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The first encyclopedia of its kind in English,
covering ten centuries of literature and
including nearly 1,000 entries by 106 leading scholars.

Handbook of Russian Literature is an essential resource for anyone looking to delve into the rich
and complex world of Russian literary traditions. This comprehensive guide provides insights into the
works, authors, and historical contexts that have shaped Russian literature from its origins to
contemporary times. With a vast array of genres, themes, and styles, the handbook serves as both a
reference and a companion for students, scholars, and enthusiasts alike.

What is Russian Literature?

Russian literature encompasses a wide range of literary works produced in the Russian language,
reflecting the country’s cultural and social evolution. From the early religious texts of the Kievan Rus
to the modern novels of the post-Soviet era, Russian literature is marked by its diversity and depth. It
explores themes such as existentialism, spirituality, social justice, and human suffering, often
intertwined with the historical events that shaped the nation.



Historical Overview

The evolution of Russian literature can be divided into several key periods:
1. Early Literature (10th-17th Century): This era includes religious texts and chronicles, with
notable works like "The Primary Chronicle" and "The Tale of Igor's Campaign."
2. Golden Age (19th Century): Marked by the emergence of iconic authors such as Alexander
Pushkin, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and Leo Tolstoy, this period is characterized by its exploration of

human psychology and morality.

3. Silver Age (Early 20th Century): A time of artistic experimentation, this era introduced
modernist poets like Anna Akhmatova and Osip Mandelstam, along with significant prose works.

4. Post-Soviet Literature (Late 20th Century-Present): Following the collapse of the Soviet
Union, literature began to reflect new social realities and personal freedoms, with authors like
Viktor Pelevin and Ludmila Ulitskaya emerging on the scene.

Key Authors in Russian Literature

The handbook of Russian literature highlights several key authors whose works have left an indelible
mark on the literary landscape. Here are some of the most influential figures:

Alexander Pushkin

Often regarded as the father of modern Russian literature, Pushkin's poetic and narrative genius laid
the foundation for future writers. His notable works include:

e Evgeny Onegin - A novel in verse that explores themes of love and disillusionment.

e The Queen of Spades - A short story that delves into the dangers of obsession and greed.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

Dostoevsky is celebrated for his profound psychological insight and exploration of existential themes.
Key works include:

e Crime and Punishment - A philosophical novel that examines morality and redemption.



e The Brothers Karamazov - A deep exploration of faith, doubt, and family dynamics.

Leo Tolstoy

Tolstoy is known for his epic narratives and moral philosophy. His masterpieces include:
e War and Peace - A monumental novel that intertwines personal and historical narratives
during the Napoleonic Wars.

e Anna Karenina - A tragic story that explores the complexities of love and social norms.

Anton Chekhov

Chekhov revolutionized the short story and the modern play. His significant contributions include:

e The Cherry Orchard - A poignant play that reflects on loss and social change.

e The Lady with the Dog - A short story that examines the nuances of love and infidelity.

Major Themes in Russian Literature

The themes explored in Russian literature are often reflective of the country's tumultuous history and
philosophical inquiries. Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. Existentialism: Questions of existence, identity, and the human condition are central to many
Russian works, particularly in the writings of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy.

2. Social Critique: Many authors, including Chekhov and Gorky, used their works to critique
societal norms and injustices.

3. Spirituality and Faith: Russian literature often grapples with questions of faith and
spirituality, reflecting the deep religious roots of the culture.

4. Love and Relationships: Romantic and familial relationships are explored in depth, often with
tragic or complex outcomes.



The Role of Russian Literature in Global Culture

Russian literature has significantly influenced global literature and thought. Its themes, styles, and
philosophical inquiries resonate with readers worldwide. The works of Russian authors have been
translated into numerous languages, allowing their insights and perspectives to reach a broader
audience.

Impact on Other Literary Traditions

The impact of Russian literature extends beyond its borders, inspiring writers and movements across
the globe. Notable influences include:

e Modernism: The psychological depth and narrative techniques of Russian authors paved the
way for modernist writers in the West.

o Existential Philosophy: The existential themes explored by Dostoevsky have influenced
philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus.

* Postcolonial Literature: Russian authors' explorations of identity and cultural conflict
resonate with postcolonial writers worldwide.

Conclusion

The handbook of Russian literature serves as an invaluable resource for understanding the
intricate tapestry of Russia's literary heritage. From its early roots to contemporary works, Russian
literature offers profound insights into the human experience, reflecting the complexities of life,
society, and the search for meaning. Whether you are a student, scholar, or simply a literature lover,
this handbook provides a comprehensive guide to explore the remarkable world of Russian literature
and its lasting impact on global culture.

As you delve into the works of these extraordinary authors and the themes they grapple with, you will
find that Russian literature continues to resonate, offering timeless perspectives that remain relevant
in today's world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Handbook of Russian Literature' and what does it
cover?

The 'Handbook of Russian Literature' is a comprehensive reference work that explores the major
authors, movements, and themes in Russian literature. It covers historical context, literary analysis,



and critical interpretations of works from various periods, including the Golden Age and the Soviet
era.

Who are some of the key authors featured in the 'Handbook of
Russian Literature'?

Key authors featured include Fyodor Dostoevsky, Leo Tolstoy, Anton Chekhov, and Alexander Pushkin,
among others. The handbook provides insights into their contributions and the impact of their works
on Russian and global literature.

How does the 'Handbook of Russian Literature' approach
contemporary Russian writers?

The handbook addresses contemporary Russian writers by examining their influences, stylistic
innovations, and the socio-political context in which they write. It discusses authors like Lyudmila
Ulitskaya and Victor Pelevin, highlighting their relevance in today's literary landscape.

What kind of resources does the 'Handbook of Russian
Literature' provide for students and scholars?

The handbook provides a wealth of resources including bibliographies, critical essays, and thematic
explorations. It serves as a valuable tool for students and scholars looking for in-depth analysis and a
broad understanding of Russian literary heritage.

Are there any specific themes or literary movements
highlighted in the 'Handbook of Russian Literature'?

Yes, the handbook highlights various themes such as existentialism, realism, and the exploration of
the human condition, as well as significant literary movements like Romanticism, Symbolism, and the
avant-garde. It examines how these themes and movements reflect Russian society and culture.
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