, where it grew

The fairest in the center? They have but

One answer to all questions, “ ’Twas his will,

And he is good.” How know I that? Because

He is all-powerful, must all-good, too, follow?

I judge but by the fruits—and they are bitter—

Which I must feed on for a fault not mine.

Why do I exist? Why art all things wretched?

Ev’n he who made us must be, as the maker

Of things unhappy! To produce destruction

Can surely never be the task of joy,

And yet my sire says he’s omnipotent:

Then why is Evil—he being Good? I asked

This question of my father; and he said,

Because this Evil only was the path

To Good. Strange good, that must arise from out

Its deadly opposite. I lately saw

A lamb stung by a reptile: the poor suckling

Lay foaming on the earth, beneath the vain

And piteous bleating of its restless dam;

My father plucked some herbs, and laid them to

The wound; and by degrees the helpless wretch

Resumed its careless life, and rose to drain

The mother’s milk, who o’er it tremulous

Stood licking its reviving limbs with joy.

Behold, my son! said Adam, how from Evil springs Good!

But I thought, that ’twere a better portion for the animal

Never to have been stung at all than to

Purchase renewal of its little life

With agonies unutterable, though

Dispelled by antidotes.



—from Cain by Lord George Gordon Byron (1788–1824). Byron’s 1821 play centers around the character of Cain and his view of life and the world. Both the character of Cain as well as Childe Harold from the epic narrative poem, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, served as foundational archetypes for what would come to be known as the “Byronic hero.” Typically a Byronic hero would be extremely intelligent, most often physically strong, and generally quite capable The hero is held back, however, by an innate flaw or disdain for authority, quotidian life or societal norms. Thus, the Byronic hero must struggle to either overcome his defect or to endure despite it. The idea of the Byronic hero was a major influence on 19th century literature, and particularly on the Russian concept of the “superfluous man.”

The Rake’s Progress

“A quarter of an hour later Pechorin returned from the chase. Bela ran to meet him and threw her arms around his neck, and not a single complaint, not a single reproach for his long absence did I hear … Even I had lost patience with him. ‘Sir,’ said I, ‘Kazbich was on the other side of the river just now and we fired at him; you could easily have run into him too. These mountaineers are vengeful people, and do you think he does not suspect you helped Azamat? I’ll wager he saw Bela here. And I happen to know that a year ago he was very much attracted by her—told me so himself in fact. Had he had any hope of raising a substantial kalym he surely would have asked for her in marriage …’ Pechorin was grave now. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘we have to be more careful … Bela, after today you must not go out on the rampart anymore.’

“That evening I had a long talk with him; it grieved me that he had changed toward the poor girl, for besides being out hunting half the time, he began to treat her coldly, rarely showing her any affection. She began to waste away visibly, her face grew drawn, and her big eyes lost their luster. Whenever I asked her, ‘Why are you sighing, Bela? Are you sad?’ she would reply, ‘No.’ ‘Do you want anything’ ‘No!’ ‘Are you grieving your kinsfolk?’ ‘I have no kinsfolk.’ For days on end you couldn’t get more than ‘yes’ or ‘no’ out of her.

“I resolved to have a talk with him about this. ‘Listen, Maxim Maximych,’ he replied, ‘I have an unfortunate character; whether it is my upbringing that made me like that or God who created me so, I do not know. I know only that if I cause unhappiness to others I myself am no less unhappy. I realize this is poor consolation for them—but the fact remains that it is so. In my early youth after leaving the guardianship of my parents, I plunged into all the pleasures money could buy, and naturally these pleasures grew distasteful to me. Then I went into society, but soon enough grew tired of it; I fell in love with beautiful society women and was loved by them, but their love only spurred on my ambition and vanity while my heart remained desolate. I began to read and to study, but wearied of learning too; I saw that neither fame nor happiness depended on it in the slightest, for the happiest people were the ignorant and fame was a matter of luck, to achieve which you only had to be shrewd. And I grew bored … Soon I was transferred to the Caucasus; this was the happiest time of my life. I hoped that boredom would not survive under Chechen bullets—but in vain; in a month I had become so accustomed to their whine and the proximity of death that, to tell the truth, the mosquitoes bothered me more, and life became more boring than ever because I had now lost practically my last hope. When I saw Bela at my home, when I held her on my lap and first kissed her raven locks, I foolishly thought she was an angel sent down to me by a compassionate Providence. Again I erred: the love of a barbarian girl is little better than that of a well-born lady; the ignorance and simplicity of the one are as boring as the coquetry of the other. I still love her, if you wish, I am grateful to her for a few rather blissful moments, I am ready to five my life for her, but I am bored with her. I don’t know whether I am a fool or a scoundrel; but the fact is that I am to be pitied as much, if not more than she. My soul has been warped by the world, my mind is restless, my heart insatiable; nothing suffices me: I grow accustomed to sorrow as readily as to joy, and my life becomes emptier from day to day. Only one expedient is left for me, and that is to travel. As soon as possible I shall set out—not for Europe, God forbid—but for America, Arabia, India—and perhaps I shall die somewhere on the road! At least I am sure that with the help of storms and bad roads this last resort will not soon cease to be a consolation.’ He talked long in this vein and words seared themselves in my memory for it was the first time I had heard such talk from a man of twenty-five, and I hope to God, the last. Amazing! You probably were in the capital recently; perhaps you can tell me,” the captain went on, addressing me, “whether the young people there are all like that?”

I replied that there are many who say the same, and that most likely some of them are speaking the truth; that, on the whole, disillusionment, having begun like all vogues in the upper strata of society, had descended to the lower which wear it threadbare, and that now those who are really bored the most endeavour to conceal that misfortune as if it were a vice. The captain did not understand these subtleties, and he shook his head and smiled slyly:

“It was the French, I suppose, who made boredom fashionable?”

“No, the English.”

“Ah, so that’s it!” he replied. “Of course, they’ve always been inveterate drunkards!”

—from A Hero Of Our Time by Mikhail Lermontov. Written in 1839 and published in 1841, Lermontov’s celebrated novel of the adventures of a Byronic hero named Pechorin, is considered one of 19th century Russia’s most influential works. Pechorin’s character is a man of extremes, alternating between moments of great daring, melancholy brooding and moral cravenness. He clearly defined the temperament of 19th century Russian literature’s “superfluous man.” The character of Pechorin is drawn in contrast to the older, more traditional character of Captain Maxim Maximych, who, despite disapproving of Pechorin’s behavior, believes him to be, at heart, a good man.

Ivan Turgenev’s names the leitmotiv

Winter again. The snow is falling in flakes. Superfluous, superfluous.… That’s a capital word I have hit on. The more deeply I probe into myself, the more intently I review all my past life, the more I am convinced of the strict truth of this expression. Superfluous—that’s just it. To other people that term is not applicable.… People are bad, or good, clever, stupid, pleasant, and disagreeable; but superfluous … no. Understand me, though: the universe could get on without those people too … no doubt; but uselessness is not their prime characteristic, their most distinctive attribute, and when you speak of them, the word ‘superfluous’ is not the first to rise to your lips. But I … there’s nothing else one can say about me; I’m superfluous and nothing more. A supernumerary, and that’s all. Nature, apparently, did not reckon on my appearance, and consequently treated me as an unexpected and uninvited guest. A facetious gentleman, a great devotee of preference, said very happily about me that I was the forfeit my mother had paid at the game of life. I am speaking about myself calmly now, without any bitterness.… It’s all over and done with!

Throughout my whole life I was constantly finding my place taken, perhaps because I did not look for my place where I should have done. I was apprehensive, reserved, and irritable, like all sickly people. Moreover, probably owing to excessive self-consciousness, perhaps as the result of the generally unfortunate cast of my personality, there existed between my thoughts and feelings, and the expression of those feelings and thoughts, a sort of inexplicable, irrational, and utterly insuperable barrier; and whenever I made up my mind to overcome this obstacle by force, to break down this barrier, my gestures, the expression of my face, my whole being, took on an appearance of painful constraint. I not only seemed, I positively became unnatural and affected. I was conscious of this myself, and hastened to shrink back into myself. Then a terrible commotion was set up within me. I analyzed myself to the last thread, compared myself with others, recalled the slightest glances, smiles, words of the people to whom I had tried to open myself out, put the worst construction on everything, laughed vindictively at my own pretensions to ‘be like every one else,’—and suddenly, in the midst of my laughter, collapsed utterly into gloom, sank into absurd dejection, and then began again as before—went round and round, in fact, like a squirrel on its wheel. Whole days were spent in this harassing, fruitless exercise. Well now, tell me, if you please, to whom and for what is such a man of use? Why did this happen to me? what was the reason of this trivial fretting at myself?—who knows? who can tell?

I remember I was driving once from Moscow in the diligence. It was a good road, but the driver, though he had four horses harnessed abreast, hitched on another, alongside of them. Such an unfortunate, utterly useless, fifth horse—fastened somehow on to the front of the shaft by a short stout cord, which mercilessly cuts his shoulder, forces him to go with the most unnatural action, and gives his whole body the shape of a comma—always arouses my deepest pity. I remarked to the driver that I thought we might on this occasion have got on without the fifth horse.… He was silent a moment, shook his head, lashed the horse a dozen times across his thin back and under his distended belly, and with a grin responded: ‘Ay, to be sure; why do we drag him along with us? What the devil’s he for?’ And here am I too dragged along. But, thank goodness, the station is not far off.

Superfluous.… I promised to show the justice of my opinion, and I will carry out my promise. I don’t think it necessary to mention the thousand trifles, everyday incidents and events, which would, however, in the eyes of any thinking man, serve as irrefutable evidence in my support—I mean, in support of my contention. I had better begin straight away with one rather important incident, after which probably there will be no doubt left of the accuracy of the term superfluous. I repeat: I do not intend to indulge in minute details, but I cannot pass over in silence one rather serious and significant fact, that is, the strange behaviour of my friends (I too used to have friends) whenever I met them, or even called on them. They used to seem ill at ease; as they came to meet me, they would give a not quite natural smile, look, not into my eyes nor at my feet, as some people do, but rather at my cheeks, articulate hurriedly, ‘Ah! how are you, Tchulkaturin!’ (such is the surname fate has burdened me with) or ‘Ah! here’s Tchulkaturin!’ turn away at once and positively remain stockstill for a little while after, as though trying to recollect something. I used to notice all this, as I am not devoid of penetration and the faculty of observation; on the whole I am not a fool; I sometimes even have ideas come into my head that are amusing, not absolutely commonplace. But as I am a superfluous man with a padlock on my inner self, it is very painful for me to express my idea, the more so as I know beforehand that I shall express it badly. It positively sometimes strikes me as extraordinary the way people manage to talk, and so simply and freely.… It’s marvellous, really, when you think of it. Though, to tell the truth, I too, in spite of my padlock, sometimes have an itch to talk. But I did actually utter words only in my youth; in riper years I almost always pulled myself up. I would murmur to myself: ‘Come, we’d better hold our tongue.’ And I was still. We are all good hands at being silent; our women especially are great in that line. Many an exalted Russian young lady keeps silent so strenuously that the spectacle is calculated to produce a faint shudder and cold sweat even in any one prepared to face it. But that’s not the point, and it’s not for me to criticize others. I proceed to my promised narrative.

A few years back, owing to a combination of circumstances, very insignificant in themselves, but very important for me, it was my lot to spend six months in the district town O——. This town is all built on a slope, and very uncomfortably built, too. There are reckoned to be about eight hundred inhabitants in it, of exceptional poverty; the houses are hardly worthy of the name; in the chief street, by way of an apology for a pavement, there are here and there some huge white slabs of rough-hewn limestone, in consequence of which even carts drive round it instead of through it. In the very middle of an astoundingly dirty square rises a diminutive yellowish edifice with black holes in it, and in these holes sit men in big caps making a pretense of buying and selling. In this place there is an extraordinarily high striped post sticking up into the air, and near the post, in the interests of public order, by command of the authorities, there is kept a cartload of yellow hay, and one government hen struts to and fro. In short, existence in the town of O——is truly delightful. During the first days of my stay in this town, I almost went out of my mind with boredom. I ought to say of myself that, though I am, no doubt, a superfluous man, I am not so of my own seeking; I’m morbid myself, but I can’t bear anything morbid.… I’m not even averse to happiness— indeed, I’ve tried to approach it right and left.… And so it is no wonder that I too can be bored like any other mortal. I was staying in the town of O——on official business.

Terentyevna has certainly sworn to make an end of me. Here’s a specimen of our conversation:—

TERENTYEVNA. Oh—oh, my good sir! what are you for ever writing for? it’s bad for you, keeping all on writing.

I. But I’m dull, Terentyevna.

SHE. Oh, you take a cup of tea now and lie down. By God’s mercy you’ll get in a sweat and maybe doze a bit.

I. But I’m not sleepy.

SHE. Ah, sir! why do you talk so? Lord have mercy on you! Come, lie down, lie down; it’s better for you.

I. I shall die any way, Terentyevna!

SHE. Lord bless us and save us! … Well, do you want a little tea?

I. I shan’t live through the week, Terentyevna!

SHE. Eh, eh! good sir, why do you talk so? … Well, I’ll go and heat the samovar.

Oh, decrepit, yellow, toothless creature! Am I really, even in your eyes, not a man?

—from The Diary of A Superfluous Man by Ivan Turgenev. Published in 1850, Turgenev’s novel provided a term for the soon to be ubiquitous concept of the superfluous man. The disdain the protagonist shows toward his caretaker, Terentyevna, is a hallmark of the superfluous character type. He is both dependent and resentful of her ministrations.

Oblomovism

With Oblomov, lying in bed was neither a necessity (as in the case of an invalid or of a man who stands badly in need of sleep) nor an accident (as in the case of a man who is feeling worn out) nor a gratification (as in the case of a man who is purely lazy). Rather, it represented his normal condition. Whenever he was at home and almost always he was at home—he would spend his time in lying on his back. Likewise he used but the one room—which was combined to serve both as bedroom, as study, and as reception-room—in which we have just discovered him. True, two other rooms lay at his disposal, but seldom did he look into them save on mornings (which did not comprise by any means every morning) when his old valet happened to be sweeping out the study. The furniture in them stood perennially covered over, and never were the blinds drawn up.

At first sight the room in which Oblomov was lying was a well-fitted one. In it there stood a writing-table of redwood, a couple of sofas, upholstered in some silken material, and a handsome screen that was embroidered with birds and fruits unknown to Nature. Also the room contained silken curtains, a few mats, some pictures, bronzes, and pieces of china, and a multitude of other pretty trifles. Yet even the most cursory glance from the experienced eye of a ma of taste would have detected no more than a tendency to observe les convenances while escaping their actual observance. Without doubt that was all that Oblomov had thought of when furnishing his study. Taste of a really refined nature would never have remained satisfied with such ponderous, ungainly redwood chairs, with such rickety whatnots. Moreover, the back of one of the sofas had sagged, and here and there the wood had come way from the glue. Much the same thing was to be seen in the case of the pictures, the vases, and certain other trifles of the apartment. Nevertheless, its master was accustomed to regard its appurtenances with the cold, detached eye of one who would ask, “Who has dared to bring this stuff here?” The same indifference on his part, added to, perhaps, an even greater indifference on the part of his servant, Zakhar, caused the study, when contemplated with attention, to strike the beholder with an impression of all-prevailing carelessness and neglect. On the walls and around the pictures there hung cobwebs coated with dust; the mirrors, instead of reflecting, would more usefully have served as tablets for recording memoranda; every mat was freely spotted with stains; on the sofa there lay a forgotten towel, and on the table (as on most mornings) a plate, a salt-cellar, a half-eaten crust of bread, and some scattered crumbs—all of which had failed to be cleared away after last night’s supper. Indeed, were it not for the plate, for a recently smoked pipe that was propped against the bed, and for the recumbent form of Oblomov himself, one might have imagined that the place contained not a single living soul, so dusty and discoloured did everything look, and so lacking were any active traces of the presence of a human being. True, on the whatnots there were two or three open books, while a newspaper was tossing about, and the bureau bore on its top an inkstand and a few pens; but the pages at which the books were lying open were covered with dust and beginning to turn yellow (thus proving that they had long been tossed aside), the date of the newspaper belonged to the previous year, and from the inkstand, whenever a pen happened to be dipped therein, there arose, with a frightened buzz, only a derelict fly.

Famously, the protagonist of Ivan Goncharov’s Oblomov fails to leave bed for the first 150 pages and rarely does so beyond that point. Nearly paralyzed with ennui, Goncharov’s antihero is incapable of action, even when it comes to pursing a woman he loves. Unlike other examples of superfluous men, Oblomov does not engage in daring exploits or selfish hedonism in order to stave off his boredom. Instead, he lives in a state of complete apathy. In a speech given in 1922, Vladimir Lenin stated that, “Russia has made three revolutions, and still the Oblomovs have remained … and he must be washed, cleaned, pulled about, and flogged for a long time before any kind of sense will emerge.”


Reading I
The Queen Of Spades
by Alexander Pushkin

I

THERE was a card party at the rooms of Narumov of the Horse Guards. The long winter night passed away imperceptibly, and it was five o’clock in the morning before the company sat down to supper. Those who had won, ate with a good appetite; the others sat staring absently at their empty plates. When the champagne appeared, however, the conversation became more animated, and all took a part in it.

“And how did you fare, Surin?” asked the host.

“Oh, I lost, as usual. I must confess that I am unlucky: I play mirandole, I always keep cool, I never allow anything to put me out, and yet I always lose!”

“And you did not once allow yourself to be tempted to back the red? … Your firmness astonishes me.”

“But what do you think of Hermann?” said one of the guests, pointing to a young Engineer: “he has never had a card in his hand in his life, he has never in, his life laid a wager, and yet he sits here till five o’clock in the morning watching our play.”

“Play interests me very much,” said Hermann: “but I am not in the position to sacrifice the necessary in the hope of winning the superfluous.”

“Hermann is a German: he is economical—that is all!” observed Tomsky. “But if there is one person that I cannot understand, it is my grandmother, the Countess Anna Fedotovna.”

“How so?” inquired the guests.

“I cannot understand,” continued Tomsky, “how it is that my grandmother does not punt.”

“What is there remarkable about an old lady of eighty not punting?” said Narumov.

“Then you do not know the reason why?”

“No, really; haven’t the faintest idea.”

“Oh! then listen. About sixty years ago, my grandmother went to Paris, where she created quite a sensation. People used to run after her to catch a glimpse of the ‘Muscovite Venus.’ Richelieu made love to her, and my grandmother maintains that he almost blew out his brains in consequence of her cruelty. At that time ladies used to play at faro. On one occasion at the Court, she lost a very considerable sum to the Duke of Orleans. On returning home, my grandmother removed the patches from her face, took off her hoops, informed my grandfather of her loss at the gaming-table, and ordered him to pay the money. My deceased grandfather, as far as I remember, was a sort of house-steward to my grandmother. He dreaded her like fire; but, on hearing of such a heavy loss, he almost went out of his mind; he calculated the various sums she had lost, and pointed out to her that in six months she had spent half a million francs, that neither their Moscow nor Saratov estates were in Paris, and finally refused point blank to pay the debt. My grandmother gave him a box on the ear and slept by herself as a sign of her displeasure. The next day she sent for her husband, hoping that this domestic punishment had produced an effect upon him, but she found him inflexible. For the first time in her life, she entered into reasonings and explanations with him, thinking to be able to convince him by pointing out to him that there are debts and debts, and that there is a great difference between a Prince and a coachmaker. But it was all in vain, my grandfather still remained obdurate. But the matter did not rest there. My grandmother did not know what to do. She had shortly before become acquainted with a very remarkable man. You have heard of Count St. Germain, about whom so many marvellous stories are told. You know that he represented himself as the Wandering Jew, as the discoverer of the elixir of life, of the philosopher’s stone, and so forth. Some laughed at him as a charlatan; but Casanova, in his memoirs, says that he was a spy. But be that as it may, St. Germain, in spite of the mystery surrounding him, was a very fascinating person, and was much sought after in the best circles of society. Even to this day my grandmother retains an affectionate recollection of him, and becomes quite angry if any one speaks disrespectfully of him. My grandmother knew that St. Germain had large sums of money at his disposal. She resolved to have recourse to him, and she wrote a letter to him asking him to come to her without delay. The queer old man immediately waited upon her and found her overwhelmed with grief. She described to him in the blackest colours the barbarity of her husband, and ended by declaring that her whole hope depended upon his friendship and amiability.” St. Germain reflected.

“ ‘I could advance you the sum you want,’ said he; ‘but I know that you would not rest easy until you had paid me back, and I should not like to bring fresh troubles upon you. But there is another way of getting out of your difficulty: you can win back your money.’

“ ‘But, my dear Count,’ replied my grandmother, ‘I tell you that I haven’t any money left.’

“ ‘Money is not necessary,’ replied St. Germain: ‘be pleased to listen to me.’

“Then he revealed to her a secret, for which each of us would give a good deal …”

The young officers listened with increased attention. Tomsky lit his pipe, puffed away for a moment and then continued:

“That same evening my grandmother went to Versailles to the jeu de la reine. The Duke of Orleans kept the bank; my grandmother excused herself in an off-hand manner for not having yet paid her debt, by inventing some little story, and then began to play against him. She chose three cards and played them one after the other: all three won sonika, [Said of a card when it wins or loses in the quickest possible time.] and my grandmother recovered every farthing that she had lost.”

“Mere chance!” said one of the guests.

“A tale!” observed Hermann.

“Perhaps they were marked cards!” said a third.

“I do not think so,” replied Tomsky gravely.

“What!” said Narumov, “you have a grandmother who knows how to hit upon three lucky cards in succession, and you have never yet succeeded in getting the secret of it out of her?”

“That’s the deuce of it!” replied Tomsky: “she had four sons, one of whom was my father; all four were determined gamblers, and yet not to one of them did she ever reveal her secret, although it would not have been a bad thing either for them or for me. But this is what I heard from my uncle, Count Ivan Ilyich, and he assured me, on his honour, that it was true. The late Chaplitzky—the same who died in poverty after having squandered millions—once lost, in his youth, about three hundred thousand roubles—to Zorich, if I remember rightly. He was in despair. My grandmother, who was always very severe upon the extravagance of young men, took pity, however, upon Chaplitzky. She gave him three cards, telling him to play them one after the other, at the same time exacting from him a solemn promise that he would never play at cards again as long as he lived. Chaplitzky then went to his victorious opponent, and they began a fresh game. On the first card he staked fifty thousand rubles and won sonika; he doubled the stake and won again, till at last, by pursuing the same tactics, he won back more than he had lost.

“But it is time to go to bed: it is a quarter to six already.”

And indeed it was already beginning to dawn: the young men emptied their glasses and then took leave of each other.

II

THE old Countess A——was seated in her dressing-room in front of her looking—glass. Three waiting maids stood around her. One held a small pot of rouge, another a box of hair-pins, and the third a tall can with bright red ribbons. The Countess had no longer the slightest pretensions to beauty, but she still preserved the habits of her youth, dressed in strict accordance with the fashion of seventy years before, and made as long and as careful a toilette as she would have done sixty years previously. Near the window, at an embroidery frame, sat a young lady, her ward.

“Good morning, grandmamma,” said a young officer, entering the room. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle Lise. Grandmamma, I want to ask you something.”

“What is it, Paul?”

