
 Wang 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peace throughout the World: Mary as the Motherland, Baby Christ as the People, and Stalin 

as God 

Hanting Wang 

May 4th, 2019 

HUM 104 

PLEDGED 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Wang 2 

 

Peace throughout the World (revised), Pavel Korin, 1952 

 

Peace throughout the World (original) 

https://travelsort.com/moscow-metro-tour-with-happy-moscow-tours/ 

https://travelsort.com/moscow-metro-tour-with-happy-moscow-tours/


 Wang 3 

Like many others in Moscow, Novoslobodskaya station, located near the city center, 

boasts exquisite interior designs. Under the arched ceiling embellished with splendid golden 

patterns, marble columns decorated with stained glass artworks line up along the metro 

platform. Yet, at the end of the station, a uniquely-designed mosaic stands out among the 

multitude of ornaments. In the image, a mother, wearing a red dress and a blue cape, proudly 

holds upward a naked infant to her chest, a religious symbol resembling Christianity’s Virgin 

Mary and Jesus Christ. A white banner with golden letters “Мир во всём мире” (Peace 

throughout the World) written across it elegantly floats across the image. The focal point of 

the mosaic, the flying doves of peace is aligned with the infant’s stretched hands. It is even 

possible that the mosaic directly references to Raphael’s famous Sistine Madonna. The 

painting, expropriated by Soviet forces from Nazi Germany in 1945 and stored in Moscow 

until 1956, depicts the Madonna, also dressed in red and blue, holding the infant Christ in a 

similar fashion.1 What surround the mother and child, however, are not Sistine Madonna’s 

beautiful curtains, saints, and angels, but emblems of communism. Behind the mother loom 

stacks of grain and plants, symbols of prosperity. A five-pointed star, sickle, and hammer 

stretch their golden figures in the background. Despite its captivating spiritual beauty, this 

artwork is not a continuation of Russian Orthodox traditions. Instead, it embodies the 

Christian icons’ revolutionary dissociation from the religion and incorporation into 

communist and Stalinist propaganda during the Soviet era. 

As a monumental part of the Soviet propaganda, the uniquely designed interiors of the 

stations stand in opposition to the “purportedly wearisome standardization present in the 

design of foreign systems.”2 Through its dazzling “artistic superiority,” the Soviet 

government hoped to impose the “ideologically superior” socialism over the populace in a 

                                                 
1 Goldmann, A. J. "Iconography: The Madonna Above the Cherubs." The Wall Street Journal, July 12, 2012. 
2 Kettering, Karen L. “An Introduction to the Design of the Moscow Metro in the Stalin Period: ‘The Happiness of Life 

Underground.’” Studies in the Decorative Arts7, no. 2 (2000): 7 
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time of turmoil.3 Ever since its opening on May 15th of 1935, the Moscow Metro, the “most 

precious child of the Second Five Year Plan” started in 1932, took up the task of conveying 

the “collective magnificence” to the masses.4 Russian workers suffered the failure of the 

previous five year plan in the early 30s: forced collectivization led to deadly famine, which in 

turn lead to a total of 4.1 million refugees roaming the Soviet urban areas. Thus, to the 

countless troubled Muscovites who traversed through these underground palaces, the 

Moscow Metro, with abundant decorations thriving inside its creative architectural designs, is 

a utopia that embodies the “preeminence of the socialist system.”5 In this context, the 

underground space should not only be considered a new source of transportation, but also as 

the “design for…the communist future.”6 Here, bits and pieces of art relics from the past 

were collected and utilized to enforce Stalinism, patriotism, and optimism. 

