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      Context

      
      Lev (Leo) nikolaevich tolstoy
            was born into a large and wealthy Russian landowning
         family in 1828, on the family estate of Yasnaya
         Polyana. Tolstoy’s mother died when he was only two years old, and
         he idealized her memory throughout his life. Indeed, many critics
         believe that the angelic Princess Mary in War and Peace is
         modeled on this idealized memory of the author’s mother. The family
         moved to Moscow when Tolstoy was nine. Shortly afterward, his father
         was murdered while traveling. Being orphaned before the age of ten, albeit
         without financial worries, left Tolstoy with an acute awareness
         of the power of death—an idea central to all his great works.
      

      
      Though an intelligent child, Tolstoy had little interest
         in academics. His aunt had to work hard to persuade him to go to
         university, and he failed his entrance exam on his first attempt.
         Eventually, at the age of sixteen, Tolstoy matriculated at Kazan
         University. He studied law and Oriental languages, showing an interest
         in the grand heroic cultures of Persia, Turkey, and the Caucasus
         that persisted throughout his life. He was not popular at the university,
         and was very self-conscious about his large nose and thick eyebrows. Ultimately,
         Tolstoy was dissatisfied with his education, and he left the university
         in 1847, without a degree.
      

      
      In 1851, Tolstoy visited his brother
         in the Russian army and then decided to enlist himself shortly afterward.
         He served in the Crimean War (1854–1856)
         and recorded his experience in his Sevastopol Stories (1855),
         in which he developed techniques of representing military actions
         and deaths that he would later use in War and Peace. During
         his time in the army, Tolstoy produced a well-received autobiographical
         novel, Childhood (1852),
         followed by two others, Boyhood (1854)
         and Youth (1857).
      

      
      In 1862, Tolstoy married Sofya
         Andreevna Behrs. He devoted most of the next two decades to raising
         a large family, managing his estate, and writing his two greatest
         novels, War and Peace (1865–1869)
         and Anna Karenina (1875–1877).
         In the years just prior to his marriage, Tolstoy had visited western
         Europe, partly to observe educational methods abroad. Upon returning,
         he founded and taught at schools for his peasants. His contact with
         his own peasants led to a heightened appreciation of their morality,
         camaraderie, and enjoyment of life, as evidenced in his celebration
         of Platon Karataev in War and Peace. Indeed, Tolstoy
         became quite critical of the superficiality of upper class Russians,
         as we can sense in his portraits of the Kuragin family in War
            and Peace. Ultimately, Tolstoy developed a desire to seek
         spiritual regeneration by renouncing his family’s possessions, much
         to the dismay of his long-suffering wife.
      

      
      Tolstoy’s life spanned a period of intense development
         for Russia. The country was transformed from a backward agricultural economy
         into a major industrialized world power by the time of Tolstoy’s
         death in 1910. This period witnessed major
         debates between two intellectual groups in Russia: the Slavophiles,
         who believed Russian culture and institutions to be exceptional
         and superior to European culture, and the Westernizers, who believed that
         Russia needed to follow more liberal, Western modes of thought and
         government. We see traces of this debate about the destiny of Russia—whether
         it should join Europe in its march toward secular values and scientific
         thought, or reject modernization and cherish the traditional, Asiatic
         elements of its culture—in Nicholas Rostov’s dismissal of modern
         Western farming techniques in War and Peace and
         his distinctly Russian style of land management. We also see this
         debate in the novel’s contrast between the logical Western mind
         of the arrogant Napoleon and the more holistic and humanitarian
         Russian minds of Pierre and Kutuzov. During this time, Russia was
         also undergoing a crisis of political thought, with a series of
         authoritarian tsars provoking liberal and radical intellectuals
         who demanded European constitutional rights—or even revolution—in
         Russia. Tolstoy’s critical portrayal of leadership in War
            and Peace owes much to the Russian liberals’ attack on
         authoritarian politics.
      

      
      Tolstoy’s turn to religion in his own life left an imprint
         on all his later writings. Works such as A Confession (1882)
         and The Kingdom of God Is Within You (1893)
         focused on the biblical Gospels’ ideals of brotherly love and nonresistance
         to evil. The character of Pierre in War and Peace illustrates
         Tolstoy’s moral commitment to humanity in a way that transcends
         class and nationality. Developing a reputation as a prophet of social
         thought, Tolstoy attracted disciples who came to his estate at Yasnaya
         Polyana seeking out his wisdom.
      

