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This volume originated as a 3-day workshop organized by Patryk Babiracki 
and Jan Behrends in June 2014 at the Zentrum für Zeithistorische 
Forschung (ZZF) in Potsdam. The venue could not have been more sym-
bolic. After all, the 1945 Potsdam conference had sealed the postwar order 
in Europe and helped create the socialist “Second World.” The close prox-
imity to the famous Glienicker Brücke—“The Bridge of Spies”—added 
some gravitas and some humor to our discussions of border crossings in 
the Cold War.

The event was generously sponsored by the Volkswagenstiftung, and it 
materialized thanks to the enormous amount of administrative and logisti-
cal help from Stephanie Karmann and Roxanna Noll as well as colleagues 
and administrators at the ZZF. Jens Gieseke supported the workshop as 
head of ZZF’s Section I. The editors wish to thank all abovementioned 
people and institutions for laying the groundwork for this volume. We 
would like to express our special gratitude to the Volkswagenstiftung, 
which continued to support our Second-Worldly efforts by providing 
additional funds for the production of this book. We wish to extend our 
thanks to Whitney Landis, who assisted with the editing of this book. 
Patryk Babiracki wishes to personally thank Jan Behrends—for the early 
stage of collaboration—and Austin Jersild, who had graciously agreed to 
be part of this project well before the dust of our internationalist conversa-
tions in Potsdam had time to settle.

Preface



viii PREFACE

Alfred Rieber delivered the conference keynote lecture and kindly 
agreed to write the afterword; by way of thanking him and expressing our 
appreciation to Al as an exemplary scholar and a wonderful human being, 
we dedicate this modest book to him.

Arlington, TX Patryk Babiracki
Norfolk, VA Austin Jersild 
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CHAPTER 1

Editors’ Introduction

Patryk Babiracki and Austin Jersild

There was “no single practice of communism,” emphasizes Maria Todorova 
in a discussion of memory and the socialist world, but there were “simi-
lar trajectories” and similar blueprints, institutions, and experiences that 
made what we are calling in this volume the “Second World,” something 
distinctly different from either the “First” or “Third.”1 The growth in 
the study of memory, “socialist consumerism,” and difficult post-socialist 
“transitions,” as well as the more popular forms of Ostalgie in film, exhib-
its, and literature, all attest to the existence of the distinct and shared 
experience of socialism.2 Even Berlin, famously remaking itself today as 
the new capital of the new Germany, routinely offers glimpses of histori-
cal and social experience more familiar to residents of Warsaw, Budapest, 
and Moscow than to its many tourists and recently arrived former West 
Germans. “From here [Berlin] to Vladivostok,” recounted journalist and 
writer Anna Funder, more than a decade ago, there was “linoleum and 
grey cement, asbestos and prefabricated concrete,” in her disillusioned 
view, all part of “Communism’s gift to the built environment.”3

P. Babiracki (*) 
University of Texas at Arlington, Arlington, TX, USA 

A. Jersild 
Old Dominion University, Norfolk, VA, USA
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The “Second World” had distinctive characteristics, evolved over time, 
featured transnational exchange and was itself a product of transnational 
exchange, was highly significant to the evolution of the Cold War, and 
continues to shape this vast “Eurasian” space today.4 Topics of study are 
routinely difficult to confine within the boundaries of a particular nation- 
state.5 We refer to this world as “the Second World,” both in order to con-
vey its distinctness and interconnectedness and to mark the historiographic 
shift of which this volume is part. Multiple forms of exchange, shared 
experiences, perceptions, and dilemmas that crossed boundaries and bor-
ders, both transnational or within the socialist world and transsystemic or 
across the “Iron Curtain,” shaped the history and evolution of the Second 
World.6 Travel and exchange and its significance repeatedly emerge as top-
ics for exploration in this volume, including attention to important for-
eign visitors and foreign influences, and the circulation within the Second 
World of ideas, practices, and norms. As Wendy Bracewell pointed out, 
“travels within the fraternal countries of the Socialist bloc were simulta-
neously travels abroad (new sights and sounds, different ways of doing 
things, perhaps even a different range of goods on sale) and travels at 
home (a shared socialist and internationalist ideology).”7 Travel and trans-
national influences both affirmed the shared identity of the Second World 
and led to its fragmentation.

Few observers referred to the Second World during the Cold War; when 
they did, it was to use it as shorthand for the Soviet-type planned econo-
mies.8 Early works tended to focus on those transnational institutions and 
practices that were central to policing, stability, and order.9 The policies 
of the Soviet Union, at least initially, seemed designed to curtail rather 
than facilitate exchange and communication, as mystified East Europeans 
sometimes complained.10 The primary Soviet interest was initially focused 
on the creation of a secure buffer zone against a future attack from the 
West. Over time, however, the Soviet and East European communists also 
thoroughly transformed their countries’ landscapes, languages, fashions, 
rhythms of industrial production, identities, and values. By the 1970s, the 
inhabitants of the Second World came to share a distinct culture, which 
eventually outlived socialist political systems; it is also a culture that has 
been rarely acknowledged, much less “theorized.”11 These social and cul-
tural aspects of the Second World lie at the center of our volume.

The Second World was both a promise and a problem to Moscow, espe-
cially in the era of reform and “peaceful coexistence” that emerged after 
the death of Stalin in 1953. “Let us verify in practice whose system is 
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 better,” Nikita Khrushchev proclaimed in India. “We say to the leaders of 
the capitalist states: ‘Let us compete without war.’”12 The improved func-
tioning and health of the Bloc was a crucial part of the official Soviet effort 
to “catch up with and surpass” the United States. Khrushchev and numer-
ous reformers highly valued the skills and experiences of especially coun-
tries such as East Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, and 
many East Europeans were pleased that their advanced standing within 
the Second World was finally recognized.13 Polish sociologists, for exam-
ple, were proud that they were in a position to offer their Soviet counter-
parts exposure to the “sociologists of the West.”14 The virtues of Eastern 
Europe were on display at the Czechoslovak pavilion at the World’s Fair 
in Brussels in 1958.15 The presentation of consumer culture (restaurants, 
tourist trips, fashion, hot springs in Karlový Vary, restored churches in 
Prague), industrial productivity (Kaplan turbines), and high culture (the 
Czech Philharmonic) displayed by the Czechoslovaks was much approved 
by the Soviets.16 When Czechoslovak Party First Secretary, Antonín 
Novotný, was in Moscow July 2–4, 1958, he listened to Khrushchev praise 
the “contribution of Czechoslovakia to the development of commerce 
between the east and the West.” Soviet Minister of Defense, Kliment 
Voroshilov, visited the Czechoslovak pavilion, and pronounced it “splen-
did, superb, simply magnificent.”17

The problem was that the region was also now a source of instability 
for the Soviet Union itself.18 Czechoslovakia was quiet in 1956, but the 
“events” in Poland and Hungary that summer and fall alarmed communist 
party leaders and many others throughout the Bloc. In internal but frank 
debate, the distant Chinese, high officials, diplomats, advisers, and others 
worried about the weaknesses of the Soviet model, the advising program, 
Socialist Bloc exchange, the planning process, and even posed questions 
about the role of historic Russian imperialism (although now generally 
formulated as “great power chauvinism”). Khrushchev’s optimism about 
the superiority of Soviet socialism seemed especially unconvincing in 
countries long exposed to alternatives. Exchange and travel also ironically 
meant greater East European exposure to the Soviet Union, confirming 
the assumptions of many in the region about traditional Russian back-
wardness in comparison to lands further West.

These developments even form the background to the Sino-Soviet split, 
so dramatically expressed in the sudden withdrawal of numerous Soviet 
advisers, teachers, and industrial specialists from China in the summer of 
1960. “Socialist consumerism” and dissent were not what the Chinese 
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Communist Party had in mind when Chairman Mao opted to “lean to one 
side” and “learn from the Soviet Union.”19 From the perspective of the 
evolution of the Bloc, the frustration was mutual: the Chinese were frus-
trated by forms of economic, industrial, and cultural development that they 
felt did not address the needs of China’s special “experience,” and Soviet 
officials were concluding that the future of the Bloc belonged in further 
engagement with the more industrial and consumer societies of the West 
rather than the agrarian and undeveloped East.20 Reform, peaceful coex-
istence, and further engagement with the West appeared to have danger-
ous consequences. The Chinese watched these matters closely throughout 
the 1950s, and along with the Albanians and North Koreans, eventually 
denounced both the Soviets and their fraternal allies for their “revisionist” 
betrayal of the October Revolution.21 The Second World found itself in 
competition with both the West and the Chinese in the developing conflicts 
of the Third World, an important new arena of Cold War competition.22

In part, the Second World was held together by common claims about 
the virtues and special characteristics of “internationalism.” As is well 
known, nineteenth century socialist theorists used the term as a call to 
arms; they wanted to mobilize the working classes across the world for 
cooperation in the struggle against capitalist exploitation. Ostensibly with 
the same intention, the twentieth century communist regimes intermit-
tently deployed internationalist rhetoric in order to undermine the capital-
ist West, to consolidate the Second World, or to reach out to the Third.23 
From the beginning, however, the term “internationalism” was unstable 
and therefore amenable to transformations within the increasingly complex 
international workers’ movement.24 Publicly, Soviet officials, journalists, 
and authorities at first meant by “proletarian internationalism” egalitarian 
cooperation between working classes of various nations, but under Stalin, 
the term “internationalism” (increasingly qualified as “socialist” after 
World War II) came to connote Soviet dominance.25 The Soviet relation-
ship with foreign countries was fraught with contradictions. Peaceful out-
reach to governments abroad in the 1920s went  hand-in- hand with the 
subversive activities of the Comintern, while the official anti-Westernism 
and isolation that characterized the 1930s was accompanied by both wide-
spread industrial exchange and targeted cultural outreach meant to gen-
erate hard currency (used, in turn, to finance Soviet industrialization.)26 
Perhaps the greatest irony was that despite all their lip service to interna-
tionalism, the communist regimes became notorious for their relentless 
attempts to control movements across borders.27 Communist  authorities 
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from East Germany to China and Cuba worked hard to obstruct any 
cross-border traffic that they deemed either unrelated or threatening to 
their own projects; it is perhaps another distinct feature of the Second 
World that the line between the two was often unclear.28

The relatively wide scale and scope of international interactions within 
the Second World is therefore striking. This was particularly true during 
and after the rule of Nikita Khrushchev, who opened up the USSR to the 
world between 1955 and 1957.29 But even the Stalinists before him had 
struggled to reconcile those effects of international outreach that strength-
ened their power with those unintended consequences of transnational 
exchange that undermined it.30 As a result, the international structures that 
the communists created in order to build up the Soviet empire or their own 
individual power bases sometimes served to undermine the imperial goals. 
As the rulers of the Second World inherited these Stalinist institutions and 
developed new organizations for international cooperation and exchange, 
opportunities to engage in what could be termed “informal international-
ism” also grew. “At the beginning, there were three Europes,” wrote Polish 
poet Agnieszka Osiecka on the eve of socialism’s collapse. She described 
“the prescribed Europe,” for instance “a Sport Tournament in one of the 
brotherly countries”; the “permitted Europe,” which included Picasso; 
and “the forbidden Europe” of Franz Kafka. Osiecka admitted that in 
1955 “Kafka was still far away”; however, “the permitted Europe was 
flooding in through a variety of gaps and holes.”31 By the time the Second 
World came into being, “internationalism” evolved from a revolutionary 
program into something of a condition, a state, and a situation, which 
included diverse forms of international entanglements. As a starting point 
for making sense of them, we take Akira Iriye’s definition of international-
ism as “an idea, a movement, or an institution that seeks to reformulate 
the nature of relations among nations through cross-national cooperation 
and interchange.”32 How did such various types of contacts shape or reveal 
the unique contours of Eurasian space in the second half of the twentieth 
century? Should we speak about the Second World in territorial or rela-
tional terms, or both? What do cross-border interactions reveal about the 
functioning of communist institutions, cultures, and societies together? 
What do they say about the persistent tension between homogeneity and 
diversity, which characterizes imperial systems and which the communists 
also tried to resolve? Do these interactions tell us something about the 
distinctness of the Second World with regards to the First and the Third? 
These questions are central to this volume.
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The chapters in this volume are organized into five sections. The sec-
tions and the contributions follow a chronological-geographic order. Such 
organization, we thought, would both highlight the multiplying forms as 
well as shifting patterns of internationalism and put into relief the evolving, 
increasingly contested nature of the “Second World.” Thus, Part I zooms 
in on the time of gestation of the Second World between the last months 
of World War II and the end of the Stalin era. The division of Europe that 
was a central feature of the Cold War was of course unimaginable with-
out the catastrophic war. Coping with the consequences and aftermath of 
German expansion to the East and the Soviet-German struggle is at the 
center of the article by Lars Peder Haga, who reminds us of the impor-
tance of this issue for Soviet writer Konstantin Simonov and Czechoslovak 
writer Oles’ Honchar. Central issues important to the early formation 
of the Second World, such as the anxiety surrounding kul’turnost’, ideas 
about backwardness in relation to “Europe,” the depth of humanity sup-
posedly found in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the leading role 
of the Soviet Union, and what Haga refers to as the “hierarchy of suffer-
ing” experienced in the war, endured throughout its entire history. In 
the next chapter, Balázs Apor describes the making and function of the 
Stalin cult in Hungary, a key part of the “system of myths and rituals 
that was deployed with the aim of constructing the Second World.” As 
is clear in Balázs Apor’s contribution, the Stalinists embarked on the cre-
ation of a socialist world; but, in reproducing models and copying ideas, 
they initially rarely relied on direct international human contacts. This 
section shows that the Second World under Stalin was, in a sense, a virtual 
world—a world of symbols and references that connected people who had 
otherwise little experience of one another.

Part II illustrates how the freedoms that so famously changed the lives 
of millions of people in Eastern Europe complicated the earlier forms of 
cohesion in the Second World. Rethinking the statues of Stalin was of 
course just one example of the remaking of public space in the socialist 
world. Patryk Babiracki’s exploration of the reports of Soviet Komsomol 
delegates who travelled to Poland illustrates the markedly different con-
cerns of Soviets and Poles as they related to the changes and new pos-
sibilities of Khrushchev-era reform, and to a potential Polish “path” to 
socialism. The Soviet heritage itself was diverse and potentially provoca-
tive, David Crowley reminds us in his article, which explores the surprising 
endurance of early Soviet architectural experimentation in Eastern Europe. 
The “afterimages” of the Soviet avant-garde “haunted” the Second World, 
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sometimes posing uncomfortable questions about revolution and culture 
during the familiar moments of political crisis, such as 1956, 1968, and 
1989. Both youth activism and artistic cross-pollination had begun as offi-
cial initiatives of the party-states. Both gave rise to lasting contacts beyond 
the sanctioned institutions, and often, directly or obliquely challenged the 
status quo. Attention to these forms of contact reminds us that interna-
tionalism had many faces; the disruptive dimension of internationalism 
helps to explain why, after a decade of coerced expansion, the Second 
World slowly began to implode.33

Part III examines the communist efforts to create a distinct interna-
tional socialist culture. Kyrill Kunakhovich examines the twists and turns 
of Polish-East German cultural exchanges, where cultural experimentation 
from places like Poland was perceived as profoundly threatening for a com-
munist elite anxious about its claims to represent German high culture and 
tradition. Marsha Siefert traces the little-known Soviet international out-
reach initiatives in the realm of cinema. Both authors raise important ques-
tions about the mixed effects of international socialist exchanges. They 
demonstrate that for all their ambiguous results, the idea that something 
akin to the crystallization of a Second World culture, with its internation-
alist institutions, canons, and elites, is difficult to dismiss.

Parts IV and V venture further afield and examine the Second World’s 
linkages with the First and Third worlds. Despite the internal turmoil, 
the essays suggest that, within the Bloc in the wake of Stalin’s death, the 
socialist world remained a distinct sphere circumscribed by its institutions, 
practices, and norms. The global context to these essays puts the Second 
World’s relative cohesion into relief. Pia Koivunen shows that Westerners 
had to earn (and could easily lose) the label of a “friend,” depending on 
their performance during the 1957 festival; a handful of Poles, on the 
other hand, much as they sowed foment during the event, could do so 
only thanks to the new policies and even distraction of the party-states. In 
Mark  Keck-Szajbel’s contribution, the cosmopolitan encounters during 
Czechoslovak motorcross competitions were accompanied by the intense 
Second-World culture of secrecy and surveillance.

The Third World was suspicious of the First World but also learning 
about the Second, whose outreach abroad was shaped by not just the 
momentous Sino-Soviet split but also by rivalry among the different alli-
ance partners. Jeremiah Wishon returns to the World Youth Festivals 
introduced by Pia Koivunen to explore Soviet efforts to foster connec-
tions between the socialist world and Indian public opinion. Nonaligned 
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states and “potential friends” such as India became increasingly important 
to the makers of Khrushchev-era foreign policy in an increasingly com-
plicated Cold War. China figures prominently in the contributions from 
both David Tompkins and Austin Jersild. China’s supposed discipline, 
effort, and communal labor could easily be romanticized in places like 
Poland and East Germany, as Tompkins describes, reminding us of the 
complexities the split posed for public culture and debate within the Bloc 
and also of the potential use to be made of the Chinese example by critics 
of Khrushchev’s reformist agenda. Even in the 1950s, China claimed for 
itself a special connection to the developing societies of the Third World, 
yet another dilemma for the socialist world after 1960. Jersild describes 
the shared concerns of Guinea-Conakry and China about the limitations 
and weaknesses of the socialist world in the early 1960s. In the business of 
the promotion of internationalism, by the 1960s, the Second World had 
not only its own domestic skeptics but critics in China, Asia, and the very 
Third World it claimed to represent.
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CHAPTER 2

Coming to Terms with Europe: Konstantin 
Simonov and Oles’ Honchar’s Literary 

Conquest of East Central Europe  
at the End of World War II

Lars Peder Haga

When Soviet soldiers crossed the border into East Central Europe in 
1944–1945, it was a unique case of mass exposure to the world outside 
for ordinary Soviet citizens from all walks of life. This presented the Soviet 
Union with unprecedented challenges, as the soldiers’ experience of 
Europe was out of tune with the image presented in Soviet propaganda in 
the interwar years. Seeing a materially superior Europe created confusion 
and resentment, even leading Soviet authorities to fear that war veterans 
might stage a neo-decembrist military coup.1

At the same time, victory over Axis Germany, and liberation of the 
countries of East Central Europe, presented an opportunity to further 
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What were the worst things to come out of the victory over Germany?
(1) The Red Army saw Europe (2) Europe saw the Red Army (von Geldern and 
Stites, Mass Culture in Soviet Russia, 407.) (Soviet joke)
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develop the particular Soviet identity that had been under construction 
since the revolution. Finally, the Soviet Union had acquired an arena 
where they could play out their assumed role as leaders and teachers of the 
progressive and revolutionary forces of Europe.2 On this arena, the peren-
nial duality of Russia’s relationship with Europe, the simultaneous ambi-
tion of being a leading European power, and the fear of being perceived 
as backward, came into play.

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the literary strategies applied 
in an attempt to reconcile these conflicting ambitions, images, and experi-
ences in the immediate postwar works of two prominent and loyal Soviet 
soldier-writers, Konstantin Simonov (1915–1979) and Oleksandr (Oles’) 
Honchar (1919–1995).3 As they wrote to make sense of these new “oth-
ers,” the peoples, things, and culture of Soviet-dominated Europe, they also 
added to the ongoing construction of the image of a superior Soviet man. 
Thus they contributed to the intellectual justification of Soviet cultural and 
political dominance within the expanding “Second World” that was about 
to include East Central Europe. At the same time, their texts reveal Soviet 
insecurities vis-à-vis her newly acquired European sphere of influence.

It is important to keep in mind that at the time, the notion of a “Second 
World” did not exist. Various ideas of a special relationship between the 
countries of East Central Europe and the Soviet Union, to an extent based 
on cultural affinities, mostly with the Slavic-speaking parts, but mostly on 
the Soviet role as liberator from Nazi oppression were expressed already 
during the war. But in the first postwar years, the future political trajec-
tory of these countries was far from clear. As Charles Gati, among others, 
has pointed out, from 1945 to 1947, local communists were instructed 
to move gradually, and told that the installation of socialist regimes might 
take 15 to 20 years.4 Both the labeling and the content of the regimes 
about to be established were contested within Soviet scholarly circles in 
the first years after the war, and neither a consistent vocabulary to describe 
nor a habit to think of these countries as a unitary region was firmly estab-
lished until the term “Peoples’ Democracies” became mandatory during 
1947–1948.5 This consolidation of the terminology was certainly not 
coincidentally concurrent with the hardening of Soviet policy and the 
establishment of professed Stalinist regimes throughout Soviet-dominated 
East Central Europe.

Simonov’s and Gonchar’s works can therefore be considered pioneer-
ing, in the sense that they had to make sense of and invent ways to come 
to terms with the countries their protagonists visit, without having a 
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 prescribed readymade mold or frame of understanding. They provide the 
reader with a glimpse into the very beginnings of the expansion of the 
“Second World” beyond the borders of the Soviet Union.

Writing the Victory: SoViet experience 
and Mythologization of europe

Just like Soviet writers and journalists had been assigned the responsibil-
ity to mobilize the population for the war effort, they also took upon 
themselves to mitigate the possibly subversive consequences of the expo-
sure to Europe. At the same time, they started constructing a hierarchical 
relationship between the Soviet Union and the parts of Europe that had 
been liberated by the Red Army. In this, Simonov and Honchar were 
not alone, and their works are part of a broader Soviet discourse on East 
Central Europe.

Jan C. Behrends has argued that Europe outside the former Russian 
Empire was a “terra incognita” to Stalin and his camarilla in the thirties—
it served as a negative contrast to the Soviet Union and was a source of 
danger, of spies and saboteurs.6 In addition, the easily observable higher 
standard of living, industrialization, infrastructure, and more intangibly—
”European culture,” made the idea of self-evident Soviet dominance in 
Europe difficult. However, Ilya Erenburg, perhaps the most prominent 
Soviet writer and propagandist, who had also spent decades in Europe since 
before World War I, went to work constructing an appropriate Stalinist 
order among the East Central European countries, and between them and 
the Soviet Union. He chose the Soviet Union’s role as military liberator of 
Europe from Nazi occupation as the foundation. He privileged the Slavic 
countries,7 drawing upon the pan-Slav rhetoric that emerged from 1943, 
when it became obvious that the Red Army would eventually move into 
East Central Europe.8 Political and ideological motivations were second-
ary, quite in line with the gradualist policies of the first postwar years, 
when Stalin still hoped to preserve the relatively benign climate of coop-
eration with the other victors of the war, and also realized that anti-Soviet 
and anti-Russian emotions in many of the territories under Soviet control 
had to be addressed.9 Erenburg’s writings were widely translated and pub-
lished in the languages of East Central Europe, and served as a common 
baseline in the construction of the particular relationship between the 
Soviet Union and the socialist countries that constituted the European 
part of the “Second World.”
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Simonov and Honchar were performing the same work as Erenburg—
creating an image for Soviet readers that could alleviate the negatives and 
enhance the positives of the Soviet encounter with Europe. Like Erenburg, 
Simonov was established as a prominent Soviet writer. The two of them 
knew each other well from working together at the Red Army newspa-
per “Krasnaia Zvezda,” and they toured the United States together in 
1946.10 Simonov’s proven loyalty to the Stalinist regime makes him an 
interesting case of a Soviet intellectual honestly intent on making sense of 
the contradictions of the Soviet experience of Europe.

When Konstantin Simonov published his play Under the Chestnut-trees 
of Prague in 1946, he was as safely perched at the top of the Soviet cul-
tural hierarchy as anyone could be during late Stalinism. He had overcome 
his aristocratic background, survived the purges, and remade himself 
into a loyal Soviet writer, enjoying success with his wartime reporting in 
Krasnaya Zvezda as well as with his poems, plays, and novels.11 Simonov 
was in Potsdam, observing Germany’s formal surrender at the time of 
Prague’s liberation, but soon traveled on to the Czechoslovak capital. The 
city made a sufficiently deep impression on him that he returned several 
times later, and also decided to make Prague the venue of his first postwar 
play. Under the Chestnut-trees of Prague follows the extended household 
of Czech medical doctor Frantishek Prokhazka12 during and immediately 
after the Prague uprising and the arrival of Soviet troops in May 1945. The 
plot is centered on how a Soviet Colonel, Ivan Petrov, likely the author’s 
alter ego, who is billeted in the Prokhazka house, assists in unmasking 
Prokhazka’s old friend, Jan Grubek, as an ethnic German war criminal, by 
the real name of Hoffmann.

Oles’ Honchar, on the other hand, entered East Central Europe as an 
enlisted soldier and later a non-commissioned officer (NCO) in a mor-
tar company, rather than as an established writer.13 Even though he had 
worked as a journalist and dabbled in writing before the war, it was his 
trilogy The Standard-Bearers that brought him to the top of the Soviet 
Ukrainian literary world.14

The Standard-Bearers, consisting of three books, The Alps,15 The Blue 
Danube, and Golden Prague, is an epic account of a large gallery of charac-
ters in a regiment of the Second Ukrainian Front, most of them serving in 
a mortar company. The plot begins when the regiment crosses the Soviet- 
Romanian border and ends when it enters Prague as liberators. Along 
the way, the author changes his focus between characters, but the young 
officer Chernysh is the main protagonist of the trilogy. He follows a path 
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through crisis on to personal improvement described by Katerina Clark as 
typical for the protagonist of the Soviet novel.16

Honchar’s trilogy was awarded the Stalin Prize in 1947 and 1948, and 
served to boost the author’s career, indicating that he had succeeded in cre-
ating a politically desirable account of the Soviet encounter with Europe.17 
Simonov’s play was not a success of the same order. The contemporary 
Soviet press received it rather coldly, criticizing the play’s incoherent mix 
of political propaganda and lyrical drama.18 In retrospect, Simonov himself 
seemed to regard the play as less important.19

Both Simonov and Honchar belonged to the first (and only) fully 
Soviet generation, being born at the time of the revolution and living into 
the seventies and nineties, respectively. Both were visibly subjected to the 
Soviet system of censorship and control—Simonov later allowed Stalin 
to personally “ghost-write” a new ending to another one of his plays.20 
However, in the case of these works it seems that most of the controls 
were applied by the authors themselves. In their wartime contexts they 
both appear as sincere Soviet patriots. They both remained within the 
demands of Soviet Socialist realism, and their works are obviously not 
attempts to write the story of the Soviet liberation of East Central Europe 
as it was, but as it ought to be in a late Stalinist perspective.21 These texts 
should be read as attempts at creating a foundation myth of the particu-
lar Soviet relationship with East Central Europe after the war, binding 
together and defining the hierarchical relationship of these two constitu-
ent parts of the “Second World.”

StrategieS of denial and denigration: Silence, 
SelectiVe MeMory, and the SiniSter iMplicationS 

of european luxury and Style

The simplest solution to the problem of representing a Europe that did 
not meet Soviet expectations would be to crudely deny its existence—a 
strategy of denial. To a certain extent, strategies of denial are present with 
both writers. It is most obvious not in the representation of Europe itself, 
but rather in the representation of Soviet behavior in East Central Europe.

Oles’ Honchar’s first impression of Europe outside the Soviet Union 
was not that of a superior standard of living. In his diary, he expressed dis-
appointment in, rather than admiration for, Europe when he crossed the 
border for the first time: “Romania. A poor, uncultured (nekul’turnaia) 
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country. The fields are bad, barbarically cultivated. There are no machines 
or cars (tekhnika), no roads, no clothes (sic!).”22

This laconic observation is expanded upon across the first few pages of 
The Standard-Bearers, where the action begins when Chernysh crosses the 
border into Romania in the company of the reconnaissance NCO Kazakov. 
As soon as they had passed the borderline, they noticed that the cultivated 
land was divided into long, narrow strips, a fact Chernysh immediately 
interpreted as a sign of poverty. Northern Romania was obviously far from 
the richest part of Europe, quite on the contrary. With living feudal struc-
tures and a destitute, illiterate peasant population, it was fertile grounds 
for a writer who wanted to engage in polemics against expectations of a 
prosperous Europe.23

The first human beings Chernysh and Kazakov met in Europe were a 
band of Gypsies who played a sad rendition of the popular Soviet song 
“Katiusha” to them. Chernysh was disgusted, while Kazakov made a sar-
castic comment, with reference to European culture, now of the imma-
terial kind: “This may be the start of Western European culture—let’s 
have a look!”24 When Chernysh woke up from being bitten by fleas dur-
ing their first night in Romania, Kazakov continued in the same sarcas-
tic streak: “Europe—he muttered, rolled over on the other side and fell 
asleep.”25 At the very opening of the novel, Honchar found it necessary 
to repeal any illusions of a materially and culturally superior Europe with 
his audience.

The strongest taboo in the Soviet war literature was against any men-
tion of the widespread Soviet abuse of the civilian population in the lib-
erated territories. That Red Army soldiers with the tacit or even overt 
approval of the chain of command, extending all the way up to Stalin, 
engaged in looting, killing, and not least rape on a massive scale is well 
documented and undisputed today. These crimes were of course well 
known by contemporaries, especially those at the front. Vasily Grossman 
and Lev Kopelev, two other journalist-writers, were angered by the wide-
spread abuse. Both complained to their chain of command and got into 
trouble.26 To Honchar, an enlisted soldier, raising a formal protest was 
probably out of the question. Simonov, with his immense popularity and 
prestige, may have had better hopes of being heard. However, the prob-
lem is completely absent from his descriptions of the Soviet campaign in 
East Central Europe.

Neither in Simonov’s wartime diary, published in the 1970s, nor in 
his diary published first in 1988, is plunder and abuse mentioned. Given 
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Simonov’s constant and far-ranging travels and many conversations, it 
is inconceivable that he did not see or at least hear about instances of 
rape and other crimes committed by Soviet servicemen. But narratives of 
such events were impossible to publish in the seventies, and hardly are in 
today’s Russia. It is likely that he, like other cultured, idealistic Soviet intel-
ligent officers, decided to forget the crimes and focus on the task at hand, 
heightening the prestige of the Red Army, despite shock and grief over the 
behavior of Soviet soldiers, and perhaps shame over his own indifference 
toward it.27 After all, Simonov was deeply loyal to the Stalinist regime at 
the time. The whistle-blower Grossman called him a “coward.”28

As to Under the Chestnut-trees, it may be added that the Soviet soldiers 
who arrived in Prague probably acted with somewhat greater discipline 
than those taking hostile cities like Budapest and Berlin. The question is 
under research in Czech historiography.29 Like in the other East Central 
European states, the topic was taboo during the communist period, and 
reliable numbers will be hard to come by. In the Czech case, associa-
tion with the trauma and taboo attached to the treatment of their own 
ethnic German population after the war may also play a part. According 
to Norman Naimark, Slavic-speaking women were less vulnerable (but 
not immune) to rape.30 It is quite likely that in the prevailing rage 
against everything German, the Czechs may have been more than eager 
to point Soviet soldiers looking for prey in the direction of their ethnic 
German neighbors, soon rounded up and waiting defenseless for depor-
tation: Sigrid-John Tumler, a German deportee, described how Soviet 
soldiers went to a cinema in Prague where Germans were kept, to pick 
and rape women on the spot.31 In the Sudetenland and in transit camps 
for Germans awaiting expulsions, the Soviet military sometimes actually 
restrained Czech soldiers and guards from the worst excesses against eth-
nic Germans, with one notable exception: rape of German women, in 
which the Soviets enthusiastically participated.32 Prague was liberated as 
a friendly, not a hostile city, and afterward, orders started to trickle down 
from Moscow to restrain the excesses of the Red Army. The inhabitants by 
all accounts gave the Soviet troops a genuine and open welcome. All this 
may have contributed to a lower incidence of rape and looting directed at 
the ethnically Czech population in Prague than, for example, in Germany 
proper and in Hungary. It is unrealistic that this means that it did not hap-
pen at all. Grigorii Pomerants noted that punishment was differentiated 
for rape of German and Czech women in his diary.33 Under the Chestnut- 
trees is also clinically devoid of sex, and the violence happens offstage, or 
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is quite moderate, in conformity with the general Puritan trend in late 
Stalinist literature.34

Looting is only indirectly denied to happen in Under the Chestnut-trees, 
when Petrov promises to buy a suitcase with clothes and accessories for 
Masha, a female Soviet Russian sergeant who arrives at the Prokhazka 
house with Bozhena, Prokhazka’s daughter, after a successful escape from 
a German prison camp.35 The only theft is committed by Stefan, Bozhena’s 
twin brother, when he steals a chestnut-twig for Masha, a rather innocent 
prank that serves as a contrast to the stereotype of the Czechs as overly 
rigid and devoted to order. Stefan, having returned from fighting with the 
Soviet trained and equipped Czechoslovak Corps, under Colonel Petrov’s 
tutelage, has picked up some acceptable Soviet-style mischievousness.

Honchar, in contrast to Simonov, does not leave the issue out of his 
diary. Both before and after his departure from the Soviet Union, he has 
several entries where he expresses his disgust over his compatriots’ poor 
sexual morals.36 Later, he expressed his contempt for the common practice 
among officers to take a “field wife”37 or mistress from rank-and-file female 
soldiers, and for another officer who in a quiet moment said that “this is 
a great opportunity to go rape some Hungarian women.”38 Neither did 
Honchar leave out the problem completely in his award-winning books. 
However, as one might expect, his literary heroes fare better than his col-
leagues did in real life. In The Blue Danube, the political officer Vorontsov 
reprimanded a married sergeant who had boasted of his sexual escapades, 
and emphasized the family as the basic building block of Soviet society, 
fully in line with late Stalinist ideology.39

In the third book of the trilogy, where the mortar company is engaged 
in the siege and storming of Budapest, Honchar comes closest to the 
theme. During the battle for Budapest, the full repertoire of Soviet abuse 
and atrocities was at play: from the systematic looting of valuables, art, 
industrial machinery, and so on by specialized units, to robberies and theft 
perpetrated by individual soldiers. Random civilians were rounded up and 
sent away to do forced labor. Rapes were widespread, but like in the Czech 
case, numbers can only be estimated: Ungváry claims that about 10 per-
cent of the entire population of Budapest was raped during and after the 
siege.40 The random and unpredictable nature of Soviet looting and rape 
made some parts of the city suffer worse than others. Random violence, 
sexual and non-sexual, as well as theft and vandalism perpetrated by Soviet 
soldiers against Hungarian civilians was part and parcel of what passed for 
“daily life” during the siege of Budapest and its aftermath.

 L.P. HAGA



COMING TO TERMS WITH EUROPE: KONSTANTIN SIMONOV AND OLES’... 27

Honchar approaches the problem obliquely, first through denial. When 
some of the company’s soldiers broke into an underground shelter, the 
occupants looked at them in confusion: “Here they saw Soviet soldiers 
for the first time, and they looked upon them as if they were visitors from 
another world. It was strange how they did not immediately slit their 
throats, did not rape, were well dressed and well-armed.”41 While Honchar 
displays the fear of Soviet atrocities, he at once rejects it as unfounded and 
derived from hostile propaganda. At the same time, he rejects the idea of 
Soviet soldiers’ “low material culture”—they are both well dressed and 
well-armed. In another episode, the responsibility for abuse is transferred 
to the local population: Near a horse carcass in Budapest, two local girls 
approached Chernysh and offered to exchange sex for bread. To Chernysh, 
the ideal young hero, this was of course unthinkable, and at first he did not 
understand what exactly he was offered. When it finally dawned upon him, 
he blushed, swore, and turned away, reacting as a good young Soviet man 
should—with disbelief, anger, and embarrassment.42

The theme is touched upon, but the initiative is transferred to the locals 
and partially explained by their distress. At the same time, this is a scene 
that would be recognizable for a Soviet veteran—a Lieutenant Vladimir 
Gel’fand noted a strikingly similar event in his diary, and prostitution and 
semi-prostitution of this kind was rampant in all of defeated and desper-
ately poor postwar Europe.43 By his selective use of events, Honchar suc-
ceeds in remaining somewhat realistic, but still puts his Soviet protagonist 
in a morally superior position.

As Soviet occupation continued, semi-prostitution continued, but likely 
also some real love stories. At least, several of the educated soldiers stud-
ied by Budnitskii longed for real romance. Too close relations between 
soldiers and civilians—perhaps especially with women—were seen as sub-
versive by the military authorities, and they attempted to curtail such liai-
sons.44 Honchar deals with this risk in the first chapter of Golden Prague. 
The old soldier Roman Blazhenko reprimanded the youngster Makovei 
after he had told about his innocent encounter with a Hungarian village 
girl, and praised the charms of Hungarian and Slovakian girls in general. 
Roman asked Makovei to stop playing with fire, and explained that this 
was not a question of morals, but of security. Among the pretty village 
girls, spies and fugitive fascists might be hiding, ready to “… pour you a 
drink of methanol and stab a knife in your back … Listen kid, you are not 
at home here, you are on foreign soil.”45 In this passage, Honchar intro-
duces another strategy in addition to that of denial, silence, and selective 
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reference of events. The material superiority of Europe was down-valued, 
or denigrated, by being turned into signs of a sinister, dangerous Europe 
of spies and wreckers.

A constant hunt for hidden enemies was a prime feature of the Soviet 
political culture, with cyclical apogees like the great purges of the thirties 
and the postwar Zhdanovshchina. The Soviet gaze was already accustomed 
to look for hidden enemies within, implanted from abroad, and now it had 
a real abroad to be turned loose on as well. In Under the Chestnut-trees, 
the main plot is the unmasking of the hidden enemy Grubek/Hoffmann, 
an ethnic German who has masqueraded as a Czech. The specially trained 
Soviet gaze required to reveal him is displayed in the final act; Colonel 
Petrov and his folksy sidekick and driver Goncharenko had seen through 
his disguise and secretly disarmed him days ago. Grubek/Hoffmann also 
represents this strategy of denigration by danger—warning the Soviet 
reader that a seductively affluent exterior may be a disguise for hidden 
danger and enemies.

Konstantin Simonov, always very conscious about his own and oth-
ers’ clothing and style of dress, was careful to put a hat on Grubek/
Hoffmann’s head in the dramatic final act. The hat, like the kissing of 
hands and forms of address like “Mister” and “Miss,” appears as an icon 
of the style and etiquette of “Old Europe.” Goncharenko puts it this way 
to Liudvig, Prokhazka’s youngest son: “Last year we started manoeuvring 
abroad, where everyone wears a hat. They ask me: ‘Tell me, do you wear 
hats in Russia?’ And I have spent so many years wearing uniform caps that 
I have forgotten what we wear back home, hats or no hats.”46

Even though some members of the Soviet elites wore hats, the hat 
remained somewhat foreign and suspicious through the 1940s. In his 
description of Stalin’s funeral, Simonov commented on how he found 
the top hats of foreign diplomats out of place.47 Simonov also lets Petrov 
use the hat in conjunction with other bourgeois pieces of clothing, gloves 
and spectacles, as signs of something threatening under the surface. When 
Masha returns from a car ride around Prague with Stefan, Petrov schools 
her: “You were driving around and you saw: there are people walking 
the streets. More or less similar people, wearing more or less similar hats, 
spectacles and gloves. Now, behind which spectacles are the eyes of a fas-
cist hidden? Under what hat is a head, thinking about how everything can 
be returned to how it used to be? In what gloves are there hands, which 
would be happy to strangle both you and me? You did not see that?”48

In The Standard-Bearers, the Soviet soldiers are confronted with a black 
marketer in Budapest. He is described as having the looks of a minister, 
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with a thick tweed overcoat and a fat briefcase under his arm.49 This char-
acter has a real-life model in Honchar’s diary, where the speculator’s dress 
is described in even more detail: In addition to the overcoat, he wore a 
hat and spectacles, Jan Grubek’s mirror image!50 A certain kind of formal 
dress and grooming is considered suspicious, a sure sign of sinister capital-
ist dealings and anti-Soviet intent.

At the same time, Soviet soldiers in East Central Europe based on their 
dress, appearance, and conduct, were subject to being labeled as backwards 
themselves. Both Simonov and Honchar have episodes where their Soviet 
protagonists are forced to reach a new level of consciousness about their 
appearance and conduct as representatives of the Soviet Union abroad. 
The image presented by Simonov and Honchar both of the Red Army as 
well fed, well dressed, and well-armed was often not mirrored in reality. 
Soviet soldiers would, on the contrary, often provoke the bewilderment 
of even sympathetic observers with their dress and conduct: “We thought 
that the men who had defeated the gigantic National Socialist war machine 
were superior in military terms. But all the Soviets we met were just gifted 
black marketeers and passionate rag-and-bone men. They were wearing 
a colourful medley of clothes from the occupied territories. Some were 
pulling baby carriages filled with plunder from their looting campaigns.”51

In The Standard-Bearers, Honchar delves into this problem—and in sev-
eral episodes, he lets the mentor characters correct the dress and conduct 
of the more immature troops. Unsurprisingly, given the Soviet and inter-
national military obsession with it, two of the incidents are about headgear. 
In The Alps, the soldier Sagaida and others were involved in a dispute with 
the regimental commander over their use of a non- reglementary piece of 
headgear, the kubanka—the low Cossack fur hat with embroidered textile 
top. In another episode, the battalion commander rode up behind two 
soldiers, Roman Blazhenko and Shovkun, and ripped off a civilian fur hat 
Blazhenko had acquired. Blazhenko pulled his issued garrison cap, the 
iconic pilotka, up from a pocket and put it on. In the following exchange 
between the two soldiers, Honchar lets them point out that in the face of a 
Europe where there are certain expectations to the appearance of a proper 
soldier, headgear is more important than ever: “‘No Roman, it is better for 
you to wear the pilotka. In the fur hat you look like a sheep herder. And it 
must be said, Europe is watching us now.’ ‘That is true. They look at us, 
they compare … Now, who are these Stalin’s soldiers, what kind of people 
are they? On the other hand, it is cold …’”52

Moving across the border and being confronted by foreigners’ preju-
dices about the Soviet Union forced the Soviet protagonists to rethink how 
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they represented their motherland. This was not only a question of style 
and appearances, but also about how to present themselves to a curious 
audience. In The Blue Danube, the collective farmer turned soldier Khoma 
Khaetskii was forced to talk about the Soviet Union when the company 
was billeted at a Hungarian farm. He suddenly realized that he had to be 
a diplomat and a teacher, representing his homeland in the most favorable 
way. Here, it is exactly the contrast and the differences between home 
and abroad that make Khoma see the greatness of what was happening in 
the Soviet Union. And Honchar lets him make an interesting conclusion: 
“‘Home on the collective farm, in front of a representative from the raion 
or the oblast’53 Khoma would first of all have waved his arms and shouted 
about a series of shortcomings (nedochetov). Had the Hungarian heard 
him there, he might have believed that Khoma’s life only consisted of these 
shortcomings, the problems, waiting in line for merchandise at the coop-
erative store, and the abuses of the brigadier54 and the quartermaster.”55

Khoma chose to talk about the big issues instead of the petty griev-
ances: He told the Hungarian farmer about how a commoner could get 
a seat in Parliament, and how the children of a farmer could have studies 
paid for by the government. Again, Honchar uses the strategy of selective 
denial, now applied within the text. While Khaetskii’s inner voice acknowl-
edges the shortcomings of the collective farm, his outer voice does not 
mention them in order to uphold what he perceives to be a proper image 
of his motherland. In what functionally amounts to a meta-reflection, he 
performs the act of “heroicizing” and “romanticizing” Soviet reality that 
was expected from Soviet authors from the mid-thirties onwards.56 At the 
same time, it is a strategy of relativization—in the face of the fundamen-
tal flaws of “Old Europe,” Khoma perceives the greatness of his Soviet 
homeland.

StrategieS of SubStitution: the hierarchy 
of Suffering and Spiritual deVelopMent

The shock caused by the gap in living standards is the only aspect of Under 
the Chestnut-trees of Prague that Konstantin Simonov chose to discuss 
in his autobiography, where he described the experience as a “… moral 
(nravstvennyi) and psychological shock, …” and explained that he spent 
a lot of time and energy on coming to grips with precisely this problem.57 
The strategy he came up with in the end was to be honest about the dif-
ferences, but at the same time cultivate pride in the sacrifices the Soviet 

 L.P. HAGA



COMING TO TERMS WITH EUROPE: KONSTANTIN SIMONOV AND OLES’... 31

 population had suffered through in order to gain victory—thus substi-
tuting a hierarchy of suffering for the hierarchy of “exterior culture” or 
material prosperity. The point is made clear by the Soviet hero Petrov 
in a dialogue with Bozhena, also quoted in Simonov’s autobiography: 
“Please understand, Miss58 Bozhena, in Europe there is much talk about 
the deprivations of war. But still few here know what deprivation is. Real 
deprivation. We, who have saved Europe, do not need to be ashamed over 
the mended stockings of our women …”59

The argument that the enormous losses and suffering of the Soviet 
state and population entitled them to retain the 1941 borders—the fruits 
of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact—was employed in the negotiations with 
the Western Allies. Stalin and Molotov actually downplayed the real losses, 
either to hide how weakened the Soviet Union was by the strain of war, 
or perhaps out of shame and grief over the enormous losses, in particular 
during the first phase of the war.60 The hierarchy of suffering was a central 
rhetorical resource in the justification of Soviet dominance in East Central 
Europe, and it was a recurrent theme with Simonov as well as Honchar.

In Simonov and Honchar’s hierarchies of suffering, the Soviet char-
acters are also ranked differently. Two of the Russian characters, Petrov 
and Masha, are connected to two geographic centers of suffering: Masha 
comes from Stalingrad, Petrov from Leningrad. Both have lost their whole 
families, but carry the loss with dignity and calm throughout; it is only 
in the final act that Bozhena gets to know that Petrov has lost his family 
in the siege of Leningrad. Honchar’s mortar company in The Standard- 
Bearers had fought at Stalingrad, and could thus be connected to this 
center of combined heroism and suffering.

The lowest rung in Simonov’s hierarchy is occupied by the Czechs. 
(The Germans, being enemies, are excluded from it.) The Czechs had 
lived through only short periods of actual combat, and had not suf-
fered the same destruction and abuse as the Soviet people. When Dr 
Prokhazka’s friend and neighbor, the poet Tikhii, finally breaks his self- 
imposed silence,61 he makes an important observation in this regard, and 
that is that the Czechs have always made the wrong conclusions from their 
limited suffering: “We were always good at being martyrs. Facing death, 
we had sufficient courage to spit our killers in the face, but we…we did 
not kill our killers often enough.”62

Tikhii points out a lack of the ability to take decisive and violent action 
as the most important national shortcoming of the Czechs. Masha made 
the same conclusion based on her experiences in the prison camp: “I was 
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in three camps, and during these years there were eleven escapes. There 
were all kinds of people there, of all nations, but out of these eleven 
escapes, our people, Soviet people, organized ten.”63 In the final scene of 
the play, the Czech unwillingness to use decisive force and a misapplied 
sense of decency has fatal results. Unwilling to bring a patrol of National 
Guardsmen into his father’s house, Liudvig insists on attempting to lure 
Grubek/Hoffmann out on the street on his own, allowing Grubek/
Hoffmann to murder him.

In this way, Simonov communicates what he defined as the decisive dif-
ference between Soviet people and others: The ability and will for action, 
unhampered by obsolete conventions, also in face of adversity, suffering, 
and risk of death.

To help the self-development of the hero of the Soviet novel, the men-
tor-character played an important role. This character (or characters—there 
may be more than one) functions as a catalyst for the hero’s movement 
from spontaneity to consciousness. The mentor is older and more politi-
cally conscious than the hero. He has frequently been tested under fire, in 
the postwar years or in the Great Patriotic War. While it was still chrono-
logically credible, the mentor had frequently met Lenin, or at least been a 
revolutionary in Lenin’s time. The mentor supports the hero with advice, 
mentoring, and practical examples in the resolution of the spontaneity/
consciousness dialectic, and helps him or her to direct his or her energies 
toward a constructive, disciplined, and goal-oriented direction.64

In The Standard-Bearers there are several obvious mentor characters. 
Among the most clearly drawn are Brianskii, Chernysh’s first Company 
Commander, and the political officer (zampolit)65 Vorontsov. The relation-
ship between them and Chernysh, and to an extent Brianskii’s fiancée, Shura 
Iasnogorskaia, who joins the company as a medic, is conventional and pre-
dictable according to the pattern described by Clark. Neither is it surprising 
that in the cases where Soviet characters interact with the local inhabitants, 
they invariably assume a mentor role. As we have seen, Khoma Khaetskii, 
the collective farmer who was later appointed company starshina lectured 
eager and interested Hungarians and Slovaks about the Soviet Union.66

In Under the Chestnut-trees of Prague, the mentor-hero relationship is 
turned upside down in several cases. The only mentor relationship that is 
fully in line with the prescribed pattern is that between Petrov and Stefan. 
Petrov is older, more experienced, and is explicitly mentioned as Stefan’s 
mentor, both as a soldier and a man. The relationship between Petrov and 
Stefan is mirrored by that between Masha and Bozhena. Masha’s superior 
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endurance of the suffering of war and the camps, and the fact that she 
organized their escape, positions her as a natural mentor for Bozhena. The 
age difference is however the opposite of that between Petrov and Stefan: 
Masha is five years younger than Bozhena. Nevertheless, she is Bozhena’s 
superior in maturity and consciousness. Masha occupies a higher rung 
in the hierarchy of suffering, and she possesses the will and ability to act 
with faith in the Soviet system. Her dignified endurance of captivity is an 
explicit inspiration for Bozhena to break with her former, leisure-oriented 
life and her fiancé, the capitalist Iulii Machek.

Boguslav Tikhii, the poet, also moves toward a greater degree of con-
sciousness in a way. But it would be more precise to say that he returns 
from passivity to activity. Completely in line with the stereotypical charac-
ter descriptions of Under the Chestnut-trees, he is a very obvious metaphor 
for European radicalism in decay. In the list of characters, he is described 
as flabby and sloppily dressed. During the play, we learn that he has actu-
ally fought in the Spanish Civil War, of course on the republican side. 
For good measure, he was in the same unit as the Montenegrin Slavko 
Dzhokich, who joins the Prokhazka household upon returning from a 
German prison camp. Since, age-wise, Tikhii belongs to the same gen-
eration as Frantishek Prokhazka and Jan Grubek, he finds himself torn 
between the radicalized youths and the careful Frantishek and Jan. In the 
end, however, he chooses the right side. He submits poems for publication 
in the communist newspaper Rudé Právo and even physically intervenes 
in the confrontation between Petrov and Grubek/Hoffmann in the final 
act. The challenges of war have awoken the old radicalism—an awakening 
that begins in the first act, when Tikhii beats a Gestapo officer to death. 
Tikhii’s chosen weapon—his inkhouse—is a pathetically crude metaphor 
for how being a writer also should mean to be a fighter.

The most drastic reversal of the mentor relationship happens with 
Frantishek Prokhazka, the stereotypical image of the well-meaning, but 
naive European intellectual. He remains blissfully ignorant of the hidden 
enemy in his own house until the final scene. Frantishek lacks both the 
clear-sightedness to unmask Grubek as well as the courage to confront 
him. In the end, it is quite unclear if he has even overcome his shortcom-
ings. Frantishek’s oldest son Stefan has, on the other hand, achieved a 
higher level of consciousness through his stay in the Soviet Union and 
not least due to Petrov’s mentoring. Both Stefan and Bozhena attempt to 
change their father’s congealed thought patterns and habits. Frantishek 
seems to have some perception of this reversed mentoring relationship 
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when he, in a conversation with Grubek and Tikhii, describes the trio 
as “shards of old Europe.”67 Grubek, probably ironically, comments in 
a conversation with Petrov that young people nowadays are supposed to 
educate their elders: “Because if we old men don’t understand something 
(nods to Stefan and Bozhena), our children will explain it to us. Is it not 
so, Miss Bozhena?”68

For sons to teach and even denounce their reactionary fathers was not 
unheard of in the Soviet mythology. Pavlik Morozov, the mythical pioneer 
who denounced his father for issuing forged documents to “kulaks,” and 
was later murdered together with his younger brother by his own grandfa-
ther and a cousin in 1932, was worshipped as a hero in the thirties.69 From 
the mid-thirties, however, the family was supposed to have changed into a 
support for the regime, and the nuclear family was promoted as the basic 
building block of high Stalinist society. The Pavel Morozov myth soon 
became problematic—rebellious children were no longer ideals.70 Stefan’s 
conflict with his father never culminates in an unmasking or a rejection—it 
is the father’s old friend, Grubek/Hoffmann, who is the masked enemy. 
Simonov has taken a theme from the Soviet Union of the thirties and 
adapted it to Czechoslovakia a decade later. In this way, he turned the 
systemic border between Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union into a gen-
erational divide as well. Problems and conflicts belonging to the Soviet 
past replayed themselves in Czechoslovakia, even as Petrov and Masha are 
there to help. This temporal displacement between the Soviet Union and 
the emerging “People’s Democracies” would remain an integral part of the 
intellectual framework of the “Second World.” The People’s Democracies 
would be allowed to profit from the Soviet experience in building social-
ism, but could never be allowed to completely catch up with the Soviet 
Union, as that would challenge the latter’s natural leading role.71

In Under the Chestnut-trees there are two parallel love stories across 
the boundary between Soviet people and other people. Unlike Gonchar, 
who handled the danger of love across the systemic divide by a strategy 
of denigration—by making it dangerous—Simonov chose to use this kind 
of love to emphasize the inequality in the development of human beings 
between the Soviet Union and Europe. The first love story is between 
Masha and Stefan, the second is between Bozhena and Petrov. Masha and 
Stefan are mutually attracted to each other, and Stefan asks Masha to stay 
with him when she prepares to leave for the Soviet Union in the final act. 
Masha rejects the possibility—she must return to the Soviet Union, even 
though her whole family may be dead. Stefan accepts her decision, and 
promises to follow her to the Soviet Union as soon as possible, “… maybe 
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to study.”72 Stefan then asks Masha to marry him upon his future arrival 
in the Soviet Union, and Masha accepts the proposal. It is proven impos-
sible for Soviet people to be comfortable and settle abroad, while it is not 
impossible for a Czech to come to the Soviet Union. That Stefan suggests 
that he should go there to study clearly shows in what direction knowl-
edge and influence is supposed to flow in the future. Stefan and Masha 
share an implicit understanding that the Soviet Union is the best place to 
live, and in this way, the hierarchical relationship between the homelands 
of the two young lovers is reinforced.

Their relationship as human beings cannot be said to be as unequivo-
cally hierarchical. Masha does not assume a traditional mentoring role in 
relation to Stefan. However, it was Stefan’s attraction to her that incited 
him to overcome the Czech inertia and exaggerated respect for rules and 
regulations when he climbed a fence to steal a Chestnut-twig with flowers 
to give her as a birthday present.

Bozhena’s attraction to Petrov remains unanswered from his side. After 
much anguish and soul-searching, Bozhena also concludes that a relation-
ship between them is impossible, and that she will be unable to live in the 
Soviet Union. She uses several metaphors to describe the insurmountable 
differences, first one she has borrowed from Grubek, that Petrov is from 
a different planet: “… I cannot even in my imagination put him [Petrov] 
at my side, because he is from a completely different planet. From a 
completely different one …”73 It seems that Simonov cannot emphasize 
enough how impossible a relationship between a mature Soviet mentor- 
character and a European petty-bourgeois woman is.

Thus, a hierarchy of spiritual and human development, with the Soviet 
person in a naturally superior position, also substitutes for the hierarchies 
of material development. While Europe may have been richer in terms 
of material wealth, the Soviet Union had produced an improved human 
being, qualitatively superior to the European.

redefining the ruleS: Kul’turnost’ 
VerSuS Meshchanstvo and SySteMic relatiViSM

Ilya Erenburg noted at the outbreak of the war that Soviet soldiers had 
an exaggerated respect for their German counterparts, partially because 
of what Erenburg termed their “exterior culture”—what in practice 
amounted to their material welfare. In his autobiography, Erenburg showed 
great insight when he pointed out how the Soviet Union had brought 
this dilemma upon itself by defining a set of measures of  development, 
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prosperity, and culture that it had no chance of attaining: “In the twen-
ties and thirties any schoolboy could tell you the measures of a people’s 
[level of] culture.—The density of the railroad network, the number of 
automobiles, the availability of education, social hygiene. In all these fields 
Germany occupied one of the leading places …”74

A strategy applied by Simonov, to handle the gap in standards of living 
in Under the Chestnut-trees, was to attempt to redefine the application 
of these measures, by applying another, problematic distinction in Soviet 
attitudes to material values: The distinction between being cultured and 
being petty-bourgeois, between kul’turnost’ and meshchanstvo.

Vera Dunham has shown how a penchant for material values and a 
kind of consumerism became appreciated again during the thirties, for-
ties, and fifties, and replaced the revolutionary asceticism of the twenties 
in the Soviet Union. With some contempt, she labels this appreciation as 
Meshchanstvo values, a derogatory term that is better translated as “petty- 
bourgeois” or “philistine” rather than “middleclass” as it is in the title of 
Dunham’s book.75 It appears that Dunham’s agenda is to attack the Soviet 
regime for a double standard, by revealing its inconsequential attitude to 
material values. While the appreciation of fine furniture, nice tablecloths, 
luxurious clothing, and better food, if only in ersatz form on the pages of 
popular books and magazines, was considered cultured behavior for Soviet 
citizens, the same behavior in the West was condemned as a sign of moral 
decay and lacking human and spiritual qualities.

Catriona Kelly has criticized Dunham for an oversimplification of this 
turn toward material values. Kelly has, in her study of Russian and Soviet 
advice literature, Refining Russia, shown how finding the right balance 
between material and spiritual values, between deserved material welfare 
and contemptible greed, and between polite behavior and exaggerated, 
petty-bourgeois etiquette were recurring themes in this literature.76 What 
at any time was considered the correct appreciation of material objects 
and norms for behavior and etiquette can be subsumed under the label of 
kul’turnost.’ The term may be translated into “being cultured.” It was pri-
marily a term that denoted a person’s attitudes, interests and social skills, 
from personal hygiene via etiquette to the ability to carry on an intelligent 
conversation about art or politics.77 The line between “being cultured” 
(kul’turnost’) and “being petty-bourgeois” (meshchanstvo) could be thin. 
Both Honchar and Simonov are actively drawing the border between 
them, in particular the latter, as he made the gap in living standards a main 
problem in Under the Chestnut-trees.
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In Simonov’s play, small details concerning etiquette, clothing and style 
are used to emphasize the bourgeois and alien character of the Czech 
setting. In the stage directions for the first act, Simonov describes the 
Prokhazka home as neatly decorated and furnished. On the walls, there 
should be Czech and Slovak folk art as well as watercolor paintings of 
Prague. The interior was probably within the limits of a Soviet notion of 
taste, if beyond the economic means of ordinary citizens.

When Masha and Bozhena arrive at the Prokhazka house, Bozhena 
insists that her father shall kiss the hand of the Soviet guest. Kissing 
women’s hands had been written off as old-fashioned, pre-revolutionary, 
and exaggerated etiquette in the Soviet Union at the time. The episode 
was likely included to show that Czechoslovakia still remained a part of 
“Old Europe,” where bourgeois manners that were extinct in the Soviet 
Union still lived on. In The Blue Danube, the painter Ferenc attempted to 
kiss the hand of Chernysh when they met at the entrance to Parliament, 
and Ferenc wanted to solemnly congratulate Chernysh on the victory. 
Chernysh pulled his hand back and said: “What are you doing Ferenc? 
We don’t do that with us!”78 Crossing the systemic boundary between the 
Soviet Union and East Central Europe was also crossing a boundary in 
time, and traveling into a past where bourgeois and aristocratic etiquette 
were still alive.79

Consumption was accepted in the Soviet Union if it was considered 
to be deserved. Material incentives such as higher wages, bonuses, and 
gifts in the form of consumer products such as record players and fur-
niture were used to reward Stakhanov-workers as well as excellent art-
ists, scholars, and scientists. Frantishek Prokhazka’s tastefully prosperous 
home was acceptable seen in light of this—he was a medical doctor and 
researcher, a usable hero in Soviet drama.80 As a working intelligent, 
he differs from the capitalists Iulii Machek and Jan Grubek. The line 
between deserved and undeserved consumption is even more clearly 
drawn when Bozhena’s flamboyant lifestyle before the war is compared 
to the suitcase with shoes and clothing Petrov promises to give Masha 
for her birthday. Petrov, always the omniscient commentator, sums up 
the moral judgment of deserved consumption, at the same time connect-
ing it to the hierarchy of suffering: “I want my fellow countrywoman 
to dress pretty. She, and all of our girls. And she may just as well do it 
before anyone else—she has lived through more than many others, and 
has earned the right to enjoy this little piece of female happiness before 
all of them.”81
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This judgment of Masha’s consumption as acceptable because it was 
deserved for a young Soviet woman, while Bozhena’s was not, is an 
example of what György Péteri has called systemic relativism. That is the 
idea that fundamentally different economic laws were at play on the dif-
ferent sides of the systemic border between the capitalist and socialist 
world. Consequently, similar events and behavior were judged differently, 
depending on at what side of the divide they occurred.82

At the very beginning of The Standard-Bearers, there is an episode 
that clearly illustrates this point. The non-commissioned officer Kazakov 
and the officer Chernysh were billeted in a Romanian farmhouse dur-
ing their first night spent in Romania. Their peasant landlady made up 
a proper bed for Chernysh, and prepared a place to sleep on the floor 
for Kazakov, assuming that the NCO had to be the young officer’s bat-
man (denshchik). By referring to the pre-revolutionary custom of assigning 
an enlisted man as an officer’s servant, Honchar also illustrates the time-
travel aspect of leaving the Soviet Union: The two military men have truly 
entered “Old Europe,” where class differences and privileges are taken for 
granted. However, when they later joined the mortar company, it turned 
out that the company commander had an elderly soldier, less fit for com-
bat, assigned to him as a “runner” (ordinarets). While he did indeed serve 
as the commander’s runner in combat, he also performed the menial tasks 
of a batman: serving food, fetching the CO’s binoculars, and cleaning his 
collar-linings.83 With a simple change of name—from denshchik to ordi-
narets—the same function had been transformed from an iconic image 
of backwardness and feudal residues to a natural part of everyday Soviet 
military life.

concluSionS

As I have shown, Simonov and Honchar applied three main groups of 
strategies to handle the experience of East Central Europe: strategies of 
denial and denigration, strategies of substitution, and strategies of (re)
defining the rules.

