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JOSH BARILLA [co-scenic design] is a set and production designer based in 
NYC. Recent projects: Sheltered at the cell (dir. Liz Peterson), Other Peoples 
Dead Dads at Dixon Place (dir. Rory Pelsue), Urinetown at Bard (dir.  Liz 
Peterson), Grief Camp at Atlantic Theater (assoc. to Luisa Thompson), Staff 
Meal at Playwrights Horizons (assist. to Jian Jung). Selected design credits: 
Pipeline (dir. Brandon Dirden).  Selected assistant design credits: Floyd Collins 
at Lincoln Center (dots), Infinite Life at the National Theater (dots), Madama 
Butterfly (dots), Jaja's African Hair Braiding national tour (David Zinn).  He 
received his MFA in set design for stage and film from NYU Tisch School of 
the Arts.  joshbarilladesign.com

KIYOSHI SHAW [costume design] is a New York based costume designer who 
recently received his M.F.A. from the David Geffen School of Drama at 
Yale where he designed costumes for Lloyd Suh's The Far Country directed 
by Ralph Peña, at Yale Repertory Theatre, Ibsen's Ghosts directed by Jacob 
Basri, and Shakespeare's Julius Caesar directed by Garrett Allen.  He received 
his B.F.A. in costume design and technology from Virginia Commonwealth 
University, where he designed costumes for One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. 
Other select credits include: Gypsy (Cost. Coordinator to Toni-Leslie James), 
Fly (Ast. To Toni-Leslie James).  Kiyoshi extends a special thanks to Casey 
McNamara and the costume shop at University of Rochester. 
THOMAS DUNN [lighting design] designs lighting throughout the US and abroad 
and has designed at the UofR since 2005.  Thomas’ approach to lighting stems 
from years of investigative work with light, treating it as both a sculptural me-
dium and a facet of stage design.  Selected design credits include works with 
JoAnne Akalaitis, Jonathan Bepler, Wally Cardona, Steve Cosson, Annie 
Dorsen, DD Dorvillier, Daniel Fish, Beth Gill, Trajal Harrell, Ted Hearne, 
Jennifer Lacey, Noémie Lafrance, David Levine, Molly Lieber, Ong Keng 
Sen, Zeena Parkins, Tina Satter, Jay Scheib, Eleanor Smith and Muna Tseng. 
Thomas is the recipient of a Kevin Kline Award for Outstanding Lighting 
Design for The Little Dog Laughed (The Repertory Theatre of St. Louis), as 
well as a Bessie Design Award for Nottthing Is Importanttt (DD Dorvillier/
human future dance corps).  Thomas teaches scenic and lighting design at 
Auburn University.
OBADIAH EAVES [sound design] has lost count of the number of productions he 
has designed at the University of Rochester over the past thirty years.  His 
work has appeared on Broadway in The Country House; The Assembled Parties; 
Harvey; A Life In The Theatre; Collected Stories; Accent On Youth; Come Back, 
Little Sheba; The Lieutenant of Inishmore; and Shining City.  He created music 
and sound for the original productions of works by David Mamet, Woody 
Allen, Eric Bogosian, Ethan Coen, and Suzan-Lori Parks.  His music for 
the toy industry is enjoyed by children, though perhaps not always parents, 
in Walmarts around the world.  Awards: Lortel, Viv, and BACC awards. TV: 
HBO, Nickelodeon, Discovery, TLC, and the History Channel.

Bios of full-time faculty/URITP employees may be found on the
Theatre Program website:  www.rochester.edu/theatre artist bios



the taking of photographs, video or audio recording of this performance by any means whatsoever
is strictly prohibited.

directed by nigel maister
musical direction by joseph p. janover

choreography by seàn curran
scenic design by josh barilla and nigel maister

costume design by kiyoshi shaw 
lighting design by thomas dunn
sound design by obadiah eaves
video design by nigel maister

voice and acting coaching by j simmons and esther winter
intimacy direction by sara bickweat penner

