
 

I was baptized and brought up in the Orthodox Christian faith. I was taught it in childhood and throughout 
my boyhood and youth. But when I abandoned the second course of the university at the age of eighteen I no 
longer believed any of the things I had been taught. 
Ju dging by certain memories, I never seriously believed them, but had merely relied on what I was taught 
and on what was professed by the grown-up people around me, and that reliance was very unstable. 
My lapse from faith occurred as is usual among people on our level of education. Then as now, it was and is 
quite impossible to judge by a man’s life and conduct whether he is a believer or not. If there be a difference 
between a man who publicly professes orthodoxy and one who denies it, the difference is not in favor of the 
former. Then as now, the public profession and confession of orthodoxy was chiefl y met with among people 
who were dull and cruel and who considered themselves very important. Ability, honesty, reliability, good-
nature and moral conduct, were often met with among unbelievers. 
The religious doctrine taught me from childhood disappeared in me as in others, but with this difference, 
that as from the age of fi fteen I began to read philosophical works, my rejection of the doctrine became a 
conscious one at a very early age. From the time I was sixteen I ceased to say my prayers and ceased to go to 
church or to fast of my own volition.Looking back on that time, I now see clearly that my faith - my only real 
faith - that which apart from my animal instincts gave impulse to my life - was a belief in perfecting myself. 
But in what this perfecting consisted and what its object was, I could not have said. I tried to perfect myself 
mentally - I studied everything I could, anything life threw in my way; I tried to perfect my will, I drew up rules 
I tried to follow; I perfected myself physically, cultivating my strength and agility by all sorts of exercises, and 
accustoming myself to endurance and patience by all kinds of privations. And all this I considered to be the 
pursuit of perfection. The beginning of it all was of course moral perfection, but that was soon replaced by 
perfection in general: by the desire to be better not in my own eyes or those of God but in the eyes of other 
people. And very soon this effort again changed into a desire to be stronger than others: to be more famous, 
more important and richer.
Every time I tried to express my most sincere desire, which was to be morally good, I met with contempt and 
ridicule, but as soon as I yielded to low passions I was praised and encouraged. 
Ambition, love of power, covetousness, lasciviousness, pride, anger, and revenge - were all respected. 
Yielding to those passions I became like the grown-up folk and felt that they approved of me. The kind aunt 
with whom I lived, herself the purest of beings, always told me that there was nothing she so desired for me 
as that I should have relations with a married woman: ‘Rien ne forme un juene homme, comme une liaison 
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avec une femme comme il faut’. Another happiness she desired for me was that I should become an aide-de-
camp, and if possible aide-de-camp to the Emperor. But the greatest happiness of all would be that I should 
marry a very rich girl and so become possessed of as many serfs as possible. 
I cannot think of those years without horror, loathing and heartache. I killed men in war and challenged men 
to duels in order to kill them. I lost at cards, consumed the labor of the peasants, sentenced them to pun-
ishments, lived loosely, and deceived people. Lying, robbery, adultery of all kinds, drunkenness, violence, 
murder - there was no crime I did not commit, and in spite of that people praised my conduct and my con-
temporaries considered and consider me to be a comparatively moral man. 
So I lived for ten years. During that time I began to write, from vanity, covetousness, and pride. In my writings 
I did the same as in my life. To obtain fame and money, for the sake of which I wrote, it was necessary to hide 
the good and to display the evil and I did so. How often in my writings I contrived to hide under the guise 
of indifference, or even of banter, those strivings of mine towards goodness which gave meaning to my life! 
And I succeeded in this and was praised. 
At twenty-six years of age I returned to Petersburg after the war, and met the writers. They received me as one 
of themselves and fl attered me. And before I had time to look round I had adopted the views on life of the set 
of authors I had come among, and these views completely obliterated all my former strivings to improve - 
they furnished a theory which justifi ed the dissoluteness of my life. 
The view of life of these people, my comrades in authorship, consisted in this: that life in general goes on 
developing, and in this development we - men of thought - have the chief part; and among men of thought it 
is we - artists and poets - who have the greatest infl uence. 
Our vocation is to teach mankind. And lest the simple question should suggest itself: What do I know, and 
what can I teach? it was explained in this theory that this need not be known, and that the artist and poet 
teach unconsciously. I was considered an admirable artist and poet, and therefore it was very natural for me 
to adopt this theory. I, artist and poet, wrote and taught without myself knowing what. For this I was paid 
money; I had excellent food, lodging, women, and society; and I had fame, which showed that what I taught 
was very good. 
This faith in the meaning of poetry and in the development of life was a religion, and I was one of its priests. 
To be its priest was very pleasant and profi table. And I lived a considerable time in this faith without doubting 
its validity. But in the second and still more in the third year of this life I began to doubt the infallibility of this 
religion and to examine it. My fi rst cause of doubt was that I began to notice that the priests of this religion 
were not all in accord among themselves. Some said: We are the best and most useful teachers; we teach 
what is needed, but the others teach wrongly. Others said: No! we are the real teachers, and you teach wrongly 
and they disputed, quarrelled, abused, cheated, and tricked one another. There were also many among us 
who did not care who was right and who was wrong, but were simply bent on attaining their covetous aims 
by means of this activity of ours. All this obliged me to doubt the validity of our creed. 
Moreover, having begun to doubt the truth of the authors’ creed itself, I also began to observe its priests 
more attentively, and I became convinced that almost all the priests of that religion, the writers, were immoral, 
and for the most part men of bad, worthless character, much inferior to those whom I had met in my former 
dissipated and military life; but they were self-confi dent and self-satisfi ed as only those can be who are quite 
holy or who do not know what holiness is. 
These people revolted me, I became revolting to myself, and I realized that that faith was a fraud. 
But strange to say, though I understood this fraud and renounced it, yet I did not renounce the rank these 
people gave me: the rank of artist, poet, and teacher. I naively imagined that I was a poet and artist and could 
teach everybody without myself knowing what I was teaching, and I acted accordingly. 
So I lived, abandoning myself to this insanity for another six years, until my marriage. During that time I went 
abroad. Life in Europe and my acquaintance with leading and learned Europeans confi rmed me yet more in 
the faith of striving after perfection in which I believed, for I found the same faith among them. That faith took 
with me the common form it assumes with the majority of educated people of our day. It was expressed by 
the word “progress”. Only occasionally - not by reason but by instinct - I revolted against this superstition 
so common to our times, by which people hide from themselves their lack of understanding of life. So, for 
instance, during my stay in Paris, the sight of an execution revealed to me the instability of my superstitious 
belief in progress. When I saw the head part from the body and how they thumped separately into the box, I 
understood, not with my mind but with my whole being, that no theory of the reasonableness of our present 
progress could justify this deed; and that though everybody from the creation of the world had held it to be 
necessary, on whatever theory, I knew it to be unnecessary and bad; and therefore the arbiter of what is good 
and evil is not what people say and do, nor is it progress, but it is my heart and I. 
The new conditions of a happy family life completely diverted me from all search for the general meaning 
of existence. My whole life was centred at that time in my family, wife and children, and therefore in aiming 
to increase our means of livelihood. My striving after self-perfection, for which I had already substituted a 
striving for perfection in general, i.e. progress, was now again replaced by the effort simply to secure the best 
possible conditions for myself and my family. 