The most obvious strategies are those of denial, by silence and selec-
tive focus and memory. Honchar, by focusing on the poor, rural districts 
of Romania, can deny the visions of Europe as more affluent and more 
“cultured” than the Soviet Union. At the same time, the fear of not being 
taken seriously, to be the object of contempt as poor and backwards, shines 
through. The protagonists, even the formidable Petrov, need time to 
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 consider how to choreograph their performance on the European stage.84 
The knowledge of Europe’s gaze upon them made Honchar’s soldiers 
sharpen up their appearance, in order to avoid looking like sheepherders. 
Thus, both authors end up spending just as much time denying the per-
ceived backwardness of the Soviet Union, and denying or even shifting the 
responsibility for Soviet abuses onto the local population. Both authors, 
in a related strategy of turning material welfare into something suspicious, 
warned the Soviet reader against the danger of seduction by tempting 
material benefits. They systematically unmasked enemies hiding behind 
luxurious outer facades: Grubek in Under the Chestnut-trees, the black 
marketeer in Budapest, and the Hungarian village girl in The Standard-
Bearers. In this way, the “superior exterior culture” was transformed from 
a sign of superiority into a symptom of hidden danger.

Simonov and Honchar’s shared strategy of substitution is to claim that 
the Soviet Union, by the end of the Second World War, was populated 
by humans who actually differed qualitatively from those in the rest of 
Europe and the world. In Honchar’s The Standard-Bearers, attention is 
always focused on these new Soviet humans, and the locals serve mainly as 
a contrast, against whom the noble traits of the Soviet characters are put 
into relief. The local population usually appears passive, and when they 
act, they turn to the Soviet protagonists for advice. When non-Soviet char-
acters appear as independently active, it is usually with malicious intent: 
Romanian and German soldiers, the prostitute, and the black marketeer 
in Budapest.

The same distinction between active Soviet characters and passive locals 
is seen in Simonov’s Under the Chestnut-trees where it is precisely the pas-
sivity and naïveté of Frantishek Prokhazka and Liudvig’s reluctance to 
apply force inside his father’s house that lead to the tragic end. While 
Boguslav Tikhii breaks out of his own passivity, in the end he turns to 
Petrov for advice on how to handle Grubek/Hoffman—the active villain 
of the play. Bozhena has to let Petrov go, reconciling herself with the fact 
that she never can reach him.

The distinctions are of a hierarchical nature, founded on suffering, 
combat experience, and revolutionary experience, where the Soviet pro-
tagonists are clearly superior to the Czech, Romanian, Hungarian, and 
Slovak protagonists and supporting characters. Young Masha appears 
as more mature than 26-year-old Bozhena. On the other hand, both 
Bozhena and Stefan are the superiors of their father in judgment. In this 
way, the systemic boundary between the Soviet Union and East Central 
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Europe is equaled with a generational divide, where the Soviet Union 
leads with a generation. The friendly inclined characters may at best be 
seen as what Maria Todorova has termed “incomplete selfs,” different, but 
with prospects of improvement, and potentially reaching the same level 
of consciousness as the Soviet protagonists in an undetermined future.85 
In addition, Simonov’s Prague and Honchar’s East Central Europe are 
peopled by even more absolute others—enemies beyond any hope of 
improvement, like Grubek/Hoffman. The overall differences between 
the Soviet Union and East Central Europe far outweigh the similarities 
in both works.

This hierarchical divide in terms of human qualities can be termed as a 
strategy of substitution to handle the living standards gap. While the Soviet 
Union may have been outdone in “exterior culture,” it was certainly supe-
rior in human culture.

This strict delineation of a qualitative boundary between the Soviet 
Union and East Central Europe opened up the writers’ strategies of chang-
ing or rejecting the rules. In particular Simonov distinguished between 
deserved and moderate consumption on the one hand, and undeserved 
and exaggerated consumption on the other—between kul’turnost’ and 
meshchanstvo. Thus, material superiority may mean something else—and 
be deserved by the Soviet characters, while it is a sign of moral inferiority 
in the East Central European characters. This is an example of systemic 
relativism—by applying different measures of development for the Soviet 
Union and for the rest of the world, Honchar and Simonov attempted to 
solve the self-imposed problem diagnosed by Erenburg: “Any schoolboy 
could tell you the measures of a people’s [level of] culture.”86

This imagined, unbridgeable divide between the Soviet Union and East 
Central Europe corresponds to the division between two orders of real-
ity that Katerina Clark has identified in Soviet literature from the thirties 
onwards: There were two orders of people, as well as of space and time—
depending on their closeness to true, future, socialist forms. Within the 
Soviet Union, the communist leaders (in particular Stalin), the mentor-
characters of the Soviet novel (who had achieved true insight), Moscow, 
and the Kremlin were described as belonging to this higher order of real-
ity.87 In the Standard-Bearers and Under the Chestnut-trees, this pattern 
is transposed onto the relationship between the Soviet Union and East 
Central Europe, with the latter stuck in a lower order of reality, spatially, 
temporally, and in terms of human development.

In the end, both writers had a defensive approach to the problem at 
hand. The main intention of their works is to persuade a Soviet reader 

 L.P. HAGA



COMING TO TERMS WITH EUROPE: KONSTANTIN SIMONOV AND OLES’... 41

of the superiority of the Soviet Union and Soviet man over Europe and 
Europeans, despite everything a Soviet reader would interpret as evidence 
of the opposite. As a result, they indeed started building a very clear dis-
tinction between the Soviet Union and Soviet-dominated East Central 
Europe, a distinction that remained crucial in the justification of Soviet 
leadership of the “Second World” right up to the end of its existence.
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CHAPTER 3

The Stalin Cult and the Construction 
of the Second World in Hungary 

in the Early Cold War Years
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Trinity College Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

Balázs Apor

József Révai, chief ideologue of Stalinist Hungary, on the occasion of the 
unveiling of the Stalin statue in Budapest in December 1951 described 
the sculpture as a “Hungarian sculpture” that “emerged from the nation’s 
soul.”1 The pretense of Révai’s now (in)famous claim is strikingly clear. 
The construction of the monument was certainly not prompted by popu-
lar demand, and the finished product had very little to do with Hungarian 
national traditions either. The proposal to erect a statue in honor of 
the Soviet dictator originated in the closed confines of the Hungarian 
Communist leadership (the Secretariat), while the inspiration to build it 
came from abroad. Once completed, the sculpture was perceived by many 
as the symbol of Hungary’s subjugation to Soviet rule, and not as the 
culmination of national history as Communist propaganda had claimed. 
Although domestic factors played a role in the creation of Stalin’s gigan-
tic bronze likeness in Budapest, the history of the statue reveals more 
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about the transnational aspects of the Soviet leader’s cult than about the 
embedded nature of the phenomenon in Hungarian society. The sculp-
ture, for one, was anything but unique: larger-than-life statues depict-
ing the Generalissimus sprang up like mushrooms in the countries of the 
Soviet Bloc around the time of Stalin’s 70th birthday (usually thereafter). 
The creation of such structures in Bucharest, Bratislava, Prague, Berlin, 
and so on was part of the symbolic competition among the members of 
the newly Sovietized periphery for the dictator’s favor. The size, loca-
tion, and the ritual function of the statues, therefore, were not irrelevant: 
they indicated the commitment of Eastern European Party elites to the 
Stalinist version of socialism. But Stalin sculptures did not merely suggest 
the international dynamics of the cult of the Soviet Party Secretary; they 
also highlight the extent to which ideas, material, style, and artistic know- 
how were circulated in the Soviet Bloc. Sculptors used images and designs 
produced in the Soviet Union as their models—only a select few had the 
privilege to actually travel there—while Soviet advisors and ambassadors 
on the ground made sure that the appropriate artwork was selected for 
public display. In exceptional cases, entire statues were transported from 
one country to another. The Stalindenkmall in Berlin, for example, was 
the work of a Soviet artist and was presented to East Germany as a “gift” 
from Moscow.2 The monument in Budapest was also shaped by cultural 
transfers as well as direct Soviet guidance: the sculptor drew inspiration 
from his visit at the Stalin exhibition in the Tretiakov Gallery, and the 
Soviet ambassador to Hungary was consulted before the artist and his 
proposed plan was approved.3 Révai’s argument, therefore, was false, but 
not (only) because the Stalin statue was an abuse of national traditions, 
but because it was a product of transnational processes, and it performed 
a function that also transcended national boundaries. The sculpture, in 
fact, was a symbolic marker of Soviet imperial expansion delineating the 
boundaries of the emerging Second World.

The Leader CuLT and The ConsTruCTion 
of The seCond WorLd

If Stalin monuments of the early Cold War years designated the territories 
belonging to the Soviet sphere of influence, the cult of the leader bound 
those societies together through symbolic means. The cult, then, was a 
system of myths and rituals that was deployed with aim of constructing the 
Second World. Stalin was posited as the international symbol of peace by 
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Communist propaganda, while his worship fostered the forging of affec-
tive links between Moscow and the peripheries of the growing empire. 
The endeavor to internationalize the Soviet leader’s imagery, however, 
preceded the Cold War. From the mid-1930s onwards, Stalin’s official 
representations depicted him as the embodiment of the Soviet Union, 
and as the supranational symbol of the communist movement.4 Although 
local adjustments were made in the peripheries to the set of images pro-
moted from and by Moscow, depictions of Stalin as “the father of peoples” 
remained prevalent in the late 1930s. The post-war period witnessed the 
meteoric expansion of the cult beyond the boundaries of the Soviet state. 
The cult became a truly international matter: it was constructed simulta-
neously in multiple countries, and it functioned as the cornerstone of the 
legitimation campaigns of (almost) all Eastern European communist par-
ties.5 The cult, therefore, was the central component of the Sovietization 
process in Central and Eastern Europe. It furthered the integration of the 
new borderlands, and fostered the creation of emotional bonds—struc-
tured around the notions of love, loyalty, and gratitude—between the 
center and the enlarged periphery. The extravagant celebrations of Stalin’s 
70th birthday in 1949  in the countries of the Soviet Bloc marked the 
culmination of Sovietization, and could be interpreted as the concluding 
ritual act in the creation of the Stalinist Second World.

The swift expansion of the Stalin myth to the international scene was 
orchestrated from Moscow, but the cult was also built locally, by the com-
munist parties of Central and Eastern Europe, within the parameters set 
by the Kremlin. At the same time, the Stalin myth functioned as a symbolic 
fertilizer that contributed to the emergence of a wide array of myths and 
ritual practices, centered around national party leaders including Bolesław 
Bierut, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, Klement Gottwald, Georgi Dimitrov, 
Mátyás Rákosi, and so on, and their entourage. The cults of such politi-
cians were mostly based on the mimetic adaptation of the Soviet model, 
but they also made an appeal to national traditions.6 Despite Moscow’s 
frequent–although at times irregular–monitoring of the cult’s develop-
ment in the Bloc, the promotion of Stalin’s mythical image was not a 
uniform process. On the one hand, the implementation and adaption of 
the cult’s rituals to national traditions inevitably led to modifications in the 
Soviet leader’s image, and resulted in the emergence of local variations of 
his cult. On the other hand, the intensity of cult construction was largely 
influenced by the enthusiasm and commitment of national party elites, as 
well as the practical obstacles they had to overcome.7
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While the development of the Stalinist version of leader adoration in 
the countries of the Soviet Bloc was somewhat erratic, and unsystematic, 
the cults of Communist Party secretaries assumed the features of an inte-
grated system. This system was hierarchical, and it had international as 
well as domestic (national) dimensions. Initially, the Stalin cult rose to 
prominence as part of the twin cults of Lenin and Stalin. It gradually mar-
ginalized the veneration of Lenin, but at the same time, it also inspired the 
development of cultic practices among members of the top party leader-
ship.8 With the completion of Sovietization in Eastern Europe, this hierar-
chical symbolic system was transferred to the countries of the Bloc. Stalin’s 
mythical image retained its position at the apex of the Communist pan-
theon, along with Marx, Engels, and Lenin. The lower rungs of the “lad-
der of cults” were occupied by the most prominent Soviet political figures, 
as well as the leaders of international Communist parties.9 The relation-
ship of the Stalin cult and the sub-cults in the peripheries was strictly hier-
archical, but it was not always one-directional: the symbolic competition 
among the leaders of the Second World for Stalin’s favor advanced the 
expansion, and re-vitalization of the worship of the Soviet dictator. The 
cohesion of the system of Communist leader cults in the peripheries of 
the Soviet Empire was further enhanced by horizontal symbolic relations 
between the respective countries. Such relations were exemplified by prac-
tices of mutual renaming (factories, collective farms, hospitals, etc.), and 
in the tendency to provide a “cultic” welcome to prominent Communist 
politicians on the occasion of official visits.

The internationalization of Stalin’s imagery lent a transnational char-
acter to the cult in the late 1940s. Modes of representation, ideas, and 
technologies of cult building, as well as ready-made cult products, were 
transported across the national borders of Stalinist Eastern Europe. While 
such movements generally reflect Moscow’s ambition to standardize and 
monitor the way the Soviet leader was portrayed abroad, the transfers were 
not always one-directional. The most remarkable event that triggered a 
flow of cultic objects from the periphery to the Soviet Union was Stalin’s 
70th birthday, when the countries of the Soviet Bloc flooded the sym-
bolic seat of power with gifts that were delivered ceremoniously by special 
trains.10 Some of those objects—or at least copies of them—actually trav-
eled back after the end of the celebrations. A copy of Zsigmond Kisfaludi 
Strobl’s statue, “To the great Stalin from the grateful Hungarian people,” 
for example, was unveiled in Budapest a few months after the original had 
been displayed in the Pushkin Museum in Moscow.11
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The Communist leader cult, in general, and the worship of Stalin, in 
particular, were thus pivotal in the construction of the Second World after 
World War II. The orchestrated veneration of Communist Party Secretaries 
constituted a transnational system of myths and ritual practices that fur-
thered the mobilization of citizens across the countries of the Soviet Bloc 
for the common (universal) cause, and contributed to the formation of 
a shared sense of belonging and emotional attachment.12 The cult could 
also be interpreted as a method of imperial rule, with the mythical image 
of the Generalissimus being used as a means to control and integrate the 
newly conquered multi-ethnic borderlands. While Stalin’s figure was pro-
jected as a supranational symbol of unity and peace for the citizens of 
the Soviet Bloc to rally around, the cult also provoked a symbolic com-
petition among “the best disciples” for Stalin’s favor. The dynamics of 
“working towards the vozhd’” therefore, shaped international relations in 
post-war Eastern Europe to a significant extent.13 This chapter focuses on 
Hungarian strategies to “work towards Stalin” and the regime’s contribu-
tion to the apotheosis of the Soviet dictator in the early Cold War years.

sTaLin’s image in PosT-War easTern euroPe

Attempts at creating a “national Stalin” notwithstanding, his image 
remained primarily a supranational one. He was most often portrayed as 
the personification of the universal ambitions of the Communist move-
ment, and the physical embodiment of Soviet power in the Second World. 
This image originated in the 1930s, when Soviet propaganda turned Stalin 
into the symbol of the multi-ethnic federation. He emerged as “the father 
of peoples” that represented the notion of friendship (allegedly) linking 
the diverse nationalities of the Soviet Union together.14 After World War 
II, the supranational dimension of Stalin’s constructed persona gradually 
embraced the territories under Soviet political (and military) influence. 
The most important ritual act in the construction of the Second World 
was undoubtedly Stalin’s 70th birthday in December 1949.15 The celebra-
tions reaffirmed the image of the Generalissimus as the global symbol of 
peace and socialism, and furthered the integration and Sovietization of the 
countries under the aegis of Soviet power.

Stalin’s fictitious persona also displayed a significant appeal to national 
sentiments in post-war Eastern Europe. Since the foundations of the 
Second World had to be built locally, national and international themes 
were intricately linked to produce a myth of the Soviet leader that could be 
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sold to domestic audiences. Localized representations of Stalin, therefore, 
linked the universal aspirations of the Bolshevik movement and the Soviet 
narrative of the war (the myth of liberation) to “progressive” elements of 
the national lore and the legacies of national working class movements. 
The emphasis remained on internationalism, yet local Stalin images were 
all characterized by a certain duality that reflected the dichotomy of legiti-
mation campaigns—”national in form, socialist in content”—advanced by 
the local agents of Soviet power in the respective countries. Stalin was 
depicted primarily as the defender of peace in the world, and the liberator 
of Europe from Nazism, but he was also portrayed as the “best friend” 
of each and every nation—”the best friend of the German people,” “the 
best friend of the Hungarian people,” “the unbending friend of Poland,” 
etc.—in post-war Eastern Europe, as well as the guarantor of their interests 
on the international plane (the architect of German unity, the defender of 
Poland’s Western borders, etc.).16

Stalin’s image as the embodiment of the collective—the friendship 
community of the Second World—remained prevalent, but the process of 
adjusting his myth to diverse political cultures inevitably added a national 
dimension to his constructed persona. The leaders of Eastern European 
communist parties could only use what they had at their disposal: national 
traditions—techniques and languages—of cult construction. When 
Hungarian sculptors were invited to submit plans for a monument to 
Stalin, for example, one of them, Ferenc Medgyessy, came up with a design 
that bore a striking resemblance—in terms of posture and even facial char-
acteristics—to representations of the romantic poet, Sándor Petőfi.17 The 
historicization of the idea of Stalin as “the best friend of the nation” was 
another method to link the leader’s mythical image to the nation’s past. 
Communist propaganda claimed that he had always been a true friend of 
the nation, unlike the leaders of authoritarian regimes (Piłsudski, Horthy, 
etc.) of the inter-war period. The past was contrasted to the present in 
order to parade the Soviet leader as the man who had made the achieve-
ment of the nation’s unfulfilled desires possible.

As elsewhere in the Soviet Bloc, Communist propaganda in Hungary 
also celebrated Stalin as “the great friend” of the nation who liberated 
the country from the “Nazi beast,” and praised him as the culmination 
of a thousand years of Hungarian history. On the occasion of the unveil-
ing of his statue in Budapest in 1951, for example, Communist newspa-
pers portrayed him as “the greatest individual in Hungarian history,” who 
had realized the goals of the nation’s historical heroes, including King 
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Stephen, Hunyadi, Rákóczi, Kossuth, Petőfi, and so on.18 At the same 
time, the imagery of the Soviet leader in Hungary was also character-
ized by the duality of internationalist and patriotic themes. The attempt 
to reconcile the universal aspirations of the movement with national tra-
ditions with the help of the cult was reflected in Révai’s assertion that 
“only he is a good Hungarian patriot, who reveres and loves our great 
teacher, Generalissimus Stalin.”19 However, as in the rest of the Soviet 
Bloc, the two poles of the Stalin myth were not equal in Hungary either. 
The supranational/universal dimensions of his depictions eclipsed the 
patriotic appeal of his constructed persona. The hierarchical nature of 
Stalin’s imagery was made crystal clear at the time of the celebrations of 
his 70th birthday. The meeting of the Secretariat on November 9, 1949 
that discussed the ideological dimensions of the campaign (among others) 
approved a list of core themes, ranked in order of importance, that were 
meant to become the basis of cultic propaganda launched for the occasion: 
Stalin as the main guardian of peace; Stalin as the builder of socialism and 
communism; Stalin as the great friend of the Hungarian people; Stalin as 
the leader of the Bolsheviks and the international proletariat; and Stalin as 
Lenin’s best comrade and disciple.20 Despite the emphasis on patriotism, 
the list had little to do with the actual socio-political environment in which 
it was produced. It was, in fact, a comprehensive inventory of the most 
fundamental set of images that constituted Stalin’s myth beyond the bor-
ders of the Soviet Union, and it could thus be interpreted as a template—
adjusted to the Hungarian context—for personalized representations of 
the Second World.

The sTaLin CuLT in hungary

The seeds of Stalin cult in Hungary were sowed well before the celebra-
tions of the leader’s 70th birthday. The mythical image of the Soviet dic-
tator was promoted enthusiastically by the Hungarian Communist Party 
(Magyar Kommunista Párt or MKP, renamed Magyar Dolgozók Pártja 
or MDP in June 1948) as early as 1945. During the first May Day cel-
ebrations organized by the Communists after the war, Stalin’s portraits 
dominated the spectacle on Heroes’ Square in Budapest, and the audi-
ence applauded the Soviet leader alongside the Hungarian Party Secretary, 
Mátyás Rákosi.21 Unsurprisingly, Rákosi emerged as the champion of 
the Stalin worship in the country. Already in May 1945, he set the tone 
for adulatory propaganda and introduced the vocabulary of the cult to 



56 

Communist sympathizers in his public communications. In a published, 
official telegram sent to the Soviet leader, he described Stalin as a “genius” 
possessing “unbending will,” and during his report at the MKP’s meeting, 
he called the Generalissimus “the best friend of the Hungarian nation.”22 
Following Rákosi’s attempts to implement the key concepts of the Soviet- 
type leader cult in Hungarian political rhetoric, the propaganda depart-
ment approved a proposal in early June to start promoting the idea of 
Stalin’s wisdom, through the publication of his speeches and writings.23 
The preliminary steps to link Hungary to the still amorphous Second 
World were taken.

Despite the disproportionate political influence of the Communists, 
however, the cult remained a party matter during the coalition period 
(1945–1947). Glorifications of Stalin were articulated mostly by 
Communist politicians and were published in Communist newspapers. 
Moreover, Stalin’s symbolic authority in the immediate post-war years was 
not uncontested. Josip Broz Tito, the Yugoslav partisan leader, for exam-
ple, remained extremely popular among Hungarian communists, and his 
public adulation occasionally overshadowed the veneration of the Soviet 
Party secretary.24 At the same time, the limited worship of Stalin was coun-
tervailed by other mobilization campaigns in Communist propaganda. In 
1945–1948, the most important theme the party promoted was national-
ism. Communist politicians were portrayed as heirs to Hungary’s freedom 
fighter traditions; the party used national symbols to emphasize its con-
nection to the nation’s symbolic lore; and it celebrated national holidays 
(March 15 and August 20) enthusiastically.25 Moreover, the establish-
ment of the one-party state, and Stalin’s 70th birthday, actually coincided 
with the centenary celebrations of the 1848–1849 Revolution and War 
of Independence. Nationalism and internationalism were thus promoted 
together in propaganda in the early post-war years. In other words, the 
campaign for the creation of the Second World merged with attempts to 
instill the idea of socialist patriotism in Hungarian society.26

After the takeover of the Communist Party in Hungary in 1948–1949, 
the scope of the Stalin cult changed dramatically. The cult was no lon-
ger an internal party affair: it was now promoted by a wide variety of 
institutions—party and government departments, mass organizations, 
professional associations, cultural societies, and so on. The symbolic con-
struction of the Second World through ritual means began in earnest. 
The most colossal manifestation of the process was undoubtedly the cel-
ebration of the Soviet leader’s 70th birthday in December 1949. The 
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 monumental demonstration of loyalty, love, and gratitude toward the 
Soviet leader in the weeks preceding the anniversary meant the symbolic 
closure of Sovietization in Hungary, and the ritual integration of the 
country into the Stalinist Second World. Rákosi’s Hungary played its due 
part in the apotheosis of the Soviet leader, and participated enthusiastically 
in this piece of international political theater. Moreover, Rákosi, eager to 
claim the position of Stalin’s most eminent apprentice, strove to outdo his 
comrades in the Soviet Bloc in the ritual competition for Stalin’s favor. As 
a prime agent of his master’s cult in Hungary, he oversaw the committee 
responsible for organizing the celebrations, and supervised the prepara-
tions through his personal secretariat.27 His zeal to excel in the glorifica-
tion of Stalin was demonstrated in a letter he wrote to Suslov in early 
September 1949, in which he asked for clues from the Soviet leadership 
in relation to the permissible boundaries of cult construction.28 Rákosi 
was not sure how far he could go in exalting Stalin, but he made it clear 
that he was willing to go as far as possible. Although there is no trace in 
the Hungarian archives of a direct Soviet decree in relation to the celebra-
tion of Stalin’s birthday in foreign countries, the Kremlin did shape the 
events in the peripheries to a significant extent.29 In general, the All-Union 
Society for Cultural Ties with Foreign Countries (VOKS) had a pivotal 
role in supplying the party leaderships in the Bloc with propaganda mate-
rial about Stalin (biographies, images, music sheets, collected works, etc.), 
but Moscow’s influence over the celebrations was also ensured through 
the active participation of national friendship societies in the events.30 In 
Hungary, it was the Hungarian–Soviet Society (Magyar-Szovjet Társaság) 
that became responsible for organizing some of the most prominent 
 cultural events (exhibitions, concerts, film screenings, etc.) in connection 
to the anniversary.

The most important decisions in relation to the birthday were made 
in the party headquarters. The Secretariat initiated and monitored the 
entire campaign, but it was up to the Central Committee’s departments—
Orgburo, Agitation and Propaganda Department, Press Department, 
etc.—to work out the details of the general plan. Preparations for the 
event started in mid-October 1949 with the Secretariat’s decree—based 
on the proposal of the Department of Agitation—to establish two special 
committees responsible for overseeing the campaign.31 The governmental 
committee that was officially created by the Council of Ministers a few 
days later nominated Rákosi as its chair, and its membership consisted of 
leading party and government officials, fellow-traveler public figures, as 
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well as prominent artists and academics. The party committee was super-
vised by Révai and included some of the most prominent members of the 
nomenklatura responsible for propaganda affairs: Rákosi’s brothers, the 
secretary of the Council of Trade Unions (Antal Apró), the minister of 
defense (Mihály Farkas), and so on. The meeting of the Secretariat also 
decreed the organization of a labor competition for the occasion (to be 
supervised by the Council of Trade Unions) and approved a preliminary 
list of gifts to be sent to Stalin. It seems that the Hungarian party elite 
knew Stalin’s habits all too well: the list included, among others, a smok-
ing set (including tobacco and pipes), two cupboards for storing alcohol 
(with the capacity to hold 118 bottles of booze altogether), a selection of 
weapons (rifles, a hunting knife, and a binocular), and so on.

The party’s official newspaper, the Szabad Nép, prepared the grounds 
for the launching of the campaign. It reported the establishment of the 
governmental committee, and published a call to “the entire Hungarian 
nation” to participate in the celebration of “the wise leader and teacher 
of the working humanity.”32 The journalists ensured that the international 
significance of the campaign was understood by the population by claim-
ing that involvement in the festive rituals would secure Hungary’s place 
in the community of the “world’s freedom- and peace-loving” nations. 
Hungarian citizens were invited to “act locally” while having the global 
aspirations of the movement—the formation of the Second World—in 
mind.

Following the pattern of celebrations in the rest of the Bloc—and in 
line with the Secretariat’s decision—the birthday campaign kicked off on 
October 29 with the inauguration of the labor competition in honor of 
Stalin. The first pledge came from the Ganz Factory, but the official begin-
ning of the production race was marked by the publication of the trade 
unions’ plea to the workers to jump on the bandwagon.33 No later than 
a day after the event, the Szabad Nép already reported about the rapid 
spread of the movement.34 The competition, which lasted for two months 
and culminated in an orgy of overproduction on the day of Stalin’s birth-
day, was supervised by the Orgburo, but the lion’s share of organization 
fell on the trade unions.35 Following the Orgburo’s guidelines, the unions 
arranged the offerings in the factories, and mobilized the workers through 
the media. Trade union representatives—along with members of factory 
committees and local party cells—monitored the level of enthusiasm on 
the shop-floor, encouraged the decoration of industrial units, and gener-
ally tried to uphold a certain degree of motivation. The labor competition 
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provided an opportunity for the regime to bolster the Stakhanovite move-
ment in Hungary, and meet the production targets of the three-year plan 
ahead of schedule. Although both individual and group pledges, as well 
as the “Stalin shift” on December 21, were portrayed by propaganda as 
initiatives coming from below, the Orgburo remained in the driver’s seat 
throughout the campaign.

Deploying the Stalin cult in the field of production signaled the inte-
gration of Hungary into the “economy of the gift” of the Second World.36 
The workers who promised to work harder, or sacrificed their holidays 
to help the state achieve its plan targets, defined their labor as a gift to 
Stalin. Work was thus represented as an expression of gratitude—or sym-
bolic down payment—to Stalin for his efforts to build a bright new world 
(the Second), and a (supposedly) brighter future. The theme of gratitude, 
“however,” was not merely a means to mobilize Hungarian workers for 
the completion of the economic plan. In fact, the notion—together with 
“love”—remained the key motif of the entire campaign; it was represented 
in literature and the arts, and dominated cultural events (concerts and exhi-
bitions) organized in the framework of the birthday celebrations. Kisfaludi 
Strobl’s statue that was sent to Stalin on the gift train was the allegorical 
representation of the concept, whereas the poet, Zoltán Zelk wrote an 
entire ode—”The Song of Loyalty and Gratitude”—on the theme, dedi-
cated to Stalin.37 Cultural activities depicting the theme of loyalty, love, 
and gratitude also included theater plays, (Soviet) film screenings, cultural 
programs in houses of culture, and art exhibitions.

The most momentous cultural events organized during the birthday 
campaign in Hungary were the two exhibitions organized in Stalin’s honor 
in early December, and the gala in the Opera on December 21. The exhi-
bition that represented the notions of gratitude and love in the most pal-
pable way was the showcase of gifts for Stalin, displayed in the Műcsarnok 
art gallery. The gift exhibition was organized by the Hungarian–Soviet 
Society, following the precise guidelines of the Secretariat, and was visited 
by Rákosi himself, the day before it was opened to the public.38 The gifts 
prepared by individuals, party committees, mass organizations, factory 
brigades, city councils, collective farm members, etc. were evaluated by a 
committee as they were delivered to the museum.39 The grandiose open-
ing ceremony took place on December 1  in the presence of prominent 
politicians and foreign dignitaries.40 Thousands of Hungarian citizens 
were mobilized to attend the exhibition and pay their symbolic tribute 
to the Soviet party leader.41 The monumental display of the tokens of 
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 gratitude ended on December 4. The gifts to be sent to the Kremlin were 
then transported to the Nyugati railway station, where they were guarded 
by the secret police until the departure of the “gift train” to Moscow.42 
The train eventually left Budapest—amidst festive celebrations—on 
December 6, carrying the exemplary products of the Hungarian economy 
(watch, telephone, cotton table cloth, smoking set, decorated bottles, and 
glass products), a china vase made by Rákosi’s wife in the famous Herend 
factory, and a porcelain lamp—a model of the Kremlin—with a built-in 
musical clock, and a lampshade portraying Bolshevik leaders.43 The train 
eventually arrived in Moscow on December 11.

The involvement of the security organs and Rákosi’s personal secre-
tariat in “Operation Gift” certainly demonstrates the paranoid nature of 
the regime. Even the process of wrapping was supervised by the secret 
police, and even a single spelling mistake on one of the carriages—
Stalin’s name written with a small “s”—could produce a paper trail in 
the Hungarian leader’s office.44 The Secretariat and the party’s birthday 
committee were equally concerned with the prospect of sabotage: at some 
stage, they considered the idea of conducting a chemical analysis of the 
vintage wine—which would have meant opening them, of course—and 
the tobacco products, before sending them off to Stalin.45 The paranoid 
fear from “enemy activity” was only part of the reason for implementing 
such extreme security measures. The main reason was symbolic and politi-
cal. The regime’s concern with the safe delivery of objects representing the 
collective gratitude of the Hungarian people demonstrates the significance 
of the notion of “gift” and the ritual of gift-giving in Stalinist political cul-
ture.46 The production, display, and festive handing-over of such objects 
were part of the regime’s campaign to re-shape collective identities. As 
gifts to Stalin were the products of a collective effort—all social groups 
were represented irrespective of age, gender, and social status—they were 
represented in propaganda as the material signs of unity and support for 
the leader and the cause. They were model products of the socialist econ-
omy, offering a taste of the promised future therefore, and they contrib-
uted to the sustaining of faith in the universal ambitions of the movement. 
Gifts, to use Ssorin-Chaikov’s term, were “pre-gifts” that rewarded Stalin 
for his efforts in constructing the Second World.47

The second exhibition that revolved around Stalin’s cultic persona 
opened on December 10 in the National Museum, and was dedicated to 
the Soviet leader’s mythical life. “Stalin’s stalwart life” was a gigantic dem-
onstration of the communist master narrative, in personalized terms.48 The 
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exhibition, which was officially opened by President Árpád Szakasits, was 
dominated by visual representations of Stalin—paintings, photographs, 
posters, busts, etc.—complemented by excerpts from his official biog-
raphy, and quotes from his theoretical writings.49 The biography of the 
Soviet leader, in general, remained a crucial component of the party’s pro-
paganda during the celebrations of the anniversary. Stalin’s official biogra-
phy was actually translated to Hungarian on the occasion of his birthday, 
but his life story became the subject of numerous propaganda lectures, 
too.50 The Soviet leader’s life was taught to students in party schools and 
study circles, and special classes were organized on the same subject to 
students in primary and secondary schools. Textual representations of the 
biographical narrative were complemented with posters, wallpapers, and a 
published photo anthology on Stalin’s life.51 Having the indoctrination of 
the younger generations in mind, the party commissioned the translation 
of Giorgi Lenodize’s epic poem about Stalin’s childhood, which was also 
published, after some complications—the translator missed the deadline—
on the occasion of the anniversary.52

In addition to the biography, Stalin’s “superior wisdom” and his con-
tribution to the ideological lore of Marxism–Leninism remained promi-
nent themes in the campaign. Images of the Soviet party secretary as a 
wise teacher, a great theoretician, and the “corypheus of sciences” were 
celebrated through the publication Volume 1 (and then 2) of his col-
lected works by the party’s publishing house, Szikra (The Spark). The 
widespread distribution of the book was accompanied by propaganda lec-
tures, special classes in party schools, cultural programs, and a series of 
newspaper articles popularizing the book.53 The canonization of Stalin 
as the ultimate source of theoretical wisdom was reaffirmed by the cel-
ebratory meeting of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences on September 
19, where the prominent hardliner Marxist philosopher, László Rudas, 
offered a lengthy praise of the Soviet leader’s contribution to the credo of 
Marxism–Leninism.54

The literary contributions to Stalin’s anniversary were devised by the 
party’s birthday committee and the Ministry of People’s Education. At 
the time, both were under the personal direction of Révai, the ideologi-
cal overlord of Stalinist Hungary. The majority of the books to be pub-
lished for the occasion were—rather unsurprisingly—translations of Soviet 
propaganda works.55 Apart from brochures, translated poems, and songs, 
the party also approved the publication of Leonidze’s above-mentioned 
poem, the memoirs of workers  from the Caucasus about Stalin, Vera 
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Schweizer’s recollections of Stalin’s time in Siberian exile, and the anthol-
ogy of Soviet citizens’ reflections on their “unforgettable encounter” with 
the leader.56 The mobilization of Hungarian writers to contribute to the 
literary aggrandizement of the Soviet party secretary was the task of the 
ministry’s Literature Department. The department approached individual 
authors through the Writers Union; it was responsible for shortlisting the 
submitted works; and it forwarded the selected ones to the birthday com-
mittee for final approval. One of the working plans of the unit illustrates 
the general expectations of the party in relation to the literary aspects of 
cult construction, while it also highlights the specific methods the Ministry 
applied to achieve its goals:

Through the Writers Union we have mobilised the writers to write poems, 
novels, short stories and one-act plays, that express our people’s gratitude 
and love for Stalin, and praise Stalin’s role in defending peace, in leading the 
people of the world in their struggle against oppression, and to evaluate his 
role especially in the liberation of our country, and in our socialist develop-
ment. We have placed special emphasis on producing the highest possible 
number of works by 10 November that could be published in separate rep-
ertory booklets, especially those that underline our peasantry’s love towards 
Stalin’s personality in particular.57

Despite the great ambitions of the department, the literary output of 
the Hungarian literati remained somewhat thin: the most representative 
examples of poetic eulogy of Stalin’s persona were collected in an anthol-
ogy, whereas Zelk’s lengthy ode was published as a separate volume.58 
The themes addressed by the Hungarian poets in their paeans mirrored 
the Secretariat’s list of images attributed to the Soviet leader that was 
approved in early November: gratitude and love to Stalin; Stalin, as the 
defender of peace; the leader of the freedom-loving peoples of the world; 
and the liberator and friend of Hungary.

The grand finale of the birthday campaign was undoubtedly the gala in 
the Opera house on December 21. The theater was packed with govern-
ment and party officials, leaders of the Hungarian–Soviet Society, repre-
sentatives of the countries of the Second World, heroes of labor, and Soviet 
dignitaries. The program of the show had been approved (and revised sev-
eral times) by the birthday committee and the Secretariat, but the actual 
burden of organizing the event fell on the Hungarian–Soviet Society, and 
the task of promoting it was entrusted to the Szabad Nép.59 The pro-
gram included poems eulogizing Stalin, choir performances, dances, and 
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 musical pieces written, composed, or performed by Hungarian (Zelk, 
Kadosa, Devecseri, etc.) and Soviet (Mosolov, Khachaturian, Muradeli, 
etc.) artists. The show was concluded by Alexandrov’s unavoidable “Stalin 
cantata.” One of the highlights of the evening was Ernő Gerő’s speech, in 
which the country’s second most powerful politician outlined a simplified 
extract of Stalin’s cultic image to the audience, reiterating the key themes 
Communist propaganda promoted throughout the campaign.

The birthday was commemorated by the Hungarian parliament at its 
special celebratory meeting earlier in the day, but the Budapest City Council 
also took its part in the overproduction of cultic events.60 The council 
decided—in accordance with the Secretariat’s instructions—to name the 
grandiose Andrássy Avenue after the Soviet leader, and it launched the first 
electric bus route—no. 70—in Budapest on the same day.61 The series of 
events was concluded by magnificent fireworks launched from the top of 
Gellért hill in the evening.62

The Communist press provided excessive coverage of the events related 
to the birthday, and published congratulatory telegrams from foreign dig-
nitaries as well as letters of Hungarian citizens to the Soviet leader. The 
birthday issue of the Szabad Nép was published with a giant picture of 
Stalin on the front page, and was devoted entirely to the anniversary.63 It 
also contained the lengthy eulogy written by Rákosi, the prophet of the 
communist leader cult in Hungary.

The day before Stalin’s birthday, on December 21, the Budapest 
City Council passed a resolution to erect a statue in honor of Stalin in 
Budapest.64 While the authorities could not agree on the precise location 
of the monument for a long time (they eventually settled on a spot near 
Városliget), they swiftly arranged a competition, and invited a selection of 
artists to submit plans for the design of sculpture.65 Out of the 24 models 
that were eventually presented to the reviewers (and the Soviet ambassa-
dor), none were actually deemed of acceptable quality; therefore, a second 
round of competition was organized, this time with only four artists.66 The 
winner of the contest was the well-connected sculptor, György Mikus. 
Even before he was entrusted with the task, he had been sent to the Soviet 
Union to study the exemplary products of Stalinist art in the Tretiakov 
gallery. Rákosi and Révai both contributed to the development of the 
composition from an ideological-aesthetic point of view, and it was the 
latter who suggested the adding of a tribune to Stalin’s bronze likeness. 
The significant delays in the realization of the project were largely due to 
the difficulties of finding the right sculptor, the right plan, and the most 
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appropriate location. Stalin’s eight-meter tall bronze figure was eventually 
unveiled on December 16, 1951, in the framework of lavish celebrations, 
in front of 80,000 people. No expense was spared during the statue proj-
ect: the costs totaled around 9.45 million forints at a time when the aver-
age wage of a public sector worker per month was 683 forints.67

It was envisaged that the square with the statue of the leader of the 
Second World would eventually become the symbolic origo of Sovietized 
space in communist Hungary. Although the idea of raising the Millennium 
Monument on Heroes’ Square to the ground to give way to the mono-
lith of the new era was proposed at some stage, the statue was ultimately 
built a few hundred meters away from the square, on Dózsa Road. The 
road was widened during the construction, and a small church (Regnum 
Marianum) was also demolished during the process. The symbolic strug-
gle between the heroes and deities of the past and the demi-gods of the 
new era was manifested in the melting down of statues of prominent 
Hungarian politicians from the period of the dual monarchy (Andrássy, 
Görgey, and Tisza), and the recycling of the material (bronze) for the 
construction of Stalin’s effigy. Due to the delays in completing the tri-
bune and the relief, the statue did not emerge as the focal point of mass 
parades until 1953. The square, therefore, was never really transformed 
into the sacred center of communist Hungary. The death of the Soviet 
leader in March 1953 and subsequent the proclamation of the reformist 
New Course a few months later, diminished the symbolic significance of 
the place significantly. While the statue never managed to play a signifi-
cant role in the ritual manifestations of loyalty and gratitude toward the 
Soviet leader in Hungary, its destruction became the first—and arguably 
the most prominent—symbolic act during the 1956 uprising in Budapest.

The extravagant celebrations of Stalin’s 70th birthday in Hungary were 
by no means unique, and contained few original elements. Despite the 
promotion of patriotic themes, and the involvement of the Hungarian 
party leadership, the government, mass organizations, artists unions, and 
so on in the process, the overall appearance of the festivities resembled—
to a remarkable degree—the itinerary of the propaganda campaign for the 
Soviet leader’s anniversary in the rest of the Second World. Labor competi-
tions were organized for the occasion in every country; gala performances 
with a similar program (including the “Stalin cantata”) were staged in 
the major capitals of the region; intellectuals and academics praised the 
Soviet leader for his theoretical insights; and gifts, representing the love 
and gratitude of the people, were sent to Moscow from all over the Bloc. 
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The streamlining of the festivities in the Second World was ensured by 
Moscow’s involvement in the process. VOKS circulated the templates for 
cult construction to the imperial peripheries, while Soviet advisors based 
in the respective countries made sure that such templates were filled with 
the appropriate content. The national party elites, however, left little to 
chance: Soviet cultic publications—literature, memoirs, lyrics, and Stalin’s 
collected works—were translated to the national languages for the occa-
sion, Soviet musical compositions were performed by local orchestras at a 
multiplicity of venues, Soviet films were screened in cinemas, and copies of 
Soviet paintings about the leader were featured in exhibitions.

The standardization of Stalin’s visual representations was a particu-
larly serious matter: the face of the Second World was not supposed to 
be “distorted” by subjective artistic interpretations. In the Soviet Union, 
painters were often asked to make copies of their own pictures, but some 
of their colleagues in the Soviet Bloc—only the most trustworthy ones, 
of course—had an even less impressive task: to reproduce images pho-
tographed or painted by others.68 The birthday committee in Hungary 
also tried to avoid potential violations of Stalin’s established iconography 
during the celebrations of the anniversary. Following the example of their 
comrades in the Bloc, the leadership requested a transport of Stalin por-
traits—a few Gerasimovs among them—from the Soviet Union for propa-
ganda purposes during the festivities.69

According to the notorious “mood reports” collected and analyzed 
by the party’s propaganda apparatus, popular response to the birthday 
campaign was mixed at best.70 The labor competition, for one, seems to 
have provoked substantial disgruntlement. The absurdity of the notion of 
overproduction as a “pre-gift” to Stalin for the promise of a better future 
was highlighted in comments that contrasted the practice of gift-giving to 
pre-war examples when the state had sent presents to workers on the occa-
sion of Regent Horthy’s namesdays. Rumors that workers would have to 
offer their entire salary to Stalin for his birthday also spread in some facto-
ries, amidst a general atmosphere of “bad mood.”71 The Council of Trade 
Unions complained repeatedly about the lack of enthusiasm in factory 
managements, the campaign-like nature of the production race, and the 
general indifference of young workers. It informed the Rákosi Secretariat 
about a growing disbelief in the sensational results of the competition, and 
about rumors claiming that the fruits of production were being shipped 
off straight to Moscow.72 Negative responses to Stalin’s 70th birthday 
were often fueled by one’s religious convictions. Clergymen in Nagydorog 
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were reported to have preached about the evanescence of pharaohs on the 
occasion of the anniversary, while the priest of Abavár called the event the 
day of the Doubting Thomas.73 Critical reflections notwithstanding, the 
party apparatus was seemingly satisfied with the overall results of the cam-
paign. Reports of the party’s propaganda department spoke of the most 
successful mobilization campaign ever that had allegedly resulted in the 
deepening of love toward Stalin across the country.74

The deCay of The sTaLin CuLT

The last international display of the Stalin cult was the collective mourning 
of the countries of the Second World after the Soviet leader’s death in March 
1953. Joy and gratitude were supposed to give way to sorrow in the Soviet 
universe after the “teacher of humanity” had passed away. As elsewhere in 
the Bloc, the main newspaper in Hungary—the Szabad Nép—declared the 
compassion of the Hungarian people with Soviet citizens, and published 
the official letters of condolence sent by the leaders of communist parties 
across the world. The Second World demonstrated emotional unity one 
last time.75 The notion of mourning continued to dominate news reports 
in Hungary for several weeks after Stalin’s death. Grief was expressed in 
the lengthy articles about the planning of the funeral in Moscow, as well 
as the tsunami of letters sent to the newspaper or the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union (CPSU) by ordinary citizens and public figures alike. The 
response of the party and the government to the demise of the Soviet leader 
was also swift. The Hungarian parliament codified Stalin’s memory as early 
as March 8, while the city council of the capital decided to name the square, 
where the Stalin statue had been erected, after the Generalissimus.76 The 
square also became the location of the official mass meeting that was orga-
nized on the day of the funeral. The most theatrical episode of the event 
was the moment when Stalin was laid to rest: shots were fired simultane-
ously from various points of the city, followed by the sounding of sirens, 
train whistles, and factory horns across the country.77

The death of the Soviet leader prompted the gradual erosion of his cult 
in the Soviet Union. However, Stalin’s constructed persona proved hard 
to eradicate. Although his myth started to fade soon after his demise in 
1953, his images continued to haunt Soviet symbolic space, and even his 
birthdays were observed—his 75th in particular—by the main newspapers 
in subsequent years.78 The ambivalent status of the cult provoked confu-
sion among the party rank-and-file and members of the nomenklatura 
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alike. And confusion spread fast to the countries of the Second World. It 
seems that the decline of the Stalin Cult in the Soviet Union was a sign 
only a few Communists were prepared to read in 1953. The fact that 
Stalin was never criticized in public by his successors made the leaders of 
the Soviet Bloc believe that cultic representations of the “corypheus of 
sciences” were still the order of the day. The Czechoslovak leadership’s 
dedication to the completion of one of the last—and probably the larg-
est—monuments dedicated to Stalin in the Bloc illustrates this point. The 
statue of the dictator in Prague was eventually unveiled on May Day 1955, 
more than two years after the Soviet leader’s death.79

The situation changed dramatically in February 1956 as a result of 
Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech,” which glued Stalin’s name to the infamous 
term, “cult of personality.” The de-Stalinization campaign that followed 
in the subsequent years eventually put an end to the practice of represent-
ing the Second World in personalized terms. After Khrushchev’s denunci-
ation, it was no longer possible to posit Stalin as the face of the “friendship 
community,” and to use his cult for the purposes of creating an interna-
tionalist sense of collective identity.

As elsewhere in the Bloc, Hungarian rank-and-file party members 
reacted to Stalin’s sudden denigration with shock and confusion.80 Mood 
reports from early March informed the party headquarters about work-
ers refusing to believe Khrushchev’s accusations, while others demanded 
the cleansing of public spaces from the Soviet leader’s images.81 Extreme 
emotional responses (love or hate) were also noted among party function-
aries.82 A growing frustration among the wider population contributed to 
the intensification of oppositionist mood in the country during the spring. 
The party leadership was eventually compelled to address the uncomfort-
able legacy of the infamous “cult of personality.”83 Rákosi made several 
unconvincing attempts at self-criticism in the late spring, yet his symbolic 
reputation was now beyond repair. He was perceived by many, includ-
ing the new Soviet leadership, as the prophet of Stalinism in Hungary, 
therefore, his resignation from the position of party secretary in July 1956 
prompted relief rather than disappointment. The October Revolution 
swiftly eliminated the remnants of the Stalin cult in the country. Popular 
discontent during the uprising often turned against the main symbols 
of the regime. The destruction of the iconography of the Second World 
started with the demolition of the Stalin statue in Budapest on October 
23,84 but pictures of the Soviet leader were not spared either: his portraits 
were enkindled and his busts were smashed.85
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Despite the suppression of the uprising by Soviet troops, the Stalin cult 
never returned to Hungary. The “cult of personality” was condemned on 
several occasions by Kádár and the new Communist leadership in and after 
1956, and it was consistently defined as one of the main reasons that led 
to the outbreak of the so-called “October events.” Elements of the Stalin 
Cult crept back into the public sphere of Brezhnev’s Soviet Union, but 
Kádár’s Hungary remained reluctant to return to the myths and symbols 
of the Stalin era.86

ConCLusions

The effort to promote an internationalist sense of belonging with the help 
of the Stalin cult’s symbolic repository had dubious results in the Soviet 
Bloc. Due to the asynchrony of myth (“the best friend of the nation”) and 
reality (the loss of national sovereignty), the cult had failed to harmonize 
internationalist claims with national aspirations. On the contrary, it con-
tinued to engender perceptions of subjugation. It seems that the prospect 
of establishing close ties with the Second World—associated with Soviet 
rule—provoked little enthusiasm in the respective societies. In fact, the 
emphasis in Communist propaganda on such ties provoked rumors in the 
Bloc that envisaged the incorporation of the countries of the region into 
the Soviet Union.87 Deep- seated Russo-phobia, reaffirmed by wartime 
experiences; the physical and symbolic distance of Stalin—he never visited 
any of the “people’s democracies”; as well as the brevity of his cult were all 
responsible for the limited mobilizing potential of his worship in post-war 
Eastern Europe.88 The supranational components of his myth remained 
too abstract and vague for the majority of the population to comprehend, 
whereas the notion of Stalin as “the best friend” of the nation displayed 
little credibility. The endeavor to advance the formation of the Second 
World with the help of the Stalin cult therefore ultimately failed.
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CHAPTER 4

Two Stairways to Socialism: Soviet Youth 
Activists in Polish Spaces, 1957–1964

Patryk Babiracki

“Some see it as a Russki fist, others are speechless with delight,” noted 
the Polish writer Leopold Tyrmand in his diary on February 14, 1954. 
He had just attended an exhibition of the development project for the 
Stalin Square, in the heart of Warsaw. In the center of the Square stood 
the controversial Palace of Culture and Science, a layer-cake skyscraper, 
which the USSR had offered to Poland as a gift.1 Tyrmand was among 
those who “spat” on its “proportions, an un-Warsaw scale, the pompous 
style.”2 The steel frame would have been acceptable, in the writer’s eyes; 
what made it intolerable was the architects’ choice to cover the building 
with pre-fabricated sand-colored facing, stick on it a pseudo-Renaissance 
tower-dome, layer-cake attics and finials, and other such elements. “The 
horror of socialist realism materialized in the very center of the city like 
a blooming growth on a drunkard’s nose,” Tyrmand wrote. Had the tall 
building been covered with glass instead, he would have rejoiced and even 
“forgave them” for the Russian General Suvorov, who slaughtered the 
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population of Warsaw as he quelled an anti-Russian rebellion at the end of 
the eighteenth century.3

Tyrmand’s cocky criticisms surpassed aesthetic outrage and Russophobic 
rant. It also went beyond the critique of the Palace of Culture and Science. 
The writer attacked the idea that architects, like all artists under socialism, 
had to produce works that were “modern in function” and “traditional 
in form,” a guiding principle of socialist realism. The “function of archi-
tecture has not changed since the dawn of human history on this earth,” 
he argued; while the idea that today’s architecture must, “for the good 
of man,” resemble architectural forms from “yesterday, yesteryear, and 
four centuries before carries within itself an undisguised folly.”4 Like some 
of his French mentors—Tyrmand had studied architecture in Paris—the 
writer viewed a city as an “accumulation.” Even ugly buildings become 
beautiful as they age—“something condenses around them, which can 
be called atmosphere, ambiance, or style. They collect events and experi-
ences, individual and communal”; overtime, they “blend into the shape 
and detail of the facades, which become unique memorials and symbols.”5 
Consistently with this view, the one thing one mustn’t do is to build “in a 
past style,” for the fruits of such efforts are doomed to become a parody 
and kitsch. And the Palace of Culture and Science constituted only a part 
of the problem; the nearby Warsaw Residential Quarter (MDM) for the 
new elites—Tyrmand mocked its “bedding hung out to air” amidst the 
“monumental column caps” and “the chickens slaughtered for Sunday 
supper”—was unlikely to acquire a pleasant patina as well.6 The writer 
forecast that the rest of Poland’s capital would become just like the MDM: 
“a rather nightmarish vision.”7

But few known Soviet visitors to Poland shared Tyrmand’s repulsion. 
The journalist Nikolai Bubnov, who walked past the Palace on his way to 
the Soviet Embassy in August 1954, clearly relished the view of its rising 
skeleton. He noted with a certain pride in his diary that when finished, 
the Palace would be more than 100 meters high.8 Upon its completion on 
July 23, 1955, the building measured 237 meters, twice what the journal-
ist had imagined it would be. Soviet tourists visited the Palace regularly 
on the ever more frequent tours of Eastern Europe. Ogonek, the Soviet 
illustrated weekly, described the Palace as “embody[ing] all the Soviet 
Union’s many gifts to Poland, as well as its brotherly superiority.”9 Stalin’s 
gift to the Polish people was to bear witness to the newfound friendship 
between Soviet and Polish peoples; instead, it became a source of new 
divisions.
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The meaning of Poland’s tallest building may have become the most 
obvious center of contestation, but differences of opinion about the place 
of space in the Soviet–East European relationship went much farther. In 
fact, the 35-year-old Tyrmand captured eloquently what could be called 
the official Stalinist “chronotope” of the Soviet empire and the expand-
ing “Second World.” The literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin had coined 
the term to refer to an “intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spa-
tial relationships.”10 “In the literary artistic chronotope,” Bakhtin wrote, 
“spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-
out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes 
artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to 
the movements of time, plot and history.” As the Soviets exported its 
architectural models and political culture abroad, the region borrowed 
the Stalinist spatial arrangements from the USSR. With their new broad 
arteries, expansive squares, and tall buildings, the East European capitals’ 
new topographies turned into a form of totalitarian control, rendering 
the average human being smaller, more exposed, and more vulnerable. 
From Berlin and Budapest to Prague and Warsaw, the new organization 
of space reminded everyone about the ongoing revolution and about 
the heroes who made it possible.11 The new spatial order also func-
tioned as a souvenir of the glorious future that awaited the countries’ 
inhabitants. Thus, the Stalinist authorities in East Germany, Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and beyond linked new spatial arrangements to 
a novel understanding of time.

Yet at the time when Tyrmand was jotting down his observations, he 
could not have known that over the next few decades, the unique Stalinist 
spatial–temporal order would gradually come undone both in Poland and 
in the USSR. The writer’s entropic vision would never be realized, and 
Warsaw would not turn into a supersized MDM.  The Sovietization of 
East European space was an important and by far the most dramatic stage 
in the development of the imperial chronotope. But what about its less 
spectacular, gradual withering away? How did people experience the evolv-
ing spatial–temporal order? How did those who “spat” on it like Tyrmand 
negotiate the spatial order with those who “fell speechless with delight” 
upon seeing the new designs? And how did the Soviets understand the 
new fixing of Polish time and space? Drawing on secondary literature and 
a small sample of archival documents, in this chapter I will  examine these 
questions in the context of Soviet–Polish youth contacts during the first 
five years after the famous 20th Congress of the CPSU (The Communist 
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Party of the Soviet Union) in February 1956, during which Nikita 
Khrushchev attacked Stalin’s policies and his cult of personality.

After 1956 the term “Polish road to socialism” was becoming awk-
ward to the Polish authorities, who were eager to mend relations with the 
Soviets; after the return of the pro-Soviet but strong-willed Władysław 
Gomułka and in the atmosphere of widespread, open anti-Sovietism, 
referring to “that unfortunate road” rubbed the Soviets the wrong way.12 
Yet the fact remains that, although the USSR and Poland were becoming 
more connected through more vigorous tourist travel, student exchanges, 
and cultural contacts, the combination of Polish pull and Soviet push 
factors also caused the countries to drift apart. “What’s the difference 
between Khrushchev and Gomułka?” Poles asked themselves jokingly in 
1958. “In the USSR, the leader can say whatever he wants, but the society 
cannot,” they answered, “whereas in Poland, it’s the other way around.”13 
Here I focus on what the drifting apart meant in spatial terms, to those 
who betrayed no amusement as they scrutinized “the Polish path”: the 
Komsomol activists who visited Poland after 1956. In so doing, I explore 
the ways in which the Soviet–Polish spatial rift reflected political diver-
gences, and therefore deeper structural contradictions within the Soviet 
Bloc, at this important political juncture.

Comparisons: The Two “Thaws”
Scholars have compared Soviet Bloc countries largely in order to 
explain differences between them—for instance, their various degrees of 
“Sovietization,” de-Stalinization or communist authorities’ contrasting 
responses to crises.14 But comparing communist contexts can also be useful 
for understanding the reactions of those people who traveled internation-
ally within the socialist second world. The subsequent efforts to juxtapose 
Soviet and Polish “Thaws” is an attempt to construct what Clifford Geertz 
has called a “thick description,” a way of “finding our feet” with the his-
torical actors who lived in a world different than our own—in this case 
Komsomol activists who visited Poland between 1957 and 1964.15

Leopold Tyrmand was penning his scathing though private reviews of 
Warsaw’s Stalinist cityscape in late winter of 1954. By early spring, the 
Soviet writer Ilya Ehrenburg published a critique of a bygone era that 
was cautious, but public. His novel The Thaw appeared in the famous 
journal Novyi Mir. The work both captivated and provoked the contem-
poraries with the unusually honest discussion of the hitherto taboo topic, 
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the shortcomings of Stalinism. In dividing the characters into Stalinist 
artists, old-timers, and party hacks on the one hand, and a younger gen-
eration of industrious engineers and activists, Ehrenburg struck a sensitive 
cord in Soviet society: The Thaw painted a picture of present conflicts that 
many found accurate, if convenient. The novel came out at a time when 
nobody could really know whither Soviet politics was heading. To some 
extent, therefore, Ehrenburg’s work of fiction constituted a commentary 
on an unpleasant past and a hopeful anticipation of the future. The Soviet 
writer spoke with an optimism, which Tyrmand, in his personal forecasts, 
was unable to muster. Ehrenburg constructed through his novel a kind of 
liberal time, set in, and articulated through, the language of physical geog-
raphy of the natural world—therefore, a chronotope in its own right. And 
although a work of fiction, filled with wishful thinking about the future, 
the appearance of The Thaw reflected a new period in the history of rela-
tions between the Soviet authorities and the Soviet society.

Moreover, that the novel appeared in different parts of the Soviet Bloc 
at different times foreshadowed a new kind of relations between socialist 
countries. Stephen Bittner has traced many distinct waves of liberalization 
under Nikita Khrushchev on Moscow’s famed Arbat Street alone.16 But 
in addition, in each country of the Soviet Bloc, “the Thaw” meant some-
thing else. Ehrenburg’s book appeared in several East European transla-
tions and elites throughout the region used the metaphor. In the USSR, 
The Thaw offended the authorities who condemned the work and fired 
the chief editor of Novyi Mir. Anyone who looked over the Soviet–Polish 
border between 1953 and 1956 noticed the differences between seasons. 
The differences had many causes. They may have been small at times, but 
they were still significant. And anyone living under socialism had been 
perfectly trained to see them: when Vladimir Pomerantsev’s “On Sincerity 
in Literature,” an article moderately critical of socialist realism, appeared 
in Novyi Mir in December 1953, Polish writers read it as a green light to 
push for freedom of creative activity.17 In the USSR, the frost lasted until 
February 1956, when Khrushchev criticized Stalinist methods, policies, 
and legacies, thus opening the floodgate and making possible a Picasso 
exhibition later that year.18 Not so in Poland, where the Communists 
proved too weak, too divided, and in some cases too reluctant to counter 
the cultural challenge to Stalinism. By 1955, journalists and students in 
particular voiced their discontent and pushed the boundaries of what was 
possible to say, do, or show. Only the popular Władyslaw Gomułka, elected 
first secretary of the PZPR  (Polska Zjednoczona Partia Robotnicza, or 
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Polish United Workers’ Party) in October 1956, set certain limits. He 
was driven to do so by his commitment to communism, his apodictic 
character, and his fear of the Soviet tanks. Thus, the proper “Thaw” was 
ending in Poland by 1957, giving way to the anti-climax called “Little 
Stabilization”; in the USSR, after much anticipation and a false start, that 
year marked the beginning of the Thaw.

