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To My Parents




A Note on Russian Names


In the Russian language, a formal address requires the use of first name and patronymic (derived from the father’s first name). In the text I use only first names as this is more familiar to a Western reader; the index provides a list of full names.


With few exceptions, I use the masculine form of family names (e.g., Anna Dostoevsky, Sophia Tolstoy, Véra Nabokov, Elena Bulgakov, and Natalya Solzhenitsyn). In Russian, these names have feminine endings: Dostoevskaya, Tolstaya, Nabokova, Bulgakova, and Solzhenitsyna. Nadezhda Mandelstam’s name has the same ending in both English and Russian.


The names Anna Karenina, Natasha Rostova, Anna Akhmatova, and Marina Tsvetaeva are familiar to the reader and appear unchanged in the text.


Among family and friends, a diminutive of the first name is commonly used; for example, Tanya for Tatyana, Masha for Maria, Sasha for Alexandra, Fedya for Fyodor, and Vanya (or Vanechka) for Ivan.


Lev is also frequently used interchangeably with Leo.




Prologue


I grew up in Moscow in the family of a writer and used to believe that every writer’s wife was involved in her husband’s creative work as much as my mother was. She collaborated with my father from the moment his novel was conceived till its completion. She was a natural storyteller and, at my father’s request, talked about her childhood in Kiev during Stalin’s mass purges of the 1930s. My grandfather had a job in a ministry as a speechwriter, and his family lived in an apartment house populated with government officials. During the height of the purges, my mother had witnessed the arrests in their building. Every night, she listened to the sound of the “black marias” stopping at their entrance. In the morning, some of their neighbors’ doors were sealed; the adults had disappeared in prisons or camps and their children sent to orphanages. My grandmother kept a razor under her pillow to escape such a fate: there was at least personal choice in suicide. Fortunately, my grandfather was transferred to a different bureaucracy in Moscow where, because of the sweeping arrests, Soviet secret police lost track of him; then the war started.


In the fall of 1941, my mother saw gulag inmates at a railway station, a sight she would never forget: men in prison clothes were forced to kneel on the snow-covered platform while guards counted them, like cattle. This was just one of my mother’s stories employed in my father’s novel July 1941, among the first anti-Stalinist works published in the Soviet Union.1 The railway scene later became a bone of contention between my parents: mother claimed the scene as “hers,” while father insisted he had other sources.


My mother was her husband’s first reader, editor, and literary adviser. She routinely discussed the scenes from his novels, and when she proofread, she lived his fiction again. In childhood I used to believe that there was nothing unusual about my parents’ collaboration and that, in fact, a writer’s wife was a profession itself.


This was not incorrect: literary wives in Russia traditionally performed a variety of tasks as stenographers, editors, typists, researchers, translators, and publishers. Russian writers married women with good literary taste who were profoundly absorbed with their art and felt comfortable in secondary roles. Living under restrictive regimes, the women battled censorship and preserved the writers’ illicit archives, often putting themselves at risk. They established a tradition of their own, unmatched in the West.
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Ithaca, September 1958: An evocative photograph shows Véra Nabokov at her typewriter and a mirror-reflected image of the writer himself, dictating. Throughout their marriage of fifty-two years, Véra was Vladimir Nabokov’s assistant and inspiration for his best thoughts, as he said. In 1965, Nabokov described their work together in an interview:


Well … my very kind and patient wife … sits down at her typewriter and I, I dictate, I dictate off the cards to her, making some changes and very often, very often discussing this or that.


She might say, ‘Oh, you don’t say that, you can’t say that.’


‘Well, let’s see, perhaps, I can change it.’2


Nabokov’s marriage was central to his writing: Véra contributed ideas, assisted with research, edited manuscripts, read proofs, translated his works, conducted his correspondence, and when he taught at Cornell assisted in preparing his lectures and marked students’ papers. As Saul Steinberg remarked, “It would be difficult to write about Véra without mentioning Vladimir. But it would be impossible to write about Vladimir without mentioning Véra.”3


Although Véra worked alongside Nabokov, she remained discreet about her involvement and, as she told an interviewer, would even panic when finding her name in his footnotes. Her concern for Nabokov’s reputation was paramount and she preferred to remain in his shadow, reluctant to share private information.


The truth is, in their country of origin, the Nabokovs’ close literary marriage was not unusual. Véra was simply following in the path of her great predecessors, Sophia Tolstoy and Anna Dostoevsky, their husbands’ indispensable aides and collaborators. To use Nabokov’s expression, these women formed “a single shadow” with the writers.


When Leo Tolstoy first met Dostoevskys’ widow, he exclaimed, “How astonishing that our writers’ wives look so much like their husbands!” Tolstoy was referring to a particular bond between the writers and their muses. In her reminiscences, Anna Dostoevsky describes the episode with a mild irony, inherent in her style:


“Do you really think I look like Fyodor Mikhailovich?” I asked happily.


“Extraordinarily like! It was just precisely someone like you that I’ve been picturing as Dostoevskys’ wife!”4


Tolstoy’s reaction when he saw Anna was both amusing and noteworthy: he had never met Dostoevsky, so it was certainly not a physical resemblance that he had in mind. Upon meeting Anna, Tolstoy sensed an aura, which belonged specifically to Dostoevskys’ fictional world and which his widow was now bearing.


Years later, when Tolstoy died, Boris Pasternak observed Sophia at the funeral. He describes his feeling of awe before the woman who had assisted the great novelist and was a model for his heroines; she seemed inseparable from Tolstoy’s creations:


In the room lay a mountain like Elbrus, and she was one of its large, detached crags; the room was filled by a storm cloud the size of half the sky, and she was one of its separate lightnings.5


Sophia admired Tolstoy’s writing while still a girl, when they first met. Upon marrying him at eighteen, she settled with Tolstoy at Yasnaya Polyana, then an isolated estate and ideally suited for the writer. She was always eager to assist him by copying his works and contributing her diaries and letters, which gave him a deeper insight into the female psyche. Sophia would copy his manuscripts overnight: their growing family demanded her attention during the day. This work was never a burden: she was artistically gifted and Tolstoy’s writing fascinated her:


As I copy I experience a whole new world of emotions, thoughts and impressions. Nothing touches me so deeply as his ideas, his genius … I write very quickly, so I can follow the story and catch the mood, but slowly enough to be able to stop, reflect upon each new idea and discuss it with him later. He and I often talk about the novel together, and for some reason he listens to what I have to say (which makes me very proud) and trusts my opinions.6


In 1865, during War and Peace, a visitor to their estate called Sophia “the perfect wife for a writer” and “the nursemaid” of her husband’s talent.7 Tolstoy’s most celebrated novels were created during their first two decades of marriage—and these works draw closely from their family life. During the following decades, Sophia continued to inspire Tolstoy and contribute to him as his publisher, translator, photographer, and biographer.


Although the Tolstoys’ marriage has been described many times, it remains little understood. Sophia did not receive credit for her many contributions to the writer. Instead, she became widely criticized for not supporting Tolstoy during his religious phase when he renounced his copyright and property. When Tolstoy fled their estate at the age of eighty-two, the world around Sophia turned into a courtroom where she stood accused. Regardless of the fact that Tolstoy himself chose to flee because he wanted to live out his days as a simple pilgrim and die a simple death, Sophia was blamed for his departure. She was prevented from entering Tolstoy’s room in a stationmaster’s house at Astapovo where he lay dying, and so the great man died surrounded by his disciples.


The Russian public treated their writers as prophets and gave little personal sympathy to their wives; the latters’ dedication was taken for granted. After Fyodor Dostoevskys’ death, Anna received delegations from across the country that, to her annoyance, came to speak about her late husband’s importance for the national literature, about the “great loss Russia had suffered.” When someone finally expressed consideration for her personally, she seized the stranger’s hand and kissed it in gratitude.


