
Fall 2020: HIS-377 (01A & 01B) 
MW 2-3:15  MHRA 1215 
 

The HISTORY of RUSSIA to 1900  

Instructor: Jeff Jones                     jwjones@uncg.edu 
Office: 2139 MHRA            Phone/Voice Mail: 336-334-4068 
Office Hours: M 11-12:30; T 11-12; W 11:30-1; and by appointment 
 

Course Description 
Russia is one of the most influential countries in the world and it has had a fascinating and difficult history. This 
course introduces students to the issues and debates raised in that history from its origins in roughly the ninth 
century until the eve of the 20th century. We will examine Russia’s history, as much as possible, through the 
eyes of those who lived it, thereby acquiring a fuller understanding of Russia today. The course is divided into 
two sections: Early Russia to 1700; and Imperial Russia 1700-1900. Relying largely on primary sources, we 
will approach the subject material from several perspectives, including political, social, economic, and cultural 
history, with a number of themes in mind: state and society; ideology/religion; family/gender; social class; and 
war and peace. 
 
STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES 
Upon successful completion of this course students will be able to:  
 Comprehend that history is not the memorization of dates, names, and facts, but rather the interpretation of 

the past. 
 Critically appraise varying historical arguments and formulate their own interpretations. 
 Analyze the key terms, issues, and events in early Russian history and thereby gain an informed historical 

perspective.  
 Identify the main claims, thesis, logical structure, and evidence base in a scholarly interpretation and 

recognize competing historical interpretations among scholars. 
 Interpret history through primary source material by identifying the author(s), purpose(s), literal meaning(s), 

point(s) of view, biases and omissions in such texts. 
 Analyze historical duration, succession, and change in terms of human agency and larger systems or 

structures in a wide variety of places and periods. 
 Critically read and distinguish between different types of historical sources and “read between the lines” of 

differing points of view.  
 
Course Readings:  
• Aleksandr Nikitenko, Up From Serfdom: My Childhood and Youth in Russia, 1804-1824.  Translated by 

Helen Saltz Jacobsen. Foreword by Peter Kolchin (Yale University Press, 2002); ISBN: 9780300097160.  
Available as a UNCG Jackson Library e-book. 

• Ivan Turgenev, Fathers & Sons. Translated and with an introduction and notes by Richard Freeborn 
(University of Oxford Press, 2008); ISBN: 9780199536047.  Available as a UNCG Jackson Library e-book. 

• Online material designated below  
 
Course Activities: 
Participation       40%         
Midterm Exam/Take Home Essay       30%    
Final Exam/Take Home Essay             30%    
 
Participation: The 40% class participation grade consists of Worksheets and Reaction Pieces (1-2 pages 
double-spaced). The RPs are intended to be your reaction to or opinion of the assigned reading supported by 
specific evidence from the text, not a summary of the reading. Where an RP is assigned for more than one 

https://login.libproxy.uncg.edu/login?url=http://site.ebrary.com/lib/uncgreen/detail.action?docID=10167928
http://www.uncg.eblib.com.libproxy.uncg.edu/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=784733&echo=1&userid=38Tu2%2flVuWUMUst9Lkqx7bwcqq%2b5oc7J&tstamp=1471449549&id=575AD830BC58BF20B45DD077349697C7DDAB16DE


reading either respond to those readings separately or tie them together, but be sure to address all assigned 
readings in the RP and draw on specific evidence from each of them. There are questions on the readings for 
guidance on Canvas.  
 
Exams: There is a midterm exam and a final exam (each worth 30%) for the class. The exams are comprised of 
Identifications and Short Answer Questions based on course material and readings. The exams will both be 
online with a Take Home Essay to be turned in on exam day; each essay, the topics for which are listed below, 
is worth 10% of the overall exam grade. The exams cover only the part of the course for which they are 
designated (Midterm: Early Russia-1700; Final: Imperial Russia 1700-1900), so they are not cumulative, except 
that the topics for the Final Exam Take Home Essay cover the entire course.   
 
