CHAPTER 6

Tolstoy’s Divine Madness—
An Analysis of
The Kreutzer Sonata

Predrag Cicovacki

Whom God loves, him He tries.

—Leo Tolstoy'

’j he Kreutzer Sonata (1889) was probably Tolstoy’s most confrontational

[ work. In Russia (and the United States), its publication and distribution
were banned immediately. Because of its views on sex and marriage this
novella was labeled as “immoral,” and its literary value was disputed. These
criticisms have never subsided. In 2009, the reputed Tolstoy scholar and the
translator of War and Peace and Resurrection, Anthony Briggs, wrote that The
Kreutzer Sonata goes to “absurd extremes,” and is “the world’s worst story
about the evils of sex, and one that would no longer be given shelf-room had
it been written by anybody else”? Another admired literary critic, George
Steiner, had commented more modestly that, in The Kreutzer Sonata, “the
elements of articulate morality have become too massive to be absorbed into
the narrative structure.”

I contend that such criticisms are unfounded. The form of Tolstoy’s work
is not arbitrary and does not stand on its own but is closely related to the con-
tent and the symbolism of the novel. Like Beethoven’s sonata for which it was
named (Sonata for Piano and Violin, No. 9, in A Major, Op. 47),* Tolstoy’s
novella is an extraordinary work of art, a disturbing work whose form, content,
and symbolism we have not yet properly learned to appreciate.
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FORM

Never in his late works in general, and least of all in The Kreutzer Sonata in
particular, does Tolstoy neglect artistic form in pursuit of a moral cause. What
he does is to experiment with form, in the hope of bringing it to a closer, simpler,
and more organic relationship to what he then saw as the vital function of art.
The published version of The Kreutzer Sonata was the ninth draft of the story.

Tolstoy considers storytelling to be the most natural form of art: we are
all storytellers, and in this sense all of us are literary artists. The simplest form
of storytelling is a form of confession. According to one of Tolstoy’s earliest
and most important critics, Merezhkovsky, “the artistic work of Leo Tolstoy
is at bottom nothing else than one tremendous diary, kept for fifty years, one
endless, explicit confession.”

The Kreutzer Sonata also has the form of a confession. During a long night
journey on a train, the main character confesses how out of jealousy he killed
his wife. Confession is a voluntary admission that something has gone wrong.
To confess means not to accuse others for what we are responsible and not to
cover up the truth about ourselves.

In the most famous work published under the name “Confessions,” that
of St. Augustine, man is portrayed as a riddle unto himself because of the rift
between body and soul. While Dostoevsky’s confessional work, Notes from
the Underground, continues in this tradition, Tolstoy’s main influence is not
Augustine but Rousseau. Of all of Rousseau’s works, his Confessions impacted
Tolstoy the most, “thundering through his brain like an earthquake”® Unlike
in Augustine’s and Dostoevsky’s works, in Rousseau’s Confessions, the self—
and the nature of man in general—is not a mystery. Rousseau celebrates the
independence of an autonomous individual and focuses on the rift between an
individual and society. Pozdnyshev, Tolstoy’s main character in The Kreutzer
Sonata, also sees the ultimate cause of his crime in society, rather than in his
own divided nature. The divided, hypocritical nature of society, which preaches
one set of values and lives by another, is the final source of Pozdnyshev’s moral
degradation and his slip into madness.

The first draft of Tolstoy’s work was called “A Confession of a Madman.”
Nevertheless, this work is not just a confession, just as it is not merely a
philosophical and moralistic treatise. The work has a literary introduction, with
a few peripheral characters setting up the scene for Pozdnyshev’s narration.
The main character is described as dressed in a traditional Russian way, with
an embroidered shirt, while his “opponent,” the violinist Trukhachevsky, wears
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the latest Parisian fashion. Although the story for the most part consists of the
main character’s narration, Tolstoy does not miss the opportunity to mention
“his cough, or laugh, almost like a sob.” The narrator makes tea, too strong for
a normal person, “as strong as his passion.” Nor does Tolstoy forget to make us
laugh every once in a while, although he is dead serious about his subject-matter.
In the fury of his jealousy, Pozdnyshev wants to kill the man who he believes is
his wife’s lover, but he changes his mind because he has no boots on—having
taken them off to better overhear a conversation between his wife and her
suspected lover. In one of the culminating scenes of The Kreutzer Sonata when
Pozdnyshev breaks into a room with a dagger, determined to avenge his pride
and kill, he makes the following confession: “I wanted to run after him, but
I remembered that it is ridiculous to run after one’s wife lover in one’s socks;
and I did not wish to be ridiculous but terrible.” He adds: “In spite of fearful
frenzy I was in, I was all the time aware of the impression I might produce on
others, and was even partly guided by that impression.”’

