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    A restless young aristocrat abandons the glittering certainties of the capital for the stark edge of the Caucasian frontier, only to find that the vastness of the steppe and the discipline of a small warrior community strip away his illusions and demand that he measure himself against a more exacting standard than fashion, habit, or inherited privilege can provide.

The Cossacks is a short novel by Leo Tolstoy, first published in 1863. Drawing on the author’s knowledge of the Caucasus, it follows Dmitry Olenin, a young nobleman who leaves Moscow society and enters military service on the imperial borderlands. Stationed among Cossacks, he encounters a way of life shaped by proximity to nature, communal bonds, and constant vigilance. The narrative begins as a search for renewal and clarity, asking whether escape to a simpler world can answer a complicated soul. Without revealing outcomes, Tolstoy sets a stage where moral aspiration meets the resistant textures of daily life.

Tolstoy’s composition of The Cossacks extended across several years and was informed by his own military service in the Caucasus in the early 1850s. The landscapes, customs, and routines he portrays are filtered through firsthand observation, lending the book an immediacy that supports its realism. Published in the 1860s, it stands at the threshold of Tolstoy’s maturity, when his acute attention to social detail converged with philosophical inquiry. The work’s focus on a frontier village, seen through an outsider seeking meaning, captures the pressures of an expanding empire while keeping the narrative anchored in concrete experiences rather than abstract argument.

As an early masterpiece, The Cossacks achieved classic status through the clarity of its prose, the precision of its psychology, and the moral seriousness that would later characterize Tolstoy’s longer novels. It balances narrative momentum with reflective pauses, inviting readers to inhabit both external scenes and interior reckonings. The book’s measured scale lets Tolstoy distill questions of belonging, courage, and self-deception without diluting their force. Many readers recognize in it the seeds of techniques refined in War and Peace and Anna Karenina: an unflinching attention to motive, an insistence on the dignity of ordinary routines, and a conviction that ethical truth is inseparable from lived detail.

One reason the novel endures is its exploration of authenticity. Olenin’s journey tests an attractive idea: that a purer, simpler life can be chosen like a new coat. Tolstoy patiently examines the gap between imagining virtue and inhabiting it. The Cossack community embodies codes refined by necessity—hospitality, bravery, and mutual obligation—that resist superficial imitation. The novel therefore becomes a study in moral apprenticeship: how one learns to see, to listen, and to accept limits. By staging this inquiry on the imperial frontier, Tolstoy also interrogates the fantasies that metropolitan observers often project onto people whose lives differ starkly from their own.

The characters who surround Olenin challenge him not by preaching, but by being themselves with unembarrassed integrity. Hunters, soldiers, elders, and young women live within rhythms guided by work, season, and defense. Their values emerge in action—guard duty, harvest, celebration, and measured transgression—and through these encounters the newcomer measures his own ideals. Tolstoy is careful not to flatten the community into a symbol; its variety and internal tensions are part of the education the protagonist receives. The result is a drama of perception rather than spectacle, where the decisive moments occur in quiet recognitions as much as in outward events.

Stylistically, The Cossacks showcases Tolstoy’s early mastery of scene and setting. Descriptions of dawn on the river, the geometry of a village street, or the weight of a rifle on a shoulder are not decorative; they teach the reader how this world works. Tolstoy’s plain yet exact prose, often focused through a close third person, allows physical facts to disclose ethical contours. Conversation is rendered with an ear for cadence and understatement, while action unfolds with the inevitability of habit rather than melodrama. Such choices foster a realism that lets judgment arise from context, not authorial assertion.

The novel also belongs to a distinguished line of Russian writing about the Caucasus. Earlier poets and novelists had turned to the region for tales of freedom, danger, and encounter. Tolstoy continues that tradition while tempering romance with scrutiny. His frontier is not a stage for exotic fantasy, but a lived environment where customs have practical roots and beauty carries obligations. This balance between allure and accountability expands the possibilities of the Caucasus as a literary setting, demonstrating how a specific place—rendered with care—can illuminate universal questions of identity and duty.

Its influence persists through the example it set for psychologically grounded realism and ethically alert storytelling. The Cossacks showed how a compact narrative can combine ethnographic observation with a probing portrait of conscience without reducing either to ornament. In doing so, it contributed to a mode of fiction that many later writers—across languages—would pursue when depicting borderlands, small communities, and outsiders in search of meaning. Continuing readership and frequent translation affirm its status as a work that rewards renewed attention, whether one approaches it as history, philosophy, or a finely shaped tale.

At the heart of the book lies a patient inquiry: What constitutes a good life, and who has the authority to say? The story juxtaposes personal reinvention with the stubborn facts of context—class origin, communal custom, and the demands of work and danger. It asks whether moral clarity comes from self-renunciation, disciplined belonging, or a steadier perception of others. Without resolving these questions in programmatic fashion, Tolstoy dramatizes how ethical understanding grows slowly, in fits and starts, through trial, embarrassment, and an education in limits.

