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THE STORY OF VAN'KA KAIN 

BY ELISABETH STENBOCK-FERMOR 

HE name of Van'ka Kain has become a by-word of iniquity in Russian. N. D. 
Usakov's dictionary gives the following definition: "great criminal, murderer, 
moral monster." Frequently, the people who use this name as an insult do not 

know that Van'ka Kain really existed; they imagine him to be a character of fiction, 
a legendary burglar who for a long time escaped punishment, fooled the police, and 

accompanied his daring exploits with witty sarcasm and crude jokes.' 
The story of his life was told in a series of publications which appeared at short 

intervals during the last quarter of the eighteenth century. V. Sipovskij in his bibli- 

ography of eighteenth century literature mentioned fourteen different editions of 
Kain's tale in twenty-five years and considered it the most popular story of the period.2 
The Harvard College Library owns a copy which belongs to an unrecorded edition, 
presumably of the same period,3 and previously unknown editions have been dis- 
covered since Sipovskij published his bibliography. 

Most of the extant copies belong in the category of chapbooks, poorly printed on 

cheap paper without name of author and often without date. It is quite possible that 

many copies were destroyed, as they were considered unworthy of respectable libraries 
both for their content and outward appearance. In the nineteenth century the publica- 
tion of the story of Van'ka Kain was forbidden by the censorship for several decades, 
but certain of his adventures were introduced into the plots of historical novels. The 

original story continued to circulate, and quotations from it have been recorded as 
late as I908 in the argot of the underworld.4 Kain's name also survived in folksongs. 
Literary studies of the story and of its historical background were published by 
G. Esipov in 1869, P. Bessonov in 1872, and D. Mordovcev in I876.5 Sipovskij, in the 
article published in I902, discussed it as one of the first Russian novels. 

The many editions of Van'ka Kain's story have been divided into three main types, 
as described below. Material for the present article was furnished by Type C. 

A. A short story of Kain's adventures told in the third person. The first recorded copy of 
the story belongs to this type. It was published anonymously in I775. 

B. A biography written by Matvej Komarov,6 published twice in I779 and several times 
reprinted. The elements of the story are the same as in the type first listed, but the presenta- 
tion is different. The author suggests motivations and psychological explanations for Kain's 
anti-social behavior. His attitude is that of an indulgent and moralizing judge. The biog- 
raphy is preceded by an introduction in which the author tells that he heard Kain relating 
his adventures while he was waiting for his trial. Later the author compared manuscripts 
of Kain's adventures with oral stories. To Komarov's second edition was attached a collec- 
tion of songs, two of which refer to Kain. 

C. An autobiography, allegedly written by Kain himself, the first edition of which ap- 
peared in I777; the same autobiography with small variants in the text, published with a 

254 

This content downloaded from 128.235.251.160 on Tue, 16 Dec 2014 05:16:12 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Story of Van'ka Kain 255 
conclusion in the third person which is exactly the same as the conclusion in Komarov's 
book; other editions accompanied by collections of songs, some of which were attributed to 
Kain. 

The autobiography presents many features which are usually associated with folk- 
lore. It is an anonymous story, and it exists in many variants which can be traced back 
to manuscript versions and to oral tradition. The cycle of adventures revolves around 
one hero, a historical personality famous in his lifetime as a brigand, presented in the 
story as a master-thief and at times as a protector of the poor. His name appears in 
folksongs. Many passages of the autobiography are written in rhymed and rhythmic 
prose which follows the pattern of rhymed folktales. The first part of the story and 
the concluding words of certain paragraphs closely resemble the jokes and anecdotes 
in rhymed prose which form the repertory of contemporary professional storytellers.7 
The same type of rhymed jokes is frequent in the explanatory inscriptions on cheap 
woodcuts, lubocnye kartinki, that illustrated folktales and anecdotes in the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. 

Kain was well known to the police of Moscow in the thirties and forties of the 
eighteenth century. Many events of his life were duly recorded in the police archives, 
and an account of them-included in Esipov's "Van'ka Kain"--enables us to compare 
the image created by the story and songs with the real Van'ka. 

Van'ka Kain was born in 1718 in the province of Rostov. His name was Ivan 
Osipov. Van'ka is a popular diminutive for Ivan; Osipov was his patronymic; the 
nickname Kain (Cain) seems to have been applied to him very early, for in official 
documents he is always referred to as the "informer Kain." He was the son of a 
peasant, a serf. Taken to Moscow at thirteen, he became a house-servant slave, 
dvorovyj, in the home of the wealthy merchant Filat'ev. He ingratiated himself with 
the police by denouncing his master and his master's servants when a soldier was killed 
in their yard. In reward he obtained his freedom and settled in Moscow. For a while 
he lived in the executioner's house, and it is possible that the nickname Kain was 
acquired because of this association. The word "brother" has a much wider semantic 
range in Russian than in English: fellow-servants and fellow-workers were addressed 
as "brothers," and when Van'ka delivered his "brothers" into the hands of the law 
and sided with the officers of the law, he became a fratricide, like Cain. 