Augustinian and Dostoevskian struggle of the sinful flesh with the
God-given soul is here replaced by an individual’s struggle to liberate oneself
from the dreadful influence of one’s society. Pozdnyshev does not succeed in
this: not only is he aware even in the moment of frenzy of what others may
think of him, but he acts in a way in which society expects a deceived husband
to act. Then, this same society rewards him for being its faithful member:
despite the fact that, in the eyes of God, murder is considered the worse crime
a human being can commit, society sticks to its values and frees a husband who
had every reason to suspect that his wife was not faithful to him. Tolstoy uses
the confessional form not only as a narrative device but as an instrument of
mockery.

Let us also not overlook that Tolstoy does change the title of his work, from
“A Confession of a Madman” to “The Kreutzer Sonata.” Later, we will consider
what this reference to Beethoven’s sonata symbolizes in this context. For now,
let us focus on Tolstoy’s attempt to call attention to the connection between
his story and the art form of music in general, and sonata in particular. From
the artist’s diary and the testimony of various witnesses, we know that Tolstoy
decided to write this story in 1887, after the performance of Beethoven’s sonata
in his Moscow home. (when 1. Lasota played the violin part, with Tolstoy’s son
Sergei at the piano. Tolstoy declared to those present that, when finished, his
story should be read aloud by one person. Indeed, if we pay more attention
to the narrative form, Pozdnyshev’s confession reduces us, the audience, to
listeners, just as the performance of music does. As Merezhkovsky observed,
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the hero is “reduced” to “a mere plaintive voice and a pair of eyes, glowing with
feverish, half-crazy fire.”® As we would sit in the semi-darkness of a concert hall,
Pozdnyshev and his listener are sitting in the semi-darkness of the moving train,
advancing in regular, rhythmic motions through the darkness of the night. The
confessional form that Tolstoy uses in this work is a combination of storytelling
and music.

A closer look at the structural ordering of Tolstoy’s work reveals that it
also has the form of a sonata. This musical form usually consists of three
(sometimes four) movements. After a brief introduction, it normally
follows the fast-slow-fast tempo. Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata contains a similar
structure. The first two sections present an introduction to the story. The first
“movement” consists of sections III-XII, the second of sections XIII-XVIII, and
the final one of sections XIX-XXVIIL? The first “movement” covers the period
in the hero’s life before his marriage. It deals with the excitement of youth, with
emphasis on his loss of innocence and subsequent courting of his future wife.
The second “movement” covers the married life of Pozdnyshev. It describes
his bittersweet honeymoon, the subsequent begetting, and rearing of children,
the growing rift between spouses, and the beginning of the husband’s jealousy.
The last “movement,” which is expected to bring a resolution of the tensions
developed in the previous two parts, increases the tempo again and culminates
in the murder of Pozdnyshev’s wife and his “awakening.” And, just as we think
that we will come out of the semi-darkness of the journey through the night
and break into the light, Tolstoy surprises us. Where we end up at the end of the
story is not in light but in complete darkness, yet to be (somehow) dispelled.
“Had I then known what I know now, everything would be different,” confesses
Pozdnyshev. “Nothing would have induced me to marry her. . . . I should not
have married at all” (233).

We expect Pozdnyshev to say that nothing would have induced him to
murder his wife. However, Tolstoy draws us deeper into the content of his
story: the physical murder is just a visible manifestation of the true, psycholog-
ical and spiritual murder that occurred earlier and was merely disguised by the
socially approved form of marriage. As Pozdnyshev puts it: “They asked me at
the trial with what and how I killed her. Fools! They thought I killed her with
aknife” (183-84).

