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For over 25 years, The Great Courses has brought 

the world’s foremost educators to millions who want 

to go deeper into the subjects that matter most. No 

exams. No homework. Just a world of knowledge 

available anytime, anywhere. Download or stream 

to your laptop or PC, or use our free apps for iPad, 

iPhone, Android, Kindle Fire, or Roku. Over 600 

courses available at www.TheGreatCourses.com.

The Science of Flight
Taught by Professor James W. Gregory
THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY

LECTURE TITLES

1. Fundamentals of Flight: Gliding

2.  Balloons, Buoyancy, and the Atmosphere

3.  Takeoff : How Wings Produce Lift

4.  Drag Trade-Off s and Boundary-Layer Turbulence

5.  Stall Events and Lift-Induced Drag

6.  Wind Tunnels and Predicting Aerodynamics

7. Propeller Aircraft: Slow and Effi  cient

8. Jet Aircraft: Thrust to Fly Fast

9. Aircraft Structures and Materials

10. Aircraft Stability and Flight Control

11. Flying Faster and Higher

12. Breaking the Sound Barrier and Beyond

13. Long-Distance Flight and Predicting Range

14. Aerobatics and Dogfi ghting

15. Mission Profi les and Aircraft Design

16. Primary Cockpit Instruments

17. Air Traffi  c Navigation and Communication

18. Flight Autonomy and Drones

19. Helicopters and Vertical Flight

20. Rocket Science and the Evolution of Launch

21.  Orbiting Earth Means Always Falling

22. To Mars and Beyond: Gravity-Assist Flight

23. Atmospheric Reentry: Ballistic, Skip, Glide

24. The Future of Air and Space Flight

BONUS INTERVIEWS

1. Bonus Material: 

Gustave Eiff el’s Wind Tunnels

2. Bonus Material: 

Engineering Faster Flight Speeds

3. Bonus Material: 

Why the Wright Flyer Succeeded

4. Bonus Material: 

The Wright Brothers’ Innovations

5. Bonus Material: 

Higher, Farther, Faster

The Science of Flight
Course no. 1321 | 24 lectures (30 minutes/lecture)

Take Off into the 
Realm of Flight
There is no place better equipped to explore the principles of flight than 
the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, the world’s premier 
destination for aviation science and history. The Great Courses joins with 
the Smithsonian to present The Science of Flight, covering the workings 
of flying machines of every description, from gliders to airplanes to jets to 
space ships. These 24 beautifully illustrated half-hour lectures are delivered 
by Professor James Gregory of The Ohio State University, an award-
winning teacher, noted aeronautical researcher, and instrument-rated 
private pilot.

Dr. Gregory brings ideas such as lift, propulsion, and three-axis control 
to life, illustrated by iconic examples from the Air and Space Museum, 
including the original Wright Flyer, P-51 Mustang, SR-71 Blackbird, 
and Space Shuttle Discovery, along with other historic vehicles. 
Smithsonian curators add incisive commentary, and extensive graphics and 
demonstrations make the concepts clear and understandable—as do field 
trips to the Aviation Institute of Maintenance and an exciting excursion 
aloft with Professor Gregory at the controls.

Off er expires 10/27/17

THEGREATCOURSES.COM/6ST

1-800-832-2412

SAVE UP TO $190

DVD $269.95 NOW $79.95

Video Download $234.95 NOW $59.95
+$10 Shipping & Processing (DVD only) 

and Lifetime Satisfaction Guarantee

Priority Code: 149369
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Discussion

CONTACT US 

Send letters to LettersEd@si.edu or to 

Letters, Smithsonian, MRC 513, P.O. Box 

37012, Washington, D.C.  20013. Include a 

telephone number and address. Letters 

may be edited for clarity or space. 

Because of the high volume of mail we 

receive, we cannot respond to all letters. 

Send queries about the Smithsonian 

Institution to info@si.edu or to OVS, 

Public Inquiry Mail Service, P.O. Box 

37012, Washington, D.C. 20013.  

FOLLOW US

@Smithsonianmag

Facebook.com/smithsonianmagazine

@SmithsonianMag 
Wow, Benjamin Franklin, 
despite some very 
great and noble 
accomplishments, 
was a real jerk. 
@ericvonfoerster ON TWITTER

A Founder’s Dark Side
Benjamin Franklin had all the adora-

tion, political attention and charms 

that Europe could off er him (“Frank-

lin’s Secret Heartache”). His wife, Deb-

orah, was probably a simple woman.  I 

just see her pining for any semblance 

of love, reading his letters by candle-

light until they were worn.  I think he 

had a deep dislike for her 

that is very disturbing.  

Lesly Gebara
FACEBOOK

Back to Earth
Scott Kelly is an inspi-

ration to a generation of 

students, teachers and 

parents (“The Man Who 

Fell to Earth”). He and 

his magnifi cent can-do 

attitude have motivated countless high 

school graduates (male and female) to 

seek a degree in STEM. His journey 

has enhanced the reach of math and 

science in the classroom. He  has left 

his mark on research; for that we are 

proud and grateful.

Elizabeth Isabelle Royal 
FACEBOOK

Over the Top
 “Happy Days” in its latter days became 

a shadow of its former self (“When 

Fonzie Lost His Cool”). Having the 

Fonz prepare for the shark jump was 

a cheap publicity stunt . It didn’t work. 

People cheered for the shark.

Doug Rutkowski
FACEBOOK

The Next Flappers
We girls at the end of Gen X, the Ti-

tle Nine-ers, were (and are) modern 

fl appers (“The Original ‘It’ Girl”). We 

FROM THE EDITORS  Readers dug into 

our “Secrets of American History” is-

sue, particularly embracing our piece 

about Unionville, Maryland, the town 

founded by African-American soldiers 

after the Civil War.  “I would like a me-

morial to the 18 founders and the Quaker 

couple” who leased land to the vets, B.J. 

Ward writes on Facebook.  Responding 

to our list of great acci-

dental explosions, several 

suggested adding the one 

in Texas City, Texas, in 

1947 involving the SS 

Grandcamp, a cargo ship 

carrying fertilizer, which 

killed more than 500. “I 

was fi ve years old, playing 

in the yard of our home in 

Alvin, and felt the explo-

sion,” writes Ava Wilson . 

Scott Kelly’s account of his year in space 

won widespread praise.  “On top of all his 

accomplishments, Di Smith says, “Scott 

Kelly is a great photographer.” Many 

women rushed to lay claim to the legacy 

of fl appers, whom we compared to millen-

nials. “If short skirts and sexual liberation 

defi ned the fl apper, I would suggest their 

granddaughters, the baby boomers, with 

their miniskirts and free love, inherited 

the title,” Karen Beverly writes. “What 

could be more fl apper than Woodstock?”

Early Abolitionist
Undoubtedly Benjamin Lay (“The 

Cave-Dwelling Vegan Who Took On 

Quaker Slavery and Won”) was an ec-

centric character, but his conviction 

drove him to act with an admirable 

boldness in the face of being rejected 

by his own religious sect, and the pop-

ular tide of his day. 

Elisabeth Celso
FACEBOOK

played baseball and basketball with 

the boys, and  took a back seat to no 

one. We were the fi ve girls out of 100 

students in college physics and engi-

neering classes. We broke the glass 

ceiling to space. We designed and 

programmed cellphones. Those long 

strands of pearls the ’20s flappers 

wore—we liked their style and threw 

on six more strands in the ’80s. 

 Linda Schwab
FACEBOOK

To Smithsonian Members
Some members have been receiving “renewal 

notices” sent by independent magazine com-

panies that are not authorized by Smithso-

nian. Many of the mailed notices list a price 

higher than you would fi nd on an order card in 

this issue and are called “Notice of Continua-

tion/New Order.” Such unauthorized solicita-

tions are an industrywide problem that is not 

limited to Smithsonian.  Any renewal or billing 

notice you receive directly from Smithsonian 

about your membership will be mailed from 

either Washington, D.C. or Tampa, Florida. We 

do have agreements with a small number of 

authorized magazine companies to sell sub-

scriptions. If you have any questions or con-

cerns about whether an off er you receive by 

mail or by phone is legitimate, please do not 

hesitate to contact us fi rst. 

Email: Smithsonian.ConsumerAff airs

@customersvc.com

Phone: 800-766-2149

Mail: Smithsonian Magazine, 

P.O. Box 62170, Tampa, FL 33662-2170



ON VIEW THROUGH JANUARY 15, 2018 
#JorisLaarmanLab

Joris Laarman Lab: Design in the Digital Age is organized by Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum and 
the Groninger Museum, the Netherlands. 

Joris Laarman Lab: Design in the Digital Age is made possible by the generous support of Amita and Purnendu 
Chatterjee and the May and Samuel Rudin Family Foundation, Inc. Support is also provided by the Ehrenkranz 
Fund, the Dutch Culture USA program of the Consulate General of the Netherlands in New York, Kim and Al Eiber, 
and the Creative Industries Fund NL.
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Alice Martins

A journalist whose 

photographs have 

appeared in the 

Washington Post 

and Time, Martins 

was determined to 

reach Mosul, Iraq, 

even while the “op-

eration to recapture 

the city from Islamic 

State militants was 

still underway.”  Her 

assignment—doc-

ument the daring 

preservation work 

of Layla Salih, an 

archaeologist (p. 30)

—reaffi  rmed her 

belief that “war is 

not just about the 

worst in humanity 

but also about some 

of our best qualities 

as well.”   

Clive Thompson

Our technology 

columnist once 

thought virtual reality 

might be a fad. But 

researching the sim-

ilarities between VR 

and the stereoscope, 

which was popular 

for 60-odd years 

(p. 18), made him 

rethink the new tech-

nology, which he now 

predicts is here to 

stay: “There’s some-

thing unique about 

three-dimensional 

views that gives it a 

mesmerizing force 

and power.”  Thomp-

son is the author of 

Smarter Than You 

Think: How Technol-

ogy Is Changing Our 

Minds for the Better. 

Franz Lidz

Writing about the spectacular innovations and

razzle-dazzle moves that originated with the 

American Basketball Association (“Game 

Changers,” p. 26) brought to mind one of this 

Smithsonian contributor’s favorite memories of 

the sport. Decades ago, while hitchhiking through 

South America outfi tted in a llama-hair poncho 

and Converse high-tops, he “came upon a basket-

ball court with eight really little kids who couldn’t 

even reach the basket.” This was in Cochabamba, 

Bolivia. The kids tossed Lidz the ball and were as-

tonished when he made a shot from midcourt. “For 

one moment,” he recalls. “I was a basketball god.” 

Formerly a senior writer for Sports Illustrated, Lidz 

is currently a vice president of the Detroit Pistons. 

Olga Ingurazova

It’s a good thing the 

Russian photogra-

pher likes a challenge, 

because this month’s 

cover story (p. 48)

was tricky: “ I was 

supposed to show 

something  that’s 

almost invisible in today’s Russia—the revolu-

tion of 100 years ago.” The assignment brought 

her into contact with all sorts of “unexpected 

people,” she says, including Lyudmila Borisovna 

Chyernaya, a woman born in 1917. Talking and 

joking with her, Ingurazova realized “the revolu-

tion was not all that far away.”    

Contributors

ILLUSTRATIONS BY  Lauren Cierzan

Jed Perl

Perl, who was the art critic 

for the New Republic for 

20 years, is the author of 

the new book Calder: The 

Conquest of Time: The 

Early Years: 1898-1940 

(Knopf), from which this 

essay is adapted (p. 40). 

Though he worked on the 

biography for a decade, 

Perl fi nds himself more im-

pressed by his subject than 

ever: The sculptor’s genius 

was “giving the most chal-

lenging modernist ideas a 

mass appeal. So his story 

is the story of what art be-

came in the 20th century.” 

Stephen Lewis

Photographing an Alex-

ander Calder sculpture 

(p. 40) was a “treat,” says 

Lewis, who has long ad-

mired the artist. In fact, 

Lewis recalls accompany-

ing his mother, an art critic 

and former museum cu-

rator, to see the massive 

Calder mobile installed 

in the National Gallery of 

Art in the late ’70s—his 

introduction to Calder’s 

“wonderful, important and 

whimsical work.” The pho-

tographer’s striking imag-

es have also appeared in 

Vogue and the New York 

Times Magazine. 

Ian Frazier
Who better to tell the continuing story of the 

Russian Revolution (p. 48) than the acclaimed 

author of Travels in Siberia? Frazier traces 

his fascination to growing up in the Cold War, 

when Russia seemed closed off  to Americans, 

which only made him more curious about life 

on the other side of the Iron Curtain. “When 

you’re told ‘Don’t go in that room,’ ”  he says, 

“you want to go into that room.” An acclaimed 

humorist (Dating Your Mom) and a longtime 

staff  writer for the New Yorker, Frazier has 

visited Russia ten times, including a near 

month-long journey in this centennial year to 

report our cover story. 
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Crosstrek. Well-equipped at $21,795.†

The all-new 2018 Subaru Crosstrek.
® The spacious interior and larger cargo 

area keep the journey comfortable, and make sure there’s room for all that you 

pick up along the way. Standard Symmetrical All-Wheel Drive + 33 mpg* makes the 

going good. Love is out there. Find it in a Crosstrek.

Subaru and Crosstrek are registered trademarks. *EPA-estimated highway fuel economy for 2018 Subaru Crosstrek CVT models. Actual mileage may vary. †MSRP excludes destination and 
delivery charges, tax, title, and registration fees. Retailer sets actual price. Certain equipment may be required in specific states, which can modify your MSRP. See your retailer for details. 2018 
Subaru Crosstrek 2.0i Premium shown has an MSRP of $24,995.

There’s always room
for more stories.

Introducing the all-new 2018 Subaru Crosstrek.
®



Lead SponsorThis project received Federal support from the Asian Pacific 

American Initiatives Pool, administered by the Smithsonian 

Asian Pacific American Center

Encountering the  
Buddha: Art and  
Practice across Asia

Opening  
October 14, 5 pm
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In Gourd 
We Trust

How our most symbolic 
squash grew to bizarre 
proportions and took 

over the world

 The weight of record-setting giant pumpkins has ballooned nearly 500 percent since 1975.

By 

Abigail Tucker

Photograph by

Dan Saelinger

A M E R I CA N  I C O N

pro logue  
T H E  P A S T  I S
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pro logue 

ELGIUM IS SUPPOSED TO specialize in Brussels 

sprouts, but last autumn a horticulturist there 

raised a 2,624.6-pound pumpkin, squashing the 

world record for the heaviest fruit. American grow-

ers were dismayed. Pumpkins, after all, are indig-

enous to the New World. The fi rst European set-

tlers were stunned by the Native Americans’ ample 

squash crop, which they mistook for melon. Cen-

turies later, pumpkins so impressed newly arrived 

Irish immigrants that they abandoned the turnips 

they’d carved into jack-o’-lanterns for All Hallows’ 

Eve back home. And pumpkins became an Ameri-

can Halloween doorstep classic. 

Yet for two out of the last three years, the world’s 

largest pumpkins have sprung up in Europe. “They’re 

doing very well, and I tip my hat to them,” says Ron 

Wallace, a country club manager in Greene, Rhode 

Island, who was paraded on the shoulders of jubilant 

pumpkin growers one glorious day in 2006 after his 

squash became the world’s fi rst to break 1,500 pounds. 

Today, pumpkin growers are gaining on 3,000 pounds, 

but the Belgians, Swiss and British are in the lead.

While other fruits and vegetables may fl ourish in 

warm climates, the record-setting pumpkins—a va-

riety of Cucurbita maxima bred in Nova Scotia—ac-

tually prefer cooler weather. New England has long 

been considered an ideal environment for them. “We 

get warm but not too warm, cool but not too cool,” 

explains Matt DeBacco of Rocky Hill, Connecticut. 

Summer days are in the mid-80s, maximizing pho-

tosynthesis without desiccating the bloated fruit , 

and the semi-northerly locale means bonus sunlight 

hours throughout the growing season. By June the 

burgeoning giants are growing at an exponential 

rate, and by August, they’re packing on one to two 

pounds per hour, while guzzling about 100 gallons 

of water every day.

In addition to gentle sunshine, the Northeast 

specializes in Yankee ingenuity. Nearly all the giant 

pumpkins in America are grown by amateur garden-

ers who toil in backyards after work, hardened by 

hailstorms and hungry woodchucks. “Some of these 

guys will try anything!” says Steve Reiners, a horticul-

ture professor and commercial pumpkin specialist at 

Cornell University.  They are almost fi endishly inven-

tive—for instance, designing their own snowshoe-like 

footwear that won’t crush the soil, or spiking the 

stingy local dirt with fertilizers and fungi to maximize 

a pumpkin’s water and nutrient absorption.  

Many growers keep online pumpkin diaries, so 

there is plenty of cross-pollination. Still, the hobby 

is full of closely gourded secrets. High-performance 

pumpkins like the Pleasure Dome and the Freak II 

have left lasting genetic legacies, and individual seeds 

of the sort you might ordinarily salt and crunch by the 

handful have sold at auction for as much as $1,781. 

European giant pumpkin contests fi rst took root 

around 2000, just about the time a prominent Amer-

ican giant pumpkin grower was assigned to a U.S. 

Army base in Germany.  The arrival of his orange 

thumb, notes Jan Molter, treasurer of the European 

Giant Vegetable Growers Association, coincided 

with a burgeoning European interest in Ameri-

can-style Halloween. (Yes, the giant pumpkins, with 

their foot-thick walls, can be carved, ideally with a 

B
 

A photo 
from an early 
20th-century 

magazine shows 
a child in a giant 

Californian 
pumpkin.
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chain saw. They also make excellent boats.) The fi rst 

German gourd-baking championship and pumpkin 

expo took place in 2001.

Europe’s subsequent rise has been defi ned by the 

controversy over indoor growing. The Old World’s 

big players cluster in Northern Europe, where 

the weather is often harsher than New England’s. 

However, high-tech greenhouses with heating and 

air-conditioning, irrigation systems, automatic fer-

tilization and other frills allow growers to mimic, and 

in the last few seasons, maybe even improve upon a 

New England-like climate. There are no ravenous 

white-tailed deer in greenhouses, and it can be a per-

fect June afternoon in Vermont every day of the year.

And because not just anybody can have an indus-

trial greenhouse, it just so happens that several re-

cent overseas champs have been professional plant 

scientists. The 24-year-old  Belgian winner, Mathias 

Willemijns, is the lead technician at a large vegetable 

research center, for example,  and has his own per-

sonal 130-foot polytunnel, in which he grew just four 

pumpkins, each of which, by harvest time, tipped the 

scales at more than 2,000 pounds.

This autumn, the news from New England is not 

reassuring. The patches suff ered through a cloudy 

spring,  and in peak season the giants were barely 

gaining 30 pounds a day, compared with their typical 

50.  There is some griping about the aff ordability of 

European  hydroelectric greenhouse heat in Europe, 

but spirits remain high. DeBacco believes salvation 

lies in soil nutrient nanotechnology and genetic 

technologies. Wallace has faith in the providence 

of New England weather. In the meantime, he’s en-

countered a keen new market for his signature giant 

pumpkin fertilizer, which is called Wallace Organic 

Wonder, or WOW.  (“The cannabis growers have 

found me,” he says, “and they are very, very happy.”) 

It’s raining during a visit to a suburban Connecti-

cut backyard giant pumpkin patch. Despite the driz-

zle, the sprinkler sways over the rambling pumpkin 

vines nearby: A hundred gallons is a whole lot of 

water. From under his dripping hat, Steve Maydan 

beams down at his pumpkin, which he is thinking 

of calling the Creamsicle. The whole community is 

rooting for him. He points out where three of his 

neighbors cut down trees at the same time—to allow 

his garden more sunlight, he suspects. He shows how 

he slakes the thirst of a second, remotely located 

pumpkin patch by snaking a very long green garden 

hose through the neighborhood sewers. 

Barring a miracle, the Creamsicle will weigh in 

at a relatively dinky 1,000 pounds, just a statewide 

fi nisher at best. But Maydan  is getting wilier every 

year. His problem woodchuck has been vanquished 

at last, the powdery mildew hasn’t destroyed him 

yet, and he’s feeling . . . pumped.

A M E R I CA N  I C O N

A Brief History of 

Improbably Large Produce 

In the madcap world of competitive horticulture, 
the pumpkin takes the prize, reaching the weight of 
a Ford Fiesta thanks to its sturdy shape, souped-up 
genes, bountiful sugars and nourishing  root fungi. 

But in recent years even cabbage has been supersized 
By Kyle Frischkorn  Chart by Matthew Twombly

G ro w t h  C h a r t

Pumpkin

Carrot

Zucchini

Green

Cabbage

Watermelon

2014

20

Newark, England

1996

15.7

Llanharry, Wales

2012

138.25

Palmer, Alaska

2009

125.9

Wasilla, Alaska

1990

64.49

Llanharry, Wales

2013

350.5

Sevierville, 

Tennessee

2005

268.8

Arkadelphia,

Arkansas

First record

1900

400 lbs

Ontario, Canada

Current record

2016

2,624.6 lbs

Deurle, Belgium

WORLD RECORD WEIGHTS

Measurements indicate the earliest available and most recent world records.
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THERE’S POWER IN PLACE—and when 

it comes to space flight, Kennedy Space  

Center Visitor ComplexSM is truly the center of 

the universe. Since 1962, it has launched some 

of the American Space program’s most signif-

icant missions. In addition to its space flight  

programs, the center is home to a visitor 

complex that welcomes 1.5 million people  

a year.

From meeting astronauts to seeing historic 

spacecrafts up close, here are ten of the most 

heart-pounding moments from the epicenter 

of American space travel:

1
WATCH A LIVE ROCKET LAUNCH

Witnessing takeoff is an unforgettable  
experience. As rocket engines ignite and 
sound waves rip through the air, your heart is 
sure to skip a beat. Four locations at the visitor  
complex offer launch viewings accompanied 
by live commentary.

2 
LAUNCH INTO ORBIT

Veteran astronauts say the Shuttle Launch 
Experience® is the next best thing to space travel.  
View Earth from outside the atmosphere at  
simulated speeds of 17,500 miles per hour.

3
EXPLORE FUTURE SPACECRAFT

Thrill in the spacecraft of current missions 
to the International Space Station and upcom-
ing missions to explore deep space. NASA  
Orion, SpaceX Dragon, Boeing CST-100  
Starliner Crew Capsule Pressure Vessel, NASA 
Space Launch System (SLS) Scale Model, 
and the Sierra Nevada Dream Chaser Cargo  
Vehicle Scale Model are all on display in the  
NASA NOW hall. 

4
TOUCH THE MOON—LITERALLY

The Apollo Treasures Gallery in the Apollo/
Saturn V Center, one stop on the Kennedy Space 
Center bus tour, is one of the only places on Earth 
where you can touch a piece of the moon. Glide 
your fingers over a sample of moon rock and  
savor the fact that man traveled 238,000 miles to 
the moon and back.

5
MEET AN ASTRONAUT

No one tells the story of space travel quite 
like people who have done it. Each day in the 
Astronaut Encounter Theater, a featured astro-
naut shares his or her experiences training for 
and living in space. Following a Q&A, visitors 
can take photos with the astronauts.

6
SEE SPACE SHUTTLE ATLANTIS®  

UP CLOSE

In 2011, space shuttle Atlantis completed its 
33rd and final mission, the last of the space 
shuttle era. The legendary orbiter is on display 
at Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex 
with doors open and robotic arm extended. 
State-of-the-art multimedia presentations 
and hands on simulators highlight its systems  
and components.

7 
REMEMBER FALLEN HEROES OF 

SPACE

Forever Remembered is a powerful tribute 
to the 14 astronauts who lost their lives in  
the Challenger and Columbia missions.  
As you enter, mission patches and personal 
items highlight their passions and achieve-
ments. An adjacent gallery displays recov-
ered sections of both orbiters. “The crews 
 of Challenger and Columbia are forever a part 

of a story that is ongoing,” says NASA admin-
istrator Charles Bolden of the exhibit.

8 
RELIVE THE DARING FEATS OF 

EARLY SPACE PIONEERS

High-tech special effects bring the adventure 
and danger of America’s earliest space missions 
to life at the new Heroes & Legends building. 
Explore the interactive U.S. Astronaut Hall of 
Fame® and watch a hologram reenact Gene 
Cernan’s hair-raising “spacewalk from hell.”

9 
EXPLORE LIFE ON MARS 

Simulate landing a manned rover on the 
surface of Mars, drive it to its destination, and 
explore the surface of Mars all at Mars Base 1.  
Participants work as part of a team to direct 
Base Operations after a simulated drone crash, 
study the growth of plants using materials  
other than Earth soil and sunlight, and  
program physical robots to clear debris from 
solar panels.

10
WORK IN MISSION CONTROL

Teams of 12 guests, or astronauts-in- 
training, work together to launch the SLS rocket  
and dock the Orion capsule with a Mars 
Transit Ship in a simulated Mission Control 
Room within the all new Astronaut Training  
Experience®. Trainees get to experience what 
it’s like to live and work on the International 
Space Station in a microgravity simulator. Then 
you’re off to explore the surface of Mars on 
foot using a combination of virtual reality and 
full-motion simulators. •

ADVERTISEMENT

1

HEART-POUNDING  

MOMENTS  
AT FLORIDA’S  

KENNEDY SPACE 

CENTER VISITOR 
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Mars Rover Concept Vehicle, part of the new Mars Base 1 program

Saturn V rocket on display at the Apollo/Saturn V Center
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pro logue 

E WAS FAMILIAR with the horrifying death 

62 years ago of Emmett Till, the 14-year-

old African-American who was kidnapped 

by white supremacists, beaten, shot and 

thrown into a river weighed down with a 

75-pound cotton gin fan after supposedly 

whistling at a white woman in Money, Mississippi. 

Yet knowing the details did not prepare the photog-

rapher Andrew Lichtenstein for the unsettling expe-

MISSISSIPPI MARTYR

Recalling a lynching that shocked America 
and galvanized the civil rights movement

rience of visiting the crime scene. “Money feels like 

a place that hasn’t moved forward in time,” he says. 

The author of Marked, Unmarked, Remembered, a 

new book of photographs commemorating traumas 

in America’s past, Lichtenstein recalls Till’s murder 

with the image above, taken in Money, which evokes 

cotton’s connection to slavery and segregation. “Cot-

ton’s a beautiful crop, the way it catches the light,” he 

says. “But its history is blood-soaked.”  

 

“I felt strongly 
that it was cot-
ton that killed 
Emmett Till,” 

says photogra-
pher Andrew 
Lichtenstein. 

