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    Across parlors glittering with chandeliers and fields churned by artillery, the currents of history seize private lives and fling them against decrees of emperors, the hesitations of generals, and the quiet insistence of conscience, pressing men and women to learn whether the course of the world is written by vast, impersonal forces or stitched, moment by moment, by love, duty, fear, and the stubborn wish to be free, as friendships, ambitions, and family loyalties collide with uniforms, proclamations, dispatches, and the snowbound roads that carry armies forward and home again, leaving footsteps that blur even as they are made.

War and Peace, by the Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy, was composed in the 1860s, first appearing in installments between 1865 and 1867 and then in book form in 1869. Set during the Napoleonic era, it follows several interlinked Russian families as Europe convulses through campaigns that reach into drawing rooms as surely as they ravage battlefields. The novel places fictional protagonists alongside historical figures, allowing personal destinies to intersect with public events. Its premise is simple to state yet inexhaustible to explore: how people live, choose, and change when history presses close, and how private happiness contends with national crisis. This introduction avoids disclosing specific turns, attending instead to the book’s scope and achievement.

Often described as a historical novel yet resistant to any narrow label, War and Peace unfolds with a panoramic sweep balanced by a microscope’s attention to ordinary gestures. Salon conversations, hunts, military councils, and winter festivities alternate with marches and engagements, creating a rhythm that makes public events and domestic scenes illuminate one another. Tolstoy integrates archival detail with living dialogue and sensory immediacy, so that treaties and troop movements are felt through particular bodies, rooms, and roads. The effect is not simply scale for its own sake, but a design that shows how large abstractions touch individual hopes and fears.

At its heart lies an inquiry into freedom and necessity: the degree to which human beings direct their lives, and the extent to which they are carried by circumstances, habits, and collective motion. The book explores courage and cowardice, honor and compromise, generosity and vanity, alongside the subtler changes by which youthful ideals harden or soften over time. War frames the narrative, but peace provides its testing ground: households where love, kinship, money, and reputation require daily choices. The novel is also attentive to faith and meaning, without prescribing doctrine, tracing how crises expose the foundations on which people stand.

Tolstoy’s craft gives these themes rare clarity. He shifts perspective with ease, granting intimate access to thought and sensation before widening to a broad view of crowds, armies, or cities. He renders the chaos of battle without romantic gloss while preserving the contingencies that shape outcomes no single person can control. He reproduces the textures of everyday life—the sound of a ballroom, the fatigue of a march, the hush of a snowy road—so persuasively that the period feels present. Interwoven reflections on history, power, and chance do not interrupt the story so much as deepen the reader’s understanding of it.

Such artistic range helps explain why War and Peace holds a classic status. It expanded what a novel could encompass, uniting social comedy, family saga, military chronicle, and philosophical meditation into one coherent whole. Readers have long prized its empathy, its skepticism toward easy explanations, and its insistence on seeing people as more than roles or symbols. Its pages invite rereading, because perspectives alter as the reader’s own experience changes. The book’s prominence in world literature has been secured not by decree but by its capacity to astonish, instruct, and move audiences across cultures and generations.

Its influence on later writers is wide and persistent. Novelists studying how to portray a large society at a moment of upheaval look to Tolstoy for methods of structuring interlaced plots without losing human particularity. The book shows how fictional lives can animate documentary history, and how reflective passages can coexist with dramatic momentum. It helped shape approaches to multi-perspective narration, to the portrayal of battle and bureaucracy, and to the blending of the epic with the intimate. Many storytellers, whether they write sprawling sagas or tightly focused tales, have learned from its balance of scale and feeling.

Context strengthens appreciation. Tolstoy wrote amid the reforming energies of the 1860s in Russia, after the emancipation of the serfs and in the wake of national debate about identity, governance, and responsibility. He studied letters, memoirs, and official histories to reconstruct events of the Napoleonic period, yet he trusted observation and moral intuition over abstract systems. His own experiences of military life earlier in his career informed the precision with which he describes command structures, fatigue, fear, and courage. The result is an imaginative reconstruction that respects historical record while insisting that history is lived one consciousness at a time.

Understanding the author further clarifies the novel’s ambition. Lev Tolstoy was an aristocrat, soldier, educator, and reformer as well as a writer, and his career joined literary practice with ethical inquiry. Before War and Peace he published stories and the Sevastopol Sketches, accounts that already displayed his gift for unsentimental war writing. Afterward, he continued to interrogate the relationship between private virtue and public life. None of this biography dictates the meaning of the book, but it shows why he could imagine both opulent salons and muddy bivouacs with equal authority, and why he questioned grand theories that ignore lived experience.

The novel’s opening movements present a cross-section of Russian society: young officers eager for glory and older commanders wary of it; parents balancing lineage and affection; hosts and hostesses curating reputations; friends and rivals bound by kinship and chance. Among them are members of the Bolkonsky, Rostov, and Bezukhov families, whose connections strengthen and fray as events gather. Without anticipating outcomes, it is enough to say that the story follows youths into adulthood, adults into tests of conscience, and households into unexpected alliances and separations, always attentive to the quiet pivot points that redirect a life.

Readers encountering War and Peace for the first time may find its scale inviting rather than forbidding if they allow the novel’s rhythms to set the pace. Names and ranks accumulate, but patterns emerge as scenes echo and reconfigure one another. Chapters move swiftly, alternating between private encounters and larger tableaux, and the narrative provides clear dates and settings to orient the action. Many find it helpful to pause occasionally, not to check a map, but to notice how a minor gesture becomes decisive later. The book rewards patience with a growing sense of intimacy with its world.

Its contemporary relevance is unmistakable. In an age still marked by war, rapid change, and contested narratives, Tolstoy’s insistence on human complexity offers an antidote to simplification. The book asks what leadership means, how communities endure shock, and where individual responsibility begins and ends when events accelerate. It honors compassion without sentimentality and courage without bravado. Above all, it reminds readers that history is not separate from ordinary life; it is made of it. That conviction, rendered with unmatched breadth and tenderness, explains the novel’s lasting appeal and why it continues to speak to readers today.
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    War and Peace, by Leo Tolstoy, was written in the 1860s and first published in serial form before appearing as a complete novel in 1869. Set in Russia during the Napoleonic era, primarily between 1805 and 1812, it intertwines sprawling military campaigns with intimate domestic scenes. Tolstoy follows several noble families, observing how public crisis reshapes private lives. Alongside its narrative, the book advances a sustained inquiry into how history is made, questioning whether events arise from individual decisions or from countless small forces. The result is both an epic chronicle of society at war and a study of conscience, duty, and change.

The story opens in the polished world of St. Petersburg and Moscow salons, where courtiers gossip about Europe and whisper anxiously about Napoleon. There we meet Pierre Bezukhov, sincere and awkward; Prince Andrei Bolkonsky, intelligent and restless; and the warm, lively Rostov family, including Natasha and her brother Nikolai. Princess Marya, Andrei's devout sister, lives under the stern regime of their aging father. These early chapters map the hierarchies, loyalties, and frictions of aristocratic life, setting up contrasts between social display and inner truth. Against this glittering backdrop, small choices and conversations begin to tilt lives toward war and reckoning.