Anna was a twenty-year-old stenographer when she received an assignment to take dictation from Dostoevsky. The circumstances of their encounter were dramatic: in 1866, the writer was trapped in an impossible contract, which forced him to produce a full-length novel in just four weeks. Should he fail to meet the obligation, he would lose the rights to all his work.


For twenty-six days, Anna took his dictation and transcribed her notes at home; due to her perseverance, Dostoevsky escaped catastrophe. When the novel The Gambler was completed, he realized he could no longer write without his collaborator: dictating became his preferred way of composition. He told Anna of an insightful dream, that he found a sparkling diamond among his papers. The writer did indeed find his prize.


Dostoevsky proposed to Anna through a thinly disguised story about an elderly, sick, and debt-ridden artist, in love with an exuberant girl. Would the girl marry the artist, or would that be too much of a sacrifice? For Anna, who had been “enraptured” with Dostoevskys’ novels since childhood, the idea of helping him in his work and caring for him was attractive.


My love was entirely cerebral.… It was more like adoration and reverence for a man of such talent and such noble qualities of spirit…. The dream of becoming his life companion, of sharing his labors and lightening his existence, of giving him happiness—this was what took hold of my imagination; and Fyodor Mikhailovich8 became my god, my idol.9


Her attitude to Dostoevsky did not change during fourteen years of marriage filled with financial uncertainty; despite privations, she considered her life to “have been one of exceptional happiness.”10 Anna had committed to paper many of his novels, including his most celebrated, Crime and Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov. Dostoevsky called her his collaborator and guardian angel: she nursed him through his gambling addiction and his epileptic attacks, and helped him return to writing, time and time again. Eventually, Anna paid off Dostoevskys’ debts by bringing out his books and managing his business affairs. But as she remarked in her memoir, it was not only for profit that she became a publisher—she found an interesting occupation for herself.


Dostoevsky remained her idol after he died: Anna collaborated with his biographers and established his museums. In the same way, Sophia during her widowhood continued to work for Tolstoy: she prepared his letters for publication, collected everything about him that appeared in print, catalogued his library, and toured visitors around their estate, which she preserved intact.


Both women have meticulously documented their own and their husbands’ lives through their diaries, memoirs, and correspondence. But Anna Dostoevsky was far more guarded than Sophia: she kept stenographic records and, in addition, used her own code, inaccessible even to another stenographer. Unlike Tolstoy, Dostoevsky could not read his wife’s diaries, a wise arrangement given his suspiciousness and volatility. Anna transcribed her notes thirty years later when preparing her diary for publication. She did not want readers to know her actual experiences and, furthermore, tried to create an improved portrait of Dostoevsky as a private man. To accomplish this, she had to sacrifice accuracy and even rewrite some episodes. None of this was known until the end of the twentieth century, when a Russian expert managed to crack her code and her surviving original notebooks were published.11 This new biographical material gives insights into her character and the couple’s relationship during their first and most trying year together.


Sophia Tolstoy’s and Anna Dostoevskys’ inspired collaboration with Russia’s most prominent writers have undoubtedly influenced literary marriages in the twentieth century. But in the age of Stalin’s political dictatorship, free expression ceased to exist and writing could be ruled a crime punishable by death. For these women, assisting genuine writers required extraordinary courage.


When Osip Mandelstam, a major twentieth-century poet, was sent to the gulag in 1938, his wife, Nadezhda, barely escaped the same fate. But she took the risk of concealing his illicit archive: if his poetry were confiscated and destroyed, this would also result in his spiritual demise. For decades, she led a nomadic life, hiding from the authorities and supporting herself with teaching. What kept her alive was her mission to publish Mandelstam’s works and tell his story. Nadezhda memorized much of his verse and prose, making her memory an additional storage. After Stalin’s death in 1953, she committed to paper Mandelstam’s works, along with background information, and began to struggle for posthumous publication.


Some of the best twentieth-century Russian literature survives today only because these women had the courage to preserve it. Elena Bulgakov married the ingenious and tormented satirical writer to whom Stalin personally denied publication. Mikhail Bulgakov’s only play that could be staged in the 1930s was The Days of the Turbins, inexplicably Stalin’s favorite. The tyrant, however, refused publication of his subsequent plays, and Elena witnessed the continual banning of Bulgakov’s productions.


In her diary, which she courageously kept during the purges of the 1930s, Elena chronicled Bulgakov’s harassment and the arrests of their friends—actors, writers, directors, and military officers. Through Bulgakov’s depression, their penury, and his debilitating kidney disease, she remained a source of hope and strength. Elena was the inspiration for a principal character in The Master and Margarita, also a writer’s wife, who allies with supernatural forces to save the novel of her beloved master.


In 1940, when dying from the kidney disease and by this time almost blind, Bulgakov dictated to Elena his revisions for The Master and Margarita. Now published worldwide, this final masterpiece reached the reader only because she preserved the archive and tenaciously pursued publication, achieving her goal twenty-five years after Bulgakov’s death.


Many writers in history relied on their wives for moral and practical support. Nora Joyce was the “rock” of James Joyce’s life as well as his model, but although she inspired Molly Bloom in Ulysses, she never read the book nor did she take interest in his creativity. Unlike Nora, Russian literary wives actively helped produce literature. These women became so much a part of it that they commonly used the word “we” to describe the progress of their husbands’ work.


The writers’ dependence on their wives, from inspiration to technical help, is surprising. Tolstoy could have hired a scribe to copy his novels, but he wanted Sophia to do the work because she was his first audience. His literature united them: Sophia would even refer to War and Peace as their child. Dostoevsky, Nabokov, Mandelstam, and Bulgakov wanted their wives to take dictation, so they could receive instant responses to their writing. Nadezhda Mandelstam intimated that the poet did not write a single line on his own, because she recorded his verse as she watched him compose. Mandelstam expected her to even hold variations of his poems in her memory—and this “technicality,” in Joseph Brodsky’s words, strengthened the bond of their marriage.12 When Mandelstam died in a camp, Nadezhda survived “for the joy breathed by his verse.” Theirs was a relationship between two intellectuals and artists (she was a painter), but Nadezhda adapted her intellect to serve her husband.


As Nadezhda remarked, Mandelstam had made her “a complete partner in his life.”13 When her brother remarked that she had become the poet’s echo, Mandelstam replied: “That’s how we like it.” Nadezhda’s loss of identity resembles Véra Nabokov’s: both women were their husbands’ invisible creative partners and seemed to prefer it that way.


When, in 2002, I met Natalya Solzhenitsyn in Moscow, I asked her whether she knew of any biographer writing about her life. She replied, in the manner of a Véra Nabokov: “I would never allow that.”14 Natalya did not regret abandoning her own career as a mathematician, since she considered her collaboration with Solzhenitsyn far more important.


Natalya met Solzhenitsyn at twenty-eight, when she was studying for her doctorate in the late 1960s. He needed a reliable helper to type The First Circle but keep their collaboration secret. His dissident friends recommended Natalya, who had worked as a literary assistant to none other than Nadezhda Mandelstam. Natalya, of course, knew Solzhenitsyn from his earlier novella, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, which, as the first published account of Stalin’s crimes, rocked the entire country. Upon meeting its author, she took up his literary work and his struggle against the Communist state.


In 1974, when Solzhenitsyn was arrested and deported, Natalya masterminded the smuggling of his illicit archive to the West. The writer needed all his material to go on working, and Natalya said she would only join him when all of his papers were saved. By then, the couple had had three small children together, the youngest still a toddler. She risked her own and her children’s safety by organizing a secret network of allies. Acting with steely resolve, Natalya connected with foreign correspondents and diplomats who could transport suitcases of Solzhenitsyn’s documents. When the archive was safely distributed, Natalya crossed the Soviet border with her children and their bulky luggage, which included Solzhenitsyn’s writing desk.


Natalya Solzhenitsyn would surprise visitors in the West with the amount of labor she invested to assist her husband. Aside from handling massive research for his historical novels, Natalya edited and typeset Solzhenitsyn’s collected works. In addition, there were secretarial duties because Solzhenitsyn, like Nabokov, rarely picked up the phone. Always keen to give his wife credit, Solzhenitsyn called himself the luckiest among Russian writers to have found such a devoted collaborator.


