
INTRODUCTION

NOTE : Readers who don’t want to know the plot of The Idiot beforehand
might prefer to read this Introduction after the book itself.

Between 1865 and his death in January 1881, Fyodor Mikhailovich
Dostoevsky wrote four incomparable novels—Crime and Punishment
(1866), The Idiot (1868), Devils (also known as The Possessed) (1871–2),
and The Brothers Karamazov (1879–80)—as well as A Raw Youth (1875), a
work equally ambitious in both size and philosophical scope, but now
generally recognized as less successful artistically. These works represent
the very pinnacle of the nineteenth-century realistic novel, and they have
exercised an immense influence on the subsequent development of the
genre in the twentieth century. Of these novels Dostoevsky retained a
special regard for The Idiot and for its hero, the saintly Prince Myshkin,
even though its publication had a considerably more muted reception than
that of Crime and Punishment , and even though Dostoevsky himself came
to regard it as an artistic failure in which he had wasted a long-cherished
idea. Indeed, the spectre of failure accompanied Dostoevsky throughout his
work on this novel. From the outset he approached his task with reluctance
and a sense of foreboding, writing to his niece in January 1868: ‘The idea of
the novel is my old favourite one, but it is so difficult that for a long time I
did not dare attempt it; and if I have attempted it now, it is really because I
found myself in a desperate situation … I am terribly afraid it will be a
positive failure.’ A few days later he wrote to his friend, the poet Apollon
Maykov: ‘For a long time now a certain idea has tormented me, but I have
been afraid to make a novel from it, because the idea is too difficult and I
am not ready for it, even though it is most tempting and I love it… Only my
desperate situation has compelled me to use this premature idea.’ This fear
of failure certainly derived in part from the appalling personal
circumstances under which Dostoevsky wrote The Idiot and the importance
for him of the novel’s idea and hero. But it could also be argued (and this is



a far more intriguing possibility) that it arose because in a very fundamental
sense this was to be a novel about failure.

The special significance which The Idiot and its hero held for
Dostoevsky is suggested by the fact that it is in some respects the most
personal of his novels, drawing deeply from the well of his own experiences
and articulating some of his most cherished convictions. The gauche, self-
effacing, and unworldly Prince Myshkin is far from being an actual self-
portrait of a writer who was in reality touchy and self-absorbed, and who
had a remarkable history of participation in the political and intellectual
currents of mid-nineteenth-century Russia. But in some important ways he
is a sort of idealized self-projection. He is afflicted with the same disease,
epilepsy, that marred much of Dostoevsky’s life and which made his work
on The Idiot such a nightmare; he embodies the same Christian conviction,
love of children, and faith in humility and compassion that were the corner-
stones of the writer’s own philosophical stance; he describes in great detail
the feelings of a man condemned to execution, in terms which recall
Dostoevsky’s own experiences in 1849 when, convicted of participation in a
plot against the regime of Nicholas I, he too faced the firing squad for
several agonizing minutes before his sentence was commuted to hard labour
and Siberian exile. Myshkin is also drawn into a nerve-racking relationship
with a proud and sensual woman, Nastasya Filippovna, which has much in
common with Dostoevsky’s painful affair with Polina Suslova, with whom
he had travelled in Europe in the early 1860s and who drove him to
extremes of passionate jealousy comparable to those experienced by
Rogozhin in the novel. Other details, too, suggest autobiographical
influences: like Dostoevsky, Myshkin is fascinated by calligraphy (the
pages of Dostoevsky’s notebooks are filled with extravagant examples of
Gothic script); Myshkin’s return to a strange and unfamiliar Russia after his
years of enforced ‘exile’ in a Swiss clinic recalls Dostoevsky’s own return
from Siberian exile in 1859; and the views on beauty, Catholicism,
socialism, and the spiritual bankruptcy of the contemporary age with which
he confronts his often bemused listeners are almost verbatim transcripts of
convictions Dostoevsky himself had expressed in his earlier journalistic
articles and which he continued to explore in his personal correspondence.

If, as the evidence so clearly suggests, The Idiot is a repository for
Dostoevsky’s most intimate memories, cherished precepts, and personal



details, then this can only be because the novel was the sole focus of all his
hopes for salvation during an extremely trying period in his life. On Good
Friday 1867, only a month or so after his second marriage, Dostoevsky left
St Petersburg for Europe with his new wife, the 20-year-old stenographer
Anna Grigorevna. Dostoevsky had met Anna in the autumn of 1866, while
working on Crime and Punishment , and he had employed her shorthand
skills in order to dash off in less than a month the novel The Gambler , and
thus meet a contractual obligation with the unscrupulous publisher
Stellovsky. The professional relationship blossomed into an unlikely, but
highly successful, marriage. The European trip, however, was no
conventional honeymoon; it was an attempt to escape from debts and
importunate relatives, which were threatening the newly-weds with
financial ruin. Despite the success of Crime and Punishment , Dostoevsky
still owed large sums of money as a result of the collapse of his periodical,
The Epoch , in 1865 and the burden of supporting the family of his brother
Mikhail, who had died in 1864. He had barely escaped debtors’ prison, and
the flight abroad was made possible only by the redoubtable Anna’s
financial acumen and willingness to pawn her dowry. The trip was planned
to last for three months, but the Dostoevskys were not to return to Russia
until July 1871. Their journey took them first to Berlin and Dresden, where
the writer’s xenophobia and aversion to Germans in particular were only
partly offset by the cultural riches offered by the Royal Picture Gallery in
Dresden. There he took Anna to see Raphael’s Madonna and Claude
Lorrain’s Acis and Galatea , both of which embodied for Dostoevsky that
ideal beauty which sustained man through the difficulties of an imperfect
existence, affording glimpses of a harmony and perfection that normally
eluded him. This aspect of Dostoevsky’s aesthetic convictions is summed
up in The Idiot in the assertion, attributed to Myshkin, that ‘the world will
be saved by beauty’ (Part III , Ch. 5 ), and the theme of the redeeming
power of beauty is central to the novel’s philosophical design.

The Dostoevskys led a rather difficult life in Dresden. Fyodor
Mikhailovich’s anxiety about the age-difference between himself and his
wife was matched by Anna’s jealousy of her husband’s continued
correspondence with Polina Suslova. Moreover, the couple’s financial
difficulties were exacerbated by Dostoevsky’s pathological addiction to
roulette, an addiction which Anna must have anticipated as she took down
the novelist’s dictation of The Gambler . Occasional visits to the casino at



Homberg did not satisfy his craving, and in July the couple set off for
Geneva via the gaming tables of Baden-Baden. They passed seven
disastrous weeks in Baden, during which Dostoevsky lost everything,
borrowed extravagantly until his credit ran out, and met and quarrelled with
the Russian novelist Ivan Turgenev, who remained a bitter foe until the very
last months of Dostoevsky’s life. Dostoevsky disliked Turgenev’s
foppishness and condescendingly aristocratic manner; he envied him the
wealth and material comfort that allowed him to compose and refine his
novels with no regard for pressing deadlines or financial hardship; but
above all, he was opposed to Turgenev’s liberalism and admiration for all
things European. Turgenev had spent much of his life in the West, where he
moved easily among European literati. By conviction he was a Zapadnik or
Westernizer, a term first applied in the 1840s and 1850s to those Russian
intellectuals who dismissed indigenous Russian culture as inferior to that of
Western Europe, and who argued that Russia’s salvation lay in catching up
with the cultural and technological advances made by the West. Turgenev’s
Westernism took the form of a preference for French over Russian, an
admiration for the liberalism and individualism enshrined in much
European political thinking, and a tendency to consign Russia to the
historical dustbin. Such ideas were anathema to Dostoevsky, who had
moved far from the political liberalism of his youth. The young conspirator
who had faced execution in 1849 for subversion and plotting the overthrow
of the Tsarist regime had ‘died’ in Siberia. Firsthand experience of the
criminal mind had convinced him that earthly paradise was not to be
achieved through rational progress or liberal social reform. The sort of
depraved human souls he had encountered in prison would not respond to
enlightened humanism; they could be retrieved only by the complete moral
transfiguration of the sinful individual through religious experience. What
was needed were not ‘good’ institutions or ‘good’ political systems, but
positively good men. Through the darkness of his Siberian torment
Dostoevsky had been sustained by his copy of the New Testament and his
developing religious conviction. He had returned to freedom as a writer
with a religious mission, anxious to persuade his compatriots that the
religious spirit, lost in the West’s headlong pursuit of political and material
progress, was still alive in that same unspoiled Russian past so scornfully
dismissed by Turgenev.



