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Introduction

Often Western statesmen and the public either view cultural relations as the positive means for lessening international tensions, or these leaders and citizens view cultural relations as largely ineffective attempts that appeal to only a very small segment of the population.1 Proponents of cultural diplomacy argue that the exchange of artists, musicians, and performers allows countries with diametrically opposed ideologies the opportunity to pursue non-traditional diplomatic approaches. With traditional diplomatic efforts, such as meetings and summits, proving largely ineffective, statesmen propose that cultural relations will permit people of both countries to better understand each other and consequently lead to a less acrimonious international situation. Other individuals regard cultural relations as overt diplomatic gestures designed to give the impression of improved relations between countries. These exchanges have very little substantive value and are not as important as long-term economic, military, or political factors. Both views have created the impression that cultural exchange and cultural diplomacy do not warrant detailed study or examination. 

Americans who remember the Cold War often hold differing perceptions of cultural exchange’s objectives, yet they understand its important diplomatic role. As John Ragni, associate librarian at Henderson State University, noted, cultural exchange has the ability to bring people together. Specifically, as a young man, he remembers watching Soviet-American athletic competitions on television in the 1960s. He stated that these events made the Soviets appear human and not simply part of the dreaded Soviet Union portrayed in the media.2 Dr. W. Martin James III, professor of political science, contends that the Soviets in particular recognized the propaganda value of cultural exchange. Not only did the Soviets desire that Americans at Henderson State University witness their outstanding performers, athletes, painters, and artists, but also, they wanted to awe Americans who visited the Soviet Union. American cultural exchange groups “saw the golden streets of the Soviet Union, not the harsh reality of communism.”3

William R. Pendergast in his article, “The Political Uses of Cultural Relations,” however, notes that scholars frequently overlook cultural diplomacy as compared to economic, political, and military aspects of foreign policy.4 After the fall of the Soviet Union, many Americans did not grasp the importance of studying Cold War cultural diplomacy.5 This is especially true with regard to Soviet cultural diplomacy. Though in recent years, scholars have produced detailed studies of American cultural exchange programs and objectives, no full-length study examines the role of Soviet cultural exchange during the Cold War. Soviet cultural studies should not be dismissed simply because the Soviet Union is not viewed as the “victor” in the Cold War. Without studying Soviet cultural diplomatic efforts, only the American cultural exchange program is examined and thus only half of the Cold War’s cultural diplomatic competition is understood. It is important to study the objectives behind Soviet cultural exchange tours since culture held such an exalted status in Soviet society and since the Soviets believed that the arts held a key role in uniting all peoples. 

Official Soviet doctrine held that the arts played a valuable role in transforming society. V. I. Lenin and the other Soviet leaders believed in their mission to create a new man. Marxist teachings held that human nature was the result of historical development and that the revolution could reshape man’s character. For the Bolsheviks, this new man would be a “rational, disciplined and collective being.”6 The arts would play a vital role in creating the new Soviet man. For Lenin, the brain was merely a mechanical device that responded to external stimuli. The art of the new society would contain social and educational messages that would cause people to view the world in a new manner.7 

Under successive Soviet leaders, officials continued to believe that the arts played a crucial role in the Revolution. Stalin ordered the adoption of Socialist Realism, the official artistic policy that aimed to instill new Soviet values. This artistic movement glorified the proletarians’ efforts to forge the new Communist society and heralded Communism’s final triumph.8 In the post-war era, the Soviet leadership believed that the arts were for “educating, training, motivating, and mobilizing” the masses.9 The audience was essentially a malleable material that could be transformed into a cultured citizenry.10 

Paradoxically, the ballet repertoire designed to craft the new Soviet man incorporated works and ideas from the tsarist era. Though the inclusion of tsarist ballets by a society that aim to be a complete new social, economic, and political order might appear contradictory, Soviet artistic doctrines included the recognition of pre-revolutionary achievements. In the 1920s, Soviet leaders expressed their desire for preserving Russia’s arts.11 A decade later in the 1930s, Socialist Realism justified the inclusion of these creations and principles with its emphasis upon recognizing Russia’s artistic heritage. Composers, such as P. I. Tchaikovsky, were revered and upheld as models. Soviet music critics interpreted many pre-revolutionary works, including Swan Lake, as in accordance with Marxist principles.12 With Socialist Realism continuing to be the official artist policy in the 1950s, certain tsarist creations continued to be accepted.13 Thus, since these composers and their works conformed to socialist realist tenets, it was appropriate for them to be part of the Soviet artistic canon and serve as examples of Russia’s and the Soviet Union’s artistic accomplishments. 

