
Bears in Tutus: How Ballet Was Used to Bring the West & Russia Together 

By Cassidy Grubisic 

 If you were to ask an average Westerner about Russian culture there are a few things they 

might bring up, Matryoshka dolls, vodka, or ballet. What is it about Russian ballet that captivates 

the West? But more importantly how has ballet been used by the Russians for centuries in order 

to connect with the West? By analyzing a variety of secondary and primary sources, one can see 

that Russian ballet has a long history of bridging a divide with the West from the time of Peter 

the Great to the years of the Soviet Union, the exact use of ballet has changed but the goal of 

connection has always been the same.  

 In order to understand ballet’s long history in Russia, it is essential to start at the 

beginning with its introduction. Although ballet has become synonymous with Russian culture, it 

did not originate there. Ballet originated in the courts of the Italian Renaissance during the 15th 

and 16th centuries.1 Ballet wasn’t embraced in Russia until the reign of Peter the Great in the 18th 

century.2 Tsar Peter was known for modernizing and reforming Russia. He is probably best 

known for outlawing beards and founding the city of St. Petersburg which remains an important 

city today.3 Ballet became popularized as part of his attempt to open Russia to western culture 

and ideals. One of the purposes of ballet for Peter the Great was to model proper etiquette. 

According to ballet scholar and former dancer, Jennifer Homans, “ballet was not initially a 

theatrical ‘show’ but a standard of physical comportment to be emulated and internalized - an 

idealized way of behaving.”4 Although there was some resistance in the royal courts to this new 
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dance, ballet seemed to fit well with Russian culture at the time. For one, ballet was able to form 

a connection with the military.  

The state ballet school in St. Petersburg was originally an Imperial Cadet Corps. In 1734 

French ballet master Jean-Baptiste Landé helped teach young cadets ballet.5 The Empress Anna 

was so impressed that she created a formal school of dance out of what was once a cadet school. 

This cemented a link between Russian ballet and the military. This militaristic role continues to 

this day. The training of Russian dancers could be considered militaristic in the expectations and 

their daily routine and the ballets themselves have militaristic elements. For example, Act II of 

Swan Lake includes a dance by the corps de ballet. The order that can be found in their 

movement parallels the precision and order of the military corps.6 Another link between the 

military and the ballet was in the staging of full-scale battles. In the 18th and 19th centuries with 

the help of military experts and hundreds of extras, realistic battles were performed on stage 

during ballets.7 

 Besides the military, the second point of entry for ballet into Russia was through the 

lavish ceremonial traditions of the time. The Russian Church was an especially good example of 

the importance of ceremony in Russia. A church service at the time would be extremely 

theatrical. Faith in Russia had less to do with doctrine and more to do with spectacle.8 For 

example an important part of the Orthodox service was the anticipation the crowd felt when 
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waiting for the ornate decorated gates and doors to ceremoniously open in the beginning.9 This 

would be a similar feeling that an audience would have while waiting for the curtain to rise at a 

ballet performance. The rituals and traditions of Russia continued from the Church to the Court. 

One example would be the entrance of the tsar to a ball. This entrance would be elaborately 

staged with courtiers all assigned different roles and a musical accompaniment would join the 

procession.10 These lavish rituals are not too far from what would be seen on a ballet staged. The 

rituals of the Church and Court were both opulent and coordinated just like a ballet. For the 

nobles of Russia, ballet wouldn’t seem as foreign because there were aspects that resonated with 

traditions that were already firmly established. 

 Peter the Great brought ballet among other things to westernize Russia. One of the 

reasons for doing that was to counteract the reputation Russia had with the West. Russia had 

gained a reputation as a savage and wild country. In the late 18th century Denis Diderot wrote in 

his Observations sur le Nakaz that upon traveling the Russian border, he found “desert, there ice, 

and elsewhere all kinds of barbarian.” 11 Another writer specifically described the military as 

having “a rough savageness, a stalk in their gait, and a fierceness in their looks and manner.” 12  

