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Introduction

I n the remote pArts of siberiA,* in the midst of steppes, 
mountains or impassable forests, you can, from time to time, 

come across small towns of one, or even two thousand inhabitants, 
unprepossessing little wooden towns with two churches – one located 
in the town, the other at the cemetery. These towns are more like a 
fair-sized village on the outskirts of Moscow than a proper town. 
They generally possess far more than their fair share of police offic-
ers, superintendents and lesser officials of every sort. Despite the 
cold, a posting to Siberia generally means a warm and comfortable 
existence. The people there lead simple, conservative lives, according 
to fixed, unshakeable traditions that have become hallowed over the 
centuries. The officials, who may justly be said to fulfil the role of 
Siberian aristocracy, are either native, deep-dyed Siberians or men who 
have come from European Russia – for the most part from Moscow or 
Petersburg – lured by the prospect of the extra pay, the double travel 
allowances and the enticing future prospects. Those who are able to 
solve the riddle of life almost always stay on in Siberia and happily put 
down roots there. Later they yield sweet, abundant fruit. But others 
of a more empty-headed nature, unable to solve the riddle of life, 
soon find Siberia boring and rue the fact that they ever came. They 
impatiently sit out their allotted span of service – three years – and, as 
soon as it ends, instantly start angling for a transfer and return home, 
sneering at Siberia and cursing it. They are wrong: life in Siberia can 
be blissful, not merely from an official standpoint, but from many 
other points of view as well. The climate is wonderful; there are large 
numbers of remarkably wealthy and hospitable merchants, as well as 
of extraordinarily affluent natives. The young ladies bloom like roses 
and have exceptionally high moral standards. Wildfowl fly about the 
streets, positively offering themselves up to the sportsman. Champagne 
is drunk in unnatural quantities. The caviar is astonishing. In some 
parts, harvests have yields that are fifteen times higher than normal… 
In general, the land is blessed; you simply have to know how to make 
the best use of it. In Siberia people are able to do this.
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It was in one of these contented, self-satisfied little towns, with its 
most charming inhabitants – whose memory will remain etched indeli-
bly in my heart – that I came across Alexander Petrovich Goryanchikov, 
a settler born in European Russia, a gentleman and landowner, who 
had later been exiled as a second-category convict for the murder of 
his wife, and who, on the expiration of his ten-year term of penal 
servitude, was meekly and quietly living out his life as a settler in the 
little town of K.* Although he was officially supposed to be living in 
one of the districts on the outskirts of town, he in fact lived in the 
town itself, where he was able to make ends meet by teaching chil-
dren. In Siberian towns you can frequently come across teachers from 
among the exiled settlers; they are made welcome. For the most part 
they teach French, which is so necessary for a successful career, and 
about which, in the absence of such teachers, no one in the remoter 
parts of Siberia would have any idea. I first met Alexander Petrovich 
in the house of Ivan Ivanych Gvozdikov, a venerable and hospitable 
official who had five daughters of various ages, offering many entic-
ing prospects. Alexander Petrovich taught them four times a week for 
thirty silver copecks a lesson. I was intrigued by his appearance. He 
was an extraordinarily pale, thin man, still quite young, aged about 
thirty-five, small and rather frail. He was always very neatly dressed, 
in the European manner. If you spoke to him, he would fix you with 
a very attentive expression and listen to every word you said with 
punctilious politeness, as if carefully weighing it up, as if your ques-
tion was causing him a particular problem, or you were attempting 
to wrest some secret out of him; eventually, he would answer you 
clearly and briefly, but placing such emphasis on every word that you 
would suddenly somehow start feeling a little awkward and finally 
be relieved the conversation had come to an end. When I asked Ivan 
Ivanych about him, he told me that Goryanchikov lived an upright, 
totally irreproachable life – he would never have invited him to teach 
his daughters otherwise – but that he was also a fearfully unsociable 
person, someone who kept to himself, an unusually erudite individual 
who read a great deal, but a man of very few words, with whom it 
was generally difficult to start any conversation. There were some who 
were quite certain he was insane, though they didn’t actually see this 
as a major failing. Many honourable and highly respected citizens 
were willing to show Alexander Petrovich all manner of kindnesses, 
since he could be of use to them by writing petitions for them and so 
on. They supposed that, back in European Russia, he must have had 
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important relatives, even people of some standing perhaps, but they 
knew from the very beginning of his exile that he had broken off all 
relations with them – to his own considerable disadvantage. We were 
all in any case familiar with the details of his previous life: we knew 
he’d murdered his wife out of jealousy during the first year of their 
marriage, and had then handed himself in (a fact that had helped a 
great deal in mitigating his punishment). Such crimes are always seen 
as the result of unfortunate circumstances and viewed with some 
sympathy. But despite all this, the eccentric man remained obstinately 
aloof, appearing in company only to give his lessons.