As Véra Nabokov remarked during the first decade of her marriage, “Someone should write a book on the influence a woman bears on her husband, in other words on stimulation, and inspiration.”15 However, she did not write this book or any other on her own. At the age of eighty-two, still spending full days at her writing desk translating Nabokov’s fiction, Véra believed she lacked epistolary gifts. Elena Bulgakov never wrote a book of reminiscences about her husband, although it was something she wanted to accomplish. Anna Dostoevsky penned brilliant memoirs, but insisted that she was “utterly lacking in literary talent.”16 And although Sophia Tolstoy wrote fiction, she did not live to see it published.


The picture was different in the West where women, as early as the eighteenth century, established themselves as successful novelists and competed with male writers. The Fitzgeralds’ marriage is a good example of such rivalry. Zelda had no intention of submitting her ideas and themes to her husband or of “being a footnote in someone else’s life,” to use Martha Gellhorn’s famous words.


When Gellhorn visited Nadezhda Mandelstam in Moscow, she spoke casually about her former husband Ernest Hemingway: “Why do they like this chatterbox in your country?”17 Gellhorn resented her fame as Hemingway’s wife, an attitude that surprised Nadezhda, since Russian writers’ wives were usually their ambassadors.


There is no simple explanation why in Russia these gifted women did not pursue independent writing careers. One needs to know, however, that until the mid-twentieth century Russian literature was predominantly male. Writing prose was not yet a province of women—the majority found a niche writing memoirs, letters, and diaries. This made an impact on how the women told their stories—they often spoke to the world through their husbands’ genius.




CHAPTER ONE


Anna Dostoevsky: Cherishing a Memory


Few writers describe their day of birth as a festive event, but for Anna it portended her later mission of being married to Dostoevsky. She was born in St. Petersburg on August 30, 1846, the feast day of St. Alexander Nevsky,18 near the monastery built in his name. When a cheerful procession, which included the Emperor himself, began to move out of the monastery gates to the tolling of church bells and holiday music, Anna set out on her life’s road. Being born on a feast day was believed a good omen. “The prophecy came true,” Anna writes. “Despite all the material misfortunes and moral sufferings it has been my lot to bear, I consider my life to have been one of exceptional happiness, and I would not wish to change anything in it.”19


She was christened in a parish church of Alexander Nevsky Monastery, the place where her parents had been wed; Dostoevsky would be buried in the monastery cemetery thirty-five years later. In her mind’s eye, the two great names were interrelated: Alexander Nevsky, a national hero and a saint, flared at her dawn and sunset, while Dostoevsky was, in her words, the sun of her life as well as her god.


Anna came from a family whose parents became drawn to each other at first sight. They did not even speak the same language when they met: Anna’s mother was Swedish and her father Ukrainian. Maria Anna Miltopeus grew up in a Swedish community in Finland, in the ancient city of Turku (Åbo in Swedish). Some of her prominent ancestors, clerics and scholars (one was a Lutheran bishop), were buried inside the Cathedral of Turku,20 the Westminster Abbey of Finland. At nineteen, Maria Anna became engaged to a Swedish officer, but he was killed in action in Hungary. For ten years after his death, she did not consider marrying—even though her strikingly good looks and fine soprano voice (she had dreamed of a stage career) had attracted suitors. Later, her relatives in Petersburg, with whom she was staying, hosted a party with several young bachelors. Grigory Ivanovich Snitkin21, an unimposing civil servant of forty-two, was not considered a possible match (he simply came with one of the guests), but he alone impressed the young Swede. As Maria Anna told her family, “I liked the old fellow better—the one who kept telling stories and laughing.” Because their different faiths presented an obstacle to marriage, Maria Anna, a Lutheran, decided to enter the Orthodox Church. (After converting, she took the name Anna Nikolaevna.) Later, she integrated Orthodox rites with her Lutheran prayer book.


Although occupying a modest rank, Snitkin was a well-educated man who had graduated from a Jesuit school and worshiped literature and the arts. A theater connoisseur since youth, he revered a prominent tragic actress, Asenkova. When Anna and her sister were small, he took them to Asenkova’s tomb and asked them to kneel and pray “for the repose of the soul of the greatest artist of our time.”22 This incident made a deep impression on Anna, who would revere Dostoevskys’ talent as her father had admired the late actress.


Anna’s family lived “without quarrels, dramas, and catastrophes.” Her parents’ characters were well matched: a strong-willed and practical mother and a romantic and timid father. Snitkin accepted his wife’s authority, only reserving one liberty for himself—collecting curios and antique porcelains. The family’s friendly atmosphere generated Anna’s balanced and cheerful character, which would enchant Dostoevsky, who himself was tempestuous and grim. Anna—a middle child with an older sister and a younger brother—was her father’s favorite. Like Snitkin, she would live for a month under the spell of the opera and ballet performances the family attended on holidays.


For a girl of her time, Anna received an excellent education. She studied in a primary school where most subjects were taught in German, the language her mother spoke at home. (Anna would become Dostoevskys’ translator in Germany and in Switzerland, where they traveled shortly after marrying.) Enrolling in the newly opened Petersburg Mariinskaya Gymnasium,23 a secondary school for girls, she graduated with a silver medal, a distinction that, in her eyes, would justify her marriage to the brilliant writer.


Dostoevskys’ name was familiar to her in childhood: her father called him the greatest among living writers and subscribed to his literary magazine Time.24 Fresh issues of this magazine with installments of Dostoevskys’ novel Insulted and Injured were fought over in their family; his characters’ names became household words. Anna was dubbed Netochka Nezvanova, after the heroine of Dostoevskys’ novel of the same title. At fifteen, she cried over Notes from the House of the Dead, an account of Dostoevskys’ life in the Siberian prison camp he was sent to for dissident activity. In the late 1840s, with European revolutions in the air, Dostoevsky had briefly participated in the Petrashevsky circle25, an intellectual group that discussed socialist utopian ideas. Anna was three years old when in 1849 Dostoevsky was convicted and sentenced to exile with hard labor.


She belonged to the generation of Russian women who pursued higher education and careers following the Great Reforms of the 1860s under the Tsar Alexander II: “The idea of independence for me, a girl of the sixties, was a very precious idea.” In 1864, she entered the recently opened Pedagogical Institute to study natural sciences: “Physics, chemistry, and zoology seemed a revelation to me, and I registered in the school’s department of mathematics and physics.” But lectures on Russian literature interested her more than science classes, and after her first year she left this school without regret.


It was also a time when her elderly father became ill and she wanted to be with him to care for her “beloved invalid.” She read Dickens’s novels to him, unaware they were also Dostoevskys’ preferred reading. Her father was upset that she left school and, to assuage him, Anna enrolled in an evening course in stenography, then a novelty in Russia. A newspaper announcement said that graduates would be employed in the law courts, at meetings of learned societies, and during congresses; this, Anna felt, would give her the economic independence she yearned for.


While the first public lecture was not recorded in Russia by a stenographer until 1860, stenography had long been practiced in Germany and in England: Dickens mastered it as a young reporter covering Parliament. The first course available in 1866, which caught Anna’s attention, was taught by Professor Pavel Olkhin, who used the Gabelsberger System. A medical doctor, Olkhin also wrote books on popular subjects; one of them, a book about the final days of suicides, fascinated Dostoevsky because of his longstanding interest in the subject.26


Olkhin’s stenography course became instantly popular and drew a hundred and fifty students, but the majority soon quit. Like others, Anna was saying that it was “all gibberish” and she would never be able to master it, but her father reproached her for lack of persistence, saying she would become a good stenographer—a prophecy on his part.


When her father died later that year, Anna was so distraught that she could not attend classes. Her professor allowed her to complete the course by correspondence, and after three months of practicing shorthand Anna had mastered the skill. By September 1866, she was the only student Professor Olkhin could recommend for literary work.


