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    Twenty-three Tales gathers in one volume a compact survey of Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy’s shorter prose, bringing together moral tales, parables, fables, sketches, and satirical narratives largely composed in the 1880s and 1890s. Rather than an exhaustive edition of his writings, this single-author collection presents a coherent arc of his shorter work, chosen for thematic resonance and accessibility. The sequence introduces readers to Tolstoy’s ethical imagination apart from his long novels, allowing each piece to stand on its own while forming, in aggregate, a portrait of his mature preoccupations: the claims of conscience, the measure of justice, and the transforming power of love and humility.

The volume represents several text types. It includes brief moral narratives and parables such as What Men Live By (1881) and The Three Hermits (1886); satirical tales like Too Dear (1897); anecdotal or memoiristic pieces such as The Bear-Hunt; retellings of legends, as in Esarhaddon, King of Assyria; and philosophical dialogues like The Coffee-House of Surat (1893). Children’s and folk-tale modes appear in Little Girls Wiser Than Men and A Grain as Big as a Hen’s Egg (1886). The prefatory note orients the reader to the spirit in which the tales were written and read, without prescribing a single doctrine.

Taken together, the tales explore enduring questions: how to live rightly, what justice requires, and where authority truly resides. Tolstoy sets peasants beside princes, hermits beside city dwellers, and merchants beside soldiers, tracing the same demands of truth through divergent stations of life. Recurrent themes include the tension between human law and moral law, the seductions of wealth and power, the capacity for repentance, and the redemptive force of compassion. The collection’s variety of settings—from rural villages to distant islands and bustling cafés—serves a unified ethical inquiry rather than a tour of exotic backdrop.

Several early entries orient readers to Tolstoy’s storytelling method. God Sees the Truth, But Waits presents a merchant unjustly accused, whose ordeal tests the meanings of guilt and forgiveness. A Prisoner in the Caucasus depicts capture and endurance on the frontier, reflecting the stark meeting of cultures and the limits of force. The Bear-Hunt recounts a perilous sporting episode with an eye for human frailty as much as bravado. What Men Live By (1881) begins with a shoemaker who gives shelter to a stranger, opening a parable about dependence, mercy, and the sources of life.

A cluster of tales looks closely at ordinary relationships and communal bonds. Two Old Men (1885) follows friends setting out on pilgrimage, asking what duties accompany devotion. A Spark Neglected Burns the House (1885) portrays a neighborhood quarrel that grows from a slight into a crisis, probing how resentments spread. Evil Allures, But Good Endures contrasts immediate temptation with the steadier claims of kindness. Little Girls Wiser Than Men distills conflict and reconciliation to a child’s perspective. Ilyás traces the fortunes of a prosperous herdsman and his household as changes in circumstance test dependence upon possessions.

The 1886 pieces underscore Tolstoy’s mastery of parable and proverb. The Three Hermits (1886) presents a bishop confronting the unconventional holiness of three recluses. The Imp and the Crust (1886) frames temptation and self-justification through a peasant’s small moral failure. How Much Land Does a Man Need? (1886) follows a farmer lured by the promise of ever more acreage. A Grain as Big as a Hen’s Egg (1886) turns on the discovery of a curious relic that prompts reflection on labor and abundance. The Godson (1886) and The Repentant Sinner (1886) examine guidance, transgression, and mercy without sensational detail.

Later tales broaden the range of settings and tones. The Empty Drum (1891) adopts the contours of a folk denunciation of tyranny and fear. The Coffee-House of Surat (1893) gathers travelers who debate the nature of true faith. Too Dear (1897) satirizes the calculus of state punishment and poses questions about the price of justice. Esarhaddon, King of Assyria retells an ancient legend of conquest and recognition. Work, Death and Sickness offers an allegory of human burdens and their possible transformation. Three Questions frames a ruler’s practical search for the right time, the right person, and the right task.

Stylistically, these tales display Tolstoy’s celebrated clarity and economy. The prose moves with oral cadence, favoring direct statements, proverbial turns, and carefully chosen repetitions. Scenes are anchored in palpable detail—tools, clothing, food, distances—yet the narratives accelerate toward ethical cruxes rather than decorative description. Characters often emerge in simple outlines that reveal moral contour rather than psychological complexity. The effect is not austerity for its own sake, but a purposeful stripping away of distractions, so that the reader’s attention rests on action, motive, and consequence. The tone remains frank, calm, and intent on intelligibility.

Although rooted in Christian teaching, the collection articulates concerns in broadly human terms. It lifts up neighborly service, nonretaliation, truth-telling, and humility; it warns against pride, covetousness, and the dehumanizing force of coercion. Priests, officials, tradespeople, and children move through these pages, testing whether institutional authority aligns with conscience. Tolstoy’s moral vision insists that wisdom can appear in unexpected places—in the unlettered, the marginalized, or the repentant—and that ethical insight often arrives through modest acts. The tales therefore invite readers of varied backgrounds to examine their own habits rather than another’s failings.

In relation to the author’s wider oeuvre, these short works compress the moral scrutiny that animates his longer fiction into lucid miniatures. Readers familiar with his epics will recognize the same insistence on sincerity and the same skepticism toward social pretenses, but now distilled into brief narratives designed for reflection and re-reading. For newcomers, the tales offer an approachable entry to Tolstoy’s thought, combining narrative momentum with accessible language. The parable form allows him to test ideas in action without doctrinal argument, relying on the drama of everyday decisions to reveal abiding truths.

The continuing appeal of Twenty-three Tales lies in its balance of narrative immediacy and philosophical weight. The stories have been repeatedly read and discussed for their plain speech about difficult matters—how to forgive, how to be just, how to value another’s life. Their settings feel specific, while their questions remain portable across cultures and eras. In classrooms and private reading alike, they prompt conversation rather than prescribe conclusions. The collection’s variety ensures that readers can find multiple points of entry, returning to different pieces as circumstances and experiences change.

