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Monday, January 25, 2016,  at 1:00 P.M. 

A Constellation of Vital Phenomena, by Anthony Marra 

Discussion Leader: Ellen Getreu 

In a small rural village in Chechnya, eight-year-old Havaa watches from the woods as 

Russian soldiers abduct her father in the middle of the night and then set fire to her home. 

When their lifelong neighbor Akhmed finds Havaa hiding in the forest with a strange blue 

suitcase, he makes a decision that will forever change their lives. Vivid characters and 

compelling narrative will keep you reading this award-winning novel. 

 

 
Monday, February 22, 2016, at 1:00 P.M. 

God Help the Child, by Toni Morrison 

Discussion Leader: Candace Plotsker-Herman 

Spare and unsparing, a searing tale about the way childhood trauma shapes and 

misshapes the life of the adult. At the center: a woman who calls herself Bride, whose 

stunning blue-black skin is only one element of her beauty, her boldness and confidence, 

her success in life; but which caused her light-skinned mother to deny her even the 

simplest forms of love until she told a lie whose reverberations refuse to diminish . . . . 

(NovelistPlus) 
 

******************** 

Reading Guide for A Constellation of Vital 

Phenomena 

Principal characters: 

Havaa, an eight-year-old girl 

Akhmed, a village doctor who assumes responsibility for Havaa upon her father's 
disappearance 

Sofia “Sonja” Andreyevna Rabina, chief surgeon at the Volchansk Hospital who 
befriends Akhmed and Havaa 

Khassan Geshilov, a scholar of Chechen history and neighbor of Akhmed 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=4&amp;sid=6c245b94-4d54-4bed-a500-ea058ae76757%40sessionmgr4005&amp;hid=4109&amp;bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3D%3D


Natasha Rabina, Sonja's troubled sister 

Ramzan Geshilov, Khassan's son and an informant 

Dokka, Havaa's father and friend of Akhmed and Ramzan 

****************************************** 

 

“A Constellation of Vital Phenomena.” 

By W.M. Hagen, (Oklahoma Baptist University) World Literature Today 87.5 (2013): 60-
61.  

After reading A Constellation of Vital Phenomena, I can only echo the amazement of 
other reviewers: that such an accomplished novel is Anthony Marra's first and that he 
visited Chechnya, the setting, only after he had all but completed it. The places, the 
topography, the course of the wars--the remembered first occupation and the second 
occupation by the Russians within the ten-year span of the novel, 1994 to 2004--all this 
context was largely created from determined research. 

The novel begins and ends in the middle. During Chechnya's rebellion against Russian 
occupation, a girl's father is whisked away by soldiers, presumably to be shot, and the 
eight-year-old is taken by a neighbor to a hospital, where he bargains with the head 
surgeon to help as a medical orderly in exchange for her taking in the girl. These three 
characters are narrated forward for five days in 2004, interspersed with backstories that 
connect them, even while pointing to their uncertain futures. 

Their conflicts are quite natural: the surgeon, a Russian national whose family had been 
settled in Chechnya, recognizes that the neighbor, who had been functioning as the 
village doctor, is at best semicompetent, though a good artist. The child, however 
appealing, poses a danger both to the surgeon and the neighbor (and his bedridden wife), 
since she is wanted by the Russians, in keeping with their policy of complete family 
extermination of rebels or sympathizers as a warning to others. 

The ten-year range of markers begins each chapter, with the focal year for the chapter in 
boldface. This aid is quite helpful in a novel that alternates between the present and the 
past, chapter by chapter. 

Centering on the characters' stories and their attempts to cope with an unstable 
political/military situation, Marra keeps the style straightforward and informative. The 
texture of their experience comes primarily from character interchanges, in which people 
who are, in a sense, always under siege manage to keep their spirits up as well as their 
dedication to humane values, even when they don't realize it. Their hard-bitten exchanges 
are often surprisingly funny and sometimes even tender. 

The secondary characters are quite strong, even memorable: an old man who burns his 
life's work, a history of Chechnya; his son, whose torture by the Russians turns him into 
an informer; the surgeon's sister, who is made an addict and sex slave, but comes back 
to paint a mural and work in the hospital--and then disappears again. 

Some readers may be disappointed that political history is slighted, that there is not more 
on the religious fervor of the Chechen rebels. But the novel reminds us that such wars 
entangle many who are not impelled to fight and want nothing more than a return to 
something approaching normalcy. 



Marra's constellation of characters, revealed from inside through changes in point of view, 
show us "life," which is, after all, the word defined by the title, according to a Russian 
medical dictionary. These people will stay with you. 

