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Resources for Shared Inquiry

Whether your book group is a Great Books discussion 
group committed to Shared Inquiry™ or another kind 
of book group interested in having more rewarding dis-
cussions, the Great Books Foundation offers a variety of 
resources to support you:
•	 Anthologies of works specially chosen to support re-

warding Shared Inquiry discussions
•	 Workshops to help you learn, practice, and master the 

craft of leading Shared Inquiry discussion. These cus-
tomizable courses cover such topics as:
	» Writing and revising interpretive questions
	» Leading discussions of longer works
	» Refining the use of follow-up questions

•	 Special events that you can attend in person or online
•	 Leadership training that builds on the questioning and 

listening skills developed through Shared Inquiry

The Foundation also maintains contact information for 
Great Books groups and regional Great Books councils in 
the United States and Canada, and we publicize their activ-
ities regularly. 

Please visit greatbooks.org for more information!

https://store.greatbooks.org/colleges-book-groups.html
https://store.greatbooks.org/professional-development/courses-for-colleges-discussion-groups.html
https://www.greatbooks.org/great-books-chicago-2021/
https://www.greatbooks.org/inquiry-in-action/
http://www.greatbooks.org
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What Is Shared Inquiry?

About the Great Books Foundation  
and Shared Inquiry
Educators Robert Maynard Hutchins and Mortimer Adler 
established the Great Books Foundation in 1947 after 
many years of leading Great Books seminars at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. The independent, nonprofit organization 
was chartered with the mission of making the reading and 
discussion of significant works of literature more accessible 
to adults across the country. 

To help groups interpret and evaluate complex texts, the 
Great Books Foundation developed a discussion method 
known as Shared Inquiry. More than 70 years later, many 
of the Foundation’s programs and publications for K–12 
students, colleges, and adult book groups are built around 
this powerfully collaborative process.

This introduction provides a basic overview of Shared 
Inquiry, together with short readings and suggested discus-
sion questions. For more in-depth information and to learn 
about Great Books training for discussion leaders, please 
visit greatbooks.org.

How Shared Inquiry Works
Shared Inquiry is an active and collaborative search for an-
swers to questions of meaning about a text (or other shared 
content, such as a film or artwork). In a Shared Inquiry dis-
cussion, participants gain a deeper understanding of a text 
than they could reach independently, prompted by a leader’s 
skilled questioning.

http://www.greatbooks.org
http://www.greatbooks.org
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Preparation for discussion often involves everyone in the 
group reading the text more than once and noting ques-
tions. Shared Inquiry discussion typically begins with the 
leader posing an interpretive question—that is, a question 
that has more than one reasonable answer based on the 
work that is the focus of the discussion.

During discussion, participants articulate and develop their 
ideas about the text, supporting their assertions with ev-
idence and considering different possible interpretations. 
The discussion leader guides the conversation by asking 
questions about the text and about the comments of the 
participants. The leader works for the good of the group and 
does not attempt to steer participants toward a preferred 
interpretation. Careful listening by all group members and 
the leader is essential.

Guidelines for Shared Inquiry Discussion
The following guidelines will help keep the conversation 
focused on the text and ensure all participants have a voice:
1.	 Read the selection carefully before participating in the 

discussion. This ensures that everyone is prepared to 
support ideas with evidence and respond to others’ ideas.

2.	 Center discussion on the text everyone has read. While 
brief references to outside information may be helpful, 
lengthy digressions on other topics are distracting.

3.	 Support your ideas with evidence from the text. Citing 
and explaining evidence enables everyone to weigh the 
validity of different ideas.

4.	 Listen to other participants and respond to them di-
rectly. Shared Inquiry is about learning from each other, 
and directing comments and questions to other group 
members makes discussion more engaging.
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5.	 Expect the leader to focus on asking questions. Rather 
than offering interpretations or steering the conversation 
to a preferred answer, a Shared Inquiry leader works to 
help group members develop ideas and respond to each 
other.

Choosing Readings for Discussion
The Great Books Foundation publishes anthologies of 
readings specifically chosen to support meaningful discus-
sion. These anthologies include both classic and contem-
porary works, and are chosen for their literary quality and 
their engagement with enduring issues. The texts embody 
an ongoing conversation among authors from a range of 
countries and time periods, which today’s readers can join 
through discussion.

If you wish to choose readings for discussion, the guide-
lines in this introduction can help. To reward discussion, a 
text should present complex issues and suggest interpretive 
questions. Writing questions about a text and testing to see 
how many reasonable answers can be supported is the best 
way to determine how well a text will work for discussion.

