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Abstract 
More than two decades after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the tomb of its first leader 

remains in situ in front of the Kremlin wall. Recalling my own visit to the Lenin Mausoleum, 

and Richard Pare’s photographs of it as featured in the 2011-12 Royal Academy of Arts 

exhibition, ‘Building the Revolution: Soviet Art and Architecture 1915-1935’, I reflect upon 

the potential of architecture to serve as a spatialisation of history. Connected with this 

potential is the potency in eliciting nostalgia. I explore this with reference to the work of 

Svetlana Boym in which nostalgia is understood as a wish for what could have been, i.e. for a 

future, not for the past. The continued popularity of the Lenin Mausoleum cannot be 

understood, however, simply as the result of nostalgia; our vision of the past and its futures 

are necessarily influenced by the future which we live in, and the agency of those who lived 

in the interceding years. To explore the influence of agents from across history, both pre- and 

postdating the building of the Lenin Mausoleum, as well as Lenin’s influence of our 

understanding of these very agents, I draw on Jacque Derrida’s neologism of hauntology, 

coined in his seminal work Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning & 

the New International. Finally, I reflect upon the inclusivity of the Lenin Mausoleum, 

especially in contrast to the mausoleum tradition. In providing space for millions to commune 

with the deceased Lenin, the Mausoleum embodies the community which is heralded by any 

death, as understood by Jean-Luc Nancy. As such, it gestures towards the nature of our 

existence, that a self develops in common with others; a gesture profoundly appropriate for 

the memorial of one who so famously advocated for a politics of community in life. 
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***** 

 

Notwithstanding the dissolution of the Soviet Union of Socialist Republics in December 

1991, the striking tomb of its first premier, Vladimir Ilich Lenin, remains in situ in front of 

the Kremlin wall.
1
 Sporadic debate as to the structure’s future has continued since 1991 but 

the Lenin Mausoleum remains a popular attraction for Russians and foreigners, political 

pilgrims and tourists alike. However, recent years have seen temporary staging placed in front 

of the structure for Victory Day parades, either deliberately or neglectfully obscuring the 

event’s heritage, despite the celebration having originated by the same regime under which 

the Mausoleum was built.  

 In this article, I explore why the Lenin Mausoleum has become a structure of such 

seemingly contradictory fates. With reference to the work of Svetlana Boym on nostalgia and 

Jacques Derrida on the spectre, I propose that the Mausoleum, and the body which resides in 

it, act as spatialisations or embodiments, firstly of history, but moreover of a relationship to 

time which defies the linear historical sense in which we often think of it. Studying the Lenin 

Mausoleum, therefore, demands a theoretical approach which can at least partially navigate its 

complex temporality. As such, the study entails a dynamic approach to examining historical 

artefacts, one by which meanings constructed over long periods of linear time can be 

collapsed into a seemingly stable, identifiable ‘thing’. 
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The Nostalgic Mausoleum: Going Back to a Future 

I arrived at Red Square at 9.30 in the morning, half an hour before the Mausoleum opened, a 

Saturday in the summer of 2011 on my first trip to Moscow. I took some amateur shots of the 

front façade on my camera-phone and then made my way round to Kremlyovskii proezd to 

find the entrance. The queue to see Lenin already extended all along the lane to Manezhnaya 

ploshchad, three people wide at most points. Why had we all made the journey there? Why 

are we willing to queue so long, especially considering the speed at which we are waved 

through the structure itself by taciturn guards?  

One explanation for the continuing popularity of visits to the Lenin Mausoleum is that of 

nostalgia. Svetlana Boym explains that we experience in nostalgia not a wish for the past, but 

one for the future, or rather, a future; nostalgia cherishes the possibilities of what could have 

been. As part of her exploration of nostalgia, Boym includes several studies of the 

architecture of post-Soviet cities. She suggests that the architecture of a space can reveal a set 

of historical layers, each of which might bear testament to alternative futures of the past; 

alternative futures for which people in the existing future - the present - experience nostalgia. 

