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Introduction

The Gambler is that rarity in Russian, or, indeed, any litera-
ture, a work at least as celebrated for the circumstances of its 
composition as for its actual content. Little wonder though, 
for the details of how Dostoevsky produced his tale of tortured 
love and obsessive gambling make a great story in themselves, 
and the interplay they reveal between real life and fiction was 
understandably seized upon by Hungarian film director Károly 
Makk for the structure of his 1997 screen adaptation.

Dostoevsky’s original idea for the work appears to date from 
the autumn of 1863, when he wrote in a letter from Rome to 
Nikolai Strakhov, editor of the journal Dawn, of his plan to 
deal with the subject of a certain type of Russian abroad. 
This was a topic then in vogue in the press after an influx of 
Russians into Western Europe in the wake of Alexander II’s 
emancipation of the serfs. Dostoevsky described his planned 
central character as ingenuous, but highly developed, and yet 
at the same time unfinished; as devoid of faith, and yet fearful 
of having none; as rebellious towards the powers that be, and 
yet nervous of them. And the psychological contradictions 
familiar to Dostoevsky’s readers are not at all undermined by 
the fact that the protagonist was to be utterly committed to 
roulette, for the writer nonetheless envisaged his protagonist 
not as any ordinary gambler, but rather as a poet of sorts, 
ennobled – in his own eyes, at least, and despite his own recog-
nition of the baseness of his obsession – by his wholehearted 
commitment to risk.

It was only three years later, however, that these plans were 
brought to fruition, and in the meantime the author’s life had 
changed fundamentally for the worse. His brother Mikhail 
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had died in 1864, soon after they had together launched a 
journal, The Epoch. Suffering emotionally over the loss of his 
much-loved sibling, Dostoevsky resolved not to abandon the 
new journalistic venture, but rather to take upon himself the 
considerable debts that Mikhail had incurred in connection 
with its launch (this in addition to looking after the family 
of the deceased). Soon he was being plagued by creditors and 
found himself obliged to sell publication rights to his works 
to one Fyodor Stellovsky, an unscrupulous exploiter of needy 
talent. Not only was the price paid a modest one, Dostoevsky 
had also to agree to a condition whereby he was to produce 
for Stellovsky a new work of fiction of specified length by 1st 
November 1866; should he fail to do so, Stellovsky would, for 
the next nine years, be free to publish any of his works without 
payment of any kind to their author.

And yet, engrossed in his work on Crime and Punishment, 
Dostoevsky turned his attention to fulfilling this contractual 
obligation only at the beginning of October 1866, giving him-
self just four weeks to complete the task. This was a massive 
gamble indeed: while turning down an offer from friends to 
produce a collaborative piece which he would subsequently 
edit, he did resolve to reduce the risk of failure by engaging 
a stenographer to assist him in the preparation of the req-
uisite manuscript. It was in this manner that he met Anna 
Grigoryevna Snitkina, a youthful student of stenography, who 
would, just four months later, become his second wife.

After her first appearance on 4th October, Anna Grigoryevna 
would spend every afternoon from twelve until four o’clock 
taking dictation in Dostoevsky’s study; she would then write 
up the shorthand notes at home on the other side of St 
Petersburg in time for the next day’s session. Astonishingly, 
by 29th October the work was completed, and Dostoevsky 
was able to read through the entire text and make his final 
corrections. But even at this juncture there was the distinct 
possibility that he might inadvertently fail to comply with the 
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terms of his contract, as Stellovsky, cunning as ever, had left 
the city and could not be reached. Dostoevsky had, however, 
foreseen something of the kind and had taken advice: a matter 
of mere hours before his deadline, he delivered the manuscript 
to Stellovsky’s local police station and obtained a legally valid 
receipt. The story was duly published in the third and final 
volume of Stellovsky’s collected edition of Dostoevsky’s fiction, 
not under the title originally given it – Roulettenburg – but 
with what the publisher considered the “more Russian” name 
it has been known by ever since. Dostoevsky’s gamble had 
paid off and, unexpectedly, he had won himself a wife – and 
a secretary – into the bargain.