While the Shared Inquiry method was originally developed 
for written works, it can be used to discuss films, visual art, 
and other types of media. As with written texts, testing for 
interpretive questions is the best way to determine a work’s 
suitability for Shared Inquiry discussion.

http://www.greatbooks.org
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Shared Inquiry Basics
The practice of Shared Inquiry is very similar for both 
leaders and participants: both read the text closely before 
discussion, and both energize discussion through their cu-
riosity about the text, its possible meanings, and its broader 
implications. Many discussion groups alternate their leaders 
from session to session, and some designate co-leaders who 
help each other prepare questions for discussion. No mat-
ter how a group arranges its leadership, an effective Shared 
Inquiry leader cultivates the same skills as an effective 
participant.

Preparing for Shared Inquiry Discussion
Read the Text Carefully
To prepare for Shared Inquiry discussion, read the text 
carefully at least once, preferably twice. Take notes and form 
questions as you read. It is helpful to read or skim a text 
once to comprehend its overall scope and devote a second 
reading to focusing on portions of the work that interest or 
puzzle you. 

For a work of fiction, ask yourself why its characters act as 
they do, why events or conclusions follow one another, and 
what the author thinks or feels about them. For a work of 
nonfiction, sort out the terms and structure of the author’s 
argument.
 
Read Actively
Tracking your questions and responses to a text is essential 
preparation for discussion. Locate passages that sum up the 
author’s argument, provide examples illustrating an idea, or 
eloquently express an idea that seems central to the text.
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Jot down your insights, questions, and arguments with the 
author. Here are some ways to note your responses to the 
reading:
•	 Mark passages that stand out, noting any ideas or ques-

tions they suggest.
•	 Pencil in your own titles for sections, paragraphs, or pag-

es so that you can follow the text more easily and refer 
to it more readily in discussion.

•	 Review the text, numbering the major points and identi-
fying examples and arguments that support them so that 
the margins are marked like an outline.

•	 Draw rough diagrams or charts to help you make sense 
of complex passages or the overall plot or structure of 
the text.

•	 Underline any term that the author seems to use in a 
special way. Trace the term throughout the text in order 
to understand what it means in different contexts.

Types of Questions in Shared Inquiry
Shared Inquiry is driven by questions and distinguishes be-
tween three basic kinds of questions—interpretive, factual, 
and evaluative.
 
Interpretive Questions
Interpretive questions are of central importance to Shared 
Inquiry discussion. An interpretive question is a question of 
meaning that has more than one reasonable answer based 
on the text. Because multiple answers are possible, interpre-
tive questions support meaningful discussion. The following 
questions are interpretive:
•	 Why is Captain Ahab willing to endanger his crew in order 

to keep pursuing Moby Dick?
•	 In his “I Have a Dream” speech, why does Martin Luther 

King Jr. frequently repeat the phrase “let freedom ring”?

http://www.greatbooks.org
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The leader’s opening question should be interpretive be-
cause its focus on the text’s meaning will help participants 
begin a substantive discussion. The leader should also en-
courage  participants to bring their own interpretive ques-
tions to each discussion.

Factual Questions
Factual questions have one correct answer based on the 
text. Because the aim of Shared Inquiry is to understand 
a work’s meaning, the “facts of the matter” are those in the 
text. The following questions are factual:
•	 For what transgression is Hester Prynne required to wear a 

letter A in The Scarlet Letter?
•	 According to the text of the Declaration of Independence, 

where do “inalienable rights” come from?

Factual questions can bring to light evidence in support 
of an interpretation and can clear up misunderstandings 
about details. However, facts about the text’s historical 
background and influence, scholars’ remarks about the text, 
and details of the author’s life should be used sparingly in 
the discussion so the conversation remains centered on the 
text’s meaning.

Evaluative Questions
Evaluative questions ask us to judge whether what an 
author has written is true in light of our own knowledge, 
values, and life experiences. They are typically broad and 
often range beyond the text being discussed. Evaluative 
questions help us apply to our own lives the insights gained 
through discussing great works. The following questions are 
evaluative:
•	 Is Thoreau’s Walden relevant today, or is its interest mainly 

historical?
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•	 Do you agree with Zora Neale Hurston that “bitterness is 
the coward’s revenge”?

Evaluative questions tend to be more rewarding if they are 
grounded in the work being considered and based on sound 
interpretations developed during the discussion. Although 
they can arise at any time, a leader will often set aside time 
at the end of the discussion to consider them once the in-
terpretive problems of a text have been explored.
 
