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Abstract

This study focuses on representations of radical personal transformation in a number of
fictional, autobiographical, and publicistic works dating from L. N. Tolstoy’s late period
(1879-1910). I posit that Tolstoy’s account of his own conversion was neither an
accurate portrayal of the writer’s lived experience nor a complete fabrication. Rather, it
represented a highly stylized narrative account that mixed truth with fiction. Ironically,
the transformation that supposedly signaled Tolstoy’s rejection of his earlier literary
productions largely reiterated a model of personal transformation that was first developed
in those very works. An approach that treats Tolstoy’s own conversion as the reiteration
of a narrative structure rather than as a fundamentally new experience allows us to draw
broader conclusions regarding his artistic evolution and the evolution of the Russian
realist tradition as a whole.

The study includes three chapters. The first chapter discusses the evolution of the field of
conversion studies from its inception in the late nineteenth century to the present day, and
argues for a narratological approach to conversion, one that frames the phenomenon as a
textual representation of spiritual experience rather than as a category of experience
itself. The second chapter is primarily devoted to an analysis of Tolstoy’s Confession.
While critics have often viewed the text as a more or less accurate autobiographical
account, | demonstrate its fictive nature through a comparison of the autobiographical
account that Tolstoy presents and the documentary evidence regarding the events in
question. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of several fictional productions
that were composed in the 1880s and 1890s. The third chapter presents a close reading of
Tolstoy’s last major novel, Resurrection. While the work has long been seen as an
artistically flawed attempt to express late Tolstoyan moral teachings and political
critiques in the form of a fictional narrative, I argue that it can also be read as a subtle
meditation on the limitations of its author’s own claimed conversion. This interpretation
is supported by an analysis of Father Sergius, a text in which the element of self-criticism
is presented in a far more explicit form.



Introduction

B ymnou kxpumuxe uckyccmea écé
npasoa, Ho He BCS npasoa, a
UCKYCCME0 NOMOMY MOJbKO
UCKYCCMB0, 4mo OHO BCE.

-JI. H. Toacroii, IIucemo x H. H.
Crpaxosy, 1876

In late March of 1942, the eminent Soviet critic and literary theorist Boris
Eikhenbaum queued up with his family on the shores of Lake Ladoga to flee his native
Leningrad for the relative safety of Saratov. The journey across the icy expanse known as
the “Road of Life” was a treacherous one: Soviet vehicles were frequently targeted by
German bombers or plummeted through cracks in the ice. Given the dangers that awaited
him, it is likely that Eikhenbaum gave little thought to the briefcase he carried in his
hand, which explains why he would have set it down when the truck that carried him
broke down in the middle of the lake. Eikhenbaum turned away from his briefcase for a
moment, but it was a moment too long: When he looked back, it was gone. The loss of
luggage was a constant threat for those who traveled on the ice roads: As the philologist
Dmitrii Likhachev recalled in his memoirs, thieves would sometimes steal suitcases from
starving evacuees and then throw their victims through the ice.' That Eikhenbaum
managed to avoid such a fate, however, would have provided little consolation, for in that

briefcase were notes and drafts that represented years of intense scholarly labor,

'D. S. Likhachev, Vospominaniia (St. Petersburg: Logos, 1995), 336.



including all of the materials for his planned fourth volume on Lev Tolstoy.” The loss
was incalculable for literary scholarship. Eikhenbaum’s earlier studies on Tolstoy had
furnished groundbreaking insights into the writer’s works and the nature of literature
itself, and there can be no doubt that his planned follow-up to Tolstoy in the Seventies
(Tolstoi. Semidesiatye gody) would have shed new light on the writer’s artistic and
ideological development in the years following his spiritual crisis when he attempted to
refashion himself as a social critic and moral teacher.

The fate of Eikhenbaum’s lost notes and drafts remains a mystery to this day. One
scholar has speculated that a thief may have stolen the briefcase, hoping to find food or
valuables inside. If this was the case, one can only wonder at the thief’s reaction when he
found only “worthless” papers inside. Perhaps he kept the briefcase and discarded the
papers, allowing them to sit on the ice until the spring thaw came, plunging them into the
frigid depths of the lake. It is tempting to think that this might have happened, since the
image of Eikhenbaum’s manuscript disintegrating in the icy waters of Lake Ladoga
would provide a perfect metaphor for the state of scholarship on the last three decades of
Tolstoy’s career throughout much of the twentieth century. Like Eikhenbaum’s
manuscript, the late Tolstoy has, to quote Jeff Love, long “lain buried,” having been
reduced to a simplistic cliché. > The late Tolstoy has often been presented as a crank, a
tiresome moralist, and a second-rate thinker, a man whose ideas might be of some interest
to students of pacifism, but whose works, with a handful of exceptions, are of little

interest to literary scholars.

? For a detailed account of the loss of the notes and manuscripts, see Carol Any, Boris
Eikhenbaum: Voices of a Russian Formalist (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 168.

3 Jeff Love, “The ‘Late’ Tolstoi,” Slavic Review 70 (2011): 747, 748.



The reasons for the relative neglect of Tolstoy’s late period are complex and tied
to the very different forces that shaped twentieth-century literary criticism in the Soviet
Union and the West. With regard to Soviet criticism, the dearth of detailed analyses of
this period can be explained as a function of two factors. The first concerns the content of
Tolstoy’s late teachings. In the last three decades of his life, Tolstoy preached an
idiosyncratic and highly individualistic form of Christian anarchism. It comes as no
surprise that the Bolsheviks would have been suspicious of both the religious orientation
of his teachings and their radical rejection of all earthly authorities. From the time of the
October Revolution until the post-World War II period, access to Tolstoy’s religious
writings was highly restricted and there were virtually no attempts by Soviet scholars to
conduct a rigorous examination of the writer’s “reactionary” phase. In the 1950s,
however, the de facto prohibition on scholarly treatments of the late Tolstoy began to
weaken. Here scholars encountered a new problem: Vladimir Lenin had written several
short pieces that touched on Tolstoy’s late period, and the ideas that he presented in these
articles granted him the same degree of dictatorial power over developments in the world
of literary scholarship in death that he had enjoyed in the political realm in life. As a
result, it was virtually impossible for Soviet scholars to address Tolstoy’s late period
without placing—or at least appearing to place—Lenin’s theses at the center of their
arguments.

While the post-war period witnessed the appearance of a number of insightful
studies of Tolstoy’s late writings, including L. D. Gromova-Opul’skaia’s dissertation
“Osobennosti realizma L. Tolstogo v pozdnii period tvorchestva (1880-e-1900-e gody),”

E. N. Kupreianova’s Estetika L. N. Tolstogo, and K. N. Lomunov’s Nad stranitsami



“Voskreseniia,” the shadow of Lenin loomed large: The dominant tendency in post-war
Soviet criticism was, to quote Gromova-Opul’skaia, “to regard Lenin’s articles on
Tolstoy not only as unquestionable theses which can be more or less successfully
illustrated by material from Tolstoy's works, but as a program of investigation of
Tolstoy.”* As Andrei Tarasov notes, it was only in the early 1980s that Soviet scholars
were able to publish analyses of the writer’s late works without employing an explicitly
Leninist idiom.”

While scholars in the West were free from the ideological and political restraints
that limited their Soviet counterparts, they too have largely failed to provide
comprehensive treatments of Tolstoy’s late period that would match the depth and
breadth of the body of critical literature that exists on his early and mature periods.
Although numerous studies exist on Tolstoy’s philosophical and moral teachings and on
individual literary works that date from his late period—the scholarship on The Kreutzer
Sonata, The Death of Ivan Il’ich, and Hadji Murat is particularly extensive—there have,
as Love notes, been surprisingly few attempts to provide a comprehensive analysis that

would chart the connections and tensions between these two bodies of writings.® What

* Quoted in Gleb Struve, “Tolstoy in Soviet Criticism,” The Russian Review 19 (1960): 173.
Struve also quotes a similar statement by V. S. Asmus: “In Lenin’s short articles on Tolstoy is to
be found a wealth of ideas and conclusions which would suffice for half-a-score of big volumes.
But it is just this brevity which makes Lenin’s judgments about Tolstoy not only into succinctly
formulated conclusions from study, but also into a program for further investigations. The point
of view Lenin developed with regard to Tolstoy must be applied to the entire material of the great
writer's work and of his philosophical and publicistic legacy. It is necessary to investigate in
detail the way in which the fundamental contradiction between Tolstoy's art and world outlook,
revealed by Lenin’s analysis, comes to light whenever he touches, as an artist or thinker, upon
any new sphere.”

> Andrei Tarasov, Chto est’ istina? Pravedniki L va Tolstogo (Moscow: lazyki slavianskoi
kul’tury, 2001), 24.

®Love, 748.



little work has been done in this area has largely appeared in broad biographical surveys
covering Tolstoy’s entire life and career, surveys that are limited by two constraints. The
first concerns the motivations and interests of Tolstoy’s biographers themselves:
Comprehensive surveys of Tolstoy’s career have, for the most part, been produced by
scholars who are attracted to the writer by the fictional masterpieces of his mature period
and who take a dim view of his late period, which they see as an unjustified rejection of
those masterpieces.” The second constraint stems from the extent to which biographical
studies, by their very nature, straddle the line between scholarly and popular approaches.
Unlike their Soviet counterparts, Tolstoy’s Western biographers have been charged with
not only analyzing the writer’s works and ideas, but also with explaining the cultural
context in which they were produced to their audience. As a result of this requirement,
there is a marked tendency towards oversimplification in many Western analyses of
Tolstoy’s late period.

Recent years, however, have witnessed a renewed interest in the last three decades
of Tolstoy’s career, with both Russian and Western scholars publishing penetrating
analyses that break through the tired clichés to reveal the depth and complexity of his late

works.® This renewed interest in the late Tolstoy has naturally served to focus scholars’

7 One exception to this tendency is Rosamund Bartlett’s recent biography Tolstoy: A Russian Life
(Boston/New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), which presents a sophisticated and
sensitive treatment of the writer’s late period.

¥ See, for example, A. G. Grodetskaia, Otvety predania: Zhitiia sviatykh v dukhovnom poiske
L’va Tolstogo (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 2000); Ilya Kliger and Nasser Zakariya, “Poetics of
Brotherhood: Organic and Mechanistic Narrative in Late Tolstoi,” Slavic Review 70 (2011): 754-
772; Inessa Medzhibovskaya, Tolstoy and the Religious Culture of His Time: A Biography of a
Long Conversion, 1845-1885 (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2009); Irina Paperno, “Leo Tolstoy’s
Correspondence With Nikolai Strakhov: The Dialogue on Faith,” in Anniversary Essays on
Tolstoy, ed. Donna Tussing Orwin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) and Who,
What Am I? Tolstoy Struggles to Narrate the Self (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014); 1. V.
Petrovitskaia, Lev Tolstoi: Publitsist i obshchestvennyi deiatel’ (Moscow: lkar, 2013); Lina



attention on the thorny issues surrounding the spiritual crisis and conversion that he
claimed to have experienced in the 1870s, since these are the events that divide the late
Tolstoy from the mature Tolstoy. Among the recent works that have addressed questions
related to Tolstoy’s dramatic midlife turn to religion, Inessa Medzhibovskaya’s Tolstoy
and the Religious Culture of His Time: A Biography of a Long Conversion deserves
special attention, as it represents the first study in any language to focus specifically on
the theme of conversion. Beginning in 1845, when Tolstoy penned his first diary entry,
and ending with the completion in 1887 of “On Life” (O zhizni), a long philosophical
essay that she views as the “crown of [his] conversion,” Medzhibovskaya meticulously
examines the philosophers and movements that shaped the writer’s intellectual and
spiritual evolution. Tolstoy’s conversion, she concludes, should be seen as a “gigantic
philosophical and religious project, the search for a new outlook rather than a crisis-
begotten tragic moment.”” While there can be no doubt that her detailed and
comprehensive analysis of the impact that Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Plato,
Spinoza, and many other philosophers had on Tolstoy will continue to influence scholarly
treatments, Medzhibovskaya’s most important achievement consists in demonstrating
that the term “conversion” itself provides a fitting description for the transformation that

Tolstoy claimed to have undergone in the 1870s.

Steiner, “The Russian Aufklirer: Tolstoi in Search of Truth, Freedom, and Immortality,” Slavic
Review 70 (2011): 773-794; Tarasov; Justin Weir, Leo Tolstoy and the Alibi of Narrative (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2011) and “Violence and the Role of Drama in the Late Tolstoy:
The Realm of Darkness,” in Anniversary Essays on Tolstoy, ed. Donna Tussing Orwin
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). Two works intended for a broader audience by
Pavel Basinskii (Lev Tolstoi. Begstvo iz raia (Moscow: ACT, 2010) and Sviatoi protiv [’va: loann
Kronshtadtskii i Lev Tolstoi: Istoriia odnoi vrazhdy (Moscow: ACT, 2013)) also deserve
mention, as they indicate that the recent renewal of interest in the period extends beyond the
confines of the small community of Tolstoy scholars:

? Medzhibovskaya, xv.



By placing the question of conversion at the center of her analysis,
Medzhibovskaya has provided a new idiom with which to conduct a very old debate, one
that that centers on the question of whether we are better served by speaking of “one
Tolstoy” or “two Tolstoys.” Gary Saul Morson, who has idenitifed this question as one of
five unresolved issues in the critical literature on Tolstoy, summarizes the terms of the
debate as follows: “[Is] there, as Tolstoy himself claimed, a radical break in his career,
occurring around 1880, when he renounced his former convictions? Does his art and

thinking change radically at this point?”'°

During the writer’s lifetime, the “two
Tolstoys” model represented the dominant tendency. This model takes at face value
Tolstoy’s own repeated claims of having undergone a radical transformation following
his crisis, a transformation that led him to adopt a new way of thinking, a new set of
ideals, and a new approach to art. Following his death, however, critics increasingly
began to question this approach, spurred on by the realization of the broad thematic and
ideological parallels that spanned his early, mature, and late works. In the Soviet context,
Eikhenbaum was one of the first to advocate for the “one Tolstoy” model. The critic
wrote two articles in which he questioned the accuracy of Tolstoy’s own claims regarding
the crisis and conversion that he supposedly experienced in the 1870s. The first, which
was entitled “On Tolstoy’s Crises” (O krizisakh Tolstogo, 1920), decisively rejected the
received interpretation that holds that the publication of the Confession marked a sharp
turning point in the writer’s career:

To this day, it is thought that Tolstoy’s creative work is sharply divided

into two periods: before the Confession and after it. To this day it is
believed that after the Confession Tolstoy became a moralist.

' Gary Saul Morson, “The Tolstoy Questions: Reflections on the Silbajoris Thesis,” Tolstoy
Studies Journal 4 (1991): 116.



This is incorrect. Crises accompany all of Tolstoy’s creative work. And
this is absolutely not a characteristic of his [psychological] nature. It was
art itself that underwent these crises.

[lo cux mop cuuTaercs, 4To TBOPUYECTBO TOJICTOrO pe3Ko AEIUTCS Ha JBa
nepuona 1o «Mcrnosean» u nocie Hee. Jlo CUX 1MOp MOJAraioT, YTO MOCIe
«Mcnosean» ToncTolt cTa MOpanucToM. DTO HEBEPHO. Kpusucsl
COIIPOBOXKAAIOT BCe TBOpUecTBO Toscroro. M sTo—coBceM He
0Cc00EHHOCTH ero HaTypbl. Kpu3uChl 3TH NepeXnBajIo caMmo HCKYCCTBO. |

In a characteristically Formalist fashion, Eikhenbaum went on to argue that the “true
foundation” of all of Tolstoy’s crises was not psychological or spiritual, but rather
resulted from his search for new artistic forms (Nastoiashchaia osnova vsekh etikh
krizisov Tolstogo—iskanie novykh khudozhestvennykh form i novogo ikh opravdaniia)."
The critic would return to this question in a 1939 article entitled “On the Contradictions
of Lev Tolstoy” (O protivorechiiakh L ’va Tolstogo), in which he argued that Tolstoy’s
crisis of the 1870s was neither the first nor the last one that he experienced, and reiterated
his position that these crises were rooted in questions of literary form.'* Later, Nikolai

Rodionov, one of the editors of the Jubilee edition of Tolstoy’s works would present a far

blunter endorsement of a holistic approach to Tolstoy’s career. In a diary entry dated

"' B. M. Eikhenbaum, “O krizisakh Tolstogo,” in Skvoz’ literaturu: Sbornik statei (Leningrad:
Academia, 1924), 69.

2 See B. M. Eikhenbaum, “O protivorechiiakh L’va Tolstogo,” Literaturnyi sovremennik 7-8
(1939): 231-250. The essay was also included in B. M. Eikhenbaum, Lev Tolstoi. Semidesiatye
gody (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1960), 229-268. A similar argument—that Tolstoy’s
evolution centered more on questions of form than those of content—can be found in
Eikhenbaum’s groundbreaking study focus on questions of form over those of content in
Eikhenbaum’s groundbreaking study 7he Young Tolstoy (Molodoi Tolstoi, 1922), where the critic
argues that Tolstoy’s early diaries are not objective representations of reality, but complex
experiments in literary form: “In his moral and philosophical reflections, it is not so much the
content that interests Tolstoy as the consistent and strict form itself; it is as if he is enamored with
the fullness (zakonchennost’), harmony (stroinost’), and external authority (vneshiaia
neprerekaemost’) that a thought that has passed through his logical apparatus acquires.” B. M.
Eikhenbaum, Molodoi Tolstoi (St. Petersburg/Berlin: 1zdatel’stvo Z. 1. Grzhebina, 1922), 28-29.



December 8, 1945, he wrote, “Two Tolstoys or one? One Tolstoy! And there is no

contradiction whatsoever!”!?

The “one Tolstoy” model has played a particularly prominent role in post-war
American criticism, where one of its most influential advocates, Richard Gustafson, has
also been among the most radical. In his seminal study Tolstoy: Resident and Stranger,
Gustafson identifies a consistent approach to philosophy, ethics, and politics “grounded
in personal religious experience” that runs through Tolstoy’s works. “I have found no
evidence in the ninety published volumes of his work,” he writes, “to suggest the radical
shift in attitudes or theoretical understanding that many have deduced from reading 4
Confession.”"* He goes on to argue for a unified reading of Tolstoy’s entire oeuvre:

Just as in any human utterance a sound takes its meaning only from within
the total statement, so any Tolstoyan text takes its meaning only from
within the complete oeuvre. To understand any part of his life’s text, a
story or novel, an essay or tract, a diary entry or a letter, we must see the
particular set of words in their relationship to all his words. The pattern of
this relationship is shaped by the process of articulation. The primary rule
in reading Tolstoy, therefore, is that the later clarifies the earlier. This
does not mean that an earlier work of art is better than a later one or vice
versa. It does mean, however, than an earlier work may be an
experimental version of a later one and that later works may reveal the
hidden patterns and meanings of earlier ones."

" Quoted in Lev Osterman, Srazhenie za Tolstogo (Moscow: Monolit, 2000), 109. This passage
is also cited by G. M. Hamburg in “Tolstoy’s Spirituality,” in Anniversary Essays on Tolstoy, ed.
Donna Tussing Orwin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 142.

" Richard Gustafson, Tolstoy: Resident and Stranger (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1986), xiv. My italics.

" Ibid., 7. Gustafson is hardly alone in identifying patterns of what we might refer to as “internal
intertextuality” in Tolstoy’s works. As Justin Weir notes, in his late period “the more didactic
Tolstoy repeatedly returns to his earlier fiction, recasting in a moral light not only its themes, but
also its aesthetic assumptions.” (Weir, Alibi of Narrative, 3.) Natasha Sankovitch comments
extensively on this aspect of Tolstoy’s work in her study on the author’s use of repetition:
“Repetitions that occur across the boundaries of separate works belong to a perspective outside of
any one of them, that is, they are part of what readers construe as Tolstoy’s authorial discourse.
They tell us something about his authorial preoccupations, habits of thought, and association. At
the same time, intertextual repetitions may serve as clue to the fact that in addition to a given
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While not all critics are as radical in their formulation as Gustafson, few modern scholars
would deny the fundamental philosophical and thematic continuity of Tolstoy’s early,
mature, and late periods. And yet the ascendance of the “one Tolstoy”” model raises an
obvious question, one that has yet to be fully resolved in the critical literature: How are
we to interpret the writer’s own repeated claims of having decisively turned his back on
his earlier fiction? If there was indeed only one Tolstoy, must we conclude that the writer
was lying or suffering from delusions when he insisted that he had left his former self
behind following the completion of Anna Karenina?

In a brief essay entitled “The ‘Late’ Tolstoi,” Jeff Love hints at a compelling
solution to this dilemma. Love’s essay, which appeared as an introduction to a series of
three articles on Tolstoy’s late period in Slavic Review, begins with a reflection on the
“trenchant irony” by which “this most elusive of writers has so often been transformed
into a formulaic caricature, even in rather sophisticated treatments of his work.”'® The
late Tolstoy, argues Love, was an extraordinarily complex writer, one who “presents one
of the most formidably varied, generically promiscuous, and experimental bodies of work
in modern literature.”'” And yet despite the diversity and complexity of his late period,

the dominant tendency in the critical literature has been to simplify the last three decades

work there is a larger work in view. This larger work or whole consists of the combined
significance that attaches to the repeated element in its separate contexts. When taken together by
a reader the separate iterations can be seen to comment upon, embellish, or interact in some other
way with one another.” As Sankovitch concludes, these intertextual echoes “contribute to our
creation, our sense, of Tolstoy the author.” (Natasha Sankovitch, “Creating and Recovering
Experience: Repetition in Tolstoy” (PhD diss., Stanford University, 1992), 221-222.)

' Love, 747.

7 Ibid., 748.
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of his life and career through resort to one of many “time honored clichés.” (He mentions
Isaiah Berlin’s “hedgehog and fox,” but we might add Gustafson’s “resident and
stranger,” the populist critic Nikolai Mikahilovskii’s “right hand and left hand,”'® and
Lenin’s “ingenious artist” and “landowner playing the holy fool in Christ.”'?) The fault
for this, Love provocatively suggests, lies not so much with Tolstoy’s critics as with the
writer himself: Tolstoy’s “directness of statement” and constant references to the value of
simplicity succeeded in convincing his readers and critics that there truly was little
complexity or depth in his late art and thought, effecting, in Love’s words, “a kind of
hermeneutic self-embalming.”*’

For Love, then, Tolstoy’s late persona was itself an elaborate construction, a
rhetorical pose rather than a straightforward representation of reality. The value of Love’s
approach is that it allows us to grasp the paradox at the heart of Tolstoy’s conversion—
that the transformation that supposedly signaled the writer’s rejection of his earlier
literary productions largely reiterated a model of personal transformation that was first
developed in those very works. While numerous scholars have discussed the influence
that the author’s biography had on his early and mature fictional productions, less has
been written on the influence that the models of character development presented in these
works had on his autobiographical self-conception in his late period. As I will argue in
this dissertation, Tolstoy’s written accounts of his own radical transformation were

neither direct representations of reality nor outright lies. Rather, the conversion itself was

"® See N. K. Mikhailovskii, “Desnitsa i shuitsa L’va Tolstogo,” in N. K Mikhailovskii:
Literaturno-kriticheskie stat’i, 59-180 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1957).

PV L Lenin, “Tolstoi kak zerkalo russkoi revoliutsii,” in L. N. Tolstoi v russkoi kritike: Sbornik
statei, ed. S. P. Bychkov (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1952), 57.

2 1 ove, 748.
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a work of art, an elaborately constructed narrative, one that enabled him to come to terms
with the contradictions of his own position in society, and one that stemmed naturally
from a broader movement from descriptive to narrative modalities that spanned his entire
career. This approach allows us to reformulate the terms of the debate: The question is
not whether there was one Tolstoy or two, but how the one Tolstoy managed to convince
himself and his readers that there were two.

My goal is not to determine whether or not Tolstoy underwent a “true
conversion”; neither will I attempt to elucidate the ideological evolution that led to his
claimed transformation. Rather, this study will explore the rhetorical strategies that
allowed Tolstoy to conceive of a continuous ideological and aesthetic evolution in terms
of a stark bifurcation, and to identify those moments in which the writer himself indicated
that he was aware of the fictive nature of his ruse. This approach will allow us to draw
broader conclusions regarding Tolstoy’s evolution as an artist and religious thinker and
the evolution of the nineteenth-century Russian realist tradition as a whole. By framing
textual representations of conversions as consummate examples of what Wolf Schmid
refers to as “narrative events” (see Chapter I, pp. 80-86), we are able to perceive broad
structural confluences between secular narratives of transformation in Imperial Russia
and the religious conversion narrative tradition that arose during the seventeenth century
in the Protestant West.

This dissertation is divided into three chapters. The first chapter, which is largely
theoretical in orientation, presents an historical overview of the evolution of the field of
conversion studies from its inception in the late nineteenth century to the present day.

Here we will discuss three distinct stages in the development of conversion studies: the
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early psychological approach that was pioneered by G. Stanley Hall and that reached its
apogee in William James’ The Varieties of Religious Experience; the sociological
approach associated with John Lofland, Rodney Stark, David Snow, Cynthia Philips,
Richard Travisano, and others; and the more recent attempt at a holistic synthesis
advocated by Lewis Rambo. Despite the substantial differences in these three approaches,
they are united by a shared conviction that religious conversion can be studied through
the prism of individual experience. This approach, I argue, is flawed: As a number of
scholars have recently suggested, when we study conversions we are not studying
experiences themselves, but rather textual representations of these experiences. I add to
this growing body of scholarship by arguing for the application of Schmid’s theory of
narrative eventfulness to the study of textual representations of radical personal
transformation. I illustrate my theoretical discussion in this chapter through an analysis of
the representation of radical personal transformation in two novels written during
Tolstoy’s mature period: War and Peace and Anna Karenina.

The second chapter is primarily devoted to an analysis of Tolstoy’s Confession.
While many critics and biographers have approached the text as a more or less accurate
representation of its author’s lived experience, I demonstrate its fictive nature through a
comparison of the account of the author’s past that is presented in the text and the
documentary evidence regarding the events in question. Having established that a
referential approach to the text is infeasible, I step back and discuss the complex history
of the work’s conception and composition, tracing the steps that led Tolstoy to embrace
an autobiographical framework in order to express his religious and philosophical views

The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of three works that were composed in the



1880s and 1890s: “Notes of a Madman,” The Death of Ivan Il’ich, and “Master and
Man.” Where the Confession applies patterns of character development taken from
Tolstoy’s fiction for the purpose of presenting an autobiographical narrative, in these
texts the process moves in the reverse direction: the central narrative of the Confession
provides the basis for the transformation of characters in Tolstoy’s fiction.

The third chapter presents a close reading of Tolstoy’s last major novel,
Resurrection. While the work has long been seen as an artistically flawed attempt to
express late Tolstoyan moral teachings and political critiques in the form of a fictional
narrative, I argue that it can also be read as a subtle meditation on the limitations of its
author’s own claimed conversion. This interpretation is supported by an analysis of

Father Sergius, another work written in the same time period and one in which the

14

element of self-criticism that subtly works its way into Resurrection is presented in a far

more explicit form.
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Chapter I: Conversion as Narrative

Un homme, c’est toujours un conteur
d’histoires, il vit entouré de ses
histoires et des histoires d’autrui, il
voit tout ce qui lui arrive a travers
elles; et il cherche a vivre sa vie
comme s’il la racontait.

Jean-Paul Sartre, La Nausée

“Tolstoy has almost lost his mind”

In June of 1880, the flowers of the Russian literary world gathered in Moscow to
celebrate the unveiling of a monument to Aleksandr Pushkin, the country’s greatest poet.
As Marcus Levitt notes in his study of the celebration, “The list of those involved reads
like a ‘who’s who’ of mid-century Russian culture—including Fedor Dostoevsky, Ivan
Turgenev, Alexander Ostrovsky, Gleb Uspensky, Ivan Aksakov, Nikolai Strakhov, Pavel
Annenkov, Andrei Kraevsky, Aleksei Suvorin, Mikhail Katkov, Nikolai Rubenshtein,
Vasilii Kliuchevsky, and many more.””' One name, however, was conspicuously absent
from the list of attendees: Lev Tolstoy. Tolstoy’s absence at the commemorative
ceremonies was not due to lack of effort on the part of the event’s organizers. In May the
Society of Lovers of Russian Literature (Obshchestvo liubitelei russkoi slovestnosti) had
dispatched Ivan Turgenev to Tolstoy’s estate at lasnaia Poliana, and while the two men

had succeeded in patching up the tensions that had threatened their friendship in recent

' Marcus C. Levitt, Russian Literary Politics and the Pushkin Celebration of 1880 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1989), 1.
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years, Turgenev failed to convince Tolstoy to accept the invitation. The writer’s pointed
refusal to attend the unveiling quickly gave rise to rumors regarding his mental health: In
a letter to his wife dated May 27, Dostoevsky reported that Turgenev had told him that
“Tolstoy has almost lost his mind, and perhaps has even lost it completely” (Tolstoi
pochti s uma soshel, i dazhe, mozhet byt’, sovsem soshel). A second letter written on the
next day indicated that Turgenev was not the only source of the rumors: “Katkov has also
confirmed that he [...] has gone completely mad” (on sovsem pomeshalsia). >
Dostoevsky, Turgenev, and Katkov may have been among the first to ascribe
Tolstoy’s dramatic turn from literature to religion to his pathological constitution, but
they would hardly be the last. Five years after the Pushkin celebrations, the populist critic
Petr Lavrov began an essay on Tolstoy entitled “Old Questions: The Teaching of Count
L. N. Tolstoy” (Starye voprosy: Uchenie grafa L. N. Tolstogo) by peremptorily declaring
that the writer “has ceased to be accessible to any arguments from the outside.” “In his
present state of mind,” wrote Lavrov, “any attempt to argue with him is useless.”*
Throughout the essay, Lavrov placed great emphasis on passages in Tolstoy’s works in
which the writer describes his own thinking as illogical or resulting from an unhealthy

state of mind, noting, for example, that “the author himself has admitted several times

that his past judgments were mistaken, that he even had periods when he was ‘not

22 Fedor Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 30-i tomakh, ed. V. G. Bazanov, vol. 30
(Leningrad: Nauka, 1988), 166, 168.

3 P. L. Lavrov, Sotsial 'naia revoliutsiia i zadachi nravstvennosti/Starye voprosy (Petrograd:
Kolos, 1921), 100. Lavrov’s central contention in the essay is that Tolstoy’s post-conversion
writings had revived “old questions” of religion that had been decisively resolved decades before:
“The repetition of the fundamental claims with which our grandfathers struggled,” he writes,
“inspires a certain shame amongst the grandsons” (96).
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2% The revelations that Tolstoy claimed to have experienced

entirely mentally healthy.
during his spiritual quest, Lavrov argued, were themselves evidence of his instability:
“There appears that characteristic phenomenon of sudden epiphany, that illusion that one
often encounters in the words of mental patients (psikhicheskie bol’nye): ‘Now |

25 While few modern critics would

understood’; ‘Now everything became clear to me.
employ such blunt language in their appraisals, Lavrov’s skeptical attitude towards
Tolstoy’s claimed transformation has long outlived him.*® As Medzhibovskaya writes,
“Tolstoy scholars often enclose the word ‘conversion’ within quotation marks [...] and
even oftener preface it with ‘so-called.”””’

In approaching Tolstoy’s dramatic rejection of his earlier literary masterpieces as
a manifestation of the writer’s pathological condition rather than as a sincere intellectual
and spiritual transformation, literary figures of the 1880s were largely reprising the role
that their predecessors had played in the 1850s in responding to Nikolai Gogol’s turn to
an austere, ultra-conservative variant of Russian Orthodoxy. What is remarkable about
the reaction of Gogol’s erstwhile comrades to his Selected Passages from

Correspondence with Friends (Vybrannye mesta iz perepiski s druz’iami) is not that they

rejected his political views—this was to be expected—but that they seemed to be

* Ibid., 116.
¥ Ibid., 119. My italics.

2% Few, but not all: In an article published in 2005, Daniel Rancour-Laferriere maintains that
Tolstoy’s Confession provides indisputable evidence that the author is “mentally disturbed” and
proceeds to diagnose his subject with “narcissism, masochism, severe depression, manic-
depressive mood swings, hypomanic episodes, mixed episodes, and other psychopathologies.”
Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, “Does God Exist? A Clinical Study of the Religious Attitudes
Expressed in Tolstoy’s Confession, Slavic and East European Journal 49 (2005): 445.

7 Medzhibovskaya, xi.
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incapable of conceiving that an individual could experience such a radical ideological
shift. As Robert Maguire notes, “The possibility of sincere religious conversion was
allowed only by a few like-minded friends. Some people suggested mental derangement
[...] Some suspected that he might be trying to tap a few conservative roubles.”** While
Vissarion Belinskii referred to Gogol’s transformation as a “conversion” in his famous
letter of 1847, his usage of the term suggests that he had little understanding or
appreciation of what the process entails: “Your conversion,” he wrote, “may perhaps
have even been sincere. But the thought of bringing it to the attention of the public was
most unfortunate” (Vashe obrashchenie, pozhalui, moglo byt’ i iskrenno. No mysl'—
dovesti 0 nem do svedeniia publiki—byla samaia neschastnaia).”’

The evident discomfort with the notion that the transformations of Gogol” and

Tolstoy represented sincere and legitimate conversions speaks to the limited influence

*¥ Robert A. Maguire, “The Legacy of Criticism,” in Gogol from the Twentieth Century: Eleven
Essays, ed. Robert A. Maguire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), 10.

¥ V. G. Belinskii, “Pis’mo k Gogoliu,” in N. V. Gogol’ v russkoi kritike: Sbornik statei (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1953), 250. The connection between Tolstoy and Gogol was made
years before the former ever suffered his crisis. In a remarkably prescient essay on War and
Peace, the critic and literary historian Aleksandr Skabichevskii had warned of the possibility that
Tolstoy would someday reject literature in favor of mysticism. The warning came in the context
of a discussion of the relationship between Pierre Bezukhov and Platon Karataev in War and
Peace. Karataev, argued Skabichevskii, might have functioned as a successful and even attractive
personage in the novel had Tolstoy not insisted on “lifting him onto a pedestal [and] presenting
him as some sort of exalted mouthpiece for folk wisdom” capable of inaugurating a spiritual
rebirth in the hero. In contrast to the heights of realism that Tolstoy had attained in the rest of the
novel, Pierre’s spiritual rebirth struck Skabichevskii as “contrived, unnatural, and false.” The only
place that Tolstoy could have encountered “such miraculous transformations,” he suggested, was
in Gogol’s letters. He closed his essay with a warning that Tolstoy might someday suffer the
same fate as his predecessor: “We will confess openly that we are frightened for Count Tolstoy.
We fear that one of the most powerful, bright, and attractive talents of our time will perish just as
terribly as perished the talent of Gogol’. It is very possible that this will come to pass.” Aleksandr
Skabichevskii, “Graf Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoi kak khudozhnik i myslitel’,” in Sochineniia A.
Skabichevskogo v dvukh tomakh, vol. 1., 611-669 (St. Petersburg: Obshchestvennaia pol’za,
1895), 669.
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that the concept of conversion itself has had in the Russian cultural consciousness. While
scholars of Western literature have long employed theories of religious conversion in
their analyses, specialists in Russian literature have been reluctant to even use the term.
There is a long-standing belief that conversion is a fundamentally Western, and more
specifically Protestant, innovation, a conceptual framing of personal experience that lacks
a clear analogue in the Russian tradition. The religious philosopher Nikolai Berdiaev
alludes to this view in Self~Knowledge (Samopoznanie), his posthumously published
collection of autobiographical reflections: “Conversion,” he writes there, “plays a much
larger role among Catholics and Protestants than it does among us. Western Christians
make a production of (ochen’ razduvaiut) conversion. Among us Russians it is less
prominent and remains more in the depths.”* As if to underscore this point, Berdiaev
uses the Latin form of the word “conversion” rather than the Russian “obrashchenie.”
At first glance, Berdiaev’s claim seems surprising. After all, was not the
conversion of Kievan Rus’ in 988 a watershed moment in the formation of Russian
national identity? In order to resolve understand Berdiaev’s argument, it is useful to
distinguish between two distinct meanings that are attached to the term “conversion” in
the Western tradition, both of which coalesced in the fourth century. The first model is
inexorably tied to Constantine the Great, whose baptism followed his famous vision on
the eve of the Battle of Milvian in 312 A.D. In the Constantinian model, conversion is
presented as a collective transformation, one that is essentially political in nature and
frequently coercive. The account of the conversion of the Franks in the fifth century

under Clovis I presented in Gregory of Tours’ History of the Franks typifies the

* Berdiaev, N. A., Samopoznanie: Opyt filosofskoi avtobiografii (Moscow: Kniga, 1991), 84.
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Constantinian model. According to Gregory, Clovis was led to accept baptism by his wife
Clotilda. He resisted her entreaties until the fifteenth year of his rule when, like
Constantine before him, he appealed to Christ on the eve of a successful battle. Having
vanquished his enemies, Clovis was prepared to accept baptism, but doubted that his
subjects would follow him in embracing Christianity. As he explained to St. Remigius,
the Bishop of Rheims, “I have listened to you willingly, holy father. There remains one
obstacle. The people under my command will not agree to forsake their gods.” To his
surprise, his subjects were more than willing to follow him: “He arranged a meeting with
his people, but God in his power had preceded him, and before he could say a word all
those present shouted in unison: ‘“We will give up worshipping our mortal gods, pious
King, and we are prepared to follow the immortal God about whom Remigius preaches.””
Gregory’s account of the baptism of the Franks explicitly invokes Clovis’ Roman
predecessor: “Like some new Constantine he stepped forward to the baptismal pool,
ready to wash away the sores of his old leprosy and to be cleansed in flowing water from

95 31

the sordid stains which he had borne so long.” °" The History of the Franks suggests that

Clovis’ baptism did not lead to any substantial changes in his conduct or conception of
morality:

As soon as all three [rival kings] were slain, Clovis took over their
kingdom and their treasure. In the same way he encompassed the death of
many other kings and blood-relations of his whom he had suspected of
conspiring against his kingdom. By doing this he spread his dominion over
the whole of Gaul. One day when he had called a general assembly of his
subjects, he is said to have made the following remark about the relatives
whom he had destroyed: ‘How sad a thing it is that I live among strangers
like some solitary pilgrim, and that I have none of my own relations left to
help me when disaster threatens.” He said this not because he grieved for

3! Gregory of Tours, History of the Franks, trans. Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin, 1974), 143-
144.
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their deaths, but because in his cunning way he hoped to find some
relative still in the land of the living whom he could kill.**

While Clovis does not appear to have used violence to coerce his subjects into accepting
Christianity, the same cannot be said of his eighth-century successor, Charlemagne, who
massacred thousands of Saxon captives in 782 during a long and ultimately successful
campaign to Christianize his rivals and expand his domain. From these examples, it can
be seen that this model of conversion was more firmly rooted in the brutal politics of
medieval expansionism than in the trials and travails of spiritual experience.

At the same time that the Constantinian model was taking shape, there arose a
second discursive tradition, one that presented conversion not merely as a politically
motivated shift in religious affiliation, but rather as a radical personal transformation that
takes place on the level of the individual believer. This tradition began with the account
of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus recorded in the Book of Acts and was continued in
the pre-Nicene era in apocryphal texts that described the conversions of characters from
the gospels—the fourth-century Gospel of Nicodemus, for example, included accounts of
the conversions of both Pontius Pilate and Longinus, the Roman centurion who was said
to have pierced Jesus’ side—as well as in philosophical dialogues that were composed
with a clearly polemical goal in mind: Justin Martyr’s second-century Dialogue with
Trypho included rhetorical attacks on his Platonist and Jewish opponents; Arnobius of
Sicca, who wrote Seven Books Against the Heathens during the reign of Diocletian in the

late third and early fourth centuries, employed the example of his own conversion in his

32 1bid., 157-158.
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long-raging battle against his pagan former coreligionists.” The most important
conversion narrative to emerge in late antiquity, however, was undoubtedly Augustine’s
Confessions, which were completed around the turn of the fourth century. Augustine
describes his own conversion as an instantaneous transformative moment that followed
years of doubt, spiritual longing, intellectual exploration, and struggles with sexual
temptations. Although Augustine was far from the first person to leave a written record of
his conversion, he was the first to present it in the form of a fully developed spiritual
autobiography, one that not only provides a vivid and fully individuated self-portrait, but
also includes extended meditations on the nature of the self and the role that memory
plays in its construction. He can thus be seen as the progenitor of the textual tradition
that, as we will argue in the second chapter of this study, Tolstoy ultimately embraces in
his own Confession.

In the West, the Augustinian model of conversion largely receded with the onset
of the Middle Ages. This was generally a time of stasis in the development of the
conversion narrative tradition, a period during which a handful of themes were repeated

in theological treatises without substantial development.** The situation only began to

33 For more on Justin Martyr and Arnobius, see A. D. Nock, Conversion: The Old and the New in
Religion from Alexander the Great to Augustine of Hippo (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933), 254-
271.

** During this period the concept of conversion as a model of individual spiritual experience
survived within the context of early Catholic monasticism, although there were substantial
changes. Since the vast majority of medieval monks had been born into the Christian faith, they
presented their entrance into monastic life, not their baptism, as the beginning of conversion.

This gave rise to an understanding of conversion that placed far greater emphasis on its durative
properties than its punctual properties. The Rule of St. Benedict, which was written in the middle
of the sixth century and which borrowed heavily from the earlier Rule of St. Augustine, for
example, treats conversion not as a single moment, but as an ongoing process. Indeed, continual
conversion (conversatio), or turning towards God, is the express goal of monastic life; the word
itself is synonymous with “the monastic life” (conversatio morum). As Leonard Hinsley explains,
in the Benedictine paradigm conversion is not a change in religion. Rather, “[T]he ideal of
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change around the 1100s against the backdrop of a broader social and intellectual
transformation that has been described as the “Renaissance of the twelfth century.”
During this period, increasing contacts between Christians and representatives of Judaism
and Islam gave rise to several important developments. As Ryan Szpiech notes, twelfth-
century theological treatises on conversion frequently made reference to their authors’
personal experience. Szpiech argues that this shift reflected a broadening conception of
textual authority, which was no longer restricted to scriptural sources.” Karl Morrison
envisions the transformation of the concept of conversion as something of a return:
“[Twelfth-century writers were the first since Antiquity to have a vocabulary with which
to speak about the inner life with great refinement. Linguistic tools for investigating the
enigma of soul and mind were among the casualties of the fall of Rome. Beginning
around the middle of the eleventh century, they were recovered and developed.”*
Another area where we can see twelfth-century writers returning to the traditions of late
antiquity concerns the range of texts that could be used to discuss the phenomenon.

Where early medieval treatments were almost always presented in the form of theological

treatises, from the twelfth century on writers began to embrace autobiographical and even

conversion in the Middle Ages had more to do with the establishment of a setting that disposed
the Christian to a deeper life in Christ, which in turn would bring about the interior conversion of
the individual. To convert to Christ involved not only receiving the sacrament of baptism, or
learning the Lord’s Prayer or the Creed by heart but also knowing the love of Christ and living by
his law of love. This interior conversion demands repentance, true belief in the Gospel of Jesus
Christ, and the establishment of a personal relationship with Christ. It entails a ‘new life in
Christ,” which implies a process of growth in holiness.” Leonard Hinsley, “Monastic Conversion:
The Case of Margaret Ebner, in Varieties of Conversion in the Middle Ages, ed. James Muldoon
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1997.)

3 Ryan Szpiech, Conversion and Narrative: Reading and Religious Authority in Medieval
Polemic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 61.

36 Karl Morrison, Understanding Conversion (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
1992), 8.
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fictional forms in order to portray conversions. The return to an explicitly Augustinian
biographical form began in the eleventh century with the publication of the German
monk Othloh’s Liber de tentationibus, a clear imitation of the Confessions, and continued
into the twelfth century with Guibert de Nogent’s De Vita Sua, a work that has been
described as the first medieval autobiography to trace its author’s life all the way from
childhood to the present.’” The autobiographical turn—or return—in twelfth-century
religious writings opened the door for the emergence of self-consciously fictional
representations of conversion. As Szpiech writes, “The step from confessional self to

38 For evidence of this transition

fictional hero in polemical writing is a small one to take.
we might look, for example, to “The Second Nun’s Tale” (“Pe Seconde Nonnes Tale”)
from Chaucer’s fourteenth-century Canterbury Tales. Although Chaucer’s plot and
themes are almost entirely drawn from hagiographical and, to a lesser extent, scriptural,
sources, the conversion and martyrdom of the protagonist, Valerian, which is related in
the form of a narrative poem, is clearly presented as a fictional text.

The next major development in the evolution of the Western conception of conversion
came about as the result of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. This did
not, however, happen immediately. The so-called “magisterial reformers”—Martin

Luther, John Calvin, and Huldrych Zwingli—made conscious efforts to minimize their

status as converts. Their goal was to position themselves as true Christians who had not

7 D. Bruce Hindmarsh, The Evangelical Conversion Narrative: Spiritual Autobiography in Early
Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 23.

3 Szpiech, 216.
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abandoned the Church, but rather had been abandoned by it.*” It was the Puritans, who
saw their goal as “reforming the Reformation,” who were most responsible for the
creation of what we might refer to as the “modern conversion narrative.” One of the
earliest Puritan conversion narratives, The Burthen of a Loaden Conscience, was written
by the English Puritan Richard Kilby in 1608. Although Kilby’s work did not present a
comprehensive autobiographical account, it included numerous references to the author’s
own spiritual experience. In Kilby’s writings, we find the first evidence of the emergence
of the experiential model that is central to the modern conception of conversion: internal
crisis is followed by an intense period of intellectual and spiritual searching that
continues until the moment of epiphany.*’ Kilby’s account provided a model that would
be repeated in innumerable Puritan and Quaker writings from the 1640s on. The impetus
for the explosion in published conversion narratives in England and the North American
colonies during this period was largely institutional in nature: Around this time Puritan
pastors began to require those who wished to join their congregations to give public
testimony explaining how they came to experience divine revelation. The inevitable
result of this policy was the proliferation of highly formulaic accounts of religious
conversion. As Hindmarsh notes, even when individual accounts differed from the
prescribed model, their authors frequently made note of this variance, thus providing
negative proof of the model’s authority. The basic elements of the seventeenth-century
Protestant conversion narrative have survived to the present day with only minimal

alterations. When we discuss the conversion narratives of modern American political

** As Hindmarsh notes, Luther’s celebrated account of his “tower experience” was not widely
publicized, but rather was snuck into the prologue of the 1545 Latin edition of his works (26-27).

“ Ibid., 40-41.
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figures like George W. Bush and Ben Carson, we are dealing with a narrative structure
that is inseparably connected to this tradition.

If we turn now to the Slavic context, we find that while the Constantinian
paradigm of conversion is certainly an important discursive presence in the Russian
cultural consciousness, the Augustinian conception of conversion as a radical spiritual
and ideological transformation that takes place on the level of the individual, a model of
experience that would prove to have such profound impact on the development of the
Western mentality, is largely absent. The accounts of the baptisms of two tenth-century
pagan leaders that we find in the twelfth-century Primary Chronicle (Povest’
vremennykh let) place far more emphasis on the political transformation of the Slavic
people as a whole than on the spiritual transformations of individual believers. According
to the Primary Chronicle, the first Russian to accept baptism was Ol’ga, a powerful ruler
who is the subject of two distinct accounts in the text. The first account, which is known
as “The Revenge of Ol’ga” (Mest’ Ol’gi), portrays the princess as a bloodthirsty and
calculating pagan leader, a woman whose lust for vengeance is matched only by her
cleverness and capacity for deceit. The second account, which describes Ol’ga’s baptism,
largely mirrors this portrayal. Ol’ga’s conversion to Christianity comes as the result of a
marriage proposal issued by the Byzantine Emperor Constantine VII. Upon receiving the
proposal, the princess points out that she would have to be baptized in order to marry
Constantine, and sets off to Greece to receive instruction in the Christian faith. When it
comes time to receive her baptism, Ol’ga asks Constantine to personally perform the
ceremony. Following her conversion, the Emperor once more asks for her hand in

marriage, but Ol’ga surprises him by refusing the proposal, citing her new faith’s



27

prohibition of incest as justification: “How can you marry me, after yourself baptizing me
and calling me your daughter? For among Christians that is unlawful, as you yourself
must know.” The Emperor admits that he has been “outwitted,” and sends her back to
Kiev laden with riches.*' While this episode describes Ol’ga’s adoption of a new religion,
and thus technically qualifies as a conversion, it is not presented as the sort of dramatic
personal transformation that we find in the Augustinian tradition. The Ol’ga of the
revenge episode and the baptized Ol’ga are far more similar than they are different: Both
employ clever tricks and the prospect of marriage to extract earthly advantages.

The account of the baptism of Ol’ga’s grandson Vladimir follows a similar
pattern: the transition is better described in terms of Christianization in the Constantinian
sense than as the sort of radical personal transformation that is central to the Augustinian
conception of conversion. The Primary Chronicle portrays the prince’s decision to
embrace Christianity as the result of a fundamentally political calculation—i.e. as the
result of his desire to find a religion that would accord with his subjects’ cultural and
aesthetic inclinations—rather than as the result of an individual spiritual quest. Moreover,
the text provides little indication that Vladimir’s baptism is associated with any
substantial changes in his conduct. While he ceases erecting idols to the pagan gods and
begins to build churches, he does not abandon his warlike ways, but rather continues to
prosecute his long-standing war against the Pechenegs, and launches a campaign against
the Croats. The only indication that Vladimir’s newfound faith has a meaningful
influence on his policies concerns his indecision on how to respond to a wave of crime

that strikes his realm in 996. Vladimir hesitates to punish bandits because he “fear[s] the

*! Samuel Hazard Cross and Olgerd P. Sherbowitz-Wetzor, ed. and trans., The Russian Primary
Chronicle: Laurentian Text (Cambridge: The Mediaeval Academy of America, 1953), 82.
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sin entailed.” Ironically, the Chronicle suggests that it is his bishops who manage to
convince him to abandon the one policy that appears to have any connection to the
Christian Gospel by arguing that, “he was appointed of God for the chastisement of
malefaction [...] so that it was entirely fitting for him to punish a robber condignly.”
Vladimir’s acceptance of this advice is not presented as a break with his past, but rather
as the continuation of pre-Christian legal practices: “Thus Vladimir lived according to the
prescriptions of his father and grandfather.” ** And where the element of personal
transformation and spiritual questing that is essential to the Augustinian conception of
conversion is only dimly present in the expository account of Vladimir’s personal
decision to accept baptism, it is completely absent in the description of the
Christianization of his subjects. The Chronicle leaves absolutely no doubt that the
baptism of the population of Kievan Rus’ was the result of a coercive mandate: “Vladimir
sent heralds throughout the whole city to proclaim that if any inhabitants, rich or poor,
did not betake himself to the river, he would risk the Prince’s displeasure.”*

In the Western context, as we have seen, evolutionary leaps in the development of
the Augustinian tradition occurred during periods marked by a heightened interest in the
individual. In Russia, this interest appeared far later, and in a far weaker form. As
Likhachev notes in his study Man in the Literature of Ancient Rus’ (Chelovek v literature
drevnei Rusi), “In Russian history [...] there is one strange and perplexing property.
Strong characters and vivid details of these strong characters only appear in its

presentation from the sixteenth century” (V russkoi istorii [ ...] est’ odno strannoe i

“ Ibid., 122.

* Ibid., 116.
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vyzyvaiushchee nedoumenie obstoiatel’stvo. Sil 'nye kharaktery i iarkie kharakteristiki
etikh sil'nykh kharakterov voznikaiut tol ko s XVI v.).** Indeed, it was only in the
sixteenth, and especially seventeenth, centuries that what Likhachev refers to as “the
discovery of character” challenged the idealized and static image of the individual that
had dominated earlier texts. The seventeenth century witnessed the composition of
several important texts that presented more realistic characters that were capable of
change. The Life of the Archpriest Avvakum, Written by He Himself (Zhitie protopopa
Avvakuma, im samym napisannoe) adapted hagiographical patterns for the purpose of
autobiographical exposition, furnishing the first full-fledged spiritual autobiography in
the history of Russian literature. This period also witnessed the production of a handful of
texts that not only featured realistic characters but also plots that described protagonists’
journeys from sin to redemption, such as “The Tale of Savva Grudtsyn” (Povest’ o Savve
Grudtsyne) and “The Tale of Woe-Misfortune” (Povest’ o Gore—Zlochastii). It is
important to note, however, that these texts did not signal the emergence of the spiritual
autobiography or the conversion narrative as prominent genres in Russian literature. It is
telling in this respect to compare Avvakum’s Life with John Bunyan’s spiritual
autobiography Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, which is considered a classic
exemplar of the seventeenth-century Protestant tradition. While both works were written
at roughly the same time—the former in approximately 1672-1673 and the latter in
1666—their status within their respective religious and literary traditions could not have
been more different. Avvakum’s Life was a completely novel development in the

Russian literature: it was the first, and for a considerable period of time only, full-fledged

* D.S. Likhachev, Chelovek v literature drevnei Rusi (Moscow: Nauka, 1970), 6.
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spiritual autobiography to be written in Russian.”> Bunyan’s spiritual autobiography was,
in contrast, the product of a firmly entrenched literary tradition comprising thousands of
individual works.

Ultimately, the failure of the conversion narrative to acquire salience in the
Russian context can be seen as the result of the factors that influenced the textual
representation of religious conflict in Russia and the West. As we have seen, the
emergence of the conversion narrative as a relevant model for describing individual
spiritual quests only occurred in conditions marked by a substantial degree of religious
and ideological mobility: The Protestant Reformation allowed for individuals to change
their denominational affiliation; these shifts in denominational affiliation led in turn to
the emergence of the conversion narrative as a salient model for broader, and not always
explicitly religious, transformations on the level of individual consciousness. In the
Russian historical context, however, religious mobility was severely restricted. Where the
members of early Protestant sects made a conscious decision to adopt a new faith, the
vast majority of the Russian Orthodox Church’s members had been born into the faith,
and were denied a meaningful opportunity to explore alternative religious affiliations.*
Until the October Manifesto of 1905, which recognized freedom of conscience as a civil

right, shifts in institutional religious affiliation were severely limited. Conversion was a

* This is not to say, of course, that Avvakum’s Life was sui generis, but rather to draw attention
to the fact that its sources were to be found in the Russian hagiographical tradition rather than in
any autobiographical tradition.

* This point should not be overstated, as there were concerted efforts to convert non-Christian
and non-Orthodox residents of the empire throughout its history. These efforts, however, tended
to occur on the geographical peripheries of the empire, and had only a limited impact on the
broader development of the cultural consciousness. For an insightful discussion of such efforts
between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, see Michael Khodarkovsky, “‘Not by Word
Alone’: Missionary Policies and Religious Conversion in Early Modern Russia,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History 38 (1996).
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one-way street, synonymous with baptism into the Orthodox Church: One could become
Orthodox, but converting from Orthodoxy to another religion was prohibited by law. And
while religious conflicts certainly occurred in the Russian context, two factors prevented
these conflicts from giving rise to the sort of textual tradition that coalesced as a result of
the Protestant Reformation. First, Russian schismatics and sectarians, like the first-
generation Protestant reformers, viewed themselves as the defenders of the historical faith
that had been betrayed by the corrupt official Church; they did not view themselves as
having found a new religion, but rather as having preserved the old one. Second, where
the Protestant Reformation was guided by highly educated clergymen, Russian
schismatic and sectarian movements were associated with illiterate peasants who were
incapable of creating a textual tradition to account for their religious experience. Perhaps
as a result of these historical and institutional factors, the Russian language lacks a clear
equivalent for the English concept of conversion. The terms that are most frequently used
to describe what in the West would be referred to as a conversion—priniatie
khristianstva or kreshchenie, for example—are primary associated with joining the
Orthodox Church. Although the word obrashchenie is sometimes used to describe
conversions like the one Tolstoy claimed to have undergone, its close association with
pagan or magical transformations (i.e. from man to wolf or some other animal) makes it
an awkward descriptor for such transformations, despite its etymological similarities to
the term “conversion” (the Latin convertere and the proto-Slavic obratiti suggest both a
turning towards the divine presence and a transformation).

Given the absence of a strong Russian conversion narrative tradition, it is hardly

surprising to observe that the treatments of Tolstoy’s transformation that we find in
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scholarly and biographical treatments of the writer have frequently betrayed a remarkably
unsophisticated grasp of the vast body of research that exists on the phenomenon of
conversion itself. A somewhat extreme, but nonetheless representative, example of this
tendency can be found in A.N. Wilson’s 1988 biography of Tolstoy. Wilson makes no
attempt to hide his disdain for Tolstoy’s late period, which he sees as the outgrowth of a
regrettable and distinctly Russian tendency by which writers are tempted to refashion
themselves as prophets, a phenomenon that he argues strikes Western readers as
“embarrassing or a bit of a bore.”*” What is more significant than Wilson’s appraisal
itself, which, one might argue, appears to be little more than a projection of his own
biases onto an entire hemisphere of readers, is the justification that he offers in the
subsequent paragraph. According to Wilson:
The lives of those who have been transformed by the ethics of the Gospel
are, for the most part, those of a profoundly mystical character—figures
who believe in some way or another that they are encountering not just a
set of extraordinary ethical commands, but the presence of Jesus himself. In
lives as various as Francis of Assisi, John Wesley or General Booth of the
Salvation Army, for example, this seems to be an inextricable part of the
experience. Tolstoy never had an encounter with Jesus, nor, as far as is
recorded, did he ever believe that he had met with Jesus in prayer or had
any of the mystical experiences of others who have decided that they must

live as Jesus taught. Tolstoy’s decision to live in this way seems to have
been purely idiosyncratic and arbitrary.*®

7 AN. Wilson, Tolstoy (New York: Norton, 1988), 300. Over twenty years after the publication
of his biography, Wilson would revise his views. In a brief piece published on slate.com in 2008,
he distanced himself from the claim that he had made in his biography that, “the more evidence
we possess about Tolstoy, the less he makes sense”: “I wrote those words more than 20 years ago,
and the intervening years have changed my view. Tolstoy does now make very clear sense to me.
The anniversary [of his death] gives us the opportunity to realize that there are not two Tolstoys,
the novelist and the sectarian anarchist. There was one. War and Peace is not just a great national
and family saga, it is a novel about personal and national regeneration. He was one of history’s
great truth-tellers, the first of the great dissidents, and their patron saint.” (A.N. Wilson, “Leo
Tolstoy, Russia’s Thunderous Prophet: The great writer’s life and work, 100 years on,”
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/books/2010/11/leo_tolstoy russias_thunderous prophet.html,
accessed February 12, 2016.)

48 Wilson, Tolstoy, 301.
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Although Wilson hedges his claim with the limiting clause “for the most part,” the basic
thrust of his argument is clear enough: “true” conversions follow the Pauline model of
sudden mystical revelation; since Tolstoy never experienced such a revelation, his claims
to have undergone a conversion experience should be treated with skepticism.

Wilson is hardly alone in adopting this sort of approach: With very few
exceptions, those who have criticized Tolstoy’s claims to have undergone a conversion
experience have tended to evaluate these claims in reference to an unstated normative
assumption about what a “true” conversion ought to look like. The flaw in this approach
is that the critics who have embraced it are almost always ignorant of the vast empirical
and theoretical literature on religious conversion, a literature that stresses the diversity of
the phenomenon at every step. As we shall see, scholars of religious conversion have
consistently and convincingly argued that the Pauline model is only one of many models
of conversion, and that it may not even be the most common one. Indeed, even a cursory
review of the vast theoretical and empirical literature on the conversion leads to the
conclusion that it is impossible to describe any one model as representing “true
conversion.”

One of the central claims on which the present study is based is that any
discussion of Tolstoy’s depiction of radical personal transformation must take into
account the scholarly literature on conversion. To this end, I will now provide a brief
history of the field of conversion studies from its inception in the late nineteenth century

to the present day.
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A Brief History of Conversion Studies

Perhaps the most striking feature of conversion studies as a whole is its
interdisciplinary orientation. Since the late 1800s, psychologists, sociologists,
anthropologists, theologians, and historians have all weighed in on the question of
conversion and have often reached vastly differing conclusions. Due to the breadth and
diversity of the field, a comprehensive treatment of the various approaches that have been
adopted will not be possible within the scope of the present study. Rather, we will limit
ourselves to a broad overview of three of the most significant approaches to the
phenomenon of religious conversion in twentieth-century scholarship: psychological,

sociological, and holistic.

Early psychological approaches: The Clark School and William James

The advent of modern conversion studies is typically identified with a broader
movement in early American psychology that sought to apply scientific, rather than
theological, methods to the study of religion. The leading figures in the early
“psychology of religion” movement were believers themselves, and they made no attempt
to hide their associations with liberalizing movements within American Protestantism. As
a result, early studies of conversion were often “scientific”’ in name only: the writings of
the leading figures in the field frequently failed to draw a complete distinction between
proselytizing and objective analysis, betrayed a preference for mellifluous turns of phrase
over detached observation, and employed experimental designs and analytical techniques

that fell far short of the level of rigor that modern social scientists would expect.
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The birth of the “psychology of religion” movement is tied to the Clark school, a
group of scholars that included a number of prominent psychologists who all taught or
studied at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts.*” Despite their numerous points
of contention, the members of the Clark school were united by the conviction that
conversion is not an isolated phenomenon, but rather a visible manifestation of a larger
structure of religious experience, and that the rigorous study of conversion thus has the
potential to allow us to draw deeper conclusions about the nature of religious experience
itself.

The founder of the Clark school was G. Stanley Hall (1844-1924), who developed
what is known as the sexual theory of conversion, which held that religious conversion
generally occurs during adolescence and that it signals the subject’s acceptance of a
sexual ethic based on altruistic Christian love rather than animalistic lust. This approach
was highly influenced by the since-debunked theories of embryonic development
pioneered by the German evolutionary biologist Ernst Haeckel. Haeckel is best known
for his theory of recapitulation, which held that “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny;” i.e.
that the development of each individual member of a species passes through all the
evolutionary stages of the species itself. By experiencing a conversion during the period
of sexual awakening, Hall maintained, the individual believer recapitulates the earlier
cultural evolution that he associated with the advent of Christian ethics.”’

Although Hall played a vital role in establishing the psychology of religion as a

legitimate academic enterprise by founding several journals (the most important of which

¥ For an overview of the Clark School, see Hendrika Vande Kemp, “G. Stanley Hall and the
Clark School of Religious Psychology,” American Psychologist 47 (1992): 290-298.

