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The Kreutzer Sonata

But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh 

on a woman to lust after her hath committed 

adultery with her already in his heart.

– Matthew 5:28

His disciples say unto him, If  the case of  

the man be so with his wife it is not good to 

marry. But he said unto them, All men cannot 

receive this saying, save they to whom it is 

given. For there are some eunuchs which were 

so born from their mother’s womb: and there be 

eunuchs, which have made themselves eunuchs 

for the kingdom of  heaven’s sake.

He that is able to receive it, let him receive it.

– Matthew 19:10–12

1

I t wAs eArly spring. We were now into the second day 
of our journey. Passengers who were only travelling short 

distances came and went, but there were three people in the 
carriage who, like myself, had been there from the very start: an 
unattractive, elderly lady with an exhausted-looking expression 
who was smoking cigarettes and wearing a hat and a coat that 
could almost have belonged to a man; her friend, a talkative 
man of about forty with smart new luggage; and a short man 
with nervous jerky movements who had so far kept himself to 
himself, although his exceptionally bright eyes were constantly 
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flitting from one thing to another. He was not an old man, 
but his curly hair was obviously going prematurely grey. He 
was wearing an old, expensively tailored overcoat with a lamb-
skin collar and a tall hat of the same material, and whenever 
he unbuttoned his coat you could see he was wearing a jacket 
with an embroidered Russian shirt underneath. He possessed 
one more peculiar characteristic: every so often he would emit 
strange sounds, as if he were clearing his throat or stifling a 
laugh waiting to be released. 

For the whole of the journey thus far this man had studiously 
avoided any contact or familiarity with his fellow passengers. 
Whenever his neighbours had tried speaking to him, he had 
answered briefly and abruptly, but for the most part he had read, 
or looked out of the window and smoked a cigarette, or he had 
taken some provisions out of his old travelling bag and drunk tea 
or munched on a snack.

Sensing that he found his solitude burdensome, I tried several 
times to strike up a conversation with him, but each time our eyes 
met – which happened frequently as we were sitting diagonally 
opposite one another – he turned away and went back to his book 
or looked out of the window.

In the late afternoon of that second day we stopped at a sta-
tion, and the nervous man got off the train for some hot water 
and brewed himself some tea on his return. The man with the 
smart new luggage (a lawyer, as I found out subsequently) and 
his female companion, the lady in the man’s coat who smoked, 
went off to have some tea in the station buffet. 

While these two were gone, several new people joined us, including 
a tall, clean-shaven old man, clearly a merchant, with a wrinkled 
face and wearing a mink fur coat and a cap with an enormous 
peak. The merchant sat down opposite the seats vacated by the 
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lady and the lawyer, and immediately launched into a conversa-
tion with a young man with the air of a salesman who had also 
just got on the train.

I sat diagonally opposite to them and, since the train was not 
moving, I was able to hear snatches of what they were saying 
whenever there was nobody walking through the carriage. The 
merchant began by explaining he was on his way to his estate, 
which was only one station away. Then, as always happens 
on such occasions, the two of them turned to a discussion on 
prices, then on trade, then, inevitably, on the current state of 
the Moscow market, and finally moving on to the subject of the 
Nizhni Novgorod fair.* The salesman started talking about the 
drinking exploits of a certain rich merchant known to both of 
them at the fair, but the old man interrupted him to regale him 
with his own account of drinking bouts in Kunavino,* in which 
he himself had once taken part. He was obviously proud of such 
exploits, and with evident pleasure related the story of the occa-
sion in Kunavino when he and this same mutual acquaintance 
had been out drinking and they had got into such mischief that 
he could only describe what happened in a whisper. The salesman 
thought this was so funny that his guffaw resounded throughout 
the carriage, while the old man also burst out laughing, revealing 
a couple of yellow teeth.

Not expecting to hear anything of interest, I stood up, intending 
to take a stroll along the platform before the train departed. In the 
doorway I came face to face with the lawyer and his lady friend, 
engaged in lively conversation as they walked along.

“You won’t have time,” the sociable lawyer said. “The second 
bell’s going to go any minute now.”