The day she received her first assignment—and with her favorite author—was the happiest of her life. Dostoevsky wanted to dictate his new novel, she was told, and would pay fifty rubles for the entire project. The idea that she was becoming independent and was able to earn money delighted her so much that “if I were to inherit 500 rubles I wouldn’t be as glad.…”27 Olkhin, however, warned Anna that Dostoevsky was difficult to get on with: “He seemed to me such a surly, gloomy man!” This did not shake her confidence because she needed the job: her family was struggling financially after her father’s death, and although they had two rental houses, generating two thousand rubles annually, there were also debts.


Anna spent a sleepless night before her appointment, worrying that Dostoevsky would examine her on his novels. “Never having known any literary celebrities in my social circle, I imagined them as being exceptional creatures who had to be spoken to in a special way.” She would discover that she remembered Dostoevskys’ works better than the writer did himself: he had only “a vague recollection” of what The Insulted and Injured was about, he would tell her during their courtship.


On the fateful day of October 4, she left home early to buy a supply of pencils and a portfolio to make her look more businesslike. The Alonkin house where Dostoevsky lived was a large multistoried apartment building occupied by merchants and artisans, and it instantly reminded her of Raskolnikov’s house in Crime and Punishment. Anna was entering the world of Dostoevskys’ heroes: a maid who opened the door was wearing a checked shawl, as in the novel, where it was a shared property of Mrs. Marmeladov and her children. She was told to wait in the poorly furnished dining room, but within minutes Dostoevsky appeared. He led her to his study, a long room with two windows and a high ceiling, which appeared strangely gloomy and hushed. Perhaps it was the dark wallpaper: “You felt a kind of depression in that dimness and silence,”28 Anna would remember.


Dostoevsky, of average height, was dressed in a worn blue jacket. He looked rather weary and old, his face unkind, his reddish-brown hair pomaded and carefully smoothed, resembling a wig. But it was his eyes that most struck her because they were not alike—one was dark brown, while the other had a pupil so dilated that she could not see the iris. “This dissimilarity gave his eyes an enigmatic expression.”


This appearance was a result of Dostoevskys’ injury: during a recent epileptic attack, he had fallen against a sharp object. Almost at the start of the meeting, he announced that he suffered from epilepsy and had had an attack a few days earlier. As she sat at a small table by the door, Dostoevsky nervously paced the room, smoking incessantly and asking random questions.


He asked Anna why she had become a stenographer, whether it was because her family was poor. Wanting to begin the relationship on an equal footing, she replied in a businesslike way that did not allow for familiarity. Her proper behavior at once appealed to Dostoevsky, who thought his stenographer might be a Nihilist, the new type of young person, already captured in literature. (Turgenev had portrayed Russian Nihilists in Fathers and Sons, where he also satirized a smoking and vulgar bluestocking, Kukshina.)29 Moreover, proper young girls did not come to men’s apartments unaccompanied. Still nervous and unable to collect his thoughts, Dostoevsky repeatedly asked Anna her name and repeatedly offered a cigarette, which she declined, saying that she did not even like to watch women smoke.


To test her abilities, Dostoevsky dictated a passage from a literary magazine, beginning extremely fast, so that she had to ask him to slow down. When she transcribed her notes, he quickly read them and sharply reprimanded her for a missed comma. Eventually, he told Anna that he was unable to dictate until later that evening, but did not bother to inquire whether this suited her; she felt that he treated her “as a kind of Remington typewriter.”30 Seeing Anna to the door, Dostoevsky told her he was glad his stenographer was a woman because she was less likely to fall into drinking habits and disrupt his work.


It is impossible to put in words what a depressing and pitiful impression Fyodor Mikhailovich produced on me during our first meeting. He seemed to me absent-minded, heavily preoccupied, helpless, lonesome, irritated, almost sick. He looked so oppressed by his misfortunes that he did not see one’s face and was unable to lead a coherent conversation.31


This impression was somewhat mended when she returned in the evening and Dostoevsky began to reminisce about his arrest in 1849. Incarcerated in the Peter and Paul Fortress with other members of the Petrashevsky Circle and sentenced to death, he was awaiting the verdict with the other condemned, when suddenly the drums sounded a retreat. That day, when his death penalty was commuted to hard labor, was the happiest of his life, he told Anna: back in his cell, he was singing out loud. Dostoevskys’ frankness both surprised and appealed to her: “This man, to all appearances withdrawn and severe, was telling me of his past life in such detail, so openly and naturally, that I couldn’t help feeling amazed.… His frankness with me on that day … pleased me deeply and left me with a wonderful impression of him.”


Sensing that his reminiscences put him in the right mood for work, Anna would herself encourage Dostoevsky to talk about his past. He told a whole sequence of sad stories—his harsh childhood, an unhappy marriage to Marya Isaeva, who died of consumption, and a broken engagement with the writer Anna Korvin-Krukovskaya.32


When next day she arrived late for the morning dictation, Anna found Dostoevsky in panic: he imagined she had decided to quit and that the portions he had dictated would be lost. He had to deliver a full-size novel in less than a month or lose the rights to his work for nine years. The enslaving contract had been forced on him when he was completing Crime and Punishment and under pressure from creditors for his late brother’s debts. Anna took this trouble close to heart, becoming determined to meet the deadline and even working nights to transcribe her notes.


Despite the pressure, they established a good working pattern with interludes to discuss the novel. It told about an obsessive gambler living in the fictional city of Roulettenburg, a story based on Dostoevskys’ own gambling escapades. When Anna condemned the gambler for his weakness, Dostoevsky explained to her the nature of the addiction he knew firsthand. She liked their evening chats—about his past and the novel—and was pleased that the brilliant writer heeded her “almost childish remarks.” He also told her about his travels abroad, how he lost at roulette in Homburg and had to pawn his suitcase. It flattered her vanity that she sat at Dostoevskys’ desk when taking his dictations, the very desk where Crime and Punishment was written.


Anxious about his looming deadline, Dostoevsky asked whether they could finish in time, and Anna would count up pages of the manuscript to reassure him. “He would often ask, ‘And how many pages did we do yesterday? And how many do we have altogether?’” The growing number of completed pages cheered him tremendously: Dostoevsky no longer paced the room while dictating but sat across the table from Anna reading to her from a draft he had prepared the night before.


When the work on the novel was coming to a close, he told Anna it was terribly sad for him to think he could not see her again, for where could he see her? She invited him to visit her and her mother at home. Dostoevsky asked to fix a date immediately and demanded her address (her mother lived in a desolate neighborhood near the Smolny Institute for Noble Maidens); he wrote it down in his blue notebook.


On October 31, Anna brought the final pages of The Gambler: the novel had been completed in twenty-six days, just before the deadline. She wore a lilac dress for the first time (while mourning her father’s death, she had dressed in black), and when she came in Dostoevsky blushed. She sensed that he would most likely propose, but did not know whether to accept, having written in her diary, “He pleases me very much, but at the same time frightens me because of his irascibility and illness.”33


Dostoevsky pinned hopes on her for a better future: “But I haven’t had any happiness yet … I still go on dreaming that I will begin a new, happy life.” He also sought her “advice” on whether he should remarry and, if so, what kind of wife he should choose—a kind or an intelligent one. She suggested an intelligent one, but he argued he needed a kind wife: “She’ll take pity on me and love me.”


Dostoevsky said that he had escaped a catastrophe thanks to her and was enormously pleased with his new way of working, so he would like to dictate to her the final installment of Crime and Punishment. And he wanted to celebrate the completion of The Gambler with few friends at a restaurant; would she join? She told him that perhaps she would, knowing in her heart that she would be too shy to come.


