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“Our space epic has convincingly revealed to the world the upbringing 
of a new person—spiritually beautiful, courageous, devoted to 

communist ideals, and having a high sense of internationalism.”

—Pravda, November 4, 1968, describing 
the profession of the cosmonaut
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Introduction

Space Exploration in the Soviet Context

During the Cold War the space program represented an important 
marker of Soviet claims to global superpower status. The achievements 
of Sputnik and Gagarin were synonymous with a new and dynamic Soviet 
state no longer hobbled by the devastations of the Great Patriotic War. 
The Soviet government devoted enormous resources not only to perform 
its space achievements but also to publicize them in domestic and foreign 
arenas. Cosmonauts toured the globe, international space-themed exhibi-
tions extolled the technological panacea of modern socialism, and books 
about the benefits of Soviet space technology surged out of official pub-
lishing presses. The rhetoric underlying this extraordinary program of 
public engagement worked on at least two interconnected levels. On the 
one hand, the claims made by official mouthpieces were also assertions 
about the legitimacy, power, and vitality of the Soviet state. These claims 
depended on an understanding that space technology (and science, in 
general) represented a powerful and easily understood measure of the 
future-oriented sensibility of a nation-state. On the other hand, embodied 
in the artifacts of the Soviet space program—the spacecraft, the rock-
ets, the statues, the posters, the books, the souvenirs, and the text—were  
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particular symbols and stories about the resonance of cosmic travel in 
Soviet culture; as symbols they spoke in new and powerful languages, 
and as stories they cradled the anticipations and hopes of Soviet citizens. 

The intersections of these two phenomena—one focused on the state 
and the other centered more on culture—serve as the primary context 
for the works in this volume. Through interrogations of the connections 
between the material and the symbolic elements of the Soviet space 
program—associations operating at the individual, community, and na-
tional levels—the contributions in this volume offer fresh insight into an 
unexplored element of Soviet history, the triangular relationship between 
science, state, and culture in the postwar era. Many authors have written 
about the Bolshevik state’s love affair with science and technology. A mea-
sure of technological utopianism had already emerged in tsarist Russia at 
the turn of the century, but after the Bolsheviks came to power in 1917, 
this fascination embodied a millenarian mantra.1 Some of this obsession 
with the power of science and technology to remake society was rooted 
in crude Marxism, but much of it derived from the Bolsheviks’ own vi-
sion to remake Russia into a modern state, one that would compare and 
compete with the leading capitalist nations in forging a new path to the 
future. 

Here, the tools of capitalism—Ford’s mass production, Taylor’s sci-
entific management, the Wright brothers’ airplane—were value-neutral 
systems that could be relocated into a socialist context without the ex-
ploitative costs of capitalism; science and technology could, in this way, 
be delinked from one ideology and connected to another. The Bolsheviks  
never adhered to a singular and sustained vision of the role of science 
and technology in building the new Soviet Union; on the contrary, the  
Communist Party’s approach was neither monolithic nor consistent. 
For example, in the 1920s, during the time of the New Economic Policy 
(NEP), the Bolsheviks reluctantly embraced the old prerevolutionary sci-
entific elite, conceding that their skills might be of use during a period of 
reconstruction. But by the 1930s, after the Cultural Revolution, Stalinist 
imperatives resulted in a backlash against the old intelligentsia who were 
seen as being divorced from the “real” problems of socialist construction. 
Instead, party directives embraced a more populist stance on science and 
technology: “technology for the masses,” in the words of a popular adage 
of the day.2
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The traumas facing the scientific and engineering communities 
during late Stalinism have been well documented. During the Cold War 
pioneering scholars of Soviet science, such as David Joravsky and Loren 
Graham, underscored the important relationship between ideology and 
Soviet science.3 Yet most laypeople typically understood this connection 
within the Soviet context as discrete and unidirectional. For example, 
the “failures” of Soviet science, including the disastrous case of Lysenko 
and the ban on genetics research from 1948 to 1964, represented stark 
examples of the negative influence of ideology on science. Meanwhile, 
the successes of Soviet science were seen as exceptions where Soviet sci-
entists succeeded despite the draconic and limiting structures imposed 
on them.4 But recent scholarship on Soviet science has completely over-
turned such views.5 Besides returning agency to the scientific community  
and investing our understanding of the role of scientific and engineer-
ing practice under Stalin with deeper complexity and nuance, the most 
important corollary of this new literature has been to dislodge the percep-
tion that the Lysenko affair was emblematic of Soviet science as a whole.6

If the relationship between science and the Soviet state (and indeed 
the lack of delineation between the two) has been a subject of much fresh 
inquiry, mass engagement with science and technology during Soviet 
times, including popular (and populist) enthusiasm for science, has until 
very recently been a marginalized field. Mass campaigns involving sci-
ence and technology were not anomalies during the interwar years but 
part and parcel of prevailing Soviet culture. James T. Andrews’s recent 
work on public science has underscored the ways in which public en-
thusiasm was not simply a result of structured state directives but had 
significant foundation in genuine mass interest in the powers of science  
and technology.7 Lewis H. Siegelbaum, Scott W. Palmer, and Asif A. 
Siddiqi have explored specific dimensions of public engagement with 
science and technology—with automobiles, airplanes, and spaceships, 
respectively—deepening our understanding of how Soviet scientific en-
thusiasm was a peculiar combination of the mundanely practical and the 
grandiosely symbolic.8 This new work has not been monolithic. Where 
Siegelbaum sees automobile users as appropriating automobile technol-
ogy in ways unanticipated by the state, Palmer views the state as a more 
powerful force in using fascination with aviation to distract the populace 
from the earthly realities of the day. Siddiqi’s work on cosmic enthusi-
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asm in the 1920s suggests that such popular fascination often stemmed 
out of deeply mystical notions fundamentally at odds with the Bolshevik 
project.9

Mass enthusiasm for science and technology in Soviet times had 
its own peculiarities, but this can be best understood as part of broader 
(usually) state-sponsored campaigns to encourage large segments of the 
population to invest their work and life with the transformative spirit 
of the Bolshevik project. The most obvious touchstones here include  
Stakhanovism, but there were many others, such as the celebration of new 
secular holidays and festivals, popular campaigns focused on atheism,  
stratospheric and arctic exploration, literacy initiatives, and industry- 
related programs such as the shock worker movement.10 Historians who 
have investigated these phenomena have contended that mass enthusi-
asm for these causes were not cynically fostered by a monolithic state 
exerting power over a passive populace; rather, it was the result of earnest 
bottom-up zeal that often mutated into forms at odds with the original 
intention of the campaigns.

Soviet cosmic culture can best be understood as the outcome of 
similar processes, with two overlapping and often conflicting phenom-
ena, a massive state-directed project, the actual space program, and an 
equally vast popular response, one whose existence was fundamental 
to the sustenance of the former. As a number of scholars have shown, 
popular interest in cosmic themes in Russia long predated any statist 
intervention. From the late nineteenth century on, Russian readers were 
first introduced to cosmic themes, particularly through the imported 
science fiction of such Western icons as Jules Verne and H. G. Wells. 
This interest exploded after the Bolshevik Revolution (although not nec-
essary because of it) as the gospel of the “patriarch” of “cosmonautics,”  
Konstantin Tsiolkovskii, was taken up by a younger generation of activ-
ists. Cosmic fascination in the 1920s took many forms: societies, exhibi-
tions, film, novels, posters, poems, and paintings, for example.11 Inter-
rupted by the exigencies of industrialization and then the Great Patriotic 
War, Soviet popular enthusiasm for the cosmos again bloomed in the 
postwar era, particularly after Stalin’s death. The launch of the Sputnik 
satellite on October 4, 1957, signaled not only the birth of the space age, 
but also evidence of directed state intervention into the idea of space-
flight. Sputnik’s trail in the night skies over the Soviet landmass was 
clear proof that the Soviet state—the party and the government—had 
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made possible the dreams of generations of space dreamers. As the space 
program became first and foremost identified with state imperatives and 
ideologies, it became a tool for posturing on the international stage of the 
Cold War, a point succinctly reinforced by the headline in Pravda, five 
days after the launch of Sputnik: “A Great Victory in the Global Competi-
tion with Capitalism.”12

Within the Soviet Union the satellite and its successors invested 
the rising hopes of a new postwar “Sputnik generation” with a power-
ful icon.13 Having passed through the hopes and disappointments of 
the Khrushchev era, the project of spaceflight was one of the few state 
policies that united all in its utopianism, heroism, and iconography. By 
the time cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin returned to Moscow after his historic 
flight into the cosmos in 1961, more people assembled in Red Square to 
welcome him than had for the parades celebrating victory in the Great 
Patriotic War.14 Sputnik, like Gagarin, represented a powerful symbol for 
restoring Soviet pride in the aftermath of the economic, social, and politi-
cal shocks of late Stalinism.15

Sputnik inaugurated the first triumphant decade of Soviet space 
exploration, as one after another, Soviet space exploits inscribed a new 
glorious cosmic future into the fabric of popular imagination. A row of 
hero cosmonauts circled the Earth in increasingly ambitious adventures 
in their Vostok and Voskhod spaceships. After Gagarin there was the first 
daylong space mission of German Titov, then the first “twins” in space, 
Andrian Nikolaev and Pavel Popovich, and then the first woman in space, 
Valentina Tereshkova. There were other nonhuman successes too: the 
first living being in space (Laika the dog), the first probe to impact on  
the surface of the moon (Luna-2), the first to take pictures of the far side 
of the moon (Luna-3), and the first to land and take pictures of the sur-
face of the moon (Luna-9). For a time at least, the Soviet space program 
seemed youthful, bursting with energy, and limitless in its capacity to 
dream. The technical achievements were equally matched by a massive 
industry of popular enthusiasm, as the state-sponsored media produced 
hundreds of thousands of books, pamphlets, and posters, sponsored mu-
seum exhibits, and most important, sent their young hero cosmonauts to 
proselytize for the space program and its chief sponsor, the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, historians have produced 
many works on the Soviet space program, benefiting from a surfeit of 
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information inaccessible during the Soviet period. Few of these works, 
however, situated Soviet efforts to explore space within Soviet society and 
culture; most of the literature has focused on geopolitical concerns (“the 
space race”) or narrowly constructed questions of technological develop-
ment, and have left unquestioned reductive assumptions about the con-
tingent connections between national identity, Soviet culture, and space 
exploration.16 In both Russia and the West the topic of Soviet space ex-
ploration has generally attracted techno buffs or political historians. The 
former display a uniformly positivist fetish for technology, terminology, 
and teleology, while the latter assume that politics alone determined the 
nature of the program. Both avoid culture as a focus of study unless as 
an essentializing category to describe ideology (that is, Marxism).17 Prob-
ably the most salient characteristic of this canon has been an overreliance 
on secondary literature and the inaccessibility of primary archival source 
material.18

The aim of this book is to transcend the shortcomings of the anteced-
ent scholarship on the Soviet space program and to examine the many 
ways in which space exploration contributed to the construction of a dis-
tinct set of markers of Soviet identity at the national, community, and 
personal levels. The contributions do this by situating the study of the  
Soviet space program as part of an understanding of broader social and 
cultural responses to massive statist initiatives in Soviet history. Their 
goal, however, is not simply to relocate space exploration within the 
broader currents of Soviet history, but more critically, to use deeply en-
trenched and iconic aspects of space exploration to shed light on critical 
questions about the nature of postwar Soviet society—particularly the 
Khrushchev era—including such aspects as national identity, memory, 
mythmaking, gender, public culture, consumer culture, and the institu-
tionalization of secrecy.

Scholarly study of the Khrushchev era has typically focused on two 
broad thematic priorities: the cultural dimensions of the “thaw” (focus-
ing particularly on the activities of newly hopeful intelligentsia who ben-
efited from the looser limits on artistic expression) or politics at the high-
est level (with Cold War milestones such as the Cuban Missile Crisis and 
the Berlin Crisis of 1961 as the stock stopping points).19 The post-Soviet 
archival revolution has allowed historians to explore this gap between art 
and politics and to investigate a wider variety of questions on the social, 
cultural, and economic history of the period. This volume is part of this 
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newer literature on the Khrushchev era whose aims are to bring fresh 
methodological tools (including archival research) to bear on a period that 
has typically been overshadowed by the scholarly fetishization of Stalin-
ism. The recent literature on the Khrushchev era has been wide-ranging 
and ambitious, seeing the Khrushchev era less as a response to Stalinist 
excesses than a time with its own complex currents that defy easy gener-
alization and periodization. Novel work on such topics as de-Stalinization 
campaigns, culture and power during the thaw, social, cultural, and edu-
cational reforms, the nature of protest and rebellion, atheist campaigns, 
mass communications, and gender relations have answered old questions 
and raised many new ones.20 This volume hopes to add to that scholar-
ship and answer two broadly defined and interconnected questions: Why 
did space exploration resonate so deeply among the Soviet populace dur-
ing the Cold War? And what does this deeply embedded current of fasci-
nation say about Soviet society and culture in the post-Stalin years?

The contributors, predominantly historians of modern Russia and 
Europe, have mined a vast trove of untouched archival and published 
sources from Russia, accessible only since the archival revolution of the 
1990s, to bring a unique perspective to Soviet history. At the same time, 
they benefit from the substantive body of post-Soviet scholarship on the 
history of the Soviet Union, literature that, based itself on archival re-
search, has raised new and provocative questions on the nature of state, 
society, and culture of Russia under Communist rule.21 Similarly, the 
provocative questions raised by contemporary scholarship on the history 
of Soviet science and technology, particularly its fresh reformulation of 
the relationship between science and ideology, also inform the work in-
cluded in this book.22

The volume is divided into three broad thematic components, each 
represented by a set of chapters. The first introductory part, consisting of 
pieces by Alexei Kojevnikov and James T. Andrews, provides broad cul-
tural context. At one level both of these contributions work as historical 
overviews, but they also introduce many of the strands of Soviet space 
culture taken up in more detail by others in this volume. Kojevnikov com-
bines thoughtful personal reflections with a brief and impressionistic 
tour through the entire vista of Soviet space aspirations of the twentieth 
century. The heart of his chapter is a meditation on the generation of the 
1960s (the shestidesiatniki), their hopes, their disappointments, and their 
nostalgia. Andrews, meanwhile, grounds the volume in the inchoate  
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cultural beginnings of cosmic enthusiasm, going back to the pre-Sputnik 
underpinnings of popular interest and popularization of space notions, 
while also looking forward into post-Stalinist times. He argues that, 
stretching back to the eighteenth-century era of the Romanov tsarist dy-
nasty, Russians had a fascination with the possibility of air and space 
flight. He believes it was an inherent part of Russians’ more general  
fascination with exploration: on land, air, and in the cosmos. This fascina-
tion continued across the 1917 revolutionary divide but began to take on a 
nationalist component in the Stalin era of the 1930s and 1940s. Yet even 
during the Khrushchev era of Cold War competition, Andrews believes 
ordinary Russians exhibited a sincere fascination with space topics in the 
press, on film, and in popular books—a preoccupation helped in part by 
the central symbolic role played by Konstantin Tsiolkovskii, considered by 
many to be the “father” or Ded (grandfather) of space exploration.23 In the 
end Andrews articulates an overarching theme—namely, that cosmic en-
thusiasm had been embedded deeply in Russian culture both before and 
after Sputnik’s launching as evidenced by popular journals, magazines, 
plays, movies, and other diverse venues. 

These two chapters set the stage for the heart of this volume, eight 
additional contributions divided into two parts. In the first part Asif A. 
Siddiqi, Slava Gerovitch, Andrew Jenks, and Amy Nelson look at the gaps 
between myth and reality in the Soviet space program and the role of the 
state apparatus in bridging this gap. Here, the focus spans the gamut 
from the personal to the institutional. In the second part of the book, 
Victoria Smolkin-Rothrock, Roshanna P. Sylvester, Cathleen S. Lewis, 
and Heather L. Gumbert broadly cover the space program’s engagement 
with popular culture, looking at issues as diverse as religion, gender, con-
sumerism, and the appropriation of Soviet space culture for Cold War 
imperatives.

The first four chapters take up a deeper engagement with the state’s 
role in the Soviet space program, particularly its management of the rela-
tionship between myth and reality, between public and private. The Soviet  
space program differed in one key regard from its American counterpart 
in its fetishization of secrecy. Almost every aspect of the program was 
a closely guarded secret during the Cold War. Using secrecy as a lens,  
Siddiqi deconstructs the process by which state managers tried to create 
an “official” narrative of the space program. By revisiting the debates over 
what was considered secret and what was deemed innocuous, he looks at 
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the prevailing tensions and chasms between the secret and public nar-
ratives of the Soviet space program. The basic conundrum for managers 
was how to publicize the program as much as possible while keeping 
it secret as much as possible, a tension that was sustained throughout 
the Soviet era. The resourcefulness of Soviet cosmonauts in the light of 
equipment failures presented a particular challenge to Soviet journal-
ists because the heroism of men (desirable to advertise) had to be con-
trasted with the failure of machines (unacceptable to advertise). Siddiqi 
argues that a “public relations commission” of the Soviet space program,  
organized in 1968 to arbitrate and dictate on the “proper” nature of infor-
mation disseminated to the public, was only partially successful in man-
aging public opinion despite the draconian limits on open discussion on 
the space program.

Myth and reality, and the state’s arbitration of the boundaries be-
tween the two are the subject of Gerovitch’s and Jenks’s chapters, which 
explore the problem of identity and the Soviet space program. Recently, 
a number of scholars have explored the historical connections between 
identity, self-fashioning, and the Soviet state.24 In her recent monograph 
on identity and imposture during the interwar years, Tear off the Masks, 
Sheila Fitzpatrick has explored the tensions between Soviet citizens’ self-
identifications and the external signifiers bestowed from above during 
the interwar years.25 Other scholars, such as Jochen Hellbeck, have inves-
tigated the ways in which Soviet citizens (particularly aspiring Commu-
nists) wrote their own biographies and thus thought deeply about their 
own subjectivity.26 Building on this literature, Gerovitch and Jenks look 
at similar issues of identity, myth, and social constructs by analyzing the 
role of the cosmonaut in the era of the Cold War. Gerovitch examines the 
public image of cosmonauts during the Khrushchev era, focusing specifi-
cally on the struggles they faced in finding an empowered voice within the 
context of highly prescribed technical roles defined for them. Gerovitch  
argues that the popular picture of the cosmonauts as propaganda icons 
masked a serious inner tension between the public image and the profes-
sional identity of the cosmonauts. Trained as military pilots or engineers, 
the cosmonauts often were not prepared for the political careers awaiting 
them. 

Jenks’s piece on first Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin touches on 
the regime’s mythmaking and contrasts this process to Gagarin’s inner 
struggles within this constructed image of the heroic icon. Although 
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Gagarin may have accepted his high-profile public Soviet persona as 
an honest Soviet hero, his personal life was riddled with ambiguity and 
struggle. Gagarin’s ambivalent persona was a post-Stalinist reflection of 
earlier life stories from the pre-1941 era. In her recent work on Soviet 
diaries, narratives, and life-stories, the Russian historian Natalia Kozlova 
has reminded us that people learned to speak and act “Soviet” on the 
surface, yet these Soviet heroes and heroines (as well as everyday people) 
had life histories that have managed to elude fixed meanings.27 Jenks also 
deconstructs Gagarin’s penchant for telling audiences the “truth-lie,” a 
lie that is justified because it was told in the service of a greater (usually, 
nationalistic) purpose. Jenks finds that the relationship between politi-
cal and personal morality was not always a predictable one in a culture 
whose central pillar was cosmonaut hagiography—that is, overlooking 
the weakness and shortcomings of the early cosmonauts. Both pieces by 
Jenks and Gerovitch illustrate the difficulty of these choices (and how 
the state could constrain their choices, as the literary critic and historian 
Alexander Etkind has argued) in the context of the struggle between their 
public and private personas.28

Amy Nelson in her chapter on celebrities, canines, and the Cold 
War argues that because animals could seemingly tolerate the stresses 
of space, space dogs such as Laika played an important role in the Cold 
War “space race.” Her contribution uses their celebrity and sacrifice to 
explore the interpretive possibilities and methodological challenges of in-
corporating animals into the history of the human past. Beyond the sci-
entific significance of the canine cosmonauts, Nelson argues that these 
dogs captured the public imagination in ways that reinforced Cold War 
rivalries, and in the process the dogs’ achievements and feats celebrated 
human technological advances. Furthermore, their achievements also 
raised nagging questions about the ethical treatment of animals and the 
relationship between dogs and humans.

The chapters in the second part focus on the public culture of the 
Soviet space program. After the successes of Sputnik and Gagarin, the 
party and government closely identified the successes of the space pro-
gram with the perceived successes of the Soviet state. Officially sanc-
tioned campaigns tapped into the genuine populist enthusiasm for space 
achievements in service of particular agendas. One of these agendas 
was atheistic education, a phenomenon explored by Victoria Smolkin-
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Rothrock. By exploring the use of space successes and cosmonauts in 
the practical application of atheistic education, she recreates the attempts 
of Soviet ideologists to produce and inculcate a kind of Communist cos-
mology. As Khrushchev’s campaign against religion overlapped with the 
state’s promotion of cosmic themes, Soviet political officials sought to 
align the two in service of each other. Smolkin-Rothrock finds that the 
results of such campaigns were entirely unexpected and contrary to the 
original intentions of the planners.

Roshanna P. Sylvester analyzes the state media’s profiling of women 
cosmonauts—in particular, their public image and their functioning as 
role models for young Soviet girls. On June 16, 1963, Valentina Teresh-
kova, a twenty-six-year-old Soviet “everywoman” blasted into orbit aboard 
Vostok 6, thus becoming the first woman in space. Sylvester’s chapter 
studies this crucially important period in Cold War history to understand 
the impact Tereshkova’s flight had on the imaginative landscape of the 
girls who dreamed of following their heroine into the cosmos. Her re-
search, based on an exhaustive study of popular articles in family- and 
child-oriented newspapers and periodicals, suggests that Soviet girls 
in middle childhood harbored a genuine enthusiasm for Tereshkova’s 
achievement and were a “captive and engaged audience” for the insistent 
claims of Soviet empowerment of female Soviet citizens. At the same 
time, Sylvester emphasizes that just after Tereshkova’s mission press cov-
erage already revealed a marked ambivalence about the role of girls and 
women in the Soviet Union, particularly in fields of science and technol-
ogy. That there was no subsequent state commitment to further female 
cosmonaut missions only confirmed this ambivalence.

In her contribution on the material culture of the Soviet space pro-
gram, Cathleen S. Lewis situates the production and consumption of  
collectible ephemera within the broader cultural shifts that took place 
during the Khrushchev thaw. Such historians as Susan Reid have re-
cently discussed the social transformations in the Khrushchev era with 
regard to artistic and consumer culture.29 Lewis sees the infatuation with 
space-themed memorabilia as part of this broader post-Stalinist phenom-
enon, where Soviet citizens were beginning to participate in a modern, 
leisure consumer-oriented process made possible by relative economic 
prosperity. She finds that although space-themed artifacts embodied a 
return to a more modernist aesthetic reminiscent of the immediate post-
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revolutionary era, the message that they conveyed was a “conservative” 
one, reinforcing rather than challenging the status quo of the socialist 
regime and thus at odds with the hopeful ethos of the thaw.

In the final chapter on the public culture of Soviet space aspirations, 
Heather L. Gumbert explores the spatial and cultural dimensions of the 
visits of Soviet cosmonauts to the Berlin Wall in the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) during the Cold War. Beginning with German Titov’s 
historic visit to the Berlin Wall in 1961, and subsequently with Yuri Gaga-
rin’s follow-up visit, the GDR could share in the larger metanarrative 
struggle with the West (the “space race”), a competition at one level about 
the technical superiority of one global camp over another. Using a rich 
array of media sources, Gumbert argues that Titov’s visit to the Berlin  
allowed East German leaders to redefine GDR’s place in the European 
context, by reinforcing their allegiance to the larger socialist bloc even as 
the physical borders with the West were becoming ever more imperme-
able. Her chapter is a rare and insightful exploration of how the socialist 
bloc appropriated Soviet space symbols as a tool to legitimize socialist 
rule.



Part I
The Space Project

Cultural Context and Historical Background
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1 
The Cultural Spaces of the Soviet Cosmos

In the late 1990s, when I arrived as a postdoctoral fellow at the 
California Institute of Technology, I found the small Russian-language 
community of mostly graduate students in Pasadena holding its annu-
al parties on Soviet Cosmonautics Day. Never mind that in the Soviet 
Union itself, the day of April 12, when Yuri Gagarin first flew into space 
in 1961—although remembered and commemorated—had not been a  
major official holiday or a day off for workers. The students who gathered 
to celebrate did not necessarily see themselves as Soviet or even Russian, 
coming as they were from different post-Soviet countries. But, in part  
because some of them worked and studied at the nearby Jet Propulsion 
Lab, and in part due to its continuing post-Soviet appeal, Soviet Cosmo-
nautics Day served as a cultural marker of their community and of some-
thing they shared in background and identities, however else defined.

Upon my coming to Canada ten years later, a university colleague 
introduced me to the country by presenting a local newspaper clipping. 
The source’s title and the exact date of the publication had been cut 
off, but the printed story reported the results of alleged research by the  

Alexei Kojevnikov



16      Alexei Kojevnikov

British Association for the Advancement of Science about different na-
tions’ propensity for humor. According to a supposedly thorough three-
month investigation with thousands of volunteers, of the roughly forty 
thousand jokes, Canadians liked the following one the best: “When NASA 
first started sending up astronauts, they quickly discovered that ballpoint 
pens would not work in zero gravity. To combat the problem, NASA sci-
entists spent a decade and $12 billion to develop a pen that writes in zero 
gravity, upside-down, underwater, on almost any surface including glass 
and at temperatures ranging from below freezing to 300 C. The Russians 
used a pencil.”1 

To my own culturally shaped taste, the joke appeared more realistic 
rather than outright funny. But this episode also attests to the continuing 
mythological appeal of the Soviet breakthrough into the cosmos, which 
does not wane with the decades, even though its meanings have changed 
with time, place, and community. As the historical dust settles, Sputnik 
and Gagarin increasingly attain the status of the symbol of Soviet civiliza-
tion in its moment of ultimate glory and historic accomplishment, simi-
lar to what for other civilizations, old and new, would be represented by 
the pyramids, the Great Wall, the Santa Maria, evolution, and the atomic 
bomb. As pertains to such myths, they are constantly rehearsed, retold in 
dogmatic or deviating ways, and often debunked and denied. This chap-
ter sketches out some of the cultural and anthropological aspects of Sovi-
et efforts related to space exploration as they developed over the decades.

Before Sputnik

In addition to his obsessive dream of space travel, Konstantin Tsiol-
kovskii had another dream that was almost as dear to him: he wished to 
own a cow.2 The lifestyle of a schoolteacher on the outskirts of the pro-
vincial town of Kaluga was similar to rural life in many respects. Having 
a cow for Tsiolkovskii would have been, as for many Russian peasants in 
nearby villages, the sign of his large family’s relative well-being, a guar-
antee his children would have a daily meal, and a security investment in 
case of emergency or disaster, especially during the turbulent and hun-
gry years of the Civil War. This detail—related by Alexander Chizhevskii, 
Tsiolkovskii’s good acquaintance, younger admirer, and biographer— 
reminds us that Russian dreams about space developed from the scarcity 
rather than abundance of resources. Indeed, they almost exactly coincid-
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ed with the period of most severe deprivations caused by the social, po-
litical, and military crises of the first half of the twentieth century. Even 
the lavish expenditures of the more stable 1960s, when state enthusiasm 
for space programs reached its peak, exuberant as they seemed to Soviet 
contemporaries, by others’ standards were meager at best.

Tsiolkovkii’s commitment to his space dream reflected a kind of es-
capism that arose from the cultural context of the time. Historians have 
commented on various aspects on his philosophy—religious, scientistic, 
progressivist—but have not paid much attention to a recurrent theme of 
catastrophism in his writings. At least since the time of the revolutionary 
collapse of the old regime in 1917, Tsiolkovskii increasingly believed that 
the human race must be prepared technologically to leave the solar sys-
tem by the time it, too, would be collapsing. Many others who, like him, 
had survived the combined dangers of World War I, the revolution, and 
the civil war were prone to obsessive thinking about the cataclysmic his-
torical event they had lived through and often metaphorically exaggerated 
it into global and cosmic terms. Tsiolkovskii generalized the existential 
experience of his contemporaries into cosmic dimensions: the universe, 
for him, was eternal, but stars were not, and any particular solar system, 
including ours, was destined to die (or rather die and be reborn peri-
odically).3 The very survival of humanity in the long run thus depended 
on its mastery of spaceflight. Tsiolkovskii’s younger friend Chizhevskii 
was also thinking in somewhat related ways, as he searched for an ex-
planation and rationalization of contemporary events. In the early 1920s 
he developed a theory based on massive historical data that such global 
disasters as famines, epidemics, wars, and major social disturbances oc-
curred periodically on Earth depending on natural causes: they peaked 
with solar activity, on average every eleven years.4

Neither of these views squared very well with the official Soviet ideol-
ogy. Chizhevskii’s theory was explicitly criticized as non-Marxist; many 
of Tsiolkovskii’s millenarian ideas had to be censored when reported in 
the official press. The meaning of his preaching that could be publicly en-
dorsed in the early Soviet decades was restricted largely to pedagogy, sci-
ence fiction, and popularization. As an amateur inventor in the fields of 
aviation and rocketry, he remained throughout his entire life rejected by 
professional and academic elites. But as the historian James T. Andrews 
has described in his newest book, Red Cosmos, Tsiolkovskii’s enthusiasm 
for space travel inspired many younger students and children, encourag-
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ing their general interest in science and technology. In his earlier work 
Andrews revealed the novelty of approaches and the impressive scope of 
Soviet efforts in education, propaganda, and popularization of science 
among the masses during the revolutionary decades.5 As part of these 
highly valued and politically supported activities, Tsiolkovskii’s devotion 
and lifelong enthusiasm for flight in the air and in space received official 
endorsement as exemplary and inspirational, especially for the younger 
generation, albeit without mentioning that many of his concrete designs 
and proposals had not been found practical or developed enough to be 
actually realized.

But inspiring they were, and the culture of the 1920s supported a 
genuine popular enthusiasm for science fiction and travel to other plan-
ets. Similar attitudes developed in several other countries contemporane-
ously, but in the Soviet Union they enjoyed a particularly strong appeal 
due to their resonance with other utopian temptations of the time—be 
they political, social, or technological.6 Young kids growing up in revo-
lutionary Russia did not have the same existential experience as Tsiol- 
kovskii and were more likely to partake in the dream of space travel as 
part of the general optimistic vision of humanity’s bright future on Earth, 
rather than as a way of escaping to other worlds from an unavoidable 
cosmic calamity.7 A few of them were not only reading and dreaming but 
also tinkering and materializing some of Tsiolkovskii’s ideas in metal, 
assisted by whatever little infrastructure the Soviet educational establish-
ment could provide for youth activities in the field of amateur techno-
logical creativity. Several local groups of engineering students engaged 
in small-scale rocketry construction as an after-hours hobby, while oc-
cupied with more respectable and practical topics in their regular class 
assignments. Thirty years later, some of these young amateurs would 
become the leading designers of the Soviet space project, including Val-
entin Glushko, Sergei Korolev, Mikhail Tikhonravov, among others.8

Their utopian fervor receded considerably after the early 1930s, with 
enthusiastic visions of a bright but distant future overshadowed by the 
much nearer and frightening prospect of the looming war. With the threat 
of a military conflict with Nazi Germany becoming ever more real, an 
increasing part of all thoughts and activities in the Soviet Union turned 
toward military preparations. Discussions about future travels to other 
planets, and even science fiction as a literary genre, almost disappeared 
for about two decades, while practical or more precisely military aspects 
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of rocketry came to the forefront. The German army had developed a seri-
ous interest and investment in rocketry research in the 1920s during the 
Weimar republican period, already before Hitler came to power, because 
this branch of weaponry was not explicitly prohibited under the terms 
of the Versailles peace. The Soviet military started showing its interest 
later, possibly alarmed by the German efforts, but the status of rocketry 
research remained somewhat controversial. In particular, the notorious 
tendency of rockets to stray off the course made many military experts 
skeptical about their potential use as anything more than an auxiliary 
weapon. To some, especially among artillery professionals, shells looked 
like much more reliable and useful projectiles.

Nevertheless, the Soviet command gathered existing amateur rocket 
tinkerers into a special institute/design bureau, thus for the first time 
granting them professional recognition and institutionalization. The very 
same military priorities, however, reoriented rocket engineers toward 
technological tasks and designs quite different from the ones needed for 
spaceflight. Opinions clashed over which possible weapons were practi-
cal and realizable under severe time and resource constraints as the war 
drew nearer. The routes actually taken reflected important differences in 
technological culture between Russia and Germany. The German project 
invested heavily in the technically daunting task of solving the problems 
of guided and long-distance flight. The resulting famous missile, gen-
erally known as the V2, could fly several hundred kilometers and stay 
more or less on target if the latter was roughly the size of London. This 
engineering feat constituted a true technological revolution with great 
potential and promise for the future, yet as far as the ongoing battles of 
World War II were concerned, was still largely impractical as a weapon 
and a waste of resources.9 Prewar disagreements among Soviet rocketry 
specialists ended up in favor of a different weapon choice, colloquially 
known as katyusha. A battery of trucks, each equipped with a couple doz-
en small rockets, could fire in salvo thousands of unguided projectiles 
over a distance of only a few kilometers across the front lines. As much 
as this design was technologically primitive, cheap, and less prestigious 
from the engineering point of view than the V2, it proved much more 
effective as an actual weapon during the war, in particular in situations 
where large concentrations of troops made precision less important than 
area coverage, such as the Stalingrad and the Berlin operations.10

Yet even before the katyusha system could prove its value in battle, 
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many from the leadership and staff of the military rocketry institute were 
executed or arrested as part of the broad purges in the Soviet military in 
1937 and 1938. Several key engineers survived, but Korolev and Glushko 
spent the war years as arrestees working on aircraft design—apparently 
aviation was a better established and recognized (hence also less risky 
politically) technology on which to work.11 Soviet science and engineering 
in the wartime could barely afford the luxury of long-term, grand, and 
uncertain endeavors and focused primarily on improving mainstream 
technology that was crucial for the ongoing conflict, rather than future 
wars. Large-scale and forward-looking projects of the kind exemplified 
by the atomic bomb received full attention and support in the USSR only 
after the end of the war. In 1945 the Soviet rocketry team reassembled, 
too, this time in occupied Germany, to study the enemy’s experience and 
war trophies. The German breakthrough with the V2 then inspired the 
Soviet Union as well as the United Kingdom and the United States to 
launch their respective programs that aimed first at replicating and then 
developing the guided missile technology further.12

The best of the war bounty—the chief engineers from the German 
missile team along with most of the surviving V2s—was acquired by the 
United States in Operation Paperclip. Having obtained much less, the 
Soviet military relied mostly on its own engineers, who began by study-
ing the remaining fragments of equipment and documentation in Ger-
many, and in 1946 they moved to a secret research center in Kalinin-
grad, near Moscow. Despite the initial handicap, in ten years the Soviet 
team managed to surpass its German-American rivals in developing the 
world’s first intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). Part of the expla-
nation comes from the urgent importance of rocketry for the Soviet side 
due to the asymmetrical strategic balance during the earlier half of the 
Cold War. American bombers from airbases located in Europe and Asia 
could deliver their nuclear payloads to cities deep inside Soviet territory, 
while the USSR lacked any forward bases from which aircraft could reach 
American shores. In an attempt to accelerate the development of an al-
ternative delivery system, the Soviet officials set the target payload for a 
future nuclear ICBM as early as 1953, before they actually knew the exact 
mass of the hydrogen bomb, on the basis of an approximate higher-end 
estimate of three tons.13 The assignment pushed Korolev’s team to leap-
frog several incremental stages and proceed directly to developing the 
powerful two-stage missile R7 with a seven-thousand-kilometer reach. 
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This machine was capable of flying to the American continent, thus of-
fering for the first time some possibility of retaliation and deterrence 
against nuclear bombers targeting Soviet cities.14

At least some of the engineers at this juncture had not entirely forgot-
ten their youthful dream of space travel that decades earlier had brought 
them into the then amateur field of rocketry design. They understood 
their chief mission to be about strategic defense of the Soviet homeland, 
not cosmonautics. But a missile with the R7 characteristics was also 
perfectly capable of delivering its payload into a space orbit. While the 
missile was still under development, Tikhonravov’s small group started 
working on parallel designs for sputniks and manned-space missions. 
In 1956, at an opportune moment when Nikita Khrushchev inspected 
and happened to be particularly pleased with the work on the R7, Korolev 
requested permission to use one of the future missile tests for a sputnik 
launch. The Soviet leader needed reassurances that such a distraction 
would not delay in any way the fulfillment of the main job, but he agreed 
to reward scientists and engineers in their desire, even if it might appear 
somewhat childish.15

The space race did not exist yet in the minds of most politicians and 
the public, but Korolev and his top engineers worried about possible 
American competitors. They decided to forgo the wait for more sophisti-
cated equipment and to go ahead with what their internal documentation 
referred to as the “simplest sputnik”—a rump satellite able to confirm, 
besides the fact of the space launch itself, the possibility of radio com-
munication from orbit back to Earth through the ionosphere.16 The R7 
was still at a stage when approximately every second launch encountered 
some problems, but the one with the first sputnik happened smoothly on 
October 4, 1957, just six weeks after the first successful military test of 
the R7 as an ICBM. Even the engineers who knew that they were about 
to accomplish something important could not anticipate the enormity of 
the political tsunami that followed. Overnight, Sputnik became the chief 
world media sensation and a public fixation. The dream about the cos-
mos entered a different cultural realm—no longer a monopoly of science-
fiction fans and a few engineers, but a matter of primary attention for 
the political establishment, mass culture and media, countless children 
and their teachers, and much of the general population across the globe. 
Rocketry and space travel became relevant for various areas of cultural 
life, endowed with many new and changing meanings and uses. 
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After Sputnik

In his contribution to this volume, Asif Siddiqi has reminded us 
that the umbilical cord linking the ostensibly peaceful exploration of the 
cosmos with military programs remained its essential contradiction and 
continued to produce tensions between sometimes conflicting priorities. 
One can argue that precisely this link, often as unmentionable in public 
as it was self-obvious, made the space race a useful political trope and a 
powerful symbol for the rivalry between the Cold War superpowers. By 
talking about space, one could also symbolically invoke military might 
and threats without explicitly naming them. Political authorities in the 
USSR and the United States understood the major importance of Sputnik 
for the strategic balance in the world as well as for the world of public 
relations immediately, if only post factum. Typically the Soviets looked 
dismissively on the Western media’s propensity for sensationalism, but 
in this case they found it working in their favor and started supporting 
it with their own propaganda tools. Soviet spokesmen promoted the 
achievement nationally and internationally as a demonstration of social-
ism’s advantage over capitalism. 

After the triumph of the first sputnik, Khrushchev was asking Ko-
rolev for further spectacular achievements in space scheduled around the 
days of two major Soviet holidays, November 7 and May 1. The American 
leadership initially tried to downplay the event but was also worried about 
the changed dynamics in Cold War technological competition. In 1945 
the Soviets were regarded as inherently backward, but they had caught 
up in the development of the atomic bomb by 1949, pulled even with 
thermonuclear weapons by 1953, and actually surpassed “the West” in 
missile design by 1957.17 The public interest aroused by Sputnik and the 
Cold War mentality thus transformed the idea of space travel from an id-
iosyncratic obsession of some into a chief political priority for the existing 
and eventually other aspiring superpowers. The space race began in ear-
nest, primarily aiming at the first human flight, but as Amy Nelson has 
reminded us in her chapter in this volume, also involving animal heroes.

From a military perspective, as the most visible side effect of the 
ICBM development, the Soviet space launches signified a gradual shift 
toward the ever more symmetrical stage in the Cold War’s strategic bal-
ance, with the USSR achieving a modicum of nuclear counterthreat (al-
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though the latter would take several more years to develop from a largely 
symbolic to a sufficiently serious one). The loss of unchallenged nuclear 
supremacy was hard for the U.S. leaders to swallow, which produced the 
dangerous outbreak of the Cuban Missile Crisis.18 Eventually it had to be 
accepted as a fait accompli and resulted in a relatively stable state of grow-
ing mutual awareness that an all-out thermonuclear war would bring 
about suicide for all of humanity and could not be won in principle. The 
Soviet leadership’s acceptance of this conclusion earlier, already by 1956, 
allowed Khrushchev to announce publicly that world wars had become 
avoidable and to proclaim the policy of “peaceful coexistence” with capi-
talism as the official Soviet strategy on the world arena.19

Another aspect of the war mentality proved unchangeable, however. 
The generation of Soviet officials who had seen their country half de-
stroyed, hanging by a thread, and just barely surviving in the war against 
Nazi Germany, could not settle for mere capacity for serious counter-
strike as an adequate form of military deterrence. Their experience de-
rived from World War II demanded nothing less than relative parity with 
the United States—that is, roughly the same actual numbers of warheads 
and delivery means. At this point the military and space priorities began 
to part ways, because after the R7 their respective demands required dif-
ferent technological systems and increased competition for resources.20 
The Soviet political and military leaders chose as the country’s first prior-
ity to catch up with the United States in nuclear capabilities—rather than 
to compete seriously in the militarily and economically useless moon 
race. Their culturally defined notion of strategic security required mass 
production of newly developed missiles that were different from those 
used in the space launches. A major commitment of efforts and resources 
toward this task dominated the entire decade of the 1960s. They finally 
saw such relative strategic parity achieved by the beginning of the 1970s, 
albeit at a quite burdensome price for the national economy. Such parity 
in turn created the grounds for détente and for the first serious negotia-
tions with the United States on limiting the arms race.

The space race continued to play a major role in the public percep-
tion and the superpowers’ propagandistic bickering, where both states 
celebrated different “firsts” as their respective ultimate victories. The So-
viets claimed the main prize on April 12, 1961, when a modified three-
stage version of the R7 carried the capsule Vostok 1 with the first cosmo-
naut, Yuri Gagarin, who orbited the Earth once and landed safely after 
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the 108-minute flight. In the USSR, as well as in post–Soviet Russia, the 
success of the first manned flight has been valued as the ultimate victory 
in the space race, higher than any other possible achievement in space, 
including Sputnik, and commemorated annually as Cosmonautics Day.21 
In the United States the frustration over the defeat made President Ken-
nedy announce the next national priority for country: send a man to the 
moon. Having committed tremendous resources toward this task, the 
United States accomplished it with the moonwalk by Neil Armstrong on 
July 21, 1969. After this triumph or consolation prize, political emotions 
cooled down somewhat.

Today, fifty years later, the public fixation on manned flights can 
probably be understood as a misperception, because their actual pur-
pose, economic usefulness, and longtime prospects—apart from the ever 
declining propagandistic value—have remained as yet rather uncertain. 
Sputniks, however, proved their practical utility almost immediately with 
spy, meteorological, and communication satellites. They have become, in 
the meantime, irreplaceable and invaluable by having changed the es-
sential ways of human life, from allowing for global communications and 
the Internet to fostering environmental awareness of our common fate 
on the Earth. In hindsight, it would probably be more appropriate to rec-
ognize and celebrate the first little sputnik as humanity’s revolutionary 
breakthrough into space, humble as most true moments of great explora-
tion.

The recent resurgence of popular interest in the Soviet space story 
in contemporary Russia has brought about new cultural meanings. For 
example, feature movies by two leading contemporary directors—Cosmos 
as Anticipation by Alexei Uchitel and A Paper Soldier by Alexei German 
Jr.—set their respective plots against the historical/mythological back-
ground of the early space launches, which serve as a metaphor for So-
viet civilization as a whole.22 In the latter film the main protagonist, a 
young physician helping to train the first group of cosmonauts, is torn 
apart by inner insecurity. He sees in the realization of the space dream 
the desperate last chance to redeem the Soviet project and return to its 
original idealistic values after the excesses and distortions of Stalinism, 
yet unconscious doubts torture him and eventually lead him to death. 
Artistically interesting, both movies also reveal how hard it has become 
in the post-Soviet, anticommunist cultural climate, to understand and 
represent the beliefs and attitudes of the Soviet generation whose for-
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mative years of youth coincided with and were greatly influenced by the 
dawn of the space era and Khrushchev’s liberalization. That generational 
group went by the self-appointed name shestidesiatniki, or the 1960s gen-
eration (roughly applicable to those who in 1960 were in their twenties), 
to whom the historian Donald J. Raleigh has also referred as the “Soviet 
Baby Boomers” and “Russia’s Sputnik generation.”23 

Coming of age almost a decade earlier than the American baby 
boomers, the Soviet shestidesiatniki developed a similarly strong genera-
tional mentality to distinguish themselves from older folks. Born mostly 
before the war, a great many of them were raised by single mothers and 
without fathers, who were serving or had been killed at the front. Many 
experienced great deprivation and hunger as young children during the 
war and the immediate postwar reconstruction, but they also witnessed 
fifteen years of tremendous improvement in living standards from utter 
poverty to normalcy and even relative prosperity by the 1960s. This ex-
plains the popularity of belief in Soviet values and exuberantly optimistic 
views of the future. Science-fiction books and futuristic literature were 
once again the rage, and even Khrushchev may be said to have been car-
ried away by the visionary mood of the time when he foolheartedly prom-
ised the Soviet citizen Communism in twenty years.24

They saw excesses of Stalinism as violations of the idealistic values 
of socialism, which Khrushchev had promised to restore. The shesti- 
desiatniki grew up with those values naturally, learning them in school 
as an already established and settled social norm, without too much of an 
alternative. Unlike the older generation, the shestidesiatniki were mostly 
too young during the Stalin years to have been personally forced into 
difficult moral compromises when those values contradicted with the vio-
lent practices of dictatorship. They could thus see themselves as relatively 
uncorrupted by Stalinism and, living in peaceful time, could optimisti-
cally and sincerely believe in a harmonious combination of Communism, 
morality, and nonviolence.25

If this description reminds the readers of Mikhail Gorbachev, it is no 
accident, for he belongs to the same generation and his views were quite 
typical of the shestidesiatniki. What is somewhat less usual about him, 
however, is not the value system itself, but that Gorbachev was able to re-
tain it throughout all the subsequent years deep into the 1980s. Many of 
the first Soviet cosmonauts came from that very same age group, and as 
exemplary heroes during the 1960s, they were subject to the cultural ex-



26      Alexei Kojevnikov

pectations of the time. Cosmonauts acted as public promoters of the So-
viet values of atheism, feminism, and scientism. Truth and truth-telling  
received particular praise as the most desirable and required virtues dur-
ing de-Stalinization—especially by those who had not had to burden 
their consciences with unavoidable lies during the earlier era by virtue of 
their youth.26 Mass consumerism (in its modest Soviet version) emerged 
in the 1960s as a relatively new phenomenon. Goods were still scarce, but 
the absolute amounts mattered less than the rapid upward trend, which 
the generation of the 1960s had enjoyed for the great part of their still 
very young lives. As Cathleen S. Lewis aptly tells us in her chapter in 
this book, the little collection items that became consumer goods, such 
as stamps and znachki (enamel pins) with space symbolism, served as 
markers for an important social shift.

The cultural nexus of the 1960s would not last very long—it was 
already disintegrating by the middle of the decade. Economic growth 
slowed down considerably, while de-Stalinization and other reforms did 
not go as far as many had hoped and finally stalled, leading to widespread 
disillusionment and loss of optimism. In subsequent decades some of 
the typical shestidesiatniki would lose their naïvete and turn cynical 
or alcoholic; others would become open or closet dissidents; yet oth-
ers maintained their beliefs quietly, waiting for more opportune times, 
like Gorbachev and some of his perestroika team. But by the time they 
marked their presence in the upper echelons of Soviet power and tried 
to reform it, popular disillusionment with the regime had already gone 
too far. Believers in its rehabilitation soon found themselves in an abso-
lute minority. With the removal of censorship and deepening economic 
crisis in the late 1980s, the public mood quickly surpassed the reformist 
stage and proceeded toward the wholesale rejection of the system. Soviet 
cultural heritage, however, proved of much more lasting value than the 
political regime per se. Some of its parts have also been lost or rejected, 
while others, including space culture and its mythology, have survived 
and continue to develop in Russia and other post-Soviet countries, even if 
not necessarily labeled as “Soviet” anymore. 

Interestingly, some of the more profound cultural legacies of the So-
viet opening into the cosmos can be found internationally. Whereas in the 
domestic Soviet context the propagandistic potential of Sputnik and oth-
er successes in space mostly supported and reaffirmed the already well- 
established values, on the global arena it served as a vehicle for spread-
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ing these ideas into new territories. The highly publicized achievements 
in space exploration changed the Soviet Union’s international image 
during the 1960s from an “underdog superpower,” however promising, 
to a technologically advanced one, roughly equal in imagination to the 
United States. The overall attractiveness of the Soviet model increased 
significantly, influencing many of the cultural reforms and changes in 
the world of the 1960s.

When Soviet cosmonauts delivered their political message about the 
advantages of socialism over capitalism to Soviet audiences, they were 
preaching mostly to the converted. But when they traveled all over the 
world, then steeped in the process of decolonization and battles over civil 
rights, they also brought with them a powerful message supporting on-
going struggles for national and racial equality, independence and anti-
colonialism, modernization and social justice. For girls in the USSR, as 
Roshanna P. Sylvester has noted in her chapter in this book, the achieve-
ment of the first woman in space offered a powerful inspiration and an 
affirmation of the socialist commitment to educational and professional 
equality. For women in Europe and North America the Soviet feminism 
of the 1950s and 1960s, however incomplete by today’s standards, served 
as an example of accomplishments that were not yet available to them, 
especially in the public sphere and education, and provided models to 
follow. Ideological adversaries, too, became affected by parts of the Soviet 
cultural model, as was evident (even if not explicitly acknowledged) in the 
post-Sputnik changes in educational and science policies in the United 
States, such as dramatically increased federal support and job opportuni-
ties for scientists, government funding for science and engineering edu-
cation, gradual expansion of racial and gender diversity in science, the 
establishment of NASA as a centralized (Soviet-type) state agency over-
seeing research and development, and the decline of the ideology of pure 
science.27 

The discussion of space exploration has traditionally focused on the 
issues of technological competition, Cold War politics, and bickering. 
Cultural aspects of the story have arguably had a much more important 
and long-lasting impact on our lives but have as yet remained consider-
ably understudied. This book opens up new questions and helps shift 
directions of research away from the traditional terrain toward yet unex-
plored topics, including popular and material culture, social movements, 
and global cultural change. 
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2 
Getting Ready for Krushchev’s Sputnik

Russian Popular Culture and National Markers  
at the Dawn of the Space Age 

By the late nineteenth century a myriad of popular science journals 
started to discuss the possibility of exploring the cosmos. This develop-
ing space culture was a natural outgrowth of Russia’s interest with explo-
ration on land, and subsequently air, that predated the Soviet era. By the 
Soviet 1920s a proliferation of popular books, newspaper articles, and 
pamphlets on air and spaceflight filled the popular press. In the 1930s, 
however, the state began to sponsor more nationalistic public spectacles 
canonizing aeronautical heroes and rocket designers alike.1 Although 
popular film and theater on Soviet space exploration reflected a dynamic 
upsurge in envisioning and colonizing space, under Stalin it simultane-
ously began to reflect more nationalistic, competitive cultural paradigms. 
In the 1940s the regime’s military subsidies to developing rocket pro-
grams would certainly peak the government’s interest as a corollary in 
space research later on. However, by the 1950s and the eventual success-
ful launching of Sputnik, the Khrushchev regime would direct popular 
campaigns more aggressively from above in the press. In the Khrushchev 
era the space program became a national marker for the Soviet Union’s 
technological competition with the Western capitalist world (much like it 
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was similarly for the American polity and public in the West). In essence, 
this was the only aspect of the grandiose rocket program that could be 
overtly discussed. However, even with this highly secretive and politi-
cized context in the Cold War era, cosmic visions flourished because they 
had also been deeply embedded cultural signifiers in late imperial and 
Soviet culture—enmeshed in popular film, journals, newspaper items, 
and theater alike.

Rocketry, Cosmic Culture, and the Public

Russian cosmic popularization, which began with Konstantin Tsiol-
kovksii in the late nineteenth century, borrowed from a tradition of in-
digenous technical expertise stretching back to the late 1600s. The early 
popularizers, like Tsiolkovskii, were mostly technical specialists who 
were deeply influenced by their compatriots who had written on rocketry 
before the 1880s. The use of rockets in Russia, however, does not date 
much earlier than the late seventeenth century. Prior to the time of Tsar 
Peter the Great, Russian rockets were mainly used for fireworks display, 
particularly for members of the tsar’s immediate and extended family.2 
Russian historians of rocketry, such as V. N. Sokolsky, have argued that 
these firework displays were popular among the aristocracy in provincial 
areas of the empire as well—noting that well back into the 1670s, even 
towns such as Ustyuga held these rocket display events generally for the 
region’s nobility.3 However, in the capital cities on occasion these grandi-
ose tsarist celebrations were interrupted when rockets exploded acciden-
tally, often hurting those lighting the fireworks.4

In Moscow in the 1680s the tsarist regime founded the first rocket 
works factory, where both signal and illuminating rockets were made for 
the Russian army. After the founding of Saint Petersburg in 1703, Tsar 
Peter I moved the rocket workshop to his new capital on the Baltic and 
vastly expanded the production of rockets by the early 1720s. In these 
newly constructed rocket workshops on the banks of the Neva River in 
Petersburg, hundreds of rocket specimens were produced in the first 
quarter of the eighteenth century alone. Although they still served as en-
tertainment at celebratory events for the regime’s courtly entourage and 
the provincial aristocracy, these rockets also were created with the hope 
of serving future military forces.5 The first to actually publish detailed de-
signs of rockets was Aleksandr D. Zasiadko (1779–1837), a talented engi-
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neer and hero of the Napoleonic War of 1812. He designed, at the turn of 
the nineteenth century, a high explosive rocket as well as launchers that 
could fire six rockets simultaneously. He tested these rockets successfully 
near Mogilev and produced them at the Petersburg Pyrotechnic Labora-
tory. After 1826 a Saint Petersburg Rocket Institute (the first of its kind 
in Eurasia) was established on Volkovoye Field near Saint Petersburg.6

The military engineer Konstantin I. Konstantinov (1817–1871) re-
ally helped expand the design, manufacture, and production of rockets 
not just in Saint Petersburg, but in other parts of the Russian empire as 
well. Furthermore, by the 1850s he began to popularize these notions 
through public lectures he gave in Saint Petersburg, particularly ones 
at the Mikhailovsky Artillery Academy. Thus in the 1850s an interested 
educated layperson (mainly officer) could hear about devices that could 
move into the air at high velocities. In 1864 the first edition in Russian 
of Konstantinov’s collected public lectures on rocketry were published in 
Saint Petersburg, then translated into French by a Parisian publishing 
house in the late 1860s.7 Konstantinov might be considered therefore the 
first popularizer of rocketry in Russia, as his works appeared in a number 
of journals in the Russian language. Konstantinov’s work, however, was 
mostly published in an array of artillery and military journals throughout 
the 1860s and 1870s.8

In the mid- to late nineteenth century a host of Russian engineers, 
technicians, and scientists became interested in the futuristic use of 
rockets for air flight, and not solely for military purposes. N. V. Gera-
simov, a military engineer, was the first in the late nineteenth century to 
propose using a rocket with a gyroscope inside to assure the stability of 
the projectile in flight.9 I. V. Meshchersky (1859–1935), a design engineer, 
began to investigate the physical dynamics of objects in flight with re-
spect to their weight and the velocity they traveled through air.10 As these 
technical specialists began to dream of rockets moving through the air 
at greater speeds, visionaries started to dream of exploring the cosmos.

It is at this crucial juncture, in the late nineteenth century, when 
public interest first started to meet indigenous Russian technical vision 
and invention. Those such as the self-taught math and physics teacher 
from Kaluga, Konstantin Tsiolkovskii, started to popularize his work in 
journals and newspaper articles so that interested Russians (beyond the 
military, the tsar’s court, and the aristocracy) could read about these uto-
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pian notions. Although Tsiolkovskii’s technical ideals built on previous 
Russian conceptual ingenuity on rocketry, he was obsessed with popular-
izing these notions. Technically, his innovation was his conception of us-
ing liquid fuel as a propellant to catapult rockets through the atmosphere, 
as well as his equation regarding the velocity it would take to get a projec-
tile to break through Earth’s gravitational forces into orbit. Tsiolkovskii, 
however, also wrote voluminous science-fiction novels about the cosmos 
beyond and helped expand on the developing Russian literary tradition 
in this arena. At this time there already was a rich tradition of prerevo-
lutionary utopian science fiction in Russia—this genre intersected with 
the new and vibrant interest among educated Russians in interplanetary 
travel and stellar configurations. Beginning with the stories of those such 
as V. Taneev and V. N. Chikolev, written from the late 1870s to the 1890s, 
there were many novels written by Russians about themes as diverse as 
alien life, new forms of energy, and interplanetary travel.11 The engineer 
V. N. Chikolev wrote science-fiction tales in Russian in the 1890s, such 
as his tale about a world and cosmos transformed by technology and elec-
tricity.12

Editors of such journals as the Moscow magazine Vokrug sveta 
(Around the world) became particularly interested in soliciting articles 
for their readers on rocketry and the cosmos. Vokrug sveta was the most 
popular late-tsarist-era journal covering global exploration, and its editors 
thus took an interest in such writers as the young provincial teacher, K. 
E. Tsiolkovskii, whose visionary fiction on exploring outer space became 
popular with readers in urban areas. Around the World carried articles 
on world expeditions, geographic and geologic analysis, anthropological 
logs, space travel, and even travel log narratives of Russians visiting dis-
tant lands. Images of traveling into outer space became part of a greater 
fascination, on the part of the Russian prerevolutionary reading public, 
with exploratory narratives in general.13 Later cosmonauts could be envis-
aged as inheritors of the pantheon of a long line of Russian explorers and 
heroes, from Tian-Shanskii to Otto Shmidt, from the Caucasus in the 
nineteenth century to the polar north in Stalin’s times.

One of the first space travel stories for popular consumption in tsar-
ist Russia was Tsiolkovksii’s Na lune (On the moon), which was first se-
rialized in Vokrug sveta in 1893. Tsiolkovskii’s novel is about our nearest 
celestial body, Earth’s satellite or moon. Its main protagonist is a young 
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astronomy enthusiast (a popular hobby in Russia at that time) who re-
lates a dream he had while in a very deep sleep. The young man dreams 
that he and his physicist friend had been transported to the moon. There 
they travel, take observations, perform scientific experiments, and just 
enjoy their stellar adventure. Toward the end of the story, they are about 
to freeze during one of the long, cold lunar nights, when suddenly the 
young man awakes from his dream and writes it down in his journal. 
This story thus confronts men setting foot on the moon eventually, as 
they would in the late 1960s. It also provides an imaginative escape for 
its main character to go beyond what was capable at that moment—
much like Tsiolkovskii himself, who constantly envisioned the technical 
achievements of the future.14

An interest in outer space and air flight was only one aspect of a 
greater interest in astronomy by the Russian reader. Amateur astronomy 
societies proliferated in Russia in the decades immediately preceding the 
revolutions of 1917. The Russian Amateur Astronomy Society, founded 
in Saint Petersburg, published a widely read journal Mirovedenie (Study 
of the natural world) that spread knowledge on astronomy, stellar con-
figurations, and popular information on other planets in the galaxy. This 
society helped form public viewings through its large telescope on the 
grounds of the Tenishev School in Saint Petersburg. Furthermore, it so-
licited articles from astronomy and physics professors that could explain 
complex stellar configurations in popular, diluted form for its eclectic 
readership. Saint Petersburg professors, such as K. D. Pokrovskii and A. 
V. Bochek, wrote enticing articles on the lunar surfaces of the moon as 
well as topics as diverse as shooting stars and the origins of the planet 
Mars.15

Although World War I (1914–18), two social revolutions in 1917, and 
a civil war (1918–20) certainly interrupted the cultivation of popular 
interest in the cosmos, the 1920s would be a time throughout Eurasia 
when interest in air flight and rocketry expanded dramatically. The air 
and cosmos fixation became a cultural craze in Soviet Russia during the 
interwar era.16 Scientific societies in Leningrad, as well as in Moscow, 
sponsored numerous events and public disputations on a variety of plan-
ets such as Mars. Museums, such as the famed Polytechnic Museum 
in Moscow, sponsored public lectures by astronomers and physicists on 
topics of great interest: life on Mars, stellar configurations, rocket flight 
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in interplanetary space, and so on. People waited in long lines at the Poly-
technic in Moscow to get tickets to some of these disputations, which 
generally featured slides and demonstrations. These lectures packed the 
large auditorium of the Polytechnic, and visitors were eager to see awe-
inspiring photographic exhibits on the cosmos.17

In the 1920s eclectic groups and individuals made a particularly im-
passioned effort to popularize notions of cosmic exploration. The biocos-
mists were interested in both spreading news on interplanetary travel 
and focusing on cosmic flight as a means to achieve immortality.18 What 
is critical about their group of amorphous followers is that it included 
both the likes of renowned scientists (such as the geochemist Vladimir 
Vernadskii) as well as influential Bolsheviks (such as Leonid Krasin, the 
individual who headed the design committee to erect the Lenin mauso-
leum).19 Professors like N. A. Rynin in Leningrad became almost full-
time popularizers of particularly spaceflight, while the public eagerly 
consumed journal and newspaper articles devoted to this topic.20 Rynin, 
a prolific writer on Russian rocketry and astronautics, was also interest-
ed in organizing public astronautical societies in the 1920s. He began 
to write and publish a multivolume encyclopedia on cosmonautics that 
placed him at the forefront of the popularization of rocketry in Russia.21

During the Soviet 1920s professional science educators also served 
as popularizers of spaceflight and rocketry. Those Russian intellectuals, 
such as the Leningrad journalist and public educator Ia. I. Perel’man, 
had more didactic purposes in mind than Rynin. Perel’man, for instance, 
published many articles on rocket science and space travel in the widely 
distributed popular journals he edited, such as V masterskoi prirody (In 
nature’s workshop). These articles had an educational focus, attempting 
to explain the basics of gravitational forces and rudimentary rocketry to a 
popular audience.22 Perel’man was ideally suited for this fervent venture 
because of the popularity of his book series Zanimatel’naia nauka (Sci-
ence for entertainment), which were used as self-education for Russians. 
Their general circulation in the 1920s and 1930s numbered in the mil-
lions of copies.23

Perel’man was particularly interested in spreading the ideas of the 
space visionary Konstantin Tsiolkovskii, and he popularized Tsiolkovskii’s 
theories on spaceflight in his widely read book Mezhplanetnye puteshes- 
tviia (Interplanetary travel). Perel’man adamantly defended the notion of 
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spaceflight against skeptics, showing readers how rockets could poten-
tially overcome gravitational forces as projectiles traveling at high speeds 
with the use of liquid fuels.24 Perel’man was also editor of the popular 
science journal Priroda i liudi (Nature and people), which carried articles 
on science and the cosmos. During the 1920s Perel’man had served in 
the Soviet Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkompros, the Ministry 
of Education), where he worked on school curricular reform in areas of 
physics, mathematics, and astronomy.25

Leningrad was not the only crucible of space popularization. Many 
Moscow astronomical, amateur, and space societies actively popularized 
rocketry and space travel for an eager Russian public. The Moscow Soci-
ety of Amateur Astronomers had a technical section that was interested 
in flights to other planets. In 1924 another distinct group of cosmic en-
thusiasts organized the Moscow Society for the Study of Interplanetary 
Communication that sponsored public lectures on rocketry and space-
flight by those such as Fridrikh Tsander and M. I. Lapirov-Skoblo. Anoth-
er Moscow society, called the Society of Inventors, also had an Interplan-
etary Section under its purview, which was more interested in organizing 
public exhibitions in the 1920s that had been a Russian tradition well 
back into the 1880s.26

The Interplanetary Section of the Moscow Society of Inventors, how-
ever, became famous for its exhibition on models and mechanisms of 
interplanetary travel that it held between February and June in 1927. The 
exhibition had “corners” devoted to those great inventors who now are 
part of the pantheon of the early rocket specialists. The exhibition thus 
included a corner to the American physics professor Robert Goddard and 
the Romanian-born mathematician Hermann Oberth. The exhibition 
had a display entitled the “scientific-fantastic” period with material from 
Jules Verne’s novels. It also included a display on early “inventors,” in-
cluding such Russians as N. Kibalchich, who designed rockets while in a 
tsarist okhrana (literally “The Defense”—the secret police) prison in 1881. 
Implicated in the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, Kibalchich compiled 
drawings in his cell of a rocket-powered aircraft while he awaited execu-
tion. He also provided mathematical computations for velocity and thrust 
of a rocket through air.27

The exhibit was particularly known for publicizing the work of Rus-
sia’s own K. E. Tsiolkovskii, with an entire corner of the hall dedicated to 
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the local mathematics and physics teacher from Kaluga. Tsiolkovskii was 
thrilled to be included and sent the organizers personal letters thanking 
them and mentioned this was a wonderful way to spread and popular-
ize his ideas among Muscovites.28 What is fascinating is that a number 
of famous Moscow poets and literary elites visited the exhibit—and it 
was particularly mentioned in the curator’s notes that futurist poets such 
as Vladimir Maiakovskii frequented the halls several times taking notes. 
This alludes to the fact that the modernist literary elite was at least indi-
rectly interested in rocketry and visions of outer space and interplanetary 
travel.29 Deeply affected by this exhibit, as indicated by his questions 
posed to curators, Maiakovskii the very next year in some of his love po-
etry made allusions to the heavens beyond the Earth in a dreamlike fash-
ion. In his 1928 poem “Letter from Paris to Comrade Kostrov,” he wrote, 
“the sky has a lot of stars. . . . And if I were not a poet, I would surely be 
a stargazer.”30

The Tsiolkovskii exhibit had a variety of his rocket diagrams dis-
played as well as an overview of his writings claiming he had made some 
of these discoveries as early as 1895. The exhibit also prominently dis-
played some of his science-fiction novellas that, according to the curator’s 
notes, were of particular interest to futurist poets, playwrights, and novel-
ists, such as Anatolii Glebov, who also visited the exhibition frequently.31 
In the 1920s writers like Aleksei Tolstoi and film directors such as Iakov 
Protazanov had more complex visions of Soviet theories of outer space. In 
Protazanov’s 1920s film Aelita, based on the Tolstoi short story, a Soviet 
engineer dreams of a space trip to Mars to escape his earthly problems in 
Russia. Protazanov, one of the most commercially successful Soviet-era 
filmmakers, was highly criticized by the Soviet press for this “supposed” 
critique of Soviet society. Protazanov, himself intrigued by Russian no-
tions of spaceflight, had elaborate set constructions for actions on the 
alien planet that won the film director much technical praise.32 Maia-
kovsky, Protazanov, Tolstoi, and Glebov are but a few Soviet-era cultural 
figures interested in these imaginative dreams. They reflected the count-
less science-fiction pieces on outer space during this early Soviet era that 
became popular with the reading public. Even prerevolutionary works 
were republished for popular consumption, particularly famous ones 
such as A. Bogdanov’s Red Star, also about a future utopia on the planet 
Mars.33 Spaceflight occupied not only the Soviet public’s interest, but it 
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also became embedded in the cultural intelligentsia’s utopian dreams 
and visions as narrative fodder for their poems, films, and theatrical pro-
ductions.