the university of rochester international theatre program presents

by dave malloy

production staff
production stage manager  ...........................................................................  alex  potter
associate musical director  ...........................................................................  jacob rose
associate sound designer  ...................................................................  michael foster
assistant production stage managers  .............................  zoë burroughs & anagha nair
assistant stage managers ..................  jacqueline behaeghel, ariel caine, beatriz lage,
					     levi qazi & alex sapounov
assistant director  ..........................................................................  yana sponarovskaya
assistant choreographers ......................................  catherine malone & sofia williams
head electrician  ........................................................................................  perry fraser
asst. head electrician  .............................................................................  alexa becker
audiovisual engineer  ...............................................................................  jared lipkin 
asst. audiovisual engineers  ............................  renata corrado-green & alex sapounov  
video engineer  .................................................................................   michael a wizorek
run crew  .........................................................................  dahlia segal & yichang xie
wardrobe  ...............................................................................  lilly matt & melody segal
light board operator  ..............................................................................  alexa becker
a1/mix engineer  .....................................................................................  jared lipkin
a2  .........................................................................................................  alex sapounov
sound crew  .................................................. caroline hoang, kc medina & emma wang
dance captain  ............................................................................................  anna bakina

natasha, pierre and the great comet  runs approximately 2 hours and 30 minutes, including
one 10 minute intermission.

additional funding was provided by the
ellen miller '55 endowment for theatre productions

JOSEPH JANOVER (M.M.) [musical director] is a music educa-
tor, music director, multi-instrumentalist and composer/
arranger/orchestrator, born and raised in Long Island, 
NY.  He holds his Bachelors and Master's degrees in 
Music Education from the Crane School of Music, 
studying voice under Drs. Jonathan Stinson and Nich-
olas Kilkenny.  He has taught, performed, and acted in 
the North Country, Finger Lakes, and Long Island re-
gions of NY.  An avid composer and collaborator, he 
has had works performed Midwinter Madness Festival, 
including Beautiful Dreamer (2013) in which he pro-
vided music, lyrics, and arrangements.  He has a regular 
producing role with Sunrise Theatre Company, based in 
Lynbrook, NY.  He has also toured several productions 
throughout NY/NJ with Plaza Theatricals and Sunrise 
Theatre.  Over the years, he has held numerous musical 
direction residencies at the high school and college levels.
	 In addition to 200+ theatrical credits, he has 
scored for multiple means of media, including short films, 
commercial, straight plays, and various online content.  He 
plays a role in numerous collaborative efforts which have 
resulted in 3,000+ recordings.  He has also been a guest 
speaker for high school students continuing their studies 
in music post-graduation.  His arrangement of "There’s a 
Meetin’ Here Tonight" premiered in 
the NYSSMA Zone 10 
All-State Mixed 
Chorus, in 
2024.
   Locally, 
he teaches 
music at 
G r e e c e 
CSD, where his curricu-
lum is based in con- structivism, and aural-
based practices; acts as accompanist for multiple school 
districts, All-County/All-State Festivals, churches, and 
theatres; is a regular performer with The Flowerhead 
Folks; runs a voice/instrumental studio with his wife in 
Greece; has taught alongside Nigel Maister as an adjunct 
in the UR Music department since early 2024. 
	 He is honored and privileged bring this piece to 
life with a truly incredible team comprised of Nigel, Sean, 
Jacob, Alex, 30+ others and an incredible cast and pit for 
whom he is incredibly grateful.  Special thanks to his wife, 
Katya, for her patience, love and support.

SEÁN CURRAN [choreographer]  Seán’s career in the arts spans 
35 years, beginning with traditional Irish step dancing as 
a child in Boston.  A sought-after choreographer and di-
rector for opera and theatre, notable projects include Sa-
lome (Opera Theatre of St. Louis, San Francisco Opera, 
Opera Montreal, San Diego Opera); Much Ado About 
Nothing and A Midsummer Night's Dream for The Shake-
speare Theater; Fire Shut Up in My Bones, Shalimar the 
Clown, Ariadne on Naxos, Nixon in China, and Daughter of 
the Regiment at Opera Theater of St. Louis; NYC Opera 
productions of L'Etoile, Alcina, Turandot, Haroun and the 
Sea of Stories, Capriccio, and Acis and Galetea; Shakespeare 
in the Park's As You Like It; the Metropolitan Opera’s Ro-
méo et Juliette; and on Broadway in James Joyce's The Dead, 
Cymbeline, and The Rivals at Lincoln Center Theater.  A 
graduate of New York University, Curran now serves as 
Arts Professor and Chair of the NYU Tisch School of the 
Arts Department of Dance.  As a dancer, he is known for 
his early performance work with Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane 
Dance Company, receiving a “Bessie” award for his role 
in Secret Pastures, and as an original NYC 
cast member of STOMP!  
His 30 

