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Anton Chekhov


1860-1904


 


Anton Pavlovich Chekhov Taganrog, was a Russian short story writer, playwright, and physician. Aligned with literary currents of realism and naturalism, he was a master of the short story and is considered one of the most important authors of the genre in the history of literature.


As a playwright, Chekhov was situated within naturalism, though with certain touches of symbolism. His most well-known theatrical pieces are: "The Seagull" (1896), "Uncle Vanya" (1897), "Three Sisters" (1901), and "The Cherry Orchard" (1904).


In them, Chekhov devised a new dramatic technique that he called "indirect action," founded on insistence on the details of characterization and interaction among characters rather than on plot or direct action, so that in his works many important dramatic events take place offstage and what is left unsaid is often more important than what the characters actually say and express. The poor reception of his play "The Seagull" in 1896 at the Aleksandrinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg almost disillusioned him from theater, but this same play gained recognition two years later, in 1898, thanks to the interpretation by the Moscow Art Theatre, directed by theater director Konstantin Stanislavski, who repeated the success for the author with "Uncle Vanya," "Three Sisters," and "The Cherry Orchard."


Initially, Chekhov wrote simply for economic reasons, but his artistic ambition grew as he introduced innovations that powerfully influenced the evolution of the short story. His originality lies in the use of the monologue technique—later adopted by James Joyce and other writers of Anglo-Saxon modernism—and in the rejection of the moral purpose present in the structure of traditional works. He was not concerned with the difficulties this latter point posed for the reader, because he considered the role of the artist to be to ask questions, not answer them. Chekhov combined his literary career with medicine; in one of his letters, he wrote about it: "Medicine is my lawful wife; literature, only my mistress."


According to American writer E. L. Doctorow, Chekhov has the most natural voice in fiction: "His stories seem to spread across the page without art, without any aesthetic intention behind them. And so one sees life through his sentences."


While Chekhov was already recognized in Russia before his death, he did not become internationally recognized and acclaimed until the years following World War I, when Constance Garnett's translations into English helped popularize his work. They became tremendously famous in England in the 1920s and became a classic of the British stage.


 


Legacy


 


As a playwright, his most famous works are: "Three Sisters," "Ivanov," "Uncle Vanya," and "The Cherry Orchard." These three pieces formed the environment for the foundation of the Moscow Art Theatre, which was created under the sign of "impressionism."


As a narrator, Chekhov became unbeatable. His stories, as well as his plays, are generally masterpieces that harmonize perfectly with form and precision of vocabulary with a seductive and very correct verbal fluency, while also containing a dense lyrical content.


A melancholic pessimist and valuer of all human and social experiences, Chekhov would be the creator of a literary school that would later find enormous repercussion even in Western countries.


In the United States, authors like Tennessee Williams, Raymond Carver, or Arthur Miller used Chekhov's techniques to write some of their works and were influenced by him. For Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano, Chekhov "wrote as if saying nothing. And said everything."




CHEKHOV: GREATEST SHORT STORIES





The Student Story 


At first the weather was fine and still. The thrushes were calling and in the swamps close by something alive droned pitifully with a sound like blowing into an empty bottle. A snipe flew by and the shot aimed at it rang out with a gay, resounding note in the spring air. But when it began to get dark in the forest a cold, penetrating wind blew inappropriately from the east and everything sank into silence. Needles of ice stretched across the pools and it felt cheerless, remote and lonely in the forest. There was a whiff of winter.


Ivan Velikopolsky, the son of a sacristan and a student of the clerical academy, returning home from shooting, walked all the time by the path in the water-side meadow. His fingers were numb and his face was burning with the wind. It seemed to him that the cold that had suddenly come on had destroyed the order and harmony of things, that nature itself felt ill at ease and that was why the evening darkness was falling more rapidly than usual. All around it was deserted and peculiarly gloomy. The only light was one gleaming in the widows' gardens near the river; the village, over three miles away and everything in the distance all round was plunged in the cold evening mist. The student remembered that, as he went out from the house, his mother was sitting barefoot on the floor in the entry, cleaning the samovar, while his father lay on the stove coughing; as it was Good Friday nothing had been cooked and the student was terribly hungry. And now, shrinking from the cold, he thought that just such a wind had blown in the days of Rurik and in the time of Ivan the Terrible and Peter and in their time there had been just the same desperate poverty and hunger, the same thatched roofs with holes in them, ignorance, misery, the same desolation around, the same darkness, the same feeling of oppression — all these had existed, did exist and would exist and the lapse of a thousand years would make life no better. And he did not want to go home.


The gardens were called the widows' because they were kept by two widows, mother and daughter. A campfire was burning brightly with a crackling sound, throwing out light far around on the ploughed earth. The widow Vasilisa, a tall, fat old woman in a man's coat, was standing by and looking thoughtfully into the fire; her daughter Lukerya, a little pock-marked woman with a stupid-looking face, was sitting on the ground, washing a caldron and spoons. Apparently they had just had supper. There was a sound of men's voices; it was the laborers watering their horses at the river.