Stung by his encounter with Turgenev, anxious to have his say in a
major new novel of his own, but prevented from working by financial
hardship, Dostoevsky moved on with Anna, who was now pregnant. They
left Baden in late August for Basle, where Dostoevsky was profoundly
struck by Hans Holbein’s painting of Christ in the Tomb , which depicts
with harrowing realism a corpse which has already begun to decompose,
and in which there is no sense of imminent resurrection or of life eternal.
Dostoevsky remarked that such a painting could make a man lose his faith,
and similar words are put into Myshkin’s mouth in The Idiot . In fact,
Holbein’s painting has an almost anti-iconic significance in Dostoevsky’s
novel: a copy of it hangs in Rogozhin’s house and a full description of its
horrific effect is given by the dying Ippolit Terentyev:

The picture shows Christ, just taken down from the cross. I believe artists usually depict Christ,
whether on the cross or taken down from it, as still retaining a trace of extraordinary beauty in the
face; they seek to preserve this beauty in him, even during the most terrible agonies. There was no
hint of beauty in Rogozhin’s picture; it is an out-and-out depiction of the body of a man who has
endured endless torments even before the crucifixion—wounds, torture, beatings from the guards,
blows from the populace, when he was carrying the cross and fell beneath it, and finally the agony of
the cross … In the picture the face is terribly mangled by blows, swollen, with terrible, swollen,
bloody bruises, the eyes open and unfocused; the whites wide open, gleaming with a kind of deathly,
glazed lustre. But it’s odd; as you look at this corpse of a tortured man a most curious question comes
to mind: if a corpse like that (and it must certainly have been exactly like that) was seen by all his
disciples, his future chief apostles, and seen by the women who followed him and stood by the cross,
by all in fact who believed in and worshipped him, how could they have believed, looking at such a
corpse, that the martyr would rise again? The compulsion would be to think that if death was so
dreadful, and nature’s laws so powerful, how could they possibly be overcome? How could they be
overcome when even he had failed, he who had vanquished even nature during his lifetime, he whom
nature obeyed, who said ‘Talitha cumi!’ and the girl arose, who cried ‘Lazarus come forth!’ and the
dead man came forth? Looking at that picture, one has the impression of nature as some enormous,
implacable, dumb beast, or more precisely, strange as it may seem—in the guise of a vast modern
machine which has pointlessly seized, dismembered, and devoured, in its blind and insensible
fashion, a great and priceless being, a being worth all of nature and all her laws, worth the entire
earth—which indeed was perhaps created solely to prepare for the advent of that being!

(Part III , Ch. 6 )

If we remember that in his approach to The Idiot Dostoevsky was
preoccupied by both the fear of failure and his conviction that salvation
could be achieved only on the basis of good men, rather than good
institutions, then it becomes clear that he found in Holbein’s painting of a
defeated Christ an idea that allowed him to reconcile these two conceptions,
that galvanized his thinking and came to dominate his novel: that of the
failure of the positively good man.



Dostoevsky began work on the first draft of The Idiot in the autumn of
1867. An already difficult task was made worse by family tragedy (the
death of his infant daughter Sonya) and by further travel, which took the
couple first to Geneva and then on to Vevey, Milan, and Florence, where
Dostoevsky finally finished The Idiot at the end of 1868. Dostoevsky’s
epilepsy was also at its worst during these months, and frequent fits,
punctuated with painful periods of recuperation, rendered his work on the
novel haphazard and confused. In the light of this it is hardly surprising that
the evolution of this novel from original conception to final form was
particularly tortuous and trying. On his own admission Dostoevsky felt
unready for the task, as he confessed to Maykov in January 1868:

Many embryos of artistic thoughts flash in my head and in my heart… But they only flash, when
what is needed is a complete embodiment, which always comes suddenly and unexpectedly, and you
can never tell when exactly. And then, having received the complete image in your heart, you can
proceed to its artistic realization.

To his niece Sonya he wrote: ‘If only you knew how hard it is to be a writer,
and to carry such a burden! I know for certain that if I had two or three
stable years for this novel, as Turgenev, Goncharov, and Tolstoy have, I
would write a work they would talk about for a hundred years!’ Yet it is
clear that during his work on The Idiot Dostoevsky had neither such peace
of mind nor the ‘complete image’ he described to Maykov. Quite the
contrary, in fact: financial pressures compelled him to publish the first part
of the novel at a time when he had no idea of how to continue!

Dostoevsky’s working notebooks for The Idiot have survived, and they
show very clearly the confusion in his mind. The work went through no
fewer than eight different drafts, each quite different from the others.
Indeed, the first six are hardly recognizable as preparation for The Idiot .
They suggest that Dostoevsky’s original intention was to write a novel
about the Russian family and its decline through an over-emphasis on
material, rather than spiritual, values. This idea came to dominate
Dostoevsky’s thinking in the 1870s, when it provided the conceptual
framework for his two last novels, A Raw Youth and The Brothers
Karamazov; but it also survives after a fashion in The Idiot , in Lebedev’s
apocalyptic indictment of contemporary materialism (Part II , Ch. 2 ), and
in Ganya Ivolgin’s conviction that all men are usurers at heart and that



money can make even the most ordinary person interesting (Part I , Ch. 11
).

What is not recognizable in these early drafts is the figure of Myshkin.
Initially, the central character was to be the epileptic illegitimate son of a
family that was to evolve into the Ivolgin family of the finished novel. But
this figure has nothing but his epilepsy in common with Myshkin. He
emerges as a dark and passionate character, burning with pride and egoism
and indifferent to the hurt he inflicts on others. In the final novel these
characteristics are to be attributed to the figures of Rogozhin and Ganya
Ivolgin. In the subsequent drafts there gradually developed a new idea: the
novel was to be the one Dostoevsky promised in the Epilogue of Crime and
Punishment , an account of the moral and spiritual regeneration of a proud
and demonic soul. In these pages of the drafts the ‘Idiot’ is still a vengeful
and violent figure, but he is now possessed of ‘a spontaneous thirst for life’
which will allow him to develop ‘a high moral sense’ and a nature capable
of compassion: ‘He could have evolved into a monster, but love saves him.’
An important catalyst in this change was to be a new figure—the legitimate
son of the family—who is meek, virtuous, and simple-minded. (In the final
novel, of course, the legitimate son of the Ivolgin family is the distinctly
unvirtuous Ganya.) This ‘new’ Idiot, a lost soul burning with the desire for
salvation, at times bears a striking resemblance to Stavrogin, the hero of
Dostoevsky’s later novel Devils , and this reminds us that the titanic artistic
struggle that eventually gave rise to The Idiot also produced valuable
fragments that were to mature and then lodge in the novels of the 1870s.