So another fi fteen years passed. In spite of the fact that I now regarded authorship as of no importance, the 
temptation of immense monetary rewards and applause for my insignifi cant work meant I devoted myself to 
it as a means of improving my material position and of stifl ing in my soul all questions as to the meaning of 
my own life or life in general. 
So I lived; but fi ve years ago something very strange began to happen to me. At fi rst I experienced moments 
of perplexity and redundancy, and though I did not know what to do or how to live; and I felt lost and became 
dejected. But this passed and I went on living as before. Then these moments of perplexity began to recur 
oftener and oftener, and always in the same form. They were always expressed by the questions: What is it 
for? What does it lead to? 
Then occurred what happens to everyone sickening with a mortal internal disease. At fi rst trivial signs of 
indisposition appear to which the sick man pays no attention; then these signs reappear more and more often 
and merge into one uninterrupted period of suffering. The suffering increases, and before the sick man can 
look round, what he took for a mere indisposition has already become more important to him than anything 
else in the world - it is death! 
That is what happened to me. I understood that it was no casual indisposition but something very important, 
and that if these questions constantly repeated themselves they would have to be answered. And I tried to 
answer them. Often, when thinking of the fame my works would bring me, I would say to myself, “Very well; 
you will be more famous than Gogol or Pushkin or Shakespeare or Moliere, or than all the writers in the world 
- and what of it?” And I could fi nd no reply at all. The questions would not wait, they had to be answered at 
once, and if I did not answer them it was impossible to live.
But there was no answer. I felt that what I had been standing on had collapsed and that I had nothing left under 
my feet. What I had lived on no longer existed, and there was nothing left. 
It had come to this; that I, a healthy, fortunate man, felt I could no longer live: some irresistible power im-
pelled me to rid myself one way or other of life. I cannot say I *wished* to kill myself. The power which drew 
me away from life was stronger, fuller, and more widespread than any mere wish. It was a force similar to the 
former striving to live, only in a contrary direction. All my strength drew me away from life. The thought of 
self-destruction now came to me as naturally as thoughts of how to improve my life had come formerly.And 
all this befell me at a time when all around me I had what is considered complete good fortune. I was not 
yet fi fty; I had a good wife who loved me and whom I loved, good children, and a large estate which without 
much effort on my part improved and increased. I was respected by my relations and acquaintances more 
than at any previous time. I was praised by others and without much self-deception could consider that my 
name was famous. And in this situation I came to this - that I could not live, and, fearing death, had to employ 
cunning with myself to avoid taking my own life. 
I sought in all the sciences, but far from fi nding what I wanted, became convinced that all who like myself 
had sought in knowledge for the meaning of life had found nothing. And not only had they found nothing, but 
they had plainly acknowledged that the very thing which made me despair - namely the senselessness of life 
- is the one indubitable thing man can know. I sought everywhere; and thanks to a life spent in learning, and 
thanks also to my relations with the scholarly world, I had access to scientists and scholars in all branches 
of knowledge, and they readily showed me all their knowledge, not only in books but also in conversation, 
so that I had at my disposal all that science has to say on this question of life. 
My question - that which at the age of fi fty brought me to the verge of suicide - was the simplest of questions, 
lying in the soul of every man from the foolish child to the wisest elder: it was a question without an answer 
to which one cannot live, as I had found by experience. It was: “What will come of what I am doing today or 
shall do tomorrow? What will come of my whole life?” 
Differently expressed, the question is: “Why should I live, why wish for anything, or do anything?” It can 
also be expressed thus: “Is there any meaning in my life that the inevitable death awaiting me does not 
destroy?” 
Not fi nding an explanation in science I began to seek for it in life, hoping to fi nd it among the people around 
me. And I began to observe how the people around me - people like myself - lived, and what their attitude 
was to this question which had brought me to despair. 
And this is what I found among people who were in the same position as myself as regards education and 
manner of life. I found that for people of my circle there were four ways out of the terrible position in which 
we are all placed. 
The fi rst was that of ignorance. It consists in not knowing, not understanding, that life is an evil and an ab-
surdity. People of this sort - chiefl y women, or very young or very dull people - have not yet understood that 
question of life which presented itself to Schopenhauer, Solomon, and Buddha.
The second way out is epicureanism. It consists, while knowing the hopelessness of life, in making use 