"Here you have winter back again," said the student, going up to the camp fire. "Good evening."


Vasilisa started, but at once recognized him and smiled cordially.


"I did not know you; God bless you," she said.


"You'll be rich."


They talked. Vasilisa, a woman of experience, who had been in service with the gentry, first as a wet-nurse, afterwards as a children's nurse, expressed herself with refinement and a soft, sedate smile never left her face; her daughter Lukerya, a village peasant woman, who had been beaten by her husband, simply screwed up her eyes at the student and said nothing and she had a strange expression like that of a deaf mute.


"At just such a fire the Apostle Peter warmed himself," said the student, stretching out his hands to the fire, "so it must have been cold then, too. Ah, what a terrible night it must have been, granny! An utterly dismal long night!"


He looked round at the darkness, shook his head abruptly and asked:


"No doubt you have been at the reading of the Twelve Gospels?"


"Yes, I have," answered Vasilisa.


"If you remember at the Last Supper Peter said to Jesus, 'I am ready to go with Thee into darkness and unto death.' And our Lord answered him thus: 'I say unto thee, Peter, before the cock croweth thou wilt have denied Me thrice.' After the supper Jesus went through the agony of death in the garden and prayed and poor Peter was weary in spirit and faint, his eyelids were heavy and he could not struggle against sleep. He fell asleep. Then you heard how Judas the same night kissed Jesus and betrayed Him to His tormentors. They took Him bound to the high priest and beat Him, while Peter, exhausted, worn out with misery and alarm, hardly awake, you know, feeling that something awful was just going to happen on earth, followed behind.... He loved Jesus passionately, intensely and now he saw from far off how He was beaten..."


Lukerya left the spoons and fixed an immovable stare upon the student.


"They came to the high priest's," he went on; "they began to question Jesus and meantime the laborers made a fire in the yard as it was cold and warmed themselves. Peter, too, stood with them near the fire and warmed himself as I am doing. A woman, seeing him, said: 'He was with Jesus, too' — that is as much as to say that he, too, should be taken to be questioned. And all the laborers that were standing near the fire must have looked sourly and suspiciously at him, because he was confused and said: 'I don't know Him.' A little while after again someone recognized him as one of Jesus' disciples and said: 'Thou, too, art one of them,' but again he denied it. And for the third time someone turned to him: 'Why, did I not see thee with Him in the garden to-day?' For the third time he denied it. And immediately after that time the cock crowed and Peter, looking from afar off at Jesus, remembered the words He had said to him in the evening.... He remembered, he came to himself, went out of the yard and wept bitterly — bitterly. In the Gospel it is written: 'He went out and wept bitterly.' I imagine it: the still, still, dark, dark garden and in the stillness, faintly audible, smothered sobbing..."


The student sighed and sank into thought. Still smiling, Vasilisa suddenly gave a gulp, big tears flowed freely down her cheeks and she screened her face from the fire with her sleeve as though ashamed of her tears and Lukerya, staring immovably at the student, flushed crimson and her expression became strained and heavy like that of someone enduring intense pain.


The laborers came back from the river and one of them riding a horse was quite near and the light from the fire quivered upon him. The student said good-night to the widows and went on. And again the darkness was about him and his fingers began to be numb. A cruel wind was blowing, winter really had come back and it did not feel as though Easter would be the day after to-morrow.


Now the student was thinking about Vasilisa: since she had shed tears all that had happened to Peter the night before the Crucifixion must have some relation to her....


He looked round. The solitary light was still gleaming in the darkness and no figures could be seen near it now. The student thought again that if Vasilisa had shed tears and her daughter had been troubled, it was evident that what he had just been telling them about, which had happened nineteen centuries ago, had a relation to the present — to both women, to the desolate village, to himself, to all people. The old woman had wept, not because he could tell the story touchingly, but because Peter was near to her, because her whole being was interested in what was passing in Peter's soul.


And joy suddenly stirred in his soul and he even stopped for a minute to take breath. "The past," he thought, "is linked with the present by an unbroken chain of events flowing one out of another." And it seemed to him that he had just seen both ends of that chain; that when he touched one end the other quivered.


When he crossed the river by the ferry boat and afterwards, mounting the hill, looked at his village and towards the west where the cold crimson sunset lay a narrow streak of light, he thought that truth and beauty which had guided human life there in the garden and in the yard of the high priest had continued without interruption to this day and had evidently always been the chief thing in human life and in all earthly life, indeed; and the feeling of youth, health, vigor — he was only twenty-two — and the inexpressible sweet expectation of happiness, of unknown mysterious happiness, took possession of him little by little and life seemed to him enchanting, marvelous and full of lofty meaning.


