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YASNAYA POLYANA SCHOOL 1 


(NOVEMBER and DECEMBER, 1862) 


CHAPTER I 


GENERAL SKETCH OF THE SCHOOL 


WE have no beginners. The children of the young- 
est class read, write, and solve problems in the 
first three rules of arithmetic, and repeat sacred history, 
so that our order of exercises is arranged according to 
the following roster: 


Mechanical and Graded Reading. 


Compositions. 


Penmanship. 


Grammar. 


Sacred History. 


Russian History. 


Drawing. 


Sketching. 


Singing. 


Mathematics. 


Conversations about the Natural Sciences. 


Religious Instruction. 


Before I speak of the methods of instruction, I must 
give a short description of the Yasnaya Polyana school 
and its present condition. 


1 Yasnaya Polyana, or Fairfield, is the name of the count's estate a few 
miles out from the city of Tula. It is also the name of a journal of educa- 
tion published at his own expense. A complete file of this journal is in 
the library of Cornell University, the gift of the late Mr. Eugene Schuyler, 
to whom Count Tolstoi presented it. 
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Like every living body the school not only changes 
every year, day, and hour, but also has been subjected to 
temporary crises, misfortunes, ailments, and ill chances. 


The Yasno-Polyanskaya school passed through one 
such painful crisis this very summer. There were many 
reasons for this: in the first place, as is always the case 
in the summer, all the best scholars were away; only 
occasionally we would meet them in the fields at their 
work or tending the cattle. In the second place, there 
were some new teachers present, and new influences 
began to be brought upon it. In the third place, each 
day teachers from other places, taking advantage of 
their summer vacation, came to visit the school. And 
nothing is more demoralizing to the regular conduct of 
a school than to have visitors, even though the visitor 
be a teacher himself. 


We have four instructors. Two are veterans, having 
already taught two years in the school; they are accus- 
tomed to the pupils, to their work, and to the freedom 
and apparent lawlessness of the school. 


Two of the teachers are new; both of them are recent 
graduates and lovers of outward propriety, of rules and 
bells and regulations and programs and the like, and are 
not wonted to the life of the school, as the first two are. 
What to the first seems reasonable, necessary, impossi- 
ble to be otherwise, like the features on the face of 
a beloved though homely child, who has grown up under 
your very eyes, sometimes seems to the new teachers 
sheer disorder. 


The school is established in a two-storied stone house. 
Two rooms are devoted to the school; the library has 
one, the teachers have two. On the porch, under 
the eaves, hangs the little bell with a cord tied to its 
tongue; in the entry down-stairs are bars and other 
gymnastic apparatus; in the upper entry is a work- 
bench. 


The stairs and entries are generally tracked over with 
snow or mud; there also hangs the roster. 


The order of exercises is as follows: 


At eight o'clock, the resident teacher, who is a lover of 
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outward order, and is the director of the school, sends 
one of the lads who almost always spends the night 
with him to ring the bell. 


In the village the people get up by lamplight. Al- 
ready in the schoolhouse window lights have long been 
visible, and within half an hour after the bell-ring- 
ing, whether it be misty or rainy, or under the slanting 
rays of the autumn sun, there will be seen crossing the 
rolling country the village is separated from the 
school by a ravine dark little figures in twos or 
threes, or separately. The sense of gregariousness has 
long ago disappeared from among the pupils. There is 
now no longer need of any one waiting and crying: 


"Hey, boys! to school!" 


The boy has already learned that school uchilishcke 
is a neuter gender; he knows many other things be- 
sides; and curiously enough in consequence of this he 
does not need the support of a crowd any more. When 
it is time for him to go he goes. 


Every day, it seems to me, they grow more and more 
independent and individual, and their characters more 
sharply defined. I have almost never seen them play- 
ing on the way, unless in the case of some of the 
smaller pupils, or of the newcomers who had begun in 
other schools. 


They bring nothing with them no books and no 
copy-books. They are not required to study their 
lessons at home. Not only do they bring nothing in 
their hands, but nothing in their heads either. The 
scholar is not obliged to remember to-day anything he 
may have learned the evening before. The thought 
about his approaching lesson does not disturb him. He 
brings only himself, his receptive nature, and the con- 
viction that school to-day will be just as jolly as it was 
the day before. 


