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Abstract 

American soldiers deployed to Afghanistan read Leo Tolstoy’s Sebast

the Crimean War in a course at the online American Military University and found them 

familiar and relevant. Tolstoy, who himself served in the Crimean war and wrote two of the 

three sketches while serving at the front, focuses on the experiences of individual soldiers.  

He builds his descriptions out of appeals to the various sense perceptions, thus allowing a 

reader to imagine himself in theatre.  Through digressions by a didactic narrat

expresses the responses that one might expect from a rational outside observer of war.  At the same time, 

through fictional narrative and the observations of characters in it, he presents war from their point of 

view.  Tolstoy’s war writing is particularly satisfying an

rational, spontaneous and contemplative responses to one of human life’s most complex and compelling 

experiences.  The fictional soldiers in the Sevastopol sketches do not reflect on the war or their experience

in it.  They model action and reaction, and their thinking is part of that dynamic.  It is the disembodied 

narrator who reflects.  The ideal reader of the sketches identifies with both of these parts of the sketch.  

She imagines herself within the setting

narrator that war is irrational and hellish.  This does not keep her from identifying with the battle 

experience of the characters, including even their enjoyment of certain aspects of war as 

for the virtues that war fosters.  Tolstoy would have been gratified that American soldiers today identify 

with both the narrative of the sketches and the narrator’s commentary.  These soldier readers do not 

untangle different threads in the sketches.  Nor do they pick up on all of the aspects of war that Tolstoy 

eventually airs and analyses.  This is partly because some of these aspects 

instance, or the role of chance in it 

soldiers focus on the aspects of war that speak to them.   They don’t care about the whole picture, or that 

Tolstoy’s message is complex and even contradictory.  It’s enough that for them the sketches speak to 

their concerns.  As long as soldiers in different wars and from different perspectives feel this way about 

Tolstoy’s war writing, it won’t grow old.
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deployed to Afghanistan read Leo Tolstoy’s Sebastopol Sketches about 

War in a course at the online American Military University and found them 

Tolstoy, who himself served in the Crimean war and wrote two of the 

ches while serving at the front, focuses on the experiences of individual soldiers.  

He builds his descriptions out of appeals to the various sense perceptions, thus allowing a 

reader to imagine himself in theatre.  Through digressions by a didactic narrator, he  

responses that one might expect from a rational outside observer of war.  At the same time, 

through fictional narrative and the observations of characters in it, he presents war from their point of 

view.  Tolstoy’s war writing is particularly satisfying and complete because it includes irrational and 

rational, spontaneous and contemplative responses to one of human life’s most complex and compelling 

experiences.  The fictional soldiers in the Sevastopol sketches do not reflect on the war or their experience

in it.  They model action and reaction, and their thinking is part of that dynamic.  It is the disembodied 

narrator who reflects.  The ideal reader of the sketches identifies with both of these parts of the sketch.  

She imagines herself within the setting of each sketch in both body and mind.   She may agree with the 

narrator that war is irrational and hellish.  This does not keep her from identifying with the battle 

experience of the characters, including even their enjoyment of certain aspects of war as 

for the virtues that war fosters.  Tolstoy would have been gratified that American soldiers today identify 

with both the narrative of the sketches and the narrator’s commentary.  These soldier readers do not 

e sketches.  Nor do they pick up on all of the aspects of war that Tolstoy 

eventually airs and analyses.  This is partly because some of these aspects – the pleasures of war, for 

instance, or the role of chance in it – aren’t fully developed until War and Peace.  It is also because these 

soldiers focus on the aspects of war that speak to them.   They don’t care about the whole picture, or that 

Tolstoy’s message is complex and even contradictory.  It’s enough that for them the sketches speak to 

s.  As long as soldiers in different wars and from different perspectives feel this way about 

Tolstoy’s war writing, it won’t grow old.   

   

Registration at

  lectureseries@amcatoronto.com
 

lub of U of T, 41 Willcocks St., Toronto 

 

Donna T. Orwin: Why Tolstoy War Writing Does Not Grow Old 

is Professor of Russian Literature and current Chair of the 

Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures at the University of Toronto.  She is a 

member of the Royal Society of Canada and a 2008 recipient of the Pushkin Medal 

Vladimir Putin for her contribution to the dissemination 

and editor of six books (including the prize 

[Princeton, 1993], the Cambridge 
[2002], and the favorably reviewed Consequences of 

[Stanford, 2010]) and many articles  

Leo Tolstoy and related topics in Russian literature and thought.  She has received several 

cluding a current one to study the treatment of war in Russian literature.  She edited the 

for eight years, and has helped organize conferences in Russia, 

opol Sketches about 

War in a course at the online American Military University and found them 

Tolstoy, who himself served in the Crimean war and wrote two of the 

ches while serving at the front, focuses on the experiences of individual soldiers.  

He builds his descriptions out of appeals to the various sense perceptions, thus allowing a 

 
responses that one might expect from a rational outside observer of war.  At the same time, 

through fictional narrative and the observations of characters in it, he presents war from their point of 

d complete because it includes irrational and 

rational, spontaneous and contemplative responses to one of human life’s most complex and compelling 

experiences.  The fictional soldiers in the Sevastopol sketches do not reflect on the war or their experience 

in it.  They model action and reaction, and their thinking is part of that dynamic.  It is the disembodied 

narrator who reflects.  The ideal reader of the sketches identifies with both of these parts of the sketch.  

of each sketch in both body and mind.   She may agree with the 

narrator that war is irrational and hellish.  This does not keep her from identifying with the battle 

experience of the characters, including even their enjoyment of certain aspects of war as well as respect 

for the virtues that war fosters.  Tolstoy would have been gratified that American soldiers today identify 

with both the narrative of the sketches and the narrator’s commentary.  These soldier readers do not 

e sketches.  Nor do they pick up on all of the aspects of war that Tolstoy 

the pleasures of war, for 

It is also because these 

soldiers focus on the aspects of war that speak to them.   They don’t care about the whole picture, or that 

Tolstoy’s message is complex and even contradictory.  It’s enough that for them the sketches speak to 

s.  As long as soldiers in different wars and from different perspectives feel this way about 

Registration at 
 

lectureseries@amcatoronto.com 