This edition presents the tales in a sequence that allows contrasts of tone and theme to sharpen one another. Many of the best-known pieces date from 1881 to 1897, with others drawn from adjacent years, reflecting a sustained engagement with ethical storytelling. The preface situates the undertaking without closing interpretive paths. Readers may profit from lingering over each narrative, attending to its images and questions before moving on. Taken together, the twenty-three selections affirm Tolstoy’s conviction that literature can clarify life by turning our gaze toward what we owe to one another, and what kind of persons we might yet become.
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    Introduction
Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy (1828–1910) stands among world literature’s most enduring figures, renowned for the panoramic novels War and Peace and Anna Karenina and for a late body of spiritual tales that distilled his ethical vision. The collection represented here gathers short narratives and parables—among them What Men Live By (1881), How Much Land Does a Man Need? (1886), The Three Hermits (1886), Too Dear (1897), and Three Questions—that display Tolstoy’s mature concern with conscience, compassion, and the limits of worldly power. Written with striking simplicity and moral clarity, these works deepened his influence far beyond Russia, shaping global conversations on faith, justice, and everyday goodness.
Tolstoy evolved from realist chronicler of Russian society to moral teacher who favored accessible forms. Stories like God Sees the Truth, But Waits, A Prisoner in the Caucasus, and The Bear-Hunt draw on lived experience and historical settings, while Where Love Is, God Is, Two Old Men, The Story of Iván the Fool (1883), Ilyás, Evil Allures, But Good Endures, and Little Girls Wiser Than Men cultivate parable-like intimacy. Together, they portray peasants, pilgrims, and humble workers negotiating sin, forgiveness, and neighborly love. The collection’s Preface signals Tolstoy’s wish to guide readers toward practical virtue rather than literary ornament.
Education and Literary Influences
Born into the gentry at Yasnaya Polyana, Tolstoy studied at Kazan University, first in Oriental languages and then law, leaving without a degree to pursue self-directed reading and service. Military life in the Caucasus and the Crimean War impressed him deeply; his Caucasian period fostered a fascination with frontier cultures and moral testing under duress. A Prisoner in the Caucasus draws on that milieu, and The Bear-Hunt reflects his passion for the forest and field. These experiences underwrote his realism and later fed the concrete detail that grounds even the most allegorical pieces in this collection.
Tolstoy’s strongest intellectual commitments formed around the Gospels, especially the Sermon on the Mount, and around writers who prized sincerity and moral reform, notably Rousseau. Early philosophical reading, including Schopenhauer, sharpened his examination of suffering and the will. Equally formative were Russian folklore and oral traditions, which supplied the cadences and archetypes behind Ilyás, The Godson, and Little Girls Wiser Than Men. His curiosity about non-Russian wisdom traditions shaped works like The Coffee-House of Surat and Esarhaddon, King of Assyria. Prefaces to his popular editions often declared an educational aim: to reach common readers with truthful, unadorned narratives.
Literary Career
By the 1860s and 1870s Tolstoy was a celebrated novelist; yet his shorter works increasingly served as laboratories for ethical inquiry. God Sees the Truth, But Waits—often dated to the 1870s—compresses questions of guilt, time, and forgiveness into a stark tale. A Prisoner in the Caucasus evokes captivity and cultural encounter, while The Bear-Hunt preserves autobiographical vigor in a compact form. These pieces anticipate the later moral parables by situating revelation in ordinary acts and perilous circumstances, anchored by plain style and purposeful structure that would become a hallmark of Tolstoy’s didactic phase.
The 1880s brought a sustained turn toward spiritual instruction through narrative. What Men Live By (1881) initiates this mode with a story of humility and divine insight. Tolstoy’s taste for folkloric breadth emerges in The Story of Iván the Fool (1883), where simplicity challenges worldly cleverness. A notable 1885 cluster—A Spark Neglected Burns the House, Two Old Men, Where Love Is, God Is, Evil Allures, But Good Endures, Little Girls Wiser Than Men, and Ilyás—uses domestic disputes, pilgrimages, and peasant fortunes to test charity, patience, and reconciliation. The same mid-1880s drive also yielded Three Questions, a concise inquiry into right action.
In 1886 Tolstoy produced a remarkable sequence that sharpened his parabolic economy. The Three Hermits contrasts learned religion with simple, living faith; The Imp and the Crust treats temptation through homely images; How Much Land Does a Man Need? examines acquisitiveness; A Grain as Big as a Hen’s Egg gestures toward lost harmony between labor and nature; The Godson turns on obedience and conscience; The Repentant Sinner contemplates mercy. Stylistically, these tales favor repetition, rhythmic prose, and transparent moral arcs. They were widely reprinted, translated, and taught for their lucid storytelling, though some contemporaries debated their overt didacticism.
As the 1890s opened, Tolstoy’s shorter prose expanded into satire and religious pluralism. The Empty Drum (1891) adopts a folkloric frame to expose illusions of coercive power. The Coffee-House of Surat (1893) stages a polyphonic conversation about faiths and salvation, advancing Tolstoy’s belief in sincerity over dogma. Too Dear (1897) relocates his ethical critique to a European microstate, where cost and punishment reveal the absurdities of modern governance. These works sustained the accessibility of his earlier parables while widening their social and political reach, showing how structural injustice corrodes compassion and common sense.
In later pieces Tolstoy increasingly generalized settings to address universal conditions. Esarhaddon, King of Assyria uses a legendary ruler to dramatize the moral awakening that arises from shared human vulnerability. Work, Death and Sickness abstracts suffering and solidarity into an emblematic fable about labor, dignity, and the human bond. Such late parables sit alongside major novels like Resurrection, yet they circulated in inexpensive editions and school primers, aligning with Tolstoy’s educational mission. Prefatory notes and publishing choices underscored his aim: literature as a tool for self-perfection, accessible to readers beyond salons and universities.
Beliefs and Advocacy
After a spiritual crisis in the late 1870s, Tolstoy embraced a radical reading of Christianity centered on nonviolence, truthfulness, manual labor, and resistance to coercion. He criticized institutional religion and state power, a stance that brought censure and, in 1901, formal condemnation by church authorities. His ethical program finds narrative expression in Where Love Is, God Is, The Three Hermits, What Men Live By, and Three Questions, which prize conscience over ritual and neighborly service over abstract dogma. His personal experiments in simplicity and moral self-scrutiny inform the tales’ preference for humble protagonists who discover meaning through care and work.
Tolstoy’s advocacy was practical as well as philosophical. He supported peasant education and organized relief during the famine of 1891–92, convictions echoed in stories that valorize mutual aid and fraternal labor. Too Dear critiques the machinery and expense of punitive justice; The Empty Drum mocks displays of force; A Spark Neglected Burns the House warns against cycles of enmity; Little Girls Wiser Than Men and Evil Allures, But Good Endures celebrate reconciliation over pride. His writings on nonviolence influenced later reformers, and the clear moral architecture of these tales offered readers portable guides for ethical decision-making in daily life.
Final Years & Legacy
In his final decade, Tolstoy continued crafting parables such as Esarhaddon, King of Assyria and Work, Death and Sickness, while navigating conflicts with authorities and the burdens of fame. He left his estate in 1910 seeking quiet, fell ill en route, and died at the railway station of Astapovo. Buried at Yasnaya Polyana, he left a body of work that reshaped expectations for literature’s moral purpose. The stories in this collection—often read in schools and homes—remain touchstones for discussions of conscience, compassion, and social justice. Their plain style and universal questions ensure a living presence in world culture.
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    Lev Tolstoy (1828–1910) wrote across tsarist Russia’s upheavals: the Crimean War, the Great Reforms, accelerating industrialization, imperial frontier wars, and fin‑de‑siècle crises. Twenty-three Tales gathers short narratives mostly from the 1880s and 1890s, with some earlier pieces, reflecting his post‑1870s moral turn after a profound religious crisis. They range across peasant Russia, the Caucasus, urban workshops, ancient courts, and distant ports, using brief forms to distill debates about law, faith, work, and violence. The collection’s temporal breadth lets readers trace how stories written under Alexander II’s reform era and Alexander III’s reaction respond to shifting social realities while advancing Tolstoy’s mature ethic of simplicity and nonviolence.