 

 “From A Debut Writer, A Polished, Passionate, Must-Read 

Book.” 

By Meg Wolitzer, NPR Books, All Things Considered, NPR, May 6, 2013. 

How do you write an absorbing novel about unspeakable things? It's always a tricky 
business, and an editor I know once described the dilemma this way: "A reader needs to 
want to go there." What "there" means is the self-contained world of the book. And what 
would make a reader want to go deeply into a world of hopelessness and seemingly 
perpetual war, a world of torture and intimidation and exploding land mines? There are 
many answers. One of the most obvious, of course, is the language. If it's powerful 
enough, it can make you want to "go there." But if it's all about churning violence and 
inhumanity, will you really be compelled to stay there, fully present and not looking away, 
until the last page? 

I was thinking about all of this as I read — and stayed in — Anthony Marra's amazing 
first novel, A Constellation of Vital Phenomena. The story, which takes place in 
Chechnya, moving back and forth in time over recent history, includes some tough 
scenes, such as descriptions of torture and amputation. There's a terrifying, Wild West 
lawlessness at work. But it's exactly that — and the brilliant writing — that kept me 
committed to that world and the people in it. In fact, the people also kept me there. The 
main characters are vivid and real and stuck, and I guess I wanted to be stuck along with 
them. 

When the novel opens, both writing and character are on display: 

"On the morning after the Feds burned down her house and took her father, Havaa woke 
from dreams of sea anemones. While the girl dressed, Akhmed, who hadn't slept at all, 
paced outside the bedroom door, watching the sky brighten on the other side of the 
window glass; the rising sun had never before made him feel late. When she emerged 
from the bedroom, looking older than her eight years, he took her suitcase and she 
followed him out the front door. He had led the girl to the middle of the street before he 
raised his eyes to what had been her house. 'Havaa, we should go,' he said, but neither 
moved." 

 

Havaa, a bright and curious little girl caught in unlivable circumstances, is at the center 
of the story, and without the contrast of her partial innocence, the book might collapse 
like the remnants of that burned-down house. Her father, who previously had his fingers 
cut off during interrogation and torture, was returned to her, only to be "disappeared" in 
the night. But it soon becomes clear that the Feds not only want her father, they want 
Havaa too, and they are going to come back to get her. So Akhmed, her kind neighbor, 
tries to take her somewhere "safe," which in this case is a relative word. 

The rest of the novel belongs mostly to Akhmed, a failed sometime doctor, but it also 
belongs to Sonja, a capable, devoted doctor at the almost entirely equipment-free shell of 
a hospital where Akhmed takes Havaa in his quest for her safety. At the beginning of the 
book, as I was introduced to day-to-day life in Chechnya, I kept nervously referring to 
Wikipedia pages, thinking that if I understood the complex history of the region, and was 
fortified by details of the first and second Chechen wars and the role of Stalin at the root 



of all this, among other things, that I would be better prepared for what was to come. 

As if. There's no rational ordering of events that could have prepared me for what 
happens in this broken landscape. And besides, I've come to realize lately that there's 
something to be said for being an unprepared reader, a naked reader in the wilderness of 
a novel, who trusts the writer to provide all the necessary information. 

A Constellation of Vital Phenomena is one of the most accomplished and affecting books 
I've read in a very long time, though it isn't perfect. Once in a while Marra broadcasts his 
character's intentions a little too directly. You can almost feel his desire to pull loose ends 
together, and I don't blame him, for the material he's working with often lacks order and 
reason. But he really doesn't need to try so hard in those moments. The writing moves us 
forward, as do the characters, who to stay sane sometimes need to burrow into the past. 

It's true of the marvelous character Khassan, an old man who once worked diligently on a 
comprehensive 3,302-page volume of Chechen history. He submits the book to three 
different publishers, only to be told by the national publisher in Moscow that he needed to 
send in three typed copies. "Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes," but he buys the 
"postage, paper," and "typewriter ribbons," and commences the endless task of typing the 
whole thing up repeatedly, at which point he is told that the only part that would be 
published was the "prehistory," which only goes up to the year 1547. 

"But that's just the first chapter of my book," Khassan says. 

"You must be delirious in your excitement," says the editor. 

The tragedies in this novel, large and small, come rapid-fire, and are so various that 
there's no Wikipedia page that could ever explain them. But despite everything, people 
here keep living their lives in that Samuel Beckett-y, "I can't go on, I'll go on" way. In 
fact, the entire Chechen world on display can often feel ripped right out of Beckett. Here's 
an early conversation between Akhmed and Sonja: 

"'Last month he told me that George Bush had been reelected,' Sonja said" (speaking of a 
friend who lives in London and therefore knows what's going on in the world). 

