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Course Description: 

 

“If anywhere, then in this heretic genre, men’s minds must be free from iron curtains and 

blind spots.” 

 

  — This is the plea made by Darko Suvin in his preface to Other Worlds, Other 

Seas, one of the first anthologies to bring Eastern European science fiction to 

international readers. In this course, we will practice the art of heretical reading by 

positing Eastern European SF as a rich “planet” orbiting suns of its own. We will look 

beyond popular conceptions of socialist SF as the propaganda of a future-obsessed (yet 

always future-deferring) authoritarian regime. Instead, we will explore our texts as 

annotations of what Suvin calls “a great social experiment.” 

 As Suvin reminds us: “One touch of the future makes the whole world kin.” What 

new forms of kinship and belonging do these future-oriented works of cognitive wonder 

propose? Science fiction introduces friction into its portraits of reality by proposing 

alternative systems of social governance and self-organization. In the socialist countries 

of Eastern Europe, this coincided with actual, ongoing attempts to reorganize society. In 
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this spirit, we will read texts that broadcast a triumphant vision of a perfected humankind 

scattered among the stars alongside harsh dystopias that spell out the perils of 

authoritarian systems led by charismatic leaders and omniscient computers. 

 Throughout the course, we will revisit this question: was the literary culture of 

socialist Eastern Europe fundamentally “torqued” toward the future, forever grappling at 

a near but elusive utopia? How did the regime’s official futurology change over time? 

From the cosmic dreams of the Avant Garde to what David Crowley calls the “Prozac 

aesthetic” of socialist realism, we will read these texts with special attention to their 

varying distance from official ideology. 

 The materials on the syllabus raise questions that continue to haunt our culture 

today: Stanisław Lem anticipates the debate over Basic Universal Income. Karel Čapek 

introduces the specter of automation by coining the term “robot.” The Strugatsky brothers 

wrestle with environmental devastation, and the Soviet controversy over cybernetics 

forecasts our own tortured relationship with technology that increasingly “reads” us. 
 

Learning Outcomes: 

This course is designed to help students: 

● Develop an extensive knowledge base of science fiction prose and film from East 

and Central Europe. 
● Attend to media specificity: how do we read an experimental novel differently from 

a popular film? Can we bring the same level of seriousness to each practice? 
● Practice the art of “heretical reading:” in this class, we will read carefully and 

critically. 
● Read in context: this syllabus is organized thematically, and its subsections reflect 

shifts in the Soviet Union’s official policies towards science fiction. We will read 

all texts with their social contexts in mind. 
 

Assignments and Requirements: 

Science fiction has earned its clout as a polemical genre: polemicize our texts! Critical 

feedback is welcome in all forms. In-class discussion and consistent commitment to the 

weekly writing assignments will be highly valued. 

 

Attendance: 

More than three unexcused absences will lower a student’s participation grade. 

 

Discussion Posts: 

The instructor will offer prompts for discussion boards after each class meeting for the 

texts we will read for the following session. Students are required to contribute a total of 

ten responses throughout the semester and are warmly welcome to exceed that count. A 

portion of time will be set aside at the beginning of each Tuesday session for students to 

comment on their responses if they wish to do so. Overall engagement in the discussion 

board posts will be graded cumulatively, and this will factor into the student’s final grade 

(see below). 

 

Midterm Assignment: The midterm assignment will be a take-home, cumulative exam 

with three short essay prompts. Questions will be distributed via email, and students will 

have 48 hours to complete the exam. 
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Class Presentation: At the beginning of the semester, each student will choose one text 

or film from the reading list as the subject of their presentation. The student will give a 

ten-minute presentation on the text and offer discussion prompts to open the floor to the 

class. Students will sign up for readings during the first week of the semester.  

 

Final Exam: For their final paper, students are encouraged to tackle texts through a 

comparative lens. Students must choose at least one text from the reading list, and with 

instructor approval, they can also include a relevant text that falls outside of the syllabus’ 

scope. Final papers should be 10-12 pages double-spaced (max. 3000 words) and should 

invoke and apply at least one theoretical perspective reviewed in the class. Students 

should meet with the instructor at least two weeks prior to the paper’s due date to discuss 

their plans. 

