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Ivan Turgenev (1818–83)



Virgin Soil





PART ONE

“One must turn the virgin soil not with 
a ploughshare which skims the surface, 
but with a plough that goes deep.”

– From the notes of  a farmer*
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I n the spring of 1868, in Petersburg, shortly after midday, a man 
of some twenty-seven years, casually dressed, was making his way up 

the back stairway of a four-storey block on Ofitserskaya Street.* Shuffling 
ponderously in patched galoshes, his heavy, clumsy body swaying, the 
man finally reached the top of the stairs, halted in front of a battered, 
half-open door and, without ringing the bell, merely sighed noisily 
instead and burst into a small dark entrance hall.

“Is Nezhdanov at home?” he shouted in a loud, deep voice.
“He’s not here – I’m here. Come in,” a rather coarse female voice said 

from the adjoining room.
“Mashurina?” the new arrival enquired.
“The very same. Are you Ostrodumov?”
“Pimen Ostrodumov,” the man announced and, after first carefully 

removing his galoshes and then hanging his tattered greatcoat on a 
nail, he went into the room from which the female voice had emanated.

The low, untidy room, with walls painted a dull green, was dimly 
lit by two dusty windows. The only furniture in it comprised an 
iron bedstead in the corner, a table in the middle, a few chairs and 
a bookcase piled high with books. Beside the table sat a woman of 
about thirty; she was bareheaded, wearing a loose woollen dress and 
smoking a Russian cigarette. When she noticed that Ostrodumov 
had come in, she silently gave him her broad, red hand. He shook it 
equally silently and, seating himself on a chair, took a half-broken 
cigar from his side pocket. Mashurina gave him a light; he lit up, and 
both of them, without saying a word or even exchanging a glance, 
began to expel streams of bluish smoke into the polluted atmosphere 
of the room, which was already sufficiently contaminated with it as 
things were.

The two smokers had something in common, although facially they 
did not resemble each other. In these unlovely faces, with their large lips, 
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teeth and noses (in addition Ostrodumov was pockmarked), there was 
something honest, steadfast and hard-working. 

“Have you see Nezhdanov?” Ostrodumov asked finally.
“I have. He’ll be here soon. He’s taken some books to the library.”
Ostrodumov spat to one side. 
“Why’s he always running out? He’s impossible to get hold of.”
Mashurina took another cigarette.
“He’s bored,” she said, lighting it carefully.
“He’s bored!” Ostrodumov repeated reproachfully. “He’s spoilt! You’d 

think he and we had nothing to do. We’re trying to break the back of 
the work, as we should, and he’s bored!”

“Has a letter come from Moscow?” Mashurina asked after a short pause.
“Yes – the day before yesterday.”
Ostrodumov merely shook his head.
“Well, what did it say?”
“What? Someone will have to go soon.”
Mashurina took the cigarette out of her mouth.
“Why is that? I’ve heard everything is going well there.”
“It’s going all right. But one person turned out to be unreliable. So 

there it is. We’ve got to replace him or, failing that, get rid of him alto-
gether. And there are other matters too. They’re summoning you too.”

“In the letter?”
“Yes.”
Mashurina shook her thick hair, which was carelessly twisted into a 

small plait behind; in front it fell over her forehead and eyebrows.
“Well then,” she said, “if the order’s been given, end of discussion.”
“Indeed so, as we know. Only it can’t be done without money. And 

where are we going to get that money from?”
Mashurina thought about this.
“Nezhdanov must get it,” she said in an undertone, as if talking to 

herself.
“That’s the very thing I’ve come about,” Ostrodumov observed.
“Have you got the letter?” Mashurina asked suddenly.
“Yes. Do you want to read it?”
“Give it to me – or rather don’t. It’s not necessary. Let’s read it. Let’s 

read it together… later.”
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“I’m telling the truth,” muttered Ostrodumov. “Have no doubt of that.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
At which both fell silent and, as before, only smoke rings floated from 

their soundless lips, rising in loose spirals over their dishevelled heads.
The clumping sound of galoshes came from the hall.
“Here he is,” whispered Mashurina.
The door opened slightly and a head poked through into the opening: 

it was not, however, the head of Nezhdanov.

