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FOR CORINNE AND IAN,

who inspire me every day

“to love life in all its countless, inexhaustible manifestations”


To be able to affect others, an artist has to be an explorer, and his work of art has to be a quest. If he has discovered everything, knows everything, and is just preaching or entertaining, he makes no effect. Only if he keeps searching, then the viewer, or listener, or reader fuses with him in his search.

—Tolstoy’s diary, December 1900



An Invitation to the Reader

[image: Images]

Arriving at Amherst College in the fall of 1987, I was pretty certain I’d choose economics or political science as a major, and continue studying Russian language on the side, as I’d been doing since my junior year in high school. Gorbachev had come into power just a few years earlier and with business opportunities opening up in the then Soviet Union, my parents had wisely suggested that, even as a Michigan high school student, I start learning Russian at a local college. I had no idea at that time how such a seemingly insignificant decision made for pragmatic reasons, would lead straight to the most important spiritual journey of my life.

As a college sophomore I found myself in a Survey of Russian Literature class, in which within the first few weeks the professor had been ambitious enough for us all to assign what is arguably one of the world’s most daunting novels, Tolstoy’s masterpiece War and Peace. There I was, trudging around the rolling campus with that almost comically obese paperback, its pages splayed out, nicked and softened under the strain of that four-figure page count, the strain of so much use. Evenings I’d curl up with the novel on the ragged red love seat across from the stacks in the basement of Frost Library, or, when my roommates were out, under the covers of my creaky dorm-room bed. As I waded through the ocean of details, impressions, and barely pronounceable names, I found myself increasingly seduced by a world that, for all its foreignness, started to seem . . . strangely familiar.

One life-sized character in particular stepped forward as if to speak right to me: Pierre Bezukhov, the bumbling, bespectacled twenty-year-old who has just returned from a ten-year stay in Europe and is now trying to find his place in a rapidly changing Russia. As the proverbial small-town midwestern boy who’d just been thrown into what seemed to me a coldly competitive Northeast, I saw plenty of myself in this cloddish young soul, and in his passionate quest for a life that was meaningful, authentic, and complete. Pierre’s long, tortuous journey toward truth captivated and inspired me. And so, if initially I’d been losing myself in Tolstoy, I soon enough began to find myself there.

Leo Tolstoy and I have been together for almost twenty-five years now. It has been one of my longest relationships, not to mention one of my most intense, as my wife Corinne recently observed, watching me with some concern as I lovingly caressed the tattered cover of that old college copy of War and Peace. We’ve had our ups and downs, Tolstoy and I, our disagreements, even a couple of separations. After graduate school I was so burnt-out by the academic life that I left the writer and Russian literature altogether to pursue what I saw then as a promising career as an actor. When I returned to the old count a few years later, I was surprised to find he had grown somehow even wiser in my absence, War and Peace as fresh and as important to me as when I’d first encountered it all those years earlier—all the more so, in fact. And, as with most long-term relationships that last, I rediscovered the reasons I fell in love in the first place.

It is Tolstoy’s combination of skepticism and hope that I have always loved most about his work—that childlike curiosity about everyone and everything he sees, coupled with a wise awareness of who’s who and what’s what. I love his courage to believe in human goodness even when his rational mind offers a thousand reasons why he shouldn’t, his total willingness to plunge right into the river of life, to play and splash and kick around in it, knowing full well that somewhere downstream a raging waterfall surely looms.

When Russian tenth graders today are assigned War and Peace, the boys often read only the “war” sections, and the girls, only those concerned with “peace.” Yet by doing so, both are not just missing out, but, well, missing the point. It is perhaps worth pointing out that the word for “peace” in Russian is identical to the word for “world” or “cosmos”—mir, pronounced “meer.” So, when Russians hear the title of the novel, they are hearing not just War and Peace, but also War and the World, which, in fact, captures an essential dimension of this novel missing in the English rendition. Whether you’re ducking bullets on the battlefield or dodging your colleague’s sally at a council of war; whether you’re a commander preparing to oust the foreign enemy or a salon hostess trying to get rid of an annoying guest; whether you’re a general navigating your troops through the Russian countryside or a teenage Russian boy preparing your father for the news that you’ve just lost forty-three thousand rubles, life, Tolstoy tells us, is a battle. It is also movement and change: “There is nothing stable in life,” Tolstoy said when he was in his seventies. “It’s the same as adapting to flowing water. Everything—personalities, family, society, everything changes, disappears and re-forms, like so many clouds. You hardly have time to get used to one social condition before it’s already gone and become another.”

Yet amid all that discord, out of all that conflict there emerges in War and Peace a strange, hopeful vision of the world as a place that does, in the end, make a kind of sense. And if this loose, baggy monster of a book refuses to tie things together into a nice, elegant literary package of the sort the American writer and critic Henry James was hoping for, neither does it leave us with the impression that, as some of Tolstoy’s “enlightened” contemporaries believed, the world we inhabit is merely a vast interplay of physical, chemical, and biological stimuli. Life, Tolstoy shows, is both messy and meaningful, prosaic and poetic, sensuous and . . . sensible. And in order to communicate that vision, he needed to find a way of writing that was both more specific and more encompassing than that offered by the highly specialized, ideologically divisive worldviews of so many of his contemporaries.