meanwhile of the advantages one has. 
The third escape is that of strength and energy. It consists in destroying life, when one has understood that 
it is an evil and an absurdity. 
The fourth way out is that of weakness. It consists in seeing the truth of the situation and yet clinging to life, 
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knowing in advance that nothing can come of it. I found myself in that category. 
I long lived in this state of lunacy, which, in fact if not in words, is particularly characteristic of us very liberal 
and learned people. But thanks either to the strange physical affection I have for the real labouring people, 
which compelled me to understand them and to see that they are not so stupid as we suppose, or thanks to 
the sincerity of my conviction that I could know nothing beyond the fact that the best I could do was to hang 
myself, at any rate I instinctively felt that if I wished to live and understand the meaning of life, I must seek 
this meaning not among those who have lost it and wish to kill themselves, but among those millions of the 
past and the present who make life and who support the burden of their own lives and of ours also. And I 
considered the enormous masses of those simple, unlearned, and poor people who have lived and are living 
and I saw something quite different. I saw that, with rare exceptions, all those millions who have lived and 
are living do not fi t into my divisions, and that I could not class them as not understanding the question, for 
they themselves state it and reply to it with extraordinary clearness. Nor could I consider them epicureans, 
for their life consists more of privations and sufferings than of enjoyments. Still less could I consider them as 
irrationally dragging on a meaningless existence, for every act of their life, as well as death itself, is explained 
by them. To kill themselves they consider the greatest evil. It appeared that all mankind had a knowledge, 
unacknowledged and despised by me, of the meaning of life. It appeared that reasonable knowledge does not 
give the meaning of life, but excludes life: while the meaning attributed to life by millions of people, by all 
humanity, rests on some despised pseudo-knowledge. 
Rational knowledge presented by the learned and wise, denies the meaning of life, but the enormous masses 
of men, the whole of mankind receive that meaning in irrational knowledge. And that irrational knowledge is 
faith, that very thing which I could not but reject. It is God, One in Three; the creation in six days; the devils 
and angels, and all the rest that I cannot accept as long as I retain my reason. 
My position was terrible. I knew I could fi nd nothing along the path of reasonable knowledge except a denial 
of life; and there - in faith - was nothing but a denial of reason, which was yet more impossible for me than a 
denial of life. From rational knowledge it appeared that life is an evil, people know this and it is in their power 
to end life; yet they lived and still live, and I myself live, though I have long known that life is senseless and 
an evil. By faith it appears that in order to understand the meaning of life I must renounce my reason, the very 
thing for which alone a meaning is required. 
A contradiction arose from which there were two exits. Either that which I called reason was not so rational as 
I supposed, or that which seemed to me irrational was not so irrational as I supposed. And I began to verify 
the line of argument of my rational knowledge. 
The question was: “Why should I live, that is to say, what real, permanent result will come out of my illusory 
transitory life - what meaning has my fi nite existence in this infi nite world?” And to reply to that question I 
had studied life. 
The solution of all the possible questions of life could evidently not satisfy me, for my question, simple as it 
at fi rst appeared, included a demand for an explanation of the fi nite in terms of the infi nite, and vice versa. 
In my reasonings I constantly compared (nor could I do otherwise) the fi nite with the fi nite, and the infi nite 
with the infi nite; but for that reason I reached the inevitable result: force is force, matter is matter, will is will, 
the infi nite is the infi nite, nothing is nothing - and that was all that could result. 
And really, strictly scientifi c knowledge - that knowledge which begins, as Descartes’s did, with complete 
doubt about everything - rejects all knowledge admitted on faith and builds everything afresh on the laws of 
reason and experience, and cannot give any other reply to the question of life than that which I obtained: an 
indefi nite reply. And I understood that, however irrational and distorted might be the replies given by faith, 
they have this advantage, that they introduce into every answer a relation between the fi nite and the infi nite, 
without which there can be no solution. 
So that besides rational knowledge, which had seemed to me the only knowledge, I was inevitably brought to 
acknowledge that all live humanity has another irrational knowledge - faith which makes it possible to live. 
Faith still remained to me as irrational as it was before, but I could not but admit that it alone gives mankind 
a reply to the questions of life, and that consequently it makes life possible. 
Whatever the faith may be, and whatever answers it may give, and to whomsoever it gives them, every such 
