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INTRODUCTION





‘Sir, I prefer dogs.’


These words were spoken some years ago across the bar at the oldest pub in England, The George at Norton St Philip, near Bath, purveyors of the old familiar juice since 1397. A friend and I had asked the owner whether he would accept dogs into his stone-flagged room; this was his response. On another occasion in the same area, our three Giant Schnauzers were each treated to a slice of hot beef carried from the kitchen by a landlord who, without claiming a preference for dogs, also loved and admired them.


These pleasant recollections are not exceptional. Many people love their dogs with extravagance, sometimes comparing them favourably to any humans they have known. To take a famous example, Lord Byron, having lost a Newfoundland to rabies in 1808, claimed that this animal, Boatswain, possessed ‘all the Virtues of Man without his Vices’. He went on,






To mark a friend’s remains these stones arise.


I never had but one, and here he lies.








The monument, the inscription and a portrait of the dog can still be seen at Newstead Abbey.


Other famous people have had memorable associations with the species. Odysseus’ beloved Argos died from joy when his long-awaited master returned. Greyfriars Bobby watched over his master’s grave from 1858 to 1872. Great men as varied as Sir Isaac Newton, Sir Walter Scott and Sir Winston Churchill are still linked in biographical memory with their dogs Diamond, Hamlet and Rufus.


We have every reason to hold dogs in high esteem if only to acknowledge their role in our emergence as a successful species, which some historians have described as indispensable. Approximately 150,000 years ago modern humans walked out of Africa and spread out. DNA studies suggest that this was also the period during which dogs began to split off from the wolves. Eventually dogs moved in on human communities, from which they have never retreated or been in danger of expulsion. There comes a time when dog and man can be shown to be inseparable, perhaps as recently as 18,000 years ago, and the symbiotic relationship, begun in the Stone Age, certainly helped us through the transition from our days of hunting and gathering to those of settled farming folk in the Neolithic period. Dogs led the field in domestication; other animals would follow into human society, but only after another 5–6,000 years, by which time our dogs were fully prepared to help with the herding and guarding. It was when we sat down with dogs that we could start to build the kind of civilisation that we now enjoy.


But there is another important factor to take note of, one that will not show up in archaeological or DNA evidence. This is affinity. As one historian puts it, ‘The fact is, people like dogs, and vice versa.’ There always has been more to the man-dog relationship than practical advantage. We enjoy being together, and we trust each other. Fifteen thousand years ago we fell in love, the one species with the other, and we still love each other in countless examples until death us do part. This, rather than any idea of usefulness, is what accounts for the affectionate attitudes mentioned above, whereby people sometimes set dogs on the same level as fellow-humans.


In England there are ten million domestic dogs – an astonishing figure when you think how many of us are squeezed into towns. A third of all households share space and time with a dog, and nearly all the dogs are loved to distraction. The landlord of The George was not announcing anything unusual; most of us have a preference for dogs, if not over humans at least over all other animals.




 





As our oldest friends, dogs were bound to insinuate themselves into our culture, and, sure enough, they turn up at the earliest stages of recorded art. Cave paintings from 10–15,000 years ago show hunting expeditions with the dead animal on display along with men and dogs. Dogs came into their own during the ancient civilisations of Egypt and China, and since then they have been ubiquitous. Pieter Brueghel’s Hunters in the Snow (1565) may be taken as an iconic descendant of the cave-paintings, linking the same partnership and the same tradition over many long millennia, though dogs in modern art are by no means limited to hunting scenes. They fit naturally into many an indoor and outdoor scene, and Byron’s commissioning of Boatswain’s portrait was not unusual.


It is in literature that dogs make good. Brave hounds appear in every ancient myth, national saga and narrative poem, and in modern times writers of fiction have extended the depiction to include every dog you can think of. The dogs of literature come in all breeds, shapes and sizes. Cerberus (three-headed guardian of Hades) and Sirius (the Dog star, with a most impressive Latin name: Alpha Canis Majoris) go way back into myth and legend; from more recent times you may recall Jack London’s White Fang, Jerome K. Jerome’s Montmorency from Three Men in a Boat, or Conan Doyle’s Hound of the Baskervilles; from childhood, Peter Pan’s Nana, Toto from The Wizard of Oz, and the Famous Five’s Timmy; everybody remembers Bill Sikes’s dog in Oliver Twist (for those with failing memory his name was Bull’s-Eye). One can’t forget Launce’s Crab (‘the sourest natured dog that lives’) from Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona, or King Lear’s remembered dogs, Trey, Blanche, Sweetheart (canine images of his three daughters); and surely the heroine of Lassie Come Home (1943) will never be forgotten – and she came from a novel. These are just some of the stellar performers. Innumerable novels and stories have walk-on parts for dogs, though they attract little attention because it is so natural for us to see them in human company.


