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These digressions, however, should not detract from Adler’s impressive schol-
arly achievement. This is a rich, detailed, and moving analysis of a critical chapter 
in Jewish, Polish, and Soviet histories that was often overlooked by earlier scholars 
who preferred, for whatever reason, to research the history of the Holocaust in Polish 
lands. One can only hope that other scholars and students will embrace Adler’s call 
to integrate the story of Jewish survivors from the Soviet Union into the larger history 
of the Holocaust.
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The last two decades have witnessed a surge in scholarship on Soviet material cul-
ture, as historians have revisited the former empire’s built environment from fresh 
vantage points. Scholarly attention has generally concentrated on the creation of 
buildings, urban spaces, and objects from the 1920s through the 1960s as part of a 
broader reconsideration of communist futures past, as evidenced in the spate of stud-
ies on monuments, city planning, housing, and cultural institutions. In recent years 
the scope of inquiry has widened beyond documenting the shock of the new, with 
growing interest paid to the more quotidian aspects of Soviet modernity.

Alexey Golubev’s innovative new book on material life in late Soviet Russia 
reflects this new development. In it he pursues the ways in which these bold dreams 
of radical reconstruction were materialized, miniaturized, and literally domesticated 
for and by ordinary citizens. In The Things of Life, Golubev casts his net widely in 
reinterpreting common material forms of everyday life from the Nikita Khrushchev 
era through the fall of the regime. He is good on the faith and frustration of Soviet 
planners (ranging from designers to bureaucrats) who believed that the material envi-
ronment determined consciousness and would help create new enlightened Soviet 
citizens, often maintaining an “animist” ideological attitude toward the power of 
everyday “materiality” to reshape social life to their liking. Golubev moves beyond 
the world of intention and ideals to explore how the production of Soviet spaces and 
objects created “hybrid social creatures” who managed to fashion their own lives and 
habitus beyond the norms of proper Soviet citizenship.

These Soviet spaces and things were inherently heterogeneous and multi-lay-
ered, and pointed to the imaginative creativity of ordinary Russian people who used 
them. In particular, he is interested in in-between social spaces, such as hallways, 
stairways, and basements, revealing how people (especially teenagers) inhabited, co-
opted and repurposed available domestic spaces for their own ends. One example 
was the boom in male bodybuilding in the 1980s, which usually took place surrepti-
tiously in residential block basements, serving as a “grey zone” of sport in that it 
was seen as defying socialist models of youth (bodybuilders were accused of being 
self-obsessed and uninterested in collective life). Notable too is how television recast 
Russian domestic space and behavior in the late 1980s, best seen with the huge popu-
larity of televised paranormal healing séances and the advent of fitness shows that 
converted living rooms into home exercise centers.

No less interesting is Golubev’s analysis of how the Soviet material forms often 
carried with them multiple visions of history. One chapter takes up the popularity 

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2022.275 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2022.275


811Book Review

of do-it-yourself scale-model kits and magazines, in which hobbyists, amateur engi-
neers, and teenage enthusiasts lovingly built miniature models of Soviet bomber 
planes, ships, battle tanks, and the sundry hardware of Russian military might. The 
manufacturers traded on pre-Soviet histories of Russian material power, as this DIY 
scale-model hobby culture—despite official ideology to the contrary—openly peddled 
nation over class, even rebranding foreign models (such as RAF fighter planes) as part 
of the “plastic historicity” of popular patriotism. Golubev also notes the importance 
of historical preservation as a social practice, addressing the campaign from the 
1960s onward to restore traditional wooden architecture in Karelia and Kizhi Pogost 
in northern Russia, including churches and regional fishing boats. This was all part 
of Khrushchev Era reforms (driven by Aleksandr Opolovnikov) to preserve material 
heritage as cultural patrimony to help connect past and present in the Soviet histori-
cal imagination—yet it did open up a different cultural consciousness based on an 
alternative people’s history of the region.

That said, there are points that might have been explored in more depth. At vari-
ous points Golubev touches on how western objects and practices exerted a key if 
awkward influence, be it in body-building, punk, and Jane Fonda-inspired aerobics 
workouts, but it would have been useful to hear more on this theme. The conclu-
sion touches on the need to put this Soviet material history in a wider “landscape of 
modernity,” though this comparative aspect is never developed. This is a pity, not 
least because many of the examples he describes found expression in communist 
societies across eastern Europe and Asia. In any case, Golubev has written a fresh and 
suggestive account of overlooked aspects of Russian “late socialism” that will be of 
substantial value to historians of Modern Europe and late twentieth century material 
culture more generally.
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Physicians diagnose and excise neoplasms but to perform operations, cure diseases 
and manage medical problems they depend upon pharmacologists, biochemists, 
the pharmaceutical industry, and pharmacists. To Olga Zvonareva the Soviet period 
was a golden age for pharmaceuticals production. In Chapters 1 and 2, she emphases 
that despite shortages, social justice ideals guided the Soviet pharmaceutical indus-
try. Soviet pharma eschewed the profit motive, avoided the duplication and waste 
of market economies, and innovated methods of production if not many products. 
The breakup of the Soviet Union and rejection of communist ideals in 1991 tragically 
affected pharmaceutical production. Trade links were severed between Russia, which 
produced pharmaceutical substances, and the Baltic states, Belarus, and Ukraine, 
which produced finished medicines. Neoliberal ideas led to the privatization of state-
owned pharmaceutical companies. Their new owners lacked business expertise and 
investment. The number and kinds of drugs produced domestically shrank. Foreign 
drugs flooded the Russian market. In 2009/2010, the Russian Federation Ministry of 
Trade and Industry lamented that 80 percent of medicines were foreign, with prov-
enance largely from India and China. The ministry’s 2020 Project aimed for parity 
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