"Who's that?" 

"The American president," Sonja said, looking away. 

"I thought Ronald McDonald was president." 

"You can't be serious."... 

"Wasn't it Ronald McDonald who told Gorbachev to tear down the wall?" 

Though the lives lived in this novel can seem unbearable, what Anthony Marra has done 
is to diligently describe them in passionate, extraordinary prose. In A Constellation of 
Vital Phenomena they become not only "write-able," but also highly, deeply readable. 

Meg Wolitzer's latest book is The Interestings. 

 

 



 
 

“Seeing Chechnya’s Wonders, Long Before Getting There” 
 

By Charles McGrath, New York Times, May 29, 2013 . 

Six years after starting to think about Chechnya, the disputed Russian republic that 
became the setting for his acclaimed new novel, Anthony Marra visited for the first  time 
last summer, signing up on the Internet for something called “The Seven Wonders of 
Chechnya Tour.” “I didn’t know what to expect,” he said recently. “It could have been a 
gigantic scam, but as it turned out, I could not have been treated better.” 

He traveled with a guide and talked to Chechens, many of whom, he said, were still 
trying to recover from years of war and occupation. 

While in Chechnya, though, Mr. Marra discovered that he had made a factual error in the 
book, “A Constellation of Vital Phenomena” (Hogarth), which was published this 
month: The first escalator there was not installed until 2007, when it became a sort of 
tourist attraction. 

So Mr. Marra had to do some escalator-elimination in the final draft. Otherwise, he found 
that his knowledge of Chechnya, gleaned mostly from books, held up. From journalistic 
accounts, he learned details like how the Chechens would upend toilet bowls over 
unexploded artillery shells. For a grisly amputation scene, he read medical journals and 
watched YouTube videos. 

“Research is not an obstacle, something to be frightened of,” Mr. Marra said. “It can be 
one of the real joys of writing. Someone once said, ‘Don’t write what you know, write 
what you want to know.’ ” 

He added: “But to make a book convincing, it’s less important that the right tree be in the 
right place than that the characters are emotionally real. I did the best I could to make 
the environment and the setting as realistic as possible, but I hope it’s the characters and 
the emotional reality that make the book true.” 

Mr. Marra is 28, but seems simultaneously older and younger. He has an earnest, boyish 
manner, yet his hair is already flecked with gray. He has yet to finish writing school — 
he’s finishing up the second year of a Wallace Stegner Fellowship at Stanford — but has 
already published a book, and, unusual for a first novel, it’s purely a work of research 
and invention, without even a hint of autobiography. 

Until the Boston Marathon Bombings, most Americans paid little attention to Chechnya. 
Over lunch at a Midtown restaurant recently, Mr. Marra said that his own interest began 
during an undergraduate semester studying in St. Petersburg, Russia, in 2006. He arrived 
not long after the murder of Anna Politkovskaya, a journalist who exposed Russian 
atrocities in Chechnya. At a metro stop near his apartment, he would see Russian 
veterans of the Chechen wars hanging out, drinking and begging for change. 

“Chechnya was sort of in the ether then,” he said, “but I realized that like most 
Americans, I didn’t know the first thing about it. I didn’t know where it was on the map. I 
didn’t know a single person who had ever been there. I wasn’t even sure how to spell 
Chechnya.” 

“A Constellation of Vital Phenomena” — the title comes from the definition of “life” in a 
Russian medical dictionary — mostly takes place during just five days in 2004, during the 
second Chechen war, but every other chapter toggles back to 10 years earlier, during the 
first war, and within the chapters there are flashbacks and sometimes flash-forwards to a 
time decades in the future. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/russiaandtheformersovietunion/chechnya/index.html?8qa


 

The novel tells several interlocking stories, mostly about ordinary Chechens simply trying 
to stay out of the way of the Russian occupiers, on the one hand, and the rebel insurgents, 
on the other; it’s a toss up which faction is more brutal. The main characters are a pair of 
doctors — one famously incompetent, the other a resolute female surgeon trying to keep 
an abandoned hospital going practically by herself — who are protecting a young girl 
from Russians who have already abducted her father. 

Dwight Garner, writing in The New York Times, called the book “ambitious 
and intellectually restless.” Another fan is Sarah Jessica Parker, who in a 
review for Entertainment Weekly described it as “full of humanity and hope.” 