At first I didn’t pay him much attention, but he somehow gradually 
began to intrigue me more and more: there was an air of mystery about 
him. There wasn’t the slightest possibility of starting a conversation 
with him. Of course he would always answer my questions, even giving 
the impression he considered it his first duty to do so; but each time, 
after he had answered, I found myself floundering in my attempts to 
ask him anything else; besides, at such points in our conversation, 
there always seemed to be an expression of suffering and weariness 
on his face. I can remember walking back with him one summer 
evening from Ivan Ivanych’s house. Suddenly it occurred to me to ask 
him in for a moment to join me for a smoke. I cannot describe the 
look of horror that came over his face; totally at a loss, he mumbled 
something incoherent, and then, giving me a sudden malevolent 
look, he dashed off in the opposite direction. I was really astonished 
by this. Ever since then, whenever he met me, he would look at me 
with an expression apparently of alarm. But I didn’t leave it there; 
there was still something about him that attracted me to him, and, a 
month later, on the spur of the moment, I called in on Goryachnikov 
myself – a stupid, tactless thing to do, no doubt. He had lodgings 
on the very edge of town, in the house of an old lower-class woman 
with a daughter suffering from consumption; she, in turn, had an 
illegitimate daughter of about ten years old, a pretty and lively little 
girl. When I came in, Alexander Petrovich was sitting with this little 
girl teaching her to read. On seeing me, he became really flustered, 
as if I’d caught him in the act of committing some crime. In a state 
of total confusion, he leapt from his chair and stared at me, his eyes 
on stalks. When we’d finally sat down, he reacted intently to every 
look I gave him, as if suspecting it contained some special, mysteri-
ous import. I concluded he was insanely suspicious. He glared at me 
with an expression of hatred, almost as if asking me how soon I was 
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going to go away. I began talking to him about our little town, about 
the latest news. He remained silent, a spiteful smile on his face; it 
became clear that not only did he not know the latest news – not even 
the most trivial events which everyone in the town knew about – but 
had no interest in finding out more. Then, when I began talking about 
our region and its needs, he listened to me in silence, looking into 
my eyes with such a weird expression that, in the end, I felt guilty I’d 
ever broached the topic. And then I came close to tempting him with 
the new books and journals I had brought with me, straight from 
the post. When I offered them to him, still uncut, he glanced eagerly 
at them for a moment, but then immediately changed his mind and 
refused my offer, claiming he was too busy. In the end I said goodbye 
to him. As I left, I felt as if some unbearable weight had been lifted 
from my heart. I felt ashamed I had acted so extraordinarily stupidly 
in pestering someone whose main aim in life was precisely to hide 
himself as far as possible away from everybody and everything. Yet 
that is what I had done. I can remember noticing the almost total 
absence of books in his room and concluding that people must have 
been wrong to say he read a lot. And yet, going past the windows of 
his house on a couple of occasions late at night, I could see a light 
in them. What could he have been doing, sitting up until daybreak? 
Writing something maybe? If so, what exactly?

As a result of certain circumstances, I had to be away from our town 
for about three months. I returned home when it was already winter to 
find that Alexander Petrovich had died in the autumn, alone, without 
even ever calling for a doctor. The townsfolk had already practically 
forgotten about him. His room stood empty. I immediately became 
more closely acquainted with the deceased man’s landlady, wanting to 
ask her what her lodger had been particularly engaged in, and whether 
or not he’d been writing anything. For twenty copecks she brought 
me a whole bagful of papers that the deceased man had left behind. 
The old woman confessed she had already got rid of two notebooks. 
She was a sullen and taciturn woman, from whom it was difficult to 
extract anything coherent. She was unable to tell me anything very 
new about her lodger. She told me he’d hardly ever done anything; that 
whole months would go by without him opening a book or picking 
up a pen, yet he would spend nights on end pacing up and down in his 
room, deep in thought and occasionally talking to himself; that he’d 
become very fond of and been very kind to her granddaughter, Katya 
– especially when he’d learnt her name was Katya – and that every St 
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Catherine’s day he’d gone to have a requiem mass sung for someone. 
He couldn’t stand visitors, and left the house only to teach other 
people’s children; whenever the old woman had come into his room 
once a week to clean it, if only briefly, he would give her a sideways, 
suspicious glance, hardly saying a single word to her throughout the 
three years he was there. When I asked Katya whether she remembered 
her teacher, she looked at me, turned to face the wall without saying 
a word and burst into tears – he must therefore have been capable of 
inspiring affection.