For readers new to Tolstoy, The Cossacks offers an inviting entry point. Its scale is modest, its scenes vivid, and its design unified, yet it contains the hallmarks that make the author indispensable: the pressure of honesty on self-image, the dignity of ordinary labor, and the way landscapes become moral weather. It also provides a historical window onto mid-nineteenth-century life on the imperial periphery, presented without pedantry. Those who admire Tolstoy’s later epics will recognize familiar concerns here in concentrated form, while those encountering him for the first time will find a lucid, absorbing narrative.

The book’s contemporary relevance is plain. In an age preoccupied with authenticity, cross-cultural contact, and the ethics of belonging, The Cossacks offers a disciplined alternative to slogans: patient looking, modest claims, and fidelity to particulars. It reminds us that ideals must be tested where we live and work, among neighbors who do not share our history, and in landscapes that outlast our plans. That uncompromising honesty—married to humane curiosity—secures the novel’s lasting appeal and explains why, more than a century and a half after its publication, it continues to illuminate the restless hopes of readers.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Cossacks, a novella by Leo Tolstoy first published in 1863 in The Russian Messenger, follows a young Russian nobleman, Dmitri Olenin, who seeks renewal by leaving Moscow society to serve in the Caucasus. Drawn by ideas of freedom and purity, he imagines the frontier as a place where life is more authentic and virtue more attainable. Tolstoy frames this personal quest within the realities of a borderland during the Caucasus War, introducing a community of Terek Cossacks whose customs, work, and martial duties shape daily existence. The narrative explores how Olenin’s expectations meet a concrete world of labor, ritual, danger, and embedded tradition.

Upon arriving at a Cossack stanitsa along the Terek River, Olenin is billeted with a local household and begins to observe village life from an outsider’s perspective. He notes the disciplined rhythms of agriculture, horsemanship, and patrol service, as well as the community’s proud independence and strict codes. The river, fields, and distant mountains strike him with a sense of vastness and clarity, contrasting with the artifices he associates with metropolitan salons. Tolstoy uses Olenin’s gaze to highlight the textures of a culture at once hospitable and guarded, placing him between the Russian military presence and the Cossacks’ own identity and priorities.

Olenin’s first real guide to the place is the seasoned hunter known as Uncle Eroshka, a genial figure whose lore about animals, weather, and the land fascinates the newcomer. Through hunts and long conversations, Eroshka embodies a practical wisdom rooted in experience rather than theory. He drinks, jokes, and speaks frankly, yet he also articulates an ethic of living in tune with nature’s cycles. With him, Olenin learns to track, to sit silently in the forest, and to feel the steppe’s grandeur. These encounters draw the protagonist deeper into the landscape and kindle his hope that a simpler life might reform his character.

Two figures anchor the social drama of the stanitsa: Maryanka, a young Cossack woman admired for her beauty and independence, and Lukashka, a bold Cossack horseman celebrated for his prowess. Maryanka is promised within her community’s customs, and Lukashka’s confidence and skill make him a natural favorite among peers. Olenin’s fascination with Maryanka grows from distant admiration to a more troubling preoccupation, sharpening his outsider status. Tolstoy presents the Cossack code of courtship and family honor as strong, closely watched, and largely immune to romantic idealization. Olenin confronts the limits of his desires amid norms he barely understands.

Frontier tensions intensify as news of raids and skirmishes circulates. Lukashka distinguishes himself in border service, an emblem of the Cossack role as both farmers and fighters. His feats—tied to swift horsemanship, marksmanship, and daring—win him acclaim and reinforce the community’s measure of manhood. Yet Tolstoy pairs such glory with reminders of risk, loss, and the hard calculus of survival. Olenin admires Lukashka’s courage while sensing a widening gap between his own notions of moral reform and the immediacies of war. The praise Lukashka earns becomes a backdrop for quiet rivalry and questions about merit, pride, and belonging.

Life on the cordon exposes Olenin to the Russian army’s routines: patrols along the river, night watches, and sudden alarms. The proximity of enemy outposts and the ever-present possibility of ambush keep the soldiers wary. Tolstoy juxtaposes the pastoral calm of vineyards and grazing with sharp bursts of violence, suggesting that both serenity and danger are constitutive features of the frontier. Olenin’s reveries on nature and virtue are repeatedly checked by orders, duty, and the sight of wounded men. He grapples with whether courage lies in action, restraint, or renunciation, and whether purity is attainable amid the pressures of service.

Within the stanitsa, communal life unfolds through work, song, gatherings, and the sharing of local wine, all governed by traditions that give shape to joy and sorrow alike. Olenin tries to cultivate humility, sometimes giving away possessions and attempting to live more frugally. He experiments with self-denial as a route to moral clarity, aiming to do good without expectation. Yet desire, vanity, and the yearning to be seen complicate those efforts. Tolstoy probes the difference between idealistic resolve and lived conduct, asking whether virtue can be chosen like a regimen or must emerge from belonging and responsibility.

