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ANTON CHEKHOV
Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was born on January 17, 1860, in Taganrog, a small provincial port in southern Russia located on the Sea of Azov. His grandfather had been a serf who for 3,500 roubles had purchased the family’s freedom. Chekhov’s domineering father was a lower-middle-class bigot: a petty merchant who kept a grocery store, bullied his wife, and beat his six children. Although Anton Pavlovich’s early life was monotonous and oppressive (“In my childhood there was no childhood,” the writer recalled), he found his own strange way of compensating for the dismal atmosphere. Possessing a natural gift for clowning and mimicry, the boy delighted schoolmates with hilarious imitations of virtually everyone in the village.
Chekhov was sixteen when the family business failed and his father escaped debtor’s prison by fleeing to Moscow. The young man’s mother and siblings soon followed, but Anton Pavlovich remained behind to complete his education at the Taganrog Secondary School; three years later, in 1879, he joined them in Moscow and entered the medical faculty of Moscow University. During his university years Chekhov became the family’s chief breadwinner: He supported them by writing stories, sketches, and parodies for humor magazines. All his early works were signed with pseudonyms, most frequently “Antosha Chekhonte.” He completed medical school in 1884 and practiced medicine intermittently for several years while continuing to write. “Medicine is my lawful wife,” Chekhov wrote to a friend, “and literature is my mistress. When I get fed up with one, I spend the night with the other. Though it is irregular, it is less boring this way, and besides, neither of them loses anything through my infidelity.”
All the while, Chekhov’s fiction continued to grow in depth and range. He published his first volume of stories, Motley Stories, in 1886; a year later he brought out his second collection, In the Twilight, for which he was awarded the Pushkin Prize for distinguished literary achievement by the Russian Academy. Fellow countryman Vladimir Nabokov perfectly explained Chekhov’s appeal: “What really attracted the Russian reader was that in Chekhov’s heroes he recognized the Russian idealist . . . a man who combined the deepest human decency of which man is capable with an almost ridiculous inability to put his ideals and principles into action; a man devoted to moral beauty, the welfare of his people, the welfare of the universe, but unable in his private life to do anything useful; frittering away his provincial existence in a haze of utopian dreams; knowing exactly what is good, what is worth while living for, but at the same time sinking lower and lower in the mud of a humdrum existence, unhappy in love, hopelessly inefficient in everything—a good man who cannot make good. This is the character that passes—in the guise of a doctor, a student, a village teacher, many other professional people—all through Chekhov’s stories.”
Despite the success of his literary career, Chekhov felt guilty about neglecting medicine. Moreover, he still owed a dissertation to obtain a full M.D. Partly to discharge this debt, partly for the sake of adventure, Chekhov in 1890 undertook an exhausting—and at times dangerous— six-thousand-mile journey (prerailroad) across Siberia to Sakhalin Island. There he made a thorough study of social, economic, and medical conditions, both of the Russian settlers (mostly convicts) and of native populations. Upon his return (by sea, via the Suez Canal) from this “descent into hell,” circumstances quickly forced him back into medicine and public health service—first the terrible famine in 1891 and then the cholera epidemic that followed. In 1892 Chekhov bought a six-hundred-acre country estate near the village of Melihovo, where for the next five years he served as doctor to the local peasants and even helped build schools, while his literary output continued unabated.
The turn of the century witnessed a dramatic new phase in Chekhov’s career. Between 1896 and 1903 he wrote the plays that established his reputation as one of the great dramatists of modern times: The Seagull (1896), Uncle Vanya (1897), Three Sisters (1901), and  The Cherry Orchard (1904). However, in 1897 a massive pulmonary hemorrhage forced him finally to acknowledge that he was stricken with tuberculosis, an illness he had long concealed. For the remainder of his life, Chekhov was virtually a semi-invalid; he lived mostly in a villa at Yalta, his “warm Siberia” where he met Tolstoy and Gorky. In 1901 Chekhov married Olga Knipper, an actress with the Moscow Art Theater who had played the role of Irina in The Seagull.