One of Mr. Marra’s teachers at Stanford, the Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist Adam 
Johnson, said that he arrived on campus “fully formed.” 

“I don’t know how much credit we can take for Tony,” Mr. Johnson said. “Most people 
his age are still learning the conventions, the traditions, the craft, and here he is 
leveraging the full power of the novel. When I was writing my first novel I was 
struggling with conventional realism, traditional structure, but he has abandoned all that 
right out of the gate. He looks like a very mature writer, with profound concerns, at the 
height of his powers.” 

Mr. Marra grew up in Washington, where both his parents were corporate lawyers. He 
was an unambitious, “solid B” student, he said, smiling, and didn’t discover novels until 
he was caddying one summer at a country club in Chevy Chase, Md., and needed to pass 
the time waiting in the caddy yard for a loop. 

He took a year off between high school and college, during which he worked in a U.P.S. 
store, missed his girlfriend and began writing short stories about a lovelorn guy working 
in the same store. “One of them had three pages on a single kiss,” he said. 

But Mr. Marra no longer has much interest in autobiographical fiction. “I quickly realized 
I live the least interesting literary life imaginable,” he said. “My parents are happily 
married. There haven’t been any major traumas. I’m not sure that the story of my life 
would be much fun to read.” 

While an undergraduate at the University of Southern California, he began writing a 
historical novel, 250 words a day, about, of all things, Bobby Sands and the 1981 hunger 
strike at Long Kesh. “It will never see the light of day,” Mr. Marra said emphatically, but 
added that the book sprang from a preoccupation with religious and political violence. 

“I was a junior in high school when 9/11 happened,” he explained, “and I’ve spent my 
entire adult life in a world where terror is present in a way it may not have been before.” 
He used to assume that political and sectarian conflicts were things that happened in 
faraway places, he added, and writing about Northern Ireland granted him access to a 
place that seemed closer to home. 

When he started learning about Chechnya, what interested him were the stories of people 
who were neither political nor sectarian. They came to include the proprietor of a 
museum dedicated to the memory of Tolstoy, who visited Chechnya in 1851. It was one of 
the sites Mr. Marra visited on his long-awaited tour. 

“The proprietor guarded it with a shotgun from the Chechens and the Russian soldiers 
both,” he recalled. “The place has no historical significance and there’s no evidence that 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/16/business/media/2013-pulitzer-prizes-for-letters-drama-and-music.html?pagewanted=all


Tolstoy ever set foot there. But it’s a place where stories can live. You get the sense that 
by preserving this place as a sanctuary for stories, the family that ran it was able to save 
themselves.” 

“I was deeply moved by the Chechens who were just trying to retain their humanity,” Mr. 
Marra added. “A lot of them are still trying to recover.” 

Anthony Marra’s ‘A Constellation of Vital Phenomena,’ 

By Ron Charles, The Washington Post, May 7, 2013 

Anthony Marra’s first novel, “A Constellation of Vital Phenomena,” is a flash in the 
heavens that makes you look up and believe in miracles. 

Go ahead and sneer at the thin atmosphere of America’s MFA programs, but this 
Washington-born graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop is a testament to the vibrancy 
of contemporary fiction. Here, in fresh, graceful prose, is a profound story that dares to 
be as tender as it is ghastly, a story about desperate lives in a remote land that will 
quickly seem impossibly close and important. 

“A Constellation of Vital Phenomena” opens in a tiny, blood-soaked village of Chechnya, 
that part of the world that drifts into our consciousness only briefly — when, say, the 
Russians crush it again or, more recently, when young zealots detonate pressure cookers in 
Boston. But the unforgettable characters in this novel are not federalists or rebels or 
terrorists. They aren’t particularly religious or political; we see only glimpses of loyal 
Russian officers or fanatical Muslims. Instead, these are just fathers and mothers and 
children — neighbors snagged in the claws of history. 

The book begins with a sentence that forecasts both the horror and the whimsy ahead: 
“On the morning after the Feds burned down her house and took her father, Havaa woke 
from dreams of sea anemones.” Havaa, we learn, is 8 and now almost certainly orphaned. 
“She had the pale, waxen skin of an unripe pear,” Marra writes. Her father, who nurtured 
her curiosity with extravagant affection, was an arborist who had lost his fingers in a 
previous encounter with the Feds and a pair of bolt cutters. When he was gagged with 
duct tape and bundled away for good, Havaa avoided assassination by sneaking out of the 
house and hiding in the snow. But those thugs will be back, fulfilling a new order to 
murder the family members of anyone suspected of sympathizing with rebel forces. 

