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    On the edge of hunger and hope, voices of the dispossessed rise to claim their measure of human dignity.

Tales from Gorky gathers stories in which drifters, workers, beggars, and proud outcasts step forward from the margins and occupy the center of the page. Their world is harsh yet vibrant, a landscape of river ports, factory yards, cheap lodging houses, and open roads. In this terrain, struggle itself becomes a form of affirmation, and the human will flares against indifference. The collection presents a mosaic of encounters and confessions, where survival demands both cunning and solidarity. Through finely etched scenes and charged monologues, the book turns social reality into a field of moral testing and lyrical protest.

The work is read as a classic because it forged a new register for representing the poor without condescension, fusing raw immediacy with a lofty, almost epic cadence. It helped redefine the short story in Russian letters at the turn of the century, blending realism with a romantic ethos of rebellion. Its indelible figures and settings set a pattern for twentieth-century depictions of the underclass worldwide. Later writers who centered labor, migration, and the street found in these pages a grammar of sympathy and critique, while readers return to them for their inexhaustible energy, compressed drama, and ethical urgency.

Maksim Gorky, the pen name of Aleksei Peshkov, wrote the tales that inform this volume in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during his rise from obscurity to literary prominence. The stories emerged from acute observation and hard-lived experience, distilling encounters with vagabonds, sailors, and factory hands across Russia’s towns and riverways. While individual selections vary by edition, the scope remains clear: a portrait of a society seen from below. Without revealing events, one can say the author’s aim is to render the inner life of those denied comfort or status, and to show how their speech, pride, and endurance shape a counter-history.

Gorky’s intention is not to sentimentalize poverty, nor to stage misery as spectacle. Rather, he insists on the presence of will under pressure and on the radiance of personality that persists in spare circumstances. He amplifies voices that rarely commanded print, refusing to reduce them to cases or statistics. The result is a literature at once documentary and visionary, where the street corner and the campfire are theaters of thought. A current of protest runs through the book, yet so does a philosophy of self-respect, forged by labor, companionship, and the stubborn belief that more is possible than conditions allow.

Stylistically, the tales are striking for their mingling of colloquial grit with a soaring rhetoric that borders on the mythic. Dialogue snaps with idiom, while descriptions lean into the sublime, turning the Volga, the steppe, and portside nights into living presences. Gorky’s chosen name means bitter, and his prose embraces that flavor without forfeiting warmth. He uses anecdote, legend, and boast to uncover the truths that statistics miss, letting characters narrate themselves into being. The rhythm of their speech becomes the engine of the stories, pushing past mere reportage toward something prophetic, as if each life were a small epic sung against the dark.

The structures of these stories often hinge on encounter, contest, or confession: a clash of temperaments, a test of loyalty, a sudden revelation on the road or by the water. Without spoiling particulars, one can note how Gorky explores tensions between pride and need, independence and community, bravado and vulnerability. He distrusts neat moral diagrams. Thieves can display honor, the downtrodden can be merciless, and the respectable may shrink from responsibility. Yet through these reversals the book argues for a standard beyond conventional respectability, one measured by courage, generosity, and the capacity to recognize another’s humanity.

As a presence in literary history, Gorky stands at the crux of Russian realism and the currents that would influence twentieth-century prose about labor and collective life. His early tales announced a force that would later shape cultural institutions and encourage new authors, while demonstrating how literature could broaden the circle of those deemed worth hearing. The combination of street-level detail and choral uplift echoes in subsequent social fiction across languages. Not merely a precursor to later programs, these stories retain autonomy as art: compressed, volatile, and formally inventive, with a tonal range from rough comedy to elegy, from parable to punch.

The world from which these tales arise is late imperial Russia, amid rapid industrialization, migration from countryside to town, and the strains of a rigid social order. Gorky moved among railway yards, steamers, and urban outskirts, listening as much as looking. This vantage granted him a composite vision of a nation in motion, with traditions colliding with new appetites and fears. The stories remember the old songs but judge them against contemporary hunger. Censorship and unrest form a distant pressure in the background, yet the focus remains on individuals building small shelters of meaning within the storm of historical change.

Because the selection and order of pieces vary across editions, each presentation of Tales from Gorky shapes a slightly different arc. Some emphasize the romantic rebel, others the gritty chronicler of work and want, still others the teller of parables edged with irony. What unites these configurations is a fidelity to the author’s humane gaze and to the cadence of the speaking voice. Over decades, the tales have been widely translated and read in classrooms and reading circles, which attests to their adaptability. Each new rendering underscores how the stories’ pulse survives shifts in language and context.

