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The Complete Works of Jane Austen is a pivotal anthology encompassing the seven major novels, numerous minor works, and an array of letters that illuminate the social intricacies and moral dilemmas of late 18th to early 19th century England. Austen's literary style marries wit with keen psychological insight, often employing free indirect discourse to delve into her characters' internal lives while simultaneously critiquing the societal norms of her time. Through her masterful use of irony and vivid characterization, the work reveals themes of class, marriage, and women's roles, encapsulated in the cultural landscape marked by the Regency Era's evolving social dynamics. Jane Austen, born in 1775, was a precocious writer influenced by her family's literary background and the societal pressures of her time. Her keen observations of human behavior and her own experiences of love and loss helped shape her narratives. Despite facing the constraints of male-dominated publishing, Austen remained uncompromising in her pursuit of authenticity and moral integrity, crafting stories that resonate with readers through the ages. The enduring relevance of her work has cemented her status as one of the most beloved authors in English literature. For readers seeking a profound engagement with themes that transcend time, The Complete Works of Jane Austen is indispensable. Each novel invites reflection on personal morality, societal expectations, and the quest for happiness, making it not just a literary treasure but also an insightful exploration of the human condition. Undoubtedly, this collection offers a comprehensive understanding of Austen's genius, presenting a rich tapestry of eloquent prose that continues to inspire and provoke thought.
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The Complete Works of Jane Austen is a meticulously curated collection that showcases Austen's keen insights into the complexities of human relationships and societal norms in early 19th-century England. Renowned for her masterful use of irony and wit, Austen's prose oscillates between sharp social commentary and intimate character studies, highlighting themes of class, marriage, and personal integrity. This compilation includes her beloved novels such as "Pride and Prejudice," "Emma," and "Sense and Sensibility," each revealing the nuanced interplay between personal desire and social expectations, thereby situating her work within the broader context of Romantic literature and emerging feminist thought. Jane Austen, a trailblazer in the development of the modern novel, was born in 1775 and spent much of her life in the provincial settings that are reflected in her stories. Her intimate knowledge of the genteel life, coupled with a keen observation of societal mores, profoundly informed her narratives. Austen's own experiences, coupled with her familial influences, shaped her unique voice, allowing her to subvert contemporary conventions and challenge the status quo of gender roles through the lens of humor and critical insight. For readers seeking not only to appreciate the elegance of Austen's prose but also to understand the socio-cultural dynamics of her time, The Complete Works of Jane Austen is essential. This comprehensive volume invites both newcomers and longtime fans to explore the depth of her characters and the brilliance of her storytelling, confirming her status as one of literature's most enduring and significant authors. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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Walter Scott's "The Complete Novels of Walter Scott" showcases a vast collection of his narrative masterpieces, embodying the historic romance genre and revealing the depth of human experience through richly drawn characters and intricate plots. Scott's prose is characterized by its lyrical quality and meticulous attention to historical detail, seamlessly blending fact and fiction. These novels not only capture the spirit of the 18th and early 19th centuries but also serve as a commentary on the cultural and social dynamics of the time, situating readers within the tumultuous landscapes of Scotland and England. Scott's pioneering use of the historical novel form set the stage for future authors, making his work a cornerstone of British literature. As a prolific Scottish novelist and poet, Walter Scott emerged as a central figure in the Romantic movement, a period that celebrated individual experience and the beauty of nature. Scott's fascination with Scottish folklore, history, and the evolving national identity informs his narratives, often drawing upon his own background and experiences in the Scottish countryside. His keen interest in oral tradition and historical events provides the foundation for the rich tapestries he weaves in his novels, which elevate both the ordinary and the extraordinary. This comprehensive collection is essential for both literary scholars and general readers alike, offering an opportunity to explore the foundational texts of the historical novel. Enthusiasts of Romantic literature will find Scott's work both enlightening and entertaining, as it invites readers to immerse themselves in the complexities of human passion, ambition, and the quest for meaning within an ever-changing world. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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"Anna Karenina" stands as one of Leo Tolstoy's literary masterpieces, encapsulating the complexities of love, morality, and societal norms in 19th-century Russia. This premium edition offers two unabridged translations, allowing readers to appreciate the nuanced differences in language and interpretation that enrich Tolstoy's intricate narrative. The novel intertwines the tragic love story of Anna and Count Vronsky with the parallel life of Konstantin Levin, exploring themes of faith, family, and the search for happiness in a morally ambiguous world. Tolstoy's rich prose, characterized by its philosophical depth and psychological insight, invites readers into a vivid tapestry of Russian society, exposing the contradictions and tensions that define human experience. Leo Tolstoy, a prominent figure of the literary world and a profound thinker, infused his personal struggles and beliefs into his writing. Influenced by his own experiences with love, existential questioning, and spiritual awakening, Tolstoy aimed to dissect the human condition. His exploration of social conventions and earnest reflections on life resonate deeply throughout "Anna Karenina," making it not just a narrative but a societal critique. This edition is a must-read for anyone seeking a deep, immersive experience of Tolstoy'Äôs exploration of love and society. Whether you are a first-time reader or revisiting this classic, the dual translations provide an enriching opportunity to engage with one of literature's essential works and immerse yourself in the philosophical inquiries that continue to challenge readers today.
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In "Tolstoy: What is Art? & Wherein is Truth in Art," Leo Tolstoy delves into the profound relationship between art and morality, scrutinizing the purpose of creativity through a philosophical lens. Tolstoy's literary style is characterized by his meticulous clarity and fervent passion, blending narrative narratives with penetrating essays. Contextually, the work emerges during a period of intense introspection for Tolstoy, as he contemplates the societal implications of art and questions the prevailing aesthetic theories of his time, notably those of the Russian intelligentsia, thus establishing a new axis of artistic understanding centered on truth and emotional authenticity. As one of the most significant figures in Russian literature, Tolstoy's life experiences'—ranging from his noble upbringing to his spiritual crises'—influenced his profound reflections on art. He sought to democratize art, making it accessible and relevant to all, often rooted in the themes of peasant life and existential inquiries. His philosophical evolution, particularly evident after his conversion in the late 19th century, compels readers to reconsider their own perceptions of beauty and morality. This collection is recommended for anyone curious about the philosophical underpinnings of art as it challenges conventional notions of aesthetics. Readers will find Tolstoy's arguments both compelling and provocative, urging a reconsideration of the role of art in society and its potential for genuine human connection. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - An Introduction draws the threads together, discussing why these diverse authors and texts belong in one collection. - Historical Context explores the cultural and intellectual currents that shaped these works, offering insight into the shared (or contrasting) eras that influenced each writer. - A combined Synopsis (Selection) briefly outlines the key plots or arguments of the included pieces, helping readers grasp the anthology's overall scope without giving away essential twists. - A collective Analysis highlights common themes, stylistic variations, and significant crossovers in tone and technique, tying together writers from different backgrounds. - Reflection questions encourage readers to compare the different voices and perspectives within the collection, fostering a richer understanding of the overarching conversation.
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This collection, 'The Complete Plays of Leo Tolstoy (Annotated)', serves as an extensive anthology of one of literature's most revered figures. It aims to present not only the full spectrum of Tolstoy's dramatic works but also to delve into their historical context, thematic depth, and artistic significance. By curating a definitive edition of his plays, this collection seeks to enlighten readers about Tolstoy’s contributions to the theatrical world, illuminating how his theatrical pursuits parallel his celebrated novels and philosophies. Each script serves as a testament to his intricate understanding of human nature and society.

In assembling this collection, varying genres and forms of text have been incorporated, focusing largely on the centrality of Tolstoy's plays. The anthology includes not only the plays themselves but also critical essays and reminiscences that provide insights into his artistic journey. This multifaceted approach contributes to a richer comprehension of Tolstoy's impact on drama, while also incorporating supporting materials such as critiques, biographical sketches, and reflections from those who encountered his creative genius firsthand. These diverse genres dynamically interweave to create a holistic narrative of his literary achievements.

A unifying theme that resonates throughout Tolstoy's plays is the exploration of moral complexity and the struggles inherent to the human condition. His works frequently grapple with existential questions, social injustice, and the quest for redemption. Stylistically, Tolstoy exhibits mastery in dialogue, staging, and character development, allowing for a deeply engaging experience. The intersection of storytelling with profound philosophical inquiry offers an enduring significance, revealing the weighty contemplations of life, love, and morality that continue to engage and challenge audiences. This collection stands as a vital study of these enduring motives within his plays.