The complicated moral hero of this tale is an incompetent peasant doctor named Akhmed, 
who lives across the street. More comfortable drawing portraits than blood, he is 
determined to save his old friend’s daughter, though “she seemed an immense and 
overwhelming creature whom he was destined to fail.” His only choice is to spirit Havaa 
out of the village, where the sole remaining career choices are running guns for the rebels 
or informing for the Russians. Acting on a rumor from a refugee who passed through 
months earlier, he takes Havaa to an all-but-abandoned hospital in a nearby town that 
looks “like a city made of shoeboxes and stamped into the ground by a petulant child.” 

On one level, “A Constellation of Vital Phenomena” covers just five days in 2004. But 
these are people shaken from the linear progress of time. Their experiences come to us in 
pungent flashbacks of trauma and joy — meals and games, marriages and affairs, 
offenses small and shocking that knit their lives together. Each chapter begins with the 
date highlighted on a timeline that runs from 1994 to 2004, jumping forward and 
backward, sometimes creating new mysteries, sometimes solving old ones. 



Other references draw us outside that 10-year range. A scholar in the village toils his 
whole life on a history of “this sliver of humanity the world seemed determined to 
forget.” At more than 50,000 pages, the old man’s manuscript flows from a kind of 
mania, reaching further and further back to avoid the ire of Russian censors. But then, 
too, there are moments of mercy in this tale, grace notes when Marra casually alludes to 
what certain characters will be doing far in the future; yes, he assures us, some of these 
people you care about — or loathe — will live deep into the 21st century. 

"Prisoners of the Caucasus" 

by Madison Smartt Bell, New York Times, June 7, 2013. 

Anthony Marra’s extraordinary first novel, “A Constellation of Vital Phenomena,” opens 
with a disappearance typical of postmodern warfare, cobbled to an image completely 
alien to it: “On the morning after the Feds burned down her house and took her father, 
Havaa woke from dreams of sea anemones.” This fusion of the desperate with the 
whimsical sets the tone. 

In the background are the Chechen wars, a staggeringly destructive pair of conflicts 
pitting the army of post-Soviet Russia against Chechen guerrillas who were sometimes 
supported by visiting Arab jihadis. Marra’s timeline runs from 1994 to 2004, but the 
larger story is much, much deeper. This novel is, among other things, a meditation on 
the use and abuse of history, and an inquiry into the extent to which acts of memory may 
also constitute acts of survival. 

For Marra’s characters, the odds against survival are high. The disappearance of Havaa’s 
father comes near the end of a 10-year sequence of similar events that have devastated the 
tiny village of Eldar. But for the time being, 8-year-old Havaa is saved by a neighbor, 
Akhmed, who walks her to the reluctant care of the last doctor in the bomb-shattered 
hospital of the nearby city of Volchansk. 

Sonja, the doctor, is an ethnic Russian whose grandparents moved to Volchansk as part 
of the Stalinist colonization of the region. She is so skilled and resourceful she can 
successfully stitch a gaping chest wound with dental floss. Akhmed, an ethnic Chechen, 
is a drastically underqualified doctor with a talent for drawing, who has spent his life in 
such extreme isolation that he has Ronald McDonald mixed up with Ronald Reagan. Yet 
the lives of both are tormented by loss. 

Akhmed’s wife has been in a vegetative state since the Russian military first ravaged 
Eldar. Havaa’s father was his closest friend. Fundamentally incompetent to stem the flow 
of medical trauma that war brings to his village, Akhmed has taken to painting portraits 
of the dead and the vanished and hanging them around the neighborhood — one of a 
number of semi-surreal acts of remembrance the novel has to offer. Sonja, meanwhile, is 
desperate to find her sister, who has disappeared from Volchansk (for a second time) 
about a year before. The delicate web of connection among these characters takes the 
novel’s whole length to reveal itself. 

During their childhood, Sonja is the smart sister, Natasha the pretty one. With Sonja in a 
London medical school and both their parents dead, Natasha finds herself alone as 
Volchansk begins to collapse in the escalation of the first Chechen war. Aware that 
despite her Russian ethnicity she’ll fare ill in the oncoming Russian invasion, she 
becomes the agent of her own first disappearance, turning herself over to a broker of “au 
pairs.” Though she knows she’ll really become a prostitute, Natasha still hopes this 
maneuver may help her rejoin Sonja in London. “Make me an au pair,” she tells her sex 
trafficker. “Make me reappear.” 