Her consideration of Walter Benjamin’s writings about Russia’s other Western capital 

provide an effective summation: 

 
Petersburg, the city of perfect facades, appears as a conglomeration of ruins. Walter Benjamin 

writes that "in the ruin history merged into (natural) setting." These ruins are not elegaic but 

rather dialectical; they suggest the coexistance of many historical layers, the plurality of 

possibilities. The ruin is a kind of spatialization of history, an image of what Benjamin called 

"dialectic at a standstill,” where various visions of the city clash and coexist.
2
 

 

This future-oriented conception of nostalgia is invaluable in analysing recent examinations of 

the Lenin Mausoleum. For instance, in 2011-12, the Mausoleum was featured in the 

exhibition, ‘Building the Revolution: Soviet Art and Architecture 1915-1935’ at the Royal 

Academy of Arts, London. Architectural photographs and plans of the Mausoleum and other 

structures were shown alongside constructivist and suprematist exhibits, underscoring their 

future-oriented impulse. Advertisement literature stated that ‘architects transformed [the] 

radical artistic language into three dimensions, creating structures whose innovative style 

embodied the energy and optimism of the new Soviet Socialist state.’
3
 Other architectural 

exhibits included the Gosplan Garage in Moscow, designed by Konstantin Melnikov with V.I. 

Kurochkin, and, in a partnered exhibit in the academy's courtyard, a scale model of Tatlin's 

Monument to the Third International (Tatlin’s Tower) commissioned from Jeremy Dixon of 

Dixon Jones Architects.
4
 

Alongside designs and historical photographs, ‘Building the Revolution’ included images 

of the buildings in their present state, photographed by Richard Pare. These photographs 

frequently show the buildings in a state of disrepair or abandonment. The Narkomfin 

communal house provides a heartfelt example. At the time of the exhibition, 80% of the 

complex was abandoned, as noted in the accompanying text.
5
 One of Pare's photographs 

shows the overgrown roof of the building which included the remains of a raised structure 

which used to be the penthouse inhabited by the family of Nikolai Milyutin (the first 

Commissar for Finance, who had commissioned the complex). The catalogue caption for this 

photograph notes that ‘a projected rooftop garden was never realised’.
6
 In highlighting a few 

personal details of those who inhabited Narkomfin, the curators of ‘Building the Revolution’ 

gestured towards the intimate history which the architectural exhibits have acquired, and 

continue to acquire, via their relationships to the people who inhabit them, work in them, pass 

them, and so on. Comments such as that pertaining to the roof garden evoked the possibility 

of an alternative future for these buildings, a wish for what could have been. The presence of 

Pare's photographs then, together with the descriptions accorded to them, encouraged a 
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nostalgic reaction from the viewer; they suggested a wish for the return of a time when 

optimism seemed reasonable, and for when building projects could embody this optimism 

with a sense of building the future. 

The architectural exhibits were presented not in chronological order but sorted by use, an 

arrangement which is maintained in the catalogue; state and communications, industry, 

housing, education, health and recreation, and finally, the Lenin Mausoleum. In this final 

position the disparity between the life of the Mausoleum and many of the other structures 

featured, stood out. In contrast to the shabby exteriors, disrepair, even abandonment of other 

exhibits, the Mausoleum is well-maintained, spotlessly clean and polished; in one of Pare's 

photos an image of other sites of Red Square can been seen reflected on the Mausoleum wall.
7
 

Having encountered the history and decay of previously featured structures, the unscathed 

faces of the Mausoleum, including that of the body which lies inside it, acted as a reassurance 

that there is hope yet for the rekindling of the ‘energy and optimism’ described in the 

advertisement literature. The Mausoleum lives on and with it the dreams with which it is 

associated. 

 

Spectres of Lenin: an Introduction to Derrida’s Hauntology 

While the sense that the Lenin Mausoleum advocates for the continuing relevance of hope for 

a future goes some way to explain its place in present day society, it should not be limited to 

this. In linking two points in time in the search for a future, without a consideration of what 

came between these two points, any understanding of the Mausoleum based on nostalgia 

alone risks ignoring how later events (or later layers of history, to use Boym’s terminology) 

impact on our perception and understanding of earlier ones, whether we want it to or not. 

Indeed, in concentrating our attention on a future, we further risk ignoring historical 

precedents to the Lenin Mausoleum. In short, we risk glossing over contexts from across the 

historical narrative which, while they may not be contemporaneous with the building of the 

Mausoleum, nevertheless influences its meanings. 