Writing Interpretive Questions
Use your own curiosity. Some questions will occur to you 
as you read; many may start out only half-formed—just a 
question mark scribbled in the margin. By the end of your 
second reading, you will have resolved some of the ques-
tions and realized that others are unlikely to work well for 
discussion. Your remaining questions are worth pursuing.

Focus on the important ideas. Trust your own sense of 
what is significant. The phrases, sentences, and passages that 
you have underlined are likely to lead to issues that explore 
important problems of meaning.

In works of fiction, think about beginnings, endings, mo-
ments of crisis or decisive change, and passages in which 
characters reflect upon their situations. In nonfiction, focus 
on statements of the author’s aim, definitions of terms, 
summaries, and conclusions. Authors may repeat the ide-
as that are most important to them by drawing parallels, 
developing contrasts or variations on a theme, and making 
restatements or summaries.

Explore complexities and contradictions. In fiction, a 
conflict of motives in a character or an intricate chain of 

http://www.greatbooks.org


12     The Great Books Foundation

events in the plot often calls for interpretation. The author’s 
attitude toward a character or the reliability of the narrator 
may also raise interpretive questions.

In nonfiction, steps in the argument that you don’t follow, 
examples that seem inappropriate, and passages in which 
the author presents an opposing view can all be the basis of 
interpretive questions. Try first to resolve inconsistencies, 
but if you cannot, express the problem in a question.

Trust your subjective responses. Your immediate reactions 
to a text can help you identify its important interpretive 
issues. Maybe you feel intensely sympathetic toward a char-
acter, or you feel annoyed by a statement in an argument; 
pay attention to such responses, and also experiment with 
justifying the opposing view. When you can see the other 
side of the issue clearly, you can more effectively pose an in-
terpretive question. Challenge the author’s argument—but 
keep an open mind and continue to focus on the text.

Characteristics of Good Interpretive Questions
Interpretive questions call for a careful assessment of what 
the author means in a work. To decide whether a question 
is interpretive, use this simple test: you should be able to 
generate at least two reasonable answers to it and support 
each with textual evidence.

 Interpretive questions should also:
•	 Express genuine doubt and curiosity. Your honest 

ability to see multiple answers energizes discussion and 
prevents anyone from steering the group toward a pre-
ferred answer.

•	 Relate to the specific text under discussion. A ques-
tion that can be asked about other works with only 



800.222.5870 • greatbooks.org     13

minor changes is probably too general. For example, the 
question What is the theme of Antigone? is too vague to 
support effective discussion. The question To what extent 
does Antigone determine her own fate? is more likely to 
work well.

•	 Use simple and direct language. Avoid complex termi-
nology not used in the text. If participants seem con-
fused by a question, rephrase it.

Participating in Shared Inquiry Discussion
The following suggestions will help both leaders and par-
ticipants develop practices that make Shared Inquiry more 
rewarding.

Concentrate on the text. Refer frequently to the text, and 
use quotations or paraphrases to support ideas. Avoid refer-
ring to other books or articles that not everyone has read.

Address the question. To help the group work togeth-
er, speak to the issues the leader’s questions are currently 
addressing.  If different issues are intriguing, raise them 
separately.

Speak up. State opinions and be ready to explain them—
you may have an idea no one else has thought of. Keep in 
mind that asking others to say more about their ideas is a 
compliment!

Disagree respectfully. Disagreement can bring out con-
tradictions in an opinion or reveal the complex nature of a 
question. The leader should ask that participants support 
their different interpretations with evidence from the text.

http://www.greatbooks.org
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Listen carefully. Listen to what others say and pursue the 
implications of others’ thoughts. Everyone learns more 
when ideas are challenged, supported, and modified by 
others in the group.

Revisit the text. Examine an important or difficult passage 
line by line, or even word by word, paraphrasing the text 
and noticing how it relates to the rest of the work.

Leading Shared Inquiry Discussion
The leader of a Shared Inquiry discussion aims to promote 
in-depth consideration of the ideas offered by members of 
the group. Accordingly, a leader should avoid posing ques-
tions that are really statements in disguise (e.g., Don’t you 
think that . . .) or rigidly leading the group on a fixed course 
through the text. An effective leader works to keep discus-
sion on track while being flexible enough to change course 
when necessary. 

While a Shared Inquiry leader comes to the group with 
prepared interpretive questions, most of the work of con-
ducting the discussion consists of asking spontaneous 
questions based on participants’ comments. These are called 
follow-up questions.