A RT
By 

Amy Crawford

H
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By 

Clive Thompson

T EC H N O LO GY  /  ST E R EO G R A P H S

F YOU WALKED INTO Charles Herzog’s 

classroom last spring, you’d have seen a 

peculiarly modern sight: middle schoolers 

all staring into virtual-reality gear. Their 

bodies, officially, were at Flood Brook  

School in Vermont, perched atop stools 

and set among a set of comfy couches, 

whiteboards and cubbies. But mentally, they were 

teleporting around the world. 

The kids were viewing VR footage of refugee 

children who’d fl ed war in South Sudan, Syria and 

Ukraine. It was called “The Displaced,” and came cour-

tesy of a free VR app launched by the New York Times 

Magazine, which you view by placing a phone in a Goo-

gle Cardboard viewer. As Herzog’s students craned 

The Illusion
of Reality

The shocking power of virtual reality 
was all the buzz once before—
about 150 years ago

their necks around, they saw the swampy terrain of 

South Sudan and the dilapidated buildings  where the 

Ukrainian children played. (Full disclosure: I some-

times write for the New York Times Magazine too.)

Later, when they put their headsets down, the stu-

dents told Herzog they were stunned by the intensity 

of the experience—and how much more emotionally 

they intuited the brutal dislocations wrought by war. 

They’d read about this stuff  and seen videos about it. 

But the VR hammered it into their souls.

“It’s really deep immersion,” Herzog told me later. 

“They feel like they’re in whatever world they’ve 

been placed into.”

VR, it seems, is fi nally edging into the mainstream. 

As head-mounted devices—such as the Oculus 

I
Jim Naughten’s 2017 stereograph, The Toucans, mimics the look of a Victorian image.



Digital tools have evolved some techniques farmers use to help protect natural resources. 

Advancements in data allow them to look at water, land and energy in new ways—  

all in an effort to positively affect farming and have less impact on the environment.   

Learn how innovations are shaping agriculture at ModernAg.org
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Rift and HTC Vive—have dropped below $1,000 (or 

as low as $5 for Google Cardboard), more people than 

ever are peering into this new realm. Doctors use it to 

show the ventricles of the heart; artists create halluci-

nogenic visualizations; game designers build immer-

sive shoot-’em-ups  and kookily creative tools like Tilt 

Brush, which lets you draw virtual sculptures in the 

air. Documentary fi lmmakers are fl ocking to shoot VR 

“experiences,” using newfangled 360-degree cameras.

The high-tech age has given birth to many addic-

tive new media, including websites,  YouTube videos 

and endless text chat. But proponents say VR is dif-

ferent. By hijacking our entire fi eld of vision, it has 

more persuasive power than TV, radio or any other 

previous medium.  VR, as the fi lmmaker Chris Milk 

proclaims, is “an empathy machine.”

Why does VR get its hooks into our psyche? 

What’s so intense about 3-D? That’s a question peo-

ple pondered back in the mid-19th century, when 

pro logue 

T EC H N O LO GY  /  ST E R EO G R A P H S

they peered into an exotic new tool for summoning 

virtual worlds: the stereoscope.

 In June 1838, the British scientist Charles Wheat-

stone published a paper describing a curious illusion 

he’d discovered. If you drew two pictures of some-

thing—say, a cube, or a tree—from two slightly diff er-

ent perspectives, and then viewed each one through a 

diff erent eye, your brain would assemble them into a 

three-dimensional view. This was, he noted, precisely 

how our vision works; each eye sees a slightly diff erent 

perspective. Wheatstone created a table-size device 

to demonstrate the eff ect, with a viewer that sent a 

unique image to each eye: the world’s fi rst stereoscope. 

A decade later, the scientist David Brewster re-

fi ned the design, crafting a hand-held device you 

could raise to your eyes. Insert a card with stereo im-

ages —a “view”—and presto! A scene came alive. Bet-

ter yet, the photograph had recently been invented, 

Fasten Your Headsets 

Training doctors. Treating anxiety. Traveling to the roof of the 
world. As VR technology gets better and cheaper, all kinds of 

people are fi nding there is a substitute for experience after all 

A p p l i c a t i o n s

GAMES

Beyond Minecraft
Gamers will soon be able to do 

battle as a Marvel comic-book 

character like the Hulk or Rocket 

Raccoon (“Marvel Powers United 

VR,” out in 2018). You can already 

explore the skies of Paris as an 

eagle (“Eagle Flight”) or fend off  

a zombie apocalypse in the Wild 

West (“Arizona Sunshine”). 

EDUCATION

Living Lessons 
In apps from zSpace, students 

tinker with an interactive periodic 

table (“Curie’s Elements”) or 

dissect a virtual frog (“VIVED 

Science”). A recent exhibit at 

Smithsonian’s National Museum 

of African American History 

and Culture put visitors in Rosa 

Parks’ seat on a segregated bus.

TRAVEL 

Bucket List
“Everest VR” draws on a 

database of 300,000 images to 

take you from the base camp to 

the summit. After you reach the 

peak, unlock “God mode,” a view 

from the heavens. With Digital 

Domain’s “Teleport” series, go 

on an African safari or ride a 

gondola on Venice’s Grand Canal. 

PSYCHOTHERAPY

Confronting Fears
VR is a new tool in exposure 

therapy, in which patients face a 

traumatic experience to defuse 

it. “Bravemind” lets soldiers 

with PTSD visit virtual war 

zones. Patients with a fear of 

heights board a virtual elevator. 

Terrifi ed of public speaking? 

Address a virtual audience. 

MEDICINE 

Smooth Operator
Surgeons use VR to simulate 

operations and practice treating 

trauma victims. Paramedics 

rehearse dealing with dangerous 

situations. Burn patients rely on 

VR as a distraction from painful 

treatments. And Vivid Vision  

uses VR to treat amblyopia and 

other vision disorders. 

SPACE

The Feel of Zero G
“Mission: ISS” brings you aboard 

the International Space Station, 

where you can dock cargo 

capsules and go on a spacewalk. 

To train real astronauts, NASA 

uses a “mixed reality” simulator 

that combines VR with a robotic 

crane that can mimic the feel of 

micro-,  lunar or Martian gravity.

DOCUMENTARIES

Lens on the World
Meet an Ebola survivor (“Waves 

of Grace”), conga in Havana’s 

streets (“A History of Cuban 

Dance”), get a sense of what it’s 

like to lose your sight (“Notes on 

Blindness”) or view the Battle 

of Antietam through the eyes of 

siblings on opposing sides of the 

Civil War (“My Brother’s Keeper”).

ACTIVISM

Empathy Machine
Al Gore makes the case for 

climate change in “Melting Ice,” 

which transports you to the 

warming waters of Greenland. 

Animal Equality’s “iAnimal” takes 

the view of a factory-farmed pig. 

The Guardian newspaper, which 

opposes solitary confi nement, 

gives you a feel for it in “6x9.” 
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which meant Brewster’s stereoscope could display 

not just crude hand drawings, but vivid images cap-

tured from real life. 

“All these inventions just dovetailed perfectly by 

mid-century,” notes Douglas Heil, a professor and 

author of The Art of Stereography. 

Once Brewster’s design hit the market, the stereo-

scope exploded in popularity. The London Stereo-

scopic Company sold aff ordable devices; its photogra-

phers fanned out across Europe to snap stereoscopic 

images.  In 1856, the fi rm off ered 10,000 views in its cat-

alog, and within six years they’d grown to one million. 

“People loved it,” laughs Laura Schiavo, an assis-

tant professor of museum studies at George Wash-

ington University. At pennies per view, stereoscopy 

could become a truly mass medium: People excitedly 

purchased shots of anything and everything. They 

gawped at Tintern Abbey in Wales  and the Temple 

of Jupiter in Lebanon, and gazed at close-ups of del-

icate fancywork. There were comedic, staged views, 

like one showing a maid sneaking out of her house 

via manhole to see her lover. Wealthy families posed 

for stereoscope portraits.

The world in a stereoscope seemed transcendent, 

hyper-real. “The fi rst eff ect of looking at a good pho-

tograph through the stereoscope is a surprise such 

as no painting ever produced,” gushed Oliver Wen-

dell Holmes, the American surgeon and author, in a 

1859 Atlantic essay. “The mind feels its way into the 

very depths of the picture. The scraggy branches of 

a tree in the foreground run out at us as if they would 

scratch our eyes out.” Soon, Holmes amassed a col-

lection of thousands of views. “Oh, infi nite volumes 

of poems that I treasure in this small library of glass 

and pasteboard! I creep over the vast features of 

Rameses, on the face of his rockhewn Nubian tem-

 

This Underwood 
& Underwood 
stereograph 

(c. 1901) shows a 
woman viewing 
stereographs in 

her home. 

ple; I scale the huge mountain-crystal that calls itself 

the Pyramid of Cheops.” He even gave this type of 

imagery a name: “stereograph,”  from the Latin roots 

for “solid” and “writing.”

Holmes engineered a simplifi ed stereoscope that 

could be made cheaply. He intentionally didn’t patent 

it, and this sparked an American stereography boom, 

as U.S. fi rms cranked out thousands of the gadgets. 

 The device crossed all cultural and class boundaries: 

Intellectuals used it to ponder the mysteries of vision 

and mind, while kids merely goggled at the cool views.  

“It was social, too,” says   Heil. “You’d see the family 

in the parlor room, and the grandson is feeding ste-

reo views to grandmother, who’s looking at it.”

European views were frequently of famous an-

cient landmarks, castles and cathedrals. The United 

States—a young country—didn’t have any antiquity, 

so stereographers instead recorded America’s epic 

landscape: the canyons of the West, the soaring 

peaks of Yosemite. Americans also loved scenes 

from abroad, peering excitedly at Egyptian camels, 

Central American women pounding tortilla fl our, di-

rigibles in fl ight, exploding volcanoes. Victorian-era 

travel was too expensive for anyone but the wealthy, 

so the stereograph provided  virtual voyaging for the 

emerging middle class. 

“You could stay at home and go to France, to It-

aly, to Switzerland and China, and you could visit all 

these places by your fi reside,” says Denis Pellerin, di-

rector of the London Stereoscopic Company (which 

still exists today). One entrepreneur even envisioned 

using the stereograph to do remote shopping.  

Stereoscopy began to transform science. Astron-

omers realized that if they took two pictures of the 

moon—shot  months apart from each other—then it 

would be like viewing the moon using a face that 
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was the size of a city: “Availing ourselves of the giant 

eyes of science,” as one observer wrote. (The tech-

nique indeed revealed new lunar features.)

Artists used the device for inspiration. Charlie 

Chaplin was casting about unsuccessfully for an idea 

for his next fi lm, when he peered at stereographs  of 

the Yukon. “This was a wonderful theme,” he real-

ized, and in a fl ash conceived the idea for his next hit 

fi lm, The Gold Rush.

By the late 19th century, stereograph  makers began 

aggressively pitching their wares to a huge and lucra-

tive market: schools. Like many purveyors of educa-

tional technology, they claimed their new form was 

uniquely instructive—better, even, than mere books.

“The stereograph is a superior kind of text, and 

a good teacher will not have so much trust in mere 

print,” wrote the Underwood & Underwood com-

pany in its teacher manual, The World Visualized 

for the Classroom. Many teachers were persuaded, 

and by some accounts millions of students began 

using stereoscopes. Keystone—another stereo-

graphic company—said every American city of at 

least 50,000 population was using the “Keystone 

System” in its schools.

This was about more than education. It was about 

forging a new style of cognition and behavior. The 

science of psychology was new, and proponents 

believed that children’s mental apparatuses were 

trainable with rigorous practice. Studying 3-D 

scenes, the experts argued, would help sharpen chil-

dren’s attention. “Educators would always describe 

kids as chaotic and unfocused,” says Meredith Bak, 

an assistant professor of childhood studies at Rut-

gers University. “There was this idea that you had 

to train kids how to look,” by giving them an “object 

lesson” to closely study. The stereograph seemed to 

fi t the bill perfectly: By sealing off  a student’s vision, 

it removed the distractions of spitball-tossing class-

mates and sealed the child into quiet contemplation. 

“The student would get an image and be told to look 

in the foreground, look in the background, notice dif-

ferent parts of the image,” Bak says. The device, one 

educator claimed, would “enchain the imagination.”

Indeed, stereograph makers downplayed the ob-

vious joy of the device, the better to render it edu-

cational. “Using stereographs is not play; it is work,” 

intoned The World Visualized for the Classroom. If 

the teacher used it correctly, it would transport the 

children abroad. “It may not be too sanguine to be-

lieve that a child may be made thus to know more of 

the real life of foreign or of distant lands than is often 

known by the hasty or careless traveler who visits 

them,” wrote one teacher.  

 Some literary elites were alarmed by the rise of the 

stereograph. Visual culture 

pro logue 

Lights. Camera. Peacocks

A unique Smithsonian museum devoted to Asian 
arts reopens with an innovative new fi lm that 

turns the building inside out
By Anna Diamond

D e b u t

CONTINUED ON PAGE 84

LINK AND YOU’LL MISS a chance to see a Japanese temple  on 

the National Mall. The same goes for an ornate tiled courtyard 

from Isfahan, Iran. Both are going to appear  for only a few 

moments where the Freer Gallery of Art stands, as part of an 

Asian arts celebration to highlight its reopening, and that of the 

Arthur M. Sackler Gallery , after a  nearly two-year renovation.

The most striking event in the “IlluminAsia” festival October 

14 and 15 is created by projection mapping, a cutting-edge technique 

using specialized computer software and multiple video projectors to 

display animation on an irregular surface —in this case, the granite  facade 

of the Freer building   .  The short fi lm, A Perfect Harmony, by London-based 

studio 59 Productions, will drape the exterior with scenes from the Freer 

and Sackler Galleries’ histories, and images of the artworks they hold  , 

including James McNeill Whistler’s famed Peacock Room (an artist’s 

rendering, above) and land- and seascapes by Katsushika Hokusai and 

Tawaraya Sotatsu, as well as Chinese jades, Southern Indian bronzes, 

Egyptian glass and Persian lapis lazuli.   

Those selections alone cover a formidable range of art and history, 

which is just what the Freer Gallery’s peripatetic founder had in mind. 

Charles Lang Freer (1854-1919), a Detroit railroad magnate and an ardent 

collector, traveled to Egypt, Japan and China, and acquired more than 

9,000  artworks and antiquities.    While he didn’t live to see his museum 

open, in 1923, he did help design the gallery. And if it seems incongruous 

to house Asian artworks in an Italian palazzo-style building, he didn’t look 

at things that way. “Freer had this conception of beauty that transcended 

cultures,” says Thomas Wide, assistant director for special projects at the 

Freer/Sackler , the only   Smithsonian museum to focus on Asian art.

    Freer’s vision was deeply democratic, Wide says, in that the tycoon-

philanthropist was hoping to give all Americans a chance to view worlds 

they might not otherwise see. That spirit of openness impressed Richard 

Slaney, project director of the animation that will transform the museum 

the night of October 14. It’s “a space for thinking diff erently,” he says, “for 

being inspired by Asian cultures, for embracing diff erent cultures.”

B
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Game 
Changers

The spectacular play you see 
today owes a mighty debt to the 
revolutionary, slam-dunking ABA 

THE BASKETBALL  is scuffed and 

scruff y, its provenance unknown, its 

rotating tricolors, when in motion, cre-

ating a mesmerizing pinwheel eff ect.

This sacred relic—an offi  cial game 

ball used by the late, lamented Amer-

ican Basketball Association—reposes 

behind glass at the new  National Museum of Afri-

can American History and Culture in Washington, 

D.C. It came to symbolize the ABA, a renegade pro-

fessional league that ditched the traditional brown 

ball almost as an act of youthful defi ance.

The ABA was launched exactly 50 years ago 

when 11 owners ponied up franchise fees of at least 

$5,000 to get into a league whose purpose—not un-

like many of today’s internet start-ups—was to force 

an eventual merger, in this case with the National 

Basketball Association. The kaleidoscopic ball had 

been ordered up by the nearsighted commissioner, 

NBA legend George Mikan, who said he could barely 

see its drab counterpart in a dimly lit arena.

And the neighborhood gyms in which ABA teams 

often competed were pretty much all dimly lit. In 

the 1997 ABA documentary Long Shots, Lloyd Gard-

ner, trainer for the Kentucky Colonels, remembered 

crowds so small that you could count the house in 

the time it took to play the national anthem. “There 

were a bunch of people disguised as empty seats,” 

recalled the league’s fi rst big star, Connie Hawkins. 

In an attempt to challenge the NBA’s position as 

the   basketball league, the ABA adopted a frantic, 

streetwise style of play redolent of improvisational 

theater. “The imperative was entertainment,” says 

Alexander Wolff , author of The Audacity of Hoop. 

Unfortunately, the league never got much in 

the way of exposure. With no national TV deal, 

much of the revenue came from ticket sales. And 

to sell tickets, ABA players let every kind of freak 

fl ag fl y—from Afros on their black players to 
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FLINGING OPEN HIS ANKLE-LENGTH MINK COAT 
TO SHOW OFF HIS SPIRITS’ UNIFORM, BARNES 

ANNOUNCED, “GAME TIME IS ON TIME!”
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pro logue 

handlebar mustaches on their white 

ones. No Afro was more bountiful than 

the “Mushroom Cloud” that crowned 

Darnell (“Dr. Dunk”) Hillman. It was 

Hillman who taught Julius (“Dr. J”) Er-

ving—he of the jukes, jams and aston-

ishing midair moves—to groom an Afro 

for maximum size and aerodynamics.

Jack McCallum, whose book Dream 

Team chronicles the 1992 U.S. Olympic 

men’s basketball squad, says the ABA 

was the outlaw game and not just be-

cause it employed players the NBA had 

blackballed  and adopted rules that ef-

fectively discouraged eff ort on defense. 

“The senior circuit seemed constrained 

when compared to the free-flowing 

ABA, which gave us off -court apparel 

right out of Shaft, slam-dunk contests, a 

radical the world-is-ending three-point 

line (which the NBA derided, then ad-

opted) and a jazzy up-tempo style that 

fl ew in the face of bounce passes, back 

doors and boxing out.” 

These extemporaneous performers 

(Travis “The Machine”  Grant, George 

“The Iceman” Gervin, Levern “Jelly” 

Tart) were often as colorful as the balls 

they dribbled. No one embodied the re-

bellious spirit of the ABA—and the ex-

cess of the disco era—more than Spirits 

of St. Louis power forward Marvin “Bad 

News” Barnes. He was nothing if not re-

sourceful. After a long night of revelry 

in New York, he overslept and failed 

to make his fl ight to Virginia. No prob-

lem: He arranged for a private plane 

and swanned into the arena during 

warm-ups, two women in tow, clutch-

ing a bag of burgers. Flinging open his 

ankle-length mink coat to show off 

his Spirits’ uniform, he announced, 

“Boys, Game Time  is on time!” Though 

benched for the opening tip and most of 

the fi rst quarter, Bad News ultimately 

contributed 43 points and 19 rebounds.

The vast majority of ABA franchises 

were fi nancially stressed. Teams that 

didn’t move to other cities often van-

ished into the ether. Four ABA teams—

the San Antonio Spurs, Indiana Pac-

ers, Denver Nuggets and New York 

(then New Jersey and now Brooklyn) 

Nets—survived, when, in 1976, the 

league was fi nally bagged as a takeout 

order for the NBA.

S M A L L  TA L K

What Do Animals Think of 

the Greek Financial Crisis?

In a new adult picture book, Ungrateful 
Mammals, the ever-inventive Dave 

Eggers pairs his whimsical drawings 
with quirky quotations

By Kyle Frischkorn

Where did you fi nd inspiration in choosing 

animals, fi nding text and pairing the two? 

Late at night, I sit on the fl oor and I draw an-

imals. After I draw them, the personality of 

the animal will assert itself and a phrase will 

occur to me. For some reason, the phrases 

are often biblical or refer to global political 

crises. Sometimes I just write something 

that makes me laugh. The whole project is 

absurd, given I’m a grown man.

A number of the quotations deal with, 

oddly, the Greek fi nancial crisis. Well, 

mammals are inordinately interested in the 

plight of Greek purchasing power vis-à-vis 

the European Union. I’m just refl ecting that.

Why did you stop producing visual art for 

so long? And what made you come back? 

I studied painting and drawing most of my 

life. But I didn’t really fi nd my voice in the 

visual arts until about eight years ago, when 

a gallerist, Noah Lang, thought my drawings 

might make for a show. We decided to direct 

all proceeds to ScholarMatch [a nonprofi t 

that helps  underserved students apply to 

and pay for college]. That provided motiva-

tion to create these pictures, which other-

wise would be too ridiculous to contemplate.

 Your novel The Circle dramatizes the 

danger that digital technology can pose 

to our personal lives. What’s your actual 

relationship with  Twitter, Facebook and 

so forth? I send email, get email, read the 

news online sometimes, but otherwise I 

can’t quite keep up with the volume of stuff  

available. It’s hard enough getting through 

the books I want to read. And then there are 

drawings of sentient animals to make. That 

takes most of the time I otherwise would 

spend on social media. 

What book do you recommend reading? 

Weapons of Math Destruction, by Cathy 

O’Neil. It’s about the ways that the datafi ca-

tion of our lives can be dehumanizing and 

infringe on human and civil rights.
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THE 
SALVATION 

OF
MOSUL

An Iraqi 
archaeologist 

braved ISIS 
snipers and 

booby-trapped 
ruins to rescue 

cultural treasures 
in the city and 

nearby legendary 
Nineveh and 

Nimrud

BY JOSHUA HAMMER
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Salih reports that ISIS 

“looted all movable 

objects” from this tunnel 

at ancient Nineveh.

On a drizzly morning
in mid-March, Layla Salih and I sat 

in the back of a mud-splattered Toy-

ota Land Cruiser, bound for Nineveh, 

the ancient Assyrian capital near 

Mosul in northern Iraq. We passed 

bombed factories and bullet-pocked 

houses, and then jolted up a hilltop on 

the eastern outskirts of the city. The 

mud-brick remnants of the purported 

tomb of the biblical prophet Jonah—

dynamited to bits by the Islamic State 

in July 2014—sprawled in front of 

us. Muffl  ed explosions from a battle 

between jihadists and Iraqi security 

forces reverberated across the Tigris 

River, two miles away. A police offi  cer 

helped Salih—a round-faced woman 

wearing a fl oral hijab, black sequined 

sweater and sneakers—and me to 

climb over a slippery, muddy embank-

ment. We kicked off  the thick goo that 

clung to our shoes. Then Salih ducked 

down, squeezed into a four-foot-high 

tunnel and led me into the darkness. 

Salih, the head of the Heritage De-

partment at Nineveh Antiquities for 

Iraq’s State Board of Antiquities and
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ago. Cuneiform provided a historical 

record of the kingdoms that had fl our-

ished in the Fertile Crescent, the in-

tersection of the Tigris and Euphrates 

rivers, at the very dawn of civilization. 

Scribes had scrawled the epic tale of 

demigods and monarchs, Gilgamesh, 

in cuneiform using a reed stylus on 

clay tablets around 2,000 B.C.

Salih had already sent photos of 

some of the inscriptions to the chair-

man of the archaeology department at 

the University of Mosul, Ali al-Jabouri, 

a longtime colleague—“he is as fl uent 

in cuneiform as I am in Arabic,” she 

said cheerfully—and received a trans-

lation. The writings confirmed that 

the palace had been built for King Es-

arhaddon, who ascended the throne of 

the Neo-Assyrian Empire in 680 B.C. 

after the assassination of his father, 

Sennacherib, and his defeat of his elder 

brothers in a civil war. His great accom-

plishment during his 11-year reign was 

rebuilding Babylon, the capital of a rival 

state that had fl ourished near today’s 

Baghdad, and restoring the statues of its 

gods after his father had razed the city.

This startling discovery was the 

latest in a series of daring rescue 

missions that Salih has embarked on 

since Iraqi forces began their off ensive 

against the Islamic State in Mosul in 

October 2016. As a scholar specializ-

ing in the art and archaeology of the 

Abbasid caliphate, which ruled the 

Middle East from the eighth century 

until the Mongol conquest of Baghdad 

in 1258, Salih had spent much of her 

career ensconced comfortably in mu-

seums and libraries. But the war has 

thrust her overnight into a surprising 

new role—combat zone archaeologist, 

racing to save ancient artifacts and 

bear witness to the devastation that 

the jihadists have left behind. 

Last November she was one of the 

fi rst noncombatants after the retreat of 

ISIS to reach Nimrud, the ninth-cen-

tury B.C. capital of the Assyrian king-

dom, located on a plain overlooking the 

Tigris 20 miles south of Mosul. Salih 

documented the destruction, and im-

plemented an emergency plan to pro-

tect the bulldozed, smashed remnants 

of the 3,000-year-old city. 

The day before we met, she had trav-

eled with Iraqi Federal Police escorts 

into western Mosul, where as many as 

3,000 Islamic State militants were holed 

up for the fi nal battle, de-

termined to fi ght to the 

death. Dodging sniper 

fi re and mortar blasts in 

a three-minute sprint 

down rubbled streets, she 

clambered through a hole 

that the terrorists had 

blasted into the Mosul 

Museum, a repository for 

the art of three civiliza-

tions spanning three mil-

lennia. Salih, a curator at 

the museum for a decade 

before the invasion, me-

thodically documented 

the damage they had in-

fl icted before fl eeing. 

Two limestone la-

massus, huge winged 

bulls with human heads 

that had once guarded 

the palace of Nimrud, lay 

smashed into fragments, 

along with a limestone 

Heritage, had first arrived at this 

site two weeks earlier, investigating 

a military report that the extremists 

had burrowed a tunnel under Jonah’s 

Tomb in search of buried antiquities. 

(Looted treasures constitute a lucra-

tive source of revenue for ISIS.) On 

that visit, she had entered the tunnel—

and soon found herself deep inside a 

lost 2,700-year-old Assyrian palace 

carved in the bedrock. Walls inscribed 

with cuneiform, a winged bull and 

a worn-away frieze of three robed 

women—all left intact because the mil-

itants apparently feared collapsing the 

tunnel if they tried to remove them —

materialized out of the gloom. News 

of her discovery had rocketed around 

the world. Salih had been “incredibly 

brave . . . working in extreme danger, 

with the tunnel in danger of collapse at 

any time,” said Sebastien Rey, the lead 

archaeologist of the Iraq Emergency 

Heritage Management Program at the 

British Museum. He called the initial 

reports about her fi nd “extremely ex-

citing . . . [indicating] something of 

great signifi cance.” 