As Russia joins the Third Coalition, Andrei leaves for the army and encounters the realities of command under General Kutuzov. The 1805 campaign culminates in a catastrophic battle that tests courage and shatters illusions about glory. Meanwhile, Pierre unexpectedly inherits great wealth after his father's death, transforming his social position and exposing him to competing influences. The Rostovs celebrate and overspend, while Natasha enters adolescence with exuberant curiosity. Through shifting viewpoints, Tolstoy shows youthful ambition giving way to sober reflection, hinting that fate and circumstance often outweigh deliberate plans, even as characters cling to ideals of honor, love, and service.

Peace brings a return to drawing rooms, proposals, and intrigues. Pierre, now one of the wealthiest men in Russia, enters an ill-suited marriage that prompts a spiritual crisis and a search for moral bearings, including a brief turn to Freemasonry. Andrei withdraws to his country estate, wrestling with disillusionment and family duty, while Princess Marya navigates filial obedience and personal dignity under her father's strict household. Nikolai Rostov serves in the cavalry and discovers the gulf between patriotic rhetoric and the rhythms of military life. The novel contrasts Moscow's warmth with Petersburg's formality, revealing how custom shapes choices even in peacetime.

Society seasons and country holidays chart Natasha Rostova's coming of age, her artistic vitality, and her susceptibility to romance. Tolstoy depicts courtship as a mixture of sincerity, miscalculation, and social pressure. A promising attachment flickers into hope, then stalls amid family caution, wounded pride, and conflicting obligations. A later misjudged infatuation leads to scandal and inward collapse, exposing the fragility of reputation and the possibility of renewal through remorse. Around these events, Tolstoy studies parental authority, gossip, and the limited agency available to young women, while leaving the long-term outcomes of these entanglements open as the war approaches again.

Napoleon's 1812 invasion turns private concerns into matters of survival. Staff councils argue over strategy; Kutuzov embodies patience and endurance rather than dramatic genius. The battle near Moscow becomes a crucible that draws together nobles and common soldiers, including Nikolai at the front and anxious families at home. As the army falls back, Moscow is abandoned and suffers devastation. In the emptied city, Pierre wanders amid chaos, confronting suffering that deepens his spiritual questioning. The Rostovs and others face hurried departures, losses, and acts of spontaneous generosity. War compresses choice, and Tolstoy emphasizes how ordinary people shoulder history's heaviest burdens.

The tide turns with the weary French retreat, and the narrative follows columns on frozen roads, peasant resistance, and the administrative strain of a mobilized empire. Tolstoy dwells on fatigue, hunger, and confusion rather than on tidy maneuvers, insisting that outcomes arise from innumerable small actions. Characters endure separations and illness while reassessing convictions about honor and duty. In councils and letters, observers try to assign credit or blame, but the book undercuts simplistic explanations. Even celebrated decisions appear constrained by necessity and chance. Through these wartime hardships, the central figures move toward altered perspectives without final resolutions announced.

With the conflict receding, the focus shifts to recovery: estates counted, debts confronted, and families reconstituted. Society resumes its rituals, but habits feel provisional, and priorities have quietly shifted. Pierre returns to public life with a tempered outlook; Andrei's circle grapples with questions of forgiveness and responsibility; Natasha and Marya deepen in steadiness and care. Tolstoy lingers on domestic labors, small reconciliations, and the uneasy balance between memory and hope. The narrative suggests that healing occurs less through grand gestures than through daily acts of work, patience, and attachment, while deliberately withholding any neat summation of where every life will lead.

Interleaved with the story, Tolstoy's essays challenge the notion that great individuals direct events, arguing that history emerges from countless wills intersecting within necessity. He weighs free will against determinism and urges skepticism toward retrospective explanations that impose order on chaos. War and Peace endures for its panorama of classes and conditions, its inquiry into how people seek meaning amid contingency, and its affirmation of humane values without sentimentality. By fusing public history with interior life, the book invites readers to see moral growth as possible even when control is limited, and to doubt simple stories about why nations rise or fall.
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    War and Peace is set chiefly in Russia between about 1805 and 1812, with an epilogue extending beyond the Napoleonic invasion. The dominant institutions framing the story were the Romanov autocracy, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the serf-based landed order. St Petersburg served as imperial capital and seat of court politics, while Moscow retained the aura of an older, more traditional center. Nobility derived status through land, service, and the Table of Ranks, and estates were sustained by the compulsory labor or dues of serfs. Against this backdrop, Europe was convulsed by Napoleonic warfare, bringing international conflict directly into Russian social life.

The novel’s world was shaped by the aftershocks of the French Revolution and the rise of Napoleon Bonaparte, First Consul from 1799 and Emperor from 1804. Russia’s ruler, Alexander I (reigned 1801–1825), ascended after the assassination of his father, Paul I, and initially pursued selective reform. Ideals of constitutionalism and administrative modernization mingled uneasily with entrenched autocracy. European diplomacy shifted repeatedly as coalitions formed and collapsed against France. Russia’s strategic interests in Central and Eastern Europe, the Balkans, and access to trade routes placed it squarely in the path of Napoleonic ambitions, setting the stage for campaigns that define the novel’s historical action.

The Third Coalition of 1805—joining Britain, Austria, and Russia—culminated in the Russian-Austrian defeat at Austerlitz. That setback reverberated through Russia’s officer corps, court circles, and patriotic public opinion. War and Peace mirrors the mood of its moment by opening within aristocratic salons where politics, war news, and European culture are discussed in French, the prestige language of the elite. The book’s depictions of training, marches, and council debates reflect the actual confusion and logistical strain of Russian forces that year. The defeat also influenced later military and administrative thinking, prompting reassessments of command, supply, and the balance between caution and daring.

After further campaigns, Alexander I sought accommodation with Napoleon at the Treaties of Tilsit (1807), which brought an uneasy peace. The Continental System, designed to strangle British commerce, pressured Russia’s economy, especially Baltic trade and port cities, and encouraged widespread smuggling. Russian elites debated the costs of aligning with France versus maintaining traditional ties with Britain. War and Peace captures this ambivalence: noble families entertain French culture while fearing French power. The shifting alliances of 1807–1811, and frictions over Poland and trade, formed the prelude to renewed conflict. These tensions contribute to the book’s portrait of a society bracing for another, greater test.

Napoleon invaded Russia in the summer of 1812, crossing the Niemen River with the multinational Grande Armée. Russian strategy initially emphasized trading space for time, withdrawing into the interior while drawing the French deeper and lengthening supply lines. Provincial authorities mobilized resources; nobles organized estate-level support; peasant communities faced requisitions, disruptions, and flight. War and Peace reflects these realities in scenes of hurried departures, volunteer zeal, and uncertainty about the war’s course. The campaign became a national crisis, often termed the Patriotic War of 1812 in Russian memory, forging a broader sense of unity among social groups usually separated by status and language.

