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During the 1930s, the period of High Stalin-
ism, the "Red Arctic" became a wonderland where
northern explorers and pilots, breathing fresh air
and inspired by a dashing pioneer spirit, met po-
lar bears and shamans. But despite the sparkling
view of the aurora borealis and the breathtaking
scientific accomplishments, the vast tundra had
also a frightful face that mirrored the grim strug-
gle of Stalinist bureaucrats and NKVD agents
against class enemies and which, as an indispens-
able link of the Gulag archipelago, exhaled the
smell of putrefying corpses.

Based on a quite colossal array of archival
sources (ARAN, TsGA RSFSR, RTsKhIDNI, RGAE,
GARF) and a meticulous screening of unpublished
materials including film and photo documents,
John McCannon delivers an engagingly written
study on the most neglected area of High Stalin-
ism era in Soviet history, by combining the social
and cultural approach in modern historiography.
One feels the methodological impact of Lynne Vio-
la's or Stephen Kotkin's works.[1]

The book has a triple purpose. The first is to
document the process of Arctic exploration, in-
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cluding the Soviet role in the international race to
the North Pole, as part of a scientific and techno-
logical history with remarkable reflections on
man's struggle with nature. The second is to show
how the "Arctic Myth" stimulated popular culture,
by molding explorers, scientists, and pilots into
socialist heroes for the Stalinist dream factory
where individual and collective imaginations
were melted into the golden "Socialist Future".
The third is to debunk this myth. The Stalinist
regime never succeeded in pressing nature into
the socialist planned economy. Even human char-
acter--either in its individual or its collective exis-
tence--proved to be unruly. Neither were the Sovi-
et citizens merely passive receivers of official pro-
paganda, instead, they did not lose a sense of real-
ity, of the true face of Stalinism, nor was the ma-
chinery of the GUSMP (Glavsevmorput'), the insti-
tution which promoted the exploration and eco-
nomic exploitation of the Soviet Arctic, without
any gearbox troubles. Like many other Stalinist
bureaucracies, it suffered from the ills of ineffi-
ciency, waste and individual animosity among its
staff.



Russian exploration of the Arctic has a long
tradition. Over four centuries Russia has invested
manpower and money into the development of its
far northern frontier. So, McCannon is right in
starting Chapter One with Imperial Russia's
footholds in the Arctic. With the general historiog-
raphy on polar discovery slanted in favor of An-
glo-American and Scandinavian feats, it is often
forgotten that the Russians also showed pioneer
spirit and should be included in the pantheon of
explorers. The Russian push to the North, begin-
ning with the founding of the Arctic port of
Arkhangelsk in 1584 and that of legendary
Mangazeia in 1601 [2], met from the very begin-
ning with the harsh rivalry of the Western pow-
ers, especially the British and the Dutch. In this
sense, the absorption of the Arctic - like that of
Siberia - into the Russian empire resulted from
the immediate concern for state security and na-
tional prestige.

The next round of the race to the Far North
was initiated by Peter the Great, the "Enlighten-
ment tsar" and promoter of science per se. The
Great Northern Expedition [3], although only fully
realized after Peter's death between 1733 and
1749, was Russia's first mammoth undertaking in
conquering the Arctic, two centuries before Stal-
in's gigantomania rediscovered the northern fron-
tier. The pre-modern forerunners, however, con-
ducted comprehensive research of a broad scope
from geology, zoology, botany to anthropology.

The Great Northern Expedition was the first
and last state-sponsored endeavor of Imperial
Russia. Until the October Revolution it was com-
mon for individuals to explore and develop the
Arctic at their own expense and at the risk of
their lives. However, the history of the Arctic en-
thusiasts under Imperial rule such as Fedor
Vrangel'[4], Count Fedor Litke, gold-mining mag-
nate Mikhail Sidorov, Admiral Kolchak or, at least,
Yan Nagursky (the first pilot to cross the Arctic
Circle), still deserves further elaboration than Mc-
Cannon gives here.[5] A comparison between the
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Imperial and Soviet era would probably be a fas-
cinating undertaking, especially under the aspects
of the explorers' self-image and its impact on pop-
ular culture. Such a task goes beyond the scope of
the author's intentions and, therefore, still awaits
scholarly reflection.