c h o -
r e o g r a p h i c 

works for his contemporary 
dance ensemble, Seán Curran Company, 

are characterized by collaborations across artistic genres 
and have toured to nearly 100 venues in the U.S., Europe 
and Asia with seasons in New York City at the Brook-
lyn Academy of Music, Dance Theater Workshop, The 
Joyce Theater, The Guggenheim Museum, New Victory 
Theater, 92nd Street Y/Harkness Dance Project, Dans-
pace Project, Symphony Space, Central Park Summer-
stage, and Celebrate Brooklyn.  Seán Curran Company’s 
highly regarded service to the field includes donation of 
performances and classes to the American Civil Liber-
ties Union NYC Chapter, Cyndi Lauper’s True Colors 
Residence (a safe house for LGBTQ youth), Dancers 
Responding to AIDS and the Hetrick-Martin Institute.



The show debuted Off-Off-Broadway 
at Ars Nova, and later transitioned to 
a custom-built venue, Off-Broadway, 
called Kazino, a 6,000-square-foot 
temporary structure designed as an 
opulent Russian club with authentic 
Russian menu and bar, reflecting the 
show's immersive quality.  Its unique 
blend of musical styles and intimate 
staging captivated audiences and critics 
alike, earning it multiple awards and 
nominations.
	 Beyond Great Comet, Malloy's 
musicals include Ghost Quartet, a song 
cycle delving into themes of love, death, 
and whiskey; Preludes, a musical fantasia 
exploring the psyche of a composer, 
Sergei Rachmaninoff; and Octet, an 
a capella chamber choir musical that 
examines internet addiction.  Each 
of these works exemplified Malloy's 
commitment to pushing the boundaries 
of musical theatre, both thematically 
and structurally.
	 Collaborations have been 
critical to Malloy's career.  His 
partnership with director, Rachel 
Chavkin, has been particularly 
noteworthy, resulting in several 
acclaimed productions, such as Three 
Pianos (2010), Preludes (2015), Moby-
Dick (2019), and Great Comet.  Their 
combined vision has consistently 
challenged and expanded the 
conventions of the theatrical experience.
	 Malloy's contributions to 
theatre have been recognized with 
numerous accolades, including Obie 
Awards, a Lucille Lortel Award, and 
a Drama Desk Award.  His dedication 
to crafting immersive and thought-
provoking musical narratives continues 
to resonate with audiences, solidifying 
his status as a transformative figure in 
contemporary musical theatre.

Dave Malloy, born on January 4, 1976, in Cleveland, 
Ohio, is a multifaceted American artist known for 
his work as a composer, playwright, lyricist, singer, 

orchestrator, and actor.  His innovative approach to musical 
theatre has garnered critical acclaim, particularly for his 
ability to intertwine contemporary musical styles with classic 
literary sources and subjects.
	 Malloy's academic journey led him to Ohio 
University, where he studied music composition and English 
literature.  His passion for blending storytelling with music 
became evident in the 2000s, during his early career in 
San Francisco.  There, he collaborated with the ensemble, 
Banana Bag & Bodice, serving as their composer on multiple 
productions.  One of these, Beowulf—A Thousand Years of 
Baggage, showcased Malloy's love for reimagining classic 
tales through a modern lens.
	 In 2012, Malloy wrote Natasha, Pierre & The Great 
Comet of 1812, an electropop opera inspired by a segment 
of Leo Tolstoy's monumental novel, War and Peace.  In this 
production, Malloy took on multiple roles: composer, lyricist, 
orchestrator, music director, and performer, portraying the 
character Pierre Bezukhov in the 2011–2012 Off-Broadway 
production, as well as in the Broadway version of 2017.  

dave malloy
b. 1976

the great comet

boston

The Great Comet of 1812 was technically the comet of 1811.  Formally designated C/1811 F1, the Great Comet 
of 1811 was visible to the naked eye for around 260 days, meaning it was the longest period of visibility of a comet 
until the appearance of Comet Hale-Bopp in 1997.  It was discovered on March 25, 1811 by a French astronomer 

