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    A restless road threads a vast country, carrying the voices of the dispossessed toward horizons where endurance contends with dignity and hope.

Through Russia gathers Maksim Gorky’s journeys of imagination and observation into a map of people more than of provinces, presenting wanderers, workers, and outcasts whose lives refract the character of a changing nation. Rather than offering a single plot, the book unfolds as a procession of encounters, in which landscapes and human temperaments mirror one another. The result is less travelogue than moral topography: stations, crossroads, riverbanks, and night fires become stages where hunger meets generosity, fear meets courage, and isolation meets fellowship. Gorky invites readers to travel not only across distance, but into the inner weather of the human spirit.

Its classic status rests on the rare balance it achieves between gritty realism and lyrical exaltation. Gorky captures the pressures of poverty and the allure of freedom with equal intensity, refusing to sentimentalize hardship while insisting on the stubborn radiance of human dignity. The collection’s portraits are concise yet indelible, searing themselves into memory by virtue of voice as much as event. By crystallizing the experiences of those habitually overlooked, the book helped to expand the moral horizon of modern prose. It endures because it turns social reality into art without sacrificing either truth or tenderness.

Maksim Gorky (1868–1936) wrote the stories that comprise Through Russia across the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during the twilight of the imperial era and the ferment that preceded revolution. First appearing in periodicals and then in collections, these tales reached wide audiences and were soon known beyond Russia in translation. Gorky’s purpose was not reportage alone: he sought to render the pressures that shape character and to test ideas of freedom, solidarity, and responsibility in concrete situations. The book offers a panoramic, story-by-story view of a society on the move, attentive to both the wounds and the resourcefulness of ordinary lives.

Stylistically, the collection is marked by an energetic, flexible prose that shifts from colloquial roughness to soaring lyricism without tearing its fabric. Gorky’s narrators often listen as much as they speak, granting space to the cadences of sailors, laborers, tinkers, and vagrants. Scenes unfurl through vivid sensory detail—dust on a roadside, frost along a river’s edge, the crackle of a campfire—yet the imagery always gestures toward inner states. That fusion of surface and depth gives the book its distinctive resonance: the seen world is never merely backdrop, but a partner in the drama of decision, memory, and longing.

The book’s influence extends both within Russian letters and across world literature. By centering the voices of the marginalized with unsparing clarity and compassion, Gorky helped redefine what subjects were worthy of serious art. His example encouraged subsequent writers to treat working lives and itinerant lives as reservoirs of insight rather than material for caricature. Although later associated with the doctrine of socialist realism, Gorky’s earlier stories resist prescription; their moral force lies in attentive portrayal rather than program. The result is a lineage of socially conscious narrative that owes as much to his humane curiosity as to his political commitments.

The historical atmosphere suffusing these pages is one of mobility and strain: rural economies in flux, cities swelling, and rail lines stitching distant regions together. Gorky’s settings—ports, inns, factory outskirts, forest clearings—suggest a country negotiating between old customs and new urgencies. Yet the book never collapses people into symbols of an era. Instead, it observes how historical pressures register in gestures, choices, and stories told at dusk. The tension between necessity and aspiration becomes the real engine of movement, pushing characters to test boundaries and to measure themselves against the landscapes that both shelter and challenge them.

Because Through Russia is a collection, it develops its unity through recurring motifs rather than continuous plot. Journeys, whether by foot, boat, or train, serve as laboratories for chance meetings that open windows onto fates otherwise invisible. The figure of the wanderer recurs—not as escapism, but as a mode of inquiry into identity, belonging, and moral accountability. Each episode functions like a facet in a larger prism: turn it, and the same light of human hunger for meaning refracts differently. This structure allows Gorky to assemble a composite portrait of a people without claiming to deliver a final summation.

Gorky’s intention, evident throughout, is to elicit recognition: recognition of strength where society expects only weakness, of imagination where circumstances appear to crush it, and of responsibility where suffering might excuse indifference. He frames hardship as a field in which conscience is tested and companionship acquires weight. At the same time, he honors the pull of beauty—song, sky, water, tale—by which people endure and affirm themselves. The book thus becomes a conversation about what sustains life beyond bread: the dignity of labor, the solace of storytelling, and the ethical demands that arise when lives intersect on the road.

Reading the collection is to travel across textures: the grit of a roadside meal, the glow of embers under a kettle, the hush before dawn over a broad river. Gorky is attuned to the drama that flickers in small exchanges—the offer of a seat, the sharing of bread, the guarded confession. These moments accumulate into a sense of moral weather, in which compassion and suspicion alternate like sun and cloud. The prose asks readers not merely to witness but to weigh, to grant the characters the time and seriousness they are so rarely afforded in the public gaze.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its clear-eyed attention to inequality, displacement, and the search for ground under one’s feet. It speaks to the precarity of those who move for work or survival, and to the hunger for meaning that persists even when material conditions are harsh. Its empathy is neither naive nor indulgent; it recognizes failure and compromise while defending the possibility of renewal. In a world still riven by distances—geographic, economic, and cultural—Through Russia offers companionship, sharpening perception and broadening sympathy without demanding agreement on doctrine or reducing people to examples.

What emerges, finally, is a testament to resilience and regard: a book that crosses a continent to discover the uncharted provinces of conscience. Its themes—freedom and necessity, solitude and solidarity, endurance and imagination—continue to resonate because they are anchored in the texture of lived experience. As literature, it endures for its sharply etched characters, resonant imagery, and supple music of voice; as witness, it endures for its unwavering attention to lives that might otherwise slip from view. Through Russia remains compelling because it extends both a hand and a question, inviting readers to travel further into themselves.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    Through Russia is a collection of travel sketches and short narratives by Maksim Gorky, composed in the early twentieth century. Rather than a single plot, it offers an itinerary through towns, rivers, and steppe, recorded by a narrator who observes more than he intervenes. Each piece focuses on brief encounters, conversations, and episodes that illuminate everyday life under strain. The people he meets—peasants, pilgrims, workers, outcasts—supply the stories, while the author supplies attentive listening and descriptive detail. The result is a mosaic of voices that shifts from place to place, linking disparate scenes through movement, memory, and the continuity of the road.

At the outset, the narrator takes to the road and waterways, joining barges, river steamers, and dusty footpaths that bind provinces together. Travel itself becomes the organizing principle: chance meetings in crowded decks and wayside inns yield testimonies of loss, endurance, and small ambitions. He records how fellow travelers earn their keep, trade rumors, and measure distances not only in versts but in separations from family and home. Through these itinerant frames, the reader meets barge-haulers, tradesmen between fairs, and wanderers who move because staying still has grown impossible, each encounter opening a window onto a different corner of Russia.