Now Salih had returned to show me 

what she had uncovered. We squeezed 

through winding passages illuminated 

only by Salih’s iPhone fl ashlight, some-

times crouching painfully on the hard-

packed earthen fl oor to avoid smacking 

our heads on the low ceiling. Salih cast 

her light on an ancient well, and on a 

pile of blue uniforms in a corner. “They 

belonged to the prisoners who dug the 

tunnel,” she told me. I breathed in the 

musty air, fearful that the passageway 

might cave in at any moment. 

Then, barely visible in shadows 

from the pale stream of her fl ashlight, 

a gypsum wall inscribed with thou-

sands of tiny, wedge-shaped charac-

ters appeared. Without an expert to 

guide me through the murk, I would 

easily have missed them; Salih had 

stumbled upon them while carefully 

probing the tunnel for statuary. We 

were gazing upon hitherto unseen 

traces of one of the world’s oldest writ-

ing systems, an intricate cuneiform 

alphabet, invented by the Sumerians 

of Mesopotamia some 5,000 years 
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lion and tablets engraved with cunei-

form verses and bronze remnants of the 

Balawat Gates from an Assyrian temple. 

The terrorists had cleaned out the Ha-

tra Gallery, once fi lled with Greco-Ro-

man-infl uenced marble statuary from 

Hatra, a pre-Islamic trading city on the 

major trading routes between the Ro-

man Empire in the west and the Parthi-

ans in the east. They had also stolen 200 

smaller objects—priceless remnants of 

the Assyrian, Akkadian, Babylonian, 

Persian and Roman empires—from a 

storage room. “I had had an idea about 

the destruction, but I didn’t think that 

it was this kind of scale,” said Salih, 

who had inventoried many of the arti-

facts herself over the years and knew 

precisely what had been stolen. After 

making her way to safety, Salih fi led a 

report to the International Council of 

Museums (ICOM), a group that pro-

vides help to the United Nations and 

other international organizations in 

areas affl  icted by war or natural disas-

ter. The faster the word got out, she ex-

plained, the better the chances that the 

artifacts could be recovered. “Interpol 

can follow the [looted] objects across 

the Iraqi border,” she said. 

This past January , Iraqi troops dis-

covered a trove of 3,000-year-old Assyr-

ian pottery stashed in a house in Mosul 

occupied by the Islamic State. Salih 

rushed into this combat zone after mid-

night to retrieve 17 boxes of stolen arti-

facts, including some of the world’s ear-

liest examples of glazed earthenware, 

and arranged their shipment to Bagh-

dad for safekeeping. “She is a very active 

person,” Muzahim Mahmoud Hussein, 

Iraq’s most famous archaeologist, who 

worked closely with Salih while serving 

as head of museums in Nineveh prov-

ince before the Islamic State invasion, 

told me.  “She has always been like that.” 

 Maj. Mortada Khazal, who led the unit 

that recovered the pottery, said that 

“Layla is fearless.”

In Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan, 

on a sunny spring morning, I picked 

up Salih at the modest home that she 

rents with her twin sister and their dis-

abled mother. “We have to live with our 

mother, because she is handicapped,” 

she told me, as we drove out of the 

sprawling oil-boom town of 1.7 mil-

lion people. “That is one reason that I 

could never get married.” Sometimes, 

she admitted, “I feel it is a big sacri-

fi ce.” We entered the treeless plains of 

Kurdistan, passing tent camps for the 

displaced and checkpoints manned by 

the Kurdish forces known as the Pesh-

merga. Then we veered off  the highway 

At sites including Nimrud, where 

ISIS-infl icted damage to cunei-

forms is visible, Salih’s top prior-

ity is “fi rst aid: protecting sites 

and documenting rubble.” 
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INCE 2013, the Smith-

sonian has been re-

sponding to the latest 

cultural-heritage crises 

in the Middle East.

One Smithsonian 

eff ort, the Safeguarding 

the Heritage of Syria and 

Iraq Project (SHOSI), 

in partnership with U.S. 

universities and organizations, pro-

duced a pocket-size training manual 

for Kurdish and Iraqi security forces, 

Guide to Mosul Heritage, on protecting 

signifi cant sites in and around Mosul.

Staff  from the Smithsonian’s Mu-

seum Conservation Institute (MCI) are 

working in Erbil with the Iraqi Institute 

for the Conservation of Antiquities and 

Heritage (IICAH). Last year, MCI con-

servators led a 24 -week training pro-

gram—Fundamentals in Heritage Con-

servation—for Iraqi antiquities workers.  

Currently, the MCI is heading up the 

Nimrud Rescue Project , a year-long 

series of two- to four-week courses.

The instruction, covering everything 

from identifying unexploded ordnance 

to documenting artifacts in the fi eld, 

prepares trainees for salvage work.

Nimrud will be a proving ground, a 

rehearsal for work at other ISIS-shat-

tered sites. Fenced off  by mid-summer, 

with help from Unesco, and secured 

by military forces, the site still poses 

major challenges. Perhaps most 

daunting—where to fi nd storage for 

the artifacts? And behind  that question 

lie others: How many plastic crates will 

be needed? What about the reams of 

paper or boxes of printer ink  neces-

sary for documenting every salvaged 

shard? When will electricity be fully re-

stored? What about trash removal? 

At Nimrud, “Much of what remains is 

buried under collapsed walls,” says MCI 

conservator Jessica Johnson. “What 

is becoming clearer to all of us is the 

extent of the work. Our Iraqi colleagues 

are just getting a handle on this as well. 

We joke that our grandchildren will be 

working on the project.”

What tugs at her emotions most, 

Johnson says, is not the scale of the 

destruction but the resilient spirit 

of the Iraqis. “How many wars have 

there been? Over and over again, 

they go back home and they rebuild, 

continuing on, no matter what.” 

– VICTORIA DAWSON

Rescuing 
Antiquities

Hussein, the fi rst to locate and excavate 

the Queens’ Tombs, found they con-

tained a remarkable array of gold, jewels 

and other objects weighing more than 

100 pounds. “It was my greatest discov-

ery,” he told me with pride. 

Saddam Hussein summoned Muza-

him to his palace in Baghdad to thank 

him. Today the riches are stored in the 

Baghdad Central Bank, and have been 

publicly displayed only twice—in the 

late 1980s and again briefl y during the 

chaos that followed the 2003 U.S. in-

vasion, to reassure the public that they 

had not been stolen. 

A young police offi  cer from modern 

Nimrud, a riverside village just down 

the hill, approached Salih and me as we 

waited outside a white military tent for 

an escort to the ruins. He said he had been 

guarding the ancient capital in October 

2014, four months after the occupation 

began, when 20 Islamic State fi ghters ar-

rived in four vehicles. “They said, ‘What 

are you doing here?’ We said, ‘We are pro-

tecting the site.’ They screamed, ‘You are 

the police! You are infi dels.’ They beat us, 

whipped us, and took our money.” Later, 

in October 2016, he adds, “They came 

with bulldozers, and they knocked down 

the ziggurat.” He gestured to a truncated 

lump a few hundred yards away, the re-

mains of a towering mud-brick mound 

dedicated by Ashurnasirpal II to Ninurta, 

a god of war and the city’s patron deity. “It 

was 140 feet high, and now it is one-quar-

ter of that size,” the offi  cer said. “It is very 

painful for us to talk about [the destruc-

tion] . This provided people with a living, 

and it was a source of pride.”

In March and April 2015, the Islamic 

State bulldozed the ancient wall sur-

rounding the city, dynamited the palace, 

and hammered to obliteration nearly all 

the friezes that had covered the palace’s 

brick walls. They also smashed to pieces 

the site’s  lamassus— the statues that 

guarded the entrances to palaces and 

temples.  (Most had been carted off  by 

archaeologists to the Louvre and other 

major museums.) “We had a colleague 

in Nimrud updating us with information 

about the site,” Salih told me. “Day af-

ter day he would give us news. It was so 

dangerous. He could have been killed.” 

The Smithsonian works to 

save endangered history 

onto a dirt road, and went through more 

checkpoints, these run by a patchwork 

of ethnic and religious militias that had 

helped liberate areas east of Mosul. We 

approached a guard post manned by the 

Shia militia group known as al-Hashd 

al-Shaabi, identifi able by the colorful 

mural on their hut showing Imam Ali, 

the prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law. 

Salih, a Sunni Arab, tucked her hijab 

under her chin, Shia style, as a precau-

tion. “To be honest, the Shia militia 

sometimes [treats] the people worse 

than the other groups do,” she said. The 

fi ghters smiled and waved us onward. 

The dirt road wound up to a grassy 

plateau high above the Tigris River. 

Here lay the ruins of Nimrud, which had 

reached its apex under  King Ashurnasir-

pal II around 860 B.C. Sometimes com-

pared to the Valley of the Kings in Egypt 

for  archaeological riches, the walled 

capital was an  urban center with a com-

plex irrigation system, a massive royal 

palace and a sprawling temple complex. 

Both were  decorated with winged-bull 

guardians at the gates and magnifi cent 

friezes—bearded archers, charioteers, 

angels—on the alabaster and limestone 

walls. Cuneiform inscriptions de-

scribed a luxurious enclave fi lled with 

Edenic splendors. “The canal cascades 

from above into the [palace] gardens,” 

declared the Banquet Stele, a sandstone 

block containing a 154-line inscription 

and a portrait of the king. “Fragrance 

pervades the walkways. Streams of wa-

ter [numerous] as the stars of heaven 

fl ow into the pleasure garden.”

The British archaeologist Austen 

Henry Layard conducted the fi rst large-

scale excavations of the site in the mid-

19th century. A hundred years later, Max 

Mallowan and a team from the British 

School of Archaeology in Iraq conducted 

additional excavations, often joined by 

Mallowan’s wife, the crime novelist Ag-

atha Christie. Then, in 1988, Muzahim 

Mahmoud Hussein and his team began 

digging in the same area that Mallowan 

had excavated—the domestic wing of the 

Northwest Palace—and revealed the full 

glory of Nimrud to the world. Here lay 

the stone sarcophagi of Assyrian queens, 

including the wife of Ashurnasirpal II. 
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On the 13th of November, Iraqi forces 

recaptured Nimrud. “I got a chance to 

visit this site six days later,” Salih told 

me. “It was massive destruction.” 

Trudging along the windswept mesa 

with four soldiers, Salih pointed out an 

expanse of broken brick walls, and heaps 

of stone fragments partially concealed 

by plastic sheeting. Salih had laid the 

sheathing during previous visits, a rudi-

mentary method, she said, for protect-

ing rubble from the elements. I caught a 

glimpse of a   stone arm, a bearded head 

and a sliver of cuneiform  on a broken 

frieze, all that was left of some of the 

grandest pre-Islamic art in the world. 

The winds had ripped away covers and 

exposed pieces of bas-reliefs; she cov-

ered them , and weighted down the tarps 

with stones. Salih pointed out one relief 

clinging to a wall : a winged deity car-

rying a pine cone and a bucket, objects 

apparently used in an Assyrian sacred 

ritual. “This is the last frieze that wasn’t 

chiseled away,” she said.

Salih insisted that all was not lost. 

“Finding all this rubble was actually a 

positive sign for us, for reconstruction,” 

she said. In fact, the Smithsonian Insti-

tution had signed an agreement with the 

Iraqi Ministry of Culture’s State Board 

of Antiquities and Heritage to assist in 

the future reconstruction of Nimrud. 

“The fi rst priority is to build a fence 

around it,” Salih told me as we walked 

back to our vehicle. “We must keep the 

rubble in storage, start the restoration, 

and rebuild the wall. It will take a long 

time, but in the end, I am sure we can do 

something.” 

Long before she began documenting 

the Islamic State’s depredations, Sa-

lih was well versed in her country’s 

cultural heritage. The daughter of a 

soldier turned shopkeeper in Mosul, 

she fi rst saw Nimrud as a 14-year-old, 

picnicking with her class beside the 

ancient city. Though she was struck by 

the “huge winged fi gures” guarding the 

palace gates, she mainly recalls being 

bored. “I remember running around 

with the other kids more than seeing 

the site,” she says with an embarrassed 

laugh. Even in subsequent visits with 

her parents as a teenager—a spring-

time ritual for Mosul families—she 

remained ignorant about Assyrian civ-

ilization. “There were no TV programs, 

no information about our heritage, so 

we had no idea what we were seeing.” 

Eventually she found a book about 

Nimrud in the school library, and read 

whatever she could fi nd about excava-

tions in the Middle East. She caught 

the bug. As she approached high school 

graduation, she resolved, “One day I 

will become a professional archaeol-

ogist.” Salih’s determination was met 

At Nineveh, once an 1,800-acre 

walled city, the largest in the As-

syrian Empire, ISIS destroyed ir-

replaceable antiquities, including 

2,500-year-old fortifi cations. 
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mostly with ridicule from neighbors 

and acquaintances. “Mosul is not open 

to the idea of women having profes-

sional lives, except for being a teacher 

or doctor,” her brother-in-law, Ibrahim 

Salih, a surgeon, told me. “Archaeology 

especially involves a lot of outdoor work 

with men, so it is frowned on.” The typ-

ical thinking of many of her neighbors, 

Layla  Salih said, was “Why are you 

studying all night? Why don’t you get 

married and have children?” 

But Salih’s father encouraged his six 

daughters—he also had seven sons—

to defy Mosul’s conservative mores 

and pursue their ambitions. An older 

sister, Khawlah, would graduate from 

law school and become Nineveh state’s 

director of housing; Salih’s twin sister, 

Khalidah, would become a geologist. 

“There was something of a competi-

tion among us,” Salih told me. 

After earning a bachelor’s degree in 

archaeology at Baghdad University, Sa-

lih was hired as a curator for the Mosul 

Museum. Salih had barely started the 

job when the George W. Bush adminis-

tration began preparing to invade Iraq 

in 2003.  Anticipating a breakdown of 

authority, in three days she and her col-

leagues packed thousands of valuable 

artifacts in crates, sent them to Baghdad 

for safekeeping, and closed the museum 

just before U.S.-led coalition  bombing 

began. (The museum suff ered some loot-

ing, but lost few artifacts.) Salih kept a 

low profi le in Baghdad , continuing her 

studies. Eventually she would complete 

a master’s degree in archaeology there, 

before returning to Mosul. 

The insurgency took a toll on her 

family: A car bomb killed one of her 

brothers in 2007. Two militants gunned 

down her sister Khawlah, the govern-

ment’s housing chief, in front of her 

home one morning in February  2011. 

“I was preparing for work, and I heard 

some shooting not far from the house. 

As usual I thought, ‘Who has been killed 

this early in the morning?’ ”  she recalls. 

A few minutes later Khawlah’s driver 

phoned and said that she had been shot. 

“My brother and I ran to the scene, and 

tried to wake her, but she had passed 

away. She had gotten death threats. We 

knew it was Al Qaeda.” (The terrorist 

group targeted women holding govern-

ment positions.) The shooting left the 

family “traumatized,” she said, strug-

gling to keep her composure. “When 

Daesh came, it brought everything 

back. We could not bear anymore.” 

The Islamic State—often known by 

the disparaging Arabic term Daesh, 

roughly translated as “one who crushes 

all underfoot”—arrived in Mosul from 

Syria in June 2014. Salih was halfway 

through a survey of 200 historic build-

ings on the west bank of the Tigris when 

Iraqi government troops appeared in 

the streets and ordered everybody to go 

home. “In a couple of hours the streets 

were empty,” she remembers. “We sat in-

doors and waited. After fi ve days Daesh 

declared control of the city.” Soon, they 

began arresting people, including her 

direct supervisor, and executed soldiers 

and police. Salih and her family tried 

to avoid them. But her brother-in-law 

Ibrahim aroused the jihadists’ wrath af-

ter refusing to operate on a Daesh offi  cial 

ahead of his other patients. The offi  cial 

“became very angry, shouting at me, ‘You 
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treat the policeman, the army man, the 

kaffi  rs, and we are the Islamic State,’ ” he 

recalled. “I told him ‘You are terrorists.’ ” 

After the militants blew up a Sufi  shrine 

in June, Salih attended a tense meeting 

at the museum with a Daesh offi  cial. “We 

said, ‘Please do not destroy the heritage, 

don’t make the buildings a target.’ And 

he refused any negotiation,” she said. 

On August 14, 2014, Salih and her 

extended family held a meeting in their 

home to vote on whether to remain or 

flee. Her octogenarian mother, who 

could barely walk, begged them to stay. 

(Salih’s father had died in 2000.) But 

the other adults recognized the per-

ils that lay ahead. The next day, all 50 

family members, from 6 months to 80 

years old, piled into a ten-car convoy and 

drove out of Mosul. The family wanted 

to go to Kurdistan, which has achieved 

de facto autonomy since the U.S. inva-

sion, but Kurdish authorities initially 

banned Sunni Arab refugees. Instead Sa-

lih traveled with the clan to Kirkuk, and 

then settled with a sister in Baghdad. 

Working for the Ministry of Culture, 

she monitored the museum and ancient 

sites via Facebook and phone calls. But 

in 2015, “Daesh cut the phone lines, and 

punished any person who used a mobile 

phone,” she recalls. One by one, she lost 

contact with co-workers. Her supervi-

sor remained in prison for nearly three 

years until he was liberated  in February. 

The majority of her colleagues remained 

behind enemy lines in west Mosul, 

where the fi ghting continued. 

In mid-2016, after the Kurds relaxed 

their ban on Sunnis, she relocated to Er-

bil, the Kurdish capital; the rest of the 

family soon joined her there. Salih of-

fered her services to the Nineveh prov-

ince governor, a family acquaintance who 

had set up a headquarters-in-exile there 

after the occupation of Mosul. “When I 

told him I had an English degree plus ar-

chaeology, he was so happy,” she said. “He 

welcomed me to work in his offi  ce.”

Salih was directing an Arabic-lan-

guage workshop on post-confl ict mon-

ument rehabilitation, in Sharjah, one 

of the United Arab Emirates, when the 

Mosul off ensive began on October 17; she 

had just landed in Amman, the Jordanian 

capital, when the Iraqis took back Nim-

rud. A few days later, the governor, with 

the enthusiastic endorsement of Unesco, 

dispatched her to survey the ancient site 

and assess the damage. “Almost all of my 

colleagues were trapped in Mosul,” she 

says. “I was the only one who was free.” 

Salih told me that she has segued into 

her new role with relative ease. “I know 

the city well, I have 17 years with the an-

tiquities department,” she said. “I am not 

scared of land mines, tunnels or fi ghters.”  

The day after our inspection of Nim-

rud, I set out with Salih on another 

fact-fi nding mission. She was on as-

signment from the Gilgamesh Center 

for Antiquities and Heritage Protec-

tion, an Iraqi nonprofi t group, to sur-

vey Christian towns east of Mosul that 

the Islamic State had singled out for 

vandalism and destruction. No civilian 

In the Mosul museum, ISIS took 

sledgehammers and electric 

drills to Assyrian sculptures. 

“It was impossible to move large 

objects” to safety, laments Salih. 
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observers had dared enter these towns 

to quantify the damage and determine 

priorities for reconstruction since the 

extremists evacuated them months 

earlier, and Salih had eagerly volun-

teered for the job. We entered Qa-

raqosh—now a ghost town—and made 

the rounds of seven Roman Catholic 

and Syriac Orthodox churches that 

the Islamists had burned, and in some 

cases, turned into suicide-bomb fac-

tories. In one, we stepped cautiously 

across a fl oor littered with bags of po-

tassium nitrate and  piles of white C-4 

explosive powder. “They must have left 

in a hurry,” Salih noted, sidestepping 

an empty mortar shell. 

Then Salih directed the driver to 

Al Wada, a middle-class East Mosul 

neighborhood of streets shaded by 

date-palm trees. We stepped out of the 

vehicle in front of a two-story, dun-

brown concrete house surrounded by a 

low wall: Salih’s family home, occupied 

by Daesh fi ghters until a month earlier. 

A young caretaker named Hassan was 

standing in front, waiting for us. “Sa-

laam Aleikum (Peace be upon you),” 

he said, leading us through the gate. 

Hassan, who lived across the street, 

had remained in the neighborhood 

throughout the occupation. He lifted 

his shirt to show a glimpse of scars 

from 75 lashes he had received for 

smoking. “They put me in jail for eight 

days,” he told me. When Iraqi forces 

moved into Al Wada, the Islamic State 

retreated without a fi ght, though Has-

san just missed being shot by govern-

ment snipers when he stuck his head 

out a window to watch their arrival. 

Salih’s home, the sanctuary where 

she and her 12 siblings had been raised, 

where she had nurtured dreams of be-

coming an archaeologist, and hunkered 

down during the U.S. and Islamic State 

invasions, had been trashed. Water-

logged cardboard boxes, jerrycans, col-

lapsed chairs, a broken crib and a rust-

ing bread oven encrusted with charcoal 

littered the courtyard. Broken furni-

ture, lamps and other junk fi lled the 

entrance hall, heaped like the wreck-

age after a tornado. Salih climbed the 

stairs, pushed open a door and gazed 

at more debris: piles of clothing, a 

rusted refrigerator, a smashed sewing 

machine, a cuckoo clock, stained mat-

tresses. “This is my bedroom. Imagine 

what happened here,” she said. I asked 

her what she thought had motivated 

the Daesh fi ghters to violate her home 

this way. “They must have been search-

ing for something, but I don’t know 

what,” she said, shrugging.

Amid the vandalism, I noticed a pair 

of framed photographs of two young men 

in army uniforms hanging, inexplicably 

untouched, on the wall. I asked Salih who 

they were. One, she said, was her father. 

The other portrait showed her oldest 

brother, Nadhim, a commander in the 

Iraqi Special Forces. “He passed away,” 

she told me, at the Battle of Al Faw in 

1986, one of the bloodiest confrontations 

of the Iran-Iraq War. He was the fi rst 

of three of Salih’s siblings to die in the 

country’s unending cycles of violence. 

We drove down the road to the Uni-

versity of Mosul, where she had spent 

her freshman year, from 1997 to 1998. 

“I studied the Assyrian period here, be-

fore going to Baghdad and specializing 

in the Abbasid caliphate,” she told me. 

The fi ghting here had been intense: 

The jihadists had used administra-

tive buildings as strongholds during 

their last stand in eastern Mosul, and 

air strikes had blown apart their sanc-

tuaries with terrifying force. Troops 

escorted us past a ten-story structure 

that had been cleaved in half by seven 

rockets. The acrid smell of smoke from 

the library, torched by the terrorists be-

fore fl eeing, lingered. Salih walked pen-

sively down a paved walkway littered 

with rubble, silently taking in the utter 

ruin of the institution that had shaped 

her life. Then, as we neared the folk-

lore museum, across the plaza from the 

library, she snapped back into action; 

Salih was eager to survey the building 

for the Nineveh governor and record 

the damage the militants had infl icted.

“Don’t go in yet. It’s too dangerous. 

We haven’t checked it yet,” warned a 

bulldozer driver who was pushing rub-

ble left in the road by missile strikes. 

The Islamic State had often planted 

booby traps in buildings before aban-

doning them, and soldiers and civil-

ians have been killed wandering into 

structures that hadn’t been cleared. 

Salih ignored him. 

“Come on,” Salih told me, bounding 

up the staircase, ducking underneath a 

dangling wire. She cut a fearless, even 

reckless fi gure as she strode down the 

corridors, taking notes. We entered a 

gallery lined by dioramas portraying tra-

ditional Mosul life. Daesh had ripped off  

the heads of every mannequin; decap-

itated fi berglass and plastic bodies lit-
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tered the fl oor. “They smashed just the 

heads,” she said, “because they don’t like 

representations of the human form.”

As we stepped outside, a gunshot 

cracked, unnervingly close by. Then an 

Iraqi combat helicopter swooped in and 

circled high over our heads. Salih and I 

watched, rapt, as it spat fl ames and fi red 

a dozen missiles at Daesh positions 

across the river. An apocalyptic battle 

was looming in the warrens of Mosul’s 

Old City, a quarter packed with some of 

the glories of the Abbasid era . 

Beside the terrible toll on human life 

that was rapidly mounting—at least 100 

Iraqi civilians had been killed in a coali-

tion air strike days earlier—historic trea-

sures were at risk: The 13th-century Qara 

Serai, or Black Palace. The 850-year-old 

brick minaret at Mosul’s Great Mosque 

of al-Nuri, where the Islamic State leader 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had proclaimed 

victory in July 2014. Large swaths of 

western Mosul had already been razed, 

and further destruction of its priceless 

cultural heritage seemed inevitable. 

 Over the next few months, the bat-

tle would rage block by block in the 

warrens of the Old City. In late spring 

the Islamic State drove Iraqi govern-

ment troops from the Mosul Museum 

and reoccupied the complex. In June, 

with Daesh down to its last few hold-

outs, the terrorists blew up the ancient 

brick minaret, as Salih had feared. Iraqi 

Prime Minister 

Salih surveys Mosul’s university, 

once an ISIS base targeted by air 

strikes. “She is a hero,” says one 

Iraqi offi  cer. “She wants to save 

this country’s culture.”

CONTINUED ON PAGE 88
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On April 27, 1931, at the Galerie Percier on the Right Bank of Paris, 
Alexander Calder presented some 20 pieces of abstract sculpture 
that would turn out to be a game changer—for Calder, for the Pa-
risian avant-garde, and for the art of sculpture in the 20th century. 

Calder had fi rst arrived in Paris from New York fi ve years earlier, in 
1926, at the age of 28, and he had been moving back and forth between 
the two cities ever since. He was already well-known on both sides of 
the Atlantic as the creator of beguiling, dazzling wire sculptures of 
men, women and animals. And the performances he mounted of his 
miniature Cirque Calder—whimsical wire fi gures, including a horse, 
acrobats and trapeze artists, placed inside a small-scale ring and 
animated by hand or from suspended wires by Calder himself—had 
been attended by a who’s who of the Parisian artistic world, includ-
ing Jean Cocteau, Fernand Léger, Man Ray and Piet Mondrian. 

The Galerie Percier show, however, was a shock. Nobody had ever 
seen abstract sculpture of such austere lucidity. Arranged on a 
long, low platform, these works had an eloquence that was rooted 
in the artist’s simplicity of means—in something as basic as the 
elegance with which wire elements were attached to one another. 

