Anton Chekhov
THE MAN WHO LIVED IN A SHELL (TEXT)
Translated from the Russian by Ivy Litvinov

The sportsmen, overtaken by darkness on the outskirts of the village of Mironositskoye, decided
to spend the night in a shed belonging to Prokofy, the village elder. There were two of them, lvan
Ivanich, the veterinary surgeon, and Burkin, the high-school teacher. Ivan Ivanich bore a strange,
hyphenated name: Chimsha-Himalaisky; the name did not seem to suit him, and everyone called him
simply by his name and patronymic—Ivan Ivanich; he lived at a stud-farm not far from the town,
and was now hunting for the sake of an outing in the fresh air. The high-school teacher Burkin
spent every summer on the estate of Count P. and was regarded by the inhabitants of those parts
as quite one of themselves.

Neither of them slept. Ivan Ivanich, a tall, lean old man with a long moustache, sat outside the
door, in the moonlight, smoking his pipe. Burkin lay inside, on the hay, concealed by the darkness.

They whiled away the time by telling each other stories. They spoke of Mavra, the wife of the
village elder, a perfectly healthy and by no means unintelligent woman, who had never been out of
her native village in her life. She had never seen a town or a railway, and had spent the last ten
years sitting by her stove, only venturing out at night.

"Is it so very strange, though?" said Burkin. "There are plenty of people in this world who are
recluses by nature and strive, like the hermit-crab or the snail, to retreat within their shells. Perhaps
this is just a manifestation of atavism, a return to the times when our forbears had not yet become
social animals, and inhabited solitary caves. Or perhaps such people are one of the varieties of the
human species, who knows? | am no naturalist, and it is not for me to attempt to solve such
problems; all I want to say is that people like Mavra are by no means rare phenomena. Why,
only a month or two ago there died in our town a colleague of mine, Belikov, a teacher of Greek.
You must have heard of him. He was famous for never stirring out of his house, even in the best
weather, without an umbrella, galoshes and a wadded coat. His umbrella he kept in a case, he had
a case of grey suede for his watch, and when he took out his pen-knife to sharpen a pencil, he
had to draw it out of a case, too; even his face seemed to have a case of its own, since it was
always hidden in his turned-up coat-collar. He wore dark glasses, and a thick jersey, and stopped
up his ears with cotton wool, and when he engaged a droshky, made the driver put up the hood. In
fact, he betrayed a perpetual, irrepressible urge to create a covering for himself, as it were a case,
to isolate him and protect him against external influences. Reality irritated and alarmed him and
kept him in constant terror, and, perhaps to justify his timidity, the disgust which the present
aroused in him, he always praised the past and things which had never had any existence. Even
the dead languages he taught were merely galoshes and umbrellas between himself and real life.

" 'How beautiful, how sonorous is the Greek language!" he would say with a beatific expression;
and by way of proof he would half-close his eyes, raise a finger and murmur: 'An-thropos!’

"Belikov tried to keep his thoughts in a case, too. Only those circulars and newspaper articles in
which something was prohibited were comprehensible to him. When instructions were circulated
forbidding school-boys to be in the streets after 9 p. m., or an article was published in which
indulgence in carnal love was condemned, everything was clear and definite for him—these things
were prohibited once and for all. In his eyes permission and indulgence always seemed to contain
some doubtful element, something left unsaid, vague. If a dramatic society or a reading-room or a
cafe were allowed to be opened, he would shake his head and say gently: “It's a very fine thing
no doubt, but ... let's hope no evil will come of ,it.”

"The slightest infringement or deviation from the rules plunged him in dejection, even when it
could not possibly concern him. If one of his colleagues were late for prayers, or rumours of a trick
played by some school-boys reached his ears, if a dame de classe were seen late at night in the
company of an officer, he would be profoundly agitated, repeating constantly that he was afraid
it would lead to no good. At the meetings of the teachers' council he fairly tormented us with his