“In clever art criticism,” Tolstoy wrote to his friend, the philosopher Nikolai Strakhov, in 1876, “everything is the truth, but not the whole truth, and art is only art because it is whole.” For that reason, he explained in another letter to Strakhov, “we need people who would show the senselessness of looking for ideas in a work of art, but who instead would continually guide readers in that endless labyrinth of linkages that makes up the stuff of art. . . .”: people, in other words, who, rather than deconstructing a work of fiction to promote their own ideological or professional agendas, would attempt to reconstruct that work for the benefit of readers everywhere; people who, instead of dissecting a book as if it were some petri dish specimen, would strive to engage with it as fully as they might with any living, breathing organism.

I recently met the woman whose job is to preserve the manuscripts of Tolstoy’s works at Moscow’s Tolstoy Museum. When this smallish seventy-year-old with a weathered face and thin white hair talks about what it is like to touch the pages on which War and Peace was originally written, her soft, saintly eyes light up. She makes you want to be there in that room, feeling those pieces of parchment right alongside her. “They like it when you work with them,” she says to me with a big smile, as if she were speaking about one of her own children or grandchildren. But, then, to her those pieces of parchment are alive. Indeed, the wisdom contained in her words ought to be plastered above the entrance to every high school or college literature classroom: Literature is alive; books like it when, rather than merely “studying” them, you engage with them deeply, personally, bringing your entire self to the reading experience, both you and the book expanding to dimensions you’d never have thought possible.

I have tried to be that kind of reader, the sort I think Tolstoy would have wanted for his work. Whether I’ve succeeded in that aim, I will never know. All I can say is that I have given War and Peace a chance, and hope you will, too.
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The Seeker: Tolstoy walking from Moscow to Yasnaya Polyana in 1886 or 1888.





Introduction
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Times are tough, anxiety and fear are pervasive, and people are searching for answers to questions big and small. The country is at war, change is in the air, and the future remains uncertain. Welcome to Russia at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Welcome to the world of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace.

Russia’s greatest novelist has been dead just over one hundred years, yet the wisdom of his most famous novel is in many ways more relevant now than ever. Considered by most critics the greatest novel ever written, War and Peace is also one of the most feared. And at 1,500 pages, 361 chapters, or 566,000 words, it’s no wonder why. Still, new editions keep appearing. For three years the novel has been one of the top fifty bestsellers in Amazon’s world literature category, and its third-bestselling book about war. In addition to three new translations of War and Peace in 2006 and 2007, Oxford World’s Classics reissued the celebrated Maude translation in 2010.

In July 2009 Newsweek placed War and Peace at the very top of its list of one hundred great novels, just ahead of Orwell’s 1984, which came in second, and Joyce’s Ulysses, third. A 2007 edition of the AARP Bulletin, read by millions, included the novel in their list of the top four books everybody should read by the age of fifty. And a New York Times survey from 2009 identified War and Peace as the world classic you’re most likely to find people reading on their subway commute to work.

Oprah Winfrey’s selection of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina for her 2004 summer book club certainly didn’t hurt Tolstoy’s popularity; nor did the 2012 release of the film adaptation of the novel starring Keira Knightley and Jude Law. A book filled with domestic troubles, broken marriages, steamy sex scenes, and one of the most heart-wrenching suicides in world literature—now, that’s material tailor-made for Oprah and Hollywood. But War and Peace? What might all those Newsweek devotees, senior citizens, and harried commuters see in a book about the Napoleonic Wars of the early 1800s?

A mirror of our times.

The nineteenth century, you see, was a good deal less placid than many in our own war-torn, information-drenched, spiritually confused era might expect. And the setting for War and Peace—the Napoleonic Wars of 1805 to 1812—was a time of particularly deep social change, moral confusion, and hardship. Napoleon, or as many Russians called him, the “Antichrist,” was a feared killing machine who had already conquered half of Europe. Even worse, from the point of view of the anciens régimes, he was a commoner who, having forced his way to power, was now spreading radical revolutionary ideas among the young.

It was no accident Tolstoy chose this troubled time as the setting for War and Peace. For the period in which he wrote the novel—the 1860s—was in many ways equally turbulent. His nation having been clobbered by the French and British in the Crimean War, Alexander II decided to redeem the loss by modernizing nearly every aspect of Russian society, and proceeded to introduce a series of sweeping social, economic, and political reforms, including the controversial Emancipation of the Serfs in 1861. This served only to sharpen the years-old rift between the liberals, who wanted speedier and more radical change, and the conservatives, who wanted to return to the familiarity of the old order. To add confusion to chaos, capitalism was being introduced into a society that for centuries had been fundamentally feudal and agrarian.

Alexander Herzen, one of the era’s leading reformers, captured the crisis-ridden mood in his journal, fittingly called The Bell: “The storm is approaching, it is impossible to be mistaken about that. The Revolutionaries and Reactionaries are at one about that. All men’s heads are going round; a weighty question of life and death lies heavy on men’s heads.” By the time Tolstoy sat down to write War and Peace in 1863, the “weighty questions” Herzen spoke about had overflowed the limits of intellectual journals and academic halls, flooding all corners of Russian society.

The social fabric was being stretched to the point of tearing, and Tolstoy felt it keenly. “We are starting over again from the beginning on new foundations,” he wrote in his diary in 1861. As a socially conscious, guilt-ridden artist, he empathized with the peasants who had suffered for centuries under serfdom, and under the Tolstoy family, in particular. On the other hand, as a proud, landowning aristocrat, he had much to lose from the breakdown of a traditional social order in which generations of his family had thrived. His personal prestige was at stake, then, as was his financial security.