As he pivoted from grand novels to popular instruction, Tolstoy collaborated with Vladimir Chertkov and the Posrednik publishing house, founded in 1884 to issue inexpensive chapbooks for mass rural circulation. Many tales in this collection were first printed there, often revised to pass imperial censors while retaining pointed critiques of church, state, and class. The preface to such collections typically announced a pedagogical aim: to speak plainly to common readers. Growing elementary literacy after the 1860s reforms, together with the spread of railways and cheap print, made these stories vehicles of ethical education and quiet dissent, even as clerical authorities later condemned Tolstoy’s doctrines.

The abolition of serfdom in 1861 transformed rural life but left peasants burdened by redemption payments, land fragmentation, and communal constraints. Several tales interrogate post‑emancipation aspirations and anxieties. How Much Land Does a Man Need? renders land hunger and the lure of expansion into steppe frontiers. A Grain as Big as a Hen’s Egg contrasts older subsistence models with a cash economy that prizes yield over mutual obligation. Ilyás portrays wealth, loss, and dignity among steppe pastoralists, highlighting an ethical economy beyond accumulation. Two Old Men, set around a pilgrimage, frames peasant virtue against the backdrop of a countryside adjusting to reform.

God Sees the Truth, But Waits, first written in the 1870s, reflects long‑standing practices of exile and hard labor in Siberia alongside the era’s legal transformations. Russia’s Judicial Reform of 1864 introduced jury trials and independent courts, yet administrative power and the penal system still shaped lives through exile, forced labor, and settlement. Tolstoy, increasingly skeptical of institutional justice, uses the short form to question retribution and to elevate conscience over procedure. Later moral tales such as The Repentant Sinner similarly weigh mercy against codified law, aligning with a Christian ethic that would alienate him from ecclesiastical and state authority by century’s end.

A Prisoner in the Caucasus and Ilyás register Russia’s nineteenth‑century imperial expansion into the Caucasus and Central Asian steppe. Tolstoy served in the Caucasus in the early 1850s and drew lifelong material from the protracted Caucasian War, which formally concluded in the 1860s. These tales depict encounters among Russians, mountaineers, and Muslim pastoralists, reflecting both ethnographic curiosity and the ethical confusion of conquest. By staging captivity, hospitality, and negotiation, Tolstoy moves beyond patriotic romance toward scrutiny of imperial practices, anticipating his later, sharper critiques of military coercion and the moral costs of domination that likewise inform The Story of Iván the Fool.

The Bear-Hunt recalls the culture of the landed gentry, for whom hunting symbolized status, discipline, and mastery over nature. Written as Tolstoy’s outlook turned against violence, such reminiscences juxtapose aristocratic leisure with an emerging ethic of compassion. By the mid‑1880s he renounced killing animals and criticized blood sports, part of a broader rejection of cruelty and coercion. The tale’s evocation of risk and bravado thus illuminates a social world already in decline after the Great Reforms, as noble estates struggled economically and morally. In the collection, it serves as a historical window onto class mores that Tolstoy would come to question.

From the early 1880s Tolstoy pursued a radical reading of the Gospels, centered on the Sermon on the Mount, nonresistance to evil, and inner transformation. Where Love Is, God Is and The Three Hermits elevate lived compassion above ritual correctness, drawing on Orthodox legend and vernacular piety. The Story of Iván the Fool, written in 1883, expands this teaching into a socio‑political parable that rejects militarism, bureaucracy, and profit as traps. The Godson explores vows and the demands of conscience within a folk‑Christian frame. These stories resonated even as church‑state suspicion of Tolstoy’s teachings culminated in his excommunication in 1901.

Industrialization and urban growth after the 1860s altered crafts and household economies. What Men Live By centers a shoemaker, representing the artisanal sector caught between handwork and factory production. Where Love Is, God Is portrays a small tradesman navigating a city’s social extremes. Russian towns expanded with rail hubs and workshops, bringing wage labor, new forms of poverty, and charitable initiatives. Tolstoy, increasingly critical of wealth and wage relations, advocated mutual aid and simplicity. These tales, while set in intimate interiors, register broader shifts: seasonal migration from villages, the monetization of everyday life, and debates about Christian charity versus structural reform.

