
Space is the ultimate canvas for the imagination. In the 1950s and  
’60s, as part of the space race with the United States, the solar system 
was the blank page upon which the Soviet Union etched a narrative 
of conquest and exploration. In Picturing the Cosmos, drawing on a 
comprehensive corpus of rarely seen photographs and other visual 
phenomena, Iina Kohonen maps the complex relationship between 
visual propaganda and censorship during the Cold War.

Kohonen ably examines each image, elucidating how visual media  
helped to anchor otherwise abstract political and intellectual concepts 
of the future and modernization within the context of the Soviet Union. 
The USSR mapped and named the cosmos, using new media to stake a 
claim to this new territory and incorporating it into the daily lives of its 
citizens. Soviet cosmonauts were depicted as prototypes of the perfect 
Communist man, representing modernity, good taste and the aesthetics 
of the everyday. Picturing the Cosmos navigates and critically examines 
these utopian narratives, highlighting the rhetorical tension between 
propaganda, censorship, art and politics.

Iina Kohonen is a researcher specializing in space-related visual  
propaganda and photojournalism in the Soviet Union.
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8

I
n January ���
, at a conference on Soviet “space enthusiasm” in Basel, 
Switzerland, I saw a huge, blow-up photo of an untied shoelace projected 
on the screen. �e o�ending shoelace belonged to Yuri Gagarin, walking 
to meet the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev upon a triumphal return to 

Moscow after his pioneering space �ight. In her talk, Iina Kohonen used this 
picture – one of the most ridiculous and at the same time symbolic images of 
the Space Age – to make a point about a touch of humanity in the idealized 
representations of cosmonauts by the Soviet propaganda machine.

Previous studies of the visual record of the Soviet space program focused 
on more obvious issues, such as the retouching of cosmonauts’ group photos 
to erase perished or expelled candidates, or the elimination of cosmonauts’ 
photos with Khrushchev after the embattled Soviet leader was ousted in 
�
�
. Such studies addressed the questions of secrecy or immediate political 
expediency. 

Kohonen’s approach is di�erent:  she looks at smaller details and bigger 
context. She studies the photographic record of the Soviet space program 
not for the sake of �nding vanished cosmonauts, but to detect the embedded 
ideological messages – in other words, to compile the grammar of Soviet 
visual propaganda.

In this book, each space picture is truly worth a thousand words – Ko-
honen’s analysis reveals not only the explicit intentions of the media, but also 
the underlying assumptions of the Soviet visual discourse. Photos of heavenly 
bodies and depictions of space technology convey the message of conquest. 
Shades of color and grayness in space paintings display a range of con�icting 
emotions, from awe to escapism. Typical imagery of Soviet space heroes in 
public and in private evokes a fairytale script. Representations of humans and 
machines are blurred in utopian technological visions.

�is book shows that neither documentary photos nor artwork can ever 
be reduced to a single meaning. A slow study of visual images, like slow read-
ing, uncovers what a fast glance often misses – the expressions on the faces 
of villagers watching a just-landed cosmonaut, or the ordinary details of cos-
monauts’ daily lives that undermine conventional stereotypes of masculinity.

�e ambivalence of cosmonaut roles – as heroes or ordinary people, as 
models of masculinity or family men, as emotional humans or extensions 
of technology – shines through many images in the book. �ey encapsulate 
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the contradictory essence of Soviet space mythology – an attempt to build a 
propaganda campaign around a highly secretive program, to prove the supe-
riority of socialism while stressing the peaceful and international character of 
the space enterprise, and to mobilize mass enthusiasm for space exploration 
while rea�rming domestic family values.

My interviews with Soviet space program veterans and the study of 
personal diaries and archival materials suggest that cosmonauts did not easily 
identify with their own visual iconography. While the government decreed 
that a bust of each �own cosmonaut should be erected in his or her home 
town, Alexei Leonov, the �rst “spacewalker,” objected to the installation of his 
monument, which thus had to remain in the sculptor’s studio for �� years. 
When Gagarin’s mother asked him for a photo, he did not give her any of 
his iconic images, instantly recognizable around the world. Instead he found 
the photographer who had taken a casual picture of him before the historic 
�ight, when Gagarin was still a young, unknown pilot. �is photographer told 
me in an interview that Gagarin wanted to give his mother precisely that old 
photo, where he was not famous yet, a photo that was not endlessly reprinted 
in the media, a photo that had captured his humanity before he was turned 
into a visual symbol of the Space Age. Gagarin, the most recognizable icon 
of the time, did not see himself as an icon. 

Whether �ipping through glossy pages of popular magazines or thumb-
ing through dusty old photos in archives, Kohonen brings to life the imme-
diate visuality of Soviet space experience and slices o� layer after layer of 
meanings. Whether you are a seasoned space historian, a space bu�, or a 
casual reader, familiar space images will never look the same to you after you 
read this book.

Slava Gerovitch
Historian, Massachuse�s Institute of Technology

 

Author of Soviet Space Mythologies: Public Images, Private Memories, and 

the Making of a Cultural Identity and Voices of the Soviet Space Program: 

Cosmonauts, Soldiers, and Engineers Who Took the USSR into Space. 
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Aalto University and Dr. Sari Autio-Sarasmo of the Aleksanteri Institute, who 
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and colleagues at the three universities. I have greatly bene�ted from numerous 
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Foundation, the Ella and Georg Ehnrooth Foundation, the Niilo Helander 
Foundation, the Patricia Seppälä Foundation, the Finnish Concordia Fund, 
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thanks goes to Cosmonaut Alexei Leonov for kindly allowing me the use of 
his painting Selenodezity in this book.
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very talented at keeping me from worrying too much, and my loving family: to 
my mother– without you caring for the whole family this project would not 
have been possible; to my father, who taught me to be curious, look carefully, 
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and never stop wondering; and to Anna and Akseli for being both a sister and 
a brother, but also peers in the academic world. My deepest gratitude goes to 
my husband Uula and to my lovely children Unni and Toivo for their love. 

�is book is a translated and edited version of my doctoral dissertation 
published in Finnish in ����. �is English language version was made possible 
with the support of Aalto A � t �  Books, to whom I am very grateful.

About the Author
Iina Kohonen has a degree in cultural anthropology and a doctorate in 

photography (2012) from the School of Art Design and Architecture at Aalto 

University, Helsinki, Finland. Her recent publications address the visual 

history of the Soviet space program.
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I
n an archived photograph, we can see a woman in the middle of space 
debris. �e landing capsule has hurtled into a �eld; it is charred and lying 
slightly on its side on the ground. �e woman – I know that she is Valentina 
Tereshkova, the �rst woman to just return from space – is sitting, looking 

confused and gathering things in an open bag. On the ground next to her is an 
open newspaper on top of which a bottle of milk and eggs have been placed. 
�e spacesuit lies in a heap next to these and there is also a lot of other uniden-
ti�ed stu� around. A crowd surrounds the cosmonaut and the landing capsule, 
children with bare feet and grandmothers with scarves, looking solemnly at the 
miracle that has come from space (RGAN  � D  �-���). (������ �)

�e people around Tereshkova are very close to her. How is it possible? 
Wasn’t the landing of a cosmonaut a state secret? Yes, it was. �e surrounding 
technology was top-secret, but still the people could approach very near, even 
touch their hero. How was this possible? �e image is full of clues, like bits of 
a plot. �ese details are heavily loaded with meaning. However, outside of its 
original context, the photograph remains mute to me, a viewer from another 
culture and time. 

In order to understand this single photograph, to be able to mine its mean-
ings, we have to look further, to other photographs and stories, to the whole of 
the culture that once surrounded it. �e image was born in a speci�c historical 
context and is bound with that time and place. �e cultural geographer James 
R. Ryan (�

�: �
) has used the term “visual history” to describe the research 
perspective that aims to examine how photographs or images function as part 
of a particular historical situation, as part of distinct mechanisms of power 
and control. �e standpoint stems from the basic perspective of visual culture 
research, according to which images not only re�ect reality but also actively 
produce it. As the French philosopher and cultural critic Roland Barthes put 
the idea, “In an initial period, photography, in order to surprise, photographs 

Flying, actual, potential, and dreamlike, 
has always implied more than a 

mechanism for overcoming gravity.
(Siukonen 2001: 11)
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the notable; but soon, by a familiar reversal, it decrees notable whatever it 
photographs” (Barthes �
��: 
�). What is it that this particular photograph 
is trying to make notable? 

Taking this one shot as a starting point, this book is an analysis of images 
like it, which were provoked by the Space Age. �e photographs that we are 
about to study in the following pages are both boldly heroic and, as we will 
see, commonplace yet romantic, strikingly picturesque and sometimes – para-
doxically perhaps – very earthbound. �e arguments of this book will explore 
these contradictions.

�e research material includes photographs, illustrations, paintings, and 
�lms produced in the Soviet Union between �
�� and �
�
. �e main focus 
is on photographs found in the press, as the photos published in newspapers 
and magazines brought space and its conquerors into people’s everyday lives. 
�e analysis centers particularly on two interpretative contexts: the conquest of 
outer space, and the multiple facets of heroism connected to the cosmonauts in 
the Soviet Union of the late �
��s and the �
��s. (�e reader should not worry: 
even though we will see many pictures and photographs, our space heroine will 
not be forgotten. Toward the end of this book, we will pick up with her again.)

“The Current Generation of Soviet People  
Will Live Under Communism”

�e images illustrating this book were born as part of the Soviet Union’s Cold 
War propaganda machine and, if published, they followed the o�cial party line, 
as publishing could not be done legally outside of o�cial channels. �e period 
examined begins with the �rst Sputnik in �
�� and ends with the mission to the 
Moon by the United States in �
�
. From the perspective of the Soviet Union, 
therefore, the story proceeds from victory to defeat. During this long decade 
the world lived in a Space Age, at least on the pages of glossy magazines. In 
Soviet Union, television had not yet replaced magazines as the primary form 
of visual media, and the photographs published in popular magazines played 
an important role in recording, illustrating, and producing the Space Age. In 
the words of a contemporary photographer, “As photojournalists, we write 
the history of our time. Our part is to do it through the method of our art; 
truthfully, clearly, convincingly” (Korolev �
��: �
). 
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�e main publishing channel of the photos was the press, by means of 
which they circulated through an e�cient, state-run publishing network. Tech-
nological advances in printing made possible an unprecedented appearance 
of photographs in the press. In terms of visual culture, times were in �ux. In 
previous decades parades shown in media had been grand, paintings were 
full of marvels, and photos depicted the construction of a giant country into 
an even greater one. After the death of Stalin in March �
�	, the situation 
changed – not with a bang, but gradually. At the ��th meeting of the Soviet 
Party Congress in �
��, Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, had condemned 
Stalin’s purges and his personality cult. �is “Secret Speech” by Khrushchev 
was followed by the so-called �aw era¹, which was characterized by a partial 
relaxation of censorship, careful optimism and belief in a revival of the political 
system. Socialist realism² retained its place as the o�cial trend of the arts, but 
photographers observed that they had slightly more room to move.

Space grew to be the symbol of modern life and the future. Mankind 
seemed to be on the threshold of a new era, and belief in the possibilities of 
science and technology was strong. “Our country was the �rst to create an 
orbital spaceship, the �rst to reach outer space. Is this not a brilliant demon-
stration of the genuine freedom of the freest of all free people on earth, the 
Soviet people!” claimed Khrushchev in his speech (�
��a) in Red Square two 
days after Yuri Gagarin’s �ight. �rough the power of technology, everything 
appeared to be possible. �e smiling cosmonauts were the people of the future. 
�e central themes were modernization, “modernity” (sovremennost), a belief 
in man’s omnipotence before nature, and the glori�cation of scienti�c and 
technological progress.

�e optimism of that era is shown clearly in the Communist Party’s new 
program (Programma ���� ), the so-called �ird Party Program, which was 
formed in �
��–�
��. �e program was published in Pravda on July 	�, �
��. 
�e basic idea of the Party’s program was to build a transition from Socialism 
to Communism over the next twenty years. “In the Soviet Union, the material 
and technical foundation of Communism will be created in two decades. �at 
is the most important economic task of our Party, the foundation of the main 
line of our Party” (Khrushchev �
��b: ���). �e program promised that Com-
munism would be achieved in two stages: during the �rst decade (�
��–�
��), 
the Soviet Union would surpass the United States in agricultural and indus-
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trial production. �e �ird Party Program also promised a dramatic rise in 
the standard of living: growth in housing construction, increased consumer 
goods, and reduction of working hours to be the lowest in the world. In the 
second phase (�
��–�
��), the material-technical foundation of Communism 
would be created, and Soviet society would achieve the Communist objective 
of allocating commodities to people on the basis of need. �e promise “the 
current generation of Soviet people will live under Communism” was repeat-
ed in the program (Programma ���� �
��: ��–��, �
�). Communism was no 
longer a far-o� dream, but a fact. �is was partially proven by winning the 
Space Race, as underlined in a humorous picture published in Ogonyok in �
�� 
(� igure ��). “Illusion! Utopia! Slander!” shout the capitalists, powerless in front 
of the program. Next to the picture is a quote from Khrushchev: “�e program 
of the Communist Party can be compared to a three-stage rocket” (Ogonyok 

�/�
��). Even before its actual implementation, the �ird Party Program 
received great proof of its success with space achievements. Never before had 
utopia had such a clear timetable, a concrete point in the future. 

Secrecy and Spotlight

What best de�nes the space-related imagery in its entirety was a strange con-
nection in which meticulous censorship and excessive propaganda were linked. 
�e censorship, which was very strict in general, was particularly vigilant when 
it came to anything associated with the space program. Created in the top-se-
cret atmosphere of the military-industrial complex, illustrations or photos 
related to the space program were not circulated to the public without cau-
tious consideration. It is precisely this balancing act that makes these photos 
an interesting subject of study: every published photo was signi�cant, every 
detail left in place was meaningful – especially if appearing more than once. 
In the following pages, we shall see how media managed to negotiate scienti�c 
accomplishments and the demands of censorship: how to illustrate as much 
as possible without accidentally leaking secret technical data?

One simple solution was the practice of heavy retouching. During the 
whole of the �
��s and �
��s, retouched or otherwise doctored photos could 
be seen in the press. �e photos in Ogonyok magazine, for instance, were quite 
often colored by hand, and this practice was not questioned at any stage during 
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that era. Sovetskoe Foto, an important publishing channel for photo enthusiasts 
and professionals, even shared instructions with its readers on how to com-
bine negatives, as well as other methods of manipulation and montage (e.g., 
Bespalov �
�
: 	�). In a sense, the practice of coloring photos and using other 
types of manipulation did not lessen their relationship to reality: sometimes 
retouching was simply a technical and aesthetic matter, not taken as tamper-
ing with the photos’ authenticity. �e method was not very di�erent from the 
digital retouching of photos in advertisements routinely done today. �is is 
shown in � igure � � ��� � for example, where we can see how a hero has 
been made beautiful by painting on top of the photo. At other times, however, 
it was much more than that.

Material Used in the Book

�is book is based on photos, illustrations, and paintings published in the 
Soviet Union. The core data was collected from the complete volumes of  
Ogonyok magazine from between �
�� and �
�
. Included are images involving 
the topic of space from that period. 

�e magazine Ogonyok, which came out once a week, had the third largest 
circulation of the Soviet Union magazines at the turn of the �
��s and �
��s.³ 
�e magazine existed even before the Revolution, and even then it was already 
focused on photojournalism. It began circulating in its Soviet form in �
�	. 
While published weekly on Sundays, it could take a month for new issues to 
reach the eastern and northernmost parts of the Soviet Union. �e magazine 
de�ned itself as “a weekly socio-political, literary art magazine.” It was printed 
on what in those times was good-quality paper, and it included many pho-
tos, illustrations, and articles on science, sports, and Soviet life in general. In 
�

�, the magazine was expanded and was reintroduced with colored pictures.  
At that time, its circulation started to climb, and by the �
��s it ran to two 
million. Its price was a�ordable, as the magazine was aimed at the general 
public. Right from the outset, its contributors included the most prominent 
Soviet authors, scientists, and artists. At the turn of the �
��s and �
��s, many 
talented photojournalists were working for the magazine, such as Vsevolod 
Tarasevich, Dmitri Baltermants, Alexei Gostev, and Isaac Tunkel. In addition 
to having its own photographers, Ogonyok also acquired photos from photo 
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agencies. For example, only carefully chosen photographers had the right to 
be present at the launches or photograph the landings of the cosmonauts.