The “visual culture,” particularly religious art, has traditionally remained “a highly 

valued ingredient in the constructions of identities, power structures, and social 

communication” in Russian history.7 As politics and religion have been intimately connected, 

the authorities have embraced the role of “producing, shaping, and controlling images” that 

influence the public life.8 The first instance of using religious image to further political 

propaganda occurred when Ivan IV commissioned Church Militant, an icon depicting one of 

his military achievements, in 1554. After this artwork, the Orthodox Church considered the 

use of religious images “in the interests of the state” legitimate until the end of the Romanov 

Dynasty.9 Even during World War I, Christian icons are often juxtaposed with flags and 

portraits of the tsar to provide “consolation, healing, and redemption for the sorrows of 

                                                 
3 Vujosevic, Tijana. "Soviet Modernity and the Aesthetics of Gleam: The Moscow Metro in Collective Histories of Construction." Journal 
of Design History26, no. 3 (2012): 273 
4 Vujosevic, “Soviet Modernity and the Aesthetics of Gleam,” 274 
5 Kettering, “An Introduction to the Design of the Moscow Metro in the Stalin Period,” 7 
6 Dobrenko, Evgeny and Naiman, Eric. The Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and Ideology of Soviet Space (Seattle: University of 

Washington Press, 2003), 118 
7 Calhoun, Gloria, "Saints Into Soviets: Russian Orthodox Symbolism and Soviet Political Posters." PhD Diss., Georgia State University, 
2014, 63 
8 Calhoun, “Saints into Soviets,” 62 
9 Ibid., 64 
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life.”10 Nevertheless, despite its incorporation to secular political propaganda, Christianity 

itself remained as an irreplaceable component of the Russian state. Serving as the foundation 

of the Russian worldview, the “Christian ethos” was still widely seen by both the public and 

the elites as the standard of political life.11 Religious art was therefore not merely a crowd 

control mechanism, but the testimony of the Rurik and Romanov elites’ connection with the 

church, the saints, and ultimately God. 

What made Peace throughout the World revolutionary from the previous religious 

artworks is the fact that it represents the unequivocal separation of religious symbols from the 

religion and union with the secular communist philosophy. Greatly influenced by mid-19th 

century revolutionary Nicholas Chernyshevsky, Lenin and the party elites considered art 

useless “unless it served higher politics.”12 Concerning religious art, Maksim Gorky, an early 

member of the Bolshevik party, made the remark that the Russian people “needed…rituals 

and symbols to bind their feelings to the goals of the regime.”13 Like the Romanovs, Lenin 

and his elites continued to utilize art, including those that contain religious symbols, to fortify 

political influence. Traditional artistic elements in Russian Orthodoxy, such as the sun that 

often accompanies the tsar, have appeared on political posters and artworks.14 As Murray 

Edelman states, artworks are particularly effective as “shapers of political beliefs” when they 

appear to the audience as “natural” and “self-evident,”15 and the new rulers of Russia 

understood this fact. As they supplanted Christianity with communism as the driving force 

and the moral standard of the society, the Bolsheviks simultaneously redefined religious 

symbols as a medium through which they indoctrinate the people of their new religion. 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 66 
11 Ibid., 63 
12 Jenks, Andrew L. "A Metro on the Mount: The Underground as a Church of Soviet Civilization." Technology and Culture41, no. 4 

(October 2000): 705 
13 Jenks, “A Metro on the Mount,” 706 
14 Billington, James H. The Icon and the Axe: An Interpretive History of Russian Culture. New York: Vintage Books, 1970, 61  
15 Edelman, Murray. From Art to Politics: How Artistic Creations Shape Political Conceptions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995. 

110 
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Stalin naturally inherited this thought from Lenin after his death. With a strong 

preference for total state control, the supreme leader personally monitored the construction of 

all city infrastructure to expand the influence of socialism and Stalinism.16 The Moscow 

Metro, with the sheer amount of workers it harbored day to day, became a centerpiece of 

Stalin’s propaganda. Opened in 1952, Novoslobodskaya was the last of the five metro 

stations designed by famous architect Alexei Dushkin, and was a part of the fourth phase of 

metro construction, the “Circular Line construction,” in Moscow.17 Compared their earlier 

counterparts, the “fourth generation” stations carry the special mission of commemorating 

and celebrating the battles and victories of The Great Patriotic War (World War II).18 As a 

“fourth generation” station, Novoslobodskaya, as well as Peace throughout the World inside, 

was designed to convey socialism’s “endurance,” “power,” and victory.19 Thus, in the 

mosaic, no cross, halos, or angels accompanied the mother and child: their sole purpose was 

to praise the glory of the golden star, hammer, and sickle with their “theatrical 

expressiveness.”20 Virgin Mary and Baby Christ, once paramount figures in the Russian 

consciousness, were stripped of their divine status and demoted to heralds of Stalin’s 

kingdom. 

