World Literature Studies 1=vol. 17 = 2025 (16 - 29)
STUDIE / ARTICLES

Central European perspectives of the global campus:
Slavic academic fiction after 1989

OKSANA BLASHKIV

DOI: 10.31577/WLS.2025.17.1.2
© Institute of World Literature
Slovak Academy of Sciences

© Oksana Blashkiv 2025
Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

Central European perspectives of the global campus: Slavic academic
fiction after 1989

Campus novel. Academic novel. Slavic literature. World literature.

The article discusses non-Anglophone campus fiction based on contemporary
Slavic academic fiction. The author maintains that for the study of Slavic cam-
pus fiction in the context of world literature, the methodology of area studies and
comparative literature is productive since it presents necessary tools for interdisci-
plinary research. This idea is illustrated by campus fiction written in the countries
of Central Europe. The article discussed generic peculiarities of Slavic campus fic-
tion, which primarily is constituted by the socio-cultural context of the area’s uni-
versity history and the themes, therefore, dealt with by the novels. As the themes
common for Czech, Slovak, Polish, and Ukrainian campus fiction the author
specifies the problem of identity, cultural memory, and the university’s contem-
porary challenges. Among the specific features identified in these national litera-
tures, campus metafiction by Slovak and Polish writers is mentioned. The author
concludes that Slavic campus fiction offers a unique lens on multilingualism and
hybrid identities, shaped by Europe’s intricate history and opens up new possibil-
ities for further research.

Oksana Blashkiv

Institute of Linguistics and Literary Studies
University of Siedlce

Poland

oksana.blashkiv@uws.edu.pl

ORCID: 0000-0002-3607-9895

16



Until recently, campus fiction was viewed as an exclusively Anglo-American phe-
nomenon, and therefore uncommon outside that context. However, recent studies
reveal that campus fiction is to be found in other national literatures, both “large”
and “small”. While the campus novel emerged as a subgenre in English and Ameri-
can literature, “it is a subgenre that has appealed to many major literary novelists, in-
cluding such authors as Vladimir Nabokov, Javier Marias, Zadie Smith, Philip Roth,
A. S. Byatt, Bernard Malamud, and Nobel laureates Saul Bellow and J. M. Coetzee”
(Moseley and Kucata 2019, 5). Campus fiction emerged independently and almost
simultaneously in English and American literature in the 1950s. Scholars can agree
that by now this subgenre has established its canon, which includes Kingsley Amis’s
Lucky Jim (1954), Mary McCarthy’s Groves of Academe (1952), Randall Jarrell’s
Pictures from an Institution (1954), David Lodge’s campus trilogy (Changing Plac-
es: A Tale of Two Campuses, 1975; Small World: An Academic Romance, 1984; and
Nice Work, 1988), Malcolm Bradbury’s History Man (1975), serving as founda-
tional texts against which all other campus novels are inevitably compared. Most
recently, Jenny Erpenbeck’s Kairos, a love story between a student and a writer set
in East Germany, won the International Booker Prize in 2024. Meanwhile, existing
research shows that campus fiction appears to be both a genre that has existed
within the given national literature roughly since the 19th century (though not
being defined as a separate subgenre) and a genre brought to the fore or even ap-
propriated from literature in English due to globalization. Regardless of its origins,
campus fiction provides an inside look at higher education, opening up the possi-
bility of interdisciplinary research that involves such fields as comparative litera-
ture and university studies (Barnett and Standish 2002; Williams 2019).

In the context of world literature, recent publications (Gruszewska-Blaim and
Moseley 2016; Gruszewska-Blaim 2018; Fuchs and Klepuszewski 2019; Moseley
and Kucala 2019; Selejan and Moseley 2022) suggest that the “geography” of cam-
pus fiction has substantially expanded. Along with Anglophone literature written
in various countries, the genre of the campus novel has started to be discussed in re-
lation to literature written in other languages. Campus fiction is not alien to Spanish,
French, Italian (Solifiski 2015), and Romanian literature (Selejan 2019a). In the 20th
century it went through several stages of development in German (Trombik 2017;
Selejan 2019b) and Austrian (Weiss 2019) literature. In Norway there is “a long tra-
dition in literary depictions of academia, the students and the staff” (Christensen
2017) which apparently made a good basis for contemporary campus fiction; the
same seems to be true for Finland (Juntti 2017).