Wealthy landowning aristocrats like Tolstoy now had to make their way in the rough-and-tumble world of the free market. Many of them failed, and Tolstoy himself was no stranger to financial problems. For one thing, the thousand-acre estate at Yasnaya Polyana he had inherited wasn’t producing the crop it once had. Fortunately, his shrewd wife had arranged advantageous publication terms for War and Peace, providing the Tolstoys with a temporary windfall. And so in 1869 he went on a land-buying trip, during which, in a hotel in the town of Arzamas, he suffered a severe panic attack. Tolstoy described the experience in a letter to his wife:

The day before yesterday I spent the night at Arzamas and something extraordinary happened to me. It was 2 o’clock in the morning. I was terribly tired, I wanted to go to sleep and I felt perfectly well. But suddenly I was overcome by despair, fear and terror, the like of which I have never experienced before. I’ll tell you the details of this feeling later: but I’ve never experienced such an agonizing feeling before and may God preserve anyone else from experiencing it.

Acute anxiety led him to the verge of suicide (no Xanax in those days). He even asked his wife to hide the knives, guns, and ropes in the house, for fear that he might kill himself. Fortunately, he did no such thing. What he did do was a lot of reading and thinking, which led him to the rather startling conclusion that the world-renowned author of War and Peace was an abject failure and had been living his life the wrong way all these years: “What, indeed, had I done in all my thirty years of conscious life? Not only had I failed to live my life for the sake of all, but I had not even lived it for myself. I had lived as a parasite, and once I asked myself why I had lived, the answer I received was: for nothing.”

So Tolstoy decided to dedicate the rest of his life to writing moralistic essays and religious tracts encouraging people to live in accordance with the principles of the Gospels, which attracted him more and more. His famous contemporary, the novelist Ivan Turgenev, implored Tolstoy to stop moralizing and return to what he did best: being a great artist. But Tolstoy didn’t take kindly to this advice from an erstwhile friend long since turned into a foe Tolstoy had once challenged to a duel.

To this day many scholars insist that there were “two Tolstoys”—the one before the crisis at Arzamas and the one after—as if a person’s life, least of all that of a person as complex as Tolstoy, could be divided along such neat lines. This is, of course, nonsense. The fact is, Tolstoy’s nervous breakdown in Arzamas was not the beginning of Tolstoy, Part Two, but rather the continuation of his quest, begun years earlier, in the difficult era of the 1860s, for stable meaning in a relentlessly chaotic world. And nowhere is that search more fully described than in the pages of War and Peace.
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War and Peace is many things. It is a war novel, a family saga, a love story. But at its core it is a book about people trying to find their footing in a ruptured world. It is a novel about human beings attempting to create a meaningful life for themselves in a country being torn apart by war, social change, and spiritual confusion. Russian conversations about death, meaning, and spiritual enlightenment were all the rage in the 1860s, and Tolstoy’s novel was perhaps the most ambitious contribution to those debates. Whether our own troubles at the opening of the twenty-first century may be leading to a spiritual awakening or simply a rude one is, well, less than clear. Either way, though, we find ourselves awakening to a rather strikingly new reality, and Tolstoy has important things to say to us at this moment.

Like us, Tolstoy’s characters make mistakes, suffer, and hit dead ends. Every once in a while, though, under even the worst circumstances, they experience moments of transcendent bliss or sudden illumination: the comfortable familiarity of their smooth-running lives suddenly disrupted, their perceptions become . . . sharpened; their understanding of what it means to be alive, widened.

This may be of comfort to not a few of us today—the mother whose son was killed in Afghanistan; the father of four whose family savings were invested with Madoff; the young couple, laid off or simply laboring under crushing student loans, whose dreams of owning a home are impossible. Hard times would seem to be all around us. At a time when our country has experienced the greatest dissipation of wealth since the Great Depression, the specter of war far too familiar for far too long, and the future remaining for many uncertain, the existential angst of Tolstoy and his characters is entirely familiar.

Like most effective teachers, Tolstoy knew his subject well. The world was his classroom, experience his instructor, and trial and error—lots of the latter—his surest means of study. Henry James aptly called Tolstoy “a reflector as vast as a natural lake; a monster harnessed to his great subject—all of life!”

And what a life Tolstoy’s was: a mess of paradoxes wrapped inside a web of contradictions. The bearded Russian sage who inspired both Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King couldn’t resist a blood-boiling bayonet fight, or a good duel with an old writer friend who had insulted him. This moralist who preached celibacy in and out of marriage had, in fact, a voracious sexual appetite and sired an illegitimate child by a local peasant girl. “I must have a woman,” he wrote in his diary when he was twenty-five. “Sensuality doesn’t give me a moment’s peace.” And again four years later: “Sensuality torments me; laziness again, boredom and sadness. Everything seems stupid. The ideal is unattainable; I’ve already ruined myself.”

While serving in the army in his midtwenties, even as he pontificated to his friends about responsibility, Tolstoy lost his most prized possession, the house of his birth at Yasnaya Polyana, in a gambling bet. He may not have lost the land itself, but knowing that that noble structure would soon be physically dismantled, plank by plank, brick by brick, and carted away was a humiliation that cut deeply. “I’m so disgusted with myself that I’d like to forget about my existence,” he wrote in his diary on the day of the devastating loss. Not two weeks later he wrote: “Played cards again and lost another 200 rubles. I can’t promise to stop.” His gambling sprees continued, as did his merrymaking, his drinking binges, his womanizing, and his laziness.

