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Before his death in 2010, Richard Stites began collaborating with his 

friend and colleague, Anna Lawton, on this collection of previously pub-

lished articles. Now, in addition to 29 essays, the volume also includes an in-

troduction by David Goldfrank and an afterward by Lawton that describe 

Stites’ importance to the field of Russian history and convey a sense of his 

personality. Goldfrank and Lawton depict Stites as a pioneering figure in 

women’s history and cultural studies; an energetic, disciplined, and produc-

tive scholar; a generous colleague; and a man who derived great enjoyment 

from his work and his life.  

The collection is organized thematically. The first section, entitled “Rus-

sia’s Cultural Coordinates,” contains a variety of broad, synthetic essays that 

demonstrate Stites’ approach to history. In “Cultural History and Russian 

Studies,” Stites stresses the importance of integrating culture into social and 

political history and he argues for studying popular as well as elite culture. 

These are the fundamental ideas that underlie much of his work both within 

and beyond this collection. The essay goes on to critique contemporary histo-

riography and offer ideas for new areas of research. Originally published in 

1995, it is remarkably prescient in this regard. Stites advises social historians 

to take emotion and forms of expression into consideration, he urges scholars 

to examine the values, habits and culture of nineteenth-century revolutionar-

ies, and he calls for studies of, among other topics, the cultural interaction 

among Russians and non-Russians in the imperial period. All of these ap-

proaches have been taken up by younger historians in recent years (for exam-

ples, see the work of Mark Steinberg, John Randolph, Mary Wells Cavender, 

Robert Geraci, Willard Sunderland, Paul Werth, and many others).  

The subsequent sections of the collection correspond roughly to Stites’ 

last three monographs (Revolutionary Dreams, 1989; Russia Popular Cul-

ture, 1992; Serfdom, Society, and the Arts in Imperial Russia: The Power and 

The Pleasure, 2005). Some of the pieces were written in preparation for these 

books and others elaborate on material that did not fit into them. Many of the 

essays will be illuminating for undergraduates. “Bolshevik Ritual Building in 

the 1920’s” describes attempts to replace religion with new festivals and life-

cycle rituals in the NEP period. Students will be fascinated by descriptions of 

red weddings and the new revolutionary names given to children in this era 

such as Vladlen, Traktorina, and Ateist. (pp. 171-172) In classes covering the 

NEP era, it would be fruitful to assign this article in tandem with “Trial as 

Theatre in the Russian Revolution,” which explores a different, and, accord-
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ing to Stites, more effective form of propaganda deployed during the same 

period. The essay “Frontline Entertainment” will provide students with a new 

way to think about World War II. In “Heaven and Hell: Soviet Propaganda 

Constructs the World,” Stites outlines the basic themes of Soviet Cold War 

propaganda in the 1950s and suggests that materials glorifying the Soviet Un-

ion were more persuasive than those demonizing the enemy. This would be 

an excellent reading assignment for courses focusing on the Cold War as well 

as on Soviet History. “Cultural Capital and Cultural Heritage: St. Petersburg 

and the Arts of Imperial Russia” critically examines the revival in the 1990s 

of the elite art of imperial St. Petersburg and would be a useful addition to 

classes on public history or historical memory.  

Some of the pieces in this collection, particularly those focused on film 

and science fiction, contain so many unfamiliar names that they are likely to 

bewilder students without a strong background in Soviet and Russian studies. 

However, they will be very useful for instructors seeking to integrate new 

materials into their classes. “Soviet Movies for the Masses and for Histori-

ans” could serve as a primer on how to choose, analyze, and teach films in 

Soviet History classes. Similarly, the three articles on futurology and science 

fiction will inspire and guide instructors seeking to assign science fiction in 

their history courses.  

This collection effectively showcases many of Stites’ strengths as a histo-

rian: his imaginative choice of topics and sources, his graceful writing, his 

profound knowledge of Russia, and the sense of intellectual playfulness that 

animates his work. The essay entitled “The Misanthrope, the Orphan, and the 

Magpie: Imported Melodrama in the Twilight of Serfdom” exemplifies these 

traits. Focusing on the importance of melodrama during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, Stites describes the popularity of this genre and traces its 

influence on the “high” art of elite figures such as Alexander Herzen. He ar-

gues that melodramas influenced later developments in Russian theater and 

suggests that, at a time when social injustice, especially serfdom, could not 

be publically discussed, melodrama provided a forum for considering the vic-

timization of the powerless.  

As is inevitable in such a large collection, there is some repetition among 

articles; this is a book to be sampled and consulted, rather than read cover to 

cover. Unfortunately, there are only four illustrations. More would have been 

helpful, especially for the essays that describe posters and other visual 

sources. Nonetheless, this collection will serve as a valuable resource for 

both scholars and students. 
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