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Devils

For the life of me, can’t see ahead,
Our track is nowhere to be found.
Guided ’cross fields by a demon dread, 
All we can do is go round and round.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Such hordes! What is their frenzied quest? 
Why are they chanting that plaintive air?
Are they racing to lay a goblin to rest –
Or a witch’s marriage to prepare?

alexander PushKin*

And there was there an herd of many swine feeding on the 
mountain; and they besought him that he would suffer 
them to enter into him. And he suffered them. Then went 
the devils out of the man, and entered into the swine; and 
the herd ran violently down a steep place into the lake and 
were choked. When they that fed them saw what was done, 
they fled and told it in the city and in the country. Then 
they went out to see what was done; and came to Jesus, 
and found the man, out of whom the devils were departed, 
sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed, and in his right mind; 
and they were afraid. They also which saw it told them by 
what means he that was possessed of the devils was healed.

luKe 8:32–36
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Chapter 1
In Place of  an Introduction:  

a Few Details from the Biography of  the  
Highly Esteemed Stepan Trofimovich Verkhovensky 

I

As i emBarK On an accOunt of the recent and very strange events 
that took place in our hitherto totally unremarkable town,* my lack 

of skill compels me to begin in a rather roundabout way – that is to say, 
with certain biographical details of the talented and highly esteemed 
Stepan Trofimovich Verkhovensky. Let these details serve merely as an 
introduction to the chronicle I am presenting here; the actual story I’m 
intending to relate is still to come.

Let me say straight away: Stepan Trofimovich constantly played a spe-
cial and, as it were, civic role among us, a role of which he was passion-
ately fond – so much so, it even seems to me, that without it he wouldn’t 
have been able to survive. Not that I ever likened him to an actor playing 
a part on the stage – Heaven forbid! I have too much respect for him to 
think anything of the sort. It could all have been put down to habit or, 
rather, to an ever-present and noble propensity, inculcated in him since 
childhood, to have pleasant dreams concerning the beauty of his civic 
position. He was especially fond, for example, of adopting the role of a 
“persecuted” man and, so to speak, an “exile”. These two little words had 
something of a classical allure that seduced him once and for all; over the 
course of many years they gradually elevated his own opinion of himself 
until they finally placed him on an extremely high pedestal that flattered 
his self-esteem. In a satirical English novel of the last century, a certain 
Gulliver, on returning from the land of the Lilliputians, where the inhabit-
ants were no more than a few inches tall, had become so accustomed to 
seeing himself as a giant in their midst that, when walking around the 
streets of London, he found himself crying out to the carriages and the 
passers-by so that they should get out of his way and take care lest he 
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should crush them underfoot, imagining that he was still a giant and that 
they were all still tiny. People consequently laughed at him and called him 
names, and uncouth coachmen even lashed at the giant with their whips. 
But was that fair? Habit can be responsible for a lot of things, can’t it? 
It was habit that led Stepan Trofimovich to behave almost in the same 
way, but rather more innocently and less offensively – if I may put it like 
that – because he was the most wonderful of human beings.