circumspection and suspicions, his apprehensions and suggestions (typical of a mind encased): the
young people in both the girls' and boys' schools behave disgracefully, make a terrible noise in the
class-rooms—supposing the authorities get to hear of it, he hoped no evil would come of it, and
wouldn't it help matters if we expelled Petrov from the second form, and Yegorov from the
fourth? And what do you think? With his sighs and moans, his dark glasses on his little, white
face—a ferrety sort of face, you know—he managed to depress us all to such an extent that we
yielded, gave Petrov and Yegorov low marks for behaviour, had them put in the lock-up, and,
finally, expelled. He had an old habit of visiting us in our homes. Going to the rooms of a fellow-
teacher, he would sit down and say nothing, with a watchful air. After an hour or so of this, he
would get up and go. He called this 'keeping on friendly terms with one's colleagues’, and it was
obvious that he found it an uncongenial task and only came to see us because he considered it his
duty as a fellow-teacher. We were all afraid of him. Even the headmaster was. Just think! Our
teachers are on the whole a decent, intelligent set, brought up on Turgenev and Shchedrin, and yet
this mite of a man, with his eternal umbrella and galoshes, managed to keep the whole school under
his thumb for fifteen years! And not only the school, but the entire town! Our ladies gave up
their Saturday private theatricals for fear of his finding out about them; the clergy were afraid of
eating meat or playing cards in his presence. Under the influence of men like Belikov the people in
our town have begun to be afraid of everything. They are afraid to speak loudly, write letters,
make friends, read books, help the poor, teach the illiterate...."

Ivan lvanich cleared his throat as if in preparation for some weighty remark, but first he relit his
pipe and glanced up at the moon, and only then said, in unhurried tones:

"Quite right. A decent, intelligent set, reading Turgenev, Shchedrin and Buckle and all those, and
yet they
submitted, they bore with him That's just it."

"Belikov and I lived in the same house," went on Bur-kin, "on the same floor; his door was just
opposite mine, we saw quite a lot of one another, and | had a pretty good idea of what his home-life was
like. It was the same story: dressing-gown, night-cap, shutters, bolts and bars, a long list of restrictions
and prohibitions, and the same adage— let's hope no evil will come of it! Lenten fare did not agree
with him, but he could not eat meat or people might say that Belikov did not observe Lent. So he ate
pike fried in butter—it was not fasting but neither could it be called meat. He never kept female
servants for fear of people getting 'notions', but employed a male cook, Afanasy, an old man of about
sixty, drunken and crazy, who knew how to cook from having served as a batman some time in his
life. This Afanasy was usually to be seen standing outside the door with folded arms always muttering
the same thing over and over again with a deep sigh:

"'Ah, there's a sight of them about, nowadays!'

"Belikov's tiny bedroom was like a box, and there was a canopy over the bed. Before going to sleep
he always drew the bedclothes over his head; the room was hot and stuffy, the wind rattled against
the closed doors and moaned in the chimney; sighs were heard in the kitchen, ominous sighs....

"And he would lie trembling under his blanket. He was afraid that some evil would come, that
Afanasy would murder him, that thieves would break in, and his very dreams were haunted by these
fears; and in the mornings, when we walked side by-side to the school, he was always pale and
languid and it was obvious that the crowded school he was approaching was the object of his
terror and aversion, and that it was distasteful for him, a recluse by nature, to have to walk by my
side.

" 'They make such a noise in the class-rooms,' he would say, as if trying to find an explanation
for his heaviness of heart. 'It's quite disgraceful.'

"And what do you think? This teacher of Greek, this hermit-crab, once nearly got married."

Ivan Ivanich turned his head sharply towards the shed.

"You don't mean it!" he said.

"Yes, he nearly got married, strange as it may sound. We were sent a new teacher for history and
geography, one Kovalenko, Mikhail Savvich, a Ukrainian. He brought his sister Varya with him. He was
young, tall, dark-complexioned, with enormous hands and the sort of face that goes with a deep voice;
as a matter of fact he had a deep, booming voice, as if it came from a barrel.... His sister, who was not



so young, thirty or thereabouts, was also tall; willowy, black-browed, red-cheeked, she was a peach
of a girl, lively and noisy, always singing Ukrainian songs, always laughing. On the slightest
provocation she would burst out into a ringing ha-ha-ha! The first time we became really acquainted
with brother and sister, if I am not mistaken, was at our headmaster's name-day party. Suddenly,
among the severe, conventional, dull teachers who make even going to parties a duty, a new Venus
rose from the foam, one who walked about with

arms akimbo, laughed, sang, danced.... She sang with

great feeling 'The Winds Are Blowing', following it with another song, then another, and we were
all charmed, even Belikov. He sat beside her, and said, with a honeyed smile:

" 'The Ukrainian tongue in its sweetness and delightful sonority is reminiscent of the ancient
Greek.'

