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Born and raised in the Boston area, Amor Towels graduated from Yale and

received an MA in English from Stanford. Having worked as an investment professional
for over twenty years, he now devotes himself full time to writing in Manhattan, where
he lives with his wife and two children. His novels Rules of Civility, A Gentleman in
Moscow, and The Lincoln Highway, and his collection of shorter fiction called Table for
Two have collectively sold more than six million copies and been translated into more
than thirty languages. Both Bill Gates and President Barack Obama included A
Gentleman in Moscow and The Lincoln Highway on their annual book recommendation
lists.
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From the New York Times bestselling author of Rules of Civility—a
transporting novel about a man who is ordered to spend the rest of his life inside

a luxury hotel

With his breakout debut novel, Rules of Civility, Amor Towles established himself as a
master of absorbing, sophisticated fiction, bringing late 1930s Manhattan to life with a
splendid atmosphere and a flawless command of style. Readers and critics were

enchanted; as NPR commented, “Towles writes with grace and verve about the mores

and manners of a society on the cusp of radical change.”

A Gentleman in Moscow immerses us in another elegantly drawn era with the story of
Count Alexander Rostov. When, in 1922, he is deemed an unrepentant aristocrat by a
Bolshevik tribunal, the count is sentenced to house arrest in the Metropol, a grand hotel
across the street from the Kremlin. Rostov, an indomitable man of erudition and wit, has
never worked a day in his life, and must now live in an attic room while some of the
most tumultuous decades in Russian history are unfolding outside the hotel’s doors.
Unexpectedly, his reduced circumstances provide him a doorway into a much larger

world of emotional discovery.

Brimming with humor, a glittering cast of characters, and one beautifully rendered scene
after another, this singular novel casts a spell as it relates the count’s endeavor to gain

a deeper understanding of what it means to be a man of purpose.
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In the transcript at the opening of A Gentleman in Moscow, the head

of the tribunal and Count Rostov have the following exchange:

Secretary Ignatov: | have no doubt, Count Rostov, that some in the galley are
surprised to find you charming; but | am not surprised to find you so. History has
shown charm to be the last ambition of the leisure class. What | do find surprising
is that the author of the poem in question could have become a man so obviously

without purpose.

Rostov: | have lived under the impression that a man’s purpose is known only to
God.

Secretary Ignatov: Indeed. How convenient that must have been for you.

To what extent is A Gentleman in Moscow a novel of purpose? How does the
Count’s sense of purpose manifest itself initially, and how does it evolve as the

story unfolds?

Over the course of Book Two, why does the Count decide to throw himself from
the roof of the Metropol? On the verge of doing so, why does the encounter with
the old handyman lead him to change his plans?

The Count’s life under house arrest is greatly influenced by his relationship with
four women: Nina, Marina, Anna, and Sofia. What is the nature of the Count’s
relationship with each of these women? How do those relationships differ from
his relationship with the members of the Triumvirate—Andrey and Emile?

The majority of A Gentleman in Moscow is told in the third person from the
Count’s point of view. There is, however, an overarching narrator with a different
perspective than the Count’s. Initially, this narrator appears in footnotes, then in
the Addendums, then in the historical introductions of 7930, 1938, and 71946.



How would you characterize this narrator? How does he differ from the Count in
terms of his point of view and tone of voice? What is his role in the narrative?

. In the 1946 chapter, Mishka, Osip, and Richard each share with the Count their
perspective on the meaning of the revolutionary era. What are these three
perspectives? Are you inclined to agree with one of them; or do you find there is
some merit to each?

. One of the pleasures of writing fiction is discovering upon completion of a project
that some thread of imagery has run through the work without your complete
awareness—forming, in essence, an unintentional motif. While | was very
conscious of the recurrence of tolling bells, keys, and concentric circles in the
book, here are a few motifs that | only recognized after the fact: Packages
wrapped in brown paper such as the Maltese Falcon, Mishka’s book of
quotations, the Russian nesting dolls discovered in the Italians’ closet, and the
Count’s copy of Montaigne (in Paris). The likeness of stars such as the freckles
on Anna’s back and the beacon on the top of the Shukhov radio tower. Sailors
(often in peril) such as Robinson Crusoe, Odysseus, Admiral Makarov, and
Arion in the myth of Delphinus. What role do any of these motifs play in the
thematic composition of the book? And if you see me in an airport, can you
explain them to me?

. How does the narrative incorporate the passage of time, and does it do so
effectively? Thematically speaking, how does the Count’s experience of Time
change over the course of the novel and how does it relate to his father’s views
as embodied by the twice-tolling clock? What does the novel suggest about the
influence of individuals on history and vice versa?