For the Soviet leadership, the arts played a crucial role in foreign policy and were assumed to be an instrumental weapon in spreading Communist ideology. Khrushchev and his generation considered the global success of Soviet culture of monumental importance. Khrushchev, in particular, praised the Soviet system for making him a cultured individual.14 These new culturally astute citizens would not only develop an appreciation for the fine arts, but through repeated viewing of the performances, come to adopt politically correct viewpoints. By exposing the brain to Communist messages, people could essentially be reprogrammed into new men and women. These new citizens would be the new Soviet man, who was a selfless person totally dedicated and willing to make enormous sacrifices in order to build the Communist society.15 

Not only did the arts have a vital role to play within the Soviet Union, but the arts would also play a significant role in fostering the global Communist Revolution. Official Soviet ideology maintained that the arts, even those created in non-Communist states, contain realistic images, that could transcend false political doctrines. These outstanding artistic achievements can be appreciated by all classes, and thus, the arts are capable of uniting all people in “the Brotherhood of Man.”16 The arts’ ideological role was further evidenced in comments by Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev who stated that “[t]he press and radio, literature, art, music and cinema and theater are a sharp ideological weapon of our Party. And the Party sees to it that that weapon should be kept ready for action at all times and strike telling blows at our enemies.”17 

The Bolshoi Ballet as a weapon is best illustrated by examining the tour’s purpose. The director of the Bolshoi, G. Orvid, chose to outline the tour’s aim as showing Soviet choreographic feats to the Americans.18 Orvid stated, “Baletnaia truppa Bolshogo teatra zaniata seichas napriamennoi rabotoi po podgotovke k predstoiashchim gastroliam. Kazhdyi artist, kazhdyi rabotnik nashego teatra staraetsia luchshe podgotovitsia k etim gastroliam, chtoby mozhno luchshe pokazat sovetskoe khoreograficheskoe iskusstvo narodu Soedinennykh Shtatov Ameriki.” (“The Bolshoi Theater is busy preparing for the forthcoming guest trip. Every artist, every worker of the theater is trying to have the best troupe in order to show the best of Soviet choreographic art to the people of the United States of America.”)19 It is also evident that though the major full-length ballets contained ideological messages, the Soviets sought to downplay these messages, and instead focus on Russian and Soviet cultural achievements.20 

Once the Bolshoi’s American performances began, Soviet press reports hailed the tour as successful. These reports relied on favorable reviews by American dance critics as well as the audiences’ thunderous applause and ovations. At the conclusion of the tour, both Orvid and the Bolshoi’s lead choreographer, Leonid Lavrovsky, noted that applause for the performers was applause for the Soviet Union and its arts.21 The Soviets reasoned that the Americans would associate these great performances with Communism, and thus when the Americans applauded the dancers, they would really be praising the Soviet system. Eventually, through repeated performances and tours, Americans would openly praise the Soviet system. 

Therefore, the Bolshoi’s repertoire was designed to alter Americans’ negative opinion of Communism. The Soviets planned the Bolshoi Ballet’s visit for April 16–June 8, 1959.22 The tour would travel to four major American cities: New York City, April 16–May 16, Washington, D.C., May 14, Los Angeles, May 19–30, and San Francisco, June 5–7. For the Washington performance, only part of the troupe traveled to the capital to perform.23 The ballet’s repertoire consisted of four full-length ballets, Romeo and Juliet, Swan Lake, Giselle, and The Stone Flower, as well as Highlights Programs, which included excerpts from numerous pre- and post-revolutionary works.24 This repertoire would allow the Soviet performers to demonstrate their abilities to perform varied genres from the classical ballet to modern dance suites. 

The entire repertoire, however, most likely to due time constraints was not performed in each city. At the Metropolitan Opera House and Madison Square Garden in New York and the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles, audiences enjoyed performances of all four full-length ballets and various Highlights Programs.25 In Washington, the Bolshoi chose to perform the Highlights Program for its one-night performance at the Capitol Theater.26 Audiences at the War Memorial Opera House in San Francisco also were given a limited repertoire with the Bolshoi performing Giselle, Swan Lake, and the Highlights Programs.27 

In relation to the Bolshoi’s tour, the concept of the thaw is examined. The idea of the thaw is used by many historians to describe the post–Stalinist Soviet Union, particularly the era immediately succeeding Stalin’s death in 1953. Generally, individuals associate the thaw with the era of de-Stalinization, a lessening of restrictions, and the foreign policy doctrine of peaceful coexistence. Soviet writer Ilya Ehrenburg first used the term thaw as the title of his novella. Ehrenburg’s novella published in May 1954 concerned previously unmentionable topics such as mass arrests and questioned whether individuals could achieve real happiness through devoting themselves to building socialism.28 As Stephen Bittner explains, Ehrenburg did not want his readers to equate the idea of a thaw with spring because “slight frosts” would occur.29 Instead, the idea of a thaw is best understood as a lengthy process with periods of reoccurring frosts, which would evoke a feeling of uncertainty.30 This understanding of the thaw is key to analyzing the Bolshoi’s tour. 