In rural districts, the sketches linger in village streets, threshing yards, and church porches where news travels by word of mouth. Peasants speak of bad harvests, debt, and the compromises required to survive, yet also of festivals, songs, and stubborn attachments to land and kin. The narrator notes the interplay between customary practices and the demands of officials, landowners, and markets that press at village borders. Fairs brighten the calendar with color and bargaining, while religious brotherhoods and dissenting sects shape moral boundaries. These scenes establish the texture of country life, outlining both constraint and resourcefulness without prescribing solutions.

In towns and along their margins, the book turns to workshops, taverns, and night shelters where the precarious gather. There are artisans displaced by new machines, porters seeking day labor, and women negotiating limited options in crowded quarters. Episodes pivot on small exchanges: a shared loaf, a loan repaid late, a quarrel diffused by humor. The narrator registers codes of honor among thieves and beggars, the informal economies that sustain them, and the thin line between work and destitution. These urban glimpses complement rural chapters, expanding the portrait of hardship and mutual aid that threads through the collection.

Interspersed are portraits of singular figures whose choices form quiet turning points. A restless worker weighs security against the pull of the open road; a young woman measures reputation against independence; a seasoned pilferer tests his own rules when faced with an unexpected appeal. Such episodes rarely conclude with dramatic revelations. Instead, they end at the moment of decision or shortly after, allowing consequences to remain implicit. By pausing at these thresholds, the book emphasizes the pressures that shape character—necessity, pride, fatigue, and hope—while keeping the focus on lived experience rather than exemplary outcomes.

Questions of belief surface repeatedly as the narrator meets pilgrims bound for monasteries, preachers of austere sects, and skeptics formed by misfortune. Stories describe icons carried on processions, vigils in dim chapels, and disputes over sin, merit, and fate. Some characters rely on miracle tales; others argue for reason or education. The text does not adjudicate these positions, presenting faith as one element among many in people’s attempts to account for suffering and chance. By setting piety beside hunger, and fervor beside fatigue, the book shows how spiritual language frames choices without erasing the material conditions that constrain them.

Across the collection, landscape functions as both setting and participant. The wide river bears rafts, fog, and songs; the steppe stretches monotonously until a village appears like an island; forests close in, then break to fields. Weather matters: dust and heat sap strength; autumn rain renders roads impassable; winter hardens everything into endurance. Attention to seasons and places links otherwise separate narratives, supplying rhythm and recurrence. The movement from province to province underscores the scale and diversity of the country, while repeated routes and crossings suggest that paths trodden by one traveler are shared, in altered form, by many others.

The storytelling blends reported speech with observational detail, adopting cadences of oral narration so that characters seem to address the reader directly. Idioms and sayings mark regional origins, and humor offsets bleakness without denying it. Background currents of change—railways, factories, and migration—alter expectations and unsettle trades, but the book largely refrains from analysis. Instead, it accumulates scenes that let the pressures of modernization emerge from testimony. Recurrent motifs include hunger for dignity, suspicion of authority, and the attraction of freedom, all conveyed through small incidents rather than manifestos, maintaining the work’s documentary, open-ended character.

Taken together, these sketches compose an impression of Russia in transition, seen through encounters that foreground ordinary endurance. Without advancing a single thesis, the book suggests that the country’s variety defies simple classification, and that understanding begins with attentive listening. Major events remain offstage; what we see are the daily negotiations by which people preserve self-respect, offer help, and move on when they must. The volume closes without final resolution, returning the reader to the road’s continuity. Its lasting message is the recognition of common humanity across divisions of place and station, conveyed through concrete voices and scenes.
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    Through Russia unfolds across the vast geography of late imperial Russia, from the Volga basin and Ural foothills to the Black Sea ports and southern steppe. The settings correspond to the last decades of the Romanov empire, roughly the 1880s to the eve of World War I, when peasant villages, factory towns, fairs, and bustling harbors coexisted uneasily. The collection’s scenes reflect the seasonality of rural labor, the rise of steam transport on rivers and rails, and the contrasting atmospheres of provincial markets and cosmopolitan ports like Odessa. Socially, the era was marked by the friction between a still-dominant peasantry, a rapidly growing industrial workforce, and a strained autocratic state.

Gorky’s vantage point is that of a peripatetic observer who had himself wandered and worked across the empire before fame. The stories that later formed Through Russia were composed mainly between the mid-1890s and the 1910s and draw from journeys by riverboat, rail, and foot. Characters such as tramps, fishermen, factory hands, and petty criminals embody the lived effects of policy and upheaval. The time is specific: post-emancipation villages burdened by debt, 1890s industrial boomtowns, and the politically volatile years around 1905. Places recur with documentary clarity: Nizhny Novgorod and its fair, the Astrakhan fisheries, Crimean and Black Sea ports, and the alleys of Petersburg and Moscow.

The Emancipation of the Serfs (1861) freed roughly 23 million peasants from personal bondage but assigned allotments through village communes (mirs) and imposed redemption payments scheduled over decades. Although reduced in 1881 and abolished in 1907, these payments and uneven allotments produced enduring land hunger and peasant indebtedness. Communal strip farming and demographic growth intensified fragmentation. Through Russia’s peasants still inhabit a post-emancipation order: small plots, seasonal migration, and periodic hunger. Characters drifting to fisheries or construction crews mirror the real movement of land-poor villagers seeking wages. The tension between communal norms and individual survival underlies Gorky’s depictions of quarrels, petty tyrannies, and moral fatigue in rural life.

State-led industrialization accelerated in the 1890s under Finance Minister Sergei Witte (1892–1903), who adopted the gold standard in 1897, raised protective tariffs, expanded railways, and attracted foreign capital. Heavy industry surged in the Donbas coal basin, Krivoi Rog iron district, the Baku oilfields, and around Moscow and St. Petersburg plants such as the Putilov Works. By 1900, millions of former peasants worked 11- to 12-hour days in factories and construction sites, often in overcrowded barracks. Through Russia captures this migration and the harsh factory regime. Stories such as Twenty-Six Men and a Girl and Konovalov condense conditions into specific workplaces, evoking wage instability, foremen’s control, and the fragile solidarities among crews assembled from disparate provinces.

The Trans-Siberian Railway, launched in 1891 under Alexander III and connected end-to-end by 1904, with the Amur line finished in 1916, reshaped mobility and markets. Stretching over 9,000 kilometers, it funneled grain, timber, and migrants and enabled resettlement schemes and labor flows eastward. Stations became microcosms of empire where ex-soldiers, deserters, pilgrims, and vendors crossed paths. Gorky’s itinerant narrators and chance encounters on trains, river docks, and sidings reflect this new geography of movement. The book’s portraits of vagrants and casual laborers show how the railway’s promise of opportunity often turned into precarious wandering, with passport checks and police surveillance framing the margins where Gorky’s characters live.

