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A young boy dressed in tattered rags, with strips of 
dirty cloth for shoes, stands hesitantly in a doorway. 
He looks in at a row of boys in nice shirts and 
combed hair sitting at their desks studiously writing. 
He stands uncertain at the threshold, perhaps 
wondering if he belongs here, if he sticks out, and if 
education is worth the discomfort of judging glances 
and whispered comments. 

The artist Nikolai Bogdanov-Belsky experienced 
similar doubts and misgivings. Like the boy in 
the doorway, Bogdanov-Belsky was born into an 
impoverished peasant family in the Russian Empire 
in 1868, a time when being born into the lower class 
meant limited options and even fewer rights.

Tsar Alexander II had abolished serfdom only a 
few years earlier, in 1861, ending a brutal system 
that kept millions of peasants legally bound to the 
land and to landowners. But even with this so-called “freedom,” life didn’t get much better 
for most. Peasants like Bogdanov-Belsky’s family remained in poverty and Russian society 
continued to view them as less than full citizens. 

Education was one of the clearest lines dividing rich and poor during this time. In 1897, the 
Russian Empire conducted its first modern census. The results were telling. Fewer than one in 
a thousand Russians had attended university, and of those who had, nearly three-quarters 
came from aristocratic or politically powerful families.

The lower classes had limited access to educational resources, and the education they did 
receive was rudimentary. If you were born into poverty, the chances of receiving even a basic 
education were slim. And if you did manage to attend school, like this boy at the doorway, 
you were likely to face judgment and exclusion.

Bogdanov-Belsky was one of the rare exceptions. Against the odds, he found a path to 
education and eventually trained at several major art schools. But he never forgot where he 
came from. Much of his artwork focused on scenes of rural schools, village children, and the 
tension between poverty and promise.

He later joined the Peredvizhniki (also known as the Wanderers) a group of socially conscious 
Russian artists who rejected aristocratic privilege and instead focused on everyday life. 
They painted peasants, laborers, and the poor with dignity and empathy, shedding light on 
injustice while also celebrating resilience.

In this painting, Bogdanov-Belsky captures the dissonance of desiring an education but 
feeling out-of-place due to one’s social status. He reveals the emotional weight of poverty 
and the courage it takes to walk into a room where you feel unwelcome. He reminds us that 
education is not only about books and lessons, but also about access, belonging, and dignity.   