And, indeed, the bell rang before I could reach the end of the 
train. When I returned to the carriage, the lady and the lawyer 
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were continuing their lively conversation. The old man sat oppo-
site them, staring ahead of him in stony silence and occasionally 
chewing his teeth in disapproval. 

“Then she came straight to the point and told her husband,” the 
lawyer was saying with a smile as I walked past, “that she could 
not, and did not want, to live with him since…”

But that was all I was able to hear. More passengers came in 
after me, followed by the conductor, and then a porter rushed in, 
and for a little while the carriage was so noisy it was impossible to 
hear a word anyone was saying. When everything had quietened 
down and I could hear what the lawyer was saying again, their 
conversation had clearly moved on from discussing a particular 
case to broader considerations.

The lawyer was talking about divorce and how it had become 
a much discussed topic among the general public in European 
society, and saying that cases of it were now becoming more and 
more frequent here, in Russia. Suddenly aware he was the only 
one talking, the lawyer stopped what he was saying and turned 
towards the old man.

“Things weren’t like that in the old days, were they!” he said, 
with a pleasant smile.

The old man wanted to say something in reply but, at that 
moment, the train set off, and the old man removed his cap, 
made the sign of the cross and whispered a prayer to himself. The 
lawyer averted his eyes and politely waited. When the old man 
had finished praying and crossed himself three times, he replaced 
his cap firmly and solidly on his head, settled himself in his seat 
and started speaking.

“There were such cases then, sir, only fewer of them,” he said. 
“What’s going on nowadays is only to be expected; too much 
education, in my opinion.”
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By now the train was picking up speed the whole time, rattling 
over the points, and I found it difficult to hear what was being 
said. It was an interesting topic, and I changed my seat to be closer 
to him. My neighbour, the nervous man with the shining eyes, 
had also clearly become interested and was listening intently, but 
without getting up from his seat.

“But why’s education such a bad thing?” the lady asked with a 
barely perceptible smile. “Was it really better in the old days, when 
a bride and groom got married before they’d seen each other?” 
she continued, replying, as many women do, not by answering 
what the old man had actually said, but by what she thought he 
was going to say. “You had people marrying the first man who 
came along, not knowing whether they loved or even liked him, 
and then spending the rest of their life in misery. And you think 
that’s better, do you?” she said, evidently addressing her remarks 
to the lawyer and myself, and hardly at all to the old man she 
was talking to.

“They’re too well educated,” the old man repeated, giving the 
lady a scathing look, without answering her question.

“I’d like to know why you think there’s a connection between 
education and the breakdown of a marriage,” the lawyer said, 
smiling barely perceptibly.

The merchant was about to say something, but the lady inter-
rupted him.

“No, those times have gone,” she said. But the lawyer stopped her.
“Hold on, let him say what he thinks.”
“Education only leads to a lot of stupidity,” the old man said 

doggedly.
“People who don’t love each other are forced to marry, and then 

everyone’s surprised they can’t live in harmony,” the lady said 
quickly, looking round at the lawyer and at me, and even at the 
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salesman who had got up from his place and begun listening to 
the conversation with a smile on his face, his arm resting on the 
back of his seat. “After all, it’s only animals who can be mated 
as their owner wishes, isn’t it! Human beings, on the other hand, 
have their own inclinations and preferences,” she added, clearly 
wishing to rile the old man.

“You’re wrong there, madam,” the old man said. “An animal is 
just an animal, but human beings are subject to laws.”

“Yes, but how can you live with someone when there’s no love?” 
the woman asked, still hastily wishing to express her opinions, 
which she no doubt considered very novel.

“They didn’t bother with such matters in the old days,” the 
old man said portentously. “It’s only caught on very recently. 
Nowadays the woman says, ‘I’m leaving you’– something even 
men have started doing nowadays. ‘Right,’ the woman says, 
‘here are your shirts and trousers; I’m going off with Vanka, 
his hair is curlier than yours.’ Try arguing with that. But, as 
far as a woman is concerned, what should come first of all 
is fear.”

The salesman looked at the lawyer, then at the lady and finally 
at me, clearly uncertain whether or not to smile, prepared either 
to approve of or ridicule the old man’s words, depending on how 
they would be received. 