In Slavic countries, the situation with campus fiction is a bit different. For quite
some time campus fiction in Polish literary criticism has been discussed through
the “category of exceptionality” (Trzeciak 2015, 57; cf. Sidowska 2015; Skubaczews-
ka-Pniewska 2018, Klepuszewski 2019a, 2019b; Perkowska-Gawlik 2025). In Czech
literary criticism, until recently campus fiction was not considered to constitute
a separate distinctive genre (Pavera 1999; cf. Gw6zdz-Szewczenko 2019; Hrtanek
2025). In Slovak literary criticism, the campus novel is regarded as a marginal but
persistent genre of contemporary Slovak fiction (Mitka 2018). In Croatian literature,
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“the term ‘academic novel’ is fairly known” and that is due to only a few translations
of academic literature on the topic and fiction itself and due to “different geopolitical
and historical circumstances heavily connected with the development of science and
the academic society” (Varga Oswald 2014, 125). In Ukrainian literature, campus fic-
tion is also considered marginal and hybrid or functioning under the names of oth-
er genres (Blashkiv 2019). Meanwhile, it is difficult not to notice a certain uneven
division regarding non-Anglophone campus fiction between “large” (Western) and
“small” (Slavic) literatures, as well as literary criticism around it.

This status quo is the result of several issues, the first of which is language. Acces-
sibility of texts translated into English is different for Western, Central, and Eastern
European countries in general; when it comes to campus fiction, a marginal genre
in Slavic literatures (if acknowledged at all), the choice for translation naturally
lies with the “national canon” yet unknown to English literature, not the academ-
ic novel. The rare exceptions occur, like Josef Skvorecky’s Pribéh inzenyra lidskych
dusi (1977; Eng. trans. The Engineer of Human Souls, 1984), Dubravka Ugresic’s
Ministarstvo boli (2004; Eng. trans. Ministry of Pain, 2005) or Oksana Zabuzhko’s
Polovi doslidzhennya ukrayins’koho seksu (1996; Eng. trans. Fieldwork in Ukrainian
Sex, 2011), but they are seldom viewed within the frame of campus fiction per se.
Depicting visiting professors from Slavic countries in “hosting” universities abroad
(a classical campus fiction motif), the novels are usually discussed in the con-
text of expatriate (post-1968 in Czech and post-Yugoslav in the case of Skvorecky
and Ugresi¢ respectively) and post-Soviet Ukrainian feminist writing in the case
of Zabuzhko. The discussion is complicated even within literary criticism of differ-
ent Slavic countries due to the marginal status of campus fiction in their national
literatures, different Slavic languages of novels and academic discourse around them
(campus fiction in Slavic languages often is not translated either to English or other
Slavic languages or the neighbouring countries), but also due to attempts in the exist-
ing research regarding the genre of the campus/academic novel to level up with sin-
gular texts of English and American literature that make the canon of campus fiction,
like Amis’s Lucky Jim or Lodge’s Changing Places and Small World. Another matter is
related to the inextricable connection between literary and university history within
the canvas of campus fiction. The connection is unquestioned, but university history
in the Slavic lands is not widely known, which creates the next difficulty in discussing
the Slavic phenomenon of campus fiction outside its geographical area. Therefore,
paraphrasing the known witticism about national authors writing national literatures
while translators writing world literature, Slavic campuses have not yet been marked
on the literary world map and remain a local phenomenon.

This article attempts to outline the potential of Slavic campus fiction for the study
of the genre in the context of world literature. Its focus is on the contemporary Slo-
vak, Polish, Czech, and Ukrainian novel written after 1989. In addition to being Slav-
ic, they constitute the geographical area of Central Europe, “the most complicated
cultural complex, the region with colourful historical and religious developments,
the cradle of revolutions and world wars” (Pospisil 2015, 13), which, nonetheless,
presupposes common values, history, cultural memory as well as a certain mindset.
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Even though according to some scholars, Ukraine can be part of Central Europe only
within the borders of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire (i.e. Western Ukraine),
other scholars consider the European vector of its intellectual elite over the centu-
ries to be enough to consider Ukraine within Central European cultural entity. The
university as a factor in shaping Central European identity comes as a logical as-
sumption though rarely paid enough attention. In his influential essay “The Tragedy
of Central Europe” ([1984] 2023) Milan Kundera emphasized the university as an ex-
ample of Central European identity saying:

