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In 1989 Richard Stites tantalized readers with his account of the fan-

tastic, even bizarre projects of the first decade of Soviet power, when in-

tellectuals and artists sought to sweep away all restraints to realizing their 

“revolutionary dreams.” In this delightful book, Nikolai Krementsov 

looks even more closely at one part of that story to show the intersection 

of experimental science and hopes in the new era to achieve the impossi-

ble. In his introduction Krementsov tells how he came to his subject as a 

result of omnivorous reading in his parents’ library and an inability to de-

cide whether his life’s passion lay in the natural sciences or in the world 

of literature and critical analysis. The outcome of that indecision is an 

immensely revealing and entertaining scholarly analysis.  

Krementsov highlights the interplay of science and popular under-

standing of it during Russia's transition from the late years of the empire 

through the first stages of Soviet power. He begins with a discussion of 

Mikhail Bulgakov’s Rokovye iaitsa (Fateful Eggs), which, like Sobach’e 

serdtse (A Dog’s Heart), most critics have examined as a political satire 

on the follies of Soviet power. Krementsov draws our attention instead to 

the actual focus of the novella: a biologist investigating the nature of life-

giving rays, the reactions of the population to news of his work, and the 

disaster that follows when the rays are misapplied. Bulgakov’s plot cap-

tures for Krementsov the confluence of currents in science and popular 

culture that met in the turn-of-the-century preoccupation with immortality. 

Pointing out that those who have looked at the relationship of science 

and literature have generally done so to suggest either that “art reflects 

life” or “life imitates art,” Krementsov portrays the two spheres as mutu-

ally reinforcing and evolving simultaneously. Thus, for example, Alexan-

der Beliaev’s 1925 novel Golova professora Douelia (The Head of Pro-

fessor Dowell) appeared at roughly the same time that Sergei Briukho-

nenko was amazing (and shocking) audiences around the world with his 

“autojector,” which kept the head of a dog “alive” after it had been re-

moved from its body. Although a connection between the two would 

seem obvious, Krementsov argues that there is no evidence that Briukho-

nenko or Beliaev knew of one another’s work. Instead, he treats them as 

reflective of three strands in the elevation of science at the century’s out-

set: “the experimental revolution in biological research that dramatically 

changed the understanding of life and death; the revolution of scale that 

led to the emergence of ‘big science’ and to the transformation of science 



96                                                                      The NEP Era: Soviet Russia 1921-1928 

into a mass profession; and the ‘science/fiction revolution’ that spectacu-

larly increased science’s public visibility and cultural authority.” (p. 192) 

Krementsov skillfully unweaves these strands, telling the stories of 

Briukhonenko and his autojector; Porfirii Bakhmet’ev’s studies of insect 

body temperature and the possibilities of anabiosis (a state between life 

and death induced by keeping a body near freezing); the largely success-

ful efforts of Iakov Tobolkin and Vasilii Shervinskii (who combined seri-

ous scientific interest in hormones with hucksterism) to establish an insti-

tutional home for research into hormones and the production of “medici-

nal goat milk”; and Nikolai Kol’tsov’s studies – following the work of 

Austrian Eugen Steinach and the French-Russian Serge Voronoff – on the 

“rejuvenating” influence of the sex glands. In each instance, Krementsov 

is attentive both to the context of the dramatic political, social, and eco-

nomic upheavals of the era as well as to popular fiction and films and 

public fascination with the possibilities for extending life indefinitely. 

Such a fascination, he rightly argues, is understandable, given that Russia 

had traversed nearly a decade of unparalleled violence and famine 

brought on by war and revolution.  

Krementsov's work is based on thorough research in personal and in-

stitutional archives, along with extensive coverage of the scientific litera-

ture of the era and the popular press that sensationalized scientific find-

ings. His talent for reconstructing his subject is most evident in the chap-

ter on Tobolkin and Shervinskii. Here his close reading of the archival 

record supports a nearly blow-by-blow account of the building of a home 

for Soviet endocrinology, even in the face of rivalries and dubious results 

for many of their own experiments. In general, however, Krementsov 

avoids engaging the arguments of recent historians whose work overlaps 

with his own, preferring to relegate any such discussions to the abundant 

footnotes. Thus, for example, whereas his citations show him to be famil-

iar with studies by Dan Healey, Frances Lee Bernstein, Gregory Carleton, 

Tricia Starks, and others, Krementsov makes no special effort in the body 

of his text to place his topic in the context of Russia's transition to moder-

nity - a theme that has inspired an entire generation of young scholars. 

Such an omission does not, in my view, detract from the strength of his 

analysis. But the absence of reference to Daniel Beer’s Renovating Rus-

sia: The Human Sciences and the Fate of Liberal Modernity, 1880-1930 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008) seems a curious oversight, 

particularly for sections of the book in which he discusses hormones and 

“rejuvenation.”  

Even if Krementsov only lightly responds to recent scholarly discus-

sions, readers will find that his work fits well with recent efforts to “cross 

the revolutionary divide” and to place the Russian experience of the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries into a broader European context. 

This is a fascinating account that, I hope, will encourage more attempts to 

illuminate popular culture, science, and politics in a single narrative.  

 

Clayton Black        Washington College 