— * —





Vanka Story


Nine-year-old Vanka Zhukov, who had been apprentice to the shoemaker Aliakhin for three months, did not go to bed the night before Christmas. He waited till the master and mistress and the assistants had gone out to an early church-service, to procure from his employer's cupboard a small phial of ink and a penholder with a rusty nib; then, spreading a crumpled sheet of paper in front of him, he began to write.


Before, however, deciding to make the first letter, he looked furtively at the door and at the window, glanced several times at the sombre ikon, on either side of which stretched shelves full of lasts and heaved a heart-rending sigh. The sheet of paper was spread on a bench and he himself was on his knees in front of it.


"Dear Grandfather Konstantin Makarych," he wrote, "I am writing you a letter. I wish you a Happy Christmas and all God's holy best. I have no mamma or papa, you are all I have."


Vanka gave a look towards the window in which shone the reflection of his candle and vividly pictured to himself his grandfather, Konstantin Makarych, who was night-watchman at Messrs. Zhivarev. He was a small, lean, unusually lively and active old man of sixty-five, always smiling and blear-eyed. All day he slept in the servants' kitchen or trifled with the cooks. At night, enveloped in an ample sheep-skin coat, he strayed round the domain tapping with his cudgel. Behind him, each hanging its head, walked the old bitch Kashtanka and the dog Viun, so named because of his black coat and long body and his resemblance to a loach. Viun was an unusually civil and friendly dog, looking as kindly at a stranger as at his masters, but he was not to be trusted. Beneath his deference and humbleness was hid the most inquisitorial maliciousness. No one knew better than he how to sneak up and take a bite at a leg or slip into the larder or steal a muzhik's chicken. More than once they had nearly broken his hind-legs, twice he had been hung up, every week he was nearly flogged to death, but he always recovered.


At this moment, for certain, Vanka's grandfather must be standing at the gate, blinking his eyes at the bright red windows of the village church, stamping his feet in their high-felt boots and jesting with the people in the yard; his cudgel will be hanging from his belt, he will be hugging himself with cold, giving a little dry, old man's cough and at times pinching a servant-girl or a cook.


"Won't we take some snuff?" he asks, holding out his snuff-box to the women. The women take a pinch of snuff and sneeze.


The old man goes into indescribable ecstasies, breaks into loud laughter and cries:


"Off with it, it will freeze to your nose!"


He gives his snuff to the dogs, too. Kashtanka sneezes, twitches her nose and walks away offended. Viun deferentially refuses to sniff and wags his tail. It is glorious weather, not a breath of wind, clear and frosty; it is a dark eight, but the whole village, its white roofs and streaks of smoke from the chimneys, the trees silvered with hoar-frost and the snowdrifts, you can see it all. The sky scintillates with bright twinkling stars and the Milky Way stands out so clearly that it looks as if it had been polished and rubbed over with snow for the holidays…


Vanka sighs, dips his pen in the ink and continues to write:


"Last night I got a thrashing, my master dragged me by my hair into the yard and belabored me with a shoe-maker's stirrup, because, while I was rocking his brat in its cradle, I unfortunately fell asleep. And during the week, my mistress told me to clean a herring and I began by its tail, so she took the herring and stuck its snout into my face. The assistants tease me, send me to the tavern for vodka, make me steal the master's cucumbers and the master beats me with whatever is handy. Food there is none; in the morning it's bread, at dinner gruel and in the evening bread again. As for tea or sour-cabbage soup, the master and the mistress themselves guzzle that. They make me sleep in the vestibule and when their brat cries, I don't sleep at all, but have to rock the cradle. Dear Grandpapa, for Heaven's sake, take me away from here, home to our village, I can't bear this anymore… I bow to the ground to you and will pray to God for ever and ever, take me from here or I shall die…"


The corners of Vanka's mouth went down, he rubbed his eyes with his dirty fist and sobbed.


"I'll grate your tobacco for you," he continued, "I'll pray to God for you and if there is anything wrong, then flog me like the grey goat. And if you really think I shan't find work, then I'll ask the manager, for Christ's sake, to let me clean the boots, or I'll go instead of Fedya as under herdsman. Dear Grandpapa, I can't bear this anymore, it'll kill me… I wanted to run away to our village, but I have no boots and I was afraid of the frost and when I grow up I'll look after you, no one shall harm you and when you die I'll pray for the repose of your soul, just like I do for mamma Pelagueya.


"As for Moscow, it is a large town, there are all gentlemen's houses, lots of horses, no sheep and the dogs are not vicious. The children don't come round at Christmas with a star, no one is allowed to sing in the choir and once I saw in a shop window hooks on a line and fishing rods, all for sale and for every kind of fish, awfully convenient. And there was one hook which would catch a sheat-fish weighing a pound. And there are shops with guns, like the master's and I am sure they must cost 100 rubles each. And in the meat-shops there are woodcocks, partridges and hares, but who shot them or where they come from, the shopman won't say.