Honoré Flaugergues (whose first name, coincidentally, was also Pierre!). 
The Great Comet of 1811 seems to have had a particular impact on non-astronomers. The artists John Linnell and 	
		  The English artist, William Blake, both witnessed it and produced several sketches of it afterwards.  
In China, some leaders of the Eight Trigram Sect took the comet to be an "auspicious blessing for their enterprise" to 
overthrow the Qing dynasty.  Midway through War and Peace, Tolstoy depicts Pierre standing beneath the night sky, 
contemplating a “brilliant and enormous comet [...] which was said to portend all kinds of woes and the end of the 
world.”  At the time, the comet was widely viewed as an ominous sign, earning the nickname “Napoleon’s Comet” for 
its association with the French emperor’s 1812 invasion of Russia.  In this moment, the celestial spectacle becomes a 
powerful symbol of historical upheaval, personal reckoning, and the sense that both the world and Pierre’s place in it 
are on the brink of profound transformation.

Boston (also known as Boston de Fontainebleau) is a card game invented in France in the 1770s.  It’s a complex game 
for four players in partnerships (though also sometimes played solo), using a 32- or 52-card deck, depending on 
the version.  It is somewhat of a blend between Whist, Ombre, and Bridge.  Boston involves trick-taking, bidding 

rounds, strategic play, and of course, bluffing. 
	 In the 18th and early 19th centuries, Russian aristocrats were obsessed with French culture.  They spoke 
French at home, followed French fashion, and adopted French pastimes—including Boston.  Boston was more than a 
game, it was a social event—people played at salons, after dinners, and during balls.  It gave people a reason to gather, 
gossip, flirt, and show off, since knowing how to play Boston signaled that you were cultured and well-bred. 



Countess Natasha Rostova (also Natalie, Natalya),
	 a young noblewoman, engaged to Andrey Bolkonsky ......  Annika Almquist
Sonya Rostova, her cousin and confidante ...................................... Isabella Briggs
Marya Dmitrievna Akhrosimova, Natasha's godmother ......................... Alex Holly
Pierre Bezukhov, a wealthy aristocrat, married to Hélène ................. Jordan Oney
Anatole Kuragin, an aristocrat and playboy .............................................. Lee Fay
Hélène Bezukhova,
	 an aristocrat, sister of Anatole, married to Pierre ............. Annabel Barker
Fedya Dolokhov, Anatole's best friend ...................................... Atticus Swanson
Old Prince Bolkonsky,
	 an aristocrat, father of Andrey and Mary ........................ Gabriel Pierce 
Prince Andrey Bolkonsky, Natasha's fiancé  ................................. Gabriel Pierce
Princess Mary Bolkonskaya, Andrey's sister .............................. Julia Drover Crane
Balaga, a troika driver ..................................................................... Can Afaracı
Ensemble  ......... 	Anna Bakina
		  Ember Johnson
		  Kristen Lipp
		  Melody Scott
		  Red Smawley
		  Brooke Stanley
		  Luna Trumble

cast

Piano/Conductor ......... Joseph P. Janover
Keyboard 2 ............................ Jacob Rose 
Oboe ................................... Claire Kross 
Clarinet/Bass Clarinet ...... Joey Stempien  
Violin .............................. Victoria Wang  
Viola ............................... Grace Widjaja 
Cello 1 ............................ Saffion Chung  
Cello 2 .......................... Natalie Spehar  
Acoustic Guitar ..................... Eli Zusin   
Upright Bass ...................... Tristan Wiafe  
Drum Set ................................. Sam Yang  

band

In the song 
that opens 
Act II of 

Great Comet, 
"Letters," 
Pierre mentions 
“studying the 
cabal”, which refers 
to the Kabbalah—
a mystical Jewish 
tradition that in-
cludes symbolic 
interpretations 
of scripture, 
numbers, and 
the nature of 
God.  One part 
of the Kabbalah 
involves using nu-
merology to find 
hidden meanings 
in names or 
texts. 
The idea of 
the “number of 
the beast” comes 
from the Book of 
Revelations in the New Testament, 
(Chapter 13, Verse 18: “Here is wis-
dom. Let the one who has understanding 
calculate the number of the beast, for it is 
the number of a man.  That number is 666”).  
Over time, 666 has come to symbolize the 
devil, evil, or the Antichrist in Christian 
theology.  People throughout history tried 
to “calculate” who this number referred 
to by matching it to letters in names 
using gematria—a system that assigns 
numerical value to letters.  In ancient 

times, especially in Greek and Hebrew, letters 
doubled as numbers.  For example, in 

Greek: alpha (Α) = 1, beta 
(Β) = 2, gamma (Γ) = 3, 

etc. up to 900.  Using 
these systems, you 
could take some-

one’s name and 
calculate its total 

numeric value.  This 
was used both

mystically and for clever 
wordplay.