Grading: Grades are compiled on a point system (you can keep up with your grades on Canvas).  For example, 
if you make 80 on the midterm (16/20) + 87 on the midterm Take Home Essay (8.7/10) + an 88 on participation 
(35.2/40) + 84 on the final exam (16.8/20) + 90 on the final Take Home Essay (9/10) your final grade = 85.7/B   
 
Required UNCG Syllabus Language: Approved by the Faculty Senate on July 1, 2020 
As UNCG returns to face-to-face course offerings in fall 2020, the campus community must recognize and 
address concerns about physical and emotional safety. As such, all students, faculty, and staff are required to 
uphold UNCG’s culture of care by actively engaging in behaviors that limit the spread of COVID-19. Such 
actions include, but are not limited to, the following: 

● Wearing a face covering that covers both nose and mouth 
● Observing social distance in the classroom  
● Engaging in proper hand washing hygiene when possible 
● Self-monitoring for symptoms of COVID-19 
● Staying home if you are ill 
● Complying with directions from health care providers or public health officials to quarantine or isolate if 

ill or exposed to someone who is ill.  
 
Instructors will have seating charts for their classes. These are important for maintaining appropriate 
social distance during class and facilitating contact tracing should there be a confirmed case of COVID-
19. Students must sit in their assigned seat at every class meeting and must not move furniture. Students 
should not eat or drink during class time. 
 
A limited number of disposable masks will be available in classrooms for students who have forgotten 
theirs. Face coverings will also be available for purchase in the UNCG Campus Bookstore. Students who 
do not follow masking and social distancing requirements will be asked to put on a face covering or leave 
the classroom to retrieve one and only return when they follow these basic requirements to uphold 
standards of safety and care for the UNCG community. Once students have a face covering, they are 
permitted to re-enter a class already in progress. Repeated issues may result in conduct action. The course 
policies regarding attendance and academics remain in effect for partial or full absence from class due to 
lack of adherence with face covering and social distancing requirements.  
 
For instances where the Office of Accessibility Resources and Services (OARS) has granted accommodations 
regarding wearing face coverings, students should contact their instructors to develop appropriate alternatives to 
class participation and/or activities as needed. Instructors or the student may also contact OARS (336-334-
5440) who, in consultation with Student Health Services, will review requests for accommodations. 
 
Approved by the Faculty Senate Executive Committee on July 30, 2020: 
Health and well-being impact learning and academic success. Throughout your time in the university, you may 
experience a range of concerns that can cause barriers to your academic success. These might include illnesses, 
strained relationships, anxiety, high levels of stress, alcohol or drug problems, feeling down, or loss of 
motivation. Student Health Services and The Counseling Center can help with these or other issues you may 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/diy-cloth-face-coverings.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/social-distancing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/symptoms.html
https://ods.uncg.edu/


experience. You can learn about the free, confidential mental health services available on campus by 
calling 336-334-5874, visiting the website at https://shs.uncg.edu/ or visiting the Anna M. Gove 
Student Health Center at 107 Gray Drive. For undergraduate or graduate students in recovery from alcohol and 
other drug addiction, The Spartan Recovery Program (SRP) offers recovery support services. You can learn 
more about recovery and recovery support services by visiting https://shs.uncg.edu/srp or reaching 
out to recovery@uncg.edu  
 
COVID-19 Spartan Shield Video 
UNCG Chancellor Frank Gilliam has challenged us to create a Culture of Care at UNCG where we all wear 
face coverings and social distance, less to protect ourselves but rather more to protect everyone around us. It 
shows that you care about the wellbeing of everyone around you. We have created this video featuring your 
student body presidents to better explain how and why this is so important. Please watch this video before the 
first day of classes: https://youtu.be/Mb58551qxEk (1:42) 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE 
Wednesday, August 19. Introduction: Images of Russia 
 
Part I: Early Russia to 1700 
• Reading for August 24: Why Study History Through Primary Sources? and “An Arab Traveler to Kiev”; 

Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) to the Arab Traveler reading due  
Monday, August 24. Early Settlements in Russia & Daily Life of the Early Slavs  
 
• Reading for August 26: Excerpts from The Russian Primary Chronicle; Worksheet 1 due; and “Slavic 

Myths and Gods” 
Wednesday, August 26. The “Norman Theory”: Discussion of the Readings  
 
• Reading for August 31: “A Woman of Words: Pagan Ol’ga in the Mirror of Germanic Europe” by Francis 

