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            And who knows … perhaps the only purpose which mankind aspires to in this world is the perpetual process of achievement, in other words – not any specific goal, but life itself.

            
                

            

            How tiring, how arrogant are these tricks of yours, and yet at the same time how fearful you are!

            fyodor dostoyevsky
Notes from Undergroundviii
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            Foreword

            Loving Dostoyevsky by Susan Sontag

         

         The literature of the second half of the twentieth century is a much traversed field, and it seems unlikely that there are still masterpieces in major, intently patrolled languages waiting to be discovered. Yet some ten years ago, rifling through a bin of scruffy-looking used paperbacks outside a bookshop on London’s Charing Cross Road, I came across just such a book, Summer in Baden-Baden, which I would include among the most beautiful, exalting, and original achievements of a century’s worth of fiction and para-fiction.

         The reasons for the book’s obscurity are not hard to fathom. To begin with, its author was not by profession a writer. Leonid Tsypkin was a doctor, a distinguished medical researcher, who published nearly a hundred papers in scientific journals in the Soviet Union and abroad. But – discard any comparison with Chekhov and Bulgakov – this Russian doctor-writer never saw a single page of his literary work published during his lifetime.

         Censorship and its intimidations are only part of the story. Tsypkin’s fiction was, to be sure, a poor candidate for official publication. But it did not circulate in samizdat either, for Tsypkin remained – out of pride, intractable gloom, unwillingness to risk being rejected by the unofficial xliterary establishment – wholly outside the independent or underground literary circles that flourished in Moscow in the 1960s and 1970s, the era when he was writing ‘for the drawer’. For literature itself.

         
            *

         

         Actually, it is something of a miracle that Summer in Baden-Baden survived at all.

         Leonid Tsypkin was born in 1926 in Minsk of Russian-Jewish parents, both physicians. The medical specialty of his mother, Vera Polyak, was pulmonary tuberculosis. His father, Boris Tsypkin, was an orthopedic surgeon, who was arrested at the start of the Great Terror, in 1934, on the usual fanciful charges and then released, through the intervention of an influential friend, after he tried to commit suicide by jumping down a prison stairwell. He returned home on a stretcher, with a broken back, but he did not become an invalid and went on with his surgical practice until his death (at sixty-four) in 1961. Two of Boris Tsypkin’s sisters and a brother were also arrested during the Terror, and perished.

         Minsk fell a week after the German invasion in 1941, and Boris Tsypkin’s mother, another sister, and two little nephews were murdered in the ghetto. Boris Tsypkin, his wife, and fifteen-year-old Leonid owed their escape from the city to the chairman of a nearby collective farm, a grateful ex-patient, who ordered several barrels of pickles taken off a truck to accommodate the esteemed surgeon and his family. A year later, Leonid Tsypkin began his medical studies, and when the war was over he returned with his parents to Minsk, where he graduated from medical school in 1947. In 1948, he married Natalya Michnikova, xian economist. Mikhail, their only child, was born in 1950. By then, Stalin’s anti-Semitic campaign, launched the year before, was racking up victims, and Tsypkin hid out on the staff of a rural psychiatric hospital. In 1957, he was allowed to settle with his wife and son in Moscow, where he had been offered a post as a pathologist at the prestigious Institute for Poliomyelitis and Viral Encephalitis. He became part of the team that introduced the Sabin polio vaccine in the Soviet Union; his subsequent work at the Institute reflected a variety of research interests, among them the response of tumor tissues to lethal viral infections and the biology and pathology of monkeys.

         Tsypkin had always been fervent about literature, had always written a little for himself, both prose and poetry. In his early twenties, when he was nearing the completion of his medical studies, he considered quitting medicine in order to study literature, with the idea of devoting himself entirely to writing. Riven by the nineteenth-century Russian soul questions (how to live without faith? without God?), he had idolized Tolstoy, who eventually was replaced by Dostoyevsky. Tsypkin also had cine-loves: Antonioni, for example, but not Tarkovsky. In the early 1960s, he thought about enrolling in night classes at the Institute of Cinematography to become a film director, but the necessity of supporting his family, he said later, made him pull back.

         It was also in the early 1960s that Tsypkin began a more committed spate of writing: poems which were strongly influenced by Tsvetaeva and Pasternak, whose pictures hung above his small work table. In September 1965, he decided to chance showing some of his lyrics to Andrei xiiSinyavsky, but Sinyavsky was arrested a few days before their appointment. Tsypkin and Sinyavsky, who was a year older, were never to meet, and Tsypkin became even more cautious. (‘My father,’ says Mikhail Tsypkin, who now lives in California, ‘was not inclined to talk or even to think much about politics. In our family, it was assumed without discussion that the Soviet regime was Evil incarnate.’) After several unsuccessful attempts to publish some of his poems, Tsypkin stopped writing for a while. Much of his time was devoted to finishing ‘A Study of the Morphological and Biological Properties of Cell Cultures of Trypsinized Tissues’, his dissertation for a Doctor of Science degree. (His earlier dissertation, for a Ph.D., was on growth rates of brain tumors that had been subjected to repeated surgeries.) After the successful defense of his second dissertation, in 1969, Tsypkin received an increase in salary, which freed him from moonlighting as a part-time pathologist in a small hospital. Already in his forties, he began writing again – not poetry but prose.