Despite the different vectors of change during the decade after 1956, 
a chasm separated the Soviet and Polish contexts. As they were thawing 
out, each country developed its own microclimate, and the Polish one was 
warmer still. Polish media offered a more thorough coverage of interna-
tional events. Polish censors intervened less than their Soviet counterparts 
in domestic literary and artistic life. Polish artists, far less broken by the 
brutal but shorter and relatively milder Stalinist interlude than those in 
the USSR, retained strength, independence, and daring which the Soviets 
artists had lost. As a result, while the Soviet writers discussed the broaden-
ing of the definition of socialist realism in 1958, the Polish literati deleted 
all references to “the method” from their Union’s statute. Poles enjoyed 
better access to Western culture than the Soviets. When historian Wiktoria 
Śliwowska and her husband René went to an exhibition of illegal art in 
Moscow, organized by friends of their friends in early 1960s they were 
surprised to see that the show’s “greatest sensation,” were “imitations of 
Paul Klee.” These were not things “that these young artists could have 
seen” personally, unless they saw it in “the cheap, little French albums 
sold in Poland and often imported from us,” the two reasoned, and their 
hosts seemed also embarrassed by the derivative nature of the displayed 
art.19 The struggle against “revisionism,” an official term of opprobrium 
for liberalization, took a more aggressive turn in the USSR than in Poland; 
while Stalin’s name disappeared from official Polish narratives by the late 
1950s, in the USSR it persisted into the late 1960s.20 There were other 
reasons behind these political and cultural differences. Vladislav Zubok 
wrote of the 1990s that East European intellectuals and artists “had the 
luxury of pretending that the communist phase was not their own, that it 
had been imposed from outside,” while “in Russia, few intellectuals and 
cultural figures could feel or think that way.”21 During the Thaw, it also 
mattered that while Poles found it relatively easy to reject the legacy of a 
regime imported from abroad, the Soviet citizens had to square accounts 
with self-inflicted pain.

The Soviet–Polish differential extended beyond the realm of ideas or 
consumer culture. In the wake of Stalin’s death, the Polish and Soviet 
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authorities transformed their countries’ spatial regimes. Here, too, they 
proceeded asymmetrically. Both Khrushchev and Gomułka put an end to 
the grand-style, decorative architecture of the Stalinist era and began pro-
moting cheaper, more efficient designs, in part to solve each country’s 
housing problems.22 Major similarities ended here, however. According 
the deal struck between the two leaders in October 1956, the Soviet 
Union would not interfere in Poland’s domestic affairs. This gave the 
Polish communists a free hand in areas that many Poles deemed impor-
tant. The new arrangement enabled the authorities to hammer out new 
terms with the Catholic Church, whose leaders promised not to interfere 
with politics in exchange for greater institutional freedoms. The Polish 
communists abolished collective farms, which stayed in the USSR and 
most other countries of the Soviet Bloc. They also allowed private farm-
ing. The Polish authorities liquidated the famous “shops behind yellow 
window curtains,” in which members of the communist elite had been 
able to purchase otherwise unavailable goods at low prices.23 At the same 
time, the communists relaxed the state monopoly on trade, allowing some 
people to open private shops; “hidden away in small lanes,” they “sold all 
kinds of things,” reported a reporter from Ogonek in 1956 clearly aiming 
to mystify and intrigue his readers.24 As Anne White has shown, Polish 
communists and activists, as well as the rural and urban populations, 
began to dismantle the Stalinist, state-sponsored, and highly centralized 
system of “cultural enlightenment”—a phenomenon absent in the USSR 
and somewhat slower even in Hungary before the mid-1960s. The Polish 
communists partly relinquished and partly lost control of the system’s 
flagship propaganda institutions, such as “houses of culture” and rural 
reading rooms. As a result, these largely eviscerated venues together with 
the new ones, set up on the initiative from below, offered ample opportu-
nities for the Polish population to engage in largely apolitical activities.25

Soviet and Polish private spaces in particular transformed at an uneven 
pace. In these years, the Soviet authorities did depart from the most vio-
lent Stalinist methods of coercion. But, as sociologist Oleg Kharkhordin 
has shown, they simultaneously intensified methods of “horizontal” 
social surveillance in order to increase control through augmenting a 
sense of collectivism in everyday life. The Soviet leaders emphasized the 
 collective responsibility of teams of workers for discipline and produc-
tivity; they instituted “people’s patrols” and “comrades’ courts,” whose 
members “surveyed, admonished and controlled” ordinary Soviet citizens 
who offended the socialist decorum through excessively individualistic 
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 behavior or appearance. The result, Kharkhordin argues, was a regime 
that was less violent, but more efficient and effective than the Stalinist one, 
for “what the earlier uneven and frequently chaotic terror still allowed for 
was a space of uncompromised human freedom and dignity that the later 
orderly mutual surveillance erased.”26

Gomułka’s Poland differed in that respect. Even those who rightly 
acknowledge the first secretary’s “totalitarian” leanings acknowledge his 
reluctance to “script” people’s private lives. In the period of the “Little 
Stabilization,” wrote eminent sociologist Hanna Świda-Ziemba, “during 
family or social meetings, and even (partially) during faculty meetings, 
scholarly societies or in the Clubs of the Catholic Intelligentsia, one could 
express all kinds of judgments that were critical of the political reality”; 
moreover, privately, “one could joke about the first secretary or the party 
itself (including in the presence of party members), complain about its 
current directives,” and express hope for future improvement.27 Perhaps 
one of the ironies of the period was that while the official discourse in the 
USSR at that time increasingly defined the Soviet identity around the vast-
ness of spatial expanses, it was a small country such as Poland that offered 
people a little more space of their own.28

As a result, unlike in the USSR, Polish citizens living in the late 1950s 
and 1960s enjoyed the full mandate to think of their (state-owned) apart-
ments as private spaces—areas outside of the state’s authority to intervene. 
Comparing the two contexts, art historian David Crowley observed that as 
they “returned to Leninist principles,” Soviet authorities emphasized mod-
ern functional designs and technological solutions rooted in Constructivism 
and the 1920s avant-garde in order to instill the home with the values of 
collective—read socialist—production and consumption. Not so in Poland 
where the popular press promoted the aesthetic of the modern home 
through “proto-consumerist discourses of individual taste and fashion.”29

The Śliwowski couple also remembered noticing how the Soviet private 
space automatically challenged official Soviet values as soon as it departed 
from them. These “shy nudes” and abstract paintings had to be displayed 
secretly, even though the organizers had already confined the pieces to 
the private space of a newly built, still empty apartment. Moreover, the 
exhibition took place on the outskirts of the city, in what still resembled 
a construction site more than a finished residential area.30 Through its 
remoteness, chaos, emptiness, and opacity, this unlit, muddy maze of 
unfinished Khrushchev-era apartment buildings provided another layer of 
safety from the all-intrusive Soviet state.
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spaCe explorers

Young people played leading roles in the carnival of the Thaws.31 Yet 
hardly all youth expressed liberal leanings. Benjamin Tromly found that 
outside the small circles of radicals large sections of the Soviet youth 
hardly supported the ferment in Eastern Europe, much less drew inspi-
ration from it. “Faced with the destabilization of the Bloc,” he wrote, 
“many students, like other Soviet citizens, accepted with little hesitation 
the official explanation that the Hungarian ‘events’ constituted a coun-
terrevolution that had to be put down by Soviet troops.” In Tromly’s 
view, “perhaps the majority” of the students “had a narrow, etatist vision 
of Soviet patriotism that was at odds with the internationally engaged 
socialism of the revisionists.”32 There had been Soviet and East European 
students engaged in verbal clashes in Soviet university hallways, as they 
exchanged views on the meaning of socialism and Soviet policies in 
Eastern Europe.33 De-Stalinization “had led to solidarity and pan-bloc 
thinking”; but “the Hungarian events triggered a retreat from interna-
tionalism,” Tromly argued, pointing to the popular attitudes.34 The lead-
ers of the Soviet youth organization Komsomol in particular resented 
many aspects of de-Stalinization.35 Many lower-level Komsomol members 
shared their leaders’ conservative views. They participated vigorously in 
the campaigns to define distinct Soviet values among youth in collective 
and often anti-Western terms.36 The most conservative activists traveled to 
Eastern Europe, because they were considered most reliable. They would 
stay for a few days or weeks, at the most. This was little time, but they tried 
to understand Poland’s transition from Stalinism to post-Stalinism by tak-
ing visual snapshots of Polish spaces.

Consider the case of the five students from the Azerbaijani Polytechnical 
Institute who spent 12 days in Poland in late December, 1960. They left 
Baku and the Transcaucasus slopes to “learn about the organization of 
mass work” among Polish students, to “tell” the Polish peers “about 
the successes of communist building in our country,” and about the sci-
entific, cultural, and educational achievements of Soviet Azerbaijan.”37 
They  voyaged to see sites that showcased the socialist Poland: Warsaw, 
the country’s capital with its domineering Palace of Culture and Science; 
Wrocław, a city which the Poles, with Stalin’s support, had “recovered” 
from Germany; the New Steel Mill, a massive settlement around the new 
industrial plant near Cracow, Poland’s cultural capital and historically most 
conservative city; and Katowice, the coal mining city in the Lower Silesia. 
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The mountainous resort town of Zakopane, another stop on the agenda, 
lay nearby Poronin, where Lenin had spent part of his exile before 1917. 
The final stop was to be Auschwitz, the death camp which the Poles had 
been commemorating as a place of national martyrdom, and which Red 
Army soldiers had liberated in early 1945. Like Soviet tourists to Eastern 
Europe examined by Anne Gorsuch, they set off to visit “two kinds of 
Soviet past: the heroic past of revolutionary construction, a more recent 
Stalinist past,” a process that reinforced the discourse of Soviet superior-
ity.38 But the youth activists also differed from Soviet tourists in show-
ing keen interest in spaces that ostensibly marginalized Soviet agency, and 
played down the significance of socialist ideological precepts. Much more 
than “time travelers,” they acted as “space explorers” of sorts.

Upon their arrival on December 24, the Baku students spent a quick 
evening in Warsaw and then relaxed for two days in the Zakopane, with 
its “picturesque” surroundings. Yet no urban vista and no mountain view 
stirred such surprise among the guests as the interiors of several cities’ stu-
dent clubs. In Cracow, they were to meet with representatives of Poland’s 
Union of Polish Students in a venue called “Under the Lizards,” named 
this way after the reptilian bas-relief on the façade of the Renaissance build-
ing that housed the club.39 The leader of the Soviet delegation A. Fataliev 
described what he saw in his report:

The club operates several rooms on the ground and basement floors. The 
biggest room, one that could hold approximately three hundred people, is 
lined with small tables, at which [young people] drink coffee. The Club’s 
Council also organizes rare mass events in this room.40

Fataliev was describing the “Gothic” room; just like in Wrocław’s “Piwnica 
Świdnicka,” another club they visited, the names and decors of the interiors 
evoked Poland’s pre-industrial past.41 The five youngsters then followed a 
“spiral staircase” into the basement, where they noticed a bar and “a spe-
cial room for playing of a rather popular card game [called] bridge.” The 
downstairs struck them with its peculiar atmosphere. “A near-dusk reigns 
in all rooms belonging to the club; they have been artificially divided into 
nooks with single tables, as it’s been explained to us, for lovers and roman-
tics,” wrote Fataliev. “As a result of excessive consumption of cigarettes, in 
all the rooms hangs a cloud of smoke.”42

Between the lines of this extensive description, Soviets articulated a 
palpable concern. They raised their eyebrows upon seeing that the Poles 
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had turned transparent, public spaces which should be serving the politi-
cal cause of socialism into opaque, smoke-filled dens of personal pleasure 
and romantic intimacy. They soon learned that little political work had 
been going on in the club. Talking to a member of the club’s Executive 
Committee, the Soviet students observed that “there’s really no place to 
conduct section activities, because all rooms are already occupied.” The 
“Polish comrades” answered somewhat lamely that they “would think of 
something.”43 In Fataliev’s words, “our guys wondered: have there been 
organized meetings with factory workers, University professors, with older 
comrades? The response was: not yet.”44 Having scrutinized Polish spaces, 
the Soviets understandably began to raise questions about the ideological 
integrity of their hosts. And in defending themselves, the Poles only con-
firmed the Soviet suspicions.

Part of the Soviet effort to promote internationalism among the young, 
dozens of Soviet youth delegations visited Poland in the half-decade after 
1956.45 Each time, the Soviets paid keen attention to the spaces into which 
the Poles had brought them. Youth clubs in particular elicited in these 
guests a mixture of disapproval and disbelief. The Soviets complained that 
on the walls, the Poles put up few political slogans and plenty of abstract 
art. In the clubs’ rooms, unstructured discussion over coffee took prece-
dence over collective activities. Young Polish men and women smoked and 
gambled there. On Saturdays, they gathered in the clubs to listen to jazz 
and dance to rock-and-roll, although the popular culture spilled beyond the 
club walls. As one Komsomol activist pointed out after his trip to Poland 
in 1960, “in youth clubs and on stages Western music and dances domi-
nate.”46 As the head of one Soviet delegation to Poland from late 1958, 
A.  Torsuev observed, “most activists with whom we spoke approve the 
building of socialism in Poland, but they often emphasize the particularities 
of the Polish path.” According to Torsuev, ZSP  (Zrzeszenie Studentów 
Polskich or Polish Students’ Association) student organizations “do not 
actively participate in the building of socialism” and “there’s not a big cause 
which would bring concrete benefits to the party and the state, which would 
nourish its members.” He characterized the activists as “generally passive…
afraid to exert their influence, for instance in clubs, among the faithful, 
etc…”47 Torsuev added that “a significant portion” of the activists believed 
that “they could connect with students only through entertainment and 
instructional work,” while the pursuit of direct party- minded questions 
about socialism and its ideas “can frighten masses of students away from 
the clubs.” Many activists, Torsuev opined, believe “that the best strategy 
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is to stay passive and observe”; according to them, “youth should come to 
understand socialist art, socialist aesthetics, et cetera, by themselves.”48

Polish student clubs only seemed like natural places for Soviet–Polish 
youth meetings. They emerged as centers of the reinvigorated post-1956 
student mass cultural movement, which put a premium on unconstrained 
sociability, experimentation and also various forms of entertainment. They 
were part of a network which also included discussion clubs that focused 
on highbrow cultural affairs, as well as student theaters, choirs, but also—
after their fortunes have waned, or during slow seasons—night clubs and 
dance floors. They mushroomed in Poland’s major cities and rapidly grew 
in number from nine in 1958 to 116 in 1965.49 One ZSP activist called 
them “home to all anxious student minds,” a place that “concentrates 
social, intellectual, and creative life, which poses questions and searches 
for answers.” Their founders and participants consciously sought an alter-
native to the reading room model that prevailed before 1955, and which 
emphasized socialist education; they opposed the salons, with their strict 
rules of conduct; they wanted to create “a platform for intimate intel-
lectual contact,” a counter-space to “a political rally.”50 Soviets saw them 
as insufficiently political. But in reality, they reflected a more capacious 
idea of politics. “Political,” noted authors of a 1968 almanac summariz-
ing post-1956 student cultural achievements, meant not “ideological ver-
biage, skin-deep engagement, speaking out loud about obvious things”; 
but rather: “an ability to keep up pace with the issues of the day,” for 
example, “finding thought and artistic formulas to the postulates put 
forth by cultural policy.”51 The youth followed the party line, promot-
ing “democratic” culture, popular engagement, creativity, and critical 
reflection about life and society. In the previous era—and now, to some 
Komsomol activists—“democratic” meant simplifying, finding the low-
est common denominator. Explicitly breaking with such a practice, Polish 
students aimed to democratize culture by popularizing elite forms of artis-
tic expression.

Fundamentally, the Soviet–Polish differences over club spaces reflected 
the uneven transformations in the respective countries’ youth organiza-
tions. The Soviet Komsomol remained a unitary, monopolistic youth orga-
nization. During the intellectual ferment of 1956 the organization opened 
student clubs and then shut them down when they departed from their 
traditional role as “mediums of socialist socialization,” and turned into 
“physical and discursive space” which students used “to push for deepen-
ing de-Stalinization—and to affirm their identities as critical  thinkers in 
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the process.”52 Lacking institutional space to socialize on their own terms, 
Soviet youth embraced kompanii—informal groups of friends who spent 
time together anywhere and everywhere.53

In Poland, the Stalinist youth organization, the ZMP (Zwiaz̨ek 
Młodzieży Polskiej or Polish Youth Association), fell apart in early 1957; 
behind the decision to dissolve it stood both its activist members who felt 
disenchanted by the extremely instrumental way with which the organiza-
tion treated its card holders, as well as upper echelon party members who 
wished to distance themselves from the previous epoch.54 Several youth 
organizations replaced the ZMP. One was the ZMS (Zwiaz̨ek Młodzieży 
Socjalistycznej or Socialist Youth Association), which reached out to pri-
marily urban youth. It emerged from the post-1956 upheavals as an orga-
nization most closely tied to the Party, but which was characterized, until 
1964, by internal divisions and a fair amount of institutional autonomy.55 
Another was the ZSP, which catered to Polish university students. The 
Soviet authorities frowned upon this Polish departure from the Leninist 
model of a unitary youth organization. The Polish communists made the 
case that despite the divisions, the ideological unity within youth institu-
tions had been preserved.56 But reality failed to live up to such assertions. 
Even the ostensibly political ZMS sought to attract members by minimiz-
ing the discredited, and often abhorred, forms of “political training,” and 
by focusing on engaging them through culture, arts, and entertainment, 
and also by addressing social needs of youth, such as stipends, vacations, 
and foreign internships.57 At the universities, the ZSP exercised its com-
petitive advantage over the ZMS by attending to the students’ daily needs. 
For that reason, the ZSP emerged as the more popular organization.58 
Unlike Soviet authorities with regards to the Komsomol, the Polish com-
munists welcomed a degree of apoliticism within the student body, justifi-
ably fearing that discussions might backfire and turn into criticism very 
quickly.59 The ZMS or the Komsomol were considered boring.60 But the 
ZSP had no such troubles. The ZSP ran the student clubs. The ZSP was 
far more fun.

Space, therefore, reflected the political strategy of the Polish activists. 
And the Poles defended it with defiance against Soviet critics. In 1960, 
the delegates from Baku who visited another club in Wrocław “expressed 
their perfectly justified incredulity at [the organizations’] negligence of 
visual agitation in the club, and the weak organization of educational 
/vospitatel’noi/ work in the club.” Especially Kulski, the secretary of the 
voivodship committee of ZMS, objected to such reprimands. “He said that 
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if we hung up on the wall a portrait of an exemplary worker, or talk about 
him, tomorrow everybody will laugh at (?!) him.” And then, the Pole 
added, “where the guarantee that tomorrow that same worker will not be 
doing a worse job, and then we will be in trouble.”61 The temperature of 
the meeting went up the moment one Soviet student asked, “isn’t there 
too much dance and bridge?” To this, visibly irritated Kulski responded: 
“And what would you want instead, a political circle?” Kulski may have 
been right, but he also misrepresented the exact nature of Soviet demands 
with typical post-Stalinist sarcasm.

The Soviets welcomed cultural diversity, but they also wanted to see 
Polish comrades firmly in control. Another Wrocław student club called 
Little Palace (Pałacyk) impressed Fataliev, because it was “organized dif-
ferently.”62 Through offering various activities, section leaders provided 
the club with both the necessary energy and structure. Yes, there was 
the “the Club of Political Thought”; but the attending students met not 
only with party apparatchiks but also with journalists and other profes-
sionals who discussed their work. The Club organized thematic lecture 
series, such as the ones devoted to Africa. During one of the first meet-
ings, noted Fataliev approvingly, “the journalist Kapuściński came and dis-
cussed his impressions from this continent.” What could have that been 
like? Ryszard Kapuściński later became famous for his beautiful, riveting 
reportages from the war-torn areas of the Third World. In his early twen-
ties, as late as 1958, and on the cusp of the enormous popular inter-
est in the exotic, postcolonial world, he was still finding his voice—often 
through embarrassing references to “some kind of Sudan,” the “savage 
country” of Afghanistan, and through his support for British colonial 
policies in Ghana.63 But by 1960, the time when the Little Palace began 
functioning, Africa had grown on Kapuściński and Kapuściński himself 
had matured. He traded his naïve pro-capitalism—perhaps a reaction to 
discredited Stalinism, which he himself had embraced—for a  passionate 
curiosity about the Third World as a terrain of anti-colonial struggle, 
a political unknown, and a possible hope for socialist renewal. During 
countless meetings with students and the general public he disabused his 
listeners of simplistic and racist notions about the faraway lands he had 
embraced only a few months before.64 This is the Kapuściński Fataliev 
would have heard about. The Soviet activist was pleased that the Cinema 
Discussion Club featured films by Eisenstein and Pudovkin. In short, they 
wanted the clubs to explore the world in a much less heavy-handed way 
than the Poles made it out to be; but it had to be the world that affirmed 
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Soviet values, in which socialism was victorious and sacrosanct. In order to 
promote such a mission, clubs had to offer suitable spaces.

One after another, Soviet youth delegations voiced their discomfort 
with de-Stalinized Polish spaces. Young Soviet women who visited Poland 
in 1958 to attend a congress observed that “during visits to industrial 
sites, kindergartens, schools we saw not a single slogan, poster, commit-
ment; elements of any kind of competition are completely absent.” This, 
stated the delegation’s leader M. S. Garkhusha in her report, “creates the 
impression that workers do not know what they strive for, they live for 
today only.”65 Lithuanian Komsomol activists visiting Poland in 1959 also 
emphasized that any visual agitation targeting youth in industrial plants 
and factories was “completely missing”66 That same delegation visited the 
Auschwitz concentration camp a few days later; it struck them that infor-
mational brochures were available in Polish, German, and English but 
not in Russian. Then on May 10, the Lithuanian group paid a visit to 
the Soviet cemetery in Gdańsk. Nothing betrayed the passing of the all- 
important Victory Day the day before: “at midday, when we headed for 
the cemetery, the gates were closed and locked; on the graveyard, there 
were no people, not a single bunch of flowers, not even from the Soviet 
consulate in Gdańsk”67 De-Stalinization was about re-appropriating spaces 
just as much as it was about creating new openings and closures.

The youngest generations of Polish youth likewise re-appropriated 
space. In July 1960, a Komsomol delegation which attended an all- Polish 
Congress of Youth made it an occasion to visit five camps of Polish scouts. 
The Soviets noticed that “the scouts attach considerable weight to sym-
bolism,” and so each tent, in each group has its own name, which the 
boys or girls choose by themselves. They pointed to the Little Bears unit 
of which each member “carries a figure of a little bear on a rope; at the 
entrance to a tent lays an emblem with the head of a bear from sand, 
rocks and tree cones.”68 But they saw the most stunning things in the 
camp near Mielno, close to the Baltic Sea. “In the ‘café’ constructed by 
the kids from blocks/stools and boards/desks, right at the entrance there 
stands something incomprehensible, made of bits of wires, stones, bones 
and wood.” The guests from the Komsomol asked about the significance 
of the strange sculpture. The Poles explained that this is “the Man of the 
future—a robot; he stands there to invite everyone to the café, instead of 
a real human being; the long branches with blue wire isolations symbolize 
hands; they are extended towards the entrance, in the gesture of invita-
tion for the passersby.” In the report to Moscow, the Soviets used this 
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example to illustrate the extent to which the work of the Scouts relied 
on “entertainment, romanticism and adventurism,” clearly elements that 
distinguished the Polish from the Soviet style.69

Unlike under Stalin, the members of the Soviet youth delegations to 
Poland rarely felt entitled to enforce the imperial chronotope. But they 
actively looked for signs of its maintenance and survival. The Soviet female 
delegates who attended the 1958 Women’s Congress later wrote that “it 
caught our attention that during none of the meetings with youth from 
the countryside did we meet a young man or a woman from a collec-
tive farm, although we tried to, and during each meeting we asked about 
the place of work.” Such interviews proved disappointing, for “unfortu-
nately, the answer was always: ‘I work for myself.’”70 The author of the 
report added that out of Poland’s 10,000 agricultural cooperatives only 
1800 remained after 1956. To those Soviet travelers who sought in the 
Polish spaces a confirmation of Soviet values, this was bad news. Members 
of another Komsomol delegation repeatedly approached Polish students 
by asking about what they were proud of in their country. They asked: 
“which one of the achievements of People’s Poland makes you particularly 
proud?” Someone from Cracow mentioned the Royal Castle. One respon-
dent from Łódź cited the 1905 weavers’ revolt. Most people, however, 
were unable to give any answer. “Above all, we were disappointed by the 
absence in our interlocutors of any pride in the achievements of today’s 
People’s Republic of Poland,” concluded the trip leader despondently.71

In certain cases, the Poles consciously crafted their own chronotope 
by showing the Soviets some sites and deliberately hiding others; and 
in some instances, the Soviets aggressively demanded exposure to their 
own, preferred vision of Poland. One male Komsomol activist who came 
from Uzbekistan with a group of Soviet tourists in June 1958 complained 
that “during our six-day stay in Poland, we visited not a single indus-
trial enterprise.” Avasenov had been hoping to see “Nowa Huta,” or the 
“New Steel Mill,” Poland’s first socialist city. Built around the newly con-
structed Lenin Steel Mill near Cracow, it was Poland’s response to Soviet 
Komsomolsk and Magnitogorsk; far larger than any such project in the 
USSR or Eastern Europe, it was to be “a city of labor and progress, inhab-
ited by ‘new men’ full of faith in socialism and the future.”72 He was 
disappointed. “They showed [it to] us from a distance of 500 meters; as 
a result, we saw only parts of furnaces and factory chimneys. […] Łódź, 
one of Poland’s major industrial centers, was not included in the program 
at all.” In contrast, commented R. Avanesov with a bitter passion, the 
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Poles “delighted in showing us a good dozen churches—some on a hill, 
some on the ground, some underground—many of which,” he opined, 
“represent neither historical nor artistic value.”73 This may have been 
true. After 1956, Poles scrambled to build new churches not only to cre-
ate places of worship but also to challenge the communist authorities at 
the same time.74 Showing the churches to the Soviets, too, was a way of 
flaunting a post-Stalinist present. With considerable difficulty, Avanesov 
convinced the guides to take the group to the Lenin museum in Cracow; 
the Poles complied “very reluctantly,” but then “in the museum dragged 
their feet.”75 The young man reached his fill and personally went to the 
Polish travel agency “Orbis” to file a grievance as a Komsomol activist; 
but there, the employees reminded Avanesov that he was visiting Poland 
as a tourist, not a representative of a youth organization, and refused to 
help him.76 Avasenov no longer enjoyed the clout that Soviet visitors to 
Eastern Europe enjoyed under Stalin. But some countries honored the 
Soviet presence more than others. Shortly thereafter, Avasenov visited 
Czechoslovakia and found the host much more accommodating.77 “There 
are people in Orbis,” he concluded in words that echoed the previous 
era, “who sabotaged our attempts to become familiar with the life of the 
Polish people; for that reason, we were unable to see that, for which we 
had come to Poland in the first place: the ways in which the Polish people 
builds socialism.”78

Avasenov sounded like a Komsomol fanatic; however, his organiza-
tion’s correspondence with the USSR’s tourist agency Inturist shows 
that indeed, the Poles deliberately manipulated the Soviets’ spatial 
experience. In 1957, the Cracovians took the conservative Soviet lit-
erary critic to one of the student clubs, whose program, unsurpris-
ingly, he deemed offensive.79 Writing in early August 1958, Inturist’s 
deputy chair A.  Erokhin informed the Komsomol’s Central commit-
tee that they were negotiating with the Poles “the possible inclusion of 
industrial and agricultural sites into the tour programs.” But the Poles 
insisted that “they are not ready yet, although they are willing to return 
to this question later.”80 Others also voiced frustrations. Another del-
egation of Soviet women who visited Poland in February–March 1961 
reported that “during the tours of historical places in Warsaw, Cracow, 
[the Poles] speak little about the revolutionary or working-class tradi-
tions.” In Cracow, the Komsomol activists spent “much of the time 
touring old monuments, churches, especially Wawel, with the tombs of 
the Polish kings.” They found guides’ comments about Pilsudski’s role 
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to be “tendentious,” and seemed surprised that on the Marshall’s tomb 
there were “always fresh flowers.” When they inquired about “how to 
explain the nation’s ‘love’ for Piłsudski,” one top Cracow district official 
explained “Alas, Piłsudski is to Poland what Lenin is to Russia. Except 
that Piłsudskii was a reactionary.”81 The Soviets measured the Polish 
politics of space by the rules of Marxist–Leninist geometry; in their 
minds, by enshrining Piłsudski in the revolutionary canon, the Poles 
tried to square a circle.

ConClusion

It has become an axiom in recent historiography that space and society 
co-produce each other.82 In the 1940s, the landscapes and interiors did 
more than serve as a backdrop to political and social consolidation of the 
Stalinist Empire. During the period of de-Stalinization, too, space more 
than simply contained Soviet–Polish contestation of ideas. On the con-
trary, it reflected a new stage in Soviet–Polish relations, which, in turn, 
unveiled ruptures within the Second World. Space also shaped patters of 
mid-level crossborder interactions. To the Komsomol activists, the Polish 
management of space immediately revealed differences between political 
paths taken. This perceptible chasm prompted further discussions about 
social policies of the youth organizations and political strategies of the 
Polish communists. This in turn put into relief deeper divisions between 
Polish and Soviet activists concerning the ways in which to engage youth 
in the building of socialism.

Many Poles relished their newfound empowerment vis-à-vis the Soviets. 
They showed their guests around places and spaces that were unlikely to 
elicit Soviet enthusiasm, but which reflected the hosts’ own values and 
identities. Some Polish youth activists shared the Soviet opinions about 
excessive divisions within and autonomy of Polish youth organization. 
They felt somewhat embarrassed about the “revisionist” trends in Polish 
society–which they compared to pneumonia—in contrast to the Stalinist 
“cold.”83 But the persistence with which many other Polish guides refused 
to honor orthodox Soviet sensibilities testified to the resentment against 
Moscow’s policies of the preceding decade. The Polish sense of confi-
dence also clearly reflected their conviction, only rarely shared by the 
opposite side, that now the Soviets should be learning from the Poles. 
As the young Polish writer Igor Abramow-Newerly told his Soviet hosts 
when he arrived with a delegation of students in 1957, the Komsomol, 
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like the ZMP, would “inevitably” undergo a breakup as well, just as the 
USSR needed its own “October.”84 But in contesting the post-1956 chro-
notope, Soviet and Polish youth activists contested the proper shape of the 
socialist future.

What could these experiences in Polish spaces have meant to the 
Komsomol activists? In 1945, the Polish writer Czesław Miłosz read “com-
passionate superiority” comparable to the feeling of a housewife for “a 
mouse caught in her trap” in the smile of the elderly Soviet journalist who 
visited Poland and toured several provincial cities. Miłosz sensed that the 
man “was flattered to be a representative of a country ruled according to 
infallible predictions; for nation after nation had indeed become part of its 
Empire, according to schedule.”85 The disruption of the schedule appears 
to have piqued the pride of the Soviets. Komsomol activists saw Poland’s 
changing interior landscapes as a symbol of their country’s power; now, 
the Poles’ unwillingness to imitate things Soviet, and the Soviet inabil-
ity to force the Poles into the Soviet “stairwell to communism,” caused 
humiliation. Paradoxically, the Komsomol activists’ impulses to stop the 
transformation of Polish spaces may have had something to do with their 
organization’s growing alienation back home. The Komsomol leader-
ship resented the seemingly fast pace of Khrushchevian de-Stalinization, 
and the antipathy was, to some extent, mutual. The Komsomol proved 
increasingly unpopular with the Soviet youth as well; poems about collec-
tive farms, which the organization promoted as a panacea to indifference, 
hardly moved these young men and women who had access to rock-
and-roll. In a very different context, David Cannadine has argued that 
nineteenth-century British colonial officials valued the empire’s overseas 
domains because they offered opportunities to underscore one’s social sta-
tus through ceremony and display, for example, in a way that was becom-
ing anachronistic—and therefore increasingly unavailable—at home.86 
Could it have been that the Soviet activists also yearned to re-create a 
different kind of vanishing world?

This chapter began with an attempt to identify the distinct spatial 
arrangements in the post-Stalinist USSR and Poland through the con-
ceptual prism of the Bakhtinian “chronotope.” But perhaps the work of 
Henri Lefebvre may serve as a more useful starting point for consider-
ing the ways in which these distinct spatial orders interacted with each 
other within the framework of broader structures of power. In his clas-
sic neo-Marxist The Production of Space, Lefebvre examined the ways in 
which spatial arrangements characteristic of capitalism both embody and 
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 generate systemic conflicts, or “contradictions.” Of note is the tension 
between two tendencies. The first is capitalism’s “strategy” to appropri-
ate space, subordinate it to narrow, functional use, force it to serve the 
profit-making interests of the dominant classes, and homogenize it into an 
“abstract space” filled with “banks, business centres, and major productive 
entities,” as well as “motorways, airports, and information lattices.”87 The 
second is the grassroots struggle to carve out “counter-spaces,” such as 
“‘amenities’ or empty spaces for play and encounter,” “deviant or diverted 
spaces” which challenge the status quo by reflecting broader social inter-
est and introducing heterogeneity.88 The Soviet youth activists and their 
Polish counterparts similarly contested different spatial regimes within the 
perimeter of a certain political, cultural, and social whole. Yet to the extent 
that each spatial order stemmed from the half-hearted and somewhat 
vague top-level consensus among the communists that the Poles could 
ascend their own stairway to socialism, the conflicts over space point to the 
continued difficulty with which socialism after Stalin reconciled cultural 
flexibility with control.
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 39. Śliwowski, Wiktoria, and René Śliwowski. 2008. Rosja: nasza miłość. Warsaw: 
Iskry.

 40. Smolar, Aleksander. 2006. “Czy 13. XII. 1981 Polska była państwem totali-
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CHAPTER 5

Staging for the End of History: Avant-garde 
Visions at the Beginning and the End 

of Communism in Eastern Europe

David Crowley

In 1967 Stanislav Kolibal, the Czech artist, was commissioned to design the 
August–September cover of Výtvarné Uměni (Fine Arts) (see Fig. 5.1). This 
was to be a special issue of the periodical, commemorating—like many other 
magazines and newspapers published in the Eastern Bloc that autumn—the 
50th anniversary of the October Revolution. He adapted a 1919 photograph 
of Tatlin at work with two assistants on the timber model of the Monument 
to the Third International (1919–1925). Erasing the background and with 
the image blending from black to red like a split-color screen print, Kolibal 
turned this historic image into a symbol of unfulfilled aspiration. In a year 
of booming triumphs (including the opening of the Ostankino Tower, the 
world’s tallest building serving the world’s largest broadcasting complex, 
and the massive hydroelectric plant in Bratsk, in south-eastern Siberia), 
Kolibal’s design seemed to point to incompleteness, perhaps provocatively.

This appearance of Tatlin’s Tower on the cover of this magazine was, 
of course, just one minor and forgotten episode in the afterlife of this 

D. Crowley (*) 
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Fig. 5.1 Cover of Výtvarné Uměni, issue 8–9, 1967 designed by Stanislav Kolíbal. 
Courtesy of Stanislav Kolíbal
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 mythical structure. As Svetlana Boym has charted, the Monument to the 
Third International has moved through history in an “off-modern” fash-
ion, not on the straight tracks of progress but in the diagonal, serpentine 
moves of the knight on the chess board (an idea which she derives from the 
writings of Viktor Shklovsky).1 It was paraded, as a large model, through 
the streets of the Petrograd in the early 1920s; its spiral was straightened 
out and capped with Lenin when Stalin planned what she calls “the revo-
lutionary building par excellence,” Boris Iofan’s Palace of Soviets2; it reap-
peared in numerous reconstructions in exhibitions around the world—in 
Stockholm in 1968, in London in 1971, in Paris in 1979, and elsewhere; 
and then it returned to Russia when sots-artists adopted the spiral struc-
ture to reflect on the folds in Soviet history. The Soviet Union, the social 
experiment to which Tatlin’s Tower is so closely tied may be over, but, for 
Boym, it still has an unpredictable, even adventurous, future. The “off-
modern perspective,” she writes, “allows us to frame utopian projects as 
dialectical ruins—not to discard or to frame them but rather to confront 
and incorporate them into our own fleeting present.”3

Other fantastic visions produced by the Soviet avant-garde have formed 
different constellations across time and geography. Iakov Chernikov’s 
machine-inspired architectural schemes were summoned up in the 1960s 
on both sides of what was once called the Iron Curtain. Peter Cook of the 
Archigram group in the United Kingdom, for instance, republished the 
Soviet architect’s works regularly in his books.4 Chernikov’s 1931 portfo-
lio Construction of Architectural and Machine Forms (Konstruktsiia arkhi-
tekturykh i mashinnykh form) presented stirring images of architecture in 
movement, as well as a “rational” logic for the design of forms appropriate 
to the new revolutionary era. Cranes, gantries, and rails, as well as machine 
parts, suggested the means by which architecture could escape its static 
condition. Thirty years later, the same desire for architectural motion was 
directed by Archigram into its “plug-in” and “walking cities.”5 At the 
same time in Czechoslovakia, Jirǐ Hrůza argued—perhaps boldly—in his 
1967 book The Utopian City (Město Utopistů), surveying many speculative 
projects including those designed by Ivan Leonidov and Chernikov in the 
1920s, as well as those of his contemporaries such as Karel Honzík, that 
the future could operate as a critique of the present: “Just as we can find 
in the concepts of utopian architectural avant-garde both audacious and 
prescient anticipations of the future, we can also find escapism from the 
coarse and prosaic reality of life, an ideal dream formed in disillusionment 
with the present…”6 Another constellation was formed when the fashion 
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for Deconstruction in architecture emerged in the 1980s: the movement’s 
champions sought forebears in the Soviet avant- garde. Deconstructivist 
Architecture, the landmark 1988 exhibition at the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York put the largely unbuilt visions of seven European and 
American architects (Frank Gehry, Daniel Libeskind, Rem Koolhaas, Peter 
Eisenman, Zaha Hadid, Bernard Tschumi, and the firm Coop Himmelb(l)
au) in the company of sketches and drawings by those members of the 
Soviet avant-garde, Ivan Leonidov, El Lissitzky, and Chernikov, whose 
work seemed to trouble the “structural order…of stability, unity and 
harmony.”7 Their designs on paper were adopted as precedents for “…
provocative architectural design which appears to take structure apart—
whether it be the simple breaking of an object or (its) complex dissimula-
tion into a collage of traces.”8 However, it seems clear in retrospect that 
the Soviet avant-garde provided less a model for a radical interrogation 
of convention than a clutch of techniques for fragmenting and torqu-
ing space. In fact, the connection turned out to be just as tenuous as the 
movement’s engagement with Jacques Derrida’s philosophy from which 
it borrowed its name.

Never constructed, Tatlin’s Tower and Chernikov’s architectural fan-
tasies belong, it seems, to an immaterial and somewhat mythic wing of 
art and architecture which has been written into history by seizing the 
imagination of architects, filmmakers, and artists, as well as historians and 
curators, particularly in the West. This engagement with the Soviet past 
has never been disinterested. Éva Forgács has, for instance, argued that the 
category of Eastern European modernism was invented by the New Left 
in the West, charting events like London’s Hayward Gallery exhibition, 
Art in Revolution, organized with the support of the Soviet Ministry of 
Culture in 1971, as a kind of hopeful act of wish-fulfillment, particularly 
after 1968. Such exhibitions sought to reforge the broken link between 
revolutionary aesthetics and revolutionary politics.9

The merits of Forgács’s argument notwithstanding, what kind of assess-
ment should be made of the afterlives of Soviet architectural experiments 
in what might seem to be a far less auspicious setting, namely that of the 
People’s Republics of Eastern Europe? Here, particularly after 1968, the 
meanings allocated to Soviet culture by the intelligentsia were increasingly 
negative, yet the engagement with the Soviet avant-garde was, as I will 
show, often expert and sometimes profound. Researchers from Central 
Europe did much to excavate the art history of the Soviet avant-garde. 
Keen consumers of this scholarship, artists, and architects from the Bloc 
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were drawn to the models of practice and artistic languages that this intel-
lectual archaeology provided. But what motivated these revivals? Should 
we adopt Boym’s concept of the off-modern “architecture of adventure” 
to make sense of these appearances? Or perhaps we might see these after-
images of constructivism and other unfinished Soviet experiments in 
darker terms as hauntings, a conceptualization of the past which affords 
agency to the dead. In 1994, Derrida invented a playful pun, “hauntol-
ogy,” to reflect on the ways in which Marxism would haunt the world, and 
perhaps the left-wing intelligentsia, after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
Unsurprisingly, for philosopher-prophet of Deconstruction, a return is 
always its opposite, a new event:

Repetition and first time: this is perhaps the question of the event as ques-
tion of the ghost. What is a ghost? What is the effectivity or the presence of 
a spectre, that is, of what seems to remain as ineffective, virtual, insubstantial 
as a simulacrum? Is there there, between the thing itself and its simulacrum, 
an opposition that holds up? Repetition and first time, but also repetition 
and last time, since the singularity of any first time makes of it also a last 
time. Each time it is the event itself, a first time is a last time. Altogether 
other. Staging for the end of history. Let us call it a hauntology.10

In what follows, I would like to adapt Derrida’s question—if not his 
method—to ask: What was the effectivity of the specters of the Soviet 
avant-garde in Eastern Europe under communist rule? And, in particular, 
what kind of ghostly role did they play at its end in Eastern Europe? How 
was the revolutionary culture which formed at its beginning summoned 
at its end?

Thaw GhosTs

Of course, the Soviet imaginary was already full of its own ghosts. After 
his death in January 1924, Lenin was regularly conjured up by those who 
claimed to be his successors. The “Leninist spirit” was invoked at every 
crisis in the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc as a kind of energizing, 
restorative force. After the disaster of Stalinism, for instance, loyal Soviet 
citizens were encouraged to “return to Leninism” and the policies of 
Perestroika and Glasnost channeled the Bolshevik leader, at least accord-
ing to their authors in the Kremlin. Lenin was even issued a subpoena in 
Prague in 1968 as Warsaw Pact tanks rolled into the city: sardonic graf-
fiti appeared on the city’s walls calling for the Bolshevik leader—“Wake 
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up Lenin, Brezhnev’s gone mad.”11 Gallows humor to be sure, but the 
idea that Lenin was only sleeping was not, however, an entirely ironic 
one. When the Bolshevik leader died in 1924, a scheme was hatched 
by the faithful to ensure that he would be brought back to life one day. 
Embalming his body was just the first step in a complete program of reju-
venation: “Our duty, our task, consists in bringing back to life all who 
have died…”12 The Bolshevik project sought, as Nina Tumarkin describes, 
to abolish death. Lenin’s tomb would be the symbol of this great program 
of salvation. It was built in the form of three great cubes, following the 
teachings of Kazimir Malevich: “The cube is no longer a geometric body,” 
he announced. “It is a new object with which we try to portray eternity, 
to create a new set of circumstances, with which we can maintain Lenin’s 
eternal life.”13

Malevich was—in turn—a spectral presence in the communist world 
long after his death in 1935. Artists, writers, architects, and poets in 
Eastern Europe felt compelled to search for and discover the Suprematist 
artist particularly after Stalinism. Malevich’s art flickered between visibility 
and obscurity, and myth and experience. It was known but rarely seen. 
For instance, one of the pioneering scholars of Soviet modernism, Szymon 
Bojko, a Pole, recalled his visits in the late 1950s and early 1960s to seek 
out his art—which he knew was in reproduction in the avant-garde press 
in inter-war Poland—but then hidden in the stores of the Russian Museum 
in Leningrad. His fluent Russian, official invitations from the USSR Fine 
Arts Association, and high-ranking status as a Central Committee member 
from a fraternal nation did little to improve his chances of seeing these 
suppressed works, such was the extent of the “embarrassment” and “fear” 
attached to Malevich’s art.14

Even though a posthumous injunction was placed on his art, Malevich 
could still be invoked. During the Zhdanovshchina in Poland, Polish 
modernist architects Helena and Szymon Syrkus—figures of consid-
erable authority in the pre-war avant-garde—found that their friend-
ship with the Suprematist artist 20 years earlier could be turned into a 
threatening indictment. Reflecting on their 1947 schemes for the Koło 
Housing Estate in Warsaw, Jan Minorski, an architect working in the 
Institute of Urbanism and Architecture, attacked the Syrkuses: “These 
architects often stress that their teacher was Malevich, who stressed 
the “tension” between solid forms and those of Suprematism. But why 
refer to a prophet if, in the new reality, the former “master” has noth-
ing to say? This is poor advisor without authority! If Lachert’s work 
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 [a modernist architect—DC] is not understandable, how much more 
so is the work of the Syrkuses. Their forms, one must say, disturb the 
viewer.”15 This was June 1949 but Minorski had already fully absorbed 
Soviet techniques of character assassination. Helena Syrkus had too: 
taking the stage at the international gathering of modernist architects, 
CIAM 7 (Congrès international d’architecture modern), in Bergamo 
later in the summer of the same year, she famously gave her audience 
a public demonstration of the Soviet mania for “samokrytyka,” a pub-
lic confession of the “errors” in one’s earlier thinking or actions.16 
She argued that the kind of technological invention and abstract vol-
umes, to which the CIAM members in the audience were committed 
(and that she herself had promoted so vigorously until recently), were 
already outmoded in the age of Soviet progress.

Malevich was “rehabilitated” in Poland during the Thaw. The art 
press—enjoying a new found tolerance of abstract art—reproduced images 
of his architectons and the “Black Square” (1913) copied from the pages 
of pre-war avant-garde periodicals.17 These wan images were animated by 
memories of the artist’s month-long visit to Warsaw in 1927 from surviv-
ing members of the pre-war avant-garde, Henryk Stażewski and Jonasz 
Stern.18 And when modernist Polish poet Julian Przyboś curated an exhi-
bition, Précurseurs de l’art abstrait en Pologne, at the Galerie Denise René 
in Paris in 1957, he included works by Malevich, a gesture which claimed 
the artist as Pole (identified as Kazimierz Malewicz) and, more impor-
tantly, reconnected Warsaw with the twin capitals of pre-war modernism, 
Paris and Moscow. As the two works by Malevich which had been given to 
the Syrkuses after his exhibition in Berlin in 1927—a suprematist compo-
sition on canvas and a maquette of an architecton—were lost (stolen from 
their studio in the winter of 1945), Przyboś had to borrow two canvases 
from the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam.19

The Czechoslovak engagement with Malevich runs on parallel tracks, 
even if the effects of the Thaw were felt there later than in Poland. 
Artists were drawn to his non-objective world from the late 1950s. In 
1959, writer and collage artist Jirí̌ Kolár ̌created a concrete poem dedi-
cated to the artist, “Pocta Kazimíru Malevicǒvi,” in which, according to 
 Raoul- Jean Moulin, “a page was torn in a gesture symbolizing the repu-
diation of the traditional painter.”20 Six years later Kolár’̌s compatriot, 
composer Rudolf Komorous, created the first piece of electronic music in 
the country. Entitled “Malevich’s Grave” (“Náhrobek Malevicǔ̊v”), the 
piece eschewed melody, perhaps deriving its long tones and occasional 
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pulses from the artist’s floating geometric masses and lines. In 1968 art-
ist Stanislav Zippe of the Synteza group used a recording of Komorous’ 
“Malevich’s Grave” to lend synesthetic effects to one of his kinetic art-
works, Transformation (Proměna). Installed in the exhibition hall of the 
Music Theatre (Divadlo hudby) in Prague, the piece featured four white 
square surfaces placed on the ground and lit with lamps. A central light 
overhead changed color while four light sources closer to the squares 
gained and reduced in brightness.

It is perhaps not surprising that Malevich was the first figure of the 
Soviet avant-garde to be excavated so thoroughly (in the West too21). 
Suprematism lent itself to these kinds of modern séances, bringing a 
measure of mysticism to an environment which was, by dint of official 
ideology, now to be organized by rational principles. In 1956, the Bloc 
had been signed up by Nikolai Bulganin in the Kremlin to Scientific-
Technological Revolution. This was to be a new rational program which 
would put Eastern Bloc societies, after Stalin, back on the path to full-
blown communism. Yet, what is striking is the way in which the embrace 
of science contained a cosmic or even a spiritual aspect, even in the heart 
of the empire. Dvizhenie (Movement)—a group founded in Moscow art 
schools in the early 1960s by a group of seven young artists including 
Francisco Infante and Lev Nussberg—included the most eager acolytes 
of Malevich. Ambitious and resourceful, Nussberg and Infante devel-
oped a sophisticated practice from their still incomplete understanding 
of the activities of the Soviet avant-garde in the early 1920s. A fascination 
in infinite forms, derived from geometry, was combined, for instance, 
with a shrewd understanding that the emerging design and technol-
ogy infrastructure of the Scientific-Technological Revolution presented 
new opportunities for modern art. Exhibited in public institutions like 
the Kurchatov Institute for Atomic Energy and the Institute of High 
Temperatures in Moscow, their abstract works could be characterized as 
research. This was not a matter of rhetorical camouflage: science seemed 
to be offering novel materials for the production of a new order of syn-
thetic art. Nussberg wrote:

The synthesis of different technical means and art forms is [an] important 
side of our searches. An artist must take all the basic means that exist in 
nature-light-color, sound, movement (not just in time and space), scents, 
changing temperatures, gases and liquids, optical effects, electromagnetic 
fields…, etc. All depends on the creative fire of the individual.22
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This sense of excitement is captured in early works like Infante’s 1963 
Space-Movement-Infinity, an exercise in geometry in which a series of two- 
dimensional crystal forms are overlaid. Turning in an infinite space, they 
seem to recede to a luminous red point. Subtitled Design for a Kinetic 
Object, Infante developed his “design” into a sculpture fashioned from 
revolving cubes illuminated with small lights  (see Fig. 5.2). While such 
schemes—ostensibly—might be presented as models or prototypes for 
some unspecified public art, they are better understood as explorations 
into what Malevich had famously called the non-objective world in 1916.23 
Their philosophy of art combined a “politically correct” enthusiasm for 
Soviet science with an illicit interest in metaphysics. Space exploration 
had opened—at least in the minds of young artists—a perspective on the 

Fig. 5.2 Francisco Infante-Arana, Space – Movement – Infinity (Design for a 
Kinetic Object) Tempera and ink on paper mounted on fiberboard, 1963. Jane 
Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum, The Norton and Nancy Dodge Collection of 
Nonconformist Art from the Soviet Union, New Brunswick, NJ
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infinite. The group’s 1966 manifesto, broadcasting their commitment to 
Kineticism, announced the dawn of a new sensibility:

We are pioneers.
We unite the WORLD to KINETICISM
TODAY’S man is torn apart, sick. “Man, are you not tired of destruction?”
TODAY’S child is already the cosmic generation.
The stars have come nearer. Then let ART draw people together through 

the breath of the stars!24

Formally, many of the group’s artworks eschewed the dynamic and dis-
sonant forms favored by the Soviet avant-garde (typified by Lissitzky’s 
Red Wedge, 1920). Symmetry and balance pointed to a hidden order in 
the universe. Nussberg wrote, “It is more rational to try with the help of 
absolute regularity—symmetry (asymmetry belongs here as well, it is a 
symmetry of a higher order, only more universal and more hidden!) to 
shape all the richness of the human spirit.”25

While abstract art remained a matter of considerable controversy in 
the Soviet Union throughout the 1960s, Dvizhenie operated with official 
imprimatur, only occasionally falling foul of its patrons in the party-state. 
The group’s chief ideologue, Lev Nussberg, was a well-connected and 
skillful operator, adept at persuading the Soviet authorities to support the 
group’s projects. In the late 1960s, Dvizhenie’s works traveled abroad, 
first in the Eastern Bloc and then in Western Germany.26 They were widely 
reported in the international press too, providing vivid evidence of the 
creativity of Soviet culture after its apparent ossification during the Stalin 
years.

Back To The FuTure

To find examples where Soviet avant-garde and politics intersect criti-
cally we have to look to the late 1960s or, more precisely, the anniver-
sary of the 50th anniversary of the October Revolution in the autumn 
of 1967. This event—as I’ve noted above—was embraced by commu-
nist authorities across the Bloc as a way of asserting the authority of the 
Soviet Union as the leading force in world history. Throughout the 1960s, 
the impending anniversary formed an important, magnetic point on the 
horizon. Numerous Soviet achievements in the fields of science, engi-
neering, and technology were timed for completion in 1967. The “eter-
nal” figure of Lenin was central to these anniversary events too. A new 
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print of Eisenstein’s film October (1927) was reissued with many of the 
cuts made during the Stalin years restored and a new soundtrack com-
posed by Dmitry Shostakovich (op. 131, October—a symphonic poem in C 
minor). The film played an ambassadorial role, traveling around the world. 
Similarly, Dvizhenie—the group of young artists who had been such keen 
enthusiasts for Malevich’s art—orchestrated an electric tribute to Lenin 
in Leningrad. Four enormous screens were placed around the monument 
to the Bolshevik leader outside the Finland Station, the historic site of his 
return to Russia in 1917. Historic film footage, as well as Soviet movies 
dramatizing the revolution, was projected onto three screens while three 
beams of color brought a suggestion of movement to Lenin’s looming 
silhouette on the fourth. A sound collage of music, poems, and Lenin’s 
speeches filled the air.

The festive rediscovery of the “spirit of October” was also stage- 
managed across the Bloc. Numerous exhibitions were organized and 
publications issued with official imprimatur. The August–September 
1967 issue of Výtvarné Umění—with Kolibal’s cover—was dedicated to 
the Soviet avant-garde, much of the content drawn from research which 
had been conducted in Soviet archives and collections by Miroslav Lamac ̌ 
and Jirí̌ Padrta since the early 1960s.27 It was a remarkably rich visual 
and  textual archive: alongside numerous high-quality images of works by 
Gabo, El Lissitzky, and others, it featured translations of historic docu-
ments such as extracts of Malevich’s 1919 book On New Systems in Art 
(O Novykh Sistemakh Visk) and Naum Gabo and Antoine Pevsner’s 1920 
Realist Manifesto (Realisticheskii manifest).28

In Warsaw, the Współczesna Gallery under director Janusz Bogucki 
opened a show on 8th November 1967 (the 50th anniversary in the 
Gregorian Calendar) entitled New Art at the Time of the October Revolution 
(Nowa sztuka czasów Rewolucji Październikowej). The interior of the gal-
lery was organized as “agit-tram” to represent the propaganda work of the 
avant-garde during the Civil War period. The artworks included prints, 
architectural models, books, and magazines, as well as ceramics produced 
by the Soviet artists, many of which were drawn from the collection of 
Szymon Bojko. Efsir Shub’s The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty (1927) and 
Sergei Eisenstein’s Strike (1925) were screened and pre-war leftist art-
ists, including Futurist poet and gulag-survivor Anatol Stern, were invited 
to speak in the gallery. Similarly, in Budapest, students from the Faculty 
of Architecture at Budapest Technical University operated a semi-official 
gallery (i.e., tolerated, meaning uncensored and unfunded) in their stu-
dent center at ut. Bercsenyi 28-30. One 1968 show, curated by Tihamér 
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Gyarmathy, an abstract painter whose career began before the Second 
World War, explored the heritage of the Soviet avant-garde.29 Copies of 
works by Malevich, Wassily Kandinsky and Tatlin were put on display.

On one hand, these investigations into the history of the avant-garde 
enjoyed official imprimatur and, as such, belong to a history of rehabilita-
tion of inter-war modernism which can be traced back to the Khrushchev 
Thaw. As Susan Reid has noted of the Soviet context: “Under the protec-
tion of the regime-led reorientation of archive, practitioners and historians 
particularly rehabilitated Constructivism and other modernist tendencies 
in disgrace since the early thirties, retrieving them as instructive prece-
dents for contemporary architectural and design tasks…”30 On the other, 
the concept of revolution appears to have been a matter of some con-
cern to the Polish authorities and perhaps others around the Bloc in 1967 
and 1968. The original title planned for the anniversary exhibition in the 
Współczesna Gallery in Warsaw, Avant-garde and Revolution (Awangarda 
i rewolucja) was, seemingly, too inflammatory, too prospective. Officials 
working for the state press agency, the International Press and Book 
Club (Klub Międzynarodowej Prasy i Książki, or KMPiK) KMPiK which 
provided the space for the Gallery in the Great Theater (Teatr Wielki), 
demanded the unmistakably retrospective title New Art of the Time of the 
October Revolution.31

What triggered this anxious reaction on the part of the Polish authori-
ties remains obscure. But the answer may be found in the emergence of the 
New Left—often student radicals—across the People’s Republics. Critical 
voices in Czechoslovakia on the eve of the Prague Spring and Hungary 
were becoming increasingly bold making “revolutionary” demands: 
famously Milan Kundera, for instance, took to the stage at the Writers’ 
Congress in June 1967 demanding freedom of speech and denouncing 
the “degeneration” of socialism under Soviet rule of Czechoslovakia.32 
In spring 1968  in Hungary, the state rounded up and prosecuted radi-
cal socialists—many children of prominent communists—for conspiracy. 
Their crimes were negligible: inserting leaflets denouncing “the red 
bourgeoisie” in Hungary and the Soviet Union into library books, and 
attempting to make contacts with hard-liners in Albania and China (lend-
ing the accused the badge of Maoism). Nevertheless, around 50 were put 
on trial and some imprisoned.33

By a curious turn of events, some of the Hungarian radicals in the dock in 
1968 stood before the camera in 1969 as actors when the Béla Balázs Studio 
commissioned director Dezső Magyar to make The Agitators (Agitatorok), 
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an experimental feature film marking the 50th anniversary of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic. Magyar and Gábor Bódy adapted Ervin Sinkó’s novel The 
Optimists (Optimistak) by combining it with other historical and contem-
porary sources. In the manner of Godard’s film La Chinoise, the student 
actors “ventriloquize” the words of György Lukács as well as Mao and Che, 
and the soundtrack includes music by the Rolling Stones. By folding past 
and present together, this cinematic portrait of Hungary’s short-lived 1919 
commune asked what happened to the “spirit of revolution” in Eastern 
Europe after the repression of the Prague Spring and Kádárism.

The Agitators is also a reminder of the fact that the rediscovery of the 
Soviet avant-garde took place alongside that of “local” constructivists like 
the Blok group in Poland and Lajos Kassák, the Hungarian activist.34 The 
fact that “living” connections to the avant-garde could be established in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s was significant. In Hungary, for instance, 
artist, poet, and activist Kassák carried a particular kind of moral author-
ity. In 1967, in the final year of his life, his Képarchitektúra (Picture 
Architecture) works of the late 1910s and 1920s were exhibited in the 
Adolf Fényes Hall in Budapest (another “tolerated” zone). These abstract 
schemes—based on the dynamic organization of geometric shapes and 
volumes—eschewed conventional and immediate architectural concerns 
in favor of a universal architectural language, perhaps belonging to the 
future. In his manifesto-like statement of 1922, Kassák announced:

Képarchitektúra rejects all schools—including the schooling of ourselves.
Képarchitektúra does not confine itself to particular materials and par-

ticular means; like Merz-art it regards all kinds of materials and means as 
useful to express itself.

Képarchitektúra does not dabble in psychology.
Képarchitektúra does not want anything.
Képarchitektúra wants everything…35

The majority of the visitors to the Adolf Fényes Hall in 1967 saw these 
works for the first time. (“This,” wrote Kassák, “will be the first intro-
duction of constructivism. The gate has opened, and I am walking 
through it.”36) This added to his myth as what Forgács has called “an 
anti-authoritarian authority”37: a poet, artist, and activist, he began his 
career before the First World War and died in 1967. He was opposed to 
the bourgeois culture of the Dual Monarchy and antagonistic to György 
Lukács’s Nyugat progressives; an active figure during the Commune in 
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1919 who was said to have resisted the instrumentalization of his art as 
propaganda38; harassed by the Police in Hungary in the 1930s and the 
new regime which took hold in Hungary in 1949. Paradoxically perhaps, 
Kassák—the polemical and abrasive writer and artist associated with mon-
tage and other fragmented aesthetics—offered some kind of continuity in 
a broken chain of catastrophes in Hungary in the twentieth century. At the 
end of his life, Kassák was adopted by the emerging neo-avant-garde as the 
symbol of intellectual independence (despite being awarded the Kossuth 
Prize). Often it was Kassák’s positions in relation to power which drew his 
adherents, but some were drawn to his art as well. In 1973, for instance, 
neo-avant-garde artist and film-maker Dóra Maurer printed three issues 
of Ma, the first of which not only adopted the title but also the layout of 
Kassák’s avant-garde magazine (1916–1925).

reclaiminG The PasT

The generation of artists and architects who had engaged with Soviet 
Suprematism and Constructivism after the Thaw did so in order to reflect 
on the future, perhaps optimistically. Another order of schemes emerged 
across the Eastern Bloc in the 1970s and 1980s which were concerned 
with the past. This was evident within the phenomenon of “paper archi-
tecture,” fantastic schemes designed by architects, often as entries in inter-
national competitions.39 Russian architect Yuri Avvakumov made models 
which invoked the tribunes and propaganda structures designed by Gustav 
Klutsis and El Lissitzky at the end of the Soviet Union, while his compatri-
ots Dmitry Bush and Dmitry Podyapolsky imagined a mirror structure in 
the center of a teaming megalopolis as a white square. Their 1986 drawing 
carried the evocative and unmistakable title The Cube of Infinity. Widely 
exhibited and published, the schemes were firmly associated with Soviet 
Russia, with Avvakumov reintroducing the term for the title of an exhi-
bition in Moscow in the offices of a literary magazine, Jonost (Youth), 
in 1984.40 But the phenomenon predated Avvakumov’s act of nomina-
tion. Artists and architects associated with the Tallinn School produced 
an exceptional body of paper architectural schemes through the course 
of the 1970s which often used the vocabularies of Constructivism and 
Suprematism somewhat ironically: Leonhard Lapin designed, for instance, 
an Anti-International Monument. Tower (Stable) For Artist Valdur 
Ohakas’ Donkey in 1974, alluding perhaps to the primitive techniques 
employed in the construction of the first Soviet monuments.41 Moreover, 
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the phenomenon of paper architecture was spread more widely across the 
Bloc than is generally recognized: young Czech architects Lukas Velíšek, 
Martin Suchánek, and Michal Šourek, also revisited Tatlin’s Tower in a 
scheme in the early 1980s which envisaged this symbol of “permanent 
revolution” as a metaphor for a human life, one which necessarily results 
in death. Their tower was organized as a kind of instrument for recycling 
the remains of dead buildings. Perhaps it is easy to read such schemes with 
the hindsight of history, nevertheless, it seems that these paper projects 
often took pastness, entropy, and breakdown as their themes.

