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RUSS 382: Introduction to Russian Opera 
T/Th 10:05-11:25 

855 Sherbrooke Street West, LEA 210 
 

Dr. Adalyat Issiyeva 
688 Sherbrooke, # 347 

Adalyat.issiyeva@mcgill.ca 
Office Hours: Thursdays 12:00–13:00 

 
Course Objectives 
This course is an introduction to Russian opera that assumes no prior background in music or 
Russian culture. By placing this emerging tradition in the broader context of Russian culture as 
well as in the context of European opera trends, we will explore questions of national identity 
and the relationship between music, literature, and ideological and political concerns in the 19th 
and 20th centuries.  The outside of class work will be composed of extensive watching and 
listening to opera along with targeted readings to provide context and analysis.  The goal is to 
create an understanding of how the Russian opera tradition emerged and evolved over the course 
of the 19th and the first half of the 20th centuries and to trace its relationship to cultural and 
political trends.    
 
Structure of the Course and Course Policies 

• Class time will be a mixture of lecture, discussion, and film/audio. 
• Given the type of participation that is expected, and out of respect for your fellow 

students, laptops, iPads, and other mobile computing and communication devices will not 
be permitted.  If you have special circumstances requiring you to use one of these 
devices, you must speak to me about it in my office hours. 

• I am available and always happy to see you in my scheduled office hours, or by 
appointment if you have a conflict that does not allow you to come at those times.  I can 
also be reached by email.   

• No late assignments will be accepted without prior written consent.  If you feel you may 
need an extension, please speak to me well in advance of the deadline.   

 
Assignments/Evaluations 

• Quizzes: there will be a series of small quizzes that cover the material discussed in class 
as well as in the readings and in the watching/listening assignments. 

• Discussion prompts: after each opera screening, you will be required to write a one 
paragraph response that poses some question or makes an argument about the opera we 
have watched.  The point of these responses is to facilitate our discussion, so they must 
be posted on our myCourses page by 10:00pm the night before our next class.  Please 
also bring a hard-copy of your prompt to class.  Satisfactory prompts will receive a ✓, 
exceptional ones ✓+. 

• Adaptation Assignment: read Pushkin’s “Queen of Spades” and write your own 
scenario for an opera based on it (details to follow). 

• Take-home Exam: at the end of the course you will write a longer analytical essay (7–10 
double-spaced pages) in which you will employ theoretical tools acquired in the course. 
For this essay, you have two options: 1. you can analyze one of the works from the 
syllabus from a different angle, so you do not merely repeat or summarize our class 
discussion; 2. you can choose a work that is not a part of the syllabus (see me for 
suggestions as to relevant works). Please discuss your topic with me before you start 
working on the paper. I will schedule meetings to discuss final paper on the second week 
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of March. Evaluation criteria will include structure, clarity, and persuasiveness of the 
argument; observance of formatting formalities and originality. Use at least 3 secondary 
sources on the work/theme you will be analyzing. 

• Extra Credit: Attend one of the Met Opera Live in HD performances or a performance 
at Opéra de Montréal or McGill Opera (or any other live opera performance) and write 
half a page about your impressions of the opera and how it related to something we’ve 
been learning in class.  Ticket stub should be stapled to your response. 

Grade Breakdown 
• Attendance and participation: 10% 
• Quizzes: 30% 
• Discussion prompts: 30% 
• Adaptation assignment: 15% 
• Take home exam: 15% 

 
Reading 
The only text for this course is the course packet, available at the McGill Bookstore. There may 
be occasional additional readings posted on myCourses. 
 
Listening 
The music we are discussing in class is available through our myCourses page.  I encourage you 
to listen as much as possible, as this is the only way to truly become familiar with the sound of 
Russian folk music, church music, romances, and the styles of the various composers we will be 
studying. 
 
Watching Assignments: to be screened outside of class* 

• Ruslan and Lyudmila (Glinka, 1842) 
• Boris Godunov (Musorgsky, 1872) 
• Prince Igor (Borodin, unfinished) 
• Eugene Onegin (Tchaikovsky, 1879) 
• The Queen of Spades (Tchaikovsky, 1890) 
• The Nose (Shostakovich, 1929) 
• Lady Macbeth (Shostakovich, 1932) 

 
* All opera screenings will take place on at 5:30pm in Sherbrooke 688, room TBA (dates are 

listed below in weekly schedule). Watching these operas is required.  You are strongly 
encouraged to attend the screenings, but if you have a serious time conflict, copies of the DVDs 
will be put on reserve in the music library.  You will still be responsible for watching the entire 
operas and writing a discussion prompt in time for the next class. 