It is ironic, then, that a significant part of this work, so cen-
tral to Dostoevsky’s unconventional wooing of his future wife, 
consists of a fictionalized version of his own pursuit of another 
young woman. The relations between Alexei and Polina in the 
story clearly owe something to those between Dostoevsky and 
Apollinaria Suslova, a young feminist writer with whom, by 
early 1863, he had become intimate, but who within months 
had jilted him in Paris for a Spanish medical student. She 
did not let this prevent her, however, from travelling through 
Europe with the writer that summer, encouraging his passion 
while always keeping him at arm’s length. “She demands of 
people everything, every perfection,” wrote Dostoevsky to 
Apollinaria’s sister in 1865, “and cannot forgive one single 
imperfection out of respect for other good characteristics.” This 
and other comments in a similar vein reflect feelings which the 
writer translated into Alexei’s attitude to Polina, where profes-
sions of passionate devotion are intermingled with doubts and 
regrets, echoed in turn in her perceived attitude to him. Alexei, 
an unreliable first-person narrator, certainly misrepresents and 
possibly misunderstands Polina, and the fruit of the couple’s 
mutual mistrust is a sadomasochistic relationship in which 
neither party can be happy, but without which, the reader 
suspects, they will never find much happiness either.
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During their travels in Europe, Suslova was a witness to 
Dostoevsky’s own passion for roulette, a passion which con-
tributed crucially to his creation of the utterly convincing 
picture of an obsessive gambler in Alexei, and, indeed, in a 
gallery of other gamblers, more or less peripheral, throughout 
the pages of the novel. The writer visited the gaming tables 
on a regular basis and remained, in spite of his regular losses, 
convinced that, unlike the majority of foolish punters, he was 
quite capable of coming out on top. “Please don’t think”, 
he wrote to a correspondent after a rare winning streak at 
Wiesbaden in 1863, “that I’m showing off out of joy that I 
haven’t lost, by saying I know the secret of how not to lose, 
but win. I really do know the secret; it’s dreadfully silly and 
simple and consists in continually restraining oneself, irrespec-
tive of all the phases of the game, and not getting excited. And 
that’s all…” A telling detail of the work, however, is that only 
one minor character has the willpower to put this theory into 
practice. But Dostoevsky’s deluded optimism is that of Alexei 
too, and it is hope, nurtured in defiance of the hopelessness 
so clearly in evidence all around, that keeps him and most 
of his fellow gamblers playing and dreaming, incapable of 
breaking free of the destructive obsession that holds them in 
thrall. Dostoevsky’s characters here are as vivid and powerful 
as ever and underline in particular the writer’s tremendous 
talent for creating grotesquely comic figures and situations. 
His depiction of the older generations of “Russians abroad” 
is especially well realized in this respect, and his control of 
the rapid flow of effective scenes combines with his gift for 
characterization to make the work obviously ripe material for 
adaptation for stage and screen – most memorably, perhaps, 
in Sergei Prokofiev’s opera.

It is not only his fellow Russians abroad that attract 
Dostoevsky’s sometimes withering glance here, though: in 
no other work did he turn his attention to such a wide range of 
foreign protagonists – German, French, Polish, and English too. 
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And not one of these non-Russian creations escapes without 
some degree of scornful criticism from the pen of the young 
Russian narrator, with a good deal of national stereotyping to 
the fore – a feature the modern reader may well deem inappro-
priate. The Germans are stiff and sanctimonious, the French are 
calculatingly conniving, the Englishman is worthy but deadly 
dull. Any apparent prejudice can be explained at least in part, 
however, by reference to the notion expressed by Alexei that 
the representatives of Western European nationalities have, in 
the course of their historical development, long since found a 
“form” that embodies their particular national characteristics. 
By contrast, the more varied Russian types illustrate the absence 
of a “form” for the less developed nation’s representatives to 
adopt – all of them rather possess a kind of individual “poetry”, 
whether it be expressed in love or in gambling, that sets them 
apart from the prosaic Western Europeans that surround them.