As the subjugation of holy icons into communism’s servitude becomes clear, the 

specific meaning behind this subjugation remains obscure. What roles do the mother and 

child play in the mosaic? What parts of Soviet ideology do they express? Compared to its 

contemporary version, the original Peace throughout the World could perhaps more 

adequately answer these questions. When artist Pavel Korin completed the artwork in early 

1950s, a portrait of Stalin, with a circular frame not unlike the halo awarded to a traditional 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 "Novoslobodskaya Subway Station." Discover Moscow. Accessed May 05, 2019. https://um.mos.ru/en/houses/novoslobodskaya-subway-

station/ 
18 Kostina, Olga, Albina Ozieva, and Jeremy Howard. “The Moscow Metro: ‘Ode to Joy’.” Art in Translation 8, no. 2 (November 08, 2016): 
252 
19 Ibid., p. 253 
20 Ibid. 

https://um.mos.ru/en/houses/novoslobodskaya-subway-station/
https://um.mos.ru/en/houses/novoslobodskaya-subway-station/
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Russian saint, was above the mother and child in place of the flying doves.21 The positioning 

of elements within the portrait reveals a power dynamic. Occupying the focal point of the art, 

Stalin and his halo not only demanded admiration from the audience, but also expressed the 

indubitable superiority, or even divinity, of the Stalinist thought. The near-apotheosis of the 

supreme leader, or “High Stalinism,” directly resulted from the combination of post-war 

“grief and deprivation” and “Russian chauvinism” supported by “pretensions to imperial 

glory.”22  

Peace throughout the World, according to the first design, was certainly a reflection 

of this sentiment. After winning the hard-fought victory over the Nazis in the Great Patriotic 

War that sacrificed millions, the elites realized the urgent need to “effectively market the 

Stalin image to the Soviet public” to stabilize domestic political environment. In order to 

create a consistent image of Stalin as the “helmsman of a great empire” and the prophet who 

would lead them to a better future, “all cultural production was centralized under the control 

of the state.”23 Expectedly, in banners and posters produced from 1945 to 1953, Stalin 

received numerous pompous titles, including “наш вождь” (our leader/master), “our father,” 

“beacon of communism,” and “the creator of the constitution of socialist society.”24 

Attributed with “iron willpower” and “contagious magic” by tightly-controlled state 

propaganda, the man became an omnipotent and omnibenevolent king, the Christ of Russia’s 

new religion. Meanwhile, Stalin’s deification was often mirrored by the appearance of 

“Родина” (motherland), an embodiment of patriotism often portrayed by a venerated female, 

in political artworks.25 The mother in Peace of the World is one example of this 

“motherland.” With her graceful figure covered in red, the default color of communist 

                                                 
21 "Novoslobodskaya Subway Station." 
22 Bonnell, Victoria E. Iconography of Power: Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 1997, 243 
23 Pisch, Anita. The Personality Cult of Stalin in Soviet Posters, 1929-1953: Archetypes, Inventions and Fabrications. Acton, A.C.T.: 
Australian National University Press, 2016, 89 
24 Bonnell, 254 
25 Bonnell, 255 
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revolution, the motherland gently and proudly holds the child, the Russian people, towards 

the supreme leader. The child, too, expresses his joyful admiration by extending his arms 

upwards. Having ascended over Christ Child and Virgin Mary in the mosaic, Stalin assumes 

the role of divinity, the new Lord and Savior of the Soviet Union.  

