“The death penalty is more bumane .
than imprisonment for life.” |
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lt was 2 dark autumn night. The old banker was walking
up and down his study and remembering how, fifteen
years before, he had given a party one autumn evening.
There had been many clever men there, and there had been
interesting conversations. Among other things, they had -
talked of capital punishment. The majority of the guests,  Portrait of the
among whom were many journalists and intellectual men, - Painter

#

disapproved of the death penaliy. They considered that = <enstantin
. i i . Alekseevich
form of punishment out of date, immeoral, and unsuitable " Korovin

for Christian states." In the opinion of some of them, the (1891) by

death penaliy ought to be replaced everywhere by impris- © Valentin

onment for life. . Serov. Qil on
“I don’t agree with you,” said their host, the banker. “I  2Vas.

have not tried either the death penalty or imprisonment for ér;?ztov
life, but if one may judge 2 priori,” the death penalty is more . Moscow,
4+ Russia,
1. Christian states: countries in which Christianity is the main religion. ! SealalArt
i 2. apriori @'pr-&r'D: here, on the basis of theory rather than " Resource,
i « experience, | New York.




moral and more hutnane than imprisonment for

life. Capital punishment kills a man at once, but |
lifelong imprisonment kills him slowly. Which ¢
1 the death penalty is better or worse than impris-

executioner is the more humane, he who kills
you in a few minutes or he who drags the life
out of you in the course of many years?”

“Both are equally immoral,” observed one of
the guests, “for they both have the same ob-
ject—to take away life. The state is not God. It
has not the right to take away what it cannot re-
store when it wants to.”

Among the guests was a young lawyer, a
young man of five-andtwenty. When he was
asked his opinion, he said: “The death sentence
and the life sentence are equally immoral, but if I
had to choose between the death penalty and im-
prisonment for life, I would certainty choose the
second. To live anyhow is better than not at all”

A lively discussion arose. The banker, who
was younger and more nervous in those days,
was suddenly carried away by excitement; he
struck the table with his fist and shouted at the
young man: “It’s not true! I'll bet vou two mil-
lion you wouldn’t stay in solitary confinement
for five years.”

“If you mean that in earnest,” said the young
man, “Tll take the bet, but I would stay not five,
but fifteen years.”

“Fifteen? Done!” cried the banker. “Gentle-
men, I stake two million!”

“Agreed! You stake your millions and I stake
my freedom!” said the young man.

And this wild, senseless bet was carried out!
The banker, spoiled and frivolous, with millions
beyond his reckoning, was delighted at the bet.
At supper he made fun of the young man and
said: “Think better of it, young man, while there

is still time. To me two million is a trifle, but you
are losing three or four of the best years of your ¢
life. I say three or four, because you won't stay
longer. Don't forget either, you unhappy man,
that voluntary confinement is a great deal |
harder to bear than compulsory. The thought
that you have the right to step out in liberty at

any moment will poison your whole existence WORDS TO OWN

in prison. I am sorry for you?”

And now the banker, walking to and fro, re-
membered all this and asked himself; “What !
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was the cbject of that bet? What is the good of

that man’s losing fifteen years of his life and my
throwing away two million? Can it prove that

onment for life? No, no. It was all nonsensical
and meaningless. On my part it was the caprice
of a pampered man, and on his part simple
greed for money. . . 7

Then he remembered what followed that
evening. It was decided that the young man
should spend the years of his captivity under
the strictest supervision in one of the lodges in
the banker’s garden. It was agreed that for fif-
teen years he should not be free to cross the
threshold of the lodge, to see human beings, to
hear the human voice, or to receive letters and
newspapers. He was allowed to have a musical
instrument and books and was allowed to
write letters, to drink wine, and to smoke. By
the terms of the agreement, the only relations
he could have with the outer world were by a
little window made purposely for that object.
He might have anything he wanted—books,
music, wine, and so on—in any quantity he de-
sired, by writing an order, but could receive
them only through the window. The agreement
provided for every detail and every trifle that
would make his imprisonment strictly solitary,
and bound the young man to stay there exactly
fifteen years, beginning from twelve o’clock of
November 14, 1870, and ending at twelve
o’clock of November 14, 1885. The slightest at-
tempt on his part to break the conditions, if only
two minutes before the end, released the banker
from the obligation to pay him two million.

Tor the first year of his confinement, as far as
one could judge from his brief notes, the pris-
oner suffered severely from loneliness and de-
pression. The sounds of the piano could be
heard continually day and night from his lodge.
He refused wine and tobacco, Wine, he wrote,
excites the desires, and desires are the worst
foes of the prisoner; and besides, nothing could

compulsory (kam-pul'sa. ré} adj. required; enforced.

