
           
Department of Languages, 
Literatures and Cultures 

Russian Studies 
 

Credits:   3 
Prerequisites: A 200-level course in Russian literature or culture, or literature or culture in the European 
or Asian traditions. 
This course will be conducted in English. 

Calendar description:  
From  Zamiatin’s  We (1921), and Dostoevskii’s “Grand Inquisitor” (1880), an examination of the Russian 
creation of and imprint on the utopian/dystopian genre.  From prototypes in Russian romanticism and 
folklore, to dissident masterpieces of the Stalinist era, to sci-fi as rediscovered in the post-Soviet 
experience. Literature, film and beyond. 

Course objectives:  Upon completion of this course you should feel confident in your ability to --  
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• articulate and defend your own evolving response to and interpretation of the core assumptions of 
utopian fiction in the Russian context and beyond  

• appreciate utopian fiction as a literary genre, its range of plot components, variations and themes 
• accept (or reject!) genre not as a straightjacket but as a test case and sounding board across 

generations 
• recognise literary utopia as a challenge to the status of literature in general and the truth values of 

language itself team 

Instructional Method 
Remote learning is new to most, if not all of us.  While I look forward to and aim to incorporate your 
suggestions and your feedback, here’s the baseline we will be working from.  

As you will see from the Target Term Schedule at the end of this syllabus, our course is divided into 
modules corresponding to the content headings on MyCourses.  Each module will include readings from 
the required text(s), as well as a Reading Guide and required background reading for that author or text.  
(There are also some optional extras, some for the enthusiast, some just for fun.) Each will also feature a 
required voice-over powerpoint (aka slideshow) or other form of lecture replacement.  You are asked to 
prepare (read, watch or listen to) the required materials before the zoom class meeting for a particular 
date.  We will then be able to devote our zoom class meetings to my overview and summary of the 
highlights of the topic at hand, your questions, close reading exercises, small-group and full-class 
discussions (using the chat function) and the like.   

Questions on the Reading Guides are intended to provide food for thought and stimulate class discussion; 
you should choose one question (the one that most piques your interest or sparks your protest) or devise 
one of your own choosing and prepare a brief oral reflection to share, if called upon, in class.  In order to 
promote the habit of close reading, your reflection (or your question) should be supported by a specific 
passage and/or motif, plot detail or twist, or reference to a period theme. If you do not have time to 
present your reflection during our class meeting, you can turn it into the basis of a discussion post.  

Remote Learning Resources 

MyCourses: All students registered in this course have automatic access to its online site on the 
MyCourses platform.  The general address is  http://www.mcgill.ca/mycourses.  Here is where you will 
find instructions for getting on board:  https://www.mcgill.ca/mycourses/tips-students. 

MyCourses will be our hub for assignments, discussions, course materials (under Content), quizzes, 
announcements, emails and general course information – for everything you need to access on your own 
time.  Please familiarise yourself with these basic functions on our site.   

Zoom: We’ll be holding online meetings  via Zoom, also accessible on our MyCourses site.   Here’s what *

you will need to do before the start of classes: 
• create a basic account by clicking on the following link: https://mcgill.zoom.us/ You must sign in 

with your McGill username/password.  
• read this article on getting started. If the link does not work, go to: https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/

articles/201362033-Getting-Started-on-Windows-and-Mac 
• you can also check out the McGill-specific tips and guidelines at https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/

remote-learning-resources 

 If you are unable to attend a Zoom meeting in real time, recorded voice-over powerpoints are available on *

MyCourses in the Content modules on specific topics.  Transcripts of the chats held in real-time meetings and other 
records will also be made available.  I anticipate that we will use most of the hour and twenty minutes allotted on 
our course schedule for Zoom meetings at the beginning of the term.  This might drop off as we get into an 
established rhythm.

http://www.mcgill.ca/mycourses
https://www.mcgill.ca/mycourses/tips-students
https://mcgill.zoom.us/
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/201362033-Getting-Started-on-Windows-and-Mac
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/201362033-Getting-Started-on-Windows-and-Mac
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/201362033-Getting-Started-on-Windows-and-Mac
https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/remote-learning-resources
https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/remote-learning-resources


• please note: if for technical reasons (insufficient bandwidth, lack of a microphone or built-in camera) 
you cannot participate in an online discussion on Zoom, you can always use the chat function to raise 
a question during our online meetings. Please let me know if you have any concerns in this area.   

• the above applies as well to those of you have privacy concerns 

Zoom etiquette:   
• only use your official McGill Zoom with your full name.  
• upon entering, please write in the chat saying “here” or “present” or even just “hi” so I have a record 

of everyone who is there (I do not record the meetings, but I do keep the chats).  
• if you so choose, you do not need to use your camera over Zoom.  
• please turn your microphone off when you are not speaking. 
• please use the wave hand signal or the chat to alert me that you have a question or want to make a 

comment. I will call on you.  
• if you do not have a microphone, feel free to use the chat function to engage with the Zoom 

conversation. I will happily include chats into the broader discussion. In order to do so I might ask for 
student volunteers to monitor the chat window and keep me on track. 