I even think that, towards the end, he was forgotten by everyone eve-
rywhere, but it would have been quite wrong to say that, even earlier, 
he’d been a completely unknown figure. It is an indisputable fact that for 
a time he’d been a member of that famous constellation of celebrated 
figures of our previous generation; indeed, at one moment – though 
it had been only the briefest of moments – his name was uttered by 
many hasty people of that time almost in the same breath as those of 
Chaadayev, Belinsky, Granovsky and Herzen* – then just beginning to 
make his reputation abroad. But Stepan Trofimovich’s activities in this 
respect ceased almost as soon as they had begun – a consequence, so to 
speak, of a “whirlwind of fortuitous circumstances”. And what do you 
think? It later turned out that not only had there not been any “whirl-
wind”, but even any “circumstances” at all, at least in so far as he’d 
been concerned. Only very recently I learnt, to my astonishment, but 
nonetheless from a totally trustworthy source, that Stepan Trofimovich 
had been living in our midst, in our province, not only not as an exile, 
as we’d become accustomed to view him, but not even under any kind 
of surveillance. There’s the power of imagination for you! He himself 
genuinely believed that in certain spheres he was a constant cause of 
apprehension, that his every move was watched and under constant 
consideration, and that each of the three successive provincial governors 
who had taken up their posts over the course of the last twenty years 
had arrived with a definite and worrying concern about him – a con-
cern inspired from above, especially whenever there’d been a transfer 
of power. Had someone at the time convinced the extremely honest 
Stepan Trofimovich with irrefutable evidence that he had nothing at all 
to be afraid of, he would undoubtedly have been offended. And yet he 
was such an intelligent and talented man, a person, so to speak, of real 
learning – though even here… well, let’s just say that he hadn’t done 
very much as a scholar, nothing at all apparently. But then that’s nearly 
always the case with our men of learning in Russia.
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He returned from abroad and shone briefly as a lecturer, at the very 
end of the ’40s, it must have been. He was only able to give a few lec-
tures – on the Arabians, it seems. He also managed to defend a brilliant 
thesis on the supposed emergence of the civic and Hanseatic significance 
of the German town Hanau,* relating to the period between 1413 
and 1428, together with the specific, rather obscure reasons why that 
significance was never realized. This thesis skilfully and painfully got 
under the skin of the Slavophiles of the day,* large numbers of whom 
thereby immediately became his most bitter enemies. And then – when, 
incidentally, he had lost his university chair – he managed to publish (as, 
so to speak, an expression of revenge and to demonstrate the quality 
of the person they had lost), in a progressive monthly journal which 
translated Dickens and preached the views of George Sand,* the begin-
ning of a most profound investigation into, it seems, the causes of the 
extraordinary moral uprightness of some knights or other during some 
period or other, or something along those lines. At the very least, he 
was engaged in an elevated and unusually noble idea. Later it was said 
that any continuation of the article had been hastily banned, and that 
even such a progressive journal had suffered as a result of publishing the 
first half. This could well have been so, for what wasn’t possible in those 
days? But more probably, in this particular case, nothing of the sort had 
happened – he himself had been too lazy to finish the article. And he had 
stopped giving his lectures on the Arabians because somehow someone 
(evidently one of his reactionary enemies) had intercepted a letter to 
somebody or other with an account of some “circumstances” or other, 
as a consequence of which somebody demanded some explanation. I 
don’t know if it’s true, but it is also claimed that in Petersburg, at the 
very same time, some huge, unnatural anti-government group of about 
thirteen people had been uncovered, which had shaken society to its 
very foundations. It was said they’d been meeting to discuss Fourier.* 
And, as if by design, in Moscow at the very same time a long epic poem 
by Stepan Trofimovich was seized, a piece which he’d written some 
six years earlier in Berlin while still a very young man and which had 
circulated in manuscript among two admirers and one student. I have 
this poem now in my desk; I received it, just last year, in a very recent 
copy in Stepan Trofimovich’s own hand, with his inscription and in a 
magnificent morocco-leather binding. Incidentally, it is not without 
poetry or even without a certain talent. It was a strange piece, but then 



8

devils

people often wrote like that in those days (to be precise, in the ’30s). 
I have difficulty in telling you what it’s about, for I can honestly say I 
don’t understand a thing. It’s a kind of allegory in lyrical-dramatic 
form reminiscent of the second part of Faust.* The scene opens with a 
chorus of women, followed by a chorus of men, then of some powers, 
and finally with a chorus of souls who are not yet alive, but who would 
very much like to become so. All these choirs sing about something that 
is very indeterminate, mostly about some curse or other, but with a 
touch of elevated humour. But there is soon a change of scene, and some 
sort of “Festival of Life” appears, including even singing insects, then 
a tortoise appears speaking sacramental phrases in Latin, and even, if I 
remember correctly, a mineral – that is to say, a totally inanimate object 
– sings something or other. In general, everyone sings the whole time, 
and, if they do talk, it takes the form of some indeterminate bickering, 
but once again with a touch of some higher meaning. Finally, there is 
another change of scene, showing a wilderness, with a civilized young 
man picking and sucking at some grasses as he wanders around among 
the rocks. When a fairy asks him why he is sucking at these grasses, he 
replies that he feels an overabundance of life within him, and that he 
is seeking oblivion, which he finds in the sap of these grasses; but that 
what he wants above anything else is to lose his mind as soon as possible 
(a perhaps unnecessary desire). Then an indescribably beautiful youth 
rides in on a black stallion, followed by a terrifying multitude of all the 
nations. The youth represents death, for which all the nations are yearn-
ing. Finally, in the very last scene, the Tower of Babel suddenly appears, 
and a group of athletes at last finish building it with a song of new hope, 
and when they have reached the very top, the lord – let us suppose of 
Olympus – flees comically from the scene, while mankind, realizing 
what it was all about, takes his place and immediately begins a new life 
with a new understanding of everything. Anyway, this was the poem 
which, at the time, was considered so dangerous. Last year I suggested 
to Stepan Trofimovich that, in view of its total innocence nowadays, he 
publish it, but he declined my suggestion with evident displeasure. He 
didn’t like the idea of it being considered totally innocent, and I could 
even detect a certain coldness on his part towards me that lasted for two 
whole months. And what do you think? Suddenly, at almost precisely 
the same moment I was proposing the poem be published here, it was 
published there – that is abroad, in one of the revolutionary anthologies, 
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and totally without Stepan Trofimovich’s knowledge. At first, in a state 
of alarm, he dashed to see the governor and wrote the most elevated 
letter to Petersburg in his own defence, a letter that he read out to me 
twice. But he never sent it, as he didn’t know whom he should address 
it to. In short, he was in a state of anxiety for a whole month; but I was 
convinced that, deep within the mysterious recesses of his heart, he felt 
unusually flattered. He practically slept with a copy of the anthology 
he’d been sent and, during the day, he kept it concealed under his mat-
tress, even forbidding the woman from coming in and making his bed; 
and while he waited every day for a telegram to arrive from somewhere, 
he maintained a haughty expression. No telegram arrived. Only then 
did he become reconciled with me, a testament to the extraordinary 
kindness of his gentle and forgiving heart.