How did Soviet power come to the Arctic?
During the revolution and civil war, Lenin eagerly
signed some ukazy which dealt purely with troop
movements and logistical problems like fuel ship-
ments. The Bolshevik network of party cells, exec-
utive committees and local soviets, scanty and
primitive, was based mainly on the old ostrog sys-
tem. Therefore, it is not surprising that the Bol-
sheviks did not gain a real foothold among the
"small peoples of the North". The "youngest chil-
dren of the great Soviet family" trusted more in
their shamans than in Leninist prophets. It took a
decade before they lost their paradise in the
whirlwinds of collectivization and industrializa-
tion for the sake of being incorporated into the
Stalinist dream factory. More detailed insights
into these matters are presented in the works of
Adele Weiser and Yuri Slezkine.[6]

The impact of the Northern exploration on
the natives' identity is generally missing in this
book.[7] McCannon writes the history of the
"white man's" feats in the Arctic. But, the natives'
response to the breathtaking records of socialist
explorers and pilots, conquering their paradise
with high technology and without respect for the
natural environment is an important question
that escaped the author's notice.

Chapter Two delivers the institutional frame-
work of Arctic exploration, embodied by Glavsev-
morput (1932-1936), the "Commissariat of Ice". Be-
fore Stalin's grip was extended to the Far North
there were several commissariats like that of sup-
ply (Narkomsnab), Agriculture (Narkomzem),
Food provisioning (Narkomprod) and Forest In-
dustries (Narkomles) which competed for the eco-
nomic control over the natural resources. Disor-
ganization, bureaucratic overlap and incompe-



tence were widespread during the twenties. This
excrescence on the central administration met the
increasing independence and rivalry of regional
powers in nearby Siberia such as the Sibirskii
Revoliutsionnyi Komitet (Sibrevkom) in Novosi-
birsk. Despite Five-Year plan slogans, the Soviets
had not yet come far enough to storm the Arctic.
In 1932 Stalin declared: "The Arctic and our
northern regions contain colossal wealth. We
must create a Soviet organization which can, in
the shortest period possible, include this wealth in
the general resources of our socialist economic
structure" (p.33).

This was the birth of Glavsevmorput
(GUSMP), founded on 17 December 1932 and
managed by the well-known Arctic explorer, Pro-
fessor Otto Iulevich Shmidt. GUSMP was a single
institution with the sole jurisdiction over the Arc-
tic, simultaneously exemplifying hypercentraliza-
tion. As originally planned, this institution was to
explore the Northern Sea Route and transform it
into a regular, operational sea-line for relieving
the Transsiberian Railway. With time, however,
GUSMP became the "master" of the "Arctic domin-
ion" with all its administrative, economic, and cul-
tural facets. The variety was reflected through
special sections of the executive apparatus: from
political administration, maritime transport, polar
aviation, metereology, mining, to promotion of na-
tive culture. The institution maintained its own
towns and factories and even polar theaters.
GUSMP sent its armada of scientists, technicians
and builders with their families into the Far
North.

Unfortunately, McCannon does not examine
how the Arctic and its roughness shaped family
life and the identity of the accompanying women,
far away from Russian civilization and its cultural
centers. One wonders if in the Arctic more di-
vorces occurred than in Central Russia. What
about mortality rates and suicide in the Far
North? How many of the GUSMP staff left their
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jobs due to miserable living conditions, alco-
holism, corruption, crime and mental disorder?

The author's perspective is strictly institution-
al. He vividly describes the intra-institutional
clashes in GUSMP between the promoters of pure
science and those of practical application like
economists and technicians, revealing superiority
and inferiority feelings alike. The inner life of a gi-
ant and seemingly anonymous bureaucracy was
characterized by human strength and weakness--
personal ambitions and self-centeredness. Above
all, the Five-Year Plan seemed to be a rigid corset.
Without basic research on climate, ice formation,
permafrost soil etc., economic progress in the Arc-
tic was nil. However, for the central planners ex-
ploration should be hurried and not waste money.
It was typical for Stalinist voluntarism that eco-
nomic results came before scientific findings. Pa-
tience was not the strength of Stalinism. The "Arc-
tic dominion" was, therefore, not built on a solid
base. Industrial sites, rails and so on, corroded
due to wind, ice and frost, sank into the Arctic
swamps. Indeed, GUSMP resembled a drifting and
cracked ice floe.

Under the apt headlines "Days of Glory" and
"The Pole is Ours!," Chapter Three is devoted to
the parade of expeditions across the Arctic sea
and sky. The struggle of the Sibiriakovy and Che-
liuskinites against ice barriers and fog banks on
the Northeast Sea Passage and the storming
through the Pole's blizzards by Chkalov, the Rus-
sian Charles Lindbergh, made Soviet heroes of
these seamen and pilots. Long before the Cold
War, the race between the USA and USSR had
started here in the Far North, the first round of a
technological race that would jump into space
three decades later.

