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 Swan Lake is one of the most widely known ballets in the world, perhaps only second to 

the Nutcracker. Originally performed in 1877, the rather humble production would later become 

a success after Petipa and Ivanov revived it in 1895. Swan Lake grew in popularity during the 

time of the imperial Romanov rule. It proved resilient when large crowds attended the ballet 

during the anti-imperial era of the Soviet Union. By analyzing the ballet, its varying purposes, 

and its metamorphosis from Imperial entertainment to Soviet tool, one can see why Swan Lake 

survived and why it was so important to the Soviets as well as why it continues to be popular in 

the world today.  

 It is easy to characterize ballet as a frivolous form of entertainment, its purpose no greater 

than to delight the crowd with pirouettes and tutus, but to understand Swan Lake’s special 

purpose in Soviet Russia, requires an investigation of the ballet’s origin during imperial Russia. 

Although today ballet has become synonymous with Russia, it did not originate there. Ballet 

originated in the courts of the Italian Renaissance during the 15th and 16th centuries but was not 

embraced in Russia until the reign of Peter the Great in the 18th century. It became popularized 

as part of his attempt to open Russia to western culture and ideals and had two primary purposes 

during the reign of Peter the Great. The first was to model etiquette.  

Classical ballet arrived in Russia not as art but as 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.”1 Since its 
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introduction in Russia, ballet has had a rather aspirational quality and purpose to it. This 

continued into the Soviet Era with Swan Lake. Surprisingly, the second original purpose of 

Russian ballet was to help improve the military. In 1734 French ballet master Jean-Baptiste 

Landé helped teach young cadets ballet.2 The Empress Anna was so impressed that she created a 

formal school of dance. This cemented a link between Russian ballet and the military. This 

connection between dance and military training goes back to the days of the Italian Renaissance 

when army officers associated ballet with fencing and military maneuvers. Russia took this 

connection to the next step and even today Russian ballet requires a military-like discipline. 

During the imperial era, they considered male students at ballet schools equal to students at 

military schools. They even wore similar uniforms.3 One can especially see this martial 

relationship in different productions where dance troops form “rigid lines and arrayed in 

symmetrical formations.”4 This militaristic appeal may help explain how ballet survived in the 

Soviet Union, but more on that later.  

Swan Lake premiered in Moscow at the Bolshoi Ballet in 1877. Julius Reisinger 

choreographed it, and it was the first ballet composed by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky. No one 

knows exactly what inspired the ballet. Russian folktales that commonly depicted maidens 

turned into swans probably inspired it. It is said that score to Swan Lake may have been inspired 

by an impromptu miniature ballet Tchaikovsky composed for his sister’s children in the summer 

of 1871 called The Lake of the Swans.5 No matter its origins, 1877 premiere was a flop. 

Although, composer and writer, Modest Tchaikovsky stated in his memoirs that it was not the 
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composer’s fault, he said that “the scenery and costumes were poor, while the orchestra was 

conducted by a semi-amateur, who had never before been confronted with so complicated a 

score.”6 Although Tchaikovsky’s brother wrote the review and therefore includes his biases, the 

fact that the score is the only piece of the ballet that survives to this day probably confirms this.  

Besides parts of the score, the original ballet would be unrecognizable to viewers today. 

The popular version that productions perform today are based off the 1895 Petipa and Ivanov, 

Mariinsky Theatre revival of the ballet. This revival began as part of a memorial concert 

following the death of Tchaikovsky in 1893. For the concert, Ivanov choreographed the second 

act of Swan Lake.7 This re-choreographed act received such a positive reception that Petipa and 

Ivanov revived the whole ballet. 

Swan Lake has undergone many changes since the 1895 revival. The particular story 

performed depends on the ballet company. In general, the story follows a few key events. It 

begins Act I by introducing the Prince Siegfried. He comes of age and has to pick out a wife at 

the ball the following night. He sees swans fly overhead and follows them with his crossbow. 