Because Dostoevskys’ time was consumed with writing and making a living, he could not meet women socially. The women with whom he had been involved in the past—Korvin-Krukovskaya and Apollinaria Suslova34—were aspiring writers he met through his literary journal Time. (Dostoevsky had published Suslova’s first novella and had a stormy relationship with her. Suslova, twenty years his junior, matched Dostoevky’s own erratic character. Although she put him through torment, she made an important contribution because he repeatedly used her as a model for his heroines. In turn, Suslova described their relationship in her final novella.35)


Helpless in business matters, Dostoevsky asked Anna’s opinion on what he should do if the publisher went into hiding and refused to accept his manuscript of The Gambler. She asked her mother to consult a lawyer who advised that Dostoevsky should obtain an official receipt for his novel from a notary or a police officer. When, as expected, his publisher went into hiding, the receipt proved vital.


Anna was caught by surprise when Dostoevsky asked her if she had been abroad and suggested they go together next summer. Dostoevskys’ query may have been inspired by the painful memory of his European travel with Suslova three years earlier. During that disastrous trip the femme fatale fell in love with a Spanish medical student and Dostoevsky became victim to his gambling passion. Anna, who knew none of that at the time, replied diplomatically she was not sure her mother would let her go abroad. Dostoevsky saw her to the door and carefully fastened her hood. She left his apartment feeling “happy, but horribly sad,”36 likely a premonition of her destiny.


On November 8, Anna arrived to work on the third part of Crime and Punishment. Dostoevsky met her with a “heightened, fervid, almost ecstatic” expression, announcing that he had had a wonderful dream. He pointed to his big rosewood trunk, a treasured gift from his Siberian friend where he stored his manuscripts, letters, and things that mattered:


And so this is my dream: I was sitting in front of that box and rearranging the papers in it. Suddenly something sparkled among them, some kind of bright little star. I was leafing through the papers and the star kept appearing and disappearing. And this was intriguing me. I started slowly putting all the papers to one side. And there among them I found a little diamond, a tiny one, but very sparkling and brilliant.


The dream was a starting point for a further improvisation: he told Anna that he wanted to share with her an idea for a new novel and needed advice on the psychology of a young girl. It was a story about an elderly artist in love with an exuberant girl and hoping to find happiness. His hero was sick, debt-ridden, and gloomy, although he had “a splendid heart.” He was an artist, and a talented one, and yet “a failure who had not once in his life succeeded in embodying his ideas in the forms he dreamed of, and who never ceased to torment himself over that fact.” The girl, on the other hand, was very nice-looking (“I love her face”) and possessed great personal tact. But what could this old artist give a young and vivacious girl? And “wouldn’t her love for him involve a terrible sacrifice on her part? … That is what I wanted to ask your opinion about, Anna Grigorievna … Imagine that this artist is—me; that I have confessed my love to you and asked you to be my wife. Tell me, what would you answer?”


His face revealed such deep embarrassment, such inner torment, that I understood … that if I gave him an evasive answer I would deal a deathblow to his self-esteem and pride. I looked at his troubled face, which had become so dear to me, and said, “I would answer that I love you and will love you all my life.”


When Dostoevsky pressed her to tell when she had become fond of him, Anna said that she had fallen in love with the hero of Insulted and Injured at fifteen. She had been full of sympathy for Dostoevsky when reading his Siberian account, Notes from the House of the Dead, and “it was with those feelings that I came to work for you. I wanted terribly to help you, to lighten in some way the existence of the man whose work I adored.” The concept of female sacrifice had a special meaning for Anna’s generation, inspired by the example of the Decembrist women who followed their husbands to exile in Siberia after the failed uprising against autocracy in 1825. However, the women in Dostoevskys’ life had previously been unwilling to forgo their own interests to serve him. Korvin-Krukovskaya, a talented woman whom Anna would meet and befriend six years into her marriage, felt unsuited for the role. As she remarked, Dostoevskys’ wife “must devote herself to him. entirely, give all her life to him.… And I cannot do that, I want to live myself! Besides, he is so nervous, so demanding!”37


Realizing that he had solicited Anna’s consent, Dostoevsky nonetheless declared that he was proud of his improvisation and considered it superior to his novels because it “had an instant success and produced the desired effect.” When it sunk in that she would marry Dostoevsky, Anna “was stunned, almost crushed by the immensity of my happiness.”


The writer’s betrothal to a young and attractive stenographer became a news item: Son of the Fatherland published an article, “Marriage of a Novelist.” In it, Dostoevsky was described walking back and forth when dictating and pulling his long hair during difficult spots, a portrayal which Anna found amusing and accurate.


She had to rescue Dostoevsky yet again when Mikhail Katkov, the editor of The Russian Herald, demanded the continuing installments of Crime and Punishment for the fall and winter issues. Because of their engagement, Dostoevsky had neglected sending chapters, so he was exasperated when faced with another close deadline and having to complete his novel before Christmas. Because he was now using stenography, which shortened his work time “nearly by half,”38 he could make such a promise. Dostoevsky took the editor’s letter to Anna, who advised him to shut his doors to visitors so he could work; in the evenings, he would come to her mother’s apartment to dictate to her from his manuscript. Soon they were back to their routine: they would sit down at a desk together and, after a chat, “the dictation would begin, punctuated with talk, jokes and laughter.” Dostoevsky admitted that his writing had never come so painlessly before and attributed this to their collaboration.


Turning forty-five, Dostoevsky was her father’s contemporary, and Anna cared for his well-being as she had for her father’s. Dostoevsky became more cheerful on her watch and his health improved. “During the entire three-month period before our wedding he suffered no more than three or four epileptic attacks.” He had had weekly attacks when they met, some of them so severe that he was unable to speak or regain his memory for hours; they also left him despondent.


Their age difference bothered Dostoevsky because of Anna’s youthful appearance: he was embarrassed that she looked like a girl. But Anna reassured him that she would age quickly. “And although this promise was meant as a joke, the circumstances of my life made it come true.… The difference in age between my husband and myself soon grew almost imperceptible.” A few years into her marriage, Anna would notice from her portrait how her soft features and the expression in her eyes had turned grave.


On top of his illness, Dostoevsky was overloaded with family and debts. He accepted his dead brother’s financial obligations and also supported his stepson, his alcoholic brother, his widowed sister-in-law, and her children. His relatives expected this aid, although he often had to pawn his belongings to provide it. Anna cried upon learning Dostoevsky pawned his winter coat five or six times each winter to support his ever-demanding family. His precious Chinese vases also disappeared from his apartment while she was still taking dictation there, and Anna saw that on his dining table wooden spoons had replaced silver. She realized that his debts required Dostoevsky to accept pitiable offers from publishers: he was not in a position to negotiate.


Days before proposing to Anna, Dostoevsky appealed to The Russian Herald, desperately asking to advance him 500 hundred rubles: “I have absolutely exhausted all my money … and I have nothing to live on.”39 The editor gave him the loan, but it was almost immediately gone to cover some debts, leaving Dostoevsky penniless again. Since there was no money for the wedding, Dostoevsky decided to travel to Moscow and meet his editor to request a bigger loan.


Anna’s mother did not dissuade her from marrying Dostoevsky, despite his penury and illness. Anna would gratefully remember this, observing that her mother undoubtedly realized that this marriage had “much torment and grief in store for me” but did not interfere. Decades later, Anna would remark, “And who indeed could have persuaded me to refuse this great imminent happiness which later, despite the many difficult aspects of our life together, proved to be a real and genuine happiness for both of us?”


Dostoevskys’ letters to his fiancée from Moscow were affectionate, anxious, and unromantic. “The sleeping cars are the vilest absurdity, hideously damp, cold, smelling of charcoal fumes. I suffered from a tooth ache … all day and night until dawn.”40 But Anna read his letters “with great joy” and shared Dostoevskys’ fervent hope for their new happiness together. “I believe and trust in you, as in my whole future,” he wrote her.41


When learning about Dostoevskys’ marriage, Katkov agreed to a generous loan of 2,000 rubles; it was more than the magazine could pay, so he sent it in installments. Now, they could make wedding arrangements. But as before, Dostoevskys’ relatives put forward their demands and he had no strength to refuse his late brother’s family and his stepson Paul, who was the same age as Anna but lacked desire to work. They all were exploiting Dostoevskys’ sense of guilt: he felt he was not doing enough for his family and so the new loan was melting away quickly. This time, Dostoevsky handed several hundred rubles over to Anna to cover wedding expenses, with the warning that their future depended on it.