“I want you to let me introduce one of my friends to you, and to allow me to bring him to the ball on Friday.”

“Bring him direct to the ball and introduce him to me there. Were you at B——’s yesterday?”

“Yes; everything went off very pleasantly, and dancing was kept up until five o’clock. How charming Yeletzkaya was!”

“But, my dear, what is there charming about her? Isn’t she like her grandmother, the Princess Daria Petrovna? By the way, she must be very old, the Princess Daria Petrovna.”

“How do you mean, old?” cried Tomsky thoughtlessly; “she died seven years ago.”

The young lady raised her head and made a sign to the young officer. He then remembered that the old Countess was never to be informed of the death of any of her contemporaries, and he bit his lips. But the old Countess heard the news with the greatest indifference.

“Dead!” said she; “and I did not know it. We were appointed maids of honour at the same time, and when we were presented to the Empress …”

And the Countess for the hundredth time related to her grandson one of her anecdotes.

“Come, Paul,” said she, when she had finished her story, “help me to get up. Lizanka, where is my snuff-box?”

And the Countess with her three maids went behind a screen to finish her toilette. Tomsky was left alone with the young lady.

“Who is the gentleman you wish to introduce to the Countess?” asked Lizaveta Ivanovna in a whisper.

“Narumov. Do you know him?”

“No. Is he a soldier or a civilian?”

“A soldier.”

“Is he in the Engineers?”

“No, in the Cavalry. What made you think that he was in the Engineers?”

The young lady smiled, but made no reply.

“Paul,” cried the Countess from behind the screen, “send me some new novel, only pray don’t let it be one of the present day style.”

“What do you mean, grandmother?”

“That is, a novel, in which the hero strangles neither his father nor his mother, and in which there are no drowned bodies. I have a great horror of drowned persons.”

“There are no such novels nowadays. Would you like a Russian one?”

“Are there any Russian novels? Send me one, my dear, pray send me one!”

“Good-bye, grandmother: I am in a hurry … Good-bye, Lizaveta Ivanovna. What made you think that Narumov was in the Engineers?”

And Tomsky left the boudoir.

Lizaveta Ivanovna was left alone: she laid aside her work and began to look out of the window. A few moments afterwards, at a corner house on the other side of the street, a young officer appeared. A deep blush covered her cheeks; she took up her work again and bent her head down over the frame. At the same moment the Countess returned completely dressed.

“Order the carriage, Lizaveta,” said she; “we will go out for a drive.”

Lizaveta arose from the frame and began to arrange her work.

“What is the matter with you, my child, are you deaf?” cried the Countess. “Order the carriage to be got ready at once.”

“I will do so this moment,” replied the young lady, hastening into the ante-room.

A servant entered and gave the Countess some books from Prince Paul Aleksandrovich.

“Tell him that I am much obliged to him,” said the Countess. “Lizaveta! Lizaveta! Where are you running to?”

“I am going to dress.”

“There is plenty of time, my dear. Sit down here. Open the first volume and read to me aloud.”

Her companion took the book and read a few lines.

“Louder,” said the Countess. “What is the matter with you, my child? Have you lost your voice? Wait—give me that footstool—a little nearer—that will do.”

Lizaveta read two more pages. The Countess yawned.

“Put the book down,” said she: “what a lot of nonsense! Send it back to Prince Paul with my thanks … But where is the carriage?”

“The carriage is ready,” said Lizaveta, looking out into the street.

“How is it that you are not dressed?” said the Countess: “I must always wait for you. It is intolerable, my dear!”

Liza hastened to her room. She had not been there two minutes, before the Countess began to ring with all her might. The three waiting-maids came running in at one door and the valet at another.

“How is it that you cannot hear me when I ring for you?” said the Countess. “Tell Lizaveta Ivanovna that I am waiting for her.”

Lizaveta returned with her hat and cloak on.

“At last you are here!” said the Countess. “But why such an elaborate toilette? Whom do you intend to captivate? What sort of weather is it? It seems rather windy.”

“No, your Ladyship, it is very calm,” replied the valet.

“You never think of what you are talking about. Open the window. So it is: windy and bitterly cold. Unharness the horses. Lizaveta, we won’t go out—there was no need for you to deck yourself like that.”

“What a life is mine!” thought Lizaveta Ivanovna.

And, in truth, Lizaveta Ivanovna was a very unfortunate creature. “The bread of the stranger is bitter,” says Dante, “and his staircase hard to climb.” But who can know what the bitterness of dependence is so well as the poor companion of an old lady of quality? The Countess A——had by no means a bad heart, bat she was capricious, like a woman who had been spoilt by the world, as well as being avaricious and egotistical, like all old people who have seen their best days, and whose thoughts are with the past and not the present. She participated in all the vanities of the great world, went to balls, where she sat in a corner, painted and dressed in old-fashioned style, like a deformed but indispensable ornament of the ball-room; all the guests on entering approached her and made a profound bow, as if in accordance with a set ceremony, but after that nobody took any further notice of her. She received the whole town at her house, and observed the strictest etiquette, although she could no longer recognise the faces of people. Her numerous domestics, growing fat and old in her ante-chamber and servants’ hall, did just as they liked, and vied with each other in robbing the aged Countess in the most bare-faced manner. Lizaveta Ivanovna was the martyr of the household. She made tea, and was reproached with using too much sugar; she read novels aloud to the Countess, and the faults of the author were visited upon her head; she accompanied the Countess in her walks, and was held answerable for the weather or the state of the pavement. A salary was attached to the post, but she very rarely received it, although she was expected to dress like everybody else, that is to say, like very few indeed. In society she played the most pitiable role. Everybody knew her, and nobody paid her any attention. At balls she danced only when a partner was wanted, and ladies would only take hold of her arm when it was necessary to lead her out of the room to attend to their dresses. She was very self-conscious, and felt her position keenly, and she looked about her with impatience for a deliverer to come to her rescue; but the young men, calculating in their giddiness, honoured her with but very little attention, although Lizaveta Ivanovna was a hundred times prettier than the bare-faced and cold-hearted marriageable girls around whom they hovered. Many a time did she quietly slink away from the glittering but wearisome drawing-room, to go and cry in her own poor little room, in which stood a screen, a chest of drawers, a looking-glass and a painted bedstead, and where a tallow candle burnt feebly in a copper candle-stick.

One morning—this was about two days after the evening party described at the beginning of this story, and a week previous to the scene at which we have just assisted—Lizaveta Ivanovna was seated near the window at her embroidery frame, when, happening to look out into the street, she caught sight of a young Engineer officer, standing motionless with his eyes fixed upon her window. She lowered her head and went on again with her work. About five minutes afterwards she looked out again—the young officer was still standing in the same place. Not being in the habit of coquetting with passing officers, she did not continue to gaze out into the street, but went on sewing for a couple of hours, without raising her head. Dinner was announced. She rose up and began to put her embroidery away, but glancing casually out of the window, she perceived the officer again. This seemed to her very strange. After dinner she went to the window with a certain feeling of uneasiness, but the officer was no longer there—and she thought no more about him.

A couple of days afterwards, just as she was stepping into the carriage with the Countess, she saw him again. He was standing close behind the door, with his face half-concealed by his fur collar, but his dark eyes sparkled beneath his cap. Lizaveta felt alarmed, though she knew not why, and she trembled as she seated herself in the carriage.

On returning home, she hastened to the window—the officer was standing in his accustomed place, with his eyes fixed upon her. She drew back, a prey to curiosity and agitated by a feeling which was quite new to her.

From that time forward not a day passed without the young officer making his appearance under the window at the customary hour, and between him and her there was established a sort of mute acquaintance. Sitting in her place at work, she used to feel his approach; and raising her head, she would look at him longer and longer each day. The young man seemed to be very grateful to her: she saw with the sharp eye of youth, how a sudden flush covered his pale cheeks each time that their glances met. After about a week she commenced to smile at him …

When Tomsky asked permission of his grandmother the Countess to present one of his friends to her, the young girl’s heart beat violently. But hearing that Narumov was not an Engineer, she regretted that by her thoughtless question, she had betrayed her secret to the volatile Tomsky.

Hermann was the son of a German who had become a naturalised Russian, and from whom he had inherited a small capital. Being firmly convinced of the necessity of preserving his independence, Hermann did not touch his private income, but lived on his pay, without allowing himself the slightest luxury. Moreover, he was reserved and ambitious, and his companions rarely had an opportunity of making merry at the expense of his extreme parsimony. He had strong passions and an ardent imagination, but his firmness of disposition preserved him from the ordinary errors of young men. Thus, though a gamester at heart, he never touched a card, for he considered his position did not allow him—as he said—“to risk the necessary in the hope of winning the superfluous,” yet he would sit for nights together at the card table and follow with feverish anxiety the different turns of the game.

The story of the three cards had produced a powerful impression upon his imagination, and all night long he could think of nothing else. “If,” he thought to himself the following evening, as he walked along the streets of St. Petersburg, “if the old Countess would but reveal her secret to me! if she would only tell me the names of the three winning cards. Why should I not try my fortune? I must get introduced to her and win her favour—become her lover. But all that will take time, and she is eighty-seven years old: she might be dead in a week, in a couple of days even! … But the story itself: can it really be true? … No! Economy, temperance and industry: those are my three winning cards; by means of them I shall be able to double my capital—increase it sevenfold, and procure for myself ease and independence.”

Musing in this manner, he walked on until he found himself in one of the principal streets of St. Petersburg, in front of a house of antiquated architecture. The street was blocked with equipages; carriages one after the other drew up in front of the brilliantly illuminated doorway. At one moment there stepped out on to the pavement the well-shaped little foot of some young beauty, at another the heavy boot of a cavalry officer, and then the silk stockings and shoes of a member of the diplomatic world. Furs and cloaks passed in rapid succession before the gigantic porter at the entrance.

Hermann stopped. “Who’s house is this?” he asked of the watchman at the corner.

“The Countess A——’s,” replied the watchman.

Hermann started. The strange story of the three cards again presented itself to his imagination. He began walking up and down before the house, thinking of its owner and her strange secret. Returning late to his modest lodging, he could not go to sleep for a long time, and when at last he did doze off, he could dream of nothing but cards, green tables, piles of banknotes and heaps of ducats. He played one card after the other, winning uninterruptedly, and then he gathered up the gold and filled his pockets with the notes. When he woke up late the next morning, be sighed over the loss of his imaginary wealth, and then sallying out into the town, he found himself once more in front of the Countess’s residence. Some unknown power seemed to have attracted him thither. He stopped and looked up at the windows. At one of these he saw a head with luxuriant black hair, which was bent down probably over some book or an embroidery frame. The head was raised. Hermann saw a fresh complexion and a pair of dark eyes. That moment decided his fate.

III

LIZAVETA IVANOVA had scarcely taken off her hat and cloak, when the Countess sent for her and again ordered her to get the carriage ready. The vehicle drew up before the door, and they prepared to take their seats. Just at the moment when two footmen were assisting the old lady to enter the carriage, Lizaveta saw her Engineer standing close beside the wheel; he grasped her hand; alarm caused her to lose her presence of mind, and the young man disappeared—but not before he had left a letter between her fingers. She concealed it in her glove, and during the whole of the drive she neither saw nor heard anything. It was the custom of the Countess, when out for an airing in her carriage, to be constantly asking such questions as: “Who was that person that met us just now? What is the name of this bridge? What is written on that signboard?” On this occasion, however, Lizaveta returned such vague and absurd answers, that the Countess became angry with her.

“What is the matter with you, my dear?” she exclaimed. “Have you taken leave of your senses, or what is it? Do you not hear me or understand what I say?. Heaven be thanked, I am still in my right mind and speak plainly enough!”

Lizaveta Ivanovna did not hear her. On returning home she ran to her room, and drew the letter out of her glove: it was not sealed. Lizaveta read it. The letter contained a declaration of love; it was tender, respectful, and copied word for word from a German novel. But Lizaveta did not know anything of the German language, and she was quite delighted.

For all that, the letter caused her to feel exceedingly uneasy. For the first time in her life she was entering into secret and confidential relations with a young man. His boldness alarmed her. She reproached herself for her imprudent behaviour, and knew not what to do. Should she cease to sit at the window and, by assuming an appearance of indifference towards him, put a check upon the young officer’s desire for further acquaintance with her? Should she send his letter back to him, or should she answer him in a cold and decided manner? There was nobody to whom she could turn in her perplexity, for she had neither female friend nor adviser. At length she resolved to reply to him.

She sat down at her little writing-table, took pen and paper, and began to think. Several times she began her letter, and then tore it up: the way she had expressed herself seemed to her either too inviting or too cold and decisive. At last she succeeded in writing a few lines with which she felt satisfied.

“I am convinced,” she wrote, “that your intentions are honourable, and that you do not wish to offend me by any imprudent behaviour, but our acquaintance must not begin in such a manner. I return you your letter, and I hope that I shall never have any cause to complain of this undeserved slight.”

The next day, as soon as Hermann made his appearance, Lizaveta rose from her embroidery, went into the drawing-room, opened the ventilator and threw the letter into the street, trusting that the young officer would have the perception to pick it up.

Hermann hastened forward, picked it up and then repaired to a confectioner’s shop. Breaking the seal of the envelope, he found inside it his own letter and Lizaveta’s reply. He had expected this, and he returned home, his mind deeply occupied with his intrigue.

Three days afterwards, a bright-eyed young girl from a milliner’s establishment brought Lizaveta a letter. Lizaveta opened it with great uneasiness, fearing that it was a demand for money, when suddenly she recognised Hermann’s hand-writing.

“You have made a mistake, my dear,” said she: “this letter is not for me.”

“Oh, yes, it is for you,” replied the girl, smiling very knowingly. “Have the goodness to read it.”

Lizaveta glanced at the letter. Hermann requested an interview.

“It cannot be,” she cried, alarmed at the audacious request, and the manner in which it was made. “This letter is certainly not for me.”

And she tore it into fragments.

“If the letter was not for you, why have you torn it up?” said the girl. “I should have given it back to the person who sent it.”

“Be good enough, my dear,” said Lizaveta, disconcerted by this remark, “not to bring me any more letters for the future, and tell the person who sent you that he ought to be ashamed …”

But Hermann was not the man to be thus put off. Every day Lizaveta received from him a letter, sent now in this way, now in that. They were no longer translated from the German. Hermann wrote them under the inspiration of passion, and spoke in his own language, and they bore full testimony to the inflexibility of his desire and the disordered condition of his uncontrollable imagination. Lizaveta no longer thought of sending them back to him: she became intoxicated with them and began to reply to them, and little by little her answers became longer and more affectionate. At last she threw out of the window to him the following letter:

“This evening there is going to be a ball at the Embassy. The Countess will be there. We shall remain until two o’clock. You have now an opportunity of seeing me alone. As soon as the Countess is gone, the servants will very probably go out, and there will be nobody left but the Swiss, but he usually goes to sleep in his lodge. Come about half-past eleven. Walk straight upstairs. If you meet anybody in the ante-room, ask if the Countess is at home. You will be told ‘No,’ in which case there will be nothing left for you to do but to go away again. But it is most probable that you will meet nobody. The maidservants will all be together in one room. On leaving the ante-room, turn to the left, and walk straight on until you reach the Countess’s bedroom. In the bedroom, behind a screen, you will find two doors: the one on the right leads to a cabinet, which the Countess never enters; the one on the left leads to a corridor, at the end of which is a little winding staircase; this leads to my room.”

Hermann trembled like a tiger, as he waited for the appointed time to arrive. At ten o’clock in the evening he was already in front of the Countess’s house. The weather was terrible; the wind blew with great violence; the sleety snow fell in large flakes; the lamps emitted a feeble light, the streets were deserted; from time to time a sledge, drawn by a sorry-looking hack, passed by, on the look-out for a belated passenger. Hermann was enveloped in a thick overcoat, and felt neither wind nor snow.

At last the Countess’s carriage drew up. Hermann saw two footmen carry out in their arms the bent form of the old lady, wrapped in sable fur, and immediately behind her, clad in a warm mantle, and with her head ornamented with a wreath of fresh flowers, followed Lizaveta. The door was closed. The carriage rolled away heavily through the yielding snow. The porter shut the street-door; the windows became dark.

Hermann began walking up and down near the deserted house; at length he stopped under a lamp, and glanced at his watch: it was twenty minutes past eleven. He remained standing under the lamp, his eyes fixed upon the watch, impatiently waiting for the remaining minutes to pass. At half-past eleven precisely, Hermann ascended the steps of the house, and made his way into the brightly-illuminated vestibule. The porter was not there. Hermann hastily ascended the staircase, opened the door of the ante-room and saw a footman sitting asleep in an antique chair by the side of a lamp. With a light firm step Hermann passed by him. The drawing-room and dining-room were in darkness, but a feeble reflection penetrated thither from the lamp in the ante-room.

Hermann reached the Countess’s bedroom. Before a shrine, which was full of old images, a golden lamp was burning. Faded stuffed chairs and divans with soft cushions stood in melancholy symmetry around the room, the walls of which were hung with China silk. On one side of the room hung two portraits painted in Paris by Madame Lebrun. One of these represented a stout, red-faced man of about forty years of age in a bright-green uniform and with a star upon his breast; the other—a beautiful young woman, with an aquiline nose, forehead curls and a rose in her powdered hair. In the corners stood porcelain shepherds and shepherdesses, dining-room clocks from the workshop of the celebrated Lefroy, bandboxes, roulettes, fans and the various playthings for the amusement of ladies that were in vogue at the end of the last century, when Montgolfier’s balloons and Mesmer’s magnetism were the rage. Hermann stepped behind the screen. At the back of it stood a little iron bedstead; on the right was the door which led to the cabinet; on the left—the other which led to the corridor. He opened the latter, and saw the little winding staircase which led to the room of the poor companion … But he retraced his steps and entered the dark cabinet.

The time passed slowly. All was still. The clock in the drawing-room struck twelve; the strokes echoed through the room one after the other, and everything was quiet again. Hermann stood leaning against the cold stove. He was calm; his heart beat regularly, like that of a man resolved upon a dangerous but inevitable undertaking. One o’clock in the morning struck; then two; and he heard the distant noise of carriage-wheels. An involuntary agitation took possession of him. The carriage drew near and stopped. He heard the sound of the carriage-steps being let down. All was bustle within the house. The servants were running hither and thither, there was a confusion of voices, and the rooms were lit up. Three antiquated chamber-maids entered the bedroom, and they were shortly afterwards followed by the Countess who, more dead than alive, sank into a Voltaire armchair. Hermann peeped through a chink. Lizaveta Ivanovna passed close by him, and he heard her hurried steps as she hastened up the little spiral staircase. For a moment his heart was assailed by something like a pricking of conscience, but the emotion was only transitory, and his heart became petrified as before.

The Countess began to undress before her looking-glass. Her rose-bedecked cap was taken off, and then her powdered wig was removed from off her white and closely-cut hair. Hairpins fell in showers around her. Her yellow satin dress, brocaded with silver, fell down at her swollen feet.

Hermann was a witness of the repugnant mysteries of her toilette; at last the Countess was in her night-cap and dressing-gown, and in this costume, more suitable to her age, she appeared less hideous and deformed.

Like all old people in general, the Countess suffered from sleeplessness. Having undressed, she seated herself at the window in a Voltaire armchair and dismissed her maids. The candles were taken away, and once more the room was left with only one lamp burning in it. The Countess sat there looking quite yellow, mumbling with her flaccid lips and swaying to and fro. Her dull eyes expressed complete vacancy of mind, and, looking at her, one would have thought that the rocking of her body was not a voluntary action of her own, but was produced by the action of some concealed galvanic mechanism.

Suddenly the death-like face assumed an inexplicable expression. The lips ceased to tremble, the eyes became animated: before the Countess stood an unknown man.

“Do not be alarmed, for Heaven’s sake, do not be alarmed!” said he in a low but distinct voice. “I have no intention of doing you any harm, I have only come to ask a favour of you.”

The old woman looked at him in silence, as if she had not heard what he had said. Hermann thought that she was deaf, and bending down towards her ear, he repeated what he had said. The aged Countess remained silent as before.

“You can insure the happiness of my life,” continued Hermann, “and it will cost you nothing. I know that you can name three cards in order—”

Hermann stopped. The Countess appeared now to understand what he wanted; she seemed as if seeking for words to reply.

“It was a joke,” she replied at last: “I assure you it was only a joke.”

“There is no joking about the matter,” replied Hermann angrily. “Remember Chaplitzky, whom you helped to win.”

The Countess became visibly uneasy. Her features expressed strong emotion, but they quickly resumed their former immobility.

“Can you not name me these three winning cards?” continued Hermann.

The Countess remained silent; Hermann continued:

“For whom are you preserving your secret? For your grandsons? They are rich enough without it; they do not know the worth of money. Your cards would be of no use to a spendthrift. He who cannot preserve his paternal inheritance, will die in want, even though he had a demon at his service. I am not a man of that sort; I know the value of money. Your three cards will not be thrown away upon me. Come!” …

He paused and tremblingly awaited her reply. The Countess remained silent; Hermann fell upon his knees.

“If your heart has ever known the feeling of love,” said he, “if you remember its rapture, if you have ever smiled at the cry of your new-born child, if any human feeling has ever entered into your breast, I entreat you by the feelings of a wife, a lover, a mother, by all that is most sacred in life, not to reject my prayer. Reveal to me your secret. Of what use is it to you? … May be it is connected with some terrible sin with the loss of eternal salvation, with some bargain with the devil … Reflect,—you are old; you have not long to live—I am ready to take your sins upon my soul. Only reveal to me your secret. Remember that the happiness of a man is in your hands, that not only I, but my children, and grandchildren will bless your memory and reverence you as a saint …”

The old Countess answered not a word.

Hermann rose to his feet.

“You old hag!” he exclaimed, grinding his teeth, “then I will make you answer!”

With these words he drew a pistol from his pocket.

At the sight of the pistol, the Countess for the second time exhibited strong emotion. She shook her head and raised her hands as if to protect herself from the shot … then she fell backwards and remained motionless.

“Come, an end to this childish nonsense!” said Hermann, taking hold of her hand. “I ask you for the last time: will you tell me the names of your three cards, or will you not?”

The Countess made no reply. Hermann perceived that she was dead!

IV

LIZAVETA IVANOVA was sitting in her room, still in her ball dress, lost in deep thought. On returning home, she had hastily dismissed the chambermaid who very reluctantly came forward to assist her, saying that she would undress herself, and with a trembling heart had gone up to her own room, expecting to find Hermann there, but yet hoping not to find him. At the first glance she convinced herself that he was not there, and she thanked her fate for having prevented him keeping the appointment. She sat down without undressing, and began to recall to mind all the circumstances which in so short a time had carried her so far. It was not three weeks since the time when she first saw the young officer from the window—and yet she was already in correspondence with him, and he had succeeded in inducing her to grant him a nocturnal interview! She knew his name only through his having written it at the bottom of some of his letters; she had never spoken to him, had never heard his voice, and had never heard him spoken of until that evening. But, strange to say, that very evening at the ball, Tomsky, being piqued with the young Princess Pauline N——, who, contrary to her usual custom, did not flirt with him, wished to revenge himself by assuming an air of indifference: he therefore engaged Lizaveta Ivanovna and danced an endless mazurka with her. During the whole of the time he kept teasing her about her partiality for Engineer officers; he assured her that he knew far more than she imagined, and some of his jests were so happily aimed, that Lizaveta thought several times that her secret was known to him.