He tried to curb his bad behavior by writing down daily rules of conduct, just as his hero Benjamin Franklin had done, and then grading himself the next day. But his grades, alas, remained low: “It’s absurd that having started writing rules at fifteen, I should still be writing them at thirty, without having trusted in, or followed a single one, but still for some reason believing in them and wanting them.”

The man who lent his voice to the Russian temperance movement drank himself into oblivion with the gypsies and smoked hashish with the Bashkirs. The fiercely patriotic writer who memorialized Russian history was more deeply influenced by French, British, and German thinkers and writers than by Russian ones. Even Tolstoy’s unique brand of Russian Orthodoxy had more in common with the austerity and pragmatism of American Quakerism than with Orthodox Christianity. Yet even as he preached the joys of self-abnegation to family and friends, Tolstoy was enjoying elaborate meals on imported European china in the luxurious dining room of the main house at Yasnaya Polyana. He glorified domestic happiness, yet ran away from home at the age of eighty-two, and at the end, having for so many years railed against the trappings of fame, died nothing less than an international celebrity.

In his later years people flocked to Yasnaya Polyana from all over the world for advice on every subject imaginable. One John Levitt, an obscure American farmer, wrote to Tolstoy in 1909 to thank the Russian sage for showing him the meaning of life, following which he asked to borrow five hundred dollars. That letter, recently published by the Russian Academy of Sciences, has given Levitt fifteen minutes of posthumous fame among a tiny group of Slavic scholars, but it went unanswered by an irritated Tolstoy, who preferred to be solicited for wisdom, rather than money.

William Jennings Bryan, the Democratic Party presidential nominee and later U.S. secretary of state under Woodrow Wilson, was so taken by Tolstoy during his visit to Yasnaya Polyana that he asked Tsar Nicholas II, whom Bryan was to meet the next day, if they might reschedule. Indeed, in the last years of the nineteenth century it was often said that there were two tsars in Russia, Nicholas II and Leo Tolstoy, and that of the two, Tolstoy was by far the more respected.

After reading Tolstoy’s lengthy essay “On Life” in 1889, Ernest Crosby, a thirty-three-year-old American diplomat who was working in Egypt at the time, decided that diplomacy wasn’t his calling and instead dedicated the next twenty-seven years of his life to writing and lecturing about Tolstoy throughout the United States.

In his first letter to Tolstoy, Crosby thanked the writer for opening his eyes to the real meaning of life, telling his new spiritual mentor, “I am sure that I can never be as skeptical, as hopeless and as useless again, as I was before I read the book. I am sure it cannot be indifferent to you to learn that you are having a blessed influence on men of alien blood and in distant lands.”

Less welcome was this radical personal transformation in the eyes of Crosby’s powerful father, who, having helped his son secure a prestigious diplomatic post through family connections with future president Theodore Roosevelt, quite understandably envisioned a more traditional and lucrative career for his son. Yet even Crosby’s father conceded defeat in the presence of the powerful muse who had come between him and his son. And if Ernest was going to become a Tolstoy fanatic, he should at least do so in style. To which end Mr. Crosby lent Ernest their New England summer estate as a retreat for his studies in Russian literature.

The internationally respected prophet who inspired Crosby with his message of universal love, however, had enormous difficulty either giving or receiving love within his own family. It was the stuff of newspaper tabloids, Tolstoy’s tumultuous domestic life. Where today we are treated to the likes of Jon & Kate Plus 8, readers the world over followed the saga of Leo & Sonya Plus 8. (His wife Sonya had borne him thirteen children, just eight of whom survived toddlerhood.) This ongoing drama reached scandalous proportions as Tolstoy’s life was ending. Had you cracked open the New York Times on October 31, 1910, this is the headline you would have encountered:
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The New York Times headline about Tolstoy’s flight from Yasnaya Polyana, published October 31, 1910.



On the same day, the publication that has always prided itself on offering up All the News That’s Fit to Print saw fit to use the occasion of Tolstoy’s flight from Yasnaya Polyana and abandonment of his wife to engage in some celebrity psychologizing:

That the novelist, who is over 80 years old, should desire to spend the evening of his days in solitude surprises no one acquainted with his career, but that he should deliberately desert the wife who had borne him thirteen children gives rise, even in the light of his well-known eccentricities of character, to the suggestion of failing mentality. This is accepted by many in explanation of the sudden leave-taking.

A writer for the American Review of Reviews put it even more bluntly: “No man is justified in inflicting martyrdom upon an unwilling wife and children whom he loves.”

This conclusion to his life probably wasn’t what Tolstoy had envisioned when, at thirty-one, he was creating the idyllic little story “Family Happiness” (1859), or when a few years later while working on War and Peace, he jotted down in his diary this thought about his early married life with Sonya: “There probably isn’t more than one person in a million as happy as the two of us are together.” Tolstoy wrote about the joys and tribulations of love as beautifully as any writer ever has. Yet he was sadly ill-equipped to master that complex emotion through the course of his own life. Often tender as a kitten, he could suddenly spring into the towering narcissism of a lion. Indeed, his life and conduct justified all too well his parents’ decision to name their son Leo, or in Russian, “Lev,” and that leonine ferocity, killingly attractive to his admirers across the globe, nearly destroyed his wife, who on multiple occasions during their stormy forty-eight-year marriage attempted suicide.

Why, then, should we listen to Tolstoy?