The famine of 1891–1892, triggered by drought across the Volga and central provinces, killed hundreds of thousands and exposed the fragilities of agrarian Russia. Grain exports continued amid shortages, provoking public outrage. Zemstvo self-government bodies organized relief, farmers sold livestock, and cholera outbreaks intensified the toll in 1892. Figures like Leo Tolstoy led voluntary kitchens, while officials debated responsibility. Through Russia’s stark depictions of hunger, sickness, and exhausted mothers echo that crisis and its long aftershocks. The rural characters’ fatalism, the seasons of scarcity, and the prevalence of petty theft and mendicancy bear the imprint of a countryside that had only precariously recovered by the late 1890s.

Black Sea port cities, especially Odessa, became gateways for grain exports and nodes of smuggling and casual labor. The harbor economy drew seasonal workers, stevedores, and sailors into an urban underworld policed by municipal forces and the secret police. Contraband, dockside taverns, and the risk of sudden violence defined many lives. Gorky’s story Chelkash, set among thieves operating on the Odessa waterfront, forms part of Through Russia and embodies the moral economy of the port: cunning, desperation, and temporary alliances. By situating marginalized figures in an actual place whose economy turned on global trade, the book links personal choices to the pressures of empire-wide markets and policing practices.

The Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) exposed the weakness of the imperial state. Port Arthur fell in January 1905, and the fleet’s defeat at Tsushima in May was catastrophic. On 14/27 June 1905, sailors on the battleship Potemkin mutinied off Odessa, where unrest and repression followed. The losses strained finances, discredited officials, and fed urban and rural discontent. Though Through Russia focuses on civilians, its atmosphere of simmering anger and disillusionment reflects this context. Port-side scenes and talk of soldiers’ grievances in the book trace the war’s effect on ordinary people, from price spikes and scarcity to the spreading conviction that the old order could not manage modern conflict.

The Revolution of 1905 was catalyzed by Bloody Sunday on 9 January (22 January, New Style), when a peaceful procession led by Father Georgii Gapon in St. Petersburg, petitioning for relief, was fired upon by troops. More than a hundred were killed and hundreds wounded, triggering mass strikes and rural disorders across the empire. In October 1905, a general strike paralyzed railways and industry, prompting Nicholas II to issue the October Manifesto (17 October) promising civil liberties and a representative Duma. Workers’ councils (Soviets) formed, notably the St. Petersburg Soviet chaired by Georgy Khrustalyov-Nosar with Leon Trotsky as a leading figure. Armed risings, including the December 1905 Moscow insurrection, were suppressed by loyal units. Reaction followed: the Black Hundreds and police abetted pogroms, and the state dismantled soviets and unions. Yet the legal space opened by the Manifesto proved equivocal; changes in the electoral law and censorship curbed many gains by 1907. Gorky was arrested in January 1905 for revolutionary agitation and released after public pressure. Through Russia does not narrate the barricades, but its vignettes of strike talk, foremen’s reprisals, and fragile worker dignity are saturated by the social learning of 1905, when collective action and political language entered shop floors and courtyards. The detail of crowded tenements, suspicion of spies, and the circulation of leaflets and rumors in Gorky’s factory and street scenes reflects practices that became widespread during this year of upheaval. The book’s portraits of ordinary people struggling to speak about injustice and to imagine alternatives owe much to the political apprenticeship that 1905 forced upon Russia’s new urban classes.

Pyotr Stolypin’s premiership (1906–1911) combined repression with agrarian reform. Field courts-martial instituted in 1906 led to swift executions—contemporaries spoke of the Stolypin necktie—and by 1909 thousands had been hanged or shot. Simultaneously, the 9 November 1906 ukase allowed peasants to exit the mir, consolidate strips, and form khutor farms. Between 1906 and 1914, some 3 million people resettled eastward, many via the Trans-Siberian, under government incentives. Through Russia’s depictions of men leaving villages for fisheries, rail gangs, or distant work camps echo this social churn. The book registers both the promise of mobility and the atomization produced by policies that broke communal ties without guaranteeing prosperity.

Revolutionary parties and the police state shaped everyday risk. The Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (founded 1898, split 1903 into Bolsheviks and Mensheviks) and the Socialist-Revolutionary Party (1901) built clandestine networks. The SR Combat Organization assassinated officials, including Interior Minister Dmitry Sipyagin (1902) and Vyacheslav von Plehve (1904), while the Okhrana infiltrated cells; the double agent Evno Azef notoriously exposed comrades. Arrests, exile to Siberia, and katorga penal labor were common. In Through Russia, wanderers and workers speak in hushed tones of agitators and spies, and characters vanish to prisons or to the road. Gorky’s own interrogations and exiles inform the book’s sensitivity to surveillance, coded speech, and the moral costs of clandestinity.

Orthodox religious culture framed village and urban life, from parish rites to pilgrimages to monasteries such as Sergiev Posad. Popular piety intersected with folk healers, holy fools, and Old Believer communities along the Volga. Church-state bonds underpinned autocracy, yet disillusionment and dissent grew after crises like the famine of 1891–1892. Through Russia portrays pilgrims, mendicants, and disenchanted believers who struggle to reconcile ritual with poverty and injustice. Scenes of icons and processions appear beside harsh depictions of priests or sacral authority, not as theology but as a social reality that disciplines and sometimes consoles. The book thereby documents the contested religious landscape of the late imperial years.

Ethnic and confessional tensions intensified in the empire’s borderlands and cities. The Pale of Settlement confined most Jews, and pogroms erupted, notably at Kishinev in April 1903, where 47 were killed and hundreds injured, and again in 1905–1906 amid revolutionary turmoil. In the Caucasus, clashes in Baku (1905) pitted Armenians and Tatars amid oilfield labor disputes and political agitation. Through Russia’s multiethnic ports and markets include Jewish neighborhoods, Tatar traders, and minority laborers, and it registers prejudices in street talk and hiring. By embedding characters within these fraught spaces, the book mirrors the era’s volatile mix of economic competition, police passivity, and nationalist rhetoric that shaped daily danger.

Labor conflict surged in the years before and during 1905. Textile strikes in St. Petersburg (1895–1896) pushed the state to enact the 1897 law limiting the factory workday to 11.5 hours, though enforcement was uneven. The 1902 Rostov-on-Don railway strike evolved into mass meetings; the 1903 South Russian strikes affected Odessa and other cities; and Baku oil workers in 1904 won concessions on wages and hours. Through Russia distills this history into concrete shop-floor worlds: the bakery of Konovalov, the biscuit shop in Twenty-Six Men and a Girl, and workshops where foremen and owners calibrate pressure and rewards. The stories dramatize emerging worker speech, collective pride, and the brittleness of solidarity.