Tolstoy's plays also provide a rare window into the societal norms and cultural dilemmas of his time, offering readers a rich tapestry of historical context alongside literary artistry. The annotated format enhances the experience, bridging the gap between the original text and contemporary interpretations, thereby allowing readers to grasp the intricacies of Tolstoy's thoughts. Scholarly commentary and personal reflections illuminate the pressing issues of his era, enriching understanding of the plays' relevance today. This interplay of history and artistry solidifies the collection as an essential addition to any literary library.

Readers will be welcomed into the world of Tolstoy’s dramatic imagination, characterized by nuanced portrayals of characters facing serious ethical dilemmas. Each play invites a range of emotions, from despair to hope, woven into narratives that sparkle with vibrant thematic choices. This collection encapsulates not merely the performances intended for the stage but also the initial inspirations and intentions anchored in Tolstoy's rich life experiences. Through these works, readers are encouraged to reflect on universal truths, spiraling into dialogues that spark contemplation on their own virtues and vices.

Among the notable plays featured in the collection, 'The Power of Darkness' exemplifies Tolstoy's skill in challenging social norms and moral hypocrisy. Yet it is merely one facet of a comprehensive exploration of human emotions and ethical conundrums found in each thematic exploration of his works. The inclusion of prominent titles like 'The Light Shines in Darkness' further highlights his capacity to merge tragedy with philosophical reflection, thereby ensuring that audiences are both engaged and enlightened throughout. Each piece resonates across time, maintaining relevance through an insightful critique of societal decay.

Additionally, the critical essays included in this collection invite readers to explore perspectives on Tolstoy's work from scholars, contemporaries, and family members, enriching the reader’s understanding of his voice. Contributions from noted commentators and personal recollections culminate in a multi-dimensional look at how Tolstoy’s works were received and interpreted within his time and beyond. Not only do these perspectives showcase his influence, but they also flesh out the complexities of his character as both an artist and a thinker, adding depth to the reader's appreciation of the plays.

The referencing of images, accounts, and analyses from those who interacted closely with Tolstoy, such as his son, Graf Ilia Lvovich Tolstoi, and contemporaries like Joseph Krauskopf and Lilian Bell, enhances the significance of this collection. Their reminiscences contribute a personal touch, showcasing the man behind the works and reflecting on his legacy. Readers will discover reflections that bridge the gap between the storied life of Tolstoy and the profound themes he expressed through his dramatic works, fostering a deeper connection with the texts presented here.

Moreover, this collection not only provides an overview of how Tolstoy’s philosophical and artistic sensibilities evolved but also highlights the tensions he faced throughout his life. The annotated texts reveal an artist who continually wrestled with his own beliefs, allowing readers to witness his growth as they journey from one play to the next. The complex relationships he portrayed served as a mirror reflecting societal realities and moral predicaments, making this work not simply a collection, but a pivotal exploration of humanity itself.

The essays serve as both contextual anchors and interpretive guides, illuminating pathways to uncovering the intricacies embedded in Tolstoy's fabric of storytelling. By including contemporary critiques alongside the plays, readers are led through an intellectual landscape that enhances the dramatic texts. This establishment of context serves to bolster the relationship between the reader, the playwright, and the historical insight interlaced throughout his dramatic techniques, allowing for a more compelling and nuanced reading experience that lingers in the mind long after the pages are turned.

Engagement with this comprehensive anthology provides readers with not just a literary experience but an entry point for philosophical discourse. The plays transcend their temporal landscape, beckoning audiences to consider moral questions that remain poignant and relevant, regardless of time or culture. The depth of characterization coupled with vivid narrative structures invites newer generations to participate in the discussions Tolstoy intended, to unpack ethical dilemmas, and to seek out the truths layered within the fabric of humanity.

In Tolstoy's works, the characters often serve as embodiments of his ideologies, wrestling with the very questions that he himself pondered deeply throughout his lifetime. Their journeys reflect the universal chase for meaning, justice, and understanding in a complex world. By encountering these characters, readers can engage in a dialogue with Tolstoy about their own lives, providing a contemporary relevance to the timeless themes found within these pages. The anecdotes presented through intermixed essays further augments this dialogic framework.

The collection invites readers to reflect not just on the theatric experience but also on the deeper philosophical inquiries sustained throughout each play. The recurring exploration of good versus evil, love versus obligation, and the search for authenticity in a conformist society resonates with readers across generations. It transforms the plays into fertile ground for both academic inquiry and personal introspection, urging individuals to explore their own beliefs and values against the rich backdrop of Tolstoy’s narratives.

Each play unfolds as a unique contribution to Tolstoy's overarching narrative, presenting a mosaic of interconnected themes that invite discussion and debate. This curated collection reveals the layers of Tolstoy's thoughts and artistic design, showcasing how individual works can tap into universal experiences of conflict, resolution, suffering, and joy. The unity within this collection anchors the reader in the quest for understanding not only of Tolstoy’s work but of the human experience itself.

As we navigate through Tolstoy's artistic endeavors, the intersection of art and morality forms an ever-present aspect of his works. This dynamic relationship serves as a crucible for many of the characters and conflicts, reinforcing Tolstoy’s insistence on the importance of examining ethical choices within society and within oneself. Readers are thus encouraged to wield insight into how art can provoke thought and inspire action—a legacy that continues to reverberate within the theater of today.

In culminating these works, this collection aspires not only to preserve Tolstoy's theatrical contributions but also to ignite a renewed interest in the genre of drama itself. It endeavors to remind readers of the electrifying power of a well-crafted play, where every line and gesture can communicate profound truths. Through Tolstoy’s lenses, we reclaim the capacity of theater to inspire, challenge, and provoke meaningful conversations, contributing to the art form's resilience and enduring relevance in modern culture.

In conclusion, 'The Complete Plays of Leo Tolstoy (Annotated)' invites both dedicated scholars and casual readers to explore this rich tapestry of drama that resonates with ennobling ideals and profound questions about existence. Each section of this collection unlocks a new dimension of Tolstoy's artistic vision, fostering appreciation for the interwoven lives and moral quandaries presented within the texts. Readers are encouraged to dive into this comprehensive single-author collection, allowing themselves to be swept away by the nuanced complexities of Tolstoy's theatrical genius.
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    Introduction

Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910) was a Russian novelist, essayist, and moral philosopher whose work reshaped both the literary canon and modern ethical debate. Celebrated for the panoramic historical novel War and Peace and the psychologically incisive Anna Karenina, he also wrote influential shorter fiction such as The Death of Ivan Ilyich and political-religious treatises including The Kingdom of God Is Within You. Tolstoy’s lucid prose, epic scope, and probing inquiry into freedom, responsibility, and faith made him a central figure in world literature. Beyond letters, he became a prominent advocate of nonviolence and social reform, leaving a legacy that bridged art, philosophy, and public life.

Education and Literary Influences

Tolstoy was born into the Russian gentry and spent much of his early life at the family estate, Yasnaya Polyana. Educated initially by private tutors, he enrolled at Kazan University in the early 1840s, first studying Oriental languages and then law, but left without taking a degree. He pursued a rigorous course of self-education, reading widely in history, philosophy, religion, and literature. Proficient in French and familiar with German, he kept extensive diaries and notebooks, a habit that sharpened his observational powers. This combination of formal exposure and disciplined autodidacticism gave him the intellectual independence that would define his method and themes.

His acknowledged influences ranged across Russian, classical, and European traditions. From Jean-Jacques Rousseau he drew ideals of moral sincerity, educational reform, and suspicion of social convention. He admired Homer’s capacious vision of human action and fate, and learned narrative breadth from that model. In the Russian tradition he engaged deeply with Alexander Pushkin and Nikolai Gogol. Arthur Schopenhauer’s pessimism and focus on the will informed Tolstoy’s midlife reflections. Above all, he returned repeatedly to the New Testament—especially the Sermon on the Mount—which became the foundation of his later moral and religious writings and his doctrine of nonresistance to evil.

Literary Career

Tolstoy’s first publications in the early 1850s included the autobiographical trilogy Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth, notable for intimate psychological observation. Military service in the Caucasus and during the Crimean War supplied material for the Sevastopol Sketches, vivid depictions of courage, fear, and the chaos of battle that rejected romanticized heroics. These early works established his reputation for realism grounded in precise detail and ethical inquiry. By the late 1850s he had achieved prominence in Russian literary circles, distinguished by an unadorned style, a distrust of literary affectation, and a determination to describe, without flinching, the moral complexity of ordinary lives in extraordinary circumstances.

War and Peace, written in the mid to late 1860s, fused family saga, philosophical essay, and military chronicle into an unprecedented narrative form. Set against the Napoleonic invasions, it follows a wide array of characters while interrogating historical causation, leadership, and the interplay of chance and will. Tolstoy’s scene construction, free indirect discourse, and shifting focalization created a sense of lived immediacy. Though its hybrid nature puzzled some early readers, the novel quickly attracted admiration for its scope and humaneness. It is now widely regarded as a pinnacle of the novel as a form, reshaping expectations of realism and historical fiction.

