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St. Petersburg Marks its Revolutionary
Centenary With Caviar and Circuses

Sobering reflections meet flashy shows and provocative fashion at
the anniversary of the Revolution in St. Petersburg

By Galina Stolyarova

November 07, 2017

This image of the storming of the Winter Palace was staged by Sergei Eisenstein for his film "October,"
but for decades it was passed off as reality. YouTube

VladimirBLenin, political mastermind of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, once said,
“WhileBour people are illiterate, the most important forms of art for us are cinema
andBcircus.” This no-nonsense, somewhat cynical approach seems to be the
guidingBprinciple behind the public festivities organized in St. Petersburg — “theBEcradle of
the 1917 Revolution” — on its 100th anniversary.

“Ifmpaintings have souls, they must be shrinking now,” said St. PetersburgBphotographer
Alexander Belenky as he stood at the Palace Square in the eveningBof November 5, as the
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deafening sounds of rap music vibrated the square andBeveryone in it. Belenky and hundreds
of other spectators were looking at imagesBof glaring red flags and gigantic fierce faces of
Bolsheviks projected on theBwalls of the General Staff Building. The show was part of an
event conceivedBand produced by the Dance Open Company, with graphics by the French
agencyBCosmo AV and support from the city government.

November 7Bmarks 100 years since the Bolsheviks captured the Winter Palace and
declaredBthemselves victorious. This date, which was once a time of
nationwideBdemonstrations, is no longer a public holiday in Russia. It was replaced by
National®Unity Day, which is celebrated on November 4, and is essentially a nod to
theHevents of 1612, when massive popular uprising expelled Polish occupation
fromEBMoscow.

AvoidingliControversy — Or Not

AnHanniversary is always a great excuse for a party, especially if you live inBcold climate and
under sunless skies. Russians traditionally like theirBEcelebrations to be big. But revolution
and political riots are a sensitiveBsubject in Russia, so it was clear that the state would refrain
from sponsoringBany grand-scale events.

And so,Hperhaps predictably, the centennial of the Russian Revolution has gone largely
commercialBand populist. To play it safe, the Dance Open Company issued a statement
inBwhich the organizers distanced themselves from politics and officially declared®the show
“non-judgmental.”

FashionBdesigners, restaurant managers and porcelain makers are flirting with red,
andBalmost no one seems to be seeing red — except for the few extant oppositionBactivists
and politically conscious descendants of victims of politicalBrepression.

On Nov.7,BPeter and Paul Fortress is hosting a scarlet fashion show by the renowned
St.HPetersburg designer Lilia Kisselenko, who otherwise creates garments
almostBexclusively in black. Titled “In Red Tones,” the show will be part of theBopening
ceremony of a new exhibition tracing the history of festive decorations&in the city on
Revolution Day from 1918 until 1987. During those years, the Soviet authorities
broughtBsome of the country’s most talented artists and artisans —selected from
thoseBwho escaped the purges — to work on the outdoor designs for the November
7Bdemonstrations, rallies, concerts and other festivities.

In anotherBkind of revolution, the Grand Hotel Europe is luring diners to its famousECaviar
Bar by declaring that on the occasion of the Revolution Centennial theBrestaurant has
revamped its dining concept, and its signature Egg in Egg dishBhas been given a
revolutionary new presentation. The Imperial Porcelain FactoryBhas released a limited
edition of porcelain figurines inspired by the strikingBpropaganda items created a century
ago to make Bolshevik ideology appealing andBaffordable for the common people.

Myths andiRealities of the Revolution

ReflectionBand analysis can be found, however, if there is an interest. The Museum of
theBPolitical History of Russia is hosting a special exhibition entitled “Women andBthe



Revolution” that investigates the role of women in the revolution andBweighs the losses and
gains for women under the Soviet regime. “The feministBangle is very relevant in modern
Russia, and the female face of the revolutionBis worth examining for many reasons,”
historian Alexander Smirnov, theBexhibition’s curator, told The Moscow Times. “Russian
women were deeplyBinvolved in preparing the revolution, and many of them were directly
involvedHin carrying out terrorist attacks against the tsarist regime. They paid a highBprice,
yet the Soviets, when they came to power, never allowed women to occupyBany significant
positions in leadership. Male bosses secured decision-makingBjobs and kept women at the
bottom level. The display is also a soberingBreminder of the fact that many of the
achievements that the Soviets braggedBabout had been launched during the tsarist regime or
had been first implementedBby other countries — for example, Russian women have had
maternity leave sinceB®1912, and the social security insurance system was not invented by
theBBolsheviks, but emerged in Germany and England in the end of the 19th century.” &

ManyHBstories about the Russian revolution were later dispelled as myths, and evenBthe
famous storming of the Winter Palace that the world knows from Sergei Eisenstein’sBclassic
silent film “October, or Ten Days that Shook the World,” was just aBperformance.

