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“Perhaps$ many in the audience will remémber the cover story

-

of iheuOctoBet 1972 issue of,Sg%gnfific,Aygyiéép, fhé:é5ver
itself tells much of the story. We see; frOm‘the-}eaﬁ, a- hirsute
- A primate cbhtemﬁiafiné ﬁhe blank space bétﬁeep two sets of colo;edt'
symb61ls attached té a magnetic board. Even:frqm;our rear viewiit
can be obSerVed“that‘the primaté'S’brow is no£ that of a Shake%peare
or,ah>Eiﬁstéin, ité neck not that of a Modigiiani‘sgphisticate.
. Indeed, the total distance between the crown of the prima}e's head
and the uppei’reaéhes of its shoulders does not greatly exceed
the diameter of tﬁe pink,.éxtended ears. Yet-in its right fist
the primate firmly clutches an esoteric yéllow symbol, which it
is about to place, or not plé;e, in the blank area between the two
sets of other egotgric symbols. The expression on the primate's
face -- whether of deep concentration, hopéléss bewilderment,
determined earnesty, or sudden inspiration -- is not shown. Under
the pictufe we read the caption: "Teaching Language To An Ape."
In the article itself we'learn something amazing: ~ that the

esoteric'symbols on the left stand fornucﬁocolate', "is", and
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“brown'; thoee on the rioht for "browh”, "color of!, ano ;chogolate".
The esoteric synbol arouod which the primate has wrapped its thunb ‘
stands for "same". The picture, thén, depicts arn historic event:
an ape ihisahté Barbara is atht to plungé headlong into languageé..

" As I read thiS—értiole; it occurred to me that using.éolored
ésoteric symbols to teach language to apes,ie like using poetry
o to teach Russian to. Dartmouth studehts ==~ in at least four wais:
IL"i’;;”f,st‘,'bﬂex‘begfiris‘Wif‘th‘’the asshﬁptieh:thét éﬁéCesstiil‘not“bé
v totei. éeoond it 1s perhaps a task which. not every 1anguage teacher
.Would w1sh to undertake. Thlrd,‘results,:lfsometimeé striking,

are: hot always repe‘atable. And- fourth, no matter ‘h’ovﬁv well the

p@pi} learns his eeoteric 3ymbois, no matter how many Apples or

Bananas he earns by his efforts, his,ability to swing from limb

’

to limb through the Jungle is not vastly 1mproved.

One could, perhaps, develop these similarities further and
even add others to the list, but I shall not. Let us, for the
moment, move the challenging problem'of teeChing apes rnto the back=-
grouhd, and bring :to the foreground the equeily challenging problem

-— .S

of teachiﬁépour students the Russian language through Russian poetxy.

13
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First, we must ask what language- skllls,Lhmat knowledge of I
the language, can not best be transmitted through the teachlng of 4 31
poetry, and then we can consider whet, perhaps, can best be taught
through Russian verse.

The study of poetry at any level is probably not the surest

-




tidentity to Tamara, and stili bé at a loss fOr words when suddenly -

way for a student to attain a command of everyday spoken Russian.

v
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. Ja pomnju cudnoe mgnoven'e, and I vizu bereg ocarovannyj,/ I

~

ogaroVannuju dal', while magnificent, are not lines that a speaker

would have daily occasion to use. As one who myself learred the
72 : - ,
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poetry before the vernacular, I can téstify that one can know

by heart the 10ng passage in which Lermontov’s Demon announces his

Téquested by a little old Russian Tady at a desk to identify one-

$elf. A thorough knowledge of the language peaks does not meces=
§a¥ily preéparé one—for downtown Moscow. )

Neither is the reading of poetry probably the most efféective

or systematic way to expand one's reading vocabulary. It is true

that the student of poetry spends as much time.iooking up words

-as he does reading poems. but all too often a large percentage of
A \ S A ’ ,

o

the words he looks,up are onés he may not encounter again for some

years. Not all word frequency lists agree at all points, but "kol'",’
Q - - .