Approaching this book, readers might attend to recurring images of the road, the river, the marketplace, and the shared loaf, and to the grammar of boasting, jeering, and consolation that binds characters together. Gorky’s narrators often perform themselves, testing their auditors and drawing the reader into an ethical exchange. It helps to read aloud in the mind, to feel the grain of the sentences and the counterpoint between hard fact and visionary surge. In that friction resides the book’s peculiar light: a brightness not of comfort, but of recognition, where sorrow and courage sharpen rather than cancel one another.

Tales from Gorky endures because it clarifies what is at stake in being human under constraint: the defense of dignity, the will to freedom, the hunger for companionship, and the negotiation between personal pride and common cause. Its themes speak to contemporary precarity, migration, and the stubborn inequalities of modern life, while its artistry keeps the pages alive with tension and song. Readers leave with a renewed sense of attention to ordinary heroism and a suspicion of any order that thrives on silence. Bitter but not despairing, the book continues to move and challenge, proving that empathy can be an act of power.
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    Tales from Gorky presents a selection of Maksim Gorky’s short fiction portraying workers, vagrants, sailors, and outcasts in late imperial Russia. The pieces range from realistic sketches to legend-like narratives and symbolic songs, linked by settings on roads, docks, steppe camps, and crowded lodging houses. The collection emphasizes concrete detail—tools, trades, and the rhythms of labor—while tracing the decisions characters make under pressure. Without focusing on a single plot, the book advances through varied scenes that cumulatively highlight hardship, resilience, and the lure of freedom, offering a panoramic view of lives lived at society’s margins and the ideas that animate them.

Early tales evoke the campfire world of nomads and free spirits, framed as stories within stories. In works like Makar Chudra and Old Izergil, narrators recall figures celebrated for unyielding independence and fierce love of liberty. These legends set a tone of romantic defiance, contrasting settled life with the open road. Characters speak in vivid aphorisms, and the steppe’s vastness becomes a backdrop for choices that weigh belonging against autonomy. The momentum of these pieces lies less in plot twists than in the telling itself, as voices circulate, memories harden into myth, and a moral about freedom’s cost emerges without explicit judgment.

Chelkash turns from legend to the bustling Black Sea waterfront, following a seasoned thief and a young peasant drawn into a night’s risky enterprise. The story tracks their passage through docks, taverns, and shadowed quays, emphasizing the allure of quick money and the peril of lawless work. Their uneasy bond becomes a test of trust, ambition, and fear. The narrative observes their decisions moment by moment, using the city’s nocturnal energy to intensify a quiet moral dilemma. The outcome remains unstated here, but the crucial pivot is a choice that reveals what each values most when gain, danger, and conscience intersect.

Malva explores seasonal labor along the coast, centering on a self-possessed woman and two men whose lives converge at a fishery. The natural setting—nets, barges, shifting tides—frames a study of desire, pride, and the search for independence. Generational tensions surface as work, intimacy, and status collide. Dialogue edges toward confrontation, while daily routines press the characters to define what they expect from one another. Without disclosing the resolution, the story’s turning points hinge on boundaries tested and allegiances questioned. The piece links personal relations to economic circumstance, showing how livelihood and environment shape choices and the limits placed on freedom.

Konovalov presents a craftsman whose restlessness and self-education disturb the settled order of shop and city. The narrative follows his shifts between labor and contemplation, friendships that encourage or unsettle him, and episodes that bring ideals into contact with practical necessity. Workplaces, taverns, and rented rooms furnish a map of aspiration and fatigue. A series of decisions—some impulsive, others deliberate—create a pattern of movement rather than a single climax. The emphasis remains on how reading, talk, and hardship forge a personal ethic. The story’s key turns involve opportunities accepted or missed as the protagonist weighs purpose against survival.

Twenty-Six Men and a Girl returns to the bakery, where an isolated group of workers fix their hopes on a young girl who passes by daily. The men’s talk creates an ideal that lifts morale during monotonous labor. When an outsider appears, the social balance shifts, testing the group’s fragile unity and the distance between image and reality. The narrative maps the momentum of gossip, pride, and wounded dignity, using the basement setting to heighten pressure. Without revealing events, the turning moment involves a challenge to the men’s imagined refuge, prompting reassessment of their identity and the stories they tell themselves.

Creatures That Once Were Men depicts a lodging house where residents labeled “former people” navigate poverty, charity, and control. The tale details routines of small trades, conflicts with the proprietor, and schemes proposed to improve conditions. Characters debate responsibility and fate, contrasting appeals to reform with habits built by long hardship. The key tension arises when an intervention threatens to reorder the house’s precarious equilibrium. The narrative traces how good intentions, suspicion, and necessity interact, leaving outcomes to readers’ inference here. Through portraits of individuals and the group, the story examines the pressures that blur the line between hope and resignation.

