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Tolstoy’s novel and Tolstoy’s thinking 
(Tolstoy and Shakespeare)

By
Gyula K irály

Pushkin and Dostoevsky admired Shakespeare as the innovator of liter
ature, as a dramatist and as a profund and objective thinker, who united the 
traditions of universal culture with the sources of folklore and the need for 
realism in literature. Shakespeare meant the same for them as Walter Scott 
meant for Balzac. On the other hand, Tolstoy, who has assumed an opposite 
position to them in the public mind, is the antithesis of Shakespeare in all 
his art. He neither idolizes him nor regards him as a source.

What is the sense of this parallel, then ? If  we linger over Tolstoy’s larger 
novels a little, we can immediately assure ourselves that the Shakespearian 
influence is a determinant in his art as well as Dostoevsky’s. This influence, 
of course, can be seen not so much as a formal parallel, or the subject matters, 
but rather in Tolstoy’s artistic thoughts on the Russian reality of his age, 
which he confronted with Shakespearian style and maturity of thought.

Shakespeare depicts three main types of human accomplishment: the 
first is youth, the age of love, of people able to reach fulfilment can make 
its way only in forms directly or indirectly shaping society. The third is old 
age, the period of passing on wisdom and experience. Every deviation from 
this “scheme” - be it late or early — appears in Shakespeare as an anomaly 
of the character, and consequently as a distortion of human enterprise.

In Romeo and Juliet’s fascination for each other we can see from the 
moment of their appearance the breach of the laws of an old, obsolete system 
in a conventional age governed society. Their love is a form of protest ; it is 
itself the manifestation and fulfilment of the individual, the human profes
sion of reason, beauty and goodness. I t  is so because at their age the human 
essence, the social essence of man, can truly manifest itself only in love. It 
does not even occur to us that we should take an attitude towards Romeo and 
Juliet : we lyrically become one with them, we worry about them, we check 
our feelings on their passions. Juliet is fourteen years old, Anna Karenina 
is twenty eight. Shakespeare’s work is a tragedy of juvenile love, while Tolstoy’s 
novel is that of adult love. This is the reason for the parallel and also for the 
difference in meaning between the two stories: Romeo and Ju lie t’s tragedy
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on the whole is the result of the surrounding world’s anomalous motion while 
Anna’s is due not only to the wrong arrangement of the world but to the 
personality’s loss of ground as well : the “poesy” of the novel hero in com
parison to the tragic hero’s pathos is problematic.

The first stage of the development, juvenile love, is generally excluded 
in the contemporary Russian society ; such love does not and cannot exist. 
As we shall see later in Tolstoy’s novel, Levin can go along his own course at 
the very expense of giving up the belated love and the ideal of emancipated 
companion. And the “Kreutzer Sonata” shows the same regularity in the 
impossibility of the choice between the two alternatives. The carpe diem way 
of life is also prescribed by social convention in the young age of life, and 
under such circumstances there are in fact only two alternatives left for the 
family. That is why the family guards Anna Karenina so carefully in this 
age of love : they educate her to be a cultured, clever and beautiful woman of 
the world, fulfilling completely the requirements of etiquette, and keep her 
in waiting for the “hero of the age”, who has made a significant career.

This typology of Tolstoy’s, which is different from Shakespeare’s, is 
justified by other works of Russian literature. From Pushkin to Ostrovsky 
and Shchedrin love arrives not in young age ; the Romeo-Juliet type of pas
sion arises later. In comparison to Shakespeare, Tolstoy notices that this 
belated need, in an age when man could fulfil himself as an individual, be
comes an obstacle to social self realization and entails estrangement, catas
trophe and emptiness. It is true that Shakespeare also portrays anomalies 
that are due to circumstance, where “time has come out of joint” within the 
individual (Macbeth, Henry IV, Claudius, etc.). In contrast to Claudius, who 
is cast back in his reign and achievement by his passion, and to Macbeth, who 
is made deaf and blind by the belated ambition for a career, Hamlet can 
become a great tragic hero exactly because his opportunity to act arrives at 
the right time. It is the same with Romeo and Juliet : in their life love arrives 
at the right time and appears as the fulfilment of their individuality.

Anna, who had no opportunity to experience juvenile love, has to marry 
Karenin, the bureaucrat, the hero of the age. The fact that Karenin is an of
ficial, of course, does not mean anything in itself, since Oblonsky, who is 
perhaps the most human among the characters, also serves in an office. Tsar 
Michael had already tried, as early as 1825, to prevent by reform the dissolu
tion of capitalism in Russia ; the landowner who became socially or finan
cially ruined, even by gambling away his fortune, could simply enter the service 
of the state instead of suffering bankruptcy, becoming déclassé or shooting 
himself in the head. Without respect to his qualifications, he received the 
status equal to his fortune. And so the real evolution of the bourgeoisie was 
checked not only in higher circles but also in wider social strata, since certain 
forms of state service were available to them too. The whole of Russia was
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nothing but an enormous office, a vast state machinery, which would other
wise not have been able to maintain its existence against the perilous avalanche 
started in February 1861. Thus the cleverest and most agile representatives 
of the higher strata also streamed to the offices from almost every order and 
community of society. Such might have been Karenin when he was young, 
who in the novel is already near to the summit of his career. A family who 
has the opportunity to marry their daughter to such a well respected gentle
man cannot but be satisfied, according to public opinion.

By way of this marriage Anna, in fact, gets into Petersburg high society 
and immediately becomes the centre. She has a son ; can we imagine her 
happier? But one day she realizes that love has not arrived in her life with 
Karenin. And she begins to worry about herself ; she is the most beautiful, 
the cleverest, the purest woman and yet she is the very one who has not had 
any share of passion. I t  is so, absolutely. And Anna, suddenly awaking to 
herself, the adult Juliet, will become destructive if she cannot win love.

Love, as human self fulfilment is at once both eternal and concrete in 
the same way as family and education, which can restrain or reinforce, and 
with which we can measure the relationship of the individual and society in a 
given age.

Just like Shakespeare, in “Romeo and Juliet” , Tolstoy’s basic casting 
of “Anna Karenina” as describing a human relationship is emphatically a 
question of living through the social contradictions of various ages in the 
fulfilment of a personality.