. At the opening of Book Five, the Count has already decided to get Sofia out of
Russia. What occurs over the course of Book Four to lead him to this decision?
Why does he choose to remain behind?

. Near the novel’s conclusion, what is the significance of the toppled cocktail glass

in Casablanca?



10.This is a novel with a somewhat fantastical premise set half a century ago in a
country very different from our own. Nonetheless, do you think the book is

relevant today? If so, in what way?
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under house arrest in a luxury hotel for more than thirty years. What was

the origin of the idea?

Over the two decades that | was in the investment business, | travelled a good deal for
my firm. Every year, | would spend weeks at a time in the hotels of distant cities meeting
with clients and prospects. In 2009, while arriving at my hotel in Geneva (for the eighth
year in a row), | recognized some of the people lingering in the lobby from the year
before. It was as if they had never left. Upstairs in my room, | began playing with the
idea of a novel in which a man is stuck in a grand hotel. Thinking that he should be
there by force, rather than by choice, my mind immediately leapt to Russia—where
house arrest has existed since the time of the Tsars. In the next few days, | sketched
out most of the key events of A Gentleman in Moscow; over the next few years, | built a

detailed outline; then in 2013, | retired from my day job and began writing the book.
What is the nature of your fascination with Russia?

| am hardly a Russologist. | don’t speak the language, | didn’t study the history in
school, and | have only been to the country a few times. But in my twenties, | fell in love
with the writers of Russia’s golden age: Gogol, Turgeneyv, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky. Later, |
discovered the wild, inventive, and self-assured writing styles of Russia’s early 20th
century avant-garde including the poet Mayakovsky, the dancer Nijinsky, the painter
Malevich, and the filmmaker Eisenstein. Going through those works, it began to seem
like every accomplished artist in Russia had his own manifesto. The deeper | delved

into the country’s idiosyncratic psychology, the more fascinated | became.

Kazan Cathedral is a perfect symbol of Russia’s mystique for me during the Soviet era.
Built in 1636 on Red Square to commemorate both the liberation of Moscow from

interlopers and the beginning of the Romanov dynasty, Kazan was among Russia’s



oldest and most revered cathedrals. In 1936, the Bolsheviks celebrated the 300th
anniversary of its consecration by razing it to the ground. In part, they leveled the
cathedral to clear Red Square for military parades, but also to punctuate the end of
Christianity in Russia. But Peter Baranovsky, the architect who was directed to oversee
the dismantling, secretly drafted detailed drawings of the cathedral and hid them away.
More than fifty years later, when Communist rule came to its end, the Russians used

Baranovsky’s drawings to rebuild the church stone for stone.

| find every aspect of this history enthralling. The cathedral itself is a reminder of
Russia’s heritage—ancient, proud, and devout. Through the holy landmark’s destruction
we get a glimpse of how ruthless and unsentimental the Russian people can be. While
through the construction of its exact replica, we see their almost quixotic belief that
through careful restoration, the actions of the past can effectively be erased. But most
importantly, at the heart of this history is a lone individual who at great personal risk
carefully documented what he was destroying in the unlikely chance that it might some
day be rebuilt. The Soviet era abounds with sweeping cultural changes and with stoic
heroes who worked in isolation at odds with the momentum of history towards some

brighter future.

This is your second novel set in the first half of the 20th Century. Can you talk

about your interest in the period?

My interest in writing about the early twentieth century is neither a reflection of a love of
history, nor a nostalgia for a bygone era. What has attracted me to the period is that it
has a proximate distance to the present. It is near enough in time that it seems familiar
to most readers, but far enough away that they have no firsthand knowledge of what
actually happened. This provides me with the liberty to explore the narrow border

between the unbelievably actual and the convincingly imagined.

| generally like to mix glimpses of history with flights of fancy until the reader isn’t

exactly sure of what'’s real and what isn’t. In terms of A Gentleman in Moscow, for



instance, the launch of the world’s first nuclear power plant in Russia in 1954 is an
historical fact, but the assembly of Party leaders to observe the blacking-out of Moscow
is an invention. Similarly, the little copper plates on the bottom of antiques designating
them as property of the People are a fact, while the wine bottles stripped of their labels

are a fiction.

What sort of research did you do for the book?

Rather than pursuing research driven projects, | like to write from areas of existing
fascination. Even as a young man, | was a fan of the 1920s and 1930s, eagerly reading
the novels, watching the movies, and listening to the music of the era. | used this
deep-seated familiarity as the foundation for inventing my version of 1938 New York in
Rules of Civility. Similarly, | chose to write A Gentleman in Moscow because of my long
standing fascination with Russian literature, culture, and history. Most of the texture of
the novel springs from the marriage of my imagination with that interest. For both
novels, once | had finished the first draft, | did some applied research in order to fine

tune details.