"Dear Grandpapa and when the masters give a Christmas tree, take a golden walnut and hide it in my green box. Ask the young lady, Olga Ignatyevna, for it, say it's for Vanka."


Vanka sighed convulsively and again stared at the window. He remembered that his grandfather always went to the forest for the Christmas tree and took his grandson with him. What happy times! The frost crackled, his grandfather crackled and as they both did, Vanka did the same. Then before cutting down the Christmas tree his grandfather smoked his pipe, took a long pinch of snuff and made fun of poor frozen little Vanka… The young fir trees, wrapt in hoar-frost, stood motionless, waiting for which of them would die. Suddenly a hare springing from somewhere would dart over the snowdrift… His grandfather could not help shouting:


"Catch it, catch it, catch it! Ah, short-tailed devil!"


When the tree was down, his grandfather dragged it to the master's house and there they set about decorating it. The young lady, Olga Ignatyevna, Vanka's great friend, busied herself most about it. When little Vanka's mother, Pelagueya, was still alive and was servant-woman in the house, Olga Ignatyevna used to stuff him with sugar-candy and, having nothing to do, taught him to read, write, count up to one hundred and even to dance the quadrille. When Pelagueya died, they placed the orphan Vanka in the kitchen with his grandfather and from the kitchen he was sent to Moscow to Aliakhin, the shoemaker.


"Come quick, dear Grandpapa," continued Vanka, "I beseech you for Christ's sake take me from here. Have pity on a poor orphan, for here they beat me and I am frightfully hungry and so sad that I can't tell you, I cry all the time. The other day the master hit me on the head with a last; I fell to the ground and only just returned to life. My life is a misfortune, worse than any dog's… I send greetings to Aliona, to one-eyed Tegor and the coachman and don't let anyone have my mouth-organ. I remain, your grandson, Ivan Zhukov, dear Grandpapa, do come."


Vanka folded his sheet of paper in four and put it into an envelope purchased the night before for a kopek. He thought a little, dipped the pen into the ink and wrote the address:


"The village, to my grandfather." He then scratched his head, thought again and added: "Konstantin Makarych." Pleased at not having been interfered with in his writing, he put on his cap and, without putting on his sheep-skin coat, ran out in his shirt-sleeves into the street.


The shopman at the poulterer's, from whom he had inquired the night before, had told him that letters were to be put into post-boxes and from there they were conveyed over the whole earth in mail troikas by drunken post-boys and to the sound of bells. Vanka ran to the first post-box and slipped his precious letter into the slit.


An hour afterwards, lulled by hope, he was sleeping soundly. In his dreams he saw a stove, by the stove his grandfather sitting with his legs dangling down, barefooted and reading a letter to the cooks and Viun walking round the stove wagging his tail.


— * —





The Album


Kraterov, the titular councillor, as thin and slender as the Admiralty spire, stepped forward and, addressing Zhmyhov, said:


“Your Excellency! Moved and touched to the bottom of our hearts by the way you have ruled us during long years and by your fatherly care... ”


“During the course of more than ten years. . .” Zakusin prompted.


“During the course of more than ten years, we, your subordinates, on this so memorable for us ... er ... day, beg your Excellency to accept in token of our respect and profound gratitude this album with our portraits in it and express our hope that for the duration of your distinguished life, that for long, long years to come, to your dying day you may not abandon us... ”


“With your fatherly guidance in the path of justice and progress. . .” added Zakusin, wiping from his brow the perspiration that had suddenly appeared on it; he was evidently longing to speak and in all probability had a speech ready. “And ” he wound up, “may your standard fly for long, long years in the career of genius, industry and social self-consciousness.”


A tear trickled down the wrinkled left cheek of Zhmyhov.


“Gentlemen!” he said in a shaking voice, “I did not expect, I had no idea that you were going to celebrate my modest jubilee...  I am touched indeed ... very much so...  I shall not forget this moment to my dying day and believe me ... believe me, friends, that no one is so desirous of your welfare as I am ... and if there has been anything ... it was for your benefit.”


Zhmyhov, the actual civil councillor, kissed the titular councillor Kraterov, who had not expected such an honor and turned pale with delight. Then the chief made a gesture that signified that he could not speak for emotion and shed tears as though an expensive album had not been presented to him, but on the contrary, taken from him ...  Then when he had a little recovered and said a few more words full of feeling and given everyone his hand to shake, he went downstairs amid loud and joyful cheers, got into his carriage and drove off, followed by their blessings. As he sat in his carriage he was aware of a flood of joyous feelings such as he had never known before and once more he shed tears.


At home new delights awaited him. There his family, his friends and acquaintances had prepared him such an ovation that it seemed to him that he really had been of very great service to his country and that if he had never existed his country would perhaps have been in a very bad way. The jubilee dinner was made up of toasts, speeches and tears. In short, Zhmyhov had never expected that his merits would be so warmly appreciated.


