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T THE HEIGHT of the
Cold War, the Soviet
film industry set out to prove
it could outdo Hollywood
with a production that would
dazzle the world: a titanic,
awe-inspiring adaptation of
Leo Tolstoy’s classic tome
in which the fates of three
souls—the blundering, goodhearted Pierre; the heroically
tragic Prince Andrei; and
the radiant, tempestuous
Natasha—collide amid the
tumult of the Napoleonic Wars.
Employing a cast of thousands
and an array of innovative
camera techniques, director
Sergei Bondarchuk conjures
a sweeping vision of grand
balls that glitter with rococo
beauty and breathtaking battles
that overwhelm with their
expressionistic power. As a
statement of Soviet cinema’s
might, War and Peace succeeded
wildly, garnering the Academy
Award for best foreign-language
film and setting a new standard
for epic moviemaking.
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VERSIONS
Two versions of War and Peace circulated
in the 1960s: the original 403-minute
cut shown in the USSR and around the
world, and the 360-minute cut ordered
by Continental Distributing’s Walter
Reade for American audiences, the editing
of which director Sergei Bondarchuk
personally supervised. However, in 2000,
when Mosfilm decided to restore War and
Peace, executives there discovered that
neither the studio nor Gosfilmofond, the
Russian Federation’s state film archive,
possessed a complete 70 mm negative of
the film in its original 2.20:1 aspect ratio.
An extensive search in the archives of
the former Soviet republics also failed
to yield a complete 70 mm negative.
The restoration was therefore achieved
by assembling parts of negatives from
various archives, with the complete
positive copy held by Sovexportfilm,
which had distributed War and Peace
abroad, used for reference. Hence, this
35 mm restoration with a 2.35:1 aspect
ratio is the closest possible approximation
of the original film’s visual quality.

SERGEI BONDARCHUK, ACTOR AND DIRECTOR
Sergei Bondarchuk is one of a number of important Soviet
filmmakers little known outside Russia. Born in 1920 in Ukraine,
Bondarchuk grew up on a collective farm in southern Russia,
where he early on developed his precocious gifts as an actor in
local stage productions. When Germany invaded the USSR in 1941,
Bondarchuk left theater school to volunteer for the Red Army,
spending the war in the Caucasus, where he often entertained the
troops. After his demobilization in 1946, he decided to switch to
movie acting and attended VGIK, the prestigious Soviet state film
institute in Moscow, where he stunned his professors with his
prodigious acting talent. To earn his diploma, he appeared in Sergei
Gerasimov’s World War II hit The Young Guard (Molodaya gvardiya,
1948), bringing Bondarchuk to the attention of other major Soviet
directors. By 1951, he was a bona fide star. The Soviet film critic
in chief, Joseph Stalin, admired his work and in 1952 approved
Bondarchuk for the country’s highest accolade in the arts, People’s
Artist of the USSR, usually reserved for lifetime achievements.
Bondarchuk was cast in a dizzying array of films in the 1950s,
including historical biopics, war dramas, and literary adaptations.
His directorial debut in 1959 was auspicious: a sensitive adaptation
of Mikhail Sholokhov’s World War II story “The Fate of a Man”
(“Sudba cheloveka”) that is widely considered one of the best
films of Nikita Khrushchev’s cultural “thaw.” This artistic and
box-office success led directly to Bondarchuk’s commission to

direct War and Peace, a project that occupied him fully for most of
the 1960s. Bondarchuk expected that his next movie, the ItalianSoviet coproduction Waterloo (1970), would establish him firmly
as an international director, but that film was, sadly, an infamous
flop. To safeguard his career and insulate himself from criticism
at home, Bondarchuk finally agreed to join the Communist Party.
For the next sixteen years, Bondarchuk focused on acting, although
he did direct five more films, only one of which can be considered
first-rate: They Fought for Their Motherland (Oni srazhalis za rodinu,
1975), in which he also took a small but memorable role.
Bondarchuk’s final years were bitter. Never popular with his fellow
filmmakers, largely due to his dictatorial personality on set, he
found himself completely (and unfairly) ostracized by the new
generation as an overrated establishment hack who had unduly
benefited from his close ties to the Soviet government and the
Communist Party. In 1986, with Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost in
its early stages, Bondarchuk found himself the target of vicious
attacks by other members of the Union of Cinematographers, and
he was prevented from attending the Congress of Filmmakers,
a grievous insult for such a famous director. Ailing and isolated,
Bondarchuk died of heart disease in 1994, with his final film,
And Quiet Flows the Don (Tikhiy Don), held captive in an Italian
bank vault, because its producer had gone bankrupt. The film was
not shown until 2006.