• I will not record class time to ensure the privacy of all students, and I do not consent to having the 
class recorded. Zoom discussions are live events and are meant to be ephemeral.  

Important Note: I recognize that a full semester online will be a new experience for everyone, so I 
expect a certain number of difficulties/technical issues/glitches/errors. Not everything will go right every 
time, and as far as possible, I will make every effort to ensure that the learning experience works for 
everyone. If you are having persistent issues, or if you have particular concerns, please do not hesitate to 
contact me. We are all in this situation together, and if we will all work together, I am confident we can 
make the experience intellectually stimulating and rewarding.  

Required texts 
• Course pack under this course number and title. 
• Alexander Bogdanov, Red Star: The First Bolshevik Utopia, trans. Charles Rougle. Bloomington: 

Indiana UP, 1984.  Also available as an eBook  https://www.ebooks.com/en-ca/book/209521725/red-
star/alexander-bogdanov/?_c=1 

• Tatyana Tolstaya, The Slynx, trans. Jamey Gambrell. New York: New York Review of Books, 2003. 
 Also available as an eBook at https://www.kobo.com/us/en/ebook/the-slynx 

• Vladimir Sorokin, Day of the Oprichnik, trans. Jamey Gambrell. New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2011.  Also available as an eBook at https://www.ebooks.com/en-ca/book/654448/day-of-the-
oprichnik/vladimir-sorokin/?_c=1 

• Kindle editions of Red Star, Slynx and Day of the Oprichnik are also available on Amazon.ca. 
• Online texts to be downloaded from the MyCourses site for this course. 

You can order the books and course pack online from the LeJames bookstore at https://lejames.ca/
textbooks. Course packs are available only in digital format. Print copies can be picked up at the 
bookstore (https://lejames.ca/find-us) or shipped to you (https://lejames.ca/shipping-information).  

Grade Percentages

A 100% - 85%

A- 84% - 80%

B+ 79% - 75%

B 74% - 70%

https://www.ebooks.com/en-ca/book/209521725/red-star/alexander-bogdanov/?_c=1
https://www.ebooks.com/en-ca/book/209521725/red-star/alexander-bogdanov/?_c=1
https://www.kobo.com/us/en/ebook/the-slynx
https://www.ebooks.com/en-ca/book/654448/day-of-the-oprichnik/vladimir-sorokin/?_c=1
https://www.ebooks.com/en-ca/book/654448/day-of-the-oprichnik/vladimir-sorokin/?_c=1
https://lejames.ca/textbooks
https://lejames.ca/textbooks
https://lejames.ca/find-us
https://lejames.ca/shipping-information


Evaluation scheme (see descriptions by category below) 

Due dates are indicated in the Target Term Schedule at the end of this outline.  A topics menu, 
including guidelines and evaluation criteria (rubrics) will be posted for each assignment in the 
General Course Information folder on our MyCourses site. You are welcome to pursue a topic of 
your own choosing, provided you consult with me at least one week in advance of the due date, 
so that I can help you shape your choice to fit in with the course objectives and required word 
count. 
Workshops / discussion prompts: (2x 150-200 words).   For these exercises the class will be divided 
into two halves. Those with surnames beginning in A-L, and those with surnames beginning in M-Z.  
Each of you will be asked to contribute one discussion prompt to one workshop om the relevant forum on 
the Discussion Board on MyCourses.  In the other workshop, you will be required to participate in the 
discussion of all prompts either in real-time chat in Zoom or by posting in the relevant forum on the 
Discussion Board. The two halves of the class will switch roles from prompt to discussion from one 
workshop to the next.  Each prompt and workshop will focus on specific passages in or thematic / 
historical aspects of a required text.  Choose your passage or aspect with a view to looking more closely 
at its assumptions, its impact, its various interpretations, or its paradoxes and internal contradictions. Ask 
questions such as:  how does this passage or aspect shape or challenge your understanding of utopia; what 
if any solutions does it suggest; what if any further problems does it raise; why in your opinion does it 
deserve our close attention?  Guidelines and evaluation criteria will be posted on MyCourses; your 
discussion prompts will not.    

Required postings:  (2x 300-400 words).   The options are: (1) a close application of the theoretical 
concepts and contexts to one of the major texts discussed in class; (2) tracing a single concept or context 
across three, at most four texts discussed in class. In this assignment, you may, if appropriate, draw 
parallels and contrasts with other texts outside our required readings. These posts will be moderated – i.e. 
subject to my feedback and approval before release to the class as a whole. Each posting is worth 10% of 
your final mark. Evaluation criteria, to be posted in the General Course Information Module of our 
MyCourses site, will include the depth, specificity and relevance of comments.  Please feel free to consult 
me for advice! 