as in Lomonosov's "kol' velik tvorec?!", and "dlan'", as in -

e N, 5 . . P ) :
Derzavin's "I v dlani s vizgom udarjaj'" have probably not been

included in anyone's..top one thousand for a number of yeafs. And
the problem is not oniy'in éighteenth century poetry. The student
who, after Pugkin, Lermontov, and Fet, is just beginning to‘qon—
gratulate himself on being able to recognize more words than he

has to look up, discovers, with the Futurists, that he might as well

go back to the Slovo o polku Igoreve for all he can understand:

‘And even in the relatively accessible works of the nineteenth century,
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the study of poetry is not without hazards. A Stuaent may at
1anguage table find-himseif—éaying zlatoj instead of zolotoj, he

may remember persty andrégi after he has forgotten Ealcy and glaza.

For vdéabulaty building the Pehquin Anthology is not the best

substitute for a good graded reader. .
If one of the goals of intermsdiate and advanced languages

P

instruction is to break the student's decoding habit and to train

him to read rapidly for éohpgehéns;6ﬁ, then poetry is not the best

in‘,—ifjcer'ial through which this. goal might bé ac¢céomplished. In reading

@ Story or a novel, a student should perhaps stop after a' page or

a-chapter to ask what he has understood; but in poetry the signif=

icant units are smaller. One wants the student of poetry-to pause

E s

st

after each stanza, sometimes after éach'liné, and sometimes QVeﬁ—
after eacﬁ’;ﬁagé~or word. -One wants him iokspéﬁd an hour' on an
eight-line poem, examining the.pétterns of sound and imagery, the
repetition of important words, even the order in which images,
ideasé and sounds -unfold. Translation into English, ‘anathema to
progreésive language teachers, is often sound pedagogy in the teaching
of poetry. To turn a plodder into a page-a-minute man, t@en, one
mist adoﬁthéxts other than Baratynskij, Tjutdev, Cvetaeva, and
Mahdel*gtam.

One might, at first thought, aréue thét if'thé study of poetry
is not the best way to teach conversational Russian, Build the .

studént's.vocabulary, or increase his reading speed, then at least
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it oaght to help the s*udent remember wherd the stress falls.

But censider Blok's;~i£ nad'kladbfgéem -~ mernyj zvon: That Blok
is using an archaic varignt fot special effect is littlée coufort
to tne student who, having memorized the iine,'may someday lose
‘ aZCIuciai half-point ¥6r not remembering klé&@;ééé.A Another way ¥ s
in which poetryrmay hinder.a student's progress toward the'maste;y
‘éf‘RuSsianrstress &s that thé‘readiné'of metficel verse, especially
iafibié verse, réinforcés one's errant tendéncy to transfer Engli‘sh
netteins of seeondéry stress iﬁterﬁﬁssién} A convérsation teaches
- ¢can tell —a~‘student agaiﬁ and eg'a‘in that moét Russian wotrds carry
ohly one stresS, yet when ieadiné thé poem tewhimself tHe-student
- N S A A A I
%“ will almost invariably say: E;odolgovatyjkg:E;ozraényj/ Kak persty

A . N
devy molodog When he memorizes lines containing»new_words, those

o
g H

‘words may remain éngraved in his mind forever -- with secondary

ot

sﬁress. ‘ -’
All this, however, is not to say that the study of poetry ,

has no place in an undergraduate language sequence. I believe

that while the most important reasons for studying poetry have

Iittle,to do with the acquisition of specific language skills, that

nevertheless, even as an aid to languace teaching, poetry has a

special and important place in the curriculum. The reading of

poetry in class need not be justified solely as a device for language

teachlng, but it can be justified even on those narrow grounds.