answer gives to the fi nite existence of man an infi nite meaning, a meaning not destroyed by sufferings, 
deprivations, or death. This means that only in faith can we fi nd for life a meaning and a possibility. What, 
then, is this faith? And I understood that faith is not merely “the evidence of things not seen”, etc., and is not 
a revelation (that defi nes only one of the indications of faith, is not the relation of man to God (one has fi rst 
to defi ne faith and then God, and not defi ne faith through God); it not only agreement with what has been 
told one (as faith is most usually supposed to be), but faith is a knowledge of the meaning of human life in 
consequence of which man does not destroy himself but lives.And I recalled the whole course of my mental 
labour and was horrifi ed. It was now clear to me that for man to be able to live he must either not see the 
infi nite, or have such an explanation of the meaning of life as will connect the fi nite with the infi nite. 
A solution of the contradiction between the fi nite and the infi nite, and such a reply to the question of life as 
will make it possible to live, is necessary and precious. I began to understand that in the replies given by
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faith is stored up the deepest human wisdom and that I had no right to deny them on the ground of reason, 
and that those answers are the only ones which reply to life’s question. 
I understood this, but it made matters no better for me. I was now ready to accept any faith if only it did not 
demand of me a direct denial of reason - which would be a falsehood. And I studied Buddhism and Moham-
medanism from books, and most of all I studied Christianity both from books and from the people around 
me. 
Naturally I fi rst of all turned to the orthodox of my circle, to people who were learned: to Church theologians, 
monks, to theologians of the newest shade, and even to Evangelicals who profess salvation by belief in the 
Redemption. 
The more fully they explained to me their doctrines, the more clearly did I perceive their error and realized 
that my hope of fi nding in their belief an explanation of the meaning of life was vain. 
I clearly felt that they deceived themselves and that they, like myself found no other meaning in life than to live 
while life lasts, taking all one’s hands can seize. I saw this because if they had had a meaning which destroyed 
the fear of loss, suffering, and death, they would not have feared these things. But they, these believers of 
our circle, just like myself, living in suffi ciency and superfl uity, tried to increase or preserve them, feared 
privations, suffering, and death, and just like myself and all of us unbelievers, lived to satisfy their desires, 
and lived just as badly, if not worse, than the unbelievers. 
No arguments could convince me of the truth of their faith. 
And I began to draw near to the believers among the poor, simple, unlettered folk: pilgrims, monks, sectar-
ians, and peasants. The faith of these common people was the same Christian faith as was professed by the 
pseudo-believers of our circle. Among them, too, I found a great deal of superstition mixed with the Christian 
truths; but the difference was that the superstitions of the believers of our circle were quite unnecessary to 
them and were not in conformity with their lives, being merely a kind of epicurean diversion; but the super-
stitions of the believers among the labouring masses conformed so with their lives that it was impossible 
to imagine them to oneself without those superstitions, which were a necessary condition of their life. The 
whole life of believers in our circle was a contradiction of their faith, but the whole life of the working-folk be-
lievers was a confi rmation of the meaning of life which their faith gave them.. In contradistinction to the way 
in which people of our circle oppose fate and complain of it on account of deprivations and sufferings, these 
people accepted illness and sorrow without any perplexity or opposition, and with a quiet and fi rm conviction 
that all is good. In contradistinction to us, who the wiser we are the less we understand the meaning of life, 
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and see some evil irony in the fact that we suffer and die, these folk live and suffer, and they approach death 
and suffering with tranquillity and in most cases gladly.
And I learnt to love these people. The more I came to know their life, the life of those who are living and of 
others who are dead of whom I read and heard, the more I loved them and the easier it became for me to 
live. So I went on for about two years, and a change took place in me which had long been preparing and 
the promise of which had always been in me. It came about that the life of our circle, the rich and learned, 
not merely became distasteful to me, but lost all meaning in my eyes. During those years, when I was asking 
myself almost every moment whether I should not end matters with a noose or a bullet - all that time, together 
with the course of thought and observation about which I have spoken, my heart was oppressed with a painful 
feeling, which I can only describe as a search for God. 
I say that that search for God was not reasoning, but a feeling, because that search proceeded not from the 