A cluster of very short pieces—The Imp and the Crust, Little Girls Wiser than Men, and Evil Allures, But Good Endures—reflects late‑nineteenth‑century moral pedagogy and the rise of temperance discourse. Russia experienced recurrent concern over alcohol’s social harm, culminating in the state vodka monopoly of 1894 and various local campaigns. Tolstoy supported abstinence and wrote didactic sketches to reach children and adults alike. These pieces also countered sensational lubok street literature with plain, ethical narratives. Their distribution through cheap pamphlets and readings in village settings positioned them within a broader movement to reform daily habits as the country modernized.

How Much Land Does a Man Need? and related rural tales engage the peasant commune (mir), customary inheritance, and migration to new lands. After emancipation, many households sought better plots on the empire’s steppe fringes; officials encouraged resettlement to ease demographic pressure. Tolstoy condenses these realities into emblematic journeys involving surveying, bargaining, and boundary‑making. The stories’ Bashkir or steppe settings allude to imperial peripheries where Russian peasants interacted with Turkic and Muslim communities. Without detailing policy, the narratives capture tensions between communal security and individual acquisition—an unresolved issue that later reforms of the early twentieth century would attempt, fitfully, to address.

The famine of 1891–1892 devastated central provinces, prompting civil society mobilization. Tolstoy organized relief kitchens, wrote appeals, and publicly criticized governmental and ecclesiastical responses. This humanitarian engagement sharpened the ethical thrust of his short fiction. The Empty Drum, appearing in 1891, uses a folktale framework to question arbitrary power at a moment of heightened social vulnerability. Work, Death and Sickness, a later parable, distills his conviction that mutual labor and compassion counter human misery. While these pieces are not reportage, they are inseparable from the crisis that made moral action—and the critique of institutions that failed to act—a public imperative.

Set in an Indian port, The Coffee-House of Surat stages a conversation among believers of diverse traditions. Nineteenth‑century Russia, like Western Europe, saw growing interest in comparative religion through translations, travelogues, and scholarly oriental studies. The tale mirrors that curiosity while advocating humility before the multiplicity of faiths. Two Old Men, centered on a peasant pilgrimage to Jerusalem, also reflects expanding horizons: the Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society was founded in 1882, and regular Black Sea steamship routes made such journeys more attainable. Together, these narratives situate Russian religious experience within a wider world undergoing intensified contact and exchange.

Too Dear, written in the late 1890s, responds to newspaper accounts from Western Europe concerning the cost and spectacle of capital punishment in a tiny principality. Tolstoy’s satire of bureaucratic rationality and fiscal calculation joins broader European debates about abolition that had advanced through the nineteenth century. His focus on money tallies with a sustained critique of state violence as both immoral and absurdly administered. Although Russia’s own execution practices fluctuated across the century, the tale’s setting abroad allowed sharper irony under domestic censorship. Its publication helped link Tolstoy’s moral authority with international abolitionist and humanitarian arguments then circulating in the press.

Esarhaddon, King of Assyria exemplifies Tolstoy’s use of ancient Near Eastern settings to universalize reflections on tyranny, conquest, and mercy. Late‑imperial Russian readers encountered the ancient world through Bible study, popular histories, and archaeology, and Tolstoy repurposed that familiarity to interrogate contemporary power. By shifting the scene to a distant empire, he could explore conscience, repentance, and nonviolence without naming current rulers. In tandem with parables like The Repentant Sinner and Three Questions, the piece distills his belief that ethical insight emerges from simple acts rather than institutions. It also harmonizes with his historical skepticism about glory achieved by force.

A Spark Neglected Burns the House and Evil Allures, But Good Endures adapt folktale motifs and village anecdotes to examine quarrels and reconciliation. Tolstoy listened to peasant storytellers and read published folklore collections, translating their moral economy into modern prose. The Three Hermits, drawn from Orthodox legendry, foregrounds charismatic sanctity outside official structures. These materials suited his aim of instructing without pedantry and of rehabilitating communal mechanisms for resolving conflict. In an age of rural courts, zemstvo institutions, and proliferating regulation, the tales suggest that neighborhood mediation, humility, and forbearance could stabilize communities better than formal authority or litigation.

The short fiction appeared piecemeal in Russian periodicals and Posrednik booklets before being gathered in various domestic and foreign collections; an English‑language Twenty‑three Tales circulated widely in the early twentieth century. Translations amplified Tolstoy’s reputation as a moral teacher distinct from the novelist of War and Peace. Educators, religious reformers, and labor activists adopted these stories for schools, reading circles, and tracts. Censorship sometimes restricted domestic editions, while abroad their plain style and fable‑like clarity eased cross‑cultural transfer. The collection thus became a portable anthology of Tolstoyan ethics, adaptable to diverse campaigns for sobriety, peace, and social justice.