The collection also includes symbolic pieces such as The Song of the Falcon and The Song of the Stormy Petrel, brief allegories that shift from streets and workshops to elemental scenes of wind, sea, and flight. These lyrical texts frame striving as ascent, conflict as storm, and courage as a clear call ahead of change. They distill the themes of the earlier stories—freedom, risk, and the refusal of stagnation—into concentrated images. Without narrating specific events, they act as thematic keystones, aligning personal choices with larger forces and suggesting how individual will can anticipate or amplify movements in the surrounding world.

Across these varied tales, the book moves from legend to urban realism to emblematic song, mirroring a progression from remembered heroics to contemporary struggle and, finally, to distilled principle. Major episodes revolve around work, temptation, companionship, and decisions that reveal character under constraint. Without disclosing endings, the synopsis emphasizes turning points where ideas confront circumstance. The collection’s overall message highlights dignity amid hardship and the persistent urge toward freedom—individual and collective. By tracing lives at the edge of society, Tales from Gorky presents a coherent portrait of resilience and aspiration that reflects its time while pointing toward broader social change.
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    Tales from Gorky is grounded in the Russian Empire of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with settings stretching from the Volga River towns of Nizhny Novgorod, Kazan, and Samara to the Black Sea port of Odessa and the Caspian fisheries near Astrakhan. The time frame roughly spans the 1880s to the first years after 1900, a period of turbulent social change. The 1897 imperial census recorded about 125.6 million inhabitants, with rapid urban growth concentrated in trading hubs and factory districts. Gorky’s itinerant protagonists inhabit flophouses, docks, bakeries, and labor barracks, emerging from the lower strata that modernization was creating and dislocating across the empire.

The milieu is defined by itinerant labor, seasonal migration, and the collapse of traditional certainties after emancipation and industrial growth. Steamships ply the Volga; grain moves to the Black Sea; fisheries draw thousands of men to the Caspian. Policemen patrol streets and ports under harsh vagrancy and passport rules. Municipal poor relief and private charities struggle, while zemstvo institutions offer limited assistance in villages. The empire’s ethnic and confessional mosaic is visible in ports and fairs. Gorky stages his tales in this geography of movement and precarity, rendering the speech, work rhythms, and survival strategies of tramps, dockers, bakers, and petty thieves amid accelerating economic change.

The Emancipation of the Serfs in 1861 transformed Russian rural society but left deep inequalities. Freed peasants often received small allotments under redemption payments that burdened communities for decades, administered through the village commune. Land hunger, demographic pressure, and periodic crop failures produced chronic poverty by the 1880s. Many peasants sought seasonal or permanent wage work, joining a vast stream of internal migrants. Gorky’s vagrants and day laborers embody this post-emancipation drift, moving from village to riverboats and workshops. Their dislocation, resentment toward authority, and ambivalent attachment to peasant norms echo the unresolved socioeconomic legacy of 1861, a background pulse in his portraits of the lower depths.

Zemstvo self-government, introduced in 1864 and curtailed by counter-reforms in 1890 and 1892, created channels for rural infrastructure, education, and public health. Municipal dumas, established in 1870, governed towns with limited fiscal scope. These bodies administered poor relief, shelters, and hospitals, especially during crises. Their reach remained uneven and hamstrung by noble dominance and central oversight. In Gorky’s world, the patchwork presence of aid—soup kitchens, night shelters, and makeshift clinics—registers the era’s incomplete welfare framework. The tales mirror the tension between civic activism and bureaucratic suspicion, revealing how local institutions buffered, yet could not resolve, the poverty and illness faced by casual laborers and the homeless.

The Volga trade corridor and the Nizhny Novgorod Fair, relocated near Nizhny Novgorod in 1817, channeled vast flows of grain, timber, and manufactured goods through the heartland. By the 1890s, railways increasingly undercut fair-based commerce, yet the region remained a nexus of barges, steamers, and river ports. The All-Russia Exhibition of 1896 in Nizhny Novgorod showcased new industries and Shukhov’s hyperboloid tower, symbols of modernity. Gorky himself worked along the Volga in youth, absorbing the world of barge haulers, porters, and deckhands. His tales of river men, drifters, and market hangers-on refract the social economy of a waterway that both fed and exploited mobile labor.

Industrialization under Finance Minister Sergei Witte (1892 to 1903) reshaped the empire. Railway mileage expanded from roughly 29,000 kilometers in 1890 to over 53,000 by 1900, with the Trans-Siberian line launched in 1891. Heavy industry surged: Donbass coal output rose into the tens of millions of tons by 1900, while Russian steel and machinery plants multiplied around St Petersburg, Moscow, the Urals, and the south. Baku’s oil production climbed steeply, surpassing 11 million tons in 1901 and briefly leading the world. Urban populations swelled as peasants and artisans entered factories, construction sites, and ports. Gorky’s industrial settings reflect the tempo, hazards, and social fragmentation born of this rapid growth.