course of my thoughts - it was even directly contrary to them - but proceeded from the heart. It was a feeling 
of fear, orphanage, isolation in a strange land, and a hope of help from someone. 
Though I was quite convinced of the impossibility of proving the existence of a Deity. I went over in my mind 
the arguments of Kant and Schopenhauer showing the impossibility of proving the existence of a God, and I 
began to verify those arguments and to refute them. Cause, said I to myself, is not a category of thought such 
as are Time and Space. If I exist, there must be some cause for it, and a cause of causes. And that fi rst cause 
of all is what men have called “God”. And I paused on that thought, and tried with all my being to recognize 
the presence of that cause. And as soon as I acknowledged that there is a force in whose power I am, I at 
once felt that I could live. But I asked myself: What is that cause, that force? How am I to think of it? What are 
my relations to that which I call “God”? And only the familiar replies occurred to me: “He is the Creator and 
Preserver.” This reply did not satisfy me, and I felt I was losing within me what I needed for my life. I became 
terrifi ed and began to pray to Him whom I sought, that He should help me. But the more I prayed the more 
apparent it became to me that He did not hear me, and that there was no one to whom to address myself. And 
with despair in my heart that there is no God at all, I said: “Lord, have mercy, save me! Lord, teach me!” But 
no one had mercy on me, and I felt that my life was coming to a standstill. 
“The conception of God is not God,” said I to myself. “The conception is what takes place within me. The 
conception of God is something I can evoke or can refrain from evoking in myself. That is not what I seek. I 
seek that without which there can be no life.” And again all around me and within me began to die, and again 
I wished to kill myself. 
But then I turned my gaze upon myself, on what went on within me, and I remembered all those cessations 
of life and reanimations that recurred within me hundreds of times. I remembered that I only lived at those 
times when I believed in God. As it was before, so it was now; I need only be aware of God to live; I need only 
forget Him, or disbelieve Him, and I died. 
And I was saved from suicide. When and how this change occurred I could not say. But together with this 
meaning of the popular faith of our non-sectarian folk, among whom I live, much was inseparably bound 
up that revolted me and seemed to me inexplicable: sacraments, Church services, fasts, and the adoration 
of relics and icons. The people cannot separate the one from the other, nor could I. And strange as much of 
what entered into the faith of these people was to me, I accepted everything, and attended the services, knelt 
morning and evening in prayer, fasted, and prepared to receive the Eucharist: and at fi rst my reason did not 
resist anything. The very things that had formerly seemed to me impossible did not now evoke in me any 
opposition. 
All that people sincerely believe in must be true; it may be differently expressed but it cannot be a lie, and 
therefore if it presents itself to me as a lie, that only means that I have not understood it. Furthermore I said to 
myself, the essence of every faith consists in its giving life a meaning which death does not destroy. 
When fulfi lling the rites of the Church I humbled my reason and submitted to the tradition possessed by all 
humanity. I united myself with my forefathers: the father, mother, and grandparents I loved. They and all my 
predecessors believed and lived, and they produced me. I united myself also with the missions of the com-
mon people whom I respected. 
It was then so necessary for me to believe in order to live that I unconsciously concealed from myself the 
contradictions and obscurities of theology. But this reading of meanings into the rites had its limits.  When I 
forced an explanation into them, made me feel that I was lying, thereby quite destroying my relation to God 
and depriving me of all possibility of belief. 
I felt the same about the celebration of the chief holidays. At the celebration of these holidays, feeling that im-
portance was being attributed to the very things that to me presented a negative importance, I either devised 
tranquillizing explanations or shut my eyes in order not to see what tempted me. 
How often I envied the peasants their illiteracy and lack of learning! Those statements in the creeds which 
to me were evident absurdities, for them contained nothing false; they could accept them and could believe 
in the truth - the truth I believed in. Only to me, unhappy man, was it clear that with truth falsehood was 
interwoven by fi nest threads, and that I could not accept it in that form. 
So I lived for about three years.In spite of my doubts and sufferings I still clung to the Orthodox Church. 
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The ecclesiastics of all the different creeds, through their best representatives, 
told me nothing but that they believed themselves to have the truth and the oth-
ers to be in error, and that all they could do was to pray for them. 
And I understood it all. I am seeking a faith, the power of life; and they are 
seeking the best way to fulfi l in the eyes of men certain human obligations and 
fulfi lling these human affairs they fulfi l them in a human way.
-Year 1879 - 

