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Part 1
INTRODUCTION

In the remote parts of Siberia in the midst of steppes, mountains,
or impassable forests, there are scattered here and there wretched
little wooden towns of one, or at the most two, thousand in-
habitants, with two churches, one in the town and one in the
cemetery—more like fair-sized villages in the neighbourhood
of Moscow than towns, They are usually well provided with
police officers, superintendents and minor officials of all sorts. A
post in Siberia is usually a snug berth in spite of the cold. The
inhabitants are simple folk and not of liberal views; everything
goes on according to the old-fashioned, solid, time-honoured
traditions. The officials, who may fairly be said to be the
aristocracy of Siberia, are either born and bred in Siberia, or
men who have come from Russia, usually from Petersburg or
Moscow, attracted by the extra pay, the double travelling expenses
and alluring hopes for the future. Those of them who are clever
at solving the problem of existence almost always remain in
Siberia, and eagerly take root there, Later on they bring forth
sweet and abundant fruit. But others of more levity and no
capacity for solving the problems of existence soon weary of
Siberia, and wonder regretfully why they came. They wait
with impatience for the end of their three years’ term of office,
and instantly, on the expiration of it, petition to be transferred
and return home abusing Siberia and sneering at it. They are
wrong: not only from the official standpoint but from many
others, one may find a blissful existence in Siberia. The climate
is excellent; there are many extremely wealthy and hospitable
merchants; many exceedingly well-to-do natives. Young ladies
bloom like roses, and are moral to the last extreme. The wild
game-birds fly about the streets and positively thrust themselves
upon the sportsman. The amount of champagne consumed is
supernatural. The caviare is marvellous. In some parts the crops
often yield fifteenfold. In fact it is a blessed land. One need only
know how to reap the benefits of it. In Siberia people do know.

In one of these lively, self-satisfied little towns with most
charming inhabitants, the memory of whom is imprinted for ever
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connected description of the ten years spent by Alexandr Petro-
vitch in penal servitude. In parts this account broke off and was
interspersed by passages from another story, some strange and
terrible reminiscences, jotted down irregularly, spasmodically, as
though by some overpowering impulse. I read these fragments
over several times, and was almost convinced that they were
written in a state of insanity. But his reminiscences of penal
servitude—‘‘Scenes from the House of the Dead’’ as he calls
them himself somewhere in his manuscript—seemed to me not
devoid of interest. I was carried away by this absolutely new,
till then unknown, world, by the strangeness of some facts, and
by some special observations on these lost creatures, and I read
some of it with curiosity. I may, of course, be mistaken. To
begin with I am picking out two or three chapters as an experi-
ment—the public may judge of them.





EPUB/image_0014_00.jpeg
I offered to lend them, uncut, He glanced eagerly at them but at
once changed his mind and declined my offer, alleging that he
had no time for reading. At last I took leave of him, and as I
went out I felt as though an insufferable weight were taken off
my heart. I felt ashamed, and it seemed horribly stupid to pester
a man who made it his great aim to shrink as far as possible out
of sight of everyone. But the thing was done. I remember that
I noticed scarcely a single book in his room, and so it was not
true that he read a great deal as people said. Yet passing by his
windows once or twice, very late at night, I noticed a light in
them. What was he doing, sitting up till daybreak? Could he
have been writing? And if so, what?

Owing to circumstances I left the town for three months.
Returning home in the winter, I learnt that Alexandr Petrovitch
had died in the autumn, in solitude, without even sending for
the doctor. He was already almost forgotten in the town. His
lodgings were empty. I immediately made the acquaintance of
his landlady, intending to find out from her what had occupied
her lodger, and whether he had written anything, For twenty
kopecks she brought me quite a hamper of manuscript left by
her late lodger. The old woman confessed that she had already
torn up two exercise books. She was a grim and taciturn old
woman from whom it was difficult to extract anything much.
She could tell me nothing very new of her lodger. According to
her, he scarcely ever did anything, and for months together did
not open a book or take up a pen; but he would walk up and
down the room all night, brooding, and would sometimes talk
to himself; that he was very fond of her little grandchild, Katya,
and was very kind to her, especially since he had heard that her
name was Katya, and that on St. Katherine's day he always had
a requiem service sung for someone. He could not endure visitors;
he never went out except to give his lessons; he looked askance
even at an old woman like her when she went in once a week to
tidy up his room a bit, and scarcely ever said a word to her all
those three years. I asked Katya whether she remembered her
teacher, She looked at me without speaking, turned to the wall
and began to cry. So this man was able to make someone, at
least, love him.