. caprice (ka-prés’) n.: sudden notion or desire.




- HISTORY

The World Outside the Lodge

N The Romanov dynasty ruled the Russian Empire from 161310 1917, It was not
an easy expanse to govern. Eighty percent of the people were poor, illiterate
peasants; huge distances made communication difficult, Czar Alexander ||
(who ruled from {855 to 188 1) wanted to make Russfan society more open.
He relaxed government censorship. In 1861 he freed the serfs and proposed
to establish a duma, or parliament, to represent the people. However, these
years of openness were also years of revolutionary activity. Russian students
and inteflectuals were influenced by Karl Marx, a German writer who pre-
dicted that someday the workers would rise up and establish a classless soci-
ety. Terrorists made two attempts to assassinate the czar—they shot at him
and even managed to place dynamite in the palace dining room—but he sur
vived. In 1881 (in Chekhov’s story, the eleventh year of the young lawyer's cap-

| tivity), a group called the People’s Wil killed Alexander by throwing bombs at
his carriage. Alexander lll, the new czar, immediately tore up the plans for the
duma, and Russia’s experiment in democracy was over:

be more dreary than drinkjhg good wine and In the second half of the sixth year the pris-

secing no one. And tobacco spoiled the air of
his room. In the first vear the books he sent for
were principally of a light character—novels
with a complicated love plot, sensational and
fantastic stories, and so on.

In the second year the piano was silent in the
lodge, and the prisoner asked only for the clas-
sics. In the fifth year music was audible again,
and the prisoner asked for wine. Those who
watched him through the window said that all
that year he spent doing nothing but eating and
drinking and lying on his bed, frequently yawn-
ing and talking angrily to himself. He did not
read books. Sometimes at night he would sit
down to write: he would spend hours writing
and in the morning tear up all that he had writ-
ten. More than once he could be heard crying.

oner began zealously studying languages, phi-
losophy, and history. He threw himself eagerly
into these studies—so much so that the banker
had enough to do to get him the books he or-
dered. In the course of four years, some six hun-
dred volumes were procured at his request. It
was during this period that the banker received
the following letter from his prisoner:

“My dear Jailer, I write you these lines in six
languages. Show them to people who know the
languages. Let them read them. If they find not
one mistake, I implore you to fire a shot in the

WORDS TO OWN
audible (6'ds-bsl) adj.: capable of being heard.

11 zealously (zel'ss- ) adv.: fervently; devotedly.
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* man who in four years had mastered six hun-

. years had by degrees led to the dcchnc of his !

garden. That shot will show me that my efforts
have not been thrown away. The geniuses of all
ages and of all lands speak different languages,
but the same flame burns in them all. Oh, if you
only knew what unearthly happiness my soul
feels now from being able to understand them!”
The prisoner’s desire was fulfilled. The banker
ordered two shots to be fired in the garden.
Then, after the tenth year, the prisoner sat im-
movably at the table and read nothing but the
Gospels. It seemed strange to the banker that a

dred learned volumes should waste nearly a year
over one thin book easy of comprehension. The-
ology® and histories of religion followed the
Gospels.

In the last two years of his confinement, the
prisoner read an immense quantity of books §
quite indiscriminately. At one time he was busy !
with the natural sciences; then he would ask for
Byron or Shakespeare. There were notes in
which he demanded at the same tie books on
chemistry, and a manual of medicine, and a
novel, and some treatise on philosophy or theol-
ogy. His reading suggested a man swimming in
the sea among the wreckage of his ship and try-
ing to save his life by greedily clutching first at
one spar’ and then at another.

SR b e
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The old banker remembered all this and
thought: “Tomorrow at twelve o’clock he will
regain his freedom. By our arrangement I ought
to pay him two million. If I do pay him, it is all 2
over with me: I shall be utterly ruined.” :

Fifteen years before, his millions had been be- :
yond his reckoning; now he was afraid to ask |
himself which were greater, his debts or his as-
sets. Desperatc gambling on the Stock Ex-
change, wild speculation, and the excitability
which he could not get over even in advancing

3. theology (thé-41'3. ]e) the study of religious tﬁeach
ings concerning God and God’s relation to the world. :
4. Byron: George Gordon Byron (1788-1824), known as
Lord Byron, English Romantic poet. .
5. spar: pole that supports or extends a ship's sail.
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fortune, and the proud, fearléss, self-confident

millicnaite had become a banker of middling

rank, trembling at every rise and fall in his in--
vestments. “Cursed bet!” muttered the old man,

clutching his head in despair. “Why didn’t the
man die? He is only forty now. He will take my
last penny from me, he will marry, will enjoy

. life, will gamble on the Exchange, while I shall

look at him with envy like a beggar and hear
from him every day the same sentence: ‘I am in-
debted to you for the happiness of my life; let
me help you!” No, it is too much! The one
means of being saved from bankruptcy and chs—
grace is the death of that man!”

