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MY UNIVERSITIES






AND so, I was leaving for Kazan, to study at
the University — no less!

The thought of University studies had been put
into my head by a Gymnasium student, N.
Yevreinow — a lovable youth, very handsome, with
the tender eyes of a woman. He §ved in aflattic room
in the same house with me. Seeing me ofien with a
book under my ann, he grew so interested as to seek
my acquainiance; and it was not long before he be-
gan to urge it upon me that I possessed an * extraondi-
nary gift for leaming.’

* Nature created you to further science, ’ he de-
clared, tossing his long hair back in graceful empha-
sis.

I did not yet know, then, that one might further
science in the capacity of guinea pig; and Yevreinov
made it so very clear that it was just such lads 4s I
the universities were lacking. The memory of
Lomonosov, ot course, was evoked as a shining ex-
ample. In Kazan, Yevreinov said, I would stay witlg
him, studying through the autumn and wintel to mas-
ter the Gynmasium programme. Then I would take
‘some few examinations ~ thai was just how he put
it: some few ; the University would grant me a
scholarship. And in five years or so I would be a
‘ leamed man.’

It was all very simple; for

Yevreino, was nineleen, and his heart was kind.

He passed his examinations and left. Sore, two
Weekslater, I followed. In parting Granny told me:
‘Don’t you be cross with people. You're always so
cross. Stern, you’re getting to be, and too demand-
ing. That comes down to you from Grandfather. And
—well, what’s your grandfather? Lived all these
yem, s, and ended up nowhere, the poor old man.
You keep one thing in mind: it’s not God that judges
men. That’s the devil’s pastime. Well, goodbey. . .

And, brushing the scant tears bom her dark,
flabby cheeks, she said: ‘We won’t meet again.
You’ 1l be moving farther and farther off, restless
soul, and I'll be dying.’ I had drifted away from my
dear grandmother of late, seeing her only rarely; but
now it came to me with sudden pain that I would nev-
er again meet a friend so close, so much a part of
me.

From the stem of the boat I looked back to
where she stood, at the edge of the piercrossing her-
self and, with the comer of her wom old shawl, dry-
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ing her face and her dark eyes, bright with inextin-
guishable love of alan.

And there 1 was, in the semiTatar city.
Cramped rooms in a small, onestorey house standing,
all alone, on a low hill at the end of a narrow,
poverty — siricken street. On one side the house
faced a vacant lot, thickly overgrown with weeds —
the scene of a onetime conflagration. Deep among the
wommwood, the agrimony and horse sorrel, surround-
ed by elder thickets, loomed the ruins of a brick
building; and beneath the ruins there was a big cel-
lar, in which stray dogs lived and died. I remember
it very well, that cellar; one of my universities.

The Yevreinovs - mother and two sons lived on
a miserly pension. From my first days in their home,
1 perceived the tragic melancholy withadxieh the drab
little widow, rettming from the market, would lay out
ier purchases on the kitchen table and ponder her
difficult problem: how to turn a few small bits of in-
ferior meat into good and sufficient food for three
healthy boys — not to speak of herself.

She spoke very little, Her grey eyes were set in
the meek and hopeless obstinacy of a workhorse that
has spent its strength to the last. Dragging its cart
uphilm, the poor horse knows that it can never make
the top; yet still it pulls its load.

One moming, three or four days after my ar-
rival, I was helping her with some vegetables in the
kitchen. The boys were still asleep. Quietly, warily,
she asked me: ‘What have you come to town for?’

‘To study. At the University.’

Her eyebrows slowly lifted, crinkling her sallow
forehead. Her knife shpped, and gashed her finger.
Sucking the wound, sh, sank on to a chair, but at
once sprang up again, with a sharp: ‘ Ah, the dev-
i’

When she had tied up her finger with handker-
chief, she said approvingly:

*You peel potatoes well.’

I should think I peeled them well! I told her
aboul nty work on the river boat. She asked: ‘Do you
think that’s sufficient preparation for entering the U-
niversity?’

In those days I had but little conception ot hu-
mour. I took her question seriously, and explained to
her the sequence of nieasures as a result of which the
doors to the temple ol leaming were to open before
me.
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She sighed:

‘Ah, Nikolai, Nikolai!’

Just at this point, Nikolai came into the kitchen
1o wash — sleepy, tousleheaded, and, as always, in
excellent spirits.

‘Some meat patties would be nice, Mother, 'he
said.

*Yes, they would, ' the mother agreed.