National Markers, Spaceflight, and the Soviet Public

By the early and mid-1930s a cultural shift had occurred in Russia 
under Stalin, coined by the historian Nicholas Timasheff as the Great 
Retreat. Timasheff, and some current cultural historians (such as David 
Brandenberger), have argued that Russia during high Stalinism embod-
ied a retreat away from socialist cultural norms back toward greater Rus-
sian, more nationalistic themes.34 Yet as the historian David Hoffman so 
aptly has reminded us, the 1930s and 1940s also witnessed a continued 
effort on the part of the regime to modernize their society, not necessarily 
therefore at odds with previous Communist visions.35 This is particularly 
true in the way the Stalinist regime embraced technological feats with 
such fervor. It is within this context that the Soviet aeronautical feats 
during the 1930s, for example, were glorified and popularized through 
propagandistic means by the Soviet press.36 During the earlier 1920s in-
ternational aeronautical feats (especially those in the West) were covered 
with the same frequency as equivalent Russian achievements. During the 
Stalinist 1930s and 1940s, prior to the era of Sputnik, however, Russians 
began to witness a departure toward an increasingly nationalistic, trium-
phalist tone—albeit the rhetoric maintained a revolutionary ethos—such 
as “storming the cosmos,” “conquering the stratosphere,” and “reaching 
new heights of the cosmos.”

Through theater and other media, Stalin-era cultural figures prop-
agated ideas on spaceflight that reflected this triumphant poised para-
digm. Most emblematic of this new departure were the Moscow staged 
plays of those such as Anatolii Glebov, although poets and film directors 
showed continued interest in the topic as well. The Soviet writer Glebov, 
who wrote and produced the play Gold and Brain at the Zamoskvoretskii 
Theatre touched on rocketry in many of his works. In a 1932 article in 
the journal Tekhnika (Technology), Glebov noted how “in my latest play 
Morning (shown at the Revolution Theatre in Moscow), I likewise again 
touch on the issue of rocketry and space exploration. Furthermore, I am 
always ready to propagandize about Russian achievement in this use-
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ful arena.”37 By the 1930s these cultural figures would help the Soviets 
to figuratively “storm the stratosphere,” as Glebov’s article was entitled. 
They reflected a nationalistic tone as well as a radical transformative im-
pulse so indicative of the Stalinist cultural arena of the 1930s. Much like 
the radical transformation of nature campaigns that invaded the space of 
ecological nature preserves, so well documented by the historian Douglas 
Weiner, the Stalinist cultural elite was ready to conquer and transform 
the cosmos.38 Furthermore, these cultural signifiers and tropes may have 
also been part of a general trend, as the scholar Malte Rolf has pointed 
out, to reduce the number of acceptable cultural features of the Stalin era 
into a more manageable set of ideological and nationalistic canons.39

It is during this era of resurgent Russian nationalism that the vi-
sionary rocket and space theorist K. E. Tsiolkovskii was asked by Stalin 
to give his famous speech on the future of human space travel on May 
Day in 1935 from Red Square. This was no ordinary speech, nor was its 
repercussion among the public and physicists alike. Tsiolkovskii’s taped 
speech was also broadcast by primitive wireless (radio waves) throughout 
the former Soviet Union, across eleven time zones, with an enormous 
social impact. Both Stalin, and later Khrushchev, would use the figure of 
Tsiolkovskii to focus on the superiority of Soviet technology over Western 
capitalism and its scientific system. However, both during this speech 
and at times before this event, Tsiolkovskii used these Soviet public ven-
ues to promote his own ideas about the future possibility of spaceflight. 
This speech was given while impressive Soviet airplanes flew above Red 
Square, and Tsiolkovskii described them as “steel dragonflies” that were 
only a tip of a more profound iceberg.40 This dualistic tension between 
the regime’s nationalistic and propagandistic canons in the 1930s on the 
one hand, and the scientist as cultural purveyor of knowledge on the oth-
er, created a tension between patron (state) and supplicant (specialist). In 
subterranean ways figures like Tsiolkovskii thus tried to alter the Stalinist 
canon, or at least provide it with nuanced sentiments. This process led to 
a fragmentation of the Stalinist cultural ideal; this is evident even if the 
canon, as orchestrated from above, reflected a regime-centered techno-
logical myopia.

All the same, the common state-constructed trope of the 1930s and 
1940s evoked this Promethean metaphor of conquering the cosmos with 
Soviet technological ingenuity. Unlike earlier Soviet science fiction, ar-
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tistic productions of the Stalinist era 1930s and 1940s had the requisite 
myopic ideological components embedded in these narrative plots about 
outer space.41 Probably the best example of this genre was the 1935 Soviet 
film Kosmicheskii reis (Cosmic race), which was directed by V. Zhuravlev.  
Tsiolkovskii actually consulted on the film, which is mythically set in 
1946 at the fictitious All-Union Institute for Inter-Planetary Commu-
nication. In the movie young pioneers help an inventor overcome his 
detractors at all odds, even against the wishes of the old conservative 
intellectual-director of the institute—thus representing the young Com-
munists achieving miraculous feats in space through the use of new So-
viet technology. When a successful journey into space concludes back on 
Earth, there is the requisite Communist festival in their honor, where the 
elder Tsiolkovskii-like designer of rockets gives a speech saluting Soviet 
youth.42 The film thus merged the Stalinist socialist-realist ideological 
paradigm with the inspirational, less politicized, hopes and dreams of 
the real-life elder K. E. Tsiolkovskii.

The popular film and state-sponsored propaganda in the 1930s and 
1940s operated simultaneously with a major governmental investment 
in the potential military use of rockets as weapons under Stalin. In the 
1930s the popular katyusha system, a battery of trucks equipped with 
dozens of small rockets, was a technically low-grade method of scattering 
projectiles at enemy forces (and certainly built on Zasiadko’s similar, yet 
even more primitive, invention in the pre-1917 era). Yet the regime in 1931 
had already brought together a number of specialists to work collectively 
in both Leningrad and Moscow on far more sophisticated technology un-
der what became known as GIRD (Group for the Study of Reactive Mo-
tion). In 1933 the GIRD groups amalgamated into the Moscow Scientific 
Research Institute of Reactive Motion (the RNII). Critically, the founders 
of this organization, including the dean of Soviet rocketry (S. P. Korolev), 
claimed that Tsiolkovskii was their inspirational leader, and they made 
him an honorary member of their engineering board in 1934. By the late 
1930s the purges would decimate the ranks of this group as rocket spe-
cialists, especially the likes of Korolev, would be incarcerated in sharashki 
(the prison design bureau) to work for the regime’s militaristic ends in 
mostly other pursuits, such as aircraft design. All the same, in the 1930s 
these technical engineers sought more approval for their work, and more 
funds from the regime itself, by skillfully invoking popular heroes or 
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“father figures” like Tsiolkovskii. In fact, one of the top-ranking Soviet 
military engineers, I. T. Kleimenov, was the chief of RNII in Moscow; 
and both he and Korolev actively corresponded with Tsiolkovskii in an 
attempt to get his pronounced public support for their research initiatives 
at a time before this research became completely top secret.43

During World War II, however, and throughout Soviet reconstruc-
tion in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Soviet aeronautical feats were to 
some extent relegated to the periphery of the public landscape, while the 
country was rehabilitated physically, politically, and psychologically. This 
lack of publicity in the public sphere was also primarily a result of the 
pronounced issue of secrecy employed by all governments on rocket and 
bomb development internationally, both during and after World War II. 
Although much of the international press would eventually discover the 
successful detonation of an atomic bomb by Igor Kurchatov and his team 
in the Central Asian Steppe in 1949, the rocket specialists were moved to 
a secret headquarters outside of Moscow near Kaliningrad.44 The Soviet 
military would become obsessed with achieving parity with the United 
States with regard to rockets, although Korolev would use one of his R7 
military missiles to catapult Sputnik 1 into orbit in October 1957.45 Nikita 
Khrushchev and the regime monitored closely their clandestine military 
investments with much anxiety (and expectations) throughout the 1950s. 
Sergei Khrushchev noted that his father demanded that Leonid Smirnov, 
the deputy chairman of the Soviet Council of Ministers in charge of mis-
sile technology, phone him after every new project development (and lat-
er after every successful launch). Khrushchev demanded these updates 
from Sergei Korolev and Defense Minister Malinovsky as well. According 
to Sergei Khrushchev, Premier Khrushchev took much personal pride in 
these developments, even if conducted under such secrecy (and without 
public disclosure of successes).46

Although much of the secretive technology was generated for mili-
tary purposes in the early Cold War, and could not be publically an-
nounced, once Sputnik 1 was launched in 1957, the country witnessed 
an array of publicity on Soviet aeronautical (and now cosmonautic) de-
velopments. Interestingly, this was the only element—namely, the overt 
residual success of Sputnik—that could be publicized in laudatory terms 
without revealing top-secret research. However, after Sputnik, as part of 
the myriad of public celebratory events, a host of journals had pages filled 



40      James T. Andrews

with laudatory articles on Soviet rocketry, the history of spaceflight, and 
the life of the new cosmonaut. They included eclectic journals such as 
Ogonek (Little flame) as well as more politicized official ones, such as 
Kommunist (The communist). All of these journals publicly expounded 
on Soviet feats in spaceflight, enabling the regime an outlet to boast about 
its technological achievements in rocketry.

Articles on Soviet feats in outer space appeared regularly from 1957 
through 1960 in newspapers and journals from a variety of genres as 
diverse as the Soviet Red Army’s newspaper Krasnaia zvezda (Red star) 
and even literary journals such as Literaturnaia gazeta (Literary gazette). 
As 1957 and 1958 unfolded, the Communist Party newspaper Pravda and 
the governmental newspaper Izvestiia were particularly interested in pro-
moting fantastic new feats in outer space. The press was completely en-
grossed with the canine heroic pursuits of Laika and a literal host of other 
Soviet dogs that were used experimentally in these test flights before the 
age of Yuri Gagarin and human cosmonauts began.47 After Gagarin’s 
1961 flight Soviet Premier Khrushchev himself would become obsessed 
with ceremonies in Red Square throughout this period to glorify cosmo-
nauts and their achievements as well as to make these “official” celebra-
tory versions focused on successes (not the equally abundant yet classi-
fied failures). So much so, that his son Sergei in his memoirs recalls an 
incident immediately after Khrushchev’s ouster in October 1964 that is 
revealing of this emotion. Sergei recounts how his father (now officially 
retired) on October 23, 1964, much to Leonid Brezhnev’s consternation, 
almost had his driver take him to Red Square to partake in the festivities 
of three new cosmonauts—a staple, celebratory event that he relished in 
the earlier years and now missed immensely. Luckily for Brezhnev, the 
new general secretary of the Communist Party, Khrushchev controlled 
his excitement for the cosmonauts’ heroic feats and instead told the driver 
to go to his placid dacha outside Moscow.48 

Although most Soviet writers (and journalists) in varied, censored 
publications glorified Russian achievements in space in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s before Khrushchev’s ouster, there were the occasional 
letters to editors (published in such newspapers as Komsomol’skaia prav-
da) that questioned the public support of the space effort—yet they were 
generally anomalies to the norm.49 Public debate on the efficacy of the 
space program did exist in the popular press under Khrushchev.50 Some-
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times, ordinary concerned citizens wrote letters to editors of newspapers 
that questioned why so much funding was shunted to the space program 
at a time when salaries for workers in factories were woefully low and 
consumer items so scarce. Slava Gerovitch, a historian of Soviet technol-
ogy and science, has also argued that a corollary to these debates in the 
popular press was a developing tension between cosmonauts themselves 
and Soviet engineers—particularly whether automatons (or computer de-
vices) should be used in space or real-live test pilots, cosmonauts, or ani-
mals. Cosmonauts were particularly concerned about their professional 
role in this development, and wanted to be in control of the flight process 
itself. But there was also the public concern about the safety for humans 
(cosmonauts) as well as animals in spaceflight.51

With these exceptions aside, public cultural discourse on the space 
program was mostly constrained and even limited to voices with large 
public reputations (such as major writers of literary significance). Fur-
thermore, one can argue this discussion in the press was class-specific. 
Namely, it was the cultural intelligentsia of the 1950s and 1960s who 
raised these issues and concerns regarding the amount of funds spent on 
large-scale technologies. Some literary figures, such as Il’ia Ehrenburg, 
were concerned about how technology and the space race obscured the 
importance of other aspects of Soviet life on Earth, such as the develop-
ment of literature and the arts, and questioned the substantial funds and 
government subsidies put into these technical arenas.52 These critiques 
by literary figures and citizens alike may have been a repercussion of 
the Khrushchev “thaw”—the limited loosening of controls on artistic 
and public expression in the Soviet Union from 1956 until approximately 
1962.53 The intelligentsia had a strong collective sense of its past and may 
have felt ostracized by the celebratory focus on Soviet technology. Some-
times these debates raged in popular journals but mainly in those read 
by a more educated public—this is especially true for a variety of topical 
issues and debates that appeared in Literaturnaia gazeta (Literary news-
paper) during this time period. One interesting topical debate became 
known as the Liriki-fiziki or the “lyrical poets vs. physicists,” while others 
dealt with the funding of big science. These debates, also featured in the 
Communist Youth League press, focused on how the arts could survive 
in an age where technological feats reigned supreme. Ironically, the cul-
tural intelligentsia was obsessed itself with “cosmic visions” thematically, 
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but at some point rocket specialists (and the regime’s prioritized military 
investments during the Cold War) may have impinged on the cultural 
intelligentsia’s status.

The historian of technology Paul Josephson, in his analysis of the 
public ramifications of nuclear, atomic, and space science, has argued 
that celebrations and mass rallies (particularly in Moscow) became an 
important site for the Soviet “masses” to become involved in the spec-
tacle of display, constructed from above, for Soviet “big science.” His work 
has also touched on themes regarding the efficacy of space research.54 As 
Josephson has aptly noted in his diligent research, planetariums hosted 
lectures on outer space, short stories for adults and children were writ-
ten with exaggerated platitudes by writers, while Soviet composers cre-
ated popular songs (especially short chastushki) to be sung to children at 
schools celebrating Sputnik.55

What is generally left out of the scholarly analysis of the rhetoric of 
Soviet technological feats in outer space, however, is how official academ-
ic institutions, besides the Soviet press and journalistic community, also 
played a distinct and crucial role in the celebratory theatrics of Soviet 
space accomplishments. Established scientific institutions, such as the 
Academy of Sciences, probably became the greatest proponents and con-
duits for disseminating more detailed public lectures on the significance 
of these achievements. Furthermore, as proponents of the regime, they 
carried a level of scientific and technical authority among the general 
public that may have eclipsed the litany of pronouncements in the press 
and journals.

In actuality, it was the real father of the Russian space program, S. 
P. Korolev, the director of the post–World War II Soviet rocket program, 
who was asked to direct these celebrations at the academy. He gave the 
1957 keynote commemorative speech for the capstone series of events 
planned in the Khrushchev era that honored Soviet space legends such as 
Konstantin Tsiolkovskii. Fortuitously, some of these highly orchestrated 
celebratory events were planned by scientists and technicians during the 
centennial-year celebration of Tsiolkovskii’s birth, the year of the launch-
ing of Soviet Sputnik 1 in 1957. Lectures and festivities such as these at 
the academy mythologized the “founding fathers of Soviet spaceflight 
and rocketry,” thus creating a Soviet pantheon as cultural referent. In 
the 1940s, primarily after the war and into the 1950s, the Soviets made 
several public (some unsubstantiated and others not) claims of national 
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priority in scientific discoveries—especially in the era of Sputnik regard-
ing rocketry.56

Understanding Popular Space Culture in the Era of Sputnik

State-sponsored technological propaganda was not unique or excep-
tional to Soviet Russia. In fact, it was an inherent aspect of Western gov-
ernmental rhetoric as well as their construction of their own heroes in 
the press. Scientists in Soviet Russia, however, even the most heralded in 
the hagiography, such as Tsiolkovsksii, had their own ideas about popu-
larizing notions of spaceflight. Furthermore, they tapped into the popu-
lar interest in cosmic flight by an already engaged audience outside of the 
state’s purview or orchestration. This dynamic, however, created a com-
plex and unique duality in Soviet political and cultural life. For instance, 
while both Stalin and later Khrushchev would use the figure of those 
such as Tsiolkovskii (or Gagarin) to focus on the superiority of Soviet 
technology over Western capitalism and its scientific system, figures like 
these men used these Soviet public venues to promote their own ideas 
about the future possibility of spaceflight. 

Although events like this were certainly propagandistic public spec-
tacle, scientists and future physicists alike were still very impressed with 
the secondary depoliticized vision that Tsiolkovskii’s ideas embodied. 
In his memoirs the nuclear physicist and science adviser to M. S. Gor-
bachev, Roald Z. Sagdeev, himself recognized the duality embedded in 
these Soviet public spectacles. On the one hand, he believes Stalin used 
Tsiolkovskii’s 1935 broadcast from Red Square to further build the notion 
of the superiority of Soviet technology. On the other hand, predominant-
ly because of Stalin and the Soviet regime’s support, Tsiolkovskii’s work 
became better known in the 1930s and 1940s, and many future space 
scientists read his popular work voraciously. Sagdeev has argued that on 
May 1, 1935, enthusiastic Soviet citizens, including his own parents (edu-
cated scientific academics), were enthralled by the speech. Furthermore, 
the popularization of spaceflight had a readymade audience that was not 
inextricably linked to prescribed directions from the regime itself.57

Valentin Glushko, the designer of Energiya and many rocket engines 
that operated on Tsiolkovskii’s dream of using liquid propellants, corrob-
orates to some extent Sagdeev’s perspective in his own memoirs. Glush-
ko corresponded with Tsiolkovskii as a teenager and was inspired by his 
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popular books in the 1920s and 1930s. Glushko believed that mixed in 
with the Soviet propaganda and nationalist fervor of space exploration 
propagated from above was a sheer enthusiasm and pride on the part of 
future scientists (and young space enthusiasts) from below.58 Many physi-
cists (and ordinary citizens alike) made pilgrimages to Kaluga (Russia) to 
see Tsiolkovskii before his death in September 1935, while Tsiolkovskii’s 
funeral in provincial Russia was almost a type of national, cathartic dirge 
and thus a reflection of the spontaneous interest in local space heroes.

Popular adulation for space heroes continued into the Khrushchev 
era and beyond in Brezhnev’s times. The eminent historian of Russian 
science Loren R. Graham, in his recent memoirs, had a similar impres-
sion on April 12, 1961, when he marched through Red Square at the cel-
ebration for the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin sponsored by the Soviet leader-
ship. Graham found this a mix of propagandistic spectacle from above 
with a sincere, heartfelt public outpouring of support from below. As 
Graham looked back at that day and canonization, he also reviewed in his 
mind the views of Soviet citizens, their pride in Gagarin, and the popular 
interest in spaceflight: “In later years when the Soviet Union became a 
decrepit and failing society, I often recall that day as the apogee in Soviet 
citizens’ belief that they held the key to the future of civilization. The 
celebrations on the street were genuine and heartfelt. Soviet science was, 
they were sure, the best in the world, and Soviet rockets succeeded where 
American ones failed.”59

In the end it is impossible critically to completely separate the re-
gime’s nationalist paradigms from the pride generated from below. One 
cannot also assume that scientists like Tsiolkovskii, who gave heralded 
speeches on the future of Soviet cosmonautics, only had the regime’s 
agenda in mind when agreeing to propagate messages of national pride. 
Many of Russia’s cultural elites also popularized notions of spaceflight 
because of the inherent fascination they had with cosmic themes. Besides 
the politicized message of Soviet competition with the West, the Russian 
people themselves engaged notions of spaceflight from a sheer human 
impulse of fascination in exploration going back to the late imperial pe-
riod forward to Khrushchev’s times.
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Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Sputnik and its successors 
have been the subject of a vast literature that has generally split into two 
distinct categories. One body of work, focused on recovering “truth” 
about the effort, has sought to fill gaps in our knowledge. In the del-
uge of “new” information available with the coming of glasnost and then 
continuing into the postsocialist period, historians and journalists have 
rushed to reveal the “real” story behind the Soviet space program. Anoth-
er smaller but growing stream of recent literature, favored by social and 
cultural historians, has explored the meanings behind the undeniably 
massive cosmic enthusiasm that characterized the height of the Soviet 
space program in the 1960s. Here, scholars have delved into the social 
and cultural resonance of space, situating their claims in the broader ma-
trix of postwar Soviet history. In broad terms the first canon has been 
concerned with production, and the latter with consumption. One obvi-
ous bridge between these two literatures has been the figure of the Soviet 
cosmonaut, who was simultaneously part of the machinery of science, 
technology, and industry that allowed the Soviet Union to achieve many 
impressive feats in the early years of the space race and a constituent of 
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the machinery of public relations, critical to creating a global wave of 
popular enthusiasm for Soviet exploits. Despite a widespread fascination 
with cosmonauts and what they represented, we know very little about 
the codes that governed their passage from one world to the other, from 
production to consumption, from the private to the public. Mediating this 
connection between production and consumption, between “truth” and 
“image,” was the regime of Soviet secrecy, which not only circumscribed 
the ways in which cosmonauts crossed over these divides, but also  
(re)constructed text, images, and symbols on cosmic topics in fundamen-
tal ways that remain misunderstood.

Secrecy pervaded every single aspect of the Soviet space program.1 
In the early 1960s so much of it was shrouded in secrecy that it seemed 
that the program could be capable of anything, and its future appeared 
boundless. The less we knew, the more seemed possible. This heightened 
level of secrecy, the strictest it was ever to be in the history of Soviet space 
exploits, was already in place by the launch of Sputnik, the world’s first 
artificial satellite. Two years before Sputnik’s launch, on August 8, 1955, 
the Soviet Presidium (as the Politburo was known at the time) approved a 
project to launch a satellite into Earth’s orbit; one of the first problems on 
the agenda was what to say to the world about the event. The final version 
of the official Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union (TASS) communi-
qué, which was approved ten days later with the help of party ideologue 
and Politburo member Mikhail Suslov, established several precedents for 
all subsequent official pronouncements on the Soviet space program.2 

The press release contained no information on who built the satel-
lite, who launched it, what kind of rocket was used, from where it was 
launched, why it was launched, and who decided to launch it. The final 
version of the communiqué, issued on the early morning of October 5, 
1957, is illuminating in what it does say: there is an abundance of arcane 
scientific and technical data about the satellite and its trajectory, as if to 
overwhelm the reader with mathematics in the absence of even a pic-
ture of the object. What remains of the text is taken up by expressions of 
pride of the late “father” of Soviet cosmonautics, Konstantin Eduardovich 
Tsiolkovskii and some final words about possibilities opened up by this 
accomplishment. These allusions to the past and the future left a discern-
ible hole about information in the present.3

Secrecy was not simply a regime for preventing the transmission 
of information from one community to another; it also encapsulated an 
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ongoing discursive metacommentary about the relationship between the 
space program and the Soviet populace in the 1960s. In every proclama-
tion about a new achievement in space, in every declaration about the 
heroic work of a cosmonaut, and in all ephemera of the culture of Soviet 
cosmic travel was embedded a conversation about the acceptable limits of 
secrecy. Yet because of secrecy, the Soviet space program was victim to a 
fundamental contradiction resulting from two countervailing impulses. 
On the one hand, party and government officials sought to promote the 
space program as much as possible, aided by rhetoric that repeatedly con-
nected the triumphs of the space program with the power of socialism. 
On the other hand, those selfsame officials accepted the need to maintain 
deep secrecy about almost all aspects of the enterprise. These antitheti-
cal impulses gave the Soviet space program, both in its internal work-
ings and its public image, a peculiar quality that distinguished it from its 
American counterpart. The discourse surrounding the space effort was 
characterized by a “rhetorical tension” that was never fully resolved but 
embodied and amplified by the frequently ambiguous messages about 
the program’s goals, successes, and values.

This chapter explores this “rhetorical tension” to answer a funda-
mental question: how was it that the Soviet space program—the central 
advertising emblem of postwar Soviet Union—was shrouded in the high-
est secrecy and drowned in draconian censorship at the very time when 
the controls over cultural production were at their most liberal, during 
the Khrushchev “thaw”?4 Any possible answer to this question must lie in 
a deep exploration of the creation, uses, and repercussions of the secrecy 
regime in the Soviet space program—in particular, the edicts, prohibi-
tions, and procedures of Glavlit, the main censorship body within the So-
viet government, that were embedded throughout the entire Soviet media 
apparatus, including those publications that consistently extolled the glo-
ries of the Soviet space program to the populace in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The chapter explores the motivations and rationales behind the strict se-
crecy regime in the space program that were rooted in the larger culture 
of institutional secrecy in the Soviet Union that originated in the 1920s, 
soon after the October Revolution. It deconstructs the practice of secrecy 
as manifested in the space program—its main characteristics, how it op-
erated, explicable patterns, and most important, the effects of the secrecy 
regime for the public understanding of Soviet cosmic exploits during the 
1960s and 1970s. Official pronouncements—whether communicated at 
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a press conference, depicted in a postage stamp, or recounted in a mu-
seum placard—were the end results of deeply contested visions of the So-
viet space program. These expressions did not reflect a monolithic stand 
on such issues as modernity, progress, technology, and socialism; rather, 
they were the outcome of negotiation between various parties invested in 
maintaining, reinforcing, or undermining secrecy.

Glavlit

Drawing from a long tradition of censorship during the imperial era, 
the Bolsheviks put their particular imprint on the control of information 
immediately after coming to power. Only days after the storming of the 
Winter Palace, on November 10, 1917 (“new style,” referring to the Grego-
rian calendar, which was adopted in Russia in 1918), the Bolshevik Party 
issued a “Decree on the Press,” which, conceding that the “bourgeois 
press” was “no less dangerous than bombs and machine-guns,” prohib-
ited all press that advocated “open resistance or disobedience against the 
workers’ and peasants’ government.”5 The culmination of this process 
was the formation in 1922 of the Main Administration for Literary and 
Publishers’ Issues (Glavnoe upravlenie po delam literatury i izdatel’stva, 
or Glavlit) as part of Narkompros, the governmental body in charge of 
cultural activities.6 Throughout the 1920s Glavlit displayed a noticeable 
latitude in what was allowed for publication, in line with the economic 
liberalism of the New Economic Policy (NEP) era, although simultane-
ously the party apparat encoded new rules governing and limiting the 
circulation of information within the party structure. A whole host of 
military, economic, political, and “general” information was blanketed 
under various degrees of classification.7

As the historian A. V. Blium has noted, the “era of total secrecy . . 
. began” by the late 1920s, near the end of the NEP era.8 Glavlit’s work 
expanded in leaps and bounds, helped by special “lists” (perechen’), which 
themselves were secret, that enumerated the types of information that 
were considered secret, such as statistical information on the homeless 
and unemployed, information about sanitary conditions in jails, crime 
statistics, numbers of suicides, and so on. All “real” economic informa-
tion, particularly at the national level, was also shrouded in secrecy, while 
all descriptions of calamities or accidents, especially those dealing with 
lack of food, were prohibited from publication. Already by the late 1920s 
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any information that privileged the West or showed Western industry in 
a favorable light, at least as compared with the Soviet Union, was excised 
from publication. Acting on these lists, Glavlit issued a barrage of direc-
tives to control the flow of particular types of information.

The repressive climate in the late Stalin years brought more draco-
nian secrecy measures into law. Concern over revealing scientific secrets 
may have played a role in this process. After the infamous Kliueva-Roskin 
affair, when information about a supposed “cure” for cancer was passed 
on to American scientists during a brief period of openness in 1946, the 
Supreme Soviet issued a decree the following year intensifying the penal-
ties for revealing “state secrets.”9 In March 1948, Stalin signed a Council 
of Ministers resolution that enacted a total ban on all information that 
touched on state interests. The fact that the decree itself was classified top 
secret was emblematic of the nature of secrecy in the Soviet context. As 
the scholar Yorlam Gorlizki has noted: “Stalin pressed the [new secrecy] 
campaign beyond any rational limits so that it assumed a completely in-
consistent and illogical form.”10 He notes that the Council of Ministers 
was flooded with inquiries, “some quite farcical,” about the kind of infor-
mation that needed to be kept secret. Even evidently innocent informa-
tion about the operation of a ministry had to be kept closely guarded and 
“de-secretized” if previously out in the open. Given that the Soviet ballis-
tic missile program, which eventually became the Soviet space program, 
was undergoing its birth pangs at the time, it is not surprising that even 
“normal” aspects of its functioning, such as recruiting secretarial or cus-
todial staff or housing issues, were shrouded in a blanket of secrecy. The 
March 1948 decree was strictly enforced at the lowest levels of missile 
design organizations throughout the 1950s.11

The “thaw” under Khrushchev, the zenith of Soviet successes in 
space, continued the paradoxical and contradictory tendencies of Soviet 
secrecy. As others have shown, print culture was crucial during this pe-
riod as a vehicle for assisting in social change, not so much to challenge 
the norms of prevailing Soviet life but “to reinvest them with the signifi-
cance they had lost over the previous thirty years.”12 A combination of new 
publications, a fresh philosophy about the role of the written word for 
the future of socialism, and fluctuating notions of what was permissible, 
resulted ironically in a “flood of new instructions from above,” mean-
ing that “Party controls over print culture proliferated in the post-Stalin 
period, even if they did not intensify.”13 A Glavlit report issued in 1965, 
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reviewing its previous two years of operation to “protect military and state 
secrets in print, radio, television, and cinema, and … entertainment” 
and to “prevent the spread of foreign publications in the country con-
taining anti-Soviet anti-socialist materials,” underscored just how busy 
Soviet censors had been. In 1964, Glavlit employees “monitored” nearly 
192,000 pages of literature, compared to 186,000 the year before. Their 
work included preparing a new “List of information forbidden to publish 
in the open press, transmitted on radio and television” as well as a similar 
list meant for regional media outlets. Relevant instructions for the space 
program were enumerated in Glavlit’s “Instructions on how to prepare 
for the publication of information on scientific and technological achieve-
ments of the USSR, which can be recognized as patentable inventions 
and discoveries.”14

Glavlit had their hands full as the Soviet space program reached its 
zenith in the early 1960s. The early cosmic successes coincided with a 
massive growth in Soviet print publications; almost a quarter of the non-
specialized popular journals in existence in the late 1980s were estab-
lished in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Many of these new journals, 
such as Iunost’ (Youth, established 1955), Iunyi tekhnik (Junior techni-
cian, 1956), and Iskatel’ (Adventurer, 1961) were key avenues for bringing 
the Soviet space program to the masses. Older journals, such as Ogonek 
(Light), Tekhnika-molodezhi (Technology for youth), and Znanie-sila 
(Knowledge is power), continued into the 1960s with the same vein of 
technologically utopian literature that was characteristic of their articles 
in the decade before. The popular literature on space that emerged in 
the wake of Sputnik in 1957 did not emerge out of a vacuum but out of a 
strong and vibrant tradition of space-themed writing that was ubiquitous 
in the early and mid-1950s.15 

What changed was the scale and content of it—that is, there was 
much more of it and there were now “real” events as points of reference, 
not just idle fantasy. Spaceships replaced airplanes as harbingers of the 
future, a change reflected in the transformation of the Air Force’s banner 
journal, Vestnik vozdushnogo flota (Journal of the air fleet), originally es-
tablished in 1918, to Aviatsiia i kosmonavtika (Aviation and cosmonautics) 
in 1962. The latter journal served as one of the mouthpieces of the Soviet 
space establishment. Major General Nikolai Kamanin, the air force offi-
cial in charge of cosmonaut training who served on the journal’s editorial 
board helped its editor, Colonel Ivan Shipilov, establish “close ties” with 
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highly placed but secret designers and scientists so that Shipilov could 
“use this connection for the cause [of popularizing space exploration].”16

The post-thaw period saw strengthened and more streamlined con-
trols over what was permitted in print. In 1965, although it was techni-
cally forbidden to mention the name of the mysterious “chief designer” 
of the space program, it was still acceptable to note that “owing to ab-
normalities associated with the situation of the cult of personality, [his] 
rocket aircraft was flight-tested only in 1940.”17 This oblique allusion to 
the Stalinist purges was whitewashed out by the time the first biogra-
phies of Sergei Korolev appeared in the late 1960s.18 To eliminate such 
“deviations” from the correct ideological stance and also to encourage 
publishing houses and other media organs to take more responsibility for 
censorship in the post-thaw era, the secretariat of the Central Committee 
issued a new comprehensive decree on secrecy in January 1969. The new 
law required Glavlit to “strengthen control over the maintenance of state 
and military secrets in the press. To establish that all questions arising 
in the process of preliminary monitoring of works of an ideological and 
political nature, are to be examined at the level of heads of Glavlit and 
the heads of publishing agencies and cultural organizations. Comments 
from [Glavlit] workers are to be brought to the attention of the authors of 
the works without reference to the censor. Violation of this order shall be 
considered a violation of state and party discipline.”19

The decree effectively strengthened Glavlit’s control over both infor-
mation and ideological content. At the same time, the immovable curtain 
between the author and the censor was rendered further opaque. Eight 
years later, at the height of Brezhnev’s stagnation, the Central Commit-
tee department in charge of censorship was able to proudly report that 
the clauses of the decree had been properly executed and that “Glavlit 
systematically informs the leaders of the organs of press, information, 
and culture, and in necessary cases party and Soviet organs on errors of 
ideological and political nature, contained in materials meant for publica-
tion or public use.”20

The censorship apparatus based around Glavlit remained largely 
the same throughout the 1960s and 1970s. From 1953 on Glavlit, now 
with the official expansion Main Directorate for the Protection of Mili-
tary and State Secrets in Print, was subordinated directly to the Council 
of Ministers—that is, the highest governmental authority in the Soviet 
Union.21 In principle, Glavlit was an execution authority, receiving gen-
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eral ideological guidelines from the Department of Propaganda of the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party, one of numerous depart-
ments responsible for any and every aspect of Soviet society, culture, and 
the economy.22 This department was itself overseen by a secretary of the 
Central Committee, one responsible for “ideological issues” who had the 
last word on censorship.23 On paper, these party functionaries were re-
sponsible for determining the appropriate ideological content of open ex-
pression so that Glavlit could do its mission of censorship, but in practice, 
Glavlit’s functions were a mix of policy and implementation, an overlap 
that mirrored the connection between two separate but also overlapping 
functions: ideological policing and protecting secrets.24

Why Secrecy?

Iaroslav Golovanov, the famed and now late Russian space journal-
ist, rationalizing why there was so much secrecy surrounding the space 
program, once astutely noted that: “Secrecy was necessary so that no one 
would overtake us. But later when they did overtake us, we maintained 
secrecy so that no one knew that we had been overtaken.”25 Golovanov’s 
half joke was not so far from the truth in that it encapsulated two dif-
ferent rationales: to protect the strengths of the Soviet state, usually of a 
military nature; and to protect the weaknesses of the Soviet state, some-
times military but more often than not economical or social. Disaggregat-
ing these rationales reveals an array of subordinate factors, some of them 
repeated explicitly in many Glavlit documents in the postwar period and 
evident in the workings of censorship within the space industry. These 
rationales include: to protect information necessary for national security; 
to present the Soviet Union to the outside world in the most favorable 
light by controlling information seen as damaging to the national reputa-
tion; to present a monolithic view of the Soviet Union where there is no 
dissent over state policies; to convey that the party and government are 
in control, whether over ideas, technology, or nature, and that there are 
no accidental outcomes in Soviet society; and to protect Soviet claims to 
inventions and technologies by not revealing too much information about 
them—a point mentioned in many Glavlit documents.26 Ultimately, as 
the long history of Glavlit shows, secrecy was also endemic because of 
the enduring tradition of censorship in the Soviet (and before it, the Rus-
sian context)—that is, there was a self-sustaining quality to the sheen of 



Cosmic Contradictions      55

secrecy, ensuring that it had an indelible and perpetual presence in the 
Soviet space program despite the many successes and failures of the ef-
fort through several decades.

There were compelling institutional explanations for the regime of 
secrecy that surrounded the Soviet space program, rationales that tran-
scended any need to maintain the fiction of a Soviet lead in the “space 
race.” The fact that the entire institutional structure supporting the So-
viet space program was lodged firmly and deeply in a military setting 
was undoubtedly the most critical factor. The earliest Soviet successes in 
space—such as the launch of Sputnik, Laika, probes to the moon, Yuri 
Gagarin, Valentina Tereshkova, and many more—were orchestrated by 
the Experimental Design Bureau-1 (Opytno-konstruktorskoe biuro-1, or 
OKB-1) headed by the so-called chief designer Sergei Pavlovich Korolev. 
OKB-1 was subordinated for many years under the Ministry of the De-
fense Industry and then eventually, like most other space enterprises 
during the late Soviet era, under the Ministry of General Machine Build-
ing. Both of these ministries were part of the highly secretive military- 
industrial complex, scrutinized by Western intelligence agencies 
throughout the Cold War. OKB-1’s primary goal, at least until the mid-
1960s was not space but rather to develop more efficient intercontinental 
ballistic missiles for the Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces. Because of its as-
sociation with such an overtly military project, Soviet space achievements 
were shrouded in an extra layer of secrecy. In July 1955, when work on 
the rocket that launched Sputnik was reaching peak levels, the Council of 
Ministers issued a decree “with the goal of ensuring more strict secrecy 
on work carried out on rocket and reactive armaments” that enumerated 
a whole host of new regulations at various enterprises, including the ap-
pointment of a deputy director at each workplace to oversee secrecy re-
gimes and bringing in KGB personnel to help.27

Military secrecy could be justified without much controversy be-
cause there was “the legitimate strategic purpose of denying sensitive 
national security information to potential enemies.”28 Secrecy over mili-
tary affairs was particularly stringent in the defense industry, which de-
veloped weapons. Although the names of certain accomplished design-
ers—particularly aviation designers—were revealed during the interwar 
years, this practice was abandoned at the height of the Cold War when 
the identities of such designers as Korolev were unknown to the pub-
lic. Moreover, all information about the organizations that they headed 
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was kept strictly secret. Real names of weapons were never used in writ-
ing. Instead Soviet industrial managers developed an esoteric system of 
naming weapons that relied on a number-letter-number system that was 
based on no discernable logic; in all written documents, for example, the 
Vostok spacecraft was referred to as “object 11F63” (izdelie 11F63), while 
its launch rocket was “object 8K72K” (izdelie 8K72K). Many workers em-
ployed at factories contracted to deliver parts for such spacecraft had little 
or no idea what the part was for. Draconian rules dictated daily handling 
of paperwork within defense enterprises, with documents divided into at 
least five categories of access—none of which were permitted to be seen 
by workers not employed by the enterprise. Workers in a particular de-
partment at an organization usually had no knowledge of what was going 
on in other departments.29

Military secrecy first emerged as a temporary practice as part of the 
draconian measures adopted during the civil war. These measures were 
reinforced during the so-called war scare of the late 1920s. In 1927 all 
defense factories were renamed so that their traditional names were re-
placed with numbers beginning from one to fifty-six. Eventually, this 
custom was extended to research and design institutions attached to the 
factories, which were also given numbers to disguise their work profile. 
This tradition endured to the mid-1960s so that Korolev’s organization 
was simply named OKB-1, while a competitor organization was named 
OKB-52. To further obfuscate the mission of these institutions, in the 
1960s ministries introduced a wholesale name change to generic “ma-
chine building” titles. For example, Korolev’s OKB-1 was renamed the 
Central Design Bureau of Experimental Machine Building, while OKB-
52 became Central Design Bureau of Machine Building. Afraid that 
Western intelligence would pick up even these bland names, workers at 
such institutions were not allowed to use them in public and instead or-
dered to use special “post office box numbers” to refer to each institute, 
design bureau, or factory.

The military secrecy regime far exceeded what was necessary for stra-
tegic rationales, indicating that this regime was driven by more than sim-
ply a need to protect state secrets about mobilization plans and weapons 
development. An important driver of military secrecy—and in fact, the 
entire Soviet secrecy regime—was to maintain privilege of those who had 
access to decision making. The historian John Barber and his coauthors 
have noted that “secretiveness was . . . one of the defenses protecting the 
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priority and privilege of the military sector generally, and of the defence 
industry in particular.”30 Secrecy in the Soviet space program, embedded 
deep within the structure of the Soviet defense industry, stemmed from 
a similar rationale, given that the space program received enormous dis-
bursements at times—for example, during the era of “stagnation,” when 
many Soviet citizens might have wished for a better standard of living. In 
addition, there were many within the space program who insulated them-
selves from critique not only from the general public but also from their 
peers within the program who might have threatened their status and 
privilege. Designers would routinely conceal their own plans or exagger-
ate their own accomplishments to industrial managers or party leaders; 
the system rewarded those who clung to secrecy or obfuscation.

One of the most enduring examples of military secrecy—the creation 
of a fake launch site—suggests another rationale for military secrecy, one 
that had less to do with protecting military secrets than to project the 
peaceful intent of the space program to the domestic audience. After the 
Sputnik launch Soviet officials said nary a word about exactly from where 
all these rockets were being launched, but because they wanted to record 
Gagarin’s flight as a world record to the Fédération Aéronautique Interna-
tionale (FAI), they had to submit the name of the launch site, as per the 
federation’s rules. It was out of question for the Soviets to reveal the name 
and location of the launch range, located in a desolate area of Kazakhstan, 
whose express purpose was to support the launch of intercontinental bal-
listic missiles (ICBMs). For years, any speculation in the West on where 
Soviet rockets were launched from was immediately reported back to So-
viet officials, who were extremely sensitive about this information.31 

Given this conundrum, two junior officers at a military institute were 
asked to come up with a solution. One of them, Vladimir Iastrebov, later 
recalled that “we needed to name the launch place for the launch vehicle 
of the Vostok spaceship, but we were not allowed to mention Tiura-Tam, 
where the cosmodrome (or more precisely, the rocket range) was located. 
Because of this, [Aleksei] Maksimov and I selected on the map the ‘most 
plausible’ [adjacent] point of launch that was not far from Tiura-Tam. It 
turned out to be the town of Baikonur, and since then, with our casual 
selection, the cosmodrome got its now well-known name.”32 For more 
than two decades after the launch of Gagarin, official Soviet media as-
siduously maintained the fiction that Soviet rockets were launched from 
a place called “Baikonur” in Kazakhstan, when in fact the town of Bai-
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konur was three hundred kilometers away from the actual launch point. 
The façade was maintained despite the fact that the actual location was 
widely known by Western observers already in the 1960s, suggesting that 
the obfuscation was meant more for a domestic audience rather than a 
foreign one. Soviet citizens were to believe that their glorious space pro-
gram had purely civilian purposes while the American one had belliger-
ent intentions.

Space Censors

Glavlit, through its daughter organizations and the publishing-house 
system, was the ultimate arbiter in directing the censorship apparatus 
during the Soviet era, but it delegated censorship duties in a number of 
thematic areas, such as military issues, nuclear weapons, and the space 
program, to smaller specialized organs.33 During the early months af-
ter Sputnik, the process of issuing public communiqués and books on 
the space program was rather haphazard; senior scientists and engineers 
within the program typically drew up statements that passed through 
censors within the Academy of Sciences and the relevant publishing 
house, with Glavlit checking the results but usually deferring to their 
authority.34 The academy posed as a convenient public face of the space 
program although its institutes and staff had little direct involvement in 
Soviet space achievements because it was run almost entirely out of the 
Soviet defense industry. 

Because of this public fiction, many of the thousands of young Soviet 
enthusiasts who wrote to volunteer for the space program addressed their 
letters to “the Academy of Sciences.” These letters were then passed on 
to an institute within the Ministry of Defense with the descriptive name 
NII-4 (pronounced nee-chetyr), which, not so much from intent but rather 
confusion, inherited much of the public relations functions of the space 
program in the early 1960s. NII-4, whose main job was to evaluate and 
conduct research on the battle-fighting capabilities of nuclear-tipped in-
tercontinental ballistic missiles, was located in the Bol’shevo suburb of 
Moscow, not far from Korolev’s own design bureau. Here, the institute 
deputy director Iurii Mozzhorin, a colonel in the Soviet artillery forces, 
was handed the job of drawing up the TASS communiqués that were 
hungrily pored over both at home and abroad for clues into the Soviet 
space program. Mozzhorin remembers drawing up the press release for 
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Gagarin’s launch in advance of the event. Three preprepared envelopes 
were distributed to radio and TV stations and TASS, each containing the 
text of a particular scenario (complete success, death of cosmonaut at 
launch or in orbit, or emergency landing of cosmonaut on foreign terri-
tory); depending on the outcome, the press was ordered to open one and 
destroy the others.35

Throughout the 1960s each State Commission—the ad hoc group 
of high-level individuals from different branches of the government that 
oversaw a particular space mission—had a special “press group” that au-
thored and disseminated information about space events. By mid-decade, 
however, it had become clear that the Soviet space program needed a for-
malized system to prepare and control the information that was revealed 
about the space effort, especially because the amount of information be-
ing disseminated increased dramatically every year. The obvious solution 
was to assign Glavlit this job. In July 1967 the highest industrial officials 
in the space program drew up a plan to create an “expert commission” 
attached to Glavlit that would be responsible for coordinating and approv-
ing all media on the Soviet space program. Because leading space pro-
gram officials would head and manage the commission, Glavlit opposed 
this plan, undoubtedly because it would diminish Glavlit’s control over 
the flow of information. In the end, Glavlit lost this battle, and the job was 
assigned to the space establishment, with Glavlit maintaining a coordi-
nating capacity instead of a leading one.36

Mozzhorin retained the task of managing the public relations ca-
pacity of the space program. As he moved from institution to institu-
tion, from his original employer (NII-4) to TsNIIMash (the Tsentral’nyi 
nauchno-issledovatel’skii institut mashinostroeniia, or Central Scientific-
Research Institute of Machine Building), the leading research and devel-
opment institute of the Soviet space program, he took the media job with 
him. As director of TsNIIMash for nearly thirty years, Mozzhorin played 
a critical role in arbitrating conflicts within the Soviet space program but 
also formulating future plans. As such, he was in an ideal position to 
know the full spectrum of both prevailing and future capabilities of the 
program. His “propaganda” task was formalized by a Council of Min-
isters decree on July 1, 1968, when the Soviet government for the first 
time officially assigned his staff at TsNIIMash the mission of “organiza-
tion and preparation of materials on rocket-space themes for publication 
in print, transmission on radio and television and for showing in film and 



60      Asif A. Siddiqi

in exhibitions.”37 Soon after, a team at TsNIIMash performed a two-year 
research project (from 1968 to 1970) on the entire spectrum of Soviet 
space-related propaganda and how to systematize the process. The team 
prepared a draft decree, later approved by the USSR Council of Ministers, 
which included a document titled “Regulations on the Preparation for 
Open Publication of Materials on Rocket-Space Technology.”38 

Secrecy was obviously a central concern here, as Mozzhorin himself 
recalled. He was responsible “not only for the preparation of drafts of 
TASS communiqués, [and] headers for scientific and technical articles 
in the newspapers, but also [for ensuring] . . . that all open publications 
on rocket-space technology in the Soviet Union and materials exported 
abroad were technically correct, did not contradict government edicts, 
and did not violate secrecy.”39 Mozzhorin performed this “thankless” 
job together with Anatolii Eremenko, “a very smart, principled, techni-
cally literate, and literary specialist” who headed TsNIIMash’s depart-
ment of “information, expertise and history.” Like Mozzhorin, Eremenko 
authored many books and articles for the Soviet media on the history 
of Soviet space exploration.40 This department coordinated their work 
with representatives from the Academy of Sciences, the Ministry of De-
fense, the defense industrial ministries, various ministries responsible 
for radio, television, print, film, central and local organs of the Soviet 
press, TASS, the Novosti press agency, and the Znanie (Knowledge) All-
Union Society, a major popular science outlet during the Soviet era. Both 
Mozzhorin and Eremenko remained at their posts until 1990, when the 
former retired. Eremenko continues to work at TsNIIMash and remains 
in charge of its museum; in 2004, despite his work in the censorship ap-
paratus or perhaps because of it, he was awarded the Utkin Silver Medal 
“for many years [of] active journalistic work on rocket and space technol-
ogy and cosmonautics.”41

Mozzhorin’s group played a key role in articulating the public face 
of the Soviet space program, but the evidence suggests that high-level 
party and government officials were frequently drawn into issues that 
were relatively trivial. The Military-Industrial Commission, the very pow-
erful governmental body that supervised the Soviet military-industrial 
complex during much of the Cold War, for example, had to approve TASS 
communiqués on every Soviet space event prepared by Mozzhorin’s 
group. When questions of openness reached the Politburo level, as they 
did often, they highlighted an acute ambivalence about secrecy that fre-
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quently delayed plans. For instance, in February 1964, U.S. and Soviet 
officials signed an agreement to display space artifacts in each other’s 
countries. The Politburo (then known as the Presidium) met a couple of 
months later to discuss the issue but deferred to the expertise of rocket 
designers and administrators who recommended that certain aspects of 
the Vostok spacecraft be declassified for the exhibit.42 

Despite the recommendations, doubts plagued the main actors for 
months. The Central Committee and the Council of Ministers adopted a 
set of guidelines for displaying space program artifacts in museums only 
on February 26, 1965. Even with these guidelines senior party officials 
continued to waffle about displaying the Vostok and had to be apprised 
of the most arcane details of exhibitions. When space industry officials 
organized an exhibit entitled “Man in Space” for foreign audiences, the 
discussion once again went up to the Politburo level in August 1965. As a 
result of these discussions, the Central Committee and Council of Min-
isters issued a further decree three months later approving the Vostok 
exhibit.43 In all, it took eighteen months to simply find agreement about 
what to show abroad.

If the Politburo often had to give the final word, Mozzhorin and 
Eremenko wielded enormous power because they provided the first and 
most important filter for information that the architects of the space pro-
gram wanted to publish. As such, every single pronouncement on the 
Soviet space program—whether in a book, a newspaper, a magazine, 
a poster, a postage stamp, or a placard at a museum—passed through 
the hands of these two men, who had a special office in the main TASS 
building in Moscow. Mozzhorin later recalled that managing this affair 
was a “nightmare” partly because he was frequently caught between the 
demands of leading space designers who wanted recognition and glory 
and party ideologues who decried such attempts because they might vio-
late secrecy edicts. Mozzhorin’s group also feared that they would “let” 
something out and be penalized for it, and thus usually erred on the side 
of caution, even if the information seemed benign. He was particularly 
afraid that some or other party member would find something published 
in a foreign news magazine about the Soviet space program that should 
not have been there. 

In one case Mozzhorin was nearly dismissed from his post. In 1967 
he approved an essay for publication in the newspaper Trud in which Stra-
tegic Rocket Forces Commander-in-Chief Vladimir Tolubko noted that 
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military officers were the ones operating the infrastructure in support of 
the Soviet space program. Minister of Defense Andrei Grechko insisted 
that there be an investigation on why this article was published, because 
he feared it might convey to Americans that the Soviet Union was mili-
tarizing space.44 Several people were reprimanded for the incident but 
Mozzhorin kept his job, although Grechko proved right to some degree. 
The article was immediately picked up by the American media, scruti-
nized widely, and confirmed what Western observers had long suspected: 
that the Soviet space program was essentially a military enterprise.45

Where Mozzhorin and Eremenko were the final arbiters of the pub-
lic face of the Soviet space program, they rarely ever wrote material per-
sonally. For this task the party’s Central Committee approved a select 
few journalists, usually one each from a major newspaper or journal to 
be privy to secret information. These journalists were granted special 
permission to travel to secret places, meet people whose identities were 
still secret, and see classified equipment. Yet such writers as Aleksandr 
Romanov (TASS), Vladimir Gubarev (Pravda), Mikhail Rebrov (Krasnaia 
zvezda), Iurii Letunov (radio), and Iurii Fokin (television) displayed a cu-
rious homogeneity in their work, all playing up certain tropes—heroism, 
the socialist cause, Soviet ingenuity, the inevitability of success—that 
produced a bland product; volume, vague allusions, and highly technical 
detail trumped economy, actual facts, and eloquence.46 Mozzhorin him-
self conceded as such, remembering that most of the articles “smacked 
of . . . techno-fetishism. They were too high-level and uninteresting for 
the broad masses, and [they] poorly advertised domestic space [achieve-
ments].” Some of the correspondents, such as those from Pravda and Iz-
vestiia, were hired on the recommendation of the Central Committee sec-
retary for defense industries and space programs, Dmitrii Ustinov, but 
secrecy seriously impaired their ability to write meaningful pieces; they 
were forced, in Mozzhorin’s words, to write “sugary streams of enthusi-
astic text.”47 Ironically, the space program “leadership,” who themselves 
were partly responsible for imposing such draconian secrecy, expressed 
much dissatisfaction with the “low promotional effectiveness” of the lit-
erature, which largely resulted from said secrecy.

Although Mozzhorin’s group was to act as censors, they had a sym-
biotic relationship with journalists. The latter were allowed access in ex-
change for following the former’s mandates as closely as possible. This 
relationship helped to create a powerful union of censor and journalists, 
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a block of actors who controlled both the content and contours of publicly 
available information on the Soviet space program. Lev Gilberg, the editor 
of the Mashinostroenie publishing house, which issued dozens of space-
themed books, frequently invited officials from Mozzhorin’s censorship 
group to write for him. Gilberg had a key connection into the inner work-
ings of the space program, being a good friend of Vladimir Shatalov, the 
general in charge of cosmonaut training in the 1970s and 1980s.48 This 
coalignment ensured that those writers who did not participate in self-
censorship or “play the game” were excluded from the privileged access 
given to selected correspondents and writers. It also fed the striking ho-
mogeneity in the writing on the Soviet space program in the 1960s and 
the 1970s, both in terms of content and style.

Secrecy in Practice

As Soviet space exploits began to accumulate, certain guiding princi-
ples of the secrecy regime became evident. These obviously reflected the 
characteristics of the broader Soviet secrecy system, but inflected with 
the peculiarities inherent in the space program, such as its connection 
to the military, its association with national prestige, and its high-risk 
nature.49 Three broad strategies guided those who produced the public 
narratives of the Soviet space program: first, they eliminated contingency 
from narratives of the space age so that all successes were assumed inevi-
table and the idea of failure rendered invisible; second, they constructed a 
space (no pun intended) of “limited visibility” for both actors and artifacts 
(that is, only a few selected persons—usually flown cosmonauts or public 
spokespersons with little or no direct contact with those directing space 
projects—and objects were displayed to the public); and third, they con-
structed a single master narrative or chronicle that included a set of fixed 
stories in which the central characters were few (such as Tsiolkovskii, 
Gagarin, and later Korolev) but heroic and infallible.

The first pattern of secrecy, the elimination of contingency, was de-
signed to remove failure from the Soviet space program. With almost no 
exceptions, coverage of Soviet space exploits, especially in the case of hu-
man space missions, omitted reports of failure or trouble. This was the 
case from the early 1960s to the late 1980s. If a rocket failed to reach or-
bit, it was never announced; only successes were trumpeted. If a mission 
was curtailed early, TASS would merely exclaim that the original mission 
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had been scheduled for that length. Because of the fear of conceding any 
kind of failure, accounts of cosmonauts’ missions were so sanitized that 
reports inevitably veered toward ambience than substance. In this sense 
books and articles from the 1960s conveyed a kind of “thick descrip-
tion” (to use the words of the anthropologist Clifford Geertz) without the 
actual object being described. In other words, they contain no details, 
only settings. Canonical space books from the early years, such as Nashi 
kosmicheskie puti (Our space way, 1962), Ukhodiat v kosmos korabli (They 
leave for space in a ship, 1967), Na beregu vselennoi (On the coast of the 
universe, 1970), and Letchiki i kosmonavty (Pilots and cosmonauts, 1971) 
provide literally hundreds of pages of text of reconstructed conversations 
among cosmonauts, engineers, and laypeople that touch on a variety of 
social and cultural phenomena, such as family life, workplace customs, 
humor, and devotion to the Communist Party. These provide rich con-
text, but they do not convey substance because the central issue at hand—
the feats of the cosmonauts—are left to the imagination.

Demands for secrecy may have originated from military imperatives, 
but they had repercussions on many other dimensions of the Soviet space 
program. For example, the publicity-versus-secrecy dichotomy was paral-
leled in another polarity: the need to praise the seamless work of Soviet 
machines versus the need to extol the heroics of Soviet cosmonauts. The 
historian Slava Gerovitch has explored these built-in contradictions with-
in the space program, particularly how different constituencies within 
the upper echelons struggled to find an appropriate balance between 
man and machine.50 The public dimensions of this struggle showcase 
an attendant tension, not so much with man and machine, but between 
publicity and secrecy. For example, during the Voskhod-2 mission in 1965, 
when Aleksei Leonov became the first man to exit his spaceship and 
“walk” in space, the spacecraft faced a number of serious problems that 
were not revealed at the time.51 

One of these problems involved the failure of the automatic orienta-
tion system that would position the spacecraft in the proper direction 
before reentry. Through a very complicated and extremely risky series 
of actions, the crew was able to manually orient the ship for landing, 
although they landed nearly four hundred kilometers off course. The cos-
monauts were forced to spend two nights in near arctic conditions fend-
ing for themselves while rescue services searched for them. After the 
mission, officials argued over how much to reveal publicly about this and 
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the other lapses of safety during the flight.52 The two cosmonauts were 
prepared in advance for a postflight meeting with journalists by rehears-
ing answers to sixty possible questions. The press conference itself had 
a vaguely farcical quality about it as the cosmonauts resorted to gross 
generalities and half-truths. At one point the cosmonaut Pavel Beliaev 
was forced to say that the crew had been “delighted” that the automatic 
system of orientation had failed, because this provided them with an op-
portunity to use the manual system.53 Here, the fallibility of machinery 
was removed from the center of the narrative so that failure became pe-
ripheral, sidelined, and no longer important. We see how secrecy was not 
simply a regime designed to safeguard military information but also was 
invested with a certain flexibility, invoked in different circumstances to 
arbitrate among a variety of seemingly intractable issues at the forefront 
of the Soviet space program. In this particular case the invocation of se-
crecy (not revealing the true extent of the many failures on the flight) 
allowed man to exercise agency over the machine.

Eliminating contingency also meant not divulging information 
about future plans because plans inevitably changed, leading to delays. 
One manifestation of this policy was to say nothing about impending 
missions. In early 1967, Kamanin noted in his diary that the Novosti 
press agency received hundreds of queries from foreign news agencies 
about cosmonauts and future flights into space but that “we give them 
very little information, and even when we do, it’s outrageously late. The 
CPSU [Communist Party of the Soviet Union] categorically prohibits giv-
ing detailed information before a flight, allows very little to report dur-
ing a flight, and cuts all text on technology.”54 This practice was put to 
test in the late 1960s, when the Soviets appeared to have fallen behind 
in the so-called race to the moon. Because Soviet cosmonauts had not 
displayed anything close to matching their American counterparts at the 
time, Western analysts assumed that the Soviets had faltered behind the 
Americans, a suspicion that decades later proved to be true. At the time, 
however, Soviet cosmonauts were often put in awkward positions of con-
veying that the Soviet space program was indeed advancing along a delib-
erate plan despite clear evidence to the contrary. 

When cosmonaut Vladimir Shatalov, for example, was visiting Japan 
in May 1969, he was bombarded by questions about the Soviet Union’s 
recent poor showing in space. Kamanin dourly noted in his diary that 
“we cannot tell the truth openly about our failures and mistakes—we 
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must beat around the bush, trying to put a good face on a bad situation.”55 
Sometimes cosmonauts on foreign goodwill missions, frustrated by such 
questions, would make brave statements about impending Soviet moon 
missions, which only raised the ire of party officials back home who de-
manded more control over cosmonaut statements.56 Amplifying Golova-
nov’s insightful comment (cited earlier in the chapter), secrecy worked 
in favor of the Soviet space program when it was ahead because the au-
dience, both home and abroad, could let their imaginations run free as 
to what was going to be possible in the future. When the Soviet Union 
fell behind, secrecy became absolutely essential to obscure this situation, 
which further strained the gap between what was happening in the So-
viet space program and what was being told about it. 