“What are you talking about? What kind of fear?” the lady 
asked.

“I mean when a woman is afraid of her husband; that kind of 
fear.”

“But those times have gone, my dear man,” said the lady, by 
now rather angry.

“No, my dear lady, those times will always be with us. The first 
woman, Eve, was created from the rib of a man, and that’s how it 
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will be for the rest of time,” the man said, with such a convincing 
and triumphant shake of his head that the salesman immediately 
decided the merchant must have won the argument and erupted 
in loud laughter.

“That’s seeing things from the man’s point of view,” the lady 
said, determined to hold her own, looking round at the rest of 
us. “You grant yourselves freedom, but you want to keep women 
locked up in a tower. And in the meantime you give yourselves 
permission to do what you want.”

“It’s not a question of permission. No matter what a man does 
in the home it never benefits from his efforts, whereas a woman is 
a fragile vessel,” the merchant continued confidently.

The merchant’s self-assured tone was evidently winning over 
his listeners, and even the lady felt a little crushed. But she was 
still not prepared to give in.

“All right, but I think you’ll agree that a woman is a person, 
with feelings, just like a man. What then is she to do if she doesn’t 
love her husband?”

“Doesn’t love her husband!” the merchant echoed menacingly, 
with an exaggerated movement of his lips and eyebrows. “She has 
no choice but to love him!”

The salesman was especially taken by this unexpected argument, 
and he made a sound signifying his approval.

“No, you’re wrong, she doesn’t have to love him,” the lady 
said. “And if she doesn’t, then there’s no way she can be forced 
to, is there?”

“But what if a wife is unfaithful to her husband, what then?” 
the lawyer asked.

“That mustn’t happen,” the old man said. “You have to make 
sure that it doesn’t.”

“But what if it does? Such cases are not unknown.”
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“With some people maybe, but not with our sort,” the old 
man replied.

Everybody fell silent. The salesman moved a little closer. Clearly 
not wishing to be left out, he said with a smile on his face:

“Well, I don’t know. There was a scandal involving one of our 
young lads. Also very difficult to say where the fault lay. This woman 
turned up in his life. She was a flighty little thing and soon started 
playing around. He was a straightforward young lad, with a bit 
of education. Her first affair was with an office clerk. He tried to 
get her to mend her ways, but she carried on as before. She played 
all kinds of dirty tricks on him, including stealing his money. So 
he beat her. And, what do you think? Things only got worse. She 
had a fling – if you’ll pardon the expression – with a heathen, a 
Jew. So what was he to do? He threw her out altogether. He’s now 
living the bachelor life and she’s just drifting about.”

“Well, he’s an idiot,” the old man said. “If he’d started out by 
not letting her do what she wanted, if he’d put a real stop to it all, 
she’d probably still be with him. You have to curb their freedom 
from the very beginning. Trust the woman in the home, not the 
horse in the field.”

At that moment the conductor came in asking for any tickets 
for the next station. The old man handed his in. 

“That’s right: if you don’t rein women in early on, you’re really 
asking for trouble.”

“But what about that story you told of those married men going 
on a binge at the fair in Kunavino?” I asked, unable to hold back 
any longer.

“That was different,” the old man said, and lapsed into silence.
When the whistle sounded, the merchant stood up, retrieved his 

travelling bag from under his seat, wrapped himself up warmly 
and, raising his cap, went out onto the brake platform.
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2

A s soon As the old mAn had gone several people started 
talking.

“There’s someone straight out of the Old Testament for you,” 
said the salesman.

“A real-life Domostroy!”* the lady agreed. “Such a primitive 
opinion of women and of marriage!”

“Yes, the European view of marriage is way ahead of ours,” 
said the lawyer. 

“Above all, what such people don’t understand,” the lady said, 
“is that a marriage without love is not a marriage. Only love can 
sanctify a marriage, and a marriage can only be real if it’s sancti-
fied by love.”

The salesman listened to all these clever utterances with a smile 
on his face, intent on memorizing as many of them as possible 
for future use.