 

Student evaluation will be based on the following criteria: 
 

 Class participation — 20% 

 Discussion Posts — 15% 

 Midterm exam  — 15% 

 Class presentation — 15% 

 Final exam — 35% 

 

 

Academic Integrity: 

All students in this course are required to read and respect the Columbia Faculty 

Statement on Academic Integrity. Any student found to be in violation of its terms will 

receive a zero grade for the assignment in question and will be referred to the Dean of 

Studies for disciplinary action. A friendly and productive learning environment for all 

can only grow out of personal accountability and honesty. This expectation applies to all 

members of the Columbia community — faculty and students. 

For more information, please read the Faculty Statement on Academic Integrity in full at: 

http://www.college.columbia.edu/faculty/resourcesforinstructors/academicintegrity/state

ment 

and the Undergraduate Guide to Academic Integrity at: 

https://www.college.columbia.edu/academics/academicintegrity 

Columbia Statement on Disability Services: 

In order to ensure their rights to reasonable accommodations, it is the responsibility of 

students to report any learning-related disabilities, to do so in a timely fashion, and to do 

so through the Office of Disability Services. Students who have documented conditions 

and are determined by DS to need individualized services will be provided a DS-certified 

‘Accommodation Letter’. It is students’ responsibility to provide this letter to all their 

instructors and in so doing request the stated accommodations. 
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If you are a student with a disability and have a DS-certified ‘Accommodation Letter’ 

please come to my office hours to confirm your accommodation needs. If you believe 

that you might have a disability that requires accommodation, you should 

contact Disability Services at 212-854-2388 and disability@columbia.edu. 

 

 

Readings: 

 

Week 1. How do we Read Science Fiction? 

 Tuesday: 

 Ursula K. LeGuin, “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction,” 1986 

 Viktor Shklovsky, “Art, as Device,” 1917 (pp. 157 – 173) 

 

 Thursday: 

Asja Bakić, “The Underworld,” 2019 

 

 

Week 2. Poetics of Science Fiction: The Alien and the Strange 

 Tuesday: 

 Film: Grigori Kromanov, Dead Mountaineer’s Hotel, 1979 

 Darko Suvin, “Estrangement and Cognition,” 1979 

 

  Thursday: 

  NO CLASS 

Read the following, to be discussed on Tuesday 

Stanisław Lem, Futurological Congress, 1971 (pp. 1- 149) 

   
 

 

Week 3.   Psychedelia, Surrealism, History 

 Tuesday: 

[Discussion of Suvin + Lem] 

 

 Thursday: 

Viteslav Nezval, Valerie and her Week of Wonders, 1945 (pp. 12 – 66) 

 In-class screening: Jaromil Jiroš, Valerie and her Week of Wonders, 1970  (clips) 

 

Week 4. Psychedelia, Surrealism, History (cont’d)  

 Tuesday: 

 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, 

 1970 (pp. 24 – 25, 41 – 57) 

Viteslav Nezval, Valerie and her Week of Wonders, 1945 (pp. 66 –152) 
  

 Thursday: Russian Cosmism and the Avant Garde 

 Nikolai Federov, “Philosophy of the Common Task,” 1906 (excerpt) 

 Velimir Khlebnikov, “Radio of the Future,” 1921 

http://health.columbia.edu/services/ods
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Anastasia Gacheva, “Art as the Overcoming of Death: From Nikolai Fedorov to 

the Cosmists of the 1920s,” 2018 

Trevor Paglen, “Fedorov’s Geographies of Time,” 2018 

  

 In-Class Listening Session: Mysterium, Alexander Scriabin, 1903 - 15 (fragments) 

 

Week 5. The Body Beautiful and the New Cosmic Child 

 Tuesday: 

 Arkady & Boris Strugatsky, Roadside Picnic, 1972 (pp. 1 - 55) 

 John Bowlt, “Body Beautiful: The Artistic Search for the Perfect Physique” from 

 Laboratory of Dreams: The Russian Avant-Garde and Cultural Experiment, 1996 
   

  Thursday: 

 Arkady & Boris Strugatsky, Roadside Picnic, 1972 (pp. 55 - 127) 

 Ilya Varshavsky, “Biocurrents, biocurrents…” 1963 

  

 

Week 6. The Body Beautiful and the New Cosmic Child (cont’d) 

 Tuesday: 