PRODUCTION HISTORY (1961–67)
Many Soviet films faced serious obstacles
in production, usually due to the complex
and invasive censorship process. War and
Peace’s challenges were quite different,
arising from its origins as a goszakaz, a
prestigious state-initiated production,
which gave Bondarchuk a virtually
unlimited budget and unfettered access to
anything he desired, whether thousands
of Soviet soldiers as extras, borzois in
private ownership, priceless artifacts from
state museums, hairdressers flown in from
Paris, and on and on. So much of this state
support was nonmonetary that estimates
of War and Peace’s costs vary significantly
and its true price tag will never be known;
$700 million in current U.S. dollars is,
however, a realistic figure.
Bondarchuk owed this enviable
commission to Cold War cultural politics.
In 1959, King Vidor’s War and Peace
(1956) was shown in the Soviet Union as
part of a U.S.-Soviet cultural-exchange
agreement, attracting 31.4 million viewers.
Soviet filmmakers and other leaders in
the intelligentsia were incensed that an
American director had co-opted “their”
national masterpiece, so they began a
letter-writing campaign to the Central
Committee of the Communist Party
demanding a big-budget Soviet “response.”
In 1961, at the behest of the party, the
Ministry of Culture decided to assign
the project to the leading Soviet studio,
Mosfilm. After a rancorous internal debate

about who should direct, the relatively
inexperienced Sergei Bondarchuk was
selected, and work on the script began in
May 1961. Bondarchuk and his cowriter,
Vasily Solovyov, conducted extensive
historical research to ensure that the script
would be faithful both to the novel and
the era, and it was checked and rechecked
by literary scholars and historians
before its 250 pages were sent to the
minister of culture, Yekaterina Furtseva,
in March 1962.
With Furtseva’s approval in hand,
auditions for the three hundred speaking
parts began, lasting for months. To
Bondarchuk’s fury and amazement, he
had trouble getting the actors he wanted
to accept the parts he wanted them to
play, and rival directors attempted to
sabotage him by luring his first choices
to act in their own productions. This
was especially true for the role of Prince
Andrei, which Bondarchuk reluctantly
gave to Vyacheslav Tikhonov, after his first
choices turned him down. Bondarchuk
further inflamed tensions between him and
the acting community by casting himself
and his wife, Irina Skobtseva, in the plum
roles of Pierre and Hélène Bezukhov,
parts for which they were both far too
old (although Bondarchuk turned in a
sensitive performance that transcended
age). Bondarchuk also refused to consider
an established actress for Natasha. After
auditioning dozens of accomplished young

performers, he issued a nationwide casting
call that yielded thousands of applicants
before settling on Ludmila Savelyeva, a
nineteen-year-old ballerina with no acting
experience at all. In addition, Bondarchuk’s
reputation for double-dealing was such
that even secondary actors without rival
offers refused to work with him—until
they were threatened with retaliation by
the studio.
Filming for the early battle scenes began in
September 1962 before all the parts were
cast. The first months were tumultuous
as Bondarchuk clashed loudly and often
with his cinematographers over artistic
control. He had already lost his first-choice
cinematographer, Vladimir Monakhov; the
replacements, the very experienced team
of Yu-Lan Chen and Alexander Shelenkov,
finally quit in May 1963, lodging a formal
complaint with the studio against what
they saw as Bondarchuk’s rude, tyrannical
behavior. In a stroke of luck, they were
replaced by the second cameraman, Anatoly
Petritsky, a gifted young cinematographer
who also found Bondarchuk very difficult to
work with. Petritsky frequently threatened
to quit in the years that followed, and
eventually did, only to be told by Mosfilm
that he would never work again if he didn’t
return to the set. Most cast members were
likewise aggrieved by Bondarchuk’s highhanded treatment of them, but none more
so than Tikhonov, whom Bondarchuk would
bully mercilessly, forcing him into take after

take, until he collapsed from exhaustion. Only the ingenue Savelyeva
cheerfully submitted to Bondarchuk’s demands; not surprisingly, the
rest of the cast resented his obvious favoritism toward her.
Bondarchuk did not, however, always get his way. He could not bully
the five generals attached to the project as military consultants, who
expected their orders for changes to be followed without question.
Nor could he bully the directors of the fifty-eight historical museums
that provided thousands of priceless objects for the sets; Furtseva
had ordered their cooperation, to be sure, but Bondarchuk quickly
realized that he had better assign as liaison a crew member more
diplomatic than he was. Bondarchuk also found that the ministers of
agriculture and defense did not jump at his command, and Furtseva
had to intervene directly to get the necessary horses and soldiers
requisitioned for the battle scenes.
The production faced numerous challenges that were not
Bondarchuk’s fault. Bitterly cold weather halted the shooting at
several junctures. The Soviet-made 70 mm cameras kept breaking
down, and the film stock, also Soviet-made, had mosquitoes in the
emulsion, among other defects. The electrical supply in historical
buildings where Bondarchuk wanted to shoot was so unreliable that
instead enormous (and costly) sets were constructed in the studio,
where the lighting proved to be so hot that the actors’ makeup
melted. Even the borzois in the famous hunt scene did not want to
cooperate with Bondarchuk; they had to be taught to chase the wolf.