Central Europe is not a state: it is a culture or a fate. Its borders are imaginary and must be
drawn and redrawn with each new historical situation. For example, by the middle of the
fourteenth century, Charles University in Prague had already brought together intellectu-
als (professors and students) who were Czech, Austrian, Bavarian, Saxon, Polish, Lithua-
nian, Hungarian, and Rumanian with the germ of the idea of a multinational community
in which each nation would have the right of its own language: indeed, it was under the
indirect influence of this university (at which the religious reformer Jan Huss was once
rector) that the first Hungarian and Rumanian translations of the Bible were undertaken.
(48)

In the context of globalization, this cultural area poses even more interest due
to its multi-ethnic and multilingual background, meanwhile, the history of the uni-
versity and academic culture in these lands sheds specific light on the global cam-
pus. Therefore, the campus fiction of Central Europe presents a unique opportuni-
ty to combine the Anglo-American template of campus fiction with the traditions
of Slavic literatures.

STRUGGLING AGAINST ITS OWN TEMPLATE:

IS THERE A SLAVIC CAMPUS NOVEL?

In English there are several terms used to define a piece of prose focused on the de-
piction of the university environment, among them the campus novel, the academic
novel, the university novel, or the college novel. In particular, some scholars distin-
guish between “university novels” and “campus novels”. David Lodge maintains that
“campus fiction’ is a term used to designate a work of fiction whose action takes
place mainly in a college or university, and [...] is mainly concerned with the lives
of university professors and junior teachers [...] and to a lesser extent with their stu-
dents, both undergraduate and postgraduate” (2006, 1). Malcolm Bradbury provides
the following generic criteria of the campus novel: it emerged after World War 1I,
“is written by university teachers [...], set in ‘new universities, real or fictitious”, dis-
cusses “some of the pressing social and intellectual questions of the time”, and is
“nearly always comic in spirit” (1996, 274). Meanwhile the university novel, accord-
ing to Bradbury, which “has very deep roots” going back to the mid-19th century,
is written by “reminiscing ex-students’, “stylized, largely fantastic, [...] describe([s]
an ancient city drenched in sunlight and nostalgia® (1996, 274), which obviously
fixes the distinction between Oxbridge novels and those set in “new universities”
The comprehensive study by Mortimer R. Proctor (1957) maintains that the origins
of the university novel in English literature can be successfully traced from Chaucer’s
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Clerk of Oxford and up to the mid-1950s, while Bradbury maintains that it endures
into the 1980s and possibly on. That, in turn, suggests the simultaneous co-existence
of two parallel genres dealing with the university environment but different in tone.
Similar in a way is the American tradition of distinguishing between campus fiction
(student-oriented, developing in the 19th century often as Bildungsroman) and aca-
demic fiction (faculty-oriented, developed after World War II; Williams 2012, 567).
At the same time, while John E. Kramer chooses the term “college novel” over “cam-
pus novel” or “university novel” by stressing the importance of the setting (2004, 1),
Merritt Moseley chooses “academic novel” as most inclusively widening the scope
of campus fiction (2007a, viii). Meanwhile, David Lodge (2006) uses these terms
“more or less interchangeably” attributing to the academic novels more inclusion
and to the campus novel “more expressiv[ity] of the unity of place which character-
ises the genre” (2). Lodge also stresses that “the rapid evolution of the genre” owes
much to “the convergence of these three highly gifted authors [Mary McCarthy, Ran-
dall Jarrell, and Vladimir Nabokov] on the university or college as a subject and set-
ting” (2006, 3) in addition to Kingsley Amis in England. These novels (all published
in the 1950s) set the generic template of campus fiction, more specifically of “satire
on professors themselves” (Moseley 2007b, 110).

For European literatures, defining the generic peculiarities of campus fiction is
not entirely simple. Non-Anglophone literatures often borrow the word “campus”
from English as well as the set of generic criteria, often taking David Lodge’s campus
trilogy as a canonical example or measure for campus fiction written in other lan-
guages and other cultural contexts. That, on the one hand, extremely narrows down
the choice of texts and discards the variety of representations, and on the other, begs
for a closer look at the Lodge trilogy which is generically “fluid” itself (Walsh 2007,
276). A common feature that all the scholars register is a non-satiric mode of non-An-
glophone campus fictions, many also refer to the long-lasting tradition of literary
portraits of “university life”, which is rooted in the history of the institution.