What was the biggest challenge in writing the book?

Initially, | imagined that the central challenge posed by the book was that | was trapping
myself, my hero, and my readers in a single building for thirty-two years. But my
experience of writing the novel ended up being similar to that of the Count’s experience
of house arrest: the hotel kept opening up in front of me to reveal more and more

aspects of life.

In the end, a much greater challenge sprang from the novel’s geometry. Essentially, A

Gentleman in Moscow takes the shape of a diamond on its side. From the moment the
Count passes through the hotel’s revolving doors, the narrative begins opening steadily
outward. Over the next two hundred pages detailed descriptions accumulate of people,

rooms, objects, memories, and minor events, many of which seem almost incidental.



But then, as the book shifts into its second half, the narrative begins to narrow and all of
the disparate elements from the first half converge. Bit characters, passing remarks,
incidental objects come swirling together and play essential roles in bringing the

narrative to its sharply pointed conclusion.

When effective, a book like this can provide a lot of unexpected satisfactions to the
reader. The problem is that the plethora of elements in the first half can bog readers
down, making them so frustrated or bored that they abandon the book. So, my
challenge was to craft the story, the point of view, and the language in such a way that
readers enjoy the first half and feel compelled to continue despite their uncertainty of

where things are headed. Whether or not | succeeded in doing so is up to you.

Does the book have a central theme?

| certainly hope not. In crafting a novel, | do not have an essential message | am trying
to communicate. Rather, | hope to create a work of art that, while being satisfyingly
cohesive, contains such a richness of images, ideas, and personalities that it can

prompt varied responses from reader to reader, and from reading to reading.

In essence, | want to gather together a pile of brightly colored shards of glass. But

rather than assemble these shards into a mosaic with a fixed image, | want to drop them
into the bottom of a kaleidoscope where, thanks to a glint of sunlight and the interplay of
mirrors, they render an intricate beauty which the reader can reconfigure by the slightest

turn of the wrist.

Can you describe your process?

My process for writing A Gentleman in Moscow was very similar to my process for
writing Rules of Civility. In both cases, | designed the book over a period of
years—ultimately generating an outline which detailed the settings, events, and

interactions of characters, as well as the evolution of personalities and themes chapter



by chapter. Once I'm ready to start writing, my goal is to complete the first draft in a
relatively short period of time. Thus | wrote the first draft of Rules of Civility in a year and

the first draft of Gentleman in Moscow in eighteen months.

While I'm working on my first draft | don’t share my work. But once I've completed that
draft, | give it to my wife, my editor in New York, my editor in London, my agent, and four
friends on the same day, asking that they give me feedback within three weeks. | then
use their varied feedback to begin the revision process. For both books, | revised the

initial draft three times from beginning to end over three years.

While | work with a very detailed outline, when the writing is going well it provides me
with plenty of surprises. | was in the middle of writing the bouillabaisse scene in A
Gentleman in Moscow, for instance, when | discovered that Andrey was a juggler. | was
in the middle of drafting Sofia’s fitting, when | discovered (alongside the Count) that
Marina had designed a dressless dress. And | was in the midst of the second or third
draft when | noticed for the first time that moment in Casablanca when Rick set up the

toppled cocktail glass.

Can you comment on the structure of the book?

As you may have noted, the book has a somewhat unusual structure. From the day of
the Count’s house arrest, the chapters advance by a doubling principal: one day after
arrest, two days after, five days, ten days, three weeks, six weeks, three months, six
months, one year, two years, four years, eight years, and sixteen years after arrest. At
this midpoint, a halving principle is initiated with the narrative leaping to eight years until
the Count’s escape, four years until, two years, one year, six months, three months, six
weeks, three weeks, ten days, five days, two days, one day and finally, the turn of the

revolving door.

While odd, this accordion structure seems to suit the story well, as we get a very

granular description of the early days of confinement; then we leap across time through



eras defined by career, parenthood, and changes in the political landscape; and finally,
we get a reversion to urgent granularity as we approach the denouement. As an aside, |
think this is very true to life, in that we remember so many events of a single year in our
early adulthood, but then suddenly remember an entire decade as a phase of our career

or of our lives as parents.

How do you think of A GENTLEMAN IN MOSCOW in relation to RULES OF
CIVILITY?

When | was deciding what to do after Rules, | picked A Gentleman from among a
handful of projects | had been considering. In retrospect, | see that my choice was
probably influenced by an unconscious desire for change, because the two novels are a
study in contrasts. Where the former takes place over a single year, the latter spans
thirty-two. Where the former roves across a city, the latter takes place in one building.
Where the former is from the perspective of a young working class woman on the rise,
the latter is from the perspective of an aging gentleman who has lost everything. And
where the former is virtually free of children and parents, the latter is very much
concerned with generational relationships. One last difference is that A Gentleman in
Moscow is much longer than Rules of Civility; but it has the same cover price, so you

get 50% more words for your money!

