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    Into a glittering society feverish for status, money, and sensation walks a man so transparently compassionate that his presence behaves like a fault line, revealing fractures in every ambition, exposing the cost of cruelty, challenging the city’s confidence in its own hard wisdom, and asking—through innocence rather than argument—whether genuine kindness can survive the collisions of desire, pride, and fear that animate modern life, or whether a heart unarmored by cynicism must be broken when it meets the world’s trade in appearances, bargains, and victories measured in other people’s losses.

The Idiot is a novel by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, first published in serial form in 1868–1869 in the Russian periodical The Russian Messenger. Composed in the late 1860s, during a period when the author was living abroad in Europe, the book stands alongside his major works of psychological and moral inquiry. Its premise is disarmingly simple: a young nobleman, Prince Lev Myshkin, returns to Russia after years of medical treatment in Switzerland and steps into St. Petersburg society. What follows is not a conventional social tale but a searching examination of innocence set against the ambitions and anxieties of a rapidly changing world.

At the novel’s outset, Myshkin’s arrival places him in rooms filled with conversation, calculation, and a constant audition for advantage. He meets figures whose lives run on different fuels—passion, money, wounded pride, and hunger for recognition—and his candor disrupts their usual circuits. Dostoyevsky stages early encounters that map out the terrain: aristocratic families with fragile prestige, wealthy merchants with restless appetites, and young people testing roles offered by the capital. The city becomes a theater for questions about worth, love, and responsibility. Without announcing himself as a reformer, Myshkin unsettles people simply by taking them at their word and treating them with unguarded respect.

Dostoyevsky conceived the daring project of depicting a truly good person within the pressures of modern society. Rather than idealize virtue from a distance, he places Myshkin in the very situations where kindness seems least workable—crowded drawing rooms, tense negotiations, and rooms humming with rumor. The challenge is not merely moral but artistic: how to make innocence dramatic without turning it into a sermon or a caricature. The novel tests goodness in motion, exploring whether compassion can be both lucid and effective when confronted with humiliation, envy, and the quickened tempo of urban life in the 1860s.

The Idiot holds classic status because it refuses easy conclusions while enlarging the possibilities of the novel. Dostoyevsky’s exploration of conscience and freedom, his steady refusal to flatten characters into types, and his fusion of ethical urgency with narrative suspense have influenced generations of readers and writers. The book is as attentive to comic awkwardness as to spiritual hunger, and this tonal breadth gives it a distinctive power. Scenes of social misfire sit beside moments of lyric tenderness, and satire keeps company with reverence. The result is a narrative that examines the spirit without neglecting the grit of daily behavior.

Formally, the novel exemplifies the many-voiced dynamism later described by critics as Dostoyevsky’s distinctive polyphony. Characters speak with independent authority rather than serving as mouthpieces for a single thesis. Interior conflicts surge into public conversation; words wound, console, disguise, and reveal. This dialogic energy allows the story to proceed as an argument enacted in lived time, not a verdict delivered from above. The capaciousness of perspective—moral, social, and psychological—became a model for modern fiction, offering a way to render consciousness and collision without reducing complexity to consensus or tidy resolution.

One element that deepens the book’s originality is its treatment of illness and vulnerability. Myshkin’s history of epilepsy is presented without sensationalism, and his condition complicates how others see him—at times with pity, at times with suspicion, at times with crude misunderstanding. Dostoyevsky’s interest here is human rather than medical: he examines how frailty shapes identity, how stigma organizes social response, and how tenderness can become either a bridge or a pretext for control. By giving bodily vulnerability a central place in the moral drama, the novel widens the field in which dignity, empathy, and resilience are tested.

The setting is Russia in the aftermath of sweeping reforms, with the social order loosening and new forms of aspiration emerging. The 1860s brought legal and economic changes that stirred both hope and anxiety, and St. Petersburg embodies that ferment. Old titles jostle with new money; ideals of service meet the lure of speculation; faith and skepticism share the same tables. Without turning historical commentary into thesis, Dostoyevsky registers the vibrations of a society that is improvising its next self. The Idiot listens to this unsettled music and asks how a person might live truthfully within it.

The novel has left a long wake in world literature. Dostoyevsky’s psychological acuity and moral daring—felt vividly here—shaped currents that would feed modernism and existentialism. Writers and thinkers across Europe and beyond engaged with his portraits of freedom, guilt, compassion, and delusion. Figures such as Friedrich Nietzsche, Franz Kafka, Thomas Mann, Albert Camus, and Jean-Paul Sartre, among others, found in Dostoyevsky’s work a vocabulary for profound inner and social conflict. Critics and theorists, notably Mikhail Bakhtin, drew on novels like The Idiot to articulate how fiction could host irreconcilable voices without forcing them into a single moral decree.

To encounter The Idiot is to enter a series of rooms where humor and dread mingle, where a gesture of kindness can change the temperature of an evening, and where speech often outruns intention. Dostoyevsky’s staging is meticulously concrete—letters delivered, visits paid, dinners planned—yet each ordinary transaction courts revelation. This fusion of the tactile and the metaphysical keeps readers alert to subtle shifts: embarrassment turns to cruelty, admiration to rivalry, self-defense to self-betrayal. The narrative invites participation in this dance, asking us to weigh words, motives, and silences as if we, too, were caught in the room.

Readers benefit from noticing how the novel resists allegory. Myshkin is not a symbol detached from circumstance; his goodness is inseparable from attention, memory, and a willingness to suffer misunderstanding. Likewise, the other characters are not merely obstacles or foils, but people with histories and fragile hopes. Listening to their competing claims—about honor, necessity, freedom, and love—illuminates the book’s breadth. Its questions unfold not as doctrine but as encounter. The Idiot earns its moral force by letting us feel the costs of choice, even when no option is entirely clean or safe.

Today, the book’s central problem feels urgently contemporary. In a culture that rewards performance, speed, and strategic self-display, what might uncalculated kindness accomplish—and what might it risk? The Idiot endures because it neither sentimentalizes innocence nor surrenders to cynicism. It shows how compassion can expose delusion without contempt, and how truth-telling can falter when backed only by goodwill. Its power lies in the invitation it extends: to consider whether character is a living task rather than a fixed trait, and to ask how, amid pressure, a person might still choose care over conquest.
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    The Idiot, by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, was serialized in 1868-1869 in The Russian Messenger. Set largely in St. Petersburg with excursions to suburban resorts, it traces the return to Russia of Prince Lev Myshkin, a gentle, epileptic young man who has spent years in a Swiss clinic. Determined to live honestly and kindly, he finds himself in a milieu of rank, money, and wounded pride. Dostoyevsky uses the prince's guileless perceptions to test the limits of empathy within a competitive society. The novel begins as Myshkin arrives with few possessions, no practical experience, and a distant family connection that opens the door to high society.

On the train, Myshkin meets Parfyon Rogozhin, a passionate merchant's son hurrying to St. Petersburg amid news of a family inheritance, and the excitable clerk Lebedev. Their talk drifts to the notorious beauty Nastasya Filippovna, whose past and public defiance fascinate the city. Myshkin proceeds to the home of General Epanchin, whose wife is his remote relative. Introduced awkwardly as an unworldly newcomer, he surprises the household with humility, quick intuition, and unforced sincerity. Rogozhin's intensity, Lebedev's gossip, and the Epanchin family's curiosity create intersecting paths that will bind Myshkin to people whose desires and anxieties rapidly outstrip his expectations.