I took his papers away and spent the whole day going through 
them. Three quarters of these papers were blank, just insignificant 
scraps or samples of pupils’ writing. But among them there was one 
fairly sizeable notebook, covered in writing and incomplete, possibly 
abandoned and forgotten by the author himself. It amounted to a not 
very coherent description of the ten years’ penal servitude Alexander 
Petrovich had undergone. In places this description was interspersed 
with another story, some weirdly horrible memoirs tossed down any 
old how, convulsively, as if driven by some compulsion. After I’d 
read through these excerpts many times, I was practically convinced 
they’d been written in a fit of insanity. But his notes on his time as a 
convict – “Scenes from the House of the Dead”, as he called them at 
one point – seemed to me to be not entirely without interest. I was 
intrigued by the totally different, hitherto unknown world, the strange-
ness of some of the details and the special observations on these poor 
lost individuals, and I read some of it with curiosity. I may, of course, 
be mistaken. I have chosen two or three chapters as a sample; let the 
public be the judge…
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The House of  the Dead

Our prison stood on the edge of the fortress grounds, right 
next to the ramparts. If you were to look through the chinks in 

the fence to try and take a peek at God’s world, what would you be 
able to see? Nothing but a tiny strip of sky, together with the high 
earthen wall overgrown with tall weeds and the guards pacing day 
and night along the ramparts. And then you’d think that whole years 
would go by and you would carry on peeping through the chinks in 
the fence and you would see that very same earthen wall, the same 
guards and the same little strip of sky – not the sky that hung over 
the prison, but another one altogether, distant, free and unbounded. 
Imagine a large courtyard, about two hundred paces long and about 
one hundred and fifty paces wide, completely surrounded, in the 
form of an irregular hexagon, by a tall palisade – that is, a fence 
consisting of high posts that had been dug deep into the earth and 
braced by horizontal planks, with sharpened points on the top: this 
was the prison’s outer fence. Set into one side of this fence there was 
a solidly built gate that was always kept closed and always, day and 
night, guarded by sentries; it was opened whenever there was a need 
to let people out to go to work. On the other side of this gate lay a 
world of freedom and light, with people carrying on with their lives 
like everyone else. But those living on this side of the fence pictured 
this outside world as some kind of impossible fantasy. Here, on this 
side, there was a special world, unlike anything else, a world with its 
own special laws, its own dress code, its own practices and customs 
– a house of the living dead, with its own unique life and special 
inhabitants. This is the special little corner of the world I am setting 
out to describe.

As you enter this enclosure, you can see several buildings inside. 
Along both sides of the wide inner courtyard run two long single-
storeyed timber buildings. These are the barracks. This is where the 
prisoners live, divided into their particular categories. And then, at the 
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far end of the enclosure, there is another very similar timber building: 
this is the kitchen, divided into two for two separate sittings. Beyond 
that there is another building housing the cellars, the storehouses 
and barns all under one roof. The centre of the courtyard is empty, 
forming a level, fairly large square. This is where the prisoners line up 
for the roll-call that takes place in the morning, at midday and in the 
evening – sometimes, indeed, several times a day, depending on how 
suspicious the guards are and how quickly they are able to count. All 
around the yard, between the buildings and the fence, remains a fairly 
wide space. It is here, along the backs of the buildings, that some of 
the more unsociable inmates, those of a gloomier disposition, like to 
walk about in their free time, hidden from view, engrossed in their 
lonely thoughts. Coming across them on their walks, I used to like 
looking into their grim, branded faces, trying to guess what they were 
thinking. There was one prisoner who particularly liked to spend 
his free time counting the stakes in the palisade. There were fifteen 
hundred of them, and he counted and took note of every single one. 
Each stake stood for one day; he marked off one stake per day, so that 
he could see at a glance from the number of uncounted stakes how 
many days he had left in prison before his release. He was genuinely 
glad when he was able to finish one side of the hexagon. He still had 
many years to go, but prison afforded you enough time to learn the 
meaning of patience. I once watched one prisoner who had spent 
twenty years inside saying goodbye to his comrades as he was finally 
released. There were those who had remembered him when he’d first 
arrived at the prison, young, carefree, without a thought for his crime 
or his punishment. He left a grey-haired old man, grim-faced and sad. 
He walked round all six of our barrack rooms in silence. As he went 
into each, he prayed to the icons, and then, bowing low to his fellow 
prisoners, asked them to remember him fondly. I can also remember 
one prisoner, a once well-to-do Siberian peasant, being summoned 
one late afternoon to the gate. Six months before, he had been told 
the news that his wife had married again, which had upset him ter-
ribly. Now, on this occasion, she herself had come to the prison, asked 
for him and given him alms. They stood there talking for a couple of 
minutes, then they wept and went their separate ways, never to meet 
again. I could see his face as he walked back to the barracks… Yes, 
this was a place where you could learn the meaning of patience.

As soon as it was dark, we were herded into the barracks where we 
were locked up for the night. I always found it difficult having to go 
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back from the yard into my barrack room. This was a long, low, stuffy 
room, dimly lit by tallow candles that gave off a strong, suffocating 
smell. I don’t understand now how I could have survived there for ten 
years. My bed was just three wooden slats: that was all the space I had. 
In our room alone there were about thirty people on just such wooden 
beds. In winter we were locked in our rooms early, having to wait about 
four hours before people started going to sleep. But until then – noise, 
uproar, laughter, cursing, the clanking of fetters, the reek of the soot 
and fumes, shaven heads, branded faces, ragged clothing, everything 
defiled and denigrated… yes, man is such a tenacious creature. His 
ability to become inured to anything is, I think, his best characteristic.