World War I (1914–1918) brought mobilization, defeats at Tannenberg and the Masurian Lakes (1914), severe inflation, and urban food shortages. By 1915, a shell crisis and transportation breakdowns strained industry; in 1916, strikes and bread queues multiplied in Petrograd and Moscow. The war’s burdens eroded legitimacy, paving the way for the February Revolution of 1917, which overthrew Nicholas II, and the later Bolshevik seizure of power. Although most of Through Russia’s materials depict prewar life, the collection’s later publication history and readers’ reception were refracted through wartime suffering and revolutionary expectations. The book’s insistent attention to scarcity, dignity, and coercion resonated with a public living through collapse.

Through Russia functions as a social critique by assembling an archive of ordinary voices that expose structural injustice: land hunger after emancipation, predatory labor regimes, and the capricious violence of police and employers. The stories show how law and custom combine to trap people—peasants bound by debt, workers by blacklists and barracks, vagrants by passport checks. By focusing on work processes, wages, and the granular texture of overcrowded housing and seasonal unemployment, Gorky identifies the sources of despair not in individual failure but in policy and hierarchy. The book thereby gives historical content to abstract grievances that fueled strikes, riots, and political radicalization.

Politically, the book’s irony and sympathy undermine official mythologies of harmony between state, church, and people. It depicts the autocracy’s reliance on censorship, informers, and exemplary punishment, and shows how communal and religious authority can reinforce submission while offering scant relief. It also maps the fractures within the lower classes—ethnic prejudice, gendered vulnerability, and the temptations of petty cruelty—that complicate collective action. By insisting on the humanity and intelligence of beggars, thieves, and laborers, Through Russia contests the period’s moral hierarchies and anticipates the demands of 1905 and 1917. Its social microscope makes visible the class divides and political brittleness of late imperial Russia.
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    Maksim Gorky (born Alexei Maximovich Peshkov) was a central figure in Russian and early Soviet literature, active from the late 19th century through the 1930s. A novelist, dramatist, essayist, and public intellectual, he helped shape the transition from Russian realism to the ideological aesthetics that later became known as Socialist Realism. His work combined sympathy for the downtrodden with an often romantic exaltation of human will, producing portraits of workers, vagabonds, and outcasts that resonated across Europe. Gorkys plays and novels traveled widely in translation and on stage, and his public interventions made him one of the best-known Russian writers of his generation.

Raised in hardship along the Volga region, Gorky had little formal schooling and educated himself through voracious reading and wide travel. As a teenager and young adult he worked a succession of menial jobsbakers assistant, porter, boatmanabsorbing the speech and lore of ordinary people that would later animate his fiction. He adopted the pen name Maksim Gorky, meaning 'Bitter,' in the early 1890s to signal an unsentimental stance toward social injustice. His formative influences included Russian realism, the populist ethos that valorized the narod, and emerging socialist ideas. Folktales, oral storytelling, and encounters with the margins of society shaped both his themes and his prose rhythms.

By the mid-1890s Gorky was publishing sketches and stories that brought him rapid recognition. Pieces such as Chelkash, Old Izergil, Malva, and Twenty-Six Men and a Girl portrayed thieves, seasonal laborers, and factory workers with a mixture of toughness and lyrical defiance. The Song of the Falcon and The Song of the Stormy Petrel offered emblematic visions of revolt that became touchstones for radicals. He participated in the literary circle Sreda and helped build the Znanie (Knowledge) publishing enterprise, which disseminated contemporary authors to a broad readership. Esteemed figures, including Anton Chekhov and Leo Tolstoy, took note of his talent, even when they differed from his positions.

At the turn of the century, Gorky emerged as a dramatist of international stature. The Lower Depths, staged by the Moscow Art Theatre, presented a communal flophouse with uncompromising candor and became a landmark of modern theater. He followed with Summerfolk and Children of the Sun, plays that examined the intelligentsia and the turbulence of modernization. The realism of his dramatic settings, the vividness of his dialogue, and his attention to the disenfranchised drew acclaim as well as censorship in the late imperial period. Productions of his plays across Europe helped cement his reputation as a writer who confronted social questions through compelling stagecraft.

Gorkys public activity intersected with revolutionary politics. He supported workers causes and aligned himself with socialist currents, which brought surveillance, arrests, and periods of exile under the tsarist regime. In the first decade of the 20th century he traveled abroad, including a widely reported visit to the United States, and then lived for stretches in Italy. His novel Mother, published in that period, became one of the most influential political novels in Russian literature, depicting a workers awakening and collective struggle. He also wrote essays and reportage, balancing advocacy with reflections on culture. Editorial initiatives broadened his reach and promoted accessible literature for mass audiences.

After the revolutions, Gorky alternated between collaboration and criticism. He supported ambitious cultural programs, including the World Literature publishing house, and defended the value of humanistic education. His autobiographical trilogyMy Childhood, In the World (often translated as My Apprenticeship), and My Universitiesrecounted the formation of a writer from poverty and remains a major document of late imperial social life. In the 1920s he produced The Artamonov Business and began the large-scale cycle Life of Klim Samgin, tracing the fate of the intelligentsia across decades. Returning to the Soviet Union in the late 1920s, he became a leading organizer of literary institutions and an emblematic figure of official culture.

In his final years, Gorky presided over key gatherings of Soviet writers and endorsed doctrines that prioritized socially directed art, a role that made him both celebrated and controversial. He died in the mid-1930s in the Soviet Union after a long, prolific career. Today his legacy is seen in several strands: the enduring theatrical life of The Lower Depths; the political and historical significance of Mother; the nuanced self-portraiture of the autobiographical trilogy; and the panoramic ambition of Life of Klim Samgin. Scholars and readers continue to debate his political choices while recognizing his extraordinary influence on 20th-century Russian prose and drama.



Through Russia
Main Table of Contents








THE BIRTH OF A MAN



THE ICEBREAKER



GUBIN



NILUSHKA



THE CEMETERY



ON A RIVER STEAMER



A WOMAN



IN A MOUNTAIN DEFILE



KALININ



THE DEAD MAN















THE BIRTH OF A MAN


Table of Contents



The year was the year '92—the year of leanness—the scene a spot between Sukhum and Otchenchiri, on the river Kodor, a spot so near to the sea that amid the joyous babble of a sparkling rivulet the ocean's deep-voiced thunder was plainly distinguishable.

Also, the season being autumn, leaves of wild laurel were glistening and gyrating on the white foam of the Kodor like a quantity of mercurial salmon fry. And as I sat on some rocks overlooking the river there occurred to me the thought that, as likely as not, the cause of the gulls' and cormorants' fretful cries where the surf lay moaning behind a belt of trees to the right was that, like myself, they kept mistaking the leaves for fish, and as often finding themselves disappointed.

Over my head hung chestnut trees decked with gold; at my feet lay a mass of chestnut leaves which resembled the amputated palms of human hands; on the opposite bank, where there waved, tanglewise, the stripped branches of a hornbeam, an orange-tinted woodpecker was darting to and fro, as though caught in the mesh of foliage, and, in company with a troupe of nimble titmice and blue tree-creepers (visitors from the far-distant North), tapping the bark of the stem with a black beak, and hunting for insects.