“Gentlemen!” he said before the dessert, “two hours ago I was recompensed for all the sufferings a man has to undergo who is the servant, so to say, not of routine, not of the letter, but of duty! Through the whole duration of my service I have constantly adhered to the principle; — the public does not exist for us, but we for the public and to-day I received the highest reward! My subordinates presented me with an album ... see! I was touched.”


Festive faces bent over the album and began examining it.


“It’s a pretty album,” said Zhmyhov’s daughter Olya, “it must have cost fifty roubles, I do believe. Oh, it’s charming! You must give me the album, papa, do you hear? I’ll take care of it, it’s so pretty.”


After dinner Olya carried off the album to her room and shut it up in her table drawer. Next day she took the clerks out of it, flung them on the floor and put her school friends in their place. The government uniforms made way for white pelerines. Kolya, his Excellency’s little son, picked up the clerks and painted their clothes red. Those who had no moustaches he presented with green moustaches and added brown beards to the beardless. When there was nothing left to paint, he cut the little men out of the card-board, pricked their eyes with a pin and began playing soldiers with them. After cutting out the titular councillor Kraterov, he fixed him on a match-box and carried him in that state to his father’s study.


“Papa, a monument, look!”


Zhmyhov burst out laughing, lurched forward and, looking tenderly at the child, gave him a warm kiss on the cheek.


“There, you rogue, go and show mamma; let mamma look too.”


— * —





The Kiss


At eight o’clock on the evening of the twentieth of May all the six batteries of the N — Reserve Artillery Brigade halted for the night in the village of Myestetchki on their way to camp. When the general commotion was at its height, while some officers were busily occupied around the guns, while others, gathered together in the square near the church enclosure, were listening to the quartermasters, a man in civilian dress, riding a strange horse, came into sight round the church. The little dun-colored horse with a good neck and a short tail came, moving not straight forward, but as it were sideways, with a sort of dance step, as though it were being lashed about the legs. When he reached the officers the man on the horse took off his hat and said:


“His Excellency Lieutenant-General von Rabbek invites the gentlemen to drink tea with him this minute... ”


The horse turned, danced and retired sideways; the messenger raised his hat once more and, in an instant, disappeared with his strange horse behind the church.


“What the devil does it mean?” grumbled some of the officers, dispersing to their quarters. “One is sleepy and here this Von Rabbek with his tea! We know what tea means.”


The officers of all the six batteries remembered vividly an incident of the previous year, when during manoeuvres they, together with the officers of a Cossack regiment, were in the same way invited to tea by a count who had an estate in the neighborhood and was a retired army officer: the hospitable and genial count made much of them, fed them and gave them drink, refused to let them go to their quarters in the village and made them stay the night. All that, of course, was very nice — nothing better could be desired, but the worst of it was, the old army officer was so carried away by the pleasure of the young men’s company that till sunrise he was telling the officers anecdotes of his glorious past, taking them over the house, showing them expensive pictures, old engravings, rare guns, reading them autograph letters from great people, while the weary and exhausted officers looked and listened, longing for their beds and yawning in their sleeves; when at last their host let them go, it was too late for sleep.


Might not this Von Rabbek be just such another? Whether he were or not, there was no help for it. The officers changed their uniforms, brushed themselves and went all together in search of the gentleman’s house. In the square by the church they were told they could get to His Excellency’s by the lower path — going down behind the church to the river, going along the bank to the garden and there an avenue would taken them to the house; or by the upper way —  straight from the church by the road which, half a mile from the village, led right up to His Excellency’s granaries. The officers decided to go by the upper way.


“What Von Rabbek is it?” they wondered on the way. “Surely not the one who was in command of the N —  —  cavalry division at Plevna?”


“No, that was not Von Rabbek, but simply Rabbe and no ‘von.’”


“What lovely weather!”


At the first of the granaries the road divided in two: one branch went straight on and vanished in the evening darkness, the other led to the owner’s house on the right. The officers turned to the right and began to speak more softly...  On both sides of the road stretched stone granaries with red roofs, heavy and sullen-looking, very much like barracks of a district town. Ahead of them gleamed the windows of the manor-house.


“A good omen, gentlemen,” said one of the officers. “Our setter is the foremost of all; no doubt he scents game ahead of us! . . .”


Lieutenant Lobytko, who was walking in front, a tall and stalwart fellow, though entirely without moustache (he was over five-and-twenty, yet for some reason there was no sign of hair on his round, well-fed face), renowned in the brigade for his peculiar faculty for divining the presence of women at a distance, turned round and said:


“Yes, there must be women here; I feel that by instinct.”


