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Master and Man is a poignant novella written by the renowned Russian author Leo
Tolstoy, first published in 1895. This work encapsulates many of Tolstoy's philosophical
themes, including the complexities of human relationships, the nature of love and
sacrifice, and the struggle for spiritual enlightenment. A tale that juxtaposes social class,
material wealth, and existential contemplation, "Master and Man" presents a vivid
narrative that resonates with readers even today.

Overview of the Novella

"Master and Man" tells the story of a wealthy landowner named Vasili Andreevich
Brekhunov and his peasant servant, Nikita. As they embark on a journey during a harsh
winter, the novella explores their contrasting characters, motivations, and moral
dilemmas. The narrative unfolds with a series of events that force both men to confront
their values and priorities, ultimately leading to a profound transformation.

Main Characters

1. Vasili Andreevich Brekhunov:
- A prosperous landowner who represents the bourgeois class.
- Characterized by his greed, selfishness, and materialistic worldview.
- His primary concern is the acquisition of wealth, often at the expense of others.

2. Nikita:
- A humble peasant and loyal servant to Vasili.
- Embodies kindness, simplicity, and a deep sense of humanity.
- Despite his lower social status, he possesses wisdom and moral integrity.

Themes and Motifs

The novella is rich in themes that are reflective of Tolstoy's philosophical inquiries.

The Nature of Master and Servant Relationships

The relationship between Vasili and Nikita is central to the novella. Although Vasili is the
master, Nikita’s character often reveals a deeper moral fortitude. The roles of master and
servant are not as straightforward as they might seem:

- Power Dynamics: The story highlights the inherent power imbalance in their relationship,
where the master seems to hold authority but is ultimately challenged by his own flaws.
- Human Connection: Nikita’s genuine care for Vasili contrasts sharply with Vasili’s self-
serving nature, which invites readers to reflect on the importance of compassion and
empathy.

Greed vs. Altruism

Tolstoy contrasts Vasili's greed with Nikita's altruism throughout the novella:



- Materialism: Vasili's obsession with wealth leads him to make poor decisions that
endanger both their lives.
- Self-Sacrifice: In a critical moment, Nikita's willingness to sacrifice for Vasili's well-being
highlights the theme of selflessness.

The Search for Meaning

The novella ultimately poses profound existential questions:

- What is the purpose of life?: Throughout their journey, both characters grapple with their
values and the meaning of their existence.
- Spiritual Enlightenment: The story illustrates the journey toward understanding one's
true self and the importance of love and compassion over material possessions.

Plot Summary

The story begins with Vasili Andreevich planning a trip to finalize a purchase of timber. He
decides to take Nikita along, viewing him primarily as a tool for his own ends. As they set
out on their journey, they are met with a fierce snowstorm that severely complicates their
trek.

The Journey

1. Initial Attitude: Vasili is dismissive of the dangers, fixated on his business dealings.
2. The Storm's Onset: The unexpected storm forces them to take refuge, and tensions rise
as they face the elements.
3. Moral Reckoning: As circumstances worsen, Vasili’s character is tested. He becomes
increasingly selfish and paranoid, while Nikita remains steadfast and concerned about
their survival.

Climactic Moments

During their struggle in the snow, Vasili begins to experience a shift in perspective. He
starts to see the ramifications of his actions and confronts the futility of his materialistic
pursuits.

- Life and Death: In a moment of crisis, Vasili's priorities shift. He must choose between
saving himself or helping Nikita, who is injured and in need of assistance.
- Redemption: The climax of the novella is laden with tension as both characters face the
possibility of death. It is here that Tolstoy masterfully crafts a moment of redemption for
Vasili.

Conclusion and Legacy

"Master and Man" concludes on an ambiguous yet profound note, leaving readers to
contemplate the transformative power of love and sacrifice. The novella does not provide
easy answers, instead inviting readers to reflect on their values and the nature of human
connection.

Impact on Literature



Leo Tolstoy's "Master and Man" remains a significant work in the literary canon due to its
exploration of timeless themes. The novella reflects Tolstoy's own journey toward spiritual
enlightenment, showcasing his belief in the importance of compassion over materialism.

- Philosophical Influence: The themes present in this work resonate with readers and
thinkers alike, influencing countless discussions on ethics, morality, and the human
condition.
- Relevance Today: The story's exploration of social dynamics and the quest for meaning
continues to hold relevance in contemporary society, reminding us of the complexities of
human relationships.

In conclusion, "Master and Man" is more than just a story about a master and his servant;
it is a profound exploration of the human spirit. Through the struggles of Vasili and Nikita,
Tolstoy invites us to reflect on our own lives, urging us to seek deeper connections and
understand the true essence of existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Master and Man' by Leo
Tolstoy?
The main theme of 'Master and Man' is the moral and spiritual transformation of
individuals, emphasizing the contrast between materialism and selflessness, particularly
through the relationship between the wealthy merchant and his servant.

Who are the central characters in 'Master and Man'?
The central characters are Vasily Ivanovich, a wealthy landowner, and his servant, Nikita.
Their dynamic explores themes of class, power, and human connection.

What significant event takes place during the story of
'Master and Man'?
A significant event in the story is a perilous journey through a snowstorm, where Vasily
and Nikita must confront their survival, leading to profound revelations about life and
death.

How does Tolstoy portray the character of Vasily
Ivanovich?
Vasily Ivanovich is portrayed as a self-centered and materialistic man whose attitudes
towards wealth and class are challenged throughout the story, particularly in his
interactions with Nikita.



What role does nature play in 'Master and Man'?
Nature plays a crucial role in 'Master and Man' as it serves as both a backdrop and a
catalyst for the characters' transformation, illustrating the power and indifference of the
natural world.

What moral lesson can be drawn from 'Master and
Man'?
A key moral lesson from 'Master and Man' is the importance of compassion and
selflessness over material wealth, suggesting that true value lies in human connections
and kindness.

How does Tolstoy use symbolism in 'Master and Man'?
Tolstoy uses symbolism extensively, particularly through the snowstorm, which represents
both the external challenges of life and the internal struggles of the characters.

What is the significance of the relationship between
master and servant in the story?
The relationship between master and servant highlights social hierarchies and the
potential for empathy and understanding across class divides, ultimately leading to a re-
evaluation of values.

How does the ending of 'Master and Man' reflect
Tolstoy's philosophical beliefs?
The ending of 'Master and Man' reflects Tolstoy's beliefs in the power of love and
redemption, suggesting that genuine human connection can lead to spiritual awakening
and a deeper understanding of life.

What impact has 'Master and Man' had on modern
literature?
'Master and Man' has had a significant impact on modern literature by influencing
narratives that explore existential themes, the human condition, and the moral dilemmas
faced in everyday life.
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