Read retrospectively, the collection maps late‑imperial tensions—land, law, faith, empire—into narratives that later audiences reinterpreted through new crises. After 1905 and 1917, radicals and reformers contested Tolstoy’s pacifism, yet many drew on his anti‑authoritarianism. His correspondence with Mohandas K. Gandhi in 1909–1910 signaled a transnational afterlife for the nonviolence articulated in pieces like Iván the Fool and The Three Hermits. Postcolonial readers have returned to the Caucasus and Surat settings to probe empire and religious pluralism. Today, debates about capital punishment, carceral justice, and sustainable economies keep the tales legible as historical commentary and as enduring moral provocations.
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    PREFACE
An opening statement frames the collection as a set of plainspoken tales that probe conscience, faith, justice, and everyday duty. It signals a preference for simple forms and folk clarity to convey moral reflection over spectacle.
GOD SEES THE TRUTH, BUT WAITS
A just man is seized by a wrongful charge and faces years of suffering that test his soul. The tale follows his inward journey toward forgiveness and a higher form of justice, using spare, restrained storytelling to heighten its spiritual weight.
A PRISONER IN THE CAUCASUS
After capture far from home, a man must navigate unfamiliar custom and peril to regain his freedom. The narrative balances tense adventure with humane attention to ordinary people on both sides, highlighting endurance and cross-cultural encounter.
THE BEAR-HUNT
A hunting excursion becomes a meditation on fear, bravado, and the thin line between sport and cruelty. Vivid natural detail and sudden reversals underscore the moral unease beneath the thrill.
WHAT MEN LIVE BY (1881)
A poor craftsman shelters a mysterious stranger whose presence transforms the household and the neighborhood. Through small acts of work and care, the story argues that human life depends less on calculation than on compassion, in a gentle, parable-like voice.
A SPARK NEGLECTED BURNS THE HOUSE (1885)
A minor slight grows into a feud that engulfs families and neighbors, showing how resentment multiplies damage. The story’s clear cause-and-effect design warns that vigilance over small angers prevents great harm.
TWO OLD MEN (1885)
Two villagers set out on a long-intended pilgrimage, but unforeseen needs challenge their plans and priorities. The tale contrasts formal piety with spontaneous mercy, suggesting that holiness is measured by responsive love.
WHERE LOVE IS, GOD IS (1885)
A solitary shoemaker learns to look for the divine in the faces of those who cross his threshold. Episodic visits and humble tasks become lessons in seeing sacred value in everyday charity.
THE STORY OF IVÁN THE FOOL (1883)
A guileless peasant advances through the world not by force or cunning, but by refusing to play the games of power and greed. Folkloric in tone and playful in incident, the tale imagines how simplicity can rearrange social life.
EVIL ALLURES, BUT GOOD ENDURES
A brief moral parable traces how temptation flashes brightly while steadfast goodness quietly outlasts it. The uncompromising clarity and economy of the piece exemplify the author’s late didactic style.
LITTLE GIRLS WISER THAN MEN
A quarrel that adults cannot settle is resolved by children with disarming ease. The scene exposes how innocence pierces pride, championing humility over stubbornness.
ILYÁS
A prosperous herdsman rises in wealth, loses almost everything, and discovers what cannot be taken from him. Pastoral detail anchors a moral reflection on security, status, and the peace found beyond possession.
THE THREE HERMITS (1886)
A learned traveler attempts to correct the prayers of three simple hermits and is confronted by a mystery he cannot explain. The story gently contrasts formal knowledge with unadorned faith, ending in quiet awe.
THE IMP AND THE CRUST (1886)
A mischievous figure sets in motion a chain of harm beginning with a single, selfish act over a piece of bread. The escalating consequences show how petty greed seeds wider social trouble.
HOW MUCH LAND DOES A MAN NEED? (1886)
A peasant chasing ever more acreage tests the limits of desire and the true measure of sufficiency. The tale’s stark final turn delivers a grim, ironic verdict on acquisitiveness.
A GRAIN AS BIG AS A HEN'S EGG (1886)
The discovery of an enormous grain sparks inquiry into how people once lived differently. Rooted in rustic talk and generational memory, the fable contrasts self-reliant labor and modest appetites with modern dependence.
THE GODSON (1886)
A boy’s promises lead him through moral trials in which helpful intentions and obedience collide with consequences. The narrative urges careful discernment, stressing responsibility over curiosity or impulse.
THE REPENTANT SINNER (1886)
A lifelong wrongdoer seeks mercy at the threshold of judgment, confronting the tension between strict justice and boundless compassion. The story’s solemn tone invites reflection on remorse, grace, and transformation.
THE EMPTY DRUM (1891)
A symbol of authority terrifies a populace until its emptiness is revealed. With folkloric boldness, the tale satirizes power sustained by spectacle rather than substance.
THE COFFEE-HOUSE OF SURAT (1893)
In a lively house of talk, seekers from different traditions debate what constitutes true religion. The dialogic form advances a vision of sincerity and love over sectarian certainty.
TOO DEAR (1897)
A small state’s pursuit of justice becomes entangled in cost, bureaucracy, and convenience. Dry, ironic narration exposes how economic calculation can hollow out moral responsibility.
ESARHADDON, KING OF ASSYRIA
An ancient monarch confronts the suffering his power inflicts and faces a lesson in humility. The legend-like narrative uses royal ordeal to question conquest and the meaning of kingship.
WORK, DEATH AND SICKNESS
In a stark allegory, personified forces weigh on humanity while a path toward relief is hinted through kindness and shared labor. The piece compresses a philosophy of life into emblematic images.
THREE QUESTIONS
A ruler seeks the surest guidance for when to act, whom to heed, and what to do. Through practical encounters rather than abstract answers, the parable argues for presence, compassion, and attention to the nearest need.
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This volume is divided into seven parts.

First we have Tales for Children, published about the year 1872, and reminding us of the time when Tolstoy was absorbed in efforts to educate the peasant children. This section of the book contains the two stories which of all that he has written Tolstoy likes best. In What is Art? he claims no place among examples of good art for any of his own productions 'except for the story God sees the Truth, but Waits, which seeks a place in the first class (religious art), and A Prisoner in the Caucasus, which belongs to the second (universal art).' In the first of these the subject (a favourite one with Tolstoy) is the forgiveness of injuries. The second deals with the simplest feelings common to all men: fear and courage, pity, endurance, &c., expressed with that individuality, clearness, and sincerity, which Tolstoy says are the signs of true art.

Part II contains a series of stories written for the people; and among them What Men Live By, probably the most widely circulated of all Tolstoy's tales. It is founded on the oft-repeated legend of an angel sent by God to live for a while among men.

Part III consists of a Fairy Tale, Iván the Fool, which contains in popular form Tolstoy's indictment of militarism and commercialism.

Part IV contains three short stories written to help the sale of cheap reproductions of some good drawings; Tolstoy having for many years been anxious by all means in his power to further the circulation, at a cheap price, of good works of pictorial as well as literary art.

In Part V we have a series of Russian Folk-Tales. The gems of this collection are the temperance story, The Imp and the Crust, the anti-war story, The Empty ​Drum, and another story, How Much Land does a Man Need? which deals with a peasant's greed for land. A Grain as big as a Hen's Egg and The Godson are highly characteristic of the spirit of the Russian peasantry, and supply a glimpse of the sources from whence Tolstoy imbibed many of his own spiritual sympathies and antipathies.

Part VI gives two adaptations from the French which have appeared in no previous English edition of Tolstoy's works. They are not merely translations, for to some extent Tolstoy when translating them, modified them and made them his own.