In all there were some two hundred and fifty of us in prison, a 
number that remained fairly constant. Some arrived, others finished 
their sentences and others died. There were all kinds of people! I think 
there must have been representatives from every province, every part 
of Russia. There were non-Russians, even several prisoners from the 
Caucasus Mountains. They were all divided according to the sever-
ity of the crime they had committed, and therefore according to the 
length of their sentence. I believe there wasn’t a crime that wasn’t 
represented there. The majority of prisoners were exiled convicts 
of the civilian division, those convicts who had received the harsh-
est sentences (convinced exiles, as the prisoners themselves naively 
and inaccurately dubbed them). These were prisoners who had been 
completely deprived of all property rights, broken fragments cast off 
from society, their faces branded as a permanent sign of their outlawed 
state. They were sentenced to hard labour for terms varying from 
eight to twelve years, and then sent to live as settlers in various parts 
of Siberia. There were also military-category criminals who, like those 
in Russian disciplinary battalions in general, had not been deprived 
of their property rights. They were sentenced to shorter terms. On 
completion of their sentence, they were sent back to their regular 
Siberian battalions. Many were almost immediately back in prison, 
having committed a second serious crime – this time not for a short 
term of imprisonment, but for twenty years. Such people came under 
the heading of “lifers”. But even such “lifers” were not totally deprived 
of their property rights. Finally, there was another category of the 
most terrible criminals, for the most part military and fairly large in 
number. This was called the “special category”. Criminals were sent 
here from the whole of Russia. They saw themselves as “lifers” and 
had no idea how long their sentence of hard labour would be. By law 
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they were required to work twice or even three times as much as the 
others. They were being held in prison until the opening of projects 
in Siberia involving the severest type of hard labour. “You’re here for 
a definite term, but we’re going on into servitude,” they would say to 
other prisoners. I later heard this category has since been abolished. 
I have also heard that the civilian category in the prison has been 
abolished, to be replaced by a single military battalion of convicts. 
This has naturally also entailed a change in the prison authorities. So 
I am describing matters as they used to be, things that have long since 
vanished into the past…

This was all so long ago it seems like a dream to me now. I can 
remember entering the prison. It was an evening in December. It was 
already getting dark, and the prisoners were returning from work and 
getting ready for roll-call. A moustached non-commissioned officer 
finally opened the door for me into this strange house where I was to 
spend so many years, to experience so many impressions – impressions 
about which, if I hadn’t experienced them at first hand, I wouldn’t 
have had even the most approximate idea. I could, for example, never 
have imagined just how terrible and agonizing it would be for me never 
ever, for a single moment, to be alone throughout the ten years of my 
imprisonment. To be always under the eye of a guard when working, 
to be living with two hundred fellow inmates, without once ever being 
able to be alone! And yet there were still worse things I would have to 
become accustomed to!

There were murderers here who were murderers by mischance, there 
were murderers by profession, there were brigands and brigand chiefs. 
There were petty thieves and vagrants convicted of burglary. There were 
also some who made one wonder why on earth they’d ever been sent 
here. And yet each had his own particular story to tell, as confused and 
as soul-destroying as a hangover from a previous evening’s drinking. 
In general, they were very reluctant to talk about their past, evidently 
trying to put it out of their mind. I even knew of murderers who were 
of such a jolly disposition, who led such unreflective lives, that I would 
bet they were never troubled by their conscience. But there were also 
many gloomy faces, belonging to people who practically never said 
anything. Most people only rarely said anything about their past, and 
it wasn’t the accepted thing to show any curiosity. Only occasionally 
would someone start talking out of having nothing better to do, while 
someone else would listen in gloomy indifference. No one could be 
astonished by anything that was said here. “We can read and write!” 
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they would often repeat, with a kind of strange self-satisfaction. I 
remember one particular brigand, after he’d had too much to drink 
(this was sometimes possible in our prison), starting to tell everybody 
about how he had killed a five-year-old boy by luring him into some 
empty shed or other with the promise of a toy and then cutting the 
young lad’s throat. The entire barrack room, which up to that point 
had always laughed at his jokes, yelled at him, and the man was forced 
to stop. They’d all yelled at him not because they were angry with 
him, but because he didn’t need to talk about that – it simply wasn’t 
done to talk about that. I should mention here, incidentally, that there 
were men who really could read and write – not just in a figurative 
sense, but who were actually able to. More than half of them must 
have been able to read and write. In what other place where there are 
large numbers of ordinary Russian people gathered together would 
you be able to take any two hundred and fifty of them and find that 
half were literate? I heard later that someone deduced from this fact 
that the common people are ruined by literacy. This is wrong: there 
are other causes at work here – though it’s impossible not to agree 
that literacy instils a sense of self-reliance in people. But surely there’s 
nothing wrong with that, is there?