“It was notBa tricky task at all to come and arrest the Provisional Government. But in
everyBdecent revolution something must be stormed, and so the job was done — by
theBdirector Eisenstein, that is,” Mikhail Piotrovsky, director of the StateEBHermitage
Museum, told The Moscow Times. “Raging Bolsheviks never climbed overBthe gates; they
entered the palace through the doors, without much of a rush,Band the few guards there did
not offer a strong resistance.”

Despite theRtruth, Eiseinstein’s compelling picture lived on, and for decades it even
supplantedBreal history for millions of people in Russia and beyond. “In the 1960s
theBcountry’s history books contained the gate-climbing images from the film, whichBwere
presented as documentary photos from 1917,” said Georgy Vilinbakhov,Bdeputy director of
the State Hermitage Museum.

In History'slFootsteps

TheBHermitage is marking the jubilee with an exhibition called “History Was MadeEHere.
Hermitage and the Winter Palace in 1917,” which brings together aBcollection of artefacts
that were witnesses, as it were, to the events thatBoccurred here. Some of the exhibits,
including cannons and an armored car, greetBvisitors outside the museum, plunging them
into the atmosphere of the main&display, which takes up much of the ground and first floor.
RevolutionaryBEposters, personal belongings and photographs recreate the atmosphere of
theBpalace takeover and the turmoil that followed. One of the most powerful itemsEon
display is a portrait of tsar Alexander II punctured with holes fromBBolshevik’s bayonets.

Art andRevolution

“One HundredBYears of Solitude” is how the curators at the Erarta Museum of Contemporary
ArtHare reflecting on the years that have passed since the 1917 revolution. TheBmuseum
invited contemporary Russian artists from St. Petersburg, Moscow,ENovosibirsk,
Krasnoyarsk, Lipetsk, Saratov, Odessa, Berlin and Brussels toBoffer their takes on the Soviet



myths and stereotypes, the devastating human,Bpolitical, or social costs of regime change.
Some of the artists knew SovietBrule intimately, while the others had just brief contact with
it. “Erarta is a@modern museum, so we opted not to focus on artefacts from 100 years
ago.BInstead we thought it would be worthwhile to reflect on the long-termBconsequences
of the revolution,” Vladimir Nazansky, the exhibition’s curator,Btold The Moscow Times.
“One of the key consequences was the country’s isolationB— for the larger part of the past
100 years, Russia has lived in confrontationBwith many other countries or has been placed
under some kind of sanctions or pressure.BThe display has a chronological structure, but it is
essentially a collectionBof reflections, emotions and thoughts on the theme of solitude rooted
in the eventsBof 1917.”

Red oriiBlack, Celebratory or Mournful

The colorBof the festivities, from light projections to fashion shows and flags onBdisplay at
the Hermitage, is scarlet. Red is presented as the symbol ofBambition, energy, rage and
change. Few people reflect on red as the color ofEblood, and their voices are largely unheard.
But one of them is PrinceBRostislav Romanov, a painter and a descendant of the House of
Romanov, whoRissued a statement calling on the Russian people not to celebrate an event
thatBbrought the country such bloodshed, intellectual genocide and politicalBpersecution.

A small redBdrop of blood marks a new black watch that Romanov himself designed for
theBRaketa Watch Factory in St. Petersburg on the occasion of the RevolutionECentennial.
Before the revolution the factory belonged to the Romanov family,Band where Romanov is
now an advisor to the creative department.

“We cannotBafford to ignore the anniversary, yet we must not celebrate it,” Romanov said.
“TheBrevolution was a horrifying tragedy, which led to deep suffering and death of
millionsBof people from all strata of Russian society. We should look back on thoseBevents
with grief and mourning. Every person who perished in the purges is theBvictim of the
revolution.”
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