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i. As the old woman told it

(After Afanasyev’s “Never-Wash”)

A soldier had served through three campaigns and earned no more than an addled egg. They put him on the retired list with a coat and no trade. He walked until he came to a lake and sat down, because a man with no trade has no errand.

He was thinking how he would feed himself, and how the devil he was to find employment, when a little devil rose out of the water.

It offered him a contract, which is a thing soldiers understand. Fifteen years, and in those fifteen years he was not to shave, cut his hair, blow his nose, or change his clothes. In return he would have whatever his soul desired, and when the term was done he would marry one of the king’s three daughters.

He took it. A soldier takes terms.

The devil brought him to the capital and gave him a pile of gold. The soldier took a room and lived well. He did not shave. He did not cut his hair. He did not change his clothes. His nails grew, his hair tangled, his nose went unwiped, and the years gathered on him.

He grew wealthy, so wealthy that he no longer knew what to do with his money. He began giving alms to the poor. He gave to the right and to the left, and still the gold remained. His name travelled through the kingdom.

That is what it is to be fortunate on a condition.

He lived for fourteen years. In the fifteenth, the king’s treasury ran dry. The king summoned the soldier and asked him for money to pay his troops. He offered to make him a general.

The soldier refused. He wanted a daughter for his wife, and in exchange he would give the king as much money as the treasury required.

The king agreed. He had a portrait made of the soldier as he was: unwashed, unshaved, uncombed, his clothes unchanged, his face a wilderness. He showed it to his daughters.

The eldest looked at the portrait and refused. She would sooner marry the Devil himself.

The Devil appeared with pen and paper and entered her soul in his register.

The second daughter refused too. She would rather remain unmarried than take such a husband.

The Devil entered her soul as well.

Then the youngest was asked.

She looked at the portrait and said: evidently this must be my lot. I will marry him and see what God shall give.

So the king sent the soldier twelve carts to carry away his gold. The soldier called on his devil, and the carts were loaded to overflowing. The king received his money, and the soldier was welcomed at the palace.

When the time came for the wedding, the fifteen years were over.

The soldier called the little devil and asked to be made young again.

The devil cut him into pieces, threw him into a cauldron and brewed him. He washed him, gathered his bones, put every bone and joint back in its proper place, and sprinkled him with the water of life.

The soldier rose a young man, finer than any tale could describe.

He married the youngest princess. They lived a merry life.

But the little devil had to return to the lake, where his elder called him to account.

Fifteen years, and he had failed to corrupt the soldier. What sort of devil was he?

The little devil admitted that he had lost the soldier’s soul, but gained two others.

The elder asked how.

The soldier had wanted a princess. The two elder daughters had said they would sooner marry the Devil than the soldier. They belonged to him now.

The elder devil considered the account and found it well reckoned. He released the little devil.

That is how it was told to me. In that telling, the term ended.




ii. As the fiddler told it

(After Ramuz and Stravinsky)

He was walking home on leave with a fiddle in his hand and nothing else worth carrying.

At the riverbank a stranger sat with a book. He offered a trade: the book for the fiddle, and three days’ teaching, since the stranger could not play.

The soldier could not read. The book could be read by anyone.

He thought: a fiddle is a fiddle, and I am going home, and there will be no more marching.

He stayed the three days.

The three days were three years.

He came up the road to his village. He knew where the lane bent. He knew the house before he saw it, and the door before he reached it.

His mother saw him coming and fled, crying.

He stood in the road. He had come home. He looked at the door, and then at the road behind him, as if the mistake might be somewhere along it.

His girl was married. She had two children.

He had the book. It told him what would come next.

He grew rich with it. He bought the fiddle back, and it would not sound. He lost his fortune to the stranger at cards, and with it the stranger’s hold on him. He took up the instrument and found that he could play again.

A princess was ill. He played for her, and she was cured. He married her. There was a palace, and music, and a life that had not been waiting for him but was his all the same.

The stranger came to the palace. He warned the soldier that he must choose between the life he had made and the life he had left. If he crossed the frontier, he was the stranger’s.