The wedding took place on February 15, 1867, at 8 P.M., at the Trinity Izmailov Cathedral. “The cathedral was brilliantly lit, a splendid choir sang, many elegantly dressed guests were there.…” The reception was at her mother’s apartment, where a beaming Dostoevsky introduced Anna to his friends, telling each: “‘Look at that charming girl of mine! She’s a marvelous person, that girl of mine! She has a heart of gold!’—and similar phrases that embarrassed me terribly.”


In the aftermath of the celebrations, Dostoevsky experienced a double epileptic attack just as they were visiting Anna’s sister. This was the first of his attacks that Anna witnessed: he suddenly broke off in the middle of a sentence, giving a horrible, “inhuman” scream.


In later years there were dozens of occasions when I was to hear that “inhuman” howl, common with epileptics at the onset of the attack; and that howl always shocked and terrified me. But on this occasion I was not the least bit frightened, to my own surprise, although it was the first time in my life I had ever seen an epileptic fit.… I pushed aside a chair with a lighted lamp on it, and let him slide on the floor. I too sat down on the floor and held his head in my lap all through his convulsions. There was no one to help me: my sister was in hysterics, and my brother-in-law and the maid were fussing over her.


A second and more severe attack soon followed, leaving Dostoevsky, when he regained consciousness, screaming in pain for hours. Anna recognized the severity of his illness when she spent the night listening to his cries, groans, and incoherent speech, and it frightened her to see his wild stare and face distorted with convulsions.


It was with “vexation and sorrow” that she would recall her honeymoon: her fervent dream of becoming Dostoevskys’ companion and helping him fulfill his destiny collided with harsh reality. Dostoevsky lived with his stepson Paul, who met Anna with hostility, evidently afraid of losing his allowance and privileged position (he called Dostoevsky “papa”). With Paul bickering and complaining about her to Dostoevsky, and with his other relatives perennially present, Anna felt estranged from her husband before their marriage even really began. They were never left alone, and the rift between them grew: Dostoevsky worked nights, and in the daytime she had to entertain his family and guests, a task she disliked immensely because she was used to independence. Raised in a traditional family, she could not refuse hospitality, but was left with no time for her own pursuits—reading, practicing stenography, and helping Dostoevsky. Without their conversations and spiritual intimacy (she was not then physically attracted to Dostoevsky), Anna felt that their relationship could soon end in divorce.


To rescue the marriage, the couple decided to go abroad for a few months, but as soon as they raised the needed money and announced their intentions, Dostoevskys’ relatives insisted on receiving cash for several months in advance. His creditors also pressed for payment and threatened Dostoevsky with court action. Crushed by his troubles, he was ready to give up the idea of going away. Anna, however, was determined to free them from their domestic nightmare at any cost and begin a true married life, “to become knit together,”42 using Dostoevskys’ expression. She was prepared to pawn her dowry, although “I was extremely fond of my piano, my charming little tables and whatnots, all my lovely things so newly acquired.”


Her mother was in favor of her European trip, upset as she was that her industrious daughter had to amuse visitors instead of working. “She was a Swede, her view of life was Western, more cultured; and she feared that the good habits inculcated by my upbringing would vanish thanks to our Russian style of living with its disorderly hospitality.” When her mother helped pawn her piano, furniture, fine clothes, and jewelry, Anna had a premonition she might not see these things again, which indeed happened. Aside from the dowry, there was her inheritance: one of her mother’s rental properties would go to Anna within months, when she turned twenty-one. But because they wanted to leave abroad urgently, before new complications arose, Anna would never benefit from this house, which was auctioned off in her absence.


On April 14, 1867, on Good Friday, the couple left Petersburg for a three-month vacation, not to return until four years later. Anna started a shorthand diary of her impressions and conversations with Dostoevsky. These notes interested Dostoevsky “very much, and he would often say to me, ‘I’d give a lot, Anechka, to find out what it is you’re writing in those little squiggles of yours—you’re saying bad things about me, no doubt?’”43 Recording her thoughts in shorthand allowed her to express them without reservation, vital to her during their foreign travel when she had no one else but her diary to confide in. Besides, she wanted to make a faithful record of their daily life and conversations.


My husband was to me such an interesting and wholly enigmatic being, that it seemed to me as though I should find it easier to understand him if I noted down his every thought and expression. Added to which, there was no single soul abroad to whom I could confide either my doubts or my observations, and I came to regard my diary as the friend to whom I could entrust my hopes, my thoughts, and all my fears.44


Their travel began in Vilna,45 where the couple stayed briefly after crossing the Russian border. It was Easter Sunday and the hotel staff left for morning service. Dostoevsky, mistrustful of Western Europeans, despite having traveled abroad before, feared that they might be robbed, so he not only locked their doors, but barricaded them with tables and trunks. Anna had no time to ponder his eccentricity, having to spend that night caring for him after he suffered a powerful attack lasting fifteen minutes.


She soon discovered this was not the European trip she had been imagining. Dostoevsky may have seemed an “enigmatic being” to her, but in daily life he was irritable and tactless and, upon their arrival in Berlin, “began to curse everything, the Germans, the hotel, and the weather.”46 This bored her, so Anna suggested a walk on Unter den Linden. Having pawned her fine clothes, she was in a winter hat and coat, making her look preposterous on a warm rainy day. In addition, Dostoevsky scolded her for being badly dressed and for her shabby gloves. “I was very hurt, and told him, if he thought me so badly dressed we had better not go about together; after which I turned round, quick sharp, and went off in the opposite direction.”47 (When preparing her diaries for publication she added a sentence to assuage the impression of a quarrel and to assume blame for it: “At last I calmed down and realized that Fyodor never really meant to hurt me by what he said, and that I had had no reason to get so excited.”48)


The abuse continued in Dresden, where Dostoevsky reprimanded aide his bride for dressing “like a kitchen aide.” Because he then managed all their funds, she commented, “He could at least give me 20 francs per month … since our arrival abroad he hasn’t bought me a single dress, so how can he possibly complain.…”49 In her memoir, written forty-five years later, Anna changed her account dramatically to present Dostoevsky the opposite from what he was in life: “Then … the two of us went to buy me some summer outwear, and I marveled at the fact that Fyodor Mikhailovich did not grow bored with choosing and examining fabrics … pattern and cut of the article we were buying. Everything he chose for me was of good quality, simple and elegant, and after that I had complete confidence in his taste.”50 In fact, Dostoevsky bought summer clothes for himself alone, while Anna continued to walk around in her tatty black dress among the elegantly clad European ladies. But complaining was not in her nature and she merely wrote in her shorthand diary, “I keep thinking, perhaps he might himself figure out, himself will offer, why, you also need summer dresses, especially that they are so inexpensive here.”51


Their isolation abroad compelled them to hold on to each other, and so, despite their immense differences and lack of means, the bond created during their travels would strengthen their marriage and make it indestructible. Anna’s naïveté and innate cheerfulness helped mend disagreements and avoid bitterness. In Berlin, after she ran away from Dostoevsky on Unter den Linden, she was soon worried that he might divorce her and send her home; telling him of her fears amused and softened him.