Butler; and A Chart of the Differences between Eastern Orthodoxy and Catholicism & Features of the 
Russian Orthodox Church 

Monday, August 31. Kievan Rus & the Christianization of Russia: Discussion of the Reading 
 
• Reading for September 2: “Russians Flip out over Flapjacks as Lent Nears” 
Wednesday, September 2. The Decline of Kiev: Discussion of the Readings  
 
• Reading for September 9: Accounts of the Mongol Invasion of Russia; Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) due  
Wednesday, September 9. The Mongol Invasion & its Aftermath: Discussion of the Reading 
 
• Reading for September 14: “The Mongol Impact on Russia” by George Vernadsky; Optional: “Russia in 

The Mongol Empire in Comparative Perspective” by Charles Halperin 
Monday, September 14. The Impact of the Mongols & the Rise of Novgorod 
 
• Reading for September 16: The Novgorod Chronicle; Worksheet 2 due  
Wednesday, September 16. The Decline & Fall of Novgorod: Discussion of the Reading 
 
Monday, September 21. The Rise of Muscovy & Ivan IV’s Childhood  
 
• Reading for September 23: “Ivan the Terrible as Renaissance Prince” by Michael Cherniavsky; and “The 

Correspondence Between Tsar Ivan IV and Prince Andrei Kurbsky”; Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) due  
Wednesday, September 23. Ivan IV (the “Terrible”): Discussion of the Readings 
 

https://shs.uncg.edu/
https://shs.uncg.edu/srp
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https://youtu.be/Mb58551qxEk
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http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/Vernadsky.pdf
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http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/novgorodchronicle.html
http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/novchronworksheet.html
http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/cherniavsky.html
http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/ivankurb.html
http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/ivankurb.html


• Reading for September 28: “Ivan IV’s Rampage Against Novgorod”; Ivan IV’s Oprichnina; and “A German 
Merchant’s Account of Famine in Russia” 

Monday, September 28. Ivan IV’s Oprichnina & the Roots of the “Time of Troubles” 
 
• Reading for September 30: “An English Account of the Bolotnikov Uprising”; and “Who was Tsar 

Dmitrii?” by Chester Dunning; Worksheet 3 due  
Wednesday, September 30. The “Time of Troubles” (cont’d): Who Was False Dmitrii? 
 
• Reading for October 5: Excerpt from The Law Code of 1649; Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) due  
Monday, October 5. The Reestablishment of Autocracy & the Origins of Serfdom 
 
• Reading for October 7: Excerpts from Avvakum’s Autobiography; Worksheet 4 due  
Wednesday, October 7. Religious Crisis & the Church Schism: Discussion of the Reading 
 
Monday, October 12.  TAKE HOME MIDTERM EXAM and ESSAY (see topic below) due  
 
MIDTERM EXAM Take Home Essay Question (worth 10% of the overall course grade) (12-point font, 
3-5 pages double-spaced):  
Drawing on at least three sources from the course (which can include video material), defend one of these two 
statements:  
1. The role of the Russian Church prior to the 17th century is often exaggerated by historians, perhaps because 

most of the sources they have to work with are from a religious point of view. In fact, Christianity did not 
greatly influence the lives of the vast majority of the Russian people, many of whom clung to pagan beliefs 
and superstitions along with (or instead of) a quasi-Christian faith, and some of whom actually resented the 
Church for adding to their economic difficulties by requiring tithes and payment for weddings or funeral 
rites, etc. 

OR 
2. Almost as soon as Eastern Orthodox Christianity took root in Russia it became a dominant force in shaping 

the political history of the state, as well as influencing the lives and culture of the country’s inhabitants. Its 
role cannot be overestimated; the Russian Church is the one constant through the otherwise dramatically 
different eras of Kievan Rus, Novgorod, the Mongol yoke, and the rise of Muscovy right down to the 
establishment of the Russian Empire at the beginning of the 18th century. 

 
Part II: Imperial Russia 1700-1900 
Wednesday, October 14. Peter the Great: Childhood & Early Reign 
 
• Reading for October 19: “The Artisan Tsar” by V. O. Kliuchevsky; and “Personal Observations and 

Recollections of Peter the Great” 
Monday, October 19. Peter the Great (cont’d): Discussion of the Readings 
 
• Reading for October 21: Views of Catherine the Great & Catherine the Great’s Views 
Wednesday, October 21. Russia in the mid-18th Century 
 
• Reading for October 26: “Bribery and Justice in the Provinces in the Reign of Catherine II” by Janet 

Hartley; Worksheet 5 due  
Monday, October 26. Catherine II (the Great): Enlightened Despotism? 
 