It is clear that the figure of Myshkin was beginning to emerge in the
meek and childlike legitimate son of the ‘Ivolgin’ family. But the real
breakthrough came at the end of Dostoevsky’s sixth plan, written in
November 1867. Of the central figure Dostoevsky suddenly remarks: ‘He is
a Prince!’ and ‘Prince Yurodivy . (He is with the children)?!’ The yurodivy ,
or God’s fool, was a distinctive phenomenon in Russian Orthodox
Christianity, a crazed but saintly figure who sought salvation through
meekness and self-abasement. The association of his hero with this figure,
along with the image of him surrounded by children, allowed Dostoevsky to
develop in the seventh and eighth drafts a more complete picture of a
forgiving, compassionate, Christlike prince, fully recognizable as the
Myshkin of the final novel. It would seem that Dostoevsky reached a



creative crisis in the sixth draft, after which he abandoned his earlier work
on the novel and proceeded to write the final version of the first part in only
twenty-three days. This crisis was brought about by a problem that had
confronted Dostoevsky before, in the Epilogue to Crime and Punishment:
how to depict in art the mysteries of a soul’s salvation and spiritual
regeneration. Then he had, frankly, avoided the issue by deferring the
problem until a later novel. Now, too, in his work on The Idiot he shrank
from the difficulties of the task before him. The theme of the spiritual
rebirth of a sinner was put aside for his later, unrealized project, ‘The Life
of a Great Sinner’, and the depiction of a positively good man, already fully
developed, became the focus of The Idiot . This new focus was clearly
defined by January 1868, when he wrote the following to his niece:

The main idea of the novel is to depict the positively good man. There is nothing more difficult than
this in the world, especially nowadays. All writers—not only ours, but European ones too—who have
set about depicting the positively good have always shirked the task. It is because this is a task that is
immeasurable. The good is an ideal, and neither we nor civilized Europe have yet succeeded in
working out such an ideal for ourselves. There is only one positively good man in the world, and that
is Christ. The appearance of this immeasurably, infinitely good figure is therefore in itself an infinite
miracle … Of all the good figures in Christian literature, Don Quixote is the most complete. But he is
good only because he is at the same time ridiculous. Dickens’s Pickwick (an infinitely weaker
conception than Don Quixote, but still immense) is also comic and succeeds because of this.
Sympathy is aroused for the good man who is ridiculed and who does not know his own worth, and
this sympathy is aroused in the reader too. This arousing of sympathy is the secret of humour … I
have nothing of the kind, absolutely nothing, and therefore I am terribly afraid that [my novel] will
be a positive failure.

The emergence of a ‘positively good man’ from the confusion of the
creative process provided Dostoevsky with the central dramatic
confrontation his novel required. Into an almost apocalyptic depiction of a
contemporary Russia beset by the evils of materialism, egoism, and
political opportunism, and dominated by the ethics of self-interest and
personal wealth, Dostoevsky introduced the idealized figure of Myshkin,
untouched by these failings and driven by the conviction that ‘meekness is a
mighty force’ (Part III , Ch. 6 ) and that compassion is ‘the most important,
perhaps the sole law of human existence’ (Part II , Ch. 5 ).

Dostoevsky’s portrait of contemporary Russia is informed by the anti-
European sentiments and Christian belief he acquired in Siberia. His
distaste for Western capitalism, sharpened by his travels abroad, is evident
in the important role played by money in The Idiot . In this novel
Dostoevsky’s attack on the spiritual poverty of modern man is centred on



his seduction by the power of finance. The arrival of the destitute Myshkin
provokes amused contempt in Russian society, until he suddenly inherits a
fortune, from which point he is regarded as a man of substance. Money is
indeed the primary determinant of social worth in this novel; the characters
at the top of the social pile are those who are skilled in investment: the
businessman Totsky; the financier General Ivolgin; and the vulgar but well-
heeled money-lender Ptitsyn. The would-be usurer Ganya Ivolgin
articulates the hidden ethos of this world when he confesses: ‘Once I’ve got
my hands on a fortune, you’ll see I’ll be extremely original. The most
disgusting and hateful thing about money is that it even endows people with
talent’ (Part I , Ch. 11 ). In the society depicted in The Idiot nearly all are
mesmerized by money. One of the most striking features of this novel is
that many of the characters Myshkin meets on his arrival from Switzerland
introduce themselves with a remark about money. In the opening scene on
the train Rogozhin speaks of his recent inheritance and quizzes Myshkin
about the cost of medical treatment in Switzerland; later, when Myshkin
lodges in the Ivolgin household, he is warned not to lend money to the
General; the other lodger, Ferdischenko, peers around Myshkin’s door to
ask for a loan; the ‘progressive’ Burdovsky and his henchmen try to deceive
Myshkin out of his inheritance; and the rivalry between Ganya and
Rogozhin for the favours of Nastasya Filippovna culminates in an auction
where the two try to outbid each other. Rogozhin’s winning bid of a
hundred thousand roubles is, significantly, wrapped in a copy of The Stock
Exchange Gazette .

It is the minor character Lebedev who invests this depiction of
widespread acquisitiveness with a profound philosophical significance. At
Myshkin’s birthday gathering (in Part III , Ch. 4 ), Lebedev, a self-styled
interpreter of the Apocalypse, is goaded into an intemperate attack upon the
spiritual vacuum at the heart of modern society: ‘… the whole thing, sir,
altogether accursed, the entire spirit of these last centuries, in its scientific
and practical totality, is perhaps really accursed, sir.’ In Lebedev’s analysis,
contemporary man, driven by greed and self-interest, has lost the spiritual
basis of his existence. In a comically irreverent anecdote, Lebedev goes on
to tell of a twelfth-century monk who, after twenty years of cannibalism,
confessed and went to the stake. What was it, asks Lebedev, that drove him
to confess despite the punishment that awaited him?



There must have been something much stronger than the stake, the fire, even the habit of twenty
years! There must have been an idea more powerful than any disaster, famine, torture, plague,
leprosy, and all that hell which mankind could not have borne without that one binding idea which
directed men’s minds and fertilized the springs of life! Show me anything resembling that power in
our age of depravity and railways … Show me a force which binds today’s humanity together with
half the power it possessed in those centuries … And don’t try to browbeat me with your prosperity,
your riches, the rarity of famine and the speed of communications! The riches are greater but the
force is less; there is no more a binding principle; everything has grown soft, everything and
everyone grown flabby!

(Part III , Ch. 4 )

Lebedev’s anecdote is absurd, but it serves a serious purpose, disclosing
Dostoevsky’s own vision of modern Europe, devoid of spiritual purpose or
strength, distracted by empty materialism, and poised on the brink of
Armageddon. Lebedev finds a symbol of mankind’s state in the vivid
apocalyptic image of the four horsemen:

… we’re in the time of the third horse, the black one, the one that has the rider with scales in his
hand, because in our age everything is weighed in the balance and settled by agreement, and all men
seek only their own due: ‘one measure of wheat for one denarius and three measures of barley for
one denarius’ … as well as wanting to have freedom of spirit, a pure heart and a sound body, and all
God’s gifts added thereunto. But they cannot have these things by right alone, and the pale horse will
follow and he whose name is Death, and after him, Hell…

(Part II , Ch. 2 )

The apocalyptic atmosphere, created by Lebedev and by the novel’s
emphasis on money and materialism, provides the crucible in which
Myshkin’s Christian ideals are tested. Both literally and metaphorically, the
prince is from another world. Afflicted with an illness that has always kept
him apart from his fellow men, he has spent his formative years not amidst
the pressures of contemporary life, but in the sterile environment of a Swiss
clinic. He is a man of 27, but his emotional and spiritual growth has been
arrested, and he retains the heart and mind of a child. His ideals remain
bright and intact, for they have never before been challenged by experience.
In these respects he is clearly analogous to Cervantes’s unworldly hero in
Don Quixote , and it is clear that Dostoevsky intended his hero to be read,
on one level at least, as a contemporary restatement of the quixotic knight-
errant, intent on transforming the iron age of nineteenth-century
materialism into a golden age of chivalry and Christian virtue. When
Aglaya Yepanchina receives a letter from Myshkin, she conceals it in her
copy of Don Quixote de la Mancha , and she also reads aloud Pushkin’s



poem ‘The Poor Knight’, whose theme clearly parallels Myshkin’s self-
denying love for Nastasya Filippovna.