The battle of Borodino in early September 1812 was one of the bloodiest single-day engagements of the Napoleonic Wars. Russian forces under Mikhail Kutuzov confronted Napoleon’s army near Moscow. Both sides suffered severe casualties without a decisive tactical outcome, though the Russian army preserved its cohesion. War and Peace’s battle chapters echo contemporary testimonies about confusion, limited visibility, and the unpredictability of command. Tolstoy questions narratives that attribute outcomes to singular heroic decisions, instead stressing the cumulative effect of countless small actions. His sympathetic treatment of Kutuzov aligns with Russian traditions that emphasize the commander’s patience and strategic restraint.

Moscow’s evacuation and the subsequent fire in September 1812 marked a dramatic moment. Many residents fled, transport clogged roads, and valuables were hidden or abandoned. The causes of the fire remain debated: contemporaries blamed arsonists, the occupation army, and the removal or disablement of firefighting capacity by Russian authorities. Count Fyodor Rostopchin, Moscow’s governor-general, issued proclamations and oversaw a chaotic withdrawal. The destruction of large swathes of the city carried immense material and psychological costs. War and Peace renders the emptying city, the shock of flames, and the moral turmoil of civilians confronted with loss, occupation, and uncertainty.

The French retreat from Moscow exposed the invaders to hunger, disease, and the onset of winter. Russian forces harried the withdrawal, while irregulars and Cossack detachments struck supply columns and stragglers. Partisan warfare flourished; figures such as Denis Davydov became symbols of agile, small-unit operations. The crossing of the Berezina River in late November was particularly disastrous for the retreating army. War and Peace incorporates this phase through depictions of attrition, plunder, and the uneven fortunes of captives and civilians. Emphasis falls less on pageantry than on the mundane grind of survival, movement, and the breakdown of imperial ambition.

Russian command in 1812 involved tensions among senior officers, including Barclay de Tolly, Bagration, and Kutuzov, and the influence of Alexander I. Barclay’s earlier retreats, though strategically valuable, drew criticism; Kutuzov’s appointment reflected political as well as military considerations. War and Peace’s portraits of councils of war and headquarters life reflect documented disagreements about timing, risk, and the protection of the army. Tolstoy’s narrative critiques the “great man” theory prevalent in 19th-century historiography, arguing that events are shaped by innumerable contingencies rather than the will of a single leader, a view grounded in his reading of period sources.

Serfdom defined everyday life in rural Russia. Peasants owed labor services (barshchina) or cash dues (obrok) to landlords; noble estates managed agriculture, domestic service, and ancillary crafts through serf labor. Legal rights were sharply unequal; mobility was constrained; local justice was often mediated by estate officials. War and Peace’s estate scenes echo historical practices: harvests, levies, marriages, and negotiations were embedded in paternalistic relations that could be both protective and coercive. The looming question of reform, which would culminate decades later in emancipation (1861), is foreshadowed in the novel’s attention to peasant endurance and moral claims.

Urban aristocratic culture revolved around salons, balls, theater, and private music. French and, to a lesser extent, German were languages of polite society, while Russian was used more broadly and gained patriotic prestige during wartime. Foreign tutors and governesses shaped elite education; travel abroad, when possible, completed polish and networks. Dueling, charitable committees, and imperial court rituals structured reputation and advancement. War and Peace depicts this milieu without idealizing it, showing how conversation, fashion, and public opinion mediate political events. The glitter of social life stands beside pressing realities of debt, inheritance, and the burdens carried by estate households.

Freemasonry and allied moral reform currents became influential among segments of the Russian elite in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Lodges promoted self-discipline, philanthropy, and spiritual introspection, drawing on European Enlightenment and mystical traditions. Authorities alternated between toleration and suspicion; in 1822, Masonic organizations were formally banned. War and Peace engages these circles to explore ethical renewal and the search for meaning amid social privilege. The novel mirrors the attraction such movements held for nobles disillusioned with court life or military ambition, framing personal transformation within the broader pressures of empire and war.

Orthodox Christianity structured the calendar, rites of passage, and communal identity. Church processions, liturgies, and icons were prominent in public life, especially during national emergencies. In 1812, clergy issued exhortations, blessed banners, and encouraged formation of militias. Fasts and feasts punctuated the year; marriages and funerals were bound to religious observance. War and Peace underscores the spiritual dimension of endurance, the invocation of divine protection, and the moral reading of historical suffering. This religious frame coexisted with Enlightenment rationalism and fashionable skepticism in elite circles, a tension the novel presents without caricature.

Logistics, communications, and finance critically shaped the war. Russia’s vast distances and seasonal roads complicated supply; the imperial postal system carried official correspondence and news, but delays were common. Before railways, armies depended on wagons, depots, and requisitions. Military recruitment drew on long-term conscription measured in decades, and 1812 saw the raising of provincial militias (opolchenie) to supplement the regular army. Quartering troops and evacuating civilians strained estates and towns. War and Peace carefully renders billets, carts, couriers, and the friction of movement, aligning with historical records that emphasize the prosaic labor underpinning campaigns and state survival.

The memory of 1812 quickly became a pillar of Russian national identity. Accounts by veterans, official histories, and commemorations cast the campaign as a moral victory that humbled Napoleon. Debates persisted over commanders’ merits and policy choices, but the image of popular resistance—regular troops, Cossacks, peasants, and urban volunteers—was central. The 50th anniversary in 1862 and subsequent publications renewed interest in documents and memoirs. War and Peace participates in this memory culture while resisting simple glorification, scrutinizing sources and highlighting contradictions between later myths and contemporary experiences recorded in diaries and letters.

Tolstoy wrote War and Peace between 1865 and 1869, during the era of the Great Reforms under Alexander II, including the emancipation of serfs in 1861. The Crimean War (1853–1856), in which Tolstoy served, had revealed Russia’s administrative and logistical weaknesses, sharpening his skepticism about military heroics. Intellectual life polarized between “Westernizers” and “Slavophiles,” who debated Russia’s path. Serialized in The Russian Messenger before book publication in 1869, the novel reached readers amid censorship but vigorous public discussion. Tolstoy consulted memoirs, orders of the day, and historical studies, and he openly criticized prevailing historiography’s reliance on grand, simplifying explanations.

