
Chapter 3

Significant Themes in Soviet Criticism of Science 
Fiction to 1965 (1969)

Note 2020: This was a paper read at a Conference on the Bibliography of SF at Columbia 
University, March 1, 1969. My thanks to Mr. Fred Lerner not only for successfully 
organizing the conference and asking me to contribute a paper to it, but also for tran-
scribing the tape recording of my presentation. The text has been slightly edited for 
style. So far as I’m aware, this was a first attempt in English to deal with SF criticism 
in USSR; I appended to the essay a 5-pp. “Select Bibliography of Criticism on Postwar 
Soviet SF” (in or out of USSR), containing nearly 70 items between 1954 and 1968. In 
retrospect, it is quite clear that the resurgence of significant SF criticism in the USSR 
was part and parcel of the “Khrushchev thaw” and that it was seriously hampered and 
then bent by the defeat of such a “warm stream.”

I am speaking here about the development of significant themes in the 
so-called “secondary” literature, Soviet or USSR criticism of SF. From 
a fairly long list of books and articles (appended to the original), I shall 
concentrate on the most significant writings and try to give you an 
idea of what they were about. I hope that, as a result of such a use of 
bibliographie raisonnée a certain clear development of significant themes 
in Soviet SF criticism – both about their own SF and about US SF, which 
is very much present in Soviet minds – might be discerned. I have taken 
the years 1959–65, inclusive, as a significant unit because I  think the 
1957–58 period was the end of a prehistory of Soviet SF criticism, which 
began very early in the mid-nineteenth century (if you count utopian 
literature as SF, which I  definitely do) or at least at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, mostly in the oppositional and illegal left-wing 
movement. People like Lenin were concerned with SF, in particular 
with Mars stories: he read Lowell, encouraged Bogdanov to write his 
two Mars novels, and criticized the second novel’s technocratism. After 
that, criticism followed the very significant development of Soviet SF in 
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the 1920s, and this prehistory ended in the great “Yefremov debate” of 
1957–58, sparked by his novel Andromeda, which both repristinated the 
1920s’ tradition and gave a new impulse to Soviet SF in this last decade.

Therefore, 1959 seems to me the terminus a quo from which a signifi-
cant modern criticism of SF began to appear in Soviet Russia. The terminus 
ad quem in 1965 seems to me useful, first, because we have a fairly full 
picture up to that year, which we don’t quite have from 1965, the reason 
being not only difficulties of communication; and second because, from 
what I have seen of the criticism after 1965, it seems that a second phase 
has set it. Certain themes have been cleared, certain achievements have 
been consolidated, certain other criticism has run into a dead end and is 
no longer central. On the other hand, new themes and approaches seem 
to be appearing slowly, and it is not inconceivable that this second phase 
is going to prove less dynamic. Therefore the years 1959–65 represent, to 
my mind, a significant unit.

 2. I begin by discussing two pamphlets of forty-eight pages each, edited, one in 
1959 by the Society for Propagation of Political and Scientific Knowledge of the 
Russian S.F.S.R. and written by Yevgeni Brandis, called The Soviet Science Fiction 
Novel; and the second one, called The Literature of Winged Imagination, written 
in 1961 by S. Larin and published by the “mother lode” of the same society called 
the All-Union Society for the Propagation of Political and Scientific Knowledge. 
These two pamphlets are obviously aimed at the general reader, not necessarily 
at the SF fan.

Brandis’ booklet deals only with Soviet SF, which is characterized as 
“the literature of scientific imagination.” Its accent is on the cognitive and 
educative role of Soviet SF and its development in the 1920s, the 1930–40s, 
and the 1950s, which is sketched in brief chapters.

Larin’s booklet is a popular survey of the development of both Soviet 
and “Western” SF, with an accent on the relation of natural and social sci-
ence to literature, as well as on the difference of the visions of man’s future 
in the Soviet and in “Western” SF. An interesting aspect is that the esthetic 
characteristics of the genre are also briefly discussed.

