ALLOWABLE PASSIONS IN ANNA KARENINA
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If we resist our passions, it is .more from their weakness than from our strength.
LaRochefoucauld, Maxims
-31'0~, -OTBelJaJI KOHCTaHTHH JleBHH, BbIXO.nR Ha CBeT.
-KTO~?

Tolstoy could be very passionate in his hatred of human passions,
and in this lies a difficult paradox. Not only in "Kreutzer Sonata," where
one Biblical commandment is violated in order to preserve another, but even
in Anna Karenina, Tolstoy followed a rhetorical strategy of fighting fire with
fire, harnessing passion even as he reviled it. The present work is devoted
to examining the question behind this paradox: what is to be done with
human passions? I believe the most widespread reading of Anna Karenina,
according to which the heroine is condemned for her self-serving passions,
oversimplifies a very complex problem. Rather Tolstoy's purpose was
something more subtle, something which is suggested by the novel's
bipartite structure: the discovery of a viable distinction between permissible
and enlightening passions and those, or at least one, that leads to death.
However, I think Tolstoy runs into almost insurmountable difficulties
because he clings tenaciously to two antithetical views: loosely summarized,
that passion per se is evil and, at the same time, that it is essential. This
unresolved contradiction threatens to make any final distinctions be,tween
kinds of passion arbitrary and inherently precarious. In the end, we are left
with a paradoxical novel which obviously fears the dangers of passion, yet
simultaneously demonstrates that passion and its close ally selfishness are
allowable, indeed vitally necessary, to human self-knowledge and wellbeing, to artists, art, and novels, and even to the search for and articulation
of truth.
Instead of directly reinterpreting Tolstoy's portrayal of Anna's
passion, the novel's central and original topic, I want to focus on other
manifestations of passion in the novel for the light they caD. shed on the
underlying question and Anna's passion in particular. I will argue that
Tolstoy perceives selfishness, passion, and their analogues as the motives of
all authentic human action, including virtuous action; that he condemns
high society not for allowing passion, but for demeaning it; that for Tolstoy
self-seeking passion undergirds art that is genuine and work that is
valuable; that passion is central to the novelistic genre and to the creation
and structure of this novel in particular; that a character's passion serves as
a key criterion in Tolstoy's choice of protagonists; and that the novel
commends self-centered thinking as the only path-for the thoughtful at
least-to the truth. Because Tolstoy's approach to art and other passions
changed after Anna Karenina, I generally refrain from drawing on his later
works, however relevant they may seem. Rather I want as much as possible
to show the internal contradictions of the novel itself, for this self-aware
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inner illogicality is yet another example of the passion that moves through
the text.
But first, what is passion? I use the word only as an approximation
for a concept which Tolstoy designates by no single name, but which
nonetheless is at the heart of his concerns in the novel. This concept does
not necessarily designate physical love, but what it does designate is always
linked with it, if only covertly. Tolstoy treats bodily lust in the same way in
"Kreutzer Sonata," where Pozdnyshev rails against concupiscence but notes
that he means all human desires (378). For the "seer of the flesh," as
Merezhkovskii called him, physical desire as the most intractable and
imperious of passions provides the key to understanding all human urges.
Thus by passion I understand Tolstoy to mean any self-asserting personal
desire that wills to overcome obstacles and objections without consideration
for their validity, or desire that operates under the auspices of its own
authority. Obstacles come in many sorts; the one which the novel stresses
is social strictures 1 Among these strictures is the standing requirement to
speak in such a way as to make c.onsistent sense, sense that others can
grasp. In this regard, the definition of passion resembles Roland Barthes'
jouissance: a pleasure taken by the individual at the expense of logical order
and the social order. Such passion is a force from within and a tacit
assertion of the claims of the individual at the expense of others and of
social constraints. However, because the passionate individual transgresses
social norms, there is always a price to pay, if only shame or disapproval.
Passion thus includes an element of suffering, as its Russian and Latin
etymologies imply, in combination with whatever pleasure accrues from
desire satisfied. Societies in some sense construct themselves by balancing
communal desire against individual desire. In the fray, an individual's
innermost self can get lost, to be revealed to him and others only in
moments of great passion. Such eruptions, welcome or unwelcome, are an
expression of an individual's most genuine truth. They are self-seeking in
both senses-both selfish and a search for inner reserves of selfhood that
might otherwise go undetected. 2
As we shall see, Tolstoy's concept of passion both parallels and
diverges from that of Denis de Rougemont in Love in the Western World
(summarized more succinctly in his later Love Declared): "Passion is that form
of love which refuses the immediate, avoids dealing with what is near, and
if necessary invents distance in order to realize and exalt itself more
completely .... Passion ... is always antisocial.
Passion always
presupposes, between subject and object, a t}:lird party constituting an
obstacle to their embrace ... the obstacle being social (moral, conventional,
even political) to such a degree that we even find it identified, at its limit,
with society itself... " (Love Declared 41-2). Like Tolstoy, de Rougemont
understands passion both literally, as involving two lovers, and
metaphorically, as representing all human desire, whatever the object.
Unlike de Rougemont, Tolstoy is eager to foreground the passion of
conviction, where the object of fervency is a belief whose expression is
hindered and which must be suffered for. But the two differ most over the
role played by"the obstacle in passion. De Rougemont, arguing on the basis
of the Tristan legend, considers obstruction per se, above all in its ultimate
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embodiment as death, to be the goal of passion; and while Tolstoy does at
one point refer to "the eternal error that men make in imagining that
happiness consists in the gratification of their wishes" he clearly does not
follow de Rougemont in presuming gratification to lie in any kind of
frustration of desires. 3 Instead, Tolstoy tends to highlight obstacles of a
purely practical order, a stance occasioned by his Rousseauian belief that
any attempt by an individual to live well or fully will necessarily run into
hindrances produced by corrupt social structures.
If passion is self-seeking in the double sense of serving and revealing
the self, and if conversely the self is the voice that speaks and finds itself
in acts of passion, then the two concepts must be considered together.
Previous work on Tolstoy's concept of self has tended to focus on Wa.r &
Peace and has come to conclusions that no longer hold when Tolstoy writes
Anna Karenina. Carden sees a fluid self that undergoes constant growth and
change and only reaches stability when it merges with the infinite and
ceases to exist in the normal sense. She classes Tolstoy's concept of self as
essentially "expressivist," and quotes Charles Taylor's claim that expressivist
thinkers dispute the "vision of society made up of atomistic, morally selfsufficient subjects" and "seek for a deeper bond ... in which men's highest
concerns are shared and woven into community life rather than remaining
the preserve of individuals. "4 Both Ginzburg and Morson stress a related
view of the self in flux, or what Morson calls "the aggregate of self' (Hidden
in Plain View 193). Ginzburg perceives a fundamentally mutable self behind
the "the multiplicity of the functions and constituent elements of the
Tolstoian character" (252). Morson defines the self as consciousness and
describes it by analogy with Tolstoy's chaos-centered theory of war and
history, as subject to impinging external forces it cannot foresee, control, or
even know fully. Still drawing mainly on War & Peace, these critics thus
conceive of identity as changing continually and unpredictably over time.
Bayley transfers these traits to Anna Karenina and maintains that the reader
is not "asked to accept anything definitive about passion" in part because
"the sensations lead and the emotions follow. The difficulty of coming to
any conclusions about life is that the body does not remain in the same state
for long enough" (228). Both passion and self in Anna Karenina, as I will
argue, actually have very different qualities. Strangely, the concept of self in
Anna Karenina has closer affinities with the doctrines of Goethe and
Rousseau whose influence Orwin traces on a much earlier Tolstoy: "The
principle of being of the self is its own particularity: it is itself and it wants
to remain itself' (34). It also recalls the Schopenhauerian will to power,
despite Tolstoy's ultimate disavowals of the German philosopher (Orwin
150-4).

If Tolstoy has any moral or didactic intentions, the trail .of passion in
Anna Karenina that leads the heroine to her demise cannot be defined by its
ending point, or else the reader, like Anna, will only learn to recognize the
end of the trail, and not our point of entry on it. The most commonly noted
sign, then, of wrong trails is the marker that says "selfish passion," which
accordingly becomes Anna's flaw in most readings of Anna Karenina,
regardless of whether critics laud or deplore Tolstoy for this. 5 Anna asserts
herself too much and ultimately destroys the lives of her children, husband,