	 With re-
gard to Napoleon, 

people usually 
used Napoleon's 

Latinized name for 
calculations (Na-

poleon Bonaparte), 
and manipulated the 

spelling to match Greek 
letters, each of which 

has a numerical value.  
That, however, makes 

Napoleon’s full 
name yield a value 

of 1898.  So, what is 
the trick?

Most people had to 
cheat a little: alter spellings, drop let-

ters, or use abbreviations.  That way, if you 
take "Napoleon the Emperor" and convert 

it into Latin or Hebrew letters, you can then 
make it fit.  It is important to mention that 
people have assigned the number to various 

different people throughout history, not only to 
Napoleon.  This tradition was more mystical 

than scientific.  In the context of the play, 
Pierre is trying to understand evil through 

numbers and prophecy, falling into a mysti-
cal obsession amidst his existential crisis.

the number of
the beast



	 The defeat of the French army in the bitter cold of the Russian winter marked more than just 
a military victory, it became a spiritual and national triumph.  For the first time, Russia saw itself not as 
a distant cousin to Europe, but as its equal—or even its superior.  This growing national pride fed into a 
larger cultural awakening.  Writers and intellectuals turned their attention inward, rediscovering Russian 
folklore, Orthodox traditions, and the beauty of their native language.  The seeds of a uniquely Russian 
cultural identity were planted.  Out of this shift grew political consequences as well.  The generation that 
had witnessed both the glory of resistance and the cracks in imperial rule began to imagine a new Rus-
sia.  The Decembrist movement of 1825, an early attempt at reform led by liberal-minded officers, was 
born from this post-war consciousness.  Though it failed, it marked the beginning of a long and complex 
evolution of Russian political and cultural self-awareness, rooted in the fire and frost of 1812.



After an introduction of the main characters, including Pierre Bezukhov—a 
wealthy, generous, socially awkward aristocrat burdened by a loveless marriage—
Natasha, Pierre & The Great Comet of 1812 opens with Natasha Rostova and her 

cousin Sonya arriving to stay with Natasha’s godmother, Marya Dmitrievna, while 
awaiting the return of their fiancés fighting in the war.  Andrey Bolkonsky, Natasha’s 
betrothed (and Pierre's best friend) is away and, in hopes to gain her future in-laws’ 
approval of the match, Natasha visits Andrey’s elderly, eccentric father and religiously 
inclined sister, Mary.  The visit to her future in-laws goes terribly.  Soon after, at a grand 
opera, Natasha meets the charming and reckless Anatole Kuragin, who she quickly 
grows close to (with the help and intervention of Anatole's sister and Pierre's wife, 
Hélène Kuragina).  Despite Anatole being secretly married already, he ardently begins 
to pursue Natasha.
	 Swept up in the romance, Natasha breaks off her engagement with Andrey. 
At the same time, Anatole plans to elope with her, enlisting the help of his bud-
dy, Fedya Dolkhov.  However, his scheme is discovered by Marya Dmitrievna, who 
calls on Pierre for help in resolving the situation.  Pierre confronts Anatole, ordering  
him to leave Natasha alone and to leave Moscow and never return.  Heartbroken and 
ashamed, Natasha attempts to take her own life.
	 Andrey returns and, despite Pierre asking him to pardon his betrothed's 
transgression, he refuses to forgive Natasha.  Pierre's compassion towards Natasha 
allows a repressed, deeply personal awakening to take place in the lonely aristocrat, 
something he acknowledges as the Great Comet of 1812 blazes across the sky.

