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The spontaneity-consciousness paradigm that dominates scholarly crit-

icism on the Soviet period derives its authority from Lenin’s 1902 essay 
What is to Be Done? Burning Questions of Our Movement in which he 
argues that “the task of Social Democracy is to combat the proletariat’s 
spontaneity.” The Bolshevik vision of the New Man/Person (novyi che-
lovek), the perfected human being whose feelings and instincts are con-
trolled by a rational, conscious mind, was then elaborated in works such 
as Trotsky’s Literature and Revolution (1924). Drawing on the work of 
historians Lars T. Lih and Anna Krylova, which challenges the early So-
viet view of “spontaneity” as negative, Eric Laursen first makes a case for 
a similarly positive view of the extra-conscious as a necessary aspect of 
the balanced human psyche in early Soviet literature. Second, he sees the 
transition to Socialist Realism as evolutionary, and not a rupture in liter-
ary history as the antiheroes of the 1920s (nicely categorized as selfish, 
greedy “beasts” and dreaming, doubting “aliens”) transform into more ex-
treme villains whose doubts and fantasies the socialist realist hero must 
overcome, whose energy and emotionalism he must assimilate in order to 
develop a balanced psyche, and whose individualistic desires he must 
translate into collective desire. A crucial point is that satire and the fantas-
tic did not vanish with the official adoption of Socialist Realism, but ra-
ther migrated to the figure of the villain. Third, Laursen argues that the 
New Person does not become a truly harmonious personality but instead 
remains an unstable psyche in constant need of maintenance by Soviet 
writers as the anxiety over controlling doubt and selfishness in Soviet so-
ciety continued to drive Socialist Realism. 

Toxic Voices is carefully organized: each of its four chapters focuses 
on a different genre category (utopia, satire, the fantastic, the production 
novel) within which one earlier work fails to fulfill a genre strategy, while 
a later one tends to do it more successfully. And obviously the counter-
point of early to mid-1920s and late 1920s-early 1930s works throws into 
relief the movement of the literature toward Socialist Realism. Laursen’s 
reading of Aleksandr Bogdanov’s Red Star (first published in 1908 but 
influential during the 1920s) and Evgenii Zamiatin’s We (1920) opposes 
the proletarian writer’s attempt to organize the human psyche via the 
written word (writing cures the hero) to Zamiatin’s advocacy of the writ-
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ten word to disorganize the psyche of D-503 as a necessary function of 
permanent revolution. The two satires, Mikhail Bulgakov’s Heart of a 
Dog (1925) and Maiakovskii’s Bedbug (1929) have to do with the trans-
formation of people into Communists by changing language. For Bulga-
kov, the Bolshevik project is simply a failure, for all − from Sharikov, the 
dog-man, to Professor Preobrazhenskii − are selfish beasts, while 
Maiakovskii exposes the beast and his pseudo-Soviet speech and isolates 
him from the society of the future. Iurii Olesha’s Envy (1927) presents an 
alien dreamer who is also an unreliable narrator, unable to choose be-
tween alternative futures, while in Lev Kassil’s Shvambraniia (1932), 
published under the changed conditions of the end of the First Five-Year 
Plan, the reliable and conscious narrator recounts the transformation of 
his past self from doubting dreamer into Soviet writer. Among early pro-
duction novels, Fedor Gladkov’s Cement (1925), officially cited as a 
model for socialist realist works, follows the translation of characters’ in-
dividualistic desires and dreaming into collective desire, although the 
process is fraught with difficulties and echoes of retrograde voices re-
main, while Valentin Kataev’s Time Forward! (1932), arguably the best 
production novel and one which fully incorporates the role of the writer 
into its plot strategy, depicts heroes who must empty themselves in order 
to channel the collective voice or be silenced as villains. 

Toxic Voices fills an important gap in the criticism on the years just be-
fore the official adoption of Socialist Realism and provides a template for 
approaching the transition from 1920s literature to Socialist Realism. The 
book revises the standard spontaneity-consciousness paradigm by intro-
ducing evolutionary process and nuance. Eric Laursen has chosen both 
familiar and less frequently discussed texts to make his case. He provides 
close analysis of less frequently taught novels like Red Star and Shvam-
braniia and suggests new approaches to standard texts, such as Heart of a 
Dog, Envy, Cement and others. Along the way he makes important sec-
ondary points about the intelligentsia and Bolshevik belief in changing 
behavior through changing speech (and the failure of this strategy) and 
the reformulation of literary character in Socialist Realism − eschewing 
the literary conventions of vivid heroes and villains for characters largely 
stripped of individuality. In a few instances Laursen seems to force texts 
into a paradigmatic straightjacket (for example, equating Socialist Real-
ism’s underlying fear that an equilibrium of the status quo cannot be per-
manently achieved, that “hostile forces must continually be overthrown” 
(p. 33) to Zamiatin’s concept of permanent revolution), but this is a minor 
matter. Although the monograph’s full title reflects its central concern 
with the migration of the villain from the literature of the twenties to So-
cialist Realism, Toxic Voices, by necessity, devotes almost as much atten-
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tion to heroes and literary-ideological contexts and is useful, thought-
provoking reading for anyone interested in early Soviet literature.  
Rimgaila Salys                                       University of Colorado at Boulder     
 