Anxious to display my erudition in the culinary
arts, I remarked that the meat was not good enough
for patties, and, besides, that there was not enough
of 1.

At this Varvara Ivanovna became very angry,
and directed at me a few such forceful words that my
very ears flushed and seeme to grow. Flinging down
the bunch of carrel she had been washing, she left
the kitchen. Nikolai winked at me, and explained;
She’ s in a mood. °Settling down comfortably on
bench, he informed me that women, generally were
more nervous than men, such being the female make
—up, as had been incontestably established by a
certain eminent sicentist — in Switzerland, if I re-
member correctly. An Englishman, one John Smart
Mill, had also had something to say on this subject.

Nikolai greatly enjoyed the process of teaching
me, and seized on every opportunity that offered for
stuffing inlo my brain one or another essential item,
ignorance of which must surely make life impossible .
T would drink in his words eagerly; and after a while
Foucault, de la Rochefoucauld, and de la Roche-
jaquelein would merge, in my mind, into one entity,
and I would be quite unable to recall whether it was
Lavoisier who had beheaded Dumoudez, or the other
way around. The kindly youth was sincerely deter-
mined to ‘make someone’ of me.

He promised it confidently. But - he lacked the
time and the proper conditions for systematic guid-
ance of my education. Blinded by the egoism and
thoughtlessness of youth, he did not see how his
mother had to strain and shift to make ends meet.
Still less was this noticed by his brother, a slow,
untalkative schoolboy.

But T had long been adept in the intricate eon-
jury of kitchen chemistry and economics. 1 dearly
perceived the desperate strivings of this woman, daily
compelled to fool her children’ s stomachs and 10 feed
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a young stranger of unprepossessing appearance and
uncouth manners. Naturally enough, every crumb of
bread I swallowed here weighed heavily on my con-
science. I began to search for work.

Leaving the house in the early moming, I would
stay away until I was sure dinner was over; and in
bad weather I would spend these hours in the shelter
of the cellar in the vacant Joi. Sitting there among
the dead dogs and cats, breathing the odours of pu-
trefaction, listening to the pouring rain and the
mwaning wind, I soon began to understand that the
University was an empty dream; that I would have
done more wisely to nm away to Persia.

This, after picturing myself as a greybearded
wizard, creator of means for growing wheat and rye
with kemels the size of apples, and potatoes that
would weigh a pood apiece — not to speak of numer-
ous other benefactions for this earth, on which life
was so confoundedly difficult, difficult not only for
me.

1 had already leaned to dream of strange ad-
ventures and prodigious deeds. Thiis was & great help
tome in life’ s hard days; and, hard days being
many, [ grew more and more proficient at such
dreaming. I looked for no outside assistance, and set
no hopes on luck or chart, ce. But I was gradually
developing an unyielding obstinacy of will; and the
more difficult life became, the sironger, even the
wiser, I felt myself 1o be. I realized in very early life
that a man is made by the resistance he presents to
his surroundings.

To keep from starving, I would go to the Volga
wharves, where one could easily eam fifteen or twen-
ty kopeks. Here, among the stevedores, tramps, and
thieves, I felt hke a rod of iron thrust into hot coals;
for every day was saturated with intense and searing
impressions.

Here 1 looked upon a whirling world in which
men’ s instincts were coarse, their greed naked and
undisguised. I was attracted by these people’ s bitter-
ness against life, attracted by their attitude of mock-
ing hostility towards everything on earth, and of care-
lessness towards themselves. All that I myself had
experienced drew me 1o these people, urged the de-
sire to plunge wholly into their caustic world. Bret
Harle’ s tales, and the innumerable cheap novels I
had read, still further intensified this world’ s attrac-
tion for me.
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There was Bashkin, professional thief and for-
mer nomal school student — a consumptive man, of-
ten and brutally beaten. Eloquently, he admonished
me; * What makes you so bashful, like a shrinking
girl? Afraid to lose your honour? A girl - her hon-
our’ s all she’s got to lose. For you, it’s just a
yoke. An ox is honest; but an ox can fill its belly on
hay.’ ¥
Bashkin was small and redheaded, and went
about clean — shavenwx‘ll(e an actor. His soft, smooth
movements brought to rhind a kitten. Towards me, he
adopted an instructive, protective attitude; and I
could see that with all his heart he wished me luck

" and happiness. Highly intelligent, he had read many
good books, of which The Count of Monte Cristo
pleased him best of all.

*That book has heart in it, and purpose, too,’
he said.