Act II shows the evil Rothbart lurking beside the lake. Siegfried arrives and he sees Odette, one 

of the swans who transforms back into a woman at night. She explains to Siegfried that Rothbart 

had cast a spell turning her into a swan by day and human at night. The spell can only be broken 

if a man swears true love to her. Siegfried declares his love for her, and at dawn Odette turns 

back into a swan and leaves. Act III depicts the ball. Rothbart enters the scene with his daughter 

Odile disguised as Odette. Deceived, Siegfried declares his love and chooses Odile as his bride. 

Rothbart reveals his deception and the two vanish. Act IV shows Odette in distress because of 
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Siegfried’s betrayal. Rothbart and Siegfried battle and the outcome of this battle varies 

depending on the company. The happy outcome has the power of Siegfried and Odette’s love 

break the spell and they live happily ever after. In the other outcome, Siegfried and Odette decide 

to die together and they throw themselves in the lake which breaks Rothbart’s spell. 8 

After the 1895 revival, Swan Lake became very popular, but in general, the Russian 

people enjoyed ballet during the turn of the century. According to ballet critic, Akim Volynsky, 

“The public is clearly interested in ballet, and among various segments of the Petersburg 

population word is spreading about the talented artists who are appearing on the ballet stage.” 9 

This was in part due to ballet being an “instrument for transmitting the real and ideal movements 

of the human soul.”10  It is important to note that when Volynsky mentions “the public” he does 

not define “the public.” At this point in history, Russia was still an imperial country. Was the 

public merely the upper class and nobles who traditionally had the privilege to witness ballet, or 

did the public include the common people?  

One can find a hint in a brief announcement from the daily newspaper called “The 

Russian Word.” The announcement from November of 1908 said “ Yesterday, on the birthday of 

Empress Maria Feodorovna, traditional free performances for young people were given in state 

theatres.”11 This leads one to believe that ballet might have been relatively accessible to the 

common person since the state gave occasional free performances. Coincidently the 
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announcement also said that the Bolshoi Theatre performed Swan Lake, which reaffirms its 

popularity even over a decade after the revival.  

 1917 marked the end of imperial Russia and the beginning of what would become the 

Soviet Union. The Soviets were against anything considered “bourgeois.” Ballet had an uncertain 

future in Soviet Russia because it had its roots in imperial entertainment. Critics of ballet argued 

that it had no place in this new Soviet society. Even attempts to make ballets about communist 

things such as collective farms were inappropriate. 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.”12 In other words, the Soviet Union was not a place for the bourgeois 

frivolity of ballet. Even the attempt to modernize ballet with modern proletarian themes, fell flat 

because the doll-like dancers paled in comparison to the working class. This article proved that 

simply making a Soviet narrative in a ballet was not enough to comply with the standards of 

socialist realism of the time.  

The state adopted socialist realism as official policy to determine what art was appropriate. It 

sought to depict the average person in the Soviet Union. As a form of state propaganda and 

control, it often depicted a more “idealistic” view of the average Russian. Unlike other forms of 

art such as literature or painting, ballet failed to conform to the socialist realism style for three 

primary reasons. According to Swans of the Kremlin by Christina Ezrahi, depicting the average 

was problematic because nothing about ballet movement mimics how average people move. The 

second problem derived from ballet’s roots in the imperial court. From such royal origins, ballet 
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gained the stigma of not relating to the common person’s struggle. The third issue concerned the 

content related to ballets up to this point. While other forms of art tried to depict social problems 

since the nineteenth century, ballet remained more aloof and focused on dazzling the crowd and 

entertaining the elite.13 

Despite opposition such as that from Ballet Falsehood, ballet stayed in the Soviet Union 

though the government exercised strict control over which ballets could be performed. In 1929, 

the Soviets established an index that categorized and classified plays, operas, and ballets into five 

categories. Tchaikovsky’s ballets fell into category B: “ideologically acceptable works,” which 

fell short of category A: “ideological works universally recommended for presentation,” but 

never plunged to category E which included “forbidden works.”14 According to Ezrahi, 

