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In the fourth volume of the journal Yasnaya Poly ana there was printed among the children's

composi- tions by an editorial mistake "A History of how a boy was frightened in Tula." This
little story was not written by a boy, but was made up by the teacher from a dream which he
had, and which he related to the boys. Some of the readers, who followed the numbers of
Yasnaya Polyana, expressed their doubts whether this tale really belonged to the boy. I
hasten to apol- ogize to my readers for this oversight, and seize the opportunity to remark
how impossible are counterfeits in this class of work. This tale was detected, not be- cause it
was better, but because it was worse, incompa- rably worse, than all the compositions of the
children. All the other tales belonged to the children themselves. Two of them, " He eats with
your spoon but puts your eyes out with the handle " and " Life in a Soldier's Home," were
written in the following way:
The teacher's chief art in the teaching of language, and his chief exercise with this end in

view, as he trains children to write compositions, consists in the giving of subjects; and not
so much in the mere naming of them as in finding variety of subjects, in indicating the
dimensions of the compositions, and the pointing out of elementary processes.
Many of the intelligent and talented scholars would write trash ; would write :
" The fire broke out, they began to pull out the things, and I ran into the street."
And nothing of any consequence was produced, though the subject of the composition was

rich, and the de- scription of it may have made a deep impression on the scholars.
They would miss the chief thing : why they wrote, and what was the good of writing it ? They

did not comprehend the art of expressing life in words, and the fascination of this art. And,
as I have already said in the second number, I tried many different experiments in the giving
of subjects. I tried to gauge their incli- nations, and gave them explicit, artistic, touching,
ludi- crous, or epic themes for compositions; but the thing did not work. Now I will tell how I
accidentally dis- covered the true method.
For a long time the perusal of Snegiref's collection of proverbs has been one of my favorite, I

will not say occupations, but passions. Every proverb brings up before me characters from
among the people, and their actions, according to the sense of the proverb. Among my
impossible dreams I have always thought of writing a series of either stories or plays
founded on these proverbs.
Once last winter, after * dinner, I was reading Sne- giref's book, and I took the book with me

to school. The class in the Russian language was in progress.



" Now write me something on a proverb," said I.
The best scholars, Fedka, Semka, and the others, pricked up their ears.
"What do you mean, 'on a proverb'?" "What is that ? " " Tell us ! " were the various

exclamations.
I happened to open to the proverb : " He eats with your spoon and puts your eyes out with

the han- dle."
"Now imagine," said I, "that a muzhik had taken in some old beggar ; and then, after the

kindness that he had received, the beggar had begun to revile him, it would mean that he
had eaten with your spoon and put out your eyes with the handle."
" Well, how would you write it ? " said Fedka and all the others, who had pricked up their

ears ; but suddenly they gave it up, persuaded that this task was beyond their strength, and
resumed the work on which they had been engaged before.
" You write it for us," said one of them to me.
All were busy in their work; I took the pen and inkstand, and began to write.
"Now," said I, "who will write it the best? and I will try with you."
I began the story which is printed in the fourth number of Yasnaya Polyana^ and wrote the

first page.
Every unprejudiced man with any feeling for art and nationality, on reading this first page

written by me, and the following pages of the story written by the scholars themselves, will
distinguish this page from all the others, like a fly in milk, it is so artificial, so false, and
written in such a wretched style. It must be noted that in its first form it was still poorer, and
has been much improved, thanks to the suggestions of the scholars.
Fedka kept looking up from his copy-book at me, and when his eyes met mine, he would

smile and wink, and say, " Write, write ! I will show you ! "
It evidently interested him to have a grown person also write a composition. After' finishing

his compo- sition, less carefully and more hurriedly than usual, he leaned over the back of
my arm-chair, and began to read over my shoulder. I could not write any longer; others
joined our group, and I read aloud what I had written. It did not please them; no one praised
it.
I was mortified ; and in order to soothe my literary vanity, I began to tell them my plan of

what was to follow. As I went on telling them, I was carried away. I felt better in my mind,
and they began to make suggestions.
One said that the old man should be a wizard.    Another said:—
"No; that is not necessary; he must be simply a soldier."
"No; let him rob his benefactor."
"No; that would not be according to the proverb," said they.
All were thoroughly interested. It was evidently something new and fascinating for them to

watch the process of composition, and to take part in it. Their opinions were for the most
part similar and just, both in regard to the construction of the story, the details, and the
traits of the characters.
Nearly all took part in the composition of the story, but from the very beginning the positive

