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ter’s loving tribute to her father. Organized chronologically, the book covers quickly his early life
and family and career choices, then moves on to the development of the new theater’s artistic life,
including the choices it made in repertoire and artistic presentation. With the insight that only an
intimate could provide, she discusses Zuskin’s approach to character development and other aspects of his craft, such as hand makeup, with speciﬁc references to some of his greatest roles. She
describes how the theater’s leadership struggled with deﬁning the role and practical content of a
national theater in a “Soviet” state. Zuskin’s story and the history of The Moscow State Jewish
Theater are, of course, a vital part of any discussion of Jewish culture and Stalin’s nationalities
policy. The theater’s birth, life, and death, portrayed here in Zuskin Perelman’s account, provide
critical evidence in understanding a challenge vexing multi-ethnic states even today.
Perhaps the most enjoyable parts of the book include Zuskin Perelman’s account of growing
up in a theatrical family surrounded by the vibrant characters of her parents’ profession. (Eda
Berkovskaia, her mother, was a dancer, a talented actress, and also a member of the Moscow
State Jewish Theater.) She offers the type of rich background and details that make memoirs so
compelling. For example, her childhood memories of her father’s recital of his childhood memories are particularly striking insofar as they recall the earlier time and all but vanished village
culture of her father’s grandfather.
More than a tribute to Bejamin Zuskin’s life and work, this volume also stands as a victim’s
cry of pain and offers a witness’s courageous testimony. Zuskin Perelman discusses her father’s
arrest and the ongoing trauma endured while he was in prison by those he left behind. Quoting
documents from Zuskin’s interrogation, the author highlights the inhumanity foisted on
Zuskin’s loved ones by those acting in the name of the Soviet system.
Twenty-ﬁve years after the Soviet Union started to crumble, the publication of ﬁrst-person accounts, especially of the regime’s early decades, is slowing to a trickle. While it is always tempting to simply accept these accounts at face value, it makes sense to approach them critically. Despite the compelling portrait of Benjamin Zuskin painted by the author, the book has serious
problems in narrative structure, sourcing, and translation. Zuskin Perelman’s explicit plea for patience notwithstanding (xviii), the narrative is often confusing, skipping back and forth between
time periods. Similarly, the author does little to help readers understand the limits of her account,
and too often excludes the identity of her source or sources. This hurts the book most grievously
when she renders her father’s thoughts. The illusion of omniscience helps paint the portrait, but
recounting details, decades after the fact, that no small child could have possibly noticed or remembered, she fails to discuss at even a cursory level how her account was assembled and vetted. Finally, despite what were undoubtedly heroic efforts by the translator, the text suffered more
than cosmetically on its long journey from Russian to English. Originally written in Russian for
publication in 2002, Zuskin Perelman rewrote the book in Hebrew for re-publication in 2006.
Oddly, Russianisms frequently creep into the text, annoying and distracting for readers of Russian, confusing or taxing for others.
Brendan Kiernan, Independent Scholar

Yvonne Howell, ed. Red Star Tales: A Century of Russian and Soviet Science Fiction. Montpelier, VT: Russian Life Books, 2015. Various translators. 480 pp. $20.00 (paper).
When news broke that it was Yury Gagarin, a Soviet citizen, who had become the ﬁrst human
being to leave Earth on April 12, 1961, the response was not wholly euphoric. As an anecdote
from the time noted, “To leave the Soviet Union, to ﬂy around the world – and all this only in
order to come back? One has to be crazy” (quoted in Barker & Grant, The Russia Reader, 660).
Literature often skirts the border between the realistic and the imaginary, between having your
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feet ﬁrmly planted in this world and escaping into another. This tendency is most blatant in science ﬁction, a form the very name of which draws out a tension between fact and fantasy (between “nauka” and “fantastika”). The urge to escape, while by no means limited to those living
under the authoritarian rule of tsars or Soviets, became particularly apt in twentieth-century
Russia.
As Yvonne Howell’s introduction to Red Star Tales emphasizes, the intersection between art
and life took on great import: “Science ﬁction mattered” (8). It mattered because it offered a
projection of society’s vision for itself, created by those with both utopian and dystopian inclinations. The three sections of Red Star Tales generally map the ebbs and ﬂows of these perspectives. The ﬁrst section begins with the late-nineteenth-century embrace of technology found in
Fedorov and Tsiolkovsky and continues through the “apocalyptic anticipation” of Briusov’s
Modernism (11). With a new ideological mandate, writers of the second section, such as Beliaev, had to “defend the value of the genre on the shifting terrain of Soviet cultural politics”
(12). Howell points out the relevance of a real-world context of trauma in Yefremov’s 1944
“The Nur-i-Desht Observatory”: “The entire story of the magical archaeological dig seems to
take place out of time, yet our awareness of the historical events that are unfolding in the devastated background make a difference” (15). With the third section picking up after 1953 and
running through the ﬁrst post-Soviet year, the competing impulses of the here and the there, the
present and the future, reach a crescendo.