%0 See: H. Newton Malony, “G. Stanley Hall’s Theory of Conversion,” Journal of Psychology and
Christianity 3 (1984): 2-8.
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was the Journal of Religious Psychology), his theories themselves proved to have a
limited impact on subsequent developments.”' Far more influential was the work of his
students James Henry Leuba (1867-1946) and Edwin Diller Starbuck (1866-1947), who
attempted to add a measure of methodological rigor to their mentor’s sweeping
theoretical statements. Leuba’s most important contribution to the psychology of
conversion came in the form of a lengthy article in The American Journal of Psychology
entitled “A Study in the Psychology of Religious Phenomena,” which was published in
1896.>* The article presents a detailed analysis of several written accounts of conversion
experiences. For Leuba, conversion denotes an act of “self-surrender” that results from
the subject’s realization of his or her irredeemably sinful nature. He describes the
moment of conversion itself as an “ecstatic condition [that] gives to the convert the
illusion that he perceives unutterable, divine truths; that the mysteries of life have become
lucid.”> While Leuba followed Hall in presenting conversion as “a physiological as well
as a psychic step in the evolution of man,” he downplayed the sexual aspect of the
phenomenon. Furthermore, by choosing subjects who had experienced conversion in
early adulthood and middle age, he implicitly challenged his mentor’s claims that
conversion is the product of the “Sturm und Drang” of adolescence. Starbuck was the

author of the most influential work to emerge out of the Clark school: The Psychology of

*! According to Vande Kemp, the central theories expressed in Hall’s magnum opus, a two-
volume work entitled Adolescence that was only published in 1905, were already considered to be
outdated by 1900. She notes that, “It is possible to read a current overview of the conversion
literature without mention of Hall.” Vande Kemp, 295.

>2 James H. Leuba, “A Study in the Psychology of Religious Phenomena,” The American Journal
of Psychology 7 (1896): 309-385.

3 bid., 352.
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Religion: An Empirical Study of the Growth of Religious Consciousness. Published in
1899, the study centered on the statistical analysis of a large sample of questionnaires.
Starbuck’s two most significant findings were: 1) that conversion is generally “a process
of struggling away from sin, rather than of striving towards righteousness™* and 2) that
conversion is “a distinctly adolescent phenomenon” that occurs almost exclusively
between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five.” Starbuck thus followed Leuba’s
presentation of conversion as a crisis brought about by an obsession with sin while
deferring to Hall in framing it as a product of adolescence, without, however, adopting
his teacher’s emphasis on sexuality.

One of the most serious limitations of the Clark school’s approach stemmed from
its severely restricted frame of reference. The members of the Clark school approached
conversion almost entirely within the framework of American Protestant theology. Hall
was by far the most explicit in this regard, arguing that conversion “is chiefly a Puritan
and more specifically a New England orthodox Congregationalist idea.””® While other
members of the Clark school were less dogmatic on this point—Leuba, for example,
conceded that the concept of a “new birth” predates Christianity’'—there can be no doubt
that they all approached the phenomenon through the discursive framework of

contemporary American Protestant revivalism. Since “conversion” in this tradition

> Edwin Diller Starbuck, The Psychology of Religion: An Empirical Study of the Growth of
Religious Consciousness (London: Walter Scott Ltd., 1900), 64.

> Ibid., 28.

>0 G. Stanley Hall, Adolescence: Its Psychology and its Relations to Physiology, Vol. 2 281
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1905), 280.

" Leuba, 313.
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generally refers to a deepening of faith in an individual who is already nominally a
member of a given religious community, the members of the Clark school generally
avoided discussion of other, perhaps more common, usages of the term. Their conceptual
framework was thus ill suited for the discussion of a change between two distinct
religious traditions (e.g. a Christian who converts to Buddhism or vice versa), much less
a more radical transition from complete unbelief or atheism to religiosity.

As a result of this restricted frame of reference and other methodological
shortcomings, the work of the Clark school is generally seen as something of a false start
in conversion studies. With the possible exception of Starbuck’s study, the contributions
of the Clark school are today largely seen as historical footnotes, and are rarely cited in
recent scholarship on religious conversion.”® The chief significance of the movement was
that it paved the way for William James’ groundbreaking work The Varieties of Religious
Experience, which was originally presented as a series of twenty lectures at the
University of Edinburgh in 1901 and 1902.>° The publication of the lectures is widely
seen as a watershed moment in the development of conversion studies: One scholar has
even gone so far as to claim that “virtually everything written since that time is little more
than a gloss on James’ penetrating analysis of the conversion experience.”®’

James’ relationship to the Clark school was by no means simple. On the one hand,

he clearly agreed with their contention that religious experience is amenable to

% Vande Kemp, 295.

* William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, A Study in Human Nature, Being the
Gifford Lectures on Natural Religion Delivered At Edinburgh in 1901-1902 (London: Longmans,
Green, and Co., 1905).

% Donald Capps, “Sin, Narcissism, and the Changing Face of Conversion,” Journal of Religion
and Health 29 (1990), 233.
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psychological interpretation, and he peppered his lectures with approving references to
Starbuck’s work and quotations from his questionnaires. On the other hand, he was
ambivalent towards Starbuck’s claim that conversion is an essentially adolescent
phenomenon, and he rejected Hall’s sexual theory outright.’ Moreover, James implicitly
rejected the Clark school’s contention that conversion provides a window into the nature
of religious experience as such. Rather, in The Varieties of Religious Experience, he
suggests that there are two fundamental modes of religious consciousness, which he
refers to as “the religion of healthy-mindedness” and the religion of “sick souls,” and that
only the second mode is conducive to conversion.

In James’ lexicon, healthy-mindedness is synonymous with optimism. The
healthy-minded man sees himself as fundamentally at home in the universe; his
“temperament is organically weighted on the side of cheer and fatally forbidden to linger

[...] over the darker aspects of the universe.”®

In its most extreme form, a healthy-
minded outlook can lead to the complete denial of the existence of evil itself, to a foolish,
Candidian insistence that “all is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.” More

typically, however, healthy-minded people are willing to acknowledge evil, but do not

believe that it prevents them from finding happiness or meaning in life. James refers to

%! See James, 12: “Even were the asserted synchrony [of adolescence and religious awakening]
unrestrictedly true as a fact (which it is not), it is not only the sexual life, but the entire higher
mental life which awakens during adolescence. One might then as well set up the thesis that the
interest in mechanics, physics, chemistry, logic, philosophy, and sociology, which springs up
during adolescent years along with that in poetry and religion, is also a perversion of the sexual
instinct—but that would be too absurd. Moreover, if the argument from synchrony is to decide,
what is to be done with the fact that the religious age par excellence would seem to be old age,
when the uproar of the sexual life is past?”

52 1bid., 82.
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such people as the “once-born;” they are those who instinctively accept the world and
their place in it, and who thus have no need for conversion.”

Where the healthy-minded man sometimes “seem[s] to have started life with a
bottle or two of champagne inscribed to [his] credit,” the same cannot be said of his

antipode, the “sick soul.”®

Far from denying the existence of evil, the sick soul believes
that, “the evil aspects of our life are of its very essence, and that the world’s meaning
most comes home to us when we lay them most to heart.”® Like the healthy-minded, sick
souls occupy a continuum. In mild cases, such spiritual sickness presents itself through a
dull sensation of melancholy, a gnawing sense of estrangement, and an “incapacity for

66 . .. ..
””” In extreme cases, this elemental pessimism can lead to crisis, to a state

joyous feeling.
of complete paralysis that James refers to as “anhedonia,” a neologism formed from the
root “analgesic” that was coined by the French psychologist Théodule-Armand Ribot.*’
Those who suffer from anhedonia are constitutionally incapable of finding meaning in a
world ruled by death: “All natural goods perish. Riches take wings; fame is a breath; love
is a cheat; youth and health and pleasure vanish. Can things whose end is always dust and

disappointment be the real goods which our souls require? Back of everything is the great

specter of universal death, the all-encompassing blackness.”*® According to James, there

% The term “once-born” is borrowed from the writings of Cardinal John Newman. See Mary L.
Coolidge, “Some Vicissitudes of the Once-Born and Twice-Born Man,” Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 11 (1950), 75.

64 James, 133.

“ Ibid., 128.

*Ibid., 145.

7 Ibid., 143.

% Ibid., 136.
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are only two ways to overcome such a condition: suicide and conversion. To undergo
conversion, to become “twice-born,” requires the sufferer to discover a perceived truth
that allows him to find meaning in the face of death.

For James, the consummate twice-born sick souls were Tolstoy and John Bunyan,
the author of the well-known seventeenth century allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress.®
Both men, he argues, were confronted with a contradiction between two competing
worldviews, one life-affirming, and the other life-negating. In his spiritual autobiography
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, Bunyan describes how he was torn for many
years between two competing convictions about the afterlife. He alternated between
believing that Christ’s blood had secured his salvation and despairing that he had
somehow “‘sold Christ,” thereby forfeiting His sacrificial gift. For Tolstoy, the source of
anguish was in the here and now, not in the life to come. As he struggled to finish Anna
Karenina, he became logically convinced that there is no meaning in life that death will
not erase, and that he should therefore commit suicide to spare himself from further
suffering. And yet a vague inner voice insisted that he must actively participate in the life
in time. For both men, the contradiction led to a full-blown crisis, which only ended when
one vision managed to gain dominance over the other. Bunyan became convinced that he
was indeed saved; Tolstoy came to believe that there is meaning in life that death will not
destroy. It is on this basis that James arrives at his famous characterization of the

conversion experience as “the process, gradual or sudden, by which a self hitherto

% On Tolstoy, see ibid.,146-153; on Bunyan see 154-158.
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divided, and consciously wrong inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and consciously

right superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer hold upon religious realities.””

James elaborates on the nature of this transformation in a two-part lecture entitled
“Conversion” in which he attempts to distinguish between the normal oscillations
between various senses of self and intellectual foci that we observe in everyday life and
the radical transformation that conversion connotes:

Our ordinary alterations of character, as we pass from one of our aims to
another, are not commonly called transformations, because each of them is
so rapidly succeeded by another in the reverse direction; but whenever one
aim grows so stable as to expel definitively its previous rivals from the
individual’s life, we tend to speak of the phenomenon, and perhaps to
wonder at it, as a ‘transformation.’

These alternations are the completest of the ways in which a self may be
divided. A less complete way is the simultaneous coexistence of two or
more different groups of aims, of which one practically holds the right of
way and instigates activity, whilst the others are only pious wishes, and
never practically come to anything. [...] Such fleeting aspirations are mere
velleitates, whimsies. They exist on the remoter outskirts of the mind, and
the real self of the man, the center of his energies, is occupied with an
entirely different system. As life goes on, there is a constant change of our
interests, and a consequent change of place in our systems of ideas, from
more central to more peripheral, and from more peripheral to more central
parts of consciousness. [...] Now there may be great oscillation in the
emotional interest, and the hot places may shift before one almost as
rapidly as the sparks that run through burnt-up paper. Then we have the
wavering and divided self we heard so much of in the previous lecture. Or
the focus of excitement and heat, the point of view from which the aim is
taken, may come to lie permanently within a certain system; and then, if
the change be a religious one, we call it a conversion, especially if it be by
crisis, or sudden.”!

This provides the basis for his second attempt to define conversion: “To say that a man is

‘converted’ means, in these terms, that religious ideas, previously peripheral in his

" bid., 186.

" Ibid.,190-191.
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consciousness, now take a central place, and that religious aims form the habitual center
of his energy.””?

It is difficult to gauge the impact that James’ lectures had on the subsequent
development of conversion studies. While it is true that many scholars who have
investigated the phenomenon of conversion since James have acknowledged the
importance of his characterization of the experience, the idiosyncratic nature of his
methodology made it difficult, if not impossible, for subsequent investigators to
meaningfully apply his conclusions. As James E. Dittes argues, any attempt to extract
“central propositions” from The Varieties of Religious Experience that would serve as the
basis for an explicit transferable model will inevitably meet with failure. James
consistently introduces concepts that appear to function as “tightly defined analytic
categories,” but these categories are almost always provisional in nature, employed to
illuminate a single thought and then abandoned.” As a number of scholars have pointed
out, while James is still held in high regard by contemporary experts, his writings failed
to—or perhaps were not intended to—create a coherent school of religious psychology.’

And yet despite James’ failure to produce a transferable framework for the

analysis of religious experience as a whole or for religious conversion specifically, there

can be no doubt that The Varieties of Religious Experience had an enormous influence on

2 1bid., 192.

7 James E. Dittes, “Beyond William James,” in Beyond the Classics? Essays in the Scientific
Study of Religion, ed. C. Y. Glock and P. H. Hammonds, 291-354 (New York: Harper and Row,
1973).

™ See Dittes. Jacob A. Belzen, “The Varieties, the Principles and the Psychology of Religion:
Unremitting Inspiration from a Different Source,” in William James and The Varieties of
Religious Experience, ed. Jeremy Carrette (Milton Park: Routledge, 2005), 55, and Ralph W.
Hood, “A Jamesian Look at Self and Self Loss in Mysticism,” Journal of Psychology of Religion
1 (1992).
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subsequent studies conducted by practitioners of psychology and other disciplines. While
later scholars would take issue with many of his specific claims, James’ fundamental
conception of conversion as a discrete category of psychological experience that
expresses itself in terms of a process of crisis and resolution, of division and unification,
has informed virtually every major study of the phenomenon since his time. While his
theory was undoubtedly influenced by contemporary Protestant theology, James
succeeded in establishing conversion as a generalizable pattern of human experience that
is rooted in individual psychology rather than in the dogma of any given religious

tradition.

John Lofland and the Sociology of Conversion

By 1930, the psychology of religion movement had largely died out. Benjamin
Beit-Hallahmi suggests that there were three reasons for the virtual extinction of what
had once been considered a promising field of inquiry. First, leading scholars in the field
failed to draw a distinction between scientific study and religious advocacy. Second, they
had employed insufficiently rigorous methodologies in their studies, embracing a
fundamentally subjective approach to scholarship that failed to withstand the challenges
posed by rival methodologies that purported to be more objective and “scientific,” such
as behaviorism and psychoanalysis. Third, psychologists of religion failed to achieve a
critical mass in academic departments or to groom protégés who would carry on their

work.”> While psychologists of later generations continued to produce studies on

7 Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, “Psychology of Religion 1880-1930: The Rise and Fall of a
Psychological Movement,” in Current Perspectives in the Psychology of Religion, ed. H. Newton
Malony (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1977). See also: Orlo
Strunk, “The present status of the psychology of religion,” The Journal of Bible and Religion 25
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conversion, they largely abandoned the sort of attempts to arrive at a comprehensive
characterization of the experience that were characteristic of turn of the century religious
psychology, tending to focus instead on more narrow attempts to determine the
psychological characteristics that predispose an individual to experience a dramatic
religious transformation.”

By the mid-1960s, there was a clear shift towards applying sociological methods
of inquiry to the phenomenon of conversion.”” The sociological approach differed from
the earlier psychological approach in three key ways. First, where psychologists generally
approached conversion in the context of the American mainstream Protestant tradition,
sociologists tended to focus on marginalized social groups (i.e. “cults”). Second, where
psychologists like Hall, Starbuck, and James saw conversion in terms of the psycho-
spiritual development of the individual, sociologists conceived of the phenomenon
primarily in terms of shifts in group allegiance and affiliation. Third, where early

psychological studies presented conversion as a self-willed reaction to a psychological

(1957) and W. Douglas, “Religion,” in Taboo Topics, ed. N.L. Farberow (New York: Atherton
Press, 1966).

76 Lewis Rambo describes this approach as “microscopic,” and opposes it to the “theoretical and
global” approach characteristic of early American studies of conversion. Lewis Rambo, “The
Psychology of Conversion,” in Handbook of Religious Conversion, ed. H. Newton Malony and
Samuel Southard (Birmingham: Religious Education Press, 1992), 159-160.

77 This mirrored a broader trend in the scholarly analysis of religion. According to Neil C.
Warren, “From 1950 to 1960, one hundred thirty articles reporting on empirical studies in the
psychology and sociology of religion were published in the United States. Of these only some 30
percent were written by psychologists, while well over 50 percent were written by sociologists.
Between 150 and 175 empirical studies in the psychology and sociology of religion were
published between 1960 and 1970. Again, 25 to 35 percent were written by psychologists, and by
far the majority were authored by sociologists.” See Neil C. Warren, “Empirical Studies in the
Psychology of Religion: An Assessment of the Period 1960-1970,” in Current Perspectives in the
Psychology of Religion, ed. H. Newton Malony (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1977), 93.
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crisis, sociologists placed a far greater emphasis on the role that missionaries play in
actively inducing both crisis and conversion.

The leading figure in the new sociology of conversion was John Lofland, who
authored or coauthored over forty articles on conversion and so-called “new religious
movements.” His groundbreaking study “Becoming a World-Saver: A Theory of
Conversion to a Deviant Perspective,” which was co-authored with Rodney Stark, and
which focused on a messianic cult founded by a Korean immigrant based in a large city
in the American West, typified the sociological approach.”® Lofland and Stark argued that
complete conversions can be described in terms of a model of successive stages, each of
which brings the convert closer and closer to fully identifying with the cult. While staged
models were not fundamentally new—Starbuck had suggested his own five-stage
model—Lofland and Stark placed such models at the center of their framework.
Specifically, they argued that conversion could be conceived in terms of seven successive
steps. David Snow and Cynthia Philips summarize their argument as follows:

[The Lofland-Stark] model suggests that “total” conversion, involving
behavioral as well as verbal commitment, is a function of the
accumulation of seven “necessary and constellationally sufficient
conditions.” Specifically, a person must (1) experience enduring and
acutely felt “tensions,” (2) within a “religious problem-solving
perspective,” (3) which results in self-designation as a “religious seeker.”
Additionally, the prospective convert must (4) encounter the movement or
cult at a “turning point” in life, (5) form an “affective bond” with one or

more believers, (6) “neutralize” or sever “extracult attachments,” and (7)
be exposed to “intensive interaction” with other converts in order to

78 John Lofland and Rodney Stark, “Becoming a World-Saver: A Theory of Conversion to a
Deviant Perspective.” American Sociological Review 30 (1965): 862-75. Although the authors
concealed the identity of the movement, its leader, and its headquarters, subsequent scholarship
has left little doubt that the “cult” in question was the Rev. Sun Myung Moon’s Unification
Church. See David A. Snow and Cynthia L. Philips, “The Lofland-Stark Conversion Model: A
Critical Reassessment,” Social Problems 27 (1980): 430.



become an active and dependable adherent. The first three factors are
classified as “predisposing.” They hypothetically exist prior to contact

with the group and function to render the individual susceptible to

conversion once contact is established. The remaining four factors are

regarded as ‘situational’ contingencies. They hypothetically lead to

recruitment to one group rather than another, if any other, and to the

adoption of the group’s worldview.”
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In a later article coauthored with Norman Skonovd, Lofland attempted to account for the

marked variation in individual conversions within the seven-stage model by

distinguishing between six distinct “motifs,” each of which can be further classified

according to five “major variations:

.280

CHART 1
CONVERSION MOTIFS
Conversion Motifs
1. Intellectual |2. Mystical 3. Experimental |4. Affectional |5. Revivalist |6. Coercive
1. Degree of |low or none or low medium high high
Social none little
Pressure
2. Temporal |medium short long long short long
Duration
w
s
= |3. Level of  |medium high low medium high high
= Affective
- Arousal
g
o
= |4. Affective [illumination |awe, curiosity affection love fear
Content love, (& fear) (& love)
fear
5. Belief- belief- belief- participation |participation |participation |participation
Participa- |participation |participation |-belief -belief -belief -belief
tion
Sequence

While sociologists in the second half of the twentieth century were primarily

concerned with describing and classifying various manifestations of the conversion

™ Ibid.

% John Lofland and Norman Skonovd, “Conversion Motifs,” Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion 20 (1981): 375.
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experience among a diverse range of religious movements, there were also several
significant attempts to arrive at a new definition of conversion. Richard Travisano’s 1970
essay “Alternation and Conversion as Qualitatively Different Transformations” returned
to a problem that was first raised by James: How are we to distinguish between true
conversions and other, less dramatic forms of personal transformation? In his essay,
Travisano opposes true conversions to mere “alternations.” An alternation, he argues,
represents a change that develops out of the subject’s existing worldview, or “universe of
discourse,” without threatening the fundamental principles of that worldview. A man who
becomes a father or a professor who is promoted to chairman of his department may
experience difficulties in effecting a transition, but neither of them is required to assume
a radically new conception of their selves or their place in society. Converts, on the other
hand, effect “transitions to identities which are proscribed within [their] established
universes of discourse, and which exist in universes of discourse that negate these
formerly established ones.” “In conversion,” he writes, “a whole new world is entered,
and the old world is transformed through reinterpretation. The father sees his
bachelorhood as youthful fun; the convert sees this as debauchery [...] The ideal typical
conversion can be thought of as embracing of a negative identity. The person becomes
something which was specifically prohibited.”®!

For the most part, however, broad theoretical investigations like Travisano’s were
the exception. More frequently, sociologists pushed the question of the definition of

conversion to the periphery and focused on charting the ways in which various religious

¥ Richard Travisano, “Alternation and Conversion as Qualitatively Different Transformations,”
in Social Psychology Through Symbolic Interaction, ed. G.P Stone and H.A. Farberman
(Waltham: Ginn-Blaisdell, 1970), 244.
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movements understood the concept. In the 1970s, attempts to describe and classify
various manifestations of conversion were applied to dizzying array of religious groups,
ranging from Catholic charismatics®, to UFO cultists®, to the post-hippy “Jesus

Movement.”%*

While these studies produced a number of interesting conclusions, they
tended to raise more questions than they answered. Is conversion a fundamentally
religious phenomenon, or can the term be applied to other ideological or perspectival
shifts? Is the convert’s role primarily passive or active? Should conversion be seen in
terms of individual transformation or shifts in broader social realities? To what extent are
conclusions relating to a particular group applicable to other groups? The position that a
given scholar takes on any of these contentious questions is heavily dependent on the

specific group or groups that he studies and his preexisting conception of what qualifies

as a conversion.

Lewis Rambo’s Holistic Approach
By the 1980s, the failure to arrive at coherent and widely accepted answers to the

sorts of fundamental questions discussed above led some to question the value of

% Frances R. Westley, “Searching for Surrender: A Catholic Charismatic Renewal Group’s
Attempt to Become Glossolalic,” in Conversion Careers, ed. James T. Richardson, 113-128
(Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1977).

% Robert W. Balch and David Taylor, “Seekers and Saucers: The Role of the Cultic Milieu in
Joining a UFO Cult,” in Conversion Careers, ed. James T. Richardson, 43-64 (Beverly Hills:
Sage Publications, 1977).

% Robert B. Simmonds, “Conversion or Addiction: Consequences of Joining a Jesus Movement
Group,” in Conversion Careers, ed. James T. Richardson, 113-128 (Beverly Hills: Sage
Publications, 1977).
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unidisciplinary approaches to conversion and the possibility of formulating models that
would account for all of the diverse phenomena that are grouped under the conceptual
framework of conversion. This in turn led to a shift towards more broadly holistic
approaches. The leading figure in this effort has been Lewis Rambo, a professor of
religious psychology at the University of Chicago who is widely considered to be one of
the foremost living scholars of religious conversion. Rambo’s role is that of a
bibliographer and a synthesizer: His work attempts to bridge disciplinary divides by
incorporating earlier approaches into a generalizable conceptual framework. In his 1993
book Understanding Religious Conversion, Rambo argues that it is not possible to
produce a single, authoritative definition of conversion that will hold true for all religious
movements: “There are many different experiences of salvation and no one way is
mandatory. Stated starkly, conversion is what a faith group says it is.”®

Rambo’s most important contribution to the debate on the nature of religious
conversion consists in his insistence that conversion rarely occurs through a single
transformative moment. While not denying the possibility of sudden conversions, he
argues that we are better served by speaking of the “conversion process” than of the
“conversion event.” In addition, Rambo has offered his own staged model of conversion,
which, like Lofland and Stark’s model, includes seven steps. However, where the Lofland
and Stark model posits a series of seven stages that must be traversed in order to achieve
“true” conversion, Rambo’s model is broader and less restrictive. He presents it as an
organizational principle that is useful for conceptualizing the general progression of

conversions, but rejects the notion that such a schema can serve as a “universal or

% Lewis Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1993), xiv.
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invariant tool” that would allow us to pass normative judgments on the validity of a given

conversion. Thus, he freely admits the possibility that the movement from one stage to

the next may not be linear or straightforward. Rambo’s seven stages are:

1) Context: The historical and cultural setting in which a conversion takes place,
the “overall matrix in which the force field of people, events, experiences, and
institutions operate on conversion.” Context determines the nature of the
conversion, but converts themselves also have the potential to alter the context.*
2) Crisis: The period during which the subject becomes convinced that his current
“fundamental orientation to life” is inadequate. The crisis can result from internal
psychological factors or it can be initiated by contact with an advocate of an
opposing worldview. It can occur suddenly and without warning, but more often
it is cumulative.®’

3) Quest: A period of intensified searching for “meaning and purpose in life”;
“Quest is an ongoing process, but one that will greatly intensify during times of
crisis.”®®

4) Encounter: The point at which the subject comes into contact with a
representative or advocate of an alternative worldview, often a missionary.*’

5) Interaction: The stage during which subjects “learn more about the teachings,

life-style and expectations of the group, and are provided with opportunities, both

8 Ibid.,
 Ibid.,
% Ibid.,

¥ Ibid.,

20-43.

44-55.

56-65.

87-101



52

formal and informal, to become more fully incorporated into it.” The duration of
this stage varies widely depending on the nature and doctrines of the faith group
in question.”

6) Commitment: This is “the fulcrum of the change process.” “Following a period
of intensive interaction, the potential convert faces the prospect, the choice, of
commitment [...] A specific turning point or decision is often required and/or
experienced, and this commitment decision is often dramatized and
commemorated—sealed with a public demonstration of the convert’s choice.””!

7) Consequences: The broad range of psychological, ideological, and behavioral

changes that result from conversion. These can be long-lasting or temporary.’>

P Ibid., 102-123.
U bid., 124-141.

2 Ibid., 142-164.
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Testing Rambo’s Staged Model: The Conversion(s) of Pierre Bezukhov

The chief advantage of Rambo’s approach is not that it provides a rigid model for
determining whether a given transformation qualifies as a “true conversion,” but rather
that it furnishes us with an idiom for discussing such transformations, one that allows us
to judge the extent to which a transformation accords with an archetype and to identify
those areas where it diverges from that archetype. In this section, we will demonstrate the
advantages provided by such models through a brief analysis of the transformations
experienced by a single character in Tolstoy’s mature fiction: Pierre Bezukhov, one of the
central protagonists in War and Peace. Our secondary objective will be to draw some
preliminary conclusions regarding the representation of radical personal transformation in
Tolstoy’s pre-conversion fiction, conclusions to which we will return in our discussion of

the treatment of this theme in his autobiographical writings and late fiction.

Context

Despite the fact that Pierre presents the clearest example of a convert in Tolstoy’s
mature fiction, he enters the novel appearing to be very much one of James’ “healthy-
minded” men. In the opening scene at Anna Pavlovna Scherer’s soiree, Tolstoy
repeatedly emphasizes his childlike qualities: He is likened to “a child in a toy store” (kak
rebenok v igrushechnoi lavke)’; his face is described as “childlike, kindly, and even a bit

foolish” (detskoe, dobroe, dazhe glupovatoe)’*; he makes what his friend Prince Andrei

% PSS 9:12.

% PSS 9: 25.
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regards as “childish speeches” (detskie rechi) in support of Napoleon and ultimately is
banished from Moscow for playing an adolescent prank.” Not long after his banishment,
he is interrupted while playing make-believe, imagining that he is Napoleon pronouncing
sentence over a defeated William Pitt.”® For Tolstoy, childhood is the time when “the two
finest virtues—innocent joy and a boundless thirst for love (nevinnaia veselost’ i

9 .
7 and Pierre seems

bespredel 'naia potrebnost’ liubvi)—|are] one’s lone impulses in life,
to embody precisely this innocence and vivacity, especially when viewed against the
background of the cold, artificial, and machine-like milieu inhabited by the aristocratic
elite. A child in a hulking man’s body, he exudes a contagious sense of energy and

decency: “His smile [...] seemed to say, ‘Opinions are opinions, but you can see what a

good and decent lad I am” (dobryi i slavnyi malyi).”®

Crisis

In order to become a candidate for conversion, one must first suffer a fall. For
Pierre, the fall from a state of child-like grace is precipitated by the death of his father,
Count Kirill Vladimirovich Bezukhov. While waiting outside the dying count’s sickroom,
Pierre makes a fateful decision, one that ultimately seals his fate: “[He] decided for
himself that all of this was precisely as it had to be, and that on this night, in order not to

lose himself and do something stupid (poteriat ’sia i nadelat’ glupostei), he ought not to

% PSS 9:27.
% PSS 9: 65.
77 PSS 1: 45.

% PSS 9:27.
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act in accordance with his own reason, but rather must submit himself completely to the
will of those who were leading him (predostavit’ sebia vpolne na voliu tekh, kotorye

o JeTe o 99
rukovidili im).”

The acquisition of wealth and influence leads to a dramatic change in
Pierre’s position, which Tolstoy describes in terms of a contrast between the present
(teper’) and the past (prezhde): “Formerly (prezhde) Pierre constantly felt that everything
he said in the presence of Anna Pavlona was indecorous (neprilichno) [...]. Now (teper’)

everything that he said came out charmingly (charmant).”'"’

Ultimately, his decision to
silence the voice of his own conscience and submit to externally imposed norms leads
him to fall into the grasp of the Kuragins, the family which, more than any other,
represents the corrupt values that guide conduct in the adult world. His fall is sealed when
he proposes to Héléne Kuragina, a development that owes as much to external pressures
as it does to his sexual appetites. Tolstoy repeatedly emphasizes the role that social
expectations play in describing his hero’s thought process in the period leading up to his
proposal: “Pierre knew that everyone was waiting (vse zhdut) for him to finally say that
one word and cross that well-known line, and he knew that sooner or later he would cross
it”!%"; “With horror he felt that every day he became more and more tied to her in the eyes
of people, that there was no way for him to return to his former view of her, that he could
not tear himself away from her, that this would be terrible, and that would have to tie his

99102

fate to hers.” " In presenting Pierre’s thoughts in the moment immediately leading up to

* PSS 9: 95.
1% PSS 9: 249. My italics.
1% PSS 9: 154. My italics.

192 PSS 9: 255. My italics.
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his proposal, Tolstoy employs impersonal third-person plural verbs to demonstrate the
role that externally-imposed behavioral norms play in his decision:

‘They say something in particular in these situations,” he thought, but he
could not remember precisely what it was that they say. He gazed at her
face and moved closer to her. She blushed. [...]

[...] “Je vous aime!’ he said, having recalled what one was supposed to
say in these situations; but his words sounded so meager that he felt
ashamed of himself.

[«YTO-TO Takoe 0COOCHHOE 2080psAm B ATUX CIyYasix», AyMall OH, HO
HHUKaK HE MOT BCIIOMHHUTb, YTO TAKOE UIMEHHO 2080psim B ITHX CITydasiX.
OH B3rIIsiHY B ee nio. OHa NpUABUHYIACH K HeMy Ouvoke. JIuio
ee 3apyMSHUJIOCH. |...]
[...] — Je vous aime! — cka3ai 0H, BCIOMHUB TO, YTO HYKHO OBLIO
TOBOPHTH B 9THX CIIy4asix; HO CJIOBA 3TH MPO3BYYaIM TaK OETHO, YTO eMy
cTaio cThinHo 3a cebs.]'”
Ultimately, Pierre’s decision to marry is the result of a conflict between two conflicting
forces: the voice of society and the voice of the conscience, which Tolstoy refers to as the
“inner voice” (vautrennii golos), which tells him that “this happiness is not for you.”'*
At this point, it is the voice of society that wins out, sealing his fall.

Pierre’s life as a wealthy, married, and possibly cuckolded chudak provides the
context for his eventual crisis and subsequent attempts at regeneration. The crisis itself is
precipitated by his duel with Dolohov, a duel that takes place because Pierre has placed
all of his faith in the judgment of others. When he wounds his rival, however, the

suppressed voice of his conscience reemerges: “‘What happened?’ he asked himself. ‘I

have killed, the lover, yes, killed the lover of my wife. Yes, that is what happened. Why?

'% PSS 9: 261. My italics.

14 p$s 9: 260.
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How have I come to this?’ ‘Because you married her,” answered the inner voice.”'?” The
crisis itself erupts shortly after Pierre leaves his wife. While waiting for horses at the
Torzhok station, he is overcome by a series of accursed questions:

‘What is bad? What is good? What must one love and what must one hate?
What is the point of life and who am I? What is life and what is death?
What force governs us all?” he asked himself. And there was no answer to
any of these questions, save for one illogical answer, one that was not an
answer at all. This answer was: “You will die and everything will end.
You will die and find out everything or cease to ask.” But dying was also
terrifying.

[«YT16 mypHO? UTd X0pomo? YTd Hamo M0O0UTh, 4T HeHaBUIETh? s
Yero *xuTh, U uTO Takoe 51?7 YTO Takoe Ku3Hb, uTo cMepTh? Kakas cua
yIpaBisieT BceM?», cripamuBai oH ce0s. M1 He OblJI0 0TBETA HU HA OJIMH U3
3THUX BOIIPOCOB, KPOME OJHOTO, HE JIOTHYECKOT0 OTBETA, BOBCE HE HA 3TH
BOMpPOChl. OTBET ATOT OBLT: «yMpEIlb — BCE KOHUUTCS. YMpeEIIb U BCE
y3Haelllb, UK MepecTaHenb crpamuBaTb». Ho u ymepers 66110
CTpalIHO. |

Ouest and Encounter

Pierre’s crisis turns out to be remarkably brief in duration, and it is impossible to

speak of any “questing” stage. Almost immediately after reaching his lowest point, he

meets losif Alekseevich Bazdeev, a well-known Freemason, experiencing what Rambo

would refer to as an “encounter” with a representative of a new religious or spiritual

worldview. Bazdeev does not win Pierre over through rational arguments, but rather

through the force of his personality. Indeed, the effect of his speech is implicitly

195 pgs 10: 28.

1% pgs 10: 65.
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compared to hypnosis: “Pierre felt confused and wanted to tear himself from this gaze,

but the shining, aged eyes irresistibly pulled him in.”'"’

Commitment

According to Rambo’s model, the “encounter” stage is followed by “interaction,”
the stage during which eventual converts “learn more about the teachings, life-style and
expectations of the group, and are provided with opportunities, both formal and informal,
to become more fully incorporated into it.”” It might be argued that Pierre’s attempt to
refashion himself as a Freemason fails to produce the desired results precisely because he
largely skips the phase. From the moment that he first encounters Bazdeev, Pierre is
overcome by the sensation that he has already undergone a transformation; he is certain
that Freemasonry represents “a brotherhood of men united by the goal of supporting one
another on the path to virtue” even before he comes to possess even a preliminary
understanding of the order’s doctrines and operations. Following Bazdeev’s departure,
Pierre paces around the room at the station, “reflecting on his depraved past and with the
rapture of renewal imagining his blessed, blameless, and virtuous future, which seemed
to him to be so easy [to attain].” “In his soul,” writes Tolstoy, “there was not a trace of

his former doubts.” '*®

"7 PSS 10: 66. Rancour-Laferriere presents a convincing argument for treating Bazdeev as a
surrogate father figure. See Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, Tolstoy’s Pierre Bezukhov: A
Psychoanalytic Study (London: Bristol Classical Press, 1993), 98-109.

18 pgs 10: 72.
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The account of Pierre’s initiation into the order, however, indicates that his
newfound faith is mired by the same destructive social influences that had brought about
his fall. One passage in particular captures the shortcomings of Freemasonry:

Hoping to enter into a completely new life, a life completely different
from his former one, he had expected something exceptional, something
more exceptional than what he saw. The skull, the tomb, the gospels—it
seemed to him that he expected all of this, that he expected something
more. Trying to summon within himself a feeling of tenderness, he looked
around. ‘God, death, love, the brotherhood of men,’ he said to himself,
connecting these thoughts to vague but joyful notions of something. The
door opened and someone entered.

[Hazmesick BCTYNUTH B COBEPIIEHHO HOBYIO JKU3Hb, COBEPIICHHO
OTJIIMYHYIO OT IPEXKHEH, OH 0XKHJIAJI BCEro HEOOBIKHOBEHHOTO, ellie 0oee
HEOOBIKHOBEHHOTO YeM TO, YTO OH BHel. Yepern, rpod, EBanrenue — emy
Ka3aJI0Ch, YTO OH OKUIAJI BCETO ATOT0, OKUAAN emle Oombiuero. Crapasch
BBI3BATh B c€0€ UyBCTBO YMUJICHbS, OH CMOTpEN BOKpYT cebst. — «bor,
CMEpTh, JTI000BB, OPATCTBO JIIOJIEI1», — FOBOPUII OH cebe, CBA3bIBAS C
STHMH CIIOBAMH CMYTHBIE, HO PaJIOCTHBIE MIPECTABICHUS Ye2o-mo. [IBepb
oTBOpHIACH U Kmo-mo Bomen.]'”

Pierre expects something (chto-to), but what he gets is someone (kto—to). The problem

with the Freemasons, then, is not their ideology itself—indeed, of the seven virtues that

the order preaches, five are broadly compatible with Tolstoy’s own post-conversion

.. . 110 . . . .
religious views —but the fact that Freemasonry is a human institution run by men
drawn from the same rarified milieu in which he had first suffered his fall into depravity.

Indeed, throughout the ceremony, Tolstoy gently mocks the human pettiness that

accompanies what is meant to be an otherworldly ritual. One of the first things that Pierre

1% PSS 10: 75. My italics.
"% The seven virtues are: 1) keeping the secrets of the order; 2) submission to its leaders; 3)
morality (dobronravie); 4) love for humanity (liubov’ k chelovechestvu) 5) courage (muzhestvo);
6) benevolence (shchedrost’); and 7) “love of death” (liubov’ k smerti). Of these, only the first
two can be said to be incompatible with late Tolstoyan religious philosophy. It is telling in this
respect that Pierre values the second virtue—obedience—most highly, while he finds the
seventh—cultivating a love of death—to be incomprehensible.
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notices is that the brother who is charged with initiating him into the order is an
acquaintance; later he recognizes another mason as a tutor who had formerly been
employed by the Kuragins and a third as the French abbé whom he had encountered at
Anna Pavlovna Scherer’s soirée. At the height of the ceremony his thoughts of salvation
are interrupted by a whispered squabble over whether he should first receive a symbolic
spade and then prostrate himself before the gates of the temple, or prostrate himself and
then receive the spade. When the leader of the lodge asks the brothers to make a
monetary contribution, Pierre’s reaction speaks to the influence that social norms and
expectations continue to have on him: His first impulse is to pledge his entire fortune to

the order, but he ultimately decides to give the exact same amount as everyone else.

Interaction and Consequences
When Pierre returns home from the initiation, he believes that he has “completely

changed and left behind his former way of life and habits.”'"'

For a time, there appears to
be a degree of truth in this perception. When his father-in-law pays him a visit, for
example, he does not give in to the temptation to please others that had formerly guided
him, but rather issues a stern rebuke, thereby freeing himself, at least partially, from the
destructive influence of the Kuragins. During a visit to his friend Andrei, who is mired in
a deep depression, the newly converted Pierre enthusiastically preaches the advantages of

a life of faith and good deeds. While he is unable to convince Andrei of the existence of

God or the truth of Masonic teachings, his optimism and faith prove to be contagious.

" pss 10: 83.
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Following their conversation, Andrei experiences the first stirrings of his own
transformation and feels that he too has entered into a “new life.”''?

On the whole, however, Pierre’s life following his initiation as a Mason turns out
to be a disappointment. Before long, he begins to slip back into his old habits. When he
travels to his southern estates to institute reforms, he once more finds himself surrounded
by ingratiating hangers-on who pull him back into his old life: “Again whole days,
weeks, and months of Pierre’s life passed [...] with the same parties, luncheons,
breakfasts, and balls [...] In place of the new life that Pierre had hoped to lead, he was

living the same former life, only in different surroundings.”' "

The same questions that
had tormented him at the Torzhok station remain unresolved, albeit with reduced
intensity: “Pierre no longer experienced moments of despair, melancholy, and disgust for
life as he had before, but the same sickness that had earlier manifested itself through
sharp paroxysms remained within him, and did not leave him for even a moment: ‘What
is the use (k chemu)? For what (Zachem)? What is the meaning of that which happens on
the earth (Chto takoe tvoritsia na svete)?”'*

As we have already suggested, Pierre’s mistake is that he commits to the Masons
before having interacted with them and determined whether their teachings actually
provide the answers that he seeks, and, if so, whether their conduct aligns with these

teachings. When he finally has the opportunity to witness the workings of the Petersburg

lodge, he is deeply disappointed. After a year of tireless service to the order, he finds that

12 PSS 10: 118.
113 PSS 10: 104.

14 PSS 10: 297-298.
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“the soil of Freemasonry on which he was standing slipped further away from his legs the

firmer he tried to stand on it.”!"

He becomes increasingly aware of the problems
introduced by his fellow Masons’ lives outside the confines of the order: “Pierre knew all
the brothers, the members of the lodge, in his [everyday] life, and he found it difficult to
see them only as brother Masons rather than as Prince B. or Ivan Vasil’evich D. whom he
knew in his [everyday] life as being for the most part weak and depraved men.”''®
Although he clings to the naive belief that the teachings of order themselves contain the
truth, he becomes convinced that, “Russian Freemasonry had set off on a false path and
diverged from its roots.”''” After a trip abroad to consult with leading Masons in Western
Europe, Pierre returns and delivers a speech to the lodge in which he gently tries to push
them to accept the goal of non-violent political reform. His proposals are ridiculed and
rejected, leading him to fall once more into depression. He reconciles with his wife, and
while he writes in his diary that he is “experiencing a joyous feeling of regeneration”
(shchastlivoe chuvstvo obnovleniia), it is clear to the reader that his spiritual path is once
more following a downward trajectory.''® His diary entries speak to his despair: One

entry describes a dream in which he is attacked by a pack of dogs that represent his

passions.

5 p§s10: 171.
16 p§s10: 172.
17 pss 10: 173.

18 PSS 10: 178.
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Second crisis, second encounter
Pierre’s tortured attempts to find the truth he seeks in Freemasonry ultimately lead
him to embrace the mystical side of the order’s teachings. Intoxicated by apocalyptic
fantasies and experimentations in numerology, he becomes convinced that he is “I'Russe
Besuhof,” and that he is destined to kill Napoleon. At the same time that his Masonic
beliefs are becoming increasingly fanatic, Pierre begins to consider two alternative
foundations of faith: the first is familial, and is tied to his budding affection for Natasha
Rostova, and the second is national, and manifests itself in his awed reaction to the
patriotic fervor of the Russian army at the Battle of Borodino. Nonetheless, he keeps to
his plan to kill Napoleon; he absconds from his house during the French invasion and
purchases peasant clothing and arms with the goal of murdering the Emperor whom he
had once idealized. His plot, however, fails to materialize. He is captured by the French
and imprisoned. After his interrogation, Pierre and a number of other prisoners are
marched out to a field where two posts have been erected. The French begin to bind and
execute the prisoners. Believing that he is about to die, Pierre is overcome by a feeling of
numb horror. After shooting five prisoners, though, the French take Pierre and the rest of
the prisoners back to their quarters. The executions inaugurate a second crisis, one that
decisively ends his period of infatuation with Freemasonry:
From the moment that Pierre saw the terrible murder committed by men
who had no desire to do it, it was as if the spring in his soul on which
everything depended and on which his conception of life relied had
suddenly been pulled out and everything collapsed into a pile of
meaningless rubbish. Although he was not yet aware of it, his faith in the
order of the universe, in humanity, in his own soul, and in God was
destroyed. Pierre had experienced this state before, but never with as
much force as now. Before when he had experienced these sorts of

doubts, the doubts were rooted in his own guilt. And in the very depths of
his soul Pierre had felt that it was possible to secure salvation from this
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despair and doubt. But now he felt that it was not his own guilt that had
caused the world to collapse before his eyes, leaving only meaningless
ruins. He felt that to return to faith in life was beyond his power.

[C Toit wmuHyTHl, Kak Ilbep yBHOam »3TO cTpamHOe YOHUIICTBO,
COBEPILECHHOE JIOJbMH, HE XOTEBIIMMM JTOIO AENaTh, B IyIIE €ro Kak
OyATO BAPYT BBIIEpHYTa OblIa Ta MpPYKWHA, HA KOTOPOU BCE JepKaIoch
U TIPEJCTABISIIOCH )KUBBIM, M BCE 3aBATMIIOCH B Kydy OECCMBICIEHHOTO
copa. B Hem XoTs OH 1 He oTIaBal cebe OT4eTa, YHHUTOKUIIACh BEpa U B
07aroycTpoiicTBO MHMpa, U B YEJIOBEUECKYI0, U B CBOIO ayIly, u B bora.
310 cocrosiHME ObUIO MCIBITHIBaeMO [IbepoM mpexje, HO HUKOTIa ¢
TaKol CWION Kak rteneps. IIpexne, korna Ha Ilbepa HaxogwiIM Takoro
poJia COMHEHHsI, COMHEHHS 3TH UMEIH UCTOYHUKOM COOCTBEHHYIO BHHY.
N B camoil rnmybune nymm, Ilbep Torma 4yBCTBOBaJl, YTO OT TOTO
OTYasiHUA M TeX COMHEHHUH Obulo cnacenue B camoMm cebe. Ho Teneps on
YyBCTBOBAJI, YTO HE €r0 BHHA OblJIa MPUYMHON TOTO, YTO MHP 3aBaJIUIICS
B €ro rja3ax, M OCTaJIHCh OJHHU OecCMBbICIEHHbIE pa3BaJuHbL. OH
4yBCTBOBAJ, YTO BO3BPATUTECS K BEPE B XKU3Hb — HE B €r0 BIACTH.]

Once more, however, this period of crisis and despair proves to be short-lived.

Before long, Pierre experiences a second encounter with a representative of an alternative

worldview in the person of the soldier Platon Karataev, who embodies the highest virtues

of unlearned peasant spirituality. Lying next to the slumbering Karataev, Pierre once

again experiences a feeling of regeneration: “[...H]e felt that the world that had formerly

been destroyed was moving in his soul once again with a new beauty, [rising] on new,

unshakable foundations.

»120 By the time that the first month of his captivity has passed,

Pierre has undergone a complete and lasting transformation.

It was precisely during this time that he acquired that sense of peace and
satisfaction with himself that he had earlier strove towards in vain. For a
long time he had searched in his life from all directions for that peace and
harmony with himself that had struck him in the soldiers at the Battle of
Borodino; he had searched for it in philanthropy, in freemasonry, in the
dissipation of social life, in wine, in heroic, self-sacrificing deeds, in

19 PSS 12: 44,

120 p§S 12: 48.
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romantic love for Natasha; he had searched for it with his mind, and all of
these searchings and efforts had deceived him. And without thinking about
it, he had acquired this sense of peace and this harmony with himself only
through the horror of death, through deprivation, and through that which
he came to grasp in Karataev. It was as if those horrible moments that he
had lived through during the execution had forever washed away from his
imagination and memories the anxious thoughts and feelings that had
formerly seemed important to him. [...]

[...] Only here and now for the first time did Pierre come to fully value
the pleasure of eating when he was hungry, of drinking when he was
thirsty, of sleeping when he was tired, of warmth when he was cold, of
conversation with people when he wanted to hear a human voice. The
satisfaction of his needs—good food, cleanliness, freedom—now, when he
had been deprived of them, seemed to Pierre to be the most perfect
happiness [...]]

[V mMEHHO B 3TO-TO CaMO€ BpEMsI OH IOJIy4HJI TO CLIOKOWCTBUE U
TIOBOJICTBO COOOM, K KOTOPHIM OH TIIETHO CTpeMuIcs npexae. OH 10aro
B CBOEH JKM3HM HUCKAJI C PAa3HBIX CTOPOH 3TOTO YCIIOKOEHUS, COIJIacus ¢
caMHuM co0010, TOTO, YTO TaK IMOPA3UIIO €ro B conaarax B bopoanHckom
Cpa)XEHUU — OH HCKaJ 3TOr0 B (PMIAHTPOIINH, B MACOHCTBE, B PACCESTHUH
CBETCKOMH JKU3HHU, B BUHE, B T€PONCKOM IIOJIBUI'€ CAMOIIO’KEPTBOBAHNS, B
poMaHTHUYeCKOH 100BU K Hararie; oH uckai 3Toro myTeM MBICIH, U BCE
9TH UCKAHUS U TIONBITKA 0OMaHynu ero. Y oH, caM He Jymasi 0 TOM,
MOJTYYHJI 3TO YCIIOKOCHHE U 3TO COTJIACHE C CAMHUM COOOI0 TOJIBKO Yepes
y’Kac CMEPTH, YepEe3 JIMILEHUS U Yepe3 TO, uTo OH noHs1 B Kaparaese. Te
CTpalllHble MUHYTBI, KOTOPBIE OH MIEPEXUI BO BpeMs Ka3HH, Kak OyITo
CMBUIN HaBCET/a U3 €r0 BOOOPAKEHHS U BOCIIOMUHAHUSI TPEBOXKHbIE
MBICIIU ¥ UyBCTBA, IPEXK/IE Ka3aBIIUECA EMY BaXKHBIMU. |... ]

[...] 3necs, Teneps TONBKO, B IEPBBIN pa3 [Ibep BIIOJIHE OLIEHNTT
HACJIAKIEHBE €]Ibl, KOI'1a XOTEJIOCh €CTh, IUThS, KOTJa XOTEJIO0Ch MUTH,
CHa, KOTJ[a XOTeJIOCh CHaTh, TeIJa, Koraa OblJI0 X0JIOIHO, Pa3roBopa ¢
YeJI0BEKOM, KOTIa XOTEJI0Ch TOBOPUTH U MOCITYIIATh YEJI0BEUECKUH TOJI0C.
VY noBnerBopeHue NoTpedHOCTE — Xopoluas MHila, YUCToTa, CBoOoIa —
Tenepsh, KOr/ia OH ObUI JIMIIEH BCETo 3TOro, Ka3zanuck IIbepy
coBepIIeHHbIM cuactieM [...] '

Pierre’s transformation is sealed in a dream that he has during the period of his
confinement. The dream begins with a pure distillation of his newfound faith, which
Pierre immediately associates with Karataev: “Life is everything. Life is God. Everything

shifts around and moves and this movement is God. And where there is life there is the

121 PSS 12: 97-98.
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delight of the consciousness of the divine (naslazhdenie samosoznaniia Bozhestva). To
love life is to love God. The most difficult and most blessed thing of all is to love this live
in all of its sufferings, in the innocence of its sufferings.” Having contemplated these
words, Pierre suddenly recalls a figure from his distant past, a Swiss teacher of
geography, who shows him a globe:

This globe was a living, oscillating sphere without dimensions. The entire
surface of the sphere consisted of droplets that were firmly pressed
together. And all of these droplets moved, shifted around; now they fused
together into one and now they separated into many. Every droplet tried to
spread out and occupy as much space as possible, but the others, trying to
do the same thing, constrained it, sometimes destroying it, and sometimes
merging with it.

“This is life,” said the aged teacher.

“How simple and clear it is,” thought Pierre. “How could I have not
known this earlier?”

[[11o6yc 3TOT OBLT )KUBOM, KOJICOTIOMIUINACS IIap, HE UMEIOIINI
pa3mepoB. Bes moBepXHOCTH 11apa cocTosiIa U3 Karesb, INIOTHO CXKaThIX
MeXy co0oii. Y Kamiu 5TH Bce ABUTANINCH, IEPEMEIIATICH U TO
CIIMBAJIUCH U3 HECKOJIBKHUX B OJIHY, TO U3 OJHOM pa3/iessiuch Ha MHOTHE.
Kaxxnast karuis cTpeMuiiach pa3iuThes, 3aXBaTUTh HauOOJIbIIIee
MIPOCTPAHCTBO, HO JPYTHUE, CTPEMSCH K TOMY K€, COKUMAIIU ee, UHOT 1A
YHHYTOXAaJM, UHOT/1a CIIMBAIUCH C HEIO.

— BoT *u3Hb, — CKa3aja CTapu4yoOK yYUTEIb.
«Kax 3T0 mpocTo u scHo», noaymai IIbep. «Kak s MOT He 3HaTh 3TOTO
npexe».] >

It is highly significant that Pierre’s transformation, though inaugurated by Platon
Karataev, is immediately associated with his distant past. For Tolstoy, conversion
signifies both the beginning of a new life, one that is defined by its opposition to the
convert’s sinful past, and a return to the state of childlike innocence that had preceded

that sinful past.

122 PSS 12: 158.
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Consequences and commitment

The last two stages of Rambo’s model are commitment and consequences. Pierre
passes through both of these stages, but in his case the order is reversed. Tolstoy alludes
to the consequences of Pierre’s transformation in the chapter that immediately follows the
passage quoted above, which describes Pierre’s new approach to requests for financial
assistance. When he had first inherited his father’s fortune, Tolstoy tells us, such requests
had caused him great anxiety: Unable to determine which requests were legitimate, “he
had given to everyone while he still had something to give.” Following his release from
captivity, “he found to his surprise that in all these questions there were no longer any
doubts or quandaries. Now there was a judge within him who decided what needed to be
done and what did not need to be done in accordance with certain laws of which he

himself was not aware.”'*

By allowing the “inner voice” of the conscience to once more
determine his actions, Pierre has secured the gift of discernment. Another consequence of
Pierre’s transformation is his marriage to Natasha. While his marriage lacks the formal
characteristics of the initiation into Freemasonry that he had passed through earlier, it
nonetheless reflects a full embrace of his newfound “Karataevian” faith: As he later tells
Natasha, “[Platon] would have approved of our family life. He wanted to see decency
(blagoobrazie), happiness, and tranquility in everything, and I would have been proud to

show him us.”'** At the same time that he is committing himself to family happiness,

however, Pierre is also becoming increasingly involved with the movement that will

123 PSS 12: 2009.

124 PSS 12: 293.
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ultimately lead the disastrous Decembrist uprising, which, he reluctantly admits to his
wife, Karataev would not have approved of. By casting Pierre as a future Decembrist,
Tolstoy seems to suggest that the privileged position that his hero occupies at the end of
the novel will be short-lived, that his progress will eventually be threatened by his drive
to intervene in political life of his country.

As we have seen, the concepts and terminology that scholars have developed in
order to discuss religious conversion can be fruitfully applied to describe radical
transformations in Tolstoy’s fiction, including those that accord with traditional
conceptions of the conversion, such as Pierre’s decision to join the Freemasons, as well

as transformations that are not explicitly linked to a formal shift in religious affiliation.



69

The Narrative Turn

While Rambo’s work has received generally positive reviews, several leading
scholars have found fault with the breadth of his conception and his relativistic approach
to earlier research. In a brief but insightful review, Lofland hits on the fundamental
problem with what he calls Rambo’s “inclusive” approach to conversion: “Rambo’s
everything-is-sometimes-true view [...] has its limitations. If almost everything is
sometimes true [...] are we left with anything more than this to say about conversion?”'*
Richard Machalek, another prominent sociologist, raises similar objections, questioning
whether an approach that defines conversion as “what a faith group says it is” can have
any meaningful interpretive value. Machalek astutely notes that the limitations of
Rambo’s approach mirror the shortcomings of conversion studies as a field of inquiry
itself.'*

Machalek is hardly the only scholar who has expressed his frustration with the
limited results that traditional psychological and sociological approaches to conversion
have yielded. In recent years there has been a growing sense of dissatisfaction with the
direction that conversion studies has taken. In a 2003 article in Review of Religious
Research, Pehr Granqvist contrasts the immense interest in religious conversion with the

very limited conclusions that the theoretical study of the phenomenon has provided.

While, “One might imagine that such an immense theoretical and research interest would

123 John Lofland, review of Understanding Religious Conversion, by Lewis Rambo, Sociology of

Religion 55 (1994): 100.
126 Richard Machalek, review of Understanding Religious Conversion, by Lewis Rambo, Journal
for the Scientific Study of Religion 33 (1994): 192-193.
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have brought about a great deal of agreed-upon knowledge concerning the characteristics
and correlates of religious conversions,” the scope of consensus has turned out to be very
limited: “besides minor agreement on some very general conversion correlates and
characteristics, the study of conversion is marked by major disagreements.”'*’ In a 2007
article in The Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Henri Gooren identifies ten
weaknesses that have limited the value of traditional psychological and sociological
approaches to conversion, including an insufficient conceptualization of the role of the
individual in effecting conversion, a failure to distinguish between conversions that
denote a radical spiritual transformation and those that denote mere shifts in
denominational affiliation, a tendency to focus exclusively on marginalized Christian
movements, and geographical, age, and gender biases that have largely restricted the
scope of the field to the study of American and Western European adolescent and young
adult males. As a result of these shortcomings, argues Gooren, the attempt to produce a
generalizable model of religious conversion has failed.'*®

A strong argument that can be made that the failure to arrive at a more
comprehensive and generalizable theory of conversion stems from the insistence on
treating the phenomenon in purely experiential terms. As a number of scholars have
argued, the fact that religious experience can only be approached through the medium of
narrative exposition is of essential importance. In David Yamane’s words, “When we

study religious experience we cannot study ‘experiencing’—religious experience in real

17 pehr Granqvist, “Attachment Theory and Religious Conversions: A Review and Resolution of

the Classic and Contemporary Paradigm Chasm,” Review of Religious Research 45 (2003): 172-
173.

2 Henri Gooren, “Reassessing Conventional Approaches to Conversion: Toward a New
Synthesis,” Journal of the Scientific Study of Religion 46 (2007): 346-348.
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time and its physical, mental, and emotional constituents—and therefore must study

129
7" Yamane

retrospective accounts—Ilinguistic representations—of religious experiences.
goes on to argue for a reorientation of studies of religious experience through the use of
narratological analysis.

There is evidence to suggest that just such a narrative reorientation is already
under way. The leading figures in this project, however, do not view conversion through
the lens of traditional psychological, sociological, or anthropological conceptions, but
rather have adopted a more broadly textual approach to the phenomenon. At the same
time that traditional empirical approaches to religious conversion appear to be
floundering, a number of scholars and theorists have discovered that a narratological
conception of conversion has the potential to resolve broader questions related to the
expression of the self through autobiographical texts. Recent examples of works that
have productively applied a narratological framing to the question of conversion include
Morrison’s Conversion and Text: The Cases of Augustine of Hippo, Herman-Judah, and
Constantine Tsatsos and Understanding Conversion, Massimo Leone’s Religious

Conversion and Identity: The Semiotic Analysis of Texts, Patrick Riley’s Character and

Conversion in Autobiography. Augustine, Montaigne, Descartes Rousseau, and Sartre,

% David Yamane, “Narrative and Religious Experience,” Sociology of Religion 61 (2000):171-

189. While both psychologists and sociologists have certainly been aware that “the conversion
experience” is ultimately accessible only through narrative accounts, they have tended to assign
relatively little importance to this feature of the phenomenon. Lofland and Skonovd, for
example, treat the conversion narrative as an intermediate level that provides an essentially
accurate picture of a raw experience, positing, that since “the conversion experience itselfis
partly molded by expectations of what conversion is about or ‘is like’ that there is therefore the
probability of a relatively ‘good fit’ between the real experiences and the paradigmatic accounts.”
Lofland and Sknonovd, op. cit., 375.
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. 130
and Talal Asad’s “Comments on Conversion.”

What ties these authors together is their
shared insistence that written and oral accounts of conversion do not present facsimiles of
reality or “raw experience,” but are rather stylized narratives that accord with the
expectations furnished by the social contexts in which they are written in order to
advance their author’s rhetorical goals. As Morrison writes, narrative accounts of
conversion “are not vivid experiences, but literary compositions, which by their very

. 131
nature are fictive.”

Leone goes a step further, treating “the self of converted people,
before, after and during religious conversion as a sort of lie [...] as a story, which
converted people constantly recount to themselves in order to consolidate their identity
and eliminate the feeling of vertigo which seizes everyone who has lost one’s own

spiritual equilibrium.”"*?

Riley adopts this basic framework and adds to it by exploring
the historical evolution of the conversion narrative. He demonstrates how post-
Enlightenment thinkers adapted patterns from religious narratives in constructing a
secular sense of self.

Indeed, there is a natural confluence between the concepts of narrative and

conversion, as both evoke a sense of change or transformation. In traditional theories of

narrative, narrativity is contrasted with description. In the simplest terms, the narrative is

139 Karl Frederick Morrison, Conversion and Text: The Cases of Augustine of Hippo, Herman-

Judah, and Constantine Tsatsos (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1992); Massimo
Leone, Religious Conversion and Identity: The Semiotic Analysis of Texts (London: Routledge,
2004); Patrick Riley, Character and Conversion in Autobiography: Augustine, Montaigne,
Descartes, Rousseau, and Sartre (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2004); Talal
Asad, “Comments on Conversion,” in Conversions to Modernities, ed. Peter van der Veer, 263-
273 (New York: Routledge, 1996).

131 : . ..
Morrison, Conversion and Text, Vii.

132 Leone, xii. My italics.
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distinguished from the descriptive text by the presence of change and alteration;
descriptive texts are static, while narrative texts are dynamic.'>> Conversion narratives
adapt this process of transformation to the description of a given character or narrator’s
spiritual life and stretch it to the extreme.

We should hasten to point out that a narrative framing to conversion in no sense
entails a complete rejection of traditional empirical approaches to the phenomenon. It is
entirely possible to adopt an approach to conversion that stresses its narrative properties
while retaining the wealth of observations furnished by empirical approaches that are
framed as investigations of conversion experiences. A narrative approach merely serves
to remind us that the models of conversion presented by psychologists and sociologists
are not models of experience itself, but rather models of the narrative retelling of that
experience. As we have seen in our discussion of Pierre’s conversions in War and Peace,
the stages of Rambo’s model, for example can be appropriated almost without alteration
and treated as Proppean functions that combine to form a coherent account of lived
experience. We can use such models as a measuring stick to determine the extent to
which a given transformation in a literary work qualifies as conversion with respect to the
parameters that have traditionally been assigned to that term or whether we are better
served by describing it through alternative models of personal transformation.

Converts, of course, are not the only people for whom, to quote Snow and

Machalek, “personal biographies and identities are continuously redefined in the light of

13 Qee, for example, Tzvetan Todorov, “The 2 Principles of Narrative,” Diacritics 1 (1971): 37-
44; Todorov argues that transformation is one of two constitutive properties of narrative (the
other being succession). See also Gerald Prince, Dictionary of Narratology, rev. edition
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003), 28, where the “narrative event” is defined as “a
change of state manifested in discourse by a process statement” (my italics).
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new experiences.”>*As the cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner argues, the impulse to
define ourselves in narrative terms is an unavoidable aspect of human cognition:
We seem to have no other way of describing “lived time” save in the form
of a narrative. [...] When someone tells you his life [...] it is always a
cognitive achievement rather than a through-the-clear-crystal recital of
something univocally given. In the end, it is a narrative achievement.
There is no such thing psychologically as “life itself.” At very least, it is a
selective achievement of memory recall.'*
Indeed, the narratives that we construct about and for ourselves play an essential role in
maintaining our sense of existential equilibrium. Without such narratives, life would
present itself as an infinite series of isolated moments with no unifying element save the
continuity of the corporeal body that experiences them. By conceiving of our pasts as a
unified chain of causally related events, we are able to make sense of our present
condition, and even plot the future trajectory that our life stories will take.