"The lady was flattered, and began telling him with sincere feeling about her farmstead in the
Gadyachi uyezd, where her Mummte lived and where there were such pears, such melons and
such pumpkins! Pumpkins are called marrows in the Ukraine, and they make a delicious borshch
with blue egg-plant and red capsicum, ever so good, you know! "We sat round her, listening, and
the same thought struck us all.

" 'Why shouldn't these two get married?' said the headmaster's wife to me in a low voice.

"For some reason everyone suddenly realised that our Belikov was a bachelor and we wondered how
it was that we had never remarked, had completely overlooked, so important a detail in his life. What
was his attitude to women, how did he solve this vital problem for himself? We had never thought
about it before; perhaps none of us could admit the idea that a man who wore galoshes all the year
round and slept under a canopy was capable of loving.

" 'He's well over forty, and she's thirty..." the headmaster's wife went on. 'l think she would take
him.'

"The things one does out of sheer boredom in the provinces, the absurd, useless things! And all
because what ought to be done, never is done. Why, why did we feel we had to marry off this
Belikov, whom nobody could imagine in the role of a married man? The headmaster's wife, the
inspector's wife, and all the ladies who had anything to do with the school, brightened up, and actually
became handsomer, as if they had at last found an object in life. The headmaster's "wife took a box
in the theatre, and whom do we behold in this box but Vary'a, fanning herself with an enormous fan,
radiant, happy, and at her side Belikov, small and huddled up, as if he had been extracted from his
room with pincers. | myself gave a party, to which the ladies insisted on my inviting Belikov and Varya.
In a word, we started the ball rolling. The idea of marriage, it appeared, was by no means disagreeable
to Varya. Her life with her brother was far from happy, they did nothing but wrangle all day long.
I'll give you a typical scene in their lives: Kovalenko stalks along the street, tall and massive, wearing
an embroidered shirt, his forelock tumbling over his brow from beneath the peak of his cap; a parcel of
books in one hand, a gnarled walking-stick in the other. He is followed by his sister, also carrying
books.

" 'But, Misha, you haven't read it!" she shouts. "You haven', I tell you, | am absolutely certain you
never read it!'

"'And | tell you I have!" Kovalenko shouts back, knocking with his stick on the pavement.

" 'For goodness' sake, Misha! What makes you so cross? It's only a matter of principle, after all?'

"'And I tell you I have read it!" shouts Kovalenko, still louder.

"And at home, whenever anyone came to see them, they would start bickering. She was probably
sick of such a life, and longing for a home of her own, and then—her age: there was no time for picking
and choosing, the girl would marry anyone, even a teacher of Greek. It's the same with all our girls,
by the way—they'd marry anyone, simply for the sake of getting married. However that may be, Varya
was beginning to show a marked liking for this Belikov of ours.

"And Belikov? He visited Kovalenko in the same way that he visited the rest of us. He would go to
see him, and sit saying nothing. And there he would sit in silence, while Varya sang 'The Winds Are
Blowing', gazing at him from her dark eyes, or suddenly breaking out into her 'ha-ha-ha!’

"In affairs of the heart, especially when matrimony is involved, suggestion is all-powerful. Everyone—
his colleagues, the ladies—began assuring Belikov that he ought to marry, that there was nothing left



for him in life but marriage; we all congratulated him, uttering with solemn countenances various
commonplaces to the effect that marriage was a serious step, and the like; besides, Va-renka was by
no means plain, she might even be considered handsome, and then she was the daughter of a councillor
of state, she had a farmstead of her own and, still more important, was the first woman who had ever
treated him with affection. So he lost his head and persuaded himself it was his duty to marry."

"That was the moment to take his umbrella and overshoes away from him!" put in Ivan Ivanich.

