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Introduction

The early part of Anton Chekhov’s literary career was a period of 
frenzied writing. Working for periodicals to demanding deadlines, 
and generally within strictly defined limits on both the length 
and content of his stories, he was a literary journeyman receiv-
ing scant remuneration for what he considered the most arduous 
labour. There are some undeniably outstanding stories among the 
huge number he produced in those early years, yet there is equally 
undeniably a good deal of readily forgettable material too. The 
importance of this collection, In the Twilight, the third selection 
of stories compiled for publication in book form by the author 
himself, is that it can be seen as marking the watershed between 
that initial period and the subsequent one, the one which was to 
establish Anton Chekhov among the greatest exponents of the 
short story in any language and in any age.

This process was perhaps begun in mid-1885, when Chekhov 
started regularly contributing stories not only to his usual 
humorous publications, but also to a well-respected newspaper, 
The Petersburg Gazette. The very titles of some of the stories that 
followed this new departure – ‘Grief’ (November 1885), ‘Misery’ 
(January 1886) – are indicative of the changing nature of his work. 
But arguably even more significant in the process was the invita-
tion received early in 1886 to write for Alexei Suvorin’s newspaper 
New Age. The positive critical attention that Chekhov’s work for 
The Petersburg Gazette had been attracting was doubtless influ-
ential in ensuring that the young writer was offered terms that 
substantially improved his working conditions. To illustrate the 
attraction of the new association, it need only be mentioned that, 
while a month’s work for the comic press earned Chekhov 45–65 
roubles, for ‘The Witch’ alone, his second story for Suvorin, he 
was paid a handsome 75 roubles. It comes as no surprise, then, 
that, while in 1886, as the changes in his career were taking place, 
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Chekhov wrote 113 stories, just a year later his annual output had 
dropped to 65. The improvement in remuneration with Suvorin 
meant that more time could be devoted to each work, and thus that 
the quality of the writing was likely to improve. This assumption 
would certainly appear to be borne out by the fact that, when 
selecting works for inclusion in a collected edition at the end of 
the century, Chekhov omitted 77 ( a staggering 68 per cent) of 
the stories dating from 1886, as opposed to just 14 (21 per cent) 
of the works of the following year.

It is also worthy of note that it was when starting to write for 
Suvorin that Chekhov first used his true name to indicate his 
authorship. Prior to this, the pseudonym Antosha Chekhonte had 
masked the identity of the budding young doctor, who had intended 
to reserve the signature Anton Pavlovich Chekhov for works of a 
serious academic nature. But in February 1886, after his newspaper’s 
staff had failed to obtain the author’s permission, Suvorin himself 
prevailed upon his new contributor to allow ‘The Requiem’ to 
appear as the work of “An. Chekhov”. The author had previously 
suggested that medicine was the field to which he had dedicated 
himself for life, while literature was merely a passing game, worthy 
only of a nom de plume. So the publication of ‘The Requiem’ 
can be regarded as a symbolic moment, when Chekhov’s lasting 
significance in the world became primarily literary.

And it is Suvorin we also have to thank for the appearance 
in book form of the first stories written for New Age. On 13th 
March 1887, Chekhov wrote in a letter of having been lent 300 
roubles by the publisher and asked to select material specifically 
from New Age for a volume scheduled to appear by the summer. 
A few days later he was writing again of the “very advantageous 
terms” he had been offered, and by 19th March he had already 
made all the decisions needed for the preparation of the volume 
to go ahead. As he was himself going south to his home town of 
Taganrog at the end of the month, he gave detailed instructions 
to his brother Alexander, who was to act for him in St Petersburg 
in ensuring that his wishes for the volume were met.