         In the thirteen years he had left to live, Tsypkin created a small body of work of ever larger reach and complexity. After a handful of short sketches came longer, more plotted stories, two autobiographical novellas, The Bridge Over the Neroch and Norartakir, and then his last and longest work of fiction, Summer in Baden-Baden, a kind of dream-novel, in which the dreamer, who is Tsypkin himself, conjures up his own life and that of Dostoyevsky in a streaming, passionate narration. Writing was engorging, isolating. ‘Monday through Friday,’ relates Mikhail Tsypkin,

         
            xiiimy father left at a quarter to eight sharp for his work at the Institute of Poliomyelitis and Viral Encephalitis, which was situated in a distant suburb of Moscow, not far from the Vnukovo airport. He came back home at 6 p.m., had dinner, took a short nap, and sat down to write – if not his prose, then his medical research papers. Before going to bed, at 10 p.m., he sometimes took a walk. He usually spent his weekends writing as well. My father craved every opportunity to write, but writing was difficult, painful. He agonized over each word, and endlessly corrected his handwritten manuscripts. Once finished with editing, he typed his prose on an ancient, shiny German typewriter, an Erika – Second World War loot that an uncle gave him in 1949. And in that form his writings remained. He did not send his manuscripts to publishers, and did not want to circulate his prose in samizdat because he was afraid of problems with the KGB and of losing his job.

         

         Writing without hope or prospect of being published – what resources of faith in literature does that imply? Tsypkin’s readership was never much larger than his wife, his son, and a couple of his son’s Moscow University classmates. He had no real friends in any of the Moscow literary worlds.

         There was one literary personage in Tsypkin’s immediate family, his mother’s younger sister, the literary critic Lydia Polyak, and readers of Summer in Baden-Baden make her glancing acquaintance on the very first page. Aboard a train bound for Leningrad, the narrator opens a book, a precious book whose binding and decorative bookmark are lovingly described before we learn that it is the Diary of xivDostoyevsky’s second wife, Anna Grigoryevna Dostoyevsky, and that this copy, flimsy and almost falling apart when it came into Tsypkin’s hands, belongs to an unnamed aunt who can only be Lydia Polyak. Since, Tsypkin writes, ‘in my heart of hearts I had no intention of returning the book borrowed from my aunt who possessed a large library’, he has had it trimmed and rebound.

         According to Mikhail Tsypkin, several of his father’s stories contain a cranky reference to Polyak. A well-connected member of the Moscow intelligentsia for half a century, she held a research position at the Gorky Institute of World Literature since the 1930s, and even when she was fired from her teaching post at Moscow University during the anti-Semitic purges of the early 1950s, she managed to keep her position at the Institute, where Sinyavsky eventually became a junior colleague of hers. Although it was she who arranged the aborted meeting with Sinyavsky, Polyak apparently disapproved of her nephew’s writings and condescended to him, for which he never forgave her.

         In 1977, Mikhail Tsypkin and his wife, Elena, decided to apply for exit visas. Natalya Michnikova, fearing that her employment, for which a security clearance was needed, would prejudice her son’s chances, resigned from her job in the division of the State Committee for Material and Technical Supplies (GOSSNAB) that allocated heavy road-building and construction equipment to practically all sectors of the Soviet economy, including the military. The visas were granted, and Mikhail and Elena Tsypkin left for the United States. As soon as the KGB relayed this information to Sergei Drozdov, the director of the Institute xvfor Poliomyelitis and Viral Encephalitis, Tsypkin was demoted to junior researcher – the position for someone without an advanced degree (he had two) and his starting rank of more than twenty years earlier. His salary, now the couple’s only source of income, was cut by seventy-five percent. He continued to go to the Institute every day but was excluded from laboratory research, which was always conducted by teams; not one of his colleagues was willing to work with Tsypkin, for fear of being tainted by contact with an ‘undesirable element’. There would have been no point in seeking a research position elsewhere, since in every job application he would have to declare that his son had emigrated.

         In June 1979, Tsypkin, his wife, and his mother applied for exit visas. They then waited for almost two years. In April 1981, they were informed that their requests were ‘inexpedient’ and had been denied. (Emigration from the USSR virtually stopped in 1980, when relations with the United States deteriorated as a result of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan; it became obvious that, for the time being, no favors from Washington would be forthcoming in exchange for permitting Soviet Jews to leave.) It was during this period that Tsypkin wrote most of Summer in Baden-Baden. He started the book in 1977 and completed it in 1980. The writing was preceded by years of preparation: consulting archives and photographing places associated with Dostoyevsky’s life as well as ones frequented by Dostoyevsky’s characters during the seasons and at the times of day mentioned in the novels. (Tsypkin was a dedicated amateur photographer, and had owned a camera since the early 1950s.) After finishing xviSummer in Baden-Baden, he presented an album of these photographs to the Dostoyevsky Museum in Leningrad.