Tolstoy parades the Romeos of the age. Karenin from the very outset 
proves to be unambiguously inept for this role ; later this question will be 
Maupassant’s constant subject : how office kills man’s soul, how it degrades 
existence to such a measure that human relationships, even love, become empty 
for the bureaucrat. Levin gives up the opportunity of becoming a Romeo 
almost voluntarily ; he contents himself with Kitty and does not even after
wards guess the fact that the opportunity for Anna is gone. (He is expelled 
from the high society for his restraint from the carpe diem.) At the same time 
the fact that Anna’s fate is tending towards tragedy, the inevitable fall of 
greatness, makes him conscious of his instinctive aversion to high society 
at the same time. And from this point onwards he is more self-assured, not 
only in relation to Kitty, but also in his entirely illusory conviction that his 
own course is the only alternative.

Although in Oblonsky we can find nothing of Levin’s haughtiness and 
inner uncertainty, nevertheless he is the most human, though all heroism and 
even ideas of greatness are missing from him. He also bears the conventional 
conflict of marriage and love, although he tries to find a cheap solution to it, 
by living a double life, becoming unsuited to the role of a Romeo and inevitably 
degrading himself in this aspect of it.
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And what about Vronsky? Is the young favourite of the Petersburg 
society really a Romeo ? Does he disrupt convention when he chooses Anna 
as his lover ? For it seems that everybody expected that this lady of the world 
would meet this gentleman of the world, and that the disintegration of family 
relations should ensue. In the public opinion it is the way of the world ; thus 
Anna and Vronsky would demonstrate their similarity to everyone else, and 
there could be no question of any irregularity. Anna, in breaking out from 
conventional marriage, fell into the grasp of another convention. She does not 
assent in the style of this high life, yet still she does not realize that the same 
thing is happening to her now as when she was married. She seems to make 
her choice herself, but from where could she draw the knowledge and experi
ence to realize what is happening to Vronsky and herself, that this relationship 
cannot satisfy the righteous need which drove her into love, and that no real 
emancipation can be reached within the old framework.

In Italy Vronsky has a flash of hope for an alternative, the opportunity 
to become an artist — which let me add, would mean a hero’s way out, 
but it turns out that he is weak and unprepared for this path. Mikhailovsky 
finds, when painting Anna’s portrait, that he rightly cannot find real beauty 
in Anna, because the inner strength and certainty of self realization is missing 
from her face. The painter judges this beauty from the universal point of 
view, and this aspect throws an entirely new light on, and at once anticipates, 
the innovative closing of Anna’s character. So far characters and the reader 
have seen what lifted Anna and Vronsky above Oblonsky, Dolly, Levin and 
Kitty, but all of a sudden that fact comes to light which profoundly rhymes 
with Anna’s uneasiness, inner disharmony, and finally in the motif of her 
constant courting of catastrophy.

Again it is the Italian episode that sheds light on one of the underlying 
principles of the whole work : Tolstoy in this novel from time to time brings 
to ruin the most disparate romantic endeavours, be they moved either by the 
idea of freedom from conventions — for example Levin —, or the need to 
somehow re-romanticize the vacuous high-life. And from this point onwards 
the centre of the novel is not Anna alone ; the emphasis imperceptibly shifts 
over to Levin, who, although he goes through no novel fate at all, still repre
sents for Tolstoy an achievable — though compared to Mikhailovsky, the 
painter a more common and compared to Anna a pettier, form of self 
fulfilment.

The two different but equally real and unromantic attempts of the artist 
(Mikhailovsky) and the ordinary man (Levin) to realize the human essence 
in Tolstoy’s concept, the story of unrealized ambition and the increasingly 
empty course of life under the sacrifices and sacrificiers of social conventions 
Karenin and Vronsky's catastrophy and Anna’s tragedy. In comparison to 
that the topic of “unhappy families” at any rate is pushed into the back

Acta Litteraria Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 2 3 ,19S1



Tolstoy’s novel and Tolstoy’s thinking 231

ground and operates as a secondary motif ; though it is kept awake by the 
existence of heroes and is qualified in particular by the senselessness of their 
life, and by the success of failure of their fulfilment.

Tolstoy in this respect deviates from Shakespeare in tha t it is not human 
error that is in the centre of interest, but a badly arranged society, since in 
Tolstoy’s world man fails to become great and happy not only in love and 
family life but also in his social career, and Levin’s protest is also considerably 
challenged not only by the failure of Petersburg high society to understand 
him, but also by the unwillingness of the “world below” to even admit him. 
Owing to his idyllic desire, his endeavour falls not only in connection with the 
emancipation of women but also in the cooperation with the peasants.

I t is not by chance, either, that the only character tha t Tolstoy leaves 
“unfinished” is Levin, and that the whole interest of this figure is due rather 
to the repeated failure of his epic ambitions and idyllic endeavours than to 
the novellish consequences of the adventures he experienced on his way. As a 
matter of fact Levin has no storybook course but rather a moral aspect, ethic 
perseverance, intellectual and moral pathos and a questioning philosophical 
attitude. His motion in the novel is rather similar to the starting steps of an 
actual novel hero than the novellish life. His course is one of illusions which 
hardly affect his fate at all, whether we are regarding it from the point of 
view of his marriage with Kitty or from that of his attempts at living a rustic 
way of life. In Levin — as later on in Nehljudov Tolstoy is concerned 
with the opportunities for the rearrangement of the noble hero’s psychic 
structure. In his more conventional characters on the other hand Tolstoy’s 
analytic interest is drawn towards the imprinting of convention on the psyche 
and the collision of conventions with the human essence.

However, there is no doubt that Tolstoy investigates an alternative in 
Levin’s character : he seeks for the sources of a well organized society already 
somewhere in existence : in the rustic form of existence close to nature, 
accustomed to work, and in the opportunity for man’s self perfection. He re
gards this rather simple and rustic adherence to the worker’s life as universally 
human, and not the purgatory of emotional and intellectual shocks, as Shake
speare in Hamlet, or Dostoevsky in his novels, do, although Tolstoy does not 
speak about these opportunities and alternatives.

Therefore Tolstoy wants to provide a possible way out for his heroes. 
And although he destroys Andrey’s, Olenin’s and Nehljudov’s romantic illu
sions, the illusions of Pierre and Levin are for him real endeavours in which 
there is a hidden solution.