For a number of years Kain got all his livelihood from robberies. He was caught 
several times, but each time managed to escape punishment. In I74I he presented 
himself to the police and offered his services as an informer. In an official document, 
which he dictated, Kain explained that he knew many robbers and highwaymen and 
promised to redeem his criminal past by helping to arrest them. To prove his sincerity 
he confessed his past exploits, or such of them as he deemed safe to confess. From this 
statement it appears that he had been active with a group of robbers in the streets of 
Moscow and out of town, at fairs and pilgrimages, but he denied having ever com- 
mitted murder or taken part in any armed attack in the company of highwaymen. 

The police thereafter kept a detailed record of the offenders denounced by Kain or 
arrested with his help. He was accompanied in his raids by officials and had soldiers 
under his orders. He delivered into the hands of the police beggars, vagabonds, petty 
thieves, and gang leaders. He was allowed to open a gambling house in order to keep 
in touch with the criminal world, and he complained that he was not paid adequately 
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Journal of American Folklore 
for the services rendered to the administration. He organized public festivities during 
carnival week and was so successful that the locality where the festivities took place 
retained the name of "Kain's Hill" for over a century. The city of Moscow usually 
farmed out the right to organize these ritual rejoicings, probably a lucrative under- 
taking. 

In I743 Kain married a widow who had been arrested during his first raid and 
kept in prison until she consented to become his wife. Husband and wife started a 
profitable business: they took bribes from suspects, stored and sold stolen goods, and 
offered shelter to thieves for a share in the profits. At the same time, Kain bribed 
officials and offered them illicit entertainment in his gambling den. Soon he became 
the leader of a dangerous gang that attacked honest merchants and criminals alike. He 
arrested people under false pretences and extorted money from their relatives. This 
was discovered and he was arrested, flogged, and released under promise to amend 
his actions. Another attempt to arrest him for protecting deserters was met with open 
revolt from Kain's associates, and he was set free by the mob after a street fight with 
members of the police. 

During the great fires which devastated Moscow in 1748, a wave of crime swept 
over the city, and Kain was suspected of being the secret leader of organized burglaries. 
A special commission was created to clean up the city when Empress Elisabeth decided 
to move to Moscow with her court. Kain had so cunningly bribed police officials, and 
had so many supporters, that a new set of employees had to be appointed to obtain an 
indictment. Finally he was arrested upon the complaint of a police official whose 
young daughter he had abducted. The investigation and trial lasted from I749 to 
1756. During that period Kain remained in prison, but he bribed prison wardens and 
was accorded unusual privileges. He received guests, who brought him food and wine, 
and he talked freely to visitors, entertaining them with the story of his adventures. 
His jokes were repeated in the streets of Moscow. 

Kain was sentenced to death, but the sentence was commuted to hard labor. He 
was flogged, branded, had his nostrils torn, and was sent to the hard labor prison of 
Rogervik, also called the Baltic Port (near Tallin). There is a version of his story 
which relates that he was later exiled to Siberia and died there. One version of the 
autobiography specifies that it was "written in I764 by Kain himself at the Baltic Port." 
However, we know from police reports that Kain could not write. 

It is possible that he dictated his memoirs to a fellow-convict, and that from 
Rogervik manuscript versions were brought to Moscow and later became the founda- 
tion of the books, but we know that stories about Kain's adventures and the tricks he 
used in order to fool the police circulated as short anecdotes during his criminal activity. 
He was extremely popular with the workers of the wool and linen mills of Moscow. 
The administration was concerned with the fact that many of these workers had 
criminal records and used forged passports. The men who beat off the police in the 
street fight came from these mills. Kain was the protector of many escapees and de- 
serters. The jokes and repartee of Kain while he was on trial revived the memory of 
his most daring exploits. At that particular period of Russian history, the members of 
the judiciary and of the police were openly criticized by public opinion. This attitude 
is reflected both in the oral tradition and in the literature of the period. 