"Ah, but that proved to be impossible! He placed Va-renka's photograph on his desk, kept coming
to me to talk about Varenka, family life, and the seriousness of marriage, went often to the
Kovalenkos, but did not change his way of living in the least. On the contrary,
the decision to marry seemed to have a painful effect on him, he grew thinner, paler and seemed to
retreat still further into his shell.

"'l find Varvara Savvishna an agreeable girl,' he said to me with his faint, crooked smile, 'and
every man ought to get married, | know, but ... it's all so sudden, you know.... One must think....'

" 'What's there to think about?' I answered. 'Get married, that's all.’

" 'No, no, marriage is a serious step, one ought to weigh one's future duties and responsibilities
first ... so's
to make sure no evil will come of it It worries me so,

I can't sleep at night. And to tell you the truth, I am somewhat alarmed—they have such a strange
way of thinking, she and her brother, their outlook, you know, is so strange, and then she is so
sprightly. Supposing | marry and get mixed up in something...."

"And he put off proposing to her, putting it off from day to day, much to the disappointment of
the headmaster's wife and the other ladies; he kept weighing his future duties and responsibilities,
walking out with Va-renka almost every day, probably thinking the situation demanded it of him, and
coming to me to discuss family life in all its aspects. Very likely he would have proposed in the end,
contracting another of those stupid, unnecessary marriages, which are made here by the thousand,
out of sheer boredom and for want of something better to do, if ein kolossalische Skandal had
not suddenly broken out. I must tell you that Varenka's brother, Kovalenko, had contracted a
hatred for Belikov from the very first day of their acquaintance, and could never stand him.

"'l can't understand you," he would say, shrugging his shoulders, 'how can you tolerate that sneak of
a man, that mug? How can you live here, gentlemen? The atmosphere is stifling, poisonous. Do you call
yourselves teachers, pedagogues? You're nothing but a pack of place-hunters. Your school is not a temple
of science, but a charitable institution, there's a sickly smell about it, like in a policeman’s booth. No,
my friends, | shan't be long with you, I'll be going back to my farmstead, to catch crayfish and teach
the Ukrainian lads. Yes, I'll go away, and you may stay with your Judas, and be damned to him!'

"Another time he would roar with laughter first in a deep bass, and then in a shrill soprano till the
tears came to his eyes.

" '"Why does he sit there? What does he want—sitting and staring?'

"He gave Belikov a nickname of his own: vampire-spider.

"Naturally we avoided mentioning to him that his sister was about to marry this 'spider’. When
the headmaster's wife hinted to him that it would be nice to see his sister settled down with such a
solid and respected person as Belikov, he knitted his brows and said:

" 'It's none of my business. She may marry a snake for all | care. I'm not one to meddle in other
people's affairs.'

"Now, hear what happened later. Some wag drew a caricature: Belikov in his galoshes, the ends of
his trousers turned up, his umbrella open over his head and Vary a walking arm-in-arm with him;
beneath the drawing there was an inscription: 'The Anthropos in Love'. The expression of his face,
you know, was very true to life. The artist must have sat up several nights over his work, for the
teachers of both the schools, the girls' and the boys', and of the seminary, and all the town officials
received a copy. Belikov received one, too. The caricature had the most depressing effect on him.

"One day we went out of the house together, it happened to be the first of May and a Sunday and
the whole school, pupils and masters, were to meet in front of the school and walk to a wood outside
the town—well, we went out, he looking very green about the gills and as black as thunder.

" 'What cruel, malicious people there are in the world," he said, and his lips quivered.



"1 could not help feeling sorry for him. We walked on, when who should we see but Kovalenko riding
a bicycle, followed by Varenka, also on a bicycle, panting, red-faced, but very jolly and happy.

" 'We'll be there before all of you!" she cried. 'Isn't it a" glorious day? Wonderful!'

"They were soon out of sight. My Belikov, no longer green but deathly pale, was struck dumb. He
stopped and stared at me.

" 'What can the meaning of this be?' he asked. 'Or do my eyes deceive me? Is it proper for
schoolteachers and women to ride bicycles?'

"'"There's nothing improper about it," | said. "Why shouldn't they ride bicycles?'

"'But it is insufferable!" he cried. '"How can you talk like that?'

