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In Red Cosmos, James Andrews examines the life and work of Konstantin 

Tsiolkovskii as a provincial educator, inventor, science fiction writer, philos-

opher, and publicist. Andrews frames his study around the debate about So-

viet portrayals of Tsiolkovskii, the first scientist to propose the use of multi-

stage rockets for space travel. Andrews recounts Tsiolkovskii’s own in-

volvement in popularizing his work and traces his complex relationship with 

politicians and Soviet elites, placing Tsiolkovskii’s experience within broader 

historical and cultural trends of prerevolutionary and postrevolutionary Rus-

sia. 

Rather than writing a chronological biography, Andrews presents his work 

in chapters that address significant aspects of Tsiolkovskii’s work (such as 

chapter 1, which focuses on his life as a provincial educator) or critical histo-

riographical debates (such as chapter 2, which addresses the question of 

Tsiolkovskii’s status and reputation in prerevolutionary Russia). Throughout 

the book, Andrews clearly connects developments in Tsiolkovskii’s life and 

questions of interpretation to broader themes, particularly the process of 

myth-making and identity construction. The result is a well-written biography 

with rich insights into how Tsiolkovskii’s life and reputation reflect histori-

ography about science, culture, politics, and society. 

Tsiolkovskii spent over thirty years of his life teaching at schools in Kalu-

ga. Andrews explores this period in terms of Tsiolkovskii’s role as a provin-

cial educator, placing it within the context of themes developed by Ben Eklof 

and Scott Seregny about provincial schools and education in prerevolutionary 

Russia. Andrews also uses this chapter as a case study of how the imperial 

“scientific elite co-opted and simultaneously ostracized provincial, less-

distinguished, scientists” (p. 12). 

Much of Andrews’ work is devoted to exploring whether Tsiolkovskii’s 

status as the grandfather of Soviet rocketry was solely the result of Soviet 

myth-making (as some histories and recent editorials have claimed). In con-

trast, Andrews clearly demonstrates that Tsiolkovskii’s work was noted by 

prerevolutionary scientists and celebrated by amateur scientists and publish-

ers after 1917, although not nearly as much as Tsiolkovskii himself believed 

he deserved. Andrews points to popular journals and encyclopedias produced 

by Iakov Perel’man and N. A. Rynin as significant contributions to making 

Tsiolkovskii’s work and ideas accessible to the general public. The extensive 

Tsiolkovskii exhibit organized in 1927 by an amateur society, the Interplane-
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tary Section of the Moscow Society of Inventors, also provides evidence of 

popular support for Tsiolkovskii’s role as a leader in rocket science. 

 In addition, Tsiolkovskii was directly involved in helping to frame his 

multiple identities, indicating that Soviet-era myth-making was not only a 

top-down process. Andrews describes the letter Tsiolkovskii wrote in 1918 to 

the new Socialist Academy of Social Studies in which Tsiolkovskii states that 

his work had been subjected to imperial censorship and his ideas, consistent 

with Marxist thought, had not been credited. In another letter, this time di-

rected to Josef Stalin in 1935, Tsiolkovskii maintains that it was only with the 

help of the Communist Party and after the Bolshevik Revolution that his ide-

as were more “accepted and realized” (p. 90). Andrews places these letters 

and similar attempts by Tsiolkovskii to construct his own Soviet identity 

within the context of “self-fashioning” described by Sheila Fitzpatrick and 

Natalia Kozlova. 

The most significant chapter for general readers may be chapter 5, where 

Andrews treats Tsiolkovskii’s legacy after his death in 1935 through the early 

years of the space program. The central historiographical debate in this chap-

ter is whether Soviet politicians created a myth surrounding Tsiolkovskii, 

hailing him as an example of a long tradition of Russian and Soviet expertise 

and leadership in rocket science, in order to bolster the reputation of Soviet 

rocketry. Andrews explores posthumous paeans to Tsiolkovskii in this light, 

but he also discusses numerous instances of spontaneous or sincere tributes 

by well-known scientists. For example, Andrews refers to the memoirs of 

Roald Sagdeev, the physicist and science advisor to Mikhail Gorbachev, tell-

ing of how much Sagdeev and others of his generation were inspired by 

Tsiolkovskii’s vision of space travel. In Sagdeev’s case, his parents were pre-

sent in Red Square on May Day, 1935, when a celebration of Soviet technol-

ogy included a pre-recorded speech from Tsiolkovskii. 

Although Red Cosmos is accessible to a general reader in a Russian or So-

viet history course, it also clearly reflects Andrews’ extensive research and 

impressive access to archival and other sources. This is evident even at first 

glance with reproductions of photographs and Tsiolkovskii’s hand sketches 

from archives in Kaluga and Moscow. At times Andrews employs these 

sources to provide striking examples of Tsiolkovskii’s thoughts or experienc-

es. A particularly effective example occurs when Andrews discusses how 

Tsiolkovskii’s experiences in Kaluga sometimes demonstrated the tendency 

of scientific elites to downplay the work of provincial scientists. Andrews 

provides a quote from Tsiolkovskii’s diary that expresses his regret that his 

seminal 1903 article promoting the use of liquid fuel in rocket travel did not 

receive wider recognition. These quotes and references to letters and diaries 

pique the reader’s desire for more examples to support key points. For exam-

ple, Andrews refers to letters in the Academy of Sciences archive from anon-

ymous Kaluga citizens complaining about inaccuracies in a film biography of 

Tsiolkovskii made at the time of the centennial of his birth and Sputnik 1 in 

1957. Andrews concludes that these letters show tensions between local citi-
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zens and the Soviet state. One or two examples of these complaints would 

help to support the conclusion Andrews reached and demonstrate how these 

tensions played out. 

Red Cosmos is a welcome addition to the growing number of biographies 

and prosopographies of Russian and Soviet scientists. It offers a thoughtful, 

nuanced approach to examining the life and influence of a principal scientist, 

science fiction writer, philosopher, and science popularizer of the early space 

age. Based on solid research, Red Cosmos distills the story of Konstantin 

Tsiolkovskii in an extended analysis of the interplay of science, culture, poli-

tics, and society and individual actors in the formation of identity and myth. 
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