The second trope of secrecy was to construct a space of limited vis-
ibility for actors. In practice, this meant that the real architects behind the 
Soviet space program were rarely named. Soviet Communist Party First 
Secretary Nikita Khrushchev famously noted in 1958 that “when the time 
comes photographs and the names of these glorious people will be pub-
lished and they will become broadly known among the people. We value 
and respect these people highly and assure their security from enemy 
agents who might be sent to destroy these outstanding people, our valu-
able cadres. But now, in order to guarantee the security of the country and 
the lives of these scholars, engineers, technicians, and other specialists, 
we cannot make their names public or print their pictures.”57 An official 
decree of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the Coun-
cil of Ministers expressly prohibited leading space designers, including 
the many chief designers, from speaking on the radio, on television, and 
in print under their own names. This is not to say that the space program 
did not have public spokespersons. Besides cosmonauts, the Central 
Committee had designated a number of eminent scientists who had little 
or no connection to the actual operation of the space program, to travel 
internationally and speak with authority on Soviet space achievements. 
When they spoke, these academicians—such as Ivan Bardin, Anatolii 
Blagonravov, Leonid Sedov, Evgenii Fedorov, and Boris Petrov—vacillated 
between two poles. Either they spoke in the most absurd generalities or 
they delved into the most egregious detail, usually about scientific experi-
ments. Both were strategies designed to evade questions about the pro-
gram itself. Some of these men had tenuous connections with the secret 
world of Soviet space, but as Iaroslav Golovanov astutely noted: “Those 
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who were only slightly in the know . . . were so ensnared by what they had 
signed about not disclosing government secrets, that they uttered only 
banalities, and thus differed only slightly from the uninitiated.”58

Naturally, those who were effectively in the driver’s seat of the So-
viet space program found this arrangement troubling if not insulting. 
Some of them were, however, allowed to write in public but only under 
pseudonyms. This culture of pseudonyms was a widespread practice that 
blossomed in the 1970s, when more and more “insiders” sought to bring 
their literary skills to public attention. Although most of the literature on 
the Soviet space program in the 1960s was authored by sanctioned news-
paper and magazine journalists, by the following decade, a large group 
of designers began doubling as writers but under assumed names so as 
not to reveal their true identities. In recent years scholars have mapped 
the pseudonyms with the real names, but in the glory days of the Soviet 
space program, Westerners or indeed Soviet citizens had little or no way 
of judging whether a named author was a fiction or flesh and blood.59 
One outcome of the practice of using pseudonyms, as well as the equally 
ubiquitous practice of using melodramatic identifiers such as “Chief De-
signer” or “Chief Theoretician” or of the custom of omitting the biog-
raphies of authors, was the emergence of a culture of surrogacy in the 
literature on the Soviet space program, one that gave Soviet space-themed 
public culture a kind of disembodied voice. Even during the 1960s, it was 
apparent to many that the people speaking on behalf of the Soviet space 
program were not deeply connected to it. The discourse had a given and 
received quality about it, lacking agency; one could say that there was 
much said about the Soviet space program but it wasn’t clear who was 
saying it.

The one exception to this rule was, of course, the cosmonauts, since 
they were the most visible face of the space program. But secrecy pre-
sented a set of problems for the public role of cosmonauts. Like their 
American counterparts, cosmonauts represented the most compelling, 
appealing, and effective instruments of the space program. Space travel-
ers on both sides of the Iron Curtain had to deal with massive bureau-
cratic structures that sought to manage their public activity.60 Because 
of secrecy, however, the cosmonauts’ public stance evolved in markedly 
different ways from the astronauts. The inhibitions on cosmonauts were 
numerous and onerous: they could not be photographed with their space-
ships, they could not describe them, they could not speak of those cos-
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monauts who had not flown yet, they could not talk about the military 
foundations of the space program, they could not refer to the rockets that 
launched them on their glorious voyages, they could not talk about future 
plans with any specificity, and so on. Many cosmonauts wrote memoirs, 
aided by ghost writers and with censors peering over their shoulders, 
but they mirrored the patterns of the general literature on the space pro-
gram—context without content. The handicaps they faced were ably un-
derscored by the occasional press conferences. The following exchange 
between journalists and first cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin at his first post-
flight press conference exemplifies the flavor of the public discourse:

—When were you informed that you were to be the first candidate?

—I was informed in due time. There was plenty of time for training and preparation 

for the flight.

—You said yesterday that your friends, pilot-cosmonauts, are ready to complete 

new cosmic flights. How many pilot-cosmonauts are there? More than a dozen?

—In accordance with the plan for the conquest of cosmic space, our country is pre-

paring pilot-cosmonauts. I think that there are enough men to accomplish a series of 

flights into space.

—When will the next spaceflight take place?

—I think that our scientists and cosmonauts will undertake the next flight when it 

is necessary.61

Journalist Iaroslav Golovanov, who was at this press conference, noted 
in his personal diary that Gagarin seemed “terrified of saying the wrong 
thing, all the time looking back at [public spokesperson] academician 
Evgenii Konstantinovich Fedorov, who struggled to pretend that he had 
some direct relevance to this historic event. The most interesting thing 
I learned at that press conference was that [Gagarin] weighed 69.5 kilo-
grams.”62

Cosmonauts in general faced the conundrum of being the most pow-
erful and simultaneously the most powerless representatives of the So-
viet space program. They were instruments of political power, coming to 
symbolize in their bodies new Soviet power and prestige, ambassadors of 
Soviet socialism to both the Eastern bloc and the Western world. Their 
utterances, occasionally militaristic and politically minded, were more 
potent than a dozen Pravda editorials. The cosmonauts were, in many 
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senses of the word, the elite of the Soviet space program, in a society that 
officially disavowed them. The problem of blurred boundaries between 
being an elite and being a hero was not a new one—famed Soviet aviators 
in the 1930s negotiated these categories skillfully—but they did not deal 
with an all-encompassing regime of secrecy. The early aviators carried 
out their record-breaking exploits in full view of the world, often landing 
to welcome receptions in foreign lands.63 Their machines were not only 
visible manifestations of their achievements but also measures of the 
power vested in the hands of the aviators. Secrecy divested modern-day 
cosmonauts of this power—they after all could not pose in front of their 
spaceships nor be seen at the literal spaces where they performed their 
heroism, at the launch pad and in their spaceships. They were powerless 
because of the draconian limitations imposed on their public discourse, 
for they could never speak freely about anything.

At the same time, although the cosmonauts’ public statements, their 
only tangible instrument of agency, were constricted by secrecy codes, 
their language was overcompensated, almost overripe, with meaning. I 
use the word “meaning” here only in the broadest sense, the way that “sig-
nified” is more important than the “signifier,” to use linguist Ferdinand 
de Saussure’s terms. The variety of the signified was left to the imagina-
tion of the consumer, the public, opening up immense possibilities for 
interpretation. By dint of their vagueness and reach for a grand narrative 
(of socialism, technology, human evolution, and so on), the words of cos-
monauts achieved a level of public, political, social, and cultural reso-
nance that the words of astronauts never did. Secrecy gave cosmonauts’ 
statements a potency of meaning that they might have lacked had they 
been mired in the details of their missions. Despite the ruthless secrecy 
and censorship, the many cosmonaut biographies of the 1960s and 1970s 
communicate an enthusiasm, generalized but irresistible, that undeni-
ably infused the great Soviet cosmic project of the 1960s with a kind of 
fervor and energy—and mystique—which a completely open program 
would probably have lacked.

The final dimension of the secrecy regime was the creation of a sin-
gle master narrative with a set of fixed stories, highly teleological, with all 
roads inevitably converging to a single transcendental point. The central 
concern was to ensure that alternative interpretations of received knowl-
edge from official sources were eliminated; the public had to believe in a 
singular story with no ambiguity about the events, goals, and meaning of 
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the Soviet space program. In describing Soviet censorship in the 1930s, 
the historian Jan Plamper has described the “abolition of ambiguity” as 
a “secondary censorship mode,” a powerful practice that emerged dur-
ing the early Stalin era when the party “not only saw to it that heretical 
cultural products be kept from public view [but] also sought to control the 
interpretation of those products that actually were allowed to circulate in 
society.”64 One way of enacting this secondary form of censorship was to 
use the selective publication of information to construct a master nar-
rative of Soviet space history, one that encompassed priority (before the 
Americans), progress, and purpose.

The master narrative of Soviet space exploits came under many 
threats. One of the most rancorous controversies stemmed from an ad-
versarial stance between censors and writers on one side and the space in-
dustry designers on the other. In the early 1980s Mozzhorin’s press group 
began to compile essays for a comprehensive encyclopedia on the history 
of space exploration. More than three hundred eminent authors con-
tributed to the manuscript, planned for publication in 1982, the twenty- 
fifth anniversary of the space age, but Mozzhorin found fault with many 
of the works for “popularizing Western achievements” too much. Such a 
book might put the master narrative of Soviet achievements in space, of 
unchallenged preeminence, in jeopardy. 

Surprisingly, many leading Soviet designers, including the powerful 
Valentin Glushko, opposed this move, believing that such a stance would 
actually cheapen Soviet accomplishments. Mozzhorin continued to stand 
steadfast, at one point even delaying the publication because he object-
ed to publishing the names of important Soviet space designers whose 
names were ostensibly still secret.65 Despite the best efforts of Glushko 
and others, the number and length of essays on the American space pro-
gram were reduced while the same were increased for Soviet efforts in 
space. After a long protracted battle between the censors and designers 
that even drew in the attention of Politburo members, the book, neutered 
and sliced up, was issued in 1985, the last gasp of the Soviet master narra-
tive of cosmic conquest.66 It was only after glasnost and particularly after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, when the secrecy regime fell apart, that 
multiple, contradictory, and personalized narratives of the history of the 
Soviet space program flooded into the public consciousness, “privatiz-
ing memory,” and creating a market of different accounts that were now 
valued and traded.67
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These three features of the secrecy regime in the Soviet space pro-
gram—eliminating contingency, creating a limited space of visibility, 
and maintaining a master narrative—deeply affected not only the con-
tent of Soviet space culture but also its aesthetic qualities, as particularly 
manifested in the imagery associated with Soviet space exploits. Because 
the cosmonaut could not be shown next to or in his (or her) spacecraft, 
Soviet publishers had to be creative in communicating the new and mod-
ern symbiosis of man, technology, and adventure that the Soviet space 
program represented. This creative process was recruited in service of 
two requirements: to highlight a particular ideological stance; and to not 
raise any questions in the reader’s mind that “something” was missing. 

Figure 3.1. This image of first cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin shows another cosmonaut (Grigorii 
Neliubov) airbrushed out of the background. Because he had not actually flown in space 
and was still in training, his existence was censored out of the official Soviet narrative of 
the mastery of space.
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Cosmonaut photographs from the 1960s typically emphasized some fa-
miliar tropes of the cosmonaut as a family man—a modest, hard-working 
and diligent student, one who is agile in training, able to inspire large 
crowds, and at home with working people. Most of these images are high-
ly stylized and many of them are staged; few had any overt technical asso-
ciations. Many were embellished with penciled accents as was common 
for Soviet publications of the period, sometimes to emphasize particular 
points in a specific picture or to airbrush out aesthetically displeasing 
features.

Editing or altering images was a common practice, largely to sanitize 
them of any object or person that violated secrecy codes, a tradition in-
herited from the Stalinist-era practice of whitewashing important party 
and government officials from official pictures.68 Despite the looser cul-
tural restrictions of the Khrushchev’s thaw, the space program retained 
this particular Stalinist trait as unflown (and hence, still secret) cosmo-
nauts were “disappeared” from various pictures whose full vistas were 
not published until the 1980s or 1990s.69 In some cases, the adjustments 
were purely aesthetic: a man might be positioned farther from another 
to eliminate clutter, or a speech by an air force general might be edited to 
delete mistakes in his diction (figure 3.1).

Soviet artists and model builders were notorious for producing ver-
sions of Soviet spacecraft that often had little or no connection with re-
ality. This practice, ubiquitous in the early 1960s, opened the way for 
some outlandish depictions of Soviet spacecraft, including a supposed 
Vostok spacecraft shown at air shows or documentary films that bore 
little resemblance to any real spaceship but that had quite striking and 
even beautiful fins attached to one end.70 The tension between aesthet-
ics and secrecy was most starkly evident in the work of Soviet “cosmic” 
painter Andrei Sokolov, probably the most well-known “space” artist of 
the period. Sokolov later remembered that because he had no security 
clearance, he had to paint from his imagination about the Soviet space ex-
perience. Once, when he painted a rocket in flight, the painting was cen-
sored without explanation. Many years later he discovered that because 
his image approximated a real space rocket, it was not allowed for pub-
lic consumption. Sokolov’s experience provides a telling counterpoint to 
that of Aleksei Leonov, the cosmonaut turned painter, who was intimately 
familiar with secret technology. According to Sokolov, Leonov “deliber-
ately distorted reality [in his paintings] because of the requirements of 
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censors, sketching deformed trusses on the launch pad and improbable 
satellites.”71 The contrast between Sokolov and Leonov encapsulates how 
secrecy mediated the relationship between artist and the art in the world 
of secret space: because of secrecy, those who were not privy to secrets 
had to be careful about unleashing their imaginations, while those in the 
know had to let their imaginations run free so as not to give away those 
secrets (figure 3.2).

In addition to editing images, many key events—including, for ex-
ample, meetings of the State Commission that oversaw the launches of 
the Vostok and Voskhod spaceships with cosmonauts on board—were 
restaged (or in some cases prestaged) for the cameras. After Gagarin’s 
flight, for instance, Korolev was refilmed talking to Gagarin by radio, con-
fidently holding a microphone and reciting the exact words he had said 
during the actual launch. Gagarin’s prelaunch speech, supposedly given 
at the launch pad right before entering his spacecraft—flowery and hy-
perbolic—was actually recorded much earlier in Moscow.72 Famous Soviet 
journalist Anatalii Agranovskii vividly described a scene where a truck 
driver at a farm stops to hug and congratulate the mother of cosmonaut 
number two, German Titov, after his launch. Official photographers in-

Figure 3.2. To celebrate Aviation Day in July 1961, Soviet authorities approved the display 
of a Vostok spaceship at an exhibition in Tushino. The object approved for display had little 
resemblance to the actual spacecraft and included superfluous additions such as an aero-
dynamic fin added to the rear. Source: Soviet Space Programs: Organization, Plans, Goals, 
and International Implications, prepared for the Committee on Aeronautical and Space 
Sciences, U.S. Senate, 87th Congress, 2nd Session (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, May 1962).
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sisted on retaking the whole scene with both the truck and the driver’s 
clothes washed, and finally denuded the scene of any spontaneity when 
they objected to the fact that the truck driver’s vehicle was an American 
Studebaker—that is, unacceptable to be seen in print.73 The final image 
retained only a ghost of its original intent to capture the joy of a passerby 
and the gratitude of a cosmonaut’s mother. 

In all of these and many other cases, the object of re-creation was 
at one level designed to remove the messiness inherent in everyday life. 
Images would reflect the fact that the project of Soviet space exploration 
was literally a cosmic adventure far above and beyond the mundanities of 
daily existence, one where events unfolded with meaning and delibera-
tion without imperfection and ambiguity, much like the machines and 
the men who orbited the Earth. Here, the elimination of spontaneity and 
ambiguity was not simply a structural process but also an aesthetic one. 
The style of images, film, and text on the Soviet space program created 
a singular kind of aestheticism that rendered the Soviet space program 
unusually static and devoid of color. All the vast rhetoric, images, films, 
posters, and the like on display for the populace at the height of the space 
race were designed to inspire. But if their dynamism was immediate, it 
was also only surface deep; beneath the text and the images were lives 
where life itself seems to have been struck out. Western audiences who 
saw these pictures saw them as ham-fisted ideologically colored propa-
ganda. But looking deeper, the pictures were much more complex aes-
theticizations of a fundamental conflict between secrecy and publicity, 
between fixity and ambivalence. Eliminating uncertainty was central to 
creating a master narrative of Soviet space history, because that story had 
to be without defects. These defects were not simply structural, however; 
they were also aesthetic in nature. Because of this requirement, the ar-
chitects of the official world of Soviet space created a world of limited 
visibility, wherein aesthetics and editing were conjoined in unbreakable 
relationship, one mediated by secrecy.

In the Soviet space program, especially during the 1960s, there was 
a chasm between what was actually happening and what was being told 
about it. There were many reasons for this gap between rhetoric and real-
ity—all governments after all seek to control information about activities 
that are closely identified with the state—but in the Soviet case the cen-
tral explanatory factor for the chasm was secrecy. The regime of secrecy 
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in the Soviet space program created a fundamental conundrum between 
the drive to publicize the project as much as possible and the equally firm 
insistence that everything must be kept secret. This tension was never 
fully resolved and insinuated itself into all public discussions of the space 
program for a period of almost thirty years, from the launch of Sputnik 
in 1957 to the beginnings of glasnost in the late 1980s. Secrecy played 
itself out through the elimination of contingency, through the limiting of 
individuals who were allowed to speak, and through the creation of mas-
ter narratives. Each had its own dynamic, a contested space where actors 
sought to define their places in the public image of the space program.

How was it that secrecy in the Soviet space program was at its peak 
during the Khrushchev thaw, a period identified with the relative loosen-
ing of controls over free artistic expression? One explanation is struc-
tural: besides being a period of cultural freedoms, it was a also a time of 
heightened tensions between the superpowers, manifested in a massive 
and expensive race to build strategic missiles. In the Soviet Union the 
same organizations that designed and built these weapons also designed, 
built, and launched the Sputniks and Vostoks that launched the Soviet cos-
mic project. Given its proximity to weapons making, the space program 
had to be shrouded in total secrecy.

There is another way to see this apparent contradiction. The height-
ened secrecy surrounding the Soviet space program peaked along with 
the most successful period in the Soviet space program. This was also the 
first burst of public discourse on the Soviet space program, an explosion 
that was reflected in the euphoric and frequently hyperbolic claims about 
the program and the equally euphoric and hyperbolic response of the 
populace, measured in the thousands of supportive letters sent to news-
papers, magazines, and the Academy of Sciences by Soviet people from 
all walks of life. For a brief period, before disillusionment set in during 
the early 1970s, the official word and the popular response mirrored and 
fed each other. The official word—what was being told about the space 
program—was at a fundamental level about “what ought to be happen-
ing.” Here we are reminded of historian Sheila Fitzpatrick’s trenchant 
observation about socialist realism, that writers and artists were “urged 
to . . . [see] life as it was becoming rather than life as it was. . . . Ordinary 
citizens developed the ability to see things as they were becoming and 
ought to be, rather than as they were.”74 Soviet newspapers, magazines, 
and exhibitions were less a site of “performance,” as such scholars as Jef-
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frey Brooks might say, but rather the principal vehicle to project the raised 
expectations of the thaw generation.

To see the official press narratives on the Soviet space program, fil-
tered through the censorship apparatus, as simply a mode for social con-
trol of opinions is to miss the point. As the historian Thomas C. Wolfe has 
noted, the Soviet press “participated in the cultivation of a complex kind 
of subjectivity and self-concept that is not seen by the scholarly model of 
an oppressive state tormenting the lone individual with a press devoid of 
real content.”75 Here, the condition of what “ought to be” (public) was as 
important as “what was” (secret); they existed simultaneously and were 
essential to each other. For Soviet citizens during the thaw, especially 
young Soviet men and women, the notion that there was an ineffable 
and secret world behind the rhetoric provided a charge to everything said 
about the Soviet space program. It is no coincidence that that charge of 
cosmic enthusiasm was at its height during a period of high success in 
space, a time of raised expectations of the thaw, and a regime of draco-
nian secrecy. Triumphs in space and hope for a better society were given 
an extra boost by secrecy because it lifted the ceiling on people’s aspira-
tions and expectations of the future. Without deep knowledge of the in-
ner workings of the Soviet space program, people believed that anything 
was possible in the near future. For a brief golden period this cosmic 
enthusiasm helped merge the visible with the invisible, the private with 
the public, and secrecy with success.
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On April 11, 1961, as Nikita Khrushchev was resting in his vacation 
residence at the Black Sea resort of Pitsunda, he received a telephone call. 
The head of the Military-Industrial Commission, Dmitrii Ustinov, had 
called to report on the impending launch of the first manned spacecraft 
with the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin the very next day. Just a few days ear-
lier, on April 3, Khrushchev had chaired a meeting of the Presidium of 
the Party Central Committee, which approved the launch but did not set 
a specific date. Now the date was set, and Khrushchev began to think 
ahead about the postflight publicity that this event deserved. He flatly 
turned down Ustinov’s suggestion to bring Gagarin after the completion 
of his mission to Pitsunda. Khrushchev reasoned that this would look 
like a private event, and he wanted a spectacular public ceremony. He 
proposed instead that he would fly back to Moscow, greet Gagarin at Vnu-
kovo airport with “as much magnificence as possible: radio, television, 
and brief speeches,” and then bring Gagarin to the Kremlin for a grand 
reception. Khrushchev also proposed organizing a welcoming mass dem-
onstration on Red Square by assigning a specific quota of participants to 
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various Moscow factories and institutions. Initially Khrushchev thought 
that the Red Square demonstration might pass without speeches, but an 
official joint resolution of the party and the government issued the next 
day specified that speeches must be given.1

Organizing “spontaneous” collective expressions of public enthusi-
asm was a routine Soviet practice. When foreign dignitaries arrived in 
Moscow, people lined the streets, greeting them with flowers and waving 
flags. To ensure that an adequate number of enthusiastic citizens would 
show up, the authorities assigned fixed segments of every street along the 
route to local industrial enterprises and institutions, which were respon-
sible for hoarding their employees and “covering” a specific section be-
tween two designated lampposts. Employees, for their part, often viewed 
a daytime walk to their familiar lampposts as a welcome diversion from 
routine work duties.2 But the reception of the first cosmonauts turned 
out to be quite different. Instead of trying to induce public sentiment, 
the authorities faced the problem of containing the mass outpouring of 
emotions.

On April 14, as the plane carrying Gagarin flew over Moscow, the 
cosmonaut saw thousands of people flooding the streets and squares of 
the capital. As soon as the plane touched down, a military brass band 
began to play the “Aviation March”: “Ever higher, and higher, and higher 
we direct the flight of our birds.” The song had been very popular in the 
1930s, as part of the Stalin-era “aviation culture.”3 The public ceremony of 
Gagarin’s welcome evoked the mass celebrations of Soviet aviators’ feats 
in the 1930s. The new Soviet hero—the cosmonaut—took the baton from 
Stalin-era aviation idols and carried it ever higher.

Red Square could not contain all who came to celebrate. The govern-
ment had planned a two-hundred-thousand-strong demonstration and 
distributed the requisite number of passes to the square. Yet thousands 
of people without passes crowded the neighboring streets.4 After the 
demonstration Khrushchev hosted a lavish reception at the Kremlin for 
fifteen hundred people, including the entire foreign press and diplomatic 
corps. At the reception Gagarin thanked the party, the government, and 
the people. He toasted to the Soviet people, Lenin’s party, and Khrush-
chev’s health. The text of the toast had been approved in advance by the 
Presidium of the Party Central Committee.5

After coming home from the Kremlin ceremony, Gagarin looked in 
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the mirror and saw a different person. A young lieutenant whose name 
had been known only to a narrow group of cosmonaut trainers and space 
engineers instantaneously turned into a recipient of the highest Soviet 
honor—the Gold Star of the Hero of the Soviet Union—and a world ce-
lebrity. Barely hiding his embarrassment, Gagarin told his wife: “You 
know, Valyusha, I did not even imagine such a welcome. I thought I’d fly 
and then come back. But I did not anticipate this.”6 He did not fully real-
ize the extent of the transformation yet. From that moment on, Gagarin 
became a symbol, and despite his hopes and efforts to the contrary, his 
whole life was now subordinated to a single goal: to fulfill this symbolic 
function well.

As the Soviet government kept the identity of the true leaders of the 
space program secret, a handful of flown cosmonauts had to stand—liter-
ally on top of Lenin’s mausoleum next to Nikita Khrushchev—for the en-
tire space program. State-sponsored propaganda of Soviet space achieve-
ments turned such staged events as mausoleum appearances into iconic 
images of the space era, widely disseminated through television, news-
papers, posters, and postcards. Throughout Russian history the persona 
of the explorer had conveyed a variety of ideological messages—from 
imperial power to reformist drive to socialist transformation to Commu-
nist future.7 The cosmonaut myth played a major role in Khrushchev’s at-
tempts to de-Stalinize Soviet society—to break up with the Stalinist past 
and to reconnect with the original revolutionary aspirations for a Com-
munist utopia.8 In 1961, soon after Gagarin’s flight, Khrushchev ordered 
to remove Stalin’s remains from Lenin’s mausoleum on Red Square and 
to change the name of the city of Stalingrad, the site of a major battle that 
turned the tide of World War II and a potent symbol of the Soviet victory 
over Nazism. As statues of Stalin were being dismantled, new monu-
ments of the space age were erected, supplanting the collective memory 
of Stalinist terror with futurist visions of space conquests.9

The Soviet Union’s wide use of its technological achievements in 
space exploration for propaganda purposes is well documented in the po-
litical and cultural histories of the period. Groomed by the Soviet political 
leadership to serve as ideological icons of Communism, the cosmonauts 
presented a public face of the Soviet regime. The cosmonauts toured the 
entire world, reinforcing political ties with the socialist bloc, propagating 
Communism in the Third World, and showcasing Soviet achievements 
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in the West. Inside the country cosmonauts served as a symbol of the 
New Soviet Man—a true believer in Communist values and a conscien-
tious builder of the bright future. The cosmonauts played an important 
role in campaigns for atheism and scientific education. They also symbol-
ized the superiority of Soviet rocketry, whose “display value” underscored 
the might of the Soviet Union as a nuclear superpower.10

Like any myth, which is to be believed rather than critically exam-
ined, this popular picture of the cosmonauts was full of internal contra-
dictions. The cosmonauts were portrayed as both ordinary people and 
exceptional heroes. All the first cosmonauts had military ranks, but their 
missions were presented as entirely peaceful. Their flights were praised 
as daring feats, while official reports of perfectly functioning onboard au-
tomatics did not seem to leave much room for human action. Soviet space 
technology was hailed as infallible, thus seemingly eliminating any ele-
ment of danger from spaceflight. The role of a public hero whose mission 
did not look very risky was uncomfortable for the cosmonauts, who knew 
full well the real hazards of their flights but could not talk about them.

Most important, the cosmonauts found it increasingly difficult to 
reconcile their professional self with the ideal public image assigned to 
them. Trained as military pilots or engineers, the cosmonauts often were 
not prepared for the public roles assigned to them. They usually preferred 
training for new spaceflights rather than going on exhausting political 
speech circuits. Yet their public persona had little to do with their profes-
sional skills. The cosmonaut myth was not about their actions in orbit 
or the technical aspects of spaceflight, but about the Soviet state. As the 
historian Cathleen Lewis has noted: “Spaceflight was merely an attention 
grabbing method with which they could gain worldwide notice.”11 This 
chapter examines the tension between the public image and professional 
identity of Soviet cosmonauts in the 1960s, drawing on recent literature 
on identity construction and imposture in Soviet culture.12 I focus on the 
interplay between Soviet political culture and the professional culture of 
Soviet cosmonautics. Instead of being a perfect display model for Soviet 
society, the cosmonaut myth reflected genuine contradictions and ten-
sions of Soviet politics and culture. The question of how to fit the cosmo-
naut into an automated spacecraft sparked an internal debate over the 
cosmonaut’s professional role.13 A similar controversy was generated by 
the attempts to fit the cosmonaut into the Soviet propaganda machine.14
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The Making of a Living Symbol

For many people around the world the cosmonauts—young, ener-
getic, good-looking masters of cutting-edge technology—became a liv-
ing embodiment of the bright, promising future. The party leadership, 
however, wanted to make the cosmonauts into a very specific symbol—an 
emblem of the Communist dream come true. Just a few months after 
Gagarin’s historic spaceflight, the Twenty-second Congress adopted a 
new Communist Party program, which set the goal of building the foun-
dations of Communism in the Soviet Union by 1980. This all-out drive 
toward Communism had two crucial components: the construction of 
a material and technical basis of Communism, and the education of a 
new Soviet man who would “harmoniously combine spiritual wealth, 
moral purity, and a perfect physique.”15 Who better than the cosmonauts 
could embody this new ideological construct? The Soviet media quickly 
generated a propaganda cliché: “The Soviet cosmonaut is not merely a 
conqueror of outer space, not merely a hero of science and technology, 
but first and foremost he is a real, living, flesh-and-blood new man, who 
demonstrates in action all the invaluable qualities of the Soviet character, 
which Lenin’s Party has been cultivating for decades.”16 In August 1962, 
Khrushchev publicly proclaimed that “hero-cosmonauts are people who 
even now already embody the wonderful traits of the member of the com-
munist society—high intellectual culture, moral purity, and perfect phy-
sique. Their deeds are driven by the love for Motherland, sense of public 
duty, and noble ideals of communism.”17

The first group of cosmonauts—twenty young fighter pilots—all had 
similar social and professional backgrounds. Born (with few exceptions) 
in 1933 through 1935, they witnessed the horrors of World War II but 
were too young to participate in the war. A few, like Gagarin, lived under 
Nazi occupation. Many, like Gagarin, came from peasant families and 
had modest schooling. Most went to a military aviation school right after 
graduating from high school. By the end of 1959, when they were selected 
into the cosmonaut corps, most of these young men had served in the 
Air Force as fighter pilots for only two to three years and had the rank 
of senior lieutenant. Only two had graduated from Air Force academies; 
just one had training as a test engineer. Most cosmonaut trainees had 
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little flying experience. Gagarin, for example, accrued only 230 hours of 
flight time. Sixteen of twenty were ethnic Russians. After the Ukrainian 
Vladimir Bondarenko died in an accident and the Tatar Mars Rafikov was 
expelled from the corps for misconduct, only two non-Russians remained 
in the group.18 Major General Leonid Goregliad, who participated in the 
cosmonaut selection, remarked that for all cosmonauts, the life story was 
the same.19

Turning a group of young pilots, inexperienced in public relations, 
into professional spokespersons for Communism required a serious ef-
fort. As the Cosmonaut No. 2, German Titov, confessed, he was “very 
afraid of journalists. After all, we were trained to fly into space, not to 
speak at various official or improvised press conferences.”20 Lieutenant 
General Nikolai Kamanin, an Air Force official in charge of cosmonaut 
selection and training, carefully scripted cosmonauts’ public appear- 
ances, wrote their speeches, rehearsed them, and corrected their “errors.” 
In particular, Kamanin staged Gagarin’s first public appearance before 
the Soviet leadership at Vnukovo airport and wrote the sixty-six-word-
long report that Gagarin was to give to Khrushchev. Kamanin and Gaga-
rin spent thirty minutes rehearsing it. Kamanin posed as Khrushchev, 
as Gagarin was getting his intonation just right. Kamanin was satisfied 
with the training, noting self-contentedly that he had seen an oratory po-
tential in Gagarin even before the flight.21

Kamanin used his experience of being a cultural icon of the Stalin 
era as a model for his efforts to shape the cosmonauts’ public persona.22 
Kamanin was a legendary Soviet aviator, a household name in the Soviet 
Union in the 1930s. In 1934 he was among the first recipients of the new-
ly established title of Hero of the Soviet Union for the daring air rescue 
of the crew of the Cheliuskin exploration ship, crushed by the Arctic ice.23 
Among other famous aviators, Kamanin represented the New Soviet Man 
of the Stalin era.24 A decorated air corps commander during World War 
II, Kamanin served after the war as first deputy to the Air Force chief of 
staff and air army commander. In 1960 he was appointed deputy head of 
Air Force combat training for space. Kamanin oversaw the Cosmonaut 
Training Center and represented the Air Force in all negotiations over 
crew selection and responsibilities in flight. An unabashed Stalinist, he 
ruled the cosmonaut corps with an iron fist, demanding strict discipline 
and implicit obedience and severely punishing any transgressors, up to 
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expulsion from the corps. The cosmonauts, whose chances for future 
flights depended heavily on Kamanin’s favor, were terrified of him.25

Kamanin’s goals did not always perfectly align with the objectives of 
Khrushchev’s propaganda apparatus. Outraged by Khrushchev’s attacks 
on Stalin and by the vociferous campaigns glorifying Khrushchev’s per-
sonal accomplishments, Kamanin had little sympathy for official political 
rhetoric. He knew how to pay lip service to the party line but was adamant 
in pursuing his own priority—boosting government support for human 
spaceflight. Rather than following orders from above, Kamanin often put 
forward new propaganda initiatives. When his military superiors vetoed 
his proposal to declare April 12 (Gagarin’s flight anniversary) an official 
Cosmonautics Day, he petitioned the Party Central Committee over their 
heads. Kamanin arranged for Titov to sign the petition, thus adding the 
cosmonaut’s political weight to the proposal, which was accepted.26 While 
the Soviet leadership exploited space spectaculars for their political ends, 
Kamanin and other leaders of the space program skillfully manipulated 
the symbolic capital at their disposal to elicit much-needed support for 
the space program from party bosses.

Space propaganda thus had a dual face. It conveyed political and 
ideological messages to the masses and at the same time boosted the 
legitimacy of spaceflight as an indispensable component of Communism 
construction. The new party program proclaimed that “the first trium-
phal orbitings of the globe, accomplished by Soviet citizens . . . have be-
come symbols of the creative energy of ascendant communism.”27 This 
not only adorned the image of Communism with space symbolism, but 
also asserted the highest ideological value of space exploration and thus 
ensured sustained government support for human spaceflight. The can-
onization of April 12 as Cosmonautics Day effectively mobilized various 
government agencies in the service of space propaganda. Party directives 
instructed that lectures about Soviet space achievements be given at fac-
tories, collective farms, and military units; the radio and television broad-
cast numerous meetings and concerts on space themes; news agencies 
distribute reports and visual materials; political and literary magazines 
publish special issues; movie studios create films about cosmonauts; and 
sculptors erect monuments to Soviet space triumphs.28

Kamanin carefully controlled access to cosmonauts and their public 
image. He signed off on publications about cosmonauts, managed their 
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schedules, and gave permissions for interviews.29 He even critiqued the 
work of the sculptor Grigorii Postnikov, who created cosmonauts’ busts 
for public display. Kamanin approved Postnikov’s portrayal of the cosmo-
nauts Gagarin, Andrian Nikolaev, Pavel Popovich, and Valentina Teresh-
kova but found fault with the depictions of Titov and Valerii Bykovskii.30

Soviet media gradually shaped a canon of visual representation of 
cosmonauts. Illustrated magazines, such as Ogonek, featured the same 
types of photographs for every new cosmonaut hero: the hero looking 
at his or her photograph on the first page of Pravda; the hero speaking 
on the phone to the Soviet leadership, informing them of the success-
ful flight and thanking them for party’s loving care; a ritual welcome at 
the airport; the hero in childhood; the hero in training, preparing for 
the flight; the hero among the friends, fishing or playing chess; the hero 
among the family, embracing children. By showing the cosmonauts in 
everyday situations, the photographs emphasized that heroic deeds were 
accomplished by ordinary Soviet people. The cosmonauts were not super-
men; they symbolized the progress of all Soviet people toward the “new 
Soviet man,” the dedicated builder of Communism.31

As living symbols, the cosmonauts had to comply with their pre-
scribed image around the clock. A formal set of rules regulated cosmo-
nauts’ daily life. Cosmonauts had to inform their superiors about their 
whereabouts every time they left the Cosmonaut Training Center.32 They 
had to refrain from alcohol and go to bed at 11 p.m., even if they were on 
vacation.33 The authorities often forbade cosmonauts to go on private trips 
(for example, to a friend’s wedding).34 They also tried to dictate whether 
cosmonauts could take their children with them on vacation.35 Cosmo-
nauts’ appearance also became the subject of strict regulation. The ques-
tion whether Tereshkova, the first woman in space, would be dressed in 
uniform or in civilian clothes on her official photo was discussed by the 
Party Central Committee. It was decided that the official Soviet news re-
port should not mention her military rank, and Tereshkova had to change 
in a hurry.36 On another occasion, when Titov appeared unshaven during 
an interview, Kamanin suggested that the interview be cut from a docu-
mentary about the Voskhod mission.37

Kamanin took upon himself not only the formal supervision of the 
cosmonauts’ selection and training, but also their moral upbringing. He 
did not spare any effort to make the flown cosmonauts conform to their 
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public image as exemplary Soviet citizens, scolding them for marital 
troubles and withholding their promotion in rank for drunken-driving 
incidents. Kamanin treated the cosmonaut trainees even harsher, expel-
ling several of them from the corps for drinking and insubordination. 
Rules for cosmonauts’ behavior during their trips abroad were much 
stricter than inside the country, because any incident would be immedi-
ately publicized and it would be more difficult to do damage control. On 
all foreign trips the cosmonauts were accompanied by KGB minders.38 
Although KGB personnel were routinely attached to Soviet delegations 
going abroad, in this case their functions were broader. They not only 
watched the behavior of the cosmonauts; they were also on the lookout 
to prevent any “ideological provocations,” such as an attempt to photo-
graph a cosmonaut with a bottle of Coca-Cola in the background.39 Once 
Tereshkova’s minder had left her to the care of a Soviet ambassador’s wife 
for a few hours, and Kamanin was outraged; apparently the KGB watch 
was to be maintained around the clock.40 

For every trip the Party Central Committee issued specific behav-
ior guidelines and talking points for the cosmonauts. Kamanin himself 
drafted those guidelines and, after they were approved by the party au-
thorities, was obligated to enforce his own instructions.41 For example, 
when the cosmonauts Pavel Beliaev and Aleksei Leonov were sent to an 
International Astronautics Congress, Kamanin told them to act toward 
American astronauts “in a friendly manner, but without praise” and to 
keep their relationships with the German-American rocket designer 
Wernher von Braun “polite but strictly official.”42 Kamanin eliminated 
shopping from cosmonauts’ trip schedules, on the ground that this would 
“belittle” them.43 When foreign media reported that Gagarin had received 
a sports car as a gift from the French, the party secretary for ideology, 
Mikhail Suslov, became concerned and advised cosmonauts to be “care-
ful” about accepting gifts out of capitalists’ hands.44

Kamanin skillfully crafted cosmonauts’ speeches abroad, trying to 
reconcile contradictory expectations. While Soviet officials insisted on 
political propaganda, the locals wanted to see a cosmonaut and not an 
overt political agitator. Kamanin privately remarked, for example, that in 
his speeches in India, Gagarin “delved into politics more than he should” 
and put too much stress on Communist ideology. This probably alienated 
some local politicians, who began limiting Gagarin’s public appearances. 
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Kamanin then advised Gagarin to stick to the basic message of world 
peace and cooperation in space.45 Kamanin also pointed out to the cos-
monaut Popovich that some statements he had made on Cuba were indis-
crete. Popovich had said, “We will help Cuba not only here on Earth, but 
from outer space as well,” which had sounded like a veiled military threat. 
Popovich had also hinted that the Soviet Union was about to launch a 
woman cosmonaut, which was still a state secret.46 On another occasion 
Kamanin admonished the cosmonaut Leonov for saying that “people 
in Greece welcomed us even warmer than in socialist countries.”47 The 
warmth of reception was seen as a political indicator, and it had to cor-
respond to the degree of the country’s closeness to the Soviet Union. Cos-
monauts clearly had to learn the ropes of public political speech. Kama-
nin insisted that they had to visit two to three socialist countries before 
they could be trusted to go on a more challenging mission to the Third 
World, not to mention the capitalist inferno.48

Kamanin made a determined effort to turn former fighter pilots into 
public figures, skilled at oratory and adept at political language. Politi-
cal education was made part of the formal curriculum. The first group 
of six candidate cosmonauts, including Gagarin, received forty-six hours 
of instruction in Marxism-Leninism, which amounted to 8 percent of 
their total training time.49 Under Kamanin’s supervision the Cosmonaut 
Training Center introduced a program of enculturation to broaden the 
fighter pilots’ intellectual horizons. The cosmonauts went on group trips 
to museums, art galleries, and historical sights, visited the Bolshoi and 
other theaters, and attended concerts by performers from Czechoslova-
kia, Cuba, and the United States. They listened to lectures about ancient 
Greece and Rome, the Renaissance men, Peter the Great, and famous 
Russian painters and opera singers.50 The chief of the Air Force, Marshal 
Konstantin Vershinin, who often felt embarrassed at meetings with for-
eign dignitaries because of the lack of knowledge of foreign languages, 
instructed Kamanin to make sure that all cosmonauts become fluent in 
English.51

Cosmonauts’ “private” lives were by no means private. Kamanin in-
sisted that Gagarin and Titov treat their wives with greater respect. In a 
domestic dispute between Popovich and his wife, Marina, Kamanin took 
the side of the cosmonaut and suggested that Marina, an ace pilot, should 
quit flying and devote more time to her husband and daughter—a pro-
posal that made Popovich quite uncomfortable.52 Kamanin took a special 
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interest in the marital plans of Nikolaev, the only bachelor among the 
first cosmonauts, and even introduced him to the daughter of the Soviet 
minister of defense, hinting that a marriage to her might prove “useful 
for cosmonautics.”53 When Nikolaev’s affections turned to Tereshkova, 
however, Kamanin quickly realized that their marriage would also be 
“useful for politics and for science,” even though he had strong doubts 
about their match.54 In October 1963 he urged Nikolaev to hurry up with 
a proposal, since both Nikolaev and Tereshkova were already invited to 
visit Hungary together in December, on the assumption that they would 
have got married by then.55 Kamanin even suggested setting the wedding 
day in late October or early November to avoid conflict with their foreign 
trip schedule. Finally the date of November 3 was set by a formal decision 
of the party leadership. Kamanin suggested that “the wedding cannot be 
just a family affair, for the entire world is interested.”56 Two hundred peo-
ple were invited to a government-sponsored banquet; Kamanin handled 
the invitations. The newlyweds spent their honeymoon on a propaganda 
trip to India.57

Cosmonauts could not speak publicly in their own words: Kamanin 
wrote their speeches, and journalists drafted their articles and memoirs. 
Cosmonauts spoke other people’s thoughts and copied other people’s 
texts in their own hand before submitting them for publication to pre-
serve the appearance of authorship.58 Tereshkova pointed out to Kamanin 
that her ghost-written memoir tells a story of her long-held dreams of 
space, while in fact the idea of becoming a cosmonaut had never crossed 
her mind before she was invited to take part in candidate selection tests. 
Kamanin acknowledged that a journalistic account followed stereotypes 
and had many discrepancies, but it was too late to make any corrections if 
the book was to be released by the third anniversary of Gagarin’s flight.59

Early cosmonaut biographies were all written on the same template, 
likely borrowed from Kamanin’s own 1935 autobiography, written when 
he was twenty-six or twenty-seven, about the same age as the cosmonauts. 
The biographies featured an obligatory set of points of passage: humble 
beginnings, childhood burdened by wartime hardship, encouragement 
by the family and teachers, good education paid for by the Soviet state, a 
wise mentor who taught the core Communist values, loyal military ser-
vice, building up character and physical strength through a “trial of fire,” 
receiving an important mission from the Communist Party, achieving 
the lifetime dream by carrying out that mission, and finally coming back 
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with an important message reaffirming the Communist values. Both 
Kamanin’s and cosmonauts’ biographies contained little detail about the 
feats themselves but were rich in expressions of gratitude to the party for 
inspiration and support. The father figure of omniscient Stalin, promi-
nent in Kamanin’s account, was gently replaced in cosmonaut biogra-
phies by the equally omniscient “chief designer” of the space program.60

Kamanin’s energetic efforts to publicize the lives of cosmonauts 
caused discomfort for his military superiors and ideological watchdogs, 
who were losing control over space propaganda discourse. In 1963 the 
KGB and the General Staff raised concerns about possible revealing of 
state secrets—in particular, cosmonaut training methods.61 Kamanin 
had to close the Cosmonaut Training Center to journalists, photogra-
phers, and movie producers and to start producing publicity materials 
by the center’s staff.62 Bound by secrecy on one side and by propaganda 
demands on the other, Soviet media coverage of space was reduced to a 
set of clichés: flawless cosmonauts flew perfect missions, supported by 
unfailing technology. As a result, Kamanin privately admitted, “people 
get the impression of ‘extraordinary ease’ and almost complete safety of 
prolonged spaceflights. In fact, such flights are very difficult and danger-
ous for the cosmonauts, not only physically but also psychologically.”63 Yet 
Kamanin himself discouraged more controversial public representations 
of human space exploration. For example, he refused to serve as a consul-
tant for Andrei Tarkovsky’s movie Solaris, because, as he explained, such 
fiction “belittles human dignity and denigrates the prospects of civiliza-
tion.”64

Idealized media descriptions of cosmonauts’ personal qualities 
closely matched the “Moral Code of the Builder of Communism” from 
the new Party Program.65 This code included such ethical imperatives 
as “love of the socialist motherland,” “conscientious labor for the good 
of society,” “a high sense of public duty,” “collectivism and comradely 
mutual assistance,” “moral purity, modesty, and unpretentiousness in 
social and private life,” and “mutual respect in the family, and concern 
for the upbringing of children.”66 Evgenii Karpov, the head of the Cos-
monaut Training Center, gave the following list of Gagarin’s personal 
traits: “Selfless patriotism. An unshakable belief in the success of flight. 
Excellent health. Inexhaustible optimism. The flexibility of mind and 
inquisitiveness. Courage and determination. Carefulness. Diligence. 
Endurance. Simplicity. Modesty. Great human warmth and attention to 
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people around him.”67 The Party Program language clearly echoes in this 
description, suggesting that cosmonaut representations were thoroughly 
informed by the tenets of political discourse. Gagarin seemed to be spe-
cifically selected to match the myth he was to embody.

Gagarin’s idealized image reveals a paradox, however. According 
to the leading space journalist and historian Iaroslav Golovanov, “most 
studies of Gagarin drive a stubborn idea of Gagarin’s exceptionalism 
and at the same time stress that Gagarin apparently did not distinguish 
himself among others or ‘push’ others by the force of his personality; he 
was ‘like everyone else.’”68 One sympathetic Indian journalist described 
Gagarin as “normal to the point of abnormality.”69 Gagarin fully shared 
the experiences and feelings of his cohort. “For all of us, Yuri [Gagarin] 
personified the whole generation of Soviet people, whose childhood was 
singed by the war,” recalled one cosmonaut.70 Even Kamanin called him 
“the most normal of the normal.”71

Gagarin’s natural charisma, geniality, and openness began to shape 
a new image of the Soviet man abroad. The old imagery—the menacing-
looking dictator Stalin, the dogmatic party bureaucrat, and the stern So-
viet soldier—was replaced by this cheerful and charming young man. 
“The first cosmonaut was chosen ideally to represent the Soviet man be-
fore the nations of the entire world. His perfect features, pleasant look, 
his charming smile and even his short height, which stresses his youth-
ful stature—everything makes the most favorable impression on anyone 
who met with him, saw him in cinema or on television,” raved the Indian 
journalist. “The almost mythical idea of the Soviet man became reality 
for the people of the world in this unusually humane, modest, and agree-
able image of Yuri Gagarin. They can see now that he is an attractive 
young man, an exemplary son, a devoted husband, a cultured man who 
loves to read good books and listen to good music. The fact that he is a 
communist does not mean that he is intolerant toward those who disagree 
with his ideology, and it does not mean that he lacks a sense of humor.”72 
Perhaps it was this “abnormal normalcy,” rather than the idealized pro-
paganda image, that endeared Gagarin to millions of people around the 
world. The story of an ordinary person performing an extraordinary feat 
felt more humane and inspiring than tales of superman’s super deeds. 
Performing a spaceflight required a lot of courage, but facing worldwide 
fame presented an even greater challenge.
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The Burden of Fame

The Soviet government organized mass manifestations to celebrate 
space achievements in the same way all mass events were orchestrated. 
First, the number of attendees was set; usually two thousand to three 
thousand for the welcome ceremony at Vnukovo airport and sixty thou-
sand to two hundred thousand for the demonstration on Red Square. 
Helicopters dropped leaflets, organizations received quotas for sending 
people to greet the cosmonauts along the route to Red Square, columns 
marched, leaders gave speeches, and music played. The day ended with 
a gala reception in the Kremlin for the select guests and with lavish 
fireworks for the masses.73 “Although the new rituals were artificially 
designed,” the historian Richard Stites wrote, “many of them were suf-
ficiently artful, emotional, and ‘authentic’ to insure [sic] some success 
among Soviet citizens.”74 Despite the thorough planning, the public out-
pouring of emotions seemed genuine. “At the dawn of the Space Age, 
people were coming out to greet cosmonauts on their own initiative,” one 
memoirist has recalled.75 

The eminent historian of Russian science Loren R. Graham, then 
in his thirties, was among the ecstatic crowd on Red Square on April 14, 
1961, celebrating Gagarin’s triumph. He recalled that day as “the apogee 
in Soviet citizens’ belief that they held the key to the future of civiliza-
tion. The celebrations on the street were genuine and heartfelt. Soviet 
science was, they were sure, the best in the world, and Soviet rockets 
succeeded where American ones failed.”76 For the postwar generation of 
Soviet people the cosmonauts’ triumphs signified an ultimate payoff for 
years of sacrifice during the war and for Stalin-era privations. “Gagarin’s 
achievement was our greatest pride,” recalled a member of the “Sput-
nik generation.”77 According to the 1963 poll of the readers of a popular 
youth-oriented Soviet newspaper, Gagarin’s flight was named by far the 
greatest human achievement of the century.78 

While before the flight the cosmonauts’ training was mostly techni-
cal, their activity after the flight was to a large extent political. Immedi-
ately after landing, the cosmonauts were thrust into a “swirl of recep-
tions, trips around the world, and incessant speeches,” as the cosmonaut 
Konstantin Feoktistov recalled.79 Thousands of requests for interviews 
and invitations to visit various factories and institutions poured down 
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on Kamanin, who oversaw the cosmonauts’ schedules. The organizers of 
public events attempted desperately to lure in a cosmonaut or two, using 
all sorts of leverage on Kamanin, from his military superiors to the con-
nections at the Party Central Committee.80 The top military brass liked 
to appear at public events accompanied by a couple of cosmonauts to bask 
in the cosmonauts’ glory, and they often gave Kamanin direct orders to 
summon cosmonauts to serve as their entourage.81 In September 1964, 
Kamanin wrote in his private diary about his meeting with Bykovskii: 
“We understood each other without words. Bykovskii has been going to 
receptions and meetings seven days in a row, and he is tired of this. He 
insisted on letting him do his regular job. I said, ‘I know everything. If 
they send you again tomorrow, you can rebel, but today you must be at the 
House of Friendship to meet with the Finns.’”82

Kamanin tried to keep a lid on what he termed “partying and empty 
talk” and to allocate adequate time for cosmonauts’ flight training and 
academic studies.83 The Air Force Engineering Academy, where cosmo-
nauts studied, complained about their absenteeism, and cosmonauts re-
peatedly asked Kamanin to cut the number of public appearance at least 
during the final exams.84 Kamanin attempted to limit their public ap-
pearances to one to two per week, rejecting more than 90 percent of all 
invitations.85 Turning down high-level requests became so routine that 
he even refused to allow the cosmonauts Nikolaev and Popovich to meet 
with the party activists from the staff of the USSR Council of Ministers. 
The request was granted only after a threatening phone call from the 
Party Central Committee.86 From 1961 through 1970 the cosmonauts at-
tended more than six thousand public events in the Soviet Union.87

Like any celebrity, cosmonauts soon grew tired of incessant public 
attention. It became impossible for them to show up in public without 
causing mayhem. In June 1962, Titov and his wife attended a popular 
music concert, but as soon as the audience learned that the cosmonaut 
was present, everybody stopped listening and started searching for Titov. 
When the concert ended, Titov and his wife had to run for their lives. 
“The entire crowd rushed to the exit to see Gherman and his wife,” re-
called an eyewitness. “The railing around a public garden miraculously 
held under pressure, and a reinforced police unit was able to restrain the 
excited mass of people for a few moments to give the Titovs an opportu-
nity to jump into their black Volga and to escape the violent expression 
of universal love.”88 Cosmonauts’ private lives became subordinated to 
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the demands of the propaganda machine. They were routinely recalled 
from their vacations to attend various public ceremonies in Moscow.89 No 
wonder cosmonauts soon began to complain to their superiors that they 
were “dead tired” of “meeting with the people.”90

When asked in an interview about his most difficult challenge, Gaga-
rin unhesitatingly replied, “it’s to carry the burden of fame.”91 He even 
compared this burden to the heavy g-loads he experienced during his 
spaceflight.92 Yet Gagarin took his public mission very seriously. He ap-
preciated people spending hours in line to see him, and he patiently did 
his duty, giving speeches and signing autographs. He explained to his 
friends that his activity was necessary to establish a broad public support 
for the space enterprise: “A person would come home, show my auto-
graph, and tell about meeting a cosmonaut. A conversation about cosmo-
nautics in general would ensue, and such conversations add up to form a 
public opinion.”93

Groomed by the Soviet political leadership to serve as ideological 
icons of Communism, cosmonauts also toured the world, spreading the 
message of world peace, cooperation in space, and support for the Com-
munist cause. Within four months after completing his space mission, 
Gagarin visited Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Finland, 
Great Britain, Hungary, and Iceland.94 In every country he visited, Gaga-
rin drew enormous crowds. In Calcutta more than a million people gath-
ered to see him, which prompted Kamanin to compare Gagarin favorably 
to Jesus. Recalling (in his private diary) that the crowd fed by five loaves 
of bread counted only five thousand, Kamanin concluded that Gagarin 
would be a clear winner.95 On his trip to England in July 1961, Gaga-
rin won universal admiration for his willingness to travel in an open car 
under the pouring rain. He reportedly said that if the people could get 
wet waiting to see him, then so should he.96 As the number of invita-
tions to visit foreign countries became overwhelming, Kamanin had to 
turn down more than two-thirds of all invitations.97 Eventually the Soviet 
authorities introduced a complicated system, by which all cosmonauts’ 
foreign trips had to be authorized by the party leadership. The trips of 
Tereshkova were authorized by the highest political body, the Presidium 
of the Party Central Committee.98 All requests had to receive prior ap-
proval from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Defense, and 
the KGB.99 
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Cosmonauts’ visits had a particular political importance in the Third 
World, where their public appearances were carefully planned to support 
pro-Soviet politicians. During a 1961 trip with his wife to India, Gagarin 
privately complained to Kamanin about the overloaded schedule: “Too 
much politics, and nothing for ourselves; we did not even see any ele-
phants.”100 In the course of one day during his visit to Ceylon, for exam-
ple, Gagarin traveled more than three hundred miles, visited nine towns, 
and gave more than fifteen speeches.101 During his numerous foreign 
trips he endured nearly 150 days of such political marathons.102 While 
diligently fulfilling his public responsibilities, Gagarin privately told Ka-
manin that he was “drained to the bottom.”103 Kamanin had to fight both 
Soviet ambassadors and local politicians, who pushed Gagarin to per-
form for fourteen hours a day. In his private diary Kamanin noted: “They 
do everything possible to squeeze out of Gagarin the maximum support 
for the government. They don’t care how this would affect him.”104 Even 
in an open publication, Kamanin hinted at the problem: “Meetings and 
demonstrations follow one another; then come lectures and receptions. 
The sun is mercilessly burning. Sweat is covering the eyes. The feet are 
filling with lead. Yet Gagarin, excited and joyous, is standing in the hu-
man vortex and responding to greetings. Well, this is his duty.”105 Af-
ter several years of incessant propaganda trips abroad Gagarin began to 
have nightmares: “Sometimes I close my eyes and see endless queues of 
people with burning eyes, shouting greetings in foreign languages.”106

Soviet officials viewed the reception of cosmonauts in various coun-
tries as a litmus test of the political leanings of local politicians. Kama-
nin observed that Warsaw was the only capital of a socialist country that 
welcomed Soviet cosmonauts with portraits of both cosmonauts and 
American astronauts. He concluded that “Poland would easily enter into 
a closer contact with the West at the expense of the interests of the Soviet 
Union.”107 Kamanin’s deputy, who accompanied the cosmonaut Titov on 
a trip to Vietnam, noted that some prominent political leaders did not 
attend any of Titov’s appearances, and suggested that this might indicate 
a split in Vietnam’s leadership.108 While the Soviet government tried to 
use cosmonauts as “agitators for communism” and to improve the Soviet 
image all over the world, local politicians often exploited the visits to their 
own ends, trying to boost their public image. Cosmonauts were greeted 
with either excessive hospitality or ostentatious coldness, depending on 
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local political rivalries and the relations between provincial elites and 
the federal government. If Soviet officials perceived that they were be-
ing taken advantage of, they tried to regain the initiative. When the local 
authorities in Bombay deliberately gave Gagarin’s visit a low profile, the 
Soviet delegation immediately stirred public interest by announcing the 
visit route in local newspapers and thus attracted big crowds.109

The propaganda work load on the cosmonauts was enormous. Dur-
ing the years 1961–70, the cosmonauts made two hundred trips abroad; 
Tereshkova alone made forty-two foreign trips.110 She received by far the 
most invitations among the cosmonauts.111 Kamanin noted that “nobody 
could match her ability to evoke warm sympathy of the people.”112 As a 
result of overwork, Tereshkova’s postflight propaganda activities tired her 
out much more than preflight training and the mission itself, and she 
was growing increasingly irritable and losing her self-control.113 She was 
able to escape the political speech circuit only temporarily when she be-
came pregnant. Doctors forbade her to travel after February 15, 1964.114 
Tereshkova was forced to do her propaganda job full-time almost to the 
last day: she returned from her trip to Africa on February 9.115 Her daugh-
ter was barely two months old, when Kamanin urged Tereshkova to at-
tend a ceremony commemorating Aviation Day, arguing that it was “time 
for her to show up in public.”116

Because of the shroud of secrecy that surrounded Soviet rocketry, 
the leading designers of spacecraft remained anonymous, and the media 
often presented human spaceflights as cosmonauts’ personal achieve-
ments. Some cosmonauts felt it was not fair to focus the spotlight on 
them at the expense of all other participants in the space program. A 
few weeks after his flight, Gagarin wrote a confidential letter to the chief 
marshal of aviation, Aleksandr Novikov: “There is a lot being said and 
written around the world about this event [Gagarin’s flight—S.G.]. I do 
not feel that I can or have the right to accept all this on my own account. 
If my contribution amounted even to one percent of everything that is 
being said, this already would have been the greatest reward for my deed. 
I know what our pilots had to endure during the Great Patriotic War. 
Their service and their hardships were so much greater than mine. I sim-
ply happened to be in the epicenter of events.”117 The more public praise 
Gagarin received, the more uncomfortable he became with his public im-
age. “It is awkward to be seen as a super-ideal person,” he later confessed. 
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“It’s as if I always did everything right. But, like anybody else, I make 
many mistakes. I have my weaknesses. One shouldn’t idealize a person. 
One should take him just as he is in real life. It’s annoying when I’m por-
trayed as a ‘sugar boy,’ who is so sweet that it’s nauseating.”118

More than anyone, Gagarin felt the pressure of the propaganda 
windmill that crushed his dreams for another flight and turned him into 
a calcified symbol. “Gagarin is still hoping that one day he would fly into 
space again. It is unlikely that this will ever happen; he is too valuable for  
humanity to risk his life for an ordinary spaceflight,” reasoned Kama-
nin.119 “I must try to convince him to give up flying and to prepare him-
self for the position of one of the leaders of the Soviet space program.”120 
A leading space engineer who had many encounters with Gagarin re-
marked: “Gagarin understood full well that he would no longer be able 
to serve as an active cosmonaut, that he became a symbol. It was painful, 
and it made him depressed, and he could not restrain himself from long-
ing for another flight. Just imagine a young, daring, venturesome Gaga-
rin, who says happily ‘Off we go!’ and flies the first into space, and then, 
in a little while, he sees himself as a wax figure in Madame Tussauds 
museum. This is an abomination. A normal man, full of life, cannot live 
like that; he would look for compensation.”121 And cosmonauts did look 
for compensation.

The Human Side of a Public Icon

The cosmonauts faced an impossible task—to fit into their assigned 
image of “an ideal citizen of an ideal state.”122 Even though they were 
specifically selected to have qualities best matching their future public 
mission, the challenge of coping with the burden of fame proved too dif-
ficult for some. In 1961, Gagarin and Titov were elected delegates to the 
Twenty-second Congress of the Communist Party. The congress would 
adopt a new party program, which set a triple goal of creating a material 
and technical basis of Communism, forming the new communist social 
relations, and bringing up the New Soviet Man. Gagarin and Titov were 
supposed to sit in the presidium of the Congress and to showcase the 
tangible achievements of the regime both in high technology and in the 
upbringing of the New Man. They were to illustrate the new “Moral Code 
of the Builder of Communism,” with its calls for honesty, sincerity, moral 
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purity, and modesty. A few days before the Congress, however, the plans 
went awry: Gagarin broke a facial bone when jumping out of the window 
after what looked like a womanizing incident. Gagarin missed the open-
ing of the Congress, and he and Titov were dropped from the Presidi-
um list. Khrushchev was furious when he learned about the behavior of 
Gagarin, next to whom he had stood on top of Lenin’s mausoleum during 
the May Day celebrations just a few months earlier.123

Once cosmonauts had flown their missions, they became celebrities 
and their lifestyle completely changed. Kamanin was showered with re-
ports of their excessive drinking, drunken driving, and angry encounters 
with the police. The KGB submitted reports on cosmonauts’ misbehavior 
directly to the Party Central Committee, which set up a commission to 
investigate the failure of the Cosmonaut Training Center’s leadership to 
enforce discipline.124 The irony of the situation was that party and gov-
ernment leaders themselves often invited cosmonauts to their private 
parties, where cosmonauts “got accustomed to drinking and became cor-
rupted,” as Kamanin put it.125 Kamanin found himself in a double bind: 
he was reprimanded if cosmonauts misbehaved in public, but when he 
tried to limit cosmonauts’ private contacts with the political elites to con-
tain their “corrupting” influence, he also got into trouble. “The leader-
ship of the country fusses over the cosmonauts like a child over a new 
toy and showers praise, promotions and invitations on them out of the 
horn of plenty,” he remarked bitterly in his diary, while he was expected 
“to keep the cosmonauts in check and to be held responsible if they drink 
too much at an official reception and say or do something inappropriate 
under the influence.”126

The cosmonauts received substantial material rewards and privi-
leges, which placed them in the same bracket with the country’s elite. 
Lieutenant General Kamanin’s salary was only 15 percent higher than 
Major Gagarin’s.127 In addition to formal honors, the cosmonauts received 
handsome remuneration for completed spaceflights: a furnished luxury 
apartment, a luxury car, a two-year salary bonus, and a long list of gifts 
for their families—from vacuum cleaners to handkerchiefs.128 A year of 
training in the cosmonaut group counted as three years of military ser-
vice, and cosmonauts received accelerated promotions in rank.129 They re-
ceived access to goods that were not available to ordinary Soviet citizens—
for example, baby formula imported from Czechoslovakia and paid for in 
hard currency by special permission from the Ministry of Finance.130 The 
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top brass of the Air Force and the Ministry of Defense grumbled about 
the cosmonauts’ perks, which were decided at a higher political level.131 
Kamanin privately suggested that the government’s provisions gave the 
members of the cosmonaut group “so much material wealth and so many 
privileges that there is no motivation for them to fly into space, especially 
to fly the second time.”132 He believed that an accelerated rise through the 
ranks could also be detrimental: “The character of most cosmonauts has 
not quite solidified, and this may damage it by planting the dubious no-
tion that for them everything is permitted.”133

As the popularity of the cosmonauts grew, it was becoming more 
and more difficult for Kamanin to control their behavior. He bitterly 
complained in his private diary that “the cosmonauts overestimate the 
significance of their personal accomplishments and take at face value ev-
erything that is being written, said, and shown about every human space-
flight in the media.”134 “Reinventing” themselves to fit their iconic image, 
the cosmonauts seemed to gradually internalize their public persona, just 
as an ordinary Soviet citizen in the 1930s who had to hide undesirable 
social origins and, in his words, “began to feel that I was the man I had 
pretended to be.”135 The newly acquired celebrity image did not square 
well with the daily routine of spaceflight training and strict military dis-
cipline. The tension often resolved in violent outbursts. 

Excessive drinking and regime violations plagued the cosmonaut 
corps. When a spree of drinking parties and auto accidents involving 
Titov culminated in the death of Titov’s passenger, Kamanin ran out of 
patience. He called a meeting of the cosmonaut group and told Titov in 
front of the whole gathering: “With your own misdeeds, you have put 
yourself outside the party and outside the cosmonaut group. There is a 
strong basis for expelling you from the party and depriving you of all your 
titles: a deputy, a Hero, a cosmonaut pilot, and a lieutenant colonel.” But 
taking into account Titov’s world fame, reasoned Kamanin, “Titov’s dis-
grace would be a disgrace for all the cosmonauts, for all Soviet people. We 
cannot afford that.”136 Titov received a strict reprimand, a demotion, and 
a temporary ban on public appearances, attending receptions, and driv-
ing a car, but his transgressions were kept under wraps, and he contin-
ued to represent the New Soviet Man in public. The cosmonaut Leonov’s 
drunken driving led to two serious traffic accidents in four months, and 
Kamanin personally imposed a six-month ban on his driving.137 The cos-
monaut Popovich also got into trouble for drinking and brawling. He got 
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a black eye and had to miss a session of the Twenty-third Party Congress. 
Kamanin fired him from the position of deputy head of the cosmonaut 
team and suspended his training but did not object to electing Popovich 
a member of the Supreme Soviet.138

The attempts to make the cosmonauts into exemplary Communists 
proceeded with considerable difficulty. Cosmonauts privately exchanged 
political jokes, such as the double-entendre slogan, “Officers of the Mis-
sile Forces, our target is Communism!” Even some of their supervisors 
laughed at ideological clichés. One cosmonaut recalled that the deputy 
director of the Cosmonaut Training Center in charge of political edu-
cation “understood everything, believed that the cosmonauts would not 
give him away, and did not make pretenses with us. . . . When asked ‘How 
are things?’ he invariably replied, ‘Our country is on the rise.’ If we mock-
ingly asked ‘And how is the party?’ he replied with an equal measure of 
irony, ‘The party teaches us that heated gases expand.’”139

Although cosmonauts were allowed some license in private jokes, 
any hint at serious political dissent was quickly suppressed. For example, 
at a political education session in early 1964 the cosmonaut candidate 
Eduard Kugno raised some controversial questions, such as “Why do we 
have only one political party?” and “Why do we send assistance to other 
countries, while there are shortages inside the country?” This was im-
mediately reported to his superiors.140 Furthermore, when asked why 
he did not join the Communist Party, Kugno replied, “I will not join a 
party of swindlers and sycophants!” Kamanin quickly judged that Kug-
no was “ideologically and morally unsteady” and expelled him from the 
cosmonaut corps.141 Kamanin privately used even stronger expressions 
condemning the incompetence and corruption of the Soviet leadership, 
but he was outraged by Kugno’s unwillingness to play by the rules and to 
restrict his remarks to the private sphere.

