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SYNOPSIS




In “School Story”, Machado de Assis portrays a seemingly mundane episode from childhood that reveals, with irony and subtlety, the moral formation of a boy. Between fear and guilt, a small bribe for a syntax lesson exposes the tensions between authority, conscience, and social values in 19th-century Brazil.
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NOTICE




This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given the evolution in social norms and in our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.




Names from foreign languages will be preserved in their original form, with no translation.




 








School Story




 




The

school was on Rua do Costa, a small wooden house with a wooden fence. The year

was 1840. On that day—a Monday in May—I lingered for a few moments on Rua da

Princesa, wondering where I would play that morning. I hesitated between the Morro

de S. Diogo and Campo de Sant'Ana, which was not then the current park, a gentleman's

construction, but a rustic space, more or less infinite, spread with

washerwomen, grass, and loose donkeys. Hill or field? That was the problem.

Suddenly I said to myself that the best thing was school. And I headed for

school. Here's the reason. 




The

week before, I had skipped school twice, and when my father found out, he

punished me by beating me with a quince stick. My father's beatings hurt for a

long time. He was a former employee of the War Arsenal, harsh and intolerant.

He dreamed of a great commercial position for me, and was eager to see me learn

the basics of commerce, reading, writing, and arithmetic, so that I could

become a clerk. He would quote me the names of capitalists who had started out

at the counter. Well, it was the memory of the last punishment that took me to

school that morning. I was not a boy of virtues.




I

climbed the stairs cautiously, so as not to be heard by the teacher, and

arrived on time; he entered the room three or four minutes later. He entered

with his usual gentle gait, wearing cord shoes, a washed and faded denim

jacket, white pants, and a large, drooping collar. His name was Policarpo, and

he was close to fifty years old or more. Once seated, he took his snuff box and

red handkerchief out of his jacket and put them in the drawer; then he glanced

around the room. The boys, who had remained standing during his entrance, sat

down again. Everything was in order; they began their work. 




“Pilar,

I need to talk to you,” the schoolmaster´s son said to me quietly.




This

little boy's name was Raimundo, and he was soft, studious, and slow to learn.

Raimundo spent two hours retaining what took others only thirty or fifty

minutes; he made up for what he couldn't do right away with his brain with

time. Added to this was a great fear of his father. He was a thin, pale child

with a sickly face; he was rarely cheerful. He entered school after his father

and left before him. The teacher was stricter with him than with us. 
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