         However inconceivable it was that Summer in Baden-Baden could be published in Russia, there was still the option of publishing it abroad, as the best writers were then doing with their work. Tsypkin decided to attempt just this, and asked Azary Messerer, a journalist friend who had received permission to leave in early 1981, to smuggle a copy of the manuscript and some of the photographs out of the Soviet Union. Messerer was able to arrange this through the good offices of two American friends, a married couple, who were Moscow-based correspondents for UPI.

         At the end of September, Tsypkin, his wife, and his mother reapplied for exit visas. On 19 October, Vera Polyak died at the age of eighty-six. The refusal of all three visa applications came a week later; this time, the decision had taken less than a month.

         In early March 1982, Tsypkin went to see the head of the Moscow visa office, who told him, ‘Doctor, you will never be allowed to emigrate.’ On Monday, 15 March, Sergei Drozdov informed Tsypkin that he would no longer be kept on at the Institute. The same day, Mikhail Tsypkin, who was in graduate school at Harvard, called Moscow to announce that on Saturday his father had finally become a published writer. Azary Messerer had succeeded in placing Summer in Baden-Baden with a Russian-émigré weekly in New York, Novaya Gazeta. The first installment, illustrated by some of Tsypkin’s photographs, had appeared on 13 March.

         Early on Saturday, 20 March, his fifty-sixth birthday, Tsypkin sat down at his desk to continue work on the xviitranslation of a medical text from English into Russian – translating being one of the few possibilities of eking out a living open to refuseniks (Soviet citizens, usually Jews, who had been denied exit visas and fired from their jobs) – suddenly felt unwell (it was a heart attack), lay down, called out to his wife, and died. He had been a published author of fiction for exactly seven days.

         
            *

         

         Summer in Baden-Baden is not, like J. M. Coetzee’s wonderful The Master of Petersburg, a Dostoyevsky fantasy. Neither is it a docu-novel, although it was a matter of honor for Tsypkin that everything of a factual nature in Summer in Baden-Baden be true to the story and the circumstances of the real lives it evokes. Tsypkin may have imagined that if Summer in Baden-Baden were ever to be published as a book it should include some of the photographs he had taken, thereby anticipating the signature effect of the work of W. G. Sebald, who, by seeding his books with photographs, infuses the plainest idea of verisimilitude with enigma and pathos.

         What kind of a book is Summer in Baden-Baden? From the start, it proposes a double narrative. It is wintertime, late December, no date given; a species of ‘now’. The narrator is on a train going to Leningrad (the once and future St Petersburg). And it is mid-April 1867. The Dostoyevskys, Fyodor (‘Fedya’) and his young wife, Anna Grigoryevna, have left St Petersburg and are on their way to Dresden. The account of the Dostoyevskys’ travels – for they will be mostly abroad in Tsypkin’s novel, and not only in Baden-Baden – has been scrupulously researched. The passages where the narrator – Tsypkin – describes his own doings xviiiare wholly autobiographical. Since imagination and fact are easily contrasted, we tend to draw genre lessons from this, and segregate invented stories (fiction) from real-life narratives (chronicle and autobiography). That’s one convention – ours. In Japanese literature, the so-called ‘I-novel’ (shishosetsu), a narrative that is essentially autobiographical but contains invented episodes, is a dominant novel form.

         In Summer in Baden-Baden, several ‘real’ worlds are evoked, described, re-created in a hallucinatory rush of associations. The originality of Tsypkin’s novel lies in the way it moves, from the autobiographical narrative of the never-to-be-named narrator, embarked on his journey through the bleak contemporary Soviet landscape, to the life of the peripatetic Dostoyevskys. In the cultural ruin that is the present, the feverish past shines through. Tsypkin is traveling into Fedya’s and Anna’s souls and bodies, as he travels to Leningrad. There are prodigious, uncanny acts of empathy.

         Tsypkin will stay in Leningrad for a few days: it is a Dostoyevsky pilgrimage (surely not the first), a solitary one (no doubt as usual), that will end in a visit to the house where Dostoyevsky died. The Dostoyevskys are just beginning their impecunious travels; they will remain in Western Europe for four years. (It is worth recalling that the author of Summer in Baden-Baden was never allowed outside the Soviet Union.) Dresden, Baden-Baden, Basel, Frankfurt, Paris – their lot is to be constantly agitated by the confusions and humiliations of cramping financial misery while having to negotiate with a chorus of presumptuous foreigners (porters, coachmen, landladies, waiters, shopkeepers, xixpawnbrokers, croupiers) and by gusts of whim and of volatile emotions of many kinds. The gambling fever. The moral fevers. The fever of illness. The sensual fevers. The fever of jealousy. The penitential fevers. The fear …

         The principal intensity depicted in Tsypkin’s fictional re-creation of Dostoyevsky’s life is not gambling, not writing, not Christing. It is the searing, generous absoluteness (which is not to pronounce on the satisfactoriness) of conjugal love. Who will forget the image of the couple’s lovemaking as swimming? Anna’s all-forgiving but always dignified love for Fedya rhymes with the love of literature’s disciple, Tsypkin, for Dostoyevsky.