synopsis

Act 1
1. Prologue (Company)
2. Pierre (Pierre, Company)
3. Moscow (Marya D., Sonya, Natasha)
4. The Private and Intimate Life of the House (Bolkonsky, Mary)
5. Natasha & Bolkonskys (Natasha, Mary, Bolkoinsky)
6. No One Else (Natasha)
7. The Opera (Company)
8. Natasha & Anatole (Natasha, Anatole)
9. The Duel (Company)
10. Dust and Ashes (Pierre, Company)
11. Sunday Morning (Sonya, Natasha, Marya D.)
12. Charming (Hélène, Natasha)
13. The Ball (Natasha, Anatole, Company)

musical numbers

Before Napoleon's invasion of Russia in 1812, the Russian aristocracy was deeply fascinated with 
French culture.  French was the language of the elite—not just for formal education or diplo-
macy, but for everyday life.  Letters, salon conversations, even private journals were often written 

in French, as fluency signified refinement and intellect.  French literature, fashion, and etiquette were all 
models to be followed.  This cultural dependency created a strange paradox: Russia’s nobility idolized the 
very nation whose political ambitions and military power directly threatened their homeland.
	 But the invasion in the summer of 1812 shattered that illusion.  Napoleon’s Grande Armée, once 
admired from a distance, now marched on Moscow.  Suddenly, the nation that had been a symbol of so-
phistication became the enemy.  The shift was swift and emotional—what had once been an aspirational 
culture now felt alien, even traitorous.  Speaking French in public became uncomfortable, even shameful. 
Patriotism surged, crossing class boundaries.  Nobles and peasants alike were united by a growing sense 
of Russian identity.

the napoleonic wars & russian identity

Act 2
14. Letters (Company)
15. Sonya & Natasha (Sonya, Natasha)
16. Sonya Alone (Sonya)
17. Preparations (Dolokhov, Anatole, Pierre)
18. Balaga (Balaga, Anatole, Dolokhov, Company)
19. The Abduction (Company)
20. In My House (Marya D., Natasha, Sonya)
21. A Call to Pierre (Marya D., Pierre, Company)
22. Find Anatole (Pierre, Anatole, Hélène, Natasha, Company)
23. Pierre & Anatole (Pierre, Anatole)
24. Natasha Very Ill (Sonya)
25. Pierre & Andrey (Pierre, Andrey)
26. Pierre & Natasha (Pierre, Natasha)
27. The Great Comet of 1812 (Pierre, Company)



Russian novelist, philosopher, and social reformer Leo 
Tolstoy (1828–1910) is reknowned for his significant 
contributions to literature and moral philosophy.  

The youngest of four living children in an aris-
tocratic family, Tolstoy was born on August 28, 
1828, at the family estate of Yasnaya Poly-
ana, about 130 miles south of Moscow.  His 
father, Nikolay Ilich, died in 1837, and his 
mother, Mariya Nikolayevna, died when 
he was two years old, leaving the children 
in the custody of other family members.  
Tolstoy had a privileged childhood, but 
his early years were characterized by 
loss and a search for meaning.  Edu-
cated at home and later at the Universi-
ty of Kazan, Tolstoy struggled academi-
cally, spending more time indulging 
in the pleasures of youth—drinking, 
gambling, and socializing—than in 
scholarly pursuits.  He left the uni-
versity without a degree in 1847 
and returned to Yasnaya Polyana, 
where he attempted to manage his 
estate.
	 Tolstoy enlisted in the 
army in 1851 and took part in the 
Crimean War and campaigns in 
the Caucasus.  His exposure to the 
harsh realities of life and death as a 
result of these experiences led him 
to reflect deeply on existence and 
morality.
	 Tolstoy's literary career 
began with Childhood (1852), a semi-
autobiographical novel reflecting on inno-
cence, memory, and the emotional nuances of 
youth.  Boyhood and Youth (or Adolescence) came 
next, rounding out a trilogy that already suggested 
his talent for philosophical reflection and psychologi-
cal nuance.  His early works demonstrated an interest in 
his characters' inner lives, a theme that would influence 
his later works.  Tolstoy, who was profoundly impacted 
by the intricaces of moral conflict and human experience, 
used fiction to examine issues of virtue, purpose, and the 
spiritual side of life.  War and Peace (1869), a massive, mul-
tigenerational epic novel set during the Napoleonic Wars 
that combined historical narrative, military detail, and 
philosophical asides, brought him worldwide recognition.  

Beyond literature, Tolstoy underwent a profound spiritual 
and philosophical transformation.  Influenced by 

thinkers like Arthur Schopenhauer, he em-
braced asceticism and questioned insti-

tutionalized religion.  His interpreta-
tion of Christianity emphasized 

pacifism and living a simple, 
ethical life. This perspec-

tive influenced lead-
ers like Mahatma 

Gandhi, who 
credited Tol-
stoy's writings 
with inspiring 
his philosophy 

of nonviolent 
resistance.