People everywhere 
are delighted 
by his animated 
abstractions, but 
surprisingly little 
is known about the 
artist. Now, in an 
exclusive adaptation 
from Calder: The 
Conquest of Time, 
his fi rst biographer 
reveals the crucial 
events that would 
forge America’s most 
beloved sculptor 

BY JED PER L

PHOTOGRAPH BY STEPHEN LEWIS

Calder’s Magic Year



Calder’s 

Croisière daz-

zled Fernand 

Léger: “It’s 

serious without 

seeming to be.” 



42  SMITHSONIAN.COM  |  October 2017

ship with an indoor swim-

ming pool and a spectac-

ular dining room—must 

have been heaven. Calder 

regarded himself as a 

fairly experienced sea-

man after those earlier 

voyages. He believed that 

moving as much as pos-

sible was the best way to 

avoid seasickness, so he 

made it a habit to circu-

late on the deck. Early in 

the crossing, as he made 

his rounds, he came up be-

hind a young woman, ac-

companied by a man who 

was her father or at least 

old enough to be. 

Wanting to get a better 

look, he reversed direc-

tion, and after passing 

the couple and discover-

ing that she was indeed 

attractive, with blue eyes and thick, 

light hair, he made a point on his next 

pass around the deck of wishing them, 

“Good evening!” To this, Calder re-

membered years later, he heard the 

older man say to the young woman, 

“There is one of them already!” Ap-

parently Calder had been identifi ed as 

a young man on the make. As for the 

couple Calder was making it his busi-

ness to get to know, the man was Ed-

ward Holton James, and the woman 

was his daughter Louisa James. 

We do not need to imagine what at-

tracted Sandy when he caught sight of 

Louisa taking her constitutional, for 

there is a photograph of her sitting on 

the rail of the De Grasse. Her cloche hat, 

her pearl necklace and her fur stole are 

sleek and elegant, framing her bright 

eyes and open, smiling lips. She regards 

the camera with a look that’s frank. 

Louisa, 24 years old, had been born in 

Seattle, Washington, the youngest of 

three daughters. She was no stranger 

to trans-Atlantic travel. When she 

was 2, the family had spent fi ve years 

in France before returning to Boston, 

where the family had deep roots. She 

was young, beautiful, wealthy, and af-

ter the time she had spent more or less 

The show’s title contained the enig-

matic words “Volumes—Vecteurs—

Densités.” This put visitors on notice 

that Calder was exploring the nature 

of volumes and voids and movements 

through space. The work was a deep 

dive into the nature of nature. 

Consider the work titled Croisière. 

This daringly simple composition 

consisted of two intersecting circles 

to which Calder had added a curving 

length of thicker rod and two small 

spheres, painted in white and black. 

A croisière can be a cruise on a boat. 

In a preliminary list of titles, there 

was a slightly more elaborate ver-

sion: Croisière dans l’espace—in other 

words, Cruise Through Space. Work-

ing as a minimalist, Calder was map-

ping a complex, cosmological scheme. 

Croisière was about the everything and 

the nothing of the universe. Calder was 

aiming to grasp the ungraspable, to de-

scribe the indescribable. 

Late in May, Calder wrote to tell his 

sister, Peggy, back in the States, that 

although he hadn’t sold anything from 

the Galerie Percier show, it “was a real 

success among the artists.” Picasso, who 

lived down the street from the gallery 

and was never one to miss a 

new turn in the story of mod-

ern art, appeared even be-

fore the opening. Léger, one 

of the most respected and 

adventuresome artists of 

the day, composed a few pre-

cious words for the exhibi-

tion’s catalog that welcomed 

Calder into the most exalted 

circles of the Parisian avant-

garde: “Looking at these 

new works—transparent, 

objective, exact—I think of 

Satie, Mondrian, Marcel 

Duchamp, Brancusi, Arp—

these unchallenged masters 

of unexpressed and silent beauty. Calder 

is of the same line.” 

While “Satie and Duchamp are 100 

percent French,” Léger noted, Calder 

“is 100 percent American.” 

Calder had been  born in Philadel-

phia in 1898 into a family of artists. 

His father, A. Stirling 

Calder, was much ad-

mired and sought after 

as a creator of large-scale 

public sculptures in the 

early decades of the 20th 

century. His mother, 

Nanette Lederer Calder, 

was an accomplished 

painter and a pioneer-

ing feminist. Calder had 

considered a career in 

engineering before em-

bracing the visual arts 

in 1923, when he began 

studying at New York’s 

Art Students League. 

Within several years, 

Calder’s fi gure sculptures 

had already gained him a 

reputation as a trouba-

dour of the giddy high 

spirits of the Roaring 

Twenties on both sides 

of the Atlantic. But no one could have 

foreseen the breakthrough of the Gal-

erie Percier show. Suddenly, Calder 

was now being embraced as a prophet 

of the increasingly austere mood of 

the early 1930s—of a world descend-

ing into the Depression and 

political crises on the left 

and the right. Working as an 

abstract artist, Calder was 

reaching for a contempla-

tive, almost quietistic mood. 

What had changed? In the 

years 1929 and 1930 Calder 

had made two life-chang-

ing decisions: He became a 

married man and an abstract 

artist. These were the foun-

dations on which he would 

build for the rest of his life. 

Calder’s anni mirabi-

les began in the summer of 

1929, when Calder decided 

to make yet another of his trips back 

to New York and booked passage on a 

French ocean liner, the De Grasse. For 

the 29-year-old artist, who had worked 

his way to San Francisco and later to 

Europe as a crew member on a couple 

of rusty old boats, being a paying cus-

tomer on the De Grasse—a luxurious 

“To me 
Sandy is a 
real person 
which 
seems to 
be a rare 
thing. He 
appreciates 
and enjoys 
the things 
in life that 
most people 
haven’t the 
sense even 
to notice.”



on her own in Paris was feeling rather 

independent. Like many another 

young woman of her time and place, 

she hadn’t attended college. But she 

was very defi nitely a seeker, a dream-

er—a woman who wanted to fi nd her 

own way in the world. In the attic of 

the house she and Sandy would even-

tually share in Roxbury, Connecticut, 

for much of their lives, there are still 

books she was reading before she 

met him, which include a volume 

of Proust’s great novel in the 

original French and another of 

Socratic dialogues. 

Sandy Calder was just 

a few years older than 

Louisa. He was 5 

feet 10 inches to 

her 5-foot-5. Al-

though not con-

ventionally hand-

some, he had always 

been attractive to women. 

A somewhat heavy man who was light 

on his feet, he had hazel eyes, a head of 

unruly hair and a big open face. He was 

funny and easygoing and appealing. 

Sandy’s unconventionality—he told 

Louisa he was a “wire sculptor,” which, 

not surprisingly, meant nothing to 

the tune “Chloe,” a song about a young 

man’s sentimental affection for his 

old mammy that Al Jolson had made 

famous. During the days they played 

deck tennis and watched the fl ying fi sh 

from the bow. There’s nothing like an 

ocean voyage to encourage a rapidly 

developing relationship. By the time 

they disembarked in New York, Sandy 

and Louisa were a couple. She was 

drawn to his energy, his intensity and 

his humor. And he was falling in love 

with her cool, contemplative spirit. 

Louisa James, as Calder soon real-

ized, came from a family as artistically 

and intellectually distinguished as any 

in America. Although Louisa’s pater-

nal grandfather, Robertson James, had 

never distinguished himself, his two 

oldest brothers were none other than 

William James, the great student of 

philosophy and psychology and the au-

thor of The Varieties of Religious Ex-

perience, and Henry James, known at 

the beginning of his career as Junior, 

before he began his ascent to near the 

pinnacle of novelists writing in En-

glish. Louisa’s father, Edward Holton 

James, was a man with progressive 

political ideas, who had been roughed 

up by the police during the Sacco and 

her—piqued the interest of this woman 

who herself had an unconventional 

streak, something she had inherited 

from her father. Calder put on his tux-

edo in the evenings on the De Grasse, 

and he and Louisa danced, as he later 

recalled, rather violently, mostly to 

Calder (opposite, photographed 

along with Louisa, c. 1931) evoked 

Josephine Baker, in a circa  1928 

homage to the dancer’s Folies 

Bergère performances. Wielding 

pliers to shape his creations, Calder 

declared: “I think best in wire.” 
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Vanzetti protests in Boston. 

An adventurous upbringing 

was something that Sandy 

and Louisa had in common. 

Both families had experi-

enced life on the West Coast 

as well as the East Coast. 

Louisa’s parents, at the time 

Calder was getting to know 

her, lived in somewhat un-

conventional circumstances 

in Concord,  sharing meals 

while inhabiting separate 

but adjacent houses. 

The fact that Louisa’s 

family was well set fi nan-

cially couldn’t have been 

a matter of indiff erence to 

Calder. Despite his father’s 

fame as a sculptor, Calder’s 

family had never really 

achieved economic secu-

rity—and with the crash of 

the stock market and the 

coming of the Depression, 

their situation seemed in-

creasingly perilous. Over the 

winter of 1929-30, Louisa 

and one of her sisters, Mary, 

were living in New York, 

and Sandy and Louisa’s ro-

mance was deepening day 

by day. Louisa could see that 

Sandy’s talent, ambition and 

charm were unlocking more 

and more doors. For a young 

woman who, as her older 

daughter, Sandra, would 

remark many years later, 

had “wanted something dif-

ferent,” life with Sandy was 

very diff erent—wonderfully 

different—from anything 

she’d known. That winter, 

Calder had exhibitions in 

New York and in Cambridge, Massa-

chusetts, and mounted a number of 

performances of the Cirque Calder, 

but what mattered most during the 

eight months Sandy spent in the 

United States was his intensifying af-

fair with Louisa. 

And when he returned to Europe in 

March, Louisa wasn’t very far behind. 

She crossed the Atlantic again in July. 

of marriage she was also very much a 

young woman from a fi ne Boston fam-

ily, and aware of all the considerations 

that came with her place in the world. 

She certainly couldn’t overlook the 

fact that Sandy’s fi nancial prospects 

were questionable at best. And yet she 

already sensed in him the powers of 

a man who would become one of the 

most extraordinary artists of the cen-

She took a bicycle tour of Ireland with a 

friend, Helen Coolidge. And then, after 

a brief stay in London, she hotfooted 

it over to Paris—and to Sandy Calder. 

When Louisa returned to the States 

in November, it seems  that it still 

wasn’t entirely sure whether they 

were going to get married. However 

unconventional Louisa might have 

been, when confronting the question 



tury. She wrote about this that Novem-

ber in a draft of a letter to her mother; 

we don’t know if it was actually mailed. 

“To me Sandy is a real person which 

seems to be a rare thing,” she an-

nounced. “He appreciates and enjoys 

the things in life that most people ha-

ven’t the sense even to notice. He has 

ideals, ambition, and plenty of com-

mon sense, with great ability. He has 

tremendous originality, imagination 

and humour which appeal to me very 

much and which make life colorful and 

worthwhile.” She told her mother that 

“he is getting impatient and I don’t see 

how I can keep him waiting, if I have 

defi nitely decided to get married.” And 

she concluded—“The thing that you 

must try and understand is that it can 

not drag on.” 

In October 1930 Calder gave 

a performance of his circus 

in Paris that was attended by 

some of the most demanding 

of the Parisian avant-garde, 

including the architect Le 

Corbusier and the painter 

Piet Mondrian. Not long af-

ter Mondrian’s visit to the 

Cirque Calder, Calder paid a 

visit to Mondrian’s studio at 

16 rue du Départ. 

Mondrian was two years 

shy of 60 when Calder met 

him. His home—approached 

through a little courtyard 

off  the boulevard Montpar-

nasse—was unlike anything 

Calder had ever seen. The 

apartment had a curious 

setup, with the bedroom in 

one structure and the stu-

dio, irregularly shaped, a few 

steps up in what was a dif-

ferent but conjoined build-

ing. The studio was a fi ve-

sided  room, with windows 

on two sides. The odd shape 

was part of its magic, the 

violation of the rectangular 

shape one would ordinarily 

have expected creating sur-

prising spatial and visual 

dislocations. 

Michel Seuphor, an artist and critic 

and Mondrian’s fi rst biographer, re-

called, like so many others, the shab-

biness of the building and the shock 

upon coming from a dark entrance 

into the light-fi lled studio. “When you 

entered, it was still dark, but when you 

went through that second door [from 

the bedroom to the studio], when that 

opened, you went from hell to heaven. 

Incorporating

ordinary materials 

such as string, pipe 

cleaners and corks, 

Calder’s Cirque

 preoccupied him 

in Paris. Fascinated 

since childhood by 

the big top, Calder

said, “I love the

space of the circus.”

WITH SINCERE THANKS TO THE GENEROUS SUPPORT OF THE WHITNEY MUSEUM DONORS FOR MAKING CALDER’S CIRCUS POSSIBLE. FOR A COMPLETE LIST OF CREDITS, VISIT: WWW.SMITHSONIAN.COM/CALDER

ALEXANDER CALDER (1898-1976), (4) / WHITNEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAN ART, NEW YORK, BY SHELDAN C. COLLINS, FROM CALDER’S CIRCUS (1926-1931): CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: LION TAMER, LION 

AND CAGE; MR. LOYAL, RINGMASTER; CAMEL, CLOWN, KANGAROO; RIGOULOT, THE STRONG MAN, WEIGHT LIFTER; © 2017 CALDER FOUNDATION, NEW YORK / ARTISTS RIGHTS SOCIETY (ARS), NEW YORK
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Beautiful! It was incredible.” Calder 

remembered that irregular space as 

“a very exciting room.” What struck 

Calder wasn’t so much the paintings—

there weren’t many on display—but 

the light and the whiteness of the 

space, all the furniture painted white 

or black, the Victrola redone by Mon-

drian in red, and the broad back wall 

and the other walls with rectangles 

of various grays and colors arranged 

here and there. Calder wasn’t look-

ing at paintings so much as he was 

walking into a painting. Standing in 

that astonishing studio, Calder at 

last understood where the increasing 

simplicity of his own wire sculpture 

had been leading him. It was much 

more than an understanding. It was a 

feeling. Calder could now see himself 

working in the abstract. 

Mondrian’s studio was animated 

by the power of rectangles of pri-

mary colors to convey emotions and 

intensify experiences; he had been 

thinking and writing a great deal 

about architecture and how painting 

might finally expand and almost dis-

solve into architecture. Calder called 

these walls of rectangles Mondrian’s 

“experimental stunts with colored 

rectangles of cardboard tacked on.” 

He said, “It was hard to see the ‘art’ 

because everything par-

took of the art. Even the 

victrola had been painted 

so as to be in harmony. I 

must have missed a lot, 

because it was all one big 

decor, and the things in 

the foreground were lost 

against the things behind. 

But behind all was the wall 

running from one window 

to the other and at a cer-

tain spot Mondrian had 

tacked on it rectangles of 

the primary colors, and 

black, gray + white. In fact 

there were several whites, 

some shiny some matte.” Here ab-

stract art became a visceral, wrap-

around experience.

Calder, imagining that there might 

be even more dynamic movement in 

the room, suggested to Mondrian “that 

perhaps it would be fun to make these 

rectangles oscillate.” Calder may have 

been thinking of attaching the colored 

shapes to motors, as he himself would 

do in some works over the next few 

years. But Mondrian, with what Calder 

recalled as “a very serious counte-

nance,” replied, “No, it is not neces-

sary, my painting is already very fast.” 

Mondrian was right. What Calder 

recalled as the “simplicity and exacti-

tude” of Mondrian’s studio was in fact 

the vehicle for a propulsive power, a 

mysterious dynamism provoked not by 

the obvious mechanics of motors but 

by rectangles thrust into visually dy-

namic relations within his light-fi lled, 

fi ve-sided room. 

Calder sensed that dynamism, even 

if he didn’t yet fully understand it. 

As Calder later explained to a friend, 

Mondrian “told me to stick to primary 

colors; and I needed to know that. He 

told me he saw my line quiver. Mon-

drian loved Boogie Woogie music 

and he tried to put that on canvas.” It 

was these various kinds of 

speed that came together 

in Calder’s work of the next 

few years. Mondrian’s stu-

dio was Calder’s opening to 

the future.

“So now, at thirty-two”—

so Calder put it in the Au-

tobiography—“I wanted to 

paint and work in the ab-

stract.” His first attempts 

were paintings rather than 

sculptures—perhaps a bow 

to Mondrian. These paint-

ings are spare and enig-

matic. Most of them—there 

are fewer than two dozen—

don’t bring to mind specifi c works by 

Mondrian, in which the black lines 

extending from edge to edge assert the 

rectangle of the painting as a power-

ful, free-standing planar reality. Calder 

was already thinking about abstract 

forms as they moved through a fl uid 

three-dimensional space. Calder later 

observed, “It was Mondrian who made 

me abstract—but I tried to paint, and it 

was my love of making plastic things 

that turned me to constructions.” 

By “plastic,” Calder meant what 

Mondrian meant. He meant plas-

ticity—the way forms could be shaped 

and reshaped to transform the space 

around them. So even as he was work-

ing on these fi rst abstract paintings, 

Calder was beginning to contemplate 

a new kind of abstract sculpture—the 

sculptures that would emerge at the 

Galerie Percier in Paris scarcely six 

months later and establish him as one 

of the most radical artists of his time.

The visit to Mondrian’s studio was 

an experience that Calder would never U
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The visit to 
Mondrian’s 
studio 
was an 
experience 
that Calder 
would never 
forget. As 
he later 
recalled, the 
studio “gave 
me the 
shock that 
converted 
me.”

Piet Mondrian transformed his 

studio into immersive art. A 

Parisian journalist recalled that 

entering his quarters was “like 

stepping into paradise.”
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forget. It was, Calder later wrote, “like 

the baby being slapped to make his 

lungs start working.” Mondrian didn’t 

make Calder a great abstract artist, 

but he awakened the possibility—he 

unleashed it. As Calder put it, Mon-

drian’s studio “gave me the shock that 

converted me.”

Calder was becoming an abstract 

artist. But fi rst he had to go back to 

America and marry Louisa James. 

Calder arrived back in New York just 

three days before Christmas, 1930. 

He had several works in an import-

ant show at the Museum of Modern 

Art, which was little more than a year 

old, but they were wooden sculp-

tures of men and women and a cow 

that had been done a few years ear-

lier and that gave no inkling of where 

his work was now moving. He spent a 

couple of happily busy holiday weeks 

in New York, where Calder’s parents 

were getting to know Louisa and her 

mother and her sisters; Louisa’s fa-

ther was in India, working on a book 

attacking British colonial rule. To 

Calder’s sister, Peggy, living in the 

Bay Area, Calder’s mother wrote as 

full a description as she could muster 

of the woman who was soon to be her 

daughter-in-law. She described her as 

“athletic somewhat—fair—blue eyes—

bushy brownish hair.” And she went 

on to say that Louisa “is neither shy 

nor bold nor merry, but loves Sandy’s 

jokes + Sandy’s mauling—has I think 

a clear head.”

The wedding was up in Massachu-

setts, at Louisa’s parents place in Con-

cord on January 17, 1931. Sandy had 

mounted a performance of the Cirque 

Calder the night before, and when the 

minister apologized for having missed 

it, Sandy responded, “But you are here 

for the circus, today.” The glorious cir-

cus of Sandy and Louisa’s life would go 

on for 45 years. 

By the last days of January, Sandy 

and Louisa were on the SS Ameri-

can Farmer, headed for France, less 

than two years after they had met on 

a ship headed for the States. Writing 

to her new in-laws, Louisa observed 

that Sandy was having two or three 

helpings of pie at dinner and growing 

“visibly stouter.” They were reading 

Moby-Dick together. As they got near 

England, Calder spent several hours 

one night watching “the lighthouses, 

and the lights of the other ships, and 

the men crawling up the ladder into 

the crows nest.” It was a tranquil jour-

ney. “So far our married life has run 

smoothly,” Louisa told her in-laws. “No 

storms at sea it must be a good omen.”

A few months later, now established in 

Paris with his beautiful wife, Louisa, 

Calder emerged at the Galerie Percier 

as one of the most daring abstract art-

ists of his generation. Calder’s sister,  

Peggy, writing many years later, specu-

lated that “Louisa’s inheritance, along 

with wedding checks from friends and 

relatives, now made it possible for 

Sandy to experiment freely.” 

But there was something more—

something about the force of Louisa’s 

love that I believe powered his new 

work. There was a quietness, a con-

templativeness about the lissome Bos-

tonian who became Calder’s wife. She 

was, as he told a friend, a philosopher. 

And if Mondrian had given Calder the 

slap that had awoken him as an ab-

stract artist, Louisa had given him the 

love that nurtured his contemplative, 

philosophical side. 

Together Sandy and Louisa would 

embrace the coming decades—a world 

war, a growing family, a dazzling in-

ternational fame—with the intrepid, 

idealistic spirit of the bohemian op-

timists who had fi rst set up house to-

gether in Paris in 1931.                                



We journey through Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia to measure the aftershocks of the 
political explosion that rocked the world 
a century ago—an event that the nation 
itself is pointedly ignoring

WHAT EVER 
HAPPENED 
TO THE 
RUSSIAN 
REVOLUTION?

A 35-foot-tall statue of Lenin speech-

ifying from atop an armored car stands 

outside Finland Station in St. Petersburg.
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Russia is both a great, glorious country and an ongoing disaster. 
Just when you decide it is the one, it turns around and discloses the other. For a 

hundred years before 1917, it experienced wild disorders and political violence 

interspersed with periods of unquiet calm, meanwhile producing some of the 

world’s greatest literature and booming in population and helping to feed Eu-

rope. Then it leapt into a revolution unlike any the world had ever seen. Today, 

a hundred years afterward, we still don’t know quite what to make of that huge 

event. The Russians themselves aren’t too sure about its signifi cance. 

I used to tell people that I loved Russia , because I do. I think everybody has a 

country not their own that they’re powerfully drawn to; Russia is mine. I can’t 

explain the attraction, only observe its symptoms going back to childhood, 

such as listening over and over to Prokofi ev’s “Peter and the Wolf,” narrated 

by Peter Ustinov, when I was 6, or standing in the front yard at night as my fa-

ther pointed out Sputnik crossing the sky. Now I’ve traveled enough in Russia 

that my aff ections are more complicated. I know that almost no conclusion I 

ever draw about it is likely to be right. The way to think about Russia is with-

out thinking about it. I just try to love it and yield to it and go with it, while 

also paying vigilant attention—if that makes sense. 

I fi rst began traveling to Russia more than 24 years ago, and in 2010 I pub-

lished Travels in Siberia, a book about trips I’d made to that far-fl ung region. 

With the fall of the Soviet Union, areas previously closed to travelers had 

opened up. During the 1990s and after, the pace of change in Russia cascaded. 

A harsh kind of capitalism grew; democracy came and mostly went. Then, two
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years ago, my son moved to the city of Yekaterinburg, in the Ural Mountains, 

on the edge of Siberia, and he lives there now. I see I will never stop thinking 

about this country. 

As the 1917 centennial approached, I wondered about the revolution and tangled 

with its force fi eld of complexity. For example, a question as straightforward  as 

what to call certain Russian cities reveals, on examination, various options, aster-

isks, clarifi cations. Take St. Petersburg, whose name was changed in 1914 to Petro-

grad so as not to sound too German (at the time, Russia was fi ghting the Kaiser in 

the First World War). In 1924 Petrograd became Leningrad, which then went back 

to being St. Petersburg again in 1991. Today many of the city’s inhabitants simply 

call it “Peter.” Or consider the name of the revolution itself. Though it’s called 

the Great October Revolution, from our point of view 

it happened in November. In 1917, Russia still followed 

the Julian calendar, which lagged 13 days behind the 

Gregorian calendar used elsewhere in the world. The 

Bolshevik government changed the country to the Gre-

gorian calendar in early 1918, soon after taking control. 

(All this information will be useful later on.)

In February and March  I went to Russia to see what 

it was like in the centennial year. My way to travel is to 

go to a specifi c place and try to absorb what it is now 

and look closer, for what it was. Things that happen in 

a place change it and never leave it. I visited my son in 

Yekaterinburg, I rambled around Moscow, and I gave 

the most attention to St. Petersburg, where traces of 

the revolution are everywhere. The weather stayed 

cold. In each of the cities, ice topped with perfectly 

white snow locked the rivers. Here and there, rogue 

footprints crossed the ice expanses with their brave or heedless dotted lines. 

In St. Petersburg, I often passed Senate Square, in the middle of the city, with 

Étienne Falconet’s black statue of Peter the Great on his rearing horse atop a 

massive rock. Sometimes I saw newlyweds by the statue popping corks as an 

icy wind blew in across the Neva River and made the champagne foam fl y. They 

were standing at a former pivot point of empire.   

I’LL BEGIN MY MEDITATION IN 1825, AT THE DECEMBRIST UPRISING. The Decembrists 

were young offi  cers in the czar’s army who fought in the Napoleonic wars and 

found out about the Enlightenment and came home wanting to reform Russia. 

They started a secret society, wrote a constitution based on the U.S. Constitution 

and, on December 14, at the crucial moment of their coup attempt, lost their 

nerve. They had assembled troops loyal 

to them on Senate Square, but after a 

daylong standoff  Czar Nicholas I dis-

persed these forces with cannon fi re. 

Some of the troops ran across the Neva 

trying to escape; the cannons shot at 

the ice and shattered it and drowned 

them. The authorities arrested 100-

some Decembrists and tried and con-

victed almost all. The czar sent most to 

Siberia; he ordered fi ve of the leaders 

hanged. For us, the Decembrists’ exam-

ple can be painful to contemplate—as 

if King George III had hanged George 

Washington and sent the other signers 

of the Declaration of Independence to 

hard labor in Australia. 

One good decision the Decembrists 

made was to not include Alexander 

Pushkin in their plot, although he was 

friends with more than a few of them. 

This spared him to survive and to be-

come Russia’s greatest poet. 

Tolstoy, of a younger generation 

than theirs, admired the Decembrists 

and wanted to write a book about their 

uprising. But the essential documents, 

such as the depositions they gave after 

their arrests, were hidden away under 

czarist censorship, so instead he wrote 

War and Peace. In Tolstoy’s lifetime the 

country’s revolutionary spirit veered 

into terrorism. Russia invented terror-

An eternal fl ame burns in the 

Field of Mars, a site of commemo-

ration dating to the 18th century. 

In 1919, a monument was erected 

to “Fighters of the Revolution.”
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ism, that feature of modern life, in the 

1870s. Young middle-class lawyers and 

university teachers and students joined 

terror groups of which the best known 

was Naródnaya Volia ,  or People’s Will. 