On the threshold the officers were met by Von Rabbek himself, a comely-looking man of sixty in civilian dress. Shaking hands with his guests, he said that he was very glad and happy to see them but begged them earnestly for God’s sake to excuse him for not asking them to stay the night; two sisters with their children, some brothers and some neighbors, had come on a visit to him, so that he had not one spare room left.


The General shook hands with everyone, made his apologies and smiled, but it was evident by his face that he was by no means so delighted as their last year’s count and that he had invited the officers simply because, in his opinion, it was a social obligation to do so. And the officers themselves, as they walked up the softly carpeted stairs, as they listened to him, felt that they had been invited to this house simply because it would have been awkward not to invite them; and at the sight of the footmen, who hastened to light the lamps in the entrance below and in the anteroom above, they began to feel as though they had brought uneasiness and discomfort into the house with them. In a house in which two sisters and their children, brothers and neighbors were gathered together, probably on account of some family festivity, or event, how could the presence of nineteen unknown officers possibly be welcome?


At the entrance to the drawing-room the officers were met by a tall, graceful old lady with black eyebrows and a long face, very much like the Empress Eugénie. Smiling graciously and majestically, she said she was glad and happy to see her guests and apologized that her husband and she were on this occasion unable to invite messieurs les officers to stay the night. From her beautiful majestic smile, which instantly vanished from her face every time she turned away from her guests, it was evident that she had seen numbers of officers in her day, that she was in no humor for them now and if she invited them to her house and apologized for not doing more, it was only because her breeding and position in society required it of her.


When the officers went into the big dining-room, there were about a dozen people, men and ladies, young and old, sitting at tea at the end of a long table. A group of men was dimly visible behind their chairs, wrapped in a haze of cigar smoke; and in the midst of them stood a lanky young man with red whiskers, talking loudly, with a lisp, in English. Through a door beyond the group could be seen a light room with pale blue furniture.


“Gentlemen, there are so many of you that it is impossible to introduce you all!” said the General in a loud voice, trying to sound very cheerful. “Make each other’s acquaintance, gentlemen, without any ceremony!”


The officers — some with very serious and even stern faces, others with forced smiles and all feeling extremely awkward — somehow made their bows and sat down to tea.


The most ill at ease of them all was Ryabovitch — a little officer in spectacles, with sloping shoulders and whiskers like a lynx’s. While some of his comrades assumed a serious expression, while others wore forced smiles, his face, his lynx-like whiskers and spectacles seemed to say: “I am the shyest, most modest and most undistinguished officer in the whole brigade!” At first, ongoing into the room and sitting down to the table, he could not fix his attention on anyone face or object. The faces, the dresses, the cut-glass decanters of brandy, the steam from the glasses, the molded cornices — all blended in one general impression that inspired in Ryabovitch alarm and a desire to hide his head. Like a lecturer making his first appearance before the public, he saw everything that was before his eyes, but apparently only had a dim understanding of it (among physiologists this condition, when the subject sees but does not understand, is called psychical blindness). After a little while, growing accustomed to his surroundings, Ryabovitch saw clearly and began to observe. As a shy man, unused to society, what struck him first was that in which he had always been deficient — namely, the extraordinary boldness of his new acquaintances. Von Rabbek, his wife, two elderly ladies, a young lady in a lilac dress and the young man with the red whiskers, who was, it appeared, a younger son of Von Rabbek, very cleverly, as though they had rehearsed it beforehand, took seats between the officers and at once got up a heated discussion in which the visitors could not help taking part. The lilac young lady hotly asserted that the artillery had a much better time than the cavalry and the infantry, while Von Rabbek and the elderly ladies maintained the opposite. A brisk interchange of talk followed. Ryabovitch watched the lilac young lady who argued so hotly about what was unfamiliar and utterly uninteresting to her and watched artificial smiles come and go on her face.


Von Rabbek and his family skillfully drew the officers into the discussion and meanwhile kept a sharp lookout over their glasses and mouths, to see whether all of them were drinking, whether all had enough sugar, why someone was not eating cakes or not drinking brandy. And the longer Ryabovitch watched and listened, the more he was attracted by this insincere but splendidly disciplined family.


After tea the officers went into the drawing-room. Lieutenant Lobytko’s instinct had not deceived him. There were a great number of girls and young married ladies. The “setter” lieutenant was soon standing by a very young, fair girl in a black dress and, bending down to her jauntily, as though leaning on an unseen sword, smiled and shrugged his shoulders coquettishly. He probably talked very interesting nonsense, for the fair girl looked at his well-fed face condescendingly and asked indifferently, “Really?” And from that uninterested “Really?” the setter, had he been intelligent, might have concluded that she would never call him to heel.


The piano struck up; the melancholy strains of a valse floated out of the wide open windows and everyone, for some reason, remembered that it was spring, a May evening. Everyone was conscious of the fragrance of roses, of lilac and of the young leaves of the poplar. Ryabovitch, in whom the brandy he had drunk made itself felt, under the influence of the music stole a glance towards the window, smiled and began watching the movements of the women and it seemed to him that the smell of roses, of poplars and lilac came not from the garden, but from the ladies’ faces and dresses.