II

Yet i’m nOt claiming� he didn’t suffer at all: I am now merely 
completely convinced that, if he’d simply given the necessary 

explanations, he could have carried on lecturing on his Arabians to his 
heart’s content. But he was at the time too proud to do so, and it was 
with positive haste that he set about assuring himself once and for all 
that his career had been destroyed for ever by a “whirlwind of circum-
stances”. But, to be entirely truthful, the real reason for the change in 
his career was a most delicate proposition that had already been made 
once and that was now renewed by Varvara Petrovna Stavrogina, the 
wife of a lieutenant-general and a woman of considerable wealth. This 
was a request to take on the education and the entire intellectual devel-
opment of her only son, in the capacity of a distinguished pedagogue 
and friend, to say nothing of the magnificent salary this would entail. 
This proposition had first been put to him back in Berlin, precisely at 
the time he had first become widowed. His first wife had been a flighty 
girl from our province whom he’d married as a very foolhardy young 
man, and it seems this admittedly attractive young woman had caused 
him considerable grief, because he’d lacked the means to support her – 
together with, in addition, other delicate reasons. She had died in Paris, 
having been separated from him for the last three years, and leaving 
him a five-year-old son – the “fruit of a first, joyful and still unclouded 
love”, as the grieving Stepan Trofimovich had once suddenly blurted out 
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in my presence. From the very start, the young nestling had been sent 
back to Russia, where he was being brought up by some distant aunts, 
somewhere in the back of beyond. At that time Stepan Trofimovich 
had declined Varvara Petrovna’s offer and, even before a year was up, 
hastily got married again, to a taciturn German girl from Berlin – and 
that, moreover, without any special need to do so. But apart from that, 
there turned out to be other reasons for declining the post of tutor: he 
was seduced by the then resounding fame of a certain unforgettable 
professor, inducing him to try out his own eagle wings and fly to the 
lecturer’s chair for which he’d been preparing himself. And now, with 
his wings singed, the offer over which he’d once hesitated naturally came 
to mind. And then the matter was finally decided with the sudden death 
of his second wife as well, after they’d spent less than a year together. 
Let me say openly: everything was resolved thanks to the impassioned 
solicitude and the invaluable and, so to speak, classical friendship of 
Varvara Petrovna, if one may talk about friendship in such terms. He 
rushed to embrace this friendship, and the arrangement was in place for 
just over twenty years. I have used the expression “rushed to embrace”, 
but may God preserve anyone from thinking that there was anything 
untoward and frivolous here: the word “embrace” is to be understood 
only in its highest moral sense. These two remarkable beings were for 
ever linked in the most delicate of relationships. 

