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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF TOLSTOY’S MORAL
FABLE

Few authors in world literature have
delved as deeply into the human soul as
Leo Tolstoy. While his monumental
works War and Peace and Anna Karenina
are celebrated for their sweeping scope,
it is often in his shorter pieces that
Tolstoy’s moral vision shines most
piercingly. One such masterpiece is the
novella Master And Man Leo Tolstoy
published in 1895. This compact yet
profound story encapsulates the author’s
later religious and ethical convictions,
offering a stark parable about greed,
ego, and the possibility of redemption.

Set during a fierce winter storm in rural
Russia, Master and Man follows Vasili
Andreevich Brekhunov, a wealthy
merchant, and his humble servant
Nikita. The narrative begins as a routine
business trip to close a profitable land
deal but quickly evolves into a life-or-
death struggle against nature. Through
this simple plot, Tolstoy explores the
clash between materialistic pride and
selfless compassion, ultimately
demonstrating that true humanity is
found not in mastery but in service. This
article will provide a comprehensive
analysis of Master And Man Leo
Tolstoy, examining its characters,
themes, historical context, and enduring
relevance.

JOURNEY INTO THE BLIZZARD

Vasili Andreevich Brekhunov is a
merchant obsessed with money and
social status. He is intent on traveling to
a neighboring village to purchase a
forest grove before a competitor can
seal the deal. Despite warnings of an
approaching snowstorm, Brekhunov
insists on departing immediately, taking
his loyal but unassuming servant Nikita
with him. Nikita, a peasant accustomed
to hardship, is the antithesis of his
master: patient, hardworking, and
resigned to his fate.

As the storm intensifies, the pair lose
their way repeatedly. Brekhunov, driven
by anxiety about the business
opportunity, makes disastrous decisions
that endanger both their lives.
Eventually, the horses become
exhausted, and the men are forced to
spend a freezing night in an improvised
shelter. In a pivotal moment, Brekhunov
experiences a profound inner
transformation. He realizes that his
lifelong pursuit of wealth is meaningless
in the face of death. Acting on a sudden
impulse of pure love, he lies atop the
freezing Nikita to keep him warm,
sacrificing his own life in the process.
The next morning, rescuers find Nikita
alive beneath the body of his master,
who has frozen to death.

CHARACTERS AND THEIR
SYMBOLIC ROLES
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Vasili Andreevich

Brekhunov: Th

his master’s outbursts, and who
ultimately receives the qift of life
through another’s sacrifice. The name
eta itself means “victor,” hinting at
the spiritual victory he achieves through

Man of Materigl"

World

Master And Man Leo Tolstoy is built
around the moral evolution of
Brekhunov. Tolstoy presents him initially
as a caricature of bourgeois greed. He
calculates every penny, bullies his
weaker neighbors, and treats Nikita with
condescension. Yet Brekhunov is not a
villain; he is a lost soul, a man who has
mistaken accumulation for happiness.
His frantic determination to reach the
village reflects a deeper spiritual
emptiness. The blizzard becomes a
purifying force, stripping away the layers
of social pretense until only his essential
humanity remains.

Nikita: The
Embodiment of
Christian
Humility

Nikita serves as a foil to Brekhunov. He
is illiterate, poor, and resigned to
suffering, yet he possesses a quiet
dignity and generosity. Unlike his
master, Nikita does not fret about time
or profit. He accepts the storm as a
natural part of life and works calmly to
keep the horses calm and the sleigh
moving. Tolstoy portrays Nikita as a
Christ-like figure—someone who gives
without expecting return, who forgives

The Horses:
Innocent
Witnhesses

Tolstoy often uses animals to reflect
human states. The horse, Mukhorty, is
described in loving detail, its suffering
and instinctual struggle for survival
mirroring the human drama. The horses’
weariness and desperation underscore
the harshness of the environment and
the folly of human ambition.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE NOVELLA

Moral
Transformation
and Self-Sacrifice

The central theme of Master And Man
Leo Tolstoy is the possibility of radical
moral transformation. Brekhunov’'s
sudden act of self-sacrifice is not
psychologically prepared in a
conventional sense; rather, it emerges
from a moment of spiritual
breakthrough. Tolstoy, deeply influenced
by Christian anarchism and the
teachings of the Gospels, implies that
true love and redemption can occur in an
instant of pure selflessness. The master
literally becomes a “man” by giving his
life for his servant.
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The Critique of
Materialism and
Pride

Tolstoy was in his later years a severe
critic of property and the pursuit of
wealth. The novella relentlessly satirizes
Brekhunov’s obsession with money. His
constant calculations, his anxiety about
losing the deal, and his foolish decision
to travel are all symptoms of a
disordered soul. The storm is nature’s
judgment on human greed. In the end,
all his wealth cannot save him; only self-
abnegation brings salvation.