As well as suggesting the figure of the chivalrous knight, Myshkin also
appears as a Christlike figure, preaching the same virtues of meekness,
truth, and compassion. At the time of his work on The Idiot , Dostoevsky
had been reading Renan’s Life of Jesus , and many of the details of Renan’s
account of Christ’s ministry are incorporated into Myshkin’s personal
history. Both Christ and Myshkin enter the world from other, very different,
ones in order to preach their ideals. Indeed, Myshkin confesses to the
Yepanchin sisters that he regards himself as a philosopher who has come to
teach. Moreover, throughout the novel he continues to look upon
Switzerland as a sort of paradise, where his innocence was intact and his
faith unshaken by the complexities of Russian reality. It is to there he longs
to retreat when the pressures of his new life become too much for him. The
anecdotes Myshkin relates about his period in Switzerland also offer
parallels between his life and that of Christ. His story of his friendship with
the young girl Marie, who had been seduced by a travelling salesman and
spurned by the whole village, and who was rehabilitated through Myshkin’s
compassion, is clearly designed to be read as an allegorical reworking of the
tale of Christ and the fallen woman, Mary Magdalene. Myshkin’s friendship
with the children of the Swiss village, whom he teaches and to whom he
refuses to lie, much to the annoyance of the village elders, recalls another
biblical image—that of Christ surrounded by the children.

As with Christ, little is known of Myshkin’s formative years. He dimly
recalls that when he was taken into Switzerland to be treated at Schneider’s
clinic, the only thing he heard through his epileptic confusion was the
braying of an ass. This suggests, albeit faintly, Christ’s entry into Jerusalem
on an ass. The first people Christ encountered in Jerusalem were the
merchants and moneylenders on the steps of the Temple: Myshkin’s arrival
in Russia is marked by his immediate acquaintance with merchants
(Rogozhin and Totsky, for example) and moneylenders (Ptitsyn). In an
episode that runs parallel to Christ’s retreat into the wilderness, Myshkin
flees from St Petersburg for six months, between Parts I and II of the novel,
in order to collect his thoughts. There are many other examples of such
parallels with the life of Christ, and these are complemented by the many



occasions when the other characters discern Christlike qualities in the
prince.

Yet, if Myshkin is a Christ he is a flawed one, and his mission is
doomed to failure. His Christian meekness and compassion, which
translated so effectively into positive achievements in Switzerland, have
disruptive and ultimately lethal consequences when practised in the ‘real’
world of nineteenth-century Russia. In Switzerland his innocence and
simplicity win the trust of those he meets; in Russia the same qualities
breed mistrust, embarrassment, and hatred. The honesty and truthfulness
that win him friendship in Switzerland only serve to offend those he
encounters in Russia. The compassion that served to resurrect Marie
provokes the insane jealousy of Rogozhin and leads to the death of another
fallen woman, Nastasya Filippovna. In Russia Myshkin discovers, for the
first time in his life, the gulf between ideals and reality and the
impossibility of achieving paradise on earth. His epilepsy becomes a
metaphor for this tragic discovery: it provides him, in the aura which
precedes the fit, with his greatest insights into beauty and harmony, but
these divine moments are instantly wiped away in the darkness and chaos of
the fit itself. At the end of the novel, the Myshkin who arrived in Russia
hopeful of recovery and anxious to please, and who pledged himself to the
salvation of Nastasya Filippovna through Christian love, is found gibbering
unintelligibly alongside her mutilated body in the company of her murderer.
All are destroyed by the passions unleashed by the ‘positively good man’.

Yet, as we have seen, this is a failure which Dostoevsky anticipated. He
drew back from the challenge of presenting a flawless hero, for he knew
that such a figure would not be human, but would be, like Christ, divine.
Myshkin’s decline from innocence and idealism to renewed idiocy and
complicity in the death of Nastasya is the device Dostoevsky chooses to
convey his acknowledgement of man’s imperfect state, and his lack of faith
in human perfectibility. Paradise on earth is, indeed, an unrealizable dream,
and the Myshkin who arrives from Switzerland carries within himself, in
the form of his epilepsy, the seed of his eventual destruction. Prior to his
arrival he is not, in Dostoevsky’s eyes, a human being at all, for he has not
known sin. He is the product of a retort, a homunculus bred in the
protection of Schneider’s clinic. From the moment he enters Russia and is
exposed to the passions and intrigues of the real world, he begins his



inevitable decline as his humanity, suppressed by the years of his isolation,
asserts itself. Myshkin, of course, resists his fall, but the process is
unstoppable and the end-result inescapable; for only Christ, and not a
merely Christlike figure, is without sin. Thus, Myshkin’s Christian love for
Nastasya Filippovna is gradually compromised by a growing sensual love
for Aglaya; his initial belief in the goodness of men yields to his realization
that Rogozhin is bound to kill Nastasya; and his purity of heart, suggested
by his total lack of material wealth, is darkened by his highly symbolic
inheritance. Myshkin inherits far more than money—he acquires also his
due legacy of human weaknesses.

Myshkin is indisputably the thematic and structural centre of The Idiot ,
serving to articulate Dostoevsky’s lack of faith in paradise on earth, and
acting as a catalyst unleashing the dramatic forces latent among the other
characters. But the novel’s secondary characters are equally effectively
drawn and invested with a strong symbolic charge. The reader is alerted to
Dostoevsky’s approach to characterization in this novel at the beginning of
Part IV , where the narrator observes:

In their novels and stories, writers for the most part try to take certain social types and present them
vividly and skilfully—types who are very rarely encountered in real life precisely as they are drawn,
but who are nevertheless almost more real than reality itself… In real life the typical characteristics
of people seem to get diluted …

(Part IV , Ch. 1 )

The characters in The Idiot are, indeed, ‘more real than reality itself. They
function as convincing social and psychological types, certainly; but they
are also endowed with a compelling mythical or allegorical significance.
The merchant Rogozhin, for instance, is clearly contrived as a dark alter
ego to Myshkin. In the opening scene on the train they are brought together,
only to be contrasted in every respect: Myshkin’s Christian compassion is
thrown into relief by Rogozhin’s satanic passion; the prince’s fair
complexion, physical weakness, and tranquil demeanour are strikingly
contrasted with Rogozhin’s darkness, robust physicality, and passionate
unease; in a clearly symbolic detail, they occupy the same carriage but sit
on opposite benches. This contrapuntal relationship between the prince and
Rogozhin is continued to the end of the novel, when we see the two making
their way to their final vigil over the body of Nastasya, walking in step but
on opposite sides of the street. The young consumptive Ippolit Terentyev is



also symbolically bound to Myshkin. He too is a condemned man, afflicted
by an uncaring Nature with a destructive illness; but, whereas Myshkin
reacts to his epilepsy with Christian resignation, Ippolit makes his condition
the justification for profound rebellion against a malign God.

If Rogozhin and Ippolit are designed to represent the qualities of
passionate sexuality and rebellious egoism from which Myshkin has been
protected during his earlier existence, then the sensual and unpredictable
Nastasya Filippovna subverts Myshkin’s most fundamental beliefs that ‘the
world will be saved by beauty’ and that ‘meekness is a mighty force’. Her
beauty unleashes only destructive passions, and her apparent ‘meekness’, as
she parades herself as ‘Rogozhin’s slut’ and seeks self-abasement, is far
from being Christian meekness: it conceals a vast reservoir of pride. Her
complex psychology, as she pursues the goal of self-destruction, discloses
the inadequacy of Myshkin’s hopelessly naive view of human nature.

