P E R M A N E N T R E M I N D E R . A statue of

Vladimir Lenin at a public square in St. Petersburg.

SOVIET
TRACES
Symbols of a time past remain in Russia.
p h oto s a n d t e x t by

R i ta Ko v t u n
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U n i o n T r a d e . VDNKh (Acronym for Vystavka Dostizheniy Narodnogo Khozyaystva, or

Exhibition of Achievements of the People’s Economy) is a trade show and amusement park built in the
1930s as a celebration of the countries that comprised the Soviet Union. Each country has its own pavilion
in the park. The top of Ukraine’s pavilion, shown here, depicts the Soviet coat of arms. In the last few years,
groups of Ukrainian protestors have attempted to wipe out Soviet symbols, tearing down statues of Lenin
and displaying their national colors, yellow and blue, as Ukraine attempts to assert its independence.

T

WENTY-FIVE YEARS after
the fall of the Soviet Union,
Vladimir Lenin’s presence
lingers throughout Russia.
Statues of the Soviet leader stand firm in
most Russian cities, harkening back to a
time when Communism ruled the nation.
When I was in Russia in August
2015, I could see physical traces of the
country’s Soviet past everywhere I went.
I was born in Russia just after the fall of
Communism in 1991, and moved to the
United States with my parents at the age
of three, but the larger-than-life statues of
Lenin had always been hard to ignore on

the Soviet Union as an “evil empire.” It’s
true that many aspects of this part of
Russia’s history are negative: censorship
and repression of religion and culture;
regular shortages of food, materials, and
goods that resulted in waiting in long
lines for basic living supplies; severe travel
restrictions due to the idea that citizens
didn’t need to leave their Communist
paradise; and of course, ruthless leader
Joseph Stalin’s forceful execution of a
large part of the country’s population.
Considering the campaign of repression
in the Soviet Union, especially the Gulag
— a massive system of forced labor camps
— historians estimate at least 20 million
people died as a direct result of Stalin’s
rule, although the number is disputed due
to shoddy record keeping.
However, it is important to remember
that the concept of Communism, or
socialism, is not inherently bad, but that
it can be tainted when put into practice.

The intrinsic idea of education, housing,
employment, and medical care for all
is a noble one. And there were several
notable accomplishments that came from
the time of the Soviet Union: sending
the first satellite, Sputnik I, and the first
man, Yuri Gagarin, into space; making
advancements in the fields of science,
mathematics, physics, and the military;
and defeating Nazi Germany and ending
World War II. Though widely celebrated
in Russia — particularly this year, as 2015
marks the 70th anniversary of victory
— the latter contribution has largely
retreated into a recess of memory for
the Western world. By one calculation
from the Eisenhower Institute, for every
American soldier killed fighting the
Germans, 80 Soviet soldiers died doing
the same.
The symbols that came to represent the
Soviet Union — the hammer and sickle
to symbolize the worker-peasant alliance

return visits. This past time, after five years
away from Russia, the gleaming red star
on top of the Kremlin and the sculptures
of working men and women in metro
and train stations caught my attention.
I noticed many symbols and remnants
from the days of the Soviet Union that
remained interwoven in the fabric of
modern day Russia. I began to wonder
why these relics are still there, and what
they might mean for the country’s current
state of affairs, as well as its future.
Thanks to anti-Soviet propaganda and
tension built up during the Cold War, it’s
not uncommon for Americans to view

I chose to interview some of my family members for this piece because
they experienced life during the Soviet Union firsthand. I believe their experience and view of
this time is similar to other Russians their age. They also possess a unique perspective because of
their move away from Russia in 1996 and immersion in a different (i.e. American) culture,
which gave them an opportunity to reflect on their experience in the Soviet era.
Writer’s note:
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S K Y L I G H T A R C H I T E C T U R E . The pavilion of Uzbekistan stands at the VDNKh. “When I look