Tolstoy’s narrative form, his combination of confessional storytelling and
music, does not allow for a resolution of the tension—as long as the source of
the tension is not removed. The socially approved forms of life pull us deeper
and deeper into the darkness of immorality and decadence. It is this originally



designed form of The Kreutzer Sonata that prompted such a sensitive reader
like Anton Chekhov to proclaim: “It is hardly possible to find anything of equal
importance in conception and beauty of execution. Apart from its artistic merits
which are in places amazing, we should be grateful for the story alone, for it
stimulates thought extremely.”'? A similar view was voiced by Romain Rolland:
“In the power of its effects, in passionate concentration, in the brutal vividness
of its impressions, and in fullness and maturity of form, nothing Tolstoy has
written equals The Kreutzer Sonata”*!

CONTENT

Even more than its artistic form, the content of The Kreutzer Sonata angered
its critics. To quote Briggs again, this novella “is a shrill indictment of human
sexuality. . . [in which Tolstoy] insists that sex is at the root of all human misery,
and it should be done away with—even if it means the extinction of the human
species. . . . A work of absurdity, insulting to the intelligence and artistically
inept, The Kreutzer Sonata is among the worst things ever to come from
Tolstoy’s pen, and it deserves nothing more than oblivion.”!2

Harsh judgments, no doubt. To see whether they are justified, we need to
look at the novella itself to get a closer understanding of what it is about. In doing
so, it is essential not to overlook that the primary role of the narrator is to raise
questions rather than to offer answers. If so, let us look at the questions raised.

Pozdnyshev questions sex, because it focuses on carnality rather than
on spiritual love, or it focuses on exploitation, rather than on a spiritual union.
He questions the institution of marriage, which is based more on custom and
utility rather than on any ideal. Is marriage still the best way of structuring social
life, or has it outlived its traditional function? He questions the hypocrisy of the
civilization that insists that we give up sex with our bodies but not with our minds
and hearts. He questions passions and agitations, like those provoked by music,
because we do not have a clear—or even good—answer to the questions: Passions
for what? Agitations for what? Finally, all the questions raised in the novella culmi-
nate in the one that is of central significance for its author: “But why live?” (183).

That this difference between asking questions and answering them was very
important for Tolstoy himself, we can see from the following quote: “In nearly
all the letters, congratulations, and addresses [for his eightieth birthday], the
same thing is repeated—it has simply become a truism—that I have destroyed
religious delusions and opened the way for the search after truth. If it is true, it is

just what I wanted and tried to do all my life, and this is very dear to me”!3
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For Tolstoy’s main character, sex is certainly as much of a symptom as it
is the cause of the social malaise. What really matters for Pozdnyshev is all the
energy that goes toward sexual satisfaction, all the deceptions and lies, all the
dehumanization of other human beings so that they may serve as mere objects
of our sensual gratification. What bothers Pozdnyshev is that the pursuit of
self-gratification, together with other lies and deceptions sanctioned by society,
turns us away from more lofty goals, from the pursuit of the goals toward which
humanity should be directed.

The disastrous consequences of our obsession with sensual gratification
are not limited only to the treatment of other people as instruments, objects
and things. They also spawn jealousy and crimes, like the one committed
by Pozdnyshev. Such consequences, Pozdnyshev comes to believe, can be
eliminated only with the abstinence from sex, only with complete celibacy.

Although this proposal continues to provoke severe criticisms, it is by no
means new. In many religious and spiritual traditions, celibacy has traditionally
seen as the most direct path of purification and the approach to God. In the
Matthew Gospel, which Tolstoy quotes before the text of The Kreutzer Sonata,
Jesus calls his followers to chastity, and nowhere in the New Testament is this
call repudiated. As Aylmer Maude points out, the lessons of the New Testament
with regard to sex and marriage are the following:

1. Amarried man should not divorce his wife to take another woman.
2. Itis wrong to look at a woman as an object of desire.
3. For the unmarried it is better not to marry and be chaste.!*