The post of tutor had also been accepted because the little (in fact 
extremely small) estate left by Stepan Trofimovich’s first wife happened 
to be situated right next to Skvoreshniki, the magnificent estate of the 
Stavrogins on the outskirts of our provincial town. Besides, in the quiet 
and peace of his study and no longer distracted by the huge demands 
of university work, it was always possible to devote his life to learning 
and to enrich the literary storehouse of his fatherland with research of 
the profoundest kind. No research resulted; yet it proved possible to 
stand for the rest of his life, for more than twenty years, as “a reproach 
incarnate”, so to speak, to one’s fatherland. In the words of one of our 
national poets:*

Reproach incarnate thou stood 
……………………………… 
Before the fatherland, 
O liberal idealist.
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But the person this poet is referring to may well have had the right – 
should he have so wished – to adopt such a pose throughout his life, 
even though this may have been tedious. Our Stepan Trofimovich, on 
the other hand, was merely an imitator by comparison with other 
similar figures, and anyway he often became tired of standing and was 
frequently to be found lying down on his side. Yet even when on his 
side, the embodiment of reproach was preserved when in this recum-
bent position – and, to be perfectly fair, this was quite sufficient for our 
province. You should have seen him at our club, whenever he sat down 
to a game of cards. His whole demeanour seemed to say: “Cards! Here 
I am sitting down with you playing this game of whist! Is that a fitting 
thing to be doing? Who is responsible for this? Who has shattered my 
life’s work and turned it into whist? Ah, perish Russia!” And he would 
portentously trump with his heart.

In truth, however, he absolutely loved doing battle at cards, over 
which, especially recently, he’d had numerous and unpleasant clashes 
with Varvara Petrovna, particularly since he was always losing. But more 
on that later. Let me merely say that he was a man of some conscience 
(sometimes, that is), and for this reason often lapsed into a melancholy 
mood. Three or four times a year, over the course of his twenty-year 
friendship with Varvara Petrovna, he would regularly fall into something 
we call “civic grief” – simply become depressed, that is – but this little 
phrase “civic grief” was especially to the liking of the highly respected 
Varvara Petrovna. Later, apart from civic grief, he began falling into 
champagne as well, but the perceptive Varvara Petrovna constantly 
shielded him from every kind of trivial propensity. And, indeed, he 
needed a nanny, because at times he behaved very oddly: in the middle 
of a bout of the most exalted grief he would suddenly begin to laugh 
like the simplest of peasants. There were moments when he even began 
making humorous references to himself. But nothing so alarmed Varvara 
Petrovna as expressions of humour. She was a woman in the classical 
mould, a female Maecenas,* who acted only when guided by the very 
highest considerations. The influence of this exalted lady on her poor 
friend was of the utmost significance. She needs to be spoken about 
separately, and this is what I shall now do.
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III

There are sOme strang�e friendshiPs: two friends can live 
their entire lives almost wanting to devour each other, and yet they 

are unable to part. It’s even quite impossible for them to part: if they 
do, the one who behaves capriciously and breaks off the relationship 
will be the first to fall ill and perhaps even die. I know for a fact that 
several times Stepan Trofimovich, sometimes after the most intimate 
outpouring of emotions tête-à-tête with Varvara Petrovna, would sud-
denly jump up from the sofa after she’d left and begin hammering on 
the wall with his fists.

This was not at all an allegory: on one occasion, indeed, he even 
broke off a piece of plaster from the wall. How, you may ask, could I 
know such an intimate detail? But what if I’d seen it for myself? What 
if Stepan Trofimovich himself had many times sobbed on my shoulder, 
describing every detail of his innermost feelings to me in lurid colours? 
(And what did he not say to me on those occasions!) Yet here is what 
almost always happened after such outbursts: by the very next day he 
was ready to crucify himself for his ingratitude; he would hastily invite 
me over, or come dashing to me himself solely to declare that Varvara 
Petrovna was “an angel of honour and delicacy”, whereas he was “the 
exact opposite”. As well as dashing over to see me, he more than once 
expressed all this to her herself in the most eloquent of letters confessing, 
over his full signature, that as early as the day before, for example, he’d 
been telling a third party that she kept him out of vanity; that she was 
envious of his erudition and talents; that she hated him and was afraid 
only of publicly disclosing her hatred, worried he would leave her and 
thereby ruin her literary reputation; that, as a consequence, he despised 
himself and had decided to die a violent death, and was waiting for a 
final word from her which would decide everything – and so on and so 
on, all in the same vein. After this, you can imagine just how hysterical 
the nervous outbursts of this most innocent of all fifty-year-old innocent 
infants could become! I once read one of these letters, after they’d had a 
quarrel over some trifling matter that had turned venomous. Horrified, 
I begged him not to send the letter.