What, then, distinguishes converts’ constructed senses of self from those of other
people? The chief property that allows us to differentiate between conversion narratives
and other life stories can be expressed in terms of the difference between continuous and
discrete change. It seems reasonable to posit that vast majority of people conceive of their
own narrative arcs in terms of a more or less continuous progression: The self moves

through various stages marked by changes and rites of passages—graduation, marriage,

promotions, retirement—each of which introduces material and psychological alterations,

3% David Snow and Richard Machalek, “The Convert as Social Type,” Sociological Theory 1
(1983): 269.

135 Jerome Bruner, “Life as Narrative,” Social Research 71 (2004): 692. Bruner is, of course, not
alone in approaching the concept of the self as a narrative construction. In fact, this supposition
is so widespread that it has become something of a critical cliché. For a few recent examples, see
Michael Bamberg, “Who am I? Narration and its Contribution to Self and Identity, Theory &
Psychology 21 (2011): 3-24; Daniel Dennett, “Why Everyone is a Novelist,” The Times Literary
Supplement, Sept. 16-22, 1988; and Marya Schechtman, The Constitution of Selves (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1996).
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but which collectively do not challenge its fundamental unity. It is only at the rare
moments when we pause and compare our present self to our past selves that we are
struck with the realization that this continuity is essentially a fiction. What is essential
for our purposes is that for the “healthy-minded man” these sensations are fleeting; they
are jarring exceptions in a life that is otherwise lived in accordance with an illusion of
continuity. For the convert, however, the perception of a division is not a rare exception,
but rather is elevated to a place of central importance. His personal narrative is not
continuous, but rather is structured around a single discrete break that divides the sinful
past from the righteous present. Snow and Machalek hit on this feature in their discussion
of “autobiographical reconstruction.” Following conversion, they argue:

[TThe past is not only shattered; the disjointed pieces are reassembled in
accordance with the new universe of discourse and its grammar. Some
aspects of the past are jettisoned, others are redefined, and some are put
together in ways previously inconceivable. One’s biography is, in short,
reconstructed [...]

[...TThe convert’s former understanding of self, past events, and others is
now regarded as a misunderstanding. Following the formula “then I
thought...now I know,” previous motives, feelings, and evaluations are
regarded as misguided or erroneous [...]

[...] Gripped by the realization that preconversion interpretations were
erroneous, the convert comes to redefine the past ‘correctly.” Old facts and
aspects of one’s biography are thus given new meanings. Not only are
former identities evaluated negatively but the course and character of the
convert’s life history is typically reconstructed as troublesome,
misdirected, even loathsome [...]

[... ] That converts can look back and see the “true state” of their lives

prior to conversion is understandable considering that the past is

viewed from the vantage point of the enlightened present. Since the
present functions as the final arbiter of truth about the past, biographical
reconstruction may even involve the fabrication and insertion of events
“wherever they are needed to harmonize the remembered with the
reinterpreted past” [...] The convert is not perpetuating fraud but aligning
the past ‘with the truth that, necessarily, embraces both present and past’
Ironically, the convert is not privileged to a nonpartisan knowledge of his
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or her past. Conversion as biographical reconstruction denies one an
undistorted recall of the past.'*°

This narrative rupture both challenges and paradoxically solidifies the convert’s sense of
self. For Riley, this aspect of conversion forces us to confront the paradoxical nature of
the autobiographical enterprise itself:

[...A]s much as [conversion] provides an anchor and a source for
autobiographical narrative, it also serves to disrupt any stable self-
definition. The more completely one’s character has changed, the more
difficult it is for preconvert and convert to coincide sufficiently to
constitute a coherent, single identity [...]

[...] Conversion in all of its manifestations, from the early Christian to
the modern eras, evokes the fantasy underlying any autobiographer’s
desire to provide a total image of his or her life, namely a narrative point
of view residing in death. One’s autobiography always comes too early: I
have not finished living yet, my story is incomplete, but if I wait until the
very end it will be too late to write it. If, however, I undergo a conversion
experience, I live through a death of the self that allows me to apprehend
my character as totality, but at the cost that [ am no longer “myself.” That
is conversion’s primary paradox."’

This approach to conversion suggests that James only grasped half of the problem when
he defined the phenomenon as a “process by which a self hitherto divided [...] becomes
unified.” While conversion may present itself as a process of unification on the
experiential plane, what is essential for our purposes is that this unification can only be
accomplished by effecting a division on the narrative plane.

Indeed, many, if not most, of the tropes that we associate with the classical model
of Christian conversion speak to the presence of this division. Traveling on the road to

Damascus, the Pharisee Saul of Tarsus is blinded by a divine vision. When he regains his

sight, he becomes the Apostle Paul, a completely different person, one defined in terms

13 Snow and Machalek, 266-268.

7 Riley, 3, 16.
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of his opposition to his former self."*® Following his baptism, St. Augustine sees his
former self as a sleeping man and his present, post-conversion, self as one who has
awakened. Meditating on the meaning of the phrase “the justice of God,” Martin Luther
experiences a revelation that convinces him that he has, “been born again and entered
into paradise itself through open gates,”139 Bunyan likens conversion to the grafting of a
tree: a wound must be inflicted in order for the branch of God’s love to take root (“The
Word is the graft, the soul is the tree, and the Word, as the scion, must be let in by a

). Like Augustine, the American Protestant minister Jonathan Edwards

wound.
describes conversion as an “awakening” that opens the eyes of the believer to a world
that is outwardly the same but which is imbued with a sensation of newness: “Persons
after their conversion often speak of religious things as seeming new to them; that
preaching is a new thing; that it seems to them they never heard preaching before; that the
Bible is a new book: they find there vein chapters, new psalms, new histories, because

they see them in a new light.”'*!

Everywhere we look, the principle of division, the
opposition between the old, slumbering life and the new, awakened life pervades such

narratives.

3% It is important to note that Saul did not adopt a new name in the same sense that those who

enter into monastic orders do: “Saul” was his Hebrew name, while “Paul” was his Latin name,
which he used in his ministry to the gentiles. Nonetheless, the transition from one name to the
other has often been seen as signifying the extent of his transformation.

139 Martin Luther, preface to The Complete Edition of Luther’s Latin Works, trans. Andrew
Thornton, “Modern History Sourcebook: Martin Luther: The Tower Experience, 1519, accessed
March 6, 2014, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/ 1519luther-tower.asp

"Jjohn Bunyan, The Acceptable Sacrifice: or, The Excellence of a Broken Heart, Being the last
works of Mr. John Bunyan (London: 1718).

! Jonathan Edwards, “A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of
Many Hundred Souls in Northampton and the Neighboring Towns and Villages,” in Puritan
Sage: Collected Writings of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1, 164-218, ed. Vergilius Ferm (New York:
Library Publishers, 1953), 193. My italics.
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In Tolstoy’s writings, this opposition is frequently expressed through the temporal
designations “teper” (now; nowadays; today; at the present time) and “prezhde”
(previously; formerly, in the past). Consider, for example, the description of Pierre’s
transformation towards the end of War and Peace:

From the outside, Pierre had changed very little. In appearance, he was
exactly the same as he had been before. Just as before, he was absent-
minded and seemed to be occupied not with what was before eyes, but
with something all his own, something special. The difference between his
former and present state consisted in the fact that before when he had
forgotten what was before him and what was said to him, he would
dolefully wrinkle forehead as if he were trying, but failing, to descry
something far off in the distance. Now he still forgot what was said to him
and what was in front of him; but now he peered into that which was
before him and listened attentively to that which was said to him with a
barely perceptible and seemingly mocking smile, although it was clear that
he was seeing and hearing something entirely different. Before he seemed
to be a good man, but unhappy, and people involuntarily moved away
from him; now a smile of joy constantly appeared around his mouth, and
his eyes shone with sympathy for people—with the question of whether
they were satisfied like he was. And people found it pleasant to be in his
presence.

Before he had talked a great deal, had become heated when he talked, and
had listened little; now he rarely got carried away in conversations and
was able to listen so well that people eagerly told him their most intimate
secrets.

[[Tsep mouTH HE U3MEHMJIICS B CBOMX BHEIIHUX Npuemax. Ha Bua oH ObL1
TOYHO TAaKUM K€, KaKUM OH ObLI npedicoe. Tak xe, Kak U npesrcoe, OH ObLI
paccesiH M Kas3aJcsl 3aHATBIM HE TeM, 4TO ObUIO mepej Iia3aMu, a YeM-TO
CBOUM, OCOOEHHBIM. PasHHUIIA MeXay npedxcHum WM menepeutHum ero
COCTOSTHUEM COCTOsUIa B TOM, YTO npedxcoe, KOTa OH 3a0bIBal TO, 4TO
ObUIO TIepe HUM, TO, YTO eMy TOBOPHIIM, OH CTPaJaIbYeCKH CMOPIIUBIIN
7100, Kak OyATO MBITalCd M HE MOT pasMIAfeTh Yero-To, Jalieko
OTCTOSIIETO OT Hero. Teneps OH TaK k€ 3a0bIBAJI TO, YTO €My TOBOPHIIU U
TO, YTO OBUIO Tlepea HUM; HO menepb C 4YyTh 3aMETHOIO, Kak OyATO
HACMEIUINBOIO, YIBIOKOW, OH BCMaTPUBAJICSA B TO caMmoe, 4TO ObUIO mepen
HUM, BCIYIIUBAJICA B TO, YTO €My TOBOPHIIM, XOTSI OYEBHJIHO BHJIEI H
CIIBIIIIAJI YTO-TO COBCEM Jpyroe. [lpexcde OH Kazaics XOTS M J0OpBIM
YeJIOBEKOM, HO HECYaCTHBIM; M MOTOMY HEBOJIBHO JIIOJU OTIASITUCH OT
Hero. Teneps ynbIOKa paloCTH KU3HU TIOCTOSIHHO UTpalia OKOJIO €ro pTa, ’
B IV1a3aX €ro CBETWJIOCHh yYacTHE K JIIOJSM, — BOIPOC: JOBOJIbHBI JIN OHH
TakK ke, Kak ¥ oH? W oM IpUsSTHO OBLUIO B €r0 MPUCYTCTBHH.
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Ilpesxxcoe OH MHOTO TOBOpWJ, TOPSYMWICSA, KOTJa TOBOPWI, U MAajo
CIIyLIaJl; menepb OH PEAKO YBJIEKAJICS pa3roOBOPOM M yMeJl CIyIIaTh Tak,
YTO JTIO/IM OXOTHO BBICKA3bIBATH €My CBOH CAMBIC 3a/IylIeBHEIC TaitHbL]' "

We see the same opposition between teper’ and prezhde in the closing lines of Anna
Karenina, which describe the change that has taken place in Konstantin Levin’s
perspective:

[...] but my life now, my entire life, regardless of what may happen to
me, every minute of it, is not only not meaningless, as it was before, but
possesses the undeniable meaning of the good that I am capable of
investing it with.

[[...] HO XU3HB MOSI menepsb, BCSI MO )KU3Hb, HE3aBUCUMO OT BCETO, YTO
MOJKET CIIYYHThCS CO MHOM, Ka)K/1asi MUHYTa €€ — HE TOJIbKO HE
OecCcMBICIICHHA, KaKOI0 ObLIa npedicoe, HO UMEET HECOMHEHHBIN CMBICT
1100pa, KOTOPBIHA 5 BIIACTEH BIOKHTH B Hee!]' ™

"2 PSS 12: 205. My italics.

' PSS 19:399. My italics.
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Conversion as Narrative Event

One of the chief advantages of a narrative approach to conversion is that it gives
us access to the vast set of methodological tools furnished by narrative theory. Of these
tools, Wolf Schmid’s theory of narrative eventfulness is particularly well suited for
discussing the textual representation of conversion. Schmid introduces eventfulness in
response to a recurring problem posed by the breadth of the concept of narrative itself. As
we have already noted, in traditional theories of narrative, narrativity is contrasted with
description, with the former being characterized by the presence of change and alteration
and the latter by stasis. The problem with this dichotomy is that alteration is such a
ubiquitous property of literary texts that the practical utility of defining a given text as a
narrative is quite limited. In order to grasp this point, it is useful to compare two texts,
both of which feature a narrative account in which a wild animal is killed: the famous
wolf-hunting scene in War and Peace and the Brothers Grimm fairytale “The Singing

144 Tolstoy’s hunting scene describes how Nikolai

Bone” (Der singende Knochen).
Rostov, accompanied by members of his household, sets out to capture a wolf. He comes
close to subduing it, but loses it at the last moment. When his huntsman succeeds in
capturing the wolf, Rostov is jealous. “The Singing Bone” also centers on the death of a
wild animal, although this time it is a fearsome boar that has been terrorizing a fictional
kingdom. The king offers his daughter’s hand in marriage to anyone who can kill the

beast. Two brothers accept the challenge and set off into the woods to find the boar. The

older brother sets off to a tavern, where he drinks wine in order to fortify himself for the

" For a recent English translation of the story, see Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, The Original Folk
and Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm, trans. and ed. Jack Zipes, (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2014), 89-91.
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hunt. When he leaves the tavern, he encounters his younger brother, who has already
managed to kill the boar. Stricken with jealousy, the older brother decides to kill his
sibling and bury him beneath a bridge in order to claim the reward. Years later, his
treachery is discovered and he is bound in a sack and thrown off the bridge.

It is quite clear that both texts technically qualify as narratives: At the beginning
of each text a wild animal is alive and free; at the end it is killed and captured. There can
be no doubt that we are dealing with a change of state, and not a mere static description.
And yet it is equally clear that the differences are far more substantial than the
similarities. In “The Singing Bone,” the death of the boar is central to the progression of
the story. Had the younger brother failed to kill the boar, then his older brother never
would have become jealous and murdered him. The boar’s death constitutes a vital link in
the chain of the narrative. The wolf-hunting scene plays a completely different role in
War and Peace. Prior to this episode, the wolf had never been mentioned, and indeed, it
is not mentioned again at any point in the novel. As Morson argues, the wolf-hunting
scene is one of many instances in the novel that appear, at first glance, to have no impact
whatsoever on the development of the novel’s plot: whether the wolf is captured or not
has no significance whatsoever for the fates of the novel’s heroes; had the wolf escaped,
Natasha would still betray Andrei and Napoleon would still invade Russia. '**> Although it
is technically a narrative account, the scene’s function is primarily descriptive: Its
purpose is to draw a sketch of Nikolai Rostov’s place within a social hierarchy and of his

psychological disposition at a particular moment in the novel.

' Gary Saul Morson, Hidden in Plain View: Narrative and Creative Potentials in War and
Peace, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 148-149.
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In order to draw a meaningful distinction between these two episodes, we need a
more sophisticated interpretive device than the narrative/descriptive binary provides. As
Schmid argues, “Literary theory must do more than just register the presence of changes
of states [...W]e require categories which will allow us to distinguish between the
countless natural, actional, and mental changes [...] that take place in a storyworld,

according to their importance.”'*°

Toward this end, Schimd proposes that we use the
concepts of ‘event’ and ‘eventfulness’ to judge the degree of narrativity in a given
narrative text. An event is a change of state that is “real” (within the context of the
fictional work) and “resultative”: “Every event,” he writes, “is a change of state, but not
every change of state constitutes an event.”'*’ Schmid presents five criteria for judging
the eventfulness of a given development in a narrative:
1. Relevance. In order to be an event, a narrative development must introduce a
change that is “felt to be an essential part of the storyworld in which it occurs.”
Thus, developments that include a transformation of some aspect of the
storyworld that is peripheral or trivial do not constitute events. For example, the
statement, “He walked into the room and moved the pen from the desk to the
table” is not likely to qualify as an event unless the change in the pen’s physical
location is relevant to subsequent developments. The statement, “He walked into

the room and killed his wife,” on the other hand, is almost certain to qualify as an

event.

" Wolf Schmid, Narratology: An Introduction, trans. Alexander Starritt (Berlin/New York: De

Gruyter, 2010), 8.

%7 Ibid., 9.
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2. Unpredictability. In order to qualify as an event, a transformation must in some
sense defy the expected patterns of the storyworld. Narrative developments that
merely reiterate the expected patterns in a given storyworld do not qualify as
events. The unpredictability of a given narrative development, argues Schmid,
should be judged against the doxa of the storyworld in question, and not by the
individual reader’s expectations.
These first two criteria are considered to be the minimal necessary conditions for a
development to be considered an event. The three remaining criteria help to determine the
degree of eventfulness, but are not necessary preconditions for a development to qualify
as an event. They are:
3. Persistence. Developments marked by a high degree of eventfulness have a
lasting effect on the storyworld.
4. Irreversibility. “Eventfulness increases with the irreversibility of the new
condition which arises from a change of state. That is to say, the more improbable
it is that the original condition can be restored, the greater the level of
eventfulness.”
5. Non-iterativity. Developments that are repeated are characterized by a lesser
degree of eventfulness than developments that are singular and unique. Schmid
uses the example of Chekhov’s story “Darling” (Dushechka) to show how a
repeated pattern loses its eventfulness. The first time that Olia Plemiannikova
marries and readapts her views and interests to accord with her husband’s, it

seems like an event; the repetition of this pattern, however, “shows it to be the
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unchanging emptiness of a vampire’s existence,” and thus undermines the

eventfulness of each subsequent transformation.'**

According to this framework, a conversion represents a “prototypical perfect
event” in the inner life of the character who experiences it."*’ This approach to
conversion has several advantages. First, an event-based approach allows us to bypass an
obstacle that has confounded traditional psychological and sociological approaches: the
impossibility of distinguishing between “true” conversions and other, less dramatic forms
of personal transformation, or between conversions and “alternations,” to use Travisano’s
terms. An event-based approach suggests that there is no clear line between the two
phenomena; conversion merely denotes a transformation that is marked by an extremely
high degree of eventfulness. Second, event-based narratology allows us to grasp the
significance that conversion plays in the broader historical development of realism in
general, and of Russian realism in particular. For Schmid, the radical ideological and
existential transformations that we encounter represent the culmination of a realist
tradition that was centered on the spiritual and intellectual development of the fictional
hero, a tradition that would soon be challenged by what he refers to as the “post-realist”
works of Chekhov. This allows us to conceive of the development of the Russian
conversion narrative in terms of broad shifts in literary conceptualization rather than
through the narrow prism of theology. Third, and perhaps most importantly, Schmid’s
five criteria for eventfulness provide a perfect model to capture one of the most salient
features of Tolstoy’s representations of conversions: their incomplete nature. As we shall

see, while Tolstoy’s representations of conversion undoubtedly qualify as events based

148 The five features of the narrative event are defined in ibid., 9-12.

1 Ibid., 9.
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on the two most significant criteria—relevance and unpredictability—he frequently leads
the reader to question the persistence, irreversibility, and non-iterativity of the changes
that are described. He repeatedly presents transformations that appear to qualify as
“prototypical perfect event[s],” but almost always challenges his own assertions that a
true transformation has occurred by depicting the hero’s backslide into his former
patterns of life. The repetition of what are claimed to be singular, irreversible events
introduces substantial complications.

While an event-based approach provides a valuable perspective for analyzing the
sort of conversions that we encounter in Tolstoy’s works, it is insufficient on its own.
After all, we can conceive of many transformations that would satisfy each of Schmid’s
five criteria without qualifying as conversions in the sense in which the word is normally
used. If, for example, a story relates how a man who is on the way to propose to his
girlfriend is suddenly victimized by a terrorist bombing, then the development would
satisfy all five of Schmid’s criteria for eventfulness: the loss of mobility and capacity for
procreation would undoubtedly be relevant to the subsequent development of the
narrative; such an event would surely be unpredictable in relation to the doxa of the
storyworld; the protagonist’s loss of his legs would, by definition, be persistent,
irreversible, and non-repeatable. And yet while this development would undoubtedly
qualify as a “prototypical perfect event,” no one would call it a conversion. Thus, it is
insufficient to merely define conversions as developments with a maximal degree of
eventfulness. We require three additional criteria to distinguish between conversion and
other developments marked by a high degree of eventfulness.

1. Conversion narratives describe transformations in the inner lives of individuals.
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Events that effect a purely external transformation do not qualify as conversions.
The locus of conversion is always the inner spiritual or intellectual life of the
individual subject.

2. Conversion denotes a dramatic reorientation of the subject’s existential outlook,
moral code, or fundamental worldview. In this sense, conversion can describe
transformations that are not, strictly speaking, religious. What is essential is that
values that are transformed are of a similar status as those that are traditionally
ascribed to religious values. Mere changes in behavioral patterns or tastes, no
matter how dramatic, do not qualify as conversions. An alcoholic who quits
drinking will no doubt experience dramatic changes, but the act of abstention does
not in and of itself signify conversion. (It goes without saying, of course, that
conversions can and often do lead to dramatic alterations in behavior. In order to
speak of conversion, however, such alterations must follow from a broader
spiritual, intellectual, or moral transformation.)

3. Conversion implies the presence of a discrete break in the autobiographical
narrative of the subject who experiences it. Thus, we should expect conversion
narratives to contain references that explicitly focus the reader’s attention on the
opposition between the subject’s present, post-conversion self and former, pre-

conversion self.
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Narrative and Conversion: The Case of Konstantin Levin

Anna Karenina was the last major fictional production that Tolstoy wrote during
his mature period. The novel reaches what would appear to be its natural conclusion at
the end of the seventh part when the titular heroine completes her downward trajectory by
throwing herself under the wheels of a train. Tolstoy, however, chose to extend the
narrative by including an eighth part in which he described the fates of several other
characters in the months following Anna’s suicide, focusing particularly on Konstantin
Levin. When we are reintroduced to him in Chapter Eight of the final part of the novel,
Levin is mired in the same state of despair and existential doubt that Tolstoy would later
ascribe to himself in the Confession. This crisis, explains Tolstoy, began when he had
witnessed the death of his brother: “[He] was horrified not so much at death as at life
without the slightest knowledge of where it came from, what its purpose was, or what it
was” (otkuda, zachem, i chto ona takoe)."”® The faith of his childhood having been
supplanted by a faith in materialism, he finds himself without succor or support: “Levin
suddenly felt himself to be in the position of a person who has exchanged his warm coat
for muslin clothes and who, having found himself in the cold for the first time, becomes
undoubtedly convinced, not by reasoning but by his entire being, that he is as good as
naked and that he must inevitably suffer a torturous death.”'*" Although the happiness of
the first months of marriage had dulled this sensation, it returned with a vengeance during

his period of idleness in Moscow. Caught between a materialist worldview that provides

150 PSS 19: 367.

B PSS 19: 367-368.
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no answers and a Christian faith that strikes him as absurd, he falls into a state of despair:
“He was in a state of torturous discord with himself (on byl v muchitel 'nom razlade s

152
7> He searches

samim soboi) and strained with all of his mental energy to escape from it.
for answers in the writings of philosophers (Plato, Spinoza, Kant, Schelling, Hegel, and
Schopenhauer) and theologians (Khomiakov), but finds no relief. Like Tolstoy in the
Confession, he is tempted by the thought of ending his life: “A happy family man, a
healthy person, Levin was so close to suicide several times that he hid a rope in order not
to hang himself with it and feared to go out with his gun in order not to shoot himself.”'**
The turning point in Levin’s crisis comes when he has a conversation with a peasant
named Fedor, who draws a comparison between two other peasants. The first, Mitiukha,
is a greedy man who lives only for himself; the second, Fokanych, is a righteous man
who “lives for his soul” and “remembers God” (On dlia dushi zhivet. Boga pomnit). It is
precisely these words, writes Tolstoy, that inaugurate Levin’s recovery: “These words
spoken by the peasant had the effect of an electric spark in his soul, suddenly
transforming and unifying into one complete cluster the disparate, impotent, disconnected

thoughts that had never ceased to occupy him.”">*

He comes to grasp that he has erred in
assigning such great importance to his rational consciousness, and that faith can only be

grasped through the totality of his being, that there is a “spiritual strength” (dukhovnaia

sila) within him, a force that, though it might wane, can never be destroyed.'>

132 PSS 19: 369.
153 PSS 19: 371.
134 PSS 19: 376.

155 PSS 19: 386.
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Gary Spence has argued that the treatment of Levin’s crisis and recovery
represents a flaw in the construction of the novel. His conversion, writes Spence, “is not
adequately integrated into the body of the novel, but is a kind of epilogue,” one that does
not follow organically from the preceding seven parts: “Levin is perplexed, and, before
his marriage, depressed; but there is not enough of the ‘Arzamas misery’ in him for it to
be intelligible why he should be drawn towards suicide. That he is in danger of killing
himself is something we are told but is not vividly realized.”'*® While I agree with
Spence’s complaint that the epilogue seems to be “tacked on,” I believe that he misses the
main flaw in the presentation of Levin’s conversion: His crisis is presented as a rupture
with his past life, when in fact it largely reiterates the spiritual quest that he has already
charted over the course of the first seven parts. Levin had confronted the specter of
human mortality at the end of Part Three—while lying awake and listening to his
brother’s consumptive coughing, “Death, the unavoidable end of everything, for the first
time appeared before him with overwhelming force (neotrazimoiu siloi)”"’; he had
already confronted his lack of religious faith during his conversation with a priest before
his marriage. Indeed, as Kitty herself realizes in Part Eight, the torment that her husband
experiences as a result of his “unbelief” is itself laughable (s ulybkoi dumala o ego
neverii i govorila sama sebe, chto on smeshnoi)."”>® Why, then, must Levin retrace the

steps that he has already taken? It is precisely the distinction between lived experience

%% Gary Spence, Tolstoy the Ascetic (Edinburgh/London: Oliver & Boyd, 1967), 56.
7 PSS 18: 367-368.

158 PSS 19: 366.
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and the reconstruction of experience in the form of a narrative that allows us to answer
this question.

Narratives are fundamentally acts of mnemonic recall, and it is no coincidence
that there are numerous references to memory and forgetfulness throughout Part Eight.
The epilogue begins by focusing on Sergei Ivanovich Koznyshev, Levin’s half-brother.
Having spent six years laboring on a study of the forms of government in Europe and
Russia, he had anticipated that “the appearance of his book ought to make a serious
impression in society, to result, if not in a revolution (perevorot) in scholarship, then in
any case to arouse great excitement in the scholarly world.”"*” His hopes, however, had
been quickly dashed, as the book received only one review, a hatchet job written by a
young feuilletonist whom Koznyshev had once inadvertently offended. Realizing that he
must break with the past in order to move forward in life, Koznyshev dedicates himself
wholly to the effort to aid the Serbian rebels: “He devoted himself completely to the
service of this great cause and forgot to think (zabyl dumat’) about his book.”'** When
Koznyshev arrives at the Kursk station with his friend Katavasov, he encounters Anna’s
brother, Stepan Arkard’evich, who has also found that the only way to move forward in
life is to forget the past. When Stepan hears that Vronskii is on the train, he is struck by a
pang of sadness. The pain brought about by his momentary recollection of Anna’s death,
however, quickly passes: “For a moment Stepan Arkad’evich’s face expressed sadness,
but a minute later when, with a light spring in his step and smoothing out his sideburns,

he entered the room where Vronskii was, Stepan Arkad’evich had already completely

15 PSS 19: 350.

1% p§S 19: 353. My italics.
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forgotten (vpolne zabyl) his desperate weeping over the corpse of his sister and saw in
Vronskii only a hero and an old friend.”'®" In contrast to Koznyshev and Oblonskii,
Vronskii is unable to find a new meaning in life. His estrangement from life stems from
his inability to remember his former happiness, from the impossibility of reconstructing a
narrative that would give some meaning to what had transpired. When we catch our first
glimpse of Vronskii two months after Anna’s suicide, he is a broken man: “[L]ife has no
value for me,” he tells Koznyshev. Koznyshev responds by predicting that Vronsky will
“come back to life” (Vy vozrodites’). The words, however, ring hollow. Vronskii’s dull
indifference is suddenly pierced when he remembers the reproachful expression on the
face of Anna’s corpse. This memory dominates his vision of his past and his relationship
with her. He attempts to replace it with a more positive memory, but proves incapable:
“He tried to remember (staralsia vspominat’) her as she had been then, when he had first
met her at the station. [...] He tried to remember (staralsia vspominat’) his best moments
with her, but those moments were poisoned forever.”'®*

For Levin, the peasant’s exhortation to “remember God” serves as the catalyst for
his own narrative reconstruction of the past. Upon hearing these words, he contemplates
the trajectory that his life has followed, constructing a coherent narrative of the past that
allows him to account for his present situation:

Yes, | must come to my senses [lit. remember myself. JS.] and think it
over. [...] Everything from the beginning [...]

[...] And he briefly repeated to himself the entire course that his thought
had followed over the last two years, at the beginning which was the clear,
obvious thought of death at the sight of his beloved, hopelessly ill brother.

Having understood for the first time then that for every person and for
himself there is nothing to come but suffering, death, and eternal oblivion,

1l PSS 19: 355-356. My italics.

102 PSS 19: 362. My italics.



92

he had decided that it was impossible to live like that, that it was necessary
to either explain his life in such a way that it would no longer appear to be
a cruel joke played by some demon, or to shoot himself.

But he had done neither one nor the other, but rather had continued to
live, to think, and to feel, and had even gotten married during this time and
had experienced many joys and had been happy when he thought about the
meaning of his life.

What did this mean? It meant that he had lived well, but thought poorly.

He lived (without being aware of it) by those spiritual truths that he had
imbibed with his mother’s milk, but had thought not only without
acknowledging these truths, but assiduously avoiding them. Now it was
clear to him that he was only able to live thanks to the beliefs that he with
which he had been raised. [...]

[...] I searched for an answer to my question. But thought could not give
me the answer; it does not correspond to the question. It was life itself that
gave me the answer through my knowledge of what is good and what is
bad. And I did not in any sense acquire this knowledge; it was given to me
together with everything, given because I could not have taken it from
anywhere.

[«a, Hamo onomuumscs u 06xymars [...] Be€ cravana |[...]

U on Bkpatiie mOBTOPHII caM ce0e BECh X0/ CBOSH MBICIH 32 3TH
nocjeIHue JBa rojia, Ha4ajao KOTOPOro Oblia sicHasi, OYeBUIHASI MBICIIb O
CMEPTH TIPH BHJIE JIFOOUMOTO Oe3HaIeKHO OOIBHOTO Opara.

B niepBblii pa3 Toraa nNoHsB SICHO, YTO 7Sl BCAKOIO YEJIOBEKA U JIUIsl HETO
BIIEpEIM HUYETO He OBbLJI0, KpOME CTpaJaHHs, CMEPTH U BEYHOTO
3a0BEHMSI, OH PELIMJI, YTO TaK HEJb3s JKUTh, YTO HAJIO WIH OOBSICHUTH
CBOIO H3Hb TaK, 4TOOBI OHA HE MPECTABIISIACH 3710 HACMEIIKON
KaKOT'0-TO JIbsIBOJIA, WM 3acTpenuTbea. Ho OH He caenan Hu Toro, Hy
JPYToro, a MpoJI0JIXkaJl *HUTb, MBICIIUTh U UyBCTBOBATb U AK€ B ITO
caMmoe BpeMsl JKEHUJICS M UCIBITAJI MHOTO pafiocTei U ObLT CUaCTIIUB,
KOI'Zla HE IyMaJl O 3HaY€HUHU CBOEH JKU3HHU.

Yro 5k 3TO 3HaUMII0? DTO 3HAUMIIO, YTO OH >KHJI XOPOIIO, HO AyMall
TYPHO.

OH xun (He co3HaBas 3TOr0) TEMU JyXOBHBIMU UCTUHAMMU, KOTOPBIE OH
BCOCAJI C MOJIOKOM, @ IyMaJl HE TOJIbKO HE IPU3HAaBasl ’TUX UCTHUH, HO
CTapaTebHO 00XOS HX.

Teneps eMy sCHO OBLJIO, YTO OH MOT JKUTh TOJIBKO Oarojaps Tem
BEPOBAHUIM, B KOTOPBIX OH ObUI BOCIIUTAH. |...]

[...]« uckan oTBeTa Ha MOt Bollpoc. A 0TBeTa Ha MOM BOIIPOC HE MOIJIa
MHE /1aTh MBICIIb, — OHA HECOM3MepuMa ¢ BorrpocoM. OTBET MHE najna
cama JKU3Hb, B MOEM 3HAHUM TOTO, YTO XOPOILO U YTO AYPHO. A 3HaHHE
3TO 51 HE IPUOOpPET HUYEeM, HO OHO JaHO MHE BMECTE CO BCEMHU, TaHO
TIOTOMY, 4TO 5 HH OTKY/a HE MOT B3sTh eroy.]'®

18 PSS 19: 378-379. My italics.
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It is significant in this respect that Fokanych, the peasant who “remembers God” is also
referred to as “Platon.” The name obviously recalls Platon Karataev, but also the
philosopher Plato, whose theory of recollection (anamnesis) holds that man possesses

complete knowledge from the moment of birth and that learning is merely a matter of

164

recalling this knowledge. ™ For Levin, accessing the truths that he had already known

from his past through the process of recollection provides a path forward in life. As he
explains in the closing lines of the novel:

I’ll get angry at the coachman Ivan in the same way; I’ll argue in the
same way; I’ll express my ideas inappropriately; there will be the same
wall between the holy of holies of my soul and others; even with my
wife—I’1l to accuse her for my own fears and to repent for it in the same
way; I’ll to fail to understand with my reason why I pray in the same way,
and I will pray. But my life now, my entire life, regardless of what may
happen to me, every minute of it, is not only not meaningless, as it was
before, but possesses the undeniable meaning of the good that I am
capable of investing it with.

[«Taxk e Oyny cepautbest Ha ViBaHa Kydepa, Tak ke OyAy CIOpUTh, Oy 1y
HEKCTAaTH BBICKA3bIBaTh CBOM MBICIH, TaK K€ OyJeT CTCHA MEXIY CBATAs
CBATBIX MOCH AYIIN U IPYTUMHU, JaKe )KEHOM MOEeH, Tak xe Oy1y
OOBUHSATH €€ 3a CBOM CTpax M pacKauBaThCS B 3TOM, TaK ke Oyy He
MOHUMATh Pa3yMOM, 3a4eM 51 MOJIIOCh, U Oy1y MOJIUThCSI, — HO JKHU3Hb
MOS TETeph, BCSI MOSI ’KH3Hb, HE3aBUCHUMO OT BCETO, YTO MOKET CIYUHThCS
CO MHOM, Ka)KJ]asi MUHYTa €€ — He TOJbKO He O€CCMBICTICHHA, KaK ObLIa
NpeXx/ie, HO IMEET HECOMHEHHBIN CMBICI 100pa, KOTOPBIH g BIacTeH
BIOXKHTH B Hee!y]'®

Levin’s conversion, then, comes not as the result of a new discovery ( “la nichego ne

otkryl”), but rather as a result of the ability to conceive of his life in terms of a coherent

1% On Plato’s theory of anamnesis, see R.E. Allen, “Anamnesis in Plato’s Meno and Phaedo,”
The Review of Metaphysics 1 (1959): 165-174 and Norman Gulley, “Plato’s Theory of
Recollection,” The Classical Quarterly 4 (1954): 194-213.

15 PSS 19: 399.
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narrative. This observation allows us to understand why Tolstoy considered it necessary
to reiterate the spiritual trajectory charted by his hero in the body of the novel. It also
accounts for his decision to apply the same principle to his own life in his Confession, a

text that we will discuss in the next chapter.
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Chapter II: A False Confession

O MmHO2UX neyansax u My4yeHusx ceoetl
acuznu Toacmoii 2oéopum c
OMKPOBEHHOCMbIO, KOMOPAs
KadHcemcest 4acmo HeHYICHOU.

-Bnangumup OpH, «ToncToil mpoTus
Tosucroro»

Introduction: Tolstoy’s Confession

In the last chapter, we rejected attempts to frame conversion as a discrete
experiential category, arguing that it should rather be seen as a narrative structure that
purports to describe an experience. In this chapter we will apply this framework to
Tolstoy’s account of his own conversion. It is important to note from the outset that when
we speak of the “narrative” of Tolstoy’s conversion we are not referring to one specific
text, but rather to a comprehensive public persona that the author cultivated through both
his written works and the statements that he frequently made regarding his transformation
throughout the last three decades of his life. Among these testimonies, however, the
Confession (Ispoved’) enjoys an undeniable primacy. As the most detailed,
comprehensive, and widely read account of the conversion, it, more than any other work
or utterance, has shaped our understanding of Tolstoy’s crisis and transformation. Thus,
while we will make reference to a number of works written from the mid to late 1870s
through the early 1880s, it is this text that will constitute the primary focus for this

chapter.
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This chapter is divided into three parts. In the first part (“Truth and Lies”), we
will establish the fictive nature of the Confession by comparing the claims that the author
makes in the text with the existing documentary evidence regarding the events that it
describes. In the second part (“A Crisis of Form™), we will step back to examine the
history of the composition of the work, charting the long path that led Tolstoy to embrace
an autobiographical framework as a means of expressing his religious and ideological
convictions. In the third part (“I once was lost, but now am found”) we will return to the
Confession itself, analyzing how Tolstoy employs the principle of temporal division that
is central to the construction of archetypical Western conversion narratives in
constructing his life story. The fourth and final part (“From Life to Art and Back Again”)
focuses on a number of works written in the 1880s, both fictional and non-fictional, in
which the author reprises the central narrative of the Confession.

Before beginning our analysis, however, we should first provide a brief synopsis
of the work itself. In its final form, the Confession includes sixteen chapters, which fill
just under sixty pages in his Complete Collected Works. The first three and a half
chapters are devoted to an account of the author’s life from birth until the 1870s. Here
Tolstoy describes his youthful loss of faith, his descent into a life of unbridled sin and
egotism, and his deluded belief that he would find meaning in literary activity and family
life. In the middle of the third chapter, he describes his first premonitions of an
impending crisis. Although he was at the height of his artistic powers, he writes, he began
to be tormented by doubts in the meaning of his success and his life as a whole. In
Chapter Four he describes how these doubts intensified, erupting into a full-blown

spiritual and existential crisis. Having come to believe that there is no meaning in life that
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death will not destroy, he fell into a deep depression, and even contemplated suicide, a
prospect that both tempted and frightened him. Chapters Five through Eight recount the
author’s strained attempts to find an escape from the plight that had befallen him. He
looks for answers in the natural sciences, in philosophy, and in Epicurean abandonment,
but is dissatisfied at every turn. Chapter Nine marks the beginning of his recovery, which
is inaugurated by the realization that reason alone is incapable of determining the
meaning of life. This leads to a major epiphany in Chapter Ten, where he finally realizes
that he has erred by only considering the perspectives of the members of the educated
elite. The suffering masses, he comes to see, have always known that life has a meaning,
even if their mentality is still clouded by the same superstitions that he had earlier
criticized in his religious acquaintances. Chapters Eleven through Fifteen are largely
dedicated to a recounting of his attempts to process the implications of his newfound
faith. Although he initially returns to the religion of his youth, he quickly becomes
discontented with the hypocrisy of the official Church, which preaches humble
submission and the brotherhood of men at the same time that it gives its blessing to war
and inequality. The sixteenth and final chapter ends with the author at an impasse: he is
fully convinced that life has a meaning and that there is a measure of truth in the
teachings of the Church, but he is equally certain that there is also a measure of falsehood
in its dogma. His task, he writes, is to “separate one from the other” (otdelit” odno ot
drugogo).'®

Although the main body of the text ends without a firm resolution, Tolstoy
provides clear indication at the end of the work that he has undergone a real and lasting

transformation. In a brief passage included at the end of the last chapter, he describes a

16 pgs§ 23:59.
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dream that he had in 1882, three years after he completed the body of the text in 1879. In

the dream he is lying on his back on a platform suspended by ropes. With every

movement, he becomes more and more entangled in the ropes. He realizes that he has not

yet asked himself where he is and what he is lying on. Looking around, he perceives that

the platform is suspended over a bottomless chasm. Staring down at the depths below

him and up at the endless expanse above him, he is terrified that he will fall. Eventually,

though, he grasps that there is a mechanism holding him in place, one that he had not

previously been aware of:

I do not so much look around as I feel with my entire body that which is
supporting me. I see that I am not hanging or falling, but standing firmly. I
ask myself how I am holding on; I touch myself; I look around and I see
that beneath me, beneath the middle of my body, there is one cord, and
when I look up [I realize that] I am lying on it in the most firmly balanced
position, and that it alone is what supported me before. [...] In my dream I
am even surprised that I did not understand this earlier. It turns out that
there is a column by my head, the firmness of which is not in doubt, despite
the fact that it stands on nothing. From that column a loop has been
extended in a way that is both ingenious and simple: If you lie on this loop
with the middle of your body and look up, then there can be no question
about falling. All of this was clear to me, and I was glad and clam. And it
was as if someone was saying to me; “Look and remember.” And I awoke.

[U 1 HE CTONBKO OIMIsAABIBAIOCH, CKOJIBKO BCEM TEJIOM CBOMM HCIIBITHIBAIO
Ty TOYKY ONOPBI, HA KOTOPOH s 1epKycCh. M BUXKY, UTO 5 y’K HE BUILLY U HE
nasao, a IepXKych Kpernko. S crpammBaro cedsl, Kak s AepXKycCh,
OLLYTIBIBAIOCh, OTJISABIBAIOCH U BUIXKY, UTO IOJ0 MHOM, IIOJ CEpEUHON
MOETO Tejla, OJHAa IOMOYa, W 4TO, IV BBEPX, S JIEKY Ha HEHW B CaMOM
YCTOMYMBOM PaBHOBECHH, YTO OHA OJIHA U JieprKaja npexnie [...] S Bo cHe
Jla)Ke yIUBIISAIOCH, KaK sl HE TOHUMAJI 3TOro panblie. OKa3plBaeTcs, 4TO B
roJIOBaX y MEHS CTOUT CTOJIO, M TBEPAOCTH ATOTO CTOJIOA HE TOMJICHKUT
HUKAKOMY COMHEHHIO, HECMOTPS Ha TO, YTO CTOATh 3TOMY TOHKOMY CTOJIOY
He Ha yeM. [IoToM oT cTonba npoBeeHa NeTis Kak-TO OYeHb XUTPO U
BMECTE IIPOCTO, U €CJIM JICKMILIb HA 3TOM IIEeTIIE CEPEAMHOM Tena U
CMOTpHUIIb BBEPX, TO IaXKe U BOIPOCA HE MOXKET OBITh O MageHuu. Bcé aTo
MHE OBLJIO SICHO, U 51 ObUT pag U CcroKoeH. I kak OyaTo KTO-TO MHE
FOBOPHT: CMOTpH %e, 3aroMuu. U st mpocryscs.]'®’

17 PSS 23:59
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The dream, which, as Medzhibovskaya points out, features imagery adopted directly from
a parable by Arthur Schopenhauer (with whom Tolstoy polemicizes in the early chapters)
leaves no doubt in the reader’s mind that the author’s transformation is real and lasting.'®®
The title of the text deserves special attention. It is important to note that Tolstoy
did not choose to call the work a “confession” himself. When he submitted the
manuscript for publication, he appended the title My Life (Moia Zhizn’), but crossed it

169
out.

In the proofs that were prepared for the work’s publication in Russkaia mysl’, the
text was presented under the modest heading “An Introduction to An Unpublished
Composition” (Vstuplenie k nenapechatannomu sochineniiu); the “unpublished
composition” referred to Tolstoy’s Study of Dogmatic Theology (Issledovanie
dogmaticheskogo bogosloviia), which was completed in 1882. As Gusev points out in
his commentary on the text, the title Confession did not appear in print until 1884, when
the first professionally produced edition was released in Geneva. There are, however, a
number of references that suggest that this title came into use much earlier, and perhaps
even before the work was completed. The first known reference to the work as a

“confession” appeared in Tolstoy’s wife’s journal in late January 1881, but it is not clear

whether she was the first to call it by this title, or whether she was repeating Tolstoy’s

1% Medzhibovskaya, 162, 248. Medzhibovskaya refers to a passage in Schopenhauer’s The World

as Will and Representation in which the author likens man to a puppet hanging by a rope:
“[Eventually] this rope becomes weak, the puppet sinks; if it breaks, the puppet must fall, for the
ground under it supports it only in appearance.”

'% Nikolai Gusev, ““Ispoved’’: Istoriia napisaniia i pechataniia,” in PSS 23: 523-524. See also
Paperno, Who, What Am 1?, 72. Due to Tolstoy’s refusal to add a disclaimer stating that he had
since repented of the views expressed in the text, the planned publication never occurred. The
first printed edition of the essay was published in Geneva in 1884. The first legal Russian edition
did not appear until after the 1905 Revolution. For a detailed account of Tolstoy’s battle with the
censors, see N.N. Bakhmet’ev, “L.N. Tolstoi i tsenzura v 80—kh godakh,” Novoe vremia, no.
11694, 1908.
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own words. In any case, there can be no doubt that he accepted this title as legitimate, for
he quickly began to refer to the work as a confession in his personal correspondence.'”
The significance of this title hardly needs to be explained: It clearly evokes a number of
earlier works published under the same heading, the most famous of which are
undoubtedly the confessions of Augustine and Rousseau.'”' (The connection is even more
obvious in Russian, which uses the singular “Ispoved’” for all three works.) While there
is no evidence that Tolstoy consciously sought to emulate either of his predecessors, his
acceptance of this title invites, or perhaps even demands, a comparison.

It would seem natural to assume that Tolstoy’s Confession would bear a greater
resemblance to the Confessions of the French philosophe than to those of the Bishop of
Hippo. In his youth, Tolstoy had worshipped at the feet of Rousseau, even going so far
as to wear a locket with the writer’s portrait around his neck.'”> His passion for the writer

does not appear to have waned in the least in the aftermath of his conversion: In a letter to

170
See Guseyv.

"I Other famous “confessions” in the Russian literary tradition include Nikolai Karamzin’s “My
Confession” [Moia ispoved’], which was published in the form of a letter to the editor of a journal
in 1802, and Nikolai Gogol’s posthumously published “Authorial Confession” (Avtorskaia
ispoved’). See Nikolai Karamzin, Izbrannye sochineniia v dvukh tomakh, vol. 2 (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1964), 729-738; Nikolai Gogol’, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v
chetyrnadtsatykh tomakh, vol. 8 (Leningrad and Moscow: Institut russkoi literatury “Pushkinskii
dom,” 1937-1952), 432-467.

' Hugh McLean, In Quest of Tolstoy (Brighton: Academic Studies Press, 2008), 144. The
literature on Rousseau’s influence on Tolstoy is vast. See, for example, Margaret M. Bullit,
“Rousseau and Tolstoy: Childhood and Confession,” Comparative Literature Studies 16 (1979):
12-20; J.M. Coetzee, “Confession and Double Thoughts: Tolstoy, Rousseau, Dostoevsky,
Comparative Literature 37 (1985): 193-232.; Galina Galagan, L. N. Tolstoi: khudozhestvenno-
eticheskie iskaniia (Leningrad: Nauka, 1981); and Donna Tussing Orwin, Tolstoy’s Life and
Thought, 1847-1880, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 39-49. Less has been written
on Tolstoy and Augustine. For a rare example of a critical treatment, see Alla Polosina, “L. N.
Tolstoi i Avrelii Avgustin o pamiati, vremeni i pronstranstve,” in Lev Tolstoi i mirovaia literatura
(Tula: Iasnaia Poliana, 2005), 65-76.
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Bernard Bouvier, the President of the Geneva-based Sociéte Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
written in 1905, he proudly declared that, “Rousseau has been my teacher from the age of
fifteen. Rousseau and the Gospels have been the two great and beneficent influences of

99173

my life.” "~ Tolstoy’s attitude towards Augustine, in contrast, was one of open contempt.

In his 1893 essay “Religion and Morality” (Religiia i nravstvennost’), he derisively

99174 al’ld

referred to Augustine as one of the founders of “the state religion of the Romans,
in his diary entry for June 6, 1889, Tolstoy included him in a list of other early Christian
theologians whose ideas he rejected, writing that, “as people, they are [our] brothers and
are worthy of love, but as self-proclaimed vicars of Christ, his enemies, they are
abhorrent and pernicious. And one must not forget this” (kak liudi oni brat’ia i dostoiny
liubvi, no kak samozvannye namestniki Khrista, ego vragi, oni nenavistny i vredny. I ne
nado zabyvat’ etogo).'”

Given Tolstoy’s affinity for Rousseau and aversion towards Augustine, it is
somewhat surprising to note that, on the surface at least, his spiritual autobiography far
more closely resembles the latter’s work than it does the former’s. Tolstoy’s somber,
serious tone and concise narration comes far closer to Augustine’s style than it does to

Rousseau’s, which is chatty, ironic, and prone to digressions. And where Rousseau’s self-

portrait is highly individuated, both Tolstoy and Augustine strive to present their own

' PSS 75:234. In the letter, Tolstoy gladly accepted Bouvier’s offer to join the society. As

McLean notes, this was a marked departure from the “scornful silence” with which he ordinarily
greeted such requests. (McLean, 144).

174 pS$39:9

' PSS 50:92. The other two “so-called fathers of the Church” whom Tolstoy mentions are John
Chrysostom and Basil the Great.
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experiences as fundamentally universal, as a model that other men can—and, indeed,
ought to—emulate. As Riley explains in his study on conversion and autobiography:

Rousseau’s claim that his life should serve as a reference point for the
study of man does nothing to jeopardize his simultaneous affirmation of
uniqueness. On the contrary, the invitation to comparison is only offered
so that it can become all the more clear that there is no one else like
Rousseau. Augustine writes a subjective history whose personal content is
evacuated upon conversion; the text soon becomes the universalizing story
of the sinner’s turn towards God, in whose presence all souls are reduced
to equivalence.'’®

As we shall see, however, Tolstoy shares his “teacher’s” laissez-faire attitude towards
factual accuracy, his penchant for creatively twisting the truth for the sake of narrative

1
coherence.!”’

16 Riley, 90. Andrew Wachtel echoes this observation and applies it to Tolstoy: “There is [...]
something quite problematic in comparing Tolstoy’s Confession to Rousseau’s. From the first
lines, the latter insists on his own originality. [...] Tolstoy, on the other hand, insists, time and
again, that individuality is at the root of his problems. Whenever he thinks he is special or
different he despairs, but when he thinks like ‘everybody else,” he is saved. In this respect, the
tenor of Tolstoy’s autobiography is more like Augustine’s than Rousseau’s. For, like Augustine,
Tolstoy wishes to merge himself into something larger, outside the self. After Rousseau it is hard
to see a confessional text as anything other than a document celebrating its author’s individuality.
If individuality is the very problem to be overcome, a means must be found to allow the author to
be not just himself but a model or a symbol of Everyman.” Andrew Wachtel, “History and
Autobiography in Tolstoy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Tolstoy, ed. Donna Tussing Irwin,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 187.

7" On Rousseau’s penchant for creatively altering the truth, see Leo Damrosch, Jean-Jacques

Rousseau: Restless Genius (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2007), 9 and Eugene L. Stelzig, The
Romantic Subject in Autobiography: Rousseau and Goethe (Richmond: University of Virginia

Press, 2000), 72.
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Truth and Lies

Ivan Turgenev was already in failing health and less than a year from his death
when he received a copy of the Confession at his Paris apartment. “I read it with great
interest,” he wrote in a letter to Dmitrii Grigorovich dated October 31, 1882: “It is a
remarkable thing by virtue of its sincerity, honesty, and strength of conviction” (vesch’
zamechatel 'naia po iskrennosti pravdivosti i sile ubezhdeniia).'”® Turgenev may have
been one of the first to lavish praise on Tolstoy for the sincerity of his effort, but he was
hardly the last. In his 1902 study L. N. Tolstoy: His Life and Literary Activity (L. N.
Tolstoi: Ego Zhzin’ i literaturnaia deiatel’nost’), the Marxist critic and Tolstoyan
sympathizer Evgenii Solov’ev wrote that in the Confession, the author “bared his soul
with a candidness that had never been seen before. [...] Tolstoy told us everything, both
large and small, about his life.” '” A memoir account written by the journalist and
playwright Petr Boborykin in 1908 used strikingly similar language to describe its
author’s first impressions after reading proofs of the text in 1882: “The Confession |[...]
inspired a deepened interest in [Tolstoy’s] spiritual life; it engaged me with its sincerity

. . .. 9. . . . . 180
(privlekla menia svoei iskrennost’iu) and ignited a desire for a personal acquaintance.”

' It is important to note that despite his praise for Tolstoy’s sincerity, Turgenev’s reaction to the

work was far from positive. In the very next line, he harshly criticized Tolstoy: “But it is entirely
built on unstable foundations, and in the end it leads to the darkest negation of the living, of
human life. This is, in its own way, a sort of nihilism.” See Ivan Turgenev, Polnoe sobranie
sochinenii i pisem, vol. 13, book 2 (Leningrad: Nauka, 1968), 89.

' Evgenii Solov’ev, L. N. Tolstoi: Ego zhizn’ i literaturnaia deiatel nost’ (St. Petersburg: Izd.
F. Pavlenkova, 1894), 154.

"% p D. Bobrykin, “V Moskve- U Tolstogo,” in L.N. Tolstoi v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov,
vol. 1, ed. S.A. Makashin (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literature, 1978), 266.
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We find a similar appraisal repeated in studies by prominent twentieth century Western
critics as well. Ernest Simmons, whose 1946 biography of Tolstoy is still widely cited by
scholars today, called the Confession “one of the noblest utterances of man,” and went on
to praise the “complete sincerity [with which] Tolstoy made it clear that he was
uncompromisingly turning his back on all the joys and fame and magnificent artistic
achievements of his fifty years of existence in search for a new way of life that would
enable him to seek moral perfection in service to God and humanity.”'®" A cursory
review of online reviews for English language translations of the Confession suggests that
this is an area where critics’ views largely align with those of “naive” readers: “Here is a
man whose simplicity and sincerity permeate every page,” writes one reviewer; “[T]here
is no mistaking the excruciatingly painful honesty with which he did his best to work out,
and then live up to, his beliefs,” opines another; “Tolstoy’s honesty at his own selfish
motives and his disappointment with the true value of his accompleshments [sic] is
wonderfully refreshing,” adds a third.'**

In theory, “sincerity” is, of course, not entirely synonymous with factual
accuracy. In practice, however, this distinction has often been lost. Indeed, many readers
and critics have been so taken by the apparent sincerity of the work that they have treated
it as a straightforward exercise in autobiographical exposition, “a wonderful account of

the attack of melancholy which led him to his own religious conclusions,” to quote

"8 Ernest J. Simmons, Introduction to Tolstoy’s Writings (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1968), 96.
182 Customer reviews by Stephen Coltin, John L. Leland, and “Peranikan,” Amazon.com,
http://www. amazon. com/Confession-Leo-Tolstoy/product-reviews/0393314758 (accessed
October 2, 2014).
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William James.'®?

This interpretation has been particularly dominant in the biographical
literature. Consider, for example, how Pavel Biriukov, Tolstoy’s personal secretary and
official biographer, employed the Confession. For Biriukov, the challenge of describing
Tolstoy’s transformation was great indeed: “I halted in bewilderment before the enormity
of the task that lay before me,” he writes in the introduction to the second volume of his
biography, “before the responsibility that I have taken upon myself to describe this
enormous and deep event.” This challenge, however, was “substantially mitigated” by
access to Tolstoy’s own written account. As a biographer, he writes, his task was merely
to identify materials “that would add to that which is already known, to that which the
writer himself imparted in his inimitable Confession, so that the portrait of his spiritual
life with all of its sufferings and joys would become, if it is possible, still brighter and
clearer” than the account that Tolstoy presented in his autobiographical work. '** Thus,
Biriukov treats the Confession as a sort of guidebook for navigating the period that it
purports to describe. For the most part, this is how subsequent biographers have
employed the text as well.'®

This view, however, is not shared by all of Tolstoy’s critics. A handful of critics,

most of whom have made no attempt to conceal their hostility towards Tolstoy’s religious

and publicistic writings, have suggested that the author intended, whether consciously or

'* James, 147.
'8 pavel Birikuov, Biografiia L va Nikolaevicha Tolstogo, vol. 2 (Moscow: 1923), 141.

' See, for example, the accounts provided by Edward A. Steiner, Romain Rolland, and Ernest
Simmons in their biographies. All three accept the claims that Tolstoy makes in the Confession
without question, liberally peppering their accounts of what Steiner calls “the terrible years” of
crisis and conversion quotations and paraphrases lifted from the text. Edward A. Steiner, Tolstoy:
The Man and his Message (New York: Flemming H. Revell Company, 1908), 198-212; Romain
Rolland, Tolstoy, trans. by Bernard Miall (New York: E.P. Dutton & Company, 1911), 133-154;
Ernest J. Simmons, Leo Tolstoy (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1946), 317.
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not, to deceive his readers in order to gain sympathy and fame. The populist critic Nikolai
Mikhailovskii was one of the first to adopt this approach. In the May 1886 iteration of his
column “Diary of a Reader” (Dnevnik chitatelia), Mikhailovskii seized on the recent
publication of the twelfth volume of Tolstoy’s collected works as an opportunity to heap
scorn on the writer and on the Confession in particular. The critic wrote that he had
chanced to read Tolstoy’s text at the same time as he was perusing the deathbed letters
and reminiscences of N. K. Pirogov. Pirogov, explained Mikhailovskii, had mentioned an
episode from his youth when he had stolen a few sugar cubes for one of his schoolmates.
Although this “crime” was trifling, Pirogov described the feelings of guilt that it led to
with the sort of simplicity and earnestness that Mikhailovskii argued was completely
lacking in Tolstoy’s Confession:

[Tolstoy,] it would seem, confesses to sins that are much more serious
[than Pirogov’s], saying, for example, that “I killed people.” But these are
just terrible words, and they mean only that Count Tolstoy served in the
armed forces, and in accordance with his service took part in battles. Let
Count Tolstoy himself consider this type of action to be simple murder,
but a huge, overwhelming majority of readers—that is, those before whom
he is confessing—not only will not cast stones of shame and contempt at
him on this account, but rather will think: “Well done! A brave man,
entirely worthy of the ranks and honors that he has received.” And such
are all the sins for which Count Tolstoy repents [...]

[...] In his Confession Count Tolstoy does not confess at all, but appears
before us in the clothing of a repentant sinner, and either in the sort of
costume that was fashionable in its time, or in the cloak of a preacher
raging at the sins of society. I do not say that this is a bad thing; I merely
do not see in it humility or genuine self-flagellation.

[OHn, mo-BUAMMOMY, KaeTcs B Tpexax, ropaszio 6osiee KpyIHbIX, TOBOPUT,
Hanpumep: «q yousain monei». Ho 3To TonbKo cTpalHbie coBa, a
O3HAYaroT OHM JIMIIb TO, YTO I'p. TOJCTOM CiTy)XKU B BOGHHOH cityx0e U,
0 JIONATY CIIyKOBI, MPUHUMAN y4yacTue B cpaxkeHusx. [lycts rp. ToncToit
caM CYMTAET 3TOr0 Poja ACUCTBUS MPOCTHIM YOUIICTBOM, HO OTPOMHOE,
noJaBJIsoniee OOJBIINHCTBO YATATENCH, TO €CTh TeX JII0JIeH, epes
KOTOPBIMH OH HCIIOBEYETCS, HE TOJILKO HE OpOCAT B HETO MO MOBOAY
3TOro MPU3HAHUSA KAMHEM 11030pa WU MPE3pEHHs, a IOAyMaloT: MoJoen !
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XpaOphlii 4eI0BeK, BIOJIHE 3aCITyKUBIIHUI T€ YNHBI U OpJICHA, KOTOPbIE OH
nostyuns. M TakoBbI Bce rpexu, B KOTOPbIX Kaercs rp. Tosactoid. [...]
[...] B «McnoBenu» rp. ToncToit BoBce HE NCIIOBENYETCS], ABJISAETCS

HaM He B OJISK/IE KAIOLIETOCs IPEIIHNKA, a TH0O0 B TAKOM KOCTIOME,

KOTOPBII B CBOE BpeMsi ObLII MOJHBIM, JIMOO B MAHTUU MPOTIOBEIHUKA,

IPOMSIIETO rpexu ol1iecTBa. S He TOBOPIO, YTO ATO XyJI0€ AET0, 51 TOJIBKO

HE BUKY 371€Ch CMUPCHHS ¥ MOTHHHOTO camobuyeanns. ] '™
Over twenty years later, Vladimir Lenin would adopt a similar tone in his famous essay
“Tolstoy as a Mirror of the Russian Revolution” (7olstoi kak zerkalo russkoi revoliutsii),
where he heaped scorn on the would-be prophet, describing him as “a worn-out,
hysterical sniveler (istaskannyi, isterichnyi khliupik) [...] who, publicly beating his
breast, wails, ‘I am wretched and repulsive, but I practice moral self-perfection; I don’t
eat meat anymore, but rather nourish myself on rice cutlets!””'®” More recently, Wilson
has called the Confession “a transparent piece of self-deception” and made reference to
its author’s “psychotic ability to find dissatisfaction in the areas which should have given
the greatest and noblest forms of pleasure.”'™

While much of the criticism that has been heaped on Tolstoy’s late writings by

openly hostile commentators is marked by pettiness and a tendency towards pathological
analysis, in this case at least, it is the doubters who have come closer to the truth than
those who have accepted the Confession at face value. To demonstrate the infeasibility of
a referential interpretation, we need only pose a simple question: When did Tolstoy’s

crisis begin and when was it ultimately resolved? The question should, by all rights, be

easy to answer. After all, as an historical personage, Tolstoy is hardly a mysterious or

1% N K. Mikhailovskii, “Nechto o morali—O gr. L.N. Tolstom,” in Sochineniia N.K.
Mikhailovskogo, vol. 6 (St. Petersburg: Russkoe bogatstvo, 1897), 358.

187Lenin, 57.

' Wilson, Tolstoy, 312, 313.
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inaccessible figure like Homer or Shakespeare. On the contrary, we have a remarkably
detailed record of his daily activities from a relatively early age thanks to the volumes of
diaries, letters, and memoirs that he and his contemporaries wrote and preserved. What is
more, the Confession itself includes a number of temporal markers that ought to give us
clues about the dating of the events it describes: Tolstoy tells us, for example, that the
crisis began “five years ago,” that his suicidal depression lasted for “an entire year”, that
three years passed between his return to the Church and his rejection of it, and that the
dream described in the epilogue took place two years after he completed the main body
of the text. And yet when we turn to the critical literature, we find a baffling degree of
diversity in the responses that scholars give to the question we have posed. The
conversion is frequently said to have occurred in “the late 1870s,” but when precise dates
for the onset of the crisis are given, they range from 1876,' 1877,'° 1879, 1880,'">

193 Thig confusion stems from two sources. The first concerns

and even to “the early 80s.
the imprecise and inconsistent fashion in which critics have employed the term “crisis.”
In conversion theory, “crisis” generally refers to the initial onset of despair that leads the

eventual convert to acknowledge the necessity of finding a new religious worldview. In

Tolstoy criticism, however, the term is often applied to the entire process that elapsed in

"* Biriukov, 179.
' David Matual, “On the Poetics of Tolstoy’s Confession,” The Slavic and East European
Journal 19 (1975): 283; Ernest Simmons, Tolstoy, 317.

! David Patterson, Introduction to Confession, by Leo Tolstoy (New York: W.W. Norton and
Company, 1983), 5.

' Andrew Donskov, “Leo Tolstoy and Nikolaj Strakhov: A Personal and Literary Dialogue,” in
L.N. Tolstoy and N.N. Strakhov: Complete Correspondence (Moscow: L.N. Tolstoy Museum,
2003), xiv; Colm McKeogh, Tolstoy’s Pacifism (Amherst NY: Cambria Press, 2009), 19.