Semka stood out with especial clearness by the artistic sharpness of his description, and
Fedka by the truth of his poetic delineations, and more than all by the vividness and force of
his imagination. Their strictures were to such a degree given advisedly, and with reason, that
more than once, when I argued with them, I was obliged to yield.
It was my idea that accuracy in composition, and the close fitting of the thought to the

proverb, should enter into the story; they, on the contrary, cared only for artistic accuracy.



For example, I wanted the peasant who took the old beggar into his house to regret his
kindly action; they felt that this was an impossibility, and they brought into the action a
vixenish woman.
I said:—
"The peasant at first felt sorry for the beggar, but afterwards felt sorry that he had given his

bread."
Fedka replied that such a thing would be absurd.
"From the very first he did not listen to his wife, and surely afterwards he would not yield to

her!"
"But what sort of a man is he in your idea?" I asked.
"He is like Uncle Timofei," said Fedka, smiling; "his beard is rather thin, he goes to church,

and he keeps bees."
"Good-natured but obstinate?" I suggested.
"Yes," said Fedka; "that's the reason he will not heed his wife."
From the moment when they introduced the old man the composition began in lively

earnest. Here for the first time, evidently, they began to feel the delight of putting artistic
work into words. In this respect Semka was particularly brilliant; the most lifelike details
followed one another. The solitary fault which might be charged against him was this: that
these details pictured only the present moment, and had no relationship to the general idea
of the story. I did not hurry them, but rather urged them to go slow, and not to forget what
they had said.
It seemed as if Semka saw and described what went on before his eyes: the frozen,

snow-covered bark shoes, and the mud which dripped down from them as they thawed out,
and the biscuits into which they dried when the woman put them into the oven.
Fedka, on the other hand, saw only those particulars which aroused in him such a sentiment

as he would have experienced at the sight of a real person. Fedka saw the snow which had
stuck to the old man's leg-wrappers,[1] and he felt the feeling of pity which inspired the
peasant to say:—
"Lord! how can he walk!"
Fedka went so far as to express in pantomime the manner in which the peasant said these

words; waving his hand and shaking his head. He saw the old man's thin, tattered cloak, and
his torn shirt, under which showed his emaciated body wet with melting snow. He imagined
the woman, as she grumblingly obeyed her husband's command, and pulled off his lapti, and
the old man's pitiful groan muttered through his teeth:—
"Easy, little mother;[2] my feet are sore there!"
Semka wanted objective pictures above all,—the lapti, the thin cloak, the old man, the

peasant woman, without much of any connection among them; Fedka wanted to express the
feeling of pity with which he himself was filled.
He went on to speak of how the old man would be given his supper; how he would fall sick in

the night; how afterwards in the field he would teach the boy his letters, so that I was obliged
to tell him not to hurry and not to forget what he had said. His eyes gleamed with unshed
tears; his dirty, thin hands contracted nervously; he was impatient, and kept spurring me on:
"Have you written it? have you written it?" he kept asking me.
He was despotically irritated with all the others; he wanted to be the only one to speak,—not

to speak as men talk but to speak as they write,—in other words to express artistically in
words the images of feeling; for example, he would not permit the words to be changed
about, but was very particular about their order.