Factory labor conditions in the 1890s were harsh. An inspectorate existed since 1882, and laws restricted child labor and banned night work for women in textiles (1885), yet enforcement was limited. The 1896 to 1897 St Petersburg textile strikes, involving tens of thousands of workers, demanded shorter hours and led to the 1897 law capping the workday at about 11.5 hours. Wages remained low, accidents frequent, and dormitory life cramped. Gorky’s stories about bakers, metalworkers, and cartage hands capture the relentlessness of the shift, the sweat and heat of workshops, and the brittle pride of labor. They mirror a workforce becoming conscious of its collective grievances.

Industrialization generated new solidarities and new surveillance. Worker circles, mutual aid funds, and informal crews formed under the gaze of the Okhrana, the tsarist political police. Strikes spread from textiles to metal and railroad shops as the decade closed. Gorky’s narrative attention to group psychology—men laboring in basements, sharing bread, boasting, or quarreling—traces the early formation of a modern proletarian milieu. Stories like Twenty-six Men and a Girl, set around a bakery crew in the 1890s, crystallize how fatigue, desire, and humiliation intersected with nascent class consciousness. The tales do not cite statutes; they stage the lived experience engendered by Witte era industrial change.

The famine of 1891 to 1892, driven by drought and policy failures, devastated central and Volga provinces. Contemporary estimates range from 375,000 to 500,000 excess deaths, many from cholera and typhus. The imperial government’s slow, moralizing response contrasted with energetic zemstvo and private relief, including initiatives associated with Leo Tolstoy. Grain export policies were criticized amid widespread hunger. Gorky traversed famine-affected regions in the early 1890s and met displaced people crowding towns and riverbanks. His portraits of beggars, tramps, and itinerant workers carry the famine’s shadow: the erosion of village subsistence, the normalization of alms, and the hardening of official indifference toward the destitute.

Revolutionary currents thickened in the decades framing Gorky’s early tales. Populist terrorism culminated in the assassination of Alexander II in 1881 by Narodnaya Volya, prompting intensified repression. Marxist circles multiplied in the 1890s; the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party formed in Minsk in 1898 and split into Bolsheviks and Mensheviks in 1903. Illegal leaflets, reading groups, and agitational campaigns spread in cities like Nizhny Novgorod, Samara, and Kazan. Gorky encountered activists and sympathizers and later supported socialist causes. While the stories typically center on marginal people rather than party militants, their defiant outsiders and wary fraternities echo the ferment that these movements channeled.

Censorship and policing framed cultural production. The Temporary Regulations on the Press (1880s) and broad emergency powers after 1881 restricted publication and assembly. The Okhrana infiltrated worker circles and monitored writers. Gorky himself was detained in 1901 for political sympathies and public agitation, then closely watched. Editorial ventures such as the Znanie publishing cooperative, with which Gorky became closely associated by 1900, navigated bans and seizures while disseminating socially charged prose. In the tales, the presence of the constable, the fear of papers being checked, and the elliptical reference to authority figures convey a system in which a careless word or gathering could trigger punishment.

Odessa, a booming Black Sea port, exported grain at global scale by the 1890s. The 1897 census recorded over 400,000 residents, with Greeks, Jews, Russians, Ukrainians, and others animating a cosmopolitan commercial culture. Alongside grain houses and shipping firms were dock gangs, casual laborers, and smuggling networks. Gorky’s 1895 story Chelkash, set amid port warehouses and taverns, taps this environment of transient work and illicit economies. The swaggering thief and the day laborer he recruits embody the ambiguity of a city where wealth and desperation met at the quay, and where state authority struggled to impose order on the nocturnal life of the docks.

The Astrakhan fisheries on the Volga delta supplied sturgeon and caviar, organized through leases to merchants and firms using seasonal labor crews. Thousands of workers lived in barracks on islands and sandbanks, laboring in harsh conditions under stewards and guards. In February and March 1902, Astrakhan saw a major strike and clashes that left casualties as troops intervened to restore order. Gorky’s Malva, written in 1897, anticipates this milieu by exploring the tensions of a peasant turned seasonal worker in the fisheries, seduced and unmoored by cash wages and camp life. The tale’s moral turbulence mirrors the social chemistry of Caspian labor colonies.