Can you tell us a little about the Metropol Hotel?

The Metropol is a real hotel which was built in the center of Moscow in 1905 and which
is still welcoming guests today. Contrary to what you might expect, the hotel was a
genuine oasis of liberty and luxury during the Soviet era despite being around the

corner from the Kremlin and a few blocks from the headquarters of the secret police.

Because the Metropol was one of the few fine hotels in Moscow at the time, almost
anyone famous who visited the city either drank at, dined at, or slept at the Metropol. As

a result, we have an array of firsthand accounts of life in the hotel from prominent



Americans including John Steinbeck, e. e. Cummings, and Lillian Hellman. You can
survey these accounts and read a short history of the hotel at The Metropol section of

this web site.

Are any of the characters in the novel based on real people?

None of the novel’s central characters are based on historical figures, or on people that
| have known. That said, | have pick-pocketed my own life for loose change to include in

the book such as these three examples:

The thimble game that the Count plays with Sofia was from my childhood. My great
grandmother was a Boston Brahmin who lived until she was a hundred in a stately
house. When my cousins and | visited her (in our little blue blazers), she would welcome
us into her sitting room. After the appropriate amount of polite conversation, she would
inform us that she had hidden several thimbles in the room and that whoever found one

would receive a dollar—prompting a good deal of scurrying about.

When | was a boy of ten, | threw a bottle with a note into the Atlantic Ocean near
summer’s end. When we got home a few weeks later there was a letter waiting for me
on New York Times stationery. It turned out that my bottle had been found by Harrison
Salisbury, a managing editor of the Times and the creator of its Op-Ed page. He and |
ended up corresponding for many years, and | eventually met him on my first visit to
New York when | was seventeen. It so happens that Salisbury was the Moscow bureau
chief for the Times from 1949 to 1954. A few colorful details in A Gentleman in Moscow
spring from his memoirs; he also makes a cameo late in the novel, and it is his fedora

and trench coat that the Count steals to mask his escape.

Finally, the scene in which the tempestuous Anna Urbanova refuses to pick up her
clothes, throws them out the window into the street, and then sheepishly sneaks out in
the middle of the night to retrieve them, was a scene that played out between my

parents shortly after their marriage. Although, it was my mother who wouldn’t pick up



her clothes, and my father who threw them out the window. I'll leave it to you to guess

who went out in the middle of the night to pick them back up.

What are you working on now?

Last year, Viking/Penguin contracted with me to publish my next two novels; now | just
have to write them. As noted above, | like to carefully design my books, beginning the
writing process only once | have an extensive outline. | am still in the process of
outlining my next book, but | suspect it will follow three eighteen-year-old boys on their

way from the Midwest to New York City in the early 1950s...
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What’s with All the A-Words in the Chapter Titles?

As you’ve probably noted, all of the book’s chapters are titled with words beginning in A.
Why is that so? To be perfectly honest, | don’t have a good answer. Early in the drafting
of the novel, | had the instinct that | should follow the rule, and | trusted that instinct.
One reader has suggested that it was my own version of playing “Zut”; another has
suggested it was a tribute to the first letters in the names Alexander and Amor; a third
has suggested it was because the book is about new beginnings. All of these answers

How Did the Count Finance his Time at the Metropol?

Because of the poem Where Is It Now, the Count has friends in the upper ranks of the
party (which is why he was sentenced to house arrest rather than prison). It was not
uncommon in the Soviet era for the favored to receive housing from the state. Maxim
Gorky, for instance, was given the mansion of Stepan Ryabushinsky, a former
millionaire to live in (an Art Nouveau masterpiece worth visiting when you’re in
Moscow). So, | think we can assume the Count’s attic quarters are provided. Early in the
novel, the Count uses his gold for additional expenses. The day he decides to stop
using the gold is the very day he approaches Andrey to ask for a job as a waiter.

On the book’s last page...

On the book’s last page, an individual is sitting in a tavern. Some readers are unsure of
who this individual is. All | can tell you is that the person sitting in that tavern is
described by a specific adjective which has been used throughout the novel to describe
a specific character. So, if you've read closely, you should know the answer yourself.
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Share your thoughts with other readers!

DATE:

BOOK CLUB:

BOOK TITLE:

As a group we rated this book:
1 2 3 4
Ugh! It was OK... Loved it!

Would we recommend this book to other book clubs?

Yes No Undecided

Why/why not?

Our discussion:
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