Chekhov’s last public appearance took place at the Moscow premiere of The Cherry Orchard on January 17, 1904, the playwright’s forty-fourth birthday. Shaken with coughing, he was hardly able to stand and acknowledge a thunderous ovation. In June Chekhov was rushed to a health resort at Badenweiler in the Black Forest, where he died of consumption on July 2. His body was transported back to Moscow in a refrigerating car used for the transportation of oysters— a quirk of fate that no doubt he would have been amused to jot down in his notebook.

INTRODUCTION
Aleksandar Hemon
I used to have a teacher in college who would start his class on Tolstoy’s  Anna Karenina by saying: “Those who do not like Tolstoy are likely to end up under the gallows.” It was hard not to pay attention in class after that. What he meant, I’ve come to believe, is that if you don’t care about Tolstoy’s characters—shaped lovingly and carefully, with Tolstoy’s generous understanding of what it means to be human—you do not care about human life. And if you don’t care about human life, you will one day take it. My teacher’s statement implied that literature has a lasting moral dimension, and that readers’ morality is defined in relation to the books they read.
I have started my classes on Chekhov by paraphrasing my teacher: “Those who do not like Chekhov are likely to end up under the gallows.” My American students, needless to say, were vastly unimpressed. Though capable of discussing in detail and at length “the worst movie ever made,” they at first had a hard time making a leap of imagination and understanding the undertaker, say, from Chekhov’s “Rothschild’s Fiddle.” Chekhov’s ability to write in a deceptively simple way about complicated lives baffled them. Nevertheless, most of my students eventually responded to Chekhov in ways that surprised me and provided pleasure for them. And I’m happy to report that none of them is anywhere near the gallows, and that their chances of avoiding execution seem pretty good. Naturally, I’d like to think that my teaching converted them, but the fact is that what converted them was Chekhov himself and, more than anything, Chekhov’s kindness. 
The kindness of Chekhov the man is well documented. Nabokov talks about it at length in Lectures on Russian Literature.1 Suffice it to mention Chekhov’s working alone as a district doctor, without any assistant, taking care of twenty-five villages during a cholera epidemic, or that he treated more than a thousand sick peasants a year at his home for free, supplying them all with medication. But I’m talking about the kindness of Chekhov the writer, which according to Nabokov “pervades Chekhov’s literary work, but it is not a matter of program, or of literary message with him, but simply the natural coloration of his talent.”2 Chekhov’s kindness is, I dare suggest, structural, and The Duel is a superb example.
The Duel is one of Chekhov’s longest works, which for a writer who was, as Nabokov put it, “a sprinter not a stayer” has structural implications. While Chekhov’s shorter stories often feature a central character or two in a social landscape that is masterfully sketchy and palpable at the same time, The Duel has at its center a group that has willy-nilly become a community, stuck on the Caucasian coast, a far-flung province of the vast Russian empire. This makes The Duel akin to Chekhov’s dramas. 3 Like his dramas (Ivanov, The Seagull, Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard), The Duel is built around a group of people connected tenuously through the situation of their relative isolation. The isolation is not merely geographical but, more important, psychological—indeed, metaphysical. These people have isolated themselves from the world through a series of decisions and indecisions, which are recounted in the course of the narrative. Their lives have become, to themselves and to others, a burden “they can neither get rid of nor carry.”4
Chekhovian characters “broke their own lives, and the lives of others, they were silly, weak, hysterical. . . . They missed opportunities, they shunned action, they spent sleepless nights in planning worlds they could not build.”5 In The Duel, Laevsky is doubtless the most Chekhovian of the cast, but the rest (Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, Samoylenko, the deacon, even Von Koren) do not lag far behind—for each of them, life is elsewhere, and what is here is neither death nor hell but the limbo of merely existing. What they share is remoteness from everything— they’re floating on a non-lifeboat, far away from the sunken mother-ship, far away from the coast, forced to look at one another until dubious salvation arrives. In The Duel, as in the plays, it is precisely this isolation, this togetherness in loneliness, that forces the dramatic hand. Chekhov’s people cannot escape one another as they cannot escape their own lives, so in being forced to face their comrades in isolation, they face their own failures. In The Duel, for instance, Laevsky confronts his own shabby life as he’s confronting Von Koren.
