BBB Fall 2017
Howell
Worksheet #5 :   To prepare for in-class discussion


Alexander Solzhenitsyn:  Matryona’s House
Sergei Dovlatov:  The Fifth Compromise


I.  Do a little bit of background research on Solzhenitsyn.  He is one of the towering figures of 20th century cultural politics, the world’s most famous Cold War era dissident (along with, perhaps Andrei Sakharov and Nelson Mandela and Vaclav Havel).   


Read “Matryona’s House”  with the following questions in mind (take notes on the text, mark out the specific passages you use to answer the questions): 


A.  The narrator is quite clear about what the “real Russian heartland” is like – ideally.  List all the features of the place he longs for: 

•  what does it look like (find phrases, images)?
•  what does it sound like (he tells you the kind of words he likes, the kind of speech he likes)
•  what does it “feel” like  


B.  Given the above, describe in your own words how the narrator manages to infuse this landscape – this supposedly geographical place -- with a kind of moral-cultural quality. What kind of “real Russia” does he want to go back to?  If you can,  suggest an analogous cultural-moral construction of “real America”  or “America’s heartland.” 


C.  You may find the character Matryona to be a passive, annoying, wimp (or maybe you don’t?),  but the author of this story,  through the eyes of his narrator,  elevates her to the position of moral heroine.  As readers, we are being asked to see this woman and her world through the eyes of a very reliable and serious narrator.  So, what do we see?   List all of Matryona’s essential qualities. If you want, you can put them in two columns:  the qualities the narrator sees as positive, and the qualities the other people (her fellow villagers and extended family) see as weaknesses to be exploited 


YOUR TWO COLUMNS HERE: 







II.   Sergei Dovlatov.  1941-1990  (did not live as long a life as Solzhenitsyn!) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sergei_Dovlatov   Look up the word “samizdat” if you don’t know what it means. 
A different kind of “dissident” writer with a very different style and worldview.  



Read “The Fifth Compromise” with the following questions in mind (take notes on the text, mark out the specific passages you use to answer the questions): 

As in “Matryona’s House,” the narrator of the story is a version of the author; i.e. he is based on some of the author’s experiences. Literary Theory 101:  Nevertheless, the narrator is NOT the author. The author invents the narrator and controls his/her position in the story in a certain way, in order to make a certain point. The “Dovlatov” in the story is a persona,  a literary protagonist.


So, in “Fifth Compromise,” the narrator of the story is also the closest thing we have to a protagonist,  or “hero.”   But what kind of “hero” is this?! 

List the main characteristics of the story’s narrator:  What is he like?  Do you know people like this?

•
•
•
•
•
•

[bookmark: _GoBack]In what sense are these “bad” qualities “good,” or perhaps vice versa?   In the moral universe represented in this story, what are the qualities the author respects in a character, and why?  
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