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what favors the transmission of Jewish cultural memory, chronicles the break that
took place in the modalities and places of cultural transmission for post-Soviet Jews.
Supplanted by community centers, clubs, and libraries, the family and synagogue are
no longer the key conveyors of Jewish cultural memory and identity.

The book ends with a rich appendix made of remarkable selections from the in-
terviews with the informants, and charts with the statistics of the informants’ re-
sponses. What is missing from this otherwise fascinating study, which opens up new
questions about the future of Jewish identity(ies) in Russia and its endurance, is a
comparative approach. While the author does offer some comparisons with American
Jewry, she does not explore questions of cultural memory as applied to the Jews of
other communities in the former Soviet Bloc, whose identities and cultural memories
were also affected and disrupted by the events of the twentieth century, including
Nazism and communism.
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This interdisciplinary collection of essays on imperial, Soviet, and post-Soviet Russia
approaches the everyday as “the contact zones of daily life where grand historical
events and ideological contests are personally experienced” (2) and offers readers
a sampling of the myriad ways in which the concept of the everyday can help to re-
frame approaches to Russia’s history and contemporary life. A pithy introduction and
several contributions (including David Ransel’s survey of the historiography of the
everyday, pieces by Olga Shevchenko, Douglas Rogers, Deborah Field, Peter Pozevsky,
and Sheila Fitzpatrick’s Afterword) directly confront the analytical purchase of “the
everyday,” which can easily degenerate into a catch-all category so broad as to lose
coherence and meaning. Rogers usefully distinguishes between the Russian term
povsednevnost'—“a zone in which people experience, contemplate, and act on the
world around them in the ordinary, habitual, unremarkable times of their lives” (75),
and byt, used by ethnographers to ascribe a distinctive and static set of cultural prac-
tices, beliefs, and rituals. Fitzpatrick, while acknowledging the potential amorphous-
ness of the concept, stresses that for historians, “studying the everyday is a good way
of subverting assumptions made on the basis of formal political and social structures
and codified ideologies” (390).

It is through the empirical work of each of the seventeen chapters that the volume
tackles both the meaning and the utility of everyday life as an analytical tool. Most
of the contributors emphasize the close links between materiality and the everyday.
Mary Cavender’s article on provincial nobles looks at ideas about agronomic prog-
ress in terms of yields and productivity. Elizabeth Skomp explores the materiality of
everyday life in the late Soviet fiction of Natalia Baranskaia and I. Grekova, and how
the role of women in arranging and controlling material possessions validates their
social positions. Susan Reid and Serguei Oushakine look explicitly at objects and
their role in everyday aesthetics, Reid exploring the cabinet and the presentation of
its contents in the Soviet-era apartment, and Oushakine focusing on the centrality of
consumer objects in 1990s’ media retrospections of Soviet life. Choi Chatterjee ana-
lyzes Americans’ travel accounts, noting the irony that although one travels to escape
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the everyday, foreign observers became obsessed with the material insufficiencies
of everyday life in the pre-war USSR, particularly in comparison with the American
consumer regime they had come to identify as normal. Other contributions use the
looser concept “standard of living” as the principal link with the everyday. Karen
Petrone explores the grievances of returned Afghan War veterans over the deteriora-
tion of their living conditions. Elizabeth McGuire also emphasizes complaints about
living conditions in her piece about Chinese students receiving military training in
1920s Moscow.

Several contributions approach the everyday as a way to consider the public-
private divide: people live their everydays in the private sphere. Field argues that
everyday life precisely reveals those spaces in which Soviet citizens sought to carve
out a private, intimate, individual life apart from the collective. Apartment life consti-
tutes an obvious arena in which to consider the public-private dichotomy as it plays
out in daily interactions, as Steven E. Harris, Reid, Ilya Utekhin and Pozevsky discuss
in their respective chapters on community-building in Khrushchev-era housing, the
aesthetics of apartment life, the post-Soviet communal apartments of St. Petersburg,
and the representation of home life in transition-era films about the Stalin period.

Almost all the contributors agree that politics takes a back seat to practices, ob-
jects, and domestic relationships described by the rubric of the everyday. Anthro-
pologist Rogers suggests that the sponsorship by oil giant Lukoil of Perm’ region Folk
Arts Festivals deliberately shifted the public gaze from an everyday life of getting
and spending (povsednevnost’) and its politics, to a static celebration of traditional
culture (byt), removing debate and contest from the public sphere. Shevchenko ar-
gues forcefully against the notion that the everyday is an appropriate site to look for
resistance. Referring to post-Soviet practices of constructing personal spaces outside
the state, she insists “the intended functions of these arrangements has been, and
remains, self-protection, not resistance” (64). And she concludes, “We would do more
justice to the richness of everyday life if we resisted the temptation to reduce it to
resistance by default” (67). On the other hand, in her Afterword, Fitzpatrick argues
that the everyday approach can fruitfully be applied to high politics as well as private
life, by exploring the quotidian experience of political life—dealing with the boss,
competing with rivals, patterns of sociability, setting the rules of the game.

