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About the Neutstadt International Prize for Literature: 
The Neustadt International Prize for Literature is a biennial 
award sponsored by the University of Oklahoma and World 
Literature Today. The prize was established in 1969 as the 
Books Abroad International Prize for Literature, then 
renamed the Books Abroad/Neustadt Prize before assuming 
its present name in 1976, The Neustadt International Prize 
for Literature. It is the first international literary award of 
this scope to originate in the United States and is one of the 
very few international prizes for which poets, novelists, and 
playwrights are equally eligible. Biennially, an international 
jury of outstanding writers is selected and convened to 
decide the winners. The members of the jury are determined 
by the executive director of World Literature Today in 
consultation with the journal’s editors and the president of 
the University of Oklahoma. Each juror nominates one 
author for the prize. The jurors convene for two to three days 
at the University of Oklahoma for their deliberations.  

The charter of the Neustadt Prize stipulates that the award be 
given in recognition of outstanding achievement in poetry, 
fiction, or drama and that it be conferred solely on the basis 
of literary merit. Any living author writing in any language is 
eligible, provided only that at least a representative portion 
of his or her work is available in English, the language used 
during the jury deliberations. The prize may serve to crown a 
lifetime’s achievement or to direct attention to an important 
body of work that is still developing. (The prize is not open 
to application.) 

The Neustadt Scholar Program at Colorado Academy: 
Colorado Academy hosts an annual writing competition for 
Upper School students, whereby winners are selected 
through a process of positive elimination, modeled after the 
Jury deliberation process for the Neustadt prizes. Members 
of the English and history Departments collaborate to select 
two to four CA Neustadt Scholars based on submissions 
modeled on and/or connected to the work of the Neustadt/
NSK laureate for that year. The CA Neustadt Scholars attend 
the Neustadt/NSK Festival at the University of Oklahoma, 
their work is published in various journals by Colorado 
Academy and World Literature Today, and they participate in 
workshops with the winning authors and/or jurors.  



Background information on the 2016 Neustadt Award Winner, author Dubravka Ugrešić: 

“A writer with a profound 
understanding of the spiral of artifice 
that is writing, Ugrešić’s work insists 
that literature is never still. She has a 
way with sub-clauses, with 
parentheses: her writing argues with, 
fights against itself.” (Source: “Writing 
in a state of national emergency: On 
Dubravka Ugrešić, http://
www.musicandliterature.org/
features/ ). 

Over the past three decades, Dubravka Ugrešić has established herself as one of Europe’s most 
distinctive novelists and essayists. From her early postmodernist excursions, to her elegiac [a 
mournful quality] reckonings in fiction and the essay with the disintegration of her Yugoslav 
homeland and the fall of the Berlin Wall [in 1989], to her more recent writings on popular and 
literary culture, Ugrešić’s work is marked by a rare combination of irony, polemic, and 
compassion.  

Following degrees in comparative and Russian literature, Ugrešić worked for many years at the 
University of Zagreb’s Institute for the Theory of Literature, successfully pursuing parallel 
careers as both a writer and as a scholar. In 1991, when war broke out in the former Yugoslavia, 
Ugrešić took a firm antiwar stance, critically dissecting retrograde Croatian and Serbian 
nationalism, the stupidity and criminality of war, becoming a target for nationalist journalists, 
politicians, and fellow writers in the process.  

Subjected to prolonged public ostracization and persistent media harassment, she left Croatia in 
1993. In an exile that has in time become emigration, her books have been translated into over 
twenty languages. She has taught at a number of American and European universities, Harvard, 
UCLA, Columbia, and the Free University of Berlin among them. (Source: 
dubravkaugresic.com). 