It was a round head, with rough black hair and a broad wrinkled 
forehead, very lively brown eyes beneath thick eyebrows, a duck-like 
turned-up nose and a small, pink, comical mouth. The head looked 
about, nodded, laughed – a process which displayed a multitude of 
tiny white teeth – and entered the room, together with its puny body, 
short arms and somewhat bandy, somewhat lame legs. As soon as 
Mashurina and Ostrodumov saw the head, both assumed expressions 
of something akin to contemptuous condescension, as if each had said 
inwardly, “Oh, it’s him!” Neither uttered a single word and neither 
even moved. However, the reception accorded him not only failed to 
disconcert the newly arrived guest but seemed to afford him a certain 
amount of pleasure.

“What does this mean?” he said in a high-pitched voice. “A duet? Why 
not a trio? And where is the lead tenor?”

“You’re curious to know about Nezhdanov?” asked Ostrodumov, 
looking serious.

“Precisely so, Mr Ostrodumov. I mean him.”
“He’ll probably be here soon, Mr Paklin.”
“It’s very nice to hear that, Mr Ostrodumov.”
The crippled little man turned to Mashurina. She sat, scowling, and 

continued to puff unhurriedly on her cigarette.
“How’s life, my dearest… really, I always forget your name and pat-

ronymic. How annoying that is!”
Mashurina shrugged her shoulders.
“There’s absolutely no need for you to know. You know my surname. 

What more do you want? And what sort of a question is ‘how’s life’? 
Surely you can see I’m alive.”
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“You’re absolutely right!” exclaimed Paklin, flaring his nostrils and 
twitching his eyebrows. “If you weren’t alive, your humble servant would 
not have the pleasure of seeing you and talking to you. Put my question 
down to an outmoded bad habit. As far as your name and patronymic 
go, you know it’s somehow awkward to say ‘Mashurina’ straight out. 
It’s true I’m aware that you sign your letters like Bonaparte did – plain 
‘Mashurina’. But all the same, in conversation—”

“And who is asking you to converse with me?”
Paklin laughed nervously, as if choking.
“My dear lady, that’ll do. Give me your hand. Don’t be angry – I know 

you’re very kind-hearted, and I’m kind-hearted too.”
Paklin held out his hand. Mashurina looked at him darkly, but nev-

ertheless gave him hers.
“If you insist on knowing my name,” she said, still looking at him 

darkly. “All right, my name is Fyokla.”
“And mine is Pimen,” Ostrodumov added in his bass voice.
“Ah! That’s very… very instructive! But in that case, tell me, O Fyokla 

and tell me, O Pimen, why do you both treat me in such a hostile manner, 
whilst I—”

“Mashurina finds,” interrupted Ostrodumov, “and she is not alone 
in finding, that since you look on the comical side of everything, you 
cannot be relied upon.”

Paklin abruptly turned on his heels.
“There it is, the constant mistake people make when they judge me, 

most honoured Pimen! Firstly, I don’t always laugh, and secondly, it 
does no harm and I can be relied upon. Proof of this is the flattering 
confidence placed in me more than once by your number. I’m an honest 
man, most honourable Pimen!”

Ostrodumov muttered something through his teeth, but Paklin shook 
his head and repeated, without the slightest hint of a smile:

“No! I don’t always laugh! I’m not at all a cheerful person. Just look 
at me!”

Ostrodumov looked at him. And indeed, when Paklin was not laugh-
ing, when he was silent, his face assumed an almost frightened, doleful 
expression; it became comical, malevolent even, as soon as he opened 
his mouth. However, Ostrodumov said nothing.
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Paklin again turned to Mashurina.
“Well, and how are your studies progressing? Are you having success in 

your truly philanthropic art? I expect it’s difficult to help inexperienced 
citizens on their first entry into the light of day.”

