
CAXTON IAN 
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2024 JOURNAL OF THE CAXTON CLUB VOLUME XXXII. NO. 6 

A New Interpretation of the Death of 
Prince Andrei in Tolstoy's War and Peace

Vyacheslav Tikhonov (Andrei) and Lyudmila Savelyeva (Natasha) in Voyna i Mir (War and Peace), 1965. 

R. Eden Martin

L
eo Tolstoy was beyond doubt one of the
world's greatest novelists. His major novel 

War and Peace, first published in Russia in 
1868-1869, is a multi-dimensional story interwo
ven not just with history but with a philosophy 
of history - the compounded complexities of 
causation and incomprehensibility. An English 
translation was first published in 1886. ( Sec 'The 
Original War and Peace;• Caxtonian,July 2012.) 

I have read War and Peace several times. 
The first was in 1962 - the Constance Garnett 
translation published in the Modern Library 
edition. More recently, I've read it twice in 
Russian. It was during the last reading chat 
I paused over the question of what caused 
Prince Andrei's death. 

The three main characters of War and Pence 
are Prince Andrei Bolkonsky, his friend Pierre 
Bezukhov, and Natasha Rostov, whom Andrei 

loves, and Pierre eventually marries. The death 
of Prince Andrei, who twice had been seri
ously wounded during the French invasions 
of 1805 and 1812, is central to the novel. His 
gradual recovery from the second wound coin
cided with the French occupation of Moscow, 
the burning of the city, and the evacuation of 
civilians. The wounded Prince Andrei was 
reunited with Natasha and seemed to be phys
ically improving. Then something happened 
that halted his recovery and led soon after to 
his death. 

Scholars have attributed Prince Andrei's 
death to some combination of disillusionment 
with the war, his near-death experience on 
the battlefield, his loss of faith in society and 
political reforms, his physical decline due to his 
severe war wound, and a spiritual awakening in 
his final days of life. I believe char none of these, 
alone or in combination, adequately explains 
what led Andrei to let his life to slip away ( see, 

e.g., Andrei Zarin in his Leo Tolstoy, 2020 ). 
The Bolkonskys are central to the story

as are the Rostovs, including the daughter 
Natasha and her brother Nikolai, a soldier 
in the Russian militia. Prince Andrei and 
Natasha had been deeply in love and engaged, 
but a momentary infatuation of Natasha's 
had led to the breakup of that engage-
ment. During the retreat from Moscow, the 
wounded Andrei wound up in the same 
caravan as the Rostov family. A high point 
in the novel was the reuniting of Andrei and 
Natasha and the rekindling of their love, as 
Natasha nursed him during the retreat. 

Meanwhile , Andrei's sister Marya met

Natasha's brother Nikolai, and they fell in love. 
Nikolai told Marya chat the Rostov family and 
Andrei had gone to Yaroslavl after the burning 
of Moscow. Marya then left to find her brother, 
taking with her Andrei's son by his first mar
riage. Nikolai sent a letter to the Rostov family 