2. In 1961 a monograph of 108 pages was also published by Yuri 
Ryurikov, called In a Hundred and a Thousand Years. Its subtitle is, “Man 
of the Future and Soviet SF.” In other words, SF is still mainly treated 
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in terms of prognostication and future ethics, future human physiology 
(Wells is excoriated for his Grand Lunarian, and so on), but with a wealth 
of reference to SF history from myths and Greek times to Soviet times, 
including, as a rather unique feature, a short critique of the dystopianism 
of Zamyatin – a name which is otherwise almost never mentioned in the 
Soviet Union – as well as a critique of the Stalinist “theory of a near aim” 
(blizhnego pritsela) for SF.1

The discussion of a number of works by Yefremov, Dneprov, and 
Saparin is thematized in the chapter titles: I will quote only two of them, 
which I think give a sufficient idea of the book’s objectives. One chapter 
is titled “Man and the Machine in the Realm of Freedom” (the “Realm 
of Freedom” being Marx’s philosophical term for the future classless so-
ciety). Another chapter is “The Laws of the Universal Man’s Cognition” 
(the “Universal Man” being the “renaissance man,” the “man-orchestra” 
of the future, who will unite manifold capacities in himself). As you see, 
SF is here used mainly as a sociological and – if you want a modern term – 
futurological material or documentation.

3. However, also in 1961, the first significant swallow of a new type of 
approach arrived in an essay by Andrei Sinyavsky, a critic very much inter-
ested in SF, within a book edited by the Academy of Sciences of the USSR 
on the development of the modern Soviet novel. To it, Sinyavsky contrib-
uted an essay of eighteen pages on the modern Soviet SF novel. It is a veiled 
polemic against the pre-Yefremov, old-guard writers and critics of Soviet 
SF who refused the farther reaches of imagination, and the tactic is to tell 
them that they are not doing justice to the achievements and horizons of 
Soviet science – of astronautics, of nuclear energy, of cybernetics, etc. Even 
writers like Yefremov himself (for his novella “The Heart of the Serpent”) 
are criticized in terms of not doing full esthetic justice to their own sci-
entifically daring hypotheses. (May I say in brackets, since we are talking 
about the famous dissident Sinyavsky, that his is obviously a critique from 

 1 For that restrictive theory, see my paper “An Approach to Russian Science Fiction,” 
in “The MLA Forum:  Science Fiction:  The New Mythology,” Extrapolation 10 
(May 1969), 71–81; as well as the Introduction to my anthology of SF from “so-
cialist” countries Other Worlds; Other Seas (Random House, 1970).
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the inside, in terms of certain “warm stream” currents within the Soviet 
Union, not an anti-Soviet critique from the outside.)

Ideational and scientific problems are, however – and this seems to 
me to be the seminal role of this essay – primarily touched upon by the 
author in order to judge the literary value of SF stories, their clichés, and 
necessities; in other words, in order to enter a plea that SF is not primarily 
a juvenile genre, nor a servant of technological popularization, nor a prog-
nostication of the future whose correctness is to be discussed in deadly 
earnest, but a work of literary fiction.

