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:*pushkln (Alexander S) , o

Personal ohservatlons concernlng the teachlng of

Pushkln at the unlver51ty Jevel focus on the disparity between modérn
‘poetry and classical Russian  poetry. Urglng 1lyrical authent1c1ty in
‘oral presentatlon, the ‘author. decries the 1nadequate -standards of
Engllsh of his students ‘which deny Pushkin full ]ustlce in the

readlng. (RI):
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' read Pushkin's lyrics, especially; as verse, -you are not readi

‘A Note on' Teaching Pushkin

-

' One of the students’ main handicaps in savoring verse is;

‘of course, insufficient fluency and a poor nose for stréss. This

makes it hard for them to gather and appreciate thé metric identity

)]

of a line, and the many subtle changes from one to ‘the other,.

‘which set the .character of a ‘stanza or section .of verse as much as

does: the overt -cognitive ¢lement of the total "meaning". One

Woﬁldifhinkfri é1ﬁ§yS—ad,rthough I should know bettér--that the-

“relative metri¢ rigor of Pushkinian verse would take most of the

§ting -out .of theisiiess problem. But thi% .cannot be taken. for

grantéd. Not just the subtier—suﬁvaiqesfof”qg§trés§ed syllables

(trailing the Stréss or leading up to it) are in jeopardy, but

the whole identity, the "versehood" of .a line. And if you: don't

cilg

& . . - - - . -
them at+all--you put yourself, gratuitously; in a situation like
Flaubert's who plaintively exclaimed "Mais il est plat, votre

Pouchkine!" This must be avoided at any cost.
It is all-important, then, that the students (even; one hopes,

the ones who "take' him as a requirement, and the ones majoring :

in Dialectics of Revolution, The Existential Plight of the Writer,

Dostoevsky, Nietzsche; Kierkegaard, and Portnoy, or some Mind-

S . . -
fermenting Boul-Mash of a special major} should come to ‘be receptive

to PuShkin's,poetr& as poetry; not as statements. which have been

rather cleverly, needlessly, and confusingly cut into lines of

roughly equal length with curiously interlocking rhymes. This

€ REPRO
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means reciting and re=réciting -each piecé in Russian, both beforé-
4nd after the verbiage, i.e. the ostensible surface statement -of

»
o - ——1,

the piece, is undérstood. It means having, and showing, pérsonal -
N Lo -

_ ehgagement, sensitiveness, -enthusiasm, yes, even rapture, vVOStorg,

in voice and- expression, using dynamic changes in volumeé; in
e iy e o - R . - . 4,.—'—'ﬁ,_ L -t .. .=
mimetics, 1in tempo==you may. sould like ‘@ nut to many of themn, ‘even

to yourself, but if theéy respect you, they will at least prick up -
their ears and bégin to givé Pushkih and poetry the behefit -of

“the doubt, You may quite possible be purveying: to many their first

oral éxperiénte Of poetry. N6t one in a class of 15 ifay ‘be con=

fidently assumed to have heard a serious, sensitive récital-of’

’ rhymed verse in paftiCular,,asfdistinCt from modexn poéts reéding -

~ -
P

‘their own works, where the ﬁéefia idiom may be very demanding,

]

“but the rhythms and syatak are close to those of nonzpoetic speech.

?

Y6urhe5: a great deal o6f the wonderful inevitability .and natural

in large part this is' a fond and pardonable fiction, in that the

] & ] . )
finé rhetorical effects of syntax tensed like a bow and artfully

=~ -

modulated word*order are aesthetically endorsed. as "natural" ‘because

they seem artistically inevit?ble once received, and could not be-
replaced by anything more "natural" without a sense of loss.
What else is involved in trying to generate receptiveness
H

t6 Pushkin's poetry as poetry, besides securing the cognitive'mean—

ing and melting theAmetaphoric ear-wax by recital? Tt means

fairly close analysis, every now and then, especially at the purple

-

pemenmnn.
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. Or rosy passages, 0f meter, stress pattern, and their interaction

ahalysis of fhe'sbrt~gsed”by Nabokov and ‘others, éxamining how the

actual incidence of word stress vis-a-vis the availability of
‘and=-this - they neglect--how this effect is modified further quite

the variotis. phonemes of juncture and énset. Byla prelestnyj ugo-
o ‘ , =y-2 PIZSSSTOV) Ut

, SIS L~ L ..
lokj vs. Tam drug nevinnyx nasla¥dénij vs. Gospodskij dom uedi-

where the poetics, are most exciting) and sce.whethér the one does

’nptAin-fact influence, even constitute, the other, to one's feeling:

if the term is long enough); also a letter or two, for the relaxed,

3 4
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with morphology, i.e. shape and length of words, This is an

stress slots in a line affects the rhythmic charactér of the line,

significantly by word length and distribution, via the effect of

-

- e

L

ennyj - all have the same stréss=use pattern, but are rendered

PSRNV}

véery different aesthetically by their disparate morphology. Then
one may occasiénally'try to détéermine respective peaks of cOgnifiVe

and of prosodic impact (i.e. where in a poem the semantics, and

in other words, one may~disqovér the sécrét of rhetoric. This
sort of testing of course involves some mniore slow-paced and properly .
rhythmic reading aloud. It #s then that the full composite impact

of the piece may makée its mark for the first time. The- great trick . .

is, if you can bring it off, not to have bored some to distraétiqﬁ\

L i
on the way.