On April 22
nd

 and 23
rd

, 1993, Jacques Derrida gave the two-part keynote speech at the 

conference ‘Whither Marxism? Global Crises in International Perspective’. This was a multi-

national, multi-disciplinary conference, which aimed to examine the relevance of Marxism to 

a post-Soviet world.
8
 His speech, in expanded form, became Specters of Marx: The State of 

the Debt, the Work of Mourning & the New International.
9
 Therein, Derrida argues that 

inheritance is not something which is passed along to us by choice, but that our being is 

unavoidably shaped by it, by people, events and things from outside of “our” time:  

 
That we are heirs does not mean that we have or that we receive this or that, some inheritance 

that enriches us one day with this or that, but that the being of what we are is first or all 

inheritance, whether we like it or know it or not.
10

  

 

Thus, ‘[w]hether they wish it or know it or not, all men and women, all over the earth, are 

today to a certain extent the heirs of Marx and Marxism.’
11

 For instance, the contemporary 

shape of global politics remains irreversibly a situation which the Soviet Union and its 

legacies have had a role in forming. Here, we approach the ontological dilemma which 

hauntology may bypass; that a being might hold agency despite having died. If, Derrida asks, 

‘what we are is first of all inheritance’ - our ‘self’ is inhabited, shaped by others - ‘[i]s there 

there, between the thing itself and a simulacrum, an opposition that holds up?’
12

 In other 

words, what reason is there to say that effect on ‘us’ comes from something other than the 

person or entity themselves? This inhabitation thus confounds our conceptions of presence 

and absence. We are haunted by something which is supposedly not ourselves, yet is intrinsic 

to what our ‘self’ is. Thus, Derrida reveals the double meaning of his title, which refers not 
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only to spectres identified as Marx which inhabit us, but ‘perhaps first of all the ghosts that 

inhabited him, the revenants with which Marx himself will have been occupied’.
13

 This 

inhabitation confounds our sense of linear historical temporality, since without the dichotomy 

of presence and absence, what is it that we mean by ‘the present’? Derrida illuminates this 

difference of the temporality of a spectre by a contrast with Heidegger’s determination of the 

present. In Derrida’s paraphrase of the earlier writer, for Heidegger, ‘The present is what 

passes […] at the articulation between what absents itself and what presents itself [...] 

[p]resence (Anwesen) is enjoined (verfugt), ordered, distributed in the two directions of 

absence, at the articulation of what is no longer and what is not yet.’
14

 There remains, in 

Derrida’s paraphrase of Heidegger, then, a sense of temporal direction, an articulation of past 

and future, one which Derrida’s hauntology refutes: 

 
Before knowing whether one can differentiate between the specter of the past and the specter of 

the future, of the past present and the future present, one must perhaps ask oneself whether the 

spectrality effect does not consist in undoing this opposition, or even this dialectic between 

actual, effective presence and its other.
15

 

 

Lenin, then, is undoubtedly an heir of Marx, whether we agree with his political 

interpretations of Marxism or not. Marx haunts Lenin, Lenin haunts us, and Lenin haunts 

Marx, insofar as his legacy shapes which spectres of Marx have become prominent. The 

Lenin Mausoleum haunts in more ways than this and is itself inhabited by more ghosts than 

this preliminary explanation reveals. Insofar as there are multiple spectres of Lenin, as of 

Marx, there is no unified inheritance and it seems likely that there is no unified ‘full 

significance’. As such, we must examine the history of the Lenin Mausoleum in such a way as 

to ensure attention to the relations therein which go beyond linear temporality. 

 

The Body and its House 

Preceding his death on 21 January 1924, Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov - the man we know best as 

Lenin - had been ill for some time. The prospect of preserving his body was first raised a few 

months before his death, at a Politburo meeting called by Stalin in late October 1923, after 

Lenin's final visit to the Kremlin on the 19th of that month. It was Stalin, too, who suggested 

that Lenin's body should be preserved, although he stated that the idea had arisen from some 

"comrades in the provinces".
16

 

Stalin's proposal was not popular. Some Bolsheviks - including Nadezhda Konstantinovna 

Krupskaya (Lenin’s widow) - argued against it and cited Lenin's personality and his wish to 

be buried alongside his mother as reasons. Others, including Trotskii, emphasised that to 

preserve Lenin's body would be to make of him a relic, inheriting the role of the remains of 

orthodox saints.
17

 Trotskii’s remarks are perceptive; whether or not the Bolsheviks believed in 

the incorruptibility of saints’ remains, the concept remained part of the context in which they, 

and other Soviet citizens, made sense of death. In a sense, the Orthodox understanding of 

death haunted later Soviet understandings. 