As Olenin’s feelings for Maryanka deepen, the personal and the communal collide. Friendships strain under the weight of rumor, pride, and competing loyalties. Lukashka’s reputation, the village’s codes, and the military situation converge to raise the stakes for everyone involved. Border alarms, hunting trips, and night watches become charged occasions where private motives intersect with public duty. Decisions approach that will test Olenin’s self-conception, Maryanka’s autonomy within tradition, and Lukashka’s standing among his peers. Tolstoy sustains the tension by allowing social pressures and imminent danger to amplify the characters’ unspoken calculations without forcing premature revelation.

The Cossacks ultimately studies whether a person can remake himself by changing place, and whether “natural” life is a real alternative or a romantic projection. It weighs honor against happiness, belonging against freedom, and action against self-scrutiny, all within the ethically charged setting of imperial frontier service. Without relying on melodramatic turns, Tolstoy evokes consequences that feel both intimate and inevitable. The novella’s enduring significance lies in its lucid portrayal of cultural encounter and its probing of moral aspiration in ordinary acts. Its restraint, attention to place, and sympathy for conflicting codes anticipate themes that Tolstoy would pursue throughout his later work.
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    Leo Tolstoy’s The Cossacks unfolds in the North Caucasus during the mid-nineteenth century, along the Terek River where Russian imperial outposts met the highlands. The setting spans the last years of Nicholas I’s reign and the early rule of Alexander II, when autocracy, the Orthodox Church, and the estates system structured daily life. Cossack stanitsas—military-agricultural settlements—formed a living frontier, governed by local atamans and communal customs under imperial oversight. Russian officers, drawn largely from the nobility, coexisted uneasily with border communities and nearby Muslim mountaineers. This world of patrols, vineyards, and village rituals frames Tolstoy’s portrait of a society suspended between empire and periphery.

The novel’s background is the long Caucasian War, fought roughly from 1817 to 1864, as the Russian Empire consolidated control over the region. Earlier treaties with Persia—Gulistan (1813) and Turkmenchay (1828)—had secured Transcaucasia for Russia, but resistance north of the main range persisted. The empire extended a cordon of forts and stanitsas along the Terek and Sunzha, projecting power through garrisons and Cossack hosts. Tolstoy’s scenes of sentry duty, alarms, and sudden skirmishes echo this ongoing conflict, depicting a frontier where political claims translated into nightly patrols and contested fields, rather than formal battles alone.

A central figure of resistance during this period was Imam Shamil, who led a coalition of Chechen and Dagestani communities from the 1830s until his capture in 1859. His authority rested in part on muridism, a reformist Sufi movement that emphasized discipline and religious renewal. Russian commanders faced guerrilla tactics, ambushes, and mobile warfare that strained conventional methods. Tolstoy’s depictions of raids, watchfulness, and the moral ambiguities of punitive expeditions reflect this asymmetric struggle. Without offering strategic chronicles, the narrative captures the human rhythms of a frontier war, where villagers, scouts, and soldiers lived under the constant possibility of sudden violence.

The Terek Cossacks constituted a distinct estate in imperial society, simultaneously farmers, horsemen, and border soldiers. Their communities, established over centuries, held collective land and maintained semi-autonomous administration through the stanitsa assembly (the krug) and leadership by an ataman, all under the imperial military’s umbrella. In exchange for land and certain tax privileges, Cossack men owed hereditary service, providing vital cavalry and infantry for frontier defense. Tolstoy attends closely to their labor, dress, horsemanship, and ritual life, portraying an estate whose identity fused Orthodox belief, local custom, and a martial ethos, shaped by the demands of guarding an often-hostile border.

The broader Russian estates system provides a crucial contrast. In the empire’s heartland, serfdom bound tens of millions of peasants to noble landowners until its abolition in 1861. Nobles enjoyed legal privileges and often pursued military or civil service careers, a pattern that brought young officers to the Caucasus. Tolstoy’s protagonist, a young aristocrat, embodies the mid-century crisis of purpose among educated nobles: materially secure yet spiritually restless. By setting him among free Cossack villagers—neither serfs nor metropolitan elites—the novel juxtaposes estate-bound refinement with frontier pragmatism, probing whether sincerity, labor, and communal belonging could remedy the moral fatigue of Russian high society.

Life on the Caucasus Line revolved around cordon duty and small-unit operations. Soldiers and Cossacks garrisoned posts, patrolled forests and steppe, and guarded river crossings. Fortified blockhouses, pickets, and alarm systems structured defense, while detachments pursued raiders or protected harvests. Firearms ranged from smoothbore muskets to more modern percussion weapons introduced mid-century, but the saber, lance, and horse remained emblematic of frontier war. Tolstoy’s carefully observed routines—unsettling nights, sudden shots from the brush, and the precarious crossing of open ground—translate imperial strategy into lived experience, revealing how policy and geography narrowed into the personal calculus of risk, courage, and fatigue.