Tchaikovsky’s works such as Swan Lake, might have fallen into category B due to the high 

quality of their music. It also helped that Stalin appreciated Tchaikovsky which enhanced the 

composer’s credibility in the Soviet Union.15 Swan Lake’s status as a category B piece explains 

not only why it survived during the Soviet Union, but grew in popularity. The majority of ballets 

surveyed fell into category C or works not “ideologically sound” and which required a “rehearsal 

for examination purposes.” It would be a lot easier and safer for a Ballet companies chose the 

easier and safe path of least resistance in class A or B ballet, rather than the more controversial C 

ballets. Swan Lake’s popularity increased for lack of competition and state censorship and 

supervision.  
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Besides categorization as a class B ballet, Swan Lake also enjoyed the advantage of adapting 

well to the era of drambalet which lasted from the mid-1930s to the 1950s. Drambalet prioritized 

dramatic content and coherence over “choreographic inventiveness.”16 A full-length narrative 

ballet with traditional style choreography, it presented no hint of the modern ballet moves that 

the Soviets experimented with during the New Economic Policy when dramatists created 

drambalet as an antithesis to elaborate choreography. Another advantage Swan Lake had was its 

connection to narodnost which was the “promotion of folklorism as a way to create the illusion 

of an exhilarating Communist unity among all the peoples of the Soviet Union.”17 Act III of 

Swan Lake depicts the ball where Siegfried accidentally chooses Odile. This ball also highlights 

many ethnic and cultural dances which plays perfectly into narodnost.  

Even with its splendid music, strong narrative, and traditional dances, Swan Lake was not 

immune to the censorship of Socialist Realism. As mentioned before, there are two variations to 

the ending of the ballet. The original ending was the darker of the two, the one in which 

Siegfried and Odette die together. The Soviet censors rejected this ending for two reasons. 

Tragedy did not comport well with Socialist Realism which sought a modern happy ending. The 

second problem stemmed from the suggestion that the couple would enjoy eternal life together. 

With the anti-religious doctrine of an atheist Soviet Union, they could not keep such optimistic 

endings depicting an afterlife. Critics and audiences also speculated that this eternal life narrative 

represented Tchaikovsky’s own personal perspective on finding love. While he composed Swan 

Lake, “Tchaikovsky grappled with the question of marriage, and though he eventually married, 

the union ended in disaster. Tchaikovsky’s personal tragedy prompts some contemporary writers, 
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such as Violeta Mainiece, to view Swan Lake, as partly autobiographical.” 18  Mainiece believes 

this ending reflected Tchaikovsky’s belief that one’s conflicted soul could only find eternal love 

in the afterlife.19 The Soviets placed importance on the collective with little room for personal 

introspection in a Soviet ballet. Instead of demoting the class B ballet, they changed the ending. 

Instead of dying, Siegfried defeats the evil Rothbart, and the couple’s love breaks his spell. This 

ending suited the Soviet state because it avoids any religious connotations or introspection. 

Soviet-era protagonists appear heroic instead of suicidal and the Soviet Union appears utopian, 

helping the ballet conform to Socialist Realism.  

Ballet historians find difficulty gauging the reaction to these changes. According to historian 

Cadra Peterson McDaniel, the change was originally unpopular,20 but dance critics such as 

Adrian Stokes regarded Swan Lake as deserving of the highest acclaim even with the new 

ending. In his 1935 publication Russian Ballets, Stokes characterized Swan Lake as exemplary 

of what classical ballet should achieve.21 Even if critics disliked the new changes, records of 

protest either never existed or were destroyed. The state influenced the ending, and it would have 

been dangerous for any critic to say anything negative about it. The fact that the Soviet version 

of Swan Lake is still the version performed today in Russia suggests that the general public 

embraced the new “happy” ending better than the original.  
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In the 1930s and 1940s, the ballet shifted to better conform to the Soviet state. This time the 