He does not think about his class until his class 
begins. No one is ever held to account for being tardy, 
and hence they are not tardy, unless indeed one of the 
older ones may be occasionally detained by his parents on 
account of some work. And then this big lad comes 
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running to school at breakneck speed and all out of 
breath. 


If it happens that the teacher has not yet come, they 
gather around the entrance, pounding their heels upon 
the steps, or sliding on the icy path, or some of them 
wait in the school-rooms. 


If it be cold they spend their time while waiting for 
the teacher in reading, writing, or romping. 


The girls do not mingle with the boys. When the 
boys have any scheme which they wish to propose 
to the girls, they never select any particular girl, 
but always address the whole crowd: - 


" Hey, girls, why are n't you sliding? " or, " See, the 
girls are freezing," or "Now, girls, all of you chase 
me! " 


Only one of the little girls, a ten-year-old domestic 
peasant 1 of great many-sided talents, perhaps ventures 
to leave the herd of damsels. And with her the boys 
comport themselves as with an equal as with a boy, 
only showing a delicate shade of politeness, modesty, 
and self-restraint. 





CHAPTER II 


THE OPENING OF SCHOOL 


LET us suppose that, according to the roster, we begin 
with mechanical reading in the first or the youngest 
class; in the second, with graded reading; and in the 
third, with mathematics. 


The teacher goes into the room, and finds the children 
rolling or scuffling on the floor, and crying at the top of 
their voices: " You 're choking me! " " You stop 
pulling my hair! " or " Let up; that '11 do! " 


11 Piotr Mikhailovitch," cries a voice from under the 
heap, as the teacher comes in, " make them stop." 


"Good-morning, Piotr Mikhailovitch," shout still 
others, adding their share to the tumult. 


1 Dvorovaya dyevka, the daughter of a serf attached to the bar sky dvor, 
or mansion-house. 
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The teacher takes the books and distributes them to 
those who have come to the cupboard. First those on 
top of the heap on the floor, then those lying under- 
neath, want a book. 


The pile gradually diminishes. As soon as the 
majority have their books, all the rest run to the cup- 
board, and cry, " Me one! me one! " 


" Give me the one I had yesterday! " 


" Give me the Koltsof 1 book! " 


And so on. 


If there happen to be any two scufflers left struggling 
on the floor, then those who have taken their places 
with their books shout: 


" Why do you make so much noise? we can't hear 
anything! Hush! " 


The impulsive fellows come to order and, all out of 
breath, get their books, and only for the first moment 
or two after they sit down does the dying excitement 
betray itself in an occasional motion of a leg. 


The spirit of war takes its flight, and the spirit of 
learning holds sway in the room. With the same zeal as 
the lad had shown in pulling Mitka's hair, he now reads 
his Koltsof book, thus the works of Koltsof are called 
among us, with teeth almost shut together, with 
shining eyes, and total oblivion of all around him except 
his book. To tear him from his reading requires fully 
as much strength as it required before to get him away 
from his wrestling. 





CHAPTER III 


THE APPEARANCE OF THE ROOM 


THE pupils sit wherever they please, on benches, 
chairs, on the window-sill, on the floor, or in the arm- 
chair. 


The girls always sit by themselves. Friends, those 


1 Alekse'i Vasiiyevitch Koltsof (1809-1842), a distinguished poet, by 
some called the Burns of Russia. 
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from the same village, and especially the little ones for 
there is more comradeship among them are always 
together. 


As soon as one of them decides to sit in a certain 
corner, all his playmates, pushing and diving under the 
benches, manage to get to the same place, sit in a row, 
and as they glance around they show such an expression 
of perfect bliss and satisfaction in their faces, as if 
nothing in all the rest of their lives could ever give 
them so much happiness as to sit in those places. 


The moment they come into the room, the big arm- 
chair presents itself as an object of envy for the more 
independent personalities for the little house-girl and 
others. As soon as one makes a motion to occupy the 
arm-chair, another recognizes by the expression of his 
face that such a plan is developing, and the two make 
for it, race for it. 


One gets it away from the other, and, having ensconced 
himself in it, stretches himself out with his head much 
below the back of the chair; but he reads like all the 
rest, wholly carried away by his work. 