Urban homelessness and night shelters, known as flophouses or night lodging houses, proliferated in fast-growing cities in the 1890s. Passport rules made the jobless vulnerable to arrest for vagrancy, and cheap lodging dens became sites of petty crime, disease, and mutual aid. Municipal and charitable shelters existed but were overwhelmed. Gorky’s attention to doss-house talk and codes of survival, later fully dramatized in his 1902 play about shelter life, is prefigured in tales where characters drift from quay to bunk to police cell. The institutional landscape—lodging houses, police stations, cheap taverns—provides a map of social exclusion etched into urban space.

The state vodka monopoly, introduced in 1894, turned alcohol revenue into a fiscal pillar for the treasury, contributing a large share of budget income by the late 1890s. Cheap spirits, sold through regulated outlets, saturated working class neighborhoods. Contemporary critics decried alcoholism as both a social scourge and a tool of state finance. Gorky’s depictions of drinking—heat-battered bakers swigging, dockers reeling from taverns, a thief boasting over glasses—are not ornamental. They point to a structured dependency that undercut worker health and household economies, and to the moral economy of the kabak where wages, credit, and violence intertwined under the watchful eye of policemen and landlords.

As social or political critique, the book exposes how modernization without rights degrades human dignity. It depicts a society where emancipation yields land hunger, industry yields overwork, and the police preserve order by harassing the paperless and poor. By showing casual laborers bargaining in fear, bakers crushed by hours and heat, and port thieves made by scarcity, the tales indict a state that profits from vodka while neglecting welfare. They challenge the moral legitimacy of authority by amplifying the voices of those excluded from representation, forcing readers to confront the structural sources of hunger, homelessness, and petty criminality.

The tales also dissect class divides and social injustice with empirical particularity. Redemption debts, factory rules, railway timetables, and shelter queues become the fabric of narrative, making political economy legible through lived scenes. The recurring presence of collective bodies—crews, artels, strike clusters—contests the atomization imposed by employers and police. Amid xenophobic and chauvinist currents, the cosmopolitan port and fair settings model solidarities across ethnicity and trade. By aligning sympathy with the dispossessed yet denying sentimental escape, the book articulates a critique of autocratic capitalism: a call for dignity, legal protection, and civic responsibility in a Russia straining toward a different social order.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Maksim Gorky, born Alexei Maximovich Peshkov in 1868, became one of the most influential Russian authors of the late imperial and early Soviet periods. A writer of short stories, novels, plays, and essays, he bridged the worlds of nineteenth‑century realism and twentieth‑century revolutionary culture. His pseudonym, meaning “bitter,” signaled both the hardships that shaped him and his unsentimental approach to social truth. Celebrated for depictions of the downtrodden and for an outspoken public voice, he was later promoted in the Soviet Union as a principal architect of socialist realism. He died in 1936, leaving a body of work central to modern Russian literature.

Gorky’s early years were marked by poverty, intermittent schooling, and itinerant labor across the Volga region. He educated himself in public libraries and through relentless reading, drawing on folklore, the Russian realist tradition, and European naturalism. Friendships and correspondence with leading writers, notably Anton Chekhov and Leo Tolstoy, shaped his craft and ethical concerns. He embraced the idea of literature as a social instrument, attentive to language drawn from everyday speech and to the moral dilemmas of ordinary people. This autodidact’s formation—outside elite institutions—fostered a distinctive mix of romantic defiance, documentary detail, and a commitment to human dignity.

Gorky’s breakthrough came in the 1890s with stories about tramps, rebels, and seasonal workers, including “Makar Chudra,” “Chelkash,” and “Old Izergil.” Their vigor and sympathy for outcasts made him widely read. He soon turned to drama and achieved international fame when The Lower Depths premiered in the early 1900s at the Moscow Art Theatre, offering a stark, compassionate portrait of life at society’s margins. Around the same time he became a leading figure in the Znanie publishing house, which helped disseminate contemporary prose to a broad audience. Critics noted his blend of social critique, folkloric legend, and a rhetoric of self‑assertion.

Politically engaged, Gorky supported revolutionary movements and clashed with tsarist authorities, facing surveillance and arrests. The upheavals of 1905 intensified his activism and clarified the social program of his fiction. His novel Mother, published in the following years, depicted awakening class consciousness and became a touchstone for later socialist critics. After political pressures and a controversial trip abroad, he spent extended periods in Western Europe, notably on Capri. There he wrote essays and fiction exploring belief, community, and modern industrial life, including the novel Confession and trenchant sketches on capitalism. Exile broadened his international profile without loosening his commitment to Russia’s future.