ballet itself did not change but the way they interpreted it was. Critics and scholars see the 

struggle between Siegfried and Rothbart as a class struggle. Rothbart’s menacing nature helped 

accentuate this idea.22 On the international level, they could interpret this struggle as symbolic of 

the tensions between capitalism and communism. According to McDaniel, “Soviet officials 

would argue that within their system, all people were able to reach their true potential whereas in 

the capitalist West, only a few elites benefited.”23 Perhaps in this interpretation Siegfried 

represented communism and Rothbart, capitalism. Under Rothbart’s influence, Odette 

transformed into a swan, but with the help and love of Siegfried, she reached her full potential 

and turn back into a human.  

Along with its classical integrity, musical score, and socialist realism, Swan Lake appealed to 

early Soviet leaders like Stalin for its symbolism. As stated earlier, ballet in Russia has always 

had military connections. In the Soviet era, Swan Lake’s underlying militarism is in the corps de 

ballet during Act II. Despite the feminine exterior of the swans, they are drilled into “martial 

precision.” The order found in their movement parallels the precision and order of the military 

corps.24 Perhaps on a subconscious level the militarism disguised by artful discipline in Swan 

Lake may have impressed political officials.25 If the movement itself did not garner images of 

militarism, the martial music proved hierarchical and structured. This modeling of hierarchy, 

control, and militarism harkens back to the original purpose of ballet in Russia. Originally, it 
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modeled etiquette. Perhaps state ballets like Swan Lake played a role in materially reproducing 

good citizens from “the people.” The Soviet Union was vast and needed strict structures of 

control to discipline people. The disciplinary themes and beauty of Swan Lake served as a first 

step in the construction of notions of model citizenship.  

Swan Lake flourished in the Soviet Union because it conformed to political ideology and 

censorship and also acted as a model for the people, but it had many other specific purposes that 

can explain its popularity and renown. For one,  Swan Lake made good PR. Whenever important 

foreign officials visited the Soviet Union, a viewing of Swan Lake would undoubtably be on their 

itinerary. Everyone from Richard Nixon to Fidel Castro saw Swan Lake while visiting the USSR. 

Swan Lake was such a part of foreign relations that Khrushchev himself 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.”26  

It wasn’t just state officials that had the opportunity to see the ballet. Soviet ballet companies 

performed productions of Swan Lake all over the world. For example, when the Soviet Union 

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

as Swan Lake. Such is the instance after the 1949 Chinese Revolution when the USSR sent 

teachers and dancers to China to perform the ballet.27 They also sent troupes to Western 

countries such as Great Britain. The Bolshoi performed a strategic selection of ballets in 1956 

that best represented Soviet culture. Swan Lake was among those selected because it was a 

symbol of Russian ballet and considered the best ballet of “Russia’s prerevolutionary classical 
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heritage.”28 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 

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.”29 These performances 

offered Londoners their “first glimpse of the ‘Red enemy.’”30 If Swan Lake 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 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.’” 31New 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.”32 Swan Lake in 

particular was a success and well received by the American audience. John Chapman from the 

Chicago Daily Tribune commented that Swan Lake dazzled the audience.33 The performers’ 

abilities awed and impressed the audience of the Bolshoi’s Swan Lake.34  
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Although the Americans appreciated the amazing performers, it is important to note that they 

did not pick up on the ideological viewpoints in the ballet that were stressed in the Soviet Union. 

In fact, the Soviets intentionally downplayed Swan Lake’s ideological messages. For example, 

when Walter Sorell of The Providence Sunday Journal asked about the alternate ending in Swan 

Lake, instead of explaining the change in terms of ideology the director of the Bolshoi, Georgi 

Orvid, stated that the revised finale was appropriate because of the uplifting nature of 

Tchaikovsky’s music at the end.35 It would seem that during these PR campaigns, the Soviets 

were more interested in displaying the technical superiority of their ballet dancers than educating 

Americans on Soviet ideology. This helped the Soviet Union demonstrate their artistic 

superiority while also realizing a centuries’ old goal spanning back to the imperial era of being 

accepted and recognized by the West as an equal. With the overall positive reviews “proclaiming 

that the Bolshoi’s Swan Lake was incomparable,”36 the Soviet Union could recognize achieving 

this goal and reason that it was because of the achievements of the Communist government. This 

provided the Soviets with a good representation of communism for the West and other foreign 

countries, and an excellent opportunity to promote the superiority of its own government 

domestically.  