Beginning in the 1920s, the Soviet leadership, including V. I. Lenin, understood cultural diplomacy as a means to bolster relations with countries with which the Soviets did not have traditional diplomatic relations.31 By the 1950s, Khrushchev understood peaceful coexistence as permitting non-violent competition between the Communist and capitalist states, and this nonviolent competition would offer the Soviets an opportunity to showcase the superiority of their system and emerge victorious.32 This cultural competition between two major powers proved unprecedented as each side sought to use every instance of cultural exchange to attract support and to demonstrate its system’s superiority.33 As many Americans realized, the Soviets spent an enormous amount of money on cultural exchange programs. Dr. Brenda Ponsford, Dean of Henderson State University’s School of Business, remembers that she and her family often discussed the Soviets’ lavish expenditures on these programs, which exacerbated the discrepancy between the lives of ordinary Soviet citizens and the elites. Though the Soviet elites, nomenklatura, those who held high governmental positions as well as leading ballerinas and danseurs, had access to the best items available, ordinary Soviet citizens suffered from hardships, such as lacking basic consumer goods. Instead, the Soviets poured their resources into propaganda efforts, such as tours by the Bolshoi, in order to demonstrate that their system and way of life was superior to Western capitalism.34

The Bolshoi’s 1959 tour was an example of these efforts, and thus the tour, indicated the Soviets’ determination to employ the ballet as a weapon designed to ensure a Soviet Cold War victory. At the same time, however, Americans hailed the Soviet performers and musicians’ remarkable talents and abilities.35 In a sense, the Bolshoi’s tour was able to forge a “Brotherhood of Man,”36 but this Brotherhood was restricted to a mutual appreciation of the arts and did not appear to be able to lessen differences in political and ideological beliefs. Using the thaw metaphor, this study contends that the Americans’ admiration for the Bolshoi may be viewed as “spring period” in the thaw, but the Soviets’ intentions behind the tour, are evidence of “frosts.” Cultural diplomacy in the form of the Bolshoi’s tour thus did constitute a thaw in the artistic realm by bringing together the Americans and Soviets through their mutual appreciation for the arts. In the political realm, however, the tour remained evidence of the reoccurring “frosts” since cultural diplomatic efforts, including the Bolshoi’s visit, aimed to score Cold War victories and further gain support for Communist ideology. 

Soviet leaders’ reliance on the arts also stemmed from an analysis of Communism’s worldwide status. In the 1950s, these leaders soon realized that Communism’s appeal was waning when compared to the popularity of American culture with its emphasis on political and economic freedoms. Realizing that they were on the defensive, the Soviet leadership decided that cultural diplomacy remained the only venue to promote their Communist worldview and to attract supporters. These leaders believed that the best and possibly only method for attracting American supporters was through the use of cultural diplomacy.37 Yet, these same leaders failed to grasp the role of the arts in American society.

Unlike in Europe, where the arts and the government shared a close relationship, the U.S. Constitution did not provide for a minister of the arts. With no state funding for the arts, the American people became the patrons. This did not mean that Americans did not appreciate the fine arts including the ballet. During the nineteenth century, many prominent European ballerinas, such as Fanny Elssler, toured the country and received numerous standing ovations.38 This admiration for ballet continued into the late and early twentieth centuries. In particular, after the fall of tsarist Russia, many ballerinas chose to flee to Western Europe and often traveled to the United States to perform, and American audiences were formally introduced to the great Russian ballerinas.39 Even though Americans continued to appreciate the ballet, the admirers considered the ballet more as a form of entertainment. In contrast to their European counterparts, American audiences were not heavily swayed by ballet critics’ comments, but instead opted to arrive at their own decision regarding the performance.40 As a result, Americans’ conceptions and expectations of the ballet stood in marked contrast to the ballet’s role in Soviet society.

In the Soviet Union, leaders utilized the arts, including the ballet, as educational tools to raise the workers’ cultural level.41 The ballet aimed to motivate and inspire the Soviet people to achieve great deeds. In keeping with the idea that the Soviet Union was the workers’ society, the fine arts needed to appeal to the workers. Therefore, Soviet choreographers, composers, set designers, and performers needed to create and to perform ballets whose message was obvious. Ballets were to be uncomplicated and convey a clear pro-Soviet message that can be grasped easily without words or an in-depth explanation.42 As Jennifer Homans explains, the ballet essentially became the unofficial state art of the Soviet Union. Under the Soviet leadership, ballet would no longer serve as mere entertainment for the elites, but would be a means to educate the populace as well as stand as a visual expression of the Soviet people. In contrast to other artistic forms, such as film, theater, or opera, enjoying the ballet did not necessitate that an audience be proficient in Russian. Thus, Homans notes that the ballet could be understood by all individuals including American audiences.43

When the Soviet leadership determined to use cultural diplomacy, as a weapon in the Cold War, they believed that this plan would prove effective in exporting Communism’s achievements and for attracting American supporters.44 The Soviet leadership concluded that applause for the Bolshoi was really applause for the Soviet system,45 and could therefore conclude that the Bolshoi’s performances were lessening Americans’ anti-Communist sentiments. This weakening of Americans’ anti-Soviet stance was an important Cold War victory that would eventually lead to the Soviet Union’s ultimate victory over capitalism.