All three points are consistent with what Pozdnyshev advocates as a result
of his unfortunate experiences. Regardless of what we think of Pozdnyshev’s
call to chastity, it is important to distinguish an effect from a cause, a symptom
of a disease from what leads to it. The central motive of the third “movement”
of The Kreutzer Sonata, just like that of a musical sonata, is a constant yearning
for a resolution. This is what Pozdnyshev hears in the dialogue of piano and
violin during the performance of Beethoven’s piece, and this yearning is
what he attempts to bring to materialization in his married life. In the rage of
jealousy, Pozdnyshev “resolves” the tension by killing his wife. In the reflective
semi-darkness of the train-journey, one year later, he advocates celibacy.
What he thereby wants to accomplish is not a return to the Augustinian
suppression of the flesh. His proposal is far more radical. If the soul is as
poisoned as the flesh, let it go to hell as well! Dostoevsky’s madman, the man
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from the underground, selfishly exclaims: “Well, so far as I'm concerned, blow
the world so long as I can have my cup of tea”!S In Tolstoy, even a madman
wants to go to heaven; even he is striving toward the highest; even he wants to
endear himself to God.

Only he does not know how to do it. In the section of The Kreutzer Sonata
that precedes the murder, the conductor enters the train compartment and puts
out the candle because dawn is approaching. The confession of a madman is
almost over and the tension of the narrative is at its highest point. As he and
his listener are awaiting the light of a new day, the suffering man may soon
be (temporarily) relieved of his psychological burden when his story is over.
Only—in contrast to Beethoven’s piece—hope is not restored at the end of this
confession, at the end of this “sonata.” Instead of hope, there is a fall into an even
deeper madness, more bloodshed, and further deprivation. Yes, Pozdnyshev is
aware that celibacy would lead to the extinction of the human race. He answers
our concerns with an unpleasant, rarely directly confronted question: And why
should the human race continue to exist?

SYMBOLISM

To what extent are the views expressed by Tolstoy’s character also those of his
author? A. N. Wilson is right to claim that “it is a gross oversimplification to
think that Pozdnyshev is Tolstoy.” But he goes too far when he adds, immedi-
ately after, that, “On the contrary, [Pozdnyshev] is the greatest indictment of
the Tolstoyan view of men and women that was ever imagined.”'® It is closer to
truth to say that there must be some overlap between the views of the author
and his main character. The key question is: To what extent?

In the Epilogue, written after the publication of The Kreutzer Sonata met
with fierce resistance, Tolstoy writes:

Many, very many people will regard these thoughts as strange and even
contradictory. They really are contradictory, but not among themselves.
These thoughts are contradictory to our whole life, and involuntarily the
doubt arises who is right: these thoughts, or the lives of millions of people
and my own? I experienced the same feelings in the highest degree, as
I arrived at the convictions which I am expounding here: I had not in the
least expected that the progress of my thoughts would bring me to what it
has. I was terrified at my deductions and wished not to believe them, but it

was impossible not to believe. However much these deductions contradict
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the whole structure of our life, however much they contradict that which

I thought and expressed before, I was compelled to acknowledge them.!”

Tolstoy may have forgotten that Pierre Bezukhov had already enter-
tained such thoughts in War and Peace.'® There, however, they were not of
central importance and represented only of the stages in Pierre’s development.
In Resurrection, the novel that in many ways is a continuation and further elab-
oration of the topics presented in The Kreutzer Sonata, Tolstoy makes the main
character, Nekhliudov, repeatedly wonder: “Am I out of my mind, because I see
things that other people don't see, or are they out of their minds, the ones who
are doing what I am seeing?” Nekhliudov could not quite make up his mind:

Yet these people (and there are so many of them) have been doing those
amazing and horrifying things with such serene assurance, not only that
this is unavoidable, but that they are performing an essential and useful
public service, that it is hard to imagine that they are all out of their minds.”
He couldn’t accept that he was out of his mind because he knew his thinking

was so clearly ordered. This is why he was in a state of constant perplexity.!