Images in Ogonyok depicting space were not consistently distributed over 
the years. From 
�	� e  �, one can note that space images were most concen-
trated between �
�� and �
�	. On the basis of the quantity of images, it is easy 
to see that space-related news coverage was at its peak during those years.

In �
��, when the peak number of images was reached, the Soviet Union won 
the most meaningful round of the Space Race at that time: on April ��, Yuri 
Gagarin became the �rst human to �y into space. �e following years were 
a celebration of manned �ights by the Soviet Union, and this is re�ected in 
an abundance of images until �
�	. After that point, the number of images 
dropped signi�cantly, so that by �
�� the topic of space was almost completely 
absent in the magazine. Reasons for this decline in images were linked to the 
space program itself. In �
��, the chief engineer of the space program, Sergei 
Korolev, passed away. �is was a heavy hit to the space program. In �
��, the 
Soviet Union only managed to launch two lunar probes, both of which were 
extensively reported on by Ogonyok (�–�/�
��; ��/�
��). Yet, not even one 
manned �ight was sent into space by Soviets, and space-related images were 

Table 1. �e total number of space-related images in Ogonyok.
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almost completely absent in the magazine: over the course of the whole year, 
only 	� space-related images were published. �e following year the magazine 
concentrated even less on the subject of space: only 	� images connected to the 
space program were published in the magazine. Moreover, instead of focusing 
on celebrated heroes, for the �rst time ever the magazine reported on an ac-
cident that took the life of a cosmonaut, when Vladimir Komarov was killed 
during a failed descent of his Soyuz � spacecraft. �e accident was publicly 
acknowledged because the �ight was already known about (Ogonyok ��/�
��). 
�e only other newsworthy space-related event reported by Ogonyok that year 
was the successful arrival at Venus of the Venera 
 probe (Ogonyok 
	/�
��).

�e year �
�� also started with sad news when the �rst cosmonaut, Yuri 
Gagarin, died in a �ight accident. �is was also widely reported on in Ogonyok 
(��/�
��), which led to a jump in the number of space-related images. At the end of 
�
��, after a long hiatus Ogonyok again reported on a manned space�ight (Ogonyok 

�–
�/�
��), and the following year Ogonyok introduced many new space heroes 
through successful Soyuz �ights (Ogonyok 	–
/�
�
). �ere were, however, hints 
of other new heroes in the images: throughout �
�
 we can see, among the familiar 
faces of the cosmonauts, glimpses of astronauts from the �S  Apollo program (see, 
for example, �igure  ��) (Ogonyok �/�
�
, �� /�
�
, 	�/�
�
, 	� /�
�
).

�e images published in Ogonyok were primarily directed at a Soviet au-
dience. �e magazine was the primary publishing platform of the images that 
form the material of this book, but it was not the only one. �e centralized pub-
lishing machine and the copyrights associated with it led to a situation in which 
multiple versions of a single photo could be in circulation at the same time.�

� igure  � shows a young man in an Air Force uniform, looking past the 
camera with a slight smile on his face. �e person in the photo is “Cosmonaut 
No. �,” Gherman Stepanovich Titov, the second man to orbit the Earth, only 
three months after Yuri Gagarin. After his space�ight, this photo became well 
known. � igure � �–�� (see also �igure  
�) show how the same image was 
used as press photos, book covers, postcards, posters, and badges. �is was 
a typical practice. Space technology and images of the �rst cosmonauts were 
quickly turned into a kind of basic corpus, which was refreshed again and again 
in slightly di�erent ways, and retouched and cropped.

�e photos published in Ogonyok were often manipulated, as colorization 
and other forms of retouching were a common practice. In order to see what 
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kinds of cropping and changes were made to the photos, I decided to look for 
their originals. �e photo archives of Ogonyok itself have disappeared, but most 
of the space-related images ended up in the Russian State Archive of Scienti�c 
and Technical Documents (Rossiisky gosudarstvennyi arkhiv nauchno-tekhnich-
eskoi dokumentatsii, RGAN  � D ) in Moscow. From this archive, I collected exten-
sive background material, a collection forming a total of over 
,��� photos.

�e material produced by the Soviet Union’s space program has been 
collected in the archive since �
�
. �e collection includes correspondence by 
the cosmonauts, recordings, �lm clips and technical drawings, memoirs, and 
a range of scienti�c and technical documentation. �e collection has been 
built by di�erent parties involved in the space program, as well as media and 
private people. In terms of this book, the most interesting part of the archive 
was its photo collection, the largest one in Russia to concentrate solely on the 
space program, consisting of approximately 
�,��� photos. I went through 
the areas of the collection that were accessible to researchers, examining index 
cards that included small black-and-white proofs and information about the 
photo’s provenance: the photographer, a description of the location, informa-
tion about the event or people depicted in the photo, and possible cropping 
done to photos that were published. �e attached proof was often reversed.  
I used dates as my selection criterion, as I sought to collect photos between 
the years of �
�� and �
�
 as comprehensively as possible.

In addition to the collection of archived material, my research also in-
cludes other visual material produced in the era, such as �lms, art, popular 
booklets, biographies of the cosmonauts, and trading cards. Together these 
provide background and create a context for the images of the research. Other 
visual material, however, remains background material. For instance, I do not 
separately analyze the narration of �lms.

Roland Barthes has written about problems that one may confront when 
trying to make generalizations on the basis of a single photo. As Barthes sees 
it, photography mechanically repeats something that cannot ever again exis-
tentially be repeated. If one wants to understand something broader by means 
of photos, one encounters a problem, which Barthes calls the “tireless repe-
tition of contingency” (Barthes �
��: ��–��). By this, he seeks to express the 
contradiction that arises when one attempts to make generalizations based 
on a single photo. �e photohistorian Alan Trachtenberg sees this analogous 
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to historical research: how can one �t the random and fragmented details of 
everyday life into a sensible whole without losing the rich detail of life itself? 
(Trachtenberg �
�
: xiv). What aspect of photos is essential when doing re-
search on them? �ousands of tiny details draw any single interpretation into 
di�erent directions. How to generalize that “endless repetition of coincidence” 
without losing the coincidence itself?

When I went through the larger corpus of material, I noticed that the 
imagery, in fact, was not at all accidental. �e cosmonauts received the same 
�ower bouquets and medals again and again, and they trained and spent their 
free time in similar conditions. What was repeated in Ogonyok was also repeat-
ed in the archive. Subjects of photos and gestures and positions continually 
recurring in almost the same way leads one to wonder why certain details or 
themes repeat themselves from one magazine to another, or from one photo to 
another. I decided to make this repetitiveness one of the objects of my analysis. 
I approach the imagery by paying less attention to individual visual narratives 
and instead concentrating on analyzing recurring themes that I have located 
in the imagery. What recurs and why?

The Structure of the Book

�e book is divided in such a way that the premises of the study are present-
ed in an introductory chapter (Chapter �). �e introductory chapter exam-
ines the empirical and theoretical background of the study and introduces 
the methodological preferences. Research material is treated in six analytical 
chapters. Each of these contains its own speci�c and exclusive collection of 
material, along with the essential methodological emphasis that is germane to 
the research questions of that chapter. �e common goal of these analytical 
chapters is to situate the images in terms of their larger historical, political, 
and cultural context.

Chapter two considers the space-related images that appear in this book. 
�is imagery includes photos of space, satellites, and the Moon taken from 
Earth, photos taken by probes in space, and stylized illustrations of rockets 
launched into space. Soviet cosmic propaganda strongly drew from the idea 
of outer space’s immensity and the rhetoric of conquest and exploration. �e 
purpose of this chapter is to show how this was done via visual representa-
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tions, and its basic argument is that the cosmic imagery was, in practice, very 
imperial by nature. �e chapter takes the early Soviet Luna program – the 
fi rst three robotic spacecraft missions sent to the Moon by the Soviet Union 
in �
�
 – as a case study. 

Chapter 	 concentrates on a peculiar sub-genre within the canon of 
post-Stalinist Socialist Realist art: the cosmic landscapes that appeared so 
widely in the pages of Ogonyok and other popular media. An interesting point 
of departure for this topic is an artist whose works were frequently published 
in popular magazines, a cosmonaut himself: Alexei Leonov, the man who per-
formed the fi rst “spacewalk” in March of �
��. �e works drew their infl uence 
from Stalin’s gigantic industrial scenes, which celebrated man’s unlimited power 
to bend nature to his will. But like all dream images, they were ambivalent: in 
the colorfulness of these paintings, one also �nds murkier shades and almost 
escapist tendencies. 

Chapter 
 provides context for the cosmonaut as a new type of hero in 
Soviet history. �is chapter introduces di�erent elements of the visual narra-
tives of the cosmonauts, and it re�ects on their meaningfulness in the context 
of the Soviet Union of the �
��s. In its analysis of the homecoming ritual of 
the cosmonaut hero, the chapter discusses Vladimir Propp, the researcher of 
classical structuralist narratology. In the spirit of Propp, the following chapters 
look at imagery as a narrative that gets its meaning vis-à-vis themes connected 
to heroism and the modernization of everyday life and humanity. 

Chapter � contextualizes the hero in the Khrushchevian discourse of ideal 
citizenship. Over the course of the �
��s the focus turned from outer space to 
the Earth’s surface. �e theme of conquest was increasingly replaced with more 
earthbound subject matter related to the cosmonauts, and the emphasis was on 
the commonplace, quotidian qualities of the cosmonaut heroes’ personal lives. 

Chapter � demonstrates how the photographs representing early Sovi-
et cosmonauts associated outer space with the discourse of modernity, good 
taste, and the aesthetics of the everyday. Particularly, the male cosmonaut as 
a representative of his gender can be seen as having more latitude than men 
previously had in general in Soviet media.

Chapter � focuses even deeper on the human side of the technological 
utopia. In the midst of Cold War policies and the technological utopianism so 
closely linked to the Space Race, the photographs in this book clearly show that, 
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visually speaking, it was not the machine that was celebrated – it was the man 
who had broken the barriers of Earth’s gravity and had survived, the cosmo-
naut, both utopian hero and modern man. �is chapter shows how the border 
between man and machine was blurred in the discourse of cybernetic society.

�e concluding chapter (Chapter �) summarizes the arguments of the 
main chapters, then assesses the overall implications of their content for both 
Soviet history and photographic theory.

A �SLASH�ACROSS 
THE�HEAVENS

MAPPING�AND�NAMING�SPACE

CHAPTER��
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I
n the poor-quality press photo, one can barely recognize a white line crossing 
over the surface of the black photo. �e photo was published in Pravda, 
and it is one of the �rst published photos of Sputnik �, the �rst arti�cial 
Earth satellite. It is so vague that it is almost indecipherable. �e photo 

shows a dimly shining stripe on a night sky. It was taken with a long exposure, 
and it displays the route of the satellite in the sky.• �e dim stripe left by the 
satellite is like a slash across the heavens, mankind’s track in in�nite empti-
ness. � igure ��� depicts the same theme in Ogonyok, as “photographed by the 
Englishman Alan Morris” (Ogonyok �/�
��).

In this chapter, I explore the broader themes that this little photo opened 
up, examining photos as an aspect of di�erent means of conquering space. �e 
idea of monitoring, controlling, even capturing an object has been linked to 
photography since its invention (Ryan �

�; Tagg �
��: �	–�
, ��–���). After 
its discovery, photography was immediately adopted as a tool for possessing 
space. Early nineteenth-century expedition photos were capable of represent-
ing targets with millimeter precision. With the help of those photos, it was 
possible to gauge and comment from afar on the nature and landscape of 
distant countries; it was viable to classify and categorize landscapes by means 
of science. �e photos produced by the new instrument also interested the 
audience in an unforeseen way. �e photos transformed the abstract symbols 
of a map into physical places. �ey produced a sort of imaginary geography, 

To sharpen the gaze, reach out one’s 
hand to develop �ngers and a sense 

of touch, so that according to our own 
discretion we can move the smallest 
building blocks of the microcosmos –  
so that man can overcome the gravity  

of the Earth and shoot wise seeds 
through vast space.

(Leonov 1961: 5)
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and they brought distant places within reach (Schwartz �

�: ��–
�; Tracht-
enberg �
�
: ���). 

Racing into Space

�e Space Race between the Soviet Union and the United States was closely 
linked to weapon and missile technology. Engineering and technology were key 
terms in the space program. In the material examined, technology appears as 
physical and technical equipment, such as di�erent apparatuses and machines. 
In addition, technology and technical equipment are connected with di�erent 
mechanisms of control and assuming possession. In this book I de�ne technol-
ogy largely on the basis of how the concept was used in the Soviet Union in 
connection with the scienti�c–technical revolution: the complete electri�cation 
of the whole country, the advancement of technical and technological methods 
across all levels of the economy, the automation and full mechanization of 
production processes, the use of new energy sources, the full exploitation of 
natural resources, and the linking of science and technology to all production 
(Programma ���� �
��: ��).

�e belief in technological progress was not typical of the Soviet Union 
only. For example, the term “scienti�c–technical revolution,” which was much 
used in the Soviet Union, originated in the United States at the end of the �
��s 
to describe the swift technological development of the era and those changes 
that this development brought about. In the �
��s, the belief in modernization, 
as well as a strong rise in standards of living through science and technolo-
gy, was a phenomenon that transcended nations and political camps. In the 
context of the Cold War, the two competing superpowers were both trying to 
control natural resources, human behavior, and technological development, but 
through di�erent means (Autio-Sarasmo ����: �	�–�	�; Westad ����: ���).

An Earth-orbiting satellite had been the aim of both superpowers from 
the beginning of the International Geophysical Year.• Both doubted, at least 
in theory, that the other had the necessary technologies to launch an “arti�cial 
moon.” In the West, however, it was not completely understood, at least public-
ly, how far the plans of the Soviet Union had actually advanced. When the So-
viet Union achieved success, it was a shock to the United States. From the point 
of view of a superpower, it was humiliating. In particular, the United States 
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focused on the small satellite’s powerful booster rocket, which could enable the 
delivery of an intercontinental missile. �is realization caused self-re�ection in 
the United States about the loss of technological dominance. �e Cold War 
publicly shifted into a new phase, and the United States’ tone of technological 
optimism grew darker (Gorin ����: ��–
�; Peoples ����: ��–��).

A more serious undertone to the technological optimism can also be seen 
in Ogonyok. For instance, the article “WRockets guarding the peace” present-
ed the newest war technology of the Soviet Union with �	 photos (Ogonyok 
��/�
��). Rockets rising into the evening sky and photos of the destructive 
power of their explosions linked strange discourses of war and peace. On one 
hand, there was talk of world peace: “�e data collected by the Soviet Sput-
niks has been given to the public for the use of the whole of humanity. �is is 
the clearest indication of the humanity of the socialist society, a society that 
with all its power seeks to promote the peaceful development of all people” 
(Ensimmäinen vuosi… �
��). On the other hand, military technical dominance 
was demonstrated. Photos aestheticized the Cold War with rockets on their 
launching pads, reddened by the sunset (�igure  ��), and graphic mushroom 
clouds on the horizon. �e photos are so heavily retouched and distorted that 
the rockets depicted in the end had hardly anything do with the actual tech-
nical apparati (which were classi�ed). Still, the pictures are reminiscent of the 
double role played by the �rst Sputnik as well. Not only could one research 
the depth of space with rockets; it was also possible to wage war with them.