         Nothing is invented. Everything is invented. The framing action is the trip the narrator is making to the sites of Dostoyevsky’s life and novels, part of the preparation (as we come to realize) for the book we hold in our hands. Summer in Baden-Baden belongs to a rare and exquisitely ambitious subgenre of the novel: a retelling of the life of a real person of accomplishment from another era, it interweaves this story with a story in the present, the novelist mulling over, trying to gain deeper entry into, the inner life of someone whose destiny it was to have become not only historical but monumental. (Another example, and one of the glories of twentieth-century Italian literature, is Artemisia by Anna Banti.)

         Tsypkin leaves Moscow on the first page, and two-thirds of the way through the book arrives at the Moscow Station in Leningrad. Although aware that somewhere near the station is the ‘ordinary, grey Petersburg dwelling-house’ where Dostoyevsky spent the last years of his life, he walks xxonward with his suitcase in the icy nocturnal gloom, crossing the Nevsky Prospect to pass by other places associated with Dostoyevsky’s last years, then turns up where he always stays in Leningrad, the portion of a dilapidated communal apartment occupied by a tenderly described friend of his mother, who welcomes him, feeds him, makes up an old broken sofa for him to sleep on, and asks him, as she always does, ‘Are you still as keen on Dostoyevsky?’ When she goes to bed, Tsypkin sinks into a volume plucked at random out of the pre-Revolutionary edition of Dostoyevsky’s collected works in her bookcase, the Diary of a Writer, and falls asleep musing about the mystery of Dostoyevsky’s anti-Semitism.

         After a morning spent chatting with his affectionate old friend, and hearing more stories of the horrors endured during the Leningrad Blockade, Tsypkin sets off – the short winter day is already darkening – to roam about the city, ‘taking photographs of the Raskolnikov House or the Old Moneylender’s House or Sonechka’s House or buildings where their author had lived during the darkest and most clandestine period of his life in the years immediately following his return from exile’. Walking on, ‘led by a kind of instinct’, Tsypkin manages to reach ‘exactly the right spot’ – ‘my heart was pounding with joy and some other vaguely sensed feeling’ – opposite the four-story corner building where Dostoyevsky died, now the Dostoyevsky Museum; and the description of the visit (‘An almost churchlike silence reigned in the museum’) segues into a narrative of a dying that is worthy of Tolstoy. It is through the prism of Anna’s excruciating grief that Tsypkin re-creates the long deathbed hours in this book about love, married love xxiand the love of literature – loves that are in no way linked or compared, but each given its due, each contributing its infusing fire.

         
            *

         

         Loving Dostoyevsky, what is one to do – what is a Jew to do – with the knowledge that he hated Jews? How explain the vicious anti-Semitism of ‘a man so sensitive in his novels to the suffering of others, this jealous defender of the insulted and injured’? And how understand ‘this special attraction which Dostoyevsky seems to possess for Jews’?

         The most intellectually powerful of the Jewish Dostoyevsky-lovers, Leonid Grossman (1888–1965), heads a long list of such figures cited by Tsypkin. Grossman is an important source for Tsypkin’s re-imagining of Dostoyevsky’s life, and a book he refers to at the beginning of Summer in Baden-Baden is the product of Grossman’s scholarly labors. It was he who edited the first selection of Anna Dostoyevsky’s Reminiscences, which was published in 1925, seven years after her death. Tsypkin speculates that the absence of ‘loathsome little Jews’ and other such expectable phrases in the memoirs of Dostoyevsky’s widow may be explained by the fact that she wrote them, on the eve of the Revolution, after she had made Grossman’s acquaintance.

         Tsypkin must have known Grossman’s many influential essays on Dostoyevsky, such as Balzac and Dostoyevsky (1914) and Dostoyevsky’s Library (1919). He may have come across Grossman’s novel, Roulettenburg (1932), a gloss on Dostoyevsky’s novella about the gambling passion. (Roulettenburg was the original title of The Gambler.) But he xxiicouldn’t have read Grossman’s Confession of a Jew (1924), which had gone completely out of circulation. Confession of a Jew is an account of the life of the most enthralling and pathetic of the Jewish Dostoyevskyists, Arkady Kovner (1842–1909), brought up in the Vilna ghetto, with whom Dostoyevsky entered an epistolary relationship. A reckless autodidact, Kovner had fallen under the writer’s spell and was inspired by reading Crime and Punishment to commit a theft to succor an ailing impoverished young woman with whom he was in love. In 1877, from his cell in a Moscow jail, before being transported to serve a sentence of four years of hard labor in Siberia, Kovner wrote to Dostoyevsky to challenge him on the matter of his antipathy to Jews. (That was the first letter; the second was about the immortality of the soul.)

         In the end, there is no resolution of the anguishing subject of Dostoyevsky’s anti-Semitism, a theme that comes surging into Summer in Baden-Baden once Tsypkin reaches Leningrad. It seemed, he writes, ‘strange to the point of implausibility’ that Dostoyevsky should not have uttered even ‘a single word in the defense or justification of a people persecuted over several thousand years … and he did not even refer to the Jews as a people, but as a tribe … and to this tribe I belonged and the many friends and acquaintances of mine with whom I had discussed the subtlest problems of Russian literature.’ Yet this hasn’t kept Jews from loving Dostoyevsky. How to explain that?

