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I N T R O D U C T O R Y

S H C H E D R I N — S A L T Y K O V

1 8 2 6-1 8 8 9

W hen  Nicholas i. sat on the throne of Russia, and a 
soldier’s military service lasted twenty-four years, when 
serfs—term ed souls for the transaction—were bought 
and sold as live stock, when Bakoiinin was a boy of twelve, 
and it was still two years before Tolstoy was born, the 
greatest of Russian satirists made his appearance in the 
society he was later to whip with a merciless tongue.

I t  was an age of extremes.
On the one hand ignorance, brutality, and oppression, 

—a social order which worked as disorder built upon 
exploitation and oppression as indisputable rights ; on 
the other, an extraordinarily gifted educated class of 
keen intelligence and lofty idealism ; and over this a 
governmental system of crassly stupid dragooning, of 
savage and ignorant repression.

The land-owning class, though supported in every 
way by the government, was now irretrievably plunged 
in debt. They were living in invertebrate indolence 
on the labour of their serfs, who, without even sufficient 
land to support their masters and themselves, were sent 
frequently into forced labour in mines, factories, and 
workshops. Corruption, incompetence, and a habit of 
bullying was the rule among the officials, and there was 
no redress against it, no appeal, for repressive autocracy 
in its most rigorous form was the only government
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FABLES
T H E  T A L E  O F  H O W  A P E A S A N T  

F E D  T W O  G E N E R A L S

O nce upon a time there were two generals, and as they  
were both thoughtless, very soon ‘ by the pike’s com
mand, and by my wish,’ as the saying goes, they found 
them selves on an uninhabited island.

The generals had held posts in some government 
registration office all their lives.1 There they were born, 
brought up, and there they grew old, and therefore 
could understand nothing. They did not even know 
any words except, ‘ accept the assurance of my complete 
respect and devotion.’

The government office was closed down owing to use
lessness, and the generals le t out.

They took up their abode in Petersburg, in Podya- 
chevskaya S treet, in different houses : each had his cook 
and received his pension. But, suddenly, they found 
themselves on an uninhabited island. They woke up 
and saw th a t they were lying under one blanket. Of 
course, a t first they did not understand it  at all, and 
began to converse as if nothing had happened.

‘ A curious dream, your Excellency, I had last n ight,’ 
said one general. ‘ I perceived th a t I was living on an 
uninhabited island.’
1 The}' were what was called ‘civil generals,’ i.e. not officers but 

officials. — TV.
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T H E  V I R T U E S  A N D  T H E  V I C E S
with the old nomenclature—it might be needed again, 
who knows ?—but determined to use it so sparingly th a t 
it should be evident to every one th a t it covered only 
dust and ashes.

From this time there was much entertainm ent be
tween the Virtues and the Vices. If  Dissoluteness 
wanted to go and see Continence, he ju st took Hypo
crisy on his arm, and Continence seeing them  from afar 
would welcome them.

‘ Oh, do come in ! Pray walk in. We have heard 
of you. . . .’

And the other way round too. If  Abstinence wanted 
to taste a forbidden sweet at Dissoluteness’s, she would 
take Hypocrisy on her arm, and Dissoluteness would 
fling open the door.

‘ Oh, do come in ! Pray walk in. We have heard 
of you. . . .’

On fast days they fed with discretion, on frugal days 
modestly . . . with one hand they made the sign of the 
Cross, with the other committed furious deeds. One eye 
they raised to Heaven, and with the other they lusted. 
For the first time the Virtues knew Frailty, and the Vices 
were not out of pocket. On the contrary, they told every 
one they met they were having the time of their lives.

And Ivànoushka the fool cannot to this day under
stand why the Virtues and the Vices made friends 
through Hypocrisy when it was so much more natural 
through their all being just ‘ qualities.’
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