One scheme produced in Hungary in 1985, The Striker’s House, stands 
out. Created in response to a competition announced in Japan Architect 
with superstar architect Tadao Ando as the judge, The Striker’s House is an 
unorthodox axonometric drawing combining photographic elements and 
dynamic arrangements of lettering (see Fig. 5.3). The house is an angu-
lar structure formed of black and red “wedges” arranged on a  structure 

Fig. 5.3 Gábor Bachman, Miklós Haraszti, György Konrád and László Rajk, The 
Striker’s House, entry into the Bulwark of Resistance competition, Japan Architect, 
1986. Courtesy of László Rajk
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fashioned from what seem to be industrial materials. Revolving on a loco-
motive turntable, it is an agit-train wagon as if designed by a latter-day 
Constructivist. Train tracks radiate in all directions and the railway shed is 
filled with posts and banners dressed with slogans to motivate the striker. 
Perhaps these are the tools of the commissar or the activist, ready to travel 
wherever he or she is needed.

The Striker’s House was the invention of a remarkable quartet of intel-
lectuals who combined New Left and neo-avant-garde pedigrees. They 
were artist Gábor Bachman and architect László Rajk, the son of the vic-
tim of the first show trial in Hungary in 1949, László Rajk, Sr. A samizdat 
publisher and distributor, Rajk designed covers for books published by 
AB Kiadó (AB Press)—including Tibor Méray’s notes on the trial of Imre 
Nagy, Why Did They Have to Die? (Miért kellett meghalniuk, 1982) and 
reports of strikes in Poland, Radom-URSUS 1976 (1983). He also illus-
trated György Dalos’s 1985, a samizdat extension of Orwell’s dystopian 
novel, imagining the death of Big Brother and the end of his authoritar-
ian rule.42 Rajk and Bachman founded their creative partnership in 1981, 
designing interiors and film sets, often in a modish neo-constructivist 
style. In fact, Rajk had been involved in publishing Soviet designs even 
earlier, lending materials which he had sourced as a student in Canada, 
for an issue of the semi-official periodical, Bercsényi 28–30, published in 
1977 by students of the architecture faculty at the Technical University. In 
conceiving The Striker’s House, they were joined by the dissident writers 
György Konrád and Miklós Haraszti whose books had indicted the com-
munist state for its betrayal of socialism. Haraszti, a former Maoist, for 
instance, had written Darabbér (which appeared in English as A Worker 
in a Worker’s State43), a book about the exploitative use of piece rates in 
Hungarian factories in 1973. Circulated as samizdat in just 11 copies, he 
was arrested and charged with incitement against the state. In jail, he went 
on a hunger strike and had to be force-fed.

The Striker’s House was a memorial work, commemorating the wave of 
strikes in Poland in 1979 which had led to the Gdansk Accords between 
the state and the Solidarity Trade Union.

What we discussed with Konrád and Haraszti, and then finally decided on 
was the idea that the strike is the extreme extreme of peaceful resistance. It is 
not only peaceful but you put yourself and your family in danger. It is like 
standing in front of the guns naked. The resistance is your own self-sacrifice. 
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This is what we want to demonstrate with a house which first loses its exte-
rior and finally stands naked.44

This theme—even though expressed in a coded fashion—was sufficient to 
make this drawing a threatening object in 1985 (by which time Solidarity 
had been forced underground). As a result, its authors were only able 
to send it to Japan with the help of a friendly contact in the American 
embassy in Budapest. This was, in effect, samizdat architectural design.

One reading of The Striker’s House scheme is to see it as an ironic 
object, commemorating anti-Soviet politics in a proto-Soviet style. But 
its Leftism should not be read as dissimulation. Perhaps this image is evi-
dence both a kind of nostalgia for revolutionary politics, as well a note 
of envy on the part of these Hungarian writers and artists for the alli-
ance between the workers—expressed here in the leftist iconography of 
industrial civilization—and the intelligentsia which had given Solidarity 
such force in Poland. This is something that Konrád and Iván Szelényi 
had argued for in their Intellectuals on the Road to Class Power, written in 
the summer of 1973 and published in samizdat.45 On its pages, we find 
another expression of the desire of Hungarian intellectuals on the Left to 
be “anti-authoritarian authorities.”

The Striker’s House was not built: it was paper architecture after all. 
But, remarkably, it was given material form as the subject of a 1985 film 
made by Bachman and shot in the industrial ruins of the gas plant near 
the Óbuda district of the capital. This facility had been closed down in 
the previous year. Shot illegally on video with Gábor Bódy (an artist, film 
director, and actor who had written the screenplay for The Agitators), the 
film records The Striker’s House being pushed on rails by a group of men 
into the decaying factory. Like the demonstrations from the 1920s during 
which Tatlin’s Tower had been wheeled through the streets of Petrograd, 
this object of the machine age is moved by human power. The structure 
is decorated with the slogan “Munka és Tett” (“Work and Action”), a 
combination of the title of two journals published by Kassák in the 1910s 
and 1920s. The block lettering makes the connection explicit. One of the 
figures delivers a speech with a megaphone, accompanied by workers beat-
ing and welding. Like a concert of industrial sounds played out in these 
industrial ruins, Bachman seems to forge a link with the then-fashionable 
style of Industrial Music (created by Einsturzende Neubauten and oth-
ers). Delivered in the hectoring tones of a commissar, this monologue 



124 

sounds like an absurd manifesto. Philosophic and poetic at the same time, 
it points to the uselessness of art. “The aim of art is to describe what 
cannot be described…Increasingly decaying into irrationalism…Hunger 
is not the only reason for our insomnia… It is impossible to fill even only 
one hour of my existence with that, I want someone to cut my throat 
with a sharp stone!” Bachman’s film took its title, The Construction of 
Nothing and commissar’s sloganeering from a text by János Megyik, an 
émigré Hungarian artist living in Vienna.46 Absurdity and irrationalism 
conjoin with these images of ruination to point to the utter exhaustion of 
utopianism. The Striker’s House—in this second iteration—was a symbol 
of entropy.

The Striker’s House was a self-conscious attempt to form a loop between 
the start and the end of the Soviet system. It was, after all, an expres-
sion of anti-Soviet sentiment by some of its most active opponents. But it 
did not actually mark the end. That role was, perhaps, played by another 
design by Bachman and Rajk four years later. In 1989, they were commis-
sioned to design the setting for one of the milestone events at the end of 
communist rule in Eastern Europe, the reburial of Prime Minister Imre 
Nagy and the leadership of the 1956 Uprising. Nagy and his colleagues 
had been executed two years after the suppression of the Uprising, their 
bodies buried—face down and bound—in unmarked graves. The question 
of how to remember the Uprising and its victims was one of the tensions 
between official and dissenting culture in Hungary in the 1980s. In 1988, 
the state made a concession by establishing a Committee for Historical 
Justice (Történelmi Igazságtétel Bizottság) which began a process of reas-
sessing the show trials and the cases of those executed after 1956. Within 
a year the state had agreed to the reburial of those executed on 16 June 
1958, the date of Nagy’s death. That event—which took place in June 
1989—became a milestone in Hungary’s transition to a new, more demo-
cratic regime.

The ceremony took place in Heroes' Square (Ho ̋sök tere) in the cen-
ter of Budapest. Six coffins—placed in different wedge-shaped, angular 
forms—were organized in ranks in front of the Mu ̋csarnok, a neo-clas-
sical art gallery (see Fig. 5.4). Five contained remains of the leaders of 
the Uprising, while the sixth remained empty to symbolize more than 
300 others who were executed. Bachman and Rajk designed symbolic 
objects which narrated the Hungarian experience of communist rule. The 
slanted rostrum echoed the propaganda structures designed by Gustav 
Klutsis and El Lissitzky in the 1920s but now had the appearance of 
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age, seemingly rusty. It supported an angular “white wedge” featuring a 
burned-out  circular form, reminiscent of the Hungarian flags which were 
stripped of their communist insignia during the 1956 Uprising. These 
were not the only historical allusions. László Rajk—Rajk’s own father—
had been the victim of a show trial in 1949 and had been reburied as a 
hero during the short Nagy government in October 1956. His catafalque 
been displayed outside the Kossuth Mausoleum before his remains were 
buried in the Kerepesi Cemetery. The theatrical treatment of the set-
ting in 1989 had other historical echoes. Dressed in black and white 
linen for the event, the Mu ̋csarnok overlooks Heroes Square. During the 
Commune in 1919, the national figures on the Millennium Monument 
of 1900 (which lend the square its name) were also covered in red fabric 
and a temporary statue of Karl Marx embracing the workers was erected. 
For an event marking the end of communist rule, the reburial of the 
victims of 1956 was suffused with traces of its beginning, namely the 
Commune. The event was intended by the authorities to be an act of 
atonement: Bachman and Rajk’s design sought to lay much more to rest.

Fig. 5.4 Gábor Bachman and László Rajk, decorations for the reburial of Imre 
Nagy and his associates, Műcsarnok Gallery, Budapest, 16 June 1989. Photograph: 
FORTEPAN
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conclusion

The diverse encounters of Eastern European intellectuals with the Soviet 
avant-garde never cohered into an orderly body of knowledge or a coherent 
historical project. Images of abstract art and fantastic architectural schemes 
were summoned up, often at moments of political tension, because they 
provided the means to reflect on revolution. Copies or facsimiles of origi-
nal Soviet works, these were invariably short-lived apparitions. Moreover, 
the interest was a somewhat specialist taste on the part of some Eastern 
European intellectuals. This, as I have suggested, was threaded with a latent 
concern about their own role in relation to power. Here, perhaps, another 
important difference with the rediscovery of the Soviet avant-garde in the 
West can be drawn. Constructivism and Suprematism were the subject 
of considerable market interest in the 1970s and 1980s as well as ‘block-
buster’ exhibitions like the Paris-Moscow 1900–1930 curated by Pontus 
Hulton at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris in 1979. Only in the 
final years of the communist rule in Eastern Europe was something similar 
attempted. In 1987 the Műcsarnok Gallery in Budapest (which had lent 
its entrance to the ceremony for the reburial of Nagy and the other victims 
of 1956) mounted Art and Revolution: Soviet Art, 1910–1932 (Muvészet 
és forradalom: Orosz-Szovjet muvészet, 1910–1932) with the support of the 
Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs. A pioneering and extensive review of 
the Soviet avant-garde featuring original artworks by Mikhail Larionov, 
Natalia Goncharova, Malevich, Kandinsky, Tatlin, Rodchenko, and others 
from Soviet collections, the response of the public to the show was muted. 
Art critic and curator Katalin Keserü recalls an “almost ghostly visit paid by 
János Kádár on New Year’s Day 1987.” What the secretary of the commu-
nist party and prime minister who had been given the reigns of power after 
the Soviet repression of the Uprising in 1956 thought of the exhibits is not 
known. “Most probably he had expected to see a social realist exhibition,” 
speculates Keserü, “but it is to his credit that he thoroughly examined the 
entire show, presenting the work of the avant-garde leading forward to 
that of Stalinism.”47 Perhaps the Kremlin’s long-serving and loyal retainer 
was haunted by a sense of what-might-have-been.
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 7. Johnson and Wigley, Deconstructivist Architecture, 133.
 8. Ibid., 11.
 9. Forgács, “How the New Left Invented East-European Art,” 

97–100.
 10. Derrida, Specters of Marx, 10.
 11. Golan, Reform Rule in Czechoslovakia, 244.
 12. Malevich, cited in Ryan, Stalin in Russian Satire, 159.
 13. Tumarkin, Lenin Lives!, 190.
 14. See Bojko, “Kazimierz Malewicz – bohater tragiczny?” accessed 2 

January 2015, www.obieg.pl/teksty/11249.
 15. Minorski in O polska ̨architekture ̨socjalistyczna,̨ 65–6.
 16. Helena Syrkus later came to regret her forthright support for the 

Stalinist regime. See Syrkus in Ogólnopolska Narada Architektów, 
485.

 17. See, for instance, the February 1958 issue of Przeglad̨ Artystyczny, 
which takes the form of a 30-page calendar of the history of Polish 
avant-garde art that takes Malevich’s Black Square (1913) as a 
point of origin and ends with the 1957 exhibition, Précurseurs de 
l'art abstrait en Pologne at the Galerie Denise René in Paris in 1957 
which featured the suprematist’s works.

 18. On this visit see Turowski, Malewicz w Warszawie.
 19. Syrkus, “Kazimierz Malewicz,” 153.
 20. Moulin, “Une demystification de la parole et de l’image,” 20.
 21. Margarita Tupitsyn has surveyed the shadow cast by Malevich’s 

“Black Square” over abstract art and minimalism in the West since 
the 1960s in her book Malevich and Film.

 22. Nussberg, notes from an undated manuscript, cited by Vyacheslav 
F. Koleychuk, “The Dvizheniye Group,” 433–436.

 23. Malevich, The Non-Objective World.
 24. Nussberg, “Manifesto of Russian Kineticists” (1966), as translated 

in Golomshtok and Glezer, Soviet Art in Exile, 164.
 25. Nussberg (1964) cited by Havránek, “Transient and Dispersed.”
 26. With close contacts in Prague, Dvizhenie played a key channel for 

knowledge about the work of Soviet Constructivists in 

http://www.obieg.pl/teksty/11249


128 
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 15. Hrůza, Jirǐ. 1967. Město Utopistů. Prague: Československý spisovatel.
 16. Johnson, Philip, and Mark Wigley. 1988. Deconstructivist Architecture, exhi-

bition catalog. New York: The Museum of Modern Art.
 17. Koleychuk, Vyacheslav F. 1994. “The Dvizheniye Group: Toward a Synthetic 

Kinetic Art.” Leonardo 27(5): 433–436.
 18. Konrád, György, and Iván Szelényi. 1979. Intellectuals on the Road to 

Class Power (trans: Andrew Arato and Richard E. Allen). Brighton: Harvester 
Press.
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CHAPTER 6

Ties That Bind, Ties That Divide: Second 
World Cultural Exchange at the Grassroots

Kyrill Kunakhovich

In February 1962, a delegation of painters from the East German city 
of Leipzig visited the All-Union Art Exhibition in Moscow. The exhibi-
tion featured new artwork from across the USSR, but the East German 
visitors were left unimpressed. “We were struck by modernist influences 
and manifestations of symbolism,” the group’s leader wrote in his report 
back home.1 Under Nikita Khrushchev’s Thaw, many Soviet artists had 
begun to deviate from the rigid rules that still governed art in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR), and the Leipzig painters were outraged. The 
only display that appealed to them was the exhibition’s Ukrainian pavilion, 
which their young Soviet tour guide dismissed as “particularly conservative 
and old-fashioned.” While the visitors acknowledged that a certain degree 
of “innovation” could be useful, they worried that their Soviet  colleagues 
had abandoned the principles of Socialist Realism, “throwing out the baby 
with the bathwater.” Far from a model to emulate, Soviet art had become 
a corrupting influence—and yet it could not simply be ignored. Just six 
months later, a selection of works from the All-Union Exhibition came 
to Leipzig, where they were shown under the title “Soviet Art.” To dem-
onstrate their loyalty to Big Brother, city officials ordered youth groups 
and trade unions to recruit viewers en masse.2 The exhibition ultimately 
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received some 27,000 visitors—four times as many as had seen the Leipzig 
Painters’ Union’s own show the year before.3

The story of the All-Union Art Exhibition illuminates both the promise 
and the problems of socialist cultural exchange. Socialist states relied on 
the arts to bridge national differences and forge an international com-
munity. Culture was thought to be uniquely suited to this task since it 
could transcend languages and influence people’s emotions. By deploying 
cultural exports abroad, state officials hoped to foster a spirit of socialist 
brotherhood that would create an integrated “Second World.” This was 
all the more important since the Second World always had to compete 
with the First: cultural exchange among socialist states was meant to dis-
entangle them from capitalist ones while providing a counterweight to 
American mass culture. In practice, though, exchange divided the socialist 
world as much as it united it. Foreign performances highlighted distances 
between national cultures along with disconnects in national cultural poli-
cies. Meanwhile, the cross-border flows of artists and artworks challenged 
states’ control of their own territory and their monopoly over the pub-
lic sphere. As in the case of the Leipzig Painters’ Union, officials often 
worried that outside influences could derail their country’s internal devel-
opment. At worst, they saw cultural imports as a kind of Trojan Horse, 
sneaking Western decadence and corruption through the back door. 
Exchange ultimately proved to be a double-edged sword. In trying to 
create a new Second World, it also exposed all of that world’s tensions and 
contradictions.

This chapter explores the paradoxes of socialist cultural exchange 
through the lens of a single city, Leipzig, in East Germany. Leipzig was 
not just one of the largest cities in the Soviet Bloc but also an international 
trade center, with a biannual trade fair that took place each spring and fall 
and attracted over half a million visitors.4 Since the fair was open to the 
West, Leipzig became a global showcase of socialist development, socialist 
architecture, and especially socialist culture. As the home of J.S. Bach and 
Richard Wagner, the city is world famous for its musical institutions, which 
include the Gewandhaus Orchestra and the St. Thomas Church Choir. It 
is also the site of one of Europe’s great universities, whose students have 
ranged from J.W. Goethe and Friedrich Nietzsche to Angela Merkel. Both 
culture and exchange, in short, have long been central to Leipzig’s history, 
and both gained added significance under the GDR, which was formed in 
1949. As one half of a divided Germany, the new state had to differenti-
ate itself from its western neighbor while maintaining a claim to cherished 
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national traditions. On the one hand, the GDR embraced high culture as 
a focal point of national identity, presenting itself as the “land of poets and 
thinkers.”5 On the other hand, it sought to establish close ties with the 
socialist world so as to distance itself from the West. Culture and exchange 
became key aspects of East Germany’s image, both at home and abroad. 
In this environment, it is little wonder that GDR officials resolved to turn 
Leipzig into “a cultural manifestation of the entire socialist camp.”6

The task of realizing this mission fell to the city government’s Culture 
Department, an underfunded office with roughly a dozen full-time 
employees.7 The Department was responsible for supervising all local 
artists and bringing culture to the city’s factories; while East Germany’s 
ruling Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, or 
SED) set the broad outlines of cultural policy, it was the Department that 
actually monitored and funded every artistic event in town. It was also in 
charge of organizing international cultural exchange—a job that one func-
tionary described as “the foundation of our entire activity.”8 The Culture 
Department hosted foreign visitors in Leipzig and helped coordinate local 
artists’ trips abroad. Even more importantly, it oversaw the repertoires at 
Leipzig’s cultural institutions to make sure that foreign works were duly 
represented. It was up to the Culture Department to set both the image 
that Leipzig presented to the outside world and the image of the world 
that Leipzig residents saw at home. Drawing on the internal records of 
the Culture Department, this chapter explores how those images evolved 
from the Soviet occupation in 1945 to the fall of the GDR in 1989. It 
considers what foreign art Leipzig residents could see and what foreign 
countries Leipzig artists could visit. By tracing the boundaries and net-
works of cultural exchange, it seeks to map Leipzig’s place in the Second 
World—as well as in the world at large.

The chapter identifies three phases of exchange in socialist Leipzig, each 
of which reflected one of the GDR’s political priorities. The first began 
with the end of World War II, when city officials used foreign art to rebuild 
German culture on antifascist foundations. After 13 years of Nazi rule, all 
native artists and traditions were considered potentially suspect. In their 
place, administrators turned to Allied imports—and Soviet culture in par-
ticular—to provide a model for East Germany’s development as well as an 
antidote to pernicious influences. Following Stalin’s death, however, the 
Soviet model became increasingly troublesome for East German authorities, 
who began to grow wary of cultural exchange. Contacts with other socialist 
states exposed divergent political trajectories while introducing pressures 

TIES THAT BIND, TIES THAT DIVIDE: SECOND WORLD CULTURAL EXCHANGE... 137



to reform. For a state based on being different from West Germany, any 
deviation from communist orthodoxy threatened to undermine its distinc-
tiveness and thereby threaten its right to exist. At the same time, ties with 
socialist states also helped safeguard the GDR’s identity, especially after it 
restored formal relations with West Germany in 1972. In this third phase, 
socialist exchange only intensified, as East German officials sought to dif-
ferentiate their country from the West and anchor it in the Second World. 
They found that cultural imports did bring the GDR in line with its eastern 
neighbors, but only by eroding its own culture. Ironically, artistic exchange 
with other socialist states hampered the development of socialism in the 
GDR. It both integrated East Germany into a Second World and under-
mined that world at the same time.

Learning to Win

World War II ended in Leipzig on April 19, 1945, when the city fell to 
the 2nd and 69th Infantry Divisions of the US Army. Under the terms of 
Allied zone agreements, however, Leipzig was placed in the Soviet Zone 
of Occupation, and so American troops gave way to Soviet ones by early 
July. Over the next four years, the city was ruled by a representative of 
the Soviet Military Administration in Germany, who had full jurisdic-
tion over local government—including the Culture Department of the 
City Council. Unlike the Americans, who had banned all public perfor-
mances, Soviet authorities were eager to revive Leipzig’s arts scene. The 
Gewandhaus Orchestra gave a “welcome concert” for the Red Army just 
days after its arrival, launching a new age of Leipzig culture with a per-
formance of Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony.9 The Orchestra’s choice of 
a Russian work was not just a goodwill gesture but a reflection of Soviet 
authority: from the first days of the occupation, Soviet officials imposed 
quotas for Russian plays, films, and musical works in all city-owned insti-
tutions. While Gogol and Chekhov played on stage, movies like Lenin in 
October became ubiquitous in local cinemas.10 Soviet culture filled Leipzig 
much like Soviet troops, always reminding city residents that they lived 
under military rule.

At the same time, art from the USSR had to share space with imports 
from the West. Between 1945 and 1950, Leipzig’s main theater per-
formed works by Americans Eugene O’Neill and Clifford Odets, as 
well as English crime writer J.B. Priestley and French existentialist Jean 
Anouilh. Since Germany was under joint Allied control, each of the Four 
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Powers exercised considerable cultural influence, even outside its own 
Zone. Moreover, all four Allies agreed that this influence was essential 
for German society, which had become contaminated by fascism. After 13 
years of Nazi rule, the threat of contagion hung over every German artist; 
all German culture, no matter how “progressive,” had been potentially 
perverted or misused. Just to be safe, Leipzig officials sidelined national 
traditions and promoted foreign culture in their place. Across the city’s 
theaters, the proportion of works by German authors fell from 77 percent 
during the Nazi era to just 44 percent over the postwar decade.11 Cinemas, 
too, avoided German films despite their overwhelming popularity, or else 
paired them in “double screenings” with movies from abroad. Foreign art 
came to be seen as national salvation—both a model and a starting point 
for Germany’s renewal. The country’s postwar crisis meant that cultural 
exchange was almost entirely one sided. Occupied Leipzig received a great 
deal of cultural imports, from the East as well as from the West, but sent 
out little in return.

The situation changed in 1949, when Allied relations degenerated and 
Germany split into two sovereign states. Once the Soviet Zone morphed 
into the GDR, it became a full-fledged member of the international social-
ist camp, with a cultural heritage worth sharing. Foreign art also took on 
a different role, helping to introduce East Germany to its new allies. In 
1950, Leipzig’s main theater debuted a series of Sunday matinees under 
the title “Peoples’ Voices,” which showcased the cultures of Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and even China in variety show form. The Chinese mati-
nee, entitled “Song of the Yellow Earth,” featured a performance of the 
country’s national anthem, a lecture by the director of Leipzig’s East 
Asian Institute, recitations of Chinese poetry, and a scene from a Chinese 
opera.12 Besides promoting foreign art, city officials also brought in foreign 
artists, above all from the “People’s Democracies” of the Soviet Bloc. In 
1949, for instance, Leipzig hosted Polish pianist Stanisław Szpinalski and 
Polish conductor Grzegorz Fitelberg, along with several dance ensembles 
from Czechoslovakia and Hungary.13 Leipzig artists, too, began to go on 
tour in order to present the “progressive” culture of the GDR. Besides 
mainstays like Bach and Beethoven, they performed works by contem-
porary playwrights Friedrich Wolf and Bertold Brecht, two icons of the 
antifascist resistance. Even Leipzig’s zoo got involved in the Soviet Bloc’s 
friendship campaign: in 1954, it sent the city of Warsaw a lion cub to com-
memorate the 10th anniversary of the Nazi withdrawal.14 Such exchange 
aimed to integrate East Germany into the socialist community of nations, 
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promoting the idea of an international “peoples’ friendship.” So ingrained 
was this concept that the word “friendship” became a term of greeting 
at Leipzig’s newly renamed Karl Marx University, replacing “good day” 
among working-class students.15

The highest level of friendship was reserved for the Soviet Union, the 
first among equals in the socialist camp. A Society for German-Soviet 
Friendship was set up in 1949 and quickly enrolled more than a million 
members across the GDR—including two thirds of all Leipzig artists.16 
Its main goal was to introduce East Germans to the great achievements of 
Soviet culture, especially during the annual Friendship Month that took 
place each November. In 1952, the list of festivities in Leipzig included daily 
screenings of Soviet films, readings by Soviet writers, 11 performances of 
Soviet plays, and a two-week-long celebration of Soviet folk ensembles.17 
Fifteen years later, on the 15th anniversary of the October Revolution, 
Leipzig officials put on a whopping 313 events, highlighted by visits from 
the Moscow State Circus, the Kazakh Song and Dance Ensemble, and the 
Leningrad Maly Theater.18 Even outside of the Friendship Month, the 
Culture Department afforded pride of place to imports from the USSR, 
which it described as “always giving direction to our own undertakings.”19 
It not only scheduled Soviet works at the best times and venues but also 
organized collective attendance, busing thousands of workers from the 
city’s factories. Thanks to their efforts, “particularly valuable” produc-
tions—such as Sergei Bondarchuk’s Fate of a Man, a story of the Soviet 
home front during World War II—were seen by almost half the city’s adult 
population.20 “The more people view such films, the faster we will change 
their mentality and the faster we will advance along the road to a bet-
ter life,” city officials explained in 1953.21 Even in an independent GDR, 
Soviet works retained a leading role that harkened back to the time of 
occupation.22 Only the USSR served as a model for East Germany’s own 
culture, teaching both artists and audiences what socialist art really was.

As cultural ties with the Soviet Bloc intensified, art from the capitalist 
world gradually faded from view. After some efforts to appeal to artists 
in the West, the SED changed course in the early 1950s and explicitly 
condemned Western culture as “formalist,” “decadent,” and even “bar-
baric.” While it praised cultural exchange among socialist states, it warned 
that capitalist exchange only produced a sterile “cosmopolitanism,” which 
empowered global capital at the expense of national traditions. Leipzig 
officials echoed the Party’s attacks by striking Western works from city 
repertoires. Between 1951 and 1954, Leipzig theaters performed just one 
play by an author living in the capitalist world: William Gates’ The Earth 
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Remains, a social drama about Australian farmers. Contacts with Western 
artists also dried up, since East Germans were banned from traveling to 
Western Europe—with the exception of the Federal Republic. In the hope 
of converting all Germans to the socialist cause, Culture Department offi-
cials continued to send local artists on tour in West Germany and to allow 
performances from West German artists in Leipzig. However, the scope 
of these contacts declined over time, especially after West Germany joined 
NATO in 1955.23 Within a few years, Leipzig was disconnected from the 
West and reoriented toward Moscow. Patterns of cultural exchange not 
only reflected East Germany’s new world but also helped define it.

The process of integrating Leipzig into the socialist camp was any-
thing but smooth. Despite the German-Soviet Friendship Society’s best 
efforts, texts and scores from the USSR were often impossible to find. 
When Leipzig’s opera house decided to put on Alexander Borodin’s clas-
sic opera Prince Igor, it was forced to contact the West German office of 
the English music publishers Boosey and Hawkes, which replied that it 
could not do business with the GDR.24 Even when Soviet materials were 
available, they were not always favorably received. Films from the USSR 
were far less popular in Leipzig than those from abroad, not least because 
so many dealt with painful wartime themes. “It is not enough that we 
have lost the war, now we have to watch it!,” one viewer complained 
after a screening of the movie Stalingrad.25 Leipzig artists, meanwhile, 
griped about the Soviet paintings they were told to emulate, dismissing 
Socialist Realism as “purely photographic” and “inartistic.”26 Their work 
met with an equally chilly reception in Moscow, where critics accused it of 
“bourgeois liberalism.”27 Such challenges constantly hampered exchange 
between East Germany and its allies, yet they were also entirely expected. 
Leipzig officials, like most city residents, understood that they had to 
develop a new culture after the twin ravages of Nazism and war. This was 
sure to be a slow and laborious process that would encounter heavy oppo-
sition. Temporary difficulties only proved that German culture was at a 
crossroads, and that the USSR pointed the way forward. An early slogan 
of the German-Soviet Friendship Society put it best: “To learn from the 
Soviet Union is to learn to win.28”

the happy Barracks of the sociaList camp

Joseph Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953 sent shockwaves through the 
socialist world and toppled its balance of power. In Leipzig as elsewhere, 
the Leader’s passing unleashed a flood of panegyrics, memorial concerts, 
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and promises to follow Stalin’s teachings. Within three months, however, 
the Soviet government set East Germany on a New Course that shunned 
many Stalinist methods. The new measures repealed certain raises in prices 
and work norms while dissolving large numbers of collective farms. Above 
all, they admitted that the SED had made a series of mistakes, shattering 
communism’s claims of infallibility and casting all its policies in doubt. On 
June 17, less than a week after the New Course was announced, work-
ers across the GDR took to the streets to call for further cuts in quotas 
and restrictions. Some 30,000 to 40,000 people converged on Leipzig’s 
Karl Marx Square, carrying banners like “We want butter not cannons, 
freedom, and more pay.”29 After the crowd set fire to SED headquarters, 
Soviet tanks were called in to disperse the demonstrators, killing 3 and 
injuring 54; in the GDR as a whole, the death toll was above 50. The East 
German leadership dismissed the entire episode as a “fascist provocation,” 
even though close to a million people had joined the protests country-
wide. Those who expressed sympathy with the strikers—including many 
members of the Leipzig Writers’ Union—were forced to recant their “false 
thoughts” and reaffirm their loyalty to the regime.30 “De-Stalinization,” it 
turned out, was a fundamentally destabilizing process, too dangerous for 
the SED to carry out in the open. In order to preserve their grip on power, 
East German officials had to contain reformist influences from abroad—
even from the USSR.

The foreign danger crested in 1956, after Nikita Khrushchev con-
demned Stalin’s “cult of personality” at the 20th Congress of the Soviet 
Communist Party. Khrushchev’s Secret Speech was widely discussed 
in Eastern Europe, where it helped spur popular unrest in Poland and 
Hungary. The East German regime, however, took great pains to hide the 
Speech from its citizens, as well as to distance itself from its eastern neigh-
bors. Leipzig’s Culture Department cautioned that Polish journalists were 
not to be trusted, since they “exhibit[ed] harmful tendencies.”31 It was 
even more critical of Polish art and culture, which may have seemed per-
fectly innocent but actually contained “the germ of counter- revolution.”32 
In rejecting Socialist Realism, Leipzig officials explained, “people in 
Hungary and other socialist lands tried to lay the ideological ground-
work” for overt political rebellion.33 City authorities tackled this danger 
head-on by launching a witch-hunt against all “revisionist tendencies.” 
They held countless meetings with Leipzig artists, shut down dozens of 
performances across town, and even arrested several prominent intellec-
tuals—including the writer Erich Loest, who spent more than six years 
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in prison. By 1960, Leipzig officials announced that all manifestations 
of “decadence” had been “decisively overcome,” yet the fear of eastern 
contagion still lingered.34 A full decade after the Secret Speech, the writer 
and bureaucrat Alfred Kurella warned the GDR to be on guard “against 
massive revisionist tendencies by our colleagues in the socialist and com-
munist camp.”35

The threat of revisionism put Leipzig officials in a difficult position. On 
the one hand, the only way to mitigate this danger was to reassert doc-
trinal purity, using classic socialist works from the USSR. Leipzig theaters 
thus performed 11 Soviet plays between 1958 and 1962, up from just 
3 in the half-decade after Stalin’s death. On the other hand, officials could 
no longer be sure that all Soviet art was doctrinally pure—as the delega-
tion of Leipzig painters learned firsthand at the All-Union Art Exhibition 
in 1962. The Leipzig writer Hanns Maaßen went so far as to say that 
Soviet art had begun to “deviate from the line of the socialist camp.”36 
After news of the exhibition spread, the Culture Department had to con-
tend with “widespread amazement” among artists that “the Soviet Union 
would organize a show of abstract works.”37 Officials were forced to toe a 
fine line, explaining that “our artists should reject such manifestations of 
abstract art and orient themselves towards the many positive and fruitful 
examples of art in the USSR, which still have a great deal to teach them.”38 
Under the influence of Khrushchev’s Thaw, Soviet culture had become an 
ambiguous model for the GDR. It was a source of inspiration and corrup-
tion at the same time, complicating officials’ efforts to define what an East 
German art should look like.

As the Soviet model lost its unquestioned authority, many Soviet Bloc 
states developed their own brands of socialist culture. This pluralism 
came into sharp relief at international festivals like the Leipzig Week of 
Short and Documentary Films, which debuted in 1955.39 The Week was 
initially conceived as a vehicle for cultural exchange between East and 
West Germany, but the SED’s enthusiasm for such ventures waned with 
the anti-revisionist campaign. GDR officials canceled the event in 1957, 
1958, and 1959 before re-launching it as an international festival of social-
ist cinema in 1960. Though the Week was meant to showcase films from 
the Soviet Bloc, its organizing committee often found them inappropri-
ate for the GDR. In 1967 and 1968, for instance, it banned a series of 
Czechoslovak documentaries inspired by the developing Prague Spring, 
which it considered a perversion of socialist ideals. Such problems became 
even more common after the festival eliminated its selection jury in a show 
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of “people’s friendship,” allowing socialist states to choose their own sub-
missions. Since films could no longer be cut from the program, one Polish 
documentary had to be buried at a midnight slot, where it would not 
have a “great public effect.”40 Festival organizers did manage to remove 
a Soviet film about Chairman Mao, but only by appealing directly to the 
Central Committee of the SED—which in turn discussed the matter with 
the Soviet embassy. Faced with these challenges, the Leipzig Film Week 
came to include more movies from the Third World, or even from “pro-
gressive” filmmakers in the West. Socialist states, it turned out, simply 
could not be trusted to make acceptable socialist art.

What upset Leipzig officials most of all, though, was that socialist 
visitors openly mocked East German culture. In November 1967, the 
city’s Literature Institute hosted two authors from the Soviet Union: 
the Russian short story writer Yuri Kazakov and the Lithuanian novel-
ist Alfonsas Bieliauskas. When they met with Leipzig students, Kazakov 
began by questioning why the Institute even existed. He had just come 
back from Paris, he explained, where “literary life in cafes” was far more 
active than in any formal institution.41 The two guests went on to criticize 
Soviet Bloc literature for dealing “too much with questions of labor and 
so on.” Since attention to “the life of the working class” was one of the 
Literature Institute’s stated goals, the critique must have hit close to home. 
Asked about their favorite East German authors, Kazakov and Bieliauskas 
mentioned Heinrich Böll, Friedrich Dürrenmatt, and Martin Walser—all 
German-language writers from outside the GDR.  When pressed, they 
retorted that “German writers are all the same, there are antifascists in 
both East and West Germany.” This comment not only offended national 
pride but struck at the heart of East German identity: if the GDR could 
not distinguish itself from West Germany, it had no reason to exist. In 
this case as in many others, cultural exchange proved entirely counter-
productive, driving states apart rather than bringing them together. Far 
from strengthening East German culture, it actively subverted the GDR’s 
cultural policies.

The risks of subversion were even greater when Leipzig artists trav-
eled abroad. In August 1962—just days after the exhibition “Soviet Art” 
opened in Leipzig—two local painters went on a “study trip” to Poland. 
Heinz Völkel and Johanna Starke spent nearly three weeks in Warsaw 
and Cracow, visiting dozens of artists and speaking with cultural officials. 
They were shocked to discover that Poland’s art scene looked nothing 
like the GDR’s: there was almost no state patronage, no talk of Socialist 
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Realism, and utter disdain for the mass public and its tastes. As the art-
ists reported, their Polish colleagues “lived isolated as in an ivory tower,” 
struggling to get by on sales abroad but also extolling their creative free-
dom. Their paintings “showed no sign that Poland has become a People’s 
Democracy,” since even party members were “infected with the Western 
bug.” Having embraced abstraction, most Polish artists dismissed East 
German painting as “old-fashioned” and “depressing” while noting that 
state patronage “could never inspire true creative expression.” Völkel and 
Starke found that “it was often difficult to talk to our [Polish] colleagues 
about art, since their prejudice against state oversight was so strong.” One 
Cracow artist even called his guests “true Stalinist Socialist Realists in the 
happy barracks of the socialist camp.”42

In their official reports, both Völkel and Starke praised East Germany’s 
“developed patronage system” and its attention to “the worker and his 
problems,” but the Polish trip had clearly left its mark. “Even for us in 
Leipzig, it couldn’t hurt to develop some more daring and originality in 
form and color, and also to experiment a bit—of course, without losing 
our connection to the masses,” Starke wrote.43 Over the next few months, 
other Leipzig artists started to express the same concerns, prompting the 
Culture Department to set up a meeting to clear the air. Most of the par-
ticipants had already talked to Völkel and Starke, and many were intrigued 
by Poland’s decentralized art market. While they admitted that the lack of 
state patronage could have “negative consequences for some,” they also 
believed that it would “allow for greater artistic freedom in our work.”44 
The painter Gerhard Eichhorn, a member of the SED, openly lamented 
that “Polish modernists and abstract artists live better than us: at least they 
can go abroad and we can’t.” A glimpse into Poland’s art world had illumi-
nated Leipzig’s, spurring local artists to voice criticisms of the GDR. They 
forced state officials to explain why the policies of one socialist state did 
not apply to another, and amid all the talk of socialist brotherhood, this 
was no easy to task. At the same meeting in January 1963, several speakers 
brought up the All-Union Art Exhibition from the year before. “If such 
things are happening in the Soviet Union, then why is the GDR being so 
stubborn?” “Why doesn’t East Germany allow any modernist art, unlike 
other socialist states?” One painter explained that developments in the 
Soviet Bloc had forced him to reevaluate his whole career: “When I look at 
what’s going on there, I have to ask if we’ve been working incorrectly all 
along.”45 Socialist states had suddenly become a bad influence, threaten-
ing to derail the socialist development of the GDR.
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For some Leipzig officials, in fact, socialist works were even more 
threatening than capitalist ones. Hans Michael Richter, the chief drama-
turge at Leipzig’s main theater, wrote in 1964 that “geographical and 
ideological concepts have become misaligned”: the East was no longer 
synonymous with socialism, nor the West with capitalism.46 Many western 
plays, Richter maintained, were actually “closer” to East German culture 
than those from the Soviet Bloc. As evidence, he cited a recent work by the 
Polish playwright Kazimierz Brandys, “whose lack of contact to socialist 
reality produces a poorly written, convoluted nothingness.” The Culture 
Department felt the same way about another Polish play, The Witnesses by 
Tadeusz Różewicz, which was pulled from a Leipzig student theater in 
1965. As Department officials explained, the play dealt with questions of 
“nihilism, angst, and alienation,” but this was not its primary fault. While 
it would have been fine to “show these phenomena there where they natu-
rally belong, i.e. in West Germany or in the capitalist world,” The Witnesses 
was set in contemporary Poland, “imputing to socialist society behaviors 
that are specific to capitalism.”47 Like Brandys’s plays, in other words, 
The Witnesses smuggled capitalism in through the back door. To Leipzig 
officials, socialist imports such as these undermined the very purpose of 
the socialist community. They had become a kind of Trojan Horse, all the 
more dangerous for being deceptive.

the Unsatisfactory repercUssions of soviet Drama

Despite its many problems, socialist cultural exchange did have real value 
for the GDR. Though imports from other socialist states often contra-
vened official policy, and though they sometimes threatened to corrupt 
East German artists, they also reminded Leipzig residents that the GDR 
was part of the socialist camp. The sheer visibility of Soviet and East 
European art helped to distinguish East Germany from the West while 
integrating it into a different international community. This became par-
ticularly important during the early 1970s, as improved relations with the 
West sparked greater cultural contact. In December 1972, after years of 
negotiation, East and West Germany recognized each other as sovereign 
states, paving the way for both to join the United Nations. The GDR was 
finally able to showcase itself on the world stage, and turned to the arts 
to raise its international profile. “Peaceful coexistence between different 
social orders forces us to represent the development of socialist national 
culture in the GDR in a worthy way,” the Leipzig Culture Department 
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proclaimed in 1973.48 All of the city’s cultural institutions were told to 
prepare themselves for “foreign work”; the most prominent, like the 
Gewandhaus Orchestra and the St. Thomas Church Choir, were explicitly 
classified as “travel ensembles.” In 1974 alone, these two troupes per-
formed in Italy, Belgium, Great Britain, and the USA. Tours in capitalist 
states became so frequent that they began to interfere with repertoires at 
home. Already in July 1973, city officials complained that artists’ “inter-
national obligations” had caused serious “cuts in the number of perfor-
mances in Leipzig.”49

As cultural contacts with the West intensified, socialist exchange was 
forced to keep pace. Someone had to fill in for Leipzig artists when they 
went on tour, and performers from the Soviet Bloc were considerably 
cheaper than those from the West.50 More importantly, closer links with 
the East were meant to counteract the rising tide of Western pop culture: 
in the words of the Leipzig Culture Department, “greater cultural col-
laboration among socialist states” was necessary to “anchor the GDR in 
the unbreakable socialist community.”51 Starting in 1974, Leipzig offi-
cials organized annual “Days of Friendship and Culture” for countries like 
Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and the USSR. They also renewed ties with 
Leipzig’s “sister cities” in the socialist world, staging “Cracow Days” in 
Leipzig in July 1974 and “Leipzig Days” in Cracow the following year.52 
All these events combined art shows, poetry readings, and pop concerts 
with lectures on socialist internationalism or American aggression in 
Vietnam. Cultural exchange with East Germany’s allies aimed to safeguard 
the country’s socialist identity at a time when it was opening up to the cap-
italist world, but in practice the results were mixed. East German culture 
certainly became more integrated into the socialist world, but whether it 
became more socialist is anything but clear.

We can explore this paradox through the career of Karl Kayser 
(1914–1995), the longtime director of the Leipzig City Theaters 
(Städtische Theater Leipzig, or STL).53 The STL was set up in 1950 as a 
conglomerate of five Leipzig stages: an opera house, an operetta company, 
and three theaters, including one for children. Often called the largest the-
ater in Europe, it employed over 1400 people and received up to 1.4 mil-
lion visitors per year (in a city of just half a million!).54 Karl Kayser served 
as the STL’s director-general for more than 30 years, from 1958 to 1989, 
becoming one of the most powerful cultural figures in the GDR. He was 
a member of the SED Central Committee, a delegate to East Germany’s 
parliament, and vice president of the country’s Theater Workers Union, 
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among many honorific appointments. The son of a Leipzig labor orga-
nizer, Kayser, joined the SED when it was formed in 1946 and remained 
faithful to the party until the bitter end. “I believed in the party, I received 
it with my mother’s milk,” he told the Central Committee after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall; “I am shocked at what I’ve heard here today. Everything 
in me is broken! My life is destroyed!”55 At the Leipzig City Theaters, 
Kayser worked ceaselessly to create a party-minded socialist culture, but 
his vision for this culture changed considerably over time. Tracing the 
director’s creative development helps to illuminate both the evolution of 
East German cultural policy and the shifting role of socialist exchange.

Kayser’s first appointment as director was at the German National 
Theater in Weimar, where he was hired as a 36-year-old in 1950. In his 
opening address, he stated that it was theater’s responsibility to “show the 
way forward and fight for a new social order”; no less than factory work-
ers or collective farmers, actors would advance the “planned construction 
of socialism” in the GDR.56 To this end, Kayser relied on plays from the 
Soviet Union, which he described as “the starting point and foundation” 
of all his efforts.57 Kayser first visited the USSR in 1952, bringing back a 
reverence for “our great teacher and friend J.V. Stalin” along with a trove 
of new Soviet works.58 Not only did such works hold “contemporary rel-
evance” for East German viewers, he argued, they were also a “source of 
strength” for the theater’s ensemble: “Soviet characters are so psychologi-
cally deep and strongly profiled [that they] transform the consciousness 
of the actors who play them.”59 Socialist exchange, in other words, was 
essential for making socialist people. Only by following the Soviet Union, 
which Kayser called “the land of hope,” could a theater fulfill its mission 
and advance the GDR.60

By the time he came to Leipzig, though, the director’s view of the 
socialist world had become more complex. Kayser was named head of 
the STL in 1958, after the previous director was dismissed for ideological 
“softening” in the wake of Khrushchev’s Secret Speech.61 Fearing fur-
ther corruption from the East, Kayser forced the entire ensemble to hold 
“aggressive discussions of ideological questions.” He explained that calls 
for cultural freedom in the USSR and other socialist countries were not 
really about culture at all, rather “they were simply tirades about the role 
of the party.”62 In 1965, Kayser expanded on these views in a private let-
ter to the head of Leipzig’s SED. “I’m afraid that we’re getting ourselves 
into the same predicament as Poland and Czechoslovakia, where officials 
believed that they had to respond to certain circles of the petty  bourgeoisie 
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and intelligentsia,” Kayser wrote; “these circles demanded that we show 
more plays …that were ‘interesting’ and ‘modern,’ though they weren’t 
really interesting or modern at all.” In actuality, he concluded, “such peo-
ple were only trying to destroy our way of life and force us to turn away 
from Socialist Realism.”63 The Soviet Bloc, and even the Soviet Union, had 
been overrun by hostile forces that threatened the very existence of the 
GDR. To minimize their influence, Kayser practically eliminated socialist 
works from his repertoire. Between 1964 and 1969, the STL performed 
just seven works from the Soviet Bloc, as compared to 20 productions by 
authors living in the capitalist West.

Yet for Kayser, as for the Leipzig Culture Department, closer contacts 
with the West sparked renewed exchanges with the East. After the GDR 
gained international recognition, artists from the Leipzig City Theaters 
began to travel to Italy, Belgium, Finland, and West Germany. They 
became exposed to the temptations of the capitalist world and, to Kayser’s 
mind, required a strengthened dose of socialist culture. “To show that life 
under socialism is beautiful,” the director starkly increased the number of 
plays from the USSR, staging some 20 productions over the course of the 
1970s.64 With the end of Khrushchev’s Thaw and Leonid Brezhnev’s rise 
to power, a less reformist Soviet Union had become a more trustworthy 
model for the GDR. Soviet drama was both “an inspiration and an exam-
ple” to East Germans, Kayser wrote; “every director, every actor, every 
administrator will seize on these plays because they tackle the burning 
questions of our day, because they concern our politics and our very exis-
tence, because they move us and provoke us.”65 To complement his new 
repertoire, Kayser launched the so-called Workshops of Socialist Theater, 
at which young authors from across the Second World could share their 
experiences and ideas. It was socialist exchange, he argued, that “defined 
the profile” of the Leipzig City Theaters, helping them to “develop the 
socialist personality.”66

While Kayser saw socialist imports as a way to stabilize the STL, they 
actually transformed his creative approach. For years, the director had 
insisted that theater had a single goal: “to turn people into active members 
of our society and patriots of socialism.”67 This meant that there was no 
room for artistic “experiments” or excessive variety. Rather than “giving 
in to individual desires,” the STL would “follow the priorities of cultural 
policy,” forcing viewers to see the “most valuable” plays—whether they 
liked these or not. Each night, the Leipzig City Theaters filled 97 percent 
of available seats by striking contracts with city factories, which bused in 
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groups of workers after their shift. As Kayser put it, the STL was itself “a 
factory—a large factory in the theater sector.” Yet the director’s attitudes 
began to change after a trip to Poland in the late 1960s. His son, Karl 
Georg Kayser, recalled that the two men “saw a tremendous performance 
in a Cracow basement theater, and my father immediately wanted to create 
just such a stage in Leipzig.”68 The Leipzig Kellertheater, or “basement 
theater,” opened in the bowels of the STL’s Opera House in April 1969. 
Unlike all other venues of the Leipzig City Theaters, the Kellertheater 
sat only a hundred viewers and did not sell annual subscriptions. It per-
formed works that were considered too complex or avant-garde for the 
average factory worker, including plays by Arthur Miller and J.M. Synge. 
The Kellertheater’s first playbill explained its mission in words that would 
have been anathema to Kayser just a few years before. It devoted itself to 
“experiments,” both in the “contents and forms” of the plays it performed 
and in its “means of implementation.” It also promised to “entertain” its 
audience instead of resorting to constant ideological “agitation.”69 The 
Kellertheater was the first stage in socialist Leipzig that treated its view-
ers as partners rather than schoolchildren. Exposure to Polish culture not 
only inspired Kayser to build a new venue but forced him to rethink his 
theater’s purpose.

Socialist exchange also defined the kind of plays the STL performed. 
In 1972, Kayser traveled to Moscow and Leningrad “to search for Soviet 
plays that could be shown in Leipzig.”70 According to his son, this trip 
was “particularly inspiring” for the director, who was reminded of the 
politically engaged agitprop theater he had known in Weimar Germany.71 
Two of the plays Kayser saw in the USSR appeared a few months later at 
the Leipzig City Theaters, which quickly gained a reputation for premier-
ing Soviet drama. During the 1970s and 1980s, the STL introduced East 
Germany to Chinghiz Aitmatov, Mikhail Roshchin, and Mikhail Shatrov, 
young Soviet playwrights who often explored the challenges and problems 
of socialist society. Karl Kayser had long avoided such sensitive topics in 
the belief that theater should focus on “the beauty” of life under social-
ism, but Soviet productions had begun to change his mind.72 The plays 
he had seen in the Soviet Union convinced him that “theater [was] not 
a pulpit,” he explained.73 In order to stay relevant, the STL had to aban-
don all “whitewashing, half-truths, and empty declarations,” and instead 
illuminate “the contradictory processes of our life.”74 The chief virtue of 
Soviet drama, Kayser argued, was that it explored the tensions “between 
ideals and reality, between individuals and their society.”75 Even more than 
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works from the GDR, it spoke directly to the Leipzig audience, turning 
theater into “a forum for open and public self-understanding.”76

The STL’s new repertoire required a new means of acting, which Kayser 
also took from the Soviet Bloc. “For years Leipzig theaters have cultivated 
a particular aesthetic, which can be called ‘realistic,’ ‘true to the author’s 
word,’” Kayser told his ensemble in 1987. “The time has come for me to 
admit that further improvement along these lines is impossible. The only 
possibility is to introduce aesthetic openness.”77 This meant giving free 
reign to the STL’s other directors, including Kayser’s son, who put on 
many innovative shows in the Kellertheater. “I used to be a frequent visi-
tor to Poland, where I could buy wonderful jazz records and see imagina-
tive, provocative theater,” Karl Georg Kayser recalled; “these trips taught 
me new aesthetic forms and new ways of acting.”78 He was particularly 
proud of his productions of Tadeusz Różewicz, the same writer whose 
play The Witnesses had been banned by the Leipzig Culture Department 
in 1965. As he put it, “Różewicz’s plays really made me feel alive; they 
were my gateway to the theater of the absurd.”79 By the 1980s, STL pro-
ductions featured increasingly fanciful costumes and stage sets, a far cry 
from the rigid realism of the 1950s and 1960s. Even an old, conservative 
director like Karl Kayser learned to change his ways under the influence of 
cultural exchange.

Though Kayser was a major figure in GDR cultural policy, many of his 
colleagues were not happy with his work. Hardliners believed that East 
Germany was not ready for the kind of Soviet plays that Kayser produced; 
in 1985, a fellow member of the SED Central Committee told the direc-
tor that he had “gone completely off the rails.”80 Kayser himself denied 
that socialist imports could have “unsatisfactory repercussions” for social-
ism in the GDR, yet their impact on the STL was highly ambiguous.81 
While the director always professed support for Socialist Realism, the “aes-
thetic openness” he championed struck at the very foundations of cultural 
policy, calling into question why state oversight existed in the first place. 
Meanwhile, many of the Soviet plays he put on raised issues that the SED 
was not willing to broach, especially after the onset of Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
perestroika. One play that premiered in 1986 featured a frank discussion of 
Stalinist repression; another, from the following season, involved a mock 
trial of Vladimir Lenin. In Leipzig as in Moscow, such works unleashed 
a flood of open political debate that proved impossible to rein in. Above 
all, the small, intimate venues that Kayser developed at the STL provided 
space for public gathering and conversation, becoming “niches” of civil 
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society in the GDR. Discussions of the country’s future eventually spilled 
out from the Kellertheater to the square above it—the site of the Monday 
Demonstrations that rocked East Germany in 1989. Kayser’s theaters had 
helped develop the kind of civic activism that culminated in the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. By turning to socialist theater from abroad, a lifelong com-
munist accidentally weakened socialism in East Germany.

concLUsion

Today, Leipzig’s Culture Department still oversees the St. Thomas Church 
Choir, provides financial support for the city’s artists, and promotes “the 
development of free art in Leipzig.”82 It even coordinates contacts with 
Leipzig’s partner cities, such as Cracow, Kiev, and Houston, though the 
nature of those contacts has changed tremendously since the GDR’s col-
lapse. Under socialism, cultural exchange aimed to do more than “raise 
awareness” and “advance international cooperation,” as it is tasked with 
doing now. Its goals were no less than to transform East German society, 
to integrate the country into the socialist world, and to forge a new trans-
national community. It is for this reason that socialist exchange was always 
unequal: Leipzig took in more than it sent out, immersing itself in the 
socialist camp. It is also for this reason that socialist exchange depended so 
much on contacts with the West, which was the Second World’s constant 
frame of reference. Western influence is what inspired Leipzig officials to 
forge ties with the East in the 1940s, and then to strengthen those ties in 
the 1970s. Western influence also made the Culture Department suspi-
cious of Soviet Bloc artists, whom it regarded as wolves in sheep’s cloth-
ing. Even when the West was out of sight, its influence was never far from 
view. Leipzig’s connections to the Second World always reflected its rela-
tions with the First.

Those connections help illuminate how the Second World worked, and 
how its internal dynamics shifted over time. In the years after World War 
II, Leipzig cultural exchange was focused on a single center: Moscow. City 
officials presented themselves as both students and subjects of the Soviet 
Union while maintaining only cursory contacts with their eastern neigh-
bors. However, Stalin’s death—and especially his public condemnation—
introduced a new pluralism into the socialist camp. With the Soviet model 
cast in doubt, all states were forced to reevaluate their political trajectory, 
and many embarked on liberalizing reforms. In the USSR or in Poland, 
such reforms promised to make socialism more popular and successful; in 

152 K. KUNAKHOVICH



the GDR, by contrast, they threatened to undermine the very foundations 
of the state. As one half of a divided nation, the GDR always had to dif-
ferentiate itself from the Federal Republic of Germany. If it compromised 
its founding principles or converged with its western neighbor, it would 
lose all reason to exist. This pervasive fear made GDR leaders allergic to 
reform both at home and abroad, complicating their relations with the 
Second World. On the one hand, cultural exchange with socialist states 
helped to separate East Germany from the West and root it in the socialist 
community. On the other hand, it introduced corrupting influences that 
risked eroding socialism from within. Leipzig’s cultural contacts with the 
Second World became more extensive and more threatening at the same 
time. Increased interactions with the socialist camp actually exposed its 
many fault lines: divergent cultural policies, different views of the past, and 
contradictory attitudes to the West.

And yet cultural exchange did help to forge an international com-
munity, even if this was not as unified as Leipzig officials might have 
wished. City residents were constantly exposed to artworks from Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and the USSR; local artists traveled and performed in the 
socialist world much more than in the world at large. While they were often 
critical or even contemptuous of their eastern colleagues, they frequently 
looked east for inspiration, reassurance, or comparison. The Second World 
never developed a singular identity, and it may never have eclipsed the 
first, but it was a ubiquitous presence in socialist Leipzig. As a new state, 
East Germany relied on international exchange to create its own national 
culture, perhaps to a greater extent than any other country in the Soviet 
Bloc. In fact, the need for contact with other socialist states sometimes 
outweighed the need to preserve a distinctive East German identity, as Karl 
Kayser’s career reveals. The director was so reliant on cultural exchange 
that he ended up subverting his own theater. Ultimately, East Germany’s 
ties to the socialist world may have undermined socialism in the GDR.
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CHAPTER 7

Soviet Cinematic Internationalism 
and Socialist Film Making, 1955–1972

Marsha Siefert

The March 1928 conference on the tasks of Soviet cinema, organized by 
the Agitprop section of the Central Committee, concluded that filmmak-
ers should make ideologically appropriate films that were intelligible to 
the masses—and that these were the films they desired. The conference 
imagined this mass audience to extend well beyond Soviet borders. Soviet 
film export was to be developed “as much as possible” and foreign work-
ers’ film organizations were to be employed in the “joint production” of 
films.1 Yet the subsequent decades fell short of these goals.2 After Stalin’s 
death, in line with other political objectives, the film industry and film-
makers themselves re-engaged with a form of socialist internationalism 
that went beyond party linkages or export models to reinvigorate collab-
orative forms of cinema work and celluloid storytelling.

This chapter explores Soviet attempts after 1955 to influence, coordi-
nate, and cooperate with socialist filmmakers and to extend their efforts 
to filmmakers perceived as potentially sympathetic to their goals. Bilateral 
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exchange agreements, film weeks, and friendship societies that character-
ized so much Soviet cultural outreach were essential to cinematic ties. 
Additionally, as will be explored here, Soviet film bureaucrats and film-
makers initiated several types of collective cinematic endeavors with rep-
resentatives from countries inside and outside the Bloc. In part, these 
activities renewed the quest for a successful film aesthetic to portray the 
ideals of socialism in a way attractive to mass audiences. Institutionally, the 
goals of these collective projects included creating occasions for artistic 
discussion across the Bloc, establishing a socialist film elite through educa-
tion and formal association, cultivating sympathetic filmmakers in non- 
socialist countries, and setting up a transnational network of financial and 
technological support for like-minded filmmakers: In short, what could be 
called a Soviet cinematic internationalism.

For this chapter, the Second World, familiarly encompasses the  
so- called Eastern European Bloc countries.3 Filmmakers from Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia and Poland, with well-developed prewar film indus-
tries, competed with Soviet studios, especially for hosting or filming 
with each other and countries further West. Yugoslav film studios were 
also active co-producers. Cooperative film projects among members of 
the Bloc without Soviet participation provide another fruitful area in 
which to see Second World alliances, as do films made with filmmakers 
from the non-aligned world, such as Egypt or India, but go beyond the 
scope of this chapter.

Here three forms of Soviet cinematic practice are explored as expres-
sions of socialist internationalism in the film industry after 1955. First, 
the Moscow Film Festival, re-established in 1959, has been viewed in the 
Cold War cultural contest in relation to other film festivals such as those in 
Cannes or Berlin, but for the socialist world it represents a highly visible 
international forum in which socialist films and filmmakers could be gath-
ered, publicized, and projected to elite viewers and potential film import-
ers. Its carefully selected international juries and committees showcased 
committed and sympathetic filmmakers and offered an opportunity to 
reward films that embodied socialist values. The prize deliberations also 
illuminated relations within the socialist filmmaking community. Second, 
annual meetings among socialist filmmakers which commenced in 1957 
represent a Soviet-sponsored effort to create a forum for discussion and 
critique of filmmaking among members of the Bloc. Soviet reports on 
these meetings demonstrate the delicacy of discussing goals and outputs 
of national film industries within the Bloc and the quicksand of seemingly 
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formulaic discussion of socialist international cinematic art. To concretize 
the potentials and problems, the final section discusses Soviet feature films 
co-produced with Bloc members on the subject of the Great Patriotic 
War. By including Bloc countries into collective co-productions, Soviet 
filmmakers attempted to reframe the Great Patriotic War as a narrative of 
socialist cooperation and solidarity. The realization, reception, and politi-
cal evaluation of these films help to illuminate the goals and shortcomings 
of a Soviet international cinematic vision.

Soviet Film and SocialiSt internationaliSm

Soviet rhetoric about socialist internationalism in culture, as promulgated 
in the 1950s and 1960s, called upon utopian ideals of the collective and 
friendship, but nominally cultural problems and incidents elicited the poli-
tics of Bloc relations.4 As cited in their preambles, cultural agreements 
between the USSR and Bloc members built upon the bilateral 20-year 
Treaties of “Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance” governing 
their international relations, all of which were renewed during the 1960s.5 
The biennial cultural and scientific cooperation agreements affirmed both 
the shared fundamental interests of building socialism and the conviction 
that cultural ties “play an important part in the mutual enrichment of 
national cultures.”6 However, the goal of “mutual” enrichment did not 
coexist easily with questions of national sovereignty, national traditions, 
and national achievements, even in cultural matters.7 Internationalizing 
the 1930s Soviet cultural formula—“national in form, socialist in con-
tent”—in the 1950s was not well received by Bloc members, many of 
whom had already excelled in national cultural industries and had well- 
developed national styles. Thus, although post-1956 rhetorical formula-
tions stressed mutual respect rather than the Stalinist era version of the 
Soviet model, relationships and habits were less adaptable for both the 
Soviets and the East European countries. Within the Bloc, historical mem-
ory and boots on the ground gave the Soviet presence a political and eco-
nomic asymmetry that conditioned both the manner of the overtures of 
cooperation and their reception.8 The “friendship” metaphor could only 
go so far. Bloc members very often interpreted socialist internationalism 
to mean Soviet internationalism.