A distinctive feature of the novel is its meditation on historical causation. Tolstoy challenges the notion that emperors and generals alone steer events, stressing instead the interplay of countless decisions, mistakes, and constraints. This perspective reflects 19th-century arguments about the writing of history and the responsibilities of historians to sources. The book’s blend of fiction and essayistic reflection mirrors contemporary efforts to reconcile national memory with archival evidence. By reanimating councils, proclamations, and private correspondence, Tolstoy puts official narratives in dialogue with ordinary experience, inviting readers to consider how collective action emerges from disparate motives and limited knowledge.
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    Introduction
Leo Tolstoy (Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoy, 1828–1910) was a Russian novelist, moral thinker, and public intellectual whose work reshaped the modern novel and influenced global debates about ethics and society. Born into the landed gentry at Yasnaya Polyana, he achieved renown with War and Peace and Anna Karenina, vast realist narratives that combine intimate psychology with sweeping social history. He also wrote influential short fiction, plays, and essays that interrogated violence, faith, and the structures of power. Tolstoy’s life traversed imperial Russia’s upheavals, from military service to public advocacy, and he became an emblem of artistic ambition joined to relentless moral inquiry. His name is synonymous with panoramic realism and ethical seriousness.
Across the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Tolstoy’s books were translated widely and attained a global readership that extended far beyond Russia. Critics and readers recognized in his fiction an uncommon breadth: multitudes of characters, lifelike social milieus, and a narrative voice capable of both microscopic detail and philosophical reflection. Beyond literature, his later religious and political essays influenced reformers and pacifists worldwide. That dual legacy—artist and moralist—made him a central figure in world culture, ensuring that discussions of the realist novel, historical representation, and conscientious resistance continue to engage with his ideas and narrative experiments.
Education and Literary Influences
Tolstoy’s early education combined private tutoring with self-directed study at Yasnaya Polyana. Orphaned in childhood, he was raised by relatives and exposed early to French and Russian literature. In the 1840s he enrolled at Kazan University, where he pursued studies without completing a degree, and then returned to his estate, continuing an intensive program of reading and keeping detailed journals. He soon entered military service, first in the Caucasus and later during the Crimean War, experiences that sharpened his observational powers and skepticism about official heroism. These formative years supplied material, discipline, and a moral horizon that would shape his earliest publications.
His intellectual influences were broad and evolving. He admired Jean-Jacques Rousseau, studied classical historians, and engaged critically with European philosophers such as Arthur Schopenhauer. The Russian literary tradition—especially Pushkin and Gogol—offered formal models and subjects, while peasant speech and folklore informed his prose rhythms. Scriptural study, particularly the Gospels, became increasingly central after a midlife crisis, redirecting his thought toward nonviolence and conscience. Tolstoy read widely in European fiction and history, but his most decisive teachers were lived experience—war, rural life, and the obligations of landownership—which convinced him that moral clarity and truthful description were essential tasks for a writer.
Literary Career
Tolstoy’s entry into print came with the semi-autobiographical trilogy Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth, followed by The Cossacks and the Sevastopol Sketches, which drew directly on his service in the Caucasus and Crimean War. Early readers noted the vivid immediacy of battle scenes, the unsentimental portraiture of soldiers and civilians, and a probing attention to conscience under pressure. These works announced a realist committed to experiential truth rather than romantic heroics. They also established recurring concerns: the costs of violence, the complexity of social duty, and the search for authentic life. By the early 1860s, he was recognized as a major new voice in Russian letters.
War and Peace, composed and published over much of the 1860s, expanded his ambitions to unprecedented scale. Set against the Napoleonic invasions, it blends family saga, military chronicle, and essayistic meditations on history and causation. Tolstoy’s method—minute psychological observation fused with vast social panoramas—redefined what a realist novel could encompass. The book’s reception in Russia was extraordinary, and translations soon carried his reputation abroad. Its formal daring, moral complexity, and immersive realism established a benchmark for historical fiction, while its skeptical view of great men and emphasis on ordinary lives deepened public debate about how history is made and recorded.
Anna Karenina, serialized in the 1870s, moved from battlefields to drawing rooms and provincial estates, exploring marriage, social judgment, and the demands of personal conscience. Its interwoven plots produce a portrait of Russian society at once intimate and systematic, while the psychological precision of its central figures cemented Tolstoy’s standing as a master of interiority. The novel’s artful structure, shifting perspectives, and careful social observation earned immediate acclaim and continuing study. Together with War and Peace, it exemplified his ability to turn individual choices into reflections on an entire culture, showing how private lives register public values and pressures.
In later decades, Tolstoy’s fiction narrowed in scale but intensified in ethical focus. The Death of Ivan Ilyich examines mortality and self-deception; The Kreutzer Sonata interrogates desire and jealousy; Master and Man and other tales explore conscience and compassion amid harsh conditions. His long novel Resurrection revisits legal and moral responsibility in a society of entrenched inequalities, while Hadji Murat, completed near the end of his life and published posthumously, returns to the Caucasus with tragic clarity. He also wrote drama, notably The Power of Darkness, and critical essays such as What Is Art?, often confronting censorship as his work became more outspoken.
Beliefs and Advocacy
A spiritual crisis in the late 1870s, later recounted in A Confession, prompted Tolstoy to reexamine faith, authority, and social duty. He concluded that the core of Christian teaching lay in nonviolence and radical love, and he criticized church and state for sanctioning coercion. In The Kingdom of God Is Within You and related writings, he argued for conscientious nonresistance and moral self-reform. The Russian Orthodox Church formally excommunicated him in 1901. In practice he simplified his lifestyle, advocated manual labor, and adopted vegetarianism. He supported famine relief and denounced capital punishment, conscription, and private property arrangements that perpetuated inequality.
Education and practical reform remained central to his advocacy. In the 1860s he opened schools for peasant children at Yasnaya Polyana and developed primers that emphasized curiosity and freedom rather than rote discipline. His pedagogical essays proposed a humane, student-centered approach that challenged prevailing practices. As his religious and political views matured, communities of admirers—often called Tolstoyans—formed in Russia and abroad, experimenting with simple living, cooperative labor, and conscientious objection. His writings on nonviolence reached international audiences, including Mohandas Gandhi, with whom he corresponded; his Letter to a Hindu articulated ethical resistance that would echo in later movements for social and political change.
Final Years & Legacy
Tolstoy’s late years were marked by public prominence and mounting tension with authorities and with the practical demands of family life and property. He sought to renounce copyrights on new work and to live more austerely, positions that generated controversy. In 1910 he left Yasnaya Polyana seeking seclusion; en route he fell ill and died at the rural railway station of Astapovo. Accounts attribute the immediate cause to pneumonia. He was buried at Yasnaya Polyana, the estate that had anchored his imagination and reforms. Even in death, his passing became a national event, emblematic of the moral urgency that surrounded his name.
Tolstoy’s legacy spans literature, moral philosophy, education, and political thought. His narratives remain touchstones for realism, while his essays continue to provoke debate about art’s purpose and the ethics of power. Translated into numerous languages and adapted for stage and screen, his works sustain a global readership. Nonviolent activists, including Gandhi and later civil rights leaders, drew inspiration from his arguments for conscience over coercion. Scholars and visitors continue to study his manuscripts and walk the grounds of Yasnaya Polyana. More than a century after his death, Tolstoy stands as a writer whose art and convictions transformed public imagination.
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CHAPTER I






“Well, Prince, so Genoa and Lucca are now just family estates of the Buonapartes. But I warn you, if you don’t tell me that this means war, if you still try to defend the infamies and horrors perpetrated by that Antichrist—I really believe he is Antichrist—I will have nothing more to do with you and you are no longer my friend, no longer my ‘faithful slave,’ as you call yourself! But how do you do? I see I have frightened you—sit down and tell me all the news.”




It was in July, 1805, and the speaker was the well-known Anna Pavlovna Scherer, maid of honor and favorite of the Empress Marya Fedorovna. With these words she greeted Prince Vasili Kuragin, a man of high rank and importance, who was the first to arrive at her reception. Anna Pavlovna had had a cough for some days. She was, as she said, suffering from la grippe[1]; grippe being then a new word in St. Petersburg, used only by the elite.