      
      In 1898, Tolstoy published a radical
         essay called What Is Art?, in which he argued that
         the sole aim of great art must be moral instruction, and that on
         these grounds Shakespeare’s plays and even Tolstoy’s own novels
         are artistic failures. Increasingly frustrated by the disparity
         between his personal moral philosophy and his wealth, and by his
         frequent quarrels with his wife, Tolstoy secretly left home in November 1910,
         at the age of eighty-two. He fell ill with pneumonia during his
         travels and died several days later in a faraway railway station.
         Tolstoy was mourned by admirers and followers around the world,
         and to this day is regarded as one of the greatest novelists in
         history.
      

      
      A Note on Russian Names

      
      To English-speaking readers, the names of the characters
         in War and Peace may be somewhat confusing, as
         there are a number of name-related conventions in Russian that do
         not exist in English.
      

      
      Each Russian has a first name, a patronymic, and a surname.
         A person’s patronymic consists of his or her father’s first name
         accompanied by a suffix meaning “son of” or “daughter of.” Hence,
         Princess Drubetskaya is addressed as Anna Mikhaylovna (daughter
         of Mikhail), Count Bezukhov is called Kyril Vladimirovich (son of Vladimir),
         and so on. Characters in the novel frequently address each other
         in this formal manner, using both the first name and patronymic.
      

      
      When characters do not address each other formally, they
         may use informal nicknames, or diminutives. Sometimes, these nicknames
         bear little resemblance to the characters’ full names. For instance,
         Nicholas is sometimes called Kolya (the standard nickname for Nicholas
         or Nikolai); Natasha is sometimes called Natalya (her full name,
         for which Natasha is the diminutive).
      

      
      Furthermore, surnames in Russian take on both masculine
         and feminine forms. In War and Peace, for instance,
         Andrew’s surname is Bolkonski, while his sister Mary’s surname takes
         the feminine form, Bolkonskaya. Likewise, Count Rostov is married
         to Countess Rostova, and their sons have the surname Rostov while
         their daughters have the surname Rostova.
      

      
      Keeping these conventions in mind helps to distinguish
         characters as they are addressed by different names throughout the
         novel. However, the use of these conventions varies in different
         editions of War and Peace, as some translators
         choose to simplify or eliminate name variants in order to make the
         novel more accessible to an English-speaking audience.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      War and peace opens
         in the Russian city of St. Petersburg in 1805,
         as Napoleon’s conquest of western Europe is just beginning to stir
         fears in Russia. Many of the novel’s characters are introduced at
         a society hostess’s party, among them Pierre Bezukhov, the socially
         awkward but likeable illegitimate son of a rich count, and Andrew
         Bolkonski, the intelligent and ambitious son of a retired military
         commander. We also meet the sneaky and shallow Kuragin family, including
         the wily father Vasili, the fortune-hunter son Anatole, and the
         ravishing daughter Helene. We are introduced to the Rostovs, a noble
         Moscow family, including the lively daughter Natasha, the quiet
         cousin Sonya, and the impetuous son Nicholas, who has just joined
         the army led by the old General Kutuzov.
      

      
      The Russian troops are mobilized in alliance with the
         Austrian empire, which is currently resisting Napoleon’s onslaught.
         Both Andrew and Nicholas go to the front. Andrew is wounded at the Battle
         of Austerlitz, and though he survives, he is long presumed dead.
         Pierre is made sole heir of his father’s fortune and marries Helene
         Kuragina in a daze. Helene cheats on Pierre, and he challenges her
         seducer to a duel in which Pierre nearly kills the man.
      

      
      Andrew’s wife, Lise, gives birth to a son just as Andrew
         arrives home to his estate, much to the shock of his family. Lise
         dies in childbirth, leaving Andrew’s devout sister Mary to raise
         the son. Meanwhile, Pierre, disillusioned by married life, leaves
         his wife and becomes involved with the spiritual practice of Freemasonry.
         He attempts to apply the practice’s teachings to his estate management, and
         share these teachings with his skeptical friend Andrew, who is doing
         work to help reform the Russian government.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the Rostov family’s fortunes are failing, thanks
         in part to Nicholas’s gambling debts. The Rostovs consider selling their
         beloved family estate, Otradnoe. Nicholas is encouraged to marry
         a rich heiress, despite his earlier promise to marry Sonya. Nicholas’s
         army career continues, and he witnesses the great peace between
         Napoleon and Tsar Alexander. Natasha grows up, attends her first
         ball, and falls in love with various men before becoming seriously
         attached to Andrew. Andrew’s father objects to the marriage, and
         requires Andrew to wait a year before wedding Natasha. Natasha reluctantly
         submits to this demand, and Andrew goes off to travel.
      