The history of the university in contemporary Slovakia, Czech Republic, Poland,
and Ukraine is closely tied with the history of kingdoms and empires of which their
lands were a part. When the first universities started to be established in Central and
Eastern Europe they were often called “academias” and even if they were sometimes
short-lived, the later restored institutions often claim themselves to be their “spiri-
tual heirs”! Historically, these academies were dedicated to preparing the religious
elite and (despite being closed off ) constituted integral parts of the towns and cities.
The oldest university in the region, Charles University in Prague, was established
by Charles IV in 1347.2 Poland’s Jagellonian University followed 20 years later, but
after the first partition of Poland between three empires of Europe, the university
history in its lands (including part of today’s Ukraine) largely depended on the rule
of Russia, Prussia, and Austro-Hungary.? The first university in Slovak lands was es-
tablished in Bratislava in 1465 as Academia Istropolitana and functioned for over
twenty years till 1488. The second one was founded in Trnava in 1635 gradually
developing into an institution of four faculties; however, in 1777 it was relocated
to Buda.* From then until the founding of Comenius University in 1919, there was
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no “complete academic institution of higher education™ (Visnovsky 2021, 139-140;
emphasis added) on the territory of present-day Slovakia, which made young people
seek education in universities of the neighbouring states.

After World War I, the university history in Central Europe was readjusted
to the establishment of new nation-states, but in the late 1930s, the university devel-
opment in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Soviet Ukraine was interrupted by World
War II. As postwar satellites of the USSR, the Warsaw Pact countries received in-
dividual treatment on the part of Soviet authorities, which reformed their systems
of education following the models particularly adjusted to the country and its culture
(Connelly 2000). Meanwhile, the university in post-war Soviet Ukraine is marked
by the same characteristics as that of the whole Soviet Union, performing primarily
the function of the interpellator of ideology and that of the mouthpiece of the regime.
Therefore, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dissolution of the Soviet Union marked
the moment when literary representation of the university could change and not be
censored.

The political history of the peoples that lived in Central Europe seems to be more
important for understanding contemporary campus fiction by Czech, Slovak, Polish,
and Ukrainian authors than their literary history. Nonetheless, the (re-)emergence
of campus fiction took place simultaneously with these national literatures finding
their voice in post-communist times, with the incorporation of literary practices
of postmodernism, and with the globalization of the world which was behind the iron
curtain a short time ago. Under such socio-cultural circumstances, campus fiction
in the countries of Central Europe combines the features of student- and profes-
sor-oriented novels, being set both in distant and recent past alongside the present,
addresses the problems that concern both academic and national identity solving
them differently depending on their nations’ history and aspirations for the future,
presented in the satirical tone or not. Therefore, the generic diversity and hybridity
within which Slavic campus fiction operates is quite high (Sidowska 2015; Skubacze-
wska-Pniewska 2018; Blashkiv 2024). The themes that dominate in these fictions
are the theme of identity, cultural memory, and contemporary challenges of the uni-
versity against the background of the post-communist/post-colonial past. The three
themes often intertwine within the same novel but are realized within the historical
contexts meaningful to Slovaks, Czechs, Poles, and Ukrainians. It may be worth re-
minding that these novels were written after 1989 and mainly reflect the contempo-
rary discontents and anxieties of the academic community (cf. Showalter 2005) but
also may be extrapolated onto the nations they represent.

HISTORICAL THEMES IN CENTRAL EUROPEAN ACADEMIC

FICTION

Anglo-American campus novels do not commonly discuss themes such as patrio-
tism as an academic value, questions regarding national identity, preserving the col-
lective and cultural memory. These are recurrent themes in Central European cam-
pus fiction, however, due to which (and probably because of the absence of satire),
they are seldom defined as such and are more often referred to as historical novels.
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Eva Maliti Franovd’s novel Tajomstvd mladého Bajzu (Secrets of young Bajza,
2023) is based on the life story of Josef Ignac Bajza (1755-1836), a Catholic priest
and the author of the first novel written in literary Slovak, René mlddenca priho-
dy a skisenosti (1784; Eng. trans. René, or a Young Man’s Adventures and Experi-
ences; Pucherova and Brtanovd, 2025). The importance of history for understanding
the protagonist’s motivation and actions is revealed in the novel through the history
of Slovak education. In 1777, the protagonist JoZo, after having spent a year in the
University of Trnava (which had just relocated to Buda), journeys to Vienna to enroll
in the Pazmaneum seminary for Hungarian theological candidates, with the inten-
tion of becoming the author of a book in Slovak. However, when he wants to write
a letter to his mother in his native village (Predmier, near Zilina in present-day Slo-
vakia), he cannot choose which language to write it in:

if he wrote a letter in Hungarian, she would not want to understand it, so alien it would
sound for her. He would not be able to write the whole letter in German and his father
would not be able to read it. It would be best to write in plain Slovak. His mother would
like that. However, he realized that this would not be easy either. It would not be possible
to do it properly. Jozo tried to do it this or that way and finally understood that to become
a Slovak writer would not be easy. (30)

Even though the novel naturally may be read as a literary biography and a his-
tory novel, the character of Bajza the student, his campus life within the walls
of the seminary, and a love storyline suggest that the novel may also be read as
a variant of Bildungsroman and campus fiction. Bajza’s story is also about the for-
mation of Slovak national identity in the end of 18th - earlier 19th century, when
Slovaks had neither their own state, their own written language, or any institution
of higher education.

The prominence of the protagonist, the time, and the place of action in the nov-
el Tajomstvd mladého Bajzu stresses the importance of history, cultural memory,
and national identity as leading themes in campus fiction in Central Europe. An im-
portant detail for the development of education in Slovakia was religion: during
the counter-Reformation, Protestant students of Slovak descent had no other choice
but to go to study at the German universities of Halle or Wittenberg, returning home
with a certain mindset ready to raise national awareness among their own people.
Therefore, the typical enclosed and isolated structure of the university does not pose
this self-sufficient microcosm known to the English campus novels that focus on ex-
clusive rituals and experiences. Instead, the protagonist’s campus life is not detached
from the world outside university life of his local ethnic/national community, which
would have an impact on his identity as a learned man and a representative of his
people. This corresponds to the history of Slovak culture, which was predominant-
ly produced by scholars of Slovak origin educated and operating in different parts
of Central Europe (Visnovsky 2021).

The same matter of national identity is illustrated in the academic historical mys-
tery Glowa: Opowies¢ nocy zimowej (The Head: A winter night’s tale, 2016) by Tade-
usz Cegielski. The murder investigation takes place against the background of a big
conspiracy organized by the Russian authorities governing part of the Polish lands
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after the Third Partition of Poland. The student of medicine and self-appointed
sleuth Mikotaj Obrycki turns out to be not only a prominent forensic investigator
but also a politically conscious Polish patriot who sees through the provocations
and manipulations of the authorities. However, in his investigations he is not alone:
the university community of fictional and historical figures in the novel is depicted
as united in their efforts and aware of the dangers entailed by the political subordi-
nation of Poland. Moreover, the university is an integral part of the city and its social
life, the source of its cultural existence while its statehood was destroyed. This sense
of community rooted in the Polish university would also be consistent with the his-
torical role it played for over 200 years.

The “Kapranov brothers” Dmytro and Vitaliy Kapranov, the Ukrainian authors
of the “historical anti-mystery” Sprava Syvoho (The case of the Greyhaired, 2019)
focus on the story of a Soviet official and university dropout, who fabricates a case
against a historical figure, the professor Dmytro Yavornytsky (1855-1940), makes it
his life mission and a means of upward social mobility.® In the novel, the professor is
consistently persecuted by both regimes, that of the Russian Empire and the Soviet
Union, and both times by Russified and ideologically corrupt Ukrainians. Professor
Yavornytsky symbolizes Ukrainian identity and a gradually destroyed cultural mem-
ory, while the young investigator of the internal services and his “tutor” represent
the ideology of the colonizer. Both novels present a “university mystery” that deviates
from the academic mystery template known to Anglophone campus fiction.

Andrzej Braun’s Cyfrograf (2006), Yuri Makarov’s Za chvert’ desiata (A quarter
to ten, 2013), and Pavol Rankov’s Legenda o jazyku (The legend of the tongue, 2019)
illustrate the ways the national identities of Poles, Ukrainians, and Slovaks were trans-
formed under the rule of the state socialism in these countries. While none of these
fictions has received sufficient attention in the context of campus fiction, all of them
bear great potential in illustrating the peculiarities of the university environment
in the countries of Central Europe after World War II and under the close “supervi-
sion” of the Soviet Union. Moreover, in this case, campus fiction becomes the keeper
of the collective memory passed down to the third-generation descendants by those
who actually lived through this experience. In addition, they also testify to the com-
ing-of-age in a certain period in history in Central Europe, which drastically differs
from the Anglo-American perspective.