         Tsypkin has no better explanation than the fervor of Jews for Russian literature – which might remind us that the German adulation of Goethe and Schiller was in large xxiiipart a Jewish affair, right up to the time Germany started murdering its Jews. Loving Dostoyevsky means loving literature.

         
            *

         

         A crash course on all the great themes of Russian literature, Summer in Baden-Baden is unified by the ingenuity and velocity of its language, which moves boldly, seductively, between first and third person – the doings, memories, musings of the narrator (‘I’) and the Dostoyevsky scenes (‘he’, ‘they’, ‘she’) – and between past and present. But this is not a unitary present (of Tsypkin on his Dostoyevsky pilgrimage), any more than it is a unitary past (the Dostoyevskys from 1867 to 1881, the year of Dostoyevsky’s death). Dostoyevsky, in the past, submits to the undertow of remembered scenes, passions from earlier moments in his life; the narrator, in the present, summons up memories of his past.

         Each paragraph indent begins a long, long sentence, whose connectives are ‘and’ (many of these) and ‘but’ (several) and ‘although’ and ‘and so’ and ‘whereas’ and ‘just as’ and ‘because’ and ‘as if’ along with many dashes, and there is a full stop only when the paragraph ends. In the course of these ardently protracted paragraph-sentences, the river of feeling gathers up and sweeps along the narrative of Dostoyevsky’s life and of Tsypkin’s: a sentence that starts with Fedya and Anna in Dresden might flash back to Dostoyevsky’s convict years or to an earlier bout of gambling mania linked to his romance with Polina Suslova, then thread onto this a memory from the narrator’s medical-student days and a rumination on some lines by Pushkin.

         xxivTsypkin’s sentences call to mind José Saramago’s run-on sentences, which fold dialogue into description and description into dialogue, and are spiked by verbs that refuse to stay consistently in either the past or the present tense. In their incessantness, Tsypkin’s sentences have something of the same force and hectic authority as those of Thomas Bernhard. Obviously, Tsypkin could not have known the books of Saramago and Bernhard. He had other models of ecstatic prose in twentieth-century literature. He loved the early, not the late, prose of Pasternak – Safe Conduct, not Doctor Zhivago. He loved Tsvetaeva. He loved Rilke, in part because Tsvetaeva and Pasternak had loved Rilke; he read very little foreign literature, and only in translation. Of what he had read, his greatest passion was Kafka, whom he discovered by way of a volume of stories published in the Soviet Union in the mid-1960s. The amazing Tsypkin sentence was entirely his own construction.

         Tsypkin’s son says that his father was obsessed by detail and compulsively neat. His daughter-in-law, commenting on his choice of medical specialty – pathology – and his decision never to practice as a clinical physician, recalls that ‘he was very interested in death’. Perhaps only an obsessive, death-haunted hypochondriac, such as Tsypkin seems to have been, could have devised a sentence-form that is free in so original a way. His prose is an ideal vehicle for the emotional intensity and abundance of his subject. In a relatively short book, the long sentence bespeaks inclusiveness and associativeness, the passionate agility of a temperament steeped, in most respects, in adamancy.

         xxvBesides the account of the incomparable Dostoyevsky, Tsypkin’s novel offers an extraordinary mental tour of Russian reality. Taken for granted, if that is not too odd a way of putting it, are the sufferings of the Soviet era, from the Great Terror of 1934–7 to the present of the narrator’s quest: the book pulses with them. Summer in Baden-Baden is also a spirited and plangent account of Russian literature – the whole arc of Russian literature. Pushkin, Turgenev (there is a scene of fierce confrontation between Dostoyevsky and Turgenev), and the great figures of twentieth-century literature and ethical struggle – Tsvetaeva, Solzhenitsyn, Sakharov and Bonner – also enter, are poured into the narration.

         One emerges from reading Summer in Baden-Baden purged, shaken, fortified, breathing a little deeper, grateful to literature for what it can harbor and exemplify. Leonid Tsypkin did not write a long book. But he made a great journey.

         susan sontag

July 2001xxvi
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            Summer in Baden-Baden
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         3I was on a train, travelling by day, but it was winter-time – late December, the very depths – and to add to it the train was heading north – to Leningrad – so it was quickly darkening on the other side of the windows – bright lights of Moscow stations flashing into view and vanishing again behind me like the scattering of some invisible hand – each snow-veiled suburban platform with its fleeting row of lamps melting into one fiery ribbon – the dull drone of a station rushing past, as if the train were roaring over a bridge – the sound muffled by the double-glazed windows with frames not quite hermetically sealed into fogged-up, half-frozen panes of glass – pierced even so by the station-lights forcefully etching their line of fire – and beyond, the sense of boundless snowy wastes – and the violent sway of the carriage from side to side – pitching and rolling – especially in the end corridor – and outside, once complete darkness had fallen and only the hazy whiteness of snow was visible and the surburban dachas had come to an end and in the window along with me was the reflection of the carriage with its ceiling-lights and seated passengers, I took from the suitcase in the rack above me a book I had already started to read in Moscow and which I had brought especially for the journey to Leningrad, and I opened it at the page held by a bookmark decorated with Chinese characters and a 4delicate oriental drawing – and in my heart of hearts I had no intention of returning the book borrowed from my aunt who possessed a large library, and because it was very flimsy and almost falling apart, I had taken it to a binder who trimmed the pages so that they lay together evenly and enclosed the whole thing in a strong cover on which he pasted the book’s original title-page – the Diary of Anna Grigor’yevna Dostoyevskaya produced by some liberal publishing-house still possible at that time – either ‘Landmarks’, or ‘New Life’, or one of those – with dates given in both Old Style and New Style and words and whole phrases in German or French without translation and the de rigueur ‘Mme’ added with all the diligence of a grammar-school pupil – a transliteration of the shorthand notes which she had taken during the summer following her marriage abroad.