A note about the essay mode of writing and the use of satire, relative to Dubravka Ugrešić’s 
writing:  

Fortunately World Literature Today executive director Robert Con Davis-Undiano wrote a piece 
titled “Back to the Essay” (2000) in which he ‘desalinates’ and ‘demystifies’ the essay for all 
writers by identifying that the essay is, “… among the great prose documents of the Western 
tradition since the late sixteenth century, many are essays,” and, “…essay writing [is a…wager] 

http://www.musicandliterature.org/features/
http://www.dubravkaugresic.com/


on ‘opportunism,’ adaptability, a willingness to respond to circumstances and invent something 
new.” To prepare to read Ugrešić’s work and to write this assignment, it is important to 
remember that the writing falls under the category of “essay” and the task is to write an essay 
with, as Davis-Undiano calls it: 

• a “wager on ‘opportunism'”  
• a “response to circumstances”, and 
• a need to “create something new”  

These are very helpful points to consider for a number of reasons: 1) secondary school students 
spend a lot of time writing in this mode for their classes; 2) Much of Ugrešić’s work, especially 
from Karaoke Culture, are essays and operate in the European tradition of the essay, just as 
Davis-Undiano describes; and 3) the first writing assignment in this packet calls for writers to 
compose an essay. Students need to be reminded that, “Essays, perhaps unique among literary 
genres, helpfully mirror the culture back to itself in an immediate and powerful way. Hence, the 
hampering of that function – losing the main “current” of the essay – has significant 
implications” (Davis-Undiano). 

Finally, Ugrešić coupled with the essay employs the literary strategy of satire as a type of 
cultural criticism through her essays; therefore, it is important for readers of her work to 
recognize that her pieces do not exist in a cultural vacuum. In his afterword to Dubravka 
Ugrešić’s Karaoke Culture, David Williams goes in-depth about her satirical approach by 
engaging the same in the form of “postcards” about her as a writer and more specifically an 
essayist. Students may find it helpful to read the following excerpts to learn more about her style 
and to gain important context to this mode: 

2. In ‘Karaoke Culture’, the essay that opens and defines this [from the book titled Karaoke 
Culture] collection, Dubravka Ugrešić writes that as a cultural critic (a “dubious guild”) she is, in 
karaoke, ready ‘to see more than just desperate squawking to the backing track of “I Will 
Survive”. As she maintains, ‘karaoke supports less the democratic idea that everyone can have a 
shot if they want one, and more the democratic practice that everyone wants a shot if there’s one 
on offer.’ Mauerpark karaoke celebrates feeling über alles: the worse the performance, the more 
enthusiastic the crowd. One struggles to imagine the skinny Canadian tourist squealing Prince’s 
‘Kiss’ and doing one-armed push-ups in the loneliness of his bedroom, but give him the 
Mauerpark crowd and he’s ready to go. Anonymous and amateur, the Canadian tourist doesn’t 
‘display any artistic pretensions, or any particular concern about authorship.” His creation is 
neither plagiarism or imitation,’ because both terms belong to a different time and a different 
cultural system. 

And… 

6. Ugrešić the essayist has always been a switch hitter. Within collections, and even within 
individual essays, she writes alternately as elegist, diatribalist, satirist, ironist, and on occasion, 
moralist. Her first essay collection was published in 1993, and in the original Croatian was called 



Američki fikcionar (American Fictionary), but the book appeared in English as Have a Nice Day: 
From the Balkan Wars to the American Dream. In response to Ugrešić’s notes on couch potatoes, 
organizers, shrinks, and jogging, a reviewer for The New York Times wrote “judging by this 
book, Ms. Ugrešić saw little of the United States, made few friendships of any depth and 
watched television a lot.” Much got lost in translation with that change of title (Williams). 

In these two postcards from his afterward, Williams [satirically] points out that her essays use 
satire and have high expectations of the reader, in which the reviews from The New York Times’ 
Paul Goldberg clearly did not demonstrate the same understanding. Readers need to be aware of 
Ugrešić’s intellect and how she uses her craft to accomplish more than writing; she attempts to 
“see” and by extension to show the reader more than they knew or thought before reading her 
work. 