8

TOLSTOY STUD I ES JOURNRL

lover, and herself. And by over-asserting her self, Anna ends up with
nothing but her self. She cuts herself off from society and her old family,
and even from her new family and her lover. And this all before her
suicide. On her train-ride back from Moscow, she experiences an uncanny
sense of doubling into two Annas. Later she ends up surrounded by
surrogate selves-one Anna for a servant, another for a daughter, as well as
an English ward who recapitulates her own upbringing and has at root the
same name, Hannah. The circle finally closes on the morning of her
suicide when Anna expels from her heart the final other, Vronsky, and
assuming his duties herself, kisses her own hand. A related viewpoint is
expressed in a conversation in Betsy Tverskaia's salon in Part Two. There
an unidentified voice claims that happy marriages are not based on "strast',"
but can only be kept up by those who have "passed through that madness"
and recovered ( 125; 2:7). Here the road to happiness leads through passion,
not around it; and this is confirmed by the early love disappointments of
Tolstoy's happy heroines: Natasha Rostova, Princess Marya (who admires
Anatole Kuragin until she finds him .embracing Mlle. Bourienne), Kitty. In a
moment that almost strains credibility, even Dolly tells her sister she has
lived through the folly of passion. 6 We might conclude, then, that Tolstoy
means us to infer that if you cling to either your self or your desire too
much, you will destroy the very self that desires. This is a rational stance,
and, as the scene at Betsy's salon is the oldest in the novel by date of
composition, was clearly central to Tolstoy's earliest intentions. But this is
not what Anna Karenina actually shows.
In fact, the bulk of the novel condemns neither selfishness nor
passion. A characteristic example occurs when Kitty goes abroad to recover
from Vronsky. Kitty's very presence abroad seems to be a repudiation of
passion, but in fact her recovery requires passion. At first she longs to
emulate Varenka, the young woman who cares for others with hardly a
thought for herself. But after realizing that her own solicitude towards an
ailing artist is motivated less by charity than by the ignoble desire to win
his admiration in front of his wife, a brief eruption of passionate selfishness
reveals her innermost essence to her sight and forever crystallizes her in
this form Formally, Kitty's self-discovery violates social norms, as she
rudely interrupts Varenka and "in one of her fits of passion" (214; 2:35)
accuses Varenka of being excessively kind and altruistic.
What she
discovers is no less self-centered (one need only imagine this
simultaneously as a speech of Anna to see the paradox of Tolstoy's attitude
to passion): "How can I help it if I am bad? .. So l~t me be what I am, but not
pretend Let them live as they like, and I will live as I like. I cannot be
different I can't live except by my own heart... " (214-5; 2:35). Though
self-condemnatory, Kitty's speech is proud. And in Tolstoy's calculus
rightfully so, for she has found the key to her own happiness. Kitty can
assert herself because she has caught a glimpse of her true identity, a
glimpse of who she must be. Here the implication is clear: to be anything,
one must be oneself, and to be yourself, you must ignore others. 7 It hardly
needs to be added that in almost every episode where Lyovin figures, he acts
on the same motivations. If Lyovin rarely articulates his rejection of other
people's authority and his insistence that he be allowed to follow his own
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imperatives, it is only because he is not surprised by a new discovery, as
Kitty is, nor sufficiently concerned about his interlocutors to voice his
thinking for their benefit.
This positive value of self, selfishness, and passion is everywhere in
Anna Karenina. 8 Lyovin finds one key to happiness in always serving his
own interests. (We shall see later that this principle is not modified by his
concluding epiphany.) Lyovin's retirement from public activity outrages his
brother, but Lyovin justifies his choices on grounds of self-interest.
Elections, zemstvos, the Serbian war effort-he refuses to participate in all
because he cannot benefit personally, and as a result cannot-not will not,
but cannot-genuinely give of himself. These activities "don't grip me" (221;
3:3), he defends himself laconically' but damningly. Elsewhere Lyovin
concludes that to farm successfully, one must motivate hired laborers by
giving them a stake in the enterprise's success. Those who. see in the
emancipation of the serfs an altruistic act, he argues, merely misunderstand
that self-interest can take a more comprehensive form than sometimes
believed.
Similarly, Kitty later discovers she is able to aid the ill
unstintingly when ·the patient is her husband's brother, in whose welfare
she feels just such a broad and instinctive self-interest. For pre-IBBO
Tolstoy self-seeking impulses are not something to flee or combat. Rather it
is the opposite urge, towards self-sacrifice, that is always subject to
suspicion. For self-interest is simply the only human motivation. As Lyovin
notes, in the past he worked for the common weal, but he inevitably found
that by some mysterious process his exertions collapsed of their own accord,
whereas ever since he "began to confme himself more and more to living for
himself' his efforts have "progressed far better than formerly" (715; B: 10).
Although Tolstoy later reversed his view in certain key particulars, in' Anna
Karenina, morality and happiness still derive not from resisting one's selfinterest, but from harnessing it. And to harness it, one must see clearly
both the interest and the self.
Lyovin's most famous scene is another example of passion, a. passion
for work. When he mows with his peasants he feels "a pleasure such as I
have never in my life experienced before" (235; 2:6). That physical work is
the antidote to harmful passions, a bulwark against thoughts of death, is a
truism in Tolstoy criticism; it is important to note, however; that the only
scene of Lyovin at work involves an activity performed only once, allowing
Tolstoy to play down the long-term repetitiveness of jobs, including mowing
as it would have to be experienced by those toiling alongside the nobleman.
We can see here Tolstoy's desire to display labor as an opportunity for
discovery, self-discovery, and profound fulfillment, and sidestep its prosaic
aspects. For only so can he win for manual labor as a whole the validity
accorded to expressions of inner passion. 9 Here too the pl~asure of the
individual implies a violation of social norms. Both .ends of the social
spectrum disapprove: Lyovin's aristocratic brother, and, as he points out, the
peasants themselves. Lyovin's response, as always, is self-centered: "There
is nothing wrong in it....If they don't like it, it can't be helped. Besides, I
think it's all right. Eh?" (235; 2:6).
Koznyshev cuts right to the heart of
the matter, telling him, "Your nature is altogether primesautiere [impulsive]
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as the French say: you want passionate, energetic activity, or nothing at all"
(235; 2:6). The self-absorbed Lyovin, as usual, has already ceased listening.
Significantly, the one character who shares Lyovin's conscious need
for activity based on passionate conviction and complete self-giving is Anna
herself. Vronsky urges her to take up some sort of charity work at a village
school, but Anna declines, explaining her decision to Lyovin by reference to
a philosophy that is already his own: "I went several times .... 1 could not
attach myself to the work. You mention energy.... Energy is based on love;
and where is one to get the love? One can't order it!" (633; 7: 10). Anna
shares Lyovin's all-or-nothing approach to life. IO In a neat replaying of
Koznyshev's comment to Lyovin, Liza Merkalova tells Anna, "One has only to
look at you to see that you are a woman who may be happy or unhappy, but
who is not dull." (274; 3: 18). Thus it follows that the two characters who
meet with widespread public disapprobation are Anna and Lyovin, and that
Anna should so instinctively take Lyovin's side when he is criticized by
society (633; 7: 10).
And it should not surprise us that passion in its
primary sexual sense is the great force that drives both Lyovin's and Anna's
plots forward.
.
Like other aspects of passion at work in Anna Karenina, the rhetorical
strategy of fighting fire with fire both shapes the structure of the novel and
is demonstrated at the plot level as well, in a small but important episode.
When Stiva brings the uninvited Vasya Veslovsky to the Lyovin house,
Lyovin gradually grows jealous of the young man's flirting with his wife. In
the presence of insinuations of desire, even a chaste wife is not immune to
forces that leave her "blushing and agitated" (543; 6: 14). "In the depth of
her soul she was conscious that there had been something" (520; 6:7)
between her and Veslovsky. Despite promising Kitty he will keep Veslovsky
on just to prove he holds his wife above suspicion, Lyovin soon succumbs to
a feeling that surprises even him but is too powerful to master. Stiva is
aghast; Lyovin, as always, can only point out that his motives are authentic
because uncontrollable: "Please don't explain my reasons! I can't do
otherwise! I feel ashamed before you and before him" (547; 6: 15). The
eruption of passionate fury ends as he kicks Veslovsky out of his home
without so much as an explanation. Only fire can be used to fend off sparks
of desire that are catching. Kitty will later use the same strategy when
Lyovin visits Anna, staying Lyovin from what is clearly a strong attraction.
Significantly, the obverse is the fate that awaits Anna. As she is not
inoculated against passion by an early humiliation, so she has the
misfortune to have a spouse incapable of wielding the restorative passion of
jealousy. In a moment that confrrms the lack oJ emotion that has ushered
Anna towards infidelity in the first place, Karenin learns of his wife's
betrayal coldly and without a selfish outburst that might offer evidence of a
love threatened. Here we see that passion can in extreme cases even be
bent to serve the sanctity of the family.
.
The justified centrality of the self can be verified in children, those
still unspoiled by civilization according to Tolstoy's Rousseauian view. I I
The narrator criticizes Serezha Karenin's father and teachers for failing to
teach their charge. Tolstoy's sympathies are all on the side of the selfpleasing little boy.
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C T04KH 3peHH~ OTua, OH He XOTeJI yqMTbC~ TOMy, 4eMy eMy Y4HJIH. B CYLllHOCTb)l(e
OH He Mor 3TOMy yqHTbC~. OH He Mor nOToMy, 4TO Bnywe ero 6blJIH Tpe60BaHM~
60JIee DJI~ Hero 06~3aTeJIbHble, 4eM Te, KOTopble 3a~BJ1S1J1H eMy OTeu Hnellaror....
EMy 6blJIO lleBSlTb JIeT, OH 6blJI pe6eHOK; HO llYWy CBOIO OH 3HaJI, OHa 6blJIa llopora
eMy, OH 6eper ee, KaK BeKO 6epe)l(eT rna3.... ( 19:97; 5:27)