If the incorporation of religious symbols in Peace throughout the World immortalizes 

Stalin, the removal of Stalin portrait during Khrushchev’s reign effectively ends the 

personality cult in the mosaic. Following the death of Stalin, artists and political reformists 

started to rebel against the institutions for more freedom of expression. The All-Russian 

Cooperative Union, which dictated the activities of artists throughout the country with a 

central contractual system, successfully created a “mythic persona” for Stalin as a 

superhuman, but at the expense of artistic creativity.26 The public and intellectuals alike were 

“apathetic” towards the “stereotyped characters and plots, didacticism, and clichés.”27 

Supported by ideological shift of Khrushchev Thaw, professional artists and designers, 

discontent with their status as demanded the bureaucrats to return their right of discovering 

beauty and critiquing art.28 This battle for autonomy and self-identification certainly extended 

to Peace throughout the World, A symbol of peace as well as the Holy Spirit in Christian 

tradition, the white doves, compared to the Stalin portrait, certainly gives the mosaic a 

relatively more nuanced, non-partisan outlook. Instead of worshipping any concrete persona, 

the mother and child now looks up to an abstract notion of idealism, a paradise promised by 

Marx, Lenin, and other socialist thinkers, at the end of Novoslobodskaya. 

Understanding Peace throughout the World’s revolutionary process of dissociation 

and integration is essential to capturing the shift of ideology in the 20th century Russia. The 

centuries-long tradition of using Christian symbols in political propaganda makes them 

                                                 
26 Pisch, 79 
27 Reid, Susan E. "Destalinization and Taste, 1953-1963." Journal of Design History 10, no. 2 (1997): 177 
28 Ibid. 
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convenient vehicles for Lenin and his contemporaries to convert and indoctrinate the public 

to a brand-new ideology. On the other hand, Stalin, at the heights of power, deified himself 

into the new god of the nation, and religious icons, as in Peace throughout the World, played 

a monumental part of his deification. Yet, the eventual removal of the Stalin portrait only 

decapitates the Stalinist myth. Emptied of their original meanings, the mother and child were 

permanently reimagined and reshaped into the communist propaganda. As beautiful as they 

are, the images of Virgin Mary and Baby Christ, like much of the 20th century Russia, remain 

forever bonded with the golden star, sickle, and hammer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Wang 10 

Bibliography 

 

Billington, James H. The Icon and the Axe: An Interpretive History of Russian Culture (New 

York: Vintage Books), 1970. 

 

Bonnell, Victoria E. Iconography of Power: Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin. 

Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997. 

Calhoun, Gloria, "Saints Into Soviets: Russian Orthodox Symbolism and Soviet Political 

Posters." PhD Diss., Georgia State University, 2014. 

Dobrenko, Evgeny and Naiman, Eric. The Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and Ideology of 

Soviet Space. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003. 

Edelman, Murray. From Art to Politics: How Artistic Creations Shape Political Conceptions. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995. 

Goldmann, A. J. "Iconography: The Madonna Above the Cherubs." The Wall Street Journal, 

July 12, 2012. 

Jenks, Andrew L. "A Metro on the Mount: The Underground as a Church of Soviet 

Civilization." Technology and Culture 41, no. 4 (October 2000): 697-724. 

doi:10.1353/tech.2000.0160. 

Kettering, Karen L. "An Introduction to the Design of the Moscow Metro in the Stalin 

Period: ‘The Happiness of Life Underground.’" Studies in the Decorative Arts 7, no. 2 

(2000): 2-20. doi:10.1086/studdecoarts.7.2.40662738. 

Kostina, Olga, Albina Ozieva, and Jeremy Howard. "The Moscow Metro: “Ode to Joy”." Art 

in Translation 8, no. 2 (November 08, 2016): 242-58. doi:10.1080/17561310.2016.1216057. 

Pisch, Anita. The Personality Cult of Stalin in Soviet Posters, 1929-1953: Archetypes, 

Inventions and Fabrications. Acton, A.C.T.: Australian National University Press, 2016. 87-

189. 

Reid, Susan E. "Destalinization and Taste, 1953-1963." Journal of Design History 10, no. 2 

(1997): 177-201. doi:10.1093/jdh/10.2.177. 

The Moscow City Government. "Novoslobodskaya Subway Station." Discover Moscow. 

Accessed May 05, 2019. https://um.mos.ru/en/houses/novoslobodskaya-subway-station/ 

Vujosevic, Tijana. "Soviet Modernity and the Aesthetics of Gleam: The Moscow Metro in 

Collective Histories of Construction." Journal of Design History26, no. 3 (2012): 270-84. 

doi:10.1093/jdh/eps0 

https://um.mos.ru/en/houses/novoslobodskaya-subway-station/