• Reading for October 28: “Petition from a Russian noblewoman to Empress Catherine II”; and Excerpts from 

Alexander Radishchev’s “A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow”; Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) due  
Wednesday, October 28. Catherine II & Alexander Radishchev: Discussion of the Readings 
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BEGIN READING: Up From Serfdom; Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) to the book due Wednesday, November 11 
 

• Reading for November 2: Edicts from and Petitions to Emelian Pugachev 
Monday, November 2. The Pugachev Rebellion: Discussion of the Reading 
 
• Reading for November 4: “The Monarch and the State in 18th Century Russia” (Review Essay) by Paul 

Bushkovitch; and “Letter to the Editor” by Aleksandr Kamenskii; Optional: “The Decembrists” & “Apology 
of a Madman” 

Wednesday, November 4. Alexander I & Napoleon 
 
Monday, November 9. The Decembrist Uprising of 1825    
 
Wednesday, November 11. The “Iron Tsar” Nicholas I & Discussion of Up From Serfdom 
 
BEGIN READING: Fathers & Sons by Ivan Turgenev; Reaction Piece (1-2 pages) to the book due Monday, 
November 23 
 
• Reading for November 16: Inspector General by Nikolai Gogol & “Letter to Gogol”; Reaction Piece (1-2 

pages) due; Optional: “Overcoat” by Gogol 
Monday, November 16. Russian Literature as Social Critique: Discussion of the Readings 
 
Wednesday, November 18. Alexander II’s Great Reforms 
 
Monday, November 23. Alexander II’s Great Reforms (cont’d): Discussion of Fathers & Sons 
 
Tuesday, November 24. Russia on the Eve of the 20th Century 
 
FINAL EXAM: Monday, November 30: TAKE HOME FINAL EXAM and ESSAY (see possible topics 
below) DUE  
 
FINAL EXAM Take Home Essay Question (worth 10% of the overall course grade) (12-point font, 3-5 
pages double-spaced):  
Choose one of the following questions: 
 
1. Drawing on no fewer than three different sources from the course (at least one of which must come from 

before the Midterm Exam), describe life for Russia’s peasant-serfs between roughly 1000 and 1900. What 
are some of the key factors shaping life for the peasant-serfs and how do they interact with the 
nobility? How do Russia’s peasant-serfs respond to their conditions in life, and how does their position 
change over time? 

OR 

2. Drawing on no fewer than three different sources from the course (at least one of which must come from 
before the Midterm Exam), describe life for Russian women between roughly 1000 and 1900. What are 
some of the key factors shaping gender relations (i.e. how do men and women interact)? How do Russian 
women react or respond to their conditions, and how, if at all, does their position change over time?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.uncg.edu/%7Ejwjones/russia/377readings/pugachev.html
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List of Possible Topics for the Review Essay: 
{NOTE: this is definitely not an exhaustive list and students are welcome to identify their own 
topics for the historiographical/review essay} 
• The Early Slavs 
• The Church and Religion in Russia 
• Kievan Rus 
• Novgorod 
• The Impact of the Mongol Invasion 
• Ivan IV (“the Terrible”) 
• The Time of Troubles 
• Witchcraft in Russian history 
• Peasant Uprisings in Russian History 
• Pugachev Uprising 
• Peter the Great 
• Catherine the Great 
• The Decembrist Uprising 
• Crimean War 
• Serfdom in Russia and/or Emancipation 
• Alexander I 
• Napoleonic War/Era in Russia 
• Nicholas I 
• Alexander II 
• The “Great Reforms” 
• Anti-Semitism in early Russian History 
• Recreation and Leisure 
• Russian literature/art/music 
• Disease and Public Health Issues 
• Alcoholism in Russian History 
• The Old Believers in Russia 
• The Secret Police in Russian History 
• The Role/Position of Women in Russian History 
• The Role/Position of Peasant/Serfs in Russian History 
• Russian Foreign Policy 
• Russian Expansion 
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