Anna Karenina, serialized in the 1870s, deepened Tolstoy’s exploration of conscience, desire, and social judgment. The intertwined stories—most famously, the tragic arc of Anna and the moral search of Levin—examine the tensions between personal fulfillment and communal obligation. Tolstoy combined sharp social observation with psychological depth, creating characters whose inner lives unfold with uncommon subtlety. The novel’s structural symmetry, thematic counterpoint, and moral ambiguity won critical acclaim during its publication and cemented his international reputation. It remains a central work in discussions of narrative perspective, the ethics of representation, and the depiction of marriage, family life, and modernity’s discontents.

After the 1870s, Tolstoy experienced a profound spiritual crisis that reshaped his writing. A Confession records this search for meaning, leading to ethically charged works that interrogate mortality, art, and social injustice. The Death of Ivan Ilyich offers a stark meditation on dying and authenticity. The Kreutzer Sonata challenged conventions around marriage and sexuality, provoking significant controversy and censorship. In What Is Art? he argued for moral clarity and accessibility in art, a stance that divided critics. Resurrection revisited themes of guilt and redemption within a legal and social framework, while the later novella Hadji Murat, published posthumously, returned to the Caucasus with tragic restraint.

Beliefs and Advocacy

Tolstoy’s mature beliefs centered on a radical reading of Christianity grounded in the Sermon on the Mount: nonresistance to evil, love of enemies, and rejection of coercion. In The Kingdom of God Is Within You he systematically condemned violence by the state, military conscription, and the complicity of institutions in oppression. He criticized established churches for doctrinal and political entanglements, a stance that led to his excommunication by the Russian Orthodox Church in 1901. Seeking moral consistency, he advocated simple living and embraced vegetarianism. His writings compelled readers to consider the ethical demands of everyday action and the cost of participation in unjust systems.

Tolstoy’s convictions generated sustained social engagement. In the late 1850s he opened an experimental school for peasant children at Yasnaya Polyana and wrote primers that emphasized curiosity and autonomy. During the famine of the early 1890s he organized relief efforts, marshaling volunteers and resources. He defended conscientious objection and criticized punitive legal regimes. Notably, he supported the persecuted Doukhobor sect, helping publicize their plight and directing proceeds from later works, including Resurrection, toward humanitarian aid. Through essays, letters, and practical initiatives, he sought to align personal conduct with universal principles of compassion, nonviolence, and the dignity of labor.

Tolstoy’s ethical writings resonated far beyond Russia. His analyses of nonviolent resistance influenced international debates on civil disobedience. He corresponded with activists and thinkers, and his “A Letter to a Hindu” urged moral rather than violent means in struggles against oppression. Mohandas K. Gandhi acknowledged Tolstoy’s importance for articulating principled nonviolence, and Tolstoy’s ideas subsequently filtered into wider movements for social change. Tolstoyan communities emerged, attempting to live by his teachings. While many readers disputed his sweeping condemnations of institutions and art, the moral seriousness and practical orientation of his program made it a continuing touchstone for reformers.

Final Years & Legacy

In his final decades Tolstoy remained a public conscience, publishing essays on religion, education, art, and politics while engaging in extensive correspondence. His criticism of state violence and church authority drew official scrutiny and periodic censorship. Seeking integrity, he attempted to renounce personal claims to wealth and to the control of his later writings, a move that intensified domestic tensions. In late 1910 he left his home, fell ill while traveling, and died at a small railway station, an event widely reported and mourned. His passing prompted reflection across Russia and abroad on the responsibilities of artists and the meaning of moral authority.

Tolstoy’s legacy is twofold: a revolutionary reimagining of the novel’s possibilities and a coherent, if demanding, ethical vision. His works are central to the study of narrative technique, psychology, and historical representation, and they continue to be translated, adapted, and debated. Writers across continents have acknowledged his influence, drawn to his capacity to render the everyday as morally consequential. His advocacy of nonviolence shaped later movements for justice and remains a resource for critics of militarism and state coercion. Across literature and public thought, Tolstoy endures as a touchstone of artistic mastery joined to uncompromising ethical witness.
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Leo Tolstoy, born in 1828, became one of Russia’s most influential writers and thinkers during a period of profound social change. His own service as a junior officer—first in the Caucasus and later, briefly, during the Crimean War—exposed him to the brutal realities of armed conflict. Those early experiences, combined with his later commitment to Christian ethics, shaped his enduring skepticism toward violence and authority, and led him to examine the moral dimensions of power in many of his works.

In a society still bound by serfdom and a strict hierarchy, Tolstoy confronted questions of social justice and personal responsibility. The emancipation of the serfs in 1861 under Alexander II marked a turning point in his reflections on human dignity. Whether in a stark village drama or a sprawling novel, he depicted the effects of exploitation and the inner lives of both landowners and laborers, revealing the moral contradictions of an aristocracy suddenly called upon to justify its privileges.

Intellectually, Tolstoy engaged with the currents of Western philosophy that had begun to trickle into Russian discourse. Alongside contemporaries who probed the limits of faith and freedom—Fyodor Dostoevsky and, later, Anton Chekhov—he wove individual dilemmas into narratives that questioned prevailing social norms. His prose often pits personal conscience against the expectations of church, state, and society, reflecting a broader debate over modernity and belief.

By the late 1870s, Tolstoy underwent a profound spiritual transformation that led him to abandon many trappings of his former lifestyle. Embracing simplicity and nonresistance, he advocated a form of practical Christianity rooted in compassion and self-sacrifice. This shift informed both his essays on ethics and the pared-down realism of later fictional works, which invite readers to confront their own convictions about faith and morality.

Rising nationalism and the push toward modernization stirred intense debate over Russia’s identity. Tolstoy did not reject national tradition outright, but he insisted that genuine progress could not ignore the well-being of the poorest. His dramas and shorter narratives illustrate the tension between old customs and new ideas, urging audiences to consider whether cultural pride might blind them to injustice at home.

Throughout his career, Tolstoy wielded satire and moral critique to expose hypocrisy in institutions he once accepted. He grew increasingly critical of ecclesiastical authority, arguing that formal rituals often obscured the simple ethical teachings he found most essential. In essays written late in life, he called for a stripped-down spirituality that placed love of neighbor above dogma.

Tolstoy’s portrayal of women, though emerging from the constraints of his era, often granted his female figures surprising depth. Even within settings that prescribed narrow domestic roles, women in his stories wrestle with questions of autonomy, honor, and sacrifice. By acknowledging their inner lives, he anticipated debates about women’s rights that would become more visible in Russia’s intellectual circles toward the century’s end.

The growth of psychological inquiry in literature found a counterpart in Tolstoy’s keen interest in motivation and guilt. Whether depicting a character’s remorse after a reckless deed or probing the dissonance between desire and duty, he anticipated the deeper character studies that would define modern drama. His focus on conscience as a dramatic force aligns him with peers who explored the human psyche in new, unsettling ways.

As the 19th century drew to a close, revolutionary fervor and disillusionment with reform colored public life. Tolstoy’s later fiction responds to this climate by dramatizing clashes between social classes and by insisting that moral transformation precedes political change. He pressed readers to consider how personal choices—small or large—feed into the broader tides of history.

Education was another arena where Tolstoy sought reform. Disenchanted with rote discipline, he established schools on his estate and championed learning through direct experience and moral reflection. His pedagogical writings and the naturalistic settings of some stories illustrate a belief that genuine understanding arises when mind and conscience work in tandem.

The fraught relationship between individual freedom and state power resonates throughout Tolstoy’s oeuvre. In scenes of domestic dispute or public judgment, he shows characters striving for authenticity against the weight of custom, law, or coercion. These conflicts mirror Russia’s own struggles with authoritarian rule and foreshadow the movements that would reshape the nation in the 20th century.

In his later years, Tolstoy renounced much of his wealth and status, seeking an ascetic life consistent with his ethical convictions. He found himself at odds with both literary elites and official institutions, and his public renunciation of church rites led to his formal excommunication in 1901. His writings from this period reflect the intensity of his personal ordeal and the gulf between his ideals and the world he had once inhabited.

Tolstoy saw art not merely as entertainment but as a vehicle for moral influence. In his essays on creativity, he argued that true art unites people through shared feelings of empathy and virtue. He called upon fellow artists to engage conscientiously with the social questions of their time, maintaining that the highest purpose of literature is to foster human connection.