While on the one hand Tolstoy qualifies the good family — bad family 
topic in the conscious awareness of the heroes, on the other hand he expounds 
it narratively in a completely open and undisguised manner, giving also an 
authorial judgement on it, but always associated with the actual episodes
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of the novel — he grabs this wider and more comprehensive sphere of problems 
characteristically on a level of Shakespearian objectivity, i. e. epically, in the 
direction of the character’s endeavours, in the end result of their ambition or 
from the retrospect of the final result.

The realization for example, that Anna lives in the milieu of Petersburg 
society and that this society shapes her as well as Karenin or Vronsky to its 
own likeness, along with the series of adventures leading to disillusionment 
allow Tolstoy to show the tragedy of emancipation as two coherent poetic 
sequences of thought illuminating each other.

Tolstoy seeks in vain for an opportunity for the Romeo-Juliet passion 
which could accomplish and make great woman’s individuality. At the same 
time he shows that the decisive failure of this accomplishment is independent 
of the individual, even if she has to become guilty in her own fate. As a matter 
of fact the motto of the novel refers to that.

Tolstoy’s motto, chosen from “Apostle Paul’s letters”, in many respects 
helps to direct the artistic structure and epic concept of the novel. The omis
sion of the words “Quoth the Lord . . .” meaningfully modifies the biblical 
meaning, since this challenges the claim of man to be privileged to condemn 
his fellow creatures. And the well-quoted letter exemplifies that for Tolstoy 
this problem is not new at all : society even shames the victims of its own 
faults, treating them as Pharisees, in order to relinquish responsibility. Thus 
Tolstoy puts the frustration of human endeavour and the clash of wills on the 
account of life itself, and the social order, in every way.

In “Anna Karenina” Tolstoy came to the very conclusion that Russian 
society had been shaken in its roots, and that in this disintegrating world no 
one could build a peaceful private life, happiness for himself. Ko one could 
create his own integrity and fulfilment who did not take the opportunity of 
the “real” way out, either as an artist, as Mihaylovsky, or as an ordinary 
man, as Levin. And Tolstoy proves with novellish fates, that none can “right 
an anachronism”, though in a certain form — in attempts to find a way out, 
in life revealed as fate, and in the failure of self fulfilment — everyone finds 
himself facing the catastrophies and tragedies of this disintegrating world.

Nor is Levin only witness of this world ; he also shares in it ; he can 
only come to the conclusions which save him from catastrophe at a price, and 
even that does not save him from chaos.

For Anna is beginning to realize only gradually, at the approach of 
her tragedy, that what is happening is not a breach of convention but on the 
contrary, the building of a new one. She is slowly getting taken by events, but 
when she wants to retire to the countryside with Vronsky she has to see that 
it would mean their expulsion from the world. Only at this point does she 
suddenly realize the complete difference between what is happening and what 
she imagined ; Vronsky and she have endeavoured in different directions and
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each has longed for different things. That she is inevitably being driven into 
catastrophy by the late experience of love, Anna actually begins to guess as 
early as the difficult birth of her second child when she almost makes her 
peace with Karenin she thinks she can see the man in him — but a t that 
point theTatyanian course is already impossible for her. She has stepped across 
all conventions, but it is impossible for her to be Juliet. Anna’s love towards 
her son and her unyielding attitude to Karenin, again show her diverted 
splendour for the simple calling off divorce and the recovery of her son could 
not solve anything. Anna is suddenly convinced that her break with hateful 
convention was in vain, that she has become the slave of just another con
vention and that her act was self-destructively senseless. Thus her fate is not 
based on a simple misunderstanding ; she finds irrepressible counter powers in 
herself. Although, understandably, she does not make herself the obstacle of 
her fulfilment, her inner confusion and obstinacy can still be seen by the 
reader. In this respect Anna can be related to a certain extent to  Nastasya 
Filipovna on whose psyche the convention obstructing her fulfilment has also 
been imprinted and what is more has almost become a frame of mind. And it 
becomes all the more fatal for them because they both live the age of adult 
love, the last great passion, and expect their human fulfilment from it.

Karenin’s rationalization parallels his alienation, and this vacuous man 
is deaf towards tragedy while Anna, facing the inevitability of alienation, 
commits suicide. Anna’s tragedy is tha t Vronsky is no Romeo and similar 
moral force never arises in him. Nevertheless, Vronsky is also extremely 
typical of lis age, and his figure grows beyond the typical.

His age could make him suitable even for a Romeo love, though what 
binds him to Anna, is due rather to some belated romanticism or the reminis
cence of love stories of French romances, while he would like to remain the 
community’s favourite at all times. If in Anna’s case love is the only alterna
tive of her late fulfilment, Vronsky wants to undertake this role of the favourite 
in such a way that would make it possible for him to assume the attitude of the 
lover in a Romance, and for this reason his style makes him incessantly re
miniscent of an unsuccessfully drawn romantic hero. At the horse race the 
cause of his fall is again his excessive interest in posture. But also in Italy, 
he is unwilling to undertake the career of a painter as a matter of fact because 
he is frightened at the uncalculably long and uncertain way leading to success. 
His fears are also fostered by the fact tha t he cannot understand and cannot 
feel, either why things that artists regard as beautiful or great are in fact 
beautiful or great. This is better augured when Vronsky, assuming the world’s 
admiration for Anna, sees the further rise of his career ensured in his successful 
conquest. In contrast to Anna, not even nature can calm and make him turn 
towards himself ; the experience of nature means seeing himself in a wild 
romantic environment. His sudden irrevocable conversion comes about, when
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their idyllic condition inmoving to the countryside is about to come true. But 
as soon as they are out of the Petersburg high society which had been a con
stan t inspiration to Vronsky, the medium keeping his ambitions in motion, 
which had justified and sanctioned his play-acting just as well as Anna’s 
destruction of conventions, Vronsky immediately starts to feel his life vacuous, 
and from this moment onwards his desire to escape grows stronger and stronger 
and internally more and more clouded in its perspectives. At the same time 
he still believes in the power of conventions so much, as to boldly depend on 
them, as if he were convinced that nothing wrong can happen to him (amid 
events his mother does in fact manage his fate).

