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Red Square remains one of the globe’s most iconic locales. Next to the Kremlin wall is a small, 

squat, pyramidal building: Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov Lenin’s mausoleum. 

The tomb may be most famous as the reviewing stand for Communist Party leaders. Preserved 

within, Lenin is dressed in a black suit, his face is grim and his right fist is clenched, as if he was 

ready to smite the capitalists who now dominate even his own nation’s economy. 

Lenin is one of history’s most consequential individuals. Without him there likely would have 

been no Bolshevik Revolution, no Josef Stalin and no Hitler-Stalin pact to fuel what became 

World War II. No Cold War with the West. No Berlin Wall to fall. 

Of course, without Lenin there still would have been a Bolshevik movement. But it would have 

lacked his intellect, tactical skills and, most important, determination. So feared was he by his 

enemies that he became Germany’s secret weapon against Russia; in 1917, Berlin allowed him to 

travel in a sealed train from his exile in Zurich to Petrograd (now St. Petersburg) in order to 

spread the bacillus of radical revolution. 

Lenin pushed the Bolsheviks toward power as the authority of the moderate Provisional 

Government, which had ousted the Czar, bled away. Lenin was no humanitarian whose dream 

was perverted by his successors. He insisted on solitary Bolshevik rule, brooked no dissent even 

within the party, established the Cheka secret police and employed terror against opponents. 

Lenin had his first stroke in May 1922. Two more strokes left him helpless. He died on Jan. 21, 

1924, just 53 years old. His body lay in state for four days, during which nearly a million people 

passed by. 

Within a week of his death the idea of preserving his body was broached. His family was 

opposed, but the party decided otherwise. The mausoleum started as wood and turned into the 

current granite and marble structure in 1929. It remains open (and free), though it no longer is 

the must-see attraction that it once was. 

Communist imagery, including Lenin’s mummy, came under attack with the dissolution of the 

Soviet Union. Two decades ago, Moscow’s anti-communist mayor backed burying the corpse 

and restoring Red Square to its pre-revolutionary state. Boris Yeltsin, the first president of non-

Communist Russia, also proposed to bury Lenin. But Yeltsin’s health faltered and political 

strength weakened. 



In 2001 Yeltsin’s successor, Vladimir Putin, expressed fear that burial would suggest the Russian 

people had lived under “false values” all those years. He concluded in 2011 that the decision 

would be made when the time was right. 

Yet the same year Vladimir Medinsky, then a leading member of Putin’s United Russia Party, 

suggested burying the corpse next to Lenin’s mother in St. Petersburg and turning the 

mausoleum into a museum. In 2012, Putin appointed Medinsky minister of culture, suggesting 

support for removing Lenin’s body. However, Putin failed to act and has since ignored the issue. 

The Russian public appears conflicted. Poll results varied over time. In general, more Russians 

believe Lenin’s role to have been positive than negative, even though more want him buried than 

preserved. However, those most energized tend to be communist romantics. 

While Russia cannot escape its history, it should stop glorifying the country’s turn down one of 

humanity’s great dead- ends. Although an unjust despotism, Imperial Russia could have been 

transformed into some form of constitutional rule. 

But by entering World War I, the czarist autocracy sacrificed that opportunity. The Provisional 

Government, led by liberal constitutionalists and democratic socialists, put the previous regime’s 

commitment to war before the Russian people’s interests. 

The victorious Bolsheviks suppressed free markets, stole private property, crushed political 

dissent, murdered political opponents, imposed materialist ethics and exalted ruthless 

dictatorship. The result was a sustained assault on the history, traditions, ethics and very essence 

of the Russian people. 

Although Russians finally were able to turn back from this deadly detour, the same old 

authoritarianism has been born again, repackaged to make it more palatable to Russians today. 

Burying Vladimir Lenin would be a powerful symbolic gesture to close an era. That still might 

not help the West understand what Vladimir Putin is, but it would emphatically show what he is 

not. And that would be no small feat at a time of dangerously rising tensions between Russia and 

the West. 

Someday Russians will be free. Liberation will come only through the Russian people’s own 

efforts, however, not from the West. Only they can make their own future. The day liberty 

arrives will be the real Russian Revolution. 
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