3 David Shepherd, “Conversion, Reversion and Subversion in Tolstoi’s The Death of Ivan
1l’ich.” The Slavonic and Eastern European Review 71 (1993): 401.
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the time between the first manifestation of suicidal ideation and the writer’s ultimate
break with the Church. The chief source of confusion, however, is Tolstoy’s own
conscious manipulation of the dating.

In order to grasp this point, we need merely return to the question we posed
above: When did the crisis begin? The first reference to the crisis in the text itself appears
in the middle of Chapter Three. Its onset is described as a gradual process that first
manifested itself in occasional moments of doubt and despair, which Tolstoy refers to as
“ostanovki zhizni”—moments when life seemed to stop. “These moments,” he tells us,
“always expressed themselves through the same questions: ‘What is the purpose?’ “Well,
and then what?’” (Zachem? Nu, a potom?) Although Tolstoy does not indicate how much
time passed between the initial appearance of doubts and the eruption of his full-blown
crisis, he does appear to provide a fairly precise indication of when then the ostanovki
zhizni themselves began: He tells us that it was “five years ago,” that it was fifteen years
after his marriage, and that it began “when I was almost fifty.” The problem is that these
claims yield two completely different dates. Since the Confession was written in late
1879, it would stand to reason that “five years ago” must refer to 1874, or perhaps to
1875. And yet his wedding was in 1862; if the crisis took root fifteen years after that,
then it must have been in or around 1877, a date that accords with his claim that he was
almost fifty. It also accords with a reference in one of the drafts that the crisis took hold
“when I was finishing my book Anna Karenina.”"**

Let us consider each of these dates, starting with the later one. The suggestion that
the crisis began in 1877, it must be said, is completely inconsistent with the timeline

presented in the rest of the text. In the Confession, Tolstoy describes a spiritual journey

194 PSS 23: 494,
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that lasted for several years. As we have already mentioned, he claims that the period
during which he lived without any faith at all lasted for “an entire year” and that “about
three years” passed between his return to the Church and his movement away from it.
While it is possible, and perhaps even likely, that there was some degree of overlap in
each of these stages, it is clear that we are dealing with a long, drawn-out process. One of
the very last developments in this process concerns his growing dissatisfaction with the
Orthodox Church during the time of the Russo-Turkish War. Since the war began in the
spring of 1877, it is simply not possible to accept the suggestion that the crisis began in
the very same year.

The earlier date—1874—has several apparent advantages over the later one. First,
it is relatively consistent with the timeline presented in the rest of the text. As we have
already seen, Tolstoy describes three stages that lasted for one year, “about two years,”
and “about three years.” Factoring in the imprecise nature of designations like “an entire
year” and “about two years” and allowing for the possibility of overlap, it is at least
conceivable that he is describing a process that could have unfolded between 1874 and
1879. And yet there is substantial basis for rejecting this dating as well. According to the
Confession, at least a year passed before Tolstoy even considered the possibility that he
had been wrong to reject faith. If the crisis began in 1874, then this realization cannot
have occurred before 1875. And yet there are a number of references in his diaries and
correspondence from the early to mid-1870s that demonstrate that his revived interest in
religion appeared years before the date he suggests in the Confession. In a letter dated
September 23, 1873, for example, he described sitting for a portrait with the artist [van

Kramskoi: “I sit and chat with him and try to convert him from his Petersburg faith to the
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faith of the baptized” (iz Peterburgskoi staraius’ obrashchat’ ego v kreshchenuiu

veru).'”?

Perhaps the strongest evidence against the timeline implied by the Confession,

however, comes in the form of a brief note that he scribbled to himself on a loose sheet of

paper in February of 1874:
Having lived less than fifty years, I have become convinced that earthly
life gives nothing, and that an intelligent man who gazes upon earthly life
seriously—pains, fear, odium, struggle—for what?—will shoot himself
for the sake of madness, and Hartman and Schopenhauer are right. But
Schopenhauer hinted that there is something that kept him from shooting
himself. And it is this something that is the aim of my book. By what do
we live?—Religion.—
[[Tpoxxuss mox 50 ner, s yOenuiics, 4To 3eMHasl )KU3Hb HUYETO HE JaeT, U
TOT YMHBIH 4eJIOBEK, KOTOPBII BIVIATUTCS B 3€MHYIO KH3Hb CEPHE3HO,
TPYAbI, CTPax, yIpeKku, 60ppda — 3auem? — pagu cyMacuiecTBUs, TOT
cenyac 3actpenures, u ['aprman u [llonenrayep npas. Ho Illonenrayasp
JaBajl YyBCTBOBATh, YTO €CTh YTO-TO, OTYETO OH He 3acTpenuiics. BoT 3To
umo-mo €CTh 3ajlaua MO KHUTU. YeM MBI )KuBemM? — Peﬂueuﬂ.]l%

If the crisis that Tolstoy describes in the text actually occurred, then this note provides

incontrovertible evidence that it must have appeared at least a year earlier than he

indicates in the text.

The realization that Tolstoy appears to have consciously manipulated the dating
of his crisis and conversion forces us to look more closely at the rest of the claims that he
makes in the text. Once we abandon the assumption that the Confession is nothing more
or less than an honest and accurate retelling of lived experience, we begin to see that the
text is riddled with claims that are at best questionable and at worst demonstrably false.

Tolstoy’s narrative begins to diverge from the truth in the very first chapter,

which describes his youthful loss of faith. Although he was baptized and raised in the

195 PSS 62: 48.

1% pSS 48: 347.
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Orthodox Church, he writes, by the time he was a teenager he no longer believed in its
dogmas: “From the age of sixteen I ceased praying, going to church, and fasting on my
own volition” (Ia s shestnadtsati let perestal stanovit’sia na molitvu i perestal po
sobstvennomu pobuzhdeniiu khodit’ v tserkov’ i govet’)."”” Due to the influence of his
peers and his early infatuation with the writings of secular critics of institutional religion
like Voltaire, he, like most of his acquaintances, came to regard religion itself as a
foolish, outmoded superstition: “I sympathized with [the] jokes made by my elders and
drew from them the conclusion that though it is necessary to learn the catechism and go
to church, it does not follow from this that one ought to take these things too
seriously.”'”®

All of this is presented as a straightforward recitation of the truth, and yet
virtually none of it is accurate, or at least not in the sense that the author presents it to be
(or that critics have interpreted it as being). In the first place, it is simply not true that
Tolstoy stopped going to church voluntarily at the age of sixteen. The diaries that he kept
in his twenties and thirties include numerous references to churchgoing, none of which
provides any indication whatsoever that his attendance was forced. In one entry dated
May 29, 1856, when he would already have been twenty-seven years old, for example,
we find the following statement: “After sitting with Auntie until half past one, I set off

99199

through the fields to the church. It was very pleasant.” ~~ Less than two years later, when

Y7 pSs 23: 3.
98 p§s 23: 2.

19 pSs 47: 77.
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he was twenty-eight, he writes, “I went to church. It was good. Christ is risen!”*" Three

years later we read, “I slept and went to the all-night Easter service. Perhaps I will

fast 99201

Nor is it true that he ceased praying when he was an adolescent, as he claims in

the Confession. If we turn once more to his diaries, we find a number of entries that

describe what would certainly appear to be sincere prayers offered up to God. Consider,

for example, his entry for June 11, 1851:

I didn’t sleep at all last night. After writing in my diary, I began to pray to
God. It is impossible to convey the sweetness of the feeling that I
experienced while praying. I read the prayers that I usually do: Our Father,
the Mother of God, the Gate of Mercy, the Appeal to the Guardian Angel,
and then I prayed more. [...] The feeling of terror vanished completely. I
could not distinguish individual feelings of faith, hope, and love from the
general feeling. No, here is one feeling that I experienced yesterday—love
for God. A lofty love that unites within itself everything that is good and
negates everything that is bad.

[Buepa s mouTH BCIO HOYBb HE CTIaJl, TOMUCABIIH THEBHUK, 5 CTAIl
MonuThest bory. — CiamocTh 9yBCTBa, KOTOPOE UCIIBITAN ST HA MOJIUTBE:
nepenaTh HeBO3MOXKHO. S MPOoYes MOJIUTBEI, KOTOPHIE OOBIKHOBEHHO
tBOpIO: OTtue, boropoauity, Tpouny, Munocepaus J{Bepu, Bo33BaHue K
AHreny XpaHUTENIO U TIOTOM OCTaJICA €l1e Ha MOJIUTBE. |[...] UyBcTBO
cTpaxa COBEpPLIEHHO M34e3710. — Hu ogHoro n3 uyBcTB Bepsl, Hanex bl U
TOOBU 51 HE MOT OBI OTZIEIHUTH OT 00IIero 9yBcTBa. HeT, BOT OHO 4yBCTBO,
KOTOPOE MCIIBITAN 51 BYepa — 3TO J1t000Bb K bory. — JI1000Bb BBICOKYIO,
COCIMHSIONIYIO B ce0e BCE XOPOIIee, OTPHIAIOILYIO BCE TypPHOE — | °

While an Orthodox theologian might object to the prayer’s mixture of Christian imagery

with a pantheistic sensibility, for our purposes what is significant about this entry is that it

clearly contradicts Tolstoy’s claim in the Confession that he considered prayer to be

meaningless, if not absurd. Moreover, the reference in the third line to “the prayers that I

200

PSS 48: 10. It would, of course, be a mistake to read too much theological content into his use

of this traditional Easter-time greeting.

01 pgs 48: 34,

202 p§s 46: 61-62.
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usually [read]” indicates that this was hardly the first or the only time that he addressed
himself to a higher power. Indeed, we find another example of such a prayer in his entry
for June 18, 1861, when he was mired in doubt and self-reproach related to his marriage
nine months earlier: “Where am I? Where is that ‘I’ that I myself loved and knew, that
emerges from time to time to gladden me and frighten me? I am small and insignificant.
[...] [ am a gambler and a drunk. [...] What do I need? [...] My God, help me. Let me
live forever in this consciousness of you. [...]. A mad night (bezumnaia noch’). I am
searching for You. [...] Lord, have mercy and help me.”*"

Perhaps the strongest evidence that the pre-conversion Tolstoy was not nearly as
indifferent to religion as he suggests in the Confession comes in the form of the very
literary productions that he rejects as mere exercises in vanity in that work. In Childhood,
his very first novel, for example, Nikolen’ka Irten’ev, the protagonist and narrator,
describes his memories of spying on a holy fool in prayer when he was a small child. The
holy fool, a wandering pilgrim named Grisha, works himself into a religious ecstasy,
repetitively chanting, prostrating himself again and again, and scraping his chains against
the floor. Watching Grisha pray, the child is overcome with “a chill and anguish of soul.”
Reflecting on this memory in the narrative present, Irten’ev writes:

Much water has flowed since that time, many recollections of the past
have lost their meaning for me and have become dim dreams, and even the
pilgrim Grisha has long since finished his last pilgrimage; but the
impression he made on me, and the feeling he evoked will never die in my
memory.

O, great Christian, Grisha! Your faith was so strong that you
experienced the proximity of God; your love was so great that words came
forth from your lips on their own accord—you did not measure them with

your reason. [...] And what lofty praise you gave to His splendor when,
failing to find words, you fell to the ground in tears!

203 pgS 48:54
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[MHOTro BOJBI YTEKJIO C T€X MOp, MHOTO BOCTIOMHUHAHUI O OBUIOM
MOTEPSUTH JUISI MEHS 3HAUEHHE U CTAIM CMYTHBIMU MEUTaMH, 1aXe U
cTpaHHMK [ puIlia JaBHO OKOHYMII CBOE TIOCJIETHEE CTPAHCTBOBAHUE; HO
BIICYATIICHUE, KOTOPOE OH MPOU3BEN Ha MEHS, U UyBCTBO, KOTOPOE
BO30YAMJI, HUKOTJ]a HE YMPYT B MOCH MaMsITH.
O Benukuit xpuctuanus I'puma! TBos Bepa ObLIa Tak CHIIbHA, YTO ThI
9yBCTBOBaJ OJM30CTh OOTra, TBOS JTFOOOBH TaK BEIMKA, YTO CIIOBA CAMH
cO0O0¥0 JIMITMCh U3 YCT TBOUX — THI UX HE MOBEPsUI paccynkom. [...] U
KaKyIO BBICOKYIO XBaJly Thl IPUHEC €T0 BEIUYHIO, KOTJIa, HE HAXO/ CJIOB,
B ClIe3ax moBammics Ha semio!.. "
As the Marxist critic Georgii Plekhanov argued in a 1911 article, even if we doubt that
Childhood is as rigidly autobiographical as it has generally been assumed to be, it is
impossible to escape the conclusion that “a person who was actually divorced from the

»205 The same can be said of the two

Christian religion could not have written these lines.
mystical experiences that Prince Andrei undergoes in War and Peace. Lying wounded on
the battlefield at Austerlitz, the prince does not contemplate the imminent dissolution of
his physical body or his material consciousness. Rather, as he stares at the sky above him,
he comes to realize that, “all is empty, all is a lie except those infinite heavens. There is
nothing, nothing but that. But even it does not exist; there is nothing but peace and
stillness. Thanks be to God!”*”° When, towards the end of the novel, he is mortally
wounded at the Battle of Borodino, Andrei begins to feel himself merging with the

cosmic all: “Love impedes death,” he realizes: “Love is life. All, all that [ understand, I

understand only because I love. All is, all exists only because I love. It [love] binds

204pgS 1:34-35.

.GV, Plekhanov, “Eshche o Tolstom,” in L. N. Tolstoi v russkoi kritike: Sbornik statei, ed. S.
P. Bychkov. 2™ edition (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1952), 441. See also L. L.
Aksel’rod, Tolstois Weltanschauung und ihre Entwickelung, (Stuggart: Druck der Union
Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft, 1902), 13-15.
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everything into one. Love is God, and to die means that I, a part of this love, will return
to the common eternal source.” “Death,” he comes to realize, “is an awakening.”207 That
Tolstoy was able to present such a vivid description of a mystical “merging with the all”
does not, of course, provide sufficient evidence to establish that he had experienced such
a sensation himself, any more than his ability to convincingly describe the inner lives of
his female characters would prove that he had been a woman. The fact remains, however,
that in the Confession Tolstoy does not merely say that he was not a believer, but that the
concept of belief itself lacked any meaning for him. These passages, and many others like
them, provide clear and indisputable evidence to the contrary, revealing that the author’s
decision to present himself as a committed atheist is less a reflection of autobiographical
reality than it is a crafty rhetorical pose that allows him to advance a social critique in the
guise of a self-critique.

At the end of the first chapter of the Confession, Tolstoy writes that his faith in
God was supplanted by a faith in moral self-perfection, but that this drive led him to
embrace unbridled egotism. At first glance, this statement appears to be more or less
accurate: the endless lists of rules for moral conduct that the young Tolstoy wrote (and
more often than not quickly broke) would seem to vouch for the validity of the
characterization. There is also ample evidence to support his claim that his own strivings
towards perfection often led him to adopt a condescending, arrogant pose in his
interactions with others. The problem, however, is that in the Confession he suggests that
he had only recently come to realize the inherent dangers of the pursuit of perfection:

“Now, remembering that time, I see clearly that my faith [...] at that time was a faith in

207 pSS 12: 64.
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perfection” (Teper’, vspominaia to vremia, ia vizhu iasno, chto vera moia [ ...] v to
vremia byla vera v sovershenstvovanie).”® This is quite simply impossible to believe.
One need only go back to his presentation of his protagonist’s development in the novels
Boyhood (Otrochestvo, 1854) and Youth (Tunost’, 1857) to find convincing evidence to
the contrary. Under the influence of an older friend, Nikolen’ka Irten’ev, the novels’

. . . . 209
rotagonist, comes to see “man’s vocation in perpetual perfection.”
b

Very quickly,
however, this drive to attain moral perfection gives way to an attempt to become comme
il faut, which Irten’ev defines as speaking French proficiently, keeping his fingernails
well-groomed, and, most importantly, cultivating “indifference to everything and a

2210 The connection between

constant expression of refined, supercilious boredom.
Irten’ev’s drive to perfect himself and his transformation into a shallow social climber is
so clearly foregrounded in the text that it is impossible to believe that Tolstoy had only
come to realize the defects of this approach in the 1870s.

In Chapter Two, Tolstoy describes his first encounters with the literary world. He
lampoons his fellow writers as self-proclaimed priests in the cult of art whose only point
of agreement concerned their own vital role in fostering historical progress:

The view of life of these people, my fellow writers, consisted in the belief
that life in general goes on developing, and that in this development the
most important role is played by us, men of thought, and that of these men
of thought we—artists and poets—exert the most important influence.

Our calling is to teach people. In order to not pose to ourselves the natural

question of what I know and what I am to teach, this theory asserted that it
is not necessary to know, that the artist and poet teaches unconsciously.

208 pSS 23: 4. My italics.
% PSS 2:75.

20 pgg - 173.
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[B3rsin Ha KU3HB 3THX JTIOJEH, MOMX COTOBApHUILIEH MO MUCAHUIO,
COCTOSUT B TOM, YTO KH3HBb BOOOIIE UCT Pa3BUBASICh U YTO B 3TOM
Pa3BUTHU TJIABHOE y9acTHE IPUHUMAEM MBI, JTFOAM MBICIIH, a U3 JIF0IeH
MBICITH TJIABHOE BIUSIHUE UMEEM MBI — XYJI0KHHUKH, 103THI. Hare
MpU3BaHUE — YUYUTh Jt0eH. [t TOTo ke, 9TOOBI He MPEICTaBUIICS TOT
€CTECTBEHHBII BOIPOC caMOMy cebe: 4TO 5 3HAI0 U YeMy MHE Y4YHUTh, — B
TEOPHUH ITON OBUIO BBISICHEHO, YTO STOTO U HE HYXHO 3HATh, a UTO
211
XYJOKHUK U TIOAT O€CCO3HATEBHO YUUT. |
Although Tolstoy notes that he was occasionally stricken by doubts in the legitimacy of
this credo—when he witnessed an execution in Paris and when his older brother suffered
a horrific death from tuberculosis, for example—these moments, he maintains, were
exceptions to the rule; on the whole he remained a staunch advocate of progress:
“‘Everything evolves and I evolve with it, and why it is that I evolve with all things will

99212 It was

be known someday.” So I ought to have formulated my faith at that time.
devotion to progress, he explains, that led to his decision to open a school for the peasants
on his estate in the late 1850s: “Here also I acted in the name of progress. [...] Isaid to
myself: ‘In some of its developments progress has proceeded wrongly, and with primitive
peasant children one must deal in a spirit of perfect freedom, letting them choose what
path of progress they please.”” This muddled approach introduced an insoluble problem.
In the classroom, he writes, “I was ever revolving round one and the same insoluble
problem, which was: How to teach without knowing what to teach?”*"?

Once more, Tolstoy provides what would seem to be a straightforward, believable

account of the past that is clearly at odds with his actual writings from that time period. It

is simply not true that his pedagogical theories were guided by a devotion to progress. On

2 pgs23: 5.
212 pg§23: 8-9.

23 p§§23: 9.
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the contrary, as a lifelong devotee of Rousseau, he was one of the most virulent critics of
this theory. This can clearly be seen in a well-known article that he wrote in 1862 under
the title “Who Should Learn Writing from Whom? The Peasant Children from Us, or We
from the Peasant Children?” (Komu u kogo uchit ’sia pisat’, krest’ianskim rebiatam u nas
ili nam u krest’ianskikh rebiat?). Not only does the article provide undeniable evidence
that Tolstoy was well aware of the problem of teaching without knowing what to teach
long before his crisis in the 1870s, it also contains an unambiguous rejection of the
pursuit of progress, especially in relation to pedagogy. He presents an explicit critique of
the idea that the goal of education is to aid the pupil’s moral and intellectual
development. Instead, he argues, the goal of education should be to help the pupil
preserve a measure of the “harmony” that he possesses at birth, but that is lost through
the process of socialization. “[T]he eternal mistake of all pedagogical theories,” he
writes, is that “we see our ideal before us [i.e., in progress] when it is really behind us
[i.e. in harmony].”*'* An article written in the following year (1863) under the title
“Progress and the Definition of Education” (Progress i opredelenie obrazovaniia)
presented an even more direct rejection of the theory of progress: “I do not hold to the
religion of progress,” he wrote there; “except for faith, nothing proves the necessity of
progress.”"

Chapters Three and Four of the Confession describe the onset of the author’s
spiritual crisis. Tolstoy describes his early premonitions of an impending crisis as

“suspensions of life,” as moments when the sensation of forward movement gave way to

214 pgs 8: 321.

215 pgs 8: 327,
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a sensation of having stopped abruptly. “The moments when life stopped,” he writes,
“always expressed themselves through the same questions: for what? Well, and what
then? (Zachem? Nu, a potom?):

At first it seemed to me that these were pointless, meaningless questions. It
seemed to me that [the answers were] well-known, that if I ever should
want to occupy myself with their resolution, it would not be worth the
effort, that now I merely didn’t have the time to busy myself with them, but
that when I should take it into my head to do so, I would find the answers.
But these questions began to repeat themselves more and more often, and
they more and more urgently demanded answers, and like dots falling into
one place, these questions for which I had no answer stuck together into
one black stain.

[CHauana MHE Ka3aJl0Ch, YTO 3TO TaK -- OECIENbHBIE, HEYMECTHBIE
BOIIPOCHI. MHE Ka3aJioCh, YTO 3TO BCE U3BECTHO U YTO €CJIH 5 KOTJA U
3ax04y 3aHATHCS UX pa3pelIeHrueM, 3TO He OyJIeT CTOUTh MHE TPY/a, -- YTO
Teneph TOJILKO MHE HEKOTa 3TUM 3aHUMAThCS, a KOT/Ia B3yMalo, TOr/1a U
Haiiny oTBeThl. Ho yae u vaie craim moBTOPSATHCS BOIPOCHI,
HACTOSATENbHEE U HACTOSITENIbHEE TPEOOBATNCH OTBETHI, M KaK TOUKH, Majas
BCE Ha OJTHO MECTO, CIUIOTHIIUCh 3TH BOIMPOCHI O€3 OTBETOB B OJJHO YEPHOE
mwsrrHo.]* '
Before long, he writes, his inability to answer what seemed to be “such stupid, such
simple, and such childish questions” drove him to the brink of suicide, an escape that
. .21 .
both tempted and frightened him.?'” All of this is presented as a completely new
experience, as something Tolstoy had never imagined, much less anticipated. And yet the
parallels between his account of his own crisis and the crisis that overcomes Pierre
Bezukhov at the Torzhok station (see Chapter One) are undeniable. Like the narrator of
the Confession, Pierre’s crisis first manifests itself as a state of paralysis brought about by

his reflection on “the accursed questions.” And, like Tolstoy, he both longs for and fears

death. It is difficult to reconcile the existence of this passage from War and Peace (and

216 pgg23:11.

27 Ibid.



121

several others that resemble it in form and content) with the claim that he regarded such
questions as “pointless” or “meaningless” before the mid-1870s.

Perhaps the most significant of the false epiphanies described in the Confession
takes place in Chapter Ten, in which the author describes his turn towards the common
people as a source of spiritual nourishment. The peasants’ acceptance of their own
mortality is one of the aspects of their spirituality that convinces him that they have a
firmer grasp on truth than do the members of the upper class. Where the gentry, he
writes, typically view death as something “tormenting, unyielding, and sorrowful,” the
peasants confront their own passing “without horror or despair” (bez uzhasa i
otchaianiia). This is certainly an intriguing observation, but it is hardly the recent
revelation that Tolstoy describes it to be in the Confession.*'® In Childhood, one of his
earliest works, Irten’ev recalls how his peasant nanny Natal’ia Savishna “left life without
regrets, not fearing death, which she accepted as a blessing [...] She accomplished the
best and greatest task in life—she died without regret or terror” (Ona sovershila luchshee

2% This was hardly

i velichaishee delo v etoi zhizni— umerla bez sozhaleniia i strakha).
the only work in which this idea appeared in Tolstoy’s early fiction. The observation that
the peasants are more capable of confronting their own mortality than are the gentry
provided the central theme for another early work, the short story “Three Deaths” (7ri
smerti), which was published over two decades before the Confession was written. The

story centers on the contrast between how two people—one a rich noblewoman, the other

a poor coachman—confront their impending demise. The rich woman refuses to admit

218 p§s 23: 40.

219 p§s1: 95,
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that death is imminent; she insists on travelling abroad to seek treatment even though she
has no hope of making it to the border alive. Her illness alienates her from her travelling
companions, who lack the courage to tell her of the folly of her plans. When she finally
realizes that she is dying, she tries to take solace in religion. The words that she speaks,
however, are little more than empty commonplaces mixed with her true feelings of
desperation and bitterness: “I am a Christian. [...] I know that I have not long to live; I
know that if my husband had listened to me earlier, I would be in Italy and perhaps—
probably, even—I would be healthy. Everyone told him so. But what is to be done?

Clearly it’s as God wills it.”**°

Even the priest who is summoned to hear her last
confession does not appear to believe in his own preaching; he speaks of God’s infinite
compassion while he urges her to try to procure a certain herb in a last-ditch effort to
forestall death. The peasant coachman, in contrast, understands and acknowledges that
death will soon take him. His last act is to give his warm winter boots to a younger man
who asks for them in exchange for a pledge to plant a marker on his grave; his last words
express a sincere plea for forgiveness from those who have been forced to care for him in
his dying days. His is precisely the sort of “tranquil death [...] without horror and
despair” that Tolstoy suggests he had only begun to notice following his turn to the

common people in the 1870s.*'

20 PSS 5: 62.
! It is important to note that Tolstoy explicitly rejected a Christian interpretation of this story. In
a letter to Aleksandra Tolstaia dated May 1, 1858, he wrote: “You look in vain at [my story] from
a Christian point of view. This was my idea: three creatures died: the noblewoman, the peasant,
and the tree. The noblewoman is pathetic and repulsive because she has lied for her entire life and
lies in the face of death. Christianity, as she understands it, cannot resolve the question of life and
death for her. Why die when one wants to live? The peasant dies peacefully precisely because he
is not a Christian. He has a different religion, although he performs Christian rites by habit. His
religion is nature, with which he has lived. He himself cut down trees, sowed rye, and reaped it;
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Indeed, the entire notion that the “turn” towards the common people described in
the Confession ever took place is patently absurd. From his earliest artistic attempts,
Tolstoy stocked his works with strong, wise peasant characters that embodied the
spiritual characteristics that he would later claim to have discovered in the late 1870s. To
accept the claims that he makes in the Confession, we would either have to ignore the
existence of Grisha the Fool from Childhood, Uncle Eroshka, a central character in his
1863 novel Cossacks (Kazaki), Platon Karataev, and a whole range of bright peasant
personalities featured in Anna Karenina, or assume that Tolstoy did not understand his
own works in the least. As Wilson argues, “the picture of his slow turning-away from the

life of the urban intelligentsia towards rural piety is a totally false one.”**?

he killed sheep and witnessed the birth of sheep, and children were born, and old men died, and
he firmly knows this law, the law from which he, unlike the noblemen, never hides, but directly
and simply looks it in the eye.” PSS 60: 265-266.

222 Wilson, 312.
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A Crisis of Form

The observation that the central turning point in the text appears to be contrived
suggests that we must divorce ourselves from the notion that the Confession represents an
earnest attempt to describe lived experience as it actually happened. In the first chapter of
the present study, we will recall, we discussed Massimo Leone’s provocative definition
of the conversion narrative as “a sort of lie [...] as a story, which converted people
constantly recount to themselves in order to consolidate their identity and eliminate the
feeling of vertigo which seizes everyone who has lost one’s own spiritual equilibrium.”
The value of Leone’s framing is that he emphasizes the fictive nature of conversion
narratives while acknowledging that they generally have some basis in actual experience.
Indeed, he presupposes that a rupture has taken place, and merely calls into question the
veracity of attempts to describe this experience in the form of a narrative. The problem
with conversion narratives, then, is not that they are invented out of whole cloth, but that
they impose a false sense of coherency and cohesiveness on what is in truth a chaotic,
perhaps even incomprehensible, experience.

Here the approach that Eikhenbaum sketched out in his 1920 article “On
Tolstoy’s Crises” is instructive. In this article, we will recall, Eikhenbaum argues that the
crisis of the 1870s was neither unique nor unexpected, but rather the repetition of a
pattern that first emerged in the 1860s, when Tolstoy stunned readers and critics by
temporarily abandoning literature to write theoretical articles on pedagogy. The “true
foundation” of both of these crises, he argues, was “the search for new artistic forms and

new justifications for them.” Gustafson, for his part, has harshly criticized this approach,
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arguing that Eikhenbaum’s approach is “at best backward. The crises were moral and

99223

religious, and they led to reevaluations of literary forms.””” While I prefer Gustafson’s
formulation over Eikhenbaum’s, which strikes me as the critic’s projection of his own
overriding concerns onto the subject of his analysis, the notion of a “crisis of form” itself
is a fruitful one, for it allows us to grasp that Tolstoy’s philosophical struggle was less a
quest for a truth not known to the author than it was a quest to find a means capable of
expressing that truth. Thus, in tracing the conception and composition of the work, we are
better served by an approach that frames it as a fundamentally literary composition rather
than one that attempts to identify biographical correlates for each of the stages described
in the text.***

As we have seen, Tolstoy had already arrived at the central conclusion that he
would advance in the Confession by 1874, when he wrote that religion alone can provide
the basis for a meaningful existence. It would, however, take almost five years to find a
form capable of expressing this conclusion in a coherent, convincing form. Tolstoy’s first
attempt to demonstrate the necessity of religion came in the form of a vita (zhitie) of
Justin Martyr. The choice of the second-century Christian apologist was well considered:

As Eliziveta Kupreianova notes, Justin’s progression from paganism to Platonism and

finally to Christianity largely mirrored the trajectory that Tolstoy would ascribe to

223 Gustafson, 4.
¥ Indeed, by the end of his life, Tolstoy himself came to conceive of confessions as a genre in
explicitly literary terms. In 1910, his fellow writer Ivan Nazhivin informed Tolstoy that he had
been working on his own confession. Tolstoy responded with enthusiasm: “‘That is good, very
good!” he said, ‘I think that this type of literature [...] will soon take the place of all of our novels
and stories and supplant them.” Quoted in M. A. Aldanov, Zagadka Tolstogo (Berlin: Izdatel’stvo
I. P. Ladyzhnikova, 1923), 90.
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himself in the Confession. **> Although he had planned to include his vita in a published
collection—a project that he had proposed to Archimandrite Leonid in November
1874**°—he never completed it: the manuscript trails off after a page and a half in the
middle of Justin’s conversation with the old man who will turn him away from
philosophy and towards Christianity.

Following this failure, Tolstoy abandoned the form of a narrative entirely.
Between the time that he set aside his vita of Justin Martyr and the beginning of the first
draft of the Confession in 1879, he drafted at least seven works that attempted to
demonstrate the failings of materialism and the necessity of religion. His first attempts
date from late 1875 and early 1876, when he wrote three brief essays. The first was an
untitled composition that scholars refer to as “On the Meaning of the Christian Religion”
(O znachenii khristianskoi religii) which was written in October, 1875. Here Tolstoy
approaches religion not through the prism of his own experience, but on the societal
level. The essay, which fills four pages in his Complete Collected Works, is divided into
three parts. (The parts are labeled “3,” “4,” and “5,” which indicates that part of the work
was probably lost or destroyed.) The first part begins with the claim that “all thinking
people” acknowledge that “we have long ceased to be Christians™:

The meaning of religion in our time appears to resemble a rotted or torn
connection that once was an important force of cohesion for society.
Many things that were once tied together by religion are still stuck
together, and the traces of the connection are still visible, but the
connection is already gone. And every movement reveals that that which

formerly was unified is no longer held together by anything and is freely
breaking apart.

% E.N. Kupreianova, Estetika L.N. Tolstogo (Moscow/Leningrad: Nauka, 1966), 242.

226 PSS 62: 125-126.
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[3HayeHHe peIUruy B HaIlle BpeMs IIPEACTaBISIETCs. HEBOJIBHO MO100HBIM
NEPEerHUBIICH WK TIepep>KaBICHHON CBS3U, KOTOpasi KOT/1a-To Oblia
TJIABHOW CHJION CIUTOUEHHsI 001iecTB. MHOTHE U3 CBSI3aHHBIX KOTJa-TO
penuruei mpeMeToB JAep Ky TCs elle BMECTE U BUIHBI €IIIe CIIE/bI CBSI3H,
HO CBSI3U YK€ HeT. M mpu Ka)10M JBM)KEHUH BHIHO YTO TO, YTO MPEKE
OBUIO CIUIOYEHO, HUYEM YXKe HE CIIEP’KUBACTCSA U CBOOOIHO
pacnamaercs.]*>’
The collapse of a traditional religious worldview, he goes on to argue, can be seen in the
loss of faith in the divine right of kings, in tolerance for religious minorities (a truly
Christian nation, he maintains, could never extend official tolerance to Jews, who, by
definition, regard Christ as a deceiver), and in changing attitudes towards marriage and
the upbringing of children. In the second part, Tolstoy divides his acquaintances into
three broad categories. The first category includes unbelievers who maintain that religion
is a social necessity; having failed to find an adequate replacement for religion, they
pretend to believe in it. The second category includes those who regard religion as
superfluous because they have not yet confronted any of the questions that it alone can
answer. The third, and numerically smallest, group includes those who have rejected
religion and attempt to use reason to resolve life’s deepest questions. The last part of the
essay presents a general lament over the absence of faith in European and Russian
society: “In Europe, in the French and Swiss republics, all preaching is permitted save for
Christian [preaching]. Blessed are those who do not see this and hope to resurrect
Christianity. I do not and shall not quarrel with them.”***

While it succeeds in presenting a concise and convincing social critique, “On the

Meaning of the Christian Religion™ is largely devoid of metaphysical content: Tolstoy

27 p§SS 17: 353.

28 PSS 17: 356.
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fails to provide a meaningful definition of either religion or Christianity. His next two
essays— entitled “On the Future Life Outside of Time and Space”(O budushchei zhizni
vne vremeni i prostranstva, November, 1875) and “On the Soul and Its Life Outside of
the Life that is Known and Comprehensible to Us” (O dushe i zhizni ee vne izvestnoi i
poniatnoi nam zhizni, late 1875-early 1876)—attempt to rectify this shortcoming. The
first essay begins by describing three conceptions of the afterlife: materialist, idealist, and
religious. Materialists hold that life ends with the destruction of the sensory organs, but
fail to see that life is more than merely the consciousness of space and time. Idealists
believe that consciousness and memory will be destroyed at death, but that life will
nonetheless continue. Finally, believers maintain that the soul will reside with the
Patriarchs in a state that is outside of time and space. Having briefly explored these three
possible answers, Tolstoy returns to the question of the future life itself, and deems it
senseless: “The question of when and how the future life will begin has no meaning, for
we use the words ‘future life beyond the grave’ (budushchaia zagrobnaia zhizn’) to
express in time and space that which properly speaking is outside of time and space.”**’
This leads him to acknowledge a paradox at the center of the question:

The question is whether there is a life for us outside of that form in which
we understand it. Is there something in our life that does not belong to
space and time? If there is, then there is. And ‘there is’ in this sense
means ‘there will be.’

The very concepts of space and time destroy themselves.

If there is infinite time, then my life is an infinitely small moment of
time. And all of my life here is only a moment (in the mathematical
sense). Conversely, life is infinite, [being] composed of moments in an
infinite series. If there is an infinitely small space, then my body infinitely

embraces space as a whole and every (mathematical) point is within me.
And, conversely, I am a (mathematical) point in the infinite.

229 p§S 17: 338-339.
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[Bompoc 0 ToM, ecTb Jiu ’KHU3Hb U1 HAaC BHE TOH (OPMBI, B KOTOPOI MBI
ee monuMaeM? EcTb JIM B HallIeH KU3HH TO, YTO HE ITOJIEKUAT
MPOCTPaHCTBY U BpeMeHu? Eciu oHO ecTh, TO OHO €CTh, a €CTh B 3TOM
CMBICTIC 3HAUUT — OyeT.

Camble MOHATHS TPOCTPAHCTBA U BPEMEHH CaMH ce0sl YHHUTOXKAIOT.

Ecnu ects OeckoHEUHOE BpeMsi, TO MOSI JKU3HB €CTh OECKOHEUHO MaJIbIi
MOMEHT BpeMeHH. 1 Bcst MOst ’KU3HB 3/1€Ch €CTh TOJIBKO MOMEHT
(MaTeMaTU4ecKuil CMBICIT) U OOPATHO, T. €. XKU3Hb €CTh 0ECKOHEYHOCTD,
COCTaBJIEHHAsI U3 MOMEHTOB B OeckoHeuHOM psiny. Eciiu ecth 6eckoHeuHO
MaJioe MPOCTPAHCTBO, TO MOE TEJIO OOHUMAET OECKOHEYHO BEITUKOE
MIPOCTPAHCTBO U BCAKAsk TOUKA (MaTeM|[aTHUeCKH |) BKItOUeHa B MeHs. U
06pAaTHO: 5T — TOYKA (MATEMATHIECKH) B OECKOHEYHOM.]™ "

Here Tolstoy expresses in a muddled form an idea that he would later return to in his
introductory remarks to the Gospel in Brief (Kratkoe izlozhenie Evangeliia, not to be
confused with the longer and more detailed Perevod i soedinenie chetyrekh Evangelii)
that he composed in 1881): The “true life” (istinnaia zhizn’), he would write there, is both
“outside of time [and] only in the present.””*!

Tolstoy’s third attempt to write an essay on the necessity of religion— “On the
Soul and Its Life Outside of the Life that is Known and Comprehensible to Us”—
combines the polemical thrust of “On the Meaning of the Christian Religion” with the
metaphysical orientation of “On the Future Life Outside of Time and Space.” Here he
takes aim at positivism, which, he argues, fails to account for those aspects of our lives
that are not subject to elemental physical forces. By treating the laws that govern
inorganic matter as universal, positivists deny the legitimacy of the questions that Tolstoy

sees as central to the philosophical enterprise: “[ What is life and what is death? What

happens with each of us when we perceive our lives, when we think, desire, rejoice, and

20 p§s17: 339.

Bl pss 24: 802.
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2232 positivists insist that

suffer? What waits for us in the place whither we are all going
these are “futile, unnecessary, and trifling questions for a living man” (bespoleznye
nenuzhnye, prazdnye dlia zhivogo cheloveka voprosy), but their rejection of what Tolstoy
regards as the central problem of “true philosophy” merely reflects the inadequacy of the
tools—sensory perception and reason—that they bring to bear upon it. The essay
essentially advances the same conclusion that Tolstoy would describe in Chapter Nine of
the Confession—that reason alone is incapable of revealing the meaning of life—
although it does it in a far more circuitous, clumsy fashion.

Having failed to complete an essay on religion that satisfied him, Tolstoy shifted
gears, choosing instead to phrase his argument in the form of a philosophical dialogue.
His “Christian Catechism” (Khristianskii katekhizis), written in the fall of 1877, when he
was at the height of his devotion to the Orthodox Church, can be seen as a transitional
work. 2> While it is comprised primarily of straightforward claims about faith, it is
presented catechistically, in the form of a series of questions and answers. It thus has the
properties of both an essay and a dialogue. The catechism is divided into three sections.
The first, “On Faith” (O vere) is concerned with questions of spiritual epistemology. Here
he argues that, while it is possible to live without rational knowledge, “knowledge of
faith” (znanie very) is essential for human life. Tolstoy’s response to a question about
what is necessary to save one’s soul is particularly interesting: He first wrote that we
need “A clear definition of that in which we believe” and only later added “and a life that
corresponds to that in which we believe.” Once again, we see that at this time Tolstoy

was primarily concerned with questions of form (i.e. with the question of how to define

32 p§S 17: 334.

23 pSS 17: 363-368.
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his faith), and that questions of content (i.e. those concerning the nature of this faith and
its practical consequences) were of secondary importance. This section also includes
substantial digressions that explain the errors of contemporary philosophy, and of
materialism in particular, digressions that introduce a polemical tone that seems rather
out of place in the context of the catechism. The second section, “On Revelation” (Ob
otkrovenii), deals with the source and transmission of spiritual knowledge. Spiritual
knowledge, writes Tolstoy, comes from God, and is implanted in every man’s soul. It is
also known through holy writings (sviaschennye pisaniia), ancient tradition (predanie),
and the examples of righteous men (primery). Although it is labeled a “Christian
Catechism,” Tolstoy adopts an unquestionably ecumenical stance. Judaism, Buddhism,
and Islam, he writes, are all capable of expressing the same truth, and Christianity is true
only “to the extent that it reveals the knowledge of faith, revelations in the hearts of men,
and to the extent that its teachings do not contradict this knowledge.”*** The third and
final section, entitled “The Christian Catechism,” is fragmentary and difficult to
comprehend. It reads as follows:

Q: What does the first transmission of Christian revelation consist of?

A: In the holy books of the Old Testament.

Q: Which ones?

A: The Book of Genesis.

Q: Why is it holy?

A: [The] creation [of the universe].

[B. B ueM coctout neppas nepeaya OTKPOBEHUS XPUCTUAHCKOTO?

O. B cBseHHbIX kKHUrax Berxoro 3aBeTa.

B. Kakue?

O. Kuura Bbertus.

B. Ilouemy oHa cBsiiieHHa?
O. Cotsopenne.]>

24 pSS 17: 366.

35 pSS17: 368.
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At this point the manuscript cuts off.

Following the failure of “The Christian Catechism,” Tolstoy made a sharp
transition. In “Interlocutors” (Sobesedniki), which was written in the winter of 1877, the
formal dimension of his crisis is particularly clear. The first draft of the work takes the
form of a Socratic dialogue. Here Tolstoy employs seven voices to represent seven
different worldviews. The characters and the models on which they are based are laid out
in an introductory paragraph that precedes the text itself. They are: 1) Strem., a forty-two
year old “ healthy idealist philosopher [...] a wealthy aristocrat, a retired lieutenant”
modeled on Fet, Strakhov, Schopenhauer, and Kant; 2) Maikov, a thirty-seven year old
proponent of the natural sciences who insists on the importance of foundations and
defends progress and the drive for perfection; he is modeled on Rudolf Virchow, the
father of modern pathology, Emil du Bois-Reymond, a prominent physiologist who gave
a lecture that Tolstoy attended during his second trip abroad in 1860, John Tyndall, an
English physicist, and John Stuart Mill; 3) Bibikov, a thirty-five year old positivist who
believes in progress but denies the necessity of theoretical foundations; 4) Stal’nikov, a
fifty-six year-old archimandrite, an “intelligent priest” who “rejects knowledge” ; 5)
Iunovich, a fifty year-old “wiry dialectician, a gentleman who justifies faith with
sophisms”; he is modeled on the Slavophile theorist Aleksei Khomiakov and Tolstoy’s
acquaintance Prince Urusov, with whom he corresponded on religious questions; 6)
Father Pimen, a humble, sleepy seventy year-old monk; and 7) Ivan II’ich, who

236

represents Tolstoy at the age of forty-nine.”” The characters begin by debating the nature

of faith and its relationship to reason. Strem. begins by insisting on the primacy of pure

26 Ibid.
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reason, which leads him to deny the possibility of faith; Maikov agrees with him, but
emphasizes experiential knowledge over abstract ratiocination; Stol’nikov weighs in by
declaring the impossibility of faith to be a settled question; lunovich disagrees, arguing
that faith is a legitimate mode of cognition, but that it is fundamentally inarticulable;
Father Pimen offers the strongest defense of faith, but it is based entirely on the authority
of the Church. The answers given by each are fragmentary, and at times contradictory.
Ivan II’ich, for example, begins by demanding that each of the interlocutors define
precisely what they mean by “faith.” A few lines later, however, he reverses course,
arguing that faith itself is fundamentally indefinable. Following their initial discussion on
the necessity and definition of faith, Tolstoy includes a brief note stating that the next
section will deal with the relationship between utilitarianism and moral law. This part,
however, was never written. As a whole, the draft of the first part is highly fragmentary:
While the lines spoken by the author’s alter ego, Ivan II’ich, are occasionally fleshed out,
he resorts to brief paraphrases to describe the other characters’ views.

When Tolstoy returned to the piece a few days later he decided to radically
simplify his approach. Rather than utilizing seven separate voices, he chose instead to use
a more straightforward dialogical approach. The two voices in the second draft belong to
“I”” (presumably Ivan II’ich) and “K” who, as Medzhibovskaya argues, probably
represents Kant.”>’ The dialogue begins with K. posing a question: “What is religion-
faith?” (religiia—vera) 1. responds that while he is incapable of formulating a coherent
general definition, he can answer the question in reference to his own beliefs. K. cuts

him off, arguing that the religion-faith that I. has yet to define is nothing more than

»7 Medzhibovskaya, 186.
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superstition. Belief in, for example, the Virgin Birth or the divinity of Christ, he argues,
is not only irrational, but also unnecessary. K. then attempts to extract I.’s own
understanding of religion-faith. 1., however, refuses to give a straightforward answer: He
insists that merely by posing the question, K. has conceded that it exists and that it in
some sense contradicts reason. He then asks K. to clarify this point. In response, K.
argues that the concept of God has been formulated as the inverse of man’s weaknesses:
Since man is mortal, corrupt, ignorant, and bound by the constraints of spatial existence
he has made a God who is immortal, incorruptible, omniscient, and omnipresent.

At this point, however, the dialogue abruptly cuts off with the following line: “I
wanted to directly express the idea that has just occurred to me in the form of a
conversation, but I got lost” (zaputalsia).>® Tolstoy then presents yet another attempt to
express his idea, this time in the form of a straightforward essay. The essay, which he
appended to the dialogue that he had failed to complete, expresses many of the
conclusions that he would later advance in the Confession: that rational knowledge is
itself rooted in faith, that the foundations of faith are inaccessible to human reason, and
that belief in the existence of God is as necessary as belief that two times two makes four.
Unlike in the Confession, however, these conclusions are presented in a muddled, barely
comprehensible form. We will quote a brief excerpt from the beginning of the essay to
illustrate this point:

Faith is that knowledge on which all rational knowledge is
founded. Rational knowledge cannot be founded on itself. It [rational
knowledge] destroys itself. The infinite divisibility of infinite space, of
time, atoms and so forth.

Where are the foundations of this knowledge, of faith? Outside of man,
outside of human reason. In simple speech we say: in the heart or in faith

28 PSS 17: 373.
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itself [... The tendency to] answer the question of the source of faith by
responding “in faith” serves as a chief source of mistrust in faith. This
answer is essentially tempting only for those for whom the methods of
reason (i.e. of reason that rests on faith) is precisely a causality, which
they append to faith. I believe because I believe senselessly in rational
knowledge; but one must not forget that this answer is obligatory only in
relation to those questions that are inexplicable to reason.

[Bepa ecTb TO 3HaHUE, HA KOTOPOM OCHOBBIBAETCS BCIKOE pa3yMHOE
3HaHue. PazymMHOe 3HaHHe camo Ha ce0e OCHOBBIBaThCA HE MOXKeT. OHO
camo ce0s paspymraer. beckoneunast 1e1MMOCTh OECKOHEYHOTO
MIPOCTPAHCTBA, BPEMEHH, aTOMBI U T. T1.

I'ne ocHOBBI 3TOTO 3HAaHUS — BEpbl? BHe uenoBeka, BHE pazyma
4eJloBeKa. B mpoctopeuny Mbl TOBOPUM: B CEpPALIE WIH B CAMOU Bepe, T. €.
B camoM ce0e. [...] OTBeT Ha BOnpoc, Iie UICTOYHUK BephI? — B BEpe, —
CIIy’KUTh TJIaBHBIM UCTOYHUKOM HEJOBEPHs K Bepe. B cynrHocTH *e 3ToT
OTBET COOJa3HUTEIICH TOJIBKO JUIA TeX, KOTOPBIE METO/BI pazyma (pazyma,
3WKIYIIErocsl Ha Bepe) MMEHHO MPUYMHHOCTD, PUJIAraoT K Bepe. S
BEpIO, IOTOMY YTO BEPIO COBEPLICHHO OECCMBICICHHO, B CMBICIIE BCSIKOTO
pPa3yMHOT0 3HaHUS; HO HE HaJI0 3a0bIBaTh, YTO ITOT OTBET 3aKOHEH TOJIHKO
110 OTHOLICHHIO K TEM BOIPOCAM, KOTOPBIE PAa3yMOM He 00BsICHUMBL]>

The form of the essay thus allowed Tolstoy to express a series of ideas that he was unable
to communicate in the form of a dialogue, but it did not yet allow him to express them in
a way that was easily comprehensible to himself, much less to his readers.

Despite the failure of “Interlocutors,” Tolstoy did not entirely abandon the idea of
writing a philosophical dialogue on faith. In “Debates on Faith at the Kremlin,” which
was written in early May of 1878, he employs a number of characters, including a first-
person narrator who has been freed from the “lies” of materialism, but who is as yet
unable to express his own views; Kartavtsev, a professor of physiology and a staunch
materialist; Pafnutii, a former schismatic who has rejoined the Church; a nameless

schismatic who clings to the Old Belief; a “gentleman in a coat” who harshly criticizes

the “diabolical” official Church; a merchant who insists that love is a gift from the Holy

29 Ibid.
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Spirit; and an officer who emphasizes good deeds over codified religious beliefs.**

While the piece is far more polished than “Interlocutors,” it similarly fails to reach a
concrete conclusion. Nonetheless, “Debates on Faith at the Kremlin” represents an
important transition in Tolstoy’s approach. Unlike “Interlocutors,” the dialogue is
bracketed by a detailed narrative that introduces the main characters and sets the scene
for the debates that follow. This decision might indicate that Tolstoy was becoming
increasingly convinced that a more broadly literary approach would allow him to
communicate the conclusion that he had been unable to express in the form of an essay or
a dialogue.

To a great extent, Tolstoy’s remark at the end of his second draft of
“Interlocutors”™—*I got lost”—can be seen as a motto for all of the works that he
attempted to write on the necessity of religion between 1874 and 1879. He constantly
moved back and forth between various generic forms, but proved incapable of finding
one that would allow him to express his argument clearly and convincingly. But while
Tolstoy’s generic framing and terminology underwent substantial changes, his
conclusions remained essentially the same. In each of his aborted attempts, he argues that
the function of the natural sciences is to describe the physical world and elucidate the
laws by which it operates. Science, however, is incapable of answering life’s deepest
questions, of explaining why our momentary existence within the infinite flux of time is
meaningful. For this, religion is needed. It alone allows us to account for those aspects of
human life, cognition, and spirituality that are inaccessible to reason. The problem, then,
was not so much intellectual as it was rhetorical: What was needed was a formal

framework that would allow him to explain his perspective on faith and its relationship to

20 pgs 17: 145-150.
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rational knowledge in a way that would be comprehensible to himself and his readers. It
was the autobiographical framework that would ultimately allow him to resolve this
issue. At the same time that Tolstoy was struggling to express his views on faith, he was
also becoming increasingly interested in the idea of writing his own life story. While this
second project was initially distinct from the first one, the two ultimately came together
and yielded the Confession.

The first signs of Tolstoy’s shift towards autobiographical narration can be found
in his remarkable correspondence with the critic and philosopher Nikolai Strakhov, a
correspondence that began in the early 1870s and lasted until Strakhov’s death in 1896.%*!
In a letter dated November 30, 1875, Tolstoy described his youthful attempts to scale “the
mysterious mountain of life,” a goal that he eventually reached by securing literary fame
and a stable family life. Having reached the summit, however, he was struck by a feeling
of disappointment, a “gradually dawning bewilderment that I had erred in assigning such
value to those fruits that I had attained.” “On that peak,” he came to realize, “there was

nothing that I had been waiting for [...]"**

This image of a man looking down at life
from on high would reappear in Tolstoy’s first, aborted, attempt to write his
autobiography. In May of 1878, he wrote a brief, fragmentary piece under the heading
“My Life” (Moia zhizn’). “In three months I will be fifty years old,” he wrote in his

preface, “and I think that I am standing at the zenith of my life. [...] I have chosen the

present condition from which to examine and describe my life because it is only now, for

! For an insightful analysis of the two men’s correspondence, see Paperno, “The Dialogue on

Faith.” See also Donskov.
*2 PSS 62:27. A longer excerpt from this letter appears below, in the section entitled “From Art
to Life and Back Again.”
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less than a year, that I find myself in a spiritual state of calm, clarity, and resolve the likes

of which I have never before experienced in my life.” **

But while Tolstoy’s mindset was clearly that of a convert, “My Life” was not yet
a conversion narrative. The few pages that Tolstoy completed featured an impressionistic
style that recalls early works like Childhood far more than it anticipates the sparse
polemical framing of the Confession and his subsequent religious writings. After naming
the date and place of his birth in the first sentence of the text, Tolstoy declares that, “This

is the first and last remark that I shall make about my life that is not based on my

995244

recollections (and impressions).””"" Having explained his reasons for writing and the

method that he has chosen, Tolstoy launches into a description of his earliest memories,
which he (rather implausibly) claims date from his infancy:

I am tied up. I want to work my hands free, but I cannot do it. I shout and
cry, and though my cry is unpleasant to me, I cannot stop. Someone is
bent over me—I cannot remember who—and everything is cloaked in half
darkness, but I remember that there are two people and that my shouts are
affecting them: they are alarmed by my shouts, but they cannot untie me
as [ desire and I shout louder. It seems to them that this is necessary (that
is, for me to be tied up) at the same time that I know that it is not
necessary, and wish to prove this to them, and I burst out with a shout that
is disagreeable for me, but which I cannot contain. I perceive the injustice
and cruelty, not of people, for they have pity for me, but of fate. [I feel]
pity for myself. I do not know, and shall never know, what this was: had
they swaddled me when I was nursing and I was thrusting out my hands,
or had they swaddled me when I was already over a year old so that I
would not claw at a sore, or have I combined both into one memory as
happens in dreams? There are many impressions, but I am certain that this
was my first and strongest impression of life.

[ cBs3aH, MHE XOYETCSI BBIIIPOCTATh PYKH, U s HE MOTY 3TOr0 clenarth. S
KpH4y U IU1a4yy, U MHE CaMOMY HEIIPUATEH MOU KPUK, HO s HE MOT'Y
OCTaHOBUTHCS. Hazo MHOIO CTOSAT HarHYBIIKCH KTO-TO, 51 HE IIOMHIO KTO, U
BCE OTO B IIOJIyTbME, HO s [IOMHIO, YTO JIBO€, U KPUK MOU JEHCTBYET Ha

PSS 23:469.

2 Ibid.
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HUX: OHU TPEBOXKATCSI OT MOETO KPUKA, HO HE Pa3BsI3bIBAIOT MEHS, YETO 5
X0uy, U 5 Kpuuy eie rpomue. MM kaxkeTcs, 4To 3TO HyXHO (T. €. TO,
4TOOBI 51 OBUT CBSA3aH), TOT/AA KaK 5 3HAIO, YTO ATO HE HYXKHO, H X0UYy
JI0Ka3aTh UM 3TO, H 5 3aJIMBAIOCh KPUKOM IMPOTHBHBIM ISl CAMOTO MEHS,
HO HEYJePKHUMBIM. Sl YyBCTBYIO HECTIPABEAIMBOCTh U KECTOKOCTh HE
JIO/IeH, IIOTOMY YTO OHU KAJICIOT MEHS, HO CYJIbObI U KaJIOCTh HaJl CAMUM
co0oto. Sl He 3Hal0 U HUKOTIa HE y3HAI0, YTO TAaKOE 3TO OBUIO: MeJIeHAIH
JIM MEH$1, KOrJia sl ObUT TPYAHOM, U S BBIIUPAI PYKH, UK 3TO TEJICHAIN
MEHSI, y’Ke KOTria MHe ObIJI0 O0JIblIe rojia, YTOObI 1 HE pacuechiBal
JUIIau, cOOpa JIK 5 B OJTHO 3TO BOCIIOMUHAHKE, KaK TO OBIBAET BO CHE,
MHOT'O BII€YATJIEHUH, HO BEPHO TO, YTO 3TO OBIJIO IIEPBOE U CAMOE CHUIIBHOE
MOE BIICYATICHUE KU3HM.]"
The rest of the text continues in a similar vein. The first section, which lasts from 1828
until 1833 includes faint memories of being bathed, his first impressions of nature at the
age of four or five, and his first encounter with his tutor, an encounter that awakened his
comprehension of “duty,” of “the cross that every person is called to bear.”**® At around
five or six, the memories become clearer—"clearer than real life,”—although the author
confesses that it is difficult to place them in the proper order.**’ He vividly remembers
waking up surrounded by his brothers and his tutor, the latter still dressed in a nightgown.
It is at this point—around the age of six—that “My Life” trails off. While it is interesting
as an experiment, it is difficult to see how Tolstoy would have been able to relate later

events based entirely on his memories and impressions and without any reference to

external sources of information.

5 PSS 23: 469-470. There is an interesting, though probably coincidental, echo in this passage of
St. Augustine’s account of his infancy in Chapter Six of his Confessions. Although Augustine,
like Tolstoy, describes developments that he could not possibly remember (“I began to smile, first
in my sleep, then when awake”), unlike Tolstoy, he admits that the source of his knowledge is not
his own memory, but rather the memories of his caretakers and his observations of other infants.
In this sense, the fourth-century theologian would ironically appear to be more concerned with
the veracity of his account than the nineteenth-century “realist.” Saint Augustine, Confessions,
trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 34.

26 pgS23: 472,

1 p§S 23: 473,
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While he never completed “My Life,” Tolstoy did not abandon his goal of writing
his life story. He was spurred on by a short account of his literary accomplishments that
his wife wrote for him in November 1879. “My wife has written a biography of me,” he
told Strakhov: “And if God grants me life and I someday take it into my head to write my

28 I fact, he had already

own story, then this would be a miraculous canvas for me [...]
begun to paint the first strokes on his “miraculous canvas” shortly before sending the
letter. Several drafts and outlines written in late 1879 provide evidence of a new direction
in Tolstoy’s conception. Rather than starting with his birth, he now planned to begin with
the onset of his crisis. A brief outline began with the phrase that he would eventually use
as the opening line of Chapter Four of the Confession: “Life stopped” (Zhizn’

249

ostanovilas’).”" Another unfinished fragment began, “I was almost fifty years old when I

was overcome by a state of mind that almost led me to suicide and eventually led me to

20 The first completed draft, which dates

the state of mind in which I find myself now.
from around October of 1879, began with the following line: “I grew up, grew old, and
looked back at my life” (Ia vyros, sostarelsia i oglianulsia na svoiu zhizn’).>" As
Eikhenbaum notes, this line “places a border between the former life and the new one that

Tolstoy had now entered.””* It thus provides evidence of a transition away from the

impressionistic style of “My Life,” in which Tolstoy had tried to capture all of the most

8 PSS 62: 454.
* PSS 23:518-519.
0 p§s 23: 518.
»1PSs 23: 518-519.

22 Eikhenbaum, “O protivorechiiakh,” 43.
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significant impressions of his early childhood, towards the approach that he would use in
the final version of the Confession, which largely sacrificed detailed description in an
attempt to capture the broad sweep of his spiritual evolution.

At first glance, there is nothing particularly surprising about Tolstoy’s turn to
autobiography. After all, he had long drawn from the reservoir of personal experience in
crafting his fictional productions; as the Symbolist writer and critic Dmitrii
Merezhkovskii argued, his works “are so tied to his life, to the personality of the author,
that it is impossible to speak of one without the other.”*>> And yet for the first thirty years
of his career, he had pointedly refused to employ the autobiographical “I,” preferring
instead to use fictional characters to describe his own thoughts and experiences. In fact,
he actively resisted attempts to link his fiction to his life. For example, when Nikolai
Nekrasov, the editor of Sovremennik, changed the title of his first novel from Childhood
(Detstvo) to The History of My Childhood (Istoriia moego detstva) Tolstoy was outraged:
“Who could care in the least about the history of my childhood?” he objected in a letter
dated November 18, 1852.* The decision to express his views on the impotence of
rational thought and the necessity of religion in the form of an autobiographical text was
therefore a significant reversal, one that allowed Tolstoy to resolve the issues that had
stymied his attempts to write an essay or a philosophical dialogue. It would be a mistake,
however, to assume that the turn to autobiography was merely a formal innovation. This
is where Eikhenbaum’s argument in “On Tolstoy’s Crises” falls short. For Eikhenbaum,

it is folly to speak of the philosophical, spiritual, or even psychological components of

3 Dmitrii Merezhkovskii, L. Tolstoi i Dostoevskii: Vechnye sputniki (Moscow: Respublika,

1995), 13.

24 PSS 59:211.
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Tolstoy’s crises: They were, he writes, “in no sense a unique feature of his nature”
(sovsem ne osobennost’ ego natury). This interpretation stems from Eikhenbaum’s own
interest in questions of the evolution of literary genres, but it fails to account for the
motivations that guided Tolstoy. His turn to autobiography was not the result of purely
literary concerns, but rather of a deeper philosophical development: As Irina Paperno has
demonstrated, over the course of the 1870s, Tolstoy became increasingly convinced that
spiritual knowledge requires each individual to possess a tellable narrative of his own
past.

This idea is particularly prominent in a series of letters that Tolstoy wrote to
Strakhov in 1878 and 1879.%>> When, in 1878, Strakhov wrote a letter to Tolstoy
describing his own feelings of stasis and decay, the latter responded by telling his friend
to “Write your life.” Strakhov demurred, explaining that “I have never properly lived. In
the period of greatest development of my powers (1857-67), I didn’t so much live as
submit to life, yield to temptations; but I was so tormented that then I renounced life.”
Despite Strakhov’s attempt to rebuff his suggestion, Tolstoy refused to drop the request.
In late May of 1878, he reiterated his demand: “I keep on at you about something that’s
tricky: give me a straight answer — how do you know what has guided and what guides
you now in life?” Strakhov once again demurred in his response: “You ask what I live

by. But, first, I must say that I do not at all live.” Tolstoy responded once more with

frustration, writing on May 29, 1878 that:

%% The correspondence between Tolstoy and Strakhov during this period is discussed in detail by

Paperno in both “The Dialogue on Faith” and Who, What Am I? Although most of the material
from the former work is preserved in the latter, there is some variation in the material that is
quoted. Thus, we will include citations to both works in the following section.

256 Quoted in Paperno, Who, What Am I?, 61.
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Your merit lies in the fact that you have proved that philosophy — thought
— cannot, in any manner, serve as the foundation for spiritual life, but your
error lies in the fact that you do not admit that it is necessary that these
foundations (if foundations are what they are) do exist [...] [those
foundations which we] cannot possibly gain by reason, or by our very
nature, and which are therefore given to us. It is in this sense that I ask
you: what do you live by — and you, about the most important thing, say in
jest, mistakenly: I do not live.””’