During class time I have never seen any whispering, 
any pinching, any giggling, any uncouth sounds, any 
bearing of tales to the teacher. When a pupil educated 
by a church official, 1 or at the district school, goes with 
any such complaint, he will be asked: 


" Are you sure that you did not pinch yourself? " 


CHAPTER IV 


THE CLASSES 


THE two smaller classes are put by themselves in one 
room; the older scholars are in another. When the 
teacher goes to the first class, all gather around him at 
the blackboard, or on the benches, or they climb on the 
table, or sit down around him or one of those that are 
reading. 


1 The ponomar, or paramonar, a word derived from modern Greek, airl 
signifying doorkeeper, sacristan. 
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If it happen to be for writing, they take more com- 
fortable positions, but they keep getting up, so as to 
look at each other's copy-books and show their own to 
the teacher. It is calculated that the time till dinner 
will be occupied by four lessons; but often only three 
or two are introduced, and sometimes the roster is en- 
tirely changed. If the teacher begins with arithmetic, 
he may go over to geometry; or if he begins with sacred 
history, he may end with grammar. 


Sometimes the teacher and the pupils get carried 
away, and instead of one hour the class lasts three 
hours. There have been cases where the pupils them- 
selves cried, " More! more! " and they exclaim against 
those things which bore them: " That is stupid! Go 
to the little ones," they cry contemptuously. 


In the class for religious instruction, which is the only 
one that is held with any approach to regularity, because 
the teacher lives two versts away, and comes only twice 
a week, and in the drawing class, all the pupils are 
gathered together. Before these classes begin, liveli- 
ness, racket, and external disorder are the rule of the 
day; one drags benches from one room into the other, 
another scuffles, another goes home to the mansion 


after bread, another heats that bread in the oven, 
another borrows something, another goes through gym- 
nastic exercises; but just the same as in the tumult of 
the morning, it is far more easy to bring order out of 
chaos by leaving them to their natural impulses than by 
setting them down by main force. 


In the present spirit of the school, to restrain them 
physically is impossible. The louder the teacher shouts, 


this has been tried, the louder shout the scholars; 
his voice only excites them. If you succeed in calming 
them, or start them in another direction, this sea of 
youths will begin to rage less and less violently, then 
come to rest. But for the most part, it is not necessary 
to say anything. 


The class in design, which is the most popular with 
all the school, takes place at noon, after lunch; and 
when they have been sitting three hours, and here 
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again it is necessary to lug benches and tables from 
one room into another, and the racket is terrible! But 
still, as soon as the teacher is ready, the scholars are 
ready also, and any one who delays the beginning of the 
class is disciplined by the scholars themselves. 





CHAPTER V 


THE FREE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SCHOOL 


HERE I must defend myself. In giving this descrip- 
tion of the Y. P. school, I have no intention of present- 
ing a model of what is requisite and necessary for a 
school, but simply a description of the actual state of 
the school. I take it such descriptions have their 
utility. If I succeed in the following pages in clearly 
presenting a history of the development of the school, 
then the reader will clearly comprehend why the char- 
acter of the school was formed as it was, why I consider 
such an order of things advantageous, and why it would 
have been an utter impossibility for me to have changed 
it, even if I had wished to do so. 


The school had a free development from principles 
established in it by teacher and pupils. Notwithstand- 
ing all the weight of the master's authority, the pupil 
always had the right not to attend the school and not to 
obey the teacher. The teacher had the prerogative not 
to admit a pupil, and the power of exerting all the force 
of his influence on the majority of the pupils, on the 
society which was always forming among the scholars. 


The farther the students advanced, the wider grew 
the scope of the instruction, and the more imperative 
became the demand for order. In consequence of this, 
in the normal and unconstrained development of a 
school, the more cultivated the pupils are, the more 
capable of order they will become, the more strongly 
they themselves will feel the necessity of order, and 
the more powerfully the teacher's influence on them in 
this respect will be felt. In the Y. P. school from its 
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very foundation this rule was found true. At first it 
was impossible to classify either recitations or the sub- 
jects or the recreations or their tasks; everything was 
in confusion, and all attempts at classification were in 
vain. At the present time there are students in the 
first class who themselves insist on following a regular 
order of exercises, and are indignant when you call them 
from their lessons, and these scholars are all the time 
driving away the little ones who disturb them. 