As with the moon in the sixties, the Pole be-
came the popular myth of the thirties. The Arctic
meant mankind's adventure. More than naviga-
tion, aviation became the cultural leitmotif of a
whole generation. Nothing seemed better for
charting new land than the airplane. The air-



plane, indeed, evolutionized transport and com-
munications in vast and remote regions such as
the Arctic; a forceful machine in the natives' gar-
den of Eden. Moreover, "air power" had a mili-
tary-strategic dimension as a significant tool in fu-
ture wars, and the vast Arctic presented a good
field for exercise and demonstration. It is striking
that women were absent from the Arctic skies.
Male flyers broke the records. On the technologi-
cal side "Red Arctic" remained in fact a man's
world. McCannon does not depict clearly the ways
in which "Red Arctic" and "Red Aviation" engi-
neered male self-pride, and how they shaped
male imaginations and attitudes under the lin-
guistic turn of body culture.

Chapters Four and Five compare the myth
and anti-myth of the Arctic in Soviet culture. Not
only were Arctic heroes (often labeled as bogatyr)
Stalin's favorites, they also broke people's hearts.
The Arctic became a media festival or carnival
with innumerable portraits of the explorers in
books, films, radio broadcasts, even on postage
stamps. Pilots and explorers were celebrated in
every factory, collective farm and classroom. Un-
married pilots received baskets full of letters from
young women. In 1936 alone, almost 400,000 peo-
ple flooded into Arctic exhibitions. Quiz games
like "What do you know about the Arctic" were a
special attraction for kids. Adolescents dreamt of
a career as pilot or explorer. The Arctic and its he-
roes became a good subject for a Stalinist ideology
that boasted: "We have conquered time and space.
Technology has conquered nature, man has con-
quered death" (p.84). Apparently, Stalinism had
succeeded in the mastery of the world.

The Arctic became a common metaphor glam-
orizing the USSR as a "mighty icebreaker" with
Stalin as its "sturdy, steel-willed captain” on the
voyage to the modern technological and industri-
al world (p.106). However, Arctic heroes let ordi-
nary people forget the terror, the hardships and
the boredom of everyday life in the 1930s. Myth
and ideology became a substitute for religion. In a
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Freudian sense, the Arctic myth was the magic-il-
lusory comfort for all real privations and losses.
Unconscious wishes and conflicts poured into the
institutions, culture, myths and national charac-
ter.[8] Moreover, the storm to the Arctic as man's
technological struggle against nature laid open
man's psychological structure in an increasingly
changing industrial society.[9]

But, vox populi there was sometimes negative
feedback, as in the comment "What is there to
gain from sliding around the thick polar ice? If
you ask me, not a thing," cited by McCannon (p.
141). People often criticized the fact that while ex-
plorers and pilots gained prizes, ordinary men
had to struggle to survive in their everyday lives.
Moreover, people often ridiculed the Arctic feats,
e.g., mocking at "Stalin's Pole". Obviously, mass
persuasion under Stalin had its limits. The orga-
nized myth did not succeed in taking hold of ev-
eryone's entire personality. People had their own
ambivalent visions on the Arctic and of their life
under Stalin. Even when they celebrated their he-
roes this does not necessarily mean that they
adopted a passive herd instinct as the state and
media tried to inject them.[10]

Chapter Six gives a brief overview of GUSMP's
decline in the years 1936-1939. Like many other
bureaucracies, GUSMP felt the sledgehammer of
the great terror. Through a fury of mutual obser-
vation and denunciation, the qualified staff was
replaced by inexperienced opportunists who
brought confusion into the institution and, at
least, strangled it by inefficiency. The Arctic he-
roes quickly became anti-heroes. Labeled as ene-
mies of the people, they vanished in the Arctic
camps of Dal'stroi.

In short, the author has succeeded in demon-
strating the ambivalence behind "Red Arctic:" in
Old Russian tradition "Red" means "magnifi-
cence". And indeed, the exploration of the Far
North was breathtaking, an opalescent carneval
of popular culture under Stalin. On the other
hand, "Red" symbolizes the bloody terror in the



Arctic camps. With these two sides, "Red Arctic"
was one more example of the schizophrenia of
Stalinism. McCannon's "Red Arctic" convincingly
documents the failure of the Stalinist crusade
against nature. Indeed, it was the battle of two gi-
ants --the earth's greatest empire, homeland of a
new (socialist) mankind, and the archaic forces of
nature. Regardless of the economic costs and
man's energy (including the loss of human lives in
the Arctic camps) it was, at least, nature that won
this struggle.[11] High-flying visions of polar avia-
tors, explorers, and planners had to come back to
earth.
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