Though he is young, Serezha already has a passion, the natural and
first human passion-himself. And he has fulfilled the primary requirement
of a human being: he has learned to know himself. Further, he has the very
passion his teachers seek in him, a burning enthusiasm for learning-"his
soul was overflowing with longing for knowledge" (478: 5:27}-and so his
teachers are doubly at fault for not being able to tap into his authentic
energy. (It is telling that Karenin fails to appreciate passion in this form as
well.) Serezha goes off to learn on his own. Serezha's passion, like so many
others in Anna Karenina, is beyond the need for justification: it is a truth
unto itself. How others adapt is a secondary matter.
Tolstoy's painter Mikhailov demonstrates that passion is every bit as
essential to art as to education. When Anna and Vronsky visit him in in
his studio, we learn that for Mikhailov, to work successfully is to work
"with ... ardour" (426; 5: 10).12 Moreover, Mikhailov's brilliant rendering of
Anna shocks Vronsky because it implies a lover's touch: "One needed to
know and love her as I love her, to find just that sweetest spiritual
expression of hers" (434; 5: 13). If indeed it takes passion to see deeply into
Anna's soul, then Tolstoy himself burns. 13 The "sweetest spiritual
expression of hers" Vronsky only learns from Mikhailov's painting, and
Mikhailov's passion for Anna (like the early Vronsky, Mikhailov is ill at ease
around Anna, but can't take his eyes off her) thus implicitly outdoes
Vronsky's own. The opposite is what the dilettante Vronsky's art looks like
to Mikhailov: a pale imitation of ardor.
HeJIb3$1 3anpeTIlTb lIe.nOBeKy CllenaTb ce6e 60nbwYJO KyK.J1y 113 BOCKa H uenoBaTb ee.
Ho eCJIH 6bl 3TOT qeJIOBeK CKYIUlOH npHUJe.n H cen npell BJ1lO6neHHblM H npMH.SIJ1CSI 6bl
n3CK3Tb CBOIO KYJ<J1Y, KaK RTl106neHHblH naCKaeTTy, KOropyJO OH nI06HT, TO
BJ1J06neHHoMy 6blno 6bl HenpIDITHO. (19:47; 5: 13; ~mphasis a~ded)
Borrowing a page from romantic aesthetics, Tolstoy establishes a
model for Anna Karenina in which real art is known by the authenticity of its
passion.
Clearly, Tolstoy is not merely calling for passionateness in art, in the
sense of overblown effusions, hyperbolic emotions, and the like. Nothing
could be farther from his aesthetics. Instead, like the earlier 'exalnples we
have seen, the passion of art must come from the wellsprings of the self.
Vronsky fails as an artist for he "could not imagine that it is possible to be
quite ignorant of the different kinds of art and to be inspired directly by
what is in one's own soul, regardless of whether what one paints belongs to
any particular school" (423; 5:8).
Vronsky's type of art is mere imitation.
Instead, what Tolstoy requires of the artist is that his passion plumb the
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deepest recesses of his own selfhood and bring up something genuine. An
artist's first responsibility is to be unique, to know, like Serezha, what
resides in his own soul (this, recall, in a novel where all happy families are
ostensibly alike). Mikhailov's faith in his masterpiece of Christ and Pilate
doesn't derive from considerations of quality or talent; it is that "no one had
ever painted anything like it" (427; 5: 1D)-the conception is purely his own.
"He did not consider his picture better than all Raphael's, but he knew that
what he wanted to express in that picture had never yet been expressed by
anyone" (427; 5: 10). Further, this is more than a requirement for mere
innovation or epatage at any cost; what is essential is that art derive directly
from the artist's inner conviction. 14 When his Jesus is criticized, Mikhailov
can only fall back on the defense that he was true to himself: "I could not
paint a Christ whom I had not in my soul" (431; 5:11). And this passion too
is a form of self-revelation, for Mikhailov works with no clear sense of what
he will produce. As an artist, he mentally files away faces he happens
across and retrieves them when needed, without consciously understanding
the process (428; 5: 11). As a result., each new sketch, if successful, reveals
something unknown within him, the shape of his visual memory.
We can pause to note what happens to the family when one parent is
thus engaged in a solitary passion. The little we learn of Mikhailov's wife
and children suggests a not always beneficial effect of his passion on their
lives. The tradition of the poor Russian artist abroad suggests a life of
sacrifices and material hardships. Indeed, he and his wife scream at one
another over unpaid rent. Mikhailov stalks off, muttering to himself, "What
an idiot!" (426; 5: 10). Yet curiously Mikhailov seems to have a vested
interest in keeping relations with his wife uneven: "He never worked with
such ardour or so successfully as when things were going badly with him,
and especially after a quarrel with his wife" (426; 5: 10). The artist learns to
harness family interference as a positive force for his own goals: Mikhailov
retrieves an old drawing from his daughter-the only words that point at
their relations are "without looking at her" (426; 5: 10)-and discovers that
the flaw of the portrait has been resolved by an accidental grease spot. The
family is thus subsumed under the goals of a more pressing passion, to be
shunted aside when the father pursues "the intensity of effort-excluding
all other interests-without which he could not work" (433; 5: 12). Families
and .passion, Tolstoy seems to be reminding himself in advance, are
incompatible in fundamental ways.lS
As we see in Mikhailov, passion both reveals and derives from one's
innermost sense of self. The linkage in him between identity and artistic
creation highlights what is really a broader parallelism in Tolstoy's
thinking. For Tolstoy, both people and artworks are structurally alike, in
that they are authentic only when unique, when they are profoundly
themselves. And passion then is merely the expression of this uniqueness.
(Golenishchev, Tolstoy's parody of passion-he is unable even to begin the
philosophical treatise he has dreamt up and completely misunderstands
art-has, as Mikhailov notes, a face correspondingly "lacking expression"
[428; 5: 11].) Whether for art or individuals, passion is the .mode of
maximally authentic being. This in turn makes it the gauge of unIqu~ness.
When Tolstoy wants to indicate that Lyovin is living well but WIthout
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realizing it, he refers to Lyovin's individuality: "He lived, not knowing
...what he was or why he lived in the world ...while at the same time he
was firmly cutting his own particular definite path through life" (717; 8: 10).
In the world of Anna Karenina, this may be Tolstoy's highest praise. 16
Because of the art/self parallel, Tolstoy's description of the genesis of
art can be read as a parable of human identity coming into being. Before his
guests arrive, Mikhailov is sketching a portrait that won't come right, but.
suddenly he has a moment of insight:
OH 3aCMeHJICH OT pau.OCTH. <l>Hrypa Bllpyr J,13 MepTBOI1, BbIllYM3HHOH CTaJl3 )l(HBaH Ii
TaKa5l, KOTOpOH HeJIb3H y)Ke 6bIJlO H3MeHHTb. <PHrypa 3Ta )l(H1Ia Ii 6bIna HCHO J,1
HeCOMHeHHO onpelleneHa. MO)l{HO 6bI1IO nonpaBHTb pHCyHOK co06pa3Ho C

TPe60BaHH~MH 3TOH <pHrypbl, MO)KHO Ii llOJI)I(HO lla)f(e 6bI1IO HHalle paCCTaBHTb HorM,
COBceM nepeMeHMTb nOnO)f(eHHe neBOH pyKJ1, OTKHHyrb BonOCbl.

Ho, llenaH

3TH

nonpaBKH, OH He H3MeHIDI cPHTYPbI, 3 TonbKO OTKHD.bIBaJI TO, liTO CKpblBaJlO ¢>Hrypy.
OH K3K 6bI CHHMaJI C Hee Te nOKpOBbI, 113-33 KOTOpbIX oHa He BCH 6bIlla BHllH3.