Most of those surrounding Tolstoy dispelled their perplexities once and
for all. In connection with his overall behavior and thoughts, the passages like
these quoted above led them to conclude that he, Tolstoy, was mad. His own
brother often claimed that Tolstoy “was a great writer, but he went crazy . . .
he was absolutely an insane individual.” His wife, Sofia Andreevna, similarly
proclaimed: “No one knows Lyovochka [diminutive form for Leo] but me.
I am the only one who knows him. He is a sick and abnormal person.”2°

Fortunately, not everyone was of the same opinion. Clifton Fadiman, for
instance, spoke of Tolstoy’s “abnormal normality”! Maksim Gorky was among
those most sympathetic. He saw in Tolstoy “an old magician . .. who knows the
beginnings and ends of things, and reflects on the end of the stones, the grasses
of the earth, of the waters of the sea, and on everything from moon to sun.
The sea is part of his soul, and everything about him comes from him and out
of him %

Before deciding this question of madness, let us reconsider the meaning of
the words “madness” and “mad.” When we look at a dictionary, it is striking how
“madness” can cover a vast variety of states: insanity, craziness, lunacy, mania,
rage, frenzy, or just distractedness. Similarly, “to be mad” has even more syn-

onyms: mentally ill, insane, crazy; frenzied; wildly excited; frantic; showing or
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resulting from lack of reason; foolish and rash; senseless; unwise; or blindly and

foolishly enthusiastic or fond; infatuated, etc.

Let us thus not assume that madness must mean only one thing or refer

to a single state of affairs. In fact, we can recognize four kinds of madness in

Tolstoy’s work:

1.

Madness of a sick man—in The Kreutzer Sonata, Pozdnyshev charac-
terizes himself as “something of a madman” at the end of the novel
(sec. xxviii). (That is why The Kreutzer Sonata was initially entitled,
“A Confession of a Madman.”)

Madness of the normal man—of “normal” people and their “normal”
ways of life—which Tolstoy’s character exposes and criticizes in
The Kreutzer Sonata, and which Tolstoy relentlessly denounced and
attacked in all of his later works. (E.g., in Resurrection, Nekhliudov
comes to the realization that, “These people accept as a law something
that is not a law, and they fail to acknowledge the urgent, eternal and
immutable law that God Himself has inscribed in men’s hearts.”23)
Madness of a “holy fool” (yurodivyi). Holy fools in Russia were those who
voluntarily relinquished all material comfort and lived like vagabonds.
They deliberately challenged social conventions, unafraid to speak the
truth and expose the falsehood of the commonly accepted way of life,
while also willingly accepting humiliations and insults in order to conquer
pride and achieve greater meekness. Tolstoy admired holy fools since his
childhood, and to the end of his days was hoping to become one of them.
(During his work on The Kreutzer Sonata, in August of 1889, Tolstoy
wrote in his diary: “I need to be a holy fool in my writing too.*)

Divine madness—Tolstoy accepts the “eternal and immutable law
that God Himself has inscribed in men’s hearts,” yet he could not over-
look, for instance, that it is said in the Gospels that one must love one’s
neighbor, and even one’s enemy. A view like that, although in contra-
diction with our normal views, would exert influence on him, without
him being able to understand how or why.

To clarify this last kind of madness, the least understood, yet the most
important, let us turn to music and what it symbolized for Tolstoy. Mousikos is

something belonging to the Muses—a gift from the Muses—and it has always

puzzled the aestheticians whether music is the lowest of all fine arts, or the highest
and the purest. Tolstoy thinks that it could be both. In the words of Thomas Mann,
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Tolstoy’s attitude toward music. . . is most instructive. When he met Berthold
Auerbach in Dresden, that not too profound moralist told him that music is
an irresponsible enjoyment, and added that irresponsible enjoyment is the
first step toward immorality. Tolstoy, in his journal, made this clever and
abominable phrase his own. His hatred and fear of music had the same moral
and social basis as his hatred and fear of Shakespeare. We are told that at the
sound of music he grew pale and his face became drawn with an expression
very much like horror. Notwithstanding, he was never able to live without
music. In his earlier years he even founded a musical society. Before begin-
ning work he habitually seated himself at the piano—that means a good deal.
And in Moscow, when he sat beside Tchaikovsky and listened to the compos-
er’s Quartet in D major, he began to sob at the andante, before everybody. No,
unmusical he was not. Music loved him, even though he, great moralizing

infant that he was, felt that he ought not to return her love.?