Von Rabbek’s son invited a scraggy-looking young lady to dance and waltzed round the room twice with her. Lobytko, gliding over the parquet floor, flew up to the lilac young lady and whirled her away. Dancing began...  Ryabovitch stood near the door among those who were not dancing and looked on. He had never once danced in his whole life and he had never once in his life put his arm round the waist of a respectable woman. He was highly delighted that a man should in the sight of all take a girl he did not know round the waist and offer her his shoulder to put her hand on, but he could not imagine himself in the position of such a man. There were times when he envied the boldness and swagger of his companions and was inwardly wretched; the consciousness that he was timid, that he was round-shouldered and uninteresting, that he had a long waist and lynx-like whiskers, had deeply mortified him, but with years he had grown used to this feeling and now, looking at his comrades dancing or loudly talking, he no longer envied them, but only felt touched and mournful.


When the quadrille began, young Von Rabbek came up to those who were not dancing and invited two officers to have a game at billiards. The officers accepted and went with him out of the drawing-room. Ryabovitch, having nothing to do and wishing to take part in the general movement, slouched after them. From the big drawing-room they went into the little drawing-room, then into a narrow corridor with a glass roof and thence into a room in which on their entrance three sleepy-looking footmen jumped up quickly from the sofa. At last, after passing through a long succession of rooms, young Von Rabbek and the officers came into a small room where there was a billiard-table. They began to play.


Ryabovitch, who had never played any game but cards, stood near the billiard-table and looked indifferently at the players, while they in unbuttoned coats, with cues in their hands, stepped about, made puns and kept shouting out unintelligible words.


The players took no notice of him and only now and then one of them, shoving him with his elbow or accidentally touching him with the end of his cue, would turn round and say “Pardon!” Before the first game was over he was weary of it and began to feel he was not wanted and in the way...  He felt disposed to return to the drawing-room and he went out.


On his way back he met with a little adventure. When he had gone half-way he noticed he had taken a wrong turning. He distinctly remembered that he ought to meet three sleepy footmen on his way, but he had passed five or six rooms and those sleepy figures seemed to have vanished into the earth. Noticing his mistake, he walked back a little way and turned to the right; he found himself in a little dark room which he had not seen on his way to the billiard-room. After standing there a little while, he resolutely opened the first door that met his eyes and walked into an absolutely dark room. Straight in front could be seen the crack in the doorway through which there was a gleam of vivid light; from the other side of the door came the muffled sound of a melancholy mazurka. Here, too, as in the drawing-room, the windows were wide open and there was a smell of poplars, lilac and roses... 


Ryabovitch stood still in hesitation...  At that moment, to his surprise, he heard hurried footsteps and the rustling of a dress, a breathless feminine voice whispered “At last!” And two soft, fragrant, unmistakably feminine arms were clasped about his neck; a warm cheek was pressed to his cheek and simultaneously there was the sound of a kiss. But at once the bestower of the kiss uttered a faint shriek and skipped back from him, as it seemed to Ryabovitch, with aversion. He, too, almost shrieked and rushed towards the gleam of light at the door... 


When he went back into the drawing-room his heart was beating and his hands were trembling so noticeably that he made haste to hide them behind his back. At first he was tormented by shame and dread that the whole drawing-room knew that he had just been kissed and embraced by a woman. He shrank into himself and looked uneasily about him, but as he became convinced that people were dancing and talking as calmly as ever, he gave himself up entirely to the new sensation which he had never experienced before in his life. Something strange was happening to him...  His neck, round which soft, fragrant arms had so lately been clasped, seemed to him to be anointed with oil; on his left cheek near his moustache where the unknown had kissed him there was a faint chilly tingling sensation as from peppermint drops and the more he rubbed the place the more distinct was the chilly sensation; all over, from head to foot, he was full of a strange new feeling which grew stronger and stronger ...  He wanted to dance, to talk, to run into the garden, to laugh aloud...  He quite forgot that he was round-shouldered and uninteresting, that he had lynx-like whiskers and an “undistinguished appearance” (that was how his appearance had been described by some ladies whose conversation he had accidentally overheard). When Von Rabbek’s wife happened to pass by him, he gave her such a broad and friendly smile that she stood still and looked at him inquiringly.


“I like your house immensely!” he said, setting his spectacles straight.


The General’s wife smiled and said that the house had belonged to her father; then she asked whether his parents were living, whether he had long been in the army, why he was so thin and so on...  After receiving answers to her questions, she went on and after his conversation with her his smiles were more friendly than ever and he thought he was surrounded by splendid people... 