Looking at what has come to be known as the cultural Cold War, 
the “logic” of Soviet efforts to export influence in the East-West “con-
test” could be included under the umbrella term of cultural diplomacy.9 
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Within the Second World, though, presumably that “logic” should be 
shared by members of the Bloc if indeed the goal was to develop a social-
ist internationalism. To what extent was this cultural diplomacy? Soviet 
“suggestions” may have been interpreted within a relational strategy of 
engagement, with Bloc members undertaking joint projects as a way of 
fulfilling plans or “testifying to the friendship between nations”10 in the 
same way that “quota quickies” fulfilled national quotas for film produc-
tion in the West.11 Since its coinage in the early 2000s to describe the effec-
tiveness of American popular culture during the Cold War, the concept of 
“soft power” has been frequently used—and just as frequently critiqued—
as a general descriptor of cultural influence.12 In one reformulation, espe-
cially referring to the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation, the term 
“soft coercion” has been offered to describe cultural influence in trans-
national relationships where military, economic, or political ties underly 
the power structures.13 Thus, the willingness of the members of the Bloc 
to participate in these cultural exchanges and the way in which they fulfill 
the expected and encouraged cultural relations cannot be assumed. The 
amount of discretionary power to agree or refuse, refine, or evade these 
collective projects characterizes in-depth looks at Second World cultural 
relationships throughout the Cold War.14

Film has an outsized role in this matrix of formal and informal cul-
tural relations within the Second World. Soviet ambitions and activities 
to promote socialist internationalism through tourism, personal visits and 
correspondence, student exchanges, music performances, art exhibitions, 
author tours, and trade shows exhibit the type of people-to-people cultural 
diplomacy that garnered headlines while for the most part not threatening 
national identities or national goals.15 Even in bilateral exchange and/or 
purchase of films each nation retained its linguistic and storytelling tradi-
tions. Collective film meetings and cinema projects offered much more, 
in both potential and challenge. The ideal of the collective in the socialist 
imaginary was both a working style and a narrative trope ideally suited to 
film.16 Even Thaw cinema, with resemblances to foreign styles like Italian 
neorealism, did not overwrite the deeper foundation of Soviet cinema, 
rooted in utopian goals and communal, socialist values.17

The collective was manifested materially as well. Film units, most well 
known in the case of Polish cinema, embodied a collective artistic form of 
production that was present throughout the Bloc.18 Institutionally, this 
period also witnessed the first Soviet plenum of film workers in 1959 and 
the establishment of Union of Film Workers in 1965, a collective formed 
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long after the other Soviet creative unions of the 1930s. Thus, it is not sur-
prising that the emphasis on institutional formations for collective decision 
making, as manifest within the Soviet domestic cinema industry, was also 
replicated in how socialist internationalism was projected in more inclusive 
cinematic meetings and how that emphasis influenced Soviet expectations.

At the heart of cinema relations were the films themselves. The goal of 
striving for a new form of cinema that took seriously the hyphen between 
ideology and art emerged in the debates, the meetings, and the films—
not always and not in all films—but the sincerity of the intention should 
not be discounted. A renewed cinematic socialist vision, recalling the 
revolutionary cinema of the 1920s and 1930s, was projected with some 
optimism starting in the mid-1950s. The revolutionary possibilities of the 
Mexican Revolution (recalling Eisenstein) and the communist role in the 
Spanish Civil War along with the contemporary revolution in Cuba pro-
vided stories and rekindled cooperation. Epitomizing this fervor is the 
1954 documentary Song of the Rivers, financed by the World Congress of 
Trade Unions, in which a montage of workers on the Volga, the Nile, the 
Yangtze, the Ganges, the Amazon, and the Mississippi visually unite the 
workers of the world. Although produced in 18 versions and shown to 
almost 250 million people, it was banned in the USA and severely edited 
in its distribution to Western countries, remaining a singular effort.19 
By the mid-1950s, in the face of a still-dominant Hollywood, the goal 
remained the feature film that realized, through its collective production, 
and dramatized, through its narrative, a socialist cinematic vision.

While Soviet bureaucrats—and many socialist filmmakers—took the 
ideal seriously, going the further step of coproducing a film with a social-
ist neighbor proved especially challenging. As Romanelli argues for the 
French and Italian cases, co-produced films are first of all national films; 
while the intention of co-productions is to maximize funds and potential 
distribution, co-produced films are originated and governed by national 
film industries.20 In comparison, Soviet rhetoric assumed that this national 
context could be superseded based on shared goals of socialist internation-
alism and an aesthetic that married ideology and art. But the national as 
well as the cooperative was embedded in the Soviet cultural agreements 
with socialist countries. Article 9 of these agreements stated that each 
national partner should promote the exhibition, distribution, and “popu-
larization” of the others’ films, as well as pursue the “joint production of 
films and cooperation in matters relating to their manufacture.” Films had 
been co-produced between Soviet studios and other socialist countries 
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before 1955, but the signing of cultural exchange agreements between 
the USSR and Western European countries and with the USA in the late 
1950s renewed the Soviet impetus toward film co-productions.21 Each of 
these agreements across the ideological divide included a version of Article 
9 on film exchanges and co-productions.22

Another reason for the intensified Soviet pursuit of cinematic socialist 
internationalism was that direct export of Soviet films to Bloc countries 
was not working. A 1963 confidential report complained that between 
1959 and 1962 socialist countries accepted less than 50 percent of the 
Soviet films offered for distribution. Income from the sale of those films to 
socialist countries had decreased over that period, even with the availabil-
ity of more popular Soviet Thaw films. The report blamed the low artistic 
level, drab and dreary content, and petty, accidental subjects of the Soviet 
films themselves.23

Filmmakers—and film bureaucrats—were caught between the necessity 
of making films within a narrower frame of ideological acceptability and a 
broader demand for economic viability and mass appeal, dubbed the class 
versus cash dichotomy in Soviet film output.24 Tensions within the Soviet 
film industry multiplied when being enacted within Second World film 
relations; the thinking about film as art persisted, even while films were 
judged as political acts, all in the face of audience demand for genre and 
“entertainment.”25 As Sergei Gerasimov, a prominent director and leader 
of the Soviet film industry asserted in 1965, “today Soviet film art sees 
its place at the most advanced frontiers of the vast construction project 
of socialism.”26 Exactly where those frontiers were located and how film 
might contribute to that construction project were the subjects of the 
meetings and occasions when filmmakers met other filmmakers.

FilmmakerS meeting FilmmakerS, SocialiSt Style

Socialist filmmakers met other filmmakers in many venues. As the 
first of its kind, the Soviet film school—All-Soviet State Institute of 
Cinematography (Vsesoiuznyi Gosudarstvennyi Institut Kinematografii or 
VGIK)—became a training ground for film as “socialist art” already in 
the 1930s.27 Generations of filmmakers, including directors, scriptwriters, 
cinematographers, and actors, as well as the supporting professions in pro-
duction trained there. Even as film schools opened in the postwar socialist 
countries, notably in Prague and Łódź, VGIK held its attraction, especially 
for aspiring filmmakers from the Soviet republics. VGIK also attracted 
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 filmmakers from the developing world, such as Ousmane Sembene of 
Senegal and Souleymane Cisse of Mali.28 Soviet film theorists also could 
be credited with “meetings of the mind,” as Soviet film theory and some 
interwar Soviet films helped foster a small worldwide community of “pro-
gressive” filmmakers and a cinematic socialist imaginary.29

A premiere showcase for socialist cinema was the resumption of the bian-
nual Moscow Film Festival in 1959. Its alternate in Karlovy Vary, which 
was established in 1947, served—at least in rhetoric and retrospect—as 
an international platform for “progressive cinema,” a synergy between 
neorealism and socialist realism, and symbol of international coopera-
tion across class and national divides.30 By the time the Moscow festival 
resumed in 1959, film festivals had established themselves as players in 
the cultural Cold War and a Europeanizing counterweight to Hollywood 
market dominance.31 In the context of Second World cinematic relations, 
the politics of the Moscow Film Festival prizes and the composition of its 
film juries cultivated networks of sympathetic filmmakers and verbalized 
the values of what makes a good film, socialist style.32 Frequently, the 
selected jury members included filmmakers involved in concurrent film 
co-productions or otherwise represented a potentially viable film market 
in the developing world.33

Standard jury composition for feature films, headed by a Soviet direc-
tor like Sergei Gerasimov or Sergei Yutkevich, included directors, writers, 
and stars from Eastern European cinema, one each from France, Italy, 
often Japan, and the USA, along with regular participation from emerging 
cinemas in Egypt, India, and Brazil. Even with the establishment of the 
Tashkent Festival of Asian, African, and Latin American Cinema in 1968, 
the expanded juries at the Moscow Film Festival continued to highlight 
successful stars and politically engaged filmmakers from the developing 
world.34 The Moscow organizers understood the value of international 
stars as a magnet for press coverage and for legitimizing the proceedings; 
their 1967 export publication distributed by the Bureau for Popularization 
of Soviet Film Art was entitled “Stars Meet in Moscow,” with appendices 
including complete lists of juries and substantive prizes, along with photos 
of the stars.35

The pressures of demonstrating the cadre of supportive filmmakers, 
socialist criteria of prize selection, and the “fairness” of the proceedings 
were severely tested at the 1963 Moscow Film Festival. This story has been 
frequently told as emblematic of the cultural Cold War, evidence of Soviet 
vulnerability to Western pressure.36 But even contemporary reports in the 
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West saw the controversy as “not wholly uncontrived,” in this case by the 
“sympathetic” Italian filmmakers. In the face of Khrushchev’s crackdown 
on several filmmakers in spring of 1963, Italian filmmakers on the left in 
support of the admonished Soviet filmmakers, submitted Fellini’s film 8 
½ as their entry to “badger Moscow officialdom about their beleaguered 
brethren.”37 The jury—nine members from the USSR and the Bloc and 
one each from France, India, Japan, the USA, the UAR, and Italy—was 
deadlocked. As the story goes, after a walk out by the non-communist 
members, led by the communist member from Italy, they were persuaded 
to return if the vote went in favor of 8 ½. Rumor had it that the decision 
went all the way up to Khrushchev in the intervening hour.38 The award 
was widely publicized in the Western press.

Officialdom wrote back. A series of articles on the film was published in 
Literaturnaia Gazeta, reasserting that the film was awarded for “remark-
able creative directorial work…expressing the inner struggle of an art-
ist in search of truth.” The relatively new head of the Cinematography 
Committee at the USSR Council of Ministers, Alexei Romanov, asserted 
at a press conference that, contrary to misleading comments in the for-
eign press, they rejected any implication that the jury’s verdict marked 
a retreat in the ideological struggle.”39 The Pravda headline—“For the 
Further Strengthening of Friendly Contacts”—reinforced the confer-
ence’s intended message of socialist internationalism. Thus, one strategy 
of socialist filmmakers to circumvent Soviet restrictions by presenting 
their work at international festivals, such as the famous 1969 showing of 
Tarkovsky’s Andrei Rublev in Cannes, can also be seen working inside the 
socialist collective. The professional ties among socialist filmmakers in this 
instance were strong enough to challenge higher Soviet authority.

The complexity of workings inside the profession is further illuminated 
in the Conferences of Cinema Industry Workers of Socialist Countries, 
which were initiated by the Soviet Minister of Culture Nikolai Mikhailov 
in September 1956. The 1957 conference in Prague gathered represen-
tatives of 11 countries and the 1958 Sinaia meeting 12. From reports 
on these conferences, it is clear that many socialist filmmakers, especially 
those who represented long-lived filmmaking traditions and successful 
domestic and export productions, took umbrage at what they perceived 
as Soviet preaching and disengenous engagements in collective discussion. 
Skopal argues that the conferences were seen pragmatically as a “stage 
upon which rebellious satellite countries could be ‘consensually’ criticised 
by the whole socialist camp,” through rather predictable invocations of 
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socialist realism and a critique of “schematism.” By 1960, he concludes, 
the “original reasons for the conferences were vanishing due to processes 
of ‘consolidation’ within the Bloc (primarily in Poland and Hungary) and 
the stronger emphasis on competitiveness in the contest with Western 
cinema for both festival and regular audiences.” Skopal sees the coercive 
attempts giving way to a “more flexible and pragmatic” mode of coopera-
tion, “established on an ad-hoc basis utilizing personal contacts.”40

But the Soviet Central Committee also recognized that criticizing 
specific East European films was counterproductive. Sergei Gerasimov, a 
Soviet filmmaker who throughout his long career played a key role in 
negotiations with filmmakers from other countries, including the West, 
headed the 1960 meeting of socialist filmmakers in Sofia. There he gave 
a keynote address entitled “The Ideological and Artistic Level of the 
Modern Socialist Film,” which he had first presented successfully to the 
Organizational Committee of the Presidium of the USSR Filmmakers’ 
Union. When he delivered that same report at the meeting of social-
ist filmmakers, however, his critique of the “hackwork” and uncritical 
adoption of Western philosophical and ethical principles in films from 
Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia was not appreciated, even by the 
Soviet Central Committee. Although the Central Committee agreed that 
Gerasimov, and other Soviet delegates, had the right to enter into polem-
ics, they remonstrated that “the speaker who represents Soviet film art 
should not assume the role of an appraiser of specific phenomena in the 
national cinemas of other socialist countries.” Instead, the speaker should 
have concentrated “on general theoretical issues of the development of 
socialist film art and on the experience of Soviet cinema.” The goal of 
developing a “socialist film art” was still ideologically on the agenda at this 
moment in the Thaw.41

The meetings of socialist filmmakers continued over the years, with not 
dissimilar critiques and dissatisfactions. For example, a 1967 directive from 
Cinema Minister Romanov to the Soviet delegation for the European confer-
ence of socialist filmmakers in Berlin criticized some Soviet filmmakers who 
succumbed to “various bourgeois trends” rather than developing “a socialist 
realist art.” After viewing the films from “socialist national cinemas” at the 
European conference, he commented confidentially that “not one outstand-
ing film that would be closely related to the socialist development of these 
countries was mentioned.” And he reaffirmed that co-productions between 
socialist countries must “proceed from the common ideological and artistic 
interests concerning the socialist system as a whole” [emphasis added].42
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As evidenced by these examples, the goal of creating a socialist cinema 
that combined the ideological and artistic remained not only a constant 
within Soviet circles but incorporated the socialist world of film and film-
makers. Also, as the comments imply, a significant category for creating 
the imagined community of socialist filmmakers were film co-productions 
in which the Soviet Union was a major partner. While the socialist goals 
of these co-productions were not in doubt, the right formula was dif-
ficult to achieve, especially in the face of hoped for distribution within 
and beyond the Bloc. The international expectations for co-productions—
high production values, well-known stars, enhanced publicity, and efforts 
at export—all cost money, but were deemed necessary in the global 
marketplace among Europeans both East and West.43 The high point 
of Soviet co-productions was the period leading up to and immediately 
after the formation of the All-Union Corporation of Joint Productions 
and Production Services for Foreign Film Organizations, or Sovinfilm in 
December of 1968.44 The following section explores what is arguably the 
most intensive socialist co-production project: Filming stories of the Great 
Patriotic War.

the Second World’S Second World War, on Film

Just as telling the story of the Great October, Socialist Revolution became 
a cultural objective for the Bolsheviks, so too were the efforts to dramatize 
the Soviet victory in the Great Patriotic War “accretive and multiple” in 
the years thereafter.45 Cinema provided the perfect form and vehicle for 
telling the war story.46 While the reestablishment of Victory Day in 1965 
has been identified as a first act in the Brezhnev regime’s invigoration of 
the war cult,47 the cinematic portrayal of stories and battles of the Second 
World War began long before that date. War films were among the first 
co-productions with socialist and sympathetic film partners. Negotiating a 
common story about the Soviet role in winning the war provided national 
origin narratives for socialist countries within the Bloc48 while strategically 
projecting Soviet power to former allies in the cultural Cold War.49

Early narratives put forward for co-producing war stories derived from 
the more lyrical aesthetic of Soviet domestically popular and artistic suc-
cesses like The Cranes are Flying (1957), Fate of a Man (1959), and The 
Ballad of a Soldier (1959), which crossed socialist and even Cold War 
boundaries.50 One such narrative portrayed the moments after the Soviet 
victory, with Red Army soldiers helping the newly liberated populations. 

 M. SIEFERT



SOVIET CINEMATIC INTERNATIONALISM AND SOCIALIST FILM MAKING... 171

In May Stars (1959), idealized and sentimentalized Czech and Russian 
encounters after the “liberation” included Soviet soldiers with a village 
goose and young lovers meeting by a Soviet tank.51 The 1960 Soviet-East 
German co-production, Five Days, Five Nights (Lev Arnshtam and Heinz 
Thiel), based on real events, featured an exiled German Communist who 
returns to Dresden with the Red Army and over the next five days aids 
Soviet soldiers in recovering an art collection of old masters, as local 
residents gradually come to assist the soldiers.52 Although this film sold 
over two million tickets in East Germany, the plotline did not reappear in 
future co-productions; perhaps the benign image of the Red Army soldier 
strained credulity from viewers and reviewers when crossing Bloc borders.

Films portraying wartime relationships across national, ethnic, or enemy 
lines were also made as co-productions. An early example, Gerasimov’s 
Men and Beasts (1962), co-produced with the GDR, was perhaps too sym-
pathetic to the German soldiers helping the Russian nurse; it quietly dis-
appeared from Soviet screens.53 Two Soviet co-productions with Poland 
attempted to dramatize a friendly wartime version of the historically 
fraught Russian–Polish relationship. In Zosya (1967), a young Russian 
officer, resting with his unit on a Polish farm, is attracted to a young 
Polish girl before leaving to fight; in The Legend (1970), a Polish girl 
cares for two teenage war orphans, a Pole and a Russian.54 These more 
intimate war stories, also still available in Soviet domestic war films in the 
late 1960s through 1970s,55 were exceptional, however, in the output of 
co-productions.

Stories with soldiers and comrades in the midst of war dramatized more 
credible incidents of socialist cooperation on a collective scale. Sharing 
writing responsibilities between scriptwriters from both countries became a 
preferred form of creating that narrative. For example, in the 1966 Soviet–
Romanian co-production of The Tunnel (Tunelul, Francisc Munteanu), 
the Romanian director co-wrote the screenplay with a Soviet writer. The 
film was shot in Romania, with studio shots completed in the USSR, 
also with Soviet actors. Its advertising motto as a film “about friendship 
and unity of ideals born in the unity of struggle” neatly summarizes the 
collective goal.56 Similarly, the 1965 film co-produced with Yugoslavia, 
Checked—No Mines (Zdravko Velimirovic and Iurii Lysenko), found 
common cause with partisan films, already a mythic genre. Interestingly, 
the film was co-produced with the Dovzhenko Studio in Kiev and was 
originally entitled “Victory Day,” showing how “brothers-in-arms” saved 
Belgrade from destruction by German mines.57
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One of the earliest co-produced war films with a “sympathetic” part-
ner outside the Bloc was the 1964 co-production with Italy, They Were 
Going East (released in Italy as Italiani brava gente/Italians are Good 
People; in the West as Attack and Retreat), based on the experiences of 
Italian soldiers sent to fight on the Russian front in 1941–1943.58 Its 
director, Giuseppi De Santis, a communist party member and famed neo-
realist filmmaker,59 had already been teaching at the Czechoslovak film 
school, FAMU, in the 1950s60 and his work was appreciated through-
out the Second World. According to Pisu, De Santis wanted to create 
a non-Western transnational alternative narrative of the war, with Soviet 
material support, while the Soviet film industry hoped to use the film to 
expand into the Western market, given the importance of Italian cinema 
in the early 1960s.61 Hollywood stars George Kennedy and Peter Falk 
completed the co-production package. Portraying the suffering of Italian 
soldiers created problems for De Santis in Italy and he had to send an open 
letter to the Italian defense minister. As he told a Soviet interviewer, he 
wanted to pay tribute to the Italian soldiers who had been abandoned by 
the Germans without supplies and boots, and to show that Italian soldiers 
behaved humanely.62 The narrative, as with many of the war story co- 
productions, distinguished the good soldiers and good people from the 
mistakes of their leaders.

These Thaw era co-productions, most of which were initiated before 
the reestablishment of Victory Day in 1965, illustrate the themes of 
anti-fascism and a common humanity in Bloc-building narratives of war-
time relations. The variety of narratives also demonstrates how filmmak-
ers coped with cultural vicissitudes of the late Khrushchev years and the 
uncertainty of the early Brezhnev years.63 Alexei Romanov, the cinema 
chief between 1963 and 1973, cast his lot with co-productions as he pro-
posed and established Sovinfilm, the co-production unit at the ministry. 
He argued for their necessity not only to compete in the world market 
but also because Western countries were already cooperating with the 
other socialist countries for joint films; he also suggests co-productions as 
support for like-minded filmmakers in France and Italy.64 This inter-Bloc 
competition, in which the USSR had yet to fully benefit, may have been 
one of the reasons Sovinfilm was eventually realized.

The signal of change in ambition, considered the cinematic expres-
sion of the war cult, was the five-film series Liberation (Osvobozhdenie, 
1968–1971), released for the 25th anniversary of Victory Day.65 The 
Soviet establishment had been angered by American films like The Longest 
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Day (1962), which implied that battles on the Western front won the 
war.66 And of course Liberation was first and foremost the story of the 
war from the Soviet point of view. But as a large-scale co-production, 
bringing in other countries in the socialist Bloc, Liberation also repre-
sented the goals of a collective socialist narrative produced by a socialist 
collective. Such a film could dramatize a “common” victory through sto-
ries of transborder significance that also showcased the Soviet contribu-
tion to winning the war against fascism. In a recent review of the Great 
Patriotic War in Soviet collective memory, Liberation was characterized as 
a medium for the “militarization of mass consciousness” and “the fanning 
of patriotic sentiment at the expense of flagging socialist ideals.”67 This 
last observation could also be reversed: By involving other countries, this 
co-production called upon patriotic sentiment to bolster these “flagging 
socialist ideals” across the Bloc in the spirit of socialist internationalism.

Liberation represents the Soviet effort to involve other countries in the 
socialist sphere to tell the war story from a collective point of view, not 
just as “sites of memory” or filming, but as actors in the narrative. Thus, 
for example, film studios from Poland and the GDR were “invited” and 
participated in the collective enterprise. The Yugoslav studio Avala also 
participated in the first installment, while the Italian production company 
of Dino De Laurentiis stayed the course of five films. And the film’s direc-
tor, Yuri Ozerov, had already directed a World War II drama in the sec-
ond—and last—co-production with Albania, The Storm (1959). Seeing 
Liberation as a socialist co-production allows for a reconsideration of the 
critical period of transition in efforts to use co-produced war films to 
achieve a Second World cinema between 1965 and 1972.

Creating a “socialist” version of the Soviet liberation had advantages for 
other Bloc nations. For example, the participation of the East German film 
studio, DEFA, in the production spoke to the complicated task of pro-
jecting anti-fascism while recouping the humanity of the German people. 
According to Karl, Ozerov successfully distinguished between the politi-
cal and military leadership of the Third Reich and the German people. 
The German soldiers are brave and the Soviet encounters with the  civilian 
population almost “conciliatory.”68 The Soviet Union was also largely 
responsible for financing the production. Descriptions of Liberation’s 
reception abroad (sent to 60 countries) illustrate the high hopes for the 
film. A report to the CPSU Central Committee on the French premiere 
deemed the heroism of the Soviet Army on film “an important ideological 
action,” especially since Paris was concurrently showing the Hollywood 
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film Patton, where Soviet Army members were portrayed as a “wild, 
drunken barbarian horde.” The Paris premiere was attended by members 
of the Central Committee of the French Communist Party, the leadership 
of the France-USSR Society, and others who would have been considered 
part of the collective audience of the socialist world.69

Cold War and later appraisal of Liberation in the West condemned it 
through adjectives such as “entirely sterile,”70 “bloated,”71 or “loud and 
long.” Certainly, the reintroduction of Stalin along with other world lead-
ers into the metanarrative recalled the excesses of The Fall of Berlin (1949) 
and signified the Brezhnev priorities.72 A few noted positive aspects, how-
ever. Ozerov’s best battle scenes, as compared to those of his teacher, Igor 
Savchenko, emerged “as a series of mini-episodes, each of which centres 
on the fate of an individual human being.”73 As Soviet films have been 
placed within a global history of war films of the 1950s and 1960s, the 
blockbuster monumentalism looks less idiosyncratic and more in keeping 
with war films striving for epic status.

Contextualizing Liberation in terms of Second World cinema begins 
with its relation to the internationally successful domestic production, 
the four-part epic War and Peace (released 1965–1967). As Youngblood 
notes, Russia’s victory in 1812 as portrayed in War and Peace was likely 
hoped to be a stand-in for the Soviet victory in the Great Patriotic War.74 
So it was not a far stretch to see Liberation as a Soviet attempt to capitalize 
on that success, albeit lacking the literary antecedent that gave War and 
Peace an international advantage.

Size mattered. Multi-part films had been a tradition in Soviet cin-
ema, usually with an ideologically significant narrative. The four-part, 
403- minute War and Peace grew in significance when Part One proved 
successful in export and in winning a US Academy Award, creating antici-
pation and international orders for the subsequent parts. Economically, 
monumental films also made sense. Domestically, once the cast and crew 
were on board, several episodes could be made at lower cost while satis-
fying domestic demand for more films. Internationally, Hollywood and 
other European films competed with television using the latest technology 
in color and wide-screen effects; War and Peace demonstrated how Soviet 
film could keep pace.75 A Soviet critic, writing for the export audience in 
Soviet Film, argued that those who saw in War and Peace “no more than 
twenty-eight tons of gunpowder and 10,000 extras...see nothing more 
than the flat expanse of the screen.” Liberation received similar critiques 
at home, with some reviewers complimenting the authentic re-creation of 
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the battles, and others complaining that some of the rank-and-file heroes 
dropped out of the film as the battles raged on in later episodes. But each 
review commented on the creative cooperation of filmmakers from the 
socialist countries, even inflating their numbers, to include the whole of 
the Eastern Bloc.76

Enlarging the comparative perspective, the Soviet co-produced 
Liberation relates directly to another collective, socialist war film, The 
Battle of Neretva (Bitka na Neretvi 1969), which was being co-produced 
at the same time. The Battle of Neretva was state sponsored and lavishly 
financed by Yugoslav president Josip Broz Tito, who also served as a con-
sultant. This Yugoslav entry into the epic battle sweepstakes describes a 
1943 German offensive against Yugoslav partisans over a bridge on the 
Neretva River. Its gargantuan budget, battlefield reconstruction and 
destruction (with Soviet tanks repainted to represent German Panzers), 
and battalions of Yugoslav People’s Army participants resembled Soviet 
cinematic monumentalism. However, the co-production partners rep-
resented a socialist coalition the Soviets were never able to martial. In 
1966, Yugoslav small enterprises became legally allowed to cooperate 
with foreign countries directly, making co-production a real possibil-
ity.77 Thus, United Yugoslavia Producers represented funds supplied by 
close to 60 self-managed Yugoslav companies, a “workers film” coalition 
as envisioned by the Soviet film officials in 1928. The other Yugoslav 
co- producer, Jardan Film, which was responsible for over 120 Yugoslav 
feature films and 145 international co-productions, was joined by a 
West German Company (Eichberg-Film), the Italian International Film 
Company responsible for several co-productions between 1968 and 1973, 
and Igor Film, the Italian company that co-produced the “revolutionary” 
docudrama The Battle of Algiers (1966) with Algeria, suggesting its politi-
cal outreach and orientation.78

Similarly to Liberation, Neretva could arguably be seen as an attempt 
to unify the increasingly independent Yugoslav republics (and republic 
studios) by creating a shared production and shared narrative of the 
orgins of Yugoslavia in the partisan battles of the Second World War. As 
 befitted the co-production, the Italian soldier (played by international 
favorite Franco Nero) was more sensitively portrayed, eventually joining 
the partisans. Also typical of the commercial goals of co-production, the 
producers recruited other global stars like Yul Brynner and Orson Welles 
with financial incentives. Although not officially a Soviet co-production, 
Neretva has a special relation to the Soviet war films: Sergei Bondarchuk 
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played the role of a Slovenian soldier in the film, Neretva won a special 
prize at the Moscow Film Festival of 1969, and Neretva followed War 
and Peace as a nominee for Best Foreign Film at the US Academy Awards. 
Its director, Veljko Bulajic ́, has another connection to the socialist inter-
national circle: He trained with famed screen writer Cesare Zavattini in 
Rome, the screenwriter who co-wrote the final film to be included in 
this constellation of Soviet cinematic cooperation, the Soviet-Italian film 
Sunflower/Il girasoli (Vittorio De Sica 1970),79 released in the same year 
as Bondarchuk’s Soviet-Italian co-production Waterloo, his “epilogue” 
to War and Peace.80

Sunflower should have repaid the risk taken by Sovinfilm, gaining access 
to the latest techniques and international market while combining art, 
politics, and economics as imagined in 1928. The film shot in Italy and 
the USSR starred Sophia Loren, Marcello Mastroianni, and Lyudmila 
Savelyeva, who had received glowing reviews as Natasha in War and 
Peace.81 The film was directed by Vittorio De Sica, whom Soviet cinema 
chief Romanov mentioned by name as one of the Italian “progressive” 
directors who Soviet co-productions should support.82 The film was co- 
written by the experienced Soviet screenwriter Georgi Mdivani,83 who 
had visited the USA with Gerasimov in 1958.84 The Italian co-writer was 
Cesare Zavattini (along with Tonino Guerra). Zavattini was well known 
for his previous 24 films with De Sica, and for his progressive politics.

In spite of these impressive credentials, in March 1970 the Soviet 
screenwriter Mdivani was forced to defend his role and the Italian coop-
eration to the CPSU Central Committee. In a memo he reminded them 
that the Soviet embassy in Italy had recommended Sunflower for aid and 
named it in the new 1967 Soviet-Italian film agreement; the screenplay 
had been read and studied “by all interested parties, both in our country 
and in Italy.” Carlo Ponti, the co-producer, brought the unfinished film to 
Moscow and twice “showed it to our filmmakers, artists and the members 
of the Soviet Peace Committee.” Not only had the film seemingly been 
vetted by all parties, but Ponti’s gesture to premiere the film in Moscow 
on International Women’s Day was to celebrate equally the fates of the 
two women on Soviet soil.

In response to criticism of the content of the film, Mdivani argued 
that the film “juxtaposes the Soviet way of life with the way of life in 
Italy with its strikes, prostitution, and so on,” and in fact made money: 
“Mosfilm received $500,000 U.S. dollars for its services on Sunflower, 
while  spending only 200,000 Soviet rubles.” “It is an antiwar film, about 
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the humanism of the Soviet people,” concluded Mdivani and “everyone 
who saw the film liked it very much.”85

But the issue did not rest there; in August, the KGB made its own 
position known to the CPSU Central Committee. The KGB had collected 
a variety of opinions “informally” from Soviet filmmakers, claiming that 
“the Italians have managed, under the ruse of cooperation with Mosfilm, 
to achieve their own propaganda goals.” The Soviet people are shown 
with “an absence of elementary culture.” More problematic, the film 
implied that the USSR had huge cemeteries of Italian soldiers and pre-
vented the return of Italian POWs to their homeland.86 The KGB accused 
Soviet filmmakers of preferring co-productions for the foreign trips and 
expensive presents. Even with the large profit realized by Mosfilm, the 
KGB accused the “Italian side” of receiving significant material advantage 
in other co-productions, something that De Laurentiis in fact admitted 
about Waterloo in his memoirs.87

The Cultural Division of the CPSU Central Committee attempted to 
respond to the KGB criticism by giving the facts and figures for 1966–1970 
co-productions: 35 feature, documentary, and popular science films co- 
produced; 24 with socialist countries, 3 with developing countries, and 
8 with capitalist countries. The only successes they listed, however, were 
jointly produced films with other socialist countries. And in conclusion 
they admitted that “serious mistakes were made in some works created 
with foreign countries.”88

This admission, however, was not enough for Yuri Andropov, Chairman 
of the State Security Service (KGB), who followed up this exchange with a 
critique on ideological grounds.89 The advisability of such co-productions 
is in doubt, he argued, “wherein the [hard] currency gain becomes the 
main goal, while the issues of ideological struggle are pushed to the side-
lines.”90 But perhaps the most damning evidence was an “unofficial state-
ment…received through [KGB] agent channels” from O. Teneishvili, the 
Chairman of Sovinfilm, the relatively new Soviet body tasked with making 
co-productions. After viewing Vittorio De Sica’s film Sunflower, he filed 
a complaint with the Cinematography Committee stating that the film 
was both harmful and libelous, and its release in the USSR would be “a 
gross political mistake.” Again he cited the economics: “Apparently, the 
economic profit (we spent 175,000 rubles and received 475,000 dollars) 
has made some people close their eyes to the clearly offensive things. The 
Sunflower story has shown that we must not make political compromises 
working with foreign filmmakers, must not follow their lead. We must not 
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invest in a film that shows our people, our achievements, our reality in a 
crooked mirror.”91

Such views from the Soviet higher authorities had a chilling effect in the 
subsequent patterns of co-productions for the next decade and a half, with 
most being made only with socialist countries in the Bloc. World War II dra-
mas remained a staple of socialist film co-productions over the next five or 
six years and never entirely left the co-production roster. Ozerov remained 
in favor, and with Bondarchuk, visited the USA in 1971.92 Ozerov even 
produced a second four-part war epic, Soldiers of Freedom, in 1976–1978, 
gathering even more socialist countries by adding Hungary, Romania, 
and Czechoslovakia to the original co-production collective. Those few 
Soviet co-productions made with countries outside the socialist world (for 
example, Japan, India, or Finland) took refuge in melodrama, children’s 
films, comedy, or historical subjects.93 Italy was welcomed back as a co-
producer for only a very few films late in the Soviet era, most notably Sergei 
Bondarchuk’s last major two-part epic on the Russian Revolution, Red Bells 
(1981–1982).94 Thus, as Youngblood concludes, some directors were able 
to recall the themes and artistic sensibilities of the Thaw in war-themed 
films, as long as they observed certain restraints.95 The same must be said 
for the subjects and partners for Soviet film co- productions. However, 
Sovinfilm remained active and intact for the rest of the Soviet era.

concluSion: Soviet Film and Soviet cinematic 
internationaliSm

Assessing these efforts of the Soviet film industry and its filmmakers to 
collaborate within the socialist Bloc depends upon the assessor and the 
moment. Soviet film bureaucrats—and later the KGB—did not hesitate to 
condemn co-produced films that turned out, in their opinion, to under-
mine the goals of socialist internationalism. Yet, as evidenced by the chas-
tisement of a director and film figure as eminent as Sergei Gerasimov for 
his critique of his fellow socialist filmmakers, the efforts to seek a way 
forward in cinematic cooperation remained a Soviet goal even into the 
late 1960s and beyond. And the co-production of films within the socialist 
Bloc continued for the subsequent decades. Production files and steno-
graphic records of film unit conferences make it clear that the imperative of 
realizing co-productions may have bred internationalist compromises but 
was part of the overall goal of achieving a Soviet ideological film art. The 
lens of socialist internationalism and co-produced film focuses on concret-
ized examples of socialist internationalism ideals, efforts, and limitations.
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The filmmakers represented the top Soviet directors, from Gerasimov, 
who has been highlighted here, to others including Kalatozov, Yutkevich, 
and Ozerov. Bondarchuk takes an outsized role as filmmaker, actor, and 
director due to the powerful influence of War and Peace upon subse-
quent Soviet prestige pictures. The camaraderie among filmmakers across 
national borders, even within the Bloc, is suggested by the way in which 
the Italian filmmakers were able to influence the socialist participants in 
the 1963 Moscow Film Festival, and in their effectiveness in sponsor-
ing co-productions on a grand scale.96 It is also suggested in the way in 
which trusted scriptwriters were expected to write a story that met ide-
ological-artistic demands and expectations. Zavattinni was awarded the 
International Peace Prize and a special film prize at the 13th Moscow 
Film Festival in 1981, while Mdivani quietly disappeared from scriptwrit-
ing credits.97 Bringing in examples from the Italian film industry suggests 
ways in which cooperation with “capitalist” filmmakers—producers like 
Ponti and De Laurentiis and directors like De Sica and De Santis—allows 
the Soviet film industry and others in the Bloc to be viewed as part of 
European film writ large.

These “war stories” also illuminate the complexity of navigating 
internal Soviet film bureaucracy vis-à-vis the higher authorities. Alexei 
Romanov’s decade as film chief, from his trial by fire at the 1963 Moscow 
Film Festival to his successful realization of Sovinfilm in 1968, suggests 
the important intermediary role of political appointees to posts where 
productivity and economic viability are held accountable. Intended to 
allow for flexibility in responding to international demands, Sovinfilm 
also inserted another film chief, and as suggested in the internal memos, 
one vulnerable to the asserted interests of the Central Committee 
and KGB.

Looking at war films as a representative genre allows for several obser-
vations. War films presented an ideal genre for seeking a narrative to 
embody socialist internationalism in a storytelling form available to mass 
production and mass circulation. It may be that as a genre it was more 
successful when the films were not also burdened with the task of counter-
ing Western narratives in a direct East-West confrontation. The Cold War 
dialogic nature of Soviet war film—Liberation responding to The Longest 
Day—is known, but the story of Europe’s collective effort in A Bridge 
Too Far, also conceived in the mid-1960s, suggests that the Europeans 
too tried to re-fight the war through such collective representations of 
the allied effort, again with disappointing results.98 This lens offers a long 
shot of the European industry in the face of American war storytelling. 
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The war was also carried on through documentary co-productions, even 
with the United States. The co-produced USA–USSR documentary film 
“The Unknown War” (1978) fits into this story too.

Overall, Bloc-building through blockbusters, while no longer rep-
resenting the socialist internationalism of earlier years, continues in the 
great power narratives that compete on today’s screens. The problems and 
achievements of the intra-Bloc meetings, exchanges, and projects under-
taken by the USSR during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s are well worth 
remembering in contemporary efforts at pan-European cultural proj-
ects and cinematic co-productions. With all its controversies and uneven 
results, the Soviet film industry—and its Second World partners—offers 
one example of a serious attempt to create a viable and quality transna-
tional cinema on war and in peace.
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CHAPTER 8

Motocross Mayhem: Racing as Transnational 
Phenomenon in Socialist Czechoslovakia

Mark Keck-Szajbel

The twentieth century was about racing. With the invention of automated 
transport—the car, the motorcycle, the plane—fast cars became a symbol 
of the future for artists and tinkerers. Racing took on a new scale par-
ticularly in the latter half of the twentieth century and particularly in the 
United States. There, the size of tracks and events grew larger, and cities 
vied to build bigger and better venues to host the hundreds of thousands 
of paying tourists.1

Historically, rallies were events of immense investment and an emblem 
for dictators and democrats alike. By the 1930s at the latest, Western 
Europe was also hosting regular racing events (most notably in Monaco, 
Le Mans, and Nuremberg).2 As early as the 1920s in the Soviet Union, 
as Lewis Siegelbaum has shown, automobile rallies were used not only to 
draw in and dazzle spectators with examples of the state’s technological 
prowess but also to inform them about what “automobility” meant for 
the Soviet citizen.3 The desire to design and race automotive vehicles cast 
a wide net. Post-World War II East Central Europe was by no means an 
exception to this rule. Polish motorcycle speedway started official league 
racing by the late 1940s, and Czechoslovak off-road motorcycle racing 
was considered top notch since the interwar years. Norwegians, Danes, 
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and Brits competed in Gottwaldov and Brno by the early 1950s.4 At the 
same time, Hungarians were clamoring to see if Csepel motorcycles could 
compete with western counterparts like their soccer team had been doing 
in the World Cup.5

Scholarship has largely focused on three elements of mass spectator sports 
in dictatorships.6 The first, and most obvious aspect of sporting events, 
is its propagandistic value. Olympic events, mass calisthenics, marches, 
or parades gave legitimacy to the government in power. The power of 
numbers—both in terms of athletes and spectators—showed how popular 
the local regime was: many governments made national holidays of large 
sporting events since it was crucial to have large turnouts; they coerced 
worker brigades to volunteer or at least take a day off to view events; and 
they offered otherwise hard-to-find goods like citrus fruit or quality meat 
on days when a large event was to take place.7 Crucially, foreign spectators 
also revealed to the home population that the regime was accepted abroad. 
As with the smorgasbord of Nazi-friendly clubs that sprouted across the 
United States in the lead up to the Berlin Olympics in 1936, the fact that 
a government could draw the eyes of millions of foreigners helped locals 
understand the necessity of the dictatorship (or, at least, the futility of 
resisting it).8 Conversely, any mishaps at such international events were 
immediately taken up by ideological enemies and oppositional figures as 
signs of weakness. The second element of mass spectator sports in dicta-
torships is its didactic element. Mass events not only gave legitimacy to 
the regime, they served to teach populations about normative behaviors 
and rules.9 Just as rallies were teaching “automobility” to Soviet citizens 
about fast cars and the future of (motorized) socialism, carrying oversized 
portraits of Stalin or his East European counterparts at sports rallies taught 
people about the hierarchy of power. Mass sports, in other words, brought 
together the cult of the body with the cult of personality. The third focus 
of scholarship—especially in late state socialism—has been on the depoliti-
cizing effect of sporting events. Such events were quintessential to “nor-
malized” society: they represented a concerted effort by the regime to 
separate the public sphere from the private. The argument goes that if you 
stay apolitical and lead a quiet life, the government will offer the material 
conditions for you to live life “normally.”10 Everyone should have the right 
to a TV, an apartment, and the chance to see international sporting events, 
so long as they returned to work on Monday morning and did their job 
without grumbling. These events offered a safety valve for the people to 
let off steam. All the while, they became less likely to revolt on the street.
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Building on the existing scholarship, but unlike many of these works, 
I zoom in on the motocross competitions as sites of international interac-
tions. Three key forms of cross-border contacts coexisted and sometimes 
clashed during these events. The first was the international sports cul-
ture: the machines, the men who rode them, and the fans who converged 
around the race tracks to cheer them on. The second involved the fans 
themselves: thousands of East and West Bloc spectators interacted at the 
race track. The third concerned the work and often cooperation of the var-
ious security police agencies from the socialist states. I will show how these 
forms of internationalism evolved from the early 1950s to the late 1980s. 
While motocross competitions have gone virtually unstudied in histori-
ography, I argue that they reveal how the socialist state changed their 
attitudes toward socialist internationalism. Whereas the state attempted 
to control interactions between spectators in the 1950s and 1960s—often 
employing violence and other, more subtle forms of crowd control—
authorities changed tactics starting in the 1970s. Authorities henceforth 
worked less to prevent interaction between socialist and non-socialist 
citizens, and instead focused increasingly on collecting information and 
cooperating at an international level to prevent disobedience and riots. 
Not only do motocross competitions reveal a change in attitudes, they 
also show the limits of the repressive state. In the face of rapidly grow-
ing international audiences, socialist states moved from crowd control to 
crowd management.

CzeChoslovak RaCing CultuRe

That motorcycle racing was allowed in post-World War II Czechoslovak 
society is an oddity in itself. Taken within the context of global political 
stratification and domestic turmoil, motorcycle rallies were not an obvious 
choice of entertainment in a Stalinist regime. Czechoslovakia was the only 
country after World War II to actually vote for a majority  communist gov-
ernment, although the need to have a democratically elected regime would 
change after the coup d’état in 1948. Like its neighbors, Czechoslovakia’s 
communist leaders were combined into a united communist party, and 
purged would-be enemies who doubted Soviet authority or alternative 
paths to socialism in Central Europe. The most notable “enemy” in 
Czechoslovakia was Rudolf Slánský, a devout, hardline communist since 
before the war. The West carefully watched during the Slánský Trials: 
called a Titoist, he was charged with treason for his supposed plot with 
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imperial capitalists to sabotage socialism in Czechoslovakia and was sen-
tenced to death in late 1952.11

Six months later, mass demonstration broke out in the small Czech 
town of Plzeň. A university town with a long tradition, the town was 
also host to the Škoda factories, the most well-known automotive brand 
from Czechoslovakia. Like in many other countries after World War II, the 
government imposed a devaluing of savings and wages after the commu-
nist takeover. Along with devaluation, worker quotas were increased and 
food subsidies were decreased. Workers from the Škoda plant started the 
first riot against state socialism in East Central Europe. Two weeks before 
similar strikes in Berlin, the strikes spread to a handful of industrial towns 
across Czechoslovakia. Unlike Berlin, the Plzeň Uprising did not result in 
Russian tanks or casualties (although many were later imprisoned). The 
riot and the show trial were sensations for Western governments, who ate 
up all news which revealed the illegitimacy of the new Czechoslovak (or 
any other East Bloc) regime during the next “trial” of motorcycles.12

Visitors from the West were eager to find a damaging story at the 
International Six-Day Trial race just a few months after the demonstra-
tions in Plzeň and Ostrava. In the framework of Cold War politics, such 
local events were fraught with East–West tensions. As with youth festivals, 
ice hockey games, or other large international events, the Six-Day Trial 
was a springboard for journalists and state informants to reveal the climate 
of a particular society. Reporters from the West noted how enthusiasti-
cally motorcycle drivers were being received by locals in Gottwaldov. On 
a 450 km race in a town named after the first Prime Minister of com-
munist Czechoslovakia, wrote one reporter for Radio Free Europe, “it is 
quite clear… that enthusiasm was motivated by political considerations, at 
least among the older people.”13 Interviewing one of the racers, he high-
lighted that “in the youth it was just enthusiasm for the sport.” Still, it was 
clear even to drivers that the race was organized magnificently, “as only 
a dictatorship can organize such an event.” But despite the conspicuous 
absence of police, government officials, and external controls “one could 
never lose that certain feeling of being in a police state.”14 Four hundred 
women, it was rumored, were so “pretty that they must have been hand-
picked” to spy on western racers. The rumors were not outrageous: a small 
army of female Red Cross workers were placed every 500 m to ensure the 
safety of the race in a concerted effort to prevent a repeat of 1949, when 
seven people were killed after a racer crashed and ploughed through a 
group of spectators.15 But reporters from the West asserted that it was not 
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about crowd safety, rather an “ingenious idea” to replace police officers 
with Red Cross workers to secure the crowd from politically damaging 
ideas.16 The odd atmosphere of the race was confirmed later by other 
spectators who went on short trips through Czechoslovakia during the 
six day tournament. These tourists were frequently stopped and encour-
aged to return to the race (though not compelled). One traveler noted 
how, when he got a flat on the road, a car full of civilians almost instantly 
showed up and helped him replace the tire. The would-be ordinary civil-
ians were very friendly, but one insisted that he ride back with the driver 
to the race track.17

Such draconian measures were buttressed by official regulations. Entry 
visas for West Germans were only issued on the condition that the offi-
cial motorcycle club of the country vouched that the individual would 
actually go to the race. Additionally, the government’s fixed exchange 
rate of 0.58 German marks to one Czechoslovak korun made most prices 
in Czechoslovakia about five times more expensive than in the West.18 
Although West Germany was just at the start of its “Economic Miracle,” 
and the West German mark was remarkably cheap, it was certainly a tac-
tic of the Czechoslovak government to ensure Westerners did not waste 
money acting like rich men during the race. Finally, everyone was required 
to develop their film before exiting Czechoslovakia. To assist Westerners, 
the government installed a film lab in the Hotel Moskva where report-
ers and racers stayed.19 The impression one had, in the end, was that the 
country was, in fact, unrestricted and free. But the hurdles one had to 
overcome—coincidental or planned—gave the impression of living in a 
police state. The government at the time wanted to show its peaceful side: 
it could host an international event immediately after riots and do so with-
out unwanted dissent from the home population. Authorities restrained 
from more ostensive demonstrations of power, and instead focused on 
the games; huge demonstrations welcomed the international audience to 
a new, communist Czechoslovakia. Just as important as the race itself was 
the machine on which drivers were racing.

In previous articles, I have written about the habitus surrounding cars 
in People’s Poland. There, I showed how automobility entailed not only 
the focus on sporting events but also on the machines (and the people 
working on them) as well.20 Many East Bloc countries were struggling 
to provide enough cars and motorcycles for a growing population, and 
devised ways to ensure that the youth would be socialized in a motorized 
world. Racing was one way to ensure fans of fast machines. Czechoslovakia 
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was historically also one of the largest producers of motorcycles in the 
East. That was recognized even in the West. In secret information reports, 
Radio Free Europe noted that there was:

a long tradition of motorcycle production in Czechoslovakia, especially of 
two makes, the Jawa and the Cz. For several decades, these two makes of 
motorcycles have held a well-deserved place among the leading examples 
of two-wheeled vehicles in the world. They have been known for their 
quality and reliability.21

In East Central Europe, Czechoslovak motorcycles held a monop-
oly on the consumer market until the early 1970s.22 By the 1970s, the 
Czechoslovak government had also decided to focus more direct invest-
ment into the motorcycle industry in an attempt to retain market shares in 
comparison with Japanese and Western brands. International rallies were 
a way to not only show the world that Czechoslovakia was tolerant and 
supported international events, but they were also a form of promotion, 
reserving the Jawa and the Cz prominent places in the world of moto-
cross. That was also reflected in the ranking of East Central European 
racers and their racing machines in Czechoslovak rallies. Until 1964, East 
German and especially Czechoslovak drivers dominated the ranks at ral-
lies. Gustav Havel, František Bartoš, and František Šťastný were common 
names to Czechs and Slovaks since they regularly held the pole position in 
races at home and abroad.23

As East Central European racing machines were surpassed by Western 
and Japanese models, Czechoslovakia hosted increasing numbers of for-
eigners at annual races in Brno, Most, and Gottwaldov. That was espe-
cially the case during the brief period of liberalization from 1963 to 1968, 
known as the Prague Spring. Then, controls on foreigners were lifted in 
comparison to 1953: one still needed an invitation from a hotel or per-
sonal friend, but there was no requirement for national motor clubs to 
vouch for travelers. Winners of races at the Grand Prix in Brno were also 
increasingly Western foreigners, even in the years of the Warsaw Pact inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia in 1968/1969. Still, the prestige of home racers 
was not diminished, as revealed in the International Six-Day Trial.

The Six-Day Trial was held in different countries each year, usually 
in Western countries. There, the Czechoslovaks dominated the win-
ners’ podium. In the first 25 years the race was held after World War 
II, Czechoslovakia outstandingly won the competition twelve times. 
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The most notable team in the history of the International Six-Day Trial, 
Czechoslovakia won five consecutive trophies abroad from 1970 to 
1974.24 The motorcycle team provided Czechs and Slovaks with a glim-
mer of hope in the otherwise drab era after the Prague Spring. Motorcycle 
races offered the population an apolitical environment within which one 
could celebrate teams from both East and West. The fact that East Bloc 
teams continuously held their weight against Westerners was certainly an 
added bonus to the regime: how better to show the superiority of social-
ism than through competitions in which East Bloc racers on East Bloc 
machines won against capitalist neighbors?

The second and third most-winning teams in the 25 years after the races 
commenced were East Germany (with six trophies) and West Germany 
(with four). Clearly, this northern triangle had a firm grip on motorcycle 
championships, even in the face of international competition. For travel-
ing fans from both sides of the Iron Curtain (and worldwide), races in 
this small Central European country guaranteed to be a spectacle worth 
the time it took to get there and the hassle to obtain a visa. For East Bloc 
citizens, all that would change shortly after the Prague Spring.

inteRnational tRavel and CzeChoslovak 
MotoRCyCle RaCing

In 1972, the governments of East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Poland 
moved to open borders. Although citizens were still required to show 
a valid personal identification card, no passports and no visas were 
required to travel to neighboring Socialist Bloc countries. The so-called 
Borders of Friendship had numerous sources of inspiration: the European 
Community, the Nordic Passport Union, and other travel agreements 
starting in the 1950s and 1960s. But equally as important for leaders of 
the three countries was developing the idea of “socialist internationalism” 
in the age of goulash communism: along with ownership of new refrigera-
tors and TVs, workers should have the right to travel independently to 
foreign countries. For obvious reasons, the West was off limits. In lieu of 
Paris or Rome, travelers were to go to Prague or Budapest to satisfy their 
wanderlust. The results surprised even the powers that be: tens of mil-
lions of Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, and Germans went abroad on vacation, 
to go shopping, and just to check things out. This was the first time since 
World War II that such a mass exodus of people went abroad, and the 
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societal and economic effects of the project were truly immense, especially 
in Czechoslovakia.25

Czechoslovakia had a host of events which attracted particularly 
young visitors throughout the year. Outside of regular sporting events 
like matches between Prague Sparta and Bavaria Munich, there were also 
annual events which drew hundreds of thousands. It began with Easter 
and Pentecost, when the Black Beer Festival invited tourists to Prague.26 
The city of Most regularly held racing tournaments in June or July for 
automobiles and motorcycles. In August, there was the bicycle “Race of 
Peace and Friendship” as well as the aforementioned Grand Prix in Brno 
and the trials in Gottwaldov. In December, Christmas markets in every big 
city also attracted curious travelers. Throughout this period, East Germans 
constituted by far the largest group of tourists in the 1970s and the 1980s: 
an average of four million East Germans went to Czechoslovakia annu-
ally; it can be assumed that at least one in every ten GDR citizen went to 
Czechoslovakia every year. The “Borders of Friendship” was one of the 
last grand experiments of state socialism in the region; to authorities in 
all three countries, it was clear how difficult it would be to control such 
mass tourism.27 The effect on international motorcycle races was equally 
immense, especially given the status of Czechoslovak, East, and West 
German racing teams, all of which were outstanding.

In the 1950s and 1960s, as I have shown, international sporting events 
were controlled in such a fashion to show the West that the government 
was capable of hosting rallies. They were also used to show the world how 
advanced Czechoslovakia was. During and after the 1970s, however, with 
the West increasingly advancing automobility to newer and newer realms, 
the focus changed. Now hosting international events was not novel. 
Instead, races represented how liberal the East had become, and revealed 
how governments trusted their citizens to congregate in places and with 
people relatively freely in a “normalized society.”

But the government was everywhere: there was no private sphere at 
rallies. In fact, now that there were open borders in the East Bloc, govern-
ments had to collaborate even more closely to ensure that international 
events went off well. This obviously altered the element of control: the 
focus changed from presentation abroad to control within. In a transition 
from racing events of the past, the combined forces of the Czechoslovak 
secret police and the East German Stasi replaced the “beautiful” female 
Red Cross workers of the 1950s with undercover agents and brute police 
force in the 1970s and 1980s. That force was first shown at races in 1974.
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One weekend in August, 15,000 East Germans came to the Grand Prix 
in Brno and—since there was an inadequate number of camping spots—
set up illegally on a soccer field close to the track. Fueled by the copious 
amount of beer notoriously served in Czechoslovakia, they began to dis-
mantle street signs and even began to camp on streets.28 The police came 
at night carrying batons and tear gas. When campers complained or simply 
asked questions, the Czechoslovak authorities usually responded by spray-
ing tear gas in tents. Intoxicated spectators were forced to leave in their 
cars late at night, and others were taken to jail. When there was no more 
room in the local jail, East Germans were sent to the insane asylum for the 
night.29 Dozens of citizens wrote complaints to the Central Committee: 
the treatment they received in Czechoslovakia was hardly indicative of the 
“friendship” professed by East Central European governments.

After 1974, there was only one other large disturbance. In 1981, at 
the Myšlivna Curve—where a majority GDR citizens stayed in a camp—
“rowdy riots” had occurred, which “with few exceptions [were caused 
by] youngsters and young adults.”30 According to official reports, it hap-
pened on 28 August 1981 at ten in the evening. From a group of about 
100 GDR visitors, some threw rocks and bottles at a police officer, who 
had to be taken to the hospital. The group then grew in size to three to 
four hundred.31 They barricaded themselves in the camping area with 
benches and spare wood.32 Then they set a kiosk on fire, and pelted fire-
men as they tried to put it out. One fireman also had to be treated in 
the hospital. The police attempted to make announcements in German. 
When that did not work, they used tear gas. The rioters cursed at the 
police and sang Nazi songs.33 Four individuals were arrested. In response, 
it was prohibited to sell beer after 8 p.m. the next night. Four hundred 
campers again began to burn trash cans and sing fascist songs. This time, 
two kiosks were destroyed: the rioters wanted their beer. Three further 
kiosks were damaged.34 Seventy-five policemen from the city of Brno, 2 
 policemen with police dogs, 14 criminal police, 120 trainees from the 
police academy, 18 from the reserves, 18 civil ordinance officers, 8 fire-
men with 2 fire hoses, 1 ambulance, 3 buses, 1 transport wagon, and 7 
detainment wagons were used against a crowd of “citizens with German 
nationality.”35 Over the two days, 95 East Germans were detained and 
forced to trial. The Státní bezpecňost (Czechoslovak security police) 
sent images to Berlin of destroyed restaurants and picnic grounds filled 
with trash and broken bottles. In 1981, it was all the more problematic, 
since the East Germans got so drunk after Toni Mang—a famous West 
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German racer—won the Grand Prix. The GDR citizens were ostenta-
tiously expressing “so-called German-German unity; glorifying and iden-
tifying with the world champion… as the ‘German world champion’ and 
[yelling] ‘Sieg Deutschlands.’”36

The Grand Prix 1974 and 1981 were considered failed races by author-
ities. It was not so much because the police beat East Germans on the 
street: given the circumstances, that was something that would have hap-
pened almost anywhere (East or West). Rather, it was that such a large 
incident happened at all. Indeed, both regimes were intensely interested in 
discovering just what their citizens would do under the guise of anonymity 
abroad. Violent clashes between local police and GDR citizens not only 
reflected badly abroad, they prevented governments from collecting infor-
mation. In future years, the Stasi and its Czechoslovak counterpart, the 
Státní bezpecňost, worked more extensively to prevent such encounters. 
That was particularly important due to the sheer number of East Germans 
who flooded such sporting events.

Of the different instruments used to control the influx of GDR tour-
ists, it was the border guard who was in charge of preventing “asocials” 
and “rowdies” from entering Czechoslovakia during major sporting and 
tourist events. One formal way of denying entry was already on the per-
sonal identification card: the Stasi created lists of people and ID num-
bers according to their profile. Starting in 1979, anyone who was placed 
on the “Dokumentation R” was automatically rejected.37 Other lists also 
indicated if the traveler had engaged in “provocative” acts in the GDR, 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, in other socialist countries, at soccer games, etc.38 
But a more powerful instrument in the hands of border guards was the 
ability to profile. They had the discretion to pull out citizens from trains, 
or deny entry due to any number of reasons.

The Stasi was also put in charge of tracking GDR citizens during 
their visits to motorcycle events in Czechoslovakia, and their scope was 
 different than that of the border guards. The Grand Prix in Brno was a one 
of three major targets of Stasi surveillance annually. A team of hundreds 
of plain-clothed officers and unofficial informants were to infiltrate hotels 
and camping spots (like the one at the Myšlivna Curve), and engage with 
normal GDR and Czechoslovak citizens.39 Already in 1982, authorities 
in East Germany listed explicitly what was to be done in order to ensure 
order at the race and ordered that fan clubs reveal exactly who was or were 
an informant(s) and where they would be residing. The Czechoslovaks 
coordinated officials from racing sports, youth clubs and interrogators 
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from Prague and Brno together with the Stasi to ensure everyone knew 
who was who at the race.40 The regional police of Brno—admitting that 
they had not been thoroughly prepared the previous year for the race—
agreed to move back “the most well-known camping zones” and to make 
them less centralized and easier to control.41 Two years later, in operation 
“Cross 84,” Czechoslovak and German officers divided the race track into 
three zones of operation, and installed a central office in Brno for report-
ing. Translators and vehicles were also made available to the four contin-
gents of Stasi officers at all times.42 In two of the zones of operations—the 
two zones where most GDR citizens camped—there were special secret 
police in charge of preventing “enemy-negative and provocative plans.”43 
Importantly, they were “not there to come into contact with specific indi-
vidual people or groups;” they were only to prevent the dissemination of 
propagandistic material and/or figure out who is behind provocations.44 
Representatives from all regions of East Germany were to be present to 
ensure that no provocateur fell off the radar after returning home.45

Perhaps not surprisingly, there were very few instances where the Stasi 
(or the Czechoslovak police) had to intervene outside of 1974 and 1981. 
That was not because of a lack of tourists. The year 1986 was the excep-
tion that proved the rule: only 16,000 made it to the race that year, due to 
the fact that there was bad weather and that the race started on the same 
day as the first day of school and the university.46 In 1982, there were 
over 40,000 GDR citizens at the race track; 14,000 were camping at the 
Myšlivna Curve.47 In 1987, it was 100,000.48 In 1988, it was 70,000. In 
1989 (when people were fleeing to the West through Czechoslovakia and 
Hungary), of the 100,000 spectators, it was estimated that 65 percent 
were from the GDR.49

Surprisingly, there was little governments could do to prevent unas-
suming tourists from going to races: the numbers of people on the “R” list 
averaged only 6000 citizens, and the number of denied entries remained 
minuscule. To give but three examples: in 1987, at one border crossing, 
only 28 were refused entry into Czechoslovakia. Nine were for “decadent 
appearance; ten for pass problems; seven for customs infractions; and two 
for being on the ‘R’ list of the Ministry of the Interior.”50 In 1988, at 
one border crossing, of the 19 GDR citizens who were refused entry, 
five were due to “decadent appearance; four for pass problems; seven for 
customs infractions; and three for being on the ‘R’ list of the Ministry 
of the Interior.”51 In the region of Brand-Erbisdorf—a small mountain 
region of 10,000 close to the Czechoslovak border—authorities listed 
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15 individuals from the region who were either not to attend the Brno 
Grand Prix or were to be “interviewed” before being allowed across the 
border.52 All but two were under 30. Three “had a negative view of the 
GDR”; four had attempted to escape the GDR in the past; four were 
“decadent”; and three had a previous history either at the border or in 
Czechoslovakia; with one there was no explanation.53 All but one were 
blue collar workers. The one exception worked in the theater. He was also 
the one who had, in the past, declined a search on the border. Clearly, 
nearly all spectators were allowed entry if they made it to the border.