“From whom have you learnt all this?” she asked, smiling.

“From a friend of a person very well known to you,” replied Tomsky, “from a very distinguished man.”

“And who is this distinguished man?”

“His name is Hermann.”

Lizaveta made no reply; but her hands and feet lost all sense of feeling.

“This Hermann,” continued Tomsky, “is a man of romantic personality. He has the profile of a Napoleon, and the soul of a Mephistopheles. I believe that he has at least three crimes upon his conscience … How pale you have become!”

“I have a headache. But what did this Hermann—or whatever his name is—tell you?”

“Hermann is very much dissatisfied with his friend: he says that in his place he would act very differently … I even think that Hermann himself has designs upon you; at least, he listens very attentively to all that his friend has to say about you.”

“And where has he seen me?”

“In church, perhaps; or on the parade—God alone knows where. It may have been in your room, while you were asleep, for there is nothing that he—”

Three ladies approaching him with the question: “oubli ou regret?” interrupted the conversation, which had become so tantalisingly interesting to Lizaveta.

The lady chosen by Tomsky was the Princess Pauline herself. She succeeded in effecting a reconciliation with him during the numerous turns of the dance, after which he conducted her to her chair. On returning to his place, Tomsky thought no more either of Hermann or Lizaveta. She longed to renew the interrupted conversation, but the mazurka came to an end, and shortly afterwards the old Countess took her departure.

Tomsky’s words were nothing more than the customary small talk of the dance, but they sank deep into the soul of the young dreamer. The portrait, sketched by Tomsky, coincided with the picture she had formed within her own mind, and thanks to the latest romances, the ordinary countenance of her admirer became invested with attributes capable of alarming her and fascinating her imagination at the same time. She was now sitting with her bare arms crossed and with her head, still adorned with flowers, sunk upon her uncovered bosom. Suddenly the door opened and Hermann entered. She shuddered.

“Where were you?” she asked in a terrified whisper.

“In the old Countess’s bedroom,” replied Hermann: “I have just left her. The Countess is dead.”

“My God! What do you say?”

“And I am afraid,” added Hermann, “that I am the cause of her death.”

Lizaveta looked at him, and Tomsky’s words found an echo in her soul: “This man has at least three crimes upon his conscience!” Hermann sat down by the window near her, and related all that had happened.

Lizaveta listened to him in terror. So all those passionate letters, those ardent desires, this bold obstinate pursuit—all this was not love! Money—that was what his soul yearned for! She could not satisfy his desire and make him, happy I The poor girl had been nothing but the blind tool of a robber, of the murderer of her aged benefactress! … She wept bitter tears of agonised repentance. Hermann gazed at her in silence: his heart, too, was a prey to violent emotion, but neither the tears of the poor girl, nor the wonderful charm of her beauty, enhanced by her grief, could produce any impression upon his hardened soul. He felt no pricking of conscience at the thought of the dead old woman. One thing only grieved him: the irreparable loss of the secret from which he had expected to obtain great wealth.

“You are a monster!” said Lizaveta at last.

“I did not wish for her death,” replied Hermann: “my pistol was not loaded.”

Both remained silent.

The day began to dawn. Lizaveta extinguished her candle: a pale light illumined her room. She wiped her tearstained eyes and raised them towards Hermann: he was sitting near the window, with his arms crossed and with a fierce frown upon his forehead. In this attitude he bore a striking resemblance to the portrait of Napoleon. This resemblance struck Lizaveta even.

“How shall I get you out of the house?” said she at last. “I thought of conducting you down the secret staircase, but in that case it would be necessary to go through the Countess’s bedroom, and I am afraid.”

“Tell me how to find this secret staircase—I will go alone.”

Lizaveta arose, took from her drawer a key, handed it to Hermann and gave him the necessary instructions. Hermann pressed her cold, limp hand, kissed her bowed head, and left the room.

He descended the winding staircase, and once more entered the Countess’s bedroom. The dead old lady sat as if petrified; her face expressed profound tranquillity. Hermann stopped before her, and gazed long and earnestly at her, as if he wished to convince himself of the terrible reality; at last he entered the cabinet, felt behind the tapestry for the door, and then began to descend the dark staircase, filled with strange emotions. “Down this very staircase,” thought he, “perhaps coming from the very same room, and at this very same hour sixty years ago, there may have glided, in an embroidered coat, with his hair dressed à l’oiseau royal and pressing to his heart his three-cornered hat, some young gallant, who has long been mouldering in the grave, but the heart of his aged mistress has only to-day ceased to beat …”

At the bottom of the staircase Hermann found a door, which he opened with a key, and then traversed a corridor which conducted him into the street.

V

THREE days after the fatal night, at nine o’clock in the morning, Hermann repaired to the Convent of——, where the last honours were to be paid to the mortal remains of the old Countess. Although feeling no remorse, he could not altogether stifle the voice of conscience, which said to him: “You are the murderer of the old woman!” In spite of his entertaining very little religious belief, he was exceedingly superstitious; and believing that the dead Countess might exercise an evil influence on his life, he resolved to be present at her obsequies in order to implore her pardon.

The church was full. It was with difficulty that Hermann made his way through the crowd of people. The coffin was placed upon a rich catafalque beneath a velvet baldachin. The deceased Countess lay within it, with her hands crossed upon her breast, with a lace cap upon her head and dressed in a white satin robe. Around the catafalque stood the members of her household: the servants in black caftans, with armorial ribbons upon their shoulders, and candles in their hands; the relatives—children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—in deep mourning.

Nobody wept; tears would have been une affectation. The Countess was so old, that her death could have surprised nobody, and her relatives had long looked upon her as being out of the world. A famous preacher pronounced the funeral sermon. In simple and touching words he described the peaceful passing away of the righteous, who had passed long years in calm preparation for a Christian end. “The angel of death found her,” said the orator, “engaged in pious meditation and waiting for the midnight bridegroom.”

The service concluded amidst profound silence. The relatives went forward first to take farewell of the corpse. Then followed the numerous guests, who had come to render the last homage to her who for so many years had been a participator in their frivolous amusements. After these followed the members of the Countess’s household. The last of these was an old woman of the same age as the deceased. Two young women led her forward by the hand. She had not strength enough to bow down to the ground—she merely shed a few tears and kissed the cold hand of her mistress.

Hermann now resolved to approach the coffin. He knelt down upon the cold stones and remained in that position for some minutes; at last he arose, as pale as the deceased Countess herself; he ascended the steps of the catafalque and bent over the corpse. At that moment it seemed to him that the dead woman darted a mocking look at him and winked with one eye. Hermann started back, took a false step and fell to the ground. Several persons hurried forward and raised him up. At the same moment Lizaveta Ivanovna was borne fainting into the porch of the church. This episode disturbed for some minutes the solemnity of the gloomy ceremony. Among the congregation arose a deep murmur, and a tall thin chamberlain, a near relative of the deceased, whispered in the ear of an Englishman who was standing near him, that the young officer was a natural son of the Countess, to which the Englishman coldly replied: “Oh!”

During the whole of that day, Hermann was strangely excited. Repairing to an out-of-the-way restaurant to dine, he drank a great deal of wine, contrary to his usual custom, in the hope of deadening his inward agitation. But the wine only served to excite his imagination still more. On returning home, he threw himself upon his bed without undressing, and fell into a deep sleep.

When he woke up it was already night, and the moon was shining into the room. He looked at his watch: it was a quarter to three. Sleep had left him; he sat down upon his bed and thought of the funeral of the old Countess.

At that moment somebody in the street looked in at his window, and immediately passed on again. Hermann paid no attention to this incident. A few moments afterwards he heard the door of his ante-room open. Hermann thought that it was his orderly, drunk as usual, returning from some nocturnal expedition, but presently he heard footsteps that were unknown to him: somebody was walking softly over the floor in slippers. The door opened, and a woman dressed in white, entered the room. Hermann mistook her for his old nurse, and wondered what could bring her there at that hour of the night. But the white woman glided rapidly across the room and stood before him—and Hermann recognised the Countess!

“I have come to you against my wish,” she said in a firm voice: “but I have been ordered to grant your request. Three, seven, ace, will win for you if played in succession, but only on these conditions: that you do not play more than one card in twenty-four hours, and that you never play again during the rest of your life. I forgive you my death, on condition that you marry my companion, Lizaveta Ivanovna.”

With these words she turned round very quietly, walked with a shuffling gait towards the door and disappeared. Hermann heard the street-door open and shut, and again he saw some one look in at him through the window.

For a long time Hermann could not recover himself. He then rose up and entered the next room. His orderly was lying asleep upon the floor, and he had much difficulty in waking him. The orderly was drunk as usual, and no information could be obtained from him. The street-door was locked. Hermann returned to his room, lit his candle, and wrote down all the details of his vision.

VI

TWO fixed ideas can no more exist together in the moral world than two bodies can occupy one and the same place in the physical world. “Three, seven, ace,” soon drove out of Hermann’s mind the thought of the dead Countess. “Three, seven, ace,” were perpetually running through his head and continually being repeated by his lips. If he saw a young girl, he would say: “How slender she is! quite like the three of hearts.” If anybody asked: “What is the time?” he would reply: “Five minutes to seven.” Every stout man that he saw reminded him of the ace. “Three, seven, ace” haunted him in his sleep, and assumed all possible shapes. The threes bloomed before him in the forms of magnificent flowers, the sevens were represented by Gothic portals, and the aces became transformed into gigantic spiders. One thought alone occupied his whole mind—to make a profitable use of the secret which he had purchased so dearly. He thought of applying for a furlough so as to travel abroad. He wanted to go to Paris and tempt fortune in some of the public gambling-houses that abounded there. Chance spared him all this trouble.

There was in Moscow a society of rich gamesters, presided over by the celebrated Chekalinsky, who had passed all his life at the card-table and had amassed millions, accepting bills of exchange for his winnings and paying his losses in ready money. His long experience secured for him the confidence of his companions, and his open house, his famous cook, and his agreeable and fascinating manners gained for him the respect of the public. He came to St. Petersburg. The young men of the capital flocked to his rooms, forgetting balls for cards, and preferring the emotions of faro to the seductions of flirting. Narumov conducted Hermann to Chekalinsky’s residence.

They passed through a suite of magnificent rooms, filled with attentive domestics. The place was crowded. Generals and Privy Counsellors were playing at whist; young men were lolling carelessly upon the velvet-covered sofas, eating ices and smoking pipes. In the drawing-room, at the head of a long table, around which were assembled about a score of players, sat the master of the house keeping the bank. He was a man of about sixty years of age, of a very dignified appearance; his head was covered with silvery-white hair; his full, florid countenance expressed good-nature, and his eyes twinkled with a perpetual smile. Narumov introduced Hermann to him. Chekalinsky shook him by the hand in a friendly manner, requested him not to stand on ceremony, and then went on dealing.

The game occupied some time. On the table lay more than thirty cards. Chekalinsky paused after each throw, in order to give the players time to arrange their cards and note down their losses, listened politely to their requests, and more politely still, put straight the corners of cards that some player’s hand had chanced to bend. At last the game was finished. Chekalinsky shuffled the cards and prepared to deal again.

“Will you allow me to take a card?” said Hermann, stretching out his hand from behind a stout gentleman who was punting.

Chekalinsky smiled and bowed silently, as a sign of acquiescence. Narumov laughingly congratulated Hermann on his abjuration of that abstention from cards which he had practised for so long a period, and wished him a lucky beginning.

“Stake!” said Hermann, writing some figures with chalk on the back of his card.

“How much?” asked the banker, contracting the muscles of his eyes; “excuse me, I cannot see quite clearly.”

“Forty-seven thousand rubles,” replied Hermann.

At these words every head in the room turned suddenly round, and all eyes were fixed upon Hermann.

“He has taken leave of his senses!” thought Narumov.

“Allow me to inform you,” said Chekalinsky, with his eternal smile, “that you are playing very high; nobody here has ever staked more than two hundred and seventy-five rubles at once.”

“Very well,” replied Hermann; “but do you accept my card or not?”

Chekalinsky bowed in token of consent.

“I only wish to observe,” said he, “that although I have the greatest confidence in my friends, I can only play against ready money. For my own part, I am quite convinced that your word is sufficient, but for the sake of the order of the game, and to facilitate the reckoning up, I must ask you to put the money on your card.”

Hermann drew from his pocket a bank-note and handed it to Chekalinsky, who, after examining it in a cursory manner, placed it on Hermann’s card.

He began to deal. On the right a nine turned up, and on the left a three.

“I have won!” said Hermann, showing his card.

A murmur of astonishment arose among the players. Chekalinsky frowned, but the smile quickly returned to his face.

“Do you wish me to settle with you?” he said to Hermann.

“If you please,” replied the latter.

Chekalinsky drew from his pocket a number of banknotes and paid at once. Hermann took up his money and left the table. Narumov could not recover from his astonishment. Hermann drank a glass of lemonade and returned home.

The next evening he again repaired to Chekalinsky’s. The host was dealing. Hermann walked up to the table; the punters immediately made room for him. Chekalinsky greeted him with a gracious bow.

Hermann waited for the next deal, took a card and placed upon it his forty-seven thousand roubles, together with his winnings of the previous evening.

Chekalinsky began to deal. A knave turned up on the right, a seven on the left.

Hermann showed his seven.

There was a general exclamation. Chekalinsky was evidently ill at ease, but he counted out the ninety-four thousand rubles and handed them over to Hermann, who pocketed them in the coolest manner possible and immediately left the house.

The next evening Hermann appeared again at the table. Every one was expecting him. The generals and Privy Counsellors left their whist in order to watch such extraordinary play. The young officers quitted their sofas, and even the servants crowded into the room. All pressed round Hermann. The other players left off punting, impatient to see how it would end. Hermann stood at the table and prepared to play alone against the pale, but still smiling Chekalinsky. Each opened a pack of cards. Chekalinsky shuffled. Hermann took a card and covered it with a pile of bank-notes. It was like a duel. Deep silence reigned around.

Chekalinsky began to deal; his hands trembled. On the right a queen turned up, and on the left an ace.

“Ace has won!” cried Hermann, showing his card.

“Your queen has lost,” said Chekalinsky, politely.

Hermann started; instead of an ace, there lay before him the queen of spades! He could not believe his eyes, nor could he understand how he had made such a mistake.

At that moment it seemed to him that the queen of spades smiled ironically and winked her eye at him. He was struck by her remarkable resemblance.

“The old Countess!” he exclaimed, seized with terror.

Chekalinsky gathered up his winnings. For some time, Hermann remained perfectly motionless. When at last he left the table, there was a general commotion in the room.

“Splendidly punted!” said the players. Chekalinsky shuffled the cards afresh, and the game went on as usual.
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Hermann went out of his mind, and is now confined in room Number 17 of the Obukhov Hospital. He never answers any questions, but he constantly mutters with unusual rapidity: “Three, seven, ace!” “Three, seven, queen!”

Lizaveta Ivanovna has married a very amiable young man, a son of the former steward of the old Countess. He is in the service of the State somewhere, and is in receipt of a good income. Lizaveta is also supporting a poor relative.

Tomsky has been promoted to the rank of captain, and has become the husband of the Princess Pauline.

First published in 1834, Alexander Pushkin’s The Queen Of Spades is considered one of his finest prose pieces and a definitive example of the rakish brand of antihero that came to define Russian literary fiction. A milieu of dissipation, gambling, misogyny and criminal activities all became hallmarks of Russian social fiction of the 19th century, due largely to works like Pushkin’s The Queen of Spades and Eugene Onegin.
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“The Tavern Scene” by William Hogarth (1697–1764). This is the third in Hogarth’s eight painting cycle, The Rake’s Progress. It portrays the downfall of a young man of extravagant tastes, from his liberal education to his excessive drinking and carousing, to his eventual demise in an insane asylum.




Von Koren, Superman

Von Koren thins the herd

“I don’t understand, Kolya, what it is that you hope to gain from him,” said Samoylenko, no longer looking at the zoologist in anger but guiltily. “He’s the same kind of man, as everyone else. Of course, he’s not without his weaknesses, but he’s abreast of contemporary thought, he serves, benefits his motherland. Ten years ago, there was a little old envoy stationed here with us, a person of superior intellect. Here’s what he used to say …”

“Enough, enough!” the zoologist interrupted. “You say he serves. Well how does he serve? As a result of his appearance here, have things started running more smoothly or has the efficiency, integrity and politeness among functionaries improved? It’s just the opposite, with the authority of an intelligent, university educated man he has only sanctioned their libertine behavior. There are times when he’s industrious, such as the twentieth of the month when he receives his salary, every other day he drags his shoes around the house and tries his best to impart onto himself the illusion that he’s doing the Russian government a tremendous favor by living in the Caucasus. No, Alexander Davidich, don’t stand up for him. You have not been earnest from beginning to end. If you really did love him and considered him a close friend, there would be no way that you could be so apathetic about his weaknesses, you wouldn’t kowtow to them, you would try to neutralize him for his own good.”

“What’s that?”

“Neutralize him. But since he is incorrigible, there’s only one way of neutralizing him …”

Von Koren drew a finger across his throat.

“Or we can drown him, perhaps.” he continued. “For the good of all mankind and in their own respective interests, such people must be annihilated. It’s necessary.”

“What are you saying?!” muttered Samoylenko, rising and casting his shocked expression on the calm, cold face of the zoologist. “Deacon, what is he saying? Are you out of your mind?”

“I don’t stand firm on capital punishment.” Von Koren said. “If it’s been proven to be harmful, then come up with something else. Since we can’t annihilate Laevsky, then let’s quarantine him, disenfranchise him, send him to hard labor …”

“What are you saying?” Samoylenko recoiled. “With pepper, with pepper!” he shouted in a desperate voice noticing that the Deacon was eating stuffed squash without pepper. “You’re a man of superior intellect, what are you saying?! You want to give our friend, a proud, intelligent man, over to hard labor?!”

“If he’s proud, then he’ll resist—they’ll have to shackle him!”

Samoylenko could not say a single word, all he could do was fidget his fingers, the Deacon took one look at his dumbfounded and in all actuality, funny face and burst into laughter.

“We can stop talking about this,” the zoologist said. “But remember one thing, Alexander Davidich, primitive mankind was protected from the likes of Laevsky by the battle for survival and natural selection; now our culture has significantly weakened the battle and natural selection and we ourselves must take on the responsibility of annihilating the weak and the worthless, or else, when Laevsky reproduces, civilization will collapse, and mankind will completely deteriorate. We will be to blame.”

“If it is people who are doing the drowning and the hanging,” Samoylenko said, “then to hell with your civilization, to hell with mankind! To hell with it! Here’s what I’d like to say to you: you are well-educated, a man of superior intellect and the pride of your motherland, but the Germans ruined you. Yes, the Germans! The Germans!

Ever since he’d left Dorpat1 where he was educated in medicine Samoylenko rarely saw Germans, nor had he read a single German book but in his opinion, all the vice in politics and science transpired as a result of the Germans. He, himself, couldn’t explain where he’d gotten this idea from, but he held onto it dearly.

“Yes, the Germans!” he repeated one more time. “Let’s go have tea.”

—from The Duel by Anton Chekhov. Von Koren’s philosophy of Social Darwinism and his belief that man is weakened by a naïve, coddling society, clash violently with Laevsky’s lazy egoism. Laevsky and Von Koren trade slanders via their proxy Samoylenko. Their words serve as an accelerant to their mutual dislike, creating a parallel duel to the one they actually fight.

The Survival of The Fittest

Yet a further origin of moral dictates is to be recognized as having arisen simultaneously. Habits of conformity to rules of conduct have generated sentiments adjusted to such rules. The discipline of social life has produced in men conceptions and emotions which, irrespective of supposed divine commands, and irrespective of observed consequences, issue in certain degrees of liking for conduct favouring social welfare and aversion to conduct at variance with it. Manifestly such a moulding of human nature has been furthered by survival of the fittest; since groups of men having feelings least adapted to social requirements must, other things equal, have tended to disappear before groups of men having feelings most adapted to them.

The effects of moral sentiments thus arising are shown among races partially civilized. Cook says:—


The Otaheitans “have a knowledge of right and wrong from the mere dictates of natural conscience; and involuntarily condemn themselves when they do that to others, which they would condemn others for doing to them.”



So too that moral sentiments were influential during early stages of some civilized races, proof is yielded by ancient Indian books. In the Mahabharata, Draupadi complains of the hard lot of her righteous husband, and charges the Deity with injustice; but is answered by Yudishthira:—


“Thou utterest infidel sentiments. I do not act from a desire to gain the recompense of my works. I give what I ought to give … Whether reward accrues to me or not, I do to the best of my power what a man should do.… It is on duty alone that my thoughts are fixed, and this, too, naturally. The man who seeks to make of righteousness a gainful merchandise, is low. The man who seeks to milk righteousness does not obtain its reward.… Do not doubt about righteousness he who does so is on the way to be a born brute.”



And similarly, in another of these ancient books, the Ramayana, we read:—


“Virtue is a service man owes himself, and though there were no Heaven, nor any God to rule the world, it were not less the binding law of life. It is man’s privilege to know the Right and follow it.”



In like manner, according to Edkins, conscience is regarded among the Chinese as the supreme authority. He says:—


“When the evidence of a new religion is presented to them they at once refer it to a moral standard, and give their approval with the utmost readiness, if it passes the test. They do not ask whether it is Divine, but whether it is good.”



And elsewhere he remarks that sin, according to the Confucian moral standard, “becomes an act which robs a man of his self-respect, and offends his sense of right,” and is not regarded as a transgression of God’s law.”

Of modern writers who, asserting the existence of a moral sense, consider the intuitions it yields as guides to conduct, we may distinguish two classes. There are those who, taking a view like that of Confucius just indicated, hold that the dicta of conscience are authoritative, irrespective of alleged divine commands; and, indeed, furnish a test by which commands may be known as not divine if they do not withstand it. On the other hand there are those who regard the authority of conscience as second to that of commands which they accept as divine, and as having for its function to prompt obedience to such commands. But the two are at one in so far as they place the dicta of conscience above considerations of expediency; and also in so far as they tacitly regard conscience as having a supernatural origin. To which add that while alike in recognizing the moral sentiment as innate, and in accepting the ordinary dogma that human nature is everywhere the same, they are, by implication, alike in supposing that the moral sentiment is identical in all men.

But, as the beginning of this section shows, it is possible to agree with moralists of the intuitive school respecting the existence of a moral sense, while differing from them respecting its origin. I have contended in the foregoing division of this work, and elsewhere, that though there exist feelings of the kind alleged, they are not of supernatural origin but of natural origin; that, being generated by the discipline of the social activities, internal and external, they are not alike in all men, but differ more or less everywhere in proportion as the social activities differ; and that, in virtue of their mode of genesis, they have a co-ordinate authority with the inductions of utility.

Before going further it will be well to sum up these various detailed statements, changing somewhat the order and point of view.

Survival of the fittest insures that the faculties of every species of creature tend to adapt themselves to its mode of life. It must be so with man. From the earliest times groups of men whose feelings and conceptions were congruous with the conditions they lived under, must, other things equal, have spread and replaced those whose feelings and conceptions were incongruous with their conditions.