Gorky returned to Russia in the early 1910s and issued his autobiographical trilogy—Childhood, My Apprenticeship, and My Universities—works that trace a path from deprivation to artistic vocation and are valued for their humane detail. The revolutions of 1917 brought both sympathy for change and sharp critiques of violence and cultural rupture. In essays later collected as Untimely Thoughts, he defended intellectual and artistic life against coercion. He also helped organize literary and publishing initiatives, including a wide‑ranging project to translate and disseminate world classics, aiming to raise cultural literacy amid social turmoil and to safeguard the continuity of artistic standards.

From the 1920s he worked on his largest project, The Life of Klim Samgin, a multi‑volume novel charting Russian intelligentsia across decades; it remained unfinished but stands as a major modernist‑realist synthesis. After living abroad for much of that decade, he returned to the Soviet Union, where he was publicly honored and took on institutional roles. At the First Congress of Soviet Writers in the mid‑1930s, he endorsed socialist realism as the recommended method for Soviet literature. He continued to publish essays, memoirs, and installments of Samgin until his death in 1936, by which time he had become both a canonical author and a cultural authority.

Gorky’s legacy is complex and far‑reaching. The Soviet state enshrined him as a model of engaged literature, and even renamed his native city in his honor for much of the twentieth century; its historical name, Nizhny Novgorod, was later restored. Internationally, The Lower Depths remains a staple of theater repertoires, while Mother and the autobiographical trilogy are widely taught and translated. His advocacy of writers and cultural institutions left durable marks on publishing and education. Today he is read both as a powerful witness to social injustice and as a participant in the ideological battles of his era, a writer whose work invites renewed, critical appraisal.
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH.

We should not give very much for the chances of a poor friendless lad of feeble constitution, vagrant disposition, and an overpowering taste for excitement, who should be turned adrift to shift for himself at an age when most young lads are still safe at school. The fortunes of such a one, if adequately recorded, might, and no doubt would, be infinitely more engrossing, if less edifying, than the humdrum chronicle of the steady clerk or patient mechanic; but a prison, or workhouse infirmary, might safely be predicted as the ultimate and inevitable receptacle of such a piece of human flotsam.

But now let us suppose—a handy supposition, I admit—that our imaginary little nomad were endowed with that illuminating spark we call genius; let us suppose, too, that in late boyhood, or early manhood, he learnt to love letters, and deliberately set about describing his extraordinary experiences, as well as the strange bedfellows whom misery from time to time threw in his way—what piquant, what grotesque pen-and-ink sketches we might expect from such an inspired ragamuffin! It would be Oliver Twist or Humphrey Clinker telling his own tale without the softening intervention of Mr. Charles Dickens or Mr. Tobias Smollett.

Let us further suppose not England but Russia to be the theatre of our hero's miseries and adventures, and the interest of the story will at once be infinitely enhanced. The odds would now be a thousand to one against our hero's attaining to manhood at all, and a hundred thousand to one against his ever attaining to authorship. His risks would be out of all proportion to his chances. From first to last starvation would constantly dog his footsteps, and Siberian exile would be the least terrible of a score of those administrative measures by means of which the servants of the Tsar wage unintermittent warfare against the vagrant population of their master's immense Empire. The career, then, of a professional tramp in Russia must needs be of tragic intensity, and it was my good fortune, some eighteen months ago, in the pages of "The Pilot," to be the first to call the attention of English readers to the strange history of a Russian tramp of genius, who is, moreover, his own chronicler. Maksim Gorky[1]—Maximus the Bitter—is the pseudonym deliberately chosen, at the outset of his career, by the young Muscovite author who is at the present moment (and I do not even except the revered name of Tolstoi) by far the most popular story-teller in the Russian Empire. The following brief biographical sketch of this remarkable man is the best introduction I can affix to this selection from Gorky's unique "Razskazui," in all of which the author has, more or less, embodied his grim experiences of life beneath the transparent veil of fiction.

Aleksyei Maksimovich Pyeshkov was born on March 14th, 1869, at Nijni-Novgorod. His mother Barba[4]ra was the daughter of a house painter and decorator, Vasily Kacherin; his father was Maksim Savvatiev Pyeshkov, an upholsterer of Perm. Aleksyei's parents seem to have been worthy, colourless people, and fairly well educated for their station; but they dwindle into insignificance before their respective fathers. Young Pyeshkov's two grandfathers were undeniably men of character, self-made men of brutal energy, who terrorized their respective families, and were as hard and cold as the money they worshipped. So severe, indeed, was the regimen of Aleksyei's paternal grandfather, that his own son ran away from him five times in the course of seven years. On the fifth occasion he did not return, but walked all the way (he was only seventeen) from Tobolsk in Siberia, where the family then lived, to Nijni-Novgorod, where he settled down as an apprentice to a clothier. Five years later we find him occupying a responsible position in the office of a steamship company at Astrakhan. Gorky's maternal grandfather may well have been the prototype of Ignat Gordyeev, the most impressive character in Gorky's romance, "Thoma Gordyeev." Beginning life as a raftsman on the Volga, in the course of a short time he became a man of substance, started a dyeing factory at his native place, Nijni-Novgorod, was elected Starshina, or Chief of the Traders' Guild there, and was generally looked up to by everyone but his wretched daughter, whom he made more wretched still when she threw herself away—or so he accounted it—on such a poor non-descript as Maksim Pyeshkov.