Dostoevsky was, of course, also influenced in his images of 
foreigners by his literary predecessors and inspirations, ranging 
from Abbé Prévost, whose positive hero from Manon Lescaut 
provides the ironic name for the philandering Frenchman in 
Roulettenburg, to W.M. Thackeray, whose sketch of gamblers 
in Germany, ‘The Kickleburys on the Rhine’, had appeared in 
Russian soon after its publication in 1851. And, as so often 
throughout his career, Dostoevsky was also working with the 
legacy of his own Russian national poet, Alexander Pushkin. 
Not only were the latter’s Little Tragedies an inspiration for 
the gambler who is not simply a gambler – “Pushkin’s miserly 
knight is not simply a miser”, Dostoevsky had written to 
Strakhov in 1863 – but so too was Hermann, the most famous 
gambler in Russian literature, from Pushkin’s ‘The Queen 
of Spades’. Here Dostoevsky takes Pushkin’s would-be cold 
and calculating card-player of Russified German descent and 
strips him of his foreign attributes, leaving his own Alexei 
with just the wildly unpredictable (or, as Mr Astley might say, 
predictably wild) Russian nature that Hermann was unable 
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to control. Such is the nature that could win a long-coveted 
fortune, only to allow a charlatan to misappropriate it, the 
nature that could mortgage its entire estate to finance a futile 
love – or, one might add, that could even take a risky gamble 
on the literary output of a lifetime.

– Hugh Aplin
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I have finally returned from my two-week absence. Our party 
has already been in Roulettenburg for three days. I thought they 
were waiting for me like God knows what, but was, however, 
mistaken. The General had an extremely independent look 
about him; he had a condescending chat with me and sent me 
off to his sister. It was clear they have borrowed some money 
somewhere. I even thought the General was a little ashamed 
to look at me. Maria Filippovna was extremely busy and had 
just a brief chat with me; she accepted the money, however, 
counted it and listened to the whole of my report. Mezentsov, 
the little Frenchman and some Englishman too were expected 
for lunch: there’s some money and so, as is customary, there’s 
immediately a banquet, Moscow style. Polina Alexandrovna 
asked upon seeing me why I had been so long, and then went 
off somewhere without waiting for a reply. It goes without 
saying, she did that on purpose. We do, however, need to talk 
things over. A lot has piled up.

I have been allotted a small room on the third floor of the 
hotel. There is an awareness here that I belong “to the General’s 
suite”. All the signs are that they have managed to get them-
selves known. Everybody here thinks the General an extremely 
wealthy Russian grandee. Even before lunch he managed, 
among other commissions, to give me two thousand-franc 
notes to change. I changed them in the hotel office. Now we 
shall be looked upon as millionaires, for a whole week at least. 
I wanted to take Misha and Nadya and go for a walk with 
them, but I was called in to the General from the staircase; he 
had thought it a good thing to enquire where I was going to 
take them. That man simply cannot look me straight in the 
eye; he would actually like to very much, but I answer him 
each time with such a fixed, that is, disrespectful, gaze, that 
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he seems to become embarrassed. In a most pompous speech, 
setting one phrase upon another and finally becoming totally 
muddled, he gave me to understand that I should walk with 
the children somewhere well away from the casino, in the park. 
Finally he got quite angry and added sternly:

“Otherwise you’ll very likely take them to the roulette at the 
casino. You’ll excuse me,” he added, “but I know you’re still 
rather frivolous and are very likely capable of gambling. In any 
event, although I am not your mentor, and don’t wish to take 
such a role upon myself either, still I do at least have the right 
to wish that you should not, so to speak, compromise me…”

“But I don’t even have any money, do I?” I replied calmly. 
“You’ve got to have it to gamble it away.”

“You’ll get it straight away,” the General replied, flushing a 
little; he rummaged in his bureau and consulted his book, and 
it transpired that he owed me a sum of about a hundred and 
twenty roubles.

“How can we settle up?” he began. “It needs to be converted 
into thalers. Well look, take a hundred thalers as a round figure 
– the remainder, of course, won’t go missing.”

I took the money in silence.
“Please, don’t you take offence at my words, you’re so touchy… 

If I’ve made a comment to you then I have, so to speak, fore-
warned you, and I do, of course, have a certain right to do that…”

Returning home with the children before lunch, I encountered 
an entire cavalcade. Our party had been to view some ruins. Two 
excellent carriages, magnificent horses! Mademoiselle Blanche 
in one carriage with Maria Filippovna and Polina; the little 
Frenchman, the Englishman and our General on horseback. 
Passers-by stopped and looked; an effect was achieved; only 
no good will come of it for the General. I have calculated that 
with the four thousand francs that I have brought, and having 
added to that what they have evidently managed to borrow, 
they now have seven or eight thousand francs; that is too little 
for Mademoiselle Blanche.
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Mademoiselle Blanche is staying in our hotel as well, together 
with her mother; somewhere here too is our little Frenchman. 
The footmen call him “Monsieur le comte”, Mademoiselle 
Blanche’s mother is called “Madame la comtesse”;* well, 
perhaps they really are comte et comtesse.