Because his own life of extremes and contradictions makes him not only a fascinating figure, but a surprisingly good teacher. If the American philosopher and educator John Dewey was right that “failure is instructive,” then Tolstoy’s life is, well, an instructional gold mine. We can learn so much from this Russian writer who made one mistake after another, who went through the crucible of life and survived.
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Eighty-year-old Tolstoy resting at Yasnaya Polyana in 1908.



The writer who immersed himself deeply in the dross of life, and then described it as accurately as any other writer, Russian or otherwise, also had an unflinching faith in human possibility. At sixty-one, he advised a struggling friend: “No matter how old or how sick you are, how much or little you have done, your business in life not only isn’t finished, but hasn’t yet received its final, decisive meaning until your very last breath.” This feisty, life-affirming spirit underlies not only Tolstoy’s incredible life journey, but that of his characters, as well.

The world, Tolstoy tells us, is a mysterious place where things aren’t always what they seem, today’s tragedy often paving the way to tomorrow’s triumph. Or, to quote Tolstoy himself: “Man is flowing. In him there are all possibilities: he was stupid, now he is clever; he was evil, now he is good, and the other way around. In this is the greatness of man.”

Now, there are cases when we would be advised not to heed Tolstoy’s advice, and certainly not to emulate his behavior. As a relatively levelheaded guy who grew up in a family of businesspeople, I, for example, have always found the wholesale rejection of capitalism of his later years troubling. I have been turned off as well by the way he treated his wife and children in trying to live in accordance with his rigid moral principles, insisting that everybody around him do the same. Tolstoy could be wildly unpragmatic, and the career advice he gave to his eldest son, Seryozha, upon graduation from the university—“Take a broom and sweep streets”—borders on what can only be called parental malpractice. As does his intention to give his and his family’s property away to the peasants, and his renunciation of the copyright on all of his earlier works, including War and Peace and Anna Karenina.

A few years ago I had the dubious privilege of overhearing a debate regarding that decision taking place among members of the Tolstoy family who were in the audience during a talk I’d just given at the Tolstoy Museum and Estate at Yasnaya Polyana. Had he made the right decision? I asked the listeners. Ilya, the great-great-grandson, thought so on the grounds that his famous forebear hadn’t wanted his eternal works of fiction turned into commercial commodities. The great-great-great-grandson (also named Ilya), on the other hand, disagreed: “Financial considerations are every bit as important as moral ones,” he said, before adding half jokingly, “Just imagine how differently we’d be living today if he’d held on to the copyright.” The truth is, not very, since in all likelihood the Soviet government, as part of their socialism-building efforts, would have requisitioned Tolstoy’s remaining assets, in any case. Nevertheless, heated debates about Tolstoy’s controversial positions continue among his descendants, in the hallowed halls of academia and the not-so-hallowed pages of Russian journalism, and even among members of the Russian Orthodox Church, which to this day refuses to officially withdraw the edict of excommunication placed on Tolstoy back in 1901, or to forgive the writer for his withering attacks on the Church.

The Church wasn’t the only institution to suffer by Tolstoy’s pen. Soviet literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin is not far from the mark when he summarizes Tolstoy’s scathing indictment of modernity in his later years: “Every activity in this world, be it conservative or revolutionary, is equally false and evil and foreign to the true nature of man.” Moreover, the man whom Vladimir Lenin would later dub “the mirror of the Russian Revolution,” in a famous essay by that title, did indeed help to inspire a generation of revolutionaries who in 1917 successfully uprooted the imperial autocracy he had come to abhor. Tragically, of course, the Bolsheviks ushered in a society even more brutal and corrupt than the one they destroyed. Indeed, Tolstoy would have been horrified to see how some of his radical social ideas would be interpreted and implemented in the twentieth century. Still, he is hardly without blame for what happened in Russia in 1917. For when Tolstoy spoke, people listened. What, though, were they listening to? His moralistic ideas, I would argue, rather than his art. And therein lay the problem.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, with a perfect storm of government oppression, revolutionary fervor, and rapid industrialization brewing, readers from all camps, all of them in search of solutions to contemporary problems, found in Tolstoy’s polemical tracts either direct support of their own agendas or else a convenient ideological whipping boy. You think modern art has gone downhill? Well, then, What Is Art? (1898) is your pamphlet. Government the problem, you say, not the solution? The Kingdom of God Is Within You (1894) says it all. People consume far too much alcohol? Then run, don’t walk (or stumble, as need be) to the bookstore and grab a copy of “Why Do Men Stupefy Themselves?,” first published in 1890 as a preface to a book, Drunkenness, about the Russian temperance movement.

It’s one thing to listen to Tolstoy’s preaching, however, and quite another to immerse yourself in his artistic prose. An idea is something you can argue for or against, but a work of art, if it is great, transcends polemics altogether, offering a portrait of life in all its irreducible contradiction. No one understood this better than Tolstoy. How, after all, can you “agree” or “disagree” with War and Peace? You can’t, for what Tolstoy gives us in that novel is not so much a set of answers to life’s every challenge as an attitude toward living. Heeding his own advice in the quotation taken as the epigraph to this book, he invites us not to settle for the prescriptions of others (himself included), but to join him and his characters in their quest for deeper meaning, to keep asking the important questions and seeking out authentic experience on our own.