�e anthropologist James C. Scott (�

�) has researched politics, geog-
raphy, and the power relations linked to these. He has written about “high 
modernism,” meaning the era that began with the scienti�c discoveries at the 
end of the eighteenth century and the industrialization of the nineteenth 
century, when the belief in scienti�c–technical development was especially 
strong. �e scienti�c and technical development that began in Europe at the 
end of the eighteenth century and the industrialization that accelerated from 
the mid-nineteenth century led to urbanization, the rise of the middle class, 
increasingly long expeditions and expanding empires, and inventions such as 
the telephone, the telegram, and the steam engine that transformed the concept 
of time and space. Photography was born in this setting in order to record it. 
Photography can be seen as a technology that was produced by the modern 
era and can be placed in the same continuum as other di�erent technological 
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inventions that used images, such as the Galilean telescope and the Hubble 
telescope, as well as the microscope. �ese technologies have brought to light 
information that cannot be seen with the plain eye. By making seen that which 
was previously unseen, photography-related technologies are “changing the 
rules of existence” (Elo ����: ��; Schwartz and Ryan ����: �–�).

According to Scott, the ideology of high modernism is depicted by a stead-
fast trust in the potential of science and technology to satisfy the ever-growing 
needs of humans. �e ideology of high modernism aims for a complete control 
of nature (including human nature). In the Soviet Union, new technologies were 
seen as the answer to problems that were encountered on the way to Communism.  
�e ideological belief in high modernism went beyond traditional political 
borders. �e ideology prized speed, motion, and sleekness. It swore in the name 
of rationality and claimed to be a radical break from the past. In terms of time, 
the emphasis was on the future. According to Scott, “heroic progress toward 
a totally transformed future” was seen and emphasized in visual expressions, 
often in such a way that the contrast between everyday life and future-oriented 
images was painfully clear (Scott �

�: �–�, ��–���). �e Space Race of the 
�
��s and �
��s can be seen as one of the high points of this high modernism.

To Conquer – or to Explore?

One of the most consistent guiding principles of the Soviet Union was its 
great breadth. Although the areas covered on the map were large, they were 
not uni�ed. Katerina Clark and Jan Plamper have both analyzed the spatial 
organization of the Soviet Union from the perspective of the sacred. Clark has 
stated that the country organized itself in concentric circles. �e hierarchal 
“cartography of power” had divided the area of the everyday and sacred space 
in such a way that the closer one came to the innermost circle, the more sacred 
it became• (Clark ����b: ��
–���; ���	: 	–��; Plamper ����: 		
–	�
).  Em-
ma Widdis (���	a: ���) has researched spatial concepts in the Soviet Union 
through Stalin-era �lms, distinguishing the terms “conquest” and “exploration.” 
According to Widdis, space in the Soviet Union was ordered in a static and 
hierarchical way around Moscow, the dominating center. Moscow was like 
a magnetic pole whose �eld controlled movement external to the center. As 
if pressed by a centrifugal force, movement was directed outside of the core.  
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Moscow organized power around itself in such a way that remote areas were di-
rectly related to the city center and in a circular manner, so that the most sacred 
area was the Kremlin. In Stalin’s time, the sanctum sanctorum was his o�ce, 
which was so sacred that it could not even be photographed. �e reference 
“a light shining from the tower” should su�ce – Stalin worked for his country 
at night. Stalin himself was a monumental, static �gure. He did not depart 
from the central core of power; rather, people came to him. Or more precisely, 
people asked to approach him. Only a few had the right to cross the magical 
border of the inner circle (Clark ����b: ��
–���; Günther ���	: ���–���).

Moscow is also a central element in space imagery. As seen in photos, Mos-
cow is part of space: a huge moon rises above the Kremlin, while in another pho-
to the red star of the Kremlin is more massive than a rocket (Ogonyok 
�/�
�
, 
cover; Ogonyok �/�
��: �, photo: O. Knorring). In � igure  ��, the Kremlin’s red 
star launches the rocket with the words “Peace, Work, Freedom, Equality and 
Happiness.” In �igure  �
, the phrase “the Soviet Union, the cosmonauts’ home-
land” manages to �t on the label of a small matchbox. �ese kinds of collector’s 
series of matchboxes with varying themes were common. �e same relationship 
between Moscow and the universe was dealt with by Pavel Klushantsev• in his 
�lm Vselennaya (Universe, �
��). At the end of the �lm, the perspective moves 
from the furthest in�nity of the universe to the Earth, and �nally to a close-up 
of Moscow. Moscow was the hub of the world, the axis mundi, the pillar between 
the Earth and the heavens around which the whole universe revolved.

According to Widdis, the idea of sacred center and conquering what is 
outside it is not su�cient to explain all of the spatial dimensions of the So-
viet Union. She introduces the concept of exploration, beside the concept of 
conquest:

If osvoevie [conquest] is understood as an assimilative attitude toward the 
periphery, in which the periphery is subject to a structure of control from 
the center, then exploration describes a more decentered, nonassimilative 
investigation of space in which di�erence is emphasized over sameness and 
the quest for information is di�erentiated from control. (Widdis ���	b: ���)

Unlike Stalin, Khrushchev repeatedly violated the idea of the sacredness of 
the center. He moved in the outer ring of the circle, among the masses, in the 
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periphery. In the photos, Khrushchev participates, shakes hands, hugs, tastes, 
raises his glass, embraces, and is in constant movement. On the other hand, 
Khrushchev’s movement in the outer rings of the domain only emphasized the 
meaningfulness of the center. �e myth of the center was equally dependent 
on the clearly de�ned myth of the periphery.

In this chapter, I analyze photos with the help of Widdis’ conceptual 
division. I re�ect on how space was captured by photos, how photography 
as a tool participated in this process of capturing, and how the conceptually 
distinct terms “conquering” and “exploration” appear in my research material. 
I discuss the role of the photo as a photo, speci�cally as a device. �e aim of 
this chapter is to consider how the capturing of space, the domestication of 
the place, was realized with the help of photos and cartography. I explore a 
variety of pictorial perspectives on space. In particular, I examine more closely 
two types of photos that repeatedly appear in the imagery. �e �rst object of 
observation includes photos where the location of the viewer is the surface of 
the Earth. Second, I concentrate on photos depicting the Moon.

The System of Secrecy

�e news that broke the launch of the �rst satellite did not have a photo. Ac-
tually, the magnitude of the news was not even immediately obvious. Perhaps 
only a few people paid special attention to the routine press release of the 
� ASS  news agency on the front page of the Party journal Pravda on October �, 
�
��. �e short notice stated that the day before, the �.S .S .R . had launched an 
Earth orbital satellite (iskusstvennyi sputnik zemli) as part of the program of the 
International Geophysical Year. �e notice stated that the satellite was �� cm 
in diameter and �	.� kg in weight, and it orbited the Earth with an elliptical 
trajectory. One revolution was said to take one hour and thirty-�ve minutes. 
If one had stopped to think about this, it might have caused amazement – the 
speed was quite fast, as much as �.	
 mi/s. While the notice did not waste 
exclamation points, perhaps the last bit might have given the reader pause: the 
arti�cial satellite was promised to “pave the way to interplanetary travel.” �e 
notice ended with a statement, appropriate to the time of its release, about how 
“the new socialist society makes the most daring dreams of mankind a reality” 
(Pravda October �, �
��: �).
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�e next day, everything changed. �e contrast with the terse notice by 
� ASS  is evident. Academics from around the socialist world praised the achieve-
ment: “science has overcome fantasy,” “the future started today,” and “the great 
victory of the creative mind” (Pravda October �, �
��: �). �is was the style 
with which the media in coming years would describe space: with exclamation 
points and superlatives. Not only Pravda, but press around the world pub-
lished the event on their front pages. In the West, the news was received with 
astonishment, even with shock: the Space Age had begun, but in a completely 
di�erent way than expected. For a moment, the relative political strengths of 
the superpowers were reversed.

�e lack of any photo could perhaps be explained by the paucity of media 
coverage in general – it is possible that the great news value of the satellite 
launch only became clear to the Soviet media after the sharpness of the reaction 
of the West. However, the photo is not found in the following day’s Pravda. 
What did the satellite look like? �e Western press had to settle for guesses, 
and the early illustrations of Sputnik resemble fantasy more than reality. 

�e �rst photo of Sputnik � did not appear until �ve days after the his-
toric launch (Pravda October ��, �
��: �): a stylized product photo without 
any technical details, which spread quickly to the Western press (figure ���).  
A week after Sputnik’s launch, the same photo was published in Ogonyok (Og-
onyok 
�/�
��: �). �e photographer was not credited. In the photo, Sputnik 
is attached to a rack against a black background. It is hard to believe that this 
harmless-looking object changed the scienti�c–technical balance of superpow-
er relations. Four long antennas are directed backwards, cutting diagonally 
across the black photo. �e satellite shines in the photo, as if it had been rubbed 
with chamois. �e satellite’s design had been well thought out in terms of sci-
ence – the shiny sphere re�ected the rays of the Sun as much as possible and 
thus ensured the best possible visibility from the surface of the Earth – and 
also for purely aesthetic reasons: “It will be displayed in museums!” was the 
argument of the chief designer, Sergei Korolev, for its calculated elegant form 
and presentation (Gerovitch ����: ��
; ����: �	). 

In all its minimalism, the photo of a perfect sphere was a ready-made 
symbol, like a stamp, and it remained the only widespread publicity photo of 
the satellite itself – even though it is hard to ascertain with any certainty the 
authenticity of the satellite in the photo. It may also be one of the numerous 
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�:� models produced of Sputnik for exhibition purposes (see, for example, 
� igure   �� ). A few photographs of the satellite’s manufacture were found in 
the archive, but only this photo became public.

An equally limited series of illustrations are found for the next set of 
satellites and rockets. Not even one month had passed after the �rst Sputnik 
when the Soviet Union caused a stir with a new �ight: on the 	rd of November 
the second Soviet satellite, Sputnik �, was launched. �is was even a greater 
shock for the West than the �rst one. Within mere months, the Soviet Union 
had succeeded in seizing the technological lead from the United States. Sput-
nik � was impressive on the basis of its sheer size. While the United States 
was struggling with repeated unsuccessful launches of its own �rst satellite, 
which weighed less than �.� kg, this Soviet satellite weighed over ��� kg. �e 
Soviet press ridiculed the small size of the American satellites: “Soviet sci-
entists would not waste their energy sending some kind of orange up to the 
sky” (Geim �
�
: ��–�	). �e taunting was mutual: in the United States, the 
small size of their satellites was seen as an advantage, while the Russians were 
seen as only being capable of clumsy mechanical solutions, lacking the kind 
of accuracy demanded by �ne mechanics (Shelton �
��: 
–�). On the other 
hand, the United States was also the target of ridicule from other countries: 
after the repeated failures, the headlines of newspapers around Europe read 
“[o]h, what a Flopnik!”, “� S  Calls it Kaputnik,” and “[i]t seems there is a worm 
in the grapefruit” (Heppenheimer �

�: ���–���).

How then was this second Sputnik represented in photographs immedi-
ately after its launch? Reportage was greater than the �rst time, but pictures 
were still scarce. Pravda gave the �rst news coverage, publishing in the usual 
way the release by the �ASS  news agency. �e release described the technical 
equipment of the satellite in a matter-of-fact, yet abbreviated manner (Prav-
da November 
, �
��). �e notice was illustrated with a stylized drawing of 
two orbiters bursting into the black night sky. �e foreground of the drawing 
is dominated by a statue that strongly resembles Vera Muhina’s monument, 
Worker and Kolkhoz Woman, while in the background rises the Kremlin’s Spass-
kaya tower. Pravda did not publish photos of Sputnik �’s technical equipment 
until nine days after the �rst coverage (Pravda November �	, �
��). A full-
page spread in the comprehensive article includes three photos of technical 
apparati, as well as an illustrative, albeit simple, cross-section of the satellite’s 
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booster rocket from the top. �ree other photos in the article present the 
equipment intended to research the Sun and cosmic rays. �e photos are of 
poor quality and out of focus, but one can still barely distinguish the main 
features of the technical equipment. �e same photos were published in Og-
onyok (� igure ����) as part of a one-page essay titled “�e scouts of space” 
(Ogonyok 
�/�
��). �e photos are of better quality than in Pravda, but still 
remain almost indecipherable.

�e paucity of visual material related to technology seems odd, especially 
taking into consideration the intensity with which the Soviet Union at the end 
of the �
��s regarded technological progress. �e �rst Sputnik had already 
created the material and technical foundation required for the transition to 
Communism. �rough the Space Race, the Soviet Union had risen to the level 
of a modern state that sought to justify its existence as an equal among other 
modern nations. Commonly used was the term “scienti�c–technical revolution,” 
which suited Khrushchev’s campaign of modernization, and space achieve-
ments were tightly linked to this larger scienti�c–technical whole:

In this respect, the victory of Soviet science, which the whole advanced world 
has discovered with great satisfaction, is not the distinct achievement of a 
record, but the result of the co-operation of all the �elds of Soviet science 
supporting Soviet industry. (Topchev �
��: �)

When one considers the passion with which visual propaganda was viewed 
in terms of the belief in technological progress that characterized the Soviet 
Union of the �
��s, there are surprisingly few photos of technical equipment.

When examining Ogonyok’s space-related imagery as a whole, overall there 
is little technical imagery, detailed illustrations of space technology, or photos 
of orbiters or rockets. Images of technology are limited to stylized illustrations 
or stock images like the photo of Sputnik I. If rockets or other space technol-
ogies were depicted, details were almost completely edited out of the picture. 
Often photographed were models of orbiters exhibited around the world (as 
shown in �igure  ��); the model of Sputnik is on display at the United Nations 
headquarters in New York (Ogonyok ��/�
��).

�e reason for such a lack of visual material was censorship. Censorship 
was an integral part of the publishing process in the Soviet Union. �e primary 
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purpose was to keep “ideas that were unknown to Communist ideology” out 
of the general consciousness, thereby thwarting public access to concepts that 
were in con�ict with the worldview created by the Party. On the other hand, 
the goal was to prevent certain types of information – military or technolog-
ical – from leaking out of the country (Gorokho� �
�
: �	–��). �e lack of 
technical close-ups can be explained by means of an operational culture that 
permeated the whole of society. 

At the end of �
�
, for instance, Life published photos taken by Dmitri 
Baltermants for Ogonyok about the training of space dogs and cosmonauts – 
without any reference to the photographer, however. Life’s attitude toward the 
photos reveals the contextuality of their meaning. �e techniques re�ected in 
the photos are considered to be clumsy and underdeveloped, but Life suspected 
this to be a sham. �e article expressed suspicions that the Soviet space program 
was actually at a much more sophisticated stage, as connotations of techno-
logical primitiveness could not possibly have been the intended goal of photos 
that were carefully selected by the State for release to the rest of the world (First 
Pictures of Russian Astronauts �
�
: ��). �e Soviet censorship machine seemed 
to have been correct in one respect, however: photos that were published were 
indeed scrutinized in the West in terms of technological solutions.

�e space historian Asif A. Siddiqi has called this a “secrecy regime” (Sid-
diqi ����: 
�–��). �e space program was monitored extremely carefully, and 
illustrations or photos that contained technical details were not distributed 
to the public without careful consideration. All in all, access to the space pro-
gram was an opportunity that was o�ered to very few journalists or photogra-
phers. For instance, the ascent in April �
�� of the �rst manned space�ight, the 
Vostok-� rocket carrying Yuri Gagarin, was not observed by any journalists.• 
A few months later, only one journalist from �ASS  was allowed to come to 
Baikonur to see the launch of the spaceship with Gherman Titov; according 
to the journalist Yaroslav Golovanov,¹• it was rumored that he was there only 
because “he did not understand a thing about rocket technology, cosmonautics 
or technology in general” (Golovanov ����: 	

).