The one decision not yet taken at this point was what the title 
of the forthcoming book should be. Chekhov initially suggested 
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either Stories or My Stories, telling Suvorin that “everything else 
that has occurred to me is either pretentious, or old, or silly”. It 
was only at the beginning of June that the title In the Twilight 
was announced (Chekhov evidently being unaware that this too 
was “old”, as a second-rank poet, Dmitry Minayev, had published 
a book of verse with the very same title almost twenty years 
earlier). The author explained his choice very clearly in a letter 
to his brother: “In the Twilight – there’s an allegory here: life is 
twilight, and the reader who has bought the book should read it 
in the twilight, while resting after the day’s labours.” Alexander 
tried hard to persuade Anton that this title would not find favour 
with the book-buying public. “The reader,” he wrote, “goes for 
a title that is either tendentious, or enticing, or else, more often 
than not, obscurely promising. But twilight melancholy isn’t in 
fashion now.” The author, however, was not to be moved. The 
word “twilight” occurs just six times in the sixteen stories, and 
is completely absent from twelve of them, yet Chekhov evidently 
believed that the overall tone of the stories was well represented 
by the unifying association with the crepuscular. Ten of them, for 
example, are set at least in part in the evening or night-time, three 
more at least in part in gloomy buildings, another in a mist; just 
two rely purely upon their subject matter to reflect the sombre-
ness that is characteristic of the collection as a whole. Perhaps 
Chekhov was also seeking to draw a strong contrast between this 
and his previous collection, which had come out under the title 
Motley Stories: twilight may suggest a combination of light and 
shade – and there are certainly lighter moments in a number of the 
stories here – yet twilight is clearly distinct from the heterogeneity 
promised by the adjective “motley”.

The choice of stories, and, indeed, the order in which they were 
to be printed, was, however, made at once, in March. And although 
the volume was meant to reflect Chekhov’s work for New Age, he 
actually included three stories – ‘A Restless Guest’, ‘An Event’ and 
‘A Bad Business’ – that had appeared in The Petersburg Gazette, 
demonstrating his intention to give the collection unity in the 
significant respect of its content, rather than merely by its source. 
He even took the precaution of suggesting which stories might be 
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excluded from the book, should his selection prove too lengthy: 
‘An Event’ and ‘In Court’ were first in the firing line, and then ‘A 
Trivial Occurrence’, but this only “as a last resort”.

Critical responses to the collection, like the responses to the 
individual stories after their initial publication in the periodi-
cal press, were by no means universally positive. Professional 
reviewers and private readers alike expressed reservations about 
points of detail or, indeed, entire stories, but many also found a 
great deal to praise. Chekhov was, of course, still learning his 
craft at this stage, and his readiness to acknowledge the presence 
of imperfections in his work is illustrated by his exclusion from 
the text of ‘The Witch’ used in this translation of some so-called 
“naturalistic” detail that offended some readers of its first redac-
tion in New Age. But the path to greatness that Chekhov was 
beginning to tread can be glimpsed in a comment made by Dmitry 
Grigorovich, to whom In the Twilight was dedicated. A famous 
chronicler of Russian rural life as early as the 1840s, and by the 
1880s one of the grand old men of Russian literature, Grigorovich 
wrote to Chekhov that such mastery as his in the communication 
of his observations was otherwise encountered only in Turgenev 
and Tolstoy. This experienced and talented reader and writer 
could evidently foresee the potential stature of the young man 
he had been encouraging. And the reading public was sufficiently 
impressed with In the Twilight for Suvorin to be able to publish 
no fewer than twelve further editions of the collection between 
1888 and 1899.  

Less prescient, perhaps, than Grigorovich, but encouraging, 
nonetheless, were the judges of the fourth Pushkin Prize, awarded 
by the Academy of Sciences in 1888. After due deliberation and 
voting, they awarded a “full prize” of one thousand roubles to 
Leonid Maikov, soon to be elected an academician and shortly 
thereafter Vice-President of the Academy, for his new edition of 
the poetry of Konstantin Batyushkov, one of the most important 
mentors of Pushkin himself. To Chekhov, meanwhile, for the 
previous year’s In the Twilight, they awarded a “half-prize” of five 
hundred roubles. Why not a full prize? One academician’s review 
of the collection noted the author’s “undoubted talent for drawing 
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pictures of nature and scenes of everyday life”, but regretted that 
“the author’s gift was used for such insignificant little things, 
which bear, to a greater or lesser degree, traces of happenstance, 
in which one senses that he is relating things that have chanced to 
catch his eye”. Thus the judges considered the stories incapable 
of “fully satisfying the demands of the highest artistic criticism”, 
while deeming them nonetheless “an outstanding phenomenon 
in our contemporary belles-lettres, giving cause for hope that the 
author will, in the further development of his talent, be able to 
avoid the weak aspects noted in his work”.