The earlier years of Aleksyei Pyeshkov were as uneventful as are the years of most children. In 1873, however, when he was only four years old, he met with his first misfortune: his rolling stone of a father died of cholera[2] at Astrakhan. His mother re-married shortly afterwards, and transferred him to the care of his grandfather, who seems to have been kind to the little lad—cruel fathers are very often indulgent grandfathers—and taught him to read with the aid of the Psalter and other liturgical books, by way of preparing him for school, whither he was presently sent But his regular schooling lasted no longer than five months, for about this time his mother died of consumption, and almost simultaneously his last natural prop gave way, his grandfather suddenly ruining himself utterly by over-speculation. Little Aleksyei, therefore, was obliged to exchange his schoolroom for the shop of a cobbler to whom he was apprenticed; but after serving his master for two months, he burnt one hand so severely with boiling pitch that he was pronounced useless to the trade, and sent about his business.

On recovering from the effects of this accident he was apprenticed by his kinsfolk to a draughtsman, who treated him so harshly that he ran away, becoming first an assistant to an ikon-maker, and then a turnspit on a steamer on the Volga. Here he met with an unexpected piece of good luck. His new master, the cook on board the steamer, Smurny by name, happened to be a lettered man of superior ability, and he proved to be one of the best friends young Pyeshkov ever had. But for him, indeed, modern Russian Literature in all probability would now have been minus of one of its chief ornaments. Smurny awakened within the lad a love of literature, and placed at his disposal his own little library, a miscellaneous collection enough, in which fantastic lives of the Greek Orthodox Saints and interminable treatises on Freemasonry lay cheek by jowl; it was, however, an inestimable boon to Aleksyei, and it included, at any rate, the works of one indisputable European classic—Gogol—besides some of the novels of Alexandre Dumas. Pyeshkov himself, in his fragmentary autobiography, insinuates that his chance encounter with the cultured cook was a turning-point in his career. "Till the advent of the cook," says he, "I could not endure books, or, indeed, any sort of printed paper—passports included." Why he quitted Smurny we are not told; but we do know that when he left the steamer to become a gardener's assistant, he pursued his studies whenever and wherever he had the chance. At the age of fifteen, indeed, his thirst for learning induced him to present himself at the gates of the University of Kazan[3], the great Volgan seminary, where Tolstoi had been educated forty years earlier, in the naïve belief that instruction of all sorts was to be had there by anyone for the simple asking. "I was mistaken, it appeared," he observes with pathetic sarcasm, "so I entered a biscuit factory at three roubles (6s.) a month." He has related his experiences of this grinding slavery in a subterranean "stone cage" in that powerful story, "Twenty-Six of Us and one Other."[1]

"It was a grievous evil life we lived within those thick walls. … We rose at five o'clock in the morning without having had our sleep out, and—stupid and indifferent—at six o'clock we were sitting at the table to make biscuits from dough already prepared for us by our comrades while we were still sleeping. … Our master called us niggers, and gave us rotten entrails for dinner instead of butcher's meat." No wonder he calls this drudgery "the hardest work I ever experienced."