Material intended for publication was also checked by the political censor-
ship machine. In connection with the Council of Ministers of the Soviet Union, 
an institute responsible for censorship was established in �
��. �is censorship 
body, Glavnoe upravlenie po delam literatury i izdatelstv (or simply Glavlit), was 
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responsible for the political and ideological control over the publication of all 
printed matter, photos, radio broadcasts, exhibitions, and public lectures. It 
could deny the release of work that included hostile propaganda toward the 
Communist administration, leaked state secrets, or included nationalist or 
religious fanaticism or pornography. Glavlit had agents in editorial sta� and 
in publishing houses, at printers and at radio stations, at telegraph o�ces and 
at customs, as well as in post o�ces; publications were not given permission 
to be printed before approval by the censorship authorities. �e subordinates 
of these censorship authorities were called political journalists, who worked 
in the editorial sta� under the editor-in-chief, but acted according to Glav-
lit’s mandates. �e political journalists read text to be published and made 
the necessary corrections, according to the guidelines. �ey even checked the 
pages of magazines against a light in order to see if undesirable superimposed 
photos appeared through. �e photos were checked for other details as well. 
Glavlit’s executive power was only restricted when it came to publications of 
the Communist Party and the Academy of Sciences of the �.S .S .R . (Gorokho� 
�
�
: �	–��). Glavlit operated until �

�.

�e secrecy connected with military–industrial know-how was not just a 
typically Soviet phenomenon, especially in regard to space programs. As Sid-
diqi (����: 
�–��) aptly notes, the trend becomes interesting in the context of 
the Soviet space program as the Soviet Union had a particularly strong need 
to keep almost all aspects of the program secret and, at the same time, a great 
demand to propagate it as widely as possible. �is caused a self-contradictory 
situation. On one hand, it was clear that the propaganda machine had to spread 
information about the scienti�c–technical achievements of the Soviet Union as 
e�ciently as it could. �is was done, however, in such a way that no essential 
information came to light. In a paradoxical way, the publishing engine of the 
Soviet Union itself prevented the presentation of its most important scienti�c 
achievements in public. Close-ups of technical apparatuses were reduced to 
symbolic motifs, with the same photos being circulated from one publication 
to another, as well as to the West.

Such closely controlled publicity eliminated the possibility of chance. As 
far as its public image was concerned, all of the space program’s achievements 
were calculated in advance and part of a program:
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�is space�ight of the Soviet man is not, however, only the personal heroism 
of he who bravely began to step on the path previously untrodden – it is 
a legal result of the development of Soviet science and technical progress, 
it is the result of the dedication and professional work of Soviet scientists 
and engineers and workers’ collectives from di�erent professions, those who 
secured the success of this responsible and exceptionally important scienti�c 
technical attempt … Did a miracle take place? Of course not! (Mihailov 
�
��: �)

Failures did not publicly take place in the space program. No, not as long as it 
was possible to avoid publishing anything about them. If a rocket did not end 
up in orbit, it was not disclosed. If a cosmonaut died or was hurt in training, 
it was not discussed. In this way, there emerged a picture of certain triumph 
(Siddiqi ����: 
�–��). �e planned economy was working, and successes were 
not only natural in the socialist system but also “a legal result of the amazing 
development of the spiritual and material power of the Soviet people” (En-
simmäinen vuosi… �
��: 	). In this larger narrative, as Siddiqi has interestingly 
noted, errors were unthinkable. �e tension between secrecy and publicity was 
embedded in every announcement, poster, stamp, or museum text published 
by the program. In photos, this tension was seen especially clearly. Included in 
the realistic nature of the photo was a contradiction: how to show as much as 
possible without revealing too much? In this context Siddiqi uses the concept 
of overcompensation. Texts describing space were overcompensated, as every 
detail was pregnant with excessively important meaning (Siddiqi ����: 
�–��). 
It is this idea of overcompensation that makes published space photos such 
an interesting subject of study: nothing was published by mistake and every 
detail left untouched was done on purpose. 

Scouts of the Heavenly Depths

A new era has now started, when the life born from Mother Earth and the life  
it nurtured separates from the biosphere and speeds into unexplored space, where 
a new stage of development stage awaits. (Pokrovsky �
��: �
)
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�is chapter began with a photo in which the viewer is on the surface of the 
Earth. In the photos, man is bound to the Earth, but looks into space with the 
aid of technology. It seems as if technologies are reaching out into space from 
Earth: radars are listening to the messages of space and telescopes are staring 
out into the distance, while computers are processing data. Man had not yet 
gotten into space, but he had sent his representatives there. Sputnik was a scout 
(razvedchik) sent into the depths of the heavens, a pioneer, and a trailblazer 
(Vasilev �
��: �; Vernov �
��: 
). Sputnik was described almost as mankind’s 
human representative in cold space.

Above the �rst published photo of Sputnik was a quotation in bold that 
stated: “About one thing I am absolutely certain: victory belongs to the Soviet 
Union.” �e author of the quote was the scientist Konstantin Tsiolkovsky 
(����–�
	�), who at the time of its publication was already deceased. �e quote 
contextualizes the photo in terms of a discussion that had started in Russia 
over �� years before. �e dream of space �ight was not a novelty introduced 
during the era of Khrushchev or the Cold War. �e dream had a long history.

Tsiolkovsky’s name can be linked to a speci�c cultural and philosophi-
cal movement often referred to as Russian cosmism (Ruskii kozmizm). �is 
movement, situated at the beginning of the twentieth century, was a peculiar 
fusion of natural philosophy and religious re�ection that o�ered a unique way 
of explaining the world. One interesting example of the cosmic philosophers 
is the original thinker Nikolai Fedorov (���
–�
�	), for whom the cosmic 
connection was especially central.¹¹ One of Fedorov’s aims was a brotherhood 
that united mankind, whose ultimate ful�llment would be a departure from the 
Earthly sphere into a cosmic dimension. After reaching perfection, mankind 
would even conquer death: resurrection was a very concrete goal for Fedorov 
(Yegorov ����; Kozhevnikov �
��; Zenkovsky �
�	: ���–��
).

Fedorov never achieved a large readership with his strange philosophy, he 
did not publish any works in his lifetime, and his collections, which were post-
humously published (�
�� and �
�	) and di�cult to understand, came to be 
known by only a few. Yet Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, quoted in Ogonyok, was his 
kindred spirit. Before his death, Tsiolkovsky was already canonized as “the father 
of Soviet space research,” and he was a �gure often found in Ogonyok (e.g., Dli-
gatch �
	
: �; Sytin �
��: ��–�	; Tsiolkovsky �
��: 
–�, ��; see also Hagemeister 
����: ��–
�; Kohonen ���
: ��
–�	�; Lewis ����: �
–�
). “Our planet is the 
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cradle of reason, but one cannot live in a cradle forever,” wrote this deaf and self-
taught scientist, teacher, and author (see Golovanov �
��: front cover). Besides 
popularizing cosmic philosophy, Tsiolkovsky also combined it with practical 
rocket design. Many of Tsiolkovsky’s ideas actually worked as starting points 
in the development of rocket technology. On many occasions, he claimed the 
science-�ction author Jules Verne to be his inspiration (e.g., Klushantsev �
��).

Tsiolkovsky worked in isolation from the world’s scienti�c community, 
but around him – in Russia and in Europe, as well as in the United States – 
popular interest in space was growing. In the Soviet Union, the idea of a cosmic 
utopia connected with space travel was tolerated; it was even encouraged, as it 
was seen as being a powerful driver to change society (Buck-Morss ����: 
�; 
Geppert ����: ���–���). �e attitude toward space changed in the Soviet Un-
ion during the mid-�
	�s, when utopian reveries became politically suspicious. 
By �
	� at the latest, the cosmic philosophy had been wiped out among the 
public, as its escapism of reaching out to the heavens was not suitable for the 
current Zeitgeist of building paradise on Earth. Publically speaking, popular 
enthusiasm for space did not completely disappear, but the most ardent fanta-
sies were left in the dust by the Socialist realism of the mid-�
	�s. Tsiolkovsky 
himself had died before Stalin’s oppression was directed in earnest against the 
cosmic dreamers, and his position was maintained even after his death. Cos-
mism had to take a backseat to theories focused on rocket technology. By the 
�

�s, Tsiolkovsky was contextualized vis-à-vis the needs of the war industry, 
and he was mainly spoken about as “the father of rocket technology.”

As the advent of the Space Age and Khrushchev’s more liberal cultural 
policy made cosmic utopia an accepted topic of discussion again, Tsiolkovsky 
was once more seen as the self-evident father of the space program. It is not 
possible to �nd in Ogonyok an in-depth and comprehensive treatment of cosmic 
philosophy. Tsiolkovsky appeared there as a canonized master whose writings 
were reduced into slogans that were suitable for the situation.¹² It is clear, 
however, that in the Soviet culture of the �
��s there existed a tradition of as-
sociations linked to space. According to Cathleen S. Lewis, who has researched 
the material culture of the space program, the people popularizing the pro-
gram skillfully united the revolutionariness of the pre-Soviet Union with the 
future-directed optimism of Stalin’s era. Space simultaneously symbolized a 
sharp break from and a strong bond to the past (Lewis ����: �).
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�e term “scout” (razvedchik) connected with Sputnik is interesting. At 
the same time as it can be linked it to the aforementioned cosmic utopia of 
the nineteenth century and ideas about life outside of Earth, it is also strongly 
associated with the expansionistic politics of Stalin’s era. As a term, this scout 
refers �rst and foremost to military intelligence, but during the �rst �ve-year 
term at the turn of the �
��s and �
	�s, it was used in another sense as well. 
�e term describes a large group of people who were encouraged to embark to 
the outskirts of the young Soviet nation: the geologists and cartographers who 
were mapping terrain. By “�nding” areas again, they transformed the czarist 
empire into the Soviet Union. From the very outset, the Soviet regime had 
sought blank spots on the map, places where it could “inscribe itself, as if on 
a blank page” (Naiman ���	: xiv). In the �
��s, the project included electri�-
cation and creating a railway network. In the �
	�s, attention turned toward 
the Arctic North as well – with polar expeditions and long-distance �ights 
– as well as the depths of the Earth via the pride of Stalin, Moscow’s metro 
system. All of these ventures can be seen as modern projects. Aside from the 
idea of conquering nature, they had in common the idea of spatial expansion. 
By expanding into unmapped areas – even into the depths of the Earth – the 
Soviet Union took more space for itself, both symbolically and in a concrete 
way. Unknown space became transformed into a known and mapped area.

In this struggle, the Arctic was one of the major symbols of the era. �e 
Arctic North was personi�ed as an enemy against which battle was waged 
(McCannon �

�: 	
�–	��; Widdis ���	b: ��
–�
�). In the �
	�s, the Arc -
tic North was as mysterious as space in the �
��s, and the polar expeditions 
were also closely followed by the media. �e projects are connected, in that 
they all took place outside of everyday life experiences, out of sight, “out there.” 
�rough photos, they were introduced as part of people’s experience of the 
world (Ogonyok 	�/�
	�).

In the �
��s, geological research was still one of the most important 
themes of conquering nature. According to Alla Bolotova (����: ��–	�), nature 
was seen on one hand as empty and passive, on the other hand as a treasure 
trove. �e treasures hidden by nature were to be conquered and overcome, 
while emptiness was to be transformed into culture. Ogonyok described these 
expeditions directed into the border areas as romantic exploration journeys. 
In photos, the northern border appeared as a strongly challenging place where 
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team spirit was alive. �e expedition members’ breath steams in the freezing 
weather, but a homely light shines through the window, and a young man is 
absorbed in reading a book (Krukovsky �
�	: ��–�
, photos: Ya. Ryumkin).

In addition to this horizontal expansion, from the end of the �
��s the 
movement was also directed vertically, up into space. Outer space, like the 
massive Soviet nation, had to be found, mapped, and measured, so that it could 
be transformed into a place. As a place, it was possible to control space and, 
possibly one day even, to paraphrase Tsiolkovsky, to inhabit it. As the Soviet 
Union Today magazine published in Finland observed: “We have entered an era 
when the space surrounding the Earth is being systematically taken. Possibly 
even during this century, people will examine distant worlds, as well as also 
inhabit them” (Zvonkov �
��: ��–�	). When there were “no blank spots left on 
Earth anymore,” the map was expanded into a cosmic star chart (Pisarzhevsky 
�
��: 	–�). Ogonyok suggested replacing the term “cartography” with the term 
“astrography.” Soviet science was credited: “blank spots will decrease, but at the 
same time as some mysteries are solved, new ones will be born, because the 
scienti�c work is without end, like the life itself that it serves” (Pisarzhevsky 
�
��: �). From this perspective, the imagery can be read as the images of con-
quering and expansion.

�e �rst ones to map space were the orbiters, who obediently reported 
their observations to Earth:

Can you hear the sound of Sputnik? It is there, in vacuous space, amidst 
meteoric rain and cosmic radiation, in the world of secrets and eternal cold-
ness, orbiting around our planet, above the continents and oceans. And it 
is not only �ying at a mysterious height, it is also working. It tells about the 
things it sees and hears. (Kachosvily �
��: �
)

Sputnik was a scout, but the information it transmitted to Earth was left in 
the hands of specialists. Afterwards, voyagers sent into space were equipped 
with the tools of photojournalists. During the following years, the main part 
was played by the technical probes and the photo material produced by them. 
Next I examine the photos taken by the orbiters. As my case study I take the 
early Luna program of the Soviet Union, as far as it was described in Ogonyok 
between �
�
 and �
�
.
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To the Moon and Around

After the �rst satellites (altogether three successful Sputniks in �
�� and �
��), 
the next target was Earth’s satellite, the Moon. �e Luna program consisted of a 
series of unmanned space probes. �e program included a total of �� successful 
launches – unsuccessful ones were not publicly reported – that were carried 
out between �
�
 and �
��. On January �, �
�
, a probe poetically named 
Mechta (“Dream”), later called Lunnik or Luna �, was launched toward the 
Moon. Ogonyok shows a photo of the rocket’s ascent (�igure  ��). In the small 
photo, across the gray background is some sort of rocket climbing into the air 
amidst smoke or clouds of steam. �e photo is so stylized that the rocket could 
be taken from any context, even clip art (Ogonyok 	/�
�
: 
). �e next issue 
ran a photo of the probe itself. Luna � is depicted in the same way as the �rst 
Sputnik, sitting on a stand in front of a black background (�igure  ��). Once 
again the probe is a round sphere with antennas sticking out, and the object’s 
character resembles that of a plump, benevolent robot. �e photographer is 
not identi�ed (Ogonyok 
/�
�
: ��).

Luna � was the �rst man-made device to achieve the so-called escape ve-
locity of ��,��� mph. At this speed, it was able to break free from Earth’s orbit 
into interplanetary space and shoot toward the Moon. �e probe was meant 
to hit the face of the Moon, but contact with the lunar surface never came 
about. Due to a navigational error, the probe missed the Moon at a distance 
of approximately ���� km. From the perspective of the space program, it was 
a clear failure, but the media turned the disappointment of the specialists into 
victory for the audience. In his speech, Nikita Khrushchev completely ignored 
the misfortune and declared the �ight to be part of a long-term strategy.¹³ 
According to the propaganda machine, the Soviet Union had successfully 
launched an “arti�cial planet.” With this act, the Soviet Union had shaken the 
laws of physics, the foundations of creation: “A planet, arti�cially created! �e 
world is applauding this great victory of man over nature.” �e article “To the 
Sun! To the Stars!,” which reported on the launch of the probe, was illustrated 
with a diagram showing the locations of the Earth, the probe, and the planet 
Mars in relation to the probe’s path of travel. In addition, the article was il-
lustrated with two humorous drawings (Sharonov �
�
: 	–
, illustrations by  
L. Smehov and V. Kashchenko).
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�e probe itself was a hermetically sealed sphere carrying a range of scienti�c 
equipment (to measure cosmic radiation and the magnetic �eld of the Earth, for 
example). In a small space, some memorabilia were also included: �� pentagonal 
pieces of stainless steel had the probe’s launch day pressed on them, along with 
the symbol of sickle and hammer. (������ ��) �ey �t together in the form of a 
soccer ball, which was supposed to explode on impact and throw the steel pieces 
across the lunar surface (Harford �

�: �
�). �ese memorabilia apparently had 
great value, as room was found for them in the cramped area of the probe. 