B- 69% - 65%

C+ 65% - 60%

D 54% - 50%

F 49% - 0%

Workshops 10%

Discussion posts 20%

Discussion responses 05%

Team presentation 30%

Summary exercise: 10%

Final paper (take-home exam) 25%

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  



Discussion response: (150-250 words).  One moderated response to one posting by a fellow student on 
the Discussion Board.  Evaluation criteria as above.  Netiquette rules and guidelines will be posted in the 
General Course Information Module. 
 
Team presentation and written follow-up: (20 minutes / 1600 words).  Team sizes, time and word limits 
to be finalised after the Drop/Add period.  Team recruitment procedures, components, deadlines and 
evaluation criteria for this multi-stage assignment are set out in detail on the topic menu and guidelines 
for this assignment. The aim here is to build on our class discussions, comparing our course texts and/or 
applying our course concepts to other texts in the Russian tradition or outside it (particularly welcome!). 
You may also look at works in other media (film, film adaptations, graphic novels, and the like.) You are 
more than welcome to propose a topic of your own choosing, but you must consult with me in advance to 
make sure your topic fits in with the course parameters and the required word count.  A written follow-up 
is due one week after receipt of feedback from me, the instructor.  

Team projects will be handled through the Bongo platform.  Here’s a URL to introduce you to how they 
function on our MyCourses site:   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6W0TzFK3Dcs 

Summary exercise: (350 words to be posted or powerpoint, maximum 10 slides). A final look back on 
the key concepts and themes as demonstrated or challenged by our required texts, in-class discussions and 
student presentations. The exercise is intended to serve as a building block for the Final Paper. 

Final paper (Take-home exam):  (due date to be set by the University exam scheduling office; 7-10 
pages Times New Roman 12-point font, double-spaced, 1750 – 2500 words). Your chance to critically 
review the term’s work – readings, class discussions and, where relevant, presentations and postings by 
your fellow classmates. Suggested topics, to be posted in advance, will be based on our course’s core 
(primary) texts. No new research is required.   

        

Target Term Schedule  1

Module Date Topic / Reading  (prepare before class) Assignments

[First meeting] Th 03.09
Course set up: working with MyCourses 
and Zoom 
Course structure, goals and overview

Submit questionnaire (in the 
General Course Information 
folder on MyCourses) 

1. Introduction T   08.09 
Th 10.09

Morson, “Utopia as a Literary Genre” [1] 
Orwell, “The Principles of Newspeak” [2] 
Orwell, “Politics and the English 
Language” 

2. Legend, 
allegory

T  15.09
Legend of Kitezh (instructor’s 
presentation) 
Plato, “Allegory of the Cave” [3]

Post your team project proposal 

Th 17.09 
T   22.09 Chaianov, Peasant Utopia [4]

Students with surnames from A-L 
must post discussion prompts for 
Workshop № 1 Fr 18.09

 Numbers in square brackets refer to the texts to be found in the Course Pack. Titles without numbers in square 1

brackets refer either to books under separate cover OR course Materials to prepare before class are found in the 
relevant module on MyCourses.  Note also that you are also asked to read/listen to the powerpoints (slideshows) 
before class in each relevant module.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6W0TzFK3Dcs


3. Russian 19th 
century

Th 24.09 Workshop № 1  
Chernyshevsky, “Preface” [5]

T  29.09

Chernyshevsky, “Vera Pavlovna’s Fourth 
Dream” [6] 
Pelevin, “Vera Pavlovna’s Ninth 
Dream” [7]

Discussion board № 1 opens on 
MyCourses

4. Architecture of 
the New World 

Th 01.10

Punin, « Monument to the Third 
International”  
Gloveli, “Bogdanov as Scientist and 
Utopian”

Submit team project outline

T  06.10 Bogdanov, Red Star, Parts I and II

Th 08.10 Bogdanov, Red Star, Parts III and IV Discussion board № 1 closes

5. Dystopia

T  13.10 Zamiatin, We Records 1-10 [9]

Th 15.10 Zamiatin, We  Records 11-25

T  20.10 Zamiatin, We Records 26-40 
Dostoevsky, “Grand Inquisitor” [10]

Students with surnames from M-
Z must submit discussion 
prompts for Workshop № 2 by W 
21.10 

6. Meta-utopia 

Th 22.10 Workshop № 2 
Platonov, Chevengur pp. 1-64 Discussion board № 2 opens

T  27.10 
Th 29.10 
T   03.11

Chevengur pp. 64-120 
Chevengur pp. 121-241 
Chevengur pp. 242-351

Th 05.11 
T  10.11  Team project presentation 

7. Post-Soviet 
returns

Th 12.11 Tolstaya, Slynx pp. xx-115

T   17.11 Slynx pp. 115-217 Discussion board № 2 closes

Th 19.11 Slynx pp. 218-299 Finalise choice for summary 
exercise by Sa 21.11

T   24.11 
Th 26.11 Sorokin, Oprichnik Post summary exercise on the 

Discussion board by Sa 28.11

T   01.12 Summary exercise – in-class discussion