 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the 
meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code 
of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ for 
more information). 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 
 

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
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WEEKLY SCHEDULE  
January 5: Course Introduction 
 
Week 1 
January 10 and 12: Intro to Opera 

• Reading: Grout, Short History of Opera (Introduction: 1-6); Matthews, “The Conventions 
of the Music-Drama” + look over the glossary of opera terms at the start of the Course 
Pack 

Week 2  
January 17: Russia’s quest for national identity in the 19th century 

• Read: Jahn, “‘Us’: Russians on Russianness”; Chaadaev, “Philosophical Letter to a 
Lady”  

January 19: Music and national identity in Russia 
• Read: Taruskin, “Nationalism”; Frolova-Walker, “Music of the Soul?”; Reeder, Russian 

Folksong Lyrics 
Week 3 
January 24: Glinka’s operas, A Life for the Tsar (1836) 

• Reading: Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism (74-91); Campbell, Russians 
on Russian Music: Odoevsky (1-3), Neverov (4-8), Odoevsky (28-37), F. M. Tolstoy (53-
55)  

January 26: Class canceled 
Week 4 
January 31: Intro to Ruslan and Liudmila  

• Reading: Russians on Russian Music: Tchaikovsky (134-137) 
MONDAY (Jan. 30) Screening of Ruslan and Lyudmila (Glinka, 1842) 

February 2: Discussion of Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842)  
• QUIZ 1 

Week 5 
February 7: Introduction to the Kuchka and the warring factions in the Russian musical world 

• Reading: Emerson, Boris Godunov: Transpositions of a Russian Theme (“Russian Music 
in the Reform Decade,” 155-157); Ridenour, Nationalism, Modernism, and Personal 
Rivalry (65-85); Taruskin, Musorgsky (“What is a Kuchka,” xxxiii-xxxiv) 

• MONDAY (Feb. 06) Screening of Boris Godunov (Musorgsky, 1872) 
February 9: Musical Realism 

• Reading: Emerson, Boris Godunov (“From Pushkin to Gogol,” 159-162); Taruskin, 
Musorgsky (71-74, 80-83); Taruskin, Opera and Drama in Russia (263-272) 

Week 6 
February 14: Intro to Musorgsky and Boris 

• Reading: Emerson and Oldani, Modest Musorgsky & Boris Godunov (3-11, 23-34), 
Emerson, Boris Godunov (“The Boris Tale as Libretto,” 170-175), Taruskin, Musorgsky 
(123-130) 

February 16: Discussion of Boris Godunov 
• THURSDAY Screening of Prince Igor (Borodin, unfinished) 

Week 7 
February 21: Orientalism and Borodin’s Prince Igor (begun 1868) 

• Reading: synopsis of Prince Igor; Abraham, “Prince Igor: An Experiment in Lyrical 
Opera”; New Grove Online article on Prince Igor 

February 23: Discussion of Prince Igor 
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BREAK WEEK 
 
Week 8 
March 7: Adaptation  

• Reading: Emerson, Boris Godunov (“The Translatability of Narrative,” 3-11), Pushkin’s 
“Queen of Spades” 

March 9: Discussion 
QUIZ 2  
THURSDAY Screening of Eugene Onegin (Tchaikovsky, 1879) 

Week 9 
March 14: Intro to Tchaikovsky and Onegin 

• Reading: Taruskin, “Chaikovsky and the Literary Folk: A Study in Misplaced Derision”; 
Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically (“Chaikovsky and the Ghetto”)  

March 16: Discussion of Eugene Onegin and the problem of adaptation 
• Reading: Russians on Russian Music: Laroche (245-248) 

ADAPTATION ASSIGNMENT DUE AT START OF CLASS  
THURSDAY Screening of The Queen of Spades (Tchaikovsky, 1890) 

Week 10 
March 21: Symbolist opera and The Queen of Spades 

• Reading: Taruskin, “Another World: Why The Queen of Spades is the Greatest Symbolist 
Opera”  

March 23: Discussion of The Queen of Spades 
THURSDAY Screening of The Nose (Shostakovich, 1929) 

Week 11    
March 29: Modernist opera 

• Reading: Gogol, “The Nose”; Tumanov, “Correspondence of Literary Text and Musical 
Phraseology”; Zhitomirsky, “The Nose” 
  

March 31: Discussion of The Nose 
THURSDAY Screening of Lady Macbeth (Shostakovich, 1932) 

Week 12 
April 4: The power of music to shape our impressions 

•  Reading: Leskov, “Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District”; Shostakovich, “A Tragedy-
Satire”; Taruskin, “The Opera and the Dictator”; “Muddle Instead of Music”  

April 6: Discussion of Lady Macbeth  
• QUIZ 3 

     
 