The clothes each convict wore depended on the category he belonged 
to: some had jackets which were half dark brown and half grey, and 
the same with their trousers – one leg grey, the other dark brown. One 
day, when we were at work, a girl selling rolls came up to us, looked 
at me intently and then burst out laughing. “Pooh, what a horrible 
sight!” she shouted. “Not enough grey cloth, or of the black either!” 
There were those whose jackets were entirely grey, except for the sleeves 
which were dark brown. People’s heads were also shaved in different 
ways: some had half their head shaved along the scalp, others across.

One particular conspicuous trait shared by everyone belonging to 
this strange family was obvious from the start: even the most abrasive, 
most unconventional characters who found themselves instinctively 
dominating others, even they tried to fit in with the prison’s general 
tone. Generally speaking, I can say that all these people – with the 
exception of a few doggedly cheerful prisoners who were consequently 
regarded with contempt by everyone else – were sullen, envious, ter-
ribly vain and boastful individuals, quick to take offence and inveterate 
sticklers for conforming to the norm. It was considered the greatest 
virtue never to be surprised at anything. They were all obsessed with 
their outward appearance and behaviour. But it was far from rare 



16

the house of the dead

to see the most conceited expression change in a flash to the most 
craven. There were some genuinely strong people; they were simple 
and straightforward. But, strangely, of these genuinely strong people 
there were a few who were incredibly vain, almost morbidly so. As a 
rule, the most obvious traits were vanity and regard for appearance. 
Most were corrupt and horribly depraved. Tittle-tattle and gossip 
were rife: it was hell, infernal darkness. But no one dared defy the 
prison regulations and accepted norms – everyone submitted to them. 
There were sharply individualized characters who found it hard and 
difficult to submit, but who nevertheless did so. Some had arrived in 
the prison by having overstepped the mark, behaving too recklessly 
when they’d been free, so that, in the end, they had committed their 
crimes as if without thinking, as if unaware why they’d done it, as if 
delirious or intoxicated – frequently out of vanity, a vanity that had 
been puffed up to the highest degree. But they were immediately made 
to conform, even though some of them, before their arrival in prison, 
had been the scourge of entire villages and towns. Looking around 
him, the newcomer very soon realized he’d come to the wrong place, 
that there’d be no one here he could impress, and he would impercep-
tibly fit in with the general tone. This general tone could be seen in 
the special personal sense of dignity that was characteristic of almost 
every prisoner. It was as if the very fact of being a convicted criminal 
conferred on people a particular rank, and an honourable one at that. 
Not a trace of shame or remorse! And yet, there was also an external 
sense of resignation – a so-to-speak official acceptance, a kind of 
calm, philosophical recognition of one’s position. “As a people we’re 
doomed,” they would say. “We couldn’t cope with life when we were 
free, so now we’ll have to ‘walk the green street’,* and stand in line 
to be counted.” “We didn’t obey our father and mother, so now we’ll 
have to submit to the beat of the drum.” “We refused to embroider 
with gold, so we’ll have to break stones on the road.” Such things were 
often said – both as a moral reflection of some kind and an everyday 
saying or proverb – but always in jest. It was never more than mere 
words. I doubt whether even one of them ever inwardly admitted he 
had broken the law. If any outsider were to try reproaching a prisoner 
for his crime and to reprove him for it (although it’s not in a Russian’s 
nature to reproach a criminal for anything), there would be no end 
to the invective it would provoke. And what masters of invective they 
were! They swore subtly, artistically. Their swearing was raised to 
a science; they tried to get their point across less by using insulting 
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words than by implying something offensive, by conveying a spirit 
or an idea of something – and this in the subtlest, most venomous 
way. This science was raised to an even higher level by their incessant 
quarrelling. They were all kept at work under the threat of the lash; 
consequently they were idle, consequently they were depraved; if they 
hadn’t been depraved before prison, they became so once they were 
there. None of them were there of their own free will; they were all 
strangers to one another.

“The devil must have worn out three pairs of shoes before he lumped 
us all together here!” they used to say, referring to themselves. Hence 
the gossip, the intrigues, the old-womanish slander, the envy, the quar-
relling, the anger – all these things were always so evident in this circle 
of hell. No old women could ever be such old women as these cut-
throat murderers. I repeat, among them there were strong characters 
who all their lives had become used to forging ahead and dominat-
ing others, hard-bitten, fearless characters. The others instinctively 
respected them. Such people, for their part, while keeping a zealous 
eye on their reputations, generally tried not to be a burden to others, 
avoided quarrelling over trivia, conducted themselves with unusual 
dignity, were reasonable and almost always obeyed the authorities – 
not out of principle or a sense of duty, but as if it were some sort of 
contract, something that would be mutually advantageous to both 
sides. Nevertheless, they were always treated with caution. I remember 
one of these convicts, a fearless and determined man, known to the 
authorities for his brutal disposition, being summoned to be punished 
for some offence. It was a summer’s day; work had already finished. 
The officer directly in charge of the prison at the time came to the 
guardhouse, which was situated right next to the gate, to witness the 
punishment for himself. The prisoners looked on this major as some 
sort of harbinger of doom, capable of reducing them to a bag of 
nerves. An insanely strict individual, he had the habit of “pouncing” 
on people, as the prisoners themselves put it. Above all, they feared 
his penetrating lynx-like eyes, from which it was impossible to keep 
anything concealed. He somehow saw things without looking. As 
soon as he came into the prison, he knew what was going on right 
at the far end. The prisoners called him “Eight-Eyes”. His system 
was incorrect: his enraged, spiteful behaviour only served to further 
embitter already embittered people, and if he hadn’t been under the 
command of the prison governor, an honourable and sensible man* 
who sometimes restrained his wildly excessive behaviour, his approach 
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might have led to disaster. I don’t understand why he didn’t come to 
a sticky end. He retired and is alive and well. He was, however, to be 
brought to trial, charged with misconduct.