4. This was followed in 1965 by a booklet of forty-four pages written 
by a prolific tandem of writers, Brandis (already mentioned, who obvi-
ously grew with the times) and Vladimir Dmitrevsky, called The World of 
the Future in Science Fiction. This booklet makes again the customary clear 
division between Soviet and fatalistic “Western” SF. People like Aldiss, 
Ballard, Anderson, Delany, Beam Piper, and van Vogt are cited in support 
of this thesis, as is John Wyndham (I think in this particular case and 
some others wrongly: but on the whole I must say that Soviet SF writers 
and critics are immeasurably better informed about US and English – or 
French and Japanese – SF than vice versa.) Fatalistic “Western” SF ex-
trapolates, in the opinion of Brandis and Dmitrevsky, into the cosmos 
the contradictions within contemporary imperialism, such as “the gang-
ster methods of profit, colonial politics, the psychology of business, 
and sexual pseudoconflicts with Freudian psychoanalysis, etc.” US SF 
writers, the authors charge, think the laws of their own society are ba-
sically as unchangeable as the laws of nature. Therefore, works like Pohl 
and Kornbluth’s Gladiator-at-Law or Simak’s They Walked Like Men 
extrapolate the laws of the capitalist society into eternity. Other books 
are lauded as awful warnings: for example, some Wells, Sinclair Lewis’s 
It Can’t Happen Here, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, some stories by Blish 
and Christopher, a novel by Oliver – the representative story here being 
Pohl’s “Tunnel under the World.”

Asimov’s I, Robot, Arthur Clarke’s Sands of Mars, A Fall of Moondust, 
and his stories, and especially Bradbury’s Martian Chronicles, The Golden 
Apples of the Sun, and his stories – all these are treated with respect, because 
they either (as in the case of Bradbury) show a poetic wish for a better life, 
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or (as in the case of Asimov and Clarke) are firmly based on science and 
the humanist use of science.

As opposed to this, a short sketch is given of the first thirty-five years 
of Soviet SF up to and including Yefremov – as well as of a number of other 
names in socialist countries, especially the great Polish SF writer Lem – and 
of the post-Yefremov Russian SF (the Strugatskys and others), concentrating 
only on the “social problems in science fiction,” without much discussion 
of their esthetic success or significance. A final plea is made, however, for 
not identifying SF either with pure Fantasy – a temptation the Russians 
have up to now avoided – or with scientific prognostication, but for recog-
nizing it as a literature “whose subject matter is science and the emotions 
connected with the horizons of scientific creativity.”

5. The other two essays I want to discuss are from 1964, and seem to 
me to represent the furthest reaches of this period. The first is by a woman 
critic, Ariadna Gromova, and it was published in the anthology Science 
Fiction, Vol. 1. Called “The Twofold Shape of Things to Come,” it is a long 
essay of forty pages on the contemporary utopia in SF, starting with a his-
torical sketch up to Wells, but concentrating on a juxtaposition of Soviet 
SF with the “US cultural dumping” of a false alternative between either 
an atomic (or some other global kind of) catastrophe or the “new maps of 
hell,” in which the capitalist way of life is projected into global and uni-
versal dimensions.

Several stories of Bradbury and Sheckley – Sheckley being tremen-
dously popular in the Soviet Union – are analyzed as examples, as are 
Warren Miller and Jack Finney. Yet the author refuses to make the “old 
guard” or “cold stream” division into pessimistic US and optimistic Soviet 
SF. She rightly sees the situation as much more complex and analyzes, rather, 
these more complex horizons in works of Soviet SF after the pioneering 
but now somewhat unsatisfactory work by Yefremov – especially those of 
the brothers Strugatsky (I think she is right; they are undoubtedly the best 
Russian SF writers around). The universe of their novels and stories she 
sees as less pathetic and monolithic than Yefremov’s, with a folksy humor, 
recognizable heroes of what one may call the Hemingway kind – the go-
getting people – and an attempt at a coexistence world, that is, with ethical 
conflicts within an adventure story.
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6. Finally, what seems to me the most significant contribution of the 
period is a twenty-page essay by the young mathematician and SF critic 
Rafail Nudelman, called “A Dialog in a Railway Coach.” It was again pub-
lished in an anthology – Imaginative Literature of 1964 (a happy habit US 
anthologists might emulate with greater frequency). It is a serious theoretical 
discussion of SF in dialogue form between an “I” and an “Anti-I.” That form 
has, of course, historically often been used as a smokescreen (since the author 
can always say “I don’t agree with the anti-I”), but it is primarily, I think, a 
rather interesting use of the Platonic dialogue. The form itself, therefore, 
combines an esthetic interest with the secondary function of a lightning 
rod. This essay had many echoes; for example, in the Polish scholarly journal 
Questions des Genres Littéraires an article appeared discussing it.