The region’s cultural exchange shaped Cossack life. Generations of proximity to mountain peoples fostered shared practices in dress, horsemanship, and weaponry: the cherkesska coat, the papakha, and the shashka saber became familiar, while local songs and dance patterns resonated across communities. Orthodoxy remained central to Cossack identity, yet everyday dealings with Muslim neighbors required pragmatism and mutual recognition of custom. Tolstoy’s portrayals of speech, gesture, and hospitality reflect this porous frontier culture. Rather than presenting a sealed Russian enclave, he depicts a society molded by contact and competition, its self-image formed as much by what it borrows as by what it defends.

Economic life along the Terek combined subsistence and market elements. Cossack households cultivated grain and vegetables, tended vineyards—especially in areas such as the Kizlyar district—and kept livestock. Fishing, hunting, and seasonal labor supplemented incomes, while military service brought stipends and access to imperial supplies. Communal land tenure shaped planting and grazing, and village festivals punctuated the agricultural calendar. Tolstoy’s attention to vineyard work, feasting, and the proud display of horses underscores how wealth and status were measured not only in rubles, but in productive land, good wine, and hard-won skills suited to a demanding landscape.

Within stanitsas, gender and family roles reflected frontier realities. Women managed households, worked fields and vineyards, and maintained social networks while men rode patrols or served in detachments. Courtship, marriage arrangements, and dowries intertwined with communal expectations of honor and diligence. Festive gatherings, songs, and competitive displays affirmed reputations, while the threat of war imparted urgency to family formation and property transfer. Tolstoy’s depiction of village celebrations and domestic labor offers more than picturesque detail: it maps how economic survival, military obligation, and moral standing converged in everyday decisions, shaping the choices of young men and women without resorting to caricature.

Transportation and communication constraints deepened the region’s isolation. Before railways reached the North Caucasus in the 1870s, movement depended on river crossings, rough roads, and horse relays. Messages passed by couriers; alarms traveled by line-of-sight and signal systems. The telegraph was spreading in the empire during the 1850s, but the frontier still relied heavily on physical messengers and local initiative. These conditions preserved the stanitsa’s autonomy and slowed the imposition of metropolitan routines. Tolstoy uses this tempo—the lag between orders and events—to show how communities forged their own responses to danger, according to local knowledge rather than distant bureaucratic timetables.

The Caucasus held a powerful place in Russian literary imagination before Tolstoy. Poets and prose writers, including Pushkin, Bestuzhev-Marlinsky, and Lermontov, fashioned the mountains as a site of sublime nature, romantic freedom, and dangerous passion. Their works often paired a disillusioned nobleman with a stark frontier, producing the motif of the restless outsider. Tolstoy inherits this tradition but complicates it with ethnographic precision and a moral inquiry into empire. The novel tempers the exotic with the ordinary—bread, wine, patrols, and village talk—so that the Caucasus becomes less an abstract symbol and more a tangible world where ideals meet stubborn facts.

Tolstoy’s authority derived from firsthand experience. He served in the Caucasus from 1851 to 1854, observing garrison routines, skirmishes, and village life. During and after this period he wrote several Caucasus sketches, such as The Raid (1853) and later pieces on wood-felling and reconnaissance, that honed his realist method. He began The Cossacks in the early 1850s and completed it roughly a decade later, drawing on notes and memory. That long gestation shaped the novel’s tone: part youthful fascination with frontier vitality, part mature unease with violence and conquest. The blend grounds the work in verifiable practices rather than melodrama.

When The Cossacks appeared in 1863 in The Russian Messenger, it entered a literary marketplace transformed by the early reforms of Alexander II. Censorship remained in force, but the climate was comparatively more open than under Nicholas I, enabling critical depictions of bureaucracy, estate privilege, and the burdens of war—if framed with tact. Journals mediated debates about national character and empire, and editors prized fiction that engaged social questions with artistic seriousness. Tolstoy’s novel offered such engagement, balancing the appeal of frontier color with implicit scrutiny of noble idleness and the costs of expansion, without directly challenging imperial policy.

The 1860s Great Reforms supply an essential frame. The emancipation of the serfs in 1861 redefined property, labor, and citizenship across the empire; subsequent judicial, municipal, and military reforms advanced unevenly through the decade. Though set earlier, the novel’s contrast between aristocratic ennui and communal vigor resonated with reform-era hopes for moral regeneration. Readers debated whether Russia’s future lay in peasant traditions, European models, or a synthesis. Tolstoy’s sober account of Cossack solidarity, hard work, and measured joy contributed to these conversations, suggesting that meaning might arise less from institutions than from ethical labor embedded in a living community.

Imperial ideology, notably the triad Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality articulated in the 1830s, justified expansion as a civilizing mission. Official discourse portrayed the line as securing the empire from Ottoman and Persian influence while uplifting frontier peoples. Yet the daily reality involved reciprocal violence, hostage-taking, and reprisals. Tolstoy neither endorses nor dramatizes manifest destiny; instead he presents a composite portrait of ordinary actors bound to policies they did not make. By granting interiority to villagers and soldiers, he exposes how slogans thin out on the ground, where fear, hospitality, and pride coexist with the state’s abstract claims.