His soul at this time was softened and stirred by the sentiment of pity,—that is, love,—and it
pictured every object in an artistic form, and took exception to everything that did not
correspond to his idea of eternal beauty and harmony.
As soon as Semka was drawn into describing incongruous details about the lambs huddled

in the corner near the door, or anything of the sort, Fedka would become vexed and say:—
"Ho, you; you are talking twaddle."
I needed only to suggest anything,—for example, what was the peasant doing while his wife

went off to her neighbor's,[3]—and Fedka's imagination would immediately construct a
picture of lambs bleating near the door, and the old man sighing, and the lad Serozha
delirious; I had only to suggest some artificial and false detail in the picture, and he would
become angry instantly, and declare with irritation that it was not necessary.
For instance, I proposed that he describe the peasant's external appearance; he agreed: but

my proposal that he should describe what the peasant thought while his wife was gone to
her neighbor's immediately brought up in his mind this idea:—
"Ekh! woman! if you should meet the dead Savoska, he would tear your hair out."
And he said this in such a weary and calmly naturally serious, and at the same time

good-natured, tone of voice, leaning his head on his hand, that the children went into a gale
of laughter.
The chief condition of every art—the feeling of proportion—was extraordinarily developed in

him. He was wholly upset by any superfluous suggestion made by any of the boys. He took it
upon himself to direct the construction of this story in such a despotic way, and with such a
just claim to be despotic, that very soon the boys went home, and he alone was left with
Semka, who did not give way to him, though he worked in a different manner.
We worked from seven to eleven o'clock; the children felt neither hunger nor weariness, and

they were really indignant with me when I stopped writing; then they tried to take turns in
writing by themselves, but they soon desisted—the thing did not work.
Here for the first time Fedka asked me what my name was. We laughed at him, because he

did not know.
"I know," said he, "how to address you; but what do they call your estate name?[4] You

know we have the Fokanuichef family, the Zabrefs, the Yermilinas."
I told him.
"And are we going to be printed?" he asked,
"Yes."
"Then it must be printed: The work of Makarof, Morozof, and Tolstoy!"
He was excited for a long time, and could not sleep; and I cannot represent the feeling of

excitement, of pleasure, of pain, and almost of remorse which I experienced in the course of
that evening. I felt that
from this time a new world of joys and sorrows had been revealed to Fedka,—the world of

art; it seemed to me that I was witnessing what no one has the right to see,—the unfolding of
the mysterious flower of poesy.
To me it was both terrible and delightful; just as if a treasure-seeker should find the

lady-fern in bloom.
The pleasure consisted for me in suddenly, unex- pectedly, discovering the philosopher's

stone, for which I had been vainly seeking for two years — the art of expressing thought.
It was terrible, because this art would bring new demands and a whole world of desires

incompatible with the sphere in which the pupils live — or so it seemed to me at the first
moment.



There could be no mistake. This was not chance, but conscious, creative genius. I beg the
reader to peruse the first chapter of the story, and notice the abundant touches of true
creative talent scattered through it. For example, the scene where the woman complains
angrily of her husband to her neighbor, and yet this woman, for whom the author feels a
lively antip- athy, bursts into tears when the neighbor reminds her of the breaking up of her
home.
For the author who writes with the intellect and memory alone a quarrelsome woman would

be created only as a foil for the peasant : from simple desire to tor- ment her husband she
would have necessarily called in the neighbor. But in Fedka the artistic feeling was
expressed in the woman also, and so she weeps, and fears, and suffers ; in his eyes she is
not to blame.
Afterwards there is a little side-play, when the neigh- bor puts on the woman's cloak ^ ; I

remember that I was so extremely struck by it that I asked him, " Why the woman s cloak . " 
Not one of us had suggested to Fedka the idea of having the neighbor put on the woman's

cloak.
He repHed : —
" Why, it's more lifeHke."
When I asked him, " Might we not say that he put on the husband's cloak ? " he replied, "