The destruction of the ‘positively good man’ through his increasing
intimacy with such symbolically charged characters marks The Idiot out as
much more than merely another social novel of the nineteenth century. The
trappings of the realistic novel conceal a core of myth; the critique of
nineteenth-century Russian society yields to a complex apocalyptic
allegory, in which the author’s deepest beliefs are explored. Yet,
Dostoevsky’s unerring artistic sense and penetrating psychological insight
ensure that The Idiot also succeeds as a novel. He was right to anticipate the
moral failure of his hero, but wrong to fear the artistic failure of his work.
Out of the chaos of the creative process and the disorder of his personal
existence, Dostoevsky succeeded in contriving a great novel which has
indeed lasted for a hundred years, and which will no doubt continue to
captivate its readers for centuries to come.

W. J. LEATHERBARROW



NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

THE chief problem facing the translator of Dostoevsky lies in coming to
terms with the novelist’s idiosyncratic style, with its feverishly accelerating
sentences and mixture of styles ranging from bureaucratese to the classical
cadences of gentry prose. It is a style which has made Dostoevsky the only
Russian writer to be recognizably parodied in English (memorably, by
Woody Allen and S. J. Perelman).

Russian readers are also familiar with Dostoevsky’s solecisms, such as
using the word ‘again’ five times in four lines, or ‘suddenly’ six times in ten
lines, both examples taken from The Idiot . To complicate matters, there are
Russian usages which are actually unique to this novel!

Bearing in mind the novelist’s breathless readability in his native
language, the translator must strive to preserve this distinctive style, while
maintaining a convincing natural flow in the English translation. I have
aimed at scrupulous accuracy with regard to the original, repetitions and all,
unless the effect was outlandish enough to draw attention to itself and
hinder the reader’s appreciation.

It should be noted that the characters always gravitate towards polite
literary speech. Even people outside the upper-middle-class milieu adopt
the speech-patterns of their betters, and usually fail through being either
over-genteel or over-literary. Raciness is explicitly eschewed—the prince is
taken to task by Aglaya for using two colloquial expressions! The
characters may speak of their emotions in a very direct and disconcerting
manner, but no one employs common, rough, or uneducated language.

As money plays an important role in The Idiot , it may be helpful to
establish that the Russian rouble in the novel is roughly equivalent to £2
sterling (or $3) in present-day money.

Russians often use the contracted form of the patronymic in
conversation, Ivanich for Ivanovich, for example, or Ardalionich in place of



Ardalionovich. I have followed this practice where it occurs in Dostoevsky.
Diminutives denoting affection or familiarity should be clear from the
context. The most frequent use of this form is in relation to the Ivolgin
family. Gavrila Ardalionovich Ivolgin, for example, is usually referred to as
Ganya, or even Ganka. His little brother Nikolai is called Kolya, while his
sister Varvara Ardalionovna becomes Varya.
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CHRONOLOGY OF FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY

Italicized items are works by Dostoevsky listed by year of first publication.
Dates are Old Style, which means that they lag behind those used in
nineteenth-century Western Europe by twelve days.

1821 Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky is born in Moscow, the son
of an army doctor (30 October).

1837 His mother dies.

1838 Enters the Chief Engineering Academy in St Petersburg as an
army cadet.

1839 His father dies, possibly murdered by his serfs.

1842 Is promoted Second Lieutenant.

1843 Translates Balzac’s Eugénie Grandet .

1844 Resigns his army commission.

1846 Poor Folk
The Double

1849 Netochka Nezvanova
Is led out for execution in the Semenovsky Square in St
Petersburg (22 December); his sentence is commuted at the
last moment to penal servitude, to be followed by army
service and exile, in Siberia.

1850–4 Serves four years at the prison at Omsk in western Siberia.



1854 Is released from prison (March), but is immediately posted as
a private soldier to an infantry battalion stationed at
Semipalatinsk, in western Siberia.

1855 Is promoted Corporal.
Death of Nicholas I; accession of Alexander II.

1856 Is promoted Ensign.

1857 Marries Maria Dmitrievna Isaeva (6 February).

1859 Resigns his army commission with the rank of Second
Lieutenant (March), and receives permission to return to
European Russia.
Resides in Tver (August-December).
Moves to St Petersburg (December).
Uncle’s Dream
Stepanchikovo Village

1861 Begins publication of a new literary monthly, Vremia ,
founded by himself and his brother Mikhail (January).
The Emancipation of the Serfs.
The Insulted and the Injured
A Series of Essays on Literature

1861–2 Memoirs from the House of the Dead .

1862 His first visit to Western Europe, including England and
France.

1863 Winter Notes on Summer Impressions
Vremia is closed by the authorities for political reasons.

1864 Launches a second journal, Epokha (March).
His first wife dies (15 April).



His brother Mikhail dies (10 July).
Notes from the Underground .

1865 Epokha collapses for financial reasons (June).

1866 Attempted assassination of Alexander II by Dmitry
Karakozov (April).
Crime and Punishment
The Gambler

1867 Marries Anna Grigorevna Snitkina, his stenographer, as his
second wife (15 February).
Dostoevsky and his bride leave for Western Europe (April).

1867–71 The Dostoevskys reside abroad, chiefly in Dresden, but also
in Geneva, Vevey, Florence, and elsewhere.

1868 The Idiot

1870 The Eternal Husband

1871 The Dostoevskys return to St Petersburg. Birth of their first
son Fyodor (16 July).

1871–2 Devils (also called The Possessed)

1873–4 Edits the weekly journal Grazhdanin .

1873–81 Diary of a Writer

1875 An Accidental Family (also called A Raw Youth)

1878 Death of Dostoevsky’s beloved three-year-old son Alesha (16
May).

1879–80 The Karamazov Brothers

1880 His speech at lavish celebrations held in Moscow in honour



of Pushkin is received with frenetic enthusiasm on 8 June,
and marks the peak point attained by his reputation during his
lifetime.

1881 Dostoevsky dies in St Petersburg (28 January).
Alexander II is assassinated (1 March).



LIST OF CHARACTERS

Prince Lev Nikolayevich Myshkin (The Idiot)
Nastasya Filippovna Barashkova, Totsky’s ex-mistress
Parfion Semyonovich Rogozhin, a merchant’s son, now fabulously wealthy
General Ivan Fedorovich Yepanchin, a financial dealer
Lizaveta Prokofievna (Madame Yepanchina), his wife

General Ardalion Alexandrovich Ivolgin, retired officer
Nina Alexandrovna, his wife
Varvara Ardalionovna Ivolgina (Varya), their daughter
Gavrila Ardalionovich Ivolgin (Ganya), their son, secretary to General

Yepanchin
Nikolai Ardalionovich Ivolgin (Kolya), their younger son
Ippolit Terentyev, Kolya’s friend
Lukyan Timofeyevich Lebedev, a rogueish amateur lawyer
Vera, his daughter
Vladimir Doktorenko, his nephew
Antip Burdovsky, friend of Doktorenko
Ferdischenko, a lodger with the Ivolgins
Afanasy Ivanovich Totsky, a rich man of business
Ivan Petrovich Ptitsyn, a money-lender
Darya Alexeyevna, a friend of Nastasya Filippovna
Keller, a pugilist



Yevgeni Pavlovich Radomsky, a friend of the Yepanchins
Prince S., his kinsman, a progressive man of affairs





PART ONE



1

AT around nine in the morning towards the end of a thawing November, the
Warsaw train was approaching Petersburg at full steam. The weather was so
dank and misty that it was a long time getting light; anything beyond a
dozen yards to left or right of the track could hardly be made out from the
carriage windows at all. Among the passengers were some returning from
abroad, but it was the third-class compartments which were really crowded
—for the most part with ordinary folk and business-people, not travelling
long distance. As usual, everyone was tired and heavy-eyed after the night,
everybody was chilled through, their faces wan-yellow to match the fog.