—from The Principles Of Ethics by Herbert Spencer. Spencer (1829–1903) was an English philosopher, biologist and seminal figure in sociology. He was heavily influenced by the work of Charles Darwin. Herbert Spencer is credited with coining the expression, “the survival of the fittest” and whether intentional or not, Spencer is considered the founder of the line of thought known as Social-Darwinism. Spencer’s theories were influential in the late 19th century through the early 20th century.

Give them an inch …

“There go the macaques for you …” Von Koren began, wrapping himself up in his raincoat and closing his eyes. “Did you hear, she doesn’t want to study insects and bugs because people are suffering. That’s how we brothers are judged by all macaques. A race of slaves, cunning, taught fear by ten generations of the lash and the fist. It trembles, is adoring and burns incense only in the face of violence, but you release a macaque into open territory where there is no one to grab it by the scruff of its neck, that’s where it unfurls and makes a name for itself. Just look at the audacity she displays at art exhibitions, in the museums, in the theatres or drawing conclusions about science: she bristles, rears, argues, criticizes … And will criticize without fail—it’s a slavish trait! You heed what I say: people belonging to the liberal professions are berated more often than swindlers—that’s because three quarters of society are made up of slaves, of these very same macaques. It’s unheard of for a slave to extend his hand and to say in all sincerity thank you, for the work that you do.”

“I don’t know what you want!” Samoylenko said, yawning. “In her naiveté, the poor little thing just wanted to chat with you about intelligent matters, but you pass judgment. You’re angry at him for some reason, and with her by association. And she’s an excellent woman!”

“Hey, enough already! She’s a typical kept woman, debauched and crass. Listen to me, Alexander Davidich, if you encounter a simple broad, one who’s not living with her husband, who does nothing except hee-hees, agrees, and haa-haas, you’d tell her: get to work. Why are you being so timid about this, afraid of speaking the truth? It’s only that Nadezhda Fyodorovna is kept not by some sailor, but by a functionary.”

Samoylenko grew angry, “What would you have me do? Would you have me beat her?”

“Don’t pander to her vices. We curse vice only when it is out of sight, but that’s just flipping it the bird without removing your hand from your pocket. I am a zoologist, or a sociologist, they’re one and the same, you—you’re a doctor. Society trusts in us. We are obligated to point out that frightful detriment that menaces it and future generations to come, the likes of ladies like Nadezhda Ivanovna.”

“Fyodorovna,” Samoylenko corrected. “And what is society to do about this?”

“Do? That’s society’s business. In my opinion, the most direct and reliable path is force. Manu militari2, she should be sent back to her husband, and if her husband won’t have her, then give her over to hard labor or some sort of correctional facility.”

“Oofff!” Samoylenko sighed. He was silent, then inquired quietly: “Some days ago you spoke of how those kinds of people, like Laevsky, must be annihilated … Tell me, if it were the case … for argument’s sake, that government or society entrusted you with the task of annihilating him, would you then … resolve the matter?”

“My hand would be steady.”

—from The Duel by Anton Chekhov.

The Savagery of The Unfurled Macaque

The slave-revolt in morality begins by resentment itself becoming creative and giving birth to values—the resentment of such beings, as real reaction, the reaction of deeds, is impossible to, and as nothing but an imaginary vengeance will serve to indemnify. Whereas, on the one hand, all noble morality takes its rise from a triumphant Yea-saying to one’s self, slave-morality will, on the other hand, from the very beginning, say No to something “exterior,” “different,” “not-self;” this No being its creative deed. This reversion of the value-positing eye—this necessary glance outwards instead of backwards upon itself—is part of resentment. Slave-morality, in order to arise, needs in the first place, an opposite and outer world; it needs, physiologically speaking, external irritants, in order to act at all;—its action is, throughout, reaction. The reverse is true in the case of noble valuation. It acts and grows spontaneously. It only seeks for its antithesis in order to say, still more thankfully, still more rejoicing, Yea to itself. Its negative concept “low,” “mean,” “bad,” is merely a late-born and pale afterimage in comparison with the positive fundamental concept of the noble valuation which is thoroughly saturated with the life and passion and says: “We, the noble, we, the good, we, the fair, we, the happy!” If the noble manner of valuation mistakes in, and sins against reality, this happens in respect to the sphere, which is not sufficiently known to it,—the true knowledge of which, in fact, it stubbornly opposes. Under certain circumstances it will mistake the sphere it despises, the sphere of the common man, of the lower people. On the other hand, one should observe, that in any case the emotion of contempt, of looking down upon, of looking superior (supposing even that the picture of the despised be falsified by it), will remain far behind the falsification, with which suppressed hatred, the revenge of the impotent, will—of course in effigy—maltreat its opponent.

—from The Genealogy of Morals by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900). At the time of Chekhov’s publication of The Duel, Nietzsche’s writings were in vogue all over Europe and Russia. This popularity was due in part to the proliferation of disparate editions and interpretations of his philosophy. The bombastic character of Von Koren draws heavily on this popular wave of interest.


1 German for Tartu, Estonia.

2 By military aid.




Reading II
Chapter VI from The Sea Wolf
by Jack London

By the following morning the storm had blown itself quite out and the Ghost was rolling slightly on a calm sea without a breath of wind. Occasional light airs were felt, however, and Wolf Larsen patrolled the poop constantly, his eyes ever searching the sea to the north-eastward, from which direction the great trade-wind must blow.

The men were all on deck and busy preparing their various boats for the season’s hunting. There are seven boats aboard, the captain’s dingey, and the six which the hunters will use. Three, a hunter, a boat-puller, and a boat-steerer, compose a boat’s crew. On board the schooner the boat-pullers and steerers are the crew. The hunters, too, are supposed to be in command of the watches, subject, always, to the orders of Wolf Larsen.

All this, and more, I have learned. The Ghost is considered the fastest schooner in both the San Francisco and Victoria fleets. In fact, she was once a private yacht, and was built for speed. Her lines and fittings—though I know nothing about such things—speak for themselves. Johnson was telling me about her in a short chat I had with him during yesterday’s second dog-watch. He spoke enthusiastically, with the love for a fine craft such as some men feel for horses. He is greatly disgusted with the outlook, and I am given to understand that Wolf Larsen bears a very unsavoury reputation among the sealing captains. It was the Ghost herself that lured Johnson into signing for the voyage, but he is already beginning to repent.

As he told me, the Ghost is an eighty-ton schooner of a remarkably fine model. Her beam, or width, is twenty-three feet, and her length a little over ninety feet. A lead keel of fabulous but unknown weight makes her very stable, while she carries an immense spread of canvas. From the deck to the truck of the maintopmast is something over a hundred feet, while the foremast with its topmast is eight or ten feet shorter. I am giving these details so that the size of this little floating world which holds twenty-two men may be appreciated. It is a very little world, a mote, a speck, and I marvel that men should dare to venture the sea on a contrivance so small and fragile.

Wolf Larsen has, also, a reputation for reckless carrying on of sail. I overheard Henderson and another of the hunters, Standish, a Californian, talking about it. Two years ago he dismasted the Ghost in a gale on Bering Sea, whereupon the present masts were put in, which are stronger and heavier in every way. He is said to have remarked, when he put them in, that he preferred turning her over to losing the sticks.

Every man aboard, with the exception of Johansen, who is rather overcome by his promotion, seems to have an excuse for having sailed on the Ghost. Half the men forward are deep-water sailors, and their excuse is that they did not know anything about her or her captain. And those who do know, whisper that the hunters, while excellent shots, were so notorious for their quarrelsome and rascally proclivities that they could not sign on any decent schooner.

I have made the acquaintance of another one of the crew,—Louis he is called, a rotund and jovial-faced Nova Scotia Irishman, and a very sociable fellow, prone to talk as long as he can find a listener. In the afternoon, while the cook was below asleep and I was peeling the everlasting potatoes, Louis dropped into the galley for a “yarn.” His excuse for being aboard was that he was drunk when he signed. He assured me again and again that it was the last thing in the world he would dream of doing in a sober moment. It seems that he has been seal-hunting regularly each season for a dozen years, and is accounted one of the two or three very best boat-steerers in both fleets.

“Ah, my boy,” he shook his head ominously at me, “ ’tis the worst schooner ye could iv selected, nor were ye drunk at the time as was I. ’Tis sealin’ is the sailor’s paradise—on other ships than this. The mate was the first, but mark me words, there’ll be more dead men before the trip is done with. Hist, now, between you an’ meself and the stanchion there, this Wolf Larsen is a regular devil, an’ the Ghost’ll be a hell-ship like she’s always ben since he had hold iv her. Don’t I know? Don’t I know? Don’t I remember him in Hakodate two years gone, when he had a row an’ shot four iv his men? Wasn’t I a-layin’ on the Emma L., not three hundred yards away? An’ there was a man the same year he killed with a blow iv his fist. Yes, sir, killed ‘im dead-oh. His head must iv smashed like an eggshell. An’ wasn’t there the Governor of Kura Island, an’ the Chief iv Police, Japanese gentlemen, sir, an’ didn’t they come aboard the Ghost as his guests, a-bringin’ their wives along—wee an’ pretty little bits of things like you see ’em painted on fans. An’ as he was a-gettin’ under way, didn’t the fond husbands get left astern-like in their sampan, as it might be by accident? An’ wasn’t it a week later that the poor little ladies was put ashore on the other side of the island, with nothin’ before ’em but to walk home acrost the mountains on their weeny-teeny little straw sandals which wouldn’t hang together a mile? Don’t I know? ’Tis the beast he is, this Wolf Larsen—the great big beast mentioned iv in Revelation; an’ no good end will he ever come to. But I’ve said nothin’ to ye, mind ye. I’ve whispered never a word; for old fat Louis’ll live the voyage out if the last mother’s son of yez go to the fishes.”

“Wolf Larsen!” he snorted a moment later. “Listen to the word, will ye! Wolf—’tis what he is. He’s not black-hearted like some men. ’Tis no heart he has at all. Wolf, just wolf, ’tis what he is. D’ye wonder he’s well named?”

“But if he is so well-known for what he is,” I queried, “how is it that he can get men to ship with him?”

“An’ how is it ye can get men to do anything on God’s earth an’ sea?” Louis demanded with Celtic fire. “How d’ye find me aboard if ’twasn’t that I was drunk as a pig when I put me name down? There’s them that can’t sail with better men, like the hunters, and them that don’t know, like the poor devils of wind-jammers for’ard there. But they’ll come to it, they’ll come to it, an’ be sorry the day they was born. I could weep for the poor creatures, did I but forget poor old fat Louis and the troubles before him. But ’tis not a whisper I’ve dropped, mind ye, not a whisper.”

“Them hunters is the wicked boys,” he broke forth again, for he suffered from a constitutional plethora of speech. “But wait till they get to cutting up iv jinks and rowin’ ’round. He’s the boy’ll fix ’em. ’Tis him that’ll put the fear of God in their rotten black hearts. Look at that hunter iv mine, Horner. ‘Jock’ Horner they call him, so quiet-like an’ easy-goin’, soft-spoken as a girl, till ye’d think butter wouldn’t melt in the mouth iv him. Didn’t he kill his boat-steerer last year? ’Twas called a sad accident, but I met the boat-puller in Yokohama an’ the straight iv it was given me. An’ there’s Smoke, the black little devil—didn’t the Roosians have him for three years in the salt mines of Siberia, for poachin’ on Copper Island, which is a Roosian preserve? Shackled he was, hand an’ foot, with his mate. An’ didn’t they have words or a ruction of some kind?—for ‘twas the other fellow Smoke sent up in the buckets to the top of the mine; an’ a piece at a time he went up, a leg to-day, an’ to-morrow an arm, the next day the head, an’ so on.”

“But you can’t mean it!” I cried out, overcome with the horror of it.

“Mean what!” he demanded, quick as a flash. “ ’Tis nothin’ I’ve said. Deef I am, and dumb, as ye should be for the sake iv your mother; an’ never once have I opened me lips but to say fine things iv them an’ him, God curse his soul, an’ may he rot in purgatory ten thousand years, and then go down to the last an’ deepest hell iv all!”

Johnson, the man who had chafed me raw when I first came aboard, seemed the least equivocal of the men forward or aft. In fact, there was nothing equivocal about him. One was struck at once by his straightforwardness and manliness, which, in turn, were tempered by a modesty which might be mistaken for timidity. But timid he was not. He seemed, rather, to have the courage of his convictions, the certainty of his manhood. It was this that made him protest, at the commencement of our acquaintance, against being called Yonson. And upon this, and him, Louis passed judgment and prophecy.

“ ’Tis a fine chap, that squarehead Johnson we’ve for’ard with us,” he said. “The best sailorman in the fo’c’sle. He’s my boat-puller. But it’s to trouble he’ll come with Wolf Larsen, as the sparks fly upward. It’s meself that knows. I can see it brewin’ an’ comin’ up like a storm in the sky. I’ve talked to him like a brother, but it’s little he sees in takin’ in his lights or flyin’ false signals. He grumbles out when things don’t go to suit him, and there’ll be always some tell-tale carryin’ word iv it aft to the Wolf. The Wolf is strong, and it’s the way of a wolf to hate strength, an’ strength it is he’ll see in Johnson—no knucklin’ under, and a ‘Yes, sir, thank ye kindly, sir,’ for a curse or a blow. Oh, she’s a-comin’! She’s a-comin’! An’ God knows where I’ll get another boat-puller! What does the fool up an’ say, when the old man calls him Yonson, but ‘Me name is Johnson, sir,’ an’ then spells it out, letter for letter. Ye should iv seen the old man’s face! I thought he’d let drive at him on the spot. He didn’t, but he will, an’ he’ll break that squarehead’s heart, or it’s little I know iv the ways iv men on the ships iv the sea.”

Thomas Mugridge is becoming unendurable. I am compelled to Mister him and to Sir him with every speech. One reason for this is that Wolf Larsen seems to have taken a fancy to him. It is an unprecedented thing, I take it, for a captain to be chummy with the cook; but this is certainly what Wolf Larsen is doing. Two or three times he put his head into the galley and chaffed Mugridge good-naturedly, and once, this afternoon, he stood by the break of the poop and chatted with him for fully fifteen minutes. When it was over, and Mugridge was back in the galley, he became greasily radiant, and went about his work, humming coster songs in a nerve-racking and discordant falsetto.

“I always get along with the officers,” he remarked to me in a confidential tone. “I know the w’y, I do, to myke myself uppreci-yted. There was my last skipper—w’y I thought nothin’ of droppin’ down in the cabin for a little chat and a friendly glass. ‘Mugridge,’ sez ’e to me, ‘Mugridge,’ sez ’e, ‘you’ve missed yer vokytion.’ ‘An’ ’ow’s that?’ sez I. ‘Yer should ’a been born a gentleman, an’ never ’ad to work for yer livin.” God strike me dead, ’Ump, if that ayn’t wot ‘e sez, an’ me a-sittin’ there in ’is own cabin, jolly-like an’ comfortable, a-smokin’ ’is cigars an’ drinkin’ ’is rum.”

This chitter-chatter drove me to distraction. I never heard a voice I hated so. His oily, insinuating tones, his greasy smile and his monstrous self-conceit grated on my nerves till sometimes I was all in a tremble. Positively, he was the most disgusting and loathsome person I have ever met. The filth of his cooking was indescribable; and, as he cooked everything that was eaten aboard, I was compelled to select what I ate with great circumspection, choosing from the least dirty of his concoctions.

My hands bothered me a great deal, unused as they were to work. The nails were discoloured and black, while the skin was already grained with dirt which even a scrubbing-brush could not remove. Then blisters came, in a painful and never-ending procession, and I had a great burn on my forearm, acquired by losing my balance in a roll of the ship and pitching against the galley stove. Nor was my knee any better. The swelling had not gone down, and the cap was still up on edge. Hobbling about on it from morning till night was not helping it any. What I needed was rest, if it were ever to get well.

Rest! I never before knew the meaning of the word. I had been resting all my life and did not know it. But now, could I sit still for one half-hour and do nothing, not even think, it would be the most pleasurable thing in the world. But it is a revelation, on the other hand. I shall be able to appreciate the lives of the working people hereafter. I did not dream that work was so terrible a thing. From half-past five in the morning till ten o’clock at night I am everybody’s slave, with not one moment to myself, except such as I can steal near the end of the second dog-watch. Let me pause for a minute to look out over the sea sparkling in the sun, or to gaze at a sailor going aloft to the gaff-topsails, or running out the bowsprit, and I am sure to hear the hateful voice, “ ’Ere, you, ‘Ump, no sodgerin’. I’ve got my peepers on yer.”

There are signs of rampant bad temper in the steerage, and the gossip is going around that Smoke and Henderson have had a fight. Henderson seems the best of the hunters, a slow-going fellow, and hard to rouse; but roused he must have been, for Smoke had a bruised and discoloured eye, and looked particularly vicious when he came into the cabin for supper.

A cruel thing happened just before supper, indicative of the callousness and brutishness of these men. There is one green hand in the crew, Harrison by name, a clumsy-looking country boy, mastered, I imagine, by the spirit of adventure, and making his first voyage. In the light baffling airs the schooner had been tacking about a great deal, at which times the sails pass from one side to the other and a man is sent aloft to shift over the fore-gaff-topsail. In some way, when Harrison was aloft, the sheet jammed in the block through which it runs at the end of the gaff. As I understood it, there were two ways of getting it cleared,—first, by lowering the foresail, which was comparatively easy and without danger; and second, by climbing out the peak-halyards to the end of the gaff itself, an exceedingly hazardous performance.

Johansen called out to Harrison to go out the halyards. It was patent to everybody that the boy was afraid. And well he might be, eighty feet above the deck, to trust himself on those thin and jerking ropes. Had there been a steady breeze it would not have been so bad, but the Ghost was rolling emptily in a long sea, and with each roll the canvas flapped and boomed and the halyards slacked and jerked taut. They were capable of snapping a man off like a fly from a whip-lash.

Harrison heard the order and understood what was demanded of him, but hesitated. It was probably the first time he had been aloft in his life. Johansen, who had caught the contagion of Wolf Larsen’s masterfulness, burst out with a volley of abuse and curses.

“That’ll do, Johansen,” Wolf Larsen said brusquely. “I’ll have you know that I do the swearing on this ship. If I need your assistance, I’ll call you in.”

“Yes, sir,” the mate acknowledged submissively.

In the meantime Harrison had started out on the halyards. I was looking up from the galley door, and I could see him trembling, as if with ague, in every limb. He proceeded very slowly and cautiously, an inch at a time. Outlined against the clear blue of the sky, he had the appearance of an enormous spider crawling along the tracery of its web.

It was a slight uphill climb, for the foresail peaked high; and the halyards, running through various blocks on the gaff and mast, gave him separate holds for hands and feet. But the trouble lay in that the wind was not strong enough nor steady enough to keep the sail full. When he was half-way out, the Ghost took a long roll to windward and back again into the hollow between two seas. Harrison ceased his progress and held on tightly. Eighty feet beneath, I could see the agonized strain of his muscles as he gripped for very life. The sail emptied and the gaff swung amid-ships. The halyards slackened, and, though it all happened very quickly, I could see them sag beneath the weight of his body. Then the gag swung to the side with an abrupt swiftness, the great sail boomed like a cannon, and the three rows of reef-points slatted against the canvas like a volley of rifles. Harrison, clinging on, made the giddy rush through the air. This rush ceased abruptly. The halyards became instantly taut. It was the snap of the whip. His clutch was broken. One hand was torn loose from its hold. The other lingered desperately for a moment, and followed. His body pitched out and down, but in some way he managed to save himself with his legs. He was hanging by them, head downward. A quick effort brought his hands up to the halyards again; but he was a long time regaining his former position, where he hung, a pitiable object.

“I’ll bet he has no appetite for supper,” I heard Wolf Larsen’s voice, which came to me from around the corner of the galley. “Stand from under, you, Johansen! Watch out! Here she comes!”

In truth, Harrison was very sick, as a person is sea-sick; and for a long time he clung to his precarious perch without attempting to move. Johansen, however, continued violently to urge him on to the completion of his task.

“It is a shame,” I heard Johnson growling in painfully slow and correct English. He was standing by the main rigging, a few feet away from me. “The boy is willing enough. He will learn if he has a chance. But this is—” He paused awhile, for the word “murder” was his final judgment.

“Hist, will ye!” Louis whispered to him, “For the love iv your mother hold your mouth!”

But Johnson, looking on, still continued his grumbling.

“Look here,” the hunter Standish spoke to Wolf Larsen, “that’s my boat-puller, and I don’t want to lose him.”

“That’s all right, Standish,” was the reply. “He’s your boat-puller when you’ve got him in the boat; but he’s my sailor when I have him aboard, and I’ll do what I damn well please with him.”

“But that’s no reason—” Standish began in a torrent of speech.

“That’ll do, easy as she goes,” Wolf Larsen counselled back. “I’ve told you what’s what, and let it stop at that. The man’s mine, and I’ll make soup of him and eat it if I want to.”

There was an angry gleam in the hunter’s eye, but he turned on his heel and entered the steerage companionway, where he remained, looking upward. All hands were on deck now, and all eyes were aloft, where a human life was at grapples with death. The callousness of these men, to whom industrial organization gave control of the lives of other men, was appalling. I, who had lived out of the whirl of the world, had never dreamed that its work was carried on in such fashion. Life had always seemed a peculiarly sacred thing, but here it counted for nothing, was a cipher in the arithmetic of commerce. I must say, however, that the sailors themselves were sympathetic, as instance the case of Johnson; but the masters (the hunters and the captain) were heartlessly indifferent. Even the protest of Standish arose out of the fact that he did not wish to lose his boat-puller. Had it been some other hunter’s boat-puller, he, like them, would have been no more than amused.

But to return to Harrison. It took Johansen, insulting and reviling the poor wretch, fully ten minutes to get him started again. A little later he made the end of the gaff, where, astride the spar itself, he had a better chance for holding on. He cleared the sheet, and was free to return, slightly downhill now, along the halyards to the mast. But he had lost his nerve. Unsafe as was his present position, he was loath to forsake it for the more unsafe position on the halyards.

He looked along the airy path he must traverse, and then down to the deck. His eyes were wide and staring, and he was trembling violently. I had never seen fear so strongly stamped upon a human face. Johansen called vainly for him to come down. At any moment he was liable to be snapped off the gaff, but he was helpless with fright. Wolf Larsen, walking up and down with Smoke and in conversation, took no more notice of him, though he cried sharply, once, to the man at the wheel:

“You’re off your course, my man! Be careful, unless you’re looking for trouble!”

“Ay, ay, sir,” the helmsman responded, putting a couple of spokes down.

He had been guilty of running the Ghost several points off her course in order that what little wind there was should fill the foresail and hold it steady. He had striven to help the unfortunate Harrison at the risk of incurring Wolf Larsen’s anger.

The time went by, and the suspense, to me, was terrible. Thomas Mugridge, on the other hand, considered it a laughable affair, and was continually bobbing his head out the galley door to make jocose remarks. How I hated him! And how my hatred for him grew and grew, during that fearful time, to cyclopean dimensions. For the first time in my life I experienced the desire to murder—“saw red,” as some of our picturesque writers phrase it. Life in general might still be sacred, but life in the particular case of Thomas Mugridge had become very profane indeed. I was frightened when I became conscious that I was seeing red, and the thought flashed through my mind: was I, too, becoming tainted by the brutality of my environment?—I, who even in the most flagrant crimes had denied the justice and righteousness of capital punishment?