By the time of his death in 1910, Tolstoy’s ideas had traveled far beyond Russia. His advocacy of nonviolent resistance, most fully expressed in his treatise on the Sermon on the Mount, inspired later leaders of civil‐rights movements in India and the United States. His insistence on inner transformation as a prerequisite for social reform remains a touchstone for discussions of ethics and activism.

His influence on dramatic literature is less direct than his impact on philosophy and fiction, yet the moral intensity of his narratives helped pave the way for theater that sought realism and psychological depth. Writers in Europe and America drew on his example when crafting characters whose internal conflicts drive the drama as much as external events.

Within global literary history, Tolstoy stands at the crossroads of realism and emerging modernist concerns. His blending of social critique, spiritual inquiry, and vivid characterization created a template for artists grappling with upheaval in their own societies. His works continue to be studied for their capacity to probe the intricacies of conscience under pressure.

This volume’s selection of Tolstoy’s dramatic writings, paired with essays and biographical notes, invites readers to trace the development of his thought from youthful skepticism to mature ethical vision. Together, these pieces offer insight into the social forces and personal struggles that shaped a body of work still vital to understanding the moral questions of our age.
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Introduction

An overview of the anthology, setting the thematic and historical context for Tolstoy's plays.

Leo Tolstoy: A Short Biography

A concise biography that traces Tolstoy's life, highlighting key events that influenced his literary and philosophical development.

Tolstoy the Artist and Tolstoy the Preacher

An analysis by Ivan Panin that explores the dual aspects of Tolstoy's work, examining his artistic genius alongside his spiritual and moral teachings.

Count Tolstoi and the Public Censor

Isabel Hapgood's essay discussing Tolstoy's interactions with censorship and the impact it had on his literary output.

The Power of Darkness

A harrowing drama that delves into the themes of morality, fate, and the consequences of sin within the context of rural Russian life.

The First Distiller

A tragicomic play that critiques the moral implications of alcohol production and its impact on society through the story of a distiller.

Fruits of Culture

A satirical examination of social and cultural issues, highlighting the disconnection between societal progress and moral integrity.

The Live Corpse

A darkly comedic exploration of love, death, and the nature of existence as a man navigates the complexities of his relationships.

The Cause of it All

A reflective play addressing the moral dilemmas faced by individuals in society, focusing on issues of responsibility and consequence.

The Light Shines in Darkness

A profound examination of hope and redemption, illustrating how human connection can illuminate life's darker moments.

Reminiscences

A collection of personal anecdotes offering insights into Tolstoy's thoughts on life, art, and philosophy.

Reminiscences of Tolstoy, by His Son

Graf Ilia Lvovich Tolstoi shares intimate recollections of his father, shedding light on the private life of one of literature's great figures.

My Visit to Tolstoy

Joseph Krauskopf recounts his personal experience meeting Tolstoy, capturing the author's personality and philosophical views.
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COUNT LEO TOLSTOY was born 28th August 1828 [in the Julian calendar then used in Russia; 9th September 1828 in today’s internationally accepted Gregorian calendar], at a house in the country not many miles from Toúla, and about 130 miles south of Moscow.

He has lived most of his life in the country, preferring it to town, and believing that people would be healthier and happier if they lived more natural lives, in touch with nature, instead of crowding together in cities.

He lost his mother when he was three, and his father when he was nine years old. He remembers a boy visiting his brothers and himself when he was twelve years old, and bringing the news that they had found out at school that there was no God, and that all that was taught about God was a mere invention.

He himself went to school in Moscow, and before he was grown up he had imbibed the opinion, generally current among educated Russians, that ‘religion’ is old-fashioned and superstitious, and that sensible and cultured people do not require it for themselves.

After finishing school Tolstoy went to the University at Kazán. There he studied Oriental languages, but he did not pass the final examinations.

In one of his books Tolstoy remarks how often the cleverest boy is at the bottom of the class. And this really does occur. A boy of active, independent mind, who has his own problems to think out, will often find it terribly hard to keep his attention on the lessons the master wants him to learn. The fashionable society Tolstoy met at his aunt’s house in Kazán was another obstacle to serious study.

He then settled on his estate at Yásnaya Polyána, and tried to improve the condition of the serfs. His attempts were not very successful at the time, though they served to prepare him for work that came later. He had much to contend against in himself, and after three years he went to the Caucasus to economise, in order to pay off debts made at cards. Here he hunted, drank, wrote his first sketches, and entered the army, in which an elder brother to whom he was greatly attached was serving, and which was then engaged in subduing the native tribes.

When the Crimean War began, in 1854, Tolstoy applied for active service, and was transferred to the army on the frontier of European Turkey, and then, soon after the siege began, to an artillery regiment engaged in the defence of Sevastopol. His uncle, Prince Gortchakóf, was commander-in-chief of the Russian army, and Tolstoy received an appointment to his staff. Here he obtained that first-hand knowledge of war which has helped him to speak on the subject with conviction. He saw war as it really is.

The men who governed Russia, France, England, Sardinia, and Turkey had quarrelled about the custody of the ‘Holy Places’ in Palestine, and about the meaning of two lines in a treaty made in 1774 between Russia and Turkey.

They stopped at home, but sent other people — most of them poorly paid, simple people, who knew nothing about the quarrel — to kill each other wholesale in order to settle it.

Working men were taken from Lancashire, Yorkshire, Middlesex, Essex, and all parts of England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, France, and Sardinia, and shipped, thousands of miles, to join a number of poor Turkish peasants in trying to kill Russian peasants. These latter had in most cases been forced unwillingly to leave their homes and families, and to march on foot thousands of miles to fight these people they never saw before, and against whom they bore no grudge.

Some excuse had, of course, to be made for all this, and in England people were told the war was “in defence of oppressed nationalities.”

When some 500,000 men had perished, and about £340,000,000 had been spent, those who governed said it was time to stop. They forgot all about the “oppressed nationalities,” but bargained about the number and kind of ships Russia might have on the Black Sea.

Fifteen years later, when France and Germany were fighting each other, the Russian Government tore up that treaty, and the other Governments then said it did not matter. Later still, Lord Salisbury said that in the Crimean War we “put our money on the wrong horse.” To have said so at the time the people were killing each other would have been unpatriotic. In all countries truth, on such matters, spoken before it is stale, is unpatriotic.

When the war was over Count Tolstoy left the army and settled in Petersburg. He was welcome to whatever advantages the society of the capital had to offer, for not only was he a nobleman and an officer, just back from the heroic defence of Sevastopol, but he was then already famous as a brilliant writer. He had written short sketches since he was twenty-three, and while still young was recognised among Russia’s foremost literary men.

He had, therefore, fame, applause, and wealth — and at first he found these things very pleasant. But being a man of unusually sincere nature, he began in the second, and still more in the third, year of this kind of life, to ask himself seriously why people made such a fuss about the stories, novels, or poems, that he and other literary men were producing. If, said he, our work is really so valuable that it is worth what is paid for it, and worth all this praise and applause — it must be that we are saying something of great importance to the world to know. What, then, is our message? What have we to teach?

But the more he considered the matter, the more evident it was to him that the authors and artists did not themselves know what they wanted to teach — that, in fact, they had nothing of real importance to say, and often relied upon their powers of expression, when they had nothing to express. What one said, another contradicted, and what one praised, another jeered at.

When he examined their lives, he saw that, so far from being exceptionally moral and self-denying, they were a more selfish and immoral set of men even than the officers he had been among in the army.

In later years, when he had quite altered his views of life, he wrote with very great severity of the life he led when in the army and in Petersburg. This is the passage — it occurs in My Confession: “I cannot now think of those years without horror, loathing, and heart-ache. I killed men in war, and challenged men to duels in order to kill them; I lost at cards, consumed what the peasants produced, sentenced them to punishments, lived loosely, and deceived people. Lying, robbery, adultery of all kinds, drunkenness, violence, murder … there was no crime that I did not commit; and people approved of my conduct, and my contemporaries considered, and consider me, to be, comparatively speaking, a moral man.”

Many people — forgetting Tolstoy’s strenuous manner of writing, and the mood in which My Confession was written — have concluded from these lines that as a young man he led a particularly immoral life. Really, he is selecting the worst incidents, and is calling them by their harshest names: war and the income from his estate are “murder” and “robbery.” In this passage he is — like John Bunyan and other good men before him — denouncing rather than describing the life he lived as a young man. The simple fact is that he lived among an immoral, upper-class, city society, and to some extent yielded to the example of those around him; but he did so with qualms of conscience and frequent strivings after better things. Judged even as harshly as he judges himself, the fact remains that those among whom he lived considered him to be above their average moral level.