         
            [image: ]

         

         5The Dostoyevskys had left Petersburg in mid-April 1867, arriving in Vilna by the following morning where they were constantly pestered by loathsome little Jews thrusting their services upon them on the hotel stairs and even going as far as chasing after the horse-cab in which Anna Grigor’yevna and Fyodor Mikhaylovich were travelling, trying, until they were sent packing, to sell them amber cigarette-holders – and the same Jews with flowing uncut curls framing their brows could be seen in the evening walking their Jewish wives around the narrow old streets – and then a day or two later, off to Berlin and then to Dresden where they began to look round for an apartment, because Germans, and especially German women – all these Fraulein-proprietors of boarding-houses and even of simple furnished rooms – ruthlessly overcharged and underfed newly arrived Russians – waiters cheated them out of their small change, and not just waiters either – the German race was a dim-witted bunch as it seemed collectively incapable of explaining to Fedya how to get to any street whatsoever, invariably pointing in the wrong direction – it seemed almost deliberate – and Anna Grigor’yevna was an old hand at Jew-spotting from when she had first visited Fedya while he was writing Crime and Punishment at the Olonkin house, which, as Anna Grigor’yevna was to observe later, immediately reminded her of the house in which Raskol’nikov lived – and Jews could be nosed out there, too, scurrying up and down the stairs among the other tenants – but, to be quite fair, it should be stated that in the Memoirs which Anna Grigor’yevna wrote not long before the Revolution, perhaps even after she got to know 6Leonid Grossman, there is no mention at all of loathsome little Jews on stairs.

         The photograph pasted into the Diary shows Anna Grigor’yevna still quite young at the time, her glowering face both possessed and pious, but Fedya, already getting on in years, not very tall and with such short legs that it seemed, if he were to get up from the chair on which he was sitting, he would not appear very much taller – he had the face of a man of the common people, and it was obvious that he liked to have his photograph taken and that he was a fervent man of prayer – so why had I rushed around Moscow shaking with emotion (I am not ashamed to admit it) with the Diary in my hands until I found someone to bind it? – Why, in public on a tram, had I avidly leafed through its flimsy pages, looking for places which I seemed to have glimpsed before, and then why, after seeing it bound, had I carefully placed the book, which had now become heavy, on my desk like the Bible, keeping it there day and night? – Why was I now on my way to Petersburg – yes, not to Leningrad, but precisely to Petersburg whose streets had been walked by this short-legged, rather small individual (no more so, probably, than most other inhabitants of the nineteenth century) with the face of a church-warden or a retired soldier? – Why was I reading this book now, in a railway-carriage, beneath a wavering, flickering, electric light-bulb, glaring brightly at one moment, almost extinguished the next according to the speed of the train and the performance of the diesel locomotives, amid the slamming of doors at either end of the carriage by people constantly coming through balancing glasses full of water for children 7or for washing fruit, leaving for a smoke, or simply to go to the toilet, whose door would bang shut immediately afterwards? – amid the banging and slamming of all these doors, with the rolling motion jogging my book now to one side, now to the other, and the smell of coal and steam engines which somehow still lingered although they had stopped running long ago.

         They eventually rented a room from Mme Zimmermann, a tall, angular Swiss, but on the very day of their arrival they booked in at a hotel on the main square and immediately made their way to the picture-gallery.

         An enormous queue converging on the Pushkin Museum in Moscow – small groups only being admitted at a time – the ‘Sistine Madonna’ hanging on a landing somewhere between floors, a militiaman in situ beneath – and years later at the same museum the ‘Mona Lisa’ displayed herself, strategically lit, behind double, bullet-proof panes of glass – the queue of ‘connected’ people snaking its way towards the painting or, rather, to the glass armour-plating – an embalmed corpse in a sarcophagus, Madonna in a landscape background – a truly enigmatic smile or, perhaps, just the effect of public opinion – and beside the picture, another militiaman, urging the queue forward with a ‘Take your leave now, take your leave!’ in decorous fashion, as they all, of course, were art experts or special guests – trying to linger as long as they could beside the painting and, when they had passed it by, catching up with the people who had gone on ahead, continuing to peer back at the picture, cricking their necks, revolving their heads nearly a hundred and eighty degrees – the ‘Sistine Madonna’, however, hung 8on a wall between two windows, the light falling from the side – the day was cloudy and the painting seemed veiled with a kind of haze – the Madonna floated in clouds which seemed like the airborne hem of her dress or perhaps the two things melted together – and somewhere down below to the left an apostle looked piously up – with six fingers on one hand – really six, I counted them myself – and a photograph of this picture was given to Dostoyevsky for his birthday many years after his visit to Dresden and shortly before his death, by someone supposing that this was his favourite picture (although it was probably ‘Christ in the Sepulchre’ by Holbein the Younger) – and anyway the photograph of Raphael’s ‘Sistine Madonna’, in a wooden frame, hangs in the Dostoyevsky Museum in Leningrad above the leather couch on which the writer died – an airborne Madonna holding an equally airborne half-seated child in her arms, perhaps offering him her breast like a gypsy woman, in front of anyon – her expression as enigmatic as the Mona Lisa’s – a photograph just like that, a little smaller and probably not as good as a modern print, can be found on a shelf in my aunt’s glass-fronted book-case, positioned with a somewhat deliberate carelessness.