They went around shooting and blow-

ing up czarist offi  cials, and killed thou-

sands. Alexander II, son of Nicholas 

I, succeeded his father in 1855, and in 

1861 he emancipated the serfs. People’s 

Will blew him up anyway.

When Tolstoy met in 1886 with 

George Kennan, the American ex-

plorer of Siberia (and a cousin twice 

removed of the diplomat of the same 

name, who, more than a half-century 

later, devised Truman’s Cold War 

policy of “containment” of the Soviet 

Union), Kennan  pleaded for support 

for some of the Siberian exiles he had 

met. But the great man  refused even 

to listen. He said these revolutionaries 

had chosen violence and must live 

with the consequences.  

Meanwhile Marxism was colonizing 

the brains of Russian intellectuals like 

an invasive plant. The intelligentsia  (a 

word of Russian origin) sat at tables in 

Moscow and St. Petersburg and other 

cities in the empire or abroad  arguing 

Marxist doctrine and drinking endless 

cups of tea, night after night, decade 

after decade. (If vodka has damaged 

the sanity of Russia, tea has been pos-

sibly worse.) Points of theory nearly 

impossible to follow today caused 

Socialist parties of different types 

to incubate and proliferate and split 

apart. The essential writer of that lat-

er-19th-century moment was Chek-

hov. The wistful, searching characters 

in his plays always make me afraid for 

them. I keep wondering why they can’t 

do anything about what’s coming, as 

if I’m at a scary movie and the teen-

age couple making out in the car don’t 

see the guy with the hockey mask and 

chain saw who is sneaking up on them. 

The guy in the hockey mask was 

Vladimir I. Lenin. In 1887, his older 

brother, Aleksandr Ulyanov, a sweet 

young man by all accounts, joined a 

plot to assassinate Czar Alexander III. 

Betrayed by an informer (a common 

fate), Ulyanov was tried and found 

guilty, and he died on the gallows, unrepentant. Lenin, 17 at the time, hated his 

family’s liberal friends who dropped the Ulyanovs as a consequence. From then 

on, the czar and the bourgeoisie were on borrowed time. 

THE ROMANOV DYNASTY STOOD FOR MORE THAN 300 YEARS. Nicholas II, the last 

czar, a Romanov out of his depth, looked handsome in his white naval offi  cer’s 

uniform. He believed in God, disliked Jews, loved his wife and fi ve children, and 

worried especially about his youngest child, the hemophiliac only son, Alexei.  

If you want a sense of the last Romanovs, check out the Fabergé eggs they often 

gave as presents to each other. One afternoon I happened on a sponsored show 

of Fabergé eggs in a St. Petersburg museum. Such a minute concentration of 

intense, bejeweled splendor you’ve never seen. The diamond-encrusted tchotch-



October 2017 | SMITHSONIAN.COM   53

kes often opened to reveal even littler gem-studded gifts inside. The eggs can 

stand for the czar’s unhelpful myopia during the perilous days of 1917. Viewers 

of the exhibit moved from display case to display case in reverent awe. 

One can pass over some of the disasters of Nicholas’ reign. He was born 

unlucky on the name day of Job, the suff erer. On the day of his coronation, in 

1896, a crowd of half a million, expecting a special giveaway in Moscow, pan-

icked, trampling to death and suff ocating 1,400 people. Nicholas often acted 

when he should have done nothing and did nothing when he should have acted. 

He seemed mild and benign, but after his troops killed hundreds of workers 

marching on the Winter Palace with a petition for an eight-hour workday and 

other reforms—the massacre was on January 9, 1905, later known as Bloody 

Sunday—fewer of his subjects thought of him as “the good czar.” 

The 1905 protests intensifi ed until 

they became the 1905 Revolution. The 

czar’s soldiers killed perhaps 14,000 

more before it was under control. As a 

result, Nicholas allowed the convening 

of a representative assembly called the 

State Duma, Russia’s fi rst Parliament, 

along with wider freedom of the press 

and other liberalizations. But the Duma 

had almost no power and Nicholas kept 

trying to erode the little it had. He did 

not enjoy being czar but believed in the 

autocracy with all his soul and wanted 

to bequeath it undiminished to his son.

It’s July 1914, just before the be-

ginning of the First World War: The 

czar stands on a balcony of the Win-

ter Palace, reviewing his army. The 

whole vast expanse of Palace Square 

is packed with people. He swears on 

the Bible and the holy icons that he 

will not sign for peace so long as one 

enemy soldier is standing on Russian 

soil. Love of the fatherland has its ef-

fect. The entire crowd, tens of thou-

sands strong, falls to its knees to re-

ceive his blessing. The armies march. 

Russia’s attacks on the Eastern Front 

help to save Paris in 1914. Like the 

other warring powers, Russia goes 

into the trenches. But each spring, in 

1915 and 1916, the army renews its 

advance. By 1917 it has lost more than 

three million men.

In America we may think of disil-

lusionment with that war as a  quasi-

literary phenomenon, something felt 

by the writers of the Lost Generation 

in Paris. Long before America entered 

the war, Russian soldiers felt worse—

disgusted with the weak czar and the 

German-born czarina, fi lled with anger 

at their offi  cers, and enraged at the cor-

ruption that kept them poorly supplied. 

In the winter of 1916-17, they begin to 

appear in Petrograd as deserters and in 

deputations for peace, hoping to make 

their case before the Duma. The czar and 

the upper strata of Russian society in-

sist that the country stay in the war, for 

Lenin’s offi  ce inside the former 

mansion of the ballerina Matilda 

Kshesinskaya is preserved as a 

part of the Museum of Russian 

Political History.
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and multi-Socialist-party affi  liations. (In Russian, one meaning of the word 

“soviet” is “council”—here, an essentially political entity.) The Petrograd Soviet 

is the working people’s organization, while the Provisional Government mostly 

represents the upper bourgeoisie. This attempt at dual governance is a fi ction, 

because the Petrograd Soviet has the support of the factory workers, ordinary 

people and soldiers. In other words, it has the actual power; it has the guns.

The February Revolution, as it’s called, is the real and original Russian revo-

lution. February supplied the raw energy for the rest of 1917—energy that Lenin 

and the Bolsheviks would co-opt as justifi cation for their coup in October. Many 

classic images of the people’s struggle in Russia derive from February. In that 

month red became the color of revolution: Sympathetic onlookers wore red 

lapel ribbons, and marchers tore the white and blue stripes from the Russian 

fl ag and used the red stripe for their long, narrow banner. Even jaded Petrograd 

artistic types wept when they heard the self-led multitudes break into “The 

Marseillaise,” France’s revolutionary anthem, recast with fi erce Russian lyrics. 

Comparatively little blood was shed in the February Revolution, and its imme-

diate achievement—bringing down the Romanov dynasty—made a permanent 

diff erence. Unlike the coup of October, the February uprising had a spontaneous, 

popular, tectonic quality. Of the many uprisings and coups and revolutions Rus-

sia has experienced, only the events of February 1917 seemed to partake of joy.

The city of St. Petersburg endlessly explains 
itself, in plaques and monuments everywhere you 

turn. It still possesses the majesty of an imperial 

capital, with its plazas, rows of 18th- and 19th-cen-

tury government buildings receding to a vanishing 

point, glassy canals and towering cloudscapes just 

arrived from the Baltic Sea. The layout makes a 

grand backdrop, and the revolution was the climac-

tic event it served as a backdrop for. 
A taxi dropped me beside the Fontanka Canal at Nevskii  Prospekt, where my 

friend Luda has an apartment in a building on the corner. Luda and I met 18 years 

ago, when Russian friends who had known her in school introduced us. I rented 

one of several apartments she owns in the city for a few months in 2000 and 

2001. We became friends despite lack of a common language; with my primitive 

but slowly improving Russian and her kind tolerance of it, we made do. Now I 

often stay with her when I’m in the city.

When we fi rst knew each other Luda worked for the local government and was 

paid so little that, she said, she would be able to visit the States only if she went a 

the sake of national honor, and for their 

allies, some of whom have lent Russia 

money. Russia also hopes to receive as 

a war prize the Straits of Bosporus and 

the Dardanelles, which it has long de-

sired. But the soldiers and common peo-

ple see the idiocy of the endless, static 

struggle, and the unfair share they bear 

in it, and they want peace.

The absence of enough men to bring 

in the harvests, plus a shortage of rail-

road cars, plus an unusually cold win-

ter, lead to a lack of bread in Petrograd. 

In February many city residents are 

starving. Women take to the streets 

and march on stores and bakeries 

crying the  one word: “Khleb!” Bread! 

Striking workers from Petrograd’s 

huge factories, like the Putilov Works, 

which employs 40,000 men, join the 

disturbances. The czar’s government 

does not know what to do. Day after day 

in February the marches go on. Finally 

the czar orders the military to suppress 

the demonstrations. People are killed. 

But now, unlike in 1905, the soldiers 

have little to lose. They do not want to 

shoot; many of the marchers are young 

peasants like themselves, who have re-

cently come to the city to work in the 

factories. And nothing awaits the sol-

diers except being sent to the front.  

So, one after another, Petrograd reg-

iments mutiny and join the throngs on 

the streets. Suddenly the czar’s govern-

ment can fi nd no loyal troops willing to 

move against the demonstrators. Tak-

ing stock, Nicholas’ ministers and gen-

erals inform him that he has no choice 

but to abdicate for the good of the coun-

try. On March 2 he complies, with brief 

complications involving his son and 

brother, neither of whom succeeds him. 

Near-chaos ensues. In the vacuum, 

power is split between two new insti-

tutions: the Provisional Government, 

a cabinet of Duma ministers who at-

tempt to manage the country’s aff airs 

while waiting for the fi rst meeting of 

the Constituent Assembly, a nation-

wide representative body scheduled to 

convene in the fall; and the Petrograd 

Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Dep-

uties, a somewhat amorphous collec-

tion of groups with fl uid memberships 
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year without eating or drinking. Then she met a rich Russian-American, married 

him and moved to his house in Livingston, New Jersey, about ten miles from 

us. After her husband died she stayed in the house by herself. I saw her often, 

and she came to visit us for dinner. The house eventually went to her husband’s 

children, and now she divides her time between St. Petersburg and Miami. I have 

more phone numbers for her than for anyone else in my address book. 

Her Nevskii apartment’s mid-city location is good for my purposes because 

when I’m in St. Petersburg I walk all over, sometimes 15 miles or more in a day. One 

morning, I set out for the Finland Station, on the north side of the Neva, across the 

Liteynyi  Bridge from the city’s central district. The stroll takes about 20 minutes. 

As you approach the station, you see, on the square in front, a large statue of Lenin, 

speaking from atop a stylized armored car. One hand holds the lapel of his great-

coat, the other arm extends full length, gesturing rhetorically. This is your basic 

and seminal Lenin statue. The Finlandskii Voksal   enters the story in April of 1917. 

It’s where the world-shaking, cataclysmic part of the Russian Revolution begins.

MOST OF THE HARD-CORE PROFESSIONAL REVOLUTIONARIES did not participate in 

the February Revolution, having been earlier locked up, exiled or chased abroad by 

the czar’s police. (That may be why the vain and fl ighty Alexander Kerensky rose 

to power so easily after February: The major-leaguers had not yet taken the fi eld.)

Lenin was living in Zurich, where he and his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, had 

rented a small, disagreeable room. Awaiting developments, Lenin kept company 

with other expatriate Socialists, directed the Petrograd Bolsheviks by mail and 

telegram, and spent time in the public library. He did not hear of the czar’s abdica-

tion until some time after the fact. A Polish Socialist stopped by and brought news 

of revolution in Russia in the middle of the day, just after Krupskaya had fi nished 

washing the lunch dishes. Immediately Lenin grew al-

most frantic with desire to get back to Petrograd. His 

wife laughed at his schemes of crossing the intervening 

borders disguised as a speech- and hearing-impaired 

Swede, or of somehow obtaining an airplane.

Leon Trotsky, who would become the other major 

Bolshevik of the revolution, was then living in (of all 

places) the Bronx. With his wife and two young sons 

he had recently moved into a building that off ered an 

elevator, garbage chute, telephone and other up-to-date 

conveniences the family enjoyed. Trotsky hailed the 

February Revolution as a  historic development and be-

gan to make arrangements for a trans-Atlantic voyage.

Both Trotsky and Lenin had won fame by 1917. Lenin’s 

Bolshevik Party, which emerged from the Russian So-

cial-Democratic Labor Party  in 1903, after splitting with 

the more moderate Mensheviks, kept its membership to 

a small group of dedicated followers. Lenin believed that the Bolsheviks must com-

promise with nobody. Since 1900, he had lived all over Europe, spending more time 

outside Russia than in it, and emphasized the international aspect of the proletariat 

revolution. Lenin wrote articles for Socialist journals and he published books; many 

devotees knew of him from his writings. Trotsky also wrote, but he was a fl ashier 

type and kept a higher public profi le. Born Lev Davidovich Bronstein in the  Ukraine, 

he had starred in the 1905 Revolution: At only 26 he organized a Soviet of Workers’ 

Deputies that lasted for 50 days before the government crushed it.  

Lenin’s return to Russia required weeks of arrangements. Through German 

contacts he and a party of other exiled revolutionaries received permission to go 

by train via Germany, whose government encouraged the idea in the hope that 

Lenin and his colleagues would make a mess of Russia and thereby help Ger-

many win the war. In pursuit of their 

political ends Lenin and the Bolshe-

viks acted as German agents and their 

policy of “revolutionary defeatism” 

strengthened the enemy. They went on 

to receive tens of millions of German 

marks in aid before the Kaiser’s gov-

ernment collapsed with the German 

defeat, although that collusion would 

not be confi rmed until later. 

The last leg of Lenin’s homeward 

journey led through Finland. Finally, 

at just after 11 on the night of April 16, 

he arrived in Petrograd at the Finland 

Station. In all the iconography of So-

viet Communism few events glow as 

brightly as this transfi guring arrival. 

Lenin and his fellows assumed they 

would be arrested upon stepping off  

the train. Instead, they were met by a 

band playing “The Marseillaise,” sail-

ors standing in ranks at attention, fl oral 

garlands, a crowd of thousands and a 

searchlight sweeping its beam through 

the night. The president of the Petro-

grad Soviet, a Menshevik, welcomed 

Lenin with a condescending speech and 

reminded him that all Socialists now 

had to work together. Lenin listened 

abstractedly, looking around and toy-

ing with a bouquet of red roses someone 

had given him. When he responded, his 

words “cracked like a whip in the face 

In 1998, the remains of Nicholas 

II and his family were reinterred 

inside the Peter and Paul Cathe-

dral, where they joined the tombs 

of their Romanov ancestors.
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of the ‘revolutionary democracy,’ ”  ac-

cording to one observer. Turning to the 

crowd, Lenin said, 

Dear Comrades, soldiers, 

sailors, and workers! 

I am happy to greet in your 

persons the victorious Russian 

revolution, and to greet you as 

the vanguard of the worldwide 

proletarian army . . . the hour 

is not far distant when at the 

call of our comrade Karl Lieb-

knecht, the people of Germany 

will turn their arms against 

their own capitalist exploit-

ers . . . The worldwide Social-

ist revolution has already 

dawned . . . the Russian 

revolution accomplished by 

you has prepared the way 

and opened a new epoch. 

Long live the worldwide 

Socialist revolution!

A member of the Petrograd Soviet 

named Nikolai Sukhanov, who later 

wrote a seven-volume memoir of the 

revolution, heard Lenin’s speech and 

was staggered. Sukhanov compared 

it to a bright beacon that obliterated 

everything he and the other Petro-

grad Socialists had been doing. “It was 

very interesting!” he wrote, though he 

hardly agreed with it. I believe it af-

fected him—and all of Russia, and the 

revolution, and a hundred years of sub-

sequent history—because not since Pe-

ter the Great had anyone opened dark, 

remote, closed-in Russia so forcefully 

to the rest of the world. The country 

had long thought of itself as set apart, 

the “Third Rome,” where the Orthodox 

Faith retained its original and unsul-

lied purity (the Second Rome having 

been Constantinople). But Russia had 

never spread that faith widely abroad. 

Now Lenin informed his listeners 

that they had pioneered the interna-

tional Socialist revolution, and would 

go forth into the world and proselytize 

the  masses. It was an amazing vision, 

Marxist and deeply Russian simultane-

ously, and it helped sustain the despotic 

Bolsheviks, just as building St. Peters-

burg, no matter how brutal the cost, 

drove Peter the Great 200 years before. 

After Lenin, Russia would involve itself aggressively in the aff airs of countries all 

over the world. That sense of global mission, soon corrupted to strategic meddling 

and plain troublemaking, is why America still worries about Russia today. 

Making his ascension to the pantheon complete, Lenin then went out in front of 

the station and gave a speech from atop an armored car. It is this moment that the 

statue in the plaza refers to. Presumably, the searchlight illuminated him, fi lm-noir-

ishly. As the armored car slowly drove him to Bolshevik headquarters he made more 

speeches standing on the vehicle’s hood. Items associated with this holy night have 

been preserved as relics. The steam engine that pulled the train that Lenin arrived in 

resides in a glass enclosure next to the Finland Station’s Platform Number 9. And an 

armored car said to be the same one that he rode in and made the speeches from can 

be found in an unfrequented wing of the immense Artillery Museum, not far away.
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Guards are seldom in evidence in the part of the museum where the historic 

bronevik sits permanently parked. Up close the armored car resembles a cartoon 

of a scary machine. It has two turrets, lots of rivets and hinges, fl anges for the ma-

chine guns, solid rubber tires, and a long, porcine hood, completely fl at and perfect 

for standing on. The vehicle is olive drab, made of sheet iron or steel, and it weighs 

about six tons. With no guard to stop me I rubbed its cold metal fl anks. On its side, 

large, hand-painted red letters read: VRAG KAPITALA, or “Enemy of Capital.” 

When Lenin mounted this metal beast, the symbolic connection to Peter the 

Great pulled tight. Falconet’s equestrian Peter that rears its front hooves over 

Senate Square—as it reared over the dead and wounded troops of the Decem-

brists in 1825—haunts the city forever. It’s the dread “Bronze Horseman” of the 

Pushkin poem. Gesturing dramatically from atop his armored beast-car, Lenin 

can be construed as re-enacting that 

statue, making it modernist, and con-

fi guring in his own image the recently 

deposed Russian autocracy. 

Alone with the beast in the all-but-

deserted Artillery Museum, I went over 

it again. At its back, on the lower corners 

on each side, two corkscrew-shaped 

iron appendages stuck out. I could not 

imagine what they were for. Maybe for 

attaching to something? But then why 

not use a simple metal hitch or loop? I 

still don’t know. And of course the ap-

pendages looked exactly like the tails 

of pigs. Russia is an animist country. In 

Russia all kinds of objects have spirits. 

Non-animal things are seen as animals, 

and often the works of men and women 

are seen as being identical with the men 

and women themselves. This native an-

imism will take on special importance 

in the case of Lenin.

BOLSHEVIK HEADQUARTERS OCCUPIED 

one of the city’s fanciest mansions, 

which the revolutionaries had expro-

priated from its owner, a ballerina 

named Matilda Kshesinskaya. Malice 

aforethought may be assumed, because 

Kshes inskaya had a thing for Roma-

novs. After a performance when she was 

17, she met Nicholas, the future czar, 

and they soon began an aff air that lasted 

for a few years, until Alexander III died. 

Nicholas then ascended the throne 

and married the German princess Alix 

of Hesse (thenceforth to be known as 

Empress Alexandra Feodorovna). After 

Nicholas, the ballerina moved on to his 

father’s fi rst cousin, Grand Duke Sergei 

Mikhailovich. During her aff air with 

that grand duke, she met another one—

Grand Duke Andrei Vladimirovich, 

Nicholas’ fi rst cousin. They also began 

an aff air. Such connections helped her 

to get good roles in the Imperial Bal-

let, although, in fairness, critics also 

regarded her as an outstanding dancer.

Whom she knew came in handy 

during the hard days of the war. In the 

The courtyard of the Peter and 

Paul Fortress, St. Petersburg’s 

original citadel and, in the early 

years of Bolshevik rule, a prison 

complex and execution ground. 
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previous winter the British ambassador, 

Sir George Buchanan, had been unable 

to fi nd coal to heat his embassy. He even 

asked the head of the Russian Navy, who 

said there was none. While out on a walk 

with the French ambassador, Buchanan 

happened to see four military lorries at 

Kshesinskaya’s house and a squad of 

soldiers unloading sacks of coal. “Well, 

if that isn’t a bit too thick!” Buchanan re-

marked. Good contacts kept her a step 

ahead of events in 1917. Warned, Kshes-

inskaya fled with her more portable 

valuables before the Bolsheviks arrived. 

Later she and her son and Grand Duke 

Andrei emigrated to Paris, where she ran 

a ballet school and lived to be almost 100 

years old. A movie, Matilda, based on her 

aff air with Nicholas, is due to be released 

in Russia on October 25, 2017. Admirers 

of Nicholas have sought to ban it, argu-

ing that it violates his privacy.

The mansion, an example of the 

school known as Style Moderne, won a 

prize for the best building facade in St. 

Petersburg from the City Duma in 1910, 

the year after its construction. It sits 

on a corner near Trinity Square, and 

from a second-story French window a 

balcony with decorative wrought-iron 

grillwork extends above the street. In 

Soviet times the mansion became the 

Museum of the October Revolution, 

said to be confusing for its many omis-

sions, such as not showing any pictures 

of Trotsky. Today the building houses 

the Museum of Russian Political His-

tory, which tells the story of the revolu-

tion in clear and splendid detail, using 

text, photos, fi lm, sounds and objects.

I have spent hours going through its 

displays, but my favorite part of the 

museum is the balcony. I stand and 

stare at it from the sidewalk. Upon 

his arrival from the Finland Station, 

Lenin made a speech from this bal-

cony. By then he had grown hoarse. 

Sukhanov, who had followed the ar-

mored car’s procession, could not 

tear himself away. The crowd did not 

necessarily like what it heard, and a 

soldier near Sukhanov, interpreting 

Lenin’s internationalist sentiments 

as pro-German, said that he should be 

bayoneted—a reminder that although 

“Bolshevik” meant, roughly, “one of the majority,” not many ordinary Russians, 

or a majority of Socialists, or even all Bolsheviks, shared Lenin’s extreme views. 

Lenin gave other speeches from the balcony during the three months more 

that the Bolsheviks used the mansion. Photographs show him speaking from it, 

and it appears in Socialist Realist paintings. A plaque notes the balcony’s revo-

lutionary role, but both plaque and subject are above eye level, and no passersby 

stop to look. In fact, aside from the pope’s balcony in Rome, this may be the most 

consequential balcony in history. Today the ground where the listeners stood 

holds trolley-bus tracks, and cables supporting the overhead electric wires at-

tach to bolts in the wall next to the balcony. 

I can picture Lenin: hoarse, gesticulating, smashing the universe with his 

incisive, unstoppable words; below him, the sea of upturned faces. Today an au-

dience would not have much room to gather here, with the trolley buses, and the 

fence enclosing a park just across the street. Like a formerly famous celebrity, 

this small piece of architecture has receded into daily life, and speeches made 

from balconies no longer rattle history’s windowpanes.

IN THE ENORMOUS THREE-RING SHOUTING MATCH and smoke-fi lled debating soci-

ety that constituted revolutionary Petrograd during the months after the czar’s 

removal, nobody picked the Bolsheviks to win. You had parties of every political 

ilk, from far left to far right, and schismatic groups within them, such as the So-

cial-Democratic Labor Party’s less radical wing (the Mensheviks); another power-

ful party, the Socialist-Revolutionaries, had split contentiously into Left SR’s and 

Right SR’s. Added to these were many other parties, groups and factions—conser-

vatives, populists, moderates, peasant delegations, workers’ committees, soldiers’ 

committees, Freemasons, radicalized sailors, Cossacks, constitutional monar-

chists, wavering Duma members. Who knew what would come out of all that?

Under Lenin’s direction the Bolsheviks advanced through the confusion by 

stealth, lies, coercion, subterfuge and fi nally violence. All they had was hard-fi xed 

conviction and a leader who had never been elected or appointed to any public 

offi  ce. Offi  cially, Lenin was just the chairman of the “Central Committee of the 

Russian Social-Democratic Labor Party (Bolsheviks),” as their banner read.

The dominant fi gure of Alexander Kerensky, a popular young lawyer, bestrode 

these days like a man with one foot on a dock and the other on a leaky skiff . He 

came from the city of Simbirsk, where his family knew the Ulyanovs. His father 

had taught Lenin in high school. Kerensky had defended revolutionaries in court 

and sometimes moved crowds to frenzy with his speeches. As the vice chairman 

of the Petrograd Soviet and, simultaneously, the minister of war (among other 

offi  ces) in the Provisional Government, he held unique importance. Dual gov-

ernment, that practical implausibility, embodied itself in him.

Some participants in the Russian Revolution could not get the fate of the 

French Revolution out of their heads, and Kerensky was among them. When 

spring moved toward summer, he ordered a new, make-or-break off ensive in the 

war, and soon mass demonstrations for peace boiled over again in Petrograd. The 

Bolsheviks, seeing advantage, tried to seize power by force in April and again in 

early July, but Kerensky had enough troops to shut these tentative coup attempts 

down. Also, Lenin’s traitorous connection to the Germans had begun to receive 

public attention. Concerned about being arrested or lynched, he hurried back to 

Finland. But Kerensky felt only contempt for the Bolsheviks. Thinking of Napo-

leon’s rise, he mainly dreaded a counterrevolution from the right. 

This predisposition caused him to panic in August while trying to keep the war go-

ing and supply himself with loyal troops in the capital. After giving ill-considered and 

contradictory orders that caused one general, fearing arrest, to shoot himself, Keren-

sky then accused the commanding general, Lavr Kornilov, of mutiny. Kornilov, who 

had not, in fact, mutinied, became enraged by the charge and decided to mutiny for 
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real. He marched on Petrograd, where a new military force, the Red Guards, awaited 

him. This ad-hoc people’s militia of young workers and former Russian Army soldiers 

carried weapons liberated in the February mutinies. Rallied by the Bolsheviks, the 

Red Guards stopped Kornilov before he reached the capital. The Kornilov episode 

strengthened the Bolsheviks’ credibility and destroyed Kerensky’s support among 

the regular military. Now he would not have an army when he needed one.

