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The Kremlin Opens to the World as Putin
Orders Greater Access

Tourists are to glimpse many areas of Russia's hidden political heart
for the first time.
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For much of the Soviet period, Moscow’sBKremlin was heavily guarded and shrouded in
mystery. Few people apartBfrom high-ranking officials or foreign dignitaries ever got
theBchance to pass through the gates built into the towers along itsEredbrick walls. The rare
visitors that made it inside were struck byRits “terrifying emptiness.”

Some restrictions were lifted with theBfall of the Soviet Union. But a set of eight new decrees
signed byHPresident Vladimir Putin earlier this month means previously off-limitBareas of
the seat of Russian political power are likely be opened toBthe public in 2017.
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“The Kremlin has been sacred, closed,Bsecret and locked for most of the last 150 years,” says
CatherineBMerridale, a British author who has written a history of theBbuildings and their
inhabitants. “Opening up the Kremlin has a hugeBpsychological impact.”

The decision by Putin is expected to beBpopular among ordinary Russians and is likely to fuel
an increase inBthe number of tourists visiting the already busy site, which is theBofficial
residence of the Russian president.

According to decrees published Aug. 1Bthere will be an extra tourist route through the
Kremlin includingBaccess to a new archaeological museum where visitors can see
theBremains of the Chudov Monastery and Ascension Convent, which wereBdestroyed by the
Communists in 1929. Public access points are alsoBslated to be installed in the Spasskaya
Tower on Red Square, whichBhouses the famous Kremlin clock, and the Borovitskaya Tower
on theBcomplex’s opposite side.

An ambitious 2014 plan to rebuild theBChudov Monastery and Ascension Convent — two of
Orthodoxy’s mostEBimportant sites — has apparently been abandoned. UNESCO ranks
theBKremlin as a world heritage site, and may have objected to newBconstruction. The
remains of the two holy buildings were uncoveredBearlier this year after the dismantlement
of the Presidium building,Bwhich was built in the 1930s and formerly housed the Supreme
Soviet.

“There have been some very valuableBarchaeological finds ... people assumed that these
things had beenBdestroyed forever,” says Konstantin Mikhailov, the founder and head&of
Archnadzor, an activist organization that helps preserve andBsafeguard historical
monuments.

The exact timeframe for theBimplementation of the changes is unclear, but Putin ordered
officialsBto prepare logistical plans by the end of this year. Apart from twoBcenturies when
St. Petersburg was the capital, the Kremlin has beenBthe heart of religious and state power in
Russia — and providedBthe living quarters for Russian leaders.

Many of them have sought to leave theirBmark on the geography of the Kremlin and
highlight the moreBpolitically expedient aspects of its history. The latest plans areRlikely to
be personally associated with Putin and his 16 years at theBtop of Russian politics. “There is
an interest in history among theBleadership of the country and, in particular, the history of
theBKremlin,” according to Mikhailov.

Soviet leader Josef Stalin ejected mostBsenior officials from the Kremlin after the 1934
assassination ofBhigh-ranking Communist party official Sergei Kirov, which ushered inBa
period of official paranoia and mass killings. Stalin’sBsuccessor, Nikita Khrushchev, opened
the complex to the public inB1955 as he pushed back against heavy-handed repression.
ButHrestrictions on access were re-introduced under Leonid Brezhnev lessElthan 20 years
later.

“People remember the Kremlin asBterrifying and empty,” says Merridale of the later Soviet
period.BBefore the 20th century public access was much freer, and the KremlinBwas
traditionally considered something of a thoroughfare; this wasBlost after the 1917 revolution.
“People love the Kremlin in theBsense that they love the sight of the golden towers. But at the



same time you can’tBlove it because you can’t have it. Their sense of the Kremlin is®@more
abstract,” Merridale says.

The latest plans also continue aBpost-Soviet push to restore buildings and objects in the
Kremlin,Boften linked to Orthodoxy, which were destroyed under the Soviets. AsBwell as
creating a museum out of the remains of the Chudov MonasteryBand Ascension Convent,
Putin has ordered experts to look intoBre-erecting a large cross installed on the site where
Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich,Bthe Governor-General of Moscow and the uncle of Tsar
Nicholas II, wasBassassinated by the bomb of a terrorist revolutionary, Ivan Kalyaev,Bin

1905.

Putin’s predecessor, Boris Yeltsin,Brebuilt the Red Staircase, the royal entrance to the
Kremlin’sBFaceted Palace, where the coronation ceremony for new tsarsBtraditionally
began, in the 1990s. It had been destroyed under StalinBin the 1930s to make way for a
canteen. In 2010, a lost icon ofBJesus, embedded in the Spasskaya Tower and bricked over in
SovietBEtimes, was unveiled during a ceremony attended by the president andBthe head of the
Russian Orthodox Church.

More modern additions to the Kremlin’sBensemble of churches and official buildings include
a helipad. BuiltB®in 2013, it allows the president to fly in and out of central MoscowBwithout
the need for a large motorcade.

Putin’s Monday decrees also containedBan order to look into the possibility of conducting
extensiveBarchaeological research in the eastern part of the Kremlin in 20178and 2018.
Mikhailov said that if the plans are realized they will beBthe most significant excavations in
the Kremlin since the 1960s.
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