[3acmyra Bara B TOM, YTO BHI JIOKa3alu, uTo (priocoduss — MbICITb — HE
MOXET J1aTb HUKAKOT'0 OMpPEIENICHUs STUM OCHOBaM JAYXOBHOM JKU3HU, HO
omuOKa BaIla B TOM, YTO BbI HE IPU3HAETE TOTO, YTO OCHOBHI (€CIIH OHU
— OCHOBBI) HEOOXOMMO CYIIECTBYIOT [...] TaKHE, KOTOPBIX MBI — 10
BaIlleMy ke OIPEICTICHUIO — Pa3yMOM, BOOOIIIE CBOESH MPUPOIO,
HUOTKYJa B3SITh HE MOXKEM, U KOTOpbIE IO3TOMY JIaHbl HaM. B sToM-TO
CMBICJIE 5 CIIPAIIMBaJ BaC: YEM BbI )KMBETE, — U Bbl HETPABWIBHO, IIYTS O
BayKHEHfIIIeM, TOBOPUTE: 5 HE JKUBY.]”"

Tolstoy dropped his challenge for a time, perhaps fearing that he was irritating his

correspondent. The break, however, did not last long. In early November 1879, he once

more pleaded with Strakhov to compose his own autobiographical narrative: “Write your

life story; I still want to do the same thing. But we just need to set this up so as to arouse

disgust for our lives in all our readers” (vozbudit’ k svoei zhizni otvrashchenie vsekh

chitatelei).™ Once more, Strakhov proved incapable of answering the challenge:

It’s very hard for me to judge my life, not just the most recent events, but
also the most distant ones. Sometimes my life appears vulgar to me,
sometimes heroic, sometimes moving, sometimes repulsive, sometimes
unhappy to the point of despair, other times joyful. [...]

[...] These oscillations cause me great distress: I can’t get any truth from
myself! And it doesn’t happen just in my reminiscences, but every day in
all my affairs. I don’t feel anything purely or directly, everything in me
splits into two.*

57 1bid., 62.

258 PSS 62: 426.

29 PSS 62: 500.

260 Quoted in Paperno, Who, What Am I?, 64.
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[O xu3HU CBOEH MHE CYIHUTh OYEHb TYpAHO, HE TOJIBKO O ONMKANIINX,
HO U O CaMbIX JaJIeKUX COOBITHAX. IHOTJa )KU3HB MOS TIPEICTABIISETCS
MHE IOIIIOK0, HHOT1a TEPONYECKOI0, MHOT1a TPOraTeIbHOK, MHOT A
OTBPATUTEIILHOIO, HHOI' 1A HECYACTHOIO O OTYasIHUSA, HHOT 1A PAJOCTHOIO.

[[ ]] OTH KoJeOaHMs COCTABIAIOT ISl MEHSI CAaMOT'0 HEMAJIOe OTOPYEHUE:
s caM OT ce0st He Mory 1o0uThes npasabl! M 310 GbIBaeT co MHOIO HE
TOJIBKO B BOCTIOMHHAHHMSX, HO M KXK/IbIi ICHb BO BCSKUX JeNax. S| Hu4ero
HE 4YBCTBYIONPOCTO H HPSIMO, 4 BCe y MeHs gBoutes. ™!
This repeated refusal dismayed Tolstoy. In late November, he drafted a letter in response:
“Your letter distressed me greatly. I have felt a lot and thought it over a lot. I think you
are spiritually ill [...] And it is impossible for you to write your life story. You don’t
know what is good and what is bad in it. And one needs to know.” Fearing that his tone
was too harsh, Tolstoy chose not to send the letter. Two weeks later, though, he sent a
revised version that presented the same conclusion: “You were not able to say what you
have inside, and something incomprehensible came out. But you must not write your life
story. You will not be able to.” *** As Paperno argues, this episode in the two men’s
correspondence suggests that Tolstoy had come to believe that autobiographical narrative
is indispensable for spiritual knowledge: “to tell one’s faith was to tell one’s life, and to
tell one’s life meant to tell a story of one’s search for faith.”*®
By embracing the form of the autobiography as both an embodiment and a

defense of his religious convictions, Tolstoy was, in a sense, attempting to write his own

vita, thus coming full circle to his earlier attempt to write the life of Justin Martyr. The

261 B. Modzalevskii, ed. Perepiska L. N. Tolstogo s N. N. Strakhovym (St. Petersburg: Tipografiia

B. M. Vol’fa, 1913), 238.
262 Quoted in Paperno, Who, What Am I?, 64.

263 Quoted in Paperno, The Dialogue on Faith, 110.
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comparison is a useful one, for, like the Confession, vitae adapt individuated biographies
into a semi-fictionalized, highly structured form for the purpose of demonstrating a
religious claim about their subjects (i.e. that the person being described is, in fact, a saint)
while inculcating moral lessons through the examples of their lives. Tolstoy’s
acquaintance with these texts dated from his early childhood; as he recalled in his
introduction to Biriukov’s biography, one of his aunt Aleksandra’s favorite ways to pass
her time was to read vitae.*** As a number of scholars have pointed out, the influence of
this tradition can be seen in many pre-conversion works: Hagiographical motifs have
been identified in his early trilogy Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth, in War and Peace,
and in Anna Karenina.*® In the 1870s, Tolstoy’s interest in the Russian hagiographical
tradition grew even stronger; in her diary entry for March 27, 1871, Sof’ia Andreevna
noted that her husband “has been dreaming of writing something from ancient Russian
literature. He is reading the Chet’i Minei and the lives of saints and says that this is our

266 This interest in the

genuine Russian poetry” (nasha nastoiashchaia russkaia poeziia).
Russian hagiographic tradition can be seen in his choice of texts for the Primer, which

included three texts from two well-known Chet i Minei—“On Filargii the Monk™ (O

Filargii monakh) and “On the Woodcutter Murin” (O drovoseke Murine) were adapted

2 PSS 34: 363.
2% For general comments the influence of the Russian hagiographical tradition on Tolstoy’s
works, see Margaret Ziolkowski, Hagiography and Modern Russian Literature (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1988), 218-245. On hagiographical motifs in Childhood, see T. A.
Karpeeva, “Traditsii ‘zhitiia’ i ikonopisi v povesti L.N. Tolstogo ‘Detstvo,’
http://old.kpfu.ru/miku/info/sob /konf tolstoi/s6.htm, accessed April 4, 2016); on War and Peace,
see B. M. Eikhenbaum, “Cherty letopinsogo stilia v literature XIX veka,” in Trudy otdela
drevnerusskoi literatury, vol. 14, ed. D. S. Likhachev (Moscow/Leningrad: 1958), 545-550; on
Anna Karenina, see Grodteskaia, 98-206.

665 A, Tolstaia, Dnevniki S. A. Tolstoi, 1860-1997 (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo imeni
Sabashnikovykh, 1928), 34.
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from Makarii’s Chet’i Minei and “The Life of the Venerable David” (Zhitie
prepodobnogo Davida) was adapted from the Chet i Minei compiled by Dmitrii
Rostovskii—and, as we have already mentioned, in his proposed collaboration with
Archimandrite Leonid in compiling a broader collection of vitae. During this time,
Tolstoy’s conception of zhitiinost’ appears to have broadened to encompass not only
classical lives of Orthodox saints, but also secular texts that revealed the depth of their
authors’ personality: In a letter to Aleksandra Tolstaia, he asked his relative if she had
ever read Pascale’s Pensées, before adding that “I do not know a better vita” (la ne znaiu
luchshe zhitiia.)*®’

Although Tolstoy himself never referred to the Confession as an
“autobiographical vita”, it is interesting to note that he did ask Strakhov to send him a
copy of Avvakum’s in March of 1878. At first glance, the Old Believer firebrand would
seem to be an unlikely source of inspiration for Tolstoy. Avvakum was, after all, a fanatic
whose objections to the institutional church were almost entirely based on his heterodox
views regarding the outward signs of religious observance. And yet despite this fact, the
sixteenth-century heretic proved to be an appealing figure for Tolstoy owing to the force
of his personality and his vivid style, if not his theological propositions. In his memoirs,
V. F. Lazurskii noted that Tolstoy effusively praised Avvakum as an exemplary stylist,
and in her journal entry for February 3, 1904, Sof’ia Andreevna described how Tolstoy

had read excerpts from S. M. Solov’ev’s historical account of Avvakum aloud to his

family: “While reading, tears came to his eyes. He spoke of [Avvakum] with respect and

267 pSS 62: 262.
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love.”**® Although it would be a mistake to view Avvakum’s Life as a direct model for
Tolstoy’s Confession, it is possible to identify broad confluences in the works’
autobiographical framing and rhetorical objectives.**” Indeed, A.N. Robinson’s
classification of Avvakum’s Life as a “confessional sermon” (ispoved ’-propoved)—i.e.
an autobiography written with a didactic aim—provides a fitting description for Tolstoy’s
text as well. The comparison, however, can only be taken so far. Avvakum’s account
presents a spiritual autobiography of its author, but this autobiography is in no sense a
conversion narrative, since it is impossible to identify a single point where the author’s
worldview undergoes a dramatic transformation. Rather, the changes that take place all
relate to external factors— i.e. to the missteps of the official Church, which Avvakum
regards as a tool of the Devil—rather than to the narrator’s own inner spiritual
development. As we shall see in the next section, while Tolstoy’s Confession may have
been broadly inspired by his experience of reading native Russian religious literature,
both its form and content far more closely resemble the Western conversion narrative

tradition than they do any autochthonous model.

% See E. A. Maimin, “Protopop Avvakum v tvorchestve L. N. Tolstogo,” in Trudy Otdela
drevnerusskoi literatury, vol. 13, ed. D. S. Likhachev (Moscow/Leningrad: Akademiia Nauk,
1957), 505.

% See A. N. Robinson, "Ispoved’-propoved’ (o khudozhestvennosti ‘Zhitiia> Avvakuma),” in A.
N. Robinson, Istoriko-funktsional 'noe issledovaniia (Moscow: Nauka, 1967), 358-370. While no
scholars have, to my knowledge, attempted a detailed comparison of the two texts, the writer D.
N. Maimin-Sibiriak obliquely points in this direction in remarking that, “Turgenev alone judged
[Avvakum’s Life] by its merits and only his good manners prevented him from comparing it to
Count Tolstoy’s Confession.” (Quoted in V. I. Malyshev, “Zametka o rukopisnykh spiskakh
Zhitiia protopopa Avvakuma,” in V. I. Malyshev, Izbrannoe: Stat’i o protopope Avvakume, ed. V.
P Budaragin, G. V. Markelov, and N. V. Ponyrko (St. Petersburg: 2010), 153.)
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In order to grasp the extent to which the central narrative of the Confession

accords with the model of the Western conversion narrative, we need only compare the

stages of Tolstoy’s account with Rambo’s model of conversion. Rambo, we will recall,

conceives of conversion as a series of seven stages: 1) context; 2) crisis; 3) quest; 4)

encounter; 5) interaction; 6) commitment; and 7) consequences. If we apply this model

to the text, we see that the chapter division almost perfectly lines up with these stages.

Stage Description Chapter(s) in the Confession

Context The historical and cultural 1-3.5: Discussion of the lack of
setting in which a conversion substance in religion of the educated
takes place; the “overall matrix | classes; negative influence of social
in which the force field of pressures; impotence of art and
people, events, experiences, and | family happiness.
institutions operate on
conversion.”

Crisis The period during which the 3.5-4: Initial appearance of doubts;
subject becomes convinced that | suicidal temptations.
his current “fundamental
orientation to life” is inadequate.

Quest A period of intensified searching | 5- 7: “And I searched for an answer
for “meaning and purpose in to my questions in every area of
life.” knowledge acquired by man. For a

long time I carried on my
painstaking search...”; rejects
answers provided by science,
philosophy, and life experience of
contemporaries.

Encounter The subject comes into contact 8: Turn to the common people;
with a representative or advocate | realization that they understand the
of an alternative worldview, meaning of life.
often a missionary.

Interaction The subject “learn[s] more about | 9- 15: Contemplates limits of

the teachings, life-style and
expectations of the group, and
[is] provided with opportunities,

reason; studies religious texts;
conversations with sectarians; tries
to accept Orthodox Church but is
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both formal and informal, to ultimately unable to do so
become more fully incorporated
into it.”

Commitment “Following a period of intensive | 16: Comes to grasp that there is a

interaction, the potential convert | measure of truth in religion, but that
faces the prospect, the choice, of | the Church is corrupt; commits
commitment... A specific himself to distinguishing truth from
turning point or decision is often | falsehood.

required and/or experienced, and
this commitment decision is
often dramatized and
commemorated—sealed with a
public demonstration of the
convert’s choice.”

Consequences | The broad range of Epilogue: Has become certain that
psychological, ideological, and life has a meaning.

behavioral changes that result
from conversion. These can be
long-lasting or temporary.

There are, of course, significant differences between Rambo’s model and the experience
Tolstoy purports to describe. Rambo is dealing primarily with missionary-facilitated
conversions to established religious communities, while Tolstoy’s religious journey was
largely self-willed and did not involve contact with a representative of a defined group;
unlike in Rambo’s schema, the categories that he introduces do not always align with
distinct, identifiable factions or sects. There are, in addition, a handful of stages that do
not accord perfectly with the model: It is not clear, for example, to what extent
“Commitment” and “Consequences” are treated as separate phases in the Confession.
Nonetheless, when taken as a whole, the model provides a remarkably accurate temporal
schema for charting the stages of Tolstoy’s crisis and recovery.

If we move beyond the experiential dimension of the Confession and examine its
rhetorical construction, we find even deeper confluences between Tolstoy’s text and the

canonical exemplars of the Western conversion narrative tradition. As we noted in
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Chapter One, conversion narratives in the Western tradition are marked by the presence
of a discrete break that divides the righteous past from the sinful present, a break that
Tolstoy frequently describes through constructions that oppose feper’ (now; nowadays;
today; at the present time) and prezhde (previously; in the past) or, more rarely, togda
(then). In the Confession this opposition takes center stage. Almost every chapter features
an explicit or implicit comparison between present (post-conversion) enlightenment and
former (pre-conversion) ignorance. We have already mentioned the first instance in
which this strategy is deployed in our discussion of Tolstoy’s claims to have only
recently come to grasp the dangers posed by his pursuit of perfection. There he wrote,
“Now, remembering that time, I see clearly, that my faith [...] at that time was a faith in
perfection” (Teper’, vspominaia to vremia, ia vizhu iasno, chto vera moia [...] v to
vremia byla vera v sovershenstvovanie). We find almost the exact same construction
repeated in the next chapter, where Tolstoy recalls his first brushes with the community
of artists in the 1850s:

Now, recalling that time, my disposition then and the disposition of [my
fellow writers...] I find it pitiful, dreadful, and laughable—the exact same
feeling that one experiences in an insane asylum. [...]

[...] It is terribly strange, but now it is understandable to me [...]

[...] Now it is clear that there no difference from an insane asylum; then 1
had only dimly suspected this, and as all insane people do—I called
everyone insane except myself.

[Tenepw, BcioMuHasi 00 3TOM BPEMEHH, O CBOEM HACTPOCHUU mo20a 1
HAaCTPOCHHUH TeX JIOJEH [...]| MHE M JKaJKo, U CTPALIHO, U CMEIIHO, —
BO3HUKAET UMEHHO TO CAaMO€ YyBCTBO, KOTOPOE UCIBITHIBACIIb B JIOME
cymacuieamux. |...|

[...] YxacHO cTpaHHO, HO meneps MHE TIOHSTHO. |...|

[...] Tenepy MHE 5ICHO, UTO PA3HULIBI C CYMACILIEAIINM JOMOM HUKAKOH HE

GBIHO; mo2oa ¥e s TOJIbKO CMYTHO IMOA03pE€BaJI 3TO, U TO TOJIBKO, KaK U BCC
270
cymMacmeqmne, — Ha3bIBaJI BCCX CyMacClICAIIINMUA, KPOMC ce6;1.] 7

70 pSS 23: 5. My italics.
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Again, we see the temporal logic of conversion in operation: only now can I see what I
was blind to then. We find a similar construction in the next chapter, although here the
reference to the past is not explicitly marked by a temporal adverb, but rather implied
through the use of preterite verbs. Describing his first attempts to teach, he writes that,
“Now (Teper’) it is funny for me to recall how I prevaricated (kak ia vilial) in order to
fulfill my whim to teach, even though 7 knew very well in the depths of soul that I was
not able to teach anything that was needed because I myself did not know what was
needed.””!

As arule, the “now” denoted by teper’ refers to the narrative present; i.e. to the
privileged post-conversion position from which Tolstoy is recalling his past. In some
instances, however, it is used in passages that utilize the present tense to describe past
events. Even in these cases, teper” almost always is granted a greater truth-value than
prezhde, despite the fact that the truth it encompasses is only a relative truth, and not the
ultimate truth towards which Tolstoy is striving. For example, in Chapter Four, Tolstoy
describes his growing consciousness of his own mortality, which convinces him of the
absurdity and vanity of existence:

The former deception of the joys of life [...] no longer deceives me. Try as
I might to tell myself: ‘You cannot understand the meaning of life, so
don’t think about it—just live’—I cannot do this, because I did it for too
long before. Now I cannot avoid seeing the days and nights rushing
forward and leading me towards death. I see this alone because this alone
is the truth. Everything else is a lie.

[{Ipesxcnuti obMaH pagoCcTeid )KU3HH [...] y’ke He OOMaHbIBAaCT MEHSI.
CKOJIbKO HM TOBOPH MHE: Thl HE MOXKEIIb TIOHATH CMBICIIA KH3HHU, HE

Iymai, )KUBH, — sl HE MOT'y JIeJIaTh 3TOr0, IOTOMY YTO CIUIIKOM JOJIO
Jenai 3To npecoe. Teneps sl HE MOTY HE BUJCTb JHS U HOUH, OCTYIINX U

7 PSS 23: 9. My italics.
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BEIyIIUX MEHS K CMEPTH. S BIXKY 3TO OJJHO, IOTOMY YTO 3TO OJTHO —
. 272
uctiHa. OcTanbHOe BCE — J10XKb.]*

As we know, he will eventually move past the conviction that all sincere thought ends
with the acknowledgment that death is the only truth. Nonetheless, this idea comes closer
to the truth than the unthinking Epicureanism that had come before (prezhde), and thus is
privileged.

The function of this opposition is to effect a sharp division between pre- and post-
conversion selves. This motivation also explains why Tolstoy is so relentless in
criticizing his youthful transgressions. If we turn to two classic Western exemplars of the
genre—Augustine’s Confessions and John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners—we will see a similar propensity to cast the former self in a darker light than the
facts would dictate. Both Augustine and Bunyan describe the same basic progression as
Tolstoy: despite receiving a religious education, they lost their faith and fell into sin. And
both are just as harsh on themselves as Tolstoy is in condemning this life of sin. In his
Confessions, Augustine castigates himself for having stolen trifles from his parents and
cheated at childhood games when he was a small boy. Later, when he reached sexual

273
2273 He devotes

maturity, he “ran wild in the shadowy jungle of erotic adventures.
substantial attention to one episode in his adolescence when, accompanied by a rowdy
gang of his mates, he stole pears from a vineyard. While the theft of fruit might seem like
a relatively minor infraction, Augustine uses it to illustrate his fundamentally sinful

nature: “It was foul, and I loved it. I loved the self-destruction, I loved my fall, not the

object for which I had fallen but my fall itself. My depraved soul leaped down from your

2 PSS 23: 14. My italics.

n Augustine, 53.
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firmament to ruin. I was seeking not to gain anything by shameful means, but shame for

»2"* Bunyan also places great emphasis on his youthful sins in his spiritual

its own sake.
autobiography. He faults himself for cursing, violating the Sabbath, harboring a passion
for boisterous dancing, and even for his burning desire to ring church bells that did not
belong to him (“Now you must know that before this I had taken much delight in ringing,
but my conscience beginning to be tender, I thought such practice was but vain, and
therefore forced myself to leave it; yet my mind hankered; wherefore I would go to the
steeple-house and look on, though I durst not ring”).*”

For the modern reader encountering these texts for the first time, both men’s
obsessions with what seem to be relatively minor sins are difficult to comprehend. Why
does Augustine shed so many tears over spoiled fruit? Why does Bunyan, who never
seems to have caused any real harm to anyone, consider himself to be “the chief of
sinners?” The answer lies in the nature of the narrative accounts that they present. For
both authors—and for Tolstoy as well— exaggerating the severity of their youthful sins
is essential for maintaining the structural coherence and emotional impact of their
narratives. In order to “arouse disgust” in their readers, it is necessary for the authors of
conversion narratives to convince the audience of the depth of their depravity. Where the
facts fail to cast the former self in a sufficiently negative light, they must be exaggerated
or invented. As we concluded in in the first chapter of the present study, the conversion

narrative is built around the presence of a discrete break, one that separates the sinful past

from the righteous future. It stands to reason that the impact of the transformation will

2 1bid., 56.

> John Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners in A Faithful Account of the Life and
Death of John Bunyan, 9" ed. (London: S. Gilbert, 1716), 14.
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vary in direct proportion to the depths of the depravity from which the author has rescued
himself. If the basic shape of the conversion narrative can be expressed through the
formula, “I once was lost, and now am found,” then it follows that the more lost I was,
the more dramatic the impact will be on those around me when I am finally found. As a
number of scholars have noted, Tolstoy himself had acknowledged the truth of this
proposition in one of his earliest works. In Youth, Irten’ev recalls that:
It seemed to me to be so easy and natural to tear myself from my entire
past, to change, to forget everything that was, and to begin my life with all
of its relationships again, that the past did not weigh on me or constrict
me. [ even took pleasure in my disgust for the past and tried to see it as
being darker than it had been. The blacker was the circle of memories of
it, the purer and more radiant appeared the bright, pure point of the present
and the rainbow-colored hues of the future that emanated from it.
[MHe Ka3ajoch Tak JIETKO U €CTECTBEHHO OTOPBATHCS OT BCETO
MPOILEIIIET0, ePeaesaTh, 3a0bITh BCE, UTO OBIJIO, M HAYaTh CBOIO )KHU3Hb
CO BCEMH €€ OTHOIICHUSIMHU COBEPIICHHO CHOBA, YTO MPOLIE/IIee He
TATOTHJIO, HE CBA3BIBAIO MEHS. Sl 1axke Haclaxaicsa B OTBPAILICHUH K
MPOIIEIIEMY U CTapajicst BUAETh €ro MpauyHee, 4eM OHO Obu10. Uem
yepHee ObUT KpYT BOCHOMUHAHUN MPOILIEAIIET0, TEM YHILE U CBETIICE
BBIJIaBAJIaCh U3 HETO CBETJIAs, YUCTask TOYKA HACTOALIETO, M Pa3BUBAINCH
pajyxHsle 1BeTa 6ynymero.]’
This is precisely the template that Tolstoy follows in the Confession, crucifying an
invented past self in order to emphasize the degree of the transformation that he claims to
have undergone.
It would, however, be a mistake to assume that Tolstoy’s decision to structure his
autobiographical narrative on the basis of a discrete temporal break was entirely
motivated by his drive to restore his psychological equilibrium, for there were also

fundamentally political motives at play. In the Confession, the juxtaposition of teper’ and

prezhde (or one of its functional equivalents) almost always denotes a temporal

276 p§S 2:85.
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comparison in which the present wins out over the past. There is only one exception to
this rule: in Chapter One we see the phrase “kak teper’, tak i togda”— now, as in the
past”—repeated several times in close succession:

Now, as in the past, it is impossible to tell by the life of an individual, by
his deeds, whether or not he is a believer. If there is a difference between
devout Orthodox believers and unbelievers, then it is not to the advantage
of the former. Now, as in the past, the open avowal and confession of
Orthodoxy is most frequently encountered among people who are dim-
witted, cruel, lacking in morals, and those who consider themselves to be
very important [...]

[...] Thus, now, as in the past, religious teaching that are accepted on
trust and supported by external pressures slowly melt away under the
influence of knowledge and life experience that contradicts those
teachings, and an individual often lives for a long time imagining that the
religious teachings imparted to him from his childhood remain whole
within him even when in reality there is not a trace of them left.

[[To *u3HM YeoBeKa, 10 JejiaM €ro, KaK menepb, mak u mo2od, HIKaK
HEJIb3sl y3HATh, BEPYIOIINN OH MK HET. Ecin U ecTh paszanuue Mexay
SIBHO MCITOBEIYIOIIUMH MTPABOCIIABUE M OTPHUIIAIOIIUMHE €0, TO HE B
MOJIB3Y MEPBBIX. Kax meneps, max u moeda SBHOE NPU3HAHUE U
WCTIOBEIAHUE TIPABOCIABHSI OOJIBIIICIO YACTHIO BCTPEUATIOCH B JIFOSIX
TYMBIX, )KECTOKUX U OC3HPABCTBCHHBIX M CYMTAIOIINX CeOsl OYCHD
BOXHBIMU |...]

[...] Tak uTo kax menepv, max u npedxcoe BEPOyUICHUE, IPHUHITOEC 1O
JIOBEPHIO U TIOJICPKUBACMOE BHEIITHUM JABJICHUEM, TIOHEMHOT'Y TaeT IO/
BJIMSIHUEM 3HAHHUU U OTBITOB H3HH, IPOTUBOIOJIOXKHBIX BEPOYUCHHIO, U
YEJIOBEK OYEHB YacTO JIOJITO )KHUBET, BOOOpaXKasi, 4TO B HEM IIEJIO TO
BEpPOYUCHHE, KOTOPOE COOOIIEHO OBLIIO €My C IETCTBA, TOTJa KaK ero
JTABHO YK€ HET U cneJ:[a.]277

Here the antonymic contrast between teper” and prezhde slips away: they paradoxically
represent one and the same state of affairs. And this brings us to one of the central goals
of the division of the self that is at the heart of the conversion narrative. The convert does
not merely seek to convince his readers that he has changed, but also to present that
change as a model for broader changes in society. Just as Tolstoy wants us to believe that

he has effected a leap from the past to a present that is inherently superior, he wants us to

77 pSS 23: 1. My italics.
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see that society must also take this leap. In this sense, the accusation that Mikhailovskii
leveled at Tolstoy—that he had dressed himself “in the cloak of a preacher [to rage] at the
sins of society”—seems odd. His goal, after all, was obviously to preach twice-born truth
to once-born sinner; had he had some other end in mind, he would not have chosen to
express himself through a conversion narrative.

Tolstoy, of course, was far from the first to employ his own conversion as an
instrument in a political struggle. Indeed, in the Western tradition, the conversion
narrative plays much the same role as does the jeremiad, the other characteristic form of
Puritan rhetoric. The goal of both forms is to advance a critique of contemporary society
as a whole. The difference is that where the author of the jeremiad positions himself
outside of the society he is criticizing, the author of the conversion narrative uses his
former self as a stand in for that society. Thus, in order to attack the Manichean heresy,
Augustine emphasizes his former connections to the sect. In a similar fashion, Bunyan
lashes into himself for having been taken with the pageantry of the established Church: “I
was so over-run with the spirit of superstition,” he writes, “that I adored, and that with
great devotion, even all things (both the high-place, priest, vestment, service, and what
else) belonging to the church; counting all things holy that were therein contained.”*”
Later, he describes his infatuation with rival Protestant sects, including the Quakers and
the Ranters, for the sole purpose of criticizing their failings.

This is precisely what Tolstoy does in the Confession. He creates an image of his
former self that shares the views of his contemporary opponents, passing off a venomous
attack on his rivals in the form of a self-critique. The primary target of his assault,

ironically, is not the official Church, but rather its secular, atheistic opponents. In order to

*”8 Bunyan, Grace Abounding, 7.
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reveal the shortcomings of the left intelligentsia, he reinvents his former self in the image
of one of its representatives, and alters the facts when it is necessary to accomplish this
goal. This can help us to account for many of the fabrications that we have identified
above: Having come to believe that religion is an essential component of a meaningful
life, Tolstoy reinvents himself as an atheist to reveal the deficiencies of unbelief; having
failed to best his populist rivals in an open polemic, he casts himself as a staunch
advocate of progress who has seen the errors of his way; having strengthened in his
conviction that the peasantry comprehends the truth more than the gentry, he pretends

that he had only recently come to realize that there is value in folk spirituality.
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From Art to Life and Back Again

As Paperno notes, in the Western tradition the concept of conversion is marked by
“a certain ambiguity: It refers both to abandoning of one faith for another and to a change
to a more exacting attitude toward the faith one already has.”*”® The Confession
embraces both of these interpretations. While the repeated use of the teper /prezhde
dichotomy emphasizes the presence of a radical break, Tolstoy also suggests that his
conversion was just as much a return to his past as it was a “new birth.” This idea first
appeared in the letter he wrote to Strakhov on November 30, 1875, in which, we will
recall, he had likened his path through life to a man climbing a mountain:

I have lived through that period of childhood and youth when I was
climbing higher and higher on this mysterious mountain of life, hoping to
find on its summit a reward that would be worthy of the efforts that I had
expended; I have lived through that period of maturity, when, having
reached the summit, I, satisfied and calm, fastidiously and unhurriedly
relaxing, strolled, searching around myself for those fruits of life that I had
earned; I have lived through the feeling of bewilderment at the thought
that I had been mistaken to ascribe an extrinsic meaning to those fruits that
I had attained, or at the thought that the disconnect between these fruits
and the desire to attain them is the shared fate of all men. I have lived
through the realization that on that peak there was nothing that I had been
waiting for, and that now, like it or not, I am left with only one thing to
do—to climb down the other side to the same place from which I came.
And I have begun this descent. Not only are there none of the desires that
so imperceptibly carried me up, but there is a contradictory, unworthy
desire to stop, to grab onto something, there is terror (still more unworthy)
before that which awaits me; and I slowly and observantly walk down,
recalling the path that I have travelled, sorting out what is true and striving
to extract from the path I have travelled and my observations of the world
around me the secret of the meaning of that life that I have lived, and the
still greater secret of what awaits me in the place whither I am
involuntarily rushing.

[41 mepexun TOT epuo1 JETCTBA, FOHOCTH, MOJIOJOCTH, KOT/1A 5
MOJHUMAJICS BBILIE U BBILIE HA 3Ty TAMHCTBEHHYIO TOPY KU3HU, HAAEACH

279 Paperno, “Who, What Am 1?7, 73.
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HalTH Ha ee BEpLIMHE Pe3yJIbTaT, JOCTONHBIN M0JI0KEHHBIX TPYOB;
MIEPEXKWI U TOT IIEPUOJ 3PEIIOCTH, BO BPEMsI KOTOPOT O, BOMS Ha
BEPIIUHY, 5, JOBOJBHBINA M CIIOKOWHBIN, pa300pPUMBO U HETOPOILTUBO
OT/bIXas, IIeJ, PA3bICKUBAsk BOKPYT ce0sl T€ TUIOIbI KU3HH, KOTOPBIX 5
JOCTHUT; IIEPEKWIT U TO IIOHEMHOT'Y HACTYIIAaBIlIEe HEJOYMEHHE O TOM, s JIU
omuOCs, MPUMUCHIBast HECBOWCTBEHHOE 3HAUCHHE TEM III0JaM, KOTOPBIX 5
JOCTHT, WX HECOOTBETCTBEHHOCTD 3TUX IUIOZOB C JKEJIAaHUEM UX
TOCTIDKEHHSI €CTh 001Iast cyabp0a JII0ei; Mepexuil 1 yOexKIeHHE B TOM,
YTO Ha BEPIIMHE ITON HUYETo He ObLIO U3 TOTO, YEero s XKAaJ, U 4TO
TeIepb BOJICH-HEBOJIEW MHE OCTAETCsl OJTHO — CITyCKaThCs C IPYroun
CTOpPOHBI TyZa, OTKyJa 5 Bblel. 1 s Hagan sTot ciyck. He Tonbko HET
OoJee TexX JKelnaHui, KOTOpBIE TaK HE3aMETHO BHECTH MEHS HaBepX, HO
€CTb IIPOTUBYIIOIOKHOE, HEOCTOMHOE KEJIaHUE OCTAHOBUTHCH,
NpUIEPKATHCS 32 UTO-HUOY1b, €CTh MUHYTaMHU yKac (e1me 6oee
HEJIOCTOMHBIN) MPEJl TEM, UTO 05KMJIA€T MEHS; U sl MEIJICHHO
OCMOTPHUTEJIBHO Hly BHU3, BCIOMUHAS IPOMACHHBIN YTk, pa3oupas
HACTOSIIUHN U CTapasich U3 BCETO MPOMICHHOTO MMy TH U U3 HAOIIOICHUH
OKPY’KaIOILEro MEHs IPOHUKHYTh TAWHY TOT'0, YTO 3HAYUT Ta JKU3Hb,
KOTOPYIO 5 IPOXKUII, U €11 OONBIIYIO TailHy TOTO, YTO 0XKHJIACT MEHS TaM,
B TOM MECTE, K KOTOPOMY 5 HEBOJIBHO CTPEMITIOCh. ]!

The image of conversion as a return to the past would reappear in the Confession. In
Chapter Ten, when Tolstoy explains how his newfound faith saved him from the
temptation to commit suicide, he writes that the “life force” that returned to him was “not
new, but very old”: “It was the same force that had guided me during the early periods of
my life. In essence, I returned to the first things, to the things of childhood and youth. I
returned to a faith in that which gave birth to me, and which asked something of me; I
returned to the conviction that the single most important purpose in my life was to be
better.” The only difference, he goes on to explain, “was that I had once accepted all this
on an unconscious level, while now I knew that I could not live without it.”**' The
chapter ends with an extended metaphor in which Tolstoy likens himself to an oarsman

who, accompanied by many other vessels, has followed the current, hoping that it will

%0 pgs 62:27.
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lead him into safe harbor. In the middle of the current, he looks around and sees that he is
racing headlong into rapids that will surely destroy his vessel. Convinced that there is no
hope for salvation, he throws down his oars. Finally, however, he remembers his way,
and, seizing his oars once more, begins to pull against the current, heading back towards
the shore from whence he has departed. “The shore,” he explains, “was God, the stream
was tradition, and the oars were the free will given to me to make it to the shore where I
would be joined with God. Thus the force of life was renewed within me, and I began to
live once again.”***

This passage can be taken as a template for interpreting the central paradox of the
Confession. To this day, the publication of the work is seen as marking a decisive retreat
from literary fiction, despite the fact that Tolstoy would go on to write and publish a great
number of artistic works in the last three decades of his life. And yet at the same time it
can be seen as Tolstoy’s radical attempt to structure his own life story, his own narrative
of self, on precisely the same pattern that he had employed so many times in the very
works of fiction that he claimed to reject. In this sense it is folly to approach the
Confession as an attempt to provide an accurate autobiographical account or to criticize
the author for his failure to present a narrative that accords precisely with the established
record regarding the events in question. Rancour-Laferriere has argued that Tolstoy’s late
religious works “are not literary works, properly speaking. The person who says ‘I’ in
these works is not some fictional character or invented narrator. Rather, that person is

Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoy himself, who is honestly trying to represent himself to the
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»28 This interpretation could not be further from my own. In my view, what

reader [...]
the Confession presents is precisely an “invented narrator,” a figure that is essentially a
fictional character and who therefore cannot be judged by the standards of truth and
falsity.

The Confession provided the most detailed version of a story that Tolstoy would
repeat many times over the course of the three decades that separated its completion and
his death, a narrative account that would become the bedrock of a newly reconstituted
identity. The first reiteration of the central narrative of the Confession appeared in the
“Notes of a Christian” (Zapiski khristianina) that he penned in 1881. Although the
“Notes” were ostensibly presented as the continuation of the private diary that he had
abandoned in 1865, the opening lines leave no doubt that Tolstoy had a wider audience in
mind than this generic framing would suggest: “I know,” he wrote, “that they will judge
me for this title. [...] Let them judge” (Znaiu, chto za eto zaglavie menia osudiat. [...]
Puskai sudiat).”® Having issued a rejoinder to his would-be critics, he provided an
abbreviated summary of the account from the Confession:

I have lived on the earth for fifty years, and with the exception of
fourteen or fifteen almost unconscious years of childhood, I have lived not
as a Christian, not as a Muslim, not as a Buddhist, but as a nihilist in the
most straightforward and genuine meaning of the word; i.e. without any
faith.

Two years ago I became a Christian. And since that point, everything that
I see, hear, and experience, everything appears to me in such a new light
that it seems to me that this new view of life of mine, which resulted from
the fact that I have become a Christian, ought to be interesting and perhaps
also instructive, and thus I am writing these notes. I have written a long
book about how I passed from being a nihilist to being a Christian. In this

book I gave a detailed description of how I leaved for more than thirty
years enjoying universal respect, and even praise, for my compositions,

*3 Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, Tolstoy’s Quest for God (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers,

2007), 5.
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which were composed by a nihilist. The word ‘nihilist’ is now taken to
refer to social revolutionaries, but I employ it in its true meaning: unbelief
in anything but mammon. There, in this book, I describe how I lived as
such a nihilist for thirty-five years, how I wrote eleven volumes of
compositions for the edification of the Russian people, for which, besides
praise of all sorts, I received thousands of rubles, how I became convinced
that I not only had nothing to teach to people, but decisively lacked even
the slightest comprehension of what I was, what is good, and what is bad.
And how, having become convinced of my own ignorance and not seeing
any way out of it, I came to despair and nearly hanged myself, and how
later through various torturous and difficult paths I arrived at my faith in
the Christian teaching, and how I came to understand this teaching.

[41 mpoxwun Ha cBeTe 52 roaa u 3a UCKIoueHueM 14-u, 15-u gerckux,
MOUYTH O€CCO3HATENBHBIX, 35 JIEeT 51 PO HU XPUCTUAHUHOM, HU
MaroMeTaHWHOM, HU OyIIMCTOM, & HUTHJIMCTOM B CAMOM MIPSIMOM U
HACTOSIIEM 3HAYCHHUH ITOTO CJIOBA, T. €. 0€3 BCAKOM BEPHI.

JIBa rosia Tomy Haszaj s CTall XpUCTHAHUHOM. M BOT ¢ TeX 1op BCE, UTO 5
CHBIILY, BU)KY, UCIIBITBIBAIO, BCE MPEACTABISAECTCS MHE B TAKOM HOBOM
CBETE, UYTO, MHE KaXKETCs, 3TOT HOBBLIN B3IJISA] MOM Ha YKH3Hb,
MIPOUCXOJISIINIA OT TOTO, YTO 5 CTAJI XPUCTUAHUHOM, JIOJKEH OBITh
3aHUMATEJICH, & MOXKET OBbITh, U IOYYUTEIICH, U IOTOMY S MTUIITY 3TH
3anuckd. O TOM, Kak s cleaycsl U3 HUTHIINCTAa XPUCTHAHUHOM, s Harucasl
JUTMHHYIO KHUTY. B KHHTe 3TOH 5 moApoOHO omucal To, Kak st 6ombiue 30
JIET MPOKMUJI, TIOJIb3YSCh BCEOOIUM YBOKEHUEM, JTaXKe MMOXBAIAMHU 32 MOH
COUMHEHMSI, COBEPUICHHEHUIITUM HUTHIIUCTOM. CIIOBO HUTUIIUCT y HAC
MPHUHSITO TETEPh YIOTPEOISITh B CMBICIIE COLUATI-PEBOIIOIIMOHEPA; HO I
ynoTpeOJIsaio €ro B ero HacTOSIIeM 3HAaUeHUU — HEBEpHUs HU BO UTO,
KpoMe MaMoOHa. Tam, B 3TOI KHHUTE, 5 ONKUCHIBAIO, KaK sl TAKUM
HUTHJIMCTOM MPOXKUII 35 JIET, KaK s HalKcall B IOyYEHHUE PYCCKUX JIIOACH
11-Th TOMOB COYMHEHHUH, 32 KOTOPBIE, KPOME BCAKOTO pOjia BOCXBAJICHH,
MOJTYYHJI THICSY MOJITOPACTA JICHET, KaK s YOeIUJIICS, UTO HE TOJIBKO
HUYEMY HE MOTY YUMTh JIIOJIEH, HO PELIUTEIBHO CaM HE UMEIO HU
MAJICHILIETO MTOHATHUS O TOM, YTO 51 TAKOE, UTO XOPOLIO, 4TO AypHO. U KaK,
yOeIuBIINCH B CBOEM HE3HAHUU, HE BUJS U3 HETO BBIXO/IA, S IPUIIIET B
OTYasTHUE W YyTh OBIJIO HE TIOBECHUJICS, i KaK TIOTOM Pa3TUYHBIMU
MYYHUTEJIbHBIMU U CIOKHBIMU My TSIMU IIPUILET K BEpE B XPUCTHAHCKOE
YYEHUE, U KaK sl IOHSJ 3TO yquHe.]285

Similar synopses worked their way into a number of other non-fiction writings composed
between 1881 to 1886, including his Synthesis and Translation of the Four Gospels

(Soedinenie i perevod chetyrekh evangelii, 1882): “Having been led into despair and the

25 pgs 49: 8-9.
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negation of life by reason that lacked faith, I, having looked around me at living
humanity, became convinced that this despair is not the common lot of men, but that men
have [always] lived and [still] live by faith.”), his Study of Dogmatic Theology (1882: “1
found salvation from despair in a union with the Orthodox Church. I was firmly
convinced that its teachings contained the only truth, but many manifestations of this
teaching that contradicted the fundamental concepts that I had about God and his law
compelled me to dedicate myself to the study of these teachings themselves”**), and his
long essay “What I Believe” (V chem moia vera, 1884: “I lived on the earth for fifty-five
years, and, with the exception of fourteen or fifteen years of my childhood, I lived for
thirty-five years as a nihilist in the most genuine sense of the word [...] Five years ago I
came to believe in the teachings of Christ and my life suddenly changed: I ceased to
desire that which I had formerly desired and began to desire that which I formerly did not
desire. That which had formerly appeared good to me now appeared to be bad, and that
which had formerly appeared bad now appeared to be good”). **’ Before long, this

narrative of crisis and redemption would work its way back into his fictional productions.

*% PSS 23: 59.
7 pSS 23: 304. Tolstoy would continue to repeat elements of this narrative until the end of his
life. In a preface to a Russian edition of Guy de Maupassant’s works that he wrote in 1894,
Tolstoy noted that he had first become acquainted with the French writer in 1881: “[...F]or me
this was the most volatile period of the internal reconstruction of my entire worldview, and in this
reconstruction that activity which is called ‘artistic’ and to which I had formerly dedicated all of
my strength not only lost the importance that I had earlier ascribed to it, but became frankly
unpleasant by virtue of the unnatural importance that it had acquired in my life [...]” (PSS 30: 4-
5). The central narrative of the Confession would appear once more in the preface to Biriukov’s
biography that he penned in 1905. Here Tolstoy describes his life as a progression of four stages:
the first encompasses the “guiltless, joyful, poetic period of childhood” that lasted from birth until
the age of fourteen; the second spans the “terrible twenty years [...] of crude debauchery, service
to ambition, vanity, and, most importantly, lust”; the third includes the eighteen years “from my
marriage to my spiritual birth” when he had been a slave to “egotistical anxieties related to my
family life, the improvement of my [material] condition, and the acquisition of literary success
and of every sort of pleasure;” and finally, the fourth period “in which I am now living and in
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The first attempt at a fictional representation of a conversion narrative came in the
form of an unfinished short story entitled “Notes of a Madman” (Zapiski sumashedshego)
that was drafted in 1884. The story is told by an unnamed first-person narrator who
experiences a dramatic existential crisis that leads to an equally dramatic moral
transformation. At the beginning of the story, we learn that the narrator has been declared
insane by the authorities, a diagnosis that he disputes. He then relates the circumstances
that led to this declaration, explaining that, though he had experienced moments of true
religiosity in his youth, the awakening of his sexual drive at the age of fourteen had led
him to live “like all boys:” “I began to know women and thus, seeking pleasure and

finding it, I lived until I was thirty-five.”**®

While traveling to the Penza province to
inspect an estate, the narrator and his servant stop to spend the night in an inn near the
town of Arzamas. He awakens in the middle of the night in a state of complete vertigo:
“Why have I come here? Where am I taking myself? What am I running away from?”’
The answer, he realizes, is that he is running from his awareness of his own mortality:
“[...] I saw and felt that death was approaching, and at the same time felt that it ought not
to exist. My whole being felt the desire and the right to live, and, at the same time, the
death that was taking place. [...] Everything told me the same thing: There is nothing in

99289

life, but there is death, and it ought not to exist.””" The feeling of apprehension recedes

temporarily, but reappears with even greater intensity the next day. He beseeches God for

which I hope to die, and from the perspective of which I perceive the entire meaning of the life
that I have lived [...]” (v kotorom ia zhivu teper’ i v kotorom nadeius’ umeret’, i s tochki zreniia
kotorogo ia vizhu vse znachenie proshedshei zhizni). PSS 34: 347.

% PSS 26: 467.

2% PSS 26: 469-470.
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answers, but his prayers are met with silence. Before long, this ostanovka zhizni erupts
into a full-blown crisis that clearly echoes the one portrayed in the Confession: “From
that time practical affairs, both agricultural and familial, interested me less and less. They
even repelled me. Everything seemed to be not right. I did not know what was right, but

»2%0 Returning from another

that which had constituted my life ceased to constitute it.
estate that he is considering buying, the narrator meets an old peasant woman who
describes her impoverished existence to him. The recognition that his wealth stems from
the exploitation of the toiling masses marks the beginning of a moral awakening:
“Suddenly something that had long been dragging me down was torn away, as if it had
been born. [...] This was the beginning of my madness.” His “complete madness”
(polnoe sumashestvie), however, only manifested itself a month later during a church
service. Noticing that people were pushing each other to get closer to the cross and that
there were beggars waiting outside the church, he experiences a dramatic epiphany (“mne
vdrug iasno stalo”) that dispels the sensation of internal rupture (“razdiranie’’) along
with his fear of death.”®' The story ends with the narrator giving away all the money that
he is carrying to a beggar in the churchyard and returning home.

“Notes of a Madman” is an enigmatic story, and its incomplete nature makes it
difficult to arrive at a conclusive interpretation of many of its features. It is not clear, for
example, how we are to interpret references to the narrator’s madness. At first glance, it

would appear that these references are ironic, that it is society that is mad, and the

narrator who is one of the few sane men of his class. On the other hand, there are a

20 p§s 26: 473.

1 pSS 26: 474.
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number of points where the narrator’s ratiocinations appear to be disjointed. The internal
logic of such statements as, “And it suddenly became clear to me that all of this [at the
church] should not be. Moreover, it not only should not be, but was not, and if this was
not, then there was no death or terror [...]” (Malo togo, chto etogo ne dolzhno byt’, chto
etogo net, a net etogo, to net i smerti i strakha) is difficult to parse.*”> For our purposes,
however, the chief significance of the story is that it presents the first instance in which
the basic themes and images of crisis and conversion that had first appeared in the
Confession manifest themselves in a fictional production.

The next work of fiction in which these themes would appear is far more polished
and coherent. The Death of Ivan Il’ich (Smert’ Ivan II’icha, 1886) marks Tolstoy’s return
to artistic prose written for an educated audience. The novella centers on the passing of
the titular protagonist, a member of the Court of Justice, whose “life was the most simple

and most ordinary and most terrible.”*”?

The description of Ivan II’ich’s funeral in the
opening chapter and the subsequent account of his career as a jurist presents a biting
attack on the values of nineteenth-century chinovniki, but what is most significant for our
purposes is the account of the revelation that he experiences at the end of the narrative.
Having contracted a terminal illness of unknown provenance, Ivan II’ich is forced to
confront his own mortality and to ask himself what he truly desires. His first, instinctive
response to this question is that he wishes to return to the life that he had been living

before he had fallen ill, a life devoted to the acquisition of titles and material goods. This

desire leads him to ponder what he considers to have been good about that life, which in

22 Ibid.

293 PSS 26: 68.
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turn spurs him to attempt to construct a coherent narrative of his past. When he first tries
to do this, though, he finds that his past is ruptured: On the one side are memories of a
morally pure youth, and on the other is the corruption of his adult life, on the one side
“Vania” and on the other “Ivan II’ich”: “As soon as that which had resulted in his present
self, Ivan II’ich, began, then all those things that had formerly seemed to him to be joyful
now melted away and transformed into something insignificant and often repulsive in his
eyes.””* Ivan II’ich’s thoughts repeatedly approach the same conclusion—that his
suffering is the result of the corrupt life that he has lived (“vse eto proiskhodit ot togo,
chto on zhil ne tak”)—but he is unable to accept this conclusion: “he would immediately
recall the correctness of his life and chase away this strange thought away.”*””> As in
“Three Deaths” and the Confession, the only source of spiritual nourishment that Ivan
II’ich finds comes from a representative of the peasantry. While his family and friends
avoid acknowledging the reality of his situation, his peasant servant Gerasim is willing to
acknowledge the truth:
Gerasim was the one and only person who understood his situation and
took pity on him. And for this reason Ivan II’ich was well only with
Gerasim. It was good for him when Gerasim, sometimes for whole nights
on end, would hold his legs, and, not wanting to leave to sleep, would say:
“Don’t let yourself fuss, Ivan II’ich, I’ll get some sleep,” or when,
suddenly switching to an informal mode of address, he would add: “If you
weren’t ill, then why would I wait on you?” Only Gerasim did not lie; it
was clear from everything that he alone understood the nature of the
matter and did not consider it necessary to hide this, and simply pitied the
emaciated, weak master. When Ivan II’ich sent him away, he even
straightforwardly said: “We will all die. Why not take the trouble?”
signifying with these words that he was not burdened by his labors

precisely because he was performing them for a dying man and hoped that
someone would perform the same labors for him when his time came.

2% PSS 26: 106.

25 p§s 26: 107.
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[OnuH Tonbko ['epacum oHKMMAI 3TO MONOKEHUE U kainen ero. M noromy
WBany Unbuay xopomro 6su10 TONbKO ¢ ['epacumom. Emy xoporo 65110,
korza ['epacum, HHOT 1A 11€JIbIE HOUYM HAIIPOJIET, AEpKasl €ro HOTH U He
XOTeJ YXOJHUTb CIaTh, TOBOPS: BBl HE N3BOJIbTE OECIOKOUTHCS, VBaH
Wnpuy, BEICILIIOCH €111€; UIIU KOTJa OH BAPYT, IEPEX0/is Ha ThI,
npubaBIisiI: KaObl ThI HE OOJIBHOM, a TO OTYETO XKe He MOCIyKuTh? OIuH
I'epacuM He ara, o BCeMy BUAHO OBLJIO, YTO OH OJIMH MOHUMAJ, B YeEM
JIEJI0, U HE CUMTAJ HY>KHBIM CKPBIBAaTh 3TOT0, ¥ MIPOCTO KAJIENI UCYAXIIIETO
crnaboro 6apuna. OH gaxe pa3 npsMo ckazai, koraa Mean Nibny
oTcelIan ero: — Bcee ymupats Oynem. OTdero xe He OTpyIUThesa? —
CKa3aJl OH, BbIpaXkasi 3TUM TO, UTO OH HE TATOTUTCS CBOMM TPYJIOM
HMMEHHO ITIOTOMY, YTO HECET €r0 JUIsl yMUPAOILEro YeJI0BEKA U Ha/leeTCs,
YTO M JUIS HErO KTO-HUOY/Ib B €r0 BPEMs TIOHECET TOT e TPy, ]>°

It is while gazing at Gerasim that he finally comes to realize that his “strange thought” is
true: he has not lived as he ought to have. At first, this realization only magnifies his pain,
but ultimately it paves the way for the epiphany he experiences at the end of the story.
Having realized that he has ruined his life, Ivan II’ich comes to see that all hope is not
lost, that he can still rectify his error by dying and sparing his family from further
suffering. Like Prince Andrei, he comes to realize that “to love everyone [...] means to
not live this earthly life.”*’

Notes of a Madman” and The Death of Ivan 1l’ich not only reprise the central
narrative of the Confession, but present it in a more rigid, uncompromising form. Where
the narrator of the Confession experiences his transformation as a return to the youthful
righteousness that has been lost, the protagonists of these two works effect a more radical
break with their past selves. For them the passage into a new life requires that they sever

themselves entirely from their former selves, effecting the complete rupture that Tolstoy

himself was never able to accomplish.

2% PSS 26: 98.

27 pSS 12: 61.
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We find a virtually identical conclusion in “Master and Man,” (Khozian i
rabotnik), a short story that was completed nine years later, in 1895. The story centers on
Vasilii Andreevich Brekhunov, a landowner whose sole aim in life is to increase his
material wealth. When he finds himself stranded in a blizzard with his peasant servant
Nikita, Brekhunov’s first instinct is to save himself and abandon his companion: “It’s all
the same for him if he dies,” reasons the landowner. “What sort of life is his? It would be
no pity for him to lose his life, but I, thank God, have something to live for...” (Emu [...]

vse ravno umirat’. Kakaia ego zhizn! Emu i zhizni ne zhalko, a mne, slava bogu, est’

298

chem pozhit’...).”" After an unsuccessful attempt to abandon Nikita, Brekhunov

undergoes a change of heart. He opens his fur coat and covers his servant with his body.
As he drifts in and out of consciousness, Brekhunov experiences a complete break not
only with his former life, but with his sense of self:

And he remembers that Nikita is lying underneath him, and that he is
warm and alive, and it seems to him that he is Nikita and that Nikita is
him, and that his life is not in himself, but in Nikita. [...] “Nikita is alive,
and that means that I too am alive,” he says to himself jubilantly.

And he remembers money, the shop, the house, purchases, sales, and
Mironov’s [a wealthy man whom he had envied. JS.] millions; he finds it
difficult to grasp why this person, who had been called Vasilii Brekhunov,
had occupied himself with the things with which he had occupied himself.
‘Well, clearly he did not know what matters,” he thought of Vasilii
Brekhunov. ‘He did not know what I now know. Now there can be no
mistake. Now [ know.’

[ oH BcriomuHaeT, uto HUKuTAa JIEKUT MOJI HUM U YTO OH YTPEJIcs U
KUB, U €My KaxKeTcs, 4To oH — Hukura, a Hukuta — OH, U 4TO KU3Hb
€ro He B HeM caMoM, a B Hukute. OH HanpsAraer ciyx U CIbIIIUT
IbIXaHbe, qaxke caabbrii xpan Hukutel. « KuB Hukura, 3HAUHAT KUB U 51,
— C TOPKECTBOM TOBOPHT OH ce0e.

U oH BcnoOMUHAET NpO AEHBIH, NIPO JIABKY, 1OM, ITOKYIIKH, TPOJAKH U
MHJUTMOHBI MUPOHOBBIX; EMY TPYIHO IOHSTH, 3a4€M 3TOT YEJIOBEK,
KOTOpOro 3Bajii Bacunuem bpexyHOBBIM, 3aHUMAJICA BCEM TEM, YEM OH

2% PSS 29: 35.
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3aHuMalIcs. «YUTo K, BEAb OH HE 3HAJL, B UEM JIEJIO, — JIYMAET OH PO

Bacunbs bpexyHnoBa. — He 3Haun, Tak Tenepb 3Haw0. Tenepsb yx 0e3
299

omuOku. Teneps 3Hawm.|

If there is one phrase that captures the confidence of the twice-born man, it is this: “Now

I know.” Teper’ znaiu.

9 PSS 29: 44. My italics.



171

Chapter I1I: The Resurrection of Doubts

HUmaxk, noumu ce xyodooscecmeennoe
meopuecmeo Toacmozo ceooumcs K
eoOuHol meme. Haumu OJisi KH5351
Hexniooosa mecmo na zemie,
Xopouiee mecmo, ¢ KOmopozo 6cs
JHCUZHB MUPA NPEOCMABIANACH Obl
eMy eapMoHuel, a OH cam cebe -
Kpacueeuuum u 8eaudauum
Ye08eKOM MUpA.

-Maxkcum I'opekuit, «Mcropus
PYCCKOH JINTEpaTyphI»

After the Awakening

The narrative properties of conversion lend a sense of unity and finality to the
experience of radical personal transformation: Following an extended struggle, the
convert eventually reaches his goal, discovering a new truth and beginning a new life.
And yet this sense of narrative cohesion ill accords with lived experience, which has the
irksome tendency to go on even when the stories that we tell about it have reached their
ends. What, then, happens after a conversion has taken place? In The Death of Ivan 1l’ich
and “Master and Man” Tolstoy had dodged this question by having his hero die
immediately after experiencing an epiphany. Life, however, did not present such a
convenient solution.

In the Protestant tradition, the aftermath of transformation is frequently presented

as following one of two paths: backsliding and sanctification. Backsliding —the
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reversion to the mindset and habits of the former self—has historically been a matter of
great concern for members of faith groups that require or encourage their adherents to be
“born again.” In the mid-1650s the British Quaker James Nayler issued an open letter
entitled “To a Convinced Backslider,” in which he warned that God could pluck fish

from the net of truth and cast them back into the ocean to perish.*”’

Roughly fifteen years
later, Anthony Tompkins published his “Faithful Warning to all Backsliders” in which he
described his own battles with temptation, which he associated with his rational
consciousness, or the “reasoning part” to use his words. The pamphlet closed with a stern
caution “to all who are yet resisting the Light in their Consciences, to warn them to

return, whilst it is day.”"!

However, empirical studies of conversion in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries suggested that while there was justification for these
concerns, they may have been somewhat exaggerated: Starbuck surveyed one hundred
believers and found that while ninety-three percent of women and seventy-seven percent
of men reported that they had experienced some degree of reduction in their religious
fervor in the time since their conversions, only six percent came to reject their newfound
faith entirely. Based on these figures, he argued that while partial backsliding is “a very

common phenomenon,” it rarely leads to a total loss of faith: “[T]he effect of

conversion,” he concluded, “is to bring with it a changed attitude toward life which is

3% James Nayler, “To a Convinced Backslider,” in The Works of James Nayler (1618-1660), vol.
2, ed. Licia Kuenning (Farmington: Quaker Heritage Press: 2004), 590.

" Anthony Tomkins, “A faithful warning to all backsliders, who hold the truth in
unrighteousness, for to return to the Lord and cleave to the light which leadeth out of darkness”
(London: 1668), 11. For an insightful discussion of the treatment of backsliding in the writings of
seventeenth-century English Protestants, see A. Lloyde Moote, “Conversion and Backsliding in
Seventeenth-Century England: From Puritan Millenarianism to the Great Plague, ” Princeton
University Davis Center Paper, 2000.
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fairly constant and permanent, although the feelings fluctuate.”** Starbuck suggested that
in addition to a reversion to the former self, a convert might experience what he called
“sanctification,” which he defines as the polar opposite of backsliding. For Starbuck,
sanctification is something akin to a second level of conversion: the convert not only
perceives the existence of a religious truth, but comes to view himself as distinct from
common believers, as “set apart for a holy life.”** “Sanctification,” he writes, “is the
step, usually taken after much striving and discontent, by which the personality is finally
identified with the spiritual life which at conversion existed merely as a hazy possibility.”
He goes on to compare the sanctified convert to a musician who “in some moment of
inspiration [...] becomes the instrument through which music flows.”*** But while
sanctification is perceived as a further elevation, it also introduces significant pitfalls:

The increased subjectivity and inner appreciation of religion which
accompanies sanctification does not come without a sacrifice. There is, at
the same time, a decided narrowing of the range of interest in outward
things. This is the obverse side, and is perhaps an inevitable consequence
of the awakening on the inner side. The mind seems to have drawn in the
tentacles with which it felt its way into the manifold interests of its kind. In
certain ways it has lost touch with the outer world. [...]

[...]It is but a corollary of what has already been said to point out how
readily sanctification passes over into a pathological condition [...] The
signs of abnormality which sanctified persons show, judged by the
standards of what constitutes a normal citizen, are of frequent occurrence.
They get out of tune with other people; often they will have nothing to do
with church, which they regard as worldly; they become hyper-critical
toward others; they grow careless of their social, political and financial
obligations.’”’

392 Starbuck, 360.
3% Ibid., 118.
3% Ibid., 384-385.

3% bid., 386, 389.
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Tolstoy’s experience in last three decades of his life contained elements of both
backsliding and sanctification. On the one hand, there can be no doubt that he failed to
follow through with all of the dictates of his newfound faith, that he was never able to
effect the complete break with his aristocratic lifestyle and his vocation as an artist that
he had proclaimed in the Confession. On the other hand, we can certainly see signs of
something akin to sanctification in the increasingly dogmatic stances he took on a range
of issues relating to politics and personal morality and in his uncompromising insistence
that his wife and children accede to the demands of his newfound ethical code.

Many of the tensions that came to characterize Tolstoy’s life in the period
following his conversion, however, went beyond the poles of backsliding and
sanctification, but rather stemmed from the difficulties he faced in reconciling his claims
of having undergone a second birth with his need to conceive of his life in terms of a
coherent narrative that would embrace both pre-conversion and post-conversion selves.
Tolstoy was well aware that the fame that allowed him to exert influence on
contemporary political developments was the fruit of the very artistic productions that he
had come to reject. The question of the relationship between his past as a fiction writer
and his present vocation as a moral teacher, therefore, was never far from his mind. This
question, it is important to note, would never have arisen had Tolstoy embraced a Pauline
model of conversion, one in which the rupture between former and present selves is
regarded as complete and irreversible. Rather, it was the product of his distinct
conceptualization of conversion as entailing both a radical break with the sinful past and
a return to the enlightened innocence of the past that had preceded the descent into sin.

From his earliest journal entries, it is clear that he considered a unified, coherent narrative
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conception of the self to be indispensable, but his claims to have experienced a “second
birth” threatened this sense of unity and coherency, introducing a new obstacle in what
Paperno describes as his lifelong quest to “define his own self from the unmediated

3% By the beginning of the 1890s, we see evidence of a

position of the speaking subject.
heightened concern in Tolstoy’s writings regarding the legacy of his own pre-conversion
past. This concern manifested itself through a conscious turn to the past, a turn that left its
mark on a number of works that directly referenced and engaged with his earliest works
of fiction, including the short stories “Kholstomer,” which he had begun in 1863 but only
finished in 1886, and “The Devil,” in which he revived the character of Nikolai Irten’ev,
the hero of his earliest novels, in order to depict the deleterious influence of sexual
passions. Perhaps the most significant work in which Tolstoy consciously returned to his

pre-conversion fiction, however, was Resurrection (Voskresenie), his last major novel,

which was published in 1899. It is this work that we will discuss in this chapter.