"The shock he had received was too great; refusing to go any further, he turned homewards.

"All the next day he kept nervously rubbing his hands together and starting, and you could see by
his face that he was not well. He left school before lessons were over —a thing he had never done
before. And he did not eat any dinner. Towards evening he dressed warmly, though it was a real
summer day, and shuffled off to the Kova-lenkos. Varenka was not in, but her brother was.

" 'Take a seat, please,' said Kovalenko coldly, knitting his brows; he had just got up from his
afternoon nap, his face was still heavy with sleep, and he felt awful.

"After sitting in silence for about ten minutes, Belikov began:

"'l have come to relieve my mind. | am very, very unhappy. A certain unknown lampoonist has made
a drawing in which he ridicules me and a certain other person near to us both. | consider it my duty
to assure you that it is not my fault. | have done nothing to give grounds for such ridicule, on the
contrary, | have behaved like a thorough gentleman all the time.'

"Kovalenko sat silent and lowering. After a short pause Belikov went on in his low plaintive voice:

" 'And there's something else | have to say to you. | am a veteran and you are only beginning
your career, and it is my duty as an older colleague of yours to warn you. You ride a bicycle and this
is a highly reprehensible amusement for one who aspires to educate the young.'

" 'Why?' asked Kovalenko in his deep bass voice.

"'Does it require explanation, Mikhail Sawich, | should have thought it was self-evident. If the
master is to go about riding a bicycle, there is nothing left for the pupils but to walk on their heads.
And since no circular permitting this has been issued, it is wrong. | was astounded yesterday! | nearly
fainted when | saw your sister. A young lady on a bicycle—preposterous!

" 'What exactly do you want from me?'

"'l only want to warn you, Mikhail Savvich. You are young, you have your life before you, you
must be very, very careful, and you are so reckless, so very reckless! You go about in embroidered
shirts, are constantly seen carrying all sorts of books about the streets, and now this bicycle. The fact
that you and your sister have been seen riding bicycles will be made known to the headmaster, it will
reach the patron's ears....And that's no good."'

"It is no man's business whether my sister and I ride bicycles or not!" said Kovalenko, flushing up.
'‘And if people stick their noses into my domestic and family affairs they can go to hell.’

"Belikov turned pale and rose to his feet.

" 'Since you assume such a tone with me, I cannot go on," he said. 'And | would beg you to be
careful what you say about our superiors in my presence. The authorities must be treated with
deference.’

"'And did | say anything wrong about the authorities?' asked Kovalenko, looking at him with hatred.
‘Leave me alone, Sir. I am an honest man, and have nothing to say to a person like you. | abhor
snakes.'

"Belikov fidgeted nervously and began hastily putting on his coat, an expression of horror on his
face. Never in his life had anyone spoken so rudely to him.

" 'You may say what you like," he said as he passed on to the landing. 'But I must warn you:
somebody may have overheard us, and to prevent our conversation from being misrepresented, and
the possible consequence of this, I shall have to report the purport of our conversation to the
headmaster ... its main points. It is my duty.’

" 'What? Report? Go on, then!



"Kovalenko grasped him by the collar and gave him a push, and Belikov rolled down the stairs, his
galoshes knocking against the steps. The staircase was long and steep, but he arrived at the
bottom unhurt, rose to his feet and felt the bridge of his nose to see if his glasses were unbroken.
But while he was rolling down the steps, Varenka, accompanied by two other ladies, entered the
porch; they all three stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking at him—and for Belikov that was the
worst of all his sufferings. He would a great deal sooner have broken his neck, and both legs, than
appear in a ridiculous light. Now the whole town would know of it, the headmaster would be told,
and probably the patron, too. And who knows what that would lead to! Someone might draw
another caricature and it would end in his having to resign....

"When he got up, Varya recognised him, and looking at his ridiculous face, his rumpled coat, his
overshoes, without the faintest idea what had happened, but supposing that he must have slipped, she
could not help bursting out with her loud 'ha-ha-ha!’

"This buoyant resonant 'ha-ha' was the end: the end of Belikov's courting and of his earthly
existence. He never again saw Varenka. The first thing he did when he got home was to remove
her photograph from the top of his desk, then he lay down on his bed, never to leave it.