No ; it is better to have the wife's."
^ Shubyonka.
And in very fact this touch is extraordinary. At first you do not see why it should be the

woman's cloak, but at the same time you feel that it is admirable — that it could not be
otherwise.
Every artistic phrase, whether it belongs to a Goethe or a Fedka, is distinguished from one

which is not artis- tic by the simple fact that it calls up an innumerable throng of thoughts,
representations, and illustrations.
The neighbor, in the woman's cloak, irresistibly sug- gests the picture of a feeble,

narrow-chested peasant, just as in all probability he was. The woman's cloak, thrown down
on the bench, and therefore coming first to hand, brings up before you a perfect picture of a
peasant's estabhshment on a winter's evening. At the mere mention of the cloak there arise
involuntarily be- fore your eyes the late hour, at the time when the peasant, undressed for
the night, is sitting before his splinter, and the women, coming and going in their housework,
— getting water and feeding the cattle, — and all that external disorder in the peasant's
mode of life, where not a single person has a garment that is particularly his, and not a
single thing has its proper place.
This one expression, " He put on the tvomans cloak,   defines the whole character of the

environment in which the action passes, and this phrase was not discovered accidentally, but
chosen deliberately.
I still remember vividly how his imagination conjured up the words spoken by the peasant

when he found the paper and could not read it : —
" If my Serozha here knew how to read, he would jump up, tear the paper out of my hands,

read it all through, and tell me who this old man is."
In this way we can see the relation between the laboring man and the book which he holds

in his sun- burned hands ; this worthy man, with his patriarchal, pious inclinations, seems to
stand before you. You feel that the author has a deep love for him, and has there- fore
completely understood him, so as to suggest to him immediately after this his digression
about such times having now passed and the danger of the soul being lost.



The idea of the dream was suggested by me, but the introduction of the goat with wounded
legs was Fedka's, and he was particularly delighted with it. And the peasant's meditations at
the time when his back was be- ginning to itch, and the picture of the quiet night, — all of
this was the farthest removed from accidental : in all these touches can be felt such a
conscious, artistic power
I still remember that at the time of the muzhik's going to sleep, I proposed to make him

think of the future of his son and of the son's future relations with the old man, that the old
man should teach Serozha his letters, and so on. Fedka frowned and said : " Yes, yes, very
good," but it was evident that this proposition did not please him, and twice he forgot it. The
sense of proportion was as strong in him as in any writer I know — the same sense of
proportion as rare artists obtain with great labor and pains, in all its primitive strength lived
in his un- contaminated childish soul.
I put an end, to the lesson because I was too much excited.
" What is the matter ? what makes you so pale ? Truly you are n't well, are you ? " my

companion asked of me.
In fact, only two or three times in my life had I ever experienced such a powerful emotion as

I had that evening, and it was long before I could give a rational account to myself of what I
had experienced. I was uneasy, and felt as if I had been criminally spying through a glass,
into a hive, at the labors of the bees, hidden from mortal gaze. It seemed to me that I had
done a wrong to the peasant lad's pure, innocent soul. I had an uneasy feeling as if I had
been engaged in a sacrilege.
I remembered children whom idle and debauched old men compelled to display themselves

and to present voluptuous pictures so as to stir their frigid and en- feebled imaginations, and
at the same time I felt a keen delight, such as a man must feel who has witnessed something
that no one has ever seen before.
It was long before I could explain the impression which I had received, though I was

conscious that it was one of those which in mature life lift a man to a higher stage of
existence, and compel him to renounce the old, and give himself unreservedly to the new.
The next day I could not believe in the reality of the experience through which I had passed

that evening. It seemed to me quite too strange that a half-educated peasant lad had
suddenly developed a conscious, artistic power, such as Goethe, with all his measureless
height of development, was unable to attain. It seemed to me, too, strange that I, the author
of " Childhood," who have now gained a certain success and reputation for artistic talent in
the literary circles of Russia, that I, in the matter of art, was not only unable to guide or aid
this eleven-year-old Fedka, and Semka, but that barely, — and that only in a happy moment
of excitement, — could I follow them and comprehend them. It seemed to me so strange,
that I could not believe in what had happened the evening before.
On the next day we occupied ourselves with the con- tinuation of the tale. When I asked

