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STRANGE RUSSIAN WRITERS

Russia is broader and more diverse, stranger and more contradictory, than any idea of it.  It resists all theories about what makes it tick, confounds all the paths to its possible transformation.  One can describe and explain Russia in a thousand ways, but as soon as the theorist and dreamer lays down his pen, satisfied at last with his description, diabolical laughter will sound from the emptiness behind him, and the undried ink will evaporate, leaving not a trace on the white page.










--Tatyana Tolstaya, 1992


This course is designed as a first course in interpreting and writing about literary works, all of them from the Russian tradition and few of them taught in standard surveys of international literature. Russian writers, as proud latecomers to European literature, have their own often consciously different takes on canonic forms of writing. The "strangeness" of these texts – their unorthodox uses of character, motivation, plot, and genre – will help attune us to the less visible strategies of more familiar kinds of writing.  Frequent short papers, assigned almost every week, are designed to provoke alert observation of how literary works are constructed and what effects they produce, and occasionally involve a creative component.  You will be asked to revise and expand one of these papers for your final assignment.

COURSE BOOKS:


Many of the readings are in paperback books, available for purchase at Amherst Bookstore in town:

Joseph Brodsky, Less Than One (Farrar Straus, 0-374-52055-0)
Nikolai Gogol, Diary of a Madman (Penguin, 0-14-044907-5)
Vladimir Nabokov, The Eye (Random, 0-679-72723-X)
Mikhail Schedrin, The Golovlyov Family (NYRB, 0-940322-57-9)
Abram Tertz, Little Jinx (Northwestern, 0-8101-1041-5)
Andrei Platonov, Soul and Other Stories (NYRB,0-15-9017254-X)
You will find the other assigned readings (marked M on the syllabus) in the course reader, which is divided into two “volumes” so it will be easier for you to carry to class.  I will distribute Volume I at the first class.  Please remember to buy Volume II from Heather Mainville at the Russian Department office (Webster 204), which is open from 8:30-2:30, Monday through Friday.
Also, copies of all readings will be kept on reserve for your use in Frost Library.  You may check out reserve materials at the front desk of the library.

ASSIGNMENTS and GRADES
You will be writing frequent short papers (2-3 pp.), with occasional slightly longer assignments.  You should complete the readings by the day for which they are assigned.  Your papers will account for 60% of your grade, your class participation for 40%.

Late papers will be accepted only under unusual circumstances.  More than two unexcused absences will automatically lower your grade.
ANNOUNCEMENTS

All information relating to the course, including the syllabus, assignments, and announcements, will be posted on the course website through CMS.

SYLLABUS

Tues., 9/2 

Daniil Kharms, "Symphony No. 2," "Incidents," "Petrakov," "Sleep Teases a Man," "A Fable," "Blue Notebook No. 10," "Anecdotes about Pushkin's Life," and "Eleven Assertions of Daniil Ivanovich Kharms" (M)

Just how strange is Russia?  Just how strange is writing? 

Thur., 9/4
    
Virginia Woolf, "The Russian Point of View" (M)              




Nicholas Berdyaev, The Russian Idea, excerpt (M)

 

Victor Shklovsky, "Art as Technique" (M) 



Sun. 9/ 7

Film showing:  Andrei Tarkovsky, Andrei Rublev (205 mins.)




2:00 p.m., Fayerweather 113
Tues, 9/9

Andrei Tarkovsky, Andrei Rublev
Russia's Religious Difference: Religious Fanatics and Holy Fools 

Thur., 9/11

Ivan Turgenev, “Living Relics” (M)




Leo Tolstoy, "Father Sergius" (M) 

Tues., 9/16

Nikolai Leskov, "The Enchanted Wanderer" (M)  


Weird, Fantastic Plots
Thur., 9/18

V. F. Odoevsky, "A Tale of Why It Is Dangerous for Young Girls to Go Walking in a Group along Nevsky Prospect" (M) 




Nikolai Gogol, "The Nose," in Diary of a Madman, pp. 42-70

Tues., 9/23

Fyodor Dostoevsky, "Bobok" (M) 






Fyodor Dostoevsky, "Dream of a Ridiculous Man" (M)

Thur., 9/25

Andrei Bitov, “Pushkin’s Photograph” (M)




Vladimir Nabokov, “Visit to a Museum” (M)

Psychologies of the Bizarre
Tues., 9/30

Nikolai Gogol, "Diary of a Madman," in Diary of a Madman, pp.17-41

Nikolai Gogol, "Ivan Fyodorovich Shponka and His Aunt" in Gogol, Diary of a Madman, pp. 160-188

Thur., 10/2

V. F. Odoevsky, "Princess Mimi" (M) 




Zinaida Gippius, "The Mad Woman"  (M)

Tues., 10/7

Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, The Golovlyov Family
Thurs., 10/9

Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, The Golovlyov Family
Anton Chekhov, "Mire" (M) 

-- October Break --

Thur., 10/16

Liudmila Petrushevskaya, "Our Crowd" (M)



Tatyana Tolstaya, "Night" (M)







Strange Soviet States
Tues., 10/21

Visit to the Mead Art Museum:  Strange Soviet Art

Thurs., 10/23

Andrei Platonov, "Fro"
Tues., 10/28

Andrei Platonov, "The Potudan River" (M)




Recommended:

Joseph Brodsky (on Platonov), "Catastrophes in the Air," in Less Than One, pp. 268-303; "On Tyranny," in Less Than One, pp. 113-122

Thurs., 10/30

Abram Tertz, Little Jinx
Tues., 11/4

Visit to Frost Library:  Doing Research

Mikhail Kuraev, "Captain Dikstein," pp. 59-185 (M)  

Thurs., 11/6

Kuraev, “Captain Dikstein”

Estranged Writers
Tues., 11/11

Marina Tsvetaeva, “My Father and his Muse” and “Mother and Music”  (M)
Tues., 11/13

Joseph Brodsky, "Less Than One" and "In a Room and a Half" in 
Less Than One, pp. 3-33 and 447-501

Brodsky, “A Halt in the Desert,” “Odysseus to Telemachus,”

 “May 24, 1980," "In Memoriam" (M)

Tues, 11/18

Isaac Babel, “Pan Apolek,” “Gedali,” “My First Goose,” “The Rabbi,” and “The Rabbi’s Son”  (M)
Thur, 11/20

Varlam Shalamov, "In the Night," "Sententious," "Prosthetic Appliances," "On Tick," "Magic," "Lend-Lease," "Cherry Brandy"(M)

-- Thanksgiving Vacation --

Tues, 12/2

Osip Mandelstam, "I have forgotten the word I wanted to say," "When Psyche, who is Life ...," "I was washing outside in the darkness," "Concert at the Railway Station," "Leningrad," "Keep my words forever ..." (M)

Recommended readings: Brodsky, "Child of Civilization" and "Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899-1980): An Obituary" in Brodsky, Less Than One, pp. 123-156
Thur., 12/4

Vladimir Nabokov, The Eye
Tues., 12/9

Victor Pelevin, “A Werewolf Problem in Central Asia” (M)