But chances of reappearance in wartime are thin. Bargaining with Sonja for Havaa’s 
shelter, Akhmed volunteers his services to the shattered hospital — staffed only by Sonja 
and a single nurse, with whom Akhmed sorts the clothing of the dead. They discover a 
note with instructions for burial sewn into a pair of trousers, but the nurse tells Akhmed 
the owner is “already in the clouds” of the city crematorium. When Akhmed (who has a 
similar note in one of his own seams) wants to pursue the matter, she shows him a box of 
identity documents “layered eight deep. . . . ‘He’s one of these,’ she said.” This 
peripheral victim has disappeared before the reader ever met him, to be remembered only 
by the novelist, who spins out a thin strand of his story: “That man had a sister in Shali 
who would have given her travel agency, . . . her parents-in-law and nine-tenths of her 
immortal soul to hold that note now lying at the bottom of the trash can, if only to hold 
the final wish of the brother she regretted giving so little for in life.” 

The novel is peppered with these short detours into the pasts or futures of characters who 
momentarily cross paths with the principals. It’s one of Marra’s ways of holding the 
value of human wishes against their vanity. There’s a constant impulse to retrieve and 
affirm what was, though acts of remembrance are themselves evanescent. Akhmed 
contemplates his demented wife: “As a web is no more than holes woven together, they 
were bonded by what was no longer there.” His portraits of the lost dissolve quickly to 
“no more than two eyes, a nose and a mouth fading between the trees.” Natasha, briefly 
reunited with her sister in Volchansk between the two wars, painstakingly draws, where a 
window once was, the view that existed before the landscape was reduced to rubble. The 
suitcase Havaa saves from her burning house is full of relics of the refugees her father 
used to shelter. These become meaningless for want of a provenance, except for a 
Buckingham Palace guard nutcracker, once given to Natasha by Sonja, then to Havaa by 
Natasha during her second flight from Volchansk (hoping this time to outdistance heroin 
addiction). 

Another of Akhmed’s neighbors decides finally to burn his “six-volume, 3,300-page 
historical survey of the Chechen lands,” telling Akhmed: “History writes itself. It doesn’t 
need my assistance.” His personal history includes his having brought home the bones of 
his parents in a suitcase during the 1956 repatriation of exiled Chechens from 
Kazakhstan, and the fact that his son is the informer who brought about the disappearance 
of Havaa’s father, among many others, and will eventually inform on Akhmed as well. 

This son (for whom Marra creates a surprising amount of sympathy) tells Akhmed close 
to the end: “They won’t ask you where the girl is. They will make you bring her to them, 
and you will watch yourself do it. . . . Once I was like you, and soon you will be like me.” 
Here is the most dreadful disappearance of all: destruction of the self under torture. This 
novel plentifully displays the very worst of human capability. In the interrogation pits 
somewhere between Volchansk and Eldar, fingers and testicles chopped off with bolt 
cutters are only the beginning. 

After such knowledge, what forgiveness? Under the rain of atrocity it portrays, this 
novel’s generally optimistic tone can sometimes seem downright bizarre. Some other 
recent works have adopted this attitude of infinite resignation (“The Known World,” by 
Edward P. Jones, and “Half of a Yellow Sun,” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, to name 
two), but Marra seems to derive his astral calm in the face of catastrophe directly from 
Tolstoy, whose Chechnya-set novel, “Hadji Murad,” is mentioned several times in this 
one. “Constellation” might be a 21st-century “War and Peace,” except, as the informer 
warns, there’s no real peace available: “They will kill Havaa and call it peace.” 

While reminding us of the worst of the war-torn world we live in, Marra finds sustainable 



hope in the survival of a very few, and in the regenerative possibility of life in its essential 
form, defined by a medical textbook passage that Sonja and Natasha read at different 
times. In her darkest moments, Sonja sees her life as “an uneven orbit around a dark star, 
a moth circling a dead bulb,” but against that image is the textbook definition: “a 
constellation of vital phenomena — organization, irritability, movement, growth, 
reproduction, adaptation.” 

Madison Smartt Bell is the author of more than a dozen novels, most recently “The Color 
of Night. 

 

 
“Chechnya Magnifies Moral Conflicts in Extraordinary Ways” Says 

Anthony Marra source: publisher) 
 
 

A conversation with Anthony Marra. He reveals the inspiration for his 
novel, the greatest influence on his writing, and why it's important to 
make readers laugh and cry on every page. 

Q. Why write about Chechnya? 

A. I first became interested in the region as a college student in St. Petersburg. I arrived 
to Petersburg shortly after the journalist Anna Politkovskaya was assassinated, 
presumably for the reporting she did from Chechnya. 