In my opinion this external disorder is useful and 
indispensable, strange as it may seem and inconvenient 
to the teacher. I shall frequently have occasion to 
speak of the advantages of this condition of things; of 
the imaginary inconveniences I will say this: In the 
first place, this disorder or free order is trying to us, 
simply because we are accustomed to something entirely 
different, in which we were educated. In the second 
place, in this, as in many similar circumstances, the 
employment of force is due to haste and lack of rever- 
ence for human nature. It seems to us that disorder is 
increasing, becoming more and more violent each instant, 
that there are no limits to it; it seems to us that there 
is no other way of putting an end to it than by employ- 
ing main force, but really all it requires is to wait a 
little, and the disorder, or flow of animal spirits, would 
naturally diminish of itself, and would grow into a far 
better and more stable order than that which we imagine. 


The scholars though they are little folk are 
nevertheless human beings, having the same require- 
ments as we ourselves, and their thoughts run in the 
same groove. They all want to learn, and that is the 
only reason they go to school, and therefore it is per- 
fectly easy for them to reach the conclusion that it is 
necessary to submit to certain conditions if they would 
learn anything. 


Besides being human beings, they form a society of 
human beings united by one impulse. And where two 
or three are gathered together in My name there will I be 
also. 
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CHAPTER VI 


A SCHOOL-BOY FIGHT 


As they are subjected to laws that are simply derived 
from their own nature, the scholars do not rebel or 
grumble; if they were subjected to our old system of 
interference, they would have no faith in the legality 
of our ringing bells, regulations, and ordinances. 


How many times when children were fighting, have 
I chanced to see the teacher hasten to separate them; 
and the disparted foes would glare at each other, and 
even in the presence of a stern teacher would not fail 
to look even more fiercely than before, or even fall to 
blows; how many times every day do I see some Kiri- 
ushka set his teeth together, and fly at Taraska, and 
pull his hair, and throw him to the ground, and appar- 
ently try to maim his enemy or to annihilate him; and 
then, in a moment's time, this same Taraska would be 
laughing at Kiriushka, for always one manages to 
turn the tables on the other, and then in the course 
of five minutes they would have made friends and gone 
off to sit down together. 


Not long ago, between classes, two lads grappled in a 
corner. One was a remarkable mathematician nine 
years old, a member of the second class; the other a 
shingled dvorovui, 1 clever but quick-tempered, very 
small in stature, a black-eyed lad named Kuiska. 


Kuiska had caught the mathematician's long hair, 
and was holding him with his head against the wall. 
The mathematician was vainly clutching at Kuiska's 
shorn bristles. Kuiska's black eyes were full of tri- 
umph. The mathematician could barely refrain from 
tears, and he cried, " Well! well! what! what! " but he 
was evidently having a hard time of it, and only his 
pride kept his courage up. This had been going on for 
some time, and I was undecided what to do. 


" A fight! a fight! " cried the boys, and they crowded 


1 One of the domestic servants, formerly serfs, like the little girl men- 
tioned. 
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round the corner. The little ones laughed; but the big 
boys, though they did not attempt to separate the con- 
testants, looked at them rather seriously, and their looks 
and silence did not fail to have an effect upon Kuiska. 
He was conscious that he was doing wrong, and a smile 
began gradually to creep over his face, and by degrees 
he let go of the mathematician's hair. The mathema- 
tician suddenly twitched himself away, and gave Kuiska 
such a push as to knock his head against the wall, and 
then, being entirely quit of him, he ran away. 


Kuiska burst into tears, darted in pursuit of his enemy, 
and hit him with all his might and main on the shuba, 
but did not hurt him. The mathematician was going to 
pay him back, but at that instant various dissuasive 
voices were heard: 


" See, he strikes a smaller boy! " cried the lookers-on; 
" off with you, Kuiska! " 


And so the affair ended, as if it had not been at all, 
except, I may add, for the vague consciousness that 
each had of having fought disagreeably, because both 
had been hurt. And here I cannot refrain from calling 
attention to the sentiment of justice which prevailed in 
the crowd. How many times these affairs are settled 
in such a way that you cannot make out the principles 
on which the settlement is made, and yet satisfaction is 
given to both sides! How arbitrary and unjust in com- 
parison with this are all " educational efforts " in such 
circumstances! 


"You are both to blame! down on your knees!" 
says the disciplinarian; and the disciplinarian is wrong, 
because one is to blame, and this one is triumphant 
there on his knees chewing the cud of his not wholly 
evaporated passion, and the innocent is doubly pun- 
ished. 