To the left, the tops of the mountains hung fringed with dense, fleecy clouds of the kind which presages rain; and these clouds were sending their shadows gliding over slopes green and overgrown with boxwood and that peculiar species of hollow beech-stump which once came near to effecting the downfall of Pompey's host, through depriving his iron-built legions of the use of their legs as they revelled in the intoxicating sweetness of the "mead" or honey which wild bees make from the blossoms of the laurel and the azalea, and travellers still gather from those hollow stems to knead into lavashi or thin cakes of millet flour.

On the present occasion I too (after suffering sundry stings from infuriated bees) was thus engaged as I sat on the rocks beneath the chestnuts. Dipping morsels of bread into a potful of honey, I was munching them for breakfast, and enjoying, at the same time, the indolent beams of the moribund autumn sun.

In the fall of the year the Caucasus resembles a gorgeous cathedral built by great craftsmen (always great craftsmen are great sinners) to conceal their past from the prying eyes of conscience. Which cathedral is a sort of intangible edifice of gold and turquoise and emerald, and has thrown over its hills rare carpets silk-embroidered by Turcoman weavers of Shemi and Samarkand, and contains, heaped everywhere, plunder brought from all the quarters of the world for the delectation of the sun. Yes, it is as though men sought to say to the Sun God: "All things here are thine. They have been brought hither for thee by thy people."

Yes, mentally I see long-bearded, grey-headed supermen, beings possessed of the rounded eyes of happy children, descending from the hills, and decking the earth, and sowing it with sheerly kaleidoscopic treasures, and coating the tops of the mountains with massive layers of silver, and the lower edges with a living web of trees. Yes, I see those beings decorating and fashioning the scene until, thanks to their labours, this gracious morsel of the earth has become fair beyond all conception.

And what a privilege it is to be human![1q] How much that is wonderful leaps to the eye-how the presence of beauty causes. the heart to throb with a voluptuous rapture that is almost pain!

And though there are occasions when life seems hard, and the breast feels filled with fiery rancour, and melancholy dries and renders athirst the heart's blood, this is not a mood sent us in perpetuity. For at times even the sun may feel sad as he contemplates men,[2q] and sees that, despite all that he has done for them, they have done so little in return....

No, it is not that good folk are lacking. It is that they need to be rounded off—better still, to be made anew.



Suddenly there came into view over the bushes to my left a file of dark heads, while through the surging of the waves and the babble of the stream I caught the sound of human voices, a sound emanating from a party of "famine people" or folk who were journeying from Sukhum to Otchenchiri to obtain work on a local road then in process of construction.

The owners of the voices I knew to be immigrants from the province of Orlov. I knew them to be so for the reason that I myself had lately been working in company with the male members of the party, and had taken leave of them only yesterday in order that I might set out earlier than they, and, after walking through the night, greet the sun when he should arise above the sea.

The members of the party comprised four men and a woman—the latter a young female with high cheek-bones, a figure swollen with manifest pregnancy, and a pair of greyish-blue eyes that had fixed in them a stare of apprehension. At the present moment her head and yellow scarf were just showing over the tops of the bushes; and while I noted that now it was swaying from side to side like a sunflower shaken by the wind, I recalled the fact that she was a woman whose husband had been carried off at Sukhum by a surfeit of fruit—this fact being known to me through the circumstance that in the workmen's barraque where we had shared quarters these folk had observed the good old Russian custom of confiding to a stranger the whole of their troubles, and had done so in tones of such amplitude and penetration that the querulous words must have been audible for five versts around.

And as I had talked to these forlorn people, these human beings who lay crushed beneath the misfortune which had uprooted them from their barren and exhausted lands, and blown them, like autumn leaves, towards the Caucasus where nature's luxuriant, but unfamiliar, aspect had blinded and bewildered them, and with its onerous conditions of labour quenched their last spark of courage; as I had talked to these poor people I had seen them glancing about with dull, troubled, despondent eyes, and heard them say to one another softly, and with pitiful smiles:

"What a country!"

"Aye,—that it is!—a country to make one sweat!"

"As hard as a stone it is!"

"Aye, an evil country!"

After which they had gone on to speak of their native haunts, where every handful of soil had represented to them the dust of their ancestors, and every grain of that soil had been watered with the sweat of their brows, and become charged with dear and intimate recollections.

Previously there had joined the party a woman who, tall and straight, had had breasts as flat as a board, and jawbones like the jawbones of a horse, and a glance in her dull, sidelong black eyes like a gleaming, smouldering fire.

And every evening this woman had been wont to step outside the barraque with the woman in the yellow scarf and to seat herself on a rubbish heap, and, resting her cheeks on the palms of her hands, and inclining her head sideways, to sing in a high and shrewish voice:

Behind the graveyard wall,

Where fair green bushes stand.

I'll spread me on the sand

A shroud as white as snow.

And not long will it be

Before my heart's adored,

My master and my lord,

Shall answer my curtsey low.


Usually her companion, the woman in the yellow scarf, had, with head bent forward and eyes fixed upon her stomach, remained silent; but on rare, unexpected occasions she had, in the hoarse, sluggish voice of a peasant, sung a song with the sobbing refrain:

Ah, my beloved, sweetheart of mine,

Never again will these eyes seek thine!


Nor amid the stifling blackness of the southern night had these voices ever failed to bring back to my memory the snowy wastes of the North, and the icy, wailing storm-wind, and the distant howling of unseen wolves.

In time, the squint-eyed woman had been taken ill of a fever, and removed to the town in a tilted ambulance; and as she had lain quivering and moaning on the stretcher she had seemed still to be singing her little ditty about the graveyard and the sand.

The head with the yellow scarf rose, dipped, and disappeared.

After I had finished my breakfast I thatched the honey-pot with some leaves, fastened down the lid, and indolently resumed my way in the wake of the party, my blackthorn staff tiptapping against the hard tread of the track as I proceeded.

The track loomed—a grey, narrow strip—before me, while on my right the restless, dark blue sea had the air of being ceaselessly planed by thousands of invisible carpenters; so regularly did the stress of a wind as moist and sweet and warm as the breath of a healthy woman cause ever-rustling curls of foam to drift towards the beach. Also, careening on to its port quarter under a full set of bellying sails, a Turkish felucca was gliding towards Sukhum; and, as it held on its course, it put me in mind of a certain pompous engineer of the town who had been wont to inflate his fat cheeks and say: "Be quiet, you, or I will have you locked up!" This man had, for some reason or another, an extraordinary weakness for causing arrests to be made; and, exceedingly do I rejoice to think that by now the worms of the graveyard must have consumed him down to the very marrow of his bones. Would that certain other acquaintances of mine were similarly receiving beneficent attention!

