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BALL STATE UNIVERSITY
Department of History
 Online Spring Semester 2026                       
 
 
COURSE NUMBER: 235
 
TITLE: Historical Topics in Film: "Russia and America: From Stalin to Putin"
 
CREDIT HOURS: 3
 
INSTRUCTOR: Dr. Sergei Zhuk
OFFICE: Burkhardt Building 208
OFFICE HOURS: Tuesday 12:00 pm - 2:00 pm and by appointment 
OFFICE TELEPHONE: 765-285-8735
HISTORY DEPARTMENT TELEPHONE: 765-285-8700
E-MAIL: sizhuk@bsu.edu
 
PREREQUISITES: None
 CO-REQUISITES: None
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION:
Concentrating on the cinematic Cold War (1945-1991), this course is about cinematic interpretations of the historical past and present by American and Soviet/Russian film makers, since early Hollywood and Sergei Eisenstein collaboration, a gradual Americanization of Soviet film and television production to Putin's authoritarian challenge to American cultural influences.


COURSE RATIONALE:
Concentrating on the cinematic Cold War, it surveys cinematic interpretations of the historical past and present by American and Soviet/Russian film makers from the times of the Russian Revolution in 1917 to the present.

COURSE OBJECTIVES:
The main goal of this course is to introduce students to the main problems of American-Soviet (Russian) cultural dialogue and US-Russian comparative history through the lens of films. 
The course proceeds both chronologically and thematically. It is divided in six main sections: 
1) Early Hollywood and Stalinist Modernization, 1917-1939; 
2) WWII and American “Trophy” Films, 1939-1953; 
3) Khrushchev and Opening the Soviet Regime to American Influences, 1953-1964; 
4) Brezhnev’s Détente, Soviet Consumerism and Cinematic Cold War, 1964-1984; 
5) Gorbachev and Collapse of Communism, 1984-1991; 
6) From Gorbachev to Putin: Post-Soviet Developments and American Reactions

TEXTS:
Required Books [All of them on the BSU Library reserve]: 
Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture: Entertainment and Society since 1900 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992)
Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, Cinematic Cold War: The American and Soviet Struggle for Hearts and Minds (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2010)
Required Book for Reviewing [All of them on the BSU Library reserve] (you choose one):
Sergei I. Zhuk, Rock and Roll in the Rocket City: The West, Identity, and Ideology in Soviet Dniepropetrovsk, 1960-1985 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press & Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2010 [Paperback edition: 2017])
Sergei I. Zhuk, Soviet Americana: The Cultural History of Russian and Ukrainian Americanists (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2018) [paperback edition: London and New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019]

 ONLINE RESOURCES:  All the films in the syllabus are located at BSU Library collection
 

SOFTWARE:  (Any software which may be needed for the course, such as Microsoft Office)

 

COURSE POLICIES:
Participation and Timeliness:
Your regular participation and timeliness are important to your academic success.  
As this is an online course, it is up to every student to stay on track and not fall behind.  You must be self-motivated and disciplined to meet all due dates.  Developing a routine is essential.
All assignments are expected to be submitted by a specific time and date.  Assignments submitted late may be subject to a reduction in points, or no points at all.

Students with Disabilities:   Some elements of this course may not be accessible to persons with some types of disabilities.  If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact Ball State’s Disabled Student Development (DSD) office.  DSD coordinates services for students with disabilities. Documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided.  Disabled Student Development can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu.  Further online information for students may be found at the BSU Disabled Student Development web page.

Communication:
Questions of a personal nature, such as questions about your grade or anything personal intended for the instructor, please use your BSU email.  The instructor will typically respond to messages within 48 hours of receiving them.

Academic Integrity: Students are expected to adhere to University guidelines as presented in the Code of Student Rights and Responsibilities as outlined in the student handbook.


TECHNICAL INFORMATION:
Become familiar with the class interface before the semester begins and seek help if necessary.  BSU provides resources to help you.  A lack of Blackboard knowledge is not an acceptable excuse for late or incomplete work.

Technical Equipment:
In order for you to be successful in this type of course (e.g. online delivery, distance education), you will need the technology listed in the “Technology for Online and Distance Education Students.”