Within the Epanchin circle, Myshkin meets Lizaveta Prokofyevna and her daughters, including Aglaya, whose intelligence and pride sharpen the family's interest in their unusual visitor. He encounters wealthy patron Totsky, whose long entanglement with Nastasya Filippovna casts a shadow over their discussions. The prince's frank accounts of illness, poverty, and his Swiss convalescence disarm listeners who are accustomed to calculation. Seeing in Nastasya not scandal but suffering, he responds with unqualified compassion. This moral clarity, however, unsettles a society grounded in bargaining and self-defense. Invitations, tests, and confidences follow as the Epanchins weigh their curiosity against caution about his disruptive sincerity.

Gavril Ivolgin, called Ganya, an ambitious secretary in Epanchin's employ, stands at the center of a plan to secure Nastasya Filippovna in a respectable marriage, smoothing over Totsky's compromised position and advancing Ganya's prospects. Money, prestige, and wounded vanity press on all parties. Rogozhin reappears now empowered by wealth and a consuming fixation on Nastasya. Myshkin, refusing cynicism, steps closer out of pity rather than strategy. The stage is set for contending visions of love, from calculated alliance to possessive passion and compassionate regard, to collide. As rumors spread, the characters converge on Nastasya's drawing room, where reputations are risked and private motives are exposed.

Nastasya Filippovna's name-day gathering becomes a crucible for the novel's central conflicts. Suitors, patrons, and spectators crowd her rooms, alternately pleading, bargaining, and provoking. The atmosphere swings between cruel entertainment and genuine anguish. Myshkin's unembarrassed defense of human dignity confounds guests who equate goodness with weakness. Rogozhin's fervor smolders at the edges, while Ganya's calculations meet public scrutiny. Totsky faces the moral cost of his earlier choices. The evening's confrontations alter alliances and force fateful declarations, yet the outcomes remain ambiguous. What emerges with clarity is the gulf between social theater and real compassion, and the strain such honesty places on everyone involved.

In the aftermath, Myshkin's status is paradoxical: celebrated for innocence yet dismissed as impractical. He withdraws at times to quieter surroundings such as Pavlovsk, where summer promenades, rented villas, and chance meetings mix leisure with intrigue. His illness remains a visible vulnerability, and his candor continues to attract confidences. Aglaya's complex interest grows, colored by ideals of chivalry and skepticism about society's falsehoods. Nastasya oscillates between self-accusation and longing for deliverance, resisting both patronage and possession. Rogozhin's pursuit, sharpened by jealousy, darkens into watchfulness. The plot turns on competing claims of love and rescue, with every gesture scrutinized by gossip.

Dostoyevsky broadens the canvas with disputatious gatherings where belief, art, and mortality are argued in earnest. The ailing youth Ippolit Terentyev articulates fierce, despairing reflections on suffering and the apparent indifference of nature, confronting Myshkin's trust in compassion and faith. Lebedev offers eccentric scriptural readings that mirror society's hunger for signs. Veterans, officials, and idlers trade anecdotes that expose vanity and self-deception. Amid these voices, the prince's ethical instinct remains consistent, even as his simplicity is misread as foolishness or manipulation. The novel probes whether moral beauty can endure without power, and whether pity can uplift without inadvertently humiliating.

As seasons change, tensions crystallize. Notes are exchanged, intermediaries shuttle between houses, and public scenes test already frayed reputations. The bond between Myshkin and Rogozhin edges toward peril, shaped by fascination and rivalry more than hatred. Encounters in dim corridors and on crowded streets hint at violence beneath ceremony. Myshkin's health falters under strain, and his attempts to reconcile opposites such as honor and mercy, truth and tact, begin to buckle. Promises and accusations multiply around Nastasya and Aglaya, while families maneuver to avoid disgrace. The narrative advances toward an irrevocable reckoning without announcing its final turn, sustaining dread alongside earnest hope.

Without disclosing its final events, The Idiot endures as a searching study of how a generous spirit fares in a society organized by pride, property, and fear. Dostoyevsky tests the feasibility of moral purity amid humiliation and desire, asking whether love grounded in compassion can resist becoming ownership or spectacle. The novel exposes the costs of social performance, the fragility of dignity under gossip, and the temptations of nihilistic power. It leaves readers with the unsettling insight that goodness can be both illuminating and disruptive, and with the lasting question of what a humane life requires when kindness itself is misunderstood.
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    Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot unfolds in the later 1860s, chiefly in St. Petersburg and its summer retreat, Pavlovsk, under the autocracy of Alexander II. The setting is Russia’s imperial capital, where court influence, high bureaucracy, and the Orthodox Church frame public life. Elegant salons, officers’ households, and revenue apartments form the social topography. The narrative’s very first movement—arrival by train—anchors the story in an empire knit together by new rail lines and a centralized state. Within this environment, rank, reputation, and patronage remain decisive, even as new forces of wealth and mobility begin to unsettle the older order of noble privilege.

The larger backdrop is the era of the Great Reforms that followed Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War (1853–1856). The emancipation of the serfs in 1861, judicial reform in 1864, military restructuring, and changes in local government (zemstvos) were intended to modernize a lagging empire. These measures loosened rigid estate boundaries and thrust different social groups into closer contact—precisely the mingling that Petersburg drawing rooms and boarding houses in the novel frequently stage. The Idiot reflects a society where reform has opened new possibilities yet left deep insecurities, as custom and law struggle to accommodate rapid institutional change.

Emancipation disrupted the economics of the landed gentry. Former serfs owed long-term redemption payments, while many landlords lost cheap labor and steady income. Debt-ridden nobles were pushed toward salaried service, urban life, or advantageous marriages. Simultaneously, a rising merchant and industrial elite, enriched by trade and state contracts, gained cultural visibility. The Idiot juxtaposes impecunious hereditary titles with large commercial fortunes, dramatizing the new bargaining power of money in matters of honor, alliance, and status. Dowries, inheritances, and the etiquette of gift-giving circulate through its social scenes, echoing the post-1861 convergence of cash, credit, and class.

The world of St. Petersburg in the 1860s was marked by rapid urban growth. Income-producing apartment blocks (revenue houses) packed diverse tenants into shared spaces; cramped quarters and thin partitions promoted observation and gossip. Seasonal rhythms—winter balls, spring departures to suburban retreats like Pavlovsk—organized elite sociability. Public gardens, theatres, and musical venues offered new kinds of spectacle and contact. The novel’s apartments, visits, and soirées reflect an everyday life governed by calling cards, introductions, and morning calls, but also one that allows sudden encounters between people from different walks of life, a social mixing intensified by urban density.

Railways transformed movement and time-consciousness. The Warsaw–St. Petersburg line (completed in 1862) connected the imperial center to the western provinces, while the older Tsarskoye Selo Railway brought passengers to Pavlovsk, famous for station concerts. Telegraph lines sped messages across the empire. The Idiot’s opening on a train is historically apt: rail travel collapsed distances, created transient intimacies among strangers, and symbolized a modern velocity that outpaced traditional etiquette. The capacity of characters to move quickly between city and suburb—and to arrive unexpectedly—owes much to these technologies, which remade daily schedules and heightened the sense of a constantly circulating society.

The press expanded dramatically in the 1860s. New dailies and thick journals fostered a national conversation accessible to an educated public. Censorship rules were adjusted in 1865 to allow more post-publication oversight, though a conservative turn followed the 1866 assassination attempt on Alexander II by D. Karakozov. The Russian Messenger (Russkii Vestnik), a leading conservative journal, serialized The Idiot in 1868–1869. Its editorial line favored order, Orthodoxy, and a strong state, shaping what could appear in print. The novel’s engagement with contemporary debates—while avoiding overt political agitation—reflects the negotiated freedoms and constraints of this media landscape.