at it, I see big monumental things [and] really good examples of architecture,” Pavel says of the exhibition. “I
really love the idea of every Soviet republic having its own hall there made in national traditional style.”
R ive t i n g story t e l l i n g for vi ol i n i sts
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R e d S t a r . A Kremlin tower on the Red Square.
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for socialism, ears of wheat, and the red
star — as well as Lenin statues, Sovietera trains, and exhibitions of Soviet-era
accomplishments are still abundant in
present-day Russia. Many streets and
squares still bear the names of Soviet
leaders. For other former Soviet countries,
such as Poland and Latvia, the fall of
Communism meant the removal of Soviet
symbols and statues — something that’s
again picked up steam in the last few
years as groups of protesters tore down
hundreds of statues of Lenin in Ukraine,
following the country’s 2014 revolution.
Yet in Russia, not much of the
architecture has changed, although
it is fair to point out that Russia was
the country that dominated the others
and housed the central idealism. It is
important to make a distinction that
some Soviet symbols marking buildings
or streets represent the fact that these
things came to exist in their present form
or reached their peak development during
Soviet times. For example, a university
that is marked by the Soviet coat of arms
is so because the institution became well
known during the time of the Soviet
Union. However, other Soviet symbols
remain in places that, in the view of some
Russians, they no longer belong, such as
the statues of Lenin placed at the center
of public squares and the embalmed body
of the leader in his mausoleum on the Red
Square in the heart of Moscow.
Why do these symbols remain? One
answer might be because, simply, they
are part of the country’s history. Some
traces of the Soviet past, such as the
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S k y h i g h . The Monument to the

Conquerors of Space at the entrance to
the VDNKh.

VDNKh exhibition (in Russia this
translates to “Exhibition of Achievements
of the People’s Economy”), preserve the
zeitgeist of the time. VDNKh was built
as a permanent general purpose trade
show, featuring pavilions for each of the
countries that became part of the Soviet
Union. The Monument to the Conquerors
of Space, featuring a large rocket that
rises on its contrail, is located outside the
main entry to VDNKh. For my friend
Pavel Elizarov, who was born in the mid1980s at the tail end of the Soviet Union
(and who grew up in Russia and studied
economics and politics in college and
graduate school in Russia and Germany),
VDNKh is a positive symbol.
“It may have been propagandistic in the
past, but now when I look at it, I see really
good examples of architecture,” Elizarov
says. He believes there was some good

behind the Soviet Union. “People unite
not because you are so good or so bad,
not because you’re Communist or not, but
just because you’re humans, you’re equal
and you just come together and make
something good out of it.”
For James von Geldern, the chair of
Russian studies at Macalester College
in St. Paul, Minn., the main reason the
symbols remain is because they remind
many Russians of a golden age. “It was a
time when the Russian state was powerful
and respected and was able to take care
of its citizens,” von Geldern says. My
uncle Tolya Mikhnevich, who was born
in the 1950s and lived through the Soviet
Union era, agrees that the symbols are
near and dear to many people from the
older generation. “They give a face to
another life that existed in the past,” he
says. Additionally, the Communist party

S pa c e L a b o r . The bottom of the Monument to the Conquerors of Space, erected in 1964 and located