He was a lover of women, and spoke of them
ecstatically, smacking his lips with relish, a sort of
spasm passing over his racked body. It had some-
thing unwholesome about it, this spasm, something
physically repulsive. But T listened eagerly to his
talk, sensing its beauty.

‘Women, women, he would intone, his sallow
cheeks flushing, his dark eyes glowing with enthusi-
asm.’ For a woman, I'd do anything. Like the dev-
il, woman knows no sin. Live in love—there’s noth-
ing better ever been invented!’

He had a fine gift for nan’ ation. Without ef-
fort, too, he would compose touching little ditties for
the prostitutes, on the sorrows of crossed or unrequit-
ed love, These were sung in all the Volga towns.

Among others, he was the author of that very
widespread song: When a girl is plain and poor, And
dressed all oul of fashion, Who on earth will marry
her? Not a living creature!

I had a well - wisher in Tmsov - shady charac-
ter. This was a fine — looking man, foppishly
dressed, with a musician’s delicate fingers. He kept
a little shop in the Admiralty district. The sign said,
‘Clock Repairing’; but Tmsov' s business was the
sale of stolen goods. ‘Don’t you let yourself drift in-
to thieves’ tricles, Maximich, ‘ he would say to me,
stroking his greying beard impressively and screwing
up his bold and crafty eyes. ‘That’ s not your road, I
can see. You're the soulful kind.’
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‘What do you — mean, the soulful kiM?’

‘Why, the ones that are never envious — only
curious 1o know.’ that was not a true description of
me. I was often envious, of many things. Thus, I
envied Bashldn his gift of talking — his peculiar,
verselike style, his unexpected figures and tums of
speech. T recall the beginning of one of his tales of
amorous adventure; * One cloudyeyed night I was
huddled, like an owl in a hollow tree, in a boarding
house in the beggarly town of Sviyazhsk. It was au-
tumm, October. A lazy little rain was coming down,
and the wind soughed just the way a Tatar sings when
someone s been mean to him — an endless 0~ 0~ 0.
- 00~00-00...

‘... And then she came, so light and rosy,
like a cloud at sunrise, and in her eye, a lying puri-
ty of soul. “Dear love,” she says, and her voice
rang true, "Thaven’ t sinned against you.” I knew she
was lying, and yet — I believed her. My mind knew
for certain, but my heart just couldn’t believe she
was false.’

He would talk with halfclosed eyes, his body
swaying rhythmically, his hand rising softly, in a
frequently repeated gesture, to touch his chest, over
his heart.

His voice was dull and colourless, yet his words
were vivid, with something of the nightingale throb-
bing through them.

[ envied Trusov, too. This man told fascinating
tales about Siberia, Khiva, Bukhara. He spoke a-
musingly, yet with tremendous bittemness, of the lives
of the clerical hierarchy. And one day he declared
mysteriously of Tsar Alexander IIl: “This 1sar’ — he’
s a past master in his business.’

Trusov, I thought, must be one of those *vil-
lains’ who at the end of a novel, fo the reader’s as-
tonishment, tumn into highsouled heroes.

Sometimes, of a stuffy night, these people
would cross o the meadow bank of the little Kazanka
River. There, among the bushes, they would drink,
and eat, and talk of their affairs - or, more often, of
the intricacies of life, Of the strange confusion of hu-
man relationships. Above all, they talked of women;
talked of them with malice or with melancholy ~ mov-
ingly, at times, and almost always as though peering
into a dark place where things sinister and unknown
might lurk. '
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T spent two or three nights with them ow there,
under a dark sky studded with lacklustre stars. We
lay in the stuffy warmth of a little hollow, thickly
overgrown with willow bushes. Through the dark-
ness, damp because the Volga was so near, boat
lights crawled, golden spiders, in every direction;
ahd along the black mass of the bluff bank shone
scattered lumps and veins of fire — the windows of
homes and tavems in the wealthy village of Uslon.
The paddles of steamboat wheels beat dully against
the water. Sailors shouted, on a passing train of
barges; and their hoarse cries were like the howling
of wolves, Somewhere a hammer tapped iron. A
plaintive song floated over the water — somebody’ s
soul, gently smouldering. The song cast ashy melan-
choly on the heart.

And it was more melancholy still to hear the
softly flowing talk of my companions. Musing on life,
each spoke of what lay closest to his heart, barely
listening to the others. Sitting or lying in the shadow
of the willow bushes, smoking, and drinking now
and then, without greed, of vodka or beer, they
would go drifting back along the vague paths of mem-
ory.

‘Well, there was this that happened to me,’
someone might say, out of the night that pressed him
to the earth.

