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Since the dawn of human consciousness, the question of "What is art?"
has captivated philosophers, artists, and art enthusiasts alike. From ancient
cave paintings to modern masterpieces, the concept of art has evolved,
challenged, and inspired countless individuals throughout history. In this
article, we embark on an exploration of this enduring question through the
lens of Leo Tolstoy's seminal work, "What Is Art?"

Tolstoy's Definition of Art

In his comprehensive treatise, Tolstoy argues that art is a unique form of
communication that transmits feelings from the artist to the audience. For
Tolstoy, art is not merely a representation of external reality but rather an
expression of the artist's inner emotions and experiences. He emphasizes
the importance of authenticity and sincerity in artistic creation, stating that
"art is the transmission of emotion the artist has experienced."
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The Purpose of Art

According to Tolstoy, the primary purpose of art is to evoke emotions in the
audience. He believed that art should stir the depths of human souls and
provoke a profound response. Whether it inspires joy, sorrow, awe, or
contemplation, art should touch the human heart and leave a lasting
impression.

Furthermore, Tolstoy asserts that art has a moral imperative. He argues
that good art promotes empathy, compassion, and understanding among
people. By exposing the audience to different perspectives and
experiences, art can foster social harmony and contribute to a more just
and peaceful world.

Characteristics of Good Art

Tolstoy believed that good art possesses several essential characteristics:

Uniqueness: Good art is original and distinctive, offering a fresh
perspective on the world.

Universality: Good art transcends cultural and geographical
boundaries, appealing to people from all walks of life.

Technical Proficiency: Good art is skillfully executed, reflecting the
artist's mastery of their craft.

Emotional Impact: Good art elicits strong emotions in the audience,
leaving a lasting impression.

Moral Value: Good art contributes to the betterment of society by
promoting positive values and fostering empathy.



The Impact of Art on Society

Tolstoy believed that art has a profound impact on society. He argues that
art shapes people's values, beliefs, and behaviors. By exposing people to
different cultures, perspectives, and emotions, art can foster tolerance,
understanding, and empathy.

Furthermore, Tolstoy asserts that art can inspire social change. By raising
awareness of important issues and provoking critical thinking, art can
mobilize people to work towards a more just and equitable society.

Contemporary Perspectives on Art

Since Tolstoy's time, the concept of art has continued to evolve and
expand. Contemporary artists and theorists have challenged traditional
definitions and pushed the boundaries of artistic expression. Some notable
trends in contemporary art include:

Conceptual Art: Emphasizes the idea or concept behind the work
rather than its physical form.

Performance Art: Involves live performances that often engage the
audience in interactive or participatory experiences.

Multimedia Art: Combines various artistic media, such as painting,
sculpture, photography, and sound.

Digital Art: Utilizes digital technologies to create and manipulate
images, videos, and other forms of art.

The question of "What is art?" remains an open and enduring one.
Throughout history, artists, philosophers, and art enthusiasts have grappled
with this complex question, offering diverse and sometimes contradictory



perspectives. Tolstoy's seminal work provides a valuable lens through
which we can explore the nature and purpose of art. By embracing the
uniqueness, universality, and emotional impact of art, we can appreciate its
profound influence on our lives and our world.

Ultimately, the definition of art is subjective and ever-evolving. As society
changes and technology advances, so too will our understanding of what
constitutes artistic expression. However, one thing remains constant: the
power of art to inspire, provoke, and connect us to our shared human
experience.
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