The decade was also defined by ideological clashes. The long-running dispute between Westernizers and Slavophiles—over Russia’s path between European models and native traditions—was joined by the specter of “nihilism,” a label applied to radical critics of authority and inherited values. Student circles discussed utilitarian ethics, materialism, and social science; opponents decried moral and religious erosion. The Idiot stages this conflict as a tension between guileless compassion and calculating worldliness, probing whether a humane, faith-inflected ideal can survive amid skeptical sophistication. The novel’s conversations echo the argumentative salons of the day, where metaphysical questions met practical politics.

Orthodoxy retained deep cultural authority, even as educated elites secularized. The Russian tradition of the yurodivy—the “holy fool” whose innocence could shame power—offered a spiritual counter-image to worldly prudence. Pilgrimages, confraternities, and church charity linked piety to social care. The Idiot’s central figure resonates with this tradition, raising historical questions about sanctity in a modern city. His gentle candor exposes the gap between Christian ideals and social practice. In a society negotiating reform and material advancement, the book retrieves an older spiritual vocabulary to assess the health of the nation’s moral life.

Judicial reform in 1864 introduced independent courts, trial by jury, and professional advocates—changes that publicized legal drama. Sensational court cases and crimes of passion gripped the press and café talk, cultivating a culture of spectatorship around guilt, motive, and reputation. While The Idiot avoids the courtroom as a central stage, it is saturated with the anxieties such spectacles produced: the fear of public disgrace, the power of rumor, and the quest for moral exoneration. The novel’s scrutiny of confession, responsibility, and society’s judgment draws on a moment when legal institutions modeled new forms of public accountability.

The Table of Ranks still structured service and prestige, distinguishing hereditary from personal nobility and conferring status through bureaucratic and military advancement. Petersburg abounded with retired generals, civil officials, and their families, whose households displayed dignity sometimes out of step with their finances. Etiquette manuals, patronage, and letters of introduction preserved access to opportunities. The Idiot’s salons, titled figures, and careful attention to precedence faithfully mirror that hierarchy. Characters navigate invitations, seating, and address forms as if they were moral tests, illustrating how rank governed the thresholds of conversation and the distribution of deference in daily life.

Gender norms and the economy of marriage bore the imprint of law and custom. Guardians often managed young women’s fortunes; dowries and settlements were central to negotiations. Orthodox divorce existed but on narrow grounds, making marital choice and reputation consequential. At the same time, women’s education saw cautious expansion through teaching institutes and public lectures, though major higher courses would come later. The Idiot situates its conflicts within this framework, where proposals, gossip, and the specter of “compromise” determine a woman’s prospects. The language of honor and purity, historically potent, exerts real financial and social force across its scenes.

Medical modernity entered Russian life through foreign clinics, journals, and specialists. Neurology and psychiatry were developing rapidly in mid-19th-century Europe, and Swiss sanatoria attracted patients from across the continent. Russians of means often sought treatment abroad, facilitated by railways and liberalized travel for the elites. The Idiot’s reference to Swiss medical care reflects this pattern, while also highlighting a cultural ambivalence: technical medicine faced questions it could not fully resolve about personality, morality, and the soul. The juxtaposition of clinical expertise with spiritual suffering registers a moment when science’s growing authority met stubborn metaphysical concerns.

The aftershocks of the Crimean War shaped elite self-understanding. The defeat exposed administrative incompetence and military backwardness, prompting reforms and a drive for professional standards. Officers and officials formed a conspicuous Petersburg stratum, their careers tied to honor cultures and the rhythms of promotion. The Idiot’s social spaces—replete with military titles and civil ranks—bear traces of this milieu. Displays of bravery, uniforms, and service histories retain prestige, even as the war’s lesson—that prestige must be earned rather than presumed—lingers as unspoken pressure on a generation conscious of national weakness and the cost of complacency.

Money culture changed rapidly. The State Bank was established in 1860; joint-stock companies multiplied; the bourse in St. Petersburg grew in prominence. Speculation and credit expanded opportunities and risks, while gambling—legally restricted but socially engrained—became a metaphor for fortune. Dostoevsky himself struggled with debt, a common plight among gentry adapting to a cash economy. The Idiot’s recurrent talk of notes, mortgages, and inheritances mirrors this monetization of social life. Characters value letters of credit and promissory obligations as much as family names, signaling how the language of finance began to govern trust, obligation, and desire.

Empire and nationality questions suffused the 1860s. The January Uprising in Poland (1863–1864) intensified state suspicion and tightened control in western provinces. The Warsaw–St. Petersburg linkage in the novel’s opening gesture evokes these peripheries and their watchful administration. Movement across imperial borders brought cultural friction into elite circles, where loyalties and identities were probed. Though The Idiot is not a political tract on nationality, its traffic between regions hints at a multiethnic empire struggling to integrate diverse populations amid centralizing reforms and periodic unrest.

Dostoevsky’s own biography informs the novel’s moral atmosphere. Arrested in 1849 for involvement with the Petrashevsky circle, he endured a mock execution, prison labor in Siberia (1850–1854), and military service in exile before returning to European Russia in 1859. His experiences sharpened his concern for suffering, responsibility, and redemption. He wrote The Idiot in 1867–1868, largely abroad and under financial pressure, with serial publication in 1868–1869. The constraints of deadlines and editorial demands intersected with his ambition to present a “positively good” person, linking the book’s artistic experiment to the historical rhythms of Russia’s literary marketplace.