Nudelman discusses the relation between science and imagination, their 
union and their opposition. His basic thesis is that SF cannot be defined 
merely as depicting the effect of new scientific cognition in changing man, 
but that its basic theme is man confronted with the unknown in empirically 
non-existing situations: a rather sophisticated and, I think, interesting thesis. 
Nudelman goes on to argue that SF does not show a model of the future, 
but a model of a hypothetical future (this, of course, transforms the whole 
framework of discussing it from sociopolitical into esthetical and ethical). 
The hypothesis is the bridge across which science enters into literature; it 
assumes the necessity of a non-existing world. Simple adventure SF is thus 
for Nudelman a model of a non-existing world without a cognitive nucleus, 
and therefore, threatens to fall below significant literature.

His essay juxtaposes the method of writers such as the Pole Stanisław 
Lem, whose protagonists are normal and thrown into a different world, 
to the method of Yefremov, whose protagonists are different and live in a 
world which is supposed to be normal for them, the world of the future. In 
both cases, however, the central idea can be shown in its pure form in SF, 
and problems existing so far only in logical abstract thought can through 
this literary genre be claimed for a rounded understanding, comprising 
mind and emotion through the literary device of an initial estrangement. 
Personally, as I have argued at length elsewhere, I think that this is the only 
kind of satisfactory critical definition of SF in terms of literary theory: that 
is, that it is a cognitive estrangement.
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A criticism of US SF appears in Nudelman too, inasmuch as he bril-
liantly analyzes the “arrested moment” of, for example, writers like Asimov, 
Bradbury, and Leo Szilard (the atomic physicist whose book of SF stories 
The Voice of the Dolphins is very popular in the Soviet Union and un-
deservedly forgotten over here). US science fiction, says Nudelman, finds 
no way out of that “arrested moment”; therefore, at best, such writing 
defends man in this new hell, and at worst, it is empty and obscurantist.

However, in his opinion, the question whether SF is optimistic or 
pessimistic is a wrong kind of question: significant SF is not concerned 
with whether the future will be bright or dark, but with what is the price 
of man’s future achievements. Within such SF, then, Nudelman analyzes 
several sub-currents. He is very respectful of Yefremov’s anthropocentrism, 
but finds the wave of the future in what he calls relativism, as in Lem, 
which permits mankind to look at itself “from the side” in order to find 
its measure and not just to affirm one already found.

Much further comment is perhaps not necessary. One can, I would 
maintain, see in this analyzed sequence of seven essays a quite clear curve 
of development of certain basic themes of Soviet SF criticism: the themes 
of the relationship of science to SF literature, of its documentary value, of 
its popularizing value versus its esthetic value, and a recurring theme based 
on a juxtaposition of US and Soviet SF. The development goes from rigidity 
to sophistication, from monochromatism to diversity, from considering SF 
as an ancillary object to considering it an ethical and esthetical subject. 
In short, it leads from a pragmatic Stalinist tradition toward a Marxian 
grappling with autonomous problems of a literary genre that is concerned 
with the destinies of the modern world. This development – which appears 
to have reached a certain plateau it has not transcended since2 – seems to 
me quite significant. It could not, of course, have been plotted and com-
mented upon, without drawing up a chronologically ordered bibliography 
of Soviet criticism about SF.

 2 Note of February 1970:  Indeed, there are seriously disquieting signs that the 
Soviet cultural bureaucracy is cracking down on SF harder than at any time since 
1958. After the barbarous treatment of one of the best SF critics, Andrei Sinyavsky, 
the best SF writers – the Strugatsky brothers – are under attack now. Writing sig-
nificant SF criticism becomes difficult in such circumstances.