Given the reputation enjoyed by the British for both literary achievement and love of animals, we could be expected to lead the field in bringing these interests together. Strong as we are in this area, however, we seem to be outclassed by the Russians, certainly in relation to dogs. The great Russian writers established a rich tradition, not yet exhausted, of bringing dogs into their stories and poems. Twenty years ago I had no trouble in finding twenty writers who had done this, and determining the names of at least fifty individual literary dogs. The most recent was Georgiy Vladimov’s Good Old Ruslan, a title which is meant to resonate against one of the stories in this collection. This short novel, which describes the decline and death of a Gulag guard dog after the closure of his labour camp, contains a bitter critique of Stalinist totalitarianism; written in the 1960s, it was regarded as unpublishable until the mid-1970s, and came out in Russia for the first time only in 1989.


The first dogs in Russian literature were those who appeared in fables, a genre first popularised by Aesop and imitated in France by La Fontaine during the seventeenth century. These verse stories of talking animals (including many a dog) are intended to demonstrate human failings and follies. Those of Aesop, written 2,000 years before La Fontaine, were themselves inherited, as we can see, from Egyptian papyri dating back a further 1,000 years. We have included one or two of these Russian fables in this collection, for amusement and illustration. Chronologically, they should all have appeared together before the stories, but we have offset them in the interests of diversity. There is one formal feature of these poems that may be worth looking out for. To avoid tedium, the line-lengths are imaginatively varied from one foot to as many as six, and the rhymes do not coincide with line-length; a short line may rhyme with a very long one. We have copied the rhyme-schemes and line-lengths so that the unpredictability of the originals is preserved.


The greatest Russian dog stories are not second-rate literature; they are written by the big Russian writers. For instance, turn to Tolstoy’s War and Peace and Anna Karenina if you want to excerpt for your own pleasure some of the best writing about animals. In the former (Volume II, Part Four, Chapters 4–6) you will read some of Tolstoy’s most vigorous prose, based on intimate knowledge of country life, as he describes the most famous wolf-hunt in literature. This is writing of astonishing accuracy and involvement, and the main participants are dogs. The successful hunt is followed by an equally exciting episode later in the day, in which Nikolay Rostov races his beloved and priceless Milka against Yerza, recently exchanged for three whole families of Russian house-serfs, and Rugay, a third dog who cost his owner nothing. We shall not say whether any of them gets the hare. All of this goes to the root of the man-dog partnership, taking us back to where it began, in co-operation for the hunt.


In Anna Karenina (Part VI, Chapters 10–11), there is a third form of hunting: shooting with dogs. The best bit of this outing is not just the triumph of patience over disappointment, when a good day follows a bad one, but in the intimate relationship between Dmitri Levin and his dog, Laska. The dog is a wiser old bird than Levin thinks. Part-way through the bad day Laska realises that nothing is going well, and it is not worth trying too hard. In a moment of sharp insight, the author describes how she picks up her master’s mood – she realises nothing is going to come right.




A snipe flew up from under the dog. Levin fired. But it was not his day: he missed, and when he went to look for the one that he had killed, he did not find that either. He crawled all through the sedge, but Laska did not believe that he had killed the bird, and, when he sent her to search for it, she pretended she was looking for it but didn’t really do so. [Author’s italics]





Could it be that Tolstoy has exaggerated the dog’s powers of perception? Is this an example of the false attribution of human characteristics to animals – of anthropomorphism? Dog-lovers will deny this, recognising this scene as typical of a dog’s sensitivity, resourcefulness and willingness to please.


But we cannot digress further into the work of the great novelists. Suffice it to say that Fyodor Dostoyevsky is also good on dogs, on a smaller scale but over a wider range to include mongrels and scruffy prison dogs. So is Gogol, so are most of the great literary figures. But the best of them all is Ivan Turgenev, the author of the most successful story in this collection. 


