Heart of a Dog by Mikhail Bulgakov

Study notes and questions

Study notes:

Russian patronymic – In formal speech, Russians address each other by their first name and patronymic, which is a variation of the father’s name.  So Phillip Phillippovich Preobrazhensky is Phillip, son of Phillip.  Women take a patronymic as well – Darya Petrovna is the daughter of Pyotr (Peter).

A more familiar form of address is to use a diminutive.  In this case Zina becomes Zinka or Zinushka.  Other examples would be Pyotr being Petya, Alexander becoming Sascha.  This is only used among intimate friends or with minors. 

Addressing people by their patronymic or by “Mr. X” was considered a bourgeois manner of address.  Calling someone “Comrade X” was considered more socialist.

Chervontsy – a chervonet was a certificate backed by gold and used along side rubles during the early Soviet Union.

Page 24-25:
Schvonder, Vyazemskaya, Pastrukhin, and Sarovkyan are all Communist Soviets living in Phillip’s building and are members of the “proletariat.”  Consider what that means and who these people represent.  Pyotr Alexandrovich is obviously a very important Soviet leader – perhaps even Stalin.

Turkish saddle is a groove in the base of the skull where the pituitary gland rests.

Bourgeois, proletariat – the bourgeois is the middle class and the proletariat are the workers, indicating the two sides in the Marxist struggle between the classes.  NEP-men (p. 73) were a group of farmers and small businessmen who were allowed to develop the economy under the New Economic Program of the 1920s.  They were later arrested and persecuted for being too middle class.

If you have questions about this scene or another, bring them to class and we can discuss them to clear up any confusion.

Below are two questions.  For each of them, type up a brief paragraph in about a standard format page (double spaced, one inch margins, 12 point font and so on).  When writing your answers be specific and, if possible, mention direct evidence to the book to support your answer, citing the page number. 

First question:

Heart of a Dog is a satire of life in Soviet Moscow.  What is Bulgakov trying to make fun of?  Why would the Soviet government have banned this book until 1987, for over sixty years?  What does he think of the “new Soviet man” we see in the novel, both created in Sharik and in the other residents of Phillip’s building?  What do you make of his quote on page 16 to the effect that only kindness will work with creatures?  

Second question:

Part of being modern and national is to have identity and citizenship.  Why is this important?  Why does Pollygraph (Sharik) want this and what does it confer upon him once he gets it?  What does it mean to “have papers?”  What does it say about one’s existence if it is defined in these kinds of terms?