Walking proved an easy enough task, for I seemed to be borne on air, while a chorus of pleasant thoughts, of many-coloured recollections, kept singing gently in my breast—a chorus resembling, indeed, the white-maned billows in the regularity with which now it rose, and now it fell, to reveal in, as it were, soft, peaceful depths the bright, supple hopes of youth, like so many silver fish cradled in the bosom of the ocean.

Suddenly, as it trended seawards, the road executed a half-turn, and skirted a strip of the sandy margin to which the waves kept rolling in such haste. And in that spot even the bushes seemed to have a mind to look the waves in the eyes—so strenuously did they lean across the riband-like path, and nod in the direction of the blue, watery waste, while from the hills a wind was blowing that presaged rain.



But hark! From some point among the bushes a low moan arose—the sound which never fails to thrill the soul and move it to responsive quivers!

Thrusting aside the foliage, I beheld before me the woman in the yellow scarf. Seated with her back resting against the stem of a hazel-bush, she had her head sunken deeply between her shoulders, her mouth hideously agape, her eyes staring vaguely before her, her hands pressed to her swollen stomach, her breath issuing with unnatural vehemence, and her abdomen convulsively, spasmodically rising and falling. Meanwhile from her throat were issuing moans which at times caused her yellow teeth to show bare like those of a wolf.

"What is the matter?" I said as I bent over her. "Has anyone assaulted you?"

The only result was that, shuffling bare feet in the sand like a fly, she shook her nerveless hand, and gasped:

"Away, villain! Away with you!"

Then I understood what was the matter, for I had seen a similar case before. Yet for the moment a certain feeling of shyness made me edge away from her a little; and as I did so, she uttered a prolonged moan, and her almost bursting eyeballs vented hot, murky tears which trickled down her tense and livid features.

Thereupon I turned to her again, and, throwing down cooking-pot, teapot, and wallet, laid her on her back, and strove to bend her knees upwards in the direction of her body. Meanwhile she sought to repel me with blows on face and breast, and at length rolled on to her stomach. Then, raising herself on all fours, she, sobbing, gasping, and cursing in a breath, crawled away like a bear into a remoter portion of the thicket.

"Beast!" she panted. "Oh, you devil!"

Yet, even as the words escaped her lips, her arms gave way beneath her, and she collapsed upon her face, with legs stretched out, and her lips emitting a fresh series of convulsive moans.

Excited now to fever pitch, I hurriedly recalled my small store of knowledge of such cases and finally decided to turn her on her back, and, as before, to strive to bend her knees upwards in the direction of her body. Already signs of imminent parturition were not wanting.

"Lie still," I said, "and if you do that it will not be long before you are delivered of the child."

Whereafter, running down to the sea, I pulled up my sleeves, and, on returning, embarked upon my role, of accoucheur.

Scoring the earth with her fingers, uprooting tufts of withered grass, and struggling to thrust them into her mouth, scattering soil over her terrible, inhuman face and bloodshot eyes, the woman writhed like a strip of birch bark in a wood fire. Indeed, by this time a little head was coming into view, and it needed all my efforts to quell the twitchings of her legs, to help the child to issue, and to prevent its mother from thrusting grass down her distorted, moaning throat. Meanwhile we cursed one another—she through her teeth, and I in an undertone; she, I should surmise, out of pain and shame, and I, I feel certain, out of nervousness, mingled with a perfect agony of compassion.

"O Lord!" she gasped with blue lips flecked with foam as her eyes (suddenly bereft of their colour in the sunlight) shed tears born of the intolerable anguish of the maternal function, and her body writhed and twisted as though her frame had been severed in the middle.

"Away, you brute!" was her oft-repeated cry as with her weak hands, hands seemingly dislocated at the wrists, she strove to thrust me to a distance. Yet all the time I kept saying persuasively: "You fool! Bring forth as quickly as you can!" and, as a matter of fact, was feeling so sorry for her that tears continued to spurt from my eyes as much as from hers, and my very heart contracted with pity. Also, never did I cease to feel that I ought to keep saying something; wherefore, I repeated, and again repeated: "Now then! Bring forth as quickly as ever you can!"

And at last my hands did indeed hold a human creature in all its pristine beauty. Nor could even the mist of tears prevent me from seeing that that human creature was red in the face, and that to judge from the manner in which it kept kicking and resisting and uttering hoarse wails (while still bound to its mother by the ligament), it was feeling dissatisfied in advance with the world. Yes, blue-eyed, and with a nose absurdly sunken between a pair of scarlet, rumpled cheeks and lips which ceaselessly quivered and contracted, it kept bawling: "A-aah! A-a-ah!"

Moreover, so slippery was it that, as I knelt and looked at it and laughed with relief at the fact that it had arrived safely, I came near to letting it fall upon the ground: wherefore I entirely forgot what next I ought to have done.

"Cut it!" at length whispered the mother with eyes closed, and features suddenly swollen and resembling those of a corpse.

"A knife!" again she whispered with her livid lips. "Cut it!"

My pocket-knife I had had stolen from me in the workmen's barraque; but with my teeth I severed the caul, and then the child gave renewed tongue in true Orlovian fashion, while the mother smiled. Also, in some curious fashion, the mother's unfathomable eyes regained their colour, and became filled as with blue fire as, plunging a hand into her bodice and feeling for the pocket, she contrived to articulate with raw and blood-flecked lips:

"I have not a single piece of string or riband to bind the caul with."

Upon that I set to, and managed to produce a piece of riband, and to fasten it in the required position.

Thereafter she smiled more brightly than ever. So radiantly did she smile that my eyes came near to being blinded with the spectacle.

"And now rearrange yourself," I said, "and in the meanwhile I will go and wash the baby."

"Yes, yes," she murmured uneasily. "But be very careful with him—be very gentle."

Yet it was little enough care that the rosy little homunculus seemed to require, so strenuously did he clench his fists, and bawl as though he were minded to challenge the whole world to combat.

"Come, now!" at length I said. "You must have done, or your very head will drop off."

Yet no sooner did he feel the touch of the ocean spray, and begin to be sprinkled With its joyous caresses, than he lamented more loudly and vigorously than ever, and so continued throughout the process of being slapped on the back and breast as, frowning and struggling, he vented squall after squall while the waves laved his tiny limbs.

"Shout, young Orlovian!" said I encouragingly. "Let fly with all the power of your lungs!"

And with that, I took him back to his mother. I found her with eyes closed and lips drawn between her teeth as she writhed in the torment of expelling the after-birth. But presently I detected through the sighs and groans a whispered:

"Give him to me! Give him to me!"

"You had better wait a little," I urged.

"Oh no! Give him to me now!"

And with tremulous, unsteady hands she unhooked the bosom of her bodice, and, freeing (with my assistance) the breast which nature had prepared for at least a dozen children, applied the mutinous young Orlovian to the nipple. As for him, he at once understood the matter, and ceased to send forth further lamentation.