Nevertheless, the proposal to preserve Lenin's body gained momentum after his death. 

After initial attempts to preserve the body by freezing it failed, a team of scientists were 

brought together and tasked with the long-term embalming of the corpse. The practice of 

embalming is perhaps most often associated with the preservation of ancient Egyptian 

mummies, a reference to antiquity which is mirrored in the pyramid shape of the (2
nd

 and 3
rd

)
 
 

Mausoleum and lends a sense of timelessness to the body and ideas of Lenin.
18

 However, 

modern embalming processes differ considerably to those of the Egyptians and, therefore, 

invoke further spectres. Much of the development of modern chemical embalming techniques 

was spurred during the US civil war, funded by federal investment in research into a practice 

which would make the transport of corpses easier. The industry then grew through the rest of 
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the nineteenth century, emerging from the same context from which emerged the food 

canning process, and the phonograph. As such, the development of chemical embalming 

might be considered as part of a wider culture of preservation in modernity.
19

 The scientific 

skill that an indefinite embalming would demonstrate would be formidable, implying not only 

that the Soviet system had transformed a backward nation into a state of modernity, but that, 

within the right political system, science might conquer even death.  

The choice of the mausoleum for Lenin’s tomb establishes another link to antiquity, this 

time classical; Mausolea are named after the great tomb built by Queen Artemisia for her 

husband, Mausolos, at Halicarnassos in the fourth century BC.
20

 However, it is an aesthetic 

aspect of the mausoleum structure which is most relevant to our examination of the Lenin 

Mausoleum’s meaning. The traditional mausoleum tends to sit grandly in a landscape such 

that it can be seen by many, but the space inside is exclusive; it is a vault for a chosen one or a 

chosen few, to which only select living have access. This exclusivity is emphasised by the 

mausoleum's tendency to be windowless.
21

 In contrast, while none of the Lenin Mausolea had 

any windows, the motivation for their building was one of inclusivity. For instance, a motion 

passed by the Second All-Union Congress of Soviets, who held a mourning meeting the 

evening before Lenin’s funeral, resolved that the leader’s coffin would be interred in a vault 

to be built at the Kremlin wall. This, the motion explained, would allow delegations who were 

unable to get to Moscow for the funeral to ‘bid farewell to their beloved leader’.
22

 The 

expectation that people would visit was not unreasonable; a line had snaked around the Trade 

Union House in Moscow at all hours when Lenin was lying in state there, despite 

temperatures as low as minus thirty degrees. The three days allocated had not been enough for 

all the Moscow inhabitants who wished to visit the leader to do so, let alone for those who 

needed to cross the country. The building of a longer-term resting place, also open to the 

public, allowed more people, including those from further afield, to pay their respects in 

person. To reiterate, this stands in contrast to the exclusivity associated with most mausolea. 

The announcements from the Central Executive Committee and the Congress of Soviets 

were vague, at this stage, as to how long Lenin's body was to be available for visitation. The 

body had initially been embalmed with a view of preserving it for six days, until the funeral, 

although this was soon extended to a forty day period.  As such, and also in response to the 

limited time which would be available in order to build the structure before the funeral, the 

first Mausoleum was always intended to be temporary. Nevertheless, the design sought to 

embody the timelessness of Lenin. Aleksei Viktorovich Shchusev, the architect of the 

Mausoleum - previously known for his churches and Moscow’s Kazan railway station - 

described the inspiration for his design: 

 
Vladimir Ilich is eternal... How shall we honor his memory? How will we mark his grave? In 

architecture the cube is eternal. Everything proceeds from the cube, the entire range of 

architectural creation. Let the mausoleum, which we will erect as a monument to Vladimir Ilich, 

derive from a cube.
23

  

 

The first Mausoleum had to be built in only three days; some features of Shchusev's 

preliminary design were altered in order to achieve this, while others were not added until 

after the funeral. 

Following the funeral, the public were informed that a more permanent structure would be 

erected in the spring, extending once again the period of public access to Lenin’s embalmed 

remains. Many artists and architects responded to the announcement with suggestions for an 

appropriate monument. Vladimir Tatlin suggested that the Mausoleum should be a ‘triumph 

of engineering’, able to hold a vast number of visitors, with a large auditorium, an information 

bureau with a radio station, and two or three hundred telephones – the final point another 

indicator of the modernity of the preservation project.
24
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The prospect of indefinite preservation also provoked protest. Krupskaya appears only to have 

become aware of the plans for indefinite preservation of her husband's remains when they 

were announced publicly on 29 January, and had published the following ‘veiled protest’ in 

Pravda the next day: 

 
Comrades, workers and farmers, men and women, I have an important request to make of you. 