The cosmonaut supervisors’ greatest fear was to see a flown cosmo-
naut use his or her celebrity status for a public expression of political dis-
sent. When the deputy chief of the Air Force heard that two cosmonaut 
trainees had raised some criticism at a meeting at the Cosmonaut Train-
ing Center, he reacted at once: “Expel both. If they give such speeches 
while still on training, what will they say after returning from space?”142 
These fears were not entirely groundless. After returning from space, 
cosmonauts did use their newly acquired popularity in the ways that did 
not always please their superiors.
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Cosmonauts Speak Out

The cosmonauts found it difficult to reconcile their professional 
selves with the ideal public image assigned to them. Many of them felt 
uncomfortable about the unrestrained public praise and the monuments 
erected in their honor. The cosmonaut Leonov, for example, defied a 
government decree and objected to the installation of his bust, which 
remained in the sculptor’s studio for twenty-eight years.143 The role of 
a public figure giving incessant speeches did not appeal to the cosmo-
nauts originally trained as fighter pilots. When meeting with American 
astronauts, the cosmonauts often forgot about their ideological mission 
and engaged in purely professional talk. Having met the astronaut John 
Glenn during his visit to the United States in 1962, Titov particularly 
remarked about Glenn’s “tenacious professional gaze of the pilot” and ad-
mitted that when the cosmonaut and the astronaut met, they were “con-
nected by everything they had experienced and lived through in space.”144

Most cosmonauts preferred training for new spaceflights to public 
appearances. Gagarin, losing patience, once flatly refused to meet with 
TV correspondents from East Germany, for which he was reprimanded 
by Kamanin.145 Tereshkova long resisted Kamanin’s attempts to turn her 
into a professional politician and even enrolled in the Air Force Engineer-
ing Academy, hoping to retain her qualifications for another spaceflight. 
Kamanin was convinced, however, that “Tereshkova as the head of a So-
viet women’s organization and of international women’s organizations 
would do for our country and for our party a thousand times more than 
she can do in space.”146 Eventually he prevailed, and Tereshkova left the 
cosmonaut corps and served as the head of the Soviet Women’s Commit-
tee for more than twenty years. Tirelessly rehearsing with cosmonauts 
their speeches, editing their memoirs, monitoring their private lives, and 
guiding their careers, Kamanin was more than anyone responsible for 
shaping the cosmonauts’ self. He was quite justified in his confession in 
a private dairy that “it was I who created Tereshkova as the most famous 
woman in the world.”147

Cosmonauts gradually developed an independent voice. They started 
by criticizing the harsh disciplinary regime at the Cosmonaut Training 
Center. In February 1963 they staged a “battle” (as Kamanin termed it) 
against the recently appointed head of the Center, Lieutenant General 
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Mikhail Odintsov. A group of cosmonauts led by Gagarin organized a 
party meeting, at which they complained about work overload and Od-
intsov’s heavy-handed management style.148 Kamanin eventually took the 
cosmonauts’ side and, when Odintsov continued to ignore cosmonauts’ 
critique, replaced him.

Soon cosmonauts moved on to more ambitious attempts to influence 
space policy on the government level. Mingling with the political elite 
at high-level receptions, cosmonauts enjoyed unique access to the Soviet 
leaders, which even their military superiors did not possess. In August 
1965, after the successful completion of an impressive eight-day mission 
of Gemini V, Kamanin decided to petition the Soviet leadership for a fun-
damental change in the organization of the space program to catch up 
with the Americans.149 He realized that this proposal would be much 
more effective if it came not from him, but from the well-known flown 
cosmonauts. He persuaded Gagarin and five other cosmonauts to sign a 
letter, which Gagarin then passed on to Leonid Brezhnev’s aide.150 The 
letter warned that the Soviet Union was “losing its leading position” in 
space and pointed out the “many defects in planning, organization, and 
management” of the space program, such as the lack of planning of hu-
man spaceflight, the absence of a central agency responsible for space 
efforts, the “scattering of efforts and resources in space exploration,” and 
the prevalence of policy decisions that “often reflect narrow departmental 
interests.” The letter boldly accused the leadership of the Strategic Missile 
Forces, and even the minister of defense of insufficient support for the 
space program. The letter concluded with a suggestion to unify all mili-
tary space affairs under the Air Force command, which would provide the 
basis for “thoughtful planning of space research.”151

The cosmonauts’ celebrity status gave them many privileges, but 
it did not translate into tangible political influence. The Soviet leaders 
passed on the cosmonauts’ letter to the top brass of the Ministry of De-
fense—to the very people about whose indifference to the space affairs 
the cosmonauts complained. In November 1965 the Military Engineer-
ing Panel of the Ministry of Defense discussed the issues raised in the 
cosmonauts’ letter. Of all the cosmonauts only Gagarin was allowed to 
attend the meeting, and he was not given an opportunity to speak. Ka-
manin suspected that the top brass were afraid of the cosmonauts’ frank 
and authoritative statements. As a result, Kamanin and the cosmonauts 
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suffered a “crushing defeat.”152 The cosmonauts never received a formal 
response to their letter from the party authorities.153

Outraged by the lack of action on the matters raised in the letter, 
the cosmonauts decided to pursue a personal meeting with the Soviet 
political leadership. Kamanin advised them to “cool their heads” and to 
plan the next step very carefully.154 Cosmonauts ignored his warning and 
asked the head of the KGB, Vladimir Semichastnyi, to arrange a meet-
ing with Brezhnev. While the KGB was secretly monitoring cosmonauts’ 
activities and submitting reports to the party authorities, Semichastnyi 
privately mingled with the cosmonauts, and they felt confident that he 
would be friendly enough not to report them to their military superiors. 
Eventually the deal fell through, as Semichastnyi himself soon lost his 
position and influence.155

The Erosion of the Cosmonaut Myth

In the first half of the 1960s the Soviet space program boasted one 
spectacular success after another—the first man’s flight, the first day-
long mission, the first group flight, the first woman’s flight, the first 
multicrew mission, and the first space walk. The names and faces of the 
first eleven cosmonauts were well familiar to any Soviet citizen who read 
newspapers, listened to the radio, or went to cinema theaters. The myth 
of the cosmonaut—a perfect hero conquering outer space with flawless 
technology—fed from and sustained a larger political myth of the Soviet 
Union as a mighty superpower that produced perfect heroes and created 
flawless technology.

The cosmonauts—professional fighter pilots—had to reinvent them-
selves to become public ambassadors, atheism lecturers, and political 
agitators. They had to assume a new public persona and to learn a new 
language of public speech, a Khrushchevian variant of Stalinist “Bolshe-
vik.”156 Just like the “confidence men” of the 1930s, they had to pretend 
to be someone else, for their professional skills as cosmonauts were ir-
relevant to their public role. The constant tension between their profes-
sional identity as pilots and their public persona made the burden of fame 
suddenly showered on them even heavier. Strict discipline imposed on 
the cosmonaut corps clashed with the elite lifestyle they came to enjoy 
as world celebrities. The cosmonauts’ role as a symbol of technological 
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progress and bright future brought them popularity, but this popularity 
created temptations that seriously undermined their ability to represent 
moral perfection. Moreover, their public duties often interfered with their 
training for future flights. To function efficiently as symbols, the cosmo-
nauts had to stop being cosmonauts.

Soviet aviation heroes of the Stalin era were not “merely passive 
symbols in the pantheon of Stalinist propaganda” but took active steps 
to define their own place in Stalinist culture.157 Cosmonauts similarly at-
tempted to break out of the assigned role and to use their celebrity status 
to take an active part in the discussions of space policy. These attempts 
proved futile—not only because their fame did not translate into power, 
but also because the Soviet space age was already passing its heyday, and 
they were losing their emblematic appeal.

In the second half of the 1960s the string of space spectaculars gave 
way to a chain of unfortunate and tragic events. In early 1966, Sergei Ko-
rolev—the legendary anonymous “chief designer,” an energetic and char-
ismatic leader of the Soviet space program—suddenly died. His identity 
was finally disclosed and his contributions widely honored. The focus of 
space mythmaking began to shift from the cosmonaut heroes to the en-
gineering geniuses behind the miraculous rockets and spacecraft.158 Yet 
the myth of flawless technology did not last long. In April 1967 the para-
chuting system of the new piloted spacecraft, Soyuz 1, malfunctioned, 
and its flight ended in a fiery crash and the death of the cosmonaut Vladi-
mir Komarov. The Soviet authorities had hushed up the first casualty of 
the space program, the 1961 accidental death of the cosmonaut candidate 
Vladimir Bondarenko during training, but Komarov’s fate could not be 
concealed from the public. The death of Komarov—one of the heroes of 
the 1964 Voskhod mission—shattered the myth of perfect reliability of 
Soviet space technology. In March 1968 the nation was shocked by the 
death of its most beloved hero, Yuri Gagarin, when his aircraft crashed in 
a training flight. Sad public rituals of state funerals took the place of the 
former mass celebrations of space triumphs.159

In the meantime, the Soviet secret manned lunar program was 
foundering, as the giant new rocket N-1 kept exploding at trial launches. 
These failures went unannounced, but it was difficult to keep from the 
public the news of the successes of the American lunar program—the 
circumlunar flight in 1968 and the lunar landing in 1969. The attempts 
to counter American lunar spectaculars with Soviet orbital missions 
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proved futile. In October 1968 the cosmonaut Georgii Beregovoi misread 
signal lights and failed to perform a manual docking during his Soyuz 
3 flight. Though Beregovoi’s return was greeted with usual fanfare, the 
public remained puzzled about his seemingly pointless mission. The suc-
cessful Soyuz 4-5 mission in January 1969 did not bring the expected 
propaganda dividends either. The crews showed tremendous courage and 
skill: Vladimir Shatalov performed the first manual docking of two pi-
loted spacecraft, and Evgenii Khrunov and Aleksei Eliseev carried out a 
risky spacewalk from one spaceship to the other. Yet the mission almost 
ended tragically: a technical glitch resulted in a fiery descent and hard 
landing of Soyuz 5, nearly killing the cosmonaut Boris Volynov. Although 
the flight was touted as a complete success and the accident was hushed 
up as usual, rumors spread quickly. A popular joke—an elaborate pun 
on the cosmonauts’ names—portrayed the four cosmonauts as “hanging 
about, slacking, doing zilch, barely landing.”160 The public no longer saw 
the difference between true accomplishment and a failure dressed up as 
a success.

Former public enthusiasm was succeeded by cynicism. Gagarin pub-
licly admitted that “overly stormy applause led to the perception of space-
flight as a predictably easy and happy road to fame.”161 As one memoirist 
recalled, soon after the crash of Soyuz 1, in a small group of Komsomol 
activists, Gagarin raised a toast to his fellow cosmonauts. Someone kept 
interrupting him, saying that space technology had already been perfect-
ed, and that it was not difficult to become a Hero (of the Soviet Union). 
“Tearing up, Yuri said, ‘And what about Komarov who burned up? What 
do you say about that?’ Yuri threw the glass on the table and turned to 
leave.”162

As failures of space technology and cosmonauts’ errors began to 
chop away at the mythological perfection of the space program, the pro-
paganda machinery also began to sputter. The finely choreographed pub-
lic welcome ceremony for the Soyuz 4-5 crews was ruined by an attempted 
assassination of the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev. At the gates to the 
Kremlin, a disgruntled military officer mistook the car carrying the cos-
monauts Beregovoi, Nikolaev, Tereshkova, and Leonov for Brezhnev’s 
limousine and fired fourteen shots into the car. The driver was killed, but 
the cosmonauts escaped unscathed.163 The cosmonaut myth, however, re-
ceived a decisive blow. Following this incident, top Soviet leaders no lon-
ger attended public welcome ceremonies for returning cosmonauts. The 
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political status of public space events was downgraded. The cosmonauts 
no longer stood on the mausoleum next to the country’s leaders. “The 
cosmonaut became less visible as a symbol of political power, and more 
visible as a profession,” the historian Cathleen Lewis has written.164

The public image of Soviet cosmonauts both resembled and devi-
ated from its most salient model—the public image of Stalin-era aviators. 
According to the scholar Katerina Clark, the hero pilots of the 1930s il-
lustrated a cultural hierarchy of spiritual generations. The “sons”—the 
Stakhanovites and Arctic pilots—displayed (sometimes reckless) bravery 
and “spontaneity.” The “fathers”—flying instructors, worker mentors, 
and the ultimate embodiment of fatherly love, Comrade Stalin—rep-
resented “‘wisdom,’ ‘care,’ and ‘sternness’ to guide the chosen sons to 
‘consciousness.’” Clark has stressed the stability of this cultural hierar-
chy throughout the Stalin era: “Despite the many gradations of maturity, 
society’s sons were not to grow into fathers; rather, they were to be per-
fected as model sons.”165 At the dawn of the space age, however, Stalin’s 
“falcons” finally acquired their own spiritual sons, the cosmonauts. The 
young pilots of the Gagarin generation grew up on stories of Stalinist he-
roes’ great feats. Titov, for example, recalled how he was influenced by the 
Soviet polar exploration tales from his childhood.166 Kamanin noted with 
satisfaction someone’s comment that Gagarin was setting an example 
for the Soviet youth, just as Kamanin did for his own generation.167 After 
Gagarin’s tragic death Kamanin, who had lost his own son, an ace pilot, 
twenty years earlier, told Gagarin’s widow: “Yuri was so dear to me, as if 
he were my only son.”168

Called to be harbingers of de-Stalinization, the cosmonauts, ironi-
cally, had much in common with icons of Stalinism, their spiritual “fa-
thers.” The cosmonaut myth drew on the established canon, imagery, 
and ritual of Stakhanovism, the aviator myth, and the Arctic myth of the 
Stalin era. The cosmonauts “received the same honors and celebratory 
rhetoric that aviation heroes had received a generation before.”169 Like the 
Stakhanovites, the cosmonauts inspired workers to boost their productiv-
ity.170 Like Stalin’s “falcons,” who symbolized the union of “fearlessness 
with training and iron self-control,” cosmonauts served as role models 
for their generation.171 Like Stalinist propaganda, the cosmonaut myth 
was sponsored from above, heavily promoted in the media, and reached 
all strata of the population—from schoolchildren to retirees. It encour-
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aged dreams of exploration and skillfully channeled genuine public en-
thusiasm into actions that affirmed the Soviet technological prowess and 
helped legitimize the Soviet regime.

Unlike the Stalin-era icons, however, the cosmonauts faced a funda-
mental tension between their public persona and their professional iden-
tity. The Stakhanovites’ mission was tied to their profession: they called 
on other workers to imitate their productivity drive. Stalin’s hero aviators 
attracted masses into aviation clubs to create a large supply of pilots for 
the Air Force. Yet the cosmonauts’ mission was not to recruit a large num-
ber of new cosmonauts. As historian Lewis has remarked, “there was no 
state sponsored inducement to adopt spaceflight as a national pastime 
in the name of civil defense.”172 The cosmonauts set a moral example 
and carried a political message, rather than pointed a career path for the 
masses. The cosmonauts’ professional accomplishments made them into 
celebrities, but in their function as celebrities they no longer needed their 
professional identity. To maintain their public credentials, Aleksei Stakh-
anov had to continue setting new records, and Valerii Chkalov had to 
keep flying. The cosmonauts publicly acted as propagandists, educators, 
and ambassadors—not as cosmonauts. They talked about peace, friend-
ship, and science—not about the details of their flights. Six of eleven first 
cosmonauts never flew into space again, despite their best efforts to stay 
on the active cosmonaut list.

Paradoxically, Khrushchev’s cultural policy of de-Stalinization drew 
on quite traditional, Stalinist rituals of hero-worshipping and organized 
mass celebrations. Space propaganda was directed by a generation of 
ideologues brought up under Stalin, and its leading architect, Nikolai Ka-
manin, modeled it after his own role in the Stalinist aviation myth. The 
cosmonauts took their place in the generational hierarchy of Soviet spiri-
tual heritage as “sons” of the famous aviators of the 1930s, thus becom-
ing Stalin’s spiritual “grandsons.” The cosmonaut myth was conceived 
as novel, futuristic, and high-tech, yet it was constructed out of many of 
the same elements as the old propaganda discourse. The medium sub-
tly undermined the message. And the messenger—the cosmonaut—felt 
ambivalent about the message. The crucial questions that interested the 
cosmonauts—the technological aspects of spaceflight, emergencies in 
orbit, and plans for future flights—were left out of their public speeches. 
The cosmonauts had to follow the preset agenda of the space propaganda 
machine, just as they had to fit into the controlling machinery of their 
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spacecraft. Neither machine left them much room for initiative. Just as 
they tried to increase their control over spacecraft, the cosmonauts tried 
to wrestle greater control over their social role. Just as they were not per-
fect automatons on board, they were not ideal models in the social arena.
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5 
The Sincere Deceiver

Yuri Gagarin and the Search for a Higher Truth

The Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin once remarked to a curious Ca-
nadian journalist: “A lie is never a fair means to achieve a goal. I do not 
believe that conditions force you to lie. You know, the truth, even the 
most bitter truth, is always better than a lie.” Perhaps in this instance 
Gagarin spoke from the heart, but on other occasions the world’s first 
man in space played fast and loose with the facts. Although he publicly 
endorsed a new ethos of openness and sincerity in Soviet culture after 
Stalin’s death, Gagarin also concocted deceptions for purposes of main-
taining state secrets. He lied to keep his wife from worrying too much. 
He created cover stories to protect his comrades and country. And like so 
many mere mortals, he spun tales to mask personal failings. In the words 
of one of his admirers, Gagarin was an able practitioner of the “truth-lie” 
(pravda-lozh’): the justified commission of an untruth so long as it was 
done (supposedly) for noble and patriotic purposes.1 

Gagarin’s penchant for consciously hiding truths was hardly 
unique—or even venal. Societies have long used national security as a 
justification for secrecy and obfuscation. Modern politics, regardless of 
its ideological orientation, “seems to require a recognition that truth-

Andrew Jenks
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telling at all costs is not possible, indeed not even desirable.”2 A sense 
of patriotic duty justifies concealment, prevarication, and dissimulation. 
British political culture, for example, has never endorsed a public right-
to-know regarding national security matters. The image of the lying 
politician, praised for deftly distorting and dissimulating at press confer- 
ences, has become a kind of cliché even in supposedly open and democratic  
societies—famously captured by the American satirist Stephen Colbert 
in the phrase “truthiness.” 

This chapter uses the example of Gagarin to examine the relation-
ship between political and personal morality in the post-Stalin era.3 The 
goal is not to catch Gagarin in a lie, a futile task since truth is as much a 
social and political construct as an objective fact. As the philosopher Lud-
wig Wittgenstein once noted: “Truth is a matter of what the community 
accepts.”4 Besides, Gagarin may very well have believed many (though 
not all) of his public utterances. It would therefore be unfair to call Gaga-
rin a liar if he believed what he said—or perhaps even if he thought his 
lie might serve a noble goal. Nor is the purpose to prove that the Soviet 
Union was based on falsehoods and lies, as if dissimulation and prevari-
cation were uniquely Soviet. Rather, the aim is twofold. First, the chapter 
examines the ways in which the perceived demands of national security 
continually challenged a very different trend in Soviet culture during the 
Khrushchev “thaw” and early Brezhnev era: the demand that Soviet citi-
zens be more sincere, honest, and open. Gagarin’s soul became a kind of 
battleground between countervailing currents of secretiveness and open-
ness, sincerity, and dissimulation. 

Second, following more recent scholarship in anthropology and cul-
tural history, the chapter highlights the absence of a clear dichotomy 
between public and private Soviet life and between official and unoffi-
cial Soviet society. Living in post-Stalinist Soviet society was far more 
complex than being either a “dissident” (Alexander Solzhenitsyn, for 
example) or completely selling out and becoming a mouthpiece for the 
party line (Gagarin). Most Soviets simultaneously absorbed the values 
and ideals of official culture while also violating and transforming those 
values in the conduct of their everyday life—sometimes consciously but 
more often not.5 Gagarin was no exception; his moral dilemma derived 
from his attempt to enact broader Soviet cultural and political ideals that 
demanded, paradoxically and perhaps impossibly, that a Soviet citizen, in 
public and in private, be both sincere and deceptive. 
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The Gagarin Cult

Soviets felt genuine affection for Gagarin—a love that was enhanced 
rather than diminished by his official promotion as Hero of the Soviet 
Union.6 Unpublished letters to the editor of the Soviet Union’s major 
newspapers, like those that were published, expressed unbridled joy at 
Gagarin’s feat. Peasants and factory workers, in particular, identified 
with the provincial lad. Born on a collective farm and trained as a found-
ryman, Gagarin was the underdog who had conquered Moscow and the 
world. Even complete strangers forged a bond of familial intimacy with 
Gagarin, referring to him by his diminutive “Yura” or “Yurochka.” Wher-
ever he went, adoring crowds laughed at his jokes, teenage girls swooned, 
schoolboys pledged to be just like him, and older women shed tears of 
joy—as if he were the son so many Soviets had lost during the war.7 

The kinder, gentler, smiling cult of personality embodied by Gaga-
rin—the welcoming cult of the son to replace Stalin’s terrifying cult of 
the father—was well suited to immediate post-Stalin years. Technologi-
cal accomplishment, a yearning for peace, and the official condemnation 
of state-sponsored terror had nurtured a climate of hope. As one Soviet 
journalist remembered: “The thaw and the roar of rocket engines filled 
this epoch with new content. The cult of personality was condemned, 
Solzhenitsyn was published, poets and artists created fresh new works.”8 
A new emphasis on truth-telling and sincerity, it was hoped, would so-
lidify trust and faith in the party’s plans to reach the Communist prom-
ised land by 1980. Besides, being sincere seemed to be the right way to 
live. “The key word of the epoch was sincerity,” noted one study of So-
viet values during the 1960s.9 Writers such as Solzhenitsyn and Yevgeny 
Yevtushenko, among others, began speaking previously unspoken truths 
about the Soviet gulag and the massacres of Jews during World War II. 
Even the so-called dissidents of the late 1960s, after Khrushchev had 
been ousted, initially took their cue from the regime. “The party called 
upon them to be sincere—and they spoke the truth.”10 

Nonetheless, interpretations of the new emphasis on truthfulness 
and authenticity in post-Stalinist society varied greatly. In Solzhenitsyn’s 
case, for example, truth-telling was a moral imperative, an end in and of 
itself. In the case of Khrushchev, however, truth-telling was subservient 
to political goals, which in turn often masked personal ambitions. He fa-
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mously condemned Stalin but passed over his own role in Stalin’s crimes. 
For Khrushchev, as for his successor Brezhnev, lies were not really lies 
so long as they upheld political power. And truths were not really true so 
long as they jeopardized political power. As the Czech dissident Vaclav 
Havel once noted, echoing the position of the ancient Greek Sophists: 
“The principle involved here is that the centre of power is identical with 
the centre of truth.”11 

To complicate matters, individuals often took poetic license when it 
came to revealing politically charged truths. The great artist Picasso once 
proclaimed that “art is a lie that makes us realize the truth. . . . The artist 
must know the manner whereby to convince others of the truthfulness of 
his lies.”12 The movie director Grigory Chukrai, in his popular 1959 film 
Ballad of a Soldier (Ballada o soldate) used his simple tale of a soldier who 
goes on leave during World War II and falls in love as an opportunity to 
extol the virtues of truth-telling. He tackled problems previously unad-
dressed in Soviet film: sexual attraction and adultery on the home front. 
Yet even as Chukrai discussed previously forbidden topics, he closed de-
bate on another matter: not once in the supposedly more realistic rep-
resentation of World War II does there appear an image of Stalin or a 
mention of his name. Like so many commissars from the Stalin era, Sta-
lin, the proverbial elephant in the room, was now the commissar whose 
image and memory had vanished. In the name of one political truth, and 
perhaps even a sense of justice, another historical truth was suppressed. 

Gagarin similarly struggled with fulfilling the new mandate of truth-
telling. Publicly he seemed to espouse Solzhenitsyn’s notion of truth as 
absolute: no circumstances could ever justify a lie. Georgii Shonin, a fel-
low cosmonaut who trained with Gagarin before his flight, said of the 
original group of cosmonauts that they came from similar backgrounds, 
experienced the privations of war, were incredibly ambitious and hard-
working, and were determined to “live honestly.”13 But then the party and 
the state asked them to lie, which they felt honor-bound to obey. 

The contradiction was embodied in the July 1961 party program, 
which outlined the moral principles of an ideal Communist. Principle 
No. 7 proclaimed: “Honesty and truthfulness, moral purity, modesty and 
guilelessness in social and private life.” Yet an ideal Soviet was also ex-
pected to have “a high sense of public duty” and unflinching “devotion 
to the Communist cause,” even if that meant being insincere.14 Handling 
secrecy with tact and discretion, and using deception to prevent secrets 
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from being revealed, was a positive part of the moral development of 
“homo sovieticus,” of whom Gagarin became the exemplar. Gagarin thus 
operated in a cultural and political context in which national security re-
quired deceptive behavior, while the new emphasis on truth-telling trans-
formed him into an icon of sincerity and guilelessness who always spoke 
from the heart. Open and closed, honest and insincere, a truth-teller and 
dissimulator—Gagarin, like so many of his compatriots, was all these 
things simultaneously. 

Duty Made Me Do It

Behind Gagarin’s many distortions was the justification that military 
and political duty compelled it. The idea of duty to others—and above 
all to the state—runs like a red thread through Gagarin’s life. The head 
of a Gagarin museum in Saratov, who spent much of his life collecting 
images and reminisces of Gagarin’s life, concluded that the core of Gaga-
rin’s identity was a sense of obligation and duty, moral Principle No. 1 
outlined in Khrushchev’s July 1961 party program. “An order is an order,” 
he said. Gagarin once wrote to his mother in 1957: “I have to obey. There 
is no other choice.”15 

Although the first commands for Gagarin to lie came immediately 
after the flight, the very nature of the Soviet space enterprise heightened 
the perceived need for duplicity. The Soviets insisted, of course, that their 
space program pursued civilian and scientific goals, but its underlying 
logic and chief rationale was military—to wit: the development of the So-
viet ballistic missile program. As a classified military project, there was 
virtually nothing, according to Soviet censorship rules, that the Soviets 
could say about the flight—or about Gagarin, for that matter, who was 
himself a classified object. Reading the sixty-page pamphlet for Soviet 
newspaper editors that outlined, in small type, all the classified objects 
that could not be publicly discussed, it seems a small miracle that they 
said anything at all about Gagarin’s flight.16 Before his postflight press 
conferences, Gagarin was thus carefully prepped by his commander 
Nikolai Kamanin and the “competent organs,” who found in him an able 
practitioner of obfuscation. Kamanin, a KGB officer and head of cosmo-
naut training from 1960 to 1971, was both commander to the cosmonauts 
and a template for their heroism. Trained as a fighter pilot, he had been 
awarded the very first Hero of the Soviet Union in 1934 for his rescue of 
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survivors of the Chelyuskin steamship crushed by Arctic ice. As the cre-
ator of the public face of Soviet cosmonautics, Kamanin’s daunting chal-
lenge was threefold: maintaining the integrity of military secrets; spin-
ning Gagarin’s biography and feat into a model for all young Soviets to 
follow; and convincing the world that the Soviet space program pursued 
exclusively peaceful and scientific purposes.17 

One solution to the problem of talking about the flight without re-
vealing anything militarily significant was simple and inelegant. The So-
viet authorities began a coverup, followed by cover stories. The process 
began on the very day when the ship, the Vostok, landed on a collective 
farm outside of Saratov. The authorities covered up the capsule with a 
black tarp to prevent locals from seeing any of the craft’s details. One eye-
witness remembered the alarm of KGB officers who arrived at the land-
ing site of Gagarin’s charred capsule, which alit about two kilometers 
away from Gagarin. People were climbing all over it, snapping pictures 
(photography of military objects was strictly forbidden!), and stripping 
off pieces as personal souvenirs. Within hours, before a security cordon 
could be reestablished and a black tarp placed over the capsule, the details 
of a top-secret enterprise had been dangerously exposed to the public.18

The cover-up continued at the first press conference in which Gaga-
rin fielded questions about his flight from those wily capitalist journal-
ists. Like a nimble bantamweight eluding an opponent’s jabs, his task 
was “to find the right answer, that is, to say, not what you are thinking 
and not what is really the case, but what is necessary and correct in a 
given situation,” said one cosmonaut-candidate from the early 1960s. The 
process was “no doubt . . . the product of insincerity, but at the time it 
seemed natural.” The cosmonauts especially enjoyed watching their col-
leagues spar with foreign journalists who tried “to pierce through the 
wall of secretiveness. . . . We were relieved and ecstatic when one of those 
answering questions managed to successfully ‘wriggle out’ of a tough 
spot.”19 Gagarin’s “diversionary” account at his first press conference con-
tained two lies. The first was that he had landed in his space capsule 
when in fact he had parachuted out before the capsule landed. The fiction 
was designed to ensure that the Soviets would be officially recognized as 
launching the first man into space—which required that he land in the 
capsule (figure 5.1).20 

Gagarin then uttered another falsehood. He claimed that after land-
ing in precisely “the planned spot” (which was nearly a thousand kilome-
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ters away from where he landed), he was met “almost simultaneously” 
by a search party and a film crew. This suggested, contrary to the truth, 
that Gagarin’s ship had landed exactly where its designers had planned. 
Later cosmonauts joked among themselves, whenever they were lost by 
foot or car, that they were in the “planned spot again.” The games of cat 
and mouse continued, as Gagarin refused to reveal either the launch site 
(later erroneously called Baikonur, although it was really in a place called 
Tiura-Tam) or the landing site. When he was asked when he learned he 
had been chosen for the flight, Gagarin answered evasively: “In a timely 
fashion.” The Soviets in the audience, incidentally, laughed and applaud-
ed. When Gagarin was asked about his salary, he replied: “As with all 
Soviet people, my salary is enough to satisfy fully my needs.” As for when 
the next flight would occur, Gagarin said: “When it is needed.”21 There 
was no small irony in the complaint from a Pravda journalist at the time 
that foreigners “know almost nothing about the details of the flights of 
Soviet space ships,” when the Soviets themselves had deliberately pre-
vented those details from being publicized.22 

Figure 5.1. The primary portrait in the main exhibit of the Gagarin museum in Saratov 
maintains the fiction that Gagarin landed in his capsule. When asked about this, the direc-
tor replied: “It looks better that way.” Source: Andrew L. Jenks.
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In the meantime, Soviet authorities masked the military purpose in 
the rhetoric of peace. In Bulgaria, Gagarin was photographed releasing a 
white dove into the air—an iconic image that was reproduced by the thou-
sands. An Egyptian newspaper noted: “A person with a soul like Gaga-
rin’s could not drop atom bombs,” yet it did not mention that Gagarin 
had been trained as a fighter pilot. To maintain the pretense of peaceful 
purpose, the Ministry of Defense’s official newspaper, Krasnaia zvezda, 
transferred all the letters to the editors from its readers requesting to go 
into space to the civilian Academy of Sciences. The academy was simi-
larly chosen as the venue for Gagarin’s press conference and as the public 
face of the Soviet space program, although it had almost nothing to do 
with its creation or management.23 Meanwhile, the military logic of the 
flight often belied the message of peaceful purpose.24 As the crisis in 
Cuba mounted after the disastrous Bay of Pigs fiasco, a Soviet general 
had a moment of candor, now permitted by the shifting demands of na-
tional security. He reminded Americans of the flight’s underlying mili-
tary logic: “that the Soviet rocket that had hurled Maj. Yuri Gagarin into 
space could be used for military purposes ‘if necessary.’”25 

Like a wave originating deep in the ocean and washing ashore thou-
sands of miles away, the obligation to obfuscate moved seamlessly from 
Gagarin’s life in the Soviet military-industrial complex to his personal 
life. As he prepared for his flight into space, Gagarin’s wife did not ask 
about his job and he rarely talked about it (when old friends from school 
asked, he said he was a “test pilot”). His wife claimed that as his date for 
the launch on April 12 approached, he hinted but never stated explicitly 
that he would be the first to fly into space. Instead, Gagarin gave her the 
wrong date for this unstated event as he left; he said the “flight” (with a 
wink and a nod) would take place April 14, so that she would not worry. 
Gagarin’s wife detected in his lie the concern of a loving husband simply 
doing his duty.26 

While Gagarin continued to present himself as a paragon of sincerity 
in Soviet culture, he frequently sacrificed his commitment to the idea that 
“even the most bitter truth is always better than a lie.” To take one example, 
two days before Gagarin’s tragic death in 1968 he arranged to celebrate 
a colleague’s fiftieth birthday. A telegram arrived reporting that his col-
league’s father had just died. Gagarin’s wife brought the telegram to her 
husband, sitting at the head of the table for the party, and asked: “Should 
we tell [him] or not?” Gagarin said: “Not under any circumstances.”  
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The news would have to wait until the next morning, “otherwise we’ll 
spoil his party.” Gagarin’s wife cited the incident in her memoirs as a pos-
itive illustration of Gagarin’s moral qualities. It was a seemingly trivial 
lie, a white lie, but it also was emblematic of a distinctive and well-noted 
aspect of late Soviet culture: good celebrations were not to be interrupted 
by the truth, whether it was the disastrous state of Soviet agriculture, the 
May Day celebration just after the Chernobyl disaster, or some piece of 
unhappy personal news that might spoil a colleague’s birthday.27 A belief 
that truth could do more damage than “un-truth” thus also defined the 
moral milieu in which Gagarin was raised.

Of all the people who knew Gagarin, his father seems to have been 
the most skeptical of Yuri’s claims to honesty and openness. The cos-
monaut’s father, taciturn and gruff by nature, could be crude and cruel. 
During his son’s wedding party, held immediately after Gagarin finished 
officer training school in Orenburg, he stunned the celebrants by at-
tempting publicly to unmask him and catch him in a lie. According to 
Gagarin’s older brother Valentin, Gagarin was dressed to the nines in his 
new uniform with lieutenant stripes. He sat at the head of the table with 
his beautiful new wife—eager to show his relatives that he had made a 
success of himself. As the guest prepared for the ceremonial first toast, 
Gagarin’s father tapped his glass with a fork, rose, and congratulated his 
son on the marriage and being commissioned as an officer. “But I simply 
want to know one thing,” he added. “Did you register [the marriage] . . . 
and do you have a document proving that you graduated from the [mili-
tary] academy?” A long moment of uncomfortable silence followed. Yuri 
then reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a document, which 
his father inspected closely. “Well, everything is clear now! I congratu-
late you son!” Nonetheless, an air of discomfort lingered, and even Yuri’s 
brother was not sure how to interpret the public interrogation. If it was a 
joke, Gagarin’s brother remembered, it was “crude but from the soul.”28

When Should I Lie?

Gagarin revealed the complex hermeneutics of Soviet truth-telling in 
a revealing exchange of letters with a fifteen-year-old Canadian boy from 
Montreal in 1963. Like so many of Gagarin’s fans, the boy sent a letter 
to Gagarin requesting his guidance. He wanted to know, “is it right to 
lie for the sake of principle?” Was it right to do whatever was necessary 
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to achieve one’s ambitions? The questions, according to Gagarin’s wife, 
agonized Gagarin, who seemed to recognize in them the same issues he 
had confronted since his flight. Gagarin labored long and hard over his 
response, composed a letter, and then tossed it, along with many other 
drafts, into the trash bin. There was really nothing he could say, he admit-
ted to his wife. “He’s already discovered the most important thing—he 
lives in a dog-eat-dog world.” But Gagarin, as always, persevered and com-
posed a letter to “my young Canadian friend” in which he emphasized 
his “comradely” upbringing. He concluded that it was wrong to lie for the 
sake of “personal interests,” but significantly he did not discuss whether 
it was wrong to lie for other reasons. He ended with two pieces of advice: 
make sure your goal is reasonable, and surround yourself with comrades 
to keep you on the right path. The question of whether it was wrong to 
lie on behalf of others was deftly ignored. “I hope that in the future . . . 
you will never have to lie and will be lucky.”29 For a time the Soviets put 
the letter as well as Gagarin’s response on display at the museum in Star 
City—thus transforming Gagarin’s private moral dilemma, along with 
his solution, into a shining example of Soviet virtue in action.30 

If Gagarin’s lies often grew from a concern for the feelings of others 
as well as from the demands of military secrecy, his own behavior caused 
him to make lies that entailed more complex personal motives. Gagarin’s 
well-known fondness for drink threatened to tarnish his image and com-
pelled him, for personal and political reasons, to engage in many truth-
lies. “Everyone wanted to get drunk with Gagarin for his friendship, for 
his love, and for a thousand other reasons,” remembered Kamanin. One 
army officer recalled how he and his friends tried to finagle visits to Star 
City to party with the cosmonauts. They stuffed their briefcases full of ap-
petizers and bottles of vodka, just in case a party broke out, which it usu-
ally did. Gagarin, in addition, married his love of drink to the cultivation 
of a new post-Stalinist masculine identity. As head of the Soviet Federa-
tion of Water Skiing, he was frequently pictured bare-chested and grin-
ning on water skis. He drove cars fast, taking friends on 160-kilometer-
per-hour spins (on Russian roads!) in his fiberglass French Matra (a gift 
from his French acolytes). And he definitely liked to keep the company of 
pretty women (figure 5.2).31 

The cosmonaut Aleksei Leonov remembered one night of hard party-
ing in May 1964. After staying up until four in the morning drinking, 
Gagarin, “who drank just as much as the rest of us,” awoke the entire 
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party three hours later to go on a water-skiing trip. Somehow he had man-
aged to assemble liquor, food, and all the necessary equipment for the 
day’s outing. As Gagarin steered the boat, Leonov and the other cosmo-
nauts raised their glasses to toast Gagarin: “Here’s to you Captain!” Gaga-
rin, in response, urged them to serenade him with a song. “Boy could he 
organize a party,” Leonov remembered.32 A love of partying, of course, 
made him a regular Russian guy—a “man’s man,” in the words of fellow 
cosmonaut Vitalii Sevast’ianov.33 It was also characteristic of the Gagarin 
clan, who had a reputation back in their native land of Smolensk oblast 
for hard partying. The trademark smile and the appreciation of a good 
time was thus a family tradition, an enactment of post-Stalin masculine 
political identity, and perhaps even a symbolic manifestation of the bright 
and happy communist future.34 

But the love of Bacchus might also suggest something darker—less a 
celebration of success and more an escape from a reality that often did not 
accord with the official image. Kamanin’s diaries, published by his son af-

Figure 5.2. The “Volga” Gagarin received from the Soviet government is displayed outside 
his ancestral home in Gagarin (formerly Gzhatsk). His preferred car, however, was a fiber-
glass red Matra Djet given to him by the French. Source: Andrew L. Jenks.
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ter the collapse of the Soviet Union, are filled with titillating details about 
the drunken escapades of Gagarin and his comrades.35 The most serious 
incident occurred on October 4, 1961, damaging Gagarin’s personal life, 
his public image, and potentially the image of the entire space program. 
The day had begun with Gagarin and his comrades getting drunk and 
taking a speedboat on the water for joyrides—without life vests, far out at 
sea, doing circles in the water at high speed. After dinner Kamanin went 
to sleep. At 11:30 he was awakened by his frantic wife who said something 
had happened to Gagarin. When Kamanin went out into the courtyard, 
he saw Gagarin lying on a bench, his face covered in blood and a gaping 
wound over his left eye. Gagarin’s wife was screaming, “He is dying!” A 
naval doctor performed an operation on the spot to stabilize him. He had 
broken his skull above the left eyebrow and would be hospitalized for at 
least three weeks.36 

Kamanin’s investigation revealed that Gagarin had arisen after tak-
ing a nap and began playing records as the men played chess and the 
women played cards. Still drunk, he went up to his wife just before mid-
night and told her to stop playing cards and go to bed. She played on for a 
few more minutes and then asked where he went. One of the cosmonaut’s 
wives said she saw him walk down the hotel corridor. Gagarin’s wife im-
mediately got up and started checking doors, banging insistently on one 
that was locked. Within moments she was greeted by a twenty-seven-
year-old nurse, who said simply: “Your husband jumped from the bal-
cony.” The nurse later told Kamanin that she had just returned from her 
shift and was lying in bed reading with her clothes on. Gagarin barged 
in, locked the door behind him, and said to her: “Well, are you going to 
scream?” He then tried to kiss her. It was at that time that Gagarin’s wife 
began pounding on the door and Gagarin made his infamous flying leap 
from the balcony, stumbling and falling head first onto a cement curb 
and nearly killing himself.37 

The Cover Story

Lurid details aside, the incident had political as well as personal con-
sequences. How does one cover up a public idol’s broken skull? The most 
immediate concern was to explain Gagarin’s absence from a scheduled 
appearance at the Twenty-second Party Congress, which for Khrushchev 
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was a key moment in the unveiling of his renewed effort at reform—a 
program that emphasized technological prowess and a renewed attack on 
the Stalin cult. Gagarin had been slated for the starring role of trumpet-
ing the Soviet Union’s successful mastery of the scientific-technological 
revolution, so Khrushchev and the Central Committee were understand-
ably irate. Only a lie, they agreed, could solve this problem: they thus 
concocted the story that Gagarin stumbled and fell while playing with 
his daughter on vacation. He was fitted with a fake eyebrow and for three 
weeks after the incident something unprecedented happened: the most 
photographed person in the world vanished from public view. Finally, a 
photograph with Gagarin and his fake eyebrow was sent to Khrushchev, 
who gave permission “to release Yura into ‘the world,’” as Kamanin put 
it. The prosthetic eyebrow, however, only fed the rumor mill, which could 
not have concocted a rumor more lurid than what had actually happened. 
The poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko noted in his 1981 work Wild Berries that 
the whole world could now “see the scar which gave rise to so many ru-
mors.”38 One delegate at the Twenty-second Party Congress who escorted 
a wobbly and woozy Gagarin to his seat remembered that “the efforts of 
doctors and make-up artists did not produce 100 percent results. The 
deep gash, filled with a dark brown substance, really stood out.”39 Gaga-
rin’s scar was a constant visual reminder that the real Gagarin was quite 
different from the iconic image, that the truth-lie of this image, like so 
many of the late-Soviet era’s claims, was “truthy” at best but certainly not 
“truthful.” “Everyone paid attention to the scar,” wrote one Russian many 
years later. Yet he also remembered that the scar, like rumors of Gagarin’s 
partying, may have enhanced rather than diminished Gagarin’s popular 
appeal—that he was considered by many a real man precisely because 
there was much more to him than met the eye.40

Perhaps rumors of Gagarin’s drunken escapades unintentionally re-
inforced the image of Gagarin as a “man’s man,” but they also threatened 
the official narrative of Gagarin’s triumph. Being known for daring and 
risk taking was one thing; engaging in drunken orgies quite another. 
When the Twenty-second Party Congress was completed, the party and 
Gagarin’s commander once again addressed the issue of Gagarin’s con-
duct—and that of his partying fellow cosmonaut Titov. In accordance 
with the demands of samo-kritika, a Soviet ritual in which an individual 
admits to personal faults and failings before comrades, Gagarin and Titov 
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admitted their drunken excesses in a closed meeting of the party cell. 
Gagarin claimed he went into the nurse’s room as an innocent practical 
joke on his wife. Kamanin was only partially convinced, but he kept his 
doubts to himself—or rather, he recorded them in his diary. 

Gagarin’s explanation, Kamanin reasoned, “may lessen the impact 
of the incident and will not be a reason for family discord.” Besides, ful-
filling the role of a paragon of socialist virtue had greatly complicated 
the moral complexity of Gagarin’s situation. The first cosmonaut was 
not merely lying for personal reasons but to protect the honor of fam-
ily and country. And so, for the sake of communal harmony, the truth 
had to be suppressed. That same day Gagarin gave a speech at Moscow 
State University and received a medal. The next day the papers carried a 
text of Gagarin’s speech and also his response to a question concerning 
that funny-looking eyebrow. “At a resort in Crimea I was playing with 
[my daughter] Galka and tripped,” said Gagarin, who then added anoth-
er touching detail that converted the incident into an act of heroic self- 
sacrifice. “Trying to save my daughter, I raised her high and fell face first 
on a rock. It will heal before Galka’s wedding and even before the next 
flight into space.”41 

Interestingly, Kamanin’s acceptance of Gagarin’s lie mirrored 
the logic behind his own critique of Khrushchev’s second wave of de-
Stalinization, which coincided with the aftermath of the Gagarin inci-
dent. Making Stalin a scapegoat for the “tragic events of 1937 to 1939” not 
only tarnished Stalin’s glorious accomplishments, it also represented a 
“short-sighted and stupid politics” that would cause problems abroad and 
erode the faith of youth in Soviet power. “It won’t do anyone any good, 
and even more it could spoil our relations with China and cause new 
complications.” If Khrushchev really wanted to tell the truth, he should 
admit his own guilt in the purges and “do the only correct thing—give 
up leadership of the party and the country.” Given the potentially disas-
trous consequences of telling the truth, the only sensible solution was to 
continue telling lies—truth-lies, white lies, for the good of the country.42 

If Gagarin’s incident was a personal embarrassment, it was also 
emblematic of broader problems for the Soviet regime when it came to 
revealing uncomfortable truths about its icons. Because a Soviet icon 
symbolized the perfectibility of human nature, the myth-making appa-
ratus of the Soviet regime could not account for evidence of Gagarin’s 
fallibility.43 In Gagarin’s case, however, no amount of spin control, or cos-
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metic surgery, could completely submerge the uncomfortable truth that 
Soviets—and in particular the most ideal of them all—were no closer to 
achieving human perfection than their nonsocialist counterparts. As one 
Central Committee member noted when first learning of the incident: 
“We can manage in space, it’s on Earth that we act like fools.”44 It was tell-
ing, of course, that party figures kept such thoughts to themselves and 
worked vigorously, as they would until the era of glasnost, to maintain the 
truth-lie of developed socialism.

The Public and Private Gagarin

In his last years Gagarin’s signature trademark smile often disap-
peared in the morning of a hangover. Being a “man’s man”—enacting 
the role of a Soviet playboy—was clearly taking a toll on his iconic im-
age as a Soviet superman. He gained weight after his flight (from 64 to 
73 kilograms, or about 141 to 161 pounds) and his face became visibly 
bloated. Adding to the other mark of imperfection over his left eyebrow, 
he acquired a paunch and his hair grew wispy thin—physical facts that 
eroded the believability of his public biography. In the meantime he fell 
on and off the wagon. In his personal journal from 1967, Gagarin ranked 
as one of his more significant accomplishments that he went to a party 
“and drank juice.” His personal struggles with alcohol, however, could 
not be incorporated into his official persona. While Hollywood stars 
could humanize themselves before an adoring public by declaring their 
weaknesses and going into rehab, Gagarin remained a privately drunken 
model of public sobriety. His only possible redemption came through 
another questionable public utterance. As he said to a group of foreign 
reporters: “I do not have time for wine or cognac.”45 

Drunkenness, tight living quarters, constant surveillance, marital 
spats, public speeches—it was all so exhausting. Gagarin’s wife remem-
bered that he was sometimes “devilishly tired, upset and even angry.” 
When Gagarin’s mother noticed his unhappiness and asked him what 
was wrong, he jokingly asked her if she had been sent by foreign spies. 
Or was it a joke? The only way he could make time for all the demands 
placed on him—including living up to his image as a partier with all the 
right stuff—was by cutting back his sleep to just a few hours. He once 
complained bitterly about being diverted from his studies because of a 
summons to Moscow to autograph pictures. “I wasted four hours. I’ll 
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have to make it up at night.” He lamented that he did not have time to 
fully develop his thoughts or write his memoirs.46 

Although Gagarin’s public persona symbolized spontaneity and the 
promise of freedom under Soviet rule, his private life was completely 
controlled, which was perhaps appropriate for a system that consciously 
eroded the boundaries between public and private life.47 In her mem-
oir Gagarin’s wife hoped that “it would not appear strange that in these 
purely personal remembrances about Yuri two things, so to speak, are 
intertwined: the public and the private.” But that was characteristic of 
Gagarin, she said. “As concerns public life, with him it was never sepa-
rated from private life.” Vacations were invariably interrupted by calls to 
return to Moscow for this or that duty. He wrote in his diary from 1963 
that he was beginning to lose his bearings. “Everything is mixed up to-
gether in one big pile: studies in the academy, flying, training.” 

Gagarin said to one friend in January 1965 that his greatest desire 
was to just go somewhere and relax “incognito.” He tired of the constant 
visits to the doctors that now marked his life after the flight—his trans-
formation into a human guinea pig, the constant prodding and poking 
and measurement of his vital signs. Like Lenin’s body, even Gagarin’s 
own body was no longer his own property. “The doctors make you do 
all sorts of useless things. In a word, idiocy. I really can’t stand people 
who say one thing to your face and do another behind your back.”48 But 
of course he had on many occasions said many things that did not accord 
with what he actually did. And he continued to report for his daily regi-
men of prodding and poking by the doctors. One of those doctors remem-
bered how difficult Gagarin’s situation must have been: constantly asked 
to conceal the truth of his flight and life from the public even while his 
doctors “demanded from him the truth, and only the truth.”49

If the public face of Gagarin was one of youthful, albeit rapidly dis-
sipating, energy, his journal entries from the mid-1960s lamented his 
passing youth. “Life is going by so fast,” he wrote in 1963. In 1965, at the 
“advanced” age of thirty-one, Gagarin remarked: “Oh youth, how quickly 
you are disappearing.” The death of Korolev in 1966, the chief engineer 
for the Soviet space program and a man Gagarin greatly admired, was 
especially traumatic—not only because of what it meant for the space 
program but also because of what it revealed about the real state of Soviet 
technology. Korolev died under an incompetent surgeon’s knife (the min-
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ister of health!) during a routine operation for hemorrhoids. The truth, 
of course, could not be told, just as Korolev’s identity or critical role in the 
Soviet space program was concealed as a military secret. Public meet-
ings, Gagarin remarked in private, were a farce, an exercise in feigned 
sincerity. “The hen praises the rooster for the fact that the rooster praises 
the hen.” Shortly before his death in 1968, he complained that his “popu-
larity and fame” had made it difficult for him to do anything other than 
be a living monument.50 

But even earlier Gagarin had grown weary of the accolades and at-
tention, of the competing demands of being sincere and deceptive. The 
glowing accounts, he remarked shortly after his flight, made him “feel 
embarrassed. You can’t idealize a person. You have to accept him for what 
he is.” The idealized portrait of himself, he wrote in 1962, “makes me 
sick.” Not long before his death, a jaded Gagarin returned from another 
trip abroad where he was awarded yet another “Gold Medal of Heroism.” 
His voice dripping with sarcasm, Gagarin flipped it over and read aloud 
the etching on the back: “No. 11,175.” He remembered stopping in a vil-
lage during a road trip and knocking on a door for a bite to eat. The elder-
ly woman greeting him at the door refused to believe he was Gagarin—
although she did admit there was a vague resemblance. He often seemed 
to wonder the same thing about himself: Was he that same Gagarin they 
write about in the papers?51 

The truth-lie was also apparent to Gagarin as he traveled abroad im-
mediately after his flight. He encountered a “carefully guarded border” 
that seemed to function as much to keep people in—to prevent them 
from seeing “forbidden zones”—as to keep foreign invaders out. His 
spaceflight, he once joked, was the only time he was allowed to go abroad 
“without any permissions or visas.”52 His press conferences during his 
world tour were exercises in planned spontaneity where, as if on cue, he 
“started acting as he was taught.” While he was constantly watched and 
coached, he appeared to his hosts in Canada, England, France, Italy, and 
Japan as a refreshing and spontaneous breath of fresh air, a proletarian 
chap who could cut through the stifling protocol and formality of an of-
ficial bourgeois reception (although not a Soviet one). There is a revealing 
photo of Gagarin and his commander/handler Kamanin on the streets of 
Havana, both dressed to the nines in their lily-white, newly knit, short-
sleeved uniforms. Gagarin is smiling and waving. Kamanin—his com-
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mander, watcher, and speech writer in the background—wears a stern, 
suspicious, and weary look. People saw Gagarin, but with few exceptions 
they did not see his alter ego Kamanin.53 

Irreconcilable Contradictions

If Gagarin dutifully played his appointed role, the spaceflight none-
theless gave him a cosmic perspective that allowed him to distinguish 
representation from reality, to catch a glimpse, as one acquaintance put 
it, of “the disharmony of society, the absurdity of its arrangements.”54 Yet 
Gagarin was also a willing participant in the absurdities and “truth-lies” 
he sometimes condemned. He had internalized the values of a system 
where lies were not just lies but essential tools for achieving higher po-
litical ends. Vladimir Vysotsky—like Gagarin, a postwar icon who par-
tied hard and died young—may have best captured Gagarin’s dilemma 
in a 1970 song entitled, “I First Measured Life Counting Backwards.” 
Vysotsky’s lyrics created an image of Gagarin as a confused and tragic 
figure. In it Gagarin was complicit in his fate but he was also innocent; 
like everyone else, he had no choice but to do and say as he was told. 
In such a situation “not guilty” could not mean the same thing as “not 
complicit,” wrote Vysotsky. One could therefore lie and still be a decent, 
upright person.55 

 It was difficult, however, for Gagarin to distance himself entirely 
from responsibility for his own actions. If the growth of the Gagarin cult 
in the 1960s reflected the logic of the truth-lie, it also paralleled a new 
dialogue about the nature and function of the truth. Not just writers such 
as Solzhenitsyn but even the party had suggested that lies were morally 
indefensible under any circumstances. Gagarin was not immune to such 
notions—ironic, because it was the party’s own morality campaigns, for 
which he was the front man, that had made the truth-lie potentially prob-
lematic. Gagarin’s scar, in this new cultural context, could easily become 
a metonym for falsehood, a window into the mendacious nature of of-
ficial image and public celebrity. Khrushchev’s policy of de-Stalinization, 
meanwhile, raised the problem of whether a partial truth—Stalin’s part 
in the crimes of the Great Terror but not Khrushchev’s own—was just a 
lie. Was a smaller lie better than a bigger one? Was a partial truth some-
times better than a whole truth? How could one determine if a liar was 
lying for public benefit or personal gain—or both simultaneously? Fi-
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nally, what happens when people begin to suspect that everything is a 
truth-lie? In the words of one philosopher: “Once it is accepted that there 
are ‘different kinds’ of truth, some superior to others, then truth acquires 
the advantages of falsehood in being multiple, not single. It is hard to 
distinguish one from another.”56

French journalists, according to Gagarin’s wife, once asked him why 
he was so active in so many spheres of public life. “That’s a complex ques-
tion,” he said. “If I say that I am a communist and I act out of a sense of 
duty, they will say: ‘Communist propaganda.’ If I say I do it because it is 
interesting to me, they won’t believe me. All those additional obligations 
and social work, which I perform, are not unpleasant to me. On the con-
trary, I love to work with young people, with Komsomol members, I love 
sport and I find it interesting to take trips and meet with people of labor . . .  
all of this is tremendously satisfying.” But the condition of the truth-lie 
made it impossible to know if he was telling the truth—and, indeed, if 
public service itself was not a kind of lie. Following the exchange, Gaga-
rin was frustrated that no matter what he said, people would not believe 
him.57 His frustration reflected another problem with the truth-lie: once 
everyone believed public statements had to be deceptive, even for legiti-
mate national security reasons, the foundation for faith in the system and 
its claims no longer existed. Purity of motive, and perhaps even a com-
munity of interests, was no longer deemed possible.

Even long before the notorious cynicism of the late Brezhnev period 
some Soviets expressed disappointment in unpublished letters to the 
editor of Komsomol’skaia pravda that they were not getting the full truth 
about their idol. One letter writer, a pensioner named Aleksei, addressed 
his letter of April 16, 1961, to “Dear Newspaper People.” Calling himself 
a confederate (edinomyshlennik), to stress his loyalty, the writer challenged 
the versions he had recently read in the newspaper point by point. He 
wanted to go beyond the “ceremonial stories and parade speeches” that 
had filled the pages of the press and get to the truth, which Khrushchev’s 
policies had led this man to expect from his government. Based on what 
he had read about Gagarin’s biography, he wondered how someone could 
finish military school so quickly, in just two years, and then get a promo-
tion from lieutenant to major just three years later (Gagarin was promot-
ed to major in space, thus skipping a full rank). “Did he study, using the 
language of our time, at a cosmic speed?” A proper education for a major 
would have to be at least five years, making Gagarin’s precipitous promo-
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tion another example of “hastiness.” “After this I truly see that miracles 
occur on Earth!” He could understand such a promotion in wartime, but 
in peacetime it made no sense. “Something is not right here.” Even more, 
the hasty promotion to major seemed to demean the much more deserv-
ing service of those who had fought in the war, a point echoed by another 
letter from a group of war veterans, who wondered why “his title does not 
correspond with the rules of protocol in the Soviet army.”58 

He also smelled a new personality cult in the making—something 
he thought was not supposed to happen with living people following 
Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s cult of personality. “And so this 
Gagarin, like Stalin, will get to the rank of Generalissimus. And it’s the 
same thing. Both were never soldiers. They didn’t smell gun powder. But 
still they went right up to the rank of Generalissimus.” He wasn’t sure 
how Gagarin’s promotion to major happened, but he suspected someone 
pulled him aside and said, “If you fly, we’ll make you a major, if you don’t, 
you’ll rot forever in the rank of a lieutenant. Of course, all the newspapers 
say he flew, risking his own life, and not for the sake of glory and fame, 
but for the sake of the motherland, the people, the party, the government, 
and so on and so forth.” The letter writer also did not buy official news-
paper accounts about Gagarin’s landing—a point repeated, it should be 
noted, by a number of other readers who admired Gagarin but wondered 
why something in the official reports of the landing did not add up. 

“Where is the so-called ‘planned spot’” where Gagarin was said to 
have landed, he asked. Did he really land in the capsule? The newspa-
pers provided not a word about this, or about the point of launch. “Why 
can’t they talk about this honestly and openly?” The answer, he said, had 
nothing to do with protecting state secrets, as he was sure he would be 
told, because the “American spies surely know the launch site.” The real 
reason was that the government did not trust its own people—and that is 
why they hid the truth. Finally, even if everything the newspapers wrote 
was true, it still avoided the main issue. “How many of the peoples’ ko-
peks have been wasted on the launch of these satellites into space, how 
many billions of rubles have been and will be spent on these sensations?” 
If Lenin were alive, the letter continued, “he’d probably hop right back 
into the grave. . . . And so we have atomic bombs, rockets, and spaceships. 
But how often do you see automobiles for sale? Every year they make 
the promise. And refrigerators? The same thing. And sewing machines? 
Even worse! Not in one store will you see even a meat grinder or an elec-
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tric iron.” There was plenty to do on Earth, he concluded. “We need to 
take care of that and not stick our nose into the heavens, the cosmos. Let’s 
fix things first on Earth, where the cows on collective farms are starving, 
where there is a housing crisis, where there is a shortage of school build-
ings, and then we can crawl into space, to Mars and Venus.” 

The writer declined to offer his name and address, “for reasons that 
are completely clear to you, even more so since you would never print my 
letter, because, as they say, ‘truth stings the eyes.’” It should be noted that 
the letter writer in early 1961 was in a very distinct minority; most Soviets 
in the early 1960s seemed content with the official coverage of Gagarin’s 
flight.59 Only during the long collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1980s 
did those early feelings of betrayal—expecting to hear the truth and be-
ing told a lie—become more and more common. That was especially the 
case when Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost inadvertently confirmed what 
many now suspected: much of what they were told, it seemed, was just 
not true. 

The popular mythology of Gagarin, which by the late 1970s and 
into the era of perestroika spun a portrait of Gagarin as a womanizer 
and monumental drunk, seemed closer than the official mythology to 
a fundamental truth: that Gagarin was a human being, capable of great 
feats and colossal blunders.60 Even so, it was not the truth, at least as 
professional historians understand it. It was based on rumor and hear-
say; and just as fables and hideous sea creatures grew on the edges of 
medieval maps, so too had rumors multiplied in the mysterious realms 
of official silence surrounding the Soviet space program. Indeed, rumors 
had emerged since the day of the flight on April 12, 1961 (encouraged, it 
should be noted, by Voice of America broadcasts): stories that an earlier 
unsuccessful flight had preceded Gagarin’s, that Gagarin was a stand-
in for a critically injured cosmonaut from an earlier flight. “The world 
is filled with rumors,” as one eyewitness noted, regarding Gagarin.61 If 
those rumors had sowed doubts about official campaigns for truth-telling 
in the early 1960s, by the 1980s they had blossomed into the cynical view 
that fact could never be distinguished from fiction, truth from lies. As the 
old saw went, there was no news (izvestiia) in the newspaper Pravda and 
no truth (pravda) in the newspaper Izvestiia (News). In such a context, 
anything could be true—and anything could be a lie. And no one could 
be trusted.62 

The circumstances surrounding Gagarin’s tragic death in March 
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1968 illustrate the point. Gagarin died on March 27, 1968, while on a 
routine training flight. His death was officially reported in Pravda on 
March 29, which also announced the formation of a commission to inves-
tigate the accident. Although Pravda devoted most of its coverage through 
March 30 to the funeral and condolences from around the world, it did 
not make any further mention of the reasons for Gagarin’s death. Noth-
ing. For those accustomed to the detailed speculations and analysis of the 
reasons for tragic deaths (from President John F. Kennedy to Lady Diana) 
the absence of any public discussion or explanation of the accident for 
nearly two decades is astounding. No wonder there were rumors! The 
official investigation, whose results were only partially published in the 
Gorbachev period by one participating investigator, clearly pointed to a 
combination of technical errors on the part of air-traffic controllers, main-
tenance crews, and aircraft design.63 

The truth was suppressed for so long, according to one commission 
member, because it cast an unflattering light on Soviet technological sys-
tems. To reveal that truth, it was believed, would only play into the hands 
of the Soviet Union’s enemies. In addition, the investigating commission 
was paralyzed by a fear among many of its members and their organiza-
tions that they might be held responsible. “In the work of the commission 
. . . there was felt a terrifying fear of looking anew at what had happened, 
at an independent opinion. . . . As a result there was no official publica-
tion of the results of the commission.” Fear of retribution induced silence 
and passivity among those investigating the tragedy, just as it had put 
a stop to the investigation of Stalin’s crimes after Khrushchev’s ouster. 
Many commission members “literally thirsted for a showcase punish-
ment (and a public one!).” The atmosphere of grief and anger ultimately 
prevented anything remotely resembling an objective analysis. “As a re-
sult, a ‘diplomatic balance’ was established, and there was formed a pas-
sive exit from a difficult situation—the position of silence.” The silence 
itself only created a vacuum of information that was filled, yet again, by 
the rumor mill.64

Almost immediately there emerged a legend that Gagarin had been 
seized by angels—or that he was the victim of an alien abduction. Many 
in the military continued to blame Gagarin’s lack of preparation and care-
lessness, thus deflecting blame away from themselves and onto Gagarin. 
Another popular version claimed that Gagarin took a drunken flight to 
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watch a soccer match in Alma-Alta and crashed on the return. Some peo-
ple swear they saw him at the match. Another version echoed the legends 
of tsars who supposedly faked their deaths to escape the burdens of their 
official position and take up a humble position among the masses. Ac-
cording to one variant, he had plastic surgery after successfully ejecting 
from the plane and took on a new identity. A Soviet émigré playwright 
staged a play in New York City in 1981 about Gagarin in which the cosmo-
naut “invited death by hunting animals from a low-flying jet.” In Saratov 
during the 1980s residents remember a touched elderly man who every-
day paced the city streets and announced in a stentorian voice: “Gagarin 
Lives!” During perestroika a person in Moscow claimed to be Gagarin. 
His voice was similar to Gagarin’s and he often made calls to cosmo-
nauts. Another version suggested that Brezhnev locked Gagarin up in a 
psychiatric hospital as punishment for an incident in which Gagarin sup-
posedly threw a glass of champagne in Brezhnev’s face during an official 
reception. The story itself is indicative of the kinds of hopes and ideals 
that ordinary people, and not just those in the regime, invested in the 
myth of Gagarin. He dared to challenge and humiliate the domineering 
bosses.65 But that was also not true. The truth-lie of Gagarin’s public life 
was thus countered by the rumor and innuendo of popular urban myth. 