I carried off his papers and spent a whole day looking through
them. Three-fourths of these papers were trifling, insignificant
scraps, or exercises written by his pupils. But among them was
one rather thick volume of finely written manuscript, unfinished,
perhaps thrown aside and forgotten by the writer. It was a dis-
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year of his marriage, had killed her from jealousy, and had sur-
rendered himself to justice (which had done much to mitigate
his sentence). Such crimes are always looked upon as misfortunes,
and pitied accordingly. But in spite of all this the queer fellow
persisted in holding himself aloof from everyone, and only came
among people to give his lessons,

I paid no particular attention to him at first but, I can't tell
why, he gradually began to interest me. There was something
enigmatic about him, It was utterly impossible to talk freel
with him. He always answered my questions, of course, and wi
an air, indeed, of considering it a sacred obligation to do so;
but after his answers I somehow felt it awkward to ask him
anything more; and there was a look of suffering and exhaustion
on his face afterwards. I remember one fine summer evening,
as I was walking home with him from Ivan Ivanitch’s, it occurred
to me suddenly to invite him in for a minute to smoke a cigarette.
I can’t describe the look of horror that came into his face; he
was utterly disconcerted, began muttering incoherent words, and,
suddenly looking angrily at me, rushed away in the opposite
direction. I was positively astounded. From that time he looked
at me with a sort of alarm whenever we met. But I did not give
in: something attracted me to him, and a month later for no
particular reason I went to Goryanchikov’s myself. No doubt I
acted stupidly and tactlessly. He lodged in the very outskirts of
the town in the house of an old woman of the working class,
who had a daughter in consumption, and this daughter had an
illegitimate child, a pretty, merry little girl of ten. Alexandr
Petrovitch was sitting beside this child teaching her to read at
the moment when I came in. Seeing me, he was as confused
as though he had been caught in a crime. He was utterly discon-
certed, jumped up from his chair and gazed open-eyed at me.
At last we sat down; he watched every look in my face intently,
as though he suspected in each one of them some peculiar
mysterious significance. I guessed that he was suspicious to the
point of insanity. He looked at me with hatred, almost as though
asking me: how soon are you going? I began talking about our
town and the news of the day; it appeared that he did not know
the most ordinary, news of the town known to everyone, and what
is more, did not care to. Then I began talking of the country
and its needs; he heard me,in silence and looked me in the face
so strangely that at last I felt ashamed of what I was saying. I
almost succeeded in tempting him, however, with new books and
reviews; they had just come by post, they were in my hands and
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on my heart, I met Alexandr Petrovitch Goryanchikov, a man
who been a gentleman and landowner born in Russia, had
afterwards become a convict in the second division for the murder
of his wife, and on the expiration of his ten years’ sentence was
spending the rest of his life humbly and quietly as a settler in
the town. Although he was officially described as an inhabitant
of a neighbouring village, he did actually live in the town as he
was able to earn some sort of a living there by giving lessons to
children. In Siberian towns one often meets teachers who bave
been convicts; they are not looked down upon. They are prin-
cipally employed in teaching French, of which in the remote parts
of Siberia the inhabitants could have no notion but for them,
though the language is so indispensable for success in life, The
first time I met Alexandr Petrovitch was in the house of Ivan
Ivanitch Gvozdikov, an old-fashioned and hospitable official
who had gained honours in the service and had five very promis-
ing daughters of various ages. Alexandr Petrovitch gave them
lessons four times a week for thirty kopecks a lesson. His appear-
ance interested me. He was an exceedingly pale, thin man,