When he was summoned, the prisoner turned as white as a sheet. 
He usually lay down to be flogged in stoical silence, enduring his 
punishment without saying a word and standing up when it was over 
as if nothing had happened, looking calmly and philosophically at 
the little piece of misfortune that had befallen him. He was always, 
however, treated warily. But on this occasion he considered himself 
for some reason to be in the right. He turned pale and, unseen by his 
guard, managed to slip a sharp English knife up his sleeve. Knives, 
in common with all sharp instruments, were strictly forbidden in the 
prison. There were frequent unexpected and rigorous searches, with 
severe penalties for anyone caught with one. Yet since it’s so difficult 
to find anything on a thief once he’s firmly set on hiding something, 
and since knives and instruments were always indispensable items in 
a prison, they stayed where they were. And if they were confiscated, 
they were immediately replaced. The whole prison rushed to the fence 
and looked through the chinks, their hearts pounding. Everyone knew 
that this time Petrov had no intention of lying down to be flogged, and 
that the major’s time had come. But at the critical moment our major 
got into his droshky and drove away, handing over the execution of the 
flogging to another officer. “Saved by God himself!” the prisoners said 
later. As for Petrov, he bore the flogging extremely calmly. As soon as 
the major had gone, his anger had dissipated. Convicts are obedient 
and submissive individuals, but only up to a certain point: there are 
still limits that should not be overstepped. By the way, there can be 
nothing more striking than these strange, impatient and intransigent 
outbursts. Often someone can hold out for several years, remaining 
resigned to everything and enduring the cruellest punishments, and 
then suddenly react violently to the slightest, most trivial thing that 
was practically nothing at all really. According to some, he could be 
termed insane – something in fact many people say of him.

I have already said that, over the course of a number of years, I 
have never seen these people show the slightest sign of remorse, or 
any hint they’re troubled at the thought of what they’d done, and that 
the majority considered themselves to be entirely in the right. That is 
a fact. No doubt vanity, other people’s bad example, high spirits and 
false shame had much to do with this. Yet who can say they’ve been 
able to plumb the depths of these lost souls and read the mysteries 
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they’ve been able to keep hidden from the world? But might it not 
have been possible, in the course of so many years, to observe at least 
something, to capture at least a glimpse of something that would have 
revealed the inner anguish and suffering in these people’s hearts? No, 
definitely not. No, it seems that crime cannot be understood from 
preconceived, traditional points of view, and its philosophy is rather 
more difficult than commonly supposed. Prisons and penal servitude 
do not of course rehabilitate the criminal; they merely punish him and 
ensure that society is kept safe from further attacks. The only effect 
of prison and the strictest penal servitude is to generate hatred, the 
desire for forbidden pleasures and a terrifying frivolousness. But I am 
firmly convinced that the much acclaimed system of shutting people 
up in cells can only achieve false, spurious and superficial results. It 
is a system that sucks the lifeblood from the criminal, enervates his 
spirit, weakens and browbeats it, and then holds up a morally desic-
cated mummy and semi-imbecile as a model of rehabilitation and 
repentance. Naturally, the criminal, having rebelled against society, 
hates it and almost always considers he is in the right and society in 
the wrong. Besides, he has already been punished by it, and therefore 
sees himself as purged and absolved from further punishment. From 
some points of view, in fact, it might seem possible to say that the 
criminal has justice on his side. Yet, all subjective viewpoints apart, 
everyone will agree that there are certain crimes which always and 
everywhere, from the beginning of the world and according to all 
legal systems, are considered without a shadow of a doubt to be 
crimes, and they will continue to be considered so for as long as man 
remains human. It’s only in prison that I’ve heard stories of the most 
terrible, the most unnatural actions, of the most monstrous murders 
told to the accompaniment of the most unrestrained, childlike, gleeful 
laughter. I especially remember one parricide. A nobleman by birth, 
he’d been in government service and was something of a prodigal 
son to his sixty-year-old father. He had led a totally debauched 
existence and was mired in debt. His father tried to restrain him and 
to prevail upon him; but his father had a house and a small estate, 
and was therefore thought to have money. And so the son murdered 
him, coveting his inheritance. The crime only came to light a month 
later. The murderer had himself informed the police of his father’s 
mysterious disappearance. He spent the entire month living the most 
dissolute life. Eventually the police discovered the body while he was 
away from home. Running the whole length of the yard there was a 
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sewage ditch, covered in planks. This was where the body was lying. It 
was fully dressed and neatly arranged. The grey-haired head had been 
removed from the body and placed next to it; the murderer had placed 
a cushion under it. He never confessed, was stripped of his rank and 
nobleman’s rights and sentenced to twenty years’ hard labour. The 
whole time I was with him he was in the liveliest and jolliest of moods. 
He was an unbalanced, empty-headed man, and to the highest degree 
irrational, though by no means stupid. I never noticed any particular 
sign of cruelty in him. His fellow inmates despised him, not for his 
crime, which was never mentioned, but for his stupidity, for the fact 
he’d not known how to behave. In conversation he sometimes used to 
mention his father. Once, when he was talking to me about the healthy 
constitution that was hereditary in their family, he remarked: “Take 
my parent, for instance: not once, right up to the end of his life, did 
he ever complain of any illness.” Such ruthless lack of feeling seems 
scarcely possible. What a phenomenon! It’s not simply a question of 
crime, but of some constitutional defect, some physical and moral 
abnormality as yet unknown to science. Naturally I did not believe 
this criminal’s story. But people from his town who must have known 
all the details told me about the entire case. The facts were so clear 
you simply had to believe they were true.