All her invitations without exception, written in French, and delivered by a scarlet-liveried footman that morning, ran as follows:




“If you have nothing better to do, Count (or Prince), and if the prospect of spending an evening with a poor invalid is not too terrible, I shall be very charmed to see you tonight between 7 and 10—Annette Scherer.”




“Heavens! what a virulent attack!” replied the prince, not in the least disconcerted by this reception. He had just entered, wearing an embroidered court uniform, knee breeches, and shoes, and had stars on his breast and a serene expression on his flat face. He spoke in that refined French in which our grandfathers not only spoke but thought, and with the gentle, patronizing intonation natural to a man of importance who had grown old in society and at court. He went up to Anna Pavlovna, kissed her hand, presenting to her his bald, scented, and shining head, and complacently seated himself on the sofa.




“First of all, dear friend, tell me how you are. Set your friend’s mind at rest,” said he without altering his tone, beneath the politeness and affected sympathy of which indifference and even irony could be discerned.




“Can one be well while suffering morally? Can one be calm in times like these if one has any feeling?” said Anna Pavlovna. “You are staying the whole evening, I hope?”




“And the fete at the English ambassador’s? Today is Wednesday. I must put in an appearance there,” said the prince. “My daughter is coming for me to take me there.”




“I thought today’s fete had been canceled. I confess all these festivities and fireworks are becoming wearisome.”




“If they had known that you wished it, the entertainment would have been put off,” said the prince, who, like a wound-up clock, by force of habit said things he did not even wish to be believed.




“Don’t tease! Well, and what has been decided about Novosiltsev’s dispatch? You know everything.”




“What can one say about it?” replied the prince in a cold, listless tone. “What has been decided? They have decided that Buonaparte has burnt his boats, and I believe that we are ready to burn ours.”




Prince Vasili always spoke languidly, like an actor repeating a stale part. Anna Pavlovna Scherer on the contrary, despite her forty years, overflowed with animation and impulsiveness. To be an enthusiast had become her social vocation and, sometimes even when she did not feel like it, she became enthusiastic in order not to disappoint the expectations of those who knew her. The subdued smile which, though it did not suit her faded features, always played round her lips expressed, as in a spoiled child, a continual consciousness of her charming defect, which she neither wished, nor could, nor considered it necessary, to correct.




In the midst of a conversation on political matters Anna Pavlovna burst out:




“Oh, don’t speak to me of Austria. Perhaps I don’t understand things, but Austria never has wished, and does not wish, for war. She is betraying us! Russia alone must save Europe. Our gracious sovereign recognizes his high vocation and will be true to it. That is the one thing I have faith in! Our good and wonderful sovereign has to perform the noblest role on earth, and he is so virtuous and noble that God will not forsake him. He will fulfill his vocation and crush the hydra of revolution, which has become more terrible than ever in the person of this murderer and villain! We alone must avenge the blood of the just one…. Whom, I ask you, can we rely on?… England with her commercial spirit will not and cannot understand the Emperor Alexander’s loftiness of soul. She has refused to evacuate Malta. She wanted to find, and still seeks, some secret motive in our actions. What answer did Novosiltsev get? None. The English have not understood and cannot understand the self-abnegation of our Emperor who wants nothing for himself, but only desires the good of mankind. And what have they promised? Nothing! And what little they have promised they will not perform! Prussia has always declared that Buonaparte is invincible, and that all Europe is powerless before him…. And I don’t believe a word that Hardenburg says, or Haugwitz either. This famous Prussian neutrality is just a trap. I have faith only in God and the lofty destiny of our adored monarch. He will save Europe!”




She suddenly paused, smiling at her own impetuosity.




“I think,” said the prince with a smile, “that if you had been sent instead of our dear Wintzingerode you would have captured the King of Prussia’s consent by assault. You are so eloquent. Will you give me a cup of tea?”




“In a moment. A propos,” she added, becoming calm again, “I am expecting two very interesting men tonight, le Vicomte de Mortemart, who is connected with the Montmorencys through the Rohans, one of the best French families. He is one of the genuine emigres, the good ones. And also the Abbe Morio. Do you know that profound thinker? He has been received by the Emperor. Had you heard?”




“I shall be delighted to meet them,” said the prince. “But tell me,” he added with studied carelessness as if it had only just occurred to him, though the question he was about to ask was the chief motive of his visit, “is it true that the Dowager Empress wants Baron Funke to be appointed first secretary at Vienna? The baron by all accounts is a poor creature.”




Prince Vasili wished to obtain this post for his son, but others were trying through the Dowager Empress Marya Fedorovna to secure it for the baron.




Anna Pavlovna almost closed her eyes to indicate that neither she nor anyone else had a right to criticize what the Empress desired or was pleased with.




“Baron Funke has been recommended to the Dowager Empress by her sister,” was all she said, in a dry and mournful tone.




As she named the Empress, Anna Pavlovna’s face suddenly assumed an expression of profound and sincere devotion and respect mingled with sadness, and this occurred every time she mentioned her illustrious patroness. She added that Her Majesty had deigned to show Baron Funke beaucoup d’estime, and again her face clouded over with sadness.




The prince was silent and looked indifferent. But, with the womanly and courtierlike quickness and tact habitual to her, Anna Pavlovna wished both to rebuke him (for daring to speak he had done of a man recommended to the Empress) and at the same time to console him, so she said:




“Now about your family. Do you know that since your daughter came out everyone has been enraptured by her? They say she is amazingly beautiful.”




The prince bowed to signify his respect and gratitude.




“I often think,” she continued after a short pause, drawing nearer to the prince and smiling amiably at him as if to show that political and social topics were ended and the time had come for intimate conversation—“I often think how unfairly sometimes the joys of life are distributed. Why has fate given you two such splendid children? I don’t speak of Anatole, your youngest. I don’t like him,” she added in a tone admitting of no rejoinder and raising her eyebrows. “Two such charming children. And really you appreciate them less than anyone, and so you don’t deserve to have them.”




And she smiled her ecstatic smile.




“I can’t help it,” said the prince. “Lavater would have said I lack the bump of paternity.”




“Don’t joke; I mean to have a serious talk with you. Do you know I am dissatisfied with your younger son? Between ourselves” (and her face assumed its melancholy expression), “he was mentioned at Her Majesty’s and you were pitied….”




The prince answered nothing, but she looked at him significantly, awaiting a reply. He frowned.




“What would you have me do?” he said at last. “You know I did all a father could for their education, and they have both turned out fools. Hippolyte is at least a quiet fool, but Anatole is an active one. That is the only difference between them.” He said this smiling in a way more natural and animated than usual, so that the wrinkles round his mouth very clearly revealed something unexpectedly coarse and unpleasant.




“And why are children born to such men as you? If you were not a father there would be nothing I could reproach you with,” said Anna Pavlovna, looking up pensively.




“I am your faithful slave and to you alone I can confess that my children are the bane of my life. It is the cross I have to bear. That is how I explain it to myself. It can’t be helped!”




He said no more, but expressed his resignation to cruel fate by a gesture. Anna Pavlovna meditated.