(19:37; 5: 10; emphasis added)
Both the genesis of art and human psychological formation involve a
peculiar process of modification and alteration in which a thing's essence
nevertheless does not really change. Rather the thing becomes gradually
more and more itself. Here becoming is not in opposition to being; it is the
nec.essary process in an essentialist teleology. By the psychological analogy,
each person has a pre-existing essence; the goal of human activity is to get a
clear view of that hidden inner self. 17 Essences do not change, only their
visibility does. And the ability to perceive the hidden essence is the work of
a passionate act-artistic or personal.
Reflecting on his failed proposal to Kitty, Lyovin experiences an odd
sensation that could only occur to a character in a psychological universe
like Tolstoy's: "He saw what had befallen him in quite a different light. He
felt that he was himself, and did not wish to be anyone else. He only
wished now to be better than he had been formerly" (84; 1 :26).18 This selfdiscovery recalls Kitty at the moment she rejects Varenka. Here Lyovin
enters into some of the most uncertain and conflicted terrain in Tolstoy's
thinking, for though Lyovin's current state of being must admit some sort of
transformation-or else there is no such thing as the pursuit of virtueauthentic underlying selves seem to Tolstoy essentially immutable. Tolstoy
resists resolving this powerful tension, choosing neither of the paths that
allow an escape from the contradiction: on one hand, the wholesale
optimistic declaration that for all people a maximally authentic self is in fact
fully tantamount to one's maximally virtuous self, that authenticity and
goodness always go hand in hand, or on the other, the concession that
some or all people might be fundamentally unvirtuous. Instead, Tolstoy
postpones the question by putting his weight behind the Vivid but ultimately
inconclusive metaphor of layers peeled off. As in Mikhailov's drawing,
development and alteration are not flatly ruled out for Lyovin, but passions
and essences remain in an untouchable core. Lyovin envisions a new life of
energetic activity and for a few moments even begins lifting immense
weights in preparation, but to his own surprise succumbs to the feeling that
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he will not and cannot change. Instead, reviewing the passionate outburst
in which he proposed to Kitty, Lyovin senses the process that replaces selfamelioration-an indistinct movement towards becoming more authentic.
"He felt that in the depth of his soul something was settling down, adjusting
and composing itself' (87; 1:28). His dreams cannot be changed, for they
are truly passionate (while musing, he is symbolically reading a book on
heat), that is, they derive directly from immutable and barely visible inner
needs. Despite his vow to forget the happiness of marriage, he now feels he
must marry Kitty or another like her-this desire of his will brook no
refusal. And this, ultimately, is the highest wisdom attainable, the wisdom
with which Tolstoy concludes his novel, as Lyovin once again understands
that even his religious faith will not change him. Instead the ultimate truth
is, as always, merely a more aware return to the self, an acknowledgment of
"what was already in my soul" (722; 8: 12) .19
If passion is the essence of vitality, then the lack of passion or a
similarly weak sense of self can be damning, whatever surface virtues a
character may possess. This becomes clear when we consider the passion
inherent in any fervently held belief.' When Lyovin and his brother debate,
Koznyshev always wins because Lyovin doesn't speak well and gets himself
in logical tangles, but the narrative gives us to understand that the failure to
persuade his brother does not undermine the justice of Lyovin's views.
Instead Lyovin's inarticulacy is redeemed by the burning conviction that he
possesses and his brother lacks. Lyovin notes of Koznyshev that he "did not
take the question of the general welfare, or of the immortality of the soul [the
two topics we have seen him debate], any more to heart than a game of
chess" (218; 3:2). Koznyshev lacks authentic commitment. He triumphs
because the issues themselves do not grip him strongly enough to distract
him from the minor pleasure of manipulating rhetoric and expression.
Hence Koznyshev speaks well because he speaks without passion. And it
then comes as no surprise when he cannot propose to Varenka. As in
argument, so in love: Koznyshev lacks something. Earlier, Lyovin had
sensed in him a "lack of the power of living, of what is called heart-.the
aspiration which makes a man choose one out of all the innumerable paths
of life that present themselves, and desire that alone" (217; 3: 1). Here in yet
another sense, passion for Tolstoy is necessary and necessarily implies a
rigid exclusion of everything other-one self, one path.
At Princess Betsy's salon, Tolstoy may seem to endorse the
anonymous voice that speaks in favor of outliving the blandishments of
passion, but in Koznyshev, who had been in love with.a woman who died,
we have an object lesson on the danger of recovering too completely from
this ailment. While debating with himself whether to propose, Koznyshev
is not certain that his feeling for Varenka qualifies as "a sudden impulse or
passion" (510; 6:4), but he is certain that passion should not be the deciding
factor: "If I had chosen by. reason alone, I could find nothing better!" (510;
6:4). Lyovin sees in his brother's love life the same mysterious lack as in
his work: "I have observed him with women: he is amiable...but I feel that
for him they are simply human beings, not women" (507; 6:3).
Varenka, who after a failed affair has also passed wholly beyond the
reach of that madness, is in fact the perfect match for Koznyshev. Earlier
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we see her sing so beautifully that a crowd gathers outside the window to
listen. Kitty is incredulous with admiration that Varenka can remain utterly
indifferent and continue to sing "calmly, coldly, and well" (201; 2:32). But
in fact Varenka is so devoid of any kind of love-even for herself-that she
doesn't bother to guard against risks, and to Kitty's great shock walks home
late at night alone and as indifferent to her safety as she is to her pride or
her happiness.
Remarkably, much the same holds for Stiva Oblonsky. Despite the
vivacity he is famed for, despite his string of affairs and his endless desire
for food, wine, and laughter, Stiva is devoid of passion. His dream women,
after all, are decanters, hollow on the inside. This personality makes him
an ideal functionary, for at the office his "complete indifference to .the
business he was engaged on" (14; 1:4) means he never gets carried away
and so never makes mistakes. Anna toils to convince Dolly that Stiva's
indiscretions mean nothing to him, and she is exactly right. But while
Dolly may find some solace in this fact, the novel's deep respect for
authentic passions seems to condemn him all the more harshly.2o For it is
one thing to violate social norms at the demand of overwhelming internal
imperatives, and a far pettier thing to do so idly, without conviction. Like
Koznyshev's philosophizing, Stiva's pleasures are mere entertainment. Such
desires, however strong, can for Tolstoy never reach the proportions of true
passion, since they involve no self-revelation. Equally false are Vronsky's
artistic impulse and the ecstatic and hypocritical religiosity of Lydia
Ivanovna, both greeted by the narrator with withering sarcasm. Vronsky
and Lydia Ivanovna follow rules of performance, gleaned from other sources,
rather than inner imperatives. In the end, this substitution of pleasure or
performance for passion becomes a defining mark of the Tolstoyan socialite.
For Vronsky's mother, affairs for amusement are acceptable, but her son's
liaison with Anna smacks of genuine and hence dangerous passion.
Tolstoy condemns in society, then, not so much its tolerance for the
passions as its failure to honor genuine passion. 21
As with other practitioners of sham passion, Lydia Ivanovna's sex life
has a peculiar grip over her other activities. 22 For alongside her falsely
elevated piety runs a string of infatuations rendered fictitious by both their
chastity ,and their indiscriminacy, involving "all the new Princes and
Princesses ... , a Metropolitan, a vicar, and a priest...a journalist, three Slavs,
Komisarov, one of the Ministers, a doctor, an English missionary, and
now... Karenin" (465; 5:23). The lack of genuine physical passion goes hand
in hand with her near-complete spiritual enervation. No less suspicious is
Tolstoy towards the great passion that everyone discusses in Part Eight and
which no one genuinely feels-the Serbian war cause. The recruits all turn
out to be moved by a desire to escape from checkered pasts, and Koznyshev's
enthusiasm is revealed as insincere because it only appears when, having
been stymied and even humiliated in his publishing career, he "did not
know how to employ his energy" (697; 8: 1). "He devoted himself completely
to the service of that great movement and forgot to think about his book"
(699; 8: 1). Such pseudo-passi~ns function precisely to conceal the self from
itself.
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It hardly needs to be added that the cold Koznyshev and Varenka or
even the lively Stiva could never qualify as main characters. They lack the
passionate drives Tolstoy's novels demand of leading heroes, and so are
consigned to wait in the wings of someone else's story.23 Liza Merkalova,
the one who tells Anna, "You are full of life, but I am bored" (274; 3: 18),
considers Anna "a real heroine for a novel" (271; 3-: 17). Though obviously
meant as a naive and misguided character, Liza is, of course, exactly right.
For novels as Tolstoy understood them presuppose passion.
Yet as
suggested by the curious practice of putting into the mouth of a character
like Liza Merkalova a striking insight into her creator, Tolstoy is deeply
ambivalent about the alliance between art and passion. Here again, Tolstoy
discovers a real rift between his moralizing tendencies on one side and on
the other, his own artistic practices and his enthusiastic embrace of the
passion of art in the character of Mikhailov. The passion that Mikhailov
invokes to produce his art is everywhere apparent in Tolstoy's own
statements about the process of creation he followed in writing Anna
Karenina. 24 In one well-known quot~tion, Tolstoy maintained, "For a work to
be good one must love the main, basic idea in it. So in Anna Karenina I love
the family idea, in War and Peace I loved the national idea... (Turner 49;
emphasis in original)." The author's passion for his truth can be felt even
more clearly when he comes to discussing his current project, an
unfinished novel about the Russian narod and Petrine reforms: "In my new
work I shall love the idea of the Russian people in the sense of a power that
takes possession and contror' (Turner 49; emphasis in original). Similarly,
when Anna Karenina was still just a plot kernel, Tolstoy referred to "a very
lively, ardent... novel" (Turner 38) and explained that Anna Karenina found
its genesis in a period of prolonged work on the Peter novel, when,
impetuously abandoning his plans, "involuntarily, unexpectedly, without
knowing myself why or what would come of it" he had begun to write a new
novel (Turner, 38). Carried away with his new project he reports a month
later that the novel has "taken hold of my heart, I am completely ·carried
away by it" (PSS 62:25). When his enthusiasm fades, there is still the same
frame of reference: "I take up my novel in the mornings, but it doesn't grab
me" (PSS 62:202, emphasis in original). After some years when he looks
back at Anna Karenina, this necessary engagement in the literary process is
reinterpreted in light of the reformer's disgust at everything predicated on
sexual interest. One memoirist depicts Tolstoy recalling Anna Karenina in
later years with the words, "What a bad man (Tolstoi used a much stronger
expression) it was to write such filth ... " (Turner ~ 1).
Tolstoy seems to have been disturbed precisely by the genre's natural
and hence unmanageable link to passion. As he wrote in What is Art?:
"From Boccaccio to Marcel Prevost, all novels and poems directly convey the
feelings of sexual love in its various forms. Adultery is not only the favorite
but the only theme of all novels" (75). Thus novel writing for the later
Tolstoy threatens to collapse into mere pandering to the reader's prurient
interest, apparently even when practiced with moralizing intentions. 25
Another source recalls Tolstoy as stating hotly,
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When I write I love it so much that I cannot live by anything else. It
is a matter of my whole heart. [... ] [Yet] is it really worthwhile to fill
one's life with this sort of thing: writing about some lady, how she
fell in love with ail officer, writing various filth ... obscenities, if I may
say so (Turner 50).
This final quotation captures a profound disgust with passion and
writing. In context, Tolstoy is explaining how literary activities prevent an
author from learning to live properly (L.N. Toistoi v vospominaniiakh
sovremennikov 2:286). Tolstoy both admits the power of the text to distract
and infatuate its creator, and then dismisses as obscene both the sexuality
in the text and the spent sexualized energy of the writer. If reading is
imaginary adultery, then writing is imaginational onanism and a waste of
time.
A possible explanation of Tolstoy's difficulties with the passionate
tendencies of the novelistic genre is explored by Ross Chambers. His Story
and Situation begins with the assumption that the viability of modem fiction
derives from its refusal to take for granted the values and with them the
authority of existing institutions, such as state, church, or moral dogma.
This makes necessary textual seduction, a se~ of methods by which
narratives appeal to readers to grant them an authority which (as in Anna
Karenina) they have from no other source. The reader every text must
foresee, then, is the one who asks, "Who is Tolstoy? What authority does
he have to call for a rethinking of received concepts of morality, human
nature, or individual passion?" Such a reader can only be entice'd, cajoled,
persuaded. Thus texts must seduce, engage readers' passions, to sway.
Indeed, as soon as texts do something like voice the claims of the individual
at the expense of the social order, they serve no self-evident, socially
mandated function (they are not productive in any normal sense), and as a
result have to prove to readers that there is a reason for reading them in the
first place. 26 Chambers follows in the wake of Bakhtin, who in "Epic and
Novel" assesses the novel as a genre without rules, or rather one with a
single standing requirement that existing rules be challenged. For the later
Tolstoy, of course, the genre (and poetry with it!) is so codified that its selfsameness can be captured by reference to its single unchanging su bject
matter. Yet the earlier Anna Karenina seems strangely cognizant of the
implications of Bakhtin's idea. Bakhtin's logic suggests that the novel
becomes the genre of violation of every kind of flXity. To write a novel,
then, is to authorize violation and to voice the claims of the individual
exemplar at the expense of the rule. And this generic propensity cannot
help but color our attitude towards violations at the plot level, committed by
characters against "generic" social laws that would stipulate universal codes
of conduct. This must be doubly true in a novel which is so clearly aware of
the competing claims of individuals and rules. 27
Before returning to my main discussion and considerir.lg the
conclusion of the novel, I want to emphasize the full extent to which Anna
Karenina conjures with the P9wers of passion before trying to escape and
denounce them in the end. For above and beyond the requirements of plot
material and genesis, there are still more forms of passion within this
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particular novel. We have already briefly considered Barthes' Plaisir du texte
and his interpretation of textual transgressions against strict logic, order, .
and consistency as a kind of self-centered sexualized release. Barthes calls
instead for a writing that asserts the value and above all the pleasure of
affirming the transgressively individual, the willful, the solipsistically
private. Barthes' argument embodies a more general truth captured by
Derrida in one of the emblematic statements of 20th-century thought:
"Coherence in contradiction marks the force of a desire" (279). There is, in
other words, passion behind any self-aware contradiction-the visible
imprint of the will that holds together words or ideas that do not otherwise
go together.
For if an argument is knowingly inconsistent and yet
unapologetic, it can only be because the speaker has a vision that he cannot
completely articulate or clarify, but still clings to. Such a speaker has
discovered a truth for which there is no pre-existing expression available in
the system of langue. And the tenacity of the individual's resistance to the
call to conformity establishes the existence of an underlying desire. The
fortitude to forge on in the face of o~jections, flaws in one's thinking, or the
incommunicability of one's findings belongs only to those gripped by a
passion.
This predilection for knowing inconsistency becomes a key trait of
Tolstoy's thinking in Anna Karenina as Tolstoy privileges a mode of
argumentation in which a superabundance of conviction has squeezed out a
strict logicality.28 This is how Tolstoy's favorite characters argue. When
the artistically ignorant Golenishchev criticizes his aesthetic views,
Mikhailov stammers out a few unpersuasive objections. Mikhailov "was
perturbed, but could find nothing to say in defence of his opinion" (432;
5: 11) and, to all appearances, loses the argument. But in his heart he
knows he is right. Lyovin argues in a similar way against Koznyshev. In
the debate about peasants Koznyshev's logical categories exclude the kinds of
truth that Lyovin perceives and leave him with no option but to respond
evasively: "Neither the one nor the other-nor the last" (221; 3:3), or "Both
the one and the bther" (222; 3:3). Lyovin's passion for his beliefs is
palpable. At first, like Mikhailov, he resigns himself to silence, but soon he
"felt himself morally cornered, and in consequence became excited and
involuntarily betrayed" his sentiments (222; 3:3). "'No, no!' Constantine
interrupted, growing more and more heated" (223; 3:3). "Lyovin spoke as
though the dam holding back his words had given way."29 We know Lyovin
means what he says precisely because he cannot pause long enough to
articulate his thoughts in an orderly fashion. Lyovin's rhetorical clumsiness
paradoxically imparts added force to his contentIons; Koznyshev may not be
impressed, but the reader is meant to be. For words can be seductive in
ways that strict logic by the rules, as Koznyshev proves, is sometimes not.
Tolstoy himself practices the same mode of thinking, in which
conviction and commitment weigh more than mere clarity, reasoning, or
consistency.
On the one hand, Tolstoy trumpets the evident logical
absurdity of the religious faith his hero achieves at novel's end, as Lyovin
announces, "I, and all other men, know only one thing firmly ... and this
knowledge cannot be explained by reason" (720; 8: 12). For faith as Tolstoy
understands it, like passion, is only genuine if self-caused and beyond
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reason. On the other hand, Tolstoy underscores the same quali~y in the
novel's structure, practically calling attention to its logical lapses instead of
hushing them up.3D And indeed he must, for only so can the novel take on
the certitude of an expression of faith. 31 This in part explains Tolstoy's
practice of refusing to paraphrase Anna Karenina when correspondents posed
him questions about it (e.g. PSS 62:268-9). The text, he implies, is more
than a demonstration of fact or the sum of limited, explicit contentions; and
if it is not an argument, it cannot be summarized. Such reductive restatings
would lose not only their contextual richness (the famous "labyrinth of
linkages," PSS 62:269) but perhaps even more importantly their capacity to
move readers with the kind of triangulated desire explored in Rene Girard's
Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, which says in essence, love what I love. .For
Girard, desire is mimetic. I see another desire an object, and in imitation of
that other conceive a desire of my own for the same object. I am drawn, in
other words, more to the lover than to that which is loved in itself. His
passion becomes my passion. 32 Thus an author's task is not to provide a
convincing argument, but instead a demonstration of his own passion for
his truth.
As Tolstoy advised a fellow writer, "If you could say in
conversation what you mean to express in your drama, there would be no
reason to write it.... Create an act of love and we shall love what you love"
(letter to P. D. Golokhvastov, 6-10 Sept. 1875; PSS 62:203).
A text, at bottom, is a demonstration of affinities and not a simple
chain of reasoning. And this is one of the prime functions of narrative
passion-its ability to communicate the excitement of its own inspiration. If
poetic emportement is traditionally figured as the horse Pegasus, then the
ability of Frou-Frou to infect her rider Vronsky with her excitement in a
manner that exceeds the grasp of both will and reason serves as a carefully
devised mirror of the text's own rhetorical power and strategy, and, in FrouFrou's tragic fate, of the author's ambivalence about the passion he himself
has harnessed in condemning passion. 33 This same ambivalence produces
the scene in which Anna reads an English novel on the train. The scene
is paradoxical because in it Tolstoy illustrates the dangers, not of
misreading, but precisely of reading well-of reading as Anna Karenina asks
to be read. As she turns the pages of her novel, Anna wants to perform the
protagonists' various feats. The desires within the ·text are communicated to
her-she is seduced. Unfortunately, how we can accept the implicit critique
of the novelistic genre remains unclear, since it appears within a novel that
so clearly seeks to communicate its own passions to readers.
One final form of textual passion deserves mention, and I turn to
another writer to exemplify it. Wordsworth, in "Strange Fits of Passion,"
one of the cycle of Lucy poems, calls our attention to the possibility that
discourse may not be capable of conveying the truth of our own individual
passion to another, unless that other too has a passion of his or her own:
Strange fits of passion have I known:
And I will dare to tell,
But in the Lover's ear alone,
What once to me befell. (29)
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What the poet requires is an inspired dialogue, for two voices, even if one
remains silent throughout the telling. This demand has implications for
how we, as the second party, understand novels about passion. In What is
Art?, Tolstoy maintains that art functions by conveying its creator's emotions
to the perceiver; in the earlier Anna Karenina, however, his conception of art
is slightly different and closer to Wordsworth's. The 'issue does not come up
directly, but if Ross Chambers is right that narratives regularly attempt to
stipulate the manner in which they are meant to be read (4), then the
manner in which Anna Karenina wants to be read is illustrated in the one
instance of perfect communication between two human beings in the text,
in a scene which enacts precisely the same demand that Wordsworth
makes. When Lyovin proposes to Kitty for the second time using only word
initials, we see just such an inspired dialogue in which passion meets
passion. Here the very process of decoding the other's message is only
possible for one who-bypassing empathy, open-mindedness, or insight into
the other-has himself already privately and profoundly experienced similar
sentiments. To the reader who lacks this answering passion, the initials
written in chalk degenerate into incomprehensible symbols of someone
else's private truth. Such communication is genuine precisely because it is
authenticated before the moment of dialogue, in the crucible of private
conviction and experience. This, implicitly, is what Tolstoy desires of his
reader. 34
Thus in sum perhaps any novel, and certainly any novel by Tolstoy,
is nothing if not a testimony to the good offices of passion. Passion courses
through novels at every level: in the writing, where according to Tolstoy
only a deep commitment can draw the writer through his labors and impart
the necessary force to his ideas; in the strategy of seduction necessitated by
the absence of conferred authority, and doubly so for the work of any writer
who rejects the authority of logical argumentation; in Anna Karenina's
strategy of infection or mimetic desire, where the author's declaration of love
for his truth is that truth's greatest and only defense and simultaneously its
mechanism for seducing readers; in the genre's bias in favor of individuality
(in form) and the claims of individual selves (in content); in th'e genre's
unchanging topic matter as Tolstoy saw it; in Tolstoy's choice of
protagonists; and even in the response Tolstoy seeks from readers. And
throughout, these forms of passion are no less focused on individu'ality and
the self than the personal passions we have seen at the plot level, and to
which we now return.
Of all the moments in the novel, it is difficult to decide which one is
the most resolutely selfish: Anna's suicide, or -Lyovin's getting of wisdom.
The hermetic interiorization of Lyovin's religious faith stands out by contrast
with how Dostoevsky tells the same event. When Raskolnikov finally
wends his way through crime to God, the final instant of prostration is
personal, but is only the culmination of hundreds of pages of outside
intervention. For his crime, others either are or give him motives, methods,
a time, a weapon, his victims. Marmeladov, Luzhin, Razumikhin, and
Svidrigailov provide him with refracted spectacles of himself and thus selfknowledge, and Sonya and Porfiry Petrovich usher him towards faith.
Lyovin's faith, on the other hand, involves no one and comes with the
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revelation that the exclusion of others is necessary.35 It begins with a story
of a righteous peasant recounted by another peasant. It is telling that
Lyovin learns not from speaking to or even observing the godly Platon but
from a story about him; living well is personified by an absent person.
During the several hours it takes him to think his new ideas through,
Lyovin is continually interrupted by guests just arrived at his country house,
and his only wish is avoid speaking to anyone. He upbraids the coachman
who has brought the trap for the ride home for the "interference" (725; 8: 14)
of giving advice on how to drive. Seeing his visitor Katavasov, Lyovin vows
he will not "on any account dispute or express my opinions lightly" (726;
8: 14). Greeting his brother, "He dropped his eyes, not knowing what to say"
(726; 8: 14). He finally effects a brief escape by going to the apiary, where he
is "glad of this opportunity to be alone and recover from reality, which had
already so lowered his spiritual condition" (728; 8: 14). And when he finally
achieves an understanding of his truth, he resolves to tell his wife, but then
changes his mind and decides to keep silent.
At first, it seems that perhaps Lyovin admires in the peasant Platon
an ability to live for others. Yet in the end, Tolstoy formulates Platon's
righteousness as a return to self-as living for his own soul. 36 Selfcenteredness is integral as well to the nature of the wisdom Lyovin attains,
which consists almost wholly of self-knowledge:
TaK )ICe 6YllY CepllHTbCSI ... , TaK )l(e 6YlleT CTeHa Me)l(llY CBSITaSI CBSlTblX MoeH n.yWH H
n.pyrHMH, lla)l(e MoeH )l(eHOH; . .