The ethical pressure of colonial war pervades the book. Mid-century armies grappled with modernizing drill and logistics even as frontier conflict remained intimate and personal. Russian officers pursued honor and advancement; Cossacks defended homes and status; mountaineers protected autonomy and faith. Tolstoy registers the moral cost without sermonizing, showing how bravery and cruelty can inhabit the same landscape. His later pacifist convictions were not yet formed, but the seeds are visible in his reluctance to glorify killing or to reduce enemies to types. This reticence allows the narrative to question victory’s meaning, long before it supplies any philosophical answer.

Finally, the novel interrogates the Russian aristocrat’s self-understanding. Mid-century culture diagnosed the educated noble as a superfluous man—talented yet directionless. The Cossacks places such a figure among people whose tasks are immediate and whose virtues are practical. The frontier reveals both the appeal and the limits of seeking renewal by changing scenery. Tolstoy’s realism denies easy resolutions: empire grants access to remote worlds while distorting them; tradition sustains communities while constraining individuals. In this tension, the book functions as a mirror to its era—recording institutions, conflicts, and customs—while quietly asking what kind of life, and polity, can justify itself.
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    Introduction
Lev Nikolayevich (Leo) Tolstoy (1828–1910) was a Russian novelist, moral thinker, and public intellectual whose work reshaped both literature and ethical discourse. Born into the provincial nobility at Yasnaya Polyana, he achieved world renown with War and Peace and Anna Karenina, long novels acclaimed for psychological depth, historical scope, and social insight. He also produced influential shorter fiction, including The Cossacks, The Kreutzer Sonata, Master and Man, and the late masterpiece Hadji Murad, as well as essays and treatises on religion, art, and politics. Tolstoy’s authority extended beyond letters, inspiring debates about nonviolence, social justice, education, and the responsibilities of art and conscience.
Tolstoy’s life traced a dramatic arc from privileged youth to soldier and celebrated author, then to religious seeker and social critic. His experiences in the Caucasus and the Crimean War informed early fiction noted for unsentimental realism. A spiritual crisis in midlife redirected his energies toward moral philosophy and public advocacy, culminating in writings that challenged church, state, and prevailing cultural values. He became a figure of global consequence, corresponding with admirers abroad and influencing reformers and pacifists. His death in 1910, after leaving his estate late in life, sealed an already formidable legacy that continues to shape how readers understand narrative truth and ethical imagination.
Education and Literary Influences
Tolstoy received a broad private education typical of his class, then attended Kazan University, studying first Oriental languages and later law before leaving without a degree. He read widely in Russian and European literature, and early notebooks reveal a disciplined program of self-improvement. Travels and administrative work on his estate intensified his interest in peasant life, while military service exposed him to the stark realities of violence and bureaucracy. These experiences converged in a commitment to plain style, concrete detail, and moral scrutiny. By the time he first published, he had developed a method grounded in observation, skeptical introspection, and close attention to ordinary life.
His intellectual formation remained porous and evolving. He engaged deeply with the Gospels, especially the ethical teachings of the Sermon on the Mount, which later informed his views on nonresistance and simple living. He read Rousseau with admiration, absorbing critiques of inequality and civilization’s corruptions, and he studied Schopenhauer’s reflections on suffering and will. Encounters with European pedagogy during his travels helped shape his educational experiments at Yasnaya Polyana, where he emphasized learner autonomy and moral development. Friendships and rivalries with contemporaries, including Ivan Turgenev and other Russian writers, sharpened his sense of artistic purpose and the social stakes of literature.
Literary Career
Tolstoy’s first successes came in the 1850s with Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth, a semi-autobiographical trilogy tracing a young man’s self-conscious growth, and the Sevastopol Sketches, vivid war reportage from the Crimean front. He also wrote The Cossacks, distilling his Caucasus experience into a compact study of identity and desire, and Family Happiness, an acute portrait of marriage. From the outset, readers recognized his ability to anatomize motive, dramatize ethical pressure, and describe physical and social environments with arresting clarity. The blend of documentary attention and inwardness set him apart and prepared the ground for his later, monumental narratives.
War and Peace, composed during the 1860s, expanded the scale of the novel by fusing family saga, historical chronicle, and essayistic reflection into a single architecture. Set against the Napoleonic wars, it examines how private lives intersect with vast impersonal forces, questioning the meaning of history and the limits of individual agency. Tolstoy’s panoramic scenes, from salons to battlefields, are anchored in minute sensory detail and the rhythms of domestic life. The work was greeted as a landmark in Russian letters and quickly became an international touchstone, admired for its range, humane intelligence, and the naturalness with which it renders thought and feeling.
Anna Karenina, published serially in the 1870s, refined Tolstoy’s psychological realism within a more concentrated social framework. It traces intersecting destinies in a society scrutinizing love, marriage, and moral responsibility, while counterpointing intimate crises with rural reform and spiritual inquiry. The novel’s design and tonal control impressed critics and readers alike, who praised its ethical complexity and the vitality of its living scenes. Without reducing characters to types, Tolstoy reveals how custom and conscience shape choice. The book consolidated his reputation as a master of narrative form, even as it showed growing tensions between his art and the society it depicted.
In the wake of a profound spiritual crisis, Tolstoy turned to confessional and religious prose that reframed his entire project. A Confession recounts his search for meaning; later texts such as What I Believe (also known as My Religion), The Kingdom of God Is Within You, and What Is Art? articulate a stringent ethics of nonviolence, sincerity, and service. He questioned institutions and practices he felt betrayed the Gospel’s plain demands, and he reappraised the social role of art. This phase fed back into his fiction, sharpening its moral focus and heightening its critique of coercion, vanity, and self-deception.
Resurrection, published near the turn of the century, dramatizes judicial and social hypocrisy through the story of a nobleman confronting guilt and systemic injustice. Its frank indictment of penal practices and entrenched privilege provoked controversy and censorship but enjoyed wide circulation, including in translation. Alongside major novels, Tolstoy continued to produce shorter fiction and moral tales, such as Master and Man and How Much Land Does a Man Need?, which distilled ethical dilemmas into lucid narratives. His late fiction, notably The Kreutzer Sonata, Father Sergius, and the posthumously published Hadji Murad, shows a tightening of form and an undiminished capacity for moral and psychological revelation.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Tolstoy’s public stances flowed from a rigorously examined Christianity centered on nonviolence, truthfulness, and renunciation of domination. He argued for nonresistance to evil by violence, criticized state power and militarism, and urged individuals to reform their lives through labor, compassion, and voluntary simplicity. He gradually adopted practices such as abstinence from alcohol and, for long periods, vegetarianism, in keeping with an ethic of minimizing harm. His religious writings drew intense attention and official scrutiny; in 1901, the Russian Orthodox Church excommunicated him, a measure that underscored the gulf between his readings of the Gospel and ecclesiastical authority.
His advocacy had practical dimensions. At Yasnaya Polyana, he founded experimental schools for peasant children and compiled educational primers designed to be accessible and morally serious. During the famine of the early 1890s, he organized relief efforts and mobilized networks of volunteers and donors. He supported conscientious objectors and persecuted religious minorities, and he devoted income from later works, notably Resurrection, to charitable purposes, including assistance to the Doukhobors seeking emigration. His treatise The Kingdom of God Is Within You influenced international discussions of nonviolent resistance; correspondence late in life shows his ideas reaching reformers abroad, including Mohandas Gandhi, who engaged seriously with Tolstoy’s arguments.
Final Years & Legacy
In his final decade, Tolstoy continued to write shorter fiction, parables, diaries, and letters while grappling with the tension between family obligations, property, and his ideals. In 1910, at the age of eighty-two, he left Yasnaya Polyana in search of solitude and died shortly thereafter at the rural railway station of Astapovo, reportedly of pneumonia. His passing was a national event and an international moment of reflection. Tolstoy’s legacy endures in the novel’s expanded possibilities, in moral philosophy rooted in everyday conscience, and in movements for nonviolent change. His works remain widely translated and read, shaping debates on art, history, faith, and social responsibility.
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All is quiet in Moscow[1q]. The squeak of wheels is seldom heard in
the snow-covered street. There are no lights left in the windows
and the street lamps have been extinguished. Only the sound of
bells, borne over the city from the church towers, suggests the
approach of morning. The streets are deserted. At rare intervals a
night-cabman's sledge kneads up the snow and sand in the street as
the driver makes his way to another corner where he falls asleep
while waiting for a fare. An old woman passes by on her way to
church, where a few wax candles burn with a red light reflected on
the gilt mountings of the icons. Workmen are already getting up
after the long winter night and going to their work—but for the
gentlefolk it is still evening.