In one of the third-class carriages, two passengers had found themselves
opposite each other by the window since daybreak—both young men, both
travelling light, both plainly dressed, both with rather striking features, and
both at length desirous of engaging the other in conversation. Had each
been aware of what was remarkable about the other at that particular
moment, they would naturally have marvelled that chance had so curiously
placed them opposite one another in a third-class carriage of the Warsaw-
Petersburg train. One was a shortish man of about 27, with curly dark hair,
almost black; his grey eyes, though small, were fiery. His nose was broad
and rather flattened, and he had prominent cheek-bones; his thin lips were
permanently set in a sort of insolent, derisive, almost malevolent smile; his
forehead, however, was high and well formed, redeeming the
unprepossessing lower portion of his face. Most noteworthy in that face was
its deathly pallor, which gave the young man’s otherwise strongly formed
features a gaunt appearance, along with a kind of passionate, almost
anguished intensity, wholly out of keeping with that coarse, insolent smile
and truculently complacent expression. He was warmly wrapped up in a
capacious overcoat lined with astrakhan, and had kept warm overnight,
while his shivering neighbour had had to endure all the delights of a raw
Russian November night, something for which he was manifestly
unprepared. He was wearing a rather broad, thick, sleeveless cloak, with an
enormous hood, just like winter travellers often do abroad in far-off places
like Switzerland or Northern Italy, not reckoning of course on stretches as
long as from Eidkuhnen to Petersburg. What had answered perfectly



satisfactorily in Italy, however, turned out not to be altogether suitable for
Russia. The owner of the hooded cloak was a young man, also of 26 or 27,
a little above medium height, and very fair-complexioned with masses of
hair; his cheeks were sunken and he had a wispy, pointed little beard,
almost white in colour. His eyes were large and pale blue, and their intent
gaze held something at once gentle and saturnine, filled as they were with
that odd expression by which some people can detect epilepsy at a glance.
For the rest, the young man’s face was pleasant, refined, and clean-cut,
though lacking in colour—even bluish now from the cold. The meagre,
faded-silk bundle dangling from his hands appeared to contain all his
travelling effects. He wore thick-soled shoes and gaiters, all very un-
Russian. His dark-haired neighbour in the sheepskin coat eyed all this,
partly from having nothing else to do, before enquiring at length, with that
tactless smirk which sometimes so openly and carelessly expresses people’s
pleasure at a neighbour’s misfortune:

‘Chilly?’
And wriggled his shoulders.
‘Very’, replied his companion with the utmost readiness. ‘And it’s still

thawing, isn’t it? What if it was a real frost? I never thought it could be as
cold as this at home. I’m not used to it any more.’

‘Been abroad, have you?’
‘Yes, Switzerland.’
‘Whew! You have been on your travels!’
The dark-haired individual gave a whistle and laughed.
Conversation got under way. The fair young man in the Swiss cloak was

remarkably willing to answer all the questions put by his dark-featured
companion, without suspecting in the least how completely casual and idly
random some of them were. He disclosed in passing that he had actually
been away from Russia for a long time, four years or more, that he’d been
sent abroad for health reasons, some mysterious nervous complaint to do
with epilepsy or St Vitus’s dance, involving tremors and convulsions. As he
listened, the dark man grinned several times and broke into a laugh when
his question: ‘Well, and did they cure you?’ elicited the reply, ‘No, they
didn’t.’



‘Ha! I expect you paid them a deal of money for nothing, and here we
still go on believing in them’, the dark man remarked caustically.

‘That’s absolutely right!’ The intervention came from a wretchedly
dressed gentleman sitting nearby. He looked to be an official, hardened by
long years of quill-driving; he was about 40 and strongly built, with a red
nose and pimply face. ‘Absolutely right, sir. All they do is bleed Russia dry
and give nothing in return!’

‘Oh I’m afraid you’re much mistaken in my case’, rejoined the Swiss
patient in a quiet, conciliatory tone. ‘Of course I can’t argue, there’s a lot I
don’t know, but my doctor paid for my ticket here from the little he had left
—after keeping me at his own charge for almost two years, what’s more.’

‘Why was that? Wasn’t there anyone to pay for you?’ asked the dark
man.

‘You see, Mister Pavlischev, who was supporting me, died two years
ago; I wrote to Madame Yepanchina here, she’s a distant relation of mine,
but I never got an answer. That’s why I’ve come back.’

‘Come back where exactly?’
‘You mean where will I stay? … Well, I really don’t know as yet…

just…’
‘Not made up your mind yet?’
At this, both listeners burst out laughing again.
‘I suppose you’ve got all your worldly goods in that bundle?’ asked the

dark young man.
‘I wouldn’t mind wagering you’re right’, put in the red-nosed official,

with an expression of considerable satisfaction, ‘and there’s nothing else in
the luggage-van, I’ll be bound, though poverty is no crime, one must never
ever forget that.’

He turned out to be correct again: the fair young man at once confessed
as much with unusual alacrity.

‘That bundle of yours does have a certain significance all the same’, the
official went on, when their fits of laughter had subsided (it was singular
that the bundle’s owner had also begun to laugh eventually as he looked at
them, which added to their hilarity), ‘although it’s a fair bet there’s no bags



of gold Napoleons in there, or Fredericks either, not to mention Hollanders,
* all of which we can deduce from the gaiters wrapped round your foreign
shoes if nothing else, still… if one adds in a relative like Madame
Yepanchina for example, that bundle takes on quite a different meaning,
assuming of course that Madame Yepanchina really is your relation and you
haven’t just made a mistake about that… which could happen to anybody,
anybody at all, having, shall we say … an over-fertile imagination?’

‘Ah, you’ve guessed right again’, the fair young man seized on this, ‘I
really am nearly mistaken, I mean she’s nearly not a relation; in fact I
wasn’t at all surprised really when I didn’t get an answer in Switzerland. I
expected that.’

‘You wasted your money on the stamp then. Hmm … still at least
you’re open and good-natured about it, that’s to be commended! Hmm …
one does know General Yepanchin, of course sir, he’s a public figure; as
also the late Mr Pavlischev who supported you in Switzerland, assuming he
was Nikolai Andreyevich Pavlischev, because there were two cousins. The
other one’s still living in the Crimea, but Nikolai Andreyevich, the
deceased, he was a man of position, well connected, owned four thousand
serfs in his time, sir …’

‘That’s right, he was called Nikolai Andreyevich Pavlischev’, and so
saying, the young man surveyed the knowledgeable gentleman with keen
curiosity.

You come across these know-alls occasionally, quite often in fact, at a
certain level of society. They know everything; all the restless curiosity of
their mind and faculties is directed irresistibly in one direction, for want of
any more important opinions or interests in life of course, as a
contemporary thinker would put it. In saying ‘they know everything’, it
should be understood, however, that their field is somewhat restricted:
where so-and-so is serving, what his circle of acquaintance is, how much
he’s worth, where he was governor, who his wife is, how much the dowry
was, who his cousin is and his second cousin, and so on and so forth, all
that sort of thing. As a rule, the know-all goes round out-at-elbows and
earns seventeen roubles a month. The people they know in such minute
detail, of course, would never guess at this ruling passion of theirs, and yet
with a good many of them the amassing of this information (a whole
science in itself), acts as a positive solace; they achieve self-respect,



supreme spiritual contentment even. It’s a tempting field of study too. I’ve
seen scholars, literary men, poets, political figures, all seeking and finding
their highest ambitions and satisfactions within this same branch of science
—actually to the extent of basing their entire career on it.