Or, "You are to blame for doing such and such or 
such and such a thing, and you shall be punished," says 
the disciplinarian; and the one punished hates his 
enemy more than ever, because he has arrayed on his 
side despotic power, the fairness of which is beyond his 
comprehension. 
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Or, "Forgive him as God commands you, and be 
better than he," says the disciplinarian. You say to 
him, " Be better than he! " but all that he wants is to 
be stronger, and he does not comprehend, and cannot 
comprehend, the idea of being better. 


Or, " You both are to blame; ask each other's pardon 
and kiss each other, children." 


This is worse than anything, both on account of the 
insincerity of the kiss, and because the evil passion once 
calmed in this way is sure to burst forth again. But 
leave them alone, unless you are either father or mother, 
who would feel some pitiful sympathy with your chil- 
dren, and therefore have a certain right always, leave 
them alone, I say, and watch how everything explains 
itself and comes out all right as simply and naturally, 
and at the same time with just as much variety and 
complication as all the unconscious relations of life. 


But perhaps the teachers who have not had experi- 
ence of such disorder or free order, will think that with- 
out disciplinary interference this disorder may take on 
physically injurious consequences; that they will break 
each other's limbs or kill each other. 


In the Yasnaya Polyana school last spring, there 
were only two cases of serious damage being done. 
One boy was pushed down from the steps, and cut his 
leg to the bone, the wound was healed in two weeks; 
the other had his cheek burned with blazing pitch, 
and he carried a scar for a fortnight. 


Nothing ever happened, unless perhaps once a week 
some one cried, and that not from pain, but from^vexa- 
tion or shame. Of blows, bruises, bumps, except in the 
case of the two boys just mentioned, we cannot recall a 
single one during all the summer among thirty or forty 
pupils, though they were left entirely to their own 
guidance. 
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CHAPTER VII 


DISCIPLINE 


I AM convinced that a school ought not to interfere 
in affairs of discipline that belong only to the family: 
that a school ought not to have, and does not have, the 
right to grant rewards and punishments; that the best 
police and discipline of a school is gained by intrusting 
the pupils with full powers to learn and to behave as 
they please. I am convinced of this, notwithstanding 
the fact that the old customs of disciplinary schools are 
so strong that even in the Yasnaya Polyana school we 
occasionally departed from this principle. During the 
last term, in November, there were two instances of 
punishments. 


During the drawing class, a teacher who had not 
been long with us noticed that a small boy was crying 
without heeding the teacher, and was angrily hitting 
his neighbors without any reason. 


Not realizing the possibility of soothing him with 
words, the teacher dragged him from his seat, and took 
him to his table. That was a punishment for him. The 
little lad sobbed during all the time of the lesson. 


This was the very lad whom, at the beginning of the 
school, I refused to take, because I considered him to 
be a hopeless idiot. 


His principal characteristics were dullness and sweet- 
ness of disposition. His comrades would never let him 
join their games; they made sport of him, turned him 
into ridicule, and at the same time they would be sur- 
prised, and say: 


" What a strange fellow Petka is! If you strike him, 


and even the little fellows sometimes pick on him, 


he shakes himself loose and runs away! " 


" He has no courage at all," one boy said to me, in re- 
gard to him. If this boy had been brought to such a 
state of passion that the teacher felt it necessary to pun- 
ish him for it, it was evident that some one not punished 
was to blame. 
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CHAPTER VIII 


THE THIEF 





THE other case. In the summer, while repairs were 
making in the building, a Ley den jar was taken from 
the physical laboratory, pencils several times were miss- 
ing, and books also were missing at a time when no car- 
penter or painter was at work in the building. 


We questioned the boys. The best scholars, the first 
scholars at that time, old friends of ours, reddened and 
grew so confused that any magistrate would have been 
convinced that their confusion was proof positive of 
their guilt. But I knew them, and could depend on 
them as on myself. 


I comprehended that the mere thought of suspicion 
deeply and painfully wounded them. One lad, whom I 
will call Feodor, a gifted and opulent nature, turned 
quite white and burst into tears. They declared that 
they would tell if they knew, but they refused to search. 


After a few days the thief was detected a lad J be- 
longing to a distant village. He made an accomplice 
of a peasant lad who came with him from the same vil- 
lage) and they together had secreted the stolen articles 
in a box. 
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