Asking Effective Follow-Up Questions
A Shared Inquiry leader uses follow-up questions to extend 
participants’ thinking and deepen discussion. Careful listen-
ing and genuine curiosity are the basis of good follow-up 
questions, and there is no need to overthink wording. 
Simple questions like What makes you think so? or Can you 
say that again? are often very helpful. You can use follow-up 
questions to:
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Clarify a comment
•	 Would you explain what you mean by [word or phrase]?
•	 Can you say more about that?
•	 When you say that, do you mean [implication] or not?

Get textual support for an idea:
•	 What part of the text makes you think that?
•	 How does that quotation support your idea?
•	 What does [character] do or say that leads you to that conclu-

sion?

Solicit additional opinions:
•	 What do you think of [participant’s] idea?
•	 Do you see your idea as similar to [participant’s] or differ-

ent?
•	 Would anyone who hasn’t yet spoken like to comment on this 

passage?

Test an idea:
•	 If you think that about [one part of the text], what do you 

think about [another part of the text]?
•	 How would you explain this passage in light of your idea?
•	 [Participant] used that evidence to support her answer. How 

does it relate to your idea?

Shared Inquiry: An Ongoing Practice of  
Discovery
The best foundation for becoming a skillful leader is to par-
ticipate regularly in Shared Inquiry discussions. Like other 
challenging and worthwhile pursuits, leading discussion 
becomes more rewarding over time. 

http://www.greatbooks.org
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Here are some suggestions to further refine your practice:
•	 Periodically lead a group reflection on discussion. 

Setting goals related to participation, focus, or civility 
can be very helpful.

•	 Try developing and testing questions with a partner. 
Often someone else can see possible answers you might 
overlook.

•	 Record a discussion (with participants’ permission), 
and observe the dynamics. This is a great way to 
become aware of both your own habits and the group’s.

•	 Expand and strengthen your skills with a Great 
Books course. See Resources for Shared Inquiry 
at the beginning of this booklet for a wide range of 
customizable offerings. 
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Readings with  
Discussion Questions

Phillis Wheatley was an enslaved person who was brought to America 
from West Africa when she was about eight years old. The Boston family 
who owned her helped her publish Poems on Various Subjects, Religious 
and Moral in 1773, in which this poem appeared. The “S. M.” addressed 
in the poem is Scipio Moorhead, the artist credited with creating the 
engraving of Wheatley that was used in the book.

To S. M., a Young African Painter, on Seeing 
His Works
Phillis Wheatley

To show the lab’ring bosom’s deep intent,
And thought in living characters to paint,
When first thy pencil did those beauties give,
And breathing figures learnt from thee to live,
How did those prospects give my soul delight, 
A new creation rushing on my sight?
Still, wond’rous youth! each noble path pursue,
On deathless glories fix thine ardent view:
Still may the painter’s and the poet’s fire
To aid thy pencil, and thy verse conspire!
And may the charms of each seraphic theme
Conduct thy footsteps to immortal fame!
High to the blissful wonders of the skies
Elate thy soul, and raise thy wishful eyes.
Thrice happy, when exalted to survey
That splendid city, crown’d with endless day,
Whose twice six gates on radiant hinges ring:
Celestial Salem blooms in endless spring.
Calm and serene thy moments glide along,
And may the muse inspire each future song!
Still, with the sweets of contemplation bless’d,

5

10

15

20
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May peace with balmy wings your soul invest!
But when these shades of time are chas’d away,
And darkness ends in everlasting day,
On what seraphic pinions shall we move,
And view the landscapes in the realms above?
There shall thy tongue in heav’nly murmurs flow,
And there my muse with heav’nly transport glow:
No more to tell of Damon’s tender sighs,
Or rising radiance of Aurora’s eyes,
For nobler themes demand a nobler strain,
And purer language on th’ ethereal plain.
Cease, gentle muse! the solemn gloom of night
Now seals the fair creation from my sight.

Opening Interpretive Question

•	 What does Wheatley mean when she urges S. M. to 
focus on “deathless glories”? (line 8)

Interpretive Cluster Questions

•	 Why does Wheatley describe S. M.’s work as “a new 
creation rushing on my sight”? (line 6)

•	 Why does Wheatley call S. M. “thrice happy, when ex-
alted to survey / That splendid city, crown’d with endless 
day”? (lines 15–16)

•	 Why does Wheatley close the poem with “the solemn 
gloom of night” that “seals the fair creation from my 
sight”? (lines 33–34)

Evaluative Questions

•	 Do you agree with Wheatley that the fame of an artist 
can be “immortal”? (line 12)

•	 Is contemplating the prospect of death more likely to 
inspire or daunt an artist?