Fully half-an-hour went by, and then I saw Johnson and Louis in some sort of altercation. It ended with Johnson flinging off Louis’s detaining arm and starting forward. He crossed the deck, sprang into the fore rigging, and began to climb. But the quick eye of Wolf Larsen caught him.

“Here, you, what are you up to?” he cried.

Johnson’s ascent was arrested. He looked his captain in the eyes and replied slowly:

“I am going to get that boy down.”

“You’ll get down out of that rigging, and damn lively about it! D’ye hear? Get down!”

Johnson hesitated, but the long years of obedience to the masters of ships overpowered him, and he dropped sullenly to the deck and went on forward.

At half after five I went below to set the cabin table, but I hardly knew what I did, for my eyes and my brain were filled with the vision of a man, white-faced and trembling, comically like a bug, clinging to the thrashing gaff. At six o’clock, when I served supper, going on deck to get the food from the galley, I saw Harrison, still in the same position. The conversation at the table was of other things. Nobody seemed interested in the wantonly imperilled life. But making an extra trip to the galley a little later, I was gladdened by the sight of Harrison staggering weakly from the rigging to the forecastle scuttle. He had finally summoned the courage to descend.

Before closing this incident, I must give a scrap of conversation I had with Wolf Larsen in the cabin, while I was washing the dishes.

“You were looking squeamish this afternoon,” he began. “What was the matter?”

I could see that he knew what had made me possibly as sick as Harrison, that he was trying to draw me, and I answered, “It was because of the brutal treatment of that boy.”

He gave a short laugh. “Like sea-sickness, I suppose. Some men are subject to it, and others are not.”

“Not so,” I objected.

“Just so,” he went on. “The earth is as full of brutality as the sea is full of motion. And some men are made sick by the one, and some by the other. That’s the only reason.”

“But you, who make a mock of human life, don’t you place any value upon it whatever?” I demanded.

“Value? What value?” He looked at me, and though his eyes were steady and motionless, there seemed a cynical smile in them. “What kind of value? How do you measure it? Who values it?”

“I do,” I made answer.

“Then what is it worth to you? Another man’s life, I mean. Come now, what is it worth?”

The value of life? How could I put a tangible value upon it? Somehow, I, who have always had expression, lacked expression when with Wolf Larsen. I have since determined that a part of it was due to the man’s personality, but that the greater part was due to his totally different outlook. Unlike other materialists I had met and with whom I had something in common to start on, I had nothing in common with him. Perhaps, also, it was the elemental simplicity of his mind that baffled me. He drove so directly to the core of the matter, divesting a question always of all superfluous details, and with such an air of finality, that I seemed to find myself struggling in deep water, with no footing under me. Value of life? How could I answer the question on the spur of the moment? The sacredness of life I had accepted as axiomatic. That it was intrinsically valuable was a truism I had never questioned. But when he challenged the truism I was speechless.

“We were talking about this yesterday,” he said. “I held that life was a ferment, a yeasty something which devoured life that it might live, and that living was merely successful piggishness. Why, if there is anything in supply and demand, life is the cheapest thing in the world. There is only so much water, so much earth, so much air; but the life that is demanding to be born is limitless. Nature is a spendthrift. Look at the fish and their millions of eggs. For that matter, look at you and me. In our loins are the possibilities of millions of lives. Could we but find time and opportunity and utilize the last bit and every bit of the unborn life that is in us, we could become the fathers of nations and populate continents. Life? Bah! It has no value. Of cheap things it is the cheapest. Everywhere it goes begging. Nature spills it out with a lavish hand. Where there is room for one life, she sows a thousand lives, and it’s life eats life till the strongest and most piggish life is left.”

“You have read Darwin,” I said. “But you read him misunderstandingly when you conclude that the struggle for existence sanctions your wanton destruction of life.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “You know you only mean that in relation to human life, for of the flesh and the fowl and the fish you destroy as much as I or any other man. And human life is in no wise different, though you feel it is and think that you reason why it is. Why should I be parsimonious with this life which is cheap and without value? There are more sailors than there are ships on the sea for them, more workers than there are factories or machines for them. Why, you who live on the land know that you house your poor people in the slums of cities and loose famine and pestilence upon them, and that there still remain more poor people, dying for want of a crust of bread and a bit of meat (which is life destroyed), than you know what to do with. Have you ever seen the London dockers fighting like wild beasts for a chance to work?”

He started for the companion stairs, but turned his head for a final word. “Do you know the only value life has is what life puts upon itself? And it is of course over-estimated since it is of necessity prejudiced in its own favour. Take that man I had aloft. He held on as if he were a precious thing, a treasure beyond diamonds or rubies. To you? No. To me? Not at all. To himself? Yes. But I do not accept his estimate. He sadly overrates himself. There is plenty more life demanding to be born. Had he fallen and dripped his brains upon the deck like honey from the comb, there would have been no loss to the world. He was worth nothing to the world. The supply is too large. To himself only was he of value, and to show how fictitious even this value was, being dead he is unconscious that he has lost himself. He alone rated himself beyond diamonds and rubies. Diamonds and rubies are gone, spread out on the deck to be washed away by a bucket of sea-water, and he does not even know that the diamonds and rubies are gone. He does not lose anything, for with the loss of himself he loses the knowledge of loss. Don’t you see? And what have you to say?”

“That you are at least consistent,” was all I could say, and I went on washing the dishes.

—from Chapter VI of The Sea Wolf by Jack London. Of this psychologically intense novel’s most unique invention, that of the character Wolf Larsen, Ambrose Bierce once wrote, “The great thing—and it is among the greatest of things—is that tremendous creation, Wolf Larsen … the hewing out and setting up of such a figure is enough for a man to do in one lifetime …” London’s 1904 novel was a direct response to the growing popularity of social applications of Darwin’s theory of evolution as well as Herbert Spencer’s misunderstood concept of “Survival of the fittest.” Both Darwin’s and Spencer’s books are sighted in Captain Wolf Larsen’s cabin. In many ways, Larsen is a malevolent, and therefore less humorous, analogue to Von Koren’s role in The Duel.
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Cain Leadeth Abel To Death. Painting by James Jacques Joseph Tissot (1836–1902).




Vint

One thing leads to another …

“People are judged by their deeds,” continued Von Koren. “So Deacon, judge for yourself … I’m talking to you now, Deacon. Mister Laevsky’s actions have candidly been laid out before you, like a long Chinese scroll, and you may read it from beginning to end. What’s he done in the two years since he’s been living here? Let’s use our fingers to count. First of all, he’s taught the residents of the town to play Vint, two years ago the game was unknown here, now, everyone plays Vint from morning to night, even the women and adolescents. Second, he’s taught the locals to drink beer, which was also unknown here. The locals are also obliged to him for their knowledge of different types of vodka, so that they can now distinguish between Kosheleva and Smirnov No. 21 blindfolded. Third, in the past living with another man’s wife was a covert affair here, for the same motivates that thieves steal covertly, and not overtly. Adultery was considered the sort of thing that was shameful to display in public. Laevsky’s attitude toward all this is a schoolboy’s. He openly lives with another man’s wife. Fourth.”

—from The Duel by Anton Chekhov.

 … so here’s how to play Vint

While this game is by some persons thought to be the forerunner of bridge, and might be classed as one of the whist family, it is at present so little known outside of Russia, where it is the national game, that the author has thought it best to group it with other games which are distinctly national in character.

Vint has been variously described as bridge without a Dummy and as auction whist. It resembles bridge in the making of the trump, and whist in the manner of play.

Cards. Vint is played with the full pack of fifty-two cards, which rank from the A K Q down to the deuce. Two packs are generally used.

Players. A table is complete with four players, and if there are more than four candidates for play the selection must be made by cutting. All the rules for formation of tables, cutting, ties, etc., are the same as at bridge. The lowest cut takes the deal. Partners sit opposite each other.

Dealing. The dealer presents the pack to be cut, and then gives thirteen cards to each player, one at a time. No trump is turned. The deal passes to the left. All irregularities are governed by the same laws as bridge.

Making the trump. Each player in turn, beginning with the dealer, bids to make a certain number of tricks, from seven to thirteen, with a suit of his own choosing, which he names when he makes his bid. The suits outrank one another in the order of hearts, diamonds, clubs, and spades, hearts being the best. No trumps are higher than hearts. A bid of seven tricks is usually called “one” in hearts, or whatever the suit may be. A bid of “two” means to win eight tricks, or two over the book.

Bidding. If a player wishes to go over the first offer made, he must either bid the same number of tricks. No player can increase his own bid unless he is overbid in the interval, but there is no limit to the number of times that players may outbid one another. Observe that the dealer may bid or pass, and each player after him in turn may bid or pass. The highest bidder must abide by his announcement both as to the number of tricks and the suit.

The Play. No matter who dealt the cards, the player to the left of the highest bidder always leads for the first trick. Each player in turn must follow suit if he can, and the highest card played, if of the suit led, wins the trick, trumps winning all other suits. The winner of one trick leads for the next, and so on. There is no Dummy hand as in bridge.

Scoring. Although the bidding is for so many “odd” tricks, or tricks over the book, every trick taken is counted when it comes to the scoring; but it is the number of tricks bid, and not the rank of the suit, that determines the value. Every trick won by the same partners—




	In a bid of “one” is worth
	10



	In a bid of “two” is worth
	20



	In a bid of “three” is worth
	30



	In a bid of “four” is worth
	40



	In a bid of “five” is worth
	50



	In a bid of “six” is worth
	60



	In a bid of “seven” is worth
	70






Both sides score. If the highest bid was “two in diamonds,” and the bidder’s side won nine tricks, they would score 9 times 20, or 180; while their adversaries would score 4 times 20 or 80.

As soon as either side reaches 500, they win the game, even if it is in the middle of a hand; but the hand must be played out in order to see how many points are won by each side. It should be observed that although the bidder’s side may make nine or ten tricks the adversaries can win the game if they get enough to count out before the bidder, by reaching 500 first.

Tricks and Honours. The score for tricks and for honours must be kept separate, usually above and below the line, as at bridge. All trick points, which are the only ones that count toward game, are placed below the line; the honour points above.

For winning a game, 1,000 points are added in the honour column. The side that first wins two games of 500 points each adds 2,000 rubber points in the honor column.

Slams. If a little slam, 12 tricks, is made, but has not been bid, it is worth 1,000 points in honours. If a little slam, “six tricks,” has been bid and is made, it is worth 5,000 more for bidding it, or 6,000 altogether. If a grand slam, 13 tricks, is made but not bid, it is worth 2,000 honour points. If a little slam is bid and a grand slam made, it is worth 7,000 altogether. If a grand slam is bid and made, it is worth 12,000 altogether.

Lost Games. If the bidder fails to make good, his adversaries score 100 times the value of the tricks as penalty, in the honour column; the scores for the tricks actually won standing at their regular value below the line. Suppose the bid to be three in diamonds, making the tricks worth 30 each, and that the bidder’s side the odd trick only. Although the bidder has failed to make good, he scores below the line for the seven tricks he took, at 30 each, and the adversaries score for the six they took, also at 30 each. Then, as the bidder fell short by two tricks of making good, his adversaries score these two tricks at 3,000 points each penalty, in the honour column.

Honours. The honours are the A K Q J 10 of trumps and the four of Aves, the Aves being always honours; but when there is a no-trump declaration they are the only honours. This makes the Ace of trumps count double, when there is a trump suit; once as one of the five honours in trumps, and once as an Ace.

Each honour is worth ten times as much as a trick. If the bid was three in clubs, the tricks would be worth 30 each and the honours 300 each. The side that has the majority of Aces and of honours scores for all they hold; not for the majority or difference. Suppose the bidder’s side has three honours in clubs and three Aces; the other side must have only two honours in clubs and three Aces; the other side must have only two honours and one Ace; therefore the bidder scores for six honours, at 300 each.

If the Aces and honours in trumps are so divided that each side has a majority of one or the other, they offset. Suppose the bidder to hold four Aces and two honours. The adversaries must have the majority of trump honours. Then the number of their trump honours, which is three, is deducted from the number of the bidder’s Aces, four, leaving the bidder’s side only one honour to the good. Three honours on one side and three Aces on the other would be a tie, and no honours to score.

If the Aces are a tie, the side that wins the most tricks scores them. Suppose the bidder has three honours and two Aces. He scores five honours if he wins the odd trick; otherwise he scores on only, the Aces being a tie and he having only one more honour than his adversaries.

In no-trump hands, the honours are worth 25 times 20, and three of them are worth 1,500 points.

Coronets. A sequence of three or more cards in any suit, trumps or plain, held by an individual player, is a coronet. Three or four Aces in one hand is also a coronet. When there is a trump suit, three Aces, or three of a plain suit in sequence, are worth 500 points more. A sequence of K Q J 10 9 would be worth 1,500. In the trump suit, and in all the suits when there are no trumps, these coronets are worth double, and each additional card is therefore worth 1,000 more.

Rubbers. As soon as one side wins two games, that ends the first rubber. The partners then change, without cutting, in such a manner that at the end of three rubbers each player shall have had each of the others as a partner. At the end of the third rubber, the losses and gains are ascertained for each individual, and settled for.

Laws. The laws that govern the game are almost identical with those for Bridge.

Preference

This is a simplified form of Vint, for three players, with a thirty-two-card pack. The cards rank: A K Q J 10 9 8 7, and the suits rank: Hearts, diamonds, clubs and spades. Hearts are always preference. There are no hands played without a trump suit.

If four persons play, the dealer takes no cards. The three active players make up a pool, each putting in an equal amount at first, and the bidder putting into it as many as he bids for the privilege of naming the trump suit.

Any one may deal the first hand, after the deal passes to the left. Three cards are given to each player the first round, then two are laid off for a widow, then four to each player, and then three to each. Beginning on the dealer’s left, each player in turn may name the trump if he thinks he can take at least six of the ten tricks to be played for. Bids outrank one another in the order of the suits, hearts being preference always. The number of tricks is not mentioned. In case there are no bids, each in turn has a second chance to bid for the widow. These bids are made in counters, to be put into cards, and then names the trump suit.

The players agree upon a value for the tricks won, and payments are made from the pool according to the rank of the trump suit.

—from Foster’s Encyclopedia of Games by R.F. Foster. Published in 1897, Foster’s exhaustive manual of indoor gaming is a relic of a pre-electric entertainment. The “Preference” version of vint is recommended for beginners.
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Argument Over A Card Game. Painting by Jan Steen (1626–1679).




The Duelist’s Supplement
Against the Duel: Writing in Protest of Dueling
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Let Us Beat Swords into Plowshares, a sculpture by Evgeniy Vuchetich (1908–1974) at the United Nations Headquarters in New York City. The title is derived from Isaiah 2:4 and reads in full: “They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.”


Forever Denied of Ecclesiastical Sepulture:
The Church Against Dueling

The Official Ban

CHAPTER XIX.
Duelling is prohibited under the most severe penalties.

The detestable custom of duelling, introduced by the contrivance of the devil, that by the bloody death of the body, he may accomplish the ruin of the soul, shall be utterly exterminated from the Christian world. Any emperor, kings, dukes, princes, marquises, counts, and temporal lords by whatsoever other name entitled, who shall grant a place within their territories for single combat between Christians, shall be thereupon excommunicated, and shall be understood to be deprived of jurisdiction and dominion over any city, castle, or place, in or at which they have permitted the duel to take place, which they hold of the church; and if those places be held as a fief they shall forthwith escheat to their direct lords.

As to the persons who have fought, and those who are called their seconds (sponsors), they shall incur the penalty of excommunication, and the confiscation of all their property, and of perpetual infamy, and are to be punished as homicides, according to the sacred canons; and if they have perished in the conflict itself, they shall be forever deprived of ecclesiastical sepulture. Those also who have given counsel in the ease of a duel, whether for the question of right, or fact, or have in any other way whatever persuaded any one thereunto, as also the spectators thereof, shall be subjected to the bond of excommunication, and of a perpetual malediction; any privilege soever, or evil custom, though immemorial, notwithstanding.

—from The Canons and Decrees of The Sacred and Ecumenical Council of Trent. Invoked by Pope Paul III (1468–1549), the Council of Trent met from 1545 to 1563 and is to this day one of the Catholic Church’s most influential ecumenical councils. The influence of the council was far reaching and immediate, as it dealt with such large subjects as the recent “Protestant heresies” as well as minutiae like curating the Index Librorum Prohibitorum (“List of Banned Books”) which led to the banning and eventual burning of books considered detrimental to the faith. Many civil laws, such as the prohibition of dueling, were also formed from these meetings.

No Exceptions

Wrongfulness of Duelling—After what has been said above there can be no doubt that duelling is contrary to the ordinances against duelling, the Council of Trent plainly indicated that duelling was essentially wrong and since then theologians have almost universally characterized it as a sinful and reprehensible course of action. However there were always a few scholars who held the opinion that cases might arise in which the unlawfulness of duelling could not be proved with certainty by mere reason. But this opinion has not been tenable since Pope Benedict XIV in the Bull “Detestabilem” of the year 1752 condemned the following propositions: (1) “A soldier would be blameless and not liable to punishment for sending or accepting a challenge if he would be considered timid and cowardly, worthy of contempt, and unfit for military duty, were he not to send a challenge or accept such, and who would for this reason lose the position which supported him and his family, or who would be obliged to give up forever the hope of benefitting and well-earned advancement.” (2) “Those persons are excusable who defend their honour or to escape the contempt of men accept or send a challenge when they know positively that the duel will not take place but will be prevented by others.” (3) “A general or officer who accepts a challenge through fear of the loss of his reputation and his position does not come under the ecclesiastical punishment decreed by the Church for duellists.” (4) “It is permissible under the natural conditions of man to accept or send a challenge in order to save one’s fortune, when the loss of it cannot be prevented by any other means.” (5) “This permission claimed for natural conditions can also be applied to a badly guided state in which, especially, justice is openly denied by the remissness of malevolence of the authorities.” Like his predecessors, Leo XIII in his letter “Pastoralis officii,” of 12 September, 1891, to the German and Austro-Hungarian bishops, laid down the following principles: “From two points of view the Divine law fobids a man as a private person to wound or kill another, excepting when he is forced to it by self-defence. Both natural reason and the inspired Holy Scriptures proclaim this Divine law.”

—from Volume V of 1909 edition of The Catholic Encyclopedia: An International Work of Reference On The Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline, and History of The Catholic Church.

You’ll Poke Your Eye Out

Dueling is a little less cruel, and a little more senseless, than hazing. It adds some fairness in giving the other party an equal chance to gash the hazer; but it inflicts more damage for less cause. A young man at the age when students’ duels are fought knows not the value of a whole face; and the scars and loss of a nose are regretted for a lifetime, though they are the result of an hour’s folly. Young men should not be given a chance to ruin themselves before they get their sense, and the immorality of the practice is largely in the custom which sanctions it. Having come from a more barbarous age, it should not be tolerated now; and he who takes sport out of a duel as a looker-on, is a participant in the wrong.

—from Ethics For Schools: Being a Treatise on The Virtues and Their Reasons by Austin Bierbower (1844–1913). Bierbower was a lawyer and prolific writer whose books attempted to reconcile the differences between politics, evolutionary science and the Christian religion.

The Worst of Acts

Truth is, to fight a duel is a thing that all kingdoms are bound to restrain with the highest severity; it is a consociation of many the worst acts that a person ordinarily can be guilty of; it is want of charity, of justice, of humility, of trust in God’s providence; it is therefore pride, and murder, and injustice, and infinite unreasonableness, and nothing of a Christian, nothing of excuse, nothing of honour is in it, if God and wise men be admitted judges of the lists. And it would be considered, that every one that fights a duel must reckon himself as dead or dying (for however any man flatters himself by saying he will not kill, if he could avoid it; yet rather than be killed he will, and to the danger of being killed his own act exposes him): now, is in it a good posture for a man to die with a sword in his hand, thrust at his brother’s breast, with a purpose, either explicit or implicit, to have killed him? Can a man die twice, that, in case he miscarries and is damned for the first ill dying, he may mend his fault, and die better the next time? Can his vain, imaginary, and fantastic shadow of reputation, make him recompense for the disgrace and confusion of face, and pains and horrors of eternity? Is there no such thing as forgiving injuries, nothing of the discipline of Jesus in our spirits? Are we called by the name of Christ, and have nothing in us but the spirit of Cain, and Nimrod, and Joab? If neither reason nor religion can rule us, neither interest nor safety can determine us, neither life nor eternity can move us, neither God nor wise men be sufficient judges of honour to us; then our damnation is just, but it is heavy; our fall is certain, but it is cheap, base, and inglorious. And let not the vanities, or the gallants of the world, slight this friendly monition, rejecting it with a scorn, because it is talking like a divine: it were no disparagement if they would do so too, and believe accordingly; and they would find a better return of honour in the crowns of eternity by talking like a divine, than by dying like a fool; by living in imitation and obedience to the laws of the holy Jesus, than by perishing or committing murder, or by attempting it, or by venturing it, like a weak, impotent, passionate, and brutish person. Upon this chapter it is sometimes asked, whether a virgin may not kill her ravisher to defend her chastity? Concerning which, as we have no special and distinct warrant, so there is, in reason and analogy of the gospel, much for the negative. For since his act alone cannot make her criminal, and is no more than a wound in my body, or a civil or a natural inconvenience, it is unequal to take a life in exchange for a lesser injury, and it is worse that I take it myself. Some great examples we find in story, and their names are remembered in honour; but we can make no judgments of them, but that their zeal was reprovable for its intemperance, though it had excellency in the matter of the passion.

—from The Whole Works of The Right Reverend Jeremy Taylor, D.D. The Reverend Jeremy Taylor (1613–1667) was an English clergyman and important prose stylist during the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell. Taylor’s vehemence against duels was in part born of the loss of his eldest son to a duel. Taylor is considered a Saint of the Church of England and was nicknamed the “Shakespeare of Divines” for his poetic and innovative writings on social and liturgical matters.


Reading I
Prepare to Meet Your Maker

Examine all the dictionaries of ancient and modern languages, search even the huge folio lexicons of the copious Arabick, and I am persuaded you will find no word which conveys a just idea of that monster whom, for want of a proper term, we call a DUELLIST.

When anyone has made us a present, tho’ ever so trifling, we keep and cherish it, for the sake of the donor. The Almighty has given us a body; into that body he has infused a living soul, a spark of his spirit; he has commanded us to keep them pure and undefiled, until, by his almighty fiat, he is pleased to reduce the former to dust and ashes, and dispose of the latter as be, in his wisdom and justice, shall think fit; for we are in his hands like clay in a potter’s vessel. It is he who gives, and it is he who takes away. But the Duellist arrogates to himself the right of disposing of his soul and body, how and when he chooses. He ungratefully disposes of the most previous gifts, which are granted him conditionally.

We all know that the soul, which presumptuously sins against its Maker, shall die, die the death eternal. Can anyone then, who is previously acquainted with his Maker’s will and decree, in open contempt of his declarations, temerariously rush into the Divine presence, loaded with guilt, horror and revenge? Dreadful, beyond conception, must be the situation of such a man! Was anyone unaware that for some capital offence, he was, during the tediously rolling years of a long life, to be confined in a dark dungeon, accompanied by those ghastly fiends, pinching hunger, gloomy reflection, and tormenting despair, with what emotion of horror and dread would he hear the awful sentence pronounced? Yet this, shocking as it is, deserves the appellation of a most exquisite felicity, compared to the severest punishment an omnipotent and angry GOD can inflict. It is like a bed of down compared to a heap of thorns.