For instance, the animal folktale "Of Ers Ersovic" ("Ruff, son of Ruff"), which is 

256 

This content downloaded from 128.235.251.160 on Tue, 16 Dec 2014 05:16:12 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Story of Van'ka Kain 257 
a parody and a satire of the judiciary processes of the seventeenth century, was still so 
popular during the eighteenth century that it was published in woodcuts (see Aza- 
dovskij, n.7). The playwright Lukin (I737-I794) and the poet Kapnist (I757-I823) 
represented members of the judiciary as outright villains, and Matvej Komarov intro- 
duced in his biography of Kain long digressions on the corruption of officials. The 
cruel practical jokes which Kain played on these employees, and the proverbs and 
proverbial phrases he cleverly used to parry accusations, were greeted with sympathy 
by men of all walks of life. 

Kain was imprisoned in 1749, and the first description of his life appeared in print 
in I775. During the intervening twenty-five years a traditional image of Kain was 
developed through anecdotes and short tales, similar in form to the folktales about 
thieves and smart peasants or about soldiers who outwit their enemies. This image 
was stabilized with the publishing of the autobiography, but we will see that the book 
reflects the disparate elements which existed simultaneously, though separately, before 
they were joined in one story. 

The titles of the different editions vary slightly: "The detailed and true story of 
the famous robber and brigand Van'ka Kain . . . ," "The life and adventures of 
Van'ka Kain, famous robber and brigand and Moscow informer...," "The story of 
the famous robber .. ," "The story of the famous Russian robber ... ," and the like. 
In most of them Kain is referred to as the "famous robber and brigand and Moscow 
informer." Komarov stated in his introduction that it was the fame of Kain which 
prompted him to write his book in order to demonstrate that Russia could produce a 
master-thief who was able, in this profession, to compete with the celebrated French 
robber Cartouche (I693-172I). The story of Cartouche was published in Russian in 
I77I, translated from a German text which was, in turn, the translation from a French 
biography published in I722, immediately after Cartouche's execution.8 The Russian 
translation was extremely popular, particularly with the younger generation. In certain 
editions of Kain's life story, the Russian thief was presented to the public as "the Rus- 
sian Cartouche," and the biographies of both outlaws were sometimes published to- 
gether. Kain's daring and wit, and his ability to escape punishment, became for the 
reader matters of national pride. 

The autobiography consists of many short episodes, some of which-particularly 
in the first part-are connected with each other and form the logical development of a 
plot. But most of the episodes have no connection with the previous or following ones, 
and several do not appear in all editions. There are about fifty-five different episodes 
in all. 

The autobiography can be divided into six parts followed by a short conclusion. 
The first part begins with the words: "I, Ivan Osipov, nicknamed Kain, was born in 
7I14, in the reign of the lord emperor Peter the Great, from parents of low rank, 

inhabitants of the capital city of the Russian Empire-Moscow... ." The autobiog- 
raphy makes Kain older than he really was and connects him definitely with Moscow. 
His fame as a Moscovite was also stressed in the titles of certain editions. 

After introducing himself in this formal way, Kain tells the first part of his story 
in irregularly rhymed prose. He has been doing his best to please his master, the tale 
goes, but he is continuously beaten by him, and decides to run away. He takes from 
his master's casket all the money he can carry, dresses in his master's clothes, and 
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Journal of American Folklore 
walks out before dawn. A friend of his, Kamcatka, is waiting for him outside. 
(Kamcatka appears in police records under his full name: Petr Romanov Smirnoj- 
Zakutin, nicknamed Kamcatka. According to these records, he started as Kain's 
mentor in crime and later became his victim.) 

On his master's gate Kain writes (though the real Kain was illiterate) his first 
rhymed joke: "Drink water as a goose, eat bread as a pig; / May the devil work for 
you, but not I." They climb over the fence of a priest's garden and find the gate- 
keeper asleep. He awakes and asks them how they got in. Kamcatka beats him with 
a stick and tells him: "Is it necessary to open the master's gate to every parish- 
ioner? / In that case there wouldn't be any time for sleep." There is a pun on the 
word prixozanin 'parishioner,' which may also mean 'any person coming in.' This 

type of joke, rhymed as is the previous one, is very frequent in the story. 
Kain and Kamcatka put on the priest's clothes, and this enables them to pass 

through a cordon of police guards. (Masquerading and impersonating someone else 
is a recurrent motif of folktales and is also frequent in the autobiography.) Kain 
seeks shelter under the Stone Bridge (Kamennyi Most), which had the reputa- 
tion of being a robbers' den. This reputation survived in the modern puppet theater 
of the Russian folk play Petruska (Pulcinella), in which one of the disreputable 
characters explains that his dwelling is "under the Stone Bridge." That is where 
Kain meets with a group of pickpockets, whom he derogatively describes as "small 
thieves" doing "dirty work." Already he has greater ambitions. 

The thieves demand money to shelter Kain. They speak in circumlocutions inter- 

polated with proverbs. The whole scene is rhymed. They predict Kain's future: 
"Brother, you will become / A coat of our cloth. / Stay with us in our house / Which 
is well provided for: / The posts are hung / With bareness and nakedness; / And 
the barn is full of hunger and cold." 

