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Course Description  
 
 
 

Russian Literature and the Revolution 
 

 

Dates Tuesdays and Thursdays, 25 and 27 May, and 2 and 4 May 2017 

Times 18.00–20.00 

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels – some preparatory reading required 

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course description  

The October Revolution of 1917 had profound consequences not only for Russian society and 

politics, but for literature and the arts too. Writers who remained in the Soviet Union became, in 

Stalin’s words, ‘engineers of human souls’, and those unable to conform in the Soviet state were 

driven into compromise, silence or exile. 
 

Discover the four great Russian Nobel laureates for literature and learn how their works represent the 

events and consequences of the Russian Revolution. Over four evening sessions we’ll explore the 

complex relationship between literature and politics and see how it developed during the ‘Soviet 

century’. Focusing on works by Ivan Bunin, Mikhail Sholokhov, Boris Pasternak and Alexander 

Solzhenitsyn, you’ll uncover the relationships between history, politics and literary form, and the ways 

in which Russian and Soviet writers have engaged with both their own society, and the world at large. 
 

Timed for the opening of our new exhibition marking the centenary of the Revolution, this course 

includes an exclusive tour of Russian Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, Myths with exhibition curator Katya 

Rogatchevskaia. 

 

Week 1: Ivan Bunin 

Our course begins with Ivan Bunin’s memoir of the Civil War, Cursed Days (1925). We’ll consider 

Bunin’s use of the diary form to record his impressions of the immediate post-revolutionary period, as 

well as his attitude to both the Revolution itself and his fellow writers. We’ll also examine attitudes to 

the Bolsheviks within the so-called ‘first wave’ of the Russian emigration, and look at the factors that 

led to Bunin becoming the first Russian writer to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1933. 

 

Week 2: Mikhail Sholokhov 

In week two, we’ll consider extracts from Mikhail Sholokhov’s epic novel, Quiet Flows the Don (1925-

40). A winner of a Stalin Prize in 1941, Sholokhov’s novel has long been held up as a classic of Socialist 

Realism, and an heir to Tolstoy’s War and Peace. In this session, we’ll discuss whether Sholokhov’s 

Nobel Prize in 1965 can be seen as a vindication of Soviet cultural politics or whether his depiction of 

the Revolution and the Civil War, as it was experience by the Cossacks, is in fact deeply ambiguous. 
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Week 3: Boris Pasternak 

Boris Pasternak’s Dr Zhivago (1957) will be the focus of our third session. We’ll explore the scandal 

surrounding Pasternak’s nomination for a Nobel Prize in 1958, and examine some of the documents 

surrounding this. We’ll also consider why Pasternak thought his novel had a realistic chance of 

publication in the years of Khrushchev’s ‘Thaw’. During this session we’ll examine Pasternak’s 

reputation as a modernist poet, and its relationship to his style and the themes of his novel. 

 

Week 4: Alexander Solzhenitsyn 

Our final session is devoted to extracts from Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s August 1914 (1970) – the first 

of his epic historical series, The Red Wheel. Completed in the year that Solzhenitsyn received the 

Nobel Prize, August 1914 is the only work we’ll be looking at during our course to have been written 

by an author born after the events of October 1917 – and can be regarded as an attempt to 

understand the origins of the Revolution.  
 

Our course concludes with an exclusive out-of-hours tour of Russian Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, 

Myths, with exhibition curator Katya Rogatchevskaia. During the tour, you’ll have the opportunity to 

see and discuss the key collection items on display relating to our four Nobel laureates – as well as 

exploring the broader context and themes of the exhibition with its curator. 

 
 

Tutors 
 

Philip Ross Bullock is Professor of Russian Literature and Music at the University of Oxford and Fellow 

and Tutor at Wadham College. Philip has published widely on various aspects of Russian culture from 

the 18th century to the present day, including a study of the Soviet prose writer, Andrey Platonov.  
 

Katya Rogatchevskaia is Lead Curator of East European Collections at the British Library, and curator 

of Russian Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, Myths.  

 
 

Previous Skills, Knowledge or Experience 

A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the recommended reading in 

advance of each session, will help you get the most from this course.  

 

Recommended Reading 

Week 1: Ivan Bunin’s memoir of the Civil War, Cursed Days (1925: English translation by Thomas 

Gaiton Marullo, 1998) 
 

Week 2: Mikhail Sholokhov’s epic novel, Quiet Flows the Don (1925-40, perhaps most conveniently 

read in Penguin’s 2017 reissue of Stephen Garry’s translation) 
 

Week 3: Boris Paternak’s Dr Zhivago (1957, available in an English translation by Max Hayward, as 

well as in a newer version by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky) 
 

Week 4: Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s August 1914 (1970)  

 

Facilities and Refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea, coffee and biscuits will be provided at each session. 

 


