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The Commissar Vanishes: The Falsification of Photographs and Art in Stalin’s Russia

Although it would seem impossible to imagine a con-
text in which the names Pablo Picasso and Joseph Stalin
could be linked, there is one fundamental concept that
both men understood and manipulated: art is a lie that
helps us understand the truth. Picasso exploited this no-
tion to revolutionize the artistic vocabulary of the twen-
tieth century, while Stalin took this idea to its most sinis-
ter and horrific conclusion: to create a visual vocabulary
in order to write his own version of Russia’s revolution-
ary history. The British photo historian David King has
published an extraordinary collection of photographs fal-
sified during Stalin’s time that tell the story of the Soviet
Union through the lenses of the Stalin cult. As the book
jacket explains, King compiled the images in the book us-
ing photographs, posters, and art from his own collection
that numbers more than a quarter million images. King
began collecting pre-falsified Soviet photographs in 1970
in an effort that Stephen F. Cohen, professor of Russian
Studies and History at Princeton University, describes in
the preface as “heroic-the product of an immense, one-
man archaeology” (p. 7).

Airbrushing has long been a tool of the photogra-

pher, for smoothing out complexions or concealing im-
perfections. But this device placed in the hands of So-
viet photographers in the 1930s and 1940s soon surpassed
any of the bags of tricks used by Hollywood retouchers.
The subject of King’s photographic study is made evident
even before the reader opens the book; the front jacket il-
lustrates a sequence of three photographs and a painting,
based on a photo taken in Leningrad in 1926. At that time
a snapshot was taken of Stalin surrounded by three oth-
ers: Nikolai Antipov, Sergei Kirov, and Nikolai Shvernik.
In each subsequent photograph a member of the four-
some is omitted from the original until only Kirov and
Stalin remain. The final work of the sequence, a painting
created by Isaak Brodsky in 1929, is based on Stalin’s im-
age in the photograph. Now the leader is depicted alone—
the sole and all-powerful hero.

King’s photo study brings to light the extensive use
of cropping, clipping, and airbrushing techniques in Stal-
inist Russia to create a “corrected” history of the times.
As the author states in the introduction: “The physical
eradication of Stalin’s political opponents at the hands
of the secret police was swiftly followed by their oblit-
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eration from all forms of pictorial existence” (p. 7). The
basic aims of falsifying photographs in Stalinist Russia
were two sides of the same coin: removing any trace of
Stalin’s political enemies while at the same time creat-
ing a visual hagiography of the leader. Not only were
photographs part of this process but virtually the entire
artistic production in Russia, including painting, sculp-
ture, and the graphic arts beginning in the 1930s, was di-
rected at mythologizing Stalin. Painting is touched upon
in the book, but King wisely limits his discussion to a few
relevant examples.

The author interestingly points out that only about
a dozen photographs existed of Stalin from his birth in
1879 until he was appointed General Secretary in 1922,
a situation that made it difficult to create a viable visual
history of the leader and his accomplishments (minor and
obscure, to be sure, in this period), no matter how skilled
the hands of the retoucher. For that reason, paintings
and sculptures could compensate for the lack of docu-
mentary material and embellish the real nature of Stalin’s
position. “The bronze Stalin, the marble Stalin, were in-
vulnerable to the bullets of the *Zinovievite bandits.” The
flesh and blood Stalin could safely stay out of the public
gaze. Sculpture became the real Stalin-heavy, ponderous,
immortal” (p. 13). The entire socialist realist endeavor in
painting and sculpture was geared toward facilitating the
cult of hero worship in the 1930s.

The Commissar Vanishes is a handsomely designed
book, in coffee-table format, and is lavished with hun-
dreds of photographs. With so many reproductions, the
book is surprisingly affordable. Altered versions of pho-
tographs are shown side by side or on adjacent pages
with the originals so that the reader is spared the an-
noyance of constantly flipping pages. King presents his
material chronologically, beginning with the 1917 revo-
lution. Party members come and go, disappearing from
photographs, or are sometimes scratched out with heavy
pen, especially with the onset of the Great Purges in the
1930s. A photograph taken in March 1919, of twenty del-
egates to the Eighth Congress of the Bolshevik Party, was
published in its entirety in the Soviet Union only sev-
enty years later. More than two thirds of the men per-
ished under Stalin. This photograph also pictured Lenin,
Stalin, and Kalinin seated side by side. This trio was later
cropped from the original, and later Kalinin too was re-
moved.

Eliminating figures from group photos through crop-
ping and clipping was one avenue of falsification. King
reproduces the famous photograph taken by G. P. Gold-

shtein of Lenin addressing the troops outside the Bol-
shoi Theater on 5 May 1920. One of the most widely
published revolutionary photographs, it became an icon
of the Russian revolution. The original photograph in-
cluded the figures of Trotsky and Kamenev, but repro-
ductions of the photo, down through the Gorbachev era,
were always cropped to eliminate the two. The legacy of
this photograph extended into the realm of painting: it
was the basis for a large scale canvas executed by Isaak
Brodsky in 1933 that became one of the most recognized
examples of socialist realist painting; reproductions of his
canvas numbered in the millions and earned Brodsky an
exalted position in the pantheon of accepted socialist re-
alist artists.