And when he had told his tale, the others would
murmur their assent:

*Yes, such things happen too. AH sors of
things may happen.’

* Happened, ' happens, ‘used to happen,’
sounded in my ears, until it seemed to me that in
this night these people had entered their last hours of
life. Everything had already happened; nothing
would ever happen more!

This feeling tended to alienate my thoughs from
Bashkin and Trusov. Still, they attracted me; and,
by the logic of all I had experienced, it would have
been only natural for me to take their road. My out-
raged hope rising to higher things, of attaining an ed-
ucation ~ this, too, impelled me to follow them. In
hours of hunger, bittemess, despair, Helt myself ful-
ly capable of crime ~ and not only against the ‘ sacred
institute of property.’ The romantic spirit of youth,
however, kept me from leaving the path I was fated
to tread.

Besides Bret Harte, with his love of humnanity,
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and various Cheap novels, I had already read quite a
number of really serious books. These aroused aspi-
rations to othe things: things only vaguely envi-
sioned, but of greater weight than all I saw around
me.

At the same time, I was forming a new type of
acquaintanceships, receiving new impressions. Gym-
nasium students often gathered in the empty lot by the
Yevreinovs' home, to play at gorodki; and I was
strongly drawn to one of them, Guri Pletuyov.

This was a swarthy youth, with blueblack hair
like a Japanese and a face covered with tiny black
spots, as though gunpowder had been robbed into the
skin. Irrepressibly jolly, skilful at games and witty in
conversation, he had the makings of many and varied
talents. And, like most talented Russians, he lived
on what Nature had given himmaking no effort to con-
solidate or develop his gifis.

Loving nwsic, and endowed with a delicate ear
and a sensitive understanding, he played remarkably
well on the gusli, the balalaika, the accordion — yet
made no attempt to master finer and more difficult in-
struments. He was poor, and badly dressed; but his
torn, rumpled shirt, patched trousers and down - at
— heel boots fitted very well with his reckless spirit,
his expansive gestures, his swift movements and
sinewy frame.

He was like one just recovered from a long and
painful illness; or hke a prisoner, only yesterduy re-
leased. Everything life offered was new to him, and
pleasant. Everything aroused him to noisy merri-
mert . He skipped about the world hke a humming
top.

Leaming how difficult and precarious a life I
led, he proposed that I come to stay with him, and
study to be a village teacher. And so I found myself
in that strange, gay slum dwelling, the *Marusov-
ka,’ tamihar, probably, to many a generation of
Kazan students: a big, tumbledown building on Rib-
noryad skaya, captured - lo every appearance — from
its owners by a host of halfstarved students, prosti-
tutes, and, besides these, varied human wreckage -
beings that seemed to have out — hved themselves.
Pletnyov lived in the hall space under the attic stairs,

He had a cot under the slairs, and, by the win-
dow at the end of the hall, a table and a chair.
Nothing more. There were three rooms opening on
this hall, two occupied by prostilutes and the third by
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a consumplive mathematician, formerly a seminary
smdent - & tall, gaunt, almost fearful looking man,
overgrown with rough, reddish wool and dressed in
filthy rags that barely covered his nakedness.
Through the holes in these rags, one could glimpse
his horrible, bluish skin and skeleton ribs.

He seemed to feed on nothing but his own
nails, which were always gnawed to the quick. Day
and night, he worked over some sort of drafts and
calculations, coughing incessanfly - a dull, booming:
cough. The prostitutes were afraid of him, thinking
him insane; but, out of pity, they would leave
bread, tea, and sugar outside his door. He would
come out and pick up these packets, wheezing hke a
tired horse with the effort. If they forgot, or for some
reason were unable, to bring their offerings, he
would stand in his doorway, shouting huskily into the
hall: ‘ Food!”

His eyes, sunk in dark pits, glittered with the
pride of a madman, rejoicing in the knowledge of his
own majesty. At long intervals, he would be visited
by a tiny, hunchbacked monster with a Iwisted leg -
a greyhaired creature, with powerful spectacles,
perched on & swollen pose, and with the sallow face
of a castrate, set in a crafly smile They would shut
the door tight and sit for hours in silence. A strange
hush would seem to emanate from the room. Once,
however, lale at night, I was wakened by the mathe-
matician’ s hoarse voice, roaring furiously: ‘And I
say, a prison! Geometry's a cage, that’s what it is!
Yes, a mousetrap! A prison!’

The hunchbacked monster tittered shrilly, re-
pealing over and over some queer word 1 did not
know. Then, suddenly, the mathematician yelled:
“To hell with you! Get out?’