I realized that Chechnya was a place I didn’t know how to spell and couldn’t find on a 
map, but the ramifications of the wars there had reached as far north as Petersburg, where 
on a daily basis I saw Russian veterans soliciting for alms in the Metro stations. 

I began reading nonfiction accounts of Chechnya and quickly became fascinated. Its 
history and culture has inspired writers like Tolstoy, Lermontov, and Pushkin. The 
accounts I read of ordinary people in remarkable situations were the kinds of stories that I 
felt needed to be brought to life through fiction. 

But to answer the question of why set a novel in Chechnya, my answer would be that it is 
a setting that magnifies and dramatizes the moral conflicts of characters in extraordinary 
ways. This cast of characters wants what we all want—to live peacefully and provide for 
our loved ones—but their circumstances require them to make decisions the reader will 
hopefully never have to make, but nonetheless will understand. 

Q. Readers and reviewers have commented on the beauty of the language in this 
novel. Can you talk a little about how you wrote it? 

A. I ended up writing four first-to-last-word drafts. Each time I finished a new draft, I’d 
print it out, set it in front of my keyboard, and retype the entire novel. Because retyping 
mimics the original act of creation, it taps into whatever creative well the sentences first 
rose from. The novel changed from draft to draft, then, from within, organically, rather 
than from changes that were superimposed on it. There’s a scene early on when Khassan 
despairs as he realizes that he must again retype his 3,000-plus page history. Thankfully, 
Constellation isn’t nearly that long, but I still knew exactly how he felt. 

I also kept a daily word-count record. My goal was to hit a thousand words every day. 
The days when I recorded zero words felt like wasted days. I grew up going to church and 
Sunday school each week, and at long last, I was able to put that Catholic guilt to good 
use. 



Q. The novel has some dark moments, but at the same time, it’s filled with moments 
of humor and hope. How, and why, did you blend instances of death and loss with 
levity? 

A. I once heard Allan Gurganus say that writers should strive to make readers laugh and 
cry on every page. It’s a tall order, but I absolutely agree with the reasoning. Novels need 
the high as well as the low notes in order to be true to the emotional reality of life. When 
I traveled to Chechnya, I was repeatedly surprised by the jokes I heard people cracking. It 
was a brand of dark, fatalistic humor imprinted with the absurdity that has become 
normalized there over the past two decades. 

A book I thought of while writing Constellation was City of Thieves by David Benioff. 
Benioff ’s novel pays tribute to the immense suffering caused by the Siege of Leningrad, 
but it’s filled to the brim with life, love, humor, even joy, all of which only enhance and 
make more real the underlying historical tragedy. Hopefully, Constellation works in a 
similar fashion. 

Q. Your writing style is unique in that you move back and forth between the present 
and the past. Was that a conscious choice? 

A. War breaks cities, buildings, and families, but also time and the way stories are 
constructed. To tell this story in a straightforward, linear fashion would fall short of 
capturing the absurd, recursive manner in which its characters assemble their chaotic 
narrative. All the characters in Constellation are trying to piece back together their 
fragmented lives, and I wanted to embody that in the novel’s structure. As each 
character attempts to rescue what has been lost, the novel mends their individual stories 
into a communal whole. 

Q. What has been the greatest influence on your writing? 

A. My mom has six siblings and my dad has four sisters, and between them all there are 
more cousins than I can count, which means that family events have always been filled 
with voices, stories, and laughter. From an early age I learned from them that stories are 
how we understand one another, how we preserve the past, and how we make meaning 
from the chaos of our lives. 

 

 
Reading Guide Questions 

Please be aware that this discussion guide may contain spoilers! 

Garnering rave reviews coast-to-coast, A Constellation of Vital Phenomena is an 
unforgettable debut novel that deftly explores the human cost of war—and the healing 
power of hope. In this haunting masterwork, award-winning author Anthony Marra 
transports us to a snow-covered village in Chechnya. It is 2004, and an eight-year-old girl 
has just watched Russian soldiers abduct her father and set fire to her house in the middle 
of the night. Accused of aiding Chechen rebels, her father has suffered the brutality of the 
Feds before. Fearing the worst, their lifelong neighbor Akhmed rescues the girl and seeks 
refuge at the bombed-out hospital run by Sonja, a brilliant but tough- as-nails female 
surgeon. Resistant at first, the doctor soon discovers that her new visitors may hold the 
key to finding her missing sister. Over the course of five extraordinary days, their worlds 
will unravel in unimaginable ways, culminating in a breathtaking, ultimately affirming 
turn of fate. 