Cultural life expanded rapidly in the capital. Theatre, opera, and salon music flourished; pavlovsk’s station concerts were a hallmark of modern leisure. Photography studios multiplied, and feuilletons catered to an appetite for gossip and cultural commentary. Gas lighting extended evenings; improved policing and transportation made night sociability feasible. The Idiot captures this world of visits, letters, promenades, and impromptu gatherings. Yet in these bright spaces of consumption and display, the novel also chronicles loneliness and misrecognition, using the outward fabric of an entertainment-driven metropolis to measure inner disarray in an era of conspicuous refinement and shaky certainties.
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    Introduction
Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky (1821–1881) was a Russian novelist whose explorations of conscience, freedom, suffering, and faith reshaped the modern novel. Emerging from early acclaim in St. Petersburg literary circles, he transformed personal ordeals—arrest, a mock execution, hard labor, exile, illness, debt—into works of psychological intensity. His major books include Poor Folk, Notes from Underground, Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, Demons, The Adolescent, and The Brothers Karamazov, as well as the memoiristic The House of the Dead. Across fiction, journalism, and public addresses, he examined the moral crises of his time, creating narratives that continue to influence literature, philosophy, and the study of the mind.
Dostoyevsky wrote during an era of censorship, reform, and social upheaval in imperial Russia. He published much of his work serially, mastering the rhythm of installment fiction while maintaining philosophical depth. His pages teem with disputation—ethical, theological, political—yet are rooted in concrete urban life, especially St. Petersburg’s tenements and streets. He served as editor, critic, and polemicist, using journals and later his Diary of a Writer to address current events, legal debates, and European affairs. Over decades, he developed a distinctive polyphonic style—multiple contending voices within the same work—through which contradictory ideas collide without easy resolution.
Education and Literary Influences
Raised in Moscow and educated in St. Petersburg, Dostoyevsky entered the Nikolayev Military Engineering Institute in the late 1830s and qualified as an engineer in the early 1840s. He briefly worked in the engineering service before turning decisively to literature. The discipline of technical study and the city’s bureaucratic regime furnished him with firsthand knowledge of institutional life—procedures, hierarchies, and the pressures of rank—that would later animate his office clerks, students, officers, and impoverished intellectuals. He began his literary path by translating, notably a work by Honoré de Balzac, and soon gravitated to informal salons and editorial offices that shaped his early reception.
Dostoyevsky’s influences blended Russian and European traditions. He admired Alexander Pushkin and was deeply engaged with Nikolai Gogol’s legacy, from social satire to Petersburg’s spectral atmosphere. From European writing he absorbed Balzac’s social canvases and Friedrich Schiller’s moral idealism; later reading of English and French novelists expanded his sense of urban realism and character psychology. Religious and philosophical currents—Russian Orthodoxy, patristic thought, and debates between Westernizers and Slavophiles—entered his notebooks and fiction. Crucially, the New Testament he read during imprisonment became a lifelong touchstone, informing his representations of compassion, repentance, and the struggle between doubt and belief.
Literary Career
Dostoyevsky’s debut, Poor Folk (1846), depicting a humble clerk’s world through letters, drew immediate praise in St. Petersburg circles and announced him as a new voice of social realism. The Double, published the same year, puzzled readers with its hallucinatory portrayal of a tormented official, foreshadowing his enduring interest in divided consciousness. Early stories and fragments—including Netochka Nezvanova (unfinished) and White Nights—showed a writer experimenting with narrative frames and urban sentiment. Relations with prominent critics shifted from enthusiasm to skepticism as he moved from documentary tones toward psychological and metaphysical concerns that exceeded prevailing aesthetic doctrines.
In 1849 Dostoyevsky was arrested for participation in the Petrashevsky circle, a group that discussed banned writings and social ideas. After months in prison, he faced a staged execution; the sentence was commuted at the last moment to hard labor and exile. He spent several years in a prison camp at Omsk and then served in the army in Siberia. These experiences transformed his outlook and craft. The House of the Dead, published after his return, offered a sober, humane depiction of convict life and became foundational for Russian prison literature, influencing public understanding of punishment, rehabilitation, and the dignity of the incarcerated.
Reestablished in St. Petersburg in the early 1860s, Dostoyevsky co-edited the journal Vremya (Time) with his brother Mikhail until it was closed by censors; a successor, Epokha (Epoch), proved short-lived. Amid financial strain and personal losses, he produced Notes from Underground (1864), a pivotal work in which a solitary narrator interrogates reason, freedom, and self-sabotage. Its anti-utopian skepticism and dramatic monologue prefigure later debates about nihilism and existential revolt. The piece also refined Dostoyevsky’s dialogic method: instead of authorial pronouncements, conflicting ideas are embodied in voices that argue, falter, and push each other to extremes.
The mid-to-late 1860s brought a cascade of major novels. Crime and Punishment (1866), serialized to intense public interest, follows a destitute student’s transgression and moral reckoning, balancing suspense with ethical inquiry. Working under a crushing deadline, Dostoyevsky dictated The Gambler (1866) to a stenographer, a process that sharpened his portrait of risk, compulsion, and chance. Marriage and extended stays abroad accompanied this period, as did precarious finances and episodes of gambling that informed his fiction’s psychology of temptation, debt, and remorse while never reducing characters to mere case studies.
The Idiot (1868–1869) sought to imagine a wholly compassionate person within a corrupt society, placing innocence amid the pressures of pride, envy, and desire. Demons (also translated as The Devils or The Possessed, 1871–1872) drew on political turmoil to examine fanaticism, conspiracy, and spiritual vacuum, provoking controversy for its portrayal of radical circles. The Adolescent (1875) extended his interest in generational conflict and moral formation. Alongside the novels, Dostoyevsky’s Diary of a Writer (begun in 1873 and resumed in 1876–1877) combined reportage, polemic, and storytelling, making him a prominent public commentator with a vast readership.
Dostoyevsky’s culminating work, The Brothers Karamazov (1879–1880), interweaves a family drama with probing discussions of justice, freedom, and faith. Composed near the end of his life, it displays his mature technique: polyphony, philosophical dialogue, and psychologically layered scenes that invite argument rather than doctrine. Across his oeuvre, hallmarks include the inner monologue under pressure, sudden ethical reversals, glimpses of spiritual ecstasy, and the city as crucible of isolation and chance encounter. Contemporary responses ranged from admiration to alarm, but later generations recognized the coherence of his artistic experiment and its reach beyond national boundaries.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Dostoyevsky’s beliefs crystallized through adversity. In Siberia he was permitted a New Testament, which remained central to his thought. He came to emphasize personal responsibility, repentance, and the possibility of moral renewal through suffering. Skeptical of purely rational or utilitarian schemes, he depicted how ideas divorced from compassion can deform the person. His later outlook aligned with strands of Russian Orthodoxy and cultural conservatism, valuing national tradition while engaging Europe critically. Rather than constructing abstract systems, he dramatized disputes—about freedom, equality, punishment, and redemption—within fiction, allowing readers to test the spiritual and ethical consequences of competing worldviews.
His public interventions addressed current events, legal practices, and social policy. He condemned capital punishment after surviving a mock execution and wrote forcefully about the degradation of prison life and the need to recognize the humanity of offenders. Through essays and Diary of a Writer installments, he challenged fashionable nihilism and materialist reductionism while urging compassion for the poor, the sick, and the socially invisible. He supported a specifically Russian cultural mission yet warned against chauvinism divorced from moral responsibility. The moral vocabulary developed across his journalism and novels influenced debates about justice, conscience, and civil society in Russia and beyond.
Final Years & Legacy
In the late 1870s Dostoyevsky achieved broad stature as both novelist and public figure. His celebrated address at the 1880 unveiling of the Pushkin monument signaled his symbolic role in national culture. The Brothers Karamazov consolidated his reputation, even as he planned further work. He died in St. Petersburg in early 1881 following a hemorrhage, after longstanding illness that included epilepsy. His funeral drew a vast public, reflecting the reach of his voice. Since then, his influence has been profound: modernist narrative, existential philosophy, psychoanalytic thought, and legal-ethical discourse all engage his probing of motive, responsibility, and the elusive demands of compassion.



The Idiot
Main Table of Contents








PART I



I.



II.



III.



IV.



V.



VI.



VII.



VIII.



IX.



X.



XI.



XII.



XIII.



XIV.



XV.



XVI.



PART II



I.



II.



III.



IV.



V.



VI.



VII.



VIII.



IX.



X.



XI.



XII.



PART III



I.



II.



III.



IV.



V.



VI.



VII.



VIII.



IX.



X.



PART IV



I.



II.



III.



IV.



V.



VI.



VII.



VIII.



IX.



X.



XI.



XII.









PART I


Table of Contents



I.


Table of Contents



Towards the end of November, during a thaw, at nine o’clock one morning, a train on the Warsaw and Petersburg railway[1] was approaching the latter city at full speed. The morning was so damp and misty that it was only with great difficulty that the day succeeded in breaking; and it was impossible to distinguish anything more than a few yards away from the carriage windows.

Some of the passengers by this particular train were returning from abroad; but the third-class carriages were the best filled, chiefly with insignificant persons of various occupations and degrees, picked up at the different stations nearer town. All of them seemed weary, and most of them had sleepy eyes and a shivering expression, while their complexions generally appeared to have taken on the colour of the fog outside.

When day dawned, two passengers in one of the third-class carriages found themselves opposite each other. Both were young fellows, both were rather poorly dressed, both had remarkable faces, and both were evidently anxious to start a conversation. If they had but known why, at this particular moment, they were both remarkable persons, they would undoubtedly have wondered at the strange chance which had set them down opposite to one another in a third-class carriage of the Warsaw Railway Company.