      
      After Andrew departs, his father becomes irritable and
         cruel toward Mary, who accepts the cruelty with Christian forgiveness. Natasha
         is attracted to Anatole Kuragin, who confesses his love. She eventually
         decides that she loves Anatole and plans to elope with him, but
         the plan fails. Andrew comes home and rejects Natasha for her involvement
         with Anatole. Pierre consoles Natasha and feels an attraction toward
         her. Natasha falls ill.
      

      
      In 1812, Napoleon invades Russia,
         and Tsar Alexander reluctantly declares war. Andrew returns to active
         military service. Pierre observes Moscow’s response to Napoleon’s
         threat and develops a crazy sense that he has a mission to assassinate
         Napoleon. The French approach the Bolkonski estate, and Mary and
         the old Prince Bolkonski (Andrew’s father) are advised to leave.
         The prince dies just as the French troops arrive. Mary, finally
         forced to leave her estate, finds the local peasants hostile. Nicholas
         happens to ride up and save Mary. Mary and Nicholas feel the stirrings
         of romance.
      

      
      The Russians and French fight a decisive battle at Borodino, where
         the smaller Russian army inexplicably defeats the French forces,
         much to Napoleon’s dismay. In St. Petersburg, life in the higher
         social circles continues almost unaffected by the occupation of
         Moscow. Helene seeks an annulment of her marriage with Anatole in
         order to marry a foreign prince. Distressed by this news, Pierre
         becomes deranged and flees his companions, wandering alone through
         Moscow.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the Rostovs pack up their belongings, preparing
         to evacuate, but they abandon their possessions to convey wounded soldiers
         instead. Natasha’s younger brother Petya enters the army. On the
         way out of the city, the Rostovs take along the wounded Andrew with
         them. Pierre, still wandering half-crazed in Moscow, sees widespread
         anarchy, looting, fire, and murder. Still obsessed with his mission
         of killing Napoleon, he saves a girl from a fire but is apprehended
         by the French authorities. Pierre witnesses the execution of several
         of his prison mates, and bonds with a wise peasant named Platon
         Karataev.
      

      
      Nicholas’s aunt tries to arrange a marriage between Nicholas and
         Mary, but Nicholas resists, remembering his commitment to Sonya.
         Mary visits the Rostovs to see the wounded Andrew, and Natasha and
         Mary grow closer. Andrew forgives Natasha, declaring his love for
         her before he dies. General Kutuzov leads the Russian troops back
         toward Moscow, which the French have finally abandoned after their
         defeat at Borodino. The French force the Russian prisoners of war,
         including Pierre, to march with them. On the way, Platon falls ill
         and is shot as a straggler. The Russians follow the retreating French,
         and small partisan fighting ensues. Petya is shot and killed.
      

      
      Pierre, after being liberated from the French, falls ill
         for three months. Upon recovering, he realizes his love for Natasha,
         which she reciprocates. Pierre and Natasha are married in 1813 and
         eventually have four children. Natasha grows into a solid, frumpy
         Russian matron. Nicholas weds Mary, resolving his family’s financial problems.
         He also rebuilds Mary’s family’s estate, which had been damaged
         in the war. Despite some tensions, Nicholas and Mary enjoy a happy
         family life.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Anna Pavlovna Scherer  - A wealthy St. Petersburg society hostess and matchmaker
            for the Kuragin family, whose party in 1805 opens
            the novel.
         

      

      
      
         Pierre Bezukhov  - The large-bodied, ungainly, and socially awkward
            illegitimate son of an old Russian grandee. Pierre, educated abroad,
            returns to Russia as a misfit. His unexpected inheritance of a large
            fortune makes him socially desirable. Pierre is ensnared by the fortune-hunting
            Helene Kuragina, whose eventual deception leaves him depressed and
            confused, spurring a spiritual odyssey that spans the novel. Pierre eventually
            marries Natasha Rostova.
         

      

      
      
         Andrew Bolkonski  - The intelligent, disciplined, and ambitious son of
            the retired military commander Prince Bolkonski. Andrew is coldly
            analytical and resistant to flights of emotion. Lonely after the
            death of his wife, Lise, he falls in love with Natasha, but is unable
            to forgive her momentary passion for Anatole.
         

      

      
      
         Lise Bolkonskaya  - Andrew’s angelic wife, who dies in childbirth.
         

      

      
      
         Prince Bolkonski  - Andrew’s father, a stodgy and old-fashioned recluse
            who lives in the country after his retirement from the army and
            subsequent retreat from social life. The old prince, cynical about
            modern life, is stern and sometimes cruel toward his daughter Mary.
            In the war with Napoleon, he returns to active military service, but
            dies as the French approach his estate.
         