For a season, he stayed.

Then he wanted to see the village.

The stranger was waiting at the frontier.

Joseph crossed the boundary towards his old home.

The stranger took him.

In that telling the term never ended, because it was never a term.




The Book of What Comes Next

It knew the year of the flood and the price of salt,

   the name the priest would give the child,

   the day the roof would go, and it was right.

   It was right about everything.



It could not say his name the way his mother said it

   when he came up the lane with his boots off.

At the door she crossed herself and stepped back,

   and the book went on telling her what she would do next,

   and it was right, it was right about everything,

   and it could not make her look again.




Notes to the Tellings




i. As the old woman told it

Primary sources.


	A. N. Afanasyev, Narodnye russkie skazki (Moscow, 1855–1863): “Never-Wash”.

	In English: Russian Folk-Tales, translated by Leonard A. Magnus (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1915; second impression, 1916).



Documented.


	The retired soldier who has earned nothing; the little devil from the lake; the fifteen-year contract not to shave, cut his hair, blow his nose or change his clothes, in return for whatever he desires and a king’s daughter.

	The gold from the lake, the alms, and the soldier’s name spreading through the kingdom.

	The empty treasury in the fourteenth year; the generalship refused; the daughter asked for instead; the portrait.

	The two elder daughters’ refusals, each entered by the Devil in his register; the youngest’s acceptance.

	The twelve carts of gold; the soldier cut in pieces, boiled in a cauldron, put together and sprinkled with the water of life; the marriage to the youngest daughter.

	The little devil called to account by his grandfather, and let off when he shows that he has gained two souls for the one he lost.



Quoted or closely paraphrased.


	Several phrases follow Magnus’s English closely: the addled egg; “how the devil”; “to the right and to the left”; “so wealthy he did not know what to do with his money”; the souls entered on the register; the youngest’s words, “Evidently this must be my lot: I will go and marry him and see what God shall give”; “I have lost the soldier’s soul, but I have gained two others.”



Departures from the record.


	In Magnus the ruler is a Tsar; here he is a king.

	The eldest daughter says she would sooner go to the Devil; here, and in the devils’ accounting, she would sooner marry him.

	The elder devil is the little devil’s grandfather, who throws him into burning pitch before hearing him out. The telling names him only as the elder and leaves out the pitch.

	The tale closes with its teller at the wedding. The telling closes with the old woman’s words.



Invented.


	The old woman as teller.

	“A soldier takes terms.” “That is what it is to be fortunate on a condition.” “In that telling, the term ended.” The author’s.






ii. As the fiddler told it

Primary sources.


	Charles-Ferdinand Ramuz (text) and Igor Stravinsky (music), Histoire du soldat, first performed at Lausanne, 28 September 1918. The story is followed from Ramuz’s French.



Documented.


	Joseph, a soldier walking home on leave, stops by a stream with his violin. The Devil, disguised, offers a book that tells what is to come in exchange for the violin, and asks three days of lessons.

	The three days are three years. In his village he is taken for a ghost and fled from; his fiancée is married, with children.

	He grows rich by the book. He buys the violin back from the Devil, and it makes no sound.

	At the palace he loses the Devil’s money to the Devil at cards, which frees him, and plays again.

	His playing cures the king’s sick daughter, and he marries her.

	The Devil warns that he must not leave. He crosses the frontier towards home, and the Devil, waiting there, takes him.



Departures from the record.


	The Devil is called only the stranger, and his disguises are left out.

	The warning that he must choose between the life he has made and the life he has left stands in Ramuz as the narrator’s closing moral, that one may not have both what one has and what one had. Here it is given to the stranger.



Invented.


	The fiddler as teller.

	“In that telling the term never ended, because it was never a term.” The author’s.






The Book of What Comes Next

Invented.


	An original poem. The author’s.






Outside the telling


	Afanasyev’s collection also holds “The Runaway Soldier and the Devil”, a different tale from “Never-Wash”. It is the folk-tale basis of Histoire du soldat.
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