One of them was a young fellow of about twenty-seven, not tall, with black curling hair, and small, grey, fiery eyes. His nose was broad and flat, and he had high cheek bones; his thin lips were constantly compressed into an impudent, ironical—it might almost be called a malicious—smile; but his forehead was high and well formed, and atoned for a good deal of the ugliness of the lower part of his face. A special feature of this physiognomy was its death-like pallor, which gave to the whole man an indescribably emaciated appearance in spite of his hard look, and at the same time a sort of passionate and suffering expression which did not harmonize with his impudent, sarcastic smile and keen, self-satisfied bearing. He wore a large fur—or rather astrachan[3]—overcoat, which had kept him warm all night, while his neighbour had been obliged to bear the full severity of a Russian November night entirely unprepared. His wide sleeveless mantle with a large cape to it—the sort of cloak one sees upon travellers during the winter months in Switzerland or North Italy—was by no means adapted to the long cold journey through Russia, from Eydkuhnen[2] to St. Petersburg.

The wearer of this cloak was a young fellow, also of about twenty-six or twenty-seven years of age, slightly above the middle height, very fair, with a thin, pointed and very light coloured beard; his eyes were large and blue, and had an intent look about them, yet that heavy expression which some people affirm to be a peculiarity as well as evidence, of an epileptic subject. His face was decidedly a pleasant one for all that; refined, but quite colourless, except for the circumstance that at this moment it was blue with cold. He held a bundle made up of an old faded silk handkerchief that apparently contained all his travelling wardrobe, and wore thick shoes and gaiters, his whole appearance being very un-Russian.

His black-haired neighbour inspected these peculiarities, having nothing better to do, and at length remarked, with that rude enjoyment of the discomforts of others which the common classes so often show:

“Cold?”

“Very,” said his neighbour, readily, “and this is a thaw, too. Fancy if it had been a hard frost! I never thought it would be so cold in the old country. I’ve grown quite out of the way of it.”

“What, been abroad, I suppose?”

“Yes, straight from Switzerland.”

“Wheugh! my goodness!” The black-haired young fellow whistled, and then laughed.

The conversation proceeded. The readiness of the fair-haired young man in the cloak to answer all his opposite neighbour’s questions was surprising. He seemed to have no suspicion of any impertinence or inappropriateness in the fact of such questions being put to him. Replying to them, he made known to the inquirer that he certainly had been long absent from Russia, more than four years; that he had been sent abroad for his health; that he had suffered from some strange nervous malady—a kind of epilepsy, with convulsive spasms. His interlocutor burst out laughing several times at his answers; and more than ever, when to the question, “whether he had been cured?” the patient replied:

“No, they did not cure me.”

“Hey! that’s it! You stumped up your money for nothing, and we believe in those fellows, here!” remarked the black-haired individual, sarcastically.

“Gospel truth, sir, Gospel truth!” exclaimed another passenger, a shabbily dressed man of about forty, who looked like a clerk, and possessed a red nose and a very blotchy face. “Gospel truth! All they do is to get hold of our good Russian money free, gratis, and for nothing.”

“Oh, but you’re quite wrong in my particular instance,” said the Swiss patient, quietly. “Of course I can’t argue the matter, because I know only my own case; but my doctor gave me money—and he had very little—to pay my journey back, besides having kept me at his own expense, while there, for nearly two years.”

“Why? Was there no one else to pay for you?” asked the black-haired one.

“No—Mr. Pavlicheff, who had been supporting me there, died a couple of years ago. I wrote to Mrs. General Epanchin at the time (she is a distant relative of mine), but she did not answer my letter. And so eventually I came back.”

“And where have you come to?”

“That is—where am I going to stay? I—I really don’t quite know yet, I—”

Both the listeners laughed again.

“I suppose your whole set-up is in that bundle, then?” asked the first.

“I bet anything it is!” exclaimed the red-nosed passenger, with extreme satisfaction, “and that he has precious little in the luggage van!—though of course poverty is no crime—we must remember that!”

It appeared that it was indeed as they had surmised. The young fellow hastened to admit the fact with wonderful readiness.

“Your bundle has some importance, however,” continued the clerk, when they had laughed their fill (it was observable that the subject of their mirth joined in the laughter when he saw them laughing); “for though I dare say it is not stuffed full of friedrichs d’or and louis d’or—judge from your costume and gaiters—still—if you can add to your possessions such a valuable property as a relation like Mrs. General Epanchin, then your bundle becomes a significant object at once. That is, of course, if you really are a relative of Mrs. Epanchin’s, and have not made a little error through—well, absence of mind, which is very common to human beings; or, say—through a too luxuriant fancy?”

“Oh, you are right again,” said the fair-haired traveller, “for I really am almost wrong when I say she and I are related. She is hardly a relation at all; so little, in fact, that I was not in the least surprised to have no answer to my letter. I expected as much.”

“H’m! you spent your postage for nothing, then. H’m! you are candid, however—and that is commendable. H’m! Mrs. Epanchin—oh yes! a most eminent person. I know her. As for Mr. Pavlicheff, who supported you in Switzerland, I know him too—at least, if it was Nicolai Andreevitch of that name? A fine fellow he was—and had a property of four thousand souls in his day.”

“Yes, Nicolai Andreevitch—that was his name,” and the young fellow looked earnestly and with curiosity at the all-knowing gentleman with the red nose.

This sort of character is met with pretty frequently in a certain class. They are people who know everyone—that is, they know where a man is employed, what his salary is, whom he knows, whom he married, what money his wife had, who are his cousins, and second cousins, etc., etc. These men generally have about a hundred pounds a year to live on, and they spend their whole time and talents in the amassing of this style of knowledge, which they reduce—or raise—to the standard of a science.

During the latter part of the conversation the black-haired young man had become very impatient. He stared out of the window, and fidgeted, and evidently longed for the end of the journey. He was very absent; he would appear to listen—and heard nothing; and he would laugh of a sudden, evidently with no idea of what he was laughing about.

“Excuse me,” said the red-nosed man to the young fellow with the bundle, rather suddenly; “whom have I the honour to be talking to?”

“Prince Lef Nicolaievitch Muishkin,” replied the latter, with perfect readiness.

“Prince Muishkin? Lef Nicolaievitch? H’m! I don’t know, I’m sure! I may say I have never heard of such a person,” said the clerk, thoughtfully. “At least, the name, I admit, is historical. Karamsin[6] must mention the family name, of course, in his history—but as an individual—one never hears of any Prince Muishkin nowadays.”

“Of course not,” replied the prince; “there are none, except myself. I believe I am the last and only one. As to my forefathers, they have always been a poor lot; my own father was a sublieutenant in the army. I don’t know how Mrs. Epanchin comes into the Muishkin family, but she is descended from the Princess Muishkin, and she, too, is the last of her line.”

“And did you learn science and all that, with your professor over there?” asked the black-haired passenger.

“Oh yes—I did learn a little, but—”

“I’ve never learned anything whatever,” said the other.

“Oh, but I learned very little, you know!” added the prince, as though excusing himself. “They could not teach me very much on account of my illness.”

“Do you know the Rogojins?” asked his questioner, abruptly.

“No, I don’t—not at all! I hardly know anyone in Russia. Why, is that your name?”

“Yes, I am Rogojin, Parfen Rogojin.”

“Parfen Rogojin? dear me—then don’t you belong to those very Rogojins, perhaps—” began the clerk, with a very perceptible increase of civility in his tone.

“Yes—those very ones,” interrupted Rogojin, impatiently, and with scant courtesy. I may remark that he had not once taken any notice of the blotchy-faced passenger, and had hitherto addressed all his remarks direct to the prince.

“Dear me—is it possible?” observed the clerk, while his face assumed an expression of great deference and servility—if not of absolute alarm: “what, a son of that very Semen Rogojin—hereditary honourable citizen—who died a month or so ago and left two million and a half of roubles?”

“And how do you know that he left two million and a half of roubles?” asked Rogojin, disdainfully, and not deigning so much as to look at the other. “However, it’s true enough that my father died a month ago, and that here am I returning from Pskoff, a month after, with hardly a boot to my foot. They’ve treated me like a dog! I’ve been ill of fever at Pskoff the whole time, and not a line, nor farthing of money, have I received from my mother or my confounded brother!”