25

30
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Anton Chekhov (1860–1904) was a world-renowned Russian playwright 
and short story writer. Trained as a medical doctor in Moscow, Chekhov 
began his literary career writing comic sketches and stories to help sup-
port his family. Chekhov’s scientific knowledge and his occasional work 
as a country doctor gave his writing a distinct realism. His plays and short 
stories portray what Chekhov saw as the helplessness of life in Russian 
society, particularly among the rural landowning class. Chekhov’s most 
famous plays are The Sea Gull (1896), Uncle Vanya (1899), The Three 
Sisters (1901), and The Cherry Orchard (1904). “The Bet” was first pub-
lished in 1888.

The Bet
Anton Chekhov

1
It was a 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 cap-
ital punishment. The majority of the guests, among whom 
were many journalists and intellectual men, disapproved of 
the death penalty. They considered that form of punishment 
out of date, immoral, and unsuitable for Christian states. In 
the opinion of some of them the death penalty ought to be 
replaced everywhere by imprisonment for life.

“I don’t agree with you,” said their host, the banker. “I 
have not tried either the death penalty or imprisonment 
for life, but if one may judge a priori, the death penalty is 
more moral and more humane than imprisonment for life. 
Capital punishment kills a man at once, but lifelong im-
prisonment kills him slowly. Which 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 object—to take away life. The 
state is not God. It has not the right to take away what it 
cannot restore when it wants to.”

http://www.greatbooks.org
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Among the guests was a young lawyer, a young man of 
five-and-twenty. 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 imprisonment for life, I would certainly 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 you two million you wouldn’t stay 
in solitary confinement for five years.”

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

“Fifteen? Done!” cried the banker. “Gentlemen, I stake 
two million!”

“Agreed! You stake your millions and I stake my free-
dom!” 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 in prison. I am sorry for you.”

And now the banker, walking to and fro, remembered all 
this, and asked himself: “What was the object 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 
the death penalty is better or worse than imprisonment for 
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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. . . .”

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 fifteen 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 desired by writing an order, but could 
only receive them 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 attempt 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.

For the first year of his confinement, as far as one  
could judge from his brief notes, the prisoner suffered 
severely from loneliness and depression. 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 be more dreary than 
drinking good wine and seeing no one. And tobacco 
spoiled the air of his room. In the first year the books he 
sent for were principally of a light character; novels with  

http://www.greatbooks.org
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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 classics. 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 yawning and angrily talk-
ing 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 written. More 
than once he could be heard crying.

In the second half of the sixth year the prisoner began 
zealously studying languages, philosophy, 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 hundred 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 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 or-
dered two shots to be fired in the garden.

Then after the tenth year, the prisoner sat immovably 
at the table and read nothing but the Gospel. It seemed 
strange to the banker that a man who in four years had 
mastered six hundred learned volumes should waste nearly 
a year over one thin book easy of comprehension. Theology 
and histories of religion followed the Gospels.
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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 time books on chemistry, 
and a manual of medicine, and a novel, and some treatise 
on philosophy or theology. His reading suggested a man 
swimming in the sea among the wreckage of his ship, and 
trying to save his life by greedily clutching first at one spar 
and then at another.

2
The old banker remembered all of this, and thought:

“Tomorrow at twelve o’clock he will regain his freedom. 
By our agreement I ought to pay him two million. If I do 
pay him, it is all over with me: I shall be utterly ruined.”

Fifteen years before, his millions had been beyond his 
reckoning; now he was afraid to ask himself which were 
greater, his debts or his assets. Desperate gambling on 
the stock exchange, wild speculation, and the excitability 
that he could not get over even in advancing years, had by 
degrees led to the decline of his fortune, and the proud, 
fearless, self-confident millionaire had become a banker of 
middling rank, trembling at every rise and fall in his invest-
ments. “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 indebted 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 dis-
grace is the death of that man!”

It struck three o’clock, the banker listened; everyone was 
asleep in the house, and nothing could be heard outside but 
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the rustling of the chilled trees. Trying to make no noise, he 
took from a fireproof safe the key of the door that 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 kitch-
en or in the greenhouse.

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

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 cast-iron stove. The seals on 
the door leading to the prisoner’s rooms were intact.