A close variant of the last four lines is found in a short autobiographical narrative 
made in i88i by an impoverished peasant, a simpleton, to the writer L. Tolstoj. The 
whole narrative of the peasant is rhymed.10 

The next morning Kain is recognized by another servant and brought home. He 
is tied to a post in the yard not far from a chained bear, and is supposed to get noth- 

ing to eat for two days. A girl-servant who feeds the bear secretly brings food to 
Kain and tells him that their master has hidden in the yard the body of a soldier 
killed by his men. When the master summons Van'ka to have him flogged, the boy 
pronounces the dreaded words slovo i delo 'word and deed,' which meant that he 
knew something important concerning the security of the state. According to the law 
of the time, his master was bound to deliver him immediately to the office of the 
secret police. 

There Kain is questioned by a secretary and pretends to be a simpleton who 
does not know the meaning of many words used in an office. When he is asked to 
what article of the law his accusation refers, he replies that he does not know anything 
about "articles, pounds, weight and overweight," and he refuses to speak further 
until he is ushered into the presence of the chief. Only then does he divulge the fate 
of the soldier, and he is immediately sent home with a guard to arrest his master 
and the servant. Kain takes his revenge from the latter in a few sarcastic words that 
contain a pun and two contrasting images joined by a similar verb-a frequent feature 
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The Story of Van'ka Kain 259 
of Russian proverbs: "You caught me in Squire's Row in daytime, / And I am 
catching you at night. / So none of us will owe anything to the other." Squire's Row 
(Panskij rjad) was the part of Merchant's Row where cloth was sold. The servant 
who had caught Kain in Squire's Row is now arrested by Kain in front of his 
squire's house. The joke is built on the contrasts: squire-servant; day-night; and 
on the double meaning of the word "squire." 

Asked by the judge whether master and servant together are responsible for 
the murder, Kain casts suspicion on both and advises that they be submitted to torture. 
His reply is a series of circumlocutions built around popular proverbial phrases: "The 
regimental uniform of the master / Is the same as that of the servant. / Sidor and 
Karp live in Kolomna; / With whom do not sin and mishap live? / Water can 
conquer anything, / And fire will burn even a priest." 

In addition to the two well known proverbial phrases in the fourth and sixth 
lines, Kain uses the elements of a third, "Sidor has his own tradition, and Karp has 
his own," in which Sidor and Karp are presented as opposites. The church days 
of these two saints are in May and October respectively and are connected with 
contrasting-spring and autumn-agricultural chores and traditions. Both names 
are frequently joined in proverbs, representing two contrasting elements. Kain's 
speech presents four contrasting pairs: master-servant; St. Sidor-St. Karp; sin- 
mishap; water-fire. Each of these pairs has something in common: dress, dwelling, 
power. The whole speech carries the implication that "though master and servant are 
socially very far from each other, they are both guilty, and will confess if tortured 
[water and fire]." 

This speech, which concludes the first part of the story, is particularly rich in 
consonances and assonances similar to those of the Russian proverbs and riddles. 
Phonetically it sounds thus: kakoj na yaspad'in'i mund'ir / takoj i na xalopi ad'in / 
sidar da karp fkalomn'i 'iv'ot / a gr'eyda b'idd na kav6 n'i ziv'ot / vada cevo n'i 
pajm'ot / a agon' i papa sazo'ot. 

Of the one hundred seventy-seven lines in this section, most are constructed as 
bipartite syntactic units with final intonational cadence. The rhythm is supported by 
eighty-five final rhymes and a certain number of assonances in stressed words. This 
is the usual rhythmic pattern of the Russian "spoken verse" frequently used by 
Russian storytellers."1 

The first part of the story is a complete short tale, the plot of which follows the 
pattern of that type of fairy tale in which a poor persecuted boy does his best to please 
his wicked master, but he is mistreated by the master and his servants. A mysterious 
protector (the unnamed girl-servant) gives him the magic talisman that will free 
him. He utters the magic words; and having successfully passed through various 
tests, he returns victorious to the home where he was mistreated and has his tor- 
mentors punished. 

This story has its parallel in many tales of smart soldiers and clever thieves. The 
replacement of magic features with realistic ones, and the introduction of realistic 
details which correspond to the personal experiences of the narrator, are of frequent 
occurrence in contemporary stories. This peculiarity has been fully described by 
Azadovskij.12 

No subtitle separates the second part of the story from the first, but the change 
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in style of the narrative is evident. Rhymes become rare and the occasional rhythm 
noticed earlier disappears altogether, to be replaced by ordinary prose. The narrative 
is also more matter-of-fact, with fewer jokes and circumlocutions, as Kain continues 
by relating his adventures as a free man: "I entered a kabak [saloon] in which I saw 
my friend Kamcatka and four men." 