“And now you’ll have a million roubles, at least—goodness gracious me!” exclaimed the clerk, rubbing his hands.

“Five weeks since, I was just like yourself,” continued Rogojin, addressing the prince, “with nothing but a bundle and the clothes I wore. I ran away from my father and came to Pskoff to my aunt’s house, where I caved in at once with fever, and he went and died while I was away. All honour to my respected father’s memory—but he uncommonly nearly killed me, all the same. Give you my word, prince, if I hadn’t cut and run then, when I did, he’d have murdered me like a dog.”

“I suppose you angered him somehow?” asked the prince, looking at the millionaire with considerable curiosity. But though there may have been something remarkable in the fact that this man was heir to millions of roubles there was something about him which surprised and interested the prince more than that. Rogojin, too, seemed to have taken up the conversation with unusual alacrity it appeared that he was still in a considerable state of excitement, if not absolutely feverish, and was in real need of someone to talk to for the mere sake of talking, as safety-valve to his agitation.

As for his red-nosed neighbour, the latter—since the information as to the identity of Rogojin—hung over him, seemed to be living on the honey of his words and in the breath of his nostrils, catching at every syllable as though it were a pearl of great price.

“Oh, yes; I angered him—I certainly did anger him,” replied Rogojin. “But what puts me out so is my brother. Of course my mother couldn’t do anything—she’s too old—and whatever brother Senka says is law for her! But why couldn’t he let me know? He sent a telegram, they say. What’s the good of a telegram? It frightened my aunt so that she sent it back to the office unopened, and there it’s been ever since! It’s only thanks to Konief that I heard at all; he wrote me all about it. He says my brother cut off the gold tassels from my father’s coffin, at night ‘because they’re worth a lot of money!’ says he. Why, I can get him sent off to Siberia for that alone, if I like; it’s sacrilege. Here, you—scarecrow!” he added, addressing the clerk at his side, “is it sacrilege or not, by law?”

“Sacrilege, certainly—certainly sacrilege,” said the latter.

“And it’s Siberia for sacrilege, isn’t it?”

“Undoubtedly so; Siberia, of course!”

“They will think that I’m still ill,” continued Rogojin to the prince, “but I sloped off quietly, seedy as I was, took the train and came away. Aha, brother Senka, you’ll have to open your gates and let me in, my boy! I know he told tales about me to my father—I know that well enough but I certainly did rile my father about Nastasia Philipovna that’s very sure, and that was my own doing.”

“Nastasia Philipovna?” said the clerk, as though trying to think out something.

“Come, you know nothing about her,” said Rogojin, impatiently.

“And supposing I do know something?” observed the other, triumphantly.

“Bosh! there are plenty of Nastasia Philipovnas. And what an impertinent beast you are!” he added angrily. “I thought some creature like you would hang on to me as soon as I got hold of my money.”

“Oh, but I do know, as it happens,” said the clerk in an aggravating manner. “Lebedeff knows all about her. You are pleased to reproach me, your excellency, but what if I prove that I am right after all? Nastasia Phillpovna’s family name is Barashkoff—I know, you see—and she is a very well known lady, indeed, and comes of a good family, too. She is connected with one Totski, Afanasy Ivanovitch, a man of considerable property, a director of companies, and so on, and a great friend of General Epanchin, who is interested in the same matters as he is.”

“My eyes!” said Rogojin, really surprised at last. “The devil take the fellow, how does he know that?”

“Why, he knows everything—Lebedeff knows everything! I was a month or two with Lihachof after his father died, your excellency, and while he was knocking about—he’s in the debtor’s prison now—I was with him, and he couldn’t do a thing without Lebedeff; and I got to know Nastasia Philipovna and several people at that time.”

“Nastasia Philipovna? Why, you don’t mean to say that she and Lihachof—” cried Rogojin, turning quite pale.

“No, no, no, no, no! Nothing of the sort, I assure you!” said Lebedeff, hastily. “Oh dear no, not for the world! Totski’s the only man with any chance there. Oh, no! He takes her to his box at the opera at the French theatre of an evening, and the officers and people all look at her and say, ‘By Jove, there’s the famous Nastasia Philipovna!’ but no one ever gets any further than that, for there is nothing more to say.”

“Yes, it’s quite true,” said Rogojin, frowning gloomily; “so Zaleshoff told me. I was walking about the Nefsky one fine day, prince, in my father’s old coat, when she suddenly came out of a shop and stepped into her carriage. I swear I was all of a blaze at once. Then I met Zaleshoff—looking like a hair-dresser’s assistant, got up as fine as I don’t know who, while I looked like a tinker. ‘Don’t flatter yourself, my boy,’ said he; ‘she’s not for such as you; she’s a princess, she is, and her name is Nastasia Philipovna Barashkoff, and she lives with Totski, who wishes to get rid of her because he’s growing rather old—fifty-five or so—and wants to marry a certain beauty, the loveliest woman in all Petersburg.’ And then he told me that I could see Nastasia Philipovna at the opera-house that evening, if I liked, and described which was her box. Well, I’d like to see my father allowing any of us to go to the theatre; he’d sooner have killed us, any day. However, I went for an hour or so and saw Nastasia Philipovna, and I never slept a wink all night after. Next morning my father happened to give me two government loan bonds to sell, worth nearly five thousand roubles each. ‘Sell them,’ said he, ‘and then take seven thousand five hundred roubles to the office, give them to the cashier, and bring me back the rest of the ten thousand, without looking in anywhere on the way; look sharp, I shall be waiting for you.’ Well, I sold the bonds, but I didn’t take the seven thousand roubles to the office; I went straight to the English shop and chose a pair of earrings, with a diamond the size of a nut in each. They cost four hundred roubles more than I had, so I gave my name, and they trusted me. With the earrings I went at once to Zaleshoff’s. ‘Come on!’ I said, ‘come on to Nastasia Philipovna’s,’ and off we went without more ado. I tell you I hadn’t a notion of what was about me or before me or below my feet all the way; I saw nothing whatever. We went straight into her drawing-room, and then she came out to us.

“I didn’t say right out who I was, but Zaleshoff said: ‘From Parfen Rogojin, in memory of his first meeting with you yesterday; be so kind as to accept these!’

“She opened the parcel, looked at the earrings, and laughed.

“‘Thank your friend Mr. Rogojin for his kind attention,’ says she, and bowed and went off. Why didn’t I die there on the spot? The worst of it all was, though, that the beast Zaleshoff got all the credit of it! I was short and abominably dressed, and stood and stared in her face and never said a word, because I was shy, like an ass! And there was he all in the fashion, pomaded and dressed out, with a smart tie on, bowing and scraping; and I bet anything she took him for me all the while!

“‘Look here now,’ I said, when we came out, ‘none of your interference here after this—do you understand?’ He laughed: ‘And how are you going to settle up with your father?’ says he. I thought I might as well jump into the Neva at once without going home first; but it struck me that I wouldn’t, after all, and I went home feeling like one of the damned.”

“My goodness!” shivered the clerk. “And his father,” he added, for the prince’s instruction, “and his father would have given a man a ticket to the other world for ten roubles any day—not to speak of ten thousand!”

The prince observed Rogojin with great curiosity; he seemed paler than ever at this moment.

“What do you know about it?” cried the latter. “Well, my father learned the whole story at once, and Zaleshoff blabbed it all over the town besides. So he took me upstairs and locked me up, and swore at me for an hour. ‘This is only a foretaste,’ says he; ‘wait a bit till night comes, and I’ll come back and talk to you again.’