This reputation of barbarism and the wild untamed parts of Russia lead to the caricature 

of the Russian Bear.  Although one might find the comparison flattering, by looking at the way 

the caricature was used, the Europeans at the time meant it as an insult. For example, Elizabeth 

Justice described the Russia people as “Russian Bear-Brutes.”13 Just like a real bear, the Russian 
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Bear was not to be provoked. Count 

Francesco Algarotti wrote in 1739 that “it 

[Russian Bear] should neither be untied, 

nor provoked, nor made to stand up upon 

its feet,” he then goes on to say that 

“Charles XII committed this imprudence; 

by repeatedly beating it, he taught it to 

devour a part of his dominions, and 

thereby made it known to Europe, to 

which he first rendered it formidable.”14 

While the West was insulting Russia and deeming it inferior, they were also frightened by it. 

This was in part because they did not really know Russia. Few people had ever traveled there, 

and it had the air of mystique. It was also huge and coupled with its savage reputation, imposing. 

One can especially see the grotesqueness and fear of the Russian Bear in early British cartoons. 

One that is especially revealing depicts a Bear general who has a head, a heart, and a baby on a 

spear. He is also wearing a necklace of skulls. There are other bears in the background drinking 

“hot blood”. 15 The opposite of a big hulking bear is a lithe and graceful ballet dancer. Perhaps 

the purpose of ballet was not only to help westernize the country but to also make the West feel 

less threatened. Maybe the focus on ballet could counteract the bear caricature.  

 
14 Francesco Algarotti. “Letter VI,” July 19, 1739.  
 
15 Thomas McLean. “Pozzo Old Bogy. A Visitor from the North Instead of Jack Frost.” Cartoon, 1833.  
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Ballet continues to thrive in Russia throughout the imperial era. Foreign teachers and 

dancers were eventually replaced by Russians and patronage to ballet dancers and theaters was 

deemed fashionable within high society.16 By the 20th century Russian troupes were touring 

around Europe. One of the most famous troops was the Ballet Russe. Much of the West was 

enchanted by them. A 1915 issue of Vogue said that “Ballet Russe is to dance what opera is to 

music.”17 Vogue New York regarded the Ballet Russe so highly that they lamented that up to this 

point they have only had individual stars from this group perform in the United States. It said 

that these stars were supported by [American] companies that in their “mediocrity merely 

enhanced the talent of the prima ballerina.”18 It is evident that the United States was excited 

about the first visit from the full Ballet Russe.  

It is important to note that not all Westerners thought highly of this Russian “cultural 

invasion.” This sentiment is especially evident in the words of French Louis Laloy in 1913. He 

said “The invasion of the barbarians is always to be feared. The most fearsome are not those who 

control the borders. The barbarians of art are amongst us.”19 Even Vogue who had so much 

excitement and admiration for Ballet Russe in 1915 could not help but fall back into the 

barbarian stereotype in a 1916 article. On the same page where they write that Russian dance is a 

vivid expression of Russian culture and is welcomed by America, they also write that the “art of 
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the Russian Ballet is undeniably barbaric” and the emotions displayed by the Russian dancers as 

“primitive.”20  

 

No matter the opinion, negative or positive, there was an obvious 

fascination with the Ballet Russe. One reason for this was the exotism of 

the Ballet Russe productions compared to other current western 

productions. A souvenir program from the Ballet Russe’s 1916-1917 

American Tour provided concept art and illustrations for the Ballet 

Russe.21 One of the first illustrations in the program can be seen in figure 

2.22 It was exotic but bordered on erotic. If the costumes were even a bit 

similar to the concept art, it would definitely pique the interest of the 

western audience. The style of the Ballet Russe especially stands out 

compared to concept art from the Royal Opera House in London. Figure 3 

depicts a 1913 concept for a shopkeeper’s costume.23 The costume itself is 

a lot less exciting than the one in figure 2, but the subject matter of the 

performance is also more mundane. Figure 2 is from the ballet 

Schéhérazade which depicts among other things, a sultan and his harem.24 Figure 3 is from the 
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opera La bohème which is about a poor seamstress.25 The content of the Ballet Russe ballet is 

very different from other Western performances like La bohéme. Perhaps the people were 

enthralled with Ballet Russe because they not only embraced the exotism that had been 

associated with Russia in the past but also they created a spectacle with their costumes, dance, 

and stories that contrasted anything the West had already seen. One writer of the New York 

Times described the Ballet Russe as “almost a new religion.”26 If anything, this shows how 

distinct Ballet Russe was from any other similar entertainment at the time. 