      

      
      
         Mary Bolkonskaya  - The lonely, plain, and long-suffering daughter of
            Prince Bolkonski. Princess Mary cares for her father, enduring his
            cruel treatment with Christian forgiveness. In the end, Nicholas
            Rostov weds Mary and saves her from an unhappy solitude.
         

      

      
      
         Mademoiselle Bourienne  - The French companion of Princess Mary, who lives
            with her on the Bolkonski estate. Mademoiselle Bourienne becomes
            the object of the old prince’s affections shortly before his death.
         

      

      
      
         Julie Karagina  - Mary’s friend and pen pal. Julie, an heiress, lives in
            Moscow and eventually marries Boris.
         

      

      
      
         Count Ilya Rostov  - A loving, friendly, and financially carefree nobleman
            who lives with his large family at Otradnoe, their estate south
            of Moscow. The old count piles up debts through luxurious living,
            eventually depriving his children of their inheritance—a failing
            for which he seeks his children’s forgiveness before he dies. 
         

      

      
      
         Countess Natalya Rostova  - Count Rostov’s wife. The countess is as neglectful
            of money matters as her husband, maintaining standards of luxury
            that prove a burden to her son Nicholas when he supports her after
            the count’s death. The death of her youngest son, Petya, deeply affects
            the countess, sinking her into a gloom from which she never again
            emerges.
         

      

      
      
         Natasha Rostova  - The lively and irrepressible daughter of the Rostov
            family, who charms everyone she meets. Natasha falls in love with
            a series of men and then becomes seriously committed to Andrew,
            though she ruins the relationship by engaging in a brief tryst with Anatole
            Kuragin. Eventually, Natasha marries Pierre and becomes a stout,
            unkempt matron.
         

      

      
      
         Nicholas Rostov  - The impetuous, eldest Rostov son, who joins the Russian
            forces in 1805 and spends much of the novel
            on the front. Nicholas accumulates gambling debts that become burdensome
            for his family. However, we see his commitment to his family upon
            his father’s death, when he supports his mother and cousin Sonya
            on his meager salary while continuing to pay off the family’s debts.
            Nicholas eventually marries the heiress Mary, saving his family
            from financial ruin.
         

      

      
      
         Sonya Rostova  - The
            humble cousin of Natasha and Nicholas, who lives with the Rostovs
            as a ward. Sonya and Nicholas were childhood sweethearts, but as
            adults, Sonya generously gives up Nicholas so that he can marry
            a rich woman and save the Rostov finances.
         

      

      
      
         Petya Rostov  - The
            youngest Rostov son, who begs to join the Russian army. Petya, who
            is close to Natasha and beloved by his mother, is killed in partisan
            fighting after the French begin their withdrawal from Moscow.
         

      

      
      
         Vera Rostova  - The
            eldest Rostov daughter. Vera is a somewhat cold, unpleasant young
            woman, and her only proposal of marriage comes from the officer
            Berg, who is candid about his need for her dowry.
         

      

      
      
         Vasili Kuragin  - An artificial and untrustworthy Russian nobleman,
            and a special friend of Anna Pavlovna. Vasili continually tries
            to maneuver his children into lucrative marriages.
         

      

      
      
         Anatole Kuragin  - Vasili’s roguish and spendthrift son, who is 
            on the hunt for a rich wife. Anatole falls for 
            Natasha Rostova at the opera, causing her rift with Andrew Bolkonski.
         

      

      
      
         Helene Kuragina  - Vasili’s cold, imperious, and beautiful daughter,
            who seduces Pierre into marriage, only to take up 
            with another man immediately. Helene, though 
            known in social circles as a witty woman, is actually stupid and
            shallow.
         

      

      
      
         Hippolyte Kuragin  - The ugly and undistinguished brother of Helene and
            Anatole.
         

      

      
      
         Princess Anna Mikhaylovna Drubetskaya  - A woman from an illustrious old family who is nonetheless
            impoverished. Anna Mikhaylovna is dominated by thoughts of securing
            a good future for her son Boris. She extracts a promise from Vasili
            Kuragin that he will help Boris get an officer’s position in the
            army.
         

      

      
      
         Boris Drubetskoy  - Anna Mikhaylovna’s son, a poor but ambitious friend
            of Nicholas Rostov. Boris fights to establish a career for himself,
            using connections and his own intelligence and talents. Though he
            flirts with the young Natasha, as an adult he seeks a bigger fortune, eventually
            marrying an heiress.
         

      

      
      
         Dolokhov	 - A
            handsome Russian army officer and friend of Nicholas. Dolokhov carries
            on with Helene, prompting Pierre to challenge him to a duel in which
            Pierre nearly kills him.
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