They commit many robberies together. The girl who helped Kain before now 
helps them to enter the house and plunder a storeroom. Later he meets this girl again 
and learns that she had been beaten but had not betrayed him. She is now free and 
married. He becomes her lover, gives her a rich present, and confesses that he has 
nowhere to go. She takes him home and induces her husband to offer his protection 
to Kain. To reward her, and to buy the husband's complicity, Kain steals a tailor's 
savings and gives them to his hosts. Then he leaves Moscow and takes his gang to 
different fairs and convents, where they commit several successful thefts, but finally 
Kain is caught. He escapes and is caught again. He is rescued by Kamcatka, who 
brings him a loaf of bread in which a master key and money are concealed. At another 
perilous moment, Kamcatka deserts him and Kain is again caught. He is flogged and 
set free for lack of evidence. The conversation between thieves is carried out in 
riddles, proverbs, and in the secret language of peddlers, ofeni'. The explanation of 
the riddles, or translation into ordinary language, is given immediately in the text. 

After Kain has been freed, he decides to live quietly for a while, "as the police 
learned to know us well." He remains in hiding with his gang in a small village. In a 
few months they join the armed band of the ataman [leader], Mixail Zorja, on the 
Volga river. 

At this point begins the third part of the story, which consists of the description 
of several armed attacks on a government factory and private properties. The band 
has a regular military organization of the Cossack type. It is worth mentioning that 
the autobiography was published very soon after the end of Pugacov's rebellion, 
which started with similar attacks of Cossack bands. 

The adventures are told by Kain in the first person, but he now uses the first 
person plural instead of the first person singular, as in the other parts of the book. 
Kain is not the main character in these adventures. Kamcatka is the esaul, the second 
in command after the ataman, and the initiative is taken by one of these two, not 
by Kain. The rhymed jokes of this part are ascribed to the ataman and to Kamcatka, 
who saves a woman and accepts dangerous assignments. Kain is given only one 
assignment at the end of the Volga adventure: he must find lodgings for his friends 
upon their return to Moscow. 

It seems probable that there existed a separate tale, a highwayman epic, of which 
Kamcatka was the main character, and that later it was added to the story of Kain. 
There is no historical proof that Kain took part in these adventures along the Volga. 
From the moment Kain returns to Moscow, Kamcatka and the members of the gang 
are never mentioned. 

Here the style of the narrative changes altogether. Kain speaks again in the first 
person singular, and in businesslike prose tells how he presented himself to the police 
and handed over a letter in which he offered his services as an informer and also 
stated: "I am a thief and I know many thieves." Words are used in this passage which 
appeared in the authentic confession of the real Kain and in the administrative edicts 
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following his admission to the ranks of the police. But the story does not follow the 
true order of events. Kain tells that the chief of police accepted him at once, gave him 
a drink, ordered him to wear a military coat, and sent him at the head of a company 
to perform his first raids. A report on different arrests follows in twenty-one num- 
bered paragraphs, together with a description of the technicalities which gave Kain 
his legal status. There are also two lines about his gambling house. This part could 
have been composed only by someone who had direct knowledge of the text of 
official documents. 

A break in the story occurs here, and a separate chapter entitled "Kain's wedding" 
is introduced, forming the fifth part of the tale. (The title is carried in certain editions 
as "Kain's crazy wedding.") Kain tells that he fell in love with the daughter of a 
retired sergeant, but that she refused to marry a thief. He proposed again after he 
became an informer, and again she refused. Then he had her arrested on a false accu- 
sation. She was beaten, and he threatened her until she agreed to marry him. The 
wedding is described as a farce: Kain's papers are forged, and the priest is drunk. 
(This episode resembles the anecdotes about bad priests which form a special group 
of Russian folktales.) 

The day after the wedding, Kain and his wife extort money from merchants by 
use of an ancient tradition, according to which the bride during the wedding feast 
offers food to the guests, who take it and put money on the plate she is handing them. 
Here the merchants were brought in by force, with the help of Kain's "company," 
and in exchange for their money the bride gave them handfuls of dry peas. 