TaK)I(e 6YllY He nOHHMaTb pa3YMOM, 3alJeM Sf

MOllIOCb, H 6YllY MOJlHTbCSI, -HO )l(H3Hb MOSI Tenepb, BCSI MOSI )l(H3Hb, He3aBHCltfMO OT
acero, liTO MO)KeT CllY4HTbCSI co MHOH.
KOTOpblH SI BllaCTeH BllO)l(HTb B Hee!

. . HMeeT HeCOMHeHHblH CMblcn llo6pa,

(19: 399; 8: 19)

There is a genuine Tolstoyan passion here, attested by the near total
eclipse of the other. As the novel ends, other people become reduced for
Lyovin to the category of accidents of fate, that which "may happen to me"or may not.
Tolstoy symbolizes Lyovin's state in the image of bees, taking a motif
normally associated with the beneficent fertilizing potential of contact and
intervention and converting it into an emblem of hindrance:
TOllHO TaK )ICe, KaK I1l1ellbl, Teneph BltfBUJHecSI BOKpyr Hero, yrpO)l(aBWHe eMy H
pa3BJ1eKaBlllHe ero, JlHWaJIH era nOllHoro <pltf3ltflJeCKoro cnoKOHCTBHSI, 3aCTaB.J1S1llM
ero C)I(HMaTbCSI, 1tf36eraSi HX, TaK T04HO 3360Tbl, 06cTynYB ero C TOH MIiHyrbl, KaK OH
cell B TeJle)l(KY, llHWaJIltf ero cB06ollblllyweBHoH; HO
nop,noKaOH6blJ1cpellHHHX.