This translation offers today’s Anglophone reader an oppor-
tunity to decide whether the academicians were justified in being 
cautious in their assessment of the developing Chekhov. But in 
any event, whether they were right or wrong, it was a remarkable 
achievement for a writer who had until but recently been labouring 
in the thankless sphere of hack comic literature for the periodical 
press to achieve recognition of any sort at all in the most exclusive 
and rarefied air of the Academy of Sciences. In the Twilight thus 
demonstrated how far Chekhov had come – and it also gave clear 
indications of how far he might yet go.

– Hugh Aplin



In the Twilight
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Dreams

Two villAge poliCemen – one black-bearded, stocky, on 
unusually short little legs, so that if you look at him from 

behind, it seems as if his legs start much lower down than anyone 
else’s; the other lanky, thin and straight as a stick, with a straggly 
little beard, dark ginger in colour – are escorting a tramp with 
no recollection of his kin* to the District town. The first is wad-
dling along, looking from side to side, chewing now on a piece 
of straw, now on his sleeve, slapping himself on the thighs and 
singing softly, and all in all has a carefree and frivolous air; while 
the other, despite his gaunt face and narrow shoulders, looks solid, 
serious and sound, reminiscent in the stamp and expression of 
his entire figure of Old Believer priests* or those warriors that are 
painted on antique icons. “God gave him some extra forehead for 
wisdom”, i.e. he is bald, which increases still further the similarity 
mentioned. The first is called Andrei Ptakha, the second Nikandr 
Sapozhnikov.

The man under escort in no way corresponds to the idea that 
everyone has of tramps. He is a small, puny man, feeble and 
sickly, with tiny, colourless and extremely indefinite features. His 
eyebrows are sparse, his gaze humble and meek, his moustache 
scarcely shows, although the tramp has already turned thirty. He 
treads hesitantly, bent over and with his hands tucked into his 
sleeves. The collar of his little coat of thick woollen cloth with 
threadbare nap, not that of a peasant, is turned up to the very edge 
of his cap, so that just his small red nose alone dares to look out 
upon God’s earth. He speaks in an ingratiating little tenor voice, 
and is forever coughing. It is hard, very hard to recognize in him 
a tramp concealing his name. He is more likely the impoverished, 
godforsaken, unfortunate son of a priest, a clerk dismissed for 
drunkenness, the son or nephew of a merchant who has been trying 
his feeble little powers in the world of acting and is now going 
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home to play out the final act of the parable of the Prodigal Son;* 
perhaps, judging by the dull patience with which he does battle 
with the impassable mud of autumn, he is a fanatical lay brother, 
roaming around the monasteries of Russia, doggedly seeking “a 
life peaceful and sinless” and failing to find it…

The travellers have been walking for a long time, but simply 
cannot get away from one small plot of land. In front of them is 
some five sazhens* of muddy, black-brown road, behind is just the 
same, and beyond, wherever you look, is an impenetrable wall of 
white mist. They walk and walk, but the earth is still the same, 
the wall is no closer and the plot remains a plot. There will be a 
glimpse of white, angular cobblestones, or a gully, or an armful 
of hay, dropped by a passer-by, or the short-lived glint of a big, 
murky puddle, or else suddenly and unexpectedly there will appear 
up ahead a shadow with indefinite outlines; the closer to it, the 
smaller and darker it is, closer still – and in front of the travellers 
there rises a crooked milepost bearing a worn number, or else a 
wretched birch tree, wet and bare, like a roadside beggar. The 
birch will babble something with the remains of its yellow leaves, 
and one little leaf will fall and float lazily towards the ground… 
And then again there is the mist, the mud and the brown grass 
along the edges of the road. Upon the grass hang opaque, unkind 
tears. These are not the tears of quiet joy the earth cries when 
greeting and seeing off the summer sun and that provide water 
at dawn and dusk for quails, corncrakes and elegant, long-nosed 
curlews! The travellers’ feet stick in the heavy, clinging mud. Every 
step costs an effort.