306 Paperno, Who, What Am 17, 7.
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“An unashamedly purpose novel”

The publication of Resurrection in 1899 came as a shock to both readers and
critics alike; more than twenty years after the completion of Anna Karenina, the “great
writer of the Russian land,” as Turgenev had famous called him in his deathbed entreaty,
had finally and unexpectedly returned to the form of the large novel. In comparison to his
earlier novels, which had featured hundreds of characters and multiple intertwining
plotlines, the central narrative of Resurrection is simple and straightforward, focusing on
the relationship between two protagonists, Prince Dmitrii Nekhliudov, a depraved
aristocrat, and Katerina Maslova, a prostitute who is wrongly convicted of murder. In the
opening chapters, Nekhliudov receives a summons for jury duty. When he arrives at the
courthouse he is assigned to judge the case of a prostitute who stands accused of
murdering a merchant. He is shocked when he recognizes the prostitute as Maslova, a
young woman whom he had once loved, but then cruelly seduced and abandoned, an act
that inaugurated her moral downfall and eventual descent into prostitution. Due to a
purely technical error—the jurors inadvertently omit the phrase “without intent to take
life” while filling out the verdict form—Maslova is convicted and sentenced to a lengthy
term of penal labor in Siberia. The realization that he has wounded the same woman
twice sparks a moral awakening in Nekhliudov: He resolves to do all that he can to secure
her release, to accompany her to Siberia should he fail, and to offer her his hand in
marriage in order to expiate his sins. The bulk of the novel is dedicated to an account of
Nekhliudov’s efforts on behalf of Maslova and other oppressed prisoners whom he

meets.
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For the reading public, the novel’s appearance was a surprising and unanticipated
event. In truth, however, it was an event that had taken over a decade to come to
fruition.>*” Tolstoy had first conceived of the basic plot of Resurrection in 1887, when the
jurist Anatolii Koni told him a remarkable story about a petitioner who had come to his
chambers one day bearing a frantic request. The petitioner, a young man with an
aristocratic background, explained that he had recently served on a jury in the trial of a
woman named Rozalia Oni, a Finnish prostitute who had been charged with theft. In an
extraordinary coincidence, he recognized the defendant as the young woman whom he
had seduced and impregnated when he was only sixteen years old. This act, he believed,
had directly led to her descent into a depraved lifestyle. Stricken with grief, the young
man immediately proposed to Oni, although she died of typhus shortly thereafter. Tolstoy
was fascinated by the story and urged Koni to write an account. When his friend
demurred, Tolstoy asked him for permission to use the incident as the basis for a fictional
production.

That Tolstoy would have found Koni’s story so intriguing comes as no surprise.
As Hugh McLean notes, themes of “sexual guilt and revulsion” had long held the writer’s
interest, and these themes were particularly dominant in a number of works that he
composed in the late 1880s and early 1890s, including The Kreutzer Sonata, “The Devil,”

and Father Sergius.”* At the same time, the image of a repentant nobleman turning his

397 For a detailed account of the novel’s conception, composition, and publication, see V. A.

Zhdanov, Tvorcheskaia istoriia romana L.N. Tolstogo ‘Voskresenie’ (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’,
1960). For a more concise summary, see N. K. Gudzii, “Istoriia pisaniia i pechataniia
‘Voskreseniia’” in PSS 33: 329-422.

% McLean, 72. McLean argues that Koni’s story would have been especially compelling to
Tolstoy, since, as he would later confess, in his university days he had himself seduced one of his
aunt’s servants, a sinful act that he blamed for her subsequent moral and physical deterioration.
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back on high society and his own sinful past and attempting to effect a union with a
representative of the oppressed lower classes presented a narrative of conversion that
broadly mirrored Tolstoy’s own tortured efforts to forge a new existence unsullied by
aristocratic privileges. (Sof’ia Andreevna noted these parallels in her diary entry for
September 13, 1898: “It torments me,” she wrote, “that Nekhlyudov the hero should be
described in terms of his transformation from a state of degradation to a state of grace, for
I see Lev Nikolaevich himself in this, and this is the way he sees himself too—when in
fact he describes all these moral transformations very well in books, but never actually

achieves them in life.” 3%

) But while he managed to write a handful of drafts between
1889 and 1891, his progress was slow and he eventually abandoned the project. It was
not until 1895 that he returned to the work. In early August of that year Tolstoy read the
first completed draft to a small group of guests that included Strakhov, Anton Chekhov,
Sergei Taneev, a well-known composer who is widely regarded as the model for
Trukhachevskii in “The Kreutzer Sonata,” and Count Adam Olsuf’ev, a landowner and
longtime family friend of the Tolstoys. The reaction of the assembled guests was mixed.
Taneev found the second half of the draft lacking, complaining that it “does not produce
as strong of an impression as the first.”*'’ Strakhov was taken by the central plot and

theme of the project, but thought that the character of the hero and his “awakening”

remained unclear. Tolstoy was disappointed by this lukewarm reception, but continued

% Tolstoy, Sophia. The Diaries of Sophia Tolstoy, ed. O.A. Golinenko, S.A. Rozanova, B.M.
Shumova, I.A. Pokrovskaya, and N.I. Azarova, trans. Cathy Porter (New York: Random House,
1985), 341.

'S 1. Taneev, Lichnost’, Tvorchestvo, dokumenty ego zhizni (Moscow: Gosudarstennoe
izdatel’stvo Muzykal’nyi sector, 1925), 61-62. Quoted in PSS 33: 346.
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to work on the novel for the rest of the year before abandoning it once more in 1896. The
novel might never have been completed had it not been for Tolstoy’s involvement in the
campaign to resettle the Dukhobors, a pacifist religious sect that was severely persecuted
for their resistance to conscription.”’' In the late 1890s, a coalition of activists that
included Tolstoy had persuaded the government to allow the Dukhobors to emigrate en
masse to Canada, provided that they pay for the voyage with private funds. Although he
had earlier denounced the practice of copywriting literary texts, he decided to make an
exception for the sake of the sectarians: In 1898 he agreed to publish Resurrection and
donate the profits to the relief fund. The final stage of composition began in July of that
year and lasted until December 1899.

The publication of a new novel by Tolstoy was greeted as a major literary event in
both Russia and the West. Not surprisingly, Resurrection enjoyed immediate commercial
success in Russia, quickly selling more copies than either War and Peace or Anna
Karenina. The novel was a smashing success outside of Russia as well: Between 1899
and 1900 no less than twelve German and fifteen French translations were issued.”'> The
author’s friend Vladimir Stasov, a noted art critic, described the excitement that the novel
engendered among the reading public: “How all of us here rejoiced when we learned that
the chapters of Resurrection will not be 60 or 80 but 100 or more. Without exception all

are saying on every side: ‘Ah, there will be more, more will be added! May God grant

31 On Tolstoy’s involvement with the Dukhobors, see George Woodcock and Ivan Avakumovic,
The Doukhobors (Toronto and New York: Oxford University Press, 1968).

32 Simmons, Introduction to Tolstoy’s Writings, 190. According to Simmons, many foreign
translations were unauthorized, and some featured substantial revisions. The French newspaper
Echo de Paris, for example, inserted gratuitous love scenes in response to public demand, while
the editors of Cosmopolitan took the opposite tack, toning down passages that might offend their
readers’ prudish sensibilities.
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that there will be more and more!”>"?

There was no shortage of exultant proclamations
from readers expressing their admiration for Tolstoy’s achievement. “Your novel often
ceases to be literature,” wrote the dramatist Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko.
Nemirovich-Danchenko went on to explain that he was so engrossed by the text that he
felt that he was not so much reading the text as he was living within its world: “For a
person who is seriously occupied with literature and who is familiar with various
approaches that are hidden from the gaze of the ordinary reader, it is difficult to give a
full illusion of life even in the most talented pieces. But in Resurrection one cannot even

speak of ‘illusions.” This is not an illusion of life, but life itself.”*'*

For a certain category
of spiritually inclined admirers of Tolstoy, the novel was not merely a literary
accomplishment, but the catalyst for a life-altering experience. As one Russian reader
exclaimed, “You feel yourself shaken to the core of your soul, as if you had been
awakened from a dream [...] The novel [....] cleanses, and lifts my soul, my heart, above
all triviality and vulgarity.”"> Similar exclamations poured in from readers around the
world. “I am in no condition to convey in a letter the enthusiasm with which the English

public greeted your work,” wrote one British correspondent; “Whatever words I would

choose, they would not be able to express the rapture your book has inspired.”'¢

313 Quoted in ibid., 193.

*'* Quoted in T. V. Romanova, “Otkliki pervykh russkikh chitatelei ‘Voskrseniia,”” in Roman L.

N. Tolstogo “Voskresenie”: Istoriko—funktsional noe issledovanie (Moscow: Nauka, 1991), 73.
31 Ibid.
316 Quoted in V. Z. Gornaia, “Zarubezhnye sovremenniki L. N. Tolstogo o romane

‘Voskresenie,”” in Roman L. N. Tolstogo “Voskresenie”: Istoriko—funktsional noe issledovanie
(Moscow: Nauka, 1991), 100.
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Many critics, however, were less receptive, frequently objecting to what they saw
as the novel’s excessively didactic, moralizing tone. This view appears to have cut across
political lines; the conservative critic Mikhail Moskal’s complaint that in Resurrection
“tendentiousness has replaced artistic creation,” for example, largely mirrors the view of
populist critic Mikhail Protopovich, who described the novel’s main characters as
ideological abstractions with no connection to reality, and complained that “there is no
psychology in the novel whatsoever, and in general this is no novel at all, but rather an
impassioned moralistic pamphlet oriented against our cultural and social ideals and
strivings.”'” Vladimir Ern saw Resurrection as a testament to the author’s “momentous
fall”: “Tolstoy transforms into a master of ordinary literary techniques, who, employing
the techniques of Tolstoyan writing, writes a roman a thése with relative ease, but one
that is lacking in any inspiration, one without any higher calling.”*'® Dmitrii Ilovaiskii, a
well-known professor of history at Moscow State University and the editor of the
conservative newspaper Kreml’, lodged a similar complaint, attacking Tolstoy for his
“misanthropy in relation to all social classes with the exception of exiled convicts.” The
“excessively tendentious” novel, he predicted, would “be forgotten in the near future.”"

Similar critiques appeared in the foreign press as well. One early review in the English-

language journal Literature claimed that, “Certainly ‘technique’ is conspicuous by its

*'7 Quoted in A. V. Knowles, Tolstoy: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge and Kegan

Paul, 1978), 396, 397.

*'8 Vladimir Ern, “Tolstoi protiv Tolstogo,” in L. N. Tolstoi: Pro et contra: Lichnost’ i
tvorchestvo L’va Tolstogo v otsenke russkikh myslitelei i issledovatelei, ed. K. G. Isupov (St.
Petersburg: 1zdatel’stvo Russkogo Khristianskogo gumanitarnogo instituta, 2000), 660.

*" Quoted in E. G. Babaev, “Sud’ba ‘Voskreseniia’ (Pervye otkliki gazetnoi i zhurnal’noi kritiki
v Rossii,” in Roman L. N. Tolstogo “Voskresenie”: Istoriko—funktsional 'noe issledovanie
(Moscow: Nauka, 1991), 16-17.
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absence. There is no light and shade, no effective contrast, no balance or reserve in
Resurrection. The reader plods on his way much in the same spirit as he puts up with a
tedious friend for the sake of his sincerity.” While conceding that the plot itself contained
an “excellent theme,” the unnamed reviewer complained that, “the main business of the
writer is not to tell a good story well, but to write an indictment of the prison system in
Russia.” Resurrection, he concluded, is “an ill-proportioned and often nauseating

bOOk 99320

Later Western critics would echo this critique as well. Ernest Simmons, for
example, described Resurrection as “‘an unashamedly purpose novel” throughout which
the author’s views on religion and politics “obtrude in a rather scholastic manner” and
argued that the intellectual and spiritual development of the protagonist, “seems false to
his nature, and more dictated by the author than by life.”**' Edward Wasiolek advanced a
similar positions, arguing that, “[N]ever had Tolstoy’s pedagogical bent assumed such
gargantuan proportions as in Resurrection, nor had it ever posed so grave a threat to his

995322

art In his classic study 7Tolstoy or Dostoevsky, George Steiner expressed this view in

even harsher terms:

When Tolstoy came to write Resurrection, the teacher and prophet in him
did violence to the artist. The sense of equilibrium and design which had
previously controlled his invention was sacrificed to the urgencies of
rhetoric. In this novel the juxtaposition of two ways of life and the theme
of the pilgrimage from falsehood to salvation are set forth with the

320 Quoted in Knowles, The Critical Heritage, 413-414.

2! Simmons, op. cit., 194, 195.
322 Edward Wasiolek, Tolstoy’s Major Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 191.
It is important to note, however, that Wasiolek maintains that despite the novel’s tendentious
tone, “the teacher and the prophet [...] did not (seriously) mar Resurrection” (192).
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nakedness of a tract [...the] thought of God [... ] burns with intolerable
brightness and all but consumes the structure of the narrative.’>

This interpretation has had a clear and deleterious impact on the novel’s reputation; as
Medzhibovskaya quips, “We treat Resurrection as grounds for Tolstoy’s
excommunication from the arts, in the same way that the Holy Synod of Russia treated it
as grounds for his excommunication from the Church in 1901.”***

This approach to the novel, it must be said, is certainly not without basis. There
can be no doubt that Tolstoy used Resurrection to wage an unremitting assault against the
pillars of contemporary society, presenting a damning portrait of governmental
corruption, clerical hypocrisy, and aristocratic excess. Indeed, the novel’s didactic
orientation can be perceived from the opening passage, which presents a biting,
ideologically tinged description of the coming of spring:

No matter how hard the several hundred thousand people who had
gathered in one small place tried to disfigure the land on which they
huddled, no matter how they paved the earth with stone so that nothing
could grow on it, no matter how they stripped every blade of grass that
poked out of it, no matter how they burned smoky coal and oil, no matter
how they cut down trees and chased out the animals and the birds, spring
was still spring, even in the city. The sun shone, the grass, coming to life,
grew and turned green everywhere they had not scraped it away, not only

on the lawns of the boulevards, but also between the slabs of stone; the
birch trees, poplars, and bird cherries unfurled their sticky, fragrant petals,

33 George Steiner, Tolstoy or Dostoevsky: An Essay in the Old Criticism (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1959), 92.

2% Medzhibovskaya, xi. It is important to note that this characterization applies primarily to
Western, and not necessarily to Soviet, criticism. While Western and Soviet critics have treated
the novel as a straightforward didactic expression of Tolstoy’s late moral and political
philosophy, they have differed widely in the valuation they have assigned to the novel. For
Western critics, the novel’s didactic orientation is seen as prima facie evidence of its artistic
inferiority. For Soviet critics, this assignation is more neutral, and merely places Resurrection in a
long line of similar works that includes Chernyshevskii’s What Is to Be Done? and Herzen’s Who
Is to Blame? and that prefigures the Socialist Realist tradition. On this point, see Ani Kokobobo,
“Estranged and Degraded Worlds: The Grotesque Aesthetics of Tolstoy’s Resurrection,” Tolstoy
Studies Journal 24 (2012): 1-2.
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and the lindens swelled with bursting buds; the jackdaws, ravens, and
doves, in accordance with the vernal season, were already joyfully
preparing their nests, and the flies were buzzing at the, stirred up by the
sun. All were happy—plants, birds, insects, and children. But people—
big, grown-up people—did not cease to lie and to torment themselves and
others. The people considered that what was holy and important was not
the spring-time morning, not the beauty of God’s earth, given for the glory
of all creatures, this beauty, given to them for peace, concord, and love,
but rather they considered holy and important that which they themselves
had fabricated in order to exercise power over one another.

[Kak Hu cTapanuch 101, COOpaBIIKMChH B OAHO HEOOJIBIIOE MECTO
HECKOJIBKO COT ThICSIY, U3yPOA0OBATh Ty 3€MJI0, HA KOTOPOM OHU JKAJIUCH,
KaK HH 3a0MBaii KaMHSIMHU 3€MJTIO, YTOOBI HUYETO HE POCIIO Ha HEl, Kak
HU CUMILAIN BCAKYIO MPOOUBAIOIIYIOCS TPABKY, KaK HU JIBIMUAJIH
KaMEHHBIM YTJIeM U HE(ThIO, KaK HU 00pe3bIBaJIU IEPEBbs U HU BBHITOHSITN
BCEX KMBOTHBIX U NTHUL, — BeCHa OblJIa BECHOIO JJa)kKe U B TOPOJIE.
ConHue rpeno, TpaBa, 0’KuBasi, pociia U 3eJ€HeNa Be3/IE, IIe TOIbKO He
cOCKpeOJIH ee, He TOJIBKO Ha ra3oHax OyJbBapoB, HO U MEXAY ITUTaMU
KaMHeil, u 6epesbl, TOMOMIH, YepeMyXa paciyCKall CBOH KICHKUe U
naxy4ue JIUCTbS, JIUIBI Ha/TyBaJIU JIOTIABIIINECS TOYKHU; TaJIKH, BOPOObU U
roryOu mo-BECEHHEMY PaJIoCTHO TOTOBUIIM YK€ THE3/1a, U MYXH KYXOKaIN
y CTeH, IPUrpeThie CONHILIEM. Becesnsl ObUH U pacTeHUs, U MITULBL, U
HacekoMele, 1 feTu. Ho moau — Gosbiiie, B3pocible IO — He
nepecTaBajid 0OMaHBIBaTh U My4aTh ce0s 1 ApyT Apyra. Jlronu cuutany,
YTO CBSILIEHHO M Ba)KHO HE 3TO BECEHHEE YTPO, HE 3Ta KpacoTa

mupa boxxusi, taHHas 11 67ara Bcex CyIiecTB, — KpacoTa,
pacrioyiararomiasi K MUpY, COTJIaCHIO U JIFOOBH, a CBSIIIEHHO U Ba)KHO TO,
9TO OHH CAMH BBILYMAJIH, YTOOBI BIACTBOBATH APYT HA APYroMm.]>>

As Mikhail Bakhtin notes in his 1930 preface to Resurrection, “This broad and purely
philosophical portrait of spring in the city, of the battle between beneficent nature and
pernicious urban culture [...] sets the tone for all of the denunciations of human
contrivances that follow: of the jail, the court, social life, and so on.” 326 Indeed, this
passage not only establishes the novel’s tendentious tone, but also offers us a framework

for interpreting subsequent events in the text. Just as we are led to view the coming of the

325 p§s§ 32:2-3.

326 M. M. Bakhtin, “Predislovie. Roman ‘Voskresenie’ L. Tolstogo,” in Lev Tolstoi: Pro et
Contra, ed. K. G. Isupov (St. Petersburg: Russkii khristianskii gumanitarnyi institut, 2000), 764.
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spring in terms of a stark contrast that pits the beauty of nature against the artificiality of
human contrivances and strivings, so too are we led to view all subsequent developments
in the plot in terms of binary oppositions in which one element is presented as being
clearly superior to the other. As V.G. Andreeva notes, the novel appears to be “entirely
constructed on a system of contrasts [...] of antithetical outlooks and points of view.”**’
We encounter a number of these contrasts throughout the course of the novel. The first
and most basic one arises out of the juxtaposition of the aristocratic seducer Nekhliudov
and his lower-class victim, Maslova. From the outset, Tolstoy establishes a contrast by
depicting them performing the same action—waking up—in two radically different
settings. The prison environment is described in unremittingly bleak terms: “[In] the
corridor there was a dismal typhoid air permeated with the odor of feces, tar, and
putrefaction, which immediately filled every passerby with a sense of dismay and

sadness.”?®

Nekhliudov’s apartment, in contrast, is filled with tokens of his material
wealth. “All the things which he used,” writes Tolstoy, “all of the toiletries, linens,
clothes, neckties, tiepins, cufflinks, were of the very finest, most expensive sort,
unobtrusive, simple, durable, and costly.”**’ As Bakhtin argues, the contrasting settings
play an essential role in establishing the initial opposition between Nekhliudov and
Maslova and in cultivating the novel’s tendentious tone:

[...TThe awakening of ‘the tempter’ in a comfortable bedroom in a cozy

bed directly contrasts with Maslova’s morning in the prison and her
difficult journey to the court. This immediately gives a tendentious

*7V. G. Andreeva, “O neskol’kikh tsentral’nykh antitezakh v romane L. N. Tolstogo
“Voskresenie,”” Vestnik KGU im. N. A. Nekrasova 4 (2012): 114.

328 p§s32: 3.

32 p§SS32: 11.
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coloring to the entire description and determines the choice of every detail,
of every descriptive word: each one must serve this denunciatory contrast.
The descriptions applied to the bed—tall, spring-mounted, with a feather
mattress—the descriptions applied to the shirt—Dutch, clean, with ironed
creases on the chest (requiring so much labor from others!)—are entirely
subordinated to a transparently emphasized socio—ideological function.
Properly speaking, they do not so much depict as they accuse.

[[TpobyxaeHne «cobmazHUTEsD» B KoM(popTabenbHO# criaibHe Ha
y100HOM MoCTeNN NPSMO MPOTHUBOIIOCTABIISIETCS 3716Ch TIOPEMHOMY YTPY
MacnoBoii u ee TSKenoi 1opore B Cyl1. DTUM cpa3y JaeTcs
TEH/ICHIIMO3HOE HAIPaBJICHNUE BCEMY H300PaXKECHHUIO U ONPEeseTCs
BBIOOD KaXKI0M MOAPOOHOCTH, KaXKAOTO AIUTETA: BCE OHU JOJIKHBI
CITy’KUTh 3TOMY OOJIMYAIONIEMY POTUBOIOCTABICHHUIO. DMUTETHI K
MIOCTEJIN: BBICOKAS, IPYKUHHAS, C ITyXOBBIM TIO(SKOM; SMUTETHI K
pyOarike: ToyIaHCKast, YUCTas1, C 3ayTIOXKEHHBIMHU CKJIAZI0YKaMH Ha
rpyzu (CKOJIBKO YyKOTo TpyAa!) — BCereno MoJ4YMHEeHbl 00HaKEHHO
MOTYEPKHYTOM colManbHO-ueonorndeckoit pynkunu. OHu, COOCTBEHHO,
He H300paxaoT, a 06muaoT. "

By linking his hero and heroine to two diametrically opposed settings, Tolstoy leads us to

see the relationship between the two characters at the outset as a function of the broader

opposition between rich and poor, oppressors and oppressed. As Maslova will later tell

Nekhliudov, “I am a convict, and you are a prince.””*' Additional binary oppositions can

be found within the protagonists themselves. Consider, for example, Tolstoy’s

characterization of Nekhliudov in Chapter Fourteen:

In Nekhliudov, as in all people, there were two men. One was spiritual,
and sought those blessings for himself that would be blessings for other
people as well; the other was the animal man, seeking blessings only for
himself and ready to sacrifice the good of all mankind to secure them. In
the period of insane egotism that life in Petersburg and in the army had
aroused in him, the animal man ruled over him and suffocated the spiritual
man. But, having seen Katiusha and having once more felt what he had
then, the spiritual man raised his head and began to assert his rights. And
during the two days before Easter in there raged in Nekhliudov a ceaseless
inner battle of which he was not consciously aware.

339 Bakhtin, 771

31 p§s 32:203.
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[B HexurotoBe, kKak ¥ BO BCEX JIIOAAX, OBLIO J1Ba yeiaoBeka. OquH —
TyXOBHBIN, Iy Os1ara cebe TONIbKO TaKoro, KOTopoe 0610 OBl 651ar0
U IPYTUX JOJEH, U JPYyTroil — >KUBOTHBIN YENIOBEK, UIYIIUN Oara
TOJIBKO ce0e U JJIs 3TOro OJiara rOTOBBIM MOKEPTBOBATH OJIarOM BCETO
Mupa. B 3T0oT mepuos ero cymaciiecTBus 3aronu3Ma, BBI3BAHHOTO B HEM
neTepOyprcKoil U BOCHHOM KH3HBIO, 3TOT )KUBOTHBIN YEIIOBEK BIACTBOBAI
B HEM U COBEpILIEHHO 33/1aBUJI TyXOBHOTO uenoBeka. Ho, ysunas Katromry
Y BHOBb IIOYYBCTBOBAB TO, YTO OH MCITBITHIBAJ K HEW TOT 1A, Ty XOBHBIH
YeJIOBEK IMOJIHSUII TOJIOBY U CTaJl 3asBJIATH CBoU npaBa. M B Hexmronose He
nepecTanast B IPOJOIDKEHHUE ATUX IBYX JHEH 1o [lacxu 1m1a BHyTpeHHSS,
He CO3HaBaeMas UM Goppba.]’ >
The distinction that Tolstoy draws between Nekhliudov’s animal and spiritual selves
leaves no room for ambivalence on the part of the reader. Just as we never doubt that we
are meant to cast our lot with the forces of nature over the stultifying forces of
urbanization that strive to suffocate them in the opening passage, we never ask ourselves
whether we are meant to prefer the animal or spiritual self. The choice is obvious and has
already been made for us.

As the novel proceeds, Tolstoy uses this rigid binary framework to wage an
unrelenting attack on the political, economic, and social foundation of the reigning order.
Throughout the novel, we are presented with scenes, images, and characters that have no
direct connection to the central plot, but that are clearly presented to illustrate the
pernicious effect of one or another societal failure. The tendentious effect of these
episodes is heightened by the presence of a narrator who exerts a greater degree of
dictatorial authority over the world of text than in any of Tolstoy’s previous works. To be
sure, this was not the first time that Tolstoy had allowed his narrator to employ what

Morson, borrowing from Bakhtin, has called “absolute language,” a narrative voice

which, in contradistinction to the ironic discourse of the novelistic world, proclaims

32 p§s§32: 53
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eternal truths from a position outside of the text, and, indeed, from outside of history

£33 The difference between the use of this narrative voice in Resurrection and in

itsel
Tolstoy’s earlier novels is one of degree. In Tolstoy’s earlier fiction, the voice of the
absolute narrator is not nearly as imposing or as omnipresent as in Resurrection; it makes
itself known, but then retreats, ceding the floor to the characters. The characters in those
novels, for their part, enjoy a degree of independence from the narrator. In War and
Peace, for example, Tolstoy’s narrator issues lengthy proclamations about the nature of
history, but these authoritative statements are issued on a plane that is both above and
separate from the characters of the novel. In reacting to a given event in the text—to
Natasha Rostova’s betrayal of Andrei Bolkonskii, for example—the reader is not forced
to rely on the narrator’s authoritative judgment, but rather on more conventional
novelistic cues. This allows for a wide degree of ambivalence: Readers can and do argue
about whether the heroine of Anna Karenina, for instance, should be seen as a victim or a
villain. In Resurrection, in contrast, the narrator seems to function as a dictator, arranging
events in such a way as to elicit a single response and then reinforcing that response
through explicit commentaries. Oftentimes, these narratorial interventions seem excessive
or superfluous. Consider, for example, the scandalous account of a church service in the
prison chapel that takes place in chapters thirty-nine and forty of the first part of the
novel. In Chapter Thirty-Nine Tolstoy uses his trademark technique of estrangement
(ostranenie) to attack the dogmas of the official Church, describing the blessing of the
Eucharist as a magic trick (“The essence of the service consisted in the supposition that
the slices of bread cut up by the priest and placed in the wine transform into the body and

blood of God upon the application of certain manipulations and prayers”) and the taking

333 Gary Saul Morson, “Tolstoy’s Absolute Language,” Critical Inquiry 7 (1981): 667-687.



189

of communion itself as a macabre exercise in cannibalism (“The priest carried the cup
back behind the partition and, having drank up all of the blood that remained in it, eaten
all of the pieces of God’s body, diligently licked his mustache and wiped both his mouth
and the cup, exited briskly from behind the partition in the most joyous spiritual

3% Although the extended satirical account leaves no doubt about the

disposition™).
author’s attitude towards the ceremony, Tolstoy insists on appending another chapter in
which the narrator provides an authoritative explanation of the precise error at the heart
of the ceremony. None of those present, he explains, stopped at any point to consider that
Christ himself had “forbidden precisely that which was done here,” including “the
senseless verbosity and the blasphemous sorcery that was performed over the bread and
wine” and the hierarchical structure of the clergy; “most importantly, he had forbidden
[...] sitting in judgment on people, imprisoning them, humiliating, torturing, and

333 In order to explain how anyone could fail to realize

executing them, as was done here.
the absurdity and hypocrisy of the liturgy, the narrator gazes into the hearts and minds of
the participants and extracts their true motivations: The priest, we learn, “did not believe
that blood turned into flesh, that it benefits the soul to pronounce a great many words, or
that he had actually eaten a piece of God—it is impossible to believe that—but rather
believed that it is necessary to believe in such things.” His “faith” (or rather his faith in

the necessity of faith) was spurred on by material considerations, the fact that, “for

fulfilling the demands of this faith he had already received an income for eighteen years,

34 PSS 32: 135.

35 p§s 32:137.
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an income that supported his family.”**°

The warden and guards who attend regard
religion as important because it is endorsed by the highest authorities, and because they
dimly perceive that it justifies their “cruel duties.”*>’ The prisoners, for their part, believe
that the prayers have some magic power that will help them to attain material rewards.
The explanation is entirely superfluous, but its inclusion is typical of the novel as a
whole. Indeed, the narrator of Resurrection never misses an opportunity to editorialize, to
extend the lessons of the narrative itself to the world outside of it.*® We find another
example of a politically charged narratorial commentary in the introduction of Maslova.
Not content to merely convince us of the horrors of her life as a prostitute, Tolstoy insists
on appending an explicit reminder that her plight is not unique, but representative of a
larger social failing. From the moment that she established residence in the brothel, he
writes, “there began for Maslova that life of chronic violation of every commandment,
divine and human, a life that hundreds of thousands of women lead, not only with the

consent but under the patronage of a government entrusted with the welfare of its

subjects, a life that for nine out of ten women ends in painful disease, premature old age,

36 p§S 32:138.

37 PSS 32: 139.
3 This interpretation lends credence to the critique that Pavel Medvedev levels against
Shklovskii’s interpretation of Tolstoyan ostranenie. According to Medvedev, Shklovskii and his
Formalist allies had erred in assuming that Tolstoyan estrangement is primarily an aesthetic
technique: “Tolstoi does not admire a thing that is made strange. On the contrary, he only makes
it strange in order to move away from it, push it away in order to put forth the more sharply that
which is positive: a definite moral value. Thus, an object is not made strange for its own sake, in
order that it be felt, in order to ‘make a stone stony,” but for the sake of something else, a moral
value, which against this background stands out all the more sharply and vividly precisely as a
moral value.” P. N. Medvedev and M. M. Bakhtin, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship:
A Critical Introduction to Sociological Poetics, trans. Albert J. Wehrle (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1978), 60. See also Caryl Emerson, “Shklovsky’s ostranenie,
Bakhtin’s vrnenakhodimost’ (How Distance Serves an Aesthetics of Arousal Differently from an
Aesthetics Based on Pain), Poetics Today 26 (2005): 644.



191

and death.”**” By framing her story as “an extremely ordinary” (ochen’ obyknovennaia)
one, he explicitly invites us to approach the novel as a critical representation of
contemporary society.’*’ From a purely aesthetic standpoint, the problem with the
narrator in Resurrection is that he aspires to a God-like independence from the events that
he describes, but his voice is too discernibly tied to the persona of the author: Our
knowledge that the narrator is repeating the same arguments that Tolstoy himself had
made in numerous essays and articles robs us of the sensation that we experience when
reading War and Peace or Anna Karenina, the sensation that the narrator is a conduit for
knowledge that is deeper and more profound than any reader or any living man could
possess.

Thus, it can hardly be said that critics are wrong to describe the novel as the
author’s tendentious attempt to reframe his late political and ethical philosophy in the
form of a fictional narrative. Rather, the mistake that they have made is in assuming that
it is nothing more than this. What critics have largely failed to acknowledge is that
Resurrection also captures the doubts that Tolstoy harbored about the validity and finality
of his own claimed conversion as well as his discomfort with his newfound vocation as a
prophet and moral teacher. As we will see in this chapter, in addition to the didactic,
externally-oriented critique of contemporary society that is so clearly present,
Resurrection presents a far more subtle and ambivalent meditation on its author’s
biographical trajectory and the meaning of his own claims to have undergone a “second
birth.” By focusing on this second, hidden layer of the text, we can see that the image of

grass growing between the cobblestones of Moscow provides a fitting metaphor for the

339 PSS 32:9-10.
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novel itself. Just as nature persists in the face of an urban environment that strives to
snuff it out, so too does Tolstoy’s sensitivity to the subtlety and paradoxically of life and
artistic creation survive the assault waged by the stultifying forces of his tendentious

intentions.
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What’s in a Name? The Resurrection of Prince Dmitrii Nekhliudov

The position that holds that Resurrection is little more than an attempt to
repackage Tolstoy’s post-conversion political and ethical ideology in the form of a
fictional narrative rests, to a great extent, on a particular view of the novel’s central
protagonist, Prince Dmitrii Nekhliudov, and of his relationship to the author and the
narrator. Critics who have adopted this position have overwhelmingly tended to view the
hero as little more than a mouthpiece for the author, arguing that Tolstoy failed to
produce the same impression that he had achieved in his earlier works, in which the
heroes frequently seem to be not so much fictional characters as flesh and blood human
beings. Many critics have seized on Nekhliudov’s dependent relationship to the narrator
as an artistic shortcoming of the novel. Edward Garnett argues that, “The central flaw in
Resurrection is the unreality of the hero. [...] Nekhliudov [is] not a man at all, but an
automatic spectator of the extraordinarily vivid and remorselessly truthful series of

scenes in Russian law courts and prisons.”*!

The perspective of the hero, argues Spence,
“is in exact accord” with the views that Tolstoy had expressed in his earlier essays; his
comments on the events that unfold “give us definitive judgments on the motives of the
oppressors [...] and he expresses these motives in their baldest and crudest forms.”***

Orwin echoes this point, claiming that “the element of contrast between the message of

the didactic narrator and the fictional characters” that was present in Tolstoy’s earlier

! Edward Garnett, Tolstoy: His Life and Writings (London: Constable and Company, 1914), 89.

342 Spence, 131.
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3 For Eikhenbaum, Nekhliudov’s apparent

novels “has disappeared in Resurrection.
lack of independent agency is merely the culmination of a longer process through which
the “the notion of character (poniatie kharaktera) almost disappears.” In Resurrection, he
writes, “this process of the disintegration of character is complete: Nekhliudov is no
longer a character, a personality, at all.”*** And while Bakhtin assiduously avoids
attaching any negative valuation to this feature of the novel, it is interesting to note that
he refers to the “critical perspective (kriticheskii krugozor) of Nekhliudov and the author”
as if they were indistinguishable.’*

And yet the view that holds that Tolstoy intended for his hero to be a faceless
vessel for the transmission of his late ideology is complicated by his name itself, a name
that suggests a clear connection to Tolstoy’s earliest works. A character called Prince
Dmitrii Nekhliudov had appeared in five productions dating from the mid-1850s: the
novels Boyhood and Youth, and the short stories “Notes of a Billiard Marker” (Zapiski
markera, 1853-1855), “A Landowner’s Morning” (Utro pomeshchika, 1852-1856), and
“Lucerne” (Iz zapisok Kzniazia D. Nekhliudova. Liutsern, 1857), but since that time he
had been absent from Tolstoy’s fiction for over forty years. The prince’s reappearance
has puzzled critics for years, and a number of explanations have been offered. The most
recent and most detailed analysis belongs to Orwin. In a 1986 article entitled “The Riddle

of Prince Nexljudov,” she argues that Tolstoy’s decision to “resurrect” the prince was

motivated by two goals: first, to underscore his own shift away from “unconscious

3 Donna Orwin, “The Riddle of Prince Nexljudov,” The Slavic and East European Journal 30

(1986): 482.
*** Eikhenbaum, “O protivorechiiakh”, 44.

3% Bakhtin, 763.
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creation” and towards “rational consciousness,” and second, to demonstrate that he had
overcome the obstacles that prevented him from writing a didactic novel in the 1850s.%*
Without denying the legitimacy of Orwin’s interpretation, I would like to suggest an
alternative reading, one that rests on the fundamental structural confluence between
Nekhliudov’s evolution in Resurrection and the plots of two of the early works in which
he had appeared. My central contention is that in each work in which Nekhliudov serves
as the protagonist, we see evidence of a consistent pattern of narrative and ideological
movement that ultimately leads to an unexpected shift in narrative focus from outwardly-
directed social criticism to introspective self-criticism. Although each of the works that
contain this master narrative initially appear to present straightforward ideological attacks
aimed at revealing and correcting social ills, they ultimately become vehicles through
which Tolstoy expresses his doubts and ruminates on his own shortcomings.

Nekhliudov makes his first appearance in Tolstoy’s oeuvre in “Notes of a Billiard
Marker,” an enigmatic short story that was composed in 1853 but not published until
1856. The story is told from the perspective of an uneducated employee in a billiard hall
that Nekhliudov begins to frequent. Before long, he becomes a regular at the
establishment, and begins to lose large sums to other players. As his losses grow, he
ceases to pay attention to his appearance or to the operation of his estate, which he
mortgages to fund his passion for gambling. Eventually his debts grow so large that the
proprietor of the establishment refuses to extend him credit. Stricken with shame,
Nekhliudov shoots himself in the chest and dies on the floor next to the table. The story

ends with his suicide note in which he laments his ruination: Having been given all that a

346 ; .
See Orwin, op. cit.
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man could desire—*“wealth, a name, a mind, noble strivings”—he had lost everything in
“one terrible minute of forgetfulness.” Despite his best efforts to “pull himself from the
filthy rut” into which he had fallen, he was incapable of reversing his fall: “When I was
alone, I became uncomfortable and terrified by myself. When I was with others I
involuntary forget my convictions; I could no longer hear my inner voice and fell once
again.”>*’ Although the portrait of Nekhliudov that is presented in the story is vague and
not entirely fleshed-out, the work introduces several important themes that would
reappear later. The first concerns the autobiographical basis of the character. While
Nekhliudov is not a direct proxy for Tolstoy, there is clear evidence that the author used
his own experiences and traits in crafting the character. In an early draft, Nekhliudov is
described as having a sister, brothers, and an aunt, but, like Tolstoy, no parents. (In the
final version he is described as the son of a commander in the Corps of Cadets.) His
passion for gambling also reflects Tolstoy’s own penchant for making and losing large
wagers at that time. In his commentary on the story, Tolstoy’s son Sergei L’vovich points
to a diary entry written in March of 1853 in which the writer refers to having lost a large
sum to a billiard marker in Tiflis: “In that moment,” he reflected, “I could have lost

95348

everything.””"" For our purposes, however, the most important theme that is introduced in
the story concerns Tolstoy’s treatment of sexuality and social pressure: Early on in the

story, the other patrons of the billiard hall learn that Nekhliudov is a virgin and goad him

into visiting a prostitute. This act, it is implied, marks the beginning of his moral descent.

¥ pss3:115
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At the same time that he was writing “Notes of a Billiard Marker,” Tolstoy was
working on Boyhood, a sequel to his debut novel, Childhood, and would soon begin
Youth, the last installment in the trilogy. Nikolen’ka Irten’ev, the trilogy’s protagonist,
first meets Nekhliudov at the very end of the second novel. Although he is initially
repelled by the prince, the two eventually become close friend; they spend hours
discussing abstract philosophical and political questions and sharing their secret hopes
and dreams for the future. While the relationship suffers tense moments, it remains more
or less intact at the end of the trilogy. In Youth, the prince plays a formative role in
Irten’ev’s moral development. “Under the influence of Nekhliudov,” Irten’ev writes, “I
unconsciously assimilated his approach, the essence of which consisted the exultant
adoration of the ideal of virtue and the conviction that man’s purpose is to constantly

3% On the surface, this influence

strive towards perfection” (sovershenstvovat sia).
appears to be a positive one. The prince helps Irten’ev fight back against the negative
influence of his youthful passions and peer pressure: for example, he scolds the narrator
for taking up smoking to appear more mature, and manages to dissuade him from visiting
a brothel. At the end of the trilogy, when Irten’ev fails his exams, it is the moral rules that
he wrote under the Prince’s influence that offer the only apparent path to reconstructing
his life. There are, however, indications that this influence is not entirely positive.
Irten’ev eventually perceives a split in Nekhliudov’s character: On several occasions,
Irten’ev and other characters accuse the prince of harboring the sin of vanity, claiming

that he does not feel any true affection for his friends and lovers, but merely chooses

those who are willing to idolize him. To a certain extent, this dangerous combination of

¥ p§s2: 75,
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moralistic piety and vanity begin to infect Irten’ev. For example, when Irten’ev travels to
a monastery to confess his sins, we quickly see how an apparently pious act can serve to
quench the thirst of the ego: On his return home he reflects that “the confessor was likely
thinking that he had never met and never would meet again such a fine soul of a young
man as I, and that others like me do not even exist” and proceeds to brag to the coachman
about his confession.” Ultimately, the value of Irten’ev’s drive towards perfection is
itself cast into doubt, as his strivings towards virtue give way to a quest to be comme il
faut. This downward progression anticipates, of course, Tolstoy’s account of his own life
in Confession, where, as we saw in the last chapter, he would describe the deleterious
impact of his own drive to attain moral perfection.

On the whole, however, it is difficult to draw concrete conclusions about
Nekhliudov’s nature from Boyhood and Youth alone. In the trilogy, Nekhliudov
functions as a secondary character; although he plays an important role, he is absent for
long stretches of the text. A further complication is introduced by the narrative framing of
the trilogy—because Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth are told exclusively through the
eyes of an older Irten’ev who is looking back at his earlier experiences, we can never be
certain whether we are getting an accurate portrait of the Prince or merely Irten’ev’s
perception of him. The greatest impediment to interpretation, however, is the construction
of the character himself. In comparison to the vivacious Irten’ev, Nekhliudov seems to
inhabit a more abstract realm. As Eikhenbaum argues, the prince is “not a figure created

by the imagination, not an image that lives its own independent life, but a projection of
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several traits that Tolstoy saw in himself that were chosen for their dogma]tic
resonances]” (proektsiia [...] nekotorykh, vybrannykh dlia ‘dogmy’ chert).>'

A more complete portrait of the character begins to emerge in two works in which
he serves as the protagonist. The first, “A Landowner’s Morning” originated out of a plan
for a longer work that was provisionally titled A Novel of Russian Landowner. In contrast
to his trilogy, Tolstoy intended for the Novel of a Russian Landowner to be “dogmatic,”
(dogmaticheskii) a term that lacked the pejorative connotations that it has in both modern
Russian and English, and which can perhaps best be translated as “didactic.”*>* The
specific didactic aim that he set for himself was to illustrate the maxim that “happiness is
virtue” (schast’e est’ dobrodetel’). The story describes the aftermath of Nekhliudov’s
decision to abandon his study and return to his estate in order to better the lives of his six
hundred serfs. The narrative begins with two letters: one written by Nekhliudov and the
other a response from his aunt. Laying out his plans to his relative, the prince describes
how he has “set out on quite a special path, but one that is good, and which, I feel, lead

333 His aunt is skeptical—she advises him “to choose well-trodden

me to happiness.
paths” which “lead one closer to success,” and dismisses the peasants’ poverty as “a
necessary evil.”>>* Thus, at the beginning of the story Tolstoy establishes the chief
conflict as pitting Nekhliudov’s pursuit of happiness through virtue against his aunt’s

endorsement of self-interest. As the story proceeds, Tolstoy presents a detailed

description of a single morning that takes place a year after the prince has returned to his

3! Eikhenbaum, Molodoi Tolstoi, 87.
352 Qee Orwin, op cit., 473-474.
% PSS 4: 124.
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estate. Nekhliudov makes a number of what seem to be earnest and well-intentioned
attempts to help his impoverished peasants, but these attempts are constantly frustrated
by the cruel economic realities of serfdom and by the gentry’s inability to effectively
communicate with the people. The dominant tone throughout the majority of the story is
one of social critique: If a pure-hearted young man like the prince is incapable of
improving the lives of his charges, then clearly it is the existing social and economic
order that is to blame. Towards the end of the story, however, there is an unexpected
twist that forces us to reconsider this interpretation. Returning home from his rounds, the
prince begins to question his decision to leave the university. He compares the
excitement, certainty, and sense of moral conviction that he had when he first decided to
dedicate himself to the people with the crippling doubt and dejection the decision has
caused him. It is here that we learn that his motivations may not have been quite as pure
as he had initially presented them. In exchange for helping the peasants he had expected
to be repaid with their gratitude: “And in exchange for this, I, who will do all this for my
own happiness, will rejoice in their gratitude, and with every passing day I will move
further and further towards my goal. A wonderful future!”>> At the very end of the story,
as the Prince sits ruefully and taps out disconnected chords on a piano, he imagines the
adventures that await one of his few successful peasants, a young man named Iliushka.
Picturing Iliushka’s travels, he comes to view the serf as possessing the freedom that he
as a landowner paradoxically lacks: “[...H]e ascends on invisible wings, flies freely and
easily, further and further, [...] and he feels gay and glad to be flying further and further

away.” Enchanted by this imaginary flight of freedom, the prince’s grand plan to achieve
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happiness through virtue melts away. “Glorious,” he whispers to himself in the last line
of the story, before posing a rueful question: “Why am I not Iliushka?*>® Having set out
to help the peasants, Nekhliudov ultimately comes to envy them.

We find a remarkably similar pattern in “Lucerne”, the last early work in which
Nekhliudov appeared, which was published in the following year. The story, which takes
place in a Swiss town famed for its scenic views, faithfully reproduces the details of an
incident that Tolstoy experienced during his first trip abroad, and which he recorded in
his diary entry of July 25, 1857. There he described how after a “stupid and boring
dinner” he took a stroll and came across a street performer who was singing to the
accompaniment of a guitar. The man’s song was beautiful and it attracted a large crowd
of English tourists. When the minstrel asked for alms, however, the crowd brutally
mocked him. Outraged by the scene, Tolstoy invited the street performer to join him for a
drink at a posh hotel restaurant. When the wait staff adopted what Tolstoy took to be an
overly familiar tone in speaking with his guest, the writer erupted, causing a scene before
retreating to his room.>>’

Like “A Landowner’s Morning,” Tolstoy’s fictionalized retelling of this incident
in “Lucerne” initially appears to be oriented as a work of social criticism in which
Nekhliudov serves largely as a stand-in for the author. Tolstoy uses the incident as a
springboard for an extended critique of the hypocrisy and artifice of civilization, and of
civilized man’s inability to appreciate the chaotic beauty that exists in true art and in

nature. This is evident from the first scene, where Nekhliudov sits by the window in his
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hotel room and is enraptured by the view of the lake. The landscape, however, is spoiled
by the intrusion of civilization, especially by the granite embankments lined with neatly
planted trees, benches, and worst of all, by strolling Englishmen, all of which strike him
as “miserable, vulgar human creations, not subordinated [...] to the general harmony of

95358

the beauty [of the landscape], but rather crudely opposed to it.””>" While he is taking an
after-dinner stroll, his mood is suddenly lifted by the sweet notes of a Tyrolean song
being played by a diminutive street performer: “It was not a song,” he writes, “but an
ethereal masterly sketch of a song. I could not comprehend what it was, but it was
beautiful.”**’ Once again, however, the feeling of exultation gives way to disgust when
he witnesses the little man’s treatment at the hands of the crowd. The prince’s righteous
indignation reaches a tipping point when the waiter dares to take a seat at the table next to
the minstrel. “What right,” he bellows, “do you have to laugh at this gentleman and to sit
down next to him when he is a guest and you are a lackey? Why didn’t you laugh at me
during dinner and sit down next to me? Is it because he is poorly dressed and sings on the
street, while I am wearing fine clothes?”” “If at that moment,” reflects the prince, “I had
been at Sevastopol, I would have taken great pleasure in throwing myself into the

3,360

slaughter in the English trenches.

Following his tantrum, the Nekhliudov takes leave of the singer. Alone in his

% PSS 5: 4. The opening passage of Resurrection, it is interesting to note, essentially reprises this

scene, although the imagery is inverted: In “Lucerne” Nekhliudov is annoyed when he finds that
his pristine view of nature is spoiled by the intrusion of civilization, while in Resurrection, the
grim portrait of the city is redeemed by the traces of nature that remain unconquered by man’s
“civilizing” impulse.
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room once more, he launches into an acerbic rant that fills five of the story’s twenty-three
pages. The tone of outwardly oriented social criticism reaches its height as the prince
rails against the evils that he has witnessed, presenting the crowd’s mockery of the
minstrel as a crime of historic proportions, one that reveals the inherent destructiveness
and hypocrisy of contemporary society as a whole. He accuses the English of nurturing a
boorish disregard for true art—"The word ‘poetry’ is a joke to you [...] you regard love
for the poetic as something befitting children and stupid young girls, and you laugh at
them for it”—before attacking the hypocrisy of Swiss Republicanism: “Is that
government really free,” he asks, “when even a single citizen can be imprisoned who has
not harmed anyone or bothered anyone, but merely does the one thing that he can do in

order not to starve to death?”*®!

Ultimately, the Prince portrays the incident as an
illustration of the conflict between the righteous strivings of the individual and the false
God of civilization: “We have one, only one, infallible leader. The Universal Spirit that
penetrates us all together and individually, bringing us together, imbuing each of us with
a striving towards that which is right [...] And this one infallible, blessed voice drowns
out the noisy, hurried development of civilization.”*%*

Just as we saw in “A Landowner’s Morning,” however, there is an abrupt shift at
the end of the story. In the very last paragraph, just as he has reached the height of
righteous indignation, his thoughts are suddenly interrupted by the faint sound of the

minstrel’s guitar coming from far away. The plaintive note leads the Prince to make an

abrupt about-face, to question both his anger and his actions:
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No, something involuntarily said to me: you have no right to pity him or to
be indignant at the prosperity of the wealthy. Who can weigh the internal
happiness that lies in the soul of every one of these people? Somewhere out
there right now he is sitting on a dirty road, and looking at the shimmering
moonlit heavens and joyfully singing amidst the quiet balmy night; in his
soul there is no reproach, no spite, no remorse. And who knows what is
taking place right now in the souls of all of these people behind these rich,
tall walls? Who knows whether there is as much carefree, tender joy for life
and accord with the word as there is in the soul of that little man? Endless
is the mercy and wisdom of He who has allowed and willed all of these
contradictions to exist. Only to you, a pitiful worm who impudently and
lawlessly strives to penetrate His laws, His intentions, only to you do they
appear to be contradictions. He looks with tenderness from his bright,
immeasurable heights and rejoices in the infinite harmony, in which you all
contradictorily and endlessly move. In your pride you thought to tear
yourself away from the laws that govern all. No, you too with your petty,
vulgar indignation at the lackeys, you too have answered to the harmonious
demands of the eternal and the infinite...

[Het,— ckazanoch MHE HEBOJIbHO,— ThI HE UMEEIIh MPABa KAJIETh O HEM
¥ HEero/I0BaTh Ha OjarococrosiHue nopaa. KTo cBecust BHyTpeHHEe
CYaCThE, KOTOPOE JICKUT B AYILE KAKIOTO U3 3TUX Jitoaei? BoH oH cuaut
Terneph rAe-HUOY/Ib Ha TPSI3HOM MOPOTe, CMOTPUT B OJecTsIiee JIyHHOE
He0O U PaJJOCTHO MOET CPeAr TUXOU, OJIarOyXaHHOW HOYH, B AYIIE €0 HET
HU YTIpEeKa, HY 3JI00bI, HU pacKasHbs. A KTO 3HAET, UTO JIeJacTCs TEreph B
IyIIe BCEX ATHX JIFOJICH, 32 ’TUMH OOTaThIMU, BEICOKMMHU cTeHamu? KTo
3HAET, €CTh JIM B HUX BCEX CTOJILKO 0€33a00THOM, KPOTKOU paiocTH
YKUA3HU U COTJIACUSL C MUPOM, CKOJIBKO €€ KHUBET B AYIIIE 3TOT0 MAJIEHBKOTO
yenoBeka? beckoHedHa 01arocTh U MPEMyAPOCTh TOTO, KTO MO3BOJIAT U
BeJIeJI CYIIECTBOBATh BCEM ITUM NPOTHUBOpEUHsiM. TolbKo Tebe,
HUYTOXXKHOMY YEPBSIKY, IeP3K0, 0€33aKOHHO MBITAIONIEMYCSI IPOHUKHYTh
€ro 3aKOHBI, €r0 HAaMEePEeHUs, TOIBKO TeOe KaxyTcsi mpoTuBopedns. OH
KPOTKO CMOTPHUT C CBOEH CBETIION HEM3MEPUMOM BBICOTHI U PAyEeTCs Ha
OECKOHEUYHYIO TaPMOHUIO, B KOTOPOU BHI BCE MMPOTUBOPEUNBO, OECKOHEUHO
IBUKETECh. B CBOEH rop10CcTH ThI AyMai BBIPBATHCS U3 3aKOHOB OOIIETO.
Her, u TBI ¢ CBOMM MaJICHbKUM, MOILICHHKUM HETOJOBAHBUIIEM HA
JIaKeeB, U ThI TOXKE OTBETUJI HA TAPMOHUYECKYIO TOTPEOHOCTh BEUHOTO H
6eckoneuHoro...]’*

Just as in “A Landowner’s Morning,” a harsh critique of contemporary social values

suddenly and unexpectedly transforms into an equally harsh exercise in self-criticism.

In these two works, we see the emergence of a consistent master narrative, a

363 pSs 5: 26.



205

virtually identical pattern of plot development. This master narrative has four
components. First, the Prince always functions to some degree as a stand-in for the
author; Tolstoy uses him as a vehicle for presenting his own experiences and traits in a
fictionalized form. Second, Nekhliudov experiences an emotional progression that moves
from a feeling of confidence, certainty, and even exaltation to a state of dejection and
self-criticism. Third, at the beginning of the narrative, Nekhliudov positions himself as a
defender of someone whose social position renders him vulnerable, but he ends up
envying the object of his pity. Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, Nekhliudov
advances a particular ideological agenda or didactic aim that corresponds to Tolstoy’s
own stated views at the time of composition, but he always fails or falls short in some
way. These failures serve as a subtle counterweight to the works” apparent ideological
agendas. Although the primary moral thrust is never completely negated, it is
substantially problematized.

If we turn now to Resurrection, we will find that virtually the exact same pattern

is repeated there.
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Defining the Dominant: Memory and Awakenings

If, as we have argued, the prototypical Nekhliudov plot is defined by the partial
subversion of a thesis that had previously constituted the dominant element in the work in
which he is featured, then it follows that we must first understand how the central
narrative of redemption is constructed in Resurrection before we can comment on how
Tolstoy questions, and ultimately subverts, this narrative. In this section we will examine
the framework that is constructed in the first two parts of the novel, focusing on how the
author employs references to memory and forgetfulness to establish a model of
redemption for each of the two main characters.

At the beginning of the novel, both Maslova and Nekhliudov are described as
fallen sinners. In both cases, this fallen nature is presented in terms of a rupture that
divides their morally pure past selves from their depraved present selves. Through a
series of staggered flashbacks, internal monologues, and narratorial commentaries,
Tolstoy leads us to view both Nekhliudov and Maslova as bifurcated beings. The
Nekhliudov whom we encounter at the beginning of the novel is an idle aristocrat who
lives off of the income from two estates that he inherited after his mother’s death. He
spends his time dabbling in painting, for which he has no real talent, and pursuing two
loveless relationships. And yet, we soon learn, he was not always like this: In his youth,
the prince had been an idealist who, having read Herbert Spencer’s Social Statics and

Henry George’s Progress and Poverty, had come to the conclusion that private
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3% When he inherited a small parcel of land following

ownership of land is indefensible.
the death of his father, he ceded it to the peasants in accordance with this conviction.
Years of exposure to the immoral influence of his comrades and fellow aristocrats,
however, have dulled Nekhliudov’s moral sensibilities. Thus, when his mother had died
(an event that took place shortly before the beginning of the narrative), he had chosen to
accept the two estates that she had passed to him in her will, acknowledging that he
needed the income they provided in order to fund his extravagant lifestyle. There are
clear parallels between the trajectory charted by the hero of Resurrection and the
autobiographical narrator of the Confession. Like the narrator of the Confession, the

protagonist of Resurrection is a fallen idealist who had committed himself to the task of

moral self-perfection (sovershenstvovanie), but failed due to his inability to overcome

3% George (1839-1897) was a self-taught economic theorist who is best known for his advocacy
of a “single tax,” a proposal that he first presented in his 1879 treatise Progress and Poverty.
George maintained that private ownership of land was morally unjustifiable and economically
disastrous. He rejected, however, calls for outright nationalization and redistribution of land,
considering them to be infeasible and inefficient. In place of outright nationalization, he proposed
an ingenious solution: Land would be regarded as common property, and those who wished to
make use of it would pay rent in the form of a tax based on its assessed value. The proceeds of the
tax would be used to administer a social safety net and provide other services to the populace;
these services would function as compensation for those who chose not to claim the portion of
land that was rightfully theirs. This model is referred to as a “single tax” system because the rent
paid on the assessed value of land would constitute the sole source of revenue for the
government. George’s theories were embraced by a number of prominent intellectuals who
sought a middle ground between laissez-faire capitalism and socialism, including Clarence
Darrow, John Dewey, Albert Einstein, Helen Keller, Bertrand Russell, George Bernard Shaw, and
Frank Lloyd Wright, but, despite a handful of successes on the local level, they failed to gain
widespread acceptance. In Tolstoy’s writings on George we see a repeated oscillation between
two diametrically opposed positions: at times he harshly rejected the single tax on the grounds
that it would require state violence to implement, but he also repeatedly presented it as the only
way to avoid a bloody revolution. On Tolstoy’s writings on George, see Kenneth C. Wenzer, An
Anthology of Tolstoy’s Spiritual Economics (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 1997);
Rob Knowles, “Tolstoy’s Henry George: ‘A Step on the First Rung of the Ladder,” in Henry
George’s Legacy in Economic Thought, edited by John Laurent, 49-70 (Cheltenham: Edward
Elgar, 2005); David Redfearn, Tolstoy: Principles for a New World Order (London: Shepheard-
Walwyn, 1992); and my own “Double Thoughts on the Single Tax: Tolstoy, Henry George, and
the Meaning(s) of Progress, [forthcoming] Tolstoy Studies Journal, 2016.
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external pressures exerted by social norms and expectations. In charting this moral
downfall, Tolstoy adapts the same distinction between “then” and “now” that recurs
throughout the Confession. Here, however, the formula is inverted:

Then he had been an honest, selfless young man who was ready to give
himself over to any worthy cause; now he was a depraved, sophisticated
egoist who loved only his own pleasure. Then God’s creation had
appeared to him as a mystery that he gladly and enthusiastically had tried
to decipher; now everything in life was simple and clear and was defined
by those conditions of life in which he found himself. 7hen what was
necessary and important was communion with nature and with those
thinking, feeling people who had lived before him (poets and
philosophers); now what was important was human institutions and
communion with his comrades. 7hen women appeared to him as
mysterious and charming beings whose charm stemmed precisely from
their mysteriousness; now the significance of women, of all women
besides his relatives and the wives of his friends, was quite defined: A
woman was one of the best instruments for experiencing pleasure. Then he
had not needed money and could have taken only a third of that which his
mother gave him and could refuse the estate he inherited from his father
and cede it to the peasants; now the 1,500 rubles he received from his
mother every month were not enough, and he had already had unpleasant
conversations with her about money. 7hen he considered his spiritual
essence to be his real self; now he considered his true self to be his
healthy, vivacious, animal /.

[To20a oH OBLT YECTHBIN, CAMOOTBEP KEHHBIN FOHOIIIA, TOTOBBIM OTAATh
ce0st Ha BcsKoe 100poe J1e1o, — menepb OH ObLT pa3BpaLCHHBIH,
YTOHUEHHBIH 3TOUCT, JTIOOALIHNIA TOJIBKO CBOE HacIaxaeHue. 7o2oa Mup
boxuii mpeacrasisuics eMy TaliHON, KOTOPYIO OH PaJlOCTHO U
BOCTOPKEHHO CTapajcs pasrablBaTh, — meneps BCE B 3TOU )KU3HU OBLIO
IIPOCTO U SICHO U ONPEEIIAIOCHh TEMU YCIOBUSIMHU KU3HU, B KOTOPBIX OH
Haxoawics. Toe0a HY)KHO U BaXXHO OBLIIO OOIIIEHUE C TIPUPOIOH U C
IIPEKIE HETO KUBLUIMMH, MBICJISIMMH U YyBCTBOBABILNMU JIFOIBMU
(punocodust, mo33us), — menepv HyKHBI U BaXKHBI ObLTH YEIOBEUECKUE
YUPEXKACHUS U 0OLIeHNE C TOBapHUIaMu. 7020a KEeHIINHA
IIPEJICTaBIIsUIaCh TANHCTBEHHBIM U MPEJIECTHBIM, UMEHHO 3TOU
TauHCTBEHHOCTBIO NPEJIECTHBIM CYIIECTBOM, — /menepb 3HaUCHUe
YKEHIIUHBI, BCIKOM KCHILMHBI, KPOME CBOMX CEMEWHBIX U JKEH JIPY3€eH,
OBbUIO OYEHB OIPEeNIEHHOE: JKEHIMHA ObljIa OJTHUM M3 JIYUIIUX OpyAnui
UCTIBITAHHOTO YK€ HacHakJIeHUs. Toe0a He Hy)KHO OBLJIO JACHET, U MOXKHO
OBUIO HE B3ATh M TPEThEH YaCTH TOTO, YTO JaBajia MaTh, MOKHO OBLJIO
OTKa3aThCsl OT UMEHMS OTLA U OTAATH €r0 KPECThsIHAM, — Meneps Ke
HegocraBaio Tex 1500 pyOueii B MecsIl, KOTOpbIE 1aBalia MaTh, U C HEH
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OBbIBaJIM YK€ HEMPHUITHBIC Pa3roBOPHI U3-3a JIeHeT. T020a CBOUM

HACTOSIIMM I OH CUUTAJ CBOE JYXOBHOE CYIIECTBO, — Menepsb OH CUUTAI

coBOI0 CBOE 3710pPOBOE, 6OIPOE, KUBOTHOE 51.]°0
At times Tolstoy even reproduces entire phrases that had appeared in the Confession. In
Resurrection, for example, we read that, “When Nekhliudov thought, read, and spoke
about God, about justice, about wealth and poverty, everyone around him considered it to
be out of place and in some way ridiculous [...] When he read novels, told scabrous
jokes, went to the French theater to see humorous vaudevilles and joyfully retold them,
everyone praised and encouraged him” (vse khvalili i pooshchriali ego).*®® The echoes of
the account of Tolstoy’s own moral decline in the Confession are unmistakable: “Every
time that I tried to express my most heartfelt desires to be morally good, I was met with
suspicion and mockery, while as soon as I gave in to despicable passions, I was praised
and encouraged” (menia khvalili i pooshchriali).*®’

For Maslova, the split between former and present selves is even starker, and is
expressed through the two names by which she is called: In the scenes that take place in
the past and in Nekhliudov’s memories, she is Katiusha, but in the present she is almost
exclusively referred to by her surname, or, more rarely, by her professional name,
Liubov’. The depraved prostitute that we encounter at the beginning of the novel seems
to be an entirely different being than the pure, chaste girl whom Nekhliudov had fallen in

love with ten years before. The prince’s reaction when the two meet for the first time

after the trial is telling: ““Surely this is a dead woman,” he thought, looking at the face

365 PSS 32: 47-48. My italics.
366 PSS 32: 48.

367 pSS 23: 4.
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that had once been sweet but that was now defiled and bloated, and the squinting black
eyes that shone with a wicked glitter.”**® Like Nekhliudov, Maslova is presented as a
victim of pernicious social influences. After leaving her position at Nekhliudov’s aunts’
estate, Maslova had made a sincere effort to find honest work. At every turn, however,
she was thwarted by those who saw her not as a human being, but as a sexual object:
Although she managed to find jobs in two different households, she was dismissed when
she rebuffed her employers’ advances. In desperate need of money, she was offered only
two options by society: she could accept a job as a laundress, a prospect that the narrator
describes as akin to a descent into a living hell of backbreaking labor in sweltering
temperatures surrounded by malnourished and consumptive women, or register for a
yellow card and lead a life of debauchery and moral self-destruction. Like Nekhliudov,
Maslova has accepted what she takes to be broadly-shared values as the basis for her own
(un)ethical outlook: Her interactions with society have convinced her that “the highest
good for all men without exception [...] consists in sexual intercourse with attractive
women [...] All of her past and present life confirmed the truth of this view.”®

For both of the novel’s protagonists, then, redemption will require a return to the
self that has been lost. This pattern presents both a reiteration of the classical paradigm of
conversion as well as a characteristically Tolstoyan inversion of it. On the one hand, a
complete moral awakening will signal the sort of narrative bifurcation that we have

identified as central to converts’ self-conceptualization: the redeemed self will be defined

in reference to the sinful past that has been cast aside. On the other hand, conversion will

368 pgS 32: 148.