As the Soviet Union collapsed, the stories became more and more 
fantastic, spilling onto the pages of the late-Soviet and post-Soviet press. 
The head of the Gagarin museum in Saratov offered a sociological expla-
nation: “The chaos in our life, the dissatisfaction with the social order, 
the profound feeling of many injustices, the lack of full and accurate in-
formation have made people vulnerable to sensations, and therefore they 
readily believe absurd rumors about the reasons for Gagarin’s death.” 
One editor at the end of the Soviet period remarked to a level-headed 
investigator of the crash, who had participated in the official investiga-
tion, that his version of the events was too complex and technical. “The 
reader won’t accept it in this form.” It needed to be more sensational, 
less reasonable. In 1994 the journal Svet published an article claiming 
that Gagarin’s brain had been downloaded into another person—and 
that Gagarin, languishing in an insane asylum, was struggling to escape 
from the alien host. Another article in 1998 claimed Gagarin was a drug 
addict. It was accompanied by an illustration of his rocket as a hypoder-
mic needle. Rocks scattered on the ground are in the form of tablets, 
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which presumably explained why Gagarin always had a smile on his face. 
The shift from enforced silence to anything goes told volumes about the 
transformation of Russia in the three decades after Gagarin’s death. In 
1968 nothing could be publicly asserted about his death; in 1998 people 
could publish anything about him. And in both instances there was no 
verifiable truth.66 

If there is a common element to many of these explanations, it is the 
presumption of a vast conspiracy to hide a damning truth. The conspira-
torial mind-set was a by-product of a tendency, going back to the show tri-
als, to explain all misfortunes as a result of evil, enemy intent. It was also 
a logical outgrowth of a system obsessed with secrecy, where vast areas of 
public life belonging to the Soviet military-industrial complex—of which 
Gagarin was a part—were declared off limits to the public. It therefore 
seemed perfectly logical to many that a conspiracy of power could have 
killed Gagarin for some good reason. “The success of the conspiracy [the-
ory],” remarked one anthropologist, “is rooted in the leaps of imagination 
that establish similarity between apparently unconnected events, objects, 
and people.” Even the more level-headed observers, who had studied the 
technical details of the crash and dismissed the notion of a conscious 
conspiracy, nonetheless felt that Gagarin’s death was akin to a kind of 
premeditated murder. As one Soviet aeronautical engineer who knew 
Gagarin noted, the system of technical incompetence, which was the 
result of political imperatives winning out over technocratic expertise, 
made Gagarin’s death “objectively similar to murder.” In his view a sys-
tem that could not tolerate an alternative technocratic authority therefore 
had to eliminate those who objected to political decisions on technical 
grounds. “In the framework of these rules of the game there was no place 
for Korolev or Gagarin,” the supposed “sources of scientific-technological 
progress” that “semi-literate” party hacks could not tolerate.67 Gagarin 
thus died because he supposedly resisted an irrational and unjust system 
in the name of technocratic competence. 

It is perhaps an appropriate tribute to Gagarin’s life that his death has 
become inscrutable: Gagarin had been hoisted upon the petard of his own 
truth-lie. During his seven years as a Soviet celebrity, patriotic pretext had 
given Gagarin a license to prevaricate. To the extent that he protested 
against the mendacious aspects of the Soviet order, he (like millions of 
other Soviets) was always compromised by his own participation in their 
construction. In the end his belief that truth is whatever enhances Soviet 
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power made him unable to tell the truth about himself. Perhaps like the 
Manhattan Project’s J. Robert Oppenheimer in 1945, Gagarin believed 
that from the moment of his initiation into the supersecret world of the 
Soviet military-industrial complex, he could be permitted to experience 
“only classified thoughts.”68 

The legacy of the truth-lie lives on in post-Soviet society—minus 
the Communist Party commandment to be sincere and honest. Those 
close to Gagarin, including the Russian Federation government, cling 
ferociously to the ideal image of Gagarin. Gagarin’s daughter Elena, the 
director of the Kremlin museum today, said that Gagarin was a com-
pletely blameless figure—and she has successfully sued those who claim 
otherwise. He was the same person in private, she claimed, that he was 
in public. “And this is not because propaganda made him this way, but 
because he was such a person.” For many former and present cosmo-
nauts, protecting the “sacred” achievement of Gagarin is a matter of pro-
fessional honor, of defending “the honor of the uniform” (chest’ mundira). 
The truth is beside point.69 

The revival of the Gagarin cult has required both a suppression of 
negative moments in Gagarin’s life and attacks on those “who have be-
smirched the name of our first cosmonaut.” The Russian Federation has 
revived the cult of the ideal Gagarin and planned a high-profile fiftieth 
anniversary of Gagarin’s flight on April 12, 2011. Through a combina-
tion of public and private resources, former cosmonauts, Komsomol, 
party and KGB officials, as well as Gagarin’s relatives are using Gagarin’s 
exploits as the foundation for a new Russian patriotism. As one former 
secretary of the Komsomol Central Committee remarked, the American 
media company CBS pulled its unflattering biopic of Ronald Reagan after 
complaints from advertisers, so why shouldn’t Russians prevent similar 
public attacks on Gagarin?70 

The managers of Soviet archives have also joined the revival of the 
Gagarin cult, among other things, by preventing access to archival sourc-
es that might taint the image. The Russian State Archive of Scientific 
and Technical Documentation on its Web site celebrates the heroic im-
age of Gagarin, using a selective culling of images and documents to 
maintain the truth-lie of Gagarin’s feat and life.71 It addresses neither 
the reasons for his death nor the personal challenges of his life (and an 
exhibit it sponsored in 2007 repeated the claim that Gagarin landed in 
his capsule!). Among other things, the selective culling of documentary 
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evidence perpetuates the practice of using historical documentation to 
manipulate and erase inconvenient memories.72 Presumably, a sense of 
duty justified the omission. 
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6 
Cold War Celebrity and the 
Courageous Canine Scout 
The Life and Times of Soviet Space Dogs

In the gripping Cold War contest that was the space race, the feats 
of astronauts and cosmonauts marked some of the most iconic moments 
of the twentieth century. The race to send humans beyond the Earth’s 
atmosphere shifted the battlefield of the Cold War, focusing the ener-
gies of the two superpowers on a struggle for scientific and technologi-
cal supremacy at once more compelling, and thanks to the mass media, 
more accessible than conventional warfare. Contoured by personal and 
geopolitical rivalries and fueled by the superpowers’ shared aspirations 
and values—including a faith in progress, the veneration of science and 
technology, and a commitment to harnessing nature to human ends—
the space race might be considered a quintessentially human drama.1 Yet 
in the years before Yuri Gagarin’s 108-minute flight ushered in the era 
of human space travel, many of the milestones in the quest to make that 
era a reality were claimed by dogs. Indeed, from the initial clandestine 
launches of “rocket dogs” in 1951, to the highly publicized, doomed voy-
age of Laika in 1957 and the celebrated journey of Belka and Strelka in 
1960, the prospects for human spaceflight were measured against the 

Amy Nelson
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fates of the stray dogs Soviet researchers used to test life-support systems 
and investigate the effects of spaceflight on living organisms.

This chapter considers the life and times of ordinary dogs enlisted 
in the extraordinary quest to send humans into space. Building on an 
emerging literature in animal studies, it addresses the possibilities of in-
tegrating animals into the history of the human past by reconstructing 
the history of the space dog program.2 It examines the global fame of the 
canine cosmonauts, especially Laika, to show how competing images and 
public discourses situated the canine cosmonauts at the nexus of several 
related but sometimes dichotomous categories. Many of these representa-
tional categories circled around the concept of the “canine hero” or celeb-
rity. For example, Western criticism over the use of dogs as experimental 
subjects in space research played against the Soviets’ promotion of the 
brave canine “scout” and their adept manipulation of the dogs in the Cold 
War propaganda war. At the same time, the dogs served as a catalyst and 
provided a template for the paradigm of the heroic space traveler com-
monly associated with Yuri Gagarin and the cosmonauts.  

The dogs were also scientific research subjects. The decision to use 
them to learn about the possibilities of human survival in space rested 
on pragmatic grounds (stray dogs were hardy and in abundant supply) as 
well as on the traditions of Russian-Soviet physiological research, partic-
ularly the work of Ivan Pavlov. Like Pavlov’s dogs, the space dogs became 
subjects of “chronic experiments” designed to yield reliable information 
about the effects of particular stimuli and conditions on specific physio-
logical processes. The dogs were surgically modified to provide research-
ers access to information that would help them evaluate the potential for 
humans to survive in space. As living organisms modified by humans 
to serve human ends, they might even be regarded as creations of the 
laboratory—a kind of “biotechnology” in an updated Pavlovian physiol-
ogy factory.3

Like other objects of scientific inquiry, the space dogs functioned as 
“boundary objects” a concept that has been used to show how the same 
specimen, exhibit, or research subject means different things to different 
people.4 Various human constituencies on both sides of the superpower 
divide saw the dogs in often contradictory ways—as experimental ani-
mals, brave scouts, hapless victims, faithful servants, or stellar exemplars 
of the family pet. This chapter suggests that these sometimes divergent 
meanings converged in ways that made the space dogs effective bound-
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ary objects in the complex and politically charged enterprise of Cold War 
public science. Although they meant different things to different audi-
ences, the concept of “dog” underpinned all of these meanings, allowing 
the space dogs to serve as an interface or “translation” between otherwise 
divergent social worlds.5 The canine cosmonauts’ status as dogs estab-
lished a measure of mutual intelligibility across the diverse but intersect-
ing perspectives of engineers, politicians, medical personnel, scientists, 
and the general public. 

The multivalent and historically conditioned relationships between 
humans and the dog (Canis lupus familiaris) informed the space dogs’ 
media-mediated celebrity and fueled their ongoing fame. As the oldest 
domesticated species, dogs’ ecologies have been intertwined with human 
societies since the Upper Paleolithic.6 Its long cohistory with humanity 
has made the dog a profoundly social creature. Most dogs spend most of 
their lives in mixed-species groups, whether as scavengers, herders, haul-
ers, guardians, pets, or laboratory research animals.7 They are implicated 
in a myriad of human activities and undertakings where the dynamics of 
dependency and exploitation can tilt toward either party.

As social domesticates, dogs offer the historian an important, pos-
sibly unique wedge into the nexus of nature and culture. Unpacking the 
complexities and significance of the space dogs’ role requires us to think 
about the concept of “companion species”—not just as “companion ani-
mals” (like the ones with whom many of us share our domestic space), 
but rather as historically situated animals in companionate relations with 
humans whose actions are also conditioned by a particular set of his-
torical circumstances.8 In the case of the space program, those relations 
brought humans and dogs together in decidedly unequal ways in an ef-
fort to overcome not just the “great divides” of human/nonhuman and 
nature/culture, but also the forces of gravity that tether all beings to their 
terrestrial home. It is precisely this intertwining that explains the global 
resonance of the space dogs and the enduring fame of Laika.

Dogs in Space

Long before the launch of Sputnik 2 catapulted Laika to global celeb-
rity, the possibility of extending and transcending the bounds of Earth’s 
environment by travel into space had captured the Soviet imagination.9 
In the 1920s “biocosmists” promoted the idea of space exploration in pop-
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ular science journals, drawing on the utopian visions of Nikolai Fedorov 
(1829–1903), who foresaw space travel as a way to achieve immortality 
and proposed that space colonization might relieve Malthusian pressures 
on an overpopulated Earth. The mass media also publicized the more 
practical theories of Konstantin Tsiolkovskii (1857–1935), who suggested 
that rocket fuel propulsion could make spaceflight a reality and developed 
a plan for an artificial satellite as early as 1879.10 Efforts to realize these 
ambitions after World War II approached space both as an extension of 
the “nature” humans had subdued on Earth, and as a decidedly “unnatu-
ral” (or certainly inhospitable) realm that might be exploited if not con-
quered.11  The guiding force behind these efforts was the “chief designer” 
Sergei Korolev (1907–1966), a gifted rocket engineer and visionary, who 
was incarcerated in one of Stalin’s special prisons for scientists during 
much of World War II.12 Released from prison in 1944, Korolev was 
asked by Stalin to develop the Soviet missile program. Besides putting 
his considerable talent to use in the development of rockets for military 
and weaponry purposes, Korolev also pursued plans for space travel and 
exploration by humans. 

In 1948, Korolev enlisted the veteran surgeon and army doctor Vladi-
mir Yazdovsky (1913–1999) to head up the biological program for space 
research at the Institute for Aviation Medicine in Moscow. From the be-
ginning, dogs figured prominently in the quest to determine the poten-
tial for humans to survive in space and in the development of the “closed 
ecological systems” (space capsules) that would make that possible. While 
researchers in the United States preferred small monkeys and later chim-
panzees for space research, the Soviets found that dogs’ physiology and 
ethology made them ideally suited for investigating the effects of space-
flight on humans.13 As Yazdovsky later recalled: “We selected dogs as bio-
logical objects because their physiology is very well-studied, they adapt 
well to training, and are very communicative and social [kontaktny] with 
people.”14 They were also cheap and readily available. Yazdovsky’s team 
acquired a raft of strays from the streets of Moscow, selecting dozens of 
healthy young adults by weight (six to seven kilograms, or thirteen to fif-
teen pounds, maximum), and for light coat color (which would facilitate 
filming during flight). Researchers preferred mixed-breed dogs for their 
hardy constitutions, and females, because their anatomy made fitting the 
antigravity suit and sanitation equipment easier. In the decade leading 
up to Gagarin’s flight, they sponsored missions with passenger slots for 
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more than seventy dogs, including twenty who were put on flights be-
tween Laika’s launch in 1957 and Gagarin’s successful flight nearly four 
years later.15 

While the dogs were being trained and tested, engineers worked with 
biologists and medical doctors to design a life-support system and a con-
tainer that could be safely recovered. This involved refining the nose cone 
separation mechanism of R-IB and R-IV rockets, installing air brakes, 
and developing a reliable parachute system. Among the issues that most 
concerned the designers were the potentially deadly effects of radiation, 
extreme temperatures, and the environment of vacuum, as well as the 
stresses of vibration, noise, and weightlessness on the dogs, who would 
be confined in a very small space. Work on the rocket dog program pro-
ceeded in conditions of utmost secrecy, with the overall goal concealed 
not just from the public but from many of the researchers as well. The 
physician Alexander Seriapin, for example, recalled that Yazdovsky asked 
him to design flight “clothing” for the dogs but did not tell him when or 
how the suit would be used.16 

The public would not find out for several years, but for Seriapin, who 
helped design the life-support system for the space capsules, the answer 
became clear in the summer of 1951, when the first set of “biological 
launches” took place on the desolate steppe southeast of Stalingrad (now 
Volgograd). Nine dogs flew in six vertical flights between July and Septem-
ber 1951, with somewhat mixed results. The first launch, on July 22, had 
the dogs Dezik and Tsygan (“Gypsy”) aboard. They reached an altitude 
of 101 kilometers (62 miles) and experienced four minutes of weightless-
ness before their parachute deployed and observers rushed to their cars 
and sped out across the desert to find them. When the hatch was opened, 
the dogs barked, wagged their tails, and became the first living beings 
successfully recovered from spaceflight. Although dogs returned safely 
from three of the remaining five launches, four died when the parachute 
mechanism on their capsule failed to open properly. Among the victims 
was Dezik, who was redeployed for the second launch on July 29.17

Although the vertical dog flights of 1951 provided valuable data, for 
the next few years Korolev’s team focused its energies on improving mis-
siles and weapons technology, concentrating in particular on the develop-
ment of the intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). Only after Stalin’s 
death did Korolev renew his ambitions for space travel and exploration. 
Since the first set of dog flights indicated that successfully recovering bio-
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logical payloads would be a daunting task, the next series tested new air 
brakes and recovery mechanisms as well as a novel method of providing 
life support during the flight. In these nine flights, conducted between 
1954 and 1956, the dogs were again sent up to an altitude of 62 miles (100 
kilometers) but were harnessed to separate “sleds” and ejected separately. 
Their parachutes also deployed at different altitudes during the capsule’s 
descent. Whereas dogs in the first set of flights were harnessed into a 
hermetically sealed cabin with an air regeneration system, for the second 
series the canine subjects received life support via space suits with re-
movable helmets. Of the twelve dogs used, five perished.18

In this same period Korolev worked with Mikhail Tikhonravov (1901–
1974) to develop plans for an artificial satellite. Their proposal attracted 
little attention from Soviet authorities, who remained focused on purely 
military objectives until the United States announced plans to launch 
its own artificial satellite in conjunction with International Geophysical 
Year in 1957. This gave the Soviets the motivation to move forward with 
Korolev’s own dreams, and the space race entered a new phase.19

As engineers tested and refined the R-7 rocket, which would soon 
power orbital flights with canine passengers, a third set of vertical dog 
flights commenced. For this series of five flights, which ran from May 
through September 1957, the ejectable capsule was abandoned in favor of 
a larger, hermetically sealed cabin inside the rocket’s nose cone that sepa-
rated for landing. The altitude almost doubled, with each flight reaching 
a height of nearly 132 miles (212 kilometers). The dogs again flew in pairs, 
all of them at least twice. In an effort to isolate the physical effects of 
weightlessness from the general trauma of flight, one of the two dogs was 
anaesthetized before launch.20 Oleg Gazenko (1918–2007), a physician 
with a background in aviation medicine who joined the institute’s staff 
in the fall of 1956, assumed a prominent role in selecting and testing the 
dogs, who were now separated into two training cohorts—one for vertical 
launches and one for long-term flights on satellites.

In the months leading up to the launch of Sputnik 1, the secrecy 
around the rocket dog program gave way to a carefully calibrated public-
ity campaign. Geared for a global audience, media coverage of the pro-
gram celebrated Soviet technological achievements, portrayed the dogs 
as unique individuals, and linked their journeys in rockets to the advent 
of human spaceflight. A few weeks after Alexei Pokrovsky, the director of 
the Institute of Aviation Medicine, reported on the first two flight series 
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at a scientific conference in Paris, an interview with him appeared in the 
Soviet newspaper Trud.21 Photographs of dogs called Albina and Malysh-
ka, both veterans of the second test series, depicted healthy, alert animals 
that could have been mistaken for “lap dogs,” confirming the claim that 
they were well-treated “conquerors of the cosmos.” Echoing the popular 
song “Vse vyshe” (Ever higher), which described the destiny of a genera-
tion born “to make fairy tales come true,” Pokrovsky clarified that “we do 
our work in order to bring the time nearer when human flight in space 
will move from fairy tales to real life.”22

In the West news that dogs had been sent as high as sixty miles above 
the Earth and parachuted back safely accompanied announcements that 
Malyshka “enjoyed” high altitude flights.23 A front-page photo in the New 
York Times showed a petite canine clad in a modified diving suit, licking 
her nose, and sitting next to the plastic helmet that protected her dur-
ing the flight.24 In June three of the rocket dogs, including Malyshka, 
were introduced to the foreign press in Moscow.25 The launch of Sputnik 1  
on October 4 was initially downplayed in the Soviet Union, becoming 
headline news there only after the American press heralded the satellite’s 
success as a major technological and political triumph.

Following the Sputnik 1 sensation, Khrushchev asked Korolev if an-
other satellite could be launched in time for the celebrations of the for-
tieth anniversary of the revolution in early November. Korolev quickly 
agreed, suggesting that this apparatus, too, could carry a dog. The sym-
bolic and scientific significance of sending a living being into orbit was 
enormous and would solidify Soviet preeminence in space research. On 
October 27, Moscow Radio announced that a second satellite would be 
launched soon, and introduced Kudriavka (Curly), a small shaggy dog 
who barked into the microphone, as its likely passenger. When the suc-
cessful launch of Sputnik 2 was announced a week later, the Soviet news 
agency, TASS, confirmed that an experimental animal was on board the 
five-hundred-kilogram spacecraft orbiting Earth every two hours.26 The 
dog’s capsule had a life-support system, including an oxygen generator 
and carbon dioxide absorbing device, as well as an automated feeding ap-
paratus. Radio transmitters enabled scientists on the ground to monitor 
the dog’s vital signs and movement.

In the West interest in the dog was intense. The New York Times 
headline on November 4—“Dog in Second Satellite Alive: May Be Re-
covered, Soviet Hints”—suggested widespread preoccupation with the 
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dog’s condition and future. Although official Soviet sources insisted that 
the animal was in good condition, speculation and skepticism about the 
possibility of its survival abounded. Western scientists doubted that the 
return of the space capsule was technically feasible, although a lecturer at 
the Moscow planetarium suggested that a safe return might be planned.27 
On both sides of the Atlantic animal welfare groups protested the use of 
the dogs in space experiments, denouncing them as cruel, unnecessary, 
and of little benefit to human health and well-being. In London the Na-
tional Canine Defense League demonstrated in front of the Soviet em-
bassy. In New York a canine picket line circled United Nations Plaza, 
bearing placards reading “Be Fair to Our Fellow Dogs” and “We’re Man’s 
Best Friends—Treat Us Accordingly.”28 Soviet children, who worried the 
dog might starve, suggested that a camel should have been sent instead. 
Some volunteered themselves as test pilots on future flights.29

By November 5 details about the dog and its fate began to emerge. A 
photo of “Laika” was published in the Soviet army’s newspaper, Krasnaia 
zvezda (Red star), and a leading Soviet scientist discussed the mission’s 
progress “while the dog is still alive.”30 Knowing the name of the satellite’s 
celebrated passenger dispelled rumors that the space dog might answer 
to “Limonchik” (“Little Lemon”), “Linda,” or “Kozyavka” (“Gnat”), and 
prompted Western media to cease referring to it as “Muttnik.” But there 
was still debate over whether “Laika” was the same dog who had barked 
over the airwaves as “Kudriavka.” The fact that “Laika” is both the term 
for “barker” and the general designator for a number of Husky/Spitz-type 
dogs used for hunting and transport in the Russian north remained con-
fusing for Westerners, even after the Soviets clarified that the dog’s name 
reflected both breed characteristics and individual traits.31 The mass cir-
culation magazine Ogonek described Laika as a small mixed-breed dog, 
with a calm, phlegmatic character, who never fought with her kennel 
mates.32

The time and circumstances of the dog’s demise also remained un-
certain. For the first four days after the launch, TASS communiqués de-
scribed Laika’s condition as “satisfactory.”33 On November 8 the official 
update indicated that physiological data were still being collected but did 
not comment on the dog’s condition.34 Three days later TASS announced 
that all of the experiments had been completed successfully and trans-
missions from Sputnik 2 had ceased.35 It was assumed that Laika was al-
ready dead or would die soon. The audience at the Moscow planetarium 
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gave a collective sigh when the news was announced. In a press confer-
ence for foreign journalists a few days later, Soviet scientists reported 
that Laika had died when her oxygen ran out and insisted that her de-
mise had been painless. They announced that developing a way to return 
space capsules to Earth safely was now a top priority and indicated that 
many more dogs would fly in space before the first human was sent.36 
Laika’s satellite, which American reporters had dubbed a “rocket-shaped 
dog house,” remained aloft until April 15, 1958, when its decaying orbit 
caused it to reenter Earth’s atmosphere and incinerate. Although other 
dogs would perish in the quest to make space travel a reality for humans, 
Laika was the only one deliberately sent to her death.

Over the next two years dogs remained central to Soviet efforts to 
master space, with work proceeding along two fronts. Scientists resumed 
vertical launches into the upper atmosphere using dogs to gather data 
about the effects of weightlessness, radiation, g-forces, and extreme tem-
peratures on living organisms. Engineers continued to design larger ve-
hicles for orbital deployment and develop insulation and braking mecha-
nisms that would make the safe return of these crafts possible. In August 
1958, Belianka (Whitey) and Pestraia (Spotty) survived a suborbital flight 
that carried them nearly three hundred miles above the Earth. Like Laika, 
the dogs underwent extensive training to accustom them to the cramped 
conditions of the space capsule, the noise of its instruments, and the vi-
bration and pressure they would experience in the initial phases of the 
flight. Although their flight was widely acclaimed, their fame paled in 
comparison to that of Otvazhnaia (Courageous), who weathered five sub-
orbital flights to “great heights” between June 1959 and July 1960, earn-
ing her the moniker “world’s most travelled space dog.”37 In the London 
Times a picture of Otvazhnaia and the rabbit (Marfusha) that had been 
her crewmate ran directly adjacent to a photograph of (Malcolm) Scott 
Carpenter, one of the seven men in training for flight on an American 
satellite.38 The Soviets pointed to Otvazhnaia’s continued good health and 
Marfusha’s litter of healthy kits as evidence that humans could also be 
protected from the potential environmental dangers of space.39 “Space 
Is Getting Closer,” proclaimed a Soviet headline after the dog’s third 
flight.40

Meanwhile, a spacecraft had been developed with a system of retro- 
rockets that would serve as a braking mechanism and allow it to re- 
enter Earth’s atmosphere. The first “spaceship” (korabl-sputnik) that was 
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launched in May 1960 carried a “dummy astronaut” but no dogs. It failed 
to respond to ground control and was never recovered. In July a test of 
the second Vostok spacecraft ended in disaster when a booster rocket ex-
ploded during the launch, killing the two dogs on board.41

Success came on August 19, when a ten-thousand-pound spacecraft 
carried Belka (Squirrel) and Strelka (Little Arrow) on seventeen orbits and 
returned them safely to Earth after twenty-four hours in space. Although 
an assortment of rats, mice, fruit flies, and plants accompanied the two 
dogs, acclaim for becoming the first living beings to return safely from 
orbital flight focused almost exclusively on Belka and Strelka. The dogs 
made front-page headlines in the United States and the Soviet Union for 
days and were the subjects of a press conference at the TASS building 
in central Moscow on August 22. Dressed in civilian clothes, Gazenko 
and Liudmila Radkevich presented the dogs, still clad in their flight cos-
tumes, to an adoring public and the Soviet media. TASS broadcast the 
affair on the radio, and that evening Soviet citizens watched the celestial 
travelers on television.42 American and French correspondents delivered 
photographs of the dogs to media outlets in the West, where information 
about the dogs and the details of their training, behavior, and response 
to the flight were eagerly sought after. The dogs’ “normal” behavior in 
public, television images showing their calm reaction to weightlessness, 
and the Soviets’ assurances that postflight physiological tests (including 
electrocardiograms) revealed no abnormalities suggested that spaceflight 
was safe for canines and might soon be a reality for humans as well.43 
The articulation of this expectation in Soviet headlines, such as “A new 
step on the path toward human space flight” and “Astronaut, get ready to 
travel!” was underscored when a photograph of the dogs appeared on the 
cover of Ogonek over the caption “Space, expect a visit from Soviet man!” 
(figure 6.1).44

Following the triumph of Belka and Strelka’s safe return, several ad-
ditional missions were scheduled to perfect the ground control and brak-
ing mechanisms and to reconfirm that humans could expect to survive 
the conditions of rocket launch and weightlessness without any ill effects. 
The first of these launches suggested that the new systems were far from 
foolproof. On December 1, 1960, a five-ton spacecraft carrying two dogs 
went out off course during reentry, activating a self-destruct mechanism 
that kept the capsule from landing in foreign territory.45 A second launch 
later that month began auspiciously, but the third-stage rockets misfired, 
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Figure 6.1. Fans greet Belka and Strelka before their press conference, August 1960. 
Source: Pravda, August 23, 1960.

triggering an emergency-landing mechanism. After a four-day search 
the craft’s canine passengers were recovered cold, but alive, in a remote 
region of Siberia near the Tungus meteorite crater.46

Space dogs next appeared in the news in January 1961, when the birth 
of Strelka’s six healthy puppies provided further proof that space travel 
posed no reproductive health risks. Two successful orbital flights with 
dogs and dummy astronauts in March raised expectations that a flight 
with a human passenger was imminent. When Chernushka (Blackie) 
was successfully recovered from her spaceship on March 9, a cartoon in 
Krasnaia zvezda depicted a space dog walking out of its ship and handing 
off a suitcase of “data on the results of spaceflight” to a space suit–clad 
human.47 Zvezdochka’s (Little star) safe return on March 25 after eighty-
eight minutes in orbit was hailed as the “latest great victory of Soviet 
science.” A few days later, the Academy of Sciences hosted another press 
conference to show off the two newest space travelers as well as Strelka’s 
furry, barking brood (figure 6.2).48

As the focus of the Soviet space program shifted to manned flight, 
some hallmarks of the space dog program remained, even as the dogs 
receded from the limelight. Like the space dogs, Yuri Gagarin’s name 
was announced only when his historic voyage on April 12 was under way. 
Also like the space dogs, and despite his extensive training as a pilot and 



144      Amy Nelson

astronaut, Gagarin was a passenger rather than the pilot of his spacecraft, 
which was controlled from the ground. Flying in the same craft used by 
Chernushka and Zvezdochka, Gagarin acknowledged the role the dogs 
had played in bringing about his triumph. Others concurred that “man’s 
path to space had been laid by his faithful friend, the dog.”49 

But inevitably, once human spaceflight had been accomplished, the 
centrality of nonhumans to that endeavor began to be minimized in the 
master narratives of the space race. A significant step in this process was 
taken as early as June 1961, when officials from the Soviet embassy pre-
sented Pushinka, one of Strelka’s puppies, to the Kennedy family along 
with a model of a nineteenth-century whaling ship carved from wal-
rus tusks.50 Her mother might have been a “fearless space scout,” but 
Pushinka—“a fluffy white puppy of distinguished parentage but undis-
tinguished breed”—was merely a memento of the Soviets’ temporary su-
periority in the race for the stars. Pushinka later had puppies sired by 
Caroline Kennedy’s Welsh Terrier, Charlie. 

Figure 6.2. Strelka’s puppies check out “space mice” at a press conference, March 28, 1961. 
Source: RGANTD, 1-19651.
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Although the Soviets continued to send animals into space through 
the 1980s, Gagarin’s flight marked the end of an era, as the fame and 
bravery of human cosmonauts quickly overshadowed the celebrity of 
the space dogs. In 1966 canine cosmonauts claimed a final milestone 
when Veterok (Little wind) and Ugolek (Little coal) spent twenty-two days 
aboard Kosmos 110, setting a record for canine spaceflight—one that was 
broken by humans in Skylab only in 1974.51 Unlike their predecessors, 
however, these dogs were identified more as experimental animals than 
as canine celebrities. Indeed, the research on Veterok’s and Ugolok’s re-
sponse to long-term spaceflight supplemented a much larger study of 
the effects of prolonged radiation conducted on 330 anonymous dogs at 
the Institute of Bio-Medical Problems beginning in 1965.52 The renown 
enjoyed by Pushinka and her puppies as presidential pets exploited the 
space dog legacy, even as it tokenized the contribution of the individual 
dogs who helped make space travel a reality for humans. 

Constructing the Canine Hero

In a pithy assessment of the synergy between technological advances 
and the global distribution of the sounds and images that made them 
“real” to ordinary citizens in the postwar period, Svetlana Boym has as-
serted that for Soviet citizens “the  ‘Space Age’ began not with Gagarin’s 
flight but with the moment the flight was reported. From then on, the 
age was associated with the triumph of communism on Earth.”53 No less 
than Gagarin, the space dogs’ fame was inextricably linked to the nearly 
immediate mass distribution and endless recirculation of their images 
on film and in photographs as well as their satellites’ distinctive “bleeps,” 
which were monitored by amateur radio operators around the globe.54 

That fame drew on a number of interlinked discourses, including 
changing human attitudes toward dogs, the traditions of Russian-Soviet 
science, and superpower rivalries. Most obviously, the canine cosmo-
nauts served as ideal foils for a regime intent on protecting scientific 
secrets and trumpeting its accomplishments.55 The dogs’ names, photo-
graphs, and some details about their training and temperament could be 
broadcast safely, without compromising the security of the human forces 
behind the missions’ success. Focusing attention on the dogs also made 
it less obvious that little other meaningful information about the space 
program was available. Immediately after the launch of Sputnik 1, the 
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identities of the people most responsible for its success were classified 
as top secret. For many years Korolev, Tikhonravov, Valentin Glushko, 
and Mstislav Keldysh were never identified by name and were referred to 
in the press only by such anonymous titles as “chief designer of rocket-
space systems” or “chief theoretician of cosmonautics.” Public speaking 
about the program was delegated to politically reliable spokespeople with 
little direct involvement in its operations. The veil of secrecy extended to 
specific information about the design, function, and physical location of 
spacecraft as well as the broader objectives of the space program. 

Of course, information about the dogs also was carefully controlled. 
Their anthropomorphic celebrity was crafted to facilitate a connection be-
tween the dogs and ordinary people who were interested in space explora-
tion or might have a pet dog at home. In most cases the first photographs 
of the dogs were published when their mission was announced, usually on 
launch day. Invariably, these were close-up “headshots,” clearly modeled 
on the formal portraits of humans that often accompanied news stories. 
Sometimes these images were fairly nondescript and served primarily to 
link “a name with a face” and provide “proof” that the individual existed. 
In the case of Laika the angle of the image and the pose of the dog in the 
photo published on November 5, 1957, were carefully calculated to convey 

Figure 6.3. “Orchestrating Celebrity”: Otvazhnaia and a rabbit pose for cameramen. 
Source: RGANTD, 1-19550.
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a sense of the dog’s confidence and alertness. In contrast, postflight pho-
tographs showed relaxed, happy, and often panting pooches. Photos of 
Otvazhnaia lounging underneath Marfusha, the rabbit, and next to her 
canine comrade, Malek, betrayed no sign of the animals’ involvement 
in rocket launches. They could have been members of a circus act or an 
unusual trio of pets. When the dogs were displayed for journalists, their 
handlers described their behavior and relationships in anthropomorphic 
terms, insisting that Otvazhnaia’s name (Courageous) reflected her brav-
ery and enthusiasm for flying in rockets. They also poked fun at Malek’s 
“cowardice,” noting that he had whimpered as the crane lifted his capsule 
onto the top of the ballistic missile that would send him to the outer 
reaches of the atmosphere (figures 6.3 and 6.4).56

Anthropomorphism was just one strand of a media campaign that 
tapped the multivalence of dogs in Soviet society, framing the canine 
cosmonauts simultaneously as brave scouts and ordinary heroes while 
deploying visual associations with technology and spaceflight to maxi-
mum effect. On the one hand, the space dogs’ handlers portrayed their 
charges as “normal dogs,” emphasizing their interest in treats, petting, 
and other “normal dog” behavior. They were described as “quick-witted, 
obedient, and healthy,” suggesting the desired traits any dog lover would 
seek in a pet. After Strelka’s puppies were born, photos of the canine 
“family” emphasized Strelka’s attentive maternal instincts, the puppies’ 
physical vitality, playfulness, and that inescapable “cute factor.”57 On the 
other hand, “the most famous dogs on earth,” wore flight suits to their 
press conferences and were photographed standing atop scientific equip-
ment. Cartoons of the dogs suggested that spaceflight was challenging 
but fun. When journalists viewed television images of the dogs lying in-
ert and helpless in the first moments of weightlessness during the flight, 
they were told that the dogs were “resting” before settling down to their 
“breakfast.”58

In addition, the dogs’ triumphs competed and were intertwined with 
other Cold War milestones. In the Soviet Union news of Laika’s voyage 
in Sputnik 2 vied for top billing with photos of Mao Zedong greeting 
Khrushchev and other dignitaries assembling to commemorate the for-
tieth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution. In both the Soviet Union 
and the United States, news of Belka and Strelka’s successful return ran 
on equal footing with coverage of the sentencing of the American U2 pi-
lot Francis Gary Powers to ten years in Soviet prison. President Kennedy’s  
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inauguration received scant notice in Soviet newspapers, which elected 
to run photos and news of the birth of Strelka’s puppies instead. Clearly, 
political agendas in Moscow and Washington drove a considerable part of 
the dogs’ fame. 

Figure 6.4. Zvezdochka, the last space dog before Gagarin, March 1961. Source: RGANTD, 
1-19639.
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Besides being the focus of a carefully crafted media campaign, the 
space dogs tapped into a broader tradition of canine renown in the Soviet 
Union. The mass circulation press and popular science publications in-
variably portrayed them as courageous “scouts of the cosmos,” validating 
a model of canine heroism that mirrored popular constructions of canine 
virtue and informed a resurgence of pet keeping in the Soviet Union after 
World War II.59 Although the Bolsheviks had stigmatized keeping pets for 
pleasure and companionship as decadent and bourgeois, the family dog 
made a cautious comeback in the postwar period.60 Among the many fac-
tors influencing this newer trend was an ethos of utility, which stressed 
the practical value of dogs as “workers” who helped humans hunt wild 
animals, herd livestock, and protect socialist property. Socialist ideology 
also valued dogs’ contributions to the military during the war and their 
long-standing importance to scientific research.

To offset the narrowly individualistic motivations of “bourgeois” pet 
keeping, postwar dog care manuals cited dogs’ long-standing collabora-
tion with humans and their “service” to the Soviet state as evidence of 
canine loyalty and devotion.61 The celebrity of individual dogs and the 
contributions of dogs to military endeavors and Soviet science validated 
the status and reinforced perceptions of the ideal pet. Dogs’ service dur-
ing the war as messengers and bomb detectors, as well as in first aid and 
search-and-rescue was particularly important, serving as a starting point 
for many postwar commentaries on the place of dogs in contemporary 
urban life.62

Ironically, the heroism of the canine veterans was grounded both in 
their contribution to the decidedly human enterprise of the Soviet war ef-
fort and the fact that the dogs’ nonhuman status and distinctively canine 
qualities made these contributions possible. They were used as mine 
detectors and messengers because they had physical attributes humans 
lacked (such as a keen sense of smell). They were deployed in missions 
deemed too dangerous for people (such as taking medical supplies to 
besieged troops). With the space dogs this appreciation of canine achieve-
ment precisely for its incalculable service to human causes was even 
more pronounced. When the National Canine Defence League protested 
on Laika’s behalf in front of the Soviet embassy in London, the Soviet 
spokesman passionately insisted that “Russians love dogs too,” but as-
serted that sacrifices had to be made. He claimed that his own family 
had donated its German shepherd to the army during the war.63 After 
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1957, Soviet dog-care books invariably paid homage to the space dogs, 
especially Laika. Using the quintessentially Russian concept of the podvig 
(feat) to characterize the space dogs’ exploits, these books extended the 
recognition of the extraordinary courage and self-sacrifice displayed by 
saints and military heroes to dogs. 64 Official canine heroism and sacrifice 
for the greater Soviet cause reinforced and mirrored the personal loyalty 
and devotion of the family dog.

Companion Species in Cold War Science

Cold War enmity provided ample fuel for Western outrage over the 
use of dogs in space research, and the Soviets were quick to confront the 
hypocrisy of Western concerns about Laika.65 After all, the United States 
was using animals to develop its own manned space program, and bio-
medical research was undergoing massive expansion in the industrial-
ized West. Yet the outcry over Laika arose precisely at the moment when 
an ongoing struggle between researchers and animal welfare groups over 
the use of dogs, especially stolen pets in medical and pharmaceutical re-
search, was entering an acute phase.66 In an effort to counter activists’ 
criticisms of the cruelties sustained by “man’s best friend” in the labora-
tory, the National Society for Medical Research had recently inaugurated 
the Research Hero Dog program to recognize dogs who had made impor-
tant contributions to scientific research. At the same time journals such 
as the Journal of Experimental Medicine were adopting editorial guide-
lines intended to make published material about laboratory procedures 
and experimental animals more innocuous and generic.67

Domestically, the Soviets did not face the same constraints that re-
searchers in the West were working so diligently to neutralize. Oppo-
sition to vivisection had been effectively eliminated by the Bolsheviks, 
and in the 1950s such movements were scorned as sentimental bourgeois 
impediments to the advance of scientific knowledge. Nonetheless, public-
ity about the dogs was sometimes ambivalent, reflecting the unique con-
tours of a rich scientific tradition founded by Ivan Pavlov, whose research 
on conditional reflexes, digestion, and the nervous system was largely 
based on experiments on dogs. Indeed, dogs were chosen for space re-
search in part because, thanks to Pavlov, so much was known about their 
physiology and their suitability to “chronic” experiments.68
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Researchers’ treatment of the space dogs and discussions of the 
dogs in the Soviet press perpetuated one of the most distinctive quali-
ties of Pavlov’s own practices—namely, the tension between his stance 
as a neutral scientist investigating indifferent, natural material and his 
involved even sentimental attachment to experimental subjects.69 Rather 
than deny that the lives or treatment of the dogs mattered (because they 
were not human), publicity about the space dogs reflected a recognition 
of canine-human interdependence, and the unique capacities of dogs as 
“friends” of humanity and “servants” of science.

In response to Western criticism, Soviet journalists claimed that sci-
entists had taken great care to ensure that Laika would not suffer, citing 
one of Pavlov’s well-known sayings inscribed on the memorial to his labo-
ratory dogs at the Institute of Experimental Medicine in Leningrad: “Let 
the dog, man’s helper and friend since prehistoric times, be sacrificed 
for science. But our dignity obligates us to do this only when necessary 
and always without unnecessary torment.”70 Others lauded the “trust” 
humans had invested in the dogs chosen to perform this “service to hu-
manity” by citing Pavlov’s claim that “the dog, thanks to its long attrac-
tion to humans, and its quick-witted patience and obedience, serves the 
experimenter with a certain joy . . . sometimes for its whole life.”71 This 
tension between regarding dogs as helpmates, servants, and friends and 
the compulsion to “sacrifice” them for science had complex and often 
contradictory implications. On the one hand, the dogs were treated and 
represented as unique individuals. Detailed records were kept of their 
individual preferences and responses to experimental conditions. They 
were given names and interacted with in ways that enabled the people 
who worked with them to describe their “personality.” Yazdovsky remem-
bered Laika as a “delightful, calm, sweet dog.”72 Scientists described Bel-
ka as “happy” and “gentle,” while Strelka was “sharp-witted.”73

On the other hand, in keeping with Pavlovian tradition, contempo-
rary practice turned an assortment of unrelated stray dogs into an ar-
ray of collaboratively manufactured biotechnologies designed to generate 
correct (pravil’nye) scientific data. Dogs selected for orbital flights under-
went surgery to have the carotid artery rerouted to the outside of the neck 
inside a fold of skin. Once the wound had healed, the dogs were trained to 
tolerate the attachment of a blood pressure cuff to the fold. They also had 
monitors implanted to enable researchers to assess pulse, respiration, 
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and heart function before, during, and after flights. The “space suits” 
they wore for press conferences concealed the monitoring wires and scars 
associated with these implants. Underpinning discourses about the indi-
viduality of these exceptional but “ordinary” dogs, then, was a powerful 
impetus to use them as a “technology.”74 

Published information about the dogs’ “training program” often 
made them sound like athletes or circus animals, and Gazenko did enlist 
the aid of an experienced trainer from the legendary Durov circus to work 
with the dogs.75 But the experimental regimen of the institute’s laboratory 
could be brutal and often had devastating consequences. To accustom the 
dogs to the cramped quarters of the space capsule, they were confined 
in increasingly smaller cages, for up to twenty days at a time, usually in 
complete isolation and silence. They were “conditioned” to withstand the 
stresses of rocket launches in centrifuges, catapults, and on vibrostands.76 
Television monitors of Belka and Strelka in flight revealed terrified, help-
less animals, who tried to bite through their shackles, twitched convul-
sively, and vomited, prompting Yazdovsky to limit the first human flight 
to a single orbit. Very few of the many deaths and injuries sustained by 
the dogs were acknowledged in the press.

Privately, recognition of the “sacrifices” made by the dogs and the 
emotional bonds that developed between test animals and researchers 
became evident at multiple levels, beginning with the first vertical flights 
in 1951, when Anatoly Blagonravov, who chaired the state commission 
overseeing the biological launches, decided to adopt Tsygan as a pet rath-
er than subject the dog to more rocket launches.77 The rocket designer 
Boris Chertok recalled the tenderness with which the normally gruff 
Korolev caressed his “favorite” dog, Lisichka, just before her disastrous 
launch in July 1960.78 Before Laika’s journey Yazdovsky took her home to 
play with his children because he “wanted to do something nice for the 
dog. She had only a very short time to live, you see.”79 On the morning 
of the launch, after Laika already had been confined to the space capsule 
for three full days, technicians scrambled to pet the dog and ordered her 
a “last supper” from the cosmodrome’s cafeteria, consisting of soup, a 
main course, and dessert.80

Although everyone knew that Laika was doomed, the details of her 
fate remained a secret until 2002. For decades published sources in the 
Soviet Union maintained that Laika died painlessly after her oxygen sup-
ply ran out on the seventh day of her flight. But speculation about what had 
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“really happened” abounded. Some maintained that Laika’s final portion 
of food was poisoned or that a deadly gas was injected into her capsule.81 
In the 1990s Russian sources revealed that problems with the thermal-
control system had caused overheating in the dog’s capsule, causing her 
to succumb to heat exhaustion after four days in orbit.82 Finally, in 2002 
a researcher at the Institute for Biological Problems in Moscow revealed 
new information about the design of Laika’s spacecraft, including details 
of the life-support system and the monitoring of the dog’s movements, 
respiration rate, maximum arterial pressure, and electrocardiogram val-
ues via telemetry to the ground. She had indeed survived the launch into 
orbit, although increased pulse and respiration rates indicated that she 
was stressed during the peak acceleration phase of the flight. At the start 
of weightlessness, these values returned to near normal. But telemetry 
also showed that the temperature and humidity inside the dog’s cabin 
increased steadily. When the satellite was on its third orbit of Earth, the 
transmissions from the dog ceased. She had survived for about six hours 
after the launch.83 Although the value of Laika’s “sacrifice” was imme-
diately acknowledged, that recognition was qualified with a regret best 
articulated in 1998 by Oleg Gazenko, one of the physicians who oversaw 
the space dog program: “The more time passes the more I am sorry about 
it. We did not learn enough from the mission to justify the death of a 
dog.”84

A Legacy of Celebrity and Sacrifice

For nearly all of the space dogs, fame would be fleeting, as the world’s 
attention quickly shifted from their exploits to the even more compelling 
drama of human space travel and exploration. Laika, however, proved to 
be the exception. The significance of her voyage and the fact of her death 
informed an enduring celebrity and complex memory. Soviet tributes to 
the canine pioneer began within a year of her journey. Soon after her 
flight a brass tag was attached to her kennel with the inscription: “Here 
lived the dog Laika, the first to orbit our planet on an Earth satellite, No-
vember 3, 1957.”85 In keeping with a well-established tradition of com-
memorating historic events and individuals, the Soviet mint issued an 
enamel pin of “The First Passenger in Space,” showing the dog’s head 
and a rocket hovering over Earth on a field of stars. Official commemora-
tions in other countries soon followed, as stamps bearing the dog’s like-
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ness were issued in Romania (1957), Albania (1962), Sharjah/Mongolia 
(1963), Poland (1964), and North Korea (1987).86 In the fall of 1958, the 
Soviet Union began to market its first filtered cigarette, using Laika’s 
name and image on the wrapper and initiating a now fifty-year-old pro-
cess of commodification and “branding” of the space dog.87

While pins and stamps provided fairly straightforward mementos of 
a famous individual and a significant milestone, other tributes to the first 
space dog support this chapter’s claim about the dog’s unique place in 
human history. Laika is the only nonhuman depicted on the high-relief 
at the base of the monument “To the Conquerors of Space,” which was 
dedicated at the Exhibition of Achievements of the National Economy in 
Moscow (VDNKh) in 1964. Since the late 1980s, echoes of Laika’s im-
mediate celebrity have inspired an array of creative endeavors, including 
a number of literary works, Web sites, and a diverse and expanding cor-
pus of music emanating from various points around the northern hemi-
sphere and the transnational arena of cyberspace.88

The original scholarly conception of “boundary objects” and prac-
tices of translation examined the process by which such objects funneled 
conciliation from different social worlds inward to the nexus of scientific 
work in a natural history museum.89 Turning this process on its head, 
this chapter has shown how the space dogs’ liminal status resonated out-
ward from scientists and engineers in the laboratory and the dogs’ space 
capsules in the heavens to the public sphere of politicians, concerned 
citizens, and other human constituencies around the globe. As boundary 
objects, the canine cosmonauts played an important role in the produc-
tion of knowledge about outer space and the quest to send humans there. 
They also provided a flashpoint for debates about the use of animals, es-
pecially dogs, in biomedical research and the mobilization of public in-
terest in the space race. Their exploits helped shape the geopolitics of the 
Cold War. Foreshadowing staple features of the popular imaginary about 
cosmonauts and astronauts, the media cast the space dogs as “heroes” 
and “brave scouts.” Photographs, cartoons, and other representations of 
the dogs consistently situated them at the nexus of the fundamental yet 
contested domains of humans versus animal, natural versus technologi-
cal, and terrestrial versus outer space. Once the era of human space travel 
was at hand, however, the dogs’ role as scouts and heroes quickly faded 
and was replaced with images of them as experimental animals.90 The 
master narrative of the space race needed to be a human drama after all. 



Cold War Celebrity and the Courageous Canine Scout      155

Like other boundary objects, the space dogs were effective because 
they were simultaneously concrete and abstract—specific individu-
als representing both the general category of research subject and the 
even broader category of “dog” with all of its attendant resonances.91 As 
dogs, they originated in and inhabited multiple social arenas, provid-
ing an intelligible interface between the conceptual worlds of scientists, 
adventurers, politicians, and pet lovers. Of the many artistic tributes to 
Laika that have appeared since the launch of Sputnik 2, perhaps Leonid 
Vyshslavsky’s poem “In Memory of Laika” best evokes the ways in which 
her contemporaries saw their dreams and destinies linked to and carried 
out by a diminutive dog: “In your eyes I did not see fear / as they heeded 
the human call / licked sugar from a palm one last time / and—set off 
for the constellation of the Hunting Dogs!” Sketching in the evolutionary 
ties binding humans to domestic canines, the poem celebrates a long 
history of collaborative life and labor: “In the darkness of the ages, I—the 
woodcutter and the plowman— / shared my roof and food with you /  
with you I fell and rose from the ashes / for new trials and labors.” The 
space dogs functioned variously and sometimes simultaneously as hu-
man stand-ins, technologies, servants, and victims, but Vyshslavsky lo-
cates Laika the dog as an essential companion to human history: “And 
so today, having become a giant / I go with you, my friend into space!”92

If, as Walter A. McDougall has famously suggested, the advent of the 
space age caused a cleavage in natural history comparable to the Devo-
nian leap that created the first land-dwelling animals 360 million years 
ago, Vysheslavsky’s poem helps us understand why the unenviable but 
perhaps inevitable task of opening that breach for humanity fell to the 
courageous canine scout.93 
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If, as Oscar Wilde said, a man is half of what he is and half of what 
he wants to be, wrote the Russian writer Viktor Pelevin, “then the So-
viet children of the Sixties and Seventies were all half-cosmonauts.”1 Im-
ages of cosmonauts—on newly erected monuments, the walls of schools, 
pins, postage stamps, or the mosaics that decorated metro stations—en-
sured that most Soviet citizens living through the space age had “one 
foot in the cosmos,” their everyday realities “a tent camp, in which people 
lived temporarily, until the sun city was built.”2 Most Soviet people lived 
somewhere along the spectrum between their everyday existence and the 
socialist realist “dreamworld” promised by Marxism-Leninism.3 Some-
times, as Pelevin notes, cosmonauts came alive on television, waving to 
the crowd before launching into the sky. As they stood in their space 
suits at the rocket entrance, one accessory, a piece of cosmonaut equip-
ment, seemed especially interesting to the young Pelevin—the small, 
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If, stars are lit— 
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Then—someone calls these bits of spit 
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pot-bellied titanium suitcases that the cosmonauts carried with them. 
The question of their contents—star charts, codes, secret weapons?—
only added to the general mystery and symbolic power that captured the 
imagination of Pelevin and millions of people both within and outside 
the Soviet Union. For Soviet citizens in particular, the achievements of 
the Soviet space program were proof of what had just recently existed in 
the realm of hope and possibility. Cosmonauts were the incarnation of 
utopian promises, surrounded by an aura of potentiality. Set in various 
ideological contexts, they were used to confirm Soviet political, economic, 
and technological supremacy in the Cold War.4 

But the ideological capital of cosmic exploration reached beyond 
the material—a fact that quickly became apparent to Soviet ideologists. 
The potential of man’s “conquest of the cosmos” to enthrall the imagi-
nation, to fill a spiritual longing, became a subject of investigation and 
discussion. In an extensive web of “Communist education” conducted in 
schools, libraries, Communist youth organizations, and young cosmo-
naut clubs, Soviet youth were presented with hagiographies of cosmo-
nauts, whose modeled lives were meant to have a transformative effect on 
the next generation of Soviet citizens. What made cosmonauts such an 
effective model for the average Soviet citizen was that they were socialist 
realist heroes come to life.5 Much like their forefathers in the 1930s, the 
Soviet aviators, cosmonauts made the fantastical world of socialist real-
ism more real and seemed to herald the arrival of Communism.6 Indeed, 
socialist realism and socialist reality were never closer than in the age of 
cosmic enthusiasm, and the relationship between Soviet cosmonauts and 
Communist ideology was reciprocal. In April 1961, Yuri Gagarin blessed 
Communism by dedicating his historic spaceflight to the Twenty-second 
Party Congress. Three months later, during the congress, Khrushchev 
shocked and enthralled Soviet society when he introduced the Third Par-
ty Program and announced that “the present generation of Soviet people 
would live under Communism,” which he predicted would be built with-
in two decades.7 

Khrushchev’s confident assertions were accompanied with alarm 
within the party ranks. Despite more than forty years of Soviet power—
during which the party-state secularized bureaucracy and education, con-
ducted several antireligious campaigns, and promoted atheism as part of 
the broader enlightenment mission—many Soviet citizens continued to 
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turn to religion.8 As Khrushchev stressed in his congress speech, “sur-
vivals” of the former worldview, “like a nightmare, hold sway over the 
minds of living creatures, long after the economic conditions which gave 
them birth have vanished.”9 The Marxist schema whereby religion would 
die out when its social and economic roots had been eliminated needed  
revision. It was not enough to develop socialism’s material-technical 
base—the Third Party Program underscored—to build Communism, 
the spiritual world of Soviet society had to be transformed. Among the 
other ideological functions of cosmic exploration, then, atheists mobi-
lized Soviet space achievements to affirm the correctness of the “sci-
entific materialist worldview.” The philosophical significance of man’s 
new ability to leave the Earth—the cosmonauts’ literal “storming of the 
heavens”—was intended to deal the final blow to religion, which, against 
Marxist predictions, continued to frame the everyday cosmologies of 
many Soviet citizens.

Numerous studies have applied the conceptual frameworks of reli-
gious studies to the analysis of ideological regimes, yet scholars of religion, 
ideologies, and secularization have generally ignored the role of atheism 
in Marxism-Leninism. While on the surface Marxism-Leninism outlined 
a clearly materialist conception of the world, the relationship in Com-
munist ideology between the material and the spiritual, the profane and 
the sacred, was far from unambiguous. In rejecting the religious cosmos, 
Soviet ideologists were left to see if it were possible for scientific material-
ism—which laid bare the constitution of the natural world—to mobilize 
the enthusiasm and belief that had for ages been cultivated and harnessed 
by religions. Indeed, while Communists generally saw Marxism- 
Leninism as a science that repudiated metaphysics, the questions Soviet  
theorists inherited from religion were as much philosophical as they 
were scientific. Could scientific materialism be infused with a spiritual 
component and remain scientific and materialist? Did belief in the Com-
munist project unequivocally demand religious unbelief (and vice versa)? 

By investigating the use of space conquest and cosmonauts in the 
practical application of atheist education, this chapter examines Soviet at-
tempts to create and inculcate an atheistic Communist cosmology. It also 
analyzes the obstacles they encountered along the way. While the overlap 
of the Soviet space age with the revival of the campaign against religion 
during the Khrushchev-era “thaw” were no coincidence, the precise na-
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ture of the relationship between these discrete phenomena—how they 
influenced, reinforced, and undermined each other—has not yet been 
examined. When taken in concert, the proclamation of the open path 
that human space travel opened to the future, and the inherent admission 
that tradition—in the form of “survivals”—still exercised a hold over the 
minds of Soviet people, produced a contradictory picture. 

On the one hand, according to the widely accepted narrative of mo-
dernity, the march of progress—industrialization, bureaucratization, the 
development of the welfare state, and the achievements of science and 
technology—should have rendered religious beliefs, indeed all beliefs 
that addressed themselves to supernatural forces and relied on faith, both 
intellectually obsolete and practically unnecessary. In the Marxist vision 
of modernity in particular, the transformation of the economic and ma-
terial base of society, which, in the Soviet case, meant the construction 
of socialism, should have transformed the consciousness of individual 
citizens, leaving no room—and perhaps just as importantly, no need— 
for religious faith. Surely, this logic went, the triumphs of science and 
technology, exemplified by Soviet space conquests, proved the boundless 
potential of humankind. Soviet cosmonauts triumphed over nature not 
by God’s will but by the power of reason and enlightenment. 

On the other hand, the persistent fact of Soviet religiosity—a fact that 
became an ever more apparent part of Soviet reality as the regime began 
to investigate this question on the ground—was an unsightly stain on 
the light of a secular modernity guided by human reason and developing 
according to patterns revealed by Marxist scientific study of society. Faced 
with this contradiction within the Marxist-Leninist ideological blueprint, 
the Soviet elite had to make a choice. Either the narrative had to be made 
to fit social reality, or social reality had to be made to fit the narrative. 
This was a familiar crossroads, one that had shadowed the regime from 
its inception, and would continue to create a tension within Soviet ide-
ology until the regime’s revolutionary demise. Much like their counter-
parts elsewhere, then, Soviet political officials, sociologists, and cultural 
workers struggled to understand and manage changing landscapes of 
religious and political beliefs, and to reconcile these with prevailing ideo-
logical narratives. An examination of their approaches provides a reveal-
ing comparative perspective on the universal questions addressed by all 
modern societies. 
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“The Sky Is Empty!”

In October 1962—five years after the Soviet Union launched Sput-
nik, the Earth’s first artificial satellite, on October 4, 1957; a year and 
a half after Soviet cosmonaut No. 1, Yuri Gagarin, completed the first 
manned spaceflight on April 12, 1961, to be followed shortly after, in 
August, by German Titov, Cosmonaut No. 2; and two months after cos-
monauts No. 3 and 4, Adrian Nikolaev and Pavel Popovich, completed 
the first group orbit of the Earth—the Soviet popular journal Science and 
Religion published a lengthy editorial taking stock of the “first Cosmic 
Five-Year Plan.”10 “Five Years of Storming the Heavens,” as the editorial 
was called, marveled at Soviet accomplishments in an area that had until 
recently only existed in the realm of fantasy: human space travel.11 More 
specifically, the editorial readdressed the question that had been haunt-
ing the imagination of both East and West in the course of these five 
space years: How did it come to be that the Soviet Union managed to do 
what “tsarist Russia could not even dream about”—namely, “the accom-
plishment of such heroic feats in the fight for progress, the competition 
with more technologically and economically developed countries”?12 Why 
was it that it was Soviet cosmonauts who managed to fulfill the long- 
cherished dream of humankind, when they “ceased to envy the bird” and 
flew, “relying not on the power of [their] muscles, but on the power of 
[their] reason”?13 And finally, what did it mean that the first man who 
“stormed the heavens” was “Gagarin—steelworker, son of a steelworker, 
from a peasant family, Russian, Soviet, Communist, [and] ‘godless’”?14 

In the ideological opposition of two world systems that defined the 
Cold War, Gagarin’s alleged “godlessness,” and the godlessness of cosmo-
nauts in general, was not insignificant. The editorial claimed that Soviet 
supremacy in space had a direct connection to the system’s “scientific, 
materialist, and therefore . . . atheist worldview”—indeed, that this was 
“the logic of modern history.” Humankind’s path to the cosmos was lined 
with the “fierce resistance of religion,” yet “he chased out the mythical 
god from the boundaries of the earth,” made nature submit to his will, 
and “became a giant, victorious over the elements, directing the laws of 
nature and society.” Finally, when he mastered the Earth, humans began 
their conquest of the heavens, the “holy of holies.” Material objects “cre-



164      Victoria Smolkin-Rothrock

ated by the sinful hands of the godless” broke through to the celestial 
spheres, and humankind, “whose insignificance the clergy has reiterated 
for centuries, is accomplishing spaceflights, creating and controlling ar-
tificial planets, and conquering the cosmos.”15 This teleological narrative 
left little room for interpretation or doubt—it called for believers to aban-
don their “dark superstitions” and it urged atheists to combat religion, 
which remained an obstacle in the path to the enlightened society of the 
Communist future. With the dawn of the space age, atheists were mo-
bilized to intensify atheist education, so that “the sun of Reason” would 
shine upon those who lagged behind the march of human progress.16

The narrative of secularization presented secularism as a force that 
both made possible the scientific and technological feats of the space pro-
gram and made impossible the continuation of religious beliefs. This was 
a prominent and, importantly, not exclusively Soviet, response to space 
exploration. It cast the cosmic implications of human space travel as an 
advancement of science and technology that marginalized divine activity 
from everyday life, leaving a cosmos that, in the words of the sociologist 
Peter Berger, “became amenable to the systematic, rational penetration, 
both in thought and activity.”17 Yet as science progressively conquered the 
heavens and collapsed the “sacred canopy,” it also undermined the ex-
istential foundations of individual life, leaving a “sky empty of angels” 
that became “open to the intervention of the astronomer, and, eventually, 
of the astronaut.”18 Examined within the framework of religious belief, 
space journeys raised questions about man’s place in the cosmos and the 
function of religiosity in modern life. In the Soviet Union these new is-
sues gave birth to a new genre within popular scientific literature that 
explored the philosophical implications of human penetration into the 
cosmos in publications with provocative titles like The Conquest of Space 
and Religion, Science and Religion on the Meaning of Life: Answers to Ques-
tions, or Space, God, and the Infinity of the Universe.19 Within the context 
of the space age, interactions between science and religion also shed light 
on the rise and wane of cosmic enthusiasm and perhaps even on the life 
cycle of Soviet utopianism in general.20

Stories that conformed to the master narrative of cosmic enlight-
enment—that Soviet space travels destroyed the boundary between the 
terrestrial and celestial and transformed the primitive cosmologies of 
believers—were gathered and widely publicized in press, radio, and tele-
vision. The formula was reproduced in popular periodicals that attacked 
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religious worldviews by giving voice to scientific experts, cosmonauts, 
ordinary citizens, and even former clergy. Indeed, the argument was be-
lieved to be all the more convincing if it came from the mouth of a Soviet 
everyman, or, even better, an apostate convinced by scientific achieve-
ments to abandon religious beliefs. 