“Have you never thought of marrying your prodigal son Anatole?” she asked. “They say old maids have a mania for matchmaking, and though I don’t feel that weakness in myself as yet, I know a little person who is very unhappy with her father. She is a relation of yours, Princess Mary Bolkonskaya.”




Prince Vasili did not reply, though, with the quickness of memory and perception befitting a man of the world, he indicated by a movement of the head that he was considering this information.




“Do you know,” he said at last, evidently unable to check the sad current of his thoughts, “that Anatole is costing me forty thousand rubles a year? And,” he went on after a pause, “what will it be in five years, if he goes on like this?” Presently he added: “That’s what we fathers have to put up with…. Is this princess of yours rich?”




“Her father is very rich and stingy. He lives in the country. He is the well-known Prince Bolkonski who had to retire from the army under the late Emperor, and was nicknamed ‘the King of Prussia.’ He is very clever but eccentric, and a bore. The poor girl is very unhappy. She has a brother; I think you know him, he married Lise Meinen lately. He is an aide-de-camp of Kutuzov’s and will be here tonight.”




“Listen, dear Annette,” said the prince, suddenly taking Anna Pavlovna’s hand and for some reason drawing it downwards. “Arrange that affair for me and I shall always be your most devoted slave-slafe with an f, as a village elder of mine writes in his reports. She is rich and of good family and that’s all I want.”




And with the familiarity and easy grace peculiar to him, he raised the maid of honor’s hand to his lips, kissed it, and swung it to and fro as he lay back in his armchair, looking in another direction.




“Attendez,” said Anna Pavlovna, reflecting, “I’ll speak to Lise, young Bolkonski’s wife, this very evening, and perhaps the thing can be arranged. It shall be on your family’s behalf that I’ll start my apprenticeship as old maid.”








CHAPTER II




Anna Pavlovna’s drawing room was gradually filling. The highest Petersburg society was assembled there: people differing widely in age and character but alike in the social circle to which they belonged. Prince Vasili’s daughter, the beautiful Helene, came to take her father to the ambassador’s entertainment; she wore a ball dress and her badge as maid of honor. The youthful little Princess Bolkonskaya, known as la femme la plus seduisante de Petersbourg, * was also there. She had been married during the previous winter, and being pregnant did not go to any large gatherings, but only to small receptions. Prince Vasili’s son, Hippolyte, had come with Mortemart, whom he introduced. The Abbe Morio[2] and many others had also come.




* The most fascinating woman in Petersburg.

    To each new arrival Anna Pavlovna said, “You have not yet seen my aunt,” or “You do not know my aunt?” and very gravely conducted him or her to a little old lady, wearing large bows of ribbon in her cap, who had come sailing in from another room as soon as the guests began to arrive; and slowly turning her eyes from the visitor to her aunt, Anna Pavlovna mentioned each one’s name and then left them.




Each visitor performed the ceremony of greeting this old aunt whom not one of them knew, not one of them wanted to know, and not one of them cared about; Anna Pavlovna observed these greetings with mournful and solemn interest and silent approval. The aunt spoke to each of them in the same words, about their health and her own, and the health of Her Majesty, “who, thank God, was better today.” And each visitor, though politeness prevented his showing impatience, left the old woman with a sense of relief at having performed a vexatious duty and did not return to her the whole evening.




The young Princess Bolkonskaya had brought some work in a gold-embroidered velvet bag. Her pretty little upper lip, on which a delicate dark down was just perceptible, was too short for her teeth, but it lifted all the more sweetly, and was especially charming when she occasionally drew it down to meet the lower lip. As is always the case with a thoroughly attractive woman, her defect—the shortness of her upper lip and her half-open mouth—seemed to be her own special and peculiar form of beauty. Everyone brightened at the sight of this pretty young woman, so soon to become a mother, so full of life and health, and carrying her burden so lightly. Old men and dull dispirited young ones who looked at her, after being in her company and talking to her a little while, felt as if they too were becoming, like her, full of life and health. All who talked to her, and at each word saw her bright smile and the constant gleam of her white teeth, thought that they were in a specially amiable mood that day.




The little princess went round the table with quick, short, swaying steps, her workbag on her arm, and gaily spreading out her dress sat down on a sofa near the silver samovar, as if all she was doing was a pleasure to herself and to all around her. “I have brought my work,” said she in French, displaying her bag and addressing all present. “Mind, Annette, I hope you have not played a wicked trick on me,” she added, turning to her hostess. “You wrote that it was to be quite a small reception, and just see how badly I am dressed.” And she spread out her arms to show her short-waisted, lace-trimmed, dainty gray dress, girdled with a broad ribbon just below the breast.




“Soyez tranquille, Lise, you will always be prettier than anyone else,” replied Anna Pavlovna.




“You know,” said the princess in the same tone of voice and still in French, turning to a general, “my husband is deserting me? He is going to get himself killed. Tell me what this wretched war is for?” she added, addressing Prince Vasili, and without waiting for an answer she turned to speak to his daughter, the beautiful Helene.




“What a delightful woman this little princess is!” said Prince Vasili to Anna Pavlovna.




One of the next arrivals was a stout, heavily built young man with close-cropped hair, spectacles, the light-colored breeches fashionable at that time, a very high ruffle, and a brown dress coat. This stout young man was an illegitimate son of Count Bezukhov, a well-known grandee of Catherine’s time who now lay dying in Moscow. The young man had not yet entered either the military or civil service, as he had only just returned from abroad where he had been educated, and this was his first appearance in society. Anna Pavlovna greeted him with the nod she accorded to the lowest hierarchy in her drawing room. But in spite of this lowest-grade greeting, a look of anxiety and fear, as at the sight of something too large and unsuited to the place, came over her face when she saw Pierre enter. Though he was certainly rather bigger than the other men in the room, her anxiety could only have reference to the clever though shy, but observant and natural, expression which distinguished him from everyone else in that drawing room.




“It is very good of you, Monsieur Pierre, to come and visit a poor invalid,” said Anna Pavlovna, exchanging an alarmed glance with her aunt as she conducted him to her.




Pierre murmured something unintelligible, and continued to look round as if in search of something. On his way to the aunt he bowed to the little princess with a pleased smile, as to an intimate acquaintance.




Anna Pavlovna’s alarm was justified, for Pierre turned away from the aunt without waiting to hear her speech about Her Majesty’s health. Anna Pavlovna in dismay detained him with the words: “Do you know the Abbe Morio? He is a most interesting man.”




“Yes, I have heard of his scheme for perpetual peace, and it is very interesting but hardly feasible.”




“You think so?” rejoined Anna Pavlovna in order to say something and get away to attend to her duties as hostess. But Pierre now committed a reverse act of impoliteness. First he had left a lady before she had finished speaking to him, and now he continued to speak to another who wished to get away. With his head bent, and his big feet spread apart, he began explaining his reasons for thinking the abbe’s plan chimerical.




“We will talk of it later,” said Anna Pavlovna with a smile.