The basic dramatic setup in The Duel, as in the plays, is a democracy of petty tragedy (or tragic pettiness): Inasmuch as complaining marks the tragic absence of the action that would eliminate the reason for the suffering, everybody’s complaint is equally valid, or equally invalid. Consequently, there are no characters unworthy of Chekhov’s (and the reader’s) attention and moral consideration. But the lack of righteous hierarchy confused many of my students, who, used to sympathy and judgment as the reader’s main tools, could not figure out who was “positive” and who was “negative” in Chekhov’s stories. In The Duel, Laevsky is a shallow, lazy, selfish man whose torments of indecision, however, are all too familiar to anyone who has experienced the sudden disappearance of love, and who seems to redeem himself by the end of the story. Von Koren is a hardworking, honest man whose criticism of and loathing for Laevsky appear reasonable and justified, but who is, with his penchant for radical solutions, a prototype of a fascist. (“The Germans have ruined you!” Samoylenko tells him.) Nadyezhda Fyodorovna is a flaky adulteress, but her adultery rises out of an unquenchable desire to live to the fullest extent (a desire that is not hard to fathom). Samoylenko is a kind doctor (a stock character in Chekhov) who is ashamed of his kindness, which borders on foolishness, but he is scarcely devoid of vanity—he likes to be addressed as “Your Excellency.” One way to describe this situation is to say that Chekhov’s world lacks an absolute moral center: Nobody’s absolutely right, and nobody’s absolutely wrong; or, as Laevsky says at the end of the story, “Nobody knows the truth.” This absence of an absolute — and absolutist—central morality prevents the reader from identifying with one or another of the characters: One cannot say, “I’m like this character.” Rather, one says, “I’m like these people.” The reader is invited to join without judgment the larger community of the meek and the confused.
Chekhov is a radical humanist, the kindest of the so-called relativists. In his world, a judgmental, fanatical God cannot provide a moral center—God is cast out of hell, where the sinners are bonded in suffering. It is not only that nobody’s perfect, but that nobody has ever been perfect. There never was a state of human perfection; there never was the Fall, because there never was an Eden. Consequently, a human being can sin only against another human being, not against God, and hence can be forgiven only by another human being. This is the Chekhovian kindness: We can get up after our small falls only with the unconditional love of other human beings. Chekhov’s greatest strength was his weakness for the weak, for he knew that, as Nabokov says, “perhaps the most admirable among the admirable laws of Nature is the survival of the weakest.”6 It is this humanistic teleology that makes Chekhov a great writer. Because his gaze does not seek the moral center, because his mind does not care about the absolute, he sees the insignificant, he detects the minute and magnifies it, he senses the smallest quivers of the human soul. His sole interest is the life of his fellow human beings, in all its banality and overwhelming insignificance.
What can be called the plot of The Duel consists of elements that would fit snugly into an adventure novel or neo-romantic drama rife with the fireworks of elevated emotions and lofty speeches: At the far, “wild” borders of the Empire, a small contingent of men and women are caught up in a whirlwind of passion, adultery, jealousy, and conflict that culminates in a duel. But Chekhov deliberately and systematically undercuts all the spectacular possibilities—indeed, he entirely side-steps the spectacle—and instead focuses on the personal struggles that tend to thrive in boredom. Thus, in describing the moment Laevsky discovers Nadyezhda Fyodorovna in bed with Kirilin—the moment that to a lesser, less kind writer would bespeak its dramatic importance and force him to paint the emotional apocalypse in broad strokes— Chekhov offers no more than a merely informative sentence: “Laevsky . . . saw Kirilin, and beside him Nadyezhda Fyodorovna.” Then, rather than spending bloated paragraphs on Laevsky’s train of thought, doubtless derailed, he directs his gaze at his body and its discomfort:
As he went home he waved his right arm awkwardly and looked carefully at the ground under his feet, trying to step where it was smooth. At home in his study, he walked backwards and forwards, rubbing his hands, and awkwardly shrugging his shoulders and neck, as though his jacket and shirt were too tight.