Class and Social
Hierarchy

The relationship between master and
servant is explored with acute
psychological depth. Tolstoy depicts the
casual cruelty of class
distinctions—Brekhunov orders Nikita
around without a thought for his well-
being. Yet the story subverts that
hierarchy. In the final scene, it is Nikita
who survives, and the master who lies
dead as a humble covering. The social
reversal mirrors Tolstoy’s egalitarian
vision: before God, all human
distinctions vanish.

LITERARY TECHNIQUES AND
STYLE

Tolstoy’s prose in Master and Man is
deceptively simple. He uses long, flowing
sentences to replicate the rhythmic
progress of the sleigh and the
monotonous horror of the storm. Sensory

details—the biting cold, the muffled
sound of snow, the heaviness of the
horses’ breathing—immerse the reader
in the physical ordeal. The narrative
voice shifts subtly between Brekhunov’s
anxious thoughts and an omniscient
narrator, allowing us to see both his
inner turmoil and the objective danger.

The story employs a classic three-act
structure: the departure and initial
journey (exposition), the increasing peril
and lost way (rising action), and the
crisis and resolution (climax and
denouement). The blizzard itself is a
symbol of chaos and divine intervention,
a common motif in Russian literature.

HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL
CONTEXT

To fully appreciate Master And Man
Leo Tolstoy, one must consider the
author’s personal crisis of the 1880s.
Following his famous conversion, Tolstoy
renounced his aristocratic privileges,
embraced a poverty of spirit, and wrote
extensively on non-resistance to evil. He
believed that the essence of Christianity
lay not in Church dogma but in the
simple act of loving one’s neighbor. This
novella can be read as a fictional
illustration of his theological treatise The
Kingdom of God Is Within You.

Moreover, the story reflects the social
conditions of late imperial Russia.
Peasants like Nikita were often treated
as expendable laborers. Tolstoy, though
born a nobleman, developed a profound
empathy for the peasantry and sought to
give voice to their silent endurance. The
novella is a critique of capitalism’s
callousness, but it is also a hopeful
testament to human goodness.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS WITH




OTHER WORKS

LESSON IN LOVE AND HUMILITY

In many ways, Master and Man echoes
The Death of Ivan llyich, another of
Tolstoy’s late masterpieces. Both stories
focus on a man who confronts his own
mortality and the emptiness of his
worldly life. However, where llyich’s
realization comes too late, Brekhunov is
granted a final act of grace. The novella
also shares thematic kinship with What
Men Live By, a short story about a
shoemaker who learns that love is the
foundation of human existence.

Critics often compare the survival
element to Jack London’s To Build a Fire,
but the philosophical stakes are
different. London’s story is a naturalistic
tragedy about human hubris; Tolstoy’s is
a spiritual victory achieved through
submission and love.

LEGACY AND MODERN
RELEVANCE

Despite being over a century old,
Master And Man Leo Tolstoy remains
startlingly relevant in an era of extreme
inequality and ecological crisis.
Brekhunov’s frantic pursuit of profit and
his disregard for natural warnings echo
our own climate predicament. The story
forces us to ask: What are we willing to
sacrifice for material gain? And what
does it mean to live a meaningful life?

The novella has been adapted into films,
ballets, and stage plays. Its simple yet
profound narrative continues to resonate
with readers around the world, especially
those interested in existential questions.
Tolstoy’s message—that true mastery
lies in serving others—transcends
cultural and religious boundaries.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS

Master And Man Leo Tolstoy is far
more than a survival story. It is a dense
moral inquiry disqguised as a simple
winter tale. Through the tragic-death of
a greedy merchant and the survival of a
humble peasant, Tolstoy delivers a
powerful sermon on the emptiness of
pride and the redemptive power of self-
sacrifice. The master, who began his
journey obsessed with possessions, ends
his life as a covering of flesh for his
servant—an inversion of Christian icons
where the Good Shepherd lays down his
life for the sheep.

In an age still driven by ambition and
avarice, this novella serves as a quiet,
unflinching mirror. It asks us to examine
our own priorities and to recognize that
every blizzard of the soul can become an
opportunity for transformation. Whether
read as an indictment of class society, a
spiritual autobiography, or a thrilling
story of survival, Master and Man
remains a small masterpiece of world
literature. It reminds us that in the
coldest night, love alone can provide
warmth.

Further Reading
and Reflection

e For those new to Tolstoy, pairing
Master and Man with The Death of
Ivan llyich offers a comprehensive
view of his later philosophy.

e Readers interested in the historical
context should explore Tolstoy’s
non-fiction work What Is Art? and
Confession.

» Reflect on how the story’s critique
of materialism applies to
contemporary consumer culture
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and the pursuit of status.

In the end, Master And Man Leo
Tolstoy is a testament to the fact that
the greatest works are often the

shortest. Its words have outlasted the
snows of centuries, and they continue to
fall with gentle insistence on the hearts
of all who read them.