“Well, what do you think? The old fellow went straight off to Nastasia Philipovna, touched the floor with his forehead, and began blubbering and beseeching her on his knees to give him back the diamonds. So after awhile she brought the box and flew out at him. ‘There,’ she says, ‘take your earrings, you wretched old miser; although they are ten times dearer than their value to me now that I know what it must have cost Parfen to get them! Give Parfen my compliments,’ she says, ‘and thank him very much!’ Well, I meanwhile had borrowed twenty-five roubles from a friend, and off I went to Pskoff to my aunt’s. The old woman there lectured me so that I left the house and went on a drinking tour round the public-houses of the place. I was in a high fever when I got to Pskoff, and by nightfall I was lying delirious in the streets somewhere or other!”

“Oho! we’ll make Nastasia Philipovna sing another song now!” giggled Lebedeff, rubbing his hands with glee. “Hey, my boy, we’ll get her some proper earrings now! We’ll get her such earrings that—”

“Look here,” cried Rogojin, seizing him fiercely by the arm, “look here, if you so much as name Nastasia Philipovna again, I’ll tan your hide as sure as you sit there!”

“Aha! do—by all means! if you tan my hide you won’t turn me away from your society. You’ll bind me to you, with your lash, for ever. Ha, ha! here we are at the station, though.”

Sure enough, the train was just steaming in as he spoke.

Though Rogojin had declared that he left Pskoff secretly, a large collection of friends had assembled to greet him, and did so with profuse waving of hats and shouting.

“Why, there’s Zaleshoff here, too!” he muttered, gazing at the scene with a sort of triumphant but unpleasant smile. Then he suddenly turned to the prince: “Prince, I don’t know why I have taken a fancy to you; perhaps because I met you just when I did. But no, it can’t be that, for I met this fellow” (nodding at Lebedeff) “too, and I have not taken a fancy to him by any means. Come to see me, prince; we’ll take off those gaiters of yours and dress you up in a smart fur coat, the best we can buy. You shall have a dress coat, best quality, white waistcoat, anything you like, and your pocket shall be full of money. Come, and you shall go with me to Nastasia Philipovna’s. Now then will you come or no?”

“Accept, accept, Prince Lef Nicolaievitch” said Lebedef solemnly; “don’t let it slip! Accept, quick!”

Prince Muishkin rose and stretched out his hand courteously, while he replied with some cordiality:

“I will come with the greatest pleasure, and thank you very much for taking a fancy to me. I dare say I may even come today if I have time, for I tell you frankly that I like you very much too. I liked you especially when you told us about the diamond earrings; but I liked you before that as well, though you have such a dark-clouded sort of face. Thanks very much for the offer of clothes and a fur coat; I certainly shall require both clothes and coat very soon. As for money, I have hardly a copeck about me at this moment.”

“You shall have lots of money; by the evening I shall have plenty; so come along!”

“That’s true enough, he’ll have lots before evening!” put in Lebedeff.

“But, look here, are you a great hand with the ladies? Let’s know that first?” asked Rogojin.

“Oh no, oh no!” said the prince; “I couldn’t, you know—my illness—I hardly ever saw a soul.”

“H’m! well—here, you fellow—you can come along with me now if you like!” cried Rogojin to Lebedeff, and so they all left the carriage.

Lebedeff had his desire. He went off with the noisy group of Rogojin’s friends towards the Voznesensky, while the prince’s route lay towards the Litaynaya. It was damp and wet. The prince asked his way of passers-by, and finding that he was a couple of miles or so from his destination, he determined to take a droshky[4].
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General Epanchin lived in his own house near the Litaynaya. Besides this large residence—five-sixths of which was let in flats and lodgings—the general was owner of another enormous house in the Sadovaya bringing in even more rent than the first. Besides these houses he had a delightful little estate just out of town, and some sort of factory in another part of the city. General Epanchin, as everyone knew, had a good deal to do with certain government monopolies; he was also a voice, and an important one, in many rich public companies of various descriptions; in fact, he enjoyed the reputation of being a well-to-do man of busy habits, many ties, and affluent means. He had made himself indispensable in several quarters, amongst others in his department of the government; and yet it was a known fact that Fedor Ivanovitch Epanchin was a man of no education whatever, and had absolutely risen from the ranks.

This last fact could, of course, reflect nothing but credit upon the general; and yet, though unquestionably a sagacious man, he had his own little weaknesses—very excusable ones,—one of which was a dislike to any allusion to the above circumstance. He was undoubtedly clever. For instance, he made a point of never asserting himself when he would gain more by keeping in the background; and in consequence many exalted personages valued him principally for his humility and simplicity, and because “he knew his place.” And yet if these good people could only have had a peep into the mind of this excellent fellow who “knew his place” so well! The fact is that, in spite of his knowledge of the world and his really remarkable abilities, he always liked to appear to be carrying out other people’s ideas rather than his own. And also, his luck seldom failed him, even at cards, for which he had a passion that he did not attempt to conceal. He played for high stakes, and moved, altogether, in very varied society.

As to age, General Epanchin was in the very prime of life; that is, about fifty-five years of age,—the flowering time of existence, when real enjoyment of life begins. His healthy appearance, good colour, sound, though discoloured teeth, sturdy figure, preoccupied air during business hours, and jolly good humour during his game at cards in the evening, all bore witness to his success in life, and combined to make existence a bed of roses to his excellency. The general was lord of a flourishing family, consisting of his wife and three grown-up daughters. He had married young, while still a lieutenant, his wife being a girl of about his own age, who possessed neither beauty nor education, and who brought him no more than fifty souls of landed property, which little estate served, however, as a nest-egg for far more important accumulations. The general never regretted his early marriage, or regarded it as a foolish youthful escapade; and he so respected and feared his wife that he was very near loving her. Mrs. Epanchin came of the princely stock of Muishkin, which if not a brilliant, was, at all events, a decidedly ancient family; and she was extremely proud of her descent.

With a few exceptions, the worthy couple had lived through their long union very happily. While still young the wife had been able to make important friends among the aristocracy, partly by virtue of her family descent, and partly by her own exertions; while, in after life, thanks to their wealth and to the position of her husband in the service, she took her place among the higher circles as by right.

During these last few years all three of the general’s daughters—Alexandra, Adelaida, and Aglaya—had grown up and matured. Of course they were only Epanchins, but their mother’s family was noble; they might expect considerable fortunes; their father had hopes of attaining to very high rank indeed in his country’s service—all of which was satisfactory. All three of the girls were decidedly pretty, even the eldest, Alexandra, who was just twenty-five years old. The middle daughter was now twenty-three, while the youngest, Aglaya, was twenty. This youngest girl was absolutely a beauty, and had begun of late to attract considerable attention in society. But this was not all, for every one of the three was clever, well educated, and accomplished.

It was a matter of general knowledge that the three girls were very fond of one another, and supported each other in every way; it was even said that the two elder ones had made certain sacrifices for the sake of the idol of the household, Aglaya. In society they not only disliked asserting themselves, but were actually retiring. Certainly no one could blame them for being too arrogant or haughty, and yet everybody was well aware that they were proud and quite understood their own value. The eldest was musical, while the second was a clever artist, which fact she had concealed until lately. In a word, the world spoke well of the girls; but they were not without their enemies, and occasionally people talked with horror of the number of books they had read.

They were in no hurry to marry. They liked good society, but were not too keen about it. All this was the more remarkable, because everyone was well aware of the hopes and aims of their parents.