Besides its use as positive international PR, Swan Lake was also a distraction for the citizens 

within the Soviet Union. According to Ross, whenever “potentially tumultuous political events 

were about to unfold in the USSR, the state-controlled television station preempted all regular 

programming and began broadcasting Swan Lake in its full length, four-act, three-hour 
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expanse.”37 They did this in part to block the spreading of real information while simultaneously 

soothing the masses. The Soviet Union implemented this strategy during the deaths of important 

figures such as Leonid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, and Konstantin Chernenko, and it used it 

during turbulent events like the failed coup against Mikhail Gorbachev in 1991.38 

Professor Natalie Bayer, a history professor at Drake University and a former Soviet citizen, 

remembers watching Swan Lake on the TV as a child. In fact, one of her earliest memories was 

being upset because she did not get to watch cartoons before bed. Swan Lake replaced her regular 

programming following the death of Brezhnev in 1982. Despite a rough start, Professor Bayer has 

fond memories of Soviet ballet. She said she remembered going to see ballets on two types of 

occasions. The first was for school trips. She said her school had an emphasis on exposing children 

to culture. She remembers going on trips to museums, listening to live classical music, and of 

course watching ballet performances. The second occasion was with her family. She said that 

going to the ballet was always a special occasion for her and her family. They would especially go 

to the ballet when there were visiting troupes from Moscow and Leningrad. With this exposure to 

live ballet as well as broadcasted ballet, Prof. Bayer even went through a phase as a girl when she 

wanted to be ballerina. She said that many Soviet girls went through the same phase in part because 

of exposure but also because Soviet citizens had pride in their ballet and understood the high 

standards and international respect Soviet ballet received. Although Prof. Bayer had many ballet 

experiences as a child, she has never had the opportunity to see Swan Lake live. She has only seen 

it in its recorded Soviet television version. 
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Besides the connection to Brezhnev’s death, Prof. Bayer remembers other instances where 

Swan Lake was televised during political turmoil. In some respects, she even began associating the 

ballet with death or big historical changes. Whenever she saw the Swan Lake was on when it was 

not scheduled, she would get a sinking feeling that something was happening. 

One reason for the broadcasting of Swan Lake during political upheaval and crisis was that it 

was supposed to give Soviet citizens a sense of fraternity or unity. One can see that ballet has a 

long history in Russia and was a popular part of Russian cultural long before the Revolution of 

1917. Stalin even acknowledged the importance of ballets from Russia’s past. He decided to 

include works like Swan Lake into the state repertoire to act as a “stabilizing force during the 

tumultuous 1930s.”39 Even though ballet was part of the “old” Russian culture, the Soviets 

recognized it as a way to teach ideology to the public. Because of its usefulness as well as its 

popularity, it became a part of Soviet culture. There were multiple changes and innovations during 

the Soviet Union, but through industrialization, war, and multiple leaders, ballet was something 

that remained almost unchanged from its classical roots. It was something both young and old 

generations of Soviets could relate too. In its stability, ballet brought unity. There is no better time 

to remind the public of stability and unity then during times of political upheaval.  

Swan Lake played an important role from the late imperial era through the end of the Soviet 

Union, but its importance and popularity did not end with the collapse of the USSR. Today Swan 

Lake has become a part of pop culture, especially western pop culture. It also continues to be a 

symbol of Russia. For example, Tony nominated musical, Anastasia, is based on the 1997 

animated movie about the legend of Grand Duchess Anastasia. It includes a scene towards the end 
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that highlights Swan Lake. The scene shows the main characters of the musical in the balconies of 

a theater watching the ballet. The characters sing and Tchaikovsky’s score intertwines in the song. 