Andrei Ptakha is somewhat excited. He examines the tramp and 
endeavours to understand how it is a lively, sober man can fail to 
remember his own name.

“Are you Orthodox?” he asks.
“Orthodox,” the tramp replies meekly.
“Hm!… so you’ve been christened then?”
“What do you think? I’m not a Turk. And I go to church, and I 

fast, and I don’t eat meat and dairy when it’s not allowed. I follow 
lerigion to the letter…”

“So what on earth’s your name, then?”
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“You call me whatever you like, lad.”
Ptakha shrugs his shoulders and slaps himself on the thighs in 

extreme perplexity. The other policeman, Nikandr Sapozhnikov, 
is solidly silent. He is not as naive as Ptakha and is evidently well 
aware of the reasons that prompt an Orthodox man to conceal 
his name from people. His expressive face is cold and stern. He 
strides along on his own and does not stoop to idle chatter with 
his comrades, as though trying to demonstrate to all, even the 
mist, his steadiness and good sense.

“God knows how you’re to be understood,” Ptakha continues 
to pester him. “Not really a peasant, not really a gentleman, but 
kind of something in between… T’other day I was washing sieves 
in the pond and I caught this little snake thing, the size of my 
finger, with gills and a tail. To begin with I thought it was a fish, 
then I look and – well I’ll be damned – it’s got feet. Maybe it’s a 
fish, maybe it’s a snake, maybe it’s the devil knows what it is… 
And you’re the same… What class are you from?”

“I’m a peasant, from peasant stock,” sighs the tramp. “My mum 
was a house serf. I’m not like a peasant to look at, that’s for sure, 
because that’s the way my fate turned out, good man. My mum 
lived with her masters as a nanny and had every pleasure, well, 
and I’m her flesh and blood, so I was with her in the masters’ 
house. They pampered me, spoilt me and hammered away at the 
task of pulling me out of my simple station and making a fine 
man of me. I slept on a bed, had a proper dinner every day, wore 
trousers and half-boots in the manner of some little nobleman. 
What Mum ate, I was fed the same; the masters would give her 
money for clothes, and she’d dress me with it… It was a good 
life! The number of sweets and spice cakes I got through in my 
childhood years, if you were to sell them now, you’d be able to 
buy a good horse. Mum taught me my letters, inspired the fear 
of God in me from an early age, and fashioned me in such a way 
that now I can’t utter a single indelicate peasant’s word. And I 
don’t drink vodka, lad, and I dress cleanly, and I can keep myself 
in a respectable state in good society. If she’s still alive, then God 
grant her good health, and if she’s dead, then rest her soul, Lord, 
in Thy kingdom, where the righteous do rest!”
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The tramp bares his head with its protruding sparse stubble, 
lifts up his eyes and makes the sign of the cross over himself twice.