The Dream
 The foregoing was written by me some three years ago, and will be printed. 
Now a few days ago, when revising it and returning to the line of thought and 
to the feelings I had when I was living through it all, I had a dream. This dream 
expressed in condensed form all that I had experienced and described, and I 
think therefore that, for those who have understood me, a description of this 
dream will refresh and elucidate and unify what has been set forth at such length 
in the foregoing pages. The dream was this: 
I saw that I was lying on a bed. I was neither comfortable nor uncomfortable: I 
was lying on my back. But I began to consider how, and on what, I was lying - a 
question which had not till then occurred to me. And observing my bed, I saw I 
was lying on plaited string supports attached to its sides: my feet were resting 
on one such support, by calves on another, and my legs felt uncomfortable. I 
seemed to know that those supports were movable, and with a movement of 
my foot I pushed away the furthest of them at my feet - it seemed to me that 
it would be more comfortable so. But I pushed it away too far and wished to 
reach it again with my foot, and that movement caused the next support under 
my calves to slip away also, so that my legs hung in the air. I made a movement 
with my whole body to adjust myself, fully convinced that I could do so at once; 
but the movement caused the other supports under me to slip and to become 
entangled, and I saw that matters were going quite wrong: the whole of the 
lower part of my body slipped and hung down, though my feet did not reach the 