Part VII consists of stories Tolstoy contributed in aid of the Jews left destitute after the massacres and outrages in Kishinéf and elsewhere in Russia in 1903,—outrages which were forerunners of the yet more terrible Jewish massacres of 1905.

The importance Tolstoy attributes to literature of the kind contained in this volume, is shown by the following passage in What is Art?—

'The artist of the future will understand that to compose a fairy tale, a little song which will touch, a lullaby or a riddle which will entertain, a jest which will amuse, or to draw a sketch such as will delight dozens of generations or millions of children and adults, is incomparably more important and more fruitful than to compose a novel, or a symphony, or paint a picture, of the kind which diverts some members of the wealthy classes for a short time and is then for ever forgotten. The region of this art of the simplest feelings accessible to all is enormous, and it is as yet almost untouched.'

The sections of the book have been arranged in chronological order. The date when each story was published is given. The translations are new ones; and for the footnotes I am responsible.
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In the town of Vladímir lived a young merchant named Iván Dmítritch Aksyónof. He had two shops and a house of his own.

Aksyónof was a handsome, fair-haired, curly-headed fellow, full of fun, and very fond of singing. When quite a young man he had been given to drink, and was riotous when he had had too much; but after he married he gave up drinking, except now and then.

One summer Aksyónof was going to the Nízhny Fair, and as he bade good-bye to his family his wife said to him, 'Iván Dmítritch, do not start to-day; I have had a bad dream about you.'

Aksyónof laughed, and said, 'You are afraid that when I get to the fair I shall go on the spree.'

His wife replied: 'I do not know what I am afraid of; all I know is that I had a bad dream. I dreamt you returned from the town, and when you took off your cap I saw that your hair was quite grey.'

Aksyónof laughed. 'That's a lucky sign,' said he. 'See if I don't sell out all my goods, and bring you some presents from the fair.'

So he said good-bye to his family, and drove away.

When he had travelled half-way, he met a merchant whom he knew, and they put up at the same inn for the night. They had some tea together, and then went to bed in adjoining rooms.

It was not Aksyónof's habit to sleep late, and,  ​wishing to travel while it was still cool, he aroused his driver before dawn, and told him to put in the horses.

Then he made his way across to the landlord of the inn (who lived in a cottage at the back), paid his bill, and continued his journey.

When he had gone about twenty-five miles, he stopped for the horses to be fed. Aksyónof rested awhile in the passage of the inn, then he stepped out into the porch, and, ordering a samovár[1] to be heated, got out his guitar and began to play.

Suddenly a tróyka[2] drove up with tinkling bells, and an official alighted, followed by two soldiers. He came to Aksyónof and began to question him, asking him who he was and whence he came. Aksyónof answered him fully, and said, 'Won't you have some tea with me?' But the official went on cross-questioning him and asking him, 'Where did you spend last night? Were you alone, or with a fellow-merchant? Did you see the other merchant this morning? Why did you leave the inn before dawn?'

Aksyónof wondered why he was asked all these questions, but he described all that had happened, and then added, 'Why do you cross-question me as if I were a thief or a robber? I am travelling on business of my own, and there is no need to question me.'

Then the official, calling the soldiers, said, 'I am the police-officer of this district, and I question you because the merchant with whom you spent last night has been found with his throat cut. We must search your things.'

They entered the house. The soldiers and the police-officer unstrapped Aksyónof's luggage and searched it. Suddenly the officer drew a knife out of a bag, crying, 'Whose knife is this?'

Aksyónof looked, and seeing a blood-stained knife taken from his bag, he was frightened.

'How is it there is blood on this knife?'


 ​Aksyónof tried to answer, but could hardly utter a word, and only stammered: 'I—I don't know—not mine.'

Then the police-officer said, 'This morning the merchant was found in bed with his throat cut. You are the only person who could have done it. The house was locked from inside, and no one else was there. Here is this bloodstained knife in your bag, and your face and manner betray you! Tell me how you killed him, and how much money you stole?'

Aksyónof swore he had not done it; that he had not seen the merchant after they had had tea together; that he had no money except eight thousand roubles[3] of his own, and that the knife was not his. But his voice was broken, his face pale, and he trembled with fear as though he were guilty.

The police-officer ordered the soldiers to bind Aksyónof and to put him in the cart. As they tied his feet together and flung him into the cart, Aksyónof crossed himself and wept. His money and goods were taken from him, and he was sent to the nearest town and imprisoned there. Enquiries as to his character were made in Vladímir. The merchants and other inhabitants of that town said that in former days he used to drink and waste his time, but that he was a good man. Then the trial came on: he was charged with murdering a merchant from Ryazán, and robbing him of twenty thousand roubles.

His wife was in despair, and did not know what to believe. Her children were all quite small; one was a baby at her breast. Taking them all with her, she went to the town where her husband was in gaol. At first she was not allowed to see him; but, after much begging, she obtained permission from the officials, and was taken to him. When she saw her husband in ​prison-dress and in chains, shut up with thieves and criminals, she fell down, and did not come to her senses for a long time. Then she drew her children to her, and sat down near him. She told him of things at home, and asked about what had happened to him. He told her all, and she asked, 'What can we do now?'

'We must petition the Tsar not to let an innocent man perish.'

His wife told him that she had sent a petition to the Tsar, but that it had not been accepted.

Aksyónof did not reply, but only looked downcast.

Then his wife said, 'It was not for nothing I dreamt your hair had turned grey. You remember? You should not have started that day.' And passing her fingers through his hair, she said: 'Ványa dearest, tell your wife the truth; was it not you who did it?'

'So you, too, suspect me!' said Aksyónof, and, hiding his face in his hands, he began to weep. Then a soldier came to say that the wife and children must go away; and Aksyónof said good-bye to his family for the last time.

When they were gone, Aksyónof recalled what had been said, and when he remembered that his wife also had suspected him, he said to himself, 'It seems that only God can know the truth; it is to Him alone we must appeal, and from Him alone expect mercy.'

And Aksyónof wrote no more petitions; gave up all hope, and only prayed to God[2q].