On “stage” the ballet dancers dance as Swan Lake characters while simultaneously representing 

each of the characters singing.40 It is interesting how this Western musical chose Swan Lake to 

represent Russian characters. It’s as if all the touring the West with Swan Lake in the repertoire 

has cemented the ballet with the West’s perception of Russia and its culture.  

Swan Lake has also made appearances through Hollywood. Another example of the western 

tendency to link the ballet with Russian and the Soviet Union is in Red Sparrow starring Jennifer 

Lawrence. Lawrence’s character begins the spy thriller movie by playing a soviet ballerina. The 

ballet performed at the beginning is again, Swan Lake.41 Directors referenced Swan Lake in several 

other movies in the past century, but perhaps most famously it was in Darren Aronofsky's Black 

Swan. This horror movie emphasized some of the darker aspects of the ballet. Although it didn’t 

follow the ballet exactly, the film centered around a production of it and used parts of the score 

and took inspiration from the characters. The movie starring Natalie Portman, Mila Kunis, and 

Winona Ryder focused on some of the hidden themes of the ballet that are not discussed in the 20th 

century such as perfection and sexuality.42  

One reason modern adaptations of Swan Lake are bringing forth these new themes is less to do 

with the ballet and more to do with the audience. Even if dancers somehow performed the original 

ballet exactly as it was, there would still be different interpretations that emerge do to the changing 
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values and experiences of the audience.43 These new interpretations have allowed Swan Lake to 

develop.  

One of these new interpretations centers around sexuality. Historians have speculated about 

Tchaikovsky’s sexuality, and many think that he was a homosexual. Evidence of this can be found 

in his letters. For example, in a correspondence with his brother, Modest, Tchaikovsky wrote, “I 

think that for both of us our dispositions are the greatest and most insuperable obstacle to happiness 

and we must fight our natures to the best of our ability.”44 Scholars believe that the “dispositions” 

he is mentioning were homosexual tendencies. Tchaikovsky did fight his nature and got married 

to a woman he did not love. One can find proof of this sentiment in a different letter. In it he wrote, 

“I have got married in accordance with the dictates not of the heart but of some incomprehensible 

conjunction of circumstance … To pretend for the whole of one’s life is the greatest of torments 

… I began passionately, hungrily to long for death.”45 This theme of fighting one’s nature and 

longing for love can be observed in Swan Lake. The impossible love between Odette and Siegfried 

in the ballet reflects Tchaikovsky’s own life and desires. According to a thesis written by Bethany 

Nichol, “Tchaikovsky could have regarded himself as a doomed hero unable to live the life that he 

desired.” Perhaps that is why Swan Lake “revolves around the doomed fate of both Siegfried and 

Odette.”46 Throughout the ballet, Siegfried struggles with his private and public life and 

accidentally swears love to the wrong woman. This could symbolize the inevitable fact that 

Tchaikovsky would have to do the same, but in his case, it would be social pressures rather than 

trickery that would force him to do it. Odette is doomed because “she cannot escape her enchanted 

 
43 Selma J Cohen, Next Week, Swan Lake: Reflections on Dance and Dances (Wesleyan University Press, 1982). 
44 Alexandra Orlova, Tchaikovsky: A Self-Portrait (Oxford University Press, 1990), 57. 
45 Ibid., 70. 
46 Bethany Nichol, accessed 2021, http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/16596/, 24. 



life as a swan after being betrayed.”47 One could speculate that perhaps Tchaikovsky felt cursed 

by his sexuality like Odette was cursed by an evil wizard.  