Yet this is exactly what the Duellist has to expect, who comes to the field of slaughter, to murder, or be murdered. His soul, harassed with the passions of anger, revenge, and despair, he, with na impious temerity, defies that Being who has expressly said, “Thou shalt not kill,” and perhaps at a time when the burden of his sins is greater than he can bear, sinks with them into the lowest pit of destruction. And what do you think is his motive? To save his honor! A mere aerial bubble, a creature of the imagination, a term not understood by those who sacrifice their lives, and every chance of future happiness to this vain phantom!

Is it not astonishing, nay incredible, that there should be men, who, under pretence of preserving their reputation, should hazard all which they have dear in the world? But admitting this plea, is it the part of a man who is COMPOS MENTIS, to run the risk of forfeiting forever the love, favour, and protection of a Being to whom he is indebted for his existence, and everything he enjoys, in order to preserve the esteem of the ridiculous part of the world? No certainly.

But, the truth is, it is that abominable vice, pride, which is the root of this evil. If a man treats us with some coarse epithets, we must either send him unprepared before the awful tribunal of his GOD, or go there ourselves. Can a man seriously profess and call himself a Christian, who can forgive no injruies, bear with no insults, and receive no affronts with impunity? Does his Maker deal thus with him as he did, a myriad of lives (if he could be so frequently renovated in one person) would not atone for the common transgressions of a tolerably well spent life. But it is no less true than astonishing that it is now the highest fashion to value our own ideal honor, more than the honor of GOD. It, by inducing your men of HONOR to reflect a moment on the dreadful consequences of DUELLING, I should save but one nearly lost sheep. I shall esteem myself exceedingly happy, and bless that merciful and long suffering GOD, who suggested these thoughts to me.

—An anonymously published sermon from the July 7th, 1787 issue of the Newport Herald. One of the most consistent aspects of anti-dueling laws and literature is the idea that dueling is a secular crime against divine law.
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Council of Trent in Santa Maria Maggiore church, Museo Diocesano Tridentino, Trento. Late 1700s. Painter unknown.




Justifiable Homicide?: The State Against Dueling

All The Young Dudes

And finally, the court shewing a firm and settled resolution to proceed with all severity against these duels, gave warning to all young noblemen and gentlemen, that they should not expect the like connivance or toleration as formerly have been, but that justice should have a full passage without protection or interruption. Adding, that after a strait inhibition, whosoever should attempt a challenge or combat, in case where the other party was restrained to answer him, as now all good subjects are, did by their own principles receive the dishonour and disgrace upon himself.

—from The Decree Of The Star-Chamber Against Duels. The Star-Chamber was a supplemental but very powerful English court populated by Privy Councilors as well as common-law judges. The Star-Chamber was given the particular charge of upholding the law in cases concerning the nobility and personages of distinction. This particular verdict was reached after a suit was brought to court by the philosopher and lawyer, Francis Bacon. The entirety of Bacon’s charge is contained at the end of this section.

As The World Turns: Part I

The Richard, Ford, from Liverpool to Riga, is totally lost on the Rocks of Fern, a little to the Southward of the Isle of Skye, on the Coast of Scotland; the People were saved.

The Naval Force in the West Indies is to be reinforced by one 50 Gun Ship and three Frigates, which are now getting ready.

The Sally, Burton, from Jamaica and South Carolina, is put into Gosport, having lost her Main Mast, and received other considerable Damage.

Last Week a Remittance was made from Copenhagen to the Bank of £12,000. for the Use of the Queen of Denmark: The Allowance is always sent here, from whence it is remitted to Zell, according to Agreement, and is punctually paid half-yearly.

According to recent Letters from Gibraltar, we hear that all the Barbary Powers are fitting out Ships to join the Emperor of Morocco, from which, and the Dispositions of their Land Forces, the Dispute between the Spaniards and the Moors is not likely to be terminated speedily.

Yesterday a Dispensation passed the Great Seal to the Rev. John Courtail, M.A. Chaplain to Earl Cornwallis, enabling him to hold the Vicarage of Burwash, in Sussex, together with the Rectory of Woodchurch, in Kent, worth £500. per Ann.

On Thursday the University of Oxford conferred the Degree of Doctor of Laws by Diploma, on Mr. Samuel Johnson.

By authentic Letter from Paris we are assured, that Captain H—n, an English young Gentleman of Family and Fortune, who has lived in the Bon Ton at that Metropolis for some Time past, unluckily falling into a Dispute with two Officers of the Black Musquetaires, a Rencounter the next Day happened near St. Cloud, when Captain H—killed his Antagonist upon the Spot, and his Second wounded his Man in a dangerous Manner. Mr .. H—was soon after taken, and sent to the Conciergerie, and notwithstanding the English Resident and many of the Nobility have exerted their Interest in his Favour, we hear the French King is inexorable, and determined to shew no Mercy to Duellists, however distinguished by Rank or Fortune.

A few Mornings since a Duel was fought in Hyde Park between Capt. W—r N—t, and Mr. S—, in Consequence of a Dispute which happened the Evening before at the Bedford Coffee-House. The Captain arrived first in the Park, and Mr. S—coming soon after apologised for having made him wait, and desired him to choose his Ground. “Take as many, or as few Strides as you please, my Dear, said the Captain, and fix your Spot; but I shall stand just where I am.” Mr. S—soon after fired at the, Captain, and supposing his Ball had not taken Place, requested his Antagonist to discharge in his Turn, which he immediately did in the Air, and called upon S—to fire again, but the other penetrated with this Act of Generosity refused, and by the Interposition of the Seconds the Parties shook Hands. Mr. S—then expressed his Surprise, as he had been generally thought S good Marksman, that he should miss the Captain, especially as they stood so near. “O ! for that Matter, returned the latter, you need not be concerned, I have got your Ball here in my Hip,” and immediately shewed the Wound, from whence it was soon after extracted by a Surgeon, and this gallant Officer is in a fair Way of Recovery.

A Letter received Yesterday from Maidstone, mentions, that Mr. Baron Perrott has recovered his Speech, and the Use of one of his Arms, and is expected in Town next Week.

Yesterday Morning a Jew was found dead in his Bed at his Lodgings in Moorfields; on examining him it appeared a Bullet had entered his Body between the Shoulders, from whence it is imagined he had been that in attempting to break open some House; a Number of Pick-lock Keys, a Tinder-Box, and all the Apparatus compleat for that Profession, were found in his Apartment.

Married. Thursday last, at Streatham, Mr. Jesse Gibson, Surveyor, of America Square, to Miss Weston, of Tooting, in Surry.

—from the April 1st, 1775 St. James Chronicle, Or The British Evening News. It might be somewhat inaccurate to characterize this news-bulletin as being “anti-dueling,” as the author is clearly possessed of a romantic attitude when it comes to the subject of dueling. It is amusing to note the juxtaposition of the French monarch’s harsh ban on dueling with the English newspaperman’s description of the dashing exploits of British officers, one of which was against a pair of French Musketeers. It is almost as though the journalist is portraying the monarch as a sore-loser. It is ironic that the English officer should have got the best of a series of these foreign soldiers, as the following year Louis the XVI disbanded the celebrated Musketeers, citing budgetary concerns.

Sign Of The Times

BOSTON, November, 28.

The five following Acts have been passed by the General Assembly of the Massachusetts Bay in New-England, at their Sesson on Adjournment at Boston, July 24th, 1728, which His Excellency the Governour was pleased to give His Assent unto, viz-

An Act for Repealing An Act, Instituted, An Act for punishing and preventing of Duelling, and for making other provision instead thereof.

An Act more Effectually to Secure the Duty on the Importation of Negros.

An Act for the Encouragement of Making Paper.

An Act for Regulating the Ferry between Bristol & Rhode Island.

An Act for Altering the Time for Holding the Court of General Sessions of the Peace, and Inferior Court of Common Pleas within the Counties of Essex, Middlesex and Plymouth.

—Announcement from The Boston News-Letter, November 28th, 1728. It is worth noting that the law against dueling cited in the piece is being revised in order to offer alternative provisions for duelists. One of the difficulties faced by anti-dueling advocates was the accepted status dueling and “points of honor” enjoyed at the time.

As the World Turns—Part II

Paris, Jan. 12, N.S. The Earl Stanhope arrived here the 9th Instant from Great Britain, and waited on the Regent, who received him in such a manner as evidently shewed his great Regard for His Britannick Majesty, and that his Lordships Person and Negotiation in which he is employed, are very acceptable to him. His Lordship has had several Conferences with his Royal Highness, and the Abbot Dubois, Secretary of State, and intends to return in 3 or 4 Days. An Express from America brings Advice that the Spaniards in August last, having retaken Penzacola on the Coast of Florida, which had been taken from them by the French, the latter possessed it again in October last, taking Five Spanish Merchant Ships in that Port.

Hague, Jan. 12, N.S. The States of Holland and West Friesland, have resolved that the States General should be moved to come to a determination, that unless the Grievances of the Protestants in the Palatinate and other places, under the Dominion of Roman Catholick Princes, are redressed within a time to be prefixt, all the Jesuits and others of the Regular Romish Clergy, shall be banish’d out of the Territories of this Republick, and that if within a further Term to be agreed upon, no Redress is obtained for the Protestants, all the Secular Polish Clergy shall be likewise banished, and their Churches shall be shut up, and this Proposal was accordingly made this Day to the States General who have taken it into Consideration.

Whitehall, Jan. 15. The Earl of Stanhope left Paris the 9th Instant I the Evening & Embarked at Calis the 13th at Night; and having Landed the next Morning at Deal, returned hither this Day.

Berne, Jan. 17. The State for preventing private Quarrels, have made a severe Law, against Dueling, and whoever shall deliver a Challenge to another, or give a blow, though in his own Defence, shall for the first fault be imprisoned a Year, the second be for ever banished the Canton. The Party aggrieved by a blow or any Injurious terms, to make his Complaint to the Council, who will order Satisfaction for the Affront. The Canton of Schaffhausen has received a favourable resolution from the Court of Vienna, as to the Differences between that Canton and the Regency of Nellenbourg, which they gratefully acknowledge the good Offices of His Britannick Majesty therein at the Court of Vienna.

ADVERTISEMENTS

A Certain Person has lost in Boston a Silver Picktooth Case, with a Cypher Engraved on one End, whoever will bring it to John Campbell in Corn-hill, Boston, so as the true owner may have it again, shall be well rewarded.

—from The Boston News-Letter, May 18th 1720. It is worth noting that a regional ban on dueling is reported alongside major world news, in a sense, demonstrating the proliferation of the act itself. The personal ad concerning the lost cypher inscribed picktooth (synonym for toothpick) case is included merely for entertainment. It has no bearing on the history of dueling.

The Anti-Duel Lobby

And do, by our signatures hereunto annexed, solemnly pledge ourselves to each other, not to vote at any Election for any man, who, from current fame, or our own private conviction, we shall believe to have sent, accepted, or carried a Challenge to fight a Duel; or to have been in any wise concerned in promoting a Duel, or acting as Second or Surgeon therein, after the date hereof.

“For the better attaining the object of this Association, the affairs thereof shall be conducted by a Committee of—; with a President, Vice-President, Treasurer and Secretary, chosen by themselves out of their own number.—members shall form a quorum.

—from the 1809 announcement of the formation of The Anti-Duelling Association of New York, which was issued in a collection of anti-dueling sermons and tracts by Lyman Beecher (1775–1863). Beecher was a politically progressive Presbyterian minister and father of thirteen children, most notably the writer, Harriet Beecher Stowe. The blank dashes above served as placeholders. This was a form for branches of the Association to use when starting their groups.


Reading II
The Charge of Sir Francis Bacon, Knight, The King’s Attorney-General, Touching Duels

MY LORDS,

I thought it fit for my place, and for these times, to bring to hearing before your lordships some cause touching private duels, to see if this court can do any good to tame and reclaim that evil, which seems unbridled. And I could have wished that I had met with some greater persons, as a subject for your censure; both because it had been more worthy of this presence, and also the better to have shown the resolution I myself have to proceed without respect of persons in this business. But finding this cause on foot in my predecessor’s time, I thought to lose no time in a mischief that groweth every day; and besides, it passes not amiss sometimes in government, that the greater sort be admonished by an example made in the meaner, and the dog to be eaten before the lion. Nay, I should think, my lords, that men of birth and quality will leave the practice, when it begins to be vilified, and come so low as to barber-surgeons and butchers, and such base mechanical persons. And for the greatness of this presence, in which I take much comfort, both as I consider it in itself, and much more in respect it is by his Majesty’s direction, I will supply the meanness of the particular cause, by handling of the general point: to the end that by the occasion of this present cause, both my purpose of prosecution against duels and the opinion of the court, without which I am nothing, for the censure of them may appear, and thereby offenders in that kind may read their own case, and know what they are to expect; which may serve for a warning until example may be made in some greater person, which I doubt the times will but too soon afford.

Therefore, before I come to the particular, whereof your lordships are now to judge, I think the time best spent to speak somewhat (1) of the nature and greatness of this mischief; (2) Of the causes and remedies; (3) of the justice of the law of Eng. land, which some stick not to think defective in this matter; (4) Of the capacity of this court, where certainly the remedy of this mischief is best to be found; (5) touching my own purpose and resolution, wherein I shall humbly crave your lordships’ and assistance.

For the mischief itself, it may please your lordships to take into your consideration that, when revenge is once extorted out of the magistrate’s hands, contrary to God’s ordinance, mihi vindicta, ego retribuam3, and every man shall bear the sword, not to defend, but to assail, and private men begin once to presume to give law to themselves and to right their own wrongs, no man can foresee the danger and inconveniences that may arise and multiply thereupon. It may cause sudden storms in court, to the disturbance of his Majesty and unsafety of his person. It may grow from quarrels to bandying, and from bandying to trooping, and so to tumult and commotion; from particular persons to dissension of families and alliances; yea, to national quarrel: accruing to the not under foresight. So that the State by this means shall be like to a distempered and imperfect body, continually subject to inflammations and convulsions. Besides, certainly both in divinity and in policy, offenses of presumption are the greatest. Other offenses yield and consent to the law that it is good, not daring to make defense, or to justify themselves; But this offense expressly gives the law an affront, as if there were two laws, one a kind of gown law and the other a law of reputation, as they term it. So that Paul’s and Westminster, the pulpit and the courts of justice, must give place to the law, as the King speaketh in his proclamation, of ordinary tables, and such reverend assemblies; the Yearbooks, and statute books must give place to some French and Italian pamphlets, which handle the doctrines of duels, which, if they be in the right, transeamus ad illa, let us receive them, and not keep the people in conflict and distraction between two laws. Again, my lords, it is a miserable effect, when young men full of towardness and hope, such as the poets call “Aurora, filii,” sons of the morning, in whom the expectation and comfort of their friends consisteth, shall be cast away and destroyed in such a vain manner. But much more it is to be deplored when so much noble and genteel blood should be spilt upon such follies, as, if it were adventured in the field in service of t1ae King and realm, were able to make the fortune of a day and change the future of a kingdom. So your lordships see what a desperate evil this is; it troubleth peace; it disfurnisheth war; it bringeth calamity upon private men, peril upon the State, and contempt upon the law.

Touching the causes of it: the first motive, no doubt, is a false and erroneous imagination of honor and credit; and therefore the King, in his last proclamation, doth most aptly and excellently call them bewitching duels. For, if one judge of it truly, it is no better than a sorcery that enchanteth the spirits of young men, that bear great minds with a false show, species falsa; and a kind of satanical illusion and apparition of honor against religion, against law, against moral virtue, and against the precedents and examples of the best times and valiantest nations; as I shall tell you by and by, when I shall show you that the law of England is not alone in this point. But then the seed of this mischief being such, it is nourished by vain discourses and green and unripe conceits, which, nevertheless, have so prevailed as though a man were staid and sober-minded and a right believer touching the vanity and unlawfulness of these duels; yet the stream of vulgar opinion is such, as it imposeth a necessity upon men of value to conform themselves, or else there is no living or looking upon men’s faces; so that we have not to do, in this case, so much with particular persons as with unsound and depraved opinions, like the dominations and spirits of the air which the Scripture speaketh of. Hereunto may be added that men have almost lost the true notion and understanding of fortitude and valor. For fortitude distinguisheth of the grounds of quarrels whether they be just, and not only so, but whether they be worthy; and setteth a better price upon men’s lives than to bestow them idly. Nay, it is weakness and disesteem of a man’s self, to put a man’s life upon such ledger performances. A man’s life is not to be trifled away; it is to be offered up and sacrificed to honorable services, public merits, good causes, and noble adventures. It is in expense of blood as it is in expense of money. It is no liberality to make a profusion of money upon every vain occasion; nor no more is it fortitude to make effusion of blood, except the cause be of worth. And thus much for the cause of this evil.

For the remedies. I hope some great and noble person will put his hand to this plough, and I wish that my labors of this day may be but forerunners to the work of a higher and better hand. But yet to deliver my opinion as may be proper for this time and place, there be four things that I have thought on, as the most effectual for the repressing of this depraved custom of particular combats.

The first is, that there do appear and be declared a constant and settled resolution in the State to abolish it. For this is a thing, my lords, must go down at once or not at all; for then every particular man will think himself acquitted in his reputation, when he sees that the State takes it to heart, as an insult against the King’s power and authority, and thereupon hath absolutely resolved to master it; like unto that which we set down in express words in the edict of Charles IX of France, touching duels, that the King himself took upon him the honor of all that took themselves grieved or interested for not having performed the combat. So must the State do in this business; and in my conscience there is none that is but of a reasonable sober disposition, be he never so valiant, except it be some furious person that is like a firework, but will be glad of it, when he shall see the law and rule of State disinterest him of a vain and unnecessary hazard.

Secondly, care must be taken that this evil be no more cockered, nor the humor of it fed; wherein I humbly pray your lordships, that I may speak my mind freely, and yet be understood aright. The proceedings of the great and noble commissioners martial I honor and reverence much, and of them I speak not in any sort. But I say the compounding of quarrels, which is otherwise in use by private noblemen and gentlemen, is so punctual, and hath such reference and respect unto the received conceits, what is beforehand, and what is behindhand, and I cannot tell what, as without all question it doth, in a fashion, countenance and authorize this practice of duels, as if it had in it somewhat of right.

Thirdly, I must acknowledge that I learned out of the King’s last proclamation, the most prudent and best applied remedy for this offense, if it shall please his Majesty to use it, that the wit of man can devise. This offense, my lords, is grounded upon a false conceit of honor; and therefore it would be punished in the same kind, in eo quis rectissime plectifur, in quo peccat. The fountain of honor is the King and his aspect, and the access to his person continueth honor in life, and to be banished from his presence is one of the greatest eclipses of honor that can be. If his Majesty shall be pleased that when this court shall censure any of these offenses in persons of eminent quality, to add this out of his own power and discipline, that these persons shall be banished and excluded from his court for certain years, and the courts of his queen and prince, I think there is no man that hath any good blood in him will commit an act that shall cast him into that darkness that he may not behold his sovereign’s face.

Lastly, and that which more properly concerneth this court. We see, my lords, the root of this offense is stubborn; for it despiseth death, which is the utmost of punishments; and it were a just but a miserable severity to execute the law without all remission or mercy, where the case proveth capital. And yet the late severity in France was more, where by a kind of martial law, established by ordinance of the King and Parliament, the party that had slain another was presently had to the gibbet, insomuch as gentlemen of great quality were hanged, their wounds bleeding, lest a natural death should prevent the example of justice. But, my lords, the course which we shall take is of far greater lenity, and yet of no less efficacy; which is to punish, in this court, all the middle acts and proceedings which tend to the duel, which I will enumerate to you anon, and so to hew and vex the root in the branches, which, no doubt, in the end will kill the root, and yet prevent the extremity of law.

Now for the law of England, I see it excepted to, though ignorantly, in two points. The one, that it should make no difference between an insidious and foul murder, and the killing of a man upon fair terms, as they now call it. The other, that the law hath not provided sufficient punishment and reparations for contumely of words, as the lie, and the like. But these are no better than childish novelties against the divine law, and against all laws in effect, and against the examples of all the bravest and most virtuous nations of the world.

For first, for the law of God, there is never to be found any difference made in homicide, but between homicide voluntary and involuntary, which we term misadventure. And for the case of misadventure itself, there were cities of refuge; so that the offender was put to his flight, and that flight was subject to accident, whether the revenger of blood should overtake him before he had gotten sanctuary or no. It is true that our law hath made a more subtle distinction between the will inflamed and the will advised, between manslaughter in heat and murder upon prepensed malice or cold blood, as the soldiers call it; an indulgence not unfit for a choleric and warlike nation; for it is true, ira furor brevis, a man in fury is not himself. This privilege of passion the ancient Roman law restrained, but to a case; that was, if the husband took the adulterer in the manner. To that rage and provocation only it gave way, that a homicide was justifiable. But for a difference to be made in killing and destroying man, upon a forethought purpose, between foul and fair, and, as it were, between single murder and vied murder, it is but a monstrous child of this latter age, and there is no shadow of it in any law, divine or human. Only it is true, I find in the Scripture that Cain enticed his brother into the field and slew him treacherously; but Lamech vaunted of his manhood, that he would kill a young man, and if it were to his hurt; so as I see no difference between an insidious murder and a braving or presumptuous murder, but the difference between Cain and Lamech.

As for examples in civil states, all memory doth consent, that Græcia and Rome were the most valiant and generous nations of the world; and that, which is more to be noted, they were free estates, and not under a monarchy; whereby a man would think it a great deal the more reason that particular persons should have righted themselves. And yet they had not this practice of duels, nor anything that bare show thereof; and sure they would have had it, if there had been any virtue in it. Nay, as he saith, “Fas est et ab hoste doceri.”4 It is memorable, that which is reported by a counselor ambassador of the emperor, touching the censure of the Turks of these duels. There was a combat of this Kind performed by two persons of quality of the Turks, wherein one of them was slain, and the other party was converted before the council of bashaws. The manner of the reprehension was in these words: “How durst you undertake to fight one with the other? Are there not Christians enough to kill? Did you not know that whether of you shall be slain, the loss would be the great seignor’s?” So, as we may see, the most warlike nations, whether generous or barbarous, have ever despised this wherein now men glory.

It is true, my lords, that I find combats of two natures authorized, how justly I will not dispute as to the latter of them. The one, when upon the approaches of armies in the face one of the other, particular persons have made challenges for trial of valors in the field upon the public quarrel. This the Romans called “pugna per provocationem.”5 And this was never, but either between the generals themselves, who were absolute, or between particulars by license of the generals; never upon private authority. So you see David asked leave when he fought with Goliath; and Joab, when the armies were met, gave leave, and said “Let the young man play before us.” And of this kind was that famous example in the wars of Naples, between twelve Spaniards and twelve Italians, where the Italians bore away the victory; besides other infinite like examples worthy and laudable, sometimes by singles, sometimes by numbers.