In Dresden, the Gallery became the magnet and focus of their spiritual lives: both were passionately interested in art; moreover, they could not afford other distractions. Dostoevsky first ran through the Gallery, bypassing other masterpieces, to his favorite painting, the Sistine Madonna by Rafael; Anna saw it for the first time. “No other painting had produced such a strong impression on me before,” she wrote. “What beauty, innocence, and sadness in her majestic face, and there is so much submission and so much suffering in her eyes! Fedya thinks her smile is sorrowful.”52 An eccentric Dostoevsky mounted a chair to look closer at the painting (he was near-sighted). When a commissionaire reprimanded him, he got off; but as soon as he left, Dostoevsky resumed his position, remarking he did not care if the guard would throw him out since the man had “nothing but the soul of the lackey.” Although shocked, Anna left the room so as not to argue (“why blame the lackey whose job it is to keep order?”), and soon Dostoevsky joined her, satisfied he had seen the painting properly.53 Because Dostoevsky considered this Rafael painting “the highest manifestation of human genius,”54 he would stand in front of it for hours, lost in thought. Titian also gave him “intense pleasure: he could not take his eyes of The Tribute Money, moved by the image of the Savior. Anna shared his fascination with Biblical themes in the paintings by Murillo, Correggio, and Carracci, but also loved landscapes and Rembrandt’s self-portraits, particularly Rembrandt and His Wife.


At three o’clock, when the Gallery closed, they would dine at a nearby restaurant aptly named “Italian Village” (Italienisches Dorfchen), with huge windows overlooking both banks of the Elbe and a menu of cheap but enjoyable fare, which always included fish freshly caught in the river. The restaurant subscribed to foreign newspapers, including French, which Dostoevsky liked to read. But his habit of starting quarrels with waiters over tips and service filled Anna with apprehension whenever they went to restaurants, cafés, and shops; Dostoevsky would loudly complain about the quality of pies and other foods. He was obsessive in his dislike of the Germans, whom he abused as “stupid.” Although he spoke their language with difficulty, to Anna’s surprise he found the right words, and plenty of them when shouting insults. Anna was soon influenced to believe that German waiters were cheats and the passersby they asked for directions were “particularly dense of understanding.” But her ability to turn Dostoevskys’ quarrels into a joke assuaged him: usually sullen and uncommunicative, he was laughing and joking in Dresden. She learned to cope with his sudden and unpredictable mood changes, his suspicion, and his contempt: when he called her “damn vermin,” Anna would laugh spontaneously; her reaction puzzled and disarmed him. (Dostoevskys’ past as a convict in Siberia might explain why he used strong language, but mainly it was his hot temper and irascibility: he could praise her one minute and insult her the next.) Occasionally, she would assume the blame to restore peace: “Of course, everything was my fault—but what does that matter, so long as we are no longer cross with one another?”55


Evenings were spent walking and drinking beer in Dresden’s Grossen Garten, where they liked to listen to the nightly brass band. Once, Dostoevsky started arguing with Anna when the band was playing the overture to Franz von Suppé’s operetta Poet and Peasant. To divert his thoughts, Anna begged him to listen carefully because of “how this opera was meant to impersonate us, that he was the poet, and I the peasant.… It really was like our quarrel. Two voices could be distinctly heard—that of the peasant, gentle, pleading, and insistent, and then that of the poet, screaming, refusing to listen to anything, and perpetually contradicting.” She then began to hum the peasant’s aria, improvising the text, “Fyodor, my darling, my sweetheart, forgive me, I beg you.…” Dostoevsky, joining in the fun, responded, “No, no, not for anything.…”56 Anna was a faithful and practical companion to Quixote (Dostoevsky), and he liked the idea.


At night, while Dostoevsky was reading in bed, Anna lay beside him (“it’s my favorite spot, as in childhood behind my father’s back”57). He would stay up until 2 A.M., when Anna would be already fast asleep, but he would wake her up to say good-night and for half an hour they kissed, laughed, and talked—the happiest time of the entire day: “I tell him my dreams and he shares his impressions of the day, and together we are terribly happy.”58


In June, invited to meet with a group of stenographers who used her method—the Gabelsberger System—Anna became the center of attention as the first Russian female stenographer. Professor Woldemar Zeibig, a librarian at the Royal Stenographic Institute, was a friend of her teacher, Olkhin, who wrote him about Anna, resulting in her cordial reception. She responded to the welcome with a few words of acknowledgement, but later regretted not making a proper speech. When the following day Dresdner Nachrichten ran an article about her, Anna noticed “an expression of hostility” on Dostoevskys’ face. He made a scene when they happened to meet several stenographers during a walk, which led Anna to promptly distance herself from her professional circle and even from the kindly Zeibig with his Russian wife. (Zeibig would later write an essay “Women and Stenography.”) Her concern for Dostoevskys’ peace of mind always prevailed, requiring her to make sacrifices “to avoid any such complications in future.”59


Three weeks into their mostly blissful stay in Dresden, when reminiscing about their work on The Gambler, Dostoevsky mentioned trying his luck at roulette in Homburg. As he kept bringing up the idea, Anna felt that since “the thought of this trip fills his mind to the extinction of everything else, why not let him indulge in it?”60 Sensing that she was powerless to stop him from gambling, she did not oppose the trip. Her recent discovery that Dostoevsky continued to correspond with his old love, Suslova, bothered her more. Finding Suslova’s letter in Dostoevskys’ pocket, she read it on the sly, while dreading that the femme fatale might turn up in Dresden and his passion for her would return. “Lord, don’t send me such misery,” Anna wrote.61 (Suslova was unaware of Dostoevskys’ marriage and he eagerly informed her of all the circumstances in his reply, also describing Anna’s “extraordinary kind and clear character.”62)


Upon arriving in Homburg, Dostoevsky quickly lost “everything, down to the last kopeck, to the last guilden.…”63 His daily letters to Anna were so muddled and anxious that he begged her, “Give me your word that you’ll never show anyone these letters.”64 He attributed his losses to their separation: although Anna wrote regularly, he missed her and dreaded, on those occasions when her letter was delayed in the mail, “that you were sick and dying.”65 Because Anna did not reproach him and only wrote to console, her letters were like “manna from heaven.”66 He instructed her to send more money “right away, the same day, the same minute, if possible.”67 Having just received a check from her mother, Anna was able to cover some of the losses, but felt more funds were needed: “I wrote Mama, begging her to secretly pawn my fur coat and send some money.”68


In another letter, Dostoevsky explained his theory of playing roulette: he did not gamble for pleasure, but to pay off his pressing debts, and if he played coolly, with calculation, “THERE’S NO CHANCE of not winning.” He had noticed that the first half-hour always brought gain, so the trick was to get away immediately, but he was irresistibly drawn back to the tables and would continue to play, although he knew almost for certain he would lose.69 Upon reading this, Anna gathered “that Fedya, evidently, wants to stay longer and play. I wrote him at once that he can stay if he wishes.… Nothing is to be done and, perhaps, it’s necessary in order to get this silly idea about winning out of his head. I felt very sad.…”70


Dostoevsky played away the amount Anna sent him and was in agony over his losses and his deception: he also gambled away the money he asked her to send for his return. In all, he estimated that he lost more than 1,000 franks (350 rubles), “a crime” in their financial circumstances. Promising to ask for another loan from Katkov and to “triumph through work,” Dostoevsky dreaded Anna’s judgment. His pleading for another rescue and self-castigation would become a familiar tune:


Anya, dear, my dear, my friend, my wife, forgive me, don’t call me a scoundrel! I have committed a crime, I have lost everything that you sent, everything, everything down to the last kreuzer; I received it yesterday, and yesterday I lost it. Anya, how am I going to look at you now, what will you say about me now?71


When Dostoevsky, without his watch, returned to Dresden, the joy of their meeting was immense, despite his losses, of which he had to inform her in detail. The gambling trip only fueled his old passion, and he dreamed of spending several weeks in a roulette town, convinced he could win a fortune if she were with him and he did not have to hurry. He promised to remain “cold and inhumanly careful.” She was persuaded to travel with him to Baden-Baden, later realizing that his plan had a major flaw: “His success might have been complete—but only on condition that this system was applied by some cool-headed Englishman or German and not by such a nervous and impulsive person as my husband, who went into outermost limits in everything.”72


In Baden-Baden, a popular gambling spa where the couple spent five weeks, Anna lived the nightmare of Dostoevskys’ addiction—“an all-consuming passion, an elemental force against which even a strong character could not struggle.”73 They rented cheap furnished rooms over a blacksmith shop where the racket began at four in the morning. Anna, who at the start of her pregnancy suffered morning sickness, was perennially sleep-deprived, but lack of means prevented them from moving.