From a window in Chevalier's Restaurant a light—illegal at that
hour—is still to be seen through a chink in the shutter. At the
entrance a carriage, a sledge, and a cabman's sledge, stand close
together with their backs to the curbstone. A three-horse sledge
from the post-station is there also. A yard-porter muffled up and
pinched with cold is sheltering behind the corner of the house.

'And what's the good of all this jawing?' thinks the footman who
sits in the hall weary and haggard. 'This always happens when I'm
on duty.' From the adjoining room are heard the voices of three
young men, sitting there at a table on which are wine and the
remains of supper. One, a rather plain, thin, neat little man,
sits looking with tired kindly eyes at his friend, who is about to
start on a journey. Another, a tall man, lies on a sofa beside a
table on which are empty bottles, and plays with his watch-key. A
third, wearing a short, fur-lined coat, is pacing up and down the
room stopping now and then to crack an almond between his strong,
rather thick, but well-tended fingers. He keeps smiling at
something and his face and eyes are all aglow. He speaks warmly
and gesticulates, but evidently does not find the words he wants
and those that occur to him seem to him inadequate to express what
has risen to his heart.

'Now I can speak out fully,' said the traveller. 'I don't want to
defend myself, but I should like you at least to understand me as
I understand myself, and not look at the matter superficially. You
say I have treated her badly,' he continued, addressing the man
with the kindly eyes who was watching him.