The other convicts heard him cry out in his sleep at night: “Hold 
him, hold him! Cut off his head, his head, his head!”

Almost all the convicts talked in their sleep and were delirious. 
Cursing, thieves’ slang, knives, axes – these were the subjects that 
featured most prominently in their delirium. “We’re broken people,” 
they would say. “We’ve had the insides beaten out of us – that’s why 
we cry out at night.”

Forced hard labour was not an occupation, but a duty. Having com-
pleted his task or worked his allotted hours, the convict returned to 
the prison. Official work was detested. Were it not for his own private 
work, to which he devoted his whole mind and which absorbed his 
entire interest, a man would be unable to survive in prison. And, indeed, 
how could all those men, with everything they’d been through in life 
and all their lust for life, people who’d been forcibly lumped together 
like this and wrenched away from society and normal life – how could 
all these men be expected to live a normal, regular life here of their 
own free will? On its own, idleness would have led to them develop-
ing criminal tendencies that would never have manifested themselves 
before. Unable to work, deprived of lawful property he can call his 
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own, man cannot live; he becomes depraved and turns into a beast. 
And so every prisoner responds to his natural instincts and sense of 
self-preservation by turning to his own particular craft and hobby. 
The long summer days were almost all taken up by official forced 
labour, and the short nights were scarcely enough time for sufficient 
sleep. But in winter, regulations meant the convicts had to be locked 
up in their barracks as soon as it got dark. What could they do during 
those long, boring winter evenings? And so, despite an official ban, 
every barrack room turned into one huge workshop. Work and leisure 
activities as such were not prohibited, but it was strictly forbidden to 
possess tools or implements, without which work would have been 
impossible. But people worked on the quiet, and in some cases the 
authorities seemed to turn a blind eye. Many of the convicts arrived 
in the prison knowing nothing, but they learnt from the others and 
went out into the world as skilled workmen. There were cobblers, 
boot-makers, tailors, joiners, locksmiths, woodcarvers and gilders. 
There was one Jew, Isai Bumshtein, a jeweller and pawnbroker. They 
all worked away, earning themselves money. Orders for their work 
came from the town. Money is freedom in the form of coins, and so 
for someone who has been totally deprived of his freedom its value 
is increased tenfold. If he can hear it clinking in his pocket he is half 
consoled, even though he is unable to spend it. But money can always 
and everywhere be spent, particularly since there’s nothing sweeter than 
forbidden fruit. It was even possible to get hold of vodka in prison. 
Pipes were strictly forbidden, but all the convicts smoked them. Money 
and tobacco saved them from scurvy and other diseases, and work 
itself saved them from crime: without work, the convicts would have 
devoured one another like spiders in a glass jar. Despite this, both 
work and money were officially forbidden. The convicts were quite 
often subjected to sudden searches at night; any forbidden objects were 
confiscated, and the searchers would sometimes find the money, how-
ever carefully concealed. That partly explains why people didn’t hold 
on to it for long, but spent it on drink; and that explains how vodka 
came to be in the prison. After every search, the guilty were usually 
severely flogged and beaten, as well as having everything confiscated. 
Yet every search resulted in the immediate replacement of anything 
that had been lost, with new articles being promptly obtained, and 
everything carrying on as normal. The authorities were aware of this, 
and the prisoners didn’t complain about being punished, even though 
such an existence was like living on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius.
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Those without a particular skill got by in other ways. Some, for 
example, were engaged only in buying and selling goods that would 
never occur to anyone outside the prison as suitable for such a pur-
pose, or even as articles at all. But the prisoners were very poor and 
possessed extraordinary business acumen. Even the most miserable 
rag had its price, capable of being put to some use or other. The fact 
people were so poor meant that money in the prison had quite a 
different value from elsewhere. Demanding, complex work was paid 
for with a mere pittance. Some of the convicts engaged profitably in 
moneylending. The convict who was too tired to work, or without any 
money at all, took his last possessions to the moneylender, receiving 
a few copper coins at an outrageous interest rate. If he were unable 
to redeem them within the agreed time, they were immediately and 
ruthlessly sold. Moneylending became such a profitable activity that 
even official prison property, subject to inspection, was accepted as 
pledges – prison clothing, boots and shoes, for example, things that 
every prisoner might need at any moment. But such transactions 
sometimes took a different turn, and one, moreover, that was not 
entirely unexpected: without any further discussion, the person who 
had pawned the items would immediately go to the senior NCO on 
duty and inform him that official prison property had been pawned, 
and it was immediately taken back from the pawnbroker without it 
even being reported to the higher authorities. Curiously, this usually 
didn’t lead to any quarrel or dissent: the pawnbroker returned what 
was required in sullen silence, even seeming to expect it as inevitable. 
Maybe he grudgingly acknowledged he would have done the same had 
he been the other man. And so, even if he sometimes subsequently 
cursed his bad luck, it was without any malice but simply to appease 
his conscience.