At supper Ryabovitch ate mechanically everything offered him, drank and without listening to anything, tried to understand what had just happened to him...  The adventure was of a mysterious and romantic character, but it was not difficult to explain it. No doubt some girl or young married lady had arranged a tryst with some one in the dark room; had waited a long time and being nervous and excited had taken Ryabovitch for her hero; this was the more probable as Ryabovitch had stood still hesitating in the dark room, so that he, too, had seemed like a person expecting something...  This was how Ryabovitch explained to himself the kiss he had received.


“And who is she?” he wondered, looking round at the women’s faces. “She must be young, for elderly ladies don’t give rendezvous. That she was a lady, one could tell by the rustle of her dress, her perfume, her voice... ”


His eyes rested on the lilac young lady and he thought her very attractive; she had beautiful shoulders and arms, a clever face and a delightful voice. Ryabovitch, looking at her, hoped that she and no one else was his unknown...  But she laughed somehow artificially and wrinkled up her long nose, which seemed to him to make her look old. Then he turned his eyes upon the fair girl in a black dress. She was younger, simpler and more genuine, had a charming brow and drank very daintily out of her wineglass. Ryabovitch now hoped that it was she. But soon he began to think her face flat and fixed his eyes upon the one next her.


“It’s difficult to guess,” he thought, musing. “If one takes the shoulders and arms of the lilac one only, adds the brow of the fair one and the eyes of the one on the left of Lobytko, then . . .”


He made a combination of these things in his mind and so formed the image of the girl who had kissed him, the image that he wanted her to have, but could not find at the table... 


After supper, replete and exhilarated, the officers began to take leave and say thank you. Von Rabbek and his wife began again apologizing that they could not ask them to stay the night.


“Very, very glad to have met you, gentlemen,” said Von Rabbek and this time sincerely (probably because people are far more sincere and good-humored at speeding their parting guests than on meeting them). “Delighted. I hope you will come on your way back! Don’t stand on ceremony! Where are you going? Do you want to go by the upper way? No, go across the garden; it’s nearer here by the lower way.”


The officers went out into the garden. After the bright light and the noise the garden seemed very dark and quiet. They walked in silence all the way to the gate. They were a little drunk, pleased and in good spirits, but the darkness and silence made them thoughtful for a minute. Probably the same idea occurred to each one of them as to Ryabovitch: would there ever come a time for them when, like Von Rabbek, they would have a large house, a family, a garden —  when they, too, would be able to welcome people, even though insincerely, feed them, make them drunk and contented?


Going out of the garden gate, they all began talking at once and laughing loudly about nothing. They were walking now along the little path that led down to the river and then ran along the water’s edge, winding round the bushes on the bank, the pools and the willows that overhung the water. The bank and the path were scarcely visible and the other bank was entirely plunged in darkness. Stars were reflected here and there on the dark water; they quivered and were broken up on the surface — and from that alone it could be seen that the river was flowing rapidly. It was still. Drowsy curlews cried plaintively on the further bank and in one of the bushes on the nearest side a nightingale was trilling loudly, taking no notice of the crowd of officers. The officers stood round the bush, touched it, but the nightingale went on singing.


“What a fellow!” they exclaimed approvingly. “We stand beside him and he takes not a bit of notice! What a rascal!”


At the end of the way the path went uphill and, skirting the church enclosure, turned into the road. Here the officers, tired with walking uphill, sat down and lighted their cigarettes. On the other side of the river a murky red fire came into sight and having nothing better to do, they spent a long time in discussing whether it was a camp fire or a light in a window, or something else...  Ryabovitch, too, looked at the light and he fancied that the light looked and winked at him, as though it knew about the kiss.


On reaching his quarters, Ryabovitch undressed as quickly as possible and got into bed. Lobytko and Lieutenant Merzlyakov — a peaceable, silent fellow, who was considered in his own circle a highly educated officer and was always, whenever it was possible, reading the “Vyestnik Evropi,” which he carried about with him everywhere —  were quartered in the same hut with Ryabovitch. Lobytko undressed, walked up and down the room for a long while with the air of a man who has not been satisfied and sent his orderly for beer. Merzlyakov got into bed, put a candle by his pillow and plunged into reading the “Vyestnik Evropi.”


“Who was she?” Ryabovitch wondered, looking at the smoky ceiling.


His neck still felt as though he had been anointed with oil and there was still the chilly sensation near his mouth as though from peppermint drops. The shoulders and arms of the young lady in lilac, the brow and the truthful eyes of the fair girl in black, waists, dresses and brooches, floated through his imagination. He tried to fix his attention on these images, but they danced about, broke up and flickered. When these images vanished altogether from the broad dark background which every man sees when he closes his eyes, he began to hear hurried footsteps, the rustle of skirts, the sound of a kiss and — an intense groundless joy took possession of him ...  Abandoning himself to this joy, he heard the orderly return and announce that there was no beer. Lobytko was terribly indignant and began pacing up and down again.
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