Kain then tells about the carnival celebrations: 

The same year for Carnival I made near the Customhouse a hill for coasting, which was 
adorned with spruce, wooden statues and red cloth. And all the week there went on many 
games, because of the number of people. On the last day I gathered about thirty men actors, 
and ordered them to represent on that hill the play about Tsar Solomon. There also were 
two jesters. Among other events, money was stolen from this tsar, which was found with 
a man from the mills, who had been hired by me for that purpose. After he was brought 
to the tsar he was sentenced to be punished for that theft. For this purpose, about two 
hundred men were gathered and formed in two rows. Each was givtn a broom. Having 
undressed that worker, they put on him a peasant's cap, a necktie around his neck, big 
mittens on his hands, a small bear was tied to his back. He was made to march between 
these rows from one end of the hill to the other, while the drum was beating. Volk, a 
worker of the mills, was directing; acting as a Major, he was riding a horse and forcing 
the men in the rows to do their job. The above mentioned worker walked six times to and 
fro. He was beaten until he was all bleeding, and he took from me for that one ruble in 
money and a new fur coat. 

In the apocrypha about Solomon, which were popular in medieval Russia, the 
rival of Solomon is Kitovras, a monster-half animal, half man. In Western versions 
the monster, sometimes represented as a jester, is Morolt. The combined influence 
of both versions produced a legend and folk plays in which the monster, Solomon's 
rival, robs him of his wife and kingdom and is unmasked and punished by Solomon's 
faithful army at the very last moment.13 We do not possess any texts of the play 
enacted by Kain's men, but it is probable that the strange dress of the punished 
worker was a reminiscence of the monster's appearance (fur cap, fur mittens, and 
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a small bear tied to his back), while the whole scene of the punishment was a parody 
of the fate which awaited thieves. The parody was intensified by the fact that it 
was enacted by thieves. A similar scene takes place in a comic tale which was pub- 
lished as a woodcut at about the same period. It is entitled "The cock and hens," 
and is a parody on judiciary procedures. Administrative language is used in dealing 
with chickens, and the cock is sentenced to the same punishment as the worker in 
the play. The rhymes and rhythm of the tale are very close to those of Kain's story.l4 

Having told about the carnival celebrations, Kain returns without transition to his 
activities as a police informer who is at the same time the leader of a gang of thieves. 
Now and then he plays the role of a "good robber"; he distributes part of the money 
he has obtained by fraud to the servants of the men he deceived; he helps imprisoned 
serfs to escape, and handcuffs their guard with their chains; he arrests a would-be 
arsonist; he helps a nun to rejoin her lover. But he never forgets his own interests and 
obtains large sums of money for his help. He boasts of many cruel deeds and of 
wanton attacks on people who happened to be near his field of action. These episodes 
are in no way connected with each other. Kain's end is told in a very short paragraph 
in a matter-of-fact way. He "dared to abduct the wife of a police employee," and 
turned again to the words that had often helped him, slovo i delo, but without effect. 
He was tried and sentenced to death. 

Almost every paragraph ends in a joke, many of them repetitions or imitations 
of former ones. There are very few rhymes, and the rhythmic pattern disappears. At 
times the narrative becomes ordinary prose. 

The end recalls the first joke Kain made, in the office of the secret police, when 
he pretended not to understand questions and said that he did not know anything 
about "articles, pounds, weight and overweight." He closes his autobiography with 
the words, "and was sent to the Cold Waters which are from Moscow seven versts 
with overweight." The "overweight" (poxod) was here over seven hundred versts 

(about five hundred miles). 
There can be no doubt that the autobiography is a compilation of several stories 

about one man which are, in turn, made up from many anecdotes and short episodes 
underlined by a joke or a pun. The people who told these stories may have heard them 
from Kain himself. That the narrator was in contact with members of the adminis- 
tration, or had gone through court trials himself, is evident from his knowledge of 
courtroom terminology, of the police, and of the names and ranks of different per- 
sonalities. The tale uses criminal argot and the secret language of peddlers, and intro- 
duces proverbs and proverbial phrases as speech idioms, which are an integral part of 
the story instead of being quotations, as was the common rule in literary production 
of the period. This feature justifies the assertion made by Komarov, in connection 
with the manuscript story of Kain's life: "It was written in the language in which 
people of low rank tell tales and relate their own adventures." It was in the memory 
of the "people of low rank" (podlye Ijudi) that Russian oral tradition survived during 
the eighteenth century, while Russian literature was searching for new roads. 

PROVERBS AND PROVERBIAL PHRASES IN THE STORY 

I. Drink water as a goose. 
2. A coat of the same cloth. 
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3. The posts are hung with bareness and nakedness. 
4. The barns are full of hunger and cold. 
5. Singing my old song. (Refers to the frequent usage of slovo i delo.) 
6. To write with the left hand. (Secretly.) 
7. With whom does not sin and mishap live? 
8. Fire will burn even a priest. (An allusion to an event in the history of the Russian 

Church.) 
9. We will force him to fish. (To drown someone.) 

io. Tap-lap-a storeroom. (Rapid work.) 
ii. The only way is-out of the gate and into the water. (Hopeless situation.) 
12. I am neither a thief nor a robber, yet of the same kind. 
I3. Stone bag. (Prison.) 
I4. I have four Thursdays in a week; in the country the month has ten weeks plus one. (I 

have four lucky days per week, meaning: I work rapidly and successfully, but the 
circumstances require that I hide in the country where life is quieter.) 