         The Dostoyevskys would visit the art-gallery every day in the same way as people in Kislovodsk drop into the kursaal to take the waters, for a rendezvous or simply to stand about observing the comings and goings, and then go to lunch – looking for a cheaper-style restaurant, but a place which would provide them with good food and trustworthy waiters – always the Dostoyevskys found they were cheated out of two or three silver groschen as all Germans were 9undeniably unscrupulous – after the usual gallery visit they once chose the Briihlsche Terrasse, placed picturesquely over the Elbe – the waiter had been spotted on a previous visit and dubbed the ‘diplomat’, as he looked like one – and into the bargain they had caught him charging twice the price for a cup of coffee – five groschen instead of two and a half – but they outsmarted him when Anna Grigor’yevna had slipped him the two and a half groschen, given them as change, back to him as a tip in place of five – but this time they were very hungry, especially Fedya, and instead of attending their table, the ‘diplomat’ busied himself with a later arrival, some Saxon officer with fleshy red nose and yellowish eyes, his whole appearance that of a drinker – and although Fedya called to the waiter, he continued, with imperturbable expression, to serve the officer who was adjusting the starched napkin behind his tight military collar – revenge by the ‘diplomat’ for their last encounter – Fedya tapped his knife on the table – and finally the ‘diplomat’ arrived, but only, of course, in passing, to say that he could in fact hear them and there was no need to drum on the table – chicken again for Fedya and veal cutlets – much later one portion only of chicken arriving – ‘What is the meaning of this,’ – and the ‘diplomat’ replied with excessive politeness that only one portion was ordered – and the same thing again with the veal cutlets – and four waiters sat playing cards in the next dining-room, and in the room where the Dostoyevskys ate there were few customers – he must have done it on purpose – red blotches sprouted on Fedya’s face, and loudly to his wife he said that, if he had been there alone, he would have shown them, and he even 10began to shout at her as if it were her fault that the two of them had gone there together – and with knife and fork poised he purposely hurled them down with a great crash, nearly smashing the plate – people began to stare – and they left without looking around, Fedya having thrown a whole thaler onto the table instead of the twenty-three groschen they owed – and, slamming the door so hard that the panes of glass shook, they set off down the chestnut-lined avenue – he walking resolutely ahead, she behind, scarcely able to keep up – without her, he could have seen the business through and insisted on his own way, but in fact he was now walking away humiliated by that villainous waiter, because all waiters were, of course, villains – the embodiment of the basest features of human nature – but, alas! the remnants of this cursed waiter-strain linger in all of us – had he himself not stared sycophantically into the yellow-lynx eyes of that drunk, red-nosed swine of a commandant in the convict prison? – yes! that was the one brought to mind by the Saxon officer just now – the one who, drunk and chaperoned by guards, had burst into their wooden barrack and, spotting a prisoner in grey-black jacket backed with its yellow ace of diamonds, spotting him lying down there on the bunk because he felt unwell that particular day, unable to work, had bellowed with all the strength of his bullish throat: ‘Up, you! Over here!’ – and he had been that prisoner, the man now walking down a chestnut-lined avenue away from that restaurant and that terrace, so picturesquely placed over the Elbe – and even then, in the convict prison, he had seen it all only from the side, as if it happened in a dream, or to someone else, not to him at all – and being present in the 11guard-house once, when corporal punishment was being applied – the victim lying motionless as he was beaten with birch-rods, leaving bloody weals on his back and buttocks – just as silently the prisoner slowly rose to his feet, carefully fastened each button on his jacket and left the room, without so much as a glance at Krivtsov who stood there beside him – would he have managed to keep so silent and leave the guard-room with such dignity? – jumping up off his bunk and feverishly shaking hands adjusting the grey-black jacket, he walked towards Krivtsov who stood in the doorway – walked with head lowered – no, not walked, but almost ran – humiliating in itself – and when he reached the officer, he stared at him, not a firm, hard look, but with pleading eyes – realizing this from the way Krivtsov’s pupils dilated like a predator’s, the pupils of those yellow, lynx-eyes of his – lynx-like not only through their animal shape, but because of that hunting look, searching for the next victim – the thought running through his mind even as he stood before him, and that he could think of such a thing at such a moment had struck him at the time as strange – and what was this to do with servility?! – this fear, this simple fear – but fear gives rise to servility, does it not?