While the lady was talking, there was a noise behind me that 
sounded like suppressed laughter or possibly someone sobbing. 
We looked round and saw my neighbour, the greying solitary 
man with the sparkling eyes. During the course of the conversa-
tion, which had clearly interested him, he had come up to join us 
without anyone noticing. He now stood there, resting his arm on 
the back of the seat, obviously extremely agitated. His face was 
red and one cheek was twitching.

“What’s this about love… love… love sanctifying marriage?” 
he said haltingly.

Seeing how agitated he was, the lady tried to spell out her answer 
as gently as possible. 

“I’m talking about true love… if true love exists between a man 
and a woman, then marriage becomes possible,” she said.
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“Yes, but what do you mean by true love?” the man with the 
sparkling eyes asked shyly, with an awkward smile.

“Everyone knows what is meant by love,” the lady said, clearly 
wishing to bring the conversation to an end.

“Well, I don’t,” said the man. “You need to define what you 
mean…”

“What? Well, it’s very simple,” the lady said, though she needed 
to think for a moment before continuing. “What is love? Love is the 
exclusive preference for a man or a woman above everyone else.”

“Preference for how long? For a month? Two days, half an hour?” 
the grey-haired man said and burst out laughing.

“Forgive me, but you’re clearly missing the point.”
“No, I’m not: I’m speaking precisely to the point.”
“What she’s saying,” the lawyer put in, indicating the lady, “is 

that a marriage must be based in the first place on mutual attrac-
tion – love if you like – and that a marriage can only, so to speak, 
be sanctified if such attraction is present. But she’s also saying 
that unless a marriage is based on mutual attraction – love if you 
like – it cannot entail any moral obligation. Have I understood 
you correctly?” he concluded, turning to the lady.

The lady gave a slight nod to indicate her approval of this sum-
mary of her position.

“Moreover…” the lawyer started to continue, but the nervous 
man’s eyes were now blazing. He had clearly been finding it very 
difficult to restrain himself, and he butted in without allowing the 
lawyer to finish what he was saying.

“No, I was speaking precisely to the point – about this preference 
for a man or a woman above everyone else. I was merely asking 
for how long such a preference should last.”

“For how long? For a long time, perhaps for ever,” the lady said, 
with a shrug of her shoulders.
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“You’ll only find that sort of thing in novels, never in real life. 
In life, this preference for one person above everyone else can last 
maybe for some years, but that’s very rare. Much more often it 
lasts for only a few months, or weeks, or days, or hours even,” 
he said, clearly aware how much he was astonishing everyone in 
saying such things, and pleased by the effect he was having.

“Oh, come on! That’s not right at all. Really!” all three of us 
exclaimed with one voice. Even the salesman emitted a sound 
indicating disapproval.

“Yes, yes, I know,” the grey-haired man said, his voice rising 
above ours. “But you’re talking about something that is supposed 
to exist, whereas I’m talking about something that actually does 
exist. What you call love is what every man feels for every attrac-
tive woman.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say. But why can’t this feeling, this 
love, between a man and a woman last for a whole lifetime, rather 
than just months and years?”

“It can’t ever last that long. Even if you were to admit the pos-
sibility that a man might be attracted to the same woman for 
a whole lifetime, then that woman would almost certainly be 
attracted to someone else. That’s how things have always been, 
and that’s how they still are today,” he said, reaching for a ciga-
rette and lighting up.

“But surely the attraction can be mutual, can’t it?” the lawyer said.
“No, sir, it can’t,” he retorted, “any more than you could ever 

find two marked peas lying next to each other among a whole load 
of other peas. Anyhow, it’s not just a question of improbability, 
but also, almost certainly, of having too much of something. To 
say you can love a man or a woman for a whole lifetime is like 
saying that a candle will burn for a lifetime,” he said, drawing 
greedily on his cigarette. 
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“But you keep on talking about physical love. Why can’t you 
admit the possibility of a love based upon shared ideals and spir-
itual affinity?” the lady said.

“Shared ideals! Spiritual affinity!” he echoed, making that special 
sound of his again. “But in that case what would be the point of 
sleeping together (if you’ll forgive my coarseness)? Or perhaps you 
think people sleep together because of their spiritual affinity?” he 
said with a nervous laugh.