�e idea of a man-made arti�cial planet refers to a relationship with na-
ture in which nature as a whole is seen as subordinate to man. Nature was 
thus seen as a resource that the (Soviet) man could endlessly shape with the 
help of technology. Particularly during Stalin’s time, this type of paradigm had 
characterized the modernization discourse that described enormous building 
projects, monumental architecture, extending beyond �ve-year plans many 
times over, canals, and shifting the course of rivers (Autio-Sarasmo ����: ���; 
Bassin ����: 	�	; Clark �

�: �
�; Stites �
�
: �	�–���). 

Stalin’s great projects became powerful symbols of modern life, a battle 
for the domination of nature. �is same idea of conquering nature also char-
acterized the turn of the �
��s and �
��s: “Now we are doing more and more 
for the sake of preventing man’s dependency on the rampant forces of nature, 
to place them under his control. In this way, mankind’s �nal obstacle to the real 
realm of freedom is removed” (Khrushchev �
��b: ���). Conquering nature was 
one of the most central themes of space discourse as well. �e Soviet people 
had kindled a new star in the sky, and after Sputnik they sent up new earthly 
satellites, creating new celestial bodies. Boundless faith in the possibilities of 
man and technology can be seen in �igure  ��, where the silhouette of a man, 
maybe a statue, is seen against the starlit sky. �e male �gure is holding a rocket 
in his raised hand, as if preparing to throw it into the depths of space (Ogonyok 
	
/�
�
: �, photo: J. Krivonosov). Man was capable of “using the immense 
power of nature, Earth’s gravity, for his own purposes” (Dobronravov �
��: 

–�). With the help of space research, it was possible for the Soviet people to 
even rule the forces of nature, to control the clouds and weather. �e (Soviet) 
man was to become the “master of his planet” (Geim �
�
: ��–�	). 

It was said that the Americans were rightly worried about this: “the Amer-
ican millionaires don’t have much use for their money if they cannot play golf 
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in the summer or to sun themselves in Palm Beach” (Geim �
�
: ��–�	). Man 
had stepped into the place of God, and the space program was one of the 
symbols of a campaign of atheism:

Human space �ight gave a crushing blow to those spreading religion. From 
the piles of letters that I receive, I am pleased to have been able to read con-
fessions that the achievements of science are making religious people deny 
God and admit that there is no God and that everything linked to him is 
invented nonsense. (Gagarin �
��: ���)

Prometheus was a myth that the media repeatedly referred to: “Today fantasy 
has become a reality and, amazingly, these events could even overshadow such 
wonders of our age as the release, opening up and use of atomic energy carried 
out by the ‘modern Prometheus’” (Lyapunov �
��: �).

�e surface of the Moon was reached eight months later in September 
�
�
. Luna � was almost an exact replica of the �rst lunar mission. At a distance 
of ��	,��� km from Earth, a probe was released from within a sodium gas cloud 
that was visible from the surface of the Earth. �e shining orange cloud re-
ceived a great deal of attention from the media. Ogonyok also published photos 
of this “arti�cial comet created by Soviet scientists” (Krylov �
�
: �; Masevich 
�
�
: �). On September �	, Luna � crashed into the surface of the Moon. �is 
can be considered the �rst concrete act of conquest: Luna � carried inside of 
it the same kinds of medals and pendants as its predecessor. Ogonyok carefully 
showed these memorabilia in photos, as well as the exact landing site (Ogonyok 
	
/�
�
, 
�/�
�
; � igure  ��). In � igure  ��, the Soviet people rejoice over Lu-
na � reaching the Moon, and in �igure  ��, “Professor B. V. Kukarkin displays 
the photo of the sodium comet produced by the workers of the Astrophysical 
Institute of the Academy of Sciences of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic.” 

� igure  �� was laid out in such a way that on the facing page there hap-
pened to be a photo of Khrushchev with his wife next to the First Family of the 
United States. Khrushchev had arrived on his �rst o�cial visit to the United 
States three days after the launch of the Luna � probe. As Khrushchev asked 
after receiving the invitation: “Who would have believed twenty years ago that 
the world’s strongest capitalist country would invite a Communist for a visit? 
Who would have believed that they would invite me, a worker?” (Taubman 
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���	: 
�
–
�
). �e timing of the invitation made it all the sweeter: when 
meeting Eisenhower, Khrushchev o�ered him two copies of the pendants that 
Luna had taken to the Moon, saying:

We have no doubt that the excellent scientists, engineers and workers 
working for the space program of the United States would not take their 
own pendant to the Moon. As an old inhabitant, the Soviet pendant will 
then welcome your pendant, and these two will live together in peace and 
friendship.

�ere is a photo of the occasion in Ogonyok (Ogonyok �
/�
�
: 
, photo: A. No -
vikov; Ulivi and Harland ���
: ��). �is was typical of Khrushchev: shameless 
sarcasm, but with a grin. A little more than a year later, the same scenario 
was repeated when Khrushchev o�ered a puppy of the space dog Strelka as 
a present to President Kennedy’s wife (Dubbs ���	: ��–��; Radetsky ����: 
���). Beating the Americans was an unhidden source of joy: “�e Soviet Union 
appears to be in the role of Cinderella… In the West it is simply unbelievable 
that the muzhikas¹� could have achieved something like this” (Geim �
�
: ��).

�e idea of conquest (pokorenie) is closely linked to the imagery of the 
Moon. �e Soviet media did not seem to be concerned that only two years be-
fore, Ogonyok had stated, “[a]ccording to Soviet opinion [in contrast to Western 
opinion], it is undesirable to erect any kinds of national �ags on the surface of 
the Moon. Our aim is noble: to increase knowledge about nature for the ben-
e�t of all mankind, without borders” (Blagonravov �
��: �
). Di�erent kinds 
of honorary pendants had a prominent place in each of the unmanned �ights 
in the following years. Memorabilia were also sent to Venus in the spring of 
�
�� with the Venera probe. �is probe was lost on the way, and it was not 
mentioned further in Ogonyok, but the third probe sent to Venus did reach the 
planet’s surface in March �
��, thus being the �rst ship that man had sent to 
another planet. In Ogonyok, the occasion was considered as spectacular news. 
�e following Venus probes were successful as well, and they received a lot 
of exposure in Ogonyok. � igure  �
 shows a close-up of two hands holding a 
pendant and star-shaped medals, as if they were precious and fragile jewelry. 
“�is pendant and the golden coat of arms of the Soviet Union, as well as the 
�ag of the Motherland, have been sent by the Soviet man to a distant planet.” 
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�e photo’s depth of �eld is limited to the medals; the rest remains unfocused, 
which makes the photo dusky and almost poetic. �e black-and-white photo 
is framed by a red bar of text that cries, “Greetings, planet Venus!” (Ogonyok 

	/�
��, photo: P. Barashev).

Of the probe photos, those from the surface of the Moon taken by Luna 

 are unique. Luna 
 was the �rst successful soft descent to the surface of the 
Moon. As the probe was photographing the curve of its landing site as a circu-
lar panorama, the photos were sent to Earth by radio¹•. �e cover of Ogonyok 
in February �
�� features a close-up of the rocky lunar surface. �e whole 
cover is �lled with a gray stone mass, with the exception of black space in the 
upper-right corner. In this blackness were placed Ogonyok’s logo and, in the 
same red type, the short salutation: “Greetings, Moon!” (�igure  ��). On the 
back cover are displayed the probe itself, as well as the pendants and honorary 
medals it transported (Ogonyok �/�
��). �e propaganda was not limited to 
visual media: one month later, Luna �� was sent a program to play “L’Interna-
tionale,” which it broadcast as a steady set of beeps to the radio stations of Earth 
(Kozlov �
��: �). In photos of Luna 
 published by Ogonyok, the information 
value was not as great. In the gray, unpolished photos one can distinguish the 
stone shape of the surface, technical equipment, and the darkness apparent 
beyond the horizon. �e photos were in a layout that spread across the page 
as three wide panoramas. �e essential point was not that the photos were 
informative, but rather that they had been taken in the �rst place. �e photos 
were evidence of the place itself in the spirit of the early landscape photos. In 
all its roughness, the e�ect was powerful. �e layout title next to the images 
proclaims “Photos of the decade” (Ogonyok �/�
��: �–	).

�e role of photo as the method of capturing the Moon was clear. �e 
�rst known photo of the Moon is the daguerreotype by John Adams Whip-
ple from ����. In the middle of the nineteenth century, James Nasmyth and 
Lewis Morris Rutherfurd also took sharp photos of the surface of the Moon 
(Buckland �
��: ���). �ese early photos were distributed in stereoscopes and 
in popular astronomy books (see, for instance, Flammarion ����). In photos 
of the probes’ landing places published in Ogonyok, the photos taken by the 
probes from the surface of the Moon are completely plain. �e photos are 
stark landscapes, and they can be compared to the tradition of topographic 
photography. �eir plainness assumes the neutrality of the photo producing 
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deliberately alienated objectivity. �e emphasis on authenticity and objectivity 
suited the ideal of the photojournalism of that period. �e era was character-
ized in general by photo reportage, where the object was “found” accidentally 
and image sharpness and correct exposure time were secondary to capturing 
the authentic moment. �e roughness and the blurriness of photos only in-
creased their testimonial power (Reid �


: 		–	
). Photos provided objective 
knowledge about space and served as evidence. �rough photos, the landscape 
of the Moon was transformed into a document, an explanation, a topographic 
and long-distance mapping observation.

A Map of the Moon

�e Moon rotates on its axis when making a full revolution of the Earth. �us 
one can always see the same side of its surface from the surface of Earth, while 
the other side of it is commonly called the dark side. On the second anniversary 
of Sputnik �, on the 
th of October �
�
, a probe was launched to photograph 
that dark side. A photo of this Luna 	 probe is shown in Ogonyok (� igure ���), 
but it is so retouched that the caption explicitly explains that it is a photo.

On October �, Luna 	 settled into a predetermined orbit around the 
Moon, in 
� minutes taking a total of �
 photos (�� per cent of which feature 
the dark side of the Moon). Technology was elegant: the �lm was developed, 
�xed and dried automatically, scanned by a television unit, and sent by radio 
waves to the surface of the Earth (Harford �

�: �
	). In spite of the �rst photos 
of the dark side of the Moon being poor quality, they were still sensational 
(� igure  ��� ). For the �rst time ever, man was able to peek behind the backside 
of the eternal Moon.

Ogonyok published a photo of the dark side of the Moon in the issue that 
came out on November �, �
�
 (�igure  ��). �e title above the photo states: 
“Once again, one of the secrets of the universe has been opened” (Ogonyok 

�/�
�
: �). On the next page, titled “Man, automation and the Moon,” there 
is both a photo spread and a technical illustration about the probe, as well as a 
descriptive picture of how the photo was taken (�igure  ��) (Ogonyok 
�/�
�
: 
�–	). �e photo of the dark side of the Moon, with its captions and headings, 
covers the whole page. �e layout appears on the �rst page of the magazine in 
such a way that, on the inside cover, there happens to be, hardly accidentally, a 
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full-page photo of Khrushchev in front of the White House – as he had just 
recently returned from the United States.

�e photo of the Moon is so strongly retouched that it seems to be a 
painting. �e surface of the Moon is dominated by a few larger, strongly dis-
tinctive dark spots. �e photo is a symmetrical square, and the Moon has been 
situated in the middle as a light, with its borders slightly crepuscular, against a 
black background. Ogonyok’s version of the photo is not only a photo of a rocky 
landscape, however. Afterwards, di�erent crops and other markings have been 
made on the photo. A dashed line shows the border of the visible side, while 
an unbroken diagonal line divides the Moon into “southern” and “northern” 
hemispheres, cardinal directions that are also marked on the photo. All of the 
dark spots are numbered, and these markings are explained in captions. �e 
photo is no longer just a photo – it is a map. �e markings on the surface of 
the photo have transformed it into a powerful tool. With the help of these 
light-colored lines and numbers, the Moon has been captured: used as a map, 
it was transformed from an unknown space into a known and mapped place.

I would like to approach this photo as a map. Mapping has played an 
important role in the era of every empire, each having legitimated spatial expan-
sion with the aid of cartography. According to James Scott (�

�: ��), mapping 
is one of the most e�ective tools of capturing and controlling high modernism. 
Maps simplify and select, and the choices of the cartographer are not random. 
Because the map selects, each element that ends up on the map has meaning. 
�e way in which the map selects its points and displays them produces a 
certain worldview that acts as the representation of the space. According to 
the French sociologist Henri Lefebvre (����: ��–	�), who has re�ected on 
spatiality, space is thoroughly social, with social relations producing space and 
vice versa: space produces social relations. A map displaying space is, therefore, 
not only a passive projection, even though it appears to be one. To paraphrase 
Lefebvre’s idea, the social was extended to the Moon itself, and the map drew 
the Moon back into the circle of culture. 

�e map can also be considered as language. �e symbols drawn on it 
include much more than their apparent meaning. �is language can only be 
understood through context (Harley �
�
: ���–	��). What was the context 
in which the map of the dark side of the Moon was created? What did the 
cartographer draw on the surface of the Moon?
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Eight previously unseen points shown on Ogonyok’s map were then given 
names. �e clear-bordered dark point directly in the center has been named 
the Sea of Moscow (Mare Moscoviense). Inside the Sea of Moscow was also 
marked the Bay of Astronauts (Sinus Astronautarum).¹• A larger area in the 
southwest corner was named the Sea of Dreams (Mare Desiderii). �e surface 
of the Moon is divided diagonally by the Sovietsky Mountains (Montes Soviet-
ici). Also marked on the map are the Tsiolkovsky, Lomonosov and Joliot-Curie 
Craters. In the Soviet context, Tsiolkovsky had been an obvious choice, but for 
the wider international audience, his name was most likely unknown. Mikhail 
Vasilyevich Lomonosov (����–����) was a Russian author and eclectic natural 
scientist, astronomer, chemist, physicist, historian, linguist, and optics develop-
er. �e recently deceased Frédéric Joliot-Curie (��
�–�
��) was a French-Polish 
physicist and chemist. Together with his wife Irène Joliot-Curie, in �
	� he 
received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. In �
��, the Soviet Union had grant-
ed the known leftist Joliot-Curie the International Lenin Peace Prize, which 
corresponds to the Nobel Peace Prize.

�e map’s topography published in Ogonyok was named by the Academy 
of Sciences of the �.S .S .R . Soon after the release of the �rst photos, it published 
a broader atlas, which included names for about ��� topographical features 
on the dark side of the Moon. People that had their names included in the 
atlas were, for example, the inventor and businessman �omas Alva Edison 
(��
�–�
	�); the occultist and astronomer Giordano Bruno (��
�–����), an 
Italian philosopher persecuted by the Catholic Church; the German physi-
cist Heinrich Rudolf Hertz (����–��

); the Soviet physicist Igor Vasilyevich 
Kurchatov (�
�	–�
��); the French science-�ction author and role model of 
Tsiolkovsky, Jules Verne (����–�
��); the Russian mathematician Nikolai Lo-
bachevsky (��
�–����); the Scottish physicist James Maxwell (��	�–���
); the 
Russian chemist Dmitri Mendeleev (��	
–�
��); the French microbiologist 
and chemist Louis Pasteur (����–��
�); the Russian physicist and inventor of 
the radio Alexander Popov (���
–�
��); the Polish physicist, chemist and pi-
oneer in radioactivity research Marie Sk odowska-Curie (����–�
	
); and the 
Chinese mathematician, engineer and astronomer Tsu Chung-Chi (
�
–���) 
(Barabashov �
��; Whitaker �


: ���).