“The hero of my tale,” Tolstoy wrote when he was just twenty-seven, “whom I love with all the power of my soul, whom I have tried to portray in all its beauty, who has been, is, and always will be beautiful—is Truth.” Hardly a young author today with any literary pretentions would dare write such a sentence; it’s not nearly ironic enough. But, then, Tolstoy wasn’t trying to win a literary popularity contest with War and Peace. He was chasing the truth. And he wanted to help his readers do the same.
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War and Peace is long. My own book is relatively brief, organized topically, with each chapter focusing on a timeless theme: Plans, Imagination, Rupture, Success, Idealism, Happiness, Love, Family, Courage, Death, Perseverance, and Truth. In the course of exploring these major concepts, I remind readers of something Tolstoy knew well: no word can capture the richness of the experience it seeks to describe. You think you know what happiness is? What success looks like? Or what courage is all about? Think again, Tolstoy says. No amount of words—not even 566,000 of them!—can absolutely record the messy grandeur of life. Yet in the necessarily imperfect empire of language, Tolstoy was tsar, coming about as close as any writer has to communicating through language that which is, well . . . incommunicable. Which is why, as you’ll see, I quote so generously from the novel, sprinkling in quotations from Tolstoy’s other works as well, in order to give readers as much exposure to the novelist’s delicious prose as possible.

Give War and Peace a Chance combines biography, history, and philosophy with literary appreciation, while inviting readers to search alongside Tolstoy and his characters for answers to life’s “accursed questions”: Who am I? Why am I here? How should I live? Each chapter weaves in anecdotes from Tolstoy’s life, as well as my own quarter-century journey with Tolstoy and the Tolstoy family in Russia and the United States. The book openly speaks of my own, sometimes tumultuous, spiritual journey, and seeks to enlighten and inspire readers with Tolstoy’s wisdom much as I myself have been transformed by his art. The book’s timely message is meant for both general readers searching for fresh approaches to today’s challenges, as well as readers interested in learning more about one of the world’s greatest writers and most captivating personalities.

Finding the man in the Great Man, and the living ideas in this Greatest of Great Books, Give War and Peace a Chance will, I hope, inspire a general audience to want to read—or reread—Tolstoy’s works themselves. The ideal companion to War and Peace, this book should also be enjoyable to those who have never read a word of Tolstoy. Certainly it will help to make that masterpiece more approachable, relevant, and yes, even fun.

Even as he was working on War and Peace, Tolstoy explained his philosophy as an artist:

The goal of the artist is not to solve a question irrefutably, but to force people to love life in all its countless, inexhaustible manifestations. If I were told I could write a novel in which I would set forth the seemingly correct attitudes towards all social questions, I would not devote even two hours of work to such a novel, but if I were told that what I write will be read in twenty years by the children of today and that they will weep and smile over it and will fall in love with life, I would devote all my life and all my strength to it.

The goal of my own book is to help that wonderful process along—to help readers weep and smile, and, with the benefit of Tolstoy’s extraordinary vision, maybe even fall in love with life again.
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PLANS

The mind’s game of chess goes on independently of life, and life of it.

—Tolstoy’s diary, March 1863

As a nineteen-year-old nobleman and proprietor of a vast estate, Tolstoy had big plans for his future. He listed them in his diary:

(1) To study the whole course of law necessary for my final examination at the university. (2) To study practical medicine, and some theoretical medicine. (3) To study languages: French, Russian, German, English, Italian and Latin. (4) To study agriculture, both theoretical and practical. (5) To study history, geography and statistics. (6) To study mathematics, the grammar school course. (7) To write a dissertation. (8) To attain an average degree of perfection in music and painting. (9) To write down rules. (10) To acquire some knowledge of the natural sciences. (11) To write essays on all the subjects I shall study.

And, in order to keep himself on track, he created an extensive list of rules that he’d intended to follow religiously. Here are just a few of the headings taken from his diary:

RULES FOR DEVELOPING THE PHYSICAL WILL

RULES FOR DEVELOPING THE EMOTIONAL WILL

RULES FOR DEVELOPING THE RATIONAL WILL

RULES FOR DEVELOPING THE MEMORY

RULES FOR DEVELOPING ACTIVITY

RULES FOR DEVELOPING THE INTELLECTUAL FACULTIES

RULES FOR DEVELOPING LOFTY FEELINGS AND ELIMINATING BASE ONES, OR, TO PUT IT ANOTHER WAY, RULES FOR DEVELOPING THE FEELING OF LOVE AND ELIMINATING THE FEELING OF SELF-LOVE

RULES FOR DEVELOPING SOUND JUDGEMENT
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A Man with a Plan: Tolstoy as a student in 1849.



Oh, and Tolstoy had one more rule: “The first rule which I prescribe is as follows: No. 1. Carry out everything you have resolved. . . . I haven’t carried out this rule.” Nor was he exaggerating. Within five years of writing down that list of intentions he had the following accomplishments to show for it:

• Briefly attended Kazan University, but withdrew without graduating

• Moved to Petersburg, planned to enroll in the university and enter the civil service, but having become distracted by cards, women, and booze, did neither

• Failed as a farmer, estate manager, and agricultural reformer

• Opened a school for peasant children on his estate with no success

• Gambled away tens of thousands of rubles (in today’s money, around a half million dollars) at the card table

• Lost the house in which he was born in a game of cards

• Failed at every romantic relationship he attempted

• Visited a brothel with his brother, and wept from shame when it came time to settle the bill

• Was hospitalized on multiple occasions for venereal disease

• Exhibited increasing signs of severe hypochondria as well as pathological fear of death

• Lost his faith in God, regained it, and then lost it again

True, Tolstoy had been promoted to ensign for distinction in action in the Caucasus. And, interestingly, he’d enjoyed success in one pursuit he hadn’t thought to include in his list of youthful ambitions: the writing of fiction. These were, however, among the very few bright spots on an otherwise dismal CV. Up to that point he’d failed at pretty much everything he tried, forcing him to come to a sobering conclusion: “It is easier to write ten volumes of philosophy than to put a single precept into practice.” Not that this prevented him from trying. Future generations of readers, moreover, may be thankful that Tolstoy’s life wasn’t exactly turning out as he’d planned, for while he was amassing an impressive list of failures, he was also acquiring wisdom essential for the creation of War and Peace.