Do not let your sorrow be transformed into demonstrations of adoration for Vladimir Ilich's 

personality. Do not put up buildings or monuments in his name. When he was alive he set little 

store by such things; indeed, he actively disliked them. 

 

You know the poverty and disorder that afflict our country. If you want to honour Vladimir 

Ilich's memory, build crèches, kindergartens, houses, schools and hospitals. Better still, live 

according to his teaching.
25

 

 

A further Pravda article by a group of nineteen Communist party and Komsomol members 

repeated this request, and stated plainly ‘we must venerate not the corpse of Lenin, but his 

cause’.
26

 

The leaders of the Immortalisation Commission recognised that to design and construct an 

adequate memorial for Lenin would be a long task and a suitable but temporary structure was, 

therefore, needed for the interim. For this they accepted one of Shchusev's designs for a 

wooden mausoleum, one of the most modest proposals received.  

A competition for a permanent memorial was announced in 1925, with entries due in April 

1926. In the end, all entries were rejected, and Shchusev was charged with recasting the 

design of the second Mausoleum in stone. Nevertheless, Tumarkin suggests that the 

competition was successful since the debate it sparked was invaluable in politicising artists 

and other members of the population. The third Mausoleum was built between July 1929 and 

October 1930.
27

 The pilasters on the top level, also present on the second Mausoleum, reflect 

the structure's classical heritage, while its rectilinear, stepped design maintains the primacy of 

the cube as the underlying shape. The pyramid shape also recalls the Ancient Egyptian 

associations of embalming. The mausoleum is constructed in dark red granite, marble, 

porphyry, and labradorite, in the colours of red (the colour of communism), black (the colour 

of death), and grey (the colour of the workers).
28

   

 

Disputed Legacies 

The disagreement within the Bolshevik party as to the most appropriate way to respond to the 

death of Lenin is representative of difficulties widely experienced following any death. As 

discussed above, insofar as we are all inheritors of Lenin, his legacy is not unified; there are 

multiple spectres of Lenin. The spectre of Lenin haunting Krupskaya is not that which is 

haunting Stalin, and so on. Since the spectres of the dead are multiple, there arise conflicts 

between individuals and groups as to what can be considered a faithful representation of the 

dead. We see this exemplified in the Bolshevik response to Lenin’s death and his subsequent 

remembrance. 

Indeed, the act of mourning can be understood as an attempt to legitimise the idea of a 

single, unified legacy. Mourning, as Derrida summarises, ‘consists always in attempting to 

ontologize remains, to make them present, in the first place by identifying the bodily remains 

and by localizing the dead’.
29

 Acts of mourning consist in identifying the deceased person as 

existing solely within the confines of their corpse; that is, exclusively as a decomposing 

physical object. Lenin, for instance is identified with his mummified corpse, residing in the 

Mausoleum on Red Square. In identifying the dead as existing solely as a corpse, we find 

ourselves more able to emotionally separate ourselves from the other after their demise. Being 

able to detach oneself from the dead in this way is considered a healthy process. Derrida 
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argues that this detachment does not, however, accurately reflect the relationship between 

living and dead. Since we are formed of inheritance, and we can find no reason to believe that 

the effect on us comes from anything but the deceased person themselves, we ought to learn 

to live with ghosts. Admitting that the dead have such effect on the living – admitting to being 

haunted - ascribes a continued agency to the dead.
30

 Inherently they may, therefore, hold 

agency not only upon oneself but also on others. Consequently, these interactions with 

different living agents may result in different understandings of the deceased person and 

indeed, different understandings of the livings’ relationship to them; resulting in multiple and 

sometimes conflicting legacies. Therefore, acts of mourning can legitimise the idea of a 

single, unified legacy by denying the continued agency of the dead and their continued ability 

to relate to the (multiple) living. Mourning, therefore, makes it easier for one individual or 

group to claim to be a true heir.  