“Send her, Lord, a place that’s lush, a place that’s peaceful!” he 
says, drawing out the words in a voice more like an old woman’s 
than a man’s. “Teach her, Lord, Thy servant Kseniya, by Thy 
justification! Were it not for my beloved mum, I’d be a simple 
peasant, without any understanding! Now, lad, whatever you 
ask me about, I understand it all: secular writing, and divine, 
and all sorts of prayers and the cattychism. And I live according 
to the scriptures… I do no one no ill, I keep my flesh in purity 
and chastity, I observe the fasts, I eat at the right time. The only 
pleasure another man has is vodka and bawling, but me, if there’s 
time, I’ll sit down in a corner and read a book. I read, and just 
keep crying and crying…”

“And what are you crying for?”
“The writing’s piteous! There are some books you give five 

kopeks for, and you cry and moan in the extreme.”
“Is your father dead?” asks Ptakha.
“I don’t know, lad. I don’t know my parent, it’s no use denying 

it. The way I see myself is that I was my mum’s illegitimate child. 
My mum lived all her life with her masters and didn’t want to get 
wed to a simple peasant…”

“And jumped on her master,” grins Ptakha.
“She didn’t say no, that’s for sure. She was devout and God-

fearing, but didn’t keep her virginity. It’s a sin, of course, a great 
sin, no question about it, but then maybe I’ve got noble blood 
in me. Maybe I’m only a peasant in station, but in essence I’m a 
noble gentleman.”

The “noble gentleman” says all this in his quiet, sugary tenor, 
wrinkling his narrow little brow and emitting squeaking sounds 
from his little red, frozen nose. Ptakha listens, casting sidelong 
glances at him, and does not stop shrugging his shoulders.

After walking six versts* or so, the policemen and the tramp sit 
down on a little knoll for a rest.

“Even a dog remembers its name,” mutters Ptakha. “My name’s 
Andryushka, his is Nikandra, everyone has their own sacred name 
and it’s just not possible to forget that name! It just isn’t!”
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“Who has any need to know my name?” sighs the tramp, leaning 
his cheek on his fist. “And what’s the good of it to me? If they’d 
let me go where I wanted, but I’ll be worse off than I am now, 
won’t I? I know the law, Orthodox brothers. Now I’m a tramp 
with no recollection of his kin, and the worst that can happen is 
they’ll sentence me to Eastern Siberia and give me thirty or forty 
lashes, but if I tell them my real name and station, they’ll send 
me back to hard labour. I know it!”

“So you’ve done hard labour, have you?”
“I have, dear friend. I spent four years with a shaved head, car-

rying shackles.”
“For doing what?”
“For murder, good man! When I was still a boy, around about 

eighteen, my mum accidentally poured some arsenic into the 
master’s glass instead of bicarbonate of soda. There were lots of 
different boxes in the pantry, it wasn’t hard to mix them up…”

The tramp sighs, shakes his head and says:
“She was devout, but who knows, another’s soul is an impen-

etrable forest! Maybe it was accidentally, but maybe in her soul she 
couldn’t bear the hurt of the master favouring a new servant… 
Maybe she poured it in for him on purpose, God knows! I was 
little then and didn’t understand everything… Now I remember 
that the master did indeed get himself a new concubine, and 
Mum was sorely distressed. It must have been a couple of years 
they spent trying us after that… Mum was condemned to hard 
labour for twenty years; I, through being a minor, only to seven.”

“You for what, though?”
“As an accomplice. It was me that gave the master the glass. 

That was always the way: Mum got the soda ready, and I served it. 
Only I’m telling you all this, brothers, as a Christian, as if before 
God, don’t you go telling anyone…”

“Why, no one’ll even think of asking us,” says Ptakha. “So you 
escaped from hard labour, then, did you?”

“I did, dear friend. About fourteen of us did. God grant them 
health, these men escaped themselves and took me along with 
them. Now you judge for yourself, lad, in all conscience, what 
reason is there for me to reveal my station? Because they’ll send 
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me back to hard labour! And what sort of a convict am I? I’m a 
delicate man, sickly, I like to sleep and eat where it’s clean. When 
I’m praying to God, I like to light a little icon lamp or candle, 
and to have no noise around me. When I’m making low bows, to 
have no mess or spittle on the floor. And I make forty bows for 
Mum morning and evening.”