         
            [image: ]

         

         Anna Grigor’yevna managed to catch him up and, placing her hand with its worn glove beneath his elbow, looked guiltily into his eyes – without her, he would have shown that waiter what’s what, he would have put them all in their place! – his eyes moving slowly away from her face, staring at the hand which lay on his shoulder – ‘It does not befit a neatly dressed woman to be seen in such gloves,’ he said slowly, distinctly, transferring his gaze to her face once 12again – with lips trembling and eye-lids strangely swelling up, she continued to walk by his side, but only through inertia and because she thought that his words could not apply to her: he would not have said that to her – with quickening pace she left him, almost at a run, turning into some side-street, also lined with chestnut trees – she looked round briefly and, through the leaves and her tears, could make out his figure marching down the avenue, resolute as ever, wearing the dark-grey almost black suit, bought in Berlin – at the time the thought had not occurred to him to suggest that she might buy herself some new gloves, although the ones she had already had frayed at the seams, and twice on the journey she had had to sew them up – in his presence – and now he reproached her for that, and the money for their journey had been obtained by pawning her mother’s things – walking down the street, almost running, she kept close to the walls of the buildings, veil raised so that no-one could see her tear-swollen face – coming towards her, the 13occasional respectable bowler-hatted German out for a walk with his German wife, and their faces looked pink and self-satisfied – holding the hands of their children, clean and neatly dressed – and they didn’t worry over paying for the day’s lunch or dinner, and they didn’t raise their voices at each other – and yet Fedya had shouted at her in the restaurant – slipping in through the door of their house she tried to avoid being seen – and first she entered the big room they used as a dining-room, oleographs on the wall depicting some river – the Rhine, probably – trees reflected in it, or castles perched on mountains against backgrounds of false blue skies – then the second room, their bedroom with two cumbersome beds, and then the third, a tiny room, Fedya’s, with a desk and, lying on it, a neat white paper pile and some papirosa cigarettes with tobacco spilling out – and she suddenly realized she had come in here in the secret hope that he had overtaken her and would be waiting for her – then she left for the post-office where Fedya often called in, and he was not there and there were no letters, and she went back home again – surely he must be home by now? – Mme Zimmermann on the stairs told her that Fedya had come in and gone out somewhere – outside again, running on to the street, and suddenly she saw him – coming towards her, pale and smiling guiltily, even pleadingly – and so it turned out he had gone back to the terrace, thinking she would have returned there, demonstrating her independence, and then he had gone to look in the reading-room – and so they went indoors for a moment to change clothes because it was coming on to rain – pouring down in bucketfuls as they emerged again, but they did, after all, have to have 14lunch – three courses at the Hotel Victoria cost them two thalers and ten silbergroschen – a terrible price seeing that each cutlet cost twelve silbergroschen – have you ever seen the like! – a thoroughly unlucky day! – it was eight o’clock at night when they left the restaurant, dark and wet – so she opened her umbrella, but not in the prudent German way – it brushed against a passing German – and Fedya shouted because her clumsiness could be misinterpreted – and her eyes began to swell again, and in the darkness nobody noticed, thank God! – home again, side by side, not talking, as if they were strangers, and at home they tried to quarrel over tea, though it had all been said already, and then she mentioned his projected trip to Bad Homburg, and he started shouting again, and in reply she shouted back and went into the bedroom – he locked himself in his study, but later came to kiss her goodnight – a nightly habit, especially after a quarrel or disagreement – the gentle awakening to caress or kiss her, because she was his and within his power was her happiness or misery – his awareness of total power over this ingénue, playing with her at will, was probably like the feeling which I have towards sleek young dogs who, at the sight of a hand stretched out for a stroke, wag their tails in a nervous, pleading way, flatten themselves against the ground and begin to tremble – it began with the kiss, then his lips on her breasts, then the swimming began – swimming with large strokes, thrusting their arms in unison from the water to take great gulps of air into their lungs, further and further from the shore, towards the deep-blue arch of the sea – but inevitably he found he was swept into counter-currents bearing him away at an angle, almost back 15on himself, and he could not keep up, as her arms continued to thrust from the water, still in rhythm, to vanish into the distance – and he felt that he no longer swam but floundered about in the water, his feet reaching for the bottom – and strangely this current, bearing him away, preventing him from moving with her, seemed to turn into the yellow eyes of the commandant with dilated predator pupils and into the rushed unbuttoning of his convict’s jacket in order to prostrate himself over the low oak table in the centre of the guard-house polished by thousands of bodies, and into the groans he could not suppress when the blows of the birch-rods rained down, as if someone tightened a red-hot wire across his muscles and bones, and into the spasms of pain which began after the beating, and into the mocking or pitying faces of the onlookers, and into the satisfied smile of the commandant as he ordered the doctor to be summoned, turning sharply on his heels to march out of the guard-room – and the same thing happened with other women because, like Anya, they had all been invisible witnesses, peering through the metal grilled windows, or through the guardhouse door, as they struggled to enter to plead on his behalf, but they were barred – all witnesses of his humiliation, and he hated them for that because it denied him experience of the full flight of his feelings – and today as well was added the insulting impudent look of that waiter and the face of the Saxon officer, so like that of the commandant.
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