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SERIES B: The Soviet Experiment: Russia’s Tumultuous 20th Century 

 

Fridays, 10:00 – 11:45 am, January 18 to March 29, 2019 
No class February 22, 2019 for Reading Week 

 

Innis College, Town Hall 
 
 

Lecturer:  
Recently awarded an Excellence in Teaching Award from the University of Toronto School of 
Continuing Studies, Dr. Julia Zarankin holds a PhD in Comparative Literature from Princeton 
University. Julia has a fascination with all things Russian and was a featured guest on the Michael 
Enright’s Sunday Edition on CBC. She enjoys teaching lifelong learners in venues across the GTA, 
including Hot Docs Curious Minds, George Brown Seniors and the Royal Conservatory. Julia also 
leads tours to Russia and the Caucasus with Worldwide Quest.  
 

 

Overview:  
From the Bolshevik wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ tǳǘƛƴΣ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлth and early 21st centuries has 
been nothing short of tumultuous. As the 20th century began, St. Petersburg was the capital of 
the Russian Empire. Within a few decades, Moscow had become the capital of the Soviet Union, 
with St. Petersburg renamed Leningrad; by the end of the century, the Soviet Union had 
crumbled, Leningrad transformed back into St. Petersburg, and Moscow became capital of the 
Russian Federation, with a new, modern-day dictator at its helm. We will explore how this head-
spinning historical trajectory plays out in Russia by focusing on the evolution of Russian culture ς 
including art, music, literature, film, architecture ς from Soviet to post-Soviet times. This course 
will examine the Soviet experiment ς both cultural and political ς in order to help us make sense 
ƻŦ tǳǘƛƴΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-political climate in present-day Russia.  
 
 
1. January 18: Twilight of Empire: Russian culture at the turn of the 20th century 
Cultural splendor in Russia comes hand in hand with imperial decay. Avant-garde movements 
and early revolutionary impulses in 1905.  
 
2. January 25: Revolutionary Energy 
Russia had two revolutions in 1917. The end of the Romanov dynasty and the rise of Lenin and 
the Bolsheviks. How Russian modern artists, poets, writers, theater directors embraced the spirit 
of the Revolution. 
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3. February 1: Bolshevism and Civil War  
Bolshevik dreams and ideals. The rise of proletarian culture and the establishment of a dictatorial 
regime. The New Economic Policy (NEP) and how the Bolsheviks respond to Civil War. 
devastation and crippling famine.  
 

4. February 8: Visions of Utopia and Homo Sovieticus 
The formation of the Soviet Union after the death of Lenin, the rise of Stalinism and the Socialist 
Realism doctrine for the arts. The emergence of a new cultural icon: the invincible Homo 
Sovieticus. Five year plans, forced industrialization, collectivization. Petrograd renamed 
Leningrad. .ŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ {ǘŀƭƛƴΩǎ Ŏǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ 
 
5. February 15: ά[ƛŦŜ Ƙŀǎ .ŜŎƻƳŜ aƻǊŜ Wƻȅƻǳǎ”: Stalinism in Russia  
Terror, the gulag, the purges and the barbaric 1938 show trials of the former Bolsheviks. In the 
midst of Stalinist purges and the terror, musical comedies thrive in the Soviet Union. Propaganda 
and the creation of an entertainment industry. Dmitri Shostakovich. 
 

No class February 22, 2019 for Reading Week 
 

6. March 1: From the Great Patriotic War to the Death of Stalin 
The Leningrad blockade. Rebuilding the Soviet Union after the war. Heroes and villains, myths 
and realities. Anna Akhmatova, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. 
 
7. March 8: The Thaw and De-Stalinization 
KhrushchevΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ ŜǊŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ {ǘŀƭƛƴƛǎƳΣ and a brief period of reprieve. Conquering 
ǎǇŀŎŜΥ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻǎƳƻƴŀǳǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΦ WƻǎŜǇƘ .ǊƻŘǎƪȅΩǎ ǘǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǎΦ  
 
8. March 15: Stagnation and the Ruins of Utopia 
Living in the sham tƘŀǘ ƛǎ .ǊŜȊƘƴŜǾΩǎ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ¦ƴƛƻƴΦ hƭȅƳǇƛŎǎ ƛƴ мфулΦ Maintaining a façade amidst 
the disintegration of Soviet ideology. 
 
9. March 22: Glasnost, Perestroika, and the End of the USSR 
Moving toward a new order. Opening up toward the west, dismantling communism, GorbachevΩǎ 
reforms, Yeltsin, and the 1993 coup. Leningrad becomes St. Petersburg again. 
 
10. March 29: Beyond Communism 
Putin’s Russia and his new cult of personality. Russian nationalism and rewriting of its Communist 
past. Corruption. Post-Soviet art and literature. Where is Russia headed now? What does it mean 
to live in Putin’s Russia today?  
 


