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Like his twentieth-century successor Alexander Solzhenitysn, Leo Tolstoy made a habit of interspersing timeless Russian folk wisdom into the language of many of his novels’ protagonists. This is certainly the case in his novel, Anna Karenina, where the Russian author peppers the language of nearly all of his major protagonists as well as a host of secondary characters with the timely wisdom and wit of the Russian proverb.  


His friend and prominent literary critic, Nicholas Strakhov, once observed to a colleague, “Tolstoy is very interested in the language of the people. He finds new words every day.” From his correspondence and diaries, we know that Tolstoy’s notebooks were filled with numerous proverbs and proverbial expressions garnered from his roadside visits in the countryside. We also know from an entry in his 1862 diary that early on he had intended to write a number of brief short sketches keyed to a Russian proverb or proverbial saying.  


Ironically, while a total of 84 proverbs cross the lips of peasants and Petersburg social circles alike, very little consideration has been given to the thematic role of Russian proverbs in Tolstoy’s novel. Given the moral-didactic essence of proverbs and their suitability as vehicles for Tolstoy’s central themes, the lack of scholarly attention is all the more surprising. My paper proposes to redress this lack of attention to the thematic functions of the Russian proverb in Anna Karenina through an analysis of the proverbial speech of five major categories of characters, ranging from the peasants and household staffs in the Oblonsky and Levin families to Anna, Levin, and Alexei Alexandrovich Karenin. Additional analysis will be given to the proverb-epigraph to the novel as well as the famous “family” sentence that opens Chapter One of Book One and, finally, the proverb-truth that resolves Konstantin Levin’s existential quest throughout the novel.         