The idea of homosexuality being connected to Swan Lake was further solidified in a modern 

production of the ballet by Matthew Bourne. This version “has some drastic changes from the 

original with a swan corps de ballet of all men and a prince who falls in love with the lead male 

swan.”48 This theme is brought to a mass audience in the movie Black Swan. Bourne’s version 

inspired Aronofsky when creating the movie. The main character, Nina, explores her own sexuality 

when becoming more like the black swan.49  

 Along with exploring her sexuality, Nina must phase the issue of perfection during her 

metamorphosis in the movie. In the beginning, she is more like the white swan, technically perfect 

and pure, but as she turns into the black swan, she begins to act imperfectly. This draws on another 

theme that can be found in Swan Lake for modern audiences, perfection. While discussing ballets 

such as Swan Lake, dance critic and author Marcia B. Siegel writes, “These ballets are saying over 

and over that there is such a thing as perfection—and such a thing as total evil—and that there are 

forces loose in the world that we can never understand.”50 Black Swan explores the idea that 

perfection and evil are not as straightforward as the original ballets might have suggested. While 

the white swan symbolizes good and the black swan symbolizes evil, in the movie, Nina embodies 

both showing that the lines between the two are blurry.51 This modern interpretation of Swan Lake 

is relevant to an audience who has been challenged to think critically about such ideas. The Soviet 

 
47 Ibid 
48 Melanie C Hawkes (2014), https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2mn39772#main. 
49 Black Swan ( Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2010). 
50 Marcia B Siegel, “Dreaming a World,” The Hudson Review 30 (1977): pp. 415-420, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3850277. 
51 Black Swan ( Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2010). 



audience of Swan Lake would probably have been encouraged to view the simpler theme of good 

vs evil as that would better align with their propagandic agendas. Along the same lines, they would 

have also not been encouraged to see the themes of sexuality in the ballet as Stalin himself was 

against homosexuality, associating it with fascism.52 This anti-homosexual stance was also a way 

for Stalin to “attempt to exercise control over physical processes.”53 This proves the importance 

of the audience in the development of art such as Swan Lake, the environment, culture, and ethics 

can play a part in its development.  

Besides this evolution in themes and its use in pop culture, one can find other evidence that 

suggests the importance of Swan Lake to the modern world. Most recently, Swan Lake was used 

in protest when a Russian ballerina from the Mariinsky Theatre dressed in full costume to perform 

scenes from the ballet on the frozen Gulf of Finland. She was dancing in protest of plans to destroy 

the natural habitat in favor of construction. The dancer hoped to use the ballet to save the swans 

that nested near the gulf.54  

Even after being used as propaganda and as a distraction during political upheaval, former 

Soviet citizens such as Professor Bayer still love Swan Lake. She said it is one of her dreams to 

take her own kids to see the ballet at the Bolshoi in Moscow. She said she is able to distance the 

piece from how it was used. To her, the ballet stands on its own merit and value, separate from its 

political past.  

In conclusion, Swan Lake is a ballet with more than a century of history. It premiered during 

the late imperial period and eventually gained popularity after being revitalized. The classical 

 
52 Bethany Nichol, accessed 2021, http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/16596/, 22. 
53 Ibid 
54 “The Ballerina Dancing on Ice for a Real 'Swan Lake',” BBC News (BBC, 2021), 
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-56300514. 



ballet survived the Revolution of 1917 and because of its popularity and propagandic potential, 

flourished in the Soviet era. The ballet continues to be popular today as it transforms with its 

changing audience. The elasticity of Swan Lake and its themes are perhaps why it has survived 

and flourished for so long. It has suited the needs of several different generations and has 

undergone many different purposes, and all of this comes down to something fundamentally 

human about this ballet. The themes of love, duality, and hardship are things anyone, no matter 

the generation, can relate to. The imperial audience was from the romantic era. They related to the 

narrative of doomed love. Modern audiences can take these themes and apply them to relevant 

topics like sexuality and imperfection. Even the Soviet government found a way to relate these 

themes to its own propagandic and ideological agenda. The themes and story along with the 

memorable music make this ballet timeless. Its legacy has spanned more than a hundred years and 

it will likely continue to span a hundred more.  
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