I just knew that Monsieur le comte would not recognize 
me when we joined one another at lunch. The General, of 
course, would not even think of introducing us, or at least of 
recommending me to him; and Monsieur le comte has been 
in Russia himself and knows what small fry the thing they call 
an outchitel* is. He knows me very well, though. But, to be 
honest, I did appear for lunch uninvited; it seems the General 
forgot to give instructions, otherwise he would probably have 
sent me to have lunch at the table d’hôte. I appeared on my 
own initiative, so the General looked at me with displeasure. 
Kind Maria Filippovna immediately indicated a place to me, 
but I was aided by my previous meeting with Mr Astley and 
unwittingly found that I belonged in their society.

I had first met this strange Englishman in Prussia, in a rail-
way carriage, where we sat opposite one another when I was 
trying to catch up with our party; then I had bumped into 
him entering France, and finally in Switzerland – twice in the 
course of those two weeks – and now here I was suddenly 
meeting him in Roulettenburg. Never in my life had I met 
a man more shy; he is shy to the point of stupidity and, of 
course, knows of this himself, because he is not at all stupid. 
Anyway, he is very nice and quiet. I had got him talking at 
our first meeting in Prussia. He had declared to me that he 
had visited Cap Nord this summer, and that he had very much 
wanted to visit the Nizhny Novgorod fair. I do not know how 
he became acquainted with the General; it seems to me that 
he is boundlessly in love with Polina. When she came in, he 
flushed red as a beetroot. He was very glad that I sat down 
next to him at the table, and already seems to consider me 
his bosom friend.
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At the table the little Frenchman was extraordinarily affected; 
he is offhand and pompous with everyone. Yet in Moscow, I 
remember, he was full of hot air. He spoke an awful lot about 
finance and about Russian politics. The General was sometimes 
bold enough to contradict him, but modestly, just enough so 
as not to lose his self-importance completely.

I was in a strange state of mind; needless to say, even less than 
halfway through lunch I had managed to ask myself my usual and 
constant question: why am I fooling about with this General and 
why did I not leave them long ago? Occasionally I would glance 
at Polina Alexandrovna; she did not notice me at all. It ended 
with my becoming livid and making up my mind to be rude.

It began when suddenly, without warning, loudly and with-
out permission, I meddled in somebody else’s conversation. 
The main thing for me was that I wanted to have a row with 
the little Frenchman. I turned to the General and suddenly, 
perfectly loudly and distinctly and, I think, interrupting him, 
remarked that this summer it was almost completely impos-
sible for Russians to eat at tables d’hôtes in hotels. The General 
directed a surprised gaze at me.

“If you’re a self-respecting man,” I carried on, “you’re sure 
to lay yourself open to abuse and to have to endure extreme 
insults. At the tables d’hôtes in Paris and on the Rhine, even 
in Switzerland, there are so many wretched Poles and little 
Frenchmen who sympathize with them, that there’s no chance 
of getting a word in if you happen to be a Russian.”

I said this in French. The General looked at me in bewilder-
ment, not knowing whether he should get angry or just be 
surprised I had forgotten myself so.

“Somebody somewhere has given you a good lesson, then,” 
said the little Frenchman offhandedly and scornfully.

“In Paris I had a row first with a Pole,” I replied, “then with 
a French officer who was supporting the Pole. Then after that 
a number of the Frenchmen came over to my side when I told 
them how I’d wanted to spit in the Monsignor’s coffee.”
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“Spit?” asked the General in pompous bewilderment, and 
even looking round. The little Frenchman examined me 
mistrustfully.