It struck three o’clock, The banker listened;
everyonc was asleep in the house, and nothihg

| could be heard outside but the rustling of the

chilled trees. Trying to make no noise, he took
from a fireproof safe the key of the door which
had not been opened for fifteen years, put on
his overcoat, and went out of the house.

It was dark and cold in the garden. Rain was
falling. A damp, cutting wind was racing about
the garden, howling and giving the trees no
rest. The banker strained his eyes but could see
neither the earth nor the white statues, nor the
lodge, nor the trees. Going to the spot where
the lodge stood, he twice called the watchman.
No answer followed. Evidently the watchman
had sought shelter from the weather and was
now asleep somewhere either in the kitchen or
in the greenhouse.

“If I had the pluck to carry out my intennon
thought the old man, “suspicion would fall first
upon the watchman.”

He felt in the darkness for the steps and the
door and went into the entry of the lodge. Then
he groped his way into a little passage and
lighted a match. There was not a soul there.
There was a bedstead with no bedding on it,
and in the corner there was a dark castiron
stove. The seals on the door leading to the pris-
oner’s rooms were intact.

i WORDS TO OWN

indiscriminately (m'dl «skrim’i- nit- 1&) adv: without
.making careful choices or distinctions; randomly.




When the match went out, the old man, § toyou With a clear conscience I tell you, as be-
wrembling with emotion, peeped through the | fore God, who beholds me, that I despise free-
little window. A candle was burning dimly in { dom and life and health and all that in your
the prisonet’s room. He was sitting at the table, © books is called the good things of the world.
Nothing could be seen But his back, the hair on “For fifteen years I have been intently study-
his head, and his hands. Open books were lying % ing earthly life. It is true T have not seen the
on the table, on the two easy chairs, and on the I earth or men, but in your books I have drunk
carpet near the table. fragrant wine, I have sung songs, I have hunted

Five minutes passed and the prisoner did not # stags and wild boars in the forests, I have loved
once stir. Fifteen years’ imprisonment had ¢ women. . .. Beauties as ethereal as clouds, cre-
taught him to sit still. The banker tapped at the || ated by the magic of your poets and geniuses,
window with his finger, and the prisoner made have visited me at night and have whispered in
no movement whatever in response. Then the ' my ears wonderful tales that have sct my brain
banker cautiously broke the seals off the door ¢ in a whirl. In your books I have climbed to the
and put the key in the keyhole. The rusty lock | peaks of Elburz and Mont Blanc,® and from
gave a grating sound and the door creaked. The © there I have seen the sun rise and have watched
banker expected to hear at once footsteps anda [ it at evening flood the sky, the occan, and the
cry of astonishment, but three minutes passed i mountaintops with gold and crimson. I have
and it was as quiet as ever in the room. He made © watched from there the lightning flashing over
up his mind to go in. | my head and cleaving the storm clouds. 1 have

At the table a man uniike ordinary people ; secn green forests, fields, rivers, lakes, towns. I
~was sitting motionless. He was a skeleton with | have heard the singing of the sirens, and the
the skin drawn tight over his bones, with long strains of the shepherds’ pipes; I have touched
curls like 2 woman’s, and a shaggy beard. His § the wings of comely devils who flew down to
face was yellow with an earthy tint in it, his L- converse with me of God. . . . In your books I
cheeks were hollow, his back long and narrow, | have flung myself into the bottomless pit, per-
and the hand on which his shaggy head was | formed miracles, stain, burned towns, preached
propped was so thin and delicate that it ‘was @ new religions, conquered whole kingdoms. . . .
dreadful to look at it. His hair was already “Your books have given me wisdom. All that
streaked with silver, and seeing his emaciated, | the unresting thought of man has created in the
aged-looking face, no one would have belicved 3 ages is compressed into a small compass in my
that he was only forty. He was aslecp. . . . In | brain. Tknow that I am wiser than all of you.
front of his bowed head there lay on the table a “And I despise your books, I despise wisdom
sheet of paper, on which there was something | and the blessings of this world. It is all worth-
written in fine handwriting. | Jess, fleeting, illusory, and deceptive, like a mi-

“Boor creature!” thought the banker, “he is | rage. You may be proud, wise, and fine, but
asleep and most likely dreaming of the millions. |
And T have only to take this half-dead man, | 6. Elburz (cl-boorz’) and Mont Blanc (mdn blin'):
throw him on the bed, stifle hima little with the Elburz is a .mountzfjn range in no‘rrl}ern Iran; Mont Blanc,
pillow, and the most couscientious expert ?F;frnszslsﬁl éﬁ:f; E:;t?ﬁ;mmmme Alps.