By mid-June 1964, most of the location shooting was finished,
with few mishaps, a tribute to Bondarchuk’s logistical skills,
given the thousands of cast and crew members involved, not
to mention the tons of explosives detonated. By this point,
Bondarchuk was as exhausted as everyone else and decided to
revive his flagging spirits by visiting Yasnaya Polyana, Tolstoy’s
ancestral home, to renew his inspiration. Five weeks later, back
home in Moscow, true disaster struck. Bondarchuk suffered a
major heart attack and was clinically dead for several minutes
before doctors managed to revive him. The production, already
far behind schedule, had to shut down for two months while the
director recuperated.
Shooting continued in 1965 (as the first two parts were being edited
for their festival debut) and throughout 1966, as parts 1 and 2 hit
Soviet screens. The final big scene, the Moscow fire, was shot on
October 6, 1966, after ten months’ planning and construction.
There could be no second takes: the elaborate set was torched,
and the spectacular pyrotechnics were captured by six cameras
on the ground (the cameramen wore flame-retardant clothing)
and by others in military planes and helicopters circling overhead.
Shooting wrapped entirely three weeks later, but sound, music,
and editing work continued on part 3, which was approved in
December 1966. By the summer of the following year, when part 3
was released, the film’s fourth and final part had been submitted
for approval, appearing on-screen in November of that year.

RECEPTION
By May 1965, Mosfilm was panicking about
the slow pace of production and outof-control costs. Against Bondarchuk’s
wishes, Mosfilm decided to enter the
first two parts of the film at the fourth
Moscow International Film Festival, to be
held in July, leaving a mere two months
to complete the editing. The hurried work
paid off, however, when War and Peace was
announced as cowinner of the festival’s
grand prize. This publicity helped attract
record-breaking crowds when part 1 was
released to the Soviet public in 1966. The
line for tickets at its Moscow premiere was
reportedly a kilometer long, and within five
months, forty-nine million spectators had
seen it, a very large number in Soviet terms.
The audience for part 2, released shortly

thereafter, was fifty-eight million, a number
that buoyed the exhausted filmmakers’
spirits. Part 3 debuted at the 1967 Cannes
Film Festival outside the competition
to a standing-room-only crowd and was
distributed abroad before it opened in the
USSR, where, shockingly, the box office
plummeted in comparison with the first
two parts, with the installment drawing
only twenty-one million viewers. The
audience for part 4 dropped even further, to
nineteen million.
Mosfilm conducted a postmortem at the end
of 1967 that in part blamed Soviet critics for
the film’s declining attendance. Although
a few early press reviews were positive,
most were mixed, reserving praise for the

cinematography (especially in the battle
scenes) and the acting (notably Savelyeva as
Natasha and Anatoly Ktorov as old Prince
Bolkonsky); some reviews also approvingly
cited the film’s patriotism. The top Soviet
critics deigned to suggest that translating
the essence of this beloved classic novel
for the screen was probably impossible for
any director, but at least Bondarchuk had
tried. A few commentators, like the dissident
director Sergei Parajanov, dared to be
scathingly dismissive, arguing that War and
Peace epitomized Soviet cinema’s “amazing
crisis,” which he defined as an emphasis on
spectacle for the sake of spectacle. Many
critics, though, ignored the film altogether:
for a production of this magnitude, there
were relatively few reviews.

The critical reception abroad, where
the film reached an audience of some
250 million, was much more positive—
especially in France, where critics found
it richly detailed and poetic, a brilliant
re-creation of its time and place. The film
did well in most of Western Europe and
also in Japan. Because of the adaptation’s
origins as a Cold War–inspired response to
King Vidor’s War and Peace, Mosfilm was
particularly anxious about the reaction of
critics in the United States, where the film
was not seen until 1968, in a badly dubbed
and slightly shortened version. Most
leading American reviewers could not seem
to get past the film’s great length (it was
shown in two parts, rather than four) and

the execrable dubbing, although they
did single out the actors, especially
Savelyeva, for praise. However, after
War and Peace won the Oscar for best
foreign-language film in 1969—a first
for Soviet cinema—none of this carping
mattered. The studio and the film’s cast
and crew were overwhelmed with pride
at Hollywood’s acknowledgment of
their achievement.
The euphoria did not last. By the 1980s,
Bondarchuk was considered a has-been
in the Soviet-film community, and War
and Peace had more or less been forgotten
at home. When the USSR collapsed at
the end of 1991, the storied Soviet film
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industry collapsed along with it, and
the 1990s were dark years for Russian
filmmakers. However, with the turn of
the century, and the revival of interest in
“patriotic” filmmaking under Vladimir
Putin, War and Peace has found a new
audience, as Russian scholars and critics
have steadily rehabilitated the film’s
reputation, along with that of its director.
Most of the surviving filmmakers and
critics who had once attacked Bondarchuk
and his masterpiece have now completely
revised their harsh original judgments as
unfair, admitting that they were biased
by their dislike of the Soviet regime that
commissioned the film, and their view of
Bondarchuk as part of that regime.

