MINUTES

 of the meeting of
the Novel Club of Cleveland

 April 4, 2006
The Novel Club met at the Slavin home to discuss Virgin Soil by Ivan Turgenev.  Seventeen members attended and one guest, Lynn Gruel.  Bob Jackson reported that the members would soon receive a list of the book nominations for the coming year, to be voted on at the Annual Meeting on April 23. Ham Emmons circulated a signup sheet for the Annual Meeting potluck.  There followed a wide-ranging discussion of the intricacies of signing up for the food.  Lloyd Owens proposed that the Novel Club should attempt an annual anonymous survey of the members to determine how many of the books we select we actually read.  There followed a wide-ranging discussion of the possible timing and content of such a survey.  Lloyd agreed that he would make it a summer project.

Bob Targett presented an erudite exposition of the eventful life of Ivan Turgenev, who wrote Virgin Soil in 1877, only a few years after the time period in which the book is set.  Turgenev was a member of the landed gentry, and thus familiar with the conditions described in the book, although he spent much of his life outside of Russia.  

Fred Tyler was scheduled to present the critical paper but, because he was not well, George Weimer presented an entertaining reflection on Turgenev’s tale of a mismatched group of hapless revolutionaries.  George supplied a range of multifaceted questions for the group to consider.

First, given his resemblance to Hamlet, was Nezhdanoff’s suicide “inevitable and justified in the literary sense?”  The short answer, readily agreed upon, was yes, but the question arose:  why did he end up as he did?  There were further reflections on the character of this protagonist.
Second, what does the book say about the Russian revolutionary environment?  What is the author’s point about Russian and British industry?  This compound question provoked a lengthy and serious discussion of revolutions, the conditions of revolution, and the character of revolutionaries.  Clearly the peasants were not ready to be revolting in the 1860s. Perhaps the book suggests that the intellectuals of the time were ineffective revolutionaries, and that the pragmatic factory manager Salomin offered the only promise of genuine, although gradual, change.

Members offered comparisons to the 1960s and the middle class students who viewed themselves as Marxists without understanding what it meant.  There were comparisons to the Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks.  Several members quoted the works of Eric Hoffer.  We agreed, though, that Turgenev wrote at his own time and of his own time.
Discussion of the second question shaded into the third question, which concerned identity and how it is formed, including the extent to which being a revolutionary involved assuming a different identity, such as that of a peasant.  There was discussion of whether the revolutionaries were “failed” individuals or “marginalized” individuals.  

The fourth question concerned the prevalence of odd or grotesque characters in the book.  The suggestion was offered that innovators are always out of sync with the rest of the world.  In order to make change, we need odd characters.  Several members of the group liked the book precisely because of its colorful characters; the revolutionaries appeared absurd, which was an important element of Turgenev’s message.
A lively discussion continued well after the meeting officially ended, but note-taking for the minutes stopped promptly at 10:00.

Respectfully submitted,

Catherine LaCroix