The Ballet Russe were able to avoid the conflict of the Russian Revolution of 1917 

because they exclusively performed abroad. After the Revolution, the future of other ballet 

troupes and ballet itself was uncertain. The Soviets were against anything deemed “bourgeois.” 

Ballet was an important form of entertainment in the courts and would definitely fall under this 

category. According to an article by the New Yorker, “In 1921, Lenin told Anatoly Lunacharsky, 

the cultural commissar, to ‘lay all the theatres in the grave’—to destroy them—and focus on the 

urgent needs of the workers and the peasants: literacy, food, medicine.’”27 Lunacharsky was able 

to save theaters because he noted that there was a demand among the workers to see operas and 

ballets.  

Ballet flourished in the 20s thanks to the New Economic Policy (NEP)28 and relative 

artistic freedom. Many modern and experimental ballets were performed during this span of 
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time. The New York Times noted this activity in a 1925 article stating that “never before has the 

Russian theatre shown such feverish activity, such holdness in the search for new forms as in this 

epoch of storm.”29 

Despite the demand by the people and its initial success during the NEP, ballet was still 

not completely accepted in the early days of the Soviet Union. One editorial from Pravda in 1936 

said “In the ballet…there are not people, but dolls. Their passions are puppet passions. The main 

difficulty in the Soviet ballet is that dolls are impossible here. They'd look intolerable, cut their 

eyes with falsehoods.”30 For many critics ballet was too frivolous, its movements too 

unattainable and its background too bourgeois to ever fit into Socialist Realist standards which 

sought to depict the average person in the Soviet Union. 31  

Despite its initial challenge of conforming, ballet was able to survive due to its popularity 

as well as its adaptability and value as state propaganda. After NEP and during the time of Stalin, 

art became extremely regulated. In 1929, an index was established that categorized and classified 

plays, operas, and ballets into five categories.32 The majority of ballets surveyed fell into 

category C which were works that were not completely “ideologically sound” and required a 

“rehearsal for examination purposes.” Category A included “ideological works universally 

recommended for presentation,” and Category B encompassed “ideologically acceptable 
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works.”33 Tchaikovsky’s ballets such as Swan Lake and Sleeping Beauty were considered 

category B in large part due to their musical value. It also helped that Stalin appreciated 

Tchaikovsky which greatly enhanced the composer’s credibility in the Soviet Union.34 This strict 

regulation made it difficult for new more modern ballets to flourish and helps explain why 

classical ballets like Swan Lake became so popular during this time. With most existing ballets 

being Category C (which required examination) classics simply had less competition. These 

classics would then go on to not only be the pieces performed at home but would become the 

pieces performed abroad and to foreign visitors. 

During the Soviet Union, ballet was used as a PR (public relations) strategy. Whenever 

important foreign officials visited the Soviet Union, a ballet viewing would undoubtably be on 

their itinerary. Even during WWII, ballet was used for foreign relations. A 1944 New York 

Times article described an applauding crowd watching Premier Stalin and Prime Minister 

Churchill shaking hands at the Bolshoi Theatre. The crowd was made up of “representatives of 

virtually all Allied countries, Soviet officials, the intelligentsia and foreign correspondents.” 

According to the article, it was Stalin’s first theatre appearance since the start of the war in order 

to “show the Soviet public and the United Nations the esteem in which he holds Mr. 