Works cited: 
Davis-Undiano, Robert Con. “Back to the Essay: World Literature Today in the Twenty-First  
 Century.” World Literature Today, vol. 74, no. 1, Winter 2000, pp. 1-5. 

Goldberg, Paul. “Phone Calls to Zagreb.” The New York Times. 25 June, 1995. 

Williams, David. “Postcards from Berlin.” Karaoke Culture. Open Letter Publishers, 2011. 



Lesson #1 - writing an essay modeled on the work of Dubravka Ugrešić 

Step #1.1 - Reading and analyzing short stories 

In her collection of short stories Life is a Fairy Tale, Ugrešić operates on “…the poetic 
assumption that literature is mainly dealing with literature and not with reality” (“Writing in a 
state of national emergency: On Dubravka Ugrešić, http://www.musicandliterature.org/features/). 
Read the stories from Karaoke Culture: “My Digital Life”, “Cans of Tuna Fish and the European 
Classics”, and “No Place for Sissies”. Fill out the chart below to help you understand what the 
author is saying about her world at the time and identify specific details from the story that she 
uses to accomplish this:  

“My Digital Life”  
[July 2010]

“Cans of Tuna Fish and the 
European Classics”  

[February 2009]
“No Place for Sissies”  

[April 2009]

Using inference, outline 
possibilities for how life feels for 
Ugrešić at this point; include 
page numbers: 
- 

- 

- 
  

Using inference, outline 
possibilities for how life feels for 
Ugrešić at this point; include 
page numbers: 
- 

- 

- 
  

Using inference, outline 
possibilities for how life feels for 
Ugrešić at this point; include 
page numbers: 
- 

- 

- 
  

Identify three examples of 
metaphor, mood/tone, irony, or 
imagery in the essay and explain 
their significance: 
#1 -  

#2 -  

#3 -  

Identify three examples of 
metaphor, mood/tone, irony, or 
imagery in the essay and explain 
their significance: 
#1 -  

#2 -  

#3 -  

Identify three examples of 
metaphor, mood/tone, irony, or 
imagery in the essay and explain 
their significance: 
#1 -  

#2 -  

#3 -  

Central Theme of the story: Central Theme of the story: Central Theme of the story:

http://www.musicandliterature.org/features/


Step #1.2 - Thinking about your “world” 

Use the box below to brainstorm, free write, draw, outline, or a combination of all of these 
strategies to brainstorm about how you feel right now about the world around you. Get down lots 
of information and be specific: what’s your favorite song right now? show? food? movie? article 
of clothing? what have you read recently that moved you? Look around your home, your “real” 
and “digital” life, or your daily routines and find what is new. Is it really new or are you seeing it 
for the first time right now? The point here is to get down as many details as possible that reflect 
what your tone, mood, and/or sensibilities are right now.  

#  

Next, think about what’s going on in the world that strikes you as particularly challenging or 
positive, harmful or beneficial, dire or hopeful … you get the idea. Write down several specific 
incidents or events that come to your mind and how they make you feel, operating under the 
assumption that feelings can connect what is below the neck [emotions] and what is above the 
neck [cognition]. Try to write about what you do and don’t do in connection to or reaction to the 
ideas you list? 
1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Write, draw, outline, etc., here…



Step #1.3 - time to write! 

Drawing inspiration from the scaffolding above, write an essay in which you SHOW exactly 
what you think about what it is like to live in America right now, today. Consider writing about a 
real event that has happened during your lifetime and one that you know well; or, write about an 
event that you make up. Keep your essay focused; don’t write about EVERYTHING from the 
scaffolding exercises and eschew accidentally using “Chekhov’s Gun”, extraneous detail.  

Things to remember: use clear nous, strong verbs, eschew modifiers where you can, keep your 
tense consistent, avoid passive voice, have a clear beginning and a clear ending. Most of all, have 
fun! In terms of length, format, and style, use Ugrešić’s pieces as a ‘model’. 