Throughout this conversation the dark young man yawned and gazed
idly out of the window, impatiently anticipating the end of the journey. He
was preoccupied, very much preoccupied, indeed almost on edge, as his
behaviour began to verge on the odd: he would listen then not listen, look
then look away, at times laughing without realizing it or knowing why he
had done so.

‘But permit me, whom have I the honour …’, the pimply gentleman
suddenly addressed the fair young man with the bundle.

‘Prince Lev Nikolayevich Myshkin’, the other responded with complete
and ready frankness.

‘Prince Myshkin? Lev Nikolayevich? I don’t know it, sir. I can’t say as
I’ve even heard of it, sir’, the official replied dubiously. ‘That is, I don’t
mean the name, the name’s historical, you can find it in Karamzin’s History
, must be there, no, it’s the person, sir, and somehow you don’t come across
the Princes Myshkin anywhere, not even hearsay.’

‘Oh, I should think not!’ replied the prince at once. ‘There aren’t any
Prince Myshkins left at all now, apart from me; I think I’m the last. As far
as the older generations are concerned, some were just yeomen. My father
was a sub-lieutenant in the army, incidentally, after cadet college. I’ve no
idea how Madame Yepanchina came to be a Princess Myshkina, last of her
kind as well…’

‘Heh-heh-heh! Last of her kind! Heh-heh! That’s nicely put.’ The
official giggled.

The dark-haired man also grinned. The prince was a little astonished at
having managed to utter a witticism, however feeble.

‘Imagine, I said it quite without thinking’, he explained at length,
surprised.

‘That’s plain to see, sir, plain to see’, assented the official genially.
‘And you studied things, Prince, with that professor of yours?’ asked the

dark young man all of a sudden.



‘Yes … I studied …’
‘Well, I’ve never studied anything.’
‘Well I was the same, just one or two things’, the prince added, almost

apologetic. ‘They weren’t able to teach me systematically because of my
illness.’

‘Know the Rogozhins?’ the dark man asked quickly.
‘No, not at all. I know very few people in Russia, really. Are you a

Rogozhin?’
‘Yes I am, Rogozhin, Parfion.’
‘Parfion? Not by any chance one of the Rogozhins who …’ the official

began, more solemnly than before.
‘Yes, them, one of those’, the young man interrupted him, brusquely

impatient. He had never spoken to the pimply official once, incidentally,
addressing himself exclusively to the prince from the very start.

‘But… you mean?’ The official was positively rigid with astonishment,
eyes popping: his face at once assumed an expression of servile reverence,
fear even. ‘The son of Semyon Parfionovich Rogozhin, hereditary honorary
citizen, who passed away leaving two and a half million net?’

‘And just how did you find out that he left two and a half million net?’
interrupted the dark young man, even now not deigning to glance at the
official. ‘Just look at him!’ (here he indicated him with a wink for the
prince’s benefit). ‘Just what do they expect to gain by toadying up straight
away like that? Still it’s true, my father has died and I’m coming home from
Pskov a month late practically barefoot. My rascal of a brother didn’t send
me word and neither did my mother, and no money either—nothing! Like a
dog! I had a fever for a whole month in Pskov.’

‘And now you’re going to get a cool million and a bit at the very least,
heavens!’ The official threw up his hands.

‘Well, I ask you, what’s it got to do with him?’ Rogozhin nodded
towards him, irritated and angry. ‘I wouldn’t give you a kopeck if you
walked on your hands in front of me.’

‘And I’ll do it, I’ll walk on my hands.’



‘You see! And you’ll get nothing, nothing, you can dance about for a
week!’

‘That’s right! Give me nothing, that’s what I deserve! And I’ll dance.
I’ll leave my wife and little children to dance before you. Grovel! Grovel!’

‘Get out of my sight!’ spat Rogozhin. ‘Five weeks back I was just like
you’, he addressed the prince, ‘ran away from the old man to my aunty in
Pskov with nothing but a bundle; that’s where I caught the fever and took to
my bed, so I wasn’t there when he died. A stroke got him. God rest his soul,
but before that he practically beat me to death! Believe me Prince, honest to
God! If I hadn’t run away then he’d have simply murdered me.’

‘Had you made him angry over something?’ responded the prince,
regarding the millionaire in the overcoat with a somewhat singular
curiosity. Now although the million and its inheritance might have been
noteworthy enough in themselves, what surprised and intrigued the prince
was something else; Rogozhin himself was extremely keen to engage the
prince in conversation for some reason, though his need seemed to be
automatic rather than something willed; somehow more out of
preoccupation than actual candour, and prompted by anxiety and agitation
—just so as to have someone to look at and something to chatter about. He
still seemed to be ill, or feverish at least. As for the official, he continued to
hover close to Rogozhin, fearing to breathe, catching and weighing every
word as if searching for diamonds.

‘Yes, well, he was angry of course, and maybe he had good reason’,
replied Rogozhin, ‘but it was my brother who really got on my nerves.
Mama’s all right, she’s an old woman, reads the lives of the martyrs and sits
round with the other old women. What brother Senka says goes. And why
didn’t he send word in time, eh? Oh, we know don’t we? All right, I was
delirious. There was a telegram sent as well, so they say. But it comes to my
aunty, you see. Been a widow thirty years and spends her time with the holy
fools from morning till night. Worse than a nun, worse than a nun. Anyway,
she was frightened by the telegram and took it to the police station without
opening it, that’s where it’s been ever since. Konyov, Vasili Vasilich, came
to the rescue and sent me a report. One night, my brother cut the tassels off
the brocade on the old man’s coffin, solid gold they were: “They cost a mint
of money” says he. He could end up in Siberia just for that if I’d a mind,



that’s sacrilege, that is. Hey you, scarecrow!’ he addressed the official.
‘What’s the law on that? Is it sacrilege or not?’

‘Oh yes, sacrilege!’ assented the official at once.
‘You get Siberia for that?’
‘Oh yes, Siberia! Siberia straight away!’
‘They still think I’m ill’, Rogozhin went on to the prince, ‘but I sneaked

into this carriage and away, better or not, and no word to anybody: open up
the gates, dear brother Semyon Semyonich! He slandered me to my father,
rest his soul, that’s something I do know. Still, it’s the truth, I did annoy the
old man over Nastasya Filippovna. That was all my fault. Led into
temptation.’

‘Over Nastasya Filippovna?’ mumbled the obsequious official, as if
something was dawning on him.

‘You don’t know her, do you?’ Rogozhin shouted at him, exasperated.
‘Indeed I do!’ replied the official triumphantly.
‘Oh, really? There’s plenty Nastasya Filippovnas in this world! And

you’re an impudent creature, I may say! There you are, I knew some
creature like this would fasten on to me before I could turn round!’ he
continued, addressing the prince.

‘Perhaps I do know her, sir, for all that!’ the official was much agitated
—‘Lebedev knows! You, your highness, are pleased to speak harshly, but
what if I can prove my words? Is it not that same Nastasya Filippovna who
caused you to be chastised with a hazel rod by your father? Her surname’s
Barashkova, and she’s a lady of quality, so to speak, also a princess of some
kind, and she associates exclusively with a certain Totsky, Afanasy
Ivanovich, a very wealthy landowner, director of various companies, and a
great friend of General Yepanchin on that account…’

‘Oho, so that’s your game, is it?’ Rogozhin was at last genuinely
surprised. ‘Well damnation, he really does know.’

‘Everything! Lebedev knows everything! Your highness, I spent two
months going about with Alex Likhachov after his father died as well, so I
know it all, all the ins and outs; it got so that he wouldn’t stir a step without
Lebedev. Nowadays he’s in the debtors’ prison, but at that time I had the



opportunity of getting to know Armance and Coralie, and Princess Patskaya
and Nastasya Filippovna too, and got to know a good many other things
besides.’

