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General Editor’s Preface

The reception given to a writer by his contemporaries and near-
contemporaries is evidence of considerable value to the student of
literature. On one side we learn a great deal about the state of criticism
at large and in particular about the development of critical attitudes
towards a single writer; at the same time, through private comments
in letters, journals or marginalia, we gain an insight upon the tastes
and literary thought of individual readers of the period. Evidence of
this kind helps us to understand the writer’s historical situation, the
nature of his immediate reading-public, and his response to these
pressures.

The separate volumes in the Critical Heritage Series present a record
of this early criticism. Clearly, for many of the highly productive and
lengthily reviewed nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers, there
exists an enormous body of material; and in these cases the volume
editors have made a selection of the most important views, significant
for their intrinsic critical worth or for their representative quality—
perhaps even registering incomprehension !

For earlier writers, notably pre-eighteenth century, the materials
are much scarcer and the historical period has been extended, sometimes
far beyond the writer’s lifetime, in order to show the inception and
growth of critical views which were initially slow to appear.

In each volume the documents are headed by an Introduction, dis-
cussing the material assembled and relating the early stages of the
author’s reception to what we have come to identify as the critical
tradition. The volumes will make available much material which
would otherwise be difficult of access and it is hoped that the modern
reader will be thereby helped towards an informed understanding of
the ways in which literature has been read and judged.

B.CS.



Preface

Much of the contemporary response to Tolstoy's fiction,
especially in his own country, was ephemeral and not
unduly enlightening, some of it was not without interest,
but only a little of it was of any lasting merit. Because
of this, when we read what his contemporaries had to say
about him we learn, ostensibly at least, far more about
the state of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
literary criticism than we do about Tolstoy the writer.
That is not to say, however, that the seeds of what was to
become the main growth of Tolstoyan criticism are entirely
absent; but many of them are in general so well concealed
by extraneous wrappings, instructions, exhortations,
denunciations and words of caution that they are not
readily exposed to the light of day.

The amount of critical comment written in Tolstoy's
lifetime is immense; even the early trilogy, 'Childhood’,
'Boyhood' and 'Youth', received well over one hundred
reviews and notices; and once he had become well known
all the critics, and indeed everybody who was anybody (and
many more who were not), felt obliged to put pen to paper.
Such a vast amount of criticism presents serious problems
to an editor of a volume in the present series; conse-
quently some sort of fairly arbitrary limitation has had
to be imposed on the selection. In the first place it
would be foolish of me to claim to have read everything
that appeared, and this sets some limitation at the
outset; second, much of it is so lacking in any, even
negative, value that it has been rejected out of hand;
third, a large proportion of it is hardly more than a
recapitulation of the text, or of what fellow-critics
wrote, and this has also been excluded. The final choice
therefore has been restricted primarily to criticism of
Tolstoy's works of imaginative fiction; consequently there
is little comment on his writings of a political, social,
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xiv Preface

religious, publicistic, or educational nature per se, or
his views on art and literature, or on his plays and ideas
about the drama. I have started with a number of opinions
on his early works, as these had their influence on the
reception of the major novels; the main body of the selec-
tion is concentrated on the reception of 'War and Peace'
and ‘'Anna Karenina', and then there is a number of the
later, more general, comments. Within this selection I
have included a few words from some of Tolstoy's fellow-
writers, for in some respects, despite their brevity, they
are among the most perceptive; I have also attempted to
give fair coverage to Tolstoy's reception outside Russia.
Within the obvious limitations of such a scheme, it is to
be hoped that a reasonably well-balanced picture of the
contemporary response will clearly emerge.

Finally I owe Tolstoy an apology. He would without
doubt have hated this book.
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Note on the Text

The extracts printed in this volume from commentators who
wrote in English follow the originals in all important
respects; I have not standardized the various versions of
Russian names, as in some ways they have a period charm
of their own. The translations, except for No. 9, are my
own. There is always a certain problem with the trans-
literation of the Cyrillic script, but I hope the system
adopted here strikes the reader as both reasonable and
consistent; in my translations feminine surnames, except
for Karenina, have been masculinized. OQuotations from
Tolstoy's works have in general been omitted, although
where they are central to the passage they have been
retained; where the content of an omitted guotation is
not immediately apparent, a short description is appended;
three dots ... , where printed, are in the original, but
four indicate an omission by me. Dates, where they refer
to Russian originals, are in the '0l1d Style' or according
to the Julian calendar, which was in operation in Russia
until after the Revolution; it was twelve days behind the
Gregorian in the nineteenth century and thirteen in the
twentieth. Information on Russian literary and historical
references in the text is gathered together in the
Appendix.
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Introduction

I

If one looks at nineteenth-century Russian history and
literature as a whole, there would appear to be a striking
similarity between historiography and literary criticism.
Literature seems to pose the same almost unanswerable
questions to the critics as history does to the historians
and thinkers. The latter asked themselves consistently
and continuously: What is history? What is Russian his-
tory? What is Russia's place in history? What is
Russia's historical mission? Is Russian history in genexr-
al terms similar to that of Western Europe or is it some-
thing quite different? Should Russia learn from the West,
or does she have something to teach? Such questions lie
at the basis of all Russian nineteenth-century historio-
graphy, and it would scarcely be a distortion of the
facts if, in talking about literature, the words 'history'
and 'historical' in these questions were replaced by
"literature' and 'literary'. To the educated Russians,
living in a country which cocooned its population in num-
erous regulations and restrictions, where public political
debate was to all intents and purposes impossible, litera-
ture was one of the few means through which ideas could be
reasonably freely discussed; consequently literature, and
the written word in general, was far more important a part
of the life of the educated Russians than it was of that
of their contemporaries in Western Europe. This goes some
way towards an explanation of the remarkable zeal and
intensity of many of the critics and the acrimony between
them. Had the social and political conditions been dif-
ferent many of Russia's literary critics might well have
followed other callings, and Russian literature itself
might well have been different.