The second combat is a judicial trial of right, where the right is obscure, introduced by the Goths and the northern nations, but more anciently entertained in Spain. And this yet remains in some cases as a divine lot of battle, though controverted by divines, touching the lawfulness of it; so that a wise writer saith: “Taliter pugnantes videntur tentare Deum, quia hoc volunt ut Deus ostendat et Jaciat miraculum, ut justam causam habens victore efficiatur, quod sœpe contra accidit.6” But whosoever it be, this kind of fight taketh its warrant from law. Nay, the French themselves, whence this folly seemeth chiefly to have flown, never had it but only in practice and toleration, and never as authorized by law; and yet now of late they have been fain to purge their folly with extreme rigor, in so much as many gentlemen left between death and life in the duels, as I spake before, were hastened to hanging with their wounds bleeding. For the State found it had been neglected so long, as nothing could be thought cruelty which tended to the putting of it down. As for the second defect, pretended in our law, that it hath provided no remedy for lies and fillips, it may receive like answer. It would have been thought a madness amongst the ancient lawgivers to have set a punishment upon the lie given, which in effect is but a word of denial, a negative of another’s saying. Any lawgiver, if he had been asked the question, would have made Solon’s answer: That he had not ordained any punishment for it, because he never imagined the world would have been so fantastical as to take it so highly. The civilians dispute whether an action of injury lie for it, and rather resolve the contrary. And Francis L of France, who first set on and stamped this disgrace so deep, is taxed by the judgment of all wise writers for beginning the vanity of it; for it was he, that when he had himself given the lie and defy to the Emperor, to make it current in the world, said in a solemn assembly, “that he was no honest man that would bear the lie,” which was the fountain of this new learning.

As for the words of approach and contumely, whereof the lie was esteemed none, it is not credible, but that the orations themselves are extant, what extreme and exquisite reproaches were tossed up and down in the Senate of Rome and the placer, of assembly, and the like in Græcia, and yet no man took himself fouled by them, but took them but for breath, and the style of an enemy, and either despised them or returned them, but no blood was spilt about them.

So of every touch or light blow of the person, they are not in themselves considerable, save that they have got them upon the stamp of a disgrace, which maketh these light things pass for great matters. The law of England and all laws hold these degrees of injury to tile person, slander, battery, mayhem, death; and if there be extraordinary circumstances of despite and contumely, as in case of infidels and bastinadoes and the like, this court taketh them in hand and punisheth them exemplarily. But for this apprehension of a disgrace that a fillip to the person should be a mortal wound to the reputation, it were good that men did hearken unto the saying of Gonsalvo, the great and famous commander, that was wont to say a gentleman’s honor should be de tela crassiore, of a good strong wrap or web, that every little thing should not catch in it; when as now it seems they are but of cobweb-lawn or such light stuff, which certainly is weakness, and not true greatness of mind, but like a sick man’s body, that is so tender that it feels everything. And so much in maintenance and demonstration of the wisdom and justice of the law of the! and.

For the capacity of this court, I take this to be a ground infallible, that wheresoever an offense is capital, or matter of felony, though it be not acted, there the combination or practice tending to the offense is punishable in this court as high misdemeanor. So practice to imprison, though it took no effect; waylaying to murder, though it took no effect; and the like; have been adjudged heinous misdemeanors punishable in this court. Nay, inceptions and preparations in inferior crimes, that are not capital, as suborning and preparing of witnesses that were never deposed, or deposed nothing material, have likewise been censured in this court, as appeareth by the decree in Garnon’s case.

Why, then, the major proposition being such, the minor cannot be denied, for every appointment of the field is but combination and plotting of murder. Let them gild it how they list, they shall never have fairer terms of me in a place of justice. Then the conclusion followeth, that it is a case fit for the censure of the court. And of this there be precedents in the very point of challenge. It was the case of Wharton, plaintiff, against Ellekar and Acklam, defendants, where Acklam, being a follower of Ellekar’s, was censured for carrying a challenge from Ellekar to Wharton, though the challenge was not put in writing, but delivered only by word of message; and there are words in the decree, that such challenges are to the subversion of government. These things are well known, and therefore I needed not so much to have insisted upon them, but that in this case I would be thought not to innovate anything of my own head, but to follow the former precedents of the court, though I mean to do it more thoroughly, because the time requires it more.

Therefore now to come to that which concerneth my part, I say that by the favor of the king and the court, I will prosecute in this court in the cases following: If any man shall appoint the field, though the fight be not acted or performed. If any man shall send any challenge in writing, or any message of challenge. If any man carry or deliver any writing or message of challenge. If any man shall accept to be second in a challenge of either side. If any man shall depart the realm, with intention and agreement to perform the fight beyond the seas. If any man shall revive a quarrel by any scandalous bruits or writings, contrary to former proclamation published by his Majesty in that behalf.

Nay, I hear there be some counsel learned of duels, that tell young men when they are beforehand, and when they are otherwise, and thereby incense and incite them to the duel, and make an art of it. I hope I shall meet with some of them too; and I am sure, my lords, this course of preventing duels, in nipping them in the bud, is fuller of clemency and providence than the suffering them to go on, and hanging men with their wounds bleeding, as they did in France.

To conclude, 1 have some petitions to make first to your lordship, my lord chancellor, that in case I be advertised of a purpose in any to go beyond the sea to fight, I may have granted his Majesty’s writ of ne exeat regnum to stop him, for this giant bestrideth the sea, and I would take and snare him by the foot on this side; for the combination and plotting is on this side, though it should be acted beyond the sea. And your lordship said notably the last time I made a motion in this business, that a man may be as well fur de se as felo de se, if he steal out of the realm for a bad purpose. As for the satisfying of the words of the writ, no man will doubt but he does machinari contra coronam, as the words of the writ be, seeking to murder a subject; for that is ever contra coronam et dignitatem. I have also a suit to your lordships all in general, that for justice’s sake, and for true honor’s sake, honor of religion, law, and the King our master, against this fond and false disguise or puppetry of honor. I may, in my prosecution, which, it is like enough, may sometimes stir coals, which I esteem not for my particular, but as it may hinder the good service, I may, I say, be countenanced and assisted from your lordships. Lastly, I have a petition to the nobles and gentlemen of England, that they would learn to esteem themselves at a just price. Nos hos qu–asitum munus in usus—their blood is not to be spilt like water or a vile thing; therefore, that they would rest persuaded there cannot be a form of honor, except it be upon a worthy matter. But this, ipsi viderunt, I am resolved.

—This speech was given by Francis Bacon (1561–1626) in his official capacity as the King’s Attorney-General, during a suit brought against two nobles who had fought a duel. Bacon was the Attorney-Genral of King James I and held that position from 1613 to 1617, when he became the Lord Chancellor.


3 “Vengeance is mine, I will repay.”

4 “It is right to be taught even by an enemy.”

5 “To fight by proxy.”

6 “And so it seemed that they were fighting their temptations, so that God would have just cause to cast down a wonderful miracle upon those who emerged victorious from that fight.”
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Cover of an anti-dueling pamphlet containing: “The Remedy for Dueling” by Lyman Beecher (1775–1863) alongside the Anti-Dueling Society of New York and an address to the electorate of New York state.




Whose Feet Have Slipped in Gore:
On the Remorse of Duelists

Remorse of Duellists

This is a painful theme. In the notices entitled Camelford, William Barrington, O’Connell, and Colclough, the reader will find details to move his feelings. But these are only examples. A gentleman of wide observation, who has always lived in a duelling section of the United States, and who has taken much pains to inquire into the mental condition of every person who had slain an adversary, remarked, that not a single instance had come to his knowledge which did not afford him proof, that peace of mind was forever destroyed. The same sad intelligence has been derived from others; and as the result of my inquiries, I can truly say, that the narratives which I have read and to which I have listened have uniformly reminded me of the words of Psalmist: “Turn thee unto me, and have mercy upon me: for I am desolate and in misery.”

Addison, in the Spectator, refers to Thornhill (who slew Sir Cholmy Dering) under the translated name of Spinamont, and possibly gives us the substance of what fell from the lips of the unhappy survivor in an address to the imaginary King Pharamond: “I come not,” he says, “O excellent prince, to implore your pardon; I come not to relate my sorrow, a sorrow too great for human life to support”; and again, “Know, then, that I have this morning killed in a duel the man whom of all men living I most loved.” Dante, in his Hell, describes the sufferings of the damned in words that cause us to shudder; but unless we doubt the veracity of some of the first characters in the country, the poet’s inexhaustible imagination fails to express the wretchedness of most of the living men whose “feet have slipped in gore.” Some utter unceasingly,


“My own life wearied me!

And but for the imperative voice within,

With mine own hand I had thrown off the burden.”



Others, men of gentle and affectionate nature, who had often grieved at the wanton killing of a bird, and on whose bosom wife and children nestled, —with the blood of a husband and a father upon their hands,—dwell, in their woe, upon the thought that


“Not all the blessings of a host of angels

Can blow away a desolate widow’s curse!—

And though thou spill thy heart’s blood for atonement,

It will not weigh against an orphan’s tear!”



Still others, the nervous system shattered, the whole of the physical or intellectual powers weakened or destroyed, see and hear their victim in every passing object, or whisper of the wind; and, as time wears on, sink into hopeless imbecility or raving madness.

I forbear the mention of particular names and instances of either class, for obvious reasons; but such has been the fate of many pure and highly gifted men who have passed away, of many who yet survive. For, say what we will, facts show that persons of the most eminent worth, and most hopeful talents, are oftenest involved in duels. There are, indeed, fiends who howl for blood like ravening wolves, who, because national peace prevents its flow in streams, seek their life long to lap it in drops from the breast of individuals. But let no one believe that even such men are strangers to remorse. The fire is lighted, and slowly consuming them; nor can the shout which these men send up at the midnight carouse, from brothels and drinking and gambling hells, conceal its progress from keen and searching eyes.


“Remorse is as the heart in which it grows;

If that be gentle, it drops balmy dews

Of true repentance; but if proud and gloomy,

It is a poison tree, that, pierced to the inmost,

Weeps on tears of poison.”



—from Notes On Duels and Duelling by Lorenzo Sabine (1803–1877). Sabine was a U.S. Representative from Massachusetts, as well as a historian noted for writing on the subject of loyalists during the American Revolution. Anti-dueling books and treatises increased in the decades following the death of Alexander Hamilton at the hands of Aaron Burr in 1804.

Thomas Fuller’s Bird

Fabulous Bird—Among the many quaint and beautiful conceits in Fuller, there is one preeminently fine: in which he likens the life-long remorse of a man who has slain another in a duel to the condition of “a bird I have read of, which hath a face like, and yet will prey upon, a man; who, coming to the water to drink, and finding there, by reflection, that he had killed one like himself, pineth away by degrees, and never afterwards enjoyeth itself.”

—from the Feb 19th, 1853 edition of Notes and Queries. The Fuller quoted above is Thomas Fuller, the celebrated 17th century English churchman and historian. This selection is followed by a query from a reader, asking where Fuller might have read such a grim fable. Notes and Queries had no response. Neither did Charles Lamb or Charles Dickens, both of whom cited Fuller’s description of the raptor.

Unhappily Ever After

Captain Gillespie, who, as second of Lieutenant McKenzie in the duel of the latter with William Barrington, In Ireland in 1777, assassinated Barrington during an altercation, and who became afterward an eminent general officer in the British army, suffered a good deal from what the jury seemed to think was “justifiable homicide.” It has been said of Gillespie that he always seemed to court death during his many engagements with England’s enemies, and that he at last received a fatal bullet while leading his command into the thickest of the fight. Theodore Neuhoff, of Wesphalia, the remarkable young Jesuit who, in 1736, gained the throne of Corsica, never overcame the grief he experienced after killing a fellow-student in a duel in 1729, and died in England, in 1756, or remorse and disappointment.

James Paull, who killed Sir Francis Burdette in 1807, became frantic with insomnia afterward, and committed suicide in 1808. Captain Best, who killed Lord Camelford in 1804, although he did everything in his power, almost, to effect a reconciliation, never recovered from the shock he felt as seeing his antagonist fall mortally wounded and left for dead on the field. “No moment of my life has been an entirely happy one,” he once said, “since I killed that man. I often see poor Camelford standing up before me.” Best died from delirium tremens at the age of forty-eight. Mr. Thronhill, who killed Sir Cholmeley Dering in 1711, suffered great distress of mind in consequence. One of the most painful events in the annals of duelling was the meeting (in Ireland in 1808) of Messrs. Alcock and Colclough. They had been the warmest of friends; and soon after Aclock’s trial for murder, and his acquittal, he became demented and died in an asylum for the insane. His sister, who was engaged to be married to Colclough, also became hopelessly insane.

—from The Field Of Honor: Being A Complete and Comprehensive History of Duelling In All Countries by Major Ben C. Truman (1835–1916). Born in Providence, Rhode Island, Truman was a Civil War correspondent and respected authority on duels.


Reading III
Pharamond and Spinamont
by Richard Steele

 … Quis talia fando

Myrmidonum Dolopumve aut duri miles Ulyssei

Temperet a Lachrymis?

(Who can such woes relate without a tear,

As stern Ulysses must have wept to hear?)

—Virgil

Looking over the old Manuscript wherein the private Actions of Pharamond7 are set down by way of Table-Book. I found many things which gave me great Delight; and as human Life turns upon the same Principles and Passions in all Ages, I thought it very proper to take Minutes of what passed in that Age, for the Instruction of this. The Antiquary, who lent me these Papers, gave me a Character of Eucrate8, the Favourite of Pharamond, extracted from an Author who lived in that Court. The Account he gives both of the Prince and this his faithful Friend, will not be improper to insert here, because I may have Occasion to mention many of their Conversations, into which these Memorials of them may give Light.

‘Pharamond, when he had a Mind to retire for an Hour or two from the Hurry of Business and Fatigue of Ceremony, made a Signal to Eucrate, by putting his Hand to his Face, placing his Arm negligently on a Window, or some such Action as appeared indifferent to all the rest of the Company. Upon such Notice, unobserved by others, (for their entire Intimacy was always a Secret) Eucrate repaired to his own Apartment to receive the King. There was a secret Access to this Part of the Court, at which Eucrate used to admit many whose mean Appearance in the Eyes of the ordinary Waiters and Door-keepers made them be repulsed from other Parts of the Palace. Such as these were let in here by Order of Eucrate, and had Audiences of Pharamond. This Entrance Pharamond called The Gate of the Unhappy, and the Tears of the Afflicted who came before him, he would say were Bribes received by Eucrate; for Eucrate had the most compassionate Spirit of all Men living, except his generous Master, who was always kindled at the least Affliction which was communicated to him. In the Regard for the Miserable, Eucrate took particular Care, that the common Forms of Distress, and the idle Pretenders to Sorrow, about Courts, who wanted only Supplies to Luxury, should never obtain Favour by his Means: But the Distresses which arise from the many inexplicable Occurrences that happen among Men, the unaccountable Alienation of Parents from their Children, Cruelty of Husbands to Wives, Poverty occasioned from Shipwreck or Fire, the falling out of Friends, or such other terrible Disasters, to which the Life of Man is exposed; In Cases of this Nature, Eucrate was the Patron; and enjoyed this Part of the Royal Favour so much without being envied, that it was never inquired into by whose Means, what no one else cared for doing, was brought about.

‘One Evening when Pharamond came into the Apartment of Eucrate, he found him extremely dejected; upon which he asked (with a Smile which was natural to him) “What, is there any one too miserable to be relieved by Pharamond, that Eucrate is melancholy? I fear there is, answered the Favourite; a Person without, of a good Air, well Dressed, and tho’ a Man in the Strength of his Life, seems to faint under some inconsolable Calamity: All his Features seem suffused with Agony of Mind; but I can observe in him, that it is more inclined to break away in Tears than Rage. I asked him what he would have; he said he would speak to Pharamond. I desired his Business; he could hardly say to me, Eucrate, carry me to the King, my Story is not to be told twice, I fear I shall not be able to speak it at all.” Pharamond commanded Eucrate to let him enter; he did so, and the Gentleman approached the King with an Air which spoke him under the greatest Concern in what Manner to demean himself. The King, who had a quick Discerning, relieved him from the Oppression he was under; and with the most beautiful Complacency said to him, “Sir, do not add to that Load of Sorrow I see in your Countenance, the Awe of my Presence: Think you are speaking to your Friend; if the Circumstances of your Distress will admit of it, you shall find me so.” To whom the Stranger: “Oh excellent Pharamond, name not a Friend to the unfortunate Spinamont. I had one, but he is dead by my own Hand9; but, oh Pharamond, tho’ it was by the Hand of Spinamont, it was by the Guilt of Pharamond. I come not, oh excellent Prince, to implore your Pardon; I come to relate my Sorrow, a Sorrow too great for human Life to support: From henceforth shall all Occurrences appear Dreams or short Intervals of Amusement, from this one Affliction which has seiz’d my very Being: Pardon me, oh Pharamond, if my Griefs give me Leave, that I lay before you, in the Anguish of a wounded Mind, that you, good as you are, are guilty of the generous Blood spilt this Day by this unhappy Hand: Oh that it had perished before that Instant!” Here the Stranger paused, and recollecting his Mind, after some little Meditation, he went on in a calmer Tone and Gesture as follows.

“There is an Authority due to Distress; and as none of human Race is above the Reach of Sorrow, none should be above the Hearing the Voice of it: I am sure Pharamond is not. Know then, that I have this Morning unfortunately killed in a Duel, the Man whom of all Men living I most loved. I command my self too much in your royal Presence, to say, Pharamond, give me my Friend! Pharamond has taken him from me! I will not say, shall the merciful Pharamond destroy his own Subjects? Will the Father of his Country murder his People? But, the merciful Pharamond does destroy his Subjects, the Father of his Country does murder his People. Fortune is so much the Pursuit of Mankind, that all Glory and Honour is in the Power of a Prince, because he has the Distribution of their Fortunes. It is therefore the Inadvertency, Negligence, or Guilt of Princes, to let anything grow into Custom which is against their Laws. A Court can make Fashion and Duty walk together; it can never, without the Guilt of a Court, happen, that it shall not be unfashionable to do what is unlawful. But alas! in the Dominions of Pharamond, by the Force of a Tyrant Custom, which is mis-named a Point of Honour, the Duellist kills his Friend whom he loves; and the Judge condemns the Duellist, while he approves his Behaviour. Shame is the greatest of all Evils; what avail Laws, when Death only attends the Breach of them, and Shame Obedience to them? As for me, oh Pharamond, were it possible to describe the nameless Kinds of Compunctions and Tendernesses I feel, when I reflect upon the little Accidents in our former Familiarity, my Mind swells into Sorrow which cannot be resisted enough to be silent in the Presence of Pharamond.” With that he fell into a Flood of Tears, and wept aloud. “Why should not Pharamond hear the Anguish he only can relieve others from in Time to come? Let him hear from me, what they feel who have given Death by the false Mercy of his Administration, and form to himself the Vengeance call’d for by those who have perished by his Negligence.’

—Issue No. 84, which constituted the Wednesday, June 11th of 1711 issue of The Spectator by Richard Steele (1672–1729). Founded by Steele and Joseph Addison, The Spectator was formed under the ideal “to enliven morality with wit, and to temper wit with morality … to bring philosophy out of the closets and libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea-tables and coffeehouses.” Each issue contained a single essay and ran around 550 copies, which were then collected in seven-volumes.

The selection above came from Gregory A. Smith’s late 19th century edition. As mentioned in the above footnote, Richard Steele was a staunch critic of dueling and dueling culture. Both he and Addison set about satirizing and disparaging the free lifestyle of well-to-do young men of their day. Ironically, Steele himself was known to have enjoyed carousing, womanizing and even dueling during his youth.

The character named Pharamond is synonymous with the Faramond of early Frankish legend. According to these legends, Pharamond was of Trojan decent, thus tying France to the Homeric legends and the peerage of Hector, who was an important figure for chivalric codes.


7 See No. 76. Steele uses the suggestion of the Romance of Pharamond whose ‘whole Person,’ says the romancer, ‘was of so excellent a composition, and his words so Great and so Noble that it was very difficult to deny him reverence,’ to connect with a remote king his ideas of the duty of a Court. Pharamond’s friend Eucrate, whose name means Power well used, is an invention of the Essayist, as well as the incident and dialogue here given, for an immediate good purpose of his own, which he pleasantly contrives in imitation of the style of the romance. In the original, Pharamond is said to be ‘truly and wholly charming, as well for the vivacity and delicateness of his spirit, accompanied with a perfect knowledge of all Sciences, as for a sweetness which is wholly particular to him, and a complacence which &c.… All his inclinations are in such manner fixed upon virtue, that no consideration nor passion can disturb him; and in those extremities into which his ill fortune hath cast him, he hath never let pass any occasion to do good.’

That is why Steele chose Pharamond for his king in this and a preceding paper.

8 Translates roughly as “Power.”

9 Spinamont is Mr. Thornhill, who, on the 9th of May, 1711, killed in a duel Sir Cholmomleley Dering, Baronet, of Kent. Mr. Thornhill was tried and acquitted; but two months afterwards, assassinated by two men, who, as they stabbed him, bade him remember Sir Cholmondeley Dering. Steele wrote often and well against duelling, condemning it in the Tatler several times, in the Spectator several times, in the Guardian several times, and even in one of his plays, The Conscious Lovers (1723).
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Illustration: Sohrab mourns Rustum. Illustration taken from an ancient Persian manuscript of the Shahnameh, or “Book of Kings.” The tale of Sohrab and Rustum has been celebrated for centuries in the Middle East and is considered a prototype of many western tales concerning knight-errantry. Most famously rendered into English by the poet Matthew Arnold, Sohrab and Rustum tells the tale of a king who slays his estranged son and only heir, in a duel fought to determine a battle’s outcome. The notions of honor (both men are fighting so that their respective armies will not have to) and vainglorious folly, echo throughout the history of the duel. From Alexander Hamilton to Alexander Pushkin, cultures around the world have romanticized and mourned the loss of cultural icons in duels, often expressed in the remorse felt by the victor.




Honor, Vengeance and Murder: History Defines the Act

The Headman’s Axe!

While calmly perusing the annals of duelling, we cannot but be amazed when we behold, in the present day of pretended intellectual perfection, this practice adopted in a society which prides itself upon its boasted high state of civilization.

The details of ancient duels and single combats, which in fact were little better than qualified murders, may be revolting from their barbarous excesses; yet no study will tend more effectually to rub off from the pictorial romance of history its deceptive varnish, than that of duelling, its progress and its occasional comparative disappearance when it ceased to be fashionable, or resorted to by the upper classes of society.

The very origin of duelling should make us blush at its permanency,—springing from the darkest eras of barbarism, when scarcely a vestige was left, in the wreck of empires, of ancient glory, and of those arts, sciences, and polite accomplishments that had distinguished preceding ages, and of which the scattered ruins and tradition alone remained, fearful records of the vanity of earthly grandeur and mortal fame.

The martial and independent spirit of Rome was extinct. Sybarite luxury had succeeded its days of iron; and civilization, degraded by over refinement into effeminacy, had built palaces, but overthrown the barriers against invasion. This weakness was felt, tried, and overwhelmed. Swarms of barbarians overran that once great dominion,—the torrent swept all before it, and famine and pestilence marched in the train of the savage invaders; every institution that policy had laboured to establish was overthrown; and, for centuries, scarcely a vestige was to be traced of law, justice, or reason. The right of the sword was the only authority recognized; and a feudal system divided mankind into lords and slaves. Turbulence, oppression, and rapine were called government. The Deity was supposed to be propitiated by deeds of blood; while religion became a useful mask for the hypocrite, and was confined to the observance of external ceremonies.