Even before Gagarin became the first person in space, Science and 
Religion published a letter to the editor from one Ivan Andreevich Dov-
gal, a worker from Cherkassy region, who argued that the penetration of 
artificial satellites into outer space was a powerful argument against reli-
gious belief. Dovgal wrote that “the persistent religious beliefs of his co-
workers truly made him incredulous; he could not understand how they 
could continue to believe in a heaven after death in light of the fact that 
Soviet satellites circling the Earth at great heights have not discovered 
any heaven, that the Soviet rocket, flying around the sun, likewise did 
not discover heaven.”21 Such rhetoric became much more common after 
Gagarin’s flight, when humans who had traveled to space could report on 
what they saw (or, more accurately, did not see) in the skies. An editorial 
in the central state newspaper, Izvestiia, exclaimed: “Yuri Gagarin really 
has given a terrible headache to believers! He flew right through the heav-
enly mansions and did not run into anyone: neither the Almighty, nor 
Archangel Gabriel, nor the angels of heaven. It seems, then, that the sky 
is empty!”22

Testimonies by space travelers about the contents of the cosmos on 
both sides of the political divide inevitably carried ideological weight, 
and were a crucial, if peculiar, component of Cold War politics. Soviet 
Communists capitalized on Soviet space firsts to promote the truth of 
scientific materialism, arguing that Soviet atheism removed the hurdles 
to space technology that still constrained the capitalist world with its re-
ligious reverence. Such statements were intended to provoke and indeed 
did get responses from both the religious and the secular communities 
in the West. American astronauts, politicians, and even NASA officials 
countered Soviet attempts to marry space exploration with religious un-
belief by describing American space missions using religious rhetoric. 
Furthermore, they famously emphasized the religious worldviews of 
American astronauts in public press conferences and publications, and 
explicitly cast their belief in a higher power as compatible with scien-
tific and technological progress. As the spiritual debate between the two 
world systems escalated, leaders on both sides weighed in on the issue 



166      Victoria Smolkin-Rothrock

of space exploration and human cosmology. The Soviet Union had asked 
Gagarin and Titov to keep an eye out for heaven, Khrushchev told the 
American press, and the cosmonauts reported that “there was nothing 
there.”23 President Kennedy, meanwhile, chose the Presidential Prayer 
Breakfast to tell those gathered that religion was “the basis of the issue 
that separates us from those that make themselves our adversary.”24 Their 
differences on the matter were cast as central indicators of their opposi-
tion in worldview and way of life.25

Pronouncements attributed to Gagarin about the cosmos being de-
void of God and angels took on a life of their own, and the claim that 
Gagarin made these statements came to be accepted as fact.26 Meanwhile, 
German Titov’s actual statement, at the Seattle World’s Fair on May 6, 
1962, that during his spaceflight he “look[ed] around very attentively” 
but did not detect any deities caused a minor sensation in the American 
and foreign press. Accompanied by his announcement that he did not be-
lieve in God, but “in man, his strength, his possibilities, and his reason,” 
Titov’s words made him into the most public atheist cosmonaut.27 

Titov seemed to accept, perhaps even to cultivate, this role. Shortly 
after he accomplished the second Soviet space journey, a short article was 
published in Science and Religion, titled simply, “Did I Meet God?”28 Au-
thored by the cosmonaut himself, the article provided a direct answer to 
a question that he was asked often, wrote Titov. The universe opened up 
to man, Titov pointed out, not to “a ghostly inhabitant of the heavens,” 
and he himself hoped at least to make it to the moon. During his flight, 
he told readers, he heard a radio program in Japan that was discussing 
“god, saints, and other sly things.” He wanted to send them a greeting, 
but then thought, “What’s the point? What if they think that it’s true, that 
God does exist?” Regardless, Titov continued, “the prayers of believers 
will never reach God, if only because there is no air in that place where 
he is supposed to exist. So whether you pray or you don’t, God will not 
hear you. I never met anyone in space, and of course, it is impossible that 
I could have.”29 

After successful Soviet spaceflights, letters about the effect of space 
achievements on religious worldviews poured into newspapers, journals, 
and the mailboxes of cosmonauts themselves.30 The Science and Religion 
editorial cited letters from former believers—often elderly women but 
sometimes “sectarians” and even priests—who described how their be-
liefs were called into doubt by scientific evidence received in enlighten-
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ment lectures and, in particular, by what they learned about Soviet space 
travel. One letter, from E. Danilova, a seventy-three year-old woman from 
Kuibyshev province, fit the conversion narrative so perfectly that it was 
not only printed in Izvestiia, but then cited and reproduced in numerous 
later publications, lectures, and even party meetings.31 Written in a col-
loquial even folksy tone, Danilova’s letter described her thoughts on the 
day of Gagarin’s flight: 

On the 12th of April, in the morning, I was sitting on a little stool and heating 

the oven. Suddenly I hear the call sign on the radio. My heart stopped: could 

something have happened? . . . 

And suddenly I hear: Man is in space! My God! I stopped heating up the oven, 

sat next to the radio receiver, afraid to step away even for a minute. And how 

much I reconsidered over the course of these minutes . . . 

How can this be?—Man wants to be higher than God! But we were always told 

that God is in the heavens, so how can a man fly there and not bump into Elijah 

the Prophet or one of God’s angels? How can it be that God, if he is all- 

powerful, allow such a breach of his authority? . . . What if God punishes him 

for his insolence? But on the radio they say he has landed! Thank God—he’s 

alive and well! I couldn’t hold myself back and crossed myself. 

Now I am convinced that God is Science, is Man. 

Yuri Gagarin overcame all belief in heavenly powers that I had in my soul. He 

himself inhabits the skies, and there is no one in the sky more powerful than 

him. Glory to you, Soviet man, conqueror of the skies!32

Nikolai Fedorovich Rusanov, a former priest who after Gagarin’s 
flight renounced religion and became an active atheist agitator, described 
his own path toward faith in science as a journey of liberation. In a 1962 
letter to the editor of the party journal Kommunist, Rusanov cast himself 
as a “‘prodigal son’ who has returned, after his delusions, to the unified 
Soviet family.”33 Traveling around Russia as a lecturer, Rusanov was one of 
many former priests and seminarians who contributed to atheist educa-
tion by publicly proclaiming their break with religion. Rusanov described 
himself in the twenty years of his previous (religious) life as having been 
“removed from the world, bringing no benefit to myself, to society, or the 
government.” It is only after he opened his eyes to the disgraceful, scan-
dalous lives of the clergy and the “glaring” contradictions between the 
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Bible and science that he gradually lost his belief. “Is it even possible,” Ru-
sanov asks, “in this century of the atom, of artificial satellites, the century 
of the conquest of the cosmos, of flights to the stars, to believe in [the idea] 
that somewhere there is a God, angels, devils, an ‘afterlife’?”34 In light of 
these scientific discoveries, Rusanov writes, religious belief is impossible, 
and the clergy, which knows this, continues to serve the church because 
of financial incentives. Rusanov’s narrative, typical of the times, depicted 
the church as fundamentally tainted by corruption and hypocrisy, and 
religious belief as inherently deluded and antisocial.35 As a result, atheist 
education gained a missionary urgency. 

The people want to know the truth about religion, especially now, when it is 

becoming clear to many that religion is a lie and many cease to believe in God. 

It is in this period that it is necessary to make antireligious propaganda more 

aggressive, to have more individual conversations with believers, more acces-

sible lectures that would force the believer to think about his situation, so that 

he understands the harm of religion, so that he knows how he is deceived by 

the clergy, so that he is convinced that man’s life is guided not by God but by 

man himself. It is man who, without the help of God, builds a new and joyous 

life. The believer should not wait for a heavenly paradise, because it does not 

and will not exist, but an earthly paradise, which will be built within the next 

fifteen to twenty years here, in our godless Soviet country. The name of this 

paradise is Communism.36 

Conversion narratives such as Danilova’s and Rusanov’s are both 
striking and peculiar for their conflation of what are typically considered 
two distinct, even contradictory, modes of thought—the scientific and 
the magical. Danilova’s rhetoric, despite her newly found faith in science, 
can hardly be described as secular. It is imbued with an exalted language 
that replaces religious faith with a millennial belief in the redemptive po-
tential of scientific progress and substitutes one charismatic figure in the 
heavens (God) with another (Gagarin). Likewise, Rusanov, with his con-
viction that a Communist paradise is immanent, uses an exalted, almost 
evangelical, language. In such conversions, one could argue, the object of 
devotion had been transformed but not the pattern of thinking. 

On the one hand, conversion testimonies of this nature—whether 
they came from ordinary people, scientists, cosmonauts, or priests—were 
often pronounced crude and simplistic even at the time by religious, secu-
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lar, and even some Soviet atheist commentators.37 On the other hand, ru-
minations about the metaphysical implications of human space travel fell 
within a long tradition that saw technological developments as a means 
to achieving utopian ends—extraterrestrial colonization, overcoming 
death, the evolution of a qualitatively new kind of human being, or any 
combination of the above. The relationship of the magical and the sci-
entific is not only central to human thought about space travel; it is also 
inseparable from the technological utopianism of the founding fathers 
of rocket science. This paradoxical coexistence of the religio-magical and 
the scientific-technological propelled space enthusiasm in the public 
imagination. Such metaphysical claims not only provoked strong, polar-
ized responses, but also caused both believers and atheists to reexamine 
their assumptions about the relationship between science and religion 
and the nature of an individual’s faith in either or both. And nothing had 
the potential to enact the drama of the individual’s place in the cosmos 
than the stories of actual individuals who physically traveled to the fron-
tiers of the technologically possible and the philosophically imaginable.

Pioneers of the Universe, Cosmic Horror, and the Soviet  
Moral Universe

In November 1960, on the cusp of history’s first manned space-
flight, the journal Vorposy filosofii (Problems of philosophy) published an 
article that explored the “social and humanistic” significance of man’s 
conquest of the cosmos, titled “Man in the epoch of cosmic flights.”38 
The author, Ernst Kolman—a Czech-born professor of mathematics and 
an old Bolshevik who had once been a confidant of Lenin and a student 
of Einstein—put forth a set of prognoses about the future of space ex-
ploration.39 He saw human space travel as the “first steps” toward man’s 
final triumph over nature and the exploration and gradual colonization 
of outer space.40 In a mystical tone reminiscent of Russian Cosmism, the 
scientific-utopian philosophy that had been popular in the early twenti-
eth century, Kolman proposed that humankind, standing at the top of 
the evolutionary ladder, mastered technology to conquer nature, thereby 
making it possible to overturn the trajectory of biological development. 
“Why then,” Kolman asks, “would he be unable to turn the course of 
events, to overcome death, which like a mystical fate threatens him?”41 

Kolman explored the necessary moral, physical, and temperamental 
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makeup of the potential cosmonaut, and suggested the possible physi-
ological and psychological effects of space journeys.42 He took it as self- 
evident that space travel would produce different effects based on  
whether the space traveler came from a capitalist or a socialist society, 
and suggested that produced persons better equipped for the hardships 
of space exploration.43 Naturally, Soviet “pioneers of the universe” would 
have a highly collective mentality and superb control over machinery, but 
they would also be immune to certain emotions—fear, cowardice, lone-
liness, or the sense of abandonment. “In their consciousness,” Kolman 
wrote, “there will be no room for any kind of religious survivals, and ev-
erything ‘supernatural’ will be alien to them.”44 Most important, the ideal 
socialist cosmonaut would not be susceptible to the “atavistic, mystical 
feeling of ‘cosmic horror,’” but would manifest an entirely new percep-
tion of the world.

Kolman’s description of the “horror” that threatened those who con-
fronted the cosmos brought attention to the philosophical and psycho-
logical dimensions of cosmic conquests and, after Gagarin’s flight, dis-
cussions about “cosmic horror” echoed in the semipublic world of the 
official Soviet intelligentsia. A “Knowledge” Society Plenum that took 
place on April 20–21, 1961, underscored the significance of Soviet space 
victories for the inculcation of the “Communist worldview.” Mark Bor-
isovich Mitin, a prominent Marxist philosopher in the Soviet academic 
establishment, described “cosmic horror” as an affliction that was pro-
foundly foreign to the worldview of Soviet cosmonauts.45 The essence of 
“cosmic horror”—the panic that threatens to overtake the space traveler 
when he observes his own planet from beyond—was “characteristic of 
that mood which currently exists in the capitalist world.” This unearthly 
emotion, moreover, was itself “a bright expression of the collapse of hero-
ism in which bourgeois philosophy finds itself,” and of the “horror [and] 
despair that grips those who think about the course of events . . . that 
the world of capitalism is rolling toward  absolute annihilation.”46 Soviet 
scientific materialism, however, “inspires man with boundless perspec-
tives, gives him faith in knowledge, gives him that conviction with which 
man accomplishes his heroic deeds.” This is why, Mitin puts forth, when 
Gagarin was asked what he saw during his trip in space, he said he saw 
“great beauty.” 

While “cosmic horror” was presented as the dominant mood of the 
capitalist world, Gagarin’s wonder at the beauty of the universe was pre-
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sented as the “mood of the Soviet person, who constantly opens new ho-
rizons.” The mission of ideologists, Mitin emphasized, was to harness 
the charisma of Soviet space achievements and of heroic cosmonauts, 
and to “present [the audience] with the proper appraisal of events, to show 
them the meaning of what has occurred, [and] to tie these events with 
our socialist system, for only socialism can give birth to such people, 
such technology, and such heroic deeds.”47 The cosmonaut A. A. Leonov 
described the emotional, psychological, and physiological effect produced 
by his own space travel. He emphasized that during his famous space 
walk, he did not succumb to the primitive, reflexive fear of infinite space 
that humankind inherited from its animal ancestors; and was able to “re-
move the psychological barrier upon existing the spaceship” as a result 
of his training. Instead of “cosmic horror,” Leonov likened his space walk 
to “swimming above an enormous colorful map.”48 Soviet cosmonauts, 
as ideal products of socialism and model Soviet citizens, coauthored sci-
entific publications, published statements about their own paths to athe-
ist conviction, and even weighed in on immortality and the meaning of 
life.49

The War of Science and Religion in Soviet Atheism 

The Bolshevik assumption of power revolutionized the relationship 
between religious and secular institutions and beliefs. Administratively, 
Bolsheviks secularized the country’s bureaucracy and educational insti-
tutions shortly after October 1917. Culturally, atheism was recast from a 
radical intellectual platform, as it had been under the imperial order, into 
its opposite—a state-supported ideology promoted through the entire bu-
reaucratic apparatus of the new regime.50 During the first two decades 
of Soviet power, atheist propaganda approaches—most prominently co-
ordinated by the Communist Youth Organization (Komsomol) and the 
League of Militant Atheists—generally fell into two categories: politically 
motivated antireligious agitation and scientific enlightenment. The first 
approach cast atheists as merciless crusaders whose primary objective 
was to unmask church dogma and the clergy to destroy religion’s influ-
ence among the population. Religious institutions were depicted as a 
politically subversive even antirevolutionary force, and the battle against 
them focused on the repression and persecution of the clergy, the requi-
sition and destruction of church property, and the undermining of be-
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lief in material manifestations of the supernatural (such as the relics of 
saints, holy wells, or miraculous icons).51 

Although the iconoclastic antireligious campaigns of early militant 
atheists are generally well known, the second approach—scientific en-
lightenment—has received less attention.52 The historian James T. An-
drews has argued that Bolsheviks “saw science enlightenment as an 
inherently transformative venue for shaping Russian culture.”53 Unlike 
politically motivated antireligious rhetoric, scientific enlightenment cast 
religious believers as victims rather than perpetrators, and atheism as 
the war of light against darkness. Such popular science education had 
its roots in the prerevolutionary decades and mobilized both those who 
propagated a utopian view of the potential of science to triumph over na-
ture, as well as those who saw their work as a civic mission and were 
more committed to the practical, rather than the ideological, function of 
scientific. The objectives of the scientific intelligentsia—who did not nec-
essarily see the eradication of religion as an end in itself, but rather as a 
means for overcoming nonscientific thinking, dovetailed with the explic-
itly antireligious mission of Bolshevik atheists.54 For Bolshevik atheists 
the story had clear heroes and villains: unlike science popularizers, they 
presented science as the untiring enemy of religion, a constant thorn in 
the sides of religious authorities who persistently sought to circumscribe 
and silence scientific advancement. Religion was embedded into a narra-
tive of humankind’s historical attempts to manage its powerlessness in 
the face of the sublime forces that governed the universe, and depicted 
atheism as the gradual evolution of humankind’s understanding of the 
cosmos. Naturally, this tale of progress concluded with the human tri-
umph over nature.55

What makes the early Soviet enlightenment project peculiar, though, 
is that the dream of scientific enlightenment was never dependent on 
the cult of pure reason. Alongside the efforts to disenchant the universe 
by laying bare its foundations ran a related, but not overlapping, current 
of scientific thought—a mystical, utopian understanding of science and 
technology and its potential to overcome space, time, and death itself.56 
Popular scientific enlightenment, the historian Jeffrey Brooks has noted, 
put forth science as a modern ideal but it also represented its virtues 
as more akin to magic than logic.57 The boundaries between scientific 
enlightenment and technological or mystical utopianism were especially 
permeable in the case of speculation about cosmic journeys. Russian and 
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later Soviet scientific thought was propelled by fantastical leaps of imagi-
nation—most famously, the cosmist philosophy of Nikolai Feodorov—
that was central to Russian visions of human space travel.58 Indeed, as 
the historian Asif Siddiqi has shown, it was an enchanted cosmos that 
propelled the imagination of Konstantin Tsiolkovskii, the “grandfather” 
of Soviet space technology, and made the space program possible.59 

Perhaps because the border between these two traditions was so 
porous, the battle over the cosmos was often depicted quite literally. 
The stakes of the conflict hinged on the question of who ultimately had 
authority over the cosmos and its contents, and Soviet atheist rhetoric 
mobilized art, science, and even military technology in the service of 
antireligious agitation.60 The atheist journal Bezbozhnik, for example, il-
lustrated deities and angels fleeing the heavens as they are being chased 
and assaulted by proletarians, “godless” airplanes, and even artists. One 
cartoon depicted an artist who had climbed an enormous ladder beyond 
the clouds in order to beat emaciated angels out of the heavens with an 
oversized pencil.61 

Early atheist propaganda is also striking for the way it mobilized 
professional scientists in the mass campaign against religion. Nikolai 
Petrovich Kamenshchikov, a professor of astronomy at Leningrad Uni-
versity and a public atheist, published works that exploited astronomy in 
the service of atheism, as did a number of other prominent scientists of 
the time. Such publications, usually intended for uneducated and often 
illiterate audiences and written in an accessible vernacular, outlined the 
blows astronomy dealt to religion, beginning with Copernicus’s heretical 
heliocentric cosmos.62 They sought to undermine religious cosmologies 
by attacking popular understandings of time and space.63 Exemplary of 
this genre was Kamenshchikov’s book Chto videli na nebe popy, a chto 
videm my (What the priests saw in the skies, and what we see), whose 
purpose was to unmask such concepts as heaven, hell, purgatory, and 
apocalypse.64 The cover illustration showed the night sky split in half: 
on one side, a distraught priest raised his hands to a heaven occupied by 
angels, saints, and even a Buddha; on the other, the skies, empty of dei-
ties and seemingly infinite, await discoveries by the enormous telescope 
in the foreground. For these early atheists the battle with religion was not 
just historical. Indeed, in perhaps one of the most peculiar episodes of 
engagement of scientists in antireligious work, Soviet astronomers (Ka-
menshchikov among them) critiqued the Vatican’s historical relationship 
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with scientific progress in an open, published letter addressed to Pope 
Pius XI.65 By asserting the authority of astronomy over the past, future, 
and nature of the universe, atheists sought to win a battle for the hearts 
and minds of the population, which they seemed to believe hinged on 
their ability to claim the heavens. 

At the end of the 1920s, during the height of atheist enthusiasm, 
the Commissariat of Enlightenment proposed the construction of “a new 
type of enlightenment institution,” a monument to technology and sci-
entific materialism: the Moscow Planetarium.66 Designed according to 
the most progressive principles in Soviet construction and city planning, 
and armed with the latest German equipment, the planetarium concen-
trated the hopes of the Soviet enlightenment project and the individuals 
whose task it was to make it reality.67 The planetarium’s location, next to 
the Moscow Zoo, was emblematic of the didactic vision planned for the 
space: a visitor, with the guidance of educational lectures, could physi-
cally and intellectually follow the path of evolution and uncover the mate-
rial nature of the universe. Underscoring the ideological significance and 
transformative potential of the planetarium, the constructivist Aleksey 
Gan described it as “an optical scientific theater” whose primary function 
was to “foster a love for science in the viewer.”68 In this new “mechanized” 
theater the workings of the universe would be revealed to the masses; the 
experience enlightens the viewer and “helps him forge within himself a 
scientific understanding of the world and rid himself of the fetishism of 
a savage, of priestly prejudices, and of the civilized Europeans’ pseudo-
scientific worldview.”69

When the first Soviet planetarium opened its doors in Moscow in 
November 1929, the confidence that the light of science would defeat the 
darkness of religion was paramount. In the years before World War II  
the planetarium hosted more than eighteen thousand lectures and eight 
million visitors. It organized a young astronomer’s club; a “star theater,” 
comprised of Moscow actors, that put on plays about Galileo, Giordano 
Bruno, and Copernicus; and a “stratospheric committee” that investigat-
ed the atmosphere and issues of reactive motion. Among its members 
the committee could count the mechanical engineer and “tireless space 
crusader” Fridrikh Tsander as well as the “father” of the Soviet space 
program, Sergei Korolev.70 The main question that worried atheists was 
not if their conquest of the heavens, the assault of scientific materialism 
on religious mentalities, would ultimately be victorious. Rather, the ques-
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tion was when and through what means victory would finally be achieved. 
By the time Ostap Bender, the paradigmatic Soviet conman of Il’ia Il’f 
and Evgenii Petrov’s novels of the period, waged war with Catholic priests 
for the soul of his accomplice Kozlevich, he simply declared the nonex-
istence of God a “medical fact.”71 After winning the stunned Kozlevich 
away from the priests, he tried to comfort Kozlevich’s fears that “he would 
not make it to the heavens” by confidently stating “the heavens are be-
coming desolate. It’s no longer that epoch . . . Angels now want to come to 
earth . . . , [where] there are municipal services, a planetarium, where it is 
possible to look at the stars while listening to an antireligious lecture.”72 
Whether Kozlevich would have found these assurances comforting is an-
other question.

The Death and Rebirth of Soviet Atheist Education

Despite auspicious beginnings, Stalin’s reign did not turn out to be a 
fortuitous time for the new theater of scientific enlightenment, and Mos-
cow’s planetarium remained the only planetarium in the Soviet Union 
for nearly twenty years. The consolidation of the Stalinist regime in the 
mid-1930s was accompanied by the rejection of early ideological utopi-
anism in favor of a more conservative, traditionalist position and more 
immediate priorities: industrialization and the inculcation of Soviet pa-
triotism.73 Stalin’s need to mobilize the population for war, and later to 
reestablish control in formerly occupied areas, precipitated a reevaluation 
of the Soviet state’s relationship with the Russian Orthodox Church, with 
the expected ramifications for atheist propaganda.74 As a result, Soviet 
atheism, despite protestations of service to the Communist project, was 
marginalized throughout the 1930s and 1940s. After the destructive anti-
religious campaigns of Stalin’s “cultural revolution” during the First Five-
Year Plan, atheist agitation largely ceased, as did ethnographic studies of 
religion and sociological investigation in general.75 

While Stalinist propaganda maintained the commitment to enlight-
enment by advocating literacy, hygiene, and education in the natural sci-
ences, the specifically atheist conclusions to be drawn from scientific pro-
paganda were for the most part cast aside. The successor of the league, 
the Society for the Dissemination of Scientific and Political Knowledge, 
was formed in 1947 as a voluntary association of Soviet intelligentsia 
committed to mass enlightenment through lectures on foreign and do-
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mestic politics and the natural sciences.76 Prominent scientists, like the 
astronomer B. A. Vorontsov-Veliaminov, continued to give periodic lec-
tures and publish rare pamphlets on science and religion, but explicitly 
debunking religious conceptions of the natural world was no longer their 
primary task.77 Throughout the 1940s and early 1950s the low priority of 
scientific atheism was tacitly understood by the people whose mission it 
was to enlighten the population.78 

Two new developments converged to bring atheism back into the 
spotlight of Soviet public culture: the ideological destabilization initiated 
by Stalin’s death in 1953, and Khrushchev’s initiation of de-Stalinization 
shortly thereafter; and the growing awareness that while religion showed 
no sign of dying out, the state’s methods of atheist education and enlight-
enment were outdated and ineffective. In the new historical context of 
postwar reconstruction and ideological transformation, Soviet ideology 
in general, and atheist theory and practice in particular, were in desper-
ate need of revision and reform. The revival of the campaign against reli-
gion under Khrushchev, after a nearly thirty-year hiatus during the Sta-
lin era, might appear peculiar in the context of the political and cultural 
“thaw,” but it was intimately connected with the moral mission to cleanse 
Marxist-Leninist ideology of corruption and fulfill the authentic vision 
of Leninism. As the private, spiritual world of Soviet persons—their val-
ues, emotions, and worldviews—became a central policy concern in the 
party’s top echelons, the campaign against religion became one of the 
primary instruments to revitalize Soviet ideology. 

The problem was that, according to reports provided by the Council 
on the Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church (CAROC) and the Coun-
cil on the Affairs of Religious Cults (CARC)—which included statistics 
on the incomes of religious institutions and clergy, pilgrimages to “holy 
sites,” and the observance of rituals—religiosity persisted among a sig-
nificant percentage of the Soviet population. Indeed, by many measures 
religion showed signs of revitalization during the postwar period, for 
which the party blamed “insufficiencies” in atheist education and called 
for a serious improvement in the intellectual, theoretical, and practical 
quality of “scientific atheism.” The party’s famous 1954 decrees on reli-
gion and atheism—the first on July 7, 1954, and the second on November 
10, 1954—certainly announced a reversal of fortune for religious institu-
tions and believers within Soviet borders.79 Yet they hardly pointed to a 
new direction in policy. The party again brought attention to the problem 
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of religion and atheism in the July decree “On Great Insufficiencies in 
the Propagating of Scientific Atheism and on Measures for its Improve-
ment,” and then scrambled to correct the fallout of its own directives in 
November with “On Errors in Scientific-Atheist Propaganda among the 
People.” By the mid-1950s Soviet ideologists began to suspect that if the 
final revolution was to take place within the realm of worldviews, which 
were to become scientific materialist through a targeted and comprehen-
sive antireligious campaign, then they had to work to uncover and under-
stand the reasons behind the widespread existence of “survivals.” And 
yet, among the “survivals” held responsible for the population’s passivity 
toward building Communism, religion was perhaps the most scrutinized 
and the least understood. 

The revival of the campaign against religion under Khrushchev, after 
a nearly thirty-year hiatus during the Stalin era, might appear peculiar 
in the context of the political and cultural “thaw,” but it was intimately 
connected with the moral mission to cleanse Marxist-Leninist ideology of 
corruption and fulfill the authentic vision of Leninism. The Third Party 
Program, announced at the Twenty-second Party Congress (1961), was 
the official articulation of new ideals that had been promoted throughout 
the 1950s: the abandonment of coercion as a primary tool of government, 
increased welfare provisions, and material abundance. Tying together 
utopian and pragmatic promises, the program heralded vast increases 
in consumer goods, housing, government benefits, and the cultivation of 
leisure. Yet what made the program so peculiar was the central impor-
tance of morality in Khrushchev’s promoted vision of modernity.80 

To resolve the moral paradox of consumerism, the Soviet abundance 
promoted in the Khrushchev era hinged on personal moderation.81 Thus 
the satisfaction of Soviet wants depended on transformed personal per-
ceptions of Soviet needs. In a kind of inversion of the Protestant ethic, 
which made a private vice (greed) into a public virtue (work ethic), Com-
munist morality made a public vice (scarcity) into a private virtue (asceti-
cism). These ideals were cemented in the new era’s official manifesto, the 
“Moral Code of the Builder of Communism,” which prioritized the state’s 
dependence on loyal, efficient, and morally superior citizens. The private, 
spiritual world of Soviet persons—their values, emotions, and world-
views—became a central policy concern in the party’s top echelons. The 
final revolution was to take place within the realm of worldviews, which 
were to become scientific materialist through a targeted and comprehen-
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sive educational campaign that was to reach into almost every realm of 
Soviet life. The revolution of the cosmos hinged on the reformation of 
cosmologies. 

When atheist education was revived in the mid-1950s, Soviet atheists 
were working with two conceptions about the nature of religion, both of 
which they had inherited from the early Soviet period. The first held that 
religion was a product of poverty, misery, and the fear engendered by life’s 
unpredictability. In this context the solace provided by religion served as 
an “opiate” for people afflicted by war, acts of nature, or personal trauma, 
and the proposed antidote was the continued economic growth and con-
struction of the material-technical base promised by Communism. As 
people’s lives improved, this theory held, they would experience less need 
for the solace provided by religion. The second theory presented religion 
as a product of darkness and superstition. According to this model, religi-
osity was the result of ignorance about the mysterious forces that govern 
nature and the universe and was to be fought with scientific enlighten-
ment. These understandings of religion and atheism in general, and the 
role of science in the greater enlightenment project in particular, were so 
deeply rooted in Soviet atheist thought that they never stopped guiding 
the approach to atheist education. 

This is not to say that atheist education did not evolve. On the con-
trary, the Khrushchev era is marked by a growing awareness of the ways 
in which atheist education fell short, as well as concerted efforts to ad-
dress these shortcomings. Increased scrutiny of enlightenment work 
in light of the new political responsibilities of ideological organizations 
resulted in an increased level of attention to the theory and practice of 
atheist education. Broadly, the party relied on two kinds of measures to 
combat religion and religiosity throughout the 1950s. These measures 
might be classified as “negative” and “positive,” respectively, but were 
by no means allotted equal importance in the first stages of the second 
atheist campaign. In practice, considerably more emphasis was placed 
on negative measures: administrative and legal regulation of religious 
organizations and individual believers. The Council on the Orthodox 
Church and the Council on Religious Cults (later united into the Council 
on Religious Affairs) and their local representatives directed the closing 
down of churches and the registration of religious communities, kept 
statistics on church attendance and ritual observance, and generally con-
trolled the increasingly strict legal and semilegal measures propagated 
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against the church.82 Positive measures, which grew in importance by 
the late 1950s, entailed a campaign of mass enlightenment. In practice, 
this meant a calling to arms of the “Knowledge” Society (Obshchestvo 
“Znanie”), the primary Soviet institution charged with the development 
of the new Communist citizen on the ground and, until 1964, the largest 
institution involved in the theoretical development and practical applica-
tion of atheist education.83

Party cadres and intelligentsia enthusiasts were urged to form 
local-level organizations (atheist clubs, Houses of Atheism, atheist de-
partments in educational institutions, and atheist sections in local party 
organs, among others). These new institutions held atheist film screen-
ings, hosted debates, and question-and-answer sessions that brought 
together believers and atheists, and staged atheist holidays to compete 
with their religious equivalents, and—in what was the most frequently 
employed form of atheist education—organized lectures by members of 
the “Knowledge” Society.84 With the intensification of atheist propaganda 
over the course of the 1950s, the “Knowledge” Society received a new 
journal, titled Nauka i religiia (Science and religion), which after several 
years of discussion and preparation began publication in 1959. The jour-

Figure 7.1. Village planetarium lecture, Kharkiv region, Ukraine, in the early 1960s. 
Source: Image courtesy of Kharkov Planetarium imeni Iu. A. Gagarina.
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nal was aimed at both the mass reader and the propaganda worker and 
covered the history of religion, the party’s evolving position on religion 
and atheism, and of course the popularization of scientific achievements 
and the scientific-materialist worldview. It also explicitly addressed the 
philosophical and religious issues raised by space exploration in period-
ic articles on the subject that fell under the rubric “Man: Master of Na-
ture.”85 The inside cover of the first issue proudly displayed the blueprint 
for the monument to Soviet space exploration planned for construction 
at Moscow’s Exhibition of National Economic Achievements (VDNKh).86 
At the turn of the decade, the society was given the brand-new Moscow 
House of Scientific Atheism as well as the administration of the Moscow 
Planetarium, which became a critical site of atheistic activity—a cata-
lyst for linking cosmic enlightenment with antireligious thought (figure 
7.1).87

A Planetarium for Believers and Bibles for Cosmonauts 

In the post-Stalinist Soviet Union, the planetarium was widely con-
sidered to be one of the most effective spaces in which to conduct atheist 
work, admired for its aesthetically pleasing and intellectually engaging 
methodology that emphasized the experiential component of education. 
The leadership’s faith in the atheist potential of the planetarium was 
made evident by the state’s significant investment of resources into the 
construction of planetariums, despite the fact that as late as 1959, even 
the most central Soviet planetarium—the Moscow Planetarium—contin-
ued to operate at a loss.88 With the revival of the antireligious campaign 
in the mid-1950s, the number of planetariums was expanded, as was the 
scope of their atheist work. The thirteen planetariums that existed in the 
USSR in the early 1950s were considered insufficient, and atheists called 
for a planetarium in every major Soviet city.89 By 1973 the Soviet Union 
had more than seventy planetariums, the majority of which were con-
structed over the course of the Khrushchev era.90 

The state’s investment in the planetarium’s atheist function was like-
wise evident in the fact that in the spring of 1959 the Soviet Council of 
Ministers transferred the Moscow Planetarium from the cultural organs 
of the Moscow city administration (Mosgorispolkom) to the All-Union 
“Knowledge” Society with the purpose of making it a more effective tool 
in the “propaganda of natural scientific knowledge on the structure of the 
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universe (stroenie vselennoi).”91 Indeed, the state hoped that the transfer 
would help bring order to the society’s atheist work, and to atheist edu-
cation in general, and that the Moscow Planetarium would become the 
coordinating center for Soviet atheism. As the All-Union “Knowledge” 
Society leadership stated: “This government decision gives the Society 
the ability to use the planetarium as a base for a considerable expansion 
and improvement of natural-scientific and scientific-atheist propagan-
da.”92 While the Moscow Planetarium was constructed from the ground 
up according to avant-garde principles of constructivist architectural de-
sign, it was, in this respect, almost unique. A significant number of the 
planetariums constructed after the war—in Gorky (Nizhnyi Novgorod), 
Kiev, Riga, Barnaul, and others—occupied former church spaces, a fact 
that had both practical and ideological significance.93

Conceived as explicitly atheist spaces, planetariums hosted enlight-
enment lectures, film screenings, question-and-answer sessions and 
debates, youth astronomy clubs, and, most prominently, enlightenment 
lectures geared toward the mass visitor. Planetariums were also attrac-
tive because they not only invited believers to attend lectures, but also 
brought the planetarium to believers. The so-called mobile planetarium 
could organize lectures and exhibits beyond the confines of its central lo-
cation, on “agitation-bus” trips to Houses of Culture, pioneer camps, pen-
sioners’ homes, military complexes, student dorms, schools, libraries, red 
corners, parks of leisure and culture, factories, and even local housing ad-
ministration offices. Using mobile planetariums, planetarium lecturers 
made expeditions to collective farms in a mass populist drive to educate 
the rural population that began in the late 1950s. There they would attract 
an audience by combining the chance to use a telescope and learn about 
the most recent achievements of Soviet cosmonauts, as well as by giving 
workers the opportunity to take a break from farmwork. After listening 
to a lecture, audiences could relax in the field, listen to festive music com-
ing from the loudspeakers provided by the visiting planetarium, and even 
conclude the night with a dance party.94 Most of all, the planetarium was 
also the perfect place to mobilize the enthusiasm generated by the Soviet 
space program and the most popular lecturers were, of course, Soviet 
cosmonauts. Audiences were drawn in with technologically advanced 
equipment and, most of all, with the opportunity to hear about what cos-
monauts encountered in their celestial journeys.95

Yet the work of the planetarium in general, and its atheist focus 



182      Victoria Smolkin-Rothrock

in particular, was not without problems. Atheist education in the plan-
etarium was criticized for relying almost exclusively on the natural sci-
ences, lacking “militancy” and avoiding “worldview” issues.96 It was not 
enough to read lectures on chemistry and physics, the argument went, 
without explicitly addressing their atheist significance by tying them to 
religion and idealism. In 1955 the mathematician and member of the 
“Knowledge” Society, B. L. Laptev brought attention to the importance 
of making clear the atheist significance of lectures on the natural sci-
ences, pointing out that without this, scientific enlightenment could not 
be used effectively in the battle against religion. “We conducted [scientific 
enlightenment] lectures for years,” Laptev said, “and it still took a Central 
Committee decree to reveal to us that we do not conduct scientific-atheist 
propaganda.”97 Such criticism was especially directed at cadres, as not all 
planetarium lecturers seemed to understand the importance of explicitly 
connecting atheism to, for example, lectures on astronomy or physics. 
This was a common complaint about scientists, who, in offering their 
knowledge in the service of enlightening the masses were, more often 
than not, unwilling to exploit the opportunity to agitate explicitly against 
religion.98 To illustrate the repercussions of avoiding direct battle against 
religion, Laptev described a planetarium lecture on the creation of the 
galaxy that he read on a collective farm. When he was done, he asked his 
audience whether they liked the lecture, which was accompanied by au-
dio and visual materials. The audience answered that they did, but when 
asked what exactly they liked about it, his listeners informed him: “We 
liked how gloriously God constructed the universe.”99

This was not the first time that Soviet atheists encountered the idea 
that scientific enlightenment did not necessarily constitute atheist propa-
ganda, but, given the long hiatus in atheist work in the Stalin period as 
well as the acknowledged shortcomings of atheist education during the 
Khrushchev-era antireligious campaign, it was a point that seemed to 
need reiterating. To show cadres the proper way to exploit the planetari-
um, the Moscow House of Scientific Atheism (Dom nauchnogo ateizma) 
hosted a discussion of veteran planetarium worker I. F. Shevliakov’s lec-
tures: “Science and Religion on the Universe” and “The Atheist Signifi-
cance of Discoveries in Astronomy and Cosmonautics.”100 After working 
at the Moscow Planetarium for more than forty years, Shevliakov ob-
served that in the “battle between idealism and religion,” both the target 
of enlightenment measures, as well as the adversary, had evolved. On the 
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one hand, audiences had become both much more educated in the sci-
ences and much less knowledgeable about religion. “If in the first years 
after the revolution we had to prove that the Earth is round and other 
elementary things; if we had an auditorium that was informed about the 
Bible, the Gospels, the Old and New Testaments, the commandments, 
the Apostles’ Creed [simvol very], and so forth, then at the present time 
even the clergy say that the audience knows almost nothing [about reli-
gion], and we propagandists are reaping the fruits [pozhinaem plody] of 
this revolution in the consciousness of the growing generation, which 
began life after the October revolution, after the separation of church and 
state, and [of] church and education.”101 

On the other hand, the church had become a different kind of op-
ponent since it no longer had a hostile attitude toward science—some-
thing that atheists could see for themselves, Shevliakov pointed out, if 
they leafed through the pages of the journal of the Moscow Patriarchate. 
In fact, Shevliakov observed, religion had long sought to accommodate 
science. Even in his gymnasium days in prerevolutionary Russia, “no one 
defended Bible stories in the literal sense that they are put forward.” He 
recalled how, having learned that Earth was six billion years old in sci-
ence class, Shevliakov wondered how this could be reconciled with the 
Bible’s teaching that the world was created in six days. In religion class 
Shevliakov asked the priest whether this was “a contradiction between 
science and religion,” to which the priest answered: “There is no con-
tradiction—what for God is one day, is a million years for man.”102 Then 
the priest told him to sit back down. “And this is not today, but in 1916,” 
Shevliakov reminded the audience. The need to explicitly draw atheist 
conclusions during planetarium lectures was also pointed out by Nadezh-
da Konstantinovna Krupskaia—Lenin’s widow and a central figure in the 
Soviet education and enlightenment campaign—during an early visit 
to the Moscow Planetarium. After attending an astronomy lecture read 
by an “inexperienced” lecturer, Krupskaia observed that after a lecture 
that did not draw out atheist conclusions, “every believer will leave, cross 
himself, and in his soul say that God’s world is great and beautiful.”103 
Astronomy alone, Shevliakov concluded, was not enough to “demolish 
the religious worldview.”104

Over the course of the antireligious campaign, atheist lecturers 
across the Soviet Union encountered obstacles in their crusade to obliter-
ate religious belief. A lecturer from the Tambov region reported that al-
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though their mobile planetarium attracted visitors of all ages during trips 
to the countryside, he still had reservations about proclaiming success, 
since the atheist message of planetarium visits often did not come across. 
He described a ninety-five-year-old man in one village who “could not be 
removed from the apparatus for thirty minutes” because, as the old man 
explained, “I’m going to die soon, and I refuse to go to the other world 
until I see what’s there.”105 Another lecturer reported that their mobile 
planetarium was very popular with collective farmworkers, especially 
with those of them who belonged to “sects.” Yet during planetarium vis-
its sectarians would ask many questions and try to “corner the lecturer,” 
in which case, “If they [got] the last word, they consider[ed] it a victory.”106 
The reactions of planetarium visitors brought to light a phenomenon that 
Soviet atheists should perhaps not have found so surprising—namely, 
that the cosmological connection between space exploration and atheism 
was neither necessary nor entirely obvious. The history of science pro-
vided numerous examples where the elegant construction of the universe 
was indeed taken to prove the existence of an all-powerful creator rather 
than his absence. 

The unexpected results of atheist education brought to light the de-
gree to which agitators were missing a clear sense of their audience. In-
deed, one of the most frequent criticisms of atheist propaganda was that 
too much energy and too many resources were spent preaching to the 
choir of unbelievers who constituted the vast majority of lecture audi-
ences.107 As Soviet atheists began to work out new programs, they recog-
nized that they needed to acquire knowledge about the religiosity of So-
viet citizens. At a Central Committee conference, Aleksandr Osipov—a 
former professor of theology at Leningrad Theological Academy who had 
publicly broken with religion and become one of the most famous athe-
ists of the Khrushchev era—highlighted that the difficulty of atheist work 
was finding the appropriate tone for an audience spread across a broad 
spectrum of education: “Every propagandist encounters both [types of] 
persons. . . . Three days ago in Kiev, [I] simultaneously [received] two 
notes [from the audience]: ‘What do you think about Feuerbach’s theory 
of atheism?’ And next to it [another note], ‘So tell me, former little father, 
do witches exist in the world?’ Laughter could be heard in the hall. ‘So 
that,’ Osipov pointed out, ‘is our range.’”108 

Speaking at the same party conference, the cosmonaut German Titov 
concurred that on the whole atheist agitators were unprepared to conduct 
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effective propaganda. Even cosmonauts, Titov admitted, had not done ev-
erything to ensure that the results of their flights were productive for ide-
ological purposes. When, after returning from a flight, cosmonauts were 
asked whether they had encountered god, he realized that their assertion 
that they had not remained unconvincing, especially to believers. Yet, 
Titov pointed out, cosmonauts did not have the tools to give their asser-
tion more force, because of their fundamental ignorance about religion. 

I do not know even one prayer and have never even heard one, because I, like 

all of my cosmonaut friends, grew up in our socialist reality and studied in 

our Soviet schools. Later, when I was getting higher education, and now at the 

Academy, no one ever spoke to me about this religion—and it seems to me that 

the situation is similar in all educational institutions. 

And if by chance I came across some books, then, with rare exception . . . these 

books were so boring that, unless there was a real necessity, one doesn’t really 

want to read them. (Laughter in the hall, applause). 

We consulted with our boys, the cosmonauts, . . . and we realized we had to 

petition the Ideological department to help us acquire bibles. (Laughter). Now 

we have received them, and I have a bible in my library, because when I speak 

in public, especially abroad, we find ourselves in difficult situations. This is 

why we discussed whether cosmonauts, in the course of their studies and 

training, should somehow be informed a little about all this God and religion 

business.109 

In a brilliant inversion Titov’s request for Bibles for cosmonauts under-
scored the basic fact that atheist education could not be conducted with-
out a fundamental familiarity with religious history and dogma, as well 
as with the transformations taking place in religion under modern condi-
tions. 

Because an accurate understanding of their audience was vital to the 
success of their work, atheists believed it imperative to learn about the 
quantity and quality of the population’s religiosity. For these purposes, 
statistics and episodic reports provided by local Komsomol and party or-
gans as well as “Knowledge” Society lecturers and CAROC and CARC 
representatives only told part of the story. Beginning in the late 1950s, a 
massive effort was coordinated to educate atheist educators. Publications 
on religion and atheism increased exponentially. The journal Science and 
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Religion concentrated its efforts on providing the material on the history 
of religion and atheism as well as methodological recommendations for 
effective propaganda. Regular workshops, conferences, and seminars for 
training atheist cadres began to be held in both central and local-level 
enlightenment organizations and party organs. Finally, cultural enlight-
enment workers, folklorists, ethnographers, and sociologists “went to the 
people” on expeditions whose primary purpose was to study the role of 
religion in everyday life.110 

The party’s ideological interest in the religiosity of Soviet citizens 
precipitated a “reanimation” of the sociology of religion—a field that had 
been practically dormant since the mid-1930s.111 The need to gather ac-
curate information in the practical absence of a generation of sociologists 
specializing in religion required both a new cohort of trained cadres and 
a revived discussion of sociological methodology. Councils, sectors, and 
groups for the study of religion and atheism were formed in the Institute 
of History, the Institute of Philosophy, and the Institute of Ethnography 
of the Academy of Sciences and their republic-level equivalents. Socio-
logical research of religion and atheism was given priority on the agenda 
of the Academy of Social Sciences of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party (AON), the party’s top institution for training ideological 
cadres, which eventually formed a separate Institute of Scientific Athe-
ism in 1964. Ethnographic and sociological expeditions lasted anywhere 
from several days to several weeks, and usually consisted of researchers 
being placed with families that had been identified as believers to observe 
their everyday lives and interview individual members. Researchers were 
occupied with several fundamental questions: What was the worldview of 
believers, their understandings of the origins of nature, the social world, 
and humankind’s role in it? What were the worldviews of former believ-
ers and what brought about their break with religion? And finally, what 
kept believers tied to religion despite the mounting scientific evidence 
against religious conceptions of the world, of which space exploration 
constituted such an essential part (figure 7.2)?

Cosmic Contradictions

Beyond widely disseminated atheist conversion narratives of believ-
ers who broke with religion as a result of space conquests, researchers 
discovered that the effect of Soviet space achievements on the everyday 
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cosmologies of ordinary people was considerably less linear and logical 
than they had imagined and expected. Indeed, many reports described 
their frustration at the stubborn superstition they encountered on the 
ground. One local party worker relayed a conversation he had with a sec-
tarian woman in Irkutsk who, when told that a rocket was being launched 
to the moon, replied: “This never happened and will never happen. God 
will not allow a foreign body to come to the moon.” When asked whether 
she would abandon her belief if a rocket actually went to the moon, she 
only replied: “This never happened and will never happen, because it is 
impossible.”112 

Sociological research on the cosmologies of believers, conducted in 
the village Tretie Levye Lamki in the Tambov region, revealed that in 
those rather rare instances where believers considered the opposition of 
science and religion at all, most of them saw no contradiction between 
their belief in Soviet space achievements and religion. A typical example 
was fifty-two-year-old Anna Ivanovna Dobrysheva, whose answer to most 
of the researcher’s questions was “Who knows?” She did not understand, 
even after repeated explanations by the researcher, the contradiction be-
tween the religious and the scientific worldview. As the researcher de-

Figure 7.2. Mobile planetarium lecture at a dairy farm, Kharkiv region, Ukraine, in the 
early 1960s. Source: Image courtesy of Kharkov Planetarium imeni Iu. A. Gagarina.
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scribed in his report, Dobrysheva “believes in spaceflights, but cannot 
seem to understand why [atheists] don’t believe in God and why they op-
pose science and religion.”113 In her view “if we [believers] believe you 
[atheists], then you need to believe us as well.”114 

One of the more “unbelieving” interview subjects, Petr Alekseev-
ich Meshukov, was described as “not belonging to a religion although 
he keeps icons [in his home],” and in his understanding of the natural 
sciences is said to “fully support Darwin’s theories about the origins of 
man, which, when he is in an unsober state, provokes him to call people 
who offend him ‘a degenerate product of simian genealogy.’”115 Regard-
ing various processes in the natural world, he “has some vague notion, 
although is certain that ‘god has as much connection to them as the tale 
of a crocodile does to a person.’”116 Overall, the position of the villagers 
interviewed was best summed up in the words of one Matrena Petrovna 
Arkhipova, who stated that “Communists are good in every way, except 
that they don’t believe in God, [and] that is bad.”117 In what became a pe-
rennial thorn in the side of Soviet atheists, believers—even when they 
believed in the achievements of the Soviet space program—still managed 
to reconcile it with their religious worldviews.

Cosmonaut German Titov encountered a similar situation during 
the numerous occasions when he was expected to clarify the contents of 
the cosmos to waiting audiences. 

The fact that ordinary inhabitants of Earth have been to the skies, the holy of 

holies of all religions, the space of God, has an enormous effect on believers, 

does not leave any one of them indifferent, and forces them to deeply think 

about their views and convictions. And many believers are struck by the fact 

that god did not manifest in response to the fact that ordinary mortals intruded 

into his estate.

I would also like to cite one letter which a sixty-seven-year-old inhabitant of Ka-

zan wrote to us. He sent it simply to the address “Cosmonaut.” He writes this: 

“I am already sixty-seven years old, I am illiterate, and yet I would nonetheless 

would like to be taken on a cosmic flight. I understand that I can contribute 

nothing from the point of view of science, so to speak. But yet, it is said, that 

there is no God. I believe that there is no God, but all the same, as the years 

wear on, I would like to make certain that God doesn’t exist.” 
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(Animation and laughter in the hall.)

Ilyichev: Trust, but verify.118 

No one could argue, Titov concluded, that the scientific achievements of 
Soviet spaceflights had been amply and correctly highlighted in Soviet 
enlightenment work, but the atheist significance of space exploration had 
yet to be fully explained. It seemed, then, that even when believers were 
enthralled with the technological achievements of Soviet space explora-
tion, they continued to miss the correct philosophical conclusions.

Problematically, from the point of view of atheist agitators, neither 
did the church. Congresses gathered to discuss the evolving relationship 
between science and religion that emphasized the danger of the church’s 
“accommodation” of scientific and technological advances and the at-
tempts of religious organizations in general to “adapt” to the modern 
world. At a conference convened in Moscow in May 1957, shortly before 
the USSR launched Sputnik, M. B. Mitin, the chairman of the “Knowl-
edge” Society, stressed that the battle with religion had transformed and 
was no longer (primarily) political, but ideological. In light of these de-
velopments, Mitin warned agitators to be vigilant to the evolving tactics 
of religious organizations that “prefer not to openly speak out against sci-
ence, [and] to present themselves as ‘friends’ of science, striving to ‘prove’ 
the connections between science and religion, the possibility of unifying 
the two, based on mutual respect and ‘noninterference’, . . . and seek to 
prove that science and religion are not opposed to each other, but on the 
contrary, need one another.”119 In response, atheist agitators were urged 
to clarify for audiences the irreconcilability of science and religion, to 
stress that while the religious worldview proclaimed the finite nature of 
the universe, scientific materialism revealed its infinity in both space and 
time. In lectures that critiqued religious conceptions of the beginning 
and end of the world, popular among propaganda workers at the time, 
agitators were encouraged to critique the religious notion of the primacy 
of the spiritual over the material.120 Once it was taken as fact that the cos-
mos followed the same laws as the Earth and were composed of the same 
materials, the Estonian astronomer G. Naan put forth, “nothing heavenly 
really remained in the ‘heavens.’”121 

Yet sociological studies suggested that the transformations that took 
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place within the mind of a believer did not necessarily follow this same 
logic. Indeed, research on sermons in the Vladimir province described re-
ligious functionaries who either dismissed the relevance of space achieve-
ments for religion, or, worse yet, presented Soviet space achievements in 
a religious context. A report of the Council for the Affairs of Religious 
Cults, for example, described a Belorussian Catholic priest who refuted 
the notion that space achievements provided proof of God’s nonexistence: 
“Nature has not yet been fully studied by man, [and man] is not yet able 
to control it. Then there exists some sort of power that controls nature. 
Sending satellites and people to space does not mean that there is no God. 
God exists, but he is invisible and not in man’s likeness.”122 Archbishop 
Onisim of Vladimir-Suzdal diocese, however, underscored the need of 
propagandizing the great achievements of Soviet spaceflights, especially 
to the rural population. Archpriest L. A. Taranovskii was purported to 
proclaim: “Flights to space are new proof of God’s great power, and the 
idea that cosmonauts did not notice God, well, it is not as if he sits in one 
place. One cannot see God, he is a spirit. And if life on other planets is 
discovered, then their existence also involved the participation of God, he 
is all-powerful. Even if God walked on the shores of the river Kliazma, 
people still would not believe that this is God.”123

Many agitators complained that the church was more difficult to 
combat when it attempted to coexist peacefully with science, because 
then religion managed to co-opt technological progress and paint it as a 
manifestation of God’s will. According to this position, God performed 
his work through unbelievers, and “the unbelieving Gagarin flew to space 
because it was advantageous to our God.”124 Yet what worried Soviet athe-
ists even more was when religious organizations responded to scientific 
progress by making the boundary between the material and the spiritual 
more defined, and in effect, claiming for religion a “monopoly” over the 
spiritual world.125 These unexpected and contradictory reactions of both 
ordinary believers and the church to scientific achievements forced athe-
ists to question their understandings of religion and their predictions 
about its future in modern society. It also forced them to reconsider their 
belief that science was the most powerful weapon in atheist work, and 
turn their hopes to the transformative potential of philosophy to cultivate 
the Communist worldview of the future.  
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The Dystopian Cosmos

The Soviet leadership presented space achievements as material 
proof of the great strides the country was making toward Communist 
modernity, but their new attention to the persistence of “survivals” in the 
consciousness of Soviet citizens, as well as the efforts to exorcize these 
with more and better atheist education, cast a (not entirely intentional) 
light on the distance that separated the new Soviet person paraded on 
the world stage from the ordinary Soviet people in the audience. Indeed, 
reconciling the ambitions of Khrushchev-era utopianism with the unset-
tling fact that the “human material” that was supposed to actualize these 
ambitions was still profoundly riddled with “survivals” required an auda-
cious leap of faith. For this reason the optimism of the party’s ideologi-
cal pronouncements tended to be tempered by attention to the obstacles 
to be overcome along the way. The Communist project, as outlined in 
Soviet ideology of the early 1960s, required nothing less than a spiri-
tual transformation within each individual separately, and all individu-
als collectively—a reformation of social behavior and relations, morals, 
and values, without which the collective utopia remained unattainable. 
The Soviet space program manifested almost miraculously to provide a 
platform from which such a leap could be made. Immediately, popular 
ideological discourse represented Soviet supremacy in the exploration of 
the cosmos as an almost millenarian inevitability. The series of Soviet 
space “firsts”—the first artificial satellite, the first human in space, the 
first woman in space—were credited not just to the superiority of Soviet 
science and technology, but to the very spiritual fabric of Soviet socialist 
society.126

Soviet atheism sought to offer its own epistemological and moral po-
sitions and, over the course of the Khrushchev decade, saw the real and 
symbolic force of Soviet space achievements as the most powerful weap-
on in antireligious propaganda and atheist education. In the utopian uni-
verse of Marxism-Leninism, cosmonauts—perhaps uniquely—bridged 
the distance between the scientific and the philosophical, the real and the 
ideal. Their fearlessness and positive, life-affirming attitude made them 
icons of the limitless human potential that Marxism-Leninism promised 
to all Soviet citizens. Their voyages, both in life and to space, were put 
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forth as a counterexample and an antidote to the fear and weakness that 
atheists claimed were cultivated by religion. This fact not only makes So-
viet cosmic enthusiasm an important prism through which to study the 
process of ideological socialization; it reveals important insights into how 
atheists understood the nature of religion and the social function of re-
ligiosity. 

The story of space enthusiasm in Soviet atheism highlights trans-
formations in how religion was understood and approached over the 
course of the Khrushchev era and suggests the implications these trans-
formations had on the future of Soviet atheist education and the fate of 
Marxism-Leninism. The Khrushchev-era atheist campaign produced two 
distinct yet related results. The trials and errors of atheist agitators initi-
ated a reconsideration of Marxist-Leninist positions on the nature and 
future of religion. The failure of religion to “wither away”—even under 
the seemingly conclusive blow dealt to religious cosmologies by scientific 
progress in general and Soviet space exploration in particular—needed, 
on the one hand, a better explanation and, on the other hand, more effec-
tive methodological approaches. While the beginning of the Khrushchev- 
era atheist campaign was driven by a view of religion as a set of unen-
lightened beliefs and primitive practices that continued as a result of a 
kind of historical inertia, Soviet atheists soon realized that the very es-
sence and dynamics of religious belief had transformed. Indeed, they 
came to suspect that it was their own theories and methods that were 
primitive and that needed to be modernized to keep pace. 

When Soviet atheists attempted to fight faith with fact, they encoun-
tered a population that often seemed untroubled by the contradictions 
they so ardently tried to unmask and instead reconciled scientific and 
religious cosmologies in unexpected ways. The worldviews Soviet athe-
ists found on the ground ranged from unsystematic, to eclectic, to what 
today would probably be called secular—that is, worldviews that relied on 
science for explanations of the material world and religion for explana-
tions of the spiritual realm. Indicative in this respect are the responses of 
Ul’iana Andreevna Lukina of Ivanovo region to a sociological survey on 
the “Contemporary believer’s perception of God” (Predstavleniia sovre-
mennogo veruiushchego o boge) conducted by the Institute of Scientif-
ic Atheism in 1964 and 1965. When asked how she combines, in her 
mind, the idea of God with the laws of the universe, Lukina replied that 
“she never occupies herself with speculations about the universe.” When 
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asked what she thought about the fact that spaceships had flown to space, 
Lukina’s answer was: “So they flew, so what? There was a time when I 
barely made it from here to Ufa, and now it is possible to go twice a week. 
God has nothing to do with it. God, after all, is within us.” When asked 
for her thoughts on the subject in general, Lukina concluded: “What is 
the point of thinking about this? It’s just somehow more peaceful with 
God.”127

New attempts to address and reconcile the paradox of modern belief 
continued to occupy Soviet ideologists until the end of the Soviet period 
as various hypotheses for the persistence of religion in the modern world 
were tried and disproved, and atheist methods tested without producing 
desired results. Moreover, throughout the 1960s novel theories about the 
nature of religion led to new methods in atheist propaganda, so that the 
main weapon in the arsenal of atheist education was increasingly seen 
to be philosophy rather than science. This shift in atheist theories and 
practices significantly transformed the landscape of Soviet belief, both 
religious and atheist. Finally, it also made Soviet atheists aware of the 
philosophical, or perhaps more accurately spiritual, vacuum that opened 
up when religious cosmologies were contested by atheist propaganda, al-
though few at this point articulated the implications that this vacuum, if 
taken to its logical conclusion, might have for Marxism-Leninism. Never-
theless, having reached a zenith in the early 1960s, cosmic enthusiasm 
began to wane. One important reason for the decline in enthusiasm is 
that the narratives of Soviet space achievements and of Soviet atheism, 
until this point fellow travelers, experienced a parting of ways. 

The story of the conquest of the cosmos in Soviet atheism also lays 
bare the paradox of the attempt to invest scientific materialism with a 
spiritual center. Not only did Soviet space achievements fail to produce 
mass religious disbelief, they also revealed the ideological pitfalls of the 
utopia promised by Marxism-Leninism. Cosmonauts occupied the space 
between utopia and reality, and became a vehicle for the management of 
the desire, longing, and faith generated by religious, ideological, and cos-
mological utopias. In the broader project of scientific enlightenment, cos-
monauts became the consecrated objects of popular devotion. Through 
their charisma, the average Soviet person could access the ideological en-
thusiasm that was habitually required in Soviet citizens, and in effect be 
transformed, even converted, by the experience. Yet, as ideological mod-
els, cosmonauts remained removed from the Soviet masses by an impen-
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etrable curtain. The path to the heavens was available to the few, not to 
the many, and ultimately the vast majority of Soviet citizens remained at 
best only “half-cosmonauts.” 

As time passed, the distance between Soviet reality and Marxist-Le-
ninist ideals grew so great that the iconography of cosmonauts and space 
exploration began to get primarily ironic treatments, indicating that Soviet 
space enthusiasm was coming to an end. Vladimir Voinovich’s dystopian 
novella Moscow 2042 (1982) depicts Communism as having finally been 
realized in the future, except that it is concentrated in one postapocalyptic 
city-state: Moscow. The city’s Communist leader, while revered on Earth, 
is essentially exiled to a spaceship to keep his sacred aura intact and is, in 
effect, a permanent if unwilling cosmonaut.128 The Moscow conceptualist 
Il’ia Kabakov, meanwhile, constructed an individual dystopia in his 1981–
88 installation, “The Man Who Flew to Space from His Apartment.” His 
installation depicts a homespun contraption for space travel created by 
an impatient Soviet citizen, a person the critic Boris Groys describes as 
an “illegitimate cosmonaut.”129 Finally, returning to Pelevin’s childhood  
utopia, the contents of the mysterious suitcase that the cosmonauts 
carried with them on their journeys are finally revealed to the curious 
Pelevin to be . . . excrement—a revelation that transforms cosmic enthu-
siasm into a parable of dystopia. “The fact that some system for waste dis-
posal was necessary was impossible to deny. But a cosmonaut with a little 
suitcase full of shit seemed to me so unthinkable, that in that moment, 
my clean star world got a clear crack,” writes Pelevin. “From that moment 
on, whenever a new cosmonaut walked toward his new rocket, I could not 
take my eyes off that suitcase. Perhaps this was a result of the fact that 
I grew up and had long ago noticed that it was not just cosmonauts who 
carried such suitcases with them, but every Soviet person.”130
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8 
She Orbits over the Sex Barrier

Soviet Girls and the Tereshkova Moment

On June 16, 1963, Valentina Vladimirovna Tereshkova, a twenty-six-
year-old Soviet “everywoman” blasted off aboard Vostok 6 to become the 
first woman in space (figure 8.1).1 Her mission was to join fellow cosmo-
naut Valerii Fedorovich Bykovskii, who was already in orbit at the helm 
of Vostok 5. Despite the notable fact that Bykovskii was in the process 
of setting a new record for the longest space voyage in human history, 
it was Tereshkova, not her male comrade, who captured the attention 
and imagination of the terrestrial public. A Cold War variant of the new 
Soviet woman, Tereshkova became an instant celebrity, portrayed to the 
world as both a master of technology and a feminine flower in the gar-
den of cosmonauts. A flurry of articles, speeches, and decrees hailed her 
as a “hero of the cosmos, a hero of the people” and “a model for Soviet 
youth.”2 Congratulatory telegrams and letters flooded in from around the 
world commending the USSR on its scientific prowess and Communist 
commitment to gender equality.3 Meanwhile, at home Soviet children, 
especially girls, were swept up in the general euphoria, enthusiastically 
cheering the successes of “our Valia,” the USSR’s newest space star.4 

Roshanna P. Sylvester
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What did Tereshkova’s celestial journey mean to the generation of 
Soviet schoolgirls who saw her venture into the cosmos?5 This chapter 
analyzes the burst of Soviet press coverage about Tereshkova that ap-
peared in child- and family-oriented newspapers and periodicals in 1963. 
Its findings suggest that Soviet girls in middle childhood were genuinely 
thrilled by the female cosmonaut’s triumph and were a captive and en-
gaged audience for the messages of empowerment that engulfed them in 
the heyday of the Tereshkova moment.6 News items and feature stories 
openly encouraged girls to strive for the highest levels of achievement in 
science and technology, loudly affirming that in the USSR there were no 
limits on female aspiration. Girls of the Tereshkova generation responded 
to the euphoric rhetoric, embracing their interests and the new horizon 
of possibilities opened up for them by the advent of female space travel. 

Figure 8.1. Valentina Tereshkova during training for her mission to space in 1963. Source: 
NASA.
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They availed themselves of the considerable opportunities afforded to 
them in the USSR’s educational system, achieved near parity with their 
male counterparts in a mastery of scientific and technologically oriented 
fields, and in greater numbers than ever before moved into careers that 
put their knowledge into action. 

Despite these real achievements, however, the question of whether 
Soviet girls could in fact grow up to be cosmonauts was of course out of 
their hands. Scholars have consistently noted the distance between of-
ficial propaganda that celebrated Tereshkova’s accomplishment and the 
tense behind-the-scenes controversies among those in the upper echelons 
of the Soviet space program and the Communist Party concerning the 
development of the female cosmonaut corps.7 Even in the first blush of 
the Tereshkova moment, press coverage revealed a marked ambivalence 
about the role girls and women should play in Cold War society, especially 
in the much-vaunted worlds of science and technology. Unfortunately for 
girls, it soon became abundantly clear that among decision makers at the 
highest levels there was no real commitment to robust female partici-
pation in the Soviet space program. As others have shown, Tereshkova 
herself quickly faded from the headlines, definitively so after her much-
publicized November 1963 wedding to her cosmonaut “brother” Andrian 
Nikolaev and the birth the following year of the couple’s daughter, Lena. 
Although she remained on the rolls as an inactive cosmonaut, the first 
woman in space was thus quickly recast as a wife, mother, and cultural 
ambassador—roles more in keeping with the resurgent gender tradition-
alism that would mark the Brezhnev years.8 It would be two decades more 
before a second female cosmonaut made it into orbit. 