Even though the Soviets’ aims indicated that Americans remained the enemy, the Soviets, like some of their predecessors, continued to look to the West for affirmation that their performers were genuine artists.46 As Alexei Yurchak explains, a possible explanation for this apparent contradictory view toward the West is gained by understanding Lefort’s Paradox. The role of the arts in Soviet society came to be illustrative of Lefort’s Paradox, the discrepancy between the ideological enunciation of Enlightenment ideals and the ideological rule as evidenced in the state’s authority.47 Yet, this contradiction can be concealed by a “master” that remains removed from any ideological discourse. Questions of legitimacy arise when this external “master” or reference point is challenged or ruined.48 

In the Soviet Union, the discrepancy between ideological enunciation and ideological rule appeared in the stated objective of creating a fully free society and people through party control of all societal aspects and all individuals.49 The external “master” in effect became Stalin. During Stalin’s rule, there arose a movement which emphasized the need to study “objective scientific laws.” The focus on these objective scientific laws was part of the movement to eliminate any idealist notions that persisted. Stalin inserted himself into this discussion when he called on Soviet linguistics to study these objective laws.50 Since these laws were not known in advance, not under the control of a specific person, and did not create a unified external system of belief, the idea of a “master” crumbled. Thus, Marxist-Leninist teachings became uncertain. For example, foreign musical influences that were internationalist in nature were praised and viewed as evidence of progressive culture. In other cases, these foreign musical trends that reflected cosmopolitanism, and thus bourgeois concepts, were disparaged. 51 Similarly, in the case of the need for Western recognition in the arts, Western reports that held the remarkable abilities of the Bolshoi troupe would be held as examples of the world’s progressive people responding to the Soviet Union’s achievements. Other reports that reflected poorly on the Soviet performers or other aspects of Soviet life would be branded as bourgeois propaganda. 

Reports in leading American newspapers indicated that audiences and critics appeared largely unaware of the Soviets’ conception of the arts’ pedagogical role. Instead, they appreciated the performers’ talents and/or understood the ballet as a luxurious societal event.52 Many Americans did enjoy the performances and lavish praise on the ballerinas and danseurs, and Orvid’s objective of demonstrating the superb feats of Soviet choreography was successful. Yet, American praise did not translate into glowing remarks about the Soviet system. Though the tour did not lay the foundation for long-term ideological change, examining Soviet cultural efforts are important since as demonstrated by this study, scholars have the opportunity to understand that the Soviets considered cultural diplomacy vital for winning the Cold War. Official Soviet doctrine’s teachings about the role of the arts and Khrushchev’s determination to use the arts as a weapon show that the Bolshoi’s tour was part of the overall cultural offensive which would help the Soviet Union emerge victorious in the system of peaceful competition. This examination gives scholars greater insight into the design behind the Soviets’ tactics used as part of their grand strategy—to forge worldwide Communism.

Regarding the existing literature on cultural exchange and diplomacy, scholars have begun only within the past few decades to examine American and Soviet relations in the 1950s. Primarily, these studies have concentrated on American officials’ use of cultural exchange to undermine the Soviet Union. Some of the best known studies include Walter L. Hixson’s Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 1945–1961 and Victor Rosenberg’s Soviet-American Relations, 1953–1960: Diplomacy and Cultural Exchange during the Eisenhower Presidency. In both works, the authors emphasize American leaders’ subversive use of cultural diplomacy as well as their simultaneous calls for cultural diplomacy to ease tensions between the two superpowers.53 Other historians add to these studies by focusing on specific exhibitions and examining the domestic and international considerations that affected the content. For example, Marilyn S. Kushner, in “Exhibiting Art at the American National Exhibition in Moscow, 1959,” describes American efforts to present a racially unified United States to combat Soviet charges of racial inequality.54 

While these studies focus on American efforts in general, few studies specifically note the importance of culture, national identity, and foreign policy. In his work, “Popular Culture, Identity, and Soviet Youth in Dniepropetrovsk, 1959–84,” Sergei I. Zhuk notes that Soviet officials worried extensively about American culture seeping into the country as well as about the growth of Ukrainian nationalism. Aspects of American culture and Ukrainian nationalism became factors in creating a post–Soviet Ukrainian identity. This work shows how a fear of foreign or non-Soviet ideas did not end with the Stalinist era but continued into the succeeding decades.55 Marsha Siefert, in “From Cold War to Wary Peace: American Culture in the USSR and Russia,” examines the Soviets’ efforts to control their population’s exposure to American ideas. Siefert explains that not all aspects of American culture were accepted by disaffected Soviet and now Russian youth who continue to exhibit pride in their country’s culture and accomplishments.56 The most extensive study of dance during the Cold War is Naima Prevots’ Dance for Export: Cultural Diplomacy and the Cold War. Prevots examines U.S. efforts to demonstrate that the American concept of freedom allowed for unhindered artistic expression and creativity. American leaders were determined to demonstrate to the Soviet Union that the United States was a cultured society that could produce artists and performers that surpassed the famed Bolshoi. Prevots’ examination of the American leaders’ response indicates that dance played a vital role in the Cold War and was employed by both the Americans and the Soviets in an effort to demonstrate superiority and thus claim an immediate victory.57

While these researchers examine the effects of cultural diplomacy during the Cold War, another group of researchers focuses on the arts’ role in the Soviet Union’s collapse and Soviet-American relations. Analysts such as Yale Richmond, in his article, “Cultural Exchange and the Cold War: How the West Won,” argues that compared to economic, political, and military policies intended to destabilize the Soviet Union, cultural diplomacy, successfully altered high-ranking Soviet officials’ views, which precipitated the end of the Cold War and led to an American victory. One of many examples given by Richmond is that of Aleksandr Yakovlev, Gorbachev’s advisor and main proponent of glasnost, who studied for a year at Columbia University in New York. Yakovlev later commented that he spent hours in the library reading books that he could not obtain in the Soviet Union, and that this one year of study was more influential than his later overseas assignments.58 Similarly, in his book, Cultural Exchange & the Cold War: Raising the Iron Curtain Richmond contends that through contact with the United States, the Soviet intelligentsia became familiar with Western ideas thereby facilitating the Soviet Union’s collapse.59 In a different study, U.S.-Soviet Cultural Exchange, 1958–1959, Who Wins? Richmond analyzes the economic and political objectives that drove cultural exchange programs. Since the Americans and Soviets had different objectives behind cultural exchange, it is very difficult to decide who wins these in these types of exchanges. However, Richmond concludes that both countries benefit from the exchanges.60 