This is an impressive and ambitious anthology that reﬂects an admirably high quality of editorial skill and translator acumen. It is a clear marriage of pleasure and academic rigor as practiced by an estimable group of scholars and translators. It builds upon and complements the signiﬁcant series of articles on early Soviet and post-Soviet science ﬁction organized by Howell
and Sibelan Forrester (Slavic Review, Summer 2013). The eighteen stories included in Red Star
Tales (by sixteen authors) are rendered in new and extremely readable translations. The short
biographies of the authors (as well as of the translators—one of the volume’s many thoughtful
touches) demonstrate the temporal, ideological, and aesthetic diversity of the book’s scope. Red
Star Tales excels in offering a comprehensive and wide-ranging approach to Russian science ﬁction (which also makes its primary failing in diversity all the more surprising: just one of the
eighteen stories was written by a woman). This book’s century (1892–1992) witnessed a mindboggling array of political and technological upheavals. The story of these changes is palpably
conveyed by these “red star tales.”
Arranged chronologically (with one perplexing exception), these works of science ﬁction
show the mobility and universality of the genre. Its enduring popularity and utility encompass
a variety of forms and purposes, many of which are showcased here. These works are fueled by
spectacular variations of intention—from Fedorov’s belief in salvation through technological
progress; to Platonov’s disquieting perversions of the language of propaganda and idealism; to
Truskinovskaia’s skewering of late Soviet consumer and domestic life. Red Star Tales does an
admirable job of representing both canonical writers and forgotten gems. It achieves a degree
of coherence and structure that make it an extremely worthwhile tool in the classroom. And it
does so without losing sight of the pleasure and thrill of writing that lays claim to be “the story
of a hypothesis” (Kazantev’s 1946 “Explosion”) or includes chapters titled “The heads entertain
themselves” and “The laboratory’s new inmates” (Beliaev’s 1926 Professor Dowell’s Head).
One of the book’s great ﬁnds is “the other Fedorov”—the practically unknown Nikolai Fedorov,
who, in 1906, presciently speculated about “One Evening in 2217”: “The sparks from the light
in the glass ﬂickered and died. The mournful bell rang three forlorn, soft peals. The pneumatic
landed noisily on the corner of Liteyny Prospect, and in two minutes motley throngs of passengers poured down its stairs and up out of street elevators, crowding into the self-mobile” (86).
This is not a book without some oddities. Its emphasis on comprehensiveness and explicit
preference for presenting lesser-known authors and works prioritizes variety, arguably at times
to the detriment of quality or signiﬁcance. A slight loosening of these restrictions might have re-
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sulted in the inclusion of some notable missing ﬁgures, such as Aleksei Tolstoy, Liudmila Petrushevskaia, Viktor Pelevin, or Tatiana Tolstaya and more seminal works by Yefremov or the Strugatsky Brothers. There is also a calculated sacriﬁce in giving only excerpts of several of the
works. But these are all understandable concessions required for such an ambitious undertaking. And in the end they are relatively small quibbles when placed against the impressive accomplishment of Red Star Tales, a singularly enjoyable and scholarly book that should serve as
a gateway to Russian science ﬁction for readers of every stripe.
Jonathan Stone, Franklin & Marshall College

Bohumil Hrabal. Harlequin’s Millions. Trans. Stacey Knecht. Brooklyn, NY: Archipelago
Books, 2014. 260 pp. $18.00 (paper).
Bohumil Hrabal (1914–1997) was a chronicler of the emotional lives of people in the Czech
Lands in a series of stories featuring the ﬁctitious heroes, the brothers Pepin and Francin, and
Francin’s wife Maryska. They are both atypical and typical Czechs with their obsessions,
strange dreams, and even stranger behaviors. In Harlequin’s Millions, the narrator is Francin’s
wife, and she and her husband live in a town “where everything stands still.” This, of course, is
a paradox. Of course, as Hrabal’s readers know, it is only Hrabal who asserts that the people in
the town do not change. The world in the twentieth-century Czech Lands does change dramatically because of the destructive forces of war, which always lurk in the background of the narrative. The Czech nation is in the middle of it all. In this story, however, the political world is
incidental, as it constitutes only the outside frame of life in the little town. The lives of the
story’s protagonists, in spite of all the political changes, go on.
Harlequin’s Millions tells the story of Maryska, Francin, and Pepin, who now live in a retirement home which is actually a repurposed decrepit castle. The setting was glorious centuries
earlier, but now it is literally crumbling to pieces. In it, for the entire day the public address system plays only one melody, “Harlequin’s Millions,” used in a Charlie Chaplin movie, in a space
decorated by a life that celebrates classical frescoes, a space where people come to die, away
from the outside world. Only one time does the melody change, and that gives occasion to a
Bacchus-like intense celebration of life by the elderly residents. Then everything returns to the
previous uneventful ﬂow of time.
This novel is about the end of an era, and the end of a human life. Hrabal clearly communicates to us his fear of death. One has only to think about the author’s last year of life and the
tragic way he died in a psychiatric ward in Prague, which is foreshadowed in this book. Hrabal
fell from a window in Prague’s Bulavka Hospital while feeding pigeons.
The author’s narrative is presented through a stream of long sentences, sometimes covering
nearly a full page. The translation by Stacey Knecht into English is excellent, as she renders
Hrabal’s prose in idiomatic English that has a feel of authenticity, yet she preserves the length
of sentences as often and as effectively as she can. The “Czechness” of Hrabal’s sentences
sounds organic in this translation, not a small achievement in English.
She also conveys the subtle humor of the Czech original. Her translation has unintended
twists. For example, it takes some time for the reader of the English translation to recognize the
gender of the narrator; in Czech, of course, the past tense reveals her gender from the very ﬁrst
page. This book is another of Hrabal’s stories to be enjoyed by all readers, even those who do
not know Czech.
Mila Saskova-Pierce, University of Nebraska at Lincoln