The richness of everyday life is definitely on view in the realms of the quotidian
that these seventeen essays address. Home and family constitute the most common
sites of these investigations. Complementing the studies of home and housing men-
tioned above, Benjamin Sutcliffe’s contribution places the Liudmila Ulitskaia novel,
Medea and Her Children, squarely in the realm of byt—a condition of stasis deliber-
ately constructed around the family, seen by Medea as the “highest secular author-
ity” (318). Natalia Pushkareva finds the key to the work identities of women scientists
she interviewed to lie in family ties, especially in their relations with fathers. For her
respondents, work becomes “everyday” in the sense that they minimize their singu-
lar achievements: “We don’t talk about ourselves” (116).

This volume usefully calls attention to the ways in which “unconventional”
sources can be used to recover the complexity of lived experience. The institutional
records which constitute the core of most state archives provide limited insight into
the kinds of intimate, personal, informal lives under investigation here, although Har-
ris, Field, and McGuire demonstrate the ways in which these records can capture the
texture of everyday life, particularly in their use of petitions and complaints. Fiction
(Skomp and Sutcliffe), film and television (Qushakine, Pozevsky, Utekhin), partici-
pant-observation and oral histories (Rogers, Shevchenko, Pushkareva, Ransel, Reid),
memoirs and travel accounts (Petrone, Chatterjee) offer important additional access
to the variety of everyday lived experience in Russia past and present. Everyday Life in
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Russia Past and Present, despite some unevenness in its contributions, offers readers
arichly theoretical and empirical consideration of the “state of play” of everyday life
as it applies to the interdisciplinary study of Russia.
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A gift to Joseph Stalin from the “toiling masses” of Buyriat-Mongol Autonomous Re-
public on occasion of the republic’s twenty-fifth anniversary in 1948 was a traditional
Buryat costume with a wide belt in the form of a chain of silver buckles. Each buckle
depicts an achievement of Soviet modernity: industry, agriculture—and enlighten-
ment, as on one buckle a lamp is hammered casting light over an open book and
musical instruments (Nikolai Ssorin-Chaikov, ed. Gifts to Soviet Leaders, 2006, 101).
It is as if the very body of the Buryat nation is a traditionally dressed male figure
whose silhouette is emphasized by modernity. Melissa Chakar’s insightful, concise
and clearly written book is a historical account of such Soviet framing of twentieth-
century Buryat society.

This is a part of a complex story of Inner Asian nomadic cattle breeders, shaman-
istic and increasingly, from the seventeenth century onward, Buddhists, who have
given rise to the Mongol Empire but were subsequently divided between Russian and
Chinese spheres of influence. The Buryat Autonomous Republic, itself a fraction of
this wider Mongolian world (the Buryat and Mongol languages are mutually intelli-
gible), was itself a double product of a declared right to “national self-determination”
and Stalinist fear of strong ethnic autonomies in the border regions. The book charts
how its territory was decreased by 40% in 1937 and how other Buryats areas were
divided between Irkutsk and Chita provinces; how collectivization ended nomadism
and industrialization brought in Russian labor, which made Buryats by 1991 a 25%
minority within the Republic. It is hardly surprising then, as Chakar demonstrates,
that the main locus of identity formation became the reified cultural sphere.

The book draws on previously unexplored regional archives, including statistics,
as both a source to show historically how Buryat society changed (chapter three), and
as a Soviet site to perform, that is, officially report, Buryat modernity. In turn, the rest
of the book asks what kind of Buryatness is performed by this modernity. Here, the
readers who are interested in Soviet history from the point of view of alterity, associ-
ated with non-Russian nationalism, will be disappointed. A mimesis of ‘Sovietness,’
“socialist by content and national by form,” is what we see, with chapters of the book’s
substantive heart focusing on education, literary production and the media (chapters
four, five and six). Regional Russian and Buryat-language newspapers, Pravda Bury-
atii and Buryat Unen, mirror each other in their ‘officialese,” and the bi-lingual youth
newspaper, Molodizh Buryatii, was exactly the same in both languages. Buryat fiction
echoes themes and characters of the Soviet literary mainstream. Chakar reports no
findings of Buryat samizdat (184). There are telling Stalin-era zigzags of policies to-
wards the epic Geser, which was launched with an officially sanctioned campaign in
early 1940s to celebrate it at as a national symbol, only to be denounced as a national-
ist project in late 1940s. This line was again reversed in 1951.

At each of these political U-turns, Buryat intellectuals rallied and wrote with
the same vigor in epic support for and in denunciation of Buryat tradition. It should
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