Finally, a group of researchers have compiled studies that generally examine the Soviets’ political objectives surrounding cultural diplomacy and exchange as well as the relationship between cultural diplomacy and traditional diplomatic policies. These researchers recognize that the Soviets aimed to use cultural tours to score major political victories. One of the most notable examples is Frederick C. Barghoorn’s The Soviet Cultural Offensive: The Role of Cultural Diplomacy in Soviet Foreign Policy. As early as 1960, Barghoorn argues that the Soviets employed the arts, including the Bolshoi, to promote a successful image of the Soviet Union. Cultural diplomatic tours were designed to make Americans forget the negatives aspects of Communism and instead associate great artistic achievements with the Soviet Union. In subsequent decades, scholars such as Baruch A. Hanzan in Soviet Propaganda: A Case Study of the Middle East Conflict, emphasizes the Soviets’ use of cultural exchange to try to gain allies around the world. Hanzan emphasized that Soviet leaders regarded these exchanges of paramount importance for attracting support. Soviet officials considered the visiting delegations or performers as cultural representatives whose importance equaled that of traditional diplomats.61 

Recently, new generations of scholars have expanded upon these studies and broadened the historical understanding of the role of culture and foreign policy. For example, Nigel Gould-Davies, in “The Logic of Soviet Cultural Diplomacy,” contends that scholars are only beginning to understand the role of cultural diplomacy in Soviet foreign policy. Yet, it is evident from the available materials that scholars need to reassess the importance of the arts during the Cold War. The Soviets considered cultural diplomacy of paramount importance in winning the Cold War struggle, and therefore studies that combine traditional diplomacy and cultural diplomacy will provide more insight into Soviet foreign policy.62 Coupled with Gould-Davies’ work, Rósa Magnúsdóttir, in “Mission Impossible? Selling Soviet Socialism to Americans, 1955–1958,” explores the Soviets’ use of cultural diplomacy in the postwar era. Magnúsdóttir notes that the Soviet leadership believed that they could not openly compete with America’s material prosperity. Instead, the Soviets would win American supporters through cultural exchange tours that would demonstrate Communism’s achievements. As Magnúsdóttir demonstrates, cultural diplomacy was an integral and vital aspect of Soviet foreign policy.63

With regard to the Soviets’ use of dance in cultural diplomatic efforts, two new studies, Christina Ezrahi’s Swans of the Kremlin: Ballet and Power in Soviet Russia and Jennifer Homans’ Apollo’s Angels: A History of Ballet provide insight into this area of study. Ezrahi notes that the Soviet cultural project aimed to create a new society and to elevate the cultural level of the entire populace. Soviet citizens were expected to have rudimentary knowledge of their country’s highest cultural accomplishments. During the Cold War, the Soviet cultural project included Soviet efforts to use their cultural achievements as evidence of their system’s superiority.64 Likewise, Homans notes that during the Cold War the very successful tours by the Bolshoi meant that the ballet troupe, acting as cultural ambassadors, became a symbol of the Soviet Union’s cultural accomplishments and power.65 

Coupled with cultural diplomatic studies, the scholarship on Khrushchev’s foreign policy objectives remains highly relevant. Since cultural diplomacy is an aspect of foreign relations, an examination of Khrushchev’s foreign policy views provides a context for understanding his approach to American-Soviet relations. Scholars either argue that Khrushchev truly desired improved relations with the United States, or contend that the Soviet leader harbored animosity toward the United States, or maintain that Khrushchev’s policies vacillated between a hard line Communist stance and more moderate Communist policies. 

The first group of scholars asserts that Khrushchev desired a better relationship with the United States. Alexander Werth in Russia under Khrushchev and William J. Thompson in Khrushchev: A Political Life stress that the Soviet leader’s main foreign policy objective was an easing of tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States. Khrushchev actively sought to reduce tensions by resolving outstanding issues such as the postwar division of Austria.66 Echoing these ideas, Soviet historians Roy A. Medvedev and Zhores A. Medvedev, in their work, Khrushchev: The Years in Power, argue that Khrushchev pursued a policy of détente toward the United States. In particular, the authors contend that Khrushchev’s policy of peaceful competition indicated that he genuinely desired better relations with the capitalist world.67 