At the same time, however, acts of mourning (which Derrida describes as conjurations) can 

suggest precisely the continued agency that they attempt to deny: 

 
Since such a conjuration today insists, in such a deafening consensus, that what is, it says, 

indeed dead, remain dead indeed, it arouses a suspicion. It awakens us where it would like to 

put us to sleep. Vigilance, therefore: the cadaver is perhaps not as dead, as simply dead as the 

conjuration tries to delude us into believing.
31

 

 

While an heir, then, may use acts of conjuration to influence what legacy of the dead becomes 

prominent (and thereby, in a sense, haunt that legacy), their control is limited, since their 

attempts to confirm the deadness of the dead draw attention to the idea that it might be 

otherwise. For instance, the obscuring of the Lenin Mausoleum at recent Victory Day parades 

arguably draws more attention to the celebration’s Soviet heritage by the very attempt to 

obscure this heritage. (The structure is also literally hidden in plain sight, as it can still be seen 

from overhead, or to the side.)
32

 It is with this in mind that we should continue our study of 

the Mausoleum, reflecting upon some instances of its later use, during the time of Stalin’s 

premiership.  

 

Spectres of Stalin 

In later years, the Mausoleum became a key sight for the viewing of parades. At such points 

its status as an inclusive monument might seem more ambivalent. For instance, parades 

provided an opportunity for mass participation of the Soviet population. The angle adopted by 

Aleksandr Rodchenko in his photograph of a fizkultura parade, The Dinamo Column of 1935, 

attests to the difficulty of capturing the whole of the spectacle as it enters the huge space of 

Red Square; the difficulty of achieving an all-encompassing gaze.
33

 Party officials observing 

from the tribune of the Mausoleum were advantaged by the fact that this was the intended 

viewing platform, for which the formation of parades was planned. (I deem the increase in 

height less important, since Rodchenko takes his photograph from higher, but still encounters 

difficulties including everyone.) Fizkultura and other parades were opportunities to take part, 

be part of something and find one's place in Soviet society. Nevertheless, the Mausoleum 

offered a place of viewing to a select few which could highlight that these few were somehow 

different and set apart from the bulk of the population. At the same time, however, his place 

atop the Mausoleum could not afford Stalin, or anyone else, an all-seeing perspective on the 

parade. Rather, the person most likely to possess something closest to this all-seeing gaze 

would be Lenin, in so much as one or more of his spectres haunted each and every participant, 

be they marching or watching. It seems only appropriate, then, that the structure which held 

the embodiment of Lenin’s spectres should serve as the destination of the parade. 

 Another especially important occasion for the Mausoleum was the Moscow Victory 

Parade of June 24, 1945: 
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[...] when tens of thousands of soldiers and their officers marched through Red Square in steady 

and unseasonal rain. They carried the captured standards of their enemy, hundreds of Nazi 

banners, and they flung them, the spoils of much endurance, on to the steps of the Lenin 

Mausoleum, at Stalin's feet.
34

  

 

This moment is represented in Mikhail Khmelko's vast canvas, The Triumph of Our 

Fatherland. As a soldier throws down the standard of the Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler 

(Adolf Hitler's personal bodyguard) to a position in the centre foreground of the painting, his 

eyeline points not there, but upward, directly towards the face of Stalin, standing on the far 

left of the Mausoleum's tribune. Stalin is thereby connected individually with the victory over 

Germany, a responsibility with which he was increasingly credited at the end of the war and 

in its aftermath. Igor Golomstock cites The Triumph of Our Fatherland as one of the first 

works to articulate this visually; he states that it ‘began a series of vast canvases in which the 

victorious State took on a truly imperial grandeur'.
35

 However, Stalin is not alone. He literally 

could not be standing in his position were it not for the Mausoleum, the most prominent 

structure in Khmelko’s canvas, thanks to its foreground position. While it remains 

unacknowledged, Lenin is undeniably present, and shapes the actions and positions of those 

depicted. The Mausoleum haunts the painting.  

On the 5
th

 March 1953, Stalin was pronounced dead at his dacha at Kuntsevo, outside 

Moscow. At his funeral on the 9
th

 March he was interred alongside Lenin in the Mausoleum 

on Red Square. His name had been added to Lenin's, cut into the marble facade the night 

before.
36

 For eight years Lenin and Stalin's embalmed corpses cohabited the Mausoleum, until 

the 1961 Party Congress agreed ‘to remove Stalin's body from the Mausoleum and to bury it 

quietly in a simple grave.’
37

 This ‘simple grave’, however, is positioned directly next to the 

Mausoleum, in front of the Kremlin wall, in what has become a graveyard for other Soviet 

leaders and figures. As such, it would be difficult to argue that the spectres of Stalin have 

really left the Mausoleum. Indeed, its history has been so shaped by him, by his proposal of 

the structure and later use of it that the positioning of his remains is almost superfluous to the 

conclusion we must draw: Stalin is haunting the Mausoleum.  