)TO

npo1l011)l(aJIaCb TOllbKO 110 rex

(19: 386; 8:14)

The reifying gesture behind the reference to Lyovin's "cares" is
especially notable, since after entering the trap Lyovin is actually beset not
by problems and nuisances, but simply by well-intentioned people. The
proper way to deal with the idle buzzing of the world without forfeiting the
honey is then demonstrated by another almost extratextual peasant who
stands "motionless with a bowl of honey in his hand, gazing kindly and
calmly down from his height at the gentlefolk, clearly neither
. understanding them nor wishing to understand" (730; 8: 15). The peasant
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does not engage those with whom he shares the fruits of nature except
observationally; he makes no movement to please, to care, or, most
strikingly, to comprehend. And to be apart is to be above. That bees and
honey, so redolent of organic imperatives and their rewards, should be thus
revised, is symbolic.
The selfishness here defended-no longer a demand for the
recognition of my self, but now 'a wholesale retreat from other selves and
their demands-is distinctly at odds with the Wordsworthian inclination
built into Tolstoy's model of perfect communication and so into Anna
Karenina's construction. Moreover, it leads Tolstoy into a deep and
problematic struggle with Christian values. The spiritual love that is so
often adduced as the force the novel presents as triumphant, in Lyovin's
story line, over the selfish passion that is regularly identified as Anna's trait
alone, is in fact, in both Lyovin's ideal and the peasant, something very
different: a kindly-seeming intentional blindness, a vigilant and vehement
retreat from passionate engagement with the other. 37 When the novel
introduces the theme of brotherly love as a counterpoise to the more urgent
attractions of sensual love and self-centered passion, by taking Lyovin to
visit his outcast brother when his proposal to Kitty fails, Tolstoy still
conceives of Christian love as inseparable from genuine comprehension of the
other. For Lyovin visits his brother with the explicit goal of showing him
that "that I love and therefore understand him" (78; 1:24). Here, early on, it
looks as though Tolstoy means to demonstrate that sexual passion is wrong
and is opposed to a Christian compassion that seeks to understand the other
empathetically by seeing him from his own perspective.
Yet by the end of the novel, as Lyovin's revelation and the peasant
with the honey make clear, Tolstoy has turned his back on all others and
their perspectives. When Anna tries to convince Dolly to understand her
desire to have no more children, she asks her to see things from her
vantage point. "Dolly did not reply. She suddenly felt that she was so far
away from Anna that there were questions on which they could never meet,
and about which it was best not to talk" (579; 6:23).38 Instead, Dolly rushes
off from Anna's estate. When she gets home, however, Dolly won't allow
anyone to say a harsh word about Anna or Vronsky: "'One must know Anna
and Vronsky . . . in order to understand how kind and pathetic they are,'
she said with entire sincerity, forgetting the indefinite feelings of
dissatisfaction and embarrassment she had experienced there" (582; 6:24).
This typically Tolstoyan, seemingly minor observation in fact marks a sea
change in the novel's value system. Dolly finds the dem.ands of Christian
love towards Anna too painful, so she lies to convince others and especially
herself that her love for Anna is full. Dolly may be so troubled at Anna's
because she feels, in Gifford's words, "that the whole establishment is false"
(844), but her own reaction displays a conscience that cannot operate
without deceptions that may be even deeper. This same motion is echoed by
Lyovin and Kitty, who deeply pity Anna, but also make a point of turning
away from her.
The change in Anna Karenina occurs late in Part Six. Here Tolstoy is
finally obliged to answer a question the novel has deferred as long as
possible: how to distinguish proper and improper passions. What forces the
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problem to the surface is suicide. It is as if Tolstoy, looking forward to the
next chapter, where Anna is scheduled to die, for the first time perceives
the falsity in his intended distinction between Anna and Lyovin as
exemplars of living badly and living well. The novel's bipartite structure
has all along been designed to show how improper passions lead to suicide,
if not with lock-step inevitability,' then at least plausibly and persuasively.
However, neither selfishness nor passion can be blamed, since they are
equally part of the makeup of Lyovin and Anna (and as we have seen, of the
book's poetics and of Mikhailov). If self-seeking passion has been Lyovin's
only guide in life, what other force can intervene to avert his passionate
urge to die? If personal conviction must be the ultimate arbiter of truth,
what can save us from Anna's horrible but not self-deceiving dying vision of
life as' hell especially if Lyovin, who is not engaged in adultery, nonetheless
inclines towards almost equally grim views? Can an idea or urge be
passionate and wrong? To avert Lyovin's suicide, it would seem, Tolstoy
must introduce some limitation on the authority of the individual. But he
resists. To turn against private conviction and the autonomy of the
individual towards the principle that society places limits on us is an easy
answer that would falsify every move Lyovin has made and contradict
Tolstoy's view of the corruptness of society.39
To turn to the other answer at hand, that God places limits on
passion, is to break down the self-imposed separation of the divine
perspective, relegated to the epigraph, from the text itself. It is also, as we
have seen, to betray the stance of the genre of the novel in defense of the
individual person and the individual case. As Stem notes, Tolstoy feels
.obliged to give his motto "a precise working-out, this side of transcendence"
(339; emphasis added). Moreover, the divine solution would still beg' what
is for Tolstoy the key and most horrible question: can a deep human
passion, a tested conviction, profoundly suffered for, really be wrong? Can
we be so constructed that our deepest desire should be for something other
than good? Something tenacious deep within Tolstoy's personality rejects
this view. A decade later, in the more schematic "Death of Ivan Ilych," he
has gone back to the simpler certainties of the claim that true conviction
will never mislead: any strong belief that is wrong will ultimately be
revealed to be not as deeply-seated as the contrary· conviction 'which leads to
salvation. Lyovin seems to operate in the same way, recognizing the right
course of action by consulting his own inner sensations: "This feeling has...
entered imperceptibly through suffering and is firmly rooted in my soul"
(740). Tolstoy refuses to relinquish his vision of a salvation that proceeds
from-and so can be identified within us as-the truest form of individual
desire.
Yet sometimes individuals can find themselves desiring. death. With
no external force to intervene to shelter Lyovin, Tolstoy. has recourse to a
stopgap. The method relies on hiding things from view. Instead of locating
the proper uses of passion, Tolstoy and his hero try to make passion
disappear by temporarily closing their-and our-eyes. In the novel's most
appalling paradox, Tolstoy shields us from the causes of Lyovin's death
wish. Though we do know that the sight of his dying brother haunts
Lyovin and that as a result he consults a variety of philosophies, the causes
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of his malaise are never explained. Instead Lyovin is enticed towards death
by a strangely opaque force, "the cruel mockery of some evil power" (714;
8:9). In fact, Tolstoy takes a kind of pleasure in highlighting the perversity
of the situation: "And though he was a happy and healthy family man,
Lyovin was several times so near to suicide that he hid a cord he had lest
he should hang himself' (714: 8:9). The contrast with Anna's gradual
downward slide over many chapters is nothing short of remarkable.
Suddenly one day, Lyovin simply wants to die. By hiding the threat, Tolstoy
escapes from the necessity, but also the possibility, of showing how Lyovin
survives. For without some explanation of its causes, Lyovin's salvation
cannot be fully understood.
In obscuring Lyovin's suicidal urge, Tolstoy is attempting to write the
passions out of the text; signs of this particular passion remain, but as in
neoclassical drama, the violence now takes place offstage. This method of
rescuing Lyovin, however, merely demonstrates the intractability of passion,
for we still detect the passion that is hidden. In the meantime, Lyovin's
survival becomes yet another coherence in contradiction; we can only
attribute it to the fact that someone or something blocked from our view does
not want him to die. Moreover, the author's act of veiling reveals a profound
passion, the passion of his own desperation in betraying everything the
novel has stood for, not only its emphasis on showing causes. It is
important to appreciate the full extent of the shift in values that occurs
when Dolly's flight from sisterly love announces the novel's retreat into
hiding. For as the final sections of the novel begin to elide the other and
simultaneously to screen Lyovin's full motivations from the reader, they also
demonstrate that the survivors hide themselves from themselves. In the
end, key aspects of self-comprehension are repudiated as fully as is othercomprehension. Not only does Dolly shield herself from recognizing her
rejection of Anna, she also hides her own passions, discovering within her
an instinctive desire for passion on her ride to Anna's house and making a
point of never thinking of it again.
In the same manner, Lyovin survives to the end of the novel and' the
spiritual triumph Tolstoy has prepared for him only by hiding the rope he
wants to hang himself with. Lyovin's rope provides the perfect symbol for
repression, since Tolstoy's description of how Lyovin avoids hanging
involves not destroying the rope or giving it to another to hide, but precisely
concealing it himself from himself, vigilantly remembering where it is so
that he can forget it. Lyovin must learn instead to lie to himself about
himself, at least temporarily, in hopes of managing his unruly desires and
surviving long enough to live his way to a better answer. This solution,
underscored several years before during the writing of the opening of the
book and so obviously condemned in the image of what Morson calls Stiva's
"excellent forgettory" (Prosaics and '~nna Karenina" 6), now becomes the only
device left for survival. The precipitancy, the passion, of this answer is
above all not in Tolstoy's abrupt about-face, but in his attempt to seduce the
reader into condemning the same reaction when Anna practices it. Tolstoy
lures us with the easy bait, so often taken by commentators, of Anna's habit,
newly acquired late in the book, of squinting at the world so as to take in
only what she wishes to see. 40 Yet however it may stand out, Anna's habit
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can hardly be condemned alone; Lyovin's, Dolly's, and Tolstoy's averted eyes
are no less horrifying. Yet as Dolly, Lyovin, and the peasant with the
honey demonstrate, Anna's refusal to see is essential in Tolstoy for life in
extremis.

After hundreds of pages of attempting to tame his energies by
sublimating them-we remember that his life of writing, agriculture,
physical labor, and family building begins at the end of Part One with a vow
to swear off "vile passion"-Lyovin, like his creator, gives up the quest. 41
The form Lyovin's death-wish takes-the rope-is strangely reminiscent of
the binding that Tolstoy saw as the essence of the art of linkages he
originally intended for Anna Karenina. 42 The end of the novel, with its turn
towards self-sequestering, contravenes the beginning, with its announced
intentions towards linkage. In fleeing the will to die by learning the art of
self-deception, Lyovin is forced to turn against the principle which had
originally been adopted as a guide to the construction of the whole narrative.
Linkage-whether textual, sexual, the sympathetic linkages of Christian
love, or the cognitive linkages produced in the drive for selfcomprehension-must be repressed to allow the survival of the individual.
Recall that early in the novel, Tolstoy had effectively asserted that if linkage
could sometimes take disastrous forms-Stiva's crime was his "sviaz'" (18:3;
1: I)-it nonetheless was generally positive;43 what seemed wrong with
Stiva's act was not linkage itself, but the perversion of man's highest
purpose. Tolstoy implicitly contrasts to Stiva's example the salutary forms of
linkage which dominate Part One's conclusion. In the crucial scene where
Lyovin returns home after his failed first proposal to Kitty, he makes several
resolutions-in effect, makes a private vow to remember certain things.
Among his promises, he determines "never to allow himself to forget [his
brother] again" (85; 1:26). Here remembering is presented positively, as
tantamount on one hand to self-amelioration and on the other to caritas.
And remembering, already a form of binding oneself to an obligation and
now specifically a binding to other people, is then further associated with
linkage as Lyovin picks up his book on heat and thinks to himself, "The
connection between all the forces of nature can be felt instinctively" (88;
1:27). This same natural drive towards linkage underpins the episode in a
fourth way as well, in the fantasy of marriage that keeps recurring in
Lyovin's mind. But by the end of the· novel, remembering has become
forgetting, caritas has become self-preservation, and binding together has
become the rope and passion that kill. The novel's original search for a
dividing line between brotherly love and adulterous lust is suspended
without a full answer. The only available solution to Anna Karenina's
agonizing predicament, one that leaves key questions unanswered, is found
by rejecting the novel's own premises, and indeed-if we shift to Tolstoy's
own biography as it is typically read-by escaping beyond the temporal
bounds of this particular novel and high literature as a whole. Ultimately
Tolstoy answers the questions he raised in Anna Karenina by trying to escape
from the novel-and its kind of truths-out of literature and into the
epigraph, with its very different kind of truths.
In conclusion, Anna Karenina, far from unambiguously condemning
self-seeking passion, at times positively extols it-extols it so thoroughly