 Arkady & Boris Strugatsky, Roadside Picnic, 1972 (pp. 127 - 155) 

  Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist 

 Feminism in the Late-Twentieth Century,” pp. 5 - 37 

 

 Thursday: Red Planet 

 Arkady & Boris Strugatsky, Roadside Picnic, 1972 (pp. 155 - 193) 

Viktor Pelevin, Omon Ra, 1992 (pp. 3 – 63) 

 

Week 7. Red Planet (cont’d) 

 Tuesday: 

 Viktor Pelevin, Omon Ra, 1992 (pp. 63 – 154) 

 

 Thursday: 

 Film: Yakov Protazanov, “Aelita: Queen of Mars,” 1924 (100 minutes) 

 

 

Week 8. Cybernetics 

 Tuesday: 

 Film: Kurt Maetzig, “The Silent Star,” 1960 (79 minutes) 

 David Crowley, “The Art of Cybernetic Communism,” 2011  

 

 Thursday: Cybernetics 

 Stanisław Lem, “The Computer that Fought a Dragon,” 1964 

 In-Class Screening: Jiri Trnka, “Cybernetic Grandma,” 1962 (clips) 
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Week 9.  The Technological Sublime 

 Tuesday: 

 Stanisław Lem, “The Creation of Worlds” from Summae Technologiae, 1964 

 Nikolai Punin, “Monument to the Third International,” 1920 

Fredric Jameson, “Introduction” and “Progress Versus Utopia: or, Can We 

Imagine the Future?”  from Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called 

Utopia and Other Science Fictions (pp. xi - xvi; 281 - 295) 

  

 Thursday: 

 Film: Richard Viktorov, “Moscow-Cassiopeia,” 1974 (85 minutes) 

 

 

Week 10. Utopia, Anthropocene 

 Tuesday: 

 Tatiana Tolstaya, Slynx (pp. 3 – 97) 

 (MIDTERM DUE) 

  

 Thursday: 

 Tatiana Tolstaya, Slynx (98 – 195) 

 

Week 11. Utopia, Anthropocene 

 Tuesday: 

 Tatiana Tolstaya, Slynx (196 – 306) 

  

 Thursday: Automation, Labor, Production 

 Karel Čapek, War with the Newts, 1936 (Book I) 

 

 

Week 12. Automation, Labor, Production (cont’d) 

 Tuesday: 

 Karel Čapek, War with the Newts, 1936 (Book II) 

 (Final paper topics due: schedule a meeting with instructor by this date) 

 

 Thursday: 

 Karel Čapek, War with the Newts, 1936 (Book III) 

 

 

Week 13. Allegory as Genre Limit 

 Tuesday: 

 Yevgeny Zamyatin, We, 1924 (pp. 3-68) 

 Frederic Jameson, “Utopia as Method, or the Uses of the Future” 

 

 Thursday: 

Yevgeny Zamyatin, We, 1924 (pp. 68-166) 
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Week 14. Dark Fantasy and the Horror of the Real 

 Tuesday: 

 Jacek Dukaj, The Old Axolotl, 2015 (pp. 1 – 80) 

 Janusz Zajdel, “Report from a Cellar,” 1982 

 

 Thursday: 

 Jacek Dukaj, The Old Axolotl, 2015 (pp. 80 –160) 

 Film: Andrzej Żuławski, Third Part of the Night, 1971 

 

Week 15: 

Final Paper Due on Exam Date Assigned to the Class 

 

Texts Recommended for Purchase:  

Karel Čapek, War with the Newts, Catbird, 1990 

Stanisław Lem, The Futurological Congress, Harcourt, 1974 

Viteslav Nezval, Valerie and her Week of Wonders, Twisted Spoon Press, 2005 

Viktor Pelevin, Omon Ra, New Directions, 1998  

Tatiana Tolstaya, Slynx, New York Review of Books, 2007 

Arkady & Boris Strugatsky, Roadside Picnic, Chicago Review Press, 2012 

Yevgeny Zamyatin, We, Penguin Classics, 1993 

 

 

Note on Text Selection: In an effort to treat this genre as an expansive one and to 

broaden the course’s geographic scope beyond the Soviet Union, this syllabus is 

heterogeneous and by no means comprehensive. Interested students are invited to 

contact the instructor for a bibliography of supplementary texts. 
 