In internal documents, one notices how the types of crimes also 
changed in the eyes of the Stasi. They consistently worked to make their 
presence unnoticed in Brno and Most, and they rarely found explicitly 
political problems that had to be solved. In the years after 1981, the East 
German police only noted two major problems: they were positive that 
“enemy organizations from the Federal Republic” were being funded to 
encourage “unlawful assemblies of decadent and asocial youths from the 
GDR in anti-socialistic or nationalistic character”; and they were certain 
the West was using the international event to smuggle illegal passports.54

In general, however, the Stasi would frequently try to explain away dis-
turbances perpetrated by their citizens and were less interested in finding 
East German provocateurs. As early as 1982, the Stasi explained that of the 
hundreds of arrests, “merely two” GDR citizens were sentenced following 
the Brno race of 1981.55 One of the people, the Stasi surmised, could not 
have been a provocateur, since he was too stupid; although he was waving 
a (West) German flag, “due to his mediocre grades, [and that] he only 
finished the seventh grade,” he simply could not be considered a political 
activist. Plus, they added, there were others there who originally gave him 
the flag.56 In both judicial proceedings, the Stasi “saw no reason why there 
would be a problem [with the two sentenced in the future], since they had 
already completed three of the four to six month imprisonment.”57 The 
same year, at the Restaurant Pivovar in Brno, two GDR citizens—25 and 
16—disturbed other restaurant goers. They were “very drunk,” and “sang 
Nazi songs, and greeted each other with the Nazi greetings.”58 But after 
sobering up they were sent back to the GDR without prosecution.

Czechoslovak and East German authorities agreed in general that there 
were only minor problems. In 1985, Czechoslovak police forwarded a list 
of disturbances from the previous year. They stated there were six arrests, 
almost all of them were young people. The first four had to do with public 
drunkenness:
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 – [One 20 year old] drove a motorcycle on 22 August 1984… after 
drinking. After being brought in to a station, he was aggressive 
and broke a glass door. Since he was so inebriated he was taken to 
an alcohol sobriety station in Brno.

 – [One 28 and a 22 year old] came together, very drunk, to a kiosk 
at the camping grounds Myšlivna and started to fight. They were 
taken to an alcohol sobriety station in Brno.

 – [A 35 year old] urinated in public while intoxicated at the camp-
ing grounds Myšlivna. While being questioned by the police, he 
refused to identify himself. He attacked the officer. He was taken 
to sober up.59

The following three had to do less with intoxication (as far as one can tell 
in the report) and more with violations:

 – [A 19 year old] forced a police vehicle to stop by walking in the 
middle of the street.

 – [Another 19 year old.] Traffic violation. He did not stop at a stop 
sign. Ticket: 100 korun.

 – [A 28 year old.] Traffic violation. He did not stop at a stop sign. 
Ticket: 100 korun.60

Finally, there were some 300 routine traffic violations and 99 civil tick-
ets which were not considered egregious enough to single out in official 
reports.61 Given the sheer number of visitors to places like Brno and Most, 
the number of law infractions were almost negligible. And indeed, both 
authorities realized it was nearly impossible to control the situation given 
open borders and the sudden influx of tourists. The city of Most provides 
the best example.

The Motodrom in Most was completed in 1982. The track— a modest 
track built with modern technologies situated on a mountainside—could 
accommodate 100,000 spectators. Most was a mere 100 km from Dresden 
and Karl-Marx Stadt, hence races were popular for citizens of the GDR.62 
Like in Brno, races in Most were particularly well received “due to the 
presence of international [teams with] the most modern racing technolo-
gies from non-socialist countries.”63 The problem in Most—a relatively 
small town of 60,000 in northeastern Czechoslovakia—was that it could 
barely muster up enough sleeping spaces for spectators. “Visitors from the 
GDR usually come on Friday/Saturday and fill up the camping zones—
whose capacity of between 10,000 and 15,000 is hardly enough.”64 The 
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Stasi noted how people were camping “in every thinkable spot…. Even 
between apartment complexes or garage parks.”65 Importantly, however, 
by 1986, the police “tolerated” the lawlessness, as long as there was “no 
direct conflict with public safety,” even if the “the city looked like an army 
camp.”66

The general understanding of what was political also changed over 
the course of the 1980s. Of the most important information collected by 
undercover agents surveilling crowds was their real or perceived connec-
tion with individuals from the West. Finding contacts was not a difficult 
task: hotels—as usual in the era of mass East Bloc tourism—were predomi-
nantly occupied by Westerners (who needed a hotel reservation in order to 
obtain a visa until well into the 1970s). On the race track, East Germans 
mingled with any number of foreigners from beyond the Iron Curtain. 
The secret police tracked individuals and noted how Socialist Bloc citizens 
reacted toward others. In 1981, agents watched as one group of (largely 
female) campers in Brno sang the “Deutschlandlied” and waved West 
German flags.67 At the Myšlivna Curve in 1987, a group of nearly 100 
individuals camped together. They were a mixed group of East and West 
Germans, and were doing things as diverse as exchanging newspapers or 
just cooking together. Many were former GDR citizens who wanted to 
meet with friends in Czechoslovakia.68 They—like most spectators—were 
certain in the age of normalization that they were just one of the crowd. 
Consistently, the Czechoslovak and East German secret police noted how 
people had the “expectation… of anonymity in the foreign country.”69 At 
times that would lead to stupid behavior (as with every tourist abroad), 
but the expectation of anonymity brought citizens of two putative enemy 
states together in Czechoslovakia. Believing they were freed from the per-
vasive eye of the state, East Germans took stock of conditions abroad and 
let themselves go all out.

What is so remarkable is the way authorities reacted after 1981: pre-
venting contact was not as important as finding out what citizens were 
doing with this “expectation of anonymity.” In 1989, one Stasi member 
was surprised at how many GDR youngsters were being housed in the 
same hostel as West German youngsters.70 The agent noted that “in the 
discussions and conversations… there was constant reference to reports 
of the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation (Ö3) about the numerous ille-
gal border crossings of East Germans under an abuse of the territory of 
Hungary.”71 He did not do anything to prevent such discussions, nor did 
he—dressed as an ordinary citizen—try to stand up for the government of 
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the GDR. Instead, he wrote back to Berlin, informing them about what 
youngsters were doing in Brno. There were no arrests, and there was no 
attempt to pressure people to stay away from West Germans.

Frequently, when citizens returned from their trip abroad, they would 
be taken aside at border checks and interviewed. One inhabitant of 
Dippoldiswalde is representative of the hundreds of interviews taken after 
races in Czechoslovakia. At 45 years old, he went to Brno with his son 
for his first time. They both slept in their car to be able to travel to dif-
ferent parts of the track. “Nobody tried to talk to him” and he “didn’t 
hear of trouble.”72 Referencing West German flags, he creatively stated 
that he did notice a number of “flags in black-red-gold without the GDR 
emblem,” although he was uncertain who were waving the flags. At the 
final ceremony, “the West German hymn was played. He was surprised 
that police officers saluted” while it played.73 He also reported that 
announcements were made in “very good German.” He assumed the 
announcer came from the West, and said that announcements were always 
made to “liebe deutsche Freunde [dear German guests].”74 In other words, 
the Czechoslovak organizers did not distinguish between East and West 
Germans, and if anything, were catering to Western sensibilities.

Of course people would declare that they had not done anything devi-
ous while abroad. Certain they had not been followed, they thought 
they were only reporting to border guards. When citizens reported how 
“shocked” they were about the number of West German flags, or by the 
brutish behavior of the police, or by the presence of Westerners across 
the race track, the Stasi knew exactly what had happened. These were the 
same Stasi agents that regularly went to races in Czechoslovakia. By the 
1980s, authorities were more concerned not only with controlling the 
scene but also figuring out what their people were doing while abroad or 
while in contact with foreign visitors. Unfortunately for racing fans, such 
events were not an escape from the state, rather, they were a new field of 
action to see how far “socialist internationalism”—or friendship with the 
enemy—had progressed in the 1970s and 1980s.

ConClusion

Motocross in Czechoslovakia has gone undiscovered by historians of the 
region, despite its central importance to East Central European sports 
fans after World War II. Even today, racing events in the Czech Republic 
attract large audiences (even though Czech teams have largely vanished 
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from the winners’ podium). Motorcycle events evolved during the Cold 
War from being symbols of one socialist state to being ones of social-
ist internationalism. Whereas in the 1950s, Six-Day Trials revealed the 
strength of Czechoslovak technological progress, teams, and the state 
apparatus, by the 1980s, Grand Prix showed the ability and willingness 
to open the door to thousands of foreigners (most of whom came from 
socialist neighbor states). Parallel to this evolution was a change in policing 
and crowd control. Working closely with the East German Stasi, authori-
ties in Czechoslovakia developed new technologies and tactics to manage 
ever-growing numbers of spectators. They stopped focusing on repress-
ing political deviancy and instead instituted ways to prevent drunken 
riots. While there were lists of “undesirables” who were denied entry into 
Czechoslovakia, the numbers were a fraction of the hundreds of thousands 
who were allowed in, even as it became increasingly clear that contact 
with Westerners was almost assured. Where did this change in tactic come 
from? Were the Stasi and its Czechoslovak counterpart responding to cues 
from its own leadership or international circumstances?

Certainly, both the political leadership and international realities 
informed policing policies. Especially after 1972, when countries of the 
East Bloc drastically alleviated travel regulations to other socialist citizens, 
authorities came to the conclusion that they could not fully control the 
tens of millions of travelers going abroad. With the policy of détente and 
Ostpolitik in the 1970s, the number of Westerners traveling to places like 
Czechoslovakia was also growing exponentially. Indeed, while incompa-
rable to current travel numbers, the influx of foreigners—many of whom 
brought much-needed Western currency—was radical and marked the 
beginning of a new era of tourism. As for the Stasi and East German 
authorities, there was the additional recognition that at such large sport-
ing events which attracted primarily twenty- somethings, the Czechoslovak 
police were willing and able to use force to prevent riots and unruly 
crowds (as revealed by the complaints sent to the East German Central 
Committee). Finally, while unwilling to accept open demonstrations of 
political nature, both Czechoslovak and East German authorities saw that 
the biggest problems at motocross races were not political: people were 
just getting drunk; they were destroying football fields and they were 
camping “wild” in the tens of thousands.

In many ways, the changes in East Central Europe were a reflection of 
similar policies in other countries. Sporting events were still political on 
many levels, but governments in both East and West were struggling to 
manage the sheer number of spectators. In that way, motorcycle events 
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evolved not only from being symbols of one socialist state to being ones 
of socialist internationalism.
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CHAPTER 9

Friends, “Potential Friends,” and Enemies: 
Reimagining Soviet Relations 

to the First, Second, and Third Worlds 
at the Moscow 1957 Youth Festival

Pia Koivunen

The latter half of the 1950s witnessed a tremendous shift in the relation-
ship between the USSR and the outside world. In contrast to the last 
Stalinist years of hostility and suspicion toward foreigners, the new lead-
ers believed in the possibility of interaction. The new leadership, led by 
Nikita Khrushchev, put much effort in trying to convince the world that 
the USSR had transformed and should be taken seriously in the systemic 
battle for the future world. According to Khrushchev, the socialist system 
would finally outlive the capitalist one, but before that the two systems 
would coexist in peace.1

One of the central aspects of this new policy was the revival of inter-
nationalism, which resulted in growing interaction with other countries. 
Foreign tourism, cultural and technological exhibitions, as well as interna-
tional events provided chances for physical contact with the outside world; 
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new publications focusing on foreign countries, such as Za rubezhom, 
showed official acceptance of interest in foreign cultures and languages; 
and the signing of bilateral cultural agreements formed institutional struc-
tures for cultural exchange.2 For Soviet society and people, these years 
of increased contact with the outside world were a formative period, 
which continued to influence the society for a long time.3 The shift in the 
attitudes toward the outside world in the Soviet political establishment 
became evident also as a discursive change. Ted Hopf has described the 
new public way of speaking as a “discourse of difference,” which allowed 
both leaders and people more ways to express their identities and address 
their inadequacies.4 Moreover, as Eleonory Gilburd has argued, peaceful 
coexistence required “a new language for talking about capitalism.”5 The 
capitalist world was no longer solely a territory of the enemy but a system 
that would coexist along with the socialist world until its defeat. Likewise, 
it would no longer be appropriate to call the representatives of the capi-
talist system  “enemies.” Therefore, a new way to talk about capitalism 
demanded a rethinking of the concept of “friendship.”

“Friendship” had long roots in the socialist movement and in Russian 
revolutionary thinking, where it was used in describing future interna-
tional relations as opposed to seeing politics as “market exchange.” In the 
Soviet Union, friendship found a special place in political discourse. In 
the 1930s, the metaphor of “friendship of peoples” was used in order to 
strengthen the unity among the nations of the USSR and to foster the cre-
ation of Soviet national identity.6 Friendship was a key term also in interna-
tional relations and in cultural diplomacy. According to Evgeny Roshchin, 
the USSR employed friendship as a “rhetorical diplomatic instrument,” for 
example, in bilateral treaties signed between the USSR and other nation 
states. In the 1920s and 1930s, Soviet-friendship societies functioned as 
the key institutions of Soviet cultural diplomacy, by establishing contacts 
with Western fellow travelers and seeking to find support for the Soviet 
societal project.7 After World War II, the Soviet “friendship policy” was 
applied to the task of creating unity in the new Socialist Bloc.8 Another 
fundamental change in the post-war use of friendship, as Patryk Babiracki 
has argued, was its function as a moral recognition. While friendship had 
earlier referred to relations between peoples in a metaphorical sense, in 
the postwar Soviet public discourse a friend denoted someone who shared 
Soviet values, political doctrines, and goals for the future.9

Friendship was one of the key concepts in the discourse of the World 
Youth Festival, a Soviet designed international celebration, established 
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soon after World War II. As a cultural mass event of the post-war com-
munist movement which strove for a worldwide audience and recognition, 
the World Youth Festival followed the tactics of other Soviet international 
organizations, such as the World Peace Council (founded in 1949).10 In 
trying to achieve a globally recognized status, the World Youth Festival 
avoided direct references to communism or the USSR and instead mar-
keted the event with such key terms as “internationalism,” “progress,” 
“peace,” and “mutual understanding,” as well as slogans, such as “for 
peace and friendship.”11 Although direct references to socialism or the 
USSR were not used, these key words soon became markers that con-
nected these international organizations, surreptitiously sponsored by the 
Soviet Union, to the USSR and the Second World.

The core idea of the World Youth Festival was repeated in textual and 
visual representations that formed a specific discourse. This “peace and 
friendship discourse” depicted the World Youth Festival as a universal cul-
tural forum, uniting young people all across the world. During the late 
Stalinist period from the end of World War II until 1953, the peace and 
friendship discourse focused mainly on drawing the line between “peace 
fighters” (the USSR and its allies) and “the imperialist warmongers” (the 
USA and its supporters). Paradoxically, the rhetoric more often underlined 
an active fight against the enemy than the actual ways of supporting peace.12 
During the Thaw, as Ted Hopf has argued, the Stalinist model of labeling all 
differently thinking groups as enemies (“who is not with us, is against us”) 
was replaced by a new, more flexible strategy, according to which, “who is 
not with us is potentially with us.”13 In other words, once clear and strict 
boundaries between friends and enemies became blurry, and instead of the 
old binary model a new category emerged: “a potential friend.”

This essay analyzes the changes in the use of friendship with regard to 
an event where the number of “potential friends” was the highest in the 
post-war USSR: the sixth World Youth Festival in Moscow in the summer of 
1957.14 Reflecting Khrushchev’s policy of peaceful coexistence, the Moscow 
World Youth Festival became one of the most well-known events of the cul-
tural Thaw. With over 30,000 foreign guests and more than two weeks of 
vivid interaction, this multinational spectacle was an apt example of the new 
internationalism: from advancing cultural exchange and the formation of 
transnational networks to sharing cultural influences and even encouraging 
sexual liberalization in the USSR.15 The Youth Festival epitomized the thaw 
not only because it managed to capture the spirit of the new international 
USSR but also and especially because youth, symbolizing the future, were 
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the best models of the revitalized Soviet Union. Moreover, those who were 
young at the turn of the 1950s/1960s were the ones who were most pro-
foundly effected by the thaw and the Moscow festival.

During the Moscow festival, the USSR opened its borders to thousands 
of foreign people—something that would have been unthinkable only a 
few years earlier. Welcoming to the festival anybody irrespective of politi-
cal, religious, or ethnic background forced the Soviet leadership, party and 
Komsomol officials as well as ordinary citizens to rethink their relation-
ship to the world outside Soviet borders.16 Who would be their “friends” 
in the new era? Could some of those who had formerly been considered 
as enemies—now “the potential friends”—become “true friends?” Most 
importantly, how could one recognize a friend?

Drawing on Soviet officials’ reportage on foreigners during and after 
the festival, Soviet newspapers and magazines, as well as oral histories and 
memoirs, this essay examines how the relationships to the First, Second, 
and Third Worlds were characterized. Comparing the discussion on 
friendship by authorities, media, and ordinary people shows us that the 
opening up of the USSR to the outside world was an ambiguous and con-
tradictory process. Widening the interaction especially with the First and 
Third Worlds brought to the authorities’ attention masses of new poten-
tial friends who could become supporters of the new Soviet Union, and 
in the best case gradually become a part of the Second World. Allowing 
more flexible definitions for friendship, however, was troublesome. As the 
crushing of the Hungarian uprising in 1956 showed, the Soviet leader-
ship was not ready to let different versions of socialism coexist. Therefore, 
despite the more open and tolerant image of the USSR, its leaders’ sche-
matic conception of socialism more often than not contradicted the differ-
ent ways of understanding socialism expressed by foreign festival visitors.

The World YouTh FesTival From sTalinism 
To Khrushchev’s ThaW

The World Youth Festival, held for the first time in Prague in 1947, started as 
a universal project with the idea of providing all young people an international 
forum to discuss global and local societal problems together. In this situa-
tion, where the world was gradually being divided into two hostile camps, the 
youth festival could no longer convince the world about its universal status 
and it became known as a Soviet product.17 Instead of a global event, the 
World Youth Festival became a popular and well-known celebration within 
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the Second World, where it occupied an important place in public culture. 
For example, for an East German delegate to the twelfth World Youth Festival 
held in Moscow in 1985, the youth festivals ranked third in importance after 
the Olympic Games and other championship sports events.18

The World Youth Festival, with its official organizing bodies, the World 
Federation of Democratic Youth (WFDY) and the International Union 
of Students (IUS), covered such a wide network of youth organizations 
of the socialist countries that it practically represented the Second World 
in miniature—a microcosm of the Second World. In the context of the 
World Youth Festival, however, the Second World constituted a cultural, 
social, and ideological community that expanded the geographical bound-
aries of the socialist orbit. Even though the communist and democratic 
youth leagues of the European socialist countries formed the backbone of 
this activity that in Soviet context was called the democratic youth move-
ment (demokraticheskoe molodezhnoe dvizhenie) the Western and Northern 
European leftist groups played an active role, especially by attending the 
youth festivals. The first six World Youth Festivals, held in Prague (1947), 
Budapest (1949), Berlin (1951), Bucharest (1953), Warsaw (1955), and 
Moscow (1957), were particularly European. In Budapest more than 
90 percent of the participants came from Eastern and Western Europe, 
in Berlin the share was 92 percent, in Warsaw 83 percent (Eastern 32.2 
percent and Western Europe 50.7 percent), and in Moscow 76 percent 
(Eastern 33.2 percent and Western Europe 42.8 percent).19

The World Youth Festival was a handy instrument for creating such 
an international community. It not only gathered young people together 
every second year but kept them busy in the meantime as well. The activi-
ties included, for example, fundraising campaigns, disseminating informa-
tion about the forthcoming festival, selling festival items such as pins and 
postcards, introducing the festival afterwards for potential new recruits, 
and organizing post-festival gatherings. Moreover, between World Youth 
Festivals, democratic and communist youth organizations arranged smaller 
local, national, and international celebrations, camps, and meetings. The 
World Youth Festival was nonetheless the most well-known and popular 
event, and in fact, many Western Europeans participated in several World 
Youth Festivals.20

For the Soviet Union, the Moscow festival was a very different thing 
than the previous festivals had been. Despite the fact that the Soviet 
Komsomol had controlled the organization of the earlier festivals held 
in the capitals of the newly established people’s democracies, especially 
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the one organized in Berlin in 1951, these festivals had had secondary 
importance for Soviet society and Soviet youth. Of course, Soviet media 
contained numerous reports about the festivals in fraternal socialist coun-
tries, but still only a handful of young Soviet people, from 500 to 1000 
delegates, had been allowed to attend the youth gatherings “out there.” 
The Moscow festival was completely different. The official USSR delega-
tion, 3719 members, was much larger than the usual Soviet youth fes-
tival delegations and the organizers reserved 34–40,000 places per day 
for ordinary Soviet young people, the best of whom could win a trip to 
the festival within their local Komsomol and labor union organizations. 
Furthermore, as the whole city became practically a scene for a huge fete, 
everyone who wished could participate in the festivities without getting 
any tickets to concerts or being named as an official delegate.21

For the Soviet political establishment, the Moscow festival served as a 
moment to promote the renewed image of the Soviet Union and to find 
new supporters and friends for the USSR among the First and Third world 
participants. The World Youth Festivals organized during Stalin’s time had 
focused on fostering the coherence of the new Socialist Bloc, the Second 
World, while the idea of recruiting youth from the First and Third worlds 
had been left aside. During the preparations for the Warsaw gathering 
(and again before the Moscow festival), it was especially stressed that the 
event should find more participants from the capitalist world and develop-
ing countries.22

Practically any young person was invited to Moscow. This new kind of 
openness underlined the fact that the event had not been as all-embracing 
as it had promoted itself earlier and that the way friends and friendship 
were viewed had altered. Moreover, welcoming the former enemies to the 
capital of the USSR signaled the repudiation of the Stalinist  dictatorship.23 
After the Soviet delegation (3719), the most sizeable groups came from 
countries with relatively active communist parties in Europe: Finland 
(2103), France (2099), and Italy (1854). Besides the host, the larg-
est Second World groups traveled from China (1566), GDR (1274), 
Hungary (1240), and Poland (1192). The largest contingents from the 
Third World came from Egypt (725) and India (356).24 It was characteris-
tic that Third World participants sent small delegations (1–10 members); 
many of the representatives were studying or working in Europe at the 
time of the festival, and many delegations included emigrants from the 
USSR. Moreover, a number of countries and regions that had not gained 
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independence (some of them still have not become independent, like the 
French overseas department Réunion) were included.25

PreParing sovieT YouTh For The encounTer 
WiTh Friends, “PoTenTial Friends,” and enemies

For the Komsomol—the main Soviet host of the youth festival—the 
extraordinary meeting between Soviet people and masses of foreign-
ers  brought forth new challenges. Before this unparalleled rally, Soviet 
youth were educated to meet people from different countries, cultures, 
and political systems. These preparations included, for example, instruc-
tions on how to behave with the guests, what to say about their socialist 
motherland, and what Soviet people should know about the visitors and 
their cultures and home countries. Soviet youth, and especially Komsomol 
cadres, were also prepared to respond to possible political provocations 
and questions on sensitive issues, such as the Hungarian uprising in 1956, 

Table 9.1 Participants from the First, Second, and Third worlds in Moscow 1957

World/Continent Countries % of 
countries

Participants % of all 
particip.

First World 26 19.8 14,717 43.3
Europe 22 16.8 14,534 42.8
North America 2 1.5 150 0.4
Australia and New Zealand 2 1.5 33 0.1
Second World 11 8.4 13,300 39.1
Eastern Europe 9 6.9 11,274 33.2
Asiaa 2 1.5 2,026 6.0
Third World 94 71.8 5,184 15.2
Latin America 25 19.1 1,014 3
Africa 40 30.5 1,489 4.4
Oceaniab 2 1.5 2 0.006
Asia 27 20.6 2,679 7.9
Hono1red guests – – 491 1.4
Total 131 100 33,996 100

Source: Le VIe Festival Mondial de la Jeunesse et des Etudiants, Moscou, 1957 (Percentages counted by the 
author)
aChina and North Korea
bPapua and Samoa
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the personality cult, and the ideological struggle between the capitalist 
West and the socialist East.26

In the time of peaceful coexistence, open hostility was not an option 
anymore, so in comparison with the Stalinist period, Soviet citizens were 
prepared to meet the so-called enemies in a friendly manner. During the 
preparatory period, it was constantly repeated that those who held oppo-
site views on ideological, political, or cultural issues should not be attacked 
aggressively, but by way of critical arguments. A Komsomol official for-
mulated this idea in a preparatory meeting roughly a month prior to the 
beginning of the festival in the following way: “The main goal [for the 
festival] is that all guests should leave the country as friends.”27 There 
are two ways to interpret this quotation. First, it can mean that those 
who were going to mingle with foreigners should treat them all as friends 
despite their possibly nonconformist views. In effect, in order to support 
Khrushchev’s policy, Soviet people needed to demonstrate in practice that 
coexisting with the capitalist system was possible. Another option was to 
try to encourage a change in the opinion of the guests so that they would 
gradually begin to support the Soviet way of viewing the world and its 
future, and thereby fit the category of a “true friend.”

While the instructions given in Komsomol meetings were not meant 
for the whole cohort of Soviet young people, Komsomols’kaia pravda 
and other youth newspapers and magazines could spread the word to a 
larger audience. “Towards the Festival” (Navstrechu festivalia), an article 
published in Komsomol’skaia pravda in January 1957 started a campaign 
intended to familiarize Soviet citizens with the “world” before the fes-
tivities in Moscow in July–August. In addition, hundreds of other articles 
with the same title introduced Soviet readers to the history and ideas of 
the World Youth Festival, told them how groups and individuals in dif-
ferent parts of the world prepared for this big event, and reminded Soviet 
readers of the role that Soviet youth was going to play at the gathering.28

This campaign in the press was lengthy and massive in volume. The 
first articles came out in Komsomolskaia pravda in January 1957 and 
the tempo accelerated toward the beginning of the festival, so that by 
July every issue devoted a page or more to the event. During the spring 
and summer of 1957, major youth newspapers and magazines, such as 
Molodaia gvardiia, Molodoi kommunist, Smena, Moskovskii komsomolets, 
as well as Ogonek, Novyi mir, Sovetskii sport, Krokodil, and a number of 
others contributed to the peace celebration. International publicity was 
primarily channeled through a special publication named Festival, as well 
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as with special issues of the WFDY’s World Youth and the IUS’s World 
Student News.29

An all-embracing meta-theme in all festival-related articles and illus-
trations was the idea of bringing people closer to each other by means 
of peaceful interaction.30 An apt example is a piece written by Sergei 
Obraztsov, a founder of the Soviet puppet theater, in World Student News:

These rallies are important […] especially amongst young people. Let them 
only dance the polka together; it is enough. They do not need to discuss 
politics. Let them only see each other’s eyes so as to understand that we are 
all the same.31

Obraztsov was not an ordinary Soviet citizen, but a cultural mediator, who 
had a great deal of experience in cultural exchange through his travels in 
the UK and in the USA.32 By emphasizing the cultural aspects of the fes-
tival, Obraztsov described international friendship in a way that certainly 
pleased the Komsomol leadership. Proclaiming that “we are all the same,” 
Obraztsov conveyed the message that his country was more inclusive and 
tolerant than before and helped promote Khrushchev’s foreign policy. There 
is also another important aspect in his statement. Celebrating together with-
out any political debates was the way Soviet officials wished to see the func-
tion of the World Youth Festivals. This does not mean that the event would 
not have had a political meaning to the Komsomol; quite the contrary. The 
political function did not, however, mean that individuals would have talked 
about political issues. Rather the image of the festival was that of a multi-
national, joyful round game; the First, Second, and Third Worlds holding 
hands and dancing in peace, was for the Soviet leadership its most important 
political statement about the future world. In other words, the future would 
be built in cooperation, but the USSR would lead.

The youth festival reportage in newspapers and magazines was an excel-
lent forum to shape the understanding of the outside world. With their 
stories and illustrations from different corners of the world, magazines like 
Ogonek, Smena, and Krokodil created an illustrated miniature encyclope-
dia of the world and showed how potential festival guests looked, what 
they thought about the Soviet Union, and what they had been doing to 
help make the festival a real celebration of world youth.33 Stories on prepa-
rations for the festival—collecting money for the trip, rehearsing cultural 
performances, training at sports, or telling others about the festival—gave 
the impression that the whole world was looking forward to Moscow. 
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“Hardly any other international event at the moment touches the hearts 
and minds of thousands of young people in my country like the VI fes-
tival,” said Werner Lamberts, a secretary of the Freie Deutsche Jugend 
(Free German Youth).34

In accordance with Khrushchev’s doctrine of coexisting with the capi-
talist system in a peaceful manner, the media examined the category of 
friendship with a number of little stories on Soviet citizens and their inter-
actions with foreigners. Ogonek, for example, told about Ivan Rudskoi, a 
peasant from Kazakhstan, and people he met at a conference of peasant 
youth in Vienna in 1954 and at the fifth World Youth Festival in Warsaw 
in 1955. Rudskoi had met Carmen from Spain, swapped a pen for a fez 
with Aleksandr from Albania, and had a chat with a Guinean man named 
Pango. Rudskoi had also experienced what he called “a difficult friend-
ship.” In Vienna, during an opera performance, he entered into conversa-
tion with an Austrian named Franz Hager, who knew Russian. It appeared 
that Hager learned Russian in the Soviet Union, but also that he served 
in Hitler’s army and fought near Rudskoi’s home. “He had also been 
in our village. Perhaps it was on his orders that the village was burned 
down,” Rudskoi speculated. While Carmen, Aleksandr, Pango, and the 
other people Rudskoi met were friends beyond doubt, he was not sure 
about Hager, who was “as if a friend, as if our own, but had (once) been 
such an enemy!” (Vrode drug, vrode svoi, a takim vragom byl).35 The article 
on Ivan Rudskoi offered a model for encounters with foreigners and indi-
cated which kinds of topics were appropriate to discuss. It also provided 
soul-searching on the limits of friendship. Could a person who was once 
an enemy later turn into a friend or did the stigma of an enemy remain 
despite the circumstances?

Numerous other contributors similarly published articles on encoun-
ters between Soviet youth and foreigners during the festival, and pondered 
the nature and limitations of friendship. According to Ogonek, “no one 
during these days will be surprised if two people completely unknown to 
each other shake hands on the street, embrace and separate as friends.”36 
Another example was embedded in a conversation between festival youth 
and locals, published by Molodaia gvardiia. In the conversation a Soviet 
girl spoke with a Norwegian youngster at a concert featuring Argentinean 
guitar players, African drummers, a German jazz band, and a Soviet choir. 
The Norwegian asked whether the Soviet girl liked jazz, but understood 
from her face that it was not her favorite genre. The narrator then con-
cluded: “is it at all necessary that our views on jazz should chime together? 
No, it is not necessary. And so we agree on this.”37
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Perhaps one of the most intriguing and puzzling references to the pro-
cess of reimagining international friendship during the Moscow festival 
was a photograph published in Komsomol’skaia pravda.38 At first glance 
this picture looks to be an innocent shot of a young man, who is singing 
to a girl. Reading the caption, however, makes one rethink the actual mes-
sage of the photo. “He is American, she is Russian, but in singing it does 
not matter” (On amerikanets, ona russkaia, no pesne eto ne pomekha). The 
picture raises more questions than answers. What does not matter? The 
fact that they are of different nationalities, or that he is American and she 
Russian? And if their national backgrounds do not disturb their singing 
together, in which situation would an international couple like this not 
be appropriate? And if in this case their national backgrounds are of no 
consequence to their sharing of a song, in what situation would it be inap-
propriate? Even though we do not know the ultimate reasoning behind 
the idea of publishing the picture, doing so illustrates the change that had 
taken place since the death of Stalin, but also hints to the prohibitions 
and boundaries that still governed relationships and exchange between the 
First and Second Worlds.

All these examples demonstrate that not only coexisting but also mak-
ing friends with former enemies was now considered possible. In general, 
it seemed that socialism had become more tolerant: representing a certain 
nationality or disagreeing in music or fashion taste did not automatically 
mean that friendship was out of the question. Tolerance did not, however, 
expand to questions of ideology or politics, as we shall see later. Furthermore, 
becoming more tolerant did not mean giving up the naming of enemies. 
For example, in May, Molodoi kommunist devoted space to describing how 
the “enemies of the festival” tried to harm young people’s festival plans in 
capitalist countries. “They [The US and other countries opposed to the 
festival] fear a youth festival like fire; they fear its attractive slogans—peace 
and friendship. The imperialist masters are afraid that having traveled to 
Moscow, world youth can see our country with their own eyes and will start 
to believe how false and dirty imperialist propaganda is.”39

PerFormances oF FriendshiP

Before, during, and after the World Youth Festival, Soviet media over-
flowed with happy smiling faces representing the whole spectrum of the 
people on the globe, all warmly welcomed to Moscow. Monitoring reports 
produced by the Komsomol, party and state officials provide a more 
meticulous and realistic view beyond the hospitality. As the  preparatory 
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sources mentioned, all guests had to be treated like friends, but this did 
not necessarily mean that all were regarded as such.

For Soviet authorities a key element in defining and assessing friend-
ship was its performance.40 The World Youth Festivals were specific forms 
of cultural exchange designed by the festival organizers. The idea of 
the event was formulated around the concepts of peace and friendship, 
which together formed a specific celebration discourse and gave the fes-
tival its shape and recognizable image.41 Attendants had a special role in 
this  performance. They were expected to take part in friendship meet-
ings, demonstrations, mass events, and other official occasions of each 
World Youth Festival. Moreover, the attendants were supposed to actively 
engage in making the spectacle, not only to watch the event or to support 
its ideas, but also to perform peace and friendship.42

Rituals and performance were characteristic of Soviet public culture, 
as Jeffrey Brooks and Alexei Yurchak have argued. Being part of certain 
rituals, or stating certain phrases, meant more than the contents of those 
rituals.43 In a similar way, Komsomol officials in intra-delegation meet-
ings expected foreign delegates to demonstrate their friendship toward 
their Soviet hosts by raising toasts, giving speeches in the correct tone, or 
offering gifts. In Stalin’s time, the performance of peace and friendship 
had included celebration of the Soviet leader, while during the Thaw it 
was centered on the celebration of youth. Even so, the Soviet expectation 
of what an ideal encounter should consist of still had much in common 
with the earlier ritualistic culture. When reading documents and reports 
produced by Soviet authorities in various party and state bodies, their pic-
ture of an ideal meeting with foreigners emerges. It was supposed to be 
warm in spirit, and friendly relations were expected to be expressed (like 
toasts to mutual understanding). For example, Komsomol chief Aleksandr 
Shelepin complained that the US delegation had behaved in a cold man-
ner and appeared very reserved and distant. He noted that they “did not 
propose any toasts.” The difficulty, however, was that foreign participants, 
especially if they came from outside of communist organizations, were not 
always familiar with these cultural practices.44

There were also cases where the cultural practices were deliberately dis-
turbed. One of the most active groups of “rebels” was the Polish delega-
tion, the members of which were reported to have harmed the festivities 
in a number of ways. Perhaps the worst mistake by the Poles was not to 
support the Soviet interpretation of the Hungarian revolt. In October- 
November 1956, Soviet armed forces violently suppressed a spontaneous 
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rising in Hungary, which opposed the Soviet-imposed rule in the coun-
try. In the Soviet interpretation, the Hungarian uprising was a counter- 
revolution run by fascists.45 While the Soviet authorities managed to 
ensure that the Hungarian delegation would perform according to the 
plan and support the Soviet view of the conflict, numerous documents 
indicated that Polish delegates failed to stand in line with the other social-
ist countries. For example, one document lamented that the Poles consid-
ered the Hungarian counter-revolutionaries as “heroes.”46 This was not 
the only thing Polish delegates were reported to have done wrong. In 
one case, reported by a Komsomol official, some Polish delegates had 
“wilfully” replaced the portraits of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin with 
the Polish coat of arms with a white eagle in a room where a friendship 
meeting was about to take place.47 The Poles were not the only rebellious 
festival guests, but they were the only socialist delegates who reportedly 
dared to oppose the Soviet rule this way. The rebellious behavior of Polish 
delegates was hardly organized anti-Soviet activity, but rather, it demon-
strated that Poles were utilizing the more liberal climate within the Second 
World. Such an international event was not a completely new thing for 
them, as Poles had already  experienced a retreat from Stalinist cultural 
orthodoxy two years earlier when the fifth World Youth Festival took place 
in Warsaw.48 For Soviet authorities these kind of rebels among the Second 
World countries were especially difficult because they questioned the unity 
of the socialist world.

Besides certain rituals or ways of behaving during official meetings, 
authorities’ reports included comments on immoral behavior that seri-
ously questioned the “status of a friend” of the USSR. Wrong political and 
ideological views were on top of the list, as well as various types of inap-
propriate behavior described as hooliganism and loose sexual behavior. It 
is noteworthy that illegal trading—also tackled in numerous reports—was 
not regarded as particularly bad, even if the foreigners who engaged in 
these activities at the festival were members of communist youth organiza-
tions. It is also important to note that foreigners were granted much more 
latitude than Soviet citizens. While a few festival guests were arrested for 
drunkenness or other forms of hooliganism, Soviet people faced arrests 
for illegal trading, loose behavior, incorrect contacts, and communication 
with foreign guests, and a few of them ended up in the prison camps. 
Furthermore, the evidence shows that the most serious offenses from the 
authorities’ perspective were those that might impact negatively upon 
the image of the USSR. Thus, photographing the wrong places, voicing 
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oppositional views on the country, as well as creating an impression of dis-
enchantment among Soviet youth all resulted in social control measures 
that were conducted either by the authorities or by fellow citizens.

maKing Friends aT The grassrooTs: WhaT did iT 
Feel liKe meeTing Foreigners?

Interviews and memoirs of Soviet youths offer yet another perspective 
to the changing relationship between the USSR and the outside world. 
The view from the grassroots gives us a chance to see how individuals 
thought about the opening up to the world and the new international-
ism. For Soviet citizens, the Moscow youth gathering was of special value 
since the official attitude toward foreigners, foreign cultures, and cross- 
cultural encounters had been negatively charged during the past few years. 
While the Soviet officials’ reports focused mostly on analyzing who were 
and who were not regarded as friends, Soviet participants and observers 
emphasized more the emotional side of making friends and encountering 
new people.

A distinctive feature of Soviet festival narratives was the exceptionality 
of the encounters with foreigners. The late Stalinist years, when mingling 
with foreigners had been officially proclaimed as suspicious and positive 
views of foreign culture were seen as “cow-towing before the capital-
ists,” were still fresh in the mind of Soviet citizens. In saxophonist Alexei 
Kozlov’s (1935–) words, it was useless to explain to younger generations 
the significance of the word “foreigner” in those days.

Constant agitation and propaganda, used to inculcate hatred and mistrust 
toward anything foreign, led to the point that the word “foreigner” itself 
aroused a combination of fear and exaltation in any Soviet citizen, just like 
“spies” did.49

During late Stalinism, the majority of foreign visitors to the USSR were 
diplomats, political delegates, and sometimes also spies. The people in 
capitalist countries were, more often than not, portrayed in literature and 
the Soviet media either as poor beggars and victims of oppressive capi-
talism, or extravagant capitalists in their dress coats, with cigars in their 
mouths. Against this background, seeing real young people from other 
countries was extraordinary. “When we suddenly saw on the streets of 
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Moscow hundreds, if not thousands of foreigners with whom one could 
openly chat, we were gripped by something close to euphoria,” Kozlov 
wrote in his memoirs.50

Besides euphoria, these exceptional encounters with foreigners 
inspired a sense of re-engagement with the rest of the world. In contrast 
to the Stalinist isolationism and xenophobia, contact with “the world” at 
the youth festival was depicted as a physical and spiritual return. Vitalii 
Skuratovskii, a member of a circle of young intellectuals, described the 
festival as an encounter between the “free West” and Soviet Eurasia that 
was still liberating itself from the Stalinist path.51 For the 25-year-old 
poet Yevgeni Yevtushenko, the festival represented a moment when one 
could feel “as a part of humanity which was stolen from us, it was a great 
beginning of liberalization in Russia.” However, he continued, “we 
didn’t feel lost or completely culturally isolated, because we were con-
tinuing to read some great Western books, French, American, English 
books. [...] but we wanted... a physical connection with the rest of the 
world.”52

These exceptional encounters also caused contradictory feelings. Lily 
Golden, a 27-year-old African-American-Russian historian, described her 
emotions as she danced with a Guinean delegate and realized that “the 
Africans would all leave and I would never again have such an experi-
ence.” She continued, “obviously I would never travel abroad and, equally 
obviously, Africans do not come to Russia. The normalcy of Soviet life 
was such that contact with outsiders was unthinkable.”53 Furthermore, 
the unfamiliarity of communication with foreigners, even with friends 
from within the Second World, confused people. In her memoir, Golden 
describes a meeting between Soviet and Chinese students that one of her 
hostel-mates organized. Golden’s description not only illustrates the ver-
bal gap between them but also the difficulties in arranging these kinds of 
occasions oneself.

One day she [the girl from the hostel] invited a group of Chinese students 
to a tea party in the hostel. The guests sat in our visitors’ room, facing 
a row of Soviet students, watching everything with great interest. There 
was no communication whatsoever. They spoke no Russian and we spoke 
no Chinese. They sat, politely and quietly, for an hour or more, then left. 
Maybe the idea had been good, but we were still unused to participating in 
events that had not been directly sanctioned by the Communist Party or the 
KGB. I imagine the same was true for the Chinese Students.54
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Even if some Soviet people were open toward the guests, their attempts 
to create understanding between nations might be downplayed by others. 
In an interview, Olga Kuchkina, a student of journalism who worked for 
Komsomol’skaia pravda during the festivities, said that she received feed-
back from her boss that she wrote too positively about the foreign guests. 
Kuchkina’s article entitled “Nashi dveri i serdtsa otkryty” was returned 
to her with a new title “Nashi dveri i serdtsa otkryty, no ne dlia vsekh” 
(Our doors and hearts are open, but not for all).55 Journalist Yuri Draichik 
writes in his memoirs that before the festival, militiamen were ordered 
to protect Soviet girls from male festival guests, especially from “black 
people.” When an officer asked why it was particularly “black people” and 
not, for example, Finns, the militia leaders answered that he just thought 
about the future of these girls.

They make a cohort of chocolate children with our girls, and it is not only a 
shame for our Soviet moral system, but also for the girl. She will hardly ever 
find any normal fellow to marry her with a chocolate baby (s shokoladnym 
rebenkom).56

This comment reflects the unfamiliarity of Soviet society with ethnic diver-
sity. Although the Soviet Union was a country with thousands of different 
ethnic groups, this variety only covered a part of the global spectrum. In 
the 1950s, there were so few African immigrants to the USSR that a bira-
cial child would have directly symbolized a girl’s promiscuity and would 
thus mark her for her apparent sexual looseness.57 The above quotation, 
and the other examples, point to the way that some Soviet people thought 
about otherness in the late 1950s. In the festival discourse, all nations and 
all the people, irrespective of ethnicity, were to be embraced (Fig. 9.1). 
This was, however, only for the festival. When the celebration was over, 
everyday life returned and, as the above comment indicated, standing out 
in this environment could be difficult.

auThoriTies’ evaluaTion oF Friends

How did the efforts to keep the old friends and make new ones finally 
succeed? A fascinating source for analyzing Soviet festival organizers’ and 
authorities’ assessment on the Moscow festival is a final report compiled and 
signed by the leadership of the organization: Aleksandr Shelepin (Komsomol 
leader), Sergei Romanovskii (KMO leader), and Nikolai Bobrovnikov 
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(leader of Mossovet). This final report was a thorough and critical assess-
ment of how the Moscow festival had succeeded. It was handed to the 
CPSU Central Committee at the end of August 1957. This final report 
was based on a number of monitoring reports produced by various Party, 
Komsomol, and state bodies during and after the festival.58 The monitoring 
reports provided a multifunctional source for widening knowledge on the 
thinking of young people and youth organizations in the First, Second, and 
Third Worlds. Considering the amount of space that was devoted to the dif-
ferent categories of youth, the attendants of the first world formed the most 
important target group. While the young people and youth organizations 
of the socialist countries received surprisingly little attention, there was a 
growing interest in the participants from the Third World.

Fig. 9.1 A group of African festival delegates and local youth returning from the 
Lenin-Stalin mausoleum. According to the authorities’ reports, the mausoleum 
was among the most visited tourist sites during the Moscow festival in 1957. 
Source: People’s Archive, Helsinki, Finland. Photographer B. Trepetova
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In their assessment on the youth of the First World, the authorities 
used a trilevel categorization. The first category encompassed “genuine 
and sincere friends of the Soviet Union,” who came from the ranks of 
the communist and democratic organizations. The second group included 
those who had formed their views of Soviet life under the influence of 
“reactionary propaganda” but who “whole-heartedly sought to see what 
was going on in the USSR and to clarify what socialism was in practice.” 
The third group included a small group of foreign participants with hostile 
attitudes toward the USSR. This group had attempted to influence other 
delegates, had caused small provocations, and disseminated anti-Soviet 
propaganda among Muscovites. It was remarked that some governments, 
especially that of the USA, had put much effort into including people of 
this category into the festival delegations.59

The second category, the “converted western youths,” who usually 
did not belong to communist or democratic organizations, formed the 
most significant group for the Soviet cultural diplomacy. They represented 
the group of potential friends who, according to the officials’ view, had 
learned “the truth” about the country at the festival despite their earlier 
anti-Soviet views. The stories about young westerners whose preconcep-
tions were largely influenced by bourgeois propaganda, were centered 
upon the transformative force of the Moscow festival. Their “conversion 
narratives” described how the festival had changed their perceptions on 
the country and its people. They praised the socialist system that had given 
developed social care for its citizens, were interested in the revolution-
ary past, and enthusiastically watched the building of the future. Foreign 
guests were particularly fascinated by the lack of unemployment as well as 
free education and healthcare.60 It was, however, important not to be too 
flattering or uncritical toward the USSR. Most valuable were those com-
mentaries that recognized the importance of the festival in transforming 
views but which did not praise the country or socialism too much. This 
was similar to the way in which Western fellow travelers had been seen by 
the Soviets already in the 1920s and 1930s.61 These friends of the USSR 
were far more valuable when they did not belong to communist parties 
or organizations, which would have created the image that all those who 
supported the Soviet Union were communists.

The third category, anti-Soviet and hostile youth and youth groups, in 
other words, the least potential friends, was a group whose presence the 
Soviet authorities had anticipated. Giving these enemies free entrance to 
the country had been a sacrifice the authorities had been willing to make 
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in order to promote their political goals. According to the final report, 
anti-Soviet people were identified in the US, UK, French, Italian, West 
German, and in some Scandinavian delegations. These people were appar-
ently in close contact with their respective embassies and attempted to find 
facts for anti-Soviet propaganda.62

The Second World was much less discussed in the final report, which 
only mentioned the Polish and Hungarian delegations and focused mostly 
on the uprising of 1956 and its repercussions. It seems that the friend-
ship between the USSR and its socialist brothers was the norm, and was 
discussed only when problems emerged. It is also possible that discussing 
and evaluating the inner relations of the Second World were not tasks of 
the Komsomol leadership but the higher echelons of the CPSU.

Unlike the Hungarian delegation, which had defended the “truthful” 
picture of the 1956 happenings, the Polish delegation was described as 
“revisionist and nationalistic.”63 The Polish delegation had shown interest 
in the Yugoslav model of socialism and displayed “unhealthy tendencies” 
in art. In the student meetings the Poles were openly critical about the 
problems in their social services  and the limitations of socialist realism, 
and supported views on  Western modernist art  and various ideological 
issues that dissented from official views, positioning the Polish delegation 
against the other people’s democracies and the USSR.64

While the First and Second World youth and youth organizations were 
more or less familiar to the Soviet authorities, the Third World formed 
a new and increasingly important target group. Due to the earlier pas-
sive approach to the Third World during the Stalin era, Soviet authorities 
knew very little about these countries and their people. A revival of inter-
est had taken place, as in so many other spheres of life, after 1953 when 
the new leadership had started to establish diplomatic, economic, politi-
cal, and cultural relations with the countries of Asia, Latin America, and 
Africa.65 The new policy was based on new thinking about the developing 
world, and about leaders who, during the Stalin years, had been regarded 
as  “imperialist lackeys,” such as Egypt’s president Nasser and India’s pre-
mier Nehru, who were now seen as potential allies.66 Still, the Third World 
was a much less well-known entity than both the West and the socialist 
countries and thus, the Moscow festival was above all in this respect a 
learning process for the Soviet authorities.

According to reports, Third World delegations were enthusiastic 
about Soviet socialism, the educational system, equality between men 
and women, freedom of religion, and the healthcare services.67 Although 
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the Soviet Union seemed to impress young Asians, Africans, and Latin 
Americans, they themselves did not fully live up to the expectations of 
their hosts. The reports complained that many Latin American and Arab 
delegations contained more businessmen than cultural people and that 
instead of performing peace and friendship, they devoted most of their 
time to establishing commercial contacts with Soviet enterprises, or simply 
having fun.68 It also came as a surprise to the Soviet authorities that the 
nation states listed in the table of participants did not automatically please 
Third World delegates. For example, among the Arab delegates there were 
discussions on establishing a Pan-Arab state, and talks among Central and 
Western Africans who refused to represent the states made by colonial 
powers and rather wished to be grouped on a regional basis or simply as 
Black African delegates. The most important point for the Soviet authori-
ties, however, was that according to their evaluation, the festival had man-
aged to strengthen anti-imperialist and anti-American sentiment as well as 
sympathies for the USSR among Third World visitors.69

The main impact of the Moscow youth festival was in establishing Soviet 
relations with the Third World countries. By accepting the colonized and 
newly independent states, the festival organizers offered them strong 
public support. According to Maxim Matusevich, the visible presence of 
African delegations at the Moscow festival revived African studies in the 
Soviet Union, as a result of which a research institute for African studies 
was created and a “Friendship University” was established for African, 
Asian, and Latin American students in Moscow in 1960 (in 1961 it was 
named after Congolese independence fighter and first post-independence 
leader, Patrice Lumumba (1925–1961)).70 Later Soviet support for the 
Third World widened as African capitals were twice chosen as the venues 
for the World Youth Festivals (Algeria in 1965 and Ghana in 1966). Both 
of these prospective venues, nonetheless, failed to materialize because 
coup d’états in both countries overthrew the pro-Soviet governments of 
Ben Bella and Kwame Nkrumah.71

The monitoring reports on foreigners helped Soviet authorities map 
the world youth. The reports happily recognized the rise of the group 
of potential friends, but they could not fail to point out an unexpected 
development: the world youth was far more heterogeneous than they had 
expected. While the authorities had prepared to face anti-Soviet views 
from certain Western visitors, they had not been ready to encounter so 
numerous disagreeing voices from within the international communist 
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community, or the Second World. Soviet Union still inspired enthusi-
asm among young foreigners, however, even many of the most loyal ones 
seemed to be uncertain about their unconditional support for the “Soviet 
cause.” Khrushchev’s Secret Speech at the Twentieth Party Congress as 
well as the Hungarian events the same year had fractured the international 
communist movement, and the same had happened in the democratic/
communist youth movement. The leadership of the festival organization 
could rejoice at the enormous interest that young people in the ranks of 
the WFDY and IUS showed in the Moscow festival, taking it as evidence 
of the strength of the democratic youth movement, but at the same time 
they had to admit that the discipline and ideological loyalty of the late 
Stalin period was gone. Being a friend of the USSR did not fit into one 
formula anymore.

conclusion

When the Moscow World Youth Festival ended in mid-August 1957, 
Komsomol and party leaders were rubbing their hands with pleasure. 
Organizing an international event with such a huge number of foreign-
ers had been risky, but it had been worthwhile. The massive turnout from 
all around the world to the Moscow festival, large coverage in media in a 
number of countries, and most importantly, positive feedback from foreign 
festival guests made the Soviet political establishment hail the youth gather-
ing as “a great victory” for the USSR and its social system (Fig. 9.2). Soon 
after the successful launch of the first artificial satellite Sputnik, the sign-
ing of a cultural agreement with the arch-enemy the USA, the National 
Exhibition in New York, and finally Khrushchev’s visit to America as the 
first Soviet leader signaled that the USSR was on the rise and supported 
general  optimism in Soviet leadership. It seemed that the Second World 
might indeed grow with a number of new friends in the near future. In 
this (over)-optimistic atmosphere, the Komsomol head Aleksandr Shelepin, 
together with Khrushchev, decided to take a risky step and suggest the next 
World Youth Festival be held on capitalist soil, in Vienna in 1959.72

It took a much longer time to be able to witness the more perma-
nent influence of the youth festival upon the Second World and vis-à-vis 
the First and the Third Worlds. The foundation for late 1950s opti-
mism was well-established, but as attentive observers could not fail to 
notice, all was not as well as it seemed. The Moscow festival monitoring 



240 

reports revealed some alarming facts about the Second World. While 
the Moscow festival managed to appeal to a number of new potential 
friends and change some of their views on the country, many of the “old 
friends” in the ranks of foreign communist and socialist youth organiza-
tions, even in fraternal socialist countries, seemed to have turned their 
backs to the Soviet way of building communism. While the USSR and 
the Second World had become more tolerant toward the others, the 
Moscow festival also showed that the Second World had become more 
diverse itself.

The inability to tolerate this diversity as well as excessive optimism 
about the possibilities of the socialist system to expand sealed the destiny 
of the World Youth Festival, which never became the globally recognized 
event its founders had hoped for. As the next two World Youth Festivals in 
Vienna in 1959 and in Helsinki in 1962 illustrated, Shelepin’s risky plan 
did not pay off. Both festivals saw vast national and international opposi-
tion and even anti-festival and anti-Soviet aggression during the course 
of the events. Even less successful were the two attempts to export the 

Fig. 9.2 Farewell ceremonies at a Moscow railway station following the 1957 
youth festival. Source: People’s Archive, Helsinki, Finland. Photographer unknown
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festival to Africa. After trying to expand Soviet influence in the First and 
Third Worlds, the Soviet authorities faced a moment similar to the earlier 
effort to spread the world revolution outside Russia in the 1920s: they had 
to concentrate first on disseminating the message of peace and friendship 
within the Second World.
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“We Stand for Peace!”
The first World Festival of Youth and Students took place in Prague in 
1947, just after Stalin opted to prioritize “peace” within Soviet propa-
ganda efforts aimed at foreign publics. Of the thirteen World Festivals 
of Youth and Students (WFYS) held between 1947 and 1989, the sixth 
WFYS, hosted by Moscow from July 28 to August 11, 1957, proved to 
be the most successful in terms of both number of guests and the effec-
tiveness of Soviet foreign outreach. As venues for pro-peace leftists—both 
communist activists and democratic socialists only moderately sympathetic 
to the USSR—the festivals served a multifaceted purpose for Soviet poli-
cymakers, activists, and institutions. Above all, the festivals served as a 
vehicle for binding together the concepts of “Soviet” with “peace” and 
“friendship,” a move with obvious propaganda value to Soviet policy-
makers.1 At the same time, however, I argue that the festivals had more 
subtle effects on the development of Soviet relations with nonaligned and 
“developing” nations. In the case of South Asian visitors to the festivals 
(specifically from India, Pakistan, Nepal, and Ceylon), the guests often 



emerged with a conception of the Soviet people as “standard-bearers” of 
a kind of progress for human civilization that was inclusive of local cus-
toms and bore an inclination toward proper interpersonal conduct. For 
those inspired by such a conception of the Soviet people, the festivals 
also created networks of contact and support. Foreign guests met Soviet 
citizens in preparation for the festivals, spoke with others at the festivals, 
and then returned to their native countries with new contacts. Those who 
were not present could also take advantage of Soviet resources made avail-
able for propagation of the Soviet “peace” message. At face value, it may 
sound like the World Festivals of Youth and Students were thus successes 
of the Soviet propaganda apparatuses, but such a conclusion is misleading, 
as Soviet activists and propagandists had to respond to challenges raised 
by participants and critics of their public galas. For South Asian visitors 
in Soviet festivals, moreover, participation was not a passive adoption of 
Soviet viewpoints and values. Indeed, much of the festivity actually hap-
pened in circuits only peripherally related to the festival itself, plus those 
involved could utilize their new contact networks for personal goals not 
necessarily shared by—or even sympathetic to—their Soviet partners.

the World feStivalS of Youth and StudentS 
at a Glance

At a basic level, the festivals themselves were massive public spectacles 
allowing Soviet patrons to project a positive image of themselves (as peace-
ful, friendly, anti-imperialist, and progressive).2 Participating Soviet youth 
endeavored to claim championship over an international peace movement 
and depict the emerging Cold War as an effort of American (or broadly 
speaking, Western “imperialist”) aggression.3 Central to organizing the 
logistics of the festivals were groups such as the World Federation of 
Democratic Youth, national and regional student organizations in coun-
tries outside of the USSR, societies for friendship with the Soviet Union, 
and Soviet organizations such as the Komsomol and the Anti- Fascist 
Committee of Soviet Youth (AKSM)—in short, Soviet institutions, fronts, 
and also sympathetic but independent Indian organizations. As the festi-
vals were intended to depict the USSR not only as a peaceful nation but 
also as a brotherhood of peoples, the non-Russian Union Republics such 
as the Kazakh, Kirghiz, and Armenian SSRs were critical to  organizing, 
propagandizing, and peopling the festival events. All of these republics 
provided both delegates and personnel for performance art, sports com-
petitions, and other features of the festivals.4
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The 1957 World Festival of Youth and Students is particularly 
 interesting because it was a very public, highly visible depiction of Soviet 
Cold War efforts to project soft power into places like India—a de facto 
guest of honor at the Festival. The Khrushchev period as a whole was a 
kind of transitional period in Indo-Soviet relations, bridging meaningful 
but underdeveloped cultural and diplomatic efforts in the postwar Stalin 
era and the substantial economic partnership of the USSR and India in the 
1970s. The 1957 Festival in Moscow fit within a sequence of important 
events and processes such as the 1952 Indo-Soviet cultural agreement, 
Nehru’s visit to the USSR and Khrushchev and Bulganin’s visit to India 
in 1955, Soviet development at the steel plant in Bhilai in 1955, the 1965 
Indo-Pakistani War, and the 1971 Indo-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and 
Cooperation. In itself, the Festival was not a turning point in Soviet–Third 
World or even Indo-Soviet relations, but its status as such a massive inter-
national celebration afforded it an important role in defining and dissemi-
nating a presentation of the Soviet people. Moreover, since preparation 
for the Festival involved international organizations, interest in and reac-
tions to the Festival by South Asian participants is more porous and better 
documented than was the case for many alternative points of Indo-Soviet 
contact.5

On a conceptual level, Soviet planners envisioned the WFYS as a series 
of festivities occurring—sometimes sequentially and sometimes simultane-
ously—throughout both the USSR and India. The invitation letter for the 
International Preparatory Committee announced the aim of representing 
fifty-nine countries and attracting thirty thousand visitors “to exchange 
experiences and views on the problems of young people and get to know 
each other.”6 Ultimately, guests from 126 nations attended the events. 
Even before summer 1957, cities inside and outside of the USSR had 
preparatory celebrations in honor of the Festival. According to the maga-
zine Festival, the Kalinin district of Moscow engaged in “grand merry-
making” in Izmailovo Park as early as autumn 1956, including 120,000 
young people and “over three thousand singers, musicians, dancers and 
gymnasts.”7 Likewise, the World Festival of Youth and Students had 
supplementary festivals throughout India and the USSR. P.K. Tiwari of 
Jabbalpur, India, reported that when visiting Delhi, he witnessed—pre-
sumably visiting Soviet—young people rehearsing Indian folk dances and 
expressing a “delightful” attitude toward the festival and toward India.8 
According to Festival, Bihar hosted twenty-five local youth festivals before 
the fifth WFYS, while West Bengal hosted one hundred.9 Sukumar Gupta 
of the Bengal Festival Committee claimed that fifty thousand people 
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 participated in Calcutta for the fifth WFYS, while the current Festival 
would see ten thousand during the opening ceremony alone.10 The maga-
zine also reported that, of fourteen planned state festivals in India, six had 
already taken place as of May 1957, encompassing fifty-five thousand par-
ticipants.11 Other nations, of course, displayed similar supplemental fes-
tivities but not in the quantity or volume displayed by the Indian public.