Dissatisfied with his life, sceptical of the utility of his work as a writer, convinced that he could not teach others without first knowing what he had to teach, Tolstoy left Petersburg and retired to an estate in the country, near the place where he was born, and where he has spent most of his life.

It was the time of the great emancipation movement in Russia. Tolstoy improved the condition of his serfs by commuting their personal service for a fixed annual payment, but it was not possible for him to set them free until after the decree of emancipation in 1861.

In the country Tolstoy attended to his estates and organised schools for the peasants. If he did not know enough to teach the ‘cultured crowd’ in Petersburg, perhaps he could teach peasant children. Eventually he came to see that before you can know what to teach — even to a peasant child — you must know the purpose of human life. Otherwise you may help him to ‘get on,’ and he may ‘get on to other people’s backs,’ and there be a nuisance even to himself.

Tolstoy twice travelled abroad, visiting Germany, France, and England, and studying the educational systems, which seemed to him very bad. Children born with different tastes and capacities are put through the same course of lessons, just as coffee beans of different sizes are ground to the same grade. And this is done, not because it is best for them, but because it is easiest for the teachers, and because the parents lead artificial lives and neglect their own children.

In spite of his dissatisfaction with literary work Tolstoy continued to write — but he wrote differently. Habits are apt to follow from afar. A man’s conduct may be influenced by new thoughts and feelings, but his future conduct will result both from what he was and from what he wishes to become. So a billiard ball driven by a cue and meeting another ball in motion, takes a new line, due partly to the push from the cue and partly to the impact of the other ball.

At this period of his life, perplexed by problems he was not yet able to solve, Tolstoy, who in general even up to old age has possessed remarkable strength and endurance of body as well as of mind, was threatened with a breakdown in health — a nervous prostration. He had to leave all his work and go for a time to lead a merely animal existence and drink a preparation of mare’s milk among the wild Kirghíz in Eastern Russia.

In 1862 Tolstoy married, and he and his wife, to whom he has always been faithful, have lived to see the century out together. Not even the fact that the Countess has not agreed with many of the views her husband has expressed during the last twenty years, and has been dissatisfied at his readiness to part with his property, to associate with ‘dirty’ low-class people, and to refuse payment for his literary work — not even these difficulties have diminished their affection for one another. Thirteen children were born to them, of whom five died young.

The fact that twenty years of such a married life preceded Tolstoy’s change of views, and that the opinions he now expresses were formed when he was still as active and vigorous as most men are at half his age, should be a sufficient answer to those who have so misunderstood him as to suggest that, having worn himself out by a life of vice, he now cries sour grapes lest others should enjoy pleasures he is obliged to abandon.

For some time Tolstoy was active as a “Mediator of the Peace,” adjusting difficulties between the newly emancipated serfs and their former owners. During the fourteen years that followed his marriage he also wrote the long novels, War and Peace, and Anna Karénina. His wife copied out War and Peace no less than seven times, as he altered and improved it again and again. With his work, as with his life, Tolstoy is never satisfied — he always wants to get a step nearer perfection, and is keen to note and to admit his deficiencies.

The happiness and fulness of activity of his family life kept in the background for nearly fifteen years the great problems that had begun to trouble him. But ultimately the great question: What is the meaning of my life? presented itself more clearly and insistently than ever, and he began to feel that unless he could answer it he could not live.

Was wealth the aim of his life?

He was highly paid for his books, and he had 20,000 acres of land in the Government of Samára; but suppose he became twice or ten times as rich, he asked himself, would it satisfy him? And if it satisfied him — was not death coming: to take it all away? The more satisfying the wealth, the more terrible must death be, which would deprive him of it all.

Would family happiness — the love of wife and children — satisfy him, and explain the purpose of life? Many fond parents stake their happiness on the well-being of an only child, and make that the aim of their lives. But how unfortunate such people are! If the child is ill, or if it is out too late, how wretched they make themselves and others. Clearly the love of family afforded no sufficient answer to the problem: What am I here for? Besides, there again stood death — threatening not only him but all those he loved. How terrible that they, and he, must die and part!

There was fame! He was making a world-wide literary reputation which would not be destroyed by his death. He asked himself whether, if he became more famous than Shakespeare or Molière, that would satisfy him? He felt that it would not. An author’s works outlive him, but they too will perish. How many authors are read 1000 years after their death? Is not even the language we write in constantly altering and becoming archaic? Besides, what was the use of fame when he was no longer here to enjoy it? Fame would not supply an explanation of life.

And as he thought more and more about the meaning of life, yet failed to find the key to the puzzle, it seemed to him — as it seemed to Solomon, Schopenhauer, and to Buddha when he first faced the problems of poverty, sickness, and death — that life is an evil: a thing we must wish to be rid of. “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” “Which of us has his desire, or having it is happy?”

Was not the whole thing a gigantic and cruel joke played upon us by some demoniac power — as we may play with an ant, defeating all its aims and destroying all it builds? And was not suicide the only way of escape?

But though, for a time, he felt strongly drawn towards suicide, he found that he went on living, and he decided to ask those considered most capable of teaching, their explanation of the purpose of life.

So he went to the scientists: the people who studied nature and dealt with what they called ‘facts’ and ‘realities,’ and he asked them. But they had nothing to give him except their latest theory of self-acting evolution. Millions of years ago certain unchanging forces were acting on certain immutable atoms, and a process of evolution was going on, as it has gone on ever since. The sun was evolved, and our world. Eventually plant life, then animal life, were evolved. The antediluvian animals were evolved, and when nature had done with them it wiped them out and produced us. And evolution is still going on, and the sun is cooling down, and ultimately our race will perish like the antediluvian animals.

It is very ingenious. It seems nearer the truth than the guess, attributed to Moses, that everything was made in six days. But it does not answer the question that troubled Tolstoy, and the reply to it is obvious. If this self-acting process of evolution is going on — let it evolute! It will wipe me out whether I try to help it or to hinder it, and not me only, but all my friends, and my race, and the solar system to which I belong.

The vital question to Tolstoy was: “What am I here for?” And the question to which the scientists offered a partial reply was, “How did I get here?” — which is quite a different matter.

Tolstoy turned to the priests: the people whose special business it is to guide men’s conduct and tell them what they should, and what they should not, believe.

But the priests satisfied him as little as the scientists. For the problem that troubled him was a real problem, needing all man’s powers of mind to answer it; but the priests having, so to say, signed their thirty-nine articles, were not free to consider it with open minds. They would only think about the problems of life and death subject to the proviso that they should not have to budge from those points to which they were nailed down in advance. And it is no more possible to think efficiently in that way than it is to run well with your legs tied together.

The scientists put the wrong question; the priests accepted the real question, but were not free to seek the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

Moreover, the greatest and most obvious evil Tolstoy had seen in his life, was that pre-arranged, systematic, and wholesale method of murder called war. And he saw that the priests, with very few exceptions, not only did nothing to prevent such wholesale murder, but they even went, as chaplains, with the soldiers, to teach them Christianity without telling them it was wrong to fight; and they blessed ships of war, and prayed God to scatter our enemies, to confound their politics and to frustrate their knavish tricks. They would even say this kind of thing without knowing who the ‘enemies’ were. So long as they are not we, they must be bad and deserve to be ‘confounded.’

Nor was this all. Professing a religion of love, they harassed and persecuted those who professed any other forms of religious belief. In the way the different churches condemned each other, and struggled one against another, there was much that shocked him. Tolstoy tried hard to make himself think as the priests thought, but he was unable to do so.

Then he thought that perhaps if people could not tell him in words what the object of life is, he might find it out by watching their actions. And first he began to consider the lives of those of his own society: people of the middle and upper classes. He noticed among them people of different types.

First, there were those who led an animal life. Many of these were women, or healthy young men, full of physical life. The problem that troubled him no more troubled them than it troubles the ox or the ass. They evidently had not yet come to the stage of development to which life, thought, and experience had brought him, but he could not turn back and live as they lived.

Next came those who, though capable of thinking of serious things, were so occupied with their business, professional, literary, or governmental work, that they had no time to think about fundamental problems. One had his newspaper to get out each morning by five o’clock. Another had his diplomatic negotiations to pursue. A third was projecting a railway. They could not stop and think. They were so busy getting a living that they never asked why they lived?