The question of whether her figure is romantic or not may also arise 
in connection with Anna’s character. For from the very moment of her appear
ance we see in her a perfect, most beautiful, purest, clever and most cultured 
human being. Is it not an exaggeration ? This baroque over-emphasis of Anna’s 
values by Tolstoy becomes plausible because the heroine lives in the aura of 
Petersburg society, where the elite’s hierarchy of values is built on these very 
properties and is confined to  these very qualities. And these circles shape their 
favourites and victims from among them ; to  their own likeness, almost 
systematically, and with a cool consistency. Tolstoy in his characters analyses 
the very extent to which the form of existence of the ruling class has become 
a social convention, and the way it has been imprinted on the individual’s 
psyche.

Tolstoy makes some of his heroes like Anna or Levin renounce the world 
which is unable to leave a self-induced vicious circle. Pierre arrives a t the 
Decembrist ideal through a chain of heretic ideas and movements, while he 
lives through his repeated disillusionment always in the same way as his mar
riage with Helen : though no sooner does he let the futile attempt go its 
own way than he is already orientating himself towards a fresh opportunity. 
Natasha Rostova’s honest, naive Juliet-like love towards Kuragin dies down 
so quickly that it could have been just a dream, and in fact it leaves her 
emotional world untouched. This attitude is perhaps even more characteristic 
of Audrey Bolkonsky : on the verge of death he realizes in his vision Napoleon’s 
dwarfishness compared to the endless cosmic height of the sky, and the en
thusiasm which would have driven him into destruction the day before is 
suddenly gone from him.

Tolstoy’s heroes always eventually manage to retain their integrity 
despite their environment, in the sense that the ethical, emotional, and intel
lectual revelation of the cheap falsity of their ideals born of this environment 
makes them able either to turn over a new leaf and lead a different way of 
life or simply to make an extremely tragic choice.

So Tolstoy follows the Shakespearian typology of the individual’s 
self-realization by all means, and investigates each of the three periods of
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self-realization with a whole series of works. For example, the Hamletian age 
and state of Pierre and Bolkonsky ; but as regards the experimentation of 
every possibility in Levin and Nehljudov’s adventures of mature adult age, 
the characters of Ivan Ilyich and Pozdnishev, their self-analyzing through 
tragedy, the young or the ageing heroes of the auto-biographical trilogy and 
of the short stories (“Three Deaths” , “Sevastopol” , “Two Hussars” etc.) all 
demonstrate this investigation of Shakespearian typology among the relations 
of Russian society.

I t is due to the nature of epic material itself, that there is always an 
opportunity for the proclamation of the author’s judgements, for the series 
of fate-shaping and fate-determining external-internal actions of man’s every
day life are in themselves an ethical attitude in such a disintegrating world -  
and this is what in some cases normally draws nearer to each other the levels 
of form of the author’s and the character’s ethic experience and judgement. 
On the other hand without psychological depiction and adventure it is im
possible to go over that social and universal-human sphere of questions — the 
whole sphere of problems of self-fulfilment — from whose point of view, as 
we have seen, Tolstoy brought up the topic of “happy and unhappy family”.

Anna’s tragedy deviates from Juliet’s already in that while Anna escapes 
to love, Juliet is fulfilled by it. And when at the summit of her fulfilment the 
external world wants to force her to turn back she plunges into the chasm of 
choice rather than give up and deny the human greatness experienced in her 
own passion. Juliet ceases from destroying herself only because the friar offers 
her — in order to save her from the forced marriage the state of apparent 
death until Romeo arrives. Just as Romeo, having arrived earlier than expected 
and thinking Juliet dead, kills himself because further human fulfilment 
without Juliet is unimaginable for him ; he does not and cannot see before 
himself such an opportunity of accomplishment in value equal to love, as the 
adult Hamlet can in investigating and taking on responsible historical action.

In contrast to these heroes Anna’s love to Vronsky and later her suicide 
remain equal forms of escape. Anna resolves on the tragic deed only when and 
because it finally becomes sure that her fulfilment has not come true and it 
cannot come true any more — that is why her suicide will be the same kind 
of escape as her attempt had been to break out. Therefore it is not her human 
fate that becomes really tragic, but on the contrary : her human tragedy 
becomes fate, a course of life roaming through the structure of society and 
the impossibility of self-realization in it.

On the other hand it is primarily not a Romeo’s self-accomplishment 
that works in Pierre’s and Nehljudov’s moral enthusiasm ; it is the investiga
tion of the solving of Hamletian dilemmas what makes their passion grandiose 
without their feeling the absence of some extreme, great heroic action or of 
a Hamletian tragic outcome.
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In the dilemmas of Pierre and Levin the most important is the search 
for the aim of life, the decision of where to allocate their activities. If they 
succeed in the latter one, as a matter of fact their novellistic course has come 
to an end. Even if — as for example in Levin’s case — it turns out from time 
to time that the way they seem to have found is again a kind of illusion. In 
Tolstoy’s novels they are not often ready to admit this conclusion, or at least 
they are not ready to admit the newer failure ; even in the last moments of 
their novellistic course they try to convince themselves that they chose the 
right way.

We can make sure of this quality of Levin’s character at the famous 
dialogue which takes place between him and his brother. His brother accuses 
Levin of apathy, continuous slyness, when seeing his newer inner conflict con
cerning the ambiguous attempt to liberate the peasants, and he scolds him : 
come on !, distribute the land free among the peasants, and then they will treat 
you as equal and speak to you openly. All that takes place in Levin’s thoughts 
and emotions following the famous scything scene will rhyme back to this 
episode. But again, Levin reacts upon this confusion in accordance with his 
character : he almost clings to Fokachin’s mystic wisdom that nevertheless 
suggests some mystic way out.

The Bible has the same role at the end of Nehljudov’s series of futile 
adventures. Whether he manages to achieve Katyusha’s release this time re
mains uncertain ; but it has already come to light that their relationship is 
impossible to carry on. On the last pages of the novel Nehljudov is still captured 
not by despondency but by the hope of finding some mystic way out.

Therefore the extremity, the moral human perseverance in the search 
for a way out, the indestructible vitality is characteristic not only of Katyusha 
but to a certain extent of Nehljudov too. Here the construction of the two 
novels into one is evident ; it is much more interesting that Nehljudov is a 
real Bezuhov-type of novel-hero, who by his repeated failures grows higher 
and higher, while he is inevitably roving through, and experiences both psy
chologically and socially the most essential spheres of Russian existence. From 
another point of view Nehljudov is also a Bolkonsky-type of hero of ethic 
perseverance all of whose agility is due to his intensified moral sensi
tivity.