And that is all. When in the position to choose, as it were, between the moral judgments and the body, Chekhov chooses the body. If he has to choose between the spectacle and the detail, he chooses the detail, which, besides being truer to the human experience, is somehow more unexpected, more exciting. Chekhov is not a master of plot or an exceptional stylist (his literary style, Nabokov said, “goes to parties in its everyday suit”).7 He is the master of the character.8 His mastery is a matter not of skill but of sensibility (for what is mastery after all, if not a sensibility carefully carried to its logical extreme?). Chekhov’s sensibility, his kindness, allows him to pay extraordinary attention to his characters’ idiosyncrasies, to see them at the oddest and most private moments, while avoiding voyeurism in favor of understanding. Thus Laevsky is revealed, before he delivers his usual self-abnegating speeches, as someone who, while talking, gazes “attentively at the pink palms of his hands, [bites] his nails, or [pinches] his cuffs.” He’s also quick to compare his indecision with Hamlet’s—such equation always a symptom of petty self-importance and a paucity of imagination. Similarly, Von Koren is shown, before any of his proto-fascist invectives, as someone who, while waiting for dinner at the good doctor’s house, “took a pistol from the whatnot, and screwing up his left eye, took deliberate aim at the portrait of Prince Vorontsov, or stood still at the looking-glass and gazed a long time [at himself ]. . . . The contemplation of his own image seemed to afford him almost more satisfaction . . . than playing with the pistols.” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna hears a couple of French sailors speaking and ends up longing “to dance and speak French,” her bosom “heaving with unaccountable delight” at the thought. And the deacon “was very easily amused, and laughed at every trifle till he got a stitch in his side. . . . He watched people’s faces greedily, listened without blinking, and it could be seen that his eyes filled with laughter and face was tense with expectation of the moment when he could let himself go and burst into laughter.” And Samoylenko the good doctor (those who don’t like him will end up under the gallows) “was on familiar terms with every one in town, lent every one money . . . patched up quarrels, [and] arranged picnics at which he cooked shashlik and an awfully good soup of gray mullets.” There’s no detail in Chekhov that with a combination of kindness and precision cannot be transformed into a human revelation—even Samoylenko’s awfully good soup of gray mullets.
On top of everything else, the Chekhovian human revelations—the moments when the intense contrast between the immensity of human life and the banality of its particles produces sparks—are often simply funny. Take the way the deacon laughs at the wrong moments; or Nadyezhda Fyodorovna offering a truistic non sequitur while swimming (“There are many conventional ideas in the world . . . and life is not easy as it seems”); or Laevsky identifying with Anna Karenina (“And he remembered that when Anna Karenin got tired of her husband, what she disliked most of all was his ears, and thought: ‘How true it is, how true!’ ”); or the way Samoylenko, in the midst of a passionate— indeed, ominous—argument with Von Koren and his totalitarianism, manages to spot the deacon (mis)eating the dinner he made: “ ‘What are you saying!’ said Samoylenko [to Von Koren]. ‘With pepper, with pepper!’ he cried in a voice of despair, seeing that the deacon was eating stuffed aubergines without pepper.” All this confirms that Nabokov was absolutely right when he said:
Chekhov’s books are sad books for humorous people; that is, only a reader with a sense of humor can really appreciate their sadness. . . . Things for him were funny and sad at the same time, but you would not see their sadness if you didn’t see their fun, because both were linked up. 9
The Duel is as long as a Chekhov story can successfully go, which makes it necessary reading. For all the Chekhovian talents and gifts are augmented here: his kindness; his careful, patient buildup of the relations between the characters; his consistent, humorous attention to the revealing detail; and his uncanny, radically human and humanistic ability to extract profound meaning from the dullest and most banal of lives, thereby redeeming them—all the things that my students ultimately recognized and appreciated.  The Duel is essential at a time when the gallows are being built in the name of freedom. “In the age of ruddy Goliaths,” Nabokov said, “it is useful to read about delicate Davids.”