Another large set of people, some of them thoughtful and conscientious people — were hypnotised by authority. Instead of thinking with their own heads and asking themselves the purpose of life, they accepted an answer given them by some one else: by some Church, or Pope, or book, or newspaper, or Emperor, or Minister. Many people are hypnotised by one or other of the Churches, and still more are hypnotised by patriotism and loyalty to their own country and their own rulers. In all nations — Russia, England, France, Germany, America, China and everywhere else — people may be found who know that it is not good to boast about their own qualities or to extol their own families, but who consider it a virtue to pretend that their nation is better than all other nations, and that their rulers, when they quarrel and fight with other rulers, are always in the right. People hypnotised in this way cease to think seriously about right or wrong, and, where their patriotism is concerned, are quite ready to accept the authority of anyone who to them typifies their Church or their country. However absurd such a state of mind may be, it keeps many people absorbed and occupied. How many people in France eagerly asserted the guilt of Dreyfus on the authority of General Mercier, and how many people in England were ready to fight and die rather than to agree to arbitration with the Transvaal after Chamberlain told them that arbitration was out of the question!

There were a fourth set of people, who seemed to Tolstoy the most contemptible of all. These were the epicureans: people who saw the emptiness and purposelessness of their lives, but said, “Let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die.” Belonging to the well-to-do classes and being materially better off than common people, they relied on this advantage and tried to snatch as much pleasure from life as they could.

None of these people could show Tolstoy the purpose of his life. He began to despair, and was more and more inclined to think suicide the best course open to a brave and sincere man.

But there were the peasants — for whom he had always felt great sympathy, and who lived all around him. How was it that they — poor, ignorant, heavily-taxed, compelled to serve in the army, and obliged to produce food, clothing and houses, not only for themselves but for all their superiors — how was it that they, on the whole, seemed to know the meaning of life? They did not commit suicide, but bore their hard lot patiently, and when death came met it with tranquillity. The more he thought about it, the more he saw that these country peasants, tilling the soil and producing those necessaries of life without which we should all starve, were living a comparatively good and natural life, doing what was obviously useful, and that they were nearer to a true understanding of life than the priests or the scribes. And he talked of these things with some of the best of such men, and found that, even if many of them could not express themselves clearly in words, they had firm ground under their feet. Some of them, too, were remarkably clear in thought and speech, free from superstition, and able to go to the roots of the matter. But to break free from the superstitions of science, and the prejudices of the ‘cultured crowd’ to which he belonged, was no easy matter even for Tolstoy, nor was it quickly accomplished.

When the peasants spoke to him of “serving God” and “not living for oneself,” it perplexed him. What is this “God”? How can I know whether he, or it, really exists? But the question: What is the meaning of my life? demanded an answer, and the peasants, by example as well as by words, helped him towards that answer.

He studied the sacred books of the East: the scriptures of the Chinese, of the Buddhists, and of the Mahommedans; but it was in the Gospels, to which the peasants referred him, that he found the meaning and purpose of life best and most clearly expressed. The fundamental truths concerning life and death and our relation to the unseen, are the same in all the great religious books of the East or of the West, but, for himself at least, Tolstoy found in the Gospels (though they contain many blunders, perversions and superstitions) the best, most helpful, and clearest expression of those truths.

He had always admired many passages in the Gospels, but had also found much that perplexed him. He now re-read them in the following way: the only way, he says, in which any sacred books can be profitably studied.

He first read them carefully through to see what they contained that was perfectly clear and simple, and that quite agreed with his own experience of life and accorded with his reason and conscience. Having found (and even marked in the margin with blue pencil) this core that had been expressed so plainly and strongly that it was easy to grasp, he read the four little books again several times over, and found that much that at first seemed obscure or perplexing, was quite reasonable and helpful when read by the light of what he had already seen to be the main message of the books. Much still remained unintelligible, and therefore of no use to him. This must be so in books dealing with great questions, that were written down long ago, in languages not ours, by people not highly educated and who were superstitious.

For instance, if one reads that Jesus walked on the water, that Mahommed’s coffin hung between heaven and earth, or that a star entered the side of Buddha’s mother before he was born, one may wonder how the statement got into the book, and be perplexed and baffled by it rather than helped; but it need not hinder the effect of what one has understood and recognised as true.

Reading the Gospels in this way, Tolstoy reached a view of life that answered his question, and that has enabled him to walk surefootedly, knowing the aim and purpose of his life and ready to meet death calmly when it comes.

Each one of us has a reason and a conscience that come to us from somewhere: we did not make them ourselves. They oblige us to differentiate between good and evil; we must approve of some things and disapprove of others. We are all alike in this respect, all members of one family, and in this way sons of one Father.[1q] In each of us, dormant or active, there is a higher and better nature, a spiritual nature, a spark of the divine. If we open our hearts and minds we can discern good from evil in relation to our own conduct: the law is “very near unto you, in your heart and in your mouth.” The purpose of our life on earth should be to serve, not our lower, animal nature but the power to which our higher nature recognises its kinship. Jesus boldly identifies himself with his higher nature, speaks of himself, and of us, as Sons of the Father, and bids us be perfect as our Father in heaven is perfect.

This then is the answer to the question: What is the meaning and purpose of my life? There is a Power enabling me to discern what is good, and I am in touch with that Power; my reason and conscience flow from it, and the purpose of my conscious life is to do its will, i.e. to do good.

Nor do the Gospels leave us without telling us how to apply this teaching to practical life. The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew, chaps. v. vi. and vii.) had always attracted Tolstoy, but much of it had also perplexed him, especially the text: “Resist not him that is evil; but whosoever smiteth thee on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” It seemed to him unreasonable, and shocked all the prejudices of aristocratic, family and personal ‘honour’ in which he had been brought up. But as long as he rejected and tried to explain away that saying, he could get no coherent sense out of the teaching of Jesus or out of the story of his life.

As soon as he admitted to himself that perhaps Jesus meant that saying seriously, it was as though he had found the key to a puzzle; the teaching and the example fitted together and formed one complete and admirable whole. He then saw that Jesus in these chapters is very definitely summing up his practical advice: pointing out, five times over, what had been taught by “them of old times,” and each time following it by the words, “but I say unto you,” and giving an extension, or even a flat contradiction, to the old precept.

Here are the five commandments of Christ, an acceptance of which, or even a comprehension of, and an attempt to follow which, would alter the whole course of men’s lives in our society.

(1) “Ye have heard that it was said to them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment: but I say unto you, that every one who is angry with his brother shall be in danger of the judgment.”

In the Russian version, as in our Authorised Version, the words, “without a cause,” have been inserted after the word angry. This, of course, makes nonsense of the whole passage, for no one ever is angry without supposing that he has some cause. Going to the best Greek sources, Tolstoy detected this interpolation (which has been corrected in our Revised Version), and he found other passages in which the current translations obscure Christ’s teaching: as for instance the popular libel on Jesus which represents him as having flogged people in the Temple with a scourge!

This, then, is the first of these great guiding rules: Do not be angry.

Some people will say, We do not accept Christ’s authority — why should we not be angry?

But test it any way you like: by experience, by the advice of other great teachers, or by the example of the best men and women in their best moods, and you will find that the advice is good.

Try it experimentally, and you will find that even for your physical nature it is the best advice. If under certain circumstances — say, if dinner is not ready when you want it — you allow yourself to get very angry, you will secrete bile, which is bad for you. But if under precisely similar circumstances you keep your temper, you won’t secrete bile. It will be better for you.

But, finally, one may say, “I cannot help being angry, it is my nature; I am made so.” Very well; there is no danger of your not doing what you must do; but religion and philosophy exist in order to help us to think and feel rightly, and to guide us in so far as our animal nature allows us to be guided. If you can’t abstain from anger altogether, abstain from it as much as you can.

(2) “Ye have heard that it was said, Thou shalt not commit adultery: but I say unto you, that every one that looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.”

This second great rule of conduct is: Do not lust.

It is not generally accepted as good advice. In all our towns things exist — certain ways of dressing, ways of dancing, some entertainments, pictures, and theatrical posters — which would not exist if everybody understood that lust is a bad thing, spoiling our lives.

Being animals we probably cannot help lusting, but the fact that we are imperfect does not prevent the advice from being good. Lust as little as you can, if you cannot be perfectly pure.

(3) “Again, ye have heard that it was said to them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths: but I say unto you, Swear not at all… . But let your speech be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay.”

How absurd! says some one. Here are five great commandments to guide us in life — the first is: “Don’t be angry,” the second is: “Don’t lust.” These are really broad, sweeping rules of conduct — but the third is: “Don’t say damn.” What is the particular harm, or importance, of using a few swear-words?

But that, of course, is not at all the meaning of the commandment. It, too, is a broad, sweeping rule, and it means: Do not give away the control of your future actions. You have a reason and a conscience to guide you, but if you set them aside and swear allegiance elsewhere — to Tsar, Emperor, Kaiser, King, Queen, President or General — they may some day tell you to commit the most awful crimes; perhaps even to kill your fellow-men. What are you going to do then? To break your oath? or commit a crime you never would have dreamt of committing had you not first taken an oath?