The second group of historians contends that a change in the Soviet leadership led to a modification of tactics, yet also notes the continuity between differing leaders’ policies and objectives. In his famous article, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” George Kennan contends that the main principles of the 1917 Revolution, the class struggle and the inherent hostility between capitalist and communist societies, remained guiding forces for Soviet leaders. Kennan notes that the Soviets continued to believe in the eventual triumph of Communism, and since Marx foretold the revolution’s inevitability, the Soviets did not have a fixed timetable and did not feel pressured to enact hasty measures. Kennan, moreover, warns that any outward appearances of reform or change within the Soviet system acted as a façade designed to gain American support.68 Recent scholarship has expanded upon Kennan’s argument. In Natural Enemies: The United States and the Soviet Union in the Cold War, 1917–1991, Robert C. Grogin notes that all three leaders strove to spread Communism but relied on different means. Lenin sought a quick worldwide revolution; Stalin supported a more gradual Communist victory via military conquest; and Khrushchev desired to encircle the West through supporting national liberation movements within the developing world. Clearly, all three leaders remained dedicated to defeating the West and spreading Communism.69 

Further evidence of this argument appears in Martin McCauley’s The Khrushchev Era, 1953–1964. McCauley contends that Khrushchev retained elements of Stalin’s rule, such as party control of the arts, yet Khrushchev initiated some reforms, such as a limited decentralization of the planned economy, in order to make the Soviet Union more productive. Therefore, Khrushchev tried to modify the Stalinist system but not overthrow it completely.70 Similarly, Harry Hank in his article, “Foreign Policy,” claims that Khrushchev reformulated Lenin’s theory on war and Stalin’s desire for territorial conquests. Khrushchev stated that because of social pressures within the capitalist states, war was no longer inevitable between the capitalist and Communist worlds. Instead, Khrushchev argued for peaceful coexistence that allowed Communist and capitalist states to exist simultaneously. This system of international affairs would still allow for Americans and Soviets to compete in order to demonstrate their system’s superiority. Hank wrote that Khrushchev believed that nonmilitary means, such as loans and verbal support, would lead to the creation of more pro-Soviet Communist governments.71 

A group of Soviet historians also note the continuity between Lenin’s basic foreign policy principles and later Soviet leaders’ policies. Unlike their American counterparts, these Soviet historians praise Lenin’s founding precepts. This group of historians who collectively compiled Vneshniaia Politika Sovetskogo Soiuza (The Foreign Relations of the Soviet Union), praises Lenin for his foresight and note that his teachings of coexistence with the capitalist world while simultaneously assisting those people who seek freedom are the main principles of Soviet foreign policy.72 The authors explain that the Soviet leaders have continued to work for the establishment of a global Communism and to support people who rebel against their oppressive capitalist rulers. Yet, these Soviet leaders sought to avoid a completely destructive war and instead adopted the idea of peaceful coexistence. The authors praise these efforts and the success of spreading Communism to the Americas, Europe, and Asia.73 

A third group of scholars understands the Khrushchev era as a period of instability or a contradictory period. For example, in The Soviet Experiment: Russia, the USSR, and the Successor States, Ronald Grigor Suny notes that Khrushchev vacillated between allowing periods of artistic freedom and then revoking these policies. These same fluctuations appeared in foreign affairs. Suny explains that the United States and the Soviet Union appear to have experienced a partial thaw in relations, during the Khrushchev era but incidents such as the U-2 spy plane marred progress.74 Similarly, Russian historian Yuri Aksiutin, in Khrushchev: “Ottepel” i Obshchestvennye Nastroeniia, 1953–1964 gg. (Khrushchev’s Thaw and the Public Mood, 1953–1964) states that Khrushchev’s efforts at lessening tensions were not completely successful. Aksiutin does not specifically examine cultural exchange in detail but looks at the thaw at the highest governmental levels with regard to domestic and traditional diplomatic efforts. Aksiutin notes that Khrushchev held contradictory plans of trying to widen the Soviet sphere of influence and to conclude better relations with the United States.75 

Historiographically, this study agrees with traditional diplomatic and political historians, such as Kennan, Grogin, and Hank, who view Khrushchev’s actions as continuations of earlier policies. The Soviet leader had not abandoned the ultimate goal of a global Communist revolution but instead opted to fight the Cold War through nontraditional military means such as cultural diplomacy. This work expands upon the analysis of scholars, such as Barghoorn and Magnúsdóttir, who argue that cultural diplomacy was really a cultural offensive intended to present Communism in a positive manner. Finally, this study further examines the Bolshoi’s cultural diplomatic role as described by Ezrahi and Homans, and concludes, like Yale Richmond, that both the Americans and Soviets could benefit from cultural exchange programs. While this study does expand upon these existing historical arguments, the work’s major contribution is its examination of the arts as a foreign policy tool. For the Soviets, there appeared no real distinction between funneling aid to pro-Soviet sources around the world and deploying visiting artistic troupes since both tactics aimed toward the same objectives. Both the aid and the artists sought to weaken the capitalist system, spread Soviet ideology and power, and thus lay the foundation for the final revolution. 