= 7. t gy, partly human female
would find no sign of a violent death. But let us

creatures who lived on an island and lured sailors to their
first read what he has written here. .. ” death with their beautiful singing.

The banker took the page from the table and § ~—--=—=——~~~=~ -~ =TT T
read as follows: . WOoORDS TO OWN
“Tomorrow at twelve o’clock I regain my ' ethereal (8- thir'&-al) ad.: light and delicate;
freedom and the right to associate with other ”n?arthly'_ . e
men, but bef . cleaving (&v'in) v. used as adj.: splitting.
g . ut before T leave this room and see the % illusory (i-150'sa- &) adj.: not real; based on false ideas.
unshine, I think it necessary to say a few words

THE BET 215




a

“You have lost your reason and :
taken the wrong path.”

death will wipe you off the face of the earth as
though you were no more than mice burrowing
under the floor, and your posterity, your history,
vour immortal geniuses will burn or freeze together
with the earthiy globe. ‘

“You have lost your reason and taken the wrong
path. You have taken lies for truth and hideousness
}‘ for beauty. You would marvel if, owing to strange

events of some sort, frogs and lizards suddenly grew :

on apple and orange trees instead of fruit or if roses
began to smell like a sweating horse; so 1 marvel at
you who exchange heaven for earth. I don’t want to -
understand you. '

“To prove to you in action how I despise all that |
you live by, I renounce the two million of which I
once dreamed as of paradise and which now I de-
spise. To deprive myself of the right to the money, I :
shall go out from here five minutes before the time &
fixed and so break the compact. .. .

When the banker had read this, he laid the page |
on the table, kissed the strange man on the head, |
and went out of the lodge, weeping. At no other
Al time, even when he had lost heavily on the Stock Ex-
IRl change, had he felt so great a contempt for himself.
! When he got home, he lay on his bed, but his tears &
and emotion kept him for hours from sleeping. -

Next morning the watchmen ran in with pale ||
faces and told him they had scen the man who lived
in the lodge climb out of the window into the gar- |
den, go to the gate, and disappear. The banker went ¢
at once with the servants to the lodge and made sure |
of the flight of his prisoner. To avoid arousing unnec- '
essary talk, he took from the table the writing in
which the millions were renounced and, when he
got home, locked it up in the fireproof safe.

The Yerandah
at Liselund
(1916} by
Peter llsted.
Qil on canvas,

__________ Y M —————— e ————
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posterity (pis-ter's-t€) n.: descendants or all future
generations.
renounce (ri-nouns’) v. give up, especially by formal

Courtesy of Adelson
Galleries, New Yorlk
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First Thoughis

1. Who do you think won the bet,

and what did he win! Compare your

answers with those of your class-
mates. Do you all agree?

Shaping Interpretations

2. lmagine you are a psychologist ob-
serving the lawyer periodically during

his confinement. Write a year-by-

year summary of how he spends his

time and what his emotional state
appears to be. Use a time line.

Year 2

Year 1
] |

Reviewing the Text’
a. Explain the terms of the bet,

b. At the end of fifteen years, what
has happened to the banker?

¢. After the same periodswhat has
happened to the lawyer?

d. Why does the banker go to
the lodge on the last night of the
lawyer's captivity? _
e. What decision does the lawyer
announce in a letter, and why?

1 lonsly, depressed
reads escapist fiction
plays piano

refuses wine, tobacco

stops playing plano

3. Shortly after rﬁaking the bet, the banker tells himself that “greed for money”
was the lawyer’s motivation for betting. Do you agree or disagree! Look
for evidence in the text to support your view.

4. Looking back, the banker believes he took the bet on “the caprice ofa
pampered man.’ How does he feel about himself at the end of the fifteen
years? What do you think this reveals about Chekhov's view of what is

important in life!

5. For fifteen years, the lawyer lives in exile. How does this experience affect
him? How do your Quickwrite responses compare with the lawyer’s?

6. Now that you've shared the lawyer's experience, identify what you think is the
story’s most important passage. How would you interpret the story’s theme!

Connecting with the Text

7. At the story’s end, would you rather be the banker or the lawyer? Why!

Extending the Text

8. Russian history has been a long and troubled search for freedom. (See
the articie on page 213.) How do you think the political problems in the last
decades of the czar's reign might have influenced Chekhov’s—and his
characters'—ideas on freedom, materialism, and personal sacrifice!

9. Do you believe there is such a thing as “internal freedom”~—the kind of
freedom the lawyer comes to know in prison? Think of people imprisoned
for their beliefs. Are they freer than their jailers? If so, how!
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