and frail-looking, who could hardly be called old—about five-
and-thirty, He was always very neatly dressed in European style.
If one talked to him he looked at one very fixedly and intently,
listened with strict courtesy to every word one uttered, as though
reflecting upon it, as though one had asked him a riddle or were
trying to worm out a secret, and in the end answered clearly and
briefly, but so weighing every word that it made one feel ill at
ease, and one was relieved at last when the conversation dropped.
I questioned Ivan Ivanitch about him at the time and learnt that
Goryanchikov was a man of irreprochably moral life, and that
otherwise Ivan Ivanitch would not have engaged him for his
daughters; but that he was dreadfully unsociable and avoided
everyone, that he was extremely learned, read a great deal but
spoke very little, and in fact it was rather difficult to talk to him;
that some people declared that he was positively mad, though
they considered that this was not a failing of much importance;
that many of the most respected persons in the town were ready
to be kind to Alexandr Petrovitch in all sorts of ways; that he
might be of use, indeed, writing petitions and so forth. It was
supposed that he must have decent relations in Russia, possibly
people of good position, but it was known that from the time of
his conviction he had resolutely cut off all communication with
them—in fact he was his own enemy. Moreover, everyone in the
town knew his story, knew that he had killed his wife in the first
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at midday, and in the evening, and on occasion several times a
day as well—if the sentries are suspicious and not very clever at
counting. A fairly wide space is left all round between the build-
ings and the fence. Here behind the buildings prisoners of an
unsociable and gloomy disposition like to walk in their spare time,
to think their own thoughts, hidden from all eyes. Meeting them
as they walked there, I used to like looking into their grim,
branded faces, and guessing what they were thinking about.
There was a prisoner whose favourite occupation in his spare
time was counting the posts in the fence. There were fifteen
hundred of them, and he had counted and noted them all. Every
post stood for a day with him: he marked off one post every day,
and in that way could see at a glance from the number of posts
uncounted how many days he had left in prison before his term
was out. He was genuinely glad every time one side of the hexa-
gon was finished, He had many years yet to wait, but one had
time in prison to learn patience. I once saw a convict who had
been twenty years in prison and was being released take leave of
his fellow prisoners. There were men who remembered his first
coming into the prison, when he was young, careless, heedless
of his crime and his punishment. He went out a grey-headed,
elderly man, with a sad sullen face. He walked in silence through
our six barrack-rooms. As he entered each room he prayed to the
ikons, and then bowing low to his fellow prisoners he asked
them not to remember evil against him. I remember too how a
prisoner who had been a well-to-do peasant in Siberia was one
evening summoned to the gate. Six months, before, he had heard
that his former wife had married again, and he was terribly
downcast about it. Now she herself had come to the prison, asked
for him, and given him alms. They talked for a couple of
minutes, both shed tears and parted for ever, I saw his face when
he returned to the barracks. . . . Yes, in that place one might
learn to be patient.

When it got dark we used all to be taken to the barracks, and
to be locked up for the night. I always felt depressed at coming
into our barrack-room from outside. It was a long, low-pitched,
stuffy room, dimly lighted by tallow candles, full of a heavy
stifling smell. I don’t understand now how I lived through ten
years in it. I had three planks on the wooden platform; that was
all T had to myself. On this wooden platform thirty men slept
side by side in our room alone, In the winter we were locked
up early; it was fully four hours before everyone was asleep.
And hefore that—noise, uproar, laughter, swearing, the clank of
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CHAPTER 1
THE HOUSE OF THE DEAD

Our prison stood at the edge of the fortress grounds, close to
the fortress wall. One would sometimes, through a chink in the
fence, take a peep into God’s world to try and see something;
but one could see only a strip of the sky and the high earthen
wall overgrown with coarse weeds, and on the wall sentries
pacing up and down day and night. And then one would think
that there are long years before one, and that one will go on
coming to peep through the chink in the same way, and will
see the same wall, the same sentries and the same little strip
of sky, not the sky that stood over the prison, but a free, far-
away sky. Imagine a large courtyard, two hundred paces long
and a hundred and fifty wide, in the form of an irregular hexagon,
all shut in by a paling, that is, a fence of high posts stuck deeply
into the earth, touching one another, strengthened by cross-way
planks and pointed at the top; this was the outer fence of the
prison, On one side of the fence there is a strong gate, always
closed, always, day and night, guarded by sentries; it is opened
on occasion to let us out to work, Outside the gate is the world
of light and freedom, where men live like the rest of mankind.
But those living on this side of the fence picture that world as
some unattainable fairyland. Here there is a world apart, unlike
everything else, with laws of its own, its own dress, its own
manners and customs, and here is the house of the living dead—
life as nowhere else and a people apart. It is this corner apart
that I am going to describe.

When you come into the enclosure you see several buildings
within it. On both sides of the large inner court run two long
log-houses of one storey. These are the prison barracks. Here
the convicts live, distributed in divisions. Then at the farther
end of the enclosure another similar log-house : this is the kitchen,
divided in two for the use of two messes. Beyond it another
building, where are the cellars, the storehouses and stables, all
under one roof. The middle of the courtyard is empty and forms
a fairly large level square. Here the convicts fall in, here they
are mustered, and their names are called over in the mo ning,
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