The importance of history and cultural memory is also crucial for understand-
ing Slavic campus fictions dealing with contemporary problems of the academia.
What seems to be the familiar problems of the contemporary globalized academic
world, in these countries’ campus fiction it is also linked to their post-communist
and hence post-colonial past. This is obvious in the Slovak author Oliver Bakos’s
Katedra paupoldgie (Department of paupology, 2001), when the need to restructure
the department of Marxism-Leninism leads to the invention of a new field of re-
search called “paupology” (science about the poor) and to an attempt to seize power
and take the position of the department head. The same post-communist heritage
underlies the events in Jozef Puskds’s latest novel Vivat, akadémia, zbohom, Cechov
(Vivat, academy, goodbye, Chekhov, 2024). Similarly in Jifi Fanta’s Univerzita (Uni-
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versity, 2007), a detective story only partially set on campus, the political changes
prompt the dean’s elections at the Department of Economics, as a result of which
the department remains in the hands of the former communist secret service infor-
mant, using the same methods to reach his goal. The same idea is developed by Mi-
chal Sykora in the academic mystery Modré stiny (Blue shadows, 2013) revealing not
only the university’s underside but also the complexity of Czech society regarding
the ramifications of its communist past. In the Ukrainian context, Daryna Berezina’s
Facul’tet (Faculty, 2017) and Petro Bilous’s Universytet suvoroho rezhymu (The uni-
versity of severe order, 2022) portray the university as a corrupt institution operating
on Soviet principles of total submission to power and intolerance to professionalism
and any kinds of otherness.

To discuss the trait of neoliberalism in these fictional universities without ram-
ifications of their previous mode of existence under the communist ideology and
state control would be missing not only a great deal of understanding but also iro-
ny regarding the contemporary state of the university outside the campus novel -
in real life. Even though these examples probably do not cover all the novels united
by the theme of the communist/Soviet heritage, the choices made by authors in terms
of genre may give some clues as to the national differences in elaborating the given
topic. While the Czech writers prefer academic mystery, Slovak and Ukrainian writ-
ers choose bitter satire.

While historical traumas, memories, and the search for identity unite many cam-
pus novels by Central European writers, there are some unique literary phenome-
na as well. Among these, one cannot omit Stanislav Rakus in Slovak literature and
Arthur Przybystawski and Wit Szostak in Polish literature for their unique campus
metafiction. A professor of Slovak literature and a literary critic, Rakds is the author
of three novels: Tempordlne pozndmky (Temporal notes, 1993), Nenapisany romdn
(Unwritten novel, 2004) and Excentrickd univerzita (Eccentric university, 2008),
which make a trilogy that is often defined as “academic”. Marek Mitka states that
Rakas “absorbed” the best that “the campus novel elaborated over the half a centu-
ry” (2018, 124), in particular drawing on the humor and intellectual depth of David
Lodge, on the one hand, and “the so-called non-humorous kind of university fic-
tion, saturating theoretical and pedagogic activities of the protagonist”, as presented
by John Williams, on the other (2018, 125). In one of his interviews, Rakus notes that
in his literary texts he “creates decent people who live in relatively indecent times and
their decency becomes a certain source of conflicts in their lives” (2010), the “inde-
cent times” being the pre-1989 era. By that alone, the novels become literary reflec-
tions on the essence of creative writing in times of silence. In the context of Slovak
culture, where the writer/poet traditionally serves as a symbol of “people’s conscious-
ness’, Rakus’s university men (both students and professors) who write novels but
face the obstacle of not being able to publish them, receive a much wider context
for interpretation. The novels” narrative structure gives rise to the question of how
the contemporary novel should communicate recent experience and preserve cul-
tural memory in a period that appears to have little to remember the past by, except
“the unwritten novel”. On the contrary, the Polish writers, both professors of philos-
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ophy, address contemporary academe through dialogue with key texts in world liter-
ature. While Wit Szostak creates a Polish Don Quixote of the 21st century in Sto dni
bez storica (One hundred days without sun, 2014), Arthur Przybystawski in Pan Pro-
fesor (Mr. Professor, 2020) and Pana Profesora dziennik sekretny (Secret diary of Mr.
Professor, 2022) unfolds in front of the reader a Rabelaisian literary feast (Skubacze-
wska-Pniewska, 2024). In the novels of both writers, rich literary communication
with world literature takes place against the background of contemporary academia
with all its absurdity, unrealistic estimations, and the loss of humanity. By the degree
of intertextuality, these novels may be justly compared to canonical Anglo-Amer-
ican campus fiction. In addition, the writers’ professional expertise in philosophy
and parody as the main means of conveying ideas brings these novels to a whole
new level. At the same time, as in the case of Rakus, they cannot be regarded without
the context of national history and culture.