	Tolstoy's personal life 
was complex.  He mar-

ried Sofia Andreyevna Bers 
in 1862, and the couple had 
thirteen children together.  
Their marriage was tu-
multuous, with Sofia 
managing Tolstoy's lit-

erary affairs and cop-
ing with his evolv-

ing beliefs, which 
often conflicted 
with family life.  
Sofia's com-
mitment to 

Tolstoy's work 
was essential; she 

meticulously recop-
ied his drafts, ensur-

ing their preservation.
	 In his later years, Tolstoy be-

came increasingly concerned with social is-
sues, advocating for land reforms and criticizing the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church's wealth and power.  He adopted 
vegetarianism and promoted a lifestyle of simplicity and 
humility.  His essay "The Inevitable Revolution" (1909) 
called for a societal shift from violence to love, rejecting 
oppressive systems.  In late 1910, Tolstoy's health declined, 
which led him to leave Yasnaya Polyana to seek medical 
care.  At the age of 82, he passed away in the Astapovo 
train station on November 7, 1910.

leo tolstoy

Leo Tolstoy's War and Peace, published 
between 1865 and 1869, is a monu-
mental work that offers deep insights 

into human nature and society by weaving 
personal stories with the vast tapestry of 
historical events.
	 Originally, Tolstoy intended to 
write a book about the Decembrists, a 
group of Russian aristocrats who tried to 
overthrow Tsar Nicholai I in 1825.  But 
the more he explored the narrative, the 
more he realized that writing about the 
Decembrist movement required larger 
historical background, especially con-
cerning the Napoleonic Wars which 
had had a big impact on Russian 
society.  This realization led him to 
broaden the novel's focus to include 
the years of 1805 and 1812 during 
the French invasion of Russia.  
	 Undoubtedly, the historical 
accuracy of War and Peace is among 
its most notable characteristics.  Tol-
stoy conducted an extensive amount 
of research both before and during 
the writing of the novel, reading offi-
cial military documents, letters, diaries, 
and memoirs of people who experienced the 
Napoleonic era.  He visited battlefields and 
consulted maps in order to accurately reconstruct 
the events of the 1805 and 1812 campaigns.  How-
ever, a few features distinguished War and Peace from 
anything ever written before.  Firstly, by minimizing the 
significance of "great men" like Napoleon and Tsar Alex-
ander I and attributing history to the actions and will of 
common people instead, Tolstoy challenged conventional 
historiography—this view was controversial at the time, as 
it opposed the dominant historical narrative that glorified 
military leaders.  Additionally, Tolstoy blurred the line be-
tween fact and fiction by inserting real historical figures 
—such as Napoleon, General Kutuzov, and Tsar Alexander

 
—into a world inhabited by fictional characters like 

Pierre Bezukhov and Prince Andrey.  He 
portrayed these real individuals not 

as flawless heroes or villains, 
but as deeply human, often 

conflicted, and sometimes 
misguided individuals.  

General Kutuzov, 
for example, is 

presented not 
as a bold 
strategist but 
as a quiet 
observer 
whose wis-

dom lies in pa-
tience and humil-

ity—qualities Tolstoy 
clearly admired.
	 Tolstoy also infused 
his characters with ele-
ments drawn from his 
personal life and fam-
ily.  The Rostovs and 

Bolkonskys bear 
resemblances to 

his own fam-
ily members: 
Count Niko-
lai Rostov re-
flects traits of 
Tolstoy's father 

who served as a 
lieutenant colonel 

during the Patriotic 
War of 1812; Princess 

Marya Bolkonskaya mirrors
Tostoy's mother, Marya Tolstaya.

Additionally, Natasha Rostova was inspired 
by Tolstoy's sister-in-law, Tanya, capturing her lighthearted 
spirit.
	 Today, War and Peace is widely regarded as one of 
the greatest literary achievements of all time.  It's praised 
for its rich character development, philosophical depth, and 
sweeping portrayal of Russian society during the 19th cen-
tury.  The epic is often seen not simply as a cornerstone of 
Russian (and, indeed, world) literature, but as a profound 
exploration of what it means to be human.

war & peace