Music loved Tolstoy, yet he trembled in its presence. He knew that
music, like all forms of art, is able to communicate. Yet, what does music
communicate? And does music communicate it properly? What if music does
not communicate clearly? What does music communicate, for example, when
it agitates without showing us where this agitation should lead? These are the
concerns expressed by Pozdnyshev:

They played Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata. . . . It is a terrible thing, that
sonata. And especially that part [the first movement] . .. Music makes me
forget myself, my real position; it transports me to some other position
not my own. Under the influence of music it seems to me that I feel what
I do not really feel, that I understand what I do not understand, that I can
do what I cannot do (214).

This may be the key moment in the entire novella. Pozdnyshev recognizes
the ennobling force of music—as did Tolstoy. While he is listening to
Beethoven’s divine music, there is no room for jealousy, and he even sees his
wife as transfigured—not perhaps in the way he recognizes her after he stabs
her, but certainly as different from the annoying woman with whom he has
been fighting for years over the children, their nursing and upbringing, their
sex life. . . . Music elevates them both, and yet, he fears music, as did Tolstoy.
Pozdnyshev fears music because while listening to music, his will, his reasoning,
even his life, are not his own. While listening to music, he feels in power of
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some other, perhaps higher but certainly more a powerful and uncontrollable
force. He is not himself. He is transposed to participate in some other form of
life, in something that is beyond his control.2®

That is precisely why his fear of music is so powerful, perhaps even more
powerful than in the case of a strong sexual infatuation, and why the novella is
entitled “The Kreutzer Sonata.” Our entire moral life is premised on us having
control over our choices and actions. It is promised on our ability to make
rational decisions as to what we, as rational beings, should do, and then act
accordingly, but musical infatuation, perhaps even more strongly than sexual
infatuation, deprives us of the control of our reasoning ability and of our
actions. Pozdnyshev may not have been sophisticated enough to understand
the significance of this point, but Tolstoy certainly knew what was at stake.
He also knew that this loss of control over our own rationality and moral
choices has both a bad side and a good side. It is what made Pozdnyshev a mur-
derer and Beethoven (as well as Tolstoy) an outstanding artist.

Put differently, despite making some outrageous statements about
Beethoven (“he is growing deaf, he cannot hear and is beginning to write totally
contrived, unfinished and therefore often meaningless, musically incompre-
hensible works”?”), Tolstoy realizes that music is a kind of magic, a mystery that
can connect us with the highest and the lowest realms of being. He senses that
music can intertwine two kinds of madness: the sublime madness of a musi-
cal genius (Beethoven), and the ridiculous madness of a man who murders his
wife in blind passion. He also knows that, at its best, music is a divine manifes-
tation of the human soul.

In this regard, Tolstoy’s true predecessor in the mysteries of divine mad-
ness (and love) is Plato, especially in the Phaedrus. This dialogue is the apology
of Eros, just as the dialogue Apology is the apology of Socrates. In the Phaedrus,
Socrates distinguishes between four forms of divine madness (inspiration):

1. Prophetic (Apollo),
2. Mystical (Dionysus),
3. Poetic (the Muses),
4. Erotic (Aphrodite).?8

Plato may have been the first to argue that love is a kind of madness and
that madness can be a gift from god. Furthermore, he claims that this gift from
god is finer than self-control needed for morality, which is of a merely human
origin. The madness of love is the best of the four kinds of divine madness,
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because this kind of madness can lead to a new discovery of philosophical truth.
It can lead to the heights that moderation, ordinary reasoning, and the normal
way of life cannot even fathom.?” According to Dudley Young’s interpretation,