at the main entrance to the VDNKh, depicts Russian workers led by Lenin. The Memorial Museum of
Cosmonautics is located inside the base of the monument. The Soviet Union’s achievement of sending the
first satellite and person into space is one of its positive outcomes.
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still exists in Russia and its members don’t
wish to see its symbols taken down.
The last reason is a complicated mixture
of apathy, fear of stirring up trouble, and
the absence of something new to replace
the removed symbols. Mikhnevich says
that while these Soviet symbols don’t
always conjure positive emotions, he
doesn’t notice them much nowadays. For
people who have grown used to the names
of streets, changing those names now
seems like a hassle. According to Elizarov,
Russians are driven strongly by impulse,
which led to many changes immediately
following the collapse of the Soviet Union
— turning against everything Soviet,
tearing down statues of leaders, and
renaming streets — but the time of big
change is gone. “We have other problems
other than Lenin standing in the middle
of the city,” Elizarov says.
Additionally, he believes Russians are
reluctant to take official monuments
down. “I think it’s some general
skepticism against any rebellion. It
doesn’t mean that people won’t rebel —
it just means that people don’t like to
demonstrate [in that way].” And of course,
a newly empty space would need to be
filled — but with what?
Elizarov believes that in order to avoid
emulating Communist or Soviet thinking,
big changes should start with ideas, not
actions like tearing down monuments,
which is why he has uneasy feelings
about Ukrainians pulling down Lenin
statues. My parents, the same age as my
uncle, agree that the country is currently
in a state of flux. “[The Communists] let
everything go, broke everything, rebuilt
everything, and now again we’re trying to
build a new society, but people don’t really
understand what kind of new society.
But not only that — consciously and
subconsciously, we’re not ready,” my mom,
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Elena, says.
As for the remaining Lenin
monuments, many Russians agree that,
at the very least, they would like to see
Lenin, in his many forms, go. According
to a poll conducted by the Public Opinion
Foundation in Moscow in 2014, more
than 60 percent of Russians younger than
50 wish to see Lenin taken out of his
mausoleum and given a proper burial.
“It shouldn’t be there, for any reason.
It used to be there for the sake of
worshipping the leader of the country
when it was appropriate, but now it’s no
longer appropriate,” Elizarov says of the
body. It’s safe to say the reason for tomb
visits has now shifted largely to morbid
curiosity rather than fanatic adoration.
However, he believes the mausoleum itself
should remain as a part of the country’s
history. Elizarov calls the proliferation of
Lenin statues in Soviet times “propaganda
by monuments,” and cites this as the
reason the statues should now be removed.
“We don’t need propaganda,” he says. “We
have too much of it in Russia today, and
of course, of any kind — Communist or
anti-Communist.” But this goes back to
the issue of the current state of affairs and
the future of Russia’s leadership.
My parents side with a historian named
Yury Afanasiev who believes that Russia
as a country and culture developed in
its own unique way, and for that reason,
needs a unique model of government;
simply adopting a Western, democratic
model will not work. Country-wide
serfdom was not abolished until 1861,
meaning all Russians who were not nobles
or royals were living in slavery up to that
point. Because of this, Afanasiev believes
a slave mentality exists in the Russian
subconscious, which is one reason it was
so easy for Lenin and Stalin to bend the
public to their will during the time of

F i v e p o i n t s . A Kremlin

tower on the Red Square.
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W O R K E R - P E A S A N T A L L I A N C E . Artwork depicting working people in the Soviet Union at

the Kiyevsky railway station in Moscow.

T I M E M A C H I N E T R A I N . A train prepares to leave the Kiyevsky railway station in Moscow. The

Soviet Union was heavily dependent on rail transport, especially throughout Stalin’s five-year plans for
industrialization. Most people could not afford to travel by car or plane, but getting around by train was
cheap and efficient, especially across the large stretch of the country.
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C I R C U L A R S T R E N G T H . The central

pavilion as seen from the Atomic Energy Pavilion.
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the Soviet Union. My dad and Elizarov agree Russians value
stability and security over freedom, because freedom requires
responsibility — something Russians haven’t had a chance
to cultivate because of the way the country developed. In
von Geldern’s opinion, although Russians value security over
freedom now, there have been periods where the opposite was
true.
It doesn’t seem that any of these symbols will come down
anytime soon in Russia, even as the country continues evolving.
Von Geldern references Nikolay Karamzin, the “first great
historian of Russia” who named the Russian state as its
own sovereign entity (not any certain form of government
established in the country’s past) the greatest accomplishment
of the Russian people. “The Russian state grew very weak in the
1990s,” von Geldern says. “The fact that it’s reintegrated and
grown strong again is something that I think most Russians
value highly.” However, he sees crises, specifically economic
problems, looming on the horizon. Elizarov believes the only
way for Russia to move forward is for the country to become
historically and socially creative. “That means not copying
anything — from the West, from the East, or anyone else, also
from our own past, but making something new. Synthesis —
that’s what’s needed.”

RITA KOVTUN is a Minneapolis-based
freelance photographer and journalist. She
aims to craft written and visual stories that
shift perspectives and center on a shared human
experience. Check out her work on ritakovtun.
com and follow her on Instagram @ritakovtun.
L o o k F o r wa r d . A statue of Lenin at a public square in Odintsovo, a suburb of Moscow.
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