I5. The barn is burning and the threshers ask for dinner. (Necessity to bribe.) 
i6. Watch the flight of the sea-gulls. (Fisherman's adage, here meaning: wait for the right 

moment.) 
17. Trade is a pit; stand straight. (The prison for debts was called the "Pit.") 
I8. A knocked up dish lives two centuries (or two lives). (There is a variant in which 

"knocked up" is replaced by "chipped." In the story, the word for "knocked up"- 
skolocennaja-is used with a double meaning, because the verb skolotit' 'to knock 
together, to knock up,' is very close to kolotit' 'to beat.') 

19. Have your fill of mushrooms, and keep your tongue behind your teeth. (Kain is buy- 
ing a man's silence.) 

20. A priest's onion, all peeled and ready. (A rich present.) 

All but one of these phrases is introduced into the story as idiomatic speech; only 
No. I8 is used as a quotation, in order to bring forth an excuse for Kain's cruelty. 
The story also uses many parts of proverbs to build jokes, puns, and circumlocutions 
which remind one of the double meaning of certain proverbs and riddles. The rhyth- 
mic and phonetic patterns of proverbs and riddles are followed in the text which 
surrounds them. 

VAN'KA KAIN AND FOLKSONGS 

While the adventures of Kain were thus stabilized in a printed autobiography, 
which told the story of a legendary master-thief with the halo of a highwayman and 
protector of the poor, another image of him was being created through songs. 

In I779 a collection of forty-seven songs was added by Komarov to his biography 
of Kain. After that songs were published with almost every edition, varying in num- 
ber and selection. The titles of Kain's story announced their presence in differing 
ways: "Kain's songs," "Kain's favorite songs," "Songs sung by Kain," and so forth. 
Almost all of these songs had been published before, books of songs being very 
popular at that time. Some are genuine folksongs, but the collections also included 
contemporary variations on ancient themes, creations in the sentimental genre that 
was popular in the eighteenth century, and miscellaneous material contemporary not 
of Kain but of the publication of the story.15 
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The first song in the collection is usually the lament of a highwayman complain- 

ing that "a new informer called and surnamed Van'ka Kainov" stops the highway- 
men's boats and requires them to show "printed," i.e., authentic, passports. The best 
known of the songs is Ne sumi, mati zelenaja dubravuJka 'Do not rustle, mother 
green forest...,' introduced by Pushkin in his short novel, "The Captain's Daughter," 
where it is sung by Pugacov's men. This song was attributed to Kain, and it appeared 
with the subtitle "Song of the well-known Kain, which he sang on the eve of his 
trial," in a collection published in 1818. 

Before Kain's story was published, there appeared in a collection of songs one 
which described how he kidnapped an innocent young girl, but this was not included 
in the selections which accompanied the story. His story was usually followed by a 

gamblers' song-a parody on a Masonic hymn-in which his name is listed with 
those of such celebrated outlaws as the Cossack leader Sten'ka Razin, the heretic 

Andrjushka (arrested by Kain), and that of another contemporary robber. All are 

presented as arch-criminals. 
In I8I5 the story of Kain was published with the story of Sten'ka Razin; and in 

the second half of the nineteenth century a folksong was recorded in which Van'ka 
Kain appeared as the esaul 'second in command' of Sten'ka Razin. In another song 
belonging to the Razin cycle, in which the chief character is Razin's son, Kain also 

figures as a comrade of Razin.16 
There also circulated a prose tale which relates that Ermak was conquering Siberia 

together with Sten'ka Razin, Van'ka Kain, Ivan Mazepa, and Grigorij Otrep'ev, 
when he decided to go to Moscow to ask the tsar for mercy and offer him Siberia. 
The tale moves into the rhythm of a historical song: "Spoke Ermak, the radiant son 
of Timothy: / 'I came to thee, Terrible Tsar, / With my comrade, with Van'ka 
Kain .... ' "17 The joining in one historical moment of these five names is an anach- 
ronism: Ermak belongs to the sixteenth century, Otrep'ev to the beginning of the 

seventeenth, Razin to the second half of the seventeenth, Mazepa to the beginning of 
the eighteenth, and Kain to the middle of the eighteenth century. But at particular 
moments they were all enemies of the state. Of the five, only Ermak and Kain offered 
their services to the administration. Oral tradition must have remembered this when 
it chose Kain to be the companion of Ermak on his journey. In fact, Ermak did not 