Both literature and the criticism of it, however, came



2 Introduction

to Russia comparatively late. In the spring of 1825, some
three years before Tolstoy was born, Russia's greatest
poet, Alexander Pushkin, was reading an article by the
novelist A.A. Bestuzhev-Marlinsky, in which the latter
claimed that Russia had plenty of criticism but no litera-
ture. (1) Pushkin started to draft a reply: 'We have
criticism? Where is it to be found? What have we critic-
ally analysed? Whose literary opinions have been accepted
by the whole nation? Whose criticism can we cite? On
whose authority can we lean?'(2) At the beginning of
June, Pushkin sent a long letter to Bestuzhev-Marlinsky in
which he wrote: 'We have criticism but no literature.
Where did you get that idea? On the contrary it is criti-
cism we lack.'(3) The difference of opinion between the
two writers might well be explained by asking what each of
them meant by 'criticism'. It is clear that Bestuzhev-
Marlinsky also bemoans the absence in Russia of those
sorts of critics Pushkin so desired - 'The Addisons, La
Harpes, Schlegels, Sismondi' - on this they were agreed.
Bestuzhev-Marlinsky had continued, though: 'We see plenty
of critics, anti-critics, critics of critics, but few
efficient critics.' Consequently Russia had no litera-
ture. Pushkin refutes this last statement; he modestly
declined to quote himself as an example but insisted that
Russia had indeed produced literature, with or without
critics; he mentions Krylov (4) (who is far superior to
La Fontaine) and Derzhavin (5) (who is far superior to
Jean-Baptiste Rousseau) as examples of Russian writers,
but 'we do not have a single commentary, a single book of
criticism. We should rather say: we have some sort of
literature, but no criticism'.(6) Indeed it would be
hard to disagree with Pushkin if one considers that the
first major work of literary criticism was Prince
Vyazemsky's biography of the eighteenth-century dramatist
Fonvizin (written in 1830, published in 1848), and which
Pushkin thought 'well-nigh the most remarkable bock to be
written since we began writing books here'. (7)
Contemporary disagreements apart, there is no doubt
that when Tolstoy began to publish in the early 1850s
Russia had both literature and critics. What had happened
in the intervening twenty years or so? It would be too
simple, however tempting, to reply: 'Belinsky', but he
certainly marks a watershed in the Russian reading
public's attitudes to literature and its opinions about
it. (8) Belinsky has much to answer for, not only on
account of what he insisted literature should be and the
later critics who took up his call, but also for the
opposition he engendered. 1In short, Belinsky is the orig-
inator of the sociological, or 'civic', school of Russian
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literary criticism; he demanded that literature should be
modern, it should be true to life, and, most importantly,
it should be inspired by socially significant ideas. He
is usually seen as the true father of the Russian intelli-
gentsia and 'the embodiment of what remained its spirit
for more than two generations - of social idealism, of the
passion for improving the world, of dis-respect for all
tradition, and of highly strung, disinterested enthusi-
asm'.(9) But Belinsky and those who followed him can be
fairly blamed for the contempt for form and workmanship in
literature which had dire effects in the 1860s and 1870s.
If he taught that content was more important than form, he
was equally responsible for the fact that the Russians
tended after him to look for prophecy rather than enter-
tainment in their literature. (10)

With the death of Belinsky in 1848 the critical leader-
ship passed on the one hand to those who followed his
inspiration - the civic critics, honest, radical, ‘Wester-
ner’ as opposed to 'Slavophile’, people like Cherny-
shevsky, Dobrolyubov and Pisarev - and on the other to the
rather more conservative representatives of the intelli-
gentsia - the non-civic, aesthetic critics for whom
literature was the ultimate expression of ideas, the
writer was to be above such ephemera as the current prob-
lems of the day and for whom the ultimate criterion of
literary merit was not content but form, critics like
Annenkov and Druzhinin. Parallel with this development
there was the reaction to it. The rejection of all West-
ern ideas about literature, whether it was a question of
the primacy of form as the aesthetic critics maintained
or that of the social content as the civic critics deman-
ded, led to a new call: that Russian literature should be
Russian, All reliance on Western European norms and con-
cepts should be overcome. Inspired in the early 1850s by
Grigoriev, these new critics formed a cult of Russian
originality, Russian character, Russian spirit. Grigoriev
himself is remembered for his theory of 'organic criti-
cism' which demanded the necessity of literature being an
organic growth from the Russian soil (pochva, hence the
untranslatable name of pochvenniki for his followers).
Grigoriev admired everything Russian simply because it was
Russian; and the main quality of the Russian character he
saw as its meekness, its submissiveness, as opposed to the
domineering, arrogant nature of Western European man. His
best-known disciple, especially in connection with Tolstoy
and Turgenev, was Strakhov. Such trends continued and
developed, altered and expanded throughout the century
until towards the end there arose new concepts and styles
of criticism, the philosophical and the symbolist,