. If the study of poetry is not the best way for a student to gain a

practical command of Russian as it is spoken and written every day,
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4t may be the best way for him to learn of the expressive potential
of the Russian 1ahguagé. One does not every day use such expres-

sions as‘genij‘giStoj,kraSQty, but it does not harm the student to

bé aware that, surfounded by billions of non-occurrances, such
phrases can oceur .

ideally the student should probably turn to poetry after he
hés learned to speak and read with considerable fluency. ,Af£er he

has learned half a dozeri ways that a given thought may be expreésséd,

.. S e 2 P v o
he is in a better position to undérstand why Puskin-has made the.

perfect choice. Perhaps only after Russian speech patterns have

“becomé Familiar to him can the student appreciate that poetry is

lahguagé made new by beinévméde slightly, ér more than slightly,
strange. | '

But in fact, the student usually reqei&ed‘ﬁislintroduction to
poetry well beforevhe is fluéht in the lahguage, Evan under these
less than ideai conditions, however, the study of poetry can still

do the student more good.than harm.

While in his other language classes, or in his other assign-

ments, thé st&éent is u;ggg i9:§pg§§,up, to learn to use patterns
without having to. pause to‘;hink about them, is trained in automatic
response and schooled in the reproduction or adaptatio; of set
verbal structures, the study of poetry offers an opportunity to

slow down, to reflect on the patterns he has-ﬁeen learning to use,

to observe the creative anthithesis of the automatic response, and

to investigate the exceptions to the common rules with which he has
.




been filling his head. As there is, the Bible assures us, a_time
. * N - i >
e for reaping as well as for sdwing, su also might thexre well be a
. YOS -3
time for meditating on the use of kladbisce as well as a time for

-

learning automa%ﬁéaily to say kléggiéée.' fhe study of poetry,
then, while not a way to fiheﬁcy, offers the séudeﬁt a much needed
- J’ ' opportunity to.stOp and examine closely thafiw@ich, to gain fluency,l
o '.he must rush past. ‘ L
;Pbétry teaches'not so-much how }anguageiis'daily used as how
‘once in 4 blue moon language is possible to be used. If .a student
* can not speak a céhefent ééhtence abOutgthe’ci%y in which he Iiveé;
tﬂen'to learn through poetry tha; a gorod can sometimes be a grad
may, for .the moment, introduce more confusion than coherence to his
| utterances. _If.he’has, at best, a fiﬁge;nail'grasp on the difference
between short and 1ong'adjectives, then to read a bylina may.cost
him his grasp altogether. But it. is perhaps not too 6ptimistic to
‘believe that only in the short run does being conf: edlwith more

possibilities than one can immediately put to use prove more harmful

than beneficial. ‘ ’ "o
\

One mofé or less practical thing the study of poétry can do
is to expose the student to the history éf the Russian language.
One can lecture on the disappearahq? and reappearance of words,
but the student of poetry is able to discover that just as he begins
to recognize some words, like vnemlet, poets stop using them. He

-~ may be delighted to discover later, in Blok, that the word sﬁddenly

reappears with special force as a deliberate poetic archaism. In
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poetry, also, peg?apS‘more than in any other sample of the language,

’ 14 » .
one can demonstrate the significance of the variance between the

¥

“Church Slavic and Old Russian forms of the same word. In comparing

the Slavonic diction of Blok's Prekrasnaja Dama poems with the

saltier diction of his poems about street women, the student can
become aware that the difference between Church Slavic snd Russian-
rooted words is of more than historical importance.

The study of poetry afferds also an unpzralleled opportunity

7t0'éxamine the most expressivé’use of Russian grammar and syntax.
LO € : 1 gra y

-

The effective use of case can perhaps be illustrated nowhere better

L . : N v ¥l
than in Puskin's lines: '"No €eloveka €elovek/ Poslal k ancaru

vlastnym vzgljadom". It is instructive to let the student discever

how many English words are requireqd to say all that Puskin says

in eight in Russian. And in syntax, one can, by—contraétingipugkin
: _ i

and Baratynskij, demonstrate just how significant word order can

be: that it can make a great diiference whether the subject stands

A

at the beginning of the sentence, or, as’ in Baratynskij, after
f

strings of participles, relative clauses, and prepositional phrases,
just before the sentence is lost forever,. there appears, to return

it to meaning and safety, the all-redeeming subject. Another feature
l

of Russian that finds perfect expression'in poetry is the principle
R I

of the missing verb. Though Fet perhaps did not view as his prime
task the composition of poems to illustrate a phenomenon of grammar,
he could not have prbvided better examples of verbless action had