“Exactly so, sir,” I replied. “Since for two whole days I was 
convinced I might possibly have to set off for Rome for a little 
while on our business, I went to the Chancellery of the Most 
Holy Father’s embassy in Paris to visa my passport. There 
I was met by a little abbé of about fifty, dry and with frost 
in his face, and, after hearing me out politely but extremely 
coolly, he asked me to wait. Even though I was in a hurry, I 
did, of course, sit down to wait, took out Opinion Nationale* 
and began reading the most dreadful abuse directed against 
Russia. Meanwhile I heard someone go through the next 
room to the Monsignor; I saw my abbé bowing to him. I 
addressed him with my earlier request; even more coolly he 
asked me again to wait. A little later some other stranger 
came in, and on business – some Austrian – he was listened 
to and immediately taken upstairs. At that point I got very 
annoyed; I rose, went up to the abbé and told him firmly that 
since the Monsignor was receiving people, he could finish 
with me too. Suddenly the abbé staggered back away from 
me in singular surprise. He simply couldn’t understand how 
it was that a worthless Russian dared consider himself the 
equal of the Monsignor’s guests. In the most insolent tone, 
as if rejoicing that he could insult me, he measured me from 
head to toe and exclaimed: ‘So then, do you really think that 
the Monsignor will abandon his coffee for you?’ At that point 
I too shouted, but even more forcefully than he: ‘So then, 
know this: I spit on your Monsignor’s coffee! If you don’t 
finish with my passport this very minute, I shall go and see 
the man himself.’

“‘What? At the same time as he has a cardinal with him!’ the 
little abbé cried, moving away from me in horror, rushing to 
the doors and spreading his arms out like a cross, indicating 
that he would sooner die than let me through.
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“Then I answered him that I was a heretic and a barbarian, 
‘que je suis hérétique et barbare’, and that all these archbishops, 
cardinals, monsignors and so on were all the same to me. In 
short, I indicated I wouldn’t give in. The abbé looked at me 
with infinite malice, then tore my passport away and carried 
it off upstairs. A minute later it already had a visa. Here, sir, 
would you care to take a look?” I took out my passport and 
showed the Roman visa.

“Well really, you…” the General tried to begin…
“You were saved by your declaring yourself a barbarian and 

a heretic,” remarked the little Frenchman with a grin. “Cela 
n’était pas si bête.”*

“Is that really the way to look at our Russians? They sit here, 
they don’t dare make a sound, and are very likely prepared to 
deny the fact that they are Russians. At least in my hotel in Paris 
they began dealing with me much more attentively when I told 
everyone about my fight with the abbé. A fat Polish gentleman, 
the most hostile towards me at the table d’hôte, faded into the 
background. The Frenchmen even put up with it when I told 
how a couple of years ago I saw a man a French chasseur had 
shot at in 1812, solely in order to unload his gun. That man 
was then still a ten-year-old child, and his family hadn’t been 
quick enough to leave Moscow.”

“That’s not possible,” the little Frenchman boiled over, “a 
French soldier wouldn’t think of firing at a child!”

“And yet it happened,” I replied. “I was told of it by a vener-
able retired captain, and I myself saw the scar from the bullet 
on his cheek.”

The Frenchman started saying a lot and quickly. The General 
was about to start supporting him, but I recommended he at 
least read, for example, extracts from the Notes of General 
Perovsky,* who was held captive by the French in 1812. Finally 
Maria Filippovna started talking about something to inter-
rupt the conversation. The General was very displeased with 
me, because the Frenchman and I had already almost begun 
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shouting. But Mr Astley seemed to like my argument with the 
Frenchman very much; getting up from the table, he asked me 
to drink a glass of wine with him. In the evening I managed 
to talk with Polina Alexandrovna for about a quarter of an 
hour, just as was required. Our conversation took place on a 
walk. Everyone had gone to the park, in the direction of the 
casino. Polina sat down on a bench opposite the fountain and 
let Nadyenka go and play with some children nearby. I let Misha 
go over to the fountain too, and we finally remained alone.

First, of course, we began with business. Polina simply got 
angry when I handed her only seven hundred guilders. She had 
been certain that with her diamonds as security I would bring 
her from Paris at least two thousand guilders or even more.

“I need money, at all costs,” she said, “and it must be got; 
otherwise I’m simply done for.”

I started asking questions about what had happened in my 
absence.