Was there something provocative about the names? Naming the large 
dark area Moscow was against established convention; since the seventeenth 
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century, it had been customary to name the lunar seas according to natural 
phenomena and emotional states. Nor was it customary to name a mountain 
range after the Soviet Union. �e mountain ranges of the other celestial bodies 
had historically been named after mountain ranges on Earth, not after na-
tions. �e only potentially provocative name can be seen in the choice of Igor 
Kurchatov, who died in February �
��. Kurchatov had acted since �

	 as the 
director of the Soviet nuclear weapon program; however, he devoted his last 
years to the peaceful use of atomic energy (Rabinovich �
��: 
). In addition, 
Alexander Popov was not as widely appreciated in the West as the inventor of 
the radio as in the Soviet Union. Even from the perspective of the Cold War, 
however, none of these names were especially provocative. Nonetheless, the 
Soviet Union’s announcement of new names did encounter opposition. �e 
question was not only about the choice of certain names; the act of naming 
itself was di�cult to accept. Naming changed the strange and unknown into 
known information, as part of culture, and it also meant claiming it as one’s 
own. By means of maps, empires have always legitimized the borders of their 
realms, and this symbolism was indeed understood in the West. By mapping 
and naming, space was symbolically incorporated as part of Soviet space. As 
President Lyndon B. Johnson remarked to the Senate after the launching of 
Sputnik, played by Philip Kaufman in the �lm �e Right Stu� (�
�	): 

 
Whoever controls the high ground of space controls the world. �e Roman 
Empire controlled the world because it could build roads. Later, the British 
Empire was dominant because they had ships. In the Air Stage, we were 
powerful because we had the airplane. And now the Communists have es-
tablished a foothold in outer space. Pretty soon they’ll have damned space 
platforms so they can drop nuclear bombs on us, like rocks from a highway 
overpass. Now how in the hell did they ever get ahead of us?!

�e situation was irritating. �e international community felt as if it had 
been run over by the Soviet propaganda machine. In principle, authority over 
naming should have belonged to the International Astronomical Union (IA � ), 
which was established in �
�
. A unanimous decision about the responsibility 
of naming had not yet been made by �
�
, however, and �nally the IA �  con-
�rmed the names that the Academy of Sciences of the �.S .S .R . had announced. 
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In �
��, guidelines for naming were speci�ed. According to those guidelines, 
which still remain, religious, military, and political leaders are not accepted in 
the nomenclature, but already existing names are not to be changed. Craters, 
rocky peninsulas and discrete mountain peaks should be named after deceased 
astronomers or other eminent scientists. �e names are written in Latin in 
the form presented by the nominating nation (Transactions of the IA �  �
��).

The objections of the international community were understandable 
against the backdrop of the Cold War. Leonid Sedov, a member of the Acad-
emy of Sciences of the �.S .S .R ., had provided assurances at the press conference 
after the Luna � �ight that the Soviet Union would not assert sovereignty 
demands on the part of the Moon where the rocket hit (Helsingin Sanomat, 
September ��, �
�
). �e issue was not quite as simple as this. Since Galilei’s 
early telescope observations in the seventeenth century, the celestial bodies 
could be thought of as a place where a traveler might set foot¹• (Ordway 
�

�: 	�–
�). Now it was necessary to take a stand on how this should be 
approached. Can celestial bodies be owned? Did the nation that won the 
competition conquer the Moon, Mars, and Venus? At an idea level, conquest 
was already present with the �rst Sputnik and then afterwards. At least this is 
what the January �
�� cover of Ogonyok seems to hint at (�igure  ��). Given 
this milieu, it is understandable that medals being sent by the Soviet Union to 
the surface of the Moon and the act of cartographic naming were experienced 
in very di�erent ways. �e drawing of a map hinted at the Moon being an 
extension of Soviet territory, even though propaganda elsewhere stated that 
“Soviet man moves into the universe as a researcher and a creator, not as a 
conqueror”¹• (Malahov �
��: 	).

In response to this concern, the �N  General Assembly had established, 
already after the �rst satellites in December �
��, an ad hoc Committee on the 
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space. �e Soviet Union was among the �� nations to 
sign the establishing treaty of the committee (General Assembly �
��). �e 
committee declared that “recognizing the common interest of mankind in outer 
space and recognizing that it is the common aim that outer space should be 
used for peaceful purposes only.” In December �
��, the committee published 
an international treaty where the role of space research by nation states was 
de�ned as well as the use of space, including the Moon and other celestial 
bodies. According to the treaty, nation states cannot conquer, exploit, or declare 
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any of the celestial bodies as their own. �is Outer Space Treaty declares, for 
instance: “[o]uter space, including the moon and other celestial bodies, is not 
subject to national appropriation by claim of sovereignty, by means of use or 
occupation, or by any other means” (General Assembly �
��).

When higher resolution photos of the Moon became available, it was 
revealed that the two biggest �ndings of Luna 	 – the Sovietsky Mountains 
and the Sea of Dreams – were only visible in the �rst photos. �ey turned out 
to be optical illusions. In �
��, the IA �  deleted these from the lunar nomencla-
ture. Today they are no longer known (de Jager and Jappel �
��: �	�; Whitaker 
�


: �	�–�	�). �e map of the Moon was redrawn, and the photo published 
in Ogonyok lost its meaning. �e Soviet Union could not have lost the Moon 
Race in a more symbolic way.

Yet something of this enormous project remains. �e �rst lunar probe 
that missed the Moon, Luna �, is still circling the Sun between Earth and Mars. 
Khrushchev’s pompous declaration about the “arti�cial planet” was at least 
somewhat correct. �e orbit of the small arti�cial planet is located between 
the Earth and Mars. Its precious cargo is still carried within it: the heraldic 
symbols of the dissolved Soviet Union, relics of the great project of space con-
quest. One can �nd a melancholic irony lurking behind this idea: sealed in a 
hermetic vacuum, the �nal remains of the early Soviet imperial space endeavor 
are eternally traveling in the endless void. According to what is known now, 
its voyage will continue forever; only accidental collision with another celestial 
body may end that journey.

�e photograph’s role as a photograph – its scienti�c accuracy and truth-
fulness – can explain the power of the early space photographs (e.g., from the 
surface of the Moon). A reference to the photograph’s authenticity, which was 
connected to it through its medium, is essential in this context. Even though 
the �rst photographs were blurry and unclear, almost incomprehensible, the 
fact that they had been taken made them fascinating. �ey gave undisputable 
evidence that man has visited the surface of the Moon. �e most possessive of 
these endeavors was the act of mapping and naming the lunar scenery. In the 
context of the Cold War the lunar conquest was of the utmost importance. 
�e cartographical act audaciously hinted that the Moon was to be included in 
Soviet territory, even if the o�cial political rhetoric (piously perhaps) heralded 
otherwise. �e emphasis on conquest in the Soviet propaganda was ambivalent 
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and the written propaganda constantly emphasized that “the Soviet man will 
walk into the Universe as an explorer and creator, not as a conqueror.” Still these 
acts can be seen as clearly imperial: �rough a carefully selected repertoire of 
representations, the Moon became a vital part of the Soviet Khrushchevian 
landscape. Via mapping and naming, outer space was mentally included in 
Soviet territory.

In the next chapter, we will widen our scope and turn our gaze to imagery 
that tends to depict man, rather than technology, in space. At this stage, the pri-
mary medium of the imagery changes from photos to illustrations and paintings. 
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The Gaze of Apollo

T
he �rst photograph to be taken from the threshold of space so high 
that the round shape of the earth could be observed is from �

�. 
�e photo was taken from a height of ��� km with a camera that 
had been attached to a V� missile (Reichhardt ����). �e missile 

originated from the secret military base of Peenemünde in northern Germany, 
where both the United States and the Soviet Union spent some days in May 
�

�, gathering as much information as possible about the rocket technology 
surrendered by Germany. On the basis of this technology, the two superpow-
ers built their own space programs (Maddrell ����; Winter �

�: ��–��). In 
this way, even the �rst photo from the threshold of space was linked to the 
superpowers’ Space Race.

�e photo is also interwoven with a sequence of other pictures that are 
much older than the Cold War. �e cultural geographer Denis Cosgrove (�


, 
����) has researched di�erent visual attempts to capture the Earth. In Greek 
and Roman mythology, Phoebus Apollo, the god of light, drove across the 
�rmament with the golden chariot of the Sun. His gaze saw everything, but it 
was impartial and cold. Apollo wanted to control, to capture, the whole Earth. 
�e orb as symbol of empire can be dated to the Early Middle Ages; around 
the fourth century it became established especially as the symbol of Christian-
ity and power. During the Baroque period, lavishly decorated globes became 
popular among the royal houses. �e �rst known attempts to display the whole 
world, the so-called mappa mundi atlases, date from the time of antiquity, but 
the �rst modern and systematic atlas of the Earth is considered to be Abra-
ham Ortelius’ �eatrum Orbis Terranum from ����. Cosgrove (�


: ���–���) 
compares this type of capturing act to the gaze of Apollo, framing the way that 
Earth is depicted at a distance as a speci�c point of European modernization. 
To this sequence, it is possible to also connect this book’s photos of Earth.

�e �rst photos taken of Earth by a man in space were photographed 
in August �
�� by cosmonaut No. �, Gherman Stepanovich Titov, the second 
man to orbit the Earth. Titov’s photos were published in Ogonyok as a colored 
photo supplement. �e blue-tinted photos seem almost abstract. �e details 
of the photos cannot be seen, only blueness dotted by clouds. �e �rst photo is 
framed by the round window of the capsule. In addition, a curved pipe is distin-
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guishable in the photo; Ogonyok reports that this is part of the ship’s antenna. 
In the upper-left corner, the photo borders the Earth’s horizon in such a way 
that its round shape is shown. Behind is dark blue space, almost black. �e next 
photo, spanning the spread, borders darker space on the edge of the horizon 
(� igure  ��). �is third photo has been taken perpendicularly, down from the 
window of the ship. �e shape of the Earth is not distinguishable, but shadows 
made by clouds can be seen on its surface. According to Ogonyok, the photos 
(�lm stills) were taken by a 	�mm Konvas motion picture camera through the 
round window of the capsule. In a small photo, Titov shows the camera, while 
in another small photo, surrounded by his admirers, he signs autographs on 
his portraits (� igure  ��). �e article related to the photos is titled: “Vostok-� 
�ies to the stars,” the continuation of a piece that began in the previous issue 
(Romanov �
��: ��–��). On the cover is also a photo of the �ight (�igure  ��) 
that seems to be retouched. �e roundness of the window can be seen clearly; in 
addition, there are bright stars in dark space. In the photo is the caption “Earth 
from ���,���m. Photos by Gherman Titov” (Ogonyok 	�/�
��). �e photos can 
be compared to the aerial photography that became common in the �
	�s, in 
which photos taken from an airplane highlighted capturing and mapping from 
an outsider’s eyes, controlling but not participating (Widdis ���	b: ��
–�
�).

In addition to the manned �ights, orbiters continued their work of pho-
tographing the Earth. Zond � was an unmanned spacecraft that orbited the 
Moon in August �
�
. In Ogonyok, two photos of Earth taken by orbiters were 
published. �e September cover features a colored photo of the Earth rising 
above the Moon (�igure  ��). �e lower part of the photo is dominated by 
the gray surface of the Moon, above which the Earth rises like a blue marble. 
To the black background has been added in red a long quote by Lenin:

All the miracles of science and achievements of culture will be in the pos-
session of all people, and human intelligence or genius will no longer be the 
tools of jackboot or exploitation. We know this – in the name of this great 
historic task, shouldn’t one work with all one’s might? – Lenin. (Ogonyok 
	
/�
�
)

�e quotation links the photo to a discourse that emphasized the consistently 
triumphal march of Socialism. Connecting present – or, even more often, fu-
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ture – achievements to past deeds was typical of Soviet rhetoric. In his speech 
after Gagarin’s �ight, Khrushchev (�
��a: ��) linked the achievements in space 
to past merits:

When we went to Saturday work parties for the �rst time, when we were 
forging the foundations of the new smelting furnaces and building mines, 
when we hurled winged words to the whole world: �ve-year plan, indus-
trialization, collectivization, general reading and writing skills, how many 
pompous “theoreticians” were there who predicted that a Russia walking 
in birch-bark shoes could not become a great industrial power. Where are 
those hard-luck prophets now?

Even though Khrushchev’s era declared a break from the past in the spirit of 
high modernism, the space achievements were directly based on projects from 
Stalin’s era.

�e August �
�
 issue of Ogonyok (Prozorov �
�
: �) describes Zond’s 
�ight in a large article titled “Zond-� – a cosmic researcher and photo corre-
spondent.” Above the title is a close-up of the surface of the Moon, and on the 
adjacent inside cover is a full-page color photo of the Earth (�igure  �
). �e 
blue globe is embroidered with white clouds. Beneath the clouds, parts of Afri-
ca and the European continent are distinguishable. �e Earth does not appear 
in the photo as a completely full sphere, as its “upper-left corner” remains in 
shadow. �e photo is impressive, with the blue-and-white globe seeming to 
be �oating in pitch-black emptiness. �e photo will not, however, become a 
symbol known by everyone, such as what the United States succeeded in cre-
ating three years later. �e “Blue Marble” (NASA   AS ��-� 
�-�����) is a photo of 
a perfectly round earth in the middle of a black square. �e photo was taken in 
December �
�� by the astronaut Harrison “Jack” Schmitt (although apparently 
there is not complete certainty about the photographer) on the Apollo �� �ight, 
which was the last manned �ight by the United States to the Moon. �is photo 
became one of the most widely distributed photos of all time, partly because it 
was classi�ed in the United States as a public domain work, which guarantees 
its free use by citizens of the United States without any copyright fees. Zond �’s 
photo never reached the level of international icon, even though it was almost 
identical with the “Blue Marble” photo. Furthermore, as it was also earlier, by 
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all means it should have deserved greater attention from the world. At the 
time of its publishing, the photo became lost in the noise of the United States’ 
manned lunar �ights, and it was not widely published in the West.

Cosmic Landscapes

On that day, the �th of October, when the world’s �rst – a Soviet! – satellite was 
launched, a man could feel like he was a resident of the universe. For the �rst time, 
he crossed the threshold of his home. �at home, where he had been born and 
raised, was called Earth. (Lyapunov �
��: �)

An interesting portion of images published in Ogonyok are illustrated or 
painted fantastic landscapes that show humans in space. �e motif of hu-
man beings in space was not typical, and if humans were depicted they were 
painted or drawn, not photographed. �is is natural, as actual occurrences 
of men entering the vacuum of space happened only a few times in the �
��s. 
In addition, the aforementioned regime of secrecy prevented the media from 
publishing, for example, high-resolution photos of the cosmonauts inside the 
space capsules. For the most part, magazine illustrators had to rely on their 
imaginations. Here also they had to be careful. Technical illustrations that 
were too detailed or that hit too close to the truth could cause problems. An-
drei Sokolov, a Soviet illustrator who specialized in space themes, told that he 
wondered why even completed commissioned works were sometimes rejected 
with no explanation. Only later did it become clear to him that the illustration, 
in some technical detail, had succeeded too well (Sokolov and Lavrenyuk ����: 


–
�). Most of Ogonyok’s illustrations were stylized. Caricature-like vignettes 
and cartoons were included, as well as drawings illustrating the articles and 
informational graphics.