Technical Assistance:
If you have technical questions, you can contact Ball State's Help Desk. In addition, the Help Desk staff has put together many how-to video clips in its Tech Clips section that can guide you through many of the most common questions.  The helpdesk can be contacted at:  1765-285-1517 or email at helpdesk@bsu.edu.


INTENDED LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students will be able to: comprehend and analyze the role of visual media in the major political, cultural, social and ideological developments in Soviet and post-Soviet history and their influences on US history and diplomacy, understand political geography of Soviet geo-political space, write film/book reviews and analytical historical essays.
Overall, the major goal of this course is educating students so that they will be historically literate.  To achieve this goal, it will combine an emphasis on student acquisition and mastery of historical knowledge and an understanding of historical thinking and methodology. 


Another learning outcome will be developing cognitive skills such as:
1. accurately observe (read) and reconstruct (write) elements of history to develop new ideas and demonstrate analytical skills.
2. describe or explain how theory or context influences the use of elements of history to generate new information or insights. 
3. use diverse ways to experience historical works (e.g. primary and secondary sources) and ability to express themselves effectively in writing.


COURSE GRADING:

Participation in film discussions								30%
Film review											10%
Book review											20%
Analytical essay										20%	         
Final exam                                 								20%
Total:          					   					    	100 %
  GRADING SCALE:
A :	100-96%
A-:	95-91%
B+:	90-86%
B :	85-81%
B-:	80-76%
C+:	75-71%
C :	70-60%
C-:	59-50%
D+:	49-41%
D :	40-31%
D-:	30-16%
      F :	      15-0%
 
GRADING POLICIES:
Students' grades will be based on five components: 
1. Participation in film discussions.  At the end of each week of classes students post their short discussions, using their readings about films they watched. 
2. Film review. Students must write a film review (2-4 pages, double-spaced, 12-pt. font 1000 words in length). They should find a review or scholarly article about the film beforehand and turn in a copy of that review with their own review of the film. Students must not summarize the plot of the film. They have to address issues of historical significance raised by the film. Students should use specific evidence from the film to elaborate and clarify historical meaning. Students should consider the following questions: As a historical source, what can the film tell us about Soviet society and attitudes during the period in which it was produced? What if anything can you say about the director’s political perspective? Does the film itself have an explicit (or hidden) political message? How does the film portray Russian life (or history)? How does the review asses the film? What points if any does the reviewer criticize? On issues of contention who do you agree with, the director of the film or the reviewer, and why? What if anything is the film’s lasting historical significance?
3. Book review. Students must write an analytical (6-10 pages double-spaced, 12-pt. font 2000 words in length) review of the book recommended for reviewing. They should find a review or scholarly article about the book beforehand and turn in a copy of that review with their own review of the book. Students should summarize the main points of the author’s thesis and assess the strengths and weaknesses of the book. Students should consider the following questions: What is the author’s thesis? What sources/evidence does the author rely on? How convincing does the author’s interpretation of these sources and the book’s overall argument? How does the review assess the book? What points if any does the reviewer criticize? On issues of contention who do you agree with, the author of the book or the reviewer, and why? 
4. Short analytical essay. All students will have also an additional assignment: a research paper (10-15 double spaced pages [12 size fonts] for undergraduate students on a history of the cultural Cold War between the Soviet Union and the USA. This paper must be properly cited, using footnotes and bibliographies. Students must refer to the Chicago Manual of Style for proper citation form. If students fail to correctly identify sources, they risk committing plagiarism. Willful or unintentional plagiarism will result in failure of this paper and possible failure of the course.
The main idea of this essay is to show how you understand the interactions between the politics of the Cold War and popular culture (mainly, feature films). You need to analyze how the Cold War popular culture reflected the US-Russia (Soviet) relations.

1) I would recommend to begin with time frame and topic in Cold War diplomacy: Berlin Crisis, Korean War, Vietnam War, spy games, Olympic Games, sports (hockey, etc.), disco culture;
2) Select appropriate material from your readings;
3) Select the movies (e.g., Rocky IV about sports, James Bond's films about spies, etc.);
4) Try to put your thoughts in writing, dividing your material in 3-4 small chapters;
5) Make a conclusion and put bibliography/filmography at the end.
By the end of the first month of classes each student has to discuss a topic of this paper with me. By the end of the second month of classes each student has to discuss a bibliography and draft of the term paper with me.
5. Final Exams. This exam will consist of six essay questions, which students select from the list of fifteen questions.
Grades are private and available only on Canvas.  Communication with the instructor of a confidential nature is to be conducted via your BSU email.