Churchill.”35 Everyone from Richard Nixon to Fidel Castro watched a ballet while visiting the 

USSR. Swan Lake in particular was used so much for foreign relations that Khrushchev himself 
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once complained that he’d seen so many productions of Swan Lake that his dreams were haunted 

by “white tutus and tanks all mixed up together.”36  

It wasn’t just state officials that had the opportunity to see the ballet. Productions were 

performed all over the world by traveling Soviet ballet companies. For example, when the Soviet 

Union wanted to impress a country, it would often send troupes of ballet dancers to perform 

ballets. Such is the instance after the 1949 Chinese Revolution when the USSR sent teachers and 

dancers to China to perform ballet.37 They also sent troupes to Western countries such as Great 

Britain. The Bolshoi in particular was chosen to represent Soviet Ballet as it was considered the 

“preeminent dance company of the USSR.”38 It gained this status due to its location. During 

WWI, the Bolsheviks moved the capital from Leningrad to Moscow. While the Kirov (the other 

premier ballet company) was in Leningrad, the Bolshoi was perfectly located close to the 

Kremlin in Moscow at the heart of Soviet political life.39 Although the Kirov remained second to 

the Bolshoi, it continued to be important. It had the best dance school, finer training, and a more 

elegant style. During the Soviet Era, the Kirov would be the one to produce the dancers and 

content that would make the Bolshoi the “USSR’s premier cultural institution.”40  

In 1956, the Bolshoi performed a strategic selection of ballets in London that best 

represented Soviet culture. Many classics were chosen such as Romeo and Juliet, Giselle, and 

Swan Lake. This visit was not just important for ballet but for the reputation of the Soviet Union. 

The Russian Ballet was to act as a cultural ambassador for the Soviet Union and had the potential 
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to “stun the world, symbolizing the cultural peaks reached by Soviet civilization and proving not 

just the superiority of Soviet ballet but of the Soviet project as a whole.”41 These performances 

offered Londoners their “first glimpse of the ‘Red enemy.’”42 If the ballet could dazzle the 

London audience, it could potentially counteract the negative perspective of the London citizens. 

These stakes would be similar when the Bolshoi toured in the United States in 1959. 

Articles in the New York Times showed the excitement for this visit. One article titled 

“Bolshoi Means ‘Great’”43 confirmed that the Soviet Union was still using the same ballets it did 

in Great Britain, leading one to believe that the formula they came up with in 1956 was 

successful and could be reused for the US in 1959. Articles following the premiere of the 

Bolshoi performance in New York suggest that the ballet was a success. One article described 

the delight of Galina Ulanova at the reception of US audiences. The ballerina said “‘the applause 

of the American audience at each of our performances…is as warming as the sun’s rays.’”44 New 

York Times critic John Martin thought highly of the Bolshoi performances. Remarking on their 

technical skill, he said “this fantastic company did everything technical except take off into outer 

space. If there has ever been a company with better technique or more of it, it has certainly not 

come this way.”45 Through these reviews and articles, it seems like the Bolshoi visit to New 
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York was successful, proving that ballet can be used to soften the connection between the West 

and Russia even during the Cold War. 

Ballet has been used as a bridge to the West since it was introduced by Peter the Great. It 

fit into Russian society due to its similarities with the military and ritualistic traditions and was 

used to model etiquette for the court. Ballet had another potential purpose during the imperial era 

and that was to counteract the caricature of the “Russian Bear-Brute.” Though by analyzing 

articles during the time of the Ballet Russe, it is evident that despite the captivation of the 

western audience, Russia still maintained some barbarous stereotypes. Lastly, during the Soviet 

Union ballet was a great tool for international public relations. Foreign visitors were almost 

guaranteed a ballet performance and travelling troupes made it possible for average people in 

other countries to witness Russian ballet too. These tours did a great job in creating a positive 

relationship on the cultural level between the West and Russia during the Cold War. Ballet has 

been and continues to be a cultural icon of Russia. Although it has not wiped out all stereotypes 

and caricatures of wild bears, it has done a great job at bridging the gap between the West and 

Russia. As written by Vogue in 1916, “the quickest way to grow acquainted with … any nation 

is to study its art.” Art is the one thing in the world that can not lie. It tells us both the best about 

a people and the worst.”46 Perhaps the magazine was right and the honesty of Russian ballet is 

what makes it a good bridge. It needs no language but expresses the true heart and soul of the 

Russian people which helps soften the relationship between even the most opposed enemies.  
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