“But, if you’ll forgive me, the facts contradict what you are 
saying,” the lawyer said. “We know that marriages exist, and 
that everyone, or nearly everyone, lives in a married state and that 
many remain genuinely married for a long time.”

The grey-haired man burst out laughing again.
“First you say a marriage is based on love, and then, when I 

question whether love can ever be anything other than something 
physical, you try to prove its existence by saying that marriages 
exist. No, marriage nowadays is nothing but a fraud!”

“No, excuse me,” the lawyer retorted, “all I’m saying is that 
marriages existed in the past and that they still do so now.” 

“Yes, you’re right, they do, but all I’m asking is, why do 
they exist? They have existed in the past, and continue to 
exist today, for those people who see marriage as a sacrament, 
as something mystical binding them together in the eyes of 
God. They exist for such people, but for people like us, they 
don’t. With us, people get married simply for the purposes of 
copulation, and the end result is either deception or violence. 
If  it’s deception, it’s easier to accept: a husband and wife 
simply pretend they’re living monogamously, whereas in fact 
they’re living in polygamy and polyandry. That’s iniquitous, 
but it works after a fashion. But, as most often happens, a 
husband and wife have outwardly taken on the obligation to 
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live together for the rest of their lives, but then by the second 
month they’ve come to hate the sight of each other, wanting 
to separate but still carrying on living together; it’s then that 
marriage becomes a living hell, and they take to drink, or 
start shooting themselves, and murdering and poisoning one 
another,” he said, speaking more and more rapidly, becoming 
more and more heated, and not allowing anyone else to get 
a word in edgeways.

Nobody spoke. There was an awkward silence.
“Yes, of course there are critical episodes in married life,” said 

the lawyer, wishing to put an end to a conversation that was 
becoming too heated to be decent.

“You’ve evidently recognized who I am, haven’t you?” the grey-
haired man said quietly and apparently more calmly.

“No, I haven’t had the pleasure…”
“It’s not all that much of a pleasure. My name is Pozdnyshev, 

the person involved in one of those critical episodes you just 
mentioned, the one in which the man murdered his wife,” he said, 
quickly looking round at all of us.

Nobody knew what to say. Everyone remained silent.
“Well, it doesn’t matter,” he said, making his special noise again. 

“Anyway, I’m sorry! I… I won’t embarrass you any further.”
“But no, for Heaven’s sake…” the lawyer said, not knowing 

himself what he meant by “for Heaven’s sake”.
But Pozdnyshev ignored him and, quickly turning on his heels, 

went back to his seat. The other man and the lady started whis-
pering to each other. I found myself sitting next to Pozdnyshev 
again, but in silence, unable to think up anything to say to him. 
It was too dark to read, so I closed my eyes and pretended to go 
to sleep. We carried on like that, in silence, until we reached the 
next station.
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At the station the other man and the lady moved to another car-
riage, as they had already arranged with the conductor. The salesman 
stretched out on his seat and went to sleep. Pozdnyshev continued to 
smoke and to drink the tea he had made for himself at the last station.

When I opened my eyes and looked at him, he suddenly turned 
to me with a determined and rather irritable expression.

“I suppose it can’t be very pleasant for you sitting next to me, 
knowing who I am? I’ll find somewhere else if you like.”

“No, really, it’s all right.”
“Would you like some of this? It’s a bit strong.” He poured me 

some tea. “Those things they were saying… they’re all lies…” he said.
“What are you talking about?”
“The same thing they were on about all the time: love, and what 

love really is. Perhaps you’d rather sleep?”
“No, not at all.”
“So would you like me to tell you how this love they were on 

about led me to do what I did?”
“Yes, I would, unless you find it too difficult to talk about.”
“No, what I would find difficult is not to talk about it. Why 

don’t you have your tea? Or is it too strong?”
The tea was indeed like strong beer, but I drank a glass. Just 

then the conductor walked through the carriage, Pozdnyshev 
watching him angrily all the way. He only started talking when 
the conductor had gone.

3

R ight then, i’ll tell you my story… Are you really 
sure you want me to?”

Once again I said I’d like that very much. He paused for a 
moment, wiped his face with both hands, and began:

“
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