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“This companion reference to Tolstoy’s masterpiece, War and 
Peace explores the author’s life and times, increasing the 
reader’s appreciation of this sweeping work.  The book begins 
with essays on Tolstoy and how he intertwined events of his own 
life and of his family’s into his characters.  For example, by using 
his father’s personal accounts of his army service against 
Napoleon and his own experience in the Russian army during the 
Crimean War, Tolstoy brings alive with its authenticity Russia’s 
defeat by the French at Austerlitz in 1805 and Russia’s triumph 
over the same forces in 1812. The editor then provides a series of 
critical essays exploring in depth the historical and social 
context of the Russia portrayed in War and Peace.  Through 
literary analysis we see the novel from a variety of lens, such as 
the key philosophical debate of the day between Westernizers and 
Slavophiles, Orthodox spirituality, nineteenth-century warfare 
practices, a comparison of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky who were 
contemporaries,  the impact of the freeing of the serfs in 1861 
(which happened while Tolstoy was writing his opus), and more.   
Features include a chronology of Tolstoy’s life, a complete list of 
his works, and a bibliography for further study.  The student of 
War and Peace is sure to find new insights in this resource.” 

—ARBA  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reviews continued on Page. 2 

 

Critical Insights: War and Peace 

View Full Text  

            
   Reviews 

ISBN: 978-1-61925-393-3 
Pub. Date: April 2014 

List Price: $105 

 

 

            

   Reviews 



 

 

 
“…This new collection of essays range over such topics as morality, religion, character development, 
the nature of war, and the novel’s relation to history. Following a prefatory summary of each chapter, the 
book is divided into three sections. The first of these, “The Book and Author,” consists of two chapters by the 
editor-a general overview of War and Peace and a discussion of Tolstoy’s biography and “autogenealogy.” The 
second section, “Critical Contexts,” contains four essays that examine Tolstoy’s work in terms of larger social, 
literary, philosophical, and even scientific questions, while the third section, “Critical Readings,” presents 
more focused discussions of thematic and structural topics in War and Peace.  
 
The Critical Insights Series of Salem Press, in which this volume appears, is geared more toward 
pedagogical application for undergraduate students. That said, the editor, Brett Cooke, has assembled a 
group of intelligent and thoughtful essays. In the “Critical Contexts” section, Anne Hruska discusses 
Tolstoy’s attitude toward serfdom and the aristocratic values of his own class. Brett Cooke contributes two 
additional chapters, one showing how Tolstoy’s work evolved in relation to reader reactions during its initial 
serial publication, the other dealing with “Human Nature in Tolstoy,” and engaging such topics as 
evolutionary criticism, incest avoidance, stream of consciousness, and body language. Rounding off this 
section is Janet Tucker’s perceptive comparison of the figure of Napoleon in Crime and Punishment and War 
and Peace. 
 
The “Critical Readings” section begins with Sara Stefani’s unpacking of the various functions that the “foreign” 
in War and Peace; Rick McPeak brings his military experience to bear on a discussion of Tolstoy’s scenes of 
benevolence on the battlefield, and Olga Vladimirovna Slivitskaya teases out the multiple meanings of the 
“poetic” in War and Peace, especially in its relation to the “epic” qualities of the novel. Probably the most 
original chapter in the book is Ronald D. LeBlanc’s beautifully written investigation of the patterns of meaning 
associated with food and eating in War and Peace. Kevin O’Brien’s essay, “Tolstoy’s Connection vs. Separation 
Paradigm,” lucidly explores the subject of its title on many levels.  
 
Anna A. Berman’s “Pierre and Familyhood” briskly analyzes the “centrality of family” in War and Peace, while 
Elizabeth Blake takes an interesting, gendered approach to Russian Orthodoxy’s relation to female virtue in 
the novel. Donna Oliver’s sharply focused contribution dives into the ethical and personal complexities of 
Sonya’s character. Turning to the depiction of the body, Ani Kokobobo links Tolstoy’s famous physical 
descriptions not only to realism but also to character, human will, and freedom. The book concludes with Jeff 
Love’s even-handed analysis of the still controversial topic of Tolstoy’s philosophy of history.  
 
This volume adds value to the conversation that has been going on about War and Peace for the past 150 
years. The work of Cooke and his fellow scholars may help to bring a new generation of young, English-
speaking readers into that conversation as well.” 

-The Russian Review 
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