And having got rid of this young man who did not know how to behave, she resumed her duties as hostess and continued to listen and watch, ready to help at any point where the conversation might happen to flag. As the foreman of a spinning mill, when he has set the hands to work, goes round and notices here a spindle that has stopped or there one that creaks or makes more noise than it should, and hastens to check the machine or set it in proper motion, so Anna Pavlovna moved about her drawing room, approaching now a silent, now a too-noisy group, and by a word or slight rearrangement kept the conversational machine in steady, proper, and regular motion. But amid these cares her anxiety about Pierre was evident. She kept an anxious watch on him when he approached the group round Mortemart to listen to what was being said there, and again when he passed to another group whose center was the abbe.




Pierre had been educated abroad, and this reception at Anna Pavlovna’s was the first he had attended in Russia. He knew that all the intellectual lights of Petersburg were gathered there and, like a child in a toyshop, did not know which way to look, afraid of missing any clever conversation that was to be heard. Seeing the self-confident and refined expression on the faces of those present he was always expecting to hear something very profound. At last he came up to Morio. Here the conversation seemed interesting and he stood waiting for an opportunity to express his own views, as young people are fond of doing.








CHAPTER III




Anna Pavlovna’s reception was in full swing. The spindles hummed steadily and ceaselessly on all sides. With the exception of the aunt, beside whom sat only one elderly lady, who with her thin careworn face was rather out of place in this brilliant society, the whole company had settled into three groups. One, chiefly masculine, had formed round the abbe. Another, of young people, was grouped round the beautiful Princess Helene, Prince Vasili’s daughter, and the little Princess Bolkonskaya, very pretty and rosy, though rather too plump for her age. The third group was gathered round Mortemart and Anna Pavlovna.




The vicomte was a nice-looking young man with soft features and polished manners, who evidently considered himself a celebrity but out of politeness modestly placed himself at the disposal of the circle in which he found himself. Anna Pavlovna was obviously serving him up as a treat to her guests. As a clever maitre d’hotel serves up as a specially choice delicacy a piece of meat that no one who had seen it in the kitchen would have cared to eat, so Anna Pavlovna served up to her guests, first the vicomte and then the abbe, as peculiarly choice morsels. The group about Mortemart immediately began discussing the murder of the Duc d’Enghien[3]. The vicomte said that the Duc d’Enghien had perished by his own magnanimity, and that there were particular reasons for Buonaparte’s hatred of him.




“Ah, yes! Do tell us all about it, Vicomte,” said Anna Pavlovna, with a pleasant feeling that there was something a la Louis XV in the sound of that sentence: “Contez nous cela, Vicomte.”




The vicomte bowed and smiled courteously in token of his willingness to comply. Anna Pavlovna arranged a group round him, inviting everyone to listen to his tale.




“The vicomte knew the duc personally,” whispered Anna Pavlovna to of the guests. “The vicomte is a wonderful raconteur,” said she to another. “How evidently he belongs to the best society,” said she to a third; and the vicomte was served up to the company in the choicest and most advantageous style, like a well-garnished joint of roast beef on a hot dish.




The vicomte wished to begin his story and gave a subtle smile.




“Come over here, Helene, dear,” said Anna Pavlovna to the beautiful young princess who was sitting some way off, the center of another group.




The princess smiled. She rose with the same unchanging smile with which she had first entered the room—the smile of a perfectly beautiful woman. With a slight rustle of her white dress trimmed with moss and ivy, with a gleam of white shoulders, glossy hair, and sparkling diamonds, she passed between the men who made way for her, not looking at any of them but smiling on all, as if graciously allowing each the privilege of admiring her beautiful figure and shapely shoulders, back, and bosom—which in the fashion of those days were very much exposed—and she seemed to bring the glamour of a ballroom with her as she moved toward Anna Pavlovna. Helene was so lovely that not only did she not show any trace of coquetry, but on the contrary she even appeared shy of her unquestionable and all too victorious beauty. She seemed to wish, but to be unable, to diminish its effect.




“How lovely!” said everyone who saw her; and the vicomte lifted his shoulders and dropped his eyes as if startled by something extraordinary when she took her seat opposite and beamed upon him also with her unchanging smile.




“Madame, I doubt my ability before such an audience,” said he, smilingly inclining his head.




The princess rested her bare round arm on a little table and considered a reply unnecessary. She smilingly waited. All the time the story was being told she sat upright, glancing now at her beautiful round arm, altered in shape by its pressure on the table, now at her still more beautiful bosom, on which she readjusted a diamond necklace. From time to time she smoothed the folds of her dress, and whenever the story produced an effect she glanced at Anna Pavlovna, at once adopted just the expression she saw on the maid of honor’s face, and again relapsed into her radiant smile.




The little princess had also left the tea table and followed Helene.




“Wait a moment, I’ll get my work…. Now then, what are you thinking of?” she went on, turning to Prince Hippolyte. “Fetch me my workbag.”




There was a general movement as the princess, smiling and talking merrily to everyone at once, sat down and gaily arranged herself in her seat.




“Now I am all right,” she said, and asking the vicomte to begin, she took up her work.




Prince Hippolyte, having brought the workbag, joined the circle and moving a chair close to hers seated himself beside her.




Le charmant Hippolyte was surprising by his extraordinary resemblance to his beautiful sister, but yet more by the fact that in spite of this resemblance he was exceedingly ugly. His features were like his sister’s, but while in her case everything was lit up by a joyous, self-satisfied, youthful, and constant smile of animation, and by the wonderful classic beauty of her figure, his face on the contrary was dulled by imbecility and a constant expression of sullen self-confidence, while his body was thin and weak. His eyes, nose, and mouth all seemed puckered into a vacant, wearied grimace, and his arms and legs always fell into unnatural positions.




“It’s not going to be a ghost story?” said he, sitting down beside the princess and hastily adjusting his lorgnette, as if without this instrument he could not begin to speak.




“Why no, my dear fellow,” said the astonished narrator, shrugging his shoulders.




“Because I hate ghost stories,” said Prince Hippolyte in a tone which showed that he only understood the meaning of his words after he had uttered them.




He spoke with such self-confidence that his hearers could not be sure whether what he said was very witty or very stupid. He was dressed in a dark-green dress coat, knee breeches of the color of cuisse de nymphe effrayee, as he called it, shoes, and silk stockings.




The vicomte told his tale very neatly. It was an anecdote, then current, to the effect that the Duc d’Enghien had gone secretly to Paris to visit Mademoiselle George; that at her house he came upon Bonaparte, who also enjoyed the famous actress’ favors, and that in his presence Napoleon happened to fall into one of the fainting fits to which he was subject, and was thus at the duc’s mercy. The latter spared him, and this magnanimity Bonaparte subsequently repaid by death.




The story was very pretty and interesting, especially at the point where the rivals suddenly recognized one another; and the ladies looked agitated.




“Charming!” said Anna Pavlovna with an inquiring glance at the little princess.




“Charming!” whispered the little princess, sticking the needle into her work as if to testify that the interest and fascination of the story prevented her from going on with it.




