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The major strength of this book is the ground it covers, surveying a wide variety of contemporary Russian popular culture where depictions of sex and violence dominate. While popular literature gets the most attention from Borenstein, there are also substantial discussions of the tabloid press, film and television. It is indicative of the comprehensive exploration of the rich textual landscape in Russia that the only area omitted that might also have been usefully explored in terms of violence is computer gaming, and even that activity gets a footnote. However, the very wide-ranging hunt for the extremes of cultural production in the post-Soviet world could also be perceived as a (relatively minor) weakness of this study, in that often the reader is given only a short summary, albeit it a relatively sharp snap-shot, of a text or oeuvre – for example, the crime writer Polina Dashkova. Similarly, persuasive and often sophisticated theoretical and contextual analyses of cultural phenomenon are sometimes cut short, just when one feels the author is really getting somewhere in giving an account of what are important, if confusing, phenomena  - for example, the meaning of irony and the purpose of violence in the boevik.
Borenstein writes in an engaging and jaunty style befitting his subject matter. However lurid, low-brow or nasty the content of the works surveyed, he has the knack of finding a suitably illuminating antecedent for contemporary Russia’s obsession with sex and violence in both Soviet and pre-revolutionary culture, and a persuasive cultural, social and historical argument to explain its popularity. So, for example, in the most satisfying and complete analysis of a particular oeuvre in the book, Marinina’s monologic crime fiction is viewed as the descendant, if not directed inheritor, of the tradition of Soviet detektivy (129). It is also argued that Marinina so essentialises gender that it becomes an abstraction, ironically allowing the exploration of the meaning of gender performance and roles by the central character herself, none of which are more important than the elusive and performative ‘professionalism’ of the (male) detective, which in 90s Russia is in short supply. 
While the terms bespredel and chernukha are given extended theoretical and practical explication, it is the ‘endlessly repeatable, mechanical violations of individual dignity’ (xi) that lead the author to choose ‘overkill’ as the keyword describing the porn, soaps, serials and crime fiction/film that are the focus of the study. With the exception of Marinina, who seems to stick out a bit in that her fiction, at least in the treatment here, doesn’t come across as particularly bloody, ‘overkill’ is an altogether apt definition. Cultural production in the post-Soviet period focuses excessively on the minutiae of social collapse (murder, rape, torture, prostitution, pornography), creating a ‘master narrative’(6) through which the fears and suffering of the individual become somehow manageable. In the course of the extensive analysis of popular fiction from crime potboilers to ultra-violent boeviki we are acquainted with the world of Dotsenko’s Mad Dog (Beshenyi) series of novels. With Afghanistan as a formative experience, the central character out-does Rambo in the number of his near-death experiences, his almost superhuman powers, and the huge number of baddies he despatches. For Borenstein these heroes fulfil important ideological and emotional functions: the submerging of self in group-identity, the catharsis of violence in the face of national trauma, fantasies of access to the centre of power (the authority father-figure), and last but not least, to the submissive, sexually available and easily satisfied female.
In other sections of this fast-moving study the stubbornly politically significance of pornography, sexual discourse, and the depiction of prostitution is examined. Here too the range of sources is comprehensive, from the salacious and ubiquitous publication SPID-info, which relentlessly brought private sexual activities into the public realm, to the suppressed (for its ‘Soviet’ insistence on linking sex and politics)  erotic journal Eshche. Borenstein shows how Andrei, the Russian analogue of Playboy, took on the role of defending notions of both Russian masculinity and femininity from Western ‘invaders’ bent on conquest. In addition, contributions to the debate on the crisis of Russian masculinity like those of Kon (male infantilisation) and Erofeev (emasculation by Soviet power) are shown in every case to relate to wider questions of national malaise and cultural anxiety. Sexual discourse is shown to be thoroughly permeated with ideology – male impotence connotes national failure, and sexual violation of women serves as a metaphor for cultural imperialism. Finally, texts where prostitution symbolises national ‘humiliation and betrayal’ (89), such as Intergirl, give way to a return to the tried and trusted Russian cultural trope of the fallen woman as redeemer. The title of a work by Dmitrii Shcherbakov, Nimfomanka: Besposhchadnaia strast’  says all that needs to be said about the popular cultural discourse on sex in Russia today, and gives a suitable flavour of the textual objects of this scholarly, authoritative, and thoroughly readable study.