3% p§s 32:151.
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signal a return to the purity of the past that had preceded the fall, just as we saw in the
Confession.

The central role that memory plays in this process is clearly accentuated in a
number of instances.’’’ The first references are negative, emphasizing Nekhliudov and
Maslova’s inability to remember their former selves; this forgetfulness, we are led to see,
stands as both the cause and the consequence of their depraved existences. At the
beginning of the narrative, the chasm between present and former selves is so wide for
both protagonists that they are unable to even think of the past. When Nekhliudov first
recognizes Maslova at the courthouse in Chapter Nine, the narrator explains that the
prince “never recalled [her] (nikogda ne vspominal), because this memory was too
torturous, and would have too clearly exposed him and demonstrated that he, who took
such great pride in his decency (poriadochnost’), not only was not decent, but had had
behaved in a truly base manner with this woman.””'

For Maslova, the barrier separating the past and the present is even stronger. Her
memory only extends to the recent present, and never touches on events from her former
life. After the trial, the narrator explains:

She recalled how her lawyer had looked at her, and how the judge had
looked at her, and how the people in the courthouse who had crossed her

path and then purposely rushed by had looked at her. She recalled how
Bertha had come to visit her in the jail and told her that the student who

7% As Kuzina and Tiun’kin note in their monograph ‘Voskresenie’ L.N. Tolstogo, “The heroes’

memories are constantly [...] repeated in the narration of the present.” The use of staggered
flashbacks rather than a straightforward chronological presentation, they argue, was not
motivated by the practical need to provide exposition, but rather stemmed from Tolstoy’s
growing interest in the relationship between the operation of the conscious in the present and the
perception of memory. L. Kuzina and K. Tiun’kin, “Voskresenie” L. N. Tolstogo (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1978), 88.

3 pss 32: 31.
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had fancied her while she was living at Kitaeva’s [brothel] had come to
them and asked about her and was very sorry for her. She recalled her fight
with her red-haired [cellmate] and felt sorry for her; she recalled the baker
who had sent her an extra roll. She recalled many things, but not
Nekhliudov. She never recalled her childhood and youth, and especially
not her love for Nekhliudov. That was too painful. Those memories lay
untouched somewhere deep in her soul. She never even dreamed about
Nekhliudov. [...] She had buried all of the memories of her past with him

[...].

[ ona 6cnomuuna, Kak 3alIUTHUK CMOTPEJ HA HEE, U KaK CMOTPEN
npejaceaaTesb, U Kak CMOTPEIU BCTPEUABIINECS U HAPOUHO MPOXOAUBIINE
MHMO Hee 10U B cyne. OHa 6cnomHuia, Kak OCETUBIIAS €€ B OCTPOre
Bepra pacckaspiBana eif, 4T0 TOT CTYJEHT, KOTOPOTO OHA JIFoOUIa, KUBS y
KuraeBoii, mpuesxall K HUM, CIIpAIIUBaJl IPO HEE U OUEHD JKaJel.
Bcnomunana ona o 1pake ¢ pbDKEU U KaJlella €€; 6CHOMUHANLA O
OyJIOYHHKE, BBICTABIIEM el TUITHUH kanad. OHa 86CHOMUHALA O MHOTHX,
HO TOJIbKO He 0 HexmonoBe. O cBOeM JETCTBE U MOJIOAOCTH, a B
0COOCHHOCTH 0 JIF00BH K HexmrooBy, oHa Hukoz0a He 6cnomunana. Ito
OBLIO CIUIITKOM OOJIBHO. DTH 80CHOMUHAHUSA TIE-TO NaJeKO HETPOHYTHIMU
nexanu B ee ayuie. Jlaxke Bo cHe HUKOTa He Bujaina Hexmonosa. [...]

372
[Toxoponuia oHa Bce 60cnOMuUHAaHUsL O CBOEM MPOLLIEIIIEM C HUM ... ].] 7

In order to prevent memories of her past self from entering into her consciousness,

Maslova resorts to alcohol and tobacco.’”

Thus, it is clear that for both characters the fall into sin is associated with

forgetfulness. The first step to a lasting transformation, then, is to remember the former

self that has been lost. We see this clearly in the account of Nekhliudov’s awakening that

is presented in Chapter Twenty-Eight. When the prince returns to his apartment on the

evening of the trial he attempts to summon a memory from the recent past that will

restore the sense of equilibrium that has been shattered by the chance reunion at the

72 PSS 32: 129-130. My italics.

The idea that people use intoxicants to interfere with the operation of memory (and, more
broadly, of moral consciousness) was a central theme of Tolstoy’s 1890 essay “Why do Men
Stupefy Themselves?” (Dlia chego liudi odurmanivaiutsia?) There he wrote that that his
strongest urges to smoke always came “in those moments when I precisely did not want to
remember that which I remembered, when I wanted to forget, to not think.” (PSS 26: 277)
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courthouse. Looking at a portrait of his mother in a velvet gown that exposes her bare
décolleté, he tries to recall happier times, but his only memories are of the torturous
period when she lie dying, “dried up like a mummy but still filling not only the whole
room, but the whole house with heavy sickening smell which nothing could smother.”
The memory of his mother reminds him of Missy, another woman whose bared décolleté
he has recently seen, and these memories prove to be no more soothing: “He thought with
disgust now of her beautiful shoulders and arms. [...] All of it disgusted him and at the
same time made him feel ashamed.”>’* For a moment he is tempted by the thought of
escape; he contemplates a trip to Rome to work on his painting. Suddenly, his thoughts
are interrupted by a series of memories from that distant past that he had forgotten long
ago:

And one after another the minutes that he had spent with her arose in his
imagination. He remembered his last meeting with her, that animal passion
that had taken hold of him at that time, and the disappointment that he
experienced when his passion was satisfied. He remembered the white
dress with the light blue ribbon; he remembered the service at the church.
‘Clearly I loved her, sincerely loved her with a good, pure love on that
night; I loved her even before that, and even loved her during the first time
that I was staying with my aunts and was writing my thesis.” And he
remembered himself as he had been then. The smell of that freshness, of
youth so full of life washed over him, and he was filled with bitter
sadness.

The difference between the man he had been then and the man he was
now was enormous: it was as great, if not greater, than the difference
between Katiusha in the church and that prostitute who had gotten drunk
with a merchant whom he had judged that morning. Then he had been a
vivacious, free man with endless possibilities in front of him; now he felt
trapped from all sides by the snares of a stupid, empty, aimless,
insignificant life from which he saw no escape, and from which he for the
most part did not even want to escape. He remembered how he had once
taken pride in his straightforwardness, how he had once set a rule for
himself to always tell the truth, and had really been honest, and how now
he was caught up a lie, in the most terrible lie, in the lie that all the people
around him took to be the truth. [...]

3 PSS 32:99.
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And he vividly recalled the moment when he had caught up to her in the
corridor, thrust some money at her, and run away from her. ‘Oh, that
money!” he exclaimed, recalling that moment with the same horror and
repulsion that he had felt then. [...] Only a blackguard, a villain, could not
do that! [...] They (people) can do as they like. Let them judge me; I can
deceive them, but I will not deceive myself.

[U oxgna 3a ApYyroro CTajld BO3HUKATH B €T0 BOOOPaXECHUN MUHYTHI,
MIEPEIKUTBIE C HEKO. Bcnomuun OH MOCIIETHEE CBUIAHUE C HEH, Ty
KUBOTHYIO CTPacTh, KOTOpasi B TO BPEMsI OBJIajieaa UM, U TO
pazouapoBaHHe, KOTOPOE OH UCTBITAN, KOT/Ia CTpacTh ObLIa
yIOBJIETBOpPEeHA. Bcnomuun 6€10e TiaThe ¢ TOIyOOol JIEHTOH, BCIIOMHUIT
3ayTpeHto. «Bep st Mo0uIT ee, HCTUHHO JIF0OWIT XOPOIIIeH,

YHCTOM JTI000BBIO B 3Ty HOUB, JIIOOMII €€ ellle Mpex/Ie, Ja elle KaK IO
TOTJa, KOTa s B IEPBBINA pa3 )KUJI y TETYLIEK U MKCAl CBOE COUMHEHUE!»
W oH ecnomuun cedst TakuM, KakuM OH ObLT Toraa. Ha Hero maxxysno 3Toi
CBEXECThIO, MOJIOZOCTBIO, IOJHOTOIO KU3HU, U EMY CTaJI0 MyUYHUTEIbHO
I'PYCTHO.

Paznuuue Mexa1y HUM, KaKUM OH OB TOT/J]a ¥ KaKUM OH OBbLI TeTephb,
ObLIO OTPOMHO: OHO OBLIIO TaKOE e, €CIIU He OoJblee, YeM pa3Iuine
Mexay KaTronieil B IepkBH U TOW MPOCTUTYTKOM, bTHCTBOBABILIEH C
KYIIIOM, KOTOPYIO OHM CYJIWJIM HbIHYE YTpoM. Toraa oH ObuT OOpHIii,
CBOOOTHBIH UEIIOBEK, Mepesl KOTOPHIM PacKphIBAIUCH OCCKOHEUHbIE
BO3MOKHOCTH, — TETIEPb OH YyBCTBOBAJ ce0s51 CO BCEX CTOPOH
MOMMAaHHBIM B TEHETaX TIIYIOH, TyCTOM, OECIeNbHON, HUYTOKHOU KU3HH,
U3 KOTOPBIX OH HE BUJENI HUKAKOTO BBIX0J1a, [1a IaXkKe OOJIbIIEH YacThio U
HE XOTeJ BBIXOAUTh. OH 6cnomuu, Kak OH KOT1a-TO TOPIUIICS CBOEH
NpSMOTOM, KaK cTaBUJI cebe KOTAa-TO MPaBUIOM BCETAa TOBOPUTH MPaBILy
U JIEHCTBUTENBHO OBLI MPaBAMB, ¥ KaK OH TeMepb ObLT BECh BO JDKU — B
CaMOW CTpAIIHOMW JIKH, BO JKU, IPU3HABAEMOW BCEMH JIFOAbMU,
OKpY>KalOIIUMH €r0, MPaBIoH. |[...]

W oH XUBO 6CnOMHUI MUHYTY, KOT1a OH B KOPUAOPE, JOTHAB €€, CYHYJ
eil IeHbpru 1 yoexan oT Hee. «AX, 3TU IGHbI'H! — € y>KacoM U
OTBpAILICHUEM, TAKUMHU )K€, KaK U TOTJa, 6CHOMUHAN OH 3Ty MUHYTY. —
Ax, ax! Kakas ragoctb! — Tak ke, KaK ¥ TOTJa, BCIyX: IPOrOBOPHUII OH.
— Tonpko Mep3aBen, HeroAsi Mor 3To caenats! [...] Onu (Ir0au), Kak
XOTST, MYCTh CYAAT 000 MHE, UX 51 MOTY OOMaHyTh, HO C€0s-TO 5 HE
o6many».]>”

It is this moment, when the walls that he has constructed between his former and present

selves finally begin to collapse, that immediately precedes the prince’s moral awakening.

5 PSS 32: 100-101. My italics.
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It is at this point that Nekhliudov resolves to effect a clean break with the life that he has
been living, to beg Maslova’s forgiveness, and to offer his hand in marriage to her.

He soon learns, however, that the realization of this plan will require that he
inaugurate a moral reawakening within Maslova by helping her to bridge the divide
between her former and present selves. When Nekhliudov had first caught sight of her in
the courtroom, he had not perceived the split within her: Despite the changes wrought by
the passage of time, he had seen “only [her] one unique inimitable spiritual

personality.”’°

When he finally manages to arrange to meet with her at the jail, however,
he is overwhelmed by quite a different impression. Although he had expected her to be
overjoyed by his appearance, he is shocked and dismayed to find that she treats him not
as a former lover, but rather as merely another powerful man from whom she can extract
money and favors. When she signals him to furtively slip some money into her hand, he
is appalled, and remarks to himself that the Maslova he once knew has clearly died long
ago. In fact, Nekhliudov misreads Maslova’s reaction. When she recognized him, there
was indeed a momentary awakening of her past self: “[His] reappearance startled her into
remembering things she never thought of now. The first moment brought back to her
dimly that new wonderful world of emotions and thoughts which had been revealed to
her by the charming young man who had loved her and whom she had loved.” Her
memories of the love they shared, however, are quickly shattered by her memories of his

betrayal: “Lacking the strength to understand it, she acted as she always did: she chased

her memories away and tried to cover them with the distinctive fog of a dissolute life”

376 pSS 32: 76.
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(postaralas’ zastlat’ ikh osobennym tumanom razvratnoi zhizni).)”’ As the narrator
explains, since the time that she had begun to work as a prostitute, Maslova had come to
believe that all men are motivated solely by their desire to satisfy sexual urges. Were she
to alter her conception of life, “she would lose the meaning that it provided.” In order to
maintain the stability of her worldview, she resolves to treat Nekhliudov as she would an
amorous client and to push away the memories of the past brought about by his
reappearance: “These memories did not accord with her present outlook, and thus they
had been completely crossed out from her memory, or, more precisely, were kept

»378 In order to dull the pain caused

untouched, locked up, and sealed over in her memory.
by the recollection of her former self, she uses the money that Nekhliudov has given her
to buy vodka.

When Nekhliudov returns for a second time, he finds Maslova drunk. This time
she berates him, accusing him of using her as a tool for his own salvation, just as he had
once used her to satisfy his sexual desires. While we will discuss this scene in greater
detail in the next section, for the moment we will focus exclusively on the narrator’s
comments at the end of the episode. Maslova’s anger, we learn, was not motivated by
hatred of the prince, but rather was the result of “the torturous labor that was taking place
within her. What Nekhliudov had said called her back to that world where she had

suffered, which she had left without understanding it, and hating it. Now she had lost that

forgetfulness in which she had lived, and to live with the clear memory of what had been

317 pSS 32: 147.

38 pSS 32:152.
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1.7 By the time of their third and final meeting, however, it is clear that

was too painfu
Maslova has taken the first step on the path to redemption. Although she refuses his
proposal for a second time, she asks him to forgive her for her outburst during their
previous meeting. Nekhliudov recognizes that a change has taken place within her: “Yes,

£.3% This view is confirmed

yes, she is an entirely different person,” he remarks to himsel
by the closing scene of Part I, where Maslova abstains from her customary evening glass
of vodka.

In the second part of the novel, Nekhliudov leaves Moscow and travels to his
estates, where he hopes to put his affairs in order in anticipation of his impending
departure to Siberia. His visit to the first estate, Kuzminskoe, is brief. While there, he is
struck by the peasants’ impoverished state. Hoping to lighten their burden, he summons
the village elders and offers to reduce the rent that they pay by a substantial amount.
After briefly haggling, the peasants accept his offer. Although the amount they agree on
is substantially lower than the rent that is charged by other landowners in the area,
Nekhliudov senses that the peasants are disappointed. He leaves Kuzminskoe with a
gnawing sense of dissatisfaction, although he is as yet unable to discern its source. From
Kuzminskoe, the prince travels to his second estate Panovo, the place where he had first
met Maslova. Upon his arrival, he sits down by a window and listens to the sound of
peasant women washing clothes by the river. The sound reminds him of the past,

unleashing a series of vivid memories that revive the image of his former self in his mind:

And suddenly Nekhliudov remembered how in the exact same way long
ago when he was still young and innocent he had heard here at the river

379 PSS 32: 166.

%0 p§s32:195.
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these sounds of paddles beating wet clothes [...] And it was not that he
remembered himself as the eighteen year-old boy he had been then, but
that he felt himself to be that boy, with the same freshness, purity, and a
future filled with the greatest opportunities; at the same time, as happens
in dreams, he knew that this was already gone, and he became terribly sad.

[U Baopyr HexntonoB écnommui, 4TO TOUHO TaK e OH KOTJa-TO JABHO,
KOTJa OH OBLJI e1Ile MOJIOJI M1 HEBUHEH, CIIBIIIAI 3/IeCh HA PEKEe 3TU 3BYKH
BaJIbKOB 10 MOKpOMY 0eJIbio [...] Yl OH He TO uTO 6cnommuun cedst
BOCEMHAIIIATHIICTHUM MAJIbYMKOM, KAaKUM OH ObUT TOTJ1a, HO
MOYyBCTBOBAJI CE0s TAKHMM K€, C TOH K€ CBEKECThIO, YUCTOTOU U
WCTIOJTHEHHBIM CaMbIX BEJIMKHX BO3MOXKHOCTEH OyayIIUM H BMECTE C TEM,
KaK 3TO ObIBaeT BO CHE, OH 3HAJI, YTO 3TOTO YK€ HET, U EMY CTaJl0 y>KacHO
381
I'PYCTHO. ]
And yet despite his knowledge that a return to the past is impossible, this is precisely
what the prince attempts to do at Panovo. His first goal is to seek out Maslova’s aunt in
order to learn what became of the child he fathered with her. When he finally locates her,
her reaction speaks to the distance that separates him from his former self: At first she
does not recognize him, and when she finally does, she points out that that “you’ve
grown old, your honor; you were like a fine burr, but look at you now! I can see that

382 . . . .
”°%“ The answers that he receives in response to his questions about

you’ve got worries.
the child serve only to bolster his dim awareness that the return to the past that he longs
for is impossible. The child, he learns, was born healthy, but perished from malnutrition
shortly after being taken to a foundling’s hospital in Moscow. The chapter ends with a
single terse sentence: “And that was all Nekhliudov could find out about his child.”*?

The death of the child, we are led to see, is a sin that cannot be repaired, an indelible

mark of a past that is gone forever.

#1 PSS 32: 207-208. My italics.
2 PSS 32:213.

3% pss32:215
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Nonetheless, the pull of his memory proves to be irresistible. After learning of his
child’s fate, Nekhliudov considers how to best help the impoverished peasants of Panovo.
Reflecting on the disappointment that he had experienced while leaving Kuzminskoe, he
comes to grasp the error in his thinking. He realizes that the peasants are mired in poverty
because they lack access to arable land. This realization sparks yet another memory, one
that concerns his former infatuation with the land-tax reforms proposed by Henry
George:

And he vividly recalled Henry George’s fundamental proposition and his
enthusiasm for it, and he was surprised at how he could have forgotten all
of this. Land cannot be the object of private ownership; it cannot be
bought or sold, just like water, air, and sunlight. All have an equal right to
the land and to the benefits that it brings to man. And now he understood
why he felt ashamed to recall the way he had arranged affairs at
Kuzminskoe. He had been deceiving himself. Knowing that a man cannot
proclaim his right to land, he had assumed this right for himself and had
gifted the peasants a part of that which he knew in the depths of his soul
he had no right to.

[ oH %UBO 6cnomuu OCHOBHBIE nooxenwust ['enpu Jl>xopka u cBoe
YBJICUEHUE VM U yIUBIISIICS HA TO, KAK OH MOT 3a0BITh BCE 3T0. — He
MOJKET 3eMJIsl OBITh MPEAMETOM COOCTBEHHOCTH, HE MOXKET OHA OBIThH
MPEeIMETOM KYIIIU | MPOJAXKH, KaK BOJIa, KaK BO3IyX, KaK JTy4H COJHIIA.
Bce uMmeror onHakoBOE MpaBo HA 3eMITIO U Ha BCE MMPEUMYIIECTBA,
KOTOpBIC OHA JIAET JIIOIM». V1 OH MOHSUIT Teneph, oueMy eMy ObLIO
CTBIJTHO BCIIOMHHATH CBOE YCTPOUCTBO nen B Ky3munckom. OH
oOMaHbIBaJI caM cebst. 3Hasi, UTO YEJIOBEK HE MOXKET UMETh IIpaBa Ha
3eMJTI0, OH TIPU3HA ATO MPABO 32 COOOH M MOAAPUIT KPECThIHAM YacTh
TOTO, HAa YTO OH 3HAJ B TTTyOWHE AYIIH, YTO HE UMET HpaBa.]3 84

While he may not be able to turn back time and save the child he had lost, Nekhliudov is
convinced that he can return to that period of youthful idealism that had come before his
fall by implementing a single tax system at Panovo. When he summons the village elders,
however, they refuse his offer to implement a single tax system, suspecting that it is a

clever ploy designed to rob them of what little they have. And yet this rejection does not

% PSS 32: 218. My italics.
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bother Nekhliudov: He returns to the manor house that night with a feeling of calm
resolution. Sitting once more by the window, he experiences the sensation of having
returned to his former self:

This was a joyful, happy night for him. His imagination brought back the
impressions of that happy summer that he had spent here as an innocent
youth, and he felt himself now to be the same as he had been not only
then, but in all the best moments of his life. He not only remembered, but
felt himself to be the same has he had been when, as a fourteen year-old
boy, he had prayed to God to show him the truth, when as a child he had
cried at on his mother’s lap when he parted from her, promising to always
be good and never bring her sorrow; he felt himself to be the same as he
had been when he and Nikolen’ka Irtenev had decided to always help each
other to live a good life and to try to make all people happy.

[0 OBLTA IS HETO pasloCcTHAs, cYacTiINBasg HOub. BooOpaxkeHue
BO300HOBMJIO TIEpE/] HUM BIIEUYATICHHUS TOTO CYACTIMBOTO JIETa, KOTOPOE
OH TIPOBEJI 3/IeCb HEBUHHBIM IOHOIIIEH, U OH IOYYBCTBOBAJI ce0sl TeTeph
TaKUM, KaKUM OH OBLJT HE TOJIBKO TOT/Ia, HO M BO BCE JIyYIIIHE MUHYTHI
cBoel skxu3HU. OH HE TOJIBKO BCIIOMHMJI, HO ITIOYYBCTBOBAJ C€0s TaKuM,
KaKMM OH OBbUI TOT/Ia, KOT/Ia OH YEeTHIPHAIATUIICTHUM MaJIbUUKOM
Monuiicst bory, uro0 bor OTKpbLT eMy HCTHHY, KOT/Ia ITaKanl peOeHKOM Ha
KOJICHSIX MaTepH, pacCTaBasCh C HEH U 00eIIasch e ObITh BCeraa J00phIM
Y HUKOT'JIa HE OTOpYaTh €€, — IOYyBCTBOBAI ce0s TAKUM, KAKMM OH OBLI,
Koraa onu ¢ Hukonenskoit MpTeHeBsIM pemmany, 4to OyayT Bceraa
MOJICP>KUBATH IPYT ApyTa B 100pOH KU3HU U OyIyT CTapaTbes caeiaTh
BCEX JIIOJIEH CHACTIIMBBIMH. |

His former self had been happy, the prince realizes, because he had considered only
whether his actions accorded with his conscience, not whether they would secure material
advantages for him. By presenting the peasants with an offer that was economically
disadvantageous for him, he had succeeded in recapturing a part of the self that had been
lost.

The last thing that he does at the estate is to rummage through an old chest of

drawers, where he finds another powerful reminder of the purity of his past self: a

385 pSS 32:224-225.
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photograph of himself and Maslova taken during the summer when they first met, before
their Platonic love had been shattered by his selfishness and lust. Upon leaving the estate,
he experiences none of the sadness he felt while departing form Kuzminskoe: “Now he
experienced the ceaseless joy of liberation and a feeling of novelty (chuvstvo novizny)
that resembled that which a traveler must experience when discovering new lands.” **
Nekhliudov’s impression that he has effected a decisive break with the depraved
life that he has recently been leading and returned to the pure self that he had been in his
youth is reinforced by a chance meeting that takes place in the chapter that immediately
follows his departure from Panovo. Upon returning to Moscow, the prince happens to run
into Schonbock, his former comrade who had come to pick him up from his aunts’ estate
after he had seduced Maslova, and who had heartily congratulated him for achieving the
sexual conquest that he had desired. In the years that have passed since their last meeting,
Schonbock has aged considerably. Although he has amassed enormous debts, he has
somehow kept his place in society, serving as a financial advisor to a senile millionaire.
Nekhliudov is disgusted by his former comrade, and pointedly refuses Schonbock’s
repeated invitations to social functions. When the two part, Nekhliudov is struck by the
distance that now separates him from his own period of depravity; his sinful former self
seem as alien to him now as Schonbock does: “Was I really like that?” he asks himself;
“Yes, perhaps not exactly like that, but I wanted to be like that and thought that that was

how I would live my life.”*’

3% ps§s 32: 233,
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Shortly after meeting Schonbock, Nekhliudov returns to the jail, where he gives
Maslova the photograph that he had found at Panovo. When she takes it out that night,
she is filled with soothing memories of her youth. The pleasant recollections are spoiled,
however, when another woman, a nurse who works alongside her in the clinic, points out
that the Maslova in the photograph is unrecognizable, and that “ten years have probably

99388

passed since then.”””" The comment leads to a dramatic change in Maslova’s mood: she

angrily springs to her feet and slams the door shut. The narrator explains the cause of this
sudden change:

Looking at the photograph, she had felt herself to be the same as she had
been when it was taken, and had dreamed about how happy she had been
and how she could have still been happy with him now. Her comrade’s
words had reminded her of what she was now and what she had been then,
reminded her of all the horror of that life [in the brothel] that she had earlier
only dimly perceived, but had not allowed herself to realize.

[['nsaas Ha GoTtorpaduio, oHa YyBCTBOBaJIa ce0sl TAKOM, Kakoi OHa Oblia
n300pakeHa Ha Hell, 1 MedTaja O TOM, Kak OHa ObLIa CHYacTJIMBa TOTIa U
Mor1a Obl erie ObITh CUacTIUBa ¢ HUM Tenepb. ClioBa TOBapKU HAITOMHIIIU
el To, 4To OHa ObLIa Teneph, U TO, YTO OHA ObLIA TaM, — HAITOMHWIM €i
BECh YXKac TOW )KM3HU, KOTOPHI OHA TOT1a CMyTHO YyBCTBOBaa, HO HE
1n03BosNa cede CO3HABATH. ]

Just as Nekhliudov’s encounter with Schonbock had reminded him of his own depraved

period, the nurse’s comment reminds Maslova of her years in the brothel. However,

unlike Nekhliudov, who takes pride in his return to his morally pure former self, Maslova

reacts with anger, weeping “over her ruined life,” cursing the man who had inaugurated

her fall, and thirsting for vodka to drown out the memories and the pain.**® And yet the

388 pSS 32:243.
3% pS§S 32: 244,

3 Ibid.
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shame that Maslova experiences when she thinks about her life in the brothel and the
anger that she still harbors against Nekhliudov for inaugurating her downfall ultimately
prove to be incapable of halting the process of moral regeneration that has started within
her. Towards the end of the second part, we learn that she has indeed turned a corner in
her journey to redemption:

[Maslova] continued to convince herself that she had not forgiven him, as
she had told him at their second meeting, that she had not forgiven him,
and hated him, but she had already begun to love him again for some time,
and loved him so much that she was unconsciously doing everything that
he wished her to do: she had stopped drinking and smoking, had abandoned
her coquetry and accepted a position in the infirmary. Everything that she
did she did because she knew that it was what he wanted. If she so
decisively refused him every time he referred to his desire to sacrifice
himself by marrying her, then this was only because she wanted to repeat
those proud that she had once spoken to him, and, most importantly,
because she knew that a marriage with her would lead to unhappiness for
him. She had firmly decided that she would not accept his sacrifice [...]

[ MacnoBa Bcé ee [...] mpogomkana yBepsTh ceOs, 4TO OHa, KaKk OHa 3TO
BBICKAa3ajla EMY BO-BTOPOE CBUJAHME, HE IIPOCTUIIA EMY U HEHABUJMUT €TO0,
HO OHA y>K€ JIaBHO OIISATH JIIOOMIIA €ro U JII00MIa TaK, YTO HEBOJIBHO
HCIOJIHSAIA BCE TO, YTO M YETO OH JKEJIAJl OT HEE: MepecTalla MUTh, KYpHUTb,
OCTaBWJIa KOKETCTBO U MOCTYMWJIA B OOJIBHUILY CITy>)kKaHKo#. Bcé 310 oHa
Jiesiana oToMy, 4To 3HaJla, YTO OH jkeJaeT 3Toro. Ecnu oHa Tak
PEIINTENHHO OTKA3bIBAIACH BCAKUH pa3, KOT/Ia OH YIIOMHHAJI 00 3TOM,
IIPUHSTH €r0 XKEPTBY )KEHUTHCS HA HEH, TO 3TO MPOUCXOJWIO U OTTOIO, YTO
€l XOTes0Ch NOBTOPUTH T€ FOPABIE CIIOBA, KOTOPHIE OHA pa3 cKa3ajia eMy,
U, TJIaBHOE, OTTOTO, YTO OHA 3HAJA, 4TO OpaK ¢ HEIO CIENAeT ero
HecuacThe. OHA TBEPIO PEINIA, UTO HE MPUMET ero xeptasi [...]]° !

Maslova’s rediscovery of the Platonic love that she felt for Nekhliudov when the two first
met demonstrates that she has succeeded in effecting a return to her past self. Though the

transformation is not yet complete, it is clearly well under way.

1 PSS 32: 308.
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The Egotism of Awakening

On the surface, then, the first two parts of Resurrection would appear to present a
straightforward narrative of sin and redemption: Both protagonists begin in a state of
moral purity, experience a fall due to the influence of external social norms, and effect—
or at least begin to effect—a transformative return to their former selves. From this
perspective, the central sources of dramatic tension can be expressed through two simple
questions that are directly tied to the plot of the novel: Will Nekhliudov have the strength
necessary to follow through with his redemptive plan, and will he succeed in convincing
Maslova to play her part in this plan? And yet throughout the first two parts of the novel,
we find numerous instances that suggest that this schema is overly simplistic, that
Nekhliudov’s plan itself is sullied by the same egotistical motivations that had brought
about his initial fall, and that this egotism makes him an imperfect vessel for transmitting
Tolstoyan truths.

Nekhliudov’s egotism is especially clear in the description of his awakening in
Chapter Twenty-Eight. The episode, which we have already alluded to in the previous
section, marks a turning point in his life and the novel. In early drafts of the novel,
Tolstoy had presented Nekhliudov’s plan in an unambiguously positive light, as a
spontaneous decision that ultimately secures salvation for both the offender and his
victim; in one early variant Maslova accepts Nekhliudov’s proposal, and the couple
manages to escape to London, where they establish a press that issues propaganda on

behalf of George’s single tax. At the beginning of 1897, however, he abandoned this
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approach after rereading his drafts. Tolstoy recorded his dissatisfaction in his first diary
entry of that year:
Began to reread Resurrection, and, having reached up to 4is decision to
marry, | threw it away in disgust. Everything is false, contrived, weak. It is
difficult to fix a spoiled thing. In order to fix it, it is necessary: 1) to
alternately describe her feelings and life and his and 2) positively and
seriously hers, and negatively and with a smile his. I will scarcely finish it.
Everything is very spoiled.
[Hauan nepeuntsiBath Bockpecenve [sic] u, TOWIS 10 €20 pelieHus
KEHUTHCS, C OTBpaleHneM Opocuit. Beé HeBepHO, BBIIyMaHO, c1ado.
TpynHo nomnpaBnsaTh ucropueHHoe. J[jist Toro, 4ToObl MONPABUTh, HYKHO:
1) monepeMeHHO OMUCHIBATh €€ M €r0 UyBCTBA U )KU3Hb. U MOI0KUTENHEHO
U CEPBbE3HO €€, U OTPULATENBHO U ¢ YCMEIIKOM ero. EnBa i KoHuy.
OueHb BCE HCIIOpYeHO.]> >
This new approach to Nekhliudov’s awakening is evident in the first part of the final
redaction of the novel. On the surface, Tolstoy presents Nekhliudov’s decision to marry
Maslova as the fruit of a broader, clearly positive, process of moral regeneration: “The
God who lived within him had awakened in his consciousness. He felt himself to be one
with Him, and therefore perceived not only the freedom, vivacity, and joy of life, but
perceived all the power of goodness. All, all the best that a man could do, he felt himself

99393

capable of doing.”””” However, there are clear indications that there is something less
than pure in the prince’s awakening: “There were tears in his eyes when he said this to
himself, both good and bad (durnye) tears; good tears because they were tears at the joy

he felt at the awakening of that spiritual essence that had been slumbering within him for

all of these years, and bad because they were the tears of the tenderness he felt towards

392 p§S 53: 128.
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himself, towards his own virtue.”*"*

In fact, even before this episode, Tolstoy hints that
Nekhliudov’s motives may be less pure and altruistic than they initially appear to be.
When he first recognizes Maslova in the courtroom, the prince’s first reaction is
characterized not by repentance, but by the fear that the trial will bring their affair to
light, exposing him to public ridicule: “Fear at the disgrace that would befall him if
everyone here in the courtroom were to learn about his conduct muffled the internal work
that was taking place within him” (Strakh [...] zaglushal proiskhodivshuiu v nem

3% This fear is what prevents him from speaking up on Maslova’s

vnutrenniuiu rabotu).
behalf during deliberations: He is worried that their relationship might somehow come to
light if he were to say too much. Even when the verdict is read, he does not immediately
repent. On the contrary, he reflects that, “the feeling that he had experienced was
exaggerated as a result of an entire morning spent in such unfamiliar conditions” and
resolves to go to a dinner party at the Korchagins’ house “in order to rid himself of these
heavy impressions.”®

When, upon returning to his apartment, he begins to seriously consider the sins of
his past, his thoughts are remarkably self-centered; he is less concerned, it seems, with
the impact that his actions have had on others than he is with his own self-image. When
he recalls his shameful decision to slip a hundred-ruble note into Maslova’s apron, for

example, he does not seem to be concerned with the impact that this had on her, but

rather with the light in which it casts him:

9% PSS 32:103.
3% pS§S 32: 74.
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Only a blackguard, a villain could have done that! And 7, / am that villain
and that blackguard! [...] [...] But am / really? [...] Could it really be?
[...] Could it really be? Could it really be that 7 am really a villain? Well,
and who else? [...] And is that really the only thing? [...] Are not your
relations with Mar’ia Vasil’evna and her husband not filth, not baseness?
And your attitude towards property? To make use of wealth that you
consider illegitimate under the pretext that it came from your mother? And
all of your idle, wretched life. And to crown it all, your behavior with
Katiusha. Villain, blackguard! They (people) will do as they wish; let them
judge me; I can deceive them, but / will not deceive myself.

[Tonpko mMep3aBel;, HerosAl Mor 310 caenars! U s, s TOT Heroadi u TOT
Mep3asen! [...] [Ja Heykenu B caMoM Jiene, [...| HEeY>Kelu s B CaMOM JIelie,
HEYXeJH s TOYHO Heroastit? A to kro xe? [...] Ha pa3se ato ogHo? [...]
PasBe He rafnocTh, HE HU30CTh Meoe OTHOLIEHUE K Mapbre BacuiibeBHe U ee
Myxy? U meoe oTHomenue k umymectBy? [loa mpeaiorom, 4to 1€HbIU OT
MaTepH, MOJIb30BaThCs OOraTCTBOM, KOTOPOE CUMTACIIb He3aKOHHBIM. 11
BCSl m@os Mpa3Hast, CKBEpHasi )KU3Hb. 1 BeHel Bcero — meou MOCTYIIOK C
Karromeii. Heroasii, mep3asen;! Onu (Jir0/111), Kak XOTST, MyCTh CYASAT 000
MHe, ¥iX 5L MOTYy OOMaHYTb, HO cefs-mo s He 06Many».]>
In this short paragraph, the prince uses no less than twelve pronouns to refer to himself
while making only one reference to Maslova. Even then, the emphasis is on what his
behavior towards her says about Aim, not the impact that it has had on /4er. And while the
“recognition of his own baseness” is painful for Nekhliudov, there is also something
“joyful and calming” (radostnoe i uspokoitel 'noe) in it.
The sense of suspicion that Tolstoy cultivates through his reference to the prince’s
“bad tears” is reinforced by the contrast he establishes between Nekhliudov’s spiritual
exultation and Maslova’s misery in chapters twenty-eight through thirty-three. Chapter
Twenty-Eight ends with Nekhliudov basking in the pleasure of his perceived spiritual
rebirth: ““How good! How good, O Lord, how good!” he said of what was in his soul,” an

emotion that stands in clear counterpoint to the description of Maslova’s despair at the

beginning of Chapter Twenty-Nine. Unlike her seducer, who feels that the path to

*7 PSS 32: 101-102. My italics.
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spiritual bliss has been set out before him, Maslova weeps, feeling that it is necessary “to
submit to that cruel and astounding injustice that had been done to her.”*”® Unable to
cope with the reality of her sentence and her cruel treatment at the hands of the same sort
of young men in whose eyes she had previously found favor, she turns to cigarettes and
vodka to dull her pain. Her first night as a convict ends as she lays down to sleep, trying
to ignore the endless pacing of one of her cellmates, a deacon’s daughter who had gone
insane after drowning her baby in a well, and the child-like sobs of a nameless redheaded
woman who cries over the memory of her first love, a factory worker who had burned her
genitals with acid in order to amuse himself and his drunken friends. Again, the abject
misery that Tolstoy evokes in his description of the prisoners going to bed at the end of
Chapter Thirty-Two stands in clear and pointed opposition to the description of
Nekhliudov waking up in Chapter Thirty-Three: “The first feeling experienced by
Nekhliudov on the next day when he awoke was the consciousness of the fact that
something had happened, and even before he remembered what had happened he already
knew that what happened was something important and good”; “The thought that for the
sake of moral considerations he would sacrifice everything and marry her especially
touched him this morning”; “And when he imagined to himself how he would see her,
how he would tell her everything, how he would repent of his sin, an especially rapturous
feeling took hold of him, and tears appeared in his eyes.”””

In the following chapters, however, Tolstoy quiets the reader’s suspicions

regarding Nekhliudov’s intentions. While the question of his motivation remains

unresolved, a subtle shift in the narrative works to alter our initial impression of the

3% PSS 32: 104.
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Prince’s plan. As he begins to work on Maslova’s appeal, Nekhliudov becomes
increasingly aware of the injustices on which the current social order is founded,
expressing his critique in a series of long internal monologues in which it becomes
increasingly difficult to distinguish between his voice and the voice of the morally
authoritative narrator. At the same time as Tolstoy begins to effect a union between his
narrator and protagonist, he introduces a theme that largely dispels the sense of ambiguity
that is present in the early chapters, replacing it with a more straightforward black and
white dichotomy. This dichotomy centers on the opposition between the voice of
Nekhliudov’s conscience and what Tolstoy calls “the voice of the tempter” (golos
iskusitelia), which tries to lead him away from his righteous path. The “voice of the
tempter” first appears during the awakening scene in Chapter Twenty-Eight of Part 1.
Having perceived the depths to which he has fallen, Nekhliudov is on the verge of a
transformative moment when he is suddenly interrupted by the tempter:

The distance was so great, the defilement so strong, that in the first minute
he despaired in the possibility of cleansing himself. ‘Clearly you have
already tried to perfect yourself and to be better, but nothing came of it,’—
said the voice of the tempter in his soul—’So why try again? You’re not
the only one; everyone is like that; that’s how life is,” said this voice. But
that free spiritual being that alone is true, only powerful, alone eternal had
already awoken in Nekhliudov. And he could not but trust it. No matter
how great the distance between that which he had been and that which he
wanted to be, for the awakened spiritual being everything seemed
possible.

[PaccTosiHEE 3TO OBUIO TaK BEJIMKO, 3arpsi3HEHHUE TaK CUIBHO, YTO B
IIEPBYI0 MUHYTY OH OTYAsUICS B BO3MOXKHOCTH O4MILeHU. «Benb yxe
poOOBaJl COBEPILIEHCTBOBATHLCS U OBITH Jy4IlE, U HUYETO HE BBIILIO, —
TOBOPMJI B AyIIE €0 roJI0C UCKYCUTENs, — TaK YTO e MPoOOBaTh elle
pa3? He Tbl 0uH, a Bce TaKue — TaKoBa KU3HbY», TOBOPMJI 3TOT rojoc. Ho
TO CBOOO/IHOE, TYXOBHOE CYIIECTBO, KOTOPOE OJHO UCTUHHO, O/IHO
MOTYIIIECTBEHHO, OJTHO BE€YHO, y>ke nmpoOyamiocsk B Hexmronose. U on He
MOT HE OBEPHUTH eMy. Kak HM OrpOMHO OBLIO pacCTOSIHHE MEXKIY TeM,
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9TO OH OBLI, U TEM, Ye€M XOTeJ OBITh, — ISl MPOOYAUBIIIETOCS TyXOBHOTO
N 400
CYIIIECTBA MPEACTABISIIOCH BCE BO3ZMOXKHO. |

The voice of the tempter emerges once again during the prince’s first meeting with
Maslova at the jail. When she asks him for money, he hesitates:

Again that tempter that had spoken to him last night raised its voice in
Nekhliudov’s soul, as always striving to lead him away from questions
about what he should do towards the question of what would result from
his actions and what would be convenient for him.

“You won’t be able to do anything with this woman,’ said the voice;
“You’ll merely be tying a stone around your neck that will drown you and
prevent you from being of use to others. Give her money, all that you
have, say farewell, and end this forever,” he thought.

But at that moment he felt that now, right now, something extremely
important was taking place in his soul, that at this moment his inner life
was at standing, as it were, on a wobbling scale, a scale which with the
slightest effort might be turned to one side or the other. And he made the
effort, calling forth that God whose presence he had felt in his soul the day
before, and at that moment God answered within him. He decided to tell
her everything right now.

[OnsATh TOT UCKYCHUTEND, KOTOPBIN TOBOPUI BU€pa HOUbIO, 3aTOBOPUII
B nyme HexmronoBa, Kak Bceraa, crapasich BBIBECTH €r0 U3 BOIIPOCOB O
TOM, 4TO JOJIKHO CIIEIaTh, K BOIIPOCY O TOM, YTO BBIMJIET U3 €r0
IIOCTYIIKOB U 4TO II0JIE3HO.

«Hwuuero TbI HE clieNaeib C 3TON JKEHIIMHON, — FOBOPHJI 3TOT r0JIOC,
— TOJILKO cebe Ha LICI0 MOBECHIb KAMEHb, KOTOPbIM yTONHT TeOs U
nomemniaeT Tede ObITh MoIe3HbIM ApyruM. JlaTh eif AeHer, BCE, 4TO eCTh,
IIPOCTUTHCS C HEW U KOHUUTH BCE HaBCETJa?» MOAyMalloCh EMY.

Ho Tyt e 0OH mo4yBCTBOBAJI, YTO TEIEPb, CEUYAC, COBEPIIACTCS HEUTO
caMo€ Ba)KHOE B €r0 AYyLIE, YTO €TI0 BHYTPECHHSA KU3Hb CTOUT B OTY
MUHYTY KaK Obl Ha KOJIEOIIOLINXCS BECAX, KOTOPbIE MAJICHIITUM yCHITUEM
MOTYT OBITh IEPETAHYTHI B TY WIN APYTYI0 CTOpoHY. 1 oH caenan 3To
yCHIIME, IIpU3bIBast TOro bora, KOTOPOro OH Buepa Mouysijl B CBOEH AyIleE,
u Bor TyT %e oto3Baics B HeM. OH peln ceituac ckazath eii Bcé.] ™!

In both of these instances, and in similar ones that follow, we are presented with what

would appear to be a very clear choice, one for which we perceive that we already know

40 pgs32:103.
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the correct response. By phrasing Nekhliudov’s dilemma in terms of the decision to
follow the voice of his conscience or the voice of the tempter, Tolstoy shifts our attention
away from the prince’s egotistical motivations and towards the question of whether or not
he possesses the resolve necessary to follow through with his righteous decision. This
impression colors the reader’s reaction to the events described in Chapter Forty-Eight,
where Nekhliudov returns to the prison and finally offers his hand in marriage. Maslova
not only refuses, but showers him with spite: “Get away from me. I am a convict, and
you are a prince, and there’s nothing for you here. [...] You want to save yourself through
me! (Ty mnoi khochesh’ spastis’) [...] You had your fun with me in this life and now
through me you want to save yourself in the other world! You are disgusting to me, you,

1402 The accusation

your glasses, and your greasy face. Get away, get away from me, you
that Nekhliudov sees her as a mere instrument of his own salvation ought to confirm the
reader’s early doubts regarding the true nature his motivations. In fact, it achieves the
opposite effect. Not only is Maslova drunk when she levels these accusations, but in the
preceding chapters her anger had been presented as an attempt to forestall the process of
moral regeneration that the long-suppressed memories of her youth have inaugurated.
Due to the similarity of their spiritual biographies—both Nekhliudov and Maslova had
experienced a fall and the beginning of a recovery—the reader comes to believe that both
characters are merely at different points on the same path to resurrection, with the Prince
having advanced a few steps further than the convict. The reader thus naturally assumes
that Maslova’s redemption depends on her accession to his plan. The chief question of

the novel, then, the primary source of plot tension, becomes whether or not Nekhliudov

will be able to persevere and follow through with his initial plan. The question raised at

402 pgs32: 106.
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the beginning of the novel regarding whether or not he ought to marry her in the first
place, is temporarily pushed to the side.

In Part II, the union between narrator and protagonist and the emphasis on the
binary opposition between the voice of the conscience and the voice of the tempter both
grow even stronger. While Tolstoy does not entirely neglect the complex narrative of
redemption that he had introduced in the first part, this aspect of the novel becomes
increasingly subordinated to his polemical aims. The account of Nekhliudov’s attempts to
reconnect with his past self at Panovo, for example, advances the redemptive narrative
established in Part I, but this theme is drowned out by a focus on extratextual political
and economic questions: Tolstoy devotes far more text to the prince’s extended
meditations on the injustice of private ownership of land in these chapters than he does to
his quest to discover his past self. In the latter half of the second part, the question of
Nekhliudov’s motivations recedes almost entirely. The chapters that describe the prince’s
journey to St. Petersburg to work on Maslova’s appeal are particularly tendentious. In
Chapter Fifty-Nine of Part I, Tolstoy writes that, “One of the most common and
widespread superstitions is that every person possesses defined qualities, that there is
such a thing as a good man, a bad man, a smart man, a stupid man, an energetic man, an
apathetic man, and so on. [...] But this is incorrect. People are like rivers: the water is the

same in all of us [...].”*"

This is certainly an admirable sentiment, but it is hardly a
principle that Tolstoy himself follows in his portrayal of the representatives of official

Russia in the scenes set in St. Petersburg. We are presented with a seemingly endless

series of meetings with lawyers, officials, and politicians, each of whom are transparently

403 pg§32:193-194
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constructed in order to demonstrate one or another failing of the state. Nekhliudov’s first
meeting is with Count Ivan Mikhailovich Charskii, a retired minister and “a man of
strong convictions,” convictions which consist in the belief that “just as it is natural for a
bird to feed on worms, to be clothed in feathers and down, and fly in the air, so too was it
natural for him to feed on expensive food prepared by expensive cooks, to be clothed in
the finest and most expensive garments, [and] to ride the finest and most expensive
horses.”*** Senator Wolf, who is known as homme trés comme il faut, regards himself as
“a man of chivalrous honor”: “He understood ‘honor’ to mean that he should not take
bribes from private citizens on the sly. But he did not consider it dishonorable [...] to
destroy and demolish [others], to exile or imprison hundreds of innocent people for their
loyalty to their people and to the religion of their fathers, as he had done when he had
served as the governor of one of the provinces of the Kingdom of Poland.”**®> Another
senator, Skovorodnikov, ends up casting the deciding vote against Maslova’s appeal
solely out of antipathy towards Nekhliudov: “[He] was a materialist and a Darwinian and
he considered every manifestation of abstract morality or, still worse, religiosity, not
merely as a contemptible folly, but as a personal affront to him. All of this fuss with this
prostitute and the presence here in the Senate of a famous lawyer defending her and of

406 .
7 Tolstoy reserves his most

Nekhliudov himself he regarded with extreme disgust.
withering attack, however, for Toporov, a high official in the Holy Synod who is

transparently modeled on Konstantin Pobedonostsev: Toporov, the narrator explains,

404 pgs32:250.
405 pg§32:257.
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does not believe in the teachings of the Church, but rather views religious faith as a
superstition, the maintenance of which is necessary to secure public order: “He related to
the religion he upheld just as a chicken farmer relates to the offal that he feeds to his foul:
the offal is very unpleasant, but the foul like it and eat it, and thus it is necessary to feed it
to them.”*"’

In spite of the increasingly tendentious tone that Tolstoy establishes in the second

part of the novel, he includes at least two incidents that appear to cast doubt on the

“7 PSS 32: 297. The only meaningful development in this section that has any bearing on
Nekhliudov’s spiritual journey stems from an artistically flawed episode in which the prince once
more confronts and overcomes the voice of the tempter. While in St. Petersburg, the prince meets
the wife of an official, a charming young woman whose malleable views and attitudes depend
entirely on the person with whom she is speaking. She showers him with affectionate
commonplaces, professing sympathy for his efforts on behalf of wrongly imprisoned inmates: “I
understand that, having seen all the suffering, all the horror of what is done in prisons,” said
Mariette, desiring one thing only: to attract him to her, using her feminine instinct to divine what
was important and dear to him. “You want to help those who suffer, and it is so awful for the
sufferers, so awful because of people, because of indifference, cruelty... I understand how one
could sacrifice one’s life for that, and I would make that sacrifice myself. But everyone has their
own fate...” (288). Mariette’s charms briefly lead the prince to question the validity of his plan:
“Am I doing the right thing by leaving for Siberia?” he asks himself as he leaves her apartment.
“And am I doing the right thing by giving up my wealth?”” Having completed his business in St.
Petersburg, Nekhliudov decides to stay for one day longer in order to join Mariette and her
husband at the theater. When he arrives, however, he comes to realize that her only goal is to
secure a liaison with him, and quickly takes his leave. The realization sparks a train of thought
that we might regard as an epiphany were it not for the fact that it merely confirms what the
prince has already thought for some time: “Everything was clear. It was clear that everything that
is considered important and good is actually insignificant and shameful [...].” There are two
central flaws in the presentation of this episode: First, Tolstoy never makes us feel the temptation
that Nekhliudov experiences; from the very first moment that Mariette appears in the novel, the
narrator explicitly informs the reader that she is a sly temptress. Second, the prince’s success in
overcoming this temptation does not appear to advance his spiritual development in any
meaningful sense; rather, it merely confirms that which he already knows to be true. It is difficult
to agree with Gustafson’s view that this episode “marks the beginning of [Nekhliudov’s]
awakening to a true grasp of his sin.” There are numerous instances in the novel when the prince
feels that he has finally come to a complete understanding of the nature of his crime. After
describing the second meeting between Nekhliudov and Maslova at the jail, for example, Tolstoy
writes that, “Only now was all the horror of it made plain. Only now did he see and realize what
had been done to her” (166). It is difficult to determine why this particular realization is more
important than those that precede and follow it. If anything, the repetition of these “realizations”
only serves to highlight the inadequacy of the hero’s perception. (See Gustafson, 170.)
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accuracy of the prince’s perception and the validity of his plan, incidents that reinforce
the doubts that he had cultivated in narrating Nekhliudov’s awakening. The first takes
place when Nekhliudov returns from St. Petersburg to inform Maslova that her appeal has
been denied. When he arrives, he is told that she cannot meet: She is being punished for
making sexual advances towards the medical assistant whom she has been assigned to
help. Only later do we find out that these accusations are objectively false: it was the
assistant who was the aggressor, and he had lied about the prisoner’s actions in order to
shift the blame away from himself. But Nekhliudov believes what he has been told, and
is horrified:

He experienced a feeling similar to that experienced by people who hear
news about an unexpected, grave misfortune. He felt very ill. The first
feeling that he experienced upon hearing this news was shame. Most of all
he was struck by the ridiculous joy that he had felt at her apparently
changing spiritual condition. All of these words about her refusal to accept
his sacrifice and reproaches and tears—all of this was, he thought, only the
guile of a perverted woman who wished to use him as best as possible [...]

[...] The formerly quieted cruel feeling of injured pride arose in him
with new strength as soon as she mentioned the hospital. ‘He, a man of the
world, whom any high-society girl would happily marry, had offered his
hand to this woman, and she was not able to wait and had started up an
amorous intrigue with a medical assistant,” he thought, looking at her with
hatred.

[OH ucmpITan 9yBCTBO MOJ00HOE TOMY, KOTOPOE UCIBITHIBAIOT JIIOJIU TIPU
M3BECTUH O HEOKUAAHHOM OOJIBIIOM HecuacThe. EMy crenanocs oueHb
60mbHO. [IepBoe yyBCTBO, UCIIBITAHHOE UM TIPU 3TOM W3BECTHH, OBUT CTHIA.
[Ipexne Bcero oH nokasaics cebe CMEIIOH C CBOUM PaIOCTHBIM
MIPEJCTAaBICHUEM O €€ OyITO ObI U3MEHSIONIEMCS TYIIIEBHOM COCTOSHHH.
Bce 31u crioBa ee 0 He)KeNaHUuM MPUHATH €r0 KEPTBY U YIIPEKH U CIIe3bl —
BCE 3TO OBLIH, IOJYMaJ OH, TOJIBKO XUTPOCTH U3BPAILEHHOMN SKEHIIUHBI,
YKenarouel Kak MOKHO JIy4Ille BOCIIOJIb30BaThCs UM. |... ]

[...] 3aruxiee ObLIO KECTOKOE UYBCTBO OCKOPOJIEHHON TOPIOCTH
MOJTHSJIOCH B HEM C HOBOM CHJIOH, KaK TOJIBKO OHA YIOMSHYJIA O OOJIbHUIIE.
«OH, YeNoBeK CBeTa, 32 KOTOPOTO 33 CYACThE coula Obl BBIATH BCAKAs
JIeBYIIKA BBICILIETO KPyTa, MPEATIOKII ce0si My»KeM 3TOH JKEHIIWHE, U OHA
HE MOTJIa MMOJI0KJaTh U 3aBelia IMAIIHU C (PeTbaAIIepoM», TyMal OH, C
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408
HCHABHUCTBIO I'VIAAA Ha Hee.]

Despite this apparent betrayal, the prince decides to keep to his plan. Later he records the
incident in a diary entry in which he congratulates himself for maintaining his resolve:

I have lived through a very difficult and very joyous experience. I found
out that she had not carried herself well in the hospital. And suddenly
everything became very painful. I did not expect that it would be so
painful. Ispoke with her with disgust and hatred, and later suddenly
remembered about myself, about that fact that I have many times and now
was, though only in my thoughts, guilty of the very thing for which I hated
her, and suddenly in that very moment I was disgusted with myself, and
felt pity for her, and I felt much better. If only we were always able to see
the beam in our eye, how much better we would be.

[[Tepexui O4eHb TSHKENOE M OU€Hb PaJIOCTHOE. Y3Hall, YTO OHA HEXOPOILIO
Bena ceds B 6onbHuUIE. U BAPYT crenanock yxacHo 6oipHO. He oxunan,
Kak 007pHO. C OTBpAIllEHHEM U HEHABHUCTHIO 51 TOBOPHJI C HEMl ¥ TOTOM
BIPYT BCIOMHUII O cee, 0 TOM, KaK sl MHOTO pa3 U Terepb ObLI, XOTS U B
MBICJISIX, BAHOBAT B TOM, 3@ UTO HEHABHJIEJI €€, U BAPYT B OJIHO U TO K€
BpeMs 51 CTaJl MPOTUBEH cede, a OHa JKaJlKa, U MHE CTaJI0 OYEHb XOPOIIIO.
Tonbko ObI Bceria BOBpeMs YCIEeTh yBHIATh OPEBHO B CBOEM TIJ1a3y, KaK
651 MBI 6bLTH 00pee».]
There is an obvious irony in Nekhliudov’s self-assured reference to the mote in his eye;
he clearly fails to see that he is entirely guilty in his relations with Maslova, and that she
is entirely blameless. The prince’s decision to record this entry in his diary is equally
significant. In Tolstoy’s world it is only the narrator who possesses the ability to render
authoritative judgment on events in the text. By rendering himself the subject of his own
narrative, Nekhliudov usurps this authority. This incident “resurrects,” so to speak, the
reader’s early doubts regarding the Prince’s motivations and the accuracy of his

perception.

The second incident takes place at the very end of Part II, when Nekhliudov pays

48 pg§32: 305, 307.

49 pg§32:326
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a visit to his sister and brother-in-law. Like Nekhliudov himself at the beginning of the
narrative, his sister Natal’ia is described as a fallen sinner. In her youth, the narrator
explains, “she had been in love with his late friend Nikolen’ka Irtenev. They both loved
Nikolen’ka and love in him and in themselves that which was good and which united all
people.” As the years went by, however, both had lost their moral grounding: “he through
his military service and his depraved life, and she through a marriage with a man whom
she loved sensually, but not only did not love all that had once been so holy and dear for
her and Dmitrii, but did not even understand what it meant.”*'° Her husband,
Rogozhinskii, is a careerist who views any expression of virtue as a boastful display of
pride. Upon hearing that Nekhliudov had ceded the land at Kuzminskoe (which would
have passed to Natal’ia in the event of the prince’s death) to the peasants, he had even
considered initiating procedures to have his brother-in-law committed. When
Rogozhinskii and Nekhliudov meet, a bitter argument ensues. Rogozhinskii smugly
dismisses Nekhliudov’s criticism of the judicial system, arguing first that only the guilty
are punished, and then dismissing the plight of the wrongly convicted as a necessary evil;
he pedantically explains the flaws of a socialistic distribution of land, ignoring the fact
that Nekhliudov’s Georgist remedy does not call for an equal distribution. The argument
ends with hurt feelings on both sides: “Ignatii Nikiforovich felt that Nekhliudov
condemned him, despised all of his activity, and he wanted to show him all the injustice
of his verdict. Nekhliudov, for his part [...] was fuming in his soul at the thought that this

petty man so surely and calmly continued to consider as just and lawful what now

40 pgg32:314
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appeared to Nekhliudov to be undoubtedly absurd and criminal.*"!

At first glance, this episode would appear to present merely one more in a
seemingly endless series of encounters between the enlightened hero and a morally
corrupt individual who has fully inculcated the immoral principles on which the reigning
social, political, and economic order is founded: Rogozhinskii’s views, it would seem,
differ little from those of Charskii, Wolf, Skovorodnikov, and Toporov. And yet
Nekhliudov’s reaction to this encounter is uncharacteristically conciliatory. Even in the
midst of their dispute, Nekhliudov acknowledges “in the depths of his soul” (v glubine
dushi) that his sister and brother-in-law have the right to consider the impact that his
decision to cede Panovo to the peasants will have on their own interests and those of their
children.*'? After the two men angrily part ways, Nekhliudov continues to regret having
quarreled with his brother-in-law: “It is quite possible that what I said was correct,” he
remarks to himself, “but there was no need to speak as I did. I have changed little if I
could get so carried away by a spiteful feeling that I offended him and aggrieved poor
Natasha.”*"?

In order to account for this unexpected reaction, we must carefully consider the
content of Rogozhinskii’s argument. Rogozhinskii positions himself as a defender of the
traditional role of the gentry: “I consider that all of us who have been placed in a special

position must bear those responsibilities that follow from this position, must buttress

those conditions of life in which we were born which we have inherited from our

41 pgs32:322.
412 Ibid.

413 pgs32: 325,
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14 This assertion closely

forebears and which we must pass along to our descendants.
echoes the argument that Levin advances in his dispute with Stepan Arkad’evich over the
former’s decision to sell a copse of trees to Riabinin, merchant from the lower classes, an
argument that is widely seen as reflecting Tolstoy’s own views at the time that he wrote
the novel. Like Rogozhinskii, Levin is concerned that the gentry will lose their privileged
position if they abandon their traditional role as landowners: “I am saddened and hurt see
the impoverishment of the gentry, to which I belong, that is taking place on all sides.”
When Stepan Arkad’evich objects that it would be absurd to expect him to count every
tree before selling the land, Levin counters by arguing that, “One must count. And here
you have not counted, while Riabinin has. Riabinin’s children will have the means to live

415 Thig connection allows us to

and secure and education, while your children may not.
see Rogozhinskii as more than just a representative of the values that Nekhliudov has
come to reject. Rather, he functions as a stand-in for Tolstoy’s pre-conversion self. This
realization accounts for the prince’s unexpected reaction to his argument with his brother-
in-law: the ambivalent combination of “hatred” (nenavist”’) and grudging sympathy that
he feels towards “this alien, self-assured man who did not understand him” speaks to
Tolstoy’s own ambivalence towards the legacy of his own past. At the very moment in

the novel when Tolstoy’s hero feels himself to be on the brink of breaking with his old

life and beginning a new one (“S zavtrashnego dnia novaia zhizn’. Proshchai, staraia, i

414 pgs32:321.

415 pgs 18: 179.
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sovsem.”), the writer is incapable of allowing the character to reject the values that he

had formerly held dear.*'

416 pgs32:326.
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Resurrection, Part 111: The Dissolution of Binaries

In the third and final part of the novel the unanswered questions regarding the
legitimacy of the prince’s motivations that were introduced in Part I reemerge with
renewed force. Part III begins with an account of Nekhliudov’s departure to Siberia along
with thousands of convicts. This change in setting is accompanied by a broader shift in
the construction of the narrative. The rigid dichotomy that had opposed the righteous
Nekhliudov to the unfeeling officials who had thwarted his efforts to secure Maslova’s
freedom begins to crumble as Tolstoy introduces a number of new characters, most of
whom are imprisoned revolutionaries. In comparison to the caricatured portrayals of the
officials in the first two parts, the political prisoners are far more subtly rendered. As
Nekhliudov comes to realize “they were not the complete villains (sploshnye zloder) that
some considered them to be, [but] neither were they the complete heroes that others
thought them to be, but rather were ordinary people, among whom, as everywhere, there
were good, bad, and average people.”*!” Some arouse his disgust: Novodvorov, for
example, couches his speech in the language of social justice, but his ultimate aim, as his
name suggests, is to establish a “new court” with himself as tsar. Others, like Kryltsov,
are more difficult to categorize. Although he is inspired by a sincere thirst for justice,
Kryltsov fantasizes about dropping bombs on the gentry “as though they were lice.” At
least one of the imprisoned revolutionaries, Nekhliudov comes to see, is far superior to
him. Vladimir Simonson, a former teacher who had been imprisoned for his subversive

lessons, is modest and gentle; he lives by his own conscience and, though celibate, is

47 pss 32: 374,
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capable of deep Platonic love. Where Nekhliudov wants to marry Maslova to atone for
his sins, the narrator tells us, “Simonson loved her as she was now, and loved her simply

418
because he loved her.”