ALEKSANDAR HEMON is the author of the acclaimed The Question of Bruno and Nowhere Man. He was born in Sarajevo in 1964 and moved to Chicago in 1992 with only a basic command of English. He began writing in English in 1995, and his fiction has since appeared in publications including The New Yorker, Granta, and Best American Short Stories  1999. He lives in Chicago with his wife.
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I
It was eight o’clock in the morning—the time when the officers, the local officials, and the visitors usually took their morning dip in the sea after the hot, stifling night, and then went into the pavilion to drink tea or coffee. Ivan Andreitch Laevsky, a thin, fair young man of twenty-eight, wearing the cap of a clerk in the Ministry of Finance and with slippers on his feet, coming down to bathe, found a number of acquaintances on the beach, and among them his friend Samoylenko, the army doctor.
With his big cropped head, short neck, his red face, his big nose, his shaggy black eyebrows and grey whiskers, his stout puffy figure and his hoarse military bass, this Samoylenko made on every newcomer the unpleasant impression of a gruff bully; but two or three days after making his acquaintance, one began to think his face extraordinarily good-natured, kind, and even handsome. In spite of his clumsiness and rough manner, he was a peaceable man, of infinite kindliness and goodness of heart, always ready to be of use. He was on familiar terms with every one in the town, lent every one money, doctored every one, made matches, patched up quarrels, arranged picnics at which he cooked shashlik1 and an awfully good soup of grey mullets. He was always looking after other people’s affairs and trying to interest some one on their behalf, and was always delighted about something. The general opinion about him was that he was without faults of character. He had only two weaknesses: he was ashamed of his own good nature, and tried to disguise it by a surly expression and an assumed gruff-ness; and he liked his assistants and his soldiers to call him “Your Excellency,” although he was only a civil councillor.2
“Answer one question for me, Alexandr Daviditch,” Laevsky began, when both he and Samoylenko were in the water up to their shoulders. “Suppose you had loved a woman and had been living with her for two or three years, and then left off caring for her, as one does, and began to feel that you had nothing in common with her. How would you behave in that case?”
“It’s very simple. ‘You go where you please, madam’—and that would be the end of it.”
“It’s easy to say that! But if she has nowhere to go? A woman with no friends or relations, without a farthing, who can’t work . . .”
“Well? Five hundred roubles down or an allowance of twenty-five roubles a month—and nothing more. It’s very simple.”
“Even supposing you have five hundred roubles and can pay twenty-five roubles a month, the woman I am speaking of is an educated woman and proud. Could you really bring yourself to offer her money? And how would you do it?”
Samoylenko was going to answer, but at that moment a big wave covered them both, then broke on the beach and rolled back noisily over the shingle. The friends got out and began dressing.
“Of course, it is difficult to live with a woman if you don’t love her,” said Samoylenko, shaking the sand out of his boots. “But one must look at the thing humanely, Vanya. If it were my case, I should never show a sign that I did not love her, and I should go on living with her till I died.”
He was at once ashamed of his own words; he pulled himself up and said:
“But for aught I care, there might be no females at all. Let them all go to the devil!”
The friends dressed and went into the pavilion. There Samoylenko was quite at home, and even had a special cup and saucer. Every morning they brought him on a tray a cup of coffee, a tall cut glass of iced water, and a tiny glass of brandy. He would first drink the brandy, then the hot coffee, then the iced water, and this must have been very nice, for after drinking it his eyes looked moist with pleasure, he would stroke his whiskers with both hands, and say, looking at the sea:
“A wonderfully magnificent view!”
After a long night spent in cheerless, unprofitable thoughts which prevented him from sleeping, and seemed to intensify the darkness and sultriness of the night, Laevsky felt listless and shattered. He felt no better for the bathe and the coffee.
“Let us go on with our talk, Alexandr
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