Ivan Turgenev and Mumu


Ivan Turgenev was the author of six novels, including Fathers and Children (1862); a series of sketches from rural life, A Hunter’s Notes (1852); and more than thirty stories of varying length and quality. Nearly all of these works have dogs in them. Usually the animals have no significance beyond atmospheric or decorative value. For instance, in the twelfth chapter of Rudin (1856), when a carriage arrives at a country house, on the run-in it is ‘accompanied by two enormous house-dogs, one yellow, the other grey, recently acquired. They were always squabbling, and were inseparable companions. An old mongrel then came out at the gate to meet them, opened his mouth as if he was going to bark but ended by yawning and turning back again with a friendly wag of his tail.’


Occasionally, a dog may carry a certain symbolic value. Katya, in Fathers and Children, a member of the younger generation, belongs in spirit to that of her elders, the traditionalists, and this can be seen not only from her music (Mozart) but also from Fifi, the aristocratic Borzoi bitch who is always at her side.


It may easily be imagined that the rural sketches are strong in this direction, and indeed, of the twenty-five essays, no fewer than twenty-three contain dog references; a dozen animals are named, from Astronom to Zhuchka. The detail varies from the merest mention to the most intimate portrait. Breeds range from mongrel to lordly hound; there are puppies and ageing patriarchs. Every canine posture and behavioural pattern is represented. To take a small example, in one sketch the narrator turns his eye on the occasion when dogs first meet each other, describing the whole wary and sniffy ritual as ‘that Chinese ceremonial which is the special custom of their kind’.


In none of these references will you find any lapse of taste. Because of the writer’s knowledge there is no exaggeration, distortion or undue sentiment. The dogs have had their pictures painted by a sympathetic master with his feet on the Russian ground. Turgenev is confident enough not to resist investing his dogs with human characteristics. His animals are credited with ‘a constrained smile’, ‘a dignified growl’, ‘a noble self-importance’, and so on. This is not exaggerated sympathy. Human-like behaviour is not imposed upon animals. We have seen these same characteristics in our own dogs; they invite depiction as imitators of men – it is what they do. Turgenev recognises a truth about the species: they are voluntary anthropomorphists, who would dress like us if they could.


Turgenev wrote the best dog story in Russian literature, ‘Mumu’, which soon became famous abroad. Alexander Herzen said that this work made him tremble with rage. In England Christina Rossetti described it as ‘consummate, but so fearfully painful’, and Thomas Carlyle said it was the most beautiful and touching thing he had ever read.


The story was written in 1852, when Turgenev was supposedly in prison for having published an unofficial obituary in praise of Nikolay Gogol, who had written a good deal of anti-establishment literature. The sentence was served in the comfortable house of a police chief. During the month-long ordeal he wrote down the story of Gerasim, a deaf-mute of six foot six, brought in from the countryside to work as a house-serf in Moscow at the whim of his mistress, who has seen him out in the fields. The giant is in for some setbacks, and these involve his acquisition of a dog, whom he calls Mumu because it is the only sound he can make.


This story draws on real life. There was such a mistress: Turgenev’s mother, a fearsome domestic tyrant, permanently sorry for herself and down on everybody else; most of the other characters were real people too. The only departure from actual events comes at the end of the story, when, in Turgenev’s version, Gerasim makes a brave gesture of defiance. Sad to say, the real-life prototype, Andrey, knuckled under, and never blamed the cruel mistress for his misfortune.


Even from this sketch it may be apparent that there is more to this story than the narrative. Without becoming a formulaic creation, Gerasim can be taken as a symbol of the oppressed Russian serf class that was not emancipated until 1861, and remained downtrodden long after that. It was unusual, and risky, for an author to point out so clearly the atrocities of the current social order, which placed absolute power in the hands of monsters who often abused it. For our purposes it is significant that the pathos in this story comes from the situation and misadventures of the dog after which it is named. No reader is going to get lost in socio-political undertones; this is a powerful dog story that has moved many to tears.


Mikhail Saltykov and Trezor


Something similar might be said of our second story, written in 1884 by Mikhail Saltykov (1826–89), a Russian satirist of the second half of the nineteenth century who used the pen name N. Shchedrin, often appended to give him a double-barrel. His works are local and topical, close to journalism, but through the best of them, especially the novel The Golovlyov Family (1876–80), he has won a place among the Russian giants. His misfortune was to be a man of talent born in an age of genius that was dominated by the masters of Russian literature. That his voice is heard at all is a tribute to his strength as a writer. The story chosen for this selection is well-known in Russia, even though it is more portrait than narrative. We are taken through the life of Trezor, a low-born guard dog, who cheerfully endures deprivation because of his desire to serve his master by being good at his job. The happiest moment of his life comes when the master replaces his old chain with a spanking new one. Having no desire to escape, he can revel in the improved social status bestowed by his new form of constriction.