The present Emperor of Germany, Wilhelm II, once addressed some naval recruits just after they had taken the oath of allegiance to him. (The oath had been administered by a paid minister of Jesus Christ, on the book which says “Swear not at all.”) Wilhelm II reminded them that they had taken the oath, and that if he called them out to shoot their own fathers they must now obey!

The whole organised and premeditated system of wholesale murder called war, is based and built up in all lands (in England and Russia to-day as in the Roman Empire when Jesus lived) on this practice of inducing people to entrust their consciences to the keeping of others.

But it is the fourth commandment that people most object to. In England, as in Russia, it is as yet hardly even beginning to be understood.

(4) “Ye have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: but I say unto you, Resist not him that is evil; but whosoever smiteth thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.”

That means, do not injure those who act in a way you disapprove of.

There are two different and opposite ways of trying to promote the triumph of good over evil. One way is the way followed by the best men, from Buddha in India and Jesus in Palestine, down to William Lloyd Garrison in America and Leo Tolstoy in Russia. It is to seek to see the truth of things clearly, to speak it out fearlessly, and to try to act up to it, leaving it to influence other people as the rain and the sunshine influence the plants. Men who live that way influence others; and their influence spreads from land to land, and from age to age.

Think of the men who have done most good in the world, and you will find that this has been their principle.

But there is another plan, much more often tried, and still approved of by most people. It consists in making up one’s mind what other people should do, and then, if necessary, using physical violence to make them do it.

For instance, we may think that the Boers ought to let everybody vote for the election of their upper house and chief ruler, and (instead of beginning by trying the experiment at home) we may send out 300,000 men to kill Boers until they leave it to us to decide whether they shall have any votes at all.

People who act like that — Ahab, Attila, Caesar, Napoleon, Bismarck, or Joseph Chamberlain — influence people as long as they can reach them, and even longer; but the influence that lives after them and that spreads furthest, is to a very great extent a bad influence, inflaming men’s hearts with anger, with bitter patriotism, and with malice.

These two lines of conduct are contrary the one to the other. You cannot persuade a man while he thinks you wish to hit or coerce him.

The last commandment is the most sweeping of all, and especially re-enforces the 1st, 3rd, and 4th.

(5) “Ye have heard that it was said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour and hate thine enemy; but I say unto you, Love your enemies … that ye may be sons of your Father which is in heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sendeth rain on the just and the unjust. For if ye love them that love you … what do ye more than others? Do not even the Gentiles (Foreigners: Boers, Turks, etc.) the same? Ye therefore shall be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

The meaning of these five commandments, backed as they are by the example of Jesus and the drift and substance of his most emphatic teaching, is too plain to be misunderstood. It is becoming more and more difficult for the commentators and the expositors to obscure it, though to many of them the words apply: “Ye have made void the word of God because of your traditions.” What Jesus meant us to do, the direction in which he pointed us, and the example he set us, are unmistakable. But, we are told, ‘it is impracticable!’ ‘It must be wrong because it is not what we are doing.’ ‘It is impossible that Jesus can have pointed men to a morality higher than ours!’

There it is! As long as we, men or nations, are self-satisfied — like the Pharisee who thanked God he was not as other men are — we cannot progress. “They that are whole need no physician.” Religion and philosophy can be of use only to those who will admit their imperfections and willingly seek guidance.

‘But it is impossible for us to cease killing men wholesale at the command of our rulers, or to cease hanging men who kill in retail without being told to. We must go on injuring one another, or evil will be sure to come of it.’ If so, then let us throw away Christ’s religion, for it leads us astray, and let us find a better religion instead. The trouble is that the best of the other religious teachers (such as Buddha) said the same thing! And we can hardly admit openly that we are still worshipping Mars or Mammon.

The only other way is for us to be humble and honest about the matter and confess: “I begin to see the truth of this teaching. It points to perfection above the level we have reached; but if I am not good enough to apply it altogether, I will apply it as far as I can, and will at least not deny it, or pervert it, or try by sophistry to debase it to my own level.”

After reaching this view of life (about the year 1880 or a little earlier), Tolstoy saw that much he had formerly considered good was bad, and much he had thought bad was good.

If the aim of life is to co-operate with our Father in doing good, we should not seek to acquire as much property as possible for ourselves, but should seek to give as much to others, and to take as little from others, as we can.

Instead of wanting the most expensive and luxurious food for ourselves, we should seek the cheapest and simplest food that will keep us in health.

Instead of wishing to be better dressed than our neighbours, and wanting to have a shiny black chimney-pot hat to show that we are superior to common folk, we should wish to wear nothing that will separate us from the other children of our Father.

Instead of seeking the most refined and pleasant work for ourselves, and trying to put the rough, disagreeable work on those weaker, less able, less fortunate, or less pushing and selfish than ourselves, we should, on the contrary, make it a point of honour to do our share of what is disagreeable and ill-paid.

Economically speaking, what I take from my brethren should go to my debit, only what service I do them should go to the credit of my account.

Tolstoy became a strict vegetarian, eating only the simplest food and avoiding stimulants. He ceased to smoke. He dressed in the simplest and cheapest manner. Attaching great importance to manual labour, he was careful to take a share of the housework: lighting his own fire and carrying water. He also learned boot-making. Especially he enjoyed labouring with the peasants in the fields, and found that hard as the work was he enjoyed it, and, strange to say, could do better mental work when he only allowed himself a few hours a day for it than he had been able to do when he gave himself up entirely to literary work. Instead of writing chiefly novels and stories for the well-to-do and idle classes, he devoted his wonderful powers principally to clearing up those perplexing problems of human conduct which seem to block the path of progress.

Besides some stories (especially short stories for the people, and some folk-stories which he wrote down in order that they may reach those who are not accustomed to go to the peasants for instruction), many essays and letters on important questions, and a drama and a comedy, his chief works during the last twenty years have been these thirteen books: —

(1) My Confession.

(2) A Criticism of Dogmatic Theology, never yet translated.

(3) The Four Gospels Harmonised and Translated, of which two parts out of three have been (not very well) translated.

(4) What I Believe, sometimes called My Religion.

(5) The Gospel in Brief, a summary of The Four Gospels, and better suited for the general reader than the larger work.

(6) What then must we do? Sometimes called What to do?

(7) On Life, also called Life: a book not carefully finished, and not easy to read in the original. The existing English translation makes nonsense of it in many places, but a new one has now (1902) been announced by the Free Age Press.

(8) The Kreutzer Sonata: a story treating of the sex-question. It should be read with the Afterword, explaining Tolstoy’s views on the subject.

(9) The Kingdom of God is Within You.

(10) The Christian Teaching: a brief summary of Tolstoy’s understanding of Christ’s teaching. He considers that this book still needs revision, but it will be found useful by those who have understood the works numbered 1, 4, 5 and 6 in this list.

(11) What is Art? In Tolstoy’s opinion the best constructed of his books. The profound outcome of fifteen years’ consideration of the problem.

(12) Resurrection, a novel begun about 1894, laid aside in favour of what seemed more important work, and completely re-written and published in 1899, for the benefit of the Doukhobórs.

(13) What is Religion, and what is its Essence? (Feb. 1902.)

The subjects that occupied him were the most important subjects of human knowledge, those which should be (though to-day they are not) emphatically called Science: the kind of science that occupied “Moses, Solon, Socrates, Epictetus, Confucius, Mencius, Marcus Aurelius, Spinoza, and all those who have taught men to live a moral life.” He examined “the results of good and bad actions,” considered the “reasonableness or unreasonableness of human institutions and beliefs,” “how human life should be lived in order to obtain the greatest well-being for each,” and “what one may and should, and what one cannot and should not believe; how to subdue one’s passions, and how to acquire the habit of virtue.”

When Tolstoy began to write boldly and plainly about these things, he quite expected to be persecuted. The Russian Government, however, has considered it wiser not to touch him personally, but to content itself with prohibiting some of his books, mutilating others, and banishing several of those who helped him. Under the auspices of the Holy Synod, books were published denouncing him and his views (an advertisement for which, as he remarked, Pears’ Soap would have paid thousands of pounds), his correspondence was tampered with, spies were set to watch him and his friends, and finally he was excommunicated, in a somewhat half-hearted fashion which suggested that the authorities were ashamed of their action.

These external matters, however, did not trouble him so much as did a spiritual conflict. Indeed, at one time, imprisonment would have come as a relief, solving his difficulty. The case was this: He wished to act in complete consistency with the views he had expressed, but he could not do this — could not, for instance, give away his property — without making his wife or some of his children angry, and without the risk of their even appealing to the authorities to restrain him. This perplexed him very much; but he felt that he could not do good by doing harm. No external rule, such as that people should give all they have to the poor, would justify him in creating anger and bitterness in the hearts of those nearest to him. So, eventually, he handed over his property to his wife and his family, and continued to live in a good house with servants as before; meekly bearing the reproach that he was ‘inconsistent’ and contenting himself with living as simply and frugally as possible.