COURSE OUTLINE AND SCHEDULE:
	Unit/Module/etc.
	Topic
	Activities
	Discussions

	1 /Week 1
January 5
	Introduction to the Course
	Popular Culture and Films. Charlie Chaplin, Early Hollywood and its influence on the Russian screen (reading Stites, p. 1-8, 37-60, and watching The Tramp [1915], or A Dog’s Life [1918])
	How did Hollywood influence the Russian film-making? Why did Revolutionary Russia worship Charlie Chaplin?

	2/Week 2
January 12
	Stalinist Modernization I:
The Russian Revolution on the Screen and Early Hollywood
(1922-1930)
	Sergei Eisenstein, Aleksandr Dovzhenko  and Portrayal of the Revolution 
(reading Stites, p. 37-62, and watching The Battleship Potemkin [1925], or October [1928],
and watching Arsenal [1929], or Earth [1930])
	How did Eisenstein and Dovzhenko create the idealistic images of the Russian Revolution and socialist modernization? 

	3/Week 3
January 19
	Stalinist Modernization II: Movies as  Soviet Mass Culture
(1929-1939)

	Grigorii Aleksandrov and Liudmila Orlova: Hollywood and the Cinematic Justification of Stalinism (reading Stites, p. 64-97, and watching Happy-Go-Lucky-Fellows [1934], or The Circus [1936])
	How did Hollywood experience of Soviet film-makers contribute to a justification of Stalinist modernization?

	4/Week 4
January 26
	Stalinist Modernization III: Russian History in Films and Historical Justification of Stalin’s Regime
	Historical Films, Stalinism and Sergei Eisenstein’s Role in Historical Debates about Medieval and Early Modern Russia (reading Stites, p. 64-97, and watching Alexander Nevsky [1938], Ivan the Terrible [1944-45], or Peter the First [1937])
	What was a role of historical films in a justification of Stalin’s rule?

	5/Week 5
February 2

	WWII, Late Stalinism and the First Wave of Americanization of Soviet Film Consumption (1939-53)
	From Hot War to the Cold War: The Role of American “Trophy Films”
 (reading Stites, p. 112-122, 123-129; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 15-62; 65-96, and watching Stagecoach (1939), Tarzan's New York adventure (1942), and The Meeting on the Elbe [1949])
	Why did the beginning the Cold War produce a fascination with American movies in the USSR?

	6/Week 6
February 9
	Cinematic Cold War under Khrushchev I (1953-64)
	Opening the USSR to the West: Cultural Exchange and the Second Wave of Americanization of Soviet Cinema
(reading Richard Stites, 130-147; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 97-125; and watching Roman Holiday [1953] and The Magnificent Seven [1960])
	How influential were the US feature films, which reached the Soviet audience under Khrushchev?

	7/ Week 7
February 16
	Cinematic Cold War under Khrushchev II
(1953-64)
	Soviet Cinematic Response during Cultural Exchange (reading Richard Stites, 130-147; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 97-125; and watching The Cranes Are Flying, The Amphibian Man and Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors)
	What were the cinematic innovations of the Soviet film-makers?

	8/Week 8
February 23
	Cinematic Cold War under Khrushchev III
(1953-64)
	Portrayal of the Cold War in Films
(reading Richard Stites, 130-147; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 97-125, 127-157; and watching Dr. Strangelove, The Manchurian Candidate and The Russians Are Coming, The Russians Are Coming)
	How did these three films interpret the serious problems of the Cold War between the USA and the USSR?

	9/Week 9
March 2
	Brezhnev’s Détente with the USA, 1964-1984: I
	Brezhnev’s Doctrine and Prague Spring vs. Vietnam War in American Cinematic Imagination
(reading Richard Stites, 148-177; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 159-187; and watching  The Unbearable Lightness of Being, The Green Berets and The Deer Hunter)
	What were the major problems of the proxy wars? How were these problems explained in those films?