"O pure and holy Mother of God!" she gasped in a long-drawn, quivering sigh as she bent a dishevelled head over the little one, and, between intervals of silence, fell to uttering soft, abrupt exclamations. Then, opening her ineffably beautiful blue eyes, the hallowed eyes of a mother, she raised them towards the azure heavens, while in their depths there was coming and going a flame of joy and gratitude. Lastly, lifting a languid hand, she with a slow movement made the sign of the cross over both herself and her babe.

"Thanks to thee O purest Mother of God!" she murmured. "Thanks indeed to thee!"

Then her eyes grew dim and vague again, and after a pause (during which she seemed to be scarcely breathing) she said in a hard and matter-of-fact tone:

"Young fellow, unfasten my satchel."

And whilst I was so engaged she continued to regard me with a steady gaze; but, when the task was completed she smiled shamefacedly, and on her sunken cheeks and sweat-flecked temples there dawned the ghost of a blush.

"Now," said she, "do you, for the present, go away."

"And if I do so, see that in the meanwhile you do not move about too much."

"No, I will not. But please go away."

So I withdrew a little. In my breast a sort of weariness was lurking, but also in my breast there was echoing a soft and glorious chorus of birds, a chorus so exquisitely in accord with the never-ceasing splash of the sea that for ever could I have listened to it, and to the neighbouring brook as it purled on its way like a maiden engaged in relating confidences about her lover.

Presently, the woman's yellow-scarfed head (the scarf now tidily rearranged) reappeared over the bushes.

"Come, come, good woman!" was my exclamation. "I tell you that you must not move about so soon."

And certainly her attitude now was one of utter languor, and she had perforce to grasp the stem of a bush with one hand to support herself. Yet while the blood was gone from her face, there had formed in the hollows where her eyes had been two lakes of blue.

"See how he is sleeping!" she murmured.

And, true enough, the child was sound asleep, though to my eyes he looked much as any other baby might have done, save that the couch of autumn leaves on which he was ensconced consisted of leaves of a kind which could not have been discovered in the faraway forests of Orlov.

"Now, do you yourself lie down awhile," was my advice.

"Oh, no," she replied with a shake of her head on its sinuous neck; "for I must be collecting my things before I move on towards—"

"Towards Otchenchiri"

"Yes. By now my folk will have gone many a verst in that direction."

"And can you walk so far?"

"The Holy Mother will help me."

Yes, she was to journey in the company of the Mother of God. So no more on the point required to be said.

Glancing again at the tiny, inchoate face under the bushes, her eyes diffused rays of warm and kindly light as, licking her lips, she, with a slow movement, smoothed the breast of the little one.

Then I arranged sticks for a fire, and also adjusted stones to support the kettle.

"Soon I will have tea ready for you," I remarked.

"And thankful indeed I shall be," she responded, "for my breasts are dried up."

"Why have your companions deserted you?" I said next.

"They have not deserted me. It was I that left them of my own accord. How could I have exposed myself in their presence?"

And with a glance at me she raised a hand to her face as, spitting a gout of blood, she smiled a sort of bashful smile.

"This is your first child, I take it?"

"It is.... And who are you?"

"A man."

"Yes, a man, of course; but, are you a MARRIED man?"

"No, I have never been able to marry."

"That cannot be true."

"Why not?"

With lowered eyes she sat awhile in thought.

"Because, if so, how do you come to know so much about women's affairs?"

This time I DID lie, for I replied:

"Because they have been my study. In fact, I am a medical student."

"Ah! Our priest's son also was a student, but a student for the Church."

"Very well. Then you know what I am. Now I will go and fetch some water."

Upon this she inclined her head towards her little son and listened for a moment to his breathing. Then she said with a glance towards the sea:

"I too should like to have a wash, but I do not know what the water is like. What is it? Brackish or salt?"

"No; quite good water—fit for you to wash in."

"Is it really?"

"Yes, really. Moreover, it is warmer than the water of the streams hereabouts, which is as cold as ice."

"Ah! Well, you know best."

Here a shaggy-eared pony, all skin and bone, was seen approaching us at a foot's pace. Trembling, and drooping its head, it scanned us, as it drew level, with a round black eye, and snorted. Upon that, its rider pushed back a ragged fur cap, glanced warily in our direction, and again sank his head.

"The folk of these parts are ugly to look at," softly commented the woman from Orlov.

Then I departed in quest of water. After I had washed my face and hands I filled the kettle from a stream bright and lively as quicksilver (a stream presenting, as the autumn leaves tossed in the eddies which went leaping and singing over the stones, a truly enchanting spectacle), and, returning, and peeping through the bushes, perceived the woman to be crawling on hands and knees over the stones, and anxiously peering about, as though in search of something.

"What is it?" I inquired, and thereupon, turning grey in the face with confusion she hastened to conceal some article under her person, although I had already guessed the nature of the article.

"Give it to me," was my only remark. "I will go and bury it."

"How so? For, as a matter of fact, it ought to be buried under the floor in front of some stove."

"Are we to build a stove HERE? Build it in five minutes?" I retorted.

"Ah, I was jesting. But really, I would rather not have it buried here, lest some wild beast should come and devour it... Yet it ought to be committed only to the earth."

That said, she, with averted eyes, handed me a moist and heavy bundle; and as she did so she said under her breath, with an air of confusion:

"I beg of you for Christ's sake to bury it as well, as deeply, as you can. Out of pity for my son do as I bid you."

I did as she had requested; and, just as the task had been completed, I perceived her returning from the margin of the sea with unsteady gait, and an arm stretched out before her, and a petticoat soaked to the middle with the sea water. Yet all her face was alight with inward fire, and as I helped her to regain the spot where I had prepared some sticks I could not help reflecting with some astonishment:

"How strong indeed she is!"

Next, as we drank a mixture of tea and honey, she inquired:

"Have you now ceased to be a student?"

"Yes."

"And why so? Through too much drink?"

"Even so, good mother."

"Dear me! Well, your face is familiar to me. Yes, I remember that I noticed you in Sukhum when once you were arguing with the barraque superintendent over the question of rations. As I did so the thought occurred to me: 'Surely that bold young fellow must have gone and spent his means on drink? Yes, that is how it must be.'"

Then, as from her swollen lips she licked a drop of honey, she again bent her blue eyes in the direction of the bush under which the slumbering, newly-arrived Orlovian was couched.

"How will he live?" thoughtfully she said with a sigh—then added:

"You have helped me, and I thank you. Yes, my thanks are yours, though I cannot tell whether or not your assistance will have helped HIM."

And, drinking the rest of her tea, she ate a morsel of bread, then made the sign of the cross. And subsequently, as I was putting up my things, she continued to rock herself to and fro, to give little starts and cries, and to gaze thoughtfully at the ground with eyes which had now regained their original colour. At last she rose to her feet.

"You are not going yet?" I queried protestingly.