26

TOLSTOY STUD IES JOURNRl

that its author cannot extricate himself from passion even when he wants
to. It is true that Tolstoy remains consistently wary of lust in its base,
unmutated forms. This might provide a means of distinguishing allowable
and unallowable passions, except that lust per se is not Anna's passion; she
wants love, and there is a striking lack of evidence that she has any
powerful physical urges. Anna kisses Vronsky only twice that we see, for
example, once on the lips and once on the hand. 44 Rather, Anna suffers not
because she experiences passion, but because she has made the mistake of
constructing a passion that is dialogic, one that insists, as Lyovin wanted to
and Wordsworth and Anna Karenina did, on another person responding with
a passion of his own. 45 As Anna confesses to herself (the only confessor for
Tolstoy) on her way to die, she has been true to their passion, but Vronsky
has not. "My love grows more and more passionate and egotistic, and his
dwindles and dwindles, and that is why we are separating" (690; 7:30).
Like Mikhailov and the narrator, Anna can only deplore Vronsky's lack of
genuine passion. For a brief second, Anna glimpses a possible escape in
finding new outlets for her desire: "If I could be anything but his mistress,
passionately loving nothing but his caresses" (690; 7:30), but, again
following Lyovin, realizes the impossibility of self-change, "And neither he
nor I can be made different" (691; 7:30).
At the age of 35, in a diary entry Tolstoy had written: "Where is I,
that I who I once loved and knew, who would sometimes come out
completely from the inside and gladden and frighten me" (PSS 48:54).
Raduet i pugaet, joy and fright: such are the janus-headed potentials of selfseeking, self-discovering passion.
Concealed here as well in a brief
quotation are two plot lines waiting to be developed, seemingly secure in
their difference but actually alike in their source. Where Lyovin's ending is
an inward turn that strives towards utter self-sufficiency, Anna cannot seal
herself off in the same way. Anna violates the law of the centripetal motion
of selves that polices the universe the novel finds itself in at its end. Of
such passions, which seek a profound connectedness, an authentic
experience of the other, Tolstoy decrees that the center will not hold. 46 In
Tolstoy's vision, things fall apart, but a single thing need not. Without the
glue of self-sufficiency, Anna's psyche falls to pieces and pulls down her
life as well.
The striving in the later Tolstoy towards a kind of neo-Christian
sense of communitas is regularly cited as a unifying principle that not only
grounds his mature philosophy, but half-invisibly undergirds his earlier
belletristic creations and smooths out their contradictions. Yet even in the
later Tolstoy there is an obvious, though tacit, resistance raised against all
moral systems, Tolstoy's own as well as others'. This resistance is often
attributed to human nature as Tolstoy understood it or, the same concept on
a different scale, Tolstoy's personal failings, and too quickly dismissed. The
roots of Tolstoy's individualism lay very deep. Freud and Darwin have
demonstrated, if it was not already clear, that the essence of human energy
is in some sense sexual. Energies of this sort can be harnessed or
sublimated to an infinite variety of ends, including, among others, the
passing skirmish against passion, which thus always takes on the quality of
a paradox. But they cannot be escaped except in death and extinction.
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They are simply the essence of life itself. Harold Bloom' has suggested a
perhaps unwitting sympathy with these insights on Tolstoy's part,
proposing that Anna Karenina be known as "the novel of the drives" (1). This
claim is largely at odds with Morson's recent reading of Tolstoy's art as
profoundly prosaic and decidedly anti-passional. 47 Yet Anna Karenina is
nothing if not a demonstration that the passions are real for Tolstoy, not
mere literary enticements or delusions produced by too little moral sense, too
little common sense, or too much pleasure-seeking.
Bloom obliquely
highlights the contradiction prosaics glosses over when he notes that Anna
is "betrayed by nature itself, which does not create men as vital as herself,
or, if it does, creates them as savage moralists, like Tolstoy" (6). For passion
can be combatted only with more passion. If Wordsworth is right, not only
Anna, but the novel itself collapses if it fails to meet with a passionate
response. Tolstoy asks us to share this passion, and then in a savage
paroxysm of his own, lashes out against both sharing and passion.
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NOTES