It was during this dark period that the practice of trials by ordeal,10 duelling, and single combat reigned paramount; and, when we consider the state of society into which mankind were brutalized, we cannot wonder at this mode of deciding differences being considered the wisest and most just. This epoch cannot be better described than in the fitting passage of Robertson:

“To repel injuries and to revenge wrongs, is no less natural to man, than to cultivate friendships; and, while society remains in its most simple state, the former is considered as a personal right no less inalienable than the latter. Nor do men in this situation deem that they have a title to redress their own wrongs alone; they are touched with the injuries done to those with whom they are connected, or in whose honour they are interested, and are no less prompt to avenge them. The savage, how imperfectly soever he may comprehend the principle of political union, feels warmly the sentiments arising from the ties of blood. On the appearance of an injury or an affront offered to his family or tribe, he kindles into rage, and pursues the author of it with the keenest resentment. He considers it with the keenest resentment. He considers it as cowardly to expect redress from any arm but his own, and as infamous to give up to another the right of determining what reparation he should accept, or with what vengeance he should be satisfied.”

Here we find the groundwork of duelling,—and it is to be lamented, that man, even in a progressive state of civilization, differs little from the savage in his thirst for gratifying the degrading indulgence of revenge.

Let us strip the romantic days of chivalry of their fantastic and glittering panoply,—the hall of wassail of its pomp and beauty,—the troubadour’s fond theme of its florid attractions,—and the feats of knighthood in the cause of the ladies loved par amours of their Quixotic devotion,—and what shall we behold? Treachery and ferocity of the blackest dye,—profligacy and debauchery of the most revolting nature,—vice clad by morbid imagination in the most fascinating garb of virtue,—and a murderer’s brow laurelled by beauty’s hand, instead of falling under the headsman’s axe!

—from The History of Duelling by J.G. Millingen. John Gideon Millingen (1782–1862) was a Paris educated surgeon in the British army, as well as a prolific writer. His two-volume history of dueling is one of the most comprehensive works on the subject.

Two More Selections from Sabine

Reflections On The Eve Of A Duel

I have somewhere read that Moreau made, and Wellington assented to, the remark, that commanders of large armies, however brave, weighed down by moral anxiety and reasonings upon the uncertainties of the result, hesitate, after all their combinations and arrangements have been completed, to make the final movement to bring on a battle. How similar the condition of statesman and military men of distinction, when on the eve of private battle,—the parting line to the unconscious wife scaled; the will executed and concealed from curious eyes; the thought of the dread event of the morrow and its issues; the resolution taken to reserve fire, or not to wound in a mortal part; and the last conversation for the night with the only friends entrusted with the momentous secret! What were the emotions of Thurlow, rapidly advancing the bar, and with the vision of the Great Seal and the Wool-sack before him! Of Canning, struggling for the premiership, but scorned by the aristocracy for the lowly position in life of his true-hearted and exemplary mother! Of Pitt, whose ambitious policy grasped at bounding and balancing the kingdoms of all Europe! Of Hamilton, the pride and hope of a hemisphere, and the “disciple on whose bosom” Washington had “leaned!” of Clay, as chivalrous as the ancient Bayard himself, and taunted to madness by the ferocity and malignity of party calumny! Of Decatur, gallant and generous to knight-errantry, yet pushed by malign influences to wrong a professional brother already crushed by an administration to conceal its own indolence and remissness!

Sin and Absurdity Of Duelling

An elaborate argument to prove the Wickedness of the custom is unnecessary, for that is admitted everywhere, and quite as often and as frankly among its unfortunate victims as among others. Nor, in omitting a discussion on the point thus generally conceded, shall I so far yield to the popular voice in some sections of the country, as to say that, as a class, “duellists are murderers”; since it were as just, in my judgment, to pronounce the sentence of self-murder against those of the other sex who, by their course of live, produce consumtion and premature desease. Both are the victims of FASHION. Society in the former case loads, presents, and fires pistols, to shoot husbands and fathers and brothers; and in the latter, by its imperative laws to regulate the form and materials of dress, the hours of visiting, the articles of food or entertainment, and the manner of employing time, commits wives and daughters and sisters to untimely graves. Is it not so?

The unconditional ABSURDITY of duelling, as a means of redress, may be shown in a passing word. If, under the commercial code, a rich but unprincipled merchant owes me a debt which he refuses to pay, and I propose to give him an acquittance on his consenting that, attended by our clerks, we meet and shoot at one another, or if, under the criminal code, I should agree not to arrest the man who had entered my dwelling, and robbed me of my family plate and pictures, on condition that he would fight me, everybody would see and exclaim against the foolishness of my conduct. Yet I should act on the precise rule of the code of honor.

Without dwelling on the minor offences, we will take for an illustration the crime of female seduction, which wounds the frinds of the victim to madness, and which is sometimes comitted under circumstances that almost justify the most summary punishment. But how is it possible to efface the family stigma, in a combat with the seducer? Could the fallen daughter or sister be resorted, or were it certain that the aggressor would be shot, then something might be gained; but as it is, and in the nature of things ever must be, a male protector, if he send a challenge which is accepted, not only places himself on an equality with a scoundrel, but may himself be slain, and thus cause fresh anguish at the fireside already polluted by lust.

Again, if the father or chief protector of a single family is bound to “demand satisfaction” of the betrayer of his hearthstone, why may not the father or chief protector of all the families of a nation be held to challenge the betrayer of his country? And why, hence, ought not Washington to have risked the most valuable life of the last century against Benedict Arnold, one of the most worthless lives of all centuries? The principle in the two cases is the same, beyond all denial; for the question is not whether the infamous betrayer of confiding woman or the infamous political traitor shall escape from the “deep damnation” of mankind, but whether, after the wrong be perpetrated, a mode of punishment shall be selected which gives no redress to the sufferers, and which puts the innocent and the guilty on an equal footing.

—from Notes On Duels and Duelling by Lorenzo Sabine (1803–1877).

Shame the Duel

It might be imagined that enactments so severe all over the civilised world would finally eradicate a custom, the prevalence of which every wise and good man must deplore. But the frowns of the law never yet have taught, and never will teach, men to desist from this practice, as long as it is felt that the lawgiver sympathises with it in his heart. The stern judge upon the bench may say to the unfortunate wight who has been called a liar by some unmannerly opponent, “If you challenge him, you meditate murder, and are guilty of murder!” but the same judge, divested of his robes of state, and mixing in the world with other men, would say, “If you do not challenge him, if you do not run the risk of making yourself a murderer, you will be looked upon as a mean-spirited wretch, unfit to associate with your fellows, and deserving nothing but their scorn and their contempt!” It is society, and not the duellist, who is to blame. Female influence too, which is so powerful in leading men either to good or to evil, takes in this case the evil part. Mere animal bravery has, unfortunately, such charms in the female eye, that a successful duellist is but too often regarded as a sort of hero; and the man who refuses to fight, though of truer courage, is thought a poltroon, who may be trampled on. Mr. Graves, a member of the American legislature, who, early in 1838, killed a Mr. Cilley in a duel, truly and eloquently said, on the floor of the House of Representatives, when lamenting the unfortunate issue of that encounter, that society was more to blame than he was. “Public opinion,” said the repentant orator, “is practically the paramount law of the land. Every other law, both human and divine, ceases to be observed; yea, withers and perishes in contact with it. It was this paramount law of this nation and of this House that forced me, under the penalty of dishonour, to subject myself to the code, which impelled me unwillingly into this tragical affair. Upon the heads of this nation, and at the doors of this House, rests the blood with which my unfortunate hands have been stained!”

As long as society is in this mood; as long as it thinks that the man who refuses to resent an insult, deserved that insult, and should be scouted accordingly; so long, it is to be feared, will duelling exist, however severe the laws may be. Men must have redress for injuries inflicted; and when those injuries are of such a nature that no tribunal will take cognisance of them, the injured will take the law into their own hands, and right themselves in the opinion of their fellows, at the hazard of their lives. Much as the sage may affect to despise the opinion of the world, there are few who would not rather expose their lives a hundred times than be condemned to live on, in society, but not of it—a by-word of reproach to all who know their history, and a mark for scorn to point his finger at.

The only practicable means for diminishing the force of a custom which is the disgrace of civilisation, seems to be the establishment of a court of honour, which should take cognisance of all those delicate and almost intangible offences which yet wound so deeply. The court established by Louis XIV. might be taken as a model. No man now fights a duel when a fit apology has been offered; and it should be the duty of this court to weigh dispassionately the complaint of every man injured in his honour, either by word or deed, and to force the offender to make a public apology. If he refused the apology, he would be the breaker of a second law; an offender against a high court, as well as against the man he had injured, and might be punished with fine and imprisonment, the latter to last until he saw the error of his conduct, and made the concession which the court demanded.

If, after the establishment of this tribunal, men should be found of a nature so bloodthirsty as not to be satisfied with its peaceful decisions, and should resort to the old and barbarous mode of an appeal to the pistol, some means might be found of dealing with them. To hang them as murderers would be of no avail; for to such men death would have few terrors. Shame alone would bring them to reason. Transportation, the tread-wheel, or a public whipping, would perhaps be sufficient.

—from Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds by Charles McKay (1814–1889). McKay was a celebrated historian, poet and scholar whose works were widely read in his time. It was this history of popular folly that would give him lasting fame. Academics, historians and above all, contrarians admire it to this day. Other than dueling, McKay trained his cutting wit on subjects like economic bubbles, witchcraft, and religious relics.


10 In the following pages I shall describe these several ordeals; for although they may not be considered as coming within the legitimate sphere of duelling, yet both practices were equally barbarous in their origin and absurd in their application. Duels actually formed part of the system of ordeals, in which the judgment of God was appealed to in behalf of the innocent.




Reading IV
Dueling
by Thomas Paine

A comment on the pamphlet: “Cursory Reflections on the Single Combat or Modern Duel. Addressed to Gentlemen in every Class of Life.”11

Gothic and absurd as the custom of duelling is generally allowed to be, there are advocates for it on principle; reasoners, who coolly argue for the necessity and even convenience, of this mode of accommodating certain kinds of personal differences, and of redressing certain species of injuries, for which the laws have not provided proper or adequate remedies: they conclude, therefore, that an appeal to the sword is a requisite supplement to the law, and that this sort of satisfaction for extra judicial offences, must take place, till some other mode shall be devised and established. The learned Dr. Robertson has observed, in favour of this practice—even while he condemns it—that its influence on modern manners, has been found, in some respects, beneficial to mankind.

“To this absurd custom,” says he, “we must ascribe, in some degree, the extraordinary gentleness and complaisance of modern manners, and that respectful attention of one man to another, which, at present, render the social intercourses of life far more agreeable and decent than amongst the most civilized nations of antiquity.”12

The author of these considerations [“Cursory Reflections”] reduces the arguments which have been offered in behalf of the private combat to these two.

I. That the duel is the only expedient to obtain satisfaction for those injuries of which the laws take no cognizance.

II. That a man of honour is bound on pain of infamy to resent every indignity that may be offered to him with the point of his sword or with a pistol.

These positions our sensible author undertakes to refute; and we shall give a specimen of his reasoning: but, first, it will not be improper to lay before our readers part of what he has said on the origin of the single combat, or duel.

“The ancient states,” says he, “of Greece and Rome, from whence we derive the noblest models of heroism, supported private honour, without delivering down to us any evidences of this baneful custom of demanding so severe a decision of private affronts; which, considering the military spirit of these nations, must, if it obtained at all, have proved more destructive to them at home, than the united swords of their enemies abroad. The practice is in fact of later and more ignoble birth; the judicial combat, the parent of modern duels, springing from monkish superstition, grafted on feudal barbarism. Whoever reads Hurd’s entertaining and ingenious “Letters on Chivalry and Romance,” with Robertson’s elaborate “History of the Emperor Charles V.,” will no longer hesitate concerning the clear fact.

“The judicial combat obtained in ignorant ages, on a conclusion that in this appeal to Providence, innocence and right would be pointed out by victory, and guilt stigmatized and punished by defeat. But alas! experience at length taught us not to expect a miraculous interposition, whenever superior strength, superior skill, and superior bravery or ferocity, either or all of them, happened to appear on the side of injustice.”

Dr. Robertson, above quoted, denies the fashion (as the writer of these reflections has observed) of terminating private differences by the sword, or pistol, by the illustrious example of the challenge sent by Francis I. of France to the Emperor Charles V. This was not, indeed, the first instance of such challenges, among princes; but, as our author remarks, the dignity of the parties, in the present case, afforded a sufficient sanction for extending this mode of deciding differences; to which we may add, that the spirit of chivalry and romantic knighthood still prevailing in those fighting times, was continually exciting the heroes of the age to this mode of proving their personal prowess and valour.

We now return to our author’s manner of reasoning upon the postulata before stated:

“With respect to the first argument,” says he, “if we annex any determined ideas to our words, by satisfaction we are to understand redress, compensation, amends or atonement. Now, Gentlemen! for the sake of all that is valuable in life, condescend for a minute to bring down your refined notions to the sure standard of common sense, and then weigh the satisfaction to be obtained in a duel.

“Is satisfaction to be enforced from an adversary by putting a weapon into his hand, and standing a contention with him, life for life, upon an equal chance?

“Is an offender against the rules of gentility, or against the obligations of morality, a man presumptively destitute of honour himself, fairly entitled to this equal chance of extending an injury already committed, to the irreparable degree of taking the life also from an innocent man?

“If a gentleman is infatuated enough to meet a person who has degraded himself from the character of a gentleman, upon these equal terms, and loses a limb, or his life, what species of satisfaction can that be called?—But it is better to suffer death than indignity. What, from the injurious hand? Correct your ideas, and you will esteem life too valuable to be complimented away for a mistaken notion.

“If the aggressor falls, the full purpose of the injured person is thus answered, but what is the satisfaction? The survivor becomes a refugee, like a felon; or if he should be cleared by the equivocal tenderness of a court of justice, must he not be a barbarian instead of a gentleman, who can feed upon this inhuman bloody satisfaction, without experiencing the pangs of self-reproach, for having sacrificed the life of a fellow creature to a mere punctilio; and perhaps involved the ruin of an innocent family by the brutal deed? If, on the other hand, he is really a mistaken man of humanity, what has he obtained? The satisfaction of imbittering all the remainder of his life with the keenest sorrow; of having forfeited all his future peace of mind by a consciousness of guilt, from which his notions of honour can never release him, till the load drags him down to the grave!

“If a man of strict honour is reduced to beg his life of a mere pretender to honour, a scoundrel; what satisfaction can this be esteemed? Is not this a mortifying, a painful aggravation of a wrong already sustained? What consolation can honour afford for such a disgrace?”

Our author has some other very sensible animadversions on this first branch of the argument in defence of duelling; after which, he proceeds to the second plea, viz. “The obligation of resenting affronts in this manner, founded on the infamy of suspected courage”; and, in our opinion, he satisfactorily proves that this argument is by no means irrefragable: but for his reasoning on this delicate point, we must refer to his pamphlet, and proceed to take notice of his plan for putting a stop to the practice of duelling.

In the first place, he recommends that a law be passed, “declaring the act of sending a challenge, or the reducing a person to defend his life with sword or pistol, to be felony; and the killing a person in a duel, to be punished as murder, without benefit of clergy, unless sufficient proof is made that the party killed, really urged the combat.”

As this first part of his proposal relates rather to the mode of punishing, than the means of preventing duels, he proceeds:

“In every quarrel between two gentlemen where satisfaction is thought necessary, let the parties be empowered to summon a jury of honour from among their friends, six to be appointed by one gentleman, and six by the other, or in case of a refusal of either party, let the six chosen by the other complete the number by their own appointment, each nominating one; and finally, let all this be done, if possible, free from the embarrassing intervention of lawyers.

“Let this jury of honour, when duly assembled, discuss the merits of the dispute in question, and form their opinion by a majority of votes; but to guard against generating fresh quarrels by the discovery of the votes on either side, let the whole twelve be bound to secrecy upon their honour, and the whole twelve sign the verdict of the majority. Let a copy of this verdict be delivered to the gentleman whose conduct is condemned; and if he refuses to make the required concession or due satisfaction, let this opinion be published in such a manner as may be thought proper, and be understood to divest him of his character as a gentleman so long as he remains contumacious.

“By this single expedient, conveyed in few words, it is hoped the necessity of duels may be effectually superseded, the practice suppressed, and ample satisfaction enforced for all injuries of honour. In the examination of subjects of importance we are often tempted to overlook the thing we want, on a supposition that it cannot be near at hand. This plan may perhaps admit of amendment, but it is feared the more complicated it is rendered, the more difficult it may prove to carry into execution: and it is hoped, as it is, it will not be the worse thought of, for coming from an unknown pen.”

With respect to the practicability of this scheme, we apprehend that the great difficulty would lie in obliging the quarrelling parties, or either of them (who by the author’s plan are merely empowered), to refer the matter to a court of honour. But the writer does not give this as a finished plan: he barely suggests the hint; leaving others to improve upon it, if thought worthy of farther consideration.

As to the proposed act for punishing the survivor, where one of the parties has fallen in the conflict, it is, indeed, a melancholy truth, that our laws in being have been found inadequate to the purpose of preventing duels by the dread of legal consequences. The King of Sweden’s method was virtually the same which is here recommended; and it is said to have been effectual in that Kingdom.

The great Gustavus Adolphus, finding that the custom of duelling was becoming alarmingly prevalent among the officers in his army, was determined to suppress, if possible, those false notions of honour. Soon after the King had formed this resolution, and issued some very rigorous edicts against the practice, a quarrel arose between two of his generals; who agreed to crave His Majesty’s pardon to decide the quarrel by the laws of honour. The King consented, and said he would be a spectator of the combat; he went, accordingly, to the place appointed, attended by a body of guards, and the public executioner. He then told the combatants that “they must fight till one of them died”; and turning to the executioner, he added, “Do you immediately strike off the head of the survivor.” The monarch’s inflexibility had the desired effect: the difference between the two officers was adjusted; and no more challenges were heard of in the army of Gustavus Adolphus.

From the peculiar prevalence of this custom in countries where the religious system is established, which, of all others, most expressly prohibits the gratification of revenge, with every species of outrage and violence, we too plainly see, how little mankind are, in reality, influenced by the principles of the religion by which they profess to be guided, and in defence of which they will occasionally risk even their lives.

—Thomas Paine (1737–1809) was born in England but flourished in America, where he played a pivotal role in the launching and success of the American Revolution. His prolific writing career began when he was recruited by Benjamin Franklin to write and edit several American newspapers, often composing entire issues. Paine’s progressive politics were extremely radical for the time. He wrote often on subjects that were considered taboo. He was a proponent of ending slavery, advocated for women’s suffrage, and for government to serve the nation’s poor with social programs.


11 From the Pennsylvania Magazine, May, 1775.

12 Reign of Emperor Charles V by Dr. William Robertson (1721–1793).
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Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton prepare to duel. The famed Hamilton-Burr duel resulted in the death of Alexander Hamilton, a favorite son of the revolution and a popular political figure. The loss of Hamilton was perceived as a devastating blow to the fledgling United States, and instantly called into question the irresponsibility and foolishness of dueling and its code of conduct, the duello. Preachers and politicians alike used this duel as a catalyst to begin a large and successful movement to ban dueling, as seen in the Lyman Beecher tracts in a previous section.




Two Sides of the Coin: A Duel of Words

[image: ]

The Lesser Evil

Certainly it is deplorable to see a young man, the hope of his father and mother—a ripe man, the head of a family—an eminent man necessary to his country—struck down in a duel, and should be prevented if possible. Still this deplorable practice is not so bad as the bowie knife and revolver, and their pretext of self-defense—thirsting for blood. In the duel there is at least consent on both sides, with a preliminary opportunity for settlement, with a chance for the law to arrest them, and room for the interposition of friends as the affair goes on. There is usually equality of terms; and it would not be called an affair of honor if honor was not to prevail all round; and if the satisfying a point of honor, and not vengeance, was not the end attained. Finally, in the regular duel, the principals are in the hands of the seconds (for no man can be made a second without his consent); and as both these are required by the dueling code (for the sake of fairness and humanity) to be free from ill will or grudge toward the adversary principal, they are expected to terminate the affair as soon as the point of honor is satisfied, and the less the injury so much the better.

—Reply by Senator Thomas Hart Benton (1782–1858) after congress condemned to death any persons involved in a duel, fought within the confines of Washington, D.C., that resulted in a fatality. Benton was nicknamed “Old Bullion,” and was a Senator from Missouri famous for his bombastic speeches, as well as his reputation as a duelist. He was an early proponent of the westward continental expansion eventually dubbed “Manifest Destiny.” When asked about whether he was quarrelsome, Benton supposedly replied, “I never quarrel, sir, but I do fight, sir, and when I fight, sir, a funeral follows, sir.”
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Duelists Are Hypocrites

But the average man who has made his money by ways that are dark and tricks that are vain or who has used deceit, dishonesty, hypocrisy, or oppression in gaining his ends, has no right to send or accept a challenge to mortal combat. He must stand fair and square before the people if he expects their sympathy. If he fights of course it is out of respect to public opinion, for no two men would fight if they were on an island by themselves. And this proves the duelist a coward, the worst kind of a coward, for he has more regard for public opinion than he has for himself or his family or his friends or his Maker. He knows that a duel proves nothing and settles nothing and yet he deliberately lets public opinion outweigh his wife and his children and worse than all he puts his soul in reach of the devil. From every moral standpoint he is a fool and a coward and could be convicted of lunacy in any court, and ought to be. Lord, help us all—when will this foolishness stop? The law is against it. Public opinion is against it. Common sense is against it and so is humanity and morality. Public opinion says that every such case lowers our moral standard at home and belittles us abroad. Public opinion doesn’t care a snap for the duel or the duelist. Duels prove nothing. They establish no man’s character for truth or integrity. They give him no better credit in bank, no more friends in business. Among decent peaceable people he is looked upon as a partial outlaw, and they shrink from his society for fear of offending him. His code of morals and his peculiar sense of honor is a silent insult to them as though he had said: “I move in a higher plant than you common folks. I am a man of honor—a gentleman.” He has been engaged in a dishonorable business and he knows it, for he has had to skulk around in the night and hide and dodge like a thief. He does not dare to fight on the genial, loving soil of his own State, for that would disfranchise him and so he seeks some other. In fact, the whole thing would be as funny as a farce if nobody was concerned but the principals and their seconds. But there are parents and wives and children and friends and hence the deep concern. Then let us have more peace and less foolishness. Let a man take part in no show that he has to keep secret from his wife or his children. Let him undertake no peril that his preacher couldn’t approve with a parting prayer and benediction. In fact, I have always wondered why the preacher was not taken along as well as the surgeon, for where the devil is, the man of God ought to have an equal chance to capture an immortal soul.

—from The Farm and The Fireside: Sketches of Domestic Life In War and In Peace by Bill Arp. Charles Henry Smith (1826–1903) wrote under the nom de plume of Bill Arp, and was widely read and published in his lifetime. Smith fought in the Civil War for the 8th Georgia Volunteer Infantry and later became Mayor or Rome, Georgia.
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