‘Nastasya Filippovna? You don’t mean Likhachov and her …’
Rogozhin stared grimly at him with pale and tremulous lips.

‘N-not at all! N-n-nothing! Nothing as I live!’ the official recollected
himself and hurried on, ‘I mean no amount of money could get Likhachov
what he wanted! Not like Armance. It was just Totsky, he’s the only one.
Well, she used to sit in her own box at the Bolshoi or the French Theatre.
There’s plenty of talk among the officers there, but even they can’t prove
anything: “there she is, that’s the famous Nastasya Filippovna”, and that’s
about it; as for anything beyond that—nothing! Because there isn’t
anything.’

‘That’s just how it is’, confirmed Rogozhin, scowling morosely.
‘Zalyozhev used to tell me the same thing at the time. I was running across
Nevsky Prospect, Prince, wearing my father’s three-year-old fur jacket, just
as she was coming out of a shop and getting into her carriage. I went hot all
over. Then I come across Zalyozhev, he’s nothing like me—he goes round
looking like a barber’s assistant, with a monocle in his eye, while we live it
up at my old man’s in our dubbined boots, eating cabbage soup without
meat. She’s not on your level, says he, she’s a princess, says he; her name’s
Nastasya Filippovna, surname Barashkova, and she lives with Totsky. He
doesn’t know how to get rid of her, because he’s reached a good age now,
55 , and he wants to get married to the most ravishing beauty in Petersburg.
Then he gave me the idea that I could see Nastasya Filippovna that very day
at the Bolshoi ballet, sitting in her own box at the side of the stalls. Just try
and get out of my old man’s house to go to the ballet—I’d catch it for
certain, he’d kill me! Still, I did sneak out on the quiet for an hour and saw
Nastasya Filippovna again; I didn’t sleep a wink that night. In the morning,
the old man, God rest him, gives me two five-per-cent bonds, five thousand
each. Sell them, says he, and take seven thousand five hundred to
Andreyev’s office, pay it over and bring what’s left straight back to me, no
dilly-dallying; I’ll be waiting for you. Well, I sold the bonds but I didn’t go
near Andreyev’s, I went straight to the English shop and chose a pair of ear-
rings with a sweet little diamond the size of a nut in each one. I was four
hundred short but they trusted me when I gave them my name. Over to



Zalyozhev’s with the ear-rings: out with the story and let’s away, friend, to
Nastasya Filippovna’s. We set off. I haven’t the slightest recollection of
where I walked, what was in front of me or to either side. We went straight
into her entrance hall and she came out to us herself. At the time I didn’t let
on it was me: “from Parfion Rogozhin”, says Zalyozhev, “to mark his
meeting with you yesterday; please deign to accept this.” She unwrapped it,
peeped inside, and smiled: “Thank your friend Mister Rogozhin for his kind
thought”, she says, then said her goodbyes and went out. Well! Why didn’t I
just die on the spot? I mean I only went because I thought I wouldn’t come
back alive! I felt the most annoying part was that beast Zalyozhev taking all
the credit himself. I was dressed like a lackey and I’m not very tall either;
there I stood speechless and shy, just staring at her, while he was dressed up
to the nines, primped and pomaded, all pink in his check cravat, bowing and
scraping—why she very likely took him for me! “Well”, I said as we left,
“just don’t go getting any ideas in that quarter, understand?” He laughs:
“And how exactly are you going to settle your account with Semyon
Parfionich?” To tell the truth I was on the point of throwing myself in the
water there and then, without going home, but I thought: “What do I care,
really?” I returned to the house like a damned soul.’

‘Oh! Oh dear!’ the official made a wry face as a shudder ran through
him. ‘You know the deceased used to hound people to death for ten roubles,
never mind ten thousand’, he nodded to the prince, who in turn surveyed
Rogozhin curiously; the latter seemed even paler at that moment.

‘ “Hound to death”!’ Rogozhin broke in. ‘What do you know about it?
He found out’, he continued, addressing the prince, ‘and in any case
Zalyozhev was blurting it out to everybody we met on the way. The old
man got hold of me and locked me in upstairs, then laid into me for an hour.
“That’s just a foretaste, I’ll be back to bid you goodnight as well.” And
what do you think? The old chap went round to Nastasya Filippovna’s,
bowed to the ground, weeping and pleading with her; in the end she brought
the box out to him and snapped: “There’s your ear-rings then, old
greybeard, and they’re worth ten times more to me now that I know the risk
Parfion ran in getting them. Take my greetings to Parfion Semyonich and
thank him.” Meanwhile I borrowed twenty roubles off Seryozha Protushin
with Mama’s blessing and got the train to Pskov, where I arrived in a fever;
the old women started reading the saints’ days out over me with me sitting



there drunk. Then I went the round of the taverns spending my last kopeck
and lay about the streets all night dead to the world. By morning I was
really ill, and the dogs had been worrying at me in the night as well. I had a
hard time coming to.’

‘Never mind, sir, never mind, Nastasya Filippovna will sing a different
tune now’, tittered the official, rubbing his hands, ‘what are ear-rings to us,
sir, we’ll make it up to her for those earrings …’

‘If you utter one more word about Nastasya Filippovna, then by the
good lord I’ll thrash you, whether you went round with Likhachov or not’,
Rogozhin shouted, seizing him powerfully by the arm.

‘If you do thrash me, it means you’re not rejecting me! Go on! If you
do, it seals … Ah, we’ve arrived!’

And indeed they were pulling into the station. Although Rogozhin had
said he’d gone off without telling anybody, several people were waiting for
him. They were shouting and waving their caps in the air.

‘Look at that, and Zalyozhev’s here as well!’ Rogozhin muttered; his
smile as he surveyed them was both triumphant and sardonic; he turned
abruptly to the prince. ‘I don’t know why I’ve taken a fancy to you, Prince,
maybe it was just the time and place, but then I met him too’ (he indicated
Lebedev) ‘and I certainly don’t feel that way towards him. Come along to
my house, Prince, we’ll have those silly little gaiters off you, get you into a
marten coat, first class, you shall have a frock-coat, first class, white
waistcoat, whatever you want, I’ll stuff your pockets full of money and …
we’ll go off to Nastasya Filippovna! Will you come or not?’

‘Listen to him, Prince Lev Nikolayevich!’ urged Lebedev with weighty
solemnity. ‘Don’t miss the opportunity! Oh, don’t miss it! …’

Prince Myshkin half rose and politely extended a hand to Rogozhin,
saying courteously:

‘I shall come with the greatest of pleasure and I am most grateful for
your regard. I may come today even, if I am able to, because I tell you
frankly, I’d taken a great liking to you, particularly when you were telling
me the story of the diamond ear-rings. Even before that, though you have
such a gloomy face. I thank you also for the promised clothes and the



overcoat, as I will certainly have need of them soon. As for money, I have
hardly a penny to my name at the present moment.’

‘There’ll be money by evening, come along!’
‘There will, there will!’, Lebedev took it up, ‘by evening and on until

dawn there will!’
‘And are you a great admirer of the female sex, Prince? Tell me in

advance.’
‘I? N-n-no! You see, I’m … Perhaps you don’t know, but because of the

illness I was born with, I have no experience of women at all.’
‘Well, if that’s so’, Rogozhin exclaimed, ‘you’re an out-and-out holy

fool, and God loves the likes of you!’
‘Such as these the Lord God loveth’, echoed the official.
‘And you follow me, pen-pusher’, said Rogozhin to Lebedev as they all

left the carriage.
Lebedev had finished up by gaining his ends. Soon the noisy throng was

moving off in the direction of Voznesensky Prospect. The prince’s route lay
towards Liteinaya. It was raw and dank; inquiries from passers-by
established that it was two miles or so to his destination, and he made up his
mind to take a cab.