"Yes, I must."

"But—"

"The Blessed Virgin will go with me. So please hand me over the child."

"No, I will carry him."

And, after a contest for the honour, she yielded, and we walked away side by side.

"I only wish I were a little steadier on my feet," she remarked with an apologetic smile as she laid a hand upon my shoulder.

Meanwhile, the new citizen of Russia, the little human being of an unknown future, was snoring soundly in my arms as the sea plashed and murmured, and threw off its white shavings, and the bushes whispered together, and the sun (now arrived at the meridian) shone brightly upon us all.

In calm content it was that we walked; save that now and then the mother would halt, draw a deep breath, raise her head, scan the sea and the forest and the hills, and peer into her son's face. And as she did so, even the mist begotten of tears of suffering could not dim the wonderful brilliancy and clearness of her eyes. For with the sombre fire of inexhaustible love were those eyes aflame.

Once, as she halted, she exclaimed:

"O God, O Mother of God, how good it all is! Would that for ever I could walk thus, yes, walk and walk unto the very end of the world! All that I should need would be that thou, my son, my darling son, shouldst, borne upon thy mother's breast, grow and wax strong!"

And the sea murmured and murmured.


THE ICEBREAKER
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On a frozen river near a certain Russian town, a gang of seven carpenters were hastily repairing an icebreaker which the townsfolk had stripped for firewood.

That year spring happened to be late in arriving, and youthful March looked more like October, and only at noon, and that not on every day, did the pale, wintry sun show himself in the overcast heavens, or, glimmering in blue spaces between clouds, contemplate the earth with a squinting, malevolent eye.

The day in question was the Friday in Holy Week, and, as night drew on, drippings were becoming congealed into icicles half an arshin long, and in the snow-stripped ice of the river only the dun hue of the wintry clouds was reflected.

As the carpenters worked there kept mournfully, insistently echoing from the town the coppery note of bells; and at intervals heads would raise themselves, and blue eyes would gleam thoughtfully through the same grey fog in which the town lay enveloped, and an axe uplifted would hover a moment in the air as though fearing with its descent to cleave the luscious flood of sound.

Scattered over the spacious river-track were dark pine branches, projecting obliquely from the ice, to mark paths, open spaces, and cracks on the surface; and where they reared themselves aloft, these branches looked like the cramped, distorted arms of drowning men.

From the river came a whiff of gloom and depression. Covered over with sodden slush, it stretched with irksome rigidity towards the misty quarter whence blew a languid, sluggish, damp, cold wind.

Suddenly the foreman, one Ossip, a cleanly built, upright little peasant with a neatly curling, silvery beard, ruddy cheeks, and a flexible neck, a man everywhere and always in evidence, shouted:

"Look alive there, my hearties!"

Presently he turned his attention to myself, and smiled insinuatingly.

"Inspector," he said, "what are you trying to poke out of the sky with that squat nose of yours? And why are you here at all? You come from the contractor, you say?—from Vasili Sergeitch? Well, well! Then your job is to hurry us up, to keep barking out, 'Mind what you are doing, such-and-such gang!' Yet there you stand-blinking over your task like an object dried stiff! It's not to blink that you're here, but to play the watchdog upon us, and to keep an eye open, and your tongue on the wag. So issue your commands, young cockerel."

Then he shouted to the workmen:

"Now, then! No shirking! Is the job going to be finished tonight, or is it not?"

As a matter of fact, he himself was the worst shirker in the artel [Workman's union]. True, he was also a first-rate hand at his trade, and a man who could work quickly and well and with skill and concentration; but, unfortunately, he hated putting himself out, and preferred to spend his time spinning arresting yarns. For instance, on the present occasion he chose the moment when work was proceeding with a swing, when everyone was busily and silently and wholeheartedly labouring with the object of running the job through to the end, to begin in his musical voice:

"Look here, lads. Once upon a time—"

And though for the first two or three minutes the men appeared not to hear him, and continued their planing and chopping as before, the moment came when the soft tenor accents caught and held the men's attention, as they trickled and burbled forth. Then, screwing up his bright eyes with a humorous air, and twisting his curly beard between his fingers, Ossip gave a complacent click of his tongue, and continued measuredly, and with deliberation:

"So he seized hold of the tench, and thrust it back into the cave. And as he turned to proceed through the forest he thought to himself: 'Now I must keep my eyes about me.' And suddenly, from somewhere (no one could have said where), a woman's voice shrieked: 'Elesi-a-ah! Elesia-ah!'"

Here a tall, lanky Morduine named Leuka, with, as surname, Narodetz, a young fellow whose small eyes wore always an expression of astonishment, laid aside his axe, and stood gaping.

"And from the cave a deep bass voice replied: 'Elesi-a-ah!' while at the same moment the tench sprang from the cave, and, champing its jaws, wriggled and wriggled back to the slough."

Here an old soldier named Saniavin, a morose man, a tippler, and a sufferer from asthma and an inexplicable grudge against life in general, croaked out:

"How could your tench have wriggled across dry land if it was a fish?"

"Can, for that matter, a fish speak?" was Ossip's good-humoured retort.

All of which inspired Mokei Budirin, a grey-headed muzhik of a cast of countenance canine in the prominence of his jaws and the recession of his forehead, and taciturn withal, though not otherwise remarkable, to give slow, nasal utterance to his favourite formula.

"That is true enough," he said.

For never could anything be spoken of that was grim or marvellous or lewd or malicious, but Budirin at once re-echoed softly, but in a tone of unshakable conviction: "That is true enough."

Thereafter he would tap me on the breast with his hard and ponderous fist.

Presently work again underwent an interruption through the fact that Yakov Boev, a man who possessed both a stammer and a squint, became similarly filled with a desire to tell us something about a fish. Yet from the moment that he began his narrative everyone declined to believe it, and laughed at his broken verbiage as, frequently invoking the Deity, and cursing, and brandishing his awl, and viciously swallowing spittle, he shouted amid general ridicule:

"Once-once upon a time there lived a man. Yes, other folk before YOU have believed my tale. Indeed, it is no more than the truth that I'm going to tell you. Very well! Cackle away, and be damned!"

Here everyone without exception dropped his work to shout with merriment and clap his hands: with the result that, doffing his cap, and thereby disclosing a silvered, symmetrically shaped head with one bald spot amid its one dark portion, Ossip was forced to shout severely:

"Hi, you Budirin! You've had your say, and given us some fun, and there must be no more of it."

"But I had only just begun what I want to say," the old soldier grumbled, spitting upon the palms of his hands.

Next, Ossip turned to myself.

"Inspector," he began...

It is my opinion that in thus hindering the men from work through his tale-telling, Ossip had some definite end in view. I could not say precisely what that end was, but it must have been the object either of cloaking his own laziness or of giving the men a rest. On the other hand, whenever the contractor was present he, Ossip, bore himself with humble
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