At the time of the great famine in 1891-1892, circumstances seemed to compel him to undertake the great work of organising and directing the distribution of relief to the starving peasants. Large sums of money passed through his hands, and all Europe and America applauded him. But he himself felt that such activity, of collecting and distributing money, “making a pipe of oneself,” was not the best work of which he was capable. It did not satisfy him. It is not by what we get others to do for pay, but rather by what we do with our own brains, hearts and muscles, that we can best serve God and man.

Since 1895 he has again braved the Russian Government by giving publicity to the facts it was trying to conceal about the persecution of the Doukhobórs in the Caucasus. To aid these men, who refused military service on principle, he broke his rule of taking no money for his writings, and sold the first right of publication in Russia of Resurrection. But of this act, too, he now repents. Whether for himself or for others, he has found that the attempt to get property, money or goods, is apt to be a hindrance to, rather than a means of forwarding, the service of God and man.

Tolstoy is no faultless and infallible prophet whose works should be swallowed as bibliolaters swallow the Bible; but he is a man of extraordinary capacity, sincerity and self-sacrifice, who has for more than twenty years striven to make absolutely plain to all, the solution of some of the most vital problems of existence. What he has said, is part, and no small part, of that truth which shall set men free. It is of interest and importance to all who will hear it, especially to the common folk who do most of the rough work and get least of the praise or pay. But, in England and elsewhere, his message is only beginning to reach those who most need it, and has been greatly misunderstood. Many of the ‘cultured crowd’ who write and talk about him as a genius, twist his views beyond all recognition. They enter not in themselves, neither suffer they them that are entering in, to enter.

The work he has set himself to co-operate in is not the expansion of an Empire, nor is it the establishment of a Church; for man’s perception of truth is progressive, and again and again finds itself hampered by forms and dogmas of State and Church. Sooner or later we must break such outward forms, as the chicken breaks its shell when the time comes. The work to which Tolstoy has set himself is a work to which each of us is also called: it is the establishment on earth of the Kingdom of God, that is, of Truth and Good.


“Tolstoy the Artist” and “Tolstoy the Preacher” 


by Ivan Panin



Table of Contents



TOLSTOY THE ARTIST.



TOLSTOY THE PREACHER



TOLSTOY THE ARTIST.


Table of Contents


1. I have stated in the first lecture that the soul of man ever strives onward and upward; that its goal is the establishment of the kingdom of heaven, which consists in reverence before God above, and in love towards man here below. I have stated that of this journey of the soul heavenward, literature is the record; that the various phases of literary development are only so many mile-posts on the road; that after the voices of the singer, of the protester, of the warrior, are hushed, there must be heard what must remain forever the loftiest voice in letters,—the voice of the preacher, the prophet, the inspirer. And I have stated that just as Pushkin is the singer, Gogol the protester, and Turgenef the fighter, so is Tolstoy in Russian literature the preacher, the inspirer.

2. But just because he is the prophet, the uplifter, the proclaimer, Tolstoy is no longer the merely Russian writer. Pushkin is the Russian singer, Gogol is the Russian protester, and Turgenef is the Russian fighter; but Tolstoy is not the inspirer of Russia alone, but of all mankind. Tolstoy has the least of the Russian in him, because he has the most of the man in him; he has the least of the son of the Slav in him, because he has the most of the Son of God in him. The voice of Leo Tolstoy is not the voice of the nineteenth century, but of all centuries; the voice of Leo Tolstoy is not the voice of one land, but of all lands; for the voice of Leo Tolstoy, in short, is the voice of God speaking through man.

3. For, O my friends, there is a God in heaven, even though the voices of pessimism and agnosticism be raised never so high against him. There is a God who ruleth over the heavens and over the earth; and he is boundless with space, and everlasting with time; and he is sublime with the sky, and he twinkleth with the star; and he smileth with the sun, and he beameth with the moon; and he floateth with the cloud, and he saileth with the wind; he flasheth with the lightning, and resoundeth with the thunder, he heaveth with the sea, and he dasheth with the surf; he floweth with the river, and he rusheth with the torrent; he babbleth with the brook, and he sparkleth with the dew-drop; he reposeth with the landscape, and he laugheth with the meadow; he waveth with the tree, and he quivereth with the leaf; he singeth with the bird, and he buzzeth with the bee; he roareth with the lion, and he pranceth with the steed; he crawleth with the worm, and he soareth with the eagle; he darteth with the porpoise, and he diveth with the fish; he dwelleth with the loving, and he pleadeth with the hating; he shineth with the merciful, and he aspireth with the prayerful. He is ever nigh unto men,—he, the Prince of Light!

4. And I say unto ye that the Lord God hath not hid himself from the hearts of men; he that spake unto Moses and the prophets, and through them,—he is still nigh. He that spake unto Jesus and the Apostles, and through them,—he is still nigh. He that spake to Mohammed and Luther, and through them,—he is still nigh. He recently spake through Carlyle and through Emerson, and their voices are not yet hushed. And he still speaketh, my friends, through Ruskin in England and through Tolstoy in Russia, as he ever shall speak through all earnest souls who love him with all their heart because they know him, who seek him with all their heart because they know him not. Think not therefore the Lord God hath ceased to speak unto men through men; verily, if men but see to it that there be enough inspired, God will see to it that there be enough inspirers.

5. And of these Heaven-sent inspirers, Tolstoy is the latest. But do not believe that in saying that he is Heaven-sent I attempt to explain aught. The highest is ever inexplicable, and it is the bane of modern science that it is ever ready to explain what cannot be explained. Before the highest we can only stand dumb; and this has been the feeling of the greatest, because of the humblest, of spirits. The Greek painter, therefore, when about to depict the highest grief of a father, gives up in despair, and veils the father's face; and Meyer von Bremen's grandmother, when confronted with the question from the children whence came that sweet babe in her arms, can only reply, “The storks brought it;” and so I can say to you only, Tolstoy is sent unto men from Heaven.

6. I say he is Heaven-sent, because he came to proclaim not what is ephemeral and perishing, but what is permanent and everlasting. He came to proclaim not the latest theory of gravitation, of molecular vibration, of modes of heat and manners of cold, nor of struggle for existence, nor of supply and demand, nay, not even of scientific charity. He came to proclaim that which was as true in the days of Jesus as it is true in the days of Darwin,—that the life of man can have no meaning, unless when guided by obedience to God and love to man.[2q] Gravitation, struggle for existence! The earth has been spinning round its parent for ages before man's brain-kin made the marvellous discovery that God's mysterious impulse which set the earth whirling through the abysses of space is explained in right scientific fashion by labelling it gravitation. This green earth has rolled on, this green earth will roll on, label or no label; and the mystery of God men knew not before gravitation, nor do they know it now with gravitation. Men have for ages been multiplying under the blessing of God, and loving one another, long before that marvellous discovery was made that man, sprung from a monkey, and bred in struggle for existence, is destined at last, under fine progress of species, to become brutalized with Malthusian law as a cannibal living on the flesh of his brother, with self-respect and scientific charity in most abundant supply and demand. Tolstoy came to proclaim not the new gospel of death, but the old gospel of life; not the new gospel of struggle for existence, but the old gospel of helpfulness for existence; not the new gospel of competition, but the old gospel of brotherhood. Tolstoy came to proclaim the gospel of God, the gospel of man, the gospel of Christ, the gospel of Socrates, the gospel of Epictetus, of Aurelius, of Carlyle, of Emerson,—the gospel of reverence before God and love to man, which is indeed ever old, but which, alas! the sons of Darkness see to it that it remain forever new.

7. These, then, are the men among whom Tolstoy belongs: which of these the greater, which of these the less? My friends, when we arrive at these, we are no longer among the measurable planets, but among the immeasurable fixed stars. Sirius flashes indeed with greater splendor than Vega, and Vega than Arcturus, and Arcturus than Capella, and Capella flashes with greater splendor than Aldebaran; but who shall undertake to say which of these suns is the greater, which is the less? The difference of splendor is not in the stars themselves, but in our eyes. And at this our immeasurable distance from these souls who are nighest unto the throne of the Most High, it is not for me, the worm, as I stand before you, to presume to measure which is the greater, which is the less. Rather than spending our time in profitless weighing and measuring, let me beseech you to bow your heads in awe and gratitude, praising God for the mercy which sendeth now and then unto men the living voice, the helping voice.
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