“Nothing more than two pieces of news being received from 
St Petersburg: first of all, that Grandmama was very unwell, and 
two days later that she was apparently already dead. This news 
came from Timofei Petrovich,” Polina added, “and he’s a metic-
ulous man. We’re waiting for a last, conclusive announcement.”

“And so everyone here is in expectation?” I asked.
“Of course: everyone and everything; for a whole six months 

they’ve done nothing but hope for this one thing.”
“And are you hoping?” I asked.
“I’m not related to her at all, of course; I’m only the General’s 

stepdaughter. But I know for sure that she’ll remember me in 
her will.”

“I think you’ll get a very great deal,” I said affirmatively.
“Yes, she did like me; but why do you think so?”
“Tell me,” I answered with a question, “our Marquis seems 

to be privy to all the family secrets too, doesn’t he?”
“And why are you concerned about that yourself?” asked 

Polina, giving me a stern and dry look.
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“There’s every reason; if I’m not mistaken, the General has 
already managed to borrow some money from him.”

“Your guess is a very accurate one.”
“Well, and so would he have given any money if he hadn’t 

known about Granny? Did you notice at the dining table: about 
three times, when saying something about Grandmama, he 
called her Granny: ‘la baboulinka’. What intimate and what 
friendly relations!”

“Yes, you’re right. As soon as he learns I’ve inherited some-
thing too, he’ll go and ask to marry me straight away. That’s 
what you wanted to find out, was it?”

“Ask to marry you only now? I thought he’d been asking to 
marry you for a long time.”

“You know perfectly well it’s not so!” said Polina crossly. 
“Where did you meet that Englishman?” she added after a 
moment’s silence.

“I just knew you’d ask about him now.” I told her about my 
earlier meetings with Mr Astley while travelling. “He’s shy 
and quick to fall in love, and is, of course, in love with you?”

“Yes, he’s in love with me,” replied Polina.
“And, of course, he’s ten times richer than the Frenchman. 

What, does the Frenchman actually have anything? Isn’t that 
cast into doubt?”

“No, it isn’t. He has some sort of château. The General was 
telling me about it conclusively just yesterday. Well then, isn’t 
that enough from you?”

“If I were you, I’d be sure to marry the Englishman.”
“Why?” asked Polina.
“The Frenchman’s more handsome, but he’s more devious; 

while the Englishman, on top of the fact that he’s honest, is 
ten times richer too,” I snapped.

“Yes; but then again the Frenchman’s a marquis and cleverer,” 
she replied in the calmest possible manner.

“But is that true?” I continued as before.
“Absolutely so.”
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Polina found my questions dreadfully unpleasant, and I 
could see she wanted to infuriate me with her tone and the 
grotesqueness of her reply; I told her of this straight away.

“Well, the way you rage does indeed entertain me. Just for 
the fact that I allow you to question and conjecture like this 
you ought to pay.”

“I actually think I have the right to ask you all sorts of 
questions,” I replied calmly, “precisely because I’m prepared 
to pay for them any way you like, and I don’t now attach any 
value to my life.”

Polina roared with laughter.
“The last time, on Schlangenberg, you told me you were 

prepared at one word from me to throw yourself off head 
first, and it was as much as a thousand feet there, I think. 
I’ll utter that word someday, solely in order to see how 
you’ll pay, and you can be quite sure that I’ll stand firm. 
You’re hateful to me for the very reason that I’ve allowed 
you so much, and even more hateful for the reason that 
I need you so. But while I do need you – I must look 
after you.”

She began getting up. She spoke with irritation. Recently 
she had always ended a conversation with me with malice and 
irritation, genuine malice.

“Allow me to ask you, what is this Mademoiselle Blanche?” 
I asked, not wishing to let her go without an explanation.

“You know for yourself what this Mademoiselle Blanche is. 
Nothing more has been added since back then. Mademoiselle 
Blanche will probably be the General’s wife – if, of course, 
the rumour of Grandmama’s death is confirmed, because 
Mademoiselle Blanche, and her mother, and her second cousin, 
the Marquis, all know very well that we’re ruined.”

“And is the General utterly in love?”
“That’s not the point now. Listen and remember: take these 

seven hundred florins and go and play, win me as much as you 
can at roulette; I need money now at all costs.”