	10/Week 10
March 9
	Brezhnev’s Détente with the USA, 1964-1984: II
	Cult of the WWII in the USSR
(reading Richard Stites, 148-177; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 159-187; and watching  Ivan’s Childhood, Liberation and Officers)
	Why did the Soviets create the cult of WWII under Brezhnev?

	11/Week 11
March 16
	Brezhnev’s Détente with the USA, 1964-1984: III
	American Interpretation of Ancient History vs. Soviet Revising Russian Medieval History
(reading Richard Stites, 148-177; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 159-187; and watching  The 300 Spartans, Spartacus and Andrei Rublev)
	How can you explain the differences in historical interpretation in these American and Soviet movies?

	12/Week 12
March 23
	Brezhnev’s Détente with the USA, 1964-1984: IV
	Studying US history via Westerns in the USSR
(reading Richard Stites, 148-177; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 159-187; and watching  My darling Clementine, Mackenna's Gold and White Sun of the Desert)
	What were the connections between western films and US history? How did the Soviets imitate this genre?  

	13/Week 13
March 30
	Brezhnev’s Détente with the USA, 1964-1984: V
	Comparison of Spy Films
(reading Richard Stites, 148-177; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 159-187; and watching  From Russia with Love, The Spy Who Loved Me, Octopussy, Three Days of the Condor, Dead Season and Seventeen Moments of Spring)
	How can you explain the various spy characters in Western and Soviet spy movies?

	14/Week 14
April 6
	Gorbachev and Collapse of Communism, 1984-1991
	Leftover of Anti-Soviet Hysteria and Soviet Incorporation of American Popular Culture
(reading Richard Stites, 178-203; Tony Shaw and Denise Youngblood, 189-223; and watching  Red Dawn (1984), Rocky IV, Rambo: Frist Blood Part II, Rambo III, vs. Little Vera and ASSA)
Film reviews are due
	What was a reason for the inertia of cinematic Cold War in American movies comparing to pro-Western Soviet films?

	15/Week 15
April 13
	Post-Soviet Developments, from 1992 till present
	From Yeltsin pro-American Cultural Diplomacy to Anti-Americanism of Putin. Soviet Nostalgia vs. Westernization (watching films The Vanished Empire, Leviathan and T-34)
Book reviews are due
	How was Soviet nostalgia used by the authoritarian regime of Putin, especially in the film about the legendary Soviet tank in WWII, justifying Russian War against Ukraine?

	16/Week 16
April 20-27
	Conclusion 
	Finishing and submission of an analytical essay
Final examination (2 hours)
	



Questions for Final Exam (you select your own six questions from the list below):
	1. How did Hollywood influence the Russian film-making? Why did Revolutionary Russia worship Charlie Chaplin?

	2. How did Eisenstein and Dovzhenko create the idealistic images of the Russian Revolution and socialist modernization? 

	3. How did Hollywood experience of Soviet film-makers contribute to a justification of Stalinist modernization?

	4. What was a role of historical films in a justification of Stalin’s rule?

	5. Why did the beginning the Cold War produce a fascination with American movies in the USSR?

	6. How influential were the US feature films, which reached the Soviet audience under Khrushchev?

	7. What were the cinematic innovations of the Soviet film-makers?

	8. How did these three films (Dr. Strangelove, The Manchurian Candidate and The Russians Are Coming, The Russians Are Coming) interpret the serious problems of the Cold War between the USA and the USSR?

	9. What were the major problems of the proxy wars? How were these problems explained in those films (The Unbearable Lightness of Being, The Green Berets and The Deer Hunter)?

	10. Why did the Soviets create the cult of WWII under Brezhnev?

	11. How can you explain the differences in historical interpretation in these American and Soviet movies (The 300 Spartans, Spartacus and Andrei Rublev)?

	12. What were the connections between western films and US history? How did the Soviets imitate this genre?  

	13. How can you explain the various spy characters in Western and Soviet spy movies?

	14. What was a reason for the inertia of cinematic Cold War in American movies comparing to pro-Western Soviet films?

	15. How was Soviet nostalgia used by the authoritarian regime of Putin, especially in the film about the legendary Soviet tank in WWII? How did such nostalgia justify the Russian War against independent Ukraine?
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