Tolstoy constructs his novel in an original way, so that he presents first 
the Nehljudov who is shocked morally at that certain trial where Katyusha 
is convicted. And from this moral shock, - as with the hero of “Kreutzer 
Sonata” — he takes over nearly all the responsibility ; the way out leads in 
two directions: on the one hand forwards socially, to absolve himself from sin 
and guilty conscience by way of individual action ; on the other hand back
wards into his own biography, into the memory, the past, to subject bygone 
events to a strict intellectual and ethical analysis examining why and how
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all that happened. These two different alternatives mean actual novellistic 
adventure, and strangely enough, both ways lead to the conclusion : the 
further Nehljudov gets in the analysis of the bygone events, and the more 
social institutions he goes over for Katyusha’s acquittal, the clearer it be
comes to him and to us, the readers too (what after all remained unclear 
narratively in “Kreutzer Sonata”) that the responsibility is by no means 
personal, its explanation is to be sought for not in the private person’s biog
raphy and that the bygone events are by no means reparable at the expense 
of individual’s redeeming act.

Bolkonsky broke down under the weight of his extreme moral maxims, 
in captivity of these maxims his ego incessantly found failure tragic in private 
life, social activity and in the search for ideas, too. Pierre’s individual way, 
on the other hand, is nothing but a series of metamorphoses : his ego finds 
the next illusion even before he is disappointed in the previous one. These two 
different attitudes are proportionally together in Nehljudov, but in such a 
way that he is so to say, gradually moving from Bolkonsky’s attitude towaids 
Pierre’s, during the analysis of the bygone events, that the solution is in a way 
impossible by the rescue mission which had been launched, and what is more, 
he also begins to guess, that the real solution lies perhaps not so much in the 
nobility and the noble state but much more in the hands of those people to 
whom Katyusha orientates : in the hands of the revolutionaries setting out 
for Siberia, who are the new intelligentsia of the people.

It is clear from what has been said so far that everything which in Levin’s 
character can be regarded as a moment of the picture of morality, is by no 
means a defect of the Tolstoian novel. On the contrary : it is one of the essen
tial vehicles of the novel’s semantics. The final human conclusion in Anna 
Karenina’s course of life is also that the personality is subject to the human 
laws of its self-fulfilment just as well as to a society which hinders the fulfil
ment of the personality, obstructs and frustrates it in its endeavours. The 
linking together of Anna’s and Levin’s novels was possible only by going 
through this sphere of problems which exceeds the individual tragedies of 
both, just as in Tolstoy’s other novels the different courses of life of the two 
central heroes are also joined by a similar principle.

In any case, in Tolstoy’s three big novels in “War and peace”, “Anna 
Karenina” and “Resurrection” — we meet with this type of construction. In 
“War and peace” it is Pierre and Andrey whose novel can be regarded as 
central, to the end. Whereas these courses of life are totally opposite, just 
as well as their novellistic consequences are. And the last novel “Resurrection” 
does not leave any doubt at all that Tolstoy here has joined together two 
novels : that of Nehljudov and that of Katyusha.

If we give a closer inspection to the difference between these two kinds 
of novel adventures, which have been joined together in a manner character
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istic to Tolstoy, we are surprised to see that on the one pole we always have to 
face some moralizing attitude, extreme characters, while on the other we 
are having to do with characters whose essential quality is development, a 
search for a way out, the testing of the alternatives of social action, and a 
certain kind of undestructible optimism. Bolkonsky and Anna Karenina 
represent the first, Pierre Bezuhov and Levin the latter type.

In  the course of events evolving Anna’s character the writer emphasizes 
all along the moment of moral extremism : he repeatedly confronts the heroism 
of such dilemmas, which bring to the surface this extremism, and in these 
moments we admire Anna’s human greatness purely just as much as the 
similar manifestations of Andrey Bolkonsky’s character. One of the most 
characteristic examples of this is Anna’s visit to Serjoza, in which episode it 
comes to light too, that Anna cannot easily solve these dilemmas, either, 
since for her there are practically no such alternatives as for Pierre or Levin. 
Therefore in the Tolstoian construction the Nehljudovian fiasco is not treated 
as the hero’s personal weakness — as is stated by critics. On the contrary : 
this dual novellistic adventure in Nehljudov makes us realize just what in 
Tolstoy’s previous novels is generally conveyed by the whole epic construc
tion. What has been narratively inaccessible there, what Tolstoy generally 
had transposed into heroes of opposite fates and approached by joining to
gether the two novels into a coherent whole, is now revealed as a coherent, 
inseparable intellectual experience in both Nehljudoy’s biography and his 
novellists life of events. Thus in Tolstoy’s art it is in his last novel that what 
previously had appeared separately, though from the very beginning had been 
the central sphere of questions in his artistic thinking, is now interwoven 
into one single plot.

However, the critics and reader prefer to treat Tolstoy as the “great 
moralist” or “prophet” ; whereas this view applies only to his publicism and 
the bulk of his essays, his novels prove something totally different. The under
lying principle of his artistic thinking is that in his novels he always sets side 
by side the moralizing hero with the hero seeking for a way — or just the hero 
of extreme moral perseverance with the hero querying the value of this ex
tremity. The novel for him means the opportunity of raising the question and 
experimenting from time to time : how we can or cannot remove the discovered, 
really serious social, ethic and moral questions from agenda in the social, 
personal and the historical development.

Tolstoy’s personal literary biography also demonstrates that these two 
different motives — on the one hand the enlightening Rousseau, on the other 
the utopian socialist, experimenting Owen — affect with equal intensity not 
only the beginning writer, but further on the Tolstoian ideas also crystallize 
on these two poles. But while the answers of Tolstoy the publicist, the writer 
of essays or scientific treaties are rather exposed to time, the epic Tolstoy, the
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novellist builds such sequences of artistic thoughts in which none of these 
two spheres of problems are ever outweighed. And that is just where the 
enormous objectivity of the Tolstoian artistic thinking lies, this is the keynote 
to the lasting value and freshness of his works.

If Tolstoy had devoted single novels to each of the two kinds of heroes, 
and endeavours, he would have inevitably become a moralist or utopian 
writer of the age. The Tolstoian way of construction is just that realization 
of the writer about form that neither of the lines of the novel would be satis
factory, and what is more none but this dual medium forms the least more 
specific meaning of one or the other. We could easily divide into two Tolstoy’s 
works dealing with non-artistic (sociological, pedagogical, political, ethical) 
questions, so that one group would contain all that is enlightening, ethical and 
moral and the other all the projectional didactic Utopian works dealing with 
solutions. In many cases, however, inseparable these questions are in his essays, 
it would be hard to state that these two approaches are intertwined in order 
to correct each other, or that taking them separately or together they would 
be able to analyse reality on the level of the age.