Aksyónof was condemned to be flogged and sent to the mines. So he was flogged with a knout, and when the wounds made by the knout were healed, he was driven to Siberia with other convicts.

For twenty-six years Aksyónof lived as a convict in Siberia. His hair turned white as snow, and his beard grew long, thin, and grey. All his mirth went; he stooped; he walked slowly, spoke little, and never laughed, but he often prayed.

In prison Aksyónof learnt to make boots, and earned a little money, with which he bought The Lives of the Saints. He read this book when there was light ​enough in the prison; and on Sundays in the prison-church he read the lessons and sang in the choir; for his voice was still good.

The prison authorities liked Aksyónof for his meekness, and his fellow-prisoners respected him: they called him 'Grandfather,' and 'The Saint.' When they wanted to petition the prison authorities about anything, they always made Aksyónof their spokesman, and when there were quarrels among the prisoners they came to him to put things right, and to judge the matter.

No news reached Aksyónof from his home, and he did not even know if his wife and children were still alive.

One day a fresh gang of convicts came to the prison. In the evening the old prisoners collected round the new ones and asked them what towns or villages they came from, and what they were sentenced for. Among the rest Aksyónof sat down near the new-comers, and listened with downcast air to what was said.

One of the new convicts, a tall, strong man of sixty, with a closely-cropped grey beard, was telling the others what he had been arrested for.

'Well, friends,' he said, 'I only took a horse that was tied to a sledge, and I was arrested and accused of stealing. I said I had only taken it to get home quicker, and had then let it go; besides, the driver was a personal friend of mine. So I said, "It's all right." "No," said they, "you stole it." But how or where I stole it they could not say. I once really did something wrong, and ought by rights to have come here long ago, but that time I was not found out. Now I have been sent here for nothing at all. . . . Eh, but it's lies I'm telling you; I've been to Siberia before, but I did not stay long.'

'Where are you from?' asked some one.

'From Vladímir. My family are of that town. My name is Makár, and they also call me Semyónitch.'

Aksyónof raised his head and said: 'Tell me, Semyónitch, do you know anything of the merchants Aksyónof, of Vladímir? Are they still alive?'


 ​'Know them? Of course I do. The Aksyónofs are rich, though their father is in Siberia: a sinner like ourselves, it seems! As for you, Gran'dad, how did you come here?'

Aksyónof did not like to speak of his misfortune. He only sighed, and said, 'For my sins I have been in prison these twenty-six years.'

'What sins?' asked Makár Semyónitch.

But Aksyónof only said, 'Well, well—I must have deserved it!' He would have said no more, but his companions told the new-comer how Aksyónof came to be in Siberia: how some one had killed a merchant, and had put a knife among Aksyónof's things, and Aksyónof had been unjustly condemned.

When Makár Semyónitch heard this, he looked at Aksyónof, slapped his own knee, and exclaimed, 'Well, this is wonderful! Really wonderful! But how old you've grown, Gran'dad!'

The others asked him why he was so surprised, and where he had seen Aksyónof before; but Makár Semyónitch did not reply. He only said: 'It's wonderful that we should meet here, lads!'

These words made Aksyónof wonder whether this man knew who had killed the merchant; so he said, 'Perhaps, Semyónitch, you have heard of that affair, or maybe you've seen me before?'

'How could I help hearing? The world's full of rumours. But it's long ago, and I've forgotten what I heard.'

'Perhaps you heard who killed the merchant?' asked Aksyónof.

Makár Semyónitch laughed, and replied, 'It must have been him in whose bag the knife was found! If some one else hid the knife there, "He's not a thief till he's caught," as the saying is. How could any one put a knife into your bag while it was under your head? It would surely have woke you up?'

When Aksyónof heard these words, he felt sure this was the man who had killed the merchant. He rose and went away. All that night Aksyónof lay awake. ​He felt terribly unhappy, and all sorts of images rose in his mind. There was the image of his wife as she was when he parted from her to go to the fair. He saw her as if she were present; her face and her eyes rose before him; he heard her speak and laugh. Then he saw his children, quite little, as they were at that time: one with a little cloak on, another at his mother's breast. And then he remembered himself as he used to be—young and merry. He remembered how he sat playing the guitar in the porch of the inn where he was arrested, and how free from care he had been. He saw, in his mind, the place where he was flogged, the executioner, and the people standing around; the chains, the convicts, all the twenty-six years of his prison life, and his premature old age. The thought of it all made him so wretched that he was ready to kill himself.

'And it's all that villain's doing!' thought Aksyónof. And his anger was so great against Makár Semyónitch that he longed for vengeance, even if he himself should perish for it. He kept repeating prayers all night, but could get no peace. During the day he did not go near Makár Semyónitch, nor even look at him.

A fortnight passed in this way. Aksyónof could not sleep at nights, and was so miserable that he did not know what to do.

One night as he was walking about the prison he noticed some earth that came rolling out from under one of the shelves on which the prisoners slept. He stopped to see what it was. Suddenly Makár Semyónitch crept out from under the shelf, and looked up at Aksyónof with frightened face. Aksyónof tried to pass without looking at him, but Makár seized his hand and told him that he had dug a hole under the wall, getting rid of the earth by putting it into his high-boots, and emptying it out every day on the road when the prisoners were driven to their work.

'Just you keep quiet, old man, and you shall get out too. If you blab they'll flog the life out of me, but I will kill you first.'


 ​Aksyónof trembled with anger as he looked at his enemy. He drew his hand away, saying, 'I have no wish to escape, and you have no need to kill me; you killed me long ago! As to telling of you—I may do so or not, as God shall direct.'

Next day, when the convicts were led out to work, the convoy soldiers noticed that one or other of the prisoners emptied some earth out of his boots. The prison was searched, and the tunnel found. The Governor came and questioned all the prisoners to find out who had dug the hole. They all denied any knowledge of it. Those who knew, would not betray Makár Semyónitch, knowing he would be flogged almost to death. At last the Governor turned to Aksyónof, whom he knew to be a just man, and said:

'You are a truthful old man; tell me, before God, who dug the hole?'