Though numerous studies have concentrated on the Soviets’ military, economic, and political aid, no detailed study has specifically examined the role of the arts in Soviet foreign policy. This study demonstrates the vital role that the arts played in the Cold War struggle during the late Khrushchev era. This study is for readers who already have an understanding of Cold War history as well as American or Soviet foreign policy and who are interested in expanding upon this knowledge. Though the study examines Soviet ballet, it is not a technical study of Soviet music, ballet, or chorographic theory or history. Moreover, this study does not examine the various other factors, such as economic or technological motivations, that prompted the Soviets to conclude a cultural exchange agreement with the Americans. These ideas have already been addressed by leading scholars. Instead, the ballets’ music and choreography are examined in relation to stated Soviet objectives. The desire is to explain the ballets’ role as propaganda tools and the manner in which the Soviets hoped to use the Bolshoi’s American tour. By demonstrating the ballet’s central role in Soviet foreign policy, scholars will need to reassess their study of the Soviets’ grand strategy and to give more credence to the Soviets’ employment of cultural diplomacy.

Before studying the Soviets’ use of cultural diplomacy in the Cold War, it is necessary to examine the intertwined nature of the arts and politics. Since politics informs all aspects of an individual’s life, it is impossible in many instances to separate the arts and politics. Hoping for a political victory, American and Soviet leaders sought to cast their artists as leading representatives of either the talent that could flourish in the free capitalist West or the representatives of Communism’s artistic superiority. Specifically, the Bolshoi was used as a form of artful warfare. Yet, perhaps for a few moments when attending a performance by either the American or Soviet artists, the audience put aside their political differences and simply recognized the performers as outstanding professionals who had dedicated themselves to perfecting their talents. Based upon American news reports, many Americans seem to have enjoyed the Bolshoi as a wonderful expression of artistic excellence.76 In this manner, the arts were at least momentarily able to transcend political differences.

And in the twenty-first century, the arts and politics remain intertwined. The arts serve as an important means for states’ to express their ideologies as well as to showcase their country’s achievements. At the same time, the arts continue to provide an important venue for dissidents to express their desire for change and more freedom. Consequently, an appreciation for artists’ and leaders’ political motivations allows individuals to better grasp the underlying ideologies and motivations contained in specific works and performances.

Since it appears impossible to separate the arts from politics, a few definitions may be helpful before examining the Bolshoi’s American tour. Phillip H. Coombs in his study for the Council on Foreign Relations defines the term foreign relations as relations that “encompasses all aspects of this nation’s relationship with other nations and peoples: how they view us and behave toward the United States, how we view and act toward them, and what sorts of interaction occurs.”77 Though Coombs only formulated a statement to describe U.S. foreign policy, his definition of foreign relations may be applied more generally and thus serves as the definition for foreign relations throughout this study. In addition to foreign relations, a concise definition of cultural diplomacy will be beneficial. For this study, cultural diplomacy is considered part of a country’s foreign relations and policies. As described by Frederick C. Barghoorn in his work, The Soviet Cultural Offensive: The Role of Cultural Diplomacy in Soviet Foreign Policy, cultural diplomacy is “a branch of intergovernmental propaganda, but it is a special and significant one.”78 It involves the “manipulation of cultural materials and personnel for propaganda purposes.”79 Since this book examines the Soviet’s use of the Bolshoi Ballet as a Cold War weapon, it is helpful to have a specific understanding of Soviet cultural diplomacy. Barghoorn, who provides a concise definition, explains that Communist cultural diplomacy emphasizes the use “of information, artistic, scientific, and other cultural materials, symbols and personnel, and ideas, as instruments of foreign policy.”80 The backbone of cultural diplomacy, cultural exchange involves the actual visits by these artists, performers, and scientists. Finally, there needs to be a clear understanding of the terms strategy and tactics. Strategy is the objective, and the tactics are the means used to reach this objective. The term grand strategy may be understood as the ultimate aim or objective. Hopefully, these definitions will better enable the reader to understand cultural diplomacy’s instrumental role in the Soviets’ plans for Cold War victory. 
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Chapter 1

Ideological Goodwill

American and Soviet Cultural Exchange Plans 

On April 16, 1959, thousands of Americans filled the New York Metropolitan Opera House eagerly anticipating the Bolshoi Ballet’s American debut. Greeting the ballet with tremendous applause, the audience delighted in the Soviet performers’ abilities. As New York dance critic John Martin wrote, “Seldom has such an international atmosphere of glamour and excitement been stirred in New York in many years.”1 The enchantment continued during the Bolshoi’s eight-week visit as American audiences expressed their fascination with standing ovations, causing the performers to take numerous curtain calls.2

The Soviet leadership’s public pronouncements cast the Bolshoi’s premiere as an expression of goodwill; however, a closer examination of the Soviet officials’ understanding of the arts’ role in society testified to the political aspects of cultural exchange. Almost as soon as the Soviets consolidated their power, they began to rely on cultural diplomacy to initiate contact with hostile capitalist states and to create a more favorable opinion of Soviet policies. For the Soviets, cultural diplomacy remained a vital aspect of their foreign policy. The United States also appreciated the value of cultural exchange, but did not begin a cultural exchange program until the late 1930s. American officials designed this program to combat the rising threat of Adolf Hitler’s Germany by promoting American aims and policies abroad. 