Fedka whether he had thought out the sequel and how, he made no reply,^ but waving his
hands simply said : —
" I know, I know ! Who will write it?"
We began to write the continuation, and again, as far as the children were concerned, with

the same sense of artistic truth, proportion, and enthusiasm.
When the lesson was half done, I was compelled to leave them. They continued without me

and wrote two pages as beautifully, as sympathetically, as genuinely, as the first. These
pages were only a little poorer in details, and these details were sometimes not introduced
with perfect skill ; there were also two repetitions. All this evidently arose from the fact that



the mechanism of composition troubled them. On the third day it was the same.
During these lessons other boys were frequently present, and knowing the spirit and idea of

the story, they made suggestions and added their genuine strokes. Semka went away and
stayed away. Only Fedka kept on with the story from beginning to end, and acted as censor
on all the changes proposed.
There could be no doubt that this success is a matter of chance : we evidently struck

accidentally on that method which was more natural and more stimulating than those we
had tried hitherto. But all this was too unusual, and I did not believe in what was going on
be- fore my eyes. Something which seemed like an extraor- dinary chance was required to
dissipate my doubts.
I had been away for several days, and the story re- mained unfinished. The manuscript —

three large sheets fully written over — was left in the room of the teacher to whom I had
been showing it.
Just before my departure, while I was engaged with the composition, a new pupil who had

come had been showing the children the art of making fly-flappers out of paper, and
throughout the whole school, as is apt to be the case, had come a time of fly-flappers, taking
the place of snow-ball time, which in its turn had taken the place of carved sticks.
The fly-flapper time lasted during my absence. Semka and Fedka, who belonged to the

choir, used to go to the teacher's room to sing, and they would spend whole evenings and
sometimes whole nights there.
In the intervals and during the time of singing, of •course, the fly-flappers were in full swing,

and every available piece of paper which fell into their hands was turned into a fly-flapper.
The teacher went to supper and forgot to caution the children not to touch the papers on his
table, and so the manuscript containing the work of Makarof, Morozof, and Tolstof was
turned into fly-flappers.
On the ne.t day, before school, the slapping had be- come such a nuisance to the pupils

themselves, that they themselves declared a general persecution on fly-flappers ; with a
shout and a rush the fly-flappers were all collected, and with general enthusiasm flung into
the lighted stove.
The time of fly-flappers was ended, but with it our manuscript had also gone to ruin.
Never was any loss more severe for me to bear than that of those three written sheets. I

was in despair.
Wringing my hands, I went to work to rewrite the story, but I could not forget the loss of it,

and involun- tarily I kept heaping reproaches on the teacher, and the manufacturers of the
fly-flappers.
Here I cannot resist observing in this connection that as the result of this external disorder

and perfect free- dom among the scholars, which have furnished decorous amusement for
Mr. Markof, in the Russian Messenger, and Mr. Glyebof, in the journal Education, without the
slightest trouble, and without having to use threats or cunning, I learned all the details of the
complicated history of the manuscript turned into fly-flappers, and of its cremation.
Semka and Fedka saw that I was disturbed, and though, evidently, they did not know the

reason, they seemed to be very sympathetic; Fedka at last timidly proposed to me to rewrite
the story.
" By yourselves .-" " I asked; "I cannot help any in it."
" Semka and I will come and spend the night at your house," repUed Fedka.
And indeed, after the lessons, they came to my house about nine o'clock and locked

themselves in my library. I was not a little delighted that after some giggling, they became



quiet, and at twelve o'clock when I went to the door, I heard merely their low conversation
and the scratching of the pen. Only once they asked me about something that had been in
the former copy, and wanted my opinion on the question, — Had the peasant hunted for his
wallet before or after his wife went to the neighbor's .'
I told them it made no difference.
At twelve o'clock I tapped at the door and went in.
Fedka, in a new white shubka with black fur trim- ming, was sitting buried in the easy-chair,

with his legs crossed and his bushy little head resting on one hand, while his other played
with the scissors. His big black eyes, gleamin