The tramp removes his cap and crosses himself.
“Let them exile me to Eastern Siberia,” he says. “I’m not afraid!”
“Is that any better?”
“It’s another thing altogether! In hard labour you’re just the 

same as a crayfish in a bast basket: it’s a squash, a crush, a scrum, 
nowhere to take a breather – absolute hell, such hell, may the 
Queen of Heaven preserve us! You’re a villain, and you get the 
respect due a villain, worse than any dog. You can’t eat, nor sleep, 
nor pray to God. But it’s different when you’re in a penal settle-
ment. In a penal settlement, first of all, I’ll be a part of society 
in the manner of other people. By law, the authorities have to 
give me my share… ye-es! Land there is dirt-cheap, they say, the 
same as snow: take as much as you want! They’ll give me land, 
lad, for ploughing, for a kitchen garden, to build a home… I’ll 
do the ploughing, sowing, like everyone else, I’ll get some cattle 
and all sorts of livestock, bees, sheep, dogs… A Siberian tomcat, 
so the mice and rats don’t eat my things… I’ll put up a wooden 
house, brothers, buy lots of icons… God willing, I’ll marry, I’ll 
have some kids.”

The tramp is murmuring and looking not at his listeners, but 
off to one side. However naive his dreams, they are uttered in such 
a sincere, heartfelt tone that it is hard not to believe in them. The 
tramp’s little mouth is twisted in a smile, while the whole of his 
face, his eyes, his little nose have become fixed and dim in blissful 
anticipation of distant happiness. The policemen listen and gaze 
at him seriously, not without sympathy. They believe too.

“I’m not afraid of Siberia,” the tramp continues to murmur. 
“Siberia’s the same Russia, it’s the same God and Tsar as here, they 
speak Orthodox there just the same as you and me. Only there’s 
more free space there and people live richer lives. Everything’s 
better there. The rivers there, to take an example, are far better 
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than the ones here! The fish, that there game – there’s no end of 
it! And for me, brothers, the very first pleasure is fishing. There’s 
nothing I like doing better than sitting with a fishing rod. Honest 
to God. I fish with a rod, and with a line, and I put fish traps out, 
and when the ice is moving, I fish with a landing net. I don’t have 
the strength to fish with a landing net, so for five kopeks I hire a 
peasant. And Lord, what a pleasure it is! You’ll catch a burbot, or 
some chub or other, and it’s as if you’ve just seen your brother. And 
how d’you like that, every kind of fish has its own way of thinking: 
one you catch with live bait, another with a worm, a third with a 
frog or a grasshopper. And all of it needs to be understood, you 
know! Take a burbot, for example. A burbot’s an unfussy fish, 
it’ll even take a ruff, a pike likes a gudgeon, an asp likes a moth. 
If you’re in a fast-flowing spot, there’s no greater pleasure than 
fishing for chub. You let your line out about ten sazhens, without 
a sinker, with a moth or a beetle, so that the bait’s floating on 
the surface, you stand in the water with no trousers on and let 
it go with the current, and there’s the chub tugging! Only now 
you have to try and make sure the damned thing doesn’t pull the 
bait off. As soon as it’s jerked on your line, go ahead and hook 
it, there’s no point waiting. I’ve caught a terrific number of fish 
in my time! When we were on the run, the other prisoners are 
asleep in the wood, but I can’t sleep, I aim for the river. And the 
rivers there are wide, fast, the banks steep – ever so! The woods 
along the bank are all dense. Such trees, that if you glance up at 
the crown, your head’s spinning. If you take the prices here, then 
for every pine you could pay about ten roubles.”

Under the disorderly pressure of his daydreams, artistic images 
of the past and a sweet presentiment of happiness, the wretched 
man falls silent and just moves his lips, as though whispering to 
himself. A dull, blissful smile never leaves his face. The policemen 
are silent. They have fallen deep in thought and let their heads 
droop. In the autumnal quiet, when a cold, stern mist from the 
earth lies upon your soul, when it stands like a prison wall before 
your eyes and bears testament to a man of the limitations of his 
will, it can be sweet to think about wide, fast rivers with free, steep 
banks, about impassable forests, boundless steppes. Slowly and 