And here there is a blank in our biographical record—a blank, however, which may, partially, be filled up from conjecture. To this period belongs, I opine, the first of Pyeshkov's gipsy-like wanderings through Russia. The most casual reader of his tales is struck at once by his delight for the free, careless life of a vagabond. The justification, the philosophy of that life, so to speak, he has put into the mouth of that prince of vagabonds, Promtov[2], evidently a real person, whose antitype Pyeshkov must have met with on his rambles, and who is one of his best creations It was now, too, that he must have made the acquaintance of the so-called "Buivshie Lyudi,"[3]—or "Have-beens," whom he has immortalized in so many of his tales, that numerous and unhappy class who have fallen, beyond recovery, from positions of trust or emolument. These, too, were the days when, as he tells us, "I sawed wood, dragged loads," and, in fact, did all sorts of ill-paid, menial labour. On the other hand, he made the acquaintance of numerous students at Kazan, was admitted into their clubs, and his unquenchable ardour for learning revived. We do not know what he read during these years, but he must have read a very great deal. None can take up his works without being impressed by the richness and variety of his vocabulary, and it is not too much to say that no other Russian writer ever uses, or has used, so many foreign terms (English and French especially), or has coined so many new words from extraneous western sources. It is also plain from internal evidence that he has studied history, philosophy, and science with enthusiasm, and I agree with those Russian critics who complain that he has assimilated more Nietzschianism than is good for him, although, on the other hand, I consider that his obligations to Nietzsche are far less considerable than is commonly supposed. And at the same time he was consorting freely with ruffians of every description,[4] sleeping round camp fires with murderers and thieves, for the sake of a crust of bread, and once would actually have starved to death but for the charity of a kind-hearted prostitute[5] Naturally courageous, and with the buoyancy of youth to hold him up, he seems to have endured these hardships cheerfully enough, and a fine sunset, or a majestic seascape, or even a glimpse of the monotonous grandeur of the endless steppe, would, as a rule, be compensation enough for the fatigues of a hard day at its close. But he, too, had his dark moments, and in 1888 (when only nineteen) he tried to commit suicide from sheer wretchedness. Fortunately the bullet struck no vital part, and he was nursed into convalescence at a hospital in Kazan. "Having sufficiently recovered," says Gorky, sarcastically summing up his position at this period, "I survived in order to devote myself to the apple-selling trade."

On quitting Kazan, Pyeshkov appeared at Tsaritsuin, where, for a time, he was a railway porter. He was summoned from thence to his native place, Nijni-Novgorod, to serve as a recruit. But Aleksyei was not of the stuff of which soldiers are made. "They don't take rubbish like me," he explains, so he eked out a living by selling lager-beer in the streets till he attracted the attention of the benevolent advocate, A. J. Lanin, who made young Pyeshkov his secretary.

According to Gorky's own admission, Lanin had a considerable influence on his future development. But Gorky, who always felt himself "out of place among intellectual folk," and has an undisguised contempt for mere book-learning, now quitted his patron and returned to Tsaritsuin, whence he rambled through Southern Russia, the Ukraine, and Bessarabia, finally working his way through the Crimea and the Kuban District to the Caucasus. The tour was rich in new experiences, and may be said to have matured his genius, and taught him more than whole libraries of books could have done, but he suffered terrible privations by the way. He made a particular study during this period of the cities of Southern Russia, their commercial activity and their shifting, nondescript population, and that noble story, "Chelkash," which contains his finest descriptions of nature, was the ultimate result of his experiences.

At Tiflis he worked as a navvy for a time, and in 1892 his first printed story, "Makar Chudra," appeared in the columns of the Tiflis journal, Kavkaz. I have described elsewhere[6] his dramatic introduction to the astonished but appreciative editor on that occasion. Returning to Nijni-Novgorod, Gorky got several subsequent stories inserted in the principal newspapers of the various Volgan cities; but he wrote but little at this period, and that little did not win general favour.

In 1893 he made the acquaintance of the eminent Russian writer, Korolenko, to whose encouragement he always attributed his ultimate success. Korolenko urged him to have done with trifles, aim high, and, above all things, cultivate his style. Shortly afterwards, Gorky published his first indisputable masterpiece, "Chelkash," No. 8 of the present collection, which opened "the big reviews" to the young author, and made him famous. "Chelkash" was speedily followed by a whole series of vivid stories. In 1900 appeared his first romance, "Thoma Gordyeev," a disappointing performance on the whole, though not without superlative merits. The descriptions of Volgan scenery are magnificent, and the characterization is masterly. But it is far too long, and, the narrative is swamped by floods of second-rate philosophy. A collection of all Gorky's works, under the title of "Razskazui" (Tales), is still in progress. At present Gorky is, without doubt, by far the most popular author in Russia, and the authorities there have already paid him the compliment of branding his writings as even more dangerous than those of his veteran contemporary, Count Leo Tolstoi. He is also, I fancy, likely to give them much more trouble in future than the Count, as his temperament and genius are distinctly of the volcanic order.

R. NISBET BAIN.


[1] No. 2 of the present collection.




[2] In "A Rolling Stone."




[3] Lit., those who have been.




[4] See "In the Steppe."




[5] See "One Autumn Night."




[6] In the Monthly Review for December. In the same number of the same periodical appeared the first English translation of one of Gorky's tales, curiously enough, the first tale he wrote.
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I.—IN THE STEPPE.

We quitted Perekop in the vilest spirits—hungry as wolves and at war with all the world. In the course of a whole twelve hours we had unsuccessfully employed all our talents and capabilities to earn or steal something, and when we became convinced, at last, that success was impossible either way, we resolved to go further on. Whither? Simply—further on.

This resolution was unanimous, and by mutual agreement. Moreover, we were resolved to go further in
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