While the visitor retreated down the hall, with
an angry hissing and squealing, hurriedly wrapping
himsell in his broad cloak, the mathematician
stopped in the doorway, a lank, fearful figyre,
clutching at his tangled hair, and wheezed:* Euclid’
s a fool! A fuol! I"ll prove God has more brains than
that fool Greek!’

Then he went in, banging the door so savagely
that something in his room fell clattering 1o the floor.
This man, as I soon discovered, was attempting
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to prove the existence of God by means of higher
mathematics. He died, however, without attaining
his end.

Pletnyov worked in a printing office, as night
proofreader for a newspaper. He eamed eleven
kopeks a night. If! did not manage to eam anything,
we would live the day through on four pounds of
bread, two kopeks® worth of tea, and three kopeks’
worth of sugar. And I had very little time for eaming
money, because I had to study.

Learning cost me tremendous labour. Particu-
larly oppressive was the science of grammar, with its
hideously narrow, ossified forms, into which T found
myself utterly incapable of squeezing the Russian
tongue ~ se alive and so difficult, so capriciously
versatile. Soon, however, to my relief, we discov-
ered that I had begun my studies ‘too early” - that,
even should [ pass the examinations for village teach-
ers, I could not receive an appointment, because I
was too young.

Pletnyov and 1 slept on the same cot - he in the
daytime, T at night. When he got home, early in the
morning, wom out by his night’ s work, his face
swarthier than ever, his eyes inflamed, I would hun’
y off to the tavern for hot water — we had no samovar,
ot course — and then, at the table by the window, we
would breakfast on bread and tea. Guri would reel off
the news in the moming’ s paper, and recite the lat-
est comic verses by a dnmken columnist who signed
himself ‘ Red Domino. ’

Guri always amazed me by his light attitude to-
wards life. He treated life, it seemed to me, much
as he did the fat ~ faced woman Galkina, procuress
and trader in secondhand ladies’ finery.

It was from this woman that he hired his little
hole under the stairs. Having no money to pay for
these ‘ chambers,’ he paid instea in jokes, accor-
dion music, and sentiment songs ~ dehvered in a
light tenor, with a glint of scom in his eyes. The
woman Galkina had been in the chorus at the opera
in her youth, and knew how to value a tune. Not in-
frequently, she would be moved to tears. The, tiny
drops would roll profusely from her brazen eyes and
down her puffy, purphle cheeks — mark of the dn-
nkard and the glutton. She would brush the tlears
from her cheeks with puffy fingers, then wipe her
fingers carefully on a filthy handkerchief,

‘Ah, Guri, Guri,’' she would exclaim, with a

12

EFKFE, BR BT BB R FEHR
BT

HIRRRKE KRB BT REN
BOHLAEX B A LA, —BOAT AR+ — R
ITH. BERRAREEBIHR BARN
—ERR ARz LB A X A R=
XbosE, REAREONEXET,BRR
BEE,

RIEEEN BTS2 IRER
B8R ¥ HIEEANEH SR EN, RREL
BB B Y ERE KAy EK BRI T X R E
ANRIEASEERERIERE L, AT A
ARBNMER, REET A SR T. A
RREBL L BBUSHBITKEER, BN
REFR, WA SRR BUPRAIK

ENBERARMRABE —KPLARL,
WIEWIBE , MAOTE G KBE, T L —BBK
IHe, ~RAEMEFE AR, REEREM
BIRT RIS R RIREE LA, fRRR—
B, BT EMEB/MRIE BRI K, BAR
MNBEAEFK ZRBERY, S, RINEE
HPFHLT TR UEAQER, TEAR
PHRELNEFITE, REL N AEEK
W HR R RO /D S SUE R T

T EIRFXTA A Betth A48 25 BE (R
FtEE BB R AETE RS, SR b3
AR KR AN IR AR AR B2 AR B R 2R
BRI ER o

RMX N ERFEHTIRERBE T
EAKN,BREMRERMHFR", RIFRIEE
ABNFIE LB F R, 18 08 3 W 89 BK
ST £ ; Xt 58 A B AOR, 1 AR X
BRI CENBE RIS EIRR & WE
BBE BT X BRI A VBT R, TR T R TE
T8 MR RSB RE ARSI B
BRI B 9 o VF 2 RN TR B, B B X B R
MiRRMFKTMA R ORSLE, wRAMRTEFY
FHEALEHEWRE REHFE—REPH
FHEBOLERETIE.

W HFHR(AFTREHNENE