When the match went out the old man, trembling with 
emotion, peeped through the little window. A candle was 
burning dimly in the prisoner’s room. He was sitting at the 
table. Nothing could be seen but his back, the hair on his 
head, and his hands. Open books were lying on the table, 
on the two easy chairs, and on the carpet near the table.

Five minutes passed and the prisoner did not once stir. 
Fifteen years’ imprisonment had taught him to sit still. 
The banker tapped at the window with his finger, and the 
prisoner made no movement whatever in response. Then 
the banker cautiously broke the seals off the door and put 
the key in the keyhole. The rusty lock gave a grating sound 
and the door creaked. The banker expected to hear at once 



800.222.5870 • greatbooks.org     25

footsteps and a cry of astonishment, but three minutes 
passed and it was as quiet as ever in the room. He made up 
his mind to go in.

At the table a man unlike ordinary people was sitting 
motionless. He was a skeleton with the skin drawn tight 
over his bones, with long curls like a woman’s, and a shag-
gy beard. His face was yellow with an earthy tint in it, his 
cheeks were hollow, his back long and narrow, and the hand 
on which his shaggy head was propped was so thin and del-
icate that it was dreadful to look at it. His hair was already 
streaked with silver, and seeing his emaciated, aged-looking 
face, no one would have believed that he was only forty. He 
was asleep. . . . In front of his bowed head there lay on the 
table a sheet of paper on which there was something writ-
ten in fine handwriting.

“Poor creature!” thought the banker, “he is asleep and 
most likely dreaming of the millions. And I have only to 
take this half-dead man, throw him on the bed, stifle him 
a little with the pillow, and the most conscientious expert 
would find no sign of a violent death. But let us first read 
what he has written here. . . .”

The banker took the page from the table and read as 
follows:

“Tomorrow at twelve o’clock I regain my freedom and 
the right to associate with other men, but before I leave 
this room and see sunshine, I think it necessary to say a few 
words to you. With a clear conscience I tell you, as before 
God, who beholds me, that I despise freedom and life and 
health, and all that in your books is called the good things 
of the world.

“For fifteen years I have been intently studying earthly 
life. It is true I have not seen the earth nor men, but in your 
books I have drunk fragrant wine, I have sung songs, I have 
hunted stags and wild boars in the forests, have loved wom-
en. . . . Beauties as ethereal as clouds, created by the magic 
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of your poets and geniuses, have visited me at night, and 
have whispered in my ears wonderful tales that have set my 
brain in a whirl. In your books I have climbed to the peaks 
of Elburz and Mont Blanc, and from there I have seen the 
sun rise and have watched it at evening flood the sky, the 
ocean, and the mountaintops with gold and crimson. I have 
watched from there the lightning flashing over my head 
and cleaving the storm clouds. I have seen green forests, 
fields, rivers, lakes, towns. I have heard the singing of the si-
rens, and the strains of the shepherds’ pipes; I have touched 
the wings of comely devils who flew down to converse with 
me of God. . . . In your books I have flung myself into the 
bottomless pit, performed miracles, slain, burned towns, 
preached new religions, conquered whole kingdoms. . . .

“Your books have given me wisdom. All that the unrest-
ing thought of man has created in the ages is compressed 
into a small compass in my brain. I know that I am wiser 
than all of you.

“And I despise your books, I despise wisdom and the 
blessings of this world. It is all worthless, fleeting, illusory, 
and deceptive, like a mirage. You may be proud, wise, and 
fine, but 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, your immortal geni-
uses will burn or freeze together with the earthly 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 sorts, 
frogs and lizards suddenly grew on apple and orange trees 
instead of fruit, or if roses began to smell like a sweating 
horse; so I 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 that now I despise. To deprive myself of 
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the right to the money I shall go out from here five hours 
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 time, even when he had 
lost heavily on the stock exchange, 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 seen the man who lived in the lodge 
climb out of the window into the garden, 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 unnecessary 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.

Opening Interpretive Question

•	 Why does the lawyer wait the entire fifteen years before 
renouncing the bet?

Interpretive Cluster Questions

•	 Why does the lawyer make the bet with the banker?
•	 Why does the lawyer write to the banker during his 

confinement?
•	 In his final letter, why does the lawyer say, “I despise all 

that you live by”? (p. 26)

Evaluative Questions

•	 Was the banker right or wrong to make the bet with the 
lawyer?

•	 Is feeling contempt for oneself more likely to lead to 
wisdom or to despair?
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