The story has a mildly sad ending, but its tone is so agreeable and amusing that the conclusion comes as a natural outcome, and can be read without pain. We are dealing with a sympathetic master, who nevertheless beats his badly fed dog whenever he thinks fit. None of this fazes Trezor; as he says, a dog has to be beaten or he might forget who is the boss, and then where would we be? This philosophical attitude, out of tune with his mistreatment, has the ring of truth to it. Dogs are known for closely adhering to monstrous owners – remember Bull’s-Eye. At his entry into the story of Oliver Twist (Chapter 13) he is described as ‘a white shaggy dog, with his face scratched and torn in twenty different places’, who skulked into the room only to be kicked across it, and then left to coil himself up in a corner, quiet but contented, well-used to rough treatment. Even at the end of the novel, after first defying Sikes and running away when about to be drowned, the dog returns to be present when his master hangs himself, and he howls out his loss to the world. Bull’s-Eye and Trezor are brothers in the blood, both of them true to their hard masters.


Humour is the chief characteristic of ‘Good Old Trezor’, and is at its most obvious in the language of the dog, whose speech shows a mixture of vulgar and educated Russian, as if the narrator has had trouble in translating from canine to human. He even uses Latin expressions, to the shame of our readers, who will need the supplied translations. His speech is at its best in a little dialogue with the master’s children, after which we are let into Trezor’s personal secret: his passion (‘not all the time, but just now and then’) for the snooty Kutka, another dog in the yard. One day the two of them manage to escape together, though Trezor pays for their lapse when they return.


This tale is to be enjoyed as a sadly amusing life story. Saltykov intended us to draw a parallel between the life of Trezor and that of the Russian underclass, satisfied with its awful condition, which left it deprived and exploited even after the Emancipation, and still delighted to exchange one stricture for another. But that is no more than the ghost of an idea, hidden behind the entertaining text, which is all that really matters.


Anton Chekhov and Chestnut Girl


Before becoming Russia’s best-known playwright (almost adopted as one of our own in Britain), Anton Chekhov (1860–1904) first trained as a doctor, and then began his literary career as a writer of sketches and short stories. Initially, these were rather silly tales of airy amusement, but as time went by he put more into them before emerging as a skilled writer of prose. Ask any Russian, and he or she will tell you they admire this man’s plays, but they consider his stories to be the best ever composed. ‘Chestnut Girl’ (1887) belongs to his early period, and it has no pretensions to greatness or profundity. The Russian title is Kashtanka – the word kashtan, chestnut, with a pretty feminine ending. It is the only name in this collection that has a meaning, and we have seen fit to give it an English rendering that brings this out. Similarly, we have anglicised the names of the other animals: a goose, a cat and a pig. (The latter, Miss Harriet, is known in other translations as Khavronya Ivanovna.)


Do not look for symbolic meanings here. This is a pleasant narrative with a strong storyline and a twist at the end. (Because of another neglectful master, it brings Chestnut Girl into line with Trezor and Bull’s-Eye.) Poor girl, she gets lost one day, to be taken in by a circus clown, who looks after her well, and trains her up as part of his act. What happens during her début performance provides the surprise ending.


Humour is, once again, the driving force behind this story, most of it arising from the dog’s confused impressions of us and our world. She has her own logic, and can never quite understand why other animals fail to see things and do things the way she does. The man who looks after her for most of the story is an endearing character, harassed by the need to eke out a living in the circus, from which he will be dropped if anything goes wrong. His chancy act depends on performances from creatures not normally biddable to the extent that he requires.


Through all of these stories the reader would be advised not to hurry, but rather to linger over the details, particularly of animal language. There are some exquisite moments when Chestnut has to learn how to live with a cat and a goose, different enough in temperament but even more so in language. The cat makes his meanings clear without saying much, but Chestnut cannot make head or tail of what the goose has to say. He talks in monologues with great passion, but there is something not quite right: ‘Chestnut had thought that he talked so much because he was highly intelligent, but a little time went by and she lost all respect for him… she looked on him as a boring old windbag who stopped you sleeping.’


