




 
COM 410  / SLA 511 / COM 583




     Twentieth-Century Russian Approaches to Literature:

      


       Bakhtin, the Russian Formalists, Cultural Semiotics
Prof. Caryl Emerson


Spring 2008

Dept. of Slavic / Comparative Literature
Phone:  258-4726 or 4730

SLA office:  249 East Pyne  (Kate Fischer)
Office:  241 East Pyne

Two meetings / week, Mondays & Wednesdays, 11:00-12:20,  EP 128   

All seminar participants are expected to attend Day 1 (Monday).  Two graduate sections meet separately in place of Day 2:  for Russian speakers, SLA 511 (Tues 1:30-3:30, EP 245, run by CE & Ksana Blank);  for non-Russian speakers, COM 583 (time and place TBA).

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 


Why study how to read literature or culture?  Does "learning to read" fiction—which people do easily without any training in their native tongue—need to be taught as calculus or bricklaying must be taught? Unlike mathematicians, the producers of primary literary texts (novelists, poets, playwrights) do not usually write for trained people.  No mathematician expects you to pick up a technical work cold and command it fully, but poets and prose-writers pride themselves on reaching the "common reader."  So why study how to read them?  This question—the possibility (and usefulness) of turning the experience of literature into a "scholarly" discipline—is the starting point of this course.  It was no accident that this question was raised in early-20th-c. Russian culture with special urgency.   


Russian mid-to-late 19th-c. literature and criticism was hugely content-oriented.  In part this was due to tsarist censorship, which assured that the best ideas in closely-watched politically suspect fields (philosophy, theology, economics, politics) could find a safe haven only when clothed as literary fiction.  If everyone knew that the "real world" of officially approved opinion was a lie, literature was a more congenial place for the truth.  Such an inflated role for literary creativity, poetic genius, and the “novelist as guru” (Dostoevsky, Tolstoy) triggered a reaction in the 20th century, largely under the aegis of the Russian Formalists in the 1920s.  They sought to identify an autonomous sphere for literary activity (although they never advocated its severance from life experience), and devised ingenious guidelines for how works are “made” (via “devices” and “series”) and how they should be appreciated. 

      Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) and his circle of philosopher-critics found this approach problematic.  To them, "devices" and "structures" evaded the most important task of literary discourse:  to create multiple, living personalities or consciousnesses.  But Bakhtin was a peculiar humanist.   He believed that the "creation of a living consciousness" in literature could be studied formally, objectively, with devices that were not merely the subjective feelings of the critic.  Bakhtin developed dialogue, polyphony, chronotope, carnival, and the grotesque as formal analytic tools.


 In the 1960s-90s, the Tartu School of Cultural Semiotics (most importantly the late Yuri Lotman) attempted to combine both these approaches—and thus give structuralism a human face.  Each of these three schools of Russian literary criticism acknowledges that a great work of art is always more interesting than any single approach to it.   This "economy"—the cost of applying any one technique to reading a literary work—will be our weekly focus for discussion.  What is gained through each lens, and what lost?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Format and course requirements


Seminar;  discussion format.  As a rule, Day I (Mon) works through a major programmatic essay from each school;  Day II (Tues on Russian materials / Wed in English) applies these ideas to portions of the primary literature they purport to explain.   Attendance expected and active participation credited.

The  WEEKLY  e-mail  CRITIQUE:

Once a week, each participant is expected to submit a brief (1-paragraph) commentary, question, or complaint on one aspect of the readings.   These are not to be book reviews or polished critiques.  They should be sent e-mail the night preceding one of the classes (Sun, Mon, Tues), to  cemerson@princeton.edu; Russian section sends to both to CE and Ksana Blank  kblank@princeton.edu 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Texts   (all in English, in paperback, and available under COM / SLA  410 at Labyrinth)

For purchase:



Lemon & Reis, eds. Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays  (Nebraska)


Victor Shklovsky,  Theory of Prose   (Dalkey Archive Press)


Roman Jakobson,  Language in Literature  (Harvard UP)


Mikhail Bakhtin,  Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics  (U of Minnesota P)


Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination  (U of Texas P)



Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World  (Indiana UP)


Mikhail Bakhtin, Speech Genres & Other Late Essays (U of Texas P) 


Lotman and Uspenskij,  The Semiotics of Russian Culture  (Michigan Slavic Contributions)

Any necessary additional readings will be distributed weekly in class.   All Russian-language readings will be distributed in photocopy.





- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Sequence of Topics    [more specific weekly syllabi will follow + separate readings for graduate sections]

Wk 1  (Feb. 4-6)
Introduction.  The FORMALIST worldview:  Shklovsky ("Art as Device").

Wk 2  (Feb. 11-13)
Shklovsky on Sherlock Holmes,  Eikhenbaum on O'Henry

Wk 3  (Feb. 18-20)
Jakobson on poetics.  Saussurean “synchronics.”   Shakespeare’s sonnet #129.

Wk 4  (Feb. 25-27)
BAKHTIN context and biographies.  “Author and hero,” debate with Formalists (1920s)

Wk 5  (Mar. 3-5) 
Bakhtin, Dostoevsky, dialogism:  "Notes from Underground"  (1929)

Wk 6  (Mar. 10-12)
Bakhtin and the history/theory of the novel: "Epic and Novel," "Discourse in the Novel”






                   Fall Break March 17 – 21

Wk 7  (Mar. 24-26 ) 
Bakhtin on the carnival grotesque:  Rabelais and his World  [selections] (1930s-40s)

Wk 8  (Mar. 31-Apr. 2)   Bakhtin on the chronotope, speech genres (1940s-60s).   The posthumous Bakhtin boom.

Wk 9  (Apr. 7-9)
LOTMAN & THE TARTU SCHOOL: Art as communication (Structure of Artistic Text)

Wk 10  (Apr. 14-16)  
Lotman / Uspensky: "Cultural Semiotics" (history and behavior as “texts”)

Wk 11  (Apr. 21-23) 
Having it both ways:  “dialogic structuralism,” “formalism with a human face”

Wk 12 (Apr. 28-30)  
Summing up:  Post-Communist view on the Soviet-era legacy.  Is there a “Russian way” with   words and cultures?  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

FINAL TASK:  either  1) two-day take home short essay, scheduled at student’s convenience, or               2)  revisiting a previous research paper with a perspective / critic / approach from this course newly integrated into it (recommended for graduate students).   COM / SLA 410 papers due Dean’s Date May 13.  No incompletes.
_____________________________________________________________________________________