1 It is the omission of that divine perspective which is evoked by the epigraph from the bulk of
the text that forces ethical concerns to be channeled through social institutions in Anna
Karenina. Armstrong emphasizes the "narrowness of the epigraph's field of interest compared
with that of the whole novel" (183). This is probably not incidental, but rather a generic
requirement of the novel, of which more below.
.
2 Tolstoy's concept of passion thus almost directly opposes the one the more reserved Turgenev
brought to his reading of Anna Karenina. "Love is one of the passions that breaks down our I,
that forces us, as it were, to forget ourselves and our interests" (Ia. P. Polonskii, "I.S. Turgenev u
sebia, v ego poslednii priezd na rodinu," Niva 7 (1884): 159; quoted in Eikhenbaum 152).
Turgenev implicitly agrees with the destructive potential of passion and its ability to shift our
self-perception away from the ordinary and mundane; the difference lies in which of these two
self-perceptions, the ordinary or the exceptional, is called self. For Turgenev, who was far more
receptive of high society, it is precisely the everyday public self that is "our I" whereas for
Tolstoy, the self is fundamentally passional. See also Blackmur.
3 Anna Karenina, 422; 5:8. Further quotations in English are in the text and cite the page
followed by part and section. Quotations in Russian refer to PSS, 90 vols. (Moscow, 1928-58)
and cite volume and page followed by part and section.
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4 Charles Taylor, Hegel (New York: Cambridge UP, 1975), 28; quoted in Carden, 523-4.
5 This is also the oldest reading of the novel: in what appears to be the first recorded response
to Anna Karenina (then still in draft form), Strakhov paves the way for later interpretations: "As
far as I am concerned, the internal story of passion is the main thing and it explains everything.
Anna kills herself with an egoistic aim, still serving that same passion; it is the inevitable
result, the logical conclusion of the direction that was taken from the very beginning" (letter to
Tolstoy of 23 July 1874; quoted in Eikhenbaum 114). In the same vein, Eikhenbaum qualifies
Anna and Vronsky as "slaves of blind egoistic passion" (146). Stenbock-Fermor notes that
Anna's "road of passion" is one of the novel's "wrong paths" (99).
Gustafson, who
unapologetically reads pre-crisis Tolstoy in the light of later Tolstoy, interprets both Levin and
Anna as making the wrong choice when faced with "the decision to live for others, regardless of
self, or to live for themselves, regardless of others" (111) and faults Anna especially for "selfindulgence" (119). I think Gustafson's linkage of this moral failure to a lack of self-knowledge'
also needs to be reconsidered.
6 Curiously, the only one of his major novelistic heroines who is not inoculated in this way is
Anna.
7 Note also Levin's contention in his book that previous agricultural theories have failed
because they did not reckon with the "immutable character" of the laborer (138; 2:12). While
this laborer is actually plural, making general truths apply to the working classes in a way that
they do not apply to the aristocrats we will be looking at, what is most significant for our
purposes is the idea that character can be immutable, and that when it is, it becomes a force
that cancels all simple calculations and demands to be reckoned with.
8 In critical literature, perhaps only Bayley has come close to appreciating the extent of the
novel's emphasis on self. Bayley notes both sides of the paradox: "In the first half of the novel,
at least, the solipsistic man is happy and therefore right" (221). Levin's "spells of euphoria are
perfectly his own, without relation to what is going on around him" (224). Yet at the same time,
"Samodovolnost is a far more shameless thing in Anna than it was in War and Peace. ...
Tolstoy was well aware of the destructive potential of this joyful solipsism" (222).
9 Armstrong confirms the linkage of mowing and passion with an ingenious reading of Levin's
desire for a life of "common toil" like that of a peasant pair (34-5), as does Orwin (173).
10 Cf. Levin's plaint: "I put all my strength into my work; but now 1 can't and I feel ashamed.
do it just like a task that has been set me. I pretend" (508; 6:3).
11 Certain caveats may apply; see Orwin, 145-6.
12 Note also Tolstoy's claim: "There is no such thing as an art based on reason" recorded in his
notebook under 14 Feb. 1870, a week before he first mentioned to his wife -the idea that
became Anna Karenina (PSS 48: 112).
13 Tolstoy himself subscribed to the metaphor, as in this quotation, which again stresses the
helplessness, suffering, and ardor that define passion for him: "A real poet himself burns
involuntarily and with suffering [s stradaniem] and scorches others. And that's precisely the
point" (PSS 48: 129 [Notebook #4, 1872]).
14 Bayley, relying on the formulations of What is Art? (and thus crossing the 1880 dividing
line, a strategy I have resisted) observes similarly that Tolstoy distrusts "art which is not an
involuntary and necessary part of the life of the individual and society" (234); "art, like
happiness, is not a question of gratifications but of necessities" (235).
15 The other artist, Petrov, whom Kitty looks after at the spa, shows the same tendency to prefer
passion over family.
16 It is worth emphasizing the distance separating this crucial view of the well-lived life from
War & Peace, where the ideal of authentic activity is Karataev's unwillingness to specialize and
completely master anyone trade despite his facility at all of them.
Karataev lives
comprehensively precisely because he is not too good at anyone thing. (Indeed, it would be
paradoxical in a very real way for a work of War & Peace's breadth to promote'specialization or
limitation of focus.) Likewise, Levin's ability to love only one person with complete self-giving
(Kitty) contrasts with Karataev's love of everyone in general and no one in particular.
1 7 Gustafson underscores the resemblance of Mikhaylov's understanding to the Orthodox
conception of self, though the latter is concerned less with identities than with spiritual purity:
"In the Eastern Christian tradition sin, original and otherwise, is understood as a dark mark on
the image-metaphors of rust, dust, dirt, and paint abound-and the cleansing of the image is
the act necessary for its restoration" (176).
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18 The concept was one with which Tolstoy was comfortable, having employed it as well in
describing his rewriting of the characterization of Levin and Vronsky in the first part: "They'll
be the same [te zhe], but they'll be better" (letter to Strakhov, 27 July 1874; PSS 62:100). By
the same token, when Tolstoy wants to describe Levin's feeling of coming unmoored near the
end of the novel, he writes that Levin "was not himself' (714; 8:9). If selves are fundamentally
unchangeable in some sense, this is the only way to wander off into error.
19 It is significant that Levin's plan for self-improvement consists of four points, only three of
which are later addressed in the novel (he fails in each one). This gestures towards a failure in
the fourth as well, his resolve to swear off passion in the primary sense.
20 The ideology of "The Death of Ivan Ilych" is rather similar. Ivan Ilych is not unlike a Stiva
brought to face Levin's demons of doubt and despair. The measure of Ivan Ilych's spiritual
"ailment is precisely the lack of passion or conviction in his life. If in Anna Karenina, Yashvin's
gambling at cards is a "terrible passion" (638; 7:12) that threatens to destroy him but at least
demonstrates an energetic interiority, Ivan Ilych replaces that with a "greatest pleasure" (268) in
card-playing so diluted that he dislikes winning large sums as much as losing. Instead, this
equanimity in the place of engagement signals the very inner atrophy that makes him so good at
his profession, where he can happily don "the harness in which he worked" (267), fulfill his
duties "excluding his personal opinion of the matter" (258), and "exclude everything fresh and
vital" (267). This indifferentism in turn must be destroyed if Ivan Ilych is to achieve salvation.
It is finally overcome by the force of the dea~h passion, when the hero at last learns to speak
and act ineffectually but with a burning conviction that redeems any and all practical failures.
21 See also Bulanov, 30.
22 Williams remarks of Vronsky, Karenin, and Stiva that "the attitude to work, and thence to
other men, is seen as related to the differing yet inadequate attitudes to love" (852).
23 Ermilov maintains the novel precludes heroes "with petty... feelings and petty demands of
existence" (348). Price notes the novel's need of such types in other roles: "Each of these
characters [Varenka and Koznyshev] helps to define the vitality of the central figures, who risk
everything because they cannot endure something less than life" (199).
24 Cf. also the celebrated claim at the end of "Sevastopol in May" that the hero of the tale is
Truth, "whom I love with all the power of my soul" ("Sevastopol" 293), as well as a letter to P. D.
Golokhvastov: "A work of art is a product of love" (6-10 Sept. 1875; PSS 62:203).
25 In Russian, of course, the term for novel, roman, is etymologically and homonymically a
constant reminder of this association.
26 When the novel had just begun to appear in print, in a moment of doubt Tolstoy wrote to
Strakhov that the novel's success was unlikely, because "the idea is so private" (Turner 40).
27 Another approach to textual passions is Peter Brooks' essay "Narrative Desire" (Brooks, 3761) Brooks descries in desire multiple narrative functions: as the essential kernel of all modern
plots, as the mechanism (often quite literally an engine, motor -- or train) that propels plot
development, and as the motive force behind the desire to make known life stories (a desire of
characters and narrators for recognition of their lives, their uniqueness). Armstrong illustrates
Brooks' contention by pointing out that Anna Karenina begins and advances on the shoulders
of the sexual desires within Stiva, Levin, Kitty, Vronsky, and Anna (73). Brooks postulates an
interconnection within the forms of desire and speculates that the very structure of narrative
hints that the act of trying to overcome desire completely (a process Tolstoy can be seen mulling
over in Anna Karenina) is tantamount in subtle ways to embracing death. This last argument
suggests that the differences between the later doctrinaire Tolstoy and his heroine are less
stable than may seem.
28 John Bayley makes a cornerstone of his analysis To"lstoy's propensity for being selfcontradictory, the author's fervent commitment to life and all its chaotic peculiarity rather than
to mere ordering schemata, logic, or the convenience of his readers. What Bayley detects is one
of the forms of passion.
29 Anna Karenina, 224; 3:3. The translation is modified; cf. PSS 18:260.
30 Illogical or inconsistent moments include: the hesitation between Old and New Testament
models for judging adultery (Tanner 14; Kujundzic 65-8); the failure to enforce uniform
punishments for adultery-even within a single sex; Levin's completely unprepared desire to
kill himself; the attribution of both Anna and Levin's desire to commit suicide to a dark force
that lies as outside of causality as the fictitious power whose attribution to Napoleon Tolstoy
railed against in War & Peace; the cloaking of Levin's escape from his suicide urges in a
wisdom that insists it has not changed him or his life; etc. See also Armstrong, 179-81.
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31 Curiously, one of Anna Karenina's critics, M.A. Aldanov, reasons in a strikingly similar way
while condemning Tolstoy. For Aldanov, "It may be that some scenes of Anna Karenina so move
us, tug so hard at our heart strings, because we sense the impotence of the great writer... to
subordinate the enchanting little world created by him to a moral concept" (quoted in
Eikhenbaum, 141). Aldanov traces the novel's power in part back to its coherence in
contradiction, though he sees nothing to admire in the authorial desire that binds the whole
together. In a broader sense, the reading of Tolstoy's self-contradictions as essential to his
art-rather than as incidental lapses-is shared by such "Tolstoyan dualists" as Gustafson
(resident and stranger) and Berlin (hedgehog and fox).
32 For one reading of the novel as visibly overwritten with Tolstoy's own desires, see
Armstrong, passim. Armstrong concludes by taking note of Tolstoy's "eight-fold repetitions
which in the end denote not moral certitude itself, but an anguished yearning for it" (191).
33 Armstrong detects in the novel a "double structure: the heightening of Anna's love for
Vronsky, and the author's determination that we shall share in both its compulsion and its
peril" (61).
34 Dostoevsky's reading of the novel provides just such an inspired dialogical response. His
interpretation furnishes an interesting answering passion to the spectacle of Anna's death, a
decidedly religious passion on the reader's part. Dostoevsky anticipates Derrida by seeing the
coherence in Anna Karenina's contradiction and taking it as an illustration of the divine
mystery moving behind the novel's epigraph. The justification of Anna's demise, he claims, is
comprehensible to God, but a mystery to mortals. Thus the reader is called upon to compensate
for the contradiction we experience between our human response to Anna's suffering and God's
judgment of her, and this compensation must take the form of the reader's answering faith, a
self-sufficient desire to believe in the justice of divine decree. In other words, for Dostoevsky
we cannot help seeing a contradiction between Anna's fate and the novel's epigraph, and if we
can accept this illogical gap as divine necessity, it can only be because we are overcome by the
irrational, and necessarily extratextual, desire to do so. The pathos of the novel, then, is that
Tolstoy cannot persuade us of the text's main point, for it is a point that by definition cannot be
shown by earthly reasoning. He can only call attention to the contradiction and by extension to
the fervency of his own belief that the contradiction is resolved in a higher sense. Hence the
proper understanding of the novel as Dostoevsky sees it stands on a kind of dialogic passionthe author's and reader's mutually echoing desire to see coherence within contradiction ..
35 For a broader treatment of Dostoevsky's dialogization of the process of self-discovery that
Tolstoy would make into the most solitary of passions, see Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's
Poetics, especially 88-9.
36 Orwin disagrees, finding Platon's and the novel's guiding principle not in the isolated and
auto-authorizing self liberated from social strictures, but only in peasants, and specifically in
socially conditioned rather than instinctive peasant behavior, Le. peasant culture rather than
peasant nature (148-9). For Orwin, in the era of Anna Karenina Tolstoy followed
Schopenhauer in believing that "Jesus taught self-denial, which, in fact, is the basis of virtue ...
for Tolstoy" (165).
37 A representative formulation of the view I am disputing is Kupreianova's reading of the book:
"nOlloBan ll1060Bb, 6Y.llYlJH <pH3HlJeeKHM 'TellecHblM' 8J1e l leHHeM, eeTb pa3HOBHllHOCTb llJ06BH llellOBeKa K caMoMy
ee6e H B KalJeCTBe TaKOBOH llyxOBHO He 06'bellHHneT, a pa311eJlSleT OXBalJeHHblX elO llfO.lleH H He npHHOCI-1T 101M
O)l(H.llaeMOrO 11 HlfHoro 611ara, KOropoe .llapyeT lJenOBeKy TOl1bKO llYXOBHoe elU1HeHHe, BJ1e l leHHe K o6weMy 6J1ary"

(99).
38 Jackson sees the same dilemma even earlier, in Pierre's turn away from the imploring gaze
of the dying Karataev ("The Ethics of Vision II: The Tolstoyan Synthesis").
39 Remember elder Prince Shcherbatsky's comment to Kitty that it is best "to do good so that,
ask whom you will, no one knows anything about it" (211; 2:34). Here Tolstoy places virtue not
outside of corrupt societies, which would at least allow for the possibility. of other, better
societies, such as the peasant utopias Tolstoy sometimes admired; he places virtue outside of
society per see To be sure, this viewpoint belongs to a character, not th·e author. Tolstoy's own
statements to the same effect are examined by Gustafson (18-20, 176-90).
40 Blackmur, for example, claims, "Where Anna (as Dolly saw) has learned a new gesture, to
half close her eyes on what is threatening her and cannot be dealt with, Tolstoi himself has to
force a steady gaze on death physical, spiritual, and dramatic" (914).
41 Anna Karenina, 85; 1:26. Translation altered; cf. PSS 18:99.
42 He also fears he might shoot himself, and so keeps away from his gun. Perhaps the most
famous defense of linkage occur in letters to Strahkov (23 April 1876) and Rachinsky (27
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January 1878), where Tolstoy speaks respectively of the significance of the novel's "context of
connections" and its "inner connection...-the very thing that made all this important for me"
(Turner 42, 45). The fact that Tolstoy could make such statements after the novel was
completed suggests the extent to which he had not resolved the contradictions that trouble the
narrative.
43 See Jackson, "On the Ambivalent Beginning of Anna Karenina," especially 348.
44 Kitty, by contrast, kisses Levin at least three times, including a demonstration of the
difference between a chaste kiss on the hand and a properly passionate one: "It should have
been like this ... " (513; 6: 5; ellipsis in original).
45 Irina Gutkin reads these same issues in a very different way, arguing that Levin's half of the
novel is dialogic (anchored by a set of recurring dialogues and patterned on Plato's
Symposium), and that Anna's dilemma is to be the only character torn between the platonic
opposites of sensual and spiritual love.
46 Levin of course confirms this in the self-destructive urges he discovers where he had
expected to find conjugal bliss.
47 Morson, Hidden in Plain View, "Prosaics: An Approach to the Humanities," "Prosaics and
Anna Karenina," "Anna Karenina's Omens."

