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Overview
Anna Karenina is a sprawling epic of 19th-century Russian society, intertwining two central
narratives: the tragic adulterous affair of the aristocratic Anna Karenina and Count Alexei
Vronsky, and the philosophical journey of the landowner Konstantin Levin. Anna, trapped in a
loveless marriage to the much older government official Alexei Karenin, finds passionate love
with Vronsky, leading her to abandon her family and social standing. Her pursuit of this love
ultimately results in her ostracization, despair, and tragic end, serving as a powerful critique of
societal hypocrisy and the double standards applied to men and women.

Parallel to Anna's story, Levin struggles with existential questions about faith, love, family, and
the meaning of life. His courtship and marriage to Kitty Shcherbatskaya, his efforts to improve
the lives of his peasants, and his eventual spiritual awakening provide a contrasting vision of
happiness and fulfillment rooted in traditional values and a connection to the land. Tolstoy uses
these intertwined narratives to explore profound themes of love, infidelity, social convention,
spiritual searching, and the complexities of human existence, making it a timeless masterpiece of
psychological realism and social commentary.

Key Takeaways
• True happiness is often found not in fleeting passion, but in enduring love, family, and a
meaningful connection to one's community and faith.

• Societal judgment and hypocrisy can be devastating, especially for women who defy
conventional moral codes.

• The pursuit of intense, romantic love, untempered by responsibility or societal acceptance,
can lead to isolation and destruction.

• Meaning in life can be discovered through honest self-reflection, hard work, and a
commitment to moral and spiritual principles.

• The complexities of human relationships require constant effort, understanding, and
forgiveness to thrive.

• Tolstoy critiques the superficiality of urban aristocratic life in contrast to the perceived
authenticity of rural existence.

• Personal freedom, when pursued without regard for others or consequences, can become a
form of bondage.
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Chapter Summaries
Part 1: The Oblonskys and Anna's Arrival

The novel opens with the marital crisis of Stiva Oblonsky and his wife Dolly, due to Stiva's
infidelity. Dolly's sister, Kitty Shcherbatskaya, is courted by both Konstantin Levin and Count
Vronsky. Kitty rejects Levin, hoping for Vronsky, but Vronsky becomes captivated by Anna
Karenina, Stiva's sister, who arrives from St. Petersburg to mediate the Oblonsky's dispute. Anna
and Vronsky feel an immediate, undeniable attraction, setting the stage for their tragic affair.

Part 2: The Affair Deepens

Anna returns to St. Petersburg, followed by Vronsky, and their affair progresses, becoming the
subject of gossip. Anna struggles with her guilt and her love for Vronsky, while her husband,
Alexei Karenin, remains oblivious or unwilling to acknowledge the truth. Vronsky's reckless
behavior, particularly during a horse race where he causes his mare's injury, publicly exposes his
disregard for convention and further implicates Anna in their illicit relationship.

Part 3: Levin's Country Life

Konstantin Levin, having been rejected by Kitty, retreats to his country estate, immersing himself
in farming and philosophical contemplation. He grapples with questions of faith, social justice,
and the meaning of life, often feeling alienated from both the peasants and the aristocracy.
Meanwhile, Kitty falls ill after Vronsky's rejection and travels abroad for a cure, reflecting on her
past choices and beginning a path toward maturity.

Part 4: Confrontation and Forgiveness

Anna becomes pregnant with Vronsky's child. Karenin finally confronts Anna, demanding she
end the affair or face public scandal. During a difficult childbirth, Anna believes she is dying and
begs Karenin for forgiveness, which he grants, even extending it to Vronsky. However, Anna
recovers, and the emotional intensity of the situation leads Vronsky to attempt suicide. Anna and
Vronsky eventually leave Karenin and society, seeking a new life together.

Part 5: Marriage and Exile

Levin and Kitty reconcile and marry, navigating the challenges of their early married life,
including disagreements and the complexities of family. Anna and Vronsky travel abroad,
attempting to build a life free from societal judgment, but Anna misses her son, Seryozha. Upon
their return to Russia, they find themselves socially ostracized, with Anna particularly suffering
from the isolation and the loss of her former position.