With Lenin in hiding, Trotsky kept the Bolsheviks on message with their 

promise of “Bread, Peace, and Land.” The fi rst two watchwords were self-explan-

atory, and the third went back to a hope the peasants had nourished since before 

emancipation in the 19th century. Their wish that all privately held lands would 

be distributed to the smaller farmers ran deep. The slogan’s simplicity had an 

appeal; none of the promises would be fulfi lled, but at least the party knew what 

people wanted to hear. In September, for the fi rst time, the Bolsheviks won a 

majority of seats in the Petrograd Soviet. Responding to perceived threats from 

“Kornilovites” and other enemies of the revolution, the Petrograd Soviet also 

established its Military Revolutionary Committee, or MRC. For the Bolsheviks, 

this put an armed body of men offi  cially at their command.

Lenin sneaked back from Finland but remained out of sight. Kerensky now 

held the titles of both prime minister and commander in chief, but had lost most 

of his power. The country drifted, waiting for the Second All-Russian Congress 

of Soviets that was set to meet in October, and beyond that, for the promised 

fi rst gathering of the Constituent Assembly. Both these bodies would consider 

the question of how Russia was to be governed. Lenin knew that no better time 

for a takeover would ever present itself. He wanted to act quickly so as to hand 

the upcoming assemblies a fait accompli. Through the night of October 10, in the 

apartment of a supporter, Lenin argued with the other 11 members of the party’s 

Central Committee who were there. Relentlessly, he urged an immediate armed 

takeover. Several of the dissenters thought he was moving too fast. 

By morning the committee voted in his favor, 10 to 2.

One can read about these events in Sukhanov’s
The Russian Revolution 1917: A Personal Record (a 

good abridgment came out in 1984); or in Richard 

Pipes’ classic, The Russian Revolution; or in Ed-

mund Wilson’s fascinating intellectual history, To 

the Finland Station; or in Trotsky’s extensive writ-

ings on the subject; or in many other books. For the 

coup itself I rely on my hero, John Reed.

I fi rst became swept up in the story of the Russian

Revolution when I read Reed’s land-

mark eyewitness account, Ten Days 

That Shook the World. Reed went to 

Harvard, class of 1910, and joined the 

humor magazine, the Lampoon. He 

had the college-boy hair of that era, 

the kind that went up and back, in 

waves—Mickey Rooney hair. None of 

the fancier clubs asked him to join, 

and I wouldn’t wonder if the pain of 

that, for a young man whose family 

had some standing in far-off  Portland, 

Oregon, didn’t help make him a revo-

lutionary. When I joined the Lampoon, 

59 years later, a member pointed out to 

me the building’s stained-glass win-

dow in memory of Reed. It shows a sil-

ver hammer and sickle above Reed’s 

name and year, on a Communist-red 

background. Supposedly the window 

had been a gift from the Soviet Union. 

The strangeness of it gave me shivers. 

At that stage of the Cold War, Russian 

missiles were shooting down Ameri-

can jets in Vietnam. How had this man 

come to be revered by the other side?

Reed dwelt in romance. Everything 

he did had style. In college he cut a wide 

swath, leading the cheers at football 

games, writing plays, publishing poetry 

and tossing off  grand gestures, like hop-

ping a ship for Bermuda during spring 

break and returning to campus late and 

getting in trouble with the dean. Three 

years after graduation he was riding 

with Poncho Villa’s rebels in Mexico. 

Insurgent Mexico, the book he wrote 

about the experience, made him famous 

at 27. When the First World War started 

he decamped to Europe. On a tour of 

the front lines he somehow managed 

to cross over to the entrenchments of 

the Germans, where, at the invitation 

of a German offi  cer, he fi red a couple 

of shots in the direction of the French. 

When he returned to New York, news 

of this exploit got out, and afterward the 

French quite understandably refused to 

let him back into France.

So he made his next trip to the East-

ern Front instead. The journey brought 

him to Russia, and to a passion for the 

country that would determine the rest 

of his life. In his 1916 book The War in 

Eastern Europe, Reed wrote:
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The Winter Palace, completed in 

1762, was the fourth royal palace 

the Romanovs built on the spot.
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[Russia is]  an original 

civilization that spreads by its 

own power . . . And it takes hold 

of the minds of men because 

it is the most comfortable, 

the most liberal way of life. 

Russian ideas are the most 

exhilarating, Russian thought 

the freest, Russian art the 

most exuberant; Russian food 

and drink are to me the best, 

and Russians themselves are, 

perhaps, the most interesting 

human beings that exist.

Yikes! As an intermittent suff erer of 

this happy delusion myself, I only note 

that it may lead a person astray. In 1917, 

paying close attention to events, Reed 

knew he had to return to Russia. He 

arrived in Petrograd in September, not 

long after the Kornilov mutiny. (With 

him was his wife, the writer Louise Bry-

ant.) What he saw around him thrilled 

him. He had participated in strikes and 

protests in the U.S., gone to jail, and 

shared in the hope of an international 

socialist revolution. “In the struggle my 

sympathies were not neutral,” he wrote 

in the preface to Ten Days. With the 

unsleeping strength of youth he went 

everywhere in Petrograd and saw all 

he could. By limiting a vast historical 

movement to what he experienced over 

just a short period (in fact, a span some-

what longer than ten days), he allowed 

his focus to get up-close and granular. 

St. Petersburg has not changed 

much from when it was revolutionary 

Petrograd. The Bolsheviks’ move of 

the government to Moscow in 1918 ex-

empted the former capital from a lot of 

tearing-down and rebuilding; becom-

ing a backwater had its advantages. In 

places where Reed stood you can still 

picture how it looked to him. He wrote:

What a marvelous sight to 

see Putilovsky Zavod [the 

Putilov Factory] pour out its 

forty thousand to listen to 

Social Democrats, Socialist 

Revolutionaries, anarchists, 

anybody, whatever they had to 

say, as long as they would talk!

Today that factory is called Kirovsky 

Zavod and it has its own metro station 

of that name, on the red line, southeast of the city center. Photographs from 1917 

show the factory with a high wall along it and big crowds of people on the street 

in front. Now the wall and the factory’s main gate are almost the same as then. 

Next to the gate a big display highlights some of what is built here—earthmovers, 

military vehicles, atomic reactor parts. The factory wall, perhaps 15 feet high, 

runs for half a mile or more next to the avenue that adjoins it. Traffi  c speeds 

close by; no large crowds of workers could listen to speakers here. Like many of 

the public spaces important in the revolution this one now belongs to vehicles.

At a key moment in the Bolsheviks’ takeover, Reed watched the army’s armored-car 

drivers vote on whether to support them. The meeting took place in the Mikhailovsky 

Riding School, also called the Manège, a huge indoor space where “some two thousand 

dun-colored soldiers” listened as speakers took turns arguing from atop an armored 

car and the soldiers’ sympathies swung back and forth. Reed observes the listeners: 

Never have I seen men trying so hard to understand, to decide. 

They never moved, stood staring with a sort of terrible intentness at 

the speaker, their brows wrinkled with the eff ort of thought, sweat 

standing out on their foreheads; great giants of men with the innocent 

clear eyes of children and the faces of epic warriors.

Finally the Bolshevik military leader, N.V. Krylenko, his voice cracking with 

fatigue, gives a speech of such passion that he collapses into waiting arms at the 

end. A vote is called: those in favor to one side; those opposed, to the other. In a 

rush almost all the soldiers surge to the Bolshevik side.

The building where this happened is on Manège Square; Luda’s apartment is 

just around the corner. Today the former riding academy has become the Zimnoi   

Stadion, the Winter Stadium, home to hockey matches, skating competitions and 

non-ice events like track meets. The last time I saw it the nearby streets were fi lled 

with parents and little kids carrying balloon animals and other circus souvenirs.  

I think of the scene from Reed’s book whenever I pass by. He caught the details, 

large and small—the dreary, rainy November weather, with darkness coming at 3 

in the afternoon; the posters and notices and manifestoes covering the city’s walls; 

the soldier who was putting up some of the notices; and the little boy who followed 

behind him, with a bucket of paste. And the mud. Reed observed it on greatcoats, 

boots, fl oors, stairways. I have often marveled at the big patches of mud that sud-

denly appear in the middle of completely paved St. Petersburg avenues. Then I re-

member the swamp the city was built on. The February Revolution happened in the 

snow, but in swampy Russia, the glorious October Revolution happened in the mud.

TEN DAYS THAT SHOOK THE WORLD IS A RARE EXAMPLE OF A BOOK that is better for 

being more complicated. Reed could have spared his readers the eff ort of fi guring out 

who was who among (as he put it) “the multiplicity of Russian organizations—po-

 litical groups, Committees and Central Committees, Soviets, Dumas, and Unions.” 

Instead he begins the book with a detailed list, including the sub-distinctions among 

them. It’s like a speed bump to slow the reader down, but it’s also respectful. The care 

he took kept his book alive even after Soviet censors banned it during the Stalin era. 

(Stalin has basically no role in Ten Days and his name appears only twice.)

The book returned to publication during the Khrushchev period, after Sta-

lin’s death, though even then it was not much read. Boris Kolonitsky, a leading 

historian of the revolution, found his vocation when he happened on a copy of 

the book at the age of 14. Today Kolonitsky is fi rst vice-rector and professor of 

history at the European University at St. Petersburg, and has been a visiting pro-

fessor at Yale, Princeton and the University of Illinois. I met him at his university 

offi  ce in a building near the Kutuzov Embankment of the Neva.

Kolonitsky looks like a professor, with a beard and round glasses and quick, 

dark-blue eyes, and his jacket and tie reinforce a courteous, formal manner. I 

asked how he had first discovered Reed’s book.
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“I was born in Leningrad, my early schooling was here, and I graduated from 

the history department of the Hertzen State Pedagogical University in Lenin-

grad,” he said. “So I am a Leningrad animal from a long way back, you might 

say. The fact that Reed’s book takes place mostly in this city made a connection 

for me. I fi rst read it when I was in middle school, and of course at that time it 

was impossible not to know the Soviet story of the glorious October—the volley 

from the cruiser Aurora, the storming of the Winter Palace and so forth. For me 

reading Reed was very much a cultural shock. Suddenly here before me was a 

complicated and contradictory story. Reed was greatly in sympathy with the Bol-

sheviks but also a very good journalist, 

and his picture is multidimensional, 

not just black and white—or Red and 

White. Trotsky, for example, who had 

become a nonperson, is vivid in the 

book. Also the opponents of the Bolshe-

viks were much more complicated than 

in Soviet iconography. Later, when I 

became a teacher (still in Soviet times), M
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Paint the Town Red
From St. Petersburg to Petrograd, Leningrad and back, the 
revolutionary city is a living palimpsest of Russian history

RESEARCH BY DAVID LOVETT • MAP BY GUILBERT GATES
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Peter and Paul

Fortress

The city’s fi rst 

structure held 

prisoners includ-

ing Dostoyevsky, 

Trotsky and many 

czarists. Its great 

cathedral holds the 

Romanov tombs. 

Mariinsky

Theatre

Still among Rus-

sia’s pre-eminent 

theaters for op-

era and ballet, it 

premiered works 

by giants such as 

Tchaikovsky and 

Prokofi ev.  

Menshikov

Palace

Among the oldest 

buildings in the city, 

completed in 1720, 

it’s now a part of the 

Hermitage Museum 

devoted to Russian 

life at the time of 

Peter the Great.

Smolny

Institute

Bolshevik head-

quarters during the 

October coup, it’s 

where Lenin declared 

victory. It now 

houses the city 

government of 

St. Petersburg.

Senate Square

Site of Falconet’s 

Bronze Horseman 

statue. The square 

was renamed for 

the Decembrists, 

who revolted here, 

in 1925, before it 

was switched back 

in 2008.  

Mikhailovsky

Riding School

The enormous hall 

where the army’s 

powerful armored 

car division decided 

to join the Bolshe-

viks. Today, as the 

Winter Stadium, it 

contains an ice rink.

Artillery

Museum

Dating to the 18th 

century, it houses 

more than 850,000 

artifacts, from 15th- 

century bronze can-

nons to the armored 

car Lenin mounted 

at Finland Station. 

Winter 

Palace

Now one of several 

buildings that make 

up the Hermitage, 

it was an imperial 

palace for 150 years 

and the seat of the 

Provisional Govern-

ment until the coup. 

Kshesinskaya

Mansion

Bolshevik head-

quarters for several 

months in 1917, it 

became a museum 

in 1957. In 1991 it 

was renamed the 

Museum of Russian 

Political History. 

City

Duma

The prerevolution-

ary government 

building has served 

such varied pur-

poses as a train 

ticket offi  ce, a bank 

and a children’s 

philharmonic. 

Finland

Station

The site of Lenin’s 

triumphant return 

from exile still dis-

plays the train he 

rode in on. In 2009, 

a bomb blasted a 

hole in the Lenin 

statue outside. 

Zamensky

Square

The site of the fi rst 

violence of Febru-

ary 1917 is today 

called Uprising 

Square. Marked by 

a busy metro stop, 

it’s one of the city’s 

major hubs. 

Tauride

Palace

Once the seat of both

the Petrograd So-

viet and Provisional 

Government. Today 

it’s the main offi  ce 

of IPA CIS, a con-

federation of former 

Soviet republics. 

Putilov Factory

(not seen on map)

Its workers’ strike 

in February 1917 

helped kick off  the 

revolution, and it was 

a key meeting point 

all year. Now a man-

ufacturing plant for 

military equipment.
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I assigned this book to my students and 

they came back to me with their eyes 

wide and said, ‘Boris Ivanovich, this is 

an anti-Soviet book!’ ” 

I mentioned Reed’s courage. “Yes, 

at one point in the book they are going 

to shoot him on the spot!” Kolonitsky 

said. “He is near the front at Tsarskoe 

Selo”—a village about 15 miles south 

of Petrograd—“where the Whites are 

making an attack, and he becomes se-

parated from the soldiers who brought 

him; and then other Red Guards, who 

are illiterate, cannot read the journa-

list’s pass he has from the Bolshevik lea-

dership, and they tell him to stand by a 

wall, and suddenly he realizes they are 

about to shoot him. He persuades them 

to fi nd someone who can read.”

“And afterward he does not make 

any big production about it,” I said. “He 

just goes on reporting.”

“It was not a rational time, not a con-

scious time,” Kolonitsky said. “Reed did 

not speak much Russian and what sur-

rounded him often was simply chaos.”

I had noticed, at the Museum of Rus-

sian Political History, that Kolonitsky 

was scheduled to lecture on “Rumor in 

Revolutionary Petrograd in October of 

1917.” I asked about his work on rumor 

and the popular culture of the revolution.

“Well, this subject had not been 

too much written on before. Rumor 

and street culture—jokes, postcards, 

sayings, bawdy plays performed in sa-

loons—changed the image of the czar 

and the czarina, desacralized them, 

before and during the war. Empress 

Alexandra’s dependence on Rasputin, 

the so-called crazed monk, had cata-

strophic consequences. Tales of the 

czarina’s debauchery with Rasputin 

(completely untrue), and rumors of the 

czar’s impotence, and her supposed sa-

botage of the war eff ort because she was 

born in Germany, all undermined the 

Romanovs, until fi nally nobody could be 

too sad when the monarchy went away. 

People sent each other erotic postcards 

of the czarina with Rasputin, audiences 

howled laughing at plays about his sup-

posed sexual power. It resembled mo-

dern defamation by social media, and 

it did great damage. I call it the ‘tragic 

erotics’ of Nicholas’ reign. If you loved Russia you were obliged to love your 

czar. People were saying, ‘I know I must love my czar, but I cannot.’ ”

He went on, “Rumor also had a very big role in October of 1917, of 

course. Kerensky, whom many people almost worshiped, was damaged 

by rumors about his aff air with his wife’s cousin, or about his fantasies 

of his own greatness, or his supposed plan to abandon Petrograd to the 

Germans. Many such rumors spread through the crowds on the streets. 

It caused a highly unstable atmosphere.”  

EVERYBODY KNEW THAT THE BOLSHEVIKS WERE PLANNING an overthrow. In the 

Duma, Kerensky reassured its members that the state had suffi  cient force to 

counter any Bolshevik action. Reed obtained an interview with Trotsky, who 



October 2017 | SMITHSONIAN.COM   65

told him that the government had become helpless. “Only by the concerted action 

of the popular mass,” Trotsky said, “only by the victory of proletarian dictatorship, 

can the Revolution be achieved and the people saved”—that is, a putsch would come 

soon. The Bolshevik-run Military Revolutionary Committee began making demands 

for greater control of the army, and the Petrograd garrison promised to support the 

MRC. In response, Kerensky ordered loyal army units to occupy key points in the city. 

Lenin, who had not appeared in public since July, narrowly escaped arrest as he 

made his way in disguise to Bolshevik headquarters, now at the Smolny Institute, a 

vast building that had formerly housed a school for noble-born girls. In meetings of 

the Petrograd Soviet and of the long-awaited Second All-Russian Congress of So-

viets (both also housed in Smolny), and in the State Duma, thunderous arguments 

raged about the course the Bolsheviks were taking. Defending his party before 

the Petrograd Soviet, Trotsky stepped 

forward, “[h]is thin, pointed face,” Reed 

wrote, “positively Mephistophelian in 

its expression of malicious irony.” On a 

stairway at Smolny in the early morn-

ing of October 24, Reed ran into Bill 

Shatov, an American acquaintance and 

fellow Communist, who slapped him on 

the shoulder exultantly and said, “Well, 

we’re off !” Kerensky had ordered the 

suppression of the Bolsheviks’ newspa-

pers and the MRC was moving “to de-

fend the revolution.”

On that day and the next, Reed 

ranged widely. He had tickets to the bal-

let at the Mariinsky Theater—regular 

life went on in Petrograd, revolution or 

no—but he decided against using them 

because “it was too exciting out of 

 doors.”  On the night of the 25th he made 

his way to Smolny and found the build-

ing humming, with bonfi res burning 

at the gates out front, vehicles coming 

and going, and machine guns on either 

side of the main entryway, their ammu-

nition belts hanging “snake-like from 

their breeches.” Feet were pounding 

up and down Smolny’s hallways. In the 

crowded, stuff y, smoke-fi lled assem-

blies, as the arguments raged on and on, 

a deeper sound interrupted—the “dull 

shock” of cannon fi re. Civil war had 

begun. With a reporter’s instinct Reed 

ventured out again into the city. 

One morning I decided to trace part 

of the route he took that night. Leaving 

Luda’s apartment I walked the couple 

of miles to Smolny, a multi-block-long 

building that now houses St. Peters-

burg’s city government. The front of the 

pale yellow imperial structure looms 

high, and its tall, narrow windows give 

passersby a view of the interior ceilings 

and chandeliers. “The massive facade of 

Smolny blazed with light,” Reed wrote; 

and indeed from every window the 

chandeliers were shining down on the 

gloomy sidewalk I stood on. Arriving 

offi  ce workers passed by. Black limou-

sines pulled up at the inner gate, drivers 

A procession of more than 1,000 

children in Yekaterinburg marks 

the end of the school year, and is 

dedicated to the memory of the 

former imperial royal family.
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opened the back doors, and dark-suited 

men with briefcases strode through the 

security station, past the Lenin statue 

and into the building.

The immense park in front of Smolny 

is a quiet place, with asphalt pathways 

and drastically pruned trees whose 

stubby branches jut like coral. People 

walk their dogs. I saw a bulldog wearing 

a jumpsuit that had a buttoned pocket 

on one side, and a white Labrador in 

four-legged pants with the cuff s rolled up. 

When Reed came out of Smolny the 

night was chilly. “A great motor truck 

stood there, shaking to the roar of its 

engine. Men were tossing bundles into 

it, and others receiving them, with guns 

beside them.” Reed asked where they 

were going. A little workman answered, 

“Down-town—all over—everywhere!” 

Reed, with his wife, Bryant, and several 

fellow correspondents, jumped in. “The 

clutch slid home with a raking jar, the 

great car jerked forward.” They sped 

down Suvorovsky Prospekt tearing 

open the bundles and fl inging printed 

announcements that read: “TO THE 

CIT IZENS OF RUSSIA! The State 

Power has passed into the hands of the 

organ of the Petrograd Soviet of Wor-

kers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, the Mili-

tary Revolutionary Committee, which 

stands at the head of the Petrograd pro-

letariat and garrison,” and so on. The 

vehicle soon had “a tail of white papers 

fl oating and eddying out behind.”

Today Suvorovsky Prospekt pre-

sents the usual upscale urban Russian 

avenue. Reed saw bonfi res, and patrols 

gathered on the corners. Bus shelters 

featuring ads for concerts, cruises, taxi 

companies and Burger King have ta-

ken their place. His fellow passengers 

looked  out for snipers; men at check-

points stepped toward them from 

the darkness with upraised weapons. 

Now a Ralph Lauren Home store with 

window mannequins in pastels came as 

no surprise on one of the tonier blocks. 

Suvorovsky runs into Nevskii Pro-

spekt near a hub with six major streets 

 radiating from it. Reed wrote, “We turned

 into Zamensky Square, dark and almost 

deserted, careened around Trubetskoy’s 

brutal statue and swung down the wide 

Nevsky.” Today this hub is called Ploshchad Vosstaniya, Uprising Square. The “brutal 

statue” was of Alexander III on horseback. Horse and rider together evoked a hippo, 

with their breadth and squatness. Revolutionaries often used the statue’s plinth for 

an orator’s platform, and crowds gathered here; photographs of that time show the 

square teeming with people. The statue has been moved to a museum courtyard and 

an obelisk stands at the center of the square now. I wanted to see the obelisk close 

up but walking into the square is almost impossible. Endless cars and buses swirl 

around its rotary, and waist-high metal barriers keep pedestrians out.

A loudspeaker somewhere on the square was playing “It’s Beginning to Look 

a Lot Like Christmas.” Russian public spaces sometimes emit American Christ-

mas music at odd times of year, such as early March. This was my fi rst St. Peters-

burg neighborhood, back when I used to stay at the nearby Oktyabrskaya Hotel. 
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There’s a fl orist across the street from it, and I stopped to buy Luda some fl owers, 

considering some roses for 2,500 rubles but settling instead on a bouquet of 

yellow chrysanthemums for 2,000 rubles (about $30). 

Reed’s conveyance swayed and bounced along Nevskii Prospekt toward the city 

center, then slowed at a crowded bottleneck before the bridge over the Ekaterina 

Canal (now the Gribodeyeva Canal). He and his companions climbed out. A barrier 

of armed sailors was blocking the passage of a group of 300 or 400 well-dressed 

people lined up in columns of four, among whom Reed recognized Duma members, 

prominent non-Bolshevik Socialists, the mayor of Petrograd and a Russian reporter 

of Reed’s acquaintance. “Going to die in the Winter Palace!” the reporter shouted 

to him. The ministers of the Provisional Government were meeting in emergency 

session in the Winter Palace, and these unarmed citizens intended to defend the 

building with their bodies. The mayor 

and other eminences demanded that 

the sailors let them through. The sail-

ors refused. After some further arguing 

the eminences about-faced and, still in 

columns of four, marched off  in the op-

posite direction. Meanwhile Reed and 

his companions slipped by.

At Luda’s apartment, where I took a 

break on my hike, she admired the fl ow-

ers and put them in water. I explained 

that I was retracing Reed’s route during 

the night of Glorious October and asked 

her if she wanted to come along to the 

Winter Palace. She said yes, and after 

some kielbasa and tea we left. Because 

she had been sick she preferred not to 

walk. We decided to take a trolley bus. 

The Number 1 Nevskii Prospekt 

trolley bus pulled up. As we board ed, 

several dark-haired guys, all simil-

arly dressed in jackets and sweats, 

crowd  ed around and pushed and shoved 

through the door. Once inside they stood 

close to me. I couldn’t even see Luda. The 

fare lady came and I took out my wallet 

and paid my 40 rubles. The fare lady looked 

at me for a too-long moment, with a weird 

smile. The door opened at the next stop 

and the guys suddenly all crowded out, 

bumping and pushing even more. After 

they left I sat down next to Luda, wonder-

ing what that had been all about. Then I 

felt in the back pocket of my jeans. 

Losing my wallet to these thieves tem-

porarily derailed my purpose. I comple-

ted it the next day. I had been robbed of

credit cards and rubles, but not my pass-

port, which I kept in a separate pocket. 

I wished I had spent more of the  now-

va nished rubles on the fl owers. Luda, 

for her part, berated me up and down for 

being a naive, trusting, stupid American 

and moved on to criticisms of my world-

view in general. I kept silent. Some years 

ago she took care of me when I had dysen-

tery and since then she can do no wrong.

Beyond the sailors’ checkpoint, 

Reed and company got in with a throng 

that fl owed to Palace Square, ran half-

Busts of Lenin inside the archives 

of the Yeltsin Museum. Before 

joining as director, Dina Sorokina 

spent eight years at the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York.



The Church on the Blood stands 

on the spot in Yekaterinburg where 

the Romanovs were murdered.
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way  across it and sheltered behind the 

Alexan der Column in its center. Then the 

attackers rushed the rest of the distance 

to the fi rewood barricades around the 

Winter Palace, jumped over them and 

whooped when they found the guns the 

defenders had left behind. From there the 

miscellaneous assault, mostly composed 

of young Red Guards, walked into the 

building unopposed. There was no “storm-

ing” of the Winter Palace, then or earlier, 

Sergei Eisenstein’s celebratory 1928 fi lm 

notwithstanding. The building’s defen-

ders had mostly disappeared. As Reed 

went in, he saw the ministers of the Pro-

visional Government being led out under 

arrest. Kerensky was not among them; he 

had left the city the day before in search 

of loyal troops at the front.

Reed and his companions wandered  

up into the huge building, through rooms 

whose liveried attendants were saying 

helplessly, “You can’t go in there, ba-

rin! It is forbidden . . . ” Finally he 

came to the palace’s Malachite Room, 

a chamber of royal splendor, with walls 

of gold and deep-green malachite. The 

Provisional Government ministers 

had been meeting there. Reed exami-

ned the long, baize-topped table, which 

was as they had just left it:

Before each empty seat was 

pen, ink, and paper; the 

papers were scribbled over with beginnings of plans of action, rough 

drafts of proclama tions and manifestoes. Most of these were scratched 

out, as their futility became evident, and the rest of the sheet covered 

with absent-minded geometrical designs, as the writers sat despondently 

listening while Minister after Minister proposed chimerical schemes. 

An ambient crowd of soldiers grew suspicious and gathered around Reed’s small 

group, asking what they were doing there. Reed produced his pass, but again, no 

luck: The soldiers could not read. This time a savior appeared in the form of an 

MRC offi  cer whom Reed knew and who vouched for him and his companions. 