%

language teachers commissioned him to do so. 1In many of his poéms,.
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but especially in the one that bagins "éopot, robkoe dvxan'e'" one
gets the impression that everything has happened until onc tries

to count the verbs. If the study of poetry can not lead the student.

e

e — .

to fluency in Russian, then, it can at least expose him to some
examples of what is most Russian about the Russian language.

e e ; o AT A
{ One of the first exercises I give' my poetry class is the task

L ok

N

oy of translating 2 "mystery poem" into English. After they have

-

labored for hours and have reached the:gbnclusiqn that the task is
dimpossible, I réveai'the secret. The "myStery_poeL? is Pasternak's
: )
translation of Shakeépearé's Sonnet 66. The analysis that foll' us
this revelation gets at the differences betWeen‘the best uze of
English and the best use of Russian. Another fruitful. exercise of

this kind is to assign the student to study the three versions of

_?Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard: Gray's coriginal, %ukovskij's

celebrated iambic translation of 1802, and his more accuraté“}'
dactylli¢ version of 1839. This exercise permits the student‘not
only to exémine the differences between Russian and English, but
aiso to examine the.differences between two kinds of Russian: the
lofty, idyllic, "poetical" diction of the 1802 version, and the
deliberately more earthy, 'realistic" diction of the 18239 version.
Since one of the major factors in the difference between the %ukovskij

of 1802 and the %ukovskij of 1839 was Pu;kin, this exercise offers ]

the student a concrete opportunity to understand what his professors

meah when they speak of Pdékin's impact on literary Russian.
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I have tried, then, 1o suggest a few ways in which ‘the study'

of poetry'hiéht sexrve the stuvidy of language. I would not argue that

-

the xeading and reciting of roetry should replace the reading and
reciting of works on how one can get £rom anywhere to Red Sguaié.
But as a complemént,‘rather than a substitute,;to other kinds of
language instruction, *he study of poetry has much to offer the
‘student of Russian. It may aiso introduce him to ;a literatuvre that
‘he will find worthﬁhiS;tiﬁé to learn to read. Not forx all, but four
someé, to be able to read a Pdgkin—dé Maﬂdql'gtam ﬁithoﬁt,looking,
gﬁ all thefwofds m;y become a. goal worth the hard work ré uired to

reach it. .

At th2 beginning of this report, I Suggesteé some ways in which
I thought the teaching of Russian to students through poefry might
- be siﬁilar to teaching languages to apes by esnteric symbols. More
importani than the similarities between the two eé&eavors, however,
are the ways in whieﬁ they differ. X would like to coanclude this
report, then by enumerating four ways in which, it has occur.ed to
’me,‘the teaching of language to apes may be unlike the. teaching of
"Russian to Dartmouth students. First, though if boih were wearing
Big Green jackets one might not in every case be able to pick from -
a distance whicﬁ was the student, ;;e could tell them apart by
whether or not the esoteric symbol for '"same! was placed, or not
placed, between ''chocolate is brown? and "brown color of chocolate."

The student of poetry would know the two are different, the first

. v, . ' ‘ .
being a quotation from Puskin, the second.from Fet. Second, the
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longer the ape contemplaties bis symbols, the less likely ﬁe is to
recalk his jungle origins. Not neéessarily so with the student of
-Russian poetry. Third, in teachiné language to apes one may not
-have o stay up s0 late it to the night to be certain of remaining

at least one step ahead. And fourth, having learned to recognize

certain symbols, the ape would probably never think of trying :o

v
PRUEERDRA

create new ones. That one can not be so certain of the student of

poetry may be one of the best reasons for teaching it to him.

George M. Young, Jr.
Dartmouth College
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