“Nostalgia is dangerous because it encourages remembering.” - Dubravka Ugrešić 





















Lesson #2 – rewriting a classic 

Step # 2.1 - Analyzing the story 
The structure of Ugrešić’s story, “Who Am I?”, should be very clear when at the end you read, 
“I’m Alice! Move over a bit. I’m sleepy…” This story is a retelling, a revision of Alice's 
Adventures in Wonderland; on one hand it is very similar and on the other it is not at all the 
same. Using the “T-Chart” below make a list of what is similar and what is different: 

Step #2.2 - More context and examples 
Below is the introduction to a novel by Dubravka Ugrešić, Baba Yaga Laid an Egg. Read it, 
think about and identify specifically what you think she accomplished by revisioning the Russian 
myth by the same name. Without reading the novel, what you need to know is that in her 
retelling she challenges what a myth is, what function it performs, and she forces the reader to 
wonder what is "sacred" about a myth and what happens by rewriting this type of classic. After 
this, you will choose a classic with deep meaning to you, so contemplate while reading the 
following excerpt, and enjoy! 

From the intro to Baba Yaga Laid an Egg -  
 "You don't see them at first.  Then suddenly a random detail snags your attention like a 
stray mouse: an old lady's handbag, a stocking slipping down a leg, bunching up on a bulging 
ankle, crocheted gloves on the hands, a little old-fashioned hat perched on the head, sparse grey 
hair like a blue sheen. The owner of the blue hair moves her head like a mechanical dog and 
smiles wanly… 
 “Yes, at first they are invisible. They move past you, shadow-like, they peck at the air in 
front of them, tap, shuffle along the asphalt, mince in small mouse-like steps, pull a cart behind 

Similarities Differences

What are the similarities and differences between 
“Who Am I?” & Alice's Adventures in Wonderland?



them, clutch as a walker, stand surrounded by a cluster of pointless sack and bags, like a 
deserter from the army still decked out in full war gear. A few of them are still ‘in shape’, 
wearing low-cut summer dress with a flirtatious feather boa flung across the shoulders, in an old 
half-motheaten Astrakhan, her make-up all smeary (who, after all, can apply make-up properly 
while peering though spectacles?!). 
 “They roll by you like heaps of dried apples. They mumble something into their chins, 
conversing with invisible collocutors the way American Indians speak with the spirits.   
            "At first they're invisible.  And then all at once you begin to spot them.  They shuffle 
around the world like armies of elderly angels.  One of them peers into your face.  She glares at 
you, her eyes wide, her gaze a faded blue, and voices her request with a proud and 
condescending tone.  She is asking for your help, she needs to cross the street but she cannot do 
it alone, or needs to clamber up into a tram but her knees have buckled, or needs to find a street 
and house number but she's forgotten her spectacles...You feel a pang of sympathy for the old 
lady, you are moved, you do a good deed, swept by the thrill of gallantry.  It is precisely at this 
moment that you should dig in your heels, resist the siren call, make an effort to lower the 
temperature of your heart.  Remember, their tears do not mean the same thing as yours do. 
 Because if you relent, give in, exchange a few more words, you will be in their thrall.  You will 
slide into a world that you had no intention of entering, because your time has not yet come, your 
hour, for God's sake, has not come." 

Step #2.3 - Time to rewrite a classic 

In this writing assignment, you need to choose a ‘classic’ myth, fairy tale, urban legend, or even 
a piece of literature, broadly understood, that you know well and rewrite it. The more experience 
you have with it, the better. Search your experience to rewrite your ‘classic’. Have fun with it; 
make this therapeutic, cathartic, humorous, serious, light. Play with the tone, play with the 
images, try different word choices. It is important to keep in mind that well-crafted, “random 
details… [that] snag[s] your attention…” For this piece you will need to be brief, be specific, go 
deep into the details without making your writing sound too much like writing. An important 
note about this assignment: rewriting a classic is not plagiarism as long as you acknowledge and 
make clear where you get the idea; to avoid any idea of plagiarism make sure to change details, 
characters, settings, etc. 




