 

Conclusion 

Considering the Lenin Mausoleum reveals what Boym would refer to as the architectural 

"layers of history". However, far from a linear narrative moving through successive layers, 

resonances cross linear time, as is most clearly demonstrated in discussion of Stalin and the 

Mausoleum. The tangled web of references thus creates a mass of meaning which is 

atemporal, not in the sense of being absolute, but in the sense of transcending attempts to 

render it in a linear narrative. What are the results of this for (supposedly) linear history post-

1991?  

Russian citizens have been invited to vote on the Goodbye Lenin website to vote as to 

whether they wish for Lenin to be buried, or to remain in the Mausoleum (both acts which 

could be regarded as localising the dead).
38

 For now, however, spectres of Lenin continue to 

inhabit their house on Red Square (as well as elsewhere, for all the attempts to exorcise them). 

The Lenin Mausoleum and its corpse might be considered atemporal as an embodiment of a 

historic era. This embodiment, however, cannot be understood as never changing. With 

Stalin’s premiership, thaws, stagnation, perestroika, and onward, the world haunted by the 

spectres has changed. The spectres themselves have changed too, since they are invoked in 

different relationships to each other and with different political aims. Events preceding and 

proceeding from each other haunt each other in a tangled web of meaning. The Lenin 

Mausoleum and its resident, in their presence after death (of the USSR and its first leader 

respectively), therefore, cannot symbolise a linear progression from the comfortable binaries 



Spectres in Red Square 

__________________________________________________________________ 

10 

of past/present, life/death, appearance/disappearance. Indeed, they compel a reconsideration 

of these very binaries. Rather, they force a kind of temporal displacement in which nothing is 

ever tied to its history or its internment in a particular ‘place of rest’ because it always has the 

capacity – like a spectre – to haunt everything and everyone that comes into contact with it. 

Study of the Mausoleum thus reminds us of the constant need to appraise and reappraise the 

historical artefact, if we are to understand its relevance to the present day. 

Throughout this article we have encountered the vast community of people who have 

played a part in Lenin’s life after death. The Lenin Mausoleum is a structure which was 

proposed and built with a radical inclusivity in mind; it was to enable millions from the Soviet 

Union and further afield to pay respects to Lenin in a manner which would be impossible had 

he received a more ordinary burial. At first glance, the expense and grandeur of Lenin’s 

monumental crypt may seem ill-fitting for a supposedly egalitarian, communist state. From 

another point of view, however, the success of Stalin’s argument for the preservation of 

Lenin’s corpse has left the world with a monument profoundly appropriate for the history it 

has come to embody. That it was Stalin whose suggestion prevailed in the question of Lenin’s 

immortalisation, prefiguring his ascendance to leadership in the following years of the 1920s, 

is only a small aspect of the appropriateness. For fuller significance, we should turn to the 

inclusive motivation and history of the structure. 

The Lenin Mausoleum transcends linear narrative by bringing people together across time. 

Whether debating the appropriateness of such a monumental grave or marching past it, in the 

wake of Lenin’s death or today, millions – infamous and unknown – shape and continue to 

shape its history. Millions hold the inheritance of Lenin in common. In that it heralds a shared 

inheritance, Lenin’s death heralds a community in the sense described by Jean-Luc Nancy; 

that is, a being-in-common. To reveal a community is the truth of any death, argues Nancy, 

since it is through others (that is, a community) that a person’s birth and death is presented to 

them. Since birth and death are necessarily revealed to a person by community, they reveal 

the existence of the person outside of “themself”, if this self is identified as delimited by 

corporeal form – the body.
39

 Rather, a self is developed in dialogue with other selves. As 

such, we see in inheritance the extent to which we are formed by others. To recall, ‘the being 

of what we are is first or all inheritance, whether we like it or know it or not.’
40

 Lenin’s death 

is remarkable because the radical inclusivity of his memorial embodies this ordinarily 

intangible truth. Here lies the profound appropriateness of Lenin’s tomb: he who advocated 

for a radical politics of community in life embodies it in death.  
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