Tolstoy’s epic, novellish thinking can be accomplished only by jwessing 
the two sequences of thoughts against each other in the different courses of 
his novels with two central heroes, thus being able to go through and experi
ence such profoundities which never allow the lesson of one or the other course 
of life to assert itself separately, and close into itself. The searching heroes’ 
novellistic course of life so to say creates a distance to the maximalism of the 
moral heroes and vice-versa : the Utopian searches for a way out are supervised 
in the same way in a tragic outcome of the moral heroes’ course of life.

Tolstoy clearly sees and explains several times, that the mankind cannot 
indulge in the luxury of giving way under experienced tragedies. To recuperate 
oneself again and again and to go on searching almost hopelessly — this is 
such an original feature of man, as is the ability to carry through and experience 
to great individual and social tragedies.

Who is right? Bolkonsky or Pierre? Anna or Levin? The Nehljudov who 
is accusing himself or the Nehljudov acquitting himself and realizing the 
responsibility of society? At any rate in each other’s mirror their human 
greatness, the subjective and social lesson of their series of adventures are 
even more profoundly reflected, as well as that social problem which would 
not be revealed in its own nature without this dual mirror. This gives the 
human proportions of Anna’s tragedy : the Levinian point of view justifies its 
social inevitability. As it would not be hard for us to imagine in Pierre’s place 
a t the stages of his eries of adventures a Bolkonsky type of hero, about whom 
we would certainly feel tha t he rightly breaks because he devoted his life to 
some supposed greatness, which in meantime turned out to be just an illu
sion. Compared to the fates of Bolkonsky, Katyusha or even Anna, Pierre’s
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deviations or Nehljudov’s way, fate and character remind us time and again 
th a t as tragic heroes their quest has been a great one.

All tha t however would not yet convince us of the objectivity of Tolstoy’s 
epic thinking, if besides it, we perpetuated the other severe mistake of Tolstoy’s2 
critics concerning the technique of Tolstoian narration. I t  is generally held 
tha t it is subjective first person and therefore ideological contradictory despite 
its realistic quality. These views about Tolstoian narrativity differ about how 
they define the appearance of this ideological contradiction in artistic think
ing. Perhaps the most widely held view is that Tolstoy arrives at a kind of 
didactic summary, a final conclusion. Not even Bachtin was able to overcome 
this general view, probably because, in an aesthetical — and not poetical 
approach, the general manner of narration and the narrative structure cannot 
be separated, whereas it is impossible to grab Tolstoy’s epic thinking without 
the differentiation of these two different semantic levels. Tolstoian epic con
struction and narrative structure provides an original presence for Tolstoy, 
keeping the privilege of direct judgement (let us put it as follows : judgement 
on the teleological level) to himself, as the writer, as well as for the character 
narrator. Probably this is the reason why Tolstoy does not like the non writing 
character narrator as unstable in its competence.

In Tolstoy’s works the characters’ level is unbroken and undoubled (into 
parts and epic words) by the characters’ cognitive logic (psychological logic) ; 
thus novellistic events are produced in compositional retrospect, not as we 
readers might guess alongside the hidden thoughts of the heroes cognitional 
dilemmas, what neither characters nor narrator expect, foresee or guess is 
just what becomes meaningful in the epic sense a t the end. That is why in 
Tolstoian narration the narrator has no depicted intellectual or biographical 
aspect, only a moral attitude, and for the same reason his distancing cannot 
synchronise with the current phase of the novellistic events, only retrospective
ly with the close of the novellistic time.

The narrator, as regards the nature and manner of the close, relies on 
the epic course of events so much, that from its rhyming moments and from 
the repetition of the characters’ momentary apperception, can already guess 
the solution before the close of the novel, without the narrative words indicat
ing or foretelling it beyond all that.

This is where we have to seek for the profound epic truth of the Tolstoian 
narrative attitude : it consistently excludes from the competence of the 
authorial narration the question of what ways of life, moral norms and ethical 
imprints, the recurring individual revolts against them, and the quest for some
thing else, are worth in the development and existence of a society. How do 
they result in the public morals and in the realization of the individual’s op
portunities, do they change their values or destroy them. The Tolstoian poetics 
of the novel suppose a dual judgement : on the one hand hic et nunc, in syn
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chrony with the current events, on the other hand a “social historical” judge
ment, that is to say one made from the perspective of the whole of human 
existence. In Tolstoy’s works none but the close inspection of individual fates, 
whole of the epic narration and not the emphasis of certain episodes by the 
narrator as in Dostoevsky’s novels, is intended to convey the judgement in the 
epic sense.

The dramatic quality of Tolstoy’s novels also springs from the poetic 
concept, a certain kind of dramatic aspect of the narrative words naturally 
arises from the depiction of living through existence, from the evolution of 
situations evidently springing out of the forms of private life or from the 
tracing of the characters’ rise above these situations.That is why we feel that 
the Tolstoian narrator always puts things accurately in their proper place, 
and never deceives us in moral, or in ethical or other respects ; on the other 
hand from this flows the existential evidence and our feeling that Tolstoy’s 
realism and realistic style is authentic.

The material-form medium of his novels, the rhyme-sequence of the 
narration, referring to and judging reality as a matter of course, is such that 
it almost never lets the narrator — either Tolstoy or one of the heroes — go 
into the orbit of false conscience. Probably that makes it seem as if Tolstoy 
really foresaw and monologically arranged everything. But Tolstoy not merely 
tells through his characters ; he also evolves evidently from their social 
existence the ethical, moral, social, philosophical ideas kept in a hierarchy 
of value all along in his nax-rative words. At the close of the course of events 
he is also surprised to see how the development of his heroes’ existence disproves 

these ideas or on the contrary how it proves something unexpected. In this 
way Tolstoy, with the fate of the characters, the whole of the epic events 
unexhausted by the narrator’s words reverses not only the characters’ cogni
tion but the current cognition of the author as well. And so Tolstoy as a narra
tor does not separate himself from the events ; that is why we all along feel 
the narration coherent, but also why as readers we perceive in the Tolstoian 
novels narrativity conveying only the characters’ knowledge and the narra- 
tivity of epio events opposed to the former one or correcting the characters’ 
cognition.

