
The Enigmatic World of Leo Tolstoy: Unveiling
the True Meaning of Art
Leo Tolstoy, often hailed as one of the greatest writers in history, captivated
audiences with his masterpieces such as "War and Peace" and "Anna Karenina."
Yet, beyond his literary prowess, Tolstoy delved into the intriguing realms of
philosophy and aesthetics. In his thought-provoking essay titled "What Is Art?"
Tolstoy unraveled the deep-rooted essence and purpose of art, challenging
conventional perceptions and forcing contemplation upon its true meaning.

Art has always been an enigma, evoking a multitude of responses and
interpretations. It possesses the power to move, inspire, and stir emotions deep
within us. But what is it that makes an artwork truly exceptional?

Delving into Tolstoy's Perspective on Art:

Tolstoy believed that true art serves a specific purpose, a purpose that
transcends personal gratification and self-expression. For him, art is a means of
communicating universal emotions and truths that can unite humanity. It is not
mere aesthetic gratification or the flaunting of technical skill; rather, it is a vehicle
for meaningful connection. Tolstoy emphasized the importance of the artist's
sincerity and integrity in conveying these universal truths. An artist should not aim
to impress or shock but instead should strive to evoke genuine emotion and
understanding in the audience.
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Art as a Mirror Reflecting Life:

Tolstoy viewed art as a mirror that reflects the essence of life, enabling individuals
to gain a deeper understanding of themselves and the world around them. He
believed that art should depict authentic human experiences, shedding light on
universal themes and exposing societal realities. Tolstoy argued that art should
be accessible to everyone, transcending social boundaries and appealing to the
common emotions shared by all. In his eyes, art has the potential to bridge gaps,
fostering empathy and compassion among individuals from diverse backgrounds.

The Role of Beauty and Emotion in Art:
Although Tolstoy held a utilitarian view of art, he did not discount the importance
of beauty and emotional appeal. He acknowledged that striking aesthetics and
emotional impact contribute to an artwork's ability to resonate deeply within an
audience. However, he cautioned against artists prioritizing these aspects over
the underlying meaning and genuineness of their creations. According to Tolstoy,
aesthetic pleasure alone is shallow and fleeting, while art that possesses deeper
significance endures the test of time and leaves a lasting impact.

The Interpretation of Art:
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Tolstoy acknowledged the subjective nature of art interpretation, recognizing that
different individuals perceive and engage with artworks in unique ways. He
highlighted the importance of allowing art to evoke individual emotions and
personal insights, emphasizing that the value of art lies in its ability to provoke
thought and reflection. By encouraging varied perspectives, Tolstoy believed that
art becomes a catalyst for meaningful dialogue and intellectual growth.

Challenging the Boundaries of Traditional Art:

Tolstoy's ideas on art challenged long-established norms and conventions. By
deconstructing the elitism surrounding art, he aimed to break down barriers and
make it more accessible to the masses. Tolstoy advocated for art to be an integral
part of everyday life, rather than an exclusive pursuit reserved for the privileged.
He believed that this democratization of art would enhance societal cohesiveness
and foster a deeper sense of connectedness among individuals.

Tolstoy's Legacy: A Question That Lingers

Leo Tolstoy's exploration of the true meaning of art continues to resonate with
contemporary artists, writers, and thinkers. His ideas challenge us to critically
evaluate our understanding and appreciation of creative expression. Is art simply
a source of entertainment and aesthetic pleasure, or does it possess a more
profound purpose? Tolstoy's philosophical journey asks us to delve into the
depths of our own interpretations and reflect on the role of art in shaping our
world.

Though centuries have passed since Tolstoy penned his fascinating treatise,
"What Is Art?," its relevance remains undiminished. As we strive to unlock the
secrets of art, Tolstoy's words offer guidance on embracing art as a powerful
force for unity, empathy, and personal growth. By contemplating his perspective,



we embark on a journey of discovery, immersing ourselves in the profound
beauty that resides within the realm of creativity.
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While Tolstoy may be best remembered as the talented Russian author of such
monumentally great works as "War and Peace" and "Anna Karenina", he also
wrote prolifically in essay format on various subjects. In this volume Tolstoy turns
his attention to the study of aesthetics and art in all its forms. Based on fifteen
years of research "What is Art?" is Tolstoy's intellectual exposition into answering
the titular question. Rich with criticism for his contemporaries as well as even his
own writings, Tolstoy makes the central argument that art should be used as a
force for good and betterment of mankind and that art that is borne out of vanity,
sexual desire, or some other amoral ambition should be condemned. For Tolstoy,
art has a religious significance, which is instrumental to the reader in explaining
the philosophy for art that he crafts in this work. As a compelling and interesting
examination of the place of art in our society, "What is Art?" is a must read for all
artists, written masterfully by one of the greatest writers to ever have lived.
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