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than some of their Western counterparts. Kenneth Pinnow presents interesting data on the 
ideologically-colored optics through which soviet psychiatrists viewed the "possible worlds" 
of suicide victims in the Red Army. The political agenda clearly comes though in the 
post-mortem reports where the experts strenuously sought to bind the victims' fateful 
decisions to their non-proletarian roots or their association with ideological malcontents and 
alien life styles. Dan Healy rounds up Part II with a study analyzing the expert testimony 
about sexual crimes and the manner these were interpreted in the early Soviet era. As it 
happened, the accused often pressed the narrative of mental illness to explain, ifnot excuse, 
their criminal conduct while the medical doctors insisted on the perpetrators' fitness to stand 
trial. 

The last section explores the relationship between mental illness and creativity. 
Angela Britlinger makes an intriguing observation about differences in the manner Russian 
doctors cast psychological problems in men, whose abnormalities they tied to the latter's 
physical and mental exhaustion, and in women, whose difficulties they traced to 
dysfunctional family life. Helena Goscilo makes a kindred point regarding the gendered 
nature ofpsychiatric diagnosis and the propensity of Russian writers to privilege masculine 
imagination in explaining the linkage between madness and artistic genius. Margarita 
Odesskaya reviews Anton Chekhov's stories where madmen and madness figure 
prominently, particularly Ward No.6 and The Black Monk. Yvonne Howell shows how the 
romantic trope about the deranged artistic genius in the biological morphed into a theory of 
Vladimir Efroimson, a Russian geneticist whose views on the bio-social roots of genius put 
him on a collision course with the Russian authorities. Daun Khaus updates the historical 
picture painted by her colleagues with a lively account of assorted pathologies and nutty 
characters populating in the post-soviet literature. And finally, Mikhail Epstein offers an 
elegant literary-philosophical meditation on madness and genius where he draws parallels 
between Friedrich Holderlin and Konstantin Batiushkov, near contemporaries who, 
according to Epstein, fell victims to their over-abandoned artistic imagination which pushed 
the seminal writers over the brink. 

I cannot do justice in my brief review to these fine essays, which form the most 
comprehensive interdisciplinary survey of its kind and which will be welcome by students 
working in diverse fields. Let me just single out one thing I found missing in this collective 
exercIse. 

Not a single article in this collection mentions a classic study of mental institutions 
written by an eminent sociologist Erving Goffman. Published in 1961, this book - Asylums 
- gave a devastating account of the degradation ceremonies involuntarily confined patients 
undergo in mental institutions. Goffman's focus on the continuity between asylums and 
prisons bears an uncanny resemblance to Chekhov's Ward No.6, which might have been 
known to Goffman whose parents emigrated from Russia in the 1910' s. More pertinent for 
my argument is the fact that Goffman's interest in the subject was spurred by his wife's 
mental illness and institutionalization. Goffman 's stance on de-institutional ization must have 
played a part in the release of his wife. However, right after she was released from the 
hospital in 1964, she committed suicide. Goffman subsequently revised his views on mental 
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illness, acknowledging that it might have organic roots and intimating that he would have 
written a different book ifhe had a chance to rewrite it. 

Here is the lesson I would like to draw from this story: There is more to madness than 
the excess of imagination, artistic or otherwise. The vast majority of exceptionally creative 
people are not insane, just as the vast majority of mentally ill are not exceptionally gifted. 
In the last few years of his life when Nietzsche lost touch with reality, he was observed 
dancing naked like the dancing god Zaratustra he extolled in his writings, but he was also 
given to the misogynist ranting, anti-Semitic slur, and plain gibberish. Whether he was "mad 
about" matters conjured up by his philosophical genius is far from clear. The genius as 
madness metaphor will continue to nourish artistic imagination, but this Romantic trope still 
popular in Russia is overdue for a sober bio-sociological examination. 
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