I

To the proximate choice of poetic works evident from the

syllabus, one should, I think, add a smalil sampié at least of

Pushkin's prose; preferably patt of Pikovaja Dama, (or the whole,
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racy, often juicily salacious epistolary style. TherQueen—gé Spades

v wili—shoﬁthe*Vig£ues of pfgggiy;itiﬁg;;hat is the art of being
,géonomiéalr goai-¢on$cious,«yeiisuggéétiVe énd*aés@ciétively rich.
it'will demonstrate also an integesting strggturef+@hi¢h shows. a11
its: bones without Béipg pfediégébie.r ituwf11.cqnveyaa~ﬁ¢ti6n~of
the: éssential similarity of thélgr;;ériaqu prosé rhetéric -and

poetic rhetorié (cf. the fiuch-=demonstrated inner rhetori¢ .of the

Ohegin stanza). A paragraph of The Queén of Spades can be treated

as a prose stanza, with an internal rhetorie compounded; somewhat.

as in verse, of semantic¢-grafmmatical and rhythmic elefiénts. What

makeS‘The?Queen 2£ $p§§e5=mofe’than,a:10ng Satirical anecdote at
tﬁe<expehSe of'outdated’mo;es,-dubiousjmorais, and the delusions -
erh&man~greed? In part; therstfucturihg;qffcqﬁteht and the play -
of semantic-syntactic inéfinéi in rﬂétéric} |

The Téles,gﬁ.Belkin, I fear, aré -too subtlé dr too simple to

exeTiplify Pushkin's prose successfully. I often think they are
too subtle for me by far. Richard Gregg's terrific Kinbotean
article on their symﬁblié adumbration of all of Frye}s archetypal

four modes of literature (thé tragic, the comic, the ironic, the

romantic) has left me so limp andvdepletéd with admiration that

I don't think I'll dare read them again.
How much on PuShkiq:§§biography? As seen on my little syllabus,
Pond -

I usually divide it up into five or six chief periods and have’
étudents report on it in teams of one-to-three. This is preceded

by a couple of introductory léctures on 18th c. Russian literature,
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the state of the literary language, and some sample-reading of

Lomonosov, DérzhaVin, and Zhukovsky: Still I am never ﬁappy with
the' results.. The literary étateéof;;herunfbh;ca, 1820, the role

of the culfu;ai-clubé and-circies, the.part_playeﬂ*by Pgshkiﬁ*s
literary friends and rivals, do not-come to: Lifé:, though the

political atmosphére does, -Théfe is also apt t6 bé in these re-

-ports a lot of grisly .(though eéntértainifig) psychologizing o

fraternity-lounge calibér on: the ‘praablems’ of Pushkin and Natalia

Goncharova, cast in.a bastard Tingo that could reduce. even
‘Sophocles, Homer; and Danté ‘to mush., A éhort quotg from Atithony

Burgess, who is going through the samé thing at -City University

of New .York, will iliﬁét;afe what I mean: .

"Ophelia's going crazy, and what maKes her flip is her Dad

PECEERN

was wiped out." ”Lady-Maqkpetvsays,she‘had a ‘kid not in so many

‘words: but she says she rémeﬁberé what it was like when a kid

sucked her ti: so I reckoh she wWas a mother Some time and the kid
nust have died but we dont hear no more about it which is‘really
careless of Shakesper because the real reason why Mcbeth and his
wife are kind of restless and ambitious is because they did not
have a baby that lived and perhaps this is all they realy want and
S. says notin about it." |

Yet to see Pushkin in thé context of his time, and to develop sshéﬂ
feeling-for the fifteen years that preceded, and Ilaunched, "the
femarkable decade", remains very important; and being lectured to

about it would seem to be less effective than having to dig for




Bt

it -and bé resporsibler for présenting one's findings in rational
form, and defending dne's émphases and- omissions. Thé lamentable

~

thing here is that ca. 80% of the students have a veritable phobia,

rooted in them sifice grade school perhaps, of literate English.
Mo§t of them understand it, and tolerate it in their reading, but

p—

would nhot be caught dead using much of it. in their own speech. .

Never havirg beén pulled up for §Io§piness,india—rubbef~ﬁargohz and
s§yntactic diarrhoea in school, they.ﬁéw:feel foolish ‘and pretentious
" A - .

wwﬁgh they have to talk book-talk beforé their peers--i.e. speak

seriously in exposition and analysis without a thousand sort-ofs,

‘ybquhéws,riikés, Snd,I feels, and without cheab appeals to a
protective idol with a hiphénaféd name; s;ﬁsa7yuma, or recourse
to propitiatory sniggers for having used .2 $5 word... But this
lgét has nofhing espEQi;lly to do Wifh a Pushkin course.

Walter Arndt
Dartmouth College
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