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Virginia Woolf called Tolstoy “the greatest of all writers”; she also called him a “woman hater.” She wrote on Tolstoy in her reviews and essays, and she and her husband collaborated on the translation and publication of works by and about Tolstoy, including Sophia’s autobiography. Woolf commented: “it is Tolstoi who most enthralls us and most repels.”


While critics have long noted Woolf’s interest in Tolstoy, almost nothing has been said about his influence on her work or about the curious mix of affinity and antipathy his work elicited in her. For example, while an international symposium on Woolf’s work took place in Russia in 2003—including sessions at Yasnaya Polyana—none of the participants discussed Tolstoy’s influence on Woolf’s writing. 

My paper proposes to remedy this circumstance by comparing concrete instances of a key dynamic in War and Peace and Anna Karenina with the same dynamic in To the Lighthouse. The very title of War and Peace encapsulates a principle that informs the entire work, that of connectedness and separation. In that work Tolstoy explores this polarity on every level—within the individual, within pairs, families, military units, countries. In Anna Karenina Tolstoy similarly explores connection and communication, particularly between contrasting couples. 

Woolf wrote: “Practically every scene in Anna Karenina is branded on me, though I’ve not read it for 15 years.” A representative instance of the connection/separation theme in Anna Karenina is Levin’s decision in the concluding chapter not to share his spiritual realization with his wife: “Нет не надо говорить...  Это тайна, для меня одного нужная...” In “The Window” section of To the Lighthouse Woolf explicitly references Anna Karenina and this portion of the novel concludes with Mrs. Ramsay’s not telling her husband (as he wishes) that she loves him: “she could not say it….”



My paper will explore many such parallels.