�e images can be examined within the genre of landscape depiction. 
A landscape can be considered simultaneously as a speci�c view and a rep-
resentation of that view. As is the case with maps, objects do not accidentally 
appear in the picture, but are carefully chosen to be depicted in a landscape. 
�is can be thought of as naturalizing cultural structures in order to represent 
the arti�cial as a given, striving toward an ideal. �e starting point in that 
case is the idea that an image of a landscape is never neutral, free of meaning, 
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or purely descriptive (Johansson ���
: 	�; Mitchell ����: �–�). In the visual 
culture of the Soviet Union, this was taken for granted: Socialist realism took 
the landscape seriously as one of the fundamental re�ections of ideology, and 
it established boundaries for acceptable ways of presenting the landscape. For 
instance, an article published in �
��, re�ecting on magazine illustrations, in-
structed accordingly:

A landscape intended in a magazine illustration should not only satisfy the 
aesthetic taste of the viewer. It should primarily serve educational aims: to 
introduce the reader to the faces of our Motherland, to enlarge his horizon, 
to tell him something new. […] �e landscape should not beautify reality, 
but present honestly the characteristic features of the place it describes, 
re�ecting its growth and renewal. (Vyazemsky �
��: ���)

Ideology does not need to be “found” separately from Soviet landscape images; 
it exists as a given (Bassin ����: 	�
). “�e landscape has to depict the ideals 
of the time, the soul of the era” (Larionov �
��: 
�). �e art historian Simon 
Schama stated,

Landscapes are culture before they are nature – constructs of the imagi-
nation projected onto wood and water and rock […] once a certain idea 
of landscape, a myth, a vision, establishes itself in an actual place, it has a 
peculiar way of muddling categories, of making metaphors more real than 
their references; of being, in fact, part of the scenery. (Schama �

�: ��)

�e landscape constructs concepts of space. In terms of its in�uence, the image 
of a place can be stronger than the place itself – especially if only a few, if any 
ever at all, had access to the places in question.

Ogonyok regularly published these cosmic landscapes. For instance, in Au-
gust �
�� – in the same issue that ran a large photographic essay of Gherman 
Titov – four fantastic images of space were published (Ogonyok 	�/�
��). �e 
�rst of the images was a full-page, strong red landscape resembling a hellish 
furnace (�igure  ��). Above in the sky, blazing in di�erent shades of red, is 
an enormous sun. Bizarre formations arise from the surface, which looks like 
a burning sea. �e name of the image is “On Venus,” and it depicts Earth’s hot 
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neighboring planet. In the middle of the image is some kind of technical device, 
which resembles a radar equipped with tracks – perhaps the Soviet Union’s 
brand-new Venera probe? On the next page are two images that are just as 
colorful (� igure  ��). In these, we are already outside of our solar system. In 
the upper one, a strange sun almost entirely �lls the sky. Crystal-like formations 
arise from the surface of the planet – and the name of the picture, “Crystal 
Life,” indicates the strange planet’s organisms. In the lower image, we are on 
a completely di�erent, rocky planet. In the sky shine two suns, referenced in 
the name of the picture, “�e Planet of Two Suns.” �e �at crust is broken by 
vertical rocks, below which is a chariot equipped with some kind of tracks. Next 
to this are two �gures with their backs towards the viewer. Large shadows are 
formed from their small �gures. Also on the back cover is a picture from the 
same series (�igure  ��). Two �gures clad in space suits, pictured from behind, 
are walking away from the viewer, leaving footprints behind them. In the clear 
black sky is a great blue sphere. We appear to be on the surface of the Moon. 

�e illustrations were originally published in Andrei Sokolov’s book In 
the Cosmos. In Ogonyok, they illustrate “Interstellar Life,” a large manuscript 
found in the archives of Konstantin Tsiolkovsky (Tsiolkovsky �
��: �
–��) 
that, according to the magazine, had previously been unpublished. �e ap-
parent colorfulness of the photos hides a darker, melancholic, almost escapist 
dimension. In relation to the landscape ideal of the Socialist realism, these 
landscapes are startling. �e cosmic landscapes more resemble the impres-
sionistic paintings of Konstantin Yuon (����–�
��), especially “New Planet,” 
his most known work in the West.¹• As landscape portraits, they resemble 
the nineteenth-century Russian landscape painting, which was inspired by the 
desolate greatness of Russia, its vast wastelands, and empty, melancholic space. 
�e Russian landscape painting had developed its own kind of melancholic 
and spiritual relationship with landscapes, as seen in the formless emptiness 
and endlessness of the epic landscape. �e cosmic landscapes seem to repeat 
a Slavophilic myth inherited from periods of relationship between outer pov-
erty and inner richness (Nivat ���	: ��–�	). �is myth seems to have been 
transferred to the cosmic dimension: the barer the landscape, the greater the 
promise of spiritual richness potentially awaiting the space traveler.

�ere is something familiar about the �gures in the images. A quick look 
at the cosmic landscape imagery published in Ogonyok and other popular media 
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con�rms my observation: a small �gure dominates almost all of the landscape 
views (e.g., K Zvezdam �
��). �e �gure is rarely alone, and he almost always 
has his back turned to the viewer. He climbs mountains, often with techni-
cal equipment. But frequently he just stands, staring into in�nite space, as if 
mesmerized by the view. 

What is the origin of these small �gures, these miniature men and women, 
who stubbornly hide their faces from the viewer? �e pose is surprising: the 
back being turned to the viewer was not typical of the visual culture of the era. 
According to Matthew Cullerne Bown (�

�: ���–��
) a beautiful and hand-
some person was framed in the principles of Socialist realism as being morally 
good. Hiding one’s face was to be avoided even. A hidden face suggested private 
thoughts, secrets, and outright dishonesty. In the �
	�s and �

�s, for instance, 
even prominent artists such as Arkady Plastov or Vladimir Kostetsky had been 
criticized for hiding the faces of their central �gures.

�e closest correspondence to these stark cosmic landscapes can be found 
in Western popular culture. Chesley Bonestell (����–�
��) was an artist, il-
lustrator, and architect who had specialized in astrological perspectives in his 
illustrations. Together with the science-�ction author Willy Ley, in �


 Bon-
estell published a popular book named �e Conquest of Space. �e book was 
extremely well-received, and it was translated into many languages. Bonestell 
worked in Hollywood as a set designer and photographer of miniature models. 
When making images, he often used a special technique, sculpting from plas-
ticene a 	D model that he photographed with a pinhole camera ( see figure  
�
 ). On the photo that was created in this way, he painted the actual piece 
(Miller �

�: 	�). �e �nalized images thus have a strangely realistic, almost 
three-dimensional feeling. And, when one looks closer at the photos, a familiar 
detail can be found: almost all of the images have small �gures, as if to add 
scale (Bonestell and Ley �
��). 

Alexei Leonov, an Artist on a Journey

An interesting perspective on the cosmic landscapes can be had by noting that 
one of the artists published in Ogonyok was also a cosmonaut: Alexei Leonov, 
the man who performed the �rst spacewalk in March �
�� (�igure  ��).²• 
� igure   � � was painted by him, and it was published in a popular book pre-
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senting the cosmic landscapes. In the picture is a desolate landscape, spotted 
by cracks and craters, in whose naked crust nothing grows. On the right side 
of the image is a deep abyss. In the front, with their backs towards the viewer, 
two people are standing on an outcrop. It is impossible to say whether they 
are men or women, as their clothing does not show. �e �gures are staring at 
the distant horizon, where more mountains loom. One of them holds in their 
hands a special instrument, which shines red light on both of their shoulders 
and their helmeted heads. Except for this red glow, the coloring of the photo is 
blue, all shades of blue, and black. �e starry sky is scattered above the �gures. 
�is is not a usual night sky, however: behind the horizon, instead of the Moon, 
rises the Earth (K Zvezdam… �
��).

Leonov was one of the �� pilots chosen from among the �rst cosmonaut 
trainees from di�erent parts of the Soviet Union. After �ve years of intensive 
training, in March �
�� he opened the hatch of the Voskhod craft and stepped 
into the void. In the unclear black-and-white photos published in Ogonyok, he 
can be picked out, �oating at the end of a cable, alongside the craft (�igure  ��). 
�ese are among the rare photos in which a person appears in space. Accord-
ing to Ogonyok, the photos were taken from the live television transmission²¹ 
“when the entire country was following the unprecedented �ight of Voskhod­�” 
(Ogonyok ��/�
��). On the cover of the following issue is also a photograph 
of the spacewalk, which is just as unclear. A light-colored, unde�ned �gure is 
�oating in the middle of blackness. �is is how Leonov described his feelings 
when the photo was taken: “I felt almost insigni�cant, like a tiny ant, compared 
to the immensity of the universe. At the same time, I felt enormously powerful. 
High above the surface of the Earth, I felt the power of the human intellect 
that had placed me there. I felt like a representative of the human race. I was 
overwhelmed by these feelings” (Leonov and Scott ���
: ���).

After the experience, Leonov’s artistic expression changed. He started to 
almost compulsively paint space, to reach that experience of free fall. Leonov’s 
statement is full of emotion, which in aesthetics is described by the concept of 
“the sublime,” a concept in art theory that has been re�ected upon since antiq-
uity. It refers to the awe felt in front of majestic objects – mountains, oceans, 
the opening of in�nite space. Dazzling greatness beyond understanding breeds 
not only terror, but also pleasure and enjoyment (Nye �


: �–�). �e sublime 
is linked to the idea of enormity and grandeur without comparison. However, 
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the crux of Leonov’s statement was not about witnessing the great view itself, 
but instead the profound emotion that followed the encounter. In this respect, 
his experience approaches the theory of Immanuel Kant, for whom the sublime 
(das Erhabene) was not an attribute linked to the object. �e experience of the 
sublime was born through a dialogue between the individual and the object. 
�e ability to experience the sublime was, therefore, in man himself, and the 
experience of the sublime was born at the very moment when man realizes 
himself to be capable of understanding nature and examining it, despite its 
inconceivable greatness (Kant ����: ��; Nye �


: �–�).

�is elevation of man is interesting in relation to cosmic imagery. In the 
Soviet discourse, emphasizing human awareness was of paramount impor-
tance. �e foreword to a book presenting the cosmic landscape states: “�e 
thinking capacity of man is the core of awareness. If we have strong faith in the 
boundless possibilities of the human mind, the dream about distant worlds 
can come true” (Malahov �
��: �). Russian cosmism had lifted up man as the 
center of the universe, even Tsiolkovsky, to such an extent that he was willing 
to give up all other “forms of imperfect life.” Lower life forms, harmful plants, 
and animals – even criminals, inferior races, cripples, and the sick – should be 
wiped from the surface of the Earth. �e “perfected man” achieved in this way 
would be the embodiment of the will of the universe, which would spread to 
every planet in the solar system²² (Hagemeister ����: 	�). From this perspec-
tive, the cosmic landscapes did not depict distant worlds as such, but “Soviet 
man and his materialized thought” (Malahov �
��: �). Small-scale people act 
as reminders of this.

Was it then a coincidence that on both sides of the Iron Curtain, cosmic 
landscapes were pictured from very similar perspectives? Taking into consider-
ation the popularity of cosmic landscapes, it is possible that Leonov had been 
acquainted with the productions of Bonestell or Bonestell. When one moves 
back in time a bit more, it is possible to �nd at least one common model for 
Leonov and Bonestell’s landscape images. Depicting space was an appreciated 
branch of the popular literature of the nineteenth century. In any case, the 
period resembled in many ways the end of the �
��s and the beginning of the 
�
��s, an era marked by scienti�c optimism. Richard Holmes (����), who has 
researched the perception of science in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
sees that time as deeply romantic. �e discovery of the planet Uranus in ���� 
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changed the understanding of the surrounding universe. In ���	, the Montgolf-
ier brothers built the �rst hot air balloon to successfully be �own. Suddenly, 
the spatial perception of man expanded 
��m upward into empty air. From 
then onwards at an accelerating pace, science and technology seemed to be 
capable of anything. Electricity, the railroad, and steamships were inventions 
that transformed man’s understanding of space and time. After the middle 
of the nineteenth century, popular excitement about space increased all over 
the world. �e science-�ction author Jules Verne inspired many illustrators.

�e French popular astronomer Camille Flammarion (���
–�
��) is an 
interesting case. In the ����s and �
��s, he wrote many books on astrono-
my that he also beautifully illustrated. Another intriguing example of these 
types of pictures is Lucien Rudaux (���
–�

�), also a French illustrator and 
astronomer, who especially in the �
��s and �
	�s published popular books 
on astronomy (Flammarion ����, ����; Rudaux �

�). �e books were ex-
tremely well-liked, and they were also translated into Russian directly upon 
their release (Flammarion ����, �
��a, �
��b). It is easy to imagine that these 
dark landscapes in�uenced Russian cosmism. Michael Hagemeister (����: 	�) 
considers Flammarion – in addition to Jules Verne – to have been one of the 
most important in�uences on Tsiolkovsky, even more than Fedorov, who is 
often linked to him. In Flammarion’s careful engravings, rocky barren land-
scapes of planets are depicted (�igure  ��). �ere are no miniature �gures in 
the pictures, but their atmosphere resembles that of Leonov and Bonestell’s 
images: bleak but fascinating.

Flammarion’s pictures continued the tradition of depicting sublime land-
scapes that the �ne art of Romanticism had started less than a hundred years 
before. �e idea of artists and scientists researching and making journeys had 
evolved with Romanticism. For the science at the time of Romanticism, nature 
was a mystery that the scientist opened with his instruments – scalpel, mi-
crosope, telescope. Art and science united in this era of searching, wonder, and 
discovery. �e Romantic landscapes that the period produced were a mixture 
of the scientist’s curiosity and the artist’s subjective view (Holmes ����: xviii; 
Jacobs �

�: 
–��).

�e Romantic worldview immersed in expeditions and questing was also 
in the background of the cosmic landscapes. A blend of wonder and terror 
characterized stories from the Romantic period. From the time of Romanti-
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cism, a fairy-tale mysticism crept into the cosmic landscapes. �e fairy-tales 
of Romantic period were mystic and wild, but they had happy endings (Tully 
����: vii–xx). An infatuation with mysticism also dominated science. For 
instance, the English artist Joseph Wright (��	
–��
�) in his work depicted 
men in the course of doing scienti�c experiments. �e dramatic paintings 
simultaneously evoke mystery and terror.

In one way, it can be said that Camille Flammarion’s dark views would not 
have been possible without Romanticism. �e notion of portraying a cosmic 
dimension presumes that the views behind the journeys have to be imagined. 
�e idea of these fantastic landscapes was born in conjunction with the land-
scape painting of Romanticism. �e landscape was not a mere projection of 
the view in front of the artist’s canvas, but a re�ection of his inner world, his 
mental landscape (Miller �

�: 	�).

It is perhaps not surprising that the �gure roaming the romantic landscape 
has turned his back to the viewer. Every now and then, creators of pictures have 
turned the back of their central �gure to the viewer, and even more so since 
the sixteenth century. Often these �gures act as indicators of scale or direct the 
gaze (Wilks ����). It was only during the Romantic period that the traveler 
who turned his back, the Rücken�gur, became the de�ning �gure for the entire 
painting. �e best-known example in this context is the German landscape 
painter Caspar David Friedrich (���
–��
�). He was a traveler whose jour-
neys were born of Romanticism, an artist driven by Romantic restlessness.  
I introduce Friedrich because �gures pictured from behind play the main role 
in his work. In what is certainly the most well-known study on the Rücken�gur, 
the book Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (����),²³ a wanderer who has turned his 
back prevents the viewer from seeing the landscape in its entirety (�igure  ��) 
(Koerner �

�: ���–��	). �e viewer has to peer over his shoulder.

Even though Friedrich remained on the surface of Earth in his paintings, 
cosmism was often present in his works. One of Friedrich’s favorite themes 
was a moonlit landscape. He described the theme in a number of his paint-
ings: for instance, Man and Woman Contemplating the Moon²� (c. ��	�–��	�), 
Two Men Contemplating the Moon²• (���
) (�igure  ��), and Evening Landscape 
with Two Men²• (��	�–��	�). In the images, two �gures that have turned their 
backs stand in the twilight. Twilight and especially moonlight were themes that 
pervaded Romantic art. Moonlight represented a connection with the in�nite. 
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Melancholy, exaltation, and fear were combined in the Romantic longing for 
communion with nature (Koerner �

�: �
	; Sala �

	: ��
; Vaughan �


: �
�).