Although one could focus on what went wrong in the late Soviet pe-
riod, especially with respect to the distance between ideological promises 
and women’s real experiences, my purpose is to consider instead what 
went right for Soviet girls of the Tereshkova generation. Despite subse-
quent developments, evidence suggests that girls themselves held on to 
a more expansive view of their life possibilities at least in part because 
of Tereshkova’s accomplishments in space. Although the world’s first fe-
male cosmonaut never again mounted a rocket, the sheer fact that she 
had done so once inspired girls to dream big. For an instant, the girls who 
saw Tereshkova fly were part of a universe in which reality and promise 
converged, with vistas of opportunity available to them that were unique 
in the world. 
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“The Girl from Iaroslavl”

The Soviet public knew essentially nothing about Valentina Teresh-
kova when she rocketed to celebrity in June 1963. But thanks to the ef-
ficient work of journalists, readers were soon acquainted with the new 
cosmonaut’s exceedingly correct and very Soviet biography. Early press 
coverage stressed the virtues of Tereshkova’s family origins, childhood, 
and youth, portraying her as the politically impeccable heroine in a Com-
munist fairy tale. Pionerskaia pravda, a twice-weekly newspaper aimed at 
school-aged children, introduced its young readers to Valentina, or Valia 
for short, by explaining that she was born in 1937 in the village of Maslen-
nikov of good proletarian stock: “Her father was a tractor driver and her 
mother a worker in a textile enterprise.” The family had three children: 
Valia; her sister, Liuda; and a brother, Volodia. Tragedy of the heroic va-
riety struck the family during the Great Patriotic War when Tereshkova’s 
father was killed “at the front.” But her brave mother soldiered on, mov-
ing the family to nearby Iaroslavl’, where she could get better work. Valia 
herself was portrayed as a diligent student who after leaving school at sev-
enteen became a model worker, first in a tire factory and then in a textile 
complex. She also joined the Komsomol in Iaroslavl’, serving as secretary 
of her factory committee in 1960 and 1961. Bent on self-improvement, 
Tereshkova returned to her studies in that same period, graduating from 
a technical school in 1960. Two years later she solidified her spotless 
credentials by becoming a member of the Communist Party. In her spare 
time Valentina enjoyed outdoor activities and displayed an adventurous 
side by taking up sky diving. Unbeknownst to her, these hobbies made 
her an outstanding candidate for the female cosmonaut corps.9

As this brief sketch makes clear, press biographies meant for chil-
dren played up Tereshkova’s image as the consummate Soviet youth: 
hardworking, studious, politically loyal, and healthy. By stressing these 
values, writers fit Tereshkova neatly into the well-established repertoire 
of ideal childhood types long emphasized in Soviet publications aimed 
at the young.10 But unlike its typical coverage, Pionerskaia pravda’s cel-
ebration of Tereshkova was aimed squarely at girls, standing in striking 
contrast to the paper’s normal pattern of primarily addressing an implied 
male reader.11 Girls and women did appear with some regularity in the 
newspaper’s pages, both in illustrations and photos and as the subjects 
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of stories. But such representations tended to shoehorn girls into a lim-
ited number of roles and were significantly fewer in number than those 
focusing on male subjects. Girls were most commonly shown dressed 
in school or pioneer uniforms, sitting at desks, greeting distinguished 
(usually male) visitors with bouquets of flowers, or on parade for public 
holidays.12 Another frequent motif involved girls in the outdoors, picking 
flowers, displaying the fruits of the harvest, or doing agricultural work.13 
Other activities perpetually associated with girls included sewing, knit-
ting, fashion, and hair styling as well as arts and crafts, music, drama, 
and dancing.14 The newspaper also encouraged girls to keep themselves 
in shape, showing them engaged in a variety of sports and recreational 
activities deemed appropriate for their gender: swimming, boating, vol-
leyball, skiing, ice skating, and gymnastics.15 

By emphasizing Tereshkova’s accomplishments as a worker, sports-
woman, and political activist, Pionerskaia pravda successfully packaged 
the cosmonaut as a tried-and-true role model for girls. Although not as 
pervasive as positive images of teachers and mothers (by far the most 
consistent presence), female sports champions were regularly profiled in 
Pionerskaia pravda, as were World War II–era heroines, political figures 
such as Nadezhda Krupskaia, and female Komsomol leaders or Commu-
nist Party members.16 Women workers also appeared with some regular-
ity, especially those in occupations that in the USSR were traditionally 
female: textile workers, tractor drivers, secretaries, medical personnel, 
and the like.17 

Although the latter set of representations demonstrated that women 
could and did acquire technical knowledge and operate machines effec-
tively, articles about females working in higher-level scientific specialties 
or studying physics, chemistry, mathematics, or the other hard sciences 
were relatively rare.18 Pionerskaia pravda’s editors and writers evidently 
considered scientific and technical fare to be more appealing (and ap-
propriate) to their male readers. For instance, it was common to find an 
article such as the one that appeared in a February 1963 issue instruct-
ing boys on how to build their own machines juxtaposed against images 
of girls working in the fields or gardening at home.19 As for stories of 
any genre in the pre-Tereshkova era concerning space exploration and 
rocketry, girls were practically invisible except as starry-eyed observers of 
male daring and accomplishment.20

As Pionerskaia pravda’s coverage reveals, it was something of a para-
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dox that Tereshkova was portrayed as operating within the convention-
al Soviet mold of female aspiration and heroism while simultaneously 
shattering old paradigms of female possibility. The first woman in space 
was quickly established as the newest link in an infamous chain of dar-
ing Soviet heroines that included aviation pioneers as well as the much- 
celebrated female pilots and partisans of the World War II years. And 
yet in the Cold War context of the early 1960s, evidence suggests that it 
was the marriage of Tereshkova’s “everywoman” persona with more un-
conventional aspects of her profile—especially her affinity and apparent 
aptitude for science and technology—that made “our Valia” an appealing 
and especially significant role model for girls.21

Sveta’s Dream

Even before the USSR had sent a woman to space, Soviet girls had 
shown themselves to be as susceptible as boys to the wave of cosmic en-
thusiasm that swept the Soviet Union after Sputnik.22 Tereshkova herself 
cited “the heroic exploit of Yuri Gagarin” as a personal inspiration.23 But 
girls much younger than she also felt the pull and promise of Soviet space 
achievement at a personal level. For instance, when Pionerskaia pravda 
queried children about which events they thought they would remember 
their whole lives, Tania Arakelian from Krasnodar replied: “When Gaga-
rin flew into space and when revolution came to Cuba.”24 Writing much 
later, the cultural critic, theorist, and media artist Svetlana Boym remem-
bered that she and other “Soviet children of the 1960s did not dream 
of becoming doctors and lawyers, but cosmonauts (or, if worse came to 
worst, geologists).”25 Girls’ cosmic imaginings were likewise revealed in 
an April 1963 issue of Ogonek, which featured a selection of children’s 
letters to cosmonauts, including one from Valia Larshina in Orsk: “I am 
ready to fly to the very largest planet and study it. . . . I wouldn’t be ter-
rified to fly to space. When the rocket is ready, I will be trained.” Mean-
while, Liusia Zorina from Yalta imagined weaving together two seem-
ingly irreconcilable career aspirations: “I want to be a ballerina and fly to 
space. I don’t even know which I want more.”26

With Tereshkova’s emergence as a “sister” cosmonaut, these occa-
sional references to girls’ desires for cosmic adventures became a fre-
quent feature in children’s and family newspapers and magazines. In the 
heat of the Tereshkova moment, Pionerskaia pravda openly encouraged 
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such dreams. Its front page on June 18, 1963, was dominated by a large 
photo of Tereshkova accompanied by a drawing of two Soviet rockets fly-
ing through the cosmos. Next to these dramatic images was a small item 
penned by R. Kovalenko, who reported that the children in Krasnodar 
School No. 2 had recently completed a questionnaire that asked what they 
wanted to be when they grew up: “219 of 300 boys answered, ‘We dream 
of flying a space ship.’ But among the girls only Sveta Beliaeva from sev-
enth class wrote, ‘Cosmonaut.’ And in parentheses explained, ‘If that is 
impossible, then an astronomer.’ It is possible, Sveta, it is possible! Your 
dream will come true,” Kovalenko enthused.27

One of the most immediate signs that Tereshkova’s journey to space 
had broadened the landscape of girls’ imaginative possibilities was the 
profusion of cartoons portraying girls in space. Pionerskaia pravda fea-
tured two such offerings on June 21, 1963. The first showed a drawing 
of three girls and two boys standing in a circle playing a counting game. 
The caption relayed the words of the eldest girl: “One, two, three, four, 
five. I will fly you into space.” The second cartoon that day was titled 
“Magic Words.” In the first frame an older sister was portrayed tugging 
at the arm of her screaming younger brother: “If you don’t obey, I won’t 
take you to space with me when I grow up.” The second frame showed the 
boy standing up and walking hand in hand with his sister, still looking 
grumpy but at least cooperating.28

Print cartoons of girls taking the lead in space exploration frequently 
linked standard symbols of girlhood with those associated with the cos-
mos. Festooning the front cover of the June 30, 1963, issue of the weekly 
humor magazine Krokodil was a full-color cartoon showing a school-aged 
girl in a polka-dotted dress clutching a stuffed bear while thumbing her 
nose at two boys who stood alongside holding their toys—a model rocket, 
plane, and helicopter. The caption reads, “Where’s your advantage in the 
cosmos now?” The second and third pages of the issue were completely 
taken up with other Tereshkova-themed cartoons, one of which depicted 
a young girl holding a cosmonaut doll outside the door of her school say-
ing, “There is nothing interesting here. Let’s find out where the cosmo-
naut school is!”29 The back pages of Ogonek’s June issue included a dozen 
Tereshkova-inspired cartoons, one of which portrayed a girl cozily asleep 
in bed. Above her head was a dream bubble showing her smiling in a 
spacesuit, striding purposefully away from her rocket on the surface of 
the moon.30 
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Readers of these cartoons could hardly miss the point that girls 
were being encouraged to compete with boys at the very highest levels 
of scientific and technological achievement. But even more telling than 
comical representations were items that suggested just how powerfully 
real girls responded to Tereshkova’s accomplishment. For example, an 
Ogonek photo spread featured interviews with five Moscow girls, all of 
whom were planning to follow Tereshkova’s lead. Galia Pankova was pho-
tographed standing in front of a Pravda front-page picture of her heroine: 
“I really like Valentina Tereshkova. I will try to imitate her in everything 
and also fly. . . . In my opinion, I even look a little like her!” Other girls ex-
plained that they wanted to be space scientists or rocket engineers. Tania 
Klokova, pictured with her hands on a model rocket lying before her on 
a desk, said, “I want to become Chief Designer [of a rocket ship] . . . and 
invent a ship that I’m satisfied with.” Sveta Solov’eva and Nina Savchuk, 
photographed pointing at a spot on a huge lunar globe, reported that they 
wanted to study the surface of the moon to select the best landing sites. 
Meanwhile, Tania Safronova announced her intention to invent space 
binoculars “so that I can see it all when I myself fly to the stars!”31

“A Soviet Woman Has Stormed Outer Space”

Even a brief survey of popular press coverage of Tereshkova’s flight 
suggests that Soviet girls enthusiastically embraced the new world of pos-
sibilities opened up for them in science and technology by the female 
cosmonaut’s accomplishment. Meanwhile, Tereshkova herself reveled in 
the spotlight, enhancing the stature of women throughout the USSR. 
“A Soviet woman has stormed outer space,” Tereshkova exclaimed to a 
euphoric audience in her Red Square speech on June 22, 1963. Heaping 
praise on her Communist sisters, Tereshkova celebrated female successes 
in all realms of Soviet society: “[Women] are participating actively in state 
management, in the social and political affairs of the country, they are 
working enthusiastically in the economy, science, culture, education, and 
upbringing of the younger generation.” She was equally full of praise for 
the scientists, engineers, and technicians who made Soviet spaceflight 
possible, expressing heartfelt thanks to “all who took part in the develop-
ment of our wonderful rockets and spaceships, all who equipped and pre-
pared us for our complex journey into space, who ensured our successful 
fulfillment of this responsible assignment.”32
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Given the context of the Cold War space race, it is unsurprising that 
Tereshkova and those who commented on her successes were quick to 
valorize the accomplishments of Soviet science for audiences at home 
and abroad. In his Red Square speech Communist Party leader Nikita 
Sergeevich Khrushchev was effusive in his tribute, singling out for spe-
cial praise the contributions of the rising generation: “the spaceships, 
the engines for them, and the fuel were developed mainly by young peo-
ple” who worked “side by side with the experienced workers, scientists, 
engineers and technicians” to make the future happen now.33 Valentina 
Vavilina, the editor in chief of Rabotnitsa, reminded readers that women 
were among the active participants in these scientific accomplishments: 
“There are some spheres in which women are the main force [in Soviet 
society]: the textile and the food industries, schools, and medical institu-
tions. But women have also helped create space rockets and the atomic 
icebreaker. All professions are open to them.”34 “Women are a mighty 
detachment of our Soviet science,” confirmed Vasili V. Parin, a member 
of the USSR Academy of Medical Sciences and chief physician in charge 
of monitoring the cosmonauts’ medical condition during their training 
and mission periods. “They are wonderful pilots of the latest high-speed 
aircraft. And here, following right after the men into the stellar heights, 
soars Valentina Tereshkova, a glorious Soviet woman” (figure 8.2).35

Press biographies of Tereshkova underscored the point that the So-
viet system successfully nurtured female accomplishment in the realms 
of science and technology and that the cosmonaut herself was a master of 
both. Newspaper readers were told that from an early age little Valia “fell 
in love with the machines” at the textile mill where her mother worked. 
She became infatuated “with their noise like falling rain with the twin-
kling streams of thread, the sweet smell of fresh flax, and the deft skill 
of the women’s hands” as they worked the looms. It was precisely Teresh-
kova’s love of machines that took her ever higher, first as a parachutist 
then as a cosmonaut.36 “My most interesting orbits were when I was con-
trolling the ship manually,” Tereshkova reported in her first postflight 
press conference. “It is very exciting to feel such an intricate, complex 
machine respond to your will.” “I have got two wishes,” she commented 
later in the interview, “to study and to fly. In the future space flights will 
become even more interesting. There will be flights to the Moon, Mars 
and Venus, and of course I am eager to go on all of them.”37

The question of the female cosmonaut’s own prowess in the realm 
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of science and technology was affirmed as well in Izvestiia’s coverage. 
The joint mission of Vostok-5 and -6 was a scientific one, the paper re-
ported; its main objective was to enhance medical-biological knowledge 
of how spaceflight influenced “the organisms of man and woman.” The 
bodily functions of the two cosmonauts were continuously monitored, 
the ensuing data allowing scientists and physicians to conduct com-
parative studies that would enable spacecraft designers and engineers 
to perfect piloting systems and pave the way for further space explora-
tion and colonization.38 But press reports stressed the cosmonauts were 
not just passive objects of scientific research. Bykovskii and Tereshkova 

Figure 8.2. Valentina Tereshkova, adorned with a panoply of medals and awards, was a vis-
ible ambassador for Soviet women on the international stage. Source: NASA.
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were actively involved in expanding the frontiers of knowledge. An open 
letter signed by the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, and 
the Council of Ministers of the USSR declared as much: “The feat of the 
cosmonauts is of unmatched significance. In the multiday joint flight 
cosmonaut comrades Bykovskii and Tereshkova fulfilled an extensive 
program of scientific research, making a new outstanding contribution 
to the treasure-house of world science and culture.” Their “unparalleled 
feat . . . has displayed with renewed force the genius of the Soviet people, 
a fighting people, a working people. Once again the infinite superiority of 
the socialist system over the capitalist and the might and grandeur of our 
country, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, have been convincingly 
and clearly revealed to the world.”39 

Tereshkova’s participation in the space program markedly elevated 
the currency of Soviet women in science and technology. But the fact 
of her accomplishment was exploited most thoroughly in the Cold War 
competition with America to win the propaganda wars in the developing 
world. The female cosmonaut’s value as a cultural ambassador was im-
mediately apparent. After lavishly toasting his female space star, Khrush-
chev quickly dispatched her to the World Congress of Women, which not 
by coincidence convened in Moscow on June 24, 1963. Tereshkova’s ap-
pearance there was greeted with euphoria by delegates, many from the 
developing world, who saw her success as a breakthrough for all women 
everywhere. Beyond this, they applauded the Soviet Union and Com-
munist ideology for making female equality a reality.40 As the journal-
ist Stanislav Shcherbatov pointed out to English-language readers in the 
Moscow News: “A flight by a woman into outer space is no mere gesture. It 
is a logical development of our society. In our country equality of women, 
like atomic fission, has set free tremendous energy. Consequently in the 
Soviet Union progress is inconceivable without the participation of the 
women.”41

For children experiencing the Tereshkova moment, there was little 
cause to doubt that Soviet girls would have an opportunity to follow the 
first female cosmonaut into space. Pionerskaia pravda’s June 25, 1963, is-
sue greeted the young eyes and imaginations of its readers with two pho-
tographs of Tereshkova. Stretching across the top of page one was an im-
age of the six cosmonauts and Khrushchev on the Kremlin wall—hands 
linked and upraised in a triumphal gesture. The second photo showed 
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Khrushchev folding Tereshkova into a fatherly embrace. “We celebrated 
this time like never before,” began the accompanying story, which de-
scribed the Red Square festivities and parading motorcade. “Here she is, 
our Valia, the first woman to have visited the stars!” “She is so beautiful, 
so simple [prostaia]! And her smile is bright and dear, and her voice clear, 
tender, and familiar [rodnoi].”42 

A particularly vivid anecdote included in the piece captured the hopes 
and enthusiasm of the children who saw Tereshkova in her moment of 
glory. The reporter described seeing four children “clambering up to the 
roof of a newspaper kiosk. One of them was a slip of a girl [devonchka]. 
In her hands was a small basket. At the moment when the ceremonial 
motorcade drove past, the girl threw into the sky white-winged pigeons 
and cried with all her might: Long live the cosmonauts!” Tereshkova no-
ticed the girl and waved. “Who knows, maybe this slip of a girl with the 
ardent face and short hair cut will someday fly to space,” the columnist 
concluded.43

An Earthly Flower in the Garden of Cosmonauts

Despite the rhetoric of inclusion and unabashed trumpeting of fe-
male possibility that flooded the Tereshkova moment, the question of 
whether girls and women should actually be encouraged to aspire to lead-
ership in the predominantly male preserve of science and technology re-
mained unresolved at best in the upper echelons of party and state power. 
Soviet girls’ ambitions to follow their hero into the cosmos thus stood in 
marked contrast to the notably ambivalent attitudes expressed in private 
by some of the USSR’s most important political leaders and top scientists 
toward female participation in the space program. On the one hand, there 
were certain highly placed hopes that the Soviet Union would outpace the 
Americans when it came to building colonies in space, an endeavor that 
if successful would necessarily involve couples and families living beyond 
Earth. Indeed, the desire to accumulate data about the effects of space 
travel on the “female organism” was part of what motivated Soviet deci-
sion makers to send a woman to space in the first place.44 But with Nikita 
Sergeevich Khrushchev at the helm of the Communist Party in the early 
1960s, there was on the other hand a concerted effort to recast the young 
Soviet woman as not only hardworking and politically reliable but also as 
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chic and feminine. In popular representations drab was out while Dior 
was definitely in.45

The project of redefining Soviet womanhood in a space age Cold War 
fell in part to those writing in the Soviet press about Tereshkova. The 
biographical profile that ran in the popular illustrated weekly magazine 
Ogonek in the immediate aftermath of her flight sought to integrate the 
young cosmonaut’s unfeminine love of technology with emerging mo-
tifs of Soviet femininity. The result was a revised portrait of the ideal 
new Soviet woman that emphasized “our Valia’s” softer side while still 
celebrating her tenacity, strong will, intellect, and scientific aptitude. 
The two-page spread titled “I Am the Seagull” (a reference to the cosmo-
naut’s radio call sign “chaika”) ran below a large soft-focus photograph of 
a beautiful, white-clad Tereshkova in a flower garden. The caption read: 
“Earthly flowers in ‘the garden of cosmonauts.’” In striking contrast to 
that image, the essay’s author, Aleksei Golikov, chose to open the piece 
with a dramatic description of Tereshkova boldly facing her first para-
chute jump in May 1959. Up until that time, Tereshkova’s friends, fam-
ily members, and coworkers thought of Valentina as an “artistic, fragile 
looking girl [devushka] [who] played volleyball, sometimes engaged in 
light athletics, but most of all loved music and to stroll around town,” 
Golikov informed his readers. But Valia had her own ideas about whom 
she was and what she would become, challenging herself to be daring, 
to overcome her fears, and to strive for perfection. Thanks to her strong 
character, the profile continued, Tereshkova became a Communist Party 
member, an excellent parachutist, and finally a cosmonaut. Yet even as 
she declared herself “ready for a spaceflight,” Golikov summoned up for 
his readers an image of Tereshkova “in a cozy, girlish room” in Star City, 
sitting at a desk that held “a vase with a lilac branch [and] a pile of ab-
stracts on air navigation, astronomy, medicine, higher mathematics, and 
astrophysics.” Tereshkova passed her exams and kept up with her physi-
cal training, Golikov continued. “And so came the day when for the first 
time in the history of the planet a radio communication emerged from 
space in a female voice: “I am Chaika. I see the horizon. It is Earth! It is 
so beautiful!”46

The attempt to harmonize Tereshkova’s femininity with her scientif-
ic and technical prowess became an essential component of official nar-
ratives of her accomplishments, part and parcel of the Cold War iteration 
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of the new Soviet woman. But not all writers shared Golikov’s felicity of 
expression, especially those who penned the texts of the spate of official 
speeches and proclamations that filled Soviet newspapers and airwaves 
during and immediately following the flight of “the seagull.” Predictably, 
some chose to plot a safe course by placing Tereshkova firmly into the 
well-established line of inspirational female role models so well known 
to girls in the early 1960s.47 It came as no surprise, then, that in their 
carefully scripted triumphal speeches in Red Square on June 22, 1963, 
both Tereshkova and Khrushchev referenced the martyred partisan Zoya 
Kosmodemyanskaya, the storied tractor driver Pasha Angelina, the hero 
textile workers Valentina Gaganova and Dusia Vinogradova, and other 
famous Soviet heroines of the World War II and Stalin eras.48 

Other speakers and writers, including those who addressed children, 
chose to emphasize a different set of antecedents, inscribing Tereshkova 
into a line of female accomplishment explicitly connected with science 
and technology.49 For instance, a July 1963 issue of Znanie-Sila, a popular 
science magazine aimed at young people, included an article titled “Her 
Predecessors” that joined a drawing of Tereshkova in her space helmet 
with a profile of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Russian female 
aviation pioneers.50 Likewise, Pravda special correspondent Nikolai Den-
isov reported in an Ogonek column “from a journalist’s diary” about a 
press conference with the Soviet cosmonaut corps attended by “academ-
ics, leading Soviet scholars, specialists in various branches of learning 
. . . and, of course, we journalists.” One of the highlights of the event 
was an address given by “a venerable scholar” who after congratulating 
Bykovskii and Tereshkova spoke “with enormous feeling about the great 
role of women in Soviet society, recalling too the work of the famous 
Russian mathematician Sofiia Kovalevskaia, who in the years of tsarism 
was forced to leave her mother country in order to continue her scientific 
studies.”51

For his part, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev seemed particularly 
ambivalent about the extent to which Tereshkova should be cast as a mas-
ter of science and technology. “I am very happy and as proud as a father 
that one of our girls [devushki], a girl from the Soviet Union, is the first, 
the first in the world, to travel in space, to be in command of the most 
highly perfected machinery,” Khrushchev enthused in a widely publi-
cized in-flight telephone conversation with his newest space star on June 
16.52 At first glance the statement suggests that the Communist Party 
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leader was happy to publicly acknowledge and celebrate female aptitude 
in the realm of science and technology. And yet Khrushchev’s use of the 
term devushka bears scrutiny. Literally translated, the word means “an 
unmarried girl.” But in common usage, devushka is highly flexible, with 
tone and context making all the difference in whether it is understood 
as a straightforward label of age and sex, a term of endearment, or a 
patronizing, even offensive slur. While in this case Khrushchev used de-
vushka in an explicitly paternal voice, perhaps as a way to express his 
fondness for Tereshkova, it is worth noting that Nikita Sergeevich also 
regularly referred to her with the familiar diminutive “Valia.” But when 
he addressed the Vostok-5 cosmonaut Bykovskii, it was with the more 
formal and respectful first name and patronymic: Valerii Fedorovich.53 
Whether intentional or not, this bit of sexism served to emphasize the 
more conventionally feminine aspects of Tereshkova’s persona, perhaps 
moderating to some extent whatever threat she might have posed to the 
masculinized world of science and technology.54

Ambivalent as they may have been about how girls would fit in to the 
USSR’s Cold War future, Soviet officialdom clearly hoped that Tereshko-
va’s accomplishments and the associated triumphalism would prove to be 
inspirational to everyone in Soviet society, including its youngest female 
members. In actuality, the decade after Tereshkova’s entry into space ap-
pears to have been the high watermark for Soviet girls and women in 
terms of female aspiration and accomplishment in science and technol-
ogy. A long-term study conducted by a team of sociologists in Novosi-
birsk found in 1963 that both girls and boys desired careers in science 
and technology.55 When asked to rank their preferences, girls’ top choices 
were mathematics, medicine, chemistry, and physics.56 

These positive attitudes were transformed into real career paths as 
young women began to pursue higher degrees and professional employ-
ment in the sciences. Of all the advanced university degrees awarded to 
women in 1962 through 1964, more than half were in applied sciences 
and more than a quarter in the natural sciences. At the doctoral level, 
although only one in twelve physics and math degrees went to women, 
female chemists constituted 40 percent of recipients in that field.57 These 
numbers were particularly impressive given that in the United States, 
only about 5 percent of PhDs in chemistry and math, and fewer than 3 
percent in physics, went to women.58 By 1970 the census shows that more 
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Soviet women than ever before were engineering-technical workers, 
their numbers more than doubling in ten years from 1.63 million to 3.75 
million. The 1960s had also seen continued increases in the number of 
higher degrees earned by females in science, engineering, and technol-
ogy fields. From 1971 through 1973 three of every four women awarded 
candidate and doctoral degrees were in the natural and applied sciences.59

These statistics alone offer compelling evidence about girls’ desire 
and capacity to move ahead in the realms of science and technology. And 
yet ambition in and of itself cannot fully explain girls’ successes. Some-
thing clearly went right in the Soviet 1960s when it came to enabling girls 
to fulfill their dreams. Although a full investigation of the constellation 
of factors that led to female achievement is beyond the scope of this chap-
ter, the evidence collected here suggests several preliminary conclusions. 
Before pursuing them, it is helpful to take note of recent research by a 
variety of scholars in the United States and internationally who have been 
studying the question of why females do or do not choose educational and 
career paths in science and technology fields. The factors cited most com-
monly in that literature are the influence of parents, teachers, and peers 
on occupational choice; the shaping power of stereotypes promulgated at 
home, school, and in the broader sociocultural environment, especially 
through mass culture; the quality of science teaching in schools; the over-
all image of science and scientists in society; and the presence of positive 
role models who demonstrate that science- and technology-focused ca-
reers can lead to success and happiness.60

Bearing this in mind, one can postulate that Soviet girls’ shared quest 
for advancement in the 1960s was aided by the USSR’s standard school 
curriculum, which demanded that both girls and boys from first grade 
on spend more than half their time studying math and science.61 But for 
the Tereshkova generation, other powerful factors were also in play. First, 
girls were immersed in propaganda that told them Soviet women could 
do it all. Second, the Communist system did in fact provide real-life role 
models—most important, Tereshkova—for girls’ emulation. Third, the 
imperatives of the Cold War, with its valorization of science and tech-
nology, afforded girls a range of opportunities to put their knowledge to 
higher use. 

Unfortunately, this empowering combination of factors was rela-
tively short-lived. The gains of those years in which girls achieved near 
parity with their male counterparts in the realms of science and technol-
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ogy education simply did not hold up. By 1973—the tenth anniversary of 
Tereshkova’s flight—the Novosibirsk study showed that girls were less 
positive than they had been the decade before toward hard science and 
math occupations. Moreover, by the late 1970s sociological studies found 
that despite the fact that Soviet women tended to be better educated and 
trained than men, when it came to employment prospects in the “think-
ing professions,” women were increasingly confined to lower- and mid-
level positions.62 The attitudes of young people in Russia today under-
score the depth of the loss. A recent study sponsored by the European 
Union found that although both girls and boys in Russia believe that 
science and technology are important for society, few girls (ages fourteen 
through sixteen) want to be scientists. Moreover, the study reveals that 
more than twice as many Russian boys as girls want to work in technol-
ogy jobs, demonstrating that the gender gap in Russia is the most severe 
of any of the twenty-five countries surveyed.63

The findings presented in this chapter hint at some of the reasons for 
this dramatic reversal, which cannot in any event be understood in isola-
tion from the larger dynamics that ultimately led to the collapse of the So-
viet system. Yet it is clear that part of the explanation lies in the sexism of 
Soviet political leaders and high-level decision makers among the USSR’s 
scientific and technical intelligentsia. As the historian Sue Bridger has 
reminded us, in the aftermath of Tereshkova’s flight, controversy raged 
in the inner circles of the Soviet space program about the fitness and ca-
pabilities of female cosmonauts.64 Although none of this was public, no 
one could miss the fact that Tereshkova never returned to space and that 
the four other women who were part of the cosmonaut corps in the early 
1960s were retired without ever getting the chance to follow her. The 
next three female trainees were not recruited until the early 1980s, and it 
wasn’t until 1982 that the extremely well-connected Svetlana Savitskaya 
became the second Soviet woman to make it into orbit. Meanwhile in 
America, the June 1983 flight of thirty-two-year-old Sally Ride, a Stanford 
PhD in physics, reinvigorated interest in NASA and opened up new pos-
sibilities for girls. “I never even imagined I could be an astronaut,” Ride 
confided in a preflight interview widely quoted in the American press. “I 
guess because I just assumed there would never be a place for women.”65 
But unlike in the Soviet Union, dozens of American female astronauts 
emulated Ride’s accomplishments. By July 1999, when U.S. Air Force 
Lieutenant Eileen Collins first took command of a space shuttle mission, 
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more than a third of NASA’s astronauts were female. Although still cer-
tainly an elite profession, “astronaut” had become a viable career path for 
girls in the United States, something that never happened in the USSR.66

One could dwell (as many have) on what went wrong in the late Soviet 
era. And yet the crucial point remains: the USSR was the first country in 
the world to send a woman into space. For the girls who saw it happen, 
that mattered a lot. In those days when possibility was so alive in young 
female minds, girls plotted their own course to success in the “scientific-
technological revolution,” their personal missions sustained at least in 
part by a vision of their hero’s cosmic triumph and high-profile reassur-
ances that true equality was the law of the land. And so they played with 
their cosmonaut dolls, climbed atop rockets at their local playgrounds, 
competed against boys in math, physics, and astronomy, and with pride 
and ambition worked toward their dreams of reaching the stars. 
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9 
From the Kitchen into Orbit

The Convergence of Human Spaceflight and  
Krushchev’s Nascent Consumerism

The Cold War over consumer goods between the United States and 
the Soviet Union literally began in the kitchen. It was in the American 
kitchen that U.S. Vice President Richard M. Nixon and Soviet Premier 
Nikita Khrushchev had a public and impromptu discussion through their 
interpreters at the opening of the American National Exhibition at Sokol-
niki Park in Moscow on July 24, 1959. Their discussion over the relative 
industrial accomplishments of their respective countries took place at an 
American exhibition of a modern, affordable, and well-equipped kitchen 
that had been on display at the 1958 World’s Fair at Brussels. In Belgium 
the United States had displayed the latest in American consumer goods. 
The Soviet Union had displayed cars and airplanes that were not yet avail-
able to the public and models of the first three spacecraft that the USSR 
had launched into space, which had ushered in the space race.1 At the 
end of the Brussels exhibition, both sides agreed to open a portion of 
their own exhibition in each other’s country.2 By the time that the ex-
hibitions had opened in New York and Moscow, the United States had 
finally successfully launched a satellite into space.3 In Moscow, however, 
displays of consumer goods remained the subject for exhibitions and not 
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the contents of stores.4 The absence of consumer goods in the USSR was 
as much of a sore point for their population as had been the U.S. failure 
to be the first in space for Americans.

Collectibles and spaceflight share historical associations in the Soviet 
Union. Both emerged during the post-Stalin era of Khrushchev. Each 
came to symbolize the optimism of the era, and each served as a distrac-
tion from the realities of Soviet life. The growth of space-themed collect-
ible consumer goods in the Soviet Union coincided with the post-Stalinist 
effort to create a sense of contentment and modernity for the war-weary 
population. By participating in a culture of leisure activities that had not 
existed before the war, the Soviet population could consider itself mod-
ern. Leisure and spaceflight represented modern living to Soviet citizens 
similar to that of Americans. This illusion of affluence and progress 
could distract the Soviet population from the lingering sacrifices of the 
war. These efforts to convince the population of their good fortune ex-
tended beyond the small items that the average Soviet citizen could pur-
chase. During the Khrushchev era, propagandists made every effort to 
identify leisure and recreation activities with cosmonauts. Furthermore, 
unlike much of Soviet culture these objects have endured the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, retaining significance from a brief optimistic period in 
Soviet history.

Scholars have recently reexamined the social and cultural shifts that 
took place during the Khrushchev era during the late 1950s and early 
1960s, often known as “the thaw.” The current scholarship places greater 
emphasis on Khrushchev’s attempts to change public expectations of the 
state as part of his movement away from Stalinism.5 Some historians, 
most notably Susan Reid and David Crowley, have turned attention to 
the material culture of the former Soviet Union, emphasizing discus-
sions of consumerism and aesthetics and how they were used to satisfy 
the national hunger for a private life.6 Others had pointed out the extent 
to which these changes touched the day-to-day lives of Soviet citizens.7 
Post-Soviet attention to the preservation and conservation of the material 
culture of the previous era offers the opportunity for a closer examination 
of shifts in aesthetics and consumerism in the Soviet Union during the 
1960s. One aspect of Khrushchev’s thaw was a limited return to the mod-
ernist aesthetic that had accompanied the Bolshevik Revolution. Khrush-
chev’s relaxation of Stalin’s cultural restrictions did not mean a wholesale 
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return to the prerevolutionary and early Soviet modernist thought. How-
ever, it was an opportunity to shed both the aesthetic and sumptuary 
practices that had symbolized Stalinism.

The material culture of this period of spaceflight came from less 
tightly restricted circumstances than had previous Soviet material cul-
ture. The resulting artifacts displayed less of the Stalinist socialist realist 
norms than other forms of culture did and thus took on the appearance 
of the neoconstructivist style that was gaining acceptance in the Soviet 
Union in the late 1950s and early 1960s. In addition, the designers of 
these new modernist styles did not have the intellectual baggage that had 
burdened the previous generation. They could create designs that were 
constructivist in form but were devoid of ideological content. In contrast 
to their modernist appearance, the message that these objects conveyed 
was the same conservative one that the cosmonauts spoke, acted, and 
lived. These conservative messages did nothing to challenge the current 
state of the Soviet Union but sought to reinforce the regime. The material 
culture of the space program, however, was unique in that it was ubiqui-
tous and unavoidable for the Soviet population. The museums, exhibits, 
and collectibles were widespread, sprouting up in towns and cities all 
over the USSR that claimed an affiliation with spaceflight. They com-
bined the constructionist images and conservative message to create a 
long-enduring symbolism that would not disappear as other symbols of 
the USSR did. 

This chapter applies the lens of recent research on the changes in 
material and public culture in the USSR during the 1960s to analyze a 
unique collection of spaceflight-related collectibles. Each item represents 
the efforts to promote spaceflight in the USSR. The biographies and ide-
alized lives of the cosmonauts had mimicked those of the previous gen-
eration on Stalin’s aviation heroes. In contrast, these new products did 
not resemble similar items from the previous generation. They were pro-
duced for individual consumption and not for collective use. The public 
impact on material culture was very limited under Stalin. After his death 
the Soviet party and government were willing to make concessions to 
consumer demand, but only in small ways. One of their major conces-
sions was the release of collecting societies from close police scrutiny 
that the party had established in the 1930s as a guard against unregulated 
consumerism.8 Another was the abandonment of Stalinist neoclassical 
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style and allowing architects and designers to return to constructivism. 
Although these changes did much to change the presentation of cosmo-
naut culture, they did not change the content meaningfully.

Khrushchev had learned from Stalin that the most effective domes-
tic propaganda involved the promotion of mass celebrations.9 By enlist-
ing public participation, government programs gained credibility while 
undercutting the potential for alternative public cultures to emerge. For 
the human spaceflight program to have effective propaganda, it was nec-
essary to encourage as wide participation as possible among the Soviet 
population. However, the space program operated in semisecrecy and 
did not allow popular participation in planning and staging activities. 
Mass participation in the space program had to take place after the fact. 
One way in which the Soviet population could share in the growing mo-
mentum of the space program was to read cosmonaut biographies, but 
reading was a solitary act that did not generate the synergy of a group 
activity even when done so among school groups and youth organiza-
tions. And books, even when they did impart lasting memories, did not 
have the staying power of material goods. Group demonstrations were 
ideal, but the number of successful missions limited their occurrence. 
At its peak in the 1960s the Soviet human spaceflight program had two 
missions per year. Yet the USSR did have a well-established collection of 
social organizations through which to stage mass activities. Beginning at 
school age with the Young Pioneers, and through young adulthood in the 
Komsomol and the Communist Party, information and activities could 
be channeled to all ages of the Soviet population.10 The Pioneer and the 
Komsomol organizations had been previously instrumental in the orga-
nization of mass activities of the Soviet Union.11 They had contributed to 
the reduction of illiteracy in the 1920s, facilitated political indoctrination 
in the 1930s, and organized the war effort among youth during World 
War II. Youth organizations sought to unify Soviet young people in the 
aftermath of the devastation of the war.

Books, magazine articles, and speeches had been the traditional 
modes of dissemination of Soviet culture. However, in order for books, 
articles, and speeches about spaceflight to be effective, people had to in-
vest a significant amount of time to read or listen to them. More visceral, 
enduring, and unavoidable contact comes with the very visible material 
culture that rose out of this period. The small collectible items that per-
vaded Soviet society at the time contributed to this culture. Their origins 
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were the loosening of political mores on personal collecting within the 
USSR. One of the ways the late 1950s differed from the Stalinist era was 
that the postwar generation was not as malleable as previous generations. 
The revolution was ancient history, as was industrialization and collec-
tivization. The Soviet Union had been the victor in World War II. This 
generation had no reason to sacrifice as their parents and grandparents 
had. And Khrushchev had publicly abandoned the overt use of terror to 
enforce party rule. The Soviet leadership recognized that young people 
would require some liberalization of government policy to maintain sup-
port. The most readily accomplished and least socially disruptive areas 
of liberalization were the relaxation of laws and rules governing hobbies 
and contacts with the outside world. By relaxing rules concerning hob-
bies, the Soviet government sought to encourage the limited acquisition 
of personal property, including collections. The controlled internation-
al contacts with the world would take place under the auspices of well- 
orchestrated international youth events, such as biennial socialist World 
Festivals of Youth and Students, in which the USSR was an active partici-
pant since its inception in 1947. These two shifts in policy set the stage 
for a groundswell of collecting activity that became the centerpiece of 
Soviet spaceflight popular culture.

The most personal way to promote participation in space activities 
would be the encouragement of collecting memorabilia about programs. 
However, the Soviet Union was distinctive among Western cultures at 
the time for its tradition of prohibiting or discouraging individuals from 
collecting trinkets. From the late 1920s individual collecting of such 
common items as stamps was discouraged, but in the early 1960s the 
Soviet government sought to reverse this policy and encourage personal 
collecting.12 Personal collecting was a small concession to consumerism 
that could act as a pressure valve for frustration with conditions in the 
country.13 Conditions in the Soviet Union had not improved significantly 
since the death of Stalin, as the Soviet regime had promised. This relax-
ation of restrictions against private ownership also coincided with the 
space program, providing an additional justification for allowing individ-
ual celebration. Two fields that received the most official encouragement 
were postage stamps and znachki (small lapel pins).14 Stamp collecting 
had remained a controlled activity in the Soviet Union since the 1920s. 
The government introduced the collection of lapel pins as souvenirs as a 
new activity in 1957, just before the launch of Sputnik.
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The Changing Aesthetics of the Thaw

By the 1930s the modernism that had once led the way in revolution-
ary aesthetics had all but ceased activities in the Soviet Union in the fields 
of art, architecture, and design. Increasing Bolshevik dominance of civil 
society, culminating in Stalinism, discouraged the freethinking ideology 
of modernism. Some proponents of the movements left the country; oth-
ers gradually burrowed into their respective professional infrastructures, 
adapting to the changing political aesthetics of the time.15 Experimenta-
tion with the modern idiom continued for some time into the 1930s, but 
it did not meet with any degree of success. Architects and designers had 
conceded to official sentiments that pseudoclassicism was closest to the 
Russian ideal and seemed to abandon the modernist movement in design 
and architecture of the 1920s and early 1930s.16 Importantly, in all cases 
Stalin’s imposition of socialist-realist aesthetics in art (including fine art 
and literature) put an end to the political discussions that had been previ-
ously attached to modernism.17 Henceforth aesthetics and design would 
become secondary to politics.

Stalin’s death in 1953, however, emboldened the dormant modernists. 
In November 1955 the Soviet Union of Architects renounced “ornamen-
talism,” Stalin’s preferred design that included monumental buildings 
and palatial interior designs that ruled Soviet architecture for a genera-
tion.18 Khrushchev’s announcement of de-Stalinization strengthened the 
resolve of designers in the late 1950s and early 1960s toward a revival. 
This time the proponents were not arguing for another ideological path 
to Communism, but argued that modernism was the appropriate style 
to complement de-Stalinization and the construction of Communism. 
Designers reignited the call for nichegeo lishnego (nothing superfluous) 
in the 1960s, but this was not a call for revolutionary culture. Rather, 
it was an attempt to remove from everyday Soviet life as many vestiges 
of Stalinist ornamentalist design.19 The expression had a dual meaning. 
The first meaning referred to the slogans of constructivism of the 1920s. 
The second made a direct connection to Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization 
campaign against the kult lichnosti (cult of personality). In a strict sense 
these new movements in design and architecture, being purely aesthetic, 
were not the same as the movements of the 1920s and 1930s. The aes-
thetic minimalism of these influences was evident in much of everyday 
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life in the USSR during the 1960s; however, it was not accompanied by 
the political messages of the previous movement. The designers made 
no claims to efficiency, durability, or mass utility. Minimalism was read-
ily apparent in the material culture of the space program. However, the 
messages that these objects carry were not different from their socialist-
realist analogues, even in their portrayal of spaceflight. Unlike the mod-
ernist movements of the previous generations, these messages did not 
offer challenges to regime. 

Soviet Collecting 

By the mid-1960s monuments and museums dedicated to space-
flight were on the increase inside the Soviet Union, and a smaller form of 
spaceflight material culture was increasing in volume as well. The Twenty- 
first Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) in 
1959 gave official sanction to independent private collecting organiza-
tions for the first time in Soviet history. Although stamp collecting had 
been tolerated in the Soviet Union as unavoidable to generate income 
from foreign sales of stamps, post officials in the Soviet Union did little 
to encourage domestic collection before the 1960s.20 Official sanction of 
collecting societies was, in part, a concession to rising economic expecta-
tions in the Soviet Union, especially among the youth. The generation 
born after World War II had no firsthand knowledge of the deprivations 
through which their parents had lived. Therefore they expected more 
than their parents did. Through official and semiofficial channels the 
state attempted to meet those expectations.

There were two primary areas of space-themed collecting in the So-
viet Union during the early to mid-1960s—stamps and the small lapel 
pins, the znachki. The former were the products of tightly government-
controlled production. The latter came from diverse organizations with 
little oversight on matters of design and message. Young people expected 
that these promises made to an older generation would be kept for them 
as well. The historian Joel Kotek has discussed the importance of direct-
ing the youth movement by Khrushchev-era leaders in the Soviet Union 
during the late 1950s and early 1960s.21 He has outlined the need for 
Soviet attention in that matter, including the avid competition with the 
United States for the post–World War II youth movement. Rising expec-
tations of postwar youth was therefore not unique to the Soviet Union.
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Much of the Western-oriented material culture research and writing 
on collections (and collecting societies) carry the assumption that per-
sonal collecting is a consequence of a fully developed consumer society.22 
This assumption excludes noncapitalist societies from the discussion. The 
logic is that only consumer societies have adequate disposable income to 
support collecting nonessential goods.23 This presumption neglects the 
obvious fact that all economies harbor markets, and governments have 
limited influence over supply and demand no matter what the ideology of 
the state. Although the existing literature overlooks collections in social-
ist societies, especially the Soviet Union, it is possible to draw appropriate 
conclusions from this literature on the history of collecting in the USSR. 

Historians have traced the origin of modern political and social re-
strictions against collecting and consumerism to the emergence of medi-
eval sumptuary laws, which restricted the material trappings of affluence 
to the rich and powerful.24 Centuries ago in European societies, outward 
signs of affluence were held as an indication of elevated status in society. 
Socialist and Communist regimes shunned such displays to avoid the 
appearance of class distinction. When the sumptuary philosophy of Com-
munism in the USSR conflicted with the nascent consumerism of the 
1960s, the promise of domestic satisfaction overrode ideology. Although 
the post-Stalinist turn to consumerism was illusory, the illusion was as 
important as Marxist ideology was to the state and would be invoked 
even during declarations of approaching Communism. While Marxism 
decried consumerism as a philosophy, the impossibility of infiltrating 
private lives completely and obligatory tolerance of market forces dictated 
that at least a rudimentary consumerism existed in the Soviet Union. 
Throughout the history of the Soviet Union there have been periods 
when the government has publicly tolerated or even encouraged consum-
erism. The most notable period of toleration was during the period of 
the New Economic Policy (NEP), when the state sought to harness small-
market forces to induce economic growth.25 The film industry during the 
NEP was one example of a Soviet state-sanctioned field that developed as 
a direct consequence of these liberalized economic policies. The imple-
mentation of the five-year planning cycles in 1928 ended official tolerance 
of independent domestic trade.26

Even during years in which small profits were tolerated, domestic 
economic transactions bore the burden of state ideology. The favored 
transactions were those that increased foreign trade and generated rev-
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enues for the state. Few consumer goods were available for domestic con-
sumption. Later, during the period of rapid industrialization followed by 
World War II, the public had little expectation of consumer goods. By 
the late 1950s, after Khrushchev’s “secret speech,” when Stalinist ideol-
ogy had lost its motivating value, a transformation took place, granting 
consumer production a new, higher status.27 This shift in culture is an 
indication of attempts to provoke consumerism as a driver of economic 
development. Whereas Soviet rhetoric had been against consumption, its 
political rhetoric acknowledged an economic multiplier effect that pro-
vided economic benefits to society. As a result, Soviet anticonsumerism 
only campaigned against personal consumption, not state consumption.

One of the consequences of de-Stalinization had been a loosening 
of the political economy to the point where even if the society had not 
achieved an “unlimited good” status, the limitations on expectations 
had relaxed. Although the concept of the unlimited good society might 
seem to be contrary to Khrushchev’s 1961 proclamations of impending 
Communism at the fall party congress, it was not. The presumption of 
expanded wealth matches the expectation of having all needs satisfied 
for the population.28 It was also consistent with the actions of the state at 
the time that, while unwilling to acknowledge ideological and economic 
flaws, it was willing to use tactics that roused consumerist tendencies, 
especially among the youth in the country. This vicarious support of indi-
vidual consumerism provided a limited answer to the high expectations 
among the population for rewards after the sacrifices of World War II.

There are two schools of thought among those who acknowledge and 
study the growth of consumerism in the Soviet Union during the 1960s. 
The first is the unmet-demand school that asserts that the Soviet state 
sought to satisfy built-up consumer demand with illusions consisting of 
exhibitions of unavailable consumer goods and offers of malfunctioning 
products.29 They base their arguments on the growth of exhibitions of 
consumer goods and the change in interior design during this period.30 
The abandonment of Stalinist aesthetics coincided with the increased ap-
pearance of consumer goods. The second argument is a Marxist interpre-
tation that criticizes late Soviet materialism as a departure from Marxist 
principles.31 The former approaches the history of Soviet consumerism 
through the material evidence of the time. The latter argument adheres 
closely to the philosophical underpinnings of the Soviet state and at times 
ignores the reality of commercial exchange. 



222      Cathleen S. Lewis

Art historian Susan Reid, in her discussion of consumption in Soviet 
society, has analyzed Khrushchev’s tentative steps to depoliticize consum-
erism in the Soviet Union. Focusing on the Nixon-Khrushchev “kitchen 
debate” in Moscow at the American National Exhibition in 1959, Reid 
traced how Soviet domestic expectations and international politics col-
lided at the display of the General Electric kitchen. Although the “kitchen 
debate” was between the representatives of the two superpowers, it re-
flected the conflict that the Soviet Union was having within itself.32 Even 
before the declarations of the Twenty-second Party Congress in 1961, 
Khrushchev had promised that the USSR would pass the West economi-
cally, but Soviet domestic economic reality challenged the credibility of 
that promise. The display of a state-of-the-art American kitchen made 
the inconsistency even more apparent, revealing that what was a com-
monplace expectation for American households was beyond fantasy for 
Soviet ones.33 Even as the Americans displayed appliances, Khrushchev 
insisted that space hardware was a surrogate for Soviet domestic appli-
ances, arguing that Soviet space accomplishments compensated for the 
lack of consumer goods. Soviet washing machines were display objects at 
the Exhibition of Economic Achievements, as American objects had been 
at the 1958 Moscow exhibition. Models of spacecraft displaced the appli-
ances at the Exhibition of Economic Achievements (Vystavka Dostizhenii 
Narodonogo Khoziastvo, or VDNKh) within a few years.34

The two types of small collectible items available to the Soviet popu-
lation in the 1960s, stamps and znachki, illustrated the subject matter 
of spaceflight. The former did so under the tight control of the Ministry 
of Post and Telegraph, with its well-established conservative limits on 
design. The latter did so with little centralized control over design or dis-
tribution. These differing situations offer an opportunity to compare the 
messages on human spaceflight that each presented to the Soviet public. 
Differences in origins could possibly generate differences in messages. 

Stamps

Stamp collecting had a long history in Russia and the Soviet Union. 
In the nineteenth century, stamp collecting promoted tourism and geo-
graphical education among the collecting intelligentsia. In the twentieth 
century, a strict interpretation of Bolshevik dogma on the part of midlevel 
postal bureaucrats placed collecting stamps among other bourgeois activ-



From the Kitchen into Orbit      223

ities that should never receive domestic encouragement if not prohibited 
outright.35 In his history of the pre–World War II Soviet stamp bureau-
cracy, Jonathan Grant has pointed out that regulating stamp collecting 
reflected a deeper requirement for Soviet control of society. Grant argues 
that Soviet strict control of philately during the period between 1929 and 
1939 indicates their larger desire to maintain state control of the larger 
society.36

Although postal bureaucrats did not choose to eliminate collectible 
stamps altogether, the stamps that resulted from this era were largely 
destined for consumption abroad. The method of restricting collecting 
to foreign markets was quite simple: stamp denominations determined 
the market. The more interesting and aesthetically appealing stamps 
were issued in high denominations. Higher-denomination stamps were 
airmail stamps that were destined for foreign destinations.37 Even when 
they were more aesthetically pleasing, their messages were strict inter-
pretations of Soviet propaganda. They became “visual statements of the 
values that the regime espoused and desired to foster among the popu-
lation. In this light, these virtual representations revealed the regime’s 
conception of how Soviet society should be structured.”38 After Stalin’s 
death the organization and methods of Soviet philately did not change 
significantly. The stamps produced through the 1950s were full of pro-
paganda and continued to recap Soviet industrial, technical, and military 
accomplishments. Instead of depending on symbols and quick slogans, 
these stamps took on more ponderous tones: “In the post-Stalin years, 
Party platforms continued to occupy a prominent place on Soviet stamps 
but were presented in a different manner. Gone were the brief heroic 
slogans of the Stalin era that urged economic mobilization and in their 
place were rather lengthy excerpts from Party congresses.”39 Despite their 
best intentions, the Ministry of Post and Telegraphs was not producing 
stamps whose messages drew attention either at home or abroad.40

The design for airmail stamps did not vary much from domestic 
ones, despite the fact that they were destined for consumption abroad. So-
viet industrial achievements and social and political milestones were the 
themes that dominated airmail stamps. This trend continued through 
the 1930s, when in 1939 at the New York World’s Fair the Soviet Pavilion 
featured stamp exhibits that recounted Soviet aviation endeavors.41 More-
over, even in the 1960s stamps continued to include long quotations from 
party congresses. The resulting stamps left an unsatisfied appetite for 
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aesthetically pleasing and inspirational stamps at the dawn of the space 
age. Furthermore, they were ineffective as instruments of propaganda, 
spreading the message of Soviet accomplishments to largely capitalist 
communities that might not learn of these accomplishments otherwise. 
Around the same time, domestic regulations loosened and stamp collect-
ing became part of an officially sanctioned social organization in the late 
1950s and early 1960s. The Twenty-first Party Congress was the first time 
that collecting organizations were officially recognized as independent 
social groups, receiving official party sanction. Thus the atmosphere for 
the domestic collection of stamps was set before the flight of Yuri Gaga-
rin. The first Vostok flight provided new imagery for Soviet stamps.

In anticipation of Gagarin’s flight on April 12, 1961, the Soviet Min-
istry of Communications prepared three stamps for distribution in the 
denominations of three, six, and ten kopeks.42 The ministry released 
these stamps within days of the flight. Youth magazines promoted their 
sale and collection. For example, the magazine Pioner devoted the inside 
back cover of its August 1961 issue to these stamps.43 Each of the three 
stamps was consistent with traditional Soviet approaches to the design 
and marketing of stamps. The three-kopek stamp in a domestic-mail de-
nomination provided only the basic details of Gagarin’s flight. The top of 
the stamp carries the title “Man from the Country of Soviets in Space.” 
Around Gagarin’s portrait are the words “First Cosmonaut in the World.” 
On either side are pictures of a generic rocket and an illustration of the 
Hero of the Soviet Union medal that Khrushchev had awarded him im-
mediately after his flight. The design of the stamp could easily be mis-
taken for the graphic equivalent of the front page of Pravda. There was no 
effort at aesthetic innovation. 

The six-kopek stamp for international mail followed the post- 
Stalinist tradition of bearing long quotations from party officials. The 
two-part stamp illustrates Vostok, a ballistic missile, and a launch vehicle 
rocket flying over the Kremlin with a radar dish on the side on the top por-
tion that carries the postage mark and the same title as the three-kopek 
stamp. The lower portion carries the quotation from Nikita Khrushchev’s 
early statement about the Gagarin flight: “Our country was the first to lay 
down the path to socialism. He was the first to enter space, and opened 
the new era in the development of science.”44 The largest denomination 
stamp in the first Gagarin set was similar to the other two. The ten-kopek 
stamp, too, features an image of Gagarin’s launch vehicle flying over the 
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Kremlin and the title “Person from the Land of the Soviets in Space.” 
However, this foreign-envelope postage stamp did not have an additional 
section with a quotation from Khrushchev because a long quote in Rus-
sian was of little value to the international public.

These first stamps honoring Gagarin were created and distributed in 
a short time period. It is not surprising that the ministry made little effort 
to transform the aesthetic approach to stamp design at that time. There 
had been no shake-ups within the ministry to change its manner of do-
ing business. It had merely adapted the message of human spaceflight 
to its format of miniaturizing Pravda or Izvestiia headlines into a stamp 
format. Subsequent stamps that honored the flights of Vostok 2 through 
Vostok 6 were similar in detail. For example, the set of stamps that came 
out in honor of the dual missions of Vostok 3 and Vostok 4, which carried 
cosmonauts Adrian Nikolaev and Pavel Popovich, respectively in overlap-
ping missions, are little different from the stamp issues the year before 
commemorating German Titov’s first full day in space on board Vostok 
2 in August 1961.45 In all three cases the stamp featured a portrait of the 
cosmonaut, his name, the date of the mission, and a stylized illustration 
of the spacecraft. In all three cases the stylization of the spacecraft did 
represent an aesthetic effort, but it did not represent an original design 
on the part of the stamp designer. The stamp merely copied the ficti-
tious illustrations of Vostok that had appeared in the national press. As 
Soviet officials kept the engineering details about the spacecraft secret 
until 1967, there was no official representation of the craft, only artists’ 
speculation about what a rocket ship might look like.46

The stamps from the Voskhod (Sunrise) program differed little from 
the Vostok stamps. The Ministry of Post issued a set of identical portrait 
stamps for each member of the 1964 Voskhod crew.47 Once again, the 
stamps offered little more in innovation and information than had the 
pages of the official newspapers. These four-kopek, domestic-use stamps 
offered no new aesthetic enticements. Virtually identical for each of the 
three cosmonauts, their only appeal was from the information about this 
latest space mission that appeared to overtake the United States—name-
ly, the fact that this mission involved, for the first time, a multipassenger 
crew.

Stamps that commemorated the flight of Voskhod 2 in March 1965 
showed a slightly improved stylization in design.48 The six-kopek stamp, 
honoring the commander Pavel Belaev, adapted his official, spacesuit-
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clad portrait into a slightly abstract version. The stamp that commemorat-
ed Aleksei Leonov’s spacewalk used the official and inaccurate drawings 
of the spacecraft and airlock that he flew into space. Accuracy notwith-
standing, the stamp is dramatic, depicting a free-floating Leonov flying 
alongside his spacecraft with a motion-picture camera in hand while his 
commander, Beliaev, looks out through the open hatch in the capsule 
(figure 9.1). This was the first attempt to depict action in a space stamp. 
It is significant that this stamp was the highest denomination stamp that 
the ministry issued during the 1960s. An airmail stand would more like-
ly find its way to the world philately market via a letter or postcard sent 
from the USSR to the West.

If previous experience is a guide, the Ministry of Post and Telegraph 
had designed and printed stamps honoring the flight of Soyuz 1 with 
Vladimir Komarov before his launch in April 1967. They had done so in 
the case of Gagarin’s Vostok flight and released the stamps almost im-
mediately after the flight.49 If the ministry staff had followed the same 
procedures of preprinting stamps in advance, in 1967 they stopped the 
release of any Komarov/Soyuz 1 stamps after the disastrous end of his 
flight on April 24, 1967. Nevertheless, the Soviets continued to create 
and issue space-themed stamps thereafter. By one account in 1975, there 
were more than a hundred space-themed Soviet stamps. These included 
stamps that noted Soviet robotic missions to Venus and the moon. The 
space theme came second in numbers only to World War II themes in 
Soviet philately.50 

Soviet human spaceflight stamps continued to receive regular atten-
tion in collecting journals and in youth publications that encouraged col-

Figure 9.1. Aleksei Leonov Voskhod-2 ten-kopek stamp. This stamp is dramatic, depicting a 
free-floating Leonov flying alongside his spacecraft with a motion-picture camera in hand 
while his commander, Beliaev, looks out through the open hatch in the capsule. Source: 
The Smithsonian Institution.
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lecting.51 Every other issue of Pioner and Semena featured columns on 
collecting. Articles noted new stamp issues and made recommendations 
for completing collections. On occasion, an article would feature a par-
ticularly prodigious young collector as an inspiration to others.

Collecting Znachki

Znachki usually run about one to two centimeters in diameter. This 
is in contrast to the huge scale of space artifacts that include forty-meter-
tall launch vehicles. The small size of znachki, as well as their accessibil-
ity, transformed the experience of space exploration into one that was 
palpable to all Soviet citizens through material consumerism. Compre-
hensive displays of large-scale spacecraft and engineering artifacts have 
remained rare even today in the former Soviet Union. During the 1960s 
the secrecy and ambiguity that surrounded the space program hardware 
made access to such objects nearly impossible for the average Soviet citi-
zen. For those reasons space-themed znachki offered the most complete 
public image of the Soviet space program.

The small enameled pins that commemorate Soviet space missions 
are the material culture of the official historiography of the Soviet space 
program. They surpassed stamps in this distinction because of their 
unique conception, manufacture, and distribution that transformed an 
existing object of limited use into one that symbolized mass participa-
tion. The pins are distinct from other forms of collectibles because they 
have a briefer popular history. They offered the opportunity to unso-
phisticated individuals to collect items without training in other fields 
and with only the guidance of the popular press. These small pins illus-
trated a miniature, idealized chronology of the scientific and technical 
achievements of the space program. The illustrations presented officially 
sanctioned and occasionally inaccurate images of the spacecraft. They 
celebrated the firsts and anniversaries of Soviet accomplishments, and 
thus through repetition and sheer force of numbers, they reinforced the 
Soviet propaganda mantra of mastery of spaceflight. The pins were ubiq-
uitous throughout the former Soviet Union and reiterated official Soviet 
accounts of space activities, embodying Soviet efforts to establish claims 
of superiority through persistence and repetition. 

Yet znachki in general, no matter what the subject matter, were 
unique as consumer goods in the history of the Soviet Union. In contrast 
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to the Soviet government’s previous efforts to control and manipulate civ-
il society, znachki emerged from a middle layer of Soviet managers, met 
an emerging demand for consumer goods, and created a minor source of 
fundraising. It just so happened that at the same time that this was occur-
ring, the Soviet Union began to fly in space. This coincidence was quite 
fortuitous for the manufacturers of znachki. They quickly recognized the 
new and exciting market in space pins. Their popularity quickly tran-
scended borders. During the 1970s American NASA engineers engaged 
in collecting Soviet space pins, and the jointly designed pins of the Apollo- 
Soyuz Test Project of 1975 marked the beginning of NASA-inspired pins. 
In the most general terms these were small, gold-colored pins, often 
painted with red enamel with a small bent pin on the back to attach for 
wearing on clothes or display on a wall. There is no exact English equiva-
lent of the word znachki, which is the plural of the Russian word, znachok, 
meaning “badge” or “small mark.” The word itself is the diminutive form 
of the word for a sign, mark, or symbol.52 Anyone who has visited the So-
viet Union, or knows someone who did, immediately recognized them as 
the most common collectable from that country. 

There are tens of thousands of unique Soviet znachki. They symbol-
ize significant Soviet events, ranging from Lenin’s childhood to the vic-
tory in World War II and space exploration. Russian znachki experts and 
collectors, who call themselves falerists, trace the origins of the pins back 
to ancient Rome, when soldiers received small pins as acknowledgment 
of participation in battles. In Russia the creation of znachki dates back 
to 1722, when the first committee for the description and commission of 
medals was formed.53 By the nineteenth century, Russian skilled workers 
wore the pins as recognition for labor in industrialization projects. The 
Bolsheviks continued the practice of presenting pins to workers who had 
participated in construction and industrialization projects and expanded 
the use to distribution among those who participated in political events, 
including workers’ councils and party congresses. According to collect-
ing experts, the first Soviet-made znachok was issued on May 1, 1918, to 
coincide with the first May Day (Labor Day) during which the Russian 
Communist Party (Bolshevik) was in power. The design was a rendition 
of the hammer and sickle, the symbol of the bond between peasant and 
worker, with a red-enameled background on a round metal pin. That 
was the first of many politically associated pins as party delegates took to 
wearing congress pins much in the way that war veterans wore military 
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medals. Today collectors estimate there to be more than twenty-five hun-
dred znachki dedicated to the memory of Lenin alone.54 The total count 
of unique pins remains unknown, as there has been no central authority 
authorizing or minting the pins and no systematic cataloging of existing 
collections.