As a general rule, the convicts did a fearful amount of stealing from 
one another. Almost everybody had his own locked box for his prison 
belongings. This was permitted, but the boxes afforded no security. 
I think you can imagine just what skilful thieves there were in that 
prison. One prisoner, someone who was genuinely devoted to me (I 
say that without any exaggeration) stole a copy of the Bible from 
me, the only book which we were allowed to possess in the prison. 
He himself confessed to me on the very same day he’d stolen it – not 
from remorse, but because he’d taken pity on me after I’d spent so 
long searching for it. There were some who got rich quick by peddling 
vodka. I’ll say something in more detail about this trade later on; it’s 
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quite a remarkable story. There were many prisoners who had been 
convicted for smuggling, so it’s hardly surprising that vodka man-
aged to get into the prison, even with all the guards and the searches. 
Smuggling, by the way, is by its very nature a special sort of crime. 
Would you believe, for example, that money and pecuniary advantage 
played a secondary role for some smugglers? Well, that really was the 
case. The smuggler is motivated by passion, by a sense of vocation. He 
is partly a poet. He risks everything, exposes himself to terrible danger, 
pulls the wool over people’s eyes, is resourceful, gets himself out of 
difficult situations; at times he even acts out of pure instinct. It is a 
passion as strong as gambling. I knew one convict, a man of colossal 
size, but so quiet, meek and humble you couldn’t imagine how he’d 
ever been sent to prison in the first place. He was so good-natured and 
sociable that he never once quarrelled with anyone the whole time he 
was in prison. But he came from the western border area, where he’d 
been caught smuggling, and so, naturally, was unable to resist bringing 
vodka into the prison illegally. How many times had he been punished 
for this, and how much he dreaded being flogged! In any case, smug-
gling vodka was hardly a money-making exercise – the only person 
to make money out of it was the dealer. The eccentric fellow loved 
what he did for its own sake. He was as tearful as a woman, and how 
often, after being punished, did he vow he’d never smuggle anything 
again! He sometimes valiantly held out for a whole month, but was 
always finally forced to give in… It was thanks to such characters that 
there was never any shortage of vodka in the prison.

Finally, there was one other source of income which, although it 
didn’t make anyone wealthy, was nonetheless constant and beneficial. 
This was charitable giving. The highest class of our society has no 
idea how profoundly our merchants, tradespeople and the common 
people care about the “unfortunate” among us. Almsgiving carries 
on almost uninterruptedly and almost always in the form of bread, 
rolls and loaves – much more rarely in money. Without this charity, 
prisoners – especially those on remand who receive much harsher treat-
ment than those who have been tried and convicted – would have been 
unable to cope. The alms are shared out equally among the prisoners 
with religious precision. If there are not enough rolls for everyone, 
then they are divided equally, sometimes even into six portions, and 
each inmate will receive his share without fail. I can remember the 
first time I was given alms in the form of money. This was soon after 
my arrival in the prison. I was returning from the morning shift alone, 
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but for a single guard. I saw a mother and daughter, a little girl of 
about ten, as pretty as an angel, coming towards me. I had seen them 
once before. The mother was the widow of a soldier. Her husband, a 
young soldier, had died in hospital awaiting trial; he’d been a patient 
in the convicts’ ward at the same time as me. His wife and daughter 
had come to say their goodbyes; both were in floods of tears. On 
seeing me, the little girl blushed and whispered something to her 
mother. Her mother immediately stopped, found a quarter-copeck 
in her bag and gave it to the little girl. She rushed after me. “There, 
poor fellow, take this, for the love of Christ!” she cried out, darting 
in front of me and thrusting the coin into my hand. I took the coin 
and the little girl returned to her mother completely happy. I held on 
to this quarter-copeck for a long time.