Though American and Soviet officials recognized the importance of cultural exchange, suspicions of each other barred the establishment of formal cultural diplomatic relations between the two states. However, by the 1950s, the fear of nuclear war as well as escalating military expenditures prompted the Americans and Soviets to appreciate cultural exchange as an alternative form of warfare. The leaders of both superpowers adopted the belief that this form of covert warfare would prove more beneficial and successful than a traditional conflict. With both superpowers remaining highly distrustful of each other’s actions and motives, American and Soviet officials aimed to use cultural exchange to undermine the enemy, thus resulting in ultimate victory. Both American and Soviet leaders devised cultural exchange policies to spread their ideologies and to demonstrate their achievements thus supplementing the reliance on traditional weapons with a new emphasis on culture to the win the Cold War. 

From the October Revolution’s earliest years, cultural diplomacy constituted a vital aspect of Soviet foreign policy. The Bolsheviks’ seizure of power did not lessen their commitment to a global Communist Revolution. Lenin and his associates understood the Russian Revolution as the event that would spark revolutions throughout the world.3 When these revolutions failed to occur, Lenin realized that he would need to adopt a more pragmatic approach to foreign policy.4 The Bolsheviks did not disavow their ultimate aim of worldwide revolution, but opted to conduct foreign policy on two levels.5 On the official level, Lenin established the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs which conducted traditional diplomatic relations. Conversely, the Communist Party continued to conduct subversive actions and foment revolution within the capitalist world. The Bolsheviks did not limit these operations to openly hostile states, but conducted their clandestine activities against governments that recognized the new Communist state.6 

Seeking to further infiltrate the capitalist world through more open and apparently innocuous means, V. I. Lenin recognized that cultural exchange would expose capitalist citizens to Communist ideas.7 Lenin recognized the importance of developing various forms of contact, including cultural relations, with other states.8 Without extensive diplomatic relations and ostracized by the major powers, the Soviets relied on cultural affairs to export their messages and ideology. The Soviets reasoned that cultural exports, such as visiting artistic groups, would attract supporters and foment resistance toward anti-Soviet policies. Seeking an organized plan for cultural exchange, in 1925, the Soviets created the All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (VOKS).9 As explained by VOKS’ founder, Olga Kameneva, the organization aimed to forge cultural and scientific relations among public organizations, institutions, and individuals in the cultural and scientific fields within the Soviet Union and within other countries.10 Though regarded as a “society” VOKS, in fact, was directed by the Communist Party and served the interests of the new Soviet state. VOKS’ duties within the Soviet Union were to act as a host and a guide to visitors including leading cultural figures and scholars. Outside the Soviet Union, VOKS! representatives, stationed at embassies and known as referenty, monitored their assigned country’s culture and noted which leading cultural figures would be receptive to spreading Soviet influence.11 

Through VOKS, the Soviets also established “friendship societies” with other states, which facilitated exchange in the artistic, professional, and labor spheres.12 In 1926, Americans interested in the Soviet Union founded the American Society for Cultural Relations with Russia. This New York based society did not prove very active partly due to the Soviets’ negative characterization of the members as simply being interested in the Soviet Union for philosophical reasons and not given to engage in more active measures. The associated organizations in Chicago, Philadelphia, San Francisco, Boston, and Los Angeles, though engaged in some cultural exchange activities, were not even as active as the New York society.13 

Within five years of its creation, VOKS’ leaders managed to establish cultural ties with seventy-seven states, whereas traditional diplomatic ties existed with only forty-six of these countries. This intertwinement of politics and culture demonstrated that the Soviets understood their revolution as not merely a political revolution, but a revolution devoted to creating a new culture. The sciences, academia, and the arts remained inseparable from politics. As the vice president of VOKS stated, these “friendship societies” would include supporters who would defend the Soviet Union “in times of great trial.”14 

These cultural relations allowed the Soviets access to countries, which otherwise refused to establish official diplomatic relations with the new Communist state. Scorned by the international community, the Soviet leaders realized that cultural exchanges, the visual embodiment of the new order, initiated contact with the people in capitalist countries and aimed to promote support for a positive image of the Soviet Union. The rather quick establishment of cultural relations with the capitalist world demonstrated that cultural relations offered a means of gaining a presence within the capitalist world and thereby granting the Soviets a nontraditional and yet readily accessible venue for lessening anti-Soviet convictions and encouraging the worldwide growth of Communism.

Seeking to gain supporters and admirers in the West, the Soviets sought cultural diplomatic relations with their capitalist antithesis, the United States. Even though the United States did not establish official diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union until the 1930s,15 some Soviet officials and American citizens fostered cultural contact.16 During the revolution’s initial decade, American impresario Sol Hurok reached an agreement with the Soviet Ministry of Culture and the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkompros), Anatoly Lunacharsky, which permitted Soviet performers to tour the United States. Originally born in the Ukraine, Hurok immigrated to the United States in the early 1900s. Upon reaching the United States, Hurok became involved in theatrical management and soon realized his innate talent for pleasing audiences.17 Hurok’s efforts to bring Soviet performers to the United States catered to Americans’ interest in Russia and exposed Americans to the Soviet Union’s leading performers including the highly celebrated operatic bass, Feodor Chaliapin. American audiences responded enthusiastically to the Russian artists.18 Thus, initially, it appeared that the Soviet cultural exchange program proved successful. Though distrustful of Communism, Americans warmed to the Russian performers, and eventually, these audiences’ artistic appreciation would translate into concrete political support. 

This policy, however, evaporated in the coming decade.
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