"Three days later Afanasy came to ask me whether he should send for the doctor, for his master
was behaving very strangely. | went to see Belikov. He was lying under his canopy, covered by a
blanket, mute; he answered my questions with a monosyllabic 'yes' or 'no’, and not a word more. There
he lay, while Afanasy, morose and frowning, stumped round the bed, heaving deep sighs and reeking
of spirits like a tavern.

"A month went by and Belikov died. Everybody, that is to say, the two schools and the seminary,
went to his funeral. Now, as he lay in his coffin, the expression on his face was gentle, pleasing,
even cheerful, as if he were glad at last to be put into a case which he would never have to leave.
Yes, he had achieved his ideal! As if in his honour the day was cloudy and wet, and we all wore
galoshes and carried umbrellas. Varya was at the funeral, too, and shed a tear when the coffin was
lowered into the grave. | have noticed with Ukrainian women that they must either laugh or
weep, they do not admit of any intermediate moods.

"I must confess that it is a great pleasure to bury individuals like Belikov. But we returned from the
cemetery with long, 'lenten’ faces; none of us wished to show our relief, a relief like that we felt long
ago, in childhood, when the grown-ups went away and we could run about the garden for an hour or
two enjoying perfect freedom. Ah, freedom! A hint of it, the faintest hope of attaining it, gives wings
to our souls, doesn't it?

"We returned from the cemetery in good spirits. But hardly a week passed before everyday life,
bleak, fatiguing, meaningless life, neither forbidden in one circular nor sanctioned in another,
resumed its usual course; and things were no better than they had been before. After all, when you come
to think of it, though we have buried Belikov, there are still plenty of men who live in a shell, and
there are plenty as yet unborn."

"Yes, indeed,"” said Ivan lvanich as he lit his -pipe.

"And plenty as yet unborn!" repeated Burkin.

The high-school teacher came out of the shed. He was short, corpulent, quite bald, with a long
black beard reaching nearly to his belt; two dogs came out with him.

"What a moon!" he said, looking up.

It was past midnight. The whole of the village was visible on the right, the long street extending
for five versts or so. Everything was plunged in profound, calm sleep; not a sound, not a stir, it seemed
incredible that nature could be so calm. When we gaze upon a wide village street on a moonlit night,
with its dwellings and hayricks and sleeping willows, a great peace descends on our souls; in its serenity,
sheltered by the shadows of the night from all toil, cares and grief, the village seems gentle, melancholy
and beautiful, the very stars seem to look down upon it kindly, and there seems to be no more evil in
the world, and all is well. To the left, where the village ended, stretched the fields; one could look far
into them, to the very horizon, and all was silent and motionless there, too, and the vast plain was
flooded with moonlight.

"Yes, indeed,"” repeated lvan Ivanich. "And is not our living in towns, in our stuffy, cramped rooms,
writing our useless papers, playing vint, isn't that living in an oyster-shell, too? And the fact that we



spend all our life among drones, litigious boors, silly, idle women, talk nonsense and listen to
nonsense, is not that our oyster-shell, too? I could tell you a highly instructive yarn, if you'd
care to listen...."

"I think it's time we went to sleep,” said Burkin. "Keep it for tomorrow."

They went to the shed and lay down. They snuggled into the hay and began to doze when a light
footstep was heard outside. Somebody was walking about not far from the shed; a few steps, then a
stop, and then again the light steps. The dogs growled.

"It's Mavra having a walk," said Burkin.

The steps were heard no more.

"To have to look on and listen to people lying," said Ivan Ivanich as he turned on his side, "and
then to be called a fool for tolerating all those lies; to swallow insults, humiliations, not dare to speak
up and declare yourself on the side of honest, free men, to lie yourself, to smile, and all for the sake
of a crust of bread and a snug corner to live in, for the sake of some miserable rank— no, no, life is
intolerable!™

"This is quite another theme, Ivan lvanich," said the school-master. "Let's go to sleep.”

In ten minutes Burkin was asleep. But Ivan Ivanich kept sighing and tossing on the hay; then he
got up, went out again, and sitting down by the door, lit his pipe.
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