At one stage Chestnut believes that the goose is trying to ‘demonstrate his trusting nature’. The idea of a goose with not only a trusting nature but also a desire to demonstrate it is worth dwelling on, and the text is full of amusing asides such as this. Joke after joke underlies the curious and mildly worrying storyline in a series of events experienced by unusual characters in unusual circumstances. Their unpredictable world is made even more surprising by a couple of dog’s dreams that blur reality as far as it will go while still remaining recognisable.


This early story has remained a favourite with the reading public, not least because of its location in that strange territory between the known and the unknowable that links us with our not-so-dumb friends. The author was pleased with it. In 1891 he wrote a friend, ‘Please arrange for a hundred copies to be sent to the administrative offices of the Society for the Protection of Animals.’ What they did with them is not known.


Alexander Kuprin and Arthur


All of the stories discussed so far have been well written. One does not feel that a touch of skilful editing could make an improvement. But in the case of ‘Arthur, the White Poodle’, this is not so; we have taken some small liberties with his text. First, the name Arto, which is neither Russian nor English, has been extended to the more familiar Arthur. But there is more to it than that. The story needed shortening and tidying. It was issued in 1904 and later published in a collection of children’s stories. The author was Alexander Kuprin (1870–1938), a novelist and short-story writer who found success with his first novel, The Duel (1905). His later years were spent abroad, mainly in Paris, though he returned home in 1937, and died in Leningrad the following year.


Allow children to read this story by all means. They will find great fun in it, especially when it culminates in an act of bravery by a young boy which will make them feel proud. If this sounds like the boyish adventures of Jack London (1876–1916), who wrote exciting dog or wolf stories that appealed to youngsters, so be it; Kuprin took London as a model. But adults should not shy away. This is good fun for all of us to read. It tells the tale of a small group of circus-type performers: an old man, his grandson, and their dog, Arthur, as they roam the beautiful Crimean Peninsula in summer, looking for work as entertainers in private holiday homes. In one of these, after a remarkable encounter with the posh family of a terribly spoilt child, they awake from sleep one day to find that their dog has been stolen, and the task will be to get him back. The characterisation is simple, but the changing situations and action are amusing and exciting. Arthur himself is a rewarding companion, and everyone will read this story with pleasure. If anything, Kuprin has been too ambitious in filling it out, as if extra length might give the story higher status. This does not work, and we have risked offence by shortening the account, especially towards the end. Nothing of importance has been omitted. Apologies are due to the shade of Alexander Kuprin, but surely he would have been proud to find himself in such good company as the other writers here included. 


Ilf and Petrov and Brünhilde


The final story is a splendid piece by the famous Ilf and Petrov – Ilya Fainzilberger (1897–1937) and Yevgeny Katayev (1903–42) – who wrote the two best satirical Russian novels of the twentieth century, Twelve Chairs (1928) and The Golden Calf (1931). They were also responsible for a string of stinging sketches ridiculing the excesses and dangers of life in Stalinist Russia. How they got away with such criticism for such a long time remains a mystery. It is astonishing to think that our story, ‘Ich Bin from Head to Foot’, was published in 1933, three years after the poet Mayakovsky shot himself partly because of the tightening grip of Stalinism on the artists of Soviet Russia. At that time anything that did not conform to Socialist Realism was called Formalism, a dangerous thing of which to be accused. The sad fates of many Russian creative artists in the 1930s remind us of the deadly seriousness of the issues involved.


And yet here we have a story in which the intrepid Captain Masuccio is brought over from Germany to perform a circus act with his talking dog, Brünhilde. Unfortunately, her modest repertoire smacks of Formalism. The actual term is not deployed, but ‘bourgeois’, ‘middle-class’, ‘Humanism’ and ‘Art for Art’s Sake’ are, and the poor dog is accused of them all. What she is eventually required to learn and perform by way of a revised text will shock and amuse the reader. The machinations of the Circus Cultural Committee, ludicrous though they may seem, are accurately described, if contemporary reports are anything to go by. It is like the Political Correctness of our own age, only much worse and with murderous teeth. The real impact of this story emerges when you bear in mind the chasm that exists between the absurdity of the apparatchiki and the dire danger that their decisions could deliver to innocent victims in real life. One could have been shot in a cellar for Formalistic tendencies. Many were, though indeed many were shot in cellars for even less. By some miracle, the authors have drawn wonderful comedy from a perilous situation.




 





– Anthony Briggs, 2012
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