“The mind’s game of chess goes on independently of life, and life of it,” Tolstoy wrote in his diary in 1863. So it is with his characters’ every intellectual conviction and rational intention. Whether in the ballroom or on the battlefield, as soon as they come into contact with real life, their ideas and plans disintegrate like so much meteor dust. The characters who come to recognize how little they know about what will happen, Tolstoy suggests, are actually the ones who know the most.

Toward the novel’s beginning, the night before the battle of Austerlitz in 1805, a council of high-powered generals and military strategists prepare for the upcoming battle—analyzing troop movements, estimating the size of Napoleon’s army, evaluating strategies. With all that planning you’d think victory was a sure thing, right? Actually, the Russians and their allies, the Austrians, will get trounced, and not in spite of all their good planning, but precisely because of it.

Hovering self-assuredly over a great map spread out before the council, the Austrian general Weyrother intones for an hour, in nauseating detail (and in German), his written “disposition for the attack on the enemy’s position behind Kobelnitz and Sokolnitz, 20 November, 1805” (261). Alas, unlike the map so beautifully illuminated by candlelight the evening before, the actual battlefield the next morning is shrouded in a fog that prevents the attacking army from seeing where in the hell they’re going! As Tolstoy would write later in the novel about another battle, “[a]s in all dispositions, everything was beautifully thought out, and, as with all dispositions, not a single column arrived where it was supposed to at the appointed time” (994).

By the time the Russians do arrive at Kobelnitz and Sokolnitz, the place where they’d intended to begin the action, they are no longer the attackers, but the ones being attacked. It is a contingency Weyrother’s plan hasn’t provided for. Nor did it include a provision for the vexation felt by the Russian troops toward their supposed allies, those “muddleheaded” Germans, or the ill-humor felt by the commanders and superior officers, who are understandably frustrated that the action being undertaken bears no relation to what they’d proposed at the council of war. Dispirited to have arrived late, unable to see, and finding themselves now under assault, they are entirely unprepared to cheer up their troops.

Considering all of the crucial details that Weyrother’s brilliant battle plan has left out, Commander in Chief Mikhail Kutuzov’s decision to catch some shut-eye during the war council appears in retrospect a pretty good use of his time. “ ‘There’s nothing more important before a battle than a good night’s sleep,’ ” Kutuzov murmurs to the chattering strategists at the military council, upon waking for a moment (264). For he knows what Tolstoy knows: nothing in battle ever goes according to plan—so just get some rest. That way when the unforeseen cannonballs are whizzing toward you in the morning, you may at least respond quickly and, with any luck, get out of their way.

History, Tolstoy reminds us, proved Kutuzov right. Though the Russians lost the battle of Austerlitz, they ultimately won the war against Napoleon in 1812, and no thanks to the bickering strategists, either. Kutuzov eventually defeats Napoleon not because he has a perfect plan, but because he manages to be present to what’s happening in the moment. His nattering generals, motivated by self-interest and entirely removed from the realities on the ground, urge Kutuzov to attack the wounded French army after the battle of Borodino and hold on to Moscow. But “Kutuzov saw one thing: the defense of Moscow was in no way physically possible, in the full meaning of those words” (827).

And so, out of sheer necessity the Russian troops retreat, unintentionally luring the overconfident French army into the abandoned capital. That “conquest” is the beginning of the end of Napoleon’s army, for while enjoying their wartime booty they are at the same time depleting the very resources needed for the long march out of Russia. How did Kutuzov, the nincompoop, as many of his compatriots called him, plan for that? He didn’t, and that’s just Tolstoy’s point: “Kutuzov’s merit consisted not in some strategic maneuver of genius, as they call it, but in that he alone understood the significance of what was happening” (990).

Kutuzov was in his sixties at the time, with a long military and diplomatic career behind him. But he had sufficient humility to throw all of his “knowledge” out the window when necessary, letting go of preconceived notions about how things are supposed to go on the field of battle, and embracing instead what is occurring right in front of him. Actors sometimes refer to this as “being in the moment.” Buddhists call it “nonattachment to concepts.” Tolstoy sees it simply as the key to living wisely and leading effectively in a radically uncertain universe.
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To appreciate Tolstoy’s interest in the topic of plans, it is helpful to know something about Russia in the heady days of the 1850s and 1860s. The hard sciences were becoming all the rage, and most educated Russians were convinced that you could solve the vast majority of problems facing their society through the rigorous application of the principles of science and reason. Leading that charge was the so-called radical intelligentsia, a motley crew of edgy intellectuals, journalists, and writers who studied French sociology, devoured Darwin, and traveled to Europe to worship at the feet of the German philosopher Karl Marx and the exiled Russian nihilist Mikhail Bakunin. The imprisoned revolutionary Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s rather bad programmatic novel What Is to Be Done? (1863) was their bible, as it would be for nearly all future Russian revolutionaries, not least Lenin himself. The intelligentsia was ingesting, too, the writings of the French philosopher Charles Fourier, who envisioned a perfectly organized society that would feature seas made out of lemonade, androgynous plants that copulate, four lovers or husbands per every adult female, and approximately 37 million poets of the caliber of Homer and 37 million mathematicians with the genius of Newton.