The introduction of a competing moral center has an important
impact on the orientation of the narrative as a whole. The novel’s tendentious edge, it
must be said, is never dulled entirely—Tolstoy continues to portray a number of abuses,
ranging from the decision to begin the forced march to Siberia in sweltering heat, which
leads to the deaths of several convicts, to a harrowing account of the hanging of a
teenaged revolutionary—but it becomes increasingly difficult to classify all characters
according to a clear-cut dichotomy.*"”

As John Bayley argues, Nekhliudov’s position with the narrative itself becomes

1.*% Indeed, the prince does not fit in with the

“awkward” in the third part of the nove
others: he is neither a prisoner nor a revolutionary. Although he continues to serve as a
mouthpiece for Tolstoy’s critiques of the government, he moves further and further to the
edge of the narrative. Before long, he even loses his tentative status as Maslova’s

intended. The lingering question of their future together is brought to a head when

Simons offers to marry Maslova. Nekhliudov is unsure of how to react to this change in

418 pSS 32: 369.

% This is one area where Bakhtin’s approach utterly fails to account for the novel’s complexity.
For Bakhtin, the plot of Resurrection is entirely subordinated to its author’s didactic intentions.
This approach leads him to describe Tolstoy’s treatment of the revolutionary movement in
exclusively negative terms: In the revolutionaries, argues Bakhtin, Tolstoy “sees only sinister
conformity (durnaia uslovnost’) and human artifice” (Bakhtin, op. cit., 766).This characterization
is clearly inaccurate. Merezhkovskii comes closer to the truth in describing some of the
revolutionaries as “martyr[s] of [Tolstoy’s] new ‘Christianity.””” (Merezhkovskii, 234.) For a
broad overview of critical views on Tolstoy’s treatment of revolutionaries in Resurrection, see
E.A. Masolova, “‘Politicheskie’ v romane L.N. Tolstogo ‘Voskresenie,”” Novyi filologicheskii
vestnik 2 (2008).

0 John Bayley, Tolstoy and the Novel (New York: Viking Press, 1968), 249.
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circumstances. On the one hand, he realizes that he should be happy: “What Simonson
had told him granted him freedom from the obligation that he had taken upon himself,
which in moments of weakness seemed difficult and strange to him...”**' On the other
hand, Simonson’s proposal arouses the same feelings of wounded pride that had
tormented him throughout the novel:

[...] at the same time there was something not merely unpleasant, but
painful. He had the feeling that Simonson’s proposal had destroyed the
uniqueness of his action, that it diminished the value of his sacrifice in his
own eyes and in the eyes of other people: if a person, and such a good
person who was in no way tied to her, desired to unite his fate to hers, then
his sacrifice was not so meaningful.

[ [...] a MexIy TeM eMy OBLIO YTO-TO HE TOJIBKO HEMPHUSATHO, HO U OOJBHO.
B uyBcTBE 3TOM OBLIO U TO, UTO MpeIoKeHne CHMOHCOHA pa3pyIIniIo
UCKJTIOUUTENILHOCTh €T0 MOCTYTKA, YMEHBINAJIO0 B IJ1a3aX CBOUX U UYKUX
JIIOJIEH LIEHY KEPTBbI, KOTOPYIO OH IIPUHOCHUIL: €CJIU YEIIOBEK, U TAKOU
XOPOIIUi, HUYeM HE CBSI3aHHBIN C HEM, ’Kellal COSAMHUTD C Hel cyan0y,
TO €ro JKepTBa yKe He OblIa TAK 3HAUMTEIbHA.|
This passage reintroduces the idea that Nekhliudov’s attempt to save Maslova is
fundamentally motivated by egotism, not altruism, and thus forces us to reconsider our
evaluation of Maslova’s original accusation—that he had intended to save himself
through her. Where this charge had originally appeared to be the defensive reaction of a
depraved woman who was as yet incapable of coping with her own descent into
immorality, it now seems to provide an accurate description of the prince’s motivations.
Simonson’s proposal also has the effect of rendering Nekhliudov’s continued

presence among the convicts superfluous; he has lost, it seems, the clear sense of purpose

that had propelled him from the moment that he first caught sight of Maslova at the

#! Although I have not been able to find any direct corroboration for this theory, it is possible that

Tolstoy chose the name Simonson to evoke Simon of Cyrene, the bystander who was enlisted to
carry the cross for Jesus when he stumbled on his way to Golgotha.

22 pgs 32: 405.
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courthouse. It is in this state of confusion and depression that he meets a peasant while
crossing a river on a ferry, a peasant who provides the clearest statement of the novel’s
moral stance. The peasant, who refers to himself only as “man” (chelovek) explains his
views on religion: “I don’t have any sort of faith. Because I don’t believe in anyone, in
anyone, except for myself.” When Nekhliudov asks why different religions exist, his
interlocutor answers that,

There are different religions because people believe in people, but not in
themselves. And I too believed in people and wandered, as if in the forest;
thus I lost my way and didn’t think I could find my way out. There’s Old
Believers, and New Believers, and Sabbatarians and Flagellants, and those
with clergy and those without, and Austrians, and Molokane, and
Castrators. Every faith extols only itself. And everyone has come
unraveled like blind kittens. There are many faiths, but only one spirit. In
you and in me and in him. That means that if everyone believes in
himself, then everyone will be as one.

[OTTOrO M pa3HBIe BEpHI, UTO JIOASIM BEpAT, a cede He BepAT. U s moasm
BEpUJI U OJTyIWII, KaK B Talre; Tak 3aluTyTaJiCcsl, YTO HE Yasiyl BeIOpaThest. U
CTapoOBEPHI, U HOBOBEPHI, U CYOOOTHUKH, M XJIBICTBI, ¥ ITOTIOBIIBI, U
OecCIoNOBIIbI, M aBCTPUSKU, M MOJIOKAHE, U CKOMIIBI. Besikas Bepa celst
OJIHa BOCXBaJIsieT. BOT Bce M pacmoi3inch, KaKk KyTsaTa ciensle. Bep
MHOT0, a TyX oauH. 1 B TeOe, 1 BO MHE, U B HeM. 3HA4HT, Bepb BCIK
CBOEMY IyXY, M BOT OyIyT Bce coenmHeHbl. byapb Besik cam cebe, U Bce
6ymyT 3aeauno.] >

The fact that this conversation takes place on a ferry is itself highly significant. The
image of crossing from one side of a river to the other evokes a number of passages from
Tolstoy’s earlier writings. In War and Peace, it is a conversation between Pierre
Bezukhov and Andrei Bolkonskii that takes place on a ferry that inaugurates a
transformation in the latter: The two friends’ passage across the river marks the

424

beginning of “a new life” for Prince Andrei.”" In the Confession, as we have already

423 pgs33: 418-419.
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seen, Tolstoy describes his own spiritual journey as a metaphorical voyage from one
riverbank to another. Our knowledge of these earlier episodes primes us to view the
peasant’s words as the catalyst for Nekhliudov’s own transition from doubt to lasting
faith.

And yet the passage across the river does not resolve all of Nekhliudov’s
concerns. Upon reaching the other side, the prince makes the acquaintance of a general, a
drunkard who has been waylaid in the provinces. At first glance, the general would
appear to be merely another caricatured representative of corrupt officialdom. “The
general,” writes Tolstoy, “belonged to that type of educated military man who consider it

possible to reconcile liberality and humanity with their profession.”**’

He goes on to
explain that the general had turned to alcohol in order to dull his recognition of the
impossibility of any such reconciliation. And yet despite the general’s shortcomings, his
household is described in unambiguously sympathetic terms. One of his guests is the
governor of a remote Siberian town who has been transferred, it is implied, due to his
predilection for same-sex relations. Unlike the officials in the first two parts of the novel,
however, his duties have not corrupted him: although “surrounded by bribe-takers, he
was the only one who refused to take bribes.” The general’s daughter and son-in-law
produce a particularly warm impression on Nekhliudov: she is described as “an
unattractive, artless (prostodushnaia) young woman entirely absorbed in her two

children,” while he is a liberal university graduate who works in the government service,

and who has dedicated himself to saving a native tribe that is threatened with

45 PSS 32:421.
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extinction.**® In the warm and welcoming environment of the general’s house,
Nekhliudov comes to feel that his recent past was nothing more than “a dream from
which he had now awakened to reality.”**’ When the general’s daughter proudly leads
him to the nursery to show the prince her children, he is overcome by the warmth of her
unaffected love and suddenly feels a pang of envy for “just such a refined and pure

happiness as this now seemed to him to be.”***

Where in the earlier chapters, it would
have been easy to dismiss Nekhliudov’s thirst for bourgeoisie happiness as merely
another manifestation of “the voice of the tempter,” it is more difficult to pass judgment
on his reaction here; Tolstoy seems just as taken as his hero with the scene of domestic
tranquility at the general’s house.

While dining with the general and his family, Nekhliudov makes the acquaintance
of a British missionary who is staying with them as a guest. The missionary asks the
prince to accompany him on a visit to the prison, where he hopes to distribute gospel
tracts to the inmates. Nekhliudov accedes to the request, agreeing to serve as the
missionary’s interpreter. While there, he once again encounters Maslova, who has already
been informed of the success of her appeal, but who appears to regard this development
as completely inconsequential. Upon catching sight of her, Nekhliudov once more

experiences a longing for the simple family happiness that he has foresworn: “I want to

live; I want a family and children; I want a human life.””** Once again, it is impossible to

426 PSS 32: 428,
427 PSS 32: 427.
428 pgs 32: 430.

429 pg§32: 431.



247

either accept his desires as absolutely legitimate or to reject them as a manifestation of
temptation. When Maslova reiterates her decision to marry Simonson, Nekhliudov
experiences another awakening. This time, however, it is not the sort of clearly positive
moral awakening that he had undergone following the trial, but rather the awakening that
one experiences after a surreal dream:
[He] sat down on a wooden bench by the wall and suddenly felt terribly
tired. He was not tired from his sleepless night, from his travels, or from
his anxieties, but rather felt that he was terribly tired of his entire life. He
leaned back against the bench, closed his eyes, and instantly fell into a
deep, sunk down into the couch on which he was sitting, closed his eyes
and instantly fell into a deep, deathlike slumber. [...]
[...] Nekhliudov woke from his stupor and was surprised at where he was.
[[OH] cen Ha nepeBsSHHBIN IMBAHYUK, CTOSBIIUMN Y CTEHBI, U BAPYT
MOYYBCTBOBAJI CTPALTHYIO YCTAIOCTh. OH ycTan He OT OECCOHHOM HOYH,
HE OT MyTEUIeCTBUS, HE OT BOJHEHHS, @ OH YyBCTBOBAJI, UTO CTPAIIHO
ycTtan oT Beel ku3Hu. OH MPUCIIOHUIICS K CITMHKE TMBaHa, Ha KOTOPOM
CHJIeJ, 3aKPhUI I71a3a 1 MTHOBEHHO 3aCHYJ TSKEJBIM, MEPTBBIM CHOM. |...]
[...] HeX/IF010B OUHYJICS ¥ YAUBHICS TOMY, rae oH.] >’

Feeling exhausted and lacking any clear sense of what the future holds for him,
Nekhliudov follows through on his promise to act as an interpreter for the missionary.
The Englishman walks from cell to cell, questioning the prisoners and preaching a
message of salvation through faith. The inmates, for their part, appear to be unswayed by
this message, and mock the missionary’s plea for them to turn the other cheek. Before
long, the missionary loses heart and begins to shuffle wordlessly from cell to cell, trying
to distribute his tracts as quickly as possible. In one of the last cells that they visit, the
prince and the evangelist once more encounter the nameless peasant from the ferry, who

has been placed under arrest for failure to carry government-issued documents. This

time, however, the peasant’s sagacity finds expression in apparent madness. He accuses

B0 pg§32: 433-434.
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the visitors of bearing the mark of the antichrist and castigates them for being motivated
more by voyeurism than by altruism: “Well then,” he shouts, “you’ve come to marvel at
how the antichrist tortures people? Here you are: have a look.” Although the Englishman
believes that the ferryman is insane, he is clearly mistaken in this; as the two men take
their leave, the nameless peasant makes a speech that seems to encapsulate, in its purest
form, the moral message of the novel: “Worry about yourself and leave others alone.
Everyone is his own self. God knows who to punish and who to spare, but we do not
know [...] Be your own master and you shall need no master. Go, go! [...] You have
feasted your eyes on how the servants of the antichrist feed men to lice. Go, go!”*"
What are we to make of Nekhliudov’s two encounters with the nameless peasant?
For Tarasov, the character’s function is entirely positive; the peasant, he argues is a
“righteous man” (pravednik) who plays the same role in Resurrection as Platon Karataev
and the peasant Fedor had in War and Peace and Anna Karenina. Just like his forebears,
argues Tarasov, “man” appears at precisely the moment when the aristocratic hero has
reached an impasse in his spiritual quest, illuminating the way forward by expressing the
author’s own thesis in its clearest form: “The critique of Orthodoxy and of all other
religions and religious tendencies, the rejection of a personified God (Bog—lichnost’) as
the absolute essence of spirituality, the message of faith in oneself, in one’s ‘spirit,’
which is the same for all men,” argues Tarasov, provide “clear evidence” for the
contention that the nameless peasant serves as a vehicle through which Tolstoy expresses

432

his most deeply-held convictions.”” E. A. Masolova takes the opposite approach in her

1 psS 32: 438.

32 Tarasov, 131.



249

treatment of these scenes: “The schismatic,” she argues, preaches the teachings of God in
word alone: The old man lacks kindness for people and has no desire to forgive them.”
“Man,” she concludes, is “a false teacher” (Izheuchitel ) whom Nekhliudov must forget in

order to experience his final epiphany at the end of the novel.*”

The very fact that
scholars can differ so drastically in their interpretation of these scenes, we should note,
provides powerful evidence for our claim that the novel is not as simple as it initially
appears to be. But which interpretation is correct? I would argue that both Tarasov and
Masolova’s readings are incomplete: Tarasov emphasizes the first encounter with the
peasant at the expense of the second encounter, while Masolova emphasizes the second at
the expense of the first. The significance of these episodes, however, only becomes clear
when we consider them in combination. I would argue that Tolstoy’s goal in these scenes
is to subvert his readers’ expectations. The effect of this subversion relies on our
knowledge of his earlier works. When we first encounter the nameless peasant, we
assume that he will play a role that is analogous to the one played by his peasant
predecessors in War and Peace and Anna Karenina. And yet the second encounter
demonstrates the hero’s inability to inculcate this thesis, his inability to effect the same
merger with the lower classes that Pierre and Levin were able to achieve. Where in the
first encounter on the ferry “man” is presented as the bearer of a lofty ideal, in the second
encounter at the jail he emerges as a representative of the dark, deeply superstitious side
of peasant spirituality that Tolstoy, as an educated aristocrat, was never able to penetrate

or accept. We come to see the prince as a Moses figure who is forced to stand on the

banks of the River Jordan as punishment for his pride. Just as he can never effect the

3 E.A. Masolova, “Evangel’skii tekst v romane L. Tolstogo ‘Voskresenie,” Vestnik Komstrogo
gosudarstvennogo universiteta im. N.A. Nekrasova 2 (2015): 423.
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same spiritual union with the lower classes that Pierre and Levin were able to achieve,
Nekhliudov can never recapture the pure love that once united him with Maslova, can

never fully return to the idealistic former self that he has lost.
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An End Without a Conclusion

The novel, however, does not end with Nekhliudov’s second encounter. After
leaving the jail, the prince finds himself alone. Feeling himself completely incapable of
grasping the meaning of life, he begins to pace back and forth. When he sits down, his
eyes rest on a gospel tract that he has recently been given. Paging through the Gospel of
Matthew, he appears to experience another epiphany. In reading the parable of the lost
sheep, the prince finds what seems to be an accurate representation of contemporary

society: “Yes, it was not the will of the Father that they should die, but here they are

dying by the hundreds, by the thousands. And there is no means of saving them.”***

Moving ahead to the parable of the unforgiving debtor, he begins to perceive a way out of
the hopeless situation in which he and his fellow men find themselves. When he reads the
king’s invocation to the forgiven debtor to show the same compassion that he has been
given, Nekhliudov wonders aloud whether this is really the answer to all of his questions
(Da neuzheli tol ko eto?), to which the voice of his conscience responds, “Yes, only this”
(Da, tol’ko eto):

And what happened to Nekhliudov is what often happens to people who
lead a spiritual life. What happened is that a thought that at first had
seemed so strange, so paradoxical, even so laughable, by more frequently
finding support in life, suddenly appeared to him as the simplest, most
incontrovertible truth. Thus the thought became clear to him that the lone
and incontrovertible means of salvation from the terrible evil from which
people suffer consists only in the acknowledgement of oneself as being
guilty before God and thus incapable of punishing or reforming other
people. It had now become clear to him that all of the terrible evil that he
had witnessed in the jails and prisons, and the calm self-assurance of those
who caused this evil, resulted only from the fact that people wanted to do
that which is impossible: being evil themselves, [they wanted] to reform
evil. Vicious people wanted to reform vicious people, and they thought

44 pSS 32: 431.
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they could accomplish this through mechanical means. But the only result
of all of this was that needy and selfish people, having made a profession of
supposed punishment and reformation of people, became completely
corrupted and never ceased to corrupt those whom they torment. Now it
had become clear to him what the source of all the horror he had seen is

and what has to be done to destroy it. The answer that he had been
incapable of finding was the same one that Christ had given to Peter: to
always forgive everyone, to forgive an infinite number of times, because
there are no people who are without guilt and therefore able to punish or
reform others.

[ ¢ Hextroq0BBIM CIIy4HIIOCH TO, YTO YacTO CIIy4aeTcs C JII0JbMH,
KUBYILIUMU TYXOBHOM ’kH3HBI0. CIIyqHJIOCHh TO, YTO MBICIIb,
IIpeICTaBIABLIASsICS EMY CHadajla Kak CTPaHHOCTb, KaK MapaJoKc, JaxKe KaKk
LIyTKa, Bc€ Yalle 1 Jalie Haxos ce0e MOATBEep)KACHHE B )KU3HHU, BAPYT
IIpeACTalla eMy KaK camasi IIpocTasi, HSCOMHEHHas UCTUHA. Tak
BBIICHWJIACh €EMY TEIEPb MBICIIb O TOM, YTO €JUHCTBEHHOE U HECOMHEHHOE
CPENCTBO CIACEHMsI OT TOT'O Y’KAaCHOI'O 3J1a, OT KOTOPOr'0 CTPAJAr0T JIFOIH,
COCTOSJIO TOJBKO B TOM, YTOOBI JIIOJU TIPU3HABAIU ce0s BCeria
BUHOBAThIMU Niepea borom u moromMmy HecrmocOOHBIMM HU HAaKa3bIBaTh HU
HCIIPABIATh APYrUX Jtoael. EMy sICHO cTaino Teneps, 4To BCE TO CTPALIHOE
3710, KOTOPOTO OH OBLJI CBUJETEJIEM B TIOPbMAaX U OCTPOTax, U CIIOKOMHas
CaMOYBEPEHHOCTb T€X, KOTOPBIE IPOU3BOIUIIH 3TO 3JI0, IPOU30LUIO TOJIBKO
OTTOTO, YTO JIFO/AU XOTEJH JeJIaTh HEBO3MOXKHOE J1eJ10: OyaydH 37Ibl,
HCIIPaBIATH 3J10. [IopouHble 011 XOTENN UCTIPABIIATH [IOPOYHBIX JIOIEH U
AyMaJId JOCTUTHYTb 9TOI0 MeXaHU4eCcKuM IryreM. Ho u3 Bcero aToro
BBIIIUIO TOJIBKO TO, YTO HY/IAIOUIMECs M KOPBICTHBIE JIFO/IH, ClIeNaB cede
po¢eCccrio U3 ITOr0 MHUMOTO HAaKa3aHUS M UCIPABJICHUS JIIOJIEH, caMu
Pa3BpaTWIACH [0 MOCIEAHEN CTEIICHU U HE IepecTaBas pa3BpallaroT U TeX,
KOTOPBIX My4aroT. Teneps eMy CTaJlo ICHO, OTYETO BECh TOT yKac,
KOTOPBIN OH BHJIEJN, M YTO HAJI0 JeNaTh I TOTO, YTOOBl YHUUTOXHUTH €TO.
OTBeT, KOTOPOTO OH HE MOT HAWTH, OBUT TOT CaMBbIii, KOTOPBIH Jai XPUCTOC
[leTpy: oH cocTOsT B TOM, YTOOBI IPOLIATh BCEIIa, BCEX, OECKOHEUHOE
YHCIIO Pa3 MPOIIATh, TIOTOMY YTO HET TaKMX JIIOJIeH, KOTOpble OBl caMu He
OBUTH BUHOBHBI H IIOTOMY MOTJIH ObI HAKA3BIBATE HIIM HCIIPABIATH. |

Seeking to confirm this interpretation, Nekhliudov turns to the Sermon on the Mount,

where he finds confirmation of the five commandments that Tolstoy had deduced from

435 PSS 32: 441-442.
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the gospels in What I Believe.*® “The will of the Master is expressed in these
commandments,” he comes to realize; “If only people would fulfill these commandments,
then the Kingdom of God would be established on earth.”*” This realization strikes
Nekhliudov, and, it would appear, the narrator, as the final resolution of the questions that
have tormented him: “From that night an entirely new life began for Nekhliudov,” the
narrator relates, “not so much because he had entered into new conditions of life, but
because everything that happened to him from that moment assumed an entirely different
meaning than it had before. How this new period of life will end, the future will show.”**
The question of how we are to interpret the conclusion of the novel has been the
subject of substantial debate. As Lomunov suggests, critics have offered at least five
distinct answers to the question of who, if anyone, is resurrected at the end of the novel:
1) only Maslova is resurrected; 2) only Nekhliudov is resurrected; 3) both Maslova and
Nekhliudov are resurrected; 4) no one is resurrected; 5) Tolstoy himself is resurrected,
“having returned to artistic creation after writing religious tracts.”** While they have
differed widely on the meaning of the conclusion, critics have tended to agree that the

closing scenes themselves are deeply flawed. Merezhkovskii described the final scene as

.. e . . . 440
containing “seventy of the weakest, most insignificant lines in the entire work.”

6 The commandments are: 1) to neither kill nor harbor anger towards one’s fellow man; 2) to

neither commit adultery nor lust after a woman; 3) to never seal a promise with an oath; 4) to turn
the other cheek to an aggressor; 5) to love one’s enemies.

87 pS§ 32: 444,
438 PSS 32: 445,
439

K. N. Lomunov, Nad stranitsami “Voskreseniia” (Moscow: Sovremennik, 1979), 322.
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Chekhov agreed with this appraisal, arguing that the decision “to resolve everything with
a text from the gospels” appeared to be “arbitrary” (proizvol 'no): “There is no conclusion
to the tale,” he remarked, “and the one that we are given cannot be called a conclusion.
To write and write and then to take everything and to dump it onto a text from the gospels
smacks of theologizing” (eto uzh ochen’ po-bogoslovski).**' For Vasilii Rozanov, the title
Resurrection itself appeared to be a misnomer: The concept of resurrection, he argued,
implies a “spiritual paroxysm” (dukhovnyi vzryv), but what Tolstoy presents is merely the
healing of old wounds.*** Another critic, A.N. Aksakov, complained that the ending fell
short of his expectations; he had assumed that the hero of the novel would fully inculcate
Tolstoy’s philosophical teachings, but was disappointed to find that he only came to
grasp one element of the author’s ethical approach; the overarching question of whether
the meaning of existence stems entirely from the life in time or whether there is a life
beyond the grave that awaits us, he complained, remains unanswered at the end of the
novel.**

It is difficult to disagree with those critics who have expressed their frustration
with the novel’s final scene. Indeed, what Tolstoy offers us is a conclusion that appears to
resolve everything, but that in fact resolves nothing at all. What will become of
Nekhliudov? Will he go on to live the life of an itinerant beggar or will he find meaning
in a life of bourgeois happiness? Tolstoy steadfastly refuses to answer this question,

telling us in the last line of the novel that, “How this new chapter of his life will end, the

#! Quoted in K. N. Lomunov, “Pisateli-sovremenniki o poslednem romane L.N. Tolstogo
(“Voskresenie” v otsenke A. P. Chekhova i A. M. Gor’kogo),” in Roman L.N. Tolstogo
“Voskresenie”: Istoriko—funktsional noe issledovanie (Moscow: Nauka, 1991), 55.

442 . .. ..
See Lomunov, Nad stranitsami ‘Voskreseniia, 322.

3 A.N. Aksakov, K chemu bylo voskresat’? (St. Petersburg: Tipografiia V. Demakova, 1900).
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future will show.” What is more, the text itself provides ample reasons to doubt in the
veracity and finality of the hero’s epiphany. In the first part of the novel, Tolstoy had
described his hero’s past in terms of an endless series of apparent revelations, revelations
that were always followed by a backslide:

In his life Nekhliudov had already undergone more than once what he
called ‘a cleansing of the soul.” Cleansing of the soul is what he called that
spiritual condition in which he suddenly, sometimes after a long period of
time, having become aware of a slowing, and sometimes a complete halt,
of his inner life, set out to clean out all the rubbish that, having
accumulated in his soul, was the cause of this halting.

After such an awakening, Nekhliudov always composed rules for
himself, rules that he intended to follow forever: he would write a diary
and begin a new life, which he hoped never to alte—’turning a new leaf,’
as he said to himself. But every time the temptations of the world took
hold of him, and without noticing it himself, he would fall again, and often
lower than he had been before.

[C Hexu1ro10BBIM HE pa3 yXKe CIIy4ajoch B )KU3HU TO, YTO OH Ha3bIBaI
«YHUCTKOM Iymmm». YUCTKOM TyIIM HAa3bIBaJl OH TaKOE AYILIEBHOE
COCTOSIHUE, ITPU KOTOPOM OH BJIPYT, MTOCJIE HHOTAA OOIBIIOTO
IIPOMEXYTKa BPEMEHH, CO3HAB 3aMeJIICHUE, a MHOTJIa H OCTAHOBKY
BHYTPEHHEH JKU3HHU, IPUHUMAJICS BBIUUINIATH BECh TOT COP, KOTOPBHIi,
HAKOIMBIIKNCH B €T0 JylIe, ObUT MPUYUHOM 3TOM OCTAaHOBKH.

Bcerna mocie Takux npoOyskaenuit HexmrogoB coctaiisi cebe mpaBmia,
KOTOPBIM HaMepeBaJcs CIEOBATh YXKe HABCEeTa: M1call JHEBHUK U
HaYMHAJI HOBYIO JKU3Hb, KOTOPYIO OH HAJIEsICS HUKOT A YKe He
U3MEHATh, — turning a new leaf, kak on roBopui cebe. Ho Bcskuii pa3
co0J1a3HBI MUpPA yJIaBIMUBAJIH €r0, U OH, CaM TOTO He 3aMeyvast, OliTh
Majajl, ¥ 9acTO HUXKE TOr0, KAKMM OH OBbLI Hpemne.]444

If, as we have suggested, a conversion is a consummate narrative event in the life story of
the subject who experiences it, then this passage would appear to indicate that none of
Nekhliudov’s “awakenings” can truly be regarded as a conversion. A true narrative event
is singular and noniterative, but what Tolstoy presents us with is a process that has

already been repeated many times, and that might very well repeat itself again in the

44 pgs32:101.
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future. Nor is it clear that Nekhliudov’s final epiphany introduces a truly resultative
change into the structure of the storyworld, since we are never told precisely what the
impact of this revelation will be. Far from embodying the certainty that we would expect
from the post-conversion Tolstoy, the protagonist of Resurrection appears to reiterate the
pattern that we find in Tolstoy’s pre-conversion heroes: Like Pierre, Andrei, and Levin,
his trajectory is not a linear path that ends with a final truth, but a spiraling sequence of
apparent conversions, the incomplete nature of which are revealed through their

repetition.
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Conclusion: Father Sergius

As we have seen, it is possible to interpret Resurrection as a both a full-throated
endorsement of Tolstoy’s late moral philosophy and a pointed exercise in self-criticism.
And yet there can be no doubt that the element of self-criticism is largely overshadowed
by the outwardly-oriented social and political critique that dominates the text. In Father
Sergius (Otets Sergii), which was written at roughly the same time as Resurrection
(1890-1898), we find a similar duality of purpose, but here the relative weight assigned to
each element is reversed.

Father Sergius opens with the following line: “In Petersburg in the 1840s there

3 Tolstoy, of course, could not

occurred an event (sobytie) that surprised everyone.
have been aware of how twenty-first-century narratologists would come to use the term
“event,” but the coincidence in terminology is nonetheless a productive one: Father
Sergius begins with an apparent dramatic transformation, a narrative event that is
ultimately shown to lack eventfulness. The plot of the story centers on the spiritual quest
of Stepan Kasatskii, a handsome, wealthy officer in the Guards who, on the eve of his
wedding, discovers that his intended had been the mistress of the Emperor. Upon learning
of his bride’s past, Kasatskii breaks off the engagement, resigns his commission, and,
after settling his affairs at his estate, enters a monastery, where he is tonsured as Sergius.
Like Nekhliudov, Kasatskii is driven by two competing motivations, the first of which is

positive from the perspective of Tolstoy’s stated religious views—the longing to return

“to God, to the faith of his childhood (k vere detskoi), which had never been destroyed

5 PSS 31: 5. My italics.
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within him” —and the second of which is undeniably negative: the egotistical desire to

“stand on new heights, from which he could look down on those people whom he had

formerly envie

d 25446

Having entered the monastery, Sergius adopts the same conscientious approach to

his monastic duties as he had to his military career, taking solace in his vow of obedience

to his starets. And yet despite his success in severing all external connections with his

former life—he not only changes his name and forsakes his former dreams of martial

glory, but also cedes all of his property to his sister—the transformation from Stepan to

Sergius is not complete, for he continues to suffer from the ties that link him to the past:

The only thing that tormented him was the memory of his bride. And not
only the memory, but the vivid image of what could have been [...]

[...]In his good moments Kasatskii was not bothered by these thoughts.
When he recalled this in his good moments, he rejoiced at having rid
himself of these temptations. But there were moments when everything by
which he lived faded before him, and while he did not cease to believe in
that by which he lived, he ceased to see it, could not summon within
himself that by which he lived, and his memory and—it is terrible to say—
regret over his conversion took hold of him.

[Myyasio ero TOJIBKO BOCIOMHMHaHHWE O HeBecte. M He TOnbKO
BOCIIOMHUHAHWE, HO TPEACTABIIEHHE JKUBOE O TOM, YTO MOTLJIO OBl
OBITH.[...]

[...] B xopomue MmunyTsl Kacarckoro He cmyiianu 3ty Mbiciu. Korga on
BCIIOMHUHAJI MPO 3TO B XOPOIIME MHHYTBI, OH PaIOBAJICS, YTO M30aBUIICS
oT 3TUX co6sa3HoB. Ho ObLTM MHUHYTBI, KOTAa BAPYT BCE TO, YEM OH KU,
TYCKHEJIO TIepel HUM, OH IIEpecTaBal HE TO YTO BEPUTH B TO, YEM KHII, HO
nepecrtaBal BHAETH ITO, HE MOT BBbI3BaTh B cebe TOro, 4eM KU, a
BOCIIOMHHAHUE M — Y»AaCHO CKa3aTh — pacKasHUE B CBOEM OOpaIleHUH
oxsatsiBaio ero.]*’

46 pgs31:11.
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In his seventh year in the monastery, Kasatskii begins to feel that his faith is
weakening: Performing his duties has become a habit, not a source of inspiration, and he
is tempted by the sight of female parishioners. He confesses his sins to the abbot and is
transferred to an isolated monastery where he can live the secluded life of a hermit. Six
years later, however, his seclusion is violated by a group of wealthy revelers who visit
him. One of the visitors, an eccentric divorcee named Makovkina, wagers that she will be
able to spend the night in Sergius’ cell. When Makovkina arrives, her presence
reawakens the monk’s former self. When he accidentally strikes her with the door, he
hastens to beg her forgiveness, “suddenly reverting to his former customary manner of
speaking with ladies” (vdrug sovershenno perenesias’ v davnishnee, privychnoe
obrashchenie s damami).**® Seeking to ward off the carnal temptations that her presence
has ignited within him, Sergius holds his finger over a candle, but is unable to bear the
pain. In his desperation, he exits his cell to a porch, where he seizes an axe and chops off
his finger. When Makovkina sees the bloody stump, she is struck by the realization of her
sinful nature, a realization that spurs her own conversion: A year after the incident, we
are told, she enters a convent.

By amputating his finger, Sergius manages to avoid the immediate temptation to
engage in sexual intercourse with Makovkina. However, he inadvertently invites a new
temptation: Stories about his act begin to circulate, leading to a steady stream of pilgrims
to his hermitage. His fame only grows when he submits to a mother’s request to lay
hands on her ailing son and the boy recovers. Having become a famous man who is

capable of securing substantial donations to the monastery, Sergius feels that “with every

“8 pgs31:22.
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month, week, and day [...] his inner life was being destroyed and replaced with an

% He comes to see himself as resembling “a place where formerly there

external [life].
had been a spring. ‘There was a weak spring of living water, which flowed placidly from
me, through me. That was the true life [...]”*° Sensing that the flame of his spiritual life
is growing weaker, he begins to furtively plot his escape, gathering peasant clothes and
questioning supplicants about the places where a wandering traveler might seek aid, but
eventually abandons his plans. Eventually he begins to grow weaker, both physically and
spiritually. In considering the crowds who ceaselessly flock to him, he realizes that, “He
enjoyed and needed their love, but he felt no love for them. Now he had no love, no

"1 His crisis reaches its peak when he is asked to lay hands on a

humility, and no purity.
young woman suffering from an apparent mental illness. Like Makovkina, she tries to
tempt him, but this time he submits. After sleeping with her, he recoils in horror, not so
much at the sin that he has committed as at the horror he feels when he thinks of the girl’s
father telling others about it. He sets off for the porch and seizes the axe with which he
had cut off his finger, planning to use it to murder the temptress. At the last moment,
though, his plan is thwarted by a servant who, thinking that Sergius intends to use the axe
to chop wood, takes it and offers to perform the task himself. Passing by the sleeping girl,
Sergius takes the peasant clothes that he has obtained, cuts his hair, and leaves his
monastic life behind.

After leaving the monastery, he begins to wander aimlessly. Convinced that there

is no God, he considers killing himself, a prospect that both tempts and terrifies him, just

49 pgs31: 28.
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as it had the narrator of the Confession and Bezukhov before him. He lies down and falls
asleep, but the slumber is brief. When he awakens, writes Tolstoy, he experiences
something that is somewhere between a dream and a memory (On ftotchas zhe
prosypaetsia i nachinaet ne to videt’ vo sne, ne to vspominat’). His thoughts bring him
back to his childhood, and he remembers a girl named Pashen’ka, whom he had regarded
as stupid and boring, but who represents a link with the distant past, and who appears to
him to offer the only path to salvation. He falls asleep and dreams of an angel who tells
him, “Go to Pashen’ka and learn from her what you must do, wherein lies your sin, and

%2 Taking the dream as a divine revelation, he immediately

wherein lies your salvation.
sets off to the village where Pashen’ka lives. When he finds her, he sees that her life is a
difficult one, but that she has accomplished what he has long yearned for, but never
achieved: “Pashen’ka is precisely that which I should have been but was not. I lived for
people under the pretext [that [ was living for] God; she lives for God, imagining that she
lives for people” (la zhil dlia liudei pod predlogom boga, ona zhivet dlia boga,

* Taking his leave of her, he wanders aimlessly

voobrazhaia, chto ona zhivet dlia liudei).
for nine months before he is eventually arrested for failing to carry a passport and exiled
to Siberia. The story ends with an apparent resolution: “In Siberia he settled down on a

small plot owned by a wealthy peasant, where he still lives now. He works in the master’s

vegetable garden, teaches children, and cares for the sick.”**

2 pgs31: 38.
43 pgs31: 44,

44 pgs 31 46.
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Like Resurrection, Father Sergius is in many respects a work of outwardly
oriented social critique. Here the target is not the judicial system or the organs of political
power, but the official Church, and monasticism in particular. In adapting a plot taken
directly from a hagiographical text and rendering it the subject of a realist text set in the
historical present, Tolstoy questions the sanctity of the lives led by men whom the
Church regards as saints.*>” There are a number of passages in the story that present more
specific criticisms of monastic practice. The abbot of the second monastery where the
protagonist serves, for example, is described as a “worldly, crafty person” (svetskii, lovkii
chelovek) who is dedicated to furthering his “ecclesiastical career” (delavshii dukhovnuiu
kar’eru)*®; the pilgrims who besiege him towards the end of his own ecclesiastical career
are portrayed not as sincere spiritual seekers, but as “the most irreligious, cold,
conventional type[s]:

[...] here there were pilgrims, retired soldiers for the most part, who had
wandered away from their sedentary lives, impoverished and, for the most
part, drunken old men who tramped from monastery to monastery only in
order to be fed; here there were also grey peasant men and women with
their egotistical demands for healing or for the resolution of doubts about
the most practical matters: the marrying off of a daughter, the leasing of a
shop, the purchase of a plot of land, or the expiation of the sin of an
overlaid or illegitimate child.

[[...] TyT ObLTH CTpaHHUKH, OONBINEH YACTHIO U3 OTCTABHBIX COJIIAT,
OTOMBILIUECS OT OCEION KU3HU, OEICTBYIONINE U OONbIICH YacThIO

3alMBAIOIINE CTAPUKH, HUISIOLUIUECS U3 MOHACTBIPS. B MOHACTBIPB, TOJIBKO
94TOOBI KOPMUTBCS; TYT OBLIIM U Cepble KPECThSHE U KPECThSIHKU C CBOUMH

3 The primary source for the plot was the vita of Iakov the Faster, but scholars have also

identified motifs drawn from the vita of Sergius of Radonezh as well as allusions to Avvakum’s
Life. On Tolstoy’s use of hagiographical sources, see Margaret Ziolkowski, “Hagiographical
Motifs in Tolstoy’s Father Sergius, South Atlantic Review 47 (1982): 63-80 and Marcia A.
Morris, Saints and Revolutionaries: The Ascetic Hero in Russian Fiction (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1993), 117-120.

46 pgs31: 14,
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ATOMCTUYECKUMU TPEOOBAHUSIMU UCIIETICHUS W Pa3peIIeHUs] COMHEHUI
0 CaMbIX MPAKTUYECKHX JIeax: O BblJaue I04epHu, O HaiiMe JJaBOUKH, O
MOKYIIKE 3€MJIM WJIM O CHATHU C ce0sl rpexa 3aCaHHOTO MJIH MPHKUTOTO
pebenka.]”’
Where the element of externally oriented social critique dominates in Resurrection,
however, in Father Sergius it is subordinated to the element of self-critique that we
observed in the longer novel. While many critics have emphasized Tolstoy’s indictment
of sexuality, drawing parallels between other late works such as The Kreutzer Sonata and
“The Devil,” the author himself indicated that his primary target was the sin of pride.*®
Like Nekhliudov, Kasatskii makes a grand, seemingly sacrificial gesture that is motivated
both by a sincere spiritual longing and the egotistical thirst for praise. Like Nekhliudov,
he initially perceives this gesture as inaugurating a dramatic transformation, but
eventually comes to realize that he remains the same sinner that he has always been.
Critics have long acknowledged that Kasatskii, to an even greater extent than
Nekhliudov, functions as an autobiographical projection of the author himself.*” When
seen in this light, there can be no doubt that the work speaks to its author’s lingering
doubts about the finality, validity, and value of his claimed conversion. As Love argues,

“Father Sergius reveals a mind impatient with the illusions it creates to such an extent

that no doctrine, no one way, no final resting point could ever seem satisfactory or

7 pss31: 31.

¥ On this point, see Harry H. Walsh and Paul Alessi, “The Apophthegmata Patrum and Tolstoy's
Father Sergius,” Comparative Literature Studies 19 (1982): 1-10. Walsh and Alessi quote a letter
from Tolstoy to Chertkov in which he indicates that his chief concern was not with “the struggle
with the sins of the flesh, but with vanity and pride.” (PSS 87: 71-27; their translation).

49 Qee, for example, Lev Shestov, “Otkrovenie smerti: Poslednie proizvedeniia L. N. Tolstogo,”
Sovremennye zapiski 1 (1920): 99, where the author writes that, “Father Sergius—or, it is better
to say directly, Tolstoy—begins to recall his former society life and to compare it with his new,
hermitic [life]” (Otets Sergii ili, luchshe budem priamo govorit’, Tolstoi nachinaet vspominat’
svoiu proshliuiu svetskuiu zhizn’ i sravnivat’ ee so svoei novoi, otshel nicheskoiu). My italics.
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2460 For Lev

capable of resisting the corrosive activity of pure intellectual exuberance.
Shestov, the writer’s constitutional incapacity to reach a final resting point, to decisively
turn his back on the past that tormented him so, is evidence of Tolstoy’s “great and
enigmatic gift” (velikii i zagodochnyi dar): “when he approaches his goal he becomes
convinced that he has not been going to the place he should have been” (kogda on

1
461 por

podkhodit k tseli, on ubezhdaetsia, chto shel ne tuda, kuda nuzhno bylo).
Kastatskii/Sergius/Tolstoy, the final resolution of the spiritual quest presents itself as a

return, just as it had for Bezukhov, Levin, and the narrator of the Confession. For this late
incarnation, however, the return is not a liberation, but rather an anguished affirmation of

the prison of that self that can never truly be transcended.*®*

40 1 ove, 749.

461 Shestov, 99.
%2 I have borrowed this image from Morson, who argues that Father Sergius indicates “that
Tolstoy was aware of the reasons he could not liberate himself from his biographical prison” See
Morson, “Tolstoy’s Absolute Language,” 685. My italics.
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Conclusion

On max 06paoosaics u 83601HOBANCS,
OMKPbI6 IMY, KAK eMy KA3AL0Cb, HOBYIO
UCMUHY, YMO 6CKOYUT U 8 HemepneHuu
cmarn uckamo, 0Jist Ko2o Obl emy
ROCKOpee Nodcepmeosamsy co0oll...
CKOIbKO pa3z 6 JHCu3Hu OMKPbI8Al OH
«9My, KaxK emy Kasaniocv, HOBYIO
ucmuny»? Hcmuna sice s3ma pokoeas.

WBan bynun, «OcBobox1eHNE
Toscroro»

If we were to map our central thesis as a temporal progression, then the following
schema would result: The young Tolstoy is fascinated by the idea of effecting a complete
break with his past and starting a “new life” on righteous foundations; he experiments
with images of radical personal transformation in his diaries, and these images ultimately
work their way into his early and mature fictional productions; having reached the height
of his artistic career, he again finds himself tempted by the prospect of “turning over a
new leaf”; he writes his own autobiographical conversion narrative in which he adapts a
model of character development that he had developed in the very works that he claims to
be rejecting; for several years, he lives in the conviction that he has accomplished what
his fictional heroes have long strove towards but never been able to accomplish: he has
effected a complete conversion, one that has allowed him to perceive the essence of “true
Christianity”; before long, this autobiographical narrative of conversion works its way
back into his fiction in the form of straightforward narratives in which his heroes are able

to accomplish what he has and more; as time goes by, however, he begins to be
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tormented by doubts in the validity, finality, and value of his claimed transformation, and
his fiction becomes an instrument through which he is able to simultaneously
propagandize on behalf of his post-conversion moral and political ideology and to reflect
on these doubts.

An approach to Tolstoy’s conversion that emphasizes the narrative properties of
the texts in which he alludes to his transformation not only allows us to reframe the long-
raging debate between advocates of a “one Tolstoy” model and a “two Tolstoys” model,
but also to draw broader conclusions about the evolution of the nineteenth-century realist
tradition itself. Despite the absence of a firmly rooted tradition of written narratives of
religious conversion that we discussed in the first chapter of this study, the second half of
the nineteenth century witnessed the proliferation of autobiographical accounts that
closely accorded with Western models of conversion, although the word “conversion”
itself was only rarely applied to them. A partial list of well-known writers and
intellectuals who claimed to experience some form of radical personal transformation
would include not only Gogol’, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy, but also Nikolai Leskov,
Dmitrii Merezhkovskii, Konstantin Leont’ev, Boris Chicherin, Petr Kropotkin, Nikolai
Strakhov, and Lev Tikhomirov. At the dawn of the twentieth century, the frequency and
intensity of these transformations only increased. Experiences of radical ideological
change were the norm not only for a host of revolutionary activists, but also for their
opponents in the self-styled “new intelligentsia” like Berdiaev, Sergei Bulgakov, and
Semen Frank, who abandoned their former materialist beliefs and embraced an
idiosyncratic synthesis of neo-idealistic philosophy and Eastern Christianity. In seeking

to account for the emergence of Russian autobiographical accounts that are, at least
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partially, functionally analogous to Western conversion narratives, it is useful to draw a
comparison between the socio-ideological context of seventeenth-century Protestant
England and nineteenth-century Tsarist Russia. As we noted in the first chapter of this
study, increased degrees of ideological and confessional mobility played a central role in
the cultivation of the Western conversion narrative tradition: The opportunity to change
one’s religious affiliation was a necessary precondition for the emergence of the
conversion narrative as a salient model of autobiographical narration. We see a similar
transformation taking place in Russian society over the course of the nineteenth century.
At the beginning of the century, individual identity was highly rigid and linked to
membership in one of a handful of defined social classes: With rare exceptions, peasants
were born and died as peasants, noblemen as noblemen. In the middle of the century,
however, this rigid social hierarchy began to shift with the rise of the intelligentsia, a
class that was defined not by the economic condition in which its members had been
born, but rather by the ideologies that they came to profess. The possibility of reframing
one’s identity in terms of dynamic shifts in ideological affiliation rather than static
affiliation with an established economic class laid the groundwork for the emergence of
life stories defined by radical transformations.

At the same time, the development of literary forms capable of capturing the
experience of such transformations provided a framework for their dissemination. The
rise of Romanticism in the early decades of the nineteenth century inaugurated a shift
towards the individual subject, a shift that led in turn to an increase in the production of
works that were centered on the spiritual and intellectual development of these subjects.

As Lydia Ginzburg notes in her seminal study On Psychological Prose (O
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psikhologicheskoi proze, 1971), “the end of the 1840s and the first half of the 1850s saw
in both Russian and the West a heightened interest in memoirs, autobiographies, notes,

463 Before long, the principles

and essays—indeed, in every kind of documentary genre.
of autobiographical writing began to influence developments in fiction writing: Ginzburg
lists Konstantin Aksakov’s Family Chronicle, Dostoevsky’s Notes from the House of the
Dead, and Tolstoy’s Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth as examples of the sort of

464 The tools

fictionalized memoirs that came to dominate Russian literature in the 1850s.
that were developed to chart the trajectories of autobiographical and pseudo-
autobiographical heroes in the 1850s were later deployed in realist novels of the 1860s
and subsequent decades, novels that were capable of expressing “the artistic cognition of
individual spiritual life and behavior,” and, by extension, capable of describing radical
transformations in an individual’s spiritual life and self-conception. **>

While the emergence of the nineteenth-century Russian conversion narrative drew
on the French autobiographical tradition for its form, its content was influenced by the
tradition of German idealist philosophy that entered into the Russian cultural landscape in
the 1830s and 1840s. German idealism exposed a generation of writers and thinkers to an
intellectual tradition that was deeply concerned with the nature of the self and its

development. As Derek Offord writes, “German idealism was a vehicle for a national

philosophical awakening in Russia, a means by which Russians could achieve

3 Lydia Ginzburg, On Psychological Prose, trans. Judson Rosengrant (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 1991), 197.

** Ibid., 199. Ginzburg astutely classifies Tolstoy’s early contributions to this tradition as being

“autopsychological,” rather than strictly autobiographical, in orientation.

5 Ibid., 221.



269

%% By casting the individual as an entity of equal or

philosophical self-consciousness.
greater importance than the state, German idealist and French autobiographical influences
allowed for the emergence of both nonfictional and fictionalized autobiographical forms
to acquire salience in the Russian literary tradition. While this development did not
directly introduce conversion as a central theme in Russian literature, it provided the soil
on which this conception could take root. In this sense, the rise of the Russian conversion
narrative tradition can be seen as the inverse of the progression in the West: Where
Western conversion narratives first emerged in an explicitly religious context before
eventually serving as the framework for secular literary productions, in Russia it was
secular literature that provided the framework for the development of narratives that

eventually acquired a religious or quasi-religious significance. Tolstoy was both an heir

to this legacy and a central figure in its evolution and dissemination.

Although this dissertation has focused primarily on works dating from Tolstoy’s
late period, the conclusions that we have developed allow us to gain new insights into his
artistic evolution as a whole. In the second chapter of the present study, we saw how
narrative—and autobiographical narrative specifically—provided a solution for the
problem of how to communicate a series of complex ideological developments. In the
broadest sense, the shift from an essayistic framework, which attempts to capture truths

in their static form, and an autobiographical approach, which presents philosophical

6 Derek Offord, Journeys to a Graveyard: Perceptions of Europe in Classical Russian Travel

Writing (Dordrecht: Springer, 2005), 114.



270

conclusions as the endpoint of a dynamic progression, mirrors the longer, more gradual
shift from descriptive to narrative modalities in Tolstoy’s artistic method. As a number
of scholars have observed, Tolstoy’s early works are marked by a strong preference for
description over narration.*"” Indeed, one of his earliest compositions, “A History of
Yesterday” (Istoriia vcherashnego dnia), he dwells on the impossibility of providing a
comprehensive account of even a single day: “God alone knows how many diverse
impressions and engaging thoughts [...] occur in a single day. If it were possible to
narrate them in such a way that I could read myself and others could read me as I do, then
a very instructive and engaging book would result, although one for which there is not

468 I order to make sense of these

enough ink or typesetters in the world to print.
impressions, we must translate them into the form of a narrative, which, by definition,

will sacrifice accuracy for tellability. The influence of this skeptical attitude towards

narration can be seen in the early short story “Sevastopol in May” (Sevastopol’ v mae),

7 This preference was noted and frequently criticized by his contemporaries. Stepan Dudyshkin,

the editor of Notes of the Fatherland (Otechestvennye zapiski) in the years following the
departure of Belinskii and the death of Valerian Maikov, for example, complained that Childhood
and Boyhood suffered from the absence of a love story. The novels, he argued, would have
benefited from the addition of “a beautiful young girl of about eighteen or twenty who falls
passionately in love with an equally handsome boy.” Later, Dudyshkin would find similar faults
in Tolstoy’s short story “Sevastopol in August” (Sevastopol’ v avguste), where he was once more
disappointed to find “no action, but pictures and portraits.” Another anonymous reviewer
presented a more neutral take on the matter, observing that in the short story “The Woodfelling”
(Rubka lesa) “L.N.T.’s story consists in the soldiers’ talk; it has no content whatsoever”
(soderzhaniia v nem net nikakogo). The descriptive orientation of Tolstoy’s early fiction has been
discussed by a number of later critics as well. In The Young Tolstoy, Eikhenbaum argues that in
his early works the writer not only “not think about fabula,” but that even that “there is no such
thing as fabula in his imagination,”; “Tolstoy never tells [a story]... [he] never narrates”
(nikogda ne rasskazyvaet...nikogda ne povestvuet). Kéte Hamburger adopts a similar position,
noting that even those early works that seem at first to be plot-centered often end up defying the
reader’s expectations; Tolstoy, she wrote, “avoids direct and continuous narrative as if to destroy
mere plot.” Quoted in Eric de Haard, Narrative and Anti-Narrative Structures in Lev Tolstoj’s
Early Works (Amsterdam/Atlanta: Rodopi, 1989), 2-4.

48 PSS 1:279.
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where one soldier, Pesth, proves incapable of resisting the impulse to exaggerate the
importance of his own role during a recent engagement:

And Pesth began to relate how he had led his company, how the company
commander had been killed, how he had stabbed a Frenchman, how none
of this would have happened had it not been for him, and so forth.

The foundations of this story—that the company commander had been
killed and that Pesth had killed a Frenchman—were accurate, but in
relating the details the Junker invented and boasted.

He boasted involuntarily, because during the time of the entire affair he
had found himself in some sort of fog and forgetfulness to such an extent
that everything that had happened seemed to him to have happened
somewhere, sometime, and with someone. Quite naturally, he tried to
reproduce these details from a perspective that would favor him.

[U IlecT cran pacckas3biBaTh, KaK OH BEJI BCIO POTY, KaK
POTHBIN KOMaHAMpP ObLT YOUT, KaK OH 3aK0JIOJN (hpaHIy3a U 4TO, €KEIH Obl
HE OH, TO HUYEro Obl HE ObLIO U T. 1.

OcHOBaHUs 3TOTO PaccKasa, YTO POTHBINA KOMaHAUP ObLI YOUT, U UTO
[Tect yOun ¢panity3a, ObLIM CIIpaBEUIMBEL;, HO, IEpeAaBas MOIPOOHOCTH,
IOHKEP BBIyMBIBAJ U XBacTaJl.

XBacTasl HEBOJIbHO, IOTOMY YTO BO BpeMsl BCETO JeJla HaXO/SICh B KAKOM-
TO TyMaHe ¥ 3a0BIThH JI0 TAKOHW CTETIEHH, YTO BCE, YTO CIYyYHIIOCH,
Ka3aJI0Ch €My CIIyYUBIIUMCS TJe-TO, KOTJa-TO U C KEM-TO, OYE€Hb
€CTECTBEHHO, OH CTapajcs BOCIPOU3BECTH 3TH MOAPOOHOCTH C BHITOTHOU
utst ce0st CTopOHH.]469

This skeptical attitude towards his characters’ impulse to structure their experience in the
form of a coherent narrative account survived into Tolstoy’s mature period. It is
especially clear in the account of Nikolai Rostov’s first brush with of combat in War and
Peace. When Rostov rides into battle for the first time, his head is filled with romantic
images gleaned from the stories other men have told about war. As the bullets start to
fly, however, he finds that combat is far more chaotic and inexplicable than these stories
would suggest. Knocked from his horse, he stands still for a full ten seconds, marveling

at the absurdity of the thought that the French soldiers might actually want to do him

49 PSS 4: 45,
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harm: “Who are they? Why are they running? Can they really be running towards me?

And why? To kill me? Me, whom everyone loves so much

2% Instead of responding to

danger with heroism, as he had imagined himself doing based on the stories he has heard

from other people, Rostov flees for the cover of some bushes. The influence of stories of

martial glory is so strong, though, that he, like Pesth before him, cannot resist the

temptation to retell his experience in terms that would accord with his own expectations

and those of his listeners:

He related the Schongrabern affair to them precisely as those who have
participated in battles usually describe them—that is, as they would have
liked them to have been, as they had heard from other storytellers, so that
they would be related as beautifully as possible, but absolutely not as they
had really been. Rostov was an honest young man who would have never
intentionally told a lie. He began to describe the battle with the intention
of describing everything precisely as it had been, but imperceptibly,
unwittingly, and inevitably he passed into falsehood. [...] It is very
difficult to tell the truth, and young people are rarely capable of it. [His
listeners] were waiting for a story about how he had blazed with the fire
[of battle], how he had forgotten himself, how, like a storm, he had thrown
himself into the [French] square, how he had cut his way into it, chopping
to the left and the right, how his sabre had feasted on meat, and how he
had fallen in exhaustion, and so on. And he told them all of this.

[OH paccka3zan uMm cBoe lllenrpabeHckoe 1e1o COBEpIIEHHO TaK, Kak
OOBIKHOBEHHO PacCKa3bIBAIOT PO CPasKEHUs y4aCTBOBABILIHUE B HUX, TO
€CTh TaK, KaK UM XOTEJI0Ch Obl, YTOO OHO OBLI0, TAK, KAK OHU CJIBIXAJIH OT
IPYTUX PACCKa3uyMKOB, TaK KaK KpacuBee ObUIO paccKa3blBaTh, HO
COBEpIIICHHO HE TaK, KaKk OHO ObL10. POCTOB OBLIT IPaBAUBHBIN MOJIOOM
YeJIOBEK, OH HU 32 YTO YMBIIUIEHHO HE cKa3all Obl Henpasisl. OH Havas
pacckas3blBaTh ¢ HAMEPEHHEM PaccKas3aTh BCE, KaK OHO TOYHO OBLJIO, HO
HE3aMETHO, HEBOJIBHO M HEM30EKHO JUIs ceOs mepelies B HenpaBy.
[...]Paccka3arh mpaBay OY€Hb TPYAHO; U MOJIOJBIE JIFOAU PEKO HA 3TO
criocoOHbI. OHU JKJaJIi paccKa3a O TOM, KaK Topes OH BECh B OTHE, CaM
ceOs1 He MOMHS, Kak Oypero HaJleTall Ha Kape; Kak BpyOaics B Hero, pyous
HaNpaBo U HaJIEBO; Kak cabiis OTBeAaa MsACa, ¥ Kak OH MaJiaj B
M3HEMOKEHHUH, ¥ TOMY Moo0Hoe. Y o pacckasan um Beé 510.]"!

40 pgs 9: 230.

41 PSS 9: 295-296.
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He is interrupted by Prince Andrei, who sarcastically points out that, “there are many
stories now about that affair.”*’* As Morson argues, Andrei, “recognizes that [Rostov’s]
highly metaphorical and formulaic language is a product of genre rather than

473 Rostov himself comes to a similar conclusion later in the novel. During

experience.
his second campaign, he is bored when he is subjected to stories about the bravery of the
Russian army: “After the Austerlitz campaign and the campaign of 1807, Rostov knew
from his own experience that people always lie when telling about incidents in war, as he
himself had lied. Moreover, he had enough experience to know that everything that
happens in war does not happen in the way we imagine or describe it.””*"*

This skepticism, it is important to note, never reaches the point of outright
hostility or epistemological agnosticism. Through the person of his God-like narrator,
Tolstoy himselfis able to discern the reality that eludes his characters; immediately after
he relates Pesth’s erroneous retelling of the battle, the narrator announces “But here is
how it really happened” (No vot kak eto bylo deistvitel 'no); the story ends with the
famous claim that, “The hero of my story, whom I love with all the power of my soul,
whom I have tried to render in all his beauty, and who has always been, still is, and

> In a similar fashion, while the Tolstoy

always will be beautiful, is the truth (pravda).
who wrote War and Peace takes professional historians to task for relying on narratives

to explain historical developments, he nonetheless allows his narrator to offer his own

42 p§s9: 297.
473 Morson, Hidden in Plain View, 111.
47 pSS 11: 56.

45 pgs 4: 59,
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narrative, one that is presented as an accurate and authoritative account of what “really
happened.”

In Tolstoy’s early and mature fiction, then, there is a tension between two
competing attitudes towards narrativity, the first of which is skeptical, and which can be
seen in how the author frames his characters’ attempts to recast their own experiences in
the form of a narrative, and the second of which is sympathetic, and can be seen in the
freedom he grants to his narrator to provide an authoritative account of reality. In the
1870s, however, we can begin to detect a shift in his approach, one that leads him to more
fully embrace the second, more sympathetic, attitude towards narrativity. This shift can
be perceived through a comparison of the treatment of Pierre’s transformation at the end
of War and Peace and Levin’s transformation at the end of Anna Karenina. In the earlier
novel, the character’s conversion is presented by a third-person narrator who maintains a
certain degree of distance from the fictional subject he is describing; The narrator grasps
the fundamental truth that had allowed Pierre to overcome his despair more firmly than
the character himself. In the later novel, this distance begins to disappear. While Tolstoy
does not entirely abandon the third-person narrative voice entirely, he presents Levin’s
crisis and recovery primarily through the character’s own internal monologue. By the end
of the novel, it is impossible to draw a meaningful distinction between the narrator’s truth
and the protagonist’s truth. This shift led naturally to the Confession, where the
distinction between author, narrator, and protagonist vanishes entirely.

And yet, as we have seen in our discussion of Resurrection and Father Sergius,
Tolstoy was never able to overcome his skepticism entirely. At the same time that he was

relying on his own conversion narrative as the bedrock of his reconstituted identity, he
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was composing works that spoke to his awareness of the fictive nature of this narrative.
Nowhere is the tension between these diametrically opposed attitudes towards narrative
more clear than in one of his most enigmatic and least-known works, an unfinished
fragment entitled “The Posthumous Notes of the Starets Fedor Kuzmich” that was written
in 1905. The work is presented in the form of a series of diary entries written by Fedor of
Tomsk, a monk who was rumored to be Alexander I, who, according to legend, had not
actually died in 1825, but rather had abandoned his worldly post to follow a spiritual
path. At first glance, the text appears to reiterate the central narrative of the Confession:
The monk who pens the diary entries sees himself as a successful convert, as a man who
has achieved victory over earthly temptation by decisively rejecting power and fame. In
his waking life, Fedor explains, he is comforted by the sensation that he has “clearly
recognized [his] position in the world: [—my entire life—is something that is necessary
to Him who has sent me. And I am capable of doing that which is necessary for Him
[...].” At night, however, he is tormented by visions that reveal that his transformation is
not complete: He dreams that he is swimming naked in a sea and that though he desires to
reach the shore, he cannot: “The meaning of the dream was that the prison of my flesh
still holds me back, but that escape is close at hand.”*"® The Tolstoy who wrote the
Confession was convinced that he had reached the shore; the Tolstoy who wrote the
“Notes” grasps that this was an error.

The logic of conversion narratives is highly linear: Life is conceived as a broken
line with the first segment extending to the point of rupture and the second extending

indefinitely towards ultimate truth. In the “Notes,” however, this linear schema is

46 PSS 36: 65-66.
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supplanted by a circular one. Fedor grasps that life is the constant repetition of a cycle in
which old desires are constantly replaced by new ones. The only desire that can truly be
fulfilled, he acknowledges, is the desire to perish, to achieve “liberation from the passions
and temptations” that afflict the soul in life. Were he able to fully accept this principle, he
writes, “then everything that brings me closer to death—old age and sickness—would be
the fulfillment of my one and fundamental desire.” But this is a desire that he cannot yet
fully embrace:
This is true, and I perceive it when I am healthy. But when my stomach
ails, as it did yesterday and for the last three days, I cannot summon forth
this feeling, and though I do not resist death, I am incapable of desiring its
approach. Yes, this condition is a condition of spiritual slumber. I must
wait calmly.
[DT0 TaK, U 3TO 5 4yBCTBYIO, KOraa s 310poB. Ho koraa 4, kak Buepa u
TPETHEro JHs, 0OJICIO JKEITYAKOM, sl HE MOTY BBI3BAaTh ATOT'O UyBCTBA U
XOTS U HE TIPOTUBIIIOCH CMEPTH, HE MOTY JK€JIaTh MPUOIIKATHCS K HEH.
Jla, Takoe COCTOSIHUE €CTh COCTOSIHUE CHA yXOBHOro. Hamo criokoiHo
)KI[aTB.]477
And yet to “wait calmly” was something that Tolstoy himself proved incapable of
doing. The frenzied chain of events that unfolded over the last ten days of his life—the
furtive escape in the dead of night, the collapse in the smoke-filled third-class wagon, the
spectacle at Astapovo station—are well known and need not be repeated here. The only
question that remains is the one that Tolstoy and his characters had raised so many times:
Zachem? Was it mere marital discord that spurred his flight? Was he, after thirty years of
compromising, finally following through with the principles that he had formulated

during that heady time in the 1870s when every day seemed to bring with it a new truth

or a new reason to despair? Or was he, like his characters had done so many times before,

47 pss 36: 73.



277

making one last desperate effort to turn over a new page in a book of life that was rapidly

reaching its end?
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