As the de facto guest of honor at the Festival, India enjoyed certain 
privileges during the events, likely hinging on the Soviet government’s 
interest in the nation’s participation in international summits and confer-
ences. The Festival’s opening was to be broadcast in English, German, 
French, and Arabic, plus in four languages of the subcontinent, includ-
ing Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, and English (separate radio waves). Ongoing 
Radio Journal coverage continued in additional languages, but only India 
enjoyed coverage in multiple languages.12 Mr. Govind Sahai, head of the 
Bharat Yuvak Samaj organization, chaired the inaugural meeting of the 
International Preparatory Committee in Moscow on August 14, 1956. 
India also was represented by six other delegates, granting it the largest 
representation on the IPC. By contrast, the USSR and France had six del-
egates each, while every other country had five or fewer representatives.13 
The prestige of India among the student movement itself likewise awarded 
India warrant for large numbers of delegates at the festival. As Chairman 
of the Soviet Preparatory Committee explained, “given the place and 
role of India among the countries of Asia and the important contribu-
tion made by the youth and students of India in the international youth 
and student movement, the Standing Commission of the International 
Preparatory Committee of the festival came to a consensus that the youth 
of India would be represented at the festival by a delegation consisting of 
six hundred people.”14

The Soviet preparatory committee itself explained the important place 
of India in the festivities as a result of its prestige in Asia and within the 
world student movement. K.P.S.  Menon, Indian Ambassador to the 
USSR, noted that “the Soviet government continued to regard India, 
despite the fact that she lacks military might and a rigid ideology, as a 
potential factor for peace.”15 The Festival was, after all, soon after the 
Bandung Conference. Previously, India had not enjoyed such a privileged 
 position in Soviet-sponsored peace conferences and South Asian partici-
pants in these festivities often received poor treatment. K.V. Ramaswamy, 
the Attaché and Vice Consul to the Legation of India in Vienna, reported 
that in the meetings of the World Peace Council in Vienna from November 

254 J. WISHON



1–6, 1951, “the Indian and Pakistani delegations did not make any great 
impression” and that “the members of the delegation were treated as sec-
ond rate except for Mr. Mehzer Ali (editor of Pakistan Times) and his 
wife...Thus the contribution of the Indian and Pakistan delegations to 
the proceedings was insignificant.”16 Elsewhere, he noted that “the Peace 
Council Leaders are dissatisfied with the progress of peace propaganda in 
India. The Indian delegates were often snubbed, I understand from Mr. 
Yagnik, as armchair people with no effective organizing capacity.”17

Menon’s commentary toward the 1950 Peace Conference in Warsaw 
was quite dismissive regarding any potential for concern on the grounds 
of domestic security. He wrote: “What surprises me is what kind of fig-
ures our own delegates will have cut at the Peace Conference in Warsaw. 
Our delegation consisted of a deaf, septuagenarian poet in Malayalam, a 
septuagenarian doctor and a literary dilettante.”18 R. Axel Khan, Private 
Secretary to the Head Indian Military Mission, commented that “news-
papers often carried four pages of closely printed Peace Council news to 
the exclusion of everything else. But it is very doubtful whether more than 
a small percentage of readers ever bother to digest the tens of thousands 
of words with which they are bombarded in one form or another con-
tinuously.” He conceded, however, that “as a forum for politics the Peace 
Council may have been more successful.”19 Regarding the 1957 Festival, 
he summarized the arrangements and noted: “The mere mention of these 
delegations will show the range and variety of the contacts which are being 
established between India and the Soviet Union.”20

In 1957, Soviet planners were eager not to see poor treatment of visitors 
and Festival participants repeated from the example in Warsaw. According 
to a summary offered in the Bombay Chronicle, Soviet youth received 
coaching in appropriate behavior in preparation for the sixth World Festival 
of Youth and Students, warning them not to offend religious—particularly 
Muslim—guests. The article stated that among the festival guests would 
be “quite a few people professing a religion” but that Soviet youth should 
not offend the visitors. According to the broadcast, “it is obvious that any 
offence to the feelings of believers would be completely incompatible with 
the friendly atmosphere which will reign at the festival.”21 Likewise, the 
Soviet youth received warnings that peculiarities in the behavior of guests 
from former colonies were a result of colonizers who “did all they could 
to suppress the cultural dignity of these peoples.”22 Coaching for behavior 
was not unique, however, to encounters with Third World delegations. 
Indeed, concern over depiction of proper behavior by the Soviet citizenry 
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was a constant concern of Soviet policymakers. As David Hoffmann notes, 
“official Soviet culture propagated behavioral norms and values not only 
for the general population but for the Communist Party elite as well.”23 At 
the sixth WFYS, Kapil Varma, a representative of the Bharat Yuvak Samaj 
Indian youth organization, Bharat Sevak Samaj national development 
agency, and Amrita Bazar Patrika (English-language) newspaper, offered 
some grounds for belief that these efforts were not in vain, expressing his 
impression that “Soviet youth has a special sympathy for the Indians.”24

exPectationS: Who ParticiPated and WhY?
With the prominent position of India at the sixth World Festival of Youth 
and Students and the large number of delegates invited to the event, thou-
sands or perhaps even tens of thousands of Indians appealed for the oppor-
tunity to visit the USSR. Contrary to what had been the case in many of 
the earlier incarnations of the Festival, very few of the applicants for par-
ticipation in 1957 were openly members of CPI organs or trade unions. 
Rimesh Sinha, an editor for a CPI weekly newspaper in Lucknow, wrote 
to the IPC requesting materials to assist in his drafting of an extra edition 
of his newspaper regarding the festival’s activities.25 Similarly, the Union 
of Mining Workers of Madras requested information on the sixth WFYS 
for his propaganda among workers.26 Among those who did profess a clear 
agenda, though, very few applicants expressed overt political goals. Many 
more applicants instead vocalized desires to pursue goals that were per-
sonal, humanitarian, or recreational. The Injured Student (Studencheskaia 
Bol’n) Society of Kolkata, indicated their express interest in attending the 
festival as a means of raising funds for their organization.27 The Association 
of Amateur Athletes of Andhra expressed desire to send its honorary sec-
retary, an “old, experienced trainer” interested in staying several months 
in the USSR “to learn the techniques and methods of training athletes.”28 
A much greater proportion of the applicants, by contrast, expressed inter-
est merely in increasing their knowledge about the Soviet people. Most 
Indians who wrote into the International Preparatory Committee simply 
requested copies of the festival’s newspaper, Festival, or more information 
about the event in their inability to attend.29

Interestingly, two topics of greatest interest for the participants were 
to establish contacts with Soviet pen pals or to engage in stamp collect-
ing. A young Indonesian man named Abdul Ghalib of Solo, India, for 
instance, requested stamps, including American varieties.30 Dev Sharma 
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of New Delhi expressed the same interest in stamps.31 Likewise, Subodh 
Dalal of the National League of Penpals hoped to send twenty-five youth 
to the festival, promising dancers, musicians, singers, and stamp collec-
tors among their ranks. The philatelists, he suggested, could bring col-
lections for an exhibition of stamps.32 Festival also published letters of 
South Asians seeking pen pals.33 This general pattern was often repeated 
in correspondence by Indian citizens and institutions to other Soviet state 
organs such as the Union of Soviet Friendship Societies (SSOD) and the 
Anti-Fascist Committee of Soviet Youth.

Rather than focusing on goals external to the festivities, many students 
expressed interest in cultural events and performance art at the Festival 
galas. P.A.N.  Jer of Bangalore, for example, reported that four cooks, 
fifteen “performers of oriental dance on horseback,” seven nadaswaram 
musicians, fifteen dancers, and six vocal soloists wished to take part in the 
festival.34 Krishna Khan of the League of Democratic Youth of West Bengal 
expressed interest in “sports and cultural institutions” of the USSR.35 
G. Sevak Singh of Amritsar, a painter and decorator, hoped to take part 
in an art exhibition at the festival.36 Ultimately, the records of attendance 
poorly capture demographic information regarding the South Asians who 
populated the youth delegations at the sixth Festival, but every issue of 
Festival recounted several artistic performances by Indian guests. In other 
words, cultural and artistic patronage was a plank in Soviet efforts in the 
cultural Cold War with the West, but it was also a sphere in which Indian 
citizens were eager to initiate contact with their Soviet counterparts.

imPact: BuildinG friendShiP

One of the great ironies of the Cold War in South Asia is that India became 
one of the Soviet Union’s closest nonaligned diplomatic and trade part-
ners, but the Indo-Soviet relationship required subordinating the interests 
of Indian communists in favor of an alliance with decidedly more prag-
matic political figures such as Indira Gandhi.37 Likewise, the two Indian 
states where communists came to power, Kerala and West Bengal, were 
members of the breakaway CPI(M), not even recognized by Moscow as 
a legitimate communist party.38 At the same time, the Indo-Soviet alli-
ance forged in 1971 relied upon the Soviet-oriented CPI’s cooperation 
with Indira Gandhi.39 In other words, the political capital of the Soviet 
Union in India was insufficient to put fully pro-Soviet Communists in 
the dominant position within India’s socialist movement, but sufficient 
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to create  possibilities for diplomatic and economic partnership—despite 
notable differences in foreign policy goals and economic systems—
between the USSR and the government of India. A suitable explanation 
for this apparent contradiction is that events like the World Festivals of 
Youth and Students, plus all of the institutions and organizations that fed 
into the festivals, were able to create avenues for Soviet soft power within 
South Asia. The sixth WFYS alone cannot explain away the contradiction, 
but it is emblematic of the manner in which interpersonal networks and 
contact between Indian citizens and Soviet institutions disseminated the 
Soviet Cold War messages of peace, friendship, and progress, and were 
consequently able to shape the sentiments of the Indian public into at 
least a vague sense of approval for their partners to the north. As Sudha 
Rajagopalan argues, in the context of Soviet viewership of Indian cinema, 
the imagining of foreign partners created communities of interest and 
rhetoric about political friendship which naturally inspired individuals and 
groups to engage with the other nation.40

While the slogans of the Festival were “Peace and Friendship” and an 
anticolonial message dominated official Soviet rhetoric, the two principal 
assets that the Soviet hosts acquired from the Festival seem to be: (1) the 
projection of a narrative of Soviet progress or development to visitors, 
and (2) the strengthening and expansion of a network of contacts within 
South Asia. The first of these consequences is not strongly divorced from 
the Bolshevik understanding of “friendship,” as the druzhba narodov (or 
“friendship of peoples”) asserted by Soviet ideologues contained a prom-
ise of cultural and economic development. Along the model of Soviet 
nation-building efforts in Central Asia and Transcaucasia, the Soviet 
message of progress encapsulated a diversity of efforts to push forward 
humanity into a brighter future.41 As understood by Soviet activists in the 
1950s, this promise extended beyond the borders of the USSR to the 
oppressed peoples of former colonies.42 P.K. Ponomarenko, Ambassador 
of the USSR to India, spoke of Soviet economic assistance to India in 
such a manner, noting that “Soviet people know but too well from their 
own experience that only by creating one’s own heavy industry, by inces-
santly raising living standards and the cultural level of the people it is 
possible to secure independence won in battles. This is the reason why 
the Soviet Union with such fraternal readiness renders help to India in 
her economic development.”43 Elsewhere, he reflected upon his diplo-
matic work using the same terminology of construction, noting that “I 
believe it was building that I liked best, but in a broad sense of that 
word.”44 Similarly, Indian scholar Devendra Kaushik astutely described 
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this Bolshevik project as a “cultural revolution” and articulated it as a 
promise of development to colonized world:

The cultural revolution implies liquidation of illiteracy among adults, intro-
duction of compulsory education for children, creation of a modern public 
health system, all-round scientific and technological development, promo-
tion of art, creation of a national intelligentsia, emancipation of women, and 
building of new life rich in its spiritual content. It is, in brief, not merely the 
spread of literacy and health services but a process of changing the cultural 
make-up of the people based on a scientific world-outlook, a process of 
fostering socialist ideology, the ideology of genuine humanism and interna-
tionalism. It does not mean the rejection of all preceding cultures; some of 
the finer and positive elements of which are critically absorbed by it.45

Probash Basu, an announcer for Moscow Radio, offered a comparable 
picture of the Soviet people in his recollection of his first visit to the 
Soviet Union in 1957, where he attended the sixth WFYS.  After dis-
cussing “the idea of universal friendship and fraternity,” Basu discussed 
the electric lights of Moscow and then transitioned into commentary on 
Soviet technological achievements. He wrote, “I and my family, together 
with the Soviet people, rejoiced at the first flights of the world’s larg-
est airliners and especially at the launching of, the first in the history of 
mankind, artificial Earth satellites which are paving man’s way toward 
conquering space.”46 Yet another example of the Soviet projection of 
a message of shared progress comes from the experiences of Dr. Nazar 
Singh, an Indian citizen whose first visit to the USSR was during the sixth 
Festival of World Youth and Students. On August 4, 1957, he visited the 
“Bolshevik” state farm outside of Moscow, witnessing that “the discover-
ies of Soviet science are utilized practically in the farm to increase fertility 
and the output of agricultural produce.” He noted that “I firmly believe 
that the friendship between our nations will get stronger and we shall be 
able to derive experience accumulated by the Soviet state farms, experi-
ence which they will share with us with pleasure.”47 Finally, Mr. Pathirana 
Aria, Secretary of the Sri Lankan delegation at the sixth WFYS, opined 
that “I believe that it is a very convenient moment for the consolidation 
and further development of friendship between the two countries. Let’s 
develop our relations in all areas of economic, cultural and sporting life 
for the benefit of both countries. I am sure that we will do it. Before 
us lies a golden future.”48 Again, “friendship” and “peace” were either 
explicitly or implicitly paired in these accounts with a narrative of progress 
of mankind.
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Even when not phrased as a project of development by Indian 
 participants of the Festival, these guests repeatedly depicted the Soviet 
citizenry as representing the potential and perhaps future of mankind. 
Krishna Chandra Dube, the General Secretary of the Students’ Federation 
of India, offered an overwhelmingly positive recollection of the Soviet 
people in such a light. He noted that “[In Moscow,] I meet with men 
and women, girls and boys, children, and in the eyes of all of them I see 
happiness and trust. Look them in the eye and you believe that peace 
will be protected. The standard-bearers of peace are the young men and 
women, middle- aged people, and the elderly… in a word, the entire Soviet 
people.”49 The conception of progress that Soviet citizens were able to 
embody for many Indian guests, however, was certainly not exclusively 
scientific or materialistic. Both the Soviet and Indian partners involved 
in contact with each other stressed a commonality (often in the form of 
a shared “soul”) between the Russian and Indian people, providing com-
mon heroes, sentiments, values, and dreams. The Mayor of Calcutta, Mr. 
Satischandra Ghosh, explained that the Festival for him represented the 
potential for respecting human dignity. According to Ghosh, “humanity 
should have an uninterrupted opportunity to surge forward on progres-
sive lines for the achievement of the nobility of the soul which lies dor-
mant in every human person.”50

Such a presumed spiritual commonality between Indians and Russians 
was nothing new, as such claims found expression as early as the 1920s. 
Rabindranath Tagore, one of the figures almost mythologized by Soviet 
cultural elites for his role in Indo-Soviet contact, allegedly told Soviet 
writers that “I want to learn from you and find out how you have solved 
and are solving problems of culture.” He noted, “I am convinced that 
your idea is very much like my dream.”51 This sentiment was not limited 
to Tagore or even the Indian side of these contacts, as a Russian peasant 
had written to the Bengali poet as early as March 30, 1928, to express his 
kindred soul. The Russian beekeeper, Alexei Pavlovitch Nazarov of the 
village of Sicheva, wrote: “When I saw your photograph for the first time 
I had the feeling that you were just one of us.” He then called for a unity 
of Russia and India that “will lead to a spiritual and material renaissance 
which, in turn, will help human life achieve a higher philosophy of life 
and its further enrichment.”52 But, despite being neither new nor one- 
sided in Indo-Soviet encounters, such exaggerated or overly poetic state-
ments about the almost superhuman potential for their friendship to open 
doors for human flourishing certainly created opportunities for increasing 
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Soviet cultural and political capital in India. Specifically, the writings of 
Rabindranath Tagore and the Gandhi–Tolstoy correspondence became a 
standard in the arsenal of Soviet propaganda organs in the subcontinent.53

The second major achievement of the sixth Festival of World Youth 
and Students for Soviet interests was the expansion of contact networks 
and opportunities for Indians to become engaged with Soviet citizens or 
institutions. The head of the Federation of Indian Youth, Shandil Ji, pro-
vided some insight into how the festivals fed into a network of information 
(and certainly propaganda) about the Soviet Union and its official values. 
He noted that “as a result of the festival, peace and brotherhood among 
peoples of the world grow significantly stronger. With such thoughts we 
go to India. We will hold in our own country meetings dedicated to the 
festival, and in the same way as after the previous festivals, we will bring 
the idea of the festival—the idea of peace and brotherhood to every vil-
lage, every field, every town.”54 He then repeated the promise: “Indian 
youth, returnees, will promote the festival throughout India, and the 
youth, regardless of their political views, will go under the banner of the 
festival.”55 The reporter, seemingly encouraged by the promise, sought 
confirmation: “I want to know that you will tell your friends about the fes-
tival when you return home. And how your organization will promote the 
ideals of the festival—the ideas of peace and friendship in your homeland.” 
As his concluding remarks, Shandil agreed with the prompting reporter, 
saying: “Back home, we will do a lot to promote the idea of the Festival.”56

Likewise, the Indo-Soviet Cultural Society (ISCUS) located individuals 
who visited the sixth World Festival of Youth and Students, then invited 
them to speak publicly about their experiences. Mr. Brij Mohan, General 
Secretary of the Delhi Provincial Congress Committee (and observer 
at the WFYS), and Dr. Jagdish Chandra of Ghaziabad (delegate at the 
WFYS), participated in a public meeting in Ghaziabad’s local ISCUS 
branch location.57 Some individuals interested in attending the festival 
instead sought out their local ISCUS branch as well. Sammi Ullah of the 
Division of International Correspondence of Uttar Pradesh, for instance, 
requested assistance for the trip to the festival and contacted his local 
ISCUS branch.58 Importantly, the WFYS was not a singular event, even 
for each individual festival. The sixth WFYS, for instance, created some-
thing of a feedback loop for participants, where delegates would meet 
before the Festival, during the Festival, and after the event. Before the 
Festival, Indian delegates hoped to attend the IPC in Moscow as well 
as World Council meetings in Sofia, then attend the Festival, and finally 
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return home for whatever activities they planned.59 Each of these  meetings 
theoretically increased opportunities for exposure of Indian citizenry to 
pro-Soviet propaganda or expanded upon the way that Indian citizens 
imagined their northern partners.

concludinG remarkS

Overall, in terms of propagandizing a positive image of the USSR, the 
Soviet planners of the sixth World Festival of Youth and Students could 
not have hoped for a much better outcome than they enjoyed.60 The gen-
eral successfulness of the proceedings, however, did not impart sustain-
able advances for distinct political goals of the Soviet state. By their very 
nature, the points of contact between Indian citizens and other Indian 
citizens, Indian citizens and Soviet citizens, or Indian citizens and Soviet 
institutions was something outside of the control of Moscow or Russia’s 
sister republics. Even Indian Vice President Dr. Radhakrishnan, whose 
“philosophical disquisitions were studiously ignored” by the Soviet press, 
could not be restrained from some degree of negative commentary regard-
ing the shortcomings he witnessed in the Soviet system during his visit 
in 1957.61 Moreover, as the sixth WFYS occurred in the aftermath of the 
Soviet invasion of Hungary, some members of the international student 
movement were less than persuaded by the peace rhetoric echoing from 
Moscow. According to V. Khropov, a Soviet observer present at the IPC 
meeting, “the attitude of the members of the All India Student Federation 
to the Soviet Union remained positive.” At the same time, Daljit Sen Adel, 
president of the AISF, instructed the organization’s leadership to send out 
letters to their branches regarding events in Hungary, suggesting that the 
matter was an internal affair and the “Student Federation should not be 
involved in them and condemn the behavior of the Soviet Union.”62 The 
concern regarding hostility toward the Soviet government over Hungary 
was not groundless, as the Indian student movement did indeed display 
some factions altogether opposed to cooperation with the USSR after 
1956. The Indian Socialist Youth League, for instance, was “anti-Soviet 
minded” and refused to participate in either the festival or its preparation.63

Likewise, the preparatory and follow-up planning meetings for the 
WFYS outside of the Soviet Bloc were not subject to much discipline by 
either Soviet officials or sympathetic communist parties. In a 1967 semi-
congratulatory, semi-chastising speech to Soviet youth for the upcoming 
fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution, noncommunist Indian 

262 J. WISHON



Socialist Kishen Pattnayak offered some criticisms of the Soviet system. 
He noted that “I have come to the conclusion that the Soviet Youth, after 
completing fifty years of their experiment with Socialism want to have a 
fresh look at the achievements and also look forward to a happier future. 
Those who have come from outside try to assess and appreciate these 
achievements and, at the same time, want to know or suggest what the 
Soviet Union can do for the rest of the world.”64 He specified that “a 
first great obstacle in the way of the growth of fellow-feeling of solidar-
ity among the proletarians of the world is the division of world wealth on 
color lines.”65 Due to the great inequality among nations, Kishen argued, 
“it is high-time that Socialists and communists look upon the world as 
one society and react to these inequalities within a nation, and find ways 
to remove the disparities.”66 He then added, “closely connected with the 
above problem is the slogan of peace. The Soviet Union has become a 
great champion of peace in our days. Peace is a great ideal of our time. 
But to the masses of more than half of the world it sounds empty and one 
sided.” Elaborating, he said, “nevertheless, the fact remains that the slogan 
of peace is not understood by the suffering masses of poorer nations. Peace 
comes to them in the form of food, clothing, housing, and medical care. 
The Soviet Union in its great anxiety for peace has in recent years supported 
bourgeois and oppressive governments, such as the Nehru government of 
India, just because these governments cooperated with the USSR in the 
latter’s attempts for peace.”67 He ended just short of calling the USSR 
“counter-revolutionary” by noting, “I shall therefore issue a very friendly 
warning to the Soviet youth that they might give rise to a feeling in the 
unprivileged nations that while the USSR wants to consolidate socialism 
internally, they want mainly peace externally. I am not giving any advice to 
the Soviet youth, but I am drawing their attention to some of the uncom-
fortable realities of the world.”68 Concerns and criticism of Soviet foreign 
policy behavior like those articulated by Kishen Pattnayak ultimately failed 
to reorient or alter interactions between the Soviet Union and its partners 
in South Asia, but the young Indian’s public criticism highlighted the fact 
that even in the events surrounding the Youth Festivals—in channels that 
Soviet activists created for promotion of pro-Soviet discourse—Indian par-
ticipants in the world peace movement could choose to challenge and offer 
alternative messages to the official Soviet orthodoxy.

Thus, Soviet lack of control over the Festivals was something of a dou-
ble-edged sword; never could Soviet policymakers and propagandists pro-
duce concrete policy demands on foreign nations through the Festivals or 
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force the Western world to disarm, but the dissemination of power into 
the person of Indian agents removed the heavy hand of the super power. 
As Austin Jersild has noted, the term “friendship” for Soviet activists actu-
ally encompassed two divergent sets of relationships: one with Soviet Bloc 
partners, and an alternate set of relations with people and groups outside 
of the socialist world. In regard to the socialist camp, “friendship” with 
the USSR demanded political loyalty to Moscow and operated accord-
ing a logic of what served the needs of the Bloc—according to the Soviet 
senior partner in the exchange.69 Outside of the Socialist Bloc, however, 
Soviet institutions such as the Union of Soviet Friendship Societies pri-
marily worked to create “normal” relations with broad segments of for-
eign publics and to offer an “accurate” depiction of the USSR to counter 
Western propaganda.70 In the case of India, the World Festivals of Youth 
and Students, as instruments of Soviet foreign outreach, could not hope 
to produce results as ambitious as this first set of relationships. Instead, the 
Festivals perhaps surprisingly aided Soviet soft power by disseminating a 
diluted and depoliticized image of the USSR that led to a weaker general 
sentiment of goodwill toward the USSR on the part of Indian citizens, but 
ultimately empowered elements within India to pursue pro-Soviet policies.
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The world’s most populous country joined the Second World in spectacu-
lar fashion in the fall of 1949. The Cold War had reached its first peak, and 
with the simultaneous consolidation of the communist regimes in Central 
Europe individually and as a bloc, the addition of the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) to the Soviet camp seemed to confirm the inexorable deep-
ening and broadening and eventual global success of communism. The 
leaders of Bloc countries like East Germany and Poland sought to deploy 
a particular representation of the PRC in service of constructing and 
mobilizing the new socialist society at home. To that end, throughout the 
1950s, rich transnational exchanges took place between Central Europe 
and China. Poles and East Germans welcomed Chinese  delegations to 
their countries and framed the visits in ideological and didactic terms 
for their own citizens. The Central Europeans in turn toured the PRC 
and communicated a politically inflected impression back home. Chinese 
 performing ensembles, as well as cultural products like artworks and films, 



appeared throughout both Poland and the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) and helped to communicate an ideologically useful representation 
of the PRC. This contact with China and the Chinese aided in produc-
ing a particular image of the PRC that could be utilized in the service of 
domestic goals. Party officials, artists and intellectuals, and ordinary citi-
zens helped to fashion this image of China, which then circulated widely 
throughout both popular and official culture.

This real connection to and related conceptualization of the PRC was a 
useful tool for communists in Central Europe, who crafted the related idea 
of a community of nations all working together to build a bright social-
ist future. At the western edge of a vast Eurasian space, East Germans 
and Poles could imagine that they were part of one powerful and united 
world bookended by a rising, mighty China on the other. Unlike the Soviet 
Union, which seemed omnipresent, often oppressively so, and constantly 
proclaimed itself superior in spite of significant evidence to the contrary, 
the PRC shimmered in the distance as a kind of mirage onto which Central 
European communists could project their dreams and aspirations.1 In evok-
ing China, political and cultural elites could praise and emphasize aspects 
of the building of socialism at home, but without the complexities and 
baggage linked to the role of the USSR and its ideological claims. China 
was, of course, economically underdeveloped, especially after decades of 
imperial domination and war, but could be portrayed as making rapid 
strides forward under communist rule and with the help of fellow com-
munist countries. This particular vision of socialist internationalism and 
solidarity was particularly appealing, as Central Europeans could imagine 
themselves instructing and helping an ally, rather than as being engaged in 
a much more complicated and fraught relationship with the Soviet Union.2

Over the course of the 1950s, exchanges intensified in the two countries 
and China grew in importance in popular and official worldviews. The East 
German and Polish cases are broadly similar in the fundamental presenta-
tion of the image of the PRC across the arc of the 1950s. The basic tem-
plate of this representation took shape around 1950 through efforts in the 
cultural and political realms. Continued crafting and dissemination picked 
up in the second half of the 1950s in both countries, although for rather 
contradictory reasons. In the GDR, many party officials were sympathetic 
to the Chinese defense of a more hardline  version of  communism that 
ran counter to some of Khrushchev’s policies. More generally, the PRC 
assumed a larger importance in the GDR, which emphasized affinities in 
the two countries’ founding dates in October 1949 and their situation as 
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divided nations, and furthermore sought to break through West Germany’s 
attempts to isolate it diplomatically with the Hallstein Doctrine. In Poland, 
the importance of this image grew gradually over the decade, assuming a 
particular importance after the PRC was perceived popularly and officially 
as having supported Poland against continued Soviet domination in the 
Polish October of 1956.3 By the end of the decade in both countries, a 
positive and ideologically useful representation of the PRC had been cre-
ated and was deployed to advance party goals and consolidate a socialist 
identity in domestic and international contexts.4

This chapter examines the formation of this particular representation in 
the realm of culture broadly defined. Culture was of course itself highly 
political in the 1950s, and its manifestations examined here—performing 
ensembles, travel reportage, art, and film—were all politically inflected, 
and intentionally so. This “soft power” of culture had a particular kind 
of influence on worldviews that complemented press reports of devel-
opments in China or of high-level political meetings. Following recent 
scholarly literature that looks at the circulation of ideas and culture across 
borders within the communist world, this chapter examines the important 
role of China as an ideological symbol in East German and Polish society 
in building and maintaining a new socialist society.5

ExchangEs of PEoPlE

The 1950s saw an explosion in exchanges, of individuals, small delega-
tions, and massive touring ensembles among the countries of the emerg-
ing Second World. Although travel between Central Europe and China 
involved multi-day, multi-stop air travel or an even longer train trip, del-
egations large and small moved in both directions. The significant com-
mitment in time and resources just to get to the destination meant that 
visitors stayed for weeks and months, gathering and making impressions 
that contributed to a particular image of the PRC. While on these extended 
trips in the host country, delegation members encountered large numbers 
of people. This circulation of and interaction with the other was crucial to 
launching, developing, and sustaining a politically useful representation, 
and personal contact was particularly powerful in developing this image.

The roughly annual appearance of large Chinese ensembles  throughout 
Poland in the 1950s had a significant impact on Poles’ worldviews, while 
those many hundreds of Polish musicians and dancers who performed 
throughout the PRC also spread their impressions upon returning home. 
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In the early years at least, these visits from the PRC could provoke widely 
divergent responses from the Polish population. One of the first in late 
1951 was from the 212-person Chinese Youth Arts Ensemble, and 
included groups featuring opera, drama, dance, acrobats, and singing, as 
well as an orchestra, all of which combined to give dozens of concerts to 
tens of thousands of Poles throughout the country. Audiences reacted 
in a warm and openhearted manner, and generally joined in the political 
framing manifested in cheers and slogans in praise of Mao, peace, and 
Polish–Chinese friendship. There was at least one negative incident, at a 
mine in Janów, where several workers “whistled and shouted improper 
comments” to the performers. More broadly, however, the performances 
received 60 positive press reviews, which also included ideologically useful 
information about the PRC as well.6

The next major Chinese ensemble, the Central Song and Dance 
Ensemble, came in the fall of 1953 and received a more divided recep-
tion, perhaps due at least in part to the uncertainties of the post-Stalinist 
moment. In Racibórz, the audience reacted positively, with comments like 
“amazing, unparalleled… the most beautiful day in their lives.”7 But else-
where, responses ranged from indifference to outright hostility. At the 
National Rail Carriage Factory (PAFAWAG) in Wrocław, some workers 
left in the middle of the concert, while in Katowice (then Stalinogród), 
the audience failed to join in the chanting of slogans.8 The most negative 
reactions came in Łódź, where, save for a few friendly interactions, a local 
youth group and textile workers exhibited little enthusiasm for the visit. 
Some troublemakers interrupted the concert and also showed up at the 
ensemble’s hotel, where they threw stones at their cars and shouted “yel-
low peril” (“żółta zaraza”), the racist slogan linked to the idea originating 
in the late nineteenth century that masses from the East would overrun 
the world.9 In this very initial moment of the Thaw, it would seem that 
many in the audiences reacted negatively to a Stalinist instrumentalization 
of the PRC.

By the middle of the decade, in the context of the broader push for 
de-Stalinization, antipathy toward the Chinese seemed to have dissipated. 
At the much more open atmosphere of the 1955 World Festival of Youth 
and Students in Warsaw, and without the same level of rigidly ideological 
framing, the Chinese delegation was received with considerable interest. 
In an event that featured 30,000 participants from over 100 countries 
and captured the attention of millions throughout Poland, the Chinese 
delegation stood out as one of the largest; its main concert was mobbed 

276 D.G. TOMPKINS



by enthusiastic Poles.10 After the festival, some of the ensembles toured 
the country to great acclaim from audiences not dissimilar to those from 
earlier years. The Youth Song and Dance Ensemble, for example, sold out 
two concerts in Szczecin, similarly filled venues of 6500  in Bydgoszcz, 
12,000 in Gdańsk, and even attracted 120,000 to a park outside Opole.11 
These large touring ensembles from China came to Poland on a roughly 
annual basis in the following years.12

The Poles also sent their own large ensembles, as well as delegations 
of intellectuals and artists, to visit the PRC. All formed impressions and 
communicated them to fellow Poles upon their return, either informally 
in conversation with family members, friends, and colleagues, or more 
formally through publications of various types. The latter were generally 
accompanied by a film team that produced documentary films.13 The first 
major Polish cultural delegation to China toured for several months in the 
spring of 1953, and consisted of the Chamber Orchestra of the Warsaw 
Philharmonic and the acclaimed Mazowsze Song and Dance Company. 
The Poles gave several dozen performances and reached hundreds of 
thousands of Chinese live and millions more on the radio.14 The leader of 
the delegation was Poland’s most prominent composer, Andrzej Panufnik, 
who, despite the death of his young daughter during the trip and grow-
ing doubts about the communist system, in his memoir from the 1980s 
remembered developing a very positive view of the Chinese. He found 
them friendly, warm, enthusiastic, and organized, and greatly appreciated 
the cuisine and culture.15 Panufnik claims to have sensed anti-Soviet atti-
tudes long before the Sino-Soviet split, but did note their attraction to a 
“pure and all-embracing socialism” and their “search for their own way to 
communism.”16

Smaller Polish ensembles as well as individual soloists made their way 
throughout China in the succeeding years, and were received warmly. 
A dozen or so pianists, singers, and violinists appeared in China in the 
1950s, and composer Zygmunt Mycielski and musicologist Zofia Lissa 
toured as well.17 Lissa published an extended article soon after returning 
that framed her musical observations in breathless terms: “[There exists] 
an  atmosphere of enthusiasm and creative passion, an atmosphere of over-
coming major challenges, an atmosphere in which one feels creative trans-
formation.”18 Her visit also motivated her to publish Chinese Folk and 
Mass Songs, which contained the piano scores of 21 of each in the song-
book. With titles such as “Hearts beat like one bell,” “We people of the 
brave avant-garde,” and “Shock-worker Czań,” Lissa hoped to introduce 
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Poles to the inhabitants of People’s China, “who today are building anew 
their ancient country with unheard-of enthusiasm.”19 Such smaller delega-
tions often consisted of writers and artists, and their influential contribu-
tions are explored in the next section.

The GDR also featured a regular stream of culture-related delegations 
of various sizes moving in both directions. Here too, of course, ordinary 
citizens encountered representations of China through attending guest 
concerts, but also through the views of East Germans who had been in 
the PRC. As in Poland a few years later, the Chinese delegation made a 
splash at the Third World Festival of Youth and Students, held in Berlin 
in 1951. The Chinese delegation enjoyed a warm welcome at the open-
ing ceremonies, apparently receiving “a hurricane of applause [which] 
demonstrated love, reverence, and esteem for the Chinese people.”20 Also 
well-received was the opera and ballet The White-Haired Girl, one of the 
classic works of revolutionary China, about the misery and suffering of 
the peasantry.21 In the following years, major performing ensembles came 
at the rate of one or more annually, and attracted audiences of hundreds 
of thousands.22 The Chongqing Artist Ensemble, for example, gave 42 
performances for over 250,000 people in the summer of 1954.23 Chinese 
opera companies seemed particularly successful, with both a 1956 tour by 
the Beijing opera and a 1959 tour by the Szechuan Opera Ensemble in 
major cities in East Germany.24

Large East German ensembles traveled throughout China regularly in 
the 1950s as well, and brought back their impressions upon their return. 
Like the Panufnik-led Mazowsze trip in 1953, late that same year the 
230-person State Folk Art Ensemble undertook a ten-week concert tour 
of China. Other ensembles followed at regular intervals, including the 
orchestra of the Volkspolizei (People’s Police) in 1956 and the Erich- 
Weinert- Ensemble in 1958.25 The Dresden Philharmonic made two trips 
to China, in both 1959 and 1961.26

Such cultural exchanges were one part of a broad palette of delegations 
that included political figures, youth representatives, and ordinary work-
ers. Of all these, cultural delegations were arguably the most influential 
due to their broad impact. Chinese ensembles touring Central Europe 
attracted huge audiences who came away impressed by Chinese skill and 
artistry. The concerts could be framed by introductory talks, leaflets, and 
the chanting of slogans, which all situated the experience in an ideologi-
cally appropriate manner. Reviews and reports in the press reiterated and 
intensified this message. For those many Poles and East Germans who 
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were part of large ensembles touring China, they came home and shared 
their positive experiences officially through talks and reports and unoffi-
cially in conversation with friends and family. The Polish and East German 
artists and writers who made up smaller delegations had an even greater 
impact, as their subsequent articles and books circulated widely.

Books and MagazinEs

These major cultural figures could most effectively translate their expe-
riences for broader consumption and thus influence popular worldviews 
back home. The artists, writers, and musicians who traveled to China 
in the 1950s on these hallmark trips created cultural products that then 
circulated through various media back home. Such travel reports were 
particularly powerful means of creating a desired image, as they were suf-
fused with the authority of both reportage and first-person immediacy.27 
In the Polish context, leading writers Paweł Jasienica, Wanda Wasilewska, 
Jerzy Putrament, and Adam Ważyk, artists Aleksander Kobzdej, Tadeusz 
Kulisiewicz, and Andrzej Strumiłło, Minister of Culture Włodzimierz 
Sokorski, and many other slightly less prominent cultural figures traveled 
in China for extended periods and published books, usually excerpted in 
journals and newspapers as well. A similar roster of East German cultural 
figures made analogous trips throughout the 1950s as well. Their books 
shaped and propagated a particular image of the PRC for domestic audi-
ences, a representation that was broadly similar across the 1950s, with some 
modifications later in the decade. These cultural producers acknowledged 
lower living standards, but emphasized the stunning progress underway, 
and encouraged their fellow citizens to emulate both these successes in 
building socialism as well as the ascribed qualities of politeness, honesty, 
orderliness, self-discipline, optimism, hunger to learn, a well-developed 
aesthetic sensibility, willingness and enthusiasm to work hard, and heroism 
in creating and protecting the Communist Revolution.

The first Polish writer to tour China was Jerzy Putrament, a communist 
writer and de-facto leader of the literary world during the Stalinist years.28 
He made two extended trips, in 1951 and 1960, and produced two rather 
different books that frame the 1950s quite aptly. Both were reflective of the 
high political alignment at either end of the decade, and are representative 
of the evolving representation of the PRC. The first was filled with largely 
uncritical enthusiasm and wonder, and evoked the Chinese successes as 
models for Poland, while the second was much more cautious and even 

RED CHINA IN CENTRAL EUROPE: CREATING AND DEPLOYING... 279



critical. Notatnik chiński (Chinese Notebook) chronicled a month-long trip 
taken in October of 1951 as part of an international delegation of writ-
ers (including East Germans Anna Seghers and KuBa, referenced below) 
visiting China on the occasion of the second anniversary of its founding. 
Putrament’s narrative was placed in a clear ideological framework, and his 
impressions set the template for similar works from the 1950s as he sought 
to give Polish readers a sense of the country and of his travels. While 
acknowledging just how underdeveloped China was, Putrament blamed 
this on the many decades of imperialist depredations, Japanese occupation, 
and the policies of Chiang Kai-Shek and the civil war. The book featured 
constant invocations of the heroism of the communists, who overcame all 
those formidable obstacles on their way to victory. Putrament stressed the 
major progress made in just two years, with regular descriptions of massive 
efforts in rebuilding and production increases. He gave a sense of dizzy-
ing dynamism, with huge numbers of people engaged in frenetic activity. 
The Chinese themselves were characterized by “diligence, modesty, an 
unparalleled revolutionary zeal and patriotism, internal discipline, and an 
organizational capability suddenly revealed to the world.”29 In general, he 
was “filled with wonder for this nation, which has been able to do so much 
under such difficult circumstances.”30 The concurrent fighting in Korea 
unsurprisingly received significant attention, cast in terms of the Chinese 
defending socialism for all humanity. For his Polish readers, he evoked a 
larger didactic message in asserting that “the happiness and hope of the 
Chinese for a bright future would help the Poles in their own quest for a 
better world” and, furthermore, that “[we] know that they are with us…
and we see now what they are capable of.”31 This representation of China 
as a heroically striving socialist society set the template for those who fol-
lowed him in the course of the 1950s.

Putrament’s second book, Chińszczyzna, is much more nuanced and 
even critical at times, reflective of the changed atmosphere of both post- 
thaw Poland and the emerging Sino-Soviet split. He intended the title itself 
to communicate a double meaning: chińszczyzna refers to things related 
to China, but also means gibberish, and is used in the Polish equivalent of 
“it’s Greek to me.” Putrament meant to indicate that China is difficult to 
understand, and in a significant difference from the first book, he explicitly 
cautioned against making comparisons between Poland and the PRC.32 
Reflective of a larger coming to terms with the Stalinist years during the 
thaw, he admitted making mistakes and distorting reality in Notatnik, and 
throughout, Chińszczyzna is much more sober. There are of course many 
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positive descriptions—the Chinese are still orderly, disciplined, and hard-
working—but the praise was often undercut by reservations. The Party 
did many great things, but bureaucrats could be problematic.33 There had 
been an explosion in the construction of factories and buildings, but the 
results were monotonous.34 Putrament was also clearly attempting to make 
sense of the effects of the Great Leap Forward, begun in 1958. He wrote 
that the backyard steel furnaces may not seem to make sense, but that 
they were important and useful in channeling the zeal and enthusiasm of 
the Chinese.35 He tried to assess the new people’s communes, but mostly 
offered descriptions, and blamed many of the problems on natural disas-
ters. Putrament noted schoolchildren who were sick and underweight, 
and too quiet and solemn in the classroom, and that overall there were 
fewer smiles to be seen.36 The more critical and reserved tone throughout 
the book prefigured the radical changes in the image of China to come in 
the following years.

In general, however, in the decade of the 1950s enthusiasm pertained, 
and Polish writers sought to communicate a straightforward and heroic 
image of the PRC. After their trip to China in late 1952 as part of a ten- 
person delegation, leading communist literary figure Adam Ważyk and 
major artist Tadeusz Kulisiewicz collaborated on a slim volume of poems 
and sketches.37 Waz ̇yk’s poems praised the party and Mao, and extolled 
the people as hardworking, while Kulisiewicz contributed powerful and 
expressive line drawings of Chinese citizens.38 The latter also separately 
published an evocative cycle of drawings from the trip.39 Fellow artist 
Andrzej Strumiłło also traveled to China at this time and published a vol-
ume of his drawings as well.40 Their works were also displayed in exhibi-
tions at this time, further magnifying this representation of the PRC.

A much more detailed and consistently political depiction of the PRC 
came in Culture Minister Włodzimierz Sokorski’s Dziennik podróży (Travel 
Diary), which captured the experiences of a two-month, ten-person del-
egation in the fall of 1953. The diary included realistic and heroic sketches 
from the well-known artist and delegation member Aleksander Kobzdej, 
associated with socialist realism at the time. In the Minister’s trademark 
tone of the communist bon-vivant, he offered views and commentary “to 
communicate in an immediate manner our reaction to the great victory of 
the Chinese Revolution, its real successes and difficulties, and the love of the 
Chinese people for the affairs of fellow humans.”41 The closing frame of the 
diary emphasized international solidarity and instilled the lessons they had 
learned for all Poles: “We returned richer in yet one further great experience 
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from this country of friends and brothers. Brothers in struggle and brothers 
in victory. We returned stronger with yet further awareness of the strength 
of the camps of peace and democracy, from the Elba to the Pacific Ocean.”42 
In his characteristically didactic grandiosity, Sokorski asserted the compel-
ling relevance of the PRC as a model for and ally of the Poles.

Also in the Sokorski-led delegation was Jadwiga Siekierska, an art his-
torian and cultural administrator, who published no less than two books 
after the trip. Her first, Uroki Chin (The Charms of China), aimed to 
introduce the greatness of Chinese culture to Poles. It offered a detailed 
overview and analysis of numerous genres of Chinese art, especially the-
ater, presenting a rich and diverse cultural production in both the past 
and present.43 She described active engagement in creating a new socialist 
culture, and the Chinese themselves as artistic and talented, and of course 
hardworking and heroic.44 Her second book focused more on the people 
and their environment, and sought to stress the commonalities and con-
nections between the two countries. Siekierska noted that both countries 
sacrificed a great deal for their independence, and that both had demon-
strated their heroism. She asserted that the two countries were “brought 
close together by common goals, the sincere friendship of countries build-
ing socialism, and capable strength, which can conquer any distance.”45 As 
was the case with many of these books, portions of her writing had already 
appeared much earlier in late 1953 and 1954  in dozens of Polish jour-
nals and newspapers throughout the country, and thus their influence was 
magnified considerably.46 Although Siekierska revised her Stalinist posi-
tions in the context of the thaw, her two works on the PRC written shortly 
after Stalin’s death align with the official representation of China as model 
for and important friend of the Poles.

The high point of official and popular enthusiasm for China came in 
the months and years after the Polish October of 1956, when China sup-
ported the Polish position against Soviet pressure, and two major works 
appeared in this context. Paweł Jasienica, a left-leaning but often regime- 
critical journalist and historian, traveled for two months through China 
at the peak of popular and official interest in late 1956. In the resultant 
Country on the Yangtse, Jasienica continued to evoke the representa-
tion so carefully crafted in the preceding years, as he stressed the great 
potential and positive developments in the PRC. In a typical passage, he 
noted the difficult legacy left by previous generations, but concluded that 
the Chinese people would overcome this.47 More than in other books, 
however, Jasienica repeatedly evoked a handful of desirable qualities seen 
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piecemeal in the other books: modesty, honesty, willingness to work hard, 
politeness, discipline, and self-discipline. This emphasis resonated well 
with efforts to redefine socialism in a broader humanist framework in the 
context of the Thaw. He also did not shy away from mentioning problems 
and challenges, for instance, bureaucracy and its privileges.48 However 
subtly, Jasienica’s representation of the PRC reflects the changed context 
of post-October Poland, as he explored an object of interest to many Poles 
in a way that remained broadly consonant with the previous image of 
China but that also questioned aspects of both that image and the broader 
reality of socialism back home in Poland.

Much more evocative of the earlier representation was 30 dni w Chinach 
(Thirty Days in China), published by the writer and communist activ-
ist Wanda Wasilewska in 1957 after an extended trip to China in 1955. 
Although she had chosen the Soviet Union as her homeland during World 
War II and continued to hold great faith in Stalin and his policies, she both 
closely followed and sought to influence Polish developments from Kiev.49 
In over 300 densely packed pages, she described a dynamic country that 
had made substantial progress despite its difficult history before the 1949 
revolution. In her recounting, like the rest of the Bloc’s drive to indus-
trialize over the past decade, the PRC was engaged in a massive project 
of building: “scaffolding, scaffolding, scaffolding without end, stacks of 
bricks, an entire forest of scaffolding, with a hectic movement around 
buildings that reached for the sky.”50 The Chinese people were consis-
tently portrayed as honest, disciplined, helpful, and kind, with cleanliness 
being another laudable attribute.

With Putrament’s Chińszczyczna in 1961, contributions to this genre 
of book largely ended, giving way to much more critical works, especially 
during the Cultural Revolution.51 But in the 1950s, in addition to these 
many and influential books, Poles also had access to over 50 other works of 
Chinese literature in translation, with over 100,000 copies in circulation.52 
A similar situation pertained in East Germany, which translated dozens 
of novels and works of non-fiction, some of them in multiple  printings 
of tens of thousands.53 Mao’s collected works, for example, came out in 
printings of 10,000 or 20,000 in the GDR, and had subsequent printings 
to satisfy the considerable demand.54

And of course the GDR also featured many notable examples of the 
travel diary and travel reportage, usually mixed with historical and political 
background, and also penned by those who had experienced China in per-
son on delegations. As in their Polish equivalents, such books and articles 
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praised the progress China had achieved, and encouraged fellow citizens 
to emulate the supposed Chinese qualities of hard work, humility, disci-
pline, and enthusiasm. These writers were generally leading, party-favored 
writers who viewed their reporting on the successes of the PRC as a way 
to stimulate the efforts and confirm the successes of their own society.55

Several prominent East German cultural figures went with the large 
international delegation that included Jerzy Putrament in the fall of 
1951. Upon their return to the GDR, celebrated writers Anna Seghers, 
Kurt Barthel (KuBa), and artist Gustav Seitz gave speeches, published 
extensively on their experiences, and painted a picture similar to that seen 
in Putrament’s first work.56 Like his Polish counterparts, Seitz published 
a volume of drawings inspired by his wonder and enthusiasm for the 
PRC, to which Anna Seghers contributed an introduction that extolled 
the new China.57 In his private diary, Seitz described his enthusiasm in 
detail and expressed the notion that this rising power would overtake 
Europe.58 KuBa’s extensive work of reportage from the trip, Osten erglüht 
(The East Glows) included many photos, with half produced in color. He 
offered a clear contrast between the poverty and oppression before 1949 
and the progress of the present. His descriptions of the achievements do 
not fail to mention the large-scale successes in agriculture and industry, 
but KuBa also provided numerous anecdotes on how the lives of ordinary 
citizens had changed for the better. Throughout the book, KuBa stressed 
the hard work, discipline, and heroism of the Chinese, and he linked 
the two peoples as well: “German youth fights hard. From the example 
of Chinese partisans, liberation soldiers, and volunteers, German youth 
forges its courage.”59 The lessons for fellow citizens in building socialism 
were clear.

Other writers followed in these first footsteps at regular intervals, as did 
the subsequent written descriptions of their travels. Stephan Hermlin’s 
slim volume came out of his extended trip in fall 1953. Including images 
taken by the well-known German-Chinese photographer Eva Siao, Ferne 
nähe (Distant Closeness) portrayed a China in the throes of positive trans-
formation. Progress was his main theme, as he showed individuals and the 
entire society engaged in building a better future. In his recounting, the 
PRC was on “a path of glory and of unprecedented changes” that should 
serve as an inspiring example to all.60 Fellow writer Bodo Uhse undertook 
his own tour the following spring, and subsequently published a travel 
diary that included sketches by illustrator Werner Klemke. Uhse related 
his enthusiasm for China’s dynamism through his portraits of  individual 
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Chinese citizens and their cities and workplaces.61 His text was also 
reprinted as the introduction to a collection of Eva Siao’s photographs 
that captured the people and sights of Beijing in highly sympathetic, mov-
ing fashion.62

Also at this time, journalist Karl-Heinz Schleinitz produced a more 
popular, accessible account of his travels in China, taken with the East 
German State Folk Art ensemble mentioned above. In an extended series 
of anecdotes drawn from the groups’ ten-week tour of China, Schleinitz 
presented an inspiring vision of the PRC in both words and photos. Filled 
with breathless descriptions of the progress made since 1949, in this retell-
ing the Chinese have had their energies unleashed due to heroic com-
munist leadership and their own initiative. With an eye to his readers, 
Schleinitz asserted that the 230 East Germans with him “learned from the 
example of the history of the Chinese people and of their daily lives what a 
people who takes their own fate in their hands is capable of.”63 Schleinitz 
came from a working-class background, and his book clearly aimed at pre-
senting a particular view of the PRC to a popular audience.

Notable in this context is the prominent sub-genre of such books writ-
ten by communist-leaning foreigners. Fritz Jensen, an Austrian commu-
nist and doctor who worked on the communist side during the Chinese 
Civil War, presented his take on the “liberated” areas of China and the 
fighting. He cast the Chinese communists’ struggle as vitally important 
for the success of the Soviet Bloc, and encouraged “study of the events in 
China, which will strengthen an awareness of the superiority of the demo-
cratic camp over that of the imperialists.”64 The left-leaning Australian 
journalist, Wilfred Burchett, had his massive travel reportage and his-
tory published in the GDR as the nearly 450-page China verändert sich 
in 1952. It emphasized the long struggle against imperialism and the 
early successes of the communists.65 The publisher Brockhaus translated 
in a handsome edition The Transformed Dragon by Artur Lundkvist, a 
Swedish supporter of communism. His travelogue extolled how much had 
been accomplished under the new regime and noted “a liberated vital-
ity combined with optimism, enthusiasm, and energy.”66 He was greatly 
impressed by Chinese “honesty, frugality and non-bureaucratic justice for 
all.”67 A handful of other works by both Soviet and Western writers in 
translation also appeared in the 1950s, sometimes in printings of tens of 
thousands, in order to explain to East Germans the Chinese Revolution 
in an  ideologically approved manner.68 Though fewer in number, many of 
these titles appeared in Polish as well.69
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In addition to regular and prominent references to China in the daily 
press, both countries published a popular magazine that devoted some 
or all of its content to the PRC. From 1959 to 1963, the Chinese-Polish 
Friendship Association published its own illustrated monthly magazine 
Chiny, featuring articles about the history, economy, and culture of the 
PRC.  These denser, non-fiction pieces were leavened with numerous 
photographs, drawings, fiction, and interesting facts and sayings. Beyond 
Chiny’s respectable circulation of 15,000, the Association also worked 
with success to spread information about China in the daily press, radio, 
and television.70

In East Germany, the glossy monthly journal Von Peking bis Tirana 
appeared from 1953 to 1955, and aimed to be “a symbol of the indis-
soluble relationships and the unshakeable friendship” with the PRC and 
the other people’s democracies. The editors were inspired by the notion 
that those Germans who desired to build a socialist future must take an 
interest in true, inner sympathy and passionate shared experience with 
fellow communist countries like China, and furthermore that they should 
desire to learn from them and thereby improve their own work.71 The 
October issues of 1954 and 1955, appearing on the anniversary of the 
PRC’s founding, devoted themselves to China and emphasized its great-
ness and its friendship with the GDR.72 In addition to such politically ori-
ented articles, most simply sought to give a sense of Chinese culture and 
history. Overall, the magazine aimed to “encourage a life-giving stream of 
vigor and élan for our great societal tasks to wash over us. And ultimately 
we will create strength and confidence from this feeling of close solidarity 
in goal and path with these peoples…from sympathy with like-minded 
and countless, similarly striving people of friendly nations, we will gain 
self-confidence and certainty in our victory and the success of our societal 
efforts.”73 This more popular pedagogical and ideological reporting on 
the PRC continued in the weekly Freie Welt, which featured some aspect 
of life in China in most issues, including many photos accompanied by 
celebratory prose that lauded this “land of the great future.”74

Another notable source for information on the PRC was China im Bild, 
the German-language edition of China Pictorial, a photo-filled magazine 
published by the Chinese in multiple languages starting in 1950. The 
German-language edition began publication in 1958 and was distributed 
widely in the GDR. As the title implies, the 32- to 44-page magazine was 
full of black-and-white and color photos, along with short articles, that 
presented developments in the PRC in glowing terms. Articles focused on 
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achievements in industry and agriculture, and also highlighted advances in 
culture, women’s rights, minority policy, sports, education, and medicine, 
while seeking to explain the ideological underpinnings of Chinese policies.

In both book and article form, these writers and artists created a pow-
erful and impressive image of the PRC building socialism. This repre-
sentation was then explicitly compared to the domestic situation in each 
country, and the texts often directly exhorted Poles and East Germans 
to emulate various Chinese qualities and actions. In building this image, 
these authors sought to shape worldviews and mobilize energies in order 
to promote the building of socialism at home. These descriptions then 
circulated widely in both countries and helped East Germans and Poles to 
visualize themselves as part of a larger international community engaged 
in constructing the transnational project of global communism. In both 
countries, interest in the PRC increased in the later 1950s, albeit for dif-
ferent reasons. In Poland, China was celebrated for supporting Polish 
reformers against the Soviet Union in 1956, and its representation in the 
context of the Thaw became less dogmatic and could be used to reflect 
on developments in the Polish Thaw. In the GDR, official interest in the 
PRC increased due to its resistance to de-Stalinization, and thus a broadly 
Stalinist image persisted through to the Sino-Soviet split.

ExhiBitions and filMs

In the pre-television world of the mid-twentieth century, the written word 
carried a particular power. But visual images of the PRC in the form of 
paintings, posters, and photographs, or in the medium of film, also had 
great impact. A visit to a museum or a cinema could serve as a significant 
crystallizing experience, or could reinforce aspects of the image already 
encountered. Exhibitions, in particular, played a crucial role in the cre-
ation of an image of China and in spreading it. In both countries, they 
served as a focal point for creating and disseminating a certain representa-
tion of the PRC.

The first and most sprawling was the Art Exhibition of the People’s 
Republic of China, which landed in the GDR and Poland in 1951 after 
stops in Moscow and Leningrad. Attracting 300,000 visitors to museum 
space in the heart of Berlin, it was the centerpiece of the wide-ranging 
“Month of German-Chinese Friendship” in June. The exhibition fea-
tured nearly 1000 objects from the past and present, including many 
in socialist- realist style with appropriately political messages that were 
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 carefully staged at both the beginning and the end of the exhibition.75 
Party officials sought to leverage the exhibition for explicitly politi-
cal ends, believing that it “promotes the deepening of the friendship 
between the German and the Chinese people, and strengthens the fight 
for world peace.”76 The Free German Trade Union Federation (FDGB) 
undertook a massive effort to bring workers from around the country to 
see the exhibition, and the full apparatus of the propaganda state sought 
to disseminate a pedagogically useful vision of China.77 Complementing 
the main show was an exhibition of posters in Leipzig’s Grassimuseum 
entitled The New China as well as numerous smaller exhibitions orga-
nized by the FDGB in libraries.78 As further reinforcement for these exhi-
bitions, a related, magazine- like publication of the same name appeared 
at this time, featuring articles and photos, as a kind of precursor to the 
magazines described above. It emphasized the relationship and indeed 
friendship between the GDR and PRC, and extolled China as a model 
for East Germany.79

Smaller exhibitions followed in quick succession through the 1950s. 
A traveling exhibition of graphic art made its way around the GDR in 
the aftermath of the blockbuster exhibitions.80 Some exhibitions featured 
folk art, while others stressed explicitly political topics, such as The New 
China on the Path to Socialism.81 Fall 1957 saw another prominent exhibi-
tion in Berlin of contemporary Chinese painting, which presented works 
that drew on national traditions while depicting contemporary scenes like 
joining communes or building railroads.82 The tenth anniversary of the 
PRC’s founding in 1959 provided the occasion for a number of exhibi-
tions, including book exhibitions in major cities.83

Poland also featured a significant number of exhibitions related to 
China, including hosting the aforementioned blockbuster show of Chinese 
art in Warsaw’s National Museum in the fall of 1951.84 The League of 
Women helped to organize an exhibition entitled Woman and Child in 
the People’s Republic of China in late 1952, which appeared in Warsaw, 
Poznan ́, Wrocław, and Katowice, and an exhibition of photos took place 
the following year as well.85 Around the time of Chinese National Day 
on October 1, 1955, the International Press and Book Club organized 
an exhibition of photos dedicated to the cultural and economic accom-
plishments of the PRC in eight major Polish cities. That same year, an 
exhibition of Chinese graphic art was shown in Warsaw’s Zachet̨a Gallery, 
and a few years later contemporary ink drawing was the subject.86 Once 
the Polish–Chinese Friendship Society was formed in the later 1950s, it 
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took an active role in organizing exhibitions.87 In the tenth anniversary 
year of 1959, it organized 73 large and 222 small exhibitions throughout 
the country.88 And the Society offered a broad palette of exhibitions in 
1961, with 22 smaller exhibitions in smaller cities and six major exhibi-
tions in larger cities, including exhibitions on Chinese woodcuts, Chinese 
landscape paintings, and the works of Andrzej Strumiłło from a recent 
trip to China.89

The screening of Chinese films in both countries was not especially 
robust, but did appear to have a significant impact. In the context of the 
“Month of German-Chinese Friendship” in 1951, the films Die Töchter 
Chinas (China’s Daughters), Sonne über China (Sun over China), and 
Siegreiches China (Victorious China), were screened for hundreds of thou-
sands all over the country.90 The first was received with great enthusiasm at 
its premiere in Berlin in June 1951.91 Other Chinese films appeared inter-
mittently in the GDR, as for instance two in 1956 and a larger number dur-
ing a film week on the occasion of the PRC’s tenth anniversary in 1959.92

The East German film company DEFA (Deutsche Film Aktiengesellschaft) 
also produced and screened a handful of documentary films on the PRC 
in the 1950s. In addition to two multinational anthology films that promi-
nently featured China, DEFA produced six documentaries between 1956 
and 1961. These films of travel reportage allowed East Germans to experi-
ence the people and sights of the PRC, and were ideologically framed to 
convince viewers of the GDR’s political legitimacy as a fellow socialist state 
overcoming a difficult past and building a bright future. Scholar Qinna 
Shen notes of these films that “China’s revolutionary history was bor-
rowed to rally support and create enthusiasm for socialism in the GDR.”93

In Poland, a handful of Chinese films were shown throughout the 
1950s.94 In 1955, on the occasion of a visit by a delegation of Chinese 
filmmakers, a “Week of Chinese Films” took place in 17 cities around 
Poland.95 After 1955, contacts between Polish and Chinese filmmakers 
were increasingly established, and more frequent screenings and festivals 
were organized.96 Upon the formation of the Polish–Chinese Friendship 
Association at the end of the decade, it showed films regularly, with 446 
screenings in 1959 alone.97

These films and exhibitions were only part of a rich world of visual 
representations of the PRC. Portraits of Mao appeared at parades and ral-
lies, and occasional posters featured China. The authorities issued  special 
stamps and postcards on various anniversaries and special  occasions. 
Photos appeared in the newspapers, and news clips before feature films. 
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These regular visual references evoked and reminded Poles and East 
Germans of an approved version of the PRC and its importance in the 
Communist Bloc.

conclusion

By the end of the decade, through a constant process of the transnational 
exchange of people and cultural products, a positive and politically use-
ful image of the PRC had been created and used as a didactic symbol. 
With respect to Poland, one scholar asserts that, especially after October 
1956, the PRC was well regarded by the Polish public, an opinion shared 
by a journalist writing at the time.98 Another claims that in the 1950s 
“China was hip.”99 In the GDR, China assumed an even more prominent 
and positive position, with artists “euphoric” and elites more generally 
holding China in high esteem.100 Another scholar describes a broad-based 
political popularity of the PRC.101 Cultural elites, working with political 
leaders, had crafted this image and succeeded in disseminating it through-
out East German and Polish societies. China was held up simultaneously 
as an example and confirmation that Poles and East Germans were on the 
right path, an inexorable one sweeping toward the future. In both coun-
tries, this image was fairly consistent throughout the decade, although 
its reception changed somewhat in the differing political contexts. In the 
GDR, the PRC was lauded for aspects of its resistance to de-Stalinization, 
but admired for different reasons for standing up to the USSR in post-
October Poland.