The origin of the popularity of space znachki predates the Soviet 
space program. Znachki began their expanded career in association with 
the youth movement of the Khrushchev era that coincided with the pub-
lic space program. They have developed into the significant objects that 
they are because of social forces at work within the post-Stalinist Soviet 
Union and the official government’s efforts to meet the demands of a 
population that had made sacrifices for generations and now held high 
expectations. The pins became a commodity in a society that was notori-
ous for the absence of consumer goods. In addition, an examination of 
space-themed znachki offers a unique perspective on the transformation 
of 1960s culture of the Soviet Union. The space pins combine the opti-
mism of modernism with the reassuring values of socialist realism. The 
design of many of the pins hearkens back to the constructivist style of 
the 1920s and 1930s, while the content bears the reassuring tale of incre-
mental Soviet achievement that characterized socialist realism. Finally, 
the pins are the material remains of the Soviet effort to appeal to the 
youth market and control the emerging student movements of the early 
1960s. Youth organizations introduced znachki to student groups in the 
late 1950s and encouraged their collection through their official organs.55 
Toward the end of the next decade their popularity was so great that they 
transcended the youth movement, becoming popular souvenirs among 
tourists.

During the 1960s space znachki collecting gained an enormous fol-
lowing and the space program was at its zenith in popularity and success. 
Many collections from that time exist today to demonstrate the peak of 
its popularity. There are two primary sources for the study of collections 
in this discussion: the Smithsonian Institution National Air and Space 
Museum’s collection as well as virtual collection resources. The Smithso-
nian collection has grown over the years through private donations and 
diplomatic gifts and a much larger private collection that has developed 
through the advice and recommendations of the international znachki-
collecting community. Of the several virtual collection resources, the first 
is the ever-present market of Russian space memorabilia that is for sale 
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on eBay. These listings frequently offer images of individual znachki that 
might not be available in an organized collection elsewhere. They also 
provide insight into the collecting ideals and strategies of Soviet youth 
during the 1960s, as many of the sellers claim to have amassed their col-
lections in their youth, usually as Pioneers. In addition to the transient 
exhibitions on eBay, there are a handful of more permanent, and often 
more comprehensive, Web sites that attempt to catalog znachki according 
to the preferences of the owners.

Soviet popular journalism dominates the written documentation on 
the history of znachki. Among the magazines that focused on znachki 
collecting are the popular collecting journals that announced the re-
lease of new designs and encouraged znachki collecting. For the most 
part these were philatelic and numismatic journals that sought to place 
znachki within the context of their own disciplines. In doing so, they 
advocated collecting strategies that paralleled stamp collecting, placing 
greater emphasis on the breadth of collections than on aesthetics or com-
pleteness. The official journals of the Pioneer organization, Pioner and 
Semena (Seed), also encouraged their readers to complete their collec-
tions, not surprisingly, as editors of collecting journals also wrote the col-
lecting columns for those youth magazines.56 Popular science journals, 
such as Zemliia i vselennaia, announced newly available pins according to 
scientific specialization as well.57 In recent years experts have published 
monographs on specific collecting areas, including space, which paid 
closer attention to subject-matter grouping, completeness of cataloging, 
and design sophistication.58 

Throughout World War II znachki design and distribution were 
modest and consistent with the earliest Soviet pins, usually a single-color 
enamel (most often red) on metal with only the slightest modification to 
denote an individual event or accomplishment. Until the late 1950s the 
use of the pins was limited to official events, thus there was no need to 
encourage people to wear them as an end in itself. It was during the post-
Stalinist period that the emphasis on the use of znachki shifted from 
rewarding work done to acting as souvenirs of national celebrations and 
mass participation. Innovation in design, materials, and color expanded 
and increased the diversity of the pins. These changes resulted from re-
lated relaxation in Soviet society. Nevertheless, even during this period, 
distribution and production were tightly controlled to limit the possibility 
that independent markets might emerge and znachki exchange become 
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unregulated. It was not until the summer of 1957, during the Sixth World 
Festival of Youth and Students in Moscow, that collecting znachki as sou-
venirs became an acceptable and evidently an encouraged hobby.

Despite an occasional resemblance to other collectibles, znachki are 
unique due to their ubiquity. Since 1957, they have been subject to nei-
ther officially controlled production nor distribution. Moreover, it is not 
the rarity of an individual pin but its ubiquity that enhances its value 
to collectors and historians. Although this might seem counterintuitive, 
znachki derive value through commonality. A single pin design owned 
by many carries its message further than a rare pin owned by a few.

For space historians 1957 was a pivotal year because of the launch 
of Sputnik. This year is also significant for falerists for entirely different 
reasons. The significance for znachki has little to do with successful test-
ing of ballistic missiles and launching satellites into space. That was the 
year in which collecting znachki began in earnest. During the sixth and 
largest biennial festival of the International Union of Students (held in 
Moscow), twenty thousand foreign students—and at least ten thousand 
Russian students—congregated in the capital. The festival’s motto was 
“For Peace and Friendship,” which was a variant of the two elements of 
all previous and subsequent mottos. However, the primary mission of 
this festival was to demonstrate Soviet leadership among the growing 
postwar youth movements. From a political perspective the festival was a 
success.59 From the perspective of the youth participants, long-term suc-
cess could be measured by long-lasting relationships among them. An 
immediate measure of the outcome was the proliferation of the material 
remnants of the event. By some estimates there were more than seven 
hundred distinct types (largely representing Soviet cities) of znachki at 
the festival, issued in runs that numbered into the thousands. The as-
sembly of tens of thousands of young people in Moscow began a flurry 
of trading and exchange of znachki among youth.60 The official znachok 
of the festival was notable for its six-color rendition of the official flower 
symbol of the festival. The use of multiple lacquer colors was an obvious 
departure from previous generations of red pins that celebrated the Bol-
shevik Revolution. A transition in themes soon followed on the heels of 
the transition in color. 

The first indication that space themes would take a role in the trans-
formation of collecting znachki into a long-term trend occurred a few 
years after the launch of Sputnik in October 1957. Although the znachki 
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exchange among young people at the youth congress in 1957 had caught 
on, the attempts to recreate this success were cautious. The first space 
exhibition in the Soviet Union was small, featuring stamps and znachki; 
it opened at the Moscow Planetarium three years after the launch of Sput-
nik.61 The exhibit included space-related stamps, postcards, znachki, and 
commemorative coins. All of the objects portrayed highly stylized rep-
resentations of the spacecraft that executed the much-celebrated space 
firsts of the Soviet Union. None revealed technically accurate details of 
the space hardware, nor were they meant to do so. These pins were deco-
rative and collectible. The exhibit was the brainchild of Moscow Plan-
etarium director V. K. Litskii, who encouraged established collectors, at 
the time primarily adults, to expand their traditional philatelic and nu-
mismatic collections to include space subjects. The exhibit also captured 
the attention of young people, who had been born in a time when collect-
ing did not meet official approval, and thus paved the way for the next 
generation of officially sanctioned collectors. The placement of znachki 
alongside stamps and coins was novel and foretold the dominant role that 
the pins would play in illustrating the Soviet space program.

Unlike previous znachki, space znachki were never exclusively con-
ceived as a reward for affiliation with a specific project. What makes 
them most interesting is that the decentralized fabrication of the pins 
created previously unexplored uses and methods of dissemination. Even 
though the established mints at Leningrad and Moscow that had long 
produced and distributed official znachki and aerospace program offices 
issued their own series of pins, other nonaerospace organizations took 
the liberty of issuing space-related pins for general consumption. Those 
pins created for public consumption quickly outnumbered those that had 
strict institutional uses, as they filled the consumer demands for space-
related objects. The range in mission among issuing organizations is also 
an indicator of how the pins made their way among collectors. By using 
scrap materials and producing the pins in their own factories, manufac-
turers that had no relationship to the space program distributed znachki 
directly to the public at little cost to their official activities. 

Nonaerospace organizations timed their issues to coincide with pro-
gram milestones to capitalize on public attention, issuing pins as soon as 
missions were announced publicly, albeit after the missions occurred.62 
By echoing the official announcements of missions, even these indepen-
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dent distributors reinforced the official historiography of the space pro-
gram. Like the official infrastructure, they ignored failures and enthusi-
astically celebrated heroes. Manufacturers chose sequences of successful 
projects to form a set of collectible pins and thus define the scope of a 
successful program. For example, Vostok pin sets featured the six space-
craft or cosmonauts and were distinct from a Voskhod set in either design 
or theme. Each set would have a distinct style, separating it visually from 
another program often sold on a presentation card or box.

When examining the thousands of space znachki that exist, it is use-
ful to organize collections according to materials, manufacturer, purpose 
of issue, and subject matter. Each approach provides insight into how 
the pin was used, collected, and by whom. The combination of perspec-
tives helps to organize these objects that are notorious for their ad hoc 
creation. There were three types of znachki as defined by the purpose of 
their issue: memorial, jubilee, and souvenir.63 Memorial znachki honored 
persons or events (including party congresses, seminars, and scholarly 
readings), marked anniversaries, or commemorated deaths. The jubilee 
znachki honored the anniversaries of births and events, usually at ten-
year intervals. Souvenir pins came from municipal organizations, mu-
seums, sports palaces, and metros to generate revenue and publicity for 
those places. The more closely that a znachok was issued to the occur-
rence of a given event, the more likely that the pin was issued individual-
ly. Sets of pins, sold in a box or attached to a velour card, usually appeared 
on the market after an anniversary or after a given program concluded. 

Manufacture of znachki had always been decentralized, relying on 
the issuing organization to commission particular pins on its own in-
stead of going through a central authority. This was the major difference 
between stamps and znachki. The Ministry of Post and Telegraph con-
trolled both the design and distribution of stamps. There was no single 
central authority that presided over the many organizations that made 
znachki. When the space program gained popularity, these already de-
centralized manufacturers greatly expanded their operations to capture 
their share of the emerging market. The second edition of the first cata-
log of space znachki published a list of twenty-three known space znachki 
manufacturers that included traditional government pin makers such as 
the Moscow and Leningrad Mints and surprising enterprises such as the 
All-Russian Choral Society.64 Each manufacturer displayed its own iden-
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tifying mark on the back of the pin. Given the range of reporting struc-
tures that these twenty-three organizations represented, it was unlikely 
that they received their content information or design directives from a 
single source or that any one single body or individual reviewed or ap-
proved the designs. They were, in fact, responding to internal values and 
cultures that had formed throughout the history of the Soviet Union. In 
the absence of a central power that stamps had had before World War II, 
the common message of the znachki was an indication of the common 
values of disparate middle managers at various enterprises throughout 
the USSR. 

The institution of origin is a useful tool with which to categorize 
znachki. Previously, when enterprises and organizations in the space-
flight industry awarded znachki to distinguished individuals for service 
and achievement, the pins had no marks indicating their origins.65 There 
had been no need to do so, because the recipient would likely hold onto 
this award or remember the circumstances of the award. Souvenirs and 
collectible pins, however, had a price stamped on the back of the pin—
usually a number followed by the letter “K” next to the manufacturer’s 
mark. This indicated the initial sale price and the fact that their distribu-
tors anticipated earning money on their sale.66 Znachki that were issued 
for more traditional purposes, to honor participation in a project, were 
more tightly controlled. Because they were not immediately marketed, 
they did not have the price marking. These issuing organizations ranged 
from committees within the Academy of Sciences to museums and mu-
seum associations and professional societies. With time, both types have 
found their way to the collectors’ market. The awarding organization usu-
ally issued a certificate with the pin and kept track of the recipients.67

The first space znachki were memorial-type pins that the Shcherbinsk 
Smelting Factory produced.68 The initial pins reflected the limited infor-
mation available on the satellites, but as news services published illus-
trations of the first sputniks, the earliest znachki makers adapted their 
designs to incorporate miniature images of the satellites.69 These pins 
depicted the first three sputniks accurately. This was in sharp contrast to 
later depictions of Gagarin’s Vostok craft that received no accurate public 
depiction until 1967. However, as early as 1958, eager visitors could see 
models of these spacecraft on display at the Brussels World’s Fair; the 
Moscow Exhibition of Economic Achievements after in 1958 and the So-
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viet National Exhibition in New York in 1959.70 Rectangular or circular 
shaped, and straightforward in design and message, these pins matched 
the somewhat reserved claims that the Soviet press made about the sput-
niks in the press. They marked Soviet mastery of science and technology 
but made limited claims on Soviet world leadership beyond spaceflight. 
These claims did not appear until there was a human champion to make 
them. 

Yuri Gagarin’s flight around the world in the Vostok spacecraft on 
April 12, 1961, led to spontaneous celebrations in Moscow the next day 
that matched the celebrations of victory in World War II.71 Moreover, al-
though party officials had authorized the printing of stamps before his 
mission, their release was contingent on the success of the mission.72 Al-
though the Ministry of Communications could control the dissemina-
tion of stamps, they had no statutory or institutional authority to impose 
an embargo on znachki. The pins did not fall under strict regulations 
that governed the production of stamps and coins that had immediate 
monetary and trade value. Gagarin’s flight inspired the first spontane-
ously produced znachki. During the festivities in Moscow, participants 
appeared with small (70-by-55-millimeter or 70-by-45-millimeter) paper 
portraits of Yuri Gagarin on their chests, which were reproduced newspa-
per photographs of the cosmonaut.73 Within days, enterprising producers 
refined the idea, placing cellophane over a smaller picture (18 millimeters 
in diameter) of Gagarin (figure 9.2). These photographs were likely taken 
from newspaper reports of his flight, as there were no prelaunch photo-
graphs released.

Three unofficial pins preceded the Shcherbinsk Factory’s production 
of a steel and enamel pin that portrayed Gagarin.74 Subsequent Gagarin 
pins from other manufacturers added the detail about his flight as it was 
released to the public, including approximate launch and landing sites. 
However, the pin illustrations of the launch vehicle and spacecraft were 
highly stylized and did not resemble the real objects. Unlike the previous 
attempts to conceal the design of the Vostok spacecraft, in this case the 
representation was created to reflect the popular conception of a rocket 
ship, neglecting the spherical simplicity of the Vostok craft.75 Neverthe-
less, this is consistent with all other illustrations of Gagarin’s flight in 
the popular media, including stamps, posters, and cartoons. The earliest 
pins had to simplify the illustration of his flight in response to the tech-
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nology of making znachki. The elaborate lines of engraving and large 
pieces of text did not translate into inexpensive metal and enamel. The 
images became increasingly abstract.

While Gagarin’s flight placed greatest emphasis on the accomplish-
ment of spaceflight, and caught officials unprepared for the popularity 
of the pins more numerous, official znachki appeared immediately after 
the flight of Vostok 2. On August 6, 1961, German Titov became the first 
human to orbit Earth for more than a day. The design and complexity of 
the Titov pins had more detail than did the Gagarin pins. The pins im-
mediately sought to identify the complexity of Titov’s flight, illustrating 
multiple orbits around the globe. It was impractical to illustrate all sev-
enteen orbits that Titov made around Earth. Four distinct lines around 
a representation of a globe on one pin made the point that he had made 
multiple orbits.

 The efforts to provide informative yet aesthetically appealing pins 
continued through the Vostok and Voskhod programs. The next four 
Vostok flights were paired flights that implied a maneuvering capability 
that the Soviets had yet to demonstrate. Translating the dual flights of 

Figure 9.2. The first Gagarin znachok. Gagarin’s flight inspired the first spontaneously 
produced znachki. Enterprising producers refined the idea, placing cellophane over a 
smaller picture of Gagarin. Source: The Smithsonian Institution.
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Vostok 3–4 and Vostok 5–6 into pins resulted in similar designs. The So-
viet news agency TASS had emphasized the near simultaneous timing of 
the flights to the point of insinuating active rendezvous—a technical feat 
of which the Soviets were not capable. The pins that represented those 
flights echoed this representation. One of the early pins of the flights of 
Nikolaev and Popovich on board Vostok 3 and Vostok 4 show two stylized 
rocket ships emerging from the tip of the sickle suspended above Earth. 
The flights of Bykovskii and Tereshkova (Vostok 5 and Vostok 6, respec-
tively) received similar treatment with pins showing two rocket ships or-
biting Earth and two ships flying away from Earth in similar trajectories. 
The Leningrad Mint produced each of these two pins under an official 
commission.76

In the year after the last of the Vostok flights, Soviet space designer 
and manager Sergei Korolev had demanded a redesign of the interior of 
the spacecraft to accommodate multiple cosmonauts. Soviet engineers 
built the Voskhod spacecraft from the skeleton of the Vostok spacecraft, 
but announced it to be an entirely different species. The plan had been to 
use the Voskhod as a challenge to the Americans’ maneuverable Gemini 
spacecraft, but the Voskhod was little more than a gutted Vostok and could 
not maneuver in space. There were only two Voskhod missions, Voskhod 
and Voskhod 2, which flew in October 1964 and March 1965, respective-
ly.77 One of the first Voskhod pins illustrated the literal meaning of the 
spacecraft name, using the imagery of a sunrise underneath a soaring 
spacecraft. Other pins emphasized the multiple crew of this first Voskhod 
with images of three helmeted cosmonauts along with the rocket ship, 
such as one from the Mytishchinsk Experimental and Souvenir Factory. 
In fact, the three cosmonauts did not wear helmets or spacesuits during 
the Voskhod mission as cramped room in the spacecraft did not allow 
them to do so.

The last flight of the Voskhod spacecraft provided an opportunity for 
greater artistic representation of the mission because one of the crew-
members, Aleksei Leonov, was himself an artist and drew his impres-
sions of his mission while in orbit. Moreover, his mission reminded the 
public of ancient dreams of spaceflight. Leonov became the first person to 
venture outside of a spacecraft and take a walk in space floating alongside 
his spacecraft. The first znachki to represent Leonov’s mission used more 
abstract images to illustrate the flight than had previous ones. Most de-
pictions focused on the distinguishing aspect of the flight, Leonov’s walk 
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in space. In contrast to the grainy and unfocused photographs of Leonov’s 
spacewalk, the pins illustrated a crisp image of a human flying through 
space, untethered and symmetrical (figure 9.3). 

Human spaceflight was not the only new thing in the Soviet Union 
in the early 1960s. Stalin’s death and Khrushchev’s capitalization on de-
Stalinization unleashed other forces within society. Architects and de-
signers found fresh independence with which they could reassert mod-
ernism that had been popular in the 1920s and 1930s. Pent-up consumer 
demand and rising independence of Soviet youth combined to create a 
palatable dissatisfaction with the current economic situation. This dis-
satisfaction prompted the government to pay lip service to satisfying the 
demand for consumer goods. Individual factories and enterprises joined 
to produce small consumer goods that might satisfy the market. The co-
incidence of human spaceflight and changes in the material culture of 
the Soviet Union offered many opportunities for the two to combine. 

Stamps and znachki offer the opportunity for comparison of two 
styles of celebrating national accomplishments. Both embraced the space-
flight subject matter, and each responded to the increased demand for 
collectibles in the Soviet Union. The Ministry of Post and Telegraph had 
joined with the rest of the country to relax scrutiny on domestic collect-
ing. Spaceflight prompted manufacturers to expand their production of 
znachki, which had only recently established them in a souvenir role. 
There were also differences between the two. Although there were more 
than a hundred space stamps, there were thousands of individual space 
znachki, which came from autonomous producers who demonstrated 
no hesitation about flooding the market. The Ministry of Post, with no 
competitors in the market, had no reason to attempt innovative designs 
but conceded public interest through their attention to the new space age 
subject matter.

The existence and widespread numbers of pins were an indication 
that the collecting and possession of material goods not only became ac-
ceptable in the 1960s Soviet Union; it was also encouraged through of-
ficial channels. The government encouraged the creation of znachki as 
a currency for international youth exchanges. Public demand created a 
domestic market that outstripped official plans. The pin designs hear-
kened back to a more optimistic time when constructivism and modern-
ism reigned supreme in Soviet art and architecture. Znachki reflected 
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Figure 9.3. The first znachki to represent Leonov’s mission used more abstract images to 
illustrate the flight than had previous ones. The pins illustrated a crisp image of a human 
flying through space, untethered and symmetrical. Source: The Smithsonian Institution. 

this style. In that previous era artists had offered alternative political 
approaches to those that the Bolshevik politicians had offered. Under 
Khrushchev, the renewed modernism had no independent implications 
and reinforced the state’s message.

In the absence of systematic exhibits to promote the space program, 
znachki took on the role of telling the tale of Soviet spaceflight. Children 
and students learned the lessons of Soviet spaceflight through Pioneer 
and youth organizations that encouraged collecting through routine ar-
ticles and columns that announced new issues. Znachki are also signifi-
cant because they represent a significant departure from previous public 
culture movements. They shifted public commemoration of national ac-
complishments from solely mass events to a personal scale. Their man-
ufacture was decentralized with no authority dictating the content and 
message on all pins. However, as there remained only a single source of 
information on the space program, pin makers shared the same content 
as other memorabilia makers. The sole opportunity for innovation was 
through design. That was the basis of distinction among znachki manu-
facturers. Finally, the pins are significant for their endurance. Large col-
lections remain intact and, much like modern American baseball cards, 
they have taken on a following of their own beyond the subject that they 
illustrated.
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10 
Cold War Theaters

Cosmonaut Titov at the Berlin Wall

On August 6, 1961, the Soviet cosmonaut German Titov became 
only the second person to orbit Earth. With this accomplishment Titov 
became a global figure in the race to explore the “final frontier.” Less than 
a month after his spaceflight, Titov visited a frontier of a different kind: 
the newly built Berlin Wall, on the front line of the Cold War. On an of-
ficial state visit to the German Democratic Republic (GDR), he met with 
state officials, received the Karl Marx Medal, appeared at rallies in Berlin, 
Leipzig, and Magdeburg, and met with East German citizens. Standing 
at the wall, Titov praised state authorities on their efforts to strengthen 
socialism. The GDR state media, including the print press, radio, and 
television, as well as media organizations from around the world, clam-
ored to report on this historic figure. 

Titov’s appearance in the GDR would have been notable enough un-
der normal circumstances, but it took on a whole new dimension and 
meaning because it took place in September 1961, just three weeks after 
the construction of the Berlin Wall. The wall closed the border between 
East and West Germany, restricting travel to and, to some extent, com-
munication with the West. With the construction of the Berlin Wall, East 
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Germans’ worlds had, for all practical purposes, just gotten smaller: even 
if they had never been to places like Baden or Bavaria, or writ large Paris, 
London, or New York, it was unlikely that they now could go. Yet Titov’s 
visit created a new narrative space that allowed East Germans to under-
stand themselves not as hemmed in or excluded, but rather as part of a 
larger socialist project, one that had made human space travel possible. 
Why focus on the lost opportunity of “one Germany”—a reunified Ger-
man state in Central Europe—when the achievements of the commu-
nity of socialist states pointed toward a brighter future? Titov, a socialist 
hero par excellence, embodied the superiority of the Soviet Union over 
the West. And he arrived just as GDR authorities had stepped up their 
campaign to cultivate a new political consciousness in East Germans—a 
campaign that situated the GDR firmly in the socialist camp, allied with 
other socialist bloc countries against the corruption of the West. 

GDR media reports on television and in the print press wasted no 
time locating Titov in the wider vision of Western corruption and social-
ist achievement. The media drew close connections between Titov and 
his trip to space on the one hand and the decision to cut off the border in 
Berlin on the other. Titov was a soldier and comrade in the battle against 
the West. His trip to space represented an important blow against the 
West, just as the border closure had been and would continue to be a 
kind of victory over the expansionist ambitions of the West. Indeed, in 
this narrative Titov became a symbol of the world saved by the construc-
tion of the wall. This is important because what we understand as the 
“Cold War” was not just a series of incidents and events; rather, it was 
also comprised by the media narratives created and disseminated about 
those events. 

The goal of this chapter is not to illuminate the Soviet space program, 
its goals, or its scientific merits per se, but rather to discuss the way in 
which this revolutionary step into space opened up a whole new world to 
Soviet citizens as well as to people living in the GDR, at a time when the 
state faced a potentially explosive crisis of legitimacy. Titov’s appearance 
in the GDR allowed the government to redefine the geopolitical place of 
East Germans in the Cold War. This was different from their response 
to the domestic crises of the 1950s—the workers’ uprising of 1953, the 
challenge of de-Stalinization in 1956, and even the early period of the 
Second Berlin Crisis after 1958. At those moments the regime sought 
to better educate East Germans about the principles of socialism, train-
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ing them to be better, more ideologically committed socialists. By 1961, 
though, the government was using increasingly sophisticated means to 
deal with domestic crisis. Scholars often focus on the importance of Sovi-
et strength—military strength—in shoring up the legitimacy of Eastern 
European regimes, especially in the 1950s and 1960s. Yet here is an ex-
ample where military strength was perhaps not as important as cultural 
strength. In 1961 the Soviets sent men into space and accomplished that 
which no one else had yet achieved. For the governing Socialist Unity 
Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschland, or SED), this could 
not have come at a better time. Although the leader of the SED, Walter 
Ulbricht, pressed Khrushchev to close the border between the German 
states, the party had also intensified their ongoing campaign to win ideo-
logical adherence to the program of socialism. They prepared to weather 
this crisis just as they had done over the course of the 1950s: meeting 
economic and geopolitical crises with political weapons. 

Yet this time Titov was the figure at the center of a confluence of 
events that served to defuse the potentially explosive political upheaval 
caused by the border closure of August 13; that offered the state a mea-
sure of legitimacy that played a part in stabilizing the domestic situa-
tion. Titov’s visit was a media spectacle that occurred at a moment when 
one vision of East German socialism began to give way to another, and 
it became defined in part by the figure of Titov. After the border closure, 
a political campaign under way for several years aimed at transforming 
the values and expectations of Germans living in the GDR began to give 
way to a more conservative vision of socialism. This new socialism was 
inward-looking, insular, and nationalist and did not require ideological 
transformation or idealistic fervor. No longer did the government have 
to fear the economic or ideological repercussions of the relative perme-
ability of the sector border in Berlin, because the possibility of choosing 
a life in the West had just become more difficult. If during the preceding 
decade the problem of transforming these Germans into Communists 
had proven too difficult, it now became enough simply to turn them into 
East Germans. 

The political event that was Titov’s visit contributed to this new vi-
sion in two ways. First, it was a potent visual demonstration of the alli-
ance between the East German state with what could be understood to 
be the most powerful nation in the world. It shifted the focus away from 
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the GDR’s geopolitical relationship with West Germany (that had defined 
geopolitical rhetoric in the 1950s) and toward their alliance with the so-
cialist world. Second, it allowed East German citizens and government 
officials to meet one another on neutral ground at the rallies for Titov, giv-
ing the regime an opportunity to “stage” a significant visual demonstra-
tion of solidarity between the state and the people, even if East Germans 
were not there for the reasons the state might have hoped.1 

Crisis Management in the GDR in the 1950s

The foundation of the German Democratic Republic in 1949 was 
only the first step in the creation of a German socialist state. Through-
out the 1950s the authorities faced several challenges to their legitimacy, 
both from within the party and without. A Stalinist-style party, Ulbricht’s 
SED brooked little internal opposition and had in the late 1940s and early 
1950s imprisoned and otherwise disciplined dissenters within the party. 
At the same time, unrest among the wider population catalyzed primar-
ily around economic problems. During the 1950s authorities increasingly 
dealt with intractable economic problems through political means: in 
particular, by campaigning to transform the consciousness of East Ger-
mans—turn them into card-carrying socialists who better understood 
economic issues and no longer adhered to “bourgeois” economic expecta-
tions. After a period of relative calm in the mid-1950s, this pattern be-
came clear by the late 1950s, when the SED once again faced economic 
crises. During the period of the Second Berlin Crisis (1958–62), the 
SED ramped up the campaign to develop ideological clarity among the 
people.2 Titov’s visit to the GDR coincided with and contributed to this 
renewed campaign. Increasingly, though, ideological clarity focused less 
on understanding of and belief in the tenets of socialism and more on 
Parteilichkeit (partisanship)—adherence to and loyalty for the GDR and 
the Eastern bloc.

In 1953 problems of economic mismanagement came home to roost 
in the GDR’s first major crisis—and only mass uprising against the East 
German state. A year earlier the SED had decided that enough of a so-
cialist consciousness had developed among the working class that it was 
time to systematically develop the foundations of socialism.3 The gov-
ernment’s plan of action included the transition from private to public 
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ownership of property and labor. By year’s end the government hoped to 
nationalize 81 percent of all enterprises in the GDR (to become People’s 
Own Enterprises and cooperatives) and collectivize the land. This was an 
expensive endeavor, which the state sought to pay for through a variety of 
economic measures from the judicious to the punitive. The SED raised 
income taxes, restricted access to health and social insurance from the 
self-employed, and denied ration cards to East Germans who were self-
employed, working in freelance occupations in East Germany, or holding 
jobs in West Berlin. Prices rose on foodstuffs and other common goods, 
such as textiles. The government increased taxation of spirits.4 It expro-
priated private owners of real estate and commercial interests, such as 
hotels, pensions, and small businesses, first charging them with crimes 
like “illegal income” and political unreliability before taking over their 
property. Legislation for the protection of “socialist” property set off an 
“avalanche of trials” between October 1952 and March 1953, when more 
than ten thousand individuals were charged and imprisoned for stealing 
or diverting supplies from the state economy. The state charged and im-
prisoned East Germans for crimes as minor as “privatizing” Pfannkuchen 
(pancakes) or stealing 750 grams of sauerkraut.5 The state also sought to 
centralize control over decision making across the republic by dissolving 
the former German states in favor of fifteen new administrative districts. 
It also targeted potential centers of oppositional authority, most notably 
the churches, which still appealed to more than 90 percent of the East 
German population.6 

Such measures transformed the relationship of East Germans to the 
state and shook the foundations of their daily lives. When these measures 
failed to raise the requisite funds for the transition to socialism, the gov-
ernment resorted to increasing production quotas in certain industries 
by 10 percent. These measures caused concern among Soviet authori-
ties, who worried about the internal stability of the republic, particularly 
when in March 1953 the numbers of people fleeing for the West reached 
fifty-eight thousand, its highest point yet.7 After the new production quo-
tas came into force in June 1953, Soviet authorities’ fears seemed to be 
realized when rising unrest gave way to mass demonstrations.8 Workers 
paraded down Stalinallee in East Berlin demanding reductions in the 
production quotas, a demonstration that grew from three hundred to 
more than ten thousand people over the course of the day.9 The follow-
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ing day an estimated three hundred thousand to four hundred thousand 
people—younger workers, small farmers, and the rank-and-file of the 
SED—participated in strikes in 270 towns across the GDR.10 The strikes 
brought Berlin to a standstill.11 Although the East German government 
managed to suppress the demonstrations, the uprising set the SED on a 
“new course” that rolled back some aspects of the drive for Stalinization, 
especially the economic reforms that had sparked the riots. 

By 1955 the economic basis and social makeup of the GDR had been 
transformed. The porous border in Berlin allowed many Germans living 
in the East to leave the republic at will.12 This Cold War permeability had 
effected a transformation of the social order. With the departure of so 
many, especially young, educated males—many of whom were profes-
sionals (technicians, engineers, doctors, dentists, lawyers, judges, univer-
sity teachers, and the like)—it was now workers (agricultural but primar-
ily industrial workers) that comprised the bulk of the population.13 There 
were still shortages of necessary goods, and foodstuffs such as meat, sug-
ar, eggs, and oils (including butter) were subject to rationing until 1958.14 
But production from the collective farms showed improvement, and the 
SED increasingly allowed a consumer-oriented economy to emerge.15 De-
spite this, Ulbricht did not enjoy the overwhelming support of his “natu-
ral” constituency and still had to work through the economic problems 
associated with trying to raise East Germans’ standards of living.

In 1956 Khrushchev’s “secret speech” upset this delicate balance. 
Ulbricht’s government had built a Stalinist-style regime, and Khrush-
chev’s decision to denounce Stalin threw the government and the party 
into disarray. The possibility of greater openness and the potential for 
the development of a more organic, German-centered socialism empow-
ered opponents of Ulbricht from within the party. There was a certain 
“thaw” in domestic politics, during which the government released and, 
in some cases, rehabilitated dissenters who had been imprisoned in the 
early 1950s. But Ulbricht’s SED was suspicious of the drive to liberal-
ize socialist politics unleashed by Khrushchev, a sentiment that was only 
reinforced by the Hungarian uprising in November 1956. Thereafter, 
the fear of the pitfalls of national routes to socialism, identified by the 
SED as “Titoist revisionism,” pervaded politics in the GDR and allowed 
a “frost” to reemerge. Ulbricht reasserted his authority and, finding 
himself on stronger ground, targeted internal party opposition that had 
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sought greater de-Stalinization, democratic reforms, and the emergence 
of a more humane socialism.16 In this context the SED sought to shore up 
ideological commitment through a new campaign of ideological transfor-
mation, once again meeting economic and geopolitical challenges with 
political solutions.

During the SED’s Thirtieth Party Conference in January and Febru-
ary 1957—the first meeting of the SED since the cessation of protests in 
Hungary—the party announced the change of course. The SED declared 
that the GDR belonged to the “socialist camp,” rejected further social or 
political liberalization, and called for greater partisanship among party 
members.17 This ideological hardening found expression in an agitation 
campaign introduced over the course of 1957. The campaign had two 
goals: to demonstrate the superiority of socialism over the West, and to 
transform East Germans into socialist citizens by cultivating a “social-
ist consciousness.” The SED hoped to accomplish this through stepped-
up agitation against “Western imperialism,” renewed emphasis on the 
lessons of Marxism-Leninism, and the creation of a new, socialist, Ger-
man culture. Central Committee members denounced manifestations of 
(Western) “decadence” in East German art and called on East German 
artists to create a “socialist German culture” following the principles of 
“socialist realism.” At the Bitterfeld Conference of 1959 the SED chal-
lenged artists and workers to “overcome the gulf between art and life,” by 
rejecting visual abstraction and bringing art closer to the people, thereby 
encouraging the transition to socialism.18 

The campaign to transform East Germans into socialist citizens 
reached its zenith at the Fifth Party Congress in July 1958. The “con-
struction of socialism” was the main focus of the conference. The SED 
claimed to view this as primarily an economic problem—transform the 
economic foundation of society and social transformation will follow—
and called for East German production to “overtake” and “outstrip” the 
West German economy by the early 1960s.19 But the impatient party also 
concluded that “the socialist ‘education’ of the people [was] the key to solv-
ing the upcoming economic and political tasks.”20 They called for the uni-
fication of entertainment and culture, which should be “put into service 
for the development of socialist consciousness.”21 Ulbricht promulgated 
his Ten Commandments, the basis of a new “socialist morality.” These 
commandments included, among others:
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1. You always must campaign for the international solidarity of the working 

    class and all working people (Werktätigen), as well as for the steadfast con-  

    nection of all socialist countries.

2. You must love your fatherland and always be ready, to stand up with whole 

    strength and ability for the defense of the workers’ and peasants power. . . . 

6. You should protect and enhance the People’s property.

7. You should always aspire to improve your performance, be economic, and 

    reinforce the socialist work ethic. . . . 

9. You should live cleanly and decently, and respect your family.22

By 1959 the strategy of raising the living standard alongside a cam-
paign of training people to become socialists appeared to be working: 
the numbers of people fleeing the GDR had dropped to its lowest point 
(143,917) since 1949.23 But the campaign to increase ideological commit-
ment among the people faced renewed challenges, including increasing 
economic instability that unleashed a new wave of people leaving the 
GDR, compounded by uncertainty surrounding the future of Berlin. Be-
tween 1958 and 1961 there were renewed efforts to conclude the Berlin 
issue. Khrushchev threatened to sign a separate peace treaty with East 
Germany, giving the SED control of the Allied transports routes to West 
Berlin, while John F. Kennedy sought to retain Allied rights and access 
to West Berlin. 

For his part Ulbricht increasingly applied as much pressure as pos-
sible on Khrushchev to permit some kind of border closure. The unstable 
demographic situation helped him make an effective case for closing the 
border. By early July 1961 the Soviet ambassador to the GDR, Mikhail Per-
vukhin, estimated that perhaps two hundred fifty thousand people were 
crossing back and forth across the border each day. That month the SED 
implemented stricter policies dealing with border crossing, such as reg-
istering Grenzgänger (border-crossers), demanding Western currency for 
rent payments, and restricting the purchase of such desirable goods as 
cars, apartments, and television sets to East Germans who actually lived 
in the GDR.24 The numbers of border-crossers who left the GDR jumped 
sixfold by the end of July.25 Whatever the reason behind individuals’ deci-
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sions to cross the German border—including traveling to their places of 
work or residence, visiting friends or family, going shopping and on other 
outings, or even leaving for the West (or returning to the East)—media 
narratives had begun to define the problem using the language of Ab- 
werbung (enticement), Menschenhandel (people-smuggling), and Kopfjäger  
(headhunters). Such language cast the problem as a criminal matter of 
the seduction and entrapment of otherwise loyal citizens of the GDR, 
rather than reporting it as a domestic issue of people choosing to leave 
the republic.26 In this charged context Khrushchev finally assented, al-
lowing Ulbricht to proceed with plans to blockade the border.

On August 13, 1961, Germans in East and West awoke to the news 
that the GDR authorities had closed most of the Berlin border to through 
traffic. Throughout the night East German soldiers had erected tempo-
rary barriers of barbed wire, which were soon to be replaced with less- 
permeable concrete pylons and later a full-fledged wall. The official deci-
sion declared: “For the prevention of enemy activities of the revanchist 
and militarist forces of West Germany and West Berlin, a control will 
be introduced on the borders of the GDR including the border to West 
sectors of greater Berlin, as is common on the borders of any sovereign 
state.”27 GDR authorities claimed a sovereign right to close the border. 
Willy Brandt, the mayor of West Berlin, referred to the border closure 
instead as a “concentration camp” built by a “clique that calls itself a gov-
ernment.”28 The GDR’s preeminent television propagandist, Karl Eduard 
von Schnitzler, described the border blockade as an “antifascist protec-
tion barrier.”29

In the GDR television coverage of the events on August 13 expressed 
no criticism of the border closure, but rather conveyed the impression of 
normality and stability in the GDR. The nightly news anchor read the au-
thorities’ resolution to close the border, reporting the events of the day as 
something that had been looming on the horizon since the foundation of 
the republic. Images supported the announcer’s assertion that it was “an 
entirely normal day” in East Berlin. Across the border, however, there was 
an atmosphere of crisis: GDR television anchor Klaus Feldmann claimed 
Chancellor Konrad Adenauer had convened a conference of high-level min-
isters “in a feverish hurry” in response to the blockade. But the reaction 
of other Western leaders did not match the anxiety of the West Germans. 
The East German newscaster was quick to point out that neither Kennedy 
nor Charles de Gaulle had responded to the “crisis,” or even broken off 
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their weekend vacation plans.30 Thus the initial narrative of the border 
closure in the state-run media tried to dispel any notion of a crisis, cast-
ing it as a defensive measure that would strengthen the GDR state and its 
citizenry and weaken the power of the Federal Republic and West Berlin.31 

The period of the border closure marked the beginning of a battle for 
hearts and minds and against dissent in the republic.32 Though rooted 
in the longer-standing campaign to build socialists, this renewed effort 
sought to define the boundaries between East and West more aggres-
sively. For example, it depicted the Soviet Union as a modern, industrial 
nation where “per-capita production would overtake that of the most pow-
erful and rich country the USA.”33 By contrast, stories about the Federal 
Republic focused on the revelation of war criminals in powerful positions 
of the government, exposed West German militarism, detailed corporate 
bankruptcies and massive layoffs, and decried the lack of sufficient health 
care and basic social services in the West.34 

After August 13 authorities sought to identify and root out border-
crossers of a new kind. Now that the borders were impermeable, the 
border-crossing transgression was purely ideological. State authorities 
pursued dissenters, so-called slackers and the work-shy. Loyal members 
of the Free German Youth group purged their troops of those who openly 
criticized the wall. Newspapers reported with approval malicious attacks 
on other people for similar transgressions, at least one of whom had to be 
admitted to hospital. Some denounced their own coworkers for “insult-
ing Comrade Walter Ulbricht” or calling for free elections.35 Television 
and newspaper reportage embraced the campaign to prevent ideological 
border crossing and increasingly moved away from the representation of 
pan-German themes (previously geared toward preparing Germans for 
reunification on the basis of socialism) in favor of stories focusing on the 
GDR’s relationship with the socialist countries and their achievements.36 
In the weeks following the border closure, Titov became a central figure 
in the new narrative; he was a shining example of the superiority of the 
socialist camp and just the kind of person East Germans might want to 
have on their side. 

Titov in Space

The Soviet space program had been under way for several years by the 
time German Titov reached space. The Soviets had achieved a number of 
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firsts: the launch of Sputnik in 1957, the (ill-fated) flight of the space dog 
Laika that same year, and the first successful animal flight (of Belka and 
Strelka) in 1960.37 The possibility of putting men in space—and at this 
point authorities had not yet considered women cosmonauts—first arose 
in January 1959, when authorities began to discuss the parameters for se-
lecting potential candidates.38 In February 1960, Titov was among twenty 
young men chosen to train for spaceflight.39 A year later Yuri Gagarin 
became the first man in space, with Titov in reserve as his backup pilot. 
In August 1961, Titov got his chance, becoming only the second man to 
orbit Earth.

The Soviets appear to have timed the mission to happen shortly be-
fore the border closure in Berlin. In early July 1961, Walter Ulbricht had 
traveled to Khrushchev’s vacation house in the Crimea to once again seek 
the leader’s approval to go ahead with the border closure.40 Soon after, in 
mid-July, the head of the Soviet space program, Sergei Korolev, made the 
trip to the Crimea. There he informed Khrushchev that plans were under 
way for a second Vostok flight to follow up Gagarin’s successful launch 
that April. With his promise to Ulbricht in mind, Khrushchev agreed and 
reportedly requested that such a flight should happen before August 10.41 
Titov’s Vostok 2 mission launched on Sunday, August 6—one week to the 
day before the border closure in Berlin.

Titov’s mission was to extend the amount of time a cosmonaut spent 
in space, while further determining the effects of weightlessness on hu-
man physiology. The spacecraft orbited Earth seventeen times before re-
turning, landing at predetermined coordinates in the Soviet Union. Dur-
ing his flight Titov experienced serious discomfort at times. He became 
extremely disoriented during the launch and initial orbits, could not dif-
ferentiate between Earth and space, and reported not being able to shake 
the feeling of being “upside down.”42 At other points during the flight 
he felt extreme fatigue, dizziness and nausea, and suffered from vertigo 
and headaches.43 He found food unappealing, though Moscow television 
broadcast pictures of Titov eating lunch.44 He described reentry into the 
atmosphere as “staring into the blazing maw of an erupting volcano.”45

Despite his discomfort, Titov had quite a ride. He observed “dawn” 
and the subsequent twilight every forty-five minutes.46 He reported Earth 
appeared as a “planet enveloped in a blue coating and framed with a bril-
liant, radiant border,” and he marveled at the “terrible intense brightness 
of the sun contrasting with the inky blackness of the planet’s shadow 
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with huge stars above glittering like diamonds.” Titov described Earth’s 
stunningly intense colors: the “strangely mottled leopard skin with green 
jungle” that was Africa; the “rich indigo blue” of the Indian Ocean; the 
Mediterranean, which “glistened like a vast sea of shining emeralds”; 
and the “startling salad-green color” of the Gulf of Mexico.47 He even 
captured a short film of Earth’s horizon with an onboard movie camera. 
He took manual control of the aircraft for almost twenty minutes and 
described the sensation as a “tremendous feeling to manipulate with just 
my hand the mass of a spaceship plunging through a vacuum at nearly 
eighteen thousand miles per hour!”48 Titov’s ability to control the aircraft 
would make big news in the coming months. 

Media Narratives

As in the case of the Berlin Wall, media narratives were an increas-
ingly integral component of the Cold War, and the space race was no 
exception. Here was an aspect of the Cold War that was fantastic. By the 
early 1960s Soviet accomplishments had expanded the boundaries of the 
“known world” and perhaps even the realm of human understanding. 
Soviet accomplishments were dramatic; they were visual; they were ex-
plosive in their political and scientific implications; and they immediately 
became wrapped up in the propaganda battle between East and West. In 
the United States and West Germany newspaper narratives disparaged 
the accomplishment as mere politics. The New York Herald Tribune com-
plained that “the red leader ‘turned what might have been a great drama 
of suspense, which all the world could share, into a tool of Soviet diplo-
macy—and has, thereby, cheapened it.’” The New York Times claimed that 
“all this brilliance was marred by the transparent Russian propaganda 
campaign . . . to exploit this latest Soviet space feat for political and psy-
chological warfare ends.” West Berlin’s Der Abend wrote that Khrushchev 
would use the spaceflight to “blackmail” the West. The New York Mir-
ror explicitly drew the connection between the Vostok 2 mission and the 
Berlin Wall: Titov’s flight was “designed by Khrushchev to intimidate the 
world and the West in particular on the issue of Berlin.”49 For the Los 
Angeles Times this was but one indication of more nefarious motives; they 
quoted Bernard Lovell, a renowned British “space watcher,” who claimed 
that “this [was] another important step in the Russian plan to populate 
the solar system beginning with the invasion of the moon in a few years’ 
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time.”50 Western news reports, on the whole, approached the flight with a 
mixture of awe, skepticism, and fear. 

Upon his return Titov, like Gagarin before him and others, like Val-
entina Tereshkova, who followed him, became an instantly recognizable 
figure and traveled to other parts of the world as a goodwill ambassador. 
The Western media treated the cosmonauts with respect as well as some 
skepticism, expressing doubt about details of their stories, some of which 
were more earthshaking than others in their implications. During his 
visit to Canada in 1961, for example, Titov was asked by the press to ad-
dress rumors that he had not written the account of his flight that had 
appeared (attributed to him) in the Atlantic Advocate.51 The Chicago Daily 
Tribune asserted that Titov could not have orbited Earth fewer than seven-
teen times and still land in the targeted landing zone, perhaps suggesting 
that his lack of “choice” in the matter made the feat less remarkable.52 
In Leipzig a Western journalist reportedly asked whether pictures of the 
Vostok 2 capsule released to the press were authentic. More profound were 
questions raised by an American journalist as to whether Titov had even 
launched into space or left Earth at all.53 

These components of Western reports of Titov’s flight established a 
story that drew on familiar elements of the Western Cold War narrative 
of the Soviet enemy. This story defined Gagarin and Titov as cogs in the 
Soviet space machine—going to space, certainly, but having little to no 
control over their mission or even their account of it—and performing 
their parts behind a veil of relative silence and secrecy. Some reports even 
set them against the free, individualistic, plucky American astronauts 
Alan Shepard and Gus Grissom. A NASA bio of Shepard perpetuates this 
narrative still, asserting: “Despite the fact that Gagarin’s flight had tak-
en place three weeks earlier, Shepard’s flight was still a history-making 
event. Whereas Gagarin had only been a passenger in his vehicle, Shepa-
rd was able to maneuver the Freedom 7 spacecraft himself. While the So-
viet mission was veiled in secrecy, Shepard’s flight, return from space, 
splashdown at sea and recovery by helicopter to a waiting aircraft carrier 
were seen on live television by millions around the world.”54 Shepard’s 
control over his machine defined the historic nature of his achievement, 
which was a spectacle of freedom and openness because it was broadcast 
on live television. In this way Western narratives fit Titov’s flight into  
a longstanding vision of the motivations, goals, and methods of the Soviet 
state. 
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The socialist media built uncritical celebrity narratives heroizing 
the efforts of Titov and the other cosmonauts. The media persistently 
recounted the details of their personal lives, followed the growth of their 
young families, and insisted on the unmatched, superbly executed na-
ture of the flights. The significant discomforts (and possible mistakes or 
failures) of the launches found no place in this narrative. During Titov’s 
flight, for example, he had complained of extreme physical reactions; not 
only did such complaints not appear in the press, but reports asserted 
that Titov had not experienced any markedly abnormal changes and had 
remained “completely fit for work” throughout.55 There was, then, a cer-
tain disconnect between the man and the celebrity. But in the mediated 
Cold War, who these men were in “real life” was not as important as 
the social role their mediated personas performed in the GDR.56 In their 
study of “socialist heroes” Yuri Gagarin and Adolf Hennecke (an East 
German Stakhanovite), the historians Silke Satjukow and Rainer Gries 
have shown how central such figures were to the social construction of 
the nation. Hennecke, for example, appealed to other East Germans be-
cause of his common working-class background, just as Gagarin did. He 
represented the everyday, but at the same time he represented something 
extraordinary that could yet become part of the everyday. Worker-heroes 
such as Hennecke “were supposed to be a role model (for the socialist 
working people), for the socialist consumer they were supposed to be 
a glimpse of the future (Vorschein) [sic]. Because just as the hero Hen-
necke lived today, provided with a good apartment, outfitted with a car 
and furnished with many privileges and status symbols, so should the 
many live tomorrow.”57 These representations of Hennecke, Gagarin, and 
Titov served to bind East Germans to a socialist future.58

On the day of his flight Titov became a star overnight in the GDR. 
The nightly news devoted the August 6 evening broadcast almost exclu-
sively to reporting his flight. It disclosed the details of his personal life 
and the statistics of his flight that would be reiterated often in the coming 
weeks: the spacecraft weighed in at 4,731 kilograms, for example; each 
Earth orbit took 88.5 minutes; at its widest orbit the capsule was 257 ki-
lometers from Earth. It sought to “nationalize” the story by including 
East Germans’ recollections of, and reactions to, the event. The broadcast 
included short reaction interviews with East Berliners taking in the beau-
tiful summer weather at the beach in southeastern Berlin. It reported 
on youth who had gathered at a Pioneer camp to listen for Titov’s voice 
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over the airwaves and then to write him a letter. It included a sound bite 
of Titov speaking from space that had been recorded by an East German 
postal worker and amateur radio enthusiast from Beelitz (southwest of 
Berlin). The only other substantial reports of this broadcast included 
a segment on Yuri Gagarin’s stay in Brazil and a final item reminding 
viewers of an upcoming television address by Khrushchev advocating for 
the conclusion of a peace treaty for Germany.59

The official narrative of Titov’s trip was celebratory and triumphant, 
tempered by portentous reminders of the urgent geopolitical situation. In 
the second week of August the television news reported on the progress 
of registering border-crossers, the trial of four East Germans for espio-
nage, East German “orphans” of parents who had left the GDR and, of 
course, Khrushchev’s demands for a peace treaty. For some people the 
increasingly aggressive language of border crossing and espionage, along 
with renewed demands for a peace treaty took on new, more ominous 
meaning after the success of Titov’s mission. The Chicago Daily Tribune 
published the testimony of a doctor who claimed to have fled Berlin with 
his family through the still permeable checkpoint at the Brandenburg 
Gate on August 13. Dr. Ernst Lehnhardt described his life in the GDR 
as successful and relatively comfortable: “I lived in a good residential 
area in East Berlin [in] . . . our own house. It was large with a pleasant 
garden, but run down. . . . I had no serious complaints.” But by early 
August, Lehnhardt had become wary of the possibility that authorities 
would close the sector border and even build a wall: “Some believed even 
then that a wall would be thrown up between the two parts of the city. 
Ulbricht . . . said this never would be done, but we did not trust him.  
. . . Others soothed themselves with the belief that a wall was impossible. 
But I thought to myself, what is impossible for a system that sent Titov 
. . . around the world 17 times?”60 For Lehnhardt, Titov’s triumph repre-
sented the growing strength of the socialist bloc and made the prospect 
of a wall more likely.

The growing strength of the socialist bloc, along with the increas-
ingly aggressive language of border crossing, led some to conclude that it 
was a good time to leave. Titov did not appear again in the nightly news 
until August 26, when he led the news with his announcement at a press 
conference in Moscow that he would be traveling to the GDR. After this 
announcement, a narrative began to emerge that replaced the contracting 
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space of the East German world with the expanding world of the socialist 
community. 

Titov’s Visit

In the GDR the media began crafting the legend of Titov even before 
his arrival. In its August 20 edition—the first to appear after the bor-
der closure—the weekly radio and television magazine Unser Rundfunk 
(Broadcasting) lauded Titov, his flight, and the Soviet Union. The story 
described Titov’s “firm assuredness and steadfast calm, inspiring brav-
ery and boundless energy.” His spacecraft, though very complicated, had 
been utterly reliable, even “flawless” in its operation. The article noted 
that the craft had even landed at the predetermined coordinates, pointing 
out that this mathematical feat surely represented a sign of Soviet superi-
ority. With this spaceflight “a new chapter in the scientific exploration of 
space has been written, composed by the builders of socialism.”61 

German Titov arrived in Berlin on the afternoon of September 1, cap-
turing the imagination of the East German media. East German televi-
sion covered his arrival in a special simultaneous broadcast for viewers 
in the GDR, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Austria—one of the first of 
its kind in East German television history.62 The mood at the top of the 
broadcast was relaxed, as the moderator introduced the parade route for 
Titov’s motorcade and introduced commentators from Czechoslovakia 
and Hungary. The moderator then read a letter from Titov to the East 
German people before a reporter on location set the scene at Schönefeld 
airport in southeastern Berlin. Titov’s arrival at the airfield, at long last, 
charged the atmosphere. The large crowd surged toward Titov and his 
official host, Walter Ulbricht. The television camera, still relegated to the 
back on the crowd in the early 1960s (and not positioned front and center 
as we might expect in contemporary television coverage of such news 
conferences), valiantly held its own as the excited throng jostled for the 
best view of the hero. 

After some brief remarks from Ulbricht, Titov took the microphone 
and praised the GDR as “the great peasant and worker state,” which had 
“accomplished a lot” and was a place where “socialism grows stronger ev-
ery day.” His crowd-pleasing conclusion spoken in German “Es lebe Frie-
den in der ganzen Welt” (Long live peace in the whole world) set the crowd 
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on fire. Thereafter it took some time for the dignitaries to move through 
the crowd to their motorcade. The print press presented an equally lau-
datory picture of Titov’s arrival. The Berliner Zeitung reported that “the 
whole of Berlin was on the streets. . . . Everywhere one looked there were 
smiling faces . . . [and] cheerful songs.” At Schönefeld airport the tarmac 
“teemed” with a crowd of ten thousand; Titov appeared, “beaming,” from 
the door of the aircraft before deplaning with his “picture-perfect” wife, 
Tamara. “Berlin,” screamed the headline, “has never experienced this.”63

The propaganda value of Titov’s accomplishment and subsequent 
visit so soon after the crisis of the August 13 was laid bare repeatedly 
in newspaper coverage of the event. The newspaper of the Free Ger-
man Youth organization reported “Our Successes Prove: We Are on the 
Right Track.”64 The national daily newspaper Neues Deutschland asserted: 
“Titov’s deed announces to all peoples: Socialism is the strongest power 
in the world.”65 The newspaper of the Free German Trade Union Associa-
tion, Tribüne, declared: “The Roots of Our Success: The Socialist Planned 
Economy.”66 Neues Deutschland quoted Ulbricht’s words of welcome: 
“Cosmonauts herald the great future of Communism.”67 Finally, the Ber-
liner Zeitung exclaimed: “He can land anywhere.”68 

In the television coverage as well as the print press, the story of Titov 
was the story of the superiority—even victory—of the socialist world 
over the capitalist West. This was a victory both moral and scientific. In 
a speech welcoming Titov to Berlin, Ulbricht exclaimed: “What a great 
achievement and precision work of the Soviet scientists, engineers and 
technicians! What a great success of the Soviet Union and her superior 
social order! What a triumph of the young heroes of the great Soviet coun-
try, who are in the process of putting the forces of nature in the service of 
man and paving the way into space as fearless pioneers of humanity!”69 

The Vostok missions seemed to lay bare the superiority of Soviet sci-
ence, particularly when set against the accomplishments of the American 
space program. NASA had launched two suborbital flights earlier that 
year, leading the West German publication Der Spiegel to claim just days 
before Titov’s launch: “US 2 USSR 1,” referring to the number of manned 
launches that had taken place. The GDR press took exception to the “gro-
tesque equation” of the Soviet and American flights, which clearly were 
not the same in the scope and breadth of their missions. Unser Rundfunk 
lampooned the Spiegel article as an example of the lies told by “bour-
geois statistics.”70 This was not the first time this had cropped up. The 
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American space program had already been skewered in a cartoon repro-
duced in the GDR (after it first appeared in West Germany and the Soviet 
Union) after Gagarin’s pathbreaking flight in April 1961. In the cartoon 
an American spaceman sits atop an American skyscraper, scratching at 
the clouds while above the clouds a Soviet spaceman rides his rocket into 
“space” (here, the upper left-hand corner of the image). The skyscrapers 
are adorned with well-known brands and slogans, including “Coca-Cola” 
and “Mach Mal Pause” (Take a Break), implying that American failure 
to reach outer space was the fault of capitalist market culture.71 During 
Titov’s visit reporters drew a finer point on the issue, posing the ques-
tion of whether the flights could indeed be compared. At an international 
press conference in Leipzig, Titov argued that in order to “count” as space 
travel, the spacecraft had to orbit the earth at least once, which neither of 
the American flights had done (figure 10.1).72

But media coverage of Titov went beyond simply acclaiming him as 
a socialist hero East Germans could claim as one of their own. Instead, 
it made close connections between Titov and his trip to space, and the 
decision to cut off the border in Berlin. The broadcast of Titov’s arriv-
al in Berlin intercut live images from locations along the parade route 
with filmed reports on related topics. One report, for example, followed 
a group of children as they introduced model rockets they had built to 
celebrate the arrival of Titov and concluded with an animated film of chil-
dren going into space. The most important of these filmed reports, in 
terms of the gravity of reportage and the time devoted to its broadcast, 
was a film on the subject of Berlin, capital city of the GDR. Ostensibly, 
the film introduced Berlin to audiences of the affiliated television organi-
zations in Eastern Europe; its content, however, set out the official argu-
ment for the construction of the Berlin Wall. It depicted the geopolitical 
problem of “two Berlins,” a problem that had been solved by the measures 
of August 13 (the border closure). The film used the language of “people-
trafficking,” “espionage-central RIAS” (referring to the American radio 
station in West Berlin Radio in the American Sector), and the decadent 
West that was long familiar to East German viewers. Due to the measures 
of August 13, it concluded, “peace is in good hands [in the GDR].”73 This 
film was just one example of a trope that was repeated on television and 
in the print press throughout Titov’s visit, narratively joining Titov’s ac-
complishment with the “accomplishment” of GDR authorities. Titov was 
a soldier in the battle against the West. His trip to space was an important 
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blow against the West, just as the border closure had been and would 
continue to be an important challenge.74 

Press reports of the visit allowed Ulbricht to bask in the reflected 
glow of the cosmonaut. Titov was a hero who represented the best of the 
socialist world; more important, he was impressed by and supportive of 
the measures taken to close the border. Titov echoed language used by 
the authorities since August 13, declaring: “It’s nice to see the develop-

Figure 10.1. This cartoon is from the East German newspaper Volksstimme in 1961, in 
anticipation of Titov’s visit to Berlin. The caption reads: “The Americans couldn’t make 
up the lead. They are trying to scratch space; the Russians already control it.” Source: 
Volksstimme, May 5, 1961.
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ment of the worker-peasant state. All Soviet people are very happy about 
that and learn with satisfaction how successfully the measures for the 
protection of the borders are operating. With that, the plans of the West 
German and international imperialists, who want to interrupt the build-
ing of socialism, have been dealt a powerful blow.”75

Titov stood shoulder to shoulder with Ulbricht, and it could not have 
come at a better time. Ulbricht expressed this explicitly, thanking Titov 
for visiting “at a time when the working people of the GDR are putting 
all their forces into strengthening the Republic and preparing for the 
conclusion of a German peace before the end of the year.”76 Furthermore, 
Ulbricht told his audience that Germans all over the republic had clam-
ored to meet the socialist hero; lest they forget who had brought him 
there, Ulbricht reminded them: “Dear Berliners, as you can see, it did not 
take long [for Titov to come].”77 Coverage demonstrated for East Germans 
that Ulbricht and the GDR had not been shunned by the socialist world 
(as they had been for some time by the West) because of the border clo-
sure. Instead, they could be celebrated for their protection of socialism in 
Germany and abroad. As Ulbricht argued, the border closure represented 
the commitment of the GDR to “continue to fight in confraternity with 
the peoples of the Soviet Union and all the states of the socialist camp, to 
secure peace and banish war from the lives of the peoples.”78 

In the first week of September there was much talk of peace, but this 
did not preclude the use of more aggressive language as well. GDR au-
thorities and Titov himself emphasized the growing friendship between 
Titov and East Germans, and the “unbreakable fraternity” of the GDR and 
the socialist world.79 During the Leipzig press conference Titov expressed 
the view that his flight was but a precursor to the final goal of setting up a 
long-term, manned, interplanetary station in space, and emphasized that 
building such a station would require peace.80 He contrasted what he saw 
as the confidence and calm with the saber-rattling of the West: “Yesterday 
as we visited the [border checkpoint at the] Brandenburg Gate, there was 
upheaval on the Western side. Suddenly a tank drove up. Probably they 
wanted to terrify us with this jalopy. But we, who have created spaceships 
and rockets have no fear of tanks. If they had shown us a rocket? We 
have no fear of that because they have nothing that equals ours [sic]. The 
Soviet Union pursues exclusively peaceful goals in space. We don’t need 
any razzle-dazzle. We know that the construction of socialism is the best 
demonstration and testifies to our vitality.”81 
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Yet often, deeper warnings followed such pronouncements of peace. 
Titov drew attention to what he saw as the “recent provocations of some 
men abroad in the West” and warned that such men should not forget the 
conclusion of World War II or the effectiveness of the first Soviet missile 
weapons. Ulbricht boldly reminded the West that “whoever attacks the 
GDR is against not 17 million, but a billion people of the great family 
of the socialist countries,” who “under the slogan ‘All for one, one for 
all’ stand for peace and security.” Furthermore, he warned that: “Friends 
and enemies, especially the lovers of war provocations in West Germany, 
must say to themselves that a rocket of such enormous propulsive force 
and precision that transported our comrade Major Titov to space, can also 
ship other and bigger loads from one place on earth to another easily and 
with great reliability.”82 With that Ulbricht played on fears in the West 
that the Soviets’ lead in the space race and their development of intercon-
tinental ballistic missile (ICBM) technology jeopardized the security of 
the West, and the United States in particular, which until now had been 
relatively safe from Soviet nuclear weapons.

The narrative strategy of drawing the GDR more closely into the so-
cialist fold by linking Titov’s achievement and the border closure as two 
successful battles in the war against the West was only one element—and 
perhaps not the most important—of the metanarrative value of Titov’s 
visit. Receiving Titov in the GDR just three weeks after the border clo-
sure was a propaganda coup. On the one hand, it helped ease public rela-
tions between the East German state and its citizens, whose worlds had 
just gotten smaller. Thousands of people turned out to see Titov wher-
ever he went. In Berlin, Leipzig, and Magdeburg the celebration of Titov 
was neutral ground upon which state authorities and the East German 
people could meet and rejoice in the aftermath of the wall. Such crowd 
scenes were a potent visual demonstration of solidarity; in fact, the SED 
fairly successfully transformed popular adulation for Titov into evidence 
of support for the East German state. This is exemplified by press re-
ports that emphasized the signs of support for Titov that came from the 
East German population, including spontaneous whistles from passing 
locomotives and celebratory sirens emitting from Berlin factories and, 
of course, the huge crowds that appeared to greet Titov’s motorcades in 
Berlin and elsewhere in the republic.83 

The image of thousands of people lining the streets did not approxi-
mate the assumption of many in the West that East Germans had re-
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treated to the safety of their homes and families after the border closure. 
Indeed, the national daily Neues Deutschland played this up, contrasting 
reports from the West German Welt am Sonntag that “in Magdeburg they 
sit under wool blankets and listen to Western radio,” with the triumphal 
pronouncement that “100 000 people” came out to see Titov during his 
visit to Magdeburg.84 The East German press thus used Titov’s visit to 
counteract the vision that Easterners lived only in a state of fear for their 
safety, desperately looking to the West for guidance. 

On the other hand, Titov’s visit opened a whole new world to East 
Germans as well, as part of the socialist bloc and ally to the country that 
had made human space travel possible. Titov’s visit was exciting, unique, 
and most important, it happened in the GDR. On September 2, the tele-
vision news broadcast Titov’s visit to the Berlin Wall. Standing at the 
wall, he praised state authorities on their efforts to strengthen socialism, 
while Allied soldiers on the other side sought to catch a glimpse of the 
space hero. The message was, of course, that East Germans had gotten 
to experience something they never would have on the other side of the 
wall. Precisely because they lived in the East, it was possible to meet a 
world-class figure of international fame. Thus Titov’s visit exemplifies the 
ways in which the media, and television in particular, was able redefine 
the world of the East Germans. This post-wall GDR was no longer the 
German-centered world of the agenda of reunification in the 1950s; this 
world looked toward Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, and beyond.
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