Gratefully back on the street, in the “cold, nervous night,” they stepped on broken 

pieces of stucco—the result of a brief bombardment of the palace by mutinous can-

noneers. By now it was after 3 in the morning. Along the Neva, the city was quiet, 

but elsewhere frenzied meetings were going on. Reed, sleepless, hurried to them. 

As for my own storming of the Winter Palace, I took the conventional route of 

paying the entrance fee to the Hermitage Museum, of which the palace is now 

a part. (I had the funds thanks to a loan from Luda. “Ne bespokoisya,” she said. 

“Do not disquiet yourself. I am not a poor woman.”) Following a stochastic path 

through the multitude of galleries I soon hit upon the Malachite Room, which is 

Room 189. Like many of the Hermitage’s interiors, it brims with light refl ected 

from the Neva. The river’s ice was solid except in the middle, where a procession 

of jumbled-up blue-white chunks moved slowly across the windows’ view. An 

informational sign announced that in this hall revolutionary workers and soldi-

ers “arrested members of the counterrevolutionary Provisional Government.” 

Evidently the sign’s angle of interpretation has not been recently revised.

The handles of the Malachite Room’s four sets of tall double doors are in the shape 

of bird feet, with each foot clutching a faceted sphere of red translucent stone. The 

doors were open. Holding the handles felt strange—like 

grabbing the scaly foot of a large bird that’s clutching a 

rock. The museum guard told me not to touch. She said the 

door handles were the originals. Tourists came through

in a constant stream. Nearly all were holding up their 

phones  and taking videos or photographs. Sometimes 

a tourist would stop in the middle of the room, hold the 

phone up with both hands in the air, and slowly turn in a 

circle so the video could pan the entire room. This slow, 

unself-conscious video-making rotation in the room’s 

center with arms upstretched happened over and over, 

a new century’s new dance.

When daylight arrived on the morning after the take-

over, Reed took note of the dueling posters all over the 

city. An order from Kerensky denounced “this insane 

attempt of the Bolsheviki [to] place the country on the 

verge of a precipice” and called on all army personnel 

and other offi  cials to remain at their posts. A placard of Bolshevik origin ordered 

the army to arrest Kerensky. A group called the Committee for the Salvation of the 

Fatherland, recently created, rallied citizens to resist the Bolsheviks’ “indescri-

bable crime against the fatherland.” At a session of the Duma, the mayor of Petro-

grad decried the coup’s imposition of “Government by the bayonet,” an accurate 

description that off ended the Bolshevik delegates and caused them to walk out. 

The Congress of Soviets, which the party had packed with its own people, sched-

uled a meeting at Smolny. Beforehand many Bolsheviks said they should agree to 

go along with the other Socialist parties because too many people were against 

them. Lenin and Trotsky declared they would not give an inch. At 8:40 in the 

evening, Lenin entered the Congress to a “thundering wave of cheers.” (In Ten 

Days, this is the fi rst time he appears in person.) Reed noted his shabby clothes 

A portrait by a local artist of the 

last czar’s son, Alexei, in military 

dress at a museum in Yekaterin-

burg. Beside it hangs the “Impe-

rial Standard” Russian fl ag. 
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and too-long trousers but praised his shrewdness, powers of analysis, “intellectual 

audacity” and ability to explain complicated ideas.

Lenin took the stage, gripped the edge of the reading stand and waited for the 

long ovation to die down. Then he said, “We shall now proceed to construct the 

Socialist order!” That evening and into the next morning, with the Congress of 

Soviets’ enthusiastic approval, the Bolsheviks began to put in place the basic 

system by which they would rule unchallenged for the next seven decades.

In 1967, a New York Times editorial titled
“Russia’s Next Half-Century” congratulated the So-

viet Union for becoming “one of the world’s foremost 

economic, scientifi c, and military powers.” The Times

said it looked forward to a prosperous future for the 

country, but added, “Russia’s leaders, surveying the 

changes of fi fty hectic years, surely understand that 

the vision of a monolithic, uniform world—whether 

Communist or capitalist—is a fantasy.” 

I wonder if any readers of this editorial stopped and asked themselves: “fi fty hectic  

years”? Was “hectic” really the right word for the Soviet state’s fi rst half-century? 

In December 1917, little more than a month after the coup, Lenin established the 

department of secret police, called the Cheka. Its name, from Chrezvychaina Kom-

missia—Emergency Committee—would change through the years, to GPU, to NKVD, 

to KGB, to FSK, to today’s FSB. When the Cheka was founded, its purpose was to 

persuade white-collar employees, specifi cally bankers, who hated the Bolsheviks, 

to cooperate  with administrative measures of the new government. The Cheka’s 

mission and mandate soon expanded enormously. Its fi rst leader, Felix Dzerzhinsky, 

earned a reputation for implacable fi erceness, along with the nickname “Iron Felix.”

Some years ago, I slightly knew the art critic Leo Steinberg, who happened to be 

the son of I.N. Steinberg, the fi rst People’s Commissar of Justice in the Bolshevik 

regime. By way of Leo, I received a copy of his father’s book, In the Workshop of 

the Revolution, which describes Steinberg’s attempts to preserve rule of law in 

the Cheka’s policing methods during the government’s early period. Once, when 

he heard that Dzerzhinsky planned to execute an imprisoned offi  cer without trial 

for possessing a gun, Steinberg and a colleague rushed to fi nd Lenin and have 

Dzerzhinsky stopped. Lenin was at Smolny, in a meeting of the party’s Central 

Committee. They summoned him from it and urgently explained the situation. At 

fi rst Lenin could not understand what they were upset about. When it fi nally sank 

in, his face became distorted with rage. “Is this the important matter for which you 

called me from serious business?” he demanded. “Dzerzhinsky wants to shoot an 

offi  cer? What of it? What else would you 

do with these counter-revolutionaries?”

Lenin saw the world as divided bet-

ween allies and enemies. The latter had to 

be suppressed or killed. Even before their 

takeover, the Bolsheviks had promised to 

safeguard the elections for the Consti-

tuent Assembly, which the Provisional 

Government had set for November. Af-

ter the coup the election went forward. 

Forty-four million Russians voted, and 

the elected delegates showed up in Petro-

grad in early January 1918. Unfortunately 

for the Bolsheviks, their candidates had 

lost badly. Lenin’s government called for 

new elections. Then it ordered troops to 

disperse a crowd of perhaps 50,000 who 

marched in support of the assembly. The 

soldiers opened fi re on the demonstra-

tors, killing eight or more. Russian  troops 

had not shot unarmed  demonstrators 

since the February Revolution. The next 

day the new government closed the as-

sembly permanently. This was the Bol-

sheviks’ third month in power.

Ex-czar Nicholas and his family, un-

der house arrest since soon after his 

abdication, had been moved to Yeka-

terinburg, a thousand miles east of Pe-

trograd. The Provisional Government 

had treated him decently, and Kerensky 

thought he and his family would be sa-

fer far away from the capital. But the 

Bolshevik coup spelled their end. After 

civil war broke out and White Army 

 forces began to approach Yekaterin-

burg, Lenin decided that Nicholas must 

be killed. On the night of July 16, 1918, 

an execution squad of maybe a dozen 

men gathered the seven Romanovs, 

their doctor, and three servants in the 

basement of the house where they were 

being held. Early the next morning the 

executioners slaughtered them all.

The pattern had been set. The secret 

police would kill whom they chose, 

Bolshevik power would be absolute, 

and violence would be used not just 

for strategic purposes but to terrify. 

The murder of the Romanovs upped 

the ante for the new government; now 

there could be no return. The ghastly 

way forward led through the grain 

requisi tions of the next few years, and 

the bloody suppression of the sailors’ 
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rebellion at the Kronstadt naval base in 

1921, and the war on the peasants, and 

the forced mass starvations, and the 

rise of Stalin’s terror in the ’30s, and the 

one million who died in the labor camps 

in 1937-38 alone. Historians estimate 

that before the end of the Soviet Union 

the Bolshevik revolution resulted in the 

deaths of perhaps 60 million people.

The Bolsheviks changed their name 

to the Russian Communist Party in 

1918. Though the Communist regime 

remained obsessively secretive, much 

information about its crimes had come 

out by 1967, when the Times published 

the editorial. Whoever wrote it must 

have known that as an adjective to de-

scribe the Soviet half-century, “hec-

tic” did not suffi  ce. But you can also 

see the problem the editorial writer 

faced. What could be said about such 

horrors? The United States had never 

known what to make of its cruel, sly, 

opaque World War II ally turned Cold 

War enemy. America even tried to like 

Stalin for a while. He appeared on the 

cover of Time magazine 12 times.

OF THOSE FEW  INDIVIDUALS who can place 

Yekaterinburg on a map, even fewer 

know that it has a population of 1.4 mil-

lion. When the missionary sitting next to 

me on the plane asked why I was going 

there, I told her, “To visit family.” My son, 

Thomas, lives in that city because of his 

girlfriend, Olesya Elfi mova, who grew 

up there. The two met at Vassar Col-

lege when he was studying Russian and 

she was taking time from her studies at 

Moscow University to be a language in-

structor. After graduating he moved with 

her to Yekaterinburg and taught English. 

Now they both work for a Swiss compu-

ter company that’s based there and he 

also writes fi ction and articles. 

I had stopped in Yekaterinburg 

during my Siberian travels in 2001; 

one of my goals then had been to fi nd 

the house where the Romanovs were 

murdered. After some searching I lo-

cated the address. But the house, known as the Ipatiev Mansion, had been torn 

down in 1977. I could not evoke much from what remained—it was just an empty 

half-acre lot of bulldozed dirt and gravel.  

On this trip, Olesya’s father, Alexei, a slim, athletic building contractor 20 years 

my junior who drives a Mercedes SUV, brought me to the site. I had forgotten it’s 

in the center of the city. Now when I got out of the car, I was stunned. An Ortho-

dox church perhaps 15 stories high, topped with fi ve golden domes, occupies the 

same piece of ground. It’s called Khram na Krovi, the Church on the Blood. The 

cathedral venerates Nicholas and his wife and fi ve children, who are now saints of 

the Orthodox Church. Above the main entryway a giant statue of Nicholas 

strides into the future, with his son in his arms and his wife and their daughters 

behind him. Inside, depictions of other saints cover the walls all the way to the 

The small museum at Ganyna 

Yama includes a re-creation of 

the basement room inside the 

Ipatiev Mansion where the Roma-

nov family was killed in July 1918. 
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distant top, where a portrait of a dark-browed, angry Jesus stares down.

Viewed from a distance, the church provides a strong addition to the city’s 

skyline, a radiance in white and gold. The name of the street that the church is 

on—Karl Lieb knecht Street—has not been changed since Soviet times. Lieb-

knecht, a leader of the German Social-Democratic Labor Party, was killed by 

right-wing militia after participating in a Communist uprising in Berlin in 1919. 

Thus history makes its juxtapositions: A church in memory of sanctifi ed royal 

martyrs gilds a street named for a martyr of international Communism. 

Because I wanted to see other local sites associated with the Romanov mur-

ders—the place where the bodies were doused with acid and burned, and the 

swampy lane where they were buried—Alexei obligingly brought me to them, over-

looking the gloominess and even creepiness of my quest. The fi rst place, known as 

Ganyna Yama, is now a monastery and 

complex of churches and pathways in a 

forest outside the city. The tall fi rs and 

birches stood distinct and quiet, and 

deep snow overhung the church roofs. A 

granite marker quoted a biblical verse, 

from Amos 2:1—

Thus says the Lord: 

“For three transgressions 

of Moab, and for four, 

I will not revoke the 

punishment, because he 

burned to lime the bones

of the King of Edom.”

The story is that a bookmark in Nich-

olas’ Bible indicated these as the last 

verses he happened to read on the night 

that he was murdered. 

Many people come to pay homage to 

Nicholas and his family, walking sin-

gle fi le on the paths in the snow, their 

steaming breath visible as they cross 

themselves and light candles and pray 

in the unheated churches. A factotum 

of the monastery seized on Thomas 

and me as Americans and introduced 

us to the Metropolit, the head of the 

Orthodox Church in the region, who 

was at Ganyna Yama that morning. 

The high priest wore a black cassock 

and dark-rimmed glasses and he had a 

mustache and a large gray-black beard. 

Taking my hand in both of his he fo-

cused on me for a moment his power-

ful, incense-scented aura of kindness 

and sanctity.

The Romanovs’ burial site is out in the 

woods and next to some railroad tracks. 

A more nondescript location cannot be 

imagined. It was marked with several 

small obelisks; a blue-and-yellow banner 

that said “Video Surveillance in Prog-

ress” hung from ropes in the birch trees. 

The bodies themselves are no longer 

there. In 1998, the family’s remains were 

reinterred, and those of Nicholas and 

Alexandra are now entombed with his 

forebears in the Peter and Paul Fortress 

in St. Petersburg . 

IN ADDITION TO EXPLORING Yekaterin-

burg with Thomas, and meeting Olesya’s 

mother and grandmother and two sisters, 

and admiring how well Thomas speaks 

Russian, my main occupation was visit-
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ing the Boris Yeltsin Presidential Center, 

which includes a museum. I spent whole 

afternoons there.

Yeltsin came from a village near 

Yekaterinburg. The museum, over-

looking the Iset River, is the country’s 

fi rst presidential museum, in honor of 

the Russian Federation’s first freely 

elected president. It features a wide-

screen fi lm explaining Russian history 

in  semi-re alistic motion-capture anima-

tion that ends with Yeltsin defying the 

Generals’ Putsch in 1991—an attempted 

coup by hardline Communist Party lead-

ers who opposed the Soviet Union’s ac-

celerating reforms. The movie portrays 

his triumph as the beginning of a new 

and ongoing era of Russian freedom. 

Other exhibits then take you through 

Yeltsin’s whole career and its successes 

and defeats up to his eventual resigna-

tion in favor of Vladimir Putin, his then 

mild-seeming protégé. The overall im-

pression is of Yeltsin’s bravery, love of 

country and basic humanity fading to 

weakness after a heart attack in 1996.

In fact, most Russians regard the 

Yeltsin years as miserable ones. Re-

membering the food shortages, lack of 

services, plundering of public wealth, 

and international humiliations of the 

1990s and early 2000s, more than 90 

percent of Russians, according to some 

opinion surveys, view Yeltsin unfavorably. Video interviews with people who 

feel this way round out the museum’s picture of him. Some interviewees say 

they consider the museum itself an insult to Russians who lived through those 

times. Here the museum impressed me with its candor. But the Russian sense 

of history often shifts like sand. A Yeltsin-centered view de-emphasizes the 

century’s earlier upheavals. The museum made only brief mention of 1917, and 

it will have no special exhibit to celebrate the revolution.

If you could somehow go back in time and tell this to the Soviet citizens of 

1967, none would believe you. They would expect that such an important new 

museum—as well as every museum and municipality in the country—would 

devote itself on a vast scale to the jubilee. In 1967, the half-centennial was a huge 

deal not only in Russia but around the world. On April 16, 1967, ten thousand 

people (according to Soviet sources) re-enacted Lenin’s return to the Finland 

Station; some even wore period costumes. In May, 2,000 Soviet mountaineers 

climbed Mount Elbrus, in the Caucasus, and placed busts of Lenin at the top. 

Anticipating the half-centennial’s  high point, 6,500 couples applied to have their 

marriages performed in Moscow on the eve of November 7. Babies born in that 

year were named Revolutsia. 

The commemorative celebrations in Moscow and Leningrad rated front-page 

coverage in the United States. Over-the-top extravaganzas went on for days. 

Only a few fl aws showed in the facade. Other Communist nations sent repre-

sentatives—with the exception of Albania and of China, which did not approve 

of Brezhnev’s policies of peaceful coexistence. Cuba sent only low-level offi  cials 

because Castro had been wanting to overthrow some Latin American govern-

ments and Brezhnev wouldn’t let him. Ho Chi Minh, worrying about off ending 

either China or Russia, also stayed away, but he did contribute a special gift: a 

piece of a recently shot down American jet.

Reporters asked Alexander Kerensky to comment on 

the historic milestone. Having escaped the Bolsheviks 

via the northern port of Murmansk, the former Provi-

sional Government prime minister now lived on the 

Upper East Side of Manhattan. At 86 he had only re-

cently stopped taking regular walks around the Central 

Park Reservoir. Few of his contemporaries of ’17 had 

been so lucky. Almost none of the original Bolsheviks 

whom the jubilee might have honored still survived; 

Stalin, or time, had done away with the others. John 

Reed had died of typhus in Moscow in 1920, before he 

turned 33. Lenin very much admired his book and gave 

it what today would be called a blurb. Reed received a 

state funeral, and was buried in the Kremlin Wall.

The Times’ Harrison Salisbury, reporting from 

Russia, noted a certain lack of enthusiasm about the 

half-centennial. He interviewed a lot of young Soviets who couldn’t seem to get 

excited about anything except jazz. In 1967 observers said that you could see 

the number “50” all over Russia—on posters and signs and fences and product 

labels. There was a 50th anniversary beer. You could buy a kind of kielbasa that, 

when cut into, revealed the number “50” formed in fat in each slice. I fi gured that 

somewhere in my 2017 travels I had to run into a sign with “100” on it for the 

centennial. Finally, in a metro station, I spotted it—the number “100” on a poster 

down the platform. But when I got closer I saw that it was an advertisement for a 

concert celebrating the 100th anniversary of the birth of Ella Fitzgerald. Perhaps 

Salisbury had a prophetic streak.

This November, instead of glorifying the Centennial Jubilee of the Great October 

Revolution, Russia will observe a holiday called the Day of People’s Unity, also called 

Moscow is adorned with me-

morial plaques, like this one, 

installed in 2006, celebrating the 

70th anniversary of the founding 

of the Kremlin’s military guard. 
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National Unity Day. It commemorates a popular uprising that drove Polish occupiers 

from Moscow in 1613, at the end of a period of strife known as the Time of Troubles. 

That victory led directly to the founding of the Romanov dynasty. The Day of People’s 

Unity had existed as a holiday until the Bolsheviks got rid of it. Before Putin reinsti-

tuted it in 2005, none of the Russians I know had ever heard of it. 

As the current president of the Russian Federation, Putin has good reason not to 

be crazy about the idea of revolution. The example of, say, the civil unrest of early 

February 1917 may not appeal to a leader who faced widespread protests against 

his own autocratic rule in 2011, as well as earlier this year. When speaking about 

the centennial, Putin has made gestures toward “reconciliation” and “consolidat-

ing the social and political unanimity that we have managed to reach today.” The 

supposed unanimity he referred to, of course, refl ects favorably on himself.

When I talked to Boris Kolonitsky, the professor of Russian history, I asked him 

what his fellow citizens thought about the centennial and what the revolution means 

for them today. “You have to remember that adults in Russia have their own experi-

ence of civil disturbance, they have seen a coup and an attempted coup,” he told me. 

“After the generals’ coup against Gorbachev, when he was removed from power in 

’91, we saw Yeltsin defy the conspirators and overcome them. When he stood on top 

of the tank addressing the crowd in front of the White House”—then Russia’s new 

Parliament building—“that image was a clear quotation of a famous romantic image 

from the Russian Revolution: Lenin on the armored car at Finland Station. 

“Yeltsin’s victory was the beginning of a period of relative democracy,” he went 

on. “Expectations were high. But everyone also remembers the rest of the ’90s, 

the years that followed, which were quite terrible. Therefore we became less 

excited about romantic images of revolution. Two years after Yeltsin stood on 

the tank, he ordered tanks to fi re at the Parliament building, to resolve the con-

stitutional crisis brought on by those trying to overthrow him. As Putin himself 

said, ‘In Russia we have over-fulfi lled our plans in revolutions.’ 

“Now an important value in Russia is peace,” Kolonitsky continued. “Stability 

also—and therefore revolution loses its appeal. I think the country will observe 

the centennial with refl ection and discussion, but without celebration.”

The oldest person I know was born before
the Bolsheviks changed Russia to the Gregorian cal-

endar. Lyudmila Borisovna Chyernaya came into 

the world on December 13, 1917—after the Bolshevik 

coup, and a week before the founding of the Cheka. 

This December she will celebrate her 100th birth-

day. Lyudmila Borisovna (the polite form of address 

is to use both the fi rst name and patronymic) is the

mother of my longtime friend, the artist 

Alex Melamid. I fi rst met her 24 years 

ago when Alex and his wife, Katya, and I 

stayed in her apartment on my fi rst trip 

to Russia. Last March I made a detour 

to Moscow, to see her again.

For my visit to her apartment one 

Saturday afternoon I brought along my 

friend Ksenia Golubich, whom I got to 

know when she translated for me at a 

Russian book fair in 2013. Lyudmila 

Borisovna shows almost no disabil-

ities of age. In 2015, she published a 

much-praised memoir, Kosoi Dozhd (or 

Slanting Rain). Now she is working on a 

sequel. She talks quickly and in long, ty-

pographical paragraphs. I was glad I had 

Ksenia to help me keep up. On the wall 

of the apartment are paintings by Alex, 

and portraits of her late husband, Daniil 

Elfi movich Melamid, an author, profes-

sor and expert on Germany. She showed 

us photographs of her great-grandchil-

dren, Lucy and Leonard, who are 5 and 

2 and live in Brooklyn. They come to 

Moscow to visit her because at almost 

100 years old she can no longer travel 

easily to America.

Lyudmila Borisovna was born in 

Moscow. Her parents had moved here, 

in 1914, to a pleasant, small apartment 

with fi ve rooms on a classic Moscow 

courtyard. They were educated people; 

her mother was one of the fi rst women 

admitted to a university in Russia and 

later translated all of Stalin’s speeches 

into German for TASS, the Soviet inter-

national news agency. Lyudmila Bor-

isovna fi rst experienced the revolution, 

indirectly, at the age of 3 or 4; she had 

to give up her own room, the nursery, 

when their apartment became com-

munal and two Communists moved 

in. Later more new residents took over 

other rooms, but her parents did not 

mind, because they believed in the rev-

olution and wanted to do their part. 

Lyudmila Borisovna had a distin-

guished career as a journalist, author, 

translator and German-language 

counter-propagandist on the radio 

during the Second World War. Her 

husband, Daniil Elfi movich, was head 

of the counterpropaganda agency; 

she monitored broadcasts from Ger-
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many and refuted them in broadcasts 

of her own. Because of these, she was 

called “the Witch of the Kremlin” by 

Goebbels himself. Her discourse to us 

contained not very many pauses into 

which Ksenia could insert translation. 

In one of the pauses, returning to the 

subject of the revolution, I asked her 

if she thought it had been for the good. 

“Yes, it was exciting for us to have peo-

ple coming to Moscow from all over 

the world to learn about Communism,” 

she said. “The revolution made Mos-

cow important to the world.” 

She seemed eager for us to have 

lunch. Lena, her live-in helper, who 

is from Ukraine, brought out dish af-

ter dish that she had made herself—

borscht, cabbage pies, mushroom pies, 

several diff erent kinds of fi sh, salads, 

beef tongue; then strong Chinese tea, 

very large chocolates and an immense 

banana torte with cream frosting. 

Ksenia had to concentrate to continue 

translating as she and I ate and Lyud-

mila Borisovna watched us, beaming. 

Afterward I received an email from 

Alex: “I got a report from mama of your 

and your translator’s gargantuan appe-

tites and the amount of food you both 

consumed. She was proud of her feed-

ing prowess.” He added that shortage 

of food had been one of his mother’s 

main worries throughout her life.

I asked Lyudmila Borisovna what 

she considered the single highest point 

of the last 100 years. “March 5, 1953,” 

she answered, immediately. “The 

happiest day of my life—the day Sta-

lin died. All the Stalin years were bad, 

but for us the years 1945 to 1953 were 

very hard. After his death the country 

started to become better, more free. 

Today life in Russia is not wonderful, 

but it’s fairly good. People may com-

plain, but I tell you from experience 

that it can get much worse than this.”

At the door she helped us into our 

coats and bid us goodbye, with special 

regards to Ksenia, whom she had taken 

to. I’m of average height but as we stood there I realized I’m at least a head taller 

than she is. She smiled at us, her blueish-gray eyes vivid, but neither warm nor 

cold. In them I got a glimpse of the character one needs in order to live through 

such a time, and for 100 years.

ON MY FIRST MOSCOW VISIT, the man who drove Alex and Katya and me around 

the city was a wry and mournful fellow named Stas. He had a serviceable, small 

Russian sedan, not new, that he maintained carefully. One day he couldn’t drive 

us because the car needed repairs. When he showed up again I asked him how 

his car was doing now. “Is an old man ever well?” Stas replied. At Lyudmila Bor-

isovna’s, when I was having trouble dialing her phone, she corrected me. “He 

likes to be dialed slowly,” she said. When people showed me examples of Moscow 

Lyudmila Chyernaya, who will 

turn 100 years old in December, 

at her home in Moscow. Above 

her hangs a portrait by her son, 

the artist Alex Melamid. 
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architecture, the buildings usually possessed a person’s name indicating their 

particular era. Instead of saying, “That’s a Khrushchev-era building,” my guides 

said, “That’s Khrushchev. That’s Stalin. That’s Brezhnev.” When I asked what the 

Russian for “speed bump” is, I was told it’s lezhashchii politseiskii, which means 

“lying-down policeman.” When a noise thumped in an apartment we were visit-

ing, our hosts explained to me that it was the domovoi, the resident spirit of the 

apartment. Every house or apartment has a domovoi.

An ancient enchantment holds Russia under its spell. Here all kinds of things 

and creatures are seen to be sentient and capable of odd transmigrations. In Yekat-

erinburg my son, while doing some babysitting for a friend, had this conversation: 

SIX-YEAR-OLD BOY: “What are you?” 

THOMAS: “I’m an American.” 

BOY: “Why are you an 

American?” 

THOMAS: “I don’t know. 

Because I come from 

America.” 

BOY: “Can you speak 

English?” 

THOMAS: “Yes.” 

BOY: (after some thought): 

“Can you talk to wild 

animals?” 

The question is no less than reason-

able in Russia, where even the doors in 

the most elegant room in the Winter 

Palace have the feet of birds.

Russia, the country itself, inhabits 

a spirit as well. The visible location of 

this spirit’s existence in the world used 

to be the czar. The United States is a 

concept; Russia is an animate being. I 

think Nicholas II understood this, and 

it’s why he believed so strongly that 

his countrymen needed the autocracy. 