Friedrich’s Rücken�gurs had come to a halt before the landscape, unmov-
ing, mesmerized by the view. �e miniature �gures of Bonestell and Leonov 
are more rarely satis�ed by standing still, but there is still a lot of similarity in 
the paintings: the statuesque, rugged landscapes of the paintings, the tension 
between the forefront and the background, and the almost palpable wonder of 
the �gures staring at the horizon. Even though the paintings are separated by a 
hundred years, the amazement of the travelers before the landscape is the same.

One known painting of Bonestell, Nightfall on the Montes Leibnitz (�


) 
(� igure  �
), depicts the Montes Leibnitz, the highest peak on the Moon, 
which Camille Flammarion has called “the mountain range of eternal light” 
(Bonestell and Ley �
��: 
�). �e mountain is depicted at the moment when 
the Earth moves between the Moon and the Sun. If this image is compared to 
Friedrich’s Two Men Contemplating the Moon (�igure  ��), one can notice the 
similarities in lighting, color scale, and composition. If to Friedrich the Moon 
represented an unattainable object of nostalgic longing, Bonestell has located 
his �gures on the surface of the Moon as the perfection of Romantic longing. 
In fact, the illumination depicted by these two artists is exactly the same. It 
originates from the Sun. �e reddish glow in Bonestell’s work is light borrowed 
from the atmosphere of the Earth – as the airless lunar environment could not 
have created a sunset. In the painting, the light has only travelled 	��,���­km 
further to reach its tiny viewers.²•

Interpretations emphasizing the lonely traveling man were not incon-
sistent with the new humanism that characterized the Khrushchevian visual 
culture of the �
��s. Even though Socialist realism was still o�cially patriotic, 
optimistic, and heroic, the era of the thaw gave increased �exibility to the ex-
pression of these socialist values (Bown �

�: 	��–
��). Serguei Oushakine 
has referred to this Soviet version of Romantic thinking and its implemen-
tations as sotsromantizm: combining humanism, modernism, and enthusiasm 
toward technology, Khrushchevian modernity can indeed be seen as excep-
tionally Romantic by nature, in the nineteenth-century sense (Howell ����: 
�).²• Even Friedrich was seen as interesting again: in the �
��s and the early 
�
��s, there were several exhibitions in Moscow and Leningrad where his 
works were on display.²• 
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If the small-scale “migration history” of the Rücken�gur is extended later 
via diachronic research, one can note that by no means does it disappear as a 
theme. In fact, the further the Brezhnev era progressed, the more widely the 
�gure with its back turned or face hidden became widespread in visual cul-
ture. For instance, see Andrei A. Tutunov’s Fisherman and his Sick Son³• (�
�
) 
(� igure  ��), Mikhail Kugach’s Return³¹ (�
�
) (� igure  ��; see also �igure � 
��–��), and Geli Korzhev’s Mother³² (�
��–�
��). According to Matthew C. 
Bown (�

�: 
	�–
	�), the purpose of the backward-turned �gures was to re-
duce the myth of the greatness of the Soviet man, a method of making the main 
character of the picture “smaller,” as only one of the inhabitants of the world. 

Horror Vacui: On In�nity and Congestion

As I pulled myself back towards the spacecraft I was struck by how fragile and 
vulnerable it looked in the vastness of the universe. (Leonov and Scott ���
: ���)

“�e �rst question with which one is confronted in the representation of space 
�ight is one that it shares with some other genres, such as tragedy; namely, 
for example, why should we take pleasure in the contemplation of what must 
be among the most painful and uncomfortable, constricting, claustrophobic 
physical experiences recorded by human beings?” Frederic Jameson (����: ���) 
wondered this while re�ecting on the history of space�ights. Mikhail Epstein 
has conceptualized this contradiction between “rare�cation” and “condensation” 
as a basic paradox that penetrates all levels of Russian Soviet spatiality (Epstein 
���	: ��
–���). Literature and painting encompassed almost obsessively the 
theme of large spaces. �e steppe, which was empty as far as the horizon, was a 
reminder of the freedom that a densely populated Europe had lost. �ere exist-
ed a “built-in” horror of sublime space, the empty unknown and immeasurable 
depths. Escape from the terrible emptiness was found in rural community, in 
a farm collective in the middle of the spacious steppe, in the center of a stu�y 
room on a commune. Amidst the enormous vastness, the Russians jammed 
into a small space protected from the void (Epstein ���	: ��
).

Alexei Leonov, artist and cosmonaut, was on an artist’s twentieth-centu-
ry journey par excellence. If anyone did, he knew that nature did not easily 
surrender to conquest. �e disparity between crowdedness and the void was 
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very apparent in Leonov’s Voskhod � �ight. Or rather, it would have been if 
all of the details of the �ight had not been kept secret. In public, the �ight was 
praised with the appropriate superlatives. In practice, the �ight was anything 
but perfectly successful. �e cosmonauts ended up in serious mortal danger 
on several occasions. �e �rst problems started during the spacewalk. After 
�oating in a vacuum for ten minutes, Leonov began returning to the craft. He 
had rehearsed spacewalks more than ��� times in a simulator, and the task had 
become completely automatic. During the spacewalk, however, his spacesuit 
had expanded in such a way that he could not �t through the hatch of the craft. 
�e situation was terrifying. Time was passing, and the allocated supply of air 
for the spacewalk was starting to run out. Leonov made a quick decision: he 
opened the air-valve of his suit and let oxygen out. �is was extremely dan-
gerous and de�nitely against the protocols of the manual, but it was an easy 
decision to make: had he not been able to enter the craft within the next few 
minutes, he would have su�ocated. When he �nally succeeded in wriggling 
inside, it became apparent that the hatch of the craft was not closing properly. 
Valuable oxygen was leaking into space. Voskhod’s life-support system com-
pensated for the leak by pumping pure oxygen into the capsule. �is caused a 
serious danger of �re, as even the smallest electrostatic spark could have caused 
an explosive con�agration. Both Leonov and the other �ight’s cosmonaut, Pavel 
Belyayev, had witnessed the death of their colleague on Earth under similar cir-
cumstances. �is had happened only a few weeks before Gagarin’s �ight, when 
the cosmonaut-in-training Valentin Bondarenko burned to death in a pressure 
chamber �lled with pure oxygen (Burgess and Hall ���
: ���, ��	; Gerovitch 
����: �
	–��	; Leonov and Scott ���
: ���–���; Portree and Trevino �

�: �).

The thought of cosmonauts in the middle of the vacuum of space, 
crammed into a life-threatening place, is riveting from the point of view of a 
narrative of “the stu�y room of the commune.” Yet this idea was not leveraged 
among the public. O�cially, everything went �awlessly. Some of the problems 
on the �ight may have been felt on the sofas at home: the television broadcast 
was cut immediately after problems started coming up. Instead of watching 
the spacewalk, the audience on Earth again got to listen to Mozart’s Requiem. 
�e choice of this piece points to a strange sense of discretion: playing it was 
a general custom before the announcement of the death of a head of state 
(Leonov and Scott ���
: ��
; Burgess and Hall ���
: ��	).
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�e death announcement did not come, however, and the cosmonauts 
made it back alive to the surface of Earth. Yet even this did not take place 
without incident. Due to a navigational mistake, the return capsule landed 
hundreds of kilometers away from its target. Buried in the deep snow in the 
middle of the bitter winter of Siberia, the capsule almost imprisoned the cos-
monauts for good. When they �nally fought their way out, they had to wait for 
two days, almost freezing, until they were found. Because the �rst rescue team 
could not land amidst the trees, the helicopter dropped things to the freezing 
spacemen. High-tech equipment proved to be useless, and the journey out of 
the forest was done on skis in fur clothes (Leonov and Scott ���
: ���–���). 
Nature almost had the last word over its modern conquerors.

Leonov’s �ight can also be examined in terms of the universal monomyth 
outlined by Joseph Campbell, a scholar of comparative religion. In his in�uen-
tial book �e Hero with a �ousand Faces ([�


] �
�	), Campbell goes through 
thousands of mythological tales from di�erent parts of the world and out of 
these tales develops a basic structure whose variations repeat, regardless of 
their culture or historical context. �is structure he calls “monomyth.” In a 
simpli�ed way, Campbell’s monomyth consists of three elements, the �rst of 
which is separation from world, the second is penetration to some source of 
power, and the third is return, which brings new power to life.

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of 
supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive 
victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with 
the power to bestow boons on his fellow man. (Campbell [�


] �
�	: 	�)

Over the border was the dark, the unknown, and the dangerous world, where 
the hero had to endure a series of trials, one after another. “Once having traversed 
the threshold, the hero moves in a dream landscape of curiously �uid, ambig-
uous forms” (Campbell [�


] �
�	: ��). �e �rst photos of Leonov �oating 
in space were dim and blurry (�igure  ��). In light of Campbell’s monomyth, 
this only highlighted the mystery of the journey: the hero’s journey in space 
was so dangerous that it was not possible to visually represent it. �e regime of 
secrecy only emphasized this element of danger. �e technological challenges 
in describing space were, from the point of view of narrative, only an advantage.
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Danger, associated with the lack of photos, was not constructed in the 
written narrative. According to Campbell, this is typical as well of monomyths: 
“�e ease with which the adventure is here accomplished signi�es that the hero 
is a superior man, a born king. […] Where the usual hero would face a test, the 
elect encounters no delaying obstacle and makes no mistake” (Campbell [�


] 
�
�	: ��	). In the �ight, everything went “according to plan,” and the potential 
dangers encountered during the journey were hidden from the public. �e 
dim, blurry photos only hint at the possibility of danger. �e narrative yields 
despite the contradiction, if it is not based on it: risks are hinted at through 
photos (and the lack of them), but on the other hand the existence of danger 
is denied. Di�culties at this point in the story would have meant problems in 
the larger narrative than the cosmonaut’s journey: technical failures, incomplete 
training, or a wrong selection of the chosen hero.

�is heroic rescue narrative was not publically taken advantage of. As far 
as the public was concerned, Leonov’s �ight followed the established pattern 
in which apparently “�awless cosmonauts �ew perfect missions supported by 
unfailing technology” (Gerovitch ����: ��). In line with this, the grainy photo 
of Leonov’s spacewalk published in Ogonyok was not long-lived. It was replaced 
quickly by another, heavily retouched version (� igure  ��). �e new, more 
graphically re�ned photo does not give the same impression of authenticity 
as the almost indecipherable photo in Ogonyok. However, it became one of 
the most widely circulated symbols of the space program after the mid-�
��s, 
one of its symbolic photos.

Photograph Versus Painting

�ere is something puzzling in the di�erence between the space photographs 
and fantastic cosmic paintings. It is the idea of a traveling artist that makes the 
distinction confusing; the existence of a human observer or eyewitness seems to 
be the key issue here. Take the “Blue Marble” photo discussed above as an example. 
One reason why it so undeniably overruled and outlived the Soviet version can be 
explained by the fact that, unlike the orbiter photo of Zond­�, it was taken by a 
person, not a machine. Like the earlier photo of Earth by Gherman Titov, a human 
photographer’s knowledge brought to the photo a completely di�erent chain of 
associations than the photo taken by the orbiter, whose power lies in di�erent 
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kinds of ideas of objectivity, authenticity, and capturing. �ere was actually a 
clear tendency to humanize the space probes both visually (see, e.g., �igure  ��) 
and in writing (Sputnik I seen as a docile scout, working for us “out there”). Space 
travelers, photographing the Earth from distant space, can be seen as modern 
expeditioners in the spirit of the early landscape photographers. �ese photogra-
pher-expeditioners were a completely new breed of picture-makers, being simul-
taneously scientists, reporters, and artists. �eir research object included both the 
new medium of photography and a new, wild, and almost inaccessible landscape. 

Alexei Leonov’s paintings can also be seen from this perspective. In Le-
onov’s Moon landscape (�igure  ��), the small �gures are “moon surveyors” 
(selenodezisty). �e name refers to geological research, which was one of the 
basic themes in the �
��s that explained the conquest of nature, as well as in 
visual culture (for example, Hudozhnik �/�
��: �	). Already in the eighteenth 
century, the European geological expeditions included topographic illustrators 
who were educated in making systematic drawings. In the spirit of these top-
ographic drawings, Leonov’s pictures have a greater value than art, a power of 
witness; he himself had visited space and seen the immeasurable expanse with 
his own eyes. �is observation changed the truth value of his illustration from 
a cosmic landscape into a document.

In July �
�
, the entire world was watching the same television channel.³³ 
On July ��, as Apollo �� landed in the Sea of Tranquility, the commander of 
the �ight, Neil Armstrong, spoke his historic words. Ogonyok also commemo-
rated the occasion with a full photo spread (Ogonyok 	�/�
�
) (� igure  ��). It 
is worth noting that the astronauts depicted in Ogonyok are posing with their 
spacesuits, although without helmets. �e photo is staged so that it seems as 
if the Moon – larger than life – is rising behind them. According to Roger D. 
Launius, the space suit was a crucial element when astronauts were depicted 
in the American press. �e suit was essentially

[…] a knight’s armor worn heroically as the individual conducts his noble 
mission. More than any other single artifact of the Moon landing program 
the Apollo space suit represented the values that supported Americans going 
into space in the �rst place. It symbolized and rei�ed the utopian desire to 
colonize the Solar System and make a perfect society at a new and pristine 
place beyond the corrupt Earth. (Launius ����: �–��)
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Contrary to the astronauts, cosmonauts were seldom depicted in their space 
suits. In the next chapters we shall see how, more than a masculine cosmic su-
perhero, the cosmonaut was more often represented either as a devoted father 
and husband or even as a laid-back homeboy, “one of us.”

***

From the perspective of narration, the previous two chapters opened the place 
of the narrative. More meaningful than the plot was the stage of the events – 
in�nite space. �e narrative did not emphasize persons; space travelers were 
presented as typecast models, not as individuals. �e narrators as well, the 
obedient announcers reporting about the journey, were objective and direct, 
deliberately distanced. �e timeframe of the narratives is tightly focused on 
the present moment or even the future: the main characters of the cosmic 
landscapes seem to be wandering in landscapes of the future.

With manned space�ights, the stage of the narrative changes. After the 
curtain sets, space disappears, and when it comes up again, the narrative has 
descended to the surface of the Earth. �e emphasis changes as well. �e new 
main characters become more important than the narrator as an objective 
witness. Pavel Klushantsev’s �lm Moon (�
��) o�ers an example of the lonely 
traveler being replaced by a family man or mother on the surface of Earth 
instead. Here the familiar space-suited �gures are standing with their back to 
the viewer. To the company of the pair has been added a third person, a child. 
Holding each other’s hands, this settler family is looking at the barren lunar 
landscape. �e setting encompasses the cosmism of the nineteenth century 
when Tsiolkovsky is given the last sentence in the �lm: 

Humanity will not remain on the Earth forever, but in the pursuit of light 
and space will at �rst timidly penetrate beyond the limits of the atmosphere, 
and then will conquer all the space around the Sun. (Klushantsev �
��)
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Space is the ultimate canvas for the imagination. In the 1950s and  
’60s, as part of the space race with the United States, the solar system 
was the blank page upon which the Soviet Union etched a narrative 
of conquest and exploration. In Picturing the Cosmos, drawing on a 
comprehensive corpus of rarely seen photographs and other visual 
phenomena, Iina Kohonen maps the complex relationship between 
visual propaganda and censorship during the Cold War.

Kohonen ably examines each image, elucidating how visual media  
helped to anchor otherwise abstract political and intellectual concepts 
of the future and modernization within the context of the Soviet Union. 
The USSR mapped and named the cosmos, using new media to stake a 
claim to this new territory and incorporating it into the daily lives of its 
citizens. Soviet cosmonauts were depicted as prototypes of the perfect 
Communist man, representing modernity, good taste and the aesthetics 
of the everyday. Picturing the Cosmos navigates and critically examines 
these utopian narratives, highlighting the rhetorical tension between 
propaganda, censorship, art and politics.

Iina Kohonen is a researcher specializing in space-related visual  
propaganda and photojournalism in the Soviet Union.
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