In the opinions of artistic and political elites, over the course of the 
1950s this representation of the PRC had become a powerful and useful 
tool for mobilizing society for the fulfillment of domestic goals within the 
larger political project of international socialist solidarity. And therefore, 
its disappearance after 1960 and then transformation into that of an enemy 
in the context of the Sino-Soviet split was all the more wrenching for 
Poles and East Germans.102 Cultural cooperation between the countries 
gradually ceased, ending concert tours, film screenings, and exchanges 
of delegations. Many of the books so enthusiastically written and distrib-
uted were pulled from the shelves, and indeed the parties found them-
selves combating Chinese propaganda efforts to convince Poles and East 
Germans of the rightness of the PRC’s positions.103 The loss of this pow-
erful symbol of legitimacy was a blow to political and cultural elites, who 
had invested greatly in its creation. For ordinary citizens, this  complete 
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transformation of the image of China disrupted the belief in a united and 
successful socialist world that had been encouraged by the parties and at 
least passively accepted by many Poles and East Germans. An important 
pillar of the Second World had crumbled, threatening the stability and 
self- perception of the remaining members.
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 32. Ibid., Chińszyczyzna (Warsaw: Czytelnik, 1961), 202.
 33. Ibid., 198–99.
 34. Ibid., 114.
 35. Ibid., 55.
 36. Ibid., 91, 200.
 37. Ważyk, Widziałem Kraine ̨Środka.
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Przygotowania, przebieg, znaczenie. Warsaw: Trio.

 36. Kulisiewicz, Tadeusz. 1953. Rysunki z Chin i ze Szlembarku. Warsaw: 
Centralne Biuro Wystaw Artystycznych.

 37. Kunstausstellung der Volksrepublik China. 1951. Berlin: Staatliche Museen 
Berlin.
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4(1–2): 42–59.

 40. Lundkvist, Artur. 1956. Der verwandelte Drache: eine Reise durch das neue 
China. Leipzig: Brockhaus.

 41. Lüthi, Lorenz. 2008. Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the Communist World. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

 42. Meißner, Werner. 1995. Die DDR und China 1949 bis 1990: Politik-
Wirtschaft- Kultur. Eine Quellensammlung. Berlin: Akademie Verlag.

 43. Meyer, Ernst Hermann. 1951. “Die chinesische Oper Das Mädchen mit den 
weißen Haaren.” In III.  Weltfestspiele der Jugend und Studenten für den 
Frieden. Bilder und Berichte, 15–16. Berlin.

 44. Müller, Eva. 1992. “Chinesische Literature in der DDR.”  In Fernöstliche 
Brückenschläge: zu deutsche-chinesischen Literaturbeziehungen im 20. 
Jahrhundert, ed. Adrian Hsia, and Sigrid Hoefert, 199–210. Berlin: Peter 
Lang.

 45. Näth, Mari-Luise (ed). 1995. Communist China in Retrospect: East European 
Sinologists Remember the First Fifteen Years of the PRC. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

 46. Neumann, Arno (ed). 1958. Chinesische Malerei der Gegenwart. Berlin: 
Henschelverlag.

 47. Nikiforow, Wladimir, Michail Jurjew, and G.  Erenburg. 1952. Die 
Volksrevolution in China: Abriß der Geschichte des Kampfes und Sieges Des 
Chinesischen Volkes. Berlin: Dietz.

 48. ———. 1951. Rewolucja ludowa w Chinach: zarys dziejów walki i zwycies̨twa 
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Obrony Narodowej.

RED CHINA IN CENTRAL EUROPE: CREATING AND DEPLOYING... 299



 52. Radchenko, Sergey. 2009. Two Suns in the Heavens: The Sino-Soviet Struggle 
for Supremacy. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press.
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CHAPTER 12

Sino-Soviet Rivalry in Guinea-Conakry, 
1956–1965: The Second World  

in the Third World

Austin Jersild

New scholarship on the Sino-Soviet alliance and split explores the con-
trasting visions of the two communist powers on international affairs, with 
attention to their different approaches to revolution, war, nuclear weapons, 
the United States, and the newly decolonized states of the Third World. 
The “two revolutionary projects were fundamentally different,” empha-
sizes Jeremy Friedman, with the Soviets primarily committed to “anti-
capitalism” and the promotion of its version of socialism abroad, while 
the Chinese “saw anti-imperialism as the chief goal of their revolutionary 
program.”1 The Chinese revolution drew on a long tradition of nativist 
“self-strengthening” and opposition to foreign intrusion and imperial-
ism, which shaped their overtures abroad after 1949. Chinese propaganda 
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after 1960 increasingly portrayed the Soviets as a white, imperialist power 
inclined to compromise with the West at the expense of the Global South.2 
The Chinese, claimed German Democratic Republic (GDR) officials in 
1960, thought of themselves as the head of a “united front of ‘colored’ 
peoples” (Einheitsfront der ‘farbigen’ Völker).3

In part, this coincided with the suspicions of figures in the newly 
decolonized states, such as President Sékou Touré of the new republic of 
Guinea-Conakry in West Africa. This was a problem for the Soviets that 
was evident in Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955, where numerous nations of 
color assembled for the Afro-Asian Conference that would serve as the 
foundation for the Nonaligned Movement. “Russia had no defenders at 
Bandung,” noted the American writer and observer, Richard Wright.4 His 
reference to the “color curtain” in the title to his chronicle of the event 
(a play on the “iron curtain”) was suggestive of the shifting terrain of the 
Cold War.5 In July 1963, Sékou Touré complained to Chinese officials 
that Soviets speak “openly” from a position of “racial superiority.” He 
criticized all those who “plan to establish inequality and the lack of frater-
nal relations between the white man and the colored man. The Asian and 
African people cannot accept this.”6 A month later, with African visitors in 
China, Chairman Mao himself declared that the “evil system of colonial-
ism and imperialism grew up along with the enslavement of Negroes and 
trade in Negroes, [and] it will surely come to its end with the thorough 
emancipation of the black people.”7

The LimiTs of sociaLisT inTernaTionaLism 
in The Third WorLd

Rather than focusing on the racial question, however, this exploration of 
the Sino-Soviet rivalry in Guinea-Conakry illustrates the significance of 
the broader dilemmas associated with the Second World and its heritage. 
The topic at hand for Guineans and Chinese as they became increasingly 
acquainted was the character of the socialist Bloc and its tensions and 
limitations. One of those tensions was racial prejudice, but this was only 
a small portion of the larger story. Debates about the less than efficient 
 practices of intra-Bloc exchange and collaboration spilled over into the 
Third World as the Cold War unfolded there in the early 1960s. Soviet 
and Bloc officials carried their attitudes abroad, and sometimes the same 
officials and institutions were involved in both intra-Bloc exchange and 
foreign aid programs. Complaints and criticism from both Guineans and 
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Chinese about Soviet aid and Soviet projects that were less than useful in 
a foreign context were an outgrowth of Second World debate. Rivalries 
within the Second World also extended beyond its borders. Alliance part-
ners such as the East Germans and Czechoslovaks were clearly subordinate 
to the Soviet Union even as they remained determined to develop policy 
and a stature that served their own interests and what they perceived to be 
the broader interests of the Bloc.8

The socialist world was especially precarious in 1956, in the wake of 
Nikita Khrushchev’s “Secret Speech” in February at the Twentieth Party 
Congress and the rebellions in Poland and Hungary later that year. Almost 
all the communist parties of the alliance engaged in a spirited debate about 
problems such as Soviet “great power chauvinism” and “great power hege-
mony.” Numerous officials explicitly addressed the heritage of Russian 
imperialism. The Chinese played a major role in these internal discussions, 
and even emerged as an important source of advice and leadership for the 
other Bloc parties.9 As Chinese ambassador to the Soviet Union, Liu Xiao, 
reported to Beijing, “Comrade [Anastas] Mikoyan noted China’s very 
useful [contribution] at the time [of the events] in Poland and Hungary, 
which exerted a very good influence.”10 Foreign affairs officials in 
Hungary thanked Chairman Mao in particular for “instruction” on both 
the Stalin question and “opposition to great power hegemony and the 
violation of the interests and sentiments of small peoples and countries.”11 
Liu Shaoqi routinely gave advice on Soviet “great power chauvinism” to 
Central European officials in China such as József Száll from Hungary and 
Ambassador Antonin Gregor from Czechoslovakia.12

Internal Bloc discussion about problems such as Russian “chauvinism” 
and “imperialism” was embarrassing to the Soviets, who associated such 
things with the Americans and their West European allies. The United 
Nations proclaimed 1960 the “Year of Africa” and 17 new nations gained 
independence soon after. The Soviet Union was eager to respond, and its 
officials emphasized repeatedly within the United Nations the potential 
role to be played by their country, supposedly distant from the practices 
of western colonialism.13 In practice, the Soviets were hopeful but weak, 
unable to project military force to protect even an ally such as Patrice 
Lumumba in the Congo.14 By the end of the decade, the Soviets were 
increasingly less enthusiastic about the gains to be realized by their expen-
ditures abroad.15 Such skepticism posed about aid to “national-liberation” 
movements perhaps anticipated later Soviet frustration about their “sub-
sidy” of the Bloc itself in the decade preceding its collapse.
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It was China rather than the Soviet Union that proved to be in a more 
likely position to bridge the two spheres of “world revolution and decolo-
nization,” as Chen Jian writes.16 Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi between them 
visited over 30 Third World nations from 1963 to 1965, China gained 
recognition from 15 African nations, and China offered approximately 
$296 million in aid to Africa from 1960 to 1965.17 The Chinese had long 
claimed a special role for themselves in the promotion of revolution in less 
developed lands. Mao spoke regularly before the revolution about China’s 
role in the “intermediate zone” of countries once subject to colonialism, 
and his ideas were picked up by Chinese Communist Party (CCP) pro-
paganda chief Lu Dingyi and Liu Shaoqi.18 In Moscow in the summer 
of 1949, Liu Shaoqi described the Soviet Union as the “commander in 
chief” of international communism, aided by China, “one of its military 
command posts” in Asia.19 Anastas Mikoyan as well was impressed by the 
potential of the Chinese model for revolution in Asia generally.20 The ten-
sion and split with the Soviets inspired the Chinese to make what was once 
a supportive mission their own, and Africa in the process of decolonization 
offered a significant opportunity to illustrate this.

The sovieT Union and GUinea-conakry

In the aftermath of his defiance of Charles de Gaulle’s demand for strong 
central control over French colonies in 1958, President Sékou Touré ini-
tially gravitated to the Soviet Union and the Socialist Bloc. The search 
for useful patrons on the part of newly independent African states was of 
course a familiar part of the broader Cold War. As Holden Roberto of the 
National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA) put it in 1967, “we 
accept help from anyone, regardless of its origin.”21 In the case of Guinea- 
Conakry, independence came quickly, the transition was abrupt, and the 
embittered French left with little concern for the future of the country. 
Some colonial administrators even destroyed their files and parts of the 
infrastructure of the country.22 The new country struggled to develop 
its own cadre of trained managers and specialists, develop its own indus-
tries and natural resources, and reorient the economy away from France. 
The GDR was eager to develop trade and cultural exchange already by 
November 1958, and along with the Czechoslovaks supplied military sup-
port and advisers.23 From the Soviet Union, Peter I. Gerasimov, sent by 
Andrei Gromyko to Guinea in December 1958, was officially received 
by Touré as ambassador in April 1959. A high-level Guinean  delegation, 
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including Ismaël Touré, Sékou Touré’s half-brother and minister of  public 
works, Saifulaye Diallo, chairman of the National Assembly, and Jean 
Faragué Tounkara, general secretary of the government, was received by 
Anastas Mikoyan and Khrushchev in the Soviet Union in August 1959. 
The two sides arranged a $35 million agreement on Soviet financial, 
technical, and other forms of aid to Guinea. Touré himself visited the 
Soviet Union in November 1959, and the Soviet Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs affirmed the importance of the new republic by appointing Daniel 
S. Solod as ambassador in January 1960, an experienced diplomat with a 
long career in the Middle East. By 1962, there were 448 Soviet specialists 
and advisers in Guinea, Soviet aid accounted for 42 percent of Guinea’s 
total foreign aid, and Soviet projects included a radio station, a rice farm, 
a stadium, numerous factories, a technical institute, and other things. The 
Soviets generally were enthusiastic about the possibilities of West Africa 
in the Cold War struggle for influence. They awarded the Lenin Prize 
to Sékou Touré in 1961, to Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana in 1962, and to 
Modibo Kéita of Mali in 1963.24

The Soviet model for Africa was a product of what its officials viewed 
as the virtues of the multi-ethnic Soviet Union. The “former borderlands 
of tsarist Russia,” as the makers of an international exhibit in Moscow put 
it in 1967, had “in the course of one generation finished with backward-
ness, poverty, disease, and ignorance.”25 VOKS (the All-Union Society 
for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries) official G.  A. Zhukov, 
in November 1958, advised his colleagues engaged with Africa and 
Asia to better “propagandiz[e] the achievements of our Transcaucasus 
republics” in those regions.26 European colonialism had left the new 
African states with challenges supposedly similar to those addressed by 
the Soviets on their own frontier, which included a successful history of 
promoting literacy, health care, education, and the emergence of a native 
cadre of trained experts, as Nikita Khrushchev himself argued before the 
UN.27 Black American intellectuals such as Richard Wright even con-
trasted this history of the Russian frontier with the experience of African 
Americans in the southern states of the United States.28 W.  E. B.  Du 
Bois and Shirley Graham, his wife and sometimes co-author, attended 
the first Conference of Asian and African Writers in Tashkent in 1958. 
In conjunction with his work on Encyclopedia Africana, Du Bois lob-
bied the Soviet Academy of Sciences to devote more resources to the 
study of Africa, which culminated in the founding of the Soviet Africa 
Institute in October 1959.29 Proud of the character of the multi-ethnic 
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Soviet Union, in August 1959 the Soviets took their Guinean visitors to 
Azerbaijan, hoping to impress upon them the nature and implications 
of such progress for their country. During their November 1959 trip, 
Touré and Saifulaye Diallo and their wives enjoyed a stay at a dacha in 
Abkhazia.30

Supposed accomplishments and relationships dear to the Soviets, how-
ever, did not necessarily translate so well on distant continents. Russia’s 
relationship to its frontier was also informed by hierarchical ideas that 
located the origin of cultural progress in the West, with Russia justifying its 
“leading role” in the Soviet Union by virtue of its “Western” status. The 
Soviets drew on a long heritage of similar ideas from the imperial era.31 
Sensitive about their recent experience with the French, the Guineans 
were quick to notice this aspect of the Soviet experience. Ingrained forms 
of hierarchy embedded in Soviet culture also made a mockery of Du Bois’ 
enthusiasm for the Soviet Union’s supposed “refusal to ‘be white,’” a 
claim that would also be undercut through the next decade by the dif-
ficult interethnic experiences of the growing number of African foreign 
students in Soviet cities.32

Signs of trouble emerged even in the high-level diplomatic exchange of 
August 1959. Besides the trip to Azerbaijan, the Guinean delegation also 
spent time with officials from the Main Administration on Economic Ties 
(Glavnoe upravlenie ekonomicheskikh sviazei, GUES), the Liaison Office 
which was central to economic collaboration within the Bloc. Bloc col-
laboration and all this entailed was the only available model, even for a 
new ally in distant West Africa. The early agreements signed with Guinea, 
on technical collaboration and research, the Soviet provision of blue-
prints, industrial plans, and equipment, and the dispatch of Soviet experts, 
were modeled on the contracts and agreements that governed intra-Bloc 
exchange.33 In the tradition of hierarchical Bloc planning, with goals and 
plans set in Moscow, GUES official D.  D. Degtiar’ immediately com-
plained about the absence of specific proposals for economic collaboration 
from the Guinean delegation. He concluded that Soviet advisers would 
need to assess the situation there and come up with their own plans.34 
The propensity of Soviet advisers to devise plans for the rest of the Bloc 
without their input was a sore point in the Second World throughout the 
1950s, yet another example of Soviet “great power chauvinism.” It was 
a sensitive matter for the Chinese in the 1950s. The Soviets had learned 
little from this experience, however, and in West Africa were inclined to 
dictate rather than listen.
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china and GUinea-conakry

Like the Chinese, Touré was quickly disappointed with the Soviet Union, 
as early as May 1960 according to historian Sergey Mazov.35 Ambassador 
Solod was declared a persona non grata and sent home in December 1961. 
Touré began his brief courtship with President Kennedy, before setting his 
sights on the People’s Republic of China (PRC).36 Now in conversation 
with yet another potential patron and alternative power in the Cold War, 
Touré and the Chinese found much to complain about concerning the 
Soviet Union. In an exchange with the Chinese ambassador in Conakry, 
Ke Hua, in August 1963, Touré described his early and natural sympa-
thies for the Soviet Union, but added, “the Soviet Union has changed 
its original policies.”37 Touré understood how to benefit from the anxiet-
ies of the Cold War powers, and he cultivated modes of expression the 
Chinese could comprehend. Racial solidarity was not the primary topic. 
Instead, he emphasized their similarity in “experience” and history as a 
result of their common encounter with European colonialism as well as 
their more recent and difficult exposure to Soviet aid, advisers, and forms 
of Socialist Bloc collaboration. “I will not conceal the difficulties we are 
having in relations with the socialist countries,” Touré confided to Ke Hua 
in April 1963. The country was only newly independent, mired in pov-
erty, struggling with the heritage of colonialism, and yet the Bulgarians, 
Hungarians, Czechoslovaks, Soviets, and others from the Bloc demanded 
a “great sum” for their goods, technology, and equipment. The Guinean 
government could not exercise “jurisdiction” over the visiting Soviet 
advisers, Touré complained, who were overpaid, privileged, “lazy,” and 
sometimes even possessed a “depraved spirit.”38 The overall relationship, 
continued Touré, was characterized by inequality. In a subsequent and 
similar exchange, Ambassador Ke Hua interjected with the voice of experi-
ence: “I can tell you, Your Excellency, that the level of inequality [in the 
Bloc] is also very great.”39 The economic and technical assistance agree-
ments signed in 1960 between the Chinese and both the Guineans and 
Ghanaians stipulated that Chinese advisers should have a standard of living 
not exceeding “that of personnel of the same rank” in the West African 
countries.40

It was their common encounter with both European colonialism and 
the Soviet world that contributed to the making of the emerging alliance 
between China and Guinea-Conakry. The withdrawal of the Bloc advis-
ers in the summer of 1960 from China, for example, was also abrupt and 
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disruptive to the Chinese economy, although probably not as devastating 
as the French withdrawal from Guinea-Conakry. In the aftermath of the 
 withdrawal, numerous Chinese officials nursed a feeling of betrayal and 
misuse at the hands of the Socialist Bloc “revisionists” who had abandoned 
the cause of international socialism and harmed Chinese production proj-
ects in the meantime. This line of reasoning also of course diverted atten-
tion away from their own catastrophic economic policies in 1958–1960 
(the Great Leap Forward). The Soviets suddenly and maliciously “with-
drew three thousand experts,” Ke Hua reminded Touré in December 
1963. Guineans, the Chinese embassy reported back to Beijing, “view the 
Soviet treatment of China as similar to their attitude to Guinea.”41

President Touré presented the story of his small country as part of the 
larger, global history of great power conflict, in which small powers were 
sacrificed by colluding great powers. The “revisionism” of Khrushchev 
meant that the Soviets had retreated from the “line of global revolu-
tion.” Guineans instead supported the Chinese in the Sino-Soviet split 
because of their “anti-imperialist position.” The nuclear test ban negotia-
tions amounted to collusion among the Americans, British, and Soviets at 
the expense of the interests of the peoples of Africa and Asia. In March 
1963, Ke Hua reminded the Guineans that the Soviets viewed their con-
cerns as merely “domestic” or “internal issues,” in contrast to the interests 
and concerns of Chinese foreign policy, which pertained to “matters of 
global peace.”42 The Soviets and Americans “plan together to enslave the 
world.”43 This again was a story that emerged from China’s own “bitter 
experience” with the Soviet Union, who in their view was perpetually will-
ing to compromise the interests of the Chinese revolution, evident in the 
1945 Treaty with the Guomindang, in their lukewarm military support for 
the CCP in 1947–1948, and again in the Sino-Soviet split. The Limited 
Test Ban Treaty of 1963, Ke Hua and Touré agreed that December, was a 
“betrayal” of the “peoples of the world,” an “enormous swindle.”44

Even more seriously, the Soviet visitors and technical specialists were 
disinterested in the cultivation and promotion of a Guinean technical intel-
ligentsia or cadre of trained specialists. This again was a highly sensitive 
matter to the Chinese, who concluded by the late 1950s that the Soviets 
were similarly not contributing to their future independent development. 
In Chinese discussion, this was called “self-reliance (zili gengsheng),” 
which became a major source of frustration as the Sino-Soviet relationship 
deteriorated. The cultivation of a new cadre of “red experts,” technologi-
cally trained and educated but supposedly liberated from the heritage of 
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pre-revolutionary cultures and traditions, was one of the primary purposes 
of the Bloc and a common justification for the various socialist alliances 
of “friendship.” Soviet advisers throughout the Bloc, and Bloc advisers 
throughout China, hoped not to replace local cadres, specialists, and 
administrators, but help the local country cultivate its own technical intel-
ligentsia which would be crucial to the tasks of postwar and postrevolu-
tionary reconstruction. With this goal in mind, Chinese state-builders and 
proponents of the advising program such as Liu Shaoqi routinely pushed 
for more advisers, more collaborative connections, and more projects that 
would help train a new Chinese administrative and technical elite.45 By 
the late 1950s, the Chinese were increasingly disappointed, however, and 
now the Guineans too raised similar issues. For example, their explicit 
request of the Soviets to train Guineans themselves in aircraft navigation 
technology was rejected. The abrupt departure of the Soviet advisers left 
the Guineans unable to maintain and operate the Soviet military equip-
ment left behind.46 In part the Guineans were telling the Chinese what 
they wanted to hear, in part the Chinese were reproducing a narrative 
that was meaningful to them (the Guinean complaints are mediated here 
through Chinese Embassy reports), and in part the complaints were true. 
Americans in West Africa, for example, were well aware of these tensions 
and dilemmas in the socialist world. Diplomat William Atwood recalled: 
“The trucks were mostly Russian and the buses Hungarian. But they were 
turned over to Guinean drivers who had no notion of maintenance and 
in any case could probably not read the service manuals—even if they had 
been printed in French. When the vehicles ground to a stop for lack of 
lubrication or spare parts, the Guineans just shoved them into the ditch 
and complained that they were junk.”47

And finally, the Soviets violated West African sensibilities concerning 
the most sensitive of matters, the question of colonial arrogance and dis-
respect for the countries of Africa and Asia undergoing the process of 
decolonization and national independence. This too was a matter close 
to the Chinese, who reinterpreted all of Bloc exchange and collaboration 
from the perspective of an enduring Russian “great power chauvinism” 
and search for “hegemony.” Chinese criticism of the Bloc advisers cov-
ered a variety of issues that touched on the question of colonial arrogance 
and general chauvinism, from excessive alcohol consumption, misbehav-
ior in Chinese restaurants, an inappropriate interest in Chinese women, 
imperious attitudes in the workplace, theft, poor performance records, 
and even psychological problems and serious crimes.48 After his extended 
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trip to China in 1956, the writer Boris Polevoi warned the International 
Department of the Central Committee that many advisers were insuffi-
ciently sensitive about the “privileged position and good fortune that they 
find themselves in.”49 From start to finish the two sides squabbled over 
the financial terms of the exchange, the pay of the advisers, the Chinese 
subsidy to the Soviet government as compensation to a ministry for the 
loss of a specialist, vacations, work conditions, and various forms of remu-
neration.50 The Chinese resented the fact that the Soviets always seemed 
to misrepresent their financial contribution to the program, and mini-
mize the significance of the goods and items they provided for export to 
the Soviet Union and the Bloc. In one episode the issue of the enduring 
use of the rickshaw by Bloc advisers, a familiar reference to the heritage 
of European colonialism, came to the attention of the Soviet embassy 
in Beijing and then eventually to Khrushchev himself. A Soviet official 
in Beijing, V. Akshinskii, associated the problem with the East Germans 
and Czechoslovaks, in his view more prone to excessively “European” 
behavior.51

As in China, the problem of the heritage of colonialism was experi-
enced in a very personal way in West Africa. Ismaël Touré complained 
to Ke Hua in July 1963 that their relationship to the Bloc advisers was 
“very bad.” Soviet officials did not even stand up and properly greet a 
Guinean delegation during one meeting, he complained.52 Guinean state 
secretary for foreign affairs, Alpha Diallo, explained to Ke Hua that the 
Guineans were especially sensitive to these slights because of their previous 
experience with the French. And because the Soviet experience amounted 
to the continuation of “Russian colonial rule,” he argued, these slights 
continued in the new era of national independence.53 On many occa-
sions Guinean officials, and the Chinese recounting these sentiments, 
used Russian (eguo) rather than Soviet (sulian) to describe these problems 
and episodes, which was also increasingly common after 1956 in Socialist 
Bloc discussion. In an August 1963 exchange with Ambassador Ke Hua, 
President Touré again criticized the lack of equality within the Socialist 
Bloc, and compared the Soviet relationship to the Bloc to that of capitalist 
countries to their colonies.54 This was similar to Chinese reasoning about 
the “revisionism” of the Soviet Union, which left the country in practice 
similar to the “imperialists” (historically the Europeans but most  pointedly 
directed at the Americans in the 1950s) and hence demanding a similar 
opposition. This explained how it was possible for a socialist society to 
become “imperialist.” Imperialism and revisionism were “interconnected 
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problems,” suggested Ke Hua in another exchange. The discovery of this 
connection, he added, increased the importance of Chinese experience 
and the Chinese revolutionary model in Africa and Asia, as well as that of 
“Mao Zedong Thought.”55 The Soviets as “social imperialists,” an enemy 
even more threatening than the American “imperialists,” would become 
a familiar accusation by the time of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, and the Sino-Soviet border 
clashes of 1969.

The Chinese rivalry with the East Germans intensified in West Africa. 
This rivalry began in the late 1950s, evident in the reporting of Chinese 
ambassador Wang Guoquan and his embassy colleagues in Berlin before 
the split. In Berlin, the Chinese carefully monitored the efforts of the 
GDR to cultivate relationships with “young nation-states” in Africa and 
Southeast Asia. Besides Guinea-Conakry in West Africa, these included 
other countries such as Cuba, Burma (Myanmar), Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Mali, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.56 In part, this was an 
effort to subvert the so-called Hallstein Doctrine of the Federal Republic 
of Germany (FRG), or the country’s refusal to engage in diplomatic rela-
tions with countries that recognized the GDR.57 As US State Department 
officials put it, both the Soviet Union and the GDR sought “international 
acceptance” of the “Zonal regime as permanent” by “creating both factual 
and fictitious evidence of the permanence of the East German regime.”58 
East German officials carefully monitored whether or not leaders such as 
Sékou Touré, Kwame Nkrumah, and Modibo Kéita had adopted “our 
viewpoint” on the two German states. “The position of Guinea is disap-
pointing,” they concluded in September 1961.59 They also went to great 
lengths to emphasize their usefully revolutionary credentials in Africa, an 
outgrowth of their constant “struggle against West German imperialism.”60

From the Chinese perspective, this again was a rivalry over the most 
appropriate form of aid and support that best corresponded to African 
needs and “experience,” yet another return to the Chinese criticism of 
Socialist Bloc projects that did not address Chinese conditions. A delega-
tion from the GDR toured Guinea in May 1963, visiting other countries 
in West Africa and intending to visit Southeast Asia as well. They planned 
to help Ghana with a television station, a printing press, the training of 
cadres, and general cultural development; in Mali, they were  constructing 
an oil refinery, processing lumber, and also training cadres; they also went 
to Algeria. Wang Guoquan was determined to show that the Chinese 
could do better, and offer help in a way that better addressed the real 
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needs of Africans (textile production, a peanut factory, fisheries, a glass 
factory, an auto repair factory), and encourage local independence and 
autonomy (a reduction in hard currency expenditure and the  training of 
new cadres to replace the vacuum left by the French in Algeria). This was 
all part of a more sensitive sort of aid and developmental model from the 
sympathetic Chinese, who claimed to have acquired much bitter experi-
ence in decades of interaction with both European imperialists and Soviet 
socialists. Their aid, the Chinese reminded the West Africans, came with-
out strings attached and without any “interference in their internal poli-
tics”; above all it guaranteed the “dignity of the Africans.”61 The Chinese 
understood “oppression,” “exploitation,” and “hunger,” in contrast to 
Socialist Bloc advisers who only knew the “pain of imperialism…from 
books.”62 Chinese advisers “every day work ten hours days,” Chinese 
embassy official He Ying explained to Alpha Diallo.63 And some Africans 
agreed. Ghanaese officials complained that the concerns of the GDR were 
applicable to the “German question” in Europe, “but are of little signifi-
cance for [the resolution of] African problems.”64 Similarly, Ke Hua was 
pleased to report positive Guinean views from Ismaël Touré and Fodéba 
Kéi’ta, the minister of internal affairs, on the “bearing (taidu)” of Chinese 
advisers in relation to the local population.65

More significant than any racial appeal from the Chinese was a familiar 
Sino-centric orientation that was in keeping with the history of China 
within the Socialist Bloc. The Chinese claimed to know the ways of both 
worlds in the Cold War, and thus represented the best and only alternative 
for the Guineans. The Chinese cultural affairs attaché in Guinea com-
plained about the insidious efforts of both the “imperialist” and “revision-
ist” powers to distort and manipulate Guinean culture. American support 
for hospitals, schools, films, foreign study and exchange, and education 
was in the tradition of the French and their pernicious colonial efforts, all 
forms of “ideological infiltration” designed to “destroy relations between 
us and the Africans.” The socialists were no better. Poles, Bulgarians, 
Hungarians, Czechoslovaks, and others were part of the problem in 
Guinea along with the Soviets, he continued, and the Chinese claimed 
special knowledge of their tactics and programs. Both of the superpow-
ers were equally threatening, and the Chinese possessed experience in the 
ways of both of them. “The above illustrates that the revisionists and the 
imperialists use similar methods, and in this way strengthen their efforts 
to infiltrate.” The Chinese, however, shared with the Guineans a “similar 
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experience and fate,” and hence their culture and recent experience were 
of great “interest” to Africans.66

concLUsions

The internal tensions and problems of the Second World informed and 
shaped the Sino-Soviet rivalry in Guinea-Conakry in the early 1960s. Some 
of the familiar developmental hierarchies, practices, and forms of chauvin-
ism within the Bloc were now experienced by West Africans such as the 
Guineans, and the Chinese were eager to point this out and take advan-
tage. Debates that were significant but toned down during the height of 
the Sino-Soviet alliance now escalated and received public attention. The 
identity and character of the Soviet Union, not invited to participate in the 
Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung in 1955, remained a sensitive matter. 
Chinese foreign minister Chen Yi returned to this theme in his efforts to 
persuade dissenting nonaligned countries to reject Soviet efforts to partici-
pate in a second Afro-Asian conference, tentatively planned for Algeria in 
1965. “The Soviet Union is not an Asian country,” he exclaimed to Indians, 
Egyptians, Algerians, and others who wondered about the merits of exclud-
ing the Soviet Union.67 In 1958, the Chinese and Soviets engaged in similar 
debates about the differences between Europe and Asia, the identity of the 
Soviet Union, and appropriate models of development for socialist societies.

The Soviets brought their attitudes and practices from the Second 
World to distant locations such as West Africa, and so too did the Chinese. 
In both the Bloc and in West Africa, the Chinese were preoccupied with 
the virtues of their own special “experience.” They once proudly offered it 
to the socialist world in 1956–1957, only to be rejected by “revisionists” 
who did not understand what was in their best interests. They now made 
their pitch to the Third World. The Chinese again were the “saviors,” said 
the Guinean ambassador in Prague in January 1963 to the Chinese ambas-
sador there, this time of the “oppressed peoples of the entire world.”68 
The Chinese were again pleased to hear what they apparently needed to 
hear, this time from West Africans such as the Guineans in 1963 rather 
than Central Europeans such as East Germans and Czechoslovaks in 
1956–1957. The global character of the Cold War competition and the 
consequences of the Sino-Soviet split pushed China’s foreign policy to the 
far reaches of West Africa. The history of the Second World and its forms 
of intra-Bloc exchange deserves further attention because of its impor-
tance to the nature and limitations of Soviet foreign policy, the evolution 
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of Chinese foreign policy, the fragmentation of the once bipolar Cold War, 
and the contest for influence and authority throughout the Third World.
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CHAPTER 13

Afterword: Promises and Paradoxes 
of Socialist Internationalism 

(Personal and Historical Reflections)

Alfred Rieber

On Christmas Eve 1958, a few American students were quietly sing-
ing carols in one of the practice rooms of Moscow State University 
(Moskovskii Gosudarstvennyi Universitet, or MGU). They were joined 
by an Indonesian student, who, like the Americans, was slightly older 
than the average Russian in the dormitory. It turned out he had an 
engineering degree from Cal Tech. When asked why, with that kind of 
training, he had elected to come to MGU to study the same subject 
he answered, “My classes in the States assumed the kind of labora-
tory equipment and technical preparation that we simply do not have 
back home. Here in Moscow, the general level is something we can 
more realistically aspire to and soon match.” This incident and several 
other personal impressions from that first year of the cultural exchange 
between the United States and the Soviet Union came to mind when 
reading the chapters of this book, which explore in depth some of the 
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same themes. The American graduate students in Moscow that year, 
numbering fourteen males as well as two accompanying spouses, made 
a great effort to avoid being conspicuous in their dress and behavior. 
We wore dark clothes, the two women did not apply cosmetics, and 
we rarely assembled or traveled in a group. Most of us avoided the 
American embassy. This was in sharp contrast to the Arab students, 
all five hundred, who were not reticent in displaying the advantages 
of coming from privileged families. In the spring, when the windows 
of the dorm were unsealed and open to the warm breezes, the sounds 
of Western pop and jazz issuing from their boom boxes filled the air. 
There was resentment too, among the Russians, about their dating 
behavior, and rumors of a few unpleasant incidents circulated.

By contrast, the Chinese students maintained their reputation 
for group discipline, modesty, and hard work to the point where the 
Russians expressed wonder at their asceticism, “more like we must have 
been in the twenties,” said one. The Chinese exercised at regular inter-
vals during the day, even in the stacks of the library, if necessary. When 
one student saved part of his stipend to buy a watch, he was disciplined 
by the group, we heard, by having to sell it back and use the money to 
buy additional food in order to restore the energy level necessary for 
serious study which he had reduced for “a trinket.” It was not until 1960 
that the People’s Friendship University, named the following year after 
Patrice Lumumba, was founded originally to house and educate students 
from the Third World, and soon acquired among Russians students the 
sobriquet “Apartheid U.”

Then there were the Poles and students from the Baltic republics, “the 
West” as Russians often called them, who enjoyed more relaxed rela-
tions with the Americans, so much so that early on in our stay, they were 
informed that frequent contact was “not recommended.” Polish maga-
zines were sought after for their racy front covers which could be seen 
occasionally adorning the walls of a Russian student’s dorm room. The 
chapters of this collection reminded me of these stories because they illus-
trate through systematic and extensive research the variety and complex-
ity of the attempts by the Soviet leadership to break out of the autarchic 
world of late Stalinism and forge new transnational relationships with the 
Third and First Worlds as well as to consolidate and strengthen closer 
cultural ties within the Bloc—the Second World—which is the main focus 
of this book.
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The Promise

As the editors suggest in their introduction, the ambitious experiment to cre-
ate a new form of internationalism offered great promise in the face of equally 
great problems. The promise was a vision of mutually enriching cultural ties, 
“visible and invisible,” which would eliminate the divisive and destructive 
conflicts among classes and nations and bind peoples together in a socialist 
commonwealth. The promise issued from the killing fields of world war, the 
worst in history. Its most radical features were the elimination of the old elites 
who allegedly had plunged the world into catastrophe, their replacement by 
untainted popular elements, and the introduction of comprehensive educa-
tional, social, and economic reforms under the banner of a unified ideology 
celebrating the secular ideal of progress inspired and led by the Soviet Union. 
The promise was brightest in the Soviet Bloc, called somewhat condescend-
ingly the Second World by the self-named First World, but it was also designed 
to appeal to the former colonies, the so-called Third World, emerging from 
decades of imperial rule, and even to win converts in the First World.

The chapters of this book have been devoted to the cultural aspects of that 
promise—peace and the cultivation of the friendship of peoples through mass 
exchange of ordinary citizens of all countries, of special delegations, of out-
standing individual scholars, scientists, and entertainers, of the transnational 
transfer of ideas and aesthetic styles in art, architecture, music, films, literature, 
and other creative endeavors. It should be noted in passing that, along with 
the promise of a new internationalism embodied in cultural transfer, a set 
of new international institutions was created, most notably the Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON) and the Warsaw Pact designed to 
pool and integrate the economic and military resources of the East European 
countries of the Bloc. Their formation and evolution stand in the shadows of 
the cultural transfers but must be the subject of a different book.

The Problems

One of the merits of this collection is that it takes the promise seriously. At 
the same time, the authors of the foregoing chapters pay equal attention 
to the problems that hampered its fulfillment. Some of these were deep 
seated, while others emerged in the course of the transnational exchanges; 
all shared similar fundamental questions.
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First, was the new internationalism to be guided by the experience of 
the Soviet Union, where relations among the nationalities were regulated 
by the twin formulae of “nationalism in form, socialism in content” and 
“the Great Friendship?” If so, then which period in the evolution and 
application of these ideas should be selected for emulation? If not, and 
the Soviet experience would serve only as the basis for negotiation or re- 
interpretation to account for changing historical circumstances, then who 
would mediate the process and in which forum?

The task of answering these questions was magnified by the second 
set of questions revolving around the problem of cultural distance. In 
the Bloc, cultural proximity must be measured not only by language and 
religion but also by the experience of having undergone prolonged coex-
istence in the same multicultural state. In Europe, non-Soviet members of 
the Bloc had belonged to different empires—the Habsburg, Ottoman, or 
German—before they emerged briefly as independent states, bearing lega-
cies that could not be easily dismissed. How was it possible to overcome 
the pre-existing cultural distance between the countries of the Bloc, which 
had been further widened by the Second World War and the Holocaust, 
and on the other hand the cultural distance between the countries of the 
Bloc and the Soviet Union which was relatively greater than that which 
had separated the Russian and other nationalities which had been part of 
the same empire?

The third set of questions arose over the different measurements of 
cultural distance between individual countries of the Bloc and “the West” 
expressed, to be sure, more often implicitly than explicitly. Historical narra-
tives, collective memories, and national myths establishing the boundaries 
of “Western civilization” continued to inform popular perspectives, partic-
ularly in Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and the German Democratic 
Republic. Such attitudes implying a hierarchy of cultural status within 
the Bloc were reinforced by the higher levels of economic and technical 
development in these countries compared to the countries of southeastern 
Europe and, even in some cases, the Soviet Union.

The ideology and PracTice of seParaTe PaThs

Before proceeding to illustrate how the individual authors have pro-
vided insights into the evolving tensions between the promise and 
the problems, it may help clarify the discussions and debates over 
the resolution of these three sets of questions by sketching some of 
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the pre-history of the ideology and political implications of the new 
internationalism.

In the early years of the Bolshevik revolution, Lenin envisioned an 
association of autonomous and equal Soviet republics, initially those tak-
ing shape in the disintegrating tsarist empire during the civil war, join-
ing together within a federated structure that would permit the future 
adhesion of additional Soviet republics as the revolution spread. Although 
he was not always consistent on this matter, he expressed concern in his 
last year that the domestication of the revolution had gone too far, par-
ticularly in Stalin’s version of the constitution and in the organization of 
the Comintern. In his last public address to the fourth congress of the 
Comintern he repeatedly warned that the resolution of the third congress 
on the organization of the communist parties, the content and methods 
of their work were “too Russian.” By reflecting Russian experience, “it 
would be completely misunderstood by foreigners and they could not be 
expected to bow before it like an icon in a corner and pray to it.”1

Stalin took a more centralizing view in both building the Soviet state 
and in imagining the revolutionary process abroad. As early as the mid- 
twenties, he hinted, quite broadly, that revolutions in countries neigh-
boring the Soviet Union would take a different path than that blazed 
by the Bolsheviks. However, although he appeared to agree with Lenin’s 
formula, in fact, he would insist on his own definition of what constituted 
the alternative to the Russian revolution. With reference to Poland and 
Rumania, for example, he spoke of a transitional stage appropriate for 
mainly agrarian, “semi-feudal countries.”2 During the Spanish Civil war, 
he introduced the idea of a “parliamentary path” to socialism.3 And in the 
waning days of the Second World War, he reminded the Polish and other 
Communist leaders that their revolution would not have to pass through a 
civil war and a dictatorship of the proletariat. They would benefit from the 
experience, achievements, and assistance of the Soviet Union to avoid this 
stage.4 Stalin reiterated that the possibility existed of following different 
roads to socialism, that is until 1948, when he narrowed the access routes. 
He was already giving indications of a clear hierarchy in the Second World, 
first by limiting the membership in the newly formed Cominform, exclud-
ing the Asian parties and even the Greek and Finnish parties which were 
larger than most of the East European parties admitted into the organiza-
tion. Moreover, he insisted that the Soviet Union was building commu-
nism while the other parties were still at the stage of building socialism. 
Would the gap ever be closed?
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On the eve of the Twentieth Party Congress of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union (Kommunisticheskaia Partiia Sovetskogo Soiuza, or 
KPSS) in February, 1956, leaders of the Bloc began to review inter-party 
relations as a prelude to constructing a new internationalism.5 Informal 
discussions in Moscow beginning in February 1956 initially focused on 
the need to broaden membership in the Cominform and the possibility of 
renewing contact with socialist parties. Differences of opinion rapidly sur-
faced, reflecting uncertainty and some confusion and foreshadowing the 
main lines of debate over the following decades. For example, the Italian 
Communist, Palmiro Togliatti, who had taken the initiative for the first 
meeting, initially favored retaining the Cominform while stressing the 
need to review its work. He later changed his mind and opted for aboli-
tion. Anastas Mikoian came out in favor of reconstructing the organization 
along regional lines and gained support from Molotov, Kaganovich, and 
Khrushchev. Tito, Mao, and Togliatti opposed the idea.6 The revelations 
of the Twentieth Party Congress accelerated the momentum to abolish 
the Cominform, which occurred in April. The Hungarian Revolution of 
October 1956 revealed new fissures which opened up at the meeting of 
the sixty eight Communist parties in November 1957.

In the preconference discussions, the Polish Communists raised numer-
ous objections to the program drafted by the Central Committee of the 
KPSS, objecting to the centralizing tendency of the wording, while Mao, 
although endorsing the leading role of the Soviet Union, minimized the 
errors of Stalin and hinted at major differences over détente and atomic 
warfare.7 Togliatti, rapidly moving back toward a position of separate paths 
and reviving the idea of a popular front, struggled to find the right formula: 
“We shouldn’t be hasty in forming a new international organization. What 
is necessary is to combine the autonomous development (samostoiatel’noe 
razvitie) of each party with the maximum solidarity and unity of our 
movement.”8 It was a neat trick if it could be performed! Togliatti offered 
a method: a frank exchange of information and open contact among par-
ties facing common problems. The Soviet leaders, Suslov and Khrushchev, 
gave greater emphasis to the cooperation among Communist parties of 
the socialist camp which would in Suslov’s words “stand the test of time.”9 
In a final effort to paper over the differences, the Soviet delegation agreed 
to modify the introduction to the final declaration to read that every coun-
try should decide which is the greater threat, revisionism or dogmatism 
(sectarianism). But the compromise was not enough for the Yugoslavs, 
who refused to sign. The new draft  program of their party in the spring 

332 A. RIEBER



of 1958 touched off a renewed and concerted assault of all the parties 
against revisionism. But this manifestation of solidarity was short-lived. 
Differences erupted between the Chinese and Soviet parties over peaceful 
coexistence and détente, reverberating throughout the Bloc. As Tompkins 
shows in Chapter 11, the Chinese were already serving as “a mirage” to 
which the members of the Bloc in Eastern Europe could project their aspi-
rations to the German Democratic Republic (GDR) as an example of the 
hard line in challenging Khrushchev and to the Poles as a counterweight 
to Soviet hegemony.

Moreover, in the following decades, the Chinese appeared more and 
more likely to bridge the distance between the Second and Third Worlds. 
As Jersild demonstrates in Chapter 12, the Soviet advisers to former colo-
nies like Guinea- Conakry were perceived by the locals as overbearing and 
overpaid, less interested in promoting world revolution and more in making 
deals with the imperialists. They found common ground with the Chinese 
on all these issues. The Chinese played up their bitter experience with colo-
nization and the importance of respecting indigenous cultures in contrast 
to the Russians.

Further evidence of the disparate relations between the Soviet Union 
and members of the Second World in maintaining comradely relations 
with representatives of the Third World appeared most vividly in sub- 
Saharan Africa. From 1964 to 1988, Cubans, like the Chinese who were 
also briefly involved, appeared to represent a closer approximation to 
the ideals and practices of national liberation movements than the Soviet 
advisers. The Cubans brought with them to Angola their experience in 
guerilla warfare and exhibited more congenial and comradely behavior in 
their personal relations with the indigenous population than the Russians, 
whose aid program was over-bureaucratized and at times half-hearted. 
Over the two decades of intervention, Cuba supplied approximately 5000 
teachers, doctors, construction workers, and technicians as well as fighters, 
a level of support unmatched by the Soviet Union anywhere in the Third 
World. Although both Cubans and Russians shared similar aims in stimu-
lating anti-colonial movements to weaken the West, primarily the United 
States, the Cubans were able at times to conduct a virtually independent 
policy in the region which did not always serve the interests of Moscow.10

In sum, the attempts to fulfill the promise of a new internationalism 
should be projected like moving images flickering against a background of 
ideology and historical experience that also changes over time and space. 
Gradually, the elements of solidarity and unity prized even by Togliatti 
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break down in the face of mounting problems, and the new internationalism 
becomes an empty formula. We can identify three factors shared by all mem-
bers of the Bloc that hampered and limited the fulfillment of the promise.

The Three limiTing facTors

The first limiting factor was the obvious imbalance in the prestige and 
power of the members of the Bloc and the overwhelming hegemony of the 
Soviet Union in the formative stage of its creation, continuing in somewhat 
diminished but nevertheless dominant form and even contributing to the 
disintegration of the Bloc. The brief postwar experiment in separate paths 
was abruptly terminated in 1948 with Stalin’s brusque intervention to 
block the participation of the Czechs in the Marshall Plan, the Prague coup, 
the establishment of the Cominform, and the condemnation of Yugoslavia. 
In a certain sense, it is possible to interpret the succeeding decades as an 
attempt by the Soviet leadership to correct the acknowledged errors of that 
period in intra-Bloc relations. That this transnational exchange was largely 
a one-way street under Stalin is vividly illustrated in Apor’s contribution on 
the cult of Stalin in Hungary (Chapter 3), which blossomed elsewhere in 
the Bloc. In the brief Stalinist period following the war, the Soviet leader 
set the patterns and parameters of internationalism that continued to affect 
the evolution of transnational exchanges after his death.

A second limiting factor in the emergence of a uniform international-
ism within the Bloc was a long history of ethnic conflict preceding the 
creation of a socialist second world, culminating in the Second World War 
and the Holocaust, and leaving behind bitter memories which surfaced, 
as we have seen, in youth festivals, particularly with respect to the Poles 
and the Germans. But it even marred relations between the Hungarian 
and Czech and the Hungarian and Rumanian parties. The participation 
of German and Hungarian armed forces in the suppression of the Prague 
Spring did nothing to improve relations between those countries and 
Czechoslovakia.

Finally, the solidarity of the Second World was seriously undermined 
by a range of different viewpoints, often more implied than openly 
expressed, toward the West. Historical narratives, collective memory, 
and national myths about the cultural boundaries of Western civiliza-
tion continued to inform popular attitudes and intellectual mentalities in 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary. Such attitudes implying superior 
status within the Bloc were reinforced by the higher level of economic 
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and technical development in these countries as compared to Romania, 
Bulgaria, and Albania. It was on this uneven ground that the post-Stalin-
ist Soviet leadership undertook to disassemble or at least modify the 
Soviet monopoly over the flow of transnational exchanges by opening 
two-way corridors on its own frontiers under the banner of peace and 
friendship. Let us now see how these limiting factors were manifested in 
individual case studies.

creaTing a Public socialisT sPace

Throughout the Bloc, there were attempts to re-configure public space 
through demolition, discursive assimilation, and monumental construc-
tion. The monumental Stalinist architecture represented by the seven 
neo-classic skyscrapers in Moscow (including the new Moscow State 
University, the Foreign Ministry, the Hotel Ukraine, and high rise apart-
ment dwellings for the Soviet elite) served as models for their more mod-
est counterparts in most of the Bloc countries. In Budapest, all that was 
necessary was to change the statuary in Heroes’ Square, removing some 
and erecting one to Stalin and renaming the space Stalinist Square. In 
Sophia, it was necessary to construct a new space, repairing after the Allied 
bombing in 1945. After the center of the city was cleared in 1951, con-
struction began on the Largo, an ensemble of three neo-classical buildings 
in the Stalinist style, which was only completed some years after his death. 
Not surprisingly, the huge edifice of the Warsaw Palace of Culture, a “gift 
of the Soviet people” inspired a well-known Polish joke: “The best view 
of Warsaw is from the steps of the Palace of Culture; it is the only place in 
the city where you cannot see the Palace of Culture.”

The vast public squares were periodically given over to highly organized 
mass celebrations of important socialist holidays and the commemoration 
of the victory over Nazism. The model for these was again the Soviet 
experience. The shared symbols employed emphasizing solidarity—red 
flags, red star, hammer and sickle, flaming torches, portraits of Communist 
leaders, and even some of the wording inscribed on the placards and ban-
ners—owe their origin to Soviet practice, as did the organization of the 
marches. The original spontaneous character of the celebrations in the 
Soviet Union had given way since the thirties to a mixture of military 
formations and the disciplined ranks of civilians, whether sport teams or 
labor unions, and this too had been adopted throughout the second Bloc, 
giving the demonstrations a truly internationalist character. There were 
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a few local themes introduced in each country, particularly in China, but 
Mao had carefully studied the Red Square processions and invited several 
Soviet urban designers to plan the enlargement of Tiananmen Square to 
accommodate the million demonstrators he envisaged.11

Public spaces were also permanently altered, often decorated with 
imposing memorials to the Red Army soldiers and officers who lost their 
lives in liberating the countries of the Bloc. Almost all the Soviet war 
memorials (Warsaw, Sofia, Bucharest, Berlin, and Prague) featured a 
monumental statue of a Red Army man; the exception is Budapest for 
reasons that may have something to do with the terrible siege of the city 
and the widespread destruction and suffering of the civilian population. 
Subsequently, additional memorials were also erected, initially in imi-
tation of Soviet models to local resistance fighters whose exploits were 
also celebrated and often exaggerated in literary works inspired again by 
Soviet authors. These memorials continued to be built into the 1970s in 
Yugoslavia and Italy where they departed in striking ways from the more 
traditional Soviet structures, becoming more abstract if just as monumen-
tal. The comparative history of these memorials has yet to be written, but 
they all served to remind the inhabitants of the Bloc that their liberation 
from fascism was the work of the Red Army and not their own military 
forces.

creaTing a PrivaTe socialisT sPace

In attempting to construct a distinctive internationalist character for the 
Second World that would also appeal to the Third World, the most obvi-
ous external challenge for the Soviet leaders came from the acknowl-
edged material superiority of the First World. As several chapters show, 
their response was complex and occasionally ingenious, if not convinc-
ing. In their attempt to give a robust character to Marx’s “specter haunt-
ing Europe,” the architects of the post-Stalinist vision envisaged a new 
spatial- temporal dimension, a version of Mikhail Bakhtin’s chronotope as 
invoked in Babiracki’s essay (Chapter 4). By recasting the dimension of 
time, Khrushchev’s well-known boast to overtake and surpass the West 
was at once an admission of relative backwardness—implicitly a legacy of 
the past—and an assurance that the future belonged to international com-
munism. This was hardly a new formulation, although he followed it up 
by an optimistic and precise schedule for the achievement of communism. 
This also required, however, a direct confrontation with the challenge of 
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present time when the process of building socialism still lagged behind 
the completed edifice of the capitalist world. Several explanatory strategies 
were employed to compensate, as illustrated in Chapter 2 by Lars Peder 
Haga. One was to combine a strategy of denial by selecting as a unit of 
comparison a backward area of Europe and a strategy of substitution by 
claiming to offset Western material culture by invoking a more humane 
Soviet society shaped by suffering, war, and revolutionary experience. This 
view percolated into popular parlance (the discourse of the street), fre-
quently heard by visitors to the Soviet Union in the 1950s: “You have it 
better, right? But we are more humane.” (U Vas est’ luchshe, da? Nu my 
bolee chelovecheskii.) Was this “Speaking Bolshevik” with Slavophile over-
tones? Another approach to explaining away the difference in levels of 
material culture was to redefine the rules: materialism under socialism was 
a good, but under capitalism it was an evil.

Over time, a new socialist living space would be constructed to match 
the good materialism of “socialist consumerism.” The vast high-rise com-
plexes that, under Khrushchev, arose first on the outskirts of Moscow and 
later transformed the old Arbat quarter in the center were designed, at 
least in theory, to incorporate the ideals of a communist society. They 
were applauded for their difference from the “soulless” apartment blocks 
in the Bronx and the banlieues of Paris. Under socialist construction, 
the argument went, low cost apartment dwelling would be available 
and intended for the working population, not, as in capitalist societies, a 
dumping ground for the poor and unemployed. The new socialist ideal 
of apartment dwelling sought to combine private and public space in a 
unique way. Private, self-contained family apartments would replace com-
munal living space and shared facilities. Groups of multi-storied buildings 
would be constructed around a central public courtyard provided with 
trees, benches, and playgrounds. The ground floor might be furnished 
with stores selling food, clothing, shoes, and furniture, further emphasiz-
ing the communal character of the complex. Reality, however, often fell far 
short of the ideal: shoddy workmanship, unfinished projects littered with 
detritus, poor plumbing, external balconies with no access; the list is long. 
But the idea was widely disseminated throughout the Bloc, particularly in 
East Germany, Hungary, and Rumania, where the finished product often 
exhibited a higher level of workmanship.

There were, however, more socially significant differences within 
the Bloc over the design of the interior spaces of the apartment blocks. 
During the Thaw, the Soviet planners (re)introduced the application of 
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 standardized, scientific, rational principles to the arrangement and decora-
tion of space to create multi-functional zones and introduce transformable 
 furniture. Ironically, these innovations reduced the more individualistic 
character of interiors prevalent under Stalin, condemned by the revisionist 
planners as reflecting a pre-modern petty bourgeois consciousness.12 By 
contrast, in other socialist countries, particularly Poland, the champions of 
the aesthetics of modernization, while also endorsing the same principles 
of modern domestic design, allowed for a proto-consumerist preference 
by celebrating a variety of what they described as “fashionable” and “col-
orful” interiors associated with individualist values.13

Clearly, the dichotomy of private-public space was not perceived uni-
formly throughout the Bloc. Soviet observers in Warsaw noted, as doc-
umented in Babiracki’s chapter, that youth preferred to gather in clubs 
where the atmosphere smacked of individualism and intimacy, a far cry 
from the gathering places of the Soviet Komsomol. The pre-war café cul-
ture of Hungary also survived and even flourished under Kadar’s relaxed 
rules governing public-private behavior. In the Soviet Union, privacy was 
pursued in the kitchen rather than the club, as any Western visitor could 
testify. The only alternative was the long, rambling walk in the city streets 
where surveillance, whether informal and casual on the part of nosy neigh-
bors or more professional by the police, could be avoided.

Another dimension of the chronotope effect within the Bloc emerged 
with the debate over whether there was any room for the past in the orga-
nization of space. Even more complex was the question raised in Chapter 5 
by David Crowley: Which past was a legitimate point of reference? Was 
it possible or even necessary to go back to the future in recovering the 
avant-garde and putting it once again at the service of building social-
ism? The timid revival of the avant-garde in the Soviet Union was taken 
up with enthusiasm and given a fresh impetus by the leftist intelligentsia 
in Hungary and Poland. Most of the constructivist monuments designed 
by the Russian avant-garde in the twenties remained on paper or as scale 
models in what survived of Sergei Shchukin’s collections, which were 
rarely visited even in the period of the “Thaw.” But examples could still 
be found on the streets and squares of Moscow, in the work of Konstantin 
Melnikov, among them six worker’s clubs, his own private dwelling, and 
several garages which survived the Stalinist reconstruction of the city. 
Most ironically, the most venerated site of Bolshevism, Lenin’s mauso-
leum, designed by Vladimir Shchusev (with Melnikov having designed 
the original sarcophagus) displays a strong Constructivist influence. Even 
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more ironically, Stalin, who championed the neo-classic style in ornament-
ing Moscow was also interred there (if only briefly) until 1961 when his 
body was removed and placed in the Kremlin Wall. The survival of mod-
ernist art in the Soviet Union, unlike the Nazi destruction of “degenerate 
art,” was assured by the preservation of important paintings in the closed 
funds of the Hermitage and the Tretiakov Gallery. When I was permitted 
to examine a number of these paintings by Kandinskii, Malevich, and oth-
ers, similar works unknown to me were pulled out of wooden stacks by 
the curator and thrust into my hands! When I asked her why not sell them 
in the West or at least exhibit them there where they would be appreci-
ated, the curator answered, “These are part of the national heritage and 
someday the Soviet people will be ready to view them again.” In this she 
was surely correct.

The culT of The dead leader

Perhaps the most bizarre example of early multinational transfer emanat-
ing from the Soviet Union was celebration of the cult of the dead leader. 
In the Second World, the rituals of burial and reburial reflected the chang-
ing character of the socialist political order over space and time. The 
entombment and embalming of Lenin in 1924 provided a prototype for 
the construction in 1949 of a mausoleum for the Bulgarian Communist 
leader, Georgi Dimitrov, and the scientific preservation of his body, with 
one important difference. The designs of Lenin’s mausoleum and his sar-
cophagus were entrusted to Vladimir Shchuev and Konstantin Melnikov, 
both of whom employed Constructivist motifs. By contrast, Dimitrov’s 
mausoleum was built along the lines of the late neo-classical Stalinist style. 
When Stalin died a few years later, his embalmed body was placed side 
by side with Lenin. The removal of his corpse and reburial in 1961 along 
the cemetery of the Kremlin wall symbolized the ambiguous character 
of de-Stalinization, removing him posthumously from the role of com-
panion and heir of Lenin without totally discrediting him as a builder of 
the socialist world. The construction of mausoleums for defunct leaders 
in the Second World exhibited stylistic variations on those of Lenin and 
Dimitrov. In 1999 Mongolia, a reverse sequence of the dual burial in the 
Red Square mausoleum took place. The body of the Communist leader 
Choibolsan was placed in a Mausoleum, very similar to that of Lenin, 
together with the remains of Sükhbaatar, the leader of the Mongolian rev-
olution of 1921, which were exhumed and reburied in the same  structure 
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on the square named after him. This mausoleum was also demolished 
and replaced in 2005 by a hall dedicated to Ghenghis Khan. The idea 
of a mausoleum for Ho Chi Minh may have been inspired by the exam-
ple of Lenin, but again the architecture resembles that of the Dimitrov 
 structure. Mao Zedong’s mausoleum, containing the embalmed body of 
the Chairman, also built in a modified neo-classical style of more abundant 
proportions than any other similar communist memorial, is located to the 
east of Tiananmen Square. The memorial and tomb of Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara in Santa Clara, Cuba, surmounted by his statue resembles the 
Soviet war memorials with the heroic Red Army soldier. The extravagant 
mausoleum of the embalmed body of Kim Il-sung was formerly his resi-
dence, converted by his son, Kim Jong-il, in 1994, who was entombed 
next to him at his death in 2011.

Dead bodies have always served as powerful political symbols. But 
the persistence of this cultural practice in the Second World suggests a 
congeries of specialized yet contradictory functions: quasi-religious in an 
avowed atheistic state, historical continuity in a revolutionary ideology, 
and individual heroism in a collective society.

The concePT of friendshiP and culTural diPlomacy

As several of the chapters indicate, the idea of friendship in the eyes of the 
Soviet leaders had a different meaning for the Second and Third Worlds. 
For members of the Socialist Bloc, it meant loyalty to the Soviet politi-
cal agenda; to the Third World, it meant a more diffuse sentiment of 
good will toward the Soviet Union and a counterweight to “imperial-
ist” propaganda that might serve in the future as the basis of a closer 
political alignment within those countries. If the function of this type 
of transnational exchange was dualistic, the form was everywhere the 
same. The organization of mass movements, whether youth congresses, 
sport competitions, tourism, cultural delegations, exhibitions of dance or 
painting, and film festivals (visits by individual writers, artists, and musi-
cians being exceptional), or just plain beer festivals aimed at promoting 
the collectivist spirit. In all of these, the target audience was generally 
youth. Although unstated, it has to be assumed that youth were more 
idealistic, enthusiastic, and open to new experiences and impressions. The 
mass movements also tended to emphasize the importance of emotional 
responses. As several chapters show, organizers and participants often cel-
ebrated the sheer “merry making,” the thrills of physical competition, and 
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the  aesthetic delight of witnessing colorful display. According to some 
accounts, the main motivations of those who signed up for these trans-
national exchanges were simply curiosity and the excitement of  visiting 
new, often distant, and what were to them exotic places, rather than by 
political goals.

In many ways, co-production of films represented the most ambitious 
and complex effort to construct a collective transnational cultural enter-
prise. As Marsha Siefert shows in Chapter 7, the promise here was to unite 
artistic creativity with ideological conformity in a product that would be 
economically viable by appealing to a global audience. A familiar set of 
problems plaguing socialist internationalism reduced the number of suc-
cesses. The Soviet insistence on a preponderant measure of control, dic-
tating rather than discussing outcomes with directors and screen writers 
for fear of ideological impurities entering the films, were resented by their 
erstwhile collaborators. Both the Soviet and East European film studios 
appear to have had greater success in cooperating with Western artists 
and directors than their comrades in the Bloc.14 Such were the ironies of 
socialist internationalism.
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