Nicholas not only ruled Russia, he not 

only signifi ed Russia, he was Russia. 

The month after the murders of 

Nicholas and his family an assassin 

shot Lenin twice as he came out of an 

event. One of the wounds almost killed 

him. When, after a perilous period, he 

recovered, many Russians started to 

regard him with mystical devotion. 

In order to stay in power Lenin had 

prostrated Russia before Germany 

with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, by 

which Russia renounced claims on 

vast amounts of territory including 

the Baltic states, Poland and Ukraine. 

When Germany lost the war, and Rus-

sia got back all it had conceded, he be-

gan to look like a military-political ge-

 nius, too. Before his early death, from 

a series of strokes, in 1924, the person 

of Lenin had become interchangeable 

with revolutionary Russia, just as 

the czars had been Russia before the 

revolution. In a way Lenin’s physical 

death made no diff erence, because his 

body could be preserved indefi nitely 

in a glass tomb in Red Square for all 

citizens to see. As the words of a Com-

munist anthem put it, Lenin, yeshcho 

zhivoi! “Lenin, living still!” 

One annual celebration the coun-

try loves is Dien Pobeda, Victory Day, 
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celebrated on May 9, the day of the 

German surrender in 1945.  The Vic-

tory Day parade used to feature the 

predictable huge portraits of lead-

ers, but for the past ten years its 

focus has been on the common sol-

diers who fought in the war. Today, 

on Victory Day, marchers show up in 

the hundreds of thousands in every 

major Russian city bearing portraits 

of their relatives who served. These 

portraits, typically black-and-white 

photographs, keep to a single size and 

are attached to identical wooden han-

dles like those used for picket signs. 

As a group the photos are called Bezs-

mertnii Polk, the Deathless Regiment. 

The portraits in their endless num-

bers evoke powerful emotions as 

they stream by, especially when you 

glimpse a young marcher who looks 

exactly like the young soldier in the 

faded photograph he or she is carry-

ing. I attended the parade in Moscow 

in 2016, and as I watched the missiles 

and tanks that always have accompa-

nied it, I wondered where the tradi-

tional giant portraits of The Leader 

had gone. As under the Soviets, Russia 

today is governed by what amounts to 

one-party rule, and again its leader-

ship is more or less an autocracy. But 

inhabiting the role of Russia itself, as 

the czars used to do, is a demanding 

task. Lenin solved the problem by 

being dead for most of his tenure. 

Yeltsin made a brave start, standing 

on the tank, but as he admitted when 

he turned his power over to Putin in 

1999, he got tired. And Putin seems 

to understand that huge images of 

the leader’s mug look corny and 

 old-fash ioned today.

Which is not to say that Putin’s mug 

is not everywhere. It’s a common sight 

on our screens—today’s public fo-

rum—as well as in such demotic ven-

ues as the tight T-shirts featuring his 

kick-ass caricature that the muscular, 

pale, crew-cut guys who multiply on 

Russian streets in summer all seem 

to wear. As an autocrat whose self co-

incides with Russia, Putin has grown 

into the job. Taking off  his own shirt 

for photographers was a good move: 

Here is the very torso of Russia, in all its buff  physicality. 

But Putin also impersonates a Russia for an ironic age, letting us know he gets 

the joke, playing James Bond villain and real-life villain simultaneously, having 

his lines down pat. After being accused of ordering the murder of Alexander 

Litvinenko, a former FSB agent turned whistle-blower who was poisoned by 

a radioactive substance in London, Putin denied involvement. Then he added, 

“The people who have done this are not God. And Mr. Litvinenko, unfortunately, 

is not Lazarus.” 

Barring major unforeseen changes, Putin will be re-elected in 2018, and initi-

ate Russia’s transmogrifi ed, resilient autocracy into its next 100 years.

Problems left unsolved take their own 
course. The river in fl ood cuts an oxbow, the over-

full dam gives way. The Russian Revolution started 

as a network of cracks that suddenly broke open in 

a massive rush. Drastic Russian failures had been 

mounting—the question of how to divide the land 

among the people who worked it, the inadequacy 

of a clumsy autocracy to deal with a fast-growing 

industrial society, the wretched conditions of hun-

dreds of thousands of rural-born workers who had 

packed into bad housing in Petrograd and other in-

dustrial cities, to name a few. But nobody predicted 

the shape that the cataclysm would take. 

The speed and strength of the revolution that began in February of 1917 

surprised even the Bolsheviks, and they hurried to batten onto its power before 

it ran away from them. An early sense of unexpectedness and improvisation 

gave the February Revolution its joyful spirit. Russians had always acted com-

munally, perhaps because everybody had to work together to make the most 

of the short Russian growing season. This cultural tendency produced little 

soviets in the factories and barracks, which came together in a big Soviet in 

Petrograd; and suddenly The People, stomped-down for centuries, emerged 

as a living entity.

One simple lesson of the revolution might be that if a situation looks as if 

it can’t go on, it won’t. Imbalance seeks balance. By this logic, climate change 

will likely continue along the path it seems headed for. And a world in which 
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the richest eight people control as much wealth as 3.6 billion of their global 

co-inhabitants (half the human race) will probably see a readjustment. The 

populist movements now gaining momentum around the world, however 

localized or distinct, may signal a beginning of a bigger process.

When you have a few leaders to choose from you get sick of them eventually 

and want to throw them out. And when you have just one leader of ultimate 

importance in your whole fi eld of vision—in Russia, the czar—the irritation 

becomes acute. 

So, enough! Let’s think about ordinary folks for a change: That was the 

message of Lenin’s too-long pants, of the Bolsheviks’ leather chauffeur coats 

and workers’ caps, and of all Socialist Realist paintings. But it takes a cer-

tain discipline to think about People in general. The mind craves specifics, 

and in time you go back to thinking about individuals. As Stalin supposedly 

said, “One person’s death is a tragedy, but the death of a million people is a 

statistic.” Czar Nicholas II was sainted not for being a martyr but for being 

an individual, suffering person you can relate to. It’s remarkable that Russia 

cares about the Romanovs again, having once discarded them so casually. 

Thousands of pilgrims come to Yekaterinburg every year to pray at the sites 

of the royal family’s murder and subsequent indignities. Dina Sorokina, the 

young director of the Yeltsin Museum, told me that as far as she knows they 

don’t also visit her museum when they’re in town.

The worldwide Socialist revolution that the Bolsheviks predicted within 

months of their takeover proved a disappointment. In fact, no other country 

immediately followed Russia’s lead. During Stalin’s time the goal changed 

to “Building Socialism in One Country”—that is, in Russia. Other countries 

eventually did go through their own revolutions, and of those, China’s made 

by far the largest addition to the number of people 

under Communist rule. This remains the most sig-

nifi cant long-term result of Lenin’s dream of global 

proletarian uprising.

Fifty years after the Russian Revolution, one-third 

of the world’s population lived under some version of 

Communism. That number has shrunk signifi cantly, 

as one formerly Communist state after another con-

verted to a market-based economy; today even Cuba 

welcomes capitalist enterprises from America. The 

supposed onward march of Communism, so fright-

ening to America in the ’60s—fi rst Vietnam, then all 

of Southeast Asia, then somehow my own hometown 

in Ohio—scares nobody nowadays.

But if Russia no longer exports international So-

cialism, it has not stopped involving itself in other 

countries’ internal aff airs. Which is not to suggest 

that other countries, including us, don’t sometimes do the same. But by turn-

ing the state’s secret and coercive forces actively outward, the Bolsheviks 

invented something new under the sun for Russia. It has found exporting 

mischief to be a great relief—and, evidently, a point of strategy, and of pride. 

On the street in Yekaterinburg, an older woman, recognizing Thomas and me 

as Americans, cackled with great glee. “Americans!” she called out. “Trump 

won! We chose him!” In June, James Comey, the former director of the FBI, 

 testifying before Congress , said, “We’re talking about a foreign government 

that, using technical intrusion, lots of other methods, tried to shape the way 

we think, we vote, we act. That is a big deal.” The habit of Russian intrusion 

that Comey is talking about began at the revolution. 

Individuals change history. There would be no St. Petersburg without Pe-

ter the Great and no United States of 

America without George Washing-

ton. There would have been no Soviet 

Union without Lenin. Today he might 

feel discouraged to see the failure of 

his Marxist utopia—a failure so thor-

ough that no country is likely to try it 

again soon. But his political methods 

may be his real legacy. 

Unlike Marxism-Leninism, Lenin’s 

tactics enjoy excellent health today. 

In a capitalist Russia, Putin favors 

his friends, holds power closely and 

doesn’t compromise with rivals. In 

America, too, we’ve reached a point in 

our politics where the strictest parti-

sanship rules. Steve Bannon, the head 

of the right-wing media organization 

Breitbart News, who went on to be 

an adviser to the president, told a re-

porter in 2013, “I’m a Leninist . . . I 

want to bring everything crashing 

down, and destroy today’s establish-

ment.” Of course he didn’t mean he 

admired Lenin’s ideology—far from 

it—but Lenin’s methods have a pow-

erfully modern appeal. Lenin showed 

the world how well not compromising 

can work. A response to that revolu-

tionary innovation of his has yet to be 

fi gured out. 

Historical sites are popular 

with newlyweds, like this couple 

posing in front of the State 

History Museum in Moscow’s 

Red Square. 

For more of Ingurazova’s photos 

go to  Smithsonian.com/russia
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was on the rise—on top of stereoscopes, 

 Victorians were excitedly trading pho-

tographic calling cards, watching short 

films, and spinning kinetoscopes of 

looping animations that were, essen-

tially, like today’s animated GIFs. 

The French poet Baudelaire had 

enough. He lashed out, bemoaning “a 

thousand hungry eyes . . . bending over 

the peep-holes of the stereoscope, as 

though they were attic-windows of the 

infi nite.” Some of this was pure snob-

bery, as the author Heil says. Elites 

hated the stereograph  “because it was 

so popular, and embraced by unedu-

cated people,” he adds. “I compare it to 

rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s.” And, as is typ-

ical with new media, there was porn. A 

British government report decried ste-

reographs of “women undressing, show-

ing their underclothing, and sitting in 

certain postures in a highly suggestive 

manner”; France began a crackdown.

Eventually, the stereograph was killed 

off —by even newer, more bewitching 

media. Though the craze endured for 

over 60 years, by the 1910s, postcards 

had become the hot new photo item to 

share and collect. Then around the same 

time, radio arrived, and it permanently 

unseated the stereograph as social par-

lor-room entertainment. Stereo images 

never entirely vanished; 3-D has enjoyed 

a few short vogues in movies, and as the 

“View-Master” children’s toy in the ’60s. 

But it wasn’t the talk of the town any-

more. Show up at a friend’s house, and 

they would no longer urge you to peer 

into their fantastic device.

Until, of course, VR re-emerged. In 2012 

an entrepreneur named Palmer Luckey 

unveiled a Kickstarter campaign to pro-

duce the Oculus Rift, sparking a renais-

sance in headmounted 3-D. Today’s VR 

emerged largely because the technology 

it requires—LCD screens and tilt sen-

sors—was made suddenly cheap by the 

boom in mobile phones. But VR strug-

gles with some existential questions. 

What precisely is it good for? Are there 

things that cry out to be seen in VR? Is 

it the latest 3-D fad, or is it here to stay?

Documentary fi lmmakers in partic-

ular are chewing on this problem. The 

director Jeff Orlowski shot Chasing 
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Coral, an 89-minute-long documentary 

about scientists and divers who engi-

neer a system for recording, in time-

lapse imagery, the bleaching of coral 

reefs. Intrigued by VR, he also shot a 

six-minute VR fi lm of the underwater 

action. While the traditional documen-

tary is better at telling a long story, he 

says, VR gives people a particularly 

physical sense of the issue.

“Oceans are almost the epitome of 

the immersive experience,” he notes. 

“Very few people go there. Very few 

people dive. And of all the experiences 

where you want to look around in all 

360 degrees, going underwater is a big 

one.” It’s missing a social dimension, 

though. Friends can gather to watch his 

regular documentary on a couch, but 

VR “isn’t yet a communal experience.”

Is VR truly an “empathy machine”? 

Many critics say this boast is over-

played. One can make voyeuristic, cal-

low VR just as easily as smart, intelligent 

VR. However, some science suggests the 

claim isn’t entirely hype. Jeremy Bailen-

son—a Stanford communications pro-

fessor—has tested VR for over a decade, 

and has found that, deployed thought-

fully, it can indeed increase a viewer’s 

ability to grasp a diff erent perspective. 

It’s uniquely suited to “role playing.” 

He’s even created a VR simulation that 

puts you in the position of a cow about to 

be slaughtered, and it’s intense enough 

that viewers come away upset.  

Indeed, that’s why Bailenson thinks 

VR is good only for short experiences: 

It’s too sensorily intense for more than 

20 minutes. And while it certainly 

seems like a great tool for schools, the 

question of how it helps teach is still 

scientifi cally unsettled. 

 It may well be that VR winds up be-

ing used for mundane purposes, too. 

Walmart is using it to train employees;  

Bailenson has created a fi rm to use VR 

to help football athletes study plays. 

Maybe we really will use it to order food 

soon. This is, in many ways, often the 

long-term curve of media, as Schiavo, 

the George Washington University pro-

fessor, notes. People thought the stereo-

scope would revolutionize the way we ab-

sorbed knowledge—but it never quite did.

“It’s like, ‘OK, well, now we see more 

things, that’s cool!’ ”  she says. We thrill to 

a new medium, then quickly domesticate 

it: the ultimate reality of the human gaze.
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Haider Al-Abadi  officially declared 

victory in Mosul on July 10, though 

pockets of resistance remained. Hun-

dreds of civilians had perished in 

the fi ghting, and civilians were still 

trapped in the ruins.

Salih watched it all from the sanctuary 

of Amelia, Italy, a town about an hour’s 

drive north of Rome, where she joined 

a dozen other archaeologists and pres-

ervationists from around the world as a 

fellow of the Association for Research 

into Crimes against Art (ARCA), an in-

terdisciplinary research group and think 

tank. Between May and August, as the 

fi ght for Mosul reached its fi nal phase 

and then wound down, she was taking a 

needed break attending workshops and 

lectures, learning about pursuing stolen 

antiquities across international borders 

and dealing with Interpol and suspect 

auction houses. During her down time, 

she tried to assess the damage to Mosul 

from afar, examining satellite images and 

videos posted on YouTube, consulting by 

WhatsApp and Facebook with colleagues 

who had just been liberated. (None of her 

fellow staff  members at the Mosul Mu-

seum, she was relieved to discover, had 

been killed in the fi ghting.) “Not every-

thing of value has been destroyed,” she 

told me a week after Al-Abadi’s  victory 

declaration. “But I can estimate the de-

struction is 65 percent.” 

Salih had another month to go—and a 

thesis to write—before she returned to 

the fray. This time she would be work-

ing full time for the Nineveh Governor-

ate, doing a survey of the destruction in 

Mosul’s Old City and at the same time 

devising a “fi rst aid” plan for wrecked 

churches in Qaraqosh and other Chris-

tian communities located in the prov-

ince. Salih sounded as resolute as she 

had four months earlier, when the bat-

tle was still going strong. “I’m just wait-

ing for the fi ghting to die down so I can 

go in there to assess the damage,” she 

had told me back then, as we watched 

the Iraqi combat helicopter sweep over 

the city. “We are going to have a lot of 

work to do.” 
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The Stylemaster

#1622 #1648

#KB-354-PIN

This classic fur felt fedora distinguishes 
a gentleman as well today as it did on 
the streets of Melbourne or Sydney in 

the nineteen-fifties.   Made in Australia.
4¾" crown, 2½" brim, grosgrain band.
Sizes: 6 ⅞ - 8, Acorn or Carbon Gray.

#1746 Stylemaster       $149  delivered

Ross-Simons Item #444001

To receive this special offer, use offer code: JUSTME114

1.800.556.7376 or visit www.ross-simons.com/JUSTME

Sterling Silver Monogram Necklace

16" length. 13ŝ8" wide. Scripted type. Please allow  

2-3 weeks for delivery. Shown actual size.

Only $95 plus free shipping



A) Microphone 
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C) Rocker Volume Control

D) USB Charging Port &  
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E) Digital Signal Processor

F) Receiver (Speaker)

G) Sound Tube
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NEW Rechargeable 
Digital Hearing Aid 
Technology Only $199!*

(*Each when you buy a pair)

Rechargeable is now affordable. The new 
HearClearTM HCRC eco-friendly hearing aid 
combines advanced technology with a low price.

Rechargeable Digital Hearing Aid - For Only $199!*
Th e new HearClearTM HCRC Rechargeable Digital Hearing Aids are now 
available to you for an unbelievable price! Th is quality digital hearing aid has 
the same key elements that all high end digital hearing aids share, but is also 
rechargeable. Th e microphone picks up the sound and sends an electrical 
signal to the digital signal processor which is the “brains” of the hearing aid. 
Th e sound is then adjusted to amplify important speech sounds as well as 
fi ltering out unwanted noise. Once the digital processor has amplifi ed the 
sound, it is passed to the receiver (also known as the speaker) which emits a 
corrected and amplifi ed sound through the 
sound tube into your ear.

Most importantly, your new HearClear 
HCRC hearing aids work at a fraction of the 
cost of name-brand hearing aids, and you don’t 
have to keep changing the batteries! You will also love 
the comfortable, lightweight Open-fi t design.

You can spend thousands for an expensive hearing 
aid or you can spend just $219 for a hearing aid that 
just plain works (only $199 each when you buy a pair 
- hear up to 3 times better than wearing just one). 
We are so sure you will love our product, that we off er a 100% Money Back 
Guarantee - Risk Free if you are not satisfi ed for any reason.

Visit and Save: www.AdvancedHearing.com/SM70

US Company 

Owned And
Operated

FDA
REGISTERED�ī�ŽƌĚĂďůĞ�YƵĂůŝƚǇ�^ŝŶĐĞ�ϭဓဓϲ�

TM

Digital sound processing chip 
provides ĐƌǇƐƚĂů�ĐůĞĂƌ�ƐŽƵŶĚ�ĂŶĚ�
makes speech easier to understand 
with less feedback than old analog 
technology

Never worry about replacing 
ďĂƩ�ĞƌŝĞƐ�ĂŐĂŝŶ��Full Charge Gives  
16 Hours of Use! 

Easy KŶ���Kī���ƵƩ�ŽŶ

�ƵƚŽŵĂƟ�Đ�EŽŝƐĞ�ZĞĚƵĐƟ�ŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�
Feedback Canceler

ϭϬϬй�DŽŶĞǇ��ĂĐŬ�'ƵĂƌĂŶƚĞĞ

Hear up to ϯ�Ɵ�ŵĞƐ�ďĞƩ�Ğƌ when 
you wear a pair of hearing aids 
ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�ǁĞĂƌŝŶŐ�ũƵƐƚ�ŽŶĞ�

The Rechargeable HCRC!

Our hearing specialists have a passion 
for helping you make the right choice 
concerning your hearing loss. We are 
available ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂŌ�Ğƌ your purchase 
ďǇ�ƉŚŽŶĞ�Žƌ�ŽŶůŝŶĞ�

Expert Help Available

5 Star Reviews

Outstanding Product! “I do not quickly 
or easily endorse products, but this 
product is outstanding. Dad loves it, my 
ŵŽŵ�ůŽǀĞƐ�ŝƚ
�ĂŶĚ�/�Ăŵ�ŐƌĂƚĞĨƵů���ŽŶ�ƚ�
believe that you have to spend a lot 
of money to get a quality hearing aid”           
��'ŝůŵŽƌĞ��
�

EŽ�DŽƌĞ��ĞĂĚ��ĂƩ�ĞƌŝĞƐ� “This 
,ĞĂƌ�ůĞĂƌ�,�Z��ƌĞĐŚĂƌŐĞĂďůĞ�
ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ�ĂŝĚ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�Ăůů�ƚŚĞ�Ɵ�ŵĞ��/�ƉůƵŐ�
these in at night and the hearing 
aid charge lasts all day, every day.”                                                       

��yĂǀŝĞƌ�:	

KŶůǇ�Ψϭဓဓ��ĂĐŚ�tŚĞŶ�zŽƵ��ƵǇ���WĂŝƌ�                                    
 (Coupon Code & Price Valid For A Limited Time Only)     The HCRC

*DKE�z�^�s/E'�K&&�Z�
Use Coupon Code: SM70

1-877-840-1848



WIDESHOES.COM

Hitchcock Shoes • Hingham, MA 02043 • dept. SM1710
800-992-WIDE

Free Catalog!

SIZES 5-20 in 3E-8E

Women’s 
wide shoes, too!

Unscented
Fragrance Additives

PROVEN EFFECTIVE IN 3
DOUBLE BLIND STUDIES

Created by
Winnifred Cutler, Ph.D.
in biology from U. of
Penn, post-doc

Stanford in behavioral
endocrinology.

Co-discovered human
pheromones in 1986

(Time 12/1/86; and
Newsweek 1/12/87)
Author of 8 books on

wellness.

INCREASE AFFECTION

Not in stores 610-827-2200

www.Athenainstitute.com
Athena Institute, 1211 Braefield Rd., Chester Springs, PA 19425

tm

SMS

Athena Pheromones increase
your attractiveness.

Vial of 1/6 oz. added to 2-4 oz. of

your fragrance, worn daily lasts

4-6 months, or use it straight.

Athena 10X tm For Men $99.50
10:13 tm For Women $98.50

Cosmetics Free U.S. Shipping

♥ Felicia (CA) 11 orders “Ever since I began
using 10:13, I have noticed wonderful effects.
My husband has just been after me all the time! It
is so cool! Thank you.” Rec’d 7/3/17

♥ Lenny (IL) 3 orders“I used 10X inmy cologne and
things started happening. I was intrigued. Women

wanted to talk with me. I am a single guy now,
dating again.” Rec’d 6/15/17
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Delivers the same hearing 
experience as devices costing 
thousands of dollars for 
90% less.
 
This FDA-Registered, state-
of-the-art digital hearing aid 
is doctor designed to provide 
crystal clear, natural sound in 
a crowd, on the phone, in the 
wind—without “whistling” or 
annoying background noise.

ADVANCED
AFFORDABLE
DIGITAL
HEARING AID

Try At Home with Our 
45-Day Risk-Free Trial

800-673-1432
Use Code: DG41 to get

FREE SHIPPING and 
FREE BATTERIES for a Full Year.

100% Money Back Guarantee

GetMDHearingAid.com

Save

90%
Save

90%

NewNew
NEARLY 

INVISIBLE

USS G.H.W. BUSH CVN-77 CUSTOM MADE FOR 
PRESIDENT BUSH AND NORTHROP GRUMMAN

www.motionmodels.com

www.motionmodels.com

1-800-866-3172

WE CAN MAKE ANY SUBMARINE MODEL

THE WORLDS FINEST READY-MADE AND CUSTOM TRUE MUSEUM
QUALITY AIRPLANE AND NAVY AND COAST GUARD SHIP MODELS

WE CAN MAKE ANY NAVY/COAST GUARD SHIP. WE DO NOT SELL OR BUILD KITS.

Cargo Liner
©2017 by MacNeil IP LLC

800-441-6287

www.WeatherTech.com

Made in USA
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When did 

East Asian 

countries adopt 

the Western 

calendar?
Douglas Pruitt,

Warren, Vermont

It depends on the country. 

Japan began using the 

Gregorian calendar in 

1873, Korea in 1896 and 

China in 1912, and they 

use it as the standard for 

offi  cial  and international 

matters. But these 

countries still refer to 

their traditional lunisolar 

calendars, where dates 

are based on the positions 

of the sun and moon, for 

birthdays and cultural 

events, says James Ulak, 

senior curator of Japanese 

art at the Freer Gallery 

of Art and the Arthur M. 

Sackler Gallery. (Japan, 

notably, has a hybrid 

calendar that combines 

Gregorian elements with 

references to Emperor 

Akihito’s reign.) North 

Korea is on a totally 

diff erent timeline: Its 

calendar starts with the 

birth of its founder, Kim 

Il-Sung, in 1912.

If a photon of light, once 

emitted, travels through the 

universe unobstructed, will 

it travel at the speed of light 

forever? If so, will it reach—

or even surpass—the edge 

of the observable universe?

Brie Stolter, New York City

Yes and no, says Avi Loeb, 

a theorist  at the Harvard-

Smithsonian Center for 

Astrophysics. According 

to Einstein’s Theory of 

Relativity, the photon will 

travel at the speed of light 

forever. But where 

the photon ends up is 

complicated. The dis-

tance light has trav-

eled in the time since 

the Big Bang deter-

mines the extent of our 

observable universe. 

We don’t actually know 

if there’s an edge of the 

universe, and we may nev-

er know: The universe is 

accelerating as it expands , 

so we’ll never see beyond 

what we can see now.

What prompted the rise 

of ledger art among the 

Plains Indians? 

Chase Carter, 

Washington, D.C.

 

In a word, necessity. 

Traditionally, Plains war-

rior-artists had depicted 

 feats of war, horse raids, 

courtship scenes and reli-

gious rites on animal hides. 

When hides became scarce 

in the 19th century after 

non-Natives hunted the 

buff alo to near-extinction, 

artists turned to canvas, 

muslin and, eventually, 

pages from ledger books. 

Ledger art fl ourished 

into the early 1900s, then 

languished for decades 

before undergoing a revival 

beginning in the 1970s. 

It is still thriving, says 

Emil Her Many Horses, 

curator of the National 

Museum of the American 

Indian’s 2016 exhibit “Un-

bound: Narrative Art of 

the Plains,” with a greater 

range of topics and materi-

als and a number of women 

artists in what had been a 

male-dominated fi eld.

The Centralia Mine Disaster 

of 1947 killed 111 miners. 

Did it have any impact on 

mine-safety laws? 

Joseph Partain, Iuka, Illinois

 

The explosion in that 

Illinois mine, believed to 

be caused by the ignition 

of coal dust, devastated 

the community and 

inspired three Woody 

Guthrie songs (“The 

Dying Miner,” “Waiting 

at the Gate” and “Talking 

Centralia”). But it had 

limited legal impact, says 

Peter Liebhold, mining 

curator at the National 

Museum of American 

History. Congress passed a 

mine-safety law that year, 

but it had no enforcement 

provisions and expired 

after a year. After another 

Illinois coal-mine explosion 

killed 119 people in 1951, 

Congress passed the 

Federal Coal Mine Safety 

Act, mandating federal 

mine inspections.
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SAVE TODAY.
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