The vicomte appreciated this silent praise and smiling gratefully prepared to continue, but just then Anna Pavlovna, who had kept a watchful eye on the young man who so alarmed her, noticed that he was talking too loudly and vehemently with the abbe, so she hurried to the rescue. Pierre had managed to start a conversation with the abbe about the balance of power, and the latter, evidently interested by the young man’s simple-minded eagerness, was explaining his pet theory. Both were talking and listening too eagerly and too naturally, which was why Anna Pavlovna disapproved.




“The means are… the balance of power in Europe and the rights of the people,” the abbe was saying. “It is only necessary for one powerful nation like Russia—barbaric as she is said to be—to place herself disinterestedly at the head of an alliance having for its object the maintenance of the balance of power of Europe, and it would save the world!”




“But how are you to get that balance?” Pierre was beginning.




At that moment Anna Pavlovna came up and, looking severely at Pierre, asked the Italian how he stood Russian climate. The Italian’s face instantly changed and assumed an offensively affected, sugary expression, evidently habitual to him when conversing with women.




“I am so enchanted by the brilliancy of the wit and culture of the society, more especially of the feminine society, in which I have had the honor of being received, that I have not yet had time to think of the climate,” said he.




Not letting the abbe and Pierre escape, Anna Pavlovna, the more conveniently to keep them under observation, brought them into the larger circle.








CHAPTER IV



Just then another visitor entered the drawing room: Prince Andrew Bolkonski, the little princess’ husband. He was a very handsome young man, of medium height, with firm, clearcut features. Everything about him, from his weary, bored expression to his quiet, measured step, offered a most striking contrast to his quiet, little wife. It was evident that he not only knew everyone in the drawing room, but had found them to be so tiresome that it wearied him to look at or listen to them. And among all these faces that he found so tedious, none seemed to bore him so much as that of his pretty wife. He turned away from her with a grimace that distorted his handsome face, kissed Anna Pavlovna’s hand, and screwing up his eyes scanned the whole company.




“You are off to the war, Prince?” said Anna Pavlovna.




“General Kutuzov[4],” said Bolkonski, speaking French and stressing the last syllable of the general’s name like a Frenchman, “has been pleased to take me as an aide-de-camp….”




“And Lise, your wife?”




“She will go to the country.”




“Are you not ashamed to deprive us of your charming wife?”




“Andre,” said his wife, addressing her husband in the same coquettish manner in which she spoke to other men, “the vicomte has been telling us such a tale about Mademoiselle George and Buonaparte!”




Prince Andrew screwed up his eyes and turned away. Pierre, who from the moment Prince Andrew entered the room had watched him with glad, affectionate eyes, now came up and took his arm. Before he looked round Prince Andrew frowned again, expressing his annoyance with whoever was touching his arm, but when he saw Pierre’s beaming face he gave him an unexpectedly kind and pleasant smile.




“There now!… So you, too, are in the great world?” said he to Pierre.




“I knew you would be here,” replied Pierre. “I will come to supper with you. May I?” he added in a low voice so as not to disturb the vicomte who was continuing his story.




“No, impossible!” said Prince Andrew, laughing and pressing Pierre’s hand to show that there was no need to ask the question. He wished to say something more, but at that moment Prince Vasili and his daughter got up to go and the two young men rose to let them pass.




“You must excuse me, dear Vicomte,” said Prince Vasili to the Frenchman, holding him down by the sleeve in a friendly way to prevent his rising. “This unfortunate fete at the ambassador’s deprives me of a pleasure, and obliges me to interrupt you. I am very sorry to leave your enchanting party,” said he, turning to Anna Pavlovna.




His daughter, Princess Helene, passed between the chairs, lightly holding up the folds of her dress, and the smile shone still more radiantly on her beautiful face. Pierre gazed at her with rapturous, almost frightened, eyes as she passed him.




“Very lovely,” said Prince Andrew.




“Very,” said Pierre.




In passing Prince Vasili seized Pierre’s hand and said to Anna Pavlovna: “Educate this bear for me! He has been staying with me a whole month and this is the first time I have seen him in society. Nothing is so necessary for a young man as the society of clever women.”




Anna Pavlovna smiled and promised to take Pierre in hand. She knew his father to be a connection of Prince Vasili’s. The elderly lady who had been sitting with the old aunt rose hurriedly and overtook Prince Vasili in the anteroom. All the affectation of interest she had assumed had left her kindly and tear-worn face and it now expressed only anxiety and fear.




“How about my son Boris, Prince?” said she, hurrying after him into the anteroom. “I can’t remain any longer in Petersburg. Tell me what news I may take back to my poor boy.”




Although Prince Vasili listened reluctantly and not very politely to the elderly lady, even betraying some impatience, she gave him an ingratiating and appealing smile, and took his hand that he might not go away.




“What would it cost you to say a word to the Emperor, and then he would be transferred to the Guards at once?” said she.




“Believe me, Princess, I am ready to do all I can,” answered Prince Vasili, “but it is difficult for me to ask the Emperor. I should advise you to appeal to Rumyantsev through Prince Golitsyn. That would be the best way.”




The elderly lady was a Princess Drubetskaya, belonging to one of the best families in Russia, but she was poor, and having long been out of society had lost her former influential connections. She had now come to Petersburg to procure an appointment in the Guards for her only son. It was, in fact, solely to meet Prince Vasili that she had obtained an invitation to Anna Pavlovna’s reception and had sat listening to the vicomte’s story. Prince Vasili’s words frightened her, an embittered look clouded her once handsome face, but only for a moment; then she smiled again and clutched Prince Vasili’s arm more tightly.




“Listen to me, Prince,” said she. “I have never yet asked you for anything and I never will again, nor have I ever reminded you of my father’s friendship for you; but now I entreat you for God’s sake to do this for my son—and I shall always regard you as a benefactor,” she added hurriedly. “No, don’t be angry, but promise! I have asked Golitsyn and he has refused. Be the kindhearted man you always were,” she said, trying to smile though tears were in her eyes.




“Papa, we shall be late,” said Princess Helene, turning her beautiful head and looking over her classically molded shoulder as she stood waiting by the door.




Influence in society, however, is a capital which has to be economized if it is to last. Prince Vasili knew this, and having once realized that if he asked on behalf of all who begged of him, he would soon be unable to ask for himself, he became chary of using his influence. But in Princess Drubetskaya’s case he felt, after her second appeal, something like qualms of conscience. She had reminded him of what was quite true; he had been indebted to her father for the first steps in his career. Moreover, he could see by her manners that she was one of those women—mostly mothers—who, having once made up their minds, will not rest until they have gained their end, and are prepared if necessary to go on insisting day after day and hour after hour, and even to make scenes. This last consideration moved him.




“My dear Anna Mikhaylovna,” said he with his usual familiarity and weariness of tone, “it is almost impossible for me to do what you ask; but to prove my devotion to you and how I respect your father’s memory, I will do the impossible—your son shall be transferred to the Guards. Here is my hand on it. Are you satisfied?”




“My dear benefactor! This is what I expected from you—I knew your kindness!” He turned to go.




“Wait—just a word! When he has been transferred to the Guards…” she faltered. “You are on good terms with Michael Ilarionovich Kutuzov… recommend Boris to him as adjutant! Then I shall be at rest, and then…”




Prince
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