Compared to Dostoevsky’s narration, the fact that the distance is not 
so long between the two is due to their different orientation. During the 
course of events the narrator’s cognition — opposed to the characters’ cogni
tion — concentrates on and draws the reader’s attention not tc the outcome 
of the course of events but to the internally coherent and thus evaluable ethic 
perseverance of the personality. Contrary to Dostoevsky, in Tolstoy’s works 
the novellistic course of events never stirs the narrator’s interest — and the 
reader’s neither — to find out what the social, structural background, the 
springs of a certain ideal or turn of fate can be, but to find out what man is
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worth, and what his intellectual reaction is in this or that situation, that is 
to say he asks what the moral, perspectivic — historical content of these 
situations is. In Tolstoy the social structure is always revealed only as a final 
cause, a moment in the whole of the epic course of events ; it becomes really 
visible only from the end and only after the characters’ intellectual aspect 
has been closed, their social evaluation having been made by the reader. In 
this sense the narrator’s competence in Tolstoy’s artistic thinking is not revised 
by the epic final conclusion.

Tolstoy’s work does not know such turns in evolving the story of the 
characters as does Dostoevsky’s, for example in Svidrigaylov’s story ; neither 
can we find such turns in events — as for example Smerdjykov’s last confes
sion before his suicide. Because in Dostoevsky it is not Ivan Dimitry’s evalua
tion that is important, but the reader’s as it is in “Crime and Punishment” 
concerning Svidrigaylov. Raskolnikov turns back from the police-station so 
resolutely not only because he has heard that the only person who knows 
the murderer’s identity besides Sonja is dead, but because he immediately 
sees in a different light the figure, the human aspect of that Svidrigaylov 
whom he earlier - when he appeared at this place after the murder and referred 
to their spiritual kinship — rejected contemptuously and in exasperation, and 
whom he also underestimated in his fight with Dunja. But the change of the 
reader’s view is even more important (and not in the epilogue, but in the 
novellistic texture at the moment when Raskolnikov’s fate become obvious) 
seeing that Svidrigaylov’s fate has actually come so near to that of Raskol
nikov.

In Tolstoy’s works — even in such stories of his as “Kreutzer Sonata” 
or “The Death of Ivan Ilyich” — the characters’ words can perform the 
narrative function, because the narrator’s words receive their eventual place 
and function not in the story of the character or in the course of events, that 
is in its situational evolution, but in the narrative whole of the epic tex
ture.

In Tolstoy’s work narrative objectivity and the narrator’s subjective 
interference presuppose one another, because the levels of the characters and 
the succession of events develop in such a way that every time two threads 

or, as in the “Resurrection”, a double thread — of the novel is intertwined 
into a coherent unity, the peculiarity of the epic thinking is given by the 
relation of the human fates of two central novel heroes to one another. The 
plot of the novel is centred on the one side around the figure of extreme ethic 
perseverance, on the other side around the seeking, developing hero. Both 
of them are acquitted or condemned by the Tolstoian narrator’s direct judge
ments, sometimes by means of the narrative, sometimes the description, and 
sometimes the descriptive word. The two novellistic ways, two forms of human 
behaviours and the two kinds of recurring reactions of society to this dual
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human activity lay before us such a narrative structure, and existential con
dition. These open up a broader, deeper and wider perspective than the nar
rator’s or the characters’ words for the judgement and reconsideration of the 
development of Russian society.

Though the narrative subjectivity always brings the momentary semantic 
levels of the work towards a more subjective thinking in terms of the picture 
of morality, the fate of the characters, all the events, the objective and realistic 
shaping of the human figures and of the motion of social medium give a novel- 
listic picture of the Russian world. After all, this is the reason why the contra
diction haunting Tolstoy’s publicism, essays, and treaties is eliminated from 
his novels. What had been non-dialectical contradiction on the level of logical- 
theoretical systematization, ceased to be tha t when instilled into the dialectic 
of life and lifted to the level of artistic thinking. Although Tolstoy the essayist 
brings Shakespeare to task for his realism in the picture of morality, he still, 
on the novellistic level of epic thinking, relies on the universal human-social 
regularities revealed by Shakespeare. Thus he leaves behind both the Macbeth 
and the Utopian maxims. In this way he widens the artistic opportunities of 
thinking so much that he becomes, besides Dostoevsky, the inspirer of Euro
pean literary thinking from the end of the century to the present days. On 
the one hand he shows the unforeseeable social abstracts of human self- 
fulfilment in such an age, when Russia lives through the European period 
of her development and was pregnant with a revolutionary shock which broke 
out even in Tolstoy’s life. On the other hand he depicts the life of heroes living 
through intellectual and ethical questions, reacting upon this Russian trans
formation very sensitively, without being burdened with an incapability of 
action characteristic of the superfluous person, and with a reflectivity which 
destroys their intellectual power without being willing to reconcile themselves 
to any kind of illusory solution — proposed either by them or by somebody 
else.

And this is the specific phenomenon of social existence in the 19th 
century, in grasping which Tolstoy or Dostoevsky can create characters, plot, 
and situation of Shakespearian or Cervantesian size. And these interrelation
ships of the material can cause artistic thinking to grasp it neither in dramatic 
form nor in the form of lyric confession, but rather to choose narration to be 
the very form of evoking the primary revelation of the century’s main phe
nomenon.

The manner in which a question is put by the Tolstoian narration is 
closely related, even in its wider perspectives, to the two novel-constructions 
of its epic ; and in general to the development of 19th century epic genres, 
and within them to the rise of the novel form.

It is not by mere chance that Tolstoy, as a novellist, started with “War 
and Peace”. These two states of war and peace, as early as in this novel, inter
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penetrate each other just as well as the two types of novel heroes and the dual 
sphere of problems, from whose construction into one in Tolstoy’s further 
great novels also spring epic sequences of mutually enriching thoughts towards 
each other. The change of these two states of existence, their character and 
fate building power, is the basic experience of the age that remains decisive 
all along in the concept of Tolstoy’s works. And in the way they pose a question, 
even later on, when he grabs it only in the closer structural coherences of 
social existence.