ground. I was holding on only by the upper part of my back, and not only did it become uncomfortable but 
I was even frightened. And then only did I ask myself about something that had not before occurred to me. I 
asked myself: Where am I and what am I lying on? And I began to look around and fi rst of all to look down 
in the direction which my body was hanging and I felt I must soon fall. I looked down and did not believe my 
eyes. I was not only at a height comparable to the height of the highest towers or mountains, but at a height 
such as I could never have imagined. 
My heart contracted, and I experienced horror. And I did not look. But not to look was still worse, for I thought 
of what would happen to me directly I fell from the last support. And then it occurred to me that this cannot be 
real. It is a dream. I try to arouse myself but cannot do so. What am I to do? I ask myself, and look upwards. 
Above, there is also an infi nite space. I look into the immensity of sky and try to forget about the immensity 
below, and I really do forget it. The immensity below repels and frightens me; the immensity above attracts 
and strengthens me. I am still supported above the abyss by the last supports that have not yet slipped from 
under me; I know that I am hanging, but I look only upwards and my fear passes. And I ask myself: Well, and 
now am I not hanging just the same? 
I see that I no longer hang as if about to fall, but am fi rmly held. I ask myself how I am held: I feel about, 
look round, and see that under me, under the middle of my body, there is one support, and that when I look 
upwards I lie on it in the position of securest balance, and that it alone gave me support before. And then, as 
happens in dreams, I imagined the mechanism by means of which I was held; a very natural intelligible and 
sure means, though to one awake that mechanism has no sense. I was even surprised in my dream that I had 
not understood it sooner. This was all clear to me, and I was glad and tranquil. And it seemed as if someone 
said to me: “See that you remember.” 
And I awoke. 
- Year 1882 -   

Extracted from ‘A Confession’, a short autobiographic work of 

Tolstoy on the conversion that, at the pinnacle of glory, saved 

him from psychic and physical self destruction by fi nding God 

among the poors and humbles. ‘A Confession’ was written be-

tween  1879 and 1882 after Anna Karenina and War and Peace, 

but before The Death of Ivan Ilych  and The Kreutzer Sonata.

Count Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoi (1828–1910), more widely known 

abroad as Leo Tolstoy, is acclaimed as one of the greatest novel-

ists of the 19th century. After he started his career in the military, 

he was fi rst drawn to writing books when he served in Chech-

enya, and already his fi rst novel, Kazaky (“The Cossacks”), was 

something quite unlike anything written before him.

Thank God!