go to Moscow personally; he sent an embassy. 
There are no indications that the real Kain ever composed a song or attained 

fame as a singer. The autobiography does not mention it. The police records state 
that while in prison Kain gambled, drank, and sang with his friends, but they do not 

single him out as a performer of songs. Yet his reputation as a singer of and 
as a composer of songs stuck to the Kain of the legend, and finally was transferred 
to the historical Kain. When G. Gennadi in I950 published a reprint of one of the 
oldest texts of Kain's autobiography without songs, because there had been no songs 
in the original edition, he was severely criticized by folklorists of the period. In our 
time another feature of the legendary Kain has been emphasized by writers and 
critics of the Soviet Union-the "protector of the poor" side, which has been applied 
to the real Kain together with the role of a leader of social rebellion, although this is 
definitely in contradiction to the life and adventures of Ivan Osipov, nicknamed Kain, 
as recorded in the archives of the Moscow police. 
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NOTES 

1 D. S. Mirsky, A History of Russian Literature (New York, 1949), p. 38. 
2 V. Sipovskij, lz istorii russkogo romana i povesti, Materialy po bibliografii, istorii i teorii russ- 

kogo romana (Petersburg, 1903), and "Van'ka Kain," Izvestija Otdela Russkogo Jazyka i Sloves- 
nosti Akademii Nauk (1902), 98, I20. 

3 Istorija slavnogo vora, razbojnika i byvsego moskovskogo syJcika Van'ki Kaina so vsemi ego 
obstojatel'stvami, raznymi ljubimymi pesnjami i portretom (anon., n.d., n.p.), Harvard College 
Library, No. 27232.103. 

4 V. Traxtenberg, Blatnaja Muzyka (Petersburg, 1908). 
5 G. Esipov, "Van'ka Kain," Iz podlinnyx bumag Sysknogo prikaza, Os'mnadcatyj vek (Mos- 

cow, 1869) III, 280-342; P. Bessonov, Pesni, sobrannyje P. Kireevskim (Moscow, I872), IX; 
D. Mordovcev, "Van'ka Kain," Drevnjaja i Novaja Rossija, III (I876). 

6 Matvej Komarov, Obstojatel'nye i vernye istorii dvux mosennikov: pervogo rossijskogo slav- 
nogo vora Van'ki Kaina, 3rd ed. (Petersburg, I794). Komarov (I732-1812?) was born a serf, 
served as butler and caretaker, and finally obtained his freedom. He published poems, collections 
of tales and historical documents, and attained fame as the author (or compiler) of "The tale of 
the adventures of the English Lord George," the most popular Russian chapbook, published many 
times throughout the i9th century. On Komarov, see V. Sklovskij, Matvej Komarov, zitel' goroda 
Moskvy (Leningrad, 1929). 

7 M. Azadovskij, Literatura i Folklor (Leningrad, 1939), p. 222. 
8 The same anonymously written biography of Cartouche was translated by Daniel Defoe: The 

life and actions of Lewis Dominique Cartouche, who was broke alive on the wheel at Paris Nov. 
28, 172I (London, 1722). 

9 The Russian word podlyj, which now means "base, mean, foul," meant in the i8th century 
"low rank, low birth." It did not imply serfdom and could be applied to a free man. A man born 
v podlosti could aspire to higher rank, and some attained it. 

10 S. Bromlej, "Jasnopoljanskij govor po malogramotnoj zapisi," Materialy i issledovanija po 
russkoj dialektologii (Moscow, 1949), I. 

11R. Jakobson, "Studies in Comparative Slavic Metrics," Oxford Slavonic Papers (Oxford, 
1952), III, 35. 

12 Above, n. 7. See also Stith Thompson, The Folktale (New York, 1931), pp. 45I-453. 
13 A. Veselovskij, Slavjanskie skazanija o Solomone i Kitovrase i zapadnye legendy o Morol'fe 

i Merline (Petersburg, 1872); P. Bessonov, Pesni, sobrannye P. N. Rybnikovym (Moscow, 1862), 
II, Intro. 

14 D. Rovinskij, Russkie narodnye kartinki, Sbornik otd. Russ. Jaz. i Slov (Petersburg, I88i), 
I, 232-239. 

15 A. Sobolevskij, Velikorusskie narodnye pesni (Petersburg, I895-1902), I-VII. 
16 V. Miller, Istoriceskie pesni russkogo naroda (Petersburg, 1915), p. 743, No. 323. 
17 Bessonov (above, n. I3), pp. 230-231. 
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