'Yes, you are to blame,' said the latter, and his look seemed to
express still more kindliness and weariness.

'I know why you say that,' rejoined the one who was leaving. 'To
be loved is in your opinion as great a happiness as to love, and
if a man obtains it, it is enough for his whole life.'

'Yes, quite enough, my dear fellow, more than enough!' confirmed
the plain little man, opening and shutting his eyes.

'But why shouldn't the man love too?' said the traveller
thoughtfully, looking at his friend with something like pity. 'Why
shouldn't one love? Because love doesn't come ... No, to be
beloved is a misfortune. It is a misfortune to feel guilty because
you do not give something you cannot give. O my God!' he added,
with a gesture of his arm. 'If it all happened reasonably, and not
all topsy-turvy—not in our way but in a way of its own! Why, it's
as if I had stolen that love! You think so too, don't deny it. You
must think so. But will you believe it, of all the horrid and
stupid things I have found time to do in my life—and there are
many—this is one I do not and cannot repent of. Neither at the
beginning nor afterwards did I lie to myself or to her. It seemed
to me that I had at last fallen in love, but then I saw that it
was an involuntary falsehood, and that that was not the way to
love, and I could not go on, but she did. Am I to blame that I
couldn't? What was I to do?'

'Well, it's ended now!' said his friend, lighting a cigar to
master his sleepiness. 'The fact is that you have not yet loved
and do not know what love is.'

The man in the fur-lined coat was going to speak again, and put
his hands to his head, but could not express what he wanted to
say.

'Never loved! ... Yes, quite true, I never have! But after all, I
have within me a desire to love, and nothing could be stronger
than that desire! But then, again, does such love exist? There
always remains something incomplete. Ah well! What's the use of
talking? I've made an awful mess of life! But anyhow it's all over
now; you are quite right. And I feel that I am beginning a new
life.'

'Which you will again make a mess of,' said the man who lay on the
sofa playing with his watch-key. But the traveller did not listen
to him.

'I am sad and yet glad to go,' he continued. 'Why I am sad I don't
know.'

And the traveller went on talking about himself, without noticing
that this did not interest the others as much as it did him. A man
is never such an egotist as at moments of spiritual ecstasy. At
such times it seems to him that there is nothing on earth more
splendid and interesting than himself.

'Dmitri Andreich! The coachman won't wait any longer!' said a
young serf[1], entering the room in a sheepskin coat, with a scarf
tied round his head. 'The horses have been standing since twelve,
and it's now four o'clock!'

Dmitri Andreich looked at his serf, Vanyusha. The scarf round
Vanyusha's head, his felt boots and sleepy face, seemed to be
calling his master to a new life of labour, hardship, and
activity.

'True enough! Good-bye!' said he, feeling for the unfastened hook
and eye on his coat.

In spite of advice to mollify the coachman by another tip, he put
on his cap and stood in the middle of the room. The friends kissed
once, then again, and after a pause, a third time. The man in the
fur-lined coat approached the table and emptied a champagne glass,
then took the plain little man's hand and blushed.

'Ah well, I will speak out all the same ... I must and will be
frank with you because I am fond of you ... Of course you love
her—I always thought so—don't you?'

'Yes,' answered his friend, smiling still more gently.

'And perhaps...'

'Please sir, I have orders to put out the candles,' said the
sleepy attendant, who had been listening to the last part of the
conversation and wondering why gentlefolk always talk about one
and the same thing. 'To whom shall I make out the bill? To you,
sir?' he added, knowing whom to address and turning to the tall
man.

'To me,' replied the tall man. 'How much?'

'Twenty-six rubles.'

The tall man considered for a moment, but said nothing and put the
bill in his pocket.

The other two continued their talk.

'Good-bye, you are a capital fellow!' said the short plain man
with the mild eyes. Tears filled the eyes of both. They stepped
into the porch.

'Oh, by the by,' said the traveller, turning with a blush to the
tall man, 'will you settle Chevalier's bill and write and let me
know?'

'All right, all right!' said the tall man, pulling on his gloves.
'How I envy you!' he added quite unexpectedly when they were out
in the porch.

The traveller got into his sledge, wrapped his coat about him, and
said: 'Well then, come along!' He even moved a little to make room
in the sledge for the man who said he envied him—his voice
trembled.

'Good-bye, Mitya! I hope that with God's help you...' said the
tall one. But his wish was that the other would go away quickly,
and so he could not finish the sentence.

They were silent a moment. Then someone again said, 'Good-bye,'
and a voice cried, 'Ready,' and the coachman touched up the
horses.

'Hy, Elisar!' One of the friends called out, and the other
coachman and the sledge-drivers began moving, clicking their
tongues and pulling at the reins. Then the stiffened carriage-
wheels rolled squeaking over the frozen snow.

'A fine fellow, that Olenin!' said one of the friends. 'But what
an idea to go to the Caucasus—as a cadet, too! I wouldn't do it
for anything. ... Are you dining at the club to-morrow?'

