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Much ink has been spilled regarding the epigraph of The Captain’s Daughter, a shortened version of the saying: “preserve your clothing while new and your honor from a young age.” Scholars have explored why Pushkin leaves out the reference to clothing, considering how Grinev’s salvation hinges upon his gift of the hare skin coat as well as discussing the clothing or nudity of other characters, such as Vasilisa Egorovna and the Empress Catherine. Unfortunately, however, no study has provided a convincing explanation of why half of this saying is markedly excluded from the novel’s epigraph. 

Oddly, scholars have not considered the question of Mar’ia Ivanovna’s dress, though the novel is named after her and can be looked at as a double Bildungsroman, wherein each of the heroes (Masha and Grinev) matures to survive the trials imposed on them by history. While Grinev must uphold his noble honor (dvorian’skaia chest’) as an officer, Masha faces trials of maidenly honor (devich’ia chest’), when confronted with the temptation of marrying Grinev against his father’s wishes and, even more so, when Shvabrin holds her hostage.  


Masha’s tests, like Grinev’s, are closely associated with her dress. Her apparel is not mentioned until the time of Pugachev’s siege, when, like Grinev, her dress (a peasant disguise) saves her from a certain and violent death. Masha’s dress is only described at a few key moments. The text highlights Masha’s poor dress each time she triumphs over seemingly insurmountable obstacles, revealing a negative correlation between Masha’s preservation of her honor and her attention to her clothing. Masha’s old clothes provide a possible explanation for why the epigraph only includes half of the saying. External appearances (clothing), the realm of Shvabrin, have nothing in common with the internal goodness embodied in Masha’s devotion to duty and honor.