“There’s no problem when he’s no bigger than you are,” replied 
Mashurina, who had just passed her midwifery exam, with a self-
satisfied smile.

About eighteen months previously, having left her impecunious aris-
tocratic family in southern Russia, she had arrived in Petersburg with 
six silver roubles;* she had enrolled in the Institute of Midwifery and, 
through unstinting work, had gained the coveted diploma. She was a 
single woman – and a very chaste virgin. “Not surprising,” a sceptic 
might say, recalling what was said about her appearance. “Both surpris-
ing and rare,” we will permit ourselves to say.

When he heard her retort, Paklin again laughed.
“Well done, my dear!” he exclaimed. “You’ve got me there. Serves me 

right! Why did I stay such a dwarf? However, where’s our host got to?”
Paklin had deliberately changed the subject. He was totally unable to 

come to terms with his stunted stature, with his unalluring appearance as 
a whole. He was all the more sensitive about it because he loved women 
passionately. What would he not have given to be attractive to them! 
Consciousness of his pitiful appearance gnawed at him more painfully 
than did his lowly origins or his unenviable position in society. Paklin’s 
father had been a simple tradesman who, through all kinds of dubious 
practices, had risen to the rank of titular counsellor.* He was a dab 
hand at legal matters and a speculator; he managed houses and estates 
and piled up the roubles. But towards the end of his life he drank heav-
ily and after his death left nothing. The young Paklin (he was named 
“Sila Samsonovich”,* which he also regarded as a joke at his expense) 
was educated in a commercial school, where he acquired an excellent 
knowledge of German. After various rather difficult disagreements he 
finally found employment in a private office on an annual salary of 
1,500 silver roubles. On this money he fed himself, his sick aunt and 
his hunchbacked sister. At the time of our story he had just entered his 
twenty-ninth year. Paklin knew a large number of students and young 
people, who liked him for his cynical wit, his cheerfully splenetic and 
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self-confident talk and his one-sided but unquestionable and unpedantic 
learning. Only occasionally did he suffer at their hands. Once, for some 
reason, he was late for a political meeting. On arrival he immediately 
began to apologize. “Poor Paklin was a little yellow,”* someone began 
to sing in the corner. Finally Paklin himself began to laugh, although he 
had been cut to the quick. “He spoke the truth, the blighter,” he thought. 
He had met Nezhdanov in a Greek eating house, where he used to dine 
and where he used to give vent to highly free and acerbic opinions. He 
maintained that the main reason for his democratic inclinations was the 
execrable Greek cooking, which upset his liver.

“Yes indeed. Where has our host got to?” Paklin repeated. “I’ve noticed 
he’s been rather out of sorts for some time. Heaven forfend, perhaps 
he’s in love!”

Mashurina frowned.
“He’s gone to get some books from the library. There’s no one for 

him to love and no time for loving.”
“What about you?” The words were on the tip of Paklin’s tongue.
“I want to see him,” he said aloud, “because I need to discuss an 

important matter with him.”
“What matter would that be?” Ostrodumov interposed. “Ours?”
“Maybe ours as well – that is to say, the matter common to us all.”
Ostrodumov cleared his throat. Inwardly he had his doubts, but then 

he thought: “Lord alone knows! He’s such a scoundrel.”
“Here he is at last,” Mashurina said suddenly, and in her small, unlovely 

eyes, which were fixed on the hall door, there was a flash of something 
warm and tender, a kind of deep, bright inner source of light.

The door opened and this time a young man of about thirty-three 
came in; he was wearing a cap and had a parcel of books under his arm. 
It was Nezhdanov himself.

2

On seeing the guests Assembled in the room, he halted on 
the threshold, surveyed them all, threw down his cap, dropped 

the books straight onto the floor and, without saying a word, went up 
to the bed and perched himself on the edge of it. His handsome pale 
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