Everybody in those days, it seemed, had a Plan—everybody, that is, except for Tolstoy, who by the early 1860s had hunkered down on his estate to write, hunt, have kids, raise pigs, tend bees, and picnic with his family in the sprawling fields of Yasnaya Polyana. It’s not that he didn’t care about what was happening around him; he cared very much, if his letters and diaries of the period are any indication, and for that very reason stayed out of the ideological screaming matches, which he believed were not only hurting everybody’s ears but were in fact harmful to Russia itself.

Chastening personal experience had taught him that life’s most important truths cannot be understood by means of scientific theory, that even the most brilliant social engineering project is bound to fail. That’s because, while the idea of a perfect utopia is enticing, we imperfect humans are incapable of actually living in one. So, as Tolstoy understood, what begins as an intention to create heaven on earth almost inevitably leads to the exact opposite. Even a brief glance at twentieth-century Russian history, in which plans to build a socialist paradise produced a totalitarian society far more brutal than the nineteenth-century autocracy it replaced, proves just how prescient Tolstoy was.

It’s little wonder, then, that he rejected the fashionable insistence in the 1860s that the purpose of fiction writing was to promote the “correct” social agenda. For starters, nobody at that time could agree on what that agenda was; and beyond that, the very notion of fiction as a vehicle for ideology was anathema to the man who said that the artist’s goal is to represent “life in all its countless, inexhaustible manifestations.” Later in his life, of course, Tolstoy would not always practice what he preached, but at the time he wrote War and Peace, the author believed that fiction should do neither more nor less than tell the truth about things the way they are, rather than the way an author thinks they should be. And the way things are, Tolstoy reminds his readers throughout his greatest novel, is far more fluid and unpredictable than the dyed-in-the-wool proponent of one or another social agenda generally cares to acknowledge.

Where was all this progressive thinking coming from in the first place? Tolstoy wondered. As early as the 1850s he searched for an answer to this question by delving into Russian history and became particularly fascinated by the so-called Decembrist Revolt of 1825, when a small band of Russian officers led thirty thousand men in a protest against the assumption of power by Tsar Nicholas I. Taking place just three years before Tolstoy’s birth, the event loomed large in his imagination, as it did for many of his contemporaries. The poorly organized rebellion failed miserably, with some of the rebels executed, and the rest exiled to Siberia. Still, it was bitter confirmation of something most thinking Russians had long suspected: that their country was in dire need of social reform—reform, though, not a revolution as such, or some grand utopian project of the sort the more radical intelligentsia were advocating. For Count Tolstoy was loath to throw out what was precious in his country’s past along with what was admittedly pernicious.

And so, with these ideas in mind, he set out to write a novel about a Decembrist returning to Russia in the 1850s after a quarter-century Siberian exile. It was to be a polemical work whose goal was to arouse sympathy for his hero’s progressive aims while at the same time showing that he was a better breed of man than those shrill reformers he encountered upon his return to a changed Russia. The hero’s name? Pyotr Labazov, the earliest incarnation of none other than Pyotr (aka Pierre) Bezukhov.

Where had all these good men gone? Tolstoy wondered. Come to think of it, where had they come from in the first place? They were forged, he concluded, in the crucible of the Napoleonic campaigns, and in that transformative year of 1812, in particular, a time of horror and shock during which the entire country—aristocrats, peasants, government, and all—came together in a spontaneous explosion of collective resistance against a foreign invader. In spite of all that hardship—or because of it?—Russians experienced a national unity they had never known before, and would not experience again until World War II, or, as the Russians call it, the Great Fatherland War. The crisis that tore the country apart, Tolstoy believed, also brought people closer together. Moreover, the future Decembrists were men who, traveling to the European capitals in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, became acutely aware that Europeans not only enjoyed a higher living standard than Russians, but were less intimidated by their rulers, and freer to express their political opinions.

These insights came later, of course. All Tolstoy wanted to do initially was write a book focusing on Russia in the 1850s. But the more he worked, the more he realized that in order to understand his hero, it would be necessary to know how he lived at the time of the uprising in 1825. And to make sense of that event, it would be essential to understand the critical formative events of the year 1812. But wait: How could he tell the story of 1812 without first describing the years leading up to it, beginning in 1805? Fortunately for us, Tolstoy stopped with 1805, finding it, as a starting point, suitable for his purpose. Otherwise, War and Peace might have ended up 15,000 pages long rather than a mere 1,500.

One thing is clear, though: at no point did Tolstoy know what the final version would look like. He admitted as much when, at the end of 1864, he wrote in an unpublished draft of an introduction to his novel: “I cannot determine how much of my work will consist of what is now being published, because I do not know myself and cannot foresee what dimensions my work will assume.” He wasn’t kidding. The book came together over countless different stages of writing, during which the writer’s interests and intentions continually changed, so much so that it seemed to some readers of the Russian Herald, where the novel was being published in installments, that later portions might have been written by someone else altogether.
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