Contemporary Russian Short Stories, Week 3 Handout
Petrushevskaia
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Compare narrative voice in the two stories (with some concrete examples from the two extracts):

1. Whose thoughts does it have access to and concentrate on?
2. How does that influence our understanding of the events?
3. Compare the emotional tone of the two stories
4. How do the two stories negotiate the relations between generations?
5. Compare the endings: how do they relate to the future?
6. What are the similarities and differences between the two situations?
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The New Robinsons
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Narrative voice in New Robinsons

Cowes
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Narrative voice in ‘Hygiene’
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Gender
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(Cowes)

· (Actually there are references to Collective Farms, also to Gulag)
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deals with this anarchic scene emotionlessly, far more interested in
the spoils that the son of this three-generational family brings home,
his rucksack bulging with bread and rusks. The narrator’s calm
recounting of the loss of communications - neither the television
nor the telephone work - follows with equal lack of concern, as does
the suggestion that the cat should be fed as it will make a useful meal
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later. Petrushevskaia brings together the image of the sentimentally
perceived animal, the pet (which appeared in two of her requiems)
and a tale of civilisation’s end, of bestiality. The astonishingly swift
‘progress’ from civilisation to anarchy is not remarked upon, even
when, three nights later, Nikolai returns, naked, with a bloody knife
and a satchel filled with what he has scrounged, an image of
primeval man that contrasts oddly with the Moscow apartment
which still has electricity and water. The story can be compared to




image8.png
Although the narrator makes no overt comment about gender roles—and cer-
tainly appears to react much less problematically to her robinsonian father than
Barton does to Cruso—certain strange realities of gender become clear as she
gives her account. Most important, the countryside is uniformly female. Women
serve all social, political, and economic functions. There are no men. This aspect
of the story brings up a major point about Petrushevskaia’s story. In an essay
emphasizing postcommunist thinking, one might expect to hear how this narra-
tor topples Stalinist values. There is no actual reference to collective farms or to
collectivization, and I cannot find any allusion to Stalinism or any other version
of Marxist-Leninist ideology, or, indeed, of any official, “ruling” ideology.
Something quite different is at stake here. The key system of values that Petru-
shevskaia challenges is the nostalgia for some rural, purely Russian idyll that
gives village prose its power. Solzhenitsyn in “Matryona’s House™ or Rasputin in
A Farewell to Matvora sketch a matriarchal icon of that “one righteous person,”
as Solzhenitsyn puts it at the end of his story, “without whom, as the saying goes,
the village cannot stand. Neither can the city. Neither can our whole earth”
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They'd spent three days innovating, struggling to arrange
things for the girl, attempting to teach her how to wipe herself (until
now Elena had done this for her), getting water to her so she could
somehow wash herself —and pleading interminably for her to come
to the door to receive her bottle of food. One time Nikolai decided
to wash the girl by pouring a bucket of hot water on her, instead of
lowering the food, and after that the girl was afraid to come to the
door. All this had so exhausted the inhabitants of the apartment that
when the girl finally stopped answering them, they all lay down
and slept for a long, long time.
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Then everything ended very quickly. Waking up, the
grandparents discovered the cat in their bed with that same bloody
mouth—apparently the cat had started eating the girl, but had
climbed out, the makeshift window, possibly to get a drink. Nikolai
appeared in the doorway, and after hearing what had happened
slammed the door shut and began to move things around on the
other side, locking them in with a chair. The door remained closed.
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Nikolai did not want to cut an opening; he put this off. Elena yelled
and screamed and tried to remove the chair, but Nikolai once again
locked her in the bathroom.

Then Nikolai lay down on the bed for a moment, and began to
swell up, until his skin had distended horribly. The night before,
he’d killed a woman for her backpack, and then, right on the street,
he’d eaten a can of buckwheat concentrate. He just wanted to try it,
but ended up eating the whole thing, he couldn’t help himself. Now
he was sick.
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Cold desolate space spread out around us on all sides. One time
my father turned on the radio and tried for a while to hear what was
out there. Everything was silent. Either the batteries had died, or we
really were the last ones left. My father’s eyes shone: He’'d escaped
again!

If in fact we're not alone, then they’ll come for us. That much
is clear. But, first of all, my father has a rifle, and we have skis and
a smart dog. Second of all, they won’t come for awhile yet. We're
iving and waiting, and out there, we know, someone is also living,
and waiting, until our grain grows and our bread grows, and our
potatoes, and our new goats — and that’s when they’ll come. And
take everything, including me. Until then they’re being fed by our
plot, and Anisya’s plot, and Tanya’s household. Tanya is long gone,
but Marfutka is still there. When we're like Marfutka, they won't
touch us either.

But there’s a long way to go until then. And in the meantime, of
course, we're not just sitting here. My father and I have commenced
work on our next refuge.
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Both works preview this situation in varying degrees. Petrushevkaia’s story is
seemingly written in the mold of didactic art: it appears to be a warning about
possible future persecution. It deals with a family that leaves the city and moves
to the country for its own survival. Soon strange incongruities emerge. The
agents of and reasons for persecution are never clear. The teen-aged narrator
“teaches” us nothing and claims to speak for no one but herself. Above all, she
has no ideological axe to grind. Coetzee's novel is much more clearly caught
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Foe. the words are not reduced to ““dead stones.” Still. the story participates in no
grand récit of emancipation and enlightenment. Although the story is about peri-
odic escape, the liberation narrative is compromised by the seemingly “real” per-
ception of being hunted, by the indeterminacy of the information given by the
narrator, and by Petrushevskaia’s play with automatized reactions of the reader.
To start with, escape is at best a provisional sort of liberation. The possibility of
starting a “whole new life” in new conditions is nil; there are no new conditions.