Makár Semyónitch stood as if he were quite unconcerned, looking at the Governor and not so much as glancing at Aksyónof. Aksyónof's lips and hands trembled, and for a long time he could not utter a word. He thought, 'Why should I screen him who ruined my life? Let him pay for what I have suffered. But if I tell, they will probably flog the life out of him, and maybe I suspect him wrongly. And, after all, what good would it be to me?'

'Well, old man,' repeated the Governor, 'tell us the truth: who has been digging under the wall?'

Aksyónof glanced at Makár Semyónitch, and said, 'I cannot say, your honour. It is not God's will that I should tell! Do what you like with me; I am in your hands.'

However much the Governor tried, Aksyónof would say no more, and so the matter had to be left.

That night, when Aksyónof was lying on his bed and just beginning to doze, some one came quietly and sat down on his bed. He peered through the darkness and recognized Makár.

'What more do you want of me?' asked Aksyónof. 'Why have you come here?'


 ​Makár Semyónitch was silent. So Aksyónof sat up and said, 'What do you want? Go away, or I will call the guard!'

Makár Semyónitch bent close over Aksyónof, and whispered, 'Iván Dmítritch, forgive me!'

'What for?' asked Aksyónof.

'It was I who killed the merchant and hid the knife among your things. I meant to kill you too, but I heard a noise outside; so I hid the knife in your bag and escaped out of the window.'

Aksyónof was silent, and did not know what to say. Makár Semyónitch slid off the bed-shelf and knelt upon the ground. 'Iván Dmítritch,' said he, 'forgive me! For the love of God, forgive me! I will confess that it was I who killed the merchant, and you will be released and can go to your home.'

'It is easy for you to talk,' said Aksyónof, 'but I have suffered for you these twenty-six years. Where could I go to now? ... My wife is dead, and my children have forgotten me. I have nowhere to go. ...'

Makár Semyónitch did not rise, but beat his head on the floor. 'Iván Dmítritch, forgive me!' he cried. 'When they flogged me with the knout it was not so hard to bear as it is to see you now ... yet you had pity on me, and did not tell. For Christ's sake forgive me, wretch that I am!' And he began to sob.

When Aksyónof heard him sobbing he, too, began to weep.

'God will forgive you!' said he. 'Maybe I am a hundred times worse than you.' And at these words his heart grew light, and the longing for home left him. He no longer had any desire to leave the prison, but only hoped for his last hour to come.

In spite of what Aksyónof had said, Makár Semyónitch confessed his guilt. But when the order for his release came, Aksyónof was already dead.



(Written in 1872.)





	↑ The samovár ('self-boiler') is an urn in which water can be heated and kept on the boil.


	↑ A three-horse conveyance.


	↑ The value of the rouble has varied at different times from more than three shillings to less than two shillings. For the purposes of ready calculation it may be taken as two shillings. In reading these stories to children, the word 'florin' can be substituted for 'rouble' if prefered.
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An officer named Zhílin was serving in the army in the Caucasus.

One day he received a letter from home. It was from his mother, who wrote: 'I am getting old, and should like to see my dear son once more before I die. Come and say good-bye to me and bury me, and then, if God pleases, return to service again with my blessing. But I have found a girl for you, who is sensible and good and has some property. If you can love her, you might marry her and remain at home.'

Zhílin thought it over. It was quite true, the old lady was failing fast and he might not have another chance to see her alive. He had better go, and, if the girl was nice, why not marry her?

So he went to his Colonel, obtained leave of absence, said good-bye to his comrades, stood the soldiers four pailfuls of vódka[1] as a farewell treat, and got ready to go.

It was a time of war in the Caucasus. The roads were not safe by night or day. If ever a Russian ventured to ride or walk any distance away from his fort, the Tartars killed him or carried him off to the hills. So it had been arranged that twice every week a body of soldiers should march from one fortress to the next to convoy travellers from point to point.

It was summer. At daybreak the baggage-train got ready under shelter of the fortress; the soldiers marched out; and all started along the road. Zhílin was on ​horseback, and a cart with his things went with the baggage-train. They had sixteen miles to go. The baggage-train moved slowly; sometimes the soldiers stopped, or perhaps a wheel would come off one of the carts, or a horse refuse to go on, and then everybody had to wait.

When by the sun it was already past noon, they had not gone half the way. It was dusty and hot, the sun was scorching and there was no shelter anywhere: a bare plain all round—not a tree, not a bush, by the road.

Zhílin rode on in front, and stopped, waiting for the baggage to overtake him. Then he heard the signal-horn sounded behind him: the company had again stopped. So he began to think: 'Hadn't I better ride on by myself? My horse is a good one: if the Tartars do attack me, I can gallop away. Perhaps, however, it would be wiser to wait.'

As he sat considering, Kostílin, an officer carrying a gun, rode up to him and said:

'Come along, Zhílin, let's go on by ourselves. It's dreadful; I am famished, and the heat is terrible. My shirt is wringing wet.'

Kostílin was a stout, heavy man, and the perspiration was running down his red face. Zhílin thought awhile, and then asked: 'Is your gun loaded?'

'Yes it is.'

'Well, then, let's go, but on condition that we keep together.'

So they rode forward along the road across the plain, talking, but keeping a look-out on both sides. They could see afar all round. But after crossing the plain the road ran through a valley between two hills, and Zhílin said: 'We had better climb that hill and have a look round, or the Tartars may be on us before we know it.'

But Kostílin answered: 'What's the use? Let us go on.'

Zhílin, however, would not agree.

'No,' he said; 'you can wait here if you like, but ​I'll go and look round.' And he turned his horse to the left, up the hill. Zhílin's horse was a hunter, and carried him up the hillside as if it had wings. (He had bought it for a hundred roubles as a colt out of a herd, and had broken it in himself.) Hardly had he reached the top of the hill, when he saw some thirty Tartars not much more than a hundred yards ahead of him. As soon as he caught sight of them he turned round, but the Tartars had also seen him, and rushed after him at full gallop, getting their guns out as they went. Down galloped Zhílin as fast as the horse's legs could go, shouting to Kostílin: 'Get your gun ready!'

And, in thought, he said to his







































	↑ Vódka is a spirit distilled from rye. It is the commonest form of strong drink in Russia.


	↑ One of a certain Tartar tribe.
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