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and economic growth. For Williams, one of Morris’s major legacies is thus
to fantasy writing, including the work of J. R. R. Tolkien, a literature in
which she sees a transformative and compensatory dimension rather than
simple escapism. 

Stevenson also appears as a writer who drew inspiration from direct
experience of the vanishing frontier. For him, the collapse of Polynesian
societies in the face of Western gunboat commerce appeared to be both ap-
palling and inevitable; his late fiction captures some of that sense of horror,
while also offering glimpses of cultures on the point of disintegration.

This is a scholarly book by an accomplished historian of science and
technology, but clearly also a personal one, composed over some twenty
years, and shaped by a love of particular writers. I would like to have seen
the intriguing argument about water developed more explicitly (Margaret
Cohen’s 2012 book on the novel and the sea is referenced, but probably ap-
peared too late to be fully engaged with here). But even those familiar with
these authors will learn from Williams’s powerful account of the spread of
“human empire.” This is a rich and nuanced study, and a timely argument
for the limits of economic growth as a paradigm.

NICHOLAS DALY

Nicholas Daly is professor of modern English and American literature at University College
Dublin. His most recent book is The Demographic Imagination and the Nineteenth-Century
City (2015). 

The Conquest of the Russian Arctic. 

By Paul R. Josephson. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014. 
Pp. 456. $55.

Paul Josephson’s new book is a sweeping narrative of Russia’s Arctic activ-
ities from the late nineteenth century to today. The main emphasis is on
the Soviet era and more precisely on the Stalin years. Yet the analysis of
Tsarist-era developments also makes a valuable contribution—both as a
story in its own right and as an important prelude to the Soviet era. A
strength of the work is that it contains a chapter on Russia’s current Arctic
affairs, which, as Josephson argues, feature intriguing similarities with the
Stalin era. Geographically, the book mainly deals with Russia’s western-
most Arctic regions and especially the Kola Peninsula, the Arkhangelsk
area, the Karelian and Komi republics, and the Nenets Autonomous Re-
gion. The vast territories of circumpolar Siberia and the Russian Far East
figure less prominently.

On one level The Conquest of the Russian Arctic deals with the trouble-
some interactions between humans and the harsh environment in the
Russian Far North, and as such would mainly seem to be a work of envi-
ronmental history. On another level, however, the story is set in an age of
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industrialization and in a country whose leaders were determined to make
massive use of the Arctic’s vast natural resources—from forests and water-
falls to fossil fuels and metal ores—for scaling up industrial operations and,
by extension, turning the Soviet Union into a technologically advanced
global power. From this perspective the book is to no lesser extent a work
of history of technology. Arctic-related scientific activities are also scruti-
nized in depth. This combination of scientific, technological, and environ-
mental perspectives on Russian history has long been one of Josephson’s
main strengths as a scholar, and in the Arctic this approach becomes par-
ticularly rewarding.

But there is more. One of the themes that will likely be much cited is
the author’s account of the Gulag and its role in Arctic conquest. These
prisoner camps existed in many parts of the Soviet Union, but since it was
so difficult to attract voluntary workers to the taiga and tundra, they were
of particular importance in the Arctic. Needless to say, the life of the pris-
oners—who worked in mines and forests extracting resources or at the
canals and railways that were needed for their distribution—was a night-
mare. But Josephson also shows that the work they carried out was ex-
tremely inefficient, to the point that it becomes difficult to discern any eco-
nomic rationality in the Gulag-centered exploitation of the Arctic’s
resource riches. Most work was accomplished with simple equipment such
as spades and wheelbarrows, and without even fairly basic machinery such
as tractors. This is the “shock of the old,” Russian-style.

Another important theme—and a key to understanding Russian efforts
in the Arctic—is the legendary seaway that Westerners usually refer to as
the Northeast Passage and Russians simply call the Northern Sea Route. In
the age of climate change and melting Arctic sea ice, the future prospects
for this sea route have recently been much discussed internationally, and
Josephson adds an interesting historical perspective. Tsarist-era ambitions
to exploit the Northern Sea Route were lukewarm at most, but in the per-
iod that followed, its opening for regular shipping was identified as a chal-
lenge worthy of the red empire. The route offered an excellent opportunity
to show that, given the right political conditions, there were no limits to
humankind’s ability to manipulate the natural world. This dream spurred
and was closely related to overall Soviet activities in the Arctic. In the early
Soviet period, for example, Arctic coal mines were identified as strategic
suppliers to the steamships that were expected to regularly travel along the
northern coast. The Northern Sea Route was also envisioned as part of a
larger transportation system that included the great Siberian rivers, on
which large shipments of lumber and minerals were expected.

An attractive feature of Josephson’s book is clearly the author’s impres-
sive use of a variety of sources. Soviet archives are true gold mines for his-
torians of technology and environment but have so far been used much too
insignificantly in actual research. Josephson makes far-reaching use of
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such sources. But he has also personally visited most of the sites that he
writes about and talked to countless people in the region—an invaluable
experience that adds flesh and blood to his narrative.

PER HÖGSELIUS

Per Högselius is associate professor in history of technology and international relations at the
KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm.

Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture, and the Art of Studio Recording
from Edison to the LP. 

By Susan Schmidt Horning. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013. 
Pp. xii+292. $45.

This fine contribution to recording studies focuses on U.S.-based engi-
neers and studio personnel from mechanical recording in the 1890s to the
heyday of multitrack tape in the 1970s. The story is familiar: during this
period studios transformed from spaces for documenting performances
into central sites of musical creativity, a development which entailed the
growth of and increasing specialization within the record industry and the
products of which irrevocably transformed recreational listening and live
music making. But while Susan Schmidt Horning’s main argument con-
firms what we know about music recording and its business, the book’s
strengths lie in its treatment of the under-appreciated audio engineer, its
fascinating details, and the accessibility of its narration.

Horning tracks the development of audio engineering, investigating a
discipline named only shortly before 1947 (p. 71) but which dates to the
invention of sound recording. She examines early acoustical recording
(chap. 1); the rise of electrification (chap. 2); audio engineering as an emer-
gent profession (chap. 3); the high-fidelity recording studio during and
after World War II (chap. 4); the new postwar technologies of magnetic
tape, the vinyl record and LP, sensitive microphones like the Neumann
U47, modern recording consoles, and stereo recording, as well as contem-
porary studio work cultures (chap. 5); recording practices and independ-
ent studios during the rock era (chap. 6); and recording, mixing, and mas-
tering processes instigated by multitrack tape (chap. 7).

A conclusion treats studio recording’s consolidation in the 1970s, en-
compassing the apparently diametrical opposites of disco and punk (pp.
219–20). Horning demonstrates that the job of the “recorder” or “record-
ist” (p. 15) in the mechanical era involved great skill and active interven-
tions in the studio, and underscores the longstanding “disparity between
the [typically male] recordist’s relatively low position in the recording hier-
archy and the high level of dependence on his ability to work his ‘magic’ in
the studio” (p. 16).

Much of that ability comes from “tacit knowledge,” or the “unarticu-

10_bkrevs_final.qxp_13_49.3bkrevs 779–  7/21/15  2:25 AM  Page 763