It was about eleven o’clock in the forenoon when the prince rang the bell at General Epanchin’s door. The general lived on the first floor or flat of the house, as modest a lodging as his position permitted. A liveried servant opened the door, and the prince was obliged to enter into long explanations with this gentleman, who, from the first glance, looked at him and his bundle with grave suspicion. At last, however, on the repeated positive assurance that he really was Prince Muishkin, and must absolutely see the general on business, the bewildered domestic showed him into a little ante-chamber leading to a waiting-room that adjoined the general’s study, there handing him over to another servant, whose duty it was to be in this ante-chamber all the morning, and announce visitors to the general. This second individual wore a dress coat, and was some forty years of age; he was the general’s special study servant, and well aware of his own importance.

“Wait in the next room, please; and leave your bundle here,” said the door-keeper, as he sat down comfortably in his own easy-chair in the ante-chamber. He looked at the prince in severe surprise as the latter settled himself in another chair alongside, with his bundle on his knees.

“If you don’t mind, I would rather sit here with you,” said the prince; “I should prefer it to sitting in there.”

“Oh, but you can’t stay here. You are a visitor—a guest, so to speak. Is it the general himself you wish to see?”

The man evidently could not take in the idea of such a shabby-looking visitor, and had decided to ask once more.

“Yes—I have business—” began the prince.

“I do not ask you what your business may be, all I have to do is to announce you; and unless the secretary comes in here I cannot do that.”

The man’s suspicions seemed to increase more and more. The prince was too unlike the usual run of daily visitors; and although the general certainly did receive, on business, all sorts and conditions of men, yet in spite of this fact the servant felt great doubts on the subject of this particular visitor. The presence of the secretary as an intermediary was, he judged, essential in this case.

“Surely you—are from abroad?” he inquired at last, in a confused sort of way. He had begun his sentence intending to say, “Surely you are not Prince Muishkin, are you?”

“Yes, straight from the train! Did not you intend to say, ‘Surely you are not Prince Muishkin?’ just now, but refrained out of politeness?”

“H’m!” grunted the astonished servant.

“I assure you I am not deceiving you; you shall not have to answer for me. As to my being dressed like this, and carrying a bundle, there’s nothing surprising in that—the fact is, my circumstances are not particularly rosy at this moment.”

“H’m!—no, I’m not afraid of that, you see; I have to announce you, that’s all. The secretary will be out directly—that is, unless you—yes, that’s the rub—unless you—come, you must allow me to ask you—you’ve not come to beg, have you?”

“Oh dear no, you can be perfectly easy on that score. I have quite another matter on hand.”

“You must excuse my asking, you know. Your appearance led me to think—but just wait for the secretary; the general is busy now, but the secretary is sure to come out.”

“Oh—well, look here, if I have some time to wait, would you mind telling me, is there any place about where I could have a smoke? I have my pipe and tobacco with me.”

“Smoke?” said the man, in shocked but disdainful surprise, blinking his eyes at the prince as though he could not believe his senses. “No, sir, you cannot smoke here, and I wonder you are not ashamed of the very suggestion. Ha, ha! a cool idea that, I declare!”

“Oh, I didn’t mean in this room! I know I can’t smoke here, of course. I’d adjourn to some other room, wherever you like to show me to. You see, I’m used to smoking a good deal, and now I haven’t had a puff for three hours; however, just as you like.”

“Now how on earth am I to announce a man like that?” muttered the servant. “In the first place, you’ve no right in here at all; you ought to be in the waiting-room, because you’re a sort of visitor—a guest, in fact—and I shall catch it for this. Look here, do you intend to take up you abode with us?” he added, glancing once more at the prince’s bundle, which evidently gave him no peace.

“No, I don’t think so. I don’t think I should stay even if they were to invite me. I’ve simply come to make their acquaintance, and nothing more.”

“Make their acquaintance?” asked the man, in amazement, and with redoubled suspicion. “Then why did you say you had business with the general?”

“Oh well, very little business. There is one little matter—some advice I am going to ask him for; but my principal object is simply to introduce myself, because I am Prince Muishkin, and Madame Epanchin is the last of her branch of the house, and besides herself and me there are no other Muishkins left.”

“What—you’re a relation then, are you?” asked the servant, so bewildered that he began to feel quite alarmed.

“Well, hardly so. If you stretch a point, we are relations, of course, but so distant that one cannot really take cognizance of it. I once wrote to your mistress from abroad, but she did not reply. However, I have thought it right to make acquaintance with her on my arrival. I am telling you all this in order to ease your mind, for I see you are still far from comfortable on my account. All you have to do is to announce me as Prince Muishkin, and the object of my visit will be plain enough. If I am received—very good; if not, well, very good again. But they are sure to receive me, I should think; Madame Epanchin will naturally be curious to see the only remaining representative of her family. She values her Muishkin descent very highly, if I am rightly informed.”

The prince’s conversation was artless and confiding to a degree, and the servant could not help feeling that as from visitor to common serving-man this state of things was highly improper. His conclusion was that one of two things must be the explanation—either that this was a begging impostor, or that the prince, if prince he were, was simply a fool, without the slightest ambition; for a sensible prince with any ambition would certainly not wait about in ante-rooms with servants, and talk of his own private affairs like this. In either case, how was he to announce this singular visitor?

“I really think I must request you to step into the next room!” he said, with all the insistence he could muster.

“Why? If I had been sitting there now, I should not have had the opportunity of making these personal explanations. I see you are still uneasy about me and keep eyeing my cloak and bundle. Don’t you think you might go in yourself now, without waiting for the secretary to come out?”

“No, no! I can’t announce a visitor like yourself without the secretary. Besides the general said he was not to be disturbed—he is with the Colonel C—. Gavrila Ardalionovitch goes in without announcing.”

“Who may that be? a clerk?”

“What? Gavrila Ardalionovitch? Oh no; he belongs to one of the companies. Look here, at all events put your bundle down, here.”

“Yes, I will if I may; and—can I take off my cloak”

“Of course; you can’t go in there with it on, anyhow.”

The prince rose and took off his mantle, revealing a neat enough morning costume—a little worn, but well made. He wore a steel watch chain and from this chain there hung a silver Geneva watch. Fool the prince might be, still, the general’s servant felt that it was not correct for him to continue to converse thus with a visitor, in spite of the fact that the prince pleased him somehow.

“And what time of day does the lady receive?” the latter asked, reseating himself in his old place.

“Oh, that’s not in my province! I believe she receives at any time; it depends upon the visitors. The dressmaker goes in at eleven. Gavrila Ardalionovitch is allowed much earlier than other people, too; he is even admitted to early lunch now and then.”

“It is much warmer in the rooms here than it is abroad at this season,” observed the prince; “but it is much warmer there out of doors. As for the houses—a Russian can’t live in them in the winter until he gets accustomed to them.”

“Don’t they heat them at all?”

“Well, they do heat them a little; but the houses and stoves are so different to ours.”

“H’m! were you long away?”

“Four years! and I was in the same place nearly all the time,—in one village.”

“You must have forgotten Russia, hadn’t you?”

“Yes, indeed I had—a good deal; and, would you believe it, I often wonder at myself for not having forgotten how to speak Russian? Even now, as I talk to you, I keep saying to myself ‘how well I am speaking it.’ Perhaps that is partly why I am so talkative this morning. I assure you, ever since yesterday evening I have had the strongest desire to go on and on talking Russian.”

“H’m! yes; did you live in Petersburg in former years?”

This good flunkey, in spite of his conscientious scruples, really could not resist continuing such a very genteel and agreeable conversation.

“In Petersburg? Oh no! hardly at all, and now they say so much is changed in the place that even those who did know it well are obliged to relearn what they knew. They talk a good deal about the new law courts, and changes there, don’t they?”

“H’m! yes, that’s true enough. Well now, how is the law over there, do they administer it more justly than here?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that! I’ve heard much that is good about our legal administration, too. There is no capital punishment here for one
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