This guide is designed to enrich your discussion of A Constellation of Vital Phenomena. 
We hope that the following questions will enhance your reading group's discussion of 
this stirring meditation on loss and redemption. 

 
Questions and Topics for Discussion (by Amy Clements, Hogarth Press) 

• Before reading A Constellation of Vital Phenomena, how much did you know about 
Chechnya? Which of the novel's cultural details surprised you the most? What can 
fiction reveal about history that a memoir or history book cannot? 

 
• How did your image of Akhmed shift throughout the chapters? Despite his many 

weaknesses, how does he become a source of strength for the loved ones in his life? 
How does his art restore the humanity around him? 

 
• Why is Sonja able to remain clear-eyed and resilient? What does she teach Havaa about 

being a woman, and about the limits of being a healer? 

 
• Discuss the betrayals that drive the storyline. Would you become an informant if your 

life depended on it? Can suspicion and corruption ever rise to a level that makes loyalty 
impossible? 

 
• What is Dokka's greatest vulnerability? What do his daughter's memories of him say 

about his hopes and fears? 

 
• Discuss the title (in chapter 24, Sonja stumbles across it in a Russian medical dictionary's 

definition of life). What is phenomenal about the life force and the body's intricate 
capabilities? 

 
• What is Khassan's key to survival? Is his image of homeland and heritage accurate? 

 
• What is the effect of the timeline, encompassing five days in 2004 and flashbacks from a 

decade earlier? How does this approach echo the reality of memory and longing? 

 
• What does it mean for Sonja and Natasha to be ethnically Russian? When is this an 

advantage, and when is it a disadvantage? How are cultural identities shaped in the 
midst of political, military, economic, and religious power struggles? 

 
• What accounts for the very different fates of Natasha and Sonja? Is Natasha's beauty an 

asset or a liability? 

 
• How is the concept of family—from the sisters' relationship to Akhmed's marriage to Ula 

—transformed in a land of warlords? 

 
• In his review for the Washington Post, Ron Charles describes the novel as "a flash in the 

heavens that makes you look up and believe in miracles." Discuss the book's closing lines 
in that context. What does A Constellation of Vital Phenomena ultimately say about 
anguish and joy? 



 

(worldbookonline.com) 
Chechnya is a Russian republic in the northern Caucasus Mountains. It was once 
part of the Soviet Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Republic. In 1991, Chechnya began 
a drive for independence from Russia, a goal it has pursued for centuries. 

Chechnya covers about 6,000 square miles (15,500 square kilometers). It has about 1 

1/4 million people. Most Chechens are Muslims. Chechnya's capital and largest 

city is Groznyy (or Grozny). The region's most important resources are oil and oil 

pipelines. 

 

In 1991, Chechnya declared independence from Russia. Russia sent troops to 

oppose independence but withdrew the troops within a few days. Conflict 

continued in Chechnya between supporters and opponents of independence. In 

1994, Russia sent troops to crush the independence movement. Thousands of 

civilians were killed, and bombs destroyed much of Groznyy. Russian forces took 

control of Chechnya's main cities, but the conflict continued. In 1996, a cease-fire 

ended the fighting. In 1997, a peace treaty formalized the truce. 

 

In 1999, Islamic militants attempted to unite Chechnya and the neighboring 

republic of Dagestan. Russia invaded Chechnya to defeat the rebellion. Russian 

attacks again heavily damaged Chechnya's cities and killed many civilians. Many 

nations protested Russia's handling of the conflict. Russian forces gained control of 

Chechnya’s main cities by mid-2000. The militants refused to surrender and began 

making surprise attacks on Russian forces. Chechen terrorists took hostages and 

bombed  Russian civilians.  

 

Update: August 18, 2015  (www.bbcnews.com) 

After a decade of unsuccessfully fighting for independence, the autonomous region is now 

firmly under the control of its Russian-appointed leader, Ramzan Kadyrov, although 

separatist groups continue low-level guerrilla attacks.  

In addition, jihadist groups, including those aligned with Islamic State terrorist 

organization, exist in the region.  

Oil-rich Chechnya has enjoyed a period of relative stability under Mr Kadyrov. But critics 

have accused the pro-Moscow leader and his government of suppressing media and other 

freedoms, as well as human rights violations including kidnappings and torture. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

Anthony Marra’s new novel, The Tsar of Love and Techno, was published in 2015. 
It is a collection of linked stories that follow a real painting and  all the lives it touches over 
seven decades of Russian history. 