As a matter of fact the social-historical background of “Anna Karenina” 
is same as tha t in “War and peace” , in a society where an uncheckable process of 
bourgeois development has started with the liberation of the peasants. I f  we 
ignored this we would understand nothing of the intensified activity and frame 
of mind characteristic not only of Anna and Levin but also of Vronsky and 
even the whole Petersburg high society. This disintegrated world not only 
pushes Anna under the wheels of the train ; at the end of his series of adven
tures Levin, the self-elected searcher for eternal peace, also stammers about 
the necessity of a “bloodless” revolution. And what is revealed in Tolstoy’s 
last novel already gives the social tableau of such an external and internal 
psychological state, in which the writer rightly guesses the prelude of an 
impending resurrection, which can be decisive for the Russian society and 
the Russian man.

The material from which Shakespeare moulds his characters would 
hardly obey a narrative shaping. But this is also true on the reverse : the 
Tolstoian characters can be understood only in the epic, novellistic medium of 
the Tolstoian story, they can become great before us only in this medium. 
The change and interpenetration of these two states of existence — of the 
more dramatic state of war with the more contemplative state of peace - 
makes not simply the subjectivity of the narrator’s words indispensible, but 
moreover it time and again interweaves the characters’ dialogues and mono
logues with a narrative phenomenon. Even in the most dramatic collisions the 
highly personified details require constant settings — either external, every
day events, or internal psychological ones. The creation of characters is im
possible without describing what is going on inside and outside them, and 
we cannot disregard these events in order to urge some dramatic end. Again 
and again we have to stop, because what externally happens to man in the 
world, what he does and experiences psychologically, is not only characteristic 
of the world, but it also forms man himself and at last his fate, too — project
ing before us dynamic social relations in this fate.

For this task the narrative opportunity of the dialogues and monologues 
is not at all sufficient ; besides this not only the competent description of an 
objective narrator, but also his subjective, evaluating attitude is needed. That 
is to say this life material requires no distance keeping, not even a subjective
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and incompetent narrator, but a narrator of subjective intellectual interest, 
who is objective and reliable at the same time. For the heroes live their mo
mentary existence even in their most intellectual reactions, and even in the 
clearest moments of their self-contemplation they are unable to see together 
the whole chain of connections resulting from the events, in which they share 
with all the other heroes, and which for this very reason can be held and 
presented together only by a narrator of creditable competence. That is why 
the narrator’s dual aspect — his intellectual passion and descriptive objectiv
ity — is natural and evident from the artistic point of view. In these two 
respects Tolstoy never superimposes his characters over the narrator, not 
even his most intellectual central heroes. As opposed to Dostoevsky’s narrators, 
in Tolstoy’s works the objectivity of description never passes from the nar
rator’s competence to that of the character’s ; the Tolstoian narrator is present 
wherever the hero turns up and is aware of everything what he thinks, feels, 
guesses or wants to do. In the narrative structure of his novels the characters’ 
existential, intellectual, descriptive and evaluative narrative are intertwined 
into a close unit with the more profound objectivity of the events having a 
wider perspective than the former ones, and approaches them from the motion 
of human and social existence.

At the same time in Tolstoy the characters shaping and experiencing 
the events cannot escape the responsibility for the past, nor can they ethically 
get out of the weight of their conscious or instinctive, ethical, moral decisions. 
This existential and at once intellectual situation of the century requires the 
writer’s presence also as a narrator.

Yet Lermontov thinks that what happens to man psychologically is 
probably more important than the story of a whole people or nation. Tolstoy 
already does not make any value judgement between what man experiences 
and what happens to a nation in war and in peace, in everyday life. Therefore 
the narrative competence in judging these events is at least as important as 
the ability to judge what can be expressed only in their final outcome, in the 
human fates and in the social, ethical, moral evaluation of society. From this 
the narrative subjectivity and objectivity of this genre of Tolstoian artistic 
thinking grows in the narrative epic system of his novels.

It is true that in Tolstoy’s age there is already hardly any sphere of 
life which would give roles to the narrator, as those in Homer’s “Iliad” . Or to 
put it more exactly, already in “War and Peace” it seems as if Tolstoy put 
together that which Homer divided into two separate works ; the heroic 
poem of Iliad and the novel of adventures of Odysseus. But as we have seen, 
in Tolstoy’s works the all-embracing medium of contemplation is formed from 
the novellistic moment ; not only do the characters make extreme judgements, 
but the narrator’s subjective impulses are also absolved in the great adventure 
of the age.
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The decisive experience of the writers of th a t century was that a personal
ity  of epic size is formed in a chain of accidents ; it grows out from everyday 
existence to become a/typical figure of the age. Among these accidents and 
everyday particularities we can find those from which human fate is decisively 
built up after all, and together with it the living organism of society is built 
or destroyed — that is to say everything th a t produces the individuals’ dif
ferent features, but in such a way that it is peculiar to one character or fate. 
This is the Alpha and Omega of character and plot in the 19th Century epic — 
th a t a multitude of individuals share a similar faite and ethical context within 
the recurring reactions of a society provoked by their actions.

From this point of view the novel — differently from the epic — de
scribes not what happened to  all the people together, but what can be thought 
of as all people together who, in accordance with the laws of everyday life, 
share character and fate, th a t is to say : what could and must happen together. 
Therefore in the novel the fate of the characters is formed into events not by 
the collective, common events, but by the individuals’ adventures indicating 
one another even in their multiple variety. That is why in the 19th Century 
the depiction of the intellectual-ethical-moral — in short, psychological — 
experience, and adventure of the external events and the manner in which 
this adventure is narrated becomes decisive.

The 19th Century epic has to rely decisively on psychological self-pro
pulsion, if it wants to give a valid description of the events and to show the 
character in relief, and if it wants to grasp the logic of events, approaching it 
both from the nature of personality and the nature of society. And again 
Tolstoy rightly thinks that he has to fight with Shakespeare. He shapes his 
characters nőt from personalities culled from history, but mainly from every
day heroes. The most remarkable thing is tha t Tolstoy — especially in his 
essay on Shakespeare — seeks for a poetic-historical basis that would allow 
him to  explain how he created, from the passionately experienced material 
of everyday life in that age, the form of thinking in which the characters 
called into being can go over and experience — either in war or in peace — the 
im portant questions of the age as well as its search for resolution, thus proving 
the historical topicality, ontological maturity, and universal artistic authentic
ity of the narrative epic and the novel.
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