Another famous photograph, of Lenin and Stalin
seated together outdoors in Gorki during Lenin’s illness,
is unquestionably a fake. Taken from different sources,
the two images are crudely joined in an effort to bolster
Stalin’s position in the critical period during Lenin’s ill-
ness in 1922. King includes the subsequent works that
exploited the image of the two in the photograph. In an
aptly titled section, “The Stalin School of Petrification,”
King reproduces two large scale sculptures based on the
falsified photo. One, completed in 1938, depicts the two
men seated on a bench engaged in conversation. Lenin
seems to offer wise counsel to the future leader, who sits
in rapt attention. The other piece, displayed in 1949 at
a large exhibition entitled “Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin
in the Visual Arts,” now depicts Stalin standing, towering
over the seated Lenin, clearly in a commanding position.
No subtlety in the message here, neither is there evidence
of the pockmarked skin, shriveled arm, or Stalin’s actual
five-foot, four-inch frame.

Many of the photographs in King’s book are pub-
lished for the first time, including a dramatic group por-
trait of the prosecutor-general of the Supreme Soviet, An-
drei Vyshinsky, surrounded by his staff of 228 men and
women. Taken in 1934, “these are the faces of the bu-
reaucrats who processed the lies, in the guise of socialist
justice, that sent millions of people to be destroyed in the
Gulag” (p. 121). It is aremarkable photograph, horrifying
in its own way, for it literally injects a real element on all
the “faceless bureaucrats” who were the necessary cogs
in carrying out Stalin’s paranoid directives. Needless to
say, part of the horror of this group photo lies in the
fact that many of those photographed were themselves
purged by the end of the decade.

King’s book also includes the tragic story of the lit-
tle girl who was photographed with Stalin in 1936 at a
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Kremlin reception. There the six-year old Gelya Marki-
zova presented Stalin with a bouquet of flowers, where-
upon Stalin embraced the girl. The photograph became
famous, depicting Stalin as the joyous “Friend of the Little
Children” (the photo was cropped to eliminate another
figure who appeared to the side of Stalin, the first secre-
tary of the Buryat Mongol ASSR, M.I. Erbanov). As re-
pugnant as the scene is in its own right with the trust-
ing young child in the arms of the grinning bogey-man,
the fate of those connected with the photograph is also a
chilling example of Stalin’s atrocities. The parents of the
girl, Ardan and Dominica Markizov, were murdered just
a year after the photograph was taken. The father, sec-
ond secretary of the Buryat Mongol ASSR, was charged
with spying for Japan and shot; the mother was killed as
the wife of an enemy of the people.

One of the most compelling sequences of images in
King’s book is the reproduction of several pages of a
photo album titled “Ten Years in Uzbekistan” created in
1934 by the celebrated avant-garde artist of the 1910s
and 1920s, Alexander Rodchenko. King found a copy of
the album among Rodchenko’s own collection of books
and magazines, still in the bookshelves of the artist’s
apartment-studio in Moscow, which is today occupied by
members of the artist’s family. King describes the dis-
covery of the album: “Looking inside Rodchenko’s copy
of "Ten Years of Uzbekistan’ was like opening the door
onto the scene of a terrible crime. A major purge of
the Uzbek leadership by Stalin in 1937, three years af-
ter the book’s publication, meant that many of the offi-
cial portraits of Party functionaries in the album had to
be destroyed...The names of those who had been arrested

or had ’disappeared’ could no longer be mentioned, nor
could their pictures be kept without the greatest risk of
arrest. Petty informants were everywhere. The walls re-
ally did have ears” (p. 10).

Over the span of eight pages, King reproduces the de-
facement of the album by the artist himself. Faces and
names are blocked out ominously in heavy pen and brush
marks. The collective fear that poisoned the 1930s is ex-
posed in the violent strokes of the pen that scratched and
blotted out faces and figures. Not only did Rodchenko
feel compelled to destroy his own work, but, as the au-
thor points out, it was the duty of librarians and even
school children in the Soviet Union to carry out the nec-
essary task of eliminating traces of those cast in the role
of enemy.

The Comissar Vanishes will appeal to a wide spectrum
of readers: from experts in the field of Russian history,
who will find photographs published for the first time,
to those with less scholarly interests. Specialized knowl-
edge is not necessary to appreciate the single most im-
portant aspect of King’s book: the profound and inex-
pressible effect that these falsified images make upon our
hearts and minds. The Commissar Vanishes is a fascinat-
ing and important contribution to our understanding of
Stalinist Russia and one that this reviewer recommends
to every student of twentieth-century Russian history.

Copyright 1998 by H-Net, all rights reserved. This
work may be copied for non-profit educational use if
proper credit is given to the author and the list. For other
permission, please contact H-Net @N-Net. MSU.EDU.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

https://networks.h-net.org/h-russia

Citation: Tamara Machmut-Jhashi. Review of King, David, The Commissar Vanishes: The Falsification of Photographs
and Art in Stalin’s Russia. H-Russia, H-Net Reviews. November, 1998.

URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=2514

Copyright © 1998 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews

editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.org.


https://networks.h-net.org/h-russia
http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=2514
mailto:hbooks@mail.h-net.org