“Impossible… more honourable… duty… I will die, if I don’t confess 
everything, everything to her!” he replied almost feverishly, and sent the 
letter off anyway.
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This was the difference between them: Varvara Petrovna would never 
have sent such a letter. Indeed, he loved writing to distraction and would 
even write to her when they were living together in the same house; 
at moments of hysteria, he would write two letters a day. I know for 
a fact she would always read these letters with the utmost care, even 
when there were two letters a day, and, having read them, she would 
put them away in a special little drawer, annotated and sorted; more 
than that – she would file them away in her heart. And then, keeping 
her friend for a whole day without an answer, she would meet him as 
if it were the most natural thing in the world, as if nothing special had 
happened the day before. Little by little she drilled him so well that he 
himself did not dare mention the events of the previous day, but merely 
glanced into her eyes for a while. But whereas she forgot nothing, he 
would sometimes forget all too easily, and often that same day, embold-
ened by her calm composure, would start laughing and fooling around 
with a glass of champagne in his hand whenever friends arrived. What a 
venomous look she must have given him at such moments, but he never 
noticed anything! Perhaps a week, a month or even six months later, 
at some particular moment, he would unexpectedly recall something 
he’d said in one of these letters, followed by the entire letter with all its 
attendant circumstances, and he would suddenly grow hot with shame, 
becoming at times so tormented that he would fall ill with one of his 
bilious attacks. Such choleric attacks, so typical of him, were in certain 
cases the usual outcome of his nervous fits and constituted a curious 
characteristic of his metabolism.

Indeed, no doubt Varvara Petrovna very often did hate him; but 
there was one thing that, right up until the end, he failed to notice in 
her: that finally, for her, he had become her son, her creation – even, 
one might say, her invention – that he had become part of her own 
flesh, and that she kept and sustained him not simply because she was 
“envious of his talents”. How hurt she must have felt by such supposi-
tions! In the middle of all the hatred, jealousy and scorn she secretly 
harboured an unbearable love for him. For twenty-two years she fussed 
over him, protecting him from every speck of dust; if there seemed to 
be some question concerning his reputation as a poet, as a scholar or 
as a public figure, she would be unable to sleep for nights on end. She 
had dreamt him up, and she herself was the first person to believe in 
her creation. He had become something like a daydream of hers… But 
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then, in return, she demanded a great deal from him, at times even 
slavish obedience. And she could be an incredibly unforgiving woman, 
as I can now illustrate with two anecdotes.

IV

One day, BacK at the time when the first rumours were cir-
culating concerning the emancipation of the serfs,* a time when 

the whole of Russia had suddenly begun to rejoice and to prepare itself 
to be reborn, Varvara Petrovna was visited by a passing baron from 
Petersburg, a man with the highest connections, someone who stood 
very close to the thick of things. Varvara Petrovna valued such visits very 
highly, because, ever since the death of her husband, her links with the 
upper layers of society had grown weaker and weaker until they’d finally 
disappeared altogether. The baron sat with her for an hour, taking tea 
with her. Nobody else was present, but then Varvara Petrovna invited 
Stepan Trofimovich to join them and introduced him. The baron had 
already heard, or pretended he’d heard, one or two things about him, but 
paid him little attention over tea. Naturally, Stepan Trofimovich man-
aged to maintain his dignity, and he had the most impeccable manners. 
Although he was, it seems, not particularly high-born, it happened that 
from the very earliest childhood he had been brought up in a household 
of high standing in Moscow and, therefore, decently; he spoke French 
like a Parisian. The baron should therefore have immediately been able 
to discern the kind of people Varvara Petrovna associated with, even 
in such a provincial backwater. However, that’s not how it turned out. 
When the baron positively confirmed that the rumours then just begin-
ning to circulate about the great reform were completely true, Stepan 
Trofimovich, suddenly unable to restrain himself, shouted “Hurrah!” and 
even gave a gesture indicating his delight. It was not a loud shout, even 
rather an elegant one; his delight had perhaps even been pre-planned, 
and the gesture something he’d deliberately rehearsed in front of the 
mirror half an hour before tea. But clearly it had not been entirely suc-
cessfully executed, as the baron permitted himself a faint smile – though, 
with exceptional courtesy, he immediately interpolated a phrase about 
the universal and appropriate emotions in the hearts of all Russians 
towards such a great event. Shortly after this he left and, on his way out, 
remembered to extend two fingers to Stepan Trofimovich as well. On 