Part 6: Growing Discontent

Levin continues his search for meaning, grappling with his faith and the practicalities of
managing his estate and family life as Kitty becomes pregnant. Anna's isolation deepens, and she
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becomes increasingly jealous and possessive of Vronsky, suspecting his fidelity and feeling
trapped by her situation. Their passionate love begins to sour under the weight of social
exclusion and Anna's emotional instability.

Part 7: Anna's Despair and Death

Anna's mental state deteriorates rapidly. Her jealousy and paranoia consume her, leading to
frequent arguments with Vronsky. She feels utterly alone, rejected by society, and abandoned
even by Vronsky, who, though still loving, is increasingly frustrated by her demands. In a fit of
despair and delusion, believing Vronsky has left her, Anna throws herself under a train, ending
her life in a tragic act of self-destruction.

Part 8: Levin's Resolution

The novel concludes with Levin, deeply affected by Anna's death, finding a quiet spiritual
awakening. He comes to terms with his faith, accepting the simple truths of life and the
importance of family, love, and living righteously. Despite the ongoing complexities of life and
his own imperfections, he finds a sense of peace and purpose, contrasting sharply with Anna's
tragic fate and offering a hopeful, albeit hard-won, resolution.

Themes
• Adultery and its consequences

• Societal hypocrisy

• Love vs. passion

• Faith and spiritual search

• Family and domestic life

• Rural vs. urban values

Notable Quotes
• "All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way." — The
opening line of the novel, setting the stage for its exploration of familial and romantic
unhappiness.

• "He was not only a good man, but a good husband, and he had never been unfaithful to his
wife." — Describing Alexei Karenin, highlighting his conventional virtues and the stark
contrast with Anna's later actions.

• "If you look for perfection, you'll never be content." — A reflection on human nature and the
pursuit of an ideal, often spoken by characters grappling with their own imperfections.

• "Love. The word was so often repeated that it had lost all meaning for him." — Vronsky's
internal thought as his relationship with Anna becomes increasingly strained and less
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fulfilling.

• "It's not that I don't love you, but I'm not in love with you." — A sentiment expressed in
various forms throughout the novel, reflecting the distinction between different kinds of love
and affection.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Anna Karenina about?

Anna Karenina tells the story of an aristocratic woman, Anna, who leaves her husband and son
for a passionate affair with Count Vronsky. Her pursuit of love leads to social ostracization and
tragedy. Interwoven is the story of Konstantin Levin, a landowner searching for meaning in faith,
family, and rural life, offering a contrasting vision of happiness and fulfillment.

Is Anna Karenina worth reading?

Yes, Anna Karenina is widely considered one of the greatest novels ever written. It offers
profound insights into human psychology, love, family, faith, and societal hypocrisy. Its rich
characters, intricate plot, and timeless themes make it a deeply rewarding and
thought-provoking experience, despite its length.

How does Anna Karenina end?

Spoiler: Anna Karenina ends tragically with Anna committing suicide by throwing herself under a
train. Consumed by jealousy, paranoia, and despair over her isolation and perceived
abandonment by Vronsky, she sees no other escape. In contrast, Konstantin Levin finds a
spiritual awakening and a sense of peace in his family and faith, concluding the novel on a note
of hard-won hope.

Who should read Anna Karenina?

Readers who appreciate classic literary fiction, psychological depth, and social commentary will
find Anna Karenina immensely rewarding. It's ideal for those interested in the complexities of
love, marriage, morality, and the search for meaning, as well as anyone who enjoys immersive
historical narratives set in 19th-century Russia.

How long does it take to read Anna Karenina?

Reading Anna Karenina typically takes around 23-25 hours for an average reader. Given its
substantial length, often exceeding 800 pages, it's a significant time commitment, but one that
many find deeply enriching and worthwhile.