CONCLUSION

Central European campus fiction is a rich and multifaceted literary phenomenon,
yet to be fully discovered by readers and scholars of both Slavic and world litera-
ture. Academic literature suggests that contemporary Slavic writers, while accepting
the campus novel template, modify the genre adjusting it to the local material. One
such modification is the high hybridity of Slavic campus fiction, embracing features
from the Bildungsroman, biography, historical novel, satire, and mystery to anti-mys-
tery, anti-biography, life writing, and utopia. Despite the dominant genre characteris-
tics, Slavic academic fiction is deeply grounded in the local culture, university history,
and literary traditions of the region’s separate nations. The fact that these fictions are
produced in national languages and are rarely translated testifies to their local scope
rather than a broader Slavic or European one. However, judging by the common
themes developed by such fictions, like post-colonial/communist trauma, cultural
memory, and identity, Central European writers do share some characteristics that
could probably be discussed in terms of “common mentality” or collective memory.
Dealing with its traumas, nonetheless, takes an individual national turn. That is also
the reason for the absence of satire as a dominant feature of campus fiction. With its
focus on the intellectual and the university as his natural habitat, the Slavic academ-
ic novel, nonetheless, sheds light on a bigger picture of the highly nuanced histo-
ry of Central Europe. Therefore, its “learned men” along with the fluidness of their
identity remain acutely aware of the national question and their position regarding it.
Due to the Slavic university history and political regimes that controlled it, the whole
city (or country) becomes the primary setting for the novel, alongside or instead
of the university campus or department. That, in turn, may explain why the pro-
fessors are not burdened by the dilemma of whether to stay or leave the institution;
instead, they survive in it against all odds. The one academic year of cyclic time tra-
ditional for the Anglo-American campus novel is seldom observed in Slavic fiction;
instead, it may be compressed to several weeks or extended to a lifetime, to illustrate
the cyclicity of social events rather than academic ones. The dominant themes are
developed around the reconstruction of distant and recent historical events connect-
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ed to university education or “the learned men” important for the history of the na-
tion (cultural/collective memory); the problem of identity against the background
of the recent colonial (communist/Soviet) past; and dealing with contemporaneous
neoliberal challenges the university finds itself while it still deals with its decolonial
(post-colonial issues). Simultaneously, Slavic campus fictions revise the university’s
changing role in contemporary globalized society, the ramifications of the human-
ities’ decline or failure, and the national character, history, identity complexity, or
cultural memory construction. Thus, the academic community appears torn by mul-
tiple, often opposing messages and challenges that keep academics on the brink
of breakdown, often both personal and professional.

The case of Slavic campus fiction shows that non-Anglophone fiction offers
a unique lens on multilingualism and hybrid identities, shaped by Europe’s intricate
history. This, in turn, highlights the plurality and diversity of literary representations
of higher education, enriching the global discourse on university life, which may
help find insights into the current condition of the university worldwide and possibly
look for universal solutions, especially in the face of recolonization as a new global
tendency.

NOTES

! These included the Academia Istropolitana in Bratislava (1465-1488), the Ostroh Academy (1576-
1636) and the Mohyla Academy (1632) in Ukraine.

The second oldest university in the crown Czech lands was Palacky University in Olomouc, estab-
lished in 1573 and led by the Jesuit order.

In Poland the university history is connected to the key moments in the country’s history: the es-
tablishment of the Polish Kingdom (Jagiellonian University in Krakow [1367]), the loss of statehood
due to three partitions (Imperial University of Warsaw [1816]), and regaining of statehood (the Piast
[Poznan] University [1918]).

* Tts successor institution is E6tvos Lorand University in Budapest.

* Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by the present author.

Yavornytsky was known for his research on the Zaporozhian Sich, destroyed by Catherine IT in 1775.
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