'Yes.'

They separated.

The traveller felt warm, his fur coat seemed too hot. He sat on
the bottom of the sledge and unfastened his coat, and the three
shaggy post-horses dragged themselves out of one dark street into
another, past houses he had never before seen. It seemed to Olenin
that only travellers starting on a long journey went through those
streets. All was dark and silent and dull around him, but his soul
was full of memories, love, regrets, and a pleasant tearful
feeling.
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'I'm fond of them, very fond! ... First-rate fellows! ... Fine[2q]!'
he kept repeating, and felt ready to cry. But why he wanted to
cry, who were the first-rate fellows he was so fond of—was more
than he quite knew. Now and then he looked round at some house and
wondered why it was so curiously built; sometimes he began
wondering why the post-boy and Vanyusha, who were so different
from himself, sat so near, and together with him were being jerked
about and swayed by the tugs the side-horses gave at the frozen
traces, and again he repeated: 'First rate ... very fond!' and
once he even said: 'And how it seizes one ... excellent!' and
wondered what made him say it. 'Dear me, am I drunk?' he asked
himself. He had had a couple of bottles of wine, but it was not
the wine alone that was having this effect on Olenin. He
remembered all the words of friendship heartily, bashfully,
spontaneously (as he believed) addressed to him on his departure.
He remembered the clasp of hands, glances, the moments of silence,
and the sound of a voice saying, 'Good-bye, Mitya!' when he was
already in the sledge. He remembered his own deliberate frankness.
And all this had a touching significance for him. Not only friends
and relatives, not only people who had been indifferent to him,
but even those who did not like him, seemed to have agreed to
become fonder of him, or to forgive him, before his departure, as
people do before confession or death. 'Perhaps I shall not return
from the Caucasus,' he thought. And he felt that he loved his
friends and some one besides. He was sorry for himself. But it was
not love for his friends that so stirred and uplifted his heart
that he could not repress the meaningless words that seemed to
rise of themselves to his lips; nor was it love for a woman (he
had never yet been in love) that had brought on this mood. Love
for himself, love full of hope—warm young love for all that was
good in his own soul (and at that moment it seemed to him that
there was nothing but good in it)--compelled him to weep and to
mutter incoherent words.

Olenin was a youth who had never completed his university course,
never served anywhere (having only a nominal post in some
government office or other), who had squandered half his fortune
and had reached the age of twenty-four without having done
anything or even chosen a career. He was what in Moscow society is
termed un jeune homme[2].

At the age of eighteen he was free—as only rich young Russians in
the 'forties who had lost their parents at an early age could be.
Neither physical nor moral fetters of any kind existed for him; he
could do as he liked, lacking nothing and bound by nothing.
Neither relatives, nor fatherland, nor religion, nor wants,
existed for him. He believed in nothing and admitted nothing. But
although he believed in nothing he was not a morose or blase young
man, nor self-opinionated, but on the contrary continually let
himself be carried away. He had come to the conclusion that there
is no such thing as love, yet his heart always overflowed in the
presence of any young and attractive woman. He had long been aware
that honours and position were nonsense, yet involuntarily he felt
pleased when at a ball Prince Sergius came up and spoke to him
affably. But he yielded to his impulses only in so far as they did
not limit his freedom. As soon as he had yielded to any influence
and became conscious of its leading on to labour and struggle, he
instinctively hastened to free himself from the feeling or
activity into which he was being drawn and to regain his freedom.
In this way he experimented with society-life, the civil service,
farming, music—to which at one time he intended to devote his
life—and even with the love of women in which he did not believe.
He meditated on the use to which he should devote that power of
youth which is granted to man only once in a lifetime: that force
which gives a man the power of making himself, or even—as it
seemed to him—of making the universe, into anything he wishes:
should it be to art, to science, to love of woman, or to practical
activities? It is true that some people are devoid of this
impulse, and on entering life at once place their necks under the
first yoke that offers itself and honestly labour under it for the
rest of their lives. But Olenin was too strongly conscious of the
presence of that all-powerful God of Youth—of that capacity to be
entirely transformed into an aspiration or idea—the capacity to
wish and to do—to throw oneself headlong into a bottomless abyss
without knowing why or wherefore. He bore this consciousness
within himself, was proud of it and, without knowing it, was happy
in that consciousness. Up to that time he had loved only himself,
and could not help loving himself, for he expected nothing but
good of himself and had not yet had time to be disillusioned. On
leaving Moscow he was in that happy state of mind in which a young
man, conscious of past mistakes, suddenly says to himself, 'That
was not the real thing.' All that had gone before was accidental
and unimportant. Till then he had not really tried to live, but
now with his departure from Moscow a new life was beginning—a
life in which there would be no mistakes, no remorse, and
certainly nothing but happiness.

It is always the case on a long journey that till the first two or
three stages have been passed imagination continues to dwell on
the place left behind, but
OPS/text/00001.jpg
LEO TOLSTOY

7.
>
&
-
O
-
3






OPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