In the Phaedrus Plato recognizes that most of us are not up to the higher
calling, and offers a limited blessing to those lovers who occasionally
submit to “their full desire” so long as “their minds are not wholly set
thereupon” (256c). This is more than he allows either in the earlier
Symposium or the later Laws. But what is truly remarkable in the Phaedrus
is that even those who would seek the ultimate blessing of wisdom must
pass through the divine madness of erotic love. The agonizing temptations
of sexuality cannot be avoided by the aspiring philosopher, lover of
wisdom, for it is only in renouncing the all-too-human desire to possess
and therefore devalue the beauty of the loved-one that the gods allow the
chosen few access to the central mystery—that human fulfillment can be
possessed only by those who sacrifice their desire to possess it. And this,
according to Plato, is the life truly worth living, where the energies for love

and war are reconciled at last in the generative perception of beauty.>

Iris Murdoch, among others noticing profound similarities between Plato
and Tolstoy, points out that both have ambivalent feelings about sex and hate
obscurities and pretensions in art. Murdoch calls Plato and Tolstoy “two great
puritans” who had a fear of art, and to an extent a fear of pleasure.! For both of
them, there are two kinds of art, and although they may be equally needed, they
cannot be equally esteemed—one kind of art simply gives pleasure and comfort
to people, while the other teaches them. For Tolstoy, as for Plato, art per se, or
artin the highest sense, is not the transmission of just any feeling but only of the
highest feelings—the feelings flowing from religious perception. In Tolstoy’s
words, “art is a human activity having for its purpose the transmission to other
of the highest and best feelings to which men have risen.”3? For both Tolstoy
and Plato, the way toward the highest and best feelings to which men have risen
leads through the renunciation of sexual desire, through chastity. This call to
chastity, which sounds so “absurd” and “insulting to our intelligence,” appears
definitely as a sign of madness, and it cannot but look like madness of a sick kind
as long as it is not understood that chastity is not a goal but a means. It is but a
symbol of our search for something higher—a higher form of personal devo-
tion that should lead to a humane resolution of the tensions of the common life,
rather than to jealousy and murder.
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This is the true difference between Tolstoy and his hero Pozdnyshev;
this is the key difference between madness as sickness and madness as divine
inspiration that so many critics of the great Russian author have missed.
Pozdnyshev’s madness leads to violence and dehumanization, to the murder
of his wife and his own spiritual death. Nonetheless, his society—our soci-
ety, our advanced civilization—can accept, excuse, and tolerate this horrible
event! So, we are quick to denounce as “absurdity, insulting to the intelli-
gence,” Tolstoy’s divine inspiration, his attempt to redirect us toward the
highest and the best.

Yet, what is it that Tolstoy proposes? What is it that he attempts to
teach us? One of those lessons concerns a higher form of love, a loftier goal
than what we find in sex and marriage as is usually understood. In our age, mar-
riage is more of a utility than an ideal: “The principal cause of family unhap-
piness is that people are brought up to think that marriage brings happiness.”
Yet, insists Tolstoy, it is just the opposite: “Man survives earthquakes,
epidemics, terrible illnesses, and every kind of spiritual suffering, but always the
most poignant tragedy was, is, and even will be the tragedy of the bedroom.”3?

As opposed to sex and marriage, which so dominate our way of thinking
and our social behavior, Tolstoy wants to redirect us to the spiritual love as it is
revealed in the Gospels. In his words, “Christ never laid down rules of conduct.
He establishes no institutions, not even that of marriage.”34 Jesus, Tolstoy
constantly reiterates, is not focused on the institutions but sees as his mission
the promotion of love: “Love is the essential faculty of the human soul. We love
not because it is our interest to do so but because love is the essence of who we
are, because we cannot but love.”3® Indeed, Tolstoy insists that, “Love is the
manifestation within oneself of God.”3¢

Why can’t Pozdnyshev see this? Why does he never come out of the
semi-darkness of his distorted world to see the light of love? For this reason:
“You need courage and boldness for faith and for love. . . . One has to love even
more, then love will become faith. When you love a woman, she is the best in
the world, and that is already faith; an unbeliever cannot love.” 3’

Pozdnyshev has neither courage nor boldness for faith and for love.
Nor does our age, so proud of its achievements, and yet so poor in faith and
love. Is this not the reason why Tolstoy’s Kreutzer Sonata appears as “absurd”
to us and as “insulting our intelligence?” Is this not the reason why we do not
recognize that Tolstoy’s divine madness issues a challenge to us all to abandon
the madness of our “normal” ways of life and become more loving and more
humane?
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