Dostoevskys’ gambling anxiety in Baden-Baden affected her more than it did in Homburg because she observed it at close quarters. Having to wait for Dostoevskys’ return (he insisted that as a respectable woman, she must not enter a casino), Anna trembled that there would not be enough money for meals and to pay the landlady.


Both decided that she should keep their funds so he would not play away everything, but in reality this meant that Dostoevsky would come back again pleading for more. His tearful scenes were more traumatic than losing money: he would throw himself on his knees before her, repenting, begging her to forgive him, and pleading for more funds. Anna feared that this would trigger an epileptic attack and would try to cheer him up, presenting their situation as not so hopeless. But eventually she had to give him the sum requested: “If I were to refuse him the money, he would go out of his mind.”74


When funds ran out, Dostoevsky would pawn their few possessions and his wedding present to Anna. “I took off my ear-rings and my brooch and looked at them a long, long time; to me it seemed as though I were saying good-bye to them.… Fyodor says he is ashamed of himself and it breaks his heart to take my things, especially when they are so precious to me, but that there is no help for it.”75 Her earrings and a diamond and ruby brooch were lost in Baden-Baden to Dostoevskys’ compulsive gambling.


However, their misfortunes drew them closer: her unconditional love was the source of hope for Dostoevsky, who now depended on her as a child. “We talked together, and came to the conclusion that our love increased in proportion as our money dwindled, and, after all, that is the chief thing.”76 He told her she gave him many new feelings and thoughts and was influencing him to become a better man.77


When Dostoevsky happened to win at roulette, he came home with a bouquet of white and red roses, his pockets “crammed full” of packages of cheese, caviar, and ryzhiki, Anna’s favorite salted mushrooms. She was pleased he could remember her craving: “Was there ever such a man! What other husband in the world would have found the Russian ryzhiki for his wife in Baden-Baden? … Wasn’t it sweet of him, and haven’t I the dearest husband in the world?” He brought baskets of fruit and they feasted on apricots, cherries, and gooseberries. On such occasions, their wealth seemed fantastic to them, though they could not hold on to it.


In a letter to his friend, the poet Apollon Maikov, Dostoevsky described their tribulations during the four months abroad, adding that Anna “has turned out to be stronger and deeper than I knew her to be and imagined, and in many cases she has simply been a guardian angel for me; but at the same time there is much of the child and the twenty-year-old in her, which is wonderful and naturally essential, but to which I doubt that I have the energy and capacity to respond.”78 They were constantly “alone together,” hard enough for a young girl, and on top of it were his illness and growing debts.


The letter to Maikov was written in Geneva, the next stop in Anna and Dostoevskys’ travels; tickets were purchased with a check from her mother. Dostoevsky continued to gamble in Baden-Baden right up to the moment of their departure, with money meant for the journey, then pawned his ring for twenty francs. An hour before the train, he came in with a story of his losses. Anna, who had been packing alone, was furious; nonetheless, she told him “not to give up, but help … to fasten the trunks.”79


In Geneva, although their means were scarce, life seemed blissful compared to the calamitous Baden-Baden. Seven months into her marriage, Anna knew how to cut back on every expense and mend her worn dresses. With no money for a decent apartment, they shared a single room, in which they slept, took their meals, read, and wrote. Anna told Dostoevsky that she was prepared to live with him on “a desert island,” and he remarked in a letter to Maikov: “Truly, Anna Grigorievna is an angel.… She says that she is happy, quite happy, and needs no entertainment … and that together with me in one room she is quite content.”80 In this room, she reread Crime and Punishment, read Balzac’s collected works and Dickens’ Little Dorrit, after Dostoevsky had read it, took his dictation, and practiced translating from the French. Thinking she would need to earn a living, she had begun translating while in Baden-Baden. She had been also chronicling events of the previous year in her diary: her life before Dostoevsky, their meeting, and their collaboration on The Gambler.


In the fall of 1867, Dostoevsky wrote an outline for The Idiot, intended for the first 1868 issues of The Russian Herald. The idea was “an old and cherished one—to depict a positively good man.”81 Prince Myshkin is a romantic seeker, like Quixote, an “open-hearted childish soul.”82 But portraying a “perfectly beautiful” hero was overwhelmingly difficult, and Dostoevsky was afraid to fail badly, admitting he did not know how to develop such a character.83 With only months remaining until he had to deliver the first installment of the novel, he “took a risk, as at roulette, ‘Maybe it will develop under my pen.’”84 Continually disappointed with his execution, he told Anna that he was only implementing a tenth of his poetic idea.


In Geneva, Dostoevskys’ epilepsy increased: he suffered powerful attacks every ten days, as compared to once a month at better times; after each attack, he needed five days to recuperate. Depressed and anxious because of his illness and looming deadline, he also fretted over his inability to provide for their growing family. They lived by pawning their things (Anna’s two spare dresses and her black lace mantilla fetched fifty francs) and on small loans from friends, including Maikov, while waiting for yet another advance from The Russian Herald where Dostoevsky was obliged to contribute his new novel in installments. As usual, their relationship was unaffected either by hardships or monotonous routine (both dreamed of going to a theater in Geneva, but because of their penury could not). In the evenings, they were composing a comic poem, “Abracadabra,” an activity that kept them amused. “We are very close now and it seems to me that he loves me terribly,” Anna wrote on the day she had to pawn her dress.85


Their livelihood depended on Dostoevskys’ new novel, but he was too nervous and frequently too ill to settle down and work steadily. A desperate remedy was needed to bring him back to writing, and so, three months before the birth of their child, painfully short of money, Anna agreed to Dostoevskys’ proposal that he try his luck at roulette again. “What a strange man,” she commented in her diary. “It seems fate punished him badly enough and proved to him many times that he will not become rich through roulette; but this man is incorrigible, he is still convinced … that he will definitely become rich, will definitely win.…”86


In October of 1867, Dostoevsky traveled to Saxon les Bains, a few hours from Geneva, returning to Geneva exhausted, without money and having again pawned his wedding ring. He told Anna a tale of his misfortunes, which she barely heard. Dostoevsky now came up with a new plan—to ask Katkov to send them a small monthly stipend, which, he was convinced, the editor would not refuse because Anna was soon to give birth. Ashamed that he had used her pregnancy as an excuse, Anna begged her mother to send money, while she would have given anything not to bother her. (Her mother in Petersburg was paying interest on Anna’s furniture while being harassed by Dostoevskys’ relatives and creditors.) Despite the loss of money, there was some benefit from Dostoevskys’ casino outing: it gave him a flash of inspiration. “When he came back to Geneva he settled down to his interrupted work with fervor, and wrote about ninety-three pages … within twenty-three days.”87


The winter of 1867–68 passed swiftly “in unremitting mutual work on the writing of the novel.”88 With Anna taking dictation and copying, Dostoevsky barely met his deadline, sending the first installment at the last moment; it appeared in the January issue. Anticipating the birth of their child, the couple moved to a bigger apartment, with two bedrooms, but as their finances were weakened and they saved on fuel, their place remained “awfully cold.”89 In the evenings they talked about books they were reading together, about Christ and the Gospels. “I am always happy when he talks to me not just about ordinary subjects … but when he finds me capable of listening and discussing with him more important and abstract issues.”90


During their walks, Dostoevsky liked to stop at shop windows, pointing to diamond earrings, which he wanted to buy for Anna to replace those he had gambled away. Throughout his life he tried to save enough to buy her jewelry to replace his wedding gift; once he used an entire honorarium to buy her a golden bracelet, but money was always needed for bare